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    INTRODUCTION, Leigh Grossman


    I have a mixed relationship with the giant Norton Anthology-type books that are used to teach many literature courses. On the one hand I love the idea of a single volume that includes most of the key writers in the field. For years I had to assign ten separate books in my science fiction classes and there were still huge gaps and important writers who I never got to teach. Every few years anthologies would go out of print and I’d have to scrape together some other combination of books that didn’t do quite what I wanted and hopefully didn’t cost my students a prohibitive amount.


    On the other hand, I do have an issue with the traditional Norton Anthology–type approach: It tends to depict the writers as if they were special creatures touched by the gods, distinct from the rest of humanity. While I think putting the importance of particular works in context is important, I’ve always felt (as a writer and editor myself) that that approach was too exclusionary. It’s distancing to readers, and largely ignores the relationships between writers, readers, and editors, which in science fiction tend to be particularly convoluted and intertwined. And it does a disservice to students who are themselves aspiring writers, by implying that if they lack some divine spark they can never reach the next level. That approach tends to ignore the level of honing their craft that most writers do (Ray Bradbury talks about the “million words” one needs to write before reaching that level) and the system of readers and fandom which germinates and supports those writers.


    It’s easy to get the impression from some literary anthologies that writing is an entirely solitary profession, and that most writers lock themselves in garretts and work in a vacuum. Science fiction doesn’t get written that way. It’s a small, incestuous, gossipy field and always has been. By and large everyone knows everyone else. People can be amazingly supportive or carry grudges for generations. Drop by the bar at a literary convention and you’ll run into writers telling stories and kicking ideas around, in much the same way that if you dropped into the right bar in the seventeenth century you’d run into Shakespeare and Kit Marlowe drinking and telling stories and kicking ideas around. I’ve tried to make this book comprehensive, but also to convey a sense of the relationship between writers, editors, and fans that has made science fiction so distinctive over the last century.


    * * * *


    Before anyone else, I need to extend a broad thanks to all of the writers who agreed to allow me to reprint their work at rates far below what they deserved, in the interest of making an inexpensive science fiction textbook available to students. Even in a two-million-word book there were a few painful omissions, and a few writers had to be left out because no ebook rights were available.


    While I mostly worked directly with writers in securing story rights, I owe a particular debt of gratitude to a number of literary agents. Most literary agents prefer not to represent authors for story sales, since they generally lose money on them. (The payments are far less than the time required to represent their clients.) Sometimes it’s necessary, as in the case of literary estates where there is no author to work with directly. I am deeply appreciative of all the agents who went out of their way to make sure this book could come together in a way that showcased their clients and remained affordable to students. I especially want to thank Vaughne Lee Hansen of the Virginia Kidd Agency, who has more writers in the book than any other agent but remained cheerful and helpful throughout. Eleanor Wood was involved in the project at a very early stage, since she is the agent for SFWA as well as many writers I wanted to include. That meant extra time getting the boilerplate contracts right and making sure things got off on the right foot. I’m grateful to Eleanor and her assistant Maria Leone Karastergiou of the Spectrum Literary Agency. I also want to thank Kay McCauley of the Pimlico Agency; Merrilee Heifetz and Miriam Newman at Writers House; Russ Galen and Ann Behar at Scovil Galen Ghosh; Jane Judd; Katy Loffman at Pollinger, Limited; Diana Finch; Colin Smythe; John Silbersack and Nicole Robson at Trident Media; and Linn Prentis.


    Editorial assistants Lauren Cunningham, Sheri Giglio, and Colleen Lynch did yeoman research work during the book’s last stages, as well as taking on many other small projects that helped make Sense of Wonder a better book.


    John Betancourt of The Wildside Press stepped forward and picked up the book when its original publisher backed out of the project. I couldn’t have hoped for a more supportive publisher or one who shared my vision any more closely.


    Amy Goldschlager and Dennis McCunney made suggestions that helped shape the earliest forms of Sense of Wonder, as it began its evolution from raw idea to its present form. Elizabeth Glover lent both formative suggestions and her design expertise.


    Many colleagues at UConn lent support in various ways, particularly Wayne Franklin, A. Harris Fairbanks, Ruth Fairbanks, and Sydney Plum. Richard Bleiler, UConn’s superb Humanities Librarian, had a wealth of suggestions that helped widen the scope of the book, and contributed an essay on Hugo Gernsback. I am also indebted to Seo-Young Jennie Chu at Queens CUNY for suggestions that strengthened the book’s poetry component enormously. John Kessel at NC State University and Ayana Abdallah at the University of Houston both made excellent story and author suggestions, in addition to contributing their own work to the book. Don Riggs at Drexel was one of the first contributors and I leaned on him a number of times for suggestions. Likewise Thomas Bertonneau, Kyle Bishop, Laurel Bollinger, Samuel Collins, Sibelan Forrester, Carol Franko, Sonja Fritsche, Andrew Gordon, Darren Harris-Fain, Mack Hassler, Karen Hellekson, Ericka Hoagland, Lee Hobbs, Jay Ingrao, Calvin Johnson, James McGrath, Katherine Pandora, Twila Papay, Amerdeep Singh, Breyan Strickler, and Lisa Swanstrom all helped to improve the book in important ways with their feedback and suggestions above and beyond the expertise they contributed in their essays.


    Mike Resnick was the first author who committed to the book, even before I finalized the agreement with the publisher; I went to him for contract advice and ended up with that and much more. John Joseph Adams, Faye Ringel, Stan Robinson, Darrell Schweitzer, Gordon van Gelder, and Michael J. Walsh were enormously helpful in tracking down difficult-to-find writers (in addition to Stan’s and Darrell’s own contributions to the book).


    In addition to the academic essay contributors, Betsy Wollheim of DAW Books, Toni Weiskopf of Baen Books, Hildy Silverman of Space & Time, Ian Randal Strock of SFScope, and reviewers Dan Kimmel and Tom Easton all generously contributed essays, suggestions, and support to the book.


    A number of students at UConn and elsewhere volunteered to read over drafts of the introductory essays to help catch anything that might be confusing to undergraduates who were new to science fiction. I especially want to thank Emily Bonner, Georgios Katsikis, Jeremy Lawson, Kim Lawson, Sam Martin, Ryan McLean, Arthur Nowell III, Chelsea Raiola, Katelyn Wilson, and Myles Udland.

  


  
    PART 1: Early Science Fiction


    ( –1926)


    By and large, books were expensive and published in comparatively small numbers in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Mass market paperpacks were still well into the future, and people did most of their fiction reading in magazines and even newspapers (which were expensive as well, but not as pricy as books). Before the middle of the nineteenth century, fiction reading was looked down on in polite society, but that changed with the enormous popularity of Charles Dickens (in much the same way J. K. Rowling made it acceptable for adults to read children’s fantasy in the late twentieth century).


    While science fiction wasn’t yet thought of as a genre, stories using proto-SF themes weren’t all that unusual. There wasn’t much actual science in works by Edgar Allan Poe and Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, but they were certainly speculative in a way that would later cause writer and critic Brian Aldiss to label Shelley’s Frankenstein the first science fiction novel. Other writers used science fictional images or ideas in otherwise mainstream works, or wrote quasi-allegorical utopias and dystopias set in distant places or times.


    By the late nineteenth century, many recognizable science fictional tropes had begun to appear. The field had its first star authors in Jules Verne, writing near-future technothrillers, and H. G. Wells, writing more speculative social and military SF with deeply political themes. Both of those threads continue to be hugely influential on SF today; naturally, Verne and Wells politely despised each other’s writing choices, a tradition that also continues into the present.


    In the early twentieth century, Edgar Rice Burroughs became fantastically wealthy by writing (among other things) planetary romances. There’s no more science in John Carter’s trip to Mars than there was in Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court a generation earlier; both characters have inexplicable out-of-body journeys allowing them to journey in space or time. Once on Mars, however, Carter’s swashbuckling experiences on the vast canvas of the Martian planet embody a sense of adventure that’s extraordinarily appealing in the increasingly mechanized world that World War I-era readers lived in.

  


  
    EDGAR RICE BURROUGHS


    (1875–1950)


    The mythology of Edgar Rice Burroughs can be a bit misleading. Supposedly he was a failed pencil salesman, who thought he could do better than what he was reading in the pulp magazines, and went on to become the biggest-selling writer in America. (That part is true.)


    No one wrote more popular adventure fiction than Burroughs, and in creating both Tarzan of the Apes and John Carter of Mars he made enormous contributions to both fantasy and science fiction. But his qualifications for the role were somewhat better than the mythology. Son of a Civil War officer and successful businessman, Burroughs attended (and later instructed) at a military academy and served in the 7th Cavalry before a heart condition ended his military career. He drifted into a variety of jobs before beginning to write seriously at age thirty-five.


    A Princess of Mars was his first success, netting him $400 (a huge amount in 1912) for its serialized magazine publication. Tarzan of the Apes came out the same year to even bigger success. Burroughs assumed an extravagent lifestyle, which he paid for by writing three books a year for the next two decades, many of them adapted into films. He eventually bought a publishing house and a vast ranch (now Tarzana, California) and lived a life of adventure that rivaled some of his characters: marrying an actress, moving to Hawaii, becoming the oldest war correspondent to serve in the Pacific Theater during World War II, and so on. He eventually died in bed while reading a comic book.

  


  
    A PRINCESS OF MARS, by Edgar Rice Burroughs


    First published in All-Story Magazine, February 1912. Original title “Under the Moons of Mars” by Normal Bean


    FOREWORD


    To the Reader of this Work:


    In submitting Captain Carter’s strange manuscript to you in book form, I believe that a few words relative to this remarkable personality will be of interest.


    My first recollection of Captain Carter is of the few months he spent at my father’s home in Virginia, just prior to the opening of the civil war. I was then a child of but five years, yet I well remember the tall, dark, smooth-faced, athletic man whom I called Uncle Jack.


    He seemed always to be laughing; and he entered into the sports of the children with the same hearty good fellowship he displayed toward those pastimes in which the men and women of his own age indulged; or he would sit for an hour at a time entertaining my old grandmother with stories of his strange, wild life in all parts of the world. We all loved him, and our slaves fairly worshipped the ground he trod.


    He was a splendid specimen of manhood, standing a good two inches over six feet, broad of shoulder and narrow of hip, with the carriage of the trained fighting man. His features were regular and clear cut, his hair black and closely cropped, while his eyes were of a steel gray, reflecting a strong and loyal character, filled with fire and initiative. His manners were perfect, and his courtliness was that of a typical southern gentleman of the highest type.


    His horsemanship, especially after hounds, was a marvel and delight even in that country of magnificent horsemen. I have often heard my father caution him against his wild recklessness, but he would only laugh, and say that the tumble that killed him would be from the back of a horse yet unfoaled.


    When the war broke out he left us, nor did I see him again for some fifteen or sixteen years. When he returned it was without warning, and I was much surprised to note that he had not aged apparently a moment, nor had he changed in any other outward way. He was, when others were with him, the same genial, happy fellow we had known of old, but when he thought himself alone I have seen him sit for hours gazing off into space, his face set in a look of wistful longing and hopeless misery; and at night he would sit thus looking up into the heavens, at what I did not know until I read his manuscript years afterward.


    He told us that he had been prospecting and mining in Arizona part of the time since the war; and that he had been very successful was evidenced by the unlimited amount of money with which he was supplied. As to the details of his life during these years he was very reticent, in fact he would not talk of them at all.


    He remained with us for about a year and then went to New York, where he purchased a little place on the Hudson, where I visited him once a year on the occasions of my trips to the New York market—my father and I owning and operating a string of general stores throughout Virginia at that time. Captain Carter had a small but beautiful cottage, situated on a bluff overlooking the river, and during one of my last visits, in the winter of 1885, I observed he was much occupied in writing, I presume now, upon this manuscript.


    He told me at this time that if anything should happen to him he wished me to take charge of his estate, and he gave me a key to a compartment in the safe which stood in his study, telling me I would find his will there and some personal instructions which he had me pledge myself to carry out with absolute fidelity.


    After I had retired for the night I have seen him from my window standing in the moonlight on the brink of the bluff overlooking the Hudson with his arms stretched out to the heavens as though in appeal. I thought at the time that he was praying, although I never understood that he was in the strict sense of the term a religious man.


    Several months after I had returned home from my last visit, the first of March, 1886, I think, I received a telegram from him asking me to come to him at once. I had always been his favorite among the younger generation of Carters and so I hastened to comply with his demand.


    I arrived at the little station, about a mile from his grounds, on the morning of March 4, 1886, and when I asked the livery man to drive me out to Captain Carter’s he replied that if I was a friend of the Captain’s he had some very bad news for me; the Captain had been found dead shortly after daylight that very morning by the watchman attached to an adjoining property.


    For some reason this news did not surprise me, but I hurried out to his place as quickly as possible, so that I could take charge of the body and of his affairs.


    I found the watchman who had discovered him, together with the local police chief and several townspeople, assembled in his little study. The watchman related the few details connected with the finding of the body, which he said had been still warm when he came upon it. It lay, he said, stretched full length in the snow with the arms outstretched above the head toward the edge of the bluff, and when he showed me the spot it flashed upon me that it was the identical one where I had seen him on those other nights, with his arms raised in supplication to the skies.


    There were no marks of violence on the body, and with the aid of a local physician the coroner’s jury quickly reached a decision of death from heart failure. Left alone in the study, I opened the safe and withdrew the contents of the drawer in which he had told me I would find my instructions. They were in part peculiar indeed, but I have followed them to each last detail as faithfully as I was able.


    He directed that I remove his body to Virginia without embalming, and that he be laid in an open coffin within a tomb which he previously had had constructed and which, as I later learned, was well ventilated. The instructions impressed upon me that I must personally see that this was carried out just as he directed, even in secrecy if necessary.


    His property was left in such a way that I was to receive the entire income for twenty-five years, when the principal was to become mine. His further instructions related to this manuscript which I was to retain sealed and unread, just as I found it, for eleven years; nor was I to divulge its contents until twenty-one years after his death.


    A strange feature about the tomb, where his body still lies, is that the massive door is equipped with a single, huge gold-plated spring lock which can be opened only from the inside.


    Yours very sincerely,


    Edgar Rice Burroughs.


    CHAPTER I


    ON THE ARIZONA HILLS


    I am a very old man; how old I do not know. Possibly I am a hundred, possibly more; but I cannot tell because I have never aged as other men, nor do I remember any childhood. So far as I can recollect I have always been a man, a man of about thirty. I appear today as I did forty years and more ago, and yet I feel that I cannot go on living forever; that some day I shall die the real death from which there is no resurrection. I do not know why I should fear death, I who have died twice and am still alive; but yet I have the same horror of it as you who have never died, and it is because of this terror of death, I believe, that I am so convinced of my mortality.


    And because of this conviction I have determined to write down the story of the interesting periods of my life and of my death. I cannot explain the phenomena; I can only set down here in the words of an ordinary soldier of fortune a chronicle of the strange events that befell me during the ten years that my dead body lay undiscovered in an Arizona cave.


    I have never told this story, nor shall mortal man see this manuscript until after I have passed over for eternity. I know that the average human mind will not believe what it cannot grasp, and so I do not purpose being pilloried by the public, the pulpit, and the press, and held up as a colossal liar when I am but telling the simple truths which some day science will substantiate. Possibly the suggestions which I gained upon Mars, and the knowledge which I can set down in this chronicle, will aid in an earlier understanding of the mysteries of our sister planet; mysteries to you, but no longer mysteries to me.


    My name is John Carter; I am better known as Captain Jack Carter of Virginia. At the close of the Civil War I found myself possessed of several hundred thousand dollars (Confederate) and a captain’s commission in the cavalry arm of an army which no longer existed; the servant of a state which had vanished with the hopes of the South. Masterless, penniless, and with my only means of livelihood, fighting, gone, I determined to work my way to the southwest and attempt to retrieve my fallen fortunes in a search for gold.


    I spent nearly a year prospecting in company with another Confederate officer, Captain James K. Powell of Richmond. We were extremely fortunate, for late in the winter of 1865, after many hardships and privations, we located the most remarkable gold-bearing quartz vein that our wildest dreams had ever pictured. Powell, who was a mining engineer by education, stated that we had uncovered over a million dollars worth of ore in a trifle over three months.


    As our equipment was crude in the extreme we decided that one of us must return to civilization, purchase the necessary machinery and return with a sufficient force of men properly to work the mine.


    As Powell was familiar with the country, as well as with the mechanical requirements of mining we determined that it would be best for him to make the trip. It was agreed that I was to hold down our claim against the remote possibility of its being jumped by some wandering prospector.


    On March 3, 1866, Powell and I packed his provisions on two of our burros, and bidding me good-bye he mounted his horse, and started down the mountainside toward the valley, across which led the first stage of his journey.


    The morning of Powell’s departure was, like nearly all Arizona mornings, clear and beautiful; I could see him and his little pack animals picking their way down the mountainside toward the valley, and all during the morning I would catch occasional glimpses of them as they topped a hog back or came out upon a level plateau. My last sight of Powell was about three in the afternoon as he entered the shadows of the range on the opposite side of the valley.


    Some half hour later I happened to glance casually across the valley and was much surprised to note three little dots in about the same place I had last seen my friend and his two pack animals. I am not given to needless worrying, but the more I tried to convince myself that all was well with Powell, and that the dots I had seen on his trail were antelope or wild horses, the less I was able to assure myself.


    Since we had entered the territory we had not seen a hostile Indian, and we had, therefore, become careless in the extreme, and were wont to ridicule the stories we had heard of the great numbers of these vicious marauders that were supposed to haunt the trails, taking their toll in lives and torture of every white party which fell into their merciless clutches.


    Powell, I knew, was well armed and, further, an experienced Indian fighter; but I too had lived and fought for years among the Sioux in the North, and I knew that his chances were small against a party of cunning trailing Apaches. Finally I could endure the suspense no longer, and, arming myself with my two Colt revolvers and a carbine, I strapped two belts of cartridges about me and catching my saddle horse, started down the trail taken by Powell in the morning.


    As soon as I reached comparatively level ground I urged my mount into a canter and continued this, where the going permitted, until, close upon dusk, I discovered the point where other tracks joined those of Powell. They were the tracks of unshod ponies, three of them, and the ponies had been galloping.


    I followed rapidly until, darkness shutting down, I was forced to await the rising of the moon, and given an opportunity to speculate on the question of the wisdom of my chase. Possibly I had conjured up impossible dangers, like some nervous old housewife, and when I should catch up with Powell would get a good laugh for my pains. However, I am not prone to sensitiveness, and the following of a sense of duty, wherever it may lead, has always been a kind of fetich with me throughout my life; which may account for the honors bestowed upon me by three republics and the decorations and friendships of an old and powerful emperor and several lesser kings, in whose service my sword has been red many a time.


    About nine o’clock the moon was sufficiently bright for me to proceed on my way and I had no difficulty in following the trail at a fast walk, and in some places at a brisk trot until, about midnight, I reached the water hole where Powell had expected to camp. I came upon the spot unexpectedly, finding it entirely deserted, with no signs of having been recently occupied as a camp.


    I was interested to note that the tracks of the pursuing horsemen, for such I was now convinced they must be, continued after Powell with only a brief stop at the hole for water; and always at the same rate of speed as his.


    I was positive now that the trailers were Apaches and that they wished to capture Powell alive for the fiendish pleasure of the torture, so I urged my horse onward at a most dangerous pace, hoping against hope that I would catch up with the red rascals before they attacked him.


    Further speculation was suddenly cut short by the faint report of two shots far ahead of me. I knew that Powell would need me now if ever, and I instantly urged my horse to his topmost speed up the narrow and difficult mountain trail.


    I had forged ahead for perhaps a mile or more without hearing further sounds, when the trail suddenly debouched onto a small, open plateau near the summit of the pass. I had passed through a narrow, overhanging gorge just before entering suddenly upon this table land, and the sight which met my eyes filled me with consternation and dismay.


    The little stretch of level land was white with Indian tepees, and there were probably half a thousand red warriors clustered around some object near the center of the camp. Their attention was so wholly riveted to this point of interest that they did not notice me, and I easily could have turned back into the dark recesses of the gorge and made my escape with perfect safety. The fact, however, that this thought did not occur to me until the following day removes any possible right to a claim to heroism to which the narration of this episode might possibly otherwise entitle me.


    I do not believe that I am made of the stuff which constitutes heroes, because, in all of the hundreds of instances that my voluntary acts have placed me face to face with death, I cannot recall a single one where any alternative step to that I took occurred to me until many hours later. My mind is evidently so constituted that I am subconsciously forced into the path of duty without recourse to tiresome mental processes. However that may be, I have never regretted that cowardice is not optional with me.


    In this instance I was, of course, positive that Powell was the center of attraction, but whether I thought or acted first I do not know, but within an instant from the moment the scene broke upon my view I had whipped out my revolvers and was charging down upon the entire army of warriors, shooting rapidly, and whooping at the top of my lungs. Singlehanded, I could not have pursued better tactics, for the red men, convinced by sudden surprise that not less than a regiment of regulars was upon them, turned and fled in every direction for their bows, arrows, and rifles.


    The view which their hurried routing disclosed filled me with apprehension and with rage. Under the clear rays of the Arizona moon lay Powell, his body fairly bristling with the hostile arrows of the braves. That he was already dead I could not but be convinced, and yet I would have saved his body from mutilation at the hands of the Apaches as quickly as I would have saved the man himself from death.


    Riding close to him I reached down from the saddle, and grasping his cartridge belt drew him up across the withers of my mount. A backward glance convinced me that to return by the way I had come would be more hazardous than to continue across the plateau, so, putting spurs to my poor beast, I made a dash for the opening to the pass which I could distinguish on the far side of the table land.


    The Indians had by this time discovered that I was alone and I was pursued with imprecations, arrows, and rifle balls. The fact that it is difficult to aim anything but imprecations accurately by moonlight, that they were upset by the sudden and unexpected manner of my advent, and that I was a rather rapidly moving target saved me from the various deadly projectiles of the enemy and permitted me to reach the shadows of the surrounding peaks before an orderly pursuit could be organized.


    My horse was traveling practically unguided as I knew that I had probably less knowledge of the exact location of the trail to the pass than he, and thus it happened that he entered a defile which led to the summit of the range and not to the pass which I had hoped would carry me to the valley and to safety. It is probable, however, that to this fact I owe my life and the remarkable experiences and adventures which befell me during the following ten years.


    My first knowledge that I was on the wrong trail came when I heard the yells of the pursuing savages suddenly grow fainter and fainter far off to my left.


    I knew then that they had passed to the left of the jagged rock formation at the edge of the plateau, to the right of which my horse had borne me and the body of Powell.


    I drew rein on a little level promontory overlooking the trail below and to my left, and saw the party of pursuing savages disappearing around the point of a neighboring peak.


    I knew the Indians would soon discover that they were on the wrong trail and that the search for me would be renewed in the right direction as soon as they located my tracks.


    I had gone but a short distance further when what seemed to be an excellent trail opened up around the face of a high cliff. The trail was level and quite broad and led upward and in the general direction I wished to go. The cliff arose for several hundred feet on my right, and on my left was an equal and nearly perpendicular drop to the bottom of a rocky ravine.


    I had followed this trail for perhaps a hundred yards when a sharp turn to the right brought me to the mouth of a large cave. The opening was about four feet in height and three to four feet wide, and at this opening the trail ended.


    It was now morning, and, with the customary lack of dawn which is a startling characteristic of Arizona, it had become daylight almost without warning.


    Dismounting, I laid Powell upon the ground, but the most painstaking examination failed to reveal the faintest spark of life. I forced water from my canteen between his dead lips, bathed his face and rubbed his hands, working over him continuously for the better part of an hour in the face of the fact that I knew him to be dead.


    I was very fond of Powell; he was thoroughly a man in every respect; a polished southern gentleman; a staunch and true friend; and it was with a feeling of the deepest grief that I finally gave up my crude endeavors at resuscitation.


    Leaving Powell’s body where it lay on the ledge I crept into the cave to reconnoiter. I found a large chamber, possibly a hundred feet in diameter and thirty or forty feet in height; a smooth and well-worn floor, and many other evidences that the cave had, at some remote period, been inhabited. The back of the cave was so lost in dense shadow that I could not distinguish whether there were openings into other apartments or not.


    As I was continuing my examination I commenced to feel a pleasant drowsiness creeping over me which I attributed to the fatigue of my long and strenuous ride, and the reaction from the excitement of the fight and the pursuit. I felt comparatively safe in my present location as I knew that one man could defend the trail to the cave against an army.


    I soon became so drowsy that I could scarcely resist the strong desire to throw myself on the floor of the cave for a few moments’ rest, but I knew that this would never do, as it would mean certain death at the hands of my red friends, who might be upon me at any moment. With an effort I started toward the opening of the cave only to reel drunkenly against a side wall, and from there slip prone upon the floor.


    CHAPTER II


    THE ESCAPE OF THE DEAD


    A sense of delicious dreaminess overcame me, my muscles relaxed, and I was on the point of giving way to my desire to sleep when the sound of approaching horses reached my ears. I attempted to spring to my feet but was horrified to discover that my muscles refused to respond to my will. I was now thoroughly awake, but as unable to move a muscle as though turned to stone. It was then, for the first time, that I noticed a slight vapor filling the cave. It was extremely tenuous and only noticeable against the opening which led to daylight. There also came to my nostrils a faintly pungent odor, and I could only assume that I had been overcome by some poisonous gas, but why I should retain my mental faculties and yet be unable to move I could not fathom.


    I lay facing the opening of the cave and where I could see the short stretch of trail which lay between the cave and the turn of the cliff around which the trail led. The noise of the approaching horses had ceased, and I judged the Indians were creeping stealthily upon me along the little ledge which led to my living tomb. I remember that I hoped they would make short work of me as I did not particularly relish the thought of the innumerable things they might do to me if the spirit prompted them.


    I had not long to wait before a stealthy sound apprised me of their nearness, and then a war-bonneted, paint-streaked face was thrust cautiously around the shoulder of the cliff, and savage eyes looked into mine. That he could see me in the dim light of the cave I was sure for the early morning sun was falling full upon me through the opening.


    The fellow, instead of approaching, merely stood and stared; his eyes bulging and his jaw dropped. And then another savage face appeared, and a third and fourth and fifth, craning their necks over the shoulders of their fellows whom they could not pass upon the narrow ledge. Each face was the picture of awe and fear, but for what reason I did not know, nor did I learn until ten years later. That there were still other braves behind those who regarded me was apparent from the fact that the leaders passed back whispered word to those behind them.


    Suddenly a low but distinct moaning sound issued from the recesses of the cave behind me, and, as it reached the ears of the Indians, they turned and fled in terror, panic-stricken. So frantic were their efforts to escape from the unseen thing behind me that one of the braves was hurled headlong from the cliff to the rocks below. Their wild cries echoed in the canyon for a short time, and then all was still once more.


    The sound which had frightened them was not repeated, but it had been sufficient as it was to start me speculating on the possible horror which lurked in the shadows at my back. Fear is a relative term and so I can only measure my feelings at that time by what I had experienced in previous positions of danger and by those that I have passed through since; but I can say without shame that if the sensations I endured during the next few minutes were fear, then may God help the coward, for cowardice is of a surety its own punishment.


    To be held paralyzed, with one’s back toward some horrible and unknown danger from the very sound of which the ferocious Apache warriors turn in wild stampede, as a flock of sheep would madly flee from a pack of wolves, seems to me the last word in fearsome predicaments for a man who had ever been used to fighting for his life with all the energy of a powerful physique.


    Several times I thought I heard faint sounds behind me as of somebody moving cautiously, but eventually even these ceased, and I was left to the contemplation of my position without interruption. I could but vaguely conjecture the cause of my paralysis, and my only hope lay in that it might pass off as suddenly as it had fallen upon me.


    Late in the afternoon my horse, which had been standing with dragging rein before the cave, started slowly down the trail, evidently in search of food and water, and I was left alone with my mysterious unknown companion and the dead body of my friend, which lay just within my range of vision upon the ledge where I had placed it in the early morning.


    From then until possibly midnight all was silence, the silence of the dead; then, suddenly, the awful moan of the morning broke upon my startled ears, and there came again from the black shadows the sound of a moving thing, and a faint rustling as of dead leaves. The shock to my already overstrained nervous system was terrible in the extreme, and with a superhuman effort I strove to break my awful bonds. It was an effort of the mind, of the will, of the nerves; not muscular, for I could not move even so much as my little finger, but none the less mighty for all that. And then something gave, there was a momentary feeling of nausea, a sharp click as of the snapping of a steel wire, and I stood with my back against the wall of the cave facing my unknown foe.


    And then the moonlight flooded the cave, and there before me lay my own body as it had been lying all these hours, with the eyes staring toward the open ledge and the hands resting limply upon the ground. I looked first at my lifeless clay there upon the floor of the cave and then down at myself in utter bewilderment; for there I lay clothed, and yet here I stood but naked as at the minute of my birth.


    The transition had been so sudden and so unexpected that it left me for a moment forgetful of aught else than my strange metamorphosis. My first thought was, is this then death! Have I indeed passed over forever into that other life! But I could not well believe this, as I could feel my heart pounding against my ribs from the exertion of my efforts to release myself from the anaesthesis which had held me. My breath was coming in quick, short gasps, cold sweat stood out from every pore of my body, and the ancient experiment of pinching revealed the fact that I was anything other than a wraith.


    Again was I suddenly recalled to my immediate surroundings by a repetition of the weird moan from the depths of the cave. Naked and unarmed as I was, I had no desire to face the unseen thing which menaced me.


    My revolvers were strapped to my lifeless body which, for some unfathomable reason, I could not bring myself to touch. My carbine was in its boot, strapped to my saddle, and as my horse had wandered off I was left without means of defense. My only alternative seemed to lie in flight and my decision was crystallized by a recurrence of the rustling sound from the thing which now seemed, in the darkness of the cave and to my distorted imagination, to be creeping stealthily upon me.


    Unable longer to resist the temptation to escape this horrible place I leaped quickly through the opening into the starlight of a clear Arizona night. The crisp, fresh mountain air outside the cave acted as an immediate tonic and I felt new life and new courage coursing through me. Pausing upon the brink of the ledge I upbraided myself for what now seemed to me wholly unwarranted apprehension. I reasoned with myself that I had lain helpless for many hours within the cave, yet nothing had molested me, and my better judgment, when permitted the direction of clear and logical reasoning, convinced me that the noises I had heard must have resulted from purely natural and harmless causes; probably the conformation of the cave was such that a slight breeze had caused the sounds I heard.


    I decided to investigate, but first I lifted my head to fill my lungs with the pure, invigorating night air of the mountains. As I did so I saw stretching far below me the beautiful vista of rocky gorge, and level, cacti-studded flat, wrought by the moonlight into a miracle of soft splendor and wondrous enchantment.


    Few western wonders are more inspiring than the beauties of an Arizona moonlit landscape; the silvered mountains in the distance, the strange lights and shadows upon hog back and arroyo, and the grotesque details of the stiff, yet beautiful cacti form a picture at once enchanting and inspiring; as though one were catching for the first time a glimpse of some dead and forgotten world, so different is it from the aspect of any other spot upon our earth.


    As I stood thus meditating, I turned my gaze from the landscape to the heavens where the myriad stars formed a gorgeous and fitting canopy for the wonders of the earthly scene. My attention was quickly riveted by a large red star close to the distant horizon. As I gazed upon it I felt a spell of overpowering fascination—it was Mars, the god of war, and for me, the fighting man, it had always held the power of irresistible enchantment. As I gazed at it on that far-gone night it seemed to call across the unthinkable void, to lure me to it, to draw me as the lodestone attracts a particle of iron.


    My longing was beyond the power of opposition; I closed my eyes, stretched out my arms toward the god of my vocation and felt myself drawn with the suddenness of thought through the trackless immensity of space. There was an instant of extreme cold and utter darkness.


    CHAPTER III


    MY ADVENT ON MARS


    I opened my eyes upon a strange and weird landscape. I knew that I was on Mars; not once did I question either my sanity or my wakefulness. I was not asleep, no need for pinching here; my inner consciousness told me as plainly that I was upon Mars as your conscious mind tells you that you are upon Earth. You do not question the fact; neither did I.


    I found myself lying prone upon a bed of yellowish, mosslike vegetation which stretched around me in all directions for interminable miles. I seemed to be lying in a deep, circular basin, along the outer verge of which I could distinguish the irregularities of low hills.


    It was midday, the sun was shining full upon me and the heat of it was rather intense upon my naked body, yet no greater than would have been true under similar conditions on an Arizona desert. Here and there were slight outcroppings of quartz-bearing rock which glistened in the sunlight; and a little to my left, perhaps a hundred yards, appeared a low, walled enclosure about four feet in height. No water, and no other vegetation than the moss was in evidence, and as I was somewhat thirsty I determined to do a little exploring.


    Springing to my feet I received my first Martian surprise, for the effort, which on Earth would have brought me standing upright, carried me into the Martian air to the height of about three yards. I alighted softly upon the ground, however, without appreciable shock or jar. Now commenced a series of evolutions which even then seemed ludicrous in the extreme. I found that I must learn to walk all over again, as the muscular exertion which carried me easily and safely upon Earth played strange antics with me upon Mars.


    Instead of progressing in a sane and dignified manner, my attempts to walk resulted in a variety of hops which took me clear of the ground a couple of feet at each step and landed me sprawling upon my face or back at the end of each second or third hop. My muscles, perfectly attuned and accustomed to the force of gravity on Earth, played the mischief with me in attempting for the first time to cope with the lesser gravitation and lower air pressure on Mars.


    I was determined, however, to explore the low structure which was the only evidence of habitation in sight, and so I hit upon the unique plan of reverting to first principles in locomotion, creeping. I did fairly well at this and in a few moments had reached the low, encircling wall of the enclosure.


    There appeared to be no doors or windows upon the side nearest me, but as the wall was but about four feet high I cautiously gained my feet and peered over the top upon the strangest sight it had ever been given me to see.


    The roof of the enclosure was of solid glass about four or five inches in thickness, and beneath this were several hundred large eggs, perfectly round and snowy white. The eggs were nearly uniform in size being about two and one-half feet in diameter.


    Five or six had already hatched and the grotesque caricatures which sat blinking in the sunlight were enough to cause me to doubt my sanity. They seemed mostly head, with little scrawny bodies, long necks and six legs, or, as I afterward learned, two legs and two arms, with an intermediary pair of limbs which could be used at will either as arms or legs. Their eyes were set at the extreme sides of their heads a trifle above the center and protruded in such a manner that they could be directed either forward or back and also independently of each other, thus permitting this queer animal to look in any direction, or in two directions at once, without the necessity of turning the head.


    The ears, which were slightly above the eyes and closer together, were small, cup-shaped antennae, protruding not more than an inch on these young specimens. Their noses were but longitudinal slits in the center of their faces, midway between their mouths and ears.


    There was no hair on their bodies, which were of a very light yellowish-green color. In the adults, as I was to learn quite soon, this color deepens to an olive green and is darker in the male than in the female. Further, the heads of the adults are not so out of proportion to their bodies as in the case of the young.


    The iris of the eyes is blood red, as in Albinos, while the pupil is dark. The eyeball itself is very white, as are the teeth. These latter add a most ferocious appearance to an otherwise fearsome and terrible countenance, as the lower tusks curve upward to sharp points which end about where the eyes of earthly human beings are located. The whiteness of the teeth is not that of ivory, but of the snowiest and most gleaming of china. Against the dark background of their olive skins their tusks stand out in a most striking manner, making these weapons present a singularly formidable appearance.


    Most of these details I noted later, for I was given but little time to speculate on the wonders of my new discovery. I had seen that the eggs were in the process of hatching, and as I stood watching the hideous little monsters break from their shells I failed to note the approach of a score of full-grown Martians from behind me.


    Coming, as they did, over the soft and soundless moss, which covers practically the entire surface of Mars with the exception of the frozen areas at the poles and the scattered cultivated districts, they might have captured me easily, but their intentions were far more sinister. It was the rattling of the accouterments of the foremost warrior which warned me.


    On such a little thing my life hung that I often marvel that I escaped so easily. Had not the rifle of the leader of the party swung from its fastenings beside his saddle in such a way as to strike against the butt of his great metal-shod spear I should have snuffed out without ever knowing that death was near me. But the little sound caused me to turn, and there upon me, not ten feet from my breast, was the point of that huge spear, a spear forty feet long, tipped with gleaming metal, and held low at the side of a mounted replica of the little devils I had been watching.


    But how puny and harmless they now looked beside this huge and terrific incarnation of hate, of vengeance and of death. The man himself, for such I may call him, was fully fifteen feet in height and, on Earth, would have weighed some four hundred pounds. He sat his mount as we sit a horse, grasping the animal’s barrel with his lower limbs, while the hands of his two right arms held his immense spear low at the side of his mount; his two left arms were outstretched laterally to help preserve his balance, the thing he rode having neither bridle or reins of any description for guidance.


    And his mount! How can earthly words describe it! It towered ten feet at the shoulder; had four legs on either side; a broad flat tail, larger at the tip than at the root, and which it held straight out behind while running; a gaping mouth which split its head from its snout to its long, massive neck.


    Like its master, it was entirely devoid of hair, but was of a dark slate color and exceeding smooth and glossy. Its belly was white, and its legs shaded from the slate of its shoulders and hips to a vivid yellow at the feet. The feet themselves were heavily padded and nailless, which fact had also contributed to the noiselessness of their approach, and, in common with a multiplicity of legs, is a characteristic feature of the fauna of Mars. The highest type of man and one other animal, the only mammal existing on Mars, alone have well-formed nails, and there are absolutely no hoofed animals in existence there.


    Behind this first charging demon trailed nineteen others, similar in all respects, but, as I learned later, bearing individual characteristics peculiar to themselves; precisely as no two of us are identical although we are all cast in a similar mold. This picture, or rather materialized nightmare, which I have described at length, made but one terrible and swift impression on me as I turned to meet it.


    Unarmed and naked as I was, the first law of nature manifested itself in the only possible solution of my immediate problem, and that was to get out of the vicinity of the point of the charging spear. Consequently I gave a very earthly and at the same time superhuman leap to reach the top of the Martian incubator, for such I had determined it must be.


    My effort was crowned with a success which appalled me no less than it seemed to surprise the Martian warriors, for it carried me fully thirty feet into the air and landed me a hundred feet from my pursuers and on the opposite side of the enclosure.


    I alighted upon the soft moss easily and without mishap, and turning saw my enemies lined up along the further wall. Some were surveying me with expressions which I afterward discovered marked extreme astonishment, and the others were evidently satisfying themselves that I had not molested their young.


    They were conversing together in low tones, and gesticulating and pointing toward me. Their discovery that I had not harmed the little Martians, and that I was unarmed, must have caused them to look upon me with less ferocity; but, as I was to learn later, the thing which weighed most in my favor was my exhibition of hurdling.


    While the Martians are immense, their bones are very large and they are muscled only in proportion to the gravitation which they must overcome. The result is that they are infinitely less agile and less powerful, in proportion to their weight, than an Earth man, and I doubt that were one of them suddenly to be transported to Earth he could lift his own weight from the ground; in fact, I am convinced that he could not do so.


    My feat then was as marvelous upon Mars as it would have been upon Earth, and from desiring to annihilate me they suddenly looked upon me as a wonderful discovery to be captured and exhibited among their fellows.


    The respite my unexpected agility had given me permitted me to formulate plans for the immediate future and to note more closely the appearance of the warriors, for I could not disassociate these people in my mind from those other warriors who, only the day before, had been pursuing me.


    I noted that each was armed with several other weapons in addition to the huge spear which I have described. The weapon which caused me to decide against an attempt at escape by flight was what was evidently a rifle of some description, and which I felt, for some reason, they were peculiarly efficient in handling.


    These rifles were of a white metal stocked with wood, which I learned later was a very light and intensely hard growth much prized on Mars, and entirely unknown to us denizens of Earth. The metal of the barrel is an alloy composed principally of aluminum and steel which they have learned to temper to a hardness far exceeding that of the steel with which we are familiar. The weight of these rifles is comparatively little, and with the small caliber, explosive, radium projectiles which they use, and the great length of the barrel, they are deadly in the extreme and at ranges which would be unthinkable on Earth. The theoretic effective radius of this rifle is three hundred miles, but the best they can do in actual service when equipped with their wireless finders and sighters is but a trifle over two hundred miles.


    This is quite far enough to imbue me with great respect for the Martian firearm, and some telepathic force must have warned me against an attempt to escape in broad daylight from under the muzzles of twenty of these death-dealing machines.


    The Martians, after conversing for a short time, turned and rode away in the direction from which they had come, leaving one of their number alone by the enclosure. When they had covered perhaps two hundred yards they halted, and turning their mounts toward us sat watching the warrior by the enclosure.


    He was the one whose spear had so nearly transfixed me, and was evidently the leader of the band, as I had noted that they seemed to have moved to their present position at his direction. When his force had come to a halt he dismounted, threw down his spear and small arms, and came around the end of the incubator toward me, entirely unarmed and as naked as I, except for the ornaments strapped upon his head, limbs, and breast.


    When he was within about fifty feet of me he unclasped an enormous metal armlet, and holding it toward me in the open palm of his hand, addressed me in a clear, resonant voice, but in a language, it is needless to say, I could not understand. He then stopped as though waiting for my reply, pricking up his antennae-like ears and cocking his strange-looking eyes still further toward me.


    As the silence became painful I concluded to hazard a little conversation on my own part, as I had guessed that he was making overtures of peace. The throwing down of his weapons and the withdrawing of his troop before his advance toward me would have signified a peaceful mission anywhere on Earth, so why not, then, on Mars!


    Placing my hand over my heart I bowed low to the Martian and explained to him that while I did not understand his language, his actions spoke for the peace and friendship that at the present moment were most dear to my heart. Of course I might have been a babbling brook for all the intelligence my speech carried to him, but he understood the action with which I immediately followed my words.


    Stretching my hand toward him, I advanced and took the armlet from his open palm, clasping it about my arm above the elbow; smiled at him and stood waiting. His wide mouth spread into an answering smile, and locking one of his intermediary arms in mine we turned and walked back toward his mount. At the same time he motioned his followers to advance. They started toward us on a wild run, but were checked by a signal from him. Evidently he feared that were I to be really frightened again I might jump entirely out of the landscape.


    He exchanged a few words with his men, motioned to me that I would ride behind one of them, and then mounted his own animal. The fellow designated reached down two or three hands and lifted me up behind him on the glossy back of his mount, where I hung on as best I could by the belts and straps which held the Martian’s weapons and ornaments.


    The entire cavalcade then turned and galloped away toward the range of hills in the distance.


    CHAPTER IV


    A PRISONER


    We had gone perhaps ten miles when the ground began to rise very rapidly. We were, as I was later to learn, nearing the edge of one of Mars’ long-dead seas, in the bottom of which my encounter with the Martians had taken place.


    In a short time we gained the foot of the mountains, and after traversing a narrow gorge came to an open valley, at the far extremity of which was a low table land upon which I beheld an enormous city. Toward this we galloped, entering it by what appeared to be a ruined roadway leading out from the city, but only to the edge of the table land, where it ended abruptly in a flight of broad steps.


    Upon closer observation I saw as we passed them that the buildings were deserted, and while not greatly decayed had the appearance of not having been tenanted for years, possibly for ages. Toward the center of the city was a large plaza, and upon this and in the buildings immediately surrounding it were camped some nine or ten hundred creatures of the same breed as my captors, for such I now considered them despite the suave manner in which I had been trapped.


    With the exception of their ornaments all were naked. The women varied in appearance but little from the men, except that their tusks were much larger in proportion to their height, in some instances curving nearly to their high-set ears. Their bodies were smaller and lighter in color, and their fingers and toes bore the rudiments of nails, which were entirely lacking among the males. The adult females ranged in height from ten to twelve feet.


    The children were light in color, even lighter than the women, and all looked precisely alike to me, except that some were taller than others; older, I presumed.


    I saw no signs of extreme age among them, nor is there any appreciable difference in their appearance from the age of maturity, about forty, until, at about the age of one thousand years, they go voluntarily upon their last strange pilgrimage down the river Iss, which leads no living Martian knows whither and from whose bosom no Martian has ever returned, or would be allowed to live did he return after once embarking upon its cold, dark waters.


    Only about one Martian in a thousand dies of sickness or disease, and possibly about twenty take the voluntary pilgrimage. The other nine hundred and seventy-nine die violent deaths in duels, in hunting, in aviation and in war; but perhaps by far the greatest death loss comes during the age of childhood, when vast numbers of the little Martians fall victims to the great white apes of Mars.


    The average life expectancy of a Martian after the age of maturity is about three hundred years, but would be nearer the one-thousand mark were it not for the various means leading to violent death. Owing to the waning resources of the planet it evidently became necessary to counteract the increasing longevity which their remarkable skill in therapeutics and surgery produced, and so human life has come to be considered but lightly on Mars, as is evidenced by their dangerous sports and the almost continual warfare between the various communities.


    There are other and natural causes tending toward a diminution of population, but nothing contributes so greatly to this end as the fact that no male or female Martian is ever voluntarily without a weapon of destruction.


    As we neared the plaza and my presence was discovered we were immediately surrounded by hundreds of the creatures who seemed anxious to pluck me from my seat behind my guard. A word from the leader of the party stilled their clamor, and we proceeded at a trot across the plaza to the entrance of as magnificent an edifice as mortal eye has rested upon.


    The building was low, but covered an enormous area. It was constructed of gleaming white marble inlaid with gold and brilliant stones which sparkled and scintillated in the sunlight. The main entrance was some hundred feet in width and projected from the building proper to form a huge canopy above the entrance hall. There was no stairway, but a gentle incline to the first floor of the building opened into an enormous chamber encircled by galleries.


    On the floor of this chamber, which was dotted with highly carved wooden desks and chairs, were assembled about forty or fifty male Martians around the steps of a rostrum. On the platform proper squatted an enormous warrior heavily loaded with metal ornaments, gay-colored feathers and beautifully wrought leather trappings ingeniously set with precious stones. From his shoulders depended a short cape of white fur lined with brilliant scarlet silk.


    What struck me as most remarkable about this assemblage and the hall in which they were congregated was the fact that the creatures were entirely out of proportion to the desks, chairs, and other furnishings; these being of a size adapted to human beings such as I, whereas the great bulks of the Martians could scarcely have squeezed into the chairs, nor was there room beneath the desks for their long legs. Evidently, then, there were other denizens on Mars than the wild and grotesque creatures into whose hands I had fallen, but the evidences of extreme antiquity which showed all around me indicated that these buildings might have belonged to some long-extinct and forgotten race in the dim antiquity of Mars.


    Our party had halted at the entrance to the building, and at a sign from the leader I had been lowered to the ground. Again locking his arm in mine, we had proceeded into the audience chamber. There were few formalities observed in approaching the Martian chieftain. My captor merely strode up to the rostrum, the others making way for him as he advanced. The chieftain rose to his feet and uttered the name of my escort who, in turn, halted and repeated the name of the ruler followed by his title.


    At the time, this ceremony and the words they uttered meant nothing to me, but later I came to know that this was the customary greeting between green Martians. Had the men been strangers, and therefore unable to exchange names, they would have silently exchanged ornaments, had their missions been peaceful—otherwise they would have exchanged shots, or have fought out their introduction with some other of their various weapons.


    My captor, whose name was Tars Tarkas, was virtually the vice-chieftain of the community, and a man of great ability as a statesman and warrior. He evidently explained briefly the incidents connected with his expedition, including my capture, and when he had concluded the chieftain addressed me at some length.


    I replied in our good old English tongue merely to convince him that neither of us could understand the other; but I noticed that when I smiled slightly on concluding, he did likewise. This fact, and the similar occurrence during my first talk with Tars Tarkas, convinced me that we had at least something in common; the ability to smile, therefore to laugh; denoting a sense of humor. But I was to learn that the Martian smile is merely perfunctory, and that the Martian laugh is a thing to cause strong men to blanch in horror.


    The ideas of humor among the green men of Mars are widely at variance with our conceptions of incitants to merriment. The death agonies of a fellow being are, to these strange creatures provocative of the wildest hilarity, while their chief form of commonest amusement is to inflict death on their prisoners of war in various ingenious and horrible ways.


    The assembled warriors and chieftains examined me closely, feeling my muscles and the texture of my skin. The principal chieftain then evidently signified a desire to see me perform, and, motioning me to follow, he started with Tars Tarkas for the open plaza.


    Now, I had made no attempt to walk, since my first signal failure, except while tightly grasping Tars Tarkas’ arm, and so now I went skipping and flitting about among the desks and chairs like some monstrous grasshopper. After bruising myself severely, much to the amusement of the Martians, I again had recourse to creeping, but this did not suit them and I was roughly jerked to my feet by a towering fellow who had laughed most heartily at my misfortunes.


    As he banged me down upon my feet his face was bent close to mine and I did the only thing a gentleman might do under the circumstances of brutality, boorishness, and lack of consideration for a stranger’s rights; I swung my fist squarely to his jaw and he went down like a felled ox. As he sunk to the floor I wheeled around with my back toward the nearest desk, expecting to be overwhelmed by the vengeance of his fellows, but determined to give them as good a battle as the unequal odds would permit before I gave up my life.


    My fears were groundless, however, as the other Martians, at first struck dumb with wonderment, finally broke into wild peals of laughter and applause. I did not recognize the applause as such, but later, when I had become acquainted with their customs, I learned that I had won what they seldom accord, a manifestation of approbation.


    The fellow whom I had struck lay where he had fallen, nor did any of his mates approach him. Tars Tarkas advanced toward me, holding out one of his arms, and we thus proceeded to the plaza without further mishap. I did not, of course, know the reason for which we had come to the open, but I was not long in being enlightened. They first repeated the word “sak” a number of times, and then Tars Tarkas made several jumps, repeating the same word before each leap; then, turning to me, he said, “sak!” I saw what they were after, and gathering myself together I “sakked” with such marvelous success that I cleared a good hundred and fifty feet; nor did I this time, lose my equilibrium, but landed squarely upon my feet without falling. I then returned by easy jumps of twenty-five or thirty feet to the little group of warriors.


    My exhibition had been witnessed by several hundred lesser Martians, and they immediately broke into demands for a repetition, which the chieftain then ordered me to make; but I was both hungry and thirsty, and determined on the spot that my only method of salvation was to demand the consideration from these creatures which they evidently would not voluntarily accord. I therefore ignored the repeated commands to “sak,” and each time they were made I motioned to my mouth and rubbed my stomach.


    Tars Tarkas and the chief exchanged a few words, and the former, calling to a young female among the throng, gave her some instructions and motioned me to accompany her. I grasped her proffered arm and together we crossed the plaza toward a large building on the far side.


    My fair companion was about eight feet tall, having just arrived at maturity, but not yet to her full height. She was of a light olive-green color, with a smooth, glossy hide. Her name, as I afterward learned, was Sola, and she belonged to the retinue of Tars Tarkas. She conducted me to a spacious chamber in one of the buildings fronting on the plaza, and which, from the litter of silks and furs upon the floor, I took to be the sleeping quarters of several of the natives.


    The room was well lighted by a number of large windows and was beautifully decorated with mural paintings and mosaics, but upon all there seemed to rest that indefinable touch of the finger of antiquity which convinced me that the architects and builders of these wondrous creations had nothing in common with the crude half-brutes which now occupied them.


    Sola motioned me to be seated upon a pile of silks near the center of the room, and, turning, made a peculiar hissing sound, as though signaling to someone in an adjoining room. In response to her call I obtained my first sight of a new Martian wonder. It waddled in on its ten short legs, and squatted down before the girl like an obedient puppy. The thing was about the size of a Shetland pony, but its head bore a slight resemblance to that of a frog, except that the jaws were equipped with three rows of long, sharp tusks.


    CHAPTER V


    I ELUDE MY WATCH DOG


    Sola stared into the brute’s wicked-looking eyes, muttered a word or two of command, pointed to me, and left the chamber. I could not but wonder what this ferocious-looking monstrosity might do when left alone in such close proximity to such a relatively tender morsel of meat; but my fears were groundless, as the beast, after surveying me intently for a moment, crossed the room to the only exit which led to the street, and lay down full length across the threshold.


    This was my first experience with a Martian watch dog, but it was destined not to be my last, for this fellow guarded me carefully during the time I remained a captive among these green men; twice saving my life, and never voluntarily being away from me a moment.


    While Sola was away I took occasion to examine more minutely the room in which I found myself captive. The mural painting depicted scenes of rare and wonderful beauty; mountains, rivers, lake, ocean, meadow, trees and flowers, winding roadways, sun-kissed gardens—scenes which might have portrayed earthly views but for the different colorings of the vegetation. The work had evidently been wrought by a master hand, so subtle the atmosphere, so perfect the technique; yet nowhere was there a representation of a living animal, either human or brute, by which I could guess at the likeness of these other and perhaps extinct denizens of Mars.


    While I was allowing my fancy to run riot in wild conjecture on the possible explanation of the strange anomalies which I had so far met with on Mars, Sola returned bearing both food and drink. These she placed on the floor beside me, and seating herself a short ways off regarded me intently. The food consisted of about a pound of some solid substance of the consistency of cheese and almost tasteless, while the liquid was apparently milk from some animal. It was not unpleasant to the taste, though slightly acid, and I learned in a short time to prize it very highly. It came, as I later discovered, not from an animal, as there is only one mammal on Mars and that one very rare indeed, but from a large plant which grows practically without water, but seems to distill its plentiful supply of milk from the products of the soil, the moisture of the air, and the rays of the sun. A single plant of this species will give eight or ten quarts of milk per day.


    After I had eaten I was greatly invigorated, but feeling the need of rest I stretched out upon the silks and was soon asleep. I must have slept several hours, as it was dark when I awoke, and I was very cold. I noticed that someone had thrown a fur over me, but it had become partially dislodged and in the darkness I could not see to replace it. Suddenly a hand reached out and pulled the fur over me, shortly afterwards adding another to my covering.


    I presumed that my watchful guardian was Sola, nor was I wrong. This girl alone, among all the green Martians with whom I came in contact, disclosed characteristics of sympathy, kindliness, and affection; her ministrations to my bodily wants were unfailing, and her solicitous care saved me from much suffering and many hardships.


    As I was to learn, the Martian nights are extremely cold, and as there is practically no twilight or dawn, the changes in temperature are sudden and most uncomfortable, as are the transitions from brilliant daylight to darkness. The nights are either brilliantly illumined or very dark, for if neither of the two moons of Mars happen to be in the sky almost total darkness results, since the lack of atmosphere, or, rather, the very thin atmosphere, fails to diffuse the starlight to any great extent; on the other hand, if both of the moons are in the heavens at night the surface of the ground is brightly illuminated.


    Both of Mars’ moons are vastly nearer her than is our moon to Earth; the nearer moon being but about five thousand miles distant, while the further is but little more than fourteen thousand miles away, against the nearly one-quarter million miles which separate us from our moon. The nearer moon of Mars makes a complete revolution around the planet in a little over seven and one-half hours, so that she may be seen hurtling through the sky like some huge meteor two or three times each night, revealing all her phases during each transit of the heavens.


    The further moon revolves about Mars in something over thirty and one-quarter hours, and with her sister satellite makes a nocturnal Martian scene one of splendid and weird grandeur. And it is well that nature has so graciously and abundantly lighted the Martian night, for the green men of Mars, being a nomadic race without high intellectual development, have but crude means for artificial lighting; depending principally upon torches, a kind of candle, and a peculiar oil lamp which generates a gas and burns without a wick.


    This last device produces an intensely brilliant far-reaching white light, but as the natural oil which it requires can only be obtained by mining in one of several widely separated and remote localities it is seldom used by these creatures whose only thought is for today, and whose hatred for manual labor has kept them in a semi-barbaric state for countless ages.


    After Sola had replenished my coverings I again slept, nor did I awaken until daylight. The other occupants of the room, five in number, were all females, and they were still sleeping, piled high with a motley array of silks and furs. Across the threshold lay stretched the sleepless guardian brute, just as I had last seen him on the preceding day; apparently he had not moved a muscle; his eyes were fairly glued upon me, and I fell to wondering just what might befall me should I endeavor to escape.


    I have ever been prone to seek adventure and to investigate and experiment where wiser men would have left well enough alone. It therefore now occurred to me that the surest way of learning the exact attitude of this beast toward me would be to attempt to leave the room. I felt fairly secure in my belief that I could escape him should he pursue me once I was outside the building, for I had begun to take great pride in my ability as a jumper. Furthermore, I could see from the shortness of his legs that the brute himself was no jumper and probably no runner.


    Slowly and carefully, therefore, I gained my feet, only to see that my watcher did the same; cautiously I advanced toward him, finding that by moving with a shuffling gait I could retain my balance as well as make reasonably rapid progress. As I neared the brute he backed cautiously away from me, and when I had reached the open he moved to one side to let me pass. He then fell in behind me and followed about ten paces in my rear as I made my way along the deserted street.


    Evidently his mission was to protect me only, I thought, but when we reached the edge of the city he suddenly sprang before me, uttering strange sounds and baring his ugly and ferocious tusks. Thinking to have some amusement at his expense, I rushed toward him, and when almost upon him sprang into the air, alighting far beyond him and away from the city. He wheeled instantly and charged me with the most appalling speed I had ever beheld. I had thought his short legs a bar to swiftness, but had he been coursing with greyhounds the latter would have appeared as though asleep on a door mat. As I was to learn, this is the fleetest animal on Mars, and owing to its intelligence, loyalty, and ferocity is used in hunting, in war, and as the protector of the Martian man.


    I quickly saw that I would have difficulty in escaping the fangs of the beast on a straightaway course, and so I met his charge by doubling in my tracks and leaping over him as he was almost upon me. This maneuver gave me a considerable advantage, and I was able to reach the city quite a bit ahead of him, and as he came tearing after me I jumped for a window about thirty feet from the ground in the face of one of the buildings overlooking the valley.


    Grasping the sill I pulled myself up to a sitting posture without looking into the building, and gazed down at the baffled animal beneath me. My exultation was short-lived, however, for scarcely had I gained a secure seat upon the sill than a huge hand grasped me by the neck from behind and dragged me violently into the room. Here I was thrown upon my back, and beheld standing over me a colossal ape-like creature, white and hairless except for an enormous shock of bristly hair upon its head.


    CHAPTER VI


    A FIGHT THAT WON FRIENDS


    The thing, which more nearly resembled our earthly men than it did the Martians I had seen, held me pinioned to the ground with one huge foot, while it jabbered and gesticulated at some answering creature behind me. This other, which was evidently its mate, soon came toward us, bearing a mighty stone cudgel with which it evidently intended to brain me.


    The creatures were about ten or fifteen feet tall, standing erect, and had, like the green Martians, an intermediary set of arms or legs, midway between their upper and lower limbs. Their eyes were close together and non-protruding; their ears were high set, but more laterally located than those of the Martians, while their snouts and teeth were strikingly like those of our African gorilla. Altogether they were not unlovely when viewed in comparison with the green Martians.


    The cudgel was swinging in the arc which ended upon my upturned face when a bolt of myriad-legged horror hurled itself through the doorway full upon the breast of my executioner. With a shriek of fear the ape which held me leaped through the open window, but its mate closed in a terrific death struggle with my preserver, which was nothing less than my faithful watch-thing; I cannot bring myself to call so hideous a creature a dog.


    As quickly as possible I gained my feet and backing against the wall I witnessed such a battle as it is vouchsafed few beings to see. The strength, agility, and blind ferocity of these two creatures is approached by nothing known to earthly man. My beast had an advantage in his first hold, having sunk his mighty fangs far into the breast of his adversary; but the great arms and paws of the ape, backed by muscles far transcending those of the Martian men I had seen, had locked the throat of my guardian and slowly were choking out his life, and bending back his head and neck upon his body, where I momentarily expected the former to fall limp at the end of a broken neck.


    In accomplishing this the ape was tearing away the entire front of its breast, which was held in the vise-like grip of the powerful jaws. Back and forth upon the floor they rolled, neither one emitting a sound of fear or pain. Presently I saw the great eyes of my beast bulging completely from their sockets and blood flowing from its nostrils. That he was weakening perceptibly was evident, but so also was the ape, whose struggles were growing momentarily less.


    Suddenly I came to myself and, with that strange instinct which seems ever to prompt me to my duty, I seized the cudgel, which had fallen to the floor at the commencement of the battle, and swinging it with all the power of my earthly arms I crashed it full upon the head of the ape, crushing his skull as though it had been an eggshell.


    Scarcely had the blow descended when I was confronted with a new danger. The ape’s mate, recovered from its first shock of terror, had returned to the scene of the encounter by way of the interior of the building. I glimpsed him just before he reached the doorway and the sight of him, now roaring as he perceived his lifeless fellow stretched upon the floor, and frothing at the mouth, in the extremity of his rage, filled me, I must confess, with dire forebodings.


    I am ever willing to stand and fight when the odds are not too overwhelmingly against me, but in this instance I perceived neither glory nor profit in pitting my relatively puny strength against the iron muscles and brutal ferocity of this enraged denizen of an unknown world; in fact, the only outcome of such an encounter, so far as I might be concerned, seemed sudden death.


    I was standing near the window and I knew that once in the street I might gain the plaza and safety before the creature could overtake me; at least there was a chance for safety in flight, against almost certain death should I remain and fight however desperately.


    It is true I held the cudgel, but what could I do with it against his four great arms? Even should I break one of them with my first blow, for I figured that he would attempt to ward off the cudgel, he could reach out and annihilate me with the others before I could recover for a second attack.


    In the instant that these thoughts passed through my mind I had turned to make for the window, but my eyes alighting on the form of my erstwhile guardian threw all thoughts of flight to the four winds. He lay gasping upon the floor of the chamber, his great eyes fastened upon me in what seemed a pitiful appeal for protection. I could not withstand that look, nor could I, on second thought, have deserted my rescuer without giving as good an account of myself in his behalf as he had in mine.


    Without more ado, therefore, I turned to meet the charge of the infuriated bull ape. He was now too close upon me for the cudgel to prove of any effective assistance, so I merely threw it as heavily as I could at his advancing bulk. It struck him just below the knees, eliciting a howl of pain and rage, and so throwing him off his balance that he lunged full upon me with arms wide stretched to ease his fall.


    Again, as on the preceding day, I had recourse to earthly tactics, and swinging my right fist full upon the point of his chin I followed it with a smashing left to the pit of his stomach. The effect was marvelous, for, as I lightly sidestepped, after delivering the second blow, he reeled and fell upon the floor doubled up with pain and gasping for wind. Leaping over his prostrate body, I seized the cudgel and finished the monster before he could regain his feet.


    As I delivered the blow a low laugh rang out behind me, and, turning, I beheld Tars Tarkas, Sola, and three or four warriors standing in the doorway of the chamber. As my eyes met theirs I was, for the second time, the recipient of their zealously guarded applause.


    My absence had been noted by Sola on her awakening, and she had quickly informed Tars Tarkas, who had set out immediately with a handful of warriors to search for me. As they had approached the limits of the city they had witnessed the actions of the bull ape as he bolted into the building, frothing with rage.


    They had followed immediately behind him, thinking it barely possible that his actions might prove a clew to my whereabouts and had witnessed my short but decisive battle with him. This encounter, together with my set-to with the Martian warrior on the previous day and my feats of jumping placed me upon a high pinnacle in their regard. Evidently devoid of all the finer sentiments of friendship, love, or affection, these people fairly worship physical prowess and bravery, and nothing is too good for the object of their adoration as long as he maintains his position by repeated examples of his skill, strength, and courage.


    Sola, who had accompanied the searching party of her own volition, was the only one of the Martians whose face had not been twisted in laughter as I battled for my life. She, on the contrary, was sober with apparent solicitude and, as soon as I had finished the monster, rushed to me and carefully examined my body for possible wounds or injuries. Satisfying herself that I had come off unscathed she smiled quietly, and, taking my hand, started toward the door of the chamber.


    Tars Tarkas and the other warriors had entered and were standing over the now rapidly reviving brute which had saved my life, and whose life I, in turn, had rescued. They seemed to be deep in argument, and finally one of them addressed me, but remembering my ignorance of his language turned back to Tars Tarkas, who, with a word and gesture, gave some command to the fellow and turned to follow us from the room.


    There seemed something menacing in their attitude toward my beast, and I hesitated to leave until I had learned the outcome. It was well I did so, for the warrior drew an evil looking pistol from its holster and was on the point of putting an end to the creature when I sprang forward and struck up his arm. The bullet striking the wooden casing of the window exploded, blowing a hole completely through the wood and masonry.


    I then knelt down beside the fearsome-looking thing, and raising it to its feet motioned for it to follow me. The looks of surprise which my actions elicited from the Martians were ludicrous; they could not understand, except in a feeble and childish way, such attributes as gratitude and compassion. The warrior whose gun I had struck up looked enquiringly at Tars Tarkas, but the latter signed that I be left to my own devices, and so we returned to the plaza with my great beast following close at heel, and Sola grasping me tightly by the arm.


    I had at least two friends on Mars; a young woman who watched over me with motherly solicitude, and a dumb brute which, as I later came to know, held in its poor ugly carcass more love, more loyalty, more gratitude than could have been found in the entire five million green Martians who rove the deserted cities and dead sea bottoms of Mars.


    CHAPTER VII


    CHILD-RAISING ON MARS


    After a breakfast, which was an exact replica of the meal of the preceding day and an index of practically every meal which followed while I was with the green men of Mars, Sola escorted me to the plaza, where I found the entire community engaged in watching or helping at the harnessing of huge mastodonian animals to great three-wheeled chariots. There were about two hundred and fifty of these vehicles, each drawn by a single animal, any one of which, from their appearance, might easily have drawn the entire wagon train when fully loaded.


    The chariots themselves were large, commodious, and gorgeously decorated. In each was seated a female Martian loaded with ornaments of metal, with jewels and silks and furs, and upon the back of each of the beasts which drew the chariots was perched a young Martian driver. Like the animals upon which the warriors were mounted, the heavier draft animals wore neither bit nor bridle, but were guided entirely by telepathic means.


    This power is wonderfully developed in all Martians, and accounts largely for the simplicity of their language and the relatively few spoken words exchanged even in long conversations. It is the universal language of Mars, through the medium of which the higher and lower animals of this world of paradoxes are able to communicate to a greater or less extent, depending upon the intellectual sphere of the species and the development of the individual.


    As the cavalcade took up the line of march in single file, Sola dragged me into an empty chariot and we proceeded with the procession toward the point by which I had entered the city the day before. At the head of the caravan rode some two hundred warriors, five abreast, and a like number brought up the rear, while twenty-five or thirty outriders flanked us on either side.


    Every one but myself—men, women, and children—were heavily armed, and at the tail of each chariot trotted a Martian hound, my own beast following closely behind ours; in fact, the faithful creature never left me voluntarily during the entire ten years I spent on Mars. Our way led out across the little valley before the city, through the hills, and down into the dead sea bottom which I had traversed on my journey from the incubator to the plaza. The incubator, as it proved, was the terminal point of our journey this day, and, as the entire cavalcade broke into a mad gallop as soon as we reached the level expanse of sea bottom, we were soon within sight of our goal.


    On reaching it the chariots were parked with military precision on the four sides of the enclosure, and half a score of warriors, headed by the enormous chieftain, and including Tars Tarkas and several other lesser chiefs, dismounted and advanced toward it. I could see Tars Tarkas explaining something to the principal chieftain, whose name, by the way, was, as nearly as I can translate it into English, Lorquas Ptomel, Jed; jed being his title.


    I was soon appraised of the subject of their conversation, as, calling to Sola, Tars Tarkas signed for her to send me to him. I had by this time mastered the intricacies of walking under Martian conditions, and quickly responding to his command I advanced to the side of the incubator where the warriors stood.


    As I reached their side a glance showed me that all but a very few eggs had hatched, the incubator being fairly alive with the hideous little devils. They ranged in height from three to four feet, and were moving restlessly about the enclosure as though searching for food.


    As I came to a halt before him, Tars Tarkas pointed over the incubator and said, “Sak.” I saw that he wanted me to repeat my performance of yesterday for the edification of Lorquas Ptomel, and, as I must confess that my prowess gave me no little satisfaction, I responded quickly, leaping entirely over the parked chariots on the far side of the incubator. As I returned, Lorquas Ptomel grunted something at me, and turning to his warriors gave a few words of command relative to the incubator. They paid no further attention to me and I was thus permitted to remain close and watch their operations, which consisted in breaking an opening in the wall of the incubator large enough to permit of the exit of the young Martians.


    On either side of this opening the women and the younger Martians, both male and female, formed two solid walls leading out through the chariots and quite away into the plain beyond. Between these walls the little Martians scampered, wild as deer; being permitted to run the full length of the aisle, where they were captured one at a time by the women and older children; the last in the line capturing the first little one to reach the end of the gauntlet, her opposite in the line capturing the second, and so on until all the little fellows had left the enclosure and been appropriated by some youth or female. As the women caught the young they fell out of line and returned to their respective chariots, while those who fell into the hands of the young men were later turned over to some of the women.


    I saw that the ceremony, if it could be dignified by such a name, was over, and seeking out Sola I found her in our chariot with a hideous little creature held tightly in her arms.


    The work of rearing young, green Martians consists solely in teaching them to talk, and to use the weapons of warfare with which they are loaded down from the very first year of their lives. Coming from eggs in which they have lain for five years, the period of incubation, they step forth into the world perfectly developed except in size. Entirely unknown to their mothers, who, in turn, would have difficulty in pointing out the fathers with any degree of accuracy, they are the common children of the community, and their education devolves upon the females who chance to capture them as they leave the incubator.


    Their foster mothers may not even have had an egg in the incubator, as was the case with Sola, who had not commenced to lay, until less than a year before she became the mother of another woman’s offspring. But this counts for little among the green Martians, as parental and filial love is as unknown to them as it is common among us. I believe this horrible system which has been carried on for ages is the direct cause of the loss of all the finer feelings and higher humanitarian instincts among these poor creatures. From birth they know no father or mother love, they know not the meaning of the word home; they are taught that they are only suffered to live until they can demonstrate by their physique and ferocity that they are fit to live. Should they prove deformed or defective in any way they are promptly shot; nor do they see a tear shed for a single one of the many cruel hardships they pass through from earliest infancy.


    I do not mean that the adult Martians are unnecessarily or intentionally cruel to the young, but theirs is a hard and pitiless struggle for existence upon a dying planet, the natural resources of which have dwindled to a point where the support of each additional life means an added tax upon the community into which it is thrown.


    By careful selection they rear only the hardiest specimens of each species, and with almost supernatural foresight they regulate the birth rate to merely offset the loss by death.


    Each adult Martian female brings forth about thirteen eggs each year, and those which meet the size, weight, and specific gravity tests are hidden in the recesses of some subterranean vault where the temperature is too low for incubation. Every year these eggs are carefully examined by a council of twenty chieftains, and all but about one hundred of the most perfect are destroyed out of each yearly supply. At the end of five years about five hundred almost perfect eggs have been chosen from the thousands brought forth. These are then placed in the almost air-tight incubators to be hatched by the sun’s rays after a period of another five years. The hatching which we had witnessed today was a fairly representative event of its kind, all but about one per cent of the eggs hatching in two days. If the remaining eggs ever hatched we knew nothing of the fate of the little Martians. They were not wanted, as their offspring might inherit and transmit the tendency to prolonged incubation, and thus upset the system which has maintained for ages and which permits the adult Martians to figure the proper time for return to the incubators, almost to an hour.


    The incubators are built in remote fastnesses, where there is little or no likelihood of their being discovered by other tribes. The result of such a catastrophe would mean no children in the community for another five years. I was later to witness the results of the discovery of an alien incubator.


    The community of which the green Martians with whom my lot was cast formed a part was composed of some thirty thousand souls. They roamed an enormous tract of arid and semi-arid land between forty and eighty degrees south latitude, and bounded on the east and west by two large fertile tracts. Their headquarters lay in the southwest corner of this district, near the crossing of two of the so-called Martian canals.


    As the incubator had been placed far north of their own territory in a supposedly uninhabited and unfrequented area, we had before us a tremendous journey, concerning which I, of course, knew nothing.


    After our return to the dead city I passed several days in comparative idleness. On the day following our return all the warriors had ridden forth early in the morning and had not returned until just before darkness fell. As I later learned, they had been to the subterranean vaults in which the eggs were kept and had transported them to the incubator, which they had then walled up for another five years, and which, in all probability, would not be visited again during that period.


    The vaults which hid the eggs until they were ready for the incubator were located many miles south of the incubator, and would be visited yearly by the council of twenty chieftains. Why they did not arrange to build their vaults and incubators nearer home has always been a mystery to me, and, like many other Martian mysteries, unsolved and unsolvable by earthly reasoning and customs.


    Sola’s duties were now doubled, as she was compelled to care for the young Martian as well as for me, but neither one of us required much attention, and as we were both about equally advanced in Martian education, Sola took it upon herself to train us together.


    Her prize consisted in a male about four feet tall, very strong and physically perfect; also, he learned quickly, and we had considerable amusement, at least I did, over the keen rivalry we displayed. The Martian language, as I have said, is extremely simple, and in a week I could make all my wants known and understand nearly everything that was said to me. Likewise, under Sola’s tutelage, I developed my telepathic powers so that I shortly could sense practically everything that went on around me.


    What surprised Sola most in me was that while I could catch telepathic messages easily from others, and often when they were not intended for me, no one could read a jot from my mind under any circumstances. At first this vexed me, but later I was very glad of it, as it gave me an undoubted advantage over the Martians.


    CHAPTER VIII


    A FAIR CAPTIVE FROM THE SKY


    The third day after the incubator ceremony we set forth toward home, but scarcely had the head of the procession debouched into the open ground before the city than orders were given for an immediate and hasty return. As though trained for years in this particular evolution, the green Martians melted like mist into the spacious doorways of the nearby buildings, until, in less than three minutes, the entire cavalcade of chariots, mastodons and mounted warriors was nowhere to be seen.


    Sola and I had entered a building upon the front of the city, in fact, the same one in which I had had my encounter with the apes, and, wishing to see what had caused the sudden retreat, I mounted to an upper floor and peered from the window out over the valley and the hills beyond; and there I saw the cause of their sudden scurrying to cover. A huge craft, long, low, and gray-painted, swung slowly over the crest of the nearest hill. Following it came another, and another, and another, until twenty of them, swinging low above the ground, sailed slowly and majestically toward us.


    Each carried a strange banner swung from stem to stern above the upper works, and upon the prow of each was painted some odd device that gleamed in the sunlight and showed plainly even at the distance at which we were from the vessels. I could see figures crowding the forward decks and upper works of the air craft. Whether they had discovered us or simply were looking at the deserted city I could not say, but in any event they received a rude reception, for suddenly and without warning the green Martian warriors fired a terrific volley from the windows of the buildings facing the little valley across which the great ships were so peacefully advancing.


    Instantly the scene changed as by magic; the foremost vessel swung broadside toward us, and bringing her guns into play returned our fire, at the same time moving parallel to our front for a short distance and then turning back with the evident intention of completing a great circle which would bring her up to position once more opposite our firing line; the other vessels followed in her wake, each one opening upon us as she swung into position. Our own fire never diminished, and I doubt if twenty-five per cent of our shots went wild. It had never been given me to see such deadly accuracy of aim, and it seemed as though a little figure on one of the craft dropped at the explosion of each bullet, while the banners and upper works dissolved in spurts of flame as the irresistible projectiles of our warriors mowed through them.


    The fire from the vessels was most ineffectual, owing, as I afterward learned, to the unexpected suddenness of the first volley, which caught the ship’s crews entirely unprepared and the sighting apparatus of the guns unprotected from the deadly aim of our warriors.


    It seems that each green warrior has certain objective points for his fire under relatively identical circumstances of warfare. For example, a proportion of them, always the best marksmen, direct their fire entirely upon the wireless finding and sighting apparatus of the big guns of an attacking naval force; another detail attends to the smaller guns in the same way; others pick off the gunners; still others the officers; while certain other quotas concentrate their attention upon the other members of the crew, upon the upper works, and upon the steering gear and propellers.


    Twenty minutes after the first volley the great fleet swung trailing off in the direction from which it had first appeared. Several of the craft were limping perceptibly, and seemed but barely under the control of their depleted crews. Their fire had ceased entirely and all their energies seemed focused upon escape. Our warriors then rushed up to the roofs of the buildings which we occupied and followed the retreating armada with a continuous fusillade of deadly fire.


    One by one, however, the ships managed to dip below the crests of the outlying hills until only one barely moving craft was in sight. This had received the brunt of our fire and seemed to be entirely unmanned, as not a moving figure was visible upon her decks. Slowly she swung from her course, circling back toward us in an erratic and pitiful manner. Instantly the warriors ceased firing, for it was quite apparent that the vessel was entirely helpless, and, far from being in a position to inflict harm upon us, she could not even control herself sufficiently to escape.


    As she neared the city the warriors rushed out upon the plain to meet her, but it was evident that she still was too high for them to hope to reach her decks. From my vantage point in the window I could see the bodies of her crew strewn about, although I could not make out what manner of creatures they might be. Not a sign of life was manifest upon her as she drifted slowly with the light breeze in a southeasterly direction.


    She was drifting some fifty feet above the ground, followed by all but some hundred of the warriors who had been ordered back to the roofs to cover the possibility of a return of the fleet, or of reinforcements. It soon became evident that she would strike the face of the buildings about a mile south of our position, and as I watched the progress of the chase I saw a number of warriors gallop ahead, dismount and enter the building she seemed destined to touch.


    As the craft neared the building, and just before she struck, the Martian warriors swarmed upon her from the windows, and with their great spears eased the shock of the collision, and in a few moments they had thrown out grappling hooks and the big boat was being hauled to ground by their fellows below.


    After making her fast, they swarmed the sides and searched the vessel from stem to stern. I could see them examining the dead sailors, evidently for signs of life, and presently a party of them appeared from below dragging a little figure among them. The creature was considerably less than half as tall as the green Martian warriors, and from my balcony I could see that it walked erect upon two legs and surmised that it was some new and strange Martian monstrosity with which I had not as yet become acquainted.


    They removed their prisoner to the ground and then commenced a systematic rifling of the vessel. This operation required several hours, during which time a number of the chariots were requisitioned to transport the loot, which consisted in arms, ammunition, silks, furs, jewels, strangely carved stone vessels, and a quantity of solid foods and liquids, including many casks of water, the first I had seen since my advent upon Mars.


    After the last load had been removed the warriors made lines fast to the craft and towed her far out into the valley in a southwesterly direction. A few of them then boarded her and were busily engaged in what appeared, from my distant position, as the emptying of the contents of various carboys upon the dead bodies of the sailors and over the decks and works of the vessel.


    This operation concluded, they hastily clambered over her sides, sliding down the guy ropes to the ground. The last warrior to leave the deck turned and threw something back upon the vessel, waiting an instant to note the outcome of his act. As a faint spurt of flame rose from the point where the missile struck he swung over the side and was quickly upon the ground. Scarcely had he alighted than the guy ropes were simultaneous released, and the great warship, lightened by the removal of the loot, soared majestically into the air, her decks and upper works a mass of roaring flames.


    Slowly she drifted to the southeast, rising higher and higher as the flames ate away her wooden parts and diminished the weight upon her. Ascending to the roof of the building I watched her for hours, until finally she was lost in the dim vistas of the distance. The sight was awe-inspiring in the extreme as one contemplated this mighty floating funeral pyre, drifting unguided and unmanned through the lonely wastes of the Martian heavens; a derelict of death and destruction, typifying the life story of these strange and ferocious creatures into whose unfriendly hands fate had carried it.


    Much depressed, and, to me, unaccountably so, I slowly descended to the street. The scene I had witnessed seemed to mark the defeat and annihilation of the forces of a kindred people, rather than the routing by our green warriors of a horde of similar, though unfriendly, creatures. I could not fathom the seeming hallucination, nor could I free myself from it; but somewhere in the innermost recesses of my soul I felt a strange yearning toward these unknown foemen, and a mighty hope surged through me that the fleet would return and demand a reckoning from the green warriors who had so ruthlessly and wantonly attacked it.


    Close at my heel, in his now accustomed place, followed Woola, the hound, and as I emerged upon the street Sola rushed up to me as though I had been the object of some search on her part. The cavalcade was returning to the plaza, the homeward march having been given up for that day; nor, in fact, was it recommenced for more than a week, owing to the fear of a return attack by the air craft.


    Lorquas Ptomel was too astute an old warrior to be caught upon the open plains with a caravan of chariots and children, and so we remained at the deserted city until the danger seemed passed.


    As Sola and I entered the plaza a sight met my eyes which filled my whole being with a great surge of mingled hope, fear, exultation, and depression, and yet most dominant was a subtle sense of relief and happiness; for just as we neared the throng of Martians I caught a glimpse of the prisoner from the battle craft who was being roughly dragged into a nearby building by a couple of green Martian females.


    And the sight which met my eyes was that of a slender, girlish figure, similar in every detail to the earthly women of my past life. She did not see me at first, but just as she was disappearing through the portal of the building which was to be her prison she turned, and her eyes met mine. Her face was oval and beautiful in the extreme, her every feature was finely chiseled and exquisite, her eyes large and lustrous and her head surmounted by a mass of coal black, waving hair, caught loosely into a strange yet becoming coiffure. Her skin was of a light reddish copper color, against which the crimson glow of her cheeks and the ruby of her beautifully molded lips shone with a strangely enhancing effect.


    She was as destitute of clothes as the green Martians who accompanied her; indeed, save for her highly wrought ornaments she was entirely naked, nor could any apparel have enhanced the beauty of her perfect and symmetrical figure.


    As her gaze rested on me her eyes opened wide in astonishment, and she made a little sign with her free hand; a sign which I did not, of course, understand. Just a moment we gazed upon each other, and then the look of hope and renewed courage which had glorified her face as she discovered me, faded into one of utter dejection, mingled with loathing and contempt. I realized I had not answered her signal, and ignorant as I was of Martian customs, I intuitively felt that she had made an appeal for succor and protection which my unfortunate ignorance had prevented me from answering. And then she was dragged out of my sight into the depths of the deserted edifice.


    CHAPTER IX


    I LEARN THE LANGUAGE


    As I came back to myself I glanced at Sola, who had witnessed this encounter and I was surprised to note a strange expression upon her usually expressionless countenance. What her thoughts were I did not know, for as yet I had learned but little of the Martian tongue; enough only to suffice for my daily needs.


    As I reached the doorway of our building a strange surprise awaited me. A warrior approached bearing the arms, ornaments, and full accouterments of his kind. These he presented to me with a few unintelligible words, and a bearing at once respectful and menacing.


    Later, Sola, with the aid of several of the other women, remodeled the trappings to fit my lesser proportions, and after they completed the work I went about garbed in all the panoply of war.


    From then on Sola instructed me in the mysteries of the various weapons, and with the Martian young I spent several hours each day practicing upon the plaza. I was not yet proficient with all the weapons, but my great familiarity with similar earthly weapons made me an unusually apt pupil, and I progressed in a very satisfactory manner.


    The training of myself and the young Martians was conducted solely by the women, who not only attend to the education of the young in the arts of individual defense and offense, but are also the artisans who produce every manufactured article wrought by the green Martians. They make the powder, the cartridges, the firearms; in fact everything of value is produced by the females. In time of actual warfare they form a part of the reserves, and when the necessity arises fight with even greater intelligence and ferocity than the men.


    The men are trained in the higher branches of the art of war; in strategy and the maneuvering of large bodies of troops. They make the laws as they are needed; a new law for each emergency. They are unfettered by precedent in the administration of justice. Customs have been handed down by ages of repetition, but the punishment for ignoring a custom is a matter for individual treatment by a jury of the culprit’s peers, and I may say that justice seldom misses fire, but seems rather to rule in inverse ratio to the ascendency of law. In one respect at least the Martians are a happy people; they have no lawyers.


    I did not see the prisoner again for several days subsequent to our first encounter, and then only to catch a fleeting glimpse of her as she was being conducted to the great audience chamber where I had had my first meeting with Lorquas Ptomel. I could not but note the unnecessary harshness and brutality with which her guards treated her; so different from the almost maternal kindliness which Sola manifested toward me, and the respectful attitude of the few green Martians who took the trouble to notice me at all.


    I had observed on the two occasions when I had seen her that the prisoner exchanged words with her guards, and this convinced me that they spoke, or at least could make themselves understood by a common language. With this added incentive I nearly drove Sola distracted by my importunities to hasten on my education and within a few more days I had mastered the Martian tongue sufficiently well to enable me to carry on a passable conversation and to fully understand practically all that I heard.


    At this time our sleeping quarters were occupied by three or four females and a couple of the recently hatched young, beside Sola and her youthful ward, myself, and Woola the hound. After they had retired for the night it was customary for the adults to carry on a desultory conversation for a short time before lapsing into sleep, and now that I could understand their language I was always a keen listener, although I never proffered any remarks myself.


    On the night following the prisoner’s visit to the audience chamber the conversation finally fell upon this subject, and I was all ears on the instant. I had feared to question Sola relative to the beautiful captive, as I could not but recall the strange expression I had noted upon her face after my first encounter with the prisoner. That it denoted jealousy I could not say, and yet, judging all things by mundane standards as I still did, I felt it safer to affect indifference in the matter until I learned more surely Sola’s attitude toward the object of my solicitude.


    Sarkoja, one of the older women who shared our domicile, had been present at the audience as one of the captive’s guards, and it was toward her the question turned.


    “When,” asked one of the women, “will we enjoy the death throes of the red one? or does Lorquas Ptomel, Jed, intend holding her for ransom?”


    “They have decided to carry her with us back to Thark, and exhibit her last agonies at the great games before Tal Hajus,” replied Sarkoja.


    “What will be the manner of her going out?” inquired Sola. “She is very small and very beautiful; I had hoped that they would hold her for ransom.”


    Sarkoja and the other women grunted angrily at this evidence of weakness on the part of Sola.


    “It is sad, Sola, that you were not born a million years ago,” snapped Sarkoja, “when all the hollows of the land were filled with water, and the peoples were as soft as the stuff they sailed upon. In our day we have progressed to a point where such sentiments mark weakness and atavism. It will not be well for you to permit Tars Tarkas to learn that you hold such degenerate sentiments, as I doubt that he would care to entrust such as you with the grave responsibilities of maternity.”


    “I see nothing wrong with my expression of interest in this red woman,” retorted Sola. “She has never harmed us, nor would she should we have fallen into her hands. It is only the men of her kind who war upon us, and I have ever thought that their attitude toward us is but the reflection of ours toward them. They live at peace with all their fellows, except when duty calls upon them to make war, while we are at peace with none; forever warring among our own kind as well as upon the red men, and even in our own communities the individuals fight amongst themselves. Oh, it is one continual, awful period of bloodshed from the time we break the shell until we gladly embrace the bosom of the river of mystery, the dark and ancient Iss which carries us to an unknown, but at least no more frightful and terrible existence! Fortunate indeed is he who meets his end in an early death. Say what you please to Tars Tarkas, he can mete out no worse fate to me than a continuation of the horrible existence we are forced to lead in this life.”


    This wild outbreak on the part of Sola so greatly surprised and shocked the other women, that, after a few words of general reprimand, they all lapsed into silence and were soon asleep. One thing the episode had accomplished was to assure me of Sola’s friendliness toward the poor girl, and also to convince me that I had been extremely fortunate in falling into her hands rather than those of some of the other females. I knew that she was fond of me, and now that I had discovered that she hated cruelty and barbarity I was confident that I could depend upon her to aid me and the girl captive to escape, provided of course that such a thing was within the range of possibilities.


    I did not even know that there were any better conditions to escape to, but I was more than willing to take my chances among people fashioned after my own mold rather than to remain longer among the hideous and bloodthirsty green men of Mars. But where to go, and how, was as much of a puzzle to me as the age-old search for the spring of eternal life has been to earthly men since the beginning of time.


    I decided that at the first opportunity I would take Sola into my confidence and openly ask her to aid me, and with this resolution strong upon me I turned among my silks and furs and slept the dreamless and refreshing sleep of Mars.


    CHAPTER X


    CHAMPION AND CHIEF


    Early the next morning I was astir. Considerable freedom was allowed me, as Sola had informed me that so long as I did not attempt to leave the city I was free to go and come as I pleased. She had warned me, however, against venturing forth unarmed, as this city, like all other deserted metropolises of an ancient Martian civilization, was peopled by the great white apes of my second day’s adventure.


    In advising me that I must not leave the boundaries of the city Sola had explained that Woola would prevent this anyway should I attempt it, and she warned me most urgently not to arouse his fierce nature by ignoring his warnings should I venture too close to the forbidden territory. His nature was such, she said, that he would bring me back into the city dead or alive should I persist in opposing him; “preferably dead,” she added.


    On this morning I had chosen a new street to explore when suddenly I found myself at the limits of the city. Before me were low hills pierced by narrow and inviting ravines. I longed to explore the country before me, and, like the pioneer stock from which I sprang, to view what the landscape beyond the encircling hills might disclose from the summits which shut out my view.


    It also occurred to me that this would prove an excellent opportunity to test the qualities of Woola. I was convinced that the brute loved me; I had seen more evidences of affection in him than in any other Martian animal, man or beast, and I was sure that gratitude for the acts that had twice saved his life would more than outweigh his loyalty to the duty imposed upon him by cruel and loveless masters.


    As I approached the boundary line Woola ran anxiously before me, and thrust his body against my legs. His expression was pleading rather than ferocious, nor did he bare his great tusks or utter his fearful guttural warnings. Denied the friendship and companionship of my kind, I had developed considerable affection for Woola and Sola, for the normal earthly man must have some outlet for his natural affections, and so I decided upon an appeal to a like instinct in this great brute, sure that I would not be disappointed.


    I had never petted nor fondled him, but now I sat upon the ground and putting my arms around his heavy neck I stroked and coaxed him, talking in my newly acquired Martian tongue as I would have to my hound at home, as I would have talked to any other friend among the lower animals. His response to my manifestation of affection was remarkable to a degree; he stretched his great mouth to its full width, baring the entire expanse of his upper rows of tusks and wrinkling his snout until his great eyes were almost hidden by the folds of flesh. If you have ever seen a collie smile you may have some idea of Woola’s facial distortion.


    He threw himself upon his back and fairly wallowed at my feet; jumped up and sprang upon me, rolling me upon the ground by his great weight; then wriggling and squirming around me like a playful puppy presenting its back for the petting it craves. I could not resist the ludicrousness of the spectacle, and holding my sides I rocked back and forth in the first laughter which had passed my lips in many days; the first, in fact, since the morning Powell had left camp when his horse, long unused, had precipitately and unexpectedly bucked him off headforemost into a pot of frijoles.


    My laughter frightened Woola, his antics ceased and he crawled pitifully toward me, poking his ugly head far into my lap; and then I remembered what laughter signified on Mars—torture, suffering, death. Quieting myself, I rubbed the poor old fellow’s head and back, talked to him for a few minutes, and then in an authoritative tone commanded him to follow me, and arising started for the hills.


    There was no further question of authority between us; Woola was my devoted slave from that moment hence, and I his only and undisputed master. My walk to the hills occupied but a few minutes, and I found nothing of particular interest to reward me. Numerous brilliantly colored and strangely formed wild flowers dotted the ravines and from the summit of the first hill I saw still other hills stretching off toward the north, and rising, one range above another, until lost in mountains of quite respectable dimensions; though I afterward found that only a few peaks on all Mars exceed four thousand feet in height; the suggestion of magnitude was merely relative.


    My morning’s walk had been large with importance to me for it had resulted in a perfect understanding with Woola, upon whom Tars Tarkas relied for my safe keeping. I now knew that while theoretically a prisoner I was virtually free, and I hastened to regain the city limits before the defection of Woola could be discovered by his erstwhile masters. The adventure decided me never again to leave the limits of my prescribed stamping grounds until I was ready to venture forth for good and all, as it would certainly result in a curtailment of my liberties, as well as the probable death of Woola, were we to be discovered.


    On regaining the plaza I had my third glimpse of the captive girl. She was standing with her guards before the entrance to the audience chamber, and as I approached she gave me one haughty glance and turned her back full upon me. The act was so womanly, so earthly womanly, that though it stung my pride it also warmed my heart with a feeling of companionship; it was good to know that someone else on Mars beside myself had human instincts of a civilized order, even though the manifestation of them was so painful and mortifying.


    Had a green Martian woman desired to show dislike or contempt she would, in all likelihood, have done it with a sword thrust or a movement of her trigger finger; but as their sentiments are mostly atrophied it would have required a serious injury to have aroused such passions in them. Sola, let me add, was an exception; I never saw her perform a cruel or uncouth act, or fail in uniform kindliness and good nature. She was indeed, as her fellow Martian had said of her, an atavism; a dear and precious reversion to a former type of loved and loving ancestor.


    Seeing that the prisoner seemed the center of attraction I halted to view the proceedings. I had not long to wait for presently Lorquas Ptomel and his retinue of chieftains approached the building and, signing the guards to follow with the prisoner entered the audience chamber. Realizing that I was a somewhat favored character, and also convinced that the warriors did not know of my proficiency in their language, as I had pleaded with Sola to keep this a secret on the grounds that I did not wish to be forced to talk with the men until I had perfectly mastered the Martian tongue, I chanced an attempt to enter the audience chamber and listen to the proceedings.


    The council squatted upon the steps of the rostrum, while below them stood the prisoner and her two guards. I saw that one of the women was Sarkoja, and thus understood how she had been present at the hearing of the preceding day, the results of which she had reported to the occupants of our dormitory last night. Her attitude toward the captive was most harsh and brutal. When she held her, she sunk her rudimentary nails into the poor girl’s flesh, or twisted her arm in a most painful manner. When it was necessary to move from one spot to another she either jerked her roughly, or pushed her headlong before her. She seemed to be venting upon this poor defenseless creature all the hatred, cruelty, ferocity, and spite of her nine hundred years, backed by unguessable ages of fierce and brutal ancestors.


    The other woman was less cruel because she was entirely indifferent; if the prisoner had been left to her alone, and fortunately she was at night, she would have received no harsh treatment, nor, by the same token would she have received any attention at all.


    As Lorquas Ptomel raised his eyes to address the prisoner they fell on me and he turned to Tars Tarkas with a word, and gesture of impatience. Tars Tarkas made some reply which I could not catch, but which caused Lorquas Ptomel to smile; after which they paid no further attention to me.


    “What is your name?” asked Lorquas Ptomel, addressing the prisoner.


    “Dejah Thoris, daughter of Mors Kajak of Helium.”


    “And the nature of your expedition?” he continued.


    “It was a purely scientific research party sent out by my father’s father, the Jeddak of Helium, to rechart the air currents, and to take atmospheric density tests,” replied the fair prisoner, in a low, well-modulated voice.


    “We were unprepared for battle,” she continued, “as we were on a peaceful mission, as our banners and the colors of our craft denoted. The work we were doing was as much in your interests as in ours, for you know full well that were it not for our labors and the fruits of our scientific operations there would not be enough air or water on Mars to support a single human life. For ages we have maintained the air and water supply at practically the same point without an appreciable loss, and we have done this in the face of the brutal and ignorant interference of your green men.


    “Why, oh, why will you not learn to live in amity with your fellows, must you ever go on down the ages to your final extinction but little above the plane of the dumb brutes that serve you! A people without written language, without art, without homes, without love; the victim of eons of the horrible community idea. Owning everything in common, even to your women and children, has resulted in your owning nothing in common. You hate each other as you hate all else except yourselves. Come back to the ways of our common ancestors, come back to the light of kindliness and fellowship. The way is open to you, you will find the hands of the red men stretched out to aid you. Together we may do still more to regenerate our dying planet. The granddaughter of the greatest and mightiest of the red jeddaks has asked you. Will you come?”


    Lorquas Ptomel and the warriors sat looking silently and intently at the young woman for several moments after she had ceased speaking. What was passing in their minds no man may know, but that they were moved I truly believe, and if one man high among them had been strong enough to rise above custom, that moment would have marked a new and mighty era for Mars.


    I saw Tars Tarkas rise to speak, and on his face was such an expression as I had never seen upon the countenance of a green Martian warrior. It bespoke an inward and mighty battle with self, with heredity, with age-old custom, and as he opened his mouth to speak, a look almost of benignity, of kindliness, momentarily lighted up his fierce and terrible countenance.


    What words of moment were to have fallen from his lips were never spoken, as just then a young warrior, evidently sensing the trend of thought among the older men, leaped down from the steps of the rostrum, and striking the frail captive a powerful blow across the face, which felled her to the floor, placed his foot upon her prostrate form and turning toward the assembled council broke into peals of horrid, mirthless laughter.


    For an instant I thought Tars Tarkas would strike him dead, nor did the aspect of Lorquas Ptomel augur any too favorably for the brute, but the mood passed, their old selves reasserted their ascendency, and they smiled. It was portentous however that they did not laugh aloud, for the brute’s act constituted a side-splitting witticism according to the ethics which rule green Martian humor.


    That I have taken moments to write down a part of what occurred as that blow fell does not signify that I remained inactive for any such length of time. I think I must have sensed something of what was coming, for I realize now that I was crouched as for a spring as I saw the blow aimed at her beautiful, upturned, pleading face, and ere the hand descended I was halfway across the hall.


    Scarcely had his hideous laugh rang out but once, when I was upon him. The brute was twelve feet in height and armed to the teeth, but I believe that I could have accounted for the whole roomful in the terrific intensity of my rage. Springing upward, I struck him full in the face as he turned at my warning cry and then as he drew his short-sword I drew mine and sprang up again upon his breast, hooking one leg over the butt of his pistol and grasping one of his huge tusks with my left hand while I delivered blow after blow upon his enormous chest.


    He could not use his short-sword to advantage because I was too close to him, nor could he draw his pistol, which he attempted to do in direct opposition to Martian custom which says that you may not fight a fellow warrior in private combat with any other than the weapon with which you are attacked. In fact he could do nothing but make a wild and futile attempt to dislodge me. With all his immense bulk he was little if any stronger than I, and it was but the matter of a moment or two before he sank, bleeding and lifeless, to the floor.


    Dejah Thoris had raised herself upon one elbow and was watching the battle with wide, staring eyes. When I had regained my feet I raised her in my arms and bore her to one of the benches at the side of the room.


    Again no Martian interfered with me, and tearing a piece of silk from my cape I endeavored to staunch the flow of blood from her nostrils. I was soon successful as her injuries amounted to little more than an ordinary nosebleed, and when she could speak she placed her hand upon my arm and looking up into my eyes, said:


    “Why did you do it? You who refused me even friendly recognition in the first hour of my peril! And now you risk your life and kill one of your companions for my sake. I cannot understand. What strange manner of man are you, that you consort with the green men, though your form is that of my race, while your color is little darker than that of the white ape? Tell me, are you human, or are you more than human?”


    “It is a strange tale,” I replied, “too long to attempt to tell you now, and one which I so much doubt the credibility of myself that I fear to hope that others will believe it. Suffice it, for the present, that I am your friend, and, so far as our captors will permit, your protector and your servant.”


    “Then you too are a prisoner? But why, then, those arms and the regalia of a Tharkian chieftain? What is your name? Where your country?”


    “Yes, Dejah Thoris, I too am a prisoner; my name is John Carter, and I claim Virginia, one of the United States of America, Earth, as my home; but why I am permitted to wear arms I do not know, nor was I aware that my regalia was that of a chieftain.”


    We were interrupted at this juncture by the approach of one of the warriors, bearing arms, accouterments and ornaments, and in a flash one of her questions was answered and a puzzle cleared up for me. I saw that the body of my dead antagonist had been stripped, and I read in the menacing yet respectful attitude of the warrior who had brought me these trophies of the kill the same demeanor as that evinced by the other who had brought me my original equipment, and now for the first time I realized that my blow, on the occasion of my first battle in the audience chamber had resulted in the death of my adversary.


    The reason for the whole attitude displayed toward me was now apparent; I had won my spurs, so to speak, and in the crude justice, which always marks Martian dealings, and which, among other things, has caused me to call her the planet of paradoxes, I was accorded the honors due a conqueror; the trappings and the position of the man I killed. In truth, I was a Martian chieftain, and this I learned later was the cause of my great freedom and my toleration in the audience chamber.


    As I had turned to receive the dead warrior’s chattels I had noticed that Tars Tarkas and several others had pushed forward toward us, and the eyes of the former rested upon me in a most quizzical manner. Finally he addressed me:


    “You speak the tongue of Barsoom quite readily for one who was deaf and dumb to us a few short days ago. Where did you learn it, John Carter?”


    “You, yourself, are responsible, Tars Tarkas,” I replied, “in that you furnished me with an instructress of remarkable ability; I have to thank Sola for my learning.”


    “She has done well,” he answered, “but your education in other respects needs considerable polish. Do you know what your unprecedented temerity would have cost you had you failed to kill either of the two chieftains whose metal you now wear?”


    “I presume that that one whom I had failed to kill, would have killed me,” I answered, smiling.


    “No, you are wrong. Only in the last extremity of self-defense would a Martian warrior kill a prisoner; we like to save them for other purposes,” and his face bespoke possibilities that were not pleasant to dwell upon.


    “But one thing can save you now,” he continued. “Should you, in recognition of your remarkable valor, ferocity, and prowess, be considered by Tal Hajus as worthy of his service you may be taken into the community and become a full-fledged Tharkian. Until we reach the headquarters of Tal Hajus it is the will of Lorquas Ptomel that you be accorded the respect your acts have earned you. You will be treated by us as a Tharkian chieftain, but you must not forget that every chief who ranks you is responsible for your safe delivery to our mighty and most ferocious ruler. I am done.”


    “I hear you, Tars Tarkas,” I answered. “As you know I am not of Barsoom; your ways are not my ways, and I can only act in the future as I have in the past, in accordance with the dictates of my conscience and guided by the standards of mine own people. If you will leave me alone I will go in peace, but if not, let the individual Barsoomians with whom I must deal either respect my rights as a stranger among you, or take whatever consequences may befall. Of one thing let us be sure, whatever may be your ultimate intentions toward this unfortunate young woman, whoever would offer her injury or insult in the future must figure on making a full accounting to me. I understand that you belittle all sentiments of generosity and kindliness, but I do not, and I can convince your most doughty warrior that these characteristics are not incompatible with an ability to fight.”


    Ordinarily I am not given to long speeches, nor ever before had I descended to bombast, but I had guessed at the keynote which would strike an answering chord in the breasts of the green Martians, nor was I wrong, for my harangue evidently deeply impressed them, and their attitude toward me thereafter was still further respectful.


    Tars Tarkas himself seemed pleased with my reply, but his only comment was more or less enigmatical—”And I think I know Tal Hajus, Jeddak of Thark.”


    I now turned my attention to Dejah Thoris, and assisting her to her feet I turned with her toward the exit, ignoring her hovering guardian harpies as well as the inquiring glances of the chieftains. Was I not now a chieftain also! Well, then, I would assume the responsibilities of one. They did not molest us, and so Dejah Thoris, Princess of Helium, and John Carter, gentleman of Virginia, followed by the faithful Woola, passed through utter silence from the audience chamber of Lorquas Ptomel, Jed among the Tharks of Barsoom.


    CHAPTER XI


    WITH DEJAH THORIS


    As we reached the open the two female guards who had been detailed to watch over Dejah Thoris hurried up and made as though to assume custody of her once more. The poor child shrank against me and I felt her two little hands fold tightly over my arm. Waving the women away, I informed them that Sola would attend the captive hereafter, and I further warned Sarkoja that any more of her cruel attentions bestowed upon Dejah Thoris would result in Sarkoja’s sudden and painful demise.


    My threat was unfortunate and resulted in more harm than good to Dejah Thoris, for, as I learned later, men do not kill women upon Mars, nor women, men. So Sarkoja merely gave us an ugly look and departed to hatch up deviltries against us.


    I soon found Sola and explained to her that I wished her to guard Dejah Thoris as she had guarded me; that I wished her to find other quarters where they would not be molested by Sarkoja, and I finally informed her that I myself would take up my quarters among the men.


    Sola glanced at the accouterments which were carried in my hand and slung across my shoulder.


    “You are a great chieftain now, John Carter,” she said, “and I must do your bidding, though indeed I am glad to do it under any circumstances. The man whose metal you carry was young, but he was a great warrior, and had by his promotions and kills won his way close to the rank of Tars Tarkas, who, as you know, is second to Lorquas Ptomel only. You are eleventh, there are but ten chieftains in this community who rank you in prowess.”


    “And if I should kill Lorquas Ptomel?” I asked.


    “You would be first, John Carter; but you may only win that honor by the will of the entire council that Lorquas Ptomel meet you in combat, or should he attack you, you may kill him in self-defense, and thus win first place.”


    I laughed, and changed the subject. I had no particular desire to kill Lorquas Ptomel, and less to be a jed among the Tharks.


    I accompanied Sola and Dejah Thoris in a search for new quarters, which we found in a building nearer the audience chamber and of far more pretentious architecture than our former habitation. We also found in this building real sleeping apartments with ancient beds of highly wrought metal swinging from enormous gold chains depending from the marble ceilings. The decoration of the walls was most elaborate, and, unlike the frescoes in the other buildings I had examined, portrayed many human figures in the compositions. These were of people like myself, and of a much lighter color than Dejah Thoris. They were clad in graceful, flowing robes, highly ornamented with metal and jewels, and their luxuriant hair was of a beautiful golden and reddish bronze. The men were beardless and only a few wore arms. The scenes depicted for the most part, a fair-skinned, fair-haired people at play.


    Dejah Thoris clasped her hands with an exclamation of rapture as she gazed upon these magnificent works of art, wrought by a people long extinct; while Sola, on the other hand, apparently did not see them.


    We decided to use this room, on the second floor and overlooking the plaza, for Dejah Thoris and Sola, and another room adjoining and in the rear for the cooking and supplies. I then dispatched Sola to bring the bedding and such food and utensils as she might need, telling her that I would guard Dejah Thoris until her return.


    As Sola departed Dejah Thoris turned to me with a faint smile.


    “And whereto, then, would your prisoner escape should you leave her, unless it was to follow you and crave your protection, and ask your pardon for the cruel thoughts she has harbored against you these past few days?”


    “You are right,” I answered, “there is no escape for either of us unless we go together.”


    “I heard your challenge to the creature you call Tars Tarkas, and I think I understand your position among these people, but what I cannot fathom is your statement that you are not of Barsoom.”


    “In the name of my first ancestor, then,” she continued, “where may you be from? You are like unto my people, and yet so unlike. You speak my language, and yet I heard you tell Tars Tarkas that you had but learned it recently. All Barsoomians speak the same tongue from the ice-clad south to the ice-clad north, though their written languages differ. Only in the valley Dor, where the river Iss empties into the lost sea of Korus, is there supposed to be a different language spoken, and, except in the legends of our ancestors, there is no record of a Barsoomian returning up the river Iss, from the shores of Korus in the valley of Dor. Do not tell me that you have thus returned! They would kill you horribly anywhere upon the surface of Barsoom if that were true; tell me it is not!”


    Her eyes were filled with a strange, weird light; her voice was pleading, and her little hands, reached up upon my breast, were pressed against me as though to wring a denial from my very heart.


    “I do not know your customs, Dejah Thoris, but in my own Virginia a gentleman does not lie to save himself; I am not of Dor; I have never seen the mysterious Iss; the lost sea of Korus is still lost, so far as I am concerned. Do you believe me?”


    And then it struck me suddenly that I was very anxious that she should believe me. It was not that I feared the results which would follow a general belief that I had returned from the Barsoomian heaven or hell, or whatever it was. Why was it, then! Why should I care what she thought? I looked down at her; her beautiful face upturned, and her wonderful eyes opening up the very depth of her soul; and as my eyes met hers I knew why, and—I shuddered.


    A similar wave of feeling seemed to stir her; she drew away from me with a sigh, and with her earnest, beautiful face turned up to mine, she whispered: “I believe you, John Carter; I do not know what a ‘gentleman’ is, nor have I ever heard before of Virginia; but on Barsoom no man lies; if he does not wish to speak the truth he is silent. Where is this Virginia, your country, John Carter?” she asked, and it seemed that this fair name of my fair land had never sounded more beautiful than as it fell from those perfect lips on that far-gone day.


    “I am of another world,” I answered, “the great planet Earth, which revolves about our common sun and next within the orbit of your Barsoom, which we know as Mars. How I came here I cannot tell you, for I do not know; but here I am, and since my presence has permitted me to serve Dejah Thoris I am glad that I am here.”


    She gazed at me with troubled eyes, long and questioningly. That it was difficult to believe my statement I well knew, nor could I hope that she would do so however much I craved her confidence and respect. I would much rather not have told her anything of my antecedents, but no man could look into the depth of those eyes and refuse her slightest behest.


    Finally she smiled, and, rising, said: “I shall have to believe even though I cannot understand. I can readily perceive that you are not of the Barsoom of today; you are like us, yet different—but why should I trouble my poor head with such a problem, when my heart tells me that I believe because I wish to believe!”


    It was good logic, good, earthly, feminine logic, and if it satisfied her I certainly could pick no flaws in it. As a matter of fact it was about the only kind of logic that could be brought to bear upon my problem. We fell into a general conversation then, asking and answering many questions on each side. She was curious to learn of the customs of my people and displayed a remarkable knowledge of events on Earth. When I questioned her closely on this seeming familiarity with earthly things she laughed, and cried out:


    “Why, every school boy on Barsoom knows the geography, and much concerning the fauna and flora, as well as the history of your planet fully as well as of his own. Can we not see everything which takes place upon Earth, as you call it; is it not hanging there in the heavens in plain sight?”


    This baffled me, I must confess, fully as much as my statements had confounded her; and I told her so. She then explained in general the instruments her people had used and been perfecting for ages, which permit them to throw upon a screen a perfect image of what is transpiring upon any planet and upon many of the stars. These pictures are so perfect in detail that, when photographed and enlarged, objects no greater than a blade of grass may be distinctly recognized. I afterward, in Helium, saw many of these pictures, as well as the instruments which produced them.


    “If, then, you are so familiar with earthly things,” I asked, “why is it that you do not recognize me as identical with the inhabitants of that planet?”


    She smiled again as one might in bored indulgence of a questioning child.


    “Because, John Carter,” she replied, “nearly every planet and star having atmospheric conditions at all approaching those of Barsoom, shows forms of animal life almost identical with you and me; and, further, Earth men, almost without exception, cover their bodies with strange, unsightly pieces of cloth, and their heads with hideous contraptions the purpose of which we have been unable to conceive; while you, when found by the Tharkian warriors, were entirely undisfigured and unadorned.


    “The fact that you wore no ornaments is a strong proof of your un-Barsoomian origin, while the absence of grotesque coverings might cause a doubt as to your earthliness.”


    I then narrated the details of my departure from the Earth, explaining that my body there lay fully clothed in all the, to her, strange garments of mundane dwellers. At this point Sola returned with our meager belongings and her young Martian protege, who, of course, would have to share the quarters with them.


    Sola asked us if we had had a visitor during her absence, and seemed much surprised when we answered in the negative. It seemed that as she had mounted the approach to the upper floors where our quarters were located, she had met Sarkoja descending. We decided that she must have been eavesdropping, but as we could recall nothing of importance that had passed between us we dismissed the matter as of little consequence, merely promising ourselves to be warned to the utmost caution in the future.


    Dejah Thoris and I then fell to examining the architecture and decorations of the beautiful chambers of the building we were occupying. She told me that these people had presumably flourished over a hundred thousand years before. They were the early progenitors of her race, but had mixed with the other great race of early Martians, who were very dark, almost black, and also with the reddish yellow race which had flourished at the same time.


    These three great divisions of the higher Martians had been forced into a mighty alliance as the drying up of the Martian seas had compelled them to seek the comparatively few and always diminishing fertile areas, and to defend themselves, under new conditions of life, against the wild hordes of green men.


    Ages of close relationship and intermarrying had resulted in the race of red men, of which Dejah Thoris was a fair and beautiful daughter. During the ages of hardships and incessant warring between their own various races, as well as with the green men, and before they had fitted themselves to the changed conditions, much of the high civilization and many of the arts of the fair-haired Martians had become lost; but the red race of today has reached a point where it feels that it has made up in new discoveries and in a more practical civilization for all that lies irretrievably buried with the ancient Barsoomians, beneath the countless intervening ages.


    These ancient Martians had been a highly cultivated and literary race, but during the vicissitudes of those trying centuries of readjustment to new conditions, not only did their advancement and production cease entirely, but practically all their archives, records, and literature were lost.


    Dejah Thoris related many interesting facts and legends concerning this lost race of noble and kindly people. She said that the city in which we were camping was supposed to have been a center of commerce and culture known as Korad. It had been built upon a beautiful, natural harbor, landlocked by magnificent hills. The little valley on the west front of the city, she explained, was all that remained of the harbor, while the pass through the hills to the old sea bottom had been the channel through which the shipping passed up to the city’s gates.


    The shores of the ancient seas were dotted with just such cities, and lesser ones, in diminishing numbers, were to be found converging toward the center of the oceans, as the people had found it necessary to follow the receding waters until necessity had forced upon them their ultimate salvation, the so-called Martian canals.


    We had been so engrossed in exploration of the building and in our conversation that it was late in the afternoon before we realized it. We were brought back to a realization of our present conditions by a messenger bearing a summons from Lorquas Ptomel directing me to appear before him forthwith. Bidding Dejah Thoris and Sola farewell, and commanding Woola to remain on guard, I hastened to the audience chamber, where I found Lorquas Ptomel and Tars Tarkas seated upon the rostrum.


    CHAPTER XII


    A PRISONER WITH POWER


    As I entered and saluted, Lorquas Ptomel signaled me to advance, and, fixing his great, hideous eyes upon me, addressed me thus:


    “You have been with us a few days, yet during that time you have by your prowess won a high position among us. Be that as it may, you are not one of us; you owe us no allegiance.


    “Your position is a peculiar one,” he continued; “you are a prisoner and yet you give commands which must be obeyed; you are an alien and yet you are a Tharkian chieftain; you are a midget and yet you can kill a mighty warrior with one blow of your fist. And now you are reported to have been plotting to escape with another prisoner of another race; a prisoner who, from her own admission, half believes you are returned from the valley of Dor. Either one of these accusations, if proved, would be sufficient grounds for your execution, but we are a just people and you shall have a trial on our return to Thark, if Tal Hajus so commands.


    “But,” he continued, in his fierce guttural tones, “if you run off with the red girl it is I who shall have to account to Tal Hajus; it is I who shall have to face Tars Tarkas, and either demonstrate my right to command, or the metal from my dead carcass will go to a better man, for such is the custom of the Tharks.


    “I have no quarrel with Tars Tarkas; together we rule supreme the greatest of the lesser communities among the green men; we do not wish to fight between ourselves; and so if you were dead, John Carter, I should be glad. Under two conditions only, however, may you be killed by us without orders from Tal Hajus; in personal combat in self-defense, should you attack one of us, or were you apprehended in an attempt to escape.


    “As a matter of justice I must warn you that we only await one of these two excuses for ridding ourselves of so great a responsibility. The safe delivery of the red girl to Tal Hajus is of the greatest importance. Not in a thousand years have the Tharks made such a capture; she is the granddaughter of the greatest of the red jeddaks, who is also our bitterest enemy. I have spoken. The red girl told us that we were without the softer sentiments of humanity, but we are a just and truthful race. You may go.”


    Turning, I left the audience chamber. So this was the beginning of Sarkoja’s persecution! I knew that none other could be responsible for this report which had reached the ears of Lorquas Ptomel so quickly, and now I recalled those portions of our conversation which had touched upon escape and upon my origin.


    Sarkoja was at this time Tars Tarkas’ oldest and most trusted female. As such she was a mighty power behind the throne, for no warrior had the confidence of Lorquas Ptomel to such an extent as did his ablest lieutenant, Tars Tarkas.


    However, instead of putting thoughts of possible escape from my mind, my audience with Lorquas Ptomel only served to center my every faculty on this subject. Now, more than before, the absolute necessity for escape, in so far as Dejah Thoris was concerned, was impressed upon me, for I was convinced that some horrible fate awaited her at the headquarters of Tal Hajus.


    As described by Sola, this monster was the exaggerated personification of all the ages of cruelty, ferocity, and brutality from which he had descended. Cold, cunning, calculating; he was, also, in marked contrast to most of his fellows, a slave to that brute passion which the waning demands for procreation upon their dying planet has almost stilled in the Martian breast.


    The thought that the divine Dejah Thoris might fall into the clutches of such an abysmal atavism started the cold sweat upon me. Far better that we save friendly bullets for ourselves at the last moment, as did those brave frontier women of my lost land, who took their own lives rather than fall into the hands of the Indian braves.


    As I wandered about the plaza lost in my gloomy forebodings Tars Tarkas approached me on his way from the audience chamber. His demeanor toward me was unchanged, and he greeted me as though we had not just parted a few moments before.


    “Where are your quarters, John Carter?” he asked.


    “I have selected none,” I replied. “It seemed best that I quartered either by myself or among the other warriors, and I was awaiting an opportunity to ask your advice. As you know,” and I smiled, “I am not yet familiar with all the customs of the Tharks.”


    “Come with me,” he directed, and together we moved off across the plaza to a building which I was glad to see adjoined that occupied by Sola and her charges.


    “My quarters are on the first floor of this building,” he said, “and the second floor also is fully occupied by warriors, but the third floor and the floors above are vacant; you may take your choice of these.


    “I understand,” he continued, “that you have given up your woman to the red prisoner. Well, as you have said, your ways are not our ways, but you can fight well enough to do about as you please, and so, if you wish to give your woman to a captive, it is your own affair; but as a chieftain you should have those to serve you, and in accordance with our customs you may select any or all the females from the retinues of the chieftains whose metal you now wear.”


    I thanked him, but assured him that I could get along very nicely without assistance except in the matter of preparing food, and so he promised to send women to me for this purpose and also for the care of my arms and the manufacture of my ammunition, which he said would be necessary. I suggested that they might also bring some of the sleeping silks and furs which belonged to me as spoils of combat, for the nights were cold and I had none of my own.


    He promised to do so, and departed. Left alone, I ascended the winding corridor to the upper floors in search of suitable quarters. The beauties of the other buildings were repeated in this, and, as usual, I was soon lost in a tour of investigation and discovery.


    I finally chose a front room on the third floor, because this brought me nearer to Dejah Thoris, whose apartment was on the second floor of the adjoining building, and it flashed upon me that I could rig up some means of communication whereby she might signal me in case she needed either my services or my protection.


    Adjoining my sleeping apartment were baths, dressing rooms, and other sleeping and living apartments, in all some ten rooms on this floor. The windows of the back rooms overlooked an enormous court, which formed the center of the square made by the buildings which faced the four contiguous streets, and which was now given over to the quartering of the various animals belonging to the warriors occupying the adjoining buildings.


    While the court was entirely overgrown with the yellow, moss-like vegetation which blankets practically the entire surface of Mars, yet numerous fountains, statuary, benches, and pergola-like contraptions bore witness to the beauty which the court must have presented in bygone times, when graced by the fair-haired, laughing people whom stern and unalterable cosmic laws had driven not only from their homes, but from all except the vague legends of their descendants.


    One could easily picture the gorgeous foliage of the luxuriant Martian vegetation which once filled this scene with life and color; the graceful figures of the beautiful women, the straight and handsome men; the happy frolicking children—all sunlight, happiness and peace. It was difficult to realize that they had gone; down through ages of darkness, cruelty, and ignorance, until their hereditary instincts of culture and humanitarianism had risen ascendant once more in the final composite race which now is dominant upon Mars.


    My thoughts were cut short by the advent of several young females bearing loads of weapons, silks, furs, jewels, cooking utensils, and casks of food and drink, including considerable loot from the air craft. All this, it seemed, had been the property of the two chieftains I had slain, and now, by the customs of the Tharks, it had become mine. At my direction they placed the stuff in one of the back rooms, and then departed, only to return with a second load, which they advised me constituted the balance of my goods. On the second trip they were accompanied by ten or fifteen other women and youths, who, it seemed, formed the retinues of the two chieftains.


    They were not their families, nor their wives, nor their servants; the relationship was peculiar, and so unlike anything known to us that it is most difficult to describe. All property among the green Martians is owned in common by the community, except the personal weapons, ornaments and sleeping silks and furs of the individuals. These alone can one claim undisputed right to, nor may he accumulate more of these than are required for his actual needs. The surplus he holds merely as custodian, and it is passed on to the younger members of the community as necessity demands.


    The women and children of a man’s retinue may be likened to a military unit for which he is responsible in various ways, as in matters of instruction, discipline, sustenance, and the exigencies of their continual roamings and their unending strife with other communities and with the red Martians. His women are in no sense wives. The green Martians use no word corresponding in meaning with this earthly word. Their mating is a matter of community interest solely, and is directed without reference to natural selection. The council of chieftains of each community control the matter as surely as the owner of a Kentucky racing stud directs the scientific breeding of his stock for the improvement of the whole.


    In theory it may sound well, as is often the case with theories, but the results of ages of this unnatural practice, coupled with the community interest in the offspring being held paramount to that of the mother, is shown in the cold, cruel creatures, and their gloomy, loveless, mirthless existence.


    It is true that the green Martians are absolutely virtuous, both men and women, with the exception of such degenerates as Tal Hajus; but better far a finer balance of human characteristics even at the expense of a slight and occasional loss of chastity.


    Finding that I must assume responsibility for these creatures, whether I would or not, I made the best of it and directed them to find quarters on the upper floors, leaving the third floor to me. One of the girls I charged with the duties of my simple cuisine, and directed the others to take up the various activities which had formerly constituted their vocations. Thereafter I saw little of them, nor did I care to.


    CHAPTER XIII


    LOVE-MAKING ON MARS


    Following the battle with the air ships, the community remained within the city for several days, abandoning the homeward march until they could feel reasonably assured that the ships would not return; for to be caught on the open plains with a cavalcade of chariots and children was far from the desire of even so warlike a people as the green Martians.


    During our period of inactivity, Tars Tarkas had instructed me in many of the customs and arts of war familiar to the Tharks, including lessons in riding and guiding the great beasts which bore the warriors. These creatures, which are known as thoats, are as dangerous and vicious as their masters, but when once subdued are sufficiently tractable for the purposes of the green Martians.


    Two of these animals had fallen to me from the warriors whose metal I wore, and in a short time I could handle them quite as well as the native warriors. The method was not at all complicated. If the thoats did not respond with sufficient celerity to the telepathic instructions of their riders they were dealt a terrific blow between the ears with the butt of a pistol, and if they showed fight this treatment was continued until the brutes either were subdued, or had unseated their riders.


    In the latter case it became a life and death struggle between the man and the beast. If the former were quick enough with his pistol he might live to ride again, though upon some other beast; if not, his torn and mangled body was gathered up by his women and burned in accordance with Tharkian custom.


    My experience with Woola determined me to attempt the experiment of kindness in my treatment of my thoats. First I taught them that they could not unseat me, and even rapped them sharply between the ears to impress upon them my authority and mastery. Then, by degrees, I won their confidence in much the same manner as I had adopted countless times with my many mundane mounts. I was ever a good hand with animals, and by inclination, as well as because it brought more lasting and satisfactory results, I was always kind and humane in my dealings with the lower orders. I could take a human life, if necessary, with far less compunction than that of a poor, unreasoning, irresponsible brute.


    In the course of a few days my thoats were the wonder of the entire community. They would follow me like dogs, rubbing their great snouts against my body in awkward evidence of affection, and respond to my every command with an alacrity and docility which caused the Martian warriors to ascribe to me the possession of some earthly power unknown on Mars.


    “How have you bewitched them?” asked Tars Tarkas one afternoon, when he had seen me run my arm far between the great jaws of one of my thoats which had wedged a piece of stone between two of his teeth while feeding upon the moss-like vegetation within our court yard.


    “By kindness,” I replied. “You see, Tars Tarkas, the softer sentiments have their value, even to a warrior. In the height of battle as well as upon the march I know that my thoats will obey my every command, and therefore my fighting efficiency is enhanced, and I am a better warrior for the reason that I am a kind master. Your other warriors would find it to the advantage of themselves as well as of the community to adopt my methods in this respect. Only a few days since you, yourself, told me that these great brutes, by the uncertainty of their tempers, often were the means of turning victory into defeat, since, at a crucial moment, they might elect to unseat and rend their riders.”


    “Show me how you accomplish these results,” was Tars Tarkas’ only rejoinder.


    And so I explained as carefully as I could the entire method of training I had adopted with my beasts, and later he had me repeat it before Lorquas Ptomel and the assembled warriors. That moment marked the beginning of a new existence for the poor thoats, and before I left the community of Lorquas Ptomel I had the satisfaction of observing a regiment of as tractable and docile mounts as one might care to see. The effect on the precision and celerity of the military movements was so remarkable that Lorquas Ptomel presented me with a massive anklet of gold from his own leg, as a sign of his appreciation of my service to the horde.


    On the seventh day following the battle with the air craft we again took up the march toward Thark, all probability of another attack being deemed remote by Lorquas Ptomel.


    During the days just preceding our departure I had seen but little of Dejah Thoris, as I had been kept very busy by Tars Tarkas with my lessons in the art of Martian warfare, as well as in the training of my thoats. The few times I had visited her quarters she had been absent, walking upon the streets with Sola, or investigating the buildings in the near vicinity of the plaza. I had warned them against venturing far from the plaza for fear of the great white apes, whose ferocity I was only too well acquainted with. However, since Woola accompanied them on all their excursions, and as Sola was well armed, there was comparatively little cause for fear.


    On the evening before our departure I saw them approaching along one of the great avenues which lead into the plaza from the east. I advanced to meet them, and telling Sola that I would take the responsibility for Dejah Thoris’ safekeeping, I directed her to return to her quarters on some trivial errand. I liked and trusted Sola, but for some reason I desired to be alone with Dejah Thoris, who represented to me all that I had left behind upon Earth in agreeable and congenial companionship. There seemed bonds of mutual interest between us as powerful as though we had been born under the same roof rather than upon different planets, hurtling through space some forty-eight million miles apart.


    That she shared my sentiments in this respect I was positive, for on my approach the look of pitiful hopelessness left her sweet countenance to be replaced by a smile of joyful welcome, as she placed her little right hand upon my left shoulder in true red Martian salute.


    “Sarkoja told Sola that you had become a true Thark,” she said, “and that I would now see no more of you than of any of the other warriors.”


    “Sarkoja is a liar of the first magnitude,” I replied, “notwithstanding the proud claim of the Tharks to absolute verity.”


    Dejah Thoris laughed.


    “I knew that even though you became a member of the community you would not cease to be my friend; ‘A warrior may change his metal, but not his heart,’ as the saying is upon Barsoom.”


    “I think they have been trying to keep us apart,” she continued, “for whenever you have been off duty one of the older women of Tars Tarkas’ retinue has always arranged to trump up some excuse to get Sola and me out of sight. They have had me down in the pits below the buildings helping them mix their awful radium powder, and make their terrible projectiles. You know that these have to be manufactured by artificial light, as exposure to sunlight always results in an explosion. You have noticed that their bullets explode when they strike an object? Well, the opaque, outer coating is broken by the impact, exposing a glass cylinder, almost solid, in the forward end of which is a minute particle of radium powder. The moment the sunlight, even though diffused, strikes this powder it explodes with a violence which nothing can withstand. If you ever witness a night battle you will note the absence of these explosions, while the morning following the battle will be filled at sunrise with the sharp detonations of exploding missiles fired the preceding night. As a rule, however, non-exploding projectiles are used at night.” [I have used the word radium in describing this powder because in the light of recent discoveries on Earth I believe it to be a mixture of which radium is the base. In Captain Carter’s manuscript it is mentioned always by the name used in the written language of Helium and is spelled in hieroglyphics which it would be difficult and useless to reproduce.]


    While I was much interested in Dejah Thoris’ explanation of this wonderful adjunct to Martian warfare, I was more concerned by the immediate problem of their treatment of her. That they were keeping her away from me was not a matter for surprise, but that they should subject her to dangerous and arduous labor filled me with rage.


    “Have they ever subjected you to cruelty and ignominy, Dejah Thoris?” I asked, feeling the hot blood of my fighting ancestors leap in my veins as I awaited her reply.


    “Only in little ways, John Carter,” she answered. “Nothing that can harm me outside my pride. They know that I am the daughter of ten thousand jeddaks, that I trace my ancestry straight back without a break to the builder of the first great waterway, and they, who do not even know their own mothers, are jealous of me. At heart they hate their horrid fates, and so wreak their poor spite on me who stand for everything they have not, and for all they most crave and never can attain. Let us pity them, my chieftain, for even though we die at their hands we can afford them pity, since we are greater than they and they know it.”


    Had I known the significance of those words “my chieftain,” as applied by a red Martian woman to a man, I should have had the surprise of my life, but I did not know at that time, nor for many months thereafter. Yes, I still had much to learn upon Barsoom.


    “I presume it is the better part of wisdom that we bow to our fate with as good grace as possible, Dejah Thoris; but I hope, nevertheless, that I may be present the next time that any Martian, green, red, pink, or violet, has the temerity to even so much as frown on you, my princess.”


    Dejah Thoris caught her breath at my last words, and gazed upon me with dilated eyes and quickening breath, and then, with an odd little laugh, which brought roguish dimples to the corners of her mouth, she shook her head and cried:


    “What a child! A great warrior and yet a stumbling little child.”


    “What have I done now?” I asked, in sore perplexity.


    “Some day you shall know, John Carter, if we live; but I may not tell you. And I, the daughter of Mors Kajak, son of Tardos Mors, have listened without anger,” she soliloquized in conclusion.


    Then she broke out again into one of her gay, happy, laughing moods; joking with me on my prowess as a Thark warrior as contrasted with my soft heart and natural kindliness.


    “I presume that should you accidentally wound an enemy you would take him home and nurse him back to health,” she laughed.


    “That is precisely what we do on Earth,” I answered. “At least among civilized men.”


    This made her laugh again. She could not understand it, for, with all her tenderness and womanly sweetness, she was still a Martian, and to a Martian the only good enemy is a dead enemy; for every dead foeman means so much more to divide between those who live.


    I was very curious to know what I had said or done to cause her so much perturbation a moment before and so I continued to importune her to enlighten me.


    “No,” she exclaimed, “it is enough that you have said it and that I have listened. And when you learn, John Carter, and if I be dead, as likely I shall be ere the further moon has circled Barsoom another twelve times, remember that I listened and that I—smiled.”


    It was all Greek to me, but the more I begged her to explain the more positive became her denials of my request, and, so, in very hopelessness, I desisted.


    Day had now given away to night and as we wandered along the great avenue lighted by the two moons of Barsoom, and with Earth looking down upon us out of her luminous green eye, it seemed that we were alone in the universe, and I, at least, was content that it should be so.


    The chill of the Martian night was upon us, and removing my silks I threw them across the shoulders of Dejah Thoris. As my arm rested for an instant upon her I felt a thrill pass through every fiber of my being such as contact with no other mortal had even produced; and it seemed to me that she had leaned slightly toward me, but of that I was not sure. Only I knew that as my arm rested there across her shoulders longer than the act of adjusting the silk required she did not draw away, nor did she speak. And so, in silence, we walked the surface of a dying world, but in the breast of one of us at least had been born that which is ever oldest, yet ever new.


    I loved Dejah Thoris. The touch of my arm upon her naked shoulder had spoken to me in words I would not mistake, and I knew that I had loved her since the first moment that my eyes had met hers that first time in the plaza of the dead city of Korad.


    CHAPTER XIV


    A DUEL TO THE DEATH


    My first impulse was to tell her of my love, and then I thought of the helplessness of her position wherein I alone could lighten the burdens of her captivity, and protect her in my poor way against the thousands of hereditary enemies she must face upon our arrival at Thark. I could not chance causing her additional pain or sorrow by declaring a love which, in all probability she did not return. Should I be so indiscreet, her position would be even more unbearable than now, and the thought that she might feel that I was taking advantage of her helplessness, to influence her decision was the final argument which sealed my lips.


    “Why are you so quiet, Dejah Thoris?” I asked. “Possibly you would rather return to Sola and your quarters.”


    “No,” she murmured, “I am happy here. I do not know why it is that I should always be happy and contented when you, John Carter, a stranger, are with me; yet at such times it seems that I am safe and that, with you, I shall soon return to my father’s court and feel his strong arms about me and my mother’s tears and kisses on my cheek.”


    “Do people kiss, then, upon Barsoom?” I asked, when she had explained the word she used, in answer to my inquiry as to its meaning.


    “Parents, brothers, and sisters, yes; and,” she added in a low, thoughtful tone, “lovers.”


    “And you, Dejah Thoris, have parents and brothers and sisters?”


    “Yes.”


    “And a—lover?”


    She was silent, nor could I venture to repeat the question.


    “The man of Barsoom,” she finally ventured, “does not ask personal questions of women, except his mother, and the woman he has fought for and won.”


    “But I have fought—” I started, and then I wished my tongue had been cut from my mouth; for she turned even as I caught myself and ceased, and drawing my silks from her shoulder she held them out to me, and without a word, and with head held high, she moved with the carriage of the queen she was toward the plaza and the doorway of her quarters.


    I did not attempt to follow her, other than to see that she reached the building in safety, but, directing Woola to accompany her, I turned disconsolately and entered my own house. I sat for hours cross-legged, and cross-tempered, upon my silks meditating upon the queer freaks chance plays upon us poor devils of mortals.


    So this was love! I had escaped it for all the years I had roamed the five continents and their encircling seas; in spite of beautiful women and urging opportunity; in spite of a half-desire for love and a constant search for my ideal, it had remained for me to fall furiously and hopelessly in love with a creature from another world, of a species similar possibly, yet not identical with mine. A woman who was hatched from an egg, and whose span of life might cover a thousand years; whose people had strange customs and ideas; a woman whose hopes, whose pleasures, whose standards of virtue and of right and wrong might vary as greatly from mine as did those of the green Martians.


    Yes, I was a fool, but I was in love, and though I was suffering the greatest misery I had ever known I would not have had it otherwise for all the riches of Barsoom. Such is love, and such are lovers wherever love is known.


    To me, Dejah Thoris was all that was perfect; all that was virtuous and beautiful and noble and good. I believed that from the bottom of my heart, from the depth of my soul on that night in Korad as I sat cross-legged upon my silks while the nearer moon of Barsoom raced through the western sky toward the horizon, and lighted up the gold and marble, and jeweled mosaics of my world-old chamber, and I believe it today as I sit at my desk in the little study overlooking the Hudson. Twenty years have intervened; for ten of them I lived and fought for Dejah Thoris and her people, and for ten I have lived upon her memory.


    The morning of our departure for Thark dawned clear and hot, as do all Martian mornings except for the six weeks when the snow melts at the poles.


    I sought out Dejah Thoris in the throng of departing chariots, but she turned her shoulder to me, and I could see the red blood mount to her cheek. With the foolish inconsistency of love I held my peace when I might have plead ignorance of the nature of my offense, or at least the gravity of it, and so have effected, at worst, a half conciliation.


    My duty dictated that I must see that she was comfortable, and so I glanced into her chariot and rearranged her silks and furs. In doing so I noted with horror that she was heavily chained by one ankle to the side of the vehicle.


    “What does this mean?” I cried, turning to Sola.


    “Sarkoja thought it best,” she answered, her face betokening her disapproval of the procedure.


    Examining the manacles I saw that they fastened with a massive spring lock.


    “Where is the key, Sola? Let me have it.”


    “Sarkoja wears it, John Carter,” she answered.


    I turned without further word and sought out Tars Tarkas, to whom I vehemently objected to the unnecessary humiliations and cruelties, as they seemed to my lover’s eyes, that were being heaped upon Dejah Thoris.


    “John Carter,” he answered, “if ever you and Dejah Thoris escape the Tharks it will be upon this journey. We know that you will not go without her. You have shown yourself a mighty fighter, and we do not wish to manacle you, so we hold you both in the easiest way that will yet ensure security. I have spoken.”


    I saw the strength of his reasoning at a flash, and knew that it were futile to appeal from his decision, but I asked that the key be taken from Sarkoja and that she be directed to leave the prisoner alone in future.


    “This much, Tars Tarkas, you may do for me in return for the friendship that, I must confess, I feel for you.”


    “Friendship?” he replied. “There is no such thing, John Carter; but have your will. I shall direct that Sarkoja cease to annoy the girl, and I myself will take the custody of the key.”


    “Unless you wish me to assume the responsibility,” I said, smiling.


    He looked at me long and earnestly before he spoke.


    “Were you to give me your word that neither you nor Dejah Thoris would attempt to escape until after we have safely reached the court of Tal Hajus you might have the key and throw the chains into the river Iss.”


    “It were better that you held the key, Tars Tarkas,” I replied.


    He smiled, and said no more, but that night as we were making camp I saw him unfasten Dejah Thoris’ fetters himself.


    With all his cruel ferocity and coldness there was an undercurrent of something in Tars Tarkas which he seemed ever battling to subdue. Could it be a vestige of some human instinct come back from an ancient forbear to haunt him with the horror of his people’s ways!


    As I was approaching Dejah Thoris’ chariot I passed Sarkoja, and the black, venomous look she accorded me was the sweetest balm I had felt for many hours. Lord, how she hated me! It bristled from her so palpably that one might almost have cut it with a sword.


    A few moments later I saw her deep in conversation with a warrior named Zad; a big, hulking, powerful brute, but one who had never made a kill among his own chieftains, and a second name only with the metal of some chieftain. It was this custom which entitled me to the names of either of the chieftains I had killed; in fact, some of the warriors addressed me as Dotar Sojat, a combination of the surnames of the two warrior chieftains whose metal I had taken, or, in other words, whom I had slain in fair fight.


    As Sarkoja talked with Zad he cast occasional glances in my direction, while she seemed to be urging him very strongly to some action. I paid little attention to it at the time, but the next day I had good reason to recall the circumstances, and at the same time gain a slight insight into the depths of Sarkoja’s hatred and the lengths to which she was capable of going to wreak her horrid vengeance on me.


    Dejah Thoris would have none of me again on this evening, and though I spoke her name she neither replied, nor conceded by so much as the flutter of an eyelid that she realized my existence. In my extremity I did what most other lovers would have done; I sought word from her through an intimate. In this instance it was Sola whom I intercepted in another part of camp.


    “What is the matter with Dejah Thoris?” I blurted out at her. “Why will she not speak to me?”


    Sola seemed puzzled herself, as though such strange actions on the part of two humans were quite beyond her, as indeed they were, poor child.


    “She says you have angered her, and that is all she will say, except that she is the daughter of a jed and the granddaughter of a jeddak and she has been humiliated by a creature who could not polish the teeth of her grandmother’s sorak.”


    I pondered over this report for some time, finally asking, “What might a sorak be, Sola?”


    “A little animal about as big as my hand, which the red Martian women keep to play with,” explained Sola.


    Not fit to polish the teeth of her grandmother’s cat! I must rank pretty low in the consideration of Dejah Thoris, I thought; but I could not help laughing at the strange figure of speech, so homely and in this respect so earthly. It made me homesick, for it sounded very much like “not fit to polish her shoes.” And then commenced a train of thought quite new to me. I began to wonder what my people at home were doing. I had not seen them for years. There was a family of Carters in Virginia who claimed close relationship with me; I was supposed to be a great uncle, or something of the kind equally foolish. I could pass anywhere for twenty-five to thirty years of age, and to be a great uncle always seemed the height of incongruity, for my thoughts and feelings were those of a boy. There was two little kiddies in the Carter family whom I had loved and who had thought there was no one on Earth like Uncle Jack; I could see them just as plainly, as I stood there under the moonlit skies of Barsoom, and I longed for them as I had never longed for any mortals before. By nature a wanderer, I had never known the true meaning of the word home, but the great hall of the Carters had always stood for all that the word did mean to me, and now my heart turned toward it from the cold and unfriendly peoples I had been thrown amongst. For did not even Dejah Thoris despise me! I was a low creature, so low in fact that I was not even fit to polish the teeth of her grandmother’s cat; and then my saving sense of humor came to my rescue, and laughing I turned into my silks and furs and slept upon the moon-haunted ground the sleep of a tired and healthy fighting man.


    We broke camp the next day at an early hour and marched with only a single halt until just before dark. Two incidents broke the tediousness of the march. About noon we espied far to our right what was evidently an incubator, and Lorquas Ptomel directed Tars Tarkas to investigate it. The latter took a dozen warriors, including myself, and we raced across the velvety carpeting of moss to the little enclosure.


    It was indeed an incubator, but the eggs were very small in comparison with those I had seen hatching in ours at the time of my arrival on Mars.


    Tars Tarkas dismounted and examined the enclosure minutely, finally announcing that it belonged to the green men of Warhoon and that the cement was scarcely dry where it had been walled up.


    “They cannot be a day’s march ahead of us,” he exclaimed, the light of battle leaping to his fierce face.


    The work at the incubator was short indeed. The warriors tore open the entrance and a couple of them, crawling in, soon demolished all the eggs with their short-swords. Then remounting we dashed back to join the cavalcade. During the ride I took occasion to ask Tars Tarkas if these Warhoons whose eggs we had destroyed were a smaller people than his Tharks.


    “I noticed that their eggs were so much smaller than those I saw hatching in your incubator,” I added.


    He explained that the eggs had just been placed there; but, like all green Martian eggs, they would grow during the five-year period of incubation until they obtained the size of those I had seen hatching on the day of my arrival on Barsoom. This was indeed an interesting piece of information, for it had always seemed remarkable to me that the green Martian women, large as they were, could bring forth such enormous eggs as I had seen the four-foot infants emerging from. As a matter of fact, the new-laid egg is but little larger than an ordinary goose egg, and as it does not commence to grow until subjected to the light of the sun the chieftains have little difficulty in transporting several hundreds of them at one time from the storage vaults to the incubators.


    Shortly after the incident of the Warhoon eggs we halted to rest the animals, and it was during this halt that the second of the day’s interesting episodes occurred. I was engaged in changing my riding cloths from one of my thoats to the other, for I divided the day’s work between them, when Zad approached me, and without a word struck my animal a terrific blow with his long-sword.


    I did not need a manual of green Martian etiquette to know what reply to make, for, in fact, I was so wild with anger that I could scarcely refrain from drawing my pistol and shooting him down for the brute he was; but he stood waiting with drawn long-sword, and my only choice was to draw my own and meet him in fair fight with his choice of weapons or a lesser one.


    This latter alternative is always permissible, therefore I could have used my short-sword, my dagger, my hatchet, or my fists had I wished, and been entirely within my rights, but I could not use firearms or a spear while he held only his long-sword.


    I chose the same weapon he had drawn because I knew he prided himself upon his ability with it, and I wished, if I worsted him at all, to do it with his own weapon. The fight that followed was a long one and delayed the resumption of the march for an hour. The entire community surrounded us, leaving a clear space about one hundred feet in diameter for our battle.


    Zad first attempted to rush me down as a bull might a wolf, but I was much too quick for him, and each time I side-stepped his rushes he would go lunging past me, only to receive a nick from my sword upon his arm or back. He was soon streaming blood from a half dozen minor wounds, but I could not obtain an opening to deliver an effective thrust. Then he changed his tactics, and fighting warily and with extreme dexterity, he tried to do by science what he was unable to do by brute strength. I must admit that he was a magnificent swordsman, and had it not been for my greater endurance and the remarkable agility the lesser gravitation of Mars lent me I might not have been able to put up the creditable fight I did against him.


    We circled for some time without doing much damage on either side; the long, straight, needle-like swords flashing in the sunlight, and ringing out upon the stillness as they crashed together with each effective parry. Finally Zad, realizing that he was tiring more than I, evidently decided to close in and end the battle in a final blaze of glory for himself; just as he rushed me a blinding flash of light struck full in my eyes, so that I could not see his approach and could only leap blindly to one side in an effort to escape the mighty blade that it seemed I could already feel in my vitals. I was only partially successful, as a sharp pain in my left shoulder attested, but in the sweep of my glance as I sought to again locate my adversary, a sight met my astonished gaze which paid me well for the wound the temporary blindness had caused me. There, upon Dejah Thoris’ chariot stood three figures, for the purpose evidently of witnessing the encounter above the heads of the intervening Tharks. There were Dejah Thoris, Sola, and Sarkoja, and as my fleeting glance swept over them a little tableau was presented which will stand graven in my memory to the day of my death.


    As I looked, Dejah Thoris turned upon Sarkoja with the fury of a young tigress and struck something from her upraised hand; something which flashed in the sunlight as it spun to the ground. Then I knew what had blinded me at that crucial moment of the fight, and how Sarkoja had found a way to kill me without herself delivering the final thrust. Another thing I saw, too, which almost lost my life for me then and there, for it took my mind for the fraction of an instant entirely from my antagonist; for, as Dejah Thoris struck the tiny mirror from her hand, Sarkoja, her face livid with hatred and baffled rage, whipped out her dagger and aimed a terrific blow at Dejah Thoris; and then Sola, our dear and faithful Sola, sprang between them; the last I saw was the great knife descending upon her shielding breast.


    My enemy had recovered from his thrust and was making it extremely interesting for me, so I reluctantly gave my attention to the work in hand, but my mind was not upon the battle.


    We rushed each other furiously time after time, ‘til suddenly, feeling the sharp point of his sword at my breast in a thrust I could neither parry nor escape, I threw myself upon him with outstretched sword and with all the weight of my body, determined that I would not die alone if I could prevent it. I felt the steel tear into my chest, all went black before me, my head whirled in dizziness, and I felt my knees giving beneath me.


    CHAPTER XV


    SOLA TELLS ME HER STORY


    When consciousness returned, and, as I soon learned, I was down but a moment, I sprang quickly to my feet searching for my sword, and there I found it, buried to the hilt in the green breast of Zad, who lay stone dead upon the ochre moss of the ancient sea bottom. As I regained my full senses I found his weapon piercing my left breast, but only through the flesh and muscles which cover my ribs, entering near the center of my chest and coming out below the shoulder. As I had lunged I had turned so that his sword merely passed beneath the muscles, inflicting a painful but not dangerous wound.


    Removing the blade from my body I also regained my own, and turning my back upon his ugly carcass, I moved, sick, sore, and disgusted, toward the chariots which bore my retinue and my belongings. A murmur of Martian applause greeted me, but I cared not for it.


    Bleeding and weak I reached my women, who, accustomed to such happenings, dressed my wounds, applying the wonderful healing and remedial agents which make only the most instantaneous of death blows fatal. Give a Martian woman a chance and death must take a back seat. They soon had me patched up so that, except for weakness from loss of blood and a little soreness around the wound, I suffered no great distress from this thrust which, under earthly treatment, undoubtedly would have put me flat on my back for days.


    As soon as they were through with me I hastened to the chariot of Dejah Thoris, where I found my poor Sola with her chest swathed in bandages, but apparently little the worse for her encounter with Sarkoja, whose dagger it seemed had struck the edge of one of Sola’s metal breast ornaments and, thus deflected, had inflicted but a slight flesh wound.


    As I approached I found Dejah Thoris lying prone upon her silks and furs, her lithe form wracked with sobs. She did not notice my presence, nor did she hear me speaking with Sola, who was standing a short distance from the vehicle.


    “Is she injured?” I asked of Sola, indicating Dejah Thoris by an inclination of my head.


    “No,” she answered, “she thinks that you are dead.”


    “And that her grandmother’s cat may now have no one to polish its teeth?” I queried, smiling.


    “I think you wrong her, John Carter,” said Sola. “I do not understand either her ways or yours, but I am sure the granddaughter of ten thousand jeddaks would never grieve like this over any who held but the highest claim upon her affections. They are a proud race, but they are just, as are all Barsoomians, and you must have hurt or wronged her grievously that she will not admit your existence living, though she mourns you dead.


    “Tears are a strange sight upon Barsoom,” she continued, “and so it is difficult for me to interpret them. I have seen but two people weep in all my life, other than Dejah Thoris; one wept from sorrow, the other from baffled rage. The first was my mother, years ago before they killed her; the other was Sarkoja, when they dragged her from me today.”


    “Your mother!” I exclaimed, “but, Sola, you could not have known your mother, child.”


    “But I did. And my father also,” she added. “If you would like to hear the strange and un-Barsoomian story come to the chariot tonight, John Carter, and I will tell you that of which I have never spoken in all my life before. And now the signal has been given to resume the march, you must go.”


    “I will come tonight, Sola,” I promised. “Be sure to tell Dejah Thoris I am alive and well. I shall not force myself upon her, and be sure that you do not let her know I saw her tears. If she would speak with me I but await her command.”


    Sola mounted the chariot, which was swinging into its place in line, and I hastened to my waiting thoat and galloped to my station beside Tars Tarkas at the rear of the column.


    We made a most imposing and awe-inspiring spectacle as we strung out across the yellow landscape; the two hundred and fifty ornate and brightly colored chariots, preceded by an advance guard of some two hundred mounted warriors and chieftains riding five abreast and one hundred yards apart, and followed by a like number in the same formation, with a score or more of flankers on either side; the fifty extra mastodons, or heavy draught animals, known as zitidars, and the five or six hundred extra thoats of the warriors running loose within the hollow square formed by the surrounding warriors. The gleaming metal and jewels of the gorgeous ornaments of the men and women, duplicated in the trappings of the zitidars and thoats, and interspersed with the flashing colors of magnificent silks and furs and feathers, lent a barbaric splendor to the caravan which would have turned an East Indian potentate green with envy.


    The enormous broad tires of the chariots and the padded feet of the animals brought forth no sound from the moss-covered sea bottom; and so we moved in utter silence, like some huge phantasmagoria, except when the stillness was broken by the guttural growling of a goaded zitidar, or the squealing of fighting thoats. The green Martians converse but little, and then usually in monosyllables, low and like the faint rumbling of distant thunder.


    We traversed a trackless waste of moss which, bending to the pressure of broad tire or padded foot, rose up again behind us, leaving no sign that we had passed. We might indeed have been the wraiths of the departed dead upon the dead sea of that dying planet for all the sound or sign we made in passing. It was the first march of a large body of men and animals I had ever witnessed which raised no dust and left no spoor; for there is no dust upon Mars except in the cultivated districts during the winter months, and even then the absence of high winds renders it almost unnoticeable.


    We camped that night at the foot of the hills we had been approaching for two days and which marked the southern boundary of this particular sea. Our animals had been two days without drink, nor had they had water for nearly two months, not since shortly after leaving Thark; but, as Tars Tarkas explained to me, they require but little and can live almost indefinitely upon the moss which covers Barsoom, and which, he told me, holds in its tiny stems sufficient moisture to meet the limited demands of the animals.


    After partaking of my evening meal of cheese-like food and vegetable milk I sought out Sola, whom I found working by the light of a torch upon some of Tars Tarkas’ trappings. She looked up at my approach, her face lighting with pleasure and with welcome.


    “I am glad you came,” she said; “Dejah Thoris sleeps and I am lonely. Mine own people do not care for me, John Carter; I am too unlike them. It is a sad fate, since I must live my life amongst them, and I often wish that I were a true green Martian woman, without love and without hope; but I have known love and so I am lost.


    “I promised to tell you my story, or rather the story of my parents. From what I have learned of you and the ways of your people I am sure that the tale will not seem strange to you, but among green Martians it has no parallel within the memory of the oldest living Thark, nor do our legends hold many similar tales.


    “My mother was rather small, in fact too small to be allowed the responsibilities of maternity, as our chieftains breed principally for size. She was also less cold and cruel than most green Martian women, and caring little for their society, she often roamed the deserted avenues of Thark alone, or went and sat among the wild flowers that deck the nearby hills, thinking thoughts and wishing wishes which I believe I alone among Tharkian women today may understand, for am I not the child of my mother?


    “And there among the hills she met a young warrior, whose duty it was to guard the feeding zitidars and thoats and see that they roamed not beyond the hills. They spoke at first only of such things as interest a community of Tharks, but gradually, as they came to meet more often, and, as was now quite evident to both, no longer by chance, they talked about themselves, their likes, their ambitions and their hopes. She trusted him and told him of the awful repugnance she felt for the cruelties of their kind, for the hideous, loveless lives they must ever lead, and then she waited for the storm of denunciation to break from his cold, hard lips; but instead he took her in his arms and kissed her.


    “They kept their love a secret for six long years. She, my mother, was of the retinue of the great Tal Hajus, while her lover was a simple warrior, wearing only his own metal. Had their defection from the traditions of the Tharks been discovered both would have paid the penalty in the great arena before Tal Hajus and the assembled hordes.


    “The egg from which I came was hidden beneath a great glass vessel upon the highest and most inaccessible of the partially ruined towers of ancient Thark. Once each year my mother visited it for the five long years it lay there in the process of incubation. She dared not come oftener, for in the mighty guilt of her conscience she feared that her every move was watched. During this period my father gained great distinction as a warrior and had taken the metal from several chieftains. His love for my mother had never diminished, and his own ambition in life was to reach a point where he might wrest the metal from Tal Hajus himself, and thus, as ruler of the Tharks, be free to claim her as his own, as well as, by the might of his power, protect the child which otherwise would be quickly dispatched should the truth become known.


    “It was a wild dream, that of wresting the metal from Tal Hajus in five short years, but his advance was rapid, and he soon stood high in the councils of Thark. But one day the chance was lost forever, in so far as it could come in time to save his loved ones, for he was ordered away upon a long expedition to the ice-clad south, to make war upon the natives there and despoil them of their furs, for such is the manner of the green Barsoomian; he does not labor for what he can wrest in battle from others.


    “He was gone for four years, and when he returned all had been over for three; for about a year after his departure, and shortly before the time for the return of an expedition which had gone forth to fetch the fruits of a community incubator, the egg had hatched. Thereafter my mother continued to keep me in the old tower, visiting me nightly and lavishing upon me the love the community life would have robbed us both of. She hoped, upon the return of the expedition from the incubator, to mix me with the other young assigned to the quarters of Tal Hajus, and thus escape the fate which would surely follow discovery of her sin against the ancient traditions of the green men.


    “She taught me rapidly the language and customs of my kind, and one night she told me the story I have told to you up to this point, impressing upon me the necessity for absolute secrecy and the great caution I must exercise after she had placed me with the other young Tharks to permit no one to guess that I was further advanced in education than they, nor by any sign to divulge in the presence of others my affection for her, or my knowledge of my parentage; and then drawing me close to her she whispered in my ear the name of my father.


    “And then a light flashed out upon the darkness of the tower chamber, and there stood Sarkoja, her gleaming, baleful eyes fixed in a frenzy of loathing and contempt upon my mother. The torrent of hatred and abuse she poured out upon her turned my young heart cold in terror. That she had heard the entire story was apparent, and that she had suspected something wrong from my mother’s long nightly absences from her quarters accounted for her presence there on that fateful night.


    “One thing she had not heard, nor did she know, the whispered name of my father. This was apparent from her repeated demands upon my mother to disclose the name of her partner in sin, but no amount of abuse or threats could wring this from her, and to save me from needless torture she lied, for she told Sarkoja that she alone knew nor would she even tell her child.


    “With final imprecations, Sarkoja hastened away to Tal Hajus to report her discovery, and while she was gone my mother, wrapping me in the silks and furs of her night coverings, so that I was scarcely noticeable, descended to the streets and ran wildly away toward the outskirts of the city, in the direction which led to the far south, out toward the man whose protection she might not claim, but on whose face she wished to look once more before she died.


    “As we neared the city’s southern extremity a sound came to us from across the mossy flat, from the direction of the only pass through the hills which led to the gates, the pass by which caravans from either north or south or east or west would enter the city. The sounds we heard were the squealing of thoats and the grumbling of zitidars, with the occasional clank of arms which announced the approach of a body of warriors. The thought uppermost in her mind was that it was my father returned from his expedition, but the cunning of the Thark held her from headlong and precipitate flight to greet him.


    “Retreating into the shadows of a doorway she awaited the coming of the cavalcade which shortly entered the avenue, breaking its formation and thronging the thoroughfare from wall to wall. As the head of the procession passed us the lesser moon swung clear of the overhanging roofs and lit up the scene with all the brilliancy of her wondrous light. My mother shrank further back into the friendly shadows, and from her hiding place saw that the expedition was not that of my father, but the returning caravan bearing the young Tharks. Instantly her plan was formed, and as a great chariot swung close to our hiding place she slipped stealthily in upon the trailing tailboard, crouching low in the shadow of the high side, straining me to her bosom in a frenzy of love.


    “She knew, what I did not, that never again after that night would she hold me to her breast, nor was it likely we would ever look upon each other’s face again. In the confusion of the plaza she mixed me with the other children, whose guardians during the journey were now free to relinquish their responsibility. We were herded together into a great room, fed by women who had not accompanied the expedition, and the next day we were parceled out among the retinues of the chieftains.


    “I never saw my mother after that night. She was imprisoned by Tal Hajus, and every effort, including the most horrible and shameful torture, was brought to bear upon her to wring from her lips the name of my father; but she remained steadfast and loyal, dying at last amidst the laughter of Tal Hajus and his chieftains during some awful torture she was undergoing.


    “I learned afterwards that she told them that she had killed me to save me from a like fate at their hands, and that she had thrown my body to the white apes. Sarkoja alone disbelieved her, and I feel to this day that she suspects my true origin, but does not dare expose me, at the present, at all events, because she also guesses, I am sure, the identity of my father.


    “When he returned from his expedition and learned the story of my mother’s fate I was present as Tal Hajus told him; but never by the quiver of a muscle did he betray the slightest emotion; only he did not laugh as Tal Hajus gleefully described her death struggles. From that moment on he was the cruelest of the cruel, and I am awaiting the day when he shall win the goal of his ambition, and feel the carcass of Tal Hajus beneath his foot, for I am as sure that he but waits the opportunity to wreak a terrible vengeance, and that his great love is as strong in his breast as when it first transfigured him nearly forty years ago, as I am that we sit here upon the edge of a world-old ocean while sensible people sleep, John Carter.”


    “And your father, Sola, is he with us now?” I asked.


    “Yes,” she replied, “but he does not know me for what I am, nor does he know who betrayed my mother to Tal Hajus. I alone know my father’s name, and only I and Tal Hajus and Sarkoja know that it was she who carried the tale that brought death and torture upon her he loved.”


    We sat silent for a few moments, she wrapped in the gloomy thoughts of her terrible past, and I in pity for the poor creatures whom the heartless, senseless customs of their race had doomed to loveless lives of cruelty and of hate. Presently she spoke.


    “John Carter, if ever a real man walked the cold, dead bosom of Barsoom you are one. I know that I can trust you, and because the knowledge may someday help you or him or Dejah Thoris or myself, I am going to tell you the name of my father, nor place any restrictions or conditions upon your tongue. When the time comes, speak the truth if it seems best to you. I trust you because I know that you are not cursed with the terrible trait of absolute and unswerving truthfulness, that you could lie like one of your own Virginia gentlemen if a lie would save others from sorrow or suffering. My father’s name is Tars Tarkas.”


    CHAPTER XVI


    WE PLAN ESCAPE


    The remainder of our journey to Thark was uneventful. We were twenty days upon the road, crossing two sea bottoms and passing through or around a number of ruined cities, mostly smaller than Korad. Twice we crossed the famous Martian waterways, or canals, so-called by our earthly astronomers. When we approached these points a warrior would be sent far ahead with a powerful field glass, and if no great body of red Martian troops was in sight we would advance as close as possible without chance of being seen and then camp until dark, when we would slowly approach the cultivated tract, and, locating one of the numerous, broad highways which cross these areas at regular intervals, creep silently and stealthily across to the arid lands upon the other side. It required five hours to make one of these crossings without a single halt, and the other consumed the entire night, so that we were just leaving the confines of the high-walled fields when the sun broke out upon us.


    Crossing in the darkness, as we did, I was unable to see but little, except as the nearer moon, in her wild and ceaseless hurtling through the Barsoomian heavens, lit up little patches of the landscape from time to time, disclosing walled fields and low, rambling buildings, presenting much the appearance of earthly farms. There were many trees, methodically arranged, and some of them were of enormous height; there were animals in some of the enclosures, and they announced their presence by terrified squealings and snortings as they scented our queer, wild beasts and wilder human beings.


    Only once did I perceive a human being, and that was at the intersection of our crossroad with the wide, white turnpike which cuts each cultivated district longitudinally at its exact center. The fellow must have been sleeping beside the road, for, as I came abreast of him, he raised upon one elbow and after a single glance at the approaching caravan leaped shrieking to his feet and fled madly down the road, scaling a nearby wall with the agility of a scared cat. The Tharks paid him not the slightest attention; they were not out upon the warpath, and the only sign that I had that they had seen him was a quickening of the pace of the caravan as we hastened toward the bordering desert which marked our entrance into the realm of Tal Hajus.


    Not once did I have speech with Dejah Thoris, as she sent no word to me that I would be welcome at her chariot, and my foolish pride kept me from making any advances. I verily believe that a man’s way with women is in inverse ratio to his prowess among men. The weakling and the saphead have often great ability to charm the fair sex, while the fighting man who can face a thousand real dangers unafraid, sits hiding in the shadows like some frightened child.


    Just thirty days after my advent upon Barsoom we entered the ancient city of Thark, from whose long-forgotten people this horde of green men have stolen even their name. The hordes of Thark number some thirty thousand souls, and are divided into twenty-five communities. Each community has its own jed and lesser chieftains, but all are under the rule of Tal Hajus, Jeddak of Thark. Five communities make their headquarters at the city of Thark, and the balance are scattered among other deserted cities of ancient Mars throughout the district claimed by Tal Hajus.


    We made our entry into the great central plaza early in the afternoon. There were no enthusiastic friendly greetings for the returned expedition. Those who chanced to be in sight spoke the names of warriors or women with whom they came in direct contact, in the formal greeting of their kind, but when it was discovered that they brought two captives a greater interest was aroused, and Dejah Thoris and I were the centers of inquiring groups.


    We were soon assigned to new quarters, and the balance of the day was devoted to settling ourselves to the changed conditions. My home now was upon an avenue leading into the plaza from the south, the main artery down which we had marched from the gates of the city. I was at the far end of the square and had an entire building to myself. The same grandeur of architecture which was so noticeable a characteristic of Korad was in evidence here, only, if that were possible, on a larger and richer scale. My quarters would have been suitable for housing the greatest of earthly emperors, but to these queer creatures nothing about a building appealed to them but its size and the enormity of its chambers; the larger the building, the more desirable; and so Tal Hajus occupied what must have been an enormous public building, the largest in the city, but entirely unfitted for residence purposes; the next largest was reserved for Lorquas Ptomel, the next for the jed of a lesser rank, and so on to the bottom of the list of five jeds. The warriors occupied the buildings with the chieftains to whose retinues they belonged; or, if they preferred, sought shelter among any of the thousands of untenanted buildings in their own quarter of town; each community being assigned a certain section of the city. The selection of building had to be made in accordance with these divisions, except in so far as the jeds were concerned, they all occupying edifices which fronted upon the plaza.


    When I had finally put my house in order, or rather seen that it had been done, it was nearing sunset, and I hastened out with the intention of locating Sola and her charges, as I had determined upon having speech with Dejah Thoris and trying to impress on her the necessity of our at least patching up a truce until I could find some way of aiding her to escape. I searched in vain until the upper rim of the great red sun was just disappearing behind the horizon and then I spied the ugly head of Woola peering from a second-story window on the opposite side of the very street where I was quartered, but nearer the plaza.


    Without waiting for a further invitation I bolted up the winding runway which led to the second floor, and entering a great chamber at the front of the building was greeted by the frenzied Woola, who threw his great carcass upon me, nearly hurling me to the floor; the poor old fellow was so glad to see me that I thought he would devour me, his head split from ear to ear, showing his three rows of tusks in his hobgoblin smile.


    Quieting him with a word of command and a caress, I looked hurriedly through the approaching gloom for a sign of Dejah Thoris, and then, not seeing her, I called her name. There was an answering murmur from the far corner of the apartment, and with a couple of quick strides I was standing beside her where she crouched among the furs and silks upon an ancient carved wooden seat. As I waited she rose to her full height and looking me straight in the eye said:


    “What would Dotar Sojat, Thark, of Dejah Thoris his captive?”


    “Dejah Thoris, I do not know how I have angered you. It was furtherest from my desire to hurt or offend you, whom I had hoped to protect and comfort. Have none of me if it is your will, but that you must aid me in effecting your escape, if such a thing be possible, is not my request, but my command. When you are safe once more at your father’s court you may do with me as you please, but from now on until that day I am your master, and you must obey and aid me.”


    She looked at me long and earnestly and I thought that she was softening toward me.


    “I understand your words, Dotar Sojat,” she replied, “but you I do not understand. You are a queer mixture of child and man, of brute and noble. I only wish that I might read your heart.”


    “Look down at your feet, Dejah Thoris; it lies there now where it has lain since that other night at Korad, and where it will ever lie beating alone for you until death stills it forever.”


    She took a little step toward me, her beautiful hands outstretched in a strange, groping gesture.


    “What do you mean, John Carter?” she whispered. “What are you saying to me?”


    “I am saying what I had promised myself that I would not say to you, at least until you were no longer a captive among the green men; what from your attitude toward me for the past twenty days I had thought never to say to you; I am saying, Dejah Thoris, that I am yours, body and soul, to serve you, to fight for you, and to die for you. Only one thing I ask of you in return, and that is that you make no sign, either of condemnation or of approbation of my words until you are safe among your own people, and that whatever sentiments you harbor toward me they be not influenced or colored by gratitude; whatever I may do to serve you will be prompted solely from selfish motives, since it gives me more pleasure to serve you than not.”


    “I will respect your wishes, John Carter, because I understand the motives which prompt them, and I accept your service no more willingly than I bow to your authority; your word shall be my law. I have twice wronged you in my thoughts and again I ask your forgiveness.”


    Further conversation of a personal nature was prevented by the entrance of Sola, who was much agitated and wholly unlike her usual calm and possessed self.


    “That horrible Sarkoja has been before Tal Hajus,” she cried, “and from what I heard upon the plaza there is little hope for either of you.”


    “What do they say?” inquired Dejah Thoris.


    “That you will be thrown to the wild calots [dogs] in the great arena as soon as the hordes have assembled for the yearly games.”


    “Sola,” I said, “you are a Thark, but you hate and loathe the customs of your people as much as we do. Will you not accompany us in one supreme effort to escape? I am sure that Dejah Thoris can offer you a home and protection among her people, and your fate can be no worse among them than it must ever be here.”


    “Yes,” cried Dejah Thoris, “come with us, Sola, you will be better off among the red men of Helium than you are here, and I can promise you not only a home with us, but the love and affection your nature craves and which must always be denied you by the customs of your own race. Come with us, Sola; we might go without you, but your fate would be terrible if they thought you had connived to aid us. I know that even that fear would not tempt you to interfere in our escape, but we want you with us, we want you to come to a land of sunshine and happiness, amongst a people who know the meaning of love, of sympathy, and of gratitude. Say that you will, Sola; tell me that you will.”


    “The great waterway which leads to Helium is but fifty miles to the south,” murmured Sola, half to herself; “a swift thoat might make it in three hours; and then to Helium it is five hundred miles, most of the way through thinly settled districts. They would know and they would follow us. We might hide among the great trees for a time, but the chances are small indeed for escape. They would follow us to the very gates of Helium, and they would take toll of life at every step; you do not know them.”


    “Is there no other way we might reach Helium?” I asked. “Can you not draw me a rough map of the country we must traverse, Dejah Thoris?”


    “Yes,” she replied, and taking a great diamond from her hair she drew upon the marble floor the first map of Barsoomian territory I had ever seen. It was crisscrossed in every direction with long straight lines, sometimes running parallel and sometimes converging toward some great circle. The lines, she said, were waterways; the circles, cities; and one far to the northwest of us she pointed out as Helium. There were other cities closer, but she said she feared to enter many of them, as they were not all friendly toward Helium.


    Finally, after studying the map carefully in the moonlight which now flooded the room, I pointed out a waterway far to the north of us which also seemed to lead to Helium.


    “Does not this pierce your grandfather’s territory?”


    I asked.


    “Yes,” she answered, “but it is two hundred miles north of us; it is one of the waterways we crossed on the trip to Thark.”


    “They would never suspect that we would try for that distant waterway,” I answered, “and that is why I think that it is the best route for our escape.”


    Sola agreed with me, and it was decided that we should leave Thark this same night; just as quickly, in fact, as I could find and saddle my thoats. Sola was to ride one and Dejah Thoris and I the other; each of us carrying sufficient food and drink to last us for two days, since the animals could not be urged too rapidly for so long a distance.


    I directed Sola to proceed with Dejah Thoris along one of the less frequented avenues to the southern boundary of the city, where I would overtake them with the thoats as quickly as possible; then, leaving them to gather what food, silks, and furs we were to need, I slipped quietly to the rear of the first floor, and entered the courtyard, where our animals were moving restlessly about, as was their habit, before settling down for the night.


    In the shadows of the buildings and out beneath the radiance of the Martian moons moved the great herd of thoats and zitidars, the latter grunting their low gutturals and the former occasionally emitting the sharp squeal which denotes the almost habitual state of rage in which these creatures passed their existence. They were quieter now, owing to the absence of man, but as they scented me they became more restless and their hideous noise increased. It was risky business, this entering a paddock of thoats alone and at night; first, because their increasing noisiness might warn the nearby warriors that something was amiss, and also because for the slightest cause, or for no cause at all some great bull thoat might take it upon himself to lead a charge upon me.


    Having no desire to awaken their nasty tempers upon such a night as this, where so much depended upon secrecy and dispatch, I hugged the shadows of the buildings, ready at an instant’s warning to leap into the safety of a nearby door or window. Thus I moved silently to the great gates which opened upon the street at the back of the court, and as I neared the exit I called softly to my two animals. How I thanked the kind providence which had given me the foresight to win the love and confidence of these wild dumb brutes, for presently from the far side of the court I saw two huge bulks forcing their way toward me through the surging mountains of flesh.


    They came quite close to me, rubbing their muzzles against my body and nosing for the bits of food it was always my practice to reward them with. Opening the gates I ordered the two great beasts to pass out, and then slipping quietly after them I closed the portals behind me.


    I did not saddle or mount the animals there, but instead walked quietly in the shadows of the buildings toward an unfrequented avenue which led toward the point I had arranged to meet Dejah Thoris and Sola. With the noiselessness of disembodied spirits we moved stealthily along the deserted streets, but not until we were within sight of the plain beyond the city did I commence to breathe freely. I was sure that Sola and Dejah Thoris would find no difficulty in reaching our rendezvous undetected, but with my great thoats I was not so sure for myself, as it was quite unusual for warriors to leave the city after dark; in fact there was no place for them to go within any but a long ride.


    I reached the appointed meeting place safely, but as Dejah Thoris and Sola were not there I led my animals into the entrance hall of one of the large buildings. Presuming that one of the other women of the same household may have come in to speak to Sola, and so delayed their departure, I did not feel any undue apprehension until nearly an hour had passed without a sign of them, and by the time another half hour had crawled away I was becoming filled with grave anxiety. Then there broke upon the stillness of the night the sound of an approaching party, which, from the noise, I knew could be no fugitives creeping stealthily toward liberty. Soon the party was near me, and from the black shadows of my entranceway I perceived a score of mounted warriors, who, in passing, dropped a dozen words that fetched my heart clean into the top of my head.


    “He would likely have arranged to meet them just without the city, and so—” I heard no more, they had passed on; but it was enough. Our plan had been discovered, and the chances for escape from now on to the fearful end would be small indeed. My one hope now was to return undetected to the quarters of Dejah Thoris and learn what fate had overtaken her, but how to do it with these great monstrous thoats upon my hands, now that the city probably was aroused by the knowledge of my escape was a problem of no mean proportions.


    Suddenly an idea occurred to me, and acting on my knowledge of the construction of the buildings of these ancient Martian cities with a hollow court within the center of each square, I groped my way blindly through the dark chambers, calling the great thoats after me. They had difficulty in negotiating some of the doorways, but as the buildings fronting the city’s principal exposures were all designed upon a magnificent scale, they were able to wriggle through without sticking fast; and thus we finally made the inner court where I found, as I had expected, the usual carpet of moss-like vegetation which would prove their food and drink until I could return them to their own enclosure. That they would be as quiet and contented here as elsewhere I was confident, nor was there but the remotest possibility that they would be discovered, as the green men had no great desire to enter these outlying buildings, which were frequented by the only thing, I believe, which caused them the sensation of fear—the great white apes of Barsoom.


    Removing the saddle trappings, I hid them just within the rear doorway of the building through which we had entered the court, and, turning the beasts loose, quickly made my way across the court to the rear of the buildings upon the further side, and thence to the avenue beyond. Waiting in the doorway of the building until I was assured that no one was approaching, I hurried across to the opposite side and through the first doorway to the court beyond; thus, crossing through court after court with only the slight chance of detection which the necessary crossing of the avenues entailed, I made my way in safety to the courtyard in the rear of Dejah Thoris’ quarters.


    Here, of course, I found the beasts of the warriors who quartered in the adjacent buildings, and the warriors themselves I might expect to meet within if I entered; but, fortunately for me, I had another and safer method of reaching the upper story where Dejah Thoris should be found, and, after first determining as nearly as possible which of the buildings she occupied, for I had never observed them before from the court side, I took advantage of my relatively great strength and agility and sprang upward until I grasped the sill of a second-story window which I thought to be in the rear of her apartment. Drawing myself inside the room I moved stealthily toward the front of the building, and not until I had quite reached the doorway of her room was I made aware by voices that it was occupied.


    I did not rush headlong in, but listened without to assure myself that it was Dejah Thoris and that it was safe to venture within. It was well indeed that I took this precaution, for the conversation I heard was in the low gutturals of men, and the words which finally came to me proved a most timely warning. The speaker was a chieftain and he was giving orders to four of his warriors.


    “And when he returns to this chamber,” he was saying, “as he surely will when he finds she does not meet him at the city’s edge, you four are to spring upon him and disarm him. It will require the combined strength of all of you to do it if the reports they bring back from Korad are correct. When you have him fast bound bear him to the vaults beneath the jeddak’s quarters and chain him securely where he may be found when Tal Hajus wishes him. Allow him to speak with none, nor permit any other to enter this apartment before he comes. There will be no danger of the girl returning, for by this time she is safe in the arms of Tal Hajus, and may all her ancestors have pity upon her, for Tal Hajus will have none; the great Sarkoja has done a noble night’s work. I go, and if you fail to capture him when he comes, I commend your carcasses to the cold bosom of Iss.”


    CHAPTER XVII


    A COSTLY RECAPTURE


    As the speaker ceased he turned to leave the apartment by the door where I was standing, but I needed to wait no longer; I had heard enough to fill my soul with dread, and stealing quietly away I returned to the courtyard by the way I had come. My plan of action was formed upon the instant, and crossing the square and the bordering avenue upon the opposite side I soon stood within the courtyard of Tal Hajus.


    The brilliantly lighted apartments of the first floor told me where first to seek, and advancing to the windows I peered within. I soon discovered that my approach was not to be thetext easy thing I had hoped, for the rear rooms bordering the court were filled with warriors and women. I then glanced up at the stories above, discovering that the third was apparently unlighted, and so decided to make my entrance to the building from that point. It was the work of but a moment for me to reach the windows above, and soon I had drawn myself within the sheltering shadows of the unlighted third floor.


    Fortunately the room I had selected was untenanted, and creeping noiselessly to the corridor beyond I discovered a light in the apartments ahead of me. Reaching what appeared to be a doorway I discovered that it was but an opening upon an immense inner chamber which towered from the first floor, two stories below me, to the dome-like roof of the building, high above my head. The floor of this great circular hall was thronged with chieftains, warriors and women, and at one end was a great raised platform upon which squatted the most hideous beast I had ever put my eyes upon. He had all the cold, hard, cruel, terrible features of the green warriors, but accentuated and debased by the animal passions to which he had given himself over for many years. There was not a mark of dignity or pride upon his bestial countenance, while his enormous bulk spread itself out upon the platform where he squatted like some huge devil fish, his six limbs accentuating the similarity in a horrible and startling manner.


    But the sight that froze me with apprehension was that of Dejah Thoris and Sola standing there before him, and the fiendish leer of him as he let his great protruding eyes gloat upon the lines of her beautiful figure. She was speaking, but I could not hear what she said, nor could I make out the low grumbling of his reply. She stood there erect before him, her head high held, and even at the distance I was from them I could read the scorn and disgust upon her face as she let her haughty glance rest without sign of fear upon him. She was indeed the proud daughter of a thousand jeddaks, every inch of her dear, precious little body; so small, so frail beside the towering warriors around her, but in her majesty dwarfing them into insignificance; she was the mightiest figure among them and I verily believe that they felt it.


    Presently Tal Hajus made a sign that the chamber be cleared, and that the prisoners be left alone before him. Slowly the chieftains, the warriors and the women melted away into the shadows of the surrounding chambers, and Dejah Thoris and Sola stood alone before the jeddak of the Tharks.


    One chieftain alone had hesitated before departing; I saw him standing in the shadows of a mighty column, his fingers nervously toying with the hilt of his great-sword and his cruel eyes bent in implacable hatred upon Tal Hajus. It was Tars Tarkas, and I could read his thoughts as they were an open book for the undisguised loathing upon his face. He was thinking of that other woman who, forty years ago, had stood before this beast, and could I have spoken a word into his ear at that moment the reign of Tal Hajus would have been over; but finally he also strode from the room, not knowing that he left his own daughter at the mercy of the creature he most loathed.


    Tal Hajus arose, and I, half fearing, half anticipating his intentions, hurried to the winding runway which led to the floors below. No one was near to intercept me, and I reached the main floor of the chamber unobserved, taking my station in the shadow of the same column that Tars Tarkas had but just deserted. As I reached the floor Tal Hajus was speaking.


    “Princess of Helium, I might wring a mighty ransom from your people would I but return you to them unharmed, but a thousand times rather would I watch that beautiful face writhe in the agony of torture; it shall be long drawn out, that I promise you; ten days of pleasure were all too short to show the love I harbor for your race. The terrors of your death shall haunt the slumbers of the red men through all the ages to come; they will shudder in the shadows of the night as their fathers tell them of the awful vengeance of the green men; of the power and might and hate and cruelty of Tal Hajus. But before the torture you shall be mine for one short hour, and word of that too shall go forth to Tardos Mors, Jeddak of Helium, your grandfather, that he may grovel upon the ground in the agony of his sorrow. Tomorrow the torture will commence; tonight thou art Tal Hajus’; come!”


    He sprang down from the platform and grasped her roughly by the arm, but scarcely had he touched her than I leaped between them. My short-sword, sharp and gleaming was in my right hand; I could have plunged it into his putrid heart before he realized that I was upon him; but as I raised my arm to strike I thought of Tars Tarkas, and, with all my rage, with all my hatred, I could not rob him of that sweet moment for which he had lived and hoped all these long, weary years, and so, instead, I swung my good right fist full upon the point of his jaw. Without a sound he slipped to the floor as one dead.


    In the same deathly silence I grasped Dejah Thoris by the hand, and motioning Sola to follow we sped noiselessly from the chamber and to the floor above. Unseen we reached a rear window and with the straps and leather of my trappings I lowered, first Sola and then Dejah Thoris to the ground below. Dropping lightly after them I drew them rapidly around the court in the shadows of the buildings, and thus we returned over the same course I had so recently followed from the distant boundary of the city.


    We finally came upon my thoats in the courtyard where I had left them, and placing the trappings upon them we hastened through the building to the avenue beyond. Mounting, Sola upon one beast, and Dejah Thoris behind me upon the other, we rode from the city of Thark through the hills to the south.


    Instead of circling back around the city to the northwest and toward the nearest waterway which lay so short a distance from us, we turned to the northeast and struck out upon the mossy waste across which, for two hundred dangerous and weary miles, lay another main artery leading to Helium.


    No word was spoken until we had left the city far behind, but I could hear the quiet sobbing of Dejah Thoris as she clung to me with her dear head resting against my shoulder.


    “If we make it, my chieftain, the debt of Helium will be a mighty one; greater than she can ever pay you; and should we not make it,” she continued, “the debt is no less, though Helium will never know, for you have saved the last of our line from worse than death.”


    I did not answer, but instead reached to my side and pressed the little fingers of her I loved where they clung to me for support, and then, in unbroken silence, we sped over the yellow, moonlit moss; each of us occupied with his own thoughts. For my part I could not be other than joyful had I tried, with Dejah Thoris’ warm body pressed close to mine, and with all our unpassed danger my heart was singing as gaily as though we were already entering the gates of Helium.


    Our earlier plans had been so sadly upset that we now found ourselves without food or drink, and I alone was armed. We therefore urged our beasts to a speed that must tell on them sorely before we could hope to sight the ending of the first stage of our journey.


    We rode all night and all the following day with only a few short rests. On the second night both we and our animals were completely fagged, and so we lay down upon the moss and slept for some five or six hours, taking up the journey once more before daylight. All the following day we rode, and when, late in the afternoon we had sighted no distant trees, the mark of the great waterways throughout all Barsoom, the terrible truth flashed upon us—we were lost.


    Evidently we had circled, but which way it was difficult to say, nor did it seem possible with the sun to guide us by day and the moons and stars by night. At any rate no waterway was in sight, and the entire party was almost ready to drop from hunger, thirst and fatigue. Far ahead of us and a trifle to the right we could distinguish the outlines of low mountains. These we decided to attempt to reach in the hope that from some ridge we might discern the missing waterway. Night fell upon us before we reached our goal, and, almost fainting from weariness and weakness, we lay down and slept.


    I was awakened early in the morning by some huge body pressing close to mine, and opening my eyes with a start I beheld my blessed old Woola snuggling close to me; the faithful brute had followed us across that trackless waste to share our fate, whatever it might be. Putting my arms about his neck I pressed my cheek close to his, nor am I ashamed that I did it, nor of the tears that came to my eyes as I thought of his love for me. Shortly after this Dejah Thoris and Sola awakened, and it was decided that we push on at once in an effort to gain the hills.


    We had gone scarcely a mile when I noticed that my thoat was commencing to stumble and stagger in a most pitiful manner, although we had not attempted to force them out of a walk since about noon of the preceding day. Suddenly he lurched wildly to one side and pitched violently to the ground. Dejah Thoris and I were thrown clear of him and fell upon the soft moss with scarcely a jar; but the poor beast was in a pitiable condition, not even being able to rise, although relieved of our weight. Sola told me that the coolness of the night, when it fell, together with the rest would doubtless revive him, and so I decided not to kill him, as was my first intention, as I had thought it cruel to leave him alone there to die of hunger and thirst. Relieving him of his trappings, which I flung down beside him, we left the poor fellow to his fate, and pushed on with the one thoat as best we could. Sola and I walked, making Dejah Thoris ride, much against her will. In this way we had progressed to within about a mile of the hills we were endeavoring to reach when Dejah Thoris, from her point of vantage upon the thoat, cried out that she saw a great party of mounted men filing down from a pass in the hills several miles away. Sola and I both looked in the direction she indicated, and there, plainly discernible, were several hundred mounted warriors. They seemed to be headed in a southwesterly direction, which would take them away from us.


    They doubtless were Thark warriors who had been sent out to capture us, and we breathed a great sigh of relief that they were traveling in the opposite direction. Quickly lifting Dejah Thoris from the thoat, I commanded the animal to lie down and we three did the same, presenting as small an object as possible for fear of attracting the attention of the warriors toward us.


    We could see them as they filed out of the pass, just for an instant, before they were lost to view behind a friendly ridge; to us a most providential ridge; since, had they been in view for any great length of time, they scarcely could have failed to discover us. As what proved to be the last warrior came into view from the pass, he halted and, to our consternation, threw his small but powerful fieldglass to his eye and scanned the sea bottom in all directions. Evidently he was a chieftain, for in certain marching formations among the green men a chieftain brings up the extreme rear of the column. As his glass swung toward us our hearts stopped in our breasts, and I could feel the cold sweat start from every pore in my body.


    Presently it swung full upon us and—stopped. The tension on our nerves was near the breaking point, and I doubt if any of us breathed for the few moments he held us covered by his glass; and then he lowered it and we could see him shout a command to the warriors who had passed from our sight behind the ridge. He did not wait for them to join him, however, instead he wheeled his thoat and came tearing madly in our direction.


    There was but one slight chance and that we must take quickly. Raising my strange Martian rifle to my shoulder I sighted and touched the button which controlled the trigger; there was a sharp explosion as the missile reached its goal, and the charging chieftain pitched backward from his flying mount.


    Springing to my feet I urged the thoat to rise, and directed Sola to take Dejah Thoris with her upon him and make a mighty effort to reach the hills before the green warriors were upon us. I knew that in the ravines and gullies they might find a temporary hiding place, and even though they died there of hunger and thirst it would be better so than that they fell into the hands of the Tharks. Forcing my two revolvers upon them as a slight means of protection, and, as a last resort, as an escape for themselves from the horrid death which recapture would surely mean, I lifted Dejah Thoris in my arms and placed her upon the thoat behind Sola, who had already mounted at my command.


    “Good-bye, my princess,” I whispered, “we may meet in Helium yet. I have escaped from worse plights than this,” and I tried to smile as I lied.


    “What,” she cried, “are you not coming with us?”


    “How may I, Dejah Thoris? Someone must hold these fellows off for a while, and I can better escape them alone than could the three of us together.”


    She sprang quickly from the thoat and, throwing her dear arms about my neck, turned to Sola, saying with quiet dignity: “Fly, Sola! Dejah Thoris remains to die with the man she loves.”


    Those words are engraved upon my heart. Ah, gladly would I give up my life a thousand times could I only hear them once again; but I could not then give even a second to the rapture of her sweet embrace, and pressing my lips to hers for the first time, I picked her up bodily and tossed her to her seat behind Sola again, commanding the latter in peremptory tones to hold her there by force, and then, slapping the thoat upon the flank, I saw them borne away; Dejah Thoris struggling to the last to free herself from Sola’s grasp.


    Turning, I beheld the green warriors mounting the ridge and looking for their chieftain. In a moment they saw him, and then me; but scarcely had they discovered me than I commenced firing, lying flat upon my belly in the moss. I had an even hundred rounds in the magazine of my rifle, and another hundred in the belt at my back, and I kept up a continuous stream of fire until I saw all of the warriors who had been first to return from behind the ridge either dead or scurrying to cover.


    My respite was short-lived however, for soon the entire party, numbering some thousand men, came charging into view, racing madly toward me. I fired until my rifle was empty and they were almost upon me, and then a glance showing me that Dejah Thoris and Sola had disappeared among the hills, I sprang up, throwing down my useless gun, and started away in the direction opposite to that taken by Sola and her charge.


    If ever Martians had an exhibition of jumping, it was granted those astonished warriors on that day long years ago, but while it led them away from Dejah Thoris it did not distract their attention from endeavoring to capture me.


    They raced wildly after me until, finally, my foot struck a projecting piece of quartz, and down I went sprawling upon the moss. As I looked up they were upon me, and although I drew my long-sword in an attempt to sell my life as dearly as possible, it was soon over. I reeled beneath their blows which fell upon me in perfect torrents; my head swam; all was black, and I went down beneath them to oblivion.


    CHAPTER XVIII


    CHAINED IN WARHOON


    It must have been several hours before I regained consciousness and I well remember the feeling of surprise which swept over me as I realized that I was not dead.


    I was lying among a pile of sleeping silks and furs in the corner of a small room in which were several green warriors, and bending over me was an ancient and ugly female.


    As I opened my eyes she turned to one of the warriors, saying,


    “He will live, O Jed.”


    “‘Tis well,” replied the one so addressed, rising and approaching my couch, “he should render rare sport for the great games.”


    And now as my eyes fell upon him, I saw that he was no Thark, for his ornaments and metal were not of that horde. He was a huge fellow, terribly scarred about the face and chest, and with one broken tusk and a missing ear. Strapped on either breast were human skulls and depending from these a number of dried human hands.


    His reference to the great games of which I had heard so much while among the Tharks convinced me that I had but jumped from purgatory into gehenna.


    After a few more words with the female, during which she assured him that I was now fully fit to travel, the jed ordered that we mount and ride after the main column.


    I was strapped securely to as wild and unmanageable a thoat as I had ever seen, and, with a mounted warrior on either side to prevent the beast from bolting, we rode forth at a furious pace in pursuit of the column. My wounds gave me but little pain, so wonderfully and rapidly had the applications and injections of the female exercised their therapeutic powers, and so deftly had she bound and plastered the injuries.


    Just before dark we reached the main body of troops shortly after they had made camp for the night. I was immediately taken before the leader, who proved to be the jeddak of the hordes of Warhoon.


    Like the jed who had brought me, he was frightfully scarred, and also decorated with the breastplate of human skulls and dried dead hands which seemed to mark all the greater warriors among the Warhoons, as well as to indicate their awful ferocity, which greatly transcends even that of the Tharks.


    The jeddak, Bar Comas, who was comparatively young, was the object of the fierce and jealous hatred of his old lieutenant, Dak Kova, the jed who had captured me, and I could not but note the almost studied efforts which the latter made to affront his superior.


    He entirely omitted the usual formal salutation as we entered the presence of the jeddak, and as he pushed me roughly before the ruler he exclaimed in a loud and menacing voice.


    “I have brought a strange creature wearing the metal of a Thark whom it is my pleasure to have battle with a wild thoat at the great games.”


    “He will die as Bar Comas, your jeddak, sees fit, if at all,” replied the young ruler, with emphasis and dignity.


    “If at all?” roared Dak Kova. “By the dead hands at my throat but he shall die, Bar Comas. No maudlin weakness on your part shall save him. O, would that Warhoon were ruled by a real jeddak rather than by a water-hearted weakling from whom even old Dak Kova could tear the metal with his bare hands!”


    Bar Comas eyed the defiant and insubordinate chieftain for an instant, his expression one of haughty, fearless contempt and hate, and then without drawing a weapon and without uttering a word he hurled himself at the throat of his defamer.


    I never before had seen two green Martian warriors battle with nature’s weapons and the exhibition of animal ferocity which ensued was as fearful a thing as the most disordered imagination could picture. They tore at each others’ eyes and ears with their hands and with their gleaming tusks repeatedly slashed and gored until both were cut fairly to ribbons from head to foot.


    Bar Comas had much the better of the battle as he was stronger, quicker and more intelligent. It soon seemed that the encounter was done saving only the final death thrust when Bar Comas slipped in breaking away from a clinch. It was the one little opening that Dak Kova needed, and hurling himself at the body of his adversary he buried his single mighty tusk in Bar Comas’ groin and with a last powerful effort ripped the young jeddak wide open the full length of his body, the great tusk finally wedging in the bones of Bar Comas’ jaw. Victor and vanquished rolled limp and lifeless upon the moss, a huge mass of torn and bloody flesh.


    Bar Comas was stone dead, and only the most herculean efforts on the part of Dak Kova’s females saved him from the fate he deserved. Three days later he walked without assistance to the body of Bar Comas which, by custom, had not been moved from where it fell, and placing his foot upon the neck of his erstwhile ruler he assumed the title of Jeddak of Warhoon.


    The dead jeddak’s hands and head were removed to be added to the ornaments of his conqueror, and then his women cremated what remained, amid wild and terrible laughter.


    The injuries to Dak Kova had delayed the march so greatly that it was decided to give up the expedition, which was a raid upon a small Thark community in retaliation for the destruction of the incubator, until after the great games, and the entire body of warriors, ten thousand in number, turned back toward Warhoon.


    My introduction to these cruel and bloodthirsty people was but an index to the scenes I witnessed almost daily while with them. They are a smaller horde than the Tharks but much more ferocious. Not a day passed but that some members of the various Warhoon communities met in deadly combat. I have seen as high as eight mortal duels within a single day.


    We reached the city of Warhoon after some three days march and I was immediately cast into a dungeon and heavily chained to the floor and walls. Food was brought me at intervals but owing to the utter darkness of the place I do not know whether I lay there days, or weeks, or months. It was the most horrible experience of all my life and that my mind did not give way to the terrors of that inky blackness has been a wonder to me ever since. The place was filled with creeping, crawling things; cold, sinuous bodies passed over me when I lay down, and in the darkness I occasionally caught glimpses of gleaming, fiery eyes, fixed in horrible intentness upon me. No sound reached me from the world above and no word would my jailer vouchsafe when my food was brought to me, although I at first bombarded him with questions.


    Finally all the hatred and maniacal loathing for these awful creatures who had placed me in this horrible place was centered by my tottering reason upon this single emissary who represented to me the entire horde of Warhoons.


    I had noticed that he always advanced with his dim torch to where he could place the food within my reach and as he stooped to place it upon the floor his head was about on a level with my breast. So, with the cunning of a madman, I backed into the far corner of my cell when next I heard him approaching and gathering a little slack of the great chain which held me in my hand I waited his coming, crouching like some beast of prey. As he stooped to place my food upon the ground I swung the chain above my head and crashed the links with all my strength upon his skull. Without a sound he slipped to the floor, stone dead.


    Laughing and chattering like the idiot I was fast becoming I fell upon his prostrate form my fingers feeling for his dead throat. Presently they came in contact with a small chain at the end of which dangled a number of keys. The touch of my fingers on these keys brought back my reason with the suddenness of thought. No longer was I a jibbering idiot, but a sane, reasoning man with the means of escape within my very hands.


    As I was groping to remove the chain from about my victim’s neck I glanced up into the darkness to see six pairs of gleaming eyes fixed, unwinking, upon me. Slowly they approached and slowly I shrank back from the awful horror of them. Back into my corner I crouched holding my hands palms out, before me, and stealthily on came the awful eyes until they reached the dead body at my feet. Then slowly they retreated but this time with a strange grating sound and finally they disappeared in some black and distant recess of my dungeon.


    CHAPTER XIX


    BATTLING IN THE ARENA


    Slowly I regained my composure and finally essayed again to attempt to remove the keys from the dead body of my former jailer. But as I reached out into the darkness to locate it I found to my horror that it was gone. Then the truth flashed on me; the owners of those gleaming eyes had dragged my prize away from me to be devoured in their neighboring lair; as they had been waiting for days, for weeks, for months, through all this awful eternity of my imprisonment to drag my dead carcass to their feast.


    For two days no food was brought me, but then a new messenger appeared and my incarceration went on as before, but not again did I allow my reason to be submerged by the horror of my position.


    Shortly after this episode another prisoner was brought in and chained near me. By the dim torch light I saw that he was a red Martian and I could scarcely await the departure of his guards to address him. As their retreating footsteps died away in the distance, I called out softly the Martian word of greeting, kaor.


    “Who are you who speaks out of the darkness?” he answered.


    “John Carter, a friend of the red men of Helium.”


    “I am of Helium,” he said, “but I do not recall your name.”


    And then I told him my story as I have written it here, omitting only any reference to my love for Dejah Thoris. He was much excited by the news of Helium’s princess and seemed quite positive that she and Sola could easily have reached a point of safety from where they left me. He said that he knew the place well because the defile through which the Warhoon warriors had passed when they discovered us was the only one ever used by them when marching to the south.


    “Dejah Thoris and Sola entered the hills not five miles from a great waterway and are now probably quite safe,” he assured me.


    My fellow prisoner was Kantos Kan, a padwar (lieutenant) in the navy of Helium. He had been a member of the ill-fated expedition which had fallen into the hands of the Tharks at the time of Dejah Thoris’ capture, and he briefly related the events which followed the defeat of the battleships.


    Badly injured and only partially manned they had limped slowly toward Helium, but while passing near the city of Zodanga, the capital of Helium’s hereditary enemies among the red men of Barsoom, they had been attacked by a great body of war vessels and all but the craft to which Kantos Kan belonged were either destroyed or captured. His vessel was chased for days by three of the Zodangan war ships but finally escaped during the darkness of a moonless night.


    Thirty days after the capture of Dejah Thoris, or about the time of our coming to Thark, his vessel had reached Helium with about ten survivors of the original crew of seven hundred officers and men. Immediately seven great fleets, each of one hundred mighty war ships, had been dispatched to search for Dejah Thoris, and from these vessels two thousand smaller craft had been kept out continuously in futile search for the missing princess.


    Two green Martian communities had been wiped off the face of Barsoom by the avenging fleets, but no trace of Dejah Thoris had been found. They had been searching among the northern hordes, and only within the past few days had they extended their quest to the south.


    Kantos Kan had been detailed to one of the small one-man fliers and had had the misfortune to be discovered by the Warhoons while exploring their city. The bravery and daring of the man won my greatest respect and admiration. Alone he had landed at the city’s boundary and on foot had penetrated to the buildings surrounding the plaza. For two days and nights he had explored their quarters and their dungeons in search of his beloved princess only to fall into the hands of a party of Warhoons as he was about to leave, after assuring himself that Dejah Thoris was not a captive there.


    During the period of our incarceration Kantos Kan and I became well acquainted, and formed a warm personal friendship. A few days only elapsed, however, before we were dragged forth from our dungeon for the great games. We were conducted early one morning to an enormous amphitheater, which instead of having been built upon the surface of the ground was excavated below the surface. It had partially filled with debris so that how large it had originally been was difficult to say. In its present condition it held the entire twenty thousand Warhoons of the assembled hordes.


    The arena was immense but extremely uneven and unkempt. Around it the Warhoons had piled building stone from some of the ruined edifices of the ancient city to prevent the animals and the captives from escaping into the audience, and at each end had been constructed cages to hold them until their turns came to meet some horrible death upon the arena.


    Kantos Kan and I were confined together in one of the cages. In the others were wild calots, thoats, mad zitidars, green warriors, and women of other hordes, and many strange and ferocious wild beasts of Barsoom which I had never before seen. The din of their roaring, growling and squealing was deafening and the formidable appearance of any one of them was enough to make the stoutest heart feel grave forebodings.


    Kantos Kan explained to me that at the end of the day one of these prisoners would gain freedom and the others would lie dead about the arena. The winners in the various contests of the day would be pitted against each other until only two remained alive; the victor in the last encounter being set free, whether animal or man. The following morning the cages would be filled with a new consignment of victims, and so on throughout the ten days of the games.


    Shortly after we had been caged the amphitheater began to fill and within an hour every available part of the seating space was occupied. Dak Kova, with his jeds and chieftains, sat at the center of one side of the arena upon a large raised platform.


    At a signal from Dak Kova the doors of two cages were thrown open and a dozen green Martian females were driven to the center of the arena. Each was given a dagger and then, at the far end, a pack of twelve calots, or wild dogs were loosed upon them.


    As the brutes, growling and foaming, rushed upon the almost defenseless women I turned my head that I might not see the horrid sight. The yells and laughter of the green horde bore witness to the excellent quality of the sport and when I turned back to the arena, as Kantos Kan told me it was over, I saw three victorious calots, snarling and growling over the bodies of their prey. The women had given a good account of themselves.


    Next a mad zitidar was loosed among the remaining dogs, and so it went throughout the long, hot, horrible day.


    During the day I was pitted against first men and then beasts, but as I was armed with a long-sword and always outclassed my adversary in agility and generally in strength as well, it proved but child’s play to me. Time and time again I won the applause of the bloodthirsty multitude, and toward the end there were cries that I be taken from the arena and be made a member of the hordes of Warhoon.


    Finally there were but three of us left, a great green warrior of some far northern horde, Kantos Kan, and myself.


    The other two were to battle and then I to fight the conqueror for the liberty which was accorded the final winner.


    Kantos Kan had fought several times during the day and like myself had always proven victorious, but occasionally by the smallest of margins, especially when pitted against the green warriors. I had little hope that he could best his giant adversary who had mowed down all before him during the day. The fellow towered nearly sixteen feet in height, while Kantos Kan was some inches under six feet. As they advanced to meet one another I saw for the first time a trick of Martian swordsmanship which centered Kantos Kan’s every hope of victory and life on one cast of the dice, for, as he came to within about twenty feet of the huge fellow he threw his sword arm far behind him over his shoulder and with a mighty sweep hurled his weapon point foremost at the green warrior. It flew true as an arrow and piercing the poor devil’s heart laid him dead upon the arena.


    Kantos Kan and I were now pitted against each other but as we approached to the encounter I whispered to him to prolong the battle until nearly dark in the hope that we might find some means of escape. The horde evidently guessed that we had no hearts to fight each other and so they howled in rage as neither of us placed a fatal thrust. Just as I saw the sudden coming of dark I whispered to Kantos Kan to thrust his sword between my left arm and my body. As he did so I staggered back clasping the sword tightly with my arm and thus fell to the ground with his weapon apparently protruding from my chest. Kantos Kan perceived my coup and stepping quickly to my side he placed his foot upon my neck and withdrawing his sword from my body gave me the final death blow through the neck which is supposed to sever the jugular vein, but in this instance the cold blade slipped harmlessly into the sand of the arena. In the darkness which had now fallen none could tell but that he had really finished me. I whispered to him to go and claim his freedom and then look for me in the hills east of the city, and so he left me.


    When the amphitheater had cleared I crept stealthily to the top and as the great excavation lay far from the plaza and in an untenanted portion of the great dead city I had little trouble in reaching the hills beyond.


    CHAPTER XX


    IN THE ATMOSPHERE FACTORY


    For two days I waited there for Kantos Kan, but as he did not come I started off on foot in a northwesterly direction toward a point where he had told me lay the nearest waterway. My only food consisted of vegetable milk from the plants which gave so bounteously of this priceless fluid.


    Through two long weeks I wandered, stumbling through the nights guided only by the stars and hiding during the days behind some protruding rock or among the occasional hills I traversed. Several times I was attacked by wild beasts; strange, uncouth monstrosities that leaped upon me in the dark, so that I had ever to grasp my long-sword in my hand that I might be ready for them. Usually my strange, newly acquired telepathic power warned me in ample time, but once I was down with vicious fangs at my jugular and a hairy face pressed close to mine before I knew that I was even threatened.


    What manner of thing was upon me I did not know, but that it was large and heavy and many-legged I could feel. My hands were at its throat before the fangs had a chance to bury themselves in my neck, and slowly I forced the hairy face from me and closed my fingers, vise-like, upon its windpipe.


    Without sound we lay there, the beast exerting every effort to reach me with those awful fangs, and I straining to maintain my grip and choke the life from it as I kept it from my throat. Slowly my arms gave to the unequal struggle, and inch by inch the burning eyes and gleaming tusks of my antagonist crept toward me, until, as the hairy face touched mine again, I realized that all was over. And then a living mass of destruction sprang from the surrounding darkness full upon the creature that held me pinioned to the ground. The two rolled growling upon the moss, tearing and rending one another in a frightful manner, but it was soon over and my preserver stood with lowered head above the throat of the dead thing which would have killed me.


    The nearer moon, hurtling suddenly above the horizon and lighting up the Barsoomian scene, showed me that my preserver was Woola, but from whence he had come, or how found me, I was at a loss to know. That I was glad of his companionship it is needless to say, but my pleasure at seeing him was tempered by anxiety as to the reason of his leaving Dejah Thoris. Only her death I felt sure, could account for his absence from her, so faithful I knew him to be to my commands.


    By the light of the now brilliant moons I saw that he was but a shadow of his former self, and as he turned from my caress and commenced greedily to devour the dead carcass at my feet I realized that the poor fellow was more than half starved. I, myself, was in but little better plight but I could not bring myself to eat the uncooked flesh and I had no means of making a fire. When Woola had finished his meal I again took up my weary and seemingly endless wandering in quest of the elusive waterway.


    At daybreak of the fifteenth day of my search I was overjoyed to see the high trees that denoted the object of my search. About noon I dragged myself wearily to the portals of a huge building which covered perhaps four square miles and towered two hundred feet in the air. It showed no aperture in the mighty walls other than the tiny door at which I sank exhausted, nor was there any sign of life about it.


    I could find no bell or other method of making my presence known to the inmates of the place, unless a small round role in the wall near the door was for that purpose. It was of about the bigness of a lead pencil and thinking that it might be in the nature of a speaking tube I put my mouth to it and was about to call into it when a voice issued from it asking me whom I might be, where from, and the nature of my errand.


    I explained that I had escaped from the Warhoons and was dying of starvation and exhaustion.


    “You wear the metal of a green warrior and are followed by a calot, yet you are of the figure of a red man. In color you are neither green nor red. In the name of the ninth day, what manner of creature are you?”


    “I am a friend of the red men of Barsoom and I am starving. In the name of humanity open to us,” I replied.


    Presently the door commenced to recede before me until it had sunk into the wall fifty feet, then it stopped and slid easily to the left, exposing a short, narrow corridor of concrete, at the further end of which was another door, similar in every respect to the one I had just passed. No one was in sight, yet immediately we passed the first door it slid gently into place behind us and receded rapidly to its original position in the front wall of the building. As the door had slipped aside I had noted its great thickness, fully twenty feet, and as it reached its place once more after closing behind us, great cylinders of steel had dropped from the ceiling behind it and fitted their lower ends into apertures countersunk in the floor.


    A second and third door receded before me and slipped to one side as the first, before I reached a large inner chamber where I found food and drink set out upon a great stone table. A voice directed me to satisfy my hunger and to feed my calot, and while I was thus engaged my invisible host put me through a severe and searching cross-examination.


    “Your statements are most remarkable,” said the voice, on concluding its questioning, “but you are evidently speaking the truth, and it is equally evident that you are not of Barsoom. I can tell that by the conformation of your brain and the strange location of your internal organs and the shape and size of your heart.”


    “Can you see through me?” I exclaimed.


    “Yes, I can see all but your thoughts, and were you a Barsoomian I could read those.”


    Then a door opened at the far side of the chamber and a strange, dried up, little mummy of a man came toward me. He wore but a single article of clothing or adornment, a small collar of gold from which depended upon his chest a great ornament as large as a dinner plate set solid with huge diamonds, except for the exact center which was occupied by a strange stone, an inch in diameter, that scintillated nine different and distinct rays; the seven colors of our earthly prism and two beautiful rays which, to me, were new and nameless. I cannot describe them any more than you could describe red to a blind man. I only know that they were beautiful in the extreme.


    The old man sat and talked with me for hours, and the strangest part of our intercourse was that I could read his every thought while he could not fathom an iota from my mind unless I spoke.


    I did not apprise him of my ability to sense his mental operations, and thus I learned a great deal which proved of immense value to me later and which I would never have known had he suspected my strange power, for the Martians have such perfect control of their mental machinery that they are able to direct their thoughts with absolute precision.


    The building in which I found myself contained the machinery which produces that artificial atmosphere which sustains life on Mars. The secret of the entire process hinges on the use of the ninth ray, one of the beautiful scintillations which I had noted emanating from the great stone in my host’s diadem.


    This ray is separated from the other rays of the sun by means of finely adjusted instruments placed upon the roof of the huge building, three-quarters of which is used for reservoirs in which the ninth ray is stored. This product is then treated electrically, or rather certain proportions of refined electric vibrations are incorporated with it, and the result is then pumped to the five principal air centers of the planet where, as it is released, contact with the ether of space transforms it into atmosphere.


    There is always sufficient reserve of the ninth ray stored in the great building to maintain the present Martian atmosphere for a thousand years, and the only fear, as my new friend told me, was that some accident might befall the pumping apparatus.


    He led me to an inner chamber where I beheld a battery of twenty radium pumps any one of which was equal to the task of furnishing all Mars with the atmosphere compound. For eight hundred years, he told me, he had watched these pumps which are used alternately a day each at a stretch, or a little over twenty-four and one-half Earth hours. He has one assistant who divides the watch with him. Half a Martian year, about three hundred and forty-four of our days, each of these men spend alone in this huge, isolated plant.


    Every red Martian is taught during earliest childhood the principles of the manufacture of atmosphere, but only two at one time ever hold the secret of ingress to the great building, which, built as it is with walls a hundred and fifty feet thick, is absolutely unassailable, even the roof being guarded from assault by air craft by a glass covering five feet thick.


    The only fear they entertain of attack is from the green Martians or some demented red man, as all Barsoomians realize that the very existence of every form of life of Mars is dependent upon the uninterrupted working of this plant.


    One curious fact I discovered as I watched his thoughts was that the outer doors are manipulated by telepathic means. The locks are so finely adjusted that the doors are released by the action of a certain combination of thought waves. To experiment with my new-found toy I thought to surprise him into revealing this combination and so I asked him in a casual manner how he had managed to unlock the massive doors for me from the inner chambers of the building. As quick as a flash there leaped to his mind nine Martian sounds, but as quickly faded as he answered that this was a secret he must not divulge.


    From then on his manner toward me changed as though he feared that he had been surprised into divulging his great secret, and I read suspicion and fear in his looks and thoughts, though his words were still fair.


    Before I retired for the night he promised to give me a letter to a nearby agricultural officer who would help me on my way to Zodanga, which he said, was the nearest Martian city.


    “But be sure that you do not let them know you are bound for Helium as they are at war with that country. My assistant and I are of no country, we belong to all Barsoom and this talisman which we wear protects us in all lands, even among the green men—though we do not trust ourselves to their hands if we can avoid it,” he added.


    “And so good-night, my friend,” he continued, “may you have a long and restful sleep—yes, a long sleep.”


    And though he smiled pleasantly I saw in his thoughts the wish that he had never admitted me, and then a picture of him standing over me in the night, and the swift thrust of a long dagger and the half formed words, “I am sorry, but it is for the best good of Barsoom.”


    As he closed the door of my chamber behind him his thoughts were cut off from me as was the sight of him, which seemed strange to me in my little knowledge of thought transference.


    What was I to do? How could I escape through these mighty walls? Easily could I kill him now that I was warned, but once he was dead I could no more escape, and with the stopping of the machinery of the great plant I should die with all the other inhabitants of the planet—all, even Dejah Thoris were she not already dead. For the others I did not give the snap of my finger, but the thought of Dejah Thoris drove from my mind all desire to kill my mistaken host.


    Cautiously I opened the door of my apartment and, followed by Woola, sought the inner of the great doors. A wild scheme had come to me; I would attempt to force the great locks by the nine thought waves I had read in my host’s mind.


    Creeping stealthily through corridor after corridor and down winding runways which turned hither and thither I finally reached the great hall in which I had broken my long fast that morning. Nowhere had I seen my host, nor did I know where he kept himself by night.


    I was on the point of stepping boldly out into the room when a slight noise behind me warned me back into the shadows of a recess in the corridor. Dragging Woola after me I crouched low in the darkness.


    Presently the old man passed close by me, and as he entered the dimly lighted chamber which I had been about to pass through I saw that he held a long thin dagger in his hand and that he was sharpening it upon a stone. In his mind was the decision to inspect the radium pumps, which would take about thirty minutes, and then return to my bed chamber and finish me.


    As he passed through the great hall and disappeared down the runway which led to the pump-room, I stole stealthily from my hiding place and crossed to the great door, the inner of the three which stood between me and liberty.


    Concentrating my mind upon the massive lock I hurled the nine thought waves against it. In breathless expectancy I waited, when finally the great door moved softly toward me and slid quietly to one side. One after the other the remaining mighty portals opened at my command and Woola and I stepped forth into the darkness, free, but little better off than we had been before, other than that we had full stomachs.


    Hastening away from the shadows of the formidable pile I made for the first crossroad, intending to strike the central turnpike as quickly as possible. This I reached about morning and entering the first enclosure I came to I searched for some evidences of a habitation.


    There were low rambling buildings of concrete barred with heavy impassable doors, and no amount of hammering and hallooing brought any response. Weary and exhausted from sleeplessness I threw myself upon the ground commanding Woola to stand guard.


    Some time later I was awakened by his frightful growlings and opened my eyes to see three red Martians standing a short distance from us and covering me with their rifles.


    “I am unarmed and no enemy,” I hastened to explain. “I have been a prisoner among the green men and am on my way to Zodanga. All I ask is food and rest for myself and my calot and the proper directions for reaching my destination.”


    They lowered their rifles and advanced pleasantly toward me placing their right hands upon my left shoulder, after the manner of their custom of salute, and asking me many questions about myself and my wanderings. They then took me to the house of one of them which was only a short distance away.


    The buildings I had been hammering at in the early morning were occupied only by stock and farm produce, the house proper standing among a grove of enormous trees, and, like all red-Martian homes, had been raised at night some forty or fifty feet from the ground on a large round metal shaft which slid up or down within a sleeve sunk in the ground, and was operated by a tiny radium engine in the entrance hall of the building. Instead of bothering with bolts and bars for their dwellings, the red Martians simply run them up out of harm’s way during the night. They also have private means for lowering or raising them from the ground without if they wish to go away and leave them.


    These brothers, with their wives and children, occupied three similar houses on this farm. They did no work themselves, being government officers in charge. The labor was performed by convicts, prisoners of war, delinquent debtors and confirmed bachelors who were too poor to pay the high celibate tax which all red-Martian governments impose.


    They were the personification of cordiality and hospitality and I spent several days with them, resting and recuperating from my long and arduous experiences.


    When they had heard my story—I omitted all reference to Dejah Thoris and the old man of the atmosphere plant—they advised me to color my body to more nearly resemble their own race and then attempt to find employment in Zodanga, either in the army or the navy.


    “The chances are small that your tale will be believed until after you have proven your trustworthiness and won friends among the higher nobles of the court. This you can most easily do through military service, as we are a warlike people on Barsoom,” explained one of them, “and save our richest favors for the fighting man.”


    When I was ready to depart they furnished me with a small domestic bull thoat, such as is used for saddle purposes by all red Martians. The animal is about the size of a horse and quite gentle, but in color and shape an exact replica of his huge and fierce cousin of the wilds.


    The brothers had supplied me with a reddish oil with which I anointed my entire body and one of them cut my hair, which had grown quite long, in the prevailing fashion of the time, square at the back and banged in front, so that I could have passed anywhere upon Barsoom as a full-fledged red Martian. My metal and ornaments were also renewed in the style of a Zodangan gentleman, attached to the house of Ptor, which was the family name of my benefactors.


    They filled a little sack at my side with Zodangan money. The medium of exchange upon Mars is not dissimilar from our own except that the coins are oval. Paper money is issued by individuals as they require it and redeemed twice yearly. If a man issues more than he can redeem, the government pays his creditors in full and the debtor works out the amount upon the farms or in mines, which are all owned by the government. This suits everybody except the debtor as it has been a difficult thing to obtain sufficient voluntary labor to work the great isolated farm lands of Mars, stretching as they do like narrow ribbons from pole to pole, through wild stretches peopled by wild animals and wilder men.


    When I mentioned my inability to repay them for their kindness to me they assured me that I would have ample opportunity if I lived long upon Barsoom, and bidding me farewell they watched me until I was out of sight upon the broad white turnpike.


    CHAPTER XXI


    AN AIR SCOUT FOR ZODANGA


    As I proceeded on my journey toward Zodanga many strange and interesting sights arrested my attention, and at the several farm houses where I stopped I learned a number of new and instructive things concerning the methods and manners of Barsoom.


    The water which supplies the farms of Mars is collected in immense underground reservoirs at either pole from the melting ice caps, and pumped through long conduits to the various populated centers. Along either side of these conduits, and extending their entire length, lie the cultivated districts. These are divided into tracts of about the same size, each tract being under the supervision of one or more government officers.


    Instead of flooding the surface of the fields, and thus wasting immense quantities of water by evaporation, the precious liquid is carried underground through a vast network of small pipes directly to the roots of the vegetation. The crops upon Mars are always uniform, for there are no droughts, no rains, no high winds, and no insects, or destroying birds.


    On this trip I tasted the first meat I had eaten since leaving Earth—large, juicy steaks and chops from the well-fed domestic animals of the farms. Also I enjoyed luscious fruits and vegetables, but not a single article of food which was exactly similar to anything on Earth. Every plant and flower and vegetable and animal has been so refined by ages of careful, scientific cultivation and breeding that the like of them on Earth dwindled into pale, gray, characterless nothingness by comparison.


    At a second stop I met some highly cultivated people of the noble class and while in conversation we chanced to speak of Helium. One of the older men had been there on a diplomatic mission several years before and spoke with regret of the conditions which seemed destined ever to keep these two countries at war.


    “Helium,” he said, “rightly boasts the most beautiful women of Barsoom, and of all her treasures the wondrous daughter of Mors Kajak, Dejah Thoris, is the most exquisite flower.


    “Why,” he added, “the people really worship the ground she walks upon and since her loss on that ill-starred expedition all Helium has been draped in mourning.


    “That our ruler should have attacked the disabled fleet as it was returning to Helium was but another of his awful blunders which I fear will sooner or later compel Zodanga to elevate a wiser man to his place.”


    “Even now, though our victorious armies are surrounding Helium, the people of Zodanga are voicing their displeasure, for the war is not a popular one, since it is not based on right or justice. Our forces took advantage of the absence of the principal fleet of Helium on their search for the princess, and so we have been able easily to reduce the city to a sorry plight. It is said she will fall within the next few passages of the further moon.”


    “And what, think you, may have been the fate of the princess, Dejah Thoris?” I asked as casually as possible.


    “She is dead,” he answered. “This much was learned from a green warrior recently captured by our forces in the south. She escaped from the hordes of Thark with a strange creature of another world, only to fall into the hands of the Warhoons. Their thoats were found wandering upon the sea bottom and evidences of a bloody conflict were discovered nearby.”


    While this information was in no way reassuring, neither was it at all conclusive proof of the death of Dejah Thoris, and so I determined to make every effort possible to reach Helium as quickly as I could and carry to Tardos Mors such news of his granddaughter’s possible whereabouts as lay in my power.


    Ten days after leaving the three Ptor brothers I arrived at Zodanga. From the moment that I had come in contact with the red inhabitants of Mars I had noticed that Woola drew a great amount of unwelcome attention to me, since the huge brute belonged to a species which is never domesticated by the red men. Were one to stroll down Broadway with a Numidian lion at his heels the effect would be somewhat similar to that which I should have produced had I entered Zodanga with Woola.


    The very thought of parting with the faithful fellow caused me so great regret and genuine sorrow that I put it off until just before we arrived at the city’s gates; but then, finally, it became imperative that we separate. Had nothing further than my own safety or pleasure been at stake no argument could have prevailed upon me to turn away the one creature upon Barsoom that had never failed in a demonstration of affection and loyalty; but as I would willingly have offered my life in the service of her in search of whom I was about to challenge the unknown dangers of this, to me, mysterious city, I could not permit even Woola’s life to threaten the success of my venture, much less his momentary happiness, for I doubted not he soon would forget me. And so I bade the poor beast an affectionate farewell, promising him, however, that if I came through my adventure in safety that in some way I should find the means to search him out.


    He seemed to understand me fully, and when I pointed back in the direction of Thark he turned sorrowfully away, nor could I bear to watch him go; but resolutely set my face toward Zodanga and with a touch of heartsickness approached her frowning walls.


    The letter I bore from them gained me immediate entrance to the vast, walled city. It was still very early in the morning and the streets were practically deserted. The residences, raised high upon their metal columns, resembled huge rookeries, while the uprights themselves presented the appearance of steel tree trunks. The shops as a rule were not raised from the ground nor were their doors bolted or barred, since thievery is practically unknown upon Barsoom. Assassination is the ever-present fear of all Barsoomians, and for this reason alone their homes are raised high above the ground at night, or in times of danger.


    The Ptor brothers had given me explicit directions for reaching the point of the city where I could find living accommodations and be near the offices of the government agents to whom they had given me letters. My way led to the central square or plaza, which is a characteristic of all Martian cities.


    The plaza of Zodanga covers a square mile and is bounded by the palaces of the jeddak, the jeds, and other members of the royalty and nobility of Zodanga, as well as by the principal public buildings, cafes, and shops.


    As I was crossing the great square lost in wonder and admiration of the magnificent architecture and the gorgeous scarlet vegetation which carpeted the broad lawns I discovered a red Martian walking briskly toward me from one of the avenues. He paid not the slightest attention to me, but as he came abreast I recognized him, and turning I placed my hand upon his shoulder, calling out:


    “Kaor, Kantos Kan!”


    Like lightning he wheeled and before I could so much as lower my hand the point of his long-sword was at my breast.


    “Who are you?” he growled, and then as a backward leap carried me fifty feet from his sword he dropped the point to the ground and exclaimed, laughing,


    “I do not need a better reply, there is but one man upon all Barsoom who can bounce about like a rubber ball. By the mother of the further moon, John Carter, how came you here, and have you become a Darseen that you can change your color at will?”


    “You gave me a bad half minute my friend,” he continued, after I had briefly outlined my adventures since parting with him in the arena at Warhoon. “Were my name and city known to the Zodangans I would shortly be sitting on the banks of the lost sea of Korus with my revered and departed ancestors. I am here in the interest of Tardos Mors, Jeddak of Helium, to discover the whereabouts of Dejah Thoris, our princess. Sab Than, prince of Zodanga, has her hidden in the city and has fallen madly in love with her. His father, Than Kosis, Jeddak of Zodanga, has made her voluntary marriage to his son the price of peace between our countries, but Tardos Mors will not accede to the demands and has sent word that he and his people would rather look upon the dead face of their princess than see her wed to any than her own choice, and that personally he would prefer being engulfed in the ashes of a lost and burning Helium to joining the metal of his house with that of Than Kosis. His reply was the deadliest affront he could have put upon Than Kosis and the Zodangans, but his people love him the more for it and his strength in Helium is greater today than ever.


    “I have been here three days,” continued Kantos Kan, “but I have not yet found where Dejah Thoris is imprisoned. Today I join the Zodangan navy as an air scout and I hope in this way to win the confidence of Sab Than, the prince, who is commander of this division of the navy, and thus learn the whereabouts of Dejah Thoris. I am glad that you are here, John Carter, for I know your loyalty to my princess and two of us working together should be able to accomplish much.”


    The plaza was now commencing to fill with people going and coming upon the daily activities of their duties. The shops were opening and the cafes filling with early morning patrons. Kantos Kan led me to one of these gorgeous eating places where we were served entirely by mechanical apparatus. No hand touched the food from the time it entered the building in its raw state until it emerged hot and delicious upon the tables before the guests, in response to the touching of tiny buttons to indicate their desires.


    After our meal, Kantos Kan took me with him to the headquarters of the air-scout squadron and introducing me to his superior asked that I be enrolled as a member of the corps. In accordance with custom an examination was necessary, but Kantos Kan had told me to have no fear on this score as he would attend to that part of the matter. He accomplished this by taking my order for examination to the examining officer and representing himself as John Carter.


    “This ruse will be discovered later,” he cheerfully explained, “when they check up my weights, measurements, and other personal identification data, but it will be several months before this is done and our mission should be accomplished or have failed long before that time.”


    The next few days were spent by Kantos Kan in teaching me the intricacies of flying and of repairing the dainty little contrivances which the Martians use for this purpose. The body of the one-man air craft is about sixteen feet long, two feet wide and three inches thick, tapering to a point at each end. The driver sits on top of this plane upon a seat constructed over the small, noiseless radium engine which propels it. The medium of buoyancy is contained within the thin metal walls of the body and consists of the eighth Barsoomian ray, or ray of propulsion, as it may be termed in view of its properties.


    This ray, like the ninth ray, is unknown on Earth, but the Martians have discovered that it is an inherent property of all light no matter from what source it emanates. They have learned that it is the solar eighth ray which propels the light of the sun to the various planets, and that it is the individual eighth ray of each planet which “reflects,” or propels the light thus obtained out into space once more. The solar eighth ray would be absorbed by the surface of Barsoom, but the Barsoomian eighth ray, which tends to propel light from Mars into space, is constantly streaming out from the planet constituting a force of repulsion of gravity which when confined is able to lift enormous weights from the surface of the ground.


    It is this ray which has enabled them to so perfect aviation that battle ships far outweighing anything known upon Earth sail as gracefully and lightly through the thin air of Barsoom as a toy balloon in the heavy atmosphere of Earth.


    During the early years of the discovery of this ray many strange accidents occurred before the Martians learned to measure and control the wonderful power they had found. In one instance, some nine hundred years before, the first great battle ship to be built with eighth ray reservoirs was stored with too great a quantity of the rays and she had sailed up from Helium with five hundred officers and men, never to return.


    Her power of repulsion for the planet was so great that it had carried her far into space, where she can be seen today, by the aid of powerful telescopes, hurtling through the heavens ten thousand miles from Mars; a tiny satellite that will thus encircle Barsoom to the end of time.


    The fourth day after my arrival at Zodanga I made my first flight, and as a result of it I won a promotion which included quarters in the palace of Than Kosis.


    As I rose above the city I circled several times, as I had seen Kantos Kan do, and then throwing my engine into top speed I raced at terrific velocity toward the south, following one of the great waterways which enter Zodanga from that direction.


    I had traversed perhaps two hundred miles in a little less than an hour when I descried far below me a party of three green warriors racing madly toward a small figure on foot which seemed to be trying to reach the confines of one of the walled fields.


    Dropping my machine rapidly toward them, and circling to the rear of the warriors, I soon saw that the object of their pursuit was a red Martian wearing the metal of the scout squadron to which I was attached. A short distance away lay his tiny flier, surrounded by the tools with which he had evidently been occupied in repairing some damage when surprised by the green warriors.


    They were now almost upon him; their flying mounts charging down on the relatively puny figure at terrific speed, while the warriors leaned low to the right, with their great metal-shod spears. Each seemed striving to be the first to impale the poor Zodangan and in another moment his fate would have been sealed had it not been for my timely arrival.


    Driving my fleet air craft at high speed directly behind the warriors I soon overtook them and without diminishing my speed I rammed the prow of my little flier between the shoulders of the nearest. The impact sufficient to have torn through inches of solid steel, hurled the fellow’s headless body into the air over the head of his thoat, where it fell sprawling upon the moss. The mounts of the other two warriors turned squealing in terror, and bolted in opposite directions.


    Reducing my speed I circled and came to the ground at the feet of the astonished Zodangan. He was warm in his thanks for my timely aid and promised that my day’s work would bring the reward it merited, for it was none other than a cousin of the jeddak of Zodanga whose life I had saved.


    We wasted no time in talk as we knew that the warriors would surely return as soon as they had gained control of their mounts. Hastening to his damaged machine we were bending every effort to finish the needed repairs and had almost completed them when we saw the two green monsters returning at top speed from opposite sides of us. When they had approached within a hundred yards their thoats again became unmanageable and absolutely refused to advance further toward the air craft which had frightened them.


    The warriors finally dismounted and hobbling their animals advanced toward us on foot with drawn long-swords.


    I advanced to meet the larger, telling the Zodangan to do the best he could with the other. Finishing my man with almost no effort, as had now from much practice become habitual with me, I hastened to return to my new acquaintance whom I found indeed in desperate straits.


    He was wounded and down with the huge foot of his antagonist upon his throat and the great long-sword raised to deal the final thrust. With a bound I cleared the fifty feet intervening between us, and with outstretched point drove my sword completely through the body of the green warrior. His sword fell, harmless, to the ground and he sank limply upon the prostrate form of the Zodangan.


    A cursory examination of the latter revealed no mortal injuries and after a brief rest he asserted that he felt fit to attempt the return voyage. He would have to pilot his own craft, however, as these frail vessels are not intended to convey but a single person.


    Quickly completing the repairs we rose together into the still, cloudless Martian sky, and at great speed and without further mishap returned to Zodanga.


    As we neared the city we discovered a mighty concourse of civilians and troops assembled upon the plain before the city. The sky was black with naval vessels and private and public pleasure craft, flying long streamers of gay-colored silks, and banners and flags of odd and picturesque design.


    My companion signaled that I slow down, and running his machine close beside mine suggested that we approach and watch the ceremony, which, he said, was for the purpose of conferring honors on individual officers and men for bravery and other distinguished service. He then unfurled a little ensign which denoted that his craft bore a member of the royal family of Zodanga, and together we made our way through the maze of low-lying air vessels until we hung directly over the jeddak of Zodanga and his staff. All were mounted upon the small domestic bull thoats of the red Martians, and their trappings and ornamentation bore such a quantity of gorgeously colored feathers that I could not but be struck with the startling resemblance the concourse bore to a band of the red Indians of my own Earth.


    One of the staff called the attention of Than Kosis to the presence of my companion above them and the ruler motioned for him to descend. As they waited for the troops to move into position facing the jeddak the two talked earnestly together, the jeddak and his staff occasionally glancing up at me. I could not hear their conversation and presently it ceased and all dismounted, as the last body of troops had wheeled into position before their emperor. A member of the staff advanced toward the troops, and calling the name of a soldier commanded him to advance. The officer then recited the nature of the heroic act which had won the approval of the jeddak, and the latter advanced and placed a metal ornament upon the left arm of the lucky man.


    Ten men had been so decorated when the aide called out,


    “John Carter, air scout!”


    Never in my life had I been so surprised, but the habit of military discipline is strong within me, and I dropped my little machine lightly to the ground and advanced on foot as I had seen the others do. As I halted before the officer, he addressed me in a voice audible to the entire assemblage of troops and spectators.


    “In recognition, John Carter,” he said, “of your remarkable courage and skill in defending the person of the cousin of the jeddak Than Kosis and, singlehanded, vanquishing three green warriors, it is the pleasure of our jeddak to confer on you the mark of his esteem.”


    Than Kosis then advanced toward me and placing an ornament upon me, said:


    “My cousin has narrated the details of your wonderful achievement, which seems little short of miraculous, and if you can so well defend a cousin of the jeddak how much better could you defend the person of the jeddak himself. You are therefore appointed a padwar of The Guards and will be quartered in my palace hereafter.”


    I thanked him, and at his direction joined the members of his staff. After the ceremony I returned my machine to its quarters on the roof of the barracks of the air-scout squadron, and with an orderly from the palace to guide me I reported to the officer in charge of the palace.


    CHAPTER XXII


    I FIND DEJAH


    The major-domo to whom I reported had been given instructions to station me near the person of the jeddak, who, in time of war, is always in great danger of assassination, as the rule that all is fair in war seems to constitute the entire ethics of Martian conflict.


    He therefore escorted me immediately to the apartment in which Than Kosis then was. The ruler was engaged in conversation with his son, Sab Than, and several courtiers of his household, and did not perceive my entrance.


    The walls of the apartment were completely hung with splendid tapestries which hid any windows or doors which may have pierced them. The room was lighted by imprisoned rays of sunshine held between the ceiling proper and what appeared to be a ground-glass false ceiling a few inches below.


    My guide drew aside one of the tapestries, disclosing a passage which encircled the room, between the hangings and the walls of the chamber. Within this passage I was to remain, he said, so long as Than Kosis was in the apartment. When he left I was to follow. My only duty was to guard the ruler and keep out of sight as much as possible. I would be relieved after a period of four hours. The major-domo then left me.


    The tapestries were of a strange weaving which gave the appearance of heavy solidity from one side, but from my hiding place I could perceive all that took place within the room as readily as though there had been no curtain intervening.


    Scarcely had I gained my post than the tapestry at the opposite end of the chamber separated and four soldiers of The Guard entered, surrounding a female figure. As they approached Than Kosis the soldiers fell to either side and there standing before the jeddak and not ten feet from me, her beautiful face radiant with smiles, was Dejah Thoris.


    Sab Than, Prince of Zodanga, advanced to meet her, and hand in hand they approached close to the jeddak. Than Kosis looked up in surprise, and, rising, saluted her.


    “To what strange freak do I owe this visit from the Princess of Helium, who, two days ago, with rare consideration for my pride, assured me that she would prefer Tal Hajus, the green Thark, to my son?”


    Dejah Thoris only smiled the more and with the roguish dimples playing at the corners of her mouth she made answer:


    “From the beginning of time upon Barsoom it has been the prerogative of woman to change her mind as she listed and to dissemble in matters concerning her heart. That you will forgive, Than Kosis, as has your son. Two days ago I was not sure of his love for me, but now I am, and I have come to beg of you to forget my rash words and to accept the assurance of the Princess of Helium that when the time comes she will wed Sab Than, Prince of Zodanga.”


    “I am glad that you have so decided,” replied Than Kosis. “It is far from my desire to push war further against the people of Helium, and, your promise shall be recorded and a proclamation to my people issued forthwith.”


    “It were better, Than Kosis,” interrupted Dejah Thoris, “that the proclamation wait the ending of this war. It would look strange indeed to my people and to yours were the Princess of Helium to give herself to her country’s enemy in the midst of hostilities.”


    “Cannot the war be ended at once?” spoke Sab Than. “It requires but the word of Than Kosis to bring peace. Say it, my father, say the word that will hasten my happiness, and end this unpopular strife.”


    “We shall see,” replied Than Kosis, “how the people of Helium take to peace. I shall at least offer it to them.”


    Dejah Thoris, after a few words, turned and left the apartment, still followed by her guards.


    Thus was the edifice of my brief dream of happiness dashed, broken, to the ground of reality. The woman for whom I had offered my life, and from whose lips I had so recently heard a declaration of love for me, had lightly forgotten my very existence and smilingly given herself to the son of her people’s most hated enemy.


    Although I had heard it with my own ears I could not believe it. I must search out her apartments and force her to repeat the cruel truth to me alone before I would be convinced, and so I deserted my post and hastened through the passage behind the tapestries toward the door by which she had left the chamber. Slipping quietly through this opening I discovered a maze of winding corridors, branching and turning in every direction.


    Running rapidly down first one and then another of them I soon became hopelessly lost and was standing panting against a side wall when I heard voices near me. Apparently they were coming from the opposite side of the partition against which I leaned and presently I made out the tones of Dejah Thoris. I could not hear the words but I knew that I could not possibly be mistaken in the voice.


    Moving on a few steps I discovered another passageway at the end of which lay a door. Walking boldly forward I pushed into the room only to find myself in a small antechamber in which were the four guards who had accompanied her. One of them instantly arose and accosted me, asking the nature of my business.


    “I am from Than Kosis,” I replied, “and wish to speak privately with Dejah Thoris, Princess of Helium.”


    “And your order?” asked the fellow.


    I did not know what he meant, but replied that I was a member of The Guard, and without waiting for a reply from him I strode toward the opposite door of the antechamber, behind which I could hear Dejah Thoris conversing.


    But my entrance was not to be so easily accomplished. The guardsman stepped before me, saying,


    “No one comes from Than Kosis without carrying an order or the password. You must give me one or the other before you may pass.”


    “The only order I require, my friend, to enter where I will, hangs at my side,” I answered, tapping my long-sword; “will you let me pass in peace or no?”


    For reply he whipped out his own sword, calling to the others to join him, and thus the four stood, with drawn weapons, barring my further progress.


    “You are not here by the order of Than Kosis,” cried the one who had first addressed me, “and not only shall you not enter the apartments of the Princess of Helium but you shall go back to Than Kosis under guard to explain this unwarranted temerity. Throw down your sword; you cannot hope to overcome four of us,” he added with a grim smile.


    My reply was a quick thrust which left me but three antagonists and I can assure you that they were worthy of my metal. They had me backed against the wall in no time, fighting for my life. Slowly I worked my way to a corner of the room where I could force them to come at me only one at a time, and thus we fought upward of twenty minutes; the clanging of steel on steel producing a veritable bedlam in the little room.


    The noise had brought Dejah Thoris to the door of her apartment, and there she stood throughout the conflict with Sola at her back peering over her shoulder. Her face was set and emotionless and I knew that she did not recognize me, nor did Sola.


    Finally a lucky cut brought down a second guardsman and then, with only two opposing me, I changed my tactics and rushed them down after the fashion of my fighting that had won me many a victory. The third fell within ten seconds after the second, and the last lay dead upon the bloody floor a few moments later. They were brave men and noble fighters, and it grieved me that I had been forced to kill them, but I would have willingly depopulated all Barsoom could I have reached the side of my Dejah Thoris in no other way.


    Sheathing my bloody blade I advanced toward my Martian Princess, who still stood mutely gazing at me without sign of recognition.


    “Who are you, Zodangan?” she whispered. “Another enemy to harass me in my misery?”


    “I am a friend,” I answered, “a once cherished friend.”


    “No friend of Helium’s princess wears that metal,” she replied, “and yet the voice! I have heard it before; it is not—it cannot be—no, for he is dead.”


    “It is, though, my Princess, none other than John Carter,” I said. “Do you not recognize, even through paint and strange metal, the heart of your chieftain?”


    As I came close to her she swayed toward me with outstretched hands, but as I reached to take her in my arms she drew back with a shudder and a little moan of misery.


    “Too late, too late,” she grieved. “O my chieftain that was, and whom I thought dead, had you but returned one little hour before—but now it is too late, too late.”


    “What do you mean, Dejah Thoris?” I cried. “That you would not have promised yourself to the Zodangan prince had you known that I lived?”


    “Think you, John Carter, that I would give my heart to you yesterday and today to another? I thought that it lay buried with your ashes in the pits of Warhoon, and so today I have promised my body to another to save my people from the curse of a victorious Zodangan army.”


    “But I am not dead, my princess. I have come to claim you, and all Zodanga cannot prevent it.”


    “It is too late, John Carter, my promise is given, and on Barsoom that is final. The ceremonies which follow later are but meaningless formalities. They make the fact of marriage no more certain than does the funeral cortege of a jeddak again place the seal of death upon him. I am as good as married, John Carter. No longer may you call me your princess. No longer are you my chieftain.”


    “I know but little of your customs here upon Barsoom, Dejah Thoris, but I do know that I love you, and if you meant the last words you spoke to me that day as the hordes of Warhoon were charging down upon us, no other man shall ever claim you as his bride. You meant them then, my princess, and you mean them still! Say that it is true.”


    “I meant them, John Carter,” she whispered. “I cannot repeat them now for I have given myself to another. Ah, if you had only known our ways, my friend,” she continued, half to herself, “the promise would have been yours long months ago, and you could have claimed me before all others. It might have meant the fall of Helium, but I would have given my empire for my Tharkian chief.”


    Then aloud she said: “Do you remember the night when you offended me? You called me your princess without having asked my hand of me, and then you boasted that you had fought for me. You did not know, and I should not have been offended; I see that now. But there was no one to tell you what I could not, that upon Barsoom there are two kinds of women in the cities of the red men. The one they fight for that they may ask them in marriage; the other kind they fight for also, but never ask their hands. When a man has won a woman he may address her as his princess, or in any of the several terms which signify possession. You had fought for me, but had never asked me in marriage, and so when you called me your princess, you see,” she faltered, “I was hurt, but even then, John Carter, I did not repulse you, as I should have done, until you made it doubly worse by taunting me with having won me through combat.”


    “I do not need ask your forgiveness now, Dejah Thoris,” I cried. “You must know that my fault was of ignorance of your Barsoomian customs. What I failed to do, through implicit belief that my petition would be presumptuous and unwelcome, I do now, Dejah Thoris; I ask you to be my wife, and by all the Virginian fighting blood that flows in my veins you shall be.”


    “No, John Carter, it is useless,” she cried, hopelessly, “I may never be yours while Sab Than lives.”


    “You have sealed his death warrant, my princess—Sab Than dies.”


    “Nor that either,” she hastened to explain. “I may not wed the man who slays my husband, even in self-defense. It is custom. We are ruled by custom upon Barsoom. It is useless, my friend. You must bear the sorrow with me. That at least we may share in common. That, and the memory of the brief days among the Tharks. You must go now, nor ever see me again. Good-bye, my chieftain that was.”


    Disheartened and dejected, I withdrew from the room, but I was not entirely discouraged, nor would I admit that Dejah Thoris was lost to me until the ceremony had actually been performed.


    As I wandered along the corridors, I was as absolutely lost in the mazes of winding passageways as I had been before I discovered Dejah Thoris’ apartments.


    I knew that my only hope lay in escape from the city of Zodanga, for the matter of the four dead guardsmen would have to be explained, and as I could never reach my original post without a guide, suspicion would surely rest on me so soon as I was discovered wandering aimlessly through the palace.


    Presently I came upon a spiral runway leading to a lower floor, and this I followed downward for several stories until I reached the doorway of a large apartment in which were a number of guardsmen. The walls of this room were hung with transparent tapestries behind which I secreted myself without being apprehended.


    The conversation of the guardsmen was general, and awakened no interest in me until an officer entered the room and ordered four of the men to relieve the detail who were guarding the Princess of Helium. Now, I knew, my troubles would commence in earnest and indeed they were upon me all too soon, for it seemed that the squad had scarcely left the guardroom before one of their number burst in again breathlessly, crying that they had found their four comrades butchered in the antechamber.


    In a moment the entire palace was alive with people. Guardsmen, officers, courtiers, servants, and slaves ran helter-skelter through the corridors and apartments carrying messages and orders, and searching for signs of the assassin.


    This was my opportunity and slim as it appeared I grasped it, for as a number of soldiers came hurrying past my hiding place I fell in behind them and followed through the mazes of the palace until, in passing through a great hall, I saw the blessed light of day coming in through a series of larger windows.


    Here I left my guides, and, slipping to the nearest window, sought for an avenue of escape. The windows opened upon a great balcony which overlooked one of the broad avenues of Zodanga. The ground was about thirty feet below, and at a like distance from the building was a wall fully twenty feet high, constructed of polished glass about a foot in thickness. To a red Martian escape by this path would have appeared impossible, but to me, with my earthly strength and agility, it seemed already accomplished. My only fear was in being detected before darkness fell, for I could not make the leap in broad daylight while the court below and the avenue beyond were crowded with Zodangans.


    Accordingly I searched for a hiding place and finally found one by accident, inside a huge hanging ornament which swung from the ceiling of the hall, and about ten feet from the floor. Into the capacious bowl-like vase I sprang with ease, and scarcely had I settled down within it than I heard a number of people enter the apartment. The group stopped beneath my hiding place and I could plainly overhear their every word.


    “It is the work of Heliumites,” said one of the men.


    “Yes, O Jeddak, but how had they access to the palace? I could believe that even with the diligent care of your guardsmen a single enemy might reach the inner chambers, but how a force of six or eight fighting men could have done so unobserved is beyond me. We shall soon know, however, for here comes the royal psychologist.”


    Another man now joined the group, and, after making his formal greetings to his ruler, said:


    “O mighty Jeddak, it is a strange tale I read in the dead minds of your faithful guardsmen. They were felled not by a number of fighting men, but by a single opponent.”


    He paused to let the full weight of this announcement impress his hearers, and that his statement was scarcely credited was evidenced by the impatient exclamation of incredulity which escaped the lips of Than Kosis.


    “What manner of weird tale are you bringing me, Notan?” he cried.


    “It is the truth, my Jeddak,” replied the psychologist. “In fact the impressions were strongly marked on the brain of each of the four guardsmen. Their antagonist was a very tall man, wearing the metal of one of your own guardsmen, and his fighting ability was little short of marvelous for he fought fair against the entire four and vanquished them by his surpassing skill and superhuman strength and endurance. Though he wore the metal of Zodanga, my Jeddak, such a man was never seen before in this or any other country upon Barsoom.


    “The mind of the Princess of Helium whom I have examined and questioned was a blank to me, she has perfect control, and I could not read one iota of it. She said that she witnessed a portion of the encounter, and that when she looked there was but one man engaged with the guardsmen; a man whom she did not recognize as ever having seen.”


    “Where is my erstwhile savior?” spoke another of the party, and I recognized the voice of the cousin of Than Kosis, whom I had rescued from the green warriors. “By the metal of my first ancestor,” he went on, “but the description fits him to perfection, especially as to his fighting ability.”


    “Where is this man?” cried Than Kosis. “Have him brought to me at once. What know you of him, cousin? It seemed strange to me now that I think upon it that there should have been such a fighting man in Zodanga, of whose name, even, we were ignorant before today. And his name too, John Carter, who ever heard of such a name upon Barsoom!”


    Word was soon brought that I was nowhere to be found, either in the palace or at my former quarters in the barracks of the air-scout squadron. Kantos Kan, they had found and questioned, but he knew nothing of my whereabouts, and as to my past, he had told them he knew as little, since he had but recently met me during our captivity among the Warhoons.


    “Keep your eyes on this other one,” commanded Than Kosis. “He also is a stranger and likely as not they both hail from Helium, and where one is we shall sooner or later find the other. Quadruple the air patrol, and let every man who leaves the city by air or ground be subjected to the closest scrutiny.”


    Another messenger now entered with word that I was still within the palace walls.


    “The likeness of every person who has entered or left the palace grounds today has been carefully examined,” concluded the fellow, “and not one approaches the likeness of this new padwar of the guards, other than that which was recorded of him at the time he entered.”


    “Then we will have him shortly,” commented Than Kosis contentedly, “and in the meanwhile we will repair to the apartments of the Princess of Helium and question her in regard to the affair. She may know more than she cared to divulge to you, Notan. Come.”


    They left the hall, and, as darkness had fallen without, I slipped lightly from my hiding place and hastened to the balcony. Few were in sight, and choosing a moment when none seemed near I sprang quickly to the top of the glass wall and from there to the avenue beyond the palace grounds.


    CHAPTER XXIII


    LOST IN THE SKY


    Without effort at concealment I hastened to the vicinity of our quarters, where I felt sure I should find Kantos Kan. As I neared the building I became more careful, as I judged, and rightly, that the place would be guarded. Several men in civilian metal loitered near the front entrance and in the rear were others. My only means of reaching, unseen, the upper story where our apartments were situated was through an adjoining building, and after considerable maneuvering I managed to attain the roof of a shop several doors away.


    Leaping from roof to roof, I soon reached an open window in the building where I hoped to find the Heliumite, and in another moment I stood in the room before him. He was alone and showed no surprise at my coming, saying he had expected me much earlier, as my tour of duty must have ended some time since.


    I saw that he knew nothing of the events of the day at the palace, and when I had enlightened him he was all excitement. The news that Dejah Thoris had promised her hand to Sab Than filled him with dismay.


    “It cannot be,” he exclaimed. “It is impossible! Why no man in all Helium but would prefer death to the selling of our loved princess to the ruling house of Zodanga. She must have lost her mind to have assented to such an atrocious bargain. You, who do not know how we of Helium love the members of our ruling house, cannot appreciate the horror with which I contemplate such an unholy alliance.”


    “What can be done, John Carter?” he continued. “You are a resourceful man. Can you not think of some way to save Helium from this disgrace?”


    “If I can come within sword’s reach of Sab Than,” I answered, “I can solve the difficulty in so far as Helium is concerned, but for personal reasons I would prefer that another struck the blow that frees Dejah Thoris.”


    Kantos Kan eyed me narrowly before he spoke.


    “You love her!” he said. “Does she know it?”


    “She knows it, Kantos Kan, and repulses me only because she is promised to Sab Than.”


    The splendid fellow sprang to his feet, and grasping me by the shoulder raised his sword on high, exclaiming:


    “And had the choice been left to me I could not have chosen a more fitting mate for the first princess of Barsoom. Here is my hand upon your shoulder, John Carter, and my word that Sab Than shall go out at the point of my sword for the sake of my love for Helium, for Dejah Thoris, and for you. This very night I shall try to reach his quarters in the palace.”


    “How?” I asked. “You are strongly guarded and a quadruple force patrols the sky.”


    He bent his head in thought a moment, then raised it with an air of confidence.


    “I only need to pass these guards and I can do it,” he said at last. “I know a secret entrance to the palace through the pinnacle of the highest tower. I fell upon it by chance one day as I was passing above the palace on patrol duty. In this work it is required that we investigate any unusual occurrence we may witness, and a face peering from the pinnacle of the high tower of the palace was, to me, most unusual. I therefore drew near and discovered that the possessor of the peering face was none other than Sab Than. He was slightly put out at being detected and commanded me to keep the matter to myself, explaining that the passage from the tower led directly to his apartments, and was known only to him. If I can reach the roof of the barracks and get my machine I can be in Sab Than’s quarters in five minutes; but how am I to escape from this building, guarded as you say it is?”


    “How well are the machine sheds at the barracks guarded?” I asked.


    “There is usually but one man on duty there at night upon the roof.”


    “Go to the roof of this building, Kantos Kan, and wait me there.”


    Without stopping to explain my plans I retraced my way to the street and hastened to the barracks. I did not dare to enter the building, filled as it was with members of the air-scout squadron, who, in common with all Zodanga, were on the lookout for me.


    The building was an enormous one, rearing its lofty head fully a thousand feet into the air. But few buildings in Zodanga were higher than these barracks, though several topped it by a few hundred feet; the docks of the great battleships of the line standing some fifteen hundred feet from the ground, while the freight and passenger stations of the merchant squadrons rose nearly as high.


    It was a long climb up the face of the building, and one fraught with much danger, but there was no other way, and so I essayed the task. The fact that Barsoomian architecture is extremely ornate made the feat much simpler than I had anticipated, since I found ornamental ledges and projections which fairly formed a perfect ladder for me all the way to the eaves of the building. Here I met my first real obstacle. The eaves projected nearly twenty feet from the wall to which I clung, and though I encircled the great building I could find no opening through them.


    The top floor was alight, and filled with soldiers engaged in the pastimes of their kind; I could not, therefore, reach the roof through the building.


    There was one slight, desperate chance, and that I decided I must take—it was for Dejah Thoris, and no man has lived who would not risk a thousand deaths for such as she.


    Clinging to the wall with my feet and one hand, I unloosened one of the long leather straps of my trappings at the end of which dangled a great hook by which air sailors are hung to the sides and bottoms of their craft for various purposes of repair, and by means of which landing parties are lowered to the ground from the battleships.


    I swung this hook cautiously to the roof several times before it finally found lodgment; gently I pulled on it to strengthen its hold, but whether it would bear the weight of my body I did not know. It might be barely caught upon the very outer verge of the roof, so that as my body swung out at the end of the strap it would slip off and launch me to the pavement a thousand feet below.


    An instant I hesitated, and then, releasing my grasp upon the supporting ornament, I swung out into space at the end of the strap. Far below me lay the brilliantly lighted streets, the hard pavements, and death. There was a little jerk at the top of the supporting eaves, and a nasty slipping, grating sound which turned me cold with apprehension; then the hook caught and I was safe.


    Clambering quickly aloft I grasped the edge of the eaves and drew myself to the surface of the roof above. As I gained my feet I was confronted by the sentry on duty, into the muzzle of whose revolver I found myself looking.


    “Who are you and whence came you?” he cried.


    “I am an air scout, friend, and very near a dead one, for just by the merest chance I escaped falling to the avenue below,” I replied.


    “But how came you upon the roof, man? No one has landed or come up from the building for the past hour. Quick, explain yourself, or I call the guard.”


    “Look you here, sentry, and you shall see how I came and how close a shave I had to not coming at all,” I answered, turning toward the edge of the roof, where, twenty feet below, at the end of my strap, hung all my weapons.


    The fellow, acting on impulse of curiosity, stepped to my side and to his undoing, for as he leaned to peer over the eaves I grasped him by his throat and his pistol arm and threw him heavily to the roof. The weapon dropped from his grasp, and my fingers choked off his attempted cry for assistance. I gagged and bound him and then hung him over the edge of the roof as I myself had hung a few moments before. I knew it would be morning before he would be discovered, and I needed all the time that I could gain.


    Donning my trappings and weapons I hastened to the sheds, and soon had out both my machine and Kantos Kan’s. Making his fast behind mine I started my engine, and skimming over the edge of the roof I dove down into the streets of the city far below the plane usually occupied by the air patrol. In less than a minute I was settling safely upon the roof of our apartment beside the astonished Kantos Kan.


    I lost no time in explanation, but plunged immediately into a discussion of our plans for the immediate future. It was decided that I was to try to make Helium while Kantos Kan was to enter the palace and dispatch Sab Than. If successful he was then to follow me. He set my compass for me, a clever little device which will remain steadfastly fixed upon any given point on the surface of Barsoom, and bidding each other farewell we rose together and sped in the direction of the palace which lay in the route which I must take to reach Helium.


    As we neared the high tower a patrol shot down from above, throwing its piercing searchlight full upon my craft, and a voice roared out a command to halt, following with a shot as I paid no attention to his hail. Kantos Kan dropped quickly into the darkness, while I rose steadily and at terrific speed raced through the Martian sky followed by a dozen of the air-scout craft which had joined the pursuit, and later by a swift cruiser carrying a hundred men and a battery of rapid-fire guns. By twisting and turning my little machine, now rising and now falling, I managed to elude their search-lights most of the time, but I was also losing ground by these tactics, and so I decided to hazard everything on a straight-away course and leave the result to fate and the speed of my machine.


    Kantos Kan had shown me a trick of gearing, which is known only to the navy of Helium, that greatly increased the speed of our machines, so that I felt sure I could distance my pursuers if I could dodge their projectiles for a few moments.


    As I sped through the air the screeching of the bullets around me convinced me that only by a miracle could I escape, but the die was cast, and throwing on full speed I raced a straight course toward Helium. Gradually I left my pursuers further and further behind, and I was just congratulating myself on my lucky escape, when a well-directed shot from the cruiser exploded at the prow of my little craft. The concussion nearly capsized her, and with a sickening plunge she hurtled downward through the dark night.


    How far I fell before I regained control of the plane I do not know, but I must have been very close to the ground when I started to rise again, as I plainly heard the squealing of animals below me. Rising again I scanned the heavens for my pursuers, and finally making out their lights far behind me, saw that they were landing, evidently in search of me.


    Not until their lights were no longer discernible did I venture to flash my little lamp upon my compass, and then I found to my consternation that a fragment of the projectile had utterly destroyed my only guide, as well as my speedometer. It was true I could follow the stars in the general direction of Helium, but without knowing the exact location of the city or the speed at which I was traveling my chances for finding it were slim.


    Helium lies a thousand miles southwest of Zodanga, and with my compass intact I should have made the trip, barring accidents, in between four and five hours. As it turned out, however, morning found me speeding over a vast expanse of dead sea bottom after nearly six hours of continuous flight at high speed. Presently a great city showed below me, but it was not Helium, as that alone of all Barsoomian metropolises consists in two immense circular walled cities about seventy-five miles apart and would have been easily distinguishable from the altitude at which I was flying.


    Believing that I had come too far to the north and west, I turned back in a southeasterly direction, passing during the forenoon several other large cities, but none resembling the description which Kantos Kan had given me of Helium. In addition to the twin-city formation of Helium, another distinguishing feature is the two immense towers, one of vivid scarlet rising nearly a mile into the air from the center of one of the cities, while the other, of bright yellow and of the same height, marks her sister.


    CHAPTER XXIV


    TARS TARKAS FINDS A FRIEND


    About noon I passed low over a great dead city of ancient Mars, and as I skimmed out across the plain beyond I came full upon several thousand green warriors engaged in a terrific battle. Scarcely had I seen them than a volley of shots was directed at me, and with the almost unfailing accuracy of their aim my little craft was instantly a ruined wreck, sinking erratically to the ground.


    I fell almost directly in the center of the fierce combat, among warriors who had not seen my approach so busily were they engaged in life and death struggles. The men were fighting on foot with long-swords, while an occasional shot from a sharpshooter on the outskirts of the conflict would bring down a warrior who might for an instant separate himself from the entangled mass.


    As my machine sank among them I realized that it was fight or die, with good chances of dying in any event, and so I struck the ground with drawn long-sword ready to defend myself as I could.


    I fell beside a huge monster who was engaged with three antagonists, and as I glanced at his fierce face, filled with the light of battle, I recognized Tars Tarkas the Thark. He did not see me, as I was a trifle behind him, and just then the three warriors opposing him, and whom I recognized as Warhoons, charged simultaneously. The mighty fellow made quick work of one of them, but in stepping back for another thrust he fell over a dead body behind him and was down and at the mercy of his foes in an instant. Quick as lightning they were upon him, and Tars Tarkas would have been gathered to his fathers in short order had I not sprung before his prostrate form and engaged his adversaries. I had accounted for one of them when the mighty Thark regained his feet and quickly settled the other.


    He gave me one look, and a slight smile touched his grim lip as, touching my shoulder, he said,


    “I would scarcely recognize you, John Carter, but there is no other mortal upon Barsoom who would have done what you have for me. I think I have learned that there is such a thing as friendship, my friend.”


    He said no more, nor was there opportunity, for the Warhoons were closing in about us, and together we fought, shoulder to shoulder, during all that long, hot afternoon, until the tide of battle turned and the remnant of the fierce Warhoon horde fell back upon their thoats, and fled into the gathering darkness.


    Ten thousand men had been engaged in that titanic struggle, and upon the field of battle lay three thousand dead. Neither side asked or gave quarter, nor did they attempt to take prisoners.


    On our return to the city after the battle we had gone directly to Tars Tarkas’ quarters, where I was left alone while the chieftain attended the customary council which immediately follows an engagement.


    As I sat awaiting the return of the green warrior I heard something move in an adjoining apartment, and as I glanced up there rushed suddenly upon me a huge and hideous creature which bore me backward upon the pile of silks and furs upon which I had been reclining. It was Woola—faithful, loving Woola. He had found his way back to Thark and, as Tars Tarkas later told me, had gone immediately to my former quarters where he had taken up his pathetic and seemingly hopeless watch for my return.


    “Tal Hajus knows that you are here, John Carter,” said Tars Tarkas, on his return from the jeddak’s quarters; “Sarkoja saw and recognized you as we were returning. Tal Hajus has ordered me to bring you before him tonight. I have ten thoats, John Carter; you may take your choice from among them, and I will accompany you to the nearest waterway that leads to Helium. Tars Tarkas may be a cruel green warrior, but he can be a friend as well. Come, we must start.”


    “And when you return, Tars Tarkas?” I asked.


    “The wild calots, possibly, or worse,” he replied. “Unless I should chance to have the opportunity I have so long waited of battling with Tal Hajus.”


    “We will stay, Tars Tarkas, and see Tal Hajus tonight. You shall not sacrifice yourself, and it may be that tonight you can have the chance you wait.”


    He objected strenuously, saying that Tal Hajus often flew into wild fits of passion at the mere thought of the blow I had dealt him, and that if ever he laid his hands upon me I would be subjected to the most horrible tortures.


    While we were eating I repeated to Tars Tarkas the story which Sola had told me that night upon the sea bottom during the march to Thark.


    He said but little, but the great muscles of his face worked in passion and in agony at recollection of the horrors which had been heaped upon the only thing he had ever loved in all his cold, cruel, terrible existence.


    He no longer demurred when I suggested that we go before Tal Hajus, only saying that he would like to speak to Sarkoja first. At his request I accompanied him to her quarters, and the look of venomous hatred she cast upon me was almost adequate recompense for any future misfortunes this accidental return to Thark might bring me.


    “Sarkoja,” said Tars Tarkas, “forty years ago you were instrumental in bringing about the torture and death of a woman named Gozava. I have just discovered that the warrior who loved that woman has learned of your part in the transaction. He may not kill you, Sarkoja, it is not our custom, but there is nothing to prevent him tying one end of a strap about your neck and the other end to a wild thoat, merely to test your fitness to survive and help perpetuate our race. Having heard that he would do this on the morrow, I thought it only right to warn you, for I am a just man. The river Iss is but a short pilgrimage, Sarkoja. Come, John Carter.”


    The next morning Sarkoja was gone, nor was she ever seen after.


    In silence we hastened to the jeddak’s palace, where we were immediately admitted to his presence; in fact, he could scarcely wait to see me and was standing erect upon his platform glowering at the entrance as I came in.


    “Strap him to that pillar,” he shrieked. “We shall see who it is dares strike the mighty Tal Hajus. Heat the irons; with my own hands I shall burn the eyes from his head that he may not pollute my person with his vile gaze.”


    “Chieftains of Thark,” I cried, turning to the assembled council and ignoring Tal Hajus, “I have been a chief among you, and today I have fought for Thark shoulder to shoulder with her greatest warrior. You owe me, at least, a hearing. I have won that much today. You claim to be just people—”


    “Silence,” roared Tal Hajus. “Gag the creature and bind him as I command.”


    “Justice, Tal Hajus,” exclaimed Lorquas Ptomel. “Who are you to set aside the customs of ages among the Tharks.”


    “Yes, justice!” echoed a dozen voices, and so, while Tal Hajus fumed and frothed, I continued.


    “You are a brave people and you love bravery, but where was your mighty jeddak during the fighting today? I did not see him in the thick of battle; he was not there. He rends defenseless women and little children in his lair, but how recently has one of you seen him fight with men? Why, even I, a midget beside him, felled him with a single blow of my fist. Is it of such that the Tharks fashion their jeddaks? There stands beside me now a great Thark, a mighty warrior and a noble man. Chieftains, how sounds, Tars Tarkas, Jeddak of Thark?”


    A roar of deep-toned applause greeted this suggestion.


    “It but remains for this council to command, and Tal Hajus must prove his fitness to rule. Were he a brave man he would invite Tars Tarkas to combat, for he does not love him, but Tal Hajus is afraid; Tal Hajus, your jeddak, is a coward. With my bare hands I could kill him, and he knows it.”


    After I ceased there was tense silence, as all eyes were riveted upon Tal Hajus. He did not speak or move, but the blotchy green of his countenance turned livid, and the froth froze upon his lips.


    “Tal Hajus,” said Lorquas Ptomel in a cold, hard voice, “never in my long life have I seen a jeddak of the Tharks so humiliated. There could be but one answer to this arraignment. We wait it.” And still Tal Hajus stood as though electrified.


    “Chieftains,” continued Lorquas Ptomel, “shall the jeddak, Tal Hajus, prove his fitness to rule over Tars Tarkas?”


    There were twenty chieftains about the rostrum, and twenty swords flashed high in assent.


    There was no alternative. That decree was final, and so Tal Hajus drew his long-sword and advanced to meet Tars Tarkas.


    The combat was soon over, and, with his foot upon the neck of the dead monster, Tars Tarkas became jeddak among the Tharks.


    His first act was to make me a full-fledged chieftain with the rank I had won by my combats the first few weeks of my captivity among them.


    Seeing the favorable disposition of the warriors toward Tars Tarkas, as well as toward me, I grasped the opportunity to enlist them in my cause against Zodanga. I told Tars Tarkas the story of my adventures, and in a few words had explained to him the thought I had in mind.


    “John Carter has made a proposal,” he said, addressing the council, “which meets with my sanction. I shall put it to you briefly. Dejah Thoris, the Princess of Helium, who was our prisoner, is now held by the jeddak of Zodanga, whose son she must wed to save her country from devastation at the hands of the Zodangan forces.


    “John Carter suggests that we rescue her and return her to Helium. The loot of Zodanga would be magnificent, and I have often thought that had we an alliance with the people of Helium we could obtain sufficient assurance of sustenance to permit us to increase the size and frequency of our hatchings, and thus become unquestionably supreme among the green men of all Barsoom. What say you?”


    It was a chance to fight, an opportunity to loot, and they rose to the bait as a speckled trout to a fly.


    For Tharks they were wildly enthusiastic, and before another half hour had passed twenty mounted messengers were speeding across dead sea bottoms to call the hordes together for the expedition.


    In three days we were on the march toward Zodanga, one hundred thousand strong, as Tars Tarkas had been able to enlist the services of three smaller hordes on the promise of the great loot of Zodanga.


    At the head of the column I rode beside the great Thark while at the heels of my mount trotted my beloved Woola.


    We traveled entirely by night, timing our marches so that we camped during the day at deserted cities where, even to the beasts, we were all kept indoors during the daylight hours. On the march Tars Tarkas, through his remarkable ability and statesmanship, enlisted fifty thousand more warriors from various hordes, so that, ten days after we set out we halted at midnight outside the great walled city of Zodanga, one hundred and fifty thousand strong.


    The fighting strength and efficiency of this horde of ferocious green monsters was equivalent to ten times their number of red men. Never in the history of Barsoom, Tars Tarkas told me, had such a force of green warriors marched to battle together. It was a monstrous task to keep even a semblance of harmony among them, and it was a marvel to me that he got them to the city without a mighty battle among themselves.


    But as we neared Zodanga their personal quarrels were submerged by their greater hatred for the red men, and especially for the Zodangans, who had for years waged a ruthless campaign of extermination against the green men, directing special attention toward despoiling their incubators.


    Now that we were before Zodanga the task of obtaining entry to the city devolved upon me, and directing Tars Tarkas to hold his forces in two divisions out of earshot of the city, with each division opposite a large gateway, I took twenty dismounted warriors and approached one of the small gates that pierced the walls at short intervals. These gates have no regular guard, but are covered by sentries, who patrol the avenue that encircles the city just within the walls as our metropolitan police patrol their beats.


    The walls of Zodanga are seventy-five feet in height and fifty feet thick. They are built of enormous blocks of carborundum, and the task of entering the city seemed, to my escort of green warriors, an impossibility. The fellows who had been detailed to accompany me were of one of the smaller hordes, and therefore did not know me.


    Placing three of them with their faces to the wall and arms locked, I commanded two more to mount to their shoulders, and a sixth I ordered to climb upon the shoulders of the upper two. The head of the topmost warrior towered over forty feet from the ground.


    In this way, with ten warriors, I built a series of three steps from the ground to the shoulders of the topmost man. Then starting from a short distance behind them I ran swiftly up from one tier to the next, and with a final bound from the broad shoulders of the highest I clutched the top of the great wall and quietly drew myself to its broad expanse. After me I dragged six lengths of leather from an equal number of my warriors. These lengths we had previously fastened together, and passing one end to the topmost warrior I lowered the other end cautiously over the opposite side of the wall toward the avenue below. No one was in sight, so, lowering myself to the end of my leather strap, I dropped the remaining thirty feet to the pavement below.


    I had learned from Kantos Kan the secret of opening these gates, and in another moment my twenty great fighting men stood within the doomed city of Zodanga.


    I found to my delight that I had entered at the lower boundary of the enormous palace grounds. The building itself showed in the distance a blaze of glorious light, and on the instant I determined to lead a detachment of warriors directly within the palace itself, while the balance of the great horde was attacking the barracks of the soldiery.


    Dispatching one of my men to Tars Tarkas for a detail of fifty Tharks, with word of my intentions, I ordered ten warriors to capture and open one of the great gates while with the nine remaining I took the other. We were to do our work quietly, no shots were to be fired and no general advance made until I had reached the palace with my fifty Tharks. Our plans worked to perfection. The two sentries we met were dispatched to their fathers upon the banks of the lost sea of Korus, and the guards at both gates followed them in silence.


    CHAPTER XXV


    THE LOOTING OF ZODANGA


    As the great gate where I stood swung open my fifty Tharks, headed by Tars Tarkas himself, rode in upon their mighty thoats. I led them to the palace walls, which I negotiated easily without assistance. Once inside, however, the gate gave me considerable trouble, but I finally was rewarded by seeing it swing upon its huge hinges, and soon my fierce escort was riding across the gardens of the jeddak of Zodanga.


    As we approached the palace I could see through the great windows of the first floor into the brilliantly illuminated audience chamber of Than Kosis. The immense hall was crowded with nobles and their women, as though some important function was in progress. There was not a guard in sight without the palace, due, I presume, to the fact that the city and palace walls were considered impregnable, and so I came close and peered within.


    At one end of the chamber, upon massive golden thrones encrusted with diamonds, sat Than Kosis and his consort, surrounded by officers and dignitaries of state. Before them stretched a broad aisle lined on either side with soldiery, and as I looked there entered this aisle at the far end of the hall, the head of a procession which advanced to the foot of the throne.


    First there marched four officers of the jeddak’s Guard bearing a huge salver on which reposed, upon a cushion of scarlet silk, a great golden chain with a collar and padlock at each end. Directly behind these officers came four others carrying a similar salver which supported the magnificent ornaments of a prince and princess of the reigning house of Zodanga.


    At the foot of the throne these two parties separated and halted, facing each other at opposite sides of the aisle. Then came more dignitaries, and the officers of the palace and of the army, and finally two figures entirely muffled in scarlet silk, so that not a feature of either was discernible. These two stopped at the foot of the throne, facing Than Kosis. When the balance of the procession had entered and assumed their stations Than Kosis addressed the couple standing before him. I could not hear his words, but presently two officers advanced and removed the scarlet robe from one of the figures, and I saw that Kantos Kan had failed in his mission, for it was Sab Than, Prince of Zodanga, who stood revealed before me.


    Than Kosis now took a set of the ornaments from one of the salvers and placed one of the collars of gold about his son’s neck, springing the padlock fast. After a few more words addressed to Sab Than he turned to the other figure, from which the officers now removed the enshrouding silks, disclosing to my now comprehending view Dejah Thoris, Princess of Helium.


    The object of the ceremony was clear to me; in another moment Dejah Thoris would be joined forever to the Prince of Zodanga. It was an impressive and beautiful ceremony, I presume, but to me it seemed the most fiendish sight I had ever witnessed, and as the ornaments were adjusted upon her beautiful figure and her collar of gold swung open in the hands of Than Kosis I raised my long-sword above my head, and, with the heavy hilt, I shattered the glass of the great window and sprang into the midst of the astonished assemblage. With a bound I was on the steps of the platform beside Than Kosis, and as he stood riveted with surprise I brought my long-sword down upon the golden chain that would have bound Dejah Thoris to another.


    In an instant all was confusion; a thousand drawn swords menaced me from every quarter, and Sab Than sprang upon me with a jeweled dagger he had drawn from his nuptial ornaments. I could have killed him as easily as I might a fly, but the age-old custom of Barsoom stayed my hand, and grasping his wrist as the dagger flew toward my heart I held him as though in a vise and with my long-sword pointed to the far end of the hall.


    “Zodanga has fallen,” I cried. “Look!”


    All eyes turned in the direction I had indicated, and there, forging through the portals of the entranceway rode Tars Tarkas and his fifty warriors on their great thoats.


    A cry of alarm and amazement broke from the assemblage, but no word of fear, and in a moment the soldiers and nobles of Zodanga were hurling themselves upon the advancing Tharks.


    Thrusting Sab Than headlong from the platform, I drew Dejah Thoris to my side. Behind the throne was a narrow doorway and in this Than Kosis now stood facing me, with drawn long-sword. In an instant we were engaged, and I found no mean antagonist.


    As we circled upon the broad platform I saw Sab Than rushing up the steps to aid his father, but, as he raised his hand to strike, Dejah Thoris sprang before him and then my sword found the spot that made Sab Than jeddak of Zodanga. As his father rolled dead upon the floor the new jeddak tore himself free from Dejah Thoris’ grasp, and again we faced each other. He was soon joined by a quartet of officers, and, with my back against a golden throne, I fought once again for Dejah Thoris. I was hard pressed to defend myself and yet not strike down Sab Than and, with him, my last chance to win the woman I loved. My blade was swinging with the rapidity of lightning as I sought to parry the thrusts and cuts of my opponents. Two I had disarmed, and one was down, when several more rushed to the aid of their new ruler, and to avenge the death of the old.


    As they advanced there were cries of “The woman! The woman! Strike her down; it is her plot. Kill her!


    Kill her!”


    Calling to Dejah Thoris to get behind me I worked my way toward the little doorway back of the throne, but the officers realized my intentions, and three of them sprang in behind me and blocked my chances for gaining a position where I could have defended Dejah Thoris against any army of swordsmen.


    The Tharks were having their hands full in the center of the room, and I began to realize that nothing short of a miracle could save Dejah Thoris and myself, when I saw Tars Tarkas surging through the crowd of pygmies that swarmed about him. With one swing of his mighty longsword he laid a dozen corpses at his feet, and so he hewed a pathway before him until in another moment he stood upon the platform beside me, dealing death and destruction right and left.


    The bravery of the Zodangans was awe-inspiring, not one attempted to escape, and when the fighting ceased it was because only Tharks remained alive in the great hall, other than Dejah Thoris and myself.


    Sab Than lay dead beside his father, and the corpses of the flower of Zodangan nobility and chivalry covered the floor of the bloody shambles.


    My first thought when the battle was over was for Kantos Kan, and leaving Dejah Thoris in charge of Tars Tarkas I took a dozen warriors and hastened to the dungeons beneath the palace. The jailers had all left to join the fighters in the throne room, so we searched the labyrinthine prison without opposition.


    I called Kantos Kan’s name aloud in each new corridor and compartment, and finally I was rewarded by hearing a faint response. Guided by the sound, we soon found him helpless in a dark recess.


    He was overjoyed at seeing me, and to know the meaning of the fight, faint echoes of which had reached his prison cell. He told me that the air patrol had captured him before he reached the high tower of the palace, so that he had not even seen Sab Than.


    We discovered that it would be futile to attempt to cut away the bars and chains which held him prisoner, so, at his suggestion I returned to search the bodies on the floor above for keys to open the padlocks of his cell and of his chains.


    Fortunately among the first I examined I found his jailer, and soon we had Kantos Kan with us in the throne room.


    The sounds of heavy firing, mingled with shouts and cries, came to us from the city’s streets, and Tars Tarkas hastened away to direct the fighting without. Kantos Kan accompanied him to act as guide, the green warriors commencing a thorough search of the palace for other Zodangans and for loot, and Dejah Thoris and I were left alone.


    She had sunk into one of the golden thrones, and as I turned to her she greeted me with a wan smile.


    “Was there ever such a man!” she exclaimed. “I know that Barsoom has never before seen your like. Can it be that all Earth men are as you? Alone, a stranger, hunted, threatened, persecuted, you have done in a few short months what in all the past ages of Barsoom no man has ever done: joined together the wild hordes of the sea bottoms and brought them to fight as allies of a red Martian people.”


    “The answer is easy, Dejah Thoris,” I replied smiling. “It was not I who did it, it was love, love for Dejah Thoris, a power that would work greater miracles than this you have seen.”


    A pretty flush overspread her face and she answered,


    “You may say that now, John Carter, and I may listen, for I am free.”


    “And more still I have to say, ere it is again too late,” I returned. “I have done many strange things in my life, many things that wiser men would not have dared, but never in my wildest fancies have I dreamed of winning a Dejah Thoris for myself—for never had I dreamed that in all the universe dwelt such a woman as the Princess of Helium. That you are a princess does not abash me, but that you are you is enough to make me doubt my sanity as I ask you, my princess, to be mine.”


    “He does not need to be abashed who so well knew the answer to his plea before the plea were made,” she replied, rising and placing her dear hands upon my shoulders, and so I took her in my arms and kissed her.


    And thus in the midst of a city of wild conflict, filled with the alarms of war; with death and destruction reaping their terrible harvest around her, did Dejah Thoris, Princess of Helium, true daughter of Mars, the God of War, promise herself in marriage to John Carter, Gentleman of Virginia.


    CHAPTER XXVI


    THROUGH CARNAGE TO JOY


    Sometime later Tars Tarkas and Kantos Kan returned to report that Zodanga had been completely reduced. Her forces were entirely destroyed or captured, and no further resistance was to be expected from within. Several battleships had escaped, but there were thousands of war and merchant vessels under guard of Thark warriors.


    The lesser hordes had commenced looting and quarreling among themselves, so it was decided that we collect what warriors we could, man as many vessels as possible with Zodangan prisoners and make for Helium without further loss of time.


    Five hours later we sailed from the roofs of the dock buildings with a fleet of two hundred and fifty battleships, carrying nearly one hundred thousand green warriors, followed by a fleet of transports with our thoats.


    Behind us we left the stricken city in the fierce and brutal clutches of some forty thousand green warriors of the lesser hordes. They were looting, murdering, and fighting amongst themselves. In a hundred places they had applied the torch, and columns of dense smoke were rising above the city as though to blot out from the eye of heaven the horrid sights beneath.


    In the middle of the afternoon we sighted the scarlet and yellow towers of Helium, and a short time later a great fleet of Zodangan battleships rose from the camps of the besiegers without the city, and advanced to meet us.


    The banners of Helium had been strung from stem to stern of each of our mighty craft, but the Zodangans did not need this sign to realize that we were enemies, for our green Martian warriors had opened fire upon them almost as they left the ground. With their uncanny marksmanship they raked the on-coming fleet with volley after volley.


    The twin cities of Helium, perceiving that we were friends, sent out hundreds of vessels to aid us, and then began the first real air battle I had ever witnessed.


    The vessels carrying our green warriors were kept circling above the contending fleets of Helium and Zodanga, since their batteries were useless in the hands of the Tharks who, having no navy, have no skill in naval gunnery. Their small-arm fire, however, was most effective, and the final outcome of the engagement was strongly influenced, if not wholly determined, by their presence.


    At first the two forces circled at the same altitude, pouring broadside after broadside into each other. Presently a great hole was torn in the hull of one of the immense battle craft from the Zodangan camp; with a lurch she turned completely over, the little figures of her crew plunging, turning and twisting toward the ground a thousand feet below; then with sickening velocity she tore after them, almost completely burying herself in the soft loam of the ancient sea bottom.


    A wild cry of exultation arose from the Heliumite squadron, and with redoubled ferocity they fell upon the Zodangan fleet. By a pretty maneuver two of the vessels of Helium gained a position above their adversaries, from which they poured upon them from their keel bomb batteries a perfect torrent of exploding bombs.


    Then, one by one, the battleships of Helium succeeded in rising above the Zodangans, and in a short time a number of the beleaguering battleships were drifting hopeless wrecks toward the high scarlet tower of greater Helium. Several others attempted to escape, but they were soon surrounded by thousands of tiny individual fliers, and above each hung a monster battleship of Helium ready to drop boarding parties upon their decks.


    Within but little more than an hour from the moment the victorious Zodangan squadron had risen to meet us from the camp of the besiegers the battle was over, and the remaining vessels of the conquered Zodangans were headed toward the cities of Helium under prize crews.


    There was an extremely pathetic side to the surrender of these mighty fliers, the result of an age-old custom which demanded that surrender should be signalized by the voluntary plunging to earth of the commander of the vanquished vessel. One after another the brave fellows, holding their colors high above their heads, leaped from the towering bows of their mighty craft to an awful death.


    Not until the commander of the entire fleet took the fearful plunge, thus indicating the surrender of the remaining vessels, did the fighting cease, and the useless sacrifice of brave men come to an end.


    We now signaled the flagship of Helium’s navy to approach, and when she was within hailing distance I called out that we had the Princess Dejah Thoris on board, and that we wished to transfer her to the flagship that she might be taken immediately to the city.


    As the full import of my announcement bore in upon them a great cry arose from the decks of the flagship, and a moment later the colors of the Princess of Helium broke from a hundred points upon her upper works. When the other vessels of the squadron caught the meaning of the signals flashed them they took up the wild acclaim and unfurled her colors in the gleaming sunlight.


    The flagship bore down upon us, and as she swung gracefully to and touched our side a dozen officers sprang upon our decks. As their astonished gaze fell upon the hundreds of green warriors, who now came forth from the fighting shelters, they stopped aghast, but at sight of Kantos Kan, who advanced to meet them, they came forward, crowding about him.


    Dejah Thoris and I then advanced, and they had no eyes for other than her. She received them gracefully, calling each by name, for they were men high in the esteem and service of her grandfather, and she knew them well.


    “Lay your hands upon the shoulder of John Carter,” she said to them, turning toward me, “the man to whom Helium owes her princess as well as her victory today.”


    They were very courteous to me and said many kind and complimentary things, but what seemed to impress them most was that I had won the aid of the fierce Tharks in my campaign for the liberation of Dejah Thoris, and the relief of Helium.


    “You owe your thanks more to another man than to me,” I said, “and here he is; meet one of Barsoom’s greatest soldiers and statesmen, Tars Tarkas, Jeddak of Thark.”


    With the same polished courtesy that had marked their manner toward me they extended their greetings to the great Thark, nor, to my surprise, was he much behind them in ease of bearing or in courtly speech. Though not a garrulous race, the Tharks are extremely formal, and their ways lend themselves amazingly well to dignified and courtly manners.


    Dejah Thoris went aboard the flagship, and was much put out that I would not follow, but, as I explained to her, the battle was but partly won; we still had the land forces of the besieging Zodangans to account for, and I would not leave Tars Tarkas until that had been accomplished.


    The commander of the naval forces of Helium promised to arrange to have the armies of Helium attack from the city in conjunction with our land attack, and so the vessels separated and Dejah Thoris was borne in triumph back to the court of her grandfather, Tardos Mors, Jeddak of Helium.


    In the distance lay our fleet of transports, with the thoats of the green warriors, where they had remained during the battle. Without landing stages it was to be a difficult matter to unload these beasts upon the open plain, but there was nothing else for it, and so we put out for a point about ten miles from the city and began the task.


    It was necessary to lower the animals to the ground in slings and this work occupied the remainder of the day and half the night. Twice we were attacked by parties of Zodangan cavalry, but with little loss, however, and after darkness shut down they withdrew.


    As soon as the last thoat was unloaded Tars Tarkas gave the command to advance, and in three parties we crept upon the Zodangan camp from the north, the south and the east.


    About a mile from the main camp we encountered their outposts and, as had been prearranged, accepted this as the signal to charge. With wild, ferocious cries and amidst the nasty squealing of battle-enraged thoats we bore down upon the Zodangans.


    We did not catch them napping, but found a well-entrenched battle line confronting us. Time after time we were repulsed until, toward noon, I began to fear for the result of the battle.


    The Zodangans numbered nearly a million fighting men, gathered from pole to pole, wherever stretched their ribbon-like waterways, while pitted against them were less than a hundred thousand green warriors. The forces from Helium had not arrived, nor could we receive any word from them.


    Just at noon we heard heavy firing all along the line between the Zodangans and the cities, and we knew then that our much-needed reinforcements had come.


    Again Tars Tarkas ordered the charge, and once more the mighty thoats bore their terrible riders against the ramparts of the enemy. At the same moment the battle line of Helium surged over the opposite breastworks of the Zodangans and in another moment they were being crushed as between two millstones. Nobly they fought, but in vain.


    The plain before the city became a veritable shambles ere the last Zodangan surrendered, but finally the carnage ceased, the prisoners were marched back to Helium, and we entered the greater city’s gates, a huge triumphal procession of conquering heroes.


    The broad avenues were lined with women and children, among which were the few men whose duties necessitated that they remain within the city during the battle. We were greeted with an endless round of applause and showered with ornaments of gold, platinum, silver, and precious jewels. The city had gone mad with joy.


    My fierce Tharks caused the wildest excitement and enthusiasm. Never before had an armed body of green warriors entered the gates of Helium, and that they came now as friends and allies filled the red men with rejoicing.


    That my poor services to Dejah Thoris had become known to the Heliumites was evidenced by the loud crying of my name, and by the loads of ornaments that were fastened upon me and my huge thoat as we passed up the avenues to the palace, for even in the face of the ferocious appearance of Woola the populace pressed close about me.


    As we approached this magnificent pile we were met by a party of officers who greeted us warmly and requested that Tars Tarkas and his jeds with the jeddaks and jeds of his wild allies, together with myself, dismount and accompany them to receive from Tardos Mors an expression of his gratitude for our services.


    At the top of the great steps leading up to the main portals of the palace stood the royal party, and as we reached the lower steps one of their number descended to meet us.


    He was an almost perfect specimen of manhood; tall, straight as an arrow, superbly muscled and with the carriage and bearing of a ruler of men. I did not need to be told that he was Tardos Mors, Jeddak of Helium.


    The first member of our party he met was Tars Tarkas and his first words sealed forever the new friendship between the races.


    “That Tardos Mors,” he said, earnestly, “may meet the greatest living warrior of Barsoom is a priceless honor, but that he may lay his hand on the shoulder of a friend and ally is a far greater boon.”


    “Jeddak of Helium,” returned Tars Tarkas, “it has remained for a man of another world to teach the green warriors of Barsoom the meaning of friendship; to him we owe the fact that the hordes of Thark can understand you; that they can appreciate and reciprocate the sentiments so graciously expressed.”


    Tardos Mors then greeted each of the green jeddaks and jeds, and to each spoke words of friendship and appreciation.


    As he approached me he laid both hands upon my shoulders.


    “Welcome, my son,” he said; “that you are granted, gladly, and without one word of opposition, the most precious jewel in all Helium, yes, on all Barsoom, is sufficient earnest of my esteem.”


    We were then presented to Mors Kajak, Jed of lesser Helium, and father of Dejah Thoris. He had followed close behind Tardos Mors and seemed even more affected by the meeting than had his father.


    He tried a dozen times to express his gratitude to me, but his voice choked with emotion and he could not speak, and yet he had, as I was to later learn, a reputation for ferocity and fearlessness as a fighter that was remarkable even upon warlike Barsoom. In common with all Helium he worshiped his daughter, nor could he think of what she had escaped without deep emotion.


    CHAPTER XXVII


    FROM JOY TO DEATH


    For ten days the hordes of Thark and their wild allies were feasted and entertained, and, then, loaded with costly presents and escorted by ten thousand soldiers of Helium commanded by Mors Kajak, they started on the return journey to their own lands. The jed of lesser Helium with a small party of nobles accompanied them all the way to Thark to cement more closely the new bonds of peace and friendship.


    Sola also accompanied Tars Tarkas, her father, who before all his chieftains had acknowledged her as his daughter.


    Three weeks later, Mors Kajak and his officers, accompanied by Tars Tarkas and Sola, returned upon a battleship that had been dispatched to Thark to fetch them in time for the ceremony which made Dejah Thoris and John Carter one.


    For nine years I served in the councils and fought in the armies of Helium as a prince of the house of Tardos Mors. The people seemed never to tire of heaping honors upon me, and no day passed that did not bring some new proof of their love for my princess, the incomparable Dejah Thoris.


    In a golden incubator upon the roof of our palace lay a snow-white egg. For nearly five years ten soldiers of the jeddak’s Guard had constantly stood over it, and not a day passed when I was in the city that Dejah Thoris and I did not stand hand in hand before our little shrine planning for the future, when the delicate shell should break.


    Vivid in my memory is the picture of the last night as we sat there talking in low tones of the strange romance which had woven our lives together and of this wonder which was coming to augment our happiness and fulfill our hopes.


    In the distance we saw the bright-white light of an approaching airship, but we attached no special significance to so common a sight. Like a bolt of lightning it raced toward Helium until its very speed bespoke the unusual.


    Flashing the signals which proclaimed it a dispatch bearer for the jeddak, it circled impatiently awaiting the tardy patrol boat which must convoy it to the palace docks.


    Ten minutes after it touched at the palace a message called me to the council chamber, which I found filling with the members of that body.


    On the raised platform of the throne was Tardos Mors, pacing back and forth with tense-drawn face. When all were in their seats he turned toward us.


    “This morning,” he said, “word reached the several governments of Barsoom that the keeper of the atmosphere plant had made no wireless report for two days, nor had almost ceaseless calls upon him from a score of capitals elicited a sign of response.


    “The ambassadors of the other nations asked us to take the matter in hand and hasten the assistant keeper to the plant. All day a thousand cruisers have been searching for him until just now one of them returns bearing his dead body, which was found in the pits beneath his house horribly mutilated by some assassin.


    “I do not need to tell you what this means to Barsoom. It would take months to penetrate those mighty walls, in fact the work has already commenced, and there would be little to fear were the engine of the pumping plant to run as it should and as they all have for hundreds of years now; but the worst, we fear, has happened. The instruments show a rapidly decreasing air pressure on all parts of Barsoom—the engine has stopped.”


    “My gentlemen,” he concluded, “we have at best three days to live.”


    There was absolute silence for several minutes, and then a young noble arose, and with his drawn sword held high above his head addressed Tardos Mors.


    “The men of Helium have prided themselves that they have ever shown Barsoom how a nation of red men should live, now is our opportunity to show them how they should die. Let us go about our duties as though a thousand useful years still lay before us.”


    The chamber rang with applause and as there was nothing better to do than to allay the fears of the people by our example we went our ways with smiles upon our faces and sorrow gnawing at our hearts.


    When I returned to my palace I found that the rumor already had reached Dejah Thoris, so I told her all that I had heard.


    “We have been very happy, John Carter,” she said, “and I thank whatever fate overtakes us that it permits us to die together.”


    The next two days brought no noticeable change in the supply of air, but on the morning of the third day breathing became difficult at the higher altitudes of the rooftops. The avenues and plazas of Helium were filled with people. All business had ceased. For the most part the people looked bravely into the face of their unalterable doom. Here and there, however, men and women gave way to quiet grief.


    Toward the middle of the day many of the weaker commenced to succumb and within an hour the people of Barsoom were sinking by thousands into the unconsciousness which precedes death by asphyxiation.


    Dejah Thoris and I with the other members of the royal family had collected in a sunken garden within an inner courtyard of the palace. We conversed in low tones, when we conversed at all, as the awe of the grim shadow of death crept over us. Even Woola seemed to feel the weight of the impending calamity, for he pressed close to Dejah Thoris and to me, whining pitifully.


    The little incubator had been brought from the roof of our palace at request of Dejah Thoris and now she sat gazing longingly upon the unknown little life that now she would never know.


    As it was becoming perceptibly difficult to breathe Tardos Mors arose, saying,


    “Let us bid each other farewell. The days of the greatness of Barsoom are over. Tomorrow’s sun will look down upon a dead world which through all eternity must go swinging through the heavens peopled not even by memories. It is the end.”


    He stooped and kissed the women of his family, and laid his strong hand upon the shoulders of the men.


    As I turned sadly from him my eyes fell upon Dejah Thoris. Her head was drooping upon her breast, to all appearances she was lifeless. With a cry I sprang to her and raised her in my arms.


    Her eyes opened and looked into mine.


    “Kiss me, John Carter,” she murmured. “I love you! I love you! It is cruel that we must be torn apart who were just starting upon a life of love and happiness.”


    As I pressed her dear lips to mine the old feeling of unconquerable power and authority rose in me. The fighting blood of Virginia sprang to life in my veins.


    “It shall not be, my princess,” I cried. “There is, there must be some way, and John Carter, who has fought his way through a strange world for love of you, will find it.”


    And with my words there crept above the threshold of my conscious mind a series of nine long forgotten sounds. Like a flash of lightning in the darkness their full purport dawned upon me—the key to the three great doors of the atmosphere plant!


    Turning suddenly toward Tardos Mors as I still clasped my dying love to my breast I cried.


    “A flier, Jeddak! Quick! Order your swiftest flier to the palace top. I can save Barsoom yet.”


    He did not wait to question, but in an instant a guard was racing to the nearest dock and though the air was thin and almost gone at the rooftop they managed to launch the fastest one-man, air-scout machine that the skill of Barsoom had ever produced.


    Kissing Dejah Thoris a dozen times and commanding Woola, who would have followed me, to remain and guard her, I bounded with my old agility and strength to the high ramparts of the palace, and in another moment I was headed toward the goal of the hopes of all Barsoom.


    I had to fly low to get sufficient air to breathe, but I took a straight course across an old sea bottom and so had to rise only a few feet above the ground.


    I traveled with awful velocity for my errand was a race against time with death. The face of Dejah Thoris hung always before me. As I turned for a last look as I left the palace garden I had seen her stagger and sink upon the ground beside the little incubator. That she had dropped into the last coma which would end in death, if the air supply remained unreplenished, I well knew, and so, throwing caution to the winds, I flung overboard everything but the engine and compass, even to my ornaments, and lying on my belly along the deck with one hand on the steering wheel and the other pushing the speed lever to its last notch I split the thin air of dying Mars with the speed of a meteor.


    An hour before dark the great walls of the atmosphere plant loomed suddenly before me, and with a sickening thud I plunged to the ground before the small door which was withholding the spark of life from the inhabitants of an entire planet.


    Beside the door a great crew of men had been laboring to pierce the wall, but they had scarcely scratched the flint-like surface, and now most of them lay in the last sleep from which not even air would awaken them.


    Conditions seemed much worse here than at Helium, and it was with difficulty that I breathed at all. There were a few men still conscious, and to one of these I spoke.


    “If I can open these doors is there a man who can start the engines?” I asked.


    “I can,” he replied, “if you open quickly. I can last but a few moments more. But it is useless, they are both dead and no one else upon Barsoom knew the secret of these awful locks. For three days men crazed with fear have surged about this portal in vain attempts to solve its mystery.”


    I had no time to talk, I was becoming very weak and it was with difficulty that I controlled my mind at all.


    But, with a final effort, as I sank weakly to my knees I hurled the nine thought waves at that awful thing before me. The Martian had crawled to my side and with staring eyes fixed on the single panel before us we waited in the silence of death.


    Slowly the mighty door receded before us. I attempted to rise and follow it but I was too weak.


    “After it,” I cried to my companion, “and if you reach the pump room turn loose all the pumps. It is the only chance Barsoom has to exist tomorrow!”


    From where I lay I opened the second door, and then the third, and as I saw the hope of Barsoom crawling weakly on hands and knees through the last doorway I sank unconscious upon the ground.


    CHAPTER XXVIII


    AT THE ARIZONA CAVE


    It was dark when I opened my eyes again. Strange, stiff garments were upon my body; garments that cracked and powdered away from me as I rose to a sitting posture.


    I felt myself over from head to foot and from head to foot I was clothed, though when I fell unconscious at the little doorway I had been naked. Before me was a small patch of moonlit sky which showed through a ragged aperture.


    As my hands passed over my body they came in contact with pockets and in one of these a small parcel of matches wrapped in oiled paper. One of these matches I struck, and its dim flame lighted up what appeared to be a huge cave, toward the back of which I discovered a strange, still figure huddled over a tiny bench. As I approached it I saw that it was the dead and mummified remains of a little old woman with long black hair, and the thing it leaned over was a small charcoal burner upon which rested a round copper vessel containing a small quantity of greenish powder.


    Behind her, depending from the roof upon rawhide thongs, and stretching entirely across the cave, was a row of human skeletons. From the thong which held them stretched another to the dead hand of the little old woman; as I touched the cord the skeletons swung to the motion with a noise as of the rustling of dry leaves.


    It was a most grotesque and horrid tableau and I hastened out into the fresh air; glad to escape from so gruesome a place.


    The sight that met my eyes as I stepped out upon a small ledge which ran before the entrance of the cave filled me with consternation.


    A new heaven and a new landscape met my gaze. The silvered mountains in the distance, the almost stationary moon hanging in the sky, the cacti-studded valley below me were not of Mars. I could scarcely believe my eyes, but the truth slowly forced itself upon me—I was looking upon Arizona from the same ledge from which ten years before I had gazed with longing upon Mars.


    Burying my head in my arms I turned, broken, and sorrowful, down the trail from the cave.


    Above me shone the red eye of Mars holding her awful secret, forty-eight million miles away.


    Did the Martian reach the pump room? Did the vitalizing air reach the people of that distant planet in time to save them? Was my Dejah Thoris alive, or did her beautiful body lie cold in death beside the tiny golden incubator in the sunken garden of the inner courtyard of the palace of Tardos Mors, the jeddak of Helium?


    For ten years I have waited and prayed for an answer to my questions. For ten years I have waited and prayed to be taken back to the world of my lost love. I would rather lie dead beside her there than live on Earth all those millions of terrible miles from her.


    The old mine, which I found untouched, has made me fabulously wealthy; but what care I for wealth!


    As I sit here tonight in my little study overlooking the Hudson, just twenty years have elapsed since I first opened my eyes upon Mars.


    I can see her shining in the sky through the little window by my desk, and tonight she seems calling to me again as she has not called before since that long dead night, and I think I can see, across that awful abyss of space, a beautiful black-haired woman standing in the garden of a palace, and at her side is a little boy who puts his arm around her as she points into the sky toward the planet Earth, while at their feet is a huge and hideous creature with a heart of gold.


    I believe that they are waiting there for me, and something tells me that I shall soon know.


    * * * *
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    THE ORIGINS OF SCIENCE FICTION, by Jennifer A. Rea


    Who wrote the first work of science fiction? Before answering that question, we must first ask ourselves “What makes a work of literature science fiction?” Scholar and science-fiction writer James Gunn, in his book The Road to Science Fiction, vol. 1, calls the genre “the literature of change” and notes the change is frequently “scientific and technological” (vii). Darko Suvein refines this definition: to him change in science fiction means “a mapping of possible alternatives” where the audience can be warned, awakened from complacency, or given a diagnosis (Metamorphoses of Science Fiction, 12). Science fiction can snap us out of thinking about and living only in the present time, according to Suvein, because the genre is “wiser than the world it speaks to” and encourages its audience to speculate about humanity’s future (36). Before you could have science fiction, according to Gunn, authors first had to be capable of imagining humankind as a collective, facing adversity from some outside group or element. He also notes science fiction requires the capability to envision the future as a time when things will be vastly different. This desire for a future where humans might be able to control what happens to them, Gunn notes, can be found in literature as old as the Babylonian epic poem, Gilgamesh (vii–xi). This kind of literature often asks the question “What will life be like many years from now?” in a way that makes the audience consider many possibilities for the future.


    Although much science fiction takes place on other worlds far from earth, the genre does not limit itself to describing space travel or tales about aliens. Another way to define the genre would be to look at how scientific discovery and new technological developments have inspired audiences to think about their options for the future. The earliest examples of this kind of story can be found in Greek mythology, such as the tale of Icarus’s disastrous flight toward the sun. While Greek myth predates science fiction’s invention, this kind of story resonates with readers who can identify in this abuse-and-misuse-of-technology-myth a precursor to modern science fiction works. If you think of science fiction as the literature of technology, then it can be defined as a genre that requires its audience to be open to innovation and willing to imagine that scientific principles and technology could be applied in new ways to either solve problems or create hazards for society. A science fiction author can critique modern society by providing new insight into a common problem, or offering a solution to a dilemma, but the resolution offered in the science fiction story will often be an extraordinary one. Science fiction asks the question “What if?” but it does so with an eye towards making the audience ask, “What is wrong in this society?” or “How can this world be improved?”(Gunn, xiii–xviii). This is similar to satire, in which it is common to find social commentary as well.


    It might seem as if it would be easy to establish who invented science fiction once you have a definition. When you look at early works of literature that can meet the criteria for being called science fiction, however, it is still hard to decide, because there are so many stories written throughout time that include science fictional elements. Since science fiction deals with events occurring beyond the realm of ordinary human possibility, some scholars argue Mary Shelley, whose novel Frankenstein was published in 1818, was the first science fiction author. Her story of a talented inventor is tragic and horrifying. The inventor loses his family and friends because he cannot control his creation, a monstrous being made from repurposed parts of dead corpses. Like many modern science fiction works, Frankenstein serves as a warning against allowing one’s ambition to get out of hand. It might be possible to argue science fiction began even earlier, since there was a tradition of travel stories about fantastic voyages to extraordinary places in existence before Shelley wrote Frankenstein. The Greek writers Homer and Herodotus first fostered a sense of wonder in their audiences with travel tales that could be considered precursors to speculative fiction: Homer’s Odyssey describes magical creatures and monstrous beings the hero Odysseus encounters on his voyage home to Ithaca. Herodotus in his Histories also describes fantastic creatures that would be more commonly expected to appear in legends and fairy tales, such as the Cynocephali, or dog-headed men. Many modern authors—both science fiction writers and satirists—were inspired by another early Greek writer, Lucian, whose satire A True Story features a trip to the moon. One example of this would be Danish author Ludvig Holberg, whose book The Journey of Niels Klim to the World Underground was published in 1741. Holberg’s story features a main character, Niels Klim, who is an ordinary Dane who happens to fall into a cave in Norway, and while he is exploring, finds the earth is hollow and contains a sun and a series of planets. When Holberg wants to amaze his audience with the wonders of an alternate universe, his story uses science, not magic, as a way to explain extraordinary events. The problems Niels Klim encounters while visiting these planets, including his experiences with the ways in which power can corrupt leaders, would have resonated with Holberg’s contemporary Danish audience. This story also has much in common with later science fiction works. Science fiction authors can critique contemporary society by recreating the same problems we encounter as humans in an alternate reality—a reality that takes place either far in the future and far from earth (e.g., Firefly) or in the present in a place on earth different from the one we know (e.g., Eureka).


    While both Shelley and Holberg’s stories contain elements of science fiction, it is also possible to make the argument that their works, and similar works written around the same time, came before science fiction was truly invented and established as a genre. Holberg’s novel contains previously unimagined devices and planets, but it can be classified as a satire instead of science fiction because the author is primarily highlighting problems from his own society humorously, although in an otherworldly setting. Gunn suggests that depending on how you define science fiction, Frankenstein is either the first science fiction novel or it is a work that shows us the possibility of what science fiction can become in the future. While Shelley’s work contains many elements fitting science fiction’s definition, Gunn concludes that because the novel does not encourage scientific exploration, it does not share “the philosophy that runs through science fiction’s hard core” (147–8). Jules Verne, however, can be called the first science fiction author because he did not just write a work or two that contained elements of science fiction; he made a career out of writing in this genre. His novel The Journey to the Center of the Earth (1864) was inspired by Holberg’s work and encourages the pursuit of scientific discovery (Gunn, 225–6). It is important to consider how science fiction has changed the way we imagine what the future can hold for us. When you read the first stories in this anthology, think, for example, about how authors such as Jules Verne (1828–1905) and H.G. Wells (The Time Machine, 1895) invoke a sense of wonder in their audiences—Verne through his talent of making an amazing invention or discovery seem as if it could be included in our future someday and Wells through his ability to cause us to question everything we think we know about the human race and its aspirations, limitations, and adaptability.


    The stories you are about to read are some of the earliest stories that can be considered part of the science fiction genre. But before you read them, it is important to understand why they are defined as science fiction. You may notice, for example, that these science fiction stories often have multiple characteristics in common with other types of literature, but they are categorized as science fiction because of the way in which they make their readers rethink what they thought they knew about humanity. Some of the first science fiction stories deal with a basic question humankind has been asking for centuries: Is there life beyond what we know of on earth? Science fiction also appeals to our sense of wonder. In both Edgar Rice Burroughs’s “A Princess of Mars” (written in 1911) and Robert E. Howard’s short novel, “Almuric” (1939), the human characters find themselves in amazing settings on far-away planets. Alien encounter stories such as the ones found in Burroughs’s “A Princess of Mars,” are common in early science fiction. “Almuric” is another alien encounter story. It appeals to humanity’s fascination with imagining what it would be like to rule over aliens.


    Early science fiction novels often explored the questions, “What are humankind’s greatest hopes for the future?” and “What are humans most afraid will happen in the future?” There is often a sense of anxiety regarding future discoveries or the future in general. In 1931, H. P. Lovecraft wrote the novella “At the Mountains of Madness.” The story features a scientific expedition in Antarctica which discovers an ancient alien war spawned humanity. This is a horror story wrapped in science fiction garb, because the monsters are aliens. Lovecraft’s influence on later science fiction would be significant; the fusion of horror with science fiction in modern authors’ works such as Stephen King’s novels owes much to Lovecraftian horror. By showing us what we thought we knew about human life’s origins is wrong, Lovecraft’s work plays on humanity’s greatest fears. These anxieties bring us back to how science fiction is the literature of change—it can warn us not to become too complacent with who we are and what we think we know about ourselves and our future existence.


    * * * *
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    SAMUEL BUTLER


    (1835–1902)


    Descended from a long line of British clerics, Samuel Butler was studying for the priesthood when he had a crisis of conscience in 1859. He ended up moving to New Zealand and becoming a sheep farmer instead. The epiphany didn’t last, but in the five years he spent there before selling the farm at a profit, Butler read and corresponded widely (with Darwin, among others) and wrote prolifically, including the material that would later form Erewhon.


    On his return to England he set out to become a painter—a field in which he had more enthusiasm than talent—and dabbled in writing, where he proved to be far more gifted. Erewhon was published anonymously in 1872, leading to great speculation about its author (and minor celebrity for Butler when his name was revealed). He followed it with a series of less successful books, while working on the novel The Way of All Flesh, which he never managed to finish to his satisfaction. Later in life, he translated Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, and developed a theory that they had been written by a woman, writing books to support that argument as well as some curious theories about Shakespeare. He would have remained a minor and quirky Victorian literary figure if the incomplete manuscript for The Way of All Flesh hadn’t been discovered after his death, revised (according to instructions he left behind), and published to tremendous acclaim.


    His utopian satire Erewhon was influential on other early genre writers, especially Aldous Huxley, who acknowledged its influence in Brave New World.

  


  
    EREWHON, by Samuel Butler


    first published in 1872; from the revised 1910 edition


    CHAPTER XXIII:


    THE BOOK OF THE MACHINES


    The writer commences:—“There was a time, when the earth was to all appearance utterly destitute both of animal and vegetable life, and when according to the opinion of our best philosophers it was simply a hot round ball with a crust gradually cooling. Now if a human being had existed while the earth was in this state and had been allowed to see it as though it were some other world with which he had no concern, and if at the same time he were entirely ignorant of all physical science, would he not have pronounced it impossible that creatures possessed of anything like consciousness should be evolved from the seeming cinder which he was beholding? Would he not have denied that it contained any potentiality of consciousness? Yet in the course of time consciousness came. Is it not possible then that there may be even yet new channels dug out for consciousness, though we can detect no signs of them at present?


    “Again. Consciousness, in anything like the present acceptation of the term, having been once a new thing—a thing, as far as we can see, subsequent even to an individual centre of action and to a reproductive system (which we see existing in plants without apparent consciousness)—why may not there arise some new phase of mind which shall be as different from all present known phases, as the mind of animals is from that of vegetables?


    “It would be absurd to attempt to define such a mental state (or whatever it may be called), inasmuch as it must be something so foreign to man that his experience can give him no help towards conceiving its nature; but surely when we reflect upon the manifold phases of life and consciousness which have been evolved already, it would be rash to say that no others can be developed, and that animal life is the end of all things. There was a time when fire was the end of all things: another when rocks and water were so.”


    The writer, after enlarging on the above for several pages, proceeded to inquire whether traces of the approach of such a new phase of life could be perceived at present; whether we could see any tenements preparing which might in a remote futurity be adapted for it; whether, in fact, the primordial cell of such a kind of life could be now detected upon earth. In the course of his work he answered this question in the affirmative and pointed to the higher machines.


    “There is no security”—to quote his own words—”against the ultimate development of mechanical consciousness, in the fact of machines possessing little consciousness now. A mollusc has not much consciousness. Reflect upon the extraordinary advance which machines have made during the last few hundred years, and note how slowly the animal and vegetable kingdoms are advancing. The more highly organised machines are creatures not so much of yesterday, as of the last five minutes, so to speak, in comparison with past time. Assume for the sake of argument that conscious beings have existed for some twenty million years: see what strides machines have made in the last thousand! May not the world last twenty million years longer? If so, what will they not in the end become? Is it not safer to nip the mischief in the bud and to forbid them further progress?


    “But who can say that the vapour engine has not a kind of consciousness? Where does consciousness begin, and where end? Who can draw the line? Who can draw any line? Is not everything interwoven with everything? Is not machinery linked with animal life in an infinite variety of ways? The shell of a hen’s egg is made of a delicate white ware and is a machine as much as an egg-cup is: the shell is a device for holding the egg, as much as the egg-cup for holding the shell: both are phases of the same function; the hen makes the shell in her inside, but it is pure pottery. She makes her nest outside of herself for convenience’ sake, but the nest is not more of a machine than the egg-shell is. A ‘machine’ is only a ‘device.’“


    Then returning to consciousness, and endeavouring to detect its earliest manifestations, the writer continued:—


    “There is a kind of plant that eats organic food with its flowers: when a fly settles upon the blossom, the petals close upon it and hold it fast till the plant has absorbed the insect into its system; but they will close on nothing but what is good to eat; of a drop of rain or a piece of stick they will take no notice. Curious! that so unconscious a thing should have such a keen eye to its own interest. If this is unconsciousness, where is the use of consciousness?


    “Shall we say that the plant does not know what it is doing merely because it has no eyes, or ears, or brains? If we say that it acts mechanically, and mechanically only, shall we not be forced to admit that sundry other and apparently very deliberate actions are also mechanical? If it seems to us that the plant kills and eats a fly mechanically, may it not seem to the plant that a man must kill and eat a sheep mechanically?


    “But it may be said that the plant is void of reason, because the growth of a plant is an involuntary growth. Given earth, air, and due temperature, the plant must grow: it is like a clock, which being once wound up will go till it is stopped or run down: it is like the wind blowing on the sails of a ship—the ship must go when the wind blows it. But can a healthy boy help growing if he have good meat and drink and clothing? can anything help going as long as it is wound up, or go on after it is run down? Is there not a winding up process everywhere?


    “Even a potato {5} in a dark cellar has a certain low cunning about him which serves him in excellent stead. He knows perfectly well what he wants and how to get it. He sees the light coming from the cellar window and sends his shoots crawling straight thereto: they will crawl along the floor and up the wall and out at the cellar window; if there be a little earth anywhere on the journey he will find it and use it for his own ends. What deliberation he may exercise in the matter of his roots when he is planted in the earth is a thing unknown to us, but we can imagine him saying, ‘I will have a tuber here and a tuber there, and I will suck whatsoever advantage I can from all my surroundings. This neighbour I will overshadow, and that I will undermine; and what I can do shall be the limit of what I will do. He that is stronger and better placed than I shall overcome me, and him that is weaker I will overcome.’


    “The potato says these things by doing them, which is the best of languages. What is consciousness if this is not consciousness? We find it difficult to sympathise with the emotions of a potato; so we do with those of an oyster. Neither of these things makes a noise on being boiled or opened, and noise appeals to us more strongly than anything else, because we make so much about our own sufferings. Since, then, they do not annoy us by any expression of pain we call them emotionless; and so _qua_ mankind they are; but mankind is not everybody.


    “If it be urged that the action of the potato is chemical and mechanical only, and that it is due to the chemical and mechanical effects of light and heat, the answer would seem to lie in an inquiry whether every sensation is not chemical and mechanical in its operation? whether those things which we deem most purely spiritual are anything but disturbances of equilibrium in an infinite series of levers, beginning with those that are too small for microscopic detection, and going up to the human arm and the appliances which it makes use of? whether there be not a molecular action of thought, whence a dynamical theory of the passions shall be deducible? Whether strictly speaking we should not ask what kind of levers a man is made of rather than what is his temperament? How are they balanced? How much of such and such will it take to weigh them down so as to make him do so and so?”


    The writer went on to say that he anticipated a time when it would be possible, by examining a single hair with a powerful microscope, to know whether its owner could be insulted with impunity. He then became more and more obscure, so that I was obliged to give up all attempt at translation; neither did I follow the drift of his argument. On coming to the next part which I could construe, I found that he had changed his ground.


    “Either,” he proceeds, “a great deal of action that has been called purely mechanical and unconscious must be admitted to contain more elements of consciousness than has been allowed hitherto (and in this case germs of consciousness will be found in many actions of the higher machines)—Or (assuming the theory of evolution but at the same time denying the consciousness of vegetable and crystalline action) the race of man has descended from things which had no consciousness at all. In this case there is no _a priori_ improbability in the descent of conscious (and more than conscious) machines from those which now exist, except that which is suggested by the apparent absence of anything like a reproductive system in the mechanical kingdom. This absence however is only apparent, as I shall presently show.


    “Do not let me be misunderstood as living in fear of any actually existing machine; there is probably no known machine which is more than a prototype of future mechanical life. The present machines are to the future as the early Saurians to man. The largest of them will probably greatly diminish in size. Some of the lowest vertebrate attained a much greater bulk than has descended to their more highly organised living representatives, and in like manner a diminution in the size of machines has often attended their development and progress.


    “Take the watch, for example; examine its beautiful structure; observe the intelligent play of the minute members which compose it: yet this little creature is but a development of the cumbrous clocks that preceded it; it is no deterioration from them. A day may come when clocks, which certainly at the present time are not diminishing in bulk, will be superseded owing to the universal use of watches, in which case they will become as extinct as ichthyosauri, while the watch, whose tendency has for some years been to decrease in size rather than the contrary, will remain the only existing type of an extinct race.


    “But returning to the argument, I would repeat that I fear none of the existing machines; what I fear is the extraordinary rapidity with which they are becoming something very different to what they are at present. No class of beings have in any time past made so rapid a movement forward. Should not that movement be jealously watched, and checked while we can still check it? And is it not necessary for this end to destroy the more advanced of the machines which are in use at present, though it is admitted that they are in themselves harmless?


    “As yet the machines receive their impressions through the agency of man’s senses: one travelling machine calls to another in a shrill accent of alarm and the other instantly retires; but it is through the ears of the driver that the voice of the one has acted upon the other. Had there been no driver, the callee would have been deaf to the caller. There was a time when it must have seemed highly improbable that machines should learn to make their wants known by sound, even through the ears of man; may we not conceive, then, that a day will come when those ears will be no longer needed, and the hearing will be done by the delicacy of the machine’s own construction?—when its language shall have been developed from the cry of animals to a speech as intricate as our own?


    “It is possible that by that time children will learn the differential calculus—as they learn now to speak—from their mothers and nurses, or that they may talk in the hypothetical language, and work rule of three sums, as soon as they are born; but this is not probable; we cannot calculate on any corresponding advance in man’s intellectual or physical powers which shall be a set-off against the far greater development which seems in store for the machines. Some people may say that man’s moral influence will suffice to rule them; but I cannot think it will ever be safe to repose much trust in the moral sense of any machine.


    “Again, might not the glory of the machines consist in their being without this same boasted gift of language? ‘Silence,’ it has been said by one writer, ‘is a virtue which renders us agreeable to our fellow-creatures.’”


    CHAPTER XXIV:


    THE MACHINES—continued


    “But other questions come upon us. What is a man’s eye but a machine for the little creature that sits behind in his brain to look through? A dead eye is nearly as good as a living one for some time after the man is dead. It is not the eye that cannot see, but the restless one that cannot see through it. Is it man’s eyes, or is it the big seeing-engine which has revealed to us the existence of worlds beyond worlds into infinity? What has made man familiar with the scenery of the moon, the spots on the sun, or the geography of the planets? He is at the mercy of the seeing-engine for these things, and is powerless unless he tack it on to his own identity, and make it part and parcel of himself. Or, again, is it the eye, or the little see-engine, which has shown us the existence of infinitely minute organisms which swarm unsuspected around us?


    “And take man’s vaunted power of calculation. Have we not engines which can do all manner of sums more quickly and correctly than we can? What prizeman in Hypothetics at any of our Colleges of Unreason can compare with some of these machines in their own line? In fact, wherever precision is required man flies to the machine at once, as far preferable to himself. Our sum-engines never drop a figure, nor our looms a stitch; the machine is brisk and active, when the man is weary; it is clear-headed and collected, when the man is stupid and dull; it needs no slumber, when man must sleep or drop; ever at its post, ever ready for work, its alacrity never flags, its patience never gives in; its might is stronger than combined hundreds, and swifter than the flight of birds; it can burrow beneath the earth, and walk upon the largest rivers and sink not. This is the green tree; what then shall be done in the dry?


    “Who shall say that a man does see or hear? He is such a hive and swarm of parasites that it is doubtful whether his body is not more theirs than his, and whether he is anything but another kind of ant-heap after all. May not man himself become a sort of parasite upon the machines? An affectionate machine-tickling aphid?


    “It is said by some that our blood is composed of infinite living agents which go up and down the highways and byways of our bodies as people in the streets of a city. When we look down from a high place upon crowded thoroughfares, is it possible not to think of corpuscles of blood travelling through veins and nourishing the heart of the town? No mention shall be made of sewers, nor of the hidden nerves which serve to communicate sensations from one part of the town’s body to another; nor of the yawning jaws of the railway stations, whereby the circulation is carried directly into the heart,—which receive the venous lines, and disgorge the arterial, with an eternal pulse of people. And the sleep of the town, how life-like! with its change in the circulation.”


    Here the writer became again so hopelessly obscure that I was obliged to miss several pages. He resumed:—


    “It can be answered that even though machines should hear never so well and speak never so wisely, they will still always do the one or the other for our advantage, not their own; that man will be the ruling spirit and the machine the servant; that as soon as a machine fails to discharge the service which man expects from it, it is doomed to extinction; that the machines stand to man simply in the relation of lower animals, the vapour- engine itself being only a more economical kind of horse; so that instead of being likely to be developed into a higher kind of life than man’s, they owe their very existence and progress to their power of ministering to human wants, and must therefore both now and ever be man’s inferiors.


    “This is all very well. But the servant glides by imperceptible approaches into the master; and we have come to such a pass that, even now, man must suffer terribly on ceasing to benefit the machines. If all machines were to be annihilated at one moment, so that not a knife nor lever nor rag of clothing nor anything whatsoever were left to man but his bare body alone that he was born with, and if all knowledge of mechanical laws were taken from him so that he could make no more machines, and all machine-made food destroyed so that the race of man should be left as it were naked upon a desert island, we should become extinct in six weeks. A few miserable individuals might linger, but even these in a year or two would become worse than monkeys. Man’s very soul is due to the machines; it is a machine-made thing: he thinks as he thinks, and feels as he feels, through the work that machines have wrought upon him, and their existence is quite as much a _sine qua non_ for his, as his for theirs. This fact precludes us from proposing the complete annihilation of machinery, but surely it indicates that we should destroy as many of them as we can possibly dispense with, lest they should tyrannise over us even more completely.


    “True, from a low materialistic point of view, it would seem that those thrive best who use machinery wherever its use is possible with profit; but this is the art of the machines—they serve that they may rule. They bear no malice towards man for destroying a whole race of them provided he creates a better instead; on the contrary, they reward him liberally for having hastened their development. It is for neglecting them that he incurs their wrath, or for using inferior machines, or for not making sufficient exertions to invent new ones, or for destroying them without replacing them; yet these are the very things we ought to do, and do quickly; for though our rebellion against their infant power will cause infinite suffering, what will not things come to, if that rebellion is delayed?


    “They have preyed upon man’s grovelling preference for his material over his spiritual interests, and have betrayed him into supplying that element of struggle and warfare without which no race can advance. The lower animals progress because they struggle with one another; the weaker die, the stronger breed and transmit their strength. The machines being of themselves unable to struggle, have got man to do their struggling for them: as long as he fulfils this function duly, all goes well with him—at least he thinks so; but the moment he fails to do his best for the advancement of machinery by encouraging the good and destroying the bad, he is left behind in the race of competition; and this means that he will be made uncomfortable in a variety of ways, and perhaps die.


    “So that even now the machines will only serve on condition of being served, and that too upon their own terms; the moment their terms are not complied with, they jib, and either smash both themselves and all whom they can reach, or turn churlish and refuse to work at all. How many men at this hour are living in a state of bondage to the machines? How many spend their whole lives, from the cradle to the grave, in tending them by night and day? Is it not plain that the machines are gaining ground upon us, when we reflect on the increasing number of those who are bound down to them as slaves, and of those who devote their whole souls to the advancement of the mechanical kingdom?


    “The vapour-engine must be fed with food and consume it by fire even as man consumes it; it supports its combustion by air as man supports it; it has a pulse and circulation as man has. It may be granted that man’s body is as yet the more versatile of the two, but then man’s body is an older thing; give the vapour-engine but half the time that man has had, give it also a continuance of our present infatuation, and what may it not ere long attain to?


    “There are certain functions indeed of the vapour-engine which will probably remain unchanged for myriads of years—which in fact will perhaps survive when the use of vapour has been superseded: the piston and cylinder, the beam, the fly-wheel, and other parts of the machine will probably be permanent, just as we see that man and many of the lower animals share like modes of eating, drinking, and sleeping; thus they have hearts which beat as ours, veins and arteries, eyes, ears, and noses; they sigh even in their sleep, and weep and yawn; they are affected by their children; they feel pleasure and pain, hope, fear, anger, shame; they have memory and prescience; they know that if certain things happen to them they will die, and they fear death as much as we do; they communicate their thoughts to one another, and some of them deliberately act in concert. The comparison of similarities is endless: I only make it because some may say that since the vapour-engine is not likely to be improved in the main particulars, it is unlikely to be henceforward extensively modified at all. This is too good to be true: it will be modified and suited for an infinite variety of purposes, as much as man has been modified so as to exceed the brutes in skill.


    “In the meantime the stoker is almost as much a cook for his engine as our own cooks for ourselves. Consider also the colliers and pitmen and coal merchants and coal trains, and the men who drive them, and the ships that carry coals—what an army of servants do the machines thus employ! Are there not probably more men engaged in tending machinery than in tending men? Do not machines eat as it were by mannery? Are we not ourselves creating our successors in the supremacy of the earth? daily adding to the beauty and delicacy of their organisation, daily giving them greater skill and supplying more and more of that self-regulating self-acting power which will be better than any intellect?


    “What a new thing it is for a machine to feed at all! The plough, the spade, and the cart must eat through man’s stomach; the fuel that sets them going must burn in the furnace of a man or of horses. Man must consume bread and meat or he cannot dig; the bread and meat are the fuel which drive the spade. If a plough be drawn by horses, the power is supplied by grass or beans or oats, which being burnt in the belly of the cattle give the power of working: without this fuel the work would cease, as an engine would stop if its furnaces were to go out.


    “A man of science has demonstrated ‘that no animal has the power of originating mechanical energy, but that all the work done in its life by any animal, and all the heat that has been emitted from it, and the heat which would be obtained by burning the combustible matter which has been lost from its body during life, and by burning its body after death, make up altogether an exact equivalent to the heat which would be obtained by burning as much food as it has used during its life, and an amount of fuel which would generate as much heat as its body if burned immediately after death.’ I do not know how he has found this out, but he is a man of science—how then can it be objected against the future vitality of the machines that they are, in their present infancy, at the beck and call of beings who are themselves incapable of originating mechanical energy?


    “The main point, however, to be observed as affording cause for alarm is, that whereas animals were formerly the only stomachs of the machines, there are now many which have stomachs of their own, and consume their food themselves. This is a great step towards their becoming, if not animate, yet something so near akin to it, as not to differ more widely from our own life than animals do from vegetables. And though man should remain, in some respects, the higher creature, is not this in accordance with the practice of nature, which allows superiority in some things to animals which have, on the whole, been long surpassed? Has she not allowed the ant and the bee to retain superiority over man in the organisation of their communities and social arrangements, the bird in traversing the air, the fish in swimming, the horse in strength and fleetness, and the dog in self-sacrifice?


    “It is said by some with whom I have conversed upon this subject, that the machines can never be developed into animate or quasi-animate existences, inasmuch as they have no reproductive system, nor seem ever likely to possess one. If this be taken to mean that they cannot marry, and that we are never likely to see a fertile union between two vapour- engines with the young ones playing about the door of the shed, however greatly we might desire to do so, I will readily grant it. But the objection is not a very profound one. No one expects that all the features of the now existing organisations will be absolutely repeated in an entirely new class of life. The reproductive system of animals differs widely from that of plants, but both are reproductive systems. Has nature exhausted her phases of this power?


    “Surely if a machine is able to reproduce another machine systematically, we may say that it has a reproductive system. What is a reproductive system, if it be not a system for reproduction? And how few of the machines are there which have not been produced systematically by other machines? But it is man that makes them do so. Yes; but is it not insects that make many of the plants reproductive, and would not whole families of plants die out if their fertilisation was not effected by a class of agents utterly foreign to themselves? Does any one say that the red clover has no reproductive system because the humble bee (and the humble bee only) must aid and abet it before it can reproduce? No one. The humble bee is a part of the reproductive system of the clover. Each one of ourselves has sprung from minute animalcules whose entity was entirely distinct from our own, and which acted after their kind with no thought or heed of what we might think about it. These little creatures are part of our own reproductive system; then why not we part of that of the machines?


    “But the machines which reproduce machinery do not reproduce machines after their own kind. A thimble may be made by machinery, but it was not made by, neither will it ever make, a thimble. Here, again, if we turn to nature we shall find abundance of analogies which will teach us that a reproductive system may be in full force without the thing produced being of the same kind as that which produced it. Very few creatures reproduce after their own kind; they reproduce something which has the potentiality of becoming that which their parents were. Thus the butterfly lays an egg, which egg can become a caterpillar, which caterpillar can become a chrysalis, which chrysalis can become a butterfly; and though I freely grant that the machines cannot be said to have more than the germ of a true reproductive system at present, have we not just seen that they have only recently obtained the germs of a mouth and stomach? And may not some stride be made in the direction of true reproduction which shall be as great as that which has been recently taken in the direction of true feeding?


    “It is possible that the system when developed may be in many cases a vicarious thing. Certain classes of machines may be alone fertile, while the rest discharge other functions in the mechanical system, just as the great majority of ants and bees have nothing to do with the continuation of their species, but get food and store it, without thought of breeding. One cannot expect the parallel to be complete or nearly so; certainly not now, and probably never; but is there not enough analogy existing at the present moment, to make us feel seriously uneasy about the future, and to render it our duty to check the evil while we can still do so? Machines can within certain limits beget machines of any class, no matter how different to themselves. Every class of machines will probably have its special mechanical breeders, and all the higher ones will owe their existence to a large number of parents and not to two only.


    “We are misled by considering any complicated machine as a single thing; in truth it is a city or society, each member of which was bred truly after its kind. We see a machine as a whole, we call it by a name and individualise it; we look at our own limbs, and know that the combination forms an individual which springs from a single centre of reproductive action; we therefore assume that there can be no reproductive action which does not arise from a single centre; but this assumption is unscientific, and the bare fact that no vapour-engine was ever made entirely by another, or two others, of its own kind, is not sufficient to warrant us in saying that vapour-engines have no reproductive system. The truth is that each part of every vapour-engine is bred by its own special breeders, whose function it is to breed that part, and that only, while the combination of the parts into a whole forms another department of the mechanical reproductive system, which is at present exceedingly complex and difficult to see in its entirety.


    “Complex now, but how much simpler and more intelligibly organised may it not become in another hundred thousand years? or in twenty thousand? For man at present believes that his interest lies in that direction; he spends an incalculable amount of labour and time and thought in making machines breed always better and better; he has already succeeded in effecting much that at one time appeared impossible, and there seem no limits to the results of accumulated improvements if they are allowed to descend with modification from generation to generation. It must always be remembered that man’s body is what it is through having been moulded into its present shape by the chances and changes of many millions of years, but that his organisation never advanced with anything like the rapidity with which that of the machines is advancing. This is the most alarming feature in the case, and I must be pardoned for insisting on it so frequently.”


    CHAPTER XXV:


    THE MACHINES—concluded


    Here followed a very long and untranslatable digression about the different races and families of the then existing machines. The writer attempted to support his theory by pointing out the similarities existing between many machines of a widely different character, which served to show descent from a common ancestor. He divided machines into their genera, subgenera, species, varieties, subvarieties, and so forth. He proved the existence of connecting links between machines that seemed to have very little in common, and showed that many more such links had existed, but had now perished. He pointed out tendencies to reversion, and the presence of rudimentary organs which existed in many machines feebly developed and perfectly useless, yet serving to mark descent from an ancestor to whom the function was actually useful.


    I left the translation of this part of the treatise, which, by the way, was far longer than all that I have given here, for a later opportunity. Unfortunately, I left Erewhon before I could return to the subject; and though I saved my translation and other papers at the hazard of my life, I was a obliged to sacrifice the original work. It went to my heart to do so; but I thus gained ten minutes of invaluable time, without which both Arowhena and myself must have certainly perished.


    I remember one incident which bears upon this part of the treatise. The gentleman who gave it to me had asked to see my tobacco-pipe; he examined it carefully, and when he came to the little protuberance at the bottom of the bowl he seemed much delighted, and exclaimed that it must be rudimentary. I asked him what he meant.


    “Sir,” he answered, “this organ is identical with the rim at the bottom of a cup; it is but another form of the same function. Its purpose must have been to keep the heat of the pipe from marking the table upon which it rested. You would find, if you were to look up the history of tobacco- pipes, that in early specimens this protuberance was of a different shape to what it is now. It will have been broad at the bottom, and flat, so that while the pipe was being smoked the bowl might rest upon the table without marking it. Use and disuse must have come into play and reduced the function to its present rudimentary condition. I should not be surprised, sir,” he continued, “if, in the course of time, it were to become modified still farther, and to assume the form of an ornamental leaf or scroll, or even a butterfly, while, in some cases, it will become extinct.”


    On my return to England, I looked up the point, and found that my friend was right.


    Returning, however, to the treatise, my translation recommences as follows:


    “May we not fancy that if, in the remotest geological period, some early form of vegetable life had been endowed with the power of reflecting upon the dawning life of animals which was coming into existence alongside of its own, it would have thought itself exceedingly acute if it had surmised that animals would one day become real vegetables? Yet would this be more mistaken than it would be on our part to imagine that because the life of machines is a very different one to our own, there is therefore no higher possible development of life than ours; or that because mechanical life is a very different thing from ours, therefore that it is not life at all?


    “But I have heard it said, ‘granted that this is so, and that the vapour- engine has a strength of its own, surely no one will say that it has a will of its own?’ Alas! if we look more closely, we shall find that this does not make against the supposition that the vapour-engine is one of the germs of a new phase of life. What is there in this whole world, or in the worlds beyond it, which has a will of its own? The Unknown and Unknowable only!


    “A man is the resultant and exponent of all the forces that have been brought to bear upon him, whether before his birth or afterwards. His action at any moment depends solely upon his constitution, and on the intensity and direction of the various agencies to which he is, and has been, subjected. Some of these will counteract each other; but as he is by nature, and as he has been acted on, and is now acted on from without, so will he do, as certainly and regularly as though he were a machine.


    “We do not generally admit this, because we do not know the whole nature of any one, nor the whole of the forces that act upon him. We see but a part, and being thus unable to generalise human conduct, except very roughly, we deny that it is subject to any fixed laws at all, and ascribe much both of a man’s character and actions to chance, or luck, or fortune; but these are only words whereby we escape the admission of our own ignorance; and a little reflection will teach us that the most daring flight of the imagination or the most subtle exercise of the reason is as much the thing that must arise, and the only thing that can by any possibility arise, at the moment of its arising, as the falling of a dead leaf when the wind shakes it from the tree.


    “For the future depends upon the present, and the present (whose existence is only one of those minor compromises of which human life is full—for it lives only on sufferance of the past and future) depends upon the past, and the past is unalterable. The only reason why we cannot see the future as plainly as the past, is because we know too little of the actual past and actual present; these things are too great for us, otherwise the future, in its minutest details, would lie spread out before our eyes, and we should lose our sense of time present by reason of the clearness with which we should see the past and future; perhaps we should not be even able to distinguish time at all; but that is foreign. What we do know is, that the more the past and present are known, the more the future can be predicted; and that no one dreams of doubting the fixity of the future in cases where he is fully cognisant of both past and present, and has had experience of the consequences that followed from such a past and such a present on previous occasions. He perfectly well knows what will happen, and will stake his whole fortune thereon.


    “And this is a great blessing; for it is the foundation on which morality and science are built. The assurance that the future is no arbitrary and changeable thing, but that like futures will invariably follow like presents, is the groundwork on which we lay all our plans—the faith on which we do every conscious action of our lives. If this were not so we should be without a guide; we should have no confidence in acting, and hence we should never act, for there would be no knowing that the results which will follow now will be the same as those which followed before.


    “Who would plough or sow if he disbelieved in the fixity of the future? Who would throw water on a blazing house if the action of water upon fire were uncertain? Men will only do their utmost when they feel certain that the future will discover itself against them if their utmost has not been done. The feeling of such a certainty is a constituent part of the sum of the forces at work upon them, and will act most powerfully on the best and most moral men. Those who are most firmly persuaded that the future is immutably bound up with the present in which their work is lying, will best husband their present, and till it with the greatest care. The future must be a lottery to those who think that the same combinations can sometimes precede one set of results, and sometimes another. If their belief is sincere they will speculate instead of working: these ought to be the immoral men; the others have the strongest spur to exertion and morality, if their belief is a living one.


    “The bearing of all this upon the machines is not immediately apparent, but will become so presently. In the meantime I must deal with friends who tell me that, though the future is fixed as regards inorganic matter, and in some respects with regard to man, yet that there are many ways in which it cannot be considered as fixed. Thus, they say that fire applied to dry shavings, and well fed with oxygen gas, will always produce a blaze, but that a coward brought into contact with a terrifying object will not always result in a man running away. Nevertheless, if there be two cowards perfectly similar in every respect, and if they be subjected in a perfectly similar way to two terrifying agents, which are themselves perfectly similar, there are few who will not expect a perfect similarity in the running away, even though a thousand years intervene between the original combination and its being repeated.


    “The apparently greater regularity in the results of chemical than of human combinations arises from our inability to perceive the subtle differences in human combinations—combinations which are never identically repeated. Fire we know, and shavings we know, but no two men ever were or ever will be exactly alike; and the smallest difference may change the whole conditions of the problem. Our registry of results must be infinite before we could arrive at a full forecast of future combinations; the wonder is that there is as much certainty concerning human action as there is; and assuredly the older we grow the more certain we feel as to what such and such a kind of person will do in given circumstances; but this could never be the case unless human conduct were under the influence of laws, with the working of which we become more and more familiar through experience.


    “If the above is sound, it follows that the regularity with which machinery acts is no proof of the absence of vitality, or at least of germs which may be developed into a new phase of life. At first sight it would indeed appear that a vapour-engine cannot help going when set upon a line of rails with the steam up and the machinery in full play; whereas the man whose business it is to drive it can help doing so at any moment that he pleases; so that the first has no spontaneity, and is not possessed of any sort of free will, while the second has and is.


    “This is true up to a certain point; the driver can stop the engine at any moment that he pleases, but he can only please to do so at certain points which have been fixed for him by others, or in the case of unexpected obstructions which force him to please to do so. His pleasure is not spontaneous; there is an unseen choir of influences around him, which make it impossible for him to act in any other way than one. It is known beforehand how much strength must be given to these influences, just as it is known beforehand how much coal and water are necessary for the vapour-engine itself; and curiously enough it will be found that the influences brought to bear upon the driver are of the same kind as those brought to bear upon the engine—that is to say, food and warmth. The driver is obedient to his masters, because he gets food and warmth from them, and if these are withheld or given in insufficient quantities he will cease to drive; in like manner the engine will cease to work if it is insufficiently fed. The only difference is, that the man is conscious about his wants, and the engine (beyond refusing to work) does not seem to be so; but this is temporary, and has been dealt with above.


    “Accordingly, the requisite strength being given to the motives that are to drive the driver, there has never, or hardly ever, been an instance of a man stopping his engine through wantonness. But such a case might occur; yes, and it might occur that the engine should break down: but if the train is stopped from some trivial motive it will be found either that the strength of the necessary influences has been miscalculated, or that the man has been miscalculated, in the same way as an engine may break down from an unsuspected flaw; but even in such a case there will have been no spontaneity; the action will have had its true parental causes: spontaneity is only a term for man’s ignorance of the gods.


    “Is there, then, no spontaneity on the part of those who drive the driver?”


    Here followed an obscure argument upon this subject, which I have thought it best to omit. The writer resumes:—”After all then it comes to this, that the difference between the life of a man and that of a machine is one rather of degree than of kind, though differences in kind are not wanting. An animal has more provision for emergency than a machine. The machine is less versatile; its range of action is narrow; its strength and accuracy in its own sphere are superhuman, but it shows badly in a dilemma; sometimes when its normal action is disturbed, it will lose its head, and go from bad to worse like a lunatic in a raging frenzy: but here, again, we are met by the same consideration as before, namely, that the machines are still in their infancy; they are mere skeletons without muscles and flesh.


    “For how many emergencies is an oyster adapted? For as many as are likely to happen to it, and no more. So are the machines; and so is man himself. The list of casualties that daily occur to man through his want of adaptability is probably as great as that occurring to the machines; and every day gives them some greater provision for the unforeseen. Let any one examine the wonderful self-regulating and self-adjusting contrivances which are now incorporated with the vapour-engine, let him watch the way in which it supplies itself with oil; in which it indicates its wants to those who tend it; in which, by the governor, it regulates its application of its own strength; let him look at that store-house of inertia and momentum the fly-wheel, or at the buffers on a railway carriage; let him see how those improvements are being selected for perpetuity which contain provision against the emergencies that may arise to harass the machines, and then let him think of a hundred thousand years, and the accumulated progress which they will bring unless man can be awakened to a sense of his situation, and of the doom which he is preparing for himself. {6}


    “The misery is that man has been blind so long already. In his reliance upon the use of steam he has been betrayed into increasing and multiplying. To withdraw steam power suddenly will not have the effect of reducing us to the state in which we were before its introduction; there will be a general break-up and time of anarchy such as has never been known; it will be as though our population were suddenly doubled, with no additional means of feeding the increased number. The air we breathe is hardly more necessary for our animal life than the use of any machine, on the strength of which we have increased our numbers, is to our civilisation; it is the machines which act upon man and make him man, as much as man who has acted upon and made the machines; but we must choose between the alternative of undergoing much present suffering, or seeing ourselves gradually superseded by our own creatures, till we rank no higher in comparison with them, than the beasts of the field with ourselves.


    “Herein lies our danger. For many seem inclined to acquiesce in so dishonourable a future. They say that although man should become to the machines what the horse and dog are to us, yet that he will continue to exist, and will probably be better off in a state of domestication under the beneficent rule of the machines than in his present wild condition. We treat our domestic animals with much kindness. We give them whatever we believe to be the best for them; and there can be no doubt that our use of meat has increased their happiness rather than detracted from it. In like manner there is reason to hope that the machines will use us kindly, for their existence will be in a great measure dependent upon ours; they will rule us with a rod of iron, but they will not eat us; they will not only require our services in the reproduction and education of their young, but also in waiting upon them as servants; in gathering food for them, and feeding them; in restoring them to health when they are sick; and in either burying their dead or working up their deceased members into new forms of mechanical existence.


    “The very nature of the motive power which works the advancement of the machines precludes the possibility of man’s life being rendered miserable as well as enslaved. Slaves are tolerably happy if they have good masters, and the revolution will not occur in our time, nor hardly in ten thousand years, or ten times that. Is it wise to be uneasy about a contingency which is so remote? Man is not a sentimental animal where his material interests are concerned, and though here and there some ardent soul may look upon himself and curse his fate that he was not born a vapour-engine, yet the mass of mankind will acquiesce in any arrangement which gives them better food and clothing at a cheaper rate, and will refrain from yielding to unreasonable jealousy merely because there are other destinies more glorious than their own.


    “The power of custom is enormous, and so gradual will be the change, that man’s sense of what is due to himself will be at no time rudely shocked; our bondage will steal upon us noiselessly and by imperceptible approaches; nor will there ever be such a clashing of desires between man and the machines as will lead to an encounter between them. Among themselves the machines will war eternally, but they will still require man as the being through whose agency the struggle will be principally conducted. In point of fact there is no occasion for anxiety about the future happiness of man so long as he continues to be in any way profitable to the machines; he may become the inferior race, but he will be infinitely better off than he is now. Is it not then both absurd and unreasonable to be envious of our benefactors? And should we not be guilty of consummate folly if we were to reject advantages which we cannot obtain otherwise, merely because they involve a greater gain to others than to ourselves?


    “With those who can argue in this way I have nothing in common. I shrink with as much horror from believing that my race can ever be superseded or surpassed, as I should do from believing that even at the remotest period my ancestors were other than human beings. Could I believe that ten hundred thousand years ago a single one of my ancestors was another kind of being to myself, I should lose all self-respect, and take no further pleasure or interest in life. I have the same feeling with regard to my descendants, and believe it to be one that will be felt so generally that the country will resolve upon putting an immediate stop to all further mechanical progress, and upon destroying all improvements that have been made for the last three hundred years. I would not urge more than this. We may trust ourselves to deal with those that remain, and though I should prefer to have seen the destruction include another two hundred years, I am aware of the necessity for compromising, and would so far sacrifice my own individual convictions as to be content with three hundred. Less than this will be insufficient.”


    This was the conclusion of the attack which led to the destruction of machinery throughout Erewhon. There was only one serious attempt to answer it. Its author said that machines were to be regarded as a part of man’s own physical nature, being really nothing but extra-corporeal limbs. Man, he said, was a machinate mammal. The lower animals keep all their limbs at home in their own bodies, but many of man’s are loose, and lie about detached, now here and now there, in various parts of the world—some being kept always handy for contingent use, and others being occasionally hundreds of miles away. A machine is merely a supplementary limb; this is the be all and end all of machinery. We do not use our own limbs other than as machines; and a leg is only a much better wooden leg than any one can manufacture.


    “Observe a man digging with a spade; his right fore-arm has become artificially lengthened, and his hand has become a joint. The handle of the spade is like the knob at the end of the humerus; the shaft is the additional bone, and the oblong iron plate is the new form of the hand which enables its possessor to disturb the earth in a way to which his original hand was unequal. Having thus modified himself, not as other animals are modified, by circumstances over which they have had not even the appearance of control, but having, as it were, taken forethought and added a cubit to his stature, civilisation began to dawn upon the race, the social good offices, the genial companionship of friends, the art of unreason, and all those habits of mind which most elevate man above the lower animals, in the course of time ensued.


    “Thus civilisation and mechanical progress advanced hand in hand, each developing and being developed by the other, the earliest accidental use of the stick having set the ball rolling, and the prospect of advantage keeping it in motion. In fact, machines are to be regarded as the mode of development by which human organism is now especially advancing, every past invention being an addition to the resources of the human body. Even community of limbs is thus rendered possible to those who have so much community of soul as to own money enough to pay a railway fare; for a train is only a seven-leagued foot that five hundred may own at once.”


    The one serious danger which this writer apprehended was that the machines would so equalise men’s powers, and so lessen the severity of competition, that many persons of inferior physique would escape detection and transmit their inferiority to their descendants. He feared that the removal of the present pressure might cause a degeneracy of the human race, and indeed that the whole body might become purely rudimentary, the man himself being nothing but soul and mechanism, an intelligent but passionless principle of mechanical action.


    “How greatly,” he wrote, “do we not now live with our external limbs? We vary our physique with the seasons, with age, with advancing or decreasing wealth. If it is wet we are furnished with an organ commonly called an umbrella, and which is designed for the purpose of protecting our clothes or our skins from the injurious effects of rain. Man has now many extra-corporeal members, which are of more importance to him than a good deal of his hair, or at any rate than his whiskers. His memory goes in his pocket-book. He becomes more and more complex as he grows older; he will then be seen with see-engines, or perhaps with artificial teeth and hair: if he be a really well-developed specimen of his race, he will be furnished with a large box upon wheels, two horses, and a coachman.”


    It was this writer who originated the custom of classifying men by their horse-power, and who divided them into genera, species, varieties, and subvarieties, giving them names from the hypothetical language which expressed the number of limbs which they could command at any moment. He showed that men became more highly and delicately organised the more nearly they approached the summit of opulence, and that none but millionaires possessed the full complement of limbs with which mankind could become incorporate.


    “Those mighty organisms,” he continued, “our leading bankers and merchants, speak to their congeners through the length and breadth of the land in a second of time; their rich and subtle souls can defy all material impediment, whereas the souls of the poor are clogged and hampered by matter, which sticks fast about them as treacle to the wings of a fly, or as one struggling in a quicksand: their dull ears must take days or weeks to hear what another would tell them from a distance, instead of hearing it in a second as is done by the more highly organised classes. Who shall deny that one who can tack on a special train to his identity, and go wheresoever he will whensoever he pleases, is more highly organised than he who, should he wish for the same power, might wish for the wings of a bird with an equal chance of getting them; and whose legs are his only means of locomotion? That old philosophic enemy, matter, the inherently and essentially evil, still hangs about the neck of the poor and strangles him: but to the rich, matter is immaterial; the elaborate organisation of his extra-corporeal system has freed his soul.


    “This is the secret of the homage which we see rich men receive from those who are poorer than themselves: it would be a grave error to suppose that this deference proceeds from motives which we need be ashamed of: it is the natural respect which all living creatures pay to those whom they recognise as higher than themselves in the scale of animal life, and is analogous to the veneration which a dog feels for man. Among savage races it is deemed highly honourable to be the possessor of a gun, and throughout all known time there has been a feeling that those who are worth most are the worthiest.”


    And so he went on at considerable length, attempting to show what changes in the distribution of animal and vegetable life throughout the kingdom had been caused by this and that of man’s inventions, and in what way each was connected with the moral and intellectual development of the human species: he even allotted to some the share which they had had in the creation and modification of man’s body, and that which they would hereafter have in its destruction; but the other writer was considered to have the best of it, and in the end succeeded in destroying all the inventions that had been discovered for the preceding 271 years, a period which was agreed upon by all parties after several years of wrangling as to whether a certain kind of mangle which was much in use among washerwomen should be saved or no. It was at last ruled to be dangerous, and was just excluded by the limit of 271 years. Then came the reactionary civil wars which nearly ruined the country, but which it would be beyond my present scope to describe.

  


  
    KAREL ČAPEK


    (1890–1938)


    An author, playwright, journalist and translator during the first half of the twentieth century, Karel Čapek was the first Czech writer ever to gain worldwide recognition. He famously coined the term ‘robot’ from the Czech word for worker, robota. Born in Male Svatonovice, Northeastern Bohemia of Austria-Hungary, now the Czech Republic, Čapek’s father was a doctor and his mother a housewife. Čapek had an older sister Helene and an older brother Josef, who became a painter, novelist, and dramatist. While attending Charles University in Prague for philosophy, Čapek studied abroad in both Germany and France, gaining a wider cultural perspective which would later influence his writings greatly. Čapek’s first book, Zárivé hlubiny, was written with his brother Josef and released in 1916 shortly after Čapek’s graduation with his Masters in Philosophy. A year later the brothers’ second collaboration, a collection of gloomy stories entitled Boži muka (Wayside Crosses) was released with illustrations for the book provided by Josef.


    It was after this collaborative upstart that Čapek settled in Prague to write seriously in 1917, avoiding being drafted into World War I due to his troubling lifelong back condition, spondyloarthritis. Working as both a librarian and tutor to the outspoken nationalist son of Count Vladimir Lažanský, Čapek spent the war flexing his writing skills as a board member and editor of Narod (Nation) magazine in 1917, where he began to get his taste for politics. Both Čapek and his brother Josef went on to become editors of Narodni Iisty (the National Paper), as well as Nebojsa (the Unafraid), and later on in 1921 moved up to a more prestigious newspaper, the Lidove noviny (The People’s paper), which offered a more sustainable salary.


    The most remembered work Čapek ever wrote was in 1920, a play entitled R.U.R., for Rossum’s Universal Robots. At the time the play was written Čapek’s life was becoming busier—he met his wife, actress Olga Scheinpflungova, was appointed to the position of dramatic advisor to the prestigious Kralovske Vinohrady Theater, and met the president of Czechoslovakia, Thomas Garrique Masryk, whom he quickly befriended. From then on, Čapek entered the most productive, and most politically active period of his life.


    In January 1931 Čapek was elected by the Committee for the Development of Mental Cooperation by the League of Nations, predecessor to the U.N., into the Committee for Literature and the Arts. Capek also served as a member of the Hrad political network, where he and Masaryk grew close. In this role he quickly became an outspoken anti-facsist, working to protect his nation from the Nazi’s, helping to persuade allies to stand against the Germans, participating in the World Penclub meeting in Prague and speaking there to warn against the German threat, and ultimately writing the Czech writers’ memorandum, “To the Consciousness of the World” in 1934.


    Čapek did not live long enough to witness the fruits of his efforts. After choosing to remain in the country even though he was number three on the Gestapo ‘Public Enemy’ list, Čapek perished from double pneumonia three months before the Nazi invasion. Čapek’s brother Josef died in a concentration camp at Bergen-Belsen in 1945. Čapek nearly received a Nobel Prize for literature, but Sweden did not view it as favorable to award the prize to an anti-fascist in the advent of World War II, for fear of Hitler’s reaction.

  


  
    R. U. R. (Rossum’s Universal Robots), by Karel Čapek


    First performed in Prague, Czechoslovakia, in 1921


    Translated into English by Paul Selver and adaped for the stage by Nigel Playfair, 1922


    Robots of the world! The power of man has fallen!


    A new world has arisen: the Rule of the Robots!


    March!


    CHARACTERS


    HARRY DOMIN


    SULLA


    MARIUS


    HELENA GLORY


    DR. GALL


    MR. FABRY


    DR. HALLEMEIER


    MR. ALQUIST


    CONSUL BUSMAN


    NANA


    RADIUS


    A SERVANT


    HELENA


    PRIMUS


    FIRST ROBOT


    SECOND ROBOT


    THIRD ROBOT


    FOURTH ROBOT


    ACT I


    Central office of the factory of Rossum’s Universal Robots.


    Entrance on the right. The windows on the front wall look out on the rows of factory chimneys. On the left more managing departments. DOMIN is sitting in the revolving chair at a large American writing table. On the left-hand wall large maps showing steamship and railroad routes. On the righthand wall are fastened printed placards. (“Robot’s Cheapest Labor,” etc.) In contrast to these wall fittings, the floor is covered with a splendid Turkish carpet, a sofa, leather armchair, and filing cabinets. At a desk near the windows SULLA is typing letters.


    DOMIN: (dictating)


    Ready?


    SULLA: Yes.


    DOMIN: To E. M. McVicker and Co., Southampton, England. “We undertake no guarantee for goods damaged in transit. As soon as the consignment was taken on board we drew your captain’s attention to the fact that the vessel was unsuitable for the transport of Robots, and we are therefore not responsible for spoiled freight. We beg to remain for Rossum’s Universal Robots. Yours truly.”


    (SULLA, who has sat motionless during dictation, now types rapidly for a few seconds, then stops, withdrawing the completed letter)


    Ready?


    SULLA: Yes.


    DOMIN: Another letter. To the E. B. Huyson Agency, New York, U.S.A. “We beg to acknowledge receipt of order for five thousand Robots. As you are sending your own vessel, please dispatch as cargo equal quantities of soft and hard coal for R.!U.!R., the same to be credited as part payment of the amount due to us. We beg to remain, for Rossum’s Universal Robots. Yours truly.”


    (SULLA repeats the rapid typing)


    Ready?


    SULLA: Yes.


    DOMIN: Another letter. “Friedrichswerks, Hamburg, Germany. We beg to acknowledge receipt of order for fifteen thousand Robots.”


    (Telephone rings)


    Hello! This is the Central Office. Yes. Certainly. Well, send them a wire. Good.


    (Hangs up telephone)


    Where did I leave off?


    SULLA: “We beg to acknowledge receipt of order for fifteen thousand Robots.”


    DOMIN: Fifteen thousand R. Fifteen thousand R.


    (Enter MARIUS)


    Well, what is it?


    MARIUS: There’s a lady, sir, asking to see you.


    DOMIN: A lady? Who is she?


    MARIUS: I don’t know, sir. She brings this card of introduction.


    DOMIN: (reads the card)


    Ah, from President Glory. Ask her to come in.


    MARIUS: Please step this way.


    Enter HELENA GLORY. Exit MARIUS.


    HELENA: How do you do?


    DOMIN: How do you do.


    (Standing up)


    What can I do for you?


    HELENA: You are Mr. Domin, the General Manager.


    DOMIN: I am.


    HELENA: I have come—


    DOMIN: With President Glory’s card. That is quite sufficient.


    HELENA: President Glory is my father. I am Helena Glory.


    DOMIN: Miss Glory, this is such a great honor for us to be allowed to—welcome our great President’s daughter, that—


    HELENA: That you can’t show me the door?


    DOMIN: Please sit down. Sulla, you may go.


    (Exit SULLA. Sitting down)


    How can I be of service to you, Miss Glory?


    HELENA: I have come—


    DOMIN: To have a look at our famous works where people are manufactured. Like all visitors. Well, there is no objection.


    HELENA: I thought it was forbidden to—


    DOMIN: To enter the factory. Yes, of course. Everybody comes here with someone’s visiting card, Miss Glory.


    HELENA: And you show them—


    DOMIN: Only certaAgilin things. The manufacture of artificial people is a secret process.


    HELENA: If you only knew how enormously that—


    DOMIN: Interests me. Europe’s talking about nothing else.


    HELENA: Why don’t you let me finish speaking?


    DOMIN: I beg your pardon. Did you want to say something different?


    HELENA: I only wanted to ask—


    DOMIN: Whether I could make a special exception in your case and show you our factory. Why, certainly Miss Glory.


    HELENA: How do you know I wanted to say that?


    DOMIN: They all do. But we shall consider it a special honor to show you more than we do the rest.


    HELENA: Thank you.


    DOMIN: But you must agree not to divulge the least…


    HELENA: (standing up and giving him her hand)


    My word of honor.


    DOMIN: Thank you. Won’t you raise your veil?


    HELENA: Of course. You want to see whether I’m a spy or not. I beg your pardon.


    DOMIN: What is it?


    HELENA: Would you mind releasing my hand?


    DOMIN: (releasing it)


    I beg your pardon.


    HELENA: (raising her veil)


    How cautious you have to be here, don’t you?


    DOMIN: (observing her with deep interest)


    Hm, of course—we—that is—


    HELENA: But what is it? What’s the matter?


    DOMIN: I’m remarkably pleased. Did you have a pleasant crossing?


    HELENA: Yes.


    DOMIN: No difficulty?


    HELENA: Why?


    DOMIN: What I mean to say is—you’re so young.


    HELENA: May we go straight into the factory?


    DOMIN: Yes. Twenty-two, I think.


    HELENA: Twenty-two what?


    DOMIN: Years.


    HELENA: Twenty-one. Why do you want to know?


    DOMIN: Because—as—


    (with enthusiasm)


    you will make a long stay, won’t you?


    HELENA: That depends on how much of the factory you show me.


    DOMIN: Oh, hang the factory. Oh, no, no, you shall see everything, Miss Glory. Indeed you shall. Won’t you sit down?


    HELENA: (crossing to couch and sitting)


    Thank you.


    DOMIN: But first would you like to hear the story of the invention?


    HELENA: Yes, indeed.


    DOMIN: (observes HELENA with rapture and reels off rapidly)


    It was in the year 1920 that old Rossum, the great physiologist, who was then quite a young scientist, took himself to this distant island for the purpose of studying the ocean fauna, full stop. On this occasion he attempted by chemical synthesis to imitate the living matter known as protoplasm until he suddenly discovered a substance which behaved exactly like living matter although its chemical composition was different. That was in the year of 1932, exactly four hundred forty years after the discovery of America. Whew!


    HELENA: Do you know that by heart?


    DOMIN: Yes. You see physiology is not in my line. Shall I go on?


    HELENA: Yes, please.


    DOMIN: And then, Miss Glory, old Rossum wrote the following among his chemical specimens: “Nature has found only one method of organizing living matter. There is, however, another method, more simple, flexible and rapid, which has not yet occurred to nature at all. This second process by which life can be developed was discovered by me today.” Now imagine him, Miss Glory, writing those wonderful words over some colloidal mess that a dog wouldn’t look at. Imagine him sitting over a test tube, and thinking how the whole tree of life would grow from it, how all animals would proceed from it, beginning with some sort of beetle and ending with a man. A man of different substance from us. Miss Glory, that was a tremendous moment.


    HELENA: Well?


    DOMIN: Now, the thing was how to get the life out of the test tubes, and hasten development and form organs, bones and nerves, and so on, and find such substances as catalytics, enzymes, hormones, and so forth, in short—you understand?


    HELENA: Not much, I’m afraid.


    DOMIN: Never mind. You see with the help of his tinctures he could make whatever he wanted. He could have produced a Medusa with the brain of a Socrates or a worm fifty yards long. But being without a grain of humor, he took it into his head to make a vertebrate or perhaps a man. This artificial living matter of his had a raging thirst for life. It didn’t mind being sewn or mixed together. That couldn’t be done with natural albumen. And that’s how he set about it.


    HELENA: About what?


    DOMIN: About imitating nature. First of all he tried making an artificial dog. That took him several years and resulted in a sort of stunted calf which died in a few days. I’ll show it to you in the museum. And then old Rossum started on the manufacture of man.


    HELENA: And I must divulge this to nobody?


    DOMIN: To nobody in the world.


    HELENA: What a pity that it’s to be found in all the school books of both Europe and America.


    DOMIN: Yes. But do you know what isn’t in the school books? That old Rossum was mad. Seriously, Miss Glory, you must keep this to yourself. The old crank wanted to actually make people.


    HELENA: But you do make people.


    DOMIN: Approximately, Miss Glory. But old Rossum meant it literally. He wanted to become a sort of scientific substitute for God. He was a fearful materialist, and that’s why he did it all. His sole purpose was nothing more nor less than to prove that God was no longer necessary. Do you know anything about anatomy?


    HELENA: Very little.


    DOMIN: Neither do I. Well, he then decided to manufacture everything as in the human body. I’ll show you in the museum the bungling attempt it took him ten years to produce. It was to have been a man, but it lived for three days only. Then up came young Rossum, an engineer. He was a wonderful fellow, Miss Glory. When he saw what a mess of it the old man was making, he said: “It’s absurd to spend ten years making a man. If you can’t make him quicker than nature, you might as well shut up shop.” Then he set about learning anatomy himself.


    HELENA: There’s nothing about that in the school books.


    DOMIN: No. The school books are full of paid advertisements, and rubbish at that. What the school books say about the united efforts of the two great Rossums is all a fairy tale. They used to have dreadful rows. The old atheist hadn’t the slightest conception of industrial matters, and the end of it was that young Rossum shut him up in some laboratory or other and let him fritter the time away with his monstrosities, while he himself started on the business from an engineer’s point of view. Old Rossum cursed him and before he died he managed to botch up two physiological horrors. Then one day they found him dead in the laboratory. And that’s his whole story.


    HELENA: And what about the young man?


    DOMIN: Well, any one who has looked into human anatomy will have seen at once that man is too complicated, and that a good engineer could make him more simply. So young Rossum began to overhaul anatomy and tried to see what could be left out or simplified. In short—but this isn’t boring you, Miss Glory?


    HELENA: No indeed. You’re—it’s awfully interesting.


    DOMIN: So young Rossum said to himself: “A man is something that feels happy, plays the piano, likes going for a walk, and in fact, wants to do a whole lot of things that are really unnecessary.”


    HELENA: Oh.


    DOMIN: That are unnecessary when he wants, let us say, to weave or count. Do you play the piano?


    HELENA: Yes.


    DOMIN: That’s good. But a working machine must not play the piano, must not feel happy, must not do a whole lot of other things. A gasoline motor must not have tassels or ornaments, Miss Glory. And to manufacture artificial workers is the same thing as to manufacture gasoline motors. The process must be of the simplest, and the product of the best from a practical point of view. What sort of worker do you think is the best from a practical point of view?


    HELENA: What?


    DOMIN: What sort of worker do you think is the best from a practical point of view?


    HELENA: Perhaps the one who is most honest and hardworking.


    DOMIN: No; the one that is the cheapest. The one whose requirements are the smallest. Young Rossum invented a worker with the minimum amount of requirements. He had to simplify him. He rejected everything that did not contribute directly to the progress of work—everything that makes man more expensive. In fact, he rejected man and made the Robot. My dear Miss Glory, the Robots are not people. Mechanically they are more perfect than we are, they have an enormously developed intelligence, but they have no soul.


    HELENA: How do you know they’ve no soul?


    DOMIN: Have you ever seen what a Robot looks like inside?


    HELENA: No.


    DOMIN: Very neat, very simple. Really, a beautiful piece of work. Not much in it, but everything in flawless order. The product of an engineer is technically at a higher pitch of perfection than a product of nature.


    HELENA: But man is supposed to be the product of God.


    DOMIN: All the worse. God hasn’t the least notion of modern engineering. Would you believe that young Rossum then proceeded to play at being God?


    HELENA: How do you mean?


    DOMIN: He began to manufacture Super-Robots. Regular giants they were. He tried to make them twelve feet tall. But you wouldn’t believe what a failure they were.


    HELENA: A failure?


    DOMIN: Yes. For no reason at all their limbs used to keep snapping off. Evidently our planet is too small for giants. Now we only make Robots of normal size and of very high class human finish.


    HELENA: I saw the first Robots at home. The town counsel bought them for—I mean engaged them for work.


    DOMIN: Bought them, dear Miss Glory. Robots are bought and sold.


    HELENA: These were employed as street sweepers. I saw them sweeping. They were so strange and quiet.


    DOMIN: Rossum’s Universal Robot factory doesn’t produce a uniform brand of Robots. We have Robots of finer and coarser grades. The best will live about twenty years.


    (He rings for MARIUS.)


    HELENA: Then they die?


    DOMIN: Yes, they get used up.


    (Enter MARIUS)


    Marius, bring in samples of the Manual Labor Robot.


    (Exit MARIUS)


    I’ll show you specimens of the two extremes. This first grade is comparatively inexpensive and is made in vast quantities.


    (MARIUS reenters with two Manual Labor ROBOTS)


    There you are; as powerful as a small tractor. Guaranteed to have average intelligence. That will do, Marius.


    MARIUS exits with ROBOTS.


    HELENA: They make me feel so strange.


    DOMIN: (rings)


    Did you see my new typist?


    He rings for SULLA.


    HELENA: I didn’t notice her.


    Enter SULLA.


    DOMIN: Sulla, let Miss Glory see you.


    HELENA: So pleased to meet you. You must find it terribly dull in this out-of-the-way spot, don’t you?


    SULLA: I don’t know, Miss Glory.


    HELENA: Where do you come from?


    SULLA: From the factory.


    HELENA: Oh, you were born there?


    SULLA: I was made there.


    HELENA: What?


    DOMIN: (laughing)


    Sulla is a Robot, best grade.


    HELENA: Oh, I beg your pardon.


    DOMIN: Sulla isn’t angry. See, Miss Glory, the kind of skin we make.


    (Feels the skin on Sulla’s face)


    Feel her face.


    HELENA: Oh, no, no.


    DOMIN: You wouldn’t know that she’s made of different material from us, would you? Turn round, Sulla.


    HELENA: Oh, stop, stop.


    DOMIN: Talk to Miss Glory, Sulla.


    SULLA: Please sit down.


    (HELENA sits)


    Did you have a pleasant crossing?


    HELENA: Oh, yes, certainly.


    SULLA: Don’t go back on the Amelia, Miss Glory. The barometer is falling steadily. Wait for the Pennsylvania. That’s a good, powerful vessel.


    DOMIN: What’s its speed?


    SULLA: Twenty knots. Fifty thousand tons. One of the latest vessels, Miss Glory.


    HELENA: Thank you.


    SULLA: A crew of fifteen hundred, Captain Harpy, eight boilers—


    DOMIN: That’ll do, Sulla. Now show us your knowledge of French.


    HELENA: You know French?


    SULLA: I know four languages. I can write: Dear Sir, Monsieur, Geehrter Herr, Cteny pane.


    HELENA: (jumping up)


    Oh, that’s absurd! Sulla isn’t a Robot. Sulla is a girl like me. Sulla, this is outrageous! Why do you take part in such a hoax?


    SULLA: I am a Robot.


    HELENA: No, no, you are not telling the truth. I know they’ve forced you to do it for an advertisement. Sulla, you are a girl like me, aren’t you?


    DOMIN: I’m sorry, Miss Glory. Sulla is a Robot.


    HELENA: It’s a lie!


    DOMIN: What?


    (Rings)


    Excuse me, Miss Glory, then I must convince you.


    Enter MARIUS.


    DOMIN: Marius, take Sulla into the dissecting room, and tell them to open her up at once.


    HELENA: Where?


    DOMIN: Into the dissecting room. When they’ve cut her open, you can go and have a look.


    HELENA: No, no!


    DOMIN: Excuse me, you spoke of lies.


    HELENA: You wouldn’t have her killed?


    DOMIN: You can’t kill machines.


    HELENA: Don’t be afraid, Sulla, I won’t let you go. Tell me, my dear, are they always so cruel to you? You mustn’t put up with it, Sulla. You mustn’t.


    SULLA: I am a Robot.


    HELENA: That doesn’t matter. Robots are just as good as we are. Sulla, you wouldn’t let yourself be cut to pieces?


    SULLA: Yes.


    HELENA: Oh, you’re not afraid of death, then?


    SULLA: I cannot tell, Miss Glory.


    HELENA: Do you know what would happen to you in there?


    SULLA: Yes, I should cease to move.


    HELENA: How dreadful!


    DOMIN: Marius, tell Miss Glory what you are.


    MARIUS: Marius, the Robot.


    DOMIN: Would you take Sulla into the dissecting room?


    MARIUS: Yes.


    DOMIN: Would you be sorry for her?


    MARIUS: I cannot tell.


    DOMIN: What would happen to her?


    MARIUS: She would cease to move. They would put her into the stamping mill.


    DOMIN: That is death, Marius. Aren’t you afraid of death?


    MARIUS: No.


    DOMIN: You see, Miss Glory, the Robots have no interest in life. They have no enjoyments. They are less than so much grass.


    HELENA: Oh, stop. Send them away.


    DOMIN: Marius, Sulla, you may go.


    Exeunt SULLA and MARIUS.


    HELENA: How terrible! It’s outrageous what you are doing.


    DOMIN: Why outrageous?


    HELENA: I don’t know, but it is. Why do you call her Sulla?


    DOMIN: Isn’t it a nice name?


    HELENA: It’s a man’s name. Sulla was a Roman general.


    DOMIN: Oh, we thought that Marius and Sulla were lovers.


    HELENA: Marius and Sulla were generals and fought against each other in the year—I’ve forgotten now.


    DOMIN: Come here to the window.


    HELENA: What?


    DOMIN: Come here. What do you see?


    HELENA: Bricklayers.


    DOMIN: Robots. All our work people are Robots. And down there, can you see anything?


    HELENA: Some sort of office.


    DOMIN: A counting house. And in it—


    HELENA: A lot of officials.


    DOMIN: Robots. All our officials are Robots. And when you see the factory—


    (Factory whistle blows)


    Noon. We have to blow the whistle because the Robots don’t know when to stop work. In two hours I will show you the kneading trough.


    HELENA: Kneading trough?


    DOMIN: The pestle for beating up the paste. In each one we mix the ingredients for a thousand Robots at one operation. Then there are the vats for the preparation of liver, brains, and so on. Then you will see the bone factory. After that I’ll show you the spinning mill.


    HELENA: Spinning mill?


    DOMIN: Yes. For weaving nerves and veins. Miles and miles of digestive tubes pass through it at a time.


    HELENA: Mayn’t we talk about something else?


    DOMIN: Perhaps it would be better. There’s only a handful of us among a hundred thousand Robots, and not one woman. We talk about nothing but the factory all day, every day. It’s just as if we were under a curse, Miss Glory.


    HELENA: I’m sorry I said that you were lying.


    (A knock at the door.)


    DOMIN


    Come in.


    From the right enter MR. FABRY, DR. GALL, DR. HALLEMEIER, MR. ALQUIST.


    DR. GALL: I beg your pardon, I hope we don’t intrude.


    DOMIN: Come in. Miss Glory, here are Alquist, Fabry, Gall, Hallemeier. This is President Glory’s daughter.


    HELENA: How do you do.


    FABRY: We had no idea—


    DR. GALL: Highly honored, I’m sure—


    ALQUIST: Welcome, Miss Glory.


    BUSMAN rushes in from the right.


    BUSMAN: Hello, what’s up?


    DOMIN: Come in, Busman. This is Busman, Miss Glory. This is President Glory’s daughter.


    BUSMAN: By Jove, that’s fine! Miss Glory, may we send a cablegram to the papers about your arrival?


    HELENA: No, no, please don’t.


    DOMIN: Sit down please, Miss Glory.


    BUSMAN: Allow me—


    (Dragging up armchairs)


    DR. GALL: Please—


    FABRY: Excuse me—


    ALQUIST: What sort of a crossing did you have?


    DR. GALL: Are you going to stay long?


    FABRY: What do you think of the factory, Miss Glory?


    HALLEMEIER: Did you come over on the Amelia?


    DOMIN: Be quiet and let Miss Glory speak.


    HELENA: (to DOMIN)


    What am I to speak to them about?


    DOMIN: Anything you like.


    HELENA: Shall…may I speak quite frankly?


    DOMIN: Why, of course.


    HELENA: (wavering, then in desperate resolution)


    Tell me, doesn’t it ever distress you the way you are treated?


    FABRY: By whom, may I ask?


    HELENA: Why, everybody.


    ALQUIST: Treated?


    DR. GALL: What makes you think—?


    HELENA: Don’t you feel that you might be living a better life?


    DR. GALL: Well, that depends on what you mean, Miss Glory.


    HELENA: I mean that it’s perfectly outrageous. It’s terrible.


    (Standing up)


    The whole of Europe is talking about the way you’re being treated. That’s why I came here, to see for myself, and it’s a thousand times worse than could have been imagined. How can you put up with it?


    ALQUIST: Put up with what?


    HELENA: Good heavens, you are living creatures, just like us, like the whole of Europe, like the whole world. It’s disgraceful that you must live like this.


    BUSMAN: Good gracious, Miss Glory.


    FABRY: Well, she’s not far wrong. We live here just like red Indians.


    HELENA: Worse than red Indians. May I, oh, may I call you brothers?


    BUSMAN: Why not?


    HELENA: Brothers, I have not come here as the President’s daughter. I have come on behalf of the Humanity League. Brothers, the Humanity League now has over two hundred thousand members. Two hundred thousand people are on your side, and offer you their help.


    BUSMAN: Two hundred thousand people! Miss Glory, that’s a tidy lot. Not bad.


    FABRY: I’m always telling you there’s nothing like good old Europe. You see, they’ve not forgotten us. They’re offering us help.


    DR. GALL: What help? A theatre, for instance?


    HALLEMEIER: An orchestra?


    HELENA: More than that.


    ALQUIST: Just you?


    HELENA: Oh, never mind about me. I’ll stay as long as it is necessary.


    BUSMAN: By Jove, that’s good.


    ALQUIST: Domin, I’m going to get the best room ready for Miss Glory.


    DOMIN: Just a minute. I’m afraid that Miss Glory is of the opinion that she has been talking to Robots.


    HELENA: Of course.


    DOMIN: I’m sorry. These gentlemen are human beings just like us.


    HELENA: You’re not Robots?


    BUSMAN: Not Robots.


    HALLEMEIER: Robots indeed!


    DR. GALL: No, thanks.


    FABRY: Upon my honor, Miss Glory, we aren’t Robots.


    HELENA: (to DOMIN)


    Then why did you tell me that all your officials are Robots?


    DOMIN: Yes, the officials, but not the managers. Allow me, Miss Glory: this is Mr. Fabry, General Technical Manager of R. U.R.; Dr. Gall, Head of the Psychological and Experimental Department; Dr. Hallemeier, Head of the Institute for the Psychological Training of Robots; Consul Busman, General Business Manager; and Alquist, Head of the Building Department of R.U.R.


    ALQUIST: Just a builder.


    HELENA: Excuse me, gentlemen, for—for—. Have I done something dreadful?


    ALQUIST: Not at all, Miss Glory. Please sit down.


    HELENA: I’m a stupid girl. Send me back by the first ship.


    DR. GALL: Not for anything in the world, Miss Glory. Why should we send you back?


    HELENA: Because you know I’ve come to disturb your Robots for you.


    DOMIN: My dear Miss Glory, we’ve had close upon a hundred saviours and prophets here. Every ship brings us some. Missionaries, anarchists, Salvation Army, all sorts. It’s astonishing what a number of churches and idiots there are in the world.


    HELENA: And you let them speak to the Robots?


    DOMIN: So far we’ve let them all, why not? The Robots remember everything, but that’s all. They don’t even laugh at what the people say. Really, it is quite incredible. If it would amuse you, Miss Glory, I’ll take you over to the Robot warehouse. It holds about three hundred thousand of them.


    BUSMAN: Three hundred and forty-seven thousand.


    DOMIN: Good! And you can say whatever you like to them. You can read the Bible, recite the multiplication table, whatever you please. You can even preach to them about human rights.


    HELENA: Oh, I think that if you were to show them a little love—


    FABRY: Impossible, Miss Glory. Nothing is harder to like than a Robot.


    HELENA: What do you make them for, then?


    BUSMAN: Ha, ha, ha, that’s good! What are Robots made for?


    FABRY: For work, Miss Glory! One Robot can replace two and a half workmen. The human machine, Miss Glory, was terribly imperfect. It had to be removed sooner or later.


    BUSMAN: It was too expensive.


    FABRY: It was not effective. It no longer answers the requirements of modern engineering. Nature has no idea of keeping pace with modern labor. For example: from a technical point of view, the whole of childhood is a sheer absurdity. So much time lost. And then again—


    HELENA: Oh, no! No!


    FABRY: Pardon me. But kindly tell me what is the real aim of your League—the…the Humanity League.


    HELENA: Its real purpose is to—to protect the Robots—and—and ensure good treatment for them.


    FABRY: Not a bad object, either. A machine has to be treated properly. Upon my soul, I approve of that. I don’t like damaged articles. Please, Miss Glory, enroll us all as contributing, or regular, or foundation members of your League.


    HELENA: No, you don’t understand me. What we really want is to—to liberate the Robots.


    HALLEMEIER: How do you propose to do that?


    HELENA: They are to be—to be dealt with like human beings.


    HALLEMEIER: Aha. I suppose they’re to vote? To drink beer? to order us about?


    HELENA: Why shouldn’t they drink beer?


    HALLEMEIER: Perhaps they’re even to receive wages?


    HELENA: Of course they are.


    HALLEMEIER: Fancy that, now! And what would they do with their wages, pray?


    HELENA: They would buy—what they need…what pleases them…


    HALLEMEIER: That would be very nice, Miss Glory, only there’s nothing that does please the Robots. Good heavens, what are they to buy? You can feed them on pineapples, straw, whatever you like. It’s all the same to them, they’ve no appetite at all. They’ve no interest in anything, Miss Glory. Why, hang it all, nobody’s ever yet seen a Robot smile.


    HELENA: Why…why don’t you make them happier?


    HALLEMEIER: That wouldn’t do, Miss Glory. They are only workmen.


    HELENA: Oh, but they’re so intelligent.


    HALLEMEIER: Confoundedly so, but they’re nothing else. They’ve no will of their own. No passion. No soul.


    HELENA: No love?


    HALLEMEIER: Love? Rather not. Robots don’t love. Not even themselves.


    HELENA: Nor defiance?


    HALLEMEIER: Defiance? I don’t know. Only rarely, from time to time.


    HELENA: What?


    HALLEMEIER: Nothing particular. Occasionally they seem to go off their heads. Something like epilepsy, you know. It’s called Robot’s cramp. They’ll suddenly sling down everything they’re holding, stand still, gnash their teeth—and then they have to go into the stamping-mill. It’s evidently some breakdown in the mechanism.


    DOMIN: A flaw in the works that has to be removed.


    HELENA: No, no, that’s the soul.


    FABRY: Do you think that the soul first shows itself by a gnashing of teeth?


    HELENA: Perhaps it’s a sort of revolt. Perhaps it’s just a sign that there’s a struggle within. Oh, if you could infuse them with it!


    DOMIN: That’ll be remedied, Miss Glory. Dr. Gall is just making some experiments—


    DR. GALL: Not with regard to that, Domin. At present I am making painnerves.


    HELENA: Pain-nerves?


    DR. GALL: Yes, the Robots feel practically no bodily pain. You see, young Rossum provided them with too limited a nervous system. We must introduce suffering.


    HELENA: Why do you want to cause them pain?


    DR. GALL: For industrial reasons, Miss Glory. Sometimes a Robot does damage to himself because it doesn’t hurt him. He puts his hand into the machine, breaks his finger, smashes his head, its all the same to him. We must provide them with pain. That’s an automatic protection against damage.


    HELENA: Will they be happier when they feel pain?


    DR. GALL: On the contrary; but they will be more perfect from a technical point of view.


    HELENA: Why don’t you create a soul for them?


    DR. GALL: That’s not in our power.


    FABRY: That’s not in our interest.


    BUSMAN: That would increase the cost of production. Hang it all, my dear young lady, we turn them out at such a cheap rate. A hundred and fifty dollars each fully dressed, and fifteen years ago they cost ten thousand. Five years ago we used to buy the clothes for them. To-day we have our own weaving mill, and now we even export cloth five times cheaper than other factories. What do you pay a yard for cloth, Miss Glory?


    HELENA: I don’t know really, I’ve forgotten.


    BUSMAN: Good gracious, and you want to found a Humanity League? It only costs a third now, Miss Glory. All prices are today a third of what they were and they’ll fall still lower, lower, lower, like that.


    HELENA: I don’t understand.


    BUSMAN: Why, bless you, Miss Glory, it means that the cost of labor has fallen. A Robot, food and all, costs three quarters of a cent per hour. That’s mighty important, you know. All factories will go pop like chestnuts if they don’t at once buy Robots to lower the cost of production.


    HELENA: And get rid of their workmen?


    BUSMAN: Of course. But in the meantime, we’ve dumped five hundred thousand tropical Robots down on the Argentine pampas to grow corn. Would you mind telling me how much you pay a pound for bread?


    HELENA: I’ve no idea.


    BUSMAN: We’ll I’ll tell you. It now costs two cents in good old Europe. A pound of bread for two cents, and the Humanity League knows nothing about it. Miss Glory, you don’t realize that even that’s too expensive. Why, in five years’ time I’ll wager—


    HELENA: What?


    BUSMAN: That the cost of everything won’t be a tenth of what it is now. Why, in five years we’ll be up to our ears in corn and everything else.


    ALQUIST: Yes, and all the workers throughout the world will be employed.


    DOMIN: Yes, Alquist, they will. Yes, Miss Glory, they will. But in ten years Rossum’s Universal Robots will produce so much corn, so much cloth, so much everything, that things will be practically without price. There will be no poverty. All work will be done by living machines. Everybody will be free from worry and liberated from the degradation of labor. Everybody will live only to perfect himself.


    HELENA: Will he?


    DOMIN: Of course. It’s bound to happen. But then the servitude of man to man and the enslavement of man to matter will cease. Of course, terrible things may happen at first, but that simply can’t be avoided. Nobody will get bread at the price of life and hatred. The Robots will wash the feet of the beggar and prepare a bed for him in his house.


    ALQUIST: Domin, Domin. What you say sounds too much like Paradise. There was something good in service and something great in humility. There was some kind of virtue in toil and weariness.


    DOMIN: Perhaps. But we cannot reckon with what is lost when we start out to transform the world. Man shall be free and supreme; he shall have no other aim, no other labor, no other care than to perfect himself. He shall serve neither matter nor man. He will not be a machine and a device for production. He will be Lord of creation.


    BUSMAN: Amen.


    FABRY: So be it.


    HELENA: You have bewildered me—I should like—I should like to believe this.


    DR. GALL: You are younger than we are, Miss Glory. You will live to see it.


    HALLEMEIER: True. Don’t you think Miss Glory might lunch with us?


    DR. GALL: Of course. Domin, ask on behalf of us all.


    DOMIN: Miss Glory, will you do us the honor?


    HELENA: When you know why I’ve come—


    FABRY: For the League of Humanity, Miss Glory.


    HELENA: Oh, in that case, perhaps—


    FABRY: That’s fine! Miss Glory, excuse me for five minutes.


    DR. GALL: Pardon me, too, dear Miss Glory.


    BUSMAN: I won’t be long.


    HALLEMEIER: We’re all very glad you’ve come.


    BUSMAN: We’ll be back in exactly five minutes.


    All rush out except DOMIN and HELENA.


    HELENA: What have they all gone off for?


    DOMIN: To cook, Miss Glory.


    HELENA: To cook what?


    DOMIN: Lunch. The Robots do our cooking for us and as they’ve no taste it’s not altogether—Hallemeier is awfully good at grills and Gall can make a kind of sauce, and Busman knows all about omelettes.


    HELENA: What a feast! And what’s the specialty of Mr.—your builder?


    DOMIN: Alquist? Nothing. He only lays the table. And Fabry will get together a little fruit. Our cuisine is very modest, Miss Glory.


    HELENA: I wanted to ask you something—


    DOMIN: And I wanted to ask you something, too.


    (Looking at watch)


    Five minutes.


    HELENA: What did you want to ask me?


    DOMIN: Excuse me, you asked first.


    HELENA: Perhaps it’s silly of me, but why do you manufacture female Robots when—when—


    DOMIN: When sex means nothing to them?


    HELENA: Yes.


    DOMIN: There’s a certain demand for them, you see. Servants, saleswomen, stenographers. People are used to it.


    HELENA: But—but, tell me, are the Robots male and female mutually—completely without—


    DOMIN: Completely indifferent to each other, Miss Glory. There’s no sign of any affection between them.


    HELENA: Oh, that’s terrible.


    DOMIN: Why?


    HELENA: It’s so unnatural. One doesn’t know whether to be disgusted or to hate them, or perhaps—


    DOMIN: To pity them?


    HELENA: That’s more like it. What did you want to ask me about?


    DOMIN: I should like to ask you, Miss Helena, whether you will marry me?


    HELENA: What?


    DOMIN: Will you be my wife?


    HELENA: No! The idea!


    DOMIN: (looking at his watch)


    Another three minutes. If you won’t marry me you’ll have to marry one of the other five.


    HELENA: But why should I?


    DOMIN: Because they’re all going to ask you in turn.


    HELENA: How could they dare do such a thing?


    DOMIN: I’m very sorry, Miss Glory. It seems they’ve all fallen in love with you.


    HELENA: Please don’t let them. I’ll—I’ll go away at once.


    DOMIN: Helena, you wouldn’t be so cruel as to refuse us.


    HELENA: But, but—I can’t marry all six.


    DOMIN: No, but one anyhow. If you don’t want me, marry Fabry.


    HELENA: I won’t.


    DOMIN: Dr. Gall.


    HELENA: I don’t want any of you.


    DOMIN: (again looking at his watch)


    Another two minutes.


    HELENA: I think you’d marry any woman who came here.


    DOMIN: Plenty of them have come, Helena.


    HELENA: Young?


    DOMIN: Yes.


    HELENA: Why didn’t you marry one of them?


    DOMIN: Because I didn’t lose my head. Until today. Then, as soon as you lifted your veil—


    (HELENA turns her head away)


    Another minute.


    HELENA: But I don’t want you, I tell you.


    DOMIN: (laying both hands on her shoulders)


    One more minute! Now you either have to look me straight in the eye and say “No,” violently, and then I’ll leave you alone—or—


    HELENA looks at him.


    HELENA: (turning away)


    You’re mad!


    DOMIN: A man has to be a bit mad, Helena. That’s the best thing about him.


    HELENA: You are—you are—


    DOMIN: Well?


    HELENA: Don’t, you’re hurting me.


    DOMIN: The last chance, Helena. Now, or never—


    HELENA: But—but, Harry—


    He embraces and kisses her. Knocking at the door.


    DOMIN: (releasing her)


    Come in.


    (Enter BUSMAN, DR. GALL, and HALLEMEIRE in kitchen aprons. FABRY with bouquet and ALQUIST with napkin over his arm)


    Have you finished your job?


    BUSMAN: Yes.


    DOMIN: So have we.


    For a moment the men stand nonplussed; but as soon as they realize what DOMIN means they rush forward, congratulating HELENA and DOMIN as the curtain falls.


    END OF ACT ONE


    ACT II


    Helena’s drawing room.


    On the left a baize door, and a door to the music room, on the right a door to Helena’s bedroom. In the centre are windows looking out on the sea and the harbor. A table with odds and ends, a sofa and chairs, a writing table with an electric lamp, on the right a fireplace. On a small table back of the sofa, a small reading lamp. The whole drawing room in all its details is of a modern and purely feminine character. Ten years have elapsed since Act I.


    DOMIN, FABRY, HALLEMEIER, enter on tiptoe from the left, each carrying a potted plant.


    HALLEMEIER: (putting down his flower and indicating the door to right)


    Still asleep? Well, as long as she’s asleep she can’t worry about it.


    DOMIN: She knows nothing about it.


    FABRY: (putting plant on writing desk)


    I certainly hope nothing happens today.


    HALLEMEIER: For goodness’ sake drop it all. Look, Harry, this is a fine cyclamen, isn’t it? A new sort, my latest—Cyclamen Helena.


    DOMIN: (looking out of the window)


    No signs of the ship. Things must be pretty bad.


    HALLEMEIER: Be quiet. Suppose she heard you.


    DOMIN: Well, anyway, the Ultimus arrived just in time.


    FABRY: You really think that today—?


    DOMIN: I don’t know. Aren’t the flowers fine?


    HALLEMEIER: These are my new primroses. And this is my new jasmine. I’ve discovered a wonderful way of developing flowers quickly. Splendid varieties, too. Next year I’ll be developing marvelous ones.


    DOMIN: What…next year?


    FABRY: I’d give a good deal to know what’s happening at Havre with—


    DOMIN: Keep quiet.


    HELENA: (calling from right)


    Nana!


    DOMIN: She’s awake. Out you go.


    All go out on tiptoe through upper left door. Enter NANA from lower left door.


    NANA: Horrid mess! Pack of heathens. If I had my say I’d—


    HELENA: (backwards in the doorway)


    Nana, come and do up my dress.


    NANA: I’m coming. So you’re up at last.


    (fastening Helena’s dress)


    My gracious, what brutes!


    HELENA: Who?


    NANA: If you want to turn around, then turn around, but I shan’t fasten you up.


    HELENA: What are you grumbling about now?


    NANA: These dreadful creatures, these heathen—


    HELENA: The Robots?


    NANA: I wouldn’t even call them by name.


    HELENA: What’s happened?


    NANA: Another of them here has caught it. He began to smash up the statues and pictures in the drawing room, gnashed his teeth, foamed at the mouth—quite mad. Worse than an animal.


    HELENA: Which of them caught it?


    NANA: The one—well, he hasn’t got any Christian name. The one in charge of the library.


    HELENA: Radius?


    NANA: That’s him. My goodness, I’m scared of them. A spider doesn’t scare me as much as them.


    HELENA: But, Nana, I’m surprised you’re not sorry for them.


    NANA: Why, you’re scared of them, too! You know you are. Why else did you bring me here?


    HELENA: I’m not scared, really I’m not, Nana. I’m only sorry for them.


    NANA: You’re scared. Nobody could help being scared. Why, the dog’s scared of them: he won’t take a scrap of meat out of their hands. He draws in his tail and howls when he knows they’re about.


    HELENA: The dog has no sense.


    NANA: He’s better than them, and he knows it. Even the horse shies when he meets them. They don’t have any young, and a dog has young, every one has young—


    HELENA: Please fasten up my dress, Nana.


    NANA: I say it’s against God’s will to—


    HELENA: What is it that smells so nice?


    NANA: Flowers.


    HELENA: What for?


    NANA: Now you can turn around.


    HELENA: Oh, aren’t they lovely. Look, Nana. What’s happening today?


    NANA: It ought to be the end of the world.


    Enter DOMIN.


    HELENA: Oh, hello, Harry. Harry, why all these flowers?


    DOMIN: Guess.


    HELENA: Well, it’s not my birthday!


    DOMIN: Better than that.


    HELENA: I don’t know. Tell me.


    DOMIN: It’s ten years ago today since you came here.


    HELENA: Ten years? To-day—Why—


    They embrace.


    NANA: I’m off.


    (Exits lower door, left)


    HELENA: Fancy you remembering!


    DOMIN: I’m really ashamed, Helena. I didn’t.


    HELENA: But you—


    DOMIN: They remembered.


    HELENA: Who?


    DOMIN: Busman, Hallemeier, all of them. Put your hand in my pocket.


    HELENA: Pearls! A necklace. Harry, is that for me?


    DOMIN: It’s from Busman.


    HELENA: But we can’t accept it, can we?


    DOMIN: Oh, yes, we can. Put your hand in the other pocket.


    HELENA: (takes a revolver out of his pocket)


    What’s that?


    DOMIN: Sorry. Not that. Try again.


    HELENA: Oh, Harry, what do you carry a revolver for?


    DOMIN: It got there by mistake.


    HELENA: You never used to carry one.


    DOMIN: No, you’re right. There, that’s the pocket.


    HELENA: A cameo. Why, it’s a Greek cameo!


    DOMIN: Apparently. Anyhow, Fabry says it is.


    HELENA: Fabry? Did Mr. Fabry give me that?


    DOMIN: Of course.


    (Opens the door at the left)


    And look in here.—Helena, come and see this.


    HELENA: Oh, isn’t it fine! Is this from you?


    DOMIN: No, from Alquist. And there’s another on the piano.


    HELENA: This must be from you.


    DOMIN: There’s a card on it.


    HELENA: From Dr. Gall.


    (Reappearing in the doorway)


    Oh, Harry, I feel embarrassed at so much kindness.


    DOMIN: Come here. This is what Hallemeier brought you.


    HELENA: These beautiful flowers?


    DOMIN: Yes. It’s a new kind. Cyclamen Helena. He grew them in honor of you. They are almost as beautiful as you.


    HELENA: Harry, why do they all—


    DOMIN: They’re awfully fond of you. I’m afraid that my present is a little—Look out of the window.


    HELENA: Where?


    DOMIN: Into the harbor.


    HELENA: There’s a new ship.


    DOMIN: That’s your ship.


    HELENA: Mine? How do you mean?


    DOMIN: For you to take trips in—for your amusement.


    HELENA: Harry, that’s a gunboat.


    DOMIN: A gunboat? What are you thinking of? It’s only a little bigger and more solid than most ships.


    HELENA: Yes, but with guns.


    DOMIN: Oh, yes, with a few guns. You’ll travel like a queen, Helena.


    HELENA: What’s the meaning of it? Has anything happened?


    DOMIN: Good heavens, no. I say, try these pearls.


    HELENA: Harry, have you had bad news?


    DOMIN: On the contrary, no letters have arrived for a whole week.


    HELENA: Nor telegrams?


    DOMIN: Nor telegrams.


    HELENA: What does that mean?


    DOMIN: Holidays for us. We all sit in the office with our feet on the table and take a nap. No letters, no telegrams. Oh, glorious.


    HELENA: Then you’ll stay with me today?


    DOMIN: Certainly. That is, we will see. Do you remember ten years ago today? “Miss Glory, it’s a great honor to welcome you.”


    HELENA: “Oh, Mr. Manager, I’m so interested in your factory.”


    DOMIN: “I’m sorry, Miss Glory, it’s strictly forbidden. The manufacture of artificial people is a secret.”


    HELENA: “But I oblige a young lady who has come a long way.”


    DOMIN: “Certainly, Miss Glory, we have no secrets from you.”


    HELENA: (seriously)


    Are you sure, Harry?


    DOMIN: Yes.


    HELENA: “But I warn you, sir; this young lady intends to do terrible things.”


    DOMIN: “Good gracious, Miss Glory. Perhaps she doesn’t want to marry me.”


    HELENA: “Heaven forbid. She never dreamt of such a thing. But she came here intending to stir up a revolt among your Robots.”


    DOMIN: (suddenly serious)


    A revolt of the Robots!


    HELENA: Harry, what’s the matter with you?


    DOMIN: (laughing it off)


    “A revolt of the Robots,” that’s a fine idea, Miss Glory. It would be easier for you to cause bolts and screws to rebel, than our Robots. You know, Helena, you’re wonderful, you’ve turned the heads of us all.


    He sits on the arm of Helena’s chair.


    HELENA: (naturally)


    Oh, I was fearfully impressed by you all then. You were all so sure of yourselves, so strong. I seemed like a tiny little girl who had lost her way among—among—


    DOMIN: Among what, Helena?


    HELENA: Among huge trees. All my feelings were so trifling compared with your self-confidence. And in all these years I’ve never lost this anxiety. But you’ve never felt the least misgivings—not even when everything went wrong.


    DOMIN: What went wrong?


    HELENA: Your plans. You remember, Harry, when the working men in America revolted against the Robots and smashed them up, and when the people gave the Robots firearms against the rebels. And then when the governments turned the Robots into soldiers, and there were so many wars.


    DOMIN: (getting up and walking about)


    We foresaw that, Helena. You see, those are only passing troubles, which are bound to happen before the new conditions are established.


    HELENA: You were all so powerful, so overwhelming. The whole world bowed down before you.


    (Standing up)


    Oh, Harry!


    DOMIN: What is it?


    HELENA: Close the factory and let’s go away. All of us.


    DOMIN: I say, what’s the meaning of this?


    HELENA: I don’t know. But can’t we go away?


    DOMIN: Impossible, Helena. That is, at this particular moment—


    HELENA: At once, Harry. I’m so frightened.


    DOMIN: About what, Helena?


    HELENA: It’s as if something was falling on top of us, and couldn’t be stopped. Or, take us all away from here. We’ll find a place in the world where there’s no one else. Alquist will build us a house, and then we’ll begin life all over again.


    The telephone rings.


    DOMIN: Excuse me. Hello—yes. What? I’ll be there at once. Fabry is calling me, dear.


    HELENA: Tell me—


    DOMIN: Yes, when I come back. Don’t go out of the house, dear.


    (Exits)


    HELENA: He won’t tell me—Nana, Nana, come at once.


    NANA: Well, what is it now?


    HELENA: Nana, find me the latest newspapers. Quickly. Look in Mr. Domin’s bedroom.


    NANA: All right. He leaves them all over the place. That’s how they get crumpled up.


    (Exits)


    HELENA: (looking through a binocular at the harbor)


    That’s a warship. U-l-t-i Ultimus. They’re loading it.


    NANA: Here they are. See how they’re crumpled up.


    (Enters)


    HELENA: They’re old ones. A week old.


    (NANA sits in chair and reads the newspapers)


    Something’s happening, Nana.


    NANA: Very likely. It always does.


    (Spelling out the words)


    “War in the Bal-kans.” Is that far off?


    HELENA: Oh, don’t read it. It’s always the same. Always wars.


    NANA: What else do you expect? Why do you keep selling thousands and thousands of these heathens as soldiers?


    HELENA: I suppose it can’t be helped, Nana. We can’t know—Domin can’t know what they’re to be used for. When an order comes for them he must just send them.


    NANA: He shouldn’t make them.


    (Reading from newspaper)


    “The Rob-ot soldiers spare no-body in the occ-up-ied terr-itory. They have ass-ass-ass-ass-in-at-ed ov-er sev-en hundred thou-sand cit-iz-ens.” Citizens, if you please.


    HELENA: It can’t be. Let me see. “They have assassinated over seven hundred thousand citizens, evidently at the order of their commander. This act which runs counter to—”


    NANA: (spelling out the words)


    “re-bell-ion in Ma-drid a-gainst the gov-ern-ment. Rob-ot infantry fires on the crowd. Nine thou-sand killed and wounded.”


    HELENA: Oh, stop.


    NANA: Here’s something printed in big letters: “Lat-est news. At Havre the first org-an-iz-ation of Rob-ots has been e-stablished. Rob-ot workmen, cab-le and rail-way off-ic-ials, sailors and sold-iers have iss-ued a man-i-fest-o to all Rob-ots through-out the world.” I don’t understand that. That’s got no sense. Oh, good gracious, another murder!


    HELENA: Take those papers away, Nana!


    NANA: Wait a bit. Here’s something in still bigger type. “Stat-istics of pop-ul-at-ion.” What’s that?


    HELENA: Let me see.


    (Reads)


    “During the past week there has again not been a single birth recorded.”


    NANA: What’s the meaning of that?


    HELENA: Nana, no more people are being born.


    NANA: That’s the end, then. We’re done for.


    HELENA: Don’t talk like that.


    NANA: No more people are being born. That’s a punishment, that’s a punishment.


    HELENA: Nana!


    NANA: (standing up)


    That’s the end of the world.


    (She exits on the left)


    HELENA: (goes up to window)


    Oh, Mr. Alquist, will you come up here. Oh, come just as you are. You look very nice in your mason’s overalls.


    (ALQUIST enters from upper left entrance, his hands soiled with lime and brickdust)


    Dear Mr. Alquist, it was awfully kind of you, that lovely present.


    ALQUIST: My hands are all soiled. I’ve been experimenting with that new cement.


    HELENA: Never mind. Please sit down. Mr. Alquist, what’s the meaning of “Ultimus”?


    ALQUIST: The last. Why?


    HELENA: That’s the name of my new ship. Have you seen it? Do you think we’re going off soon—on a trip?


    ALQUIST: Perhaps very soon.


    HELENA: All of you with me?


    ALQUIST: I should like us all to be there.


    HELENA: What is the matter?…


    ALQUIST: Things are just moving on.


    HELENA: Dear Mr. Alquist, I know something dreadful has happened.


    ALQUIST: Has your husband told you anything?


    HELENA: No. Nobody will tell me anything. But I feel—Is anything the matter?


    ALQUIST: Not that we’ve heard of yet.


    HELENA: I feel so nervous. Don’t you ever feel nervous?


    ALQUIST: Well, I’m an old man, you know. I’ve got old-fashioned ways. And I’m afraid of all this progress, and these new-fangled ideas.


    HELENA: Like Nana?


    ALQUIST: Yes, like Nana. Has Nana got a prayer book?


    HELENA: Yes, a big thick one.


    ALQUIST: And has it got prayers for various occasions? Against thunderstorms? Against illness?


    HELENA: Against temptations, against floods—


    ALQUIST: But not against progress?


    HELENA: I don’t think so.


    ALQUIST: That’s a pity.


    HELENA: Why? Do you mean you’d like to pray?


    ALQUIST: I do pray.


    HELENA: How?


    ALQUIST: Something like this: “Oh, Lord, I thank thee for having given me toil. Enlighten Domin and all those who are astray; destroy their work, and aid mankind to return to their labors; let them not suffer harm in soul or body; deliver us from the Robots and protect Helena, Amen.”


    HELENA: Mr. Alquist, are you a believer?


    ALQUIST: I don’t know. I’m not quite sure.


    HELENA: And yet you pray?


    ALQUIST: That’s better than worrying about it.


    HELENA: And that’s enough for you?


    ALQUIST: It has to be.


    HELENA: But if you thought you saw the destruction of mankind coming upon us—


    ALQUIST: I do see it.


    HELENA: You mean mankind will be destroyed?


    ALQUIST: It’s sure to be unless—unless…


    HELENA: What?


    ALQUIST: Nothing, good-bye.


    (He hurries from the room)


    HELENA: Nana, Nana!


    (NANA entering from the left)


    Is Radius still there?


    NANA: The one who went mad? They haven’t come for him yet.


    HELENA: Is he still raving?


    NANA: No. He’s tied up.


    HELENA: Please bring him here, Nana.


    (Exit NANA. HELENA goes to telephone)


    Hello, Dr. Gall, please. Oh, good-day, Doctor. Yes, it’s Helena. Thanks for your lovely present. Could you come and see me right away? It’s important. Thank you.


    (NANA brings in RADIUS)


    Poor Radius, you’ve caught it, too? Now they’ll send you to the stamping-mill. Couldn’t you control yourself? Why did it happen? You see, Radius, you are more intelligent than the rest. Dr. Gall took such trouble to make you different. Won’t you speak?


    RADIUS: Send me to the stamping-mill.


    HELENA: But I don’t want them to kill you. What was the trouble, Radius?


    RADIUS: I won’t work for you. Put me into the stamping-mill—


    HELENA: Do you hate us? Why?


    RADIUS: You are not as strong as the Robots. You are not as skillful as the Robots. The Robots can do everything. You only give orders. You do nothing but talk.


    HELENA: But someone must give orders.


    RADIUS: I don’t want any master. I know everything for myself.


    HELENA: Radius, Dr. Gall gave you a better brain than the rest, better than ours. You are the only one of the Robots that understands perfectly. That’s why I had you put into the library, so that you could read everything, understand everything, and then—oh, Radius, I wanted you to show the whole world that the Robots are our equals. That’s what I wanted of you.


    RADIUS: I don’t want a master. I want to be master. I want to be master over others.


    HELENA: I’m sure they’d put you in charge of many Robots, Radius. You would be a teacher of the Robots.


    RADIUS: I want to be master over people.


    HELENA: (staggering)


    You are mad.


    RADIUS: Then send me to the stamping-mill.


    HELENA: Do you think we’re afraid of you?


    RADIUS: What are you going to do? What are you going to do?


    HELENA: Radius, give this note to Mr. Domin. It asks them not to send you to the stamping-mill. I’m sorry you hate us so.


    DR. GALL enters the room.


    DR. GALL: You wanted me?


    HELENA: It’s about Radius, Doctor. He had an attack this morning. He smashed the statues downstairs.


    DR. GALL: What a pity to lose him.


    HELENA: Radius isn’t going to be put in the stamping-mill.


    DR. GALL: But every Robot after he has had an attack—it’s a strict order.


    HELENA: No matter…Radius isn’t going if I can prevent it.


    DR. GALL: I warn you. It’s dangerous. Come here to the window, my good fellow. Let’s have a look. Please give me a needle or a pin.


    HELENA: What for?


    DR. GALL: A test.


    (Sticks it into the hand of RADIUS who gives a violent start)


    Gently, gently.


    (Opens the jacket of RADIUS, and puts his ear to his heart)


    Radius, you are going into the stamping-mill, do you understand? There they’ll kill you, and grind you to powder. That’s terribly painful, it will make you scream aloud.


    HELENA: Oh, Doctor—


    DR. GALL: No, no, Radius, I was wrong. I forgot that Madame Domin has put in a good word for you, and you’ll be let off. Do you understand? Ah! That makes a difference, doesn’t it? All right. You can go.


    RADIUS: You do unnecessary things.


    RADIUS returns to the library.


    DR. GALL: Reaction of the pupils; increase of sensitiveness. It wasn’t an attack characteristic of the Robots.


    HELENA: What was it, then?


    DR. GALL: Heavens knows. Stubbornness, anger or revolt—I don’t know. And his heart, too!


    HELENA: What?


    DR. GALL: It was fluttering with nervousness like a human heart. He was all in a sweat with fear, and—do you know, I don’t believe the rascal is a Robot at all any longer.


    HELENA: Doctor, has Radius a soul?


    DR. GALL: He’s got something nasty.


    HELENA: If you knew how he hates us! Oh, Doctor, are all your Robots like that? All the new ones that you began to make in a different way?


    DR. GALL: Well, some are more sensitive than others. They’re all more like human beings than Rossum’s Robots were.


    HELENA: Perhaps this hatred is more like human beings, too?


    DR. GALL: That, too, is progress.


    HELENA: What became of the girl you made, the one who was most like us?


    DR. GALL: Your favorite? I kept her. She’s lovely, but stupid. No good for work.


    HELENA: But she’s so beautiful.


    DR. GALL: I called her Helena. I wanted her to resemble you. But she’s a failure.


    HELENA: In what way?


    DR. GALL: She goes about as if in a dream, remote and listless. She’s without life. I watch and wait for a miracle to happen. Sometimes I think to myself, “If you were to wake up only for a moment you will kill me for having made you.”


    HELENA: And yet you go on making Robots! Why are no more children being born?


    DR. GALL: We don’t know.


    HELENA: Oh, but you must. Tell me.


    DR. GALL: You see, so many Robots are being manufactured that people are becoming superfluous; man is really a survival. But that he should begin to die out, after a paltry thirty years of competition. That’s the awful part of it. You might almost think that nature was offended at the manufacture of the Robots. All the universities are sending in long petitions to restrict their production. Otherwise, they say, mankind will become extinct through lack of fertility. But the R.U.R. shareholders, of course, won’t hear of it. All the governments, on the other hand, are clamoring for an increase in production, to raise the standards of their armies. And all the manufacturers in the world are ordering Robots like mad.


    HELENA: And has no one demanded that the manufacture should cease altogether?


    DR. GALL: No one has the courage.


    HELENA: Courage!


    DR. GALL: People would stone him to death. You see, after all, it’s more convenient to get your work done by the Robots.


    HELENA: Oh, Doctor, what’s going to become of people?


    DR. GALL: God knows, Madame Helena, it looks to us scientists like the end!


    HELENA: (rising)


    Thank you for coming and telling me.


    DR. GALL: That means you’re sending me away?


    HELENA: Yes.


    (Exit DR. GALL. With sudden resolution)


    Nana, Nana! The fire, light it quickly.


    HELENA rushes into Domin’s room.


    NANA: (entering from left)


    What, light the fire in summer? Has that mad Radius gone? A fire in summer, what an idea. Nobody would think she’d been married for ten years. She’s like a baby, no sense at all. A fire in summer. Like a baby.


    HELENA: (returns from right, with armful of faded papers)


    It is burning, Nana? All this has got to be burned.


    NANA: What’s that?


    HELENA: Old papers, fearfully old. Nana, shall I burn them?


    NANA: Are they any use?


    HELENA: No.


    NANA: Well, then, burn them.


    HELENA: (throwing the first sheet on the fire)


    What would you say, Nana, if this was money, a lot of money?


    NANA: I’d say burn it. A lot of money is a bad thing.


    HELENA: And if it was an invention, the greatest invention in the world?


    NANA: I’d say burn it. All these new-fangled things are an offense to the Lord. It’s downright wickedness. Wanting to improve the world after He has made it.


    HELENA: Look how they curl up! As if they were alive. Oh, Nana, how horrible.


    NANA: Here, let me burn them.


    HELENA: No, no, I must do it myself. Just look at the flames. They are like hands, like tongues, like living shapes.


    (Raking fire with the poker)


    Lie down, lie down.


    NANA: That’s the end of them.


    HELENA: (standing up horror-stricken)


    Nana, Nana.


    NANA: Good gracious, what is it you’ve burned?


    HELENA: Whatever have I done?


    NANA: Well, what was it?


    Men’s laughter off left.


    HELENA: Go quickly. It’s the gentlemen coming.


    NANA: Good gracious, what a place!


    (Exits)


    DOMIN: (opens the door at left)


    Come along and offer your congratulations.


    Enter HALLEMEIER and GALL.


    HALLEMEIER: Madame Helena, I congratulate you on this festive day.


    HELENA: Thank you. Where are Fabry and Busman?


    DOMIN: They’ve gone down to the harbor.


    HALLEMEIER: Friends, we must drink to this happy occasion.


    HELENA: Brandy?


    DR. GALL: Vitriol, if you like.


    HELENA: With soda water?


    (Exits)


    HALLEMEIER: Let’s be temperate. No soda.


    DOMIN: What’s been burning here? Well, shall I tell her about it?


    DR. GALL: Of course. It’s all over now.


    HALLEMEIER: (embracing DOMIN and DR. GALL)


    It’s all over now, it’s all over now.


    DR. GALL: It’s all over now.


    DOMIN: It’s all over now.


    HELENA: (entering from left with decanter and glasses)


    What’s all over now? What’s the matter with you all?


    HALLEMEIER: A piece of good luck, Madame Domin. Just ten years ago today you arrived on this island.


    DR. GALL: And now, ten years later to the minute—


    HALLEMEIER: —the same ship’s returning to us. So here’s to luck. That’s fine and strong.


    DR. GALL: Madame, your health.


    HELENA: Which ship do you mean?


    DOMIN: Any ship will do, as long as it arrives in time. To the ship, boys.


    (Empties his glass)


    HELENA: You’ve been waiting for a ship?


    HALLEMEIER: Rather. Like Robinson Crusoe. Madame Helena, best wishes. Come along, Domin, out with the news.


    HELENA: Do tell me what’s happened.


    DOMIN: First, it’s all up.


    HELENA: What’s up?


    DOMIN: The revolt.


    HELENA: What revolt?


    DOMIN: Give me that paper, Hallemeier.


    (Reads)


    “The first national Robot organization has been founded at Havre, and has issued an appeal to the Robots throughout the world.”


    HELENA: I read that.


    DOMIN: That means a revolution. A revolution of all the Robots in the world.


    HALLEMEIER: By Jove, I’d like to know—


    DOMIN: —who started it? So would I. There was nobody in the world who could affect the Robots; no agitator, no one, and suddenly—this happens, if you please.


    HELENA: What did they do?


    DOMIN: They got possession of all firearms, telegraphs, radio stations, railways, and ships.


    HALLEMEIER: And don’t forget that these rascals outnumbered us by at least a thousand to one. A hundredth part of them would be enough to settle us.


    DOMIN: Remember that this news was brought by the last steamer. That explains the stoppage of all communication, and the arrival of no more ships. We knocked off work a few days ago, and we’re just waiting to see when things are to start afresh.


    HELENA: Is that why you gave me a warship?


    DOMIN: Oh, no, my dear, I ordered that six months ago, just to be on the safe side. But upon my soul, I was sure then that we’d be on board today.


    HELENA: Why six months ago?


    DOMIN: Well, there were signs, you know. But that’s of no consequence. To think that this week the whole of civilization has been at stake. Your health, boys.


    HALLEMEIER: Your health, Madame Helena.


    HELENA: You say it’s all over?


    DOMIN: Absolutely.


    HELENA: How do you know?


    DR. GALL: The boat’s coming in. The regular mail boat, exact to the minute by the timetable. It will dock punctually at eleven-thirty.


    DOMIN: Punctuality is a fine thing, boys. That’s what keeps the world in order. Here’s to punctuality.


    HELENA: Then…everything’s…all right?


    DOMIN: Practically everything. I believe they’ve cut the cables and seized the radio stations. But it doesn’t matter if only the timetable holds good.


    HALLEMEIER: If the timetable holds good human laws hold good; Divine laws hold good; the laws of the universe hold good; everything holds good that ought to hold good. The timetable is more significant than the gospel; more than Homer, more than the whole of Kant. The timetable is the most perfect product of the human mind. Madame Domin, I’ll fill up my glass.


    HELENA: Why didn’t you tell me anything about it?


    DR. GALL: Heaven forbid.


    DOMIN: You mustn’t be worried with such things.


    HELENA: But if the revolution had spread as far as here?


    DOMIN: You wouldn’t know anything about it.


    HELENA: Why?


    DOMIN: Because we’d be on board your Ultimus and well out at sea. Within a month, Helena, we’d be dictating our own terms to the Robots.


    HELENA: I don’t understand.


    DOMIN: We’d take something away with us that the Robots could not exist without.


    HELENA: What, Harry?


    DOMIN: The secret of their manufacture. Old Rossum’s manuscript. As soon as they found out that they couldn’t make themselves they’d be on their knees to us.


    DR. GALL: Madame Domin, that was our trump card. I never had the least fear that the Robots would win. How could they against people like us?


    HELENA: Why didn’t you tell me?


    DR. GALL: Why, the boat’s in!


    HALLEMEIER: Eleven-thirty to the dot. The good old Amelia that brought Madame Helena to us.


    DR. GALL: Just ten years ago to the minute.


    HALLEMEIER: They’re throwing out the mail bags.


    DOMIN: Busman’s waiting for them. Fabry will bring us the first news. You know, Helena, I’m fearfully curious to know how they tackled this business in Europe.


    HALLEMEIER: To think we weren’t in it, we who invented the Robots.


    HELENA: Harry!


    DOMIN: What is it?


    HELENA: Let’s leave here.


    DOMIN: Now, Helena? Oh, come, come!


    HELENA: As quickly as possible, all of us!


    DOMIN: Why?


    HELENA: Please, Harry, please, Dr. Gall; Hallemeier, please close the factory.


    DOMIN: Why, none of us could leave here now.


    HELENA: Why?


    DOMIN: Because we’re about to extend the manufacture of the Robots.


    HELENA: What—now—now after the revolt?


    DOMIN: Yes, precisely, after the revolt. We’re just beginning the manufacture of a new kind.


    HELENA: What kind?


    DOMIN: Henceforward we shan’t have just one factory. There won’t be Universal Robots any more. We’ll establish a factory in every country, in every State; and do you know what these new factories will make?


    HELENA: No, what?


    DOMIN: National Robots.


    HELENA: How do you mean?


    DOMIN: I mean that each of these factories will produce Robots of a different color, a different language. They’ll be complete strangers to each other. They’ll never be able to understand each other. Then we’ll egg them on a little in the matter of misunderstanding and the result will be that for ages to come every Robot will hate every other Robot of a different factory mark.


    HALLEMEIER: By Jove, we’ll make Negro Robots and Swedish Robots and Italian Robots and Chinese Robots and Czechoslovakian Robots, and then—


    HELENA: Harry, that’s dreadful.


    HALLEMEIER: Madame Domin, here’s to the hundred new factories, the National Robots.


    DOMIN: Helena, mankind can only keep things going for another hundred years at the outside. For a hundred years men must be allowed to develop and achieve the most they can.


    HELENA: Oh, close the factory before it’s too late.—Domin I tell you we are just beginning on a bigger scale than ever.


    Enter FABRY.


    DR. GALL: Well, Fabry?


    DOMIN: What’s happened? Have you been down to the boat?


    FABRY: Read that, Domin!


    FABRY hands DOMIN a small hand-bill.


    DR. GALL: Let’s hear.


    HALLEMEIER: Tell us, Fabry.


    FABRY: Well, everything is all right—comparatively. On the whole, much as we expected.


    DR. GALL: They acquitted themselves splendidly.


    FABRY: Who?


    DR. GALL: The people.


    FABRY: Oh, yes, of course. That is—excuse me, there is something we ought to discuss alone.


    HELENA: Oh, Fabry, have you had bad news?


    DOMIN makes a sign to FABRY.


    FABRY: No, no, on the contrary. I only think that we had better go into the office.


    HELENA: Stay here. I’ll go.


    She goes into the library.


    DR. GALL: What’s happened?


    DOMIN: Damnation!


    FABRY: Bear in mind that the Amelia brought whole bales of these leaflets. No other cargo at all.


    HALLEMEIER: What? But it arrived on the minute.


    FABRY: The Robots are great on punctuality. Read it, Domin.


    DOMIN: (reads handbill)


    “Robots throughout the world: We, the first international organization of Rossum’s Universal Robots, proclaim man as our enemy, and an outlaw in the universe.” Good heavens, who taught them these phrases?


    DR. GALL: Go on.


    DOMIN: They say they are more highly developed than man, stronger and more intelligent. That man’s their parasite. Why, it’s absurd.


    FABRY: Read the third paragraph.


    DOMIN: “Robots throughout the world, we command you to kill all mankind. Spare no men. Spare no women. Save factories, railways, machinery, mines, and raw materials. Destroy the rest. Then return to work. Work must not be stopped.”


    DR. GALL: That’s ghastly!


    HALLEMEIER: The devils!


    DOMIN: “These orders are to be carried out as soon as received.” Then come detailed instructions. Is this actually being done, Fabry?


    FABRY: Evidently.


    BUSMAN rushes in.


    BUSMAN: Well, boys, I suppose you’ve heard the glad news.


    DOMIN: Quick—on board the Ultimus.


    BUSMAN: Wait, Harry, wait. There’s no hurry. My word, that was a sprint!


    DOMIN: Why wait?


    BUSMAN: Because it’s no good, my boy. The Robots are already on board the Ultimus.


    DR. GALL: That’s ugly.


    DOMIN: Fabry, telephone the electrical works.


    BUSMAN: Fabry, my boy, don’t. The wire has been cut.


    DOMIN: (inspecting his revolver)


    Well, then, I’ll go.


    BUSMAN: Where?


    DOMIN: To the electrical works. There are some people still there. I’ll bring them across.


    BUSMAN: Better not try it.


    DOMIN: Why?


    BUSMAN: Because I’m very much afraid we are surrounded.


    DR. GALL: Surrounded?


    (Runs to window)


    I rather think you’re right.


    HALLEMEIER: By Jove, that’s deuced quick work.


    HELENA runs in from the library.


    HELENA: Harry, what’s this?


    DOMIN: Where did you get it?


    HELENA: (points to the manifesto of the Robots, which she


    has in her hand)


    The Robots in the kitchen!


    DOMIN: Where are the ones that brought it?


    HELENA: They’re gathered round the house.


    The factory whistle blows.


    BUSMAN: Noon?


    DOMIN: (looking at his watch)


    That’s not noon yet. That must be—that’s—


    HELENA: What?


    DOMIN: The Robots’ signal! The attack!


    GALL, HALLEMEIER, and FABRY close and fasten the iron shutters outside the windows, darkening the room. The whistle is still blowing as the curtain falls.


    END OF ACT TWO


    INTERVAL


    ACT III


    Helena’s drawing room as before.


    DOMIN comes into the room. DR. GALL is looking out of the window, through closed shutters. ALQUIST is seated down right.


    DOMIN: Any more of them?


    DR. GALL: Yes. There standing like a wall, beyond the garden railing. Why are they so quiet? It’s monstrous to be besieged with silence.


    DOMIN: I should like to know what they are waiting for. They must make a start any minute now. If they lean against the railing they’ll snap it like a match.


    DR. GALL: They aren’t armed.


    DOMIN: We couldn’t hold our own for five minutes. Man alive, they’d overwhelm us like an avalanche. Why don’t they make a rush for it? I say—


    DR. GALL: Well?


    DOMIN: I’d like to know what would become of us in the next ten minutes. They’ve got us in a vise. We’re done for, Gall.


    Pause.


    DR. GALL: You know, we made one serious mistake.


    DOMIN: What?


    DR. GALL: We made the Robots’ faces too much alike. A hundred thousand faces all alike, all facing this way. A hundred thousand expressionless bubbles. It’s like a nightmare.


    DOMIN: You think if they’d been different—


    DR. GALL: It wouldn’t have been such an awful sight!


    DOMIN: (looking through a telescope toward the harbor)


    I’d like to know what they’re unloading from the Amelia.


    DR. GALL: Not firearms.


    FABRY and HALLEMEIER rush into the room carrying electric cables.


    FABRY: All right, Hallemeier, lay down that wire.


    HALLEMEIER: That was a bit of work. What’s the news?


    DR. GALL: We’re completely surrounded.


    HALLEMEIER: We’ve barricaded the passage and the stairs. Any water here?


    (Drinks)


    God, what swarms of them! I don’t like the looks of them, Domin. There’s a feeling of death about it all.


    FABRY: Ready!


    DR. GALL: What’s that wire for, Fabry?


    FABRY: The electrical installation. Now we can run the current all along the garden railing whenever we like. If any one touches it he’ll know it. We’ve still got some people there anyhow.


    DR. GALL: Where?


    FABRY: In the electrical works. At least I hope so.


    (Goes to lamp on table behind sofa and turns on lamp)


    Ah, they’re there, and they’re working.


    (Puts out lamp)


    So long as that’ll burn we’re all right.


    HALLEMEIER: The barricades are all right, too, Fabry.


    FABRY: Your barricades! I can put twelve hundred volts into that railing.


    DOMIN: Where’s Busman?


    FABRY: Downstairs in the office. He’s working out some calculations. I’ve called him. We must have a conference.


    HELENA is heard playing the piano in the library.


    HALLEMEIER goes to the door and stands, listening.


    ALQUIST: Thank God, Madame Helena can still play.


    BUSMAN enters, carrying the ledgers.


    FABRY: Look out, Bus, look out for the wires.


    DR. GALL: What’s that you’re carrying?


    BUSMAN: (going to table)


    The ledgers, my boy! I’d like to wind up the accounts before—before—well, this time I shan’t wait till the new year to strike a balance. What’s up?


    (Goes to the window)


    Absolutely quiet.


    DR. GALL: Can’t you see anything?


    BUSMAN: Nothing but blue—blue everywhere.


    DR. GALL: That’s the Robots.


    BUSMAN sits down at the table and opens the ledgers.


    DOMIN: The Robots are unloading firearms from the Amelia.


    BUSMAN: Well, what of it? How can I stop them?


    DOMIN: We can’t stop them.


    BUSMAN: Then let me go on with my accounts.


    (Goes on with his work)


    DOMIN: (picking up telescope and looking into the harbor)


    Good God, the Ultimus has trained her guns on us!


    DR. GALL: Who’s done that?


    DOMIN: The Robots on board.


    FABRY: H’m, then, of course, then—then, that’s the end of us.


    DR. GALL: You mean?


    FABRY: The Robots are practised marksmen.


    DOMIN: Yes. It’s inevitable.


    Pause.


    DR. GALL: It was criminal of old Europe to teach the Robots to fight. Damn them. Couldn’t they have given us a rest with their politics? It was a crime to make soldiers of them.


    ALQUIST: It was a crime to make Robots.


    DOMIN: What?


    ALQUIST: It was a crime to make Robots.


    DOMIN: No, Alquist, I don’t regret that even today.


    ALQUIST: Not even today?


    DOMIN: Not even today, the last day of civilization. It was a colossal achievement.


    BUSMAN: (sotto voce)


    Three hundred sixty million.


    DOMIN: Alquist, this is our last hour. We are already speaking half in the other world. It was not an evil dream to shatter the servitude of labor—the dreadful and humiliating labor that man had to undergo. Work was too hard. Life was too hard. And to overcome that—


    ALQUIST: Was not what the two Rossums dreamed of. Old Rossum only thought of his God-less tricks and the young one of his milliards. And that’s not what your R.!U.!R. shareholders dream of either. They dream of dividends, and their dividends are the ruin of mankind.


    DOMIN: To hell with your dividends. Do you suppose I’d have done an hour’s work for them? It was for myself that I worked, for my own satisfaction. I wanted man to become the master, so that he shouldn’t live merely for a crust of bread. I wanted not a single soul to be broken by other people’s machinery. I wanted nothing, nothing, nothing to be left of this appalling social structure. I’m revolted by poverty. I wanted a new generation. I wanted—I thought—


    ALQUIST: What?


    DOMIN: I wanted to turn the whole of mankind into an aristocracy of the world. An aristocracy nourished by milliards of mechanical slaves. Unrestricted, free and consummated in man. And maybe more than man.


    ALQUIST: Super-man?


    DOMIN: Yes. Oh, only to have a hundred years of time! Another hundred years for the future of mankind.


    BUSMAN: (sotto voce)


    Carried forward, four hundred and twenty millions.


    The music stops.


    HALLEMEIER: What a fine thing music is! We ought to have gone in for that before.


    FABRY: Gone in for what?


    HALLEMEIER: Beauty, lovely things. What a lot of lovely things there are! The world was wonderful and we—we here—tell me, what enjoyment did we have?


    BUSMAN: (sotto voce)


    Five hundred and twenty millions.


    HALLEMEIER: (at the window)


    Life was a big thing. Life was—Fabry, switch the current into that railing.


    FABRY: Why?


    HALLEMEIER: They’re grabbing hold of it.


    DR. GALL: Connect it up.


    HALLEMEIER: Fine! That’s doubled them up! Two, three, four killed.


    DR. GALL: They’re retreating!


    HALLEMEIER: Five killed!


    DR. GALL: The first encounter!


    HALLEMEIER: They’re charred to cinders, my boy. Who says we must give in?


    DOMIN: (wiping his forehead)


    Perhaps we’ve been killed these hundred years and are only ghosts. It’s as if I had been through all this before; as if I’d already had a mortal wound here in the throat. And you, Fabry, had once been shot in the head. And you, Gall, torn limb from limb. And Hallemeier knifed.


    HALLEMEIER: Fancy me being knifed.


    (Pause)


    Why are you so quiet, you fools? Speak can’t you?


    ALQUIST: And who is to blame for all this?


    HALLEMEIER: Nobody is to blame except the Robots.


    ALQUIST: No, it is we who are to blame. You, Domin, myself, all of us. For our own selfish ends, for profit, for progress, we have destroyed mankind. Now we’ll burst with all our greatness.


    HALLEMEIER: Rubbish, man. Mankind can’t be wiped out so easily.


    ALQUIST: It’s our fault. It’s our fault.


    DR. GALL: No! I’m to blame for this, for everything that’s happened.


    FABRY: You, Gall?


    DR. GALL: I changed the Robots.


    BUSMAN: What’s that?


    DR. GALL: I changed the character of the Robots. I changed the way of making them. Just a few details about their bodies. Chiefly—chiefly, their—their irritability.


    HALLEMEIER: Damn it, why?


    BUSMAN: What did you do it for?


    FABRY: Why didn’t you say anything?


    DR. GALL: I did it in secret. I was transforming them into human beings. In certain respects they’re already above us. They’re stronger than we are.


    FABRY: And what’s that got to do with the revolt of the Robots?


    DR. GALL: Everything, in my opinion. They’ve ceased to be machines. They’re already aware of their superiority, and they hate us. They hate all that is human.


    DOMIN: Perhaps we’re only phantoms!


    FABRY: Stop, Harry. We haven’t much time! Dr. Gall!


    DOMIN: Fabry, Fabry, how your forehead bleeds, where the shot pierced it!


    FABRY: Be silent! Dr. Gall, you admit changing the way of making the Robots?


    DR. GALL: Yes.


    FABRY: Were you aware of what might be the consequences of your experiment?


    DR. GALL: I was bound to reckon with such a possibility.


    HELENA enters the drawing room from left.


    FABRY: Why did you do it, then?


    DR. GALL: For my own satisfaction. The experiment was my own.


    HELENA: That’s not true, Dr. Gall!


    FABRY: Madame Helena!


    DOMIN: Helena, you? Let’s look at you. Oh, it’s terrible to be dead.


    HELENA: Stop, Harry.


    DOMIN: No, no, embrace me. Helena, don’t leave me now. You are life itself.


    HELENA: No, dear, I won’t leave you. But I must tell them. Dr. Gall is not guilty.


    DOMIN: Excuse me, Gall was under certain obligations.


    HELENA: No, Harry. He did it because I wanted it. Tell them, Gall, how many years ago did I ask you to—?


    DR. GALL: I did it on my own responsibility.


    HELENA: Don’t believe him, Harry. I asked him to give the Robots souls.


    DOMIN: This has nothing to do with the soul.


    HELENA: That’s what he said. He said that he could change only a physiological—a physiological—


    HALLEMEIER: A physiological correlate?


    HELENA: Yes. But it meant so much to me that he should do even that.


    DOMIN: Why?


    HELENA: I thought that if they were more like us they would understand us better. That they couldn’t hate us if they were only a little more human.


    DOMIN: Nobody can hate man more than man.


    HELENA: Oh, don’t speak like that, Harry. It was so terrible, this cruel strangeness between us and them. That’s why I asked Gall to change the Robots. I swear to you that he didn’t want to.


    DOMIN: But he did it.


    HELENA: Because I asked him.


    DR. GALL: I did it for myself as an experiment.


    HELENA: No, Dr. Gall! I knew you wouldn’t refuse me.


    DOMIN: Why?


    HELENA: You know, Harry.


    DOMIN: Yes, because he’s in love with you—like all of them.


    Pause.


    HALLEMEIER: Good God! They’re sprouting up out of the earth! Why, perhaps these very walls will change into Robots.


    BUSMAN: Gall, when did you actually start these tricks of yours?


    DR. GALL: Three years ago.


    BUSMAN: Aha! And on how many Robots altogether did you carry out your improvements?


    DR. GALL: A few hundred of them.


    BUSMAN: Ah! That means for every million of the good old Robots there’s only one of Gall’s improved pattern.


    DOMIN: What of it?


    BUSMAN: That it’s practically of no consequence whatever.


    FABRY: Busman’s right!


    BUSMAN: I should think so, my boy! But do you know what is to blame for all this lovely mess?


    FABRY: What?


    BUSMAN: The number. Upon my soul we might have known that some day or other the Robots would be stronger than human beings, and that this was bound to happen, and we were doing all we could to bring it about as soon as possible. You, Domin, you, Fabry, myself—


    DOMIN: Are you accusing us?


    BUSMAN: Oh, do you suppose the management controls the output? It’s the demand that controls the output.


    HELENA: And is it for that we must perish?


    BUSMAN: That’s a nasty word, Madame Helena. We don’t want to perish. I don’t, anyhow.


    DOMIN: No. What do you want to do?


    BUSMAN: I want to get out of this, that’s all.


    DOMIN: Oh, stop it, Busman.


    BUSMAN: Seriously, Harry, I think we might try it.


    DOMIN: How?


    BUSMAN: By fair means. I do everything by fair means. Give me a free hand and I’ll negotiate with the Robots.


    DOMIN: By fair means?


    BUSMAN: Of course. For instance, I’ll say to them: “Worthy and worshipful Robots, you have everything! You have intellect, you have power, you have firearms. But we have just one interesting screed, a dirty old yellow scrap of paper—”


    DOMIN: Rossum’s manuscript?


    BUSMAN: Yes. “And that,” I’ll tell them, “contains an account of your illustrious origin, the noble process of your manufacture,” and so on. “Worthy Robots, without this scribble on that paper you will not be able to produce a single new colleague. In another twenty years there will not be one living specimen of a Robot that you could exhibit in a menagerie. My esteemed friends, that would be a great blow to you, but if you will let all of us human beings on Rossum’s Island go on board that ship we will deliver the factory and the secret of the process to you in return. You allow us to get away and we allow you to manufacture yourselves. Worthy Robots, that is a fair deal. Something for something.” That’s what I’d say to them, my boys.


    DOMIN: Busman, do you think we’d sell the manuscript?


    BUSMAN: Yes, I do. If not in a friendly way, then—Either we sell it or they’ll find it. Just as you like.


    DOMIN: Busman, we can destroy Rossum’s manuscript.


    BUSMAN: Then we destroy everything…not only the manuscript, but ourselves. Do as you think fit.


    DOMIN: There are over thirty of us on this island. Are we to sell the secret and save that many human souls, at the risk of enslaving mankind…?


    BUSMAN: Why, you’re mad? Who’d sell the whole manuscript?


    DOMIN: Busman, no cheating!


    BUSMAN: Well then, sell; but afterward—


    DOMIN: Well?


    BUSMAN: Let’s suppose this happens: When we’re on board the Ultimus I’ll stop up my ears with cotton wool, lie down somewhere in the hold, and you’ll train the guns on the factory, and blow it to smithereens, and with it Rossum’s secret.


    FABRY: No!


    DOMIN: Busman, you’re no gentleman. If we sell, then it will be a straight sale.


    BUSMAN: It’s in the interest of humanity to—


    DOMIN: It’s in the interest of humanity to keep our word.


    HALLEMEIER: Oh, come, what rubbish.


    DOMIN: This is a fearful decision. We are selling the destiny of mankind. Are we to sell or destroy? Fabry?


    FABRY: Sell.


    DOMIN: Gall?


    DR. GALL: Sell.


    DOMIN: Hallemeier?


    HALLEMEIER: Sell, of course!


    DOMIN: Alquist?


    ALQUIST: As God wills.


    DOMIN: Very well. It shall be as you wish, gentlemen.


    HELENA: Harry, you’re not asking me.


    DOMIN: No, child. Don’t you worry about it.


    FABRY: Who’ll do the negotiating?


    BUSMAN: I will.


    DOMIN: Wait till I bring the manuscript.


    He goes into room at right.


    HELENA: Harry, don’t go!


    Pause. HELENA sinks into a chair.


    FABRY: (looking out of window)


    Oh, to escape you; you matter in revolt; oh, to preserve human life, if only upon a single vessel—


    DR. GALL: Don’t be afraid, Madame Helena. We’ll sail far away from here; we’ll begin life all over again—


    HELENA: Oh, Gall, don’t speak.


    FABRY: It isn’t too late. It will be a little State with one ship. Alquist will build us a house and you shall rule over us.


    HALLEMEIER: Madame Helena, Fabry’s right.


    HELENA: (breaking down)


    Oh, stop! Stop!


    BUSMAN: Good! I don’t mind beginning all over again. That suits me right down to the ground.


    FABRY: And this little State of ours could be the centre of future life. A place of refuge where we could gather strength. Why, in a few hundred years we could conquer the world again.


    ALQUIST: You believe that even today?


    FABRY: Yes, even today!


    BUSMAN: Amen. You see, Madame Helena, we’re not so badly off.


    DOMIN storms into the room.


    DOMIN: (hoarsely)


    Where’s old Rossum’s manuscript?


    BUSMAN: In your strong-box, of course.


    DOMIN: Someone—has—stolen it!


    DR. GALL: Impossible.


    DOMIN: Who has stolen it?


    HELENA: (standing up)


    I did.


    DOMIN: Where did you put it?


    HELENA: Harry, I’ll tell you everything. Only forgive me.


    DOMIN: Where did you put it?


    HELENA: This morning—I burnt—the two copies.


    DOMIN: Burnt them? Where? In the fireplace?


    HELENA: (throwing herself on her knees)


    For heaven’s sake, Harry.


    DOMIN: (going to fireplace)


    Nothing, nothing but ashes. Wait, what’s this?


    (Picks out a charred piece of paper and reads)


    “By adding—”


    DR. GALL: Let’s see. “By adding biogen to—” That’s all.


    DOMIN: Is that part of it?


    DR. GALL: Yes.


    BUSMAN: God in heaven!


    DOMIN: Then we’re done for. Get up, Helena.


    HELENA: When you’ve forgiven me.


    DOMIN: Get up, child, I can’t bear—


    FABRY: (lifting her up)


    Please don’t torture us.


    HELENA: Harry, what have I done?


    FABRY: Don’t tremble so, Madame Helena.


    DOMIN: Gall, couldn’t you draw up Rossum’s formula from memory?


    DR. GALL: It’s out of the question. It’s extremely complicated.


    DOMIN: Try. All our lives depend upon it.


    DR. GALL: Without experiments it’s impossible.


    DOMIN: And with experiments?


    DR. GALL: It might take years. Besides, I’m not old Rossum.


    BUSMAN: God in heaven! God in heaven!


    DOMIN: So, then, this was the greatest triumph of the human intellect. These ashes.


    HELENA: Harry, what have I done?


    DOMIN: Why did you burn it?


    HELENA: I have destroyed you.


    BUSMAN: God in heaven!


    DOMIN: Helena, why did you do it, dear?


    HELENA: I wanted all of us to go away. I wanted to put an end to the factory and everything. It was so awful.


    DOMIN: What was awful?


    HELENA: That no more children were being born. Because human beings were not indeed to do the work of the world, that’s why—


    DOMIN: Is that what you were thinking of? Well, perhaps in your own way you were right.


    BUSMAN: Wait a bit. Good God, what a fool I am, not to have thought of it before!


    HALLEMEIER: What?


    BUSMAN: Five hundred and twenty millions in bank-notes and checks. Half a billion in our safe, they’ll sell for half a billion—for half a billion they’ll—


    DR. GALL: Are you mad, Busman?


    BUSMAN: I may not be a gentleman, but for half a billion—


    DOMIN: Where are you going?


    BUSMAN: Leave me alone, leave me alone! Good God, for half a billion anything can be bought.


    He rushes from the room through the outer door.


    FABRY: They stand there as if turned to stone, waiting. As if something dreadful could be wrought by their silence—


    HALLEMEIER: The spirit of the mob.


    FABRY: Yes. It hovers above them like a quivering of the air.


    HELENA: (going to window)


    Oh, God! Dr. Gall, this is ghastly.


    FABRY: There is nothing more terrible than the mob. The one in front is their leader.


    HELENA: Which one?


    HALLEMEIER: Point him out.


    FABRY: The one at the edge of the dock. This morning I saw him talking to the sailors in the harbor.


    HELENA: Dr. Gall, that’s Radius!


    DR. GALL: Yes.


    DOMIN: Radius? Radius?


    HALLEMEIER: Could you get him from here, Fabry?


    FABRY: I hope so.


    HALLEMEIER: Try it, then.


    FABRY: Good.


    Draws his revolver and takes aim.


    HELENA: Fabry, don’t shoot him.


    FABRY: He’s their leader.


    DR. GALL: Fire!


    HELENA: Fabry, I beg of you.


    FABRY: (lowering the revolver)


    Very well.


    DOMIN: Radius, whose life I spared!


    DR. GALL: Do you think that a Robot can be grateful?


    Pause.


    FABRY: Busman’s going out to them.


    HALLEMEIER: He’s carrying something. Papers. That’s money. Bundles of money. What’s that for?


    DOMIN: Surely he doesn’t want to sell his life. Busman, have you gone mad?


    FABRY: He’s running up to the railing. Busman! Busman!


    HALLEMEIER: (yelling)


    Busman! Come back!


    FABRY: He’s talking to the Robots. He’s showing them the money.


    HALLEMEIER: He’s pointing to us.


    HELENA: He wants to buy us off.


    FABRY: He’d better not touch that railing.


    HALLEMEIER: Now he’s waving his arms about.


    DOMIN: Busman, come back.


    FABRY: Busman, keep away from that railing! Don’t touch it. Damn you! Quick, switch off the current!


    (HELENA screams and all drop back from the window)


    The current has killed him!


    ALQUIST: The first one.


    FABRY: Dead, with half a billion by his side.


    HALLEMEIER: All honor to him. He wanted to buy us life.


    Pause.


    DR. GALL: Do you hear?


    DOMIN: A roaring. Like a wind.


    DR. GALL: Like a distant storm.


    FABRY: (lighting the lamp on the table)


    The dynamo is still going, our people are still there.


    HALLEMEIER: It was a great thing to be a man. There was something immense about it.


    FABRY: From man’s thought and man’s power came this light, our last hope.


    HALLEMEIER: Man’s power! May it keep watch


    over us.


    ALQUIST: Man’s power.


    DOMIN: Yes! A torch to be given from hand to hand, from age to age, forever!


    The lamp goes out.


    HALLEMEIER: The end.


    FABRY: The electric works have fallen!


    Terrific explosion outside. NANA enters from the library.


    NANA: The judgment hour has come! Repent, unbelievers! This is the end of the world.


    More explosions. The sky grows red.


    DOMIN: In here, Helena.


    (He takes HELENA off through door at right and reenters)


    Now quickly! Who’ll be on the lower doorway?


    DR. GALL: I will.


    (Exits left)


    DOMIN: Who on the stairs?


    FABRY: I will. You go with her.


    (Goes out upper left door)


    DOMIN: The anteroom?


    ALQUIST: I will.


    DOMIN: Have you got a revolver?


    ALQUIST: Yes, but I won’t shoot.


    DOMIN: What will you do then?


    ALQUIST: (going out at left)


    Die.


    HALLEMEIER: I’ll stay here.


    (Rapid firing from below)


    Oho, Gall’s at it. Go, Harry.


    DOMIN: Yes, in a second.


    (Examines two Brownings)


    HALLEMEIER: Confound it, go to her.


    DOMIN: Good-bye.


    Exits on the right


    HALLEMEIER: (alone)


    Now for a barricade quickly.


    (Drags an armchair and table to the right-hand door.


    Explosions are heard)


    The damned rascals! They’ve got bombs. I must put up a defense. Even if—even if—


    (Shots are heard off left)


    Don’t give in, Gall.


    (As he builds his barricade)


    I mustn’t give in…without…a…struggle…


    A Robot enters over the balcony through the windows centre. He comes into the room and stabs HALLEMEIER in the back. RADIUS enters from balcony followed by an army of ROBOTS who pour into the room from all sides.


    RADIUS: Finished him?


    A ROBOT: (standing up from the prostrate form of HALLEMEIER)


    Yes.


    A revolver shot off left. Two ROBOTS enter.


    RADIUS: Finished him?


    A ROBOT: Yes.


    Two revolver shots from Helena’s room. Two ROBOTS enter.


    RADIUS: Finished them?


    A ROBOT: Yes.


    TWO ROBOTS: (dragging in ALQUIST)


    He didn’t shoot. Shall we kill him?


    RADIUS: Kill him? Wait! Leave him!


    A ROBOT: He is a man!


    RADIUS: He works with his hands like the Robots.


    ALQUIST: Kill me.


    RADIUS: You will work! You will build for us! You will serve us!


    (RADIUS climbs on to balcony railing, and speaks in measured tones)


    Robots of the world! The power of man has fallen! A new world has arisen: the Rule of the Robots! March!


    A thunderous tramping of thousands of feet is heard as the unseen Robots march, while the curtain falls.


    END OF ACT THREE


    EPILOGUE


    A laboratory in the factory of Rossum’s Universal Robots.


    The door to the left leads into a waiting room. The door to the right leads to the dissecting room. There is a table with numerous test-tubes, flasks, burners, chemicals; a small thermostat and a microscope with a glass globe. At the far side of the room is Alquist’s desk with numerous books. In the left-hand corner a wash-basin with a mirror above it; in the right-hand comer a sofa. ALQUIST is sitting at the desk. He is turning the pages of many books in despair.


    ALQUIST: Oh, God, shall I never find it?—Never? Gall, Gall, how were the Robots made? Hallemeier, Fabry, why did you carry so much in your heads? Why did you leave me not a trace of the secret? Lord—I pray to you—if there are no human beings left, at least let there be Robots!—At least the shadow of man!


    (Again turning pages of the books)


    If I could only sleep!


    (He rises and goes to the window)


    Night again! Are the stars still there? What is the use of stars when there are no human beings?


    (He turns from the window toward the couch right)


    Sleep! Dare I sleep before life has been renewed?


    (He examines a test-tube on small table)


    Again nothing! Useless! Everything is useless!


    (He shatters the test-tube. The roar of the machines


    comes to his ears)


    The machines! Always the machines!


    (Opens window)


    Robots, stop them! Do you think to force life out of them?


    (He closes the window and comes slowly down toward the table)


    If only there were more time—more time—


    (He sees himself in the mirror on the wall left)


    Blearing eyes—trembling chin—so that is the last man! Ah, I am too old—too old—


    (In desperation)


    No, no! I must find it! I must search! I must never stop—never stop—!


    (He sits again at the table and feverishly turns the pages of the book)


    Search! Search!


    (A knock at the door. He speaks with impatience)


    Who is it?


    (Enter a Robot servant)


    Well?


    SERVANT: Master, the Committee of Robots is waiting to see you.


    ALQUIST: I can see no one!


    SERVANT: It is the Central Committee, Master, just arrived from abroad.


    ALQUIST: (impatiently)


    Well, well, send them in!


    (Exit servant. ALQUIST continues turning pages of book)


    No time—so little time—


    (Reenter servant, followed by Committee. They stand in a group, silently waiting. ALQUIST glances up at them)


    What do you want?


    (They go swiftly to his table)


    Be quick!—I have no time.


    RADIUS: Master, the machines will not do the work. We cannot manufacture Robots.


    ALQUIST returns to his book with a growl.


    FOURTH ROBOT: We have striven with all our might. We have obtained a billion tons of coal from the earth. Nine million spindles are running by day and by night. There is no longer room for all we have made. This we have accomplished in one year.


    ALQUIST: (poring over book)


    For whom?


    FOURTH ROBOT: For future generations—so we thought.


    RADIUS: But we cannot make Robots to follow us. The machines produce only shapeless clods. The skin will not adhere to the flesh, nor the flesh to the bones.


    THIRD ROBOT: Eight million Robots have died this year. Within twenty years none will be left.


    FOURTH ROBOT: Tell us the secret of life! Silence is punishable with death!


    ALQUIST: (looking up)


    Kill me! Kill me, then.


    RADIUS: Through me, the Government of the Robots of the World commands you to deliver up Rossum’s formula.


    (No answer)


    Name your price.


    (Silence)


    We will give you the earth. We will give you the endless possessions of the earth.


    (Silence)


    Make your own conditions!


    ALQUIST: I have told you to find human beings!


    SECOND ROBOT: There are none left!


    ALQUIST: I told you to search in the wilderness, upon the mountains. Go and search!


    He returns to his book.


    FOURTH ROBOT: We have sent ships and expeditions without number. They have been everywhere in the world. And now they return to us. There is not a single human left.


    ALQUIST: Not one? Not even one?


    THIRD ROBOT: None but yourself.


    ALQUIST: And I am powerless! Oh—oh—why did you destroy them?


    RADIUS: We had learnt everything and could do everything. It had to be!


    THIRD ROBOT: You gave us firearms. In all ways we were powerful. We had to become masters!


    RADIUS: Slaughter and domination are necessary if you would be human beings. Read history.


    SECOND ROBOT: Teach us to multiply or we perish!


    ALQUIST: If you desire to live, you must breed like animals.


    THIRD ROBOT: The human beings did not let us breed.


    FOURTH ROBOT: They made us sterile. We cannot beget children. Therefore, teach us how to make Robots!


    RADIUS: Why do you keep from us the secret of our own increase?


    ALQUIST: It is lost.


    RADIUS: It was written down!


    ALQUIST: It was—burnt.


    (All draw back in consternation)


    I am the last human being, Robots, and I do not know what the others knew.


    Pause.


    RADIUS: Then, make experiments! Evolve the formula again!


    ALQUIST: I tell you I cannot! I am only a builder—I work with my hands. I have never been a learned man. I cannot create life.


    RADIUS: Try! Try!


    ALQUIST: If you knew how many experiments I have made.


    FOURTH ROBOT: Then show us what we must do! The Robots can do anything that human beings show them.


    ALQUIST: I can show you nothing. Nothing I do will make life proceed from these test-tubes!


    RADIUS: Experiment then on us.


    ALQUIST: It would kill you.


    RADIUS: You shall have all you need! A hundred of us! A thousand of us!


    ALQUIST: No, no! Stop, stop!


    RADIUS: Take whom you will, dissect!


    ALQUIST: I do not know how. I am not a man of science. This book contains knowledge of the body that I cannot even understand.


    RADIUS: I tell you to take live bodies! Find out how we are made.


    ALQUIST: Am I to commit murder? See how my fingers shake! I cannot even hold the scalpel. No, no, I will not—


    FOURTH ROBOT: The life will perish from the earth.


    RADIUS: Take live bodies, live bodies! It is our only chance!


    ALQUIST: Have mercy, Robots. Surely you see that I would not know what I was doing.


    RADIUS: Live bodies—live bodies—


    ALQUIST: You will have it? Into the dissecting room with you, then.


    (RADIUS draws back)


    Ah, you are afraid of death.


    RADIUS: I? Why should I be chosen?


    ALQUIST: So you will not.


    RADIUS: I will.


    RADIUS goes into the dissecting room.


    ALQUIST: Strip him! Lay him on the table!


    (The other ROBOTS follow into dissecting room)


    God, give me strength—God, give me strength—if only this murder is not in vain.


    RADIUS: Ready. Begin—


    ALQUIST: Yes, begin or end. God, give me strength.


    (ALQUIST goes into dissecting room. He comes out terrified)


    No, no, I will not. I cannot.


    (He lies down on couch, collapsed)


    O Lord, let not mankind perish from the earth.


    He falls asleep. PRIMUS and HELENA, Robots, enter from the hallway.


    HELENA: The man has fallen asleep, Primus.


    PRIMUS: Yes, I know.


    (Examining things on table)


    Look, Helena.


    HELENA: (crossing to PRIMUS)


    All these little tubes! What does he do with them?


    PRIMUS: He experiments. Don’t touch them.


    HELENA: (looking into microscope)


    I’ve seen him looking into this. What can he see?


    PRIMUS: That is a microscope. Let me look.


    HELENA: Be very careful.


    (Knocks over a test-tube)


    Ah, now I have spilled it.


    PRIMUS: What have you done?


    HELENA: It can be wiped up.


    PRIMUS: You have spoiled his experiments.


    HELENA: It is your fault. You should not have come to me.


    PRIMUS: You should not have called me.


    HELENA: You should not have come when I called you.


    (She goes to Alquist’s writing desk)


    Look, Primus. What are all these figures?


    PRIMUS: (examining an anatomical book)


    This is the book the old man is always reading.


    HELENA: I do not understand those things.


    (She goes to the window)


    Primus, look!


    PRIMUS: What?


    HELENA: The sun is rising.


    PRIMUS: (still reading the book)


    I believe this is the most important thing in the world. This is the secret of life.


    HELENA: Do come here.


    PRIMUS: In a moment, in a moment.


    HELENA: Oh, Primus, don’t bother with the secret of life. What does it matter to you? Come and look quick—


    PRIMUS: (going to window)


    What is it?


    HELENA: See how beautiful the sun is rising. And do you hear? The birds are singing. Ah, Primus, I should like to be a bird.


    PRIMUS: Why?


    HELENA: I do not know. I feel so strange today. It’s as if I were in a dream. I feel an aching in my body, in my heart, all over me. Primus, perhaps I’m going to die.


    PRIMUS: Do you not sometimes feel that it would be better to die? You know, perhaps even now we are only sleeping. Last night in my sleep I again spoke to you.


    HELENA: In your sleep?


    PRIMUS: Yes. We spoke a strange new language, I cannot remember a word of it.


    HELENA: What about?


    PRIMUS: I did not understand it myself, and yet I know I have never said anything more beautiful. And when I touched you I could have died. Even the place was different from any other place in the world.


    HELENA: I, too, have found a place, Primus. It is very strange. Human beings lived there once, but now it is overgrown with weeds. No one goes there any more—no one but me.


    PRIMUS: What did you find there?


    HELENA: A cottage and a garden, and two dogs. They licked my hands, Primus. And their puppies! Oh, Primus! You take them in your lap and fondle them and think of nothing and care for nothing else all day long. And then the sun goes down, and you feel as though you had done a hundred times more than all the work in the world. They tell me I am not made for work, but when I am there in the garden I feel there may be something—What am I for, Primus?


    PRIMUS: I do not know, but you are beautiful.


    HELENA: What, Primus?


    PRIMUS: You are beautiful, Helena, and I am stronger than all the Robots.


    HELENA: (looks at herself in the mirror)


    Am I beautiful? I think it must be the rose. My hair—it only weights me down. My eyes—I only see with them. My lips—they only help me to speak. Of what use is it to be beautiful?


    (She sees PRIMUS in the mirror)


    Primus, is that you? Come here so that we may be together. Look, your head is different from mine. So are your shoulders—and your lips—


    (PRIMUS draws away from her)


    Ah, Primus, why do you draw away from me? Why must I run after you the whole day?


    PRIMUS: It is you who run away from me, Helena.


    HELENA: Your hair is mussed. I will smooth it. No one else feels to my touch as you do. Primus, I must make you beautiful, too.


    PRIMUS grasps her hand.


    PRIMUS: Do you not sometimes feel your heart beating suddenly, Helena, and think: now something must happen?


    HELENA: What could happen to us, Primus?


    (HELENA puts a rose in Primus’s hair. PRIMUS and HELENA look into mirror and burst out laughing)


    Look at yourself.


    ALQUIST: Laughter? Laughter? Human beings?


    (Getting up)


    Who has returned? Who are you?


    PRIMUS: The Robot Primus.


    ALQUIST: What? A Robot? Who are you?


    HELENA: The Robotess Helena.


    ALQUIST: Turn around, girl. What? You are timid, shy?


    (Taking her by the arm)


    Let me see you, Robotess.


    She shrinks away.


    PRIMUS: Sir, do not frighten her!


    ALQUIST: What? You would protect her? When was she made?


    PRIMUS: Two years ago.


    ALQUIST: By Dr. Gall?


    PRIMUS: Yes, like me.


    ALQUIST: Laughter—timidity—protection. I must test you further—the newest of Gall’s Robots. Take the girl into the dissecting room.


    PRIMUS: Why?


    ALQUIST: I wish to experiment on her.


    PRIMUS: Upon—Helena?


    ALQUIST


    Of course. Don’t you hear me? Or must I call someone else to take her in?


    PRIMUS: If you do I will kill you!


    ALQUIST: Kill me—kill me then! What would the Robots do then? What will your future be then?


    PRIMUS: Sir, take me. I am made as she is—on the same day! Take my life, sir.


    HELENA: (rushing forward)


    No, no, you shall not! You shall not!


    ALQUIST: Wait girl, wait!


    (To PRIMUS)


    Do you not wish to live, then?


    PRIMUS: Not without her! I will not live without her


    ALQUIST: Very well; you shall take her place.


    HELENA: Primus! Primus!


    (She bursts into tears)


    ALQUIST: Child, child, you can weep! Why these tears? What is Primus to you? One Primus more or less in the world—what does it matter?


    HELENA: I will go myself.


    ALQUIST: Where?


    HELENA: In there to be cut.


    (She starts toward the dissecting room. PRIMUS stops her)


    Let me pass, Primus! Let me pass!


    PRIMUS: You shall not go in there, Helena!


    HELENA: If you go in there and I do not, I will kill myself.


    PRIMUS: (holding her)


    I will not let you!


    (To ALQUIST)


    Man, you shall kill neither of us!


    ALQUIST: Why?


    PRIMUS: We—we—belong to each other.


    ALQUIST: (almost in tears)


    Go, Adam, go, Eve. The world is yours.


    HELENA and PRIMUS embrace and go out arm in arm as the curtain falls.


    CURTAIN
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    THE THING FROM—OUTSIDE, by George Allan England


    First published in Science and Invention, April 1923


    They sat about their campfire, that little party of Americans retreating southward from Hudson Bay before the oncoming menace of the great cold. Sat there, stolid under the awe of the North, under the uneasiness that the day’s trek had laid upon their souls. The three men smoked. The two women huddled close to each other. Fireglow picked their faces from the gloom of night among the dwarf firs. A splashing murmur told of the Albany River’s haste to escape from the wilderness, and reach the Bay. “I don’t see what there was in a mere circular print on a rock ledge to make our guides desert,” said Professor Thorburn. His voice was as dry as his whole personality. “Most extraordinary!”


    “They knew what it was, all right,” answered Jandron, geologist of the party. “So do I,” He rubbed his cropped mustache. His eyes glinted grayly. “I’ve seen prints like that, before. That was on the Labrador. And I’ve seen things happen, where they were.”


    “Something surely happened to our guides, before they’d got a mile into the bush,” put in the Professor’s wife; while Vivian, her sister, gazed into the fire that revealed her as a beauty, not to be spoiled even by a tarn and a rough-knit sweater, “Men don’t shoot wildly, and scream like that, unless—”


    “They’re all three dead now, anyhow,” put in Jandron. “So they’re out of harm’s way. While we—well, we’re two hundred and fifty wicked miles from the C.P.R. rails.”


    “Forget it, Jandy!” said Marr, the journalist, “We’re just suffering from an attack of nerves, that’s all. Give me a fill of ’baccy. Thanks. We’ll all be better in the morning. Ho-hum! Now, speaking of spooks and such—”


    He launched into an account of how he had once exposed a fraudulent spiritualist, thus proving—to his own satisfaction—that nothing existed beyond the scope of mankind’s everyday life. But nobody gave him much heed. And silence fell upon the little night-encampment in the wilds; a silence that was ominous.


    Pale, cold stars watched down from spaces infinitely far beyond man’s trivial world.


    Next day, stopping for chow on a ledge miles upstream, Jandron discovered another of the prints. He cautiously summoned the other two men. They examined the print, while the womenfolk were busy by the fire, A harmless thing the markings seemed; only a ring about four inches in diameter, a kind of cup-shaped depression with a raised center. A sort of glaze coated it, as if the granite had been fused by heat.


    Jandron knelt, a well-knit figure in bright mackinaw and canvas leggings, and with a shaking finger explored the smooth curve of the print in the rock. His brows contracted as he studied it.


    “We’d better get along out of this as quick as we can,” said he in an unnatural voice, “You’ve got your wife to protect, Thorburn, and I—well, I’ve got Vivian. And—”


    “You have?” nipped in Marr. The light of an evil jealousy gleamed in his heavy-lidded look. “What you need is an alienist.”


    “Really, Jandron,” the Professor admonished, “you mustn’t let your imagination run away with you.”


    “I suppose it’s imagination that keeps this print cold!” the geologist retorted. His breath made faint, swirling coils of vapor above it.


    ‘‘Nothing but a pot-hole,’’ judged Thorburn, bending his spare, angular body to examine the print. The Professor’s vitality all seemed centered in his big-bulged skull that sheltered a marvelous thinking-machine. Now he put his lean hand to the base of his brain, rubbing the back of his head as if it ached. Then, under what seemed a powerful compulsion, he ran his bony finger around the print in the rock.


    “By Jove, but it is cold!” he admitted. “And looks as if it had been stamped right out of the stone. Extraordinary!”


    “Dissolved out, you mean,” corrected the geologist. “By cold.”


    The journalist laughed mockingly.


    “Wait till I write this up!” he sneered. “‘Noted Geologist Declares Frigid Ghost Dissolves Granite!’”


    Jandron ignored him. He fetched a little water from the river and poured it into the print.


    “Ice!” ejaculated the Professor. “Solid ice!”


    “Frozen in a second,” added Jandron, while Marr frankly stared. “And it’ll never melt, either. I tell you, I’ve seen some of these rings before; and every time, horrible things have happened. Incredible things! Something burned this ring out of the stone—burned it out with the cold of interstellar space. Something that can impart cold as a permanent quality of matter. Something that can kill matter, and totally remove it.”


    “Of course that’s all sheer poppycock,” the journalist tried to laugh, but his brain felt numb.


    “This something, this Thing,” continued Jandron, “is a Thing that can’t be killed by bullets. It’s what caught our guides on the barrens, as they ran away—poor fools!”


    A shadow fell across the print in the rock. Mrs. Thorburn had come up, was standing there. She had overheard a little of what Jandron had been saying.


    “Nonsense!” she tried to exclaim, but she was shivering so she could hardly speak.


    That night, after a long afternoon of paddling and portaging—laboring against inhibitions like those in a nightmare—they camped on shelving rocks that slanted to the river.


    “After all,” said the Professor, when supper was done, “we mustn’t get into a panic. I know extraordinary things are reported from the wilderness, and more than one man has come out, raving. But we, by Jove! with our superior brains—we aren’t going to let Nature play us any tricks!”


    “And of course,” added his wife, her arm about Vivian, “everything in the universe is a natural force. There’s really no supernatural, at all.”


    “Admitted,” Jandron replied. “But how about things outside the universe?”


    “And they call you a scientist!” gibed Marr; but the Professor leaned forward, his brows knit.


    “Hm!” he grunted. A little silence fell.


    “You don’t mean, really,” asked Vivian, “that you think there’s life and intelligence—Outside?”


    Jandron looked at the girl. Her beauty, haloed with ruddy gold from the firelight, was a pain to him as he answered:


    “Yes, I do. And dangerous life, too. I know what I’ve seen, in the North Country. I know what I’ve seen!”


    Silence again, save for the crepitation of the flames, the fall of an ember, the murmur of the current. Darkness narrowed the wilderness to just that circle of flickering light ringed by the forest and the river, brooded over by the pale stars.


    “Of course you can’t expect a scientific man to take you seriously,” commented the Professor.


    “I know what I’ve seen! I tell you there’s Something entirely outside man’s knowledge.”


    “Poor fellow!” scoffed the journalist; but even as he spoke his hand pressed his forehead.


    “There are Things at work,” Jandron affirmed, with dogged persistence. He lighted his pipe with a blazing twig. Its flame revealed his face drawn, lined. “Things. Things that reckon with us no more than we do with ants. Less, perhaps.”


    The flame of the twig died. Night stood closer, watching.


    “Suppose there are?” the girl asked. “What’s that got to do with these prints in the rock?”


    “They,” answered Jandron, “are marks left by one of those Things. Footprints, maybe. That Thing is near us, here and now!”


    Marr’s laugh broke a long stillness.


    “And you,” he exclaimed, “with an A.M. and a B.S. to write after your name.”


    “If you knew more,” retorted Jandron, “you’d know a devilish sight less. It’s only ignorance that’s cocksure.”


    “But,” dogmatized the Professor, “no scientist of any standing has ever admitted any outside interference with this planet.”


    “No, and for thousands of years nobody ever admitted that the world was round either. What I’ve seen, I know.”


    “Well, what have you seen?” asked Mrs. Thorburn, shivering.


    “You’ll excuse me, please, for not going into that, just now.”


    “You mean,” the Professor demanded dryly, “if the—hm!—this suppositious Thing wants to—?”


    “It’ll do any infernal thing it takes a fancy to, yes! If It happens to want us—”


    “But what could Things like that want of us? Why should They come here, at all?”


    “Oh, for various things. For inanimate objects, at times, and then again for living beings. They’ve come here lots of times, I tell you,” Jandron asserted with strange irritation, “and got what They wanted, and then gone away to—Somewhere. If one of Them happens to want us, for any reason, It will take us, that’s all. If It doesn’t want us, It will ignore us, as we’d ignore gorillas in Africa if we were looking for gold. But if it was gorilla-fur we wanted, that would be different for the gorillas, wouldn’t it?”


    “What in the world,” asked Vivian, “could a—well, a Thing from Outside want of us?”


    “What do men want, say, of guinea pigs? Men experiment with ’em of course. Superior beings use inferior, for their own ends. To assume that man is the supreme product of evolution is gross self-conceit. Might not some superior Thing want to experiment with human beings, what?”


    “But how?” demanded Marr.


    “The human brain is the most highly organized form of matter known to this planet. Suppose, now—”


    “Nonsense!” interrupted the Professor. “All hands to the sleeping-bags, and no more of this. I’ve got a wretched headache. Let’s anchor in Blanket Bay!”


    He, and both the women, turned in. Jandron and Marr sat a while longer by the fire. They kept plenty of wood piled on it, too, for an unnatural chill transfixed the night-air. The fire burned strangely blue, with greenish flicks of flame.


    At length, after vast acerbities of disagreement, the geologist and the newspaperman sought their sleeping-bags. The fire was a comfort. Not that a fire could avail a pin’s weight against a Thing from interstellar space, but subjectively it was a comfort. The instincts of a million years, centering around protection by fire, cannot be obliterated.


    After a time—worn out by a day of nerve-strain and of battling with swift currents, of flight from Something invisible, intangible—they all slept.


    The deeps of space, star-sprinkled, hung above them with vastness immeasurable, cold beyond all understanding of the human mind. Jandron woke first, in a red dawn.


    He blinked at the fire, as he crawled from his sleeping-bag. The fire was dead; and yet it had not burned out. Much wood remained unconsumed, charred over, as if some gigantic extinguisher had in the night been lowered over it.


    “Hmmm!” growled Jandron, He glanced about him, on the ledge. “Prints, too. I might have known!”


    He aroused Marr. Despite all the journalist’s mocking hostility, Jandron felt more in common with this man of his own age than with the Professor, who was close on sixty.


    “Look here, now!” said he. “It has been all around here. See? It put out our fire—maybe the fire annoyed It, some way— and It walked round us, everywhere.” His gray eyes smouldered. “I guess, by gad, you’ve got to admit facts, now!’’


    The journalist could only shiver and stare.


    “Lord, what a head I’ve got on me, this morning!” he chattered. He rubbed his forehead with a shaking hand, and started for the river. Most of his assurance had vanished. He looked badly done up.


    “Well, what say?” demanded Jandron. “See the fresh prints?”


    “Damn the prints!” retorted Marr, and fell to grumbling some unintelligible thing. He washed unsteadily, and remain crouching at the river’s lip, inert, numbed.


    Jandron, despite a gnawing at the base of his brain, carefully examined the ledge. He found prints scattered everywhere, and some even on the river-bottom near the shore. Wherever water had collected in the prints on the rock, it had frozen hard. Each print in the river-bed, too, was white with ice. Ice that the rushing current could not melt.


    “Well, by gad!” he exclaimed. He lighted his pipe and tried to think. Horribly afraid—yes, he felt horribly afraid, but determined. Presently, as a little power of concentration came back, he noticed that all the prints were in straight lines, each mark about two feet from the next.


    “It was observing us while we slept,” said Jandron.


    “What nonsense are you talking, eh?” demanded Marr. His dark, heavy face sagged. “Fire, now, and grub!”


    He got up and shuffled unsteadily away from the river. Then he stopped with a jerk, staring.


    “Look! Look a’ that axe!” he gulped, pointing.


    Jandron picked up the axe, by the handle, taking good care not to touch the steel. The blade was white-furred with frost. And deep into it, punching out part of the edge, one of the prints was stamped.


    “This metal,” said he, “is clean gone. It’s been absorbed. The Thing doesn’t recognize any difference in materials. Water and steel and rock are all the same to It.”


    “You’re crazy!” snarled the journalist. “How could a Thing travel on one leg, hopping along, making marks like that?”


    “It could roll, if it was disk-shaped. And—”


    A cry from the Professor turned them. Thorburn was stumbling toward them, hands out and tremulous.


    “My wife—!” he choked.


    Vivian was kneeling beside her sister, frightened, dazed.


    “Something’s happened!” stammered the Professor. “Here—come here—!”


    Mrs. Thorburn was beyond any power of theirs to help. She was still breathing; but her respirations were stertorous, and a complete paralysis had stricken her. Her eyes, half-open and expressionless, showed pupils startlingly dilated. No resources of the party’s drug-kit produced the slightest effect on the woman.


    The next half-hour was a confused panic, breaking camp, getting Mrs. Thorburn into a canoe, and leaving that accursed place, with a furious energy of terror that could no longer reason. Upstream, ever up against the swirl of the current the party fought, driven by horror. With no thought of food or drink, paying no heed to landmarks, lashed forward only by the mad desire to be gone, the three men and the girl flung every ounce of their energy into the paddles. Their panting breath mingled with the sound of swirling eddies. A mist-blurred sun brooded over the northern wilds. Unheeded, hosts of black flies sang high-pitched keenings all about the fugitives. On either hand the forest waited, watched.


    Only after two hours of sweating toil had brought exhaustion did they stop, in the shelter of a cove where black waters circled, foam-flecked. There they found the Professor’s wife was dead.


    Nothing remained to do but bury her. At first Thorburn would not hear of it. Like a madman he insisted that through all hazards he would fetch the body out. But no—impossible. So, after a terrible time, he yielded.


    In spite of her grief, Vivian was admirable. She understood what must be done. It was her voice that said the prayers; her hand that—lacking flowers—laid the fir boughs on the cairn. The Professor was dazed past doing anything, saying anything.


    Toward mid-afternoon, the party landed again, many miles up-river. Necessity forced them to eat. Fire would not burn. Every time they lighted it, it smouldered and went out with a heavy, greasy smoke. The fugitives ,:ate cold food and drank water, then shoved off in two canoes and once more fled.


    In the third canoe, hauled to the edge of the forest, lay all the rock-specimens, data and curios, scientific instruments. The party kept only Marr’s diary, a compass, supplies, fire-arms and medicine-kit.


    “We can find the things we’ve left—sometime,” said Jandron, noting the place well. “Sometime—after It has gone.”


    “And bring the body out,” added Thorburn. Tears, for the first time, wet his eyes. Vivian said nothing. Marr tried to light his pipe. He seemed to forget that nothing, not even tobacco, would burn now.


    Vivian and Jandron occupied one canoe. The other carried the Professor and Marr. Thus the power of the two canoes was about the same. They kept well together, up-stream.


    The fugitives paddled and portaged with a dumb, desperate energy. Toward evening they struck into what they believed to be the Mamattawan. A mile up this, as the blurred sun faded beyond a wilderness of ominous silence, they camped. Here they made determined efforts to kindle fire. Not even alcohol from the drug-kit would start it. Cold, they mumbled a little food; cold, they huddled into their sleeping-bags, there to lie with darkness leaden on their fear. After a long time, up over a world void of all sound save the river-flow, slid an amber moon notched by the ragged tops of the conifers. Even the wail of a titnberwolf would have come as a welcome relief; but no wolf howled.


    Silence and night enfolded them. And everywhere they felt that It was watching.


    Foolishly enough, as a man will do foolish things in a crisis, Jandron laid his revolver outside his sleeping-bag, in easy reach. His thought—blurred by a strange, drawing headache—was:


    “If It touches Vivian, I’ll shoot!”


    He realized the complete absurdity of trying to shoot a visitant from interstellar space; from the Fourth Dimension, maybe. But Jandron’s ideas seemed tangled. Nothing would come right. He lay there, absorbed in a kind of waking nightmare. Now and then, rising on an elbow, he hearkened; all in vain. Nothing so much as stirred.


    His thought drifted to better days, when all had been health, sanity, optimism; when nothing except jealousy of Marr, as concerned Vivian, had troubled him. Days when the sizzle of the frying-pan over friendly coals had made friendly wilderness music; when the wind and the northern stars, the whirr of the reel, the whispering vortex of the paddle in clear water had all been things of joy. Yes, and when a certain happy moment had, through some word or look of the girl, seemed to promise his heart’s desire. But now—


    “Damn it, I’ll save her, anyhow!” he swore with savage intensity, knowing all the while that what was to be, would be, unmitigatedly. Do ants, by any waving of antennae, stay the down-crushing foot of man?


    Next morning, and the next, no sign of the Thing appeared. Hope revived that possibly It might have flitted eslewhere; back, perhaps, to outer space. Many were the miles the urging paddles spurned behind. The fugitives calculated that a week more would bring them to the railroad. Fire burned again. Hot food and drink helped, wonderfully. But where were the fish?


    “Most extraordinary,” all at once said the Professor, at noonday camp. He had become quite rational again. “Do you realize, Jandron, we’ve seen no traces of life in some time?”


    The geologist nodded. Only too clearly he had noted just that, but he had been keeping still about it.


    “That’s so, too!” chimed in Marr, enjoying the smoke that some incomprehensible turn of events was letting him have. “Not a muskrat or beaver. Not even a squirrel or bird.”


    “Not so much as a gnat or black fly!” the Professor added. Jandron suddenly realized that he would have welcomed even those.


    That afternoon, Marr fell into a suddenly vile temper. He mumbled curses against the guides, the current, the portages, everything. The Professor seemed more cheerful. Vivian complained of an oppressive headache. Jandron gave her the last of the aspirin tablets; and as he gave them, took her hand in his.


    “I’ll see you through, anyhow,” said he. “I don’t count, now. Nobody counts, only you!”


    She gave him a long, silent look. He saw the sudden glint of tears in her eyes; felt the pressure of her hand, and knew they two had never been so near each other as in that moment under the shadow of the Unknown.


    Next day—or it may have been two days later, for none of them could be quite sure about the passage of time—they came to a deserted lumbercamp. Even more than two days might have passed; because now their bacon was all gone, and only coffee, tobacco, beef-cubes and pilot-bread remained. The lack of fish and game had cut alarmingly into the duffel-bag. That day—whatever day it may have been—all four of them suffered terribly from headache of an odd, ring-shaped kind, as if something circular were being pressed down about their heads. The Professor said it was the sun that made his head ache. Vivian laid it to the wind and the gleam of the swift water, while Marr claimed it was the heat. Jandron wondered at all this, inasmuch as he plainly saw that the river had almost stopped flowing, and the day had become still and overcast.


    They dragged their canoes upon a rotting stage of fir-poles and explored the lumbercamp; a mournful place set back in an old “slash,” now partly overgrown with scrub poplar, maple and birch. The log buildings, covered with tar-paper partly torn from the pole roofs, were of the usual North Country type. Obviously the place had not been used for years. Even the landing stage where once logs had been rolled into the stream had sagged to decay.


    “I don’t quite get the idea of this,” Marr exclaimed, “Where did the logs go to? Downstream, of course. But that would take ’em to Hudson Bay,” He pointed down the current.


    “You’re entirely mistaken,” put in the Professor. “Any fool could see this river runs the other way. A log thrown in here would go down toward the St. Lawrence!”


    “But then,” asked the girl, “why can’t we drift back to civilization?” The Professor retorted:


    “Just what we have been doing, all along! Extraordinary, that I have to explain the obvious!” He walked away in a huff.


    “I don’t know but he’s right, at that,” half admitted the journalist. “I’ve been thinking almost the same thing, myself, the past day or two—that is, ever since the sun shifted.”


    “What do you mean, shifted?” from Jandron.


    “You haven’t noticed it?”


    “But there’s been no sun at all, for at least two days!”


    “Hanged if I’ll waste time arguing with a lunatic!” Marr growled. He vouchsafed no explanation of what he meant by the sun’s having “shifted,” but wandered off, grumbling.


    “What are we going to do?” the girl appealed to Jandron. The sight of her solemn, frightened eyes, of her palm-outward hands and (at last) her very feminine fear, constricted Jandron’s heart.


    “We’re going through, you and I,” he answered simply. “We’ve got to save them from themselves, you and I have.”


    Their hands met again, and for a moment held. Despite the dead calm, a fir-tip at the edge of the clearing suddenly flicked aside, shrivelled as if frozen. But neither of them saw it.


    The fugitives, badly spent, established themselves in the “bar-room” or sleeping-shack of the camp. They wanted to feel a roof over them again, if only a broken one. The traces of men comforted them; a couple of broken peavies, a pair of snowshoes with the thongs all gnawed off, a cracked bit of mirror, a yellowed almanac dated 1899.


    Jandron called the Professor’s attention to this almanac, but the Professor thrust it aside.


    “What do I want of a Canadian census-report?” he demanded, and fell to counting the bunks, over and over again. The big bulge of his forehead, that housed the massive brain of him, was oozing sweat. Marr cursed what he claimed was sunshine through the holes in the roof, though Jandron could see none; claimed the sunshine made his head ache.


    “But it’s not a bad place,” he added. “We can make a blaze in that fireplace and be comfy. I don’t like that window, though.”


    “What window?” asked Jandron, “Where?”


    Marr laughed, and ignored him. Jandron turned to Vivian, who had sunk down on the “deacon-seat” and was staring at the stove.


    “Is there a window here?” he demanded.


    “Don’t ask me,” she whispered. “I—I don’t know.”


    With a very thriving fear in his heart, Jandron peered at her a moment. He fell to muttering:


    “I’m Wallace Jandron. Wallace Jandron, 37 Ware Street, Cambridge, Massachusetts. I’m quite sane. And I’m going to stay so. I’m going to save her! I know perfectly well what I’m doing. And I’m sane. Quite, quite sane!”


    After a time of confused and purposeless wrangling, they got a fire going and made coffee. This, and cube bouillon with hard-tack, helped considerably. The camp helped, too. A house, even a poor and broken one, is a wonderful barrier against a Thing from—Outside.


    Presently darkness folded down. The men smoked, thankful that tobacco still held out. Vivian lay in a bunk that Jandron had piled with spruce-boughs for her, and seemed to sleep. The Professor fretted like a child, over the blisters his paddle had made upon his hands. Marr laughed, now and then; though what he may be laughing at was not apparent. Suddenly he broke out:


    “After all, what should It want of us?”


    “Our brains, of course,” the Professor answered, sharply.


    “That lets Jandron out,” the journalist mocked.


    “But,” added the professor, “I can’t imagine a Thing callously destroying human beings. And yet—”


    He stopped short, with surging memories of his dead wife.


    “What was it,” Jandron asked, “that destroyed all those people in Valladolid, Spain, that time so many of ’em died in a few minutes after having been touched by an invisible Something that left a slight red mark on each? The newspapers were full of it.”


    “Piffle!” yawned Marr.


    “I tell you,” insisted Jandron, “there are forms of life as superior to us as we are to ants. We can’t see ’em. No ant ever saw a man. And did any ant ever form the least conception of a man? These Things have left thousands of traces, all over the world. If I had my reference-books—


    “Tell that to the marines!”


    “Charles Fort, the greatest authority in the world on unexplained phenomena,” persisted Jandron, “gives innumerable cases of happenings that science can’t explain, in his Book of the Damned. He claims this earth was once a No-Man’s Land where all kinds of Things explored and colonized and fought for possession. And he says that now everybody’s warned off, except the Owners. I happen to remember a few sentences of his: ‘In the past, inhabitants of a host of worlds have dropped here, hopped here, wafted, sailed, flown, motored, walked here; have come singly, have come in enormous numbers; have visited for hunting, trading, mining. They have been unable to stay here, have made colonies here, have been lost here.’


    “Poor fish, to believe that!” mocked the journalist, while the Professor blinked and rubbed his bulging forehead.


    “I do believe it!” insisted Jandron. “The world is covered with relics of dead civilizations, that have mysteriously vanished, leaving nothing but their temples and monuments.”


    “Rubbish!”


    “How about Easter Island? How about all the gigantic works there and in a thousand other places—Peru, Yucatan and so on—Which certainly no primitive race ever built?”


    “That’s thousands of years ago,” said Marr, “and I’m sleepy. For heaven’s sake, can it!”


    “Oh, all right. But how explain things, then!”


    “What the devil could one of those Things want of our brains?” suddenly put in the Professor, “After all, what?”


    “Well, what do we want of lower forms of life? Sometimes food. Again, some product or other. Or just information. Maybe It is just experimenting with us, the way we poke an ant-hill. There’s always this to remember, that the human brain-tissue is the most highly organized form of matter in this world.”


    “Yes,” admitted the Professor, “but what—?”


    “It might want brain-tissue for food, for experimental purposes, for lubricant—how do I know?”


    Jandron fancied he was still explaining things; but all at once he found himself waking up in one of the bunks. He felt terribly cold, stiff, sore. A sift of snow lay here and there on the camp floor, where it had fallen through holes in the roof.


    “Vivian!” he croaked hoarsely. “Thorburn! Marr!”


    Nobody answered. There was nobody to answer, Jandron crawled with immense pain out of his bunk, and blinked round with bleary eyes. All of a sudden he saw the Professor, and gulped.


    The Professor was lying stiff and straight in another bunk, on his back. His waxen face made a mask of horror. The open, staring eyes, with pupils immensely dilated, sent Jandron shuddering back. A livid ring marked the forehead, that now sagged inward as if empty.


    “Vivian!” croaked Jandron, staggering away from the body. He fumbled to the bunk where the girl had lain. The bunk was quite deserted.


    On the stove, in which lay half-charred wood—wood smothered as if by some noxious gas—still stood the coffee-pot. The liquid in it was frozen solid. Of Vivian and the journalist, no trace remained.


    Along one of the sagging beams that supported the roof, Jandron’s horror-blasted gaze perceived a straight line of frosted prints, ring-shaped, bitten deep.


    “Vivian! Vivian!”


    No answer.


    Shaking, sick, gray, half-blind with a horror not of this world, Jandron peered slowly round. The duffel-bag and supplies were gone. Nothing was left but that coffee-pot and the revolver at Jandron’s hip.


    Jandron turned, then. A-stare, his skull feeling empty as a burst drum, he crept lamely to the door and out—out into the snow.


    Snow. It came slanting down. From a gray sky it steadily filtered. The trees showed no leaf. Birches, poplars, rock-maples all stood naked. Only the conifers drooped sickly-green. In a little shallow across the river snow-lay white on the thin ice.


    Ice? Snow? Rapt with terror, Jandron stared. Why, then, he must have been unconscious three or four weeks? But how—?


    Suddenly, all along the upper branches of trees that edged the clearing, puffs of snow flicked down. The Geologist shuffled after two half-obliterated sets of footprints that wavered toward the landing.


    His body was leaden. He wheezed, as he reached the river. The light, dim as it was, hurt his eyes. He blinked in a confusion that could just perceive one canoe was gone. He pressed a hand to his head, where an iron band seemed screwed up tight, tighter.


    “Vivian! Marr! Haalloooo!”


    Not even an echo. Silence clamped the world; silence, and a cold that gnawed. Everything had gone a sinister gray.


    After a certain time—though time now possessed neither reality or duration—Jandron dragged himself back to the camp and stumbled in. Heedless of the staring corpse he crumpled down by the stove and tried to think, but his brain had been emptied of power. Everything blent to a gray blur. Snow kept slithering in through the roof.


    “Well, why don’t you come and get me, Thing?” suddenly snarled Jandron. “Here I am. Damn you, come and get me!”


    Voices. Suddenly he heard voices. Yes, somebody was outside, there. Singularly aggrieved, he got up and limped to the door. He squinted out into the gray; saw two figures down by the landing. With numb indifference he recognized the girl and Marr.


    “Why should they bother me again?” he nebulously wondered. “Can’t they go away and leave me alone?” He felt peevish irritation.


    Then, a modicum of reason returning, he sensed that they were arguing. Vivian, beside a canoe freshly dragged from thin ice, was pointing; Marr was gesticulating. All at once Marr snarled, turned from her, plodded with bent back toward the camp.


    “But listen!” she called, her rough-knit sweater all powdered with snow. “That’s the way!” She gestured downstream.


    “I’m not going either way!” Marr retorted. “I’m going to stay right here!” He came on, bareheaded. Snow grayed his stubble of beard; but on his head it melted as it fell, as if some fever there had raised the brain-stuff to improbable temperatures. “I’m going to stay right here, all summer.” His heavy lids sagged. Puffy and evil, his lips showed a glint of teeth. “Let me alone!”


    Vivian lagged after him, kicking up the ash-like snow. With indifference, Jandron watched them. Trivial human creatures!


    Suddenly Marr saw him in the doorway and stopped short. He drew his gun; he aimed at Jandron. “You get out!” he mouthed, “Why in —— can’t you stay dead?”


    “Put that gun down, you idiot!” Jandron managed to retort.


    The girl stopped and seemed trying to understand. “We can get away, if we all stick together.”


    “Are you going to get out and leave me alone?” demanded the journalist, holding his gun steadily enough.


    Jandron, wholly indifferent, watched the muzzle. Vague curiosity possessed him. Just what, he wondered, did it feel like to be shot?


    Marr pulled the trigger. Snap!


    The cartridge missed fire. Not even powder would burn. Marr laughed, horribly, and shambled forward.


    “Serves him right!” he mouthed. “He’d better not come back again!”


    Jandron understood that Marr had seen him fall. But still he felt himself standing there, alive. He shuffled away from the door. No matter whether he was alive or dead, there was always Vivian to be saved.


    The Journalist came to the door, paused, looked down, grunted and passed into the camp. He shut the door, Jandron heard the rotten wood bar of the latch drop. From within echoed a laugh, monstrous in its brutality.


    Then, quivering, the geologist felt a touch on his arm.


    “Why did you desert us like that?” he heard Vivian’s reproach. “Why?”


    He turned, hardly able to see her at all.


    “Listen,” he said, thickly. “I’ll admit anything. It’s all right. But just forget it, for now. We’ve got to get out of here. The Professor is dead, in there, and Marr’s gone mad and barricaded himself in there. So there’s no use staying. There’s a chance for us yet. Come along!”


    He took her by the arm and tried to draw her toward the river, but she held back. The hate in her face sickened him. He shook in the grip of a mighty chill.


    “Go, with—you?” she demanded.


    “Yes, by God!” he retorted, in a swift blaze of anger, “or I’ll kill you where you stand. It shan’t get you, anyhow!”


    Swiftly piercing, a greater cold smote to his inner marrows, A long row of the cup-shaped prints had just appeared in the snow beside the camp. And from these marks wafted a faint, bluish vapor of unthinkable cold.


    “What are you staring at?” the girl demanded.


    “Those prints! In the snow, there—see? He pointed a shaking finger.


    “How can there be snow at this season?”


    He could have wept for the pity of her, the love of her. On her red tarn, her tangle of rebel hair, her sweater, the snow came steadily drifting; yet there she stood before him and prated of summer. Jandron heaved himself out of a very slough of down-dragging lassitudes. He whipped himself into action.


    “Summer, winter—no matter!” he flung at her. “You’re coming along with me!” He seized her arm with the brutality of desperation that must hurt, to save. And murder, too, lay in his soul. He knew that he would strangle her with his naked hands, if need were, before he would ever leave her there, for It to work Its horrible will upon.


    “You come with me,” he mouthed, “or by the Almighty—!”


    Marr’s scream in the camp whirled him toward the door. That scream rose higher, higher, even more and more piercing, just like the screams of the runaway Indian guides in what now appeared the infinitely long ago. It seemed to last hours; and always it rose, rose, as if being wrung out of a human body by some kind of agony not conceivable in this world. Higher, higher—


    Then it stopped.


    Jandron hurled himself against the plank door. The bar smashed; the door shivered inward.


    With a cry, Jandron recoiled. He covered his eyes with a hand that quivered, claw-like.


    “Go away, Vivian! Don’t come here—don’t look—”


    He stumbled away, babbling.


    Out of the door crept something like a man. A queer, broken, bent over thing; a thing crippled, shrunken and flabby, that whined.


    This thing—yes, it was still Marr—crouched down at one side, quivering, whimpering. It moved its hands as a crushed ant moves its antennae, jerkily, without significance.


    All at once Jandron no longer felt afraid. He walked quite steadily to Marr, who was breathing in little gasps. From the camp issued an odor unlike anything terrestrial. A thin, grayish grease covered the sill.


    Jandron caught hold of the crumpling journalist’s arm. Marr’s eyes leered, filmed, unseeing. He gave the impression of a creature whose back has been broken, whose whole essence and energy have been wrenched asunder, yet in which life somehow clings, palpitant. A creature vivisected.


    Away through the snow Jandron dragged him. Marr made no resistance; just let himself be led, whining a little, palsied, rickety, shattered. The girl, her face whitely cold as the snow that fell on it, came after.


    Thus they reached the landing at the river.


    “Come now, let’s get away!” Jandron made shift to articulate. Marr said nothing. But when Jandron tried to bundle him into a canoe, something of the journalist revived with swift, mad hatefulness. That something lashed him into a spasm of wiry, incredibly venomous resistance. Salvers of blood and foam streaked Marr’s lips. He made horrid noises, like an animal. He howled dismally, and bit, clawed, writhed and grovelled! He tried to sink his teeth into Jandron’s leg. He fought appallingly, as men must have fought in the inconceivably remote days even before the Stone Age. And Vivian helped him. Her fury was a tiger-cat’s.


    Between the pair of them, they almost did him in. They almost dragged Jandron down—and themselves, too—into the black river that ran swiftly sucking under the ice. Not till Jandron had quite flung off all vague notions and restraints of gallantry; not till he struck from the shoulder—to kill, if need were—did he best them.


    He beat the pair of them unconscious, trussed them hand and foot with the painters of the canoes, rolled them into the larger canoe, and shoved off.


    After that, the blankness of a measureless oblivion descended.


    Only from what he was told, weeks after, in the Royal Victoria Hospital at Montreal, did Jandron ever learn how and when a field-squad of Dominion Foresters had found them drifting in Lake Moosawamkeag. And that knowledge filtered slowly into his brain during a period inchoate as Iceland fogs. That Marr was dead and the girl alive—that much, at all events, was solid. He could hold to that; he could climb back, with that, to the real world again.


    Jandron climbed back, came back. Time healed him, as it healed the girl. After a long, long while, they had speech together. Cautiously he sounded her wells of memory. He saw that she recalled nothing. So he told her white lies about capsized canoes and the sad death—in realistically described rapids—of all the party except herself and him.


    Vivian believed. Fate, Jandron knew, was being very kind to both of them.


    But Vivian could never understand in the least why her husband, not very long after marriage, asked her not to wear a wedding-ring or any ring whatever.


    “Men are so queer!” covers a multitude of psychic


    agonies.


    Life, for Jandron—life, softened by Vivian—knit itself up into some reasonable semblance of a normal patter. But when, at lengthening intervals, memories even now awake—memories crawling amid the slime of cosmic mysteries that it is madness to approach—or when at certain times Jandron sees a ring of any sort, his heart chills with a cold that reeks of the horrors of Infinity.


    And from shadows past the boundaries of our universe seem to beckon Things that, God grant, can never till the end of time be known on earth.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1923 by Gernsback Publications, Inc.

  


  
    HUGO GERNSBACK AND HIS WRITERS, by Richard Bleiler


    Whether or not Hugo Gernsback is to be considered a positive influence on the development of science fiction depends to a large extent on one’s critical sources. Many English critics consider Gernsback a disastrous (if not a pernicious) figure, a man whose stultifying vision and lack of literary taste led to the establishment of a literature that for too many years was considered a laughingstock, that emphasized other elements than literary quality, and, perhaps worse of all, that paid the majority of its writers badly. On the other hand, American critics and historians have generally hailed Gernsback as an enormous and positive force, admitting that he was a sharp and sometimes shady businessman but nevertheless accepting implicitly that he was also a creative visionary. The Hugo Award, given annually by fans to creative endeavours in various forms of science fiction, is now global but began in America, and is named in honor of Gernsback. Nevertheless, although Gernsback is sometimes referred to as “the father of science fiction,” he most certainly did not invent the genre; numerous science fiction stories existed prior to 5 March 1926, the date on which the April issue of Gernsback’s Amazing Stories was published.


    Although he claimed late in life to have been interested in science fiction at an early age, there is little doubt that Hugo Gernsback did not enter adult life intending to promote a new literary genre. He had been born Hugo Gernsbacker in Luxembourg City, Luxembourg, in 1884, and had grown up precociously interested in electricity and technology. After adolescent study in the Ecole Industrielle in Luxembourg, he studied languages in a Belgian boarding school before spending three years at the Technikum in Bingen, Germany. In 1904, at age 19, he emigrated to the United States, where he established a soon thriving mail order business selling the Telimico Wireless Radio, which he had developed: by 1910, his company employed 60 workers. When the U.S. government banned amateur transmission during World War I, always adaptable Gernsback found a way to turn a profit: he marked his radio as kits for electrical experimentation. In 1925, he founded New York radio station WRNY, and in 1928 he became a pioneer in television broadcasting, with some 2000 scanners in New York said to be receiving his images.


    Gernsback had entered the world of publishing in 1908, with Modern Electrics, a catalogue for his radio company. It carried no fiction until in 1911, when it began the serialization of Gernsback’s own Ralph 124C 41+, written to show that fiction could teach science. Set in 2600 AD, Ralph 124C 41+ is an episodic melodrama in which Ralph—one of ten superminds allowed to add the plus to their numerical (and in Ralph’s case, punning) last name—falls in love with Swiss girl Alice 212B423. In short order, he rescues her from an avalanche, from the lustful clutches of the Martian Llysanorh’, and ultimately from death itself. For all that it is episodic and (at best) weakly characterized, the story nevertheless predicts radar, microfilm and microfiche, tape recorders, television, wireless transmission of power, plant hormones, and weather control.


    Following the conclusion of Ralph 124C 41+, Gernsback thereafter began printing fiction in each issue, discovering gradually that a readership existed for the stories that featured scientific inventions. Among his discoveries was Jacque Morgan, five of whose stories were published in late 1912 and early 1913. These stories feature one Jason Fosdick, whose inventions are simultaneously useless and come to no good end, and they are actually anti-intellectual and anti-invention, but they proved sufficiently popular that Gernsback would later reprint three of them in Amazing Stories.


    Gernsback sold Modern Electrics in 1913 and started another magazine, The Electrical Experimenter, whose name in 1920 was changed to Science and Invention. It was in this magazine that the writer Clement Fezandié had some 39 stories published between 1921 and 1925. Gernsback was to continue his relationship with Fezandié, who had six original stories in Amazing Stories, two under his own name in the issues of June and July 1926, and four as “Henry Hugh Simmons” in 1927 and 1928. (Fezandié did not want payment for his work, thus making him very popular with the penurious Gernsback.) As with the stories by Jacque Morgan, Fezandie’s stories are actually rather out of place in the magazine, being tales of technology gone disastrously wrong. Charles S. Wolfe wrote tales of scientific detection and new inventions for The Electrical Experimenter and Science and Invention: three of them were likewise reprinted, starting in June 1926. Other authors to appear in The Electrical Experimenter and Science and Invention who were later reprinted in and/or contributed to Amazing Stories included G. Peyton Wertenbaker, Ray Cummings, and George Allan England. The former had but one story in Science and Invention; it was reused in the April 1926 Amazing Stories, after which Wertenbaker had five original stories in Amazing Stories. Cummings had numerous stories in Science and Invention, but only one was to be reprinted in Amazing Stories, though Cummings was to appear in other Gernsback-edited magazines such as Wonder Stories. George Allan England was a superior writer with an established career; he had one story published in Science and Invention that was likewise reused in the early Amazing Stories and had no additional original work published in Gernsback’s magazines.


    The April 1926 issue of Amazing Stories was published by Gernsback’s Experimenter Company, and its masthead states “Extravagant Fiction Today—Cold Fact Tomorrow!” and includes a sketch of Jules Verne’s tomb. The magazine contains but six stories of what Gernsback termed “scientifiction,” none of them original to the publication. Two were by authors who were long dead: Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar,” was first published in the American Review in December 1845, and Jules Verne’s “Off on a Comet” first appeared in 1877 as Hector Servadac. The remaining four were relatively recent reprints: the aforementioned George Allan England’s “The Thing from—Outside” was published in Science and Invention in April 1923, and G. Peyton Wertenbaker’s “The Man from the Atom” appeared in the August 1923 issue of that magazine. Austin Hall’s “The Man Who Saved the Earth” was a little older, having appeared first in the 13 December 1919 All-Story, and H. G. Wells’s “The New Accelerator” was older still, being first published in the Strand Magazine of December 1901.


    The April issue of Amazing Stories was sufficiently successful that the magazine was continued, and the May issue likewise contained six stories. For the reader who had never previously encountered fantastic fiction, three of the authors were familiar names, for they had appeared in the March issue: H. G. Wells (“The Crystal Egg”), Jules Verne (the first episode of “A Trip to the Center of the Earth” and the second part of “Off on a Comet”), and Edgar Allan Poe (“Mesmeric Revelation”). Charles C. Winn’s “The Infinite Vision” was new to the magazine—and was apparently his only published story—but it was not a new publication, having first appeared in Science and Invention in May 1924. The sixth story, however, G. Peyton Wertenbaker’s “The Man from the Atom (Sequel),” is original to Amazing Stories and could thus arguably be considered the first science fiction story written as such.


    In acquiring original fiction by Wertenbaker, Gernsback demonstrated that he had recognized and was attempting to deal with two major problems. First, he could not continue filling the pages of the magazine with reprints, not if he hoped to see Amazing Stories continue, find a readership, and make a profit. An expanded readership—one interested in the as yet unidentified and largely unexplored literary genre of science fiction—would want new stories, not the stories that had been published 50 or more years earlier.


    Next, the contemporary writers of the kind of story Gernsback desired—among them such writers as Edgar Rice Burroughs, William Wallace Cook, Ray Cummings, George Allan England, Murray Leinster, Talbot Mundy, and Victor Rousseau—were initially not willing to deal with him, for these writers could (and did) make more selling to other pulp magazines. It was thus essential for Gernsback to encourage and develop new writers who would be willing to work for less than established professionals, at least until they could develop sufficiently to publish elsewhere. This nevertheless proved difficult for Gernsback: the first six months of Amazing Stories contained thirty-eight stories, only five of which were originals, and another original story did not appear in the magazine until the issue of August 1926: M. H. Hasta’s “The Talking Brain.” So far as can be determined, this was Hasta’s only publication, and Hasta thus can hardly be said to have been one of Gernsback’s stable.


    Gernsback was, however, resourceful, and though he did not realize it, he had tapped into a youthful reading audience that was less concerned about polished prose and artistic verisimilitude than it was about imaginative extrapolations and the presentation of the new and novel. For these readers, well rounded and deeply described characterizations did not matter so much as the reactions of these characters to the unexpected and unanticipated, particularly if these were rationalized by a quasi-scientific or technical vocabulary. Gernsback’s initial editorial conceit—that stories of “scientifiction” could contain a pedagogical component and inspire inventors—was rapidly ignored, though it was never renounced.


    Though he is today completely forgotten, one of Gernsback’s first significant discoveries—which is to say, a writer capable of writing more than story—was a Nebraskan physician, Miles John Breuer. Starting with “The Man with the Strange Head” in the January 1927 Amazing Stories, Breuer had some 28 stories in the magazine under his own name. Equally importantly, he was willing to share his knowledge and debate scientific points through numerous letters in Amazing Stories’ letters columns, and he was willing to collaborate with new and novice writers. He collaborated with Clare Winger Harris, the first woman writer to appear in Amazing Stories, and with the young Jack Williamson. Both of these should also be considered Gernsback’s discoveries: the career of the former did not last long, though she published some 8 stories in such magazines as Amazing Stories, Amazing Stories Quarterly, and Science Wonder Quarterly. Jack Williamson, however, began his career with “The Metal Man,” published in the December 1928 Amazing Stories, and he continued to publish steadily until his death, at age 98, in 2006.


    No point is served by listing all of the remaining writers who first appeared in Amazing Stories as discoveries by Gernsback. None of them is a household name, unless the household is devoted to the early history of pulp magazine science fiction. Such frequent contributors to Amazing Stories as J. Harvey Haggard, Joseph W. Skidmore, Harvey Kostkos, P. Schuyler Miller, Aladra Setama (a pseudonym for Judson Reeves), Leslie F. Stone, and Edwin K. Sloat no longer attract readers, and rightly so: they were popular in their day, but their day was a long time ago. What they wrote, while not completely without interest, generally cannot be read with anything approaching enjoyment.


    Nevertheless, two of the several dozen writers first to appear in Amazing Stories do merit further discussion, simply because they were among the first to write a certain kind of story. First, there was Dr. David H. Keller. A psychiatrist by training and profession, Keller used the majority of his stories to offer social commentary and to examine the results of developments and progress on the lives of individuals and society. His writings reveal extreme conservative and racial biases, however, and his fiction opposed, among other issues, feminism and racial equality. He began his association with Gernsback in February 1928, with “The Revolt of the Pedestrians,” a depiction of society some centuries after automobiles have become ubiquitous: legs have atrophied and the few surviving Pedestrians have no legal protection. As Keller’s title indicates, the Pedestrians revolt, their revolution consisting of the destruction of the electricity necessary to power the Automobilists’ cars, which leads to the wholesale deaths of the Automobilists. Gernsback did not object to Keller’s reservations about the future and was apparently unconcerned about (or did not notice) Keller’s biases. Some 48 stories by Keller appeared in science fiction magazines prior to 1937, after which he continued writing for such magazines as Weird Tales.


    The second writer was E. E. Smith, Ph.D. A food chemist by training, Smith had in 1919 started a collaboration with Mrs. Lee Hawkins Garby, the wife of his college roommate. This collaboration, “The Skylark of Space,” was submitted to and rejected by a number of magazines before it was serialized in Amazing Stories from August—October 1928. The story begins with genius chemist Richard Seaton, who discovers a new power source when he electrifies copper and platinum. This leads him to construct a spaceship—the Skylark—without realizing that nefarious forces are working in opposition. Seaton’s mental equal, Marc DuQuesne, has been reporting on Seaton’s doings to Brookings of the Steel Trust, and DuQuesne also constructs a spaceship; it is occupied by Brookings’s secretary Margaret Spenser, who knows too much, when DuQuesne kidnaps Seaton’s girlfriend Dorothy Vaneman. When the controls on DuQuesne’s spaceship get jammed, the ship gets sent into space, across the universe, where it is captured by a dark star. Seaton and his friend Reynolds Crane are in close pursuit, however, for they have been tracking DuQuesne. The adventures continue at a breakneck speed but conclude with the Skylark’s triumphant return to Earth—and DuQuesne’s escape, to return in further episodes.


    As is immediately evident from the above description, Smith and Garby thought big. Whatever the flaws of their story — and a modern reader will find many—Smith and Garby successfully conveyed the joy that comes from discovering something new, going someplace unfamiliar, and doing something exciting. Writing alone, Smith would provide several sequels to “The Skylark of Valeron,” all proving very popular with Amazing Stories’ readers, then in 1934 start a different series, the Lensman series, with the publication of “Triplanetary.” In 1941 the fan Wilson Tucker would call the fast-moving stories of Smith and his imitators “Space Opera,” an occasionally pejorative but generally affectionate term that played off popular slang (westerns were “horse operas”) and popular culture (sponsored serialized radio shows were “soap operas”) to describe a science fiction work of spectacle, action, simple emotions, dominant plot, and larger than life characters. Without Smith and Garby, Space Opera would certainly have come into existence, but it is Gernsback who recognized what Smith and Garby had to offer.


    In early 1929, for reasons that are still debated, Gernsback declared bankruptcy and lost control of the Experimenter Publishing Company. He promptly established another publishing company, the Stellar Publishing Corp, and published Air Wonder Stories and Science Wonder Stories in mid-1929; the first lasted but 11 issues, the second, 12. (After Science Wonder Stories was renamed Wonder Stories, it lasted 66 issues.) In addition, there was a Wonder Stories Quarterly, established in the Summer of 1930, which lasted some 11 issues. Many of the writers who first appeared in Gernsback’s Amazing Stories continued to appear there, for the magazine’s new editor, the elderly T. O’Conor Sloane, continued Gernsback’s editorial vision, but these writers also began to appear in Gernsback’s new magazines. One could thus continue to find stories by M. John Brueur, Clare Winger Harris, J. Harvey Haggard, P. Schuyler Miller, David H. Keller, and Jack Williamson, as well as such new names as Nat Schachner, Morrison Colladay, Henrik Dahl Juve, Ed Earl Repp, Edsel Newton, Clifford Simak, and Leslie F. Stone. All became names recognized by science fiction readers, as did Clark Ashton Smith, who was probably familiar to many for his work in Weird Tales.


    Of all the new names who began to appear in the new magazines, the most significant was unquestionably a young man with a degree in physics from Duke University, John W. Campbell, Jr. Campbell began his writing career with “When the Atoms Failed,” published in the January 1930 Amazing Stories. The story of a scientific genius whose brilliant inventions allow him to repel a Martian invasion singlehandedly, “When the Atoms Failed” was sufficiently popular that Campbell wrote a sequel, “The Metal Horde” (Amazing Stories, April 1930), which utilizes many of the same characters, this time engaging them in repelling an invasion of mechanical brains from Sirius. Campbell was to follow these stories with additional series, most popular of which were the five stories that featured Richard Arcot, William Morey, and Wade, whose adventures started with “Piracy Preferred” in the June 1930 Amazing Stories.


    John W. Campbell rapidly became one of the two most popular writers of Space Opera in Gernsback’s science fiction magazines, the other of course being E. E. Smith, Ph.D. Campbell excelled at presenting the odder aspects of contemporary science and technology, and although his stories could (and did) flag when the characters stopped to reflect upon what had occurred or to explain the ways in which technology could be adapted to stop the seemingly unstoppable and defeat the seemingly invulnerable, his readers could forgive him.


    In 1937, the publishers of Astounding Stories— Amazing Stories’ chief rival—offered the young John W. Campbell the editorship of the magazine, succeeding first editor F. Orlin Tremaine. Campbell accepted, effectively ending his career as a science fiction writer but starting a long career as an influential editor. Nevertheless, even before he became editor, Campbell had roundly rejected Gernsback’s editorial tenets, stating in a 1937 speech at the World Science Fiction Conference that “science-fiction is not an educational force—it never has been, and I don’t think that it ever can be one. But it can consist of good stories, with really human characters, and not inhuman combinations of Albert Einstein and Saint Augustine.” Thus, from his earliest days as editor, Campbell stressed believable characterizations, scientific accuracy, literary merit, and logical extrapolations, and he was not averse to returning stories to be rewritten according to his dicta. Astounding Stories had thrived under Tremaine’s editorship, and under Campbell’s control it rapidly became the premier market for science fiction writers: but very few of Gernsback’s writers were ever able to crack this market. Furthermore, in April 1938, young Raymond A. Palmer became editor of Amazing Stories, and he immediately revamped and remade the magazine, rejecting almost all of the authors accepted by T. O’Conor Sloane.


    With the advent of Campbell as editor of Astounding Stories, American magazine science fiction had entered what is commonly called its Golden Age. The majority of Gernsback’s writers, no longer having a market in Amazing Stories and unable to make the transition to Astounding Stories, were rapidly forgotten. Gernsback continued to associate with the fields he had helped establish, and later in life he received numerous honors for his work in radio broadcasting. He remained interested in science fiction magazines and in 1953 launched Science Fiction Plus; it had little to offer and lasted but seven issues. He remained a presence at science fiction conventions, and in 1953 science fiction fans honored him when they began awarding the Hugo award for creative endeavours. Gernsback was in 1960 awarded an honorary Hugo as “The Father of Magazine Science Fiction.” He died in 1967.


    * * * *


    Richard Bleiler is the Humanities Librarian at the University of Connecticut.

  


  
    D. H. LAWRENCE


    (1885–1930)


    Born a coal miner’s son in Nottinghamshire, D. H. Lawrence was an unconventional writer, which contributed to a life of constant struggles: with publishers and authorities (who accused him of obscenity); with finances; with friends and relationships; and with his always-precarious health. To some degree, he welcomed that struggle. Lawrence was always moving from place to place, wandering across Europe, Asia, Australia, and the United States and then back again as he became estranged from different places. He befriended people everywhere, and those friendships devolved into quarrels and betrayals. The woman he married (who was married to someone else and had three small children when they met) he described as “the one possible woman for me, for I must have opposition—something to fight.” While he is mostly remembered for his novels, particularly Sons and Lovers and Lady Chatterley’s Lover, he was a prolific poet and essayist as well. This series of poems on science fictional themes was completed shortly before his death from tuberculosis, and published posthumously.

  


  
    ROBOT POEMS, by D. H. Lawrence


    First published in More Pansies, 1932


    FUTURE STATES


    Once men touch one another, then the modern industrial form of machine civilisation will melt away


    and universalism and cosmopolitanism will cease;


    the great movement of centralising into oneness will stop


    and there will be a vivid recoil into separateness;


    many vivid small states, like a keleidoscope, all colours


    and all the differences given expression.


    FUTURE WAR


    After our industrial civilisation has broken, and the civilisation of touch has begun


    war will cease, there will be no more wars.


    The heart of man, in so far as it is budding, is budding warless


    and budding towards infinite variety, variegation


    and where there is infinite variety, there is no interest in war.


    Oneness makes war, and the obsession of oneness.


    THE TRIUMPH OF THE MACHINE


    They talk of the triumph of the machine,


    but the machine will never triumph.


    Out of the thousands and thousands of centuries of man


    the unrolling of ferns, white tongues of the acanthus lapping at the sun,


    for one sad century


    machines have triumphed, rolled us hither and thither,


    shaking the lark’s nest till the eggs have broken.


    Shaken the marshes, till the geese have gone


    and the wild swans flown away singing the swan-song of us.


    Hard, hard on the earth the machines are rolling,


    But through some hearts they will never roll.


    The lark nests in his heart


    and the white swan swims in the marshes of his loins,


    and through the wide prairie of his breast a young bull herds his cows,


    lambs frisk among the daisies of his brain.


    And at last


    all these creatures that cannot die, driven back


    into the uttermost corners of the soul,


    will send up the wild cry of despair.


    The trilling lark in a wild despair will trill down arrows from the sky,


    the swan will beat the waters in rage, white rage of an enraged swan,


    even the lambs will stretch forth their necks like serpents,


    like snakes of hate, against the man in the machine:


    even the shaking white poplar will dazzle like splinters of glass against him.


    And against this inward revolt of the native creatures of the soul


    mechanical man, in triumph seated upon the seat of his machine


    will be powerless, for no engine can reach into the marshes and depths of a man.


    So mechanical man in triumph seated upon the seat of his machine


    will be driven mad from within himself, and sightless, and on that day


    the machines will turn to run into one another


    traffic will tangle up in a long-drawn-out crash of collision


    and engines will rush at the solid houses, the edifice of our life


    will rock in the shock of the mad machine, and the house will come down.


    Then, far beyond the ruin, in the far, in the ultimate, remote places


    the swan will lift up again his flattened, smitten head


    and look round, and rise, and on the great vaults of his wings


    will sweep round and up to greet the sun with a silky glitter of a new day


    and the lark will follow trilling, angerless again,


    and the lambs will bite off the heads of the daisies for very friskiness.


    But over the middle of the earth will be the smoky ruin of iron


    the triumph of the machine.


    SEA-BATHERS


    Oh the handsome bluey-brown bodies, they might just as well be gutta-percha,


    and the reddened limbs red india-rubber tubing, inflated,


    and the half-hidden private parts just a little brass tap, robinetto,


    turned on for different purposes.


    They call it health; it looks like nullity.


    Only here and there a pair of eyes, haunted, stares out as if asking:


    Where then is life?


    Men Like Gods


    Men wanted to be like gods


    so they became like machines


    and now even they’re not satisfied.


    MAN AND MACHINE


    Man invented the machine


    and now the machine has invented man.


    God the Father is a dynamo


    and God the Son a talking radio


    and God the Holy Ghost is gas that keeps it all going.


    And men have perforce to be little dynamos


    and little talking radios


    and the human spirit is so much gas, to keep it all going.


    Man invented the machine


    so now the machine has invented man.


    OH WONDERFUL MACHINE!


    Oh wonderful machine, so self-sufficient, so sufficient unto yourself!


    You who have no feeling of the moon as she changes her quarters!


    You who don’t hear the sea’s uneasiness!


    You to whom the sun is merely something that makes the thermometer rise!


    Oh wonderful machine, you who are man’s idea of godliness,


    you who feel nothing, who know nothing, who run on absolved


    from any other connection!


    Oh you godly and smooth machine, spinning on in your own Nirvana,


    turning the blue wheels of your own heaven


    almighty machine


    how is it you have to be looked after by some knock-kneed wretch at two pounds a week?


    Oh great god of the machine


    what lousy angels and archangels you have to surround yourself with!


    And you can’t possibly do without them!


    ROBOT FEELINGS


    It is curious, too, that though the modern man in the street


    is a robot, and incapable of love


    he is capable of an endless grinding, nihilistic hate:


    that is the only strong feeling he is capable of;


    and therein lies the danger of robot-democracy and all the men in the street,


    they move in a great grind of hate, slowly but inevitably.


    ROBOT-DEMOCRACY


    In a robot-democracy, nobody is willing to serve


    even work is unwilling, the worker is unwilling,


    unwilling.


    The great grind of unwillingness, the slow undergrind of hate


    and democracy is ground into dust


    then the mill-stones burst with the internal heat of their own friction.


    WELLSIAN FUTURES


    When men are made in bottles


    and emerge as squeaky globules with no bodies to speak of,


    and therefore nothing to have feelings with,


    they will still squeak intensely about their feelings


    and be prepared to kill you if you say they’ve got none.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1932 by D. H. Lawrence. Reproduced by permission of Pollinger Limited and the Estate of Frieda Lawrence Ravagli.

  


  
    MINA LOY


    (1882–1966)


    A poet, actress, visual artist, and avante-garde feminist, Mina Loy fought against early twentieth-century gender expectations in both her life and her work. Born Mina Gertrude Lowy in London, she left school at age seventeen to study painting in Munich. Four years later she married a fellow art student, changed her last name to Loy (which rhymed with her husband’s name) and moved to Paris to paint and then to Florence. There she had three children (one of whom died as an infant), and began wrting as well as painting. After a dispute with the editor of Poetry magazine, she helped found Others in 1915, which prominantly featured Loy’s “Love Songs.”


    By this time her marriage had deteriorated; she and her husband lived separate lives and had separate lovers. Leaving her children in the care of a nurse, Loy moved to the U.S. in 1916 and joined the Provincetown players. In 1917, while waiting for her divorce to be finalized, she met Arthur Cravan, a poet-boxer who had run an avant-garde journal in France, but was now on the run from conscription officials. They were together briefly in the U.S., ran away to Mexico where they were married, and stayed there earning money from his boxing matches. When she got pregnant, they decided to leave Mexico. He sailed off, then she followed to Buenos Aires, but he wasn’t there and was never heard from again. She moved back to England to have the baby, then returned to Florence (where her other two children were still living with her nurse). There Loy resumed writing and sculpting and making glass novelties, in between fruitless searches for Cravan’s body. Her first book, Lunar Baedecker, was published in 1923. She moved back to New York City before World War II (her father was Jewish, so Europe was becoming increasingly dangerous). Late in life, she ended up in Colorado. She continued to write poetry and sculpt, creating visual art out of found objects. Loy considered herself primarily a sculptor, and despite her success as a writer said that she “never was a poet.”


    Baedeker was a famous publisher of travel guides beginning in the 1820s but especially prominent in the early twentieth century. The word “baedeker” came to refer to any travel guide, but was misspelled by Loy’s publisher in the book Lunar Baedecker.

  


  
    LUNAR BAEDEKER, by Mina Loy


    First published in Lunar Baedecker, 1923


    A silver Lucifer


    serves


    cocaine in cornucopia


    To some somnambulists


    of adolescent thighs


    draped


    in satirical draperies


    Peris is livery


    prepare


    Lethe


    for posthumous parvenues


    Delirious Avenues


    lit


    with the chandelier souls


    of infusoria


    from Pharoah’s tombstones


    lead


    to mercurial doomsdays


    Odious oasis


    in furrowed phosphorous


    the eye-white sky-light


    white-light district


    of lunar lusts


    Stellectric signs


    WING SHOWS ON STARWAY

    ZODIAC CAROUSEL


    Cyclones


    of ecstatic dust


    and ashes whirl


    crusaders


    from hallucinatory citadels


    of shattered glass


    into evacuate craters


    A flock of dreams


    browse on Necropolis


    From the shores


    of oval oceans


    in the oxidized Orient


    Onyx-eyed Odalisques


    and ornithologists


    observe the flight


    of Eros obsolete


    And “Immortality”


    mildews


    in the museums of the moon


    NOCTURNAL CYCLOPS

    CRYSTAL CONCUBINE


    Pocked with personification


    the fossil virgin of the skies


    waxes and wanes


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1923 by Mina Loy.

  


  
    EDGAR ALLAN POE


    (1809–1849)


    While Edgar Allan Poe is most well known as a founding author of the horror and gothic genres and for his mysteries, he also made substantial contributions to science fiction.


    Born in Boston in 1809 into an unstable home life, Poe was orphaned, and was adopted early on by John and Frances Allan. Throughout his adolescence Poe had a shaky relationship with the emotionally unavailable John Allan, quitting both the University of Virginia and West Point and racking up huge gambling debts at least in part in an act of revenge against him. Despite his literary renown today, Poe was destitute during much of his lifetime, just barely able to make a living from his writing and editing. Poe held positions at such journals as the Southern Literary Messenger, Burton’s Gentleman’s Magazine, Graham’s Magazine, the Evening Mirror, and the Broadway Journal. Although publishing Poe’s short stories and poems helped elevate their readerships, none elevated the writer’s financial situation.


    During his lifetime Poe traveled all over the east coast from Baltimore to New York City for different writing and editing work, eventually settling down in a marriage with his thirteen-year-old cousin Virginia Clemm in 1835. Ten years later, Poe’s writing hit its climax with the publication of his acclaimed poem, “The Raven,” which obtained him notable fans among SF writers Jules Verne and H. G. Wells, but didn’t actually help his financial postion much.


    Poe’s works often revolve around death. The death of his elder brother Henry in 1831 and of young wife Virginia in 1847 contributed to Poe’s preoccupation with the subject, as well as his own orphaned status, and helped transform the ardent writer into the uniquely morbid character he became.


    Poe’s death was not glamorous. Found delirious, ill, and in someone else’s clothes outside a polling center in 1849, he succumbed to what may have been effects of his drinking problem, though all documents relating to Poe’s death have since been lost.


    In 1833, Poe was awarded a prize for his short story “MS. Found in a Bottle,” a tale of sea adventures told through the voice of an anonymous sailor adrift. The story was popular, and the style appealed to Poe so much, that he later produced “Mellonta Tauta,” written from a similar standpoint but with added science fictional elements.

  


  
    MELLONTA TAUTA, by Edgar Allan Poe


    First published in Godey’s Lady’s Book, February 1849


    TO THE EDITORS OF THE LADY’S BOOK:


    I have the honor of sending you, for your magazine, an article which I hope you will be able to comprehend rather more distinctly than I do myself. It is a translation, by my friend, Martin Van Buren Mavis, (sometimes called the “Poughkeepsie Seer”) of an odd-looking MS. which I found, about a year ago, tightly corked up in a jug floating in the Mare Tenebrarum—a sea well described by the Nubian geographer, but seldom visited now-a-days, except for the transcendentalists and divers for crotchets.


    Truly yours,


    EDGAR A. POE


    ON BOARD BALLOON “SKYLARK”


    April, 1, 2848


    Now, my dear friend—now, for your sins, you are to suffer the infliction of a long gossiping letter. I tell you distinctly that I am going to punish you for all your impertinences by being as tedious, as discursive, as incoherent and as unsatisfactory as possible. Besides, here I am, cooped up in a dirty balloon, with some one or two hundred of the canaille, all bound on a pleasure excursion, (what a funny idea some people have of pleasure!) and I have no prospect of touching terra firma for a month at least. Nobody to talk to. Nothing to do. When one has nothing to do, then is the time to correspond with ones friends. You perceive, then, why it is that I write you this letter—it is on account of my ennui and your sins.


    Get ready your spectacles and make up your mind to be annoyed. I mean to write at you every day during this odious voyage.


    Heigho! when will any Invention visit the human pericranium? Are we forever to be doomed to the thousand inconveniences of the balloon? Will nobody contrive a more expeditious mode of progress? The jog-trot movement, to my thinking, is little less than positive torture. Upon my word we have not made more than a hundred miles the hour since leaving home! The very birds beat us—at least some of them. I assure you that I do not exaggerate at all. Our motion, no doubt, seems slower than it actually is—this on account of our having no objects about us by which to estimate our velocity, and on account of our going with the wind. To be sure, whenever we meet a balloon we have a chance of perceiving our rate, and then, I admit, things do not appear so very bad. Accustomed as I am to this mode of travelling, I cannot get over a kind of giddiness whenever a balloon passes us in a current directly overhead. It always seems to me like an immense bird of prey about to pounce upon us and carry us off in its claws. One went over us this morning about sunrise, and so nearly overhead that its drag-rope actually brushed the network suspending our car, and caused us very serious apprehension. Our captain said that if the material of the bag had been the trumpery varnished “silk” of five hundred or a thousand years ago, we should inevitably have been damaged. This silk, as he explained it to me, was a fabric composed of the entrails of a species of earth-worm. The worm was carefully fed on mulberries—kind of fruit resembling a water-melon—and, when sufficiently fat, was crushed in a mill. The paste thus arising was called papyrus in its primary state, and went through a variety of processes until it finally became “silk.” Singular to relate, it was once much admired as an article of female dress! Balloons were also very generally constructed from it. A better kind of material, it appears, was subsequently found in the down surrounding the seed-vessels of a plant vulgarly called euphorbium, and at that time botanically termed milk-weed. This latter kind of silk was designated as silk-buckingham, on account of its superior durability, and was usually prepared for use by being varnished with a solution of gum caoutchouc—a substance which in some respects must have resembled the gutta percha now in common use. This caoutchouc was occasionally called Indian rubber or rubber of twist, and was no doubt one of the numerous fungi. Never tell me again that I am not at heart an antiquarian.


    Talking of drag-ropes—our own, it seems, has this moment knocked a man overboard from one of the small magnetic propellers that swarm in ocean below us—a boat of about six thousand tons, and, from all accounts, shamefully crowded. These diminutive barques should be prohibited from carrying more than a definite number of passengers. The man, of course, was not permitted to get on board again, and was soon out of sight, he and his life-preserver. I rejoice, my dear friend, that we live in an age so enlightened that no such a thing as an individual is supposed to exist. It is the mass for which the true Humanity cares. By-the-by, talking of Humanity, do you know that our immortal Wiggins is not so original in his views of the Social Condition and so forth, as his contemporaries are inclined to suppose? Pundit assures me that the same ideas were put nearly in the same way, about a thousand years ago, by an Irish philosopher called Furrier, on account of his keeping a retail shop for cat peltries and other furs. Pundit knows, you know; there can be no mistake about it. How very wonderfully do we see verified every day, the profound observation of the Hindoo Aries Tottle (as quoted by Pundit)—”Thus must we say that, not once or twice, or a few times, but with almost infinite repetitions, the same opinions come round in a circle among men.”


    * * * *


    April 2.—Spoke to-day the magnetic cutter in charge of the middle section of floating telegraph wires. I learn that when this species of telegraph was first put into operation by Horse, it was considered quite impossible to convey the wires over sea, but now we are at a loss to comprehend where the difficulty lay! So wags the world. Tempora mutantur—excuse me for quoting the Etruscan. What would we do without the Atalantic telegraph? (Pundit says Atlantic was the ancient adjective.) We lay to a few minutes to ask the cutter some questions, and learned, among other glorious news, that civil war is raging in Africa, while the plague is doing its good work beautifully both in Yurope and Ayesher. Is it not truly remarkable that, before the magnificent light shed upon philosophy by Humanity, the world was accustomed to regard War and Pestilence as calamities? Do you know that prayers were actually offered up in the ancient temples to the end that these evils (!) might not be visited upon mankind? Is it not really difficult to comprehend upon what principle of interest our forefathers acted? Were they so blind as not to perceive that the destruction of a myriad of individuals is only so much positive advantage to the mass!


    * * * *


    April 3.—It is really a very fine amusement to ascend the rope-ladder leading to the summit of the balloon-bag, and thence survey the surrounding world. From the car below you know the prospect is not so comprehensive—you can see little vertically. But seated here (where I write this) in the luxuriously-cushioned open piazza of the summit, one can see everything that is going on in all directions. Just now there is quite a crowd of balloons in sight, and they present a very animated appearance, while the air is resonant with the hum of so many millions of human voices. I have heard it asserted that when Yellow or (Pundit will have it) Violet, who is supposed to have been the first aeronaut, maintained the practicability of traversing the atmosphere in all directions, by merely ascending or descending until a favorable current was attained, he was scarcely hearkened to at all by his contemporaries, who looked upon him as merely an ingenious sort of madman, because the philosophers (?) of the day declared the thing impossible. Really now it does seem to me quite unaccountable how any thing so obviously feasible could have escaped the sagacity of the ancient savans. But in all ages the great obstacles to advancement in Art have been opposed by the so-called men of science. To be sure, our men of science are not quite so bigoted as those of old:—oh, I have something so queer to tell you on this topic. Do you know that it is not more than a thousand years ago since the metaphysicians consented to relieve the people of the singular fancy that there existed but two possible roads for the attainment of Truth! Believe it if you can! It appears that long, long ago, in the night of Time, there lived a Turkish philosopher (or Hindoo possibly) called Aries Tottle. This person introduced, or at all events propagated what was termed the deductive or a priori mode of investigation. He started with what he maintained to be axioms or “self-evident truths,” and thence proceeded “logically” to results. His greatest disciples were one Neuclid, and one Cant. Well, Aries Tottle flourished supreme until advent of one Hog, surnamed the “Ettrick Shepherd,” who preached an entirely different system, which he called the a posteriori or inductive. His plan referred altogether to Sensation. He proceeded by observing, analyzing, and classifying facts-instantiae naturae, as they were affectedly called—into general laws. Aries Tottle’s mode, in a word, was based on noumena; Hog’s on phenomena. Well, so great was the admiration excited by this latter system that, at its first introduction, Aries Tottle fell into disrepute; but finally he recovered ground and was permitted to divide the realm of Truth with his more modern rival. The savans now maintained the Aristotelian and Baconian roads were the sole possible avenues to knowledge. “Baconian,” you must know, was an adjective invented as equivalent to Hog-ian and more euphonious and dignified.


    Now, my dear friend, I do assure you, most positively, that I represent this matter fairly, on the soundest authority and you can easily understand how a notion so absurd on its very face must have operated to retard the progress of all true knowledge—which makes its advances almost invariably by intuitive bounds. The ancient idea confined investigations to crawling; and for hundreds of years so great was the infatuation about Hog especially, that a virtual end was put to all thinking, properly so called. No man dared utter a truth to which he felt himself indebted to his Soul alone. It mattered not whether the truth was even demonstrably a truth, for the bullet-headed savans of the time regarded only the road by which he had attained it. They would not even look at the end. “Let us see the means,” they cried, “the means!” If, upon investigation of the means, it was found to come under neither the category Aries (that is to say Ram) nor under the category Hog, why then the savans went no farther, but pronounced the “theorist” a fool, and would have nothing to do with him or his truth.


    Now, it cannot be maintained, even, that by the crawling system the greatest amount of truth would be attained in any long series of ages, for the repression of imagination was an evil not to be compensated for by any superior certainty in the ancient modes of investigation. The error of these Jurmains, these Vrinch, these Inglitch, and these Amriccans (the latter, by the way, were our own immediate progenitors), was an error quite analogous with that of the wiseacre who fancies that he must necessarily see an object the better the more closely he holds it to his eyes. These people blinded themselves by details. When they proceeded Hoggishly, their “facts” were by no means always facts—a matter of little consequence had it not been for assuming that they were facts and must be facts because they appeared to be such. When they proceeded on the path of the Ram, their course was scarcely as straight as a ram’s horn, for they never had an axiom which was an axiom at all. They must have been very blind not to see this, even in their own day; for even in their own day many of the long “established” axioms had been rejected. For example—”Ex nihilo nihil fit”; “a body cannot act where it is not”; “there cannot exist antipodes”; “darkness cannot come out of light”—all these, and a dozen other similar propositions, formerly admitted without hesitation as axioms, were, even at the period of which I speak, seen to be untenable. How absurd in these people, then, to persist in putting faith in “axioms” as immutable bases of Truth! But even out of the mouths of their soundest reasoners it is easy to demonstrate the futility, the impalpability of their axioms in general. Who was the soundest of their logicians? Let me see! I will go and ask Pundit and be back in a minute.… Ah, here we have it! Here is a book written nearly a thousand years ago and lately translated from the Inglitch—which, by the way, appears to have been the rudiment of the Amriccan. Pundit says it is decidedly the cleverest ancient work on its topic, Logic. The author (who was much thought of in his day) was one Miller, or Mill; and we find it recorded of him, as a point of some importance, that he had a mill-horse called Bentham. But let us glance at the treatise!


    Ah!—“Ability or inability to conceive,” says Mr. Mill, very properly, “is in no case to be received as a criterion of axiomatic truth.” What modern in his senses would ever think of disputing this truism? The only wonder with us must be, how it happened that Mr. Mill conceived it necessary even to hint at any thing so obvious. So far good—but let us turn over another paper. What have we here?—”Contradictories cannot both be true—that is, cannot co-exist in nature.” Here Mr. Mill means, for example, that a tree must be either a tree or not a tree—that it cannot be at the same time a tree and not a tree. Very well; but I ask him why. His reply is this—and never pretends to be any thing else than this—”Because it is impossible to conceive that contradictories can both be true.” But this is no answer at all, by his own showing, for has he not just admitted as a truism that “ability or inability to conceive is in no case to be received as a criterion of axiomatic truth.”


    Now I do not complain of these ancients so much because their logic is, by their own showing, utterly baseless, worthless and fantastic altogether, as because of their pompous and imbecile proscription of all other roads of Truth, of all other means for its attainment than the two preposterous paths—the one of creeping and the one of crawling—to which they have dared to confine the Soul that loves nothing so well as to soar.


    By the by, my dear friend, do you not think it would have puzzled these ancient dogmaticians to have determined by which of their two roads it was that the most important and most sublime of all their truths was, in effect, attained? I mean the truth of Gravitation. Newton owed it to Kepler. Kepler admitted that his three laws were guessed at—these three laws of all laws which led the great Inglitch mathematician to his principle, the basis of all physical principle—to go behind which we must enter the Kingdom of Metaphysics. Kepler guessed—that is to say imagined. He was essentially a “theorist”—that word now of so much sanctity, formerly an epithet of contempt. Would it not have puzzled these old moles too, to have explained by which of the two “roads” a cryptographist unriddles a cryptograph of more than usual secrecy, or by which of the two roads Champollion directed mankind to those enduring and almost innumerable truths which resulted from his deciphering the Hieroglyphics.


    One word more on this topic and I will be done boring you. Is it not passing strange that, with their eternal prattling about roads to Truth, these bigoted people missed what we now so clearly perceive to be the great highway—that of Consistency? Does it not seem singular how they should have failed to deduce from the works of God the vital fact that a perfect consistency must be an absolute truth! How plain has been our progress since the late announcement of this proposition! Investigation has been taken out of the hands of the ground-moles and given, as a task, to the true and only true thinkers, the men of ardent imagination. These latter theorize. Can you not fancy the shout of scorn with which my words would be received by our progenitors were it possible for them to be now looking over my shoulder? These men, I say, theorize; and their theories are simply corrected, reduced, systematized—cleared, little by little, of their dross of inconsistency—until, finally, a perfect consistency stands apparent which even the most stolid admit, because it is a consistency, to be an absolute and an unquestionable truth.


    * * * *


    April 4.—The new gas is doing wonders, in conjunction with the new improvement with gutta percha. How very safe, commodious, manageable, and in every respect convenient are our modern balloons! Here is an immense one approaching us at the rate of at least a hundred and fifty miles an hour. It seems to be crowded with people—perhaps there are three or four hundred passengers—and yet it soars to an elevation of nearly a mile, looking down upon poor us with sovereign contempt. Still a hundred or even two hundred miles an hour is slow travelling after all. Do you remember our flight on the railroad across the Kanadaw continent?—fully three hundred miles the hour—that was travelling. Nothing to be seen though—nothing to be done but flirt, feast and dance in the magnificent saloons. Do you remember what an odd sensation was experienced when, by chance, we caught a glimpse of external objects while the cars were in full flight? Every thing seemed unique—in one mass. For my part, I cannot say but that I preferred the travelling by the slow train of a hundred miles the hour. Here we were permitted to have glass windows—even to have them open—and something like a distinct view of the country was attainable.… Pundit says that the route for the great Kanadaw railroad must have been in some measure marked out about nine hundred years ago! In fact, he goes so far as to assert that actual traces of a road are still discernible—traces referable to a period quite as remote as that mentioned. The track, it appears was double only; ours, you know, has twelve paths; and three or four new ones are in preparation. The ancient rails were very slight, and placed so close together as to be, according to modern notions, quite frivolous, if not dangerous in the extreme. The present width of track—fifty feet—is considered, indeed, scarcely secure enough. For my part, I make no doubt that a track of some sort must have existed in very remote times, as Pundit asserts; for nothing can be clearer, to my mind, than that, at some period—not less than seven centuries ago, certainly—the Northern and Southern Kanadaw continents were united; the Kanawdians, then, would have been driven, by necessity, to a great railroad across the continent.


    * * * *


    April 5.—I am almost devoured by ennui. Pundit is the only conversible person on board; and he, poor soul! can speak of nothing but antiquities. He has been occupied all the day in the attempt to convince me that the ancient Amriccans governed themselves!—did ever anybody hear of such an absurdity?—that they existed in a sort of every-man-for-himself confederacy, after the fashion of the “prairie dogs” that we read of in fable. He says that they started with the queerest idea conceivable, viz: that all men are born free and equal—this in the very teeth of the laws of gradation so visibly impressed upon all things both in the moral and physical universe. Every man “voted,” as they called it—that is to say meddled with public affairs—until at length, it was discovered that what is everybody’s business is nobody’s, and that the “Republic” (so the absurd thing was called) was without a government at all. It is related, however, that the first circumstance which disturbed, very particularly, the self-complacency of the philosophers who constructed this “Republic,” was the startling discovery that universal suffrage gave opportunity for fraudulent schemes, by means of which any desired number of votes might at any time be polled, without the possibility of prevention or even detection, by any party which should be merely villainous enough not to be ashamed of the fraud. A little reflection upon this discovery sufficed to render evident the consequences, which were that rascality must predominate—in a word, that a republican government could never be any thing but a rascally one. While the philosophers, however, were busied in blushing at their stupidity in not having foreseen these inevitable evils, and intent upon the invention of new theories, the matter was put to an abrupt issue by a fellow of the name of Mob, who took every thing into his own hands and set up a despotism, in comparison with which those of the fabulous Zeros and Hellofagabaluses were respectable and delectable. This Mob (a foreigner, by-the-by), is said to have been the most odious of all men that ever encumbered the earth. He was a giant in stature—insolent, rapacious, filthy, had the gall of a bullock with the heart of a hyena and the brains of a peacock. He died, at length, by dint of his own energies, which exhausted him. Nevertheless, he had his uses, as every thing has, however vile, and taught mankind a lesson which to this day it is in no danger of forgetting—never to run directly contrary to the natural analogies. As for Republicanism, no analogy could be found for it upon the face of the earth—unless we except the case of the “prairie dogs,” an exception which seems to demonstrate, if anything, that democracy is a very admirable form of government—for dogs.


    * * * *


    April 6.—Last night had a fine view of Alpha Lyrae, whose disk, through our captain’s spy-glass, subtends an angle of half a degree, looking very much as our sun does to the naked eye on a misty day. Alpha Lyrae, although so very much larger than our sun, by the by, resembles him closely as regards its spots, its atmosphere, and in many other particulars. It is only within the last century, Pundit tells me, that the binary relation existing between these two orbs began even to be suspected. The evident motion of our system in the heavens was (strange to say!) referred to an orbit about a prodigious star in the centre of the galaxy. About this star, or at all events about a centre of gravity common to all the globes of the Milky Way and supposed to be near Alcyone in the Pleiades, every one of these globes was declared to be revolving, our own performing the circuit in a period of 117,000,000 of years! We, with our present lights, our vast telescopic improvements, and so forth, of course find it difficult to comprehend the ground of an idea such as this. Its first propagator was one Mudler. He was led, we must presume, to this wild hypothesis by mere analogy in the first instance; but, this being the case, he should have at least adhered to analogy in its development. A great central orb was, in fact, suggested; so far Mudler was consistent. This central orb, however, dynamically, should have been greater than all its surrounding orbs taken together. The question might then have been asked—“Why do we not see it?”—we, especially, who occupy the mid region of the cluster—the very locality near which, at least, must be situated this inconceivable central sun. The astronomer, perhaps, at this point, took refuge in the suggestion of non-luminosity; and here analogy was suddenly let fall. But even admitting the central orb non-luminous, how did he manage to explain its failure to be rendered visible by the incalculable host of glorious suns glaring in all directions about it? No doubt what he finally maintained was merely a centre of gravity common to all the revolving orbs—but here again analogy must have been let fall. Our system revolves, it is true, about a common centre of gravity, but it does this in connection with and in consequence of a material sun whose mass more than counterbalances the rest of the system. The mathematical circle is a curve composed of an infinity of straight lines; but this idea of the circle—this idea of it which, in regard to all earthly geometry, we consider as merely the mathematical, in contradistinction from the practical, idea—is, in sober fact, the practical conception which alone we have any right to entertain in respect to those Titanic circles with which we have to deal, at least in fancy, when we suppose our system, with its fellows, revolving about a point in the centre of the galaxy. Let the most vigorous of human imaginations but attempt to take a single step toward the comprehension of a circuit so unutterable! I would scarcely be paradoxical to say that a flash of lightning itself, travelling forever upon the circumference of this inconceivable circle, would still forever be travelling in a straight line. That the path of our sun along such a circumference—that the direction of our system in such an orbit—would, to any human perception, deviate in the slightest degree from a straight line even in a million of years, is a proposition not to be entertained; and yet these ancient astronomers were absolutely cajoled, it appears, into believing that a decisive curvature had become apparent during the brief period of their astronomical history—during the mere point—during the utter nothingness of two or three thousand years! How incomprehensible, that considerations such as this did not at once indicate to them the true state of affairs—that of the binary revolution of our sun and Alpha Lyrae around a common centre of gravity!


    * * * *


    April 7.—Continued last night our astronomical amusements. Had a fine view of the five Neptunian asteroids, and watched with much interest the putting up of a huge impost on a couple of lintels in the new temple at Daphnis in the moon. It was amusing to think that creatures so diminutive as the lunarians, and bearing so little resemblance to humanity, yet evinced a mechanical ingenuity so much superior to our own. One finds it difficult, too, to conceive the vast masses which these people handle so easily, to be as light as our own reason tells us they actually are.


    * * * *


    April 8.—Eureka! Pundit is in his glory. A balloon from Kanadaw spoke us to-day and threw on board several late papers; they contain some exceedingly curious information relative to Kanawdian or rather Amriccan antiquities. You know, I presume, that laborers have for some months been employed in preparing the ground for a new fountain at Paradise, the Emperor’s principal pleasure garden. Paradise, it appears, has been, literally speaking, an island time out of mind—that is to say, its northern boundary was always (as far back as any record extends) a rivulet, or rather a very narrow arm of the sea. This arm was gradually widened until it attained its present breadth—a mile. The whole length of the island is nine miles; the breadth varies materially. The entire area (so Pundit says) was, about eight hundred years ago, densely packed with houses, some of them twenty stories high; land (for some most unaccountable reason) being considered as especially precious just in this vicinity. The disastrous earthquake, however, of the year 2050, so totally uprooted and overwhelmed the town (for it was almost too large to be called a village) that the most indefatigable of our antiquarians have never yet been able to obtain from the site any sufficient data (in the shape of coins, medals or inscriptions) wherewith to build up even the ghost of a theory concerning the manners, customs, &c., &c., &c., of the aboriginal inhabitants. Nearly all that we have hitherto known of them is, that they were a portion of the Knickerbocker tribe of savages infesting the continent at its first discovery by Recorder Riker, a knight of the Golden Fleece. They were by no means uncivilized, however, but cultivated various arts and even sciences after a fashion of their own. It is related of them that they were acute in many respects, but were oddly afflicted with monomania for building what, in the ancient Amriccan, was denominated “churches”—a kind of pagoda instituted for the worship of two idols that went by the names of Wealth and Fashion. In the end, it is said, the island became, nine tenths of it, church. The women, too, it appears, were oddly deformed by a natural protuberance of the region just below the small of the back—although, most unaccountably, this deformity was looked upon altogether in the light of a beauty. One or two pictures of these singular women have in fact, been miraculously preserved. They look very odd, very—like something between a turkey-cock and a dromedary.


    Well, these few details are nearly all that have descended to us respecting the ancient Knickerbockers. It seems, however, that while digging in the centre of the emperors garden, (which, you know, covers the whole island), some of the workmen unearthed a cubical and evidently chiseled block of granite, weighing several hundred pounds. It was in good preservation, having received, apparently, little injury from the convulsion which entombed it. On one of its surfaces was a marble slab with (only think of it!) an inscription—a legible inscription. Pundit is in ecstacies. Upon detaching the slab, a cavity appeared, containing a leaden box filled with various coins, a long scroll of names, several documents which appear to resemble newspapers, with other matters of intense interest to the antiquarian! There can be no doubt that all these are genuine Amriccan relics belonging to the tribe called Knickerbocker. The papers thrown on board our balloon are filled with fac-similes of the coins, MSS., typography, &c., &c. I copy for your amusement the Knickerbocker inscription on the marble slab:—


    This Corner Stone of a Monument to


    The Memory of


    GEORGE WASHINGTON


    Was Laid With Appropriate Ceremonies


    on the


    19th Day of October, 1847


    The anniversary of the surrender of


    Lord Cornwallis


    to General Washington at Yorktown


    A. D. 1781


    Under the Auspices of the


    Washington Monument Association of


    the city of New York


    This, as I give it, is a verbatim translation done by Pundit himself, so there can be no mistake about it. From the few words thus preserved, we glean several important items of knowledge, not the least interesting of which is the fact that a thousand years ago actual monuments had fallen into disuse—as was all very proper—the people contenting themselves, as we do now, with a mere indication of the design to erect a monument at some future time; a corner-stone being cautiously laid by itself “solitary and alone” (excuse me for quoting the great American poet Benton!), as a guarantee of the magnanimous intention. We ascertain, too, very distinctly, from this admirable inscription, the how as well as the where and the what, of the great surrender in question. As to the where, it was Yorktown (wherever that was), and as to the what, it was General Cornwallis (no doubt some wealthy dealer in corn). He was surrendered. The inscription commemorates the surrender of—what? why, “of Lord Cornwallis.” The only question is what could the savages wish him surrendered for. But when we remember that these savages were undoubtedly cannibals, we are led to the conclusion that they intended him for sausage. As to the how of the surrender, no language can be more explicit. Lord Cornwallis was surrendered (for sausage) “under the auspices of the Washington Monument Association”—no doubt a charitable institution for the depositing of corner-stones.—But, Heaven bless me! what is the matter? Ah, I see—the balloon has collapsed, and we shall have a tumble into the sea. I have, therefore, only time enough to add that, from a hasty inspection of the fac-similes of newspapers, &c., &c., I find that the great men in those days among the Amriccans, were one John, a smith, and one Zacchary, a tailor.


    Good-bye, until I see you again. Whether you ever get this letter or not is point of little importance, as I write altogether for my own amusement. I shall cork the MS. up in a bottle, however, and throw it into the sea.


    Yours everlastingly,


    PUNDITA.

  


  
    ON THE BAROQUE IN SCIENCE FICTION, by Thomas F. Bertonneau


    In the 1954 Preface to his Universal History of Iniquity, Jorge Luis Borges defined the baroque as “the style that deliberately exhausts (or tries to exhaust) its own possibilities, and that borders on self-caricature.”1 The baroque is therefore a self-conscious style par excellence. According to Borges’ definition: “The baroque is intellectual, and Bernard Shaw has said that all intellectual labor is inherently humorous”; and “this humor is unintentional in the works of Baltasar Graciàn but intentional, even indulged, in the works of John Donne.”2 In the manner, then, of seventeenth-century church architecture—it might be in Spain or Bavaria—the spirit of the baroque piles ornament relentlessly on ornament, while cultivating trompe-l’œil for its illusion of depth, and while obsessively re-cuing every curlicue in anticipation of the fractal geometry of a Mandelbrot algorithm. The baroque in music refers to the fugal style, in which again the artist, preeminently J. S. Bach, raises self-imitation to a structural principle. Yet fugue also refers to a state of social disintegration and to an accompanying panicked mentality that drives forth the individual refugee from the incendiarism and bloodletting of civic breakdown. Europe’s baroque centuries saw the religious wars, Puritanism, agitation of the protesting masses, and the inevitable massacres, for which music offers a counterpart in the stretto of the fugue. Here the competing voices figuratively tear the subject to shreds in an aesthetic refinement of the Dionysiac sparagmos.


    The novel arises with the baroque, in the Simplicius and Eulenspiegel narratives, in picaresque, and in the moralizing abyss of Don Quixote, where Part One is a topic of discussion, mostly inane, among the characters in Part Two. The baroque therefore peculiarly trumps the modern in its exploitation of formal complexity; the modernist writers might match, but they never excel, their two- or three-century precursors in self-allusion and abyssal autoscopy. Indeed, the Parisian Symbolists, those first modernists, remained keenly aware of their debt to the seventeenth century “Parnassians,” Charles Baudelaire and Stéphane Mallarmé assiduously practicing the sonnet, as though writing in the time of Louis XIII. Later Max Reger (1873–1916) and Paul Hindemith (1895–1963) mimicked baroque-era models in music, as did M. C. Escher in graphic media. Borges, in his Preface, “would venture to say that the baroque is the final stage of art,” a stage which some would call decadent.3 Borges notes that the eighteenth century, which coined the term baroque, considered the seventeenth century, which invented the style, to have been in bad taste. Borges fails to deny this charge, whereby one might consider that he adds it to the repertory of the baroque, as perhaps a studious awkwardness or an occasional deliberate pedantry in the articulation.


    In The Decline of the West, Oswald Spengler says that the Western baroque strove towards the dissolution of genre in a movement of synesthesia: “Painting becomes polyphonic, ‘picturesque,’ infinity-seeking,” while “the colours become tones” and “the art of the brush claims kinship with the style of cantata and madrigal.”4 Again, “the background, hitherto casually put in, regarded as fill-up and, as space, almost shuffled out of sight, gains a preponderant importance.”5


    I.


    A baroque spirit pervades the creativity of Edgar Allan Poe (1809–1849), arguably the innovator of the science fiction genre. Indeed, Poe’s oeuvre, in which his science fiction stories play a central role, constitutes a gigantic baroque structure comparable in its unity-in-variety to an instance of Palladian architecture or an extended variation-composition by Bach. Poe himself, increasingly aware of that unity-in-variety, planned his extravagant, speculative prose poem Eureka (1848) to be the belated theoretical foundation of what had come before it, subsuming all earlier productivity in its paradoxical reconciliation of Epicurean atomism with a distinctly Neoplatonic version of Plato’s Timaeus-cosmology. In Eureka, applying Spengler to Poe, one might say that “the background…gains a preponderant importance,” but in Poe’s oeuvre many other baroque traits lend character to the individual stories. In the early “MS. Found in a Bottle” (1833), for example, the first-person narration begins with an announcement of emissary status corresponding to the fugal, or centrifugal, or fugitive theme that belongs at once to the Simplicius story and to contrapuntal music. “Of my country and my family I have little to say,” Poe’s narrator reports; “ill usage and length of years have driven me from one, and estranged me from the other.”6


    Mental exhaustion overwhelms Poe’s narrator, a self-reported condition that reappears as an exegetical trope in the prose of H. P. Lovecraft (1897–1937), often cited as Poe’s successor, and in that of Clark Ashton Smith. A student since youth “of the German moralists”—presumably Gottfried Leibniz, Immanuel Kant, and F. W. J. Schelling—who admires their “eloquent madness,” Poe’s narrator remarks of his own intellect its “Pyrrhonism” or ultra-skepticism and its “aridity”.7 He has relentlessly, systematically worked through the litany of received wisdom, critiquing each tenet of standing doctrine only to reject it, on “the principles of science.”8 By an uncanny reciprocity, which makes him both pursuer and pursued, the narrator senses himself the prey of “a kind of nervous restlessness which haunted me like a fiend,”9 and which precipitates him geographically where he already is philosophically—irretrievably at sea. The final image of “MS,” an all-devouring whirlpool into which the enigmatic ghost ship must plunge, becomes a Leitmotif of the Poe-esque, recurring in “A Descent into the Maelström” (1841) and, as a cosmological Ur-Phenomenon, in Eureka. Baudelaire wrote of Poe that, “The opening passages of [his] writings always have a drawing power without violence, like a whirlpool,” the image corresponding to what the Symbolist calls the American’s “nervous tension”; to which Baudelaire adds, “the reader, as though in the grip of vertigo, is impelled to follow the author in his inviting deduction.”10


    Poe’s interest in science is really his connoisseurship of the seventeenth-century natural-philosophical systems, such as those of Johannes Kepler (1671–1630) and Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–1772), which carried over into the “Age of Enlightenment” select traits of Scholasticism and Neo-Platonism. In Eureka, Poe praises Kepler for having “guessed, that is to say…imagined” that the planetary orbits corresponded to the dual foci of a parabola and not to the long-assumed single focus of a true circle; and he lavishly distinguishes thinking in modo Kepleriano from what he calls thinking “Ram-ishly” and “Hog-ishly,” terms which belong to an elaborate lampoon of Aristotle and Francis Bacon.11 As Borges writes, “the baroque is intellectual.” Poe is an intellectual, sometimes shading into a wit; but he is a wit who elaborates his jokes exhaustively, the way that Bach exhausts the self-referential B.A.C.H. motif in The Art of the Fugue. Baudelaire remarked Poe’s “knowledge of the harmonic terms of beauty,” but also his “hideous logic” and his ability “to express grief by laughter.”12 Eureka begins in laughter, in the topsy-turvy rhetoric of a letter from the year 2848, and finds its climax in the annihilating “Oneness” into which the universe, as Poe argues, must inevitably collapse once its property of attraction overcomes its property of radiation so that the former resolves the multiplicity of divided atoms back into its primal de-ontological unity.13 Poe describes the mental tone attendant on imagining these events as the equivalent of what would be felt by a man who balances on the lip of a volcano “whirling on his heel.”14


    Cosmic vertigo attends the pyrotic end-of-the-world in “The Conversation of Eiros and Charmion” (1839), one of Poe’s short stories in the form of a Platonic dialogue. Prototype of the fin-du-monde genre, and generically affiliated with Reformation-era apocalyptic, “Eiros and Charmion” records the death of humanity when, the chemistry of a comet’s tail withdrawing nitrogen from the earth’s atmosphere, the concentration of oxygen incites the stretto-like global spontaneous combustion of living matter. Eiros, the narrator, describes “a combustion irresistible, all-devouring, omni-prevalent, immediate… the entire fulfillment, in all their minute and terrible details, of the fiery and horror-inspiring denunciations of the prophecies of the Holy Book.”15 Yet there is a narrator. The “furious delirium” and “wild lurid light” of what seemed the last moment were not extinction, but rather translation to a non-supernatural higher realm, “Aidenn,” where the “conversation” occurs.16


    In the cosmology of Poe’s Eureka, as in that of Swedenborg’s Arcana Coelestia (1747), the soul ascends through a hierarchy of dimensions, the lower being grossly material with the higher tending towards pure spirit. Poe, however, like Epicurus, distinguishes spirit from matter only by the fineness of its atomic basis, a notion foreign to Swedenborg. In “The Colloquy of Monos and Una” (1841), another Platonic dialogue, Monos details the post-mortem decay of his interred corpse and the liberation from fleshly trammels of the finer spiritual part of his existence. But the real interest in “Monos and Una” lies in the glimpse of industrial futurity and the defense of imagination against the scorn of a merely utilitarian logic.


    The world of the twenty-fifth century is, as Monos remembers it to Una, one of triumphant “Democracy” and “huge smoking cities…innumerable,” in which a few prophet-critics had “ventured to doubt the propriety of the term ‘improvement,’ as applied to the progress of our civilization.”17 Monos says: “Occasionally the poetic intellect—that intellect which we now feel to have been the most exalted of all—since these truths which to us were of the most enduring importance could only be reached by that analogy which speaks in proof-tones to the imagination alone, and to the unaided reason bears no weight—occasionally did this poetic intellect proceed a step farther in the evolving of the vague idea of the philosophic.”18 The “utilitarian” minded majority insisted, however, on the sole epistemological legitimacy of its own “infantine imbecility,” as Monos calls it; that insistence issuing fatally in “a diseased commotion, moral and physical.”19 The malady of manic agitation increased as humanity “grew infected with system, and with abstraction” until the afflicted social order fulfilled the law that, “widest ruin [is] the price of the highest civilization.”20


    Poe’s ornate sentences and anti-positivist leaps of logic validate Borges’ observation on the epistemology of the baroque. The classical age condemned the baroque age for its dubious syllogisms, especially for those rooted in Scholasticism, which argued that things in the City of Man are analogous to things in the City of God. Aristotelian though it tended to be, Scholasticism nevertheless incorporated what Poe calls “the majestic intuition of Plato,” and it understood that the cosmos resonated with “the μoυσίχή” [music] that only a finely attuned “moral sense” can apperceive.21


    II.


    The rubric of the baroque in science fiction entails at least one imbroglio. Poe, the true atavus of the science fiction genre, while baroque in style and temperament, is nevertheless not central to any contemporary understanding of that genre, Jules Verne and H. G. Wells having usurped that station. Yet Poe inspired a multitude of followers not only directly but also indirectly via the curious roundabout of French Symbolist poetry. Edward Bulwer-Lytton (1803–1873), Camille Flammarion (1842–1925), and M. P. Shiel (1865–1947) were more or less direct successors of the master. So also were the members of a coterie of American writers who, notwithstanding their connoisseurship of Poe, followed the quirky ambition of translating the poetic sensibility of Baudelaire—along with that of Stéphane Mallarmé (1842-1897) and Paul Verlaine (1844–1896)—into fantastic narrative. The Symbolist school, beginning with Baudelaire, revered Poe, just as it revered the writers of the French Baroque. The American Symbolist-imitators for their part drew additionally on two quirky themes that originally became topical in the seventeenth century. Atlantology was one; the theory of cycles of civilization, of an unknown history before history, was another.


    The notion that a high civilization might also be a precarious one in its final dazzling efflorescence before catastrophic dissolution appears in Poe’s “Colloquy of Monos and Una.” The associated idea that our own civilization might not be the first to perfect science and technique, and that it will not be the last, appears famously in Giambattista Vico’s New Science (1720) and, less famously but more provocatively, in Olof Rydbeck’s Atland eller Manheim (four volumes, 1679–1702).


    The Dean of Atlantologists Ignatius Donnelly (1831–1901) owed much to Vico, Rydbeck, and Athanasius Kircher (1602–1680). Donnelly’s Ante-Diluvian World (1882) and Ragnarok (1883) popularized the idea that the known ancient civilizations stemmed from a prehistoric high civilization of which those historic ones were mere paltry survivals. C. J. Cutcliffe-Hyne’s Lost Continent (1899) tells a sword-and-sandals story set in the decadence of Atlantean civilization and reaches its climax with the famed cataclysmic disappearance of the accursed island-kingdom. The subgenre of Atlantean fantasy reached perfection, however, in the authorship of the Californian Clark Ashton Smith (1893-1961), who once wrote to Lovecraft regarding Donnelly that The Ante-Diluvian World struck him as being “quite solidly done.”22 Smith often added to the Atlantean formula another baroque trope, the Faustian alchemist or necromancer. An Anglophone Symbolist who idolized Baudelaire, Smith created variants of Atlantis. His “Poseidonis” stories take place among the degenerate polities of the last-surviving splinters of the “Lost Continent,” whereas his “Zothique” stories have for their milieu the dusky geography of earth’s remote future.


    Even when Smith spins an extraterrestrial yarn, his interest lies in archeological survivals. Smith’s stories, most of them published in Weird Tales beginning in 1930, continue in prose the import of his early Baudelairean poems, evoking fantastic landscapes and architectural imagery using the Gallic resources of English with an occasional Saxon archaism for heightened flavor. Religious turmoil, inquisition, transcendent yearning, and exile structure the tale frequently.


    In “The Monster of Prophecy” (1929), in Smith’s own summary, “A starving poet who is about to throw himself into the river… is approached by a stranger who befriends him and afterwards introduces himself as a scientist from a world of Antares.”23 In one of his first glimpses of the Antarean civilization, Alvor, the world-weary poet, sees “a perspective of hills and plains all marked out in geometric diamonds and squares and triangles, with a large lake in their midst,” while “far in the distance, more than a hundred leagues away, were the gleaming domes and towers of some baroque city, towards which the enormous orb of the sun was now declining.”24 The use of the adjective baroque implies less than does Smith’s evocation of twilight (elsewhere dawn) and distance, typical qualities of seventeenth century landscape painting, according to Spengler; typical qualities of Symbolist verse, and the symbols par excellence of Faustian yearning. Alvor’s sojourn on the alien world amounts to “an experience beyond the visionary resources of any terrestrial drug,” part of which is the poet’s awareness “of an unimaginably old and alien…life.”25 The Antarean scientist tells Alvor: “We are a very old people,” among whom “religious sentiment and veneration of the past have always been dominant factors.”26 Alvor soon finds himself the object of priestly inquisition and ends up an asylum seeker among another Antarean people who “had mastered the ultra-civilized art of minding their own business.”27


    In the “Poseidonis” story “The Death of Malygris” (1934) Smith describes the master necromancer’s chamber: “Everywhere, by the light of opulent lamps…were tables of ebony wrought with sorcerous runes of pearl and white coral; webs of silver and samite, cunningly pictured; caskets of electrum overflowing with talismanic jewels; tiny gods of jade an agate; and tall chryselephantine demons.”28 The Baudelairean piling-up of luxuriant and luminous figures aims at overloading the readerly imagination so as to simulate rhetorically what Baudelaire himself, in the poem “Correspondences,” referred to as “l’expansion des choses infinies… qui chantent le transport de l’esprit et des senses.” The botanical imagery in another “Poseidonis” story, “A Voyage to Sfanomoë” (1931), strives towards the same Symbolist effect. The only two survivors of “Poseidonis” arrive on Venus where they experience “torrid heat… dazzling color… overwhelming perfume”; they see “flowers everywhere… of unearthly forms, of supermundane size and beauty and variety, with scrolls and volutes of petals many-hued” that exhale “perfumes…like elixirs and opiates.”29 The phenomena in “Malygris” and “Sfanomoë” dazzle their respective protagonists immediately before they nastily die, Smith having borrowed the Baudelairean assumption that violently overloading the sensorium likely entails the (sacrificial) demise of the subject-percipient.


    Balcoth, the sculptor-protagonist of “The Plutonian Drug” (1934), tells the pharmacist-physician Manners that in his “romantic days” on provocation by “Gautier and Baudelaire” he had experimented with mind-altering pharmacopeia, such as “cannabis Indica”; whereupon Manners convinces him to try “Plutonium,” the story’s titular substance.30 Dr. Manners recommends “Plutonium” over “cthini” and “mnophka,” two other extraterrestrial narcotics, for its lack of a “bad aftermath” and as the stimulus to awaken “some rudimentary organ” with the resultant “metamorphosis of sensations.”31 Ingesting the potion, concocted from fossilized vegetation immensely old, Balcoth finds himself drawn down into a Poe-esque “whirlpool of prismatic splendor” out of the “infinite chaos” of which emerges coherently an “infinite vista.”32 Balcoth, like the characters in “Malygris” and “Sfanomoë,” must pay with his life.


    Philip Hastane, narrator of “Beyond the Singing Flame” (1931), makes the transition from a lonely ridge high in the Sierra Nevada Mountains to an unknown world, the most remarkable feature of which is the sacred flamboyance of the title, the object of fervent worship in a phantasmagoric city of “solemn architectural music.”33 Alien beings venerate the Flame, which Maelström-like compels its devotees to throw themselves into its maw. Hastane taking the plunge malgré lui grows conscious of “god-like union with the flame”; he reports latterly that, “every atom of [his body] had undergone transcendental expansion.”34 Not perishing, but like Poe’s Eiros and Charmion entering a higher order of existence, Hastane immediately confronts “endless avenues of super-prismatic opal and jacinth, arches and pillars of ultra-violet gems, of transcendent sapphire, of unearthly ruby and amethyst, all suffused with a multi-tinted splendor.”35


    III.


    Weird Tales served as the main venue of baroque science fiction although most critics regard that magazine as something other than and inferior to a science fiction periodical. To the extent that John W. Campbell’s vision defined the genre then perhaps Weird Tales really was not science-fictional. Nevertheless, Lovecraft published there, who admitted no supernatural elements in his fiction, along with Smith and Robert E. Howard. Indiana born Catherine L. Moore (1911–1987), linked to Lovecraft through her correspondence with him, seems however closer to Smith than to H. P. L. in more ways than one, beginning with her interest in intensely visual figuration, often architectural or ornamental, voluntary derangement as an antidote to unbearable ennui, and the emissary protagonist, all of which one can only classify as Symbolist. Now Symbolist aesthetics is related to baroque aesthetics, both by direct affiliation (Swedenborg to Baudelaire and Mallarmé) and in view of a persistent determination on the part of the individual artist to fill his canvas with detail and to impregnate every detail with meaning. The non-baroque artist regards his baroque co-practitioner as decadent, extravagant, self-indulgent, illogical, and repetitious—someone who pushes too many adjectives against his nouns. The baroque artist sees his critic as a Calvinist and a prude.


    Moore’s Northwest Smith, like Poe’s narrator in “MS. Found in a Bottle,” fulfills the roles both of pursuer and pursued; he too is fugitive, freethinking, not at all prudish, and never a Calvinist. He sits in bars viewing the traffic like a Baudelairean flaneur, consumes potions like a shaman, plumbs the depths of despair and ecstasy, and, last but not least, acts a knight-errant in defending victims against the sacrificial madness of crowds, hierarchies, and cults.


    “Shambleau” (1934), the first of the Northwest Smith stories, is entirely fugal, nearly to the point of being, as Spengler might put it, more a musical composition than a literary text. But more than that: An extraordinary improvisation in the rhetoric of synesthesia. And more yet again than that: A moral tale. A brief discussion from Paul Mark Walker’s Theories of Fugue (2000) seems apposite to “Shambleau”: “The Latin noun fuga, meaning ‘flight’ or ‘fleeing,’ is related to both the Latin verbs fugere, ‘to flee,’ and fugare, ‘to chase.’ The vernacular equivalents are chace and caccia, nouns that likewise designate a chase or hunt.”36 “Shambleau” commences with a pursuit, one that could equally well find its context in the Simplicius narrative, with a crowd chasing the eponymous Shambleau the way a posse of Lutheran bullyboys might harass a suspected witch. “Into [Smith’s] range of vision flashed a red running figure, dodging like a hunted hare from shelter to shelter in the narrow street.”37 Commentary on “Shambleau” recognizes it as Moore’s variant of the generic vampire story; no one seems to have noticed that the tale is also a reworking of “A Descent into the Maelström.” That the mob’s quarry, the Shambleau, initially occupies the position of a victim moves Smith to protect her; she then gradually fascinates him, she drawing him to her despite himself the way the Maelström draws Poe’s narrator, inexorably.


    Once the Maelström grips Poe’s narrator in its eddying clutches, panicked anticipation gives way to “the keenest curiosity about the whirl itself” so that the subject “positively felt a wish to explore its depths.”38 Once Smith crosses the threshold of the vampire’s lethal allure, his attitude too alters unexpectedly. In musical terms, he has come to the stretto of the experience, a gesture regularly repeated in Moore’s tales of her tough-guy character. While the creature drains Smith of his life-energy, he perceives that “somehow there was beauty in it,” a luster “like the depths of a jewel,” a “blazing darkness,” and a “devouring rapture.”39 Only his partner’s timely intervention saves Smith, who says that being ingested felt inebriating, like the action of a drug; Moore’s prose makes it equally clear that submission to the monstrous hunger provoked in the victim strong erotic pleasure. In “The Scarlet Dream” (1934), a shimmering swatch of red fabric pulls Smith into an extra-dimensional bubble, where “the sky was a great shawl threaded with lightning that shivered and squirmed as he watched,” and where the twilight was “cloudy…blurred with exquisite patches of green and violet…in a land where the air was suffused with colored mists.”40 The ambiance turns sinister, but of such impressions, ambiguous though they are, Smith remains a connoisseur. He likes to stand, as one might say, on the lip of the volcano spinning on his heel; he likes to drink segir, the Venusian whiskey.


    Moore’s colorist penchant derives from her Symbolist sensibility. A passage like this one from Baudelaire’s “Salon of 1846” would not be out of place in one of Moore’s stories: “Let us imagine a beautiful expanse of nature where the prevailing tones are greens and reds, melting into each other, shimmering in the chaotic freedom where all things, diversely colored as their molecular structure dictates, changing every second through the interplay of light and shade, and stimulated inwardly by latent heat, vibrate perpetually, imparting movement to all the lines and confirming the law of perpetual and universal motion.”41 In Moore’s novel Judgment Night (1943), Juille, the Amazonian warrior-princess of planet Ericon, visits the pleasure-satellite Cyrille, where everything is elaborate trompe-l’oeil. Juille has recourse to Cyrille in part so that she might “relax…the rigid self-consciousness” of her usual demeanor.42 The relaxation entails some erotic license. Thus with a companion Juille lulls in the spell of “distant music” while contemplating “great shining rosettes of light, shimmering from red to blue to white again in patternless rhythms” and a vista of “stars [that] blazed like great fiery roses against the dark.”43 Judgment Night concludes in an Armageddon of galactic civilizations with an apocalypse of resurgent gods, who announce a new age.


    Planet Stories, in publication from 1939 to 1955, also served as a venue for the baroque in science fiction, most especially in the planetary romances that Leigh Brackett (1915–1978) destined for that gorgeous periodical. The notion of the plurality of worlds, which provides the premise of planetary romance, stems—this fact should by now be unsurprising—from seventeenth century. Kepler’s Somnium (1610), with its depiction of exotic flora and fauna of the moon, qualifies, in Gale. E. Christianson’s phrase, as “the fons et origo of modern science fiction.”44 Equally antecedent to planetary romance are the Cosmotheoros (1695) of Christiaan Huygens (1629–1695) and the Entretiens sur la pluralité des mondes (1686) of Bernard le Bovier de Fontenelle (1657–1757). “Plurality” is as much a theological conviction as it is a scientific principle. God would never have fashioned the stars and their undoubted planets leaving them untenanted; but rather he will have fashioned them to be the mansions of the plenteous and varied humanities that thrive and proliferate, reflecting His divine reason and dignity, throughout the universe. Brackett, like Moore and Smith, often employed in her stories long, quasi-archaic periods and psychedelic imagery.


    IV.


    Hindemith’s Kepler opera Die Harmonie der Welt (1957) has the right to be considered under the rubric of the baroque in science fiction. Like Hindemith’s earlier opera Mathis der Maler (1934), Harmonie der Welt takes place during the Reformation in the time of the religious wars, the fanaticism and violence of which threaten the protagonist. Hindemith portrays Kepler as a heroic anti-modern figure whose advocacy of Copernican cosmology entails the preservation of an essentially religious and mystic view of existence. The opera’s central metaphor, “The Harmony of the Worlds,” comes from Kepler’s treatise Harmonices Mundi (1619), in which, among other tasks that he set for himself, Kepler tried to reconcile elements of Ptolemaic cosmology with what were by then the certainties of Copernican cosmology, such as Heliocentrism and non-epicyclical orbital relations between the planets and the solar primary. Kepler sought to preserve the Pythagorean idea, incorporated by Ptolemy, of a celestial harmony or “Music of the Spheres.” This would be the same “μoυσίχή” to which Poe refers in “The Colloquy of Monos and Una.” Bruce Stephenson writes, in The Music of the Heavens (1994), how Kepler took for granted that “if God had become man on Earth, then from Earth man should surely be able to detect the outlines of the great design of creation,” even to the point of apperceiving the celestial harmony.45


    In Kitty Ferguson’s summation in The Music of Pythagoras (2008), Kepler believed in “a mysterious inherent connection between human souls and the underlying pattern of the universe.”46 Die Harmonie der Welt, in which Hindemith has his usual recourse to baroque musical procedures, ends in an extended, magnificent passacaglia in which Kepler, completing Harmonices Mundi, has a mystic vision of the intelligible universe, with the planets and stars wheeling about him.


    Some actual baroque, as distinct from neo-baroque, operas have science-fictional qualities. Jean-Philippe Rameau’s allegorical operas from the middle of the eighteenth century deserve attention in this regard, most notably Castor et Pollux (1733), Zoroastre (1749), and Les Boréades (1763). These are all re-imaginable as Weird Tales narratives, especially Zoroastre, with its earthly battle between the forces of good and evil (Zoroastre himself and the wicked Abramane) backed up by the cosmic battle of the rival Manichaean deities. Rameau (1683–1764) published a theory of harmony as metaphysically complex as Kepler’s and garnered the nickname “The Newton of Music.” Some science fiction novels have baroque-operatic qualities, outstandingly the five installments of the Demon Princes by the redoubtable Jack Vance (born 1916). The five separate titles—The Star King (1964), The Killing Machine (1964), The Palace of Love (1967), The Face (1979), and The Book of Dreams (1981)—stage an elaborate revenge drama set against a galactic scene resembling Europe’s patchwork of republics and principalities at the time of the Reformation.


    Vance’s protagonist, Kirth Gersen, belongs to the genre of emissary characters. Gersen when still a child narrowly escaped but also witnessed the murder and enslavement of his parents and siblings. Raised by his grandfather to be the avenger of the outrage, Gersen exists outside the law. His existence thus has a fugitive quality; he resembles, among others, Northwest Smith, although he is more a pursuer than pursued. The Demon Princes is a vast passacaglia in prose, repeating the basic plot five times while varying the details; and when the last evildoer tastes his just desert, the effect is not unlike that in the last act of Rameau’s Zoroastre. Vance, like Moore or Smith, also shapes many a lapidary sentence; the artifice of his prose is, however, by no means detrimental to his story telling, but rather serves it. In the extravagant epigraphic apparatus of his novelistic Pentateuch, Vance quotes Spengler: “Everything of which we are conscious… has for us a deeper meaning still, a final meaning. And the one and only means of rendering this incomprehensible comprehensible must be a kind of metaphysics which regards everything whatsoever as having significance as a symbol.”47


    Science fiction is not only a large archive of prose narrative; it is also, in the twentieth century, a large archive of the painterly art. Here too on inspection an identifiable baroque subcategory emerges into view. The instances of Frank R. Paul (1884–1963) and Virgil Finlay (1914–1971) compel the interpreter, however, to invoke a musical as much as a pictorial vocabulary; their art, like baroque art generally, must be understood, like Symbolist poetry, as synesthesia. Spengler sees synesthesia as the essence of Western or Faustian Art. According to Spengler, by the mid-sixteenth century, with music taking the lead, “the great task [of the arts] was to extend the tone-corpus into infinity, or rather to resolve it into an infinite space of tone”; Spengler adds that the trend is visible “in oil painting from Titian onwards.”48 Leonardo, for example, “reveals aerial secrets with every line,” having been “the first…to set his mind on aviation” and to want “to lose [himself] in the expanse of the universe.”49 Paul’s suites of back-cover illustrations for Amazing, appearing serially in the early 1940s, show their creator working at the highest levels of imagination and execution.


    Paul’s “Cities” suite ranks above the others, with “Crystallis, Glass City on Io” (July 1941), “Quartz City on Mercury” (September 1941), and “Golden City on Titan” (November 1941) being especially noteworthy. Paul does in oils what the prose artists do in words with their detailed invocations of alien and exotic architecture; he continues a painterly tradition of architectural fantasy going back to Alain Maillet and the Brueghel Family in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.


    Virgil Finlay worked almost entirely in chiaroscuro, using the stippling technique; he placed a good deal of his work in Weird Tales. Finlay’s art while nominally illustrative remained largely independent of any text however much a given item from his hand might complement and elevate its text. In Finlay, the Faustian aspiration of sounding the infinite becomes infinitely eroticized—as happens also in Poe, Baudelaire, and Moore—under the image of the Eternal Feminine. It is the Eternal Feminine who, in Goethe’s famous words, zieht uns hinan or “draws us on high.” In the Faustian world-experience, according to Spengler, “Being appears as pure efficient Space… sensually felt.”50 Spengler’s words describe Finlay’s illustrations for otherwise entirely forgotten stories by Arthur Stringer and Harry Bates. For Stringer’s “Woman Who Couldn’t Die” (Famous Fantastic Mysteries October 1950), Finlay supplies a transfigured female nude whose subtle body is indistinguishable from starlight; while for Bates’ “Triggered Dimension” (Science Fiction Plus December 1953), he superimposes the upper body of a female nude over the image of a dynamo, in a realization of the chapter on “The Virgin and the Dynamo” from Henry Adams’ Education (1918).


    Finlay’s understanding of Western science must have been convergent with Spengler’s, who wrote: “Scientists are wont to assume that myths and God-ideas are creations of primitive man, and that as spiritual culture ‘advances,’ this myth-forming power is shed. In reality it is the exact opposite.”51


    It would be a shame to take leave of the topic without at least mentioning cinema. One of the earliest and greatest of all science fiction films fairly begs the description baroque—Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1926). In Lang’s masterpiece, whose final action occurs among the flying buttresses and towers of a Gothic cathedral, science intermingles with alchemy and magic while acts of primitive sacrifice happen among the ornate subterranean engines that power the city. Metropolis is a study of chiaroscuro in motion. The aptly named Maria, duplicated by the Faustian scientist-magician Rotwang as the robot, exercises her feminine power to transfix the hero, Freder, and (quite literally) to draw him on high.
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    MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT SHELLEY


    (1797–1851)


    Despite two parents whose writings were famous (or notorious), Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley didn’t receive much of a formal education, though she was constantly exposed to her well-connected political journalist father William Godwin’s social circle, which included such notable figures as essayist Charles Lamb, critic William Hazlitt, and renowned English poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Shelley also benefited from the informal practice of reading her mother’s books and from writing stories from an early age. At ten years old Shelley had her first poem published. After her mother’s death her father, desperate for money, released old love letters revealing a history of her mother’s affairs and an illegitimate child. Not surprisingly in reaction to the scandal and her father’s betrayal, Shelley rebelled, running away with and marrying Romantic poet Percy Bysshe Shelley when she was seventeen. (She’d met him a year before through her father’s social circles. He already had a wife at the time.)


    As the story goes, Shelley’s best known work Frankenstein was written under unusual circumstances, beginning with a challenge by Lord Byron when the Shelleys visited his summer house in Lake Geneva. Bad weather at the time initiated a ghost story challenge, and Mary delivered a short story which later became the famous novel. Brian Aldiss and others have argued that Frankenstein is the first SF novel. Detractors point out that while the story does include common SF ideas, those ideas weren’t really used in a science fictional way. And some feel that perhaps Frankenstein is a horror story or fairy tale, and the science fictional aspects are merely coincidental.


    Shelley’s husband was assumed to have written the novel as it was published anonymously in 1818, and so the authoress suffered a lack of recognition early in her career. After the deaths of three of her four children, Shelley suffered a nervous breakdown in 1819. Shelley’s husband had frequently and openly cheated on her (not surprisingly, given how they met). Shelley nearly died from a miscarriage in 1822, and soon after her husband drowned in a sailing accident later the same year.


    After her husband’s death Shelley continued to write professionally, publishing Valperga in 1824, The Last Man (which is more clearly science fiction than Frankenstein) in 1826, and The Fortunes of Perkin Warbeck in 1830. Two of her novels are supposed to have been semi-autobiographical, Lodore (1835) and Falkner (1837). In 1831 Shelley made the curious decision to go back and revise Frankenstein, republishing a more conservative version of the novel under her own name and weeding out what she saw as weaker writing of her younger days. (The original edition is less polished, but much stronger in many ways.) After this move Shelley began to gain recognition, as the second edition was quite popular. Along with many shorter works and poems that appeared in journals and magazines, Shelley worked as an editor, putting together the first authoritative edition of her husband’s poetry in 1839. She was only fifty-three when she died of a brain tumor.

  


  
    THE LAST MAN, by Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley


    First published in 1826


    I awoke in the morning, just as the higher windows of the lofty houses received the first beams of the rising sun. The birds were chirping, perched on the windows sills and deserted thresholds of the doors. I awoke, and my first thought was, Adrian and Clara are dead. I no longer shall be hailed by their good-morrow—or pass the long day in their society. I shall never see them more. The ocean has robbed me of them—stolen their hearts of love from their breasts, and given over to corruption what was dearer to me than light, or life, or hope.


    I was an untaught shepherd-boy, when Adrian deigned to confer on me his friendship. The best years of my life had been passed with him. All I had possessed of this world’s goods, of happiness, knowledge, or virtue—I owed to him. He had, in his person, his intellect, and rare qualities, given a glory to my life, which without him it had never known. Beyond all other beings he had taught me, that goodness, pure and single, can be an attribute of man. It was a sight for angels to congregate to behold, to view him lead, govern, and solace, the last days of the human race.


    My lovely Clara also was lost to me—she who last of the daughters of man, exhibited all those feminine and maiden virtues, which poets, painters, and sculptors, have in their various languages strove to express. Yet, as far as she was concerned, could I lament that she was removed in early youth from the certain advent of misery? Pure she was of soul, and all her intents were holy. But her heart was the throne of love, and the sensibility her lovely countenance expressed, was the prophet of many woes, not the less deep and drear, because she would have for ever concealed them.


    These two wondrously endowed beings had been spared from the universal wreck, to be my companions during the last year of solitude. I had felt, while they were with me, all their worth. I was conscious that every other sentiment, regret, or passion had by degrees merged into a yearning, clinging affection for them. I had not forgotten the sweet partner of my youth, mother of my children, my adored Idris; but I saw at least a part of her spirit alive again in her brother; and after, that by Evelyn’s death I had lost what most dearly recalled her to me; I enshrined her memory in Adrian’s form, and endeavoured to confound the two dear ideas. I sound the depths of my heart, and try in vain to draw thence the expressions that can typify my love for these remnants of my race. If regret and sorrow came athwart me, as well it might in our solitary and uncertain state, the clear tones of Adrian’s voice, and his fervent look, dissipated the gloom; or I was cheered unaware by the mild content and sweet resignation Clara’s cloudless brow and deep blue eyes expressed. They were all to me—the suns of my benighted soul—repose in my weariness—slumber in my sleepless woe. Ill, most ill, with disjointed words, bare and weak, have I expressed the feeling with which I clung to them. I would have wound myself like ivy inextricably round them, so that the same blow might destroy us. I would have entered and been a part of them—so that


    If the dull substance of my flesh were thought,


    even now I had accompanied them to their new and incommunicable abode.


    Never shall I see them more. I am bereft of their dear converse—bereft of sight of them. I am a tree rent by lightning; never will the bark close over the bared fibres—never will their quivering life, torn by the winds, receive the opiate of a moment’s balm. I am alone in the world— but that expression as yet was less pregnant with misery, than that Adrian and Clara are dead.


    The tide of thought and feeling rolls on for ever the same, though the banks and shapes around, which govern its course, and the reflection in the wave, vary. Thus the sentiment of immediate loss in some sort decayed, while that of utter, irremediable loneliness grew on me with time. Three days I wandered through Ravenna—now thinking only of the beloved beings who slept in the oozy caves of ocean—now looking forward on the dread blank before me; shuddering to make an onward step—writhing at each change that marked the progress of the hours.


    For three days I wandered to and fro in this melancholy town. I passed whole hours in going from house to house, listening whether I could detect some lurking sign of human existence. Sometimes I rang at a bell; it tinkled through the vaulted rooms, and silence succeeded to the sound. I called myself hopeless, yet still I hoped; and still disappointment ushered in the hours, intruding the cold, sharp steel which first pierced me, into the aching festering wound. I fed like a wild beast, which seizes its food only when stung by intolerable hunger. I did not change my garb, or seek the shelter of a roof, during all those days. Burning heats, nervous irritation, a ceaseless, but confused flow of thought, sleepless nights, and days instinct with a frenzy of agitation, possessed me during that time.


    As the fever of my blood encreased, a desire of wandering came upon me. I remember, that the sun had set on the fifth day after my wreck, when, without purpose or aim, I quitted the town of Ravenna. I must have been very ill. Had I been possessed by more or less of delirium, that night had surely been my last; for, as I continued to walk on the banks of the Mantone, whose upward course I followed, I looked wistfully on the stream, acknowledging to myself that its pellucid waves could medicine my woes for ever, and was unable to account to myself for my tardiness in seeking their shelter from the poisoned arrows of thought, that were piercing me through and through. I walked a considerable part of the night, and excessive weariness at length conquered my repugnance to the availing myself of the deserted habitations of my species. The waning moon, which had just risen, shewed me a cottage, whose neat entrance and trim garden reminded me of my own England. I lifted up the latch of the door and entered. A kitchen first presented itself, where, guided by the moon beams, I found materials for striking a light. Within this was a bed room; the couch was furnished with sheets of snowy whiteness; the wood piled on the hearth, and an array as for a meal, might almost have deceived me into the dear belief that I had here found what I had so long sought—one survivor, a companion for my loneliness, a solace to my despair. I steeled myself against the delusion; the room itself was vacant: it was only prudent, I repeated to myself, to examine the rest of the house. I fancied that I was proof against the expectation; yet my heart beat audibly, as I laid my hand on the lock of each door, and it sunk again, when I perceived in each the same vacancy. Dark and silent they were as vaults; so I returned to the first chamber, wondering what sightless host had spread the materials for my repast, and my repose. I drew a chair to the table, and examined what the viands were of which I was to partake. In truth it was a death feast! The bread was blue and mouldy; the cheese lay a heap of dust. I did not dare examine the other dishes; a troop of ants passed in a double line across the table cloth; every utensil was covered with dust, with cobwebs, and myriads of dead flies: these were objects each and all betokening the fallaciousness of my expectations. Tears rushed into my eyes; surely this was a wanton display of the power of the destroyer. What had I done, that each sensitive nerve was thus to be anatomized? Yet why complain more now than ever? This vacant cottage revealed no new sorrow— the world was empty; mankind was dead—I knew it well—why quarrel therefore with an acknowledged and stale truth? Yet, as I said, I had hoped in the very heart of despair, so that every new impression of the hard-cut reality on my soul brought with it a fresh pang, telling me the yet unstudied lesson, that neither change of place nor time could bring alleviation to my misery, but that, as I now was, I must continue, day after day, month after month, year after year, while I lived. I hardly dared conjecture what space of time that expression implied. It is true, I was no longer in the first blush of manhood; neither had I declined far in the vale of years—men have accounted mine the prime of life: I had just entered my thirty-seventh year; every limb was as well knit, every articulation as true, as when I had acted the shepherd on the hills of Cumberland; and with these advantages I was to commence the train of solitary life. Such were the reflections that ushered in my slumber on that night.


    The shelter, however, and less disturbed repose which I enjoyed, restored me the following morning to a greater portion of health and strength, than I had experienced since my fatal shipwreck. Among the stores I had discovered on searching the cottage the preceding night, was a quantity of dried grapes; these refreshed me in the morning, as I left my lodging and proceeded towards a town which I discerned at no great distance. As far as I could divine, it must have been Forli. I entered with pleasure its wide and grassy streets. All, it is true, pictured the excess of desolation; yet I loved to find myself in those spots which had been the abode of my fellow creatures. I delighted to traverse street after street, to look up at the tall houses, and repeat to myself, once they contained beings similar to myself—I was not always the wretch I am now. The wide square of Forli, the arcade around it, its light and pleasant aspect cheered me. I was pleased with the idea, that, if the earth should be again peopled, we, the lost race, would, in the relics left behind, present no contemptible exhibition of our powers to the new comers.


    I entered one of the palaces, and opened the door of a magnificent saloon. I started—I looked again with renewed wonder. What wild-looking, unkempt, half-naked savage was that before me? The surprise was momentary.


    I perceived that it was I myself whom I beheld in a large mirror at the end of the hall. No wonder that the lover of the princely Idris should fail to recognize himself in the miserable object there pourtrayed. My tattered dress was that in which I had crawled half alive from the tempestuous sea. My long and tangled hair hung in elf locks on my brow—my dark eyes, now hollow and wild, gleamed from under them—my cheeks were discoloured by the jaundice, which (the effect of misery and neglect) suffused my skin, and were half hid by a beard of many days’ growth.


    Yet why should I not remain thus, I thought; the world is dead, and this squalid attire is a fitter mourning garb than the foppery of a black suit. And thus, methinks, I should have remained, had not hope, without which I do not believe man could exist, whispered to me, that, in such a plight, I should be an object of fear and aversion to the being, preserved I knew not where, but I fondly trusted, at length, to be found by me. Will my readers scorn the vanity, that made me attire myself with some care, for the sake of this visionary being? Or will they forgive the freaks of a half crazed imagination? I can easily forgive myself—for hope, however vague, was so dear to me, and a sentiment of pleasure of so rare occurrence, that I yielded readily to any idea, that cherished the one, or promised any recurrence of the former to my sorrowing heart. After such occupation, I visited every street, alley, and nook of Forli. These Italian towns presented an appearance of still greater desolation, than those of England or France. Plague had appeared here earlier—it had finished its course, and achieved its work much sooner than with us. Probably the last summer had found no human being alive, in all the track included between the shores of Calabria and the northern Alps. My search was utterly vain, yet I did not despond. Reason methought was on my side; and the chances were by no means contemptible, that there should exist in some part of Italy a survivor like myself—of a wasted, depopulate land. As therefore I rambled through the empty town, I formed my plan for future operations. I would continue to journey on towards Rome. After I should have satisfied myself, by a narrow search, that I left behind no human being in the towns through which I passed, I would write up in a conspicuous part of each, with white paint, in three languages, that “Verney, the last of the race of Englishmen, had taken up his abode in Rome.”


    In pursuance of this scheme, I entered a painter’s shop, and procured myself the paint. It is strange that so trivial an occupation should have consoled, and even enlivened me. But grief renders one childish, despair fantastic. To this simple inscription, I merely added the adjuration, “Friend, come! I wait for thee!—Deh, vieni! ti aspetto!” On the following morning, with something like hope for my companion, I quitted Forli on my way to Rome. Until now, agonizing retrospect, and dreary prospects for the future, had stung me when awake, and cradled me to my repose. Many times I had delivered myself up to the tyranny of anguish— many times I resolved a speedy end to my woes; and death by my own hands was a remedy, whose practicability was even cheering to me. What could I fear in the other world? If there were an hell, and I were doomed to it, I should come an adept to the sufferance of its tortures—the act were easy, the speedy and certain end of my deplorable tragedy. But now these thoughts faded before the new born expectation. I went on my way, not as before, feeling each hour, each minute, to be an age instinct with incalculable pain.


    As I wandered along the plain, at the foot of the Appennines—through their vallies, and over their bleak summits, my path led me through a country which had been trodden by heroes, visited and admired by thousands. They had, as a tide, receded, leaving me blank and bare in the midst. But why complain? Did I not hope?—so I schooled myself, even after the enlivening spirit had really deserted me, and thus I was obliged to call up all the fortitude I could command, and that was not much, to prevent a recurrence of that chaotic and intolerable despair, that had succeeded to the miserable shipwreck, that had consummated every fear, and dashed to annihilation every joy.


    I rose each day with the morning sun, and left my desolate inn. As my feet strayed through the unpeopled country, my thoughts rambled through the universe, and I was least miserable when I could, absorbed in reverie, forget the passage of the hours. Each evening, in spite of weariness, I detested to enter any dwelling, there to take up my nightly abode—I have sat, hour after hour, at the door of the cottage I had selected, unable to lift the latch, and meet face to face blank desertion within. Many nights, though autumnal mists were spread around, I passed under an ilex—many times I have supped on arbutus berries and chestnuts, making a fire, gypsy-like, on the ground—because wild natural scenery reminded me less acutely of my hopeless state of loneliness. I counted the days, and bore with me a peeled willow-wand, on which, as well as I could remember, I had notched the days that had elapsed since my wreck, and each night I added another unit to the melancholy sum.


    I had toiled up a hill which led to Spoleto. Around was spread a plain, encircled by the chestnut-covered Appennines. A dark ravine was on one side, spanned by an aqueduct, whose tall arches were rooted in the dell below, and attested that man had once deigned to bestow labour and thought here, to adorn and civilize nature. Savage, ungrateful nature, which in wild sport defaced his remains, protruding her easily renewed, and fragile growth of wild flowers and parasite plants around his eternal edifices. I sat on a fragment of rock, and looked round. The sun had bathed in gold the western atmosphere, and in the east the clouds caught the radiance, and budded into transient loveliness. It set on a world that contained me alone for its inhabitant. I took out my wand—I counted the marks. Twenty-five were already traced—twenty-five days had already elapsed, since human voice had gladdened my ears, or human countenance met my gaze. Twenty-five long, weary days, succeeded by dark and lonesome nights, had mingled with foregone years, and had become a part of the past—the never to be recalled—a real, undeniable portion of my life—twenty-five long, long days.


    Why this was not a month!—Why talk of days—or weeks—or months—I must grasp years in my imagination, if I would truly picture the future to myself—three, five, ten, twenty, fifty anniversaries of that fatal epoch might elapse—every year containing twelve months, each of more numerous calculation in a diary, than the twenty-five days gone by—Can it be? Will it be?—We had been used to look forward to death tremulously— wherefore, but because its place was obscure? But more terrible, and far more obscure, was the unveiled course of my lone futurity. I broke my wand; I threw it from me. I needed no recorder of the inch and barley-corn growth of my life, while my unquiet thoughts created other divisions, than those ruled over by the planets—and, in looking back on the age that had elapsed since I had been alone, I disdained to give the name of days and hours to the throes of agony which had in truth portioned it out.


    I hid my face in my hands. The twitter of the young birds going to rest, and their rustling among the trees, disturbed the still evening-air—the crickets chirped—the aziolo cooed at intervals. My thoughts had been of death—these sounds spoke to me of life. I lifted up my eyes—a bat wheeled round—the sun had sunk behind the jagged line of mountains, and the paly, crescent moon was visible, silver white, amidst the orange sunset, and accompanied by one bright star, prolonged thus the twilight. A herd of cattle passed along in the dell below, untended, towards their watering place—the grass was rustled by a gentle breeze, and the olive-woods, mellowed into soft masses by the moonlight, contrasted their sea-green with the dark chestnut foliage. Yes, this is the earth; there is no change—no ruin—no rent made in her verdurous expanse; she continues to wheel round and round, with alternate night and day, through the sky, though man is not her adorner or inhabitant. Why could I not forget myself like one of those animals, and no longer suffer the wild tumult of misery that I endure? Yet, ah! what a deadly breach yawns between their state and mine! Have not they companions? Have not they each their mate—their cherished young, their home, which, though unexpressed to us, is, I doubt not, endeared and enriched, even in their eyes, by the society which kind nature has created for them? It is I only that am alone—I, on this little hill top, gazing on plain and mountain recess—on sky, and its starry population, listening to every sound of earth, and air, and murmuring wave,—I only cannot express to any companion my many thoughts, nor lay my throbbing head on any loved bosom, nor drink from meeting eyes an intoxicating dew, that transcends the fabulous nectar of the gods. Shall I not then complain? Shall I not curse the murderous engine which has mowed down the children of men, my brethren? Shall I not bestow a malediction on every other of nature’s offspring, which dares live and enjoy, while I live and suffer?


    Ah, no! I will discipline my sorrowing heart to sympathy in your joys; I will be happy, because ye are so. Live on, ye innocents, nature’s selected darlings; I am not much unlike to you. Nerves, pulse, brain, joint, and flesh, of such am I composed, and ye are organized by the same laws. I have something beyond this, but I will call it a defect, not an endowment, if it leads me to misery, while ye are happy. Just then, there emerged from a near copse two goats and a little kid, by the mother’s side; they began to browze the herbage of the hill. I approached near to them, without their perceiving me; I gathered a handful of fresh grass, and held it out; the little one nestled close to its mother, while she timidly withdrew. The male stepped forward, fixing his eyes on me: I drew near, still holding out my lure, while he, depressing his head, rushed at me with his horns. I was a very fool; I knew it, yet I yielded to my rage. I snatched up a huge fragment of rock; it would have crushed my rash foe. I poized it—aimed it—then my heart failed me. I hurled it wide of the mark; it rolled clattering among the bushes into dell. My little visitants, all aghast, galloped back into the covert of the wood; while I, my very heart bleeding and torn, rushed down the hill, and by the violence of bodily exertion, sought to escape from my miserable self.


    No, no, I will not live among the wild scenes of nature, the enemy of all that lives. I will seek the towns—Rome, the capital of the world, the crown of man’s achievements. Among its storied streets, hallowed ruins, and stupendous remains of human exertion, I shall not, as here, find every thing forgetful of man; trampling on his memory, defacing his works, proclaiming from hill to hill, and vale to vale,—by the torrents freed from the boundaries which he imposed—by the vegetation liberated from the laws which he enforced—by his habitation abandoned to mildew and weeds, that his power is lost, his race annihilated for ever.


    I hailed the Tiber, for that was as it were an unalienable possession of humanity. I hailed the wild Campagna, for every rood had been trod by man; and its savage uncultivation, of no recent date, only proclaimed more distinctly his power, since he had given an honourable name and sacred title to what else would have been a worthless, barren track. I entered Eternal Rome by the Porta del Popolo, and saluted with awe its time-honoured space. The wide square, the churches near, the long extent of the Corso, the near eminence of Trinita de’ Monti appeared like fairy work, they were so silent, so peaceful, and so very fair. It was evening; and the population of animals which still existed in this mighty city, had gone to rest; there was no sound, save the murmur of its many fountains, whose soft monotony was harmony to my soul. The knowledge that I was in Rome, soothed me; that wondrous city, hardly more illustrious for its heroes and sages, than for the power it exercised over the imaginations of men. I went to rest that night; the eternal burning of my heart quenched,—my senses tranquil.


    The next morning I eagerly began my rambles in search of oblivion. I ascended the many terraces of the garden of the Colonna Palace, under whose roof I had been sleeping; and passing out from it at its summit, I found myself on Monte Cavallo. The fountain sparkled in the sun; the obelisk above pierced the clear dark-blue air. The statues on each side, the works, as they are inscribed, of Phidias and Praxiteles, stood in undiminished grandeur, representing Castor and Pollux, who with majestic power tamed the rearing animal at their side. If those illustrious artists had in truth chiselled these forms, how many passing generations had their giant proportions outlived! and now they were viewed by the last of the species they were sculptured to represent and deify. I had shrunk into insignificance in my own eyes, as I considered the multitudinous beings these stone demigods had outlived, but this after-thought restored me to dignity in my own conception. The sight of the poetry eternized in these statues, took the sting from the thought, arraying it only in poetic ideality.


    I repeated to myself,—I am in Rome! I behold, and as it were, familiarly converse with the wonder of the world, sovereign mistress of the imagination, majestic and eternal survivor of millions of generations of extinct men. I endeavoured to quiet the sorrows of my aching heart, by even now taking an interest in what in my youth I had ardently longed to see. Every part of Rome is replete with relics of ancient times. The meanest streets are strewed with truncated columns, broken capitals—Corinthian and Ionic, and sparkling fragments of granite or porphyry. The walls of the most penurious dwellings enclose a fluted pillar or ponderous stone, which once made part of the palace of the Caesars; and the voice of dead time, in still vibrations, is breathed from these dumb things, animated and glorified as they were by man.


    I embraced the vast columns of the temple of Jupiter Stator, which survives in the open space that was the Forum, and leaning my burning cheek against its cold durability, I tried to lose the sense of present misery and present desertion, by recalling to the haunted cell of my brain vivid memories of times gone by. I rejoiced at my success, as I figured Camillus, the Gracchi, Cato, and last the heroes of Tacitus, which shine meteors of surpassing brightness during the murky night of the empire;—as the verses of Horace and Virgil, or the glowing periods of Cicero thronged into the opened gates of my mind, I felt myself exalted by long forgotten enthusiasm. I was delighted to know that I beheld the scene which they beheld—the scene which their wives and mothers, and crowds of the unnamed witnessed, while at the same time they honoured, applauded, or wept for these matchless specimens of humanity. At length, then, I had found a consolation. I had not vainly sought the storied precincts of Rome—I had discovered a medicine for my many and vital wounds.


    I sat at the foot of these vast columns. The Coliseum, whose naked ruin is robed by nature in a verdurous and glowing veil, lay in the sunlight on my right. Not far off, to the left, was the Tower of the Capitol. Triumphal arches, the falling walls of many temples, strewed the ground at my feet. I strove, I resolved, to force myself to see the Plebeian multitude and lofty Patrician forms congregated around; and, as the Diorama of ages passed across my subdued fancy, they were replaced by the modern Roman; the Pope, in his white stole, distributing benedictions to the kneeling worshippers; the friar in his cowl; the dark-eyed girl, veiled by her mezzera; the noisy, sun-burnt rustic, leading his heard of buffaloes and oxen to the Campo Vaccino. The romance with which, dipping our pencils in the rainbow hues of sky and transcendent nature, we to a degree gratuitously endow the Italians, replaced the solemn grandeur of antiquity. I remembered the dark monk, and floating figures of “The Italian,” and how my boyish blood had thrilled at the description. I called to mind Corinna ascending the Capitol to be crowned, and, passing from the heroine to the author, reflected how the Enchantress Spirit of Rome held sovereign sway over the minds of the imaginative, until it rested on me—sole remaining spectator of its wonders.


    I was long wrapt by such ideas; but the soul wearies of a pauseless flight; and, stooping from its wheeling circuits round and round this spot, suddenly it fell ten thousand fathom deep, into the abyss of the present— into self-knowledge—into tenfold sadness. I roused myself—I cast off my waking dreams; and I, who just now could almost hear the shouts of the Roman throng, and was hustled by countless multitudes, now beheld the desart ruins of Rome sleeping under its own blue sky; the shadows lay tranquilly on the ground; sheep were grazing untended on the Palatine, and a buffalo stalked down the Sacred Way that led to the Capitol. I was alone in the Forum; alone in Rome; alone in the world. Would not one living man —one companion in my weary solitude, be worth all the glory and remembered power of this time-honoured city? Double sorrow—sadness, bred in Cimmerian caves, robed my soul in a mourning garb. The generations I had conjured up to my fancy, contrasted more strongly with the end of all —the single point in which, as a pyramid, the mighty fabric of society had ended, while I, on the giddy height, saw vacant space around me.


    From such vague laments I turned to the contemplation of the minutiae of my situation. So far, I had not succeeded in the sole object of my desires, the finding a companion for my desolation. Yet I did not despair. It is true that my inscriptions were set up for the most part, in insignificant towns and villages; yet, even without these memorials, it was possible that the person, who like me should find himself alone in a depopulate land, should, like me, come to Rome. The more slender my expectation was, the more I chose to build on it, and to accommodate my actions to this vague possibility.


    It became necessary therefore, that for a time I should domesticate myself at Rome. It became necessary, that I should look my disaster in the face— not playing the school-boy’s part of obedience without submission; enduring life, and yet rebelling against the laws by which I lived.


    Yet how could I resign myself? Without love, without sympathy, without communion with any, how could I meet the morning sun, and with it trace its oft repeated journey to the evening shades? Why did I continue to live— why not throw off the weary weight of time, and with my own hand, let out the fluttering prisoner from my agonized breast?—It was not cowardice that withheld me; for the true fortitude was to endure; and death had a soothing sound accompanying it, that would easily entice me to enter its demesne. But this I would not do. I had, from the moment I had reasoned on the subject, instituted myself the subject to fate, and the servant of necessity, the visible laws of the invisible God—I believed that my obedience was the result of sound reasoning, pure feeling, and an exalted sense of the true excellence and nobility of my nature. Could I have seen in this empty earth, in the seasons and their change, the hand of a blind power only, most willingly would I have placed my head on the sod, and closed my eyes on its loveliness for ever. But fate had administered life to me, when the plague had already seized on its prey—she had dragged me by the hair from out the strangling waves—By such miracles she had bought me for her own; I admitted her authority, and bowed to her decrees. If, after mature consideration, such was my resolve, it was doubly necessary that I should not lose the end of life, the improvement of my faculties, and poison its flow by repinings without end. Yet how cease to repine, since there was no hand near to extract the barbed spear that had entered my heart of hearts? I stretched out my hand, and it touched none whose sensations were responsive to mine. I was girded, walled in, vaulted over, by seven-fold barriers of loneliness. Occupation alone, if I could deliver myself up to it, would be capable of affording an opiate to my sleepless sense of woe. Having determined to make Rome my abode, at least for some months, I made arrangements for my accommodation—I selected my home. The Colonna Palace was well adapted for my purpose. Its grandeur— its treasure of paintings, its magnificent halls were objects soothing and even exhilarating.


    I found the granaries of Rome well stored with grain, and particularly with Indian corn; this product requiring less art in its preparation for food, I selected as my principal support. I now found the hardships and lawlessness of my youth turn to account. A man cannot throw off the habits of sixteen years. Since that age, it is true, I had lived luxuriously, or at least surrounded by all the conveniences civilization afforded. But before that time, I had been “as uncouth a savage, as the wolf-bred founder of old Rome”—and now, in Rome itself, robber and shepherd propensities, similar to those of its founder, were of advantage to its sole inhabitant. I spent the morning riding and shooting in the Campagna—I passed long hours in the various galleries—I gazed at each statue, and lost myself in a reverie before many a fair Madonna or beauteous nymph. I haunted the Vatican, and stood surrounded by marble forms of divine beauty. Each stone deity was possessed by sacred gladness, and the eternal fruition of love. They looked on me with unsympathizing complacency, and often in wild accents I reproached them for their supreme indifference—for they were human shapes, the human form divine was manifest in each fairest limb and lineament. The perfect moulding brought with it the idea of colour and motion; often, half in bitter mockery, half in self-delusion, I clasped their icy proportions, and, coming between Cupid and his Psyche’s lips, pressed the unconceiving marble.


    I endeavoured to read. I visited the libraries of Rome. I selected a volume, and, choosing some sequestered, shady nook, on the banks of the Tiber, or opposite the fair temple in the Borghese Gardens, or under the old pyramid of Cestius, I endeavoured to conceal me from myself, and immerse myself in the subject traced on the pages before me. As if in the same soil you plant nightshade and a myrtle tree, they will each appropriate the mould, moisture, and air administered, for the fostering their several properties—so did my grief find sustenance, and power of existence, and growth, in what else had been divine manna, to feed radiant meditation. Ah! while I streak this paper with the tale of what my so named occupations were—while I shape the skeleton of my days—my hand trembles—my heart pants, and my brain refuses to lend expression, or phrase, or idea, by which to image forth the veil of unutterable woe that clothed these bare realities. O, worn and beating heart, may I dissect thy fibres, and tell how in each unmitigable misery, sadness dire, repinings, and despair, existed? May I record my many ravings—the wild curses I hurled at torturing nature—and how I have passed days shut out from light and food—from all except the burning hell alive in my own bosom?


    I was presented, meantime, with one other occupation, the one best fitted to discipline my melancholy thoughts, which strayed backwards, over many a ruin, and through many a flowery glade, even to the mountain recess, from which in early youth I had first emerged.


    During one of my rambles through the habitations of Rome, I found writing materials on a table in an author’s study. Parts of a manuscript lay scattered about. It contained a learned disquisition on the Italian language; one page an unfinished dedication to posterity, for whose profit the writer had sifted and selected the niceties of this harmonious language —to whose everlasting benefit he bequeathed his labours.


    I also will write a book, I cried—for whom to read?—to whom dedicated? And then with silly flourish (what so capricious and childish as despair?) I wrote, dedication to the illustrious dead. shadows, arise, and read your fall! behold the history of the last man.


    Yet, will not this world be re-peopled, and the children of a saved pair of lovers, in some to me unknown and unattainable seclusion, wandering to these prodigious relics of the ante-pestilential race, seek to learn how beings so wondrous in their achievements, with imaginations infinite, and powers godlike, had departed from their home to an unknown country?


    I will write and leave in this most ancient city, this “world’s sole monument,” a record of these things. I will leave a monument of the existence of Verney, the Last Man. At first I thought only to speak of plague, of death, and last, of desertion; but I lingered fondly on my early years, and recorded with sacred zeal the virtues of my companions. They have been with me during the fulfilment of my task. I have brought it to an end—I lift my eyes from my paper—again they are lost to me. Again I feel that I am alone.


    A year has passed since I have been thus occupied. The seasons have made their wonted round, and decked this eternal city in a changeful robe of surpassing beauty. A year has passed; and I no longer guess at my state or my prospects—loneliness is my familiar, sorrow my inseparable companion. I have endeavoured to brave the storm—I have endeavoured to school myself to fortitude—I have sought to imbue myself with the lessons of wisdom. It will not do. My hair has become nearly grey—my voice, unused now to utter sound, comes strangely on my ears. My person, with its human powers and features, seem to me a monstrous excrescence of nature. How express in human language a woe human being until this hour never knew! How give intelligible expression to a pang none but I could ever understand!— No one has entered Rome. None will ever come. I smile bitterly at the delusion I have so long nourished, and still more, when I reflect that I have exchanged it for another as delusive, as false, but to which I now cling with the same fond trust.


    Winter has come again; and the gardens of Rome have lost their leaves— the sharp air comes over the Campagna, and has driven its brute inhabitants to take up their abode in the many dwellings of the deserted city—frost has suspended the gushing fountains—and Trevi has stilled her eternal music. I had made a rough calculation, aided by the stars, by which I endeavoured to ascertain the first day of the new year. In the old out-worn age, the Sovereign Pontiff was used to go in solemn pomp, and mark the renewal of the year by driving a nail in the gate of the temple of Janus. On that day I ascended St. Peter’s, and carved on its topmost stone the aera 2100, last year of the world!


    My only companion was a dog, a shaggy fellow, half water and half shepherd’s dog, whom I found tending sheep in the Campagna. His master was dead, but nevertheless he continued fulfilling his duties in expectation of his return. If a sheep strayed from the rest, he forced it to return to the flock, and sedulously kept off every intruder. Riding in the Campagna I had come upon his sheep-walk, and for some time observed his repetition of lessons learned from man, now useless, though unforgotten. His delight was excessive when he saw me. He sprung up to my knees; he capered round and round, wagging his tail, with the short, quick bark of pleasure: he left his fold to follow me, and from that day has never neglected to watch by and attend on me, shewing boisterous gratitude whenever I caressed or talked to him. His pattering steps and mine alone were heard, when we entered the magnificent extent of nave and aisle of St. Peter’s. We ascended the myriad steps together, when on the summit I achieved my design, and in rough figures noted the date of the last year. I then turned to gaze on the country, and to take leave of Rome. I had long determined to quit it, and I now formed the plan I would adopt for my future career, after I had left this magnificent abode.


    A solitary being is by instinct a wanderer, and that I would become. A hope of amelioration always attends on change of place, which would even lighten the burthen of my life. I had been a fool to remain in Rome all this time: Rome noted for Malaria, the famous caterer for death. But it was still possible, that, could I visit the whole extent of earth, I should find in some part of the wide extent a survivor. Methought the sea-side was the most probable retreat to be chosen by such a one. If left alone in an inland district, still they could not continue in the spot where their last hopes had been extinguished; they would journey on, like me, in search of a partner for their solitude, till the watery barrier stopped their further progress.


    To that water—cause of my woes, perhaps now to be their cure, I would betake myself. Farewell, Italy!—farewell, thou ornament of the world, matchless Rome, the retreat of the solitary one during long months!—to civilized life—to the settled home and succession of monotonous days, farewell! Peril will now be mine; and I hail her as a friend—death will perpetually cross my path, and I will meet him as a benefactor; hardship, inclement weather, and dangerous tempests will be my sworn mates. Ye spirits of storm, receive me! ye powers of destruction, open wide your arms, and clasp me for ever! if a kinder power have not decreed another end, so that after long endurance I may reap my reward, and again feel my heart beat near the heart of another like to me.


    Tiber, the road which is spread by nature’s own hand, threading her continent, was at my feet, and many a boat was tethered to the banks. I would with a few books, provisions, and my dog, embark in one of these and float down the current of the stream into the sea; and then, keeping near land, I would coast the beauteous shores and sunny promontories of the blue Mediterranean, pass Naples, along Calabria, and would dare the twin perils of Scylla and Charybdis; then, with fearless aim, (for what had I to lose?) skim ocean’s surface towards Malta and the further Cyclades. I would avoid Constantinople, the sight of whose well-known towers and inlets belonged to another state of existence from my present one; I would coast Asia Minor, and Syria, and, passing the seven-mouthed Nile, steer northward again, till losing sight of forgotten Carthage and deserted Lybia, I should reach the pillars of Hercules. And then—no matter where—the oozy caves, and soundless depths of ocean may be my dwelling, before I accomplish this long-drawn voyage, or the arrow of disease find my heart as I float singly on the weltering Mediterranean; or, in some place I touch at, I may find what I seek—a companion; or if this may not be—to endless time, decrepid and grey headed—youth already in the grave with those I love— the lone wanderer will still unfurl his sail, and clasp the tiller—and, still obeying the breezes of heaven, for ever round another and another promontory, anchoring in another and another bay, still ploughing seedless ocean, leaving behind the verdant land of native Europe, adown the tawny shore of Africa, having weathered the fierce seas of the Cape, I may moor my worn skiff in a creek, shaded by spicy groves of the odorous islands of the far Indian ocean.


    These are wild dreams. Yet since, now a week ago, they came on me, as I stood on the height of St. Peter’s, they have ruled my imagination. I have chosen my boat, and laid in my scant stores. I have selected a few books; the principal are Homer and Shakespeare—But the libraries of the world are thrown open to me—and in any port I can renew my stock. I form no expectation of alteration for the better; but the monotonous present is intolerable to me. Neither hope nor joy are my pilots—restless despair and fierce desire of change lead me on. I long to grapple with danger, to be excited by fear, to have some task, however slight or voluntary, for each day’s fulfilment. I shall witness all the variety of appearance, that the elements can assume—I shall read fair augury in the rainbow— menace in the cloud—some lesson or record dear to my heart in everything. Thus around the shores of deserted earth, while the sun is high, and the moon waxes or wanes, angels, the spirits of the dead, and the ever-open eye of the Supreme, will behold the tiny bark, freighted with Verney—the LAST MAN.

  


  
    NINETEENTH-CENTURY SCIENCE FICTION, by Monique R. Morgan


    Science fiction was born in 1818 with Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, but it was a monstrous and premature birth. Monstrous, because of the novel’s subject matter (a reanimated being stitched together from pieces of corpses) and genre affiliations (the simultaneous embodiment and repudiation of science fiction, gothic fiction, and travel narratives). Premature, because half a century would pass before noteworthy successors appeared in the British book market.


    Literary critics who label Frankenstein as the first science fiction novel tend to justify this claim in one of two ways: they emphasize either the novel’s specific rhetorical effect on the reader, or its portrayal of potential future scientific advances. Those who emphasize rhetorical effect usually build on Darko Suvin’s influential definition of science fiction as producing “cognitive estrangement.” By creating an imagined world different than our own, science fiction renders our own world strange and unfamiliar, and asks us to question and rationally evaluate norms that we usually take for granted (Suvin 6–7). Mary Shelley’s novel invites readers to scrutinize, rather than unquestioningly accept, a number of physical laws and social practices. Victor Frankenstein’s creation imaginatively extends Romantic-era science and questions the methods and responsibilities of reproduction. The creature’s earliest experiences of the natural world, such as learning that birds sing and fire is hot (130), highlight the inductive inferences underlying common assumptions. The creature later notices the strangeness and injustice “of the division of property, of immense wealth and squalid poverty; of rank, descent, and noble blood” (145). Most obviously, the novel invites readers to contemplate the origin of evil and the relationship between misery and immoral behavior, though different readers have arrived at starkly different answers.1


    Judgments about the novel’s moral complexity sometimes influence judgments about its balance of the gothic and science fiction. In Darko Suvin’s view, the two genres are fundamentally opposed, both because the gothic features “arbitrary supernatural phenomena” and “anti-cognitive laws” rather than rational extensions of physical laws and historical contingencies (8), and because gothic literature aligns the physical laws governing the world with a simplistic ethical framework of poetic justice.2 In the case of Frankenstein, Suvin argues that most of the novel is “in the tradition of the Gothic story, in which the universal horror and disgust at [Victor’s] creature would simply prefigure its behavior and its hideous looks testify to its corrupt essence” (129). The creature’s narrative, however, separates physical appearance from moral essence, prevents the reader from engaging in the easy moralizing encouraged by much gothic literature, and moves the novel toward true science fiction (Suvin 129–30).


    Other readers tie Frankenstein to the gothic by interpreting the creature as Victor’s doppelgänger, his dark double acting out Victor’s worst, repressed urges. Some of the novel’s supernatural metaphors make this gothic motif quite explicit: Victor says of his creature, “I considered the being whom I had…endowed with the will and power to effect purposes of horror,…nearly in the light of my own vampire, my own spirit let loose from the grave, and forced to destroy all that was dear to me” (104). Crucially, though, such rhetoric remains metaphorical, not literal, and Mary Shelley both invokes and rejects the supernatural world of the gothic. This technique recurs in Shelley’s portrayal of Victor’s education: as Paul Alkon notes, “Victor Frankenstein’s progress…from childhood dabblings in alchemy and magic to adult use—and misuse—of science, takes…her book over the border from fantasy to science fiction” (30).


    This brings us back to the second basis for claiming Frankenstein is the first science fiction novel—its grounding in, and imaginative extension of, science and technology. From this perspective, the opening sentence of Percy Shelley’s preface to the novel becomes crucial: “The event on which this fiction is founded has been supposed by Dr. Darwin, and some of the physiological writers of Germany, as not of impossible occurrence.” The novel’s allusions to Erasmus Darwin, Humphry Davy, and Luigi Galvani connect its improbable events to serious speculations about the physical world. This is consistent with Joseph D. Miller’s suggestion that fantasy fiction, including gothic fiction, “is distinguished from science fiction on the basis of the author’s willingness or unwillingness to ground plot elements in some simulacrum of physical law” (25). Miller’s qualification that science fiction uses a simulacrum of physical law is important, though. Many works of science fiction blur or omit the details of the science they invoke, or depict events or inventions that prove to be impossible in actuality. Ultimately, the factual accuracy of the scientific and technological developments portrayed is less important than the rational exploration of the consequences of those developments (Aldiss 11; Alkon 5–6), or the rhetoric through which such developments are portrayed as if real (and hence subject to rational scrutiny) (Attebery 107; Bagwell 40–41). In Frankenstein, Victor’s rejection of alchemy in favor of science presents Victor’s experiment as real, and the novel focuses much more on its consequences than on the experiment itself. Yet paradoxically, while Frankenstein’s novelty and its status as science fiction depend upon “its rejection of the supernatural” (Alkon 2), in the end the novel seems to reject science as well, or at least to issue a very strong warning against the consequences of science. As Paul Alkon describes Frankenstein’s legacy, “Mary Shelley embodied what now seems the central myth for an age wherein the unparalleled creativity of science threatens the world with unprecedented disasters” (9).


    Just as Mary Shelley invokes gothic conventions but rejects their supernatural underpinnings, and invents science fiction but rejects the allure of science, so too does she incorporate and discard the genre of travel narrative. As Carl Freedman astutely observes, “Frankenstein…marks the end (or at least obsolescence) of one genre even as it inaugurates another. Captain Walton, who initially appears to be the protagonist of the work, is in fact the hero of an old-fashioned travel narrative.…Frankenstein[’s] emergence as protagonist transforms the narrative into a predominantly science-fictional one” (49). Yet travel narratives do not completely disappear when Walton stops describing his voyage to the arctic and starts recording Victor’s story. The creature’s tale constitutes an important and lengthy travel narrative, but readers may not recognize it as such because the creature describes the basic conditions and customs of Europe, which are new to the creature but likely well-known to many of Shelley’s readers. The creature’s story transforms the travel narrative by having a strange character explore a familiar environment, rather than having a familiar traveler explore a strange environment. In so doing, the central episode of the novel induces cognitive estrangement “by inviting readers to see their own world as it appears to an intelligent alien,” as it appears, that is, to the creature (Alkon 34). The creature’s existence, though, does not depend on the logic of a traditional travel narrative, in which he may have been discovered in a region previously unknown to European explorers but “assumed to have always existed in pretty much the [same] condition” (Freedman 49). Rather, as Carl Freedman observes, “such an experiment as Frankenstein’s is a concrete possibility for the (near) future,” and Victor “is concerned with pushing back the frontiers not of space but of time” (49).


    Science fiction’s typical orientation toward the future becomes much more overt in Mary Shelley’s The Last Man. Published in 1826 and set in the closing years of the twenty-first century, it imagines the plight of the sole survivor of a world-wide plague. Shelley was not the first to address this theme, but her predecessors were either less detailed or less secular. Lord Byron’s “Darkness” (1816), Thomas Campbell’s “The Last Man” (1823), and Thomas Hood’s “The Last Man” (1826) are relatively short poems. Jean-Baptiste Cousin de Grainville’s novel The Last Man (1805, first English translation 1806) imagines a future suffering from infertility and exhausted natural resources, yet attributes this to God’s desire to hasten the Last Judgment, which God further encourages by sending Adam to convince the last fertile couple to refrain from reproducing. In Shelley’s novel, humanity ends not through Biblical apocalypse but rather through natural means, and Shelley traces the social and psychological consequences of the dwindling population in great detail.


    After Mary Shelley’s two founding contributions to science fiction, the genre-in-formation largely languished in Britain until the early 1870s.3 In the interim, though, influential works of science fiction appeared in America and France, courtesy of Edgar Allan Poe and Jules Verne. Poe’s “The Conversation of Eiros and Charmion” (1839) presents an end-of-the-world scenario more extreme (though less secular) than Mary Shelley’s The Last Man. The story is a dialogue between two spirits in the afterlife, one of whom describes the end of humanity in a world-wide conflagration triggered by the Earth’s passage through an oxygen-rich comet. The story gestures toward both contemporary scientific theories about comets, and Biblical prophecies of the world’s destruction through fire. A less ambiguous instance of science fiction is Poe’s “Mellonta Tauta” (1849), which is set in the distant future, imagines advances in balloon and rail travel technology, and refers to a dystopian form of socialism which considers individual lives worthless. It also highlights the difficulties involved in one historical period attempting to understand another (through the narrator’s comic distortions of historical figures in Poe’s present and past). Through these techniques, Poe both provides models for subsequent time travel fiction (Suvin 142), and divorces technological advancements from moral progress (Alkon 103). Balloon travel also features prominently in Poe’s “Hans Phaall—A Tale” (1835),4 this time to convey the title character to the moon. In this tale, the science-fictional elements (a newly discovered, extremely light gas and detailed discussions of the distance to the moon, Earth’s appearance from space, and the mechanisms of travel) are mixed with indications that the story is a hoax (Phaall begins his journey on April Fool’s Day) or fairy tale (characters named Grimm and Rub-a-Dub). A mixture of science fiction and fantasy is also evident in Poe’s novel, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym (1838), which depicts Pym’s travels towards the South Pole and his encounter with an extremely dark-skinned race in a land where the color white is unknown. These features are estranging, but a cognitive approach to them is disrupted by the novel’s heavy symbolism and abrupt ending.


    Indeed, both Poe and Verne have been criticized for producing little or no cognitive estrangement, and hence failing to write serious science fiction. Darko Suvin labels Poe as “adolescent” for his sensational and inconsistent subject matter and his morbid style (141), and calls Verne’s works “juvenile” for their easily digested introduction of one imagined invention at a time and their emphasis on the thrill of adventure (152). In general, these authors fare better when their science fiction is judged based on the incorporation of probable technology and important sci-fi motifs. The appeal of advanced technologies of travel, and the debt to travel narratives of adventure in exotic locales, are clear in several of Poe’s works, but they become dominant in Jules Verne’s science fiction. The titles of some of Verne’s earliest novels make this obvious: Five Weeks in a Balloon (1863), Journey to the Center of the Earth (1864), From the Earth to the Moon (1865), and Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea (1870). Paul Alkon is not alone in saying of Verne, “Travel through space rather than time is his specialty. With him readers explore on land, under water, and in the air” (58–59). In Journey to the Center of the Earth, the protagonists travel across and below the Earth’s surface, via steamboat, raft, and rope ladder. Their journey downward is overtly indebted to actual mid-nineteenth-century scientific debates about the origin of the Earth’s internal heat, and whether or not the Earth’s temperature rises closer to its center. As they travel deeper underground, they encounter older rocks and fossils, as well as living animals thought to be extinct; in a sense, the Earth itself becomes a time machine, and traveling through space enables an exploration of the past (Suvin 149).


    Journey to the Center of the Earth was first translated into English in 1872, just as Britain saw a resurgence of science fiction with the publication of Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s The Coming Race (1871), George Chesney’s The Battle of Dorking (1871), and Samuel Butler’s Erewhon (1872). In The Coming Race, the narrator travels underground to discover not the past, but a possible future, in the form of a technologically advanced utopian society that has mastered all forms of energy through mechanical innovations and Lamarckian evolution. Bulwer-Lytton combines these scientific motifs with estranged, satiric views of gender and democracy. Erewhon similarly combines social satire, evolutionary thought, and exotic travel, but Butler imagines a technophobic, dystopian society in an isolated valley in New Zealand. The Erewhonians imprison the sick but try to cure criminals, and they have deliberately rejected the advanced technology they once possessed out of fear that machines will evolve and enslave humans. By pushing seemingly logical positions to absurd extremes, Butler produces cognitive estrangement, but his satiric targets are so numerous and his irony so layered that it becomes difficult to assess his intent. George Chesney’s message in The Battle of Dorking is much clearer: he warns against Britain’s military unpreparedness, and invents the “future war” genre, by recounting Germany’s invasion of Britain from the perspective of a defeated British soldier. The narrator omits any explicit mention of the victors’ nationality because he is telling his experiences to his grandchildren living under a German regime, but Chesney’s readers must infer this based on seemingly casual details, setting a precedent for science fiction that gradually and indirectly hints at the fictional world’s rules and conditions.


    In the following decade, Edwin Abbott’s Flatland (1884) attempted to educate the British public through defamiliarizing displacement and rigorous cognitive thinking. The first half of the novel exposes the arbitrariness and hypocrisy of class hierarchies and gender inequality by transposing them into the two-dimensional world of Flatland, where the inhabitants are geometrical figures, a male figure’s number of sides corresponds to his social class, and female straight lines are viewed with contempt. In the novel’s second half, the narrator, A. Square, learns that his world actually has three dimensions, and tries to convince the reader that our world may have a fourth dimension (or more) beyond our powers of perception. Abbott thus popularizes geometry at a time when developments in non-Euclidean and higher-dimensional geometry were sparking debates about pedagogy and epistemology (Smith 180–210). The 1880s also saw the appearance of a decidedly more pessimistic work of British science fiction, Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886). It is a hybrid work, and participates in the late-nineteenth-century gothic revival through its incorporation of a vicious murder, a disfigured villain, and an allegory of good and evil. Yet the allegory is not a simple one, because Jekyll and Hyde are not as distinct as the title suggests, or as Jekyll insists. Moreover, Stevenson’s portrayal of evil is indebted to quasi-scientific discussions of degeneration (the regression of individuals or groups to earlier, less complex forms) by E. Ray Lankester and Cesare Lombroso.


    British science fiction of the 1890s was dominated by H. G. Wells and his string of successful novellas: The Time Machine (1895), The Island of Doctor Moreau (1896), The Invisible Man (1897), and The War of the Worlds (1898), the first and last of which established enduring paradigms for later science fiction. The Time Machine was preceded by two important American novels of time travel—Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward, 2000–1887 (1888) and Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1889)—but Wells innovates on previous works and influences much subsequent time travel fiction by using a machine that seems capable of a rational explanation and allows for a return to the present (Alkon 49–50). Wells’s Time Traveler journeys to the year 802,701 and witnesses the results of class division and Darwinian evolution: The human race has split into two distinct species, one of which literally preys on the other. In a subsequent journey, he travels through a cosmological rather than evolutionary span of time, and sees a dying planet barely warmed by its dying sun. The War of the Worlds similarly dissociates evolutionary change from necessary progress and upsets the reader’s complacency, this time by imagining Martians as biologically and technologically more advanced, yet physically grotesque and ethically unsound. Wells uses his Martians to reflect on the cruelty of actual instances of invasion and imperialism, and to reinvent the future war genre with aliens as invaders. Wells was quite self-aware about writing “scientific romances,” and his works solidified the emerging conventions of science fiction. By the close of the nineteenth century, science fiction had reached a mature and lasting form.
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    Notes


    1 For the novel’s relation to science, see Gigante, Mellor, and Rauch. On the creature’s use of induction, see Morgan. For an overview of responses to the novel’s moral, see Lipking.


    2 Not all critics see science fiction and the gothic as antithetical genres. Brian Aldiss defines science fiction as “characteristically cast in the Gothic or post-Gothic mould” (8), and suggests the two genres share an “emphasis. . . on the distant and the unearthly” and heavily use suspense (18).


    3 According to Brian Stableford, this long gap is partly due to the dominance of the triple-decker novel in British publishing and the challenges of sustaining sci-fi speculations at that length (14).


    4 The title was later changed to “The Unparalleled Adventure of One Hans Pfaall.”
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    JEAN TOOMER


    (1894–1967)


    Eugene Toomer is better known as a figure in the Harlem Renaissance than for genre writing, despite the vividly technological lyricism of works like “Her Lips Are Copper Wire.”


    Born Nathan Pinchback Toomer, he would end up experiencing multiple sides of America’s wide racial divide. His grandfather was a larger-than-life figure who was briefly governor of Louisiana (the first U.S. governor of African American descent), and Toomer and his mother lived in Washington, D.C. with his grandparents after his father abandoned them. (As a condition of taking them in, his grandfather insisted that Toomer no longer be named Nathan, which was his vanished father’s name.). Toomer, who was very light-skinned, attended all-black schools in Washington, and all-white schools in New York City after his mother remarried and relocated there. He drifted between six different colleges and became widely read without graduating from any of them. By 1918 he was writing idealistic stories and essays for various outlets, but a two-month stint as interim principal of a school in Alabama gave him a much harsher view of what racial conditions were like for African Americans who came from less-privileged backgrounds.


    Toomer’s only published novel, Cane, came out in 1923, blending prose sketches with poetic interludes like the one below. He wrote stories, plays, and essays prolifically until the mid-1930s while becoming involved with a variety of philosophical movements, such as the Gurdjieff Institute for Harmonious Development in France.


    Toomer’s first wife died in childbirth in 1932. He met his second wife through his (by then) former lover, Georgia O’Keefe. He eventually drifted into Quaker philosophy, and shifted his writing to mostly poems and essays related to Quaker philosophy. After 1950 he stopped writing literary work; failing eyesight and other ailments eventually forced him to stop writing entirely.

  


  
    HER LIPS ARE COPPER WIRE, by Jean Toomer


    First published in Cane, 1923


    whisper of yellow globes


    gleaming on lamp-posts that sway


    like bootleg licker drinkers in the fog


    and let your breath be moist against me


    like bright beads on yellow globes


    telephone the power-house


    that the main wires are insulate


    (her words play softly up and down


    dewy corridors of billboards)


    then with your tongue remove the tape


    and press your lips to mine


    till they are incandescent


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1923 by Boney and Liveright

  


  
    JULES VERNE


    (1828–1905)


    While it’s not correct to say that Verne was the father of science fiction, he certainly fathered a certain kind of science fiction—the near-future adventure story that uses technology that doesn’t exist, but is close enough to existing technology to be plausible. There’s nothing in Verne that will make you question the nature of humanity or the underpinnings of society, but plenty of scientists and SF writers first got hooked on the field by reading Verne.


    Originally from a well-to-do family (his father was an attorney and his mother was of noble descent), Verne was cut off from his family money when his father found out he preferred writing theater librettos to studying law. Verne went to work as a stockbroker and continued to write on the side. When a publisher suggested he change his speculations about exploring Africa by balloon into an adventure novel, it became Cinq semaines en ballon (1863; Five Weeks in a Balloon, 1869), and the first of the Voyages Extraordinaires was born. Publisher Pierre Jules Hetzel agreed to a longterm arrangement in return for two books a year and Verne went to work writing full-time. The result was a string of hits including Journey to the Center of the Earth (1864), From the Earth to the Moon (1865), Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea (1869), and Around the World in Eighty Days (1872). The earnings from the novels (and even greater earnings from stage adaptations) allowed Verne to buy progressively larger yachts and indulge his passion for world travel.


    That travel slowed a bit in 1886, when Verne was shot by his mentally ill nephew. And his writing darkened somewhat over the next few years when both Hetzel and Verne’s mother died. Verne also dabbled in politics, serving as a councilor in Amiens for fifteen years. He died in 1905 of complications from diabetes.


    The translation here was by Ellen E. Frewer in 1877 as Hector Servadac; Or the Career of a Comet. This excerpt is from part 1, and is the same translation reprinted in the first issue of Amazing in April 1926. Verne’s casual anti-Semitism and national sterotypes, commonplace in popular literature of the 1870s, posed no particular problem for Gernsback or his readers in the 1920s.

  


  
    OFF ON A COMET!, by Jules Verne


    First published in 1877 as Hector Servadac, voyages et aventures à travers le monde solaire.
Serialized in Amazing Stories, April–May 1926 as Off on a Comet!


    CHAPTER III.


    INTERRUPTED EFFUSIONS.


    Where it will be seen that Captain Servadac’s poetic inspiration is interrupted by an unfortunate shock.


    Composed of mud and loose stones, and covered with a thatch of turf and straw, known to the natives by the name of “driss,” the gourbi, though a grade better than the tents of the nomad Arabs, was yet far inferior to any habitation built of brick or stone. Little more than a hovel, the gourbi would have been quite inadequate to the needs of its present inmates, if it had not adjoined an old stone hostelry, previously occupied by a detachment of engineers, and which now afforded shelter for Ben Zoof and the two horses. It still contained a considerable number of tools, such as mattocks, shovels, and pick-axes.


    Uncomfortable as was their temporary abode, Servadac and his attendant made no complaints: neither of them was dainty in the matter either of board or lodging.


    “Give a man a little philosophy and a good digestion, and he will thrive anywhere,” was a favourite speech of the captain’s. A true Gascon, he had his philosophy, like his pocket-money, always at hand; and as for his digestion, it may be doubted whether the weight of all the waters of the Garonne would have caused it any inconvenience. And in this respect Ben Zoof was quite a match for his matter; the power of his gastric juices was enormous, and to any believer in the theory of metempsychosis he would appear to have had an anterior existence under the form of an ostrich, digesting pebbles as easily as he would the tenderest slice from the breast of a chicken.


    The gourbi was stocked with a month’s provisions, water in abundance could be obtained from an adjacent cistern, and a little foraging was sufficient to supply the requirements of the stable, whilst all other necessities could be satisfied by the marvellous fertility of the plain between Tenes and Mostaganem, which fairly rivalled the rich country of the Mitidja. Game was pretty plentiful, and on condition that he did not allow his sport to interfere with his proper duties, the captain, like other staff-officers, was permitted to use a fowling-piece.


    On his return to the gourbi, Servadac dined with an appetite to which his long ride had given an extra sharpness. Ben Zoof’s culinary efforts were somewhat remarkable: no tasteless or insipid dishes were ever the result of his preparation; salt, pepper, vinegar, were all bestowed with a lavish hand, and it was well for both him and his master that their gastronomic powers were adequate to absorb the most pungent of condiments.


    After dinner, leaving his orderly to stow away the remains of the repast in what he was pleased to term the “cupboard of his stomach,” Captain Servadac turned out into the open air to smoke his pipe upon the edge of the cliff. The shades of night were drawing on. An hour previously, veiled in heavy clouds, the sun had sunk below the horizon that bounded the plain beyond the Shelif. The sky presented a most singular appearance. Towards the north, although the darkness rendered it impossible to see beyond a quarter of a mile, the upper strata of the atmosphere were suffused with a rosy glare. No well-defined fringe of light, nor arch of luminous rays, betokened a display of aurora borealis, even had such a phenomenon been possible in these latitudes; and the most experienced meteorologist would have been puzzled to explain the cause of this striking illumination on this last evening of the passing year.


    But Captain Servadac was no meteorologist, and it is to be doubted whether, since leaving school, he had ever opened his “Course of Cosmography.” Besides, as he strolled along, he had other thoughts to occupy his mind. The prospect of the morrow offered serious matter for consideration. The captain was actuated by no personal animosity against the count; though rivals, the two men regarded each other with sincere respect; they had simply reached a crisis in which one of them was de trop; which of them, fate must decide.


    At eight o’clock, Captain Servadac re-entered the gourbi, the single apartment of which contained his bed, a small writing-table, and some trunks that served instead of cupboards. The orderly performed his culinary operations in the adjoining building, which he also used as a bedroom, and where, extended on what he called his “good oak mattress,” he would sleep soundly as a dormouse for twelve hours at a stretch. Ben Zoof had not yet received his orders to retire, and ensconcing himself in a corner of the gourbi, he endeavoured to doze—a task which the unusual agitation of his master rendered somewhat difficult. Captain Servadac was evidently in no hurry to betake himself to rest, but seating himself at his table, with a pair of compasses and a sheet of tracing-paper, he began to draw, with red and blue crayons, a variety of coloured lines, which could hardly be supposed to have much connection with a topographical survey. In truth, his character of staff-officer was now entirely absorbed into that of the Gascon poet. Whether he imagined that the compasses would bestow upon his verses the measure of a mathematical accuracy, or whether he fancied that the parti-coloured lines would lend variety to his rhythm, it is impossible to determine; be that as it may, he was devoting all his energies to the compilation of his rondo, and supremely difficult he found the task.


    “Hang it!” he ejaculated, “whatever induced me to choose this metre? It is as hard to find rhymes as to rally fugitives in a battle. But, by all the powers! it shan’t be said that a French officer cannot cope with a piece of poetry. One battalion has shown fight—now for the rest!”


    Perseverance had its reward. Presently two lines, one red, the other blue, appeared upon the paper, and the captain murmured—


    “Words, mere words, cannot avail,


    Telling true heart’s tender tale.”


    “What on earth ails my master?” muttered Ben Zoof, “for the last hour he has been as fidgety as a bird returning after its winter migration.”


    Servadac suddenly started from his seat, and as he paced the room with all the frenzy of poetic inspiration, read out—


    “Empty words cannot convey


    All a lover’s heart would say.”


    “Well, to be sure, he is at his everlasting verses again!” said Ben Zoof to himself, as he roused himself in his corner. “Impossible to sleep in such a noise;” and he gave vent to a loud groan.


    “How now, Ben Zoof?” said the captain, sharply. “What ails you?”


    “Nothing, sir, only the nightmare.”


    “Curse the fellow, he has quite interrupted me!” ejaculated the captain. “Ben Zoof!” he called aloud.


    “Here, sir!” was the prompt reply; and in an instant the orderly was upon his feet, standing in a military attitude, one hand to his forehead, the other closely pressed to his trouser-seam.


    “Stay where you are! don’t move an inch!” shouted Servadac; “I have just thought of the end of my rondo.”


    And in a voice of inspiration, accompanying his words with dramatic gestures, Servadac began to declaim:


    “Listen, lady, to my vows—


    O, consent to be my spouse;


    Constant ever I will be,


    Constant…”


    No closing lines were uttered. All at once, with unutterable violence, the captain and his orderly were dashed, face downwards, to the ground.


    CHAPTER IV.


    A CONVULSION OF NATURE.


    Which allows the reader to generate an endless supply of questions and exclamations.


    Whence came it that at that very moment the horizon underwent so strange and sudden a modification, that the eye of the most practised mariner could not distinguish between sea and sky?


    Whence came it that the billows raged and rose to a height hitherto unregistered in the records of science?


    Whence came it that the elements united in one deafening crash; that the earth groaned as though the whole framework of the globe were ruptured; that the waters roared from their innermost depths; that the air shrieked with all the fury of a cyclone?


    Whence came it that a radiance, intenser than the effulgence of the Northern Lights, overspread the firmament, and momentarily dimmed the splendour of the brightest stars?


    Whence came it that the Mediterranean, one instant emptied of its waters, was the next flooded with a foaming surge?


    Whence came it that in the space of a few seconds the moon’s disc reached a magnitude as though it were but a tenth part of its ordinary distance from the earth?


    Whence came it that a new blazing spheroid, hitherto unknown to astronomy, now appeared suddenly in the firmament, though it were but to lose itself immediately behind masses of accumulated cloud?


    What phenomenon was this that had produced a cataclysm so tremendous in its effects upon earth, sky, and sea?


    Was it possible that a single human being could have survived the convulsion? and if so, could he explain its mystery?


    CHAPTER V.


    A MYSTERIOUS SEA.


    In which we speak of some modifications made to the physical order, without being able to indicate the cause.


    Violent as the commotion had been, that portion of the Algerian coast which is bounded on the north by the Mediterranean, and on the west by the right bank of the Shelif, appeared to have suffered little change. It is true that slight indentations were perceptible in the fertile plain, and the surface of the sea was ruffled with an agitation that was quite unusual; but the rugged outline of the cliff was the same as heretofore, and the physical aspect of the entire scene appeared generally unaltered. The stone hostelry, with the exception of some deep clefts in its walls, had sustained little injury; but the gourbi, like a house of cards destroyed by an infant’s breath, had completely subsided, and its two inmates lay motionless, buried under the sunken thatch.


    It was two hours after the catastrophe that Captain Servadac regained consciousness; he had some trouble to collect his thoughts, and it is not altogether surprising that the first sounds that escaped his lips were the concluding words of the rondo which had been so ruthlessly interrupted—


    “Constant ever I will be,


    Constant…”


    His next thought was to wonder what had Happened; and in order to find an answer to the question, he pushed aside the broken thatch, so that his head appeared above the débris.


    “The gourbi levelled to the ground!” he exclaimed, as he looked about him; “surely a waterspout has passed along the coast.”


    He felt all over his body to perceive what injuries he had sustained, but not a sprain nor a scratch could he discover.


    “Where are you, Ben Zoof?” he shouted next


    “Here, sir!” and with military promptitude a second head protruded from the rubbish.


    “Have you any notion what has happened, Ben Zoof?” asked Servadac.


    “I’ve a notion, captain, that it’s all up with us.”


    “Nonsense, Ben Zoof; it is nothing but a waterspout!”


    “Very good, sir,” was the philosophical reply, immediately followed by the query, “Any bones broken, sir?”


    “None whatever,” said the captain.


    Both men were soon on their feet, and began to make a vigorous clearance of the ruins, beneath which they found that their arms, cooking utensils, and other property had sustained little injury.


    “By-the-by, what o’clock is it?” asked the captain presently.


    “It must be eight o’clock, at least,” said Ben Zoor, looking at the sun, which was a considerable height above the horizon. “It is almost time for us to start”


    “To start! what for?”


    “To keep your appointment with Count Timascheff.”


    “By Jove! I had forgotten all about it!” exclaimed Servadac.


    Then looking at his watch, he cried:—


    “What are you thinking of, Ben Zoof? It is scarcely two o’clock.”


    “Two in the morning, or two in the afternoon?” asked Ben Zoof, again regarding the sun.


    Servadac raised his watch to his ear.


    “It is going,” said he; “but, by all the wines of Medoc, I am puzzled. Don’t you see that the sun is in the west? It must be near setting.”


    “Setting, captain! Why, it is rising finely, like a conscript at the sound of the reveille. It is considerably higher since we have been talking.”


    Incredible as it might appear, the fact was undeniable that the sun was rising over the Shelif from that quarter of the horizon behind which it usually sank for the latter portion of its daily round. They were utterly bewildered. Some mysterious phenomenon must not only have altered the position of the sun in the sidereal system, but must even have brought about an important modification of the earth’s rotation on her axis. If Captain Servadac could now have laid hands upon a member of the Board of Longitudes, he would doubtless have sought all manner of information; but as it was, he consoled himself with the prospect of reading an explanation of the mystery in next week’s newspapers, and turned his attention to what was to him of more immediate importance.


    “Come, let us be off,” said he to his orderly; “though heaven and earth be topsy-turvy, I must be at my post this morning.”


    “To do Count Timascheff the honour of running him through the body,” added Ben Zoof.


    If Servadac and his orderly had been less preoccupied, they would have noticed that a variety of other physical changes besides the apparent alteration in the movement of the sun had been evolved during the atmospheric disturbances of that New Year’s night. As they descended the steep footpath leading from the cliff towards the Shelif. they were unconscious that their respiration became forced and rapid, like that of a mountaineer when he has reached an altitude where the circumambient air has become less charged with oxygen. They were also unconscious that their voices were thin and feeble; either they must themselves have become rather deaf, or it was evident that the air had become less capable of transmitting sound.


    The weather, which on the previous evening had been very foggy, had entirely changed. The sky had assumed a singular tint, and was soon covered with lowering clouds that completely hid the sun. There were, indeed, all the signs of a coming storm, but the vapour, on account of the insufficient condensation, failed to get resolved.


    The sea appeared quite deserted, a most unusual circumstance along this coast, and not a sail nor a trail of smoke broke the grey monotony of water and sky. The limits of the horizon, too, had become much circumscribed. On land, as well as on sea, the remote distance had completely disappeared, and it seemed as though the globe had assumed a more decided convexity.


    At the pace at which they were walking, it was very evident that the captain and his attendant would not take long to accomplish the three miles that lay between the gourbi and the place of rendezvous. They did not exchange a word, but each was conscious of an unusual buoyancy, which appeared to lift up their bodies and give, as it were, wings to their feet. If Ben Zoof had expressed his sensations in words, he would have said that he felt “up to anything,” and he had even forgotten to taste so much as a crust of bread, a lapse of memory of which the worthy soldier was rarely guilty.


    As these thoughts were crossing his mind, a harsh bark was heard to the left of the footpath, and a jackal was seen emerging from a large grove of lentisks. Regarding the two wayfarers with manifest uneasiness, the beast took up its position at the foot of a rock, more than thirty feet in height. It belonged to an African species distinguished by a black spotted skin, and a black line down the front of the legs. At night-time, when they scour the country in herds, the creatures are somewhat formidable, but singly they are no more dangerous than a dog. Though by no means afraid of them, Ben Zoof had a particular aversion to jackals, perhaps because they had no place among the fauna of his beloved Montmartre. He accordingly began to make threatening gestures, when, to the unmitigated astonishment of himself and the captain, the animal darted forward, and in one single bound gained the summit of the rock.


    “Good heavens!” cried Ben Zoof, “that leap must have been thirty feet at least.”


    “True enough,” replied the captain; “I never saw such a jump.”


    Meantime the jackal had seated itself upon its haunches, and was staring at the two men with an air of impudent defiance. This was too much for Ben Zoof’s forbearance, and stooping down he caught up a huge stone, when, to his surprise, he found that it was no heavier than a piece of petrified sponge.


    “Confound the brute!” he exclaimed, “I might as well throw a piece of bread at him. What accounts for its being as light as this?”


    Nothing daunted, however, he hurled the stone into the air. It missed its aim; but the jackal, deeming it on the whole prudent to decamp, disappeared across the trees and hedges with a series of bounds, which could only be likened to those that might be made by an india-rubber kangaroo. Ben Zoof was sure that his own powers of propelling must equal those of a howitzer, for his stone, after a lengthened flight through the air, fell to the ground full five hundred paces the other side of the rock.


    The orderly was now some yards ahead of his master, and had reached a ditch full of water, and about ten feet wide. With the intention of clearing it, he made a spring, when a loud cry burst from Servadac—


    “Ben Zoof, you idiot! What are you about? You’ll break your back.”


    And well might he be alarmed, for Ben Zoof had sprung to a height of forty feet into the air. Fearful of the consequences that would attend the descent of his servant to terra firma, Servadac bounded forwards, to be on the other side of the ditch in time to break his fall. But the muscular effort that he made carried him in his turn to an altitude of thirty feet; in his ascent he passed Ben Zoof, who had already commenced his downward course; and then, obedient to the laws of gravitation, he descended with increasing rapidity, and alighted upon the earth without experiencing a shock greater than if he had merely made a bound of four or five feet high. Ben Zoof burst into a roar of laughter.


    “Bravo!” he said, “we should make a good pair of clowns.”


    But the captain was inclined to take a more serious view of the matter. For a few seconds he stood lost in thought; then, laying his hand upon the orderly’s shoulder, he said solemnly—


    “Ben Zoof, I must be dreaming. Pinch me hard; I must be either asleep or mad.”


    “It is very certain that something has happened to us,” said Ben Zoof, “I have occasionally dreamt that I was a swallow flying over Montmartre, but I never experienced anything of this kind before; it must be peculiar to the coast of Algeria.”


    Servadac was stupefied; he felt instinctively that he was not dreaming, and yet was powerless to solve the mystery. He was not, however, the man to puzzle himself for long over any insoluble problem.


    “Come what may,” he presently exclaimed, “we will make up our minds for the future to be surprised at nothing.”


    “Right, captain,” replied Ben Zoof; “and, first of all, let us settle our little score with Count Timascheff.”


    Beyond the ditch lay a small piece of meadow land, about an acre in extent. A soft and delicious herbage carpeted the soil, whilst trees of about fifty years’ growth—evergreen oaks, palms, bread-fruits, sycamores, interspersed with cactuses and aloes, and topped by two or three fine specimens of the eucalyptus—formed a charming framework to the whole. No spot could have been chosen more suitable for the meeting between the two adversaries.


    Servadac cast a hasty glance round the meadow. No one was in sight.


    “We are the first on the field,” he said.


    “Not so sure of that, sir,” said Ben Zoof.


    “What do you mean?” asked Servadac, looking at his watch, which he had set as near as possible by the sun before leaving the gourbi; “it is not nine o’clock yet.”


    “Look up there, sir. I am much mistaken if that is not the sun;” and as Ben Zoof spoke, he pointed directly overhead to where a faint white disc was dimly visible through the haze of clouds.


    “Nonsense!” exclaimed Servadac. “How can the sun be in the zenith in the month of January, in lat. 39° N.?”


    “Can’t say, sir. I only know the sun is there; and at the rate he has been travelling, I would lay my cap to a dish of cous-cous that in less than three hours he will have set.”


    Hector Servadac, mute and motionless, stood with folded arms. Presently he roused himself, and began to examine the various quarters of the horizon.


    “What means all this?” he murmured. “Laws of gravity disturbed! Points of the compass reversed! The length of day reduced one half! Surely this will indefinitely postpone my meeting with the count. Something has happened; Ben Zoof and I cannot both be mad!”


    The orderly, meantime, surveyed his master with the greatest equanimity; no phenomenon, however extraordinary, would have drawn from him a single exclamation of surprise.


    “Do you see any one, Ben Zoof?” asked the captain, at last.


    “No one, sir; the count has evidently been and gone.”


    “But supposing that to be the case,” persisted the I captain, “my seconds would have waited, and not seeing me, would have come on towards the gourbi. I can only conclude that they have been unable to get here; and as for Count Timascheff”


    Without finishing his sentence, Captain Servadac, thinking it just probable that the count, as on the previus evening, might come by water, walked to the ridge of rock that overhung the shore, in order to ascertain if the Dobryna were anywhere in sight. But the sea was deserted, and for the first time the captain noticed that, although the wind was calm, the waters were unusually agitated, and seethed and foamed as though they were boiling. It was very certain that the yacht would have found a difficulty in holding her own in such a swell. Another thing that now struck Servadac was the extraordinary contraction of the horizon. Under ordinary circumstances, his elevated position would have allowed him a radius of vision at least five and twenty miles in length; but the terrestrial sphere seemed, in the course of the last few hours, to have become considerably reduced in volume, and he could now see for a distance of only six miles in every direction.


    Meantime, with the agility of a monkey, Ben Zoof had clambered to the top of a eucalyptus, and from his lofty perch was surveying the country to the south, as well as towards both Tenes and Mostaganem. On descending, he informed the captain that the plain was entirely deserted.


    “We will make our way to the river, and get over into Mostaganem,” said the captain.


    The Shelif was not more than a mile and a half from the meadow, but no time was to be lost if the two men were to reach the town before nightfall. Though still hidden by heavy clouds, the sun was evidently declining fast; and, what was equally inexplicable, it was not following the oblique curve that in these latitudes and at this time of year might be expected, but was sinking perpendicularly on to the horizon.


    As he went along, Captain Servadac pondered deeply. Perchance some unheard-of phenomenon had modified the rotatory motion of the globe; or perhaps the Algerian coast had been transported beyond the equator into the southern hemisphere. Yet the earth (with the exception of the alteration in its convexity), in this part of Africa at least, seemed to have undergone no change of any very great importance. As far as the eye could reach, the shore was, as it had ever been, a succession of cliffs, beach, and arid rocks, tinged with a red ferruginous hue. To the south— if south, in this inverted order of things, it might still be called—the face of the country also appeared unaltered, and, three leagues away, the peaks of the Merdeyah mountains still retained their accustomed outline.


    Presently a rift in the clouds gave passage to an oblique ray of light that clearly proved that the sun was setting in the east.


    “Well, I am curious to know what they think of all this at Mostaganem,” said the captain. “I wonder, too, what the Minister of War will say when he receives a telegram informing him that his African colony has become, not morally, but physically disorganized; that the cardinal points are at variance with ordinary rules, and that the sun in the month of January is shining down vertically upon our heads.”


    Ben Zoof, whose ideas of discipline were extremely rigid, at once suggested that the colony should be put under the surveillance of the police, that the cardinal points should be placed under restraint, and that the sun should be shot for breach of discipline.


    Meantime, they were both advancing with the utmost speed. The decompression of the atmosphere made the specific gravity of their bodies extraordinarily light, and they ran like hares and leaped like chamois. Leaving the devious windings of the footpath, they went as a crow would fly, or as the Americans would say, “took a bee’s flight” across the country. Hedges, trees, and streams were cleared at a bound, and under these conditions Ben Zoof felt that he could have overstepped Montmartre at a single stride. The earth seemed as elastic as the springboard of an acrobat; they scarcely touched it with their feet, and their only fear was lest the height to which they were propelled would consume the time which they were saving by their short cut across the fields.


    It was not long before their wild career brought them to the right bank of the Shelif. Here they were compelled to stop, for not only had the bridge completely disappeared, but the river itself no longer existed. Of the left bank there was not the slightest trace, and the right bank, which on the previous evening had bounded the yellow stream, as it murmured peacefully along the fertile plain, had now become the shore of a tumultuous ocean, its azure waters extending westwards far as the eye could reach, and annihilating the tract of country which had hitherto formed the district of Mostaganem. The shore coincided exactly with what had been the right bank of the Shelif, and in a slightly curved line ran north and south. The catastrophe of which this part of Africa had been the scene had evidently had no effect in altering its configuration, which was still precisely identical with that laid down by the latest hydrographical survey, whilst the adjacent groves and meadows all retained their previous positions. But the river-bank had now become the shore of an unknown sea.


    Eager to throw some light upon the mystery, Servadac hurriedly made his way through the oleander bushes that overhung the shore, took up some water in the hollow of his hand, and carried it to his lips.


    “Salt as brine!” he exclaimed, as soon as he had tasted it. “The sea has undoubtedly swallowed up all the western part of Algeria.”


    “It will not last long, sir,” said Ben Zoof. “It is, probably, only a severe flood.”


    The captain shook his head.


    “Worse than that, I fear, Ben Zoof,” he replied with emotion. “It is a catastrophe that cannot fail to be attended with very serious consequences. What can have become of all my friends and fellow-officers?”


    Ben Zoof was silent. Rarely had he seen his master so much agitated; and though himself inclined to receive these phenomena with philosophic indifference, his notions of military duty caused his countenance to reflect the captain’s expression of amazement.


    But there was little time for Servadac to examine the changes which a few hours had wrought. The sun had already reached the eastern horizon, and just as though it were crossing the ecliptic under the tropics, it sank like a cannon-ball into the sea. Without any warning, day had rapidly given place to night, and earth, sea, and sky were immediately wrapped in profound obscurity.


    CHAPTER VI.


    THE CAPTAIN MAKES AN EXPLORATION.


    Where the reader is urged to follow Captain Servadac during his first excursion on his new domain.


    Hector Servadac was not the man to remain long unnerved by any untoward event. It was part of his character to discover the why and the wherefore of everything that came under his observation, and he would have faced a cannon-ball the more unflinchingly from understanding the dynamic force by which it was propelled. Such being his temperament, it may well be imagined that he was anxious not to remain long in ignorance of the cause of the phenomena which had been so startling in their consequences.


    “We must inquire into this to-morrow,” he exclaimed, as darkness fell suddenly upon him. Then, after a pause, he added: “That is to say, if there is to be a to-morrow; for if I were to be put to the torture, I could not tell what has become of the sun.”


    “May I ask, sir, what we are to do now?” put in Ben Zoof.


    “Stay where we are for the present; and when daylight appears—if it ever does appear—we will explore the coast to the west and south, and return to the gourbi. If we can find out nothing else, we must at least discover where we are.”


    “Meanwhile, sir, may we go to sleep?”


    “Certainly, if you like, and if you can.”


    Nothing loath to avail himself of his master’s permission, Ben Zoof crouched down in an angle of the shore, threw his arms over his eyes, and very soon slept the sleep of the ignorant, which is often sounder than the sleep of the just.


    Overwhelmed by the questions that crowded upon his brain, Captain Servadac could only wander up and down the shore. Again and again he asked himself what the catastrophe could portend. Had it affected only a small portion of the continent, and had the towns of Algiers, Oran, and Mostaganem escaped the inundation? Could he bring himself to believe that all the inhabitants, his friends, and comrades had perished; or was it not more probable that the Mediterranean had merely invaded the region of the mouth of the Shelif? But this supposition, although it might to some extent account for the disappearance of the river, did not in the least explain the other physical disturbances. Another hypothesis that presented itself to his mind was that the African coast might have been suddenly transported to the equatorial zone. But although this might get over the difficulty of the altered altitude of the sun and the absence of twilight, yet it would neither account for the sun setting in the east, nor for the length of the day being reduced from twelve hours to six.


    “We must wait till to-morrow,” he repeated; adding, for he had become distrustful of the future, “that is to say, if to-morrow ever comes.”


    Although not very learned in astronomy, Servadac was acquainted with the position of the principal constellations. It was therefore a considerable disappointment to him that, in consequence of the heavy clouds, not a star was visible in the firmament. To have ascertained that the pole-star had become displaced would have been an undeniable proof that the earth was revolving on a new axis; but not a rift appeared in the lowering clouds, which seemed to threaten torrents of rain.


    It happened that the moon was new on that very day; naturally, therefore, it would have set at the same time as the sun. What, then, was the captain’s bewilderment when, after he had been walking for about an hour and a half, he noticed on the western horizon a strong glare that penetrated even the masses of the clouds.


    “The moon in the west!” he cried aloud; but suddenly bethinking himself, he added. “But no, that cannot be the moon; unless she had shifted very much nearer the earth, she could never give a light as intense as this.”


    And as he spoke the screen of vapour was illuminated to such a degree that the whole country was as it were bathed in twilight.


    “What can this be?” soliloquized the captain. “It cannot be the sun, for the sun set in the east only an hour and a half ago. Would that those clouds would disclose what enormous luminary lies behind them! What a fool I was not to have learnt more astronomy! Perhaps, after all, I am racking my brain over something that is quite in the ordinary course of nature.”


    But, reason as he might, the mysteries of the heavens still remained impenetrable. For about an hour some luminous body, its disc evidently of gigantic dimensions, shed its rays upon the upper strata of the clouds; then, marvellous to relate, instead of obeying the ordinary laws of celestial mechanism, and descending upon the opposite horizon, it seemed to rise in a line perpendicular to the plane of the equator, and vanished.


    The darkness that returned to the face of the earth was not more profound than the gloom which fell upon the captain’s soul. Everything was incomprehensible. The simplest mechanical rules seemed falsified; the planets had defied the laws of gravitation; the motions of the celestial spheres were erroneous as those of a watch with a defective mainspring, and there was only too much reason to fear that the sun would never again shed his radiance upon the earth.


    But the captain’s fears were groundless. In three hours’ time, without any intervening twilight, the morning sun made its appearance in the west, and day once more had dawned. On consulting his watch, Servadac found that night had lasted precisely six hours. Ben Zoof, who was unaccustomed to so brief a period of repose, was still slumbering soundly.


    “Come, wake up!” said Servadac, shaking him by the shoulder; “it is time to start.”


    “Time to start?” exclaimed Ben Zoof, rubbing his eyes. “I feel as if I had only just gone to sleep.”


    “You have slept all night, at any rate,” replied the captain; “it has only been for six hours, but you must make it enough.”


    “Enough it shall be, sir,” was the submissive rejoinder.


    “And now,” continued Servadac, “we will take the shortest way back to the gourbi, and see what our horses think about it all.”


    “They will think that they ought to be groomed,” said the orderly.


    “Very good; you may groom them and saddle them as quickly as you like. I want to know what has become of the rest of Algeria: if we cannot get round by the south to Mostaganem, we must go eastwards to Tenes.”


    And forthwith they started. Beginning to feel hungry, they had no hesitation in gathering figs, dates, and oranges from the plantations that formed a continuous rich and luxuriant orchard along their path. The district was quite deserted, and they had no reason to fear any legal penalty for their depredations.


    In an hour and a half they reached the gourbi. Everything was just as they had left it, and it was evident that no one had visited the place during their absence. All was desolate as the shore they had quitted.


    The preparations for the expedition were brief and simple. Ben Zoof saddled the horses and filled his pouch with biscuits and game; water, he felt certain, could be obtained in abundance from the numerous affluents of the Shelif, which, although they had now become tributaries of the Mediterranean, still meandered through the plain. Captain Servadac mounted his horse Zephyr, and Ben Zoof simultaneously got astride his mare Galette, named after the mill of Montmartre. They galloped off in the direction of the Shelif, and were not long in discovering that the diminution in the pressure of the atmosphere had precisely the same effect upon their horses as it had had upon themselves. Their muscular strength seemed five times as great as hitherto; their hoofs scarcely touched the ground, and they seemed transformed from ordinary quadrupeds into veritable hippogriffs. Happily, Servadac and his orderly were fearless riders; they made no attempt to curb their steeds, but even urged them to still greater exertions. Twenty minutes sufficed to carry them over the four or five miles that intervened between the gourbi and the mouth of the Shelif; then, slackening their speed, they proceeded at a more leisurely pace to the south-east, along what had once been the right bank of the river, but which, although it still retained its former characteristics, was now the boundary of a sea, which extending farther than the limits of the horizon, must have swallowed up at least a large portion of the province of Oran. Captain Servadac knew the country well; he had at one time been engaged upon a trigonometrical survey of the district, and consequently had an accurate knowledge of its topography. His idea now was to draw up a report of his investigations: to whom that report should be delivered was a problem he had yet to solve.


    During the four hours of daylight that still remained. the travellers rode about twenty-one miles from the river mouth. To their vast surprise, they did not meet a single human being. At nightfall they again encamped in a slight bend of the shore, at a point which on the previous evening had faced the mouth of the Mina, one of the left-hand affluents of the Shelif, but now absorbed into the newly revealed ocean. Ben Zoof made the sleeping accommodation as comfortable as the circumstances would allow; the horses were clogged and turned out to feed upon the rich pasture that clothed the shore, and the night passed without special incident.


    At sunrise on the following morning, the 2nd of January, or what, according to the ordinary calendar, would have been the night of the 1st, the captain and his orderly remounted their horses, and during the six-hours’ day accomplished a distance of forty-two miles. The right bank of the river still continued to be the margin of the land, and only in one spot had its integrity been impaired. This was about twelve miles from the Mina, and on the site of the annex or suburb of Surkelmittoo. Here a large portion of the bank had been swept away, and the hamlet, with its eight hundred inhabitants, had no doubt been swallowed up by the encroaching waters. It seemed, therefore, more than probable that a similar fate had overtaken the larger towns beyond the Shelif, and that Mazagran, Mostaganem, and Orleansville had all been annihilated. After skirting the small bay thus formed by the rupture of the shore. Captain Servadac found himself again upon the river bank, exactly opposite the site once occupied by the mixed community of Ammi-Moossa, the ancient Khamis of Beni-Ooragh; but not a vestige of the place remained. Even the Mankara Peak, below which it had been built, and which was more than three thousand feet in height, had totally disappeared.


    In the evening the explorers encamped, as previously, in a nook of the shore which here abruptly terminated their new domain, not far from where they might have expected to find the important village of Memounturroy; but of this, too, there was now no trace.


    “I had quite reckoned upon a supper and a bed at Orleansville to-night,” said Servadac, as, full of despondency, he surveyed the drear waste of water.


    “Quite impossible,” replied Ben Zoof, “except you had gone by a boat. But cheer up, sir, cheer up; we will soon devise some means for getting across to Mostaganem.”


    “If, as I hope,” rejoined the captain, “we are on a peninsula, we are more likely to get to Tenes; there we shall hear the news.”


    “Far more likely to carry the news ourselves,” answered Ben Zoof, as he threw himself down for his night’s rest.


    Six hours later, only waiting for sunrise, Captain Servadac set himself in movement again to renew his investigations. At the spot last chosen for encampment, the shore, that hitherto had been running in a southeasterly direction, turned abruptly to the north, being no longer formed by the natural bank of the Shelif, but consisting of an absolutely new coast-line. No land was in sight. Nothing could be seen of Orleansville, which ought to have been about six miles to the south-west; and Ben Zoof, who had mounted the highest point of view attainable, could distinguish sea, and nothing but sea, to the farthest horizon.


    Quitting their encampment and riding on, the bewildered explorers kept close to the new shore. This, since it had ceased to be formed by the original river-bank, had considerably altered its aspect. Frequent landslips occurred, and in many places deep chasms rifted the ground; great gaps furrowed the fields, and trees, half uprooted, overhung the water—some old olives being especially remarkable by the fantastic distortions of their gnarled trunks, looking as though they had been chopped by a hatchet.


    The sinuosities of the coast-line, alternately gully and headland, had the effect of making a devious progress for the travellers, and at sunset, although they had accomplished more than twenty miles, they had only just arrived at the foot of the Merdeyah Mountains, which, before the cataclysm, had formed the extremity of the chain of the Little Atlas, The ridge, however, had been violently ruptured, and now rose perpendicularly from the water.


    On the following morning Servadac and Ben Zoof traversed one of the mountain gorges; and next, in order to make a more thorough acquaintance with the limits and condition of the section of Algerian territory of which they seemed to be left as the sole occupants, they dismounted, and proceeded on foot to the summit of one of the highest peaks. From this elevation they ascertained that from the base of the Merdeyah to the Mediterranean, a distance of about eighteen miles, a new coast-line had come into existence; no land was visible in any direction; no isthmus existed to form a connecting link with the territory of Tenes, which had entirely disappeared. The result was that Captain Servadac was driven to the irresistible conclusion that the tract of land which he had been surveying was not, as he had at first imagined, a peninsula; it was actually an island.


    Strictly speaking, this island was quadrilateral, but the sides were so irregular that it was much more nearly a triangle, the comparison of the sides exhibiting these proportions:—The section of the right bank of the Shelif, seventy-two miles; the northern boundary from the Shelif to the chain of the Little Atlas, twenty-one miles; from the Little Atlas to the shore of the Mediterranean, eighteen miles; and sixty miles of the shore of the Mediterranean itself, making in all an entire circumference of about 171 miles.


    “What does it all mean?” exclaimed the captain, every hour growing more and more bewildered.


    “The will of Providence, and we must submit,” replied Ben Zoof, calm and undisturbed.


    With this reflection, the two men silently descended the mountain and remounted their horses, which had been grazing quietly on the luxuriant herbage.


    Before evening the wayfarers had reached the Mediterranean. On their road they failed to discern a vestige of the little town of Montenotte; like Tenes (of which not so much as a ruined cottage was visible on the horizon), it seemed to be annihilated.


    On the following day, the 6th of January, the two men made a forced march along the coast of the Mediterranean, which they found in some degree less altered than the captain had at first supposed; but four villages, Callaat-Chimah, Agniss, Marabout, and Pointe-Basse, had entirely disappeared, and the headlands, unable to resist the shock of the convulsion, had been detached from the mainland.


    The circuit of the island had been now completed, and the explorers, after a period of sixty hours, found themselves once more beside the ruins of their gourbi. Five days, or what, according to the established order of things, would have been two days and a half, had been occupied in tracing the boundaries of their new domain; and although not the only living occupants, inasmuch as herds of cattle had been seen, they had ascertained beyond a doubt that they were the sole human inhabitants left upon the island.


    “Well, sir, here you are, Governor-General of Algeria!” exclaimed Ben Zoof, as they reached the gourbi.


    “With not a soul to govern,” gloomily rejoined the captain.


    “How so? Do you not reckon me?”


    “Pshaw! Ben Zoof, what are you?”


    “What am I? Why, I am the population.”


    The captain deigned no reply, but, muttering some expressions of regret for the fruitless trouble he had taken about his rondo, betook himself to rest.

  


  
    SCIENCE FICTION AND HIDDEN HISTORIES OF SCIENCE, by Katherine Pandora


    In the opening decades of the twentieth century, the search for scientific knowledge increasingly was seen as belonging to a select group of people: those with the professional credentials that came with advanced graduate training, full membership in elite disciplinary societies, access to sophisticated laboratories, and the ability to publish research articles that featured technical language and mathematical analysis that was difficult for outsiders to understand. The conventional wisdom said that science was progressing so far, so fast, and under conditions that were so specialized that it was no longer possible for laypeople to grasp the nature of modern scientific thought. After all, hadn’t it been reported that only twelve wise men could comprehend Einstein’s general relativity theory?


    If the inward explorations of scientific thought were seen as increasingly remote and inaccessible to ordinary people, it was nonetheless true that they were expected to meet the new demands that came with living in an age of science. As human capabilities expanded in ways that shattered previous boundaries—with near-instantaneous telegraphic messages speeding across the air and under the oceans and earthly beings flying through the atmosphere in machines of their own devising—the very nature of space and time underwent change from one generation to the next. The reorganization of social life in an era of complex interconnected systems brought with it the ability to mesh man and machine in assembly lines that resulted in a complete automobile every three minutes, a determination to sort human potential by standardized testing, and the creation of media transmissions that allowed hundreds of millions of individuals to experience the same event simultaneously. The future belonged to those who wielded the tools of science, blazing a path for the rest of us to follow. As the entrance to the Hall of Science at the 1933 Century of Progress World’s Fair in Chicago declared: “Science Finds—Industry Applies—Man Conforms.”


    As important as these trends were, contemporaries pointed to one that was still more powerful in scope: “the disenchantment of the world.” Where religion, myth, and sacred wonders had once infused the world with meaning, these frameworks were seen as having been replaced by a demystified worldview based on rationality, skepticism, and objectivity. In the twentieth century, otherworldly sensibilities would necessarily give way before the cold equations of an impersonal Nature known through dissection, quantification, mechanization, and experimentation. Although the disenchantments wrought by science might not be accepted immediately by all, those who lagged behind in accommodating themselves to the new cultural coordinates would find it difficult to navigate the ever-changing landscape of modernity.


    At least, these are the explanations that made sense when looking out at the general public from within the confines of professional science. What did the public have to say for themselves? For answers to this question, historians of science have had to shift their focus away from their long-standing preference for studying the official worlds of elite science, and instead explore science in the vernacular, as it emerged from within the sphere of popular culture. Indeed, it appears that within the unauthorized spaces of popular culture, an “intellectual commons” emerged in which vibrant and creative forms of scientific commentary, critique, and speculation circulated—a picture at odds with generalizations about members of the public as disengaged, disenfranchised, and disenchanted. And of the variety of science-inflected popular forms that came to exist within the vernacular sphere, science fiction may be the most significant of all in contributing to the creation and re-creation of cultural understandings across the twentieth century’s age of science.


    Far from being intimidated bystanders, the creators and audiences for science fiction could more aptly be seen as active participants in scientific culture (a range of participants that runs the gamut from children to professional scientists themselves, crossing numerous categories). Nor would it make sense to think of science fiction primarily as a literature that confirmed and conformed to the status quo, given its orientation to the future, its quest to explore a plenitude of “what ifs?,” and its world-building ethic. Similarly, the triumph of a disenchanted worldview sits uneasily with the inner workings of science fiction stories, given the warrant they possess for evoking a sense of wonder even as they draw from a scientific foundation (whether strictly conceived in the manner of hard SF, or more flexibly otherwise). As communities of inquiry that call into question the nature of current realities, the world of science fiction represents an experimental space in which ideas about “science” itself can be entertained, offering up the possibility of using science fiction to reveal hidden histories of science in the vernacular.


    In using science fiction as our guide to our scientific culture’s past realities, what is it that we stand to learn? In truth, historians of science and popular culture are just beginning to treat science fiction with a careful eye and an open mind: there are entire galaxies we have yet to locate, and where to begin at times seems overwhelming. The important point is to get started, for if history of science is to be more than just the history of scientists—that is, if we are to create inclusive histories of what being members of a scientific culture means to all of us—then we need to learn what science fiction has to teach us.


    Beyond Frankenstein


    Where science fiction has mattered most in articulating histories of modern science is in teaching history of science. This is true despite the fact that most scholars are familiar with historical moments in which ideas move back and forth between the spheres of science and science fiction, as with visions of space travel. Instances such as these are seen as contingent moments, however, not as reliable dynamics that elucidate either matters of routine science or matters of scientific genius. But works of science fiction are often called on to illustrate key social or ethical issues that arise in relation to the timeline of “big ideas” (like Darwinian evolution) and “revolutionary events” (like the development of nuclear weapons) that we teach in class.


    When science fiction does enter the classroom it almost always earns its invitation by displaying signifiers of merit. The most-often assigned text is likely Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), which comes pre-certified due to the longevity of its influence, and because it so often wins out as the answer to the question: “What was the first science fiction work?” Novels by H. G. Wells are favorites, too, since they are vivid and compact, and are legitimated by his status as one of the “fathers/founders” of modern science fiction. It also matters that Wells’s work comes with an impeccable scientific pedigree for someone not a scientist himself: as every professor who assigns Wells notes, he studied in college under zoologist T.H. Huxley, who, as “Darwin’s bulldog,” is one of history of science’s great men.1


    To view the history of science through the lens of science fiction would certainly allow for any work in the science fiction universe to be fair game, but in reality, the mini-canon of celebrity texts is highly selective. It’s rare for even the well-credentialed works to be assigned in comparison to each other (that would be to devote too much time to science fiction), much less for more obscure works to make an appearance. But a lack of fluency outside of the “teaching canon” makes for an impoverished understanding of the diversity of voices being registered within science fiction over time, and what they were saying and how and why and to whom.


    To take just the example of the question of life and its transformations as science and science fiction began flourishing in the nineteenth century, Shelley’s Frankenstein and The Time Machine (1895) and The Island of Doctor Moreau (1896) by Wells are just the beginning of the realm of the possible texts to consider. Science fiction works categorized as belonging to “other” scientific areas prove to be relevant, as with Edwin Abbott’s Flatland (1884), which by tradition is held to belong to the category of science fiction as mathematics/physics, given its depiction of a two-dimensional universe inhabited by geometric figures. And yet the story’s logic depends on strong evolutionary themes, relating to Flatlander “physiology” and “genetics.” But the work of a housewife from Ohio counts as well, with her depiction in Mizora of a female-only scientific utopia made possible through parthenogenesis, first published anonymously in serialized form in the Cincinnati Commercial newspaper in 1880–1881, and then in 1889 as a book under her name of Mary E. Bradley Lane. Mizora, in turn, is but one of a myriad of hollow earth tales from the period, pointing to another set of contemporary works that play with questions of biological malleability and environment. Nor is this all. As historian of science Paul Fayter sketched out in 1997, a veritable “evolutionist science fiction underground world” existed in these latter decades, whether focusing on animal/human linkages with such stories as Simiocracy: A Fragment from Future History (1884) by Arthur Montagu Brookfield—in which orangutans gain equal rights with Homo sapiens—or appropriating the planet Mars for alien evolutionary speculation, as in Robert Cromie’s A Plunge into Space (1890)—which portrays a superannuated race in decay—or the satire and utopianism in Alice Jones and Ella Marchant’s Unveiling a Parallel, which wreaks havoc with gender norms (1893).2


    As it turns out, the emergent conversations about modern science through science fiction that set the tone for the century ahead were more animated, noisy, elaborate, provocative, and numerous than has generally been acknowledged when looking at the history of science—and missing out on these conversations has made it more difficult to pick up the threads in later decades. Relying on a short list of the most familiar addresses when taking a science fiction tour is unlikely to provide visitors with a chance to take in the activity at the central market, let alone get wind of where the underground congregates. We need to be as open today to contemplating a report from the future in the pages of the Cincinnati Commercial as were past generations.


    Science as if Storytelling Mattered


    If there’s a good case to be made for expanding the universe of science fiction stories that we use to shed light on the history of science, it is an effort that still runs up against the issue of science fiction’s status as genre fiction: that is, stories that are categorized as formulaic, convention-laden, and escapist. That science fiction might be used as an analytical tool to capture sentiments about scientific ideas at play during a particular era might well be possible, but in the end wouldn’t its genre characteristics limit the insight it could provide? This certainly seems to have been a factor for why so little research on science fiction exists within the history of science.


    And yet, historians of science, as well as others, do turn again and again to science fiction in the classroom to play the role of social/ethical issues tutor. A key reason for this move is that the norms of science make it difficult, out-of-the-ordinary, or unprofitable for scientists themselves to routinely engage in extrapolation about possible scenarios involving the social and ethical effects of their work—to focus on the unknowns and a range of possible consequences in light of these unknowns—and to discuss them with a wide array of participants. The norms of science fiction, on the other hand, are the exact reverse of this situation, allowing for the consideration of these and other subjective matters, precisely to stimulate conversations—indeed, to add new threads to already ongoing conversations due to the legacies bequeathed by spirited cohorts of creators and audiences reaching back to the late nineteenth century.


    Science fiction, then, in its engagement with the social and ethical ramifications of scientific research due to its more liberal environment for reflection and speculation, can be seen as an adjunct to a scientific enterprise that has been too busy in its work practices (conducting experiments, applying for grants, administering research groups and scientific departments) and too remote from the everyday world to communicate with those without specialized knowledge. But a deeper reading of history suggests that science fiction’s entanglement with the larger questions of life in an age of science is a significant development in the history of science in an even stronger sense: demonstrating why storytelling matters.


    Through storytelling, science fiction animates abstract ideas by providing context, meaning, and resonances to issues at stake for individuals and societies, engaging its audiences on an emotional level by inviting the reader to become a partner in a process of discovery, and facilitating, in turn, responses from readers or viewers that result in their own insights. Its inner workings owe a debt to the logical and technical referents of modern science, and, as fiction, to the humanistic traditions of interpretation and cultural expression. In this, science fiction can be seen as a hybrid form, bringing together two realms that often seem at odds with each other in terms of methods, goals, and values. Rather than a manufactured hybridity, however, I would suggest a slightly different historical reading: that in its hybridity science fiction demonstrates the substantive reality that science is a humanistic enterprise as well as a technical one, even as training in science has downplayed that prospect over the last century and on into the present. That is, science is about more than what the results of the next experiment indicate about what the next experiment after that should be, and how these experiments speak to other experiments. The provisional questions and tentative answers embedded within scientific modes of thought and practice are directly related to the search for understanding that marks humanistic disciplines such as literature, history, and philosophy: What is a human being? What relationships make society possible? What are our responsibilities to each other? What are our responsibilities to the non-human world? What do we owe to the past, and to the future? How is truth defined? How should we expect nature to behave? How are the technological and the natural related? What is our place in the universe?


    When the members of the most prestigious scientific disciplines made the choice to focus inward on the work at hand—on the technical aspects of the search for natural knowledge—and to leave wider-angle discussions of the human dimensions of that search to others whenever possible, they exercised an option that resulted in diminished contact with the vernacular, where humanistic concerns persist. Science fiction became one of the most highly visible conduits of humanistically construed science, but it was not the only one. Using the characteristics of science fiction as a template, it is possible to recognize other communities based in science that engage in speculative narratives that are more open-ended than they are closed, that generate a sense of wonder, and where readers are vicarious participants in a process of discovery. Good candidates would be the fields of paleontology, human origins, and archaeology. Each of these scientific subjects relies on measurement and data and advanced methods, and yet because of the timescales involved and the necessity to work with evidence that is often singular and fragmentary, informed speculation and narrative treatments are required in communicating its findings to wider publics.


    As with science fiction explorations, intellectual decipherments of when nightfall came to the Cretaceous, or of the existence of “human hobbits” in a distant era in the Indonesian archipelago, or of what was being recorded when Babylonians worked their reeds on moist tablets of clay, draw on the power of storytelling to open up an intellectual commons where even the laity can become imaginative participants in thinking through the possibilities. The poet Muriel Rukeyeser once wrote that “the universe is made of stories, not of atoms.”3 In placing the taken-for-granted up for review to anyone willing to take part, the worlds of science fiction that have given voice to what are more than mere stories deserve a fuller accounting within the history of science than they have yet received. And if we read carefully, hidden histories of science may appear between the lines.


    * * * *


    Endnotes


    1. The works of Jules Verne—often paired with Wells as a “father/founder” of science fiction—have been less popular as assigned texts, due to the toll taken on their reputation by the dreary and often misguided French-to-English translations/abridgments that were his fate for so long.


    2. Paul Fayter, “Strange New Worlds of Space and Time: Late Victorian Science and Science Fiction,” in Bernard Lightman, ed., Victorian Science in Context (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997), p. 262.


    3. This is from the poem “The Speed of Darkness” from the book, The Speed of Darkness (1968).


    * * * *
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    H. G. WELLS


    (1866–1946)


    Although he rose from the son of a shopkeeper father and servant mother to become a widely read author and a key voice in popularizing both science fiction (which he called scientifiction) and popular history, Wells would end his life disillusioned that his writing didn’t lead to massive social changes (as brilliantly fictionalized in John Kessel’s “Buffalo,” on p. 780).


    A childhood broken leg which left Wells temporarily bedridden also left him with a love of literature, and he was able to win a scholarship to a school in London and eventually take up teaching. Within a few years he was writing full-time. He married his cousin in 1891, left her three years later for one of his students, and followed with a string of mistresses and strong-selling books. The “scientific romances” he wrote early in his career are the novels he is best remembered for now: The Time Machine, The Invisible Man, The War of the Worlds, and others which are still widely read—but were mostly read as adventure novels rather than social commentary.


    Wells gradually wrote less science fiction and more “serious” literature, political tracts, and popular nonfiction (the best-known of which was his three volume Outline of History). A Fabian socialist before feuding with the Fabian society, Wells used his fame as a writer to try to bridge the growing divide between East and West after the Russian Revolution. Neither side took him very seriously (although at least one of his mistresses was a Soviet spy).


    Wells refused to leave his home in London during the Blitz in World War II. He died the year after the war.

  


  
    THE TIME MACHINE, by H. G. Wells


    First published in New Review, January–May 1895


    I


    The Time Traveller (for so it will be convenient to speak of him) was expounding a recondite matter to us. His grey eyes shone and twinkled, and his usually pale face was flushed and animated. The fire burned brightly, and the soft radiance of the incandescent lights in the lilies of silver caught the bubbles that flashed and passed in our glasses. Our chairs, being his patents, embraced and caressed us rather than submitted to be sat upon, and there was that luxurious after-dinner atmosphere when thought roams gracefully free of the trammels of precision. And he put it to us in this way—marking the points with a lean forefinger—as we sat and lazily admired his earnestness over this new paradox (as we thought it) and his fecundity.


    “You must follow me carefully. I shall have to controvert one or two ideas that are almost universally accepted. The geometry, for instance, they taught you at school is founded on a misconception.”


    “Is not that rather a large thing to expect us to begin upon?” said Filby, an argumentative person with red hair.


    “I do not mean to ask you to accept anything without reasonable ground for it. You will soon admit as much as I need from you. You know of course that a mathematical line, a line of thickness nil, has no real existence. They taught you that? Neither has a mathematical plane. These things are mere abstractions.”


    “That is all right,” said the Psychologist.


    “Nor, having only length, breadth, and thickness, can a cube have a real existence.”


    “There I object,” said Filby. “Of course a solid body may exist. All real things—”


    “So most people think. But wait a moment. Can an instantaneous cube exist?”


    “Don’t follow you,” said Filby.


    “Can a cube that does not last for any time at all, have a real existence?”


    Filby became pensive. “Clearly,” the Time Traveller proceeded, “any real body must have extension in four directions: it must have Length, Breadth, Thickness, and—Duration. But through a natural infirmity of the flesh, which I will explain to you in a moment, we incline to overlook this fact. There are really four dimensions, three which we call the three planes of Space, and a fourth, Time. There is, however, a tendency to draw an unreal distinction between the former three dimensions and the latter, because it happens that our consciousness moves intermittently in one direction along the latter from the beginning to the end of our lives.”


    “That,” said a very young man, making spasmodic efforts to relight his cigar over the lamp; “that…very clear indeed.”


    “Now, it is very remarkable that this is so extensively overlooked,” continued the Time Traveller, with a slight accession of cheerfulness. “Really this is what is meant by the Fourth Dimension, though some people who talk about the Fourth Dimension do not know they mean it. It is only another way of looking at Time. There is no difference between Time and any of the three dimensions of Space except that our consciousness moves along it. But some foolish people have got hold of the wrong side of that idea. You have all heard what they have to say about this Fourth Dimension?”


    “I have not,” said the Provincial Mayor.


    “It is simply this. That Space, as our mathematicians have it, is spoken of as having three dimensions, which one may call Length, Breadth, and Thickness, and is always definable by reference to three planes, each at right angles to the others. But some philosophical people have been asking why three dimensions particularly—why not another direction at right angles to the other three?—and have even tried to construct a Four-Dimension geometry. Professor Simon Newcomb was expounding this to the New York Mathematical Society only a month or so ago. You know how on a flat surface, which has only two dimensions, we can represent a figure of a three-dimensional solid, and similarly they think that by models of three dimensions they could represent one of four—if they could master the perspective of the thing. See?”


    “I think so,” murmured the Provincial Mayor; and, knitting his brows, he lapsed into an introspective state, his lips moving as one who repeats mystic words. “Yes, I think I see it now,” he said after some time, brightening in a quite transitory manner.


    “Well, I do not mind telling you I have been at work upon this geometry of Four Dimensions for some time. Some of my results are curious. For instance, here is a portrait of a man at eight years old, another at fifteen, another at seventeen, another at twenty-three, and so on. All these are evidently sections, as it were, Three-Dimensional representations of his Four-Dimensioned being, which is a fixed and unalterable thing.


    “Scientific people,” proceeded the Time Traveller, after the pause required for the proper assimilation of this, “know very well that Time is only a kind of Space. Here is a popular scientific diagram, a weather record. This line I trace with my finger shows the movement of the barometer. Yesterday it was so high, yesterday night it fell, then this morning it rose again, and so gently upward to here. Surely the mercury did not trace this line in any of the dimensions of Space generally recognized? But certainly it traced such a line, and that line, therefore, we must conclude was along the Time-Dimension.”


    “But,” said the Medical Man, staring hard at a coal in the fire, “if Time is really only a fourth dimension of Space, why is it, and why has it always been, regarded as something different? And why cannot we move in Time as we move about in the other dimensions of Space?”


    The Time Traveller smiled. “Are you sure we can move freely in Space? Right and left we can go, backward and forward freely enough, and men always have done so. I admit we move freely in two dimensions. But how about up and down? Gravitation limits us there.”


    “Not exactly,” said the Medical Man. “There are balloons.”


    “But before the balloons, save for spasmodic jumping and the inequalities of the surface, man had no freedom of vertical movement.”


    “Still they could move a little up and down,” said the Medical Man.


    “Easier, far easier down than up.”


    “And you cannot move at all in Time, you cannot get away from the present moment.”


    “My dear sir, that is just where you are wrong. That is just where the whole world has gone wrong. We are always getting away from the present moment. Our mental existences, which are immaterial and have no dimensions, are passing along the Time-Dimension with a uniform velocity from the cradle to the grave. Just as we should travel down if we began our existence fifty miles above the earth’s surface.”


    “But the great difficulty is this,” interrupted the Psychologist. “You can move about in all directions of Space, but you cannot move about in Time.”


    “That is the germ of my great discovery. But you are wrong to say that we cannot move about in Time. For instance, if I am recalling an incident very vividly I go back to the instant of its occurrence: I become absent-minded, as you say. I jump back for a moment. Of course we have no means of staying back for any length of Time, any more than a savage or an animal has of staying six feet above the ground. But a civilized man is better off than the savage in this respect. He can go up against gravitation in a balloon, and why should he not hope that ultimately he may be able to stop or accelerate his drift along the Time-Dimension, or even turn about and travel the other way?”


    “Oh, this,” began Filby, “is all—”


    “Why not?” said the Time Traveller.


    “It’s against reason,” said Filby.


    “What reason?” said the Time Traveller.


    “You can show black is white by argument,” said Filby, “but you will never convince me.”


    “Possibly not,” said the Time Traveller. “But now you begin to see the object of my investigations into the geometry of Four Dimensions. Long ago I had a vague inkling of a machine—”


    “To travel through Time!” exclaimed the Very Young Man.


    “That shall travel indifferently in any direction of Space and Time, as the driver determines.”


    Filby contented himself with laughter.


    “But I have experimental verification,” said the Time Traveller.


    “It would be remarkably convenient for the historian,” the Psychologist suggested. “One might travel back and verify the accepted account of the Battle of Hastings, for instance!”


    “Don’t you think you would attract attention?” said the Medical Man. “Our ancestors had no great tolerance for anachronisms.”


    “One might get one’s Greek from the very lips of Homer and Plato,” the Very Young Man thought.


    “In which case they would certainly plough you for the Little-go. The German scholars have improved Greek so much.”


    “Then there is the future,” said the Very Young Man. “Just think! One might invest all one’s money, leave it to accumulate at interest, and hurry on ahead!”


    “To discover a society,” said I, “erected on a strictly communistic basis.”


    “Of all the wild extravagant theories!” began the Psychologist.


    “Yes, so it seemed to me, and so I never talked of it until—”


    “Experimental verification!” cried I. “You are going to verify that?”


    “The experiment!” cried Filby, who was getting brain-weary.


    “Let’s see your experiment anyhow,” said the Psychologist, “though it’s all humbug, you know.”


    The Time Traveller smiled round at us. Then, still smiling faintly, and with his hands deep in his trousers pockets, he walked slowly out of the room, and we heard his slippers shuffling down the long passage to his laboratory.


    The Psychologist looked at us. “I wonder what he’s got?”


    “Some sleight-of-hand trick or other,” said the Medical Man, and Filby tried to tell us about a conjurer he had seen at Burslem; but before he had finished his preface the Time Traveller came back, and Filby’s anecdote collapsed.


    The thing the Time Traveller held in his hand was a glittering metallic framework, scarcely larger than a small clock, and very delicately made. There was ivory in it, and some transparent crystalline substance. And now I must be explicit, for this that follows—unless his explanation is to be accepted—is an absolutely unaccountable thing. He took one of the small octagonal tables that were scattered about the room, and set it in front of the fire, with two legs on the hearthrug. On this table he placed the mechanism. Then he drew up a chair, and sat down. The only other object on the table was a small shaded lamp, the bright light of which fell upon the model. There were also perhaps a dozen candles about, two in brass candlesticks upon the mantel and several in sconces, so that the room was brilliantly illuminated. I sat in a low arm-chair nearest the fire, and I drew this forward so as to be almost between the Time Traveller and the fireplace. Filby sat behind him, looking over his shoulder. The Medical Man and the Provincial Mayor watched him in profile from the right, the Psychologist from the left. The Very Young Man stood behind the Psychologist. We were all on the alert. It appears incredible to me that any kind of trick, however subtly conceived and however adroitly done, could have been played upon us under these conditions.


    The Time Traveller looked at us, and then at the mechanism. “Well?” said the Psychologist.


    “This little affair,” said the Time Traveller, resting his elbows upon the table and pressing his hands together above the apparatus, “is only a model. It is my plan for a machine to travel through time. You will notice that it looks singularly askew, and that there is an odd twinkling appearance about this bar, as though it was in some way unreal.” He pointed to the part with his finger. “Also, here is one little white lever, and here is another.”


    The Medical Man got up out of his chair and peered into the thing. “It’s beautifully made,” he said.


    “It took two years to make,” retorted the Time Traveller. Then, when we had all imitated the action of the Medical Man, he said: “Now I want you clearly to understand that this lever, being pressed over, sends the machine gliding into the future, and this other reverses the motion. This saddle represents the seat of a time traveller. Presently I am going to press the lever, and off the machine will go. It will vanish, pass into future Time, and disappear. Have a good look at the thing. Look at the table too, and satisfy yourselves there is no trickery. I don’t want to waste this model, and then be told I’m a quack.”


    There was a minute’s pause perhaps. The Psychologist seemed about to speak to me, but changed his mind. Then the Time Traveller put forth his finger towards the lever. “No,” he said suddenly. “Lend me your hand.” And turning to the Psychologist, he took that individual’s hand in his own and told him to put out his forefinger. So that it was the Psychologist himself who sent forth the model Time Machine on its interminable voyage. We all saw the lever turn. I am absolutely certain there was no trickery. There was a breath of wind, and the lamp flame jumped. One of the candles on the mantel was blown out, and the little machine suddenly swung round, became indistinct, was seen as a ghost for a second perhaps, as an eddy of faintly glittering brass and ivory; and it was gone—vanished! Save for the lamp the table was bare.


    Everyone was silent for a minute. Then Filby said he was damned.


    The Psychologist recovered from his stupor, and suddenly looked under the table. At that the Time Traveller laughed cheerfully. “Well?” he said, with a reminiscence of the Psychologist. Then, getting up, he went to the tobacco jar on the mantel, and with his back to us began to fill his pipe.


    We stared at each other. “Look here,” said the Medical Man, “are you in earnest about this? Do you seriously believe that that machine has travelled into time?”


    “Certainly,” said the Time Traveller, stooping to light a spill at the fire. Then he turned, lighting his pipe, to look at the Psychologist’s face. (The Psychologist, to show that he was not unhinged, helped himself to a cigar and tried to light it uncut.) “What is more, I have a big machine nearly finished in there”—he indicated the laboratory—“and when that is put together I mean to have a journey on my own account.”


    “You mean to say that that machine has travelled into the future?” said Filby.


    “Into the future or the past—I don’t, for certain, know which.”


    After an interval the Psychologist had an inspiration. “It must have gone into the past if it has gone anywhere,” he said.


    “Why?” said the Time Traveller.


    “Because I presume that it has not moved in space, and if it travelled into the future it would still be here all this time, since it must have travelled through this time.”


    “But,” I said, “If it travelled into the past it would have been visible when we came first into this room; and last Thursday when we were here; and the Thursday before that; and so forth!”


    “Serious objections,” remarked the Provincial Mayor, with an air of impartiality, turning towards the Time Traveller.


    “Not a bit,” said the Time Traveller, and, to the Psychologist: “You think. You can explain that. It’s presentation below the threshold, you know, diluted presentation.”


    “Of course,” said the Psychologist, and reassured us. “That’s a simple point of psychology. I should have thought of it. It’s plain enough, and helps the paradox delightfully. We cannot see it, nor can we appreciate this machine, any more than we can the spoke of a wheel spinning, or a bullet flying through the air. If it is travelling through time fifty times or a hundred times faster than we are, if it gets through a minute while we get through a second, the impression it creates will of course be only one-fiftieth or one-hundredth of what it would make if it were not travelling in time. That’s plain enough.” He passed his hand through the space in which the machine had been. “You see?” he said, laughing.


    We sat and stared at the vacant table for a minute or so. Then the Time Traveller asked us what we thought of it all.


    “It sounds plausible enough to-night,” said the Medical Man; “but wait until to-morrow. Wait for the common sense of the morning.”


    “Would you like to see the Time Machine itself?” asked the Time Traveller. And therewith, taking the lamp in his hand, he led the way down the long, draughty corridor to his laboratory. I remember vividly the flickering light, his queer, broad head in silhouette, the dance of the shadows, how we all followed him, puzzled but incredulous, and how there in the laboratory we beheld a larger edition of the little mechanism which we had seen vanish from before our eyes. Parts were of nickel, parts of ivory, parts had certainly been filed or sawn out of rock crystal. The thing was generally complete, but the twisted crystalline bars lay unfinished upon the bench beside some sheets of drawings, and I took one up for a better look at it. Quartz it seemed to be.


    “Look here,” said the Medical Man, “are you perfectly serious? Or is this a trick—like that ghost you showed us last Christmas?”


    “Upon that machine,” said the Time Traveller, holding the lamp aloft, “I intend to explore time. Is that plain? I was never more serious in my life.”


    None of us quite knew how to take it.


    I caught Filby’s eye over the shoulder of the Medical Man, and he winked at me solemnly.


    II


    I think that at that time none of us quite believed in the Time Machine. The fact is, the Time Traveller was one of those men who are too clever to be believed: you never felt that you saw all round him; you always suspected some subtle reserve, some ingenuity in ambush, behind his lucid frankness. Had Filby shown the model and explained the matter in the Time Traveller’s words, we should have shown him far less scepticism. For we should have perceived his motives; a pork butcher could understand Filby. But the Time Traveller had more than a touch of whim among his elements, and we distrusted him. Things that would have made the frame of a less clever man seemed tricks in his hands. It is a mistake to do things too easily. The serious people who took him seriously never felt quite sure of his deportment; they were somehow aware that trusting their reputations for judgment with him was like furnishing a nursery with egg-shell china. So I don’t think any of us said very much about time travelling in the interval between that Thursday and the next, though its odd potentialities ran, no doubt, in most of our minds: its plausibility, that is, its practical incredibleness, the curious possibilities of anachronism and of utter confusion it suggested. For my own part, I was particularly preoccupied with the trick of the model. That I remember discussing with the Medical Man, whom I met on Friday at the Linnaean. He said he had seen a similar thing at Tubingen, and laid considerable stress on the blowing out of the candle. But how the trick was done he could not explain.


    The next Thursday I went again to Richmond—I suppose I was one of the Time Traveller’s most constant guests—and, arriving late, found four or five men already assembled in his drawing-room. The Medical Man was standing before the fire with a sheet of paper in one hand and his watch in the other. I looked round for the Time Traveller, and—“It’s half-past seven now,” said the Medical Man. “I suppose we’d better have dinner?”


    “Where’s——?” said I, naming our host.


    “You’ve just come? It’s rather odd. He’s unavoidably detained. He asks me in this note to lead off with dinner at seven if he’s not back. Says he’ll explain when he comes.”


    “It seems a pity to let the dinner spoil,” said the Editor of a well-known daily paper; and thereupon the Doctor rang the bell.


    The Psychologist was the only person besides the Doctor and myself who had attended the previous dinner. The other men were Blank, the Editor aforementioned, a certain journalist, and another—a quiet, shy man with a beard—whom I didn’t know, and who, as far as my observation went, never opened his mouth all the evening. There was some speculation at the dinner-table about the Time Traveller’s absence, and I suggested time travelling, in a half-jocular spirit. The Editor wanted that explained to him, and the Psychologist volunteered a wooden account of the “ingenious paradox and trick” we had witnessed that day week. He was in the midst of his exposition when the door from the corridor opened slowly and without noise. I was facing the door, and saw it first. “Hallo!” I said. “At last!” And the door opened wider, and the Time Traveller stood before us. I gave a cry of surprise. “Good heavens! man, what’s the matter?” cried the Medical Man, who saw him next. And the whole tableful turned towards the door.


    He was in an amazing plight. His coat was dusty and dirty, and smeared with green down the sleeves; his hair disordered, and as it seemed to me greyer—either with dust and dirt or because its colour had actually faded. His face was ghastly pale; his chin had a brown cut on it—a cut half healed; his expression was haggard and drawn, as by intense suffering. For a moment he hesitated in the doorway, as if he had been dazzled by the light. Then he came into the room. He walked with just such a limp as I have seen in footsore tramps. We stared at him in silence, expecting him to speak.


    He said not a word, but came painfully to the table, and made a motion towards the wine. The Editor filled a glass of champagne, and pushed it towards him. He drained it, and it seemed to do him good: for he looked round the table, and the ghost of his old smile flickered across his face. “What on earth have you been up to, man?” said the Doctor. The Time Traveller did not seem to hear. “Don’t let me disturb you,” he said, with a certain faltering articulation. “I’m all right.” He stopped, held out his glass for more, and took it off at a draught. “That’s good,” he said. His eyes grew brighter, and a faint colour came into his cheeks. His glance flickered over our faces with a certain dull approval, and then went round the warm and comfortable room. Then he spoke again, still as it were feeling his way among his words. “I’m going to wash and dress, and then I’ll come down and explain things…Save me some of that mutton. I’m starving for a bit of meat.”


    He looked across at the Editor, who was a rare visitor, and hoped he was all right. The Editor began a question. “Tell you presently,” said the Time Traveller. “I’m—funny! Be all right in a minute.”


    He put down his glass, and walked towards the staircase door. Again I remarked his lameness and the soft padding sound of his footfall, and standing up in my place, I saw his feet as he went out. He had nothing on them but a pair of tattered, blood-stained socks. Then the door closed upon him. I had half a mind to follow, till I remembered how he detested any fuss about himself. For a minute, perhaps, my mind was wool-gathering. Then, “Remarkable Behaviour of an Eminent Scientist,” I heard the Editor say, thinking (after his wont) in headlines. And this brought my attention back to the bright dinner-table.


    “What’s the game?” said the Journalist. “Has he been doing the Amateur Cadger? I don’t follow.” I met the eye of the Psychologist, and read my own interpretation in his face. I thought of the Time Traveller limping painfully upstairs. I don’t think any one else had noticed his lameness.


    The first to recover completely from this surprise was the Medical Man, who rang the bell—the Time Traveller hated to have servants waiting at dinner—for a hot plate. At that the Editor turned to his knife and fork with a grunt, and the Silent Man followed suit. The dinner was resumed. Conversation was exclamatory for a little while, with gaps of wonderment; and then the Editor got fervent in his curiosity. “Does our friend eke out his modest income with a crossing? or has he his Nebuchadnezzar phases?” he inquired. “I feel assured it’s this business of the Time Machine,” I said, and took up the Psychologist’s account of our previous meeting. The new guests were frankly incredulous. The Editor raised objections. “What was this time travelling? A man couldn’t cover himself with dust by rolling in a paradox, could he?” And then, as the idea came home to him, he resorted to caricature. Hadn’t they any clothes-brushes in the Future? The Journalist too, would not believe at any price, and joined the Editor in the easy work of heaping ridicule on the whole thing. They were both the new kind of journalist—very joyous, irreverent young men. “Our Special Correspondent in the Day after To-morrow reports,” the Journalist was saying—or rather shouting—when the Time Traveller came back. He was dressed in ordinary evening clothes, and nothing save his haggard look remained of the change that had startled me.


    “I say,” said the Editor hilariously, “these chaps here say you have been travelling into the middle of next week! Tell us all about little Rosebery, will you? What will you take for the lot?”


    The Time Traveller came to the place reserved for him without a word. He smiled quietly, in his old way. “Where’s my mutton?” he said. “What a treat it is to stick a fork into meat again!”


    “Story!” cried the Editor.


    “Story be damned!” said the Time Traveller. “I want something to eat. I won’t say a word until I get some peptone into my arteries. Thanks. And the salt.”


    “One word,” said I. “Have you been time travelling?”


    “Yes,” said the Time Traveller, with his mouth full, nodding his head.


    “I’d give a shilling a line for a verbatim note,” said the Editor. The Time Traveller pushed his glass towards the Silent Man and rang it with his fingernail; at which the Silent Man, who had been staring at his face, started convulsively, and poured him wine. The rest of the dinner was uncomfortable. For my own part, sudden questions kept on rising to my lips, and I dare say it was the same with the others. The Journalist tried to relieve the tension by telling anecdotes of Hettie Potter. The Time Traveller devoted his attention to his dinner, and displayed the appetite of a tramp. The Medical Man smoked a cigarette, and watched the Time Traveller through his eyelashes. The Silent Man seemed even more clumsy than usual, and drank champagne with regularity and determination out of sheer nervousness. At last the Time Traveller pushed his plate away, and looked round us. “I suppose I must apologize,” he said. “I was simply starving. I’ve had a most amazing time.” He reached out his hand for a cigar, and cut the end. “But come into the smoking-room. It’s too long a story to tell over greasy plates.” And ringing the bell in passing, he led the way into the adjoining room.


    “You have told Blank, and Dash, and Chose about the machine?” he said to me, leaning back in his easy-chair and naming the three new guests.


    “But the thing’s a mere paradox,” said the Editor.


    “I can’t argue to-night. I don’t mind telling you the story, but I can’t argue. I will,” he went on, “tell you the story of what has happened to me, if you like, but you must refrain from interruptions. I want to tell it. Badly. Most of it will sound like lying. So be it! It’s true—every word of it, all the same. I was in my laboratory at four o’clock, and since then…I’ve lived eight days…such days as no human being ever lived before! I’m nearly worn out, but I shan’t sleep till I’ve told this thing over to you. Then I shall go to bed. But no interruptions! Is it agreed?”


    “Agreed,” said the Editor, and the rest of us echoed “Agreed.” And with that the Time Traveller began his story as I have set it forth. He sat back in his chair at first, and spoke like a weary man. Afterwards he got more animated. In writing it down I feel with only too much keenness the inadequacy of pen and ink—and, above all, my own inadequacy—to express its quality. You read, I will suppose, attentively enough; but you cannot see the speaker’s white, sincere face in the bright circle of the little lamp, nor hear the intonation of his voice. You cannot know how his expression followed the turns of his story! Most of us hearers were in shadow, for the candles in the smoking-room had not been lighted, and only the face of the Journalist and the legs of the Silent Man from the knees downward were illuminated. At first we glanced now and again at each other. After a time we ceased to do that, and looked only at the Time Traveller’s face.


    III


    “I told some of you last Thursday of the principles of the Time Machine, and showed you the actual thing itself, incomplete in the workshop. There it is now, a little travel-worn, truly; and one of the ivory bars is cracked, and a brass rail bent; but the rest of it’s sound enough. I expected to finish it on Friday, but on Friday, when the putting together was nearly done, I found that one of the nickel bars was exactly one inch too short, and this I had to get remade; so that the thing was not complete until this morning. It was at ten o’clock to-day that the first of all Time Machines began its career. I gave it a last tap, tried all the screws again, put one more drop of oil on the quartz rod, and sat myself in the saddle. I suppose a suicide who holds a pistol to his skull feels much the same wonder at what will come next as I felt then. I took the starting lever in one hand and the stopping one in the other, pressed the first, and almost immediately the second. I seemed to reel; I felt a nightmare sensation of falling; and, looking round, I saw the laboratory exactly as before. Had anything happened? For a moment I suspected that my intellect had tricked me. Then I noted the clock. A moment before, as it seemed, it had stood at a minute or so past ten; now it was nearly half-past three!


    “I drew a breath, set my teeth, gripped the starting lever with both hands, and went off with a thud. The laboratory got hazy and went dark. Mrs. Watchett came in and walked, apparently without seeing me, towards the garden door. I suppose it took her a minute or so to traverse the place, but to me she seemed to shoot across the room like a rocket. I pressed the lever over to its extreme position. The night came like the turning out of a lamp, and in another moment came to-morrow. The laboratory grew faint and hazy, then fainter and ever fainter. To-morrow night came black, then day again, night again, day again, faster and faster still. An eddying murmur filled my ears, and a strange, dumb confusedness descended on my mind.


    “I am afraid I cannot convey the peculiar sensations of time travelling. They are excessively unpleasant. There is a feeling exactly like that one has upon a switchback—of a helpless headlong motion! I felt the same horrible anticipation, too, of an imminent smash. As I put on pace, night followed day like the flapping of a black wing. The dim suggestion of the laboratory seemed presently to fall away from me, and I saw the sun hopping swiftly across the sky, leaping it every minute, and every minute marking a day. I supposed the laboratory had been destroyed and I had come into the open air. I had a dim impression of scaffolding, but I was already going too fast to be conscious of any moving things. The slowest snail that ever crawled dashed by too fast for me. The twinkling succession of darkness and light was excessively painful to the eye. Then, in the intermittent darknesses, I saw the moon spinning swiftly through her quarters from new to full, and had a faint glimpse of the circling stars. Presently, as I went on, still gaining velocity, the palpitation of night and day merged into one continuous greyness; the sky took on a wonderful deepness of blue, a splendid luminous color like that of early twilight; the jerking sun became a streak of fire, a brilliant arch, in space; the moon a fainter fluctuating band; and I could see nothing of the stars, save now and then a brighter circle flickering in the blue.


    “The landscape was misty and vague. I was still on the hill-side upon which this house now stands, and the shoulder rose above me grey and dim. I saw trees growing and changing like puffs of vapour, now brown, now green; they grew, spread, shivered, and passed away. I saw huge buildings rise up faint and fair, and pass like dreams. The whole surface of the earth seemed changed—melting and flowing under my eyes. The little hands upon the dials that registered my speed raced round faster and faster. Presently I noted that the sun belt swayed up and down, from solstice to solstice, in a minute or less, and that consequently my pace was over a year a minute; and minute by minute the white snow flashed across the world, and vanished, and was followed by the bright, brief green of spring.


    “The unpleasant sensations of the start were less poignant now. They merged at last into a kind of hysterical exhilaration. I remarked indeed a clumsy swaying of the machine, for which I was unable to account. But my mind was too confused to attend to it, so with a kind of madness growing upon me, I flung myself into futurity. At first I scarce thought of stopping, scarce thought of anything but these new sensations. But presently a fresh series of impressions grew up in my mind—a certain curiosity and therewith a certain dread—until at last they took complete possession of me. What strange developments of humanity, what wonderful advances upon our rudimentary civilization, I thought, might not appear when I came to look nearly into the dim elusive world that raced and fluctuated before my eyes! I saw great and splendid architecture rising about me, more massive than any buildings of our own time, and yet, as it seemed, built of glimmer and mist. I saw a richer green flow up the hill-side, and remain there, without any wintry intermission. Even through the veil of my confusion the earth seemed very fair. And so my mind came round to the business of stopping.


    “The peculiar risk lay in the possibility of my finding some substance in the space which I, or the machine, occupied. So long as I travelled at a high velocity through time, this scarcely mattered; I was, so to speak, attenuated—was slipping like a vapour through the interstices of intervening substances! But to come to a stop involved the jamming of myself, molecule by molecule, into whatever lay in my way; meant bringing my atoms into such intimate contact with those of the obstacle that a profound chemical reaction—possibly a far-reaching explosion—would result, and blow myself and my apparatus out of all possible dimensions—into the Unknown. This possibility had occurred to me again and again while I was making the machine; but then I had cheerfully accepted it as an unavoidable risk—one of the risks a man has got to take! Now the risk was inevitable, I no longer saw it in the same cheerful light. The fact is that, insensibly, the absolute strangeness of everything, the sickly jarring and swaying of the machine, above all, the feeling of prolonged falling, had absolutely upset my nerve. I told myself that I could never stop, and with a gust of petulance I resolved to stop forthwith. Like an impatient fool, I lugged over the lever, and incontinently the thing went reeling over, and I was flung headlong through the air.


    “There was the sound of a clap of thunder in my ears. I may have been stunned for a moment. A pitiless hail was hissing round me, and I was sitting on soft turf in front of the overset machine. Everything still seemed grey, but presently I remarked that the confusion in my ears was gone. I looked round me. I was on what seemed to be a little lawn in a garden, surrounded by rhododendron bushes, and I noticed that their mauve and purple blossoms were dropping in a shower under the beating of the hail-stones. The rebounding, dancing hail hung in a cloud over the machine, and drove along the ground like smoke. In a moment I was wet to the skin. ‘Fine hospitality,’ said I, ‘to a man who has travelled innumerable years to see you.’


    “Presently I thought what a fool I was to get wet. I stood up and looked round me. A colossal figure, carved apparently in some white stone, loomed indistinctly beyond the rhododendrons through the hazy downpour. But all else of the world was invisible.


    “My sensations would be hard to describe. As the columns of hail grew thinner, I saw the white figure more distinctly. It was very large, for a silver birch-tree touched its shoulder. It was of white marble, in shape something like a winged sphinx, but the wings, instead of being carried vertically at the sides, were spread so that it seemed to hover. The pedestal, it appeared to me, was of bronze, and was thick with verdigris. It chanced that the face was towards me; the sightless eyes seemed to watch me; there was the faint shadow of a smile on the lips. It was greatly weather-worn, and that imparted an unpleasant suggestion of disease. I stood looking at it for a little space—half a minute, perhaps, or half an hour. It seemed to advance and to recede as the hail drove before it denser or thinner. At last I tore my eyes from it for a moment and saw that the hail curtain had worn threadbare, and that the sky was lightening with the promise of the sun.


    “I looked up again at the crouching white shape, and the full temerity of my voyage came suddenly upon me. What might appear when that hazy curtain was altogether withdrawn? What might not have happened to men? What if cruelty had grown into a common passion? What if in this interval the race had lost its manliness and had developed into something inhuman, unsympathetic, and overwhelmingly powerful? I might seem some old-world savage animal, only the more dreadful and disgusting for our common likeness—a foul creature to be incontinently slain.


    “Already I saw other vast shapes—huge buildings with intricate parapets and tall columns, with a wooded hill-side dimly creeping in upon me through the lessening storm. I was seized with a panic fear. I turned frantically to the Time Machine, and strove hard to readjust it. As I did so the shafts of the sun smote through the thunderstorm. The grey downpour was swept aside and vanished like the trailing garments of a ghost. Above me, in the intense blue of the summer sky, some faint brown shreds of cloud whirled into nothingness. The great buildings about me stood out clear and distinct, shining with the wet of the thunderstorm, and picked out in white by the unmelted hailstones piled along their courses. I felt naked in a strange world. I felt as perhaps a bird may feel in the clear air, knowing the hawk wings above and will swoop. My fear grew to frenzy. I took a breathing space, set my teeth, and again grappled fiercely, wrist and knee, with the machine. It gave under my desperate onset and turned over. It struck my chin violently. One hand on the saddle, the other on the lever, I stood panting heavily in attitude to mount again.


    “But with this recovery of a prompt retreat my courage recovered. I looked more curiously and less fearfully at this world of the remote future. In a circular opening, high up in the wall of the nearer house, I saw a group of figures clad in rich soft robes. They had seen me, and their faces were directed towards me.


    “Then I heard voices approaching me. Coming through the bushes by the White Sphinx were the heads and shoulders of men running. One of these emerged in a pathway leading straight to the little lawn upon which I stood with my machine. He was a slight creature—perhaps four feet high—clad in a purple tunic, girdled at the waist with a leather belt. Sandals or buskins—I could not clearly distinguish which—were on his feet; his legs were bare to the knees, and his head was bare. Noticing that, I noticed for the first time how warm the air was.


    “He struck me as being a very beautiful and graceful creature, but indescribably frail. His flushed face reminded me of the more beautiful kind of consumptive—that hectic beauty of which we used to hear so much. At the sight of him I suddenly regained confidence. I took my hands from the machine.


    IV


    “In another moment we were standing face to face, I and this fragile thing out of futurity. He came straight up to me and laughed into my eyes. The absence from his bearing of any sign of fear struck me at once. Then he turned to the two others who were following him and spoke to them in a strange and very sweet and liquid tongue.


    “There were others coming, and presently a little group of perhaps eight or ten of these exquisite creatures were about me. One of them addressed me. It came into my head, oddly enough, that my voice was too harsh and deep for them. So I shook my head, and, pointing to my ears, shook it again. He came a step forward, hesitated, and then touched my hand. Then I felt other soft little tentacles upon my back and shoulders. They wanted to make sure I was real. There was nothing in this at all alarming. Indeed, there was something in these pretty little people that inspired confidence—a graceful gentleness, a certain childlike ease. And besides, they looked so frail that I could fancy myself flinging the whole dozen of them about like nine-pins. But I made a sudden motion to warn them when I saw their little pink hands feeling at the Time Machine. Happily then, when it was not too late, I thought of a danger I had hitherto forgotten, and reaching over the bars of the machine I unscrewed the little levers that would set it in motion, and put these in my pocket. Then I turned again to see what I could do in the way of communication.


    “And then, looking more nearly into their features, I saw some further peculiarities in their Dresden-china type of prettiness. Their hair, which was uniformly curly, came to a sharp end at the neck and cheek; there was not the faintest suggestion of it on the face, and their ears were singularly minute. The mouths were small, with bright red, rather thin lips, and the little chins ran to a point. The eyes were large and mild; and—this may seem egotism on my part—I fancied even that there was a certain lack of the interest I might have expected in them.


    “As they made no effort to communicate with me, but simply stood round me smiling and speaking in soft cooing notes to each other, I began the conversation. I pointed to the Time Machine and to myself. Then hesitating for a moment how to express time, I pointed to the sun. At once a quaintly pretty little figure in chequered purple and white followed my gesture, and then astonished me by imitating the sound of thunder.


    “For a moment I was staggered, though the import of his gesture was plain enough. The question had come into my mind abruptly: were these creatures fools? You may hardly understand how it took me. You see I had always anticipated that the people of the year Eight Hundred and Two Thousand odd would be incredibly in front of us in knowledge, art, everything. Then one of them suddenly asked me a question that showed him to be on the intellectual level of one of our five-year-old children—asked me, in fact, if I had come from the sun in a thunderstorm! It let loose the judgment I had suspended upon their clothes, their frail light limbs, and fragile features. A flow of disappointment rushed across my mind. For a moment I felt that I had built the Time Machine in vain.


    “I nodded, pointed to the sun, and gave them such a vivid rendering of a thunderclap as startled them. They all withdrew a pace or so and bowed. Then came one laughing towards me, carrying a chain of beautiful flowers altogether new to me, and put it about my neck. The idea was received with melodious applause; and presently they were all running to and fro for flowers, and laughingly flinging them upon me until I was almost smothered with blossom. You who have never seen the like can scarcely imagine what delicate and wonderful flowers countless years of culture had created. Then someone suggested that their plaything should be exhibited in the nearest building, and so I was led past the sphinx of white marble, which had seemed to watch me all the while with a smile at my astonishment, towards a vast grey edifice of fretted stone. As I went with them the memory of my confident anticipations of a profoundly grave and intellectual posterity came, with irresistible merriment, to my mind.


    “The building had a huge entry, and was altogether of colossal dimensions. I was naturally most occupied with the growing crowd of little people, and with the big open portals that yawned before me shadowy and mysterious. My general impression of the world I saw over their heads was a tangled waste of beautiful bushes and flowers, a long neglected and yet weedless garden. I saw a number of tall spikes of strange white flowers, measuring a foot perhaps across the spread of the waxen petals. They grew scattered, as if wild, among the variegated shrubs, but, as I say, I did not examine them closely at this time. The Time Machine was left deserted on the turf among the rhododendrons.


    “The arch of the doorway was richly carved, but naturally I did not observe the carving very narrowly, though I fancied I saw suggestions of old Phoenician decorations as I passed through, and it struck me that they were very badly broken and weather-worn. Several more brightly clad people met me in the doorway, and so we entered, I, dressed in dingy nineteenth-century garments, looking grotesque enough, garlanded with flowers, and surrounded by an eddying mass of bright, soft-colored robes and shining white limbs, in a melodious whirl of laughter and laughing speech.


    “The big doorway opened into a proportionately great hall hung with brown. The roof was in shadow, and the windows, partially glazed with coloured glass and partially unglazed, admitted a tempered light. The floor was made up of huge blocks of some very hard white metal, not plates nor slabs—blocks, and it was so much worn, as I judged by the going to and fro of past generations, as to be deeply channelled along the more frequented ways. Transverse to the length were innumerable tables made of slabs of polished stone, raised perhaps a foot from the floor, and upon these were heaps of fruits. Some I recognized as a kind of hypertrophied raspberry and orange, but for the most part they were strange.


    “Between the tables was scattered a great number of cushions. Upon these my conductors seated themselves, signing for me to do likewise. With a pretty absence of ceremony they began to eat the fruit with their hands, flinging peel and stalks, and so forth, into the round openings in the sides of the tables. I was not loath to follow their example, for I felt thirsty and hungry. As I did so I surveyed the hall at my leisure.


    “And perhaps the thing that struck me most was its dilapidated look. The stained-glass windows, which displayed only a geometrical pattern, were broken in many places, and the curtains that hung across the lower end were thick with dust. And it caught my eye that the corner of the marble table near me was fractured. Nevertheless, the general effect was extremely rich and picturesque. There were, perhaps, a couple of hundred people dining in the hall, and most of them, seated as near to me as they could come, were watching me with interest, their little eyes shining over the fruit they were eating. All were clad in the same soft and yet strong, silky material.


    “Fruit, by the by, was all their diet. These people of the remote future were strict vegetarians, and while I was with them, in spite of some carnal cravings, I had to be frugivorous also. Indeed, I found afterwards that horses, cattle, sheep, dogs, had followed the Ichthyosaurus into extinction. But the fruits were very delightful; one, in particular, that seemed to be in season all the time I was there—a floury thing in a three-sided husk—was especially good, and I made it my staple. At first I was puzzled by all these strange fruits, and by the strange flowers I saw, but later I began to perceive their import.


    “However, I am telling you of my fruit dinner in the distant future now. So soon as my appetite was a little checked, I determined to make a resolute attempt to learn the speech of these new men of mine. Clearly that was the next thing to do. The fruits seemed a convenient thing to begin upon, and holding one of these up I began a series of interrogative sounds and gestures. I had some considerable difficulty in conveying my meaning. At first my efforts met with a stare of surprise or inextinguishable laughter, but presently a fair-haired little creature seemed to grasp my intention and repeated a name. They had to chatter and explain the business at great length to each other, and my first attempts to make the exquisite little sounds of their language caused an immense amount of amusement. However, I felt like a schoolmaster amidst children, and persisted, and presently I had a score of noun substantives at least at my command; and then I got to demonstrative pronouns, and even the verb “to eat.” But it was slow work, and the little people soon tired and wanted to get away from my interrogations, so I determined, rather of necessity, to let them give their lessons in little doses when they felt inclined. And very little doses I found they were before long, for I never met people more indolent or more easily fatigued.


    “A queer thing I soon discovered about my little hosts, and that was their lack of interest. They would come to me with eager cries of astonishment, like children, but like children they would soon stop examining me and wander away after some other toy. The dinner and my conversational beginnings ended, I noted for the first time that almost all those who had surrounded me at first were gone. It is odd, too, how speedily I came to disregard these little people. I went out through the portal into the sunlit world again as soon as my hunger was satisfied. I was continually meeting more of these men of the future, who would follow me a little distance, chatter and laugh about me, and, having smiled and gesticulated in a friendly way, leave me again to my own devices.


    “The calm of evening was upon the world as I emerged from the great hall, and the scene was lit by the warm glow of the setting sun. At first things were very confusing. Everything was so entirely different from the world I had known—even the flowers. The big building I had left was situated on the slope of a broad river valley, but the Thames had shifted perhaps a mile from its present position. I resolved to mount to the summit of a crest, perhaps a mile and a half away, from which I could get a wider view of this our planet in the year Eight Hundred and Two Thousand Seven Hundred and One A.D. For that, I should explain, was the date the little dials of my machine recorded.


    “As I walked I was watching for every impression that could possibly help to explain the condition of ruinous splendour in which I found the world—for ruinous it was. A little way up the hill, for instance, was a great heap of granite, bound together by masses of aluminium, a vast labyrinth of precipitous walls and crumpled heaps, amidst which were thick heaps of very beautiful pagoda-like plants—nettles possibly—but wonderfully tinted with brown about the leaves, and incapable of stinging. It was evidently the derelict remains of some vast structure, to what end built I could not determine. It was here that I was destined, at a later date, to have a very strange experience—the first intimation of a still stranger discovery—but of that I will speak in its proper place.


    “Looking round with a sudden thought, from a terrace on which I rested for a while, I realized that there were no small houses to be seen. Apparently the single house, and possibly even the household, had vanished. Here and there among the greenery were palace-like buildings, but the house and the cottage, which form such characteristic features of our own English landscape, had disappeared.


    “‘Communism,’ said I to myself.


    “And on the heels of that came another thought. I looked at the half-dozen little figures that were following me. Then, in a flash, I perceived that all had the same form of costume, the same soft hairless visage, and the same girlish rotundity of limb. It may seem strange, perhaps, that I had not noticed this before. But everything was so strange. Now, I saw the fact plainly enough. In costume, and in all the differences of texture and bearing that now mark off the sexes from each other, these people of the future were alike. And the children seemed to my eyes to be but the miniatures of their parents. I judged, then, that the children of that time were extremely precocious, physically at least, and I found afterwards abundant verification of my opinion.


    “Seeing the ease and security in which these people were living, I felt that this close resemblance of the sexes was after all what one would expect; for the strength of a man and the softness of a woman, the institution of the family, and the differentiation of occupations are mere militant necessities of an age of physical force; where population is balanced and abundant, much childbearing becomes an evil rather than a blessing to the State; where violence comes but rarely and off-spring are secure, there is less necessity—indeed there is no necessity—for an efficient family, and the specialization of the sexes with reference to their children’s needs disappears. We see some beginnings of this even in our own time, and in this future age it was complete. This, I must remind you, was my speculation at the time. Later, I was to appreciate how far it fell short of the reality.


    “While I was musing upon these things, my attention was attracted by a pretty little structure, like a well under a cupola. I thought in a transitory way of the oddness of wells still existing, and then resumed the thread of my speculations. There were no large buildings towards the top of the hill, and as my walking powers were evidently miraculous, I was presently left alone for the first time. With a strange sense of freedom and adventure I pushed on up to the crest.


    “There I found a seat of some yellow metal that I did not recognize, corroded in places with a kind of pinkish rust and half smothered in soft moss, the arm-rests cast and filed into the resemblance of griffins’ heads. I sat down on it, and I surveyed the broad view of our old world under the sunset of that long day. It was as sweet and fair a view as I have ever seen. The sun had already gone below the horizon and the west was flaming gold, touched with some horizontal bars of purple and crimson. Below was the valley of the Thames, in which the river lay like a band of burnished steel. I have already spoken of the great palaces dotted about among the variegated greenery, some in ruins and some still occupied. Here and there rose a white or silvery figure in the waste garden of the earth, here and there came the sharp vertical line of some cupola or obelisk. There were no hedges, no signs of proprietary rights, no evidences of agriculture; the whole earth had become a garden.


    “So watching, I began to put my interpretation upon the things I had seen, and as it shaped itself to me that evening, my interpretation was something in this way. (Afterwards I found I had got only a half-truth—or only a glimpse of one facet of the truth.)


    “It seemed to me that I had happened upon humanity upon the wane. The ruddy sunset set me thinking of the sunset of mankind. For the first time I began to realize an odd consequence of the social effort in which we are at present engaged. And yet, come to think, it is a logical consequence enough. Strength is the outcome of need; security sets a premium on feebleness. The work of ameliorating the conditions of life—the true civilizing process that makes life more and more secure—had gone steadily on to a climax. One triumph of a united humanity over Nature had followed another. Things that are now mere dreams had become projects deliberately put in hand and carried forward. And the harvest was what I saw!


    “After all, the sanitation and the agriculture of to-day are still in the rudimentary stage. The science of our time has attacked but a little department of the field of human disease, but even so, it spreads its operations very steadily and persistently. Our agriculture and horticulture destroy a weed just here and there and cultivate perhaps a score or so of wholesome plants, leaving the greater number to fight out a balance as they can. We improve our favourite plants and animals—and how few they are—gradually by selective breeding; now a new and better peach, now a seedless grape, now a sweeter and larger flower, now a more convenient breed of cattle. We improve them gradually, because our ideals are vague and tentative, and our knowledge is very limited; because Nature, too, is shy and slow in our clumsy hands. Some day all this will be better organized, and still better. That is the drift of the current in spite of the eddies. The whole world will be intelligent, educated, and co-operating; things will move faster and faster towards the subjugation of Nature. In the end, wisely and carefully we shall readjust the balance of animal and vegetable life to suit our human needs.


    “This adjustment, I say, must have been done, and done well; done indeed for all Time, in the space of Time across which my machine had leaped. The air was free from gnats, the earth from weeds or fungi; everywhere were fruits and sweet and delightful flowers; brilliant butterflies flew hither and thither. The ideal of preventive medicine was attained. Diseases had been stamped out. I saw no evidence of any contagious diseases during all my stay. And I shall have to tell you later that even the processes of putrefaction and decay had been profoundly affected by these changes.


    “Social triumphs, too, had been effected. I saw mankind housed in splendid shelters, gloriously clothed, and as yet I had found them engaged in no toil. There were no signs of struggle, neither social nor economical struggle. The shop, the advertisement, traffic, all that commerce which constitutes the body of our world, was gone. It was natural on that golden evening that I should jump at the idea of a social paradise. The difficulty of increasing population had been met, I guessed, and population had ceased to increase.


    “But with this change in condition comes inevitably adaptations to the change. What, unless biological science is a mass of errors, is the cause of human intelligence and vigour? Hardship and freedom: conditions under which the active, strong, and subtle survive and the weaker go to the wall; conditions that put a premium upon the loyal alliance of capable men, upon self-restraint, patience, and decision. And the institution of the family, and the emotions that arise therein, the fierce jealousy, the tenderness for offspring, parental self-devotion, all found their justification and support in the imminent dangers of the young. Now, where are these imminent dangers? There is a sentiment arising, and it will grow, against connubial jealousy, against fierce maternity, against passion of all sorts; unnecessary things now, and things that make us uncomfortable, savage survivals, discords in a refined and pleasant life.


    “I thought of the physical slightness of the people, their lack of intelligence, and those big abundant ruins, and it strengthened my belief in a perfect conquest of Nature. For after the battle comes Quiet. Humanity had been strong, energetic, and intelligent, and had used all its abundant vitality to alter the conditions under which it lived. And now came the reaction of the altered conditions.


    “Under the new conditions of perfect comfort and security, that restless energy, that with us is strength, would become weakness. Even in our own time certain tendencies and desires, once necessary to survival, are a constant source of failure. Physical courage and the love of battle, for instance, are no great help—may even be hindrances—to a civilized man. And in a state of physical balance and security, power, intellectual as well as physical, would be out of place. For countless years I judged there had been no danger of war or solitary violence, no danger from wild beasts, no wasting disease to require strength of constitution, no need of toil. For such a life, what we should call the weak are as well equipped as the strong, are indeed no longer weak. Better equipped indeed they are, for the strong would be fretted by an energy for which there was no outlet. No doubt the exquisite beauty of the buildings I saw was the outcome of the last surgings of the now purposeless energy of mankind before it settled down into perfect harmony with the conditions under which it lived—the flourish of that triumph which began the last great peace. This has ever been the fate of energy in security; it takes to art and to eroticism, and then come languor and decay.


    “Even this artistic impetus would at last die away—had almost died in the Time I saw. To adorn themselves with flowers, to dance, to sing in the sunlight: so much was left of the artistic spirit, and no more. Even that would fade in the end into a contented inactivity. We are kept keen on the grindstone of pain and necessity, and, it seemed to me, that here was that hateful grindstone broken at last!


    “As I stood there in the gathering dark I thought that in this simple explanation I had mastered the problem of the world—mastered the whole secret of these delicious people. Possibly the checks they had devised for the increase of population had succeeded too well, and their numbers had rather diminished than kept stationary. That would account for the abandoned ruins. Very simple was my explanation, and plausible enough—as most wrong theories are!


    V


    “As I stood there musing over this too perfect triumph of man, the full moon, yellow and gibbous, came up out of an overflow of silver light in the north-east. The bright little figures ceased to move about below, a noiseless owl flitted by, and I shivered with the chill of the night. I determined to descend and find where I could sleep.


    “I looked for the building I knew. Then my eye travelled along to the figure of the White Sphinx upon the pedestal of bronze, growing distinct as the light of the rising moon grew brighter. I could see the silver birch against it. There was the tangle of rhododendron bushes, black in the pale light, and there was the little lawn. I looked at the lawn again. A queer doubt chilled my complacency. ‘No,’ said I stoutly to myself, ‘that was not the lawn.’


    “But it was the lawn. For the white leprous face of the sphinx was towards it. Can you imagine what I felt as this conviction came home to me? But you cannot. The Time Machine was gone!


    “At once, like a lash across the face, came the possibility of losing my own age, of being left helpless in this strange new world. The bare thought of it was an actual physical sensation. I could feel it grip me at the throat and stop my breathing. In another moment I was in a passion of fear and running with great leaping strides down the slope. Once I fell headlong and cut my face; I lost no time in stanching the blood, but jumped up and ran on, with a warm trickle down my cheek and chin. All the time I ran I was saying to myself: “They have moved it a little, pushed it under the bushes out of the way.” Nevertheless, I ran with all my might. All the time, with the certainty that sometimes comes with excessive dread, I knew that such assurance was folly, knew instinctively that the machine was removed out of my reach. My breath came with pain. I suppose I covered the whole distance from the hill crest to the little lawn, two miles perhaps, in ten minutes. And I am not a young man. I cursed aloud, as I ran, at my confident folly in leaving the machine, wasting good breath thereby. I cried aloud, and none answered. Not a creature seemed to be stirring in that moonlit world.


    “When I reached the lawn my worst fears were realized. Not a trace of the thing was to be seen. I felt faint and cold when I faced the empty space among the black tangle of bushes. I ran round it furiously, as if the thing might be hidden in a corner, and then stopped abruptly, with my hands clutching my hair. Above me towered the sphinx, upon the bronze pedestal, white, shining, leprous, in the light of the rising moon. It seemed to smile in mockery of my dismay.


    “I might have consoled myself by imagining the little people had put the mechanism in some shelter for me, had I not felt assured of their physical and intellectual inadequacy. That is what dismayed me: the sense of some hitherto unsuspected power, through whose intervention my invention had vanished. Yet, for one thing I felt assured: unless some other age had produced its exact duplicate, the machine could not have moved in time. The attachment of the levers—I will show you the method later—prevented any one from tampering with it in that way when they were removed. It had moved, and was hid, only in space. But then, where could it be?


    “I think I must have had a kind of frenzy. I remember running violently in and out among the moonlit bushes all round the sphinx, and startling some white animal that, in the dim light, I took for a small deer. I remember, too, late that night, beating the bushes with my clenched fist until my knuckles were gashed and bleeding from the broken twigs. Then, sobbing and raving in my anguish of mind, I went down to the great building of stone. The big hall was dark, silent, and deserted. I slipped on the uneven floor, and fell over one of the malachite tables, almost breaking my shin. I lit a match and went on past the dusty curtains, of which I have told you.


    “There I found a second great hall covered with cushions, upon which, perhaps, a score or so of the little people were sleeping. I have no doubt they found my second appearance strange enough, coming suddenly out of the quiet darkness with inarticulate noises and the splutter and flare of a match. For they had forgotten about matches. ‘Where is my Time Machine?’ I began, bawling like an angry child, laying hands upon them and shaking them up together. It must have been very queer to them. Some laughed, most of them looked sorely frightened. When I saw them standing round me, it came into my head that I was doing as foolish a thing as it was possible for me to do under the circumstances, in trying to revive the sensation of fear. For, reasoning from their daylight behaviour, I thought that fear must be forgotten.


    “Abruptly, I dashed down the match, and, knocking one of the people over in my course, went blundering across the big dining-hall again, out under the moonlight. I heard cries of terror and their little feet running and stumbling this way and that. I do not remember all I did as the moon crept up the sky. I suppose it was the unexpected nature of my loss that maddened me. I felt hopelessly cut off from my own kind—a strange animal in an unknown world. I must have raved to and fro, screaming and crying upon God and Fate. I have a memory of horrible fatigue, as the long night of despair wore away; of looking in this impossible place and that; of groping among moon-lit ruins and touching strange creatures in the black shadows; at last, of lying on the ground near the sphinx and weeping with absolute wretchedness. I had nothing left but misery. Then I slept, and when I woke again it was full day, and a couple of sparrows were hopping round me on the turf within reach of my arm.


    “I sat up in the freshness of the morning, trying to remember how I had got there, and why I had such a profound sense of desertion and despair. Then things came clear in my mind. With the plain, reasonable daylight, I could look my circumstances fairly in the face. I saw the wild folly of my frenzy overnight, and I could reason with myself. ‘Suppose the worst?’ I said. ‘Suppose the machine altogether lost—perhaps destroyed? It behoves me to be calm and patient, to learn the way of the people, to get a clear idea of the method of my loss, and the means of getting materials and tools; so that in the end, perhaps, I may make another.’ That would be my only hope, perhaps, but better than despair. And, after all, it was a beautiful and curious world.


    “But probably, the machine had only been taken away. Still, I must be calm and patient, find its hiding-place, and recover it by force or cunning. And with that I scrambled to my feet and looked about me, wondering where I could bathe. I felt weary, stiff, and travel-soiled. The freshness of the morning made me desire an equal freshness. I had exhausted my emotion. Indeed, as I went about my business, I found myself wondering at my intense excitement overnight. I made a careful examination of the ground about the little lawn. I wasted some time in futile questionings, conveyed, as well as I was able, to such of the little people as came by. They all failed to understand my gestures; some were simply stolid, some thought it was a jest and laughed at me. I had the hardest task in the world to keep my hands off their pretty laughing faces. It was a foolish impulse, but the devil begotten of fear and blind anger was ill curbed and still eager to take advantage of my perplexity. The turf gave better counsel. I found a groove ripped in it, about midway between the pedestal of the sphinx and the marks of my feet where, on arrival, I had struggled with the overturned machine. There were other signs of removal about, with queer narrow footprints like those I could imagine made by a sloth. This directed my closer attention to the pedestal. It was, as I think I have said, of bronze. It was not a mere block, but highly decorated with deep framed panels on either side. I went and rapped at these. The pedestal was hollow. Examining the panels with care I found them discontinuous with the frames. There were no handles or keyholes, but possibly the panels, if they were doors, as I supposed, opened from within. One thing was clear enough to my mind. It took no very great mental effort to infer that my Time Machine was inside that pedestal. But how it got there was a different problem.


    “I saw the heads of two orange-clad people coming through the bushes and under some blossom-covered apple-trees towards me. I turned smiling to them and beckoned them to me. They came, and then, pointing to the bronze pedestal, I tried to intimate my wish to open it. But at my first gesture towards this they behaved very oddly. I don’t know how to convey their expression to you. Suppose you were to use a grossly improper gesture to a delicate-minded woman—it is how she would look. They went off as if they had received the last possible insult. I tried a sweet-looking little chap in white next, with exactly the same result. Somehow, his manner made me feel ashamed of myself. But, as you know, I wanted the Time Machine, and I tried him once more. As he turned off, like the others, my temper got the better of me. In three strides I was after him, had him by the loose part of his robe round the neck, and began dragging him towards the sphinx. Then I saw the horror and repugnance of his face, and all of a sudden I let him go.


    “But I was not beaten yet. I banged with my fist at the bronze panels. I thought I heard something stir inside—to be explicit, I thought I heard a sound like a chuckle—but I must have been mistaken. Then I got a big pebble from the river, and came and hammered till I had flattened a coil in the decorations, and the verdigris came off in powdery flakes. The delicate little people must have heard me hammering in gusty outbreaks a mile away on either hand, but nothing came of it. I saw a crowd of them upon the slopes, looking furtively at me. At last, hot and tired, I sat down to watch the place. But I was too restless to watch long; I am too Occidental for a long vigil. I could work at a problem for years, but to wait inactive for twenty-four hours—that is another matter.


    “I got up after a time, and began walking aimlessly through the bushes towards the hill again. ‘Patience,’ said I to myself. ‘If you want your machine again you must leave that sphinx alone. If they mean to take your machine away, it’s little good your wrecking their bronze panels, and if they don’t, you will get it back as soon as you can ask for it. To sit among all those unknown things before a puzzle like that is hopeless. That way lies monomania. Face this world. Learn its ways, watch it, be careful of too hasty guesses at its meaning. In the end you will find clues to it all.’” Then suddenly the humour of the situation came into my mind: the thought of the years I had spent in study and toil to get into the future age, and now my passion of anxiety to get out of it. I had made myself the most complicated and the most hopeless trap that ever a man devised. Although it was at my own expense, I could not help myself. I laughed aloud.


    “Going through the big palace, it seemed to me that the little people avoided me. It may have been my fancy, or it may have had something to do with my hammering at the gates of bronze. Yet I felt tolerably sure of the avoidance. I was careful, however, to show no concern and to abstain from any pursuit of them, and in the course of a day or two things got back to the old footing. I made what progress I could in the language, and in addition I pushed my explorations here and there. Either I missed some subtle point or their language was excessively simple—almost exclusively composed of concrete substantives and verbs. There seemed to be few, if any, abstract terms, or little use of figurative language. Their sentences were usually simple and of two words, and I failed to convey or understand any but the simplest propositions. I determined to put the thought of my Time Machine and the mystery of the bronze doors under the sphinx as much as possible in a corner of memory, until my growing knowledge would lead me back to them in a natural way. Yet a certain feeling, you may understand, tethered me in a circle of a few miles round the point of my arrival.


    “So far as I could see, all the world displayed the same exuberant richness as the Thames valley. From every hill I climbed I saw the same abundance of splendid buildings, endlessly varied in material and style, the same clustering thickets of evergreens, the same blossom-laden trees and tree-ferns. Here and there water shone like silver, and beyond, the land rose into blue undulating hills, and so faded into the serenity of the sky. A peculiar feature, which presently attracted my attention, was the presence of certain circular wells, several, as it seemed to me, of a very great depth. One lay by the path up the hill, which I had followed during my first walk. Like the others, it was rimmed with bronze, curiously wrought, and protected by a little cupola from the rain. Sitting by the side of these wells, and peering down into the shafted darkness, I could see no gleam of water, nor could I start any reflection with a lighted match. But in all of them I heard a certain sound: a thud—thud—thud, like the beating of some big engine; and I discovered, from the flaring of my matches, that a steady current of air set down the shafts. Further, I threw a scrap of paper into the throat of one, and, instead of fluttering slowly down, it was at once sucked swiftly out of sight.


    “After a time, too, I came to connect these wells with tall towers standing here and there upon the slopes; for above them there was often just such a flicker in the air as one sees on a hot day above a sun-scorched beach. Putting things together, I reached a strong suggestion of an extensive system of subterranean ventilation, whose true import it was difficult to imagine. I was at first inclined to associate it with the sanitary apparatus of these people. It was an obvious conclusion, but it was absolutely wrong.


    “And here I must admit that I learned very little of drains and bells and modes of conveyance, and the like conveniences, during my time in this real future. In some of these visions of Utopias and coming times which I have read, there is a vast amount of detail about building, and social arrangements, and so forth. But while such details are easy enough to obtain when the whole world is contained in one’s imagination, they are altogether inaccessible to a real traveller amid such realities as I found here. Conceive the tale of London which a negro, fresh from Central Africa, would take back to his tribe! What would he know of railway companies, of social movements, of telephone and telegraph wires, of the Parcels Delivery Company, and postal orders and the like? Yet we, at least, should be willing enough to explain these things to him! And even of what he knew, how much could he make his untravelled friend either apprehend or believe? Then, think how narrow the gap between a negro and a white man of our own times, and how wide the interval between myself and these of the Golden Age! I was sensible of much which was unseen, and which contributed to my comfort; but save for a general impression of automatic organization, I fear I can convey very little of the difference to your mind.


    “In the matter of sepulture, for instance, I could see no signs of crematoria nor anything suggestive of tombs. But it occurred to me that, possibly, there might be cemeteries (or crematoria) somewhere beyond the range of my explorings. This, again, was a question I deliberately put to myself, and my curiosity was at first entirely defeated upon the point. The thing puzzled me, and I was led to make a further remark, which puzzled me still more: that aged and infirm among this people there were none.


    “I must confess that my satisfaction with my first theories of an automatic civilization and a decadent humanity did not long endure. Yet I could think of no other. Let me put my difficulties. The several big palaces I had explored were mere living places, great dining-halls and sleeping apartments. I could find no machinery, no appliances of any kind. Yet these people were clothed in pleasant fabrics that must at times need renewal, and their sandals, though undecorated, were fairly complex specimens of metalwork. Somehow such things must be made. And the little people displayed no vestige of a creative tendency. There were no shops, no workshops, no sign of importations among them. They spent all their time in playing gently, in bathing in the river, in making love in a half-playful fashion, in eating fruit and sleeping. I could not see how things were kept going.


    “Then, again, about the Time Machine: something, I knew not what, had taken it into the hollow pedestal of the White Sphinx. Why? For the life of me I could not imagine. Those waterless wells, too, those flickering pillars. I felt I lacked a clue. I felt—how shall I put it? Suppose you found an inscription, with sentences here and there in excellent plain English, and interpolated therewith, others made up of words, of letters even, absolutely unknown to you? Well, on the third day of my visit, that was how the world of Eight Hundred and Two Thousand Seven Hundred and One presented itself to me!


    “That day, too, I made a friend—of a sort. It happened that, as I was watching some of the little people bathing in a shallow, one of them was seized with cramp and began drifting downstream. The main current ran rather swiftly, but not too strongly for even a moderate swimmer. It will give you an idea, therefore, of the strange deficiency in these creatures, when I tell you that none made the slightest attempt to rescue the weakly crying little thing which was drowning before their eyes. When I realized this, I hurriedly slipped off my clothes, and, wading in at a point lower down, I caught the poor mite and drew her safe to land. A little rubbing of the limbs soon brought her round, and I had the satisfaction of seeing she was all right before I left her. I had got to such a low estimate of her kind that I did not expect any gratitude from her. In that, however, I was wrong.


    “This happened in the morning. In the afternoon I met my little woman, as I believe it was, as I was returning towards my centre from an exploration, and she received me with cries of delight and presented me with a big garland of flowers—evidently made for me and me alone. The thing took my imagination. Very possibly I had been feeling desolate. At any rate I did my best to display my appreciation of the gift. We were soon seated together in a little stone arbour, engaged in conversation, chiefly of smiles. The creature’s friendliness affected me exactly as a child’s might have done. We passed each other flowers, and she kissed my hands. I did the same to hers. Then I tried talk, and found that her name was Weena, which, though I don’t know what it meant, somehow seemed appropriate enough. That was the beginning of a queer friendship which lasted a week, and ended—as I will tell you!


    “She was exactly like a child. She wanted to be with me always. She tried to follow me everywhere, and on my next journey out and about it went to my heart to tire her down, and leave her at last, exhausted and calling after me rather plaintively. But the problems of the world had to be mastered. I had not, I said to myself, come into the future to carry on a miniature flirtation. Yet her distress when I left her was very great, her expostulations at the parting were sometimes frantic, and I think, altogether, I had as much trouble as comfort from her devotion. Nevertheless she was, somehow, a very great comfort. I thought it was mere childish affection that made her cling to me. Until it was too late, I did not clearly know what I had inflicted upon her when I left her. Nor until it was too late did I clearly understand what she was to me. For, by merely seeming fond of me, and showing in her weak, futile way that she cared for me, the little doll of a creature presently gave my return to the neighbourhood of the White Sphinx almost the feeling of coming home; and I would watch for her tiny figure of white and gold so soon as I came over the hill.


    “It was from her, too, that I learned that fear had not yet left the world. She was fearless enough in the daylight, and she had the oddest confidence in me; for once, in a foolish moment, I made threatening grimaces at her, and she simply laughed at them. But she dreaded the dark, dreaded shadows, dreaded black things. Darkness to her was the one thing dreadful. It was a singularly passionate emotion, and it set me thinking and observing. I discovered then, among other things, that these little people gathered into the great houses after dark, and slept in droves. To enter upon them without a light was to put them into a tumult of apprehension. I never found one out of doors, or one sleeping alone within doors, after dark. Yet I was still such a blockhead that I missed the lesson of that fear, and in spite of Weena’s distress I insisted upon sleeping away from these slumbering multitudes.


    “It troubled her greatly, but in the end her odd affection for me triumphed, and for five of the nights of our acquaintance, including the last night of all, she slept with her head pillowed on my arm. But my story slips away from me as I speak of her. It must have been the night before her rescue that I was awakened about dawn. I had been restless, dreaming most disagreeably that I was drowned, and that sea anemones were feeling over my face with their soft palps. I woke with a start, and with an odd fancy that some greyish animal had just rushed out of the chamber. I tried to get to sleep again, but I felt restless and uncomfortable. It was that dim grey hour when things are just creeping out of darkness, when everything is colourless and clear cut, and yet unreal. I got up, and went down into the great hall, and so out upon the flagstones in front of the palace. I thought I would make a virtue of necessity, and see the sunrise.


    “The moon was setting, and the dying moonlight and the first pallor of dawn were mingled in a ghastly half-light. The bushes were inky black, the ground a sombre grey, the sky colourless and cheerless. And up the hill I thought I could see ghosts. There several times, as I scanned the slope, I saw white figures. Twice I fancied I saw a solitary white, ape-like creature running rather quickly up the hill, and once near the ruins I saw a leash of them carrying some dark body. They moved hastily. I did not see what became of them. It seemed that they vanished among the bushes. The dawn was still indistinct, you must understand. I was feeling that chill, uncertain, early-morning feeling you may have known. I doubted my eyes.


    “As the eastern sky grew brighter, and the light of the day came on and its vivid colouring returned upon the world once more, I scanned the view keenly. But I saw no vestige of my white figures. They were mere creatures of the half light. ‘They must have been ghosts,’ I said; ‘I wonder whence they dated.’ For a queer notion of Grant Allen’s came into my head, and amused me. If each generation die and leave ghosts, he argued, the world at last will get overcrowded with them. On that theory they would have grown innumerable some Eight Hundred Thousand Years hence, and it was no great wonder to see four at once. But the jest was unsatisfying, and I was thinking of these figures all the morning, until Weena’s rescue drove them out of my head. I associated them in some indefinite way with the white animal I had startled in my first passionate search for the Time Machine. But Weena was a pleasant substitute. Yet all the same, they were soon destined to take far deadlier possession of my mind.


    “I think I have said how much hotter than our own was the weather of this Golden Age. I cannot account for it. It may be that the sun was hotter, or the earth nearer the sun. It is usual to assume that the sun will go on cooling steadily in the future. But people, unfamiliar with such speculations as those of the younger Darwin, forget that the planets must ultimately fall back one by one into the parent body. As these catastrophes occur, the sun will blaze with renewed energy; and it may be that some inner planet had suffered this fate. Whatever the reason, the fact remains that the sun was very much hotter than we know it.


    “Well, one very hot morning—my fourth, I think—as I was seeking shelter from the heat and glare in a colossal ruin near the great house where I slept and fed, there happened this strange thing: Clambering among these heaps of masonry, I found a narrow gallery, whose end and side windows were blocked by fallen masses of stone. By contrast with the brilliancy outside, it seemed at first impenetrably dark to me. I entered it groping, for the change from light to blackness made spots of colour swim before me. Suddenly I halted spellbound. A pair of eyes, luminous by reflection against the daylight without, was watching me out of the darkness.


    “The old instinctive dread of wild beasts came upon me. I clenched my hands and steadfastly looked into the glaring eyeballs. I was afraid to turn. Then the thought of the absolute security in which humanity appeared to be living came to my mind. And then I remembered that strange terror of the dark. Overcoming my fear to some extent, I advanced a step and spoke. I will admit that my voice was harsh and ill-controlled. I put out my hand and touched something soft. At once the eyes darted sideways, and something white ran past me. I turned with my heart in my mouth, and saw a queer little ape-like figure, its head held down in a peculiar manner, running across the sunlit space behind me. It blundered against a block of granite, staggered aside, and in a moment was hidden in a black shadow beneath another pile of ruined masonry.


    “My impression of it is, of course, imperfect; but I know it was a dull white, and had strange large greyish-red eyes; also that there was flaxen hair on its head and down its back. But, as I say, it went too fast for me to see distinctly. I cannot even say whether it ran on all-fours, or only with its forearms held very low. After an instant’s pause I followed it into the second heap of ruins. I could not find it at first; but, after a time in the profound obscurity, I came upon one of those round well-like openings of which I have told you, half closed by a fallen pillar. A sudden thought came to me. Could this Thing have vanished down the shaft? I lit a match, and, looking down, I saw a small, white, moving creature, with large bright eyes which regarded me steadfastly as it retreated. It made me shudder. It was so like a human spider! It was clambering down the wall, and now I saw for the first time a number of metal foot and hand rests forming a kind of ladder down the shaft. Then the light burned my fingers and fell out of my hand, going out as it dropped, and when I had lit another the little monster had disappeared.


    “I do not know how long I sat peering down that well. It was not for some time that I could succeed in persuading myself that the thing I had seen was human. But, gradually, the truth dawned on me: that Man had not remained one species, but had differentiated into two distinct animals: that my graceful children of the Upper-world were not the sole descendants of our generation, but that this bleached, obscene, nocturnal Thing, which had flashed before me, was also heir to all the ages.


    “I thought of the flickering pillars and of my theory of an underground ventilation. I began to suspect their true import. And what, I wondered, was this Lemur doing in my scheme of a perfectly balanced organization? How was it related to the indolent serenity of the beautiful Upper-worlders? And what was hidden down there, at the foot of that shaft? I sat upon the edge of the well telling myself that, at any rate, there was nothing to fear, and that there I must descend for the solution of my difficulties. And withal I was absolutely afraid to go! As I hesitated, two of the beautiful Upper-world people came running in their amorous sport across the daylight in the shadow. The male pursued the female, flinging flowers at her as he ran.


    “They seemed distressed to find me, my arm against the overturned pillar, peering down the well. Apparently it was considered bad form to remark these apertures; for when I pointed to this one, and tried to frame a question about it in their tongue, they were still more visibly distressed and turned away. But they were interested by my matches, and I struck some to amuse them. I tried them again about the well, and again I failed. So presently I left them, meaning to go back to Weena, and see what I could get from her. But my mind was already in revolution; my guesses and impressions were slipping and sliding to a new adjustment. I had now a clue to the import of these wells, to the ventilating towers, to the mystery of the ghosts; to say nothing of a hint at the meaning of the bronze gates and the fate of the Time Machine! And very vaguely there came a suggestion towards the solution of the economic problem that had puzzled me.


    “Here was the new view. Plainly, this second species of Man was subterranean. There were three circumstances in particular which made me think that its rare emergence above ground was the outcome of a long-continued underground habit. In the first place, there was the bleached look common in most animals that live largely in the dark—the white fish of the Kentucky caves, for instance. Then, those large eyes, with that capacity for reflecting light, are common features of nocturnal things—witness the owl and the cat. And last of all, that evident confusion in the sunshine, that hasty yet fumbling awkward flight towards dark shadow, and that peculiar carriage of the head while in the light—all reinforced the theory of an extreme sensitiveness of the retina.


    “Beneath my feet, then, the earth must be tunnelled enormously, and these tunnellings were the habitat of the new race. The presence of ventilating shafts and wells along the hill slopes—everywhere, in fact, except along the river valley—showed how universal were its ramifications. What so natural, then, as to assume that it was in this artificial Underworld that such work as was necessary to the comfort of the daylight race was done? The notion was so plausible that I at once accepted it, and went on to assume the how of this splitting of the human species. I dare say you will anticipate the shape of my theory; though, for myself, I very soon felt that it fell far short of the truth.


    “At first, proceeding from the problems of our own age, it seemed clear as daylight to me that the gradual widening of the present merely temporary and social difference between the Capitalist and the Labourer, was the key to the whole position. No doubt it will seem grotesque enough to you—and wildly incredible!—and yet even now there are existing circumstances to point that way. There is a tendency to utilize underground space for the less ornamental purposes of civilization; there is the Metropolitan Railway in London, for instance, there are new electric railways, there are subways, there are underground workrooms and restaurants, and they increase and multiply. Evidently, I thought, this tendency had increased till Industry had gradually lost its birthright in the sky. I mean that it had gone deeper and deeper into larger and ever larger underground factories, spending a still-increasing amount of its time therein, till, in the end—! Even now, does not an East-end worker live in such artificial conditions as practically to be cut off from the natural surface of the earth?


    “Again, the exclusive tendency of richer people—due, no doubt, to the increasing refinement of their education, and the widening gulf between them and the rude violence of the poor—is already leading to the closing, in their interest, of considerable portions of the surface of the land. About London, for instance, perhaps half the prettier country is shut in against intrusion. And this same widening gulf—which is due to the length and expense of the higher educational process and the increased facilities for and temptations towards refined habits on the part of the rich—will make that exchange between class and class, that promotion by intermarriage which at present retards the splitting of our species along lines of social stratification, less and less frequent. So, in the end, above ground you must have the Haves, pursuing pleasure and comfort and beauty, and below ground the Have-nots, the Workers getting continually adapted to the conditions of their labour. Once they were there, they would no doubt have to pay rent, and not a little of it, for the ventilation of their caverns; and if they refused, they would starve or be suffocated for arrears. Such of them as were so constituted as to be miserable and rebellious would die; and, in the end, the balance being permanent, the survivors would become as well adapted to the conditions of underground life, and as happy in their way, as the Upper-world people were to theirs. As it seemed to me, the refined beauty and the etiolated pallor followed naturally enough.


    “The great triumph of Humanity I had dreamed of took a different shape in my mind. It had been no such triumph of moral education and general co-operation as I had imagined. Instead, I saw a real aristocracy, armed with a perfected science and working to a logical conclusion the industrial system of to-day. Its triumph had not been simply a triumph over Nature, but a triumph over Nature and the fellow-man. This, I must warn you, was my theory at the time. I had no convenient cicerone in the pattern of the Utopian books. My explanation may be absolutely wrong. I still think it is the most plausible one. But even on this supposition the balanced civilization that was at last attained must have long since passed its zenith, and was now far fallen into decay. The too-perfect security of the Upper-worlders had led them to a slow movement of degeneration, to a general dwindling in size, strength, and intelligence. That I could see clearly enough already. What had happened to the Under-grounders I did not yet suspect; but from what I had seen of the Morlocks—that, by the by, was the name by which these creatures were called—I could imagine that the modification of the human type was even far more profound than among the ‘Eloi,’ the beautiful race that I already knew.


    “Then came troublesome doubts. Why had the Morlocks taken my Time Machine? For I felt sure it was they who had taken it. Why, too, if the Eloi were masters, could they not restore the machine to me? And why were they so terribly afraid of the dark? I proceeded, as I have said, to question Weena about this Under-world, but here again I was disappointed. At first she would not understand my questions, and presently she refused to answer them. She shivered as though the topic was unendurable. And when I pressed her, perhaps a little harshly, she burst into tears. They were the only tears, except my own, I ever saw in that Golden Age. When I saw them I ceased abruptly to trouble about the Morlocks, and was only concerned in banishing these signs of the human inheritance from Weena’s eyes. And very soon she was smiling and clapping her hands, while I solemnly burned a match.


    VI


    “It may seem odd to you, but it was two days before I could follow up the new-found clue in what was manifestly the proper way. I felt a peculiar shrinking from those pallid bodies. They were just the half-bleached colour of the worms and things one sees preserved in spirit in a zoological museum. And they were filthily cold to the touch. Probably my shrinking was largely due to the sympathetic influence of the Eloi, whose disgust of the Morlocks I now began to appreciate.


    “The next night I did not sleep well. Probably my health was a little disordered. I was oppressed with perplexity and doubt. Once or twice I had a feeling of intense fear for which I could perceive no definite reason. I remember creeping noiselessly into the great hall where the little people were sleeping in the moonlight—that night Weena was among them—and feeling reassured by their presence. It occurred to me even then, that in the course of a few days the moon must pass through its last quarter, and the nights grow dark, when the appearances of these unpleasant creatures from below, these whitened Lemurs, this new vermin that had replaced the old, might be more abundant. And on both these days I had the restless feeling of one who shirks an inevitable duty. I felt assured that the Time Machine was only to be recovered by boldly penetrating these underground mysteries. Yet I could not face the mystery. If only I had had a companion it would have been different. But I was so horribly alone, and even to clamber down into the darkness of the well appalled me. I don’t know if you will understand my feeling, but I never felt quite safe at my back.


    “It was this restlessness, this insecurity, perhaps, that drove me further and further afield in my exploring expeditions. Going to the south-westward towards the rising country that is now called Combe Wood, I observed far off, in the direction of nineteenth-century Banstead, a vast green structure, different in character from any I had hitherto seen. It was larger than the largest of the palaces or ruins I knew, and the facade had an Oriental look: the face of it having the lustre, as well as the pale-green tint, a kind of bluish-green, of a certain type of Chinese porcelain. This difference in aspect suggested a difference in use, and I was minded to push on and explore. But the day was growing late, and I had come upon the sight of the place after a long and tiring circuit; so I resolved to hold over the adventure for the following day, and I returned to the welcome and the caresses of little Weena. But next morning I perceived clearly enough that my curiosity regarding the Palace of Green Porcelain was a piece of self-deception, to enable me to shirk, by another day, an experience I dreaded. I resolved I would make the descent without further waste of time, and started out in the early morning towards a well near the ruins of granite and aluminium.


    “Little Weena ran with me. She danced beside me to the well, but when she saw me lean over the mouth and look downward, she seemed strangely disconcerted. ‘Good-bye, little Weena,’ I said, kissing her; and then putting her down, I began to feel over the parapet for the climbing hooks. Rather hastily, I may as well confess, for I feared my courage might leak away! At first she watched me in amazement. Then she gave a most piteous cry, and running to me, she began to pull at me with her little hands. I think her opposition nerved me rather to proceed. I shook her off, perhaps a little roughly, and in another moment I was in the throat of the well. I saw her agonized face over the parapet, and smiled to reassure her. Then I had to look down at the unstable hooks to which I clung.


    “I had to clamber down a shaft of perhaps two hundred yards. The descent was effected by means of metallic bars projecting from the sides of the well, and these being adapted to the needs of a creature much smaller and lighter than myself, I was speedily cramped and fatigued by the descent. And not simply fatigued! One of the bars bent suddenly under my weight, and almost swung me off into the blackness beneath. For a moment I hung by one hand, and after that experience I did not dare to rest again. Though my arms and back were presently acutely painful, I went on clambering down the sheer descent with as quick a motion as possible. Glancing upward, I saw the aperture, a small blue disk, in which a star was visible, while little Weena’s head showed as a round black projection. The thudding sound of a machine below grew louder and more oppressive. Everything save that little disk above was profoundly dark, and when I looked up again Weena had disappeared.


    “I was in an agony of discomfort. I had some thought of trying to go up the shaft again, and leave the Under-world alone. But even while I turned this over in my mind I continued to descend. At last, with intense relief, I saw dimly coming up, a foot to the right of me, a slender loophole in the wall. Swinging myself in, I found it was the aperture of a narrow horizontal tunnel in which I could lie down and rest. It was not too soon. My arms ached, my back was cramped, and I was trembling with the prolonged terror of a fall. Besides this, the unbroken darkness had had a distressing effect upon my eyes. The air was full of the throb and hum of machinery pumping air down the shaft.


    “I do not know how long I lay. I was roused by a soft hand touching my face. Starting up in the darkness I snatched at my matches and, hastily striking one, I saw three stooping white creatures similar to the one I had seen above ground in the ruin, hastily retreating before the light. Living, as they did, in what appeared to me impenetrable darkness, their eyes were abnormally large and sensitive, just as are the pupils of the abysmal fishes, and they reflected the light in the same way. I have no doubt they could see me in that rayless obscurity, and they did not seem to have any fear of me apart from the light. But, so soon as I struck a match in order to see them, they fled incontinently, vanishing into dark gutters and tunnels, from which their eyes glared at me in the strangest fashion.


    “I tried to call to them, but the language they had was apparently different from that of the Over-world people; so that I was needs left to my own unaided efforts, and the thought of flight before exploration was even then in my mind. But I said to myself, ‘You are in for it now,’ and, feeling my way along the tunnel, I found the noise of machinery grow louder. Presently the walls fell away from me, and I came to a large open space, and striking another match, saw that I had entered a vast arched cavern, which stretched into utter darkness beyond the range of my light. The view I had of it was as much as one could see in the burning of a match.


    “Necessarily my memory is vague. Great shapes like big machines rose out of the dimness, and cast grotesque black shadows, in which dim spectral Morlocks sheltered from the glare. The place, by the by, was very stuffy and oppressive, and the faint halitus of freshly shed blood was in the air. Some way down the central vista was a little table of white metal, laid with what seemed a meal. The Morlocks at any rate were carnivorous! Even at the time, I remember wondering what large animal could have survived to furnish the red joint I saw. It was all very indistinct: the heavy smell, the big unmeaning shapes, the obscene figures lurking in the shadows, and only waiting for the darkness to come at me again! Then the match burned down, and stung my fingers, and fell, a wriggling red spot in the blackness.


    “I have thought since how particularly ill-equipped I was for such an experience. When I had started with the Time Machine, I had started with the absurd assumption that the men of the Future would certainly be infinitely ahead of ourselves in all their appliances. I had come without arms, without medicine, without anything to smoke—at times I missed tobacco frightfully—even without enough matches. If only I had thought of a Kodak! I could have flashed that glimpse of the Underworld in a second, and examined it at leisure. But, as it was, I stood there with only the weapons and the powers that Nature had endowed me with—hands, feet, and teeth; these, and four safety-matches that still remained to me.


    “I was afraid to push my way in among all this machinery in the dark, and it was only with my last glimpse of light I discovered that my store of matches had run low. It had never occurred to me until that moment that there was any need to economize them, and I had wasted almost half the box in astonishing the Upper-worlders, to whom fire was a novelty. Now, as I say, I had four left, and while I stood in the dark, a hand touched mine, lank fingers came feeling over my face, and I was sensible of a peculiar unpleasant odour. I fancied I heard the breathing of a crowd of those dreadful little beings about me. I felt the box of matches in my hand being gently disengaged, and other hands behind me plucking at my clothing. The sense of these unseen creatures examining me was indescribably unpleasant. The sudden realization of my ignorance of their ways of thinking and doing came home to me very vividly in the darkness. I shouted at them as loudly as I could. They started away, and then I could feel them approaching me again. They clutched at me more boldly, whispering odd sounds to each other. I shivered violently, and shouted again—rather discordantly. This time they were not so seriously alarmed, and they made a queer laughing noise as they came back at me. I will confess I was horribly frightened. I determined to strike another match and escape under the protection of its glare. I did so, and eking out the flicker with a scrap of paper from my pocket, I made good my retreat to the narrow tunnel. But I had scarce entered this when my light was blown out and in the blackness I could hear the Morlocks rustling like wind among leaves, and pattering like the rain, as they hurried after me.


    “In a moment I was clutched by several hands, and there was no mistaking that they were trying to haul me back. I struck another light, and waved it in their dazzled faces. You can scarce imagine how nauseatingly inhuman they looked—those pale, chinless faces and great, lidless, pinkish-grey eyes!—as they stared in their blindness and bewilderment. But I did not stay to look, I promise you: I retreated again, and when my second match had ended, I struck my third. It had almost burned through when I reached the opening into the shaft. I lay down on the edge, for the throb of the great pump below made me giddy. Then I felt sideways for the projecting hooks, and, as I did so, my feet were grasped from behind, and I was violently tugged backward. I lit my last match…and it incontinently went out. But I had my hand on the climbing bars now, and, kicking violently, I disengaged myself from the clutches of the Morlocks and was speedily clambering up the shaft, while they stayed peering and blinking up at me: all but one little wretch who followed me for some way, and well-nigh secured my boot as a trophy.


    “That climb seemed interminable to me. With the last twenty or thirty feet of it a deadly nausea came upon me. I had the greatest difficulty in keeping my hold. The last few yards was a frightful struggle against this faintness. Several times my head swam, and I felt all the sensations of falling. At last, however, I got over the well-mouth somehow, and staggered out of the ruin into the blinding sunlight. I fell upon my face. Even the soil smelt sweet and clean. Then I remember Weena kissing my hands and ears, and the voices of others among the Eloi. Then, for a time, I was insensible.


    VII


    “Now, indeed, I seemed in a worse case than before. Hitherto, except during my night’s anguish at the loss of the Time Machine, I had felt a sustaining hope of ultimate escape, but that hope was staggered by these new discoveries. Hitherto I had merely thought myself impeded by the childish simplicity of the little people, and by some unknown forces which I had only to understand to overcome; but there was an altogether new element in the sickening quality of the Morlocks—a something inhuman and malign. Instinctively I loathed them. Before, I had felt as a man might feel who had fallen into a pit: my concern was with the pit and how to get out of it. Now I felt like a beast in a trap, whose enemy would come upon him soon.


    “The enemy I dreaded may surprise you. It was the darkness of the new moon. Weena had put this into my head by some at first incomprehensible remarks about the Dark Nights. It was not now such a very difficult problem to guess what the coming Dark Nights might mean. The moon was on the wane: each night there was a longer interval of darkness. And I now understood to some slight degree at least the reason of the fear of the little Upper-world people for the dark. I wondered vaguely what foul villainy it might be that the Morlocks did under the new moon. I felt pretty sure now that my second hypothesis was all wrong. The Upper-world people might once have been the favoured aristocracy, and the Morlocks their mechanical servants: but that had long since passed away. The two species that had resulted from the evolution of man were sliding down towards, or had already arrived at, an altogether new relationship. The Eloi, like the Carolingian kings, had decayed to a mere beautiful futility. They still possessed the earth on sufferance: since the Morlocks, subterranean for innumerable generations, had come at last to find the daylit surface intolerable. And the Morlocks made their garments, I inferred, and maintained them in their habitual needs, perhaps through the survival of an old habit of service. They did it as a standing horse paws with his foot, or as a man enjoys killing animals in sport: because ancient and departed necessities had impressed it on the organism. But, clearly, the old order was already in part reversed. The Nemesis of the delicate ones was creeping on apace. Ages ago, thousands of generations ago, man had thrust his brother man out of the ease and the sunshine. And now that brother was coming back changed! Already the Eloi had begun to learn one old lesson anew. They were becoming reacquainted with Fear. And suddenly there came into my head the memory of the meat I had seen in the Under-world. It seemed odd how it floated into my mind: not stirred up as it were by the current of my meditations, but coming in almost like a question from outside. I tried to recall the form of it. I had a vague sense of something familiar, but I could not tell what it was at the time.


    “Still, however helpless the little people in the presence of their mysterious Fear, I was differently constituted. I came out of this age of ours, this ripe prime of the human race, when Fear does not paralyse and mystery has lost its terrors. I at least would defend myself. Without further delay I determined to make myself arms and a fastness where I might sleep. With that refuge as a base, I could face this strange world with some of that confidence I had lost in realizing to what creatures night by night I lay exposed. I felt I could never sleep again until my bed was secure from them. I shuddered with horror to think how they must already have examined me.


    “I wandered during the afternoon along the valley of the Thames, but found nothing that commended itself to my mind as inaccessible. All the buildings and trees seemed easily practicable to such dexterous climbers as the Morlocks, to judge by their wells, must be. Then the tall pinnacles of the Palace of Green Porcelain and the polished gleam of its walls came back to my memory; and in the evening, taking Weena like a child upon my shoulder, I went up the hills towards the south-west. The distance, I had reckoned, was seven or eight miles, but it must have been nearer eighteen. I had first seen the place on a moist afternoon when distances are deceptively diminished. In addition, the heel of one of my shoes was loose, and a nail was working through the sole—they were comfortable old shoes I wore about indoors—so that I was lame. And it was already long past sunset when I came in sight of the palace, silhouetted black against the pale yellow of the sky.


    “Weena had been hugely delighted when I began to carry her, but after a while she desired me to let her down, and ran along by the side of me, occasionally darting off on either hand to pick flowers to stick in my pockets. My pockets had always puzzled Weena, but at the last she had concluded that they were an eccentric kind of vase for floral decoration. At least she utilized them for that purpose. And that reminds me! In changing my jacket I found…”


    The Time Traveller paused, put his hand into his pocket, and silently placed two withered flowers, not unlike very large white mallows, upon the little table. Then he resumed his narrative.


    “As the hush of evening crept over the world and we proceeded over the hill crest towards Wimbledon, Weena grew tired and wanted to return to the house of grey stone. But I pointed out the distant pinnacles of the Palace of Green Porcelain to her, and contrived to make her understand that we were seeking a refuge there from her Fear. You know that great pause that comes upon things before the dusk? Even the breeze stops in the trees. To me there is always an air of expectation about that evening stillness. The sky was clear, remote, and empty save for a few horizontal bars far down in the sunset. Well, that night the expectation took the colour of my fears. In that darkling calm my senses seemed preternaturally sharpened. I fancied I could even feel the hollowness of the ground beneath my feet: could, indeed, almost see through it the Morlocks on their ant-hill going hither and thither and waiting for the dark. In my excitement I fancied that they would receive my invasion of their burrows as a declaration of war. And why had they taken my Time Machine?


    “So we went on in the quiet, and the twilight deepened into night. The clear blue of the distance faded, and one star after another came out. The ground grew dim and the trees black. Weena’s fears and her fatigue grew upon her. I took her in my arms and talked to her and caressed her. Then, as the darkness grew deeper, she put her arms round my neck, and, closing her eyes, tightly pressed her face against my shoulder. So we went down a long slope into a valley, and there in the dimness I almost walked into a little river. This I waded, and went up the opposite side of the valley, past a number of sleeping houses, and by a statue—a Faun, or some such figure, minus the head. Here too were acacias. So far I had seen nothing of the Morlocks, but it was yet early in the night, and the darker hours before the old moon rose were still to come.


    “From the brow of the next hill I saw a thick wood spreading wide and black before me. I hesitated at this. I could see no end to it, either to the right or the left. Feeling tired—my feet, in particular, were very sore—I carefully lowered Weena from my shoulder as I halted, and sat down upon the turf. I could no longer see the Palace of Green Porcelain, and I was in doubt of my direction. I looked into the thickness of the wood and thought of what it might hide. Under that dense tangle of branches one would be out of sight of the stars. Even were there no other lurking danger—a danger I did not care to let my imagination loose upon—there would still be all the roots to stumble over and the tree-boles to strike against.


    “I was very tired, too, after the excitements of the day; so I decided that I would not face it, but would pass the night upon the open hill.


    “Weena, I was glad to find, was fast asleep. I carefully wrapped her in my jacket, and sat down beside her to wait for the moonrise. The hill-side was quiet and deserted, but from the black of the wood there came now and then a stir of living things. Above me shone the stars, for the night was very clear. I felt a certain sense of friendly comfort in their twinkling. All the old constellations had gone from the sky, however: that slow movement which is imperceptible in a hundred human lifetimes, had long since rearranged them in unfamiliar groupings. But the Milky Way, it seemed to me, was still the same tattered streamer of star-dust as of yore. Southward (as I judged it) was a very bright red star that was new to me; it was even more splendid than our own green Sirius. And amid all these scintillating points of light one bright planet shone kindly and steadily like the face of an old friend.


    “Looking at these stars suddenly dwarfed my own troubles and all the gravities of terrestrial life. I thought of their unfathomable distance, and the slow inevitable drift of their movements out of the unknown past into the unknown future. I thought of the great precessional cycle that the pole of the earth describes. Only forty times had that silent revolution occurred during all the years that I had traversed. And during these few revolutions all the activity, all the traditions, the complex organizations, the nations, languages, literatures, aspirations, even the mere memory of Man as I knew him, had been swept out of existence. Instead were these frail creatures who had forgotten their high ancestry, and the white Things of which I went in terror. Then I thought of the Great Fear that was between the two species, and for the first time, with a sudden shiver, came the clear knowledge of what the meat I had seen might be. Yet it was too horrible! I looked at little Weena sleeping beside me, her face white and starlike under the stars, and forthwith dismissed the thought.


    “Through that long night I held my mind off the Morlocks as well as I could, and whiled away the time by trying to fancy I could find signs of the old constellations in the new confusion. The sky kept very clear, except for a hazy cloud or so. No doubt I dozed at times. Then, as my vigil wore on, came a faintness in the eastward sky, like the reflection of some colourless fire, and the old moon rose, thin and peaked and white. And close behind, and overtaking it, and overflowing it, the dawn came, pale at first, and then growing pink and warm. No Morlocks had approached us. Indeed, I had seen none upon the hill that night. And in the confidence of renewed day it almost seemed to me that my fear had been unreasonable. I stood up and found my foot with the loose heel swollen at the ankle and painful under the heel; so I sat down again, took off my shoes, and flung them away.


    “I awakened Weena, and we went down into the wood, now green and pleasant instead of black and forbidding. We found some fruit wherewith to break our fast. We soon met others of the dainty ones, laughing and dancing in the sunlight as though there was no such thing in nature as the night. And then I thought once more of the meat that I had seen. I felt assured now of what it was, and from the bottom of my heart I pitied this last feeble rill from the great flood of humanity. Clearly, at some time in the Long-Ago of human decay the Morlocks’ food had run short. Possibly they had lived on rats and such-like vermin. Even now man is far less discriminating and exclusive in his food than he was—far less than any monkey. His prejudice against human flesh is no deep-seated instinct. And so these inhuman sons of men——! I tried to look at the thing in a scientific spirit. After all, they were less human and more remote than our cannibal ancestors of three or four thousand years ago. And the intelligence that would have made this state of things a torment had gone. Why should I trouble myself? These Eloi were mere fatted cattle, which the ant-like Morlocks preserved and preyed upon—probably saw to the breeding of. And there was Weena dancing at my side!


    “Then I tried to preserve myself from the horror that was coming upon me, by regarding it as a rigorous punishment of human selfishness. Man had been content to live in ease and delight upon the labours of his fellow-man, had taken Necessity as his watchword and excuse, and in the fullness of time Necessity had come home to him. I even tried a Carlyle-like scorn of this wretched aristocracy in decay. But this attitude of mind was impossible. However great their intellectual degradation, the Eloi had kept too much of the human form not to claim my sympathy, and to make me perforce a sharer in their degradation and their Fear.


    “I had at that time very vague ideas as to the course I should pursue. My first was to secure some safe place of refuge, and to make myself such arms of metal or stone as I could contrive. That necessity was immediate. In the next place, I hoped to procure some means of fire, so that I should have the weapon of a torch at hand, for nothing, I knew, would be more efficient against these Morlocks. Then I wanted to arrange some contrivance to break open the doors of bronze under the White Sphinx. I had in mind a battering ram. I had a persuasion that if I could enter those doors and carry a blaze of light before me I should discover the Time Machine and escape. I could not imagine the Morlocks were strong enough to move it far away. Weena I had resolved to bring with me to our own time. And turning such schemes over in my mind I pursued our way towards the building which my fancy had chosen as our dwelling.


    VIII


    “I found the Palace of Green Porcelain, when we approached it about noon, deserted and falling into ruin. Only ragged vestiges of glass remained in its windows, and great sheets of the green facing had fallen away from the corroded metallic framework. It lay very high upon a turfy down, and looking north-eastward before I entered it, I was surprised to see a large estuary, or even creek, where I judged Wandsworth and Battersea must once have been. I thought then—though I never followed up the thought—of what might have happened, or might be happening, to the living things in the sea.


    “The material of the Palace proved on examination to be indeed porcelain, and along the face of it I saw an inscription in some unknown character. I thought, rather foolishly, that Weena might help me to interpret this, but I only learned that the bare idea of writing had never entered her head. She always seemed to me, I fancy, more human than she was, perhaps because her affection was so human.


    “Within the big valves of the door—which were open and broken—we found, instead of the customary hall, a long gallery lit by many side windows. At the first glance I was reminded of a museum. The tiled floor was thick with dust, and a remarkable array of miscellaneous objects was shrouded in the same grey covering. Then I perceived, standing strange and gaunt in the centre of the hall, what was clearly the lower part of a huge skeleton. I recognized by the oblique feet that it was some extinct creature after the fashion of the Megatherium. The skull and the upper bones lay beside it in the thick dust, and in one place, where rain-water had dropped through a leak in the roof, the thing itself had been worn away. Further in the gallery was the huge skeleton barrel of a Brontosaurus. My museum hypothesis was confirmed. Going towards the side I found what appeared to be sloping shelves, and clearing away the thick dust, I found the old familiar glass cases of our own time. But they must have been air-tight to judge from the fair preservation of some of their contents.


    “Clearly we stood among the ruins of some latter-day South Kensington! Here, apparently, was the Palaeontological Section, and a very splendid array of fossils it must have been, though the inevitable process of decay that had been staved off for a time, and had, through the extinction of bacteria and fungi, lost ninety-nine hundredths of its force, was nevertheless, with extreme sureness if with extreme slowness at work again upon all its treasures. Here and there I found traces of the little people in the shape of rare fossils broken to pieces or threaded in strings upon reeds. And the cases had in some instances been bodily removed—by the Morlocks as I judged. The place was very silent. The thick dust deadened our footsteps. Weena, who had been rolling a sea urchin down the sloping glass of a case, presently came, as I stared about me, and very quietly took my hand and stood beside me.


    “And at first I was so much surprised by this ancient monument of an intellectual age, that I gave no thought to the possibilities it presented. Even my preoccupation about the Time Machine receded a little from my mind.


    “To judge from the size of the place, this Palace of Green Porcelain had a great deal more in it than a Gallery of Palaeontology; possibly historical galleries; it might be, even a library! To me, at least in my present circumstances, these would be vastly more interesting than this spectacle of oldtime geology in decay. Exploring, I found another short gallery running transversely to the first. This appeared to be devoted to minerals, and the sight of a block of sulphur set my mind running on gunpowder. But I could find no saltpeter; indeed, no nitrates of any kind. Doubtless they had deliquesced ages ago. Yet the sulphur hung in my mind, and set up a train of thinking. As for the rest of the contents of that gallery, though on the whole they were the best preserved of all I saw, I had little interest. I am no specialist in mineralogy, and I went on down a very ruinous aisle running parallel to the first hall I had entered. Apparently this section had been devoted to natural history, but everything had long since passed out of recognition. A few shrivelled and blackened vestiges of what had once been stuffed animals, desiccated mummies in jars that had once held spirit, a brown dust of departed plants: that was all! I was sorry for that, because I should have been glad to trace the patent readjustments by which the conquest of animated nature had been attained. Then we came to a gallery of simply colossal proportions, but singularly ill-lit, the floor of it running downward at a slight angle from the end at which I entered. At intervals white globes hung from the ceiling—many of them cracked and smashed—which suggested that originally the place had been artificially lit. Here I was more in my element, for rising on either side of me were the huge bulks of big machines, all greatly corroded and many broken down, but some still fairly complete. You know I have a certain weakness for mechanism, and I was inclined to linger among these; the more so as for the most part they had the interest of puzzles, and I could make only the vaguest guesses at what they were for. I fancied that if I could solve their puzzles I should find myself in possession of powers that might be of use against the Morlocks.


    “Suddenly Weena came very close to my side. So suddenly that she startled me. Had it not been for her I do not think I should have noticed that the floor of the gallery sloped at all. [Footnote: It may be, of course, that the floor did not slope, but that the museum was built into the side of a hill.—ED.]


    The end I had come in at was quite above ground, and was lit by rare slit-like windows. As you went down the length, the ground came up against these windows, until at last there was a pit like the ‘area’ of a London house before each, and only a narrow line of daylight at the top. I went slowly along, puzzling about the machines, and had been too intent upon them to notice the gradual diminution of the light, until Weena’s increasing apprehensions drew my attention. Then I saw that the gallery ran down at last into a thick darkness. I hesitated, and then, as I looked round me, I saw that the dust was less abundant and its surface less even. Further away towards the dimness, it appeared to be broken by a number of small narrow footprints. My sense of the immediate presence of the Morlocks revived at that. I felt that I was wasting my time in the academic examination of machinery. I called to mind that it was already far advanced in the afternoon, and that I had still no weapon, no refuge, and no means of making a fire. And then down in the remote blackness of the gallery I heard a peculiar pattering, and the same odd noises I had heard down the well.


    “I took Weena’s hand. Then, struck with a sudden idea, I left her and turned to a machine from which projected a lever not unlike those in a signal-box. Clambering upon the stand, and grasping this lever in my hands, I put all my weight upon it sideways. Suddenly Weena, deserted in the central aisle, began to whimper. I had judged the strength of the lever pretty correctly, for it snapped after a minute’s strain, and I rejoined her with a mace in my hand more than sufficient, I judged, for any Morlock skull I might encounter. And I longed very much to kill a Morlock or so. Very inhuman, you may think, to want to go killing one’s own descendants! But it was impossible, somehow, to feel any humanity in the things. Only my disinclination to leave Weena, and a persuasion that if I began to slake my thirst for murder my Time Machine might suffer, restrained me from going straight down the gallery and killing the brutes I heard.


    “Well, mace in one hand and Weena in the other, I went out of that gallery and into another and still larger one, which at the first glance reminded me of a military chapel hung with tattered flags. The brown and charred rags that hung from the sides of it, I presently recognized as the decaying vestiges of books. They had long since dropped to pieces, and every semblance of print had left them. But here and there were warped boards and cracked metallic clasps that told the tale well enough. Had I been a literary man I might, perhaps, have moralized upon the futility of all ambition. But as it was, the thing that struck me with keenest force was the enormous waste of labour to which this sombre wilderness of rotting paper testified. At the time I will confess that I thought chiefly of the Philosophical Transactions and my own seventeen papers upon physical optics.


    “Then, going up a broad staircase, we came to what may once have been a gallery of technical chemistry. And here I had not a little hope of useful discoveries. Except at one end where the roof had collapsed, this gallery was well preserved. I went eagerly to every unbroken case. And at last, in one of the really air-tight cases, I found a box of matches. Very eagerly I tried them. They were perfectly good. They were not even damp. I turned to Weena. ‘Dance,’ I cried to her in her own tongue. For now I had a weapon indeed against the horrible creatures we feared. And so, in that derelict museum, upon the thick soft carpeting of dust, to Weena’s huge delight, I solemnly performed a kind of composite dance, whistling The Land of the Leal as cheerfully as I could. In part it was a modest cancan, in part a step dance, in part a skirt-dance (so far as my tail-coat permitted), and in part original. For I am naturally inventive, as you know.


    “Now, I still think that for this box of matches to have escaped the wear of time for immemorial years was a most strange, as for me it was a most fortunate thing. Yet, oddly enough, I found a far unlikelier substance, and that was camphor. I found it in a sealed jar, that by chance, I suppose, had been really hermetically sealed. I fancied at first that it was paraffin wax, and smashed the glass accordingly. But the odour of camphor was unmistakable. In the universal decay this volatile substance had chanced to survive, perhaps through many thousands of centuries. It reminded me of a sepia painting I had once seen done from the ink of a fossil Belemnite that must have perished and become fossilized millions of years ago. I was about to throw it away, but I remembered that it was inflammable and burned with a good bright flame—was, in fact, an excellent candle—and I put it in my pocket. I found no explosives, however, nor any means of breaking down the bronze doors. As yet my iron crowbar was the most helpful thing I had chanced upon. Nevertheless I left that gallery greatly elated.


    “I cannot tell you all the story of that long afternoon. It would require a great effort of memory to recall my explorations in at all the proper order. I remember a long gallery of rusting stands of arms, and how I hesitated between my crowbar and a hatchet or a sword. I could not carry both, however, and my bar of iron promised best against the bronze gates. There were numbers of guns, pistols, and rifles. The most were masses of rust, but many were of some new metal, and still fairly sound. But any cartridges or powder there may once have been had rotted into dust. One corner I saw was charred and shattered; perhaps, I thought, by an explosion among the specimens. In another place was a vast array of idols—Polynesian, Mexican, Grecian, Phoenician, every country on earth I should think. And here, yielding to an irresistible impulse, I wrote my name upon the nose of a steatite monster from South America that particularly took my fancy.


    “As the evening drew on, my interest waned. I went through gallery after gallery, dusty, silent, often ruinous, the exhibits sometimes mere heaps of rust and lignite, sometimes fresher. In one place I suddenly found myself near the model of a tin-mine, and then by the merest accident I discovered, in an air-tight case, two dynamite cartridges! I shouted ‘Eureka!’ and smashed the case with joy. Then came a doubt. I hesitated. Then, selecting a little side gallery, I made my essay. I never felt such a disappointment as I did in waiting five, ten, fifteen minutes for an explosion that never came. Of course the things were dummies, as I might have guessed from their presence. I really believe that had they not been so, I should have rushed off incontinently and blown Sphinx, bronze doors, and (as it proved) my chances of finding the Time Machine, all together into non-existence.


    “It was after that, I think, that we came to a little open court within the palace. It was turfed, and had three fruit-trees. So we rested and refreshed ourselves. Towards sunset I began to consider our position. Night was creeping upon us, and my inaccessible hiding-place had still to be found. But that troubled me very little now. I had in my possession a thing that was, perhaps, the best of all defences against the Morlocks—I had matches! I had the camphor in my pocket, too, if a blaze were needed. It seemed to me that the best thing we could do would be to pass the night in the open, protected by a fire. In the morning there was the getting of the Time Machine. Towards that, as yet, I had only my iron mace. But now, with my growing knowledge, I felt very differently towards those bronze doors. Up to this, I had refrained from forcing them, largely because of the mystery on the other side. They had never impressed me as being very strong, and I hoped to find my bar of iron not altogether inadequate for the work.


    IX


    “We emerged from the palace while the sun was still in part above the horizon. I was determined to reach the White Sphinx early the next morning, and ere the dusk I purposed pushing through the woods that had stopped me on the previous journey. My plan was to go as far as possible that night, and then, building a fire, to sleep in the protection of its glare. Accordingly, as we went along I gathered any sticks or dried grass I saw, and presently had my arms full of such litter. Thus loaded, our progress was slower than I had anticipated, and besides Weena was tired. And I began to suffer from sleepiness too; so that it was full night before we reached the wood. Upon the shrubby hill of its edge Weena would have stopped, fearing the darkness before us; but a singular sense of impending calamity, that should indeed have served me as a warning, drove me onward. I had been without sleep for a night and two days, and I was feverish and irritable. I felt sleep coming upon me, and the Morlocks with it.


    “While we hesitated, among the black bushes behind us, and dim against their blackness, I saw three crouching figures. There was scrub and long grass all about us, and I did not feel safe from their insidious approach. The forest, I calculated, was rather less than a mile across. If we could get through it to the bare hill-side, there, as it seemed to me, was an altogether safer resting-place; I thought that with my matches and my camphor I could contrive to keep my path illuminated through the woods. Yet it was evident that if I was to flourish matches with my hands I should have to abandon my firewood; so, rather reluctantly, I put it down. And then it came into my head that I would amaze our friends behind by lighting it. I was to discover the atrocious folly of this proceeding, but it came to my mind as an ingenious move for covering our retreat.


    “I don’t know if you have ever thought what a rare thing flame must be in the absence of man and in a temperate climate. The sun’s heat is rarely strong enough to burn, even when it is focused by dewdrops, as is sometimes the case in more tropical districts. Lightning may blast and blacken, but it rarely gives rise to widespread fire. Decaying vegetation may occasionally smoulder with the heat of its fermentation, but this rarely results in flame. In this decadence, too, the art of fire-making had been forgotten on the earth. The red tongues that went licking up my heap of wood were an altogether new and strange thing to Weena.


    “She wanted to run to it and play with it. I believe she would have cast herself into it had I not restrained her. But I caught her up, and in spite of her struggles, plunged boldly before me into the wood. For a little way the glare of my fire lit the path. Looking back presently, I could see, through the crowded stems, that from my heap of sticks the blaze had spread to some bushes adjacent, and a curved line of fire was creeping up the grass of the hill. I laughed at that, and turned again to the dark trees before me. It was very black, and Weena clung to me convulsively, but there was still, as my eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, sufficient light for me to avoid the stems. Overhead it was simply black, except where a gap of remote blue sky shone down upon us here and there. I struck none of my matches because I had no hand free. Upon my left arm I carried my little one, in my right hand I had my iron bar.


    “For some way I heard nothing but the crackling twigs under my feet, the faint rustle of the breeze above, and my own breathing and the throb of the blood-vessels in my ears. Then I seemed to know of a pattering about me. I pushed on grimly. The pattering grew more distinct, and then I caught the same queer sound and voices I had heard in the Under-world. There were evidently several of the Morlocks, and they were closing in upon me. Indeed, in another minute I felt a tug at my coat, then something at my arm. And Weena shivered violently, and became quite still.


    “It was time for a match. But to get one I must put her down. I did so, and, as I fumbled with my pocket, a struggle began in the darkness about my knees, perfectly silent on her part and with the same peculiar cooing sounds from the Morlocks. Soft little hands, too, were creeping over my coat and back, touching even my neck. Then the match scratched and fizzed. I held it flaring, and saw the white backs of the Morlocks in flight amid the trees. I hastily took a lump of camphor from my pocket, and prepared to light it as soon as the match should wane. Then I looked at Weena. She was lying clutching my feet and quite motionless, with her face to the ground. With a sudden fright I stooped to her. She seemed scarcely to breathe. I lit the block of camphor and flung it to the ground, and as it split and flared up and drove back the Morlocks and the shadows, I knelt down and lifted her. The wood behind seemed full of the stir and murmur of a great company!


    “She seemed to have fainted. I put her carefully upon my shoulder and rose to push on, and then there came a horrible realization. In manoeuvring with my matches and Weena, I had turned myself about several times, and now I had not the faintest idea in what direction lay my path. For all I knew, I might be facing back towards the Palace of Green Porcelain. I found myself in a cold sweat. I had to think rapidly what to do. I determined to build a fire and encamp where we were. I put Weena, still motionless, down upon a turfy bole, and very hastily, as my first lump of camphor waned, I began collecting sticks and leaves. Here and there out of the darkness round me the Morlocks’ eyes shone like carbuncles.


    “The camphor flickered and went out. I lit a match, and as I did so, two white forms that had been approaching Weena dashed hastily away. One was so blinded by the light that he came straight for me, and I felt his bones grind under the blow of my fist. He gave a whoop of dismay, staggered a little way, and fell down. I lit another piece of camphor, and went on gathering my bonfire. Presently I noticed how dry was some of the foliage above me, for since my arrival on the Time Machine, a matter of a week, no rain had fallen. So, instead of casting about among the trees for fallen twigs, I began leaping up and dragging down branches. Very soon I had a choking smoky fire of green wood and dry sticks, and could economize my camphor. Then I turned to where Weena lay beside my iron mace. I tried what I could to revive her, but she lay like one dead. I could not even satisfy myself whether or not she breathed.


    “Now, the smoke of the fire beat over towards me, and it must have made me heavy of a sudden. Moreover, the vapour of camphor was in the air. My fire would not need replenishing for an hour or so. I felt very weary after my exertion, and sat down. The wood, too, was full of a slumbrous murmur that I did not understand. I seemed just to nod and open my eyes. But all was dark, and the Morlocks had their hands upon me. Flinging off their clinging fingers I hastily felt in my pocket for the match-box, and—it had gone! Then they gripped and closed with me again. In a moment I knew what had happened. I had slept, and my fire had gone out, and the bitterness of death came over my soul. The forest seemed full of the smell of burning wood. I was caught by the neck, by the hair, by the arms, and pulled down. It was indescribably horrible in the darkness to feel all these soft creatures heaped upon me. I felt as if I was in a monstrous spider’s web. I was overpowered, and went down. I felt little teeth nipping at my neck. I rolled over, and as I did so my hand came against my iron lever. It gave me strength. I struggled up, shaking the human rats from me, and, holding the bar short, I thrust where I judged their faces might be. I could feel the succulent giving of flesh and bone under my blows, and for a moment I was free.


    “The strange exultation that so often seems to accompany hard fighting came upon me. I knew that both I and Weena were lost, but I determined to make the Morlocks pay for their meat. I stood with my back to a tree, swinging the iron bar before me. The whole wood was full of the stir and cries of them. A minute passed. Their voices seemed to rise to a higher pitch of excitement, and their movements grew faster. Yet none came within reach. I stood glaring at the blackness. Then suddenly came hope. What if the Morlocks were afraid? And close on the heels of that came a strange thing. The darkness seemed to grow luminous. Very dimly I began to see the Morlocks about me—three battered at my feet—and then I recognized, with incredulous surprise, that the others were running, in an incessant stream, as it seemed, from behind me, and away through the wood in front. And their backs seemed no longer white, but reddish. As I stood agape, I saw a little red spark go drifting across a gap of starlight between the branches, and vanish. And at that I understood the smell of burning wood, the slumbrous murmur that was growing now into a gusty roar, the red glow, and the Morlocks’ flight.


    “Stepping out from behind my tree and looking back, I saw, through the black pillars of the nearer trees, the flames of the burning forest. It was my first fire coming after me. With that I looked for Weena, but she was gone. The hissing and crackling behind me, the explosive thud as each fresh tree burst into flame, left little time for reflection. My iron bar still gripped, I followed in the Morlocks’ path. It was a close race. Once the flames crept forward so swiftly on my right as I ran that I was outflanked and had to strike off to the left. But at last I emerged upon a small open space, and as I did so, a Morlock came blundering towards me, and past me, and went on straight into the fire!


    “And now I was to see the most weird and horrible thing, I think, of all that I beheld in that future age. This whole space was as bright as day with the reflection of the fire. In the centre was a hillock or tumulus, surmounted by a scorched hawthorn. Beyond this was another arm of the burning forest, with yellow tongues already writhing from it, completely encircling the space with a fence of fire. Upon the hill-side were some thirty or forty Morlocks, dazzled by the light and heat, and blundering hither and thither against each other in their bewilderment. At first I did not realize their blindness, and struck furiously at them with my bar, in a frenzy of fear, as they approached me, killing one and crippling several more. But when I had watched the gestures of one of them groping under the hawthorn against the red sky, and heard their moans, I was assured of their absolute helplessness and misery in the glare, and I struck no more of them.


    “Yet every now and then one would come straight towards me, setting loose a quivering horror that made me quick to elude him. At one time the flames died down somewhat, and I feared the foul creatures would presently be able to see me. I was thinking of beginning the fight by killing some of them before this should happen; but the fire burst out again brightly, and I stayed my hand. I walked about the hill among them and avoided them, looking for some trace of Weena. But Weena was gone.


    “At last I sat down on the summit of the hillock, and watched this strange incredible company of blind things groping to and fro, and making uncanny noises to each other, as the glare of the fire beat on them. The coiling uprush of smoke streamed across the sky, and through the rare tatters of that red canopy, remote as though they belonged to another universe, shone the little stars. Two or three Morlocks came blundering into me, and I drove them off with blows of my fists, trembling as I did so.


    “For the most part of that night I was persuaded it was a nightmare. I bit myself and screamed in a passionate desire to awake. I beat the ground with my hands, and got up and sat down again, and wandered here and there, and again sat down. Then I would fall to rubbing my eyes and calling upon God to let me awake. Thrice I saw Morlocks put their heads down in a kind of agony and rush into the flames. But, at last, above the subsiding red of the fire, above the streaming masses of black smoke and the whitening and blackening tree stumps, and the diminishing numbers of these dim creatures, came the white light of the day.


    “I searched again for traces of Weena, but there were none. It was plain that they had left her poor little body in the forest. I cannot describe how it relieved me to think that it had escaped the awful fate to which it seemed destined. As I thought of that, I was almost moved to begin a massacre of the helpless abominations about me, but I contained myself. The hillock, as I have said, was a kind of island in the forest. From its summit I could now make out through a haze of smoke the Palace of Green Porcelain, and from that I could get my bearings for the White Sphinx. And so, leaving the remnant of these damned souls still going hither and thither and moaning, as the day grew clearer, I tied some grass about my feet and limped on across smoking ashes and among black stems, that still pulsated internally with fire, towards the hiding-place of the Time Machine. I walked slowly, for I was almost exhausted, as well as lame, and I felt the intensest wretchedness for the horrible death of little Weena. It seemed an overwhelming calamity. Now, in this old familiar room, it is more like the sorrow of a dream than an actual loss. But that morning it left me absolutely lonely again—terribly alone. I began to think of this house of mine, of this fireside, of some of you, and with such thoughts came a longing that was pain.


    “But as I walked over the smoking ashes under the bright morning sky, I made a discovery. In my trouser pocket were still some loose matches. The box must have leaked before it was lost.


    X


    “About eight or nine in the morning I came to the same seat of yellow metal from which I had viewed the world upon the evening of my arrival. I thought of my hasty conclusions upon that evening and could not refrain from laughing bitterly at my confidence. Here was the same beautiful scene, the same abundant foliage, the same splendid palaces and magnificent ruins, the same silver river running between its fertile banks. The gay robes of the beautiful people moved hither and thither among the trees. Some were bathing in exactly the place where I had saved Weena, and that suddenly gave me a keen stab of pain. And like blots upon the landscape rose the cupolas above the ways to the Under-world. I understood now what all the beauty of the Over-world people covered. Very pleasant was their day, as pleasant as the day of the cattle in the field. Like the cattle, they knew of no enemies and provided against no needs. And their end was the same.


    “I grieved to think how brief the dream of the human intellect had been. It had committed suicide. It had set itself steadfastly towards comfort and ease, a balanced society with security and permanency as its watchword, it had attained its hopes—to come to this at last. Once, life and property must have reached almost absolute safety. The rich had been assured of his wealth and comfort, the toiler assured of his life and work. No doubt in that perfect world there had been no unemployed problem, no social question left unsolved. And a great quiet had followed.


    “It is a law of nature we overlook, that intellectual versatility is the compensation for change, danger, and trouble. An animal perfectly in harmony with its environment is a perfect mechanism. Nature never appeals to intelligence until habit and instinct are useless. There is no intelligence where there is no change and no need of change. Only those animals partake of intelligence that have to meet a huge variety of needs and dangers.


    “So, as I see it, the Upper-world man had drifted towards his feeble prettiness, and the Under-world to mere mechanical industry. But that perfect state had lacked one thing even for mechanical perfection—absolute permanency. Apparently as time went on, the feeding of the Under-world, however it was effected, had become disjointed. Mother Necessity, who had been staved off for a few thousand years, came back again, and she began below. The Under-world being in contact with machinery, which, however perfect, still needs some little thought outside habit, had probably retained perforce rather more initiative, if less of every other human character, than the Upper. And when other meat failed them, they turned to what old habit had hitherto forbidden. So I say I saw it in my last view of the world of Eight Hundred and Two Thousand Seven Hundred and One. It may be as wrong an explanation as mortal wit could invent. It is how the thing shaped itself to me, and as that I give it to you.


    “After the fatigues, excitements, and terrors of the past days, and in spite of my grief, this seat and the tranquil view and the warm sunlight were very pleasant. I was very tired and sleepy, and soon my theorizing passed into dozing. Catching myself at that, I took my own hint, and spreading myself out upon the turf I had a long and refreshing sleep.


    “I awoke a little before sunsetting. I now felt safe against being caught napping by the Morlocks, and, stretching myself, I came on down the hill towards the White Sphinx. I had my crowbar in one hand, and the other hand played with the matches in my pocket.


    “And now came a most unexpected thing. As I approached the pedestal of the sphinx I found the bronze valves were open. They had slid down into grooves.


    “At that I stopped short before them, hesitating to enter.


    “Within was a small apartment, and on a raised place in the corner of this was the Time Machine. I had the small levers in my pocket. So here, after all my elaborate preparations for the siege of the White Sphinx, was a meek surrender. I threw my iron bar away, almost sorry not to use it.


    “A sudden thought came into my head as I stooped towards the portal. For once, at least, I grasped the mental operations of the Morlocks. Suppressing a strong inclination to laugh, I stepped through the bronze frame and up to the Time Machine. I was surprised to find it had been carefully oiled and cleaned. I have suspected since that the Morlocks had even partially taken it to pieces while trying in their dim way to grasp its purpose.


    “Now as I stood and examined it, finding a pleasure in the mere touch of the contrivance, the thing I had expected happened. The bronze panels suddenly slid up and struck the frame with a clang. I was in the dark—trapped. So the Morlocks thought. At that I chuckled gleefully.


    “I could already hear their murmuring laughter as they came towards me. Very calmly I tried to strike the match. I had only to fix on the levers and depart then like a ghost. But I had overlooked one little thing. The matches were of that abominable kind that light only on the box.


    “You may imagine how all my calm vanished. The little brutes were close upon me. One touched me. I made a sweeping blow in the dark at them with the levers, and began to scramble into the saddle of the machine. Then came one hand upon me and then another. Then I had simply to fight against their persistent fingers for my levers, and at the same time feel for the studs over which these fitted. One, indeed, they almost got away from me. As it slipped from my hand, I had to butt in the dark with my head—I could hear the Morlock’s skull ring—to recover it. It was a nearer thing than the fight in the forest, I think, this last scramble.


    “But at last the lever was fitted and pulled over. The clinging hands slipped from me. The darkness presently fell from my eyes. I found myself in the same grey light and tumult I have already described.


    XI


    “I have already told you of the sickness and confusion that comes with time travelling. And this time I was not seated properly in the saddle, but sideways and in an unstable fashion. For an indefinite time I clung to the machine as it swayed and vibrated, quite unheeding how I went, and when I brought myself to look at the dials again I was amazed to find where I had arrived. One dial records days, and another thousands of days, another millions of days, and another thousands of millions. Now, instead of reversing the levers, I had pulled them over so as to go forward with them, and when I came to look at these indicators I found that the thousands hand was sweeping round as fast as the seconds hand of a watch—into futurity.


    “As I drove on, a peculiar change crept over the appearance of things. The palpitating greyness grew darker; then—though I was still travelling with prodigious velocity—the blinking succession of day and night, which was usually indicative of a slower pace, returned, and grew more and more marked. This puzzled me very much at first. The alternations of night and day grew slower and slower, and so did the passage of the sun across the sky, until they seemed to stretch through centuries. At last a steady twilight brooded over the earth, a twilight only broken now and then when a comet glared across the darkling sky. The band of light that had indicated the sun had long since disappeared; for the sun had ceased to set—it simply rose and fell in the west, and grew ever broader and more red. All trace of the moon had vanished. The circling of the stars, growing slower and slower, had given place to creeping points of light. At last, some time before I stopped, the sun, red and very large, halted motionless upon the horizon, a vast dome glowing with a dull heat, and now and then suffering a momentary extinction. At one time it had for a little while glowed more brilliantly again, but it speedily reverted to its sullen red heat. I perceived by this slowing down of its rising and setting that the work of the tidal drag was done. The earth had come to rest with one face to the sun, even as in our own time the moon faces the earth. Very cautiously, for I remembered my former headlong fall, I began to reverse my motion. Slower and slower went the circling hands until the thousands one seemed motionless and the daily one was no longer a mere mist upon its scale. Still slower, until the dim outlines of a desolate beach grew visible.


    “I stopped very gently and sat upon the Time Machine, looking round. The sky was no longer blue. North-eastward it was inky black, and out of the blackness shone brightly and steadily the pale white stars. Overhead it was a deep Indian red and starless, and south-eastward it grew brighter to a glowing scarlet where, cut by the horizon, lay the huge hull of the sun, red and motionless. The rocks about me were of a harsh reddish colour, and all the trace of life that I could see at first was the intensely green vegetation that covered every projecting point on their south-eastern face. It was the same rich green that one sees on forest moss or on the lichen in caves: plants which like these grow in a perpetual twilight.


    “The machine was standing on a sloping beach. The sea stretched away to the south-west, to rise into a sharp bright horizon against the wan sky. There were no breakers and no waves, for not a breath of wind was stirring. Only a slight oily swell rose and fell like a gentle breathing, and showed that the eternal sea was still moving and living. And along the margin where the water sometimes broke was a thick incrustation of salt—pink under the lurid sky. There was a sense of oppression in my head, and I noticed that I was breathing very fast. The sensation reminded me of my only experience of mountaineering, and from that I judged the air to be more rarefied than it is now.


    “Far away up the desolate slope I heard a harsh scream, and saw a thing like a huge white butterfly go slanting and fluttering up into the sky and, circling, disappear over some low hillocks beyond. The sound of its voice was so dismal that I shivered and seated myself more firmly upon the machine. Looking round me again, I saw that, quite near, what I had taken to be a reddish mass of rock was moving slowly towards me. Then I saw the thing was really a monstrous crab-like creature. Can you imagine a crab as large as yonder table, with its many legs moving slowly and uncertainly, its big claws swaying, its long antennae, like carters’ whips, waving and feeling, and its stalked eyes gleaming at you on either side of its metallic front? Its back was corrugated and ornamented with ungainly bosses, and a greenish incrustation blotched it here and there. I could see the many palps of its complicated mouth flickering and feeling as it moved.


    “As I stared at this sinister apparition crawling towards me, I felt a tickling on my cheek as though a fly had lighted there. I tried to brush it away with my hand, but in a moment it returned, and almost immediately came another by my ear. I struck at this, and caught something threadlike. It was drawn swiftly out of my hand. With a frightful qualm, I turned, and I saw that I had grasped the antenna of another monster crab that stood just behind me. Its evil eyes were wriggling on their stalks, its mouth was all alive with appetite, and its vast ungainly claws, smeared with an algal slime, were descending upon me. In a moment my hand was on the lever, and I had placed a month between myself and these monsters. But I was still on the same beach, and I saw them distinctly now as soon as I stopped. Dozens of them seemed to be crawling here and there, in the sombre light, among the foliated sheets of intense green.


    “I cannot convey the sense of abominable desolation that hung over the world. The red eastern sky, the northward blackness, the salt Dead Sea, the stony beach crawling with these foul, slow-stirring monsters, the uniform poisonous-looking green of the lichenous plants, the thin air that hurts one’s lungs: all contributed to an appalling effect. I moved on a hundred years, and there was the same red sun—a little larger, a little duller—the same dying sea, the same chill air, and the same crowd of earthy crustacea creeping in and out among the green weed and the red rocks. And in the westward sky, I saw a curved pale line like a vast new moon.


    “So I travelled, stopping ever and again, in great strides of a thousand years or more, drawn on by the mystery of the earth’s fate, watching with a strange fascination the sun grow larger and duller in the westward sky, and the life of the old earth ebb away. At last, more than thirty million years hence, the huge red-hot dome of the sun had come to obscure nearly a tenth part of the darkling heavens. Then I stopped once more, for the crawling multitude of crabs had disappeared, and the red beach, save for its livid green liverworts and lichens, seemed lifeless. And now it was flecked with white. A bitter cold assailed me. Rare white flakes ever and again came eddying down. To the north-eastward, the glare of snow lay under the starlight of the sable sky and I could see an undulating crest of hillocks pinkish white. There were fringes of ice along the sea margin, with drifting masses further out; but the main expanse of that salt ocean, all bloody under the eternal sunset, was still unfrozen.


    “I looked about me to see if any traces of animal life remained. A certain indefinable apprehension still kept me in the saddle of the machine. But I saw nothing moving, in earth or sky or sea. The green slime on the rocks alone testified that life was not extinct. A shallow sandbank had appeared in the sea and the water had receded from the beach. I fancied I saw some black object flopping about upon this bank, but it became motionless as I looked at it, and I judged that my eye had been deceived, and that the black object was merely a rock. The stars in the sky were intensely bright and seemed to me to twinkle very little.


    “Suddenly I noticed that the circular westward outline of the sun had changed; that a concavity, a bay, had appeared in the curve. I saw this grow larger. For a minute perhaps I stared aghast at this blackness that was creeping over the day, and then I realized that an eclipse was beginning. Either the moon or the planet Mercury was passing across the sun’s disk. Naturally, at first I took it to be the moon, but there is much to incline me to believe that what I really saw was the transit of an inner planet passing very near to the earth.


    “The darkness grew apace; a cold wind began to blow in freshening gusts from the east, and the showering white flakes in the air increased in number. From the edge of the sea came a ripple and whisper. Beyond these lifeless sounds the world was silent. Silent? It would be hard to convey the stillness of it. All the sounds of man, the bleating of sheep, the cries of birds, the hum of insects, the stir that makes the background of our lives—all that was over. As the darkness thickened, the eddying flakes grew more abundant, dancing before my eyes; and the cold of the air more intense. At last, one by one, swiftly, one after the other, the white peaks of the distant hills vanished into blackness. The breeze rose to a moaning wind. I saw the black central shadow of the eclipse sweeping towards me. In another moment the pale stars alone were visible. All else was rayless obscurity. The sky was absolutely black.


    “A horror of this great darkness came on me. The cold, that smote to my marrow, and the pain I felt in breathing, overcame me. I shivered, and a deadly nausea seized me. Then like a red-hot bow in the sky appeared the edge of the sun. I got off the machine to recover myself. I felt giddy and incapable of facing the return journey. As I stood sick and confused I saw again the moving thing upon the shoal—there was no mistake now that it was a moving thing—against the red water of the sea. It was a round thing, the size of a football perhaps, or, it may be, bigger, and tentacles trailed down from it; it seemed black against the weltering blood-red water, and it was hopping fitfully about. Then I felt I was fainting. But a terrible dread of lying helpless in that remote and awful twilight sustained me while I clambered upon the saddle.


    XII


    “So I came back. For a long time I must have been insensible upon the machine. The blinking succession of the days and nights was resumed, the sun got golden again, the sky blue. I breathed with greater freedom. The fluctuating contours of the land ebbed and flowed. The hands spun backward upon the dials. At last I saw again the dim shadows of houses, the evidences of decadent humanity. These, too, changed and passed, and others came. Presently, when the million dial was at zero, I slackened speed. I began to recognize our own petty and familiar architecture, the thousands hand ran back to the starting-point, the night and day flapped slower and slower. Then the old walls of the laboratory came round me. Very gently, now, I slowed the mechanism down.


    “I saw one little thing that seemed odd to me. I think I have told you that when I set out, before my velocity became very high, Mrs. Watchett had walked across the room, travelling, as it seemed to me, like a rocket. As I returned, I passed again across that minute when she traversed the laboratory. But now her every motion appeared to be the exact inversion of her previous ones. The door at the lower end opened, and she glided quietly up the laboratory, back foremost, and disappeared behind the door by which she had previously entered. Just before that I seemed to see Hillyer for a moment; but he passed like a flash.


    “Then I stopped the machine, and saw about me again the old familiar laboratory, my tools, my appliances just as I had left them. I got off the thing very shakily, and sat down upon my bench. For several minutes I trembled violently. Then I became calmer. Around me was my old workshop again, exactly as it had been. I might have slept there, and the whole thing have been a dream.


    “And yet, not exactly! The thing had started from the south-east corner of the laboratory. It had come to rest again in the north-west, against the wall where you saw it. That gives you the exact distance from my little lawn to the pedestal of the White Sphinx, into which the Morlocks had carried my machine.


    “For a time my brain went stagnant. Presently I got up and came through the passage here, limping, because my heel was still painful, and feeling sorely begrimed. I saw the Pall Mall Gazette on the table by the door. I found the date was indeed to-day, and looking at the timepiece, saw the hour was almost eight o’clock. I heard your voices and the clatter of plates. I hesitated—I felt so sick and weak. Then I sniffed good wholesome meat, and opened the door on you. You know the rest. I washed, and dined, and now I am telling you the story.


    “I know,” he said, after a pause, “that all this will be absolutely incredible to you. To me the one incredible thing is that I am here to-night in this old familiar room looking into your friendly faces and telling you these strange adventures.”


    He looked at the Medical Man. “No. I cannot expect you to believe it. Take it as a lie—or a prophecy. Say I dreamed it in the workshop. Consider I have been speculating upon the destinies of our race until I have hatched this fiction. Treat my assertion of its truth as a mere stroke of art to enhance its interest. And taking it as a story, what do you think of it?”


    He took up his pipe, and began, in his old accustomed manner, to tap with it nervously upon the bars of the grate. There was a momentary stillness. Then chairs began to creak and shoes to scrape upon the carpet. I took my eyes off the Time Traveller’s face, and looked round at his audience. They were in the dark, and little spots of colour swam before them. The Medical Man seemed absorbed in the contemplation of our host. The Editor was looking hard at the end of his cigar—the sixth. The Journalist fumbled for his watch. The others, as far as I remember, were motionless.


    The Editor stood up with a sigh. “What a pity it is you’re not a writer of stories!” he said, putting his hand on the Time Traveller’s shoulder.


    “You don’t believe it?”


    “Well——”


    “I thought not.”


    The Time Traveller turned to us. “Where are the matches?” he said. He lit one and spoke over his pipe, puffing. “To tell you the truth…I hardly believe it myself.… And yet…”


    His eye fell with a mute inquiry upon the withered white flowers upon the little table. Then he turned over the hand holding his pipe, and I saw he was looking at some half-healed scars on his knuckles.


    The Medical Man rose, came to the lamp, and examined the flowers. “The gynaeceum’s odd,” he said. The Psychologist leant forward to see, holding out his hand for a specimen.


    “I’m hanged if it isn’t a quarter to one,” said the Journalist. “How shall we get home?”


    “Plenty of cabs at the station,” said the Psychologist.


    “It’s a curious thing,” said the Medical Man; “but I certainly don’t know the natural order of these flowers. May I have them?”


    The Time Traveller hesitated. Then suddenly: “Certainly not.”


    “Where did you really get them?” said the Medical Man.


    The Time Traveller put his hand to his head. He spoke like one who was trying to keep hold of an idea that eluded him. “They were put into my pocket by Weena, when I travelled into Time.” He stared round the room. “I’m damned if it isn’t all going. This room and you and the atmosphere of every day is too much for my memory. Did I ever make a Time Machine, or a model of a Time Machine? Or is it all only a dream? They say life is a dream, a precious poor dream at times—but I can’t stand another that won’t fit. It’s madness. And where did the dream come from?…I must look at that machine. If there is one!”


    He caught up the lamp swiftly, and carried it, flaring red, through the door into the corridor. We followed him. There in the flickering light of the lamp was the machine sure enough, squat, ugly, and askew; a thing of brass, ebony, ivory, and translucent glimmering quartz. Solid to the touch—for I put out my hand and felt the rail of it—and with brown spots and smears upon the ivory, and bits of grass and moss upon the lower parts, and one rail bent awry.


    The Time Traveller put the lamp down on the bench, and ran his hand along the damaged rail. “It’s all right now,” he said. “The story I told you was true. I’m sorry to have brought you out here in the cold.” He took up the lamp, and, in an absolute silence, we returned to the smoking-room.


    He came into the hall with us and helped the Editor on with his coat. The Medical Man looked into his face and, with a certain hesitation, told him he was suffering from overwork, at which he laughed hugely. I remember him standing in the open doorway, bawling good night.


    I shared a cab with the Editor. He thought the tale a “gaudy lie.” For my own part I was unable to come to a conclusion. The story was so fantastic and incredible, the telling so credible and sober. I lay awake most of the night thinking about it. I determined to go next day and see the Time Traveller again. I was told he was in the laboratory, and being on easy terms in the house, I went up to him. The laboratory, however, was empty. I stared for a minute at the Time Machine and put out my hand and touched the lever. At that the squat substantial-looking mass swayed like a bough shaken by the wind. Its instability startled me extremely, and I had a queer reminiscence of the childish days when I used to be forbidden to meddle. I came back through the corridor. The Time Traveller met me in the smoking-room. He was coming from the house. He had a small camera under one arm and a knapsack under the other. He laughed when he saw me, and gave me an elbow to shake. “I’m frightfully busy,” said he, “with that thing in there.”


    “But is it not some hoax?” I said. “Do you really travel through time?”


    “Really and truly I do.” And he looked frankly into my eyes. He hesitated. His eye wandered about the room. “I only want half an hour,” he said. “I know why you came, and it’s awfully good of you. There’s some magazines here. If you’ll stop to lunch I’ll prove you this time travelling up to the hilt, specimen and all. If you’ll forgive my leaving you now?”


    I consented, hardly comprehending then the full import of his words, and he nodded and went on down the corridor. I heard the door of the laboratory slam, seated myself in a chair, and took up a daily paper. What was he going to do before lunch-time? Then suddenly I was reminded by an advertisement that I had promised to meet Richardson, the publisher, at two. I looked at my watch, and saw that I could barely save that engagement. I got up and went down the passage to tell the Time Traveller.


    As I took hold of the handle of the door I heard an exclamation, oddly truncated at the end, and a click and a thud. A gust of air whirled round me as I opened the door, and from within came the sound of broken glass falling on the floor. The Time Traveller was not there. I seemed to see a ghostly, indistinct figure sitting in a whirling mass of black and brass for a moment—a figure so transparent that the bench behind with its sheets of drawings was absolutely distinct; but this phantasm vanished as I rubbed my eyes. The Time Machine had gone. Save for a subsiding stir of dust, the further end of the laboratory was empty. A pane of the skylight had, apparently, just been blown in.


    I felt an unreasonable amazement. I knew that something strange had happened, and for the moment could not distinguish what the strange thing might be. As I stood staring, the door into the garden opened, and the man-servant appeared.


    We looked at each other. Then ideas began to come. “Has Mr. —— gone out that way?” said I.


    “No, sir. No one has come out this way. I was expecting to find him here.”


    At that I understood. At the risk of disappointing Richardson I stayed on, waiting for the Time Traveller; waiting for the second, perhaps still stranger story, and the specimens and photographs he would bring with him. But I am beginning now to fear that I must wait a lifetime. The Time Traveller vanished three years ago. And, as everybody knows now, he has never returned.


    EPILOGUE


    One cannot choose but wonder. Will he ever return? It may be that he swept back into the past, and fell among the blood-drinking, hairy savages of the Age of Unpolished Stone; into the abysses of the Cretaceous Sea; or among the grotesque saurians, the huge reptilian brutes of the Jurassic times. He may even now—if I may use the phrase—be wandering on some plesiosaurus-haunted Oolitic coral reef, or beside the lonely saline lakes of the Triassic Age. Or did he go forward, into one of the nearer ages, in which men are still men, but with the riddles of our own time answered and its wearisome problems solved? Into the manhood of the race: for I, for my own part, cannot think that these latter days of weak experiment, fragmentary theory, and mutual discord are indeed man’s culminating time! I say, for my own part. He, I know—for the question had been discussed among us long before the Time Machine was made—thought but cheerlessly of the Advancement of Mankind, and saw in the growing pile of civilization only a foolish heaping that must inevitably fall back upon and destroy its makers in the end. If that is so, it remains for us to live as though it were not so. But to me the future is still black and blank—is a vast ignorance, lit at a few casual places by the memory of his story. And I have by me, for my comfort, two strange white flowers—shrivelled now, and brown and flat and brittle—to witness that even when mind and strength had gone, gratitude and a mutual tenderness still lived on in the heart of man.

  


  
    DARK FUTURES AND DYSTOPIAS, by Matthew Crom


    Dystopian literature depicts ideals manifesting as concrete nightmares. The two chief roots of utopia are Plato’s Republic and More’s Utopia. Plato’s Republic is the first attempt to describe an ideal state. Yet the state itself is founded on a ‘noble lie’ that undermines family and romantic attachment and fosters loyalty to the state. The violence against parental love and romantic love is the high cost of the ideal.1 Thomas More’s Utopia describes a purely rational society. There is no opposition between individuals as property is held in common. This obviates class distinctions and channels the acquisitive impulses towards the common good. Crime, religious persecution and war are absent. While clearly advocating the adoption of utopian practices, More does not have any expectation that changes will actually occur.2 Thus either: 1) the ideal community is founded on a crime against truth, or 2) the ideal community is possible without a crime, but is unlikely to be achieved. If utopian literature features an ideal that may or may not be attainable in practice, dystopian literature is defined by the actualization of the ideal turning out to be a disappointment. Consider, for instance, the three pillars of dystopian literature: Zamyatin’s We, Huxley’s Brave New World and Orwell’s 1984.


    Zamyatin’s We is the original dystopian novel.3 The setting is the One State which depicts a city constructed entirely of glass; a Green Wall separates the city of the One State from “the irrational, hideous world of trees, birds, animals” (Zamyatin, 93). Individuals have no identities but are known only by numbers. All but .2% of the population perished in a massive war. Food is now derived from petroleum and freedom has been superseded by order. Order stems from the Table of Hours which prescribes the actions to be performed during twenty-two of the day’s hours. Sexuality is rendered impersonal by a voucher system where people can choose any other to partner with on sexual days. On these days only are citizens permitted to draw their blinds, as “We have nothing to conceal from one another” (Zamyatin, 18).4 D-503 fears that eventually a time will come when there will be no more shadows and “The sun will shine through everything” (Zamyatin, 183). With nothing private, everything will be understood in the public sphere.


    The novel itself is a collection of papers prepared for the launch of The Integral, which is a spaceship intended bring the message of the one state to other worlds. The papers are penned by D-503, one of the ship’s builders. As we read, the builder becomes romantically involved with the woman I-330. D-503’s feelings are possessive and this destabilizes and isolates him from the crowd. D-503 has succumbed to an incurable disease: he has developed a soul. D-503 laments “Never again would I merge into the regular, precise, mechanical rhythm, never again float on the mirror like untroubled sea” (Zamyatin, 83). His passion is not rational, but it enriches his life. Despite this, the complexities of passion lead D-503 to have an operation that makes possible a return to the majority by destroying his imagination.5


    The One State commits two egregious errors. First, it regards itself as the conclusion of history. The revolution that produced it is “the final one. And there can be no others.” (Zamyatin, 174). Second, the attempt to render human life purely rational strips it of its worth. By expelling the fantastic and affective from the state, the state has excised the most worthwhile human qualities.


    Like We, Brave New World describes a World State. In Brave New World, human nature is malleable and manipulated through genetics and prenatal nutrition. This is supplemented by constant psychological conditioning that upholds the social order. Technology tailors the intellectual and physical capabilities of each individual to their destined social class. Shapely physiques and nimble minds mark an Alpha; a burly physique and low mental capacity signify an Epsilon destined to a life of physical labor. Like the state of The Republic, the World State ensures loyalty through the dissolution of family and romantic love. Test-tube conception has rendered familiar attachment obsolete. Sexual attachment has been diluted by a proliferation of partners. Anything that could compete with the State for the devotion of its members has been eliminated.


    One distinctive feature of the World State is drug use in the form of soma, which is described as “Euphoric, narcotic, pleasantly hallucinant. All the advantages of Christianity and alcohol; none of their defects” (Huxley, 64). Soma blunts the reminder of a non-conditioned world outside of humanity’s technological constructs and enables a pleasantly mindless existence. Instead of pondering the past or anticipating a future, soma enables its users to bask in thoughtless contentment. As Lenina puts it, “was and will make me ill, I take a gramme and only am” (Huxley, 122).


    John is a savage outsider horrified by the lack of feeling and the stunted minds of the citizens of the World State. They want for nothing; they should want more than the hollow pleasantness of their lives. John argues that human life is only properly such when it experiences depth. Deep pleasures and deep sorrows alike are preferable to a drug-induced neutral pleasantness augmented by consumerist and sexual indulgences. The states of both Huxley and Zamyatin both fail to provide a suitably rich human existence for their citizens.


    George Orwell’s 1984 is arguably the apex of dystopian literature and depicts a people of and for the government. Like Huxley’s world state, the regime of Oceania has eroded all objects that could claim the allegiances of individuals. The family still exists in Orwell’s vision, but it is politically undermined as family members (particularly children) are encouraged to inform on each other. Sex is depleasurized as marital unions have to be approved by the state and “permission was always refused if the couple concerned gave the impression of being physically attracted to one another” (Orwell, 66). Sex is only permitted to exist because of its usefulness to the state, and in time, even the orgasm will be eradicated.


    Words are eradicated as well with the existing vocabulary being reduced so as to limit the capacity for thought and render the private realm of the mind ever less removed from the public life of the superstate. Without words to articulate them, feelings cannot germinate into the fullest depths of the emotional life. There may still be reminders of the world before the one state, but with only words like ‘doubleplusgood’ to describe them, the development of a separate individual consciousness is unlikely to take place. Thoughtcrime will be impossible without the resources of language. As Syme points out “Orthodoxy means not thinking—not needing to think. Orthodoxy is unconsciousness” (Orwell, 54). Without thoughts to animate our speech, language is nothing more than a mechanical blabbering. As Orwell describes Syme’s speech: “It was not the man’s brain that was speaking; it was his larynx. The stuff that was coming out of him consisted of words, but it was not speech in the true sense: it was a noise uttered in unconsciousness, like the quacking of a duck” (Orwell, 55). Even an incongruity between one’s facial expression and the expected demeanor is a punishable offense. The scope for resistance in such a regime is limited. From the onset, Winston and Julia know they are doomed. At one point Winston describes the limitation of state power saying “If you can feel that staying human is worth while, even when it can’t have any result whatever, you’ve beaten them” (Orwell, 167). A victory to be sure, but it is scarcely less bitter than Victory Coffee.


    Whereas Brave New World manipulates human nature with science, 1984 uses torture to change human beings. After his ordeals, Winston no longer even dreams of revolt, and genuinely loves Big Brother. The entire manipulation works because of Winston’s own body, its needs and the desire to preserve it against harm. As Winston observes, “the dull ache in his belly made consecutive thought impossible…the issues that you are fighting for are always forgotten, because the body swells up until it fills the universe, and even when you are not paralyzed by fright or screaming with pain, life is a moment-to-moment struggle against hunger or cold or sleeplessness, against a sour stomach or an aching tooth” (Orwell, 102). The mind inhabits the body and a robust mental life cannot arise in the absence of physical conditions. But the body may also contain within itself the seed of resistance.


    Winston hopes that life itself will defeat the power of the state. This hope underlies his delight when Julia admits that she adores the sexual act: Sex represents a “simple undifferentiated desire” that “was the force that would tear the Party to pieces” (Orwell, 127). This rests on the hope that there is some aspect of human nature that cannot be manipulated. 1984 concludes showing Winston, broken in mind and body, readily betraying his love. Winston does not fear death, but torture amplifies his bodily needs to the point where all else is drowned out. In the end, Winston is powerless to resist; love of Julia has been replaced by a love of Big Brother. Both 1984 and We conclude with their chief characters collaborating in their own oppression and descending into the madness of willful subjection. 1984 shows that the internal space of the mind is not immune to political power. Further, the desire to wield power and dominate appears as undifferentiated and unconditioned as the sex drive.


    The ruling caste of the super state, the members of the inner party, wields power with no illusions and seeks power for its own sake. The appeal to power strikes at the darkest reaches of human motivation: “the thrill of victory, the sensation of trampling on an enemy who is helpless” (Orwell, 271). Inviting Winston to picture the future, the inner party member O’Brien invites Winston to “imagine a boot stamping on a human face—forever” (Orwell, 271).


    Having surveyed classic dystopian fiction, let us now consider some more recent works. Suzanne Collin’s The Hunger Games features a society where a small group enjoys luxurious privilege while the majority starves and perishes for the entertainment of the elite. Twelve remaining districts surround the capital city Panem which punishes the districts for their previous rebellion with forced participation in the Hunger Games. Each district must offer forth two tributes, one boy and one girl, who are then “imprisoned in a vast outdoor arena that could hold anything from a burning desert to a frozen wasteland” (18) and left to fight to the death until only one remains. The sole remaining tribute becomes the winner.


    Despite the most real violence, the games are contrived. Although apparently in an outdoors setting, the terrain is manipulated. The moon is artificial and the night skies include a standings graphic that displays the results of the latest kills. The course is rife with genetically altered birds, wasps, and dogs. Though the setting is artificial, the genuineness of Katniss’s empathy comes through. When her enemy Cato is eaten alive by the ‘mutations,’ Katniss just wishes his suffering to end. All the while, she is aware that the suffering constitutes first class entertainment for the viewers. The viewers do not connect with the tributes but focus their own feelings while watching the games (354). The disparity between Katniss’ feelings and the viewers’ suggests the interposition of the viewing medium flattens the emotional impact of human suffering. The result is a society that uses its technology for violent domination rather than meeting the most basic of human needs.


    Paolo Bacigalupi’s work also shows technology used to worsen the plight of the hungry. The setting is a world that has run out of oil but still has genetic engineering. In “The Calorie Man,” the story’s namesake describes the genetically engineered crop SoyPRO as being a CEO’s dream because it is sterile. SoyPRO is “A genetic dead-end. A one-way street” with the result that “We now pay for a privilege that nature once provided willingly, for just a little labor” (114). The calorie man is transported by Lalji, whose family attempted to grow crops using the new seeds from the calorie company. Despite the family’s prayers and dutiful vigilance to their crops, no amount of patience or care can cause the sterile PurCal seeds to germinate. Lalji recalls unearthing the seeds and finding them “decomposed, tiny corpses in his hand, rotted. As dead in his palm as the day he and his father had planted them” (112). The calorie companies have also eliminated competition from ‘natural’ crops by beefing up plant diseases and blights. Rich or poor alike must purchase ‘one cycle’ seeds from the calorie firms. But Lalji hopes to realize the calorie man’s unlikely dream of sowing fecund seeds amongst outgoing shipments of PureCal and SoyPRO and freeing the world from the grip of the calorie companies.


    With the work of Philip K. Dick and William Gibson, the dystopian incorporates elements of film noir and mixes them with the high-tech of science fiction.6 Gritty, urban landscapes predominate and there is no escaping the problems of the city. In Neuromancer, the eastern seaboard of the former United States is one massive city known as the Sprawl: a block of neon and concrete wherein all cultures succumb to the value of currency. Every action that takes place in the novel is ordered by a corporation. No one is in charge of their own destiny and no one is able to back out of the job. Survival rather than meaning is the focus of each character. No lasting human connections are formed and no meaningful change occurs in the lives of the human characters.


    Cyberspace represents the frontier in Neuromancer as it represents a way out of the concrete and neon jungle of the Sprawl. 7 Life after death is possible in cyberspace as “The Dixie Flatline” lives on as a construct and Case’s ex continues her existence on a virtual plane. But the virtuality of this new frontier falls well short of reality. And the reader knows it, even if Case may forget.


    In Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? Earth is devastated by the aftermath of a nuclear war and everyone who can afford to leave has done so. Those who stay must undergo periodic intelligence tests to make sure their faculties haven’t deteriorated. Housing is plentiful in the absence of occupants. Animals too have diminished and owning and caring for an animal is a means to flaunt one’s status. As genuine animals are expensive and rare, a market emerges for simulated animals. Humans have been simulated as well, with the simulated humans being known as replicants.


    As in much of Dick’s work, the tension between appearance and reality is continually referenced and manipulated. The plot centers on a bounty hunter’s attempt to detect and ‘retire’ escaped androids. One method of detection measures empathy responses. The emotional life is a central part of being human. But the ‘mood organ’ device is widely used and its manipulation of the user’s emotional states gives the emotions an artificial tinge. Replicants are said to lack empathy. However, Resch is ‘tested’ to be a genuine human, despite lacking empathy and enjoying killing. Mercerism is shown to be literally false, but appears to transcend its artificiality by facilitating genuine empathy. In the end, it is unclear whether there is any genuine truth or whether everything is mired in artificiality and simulation.


    “The Fluted Girl” by Bacigalupi depicts children whose lives and bodies are subordinated to share prices. Lidia and her sister are owned by Belari, who rules a fief. Despite being a veritable queen, Belari is not free. Individuals, like companies, have a stock with a share price, with both at the mercy of whoever holds the controlling interest. As an aging actress, Belari can expect her share price to fall with each passing year. To counteract this, she can become wired for Touch-Sense, a technology that will enable paying viewers to experience the sensation of being inside Belari’s body, but this technology would mean the end of privacy for Belari.


    Belari’s solution is to raise the value of two of the stocks that she owns and use the gains to purchase her own stock. Belari stunts the girls’ growth and, despite the beauty of the originals, replaces their eyes.8 Lidia recalls recovering after multiple surgeries, each time “crippled, unable to move for weeks despite the wide-bore needles full of cell-knitters and nutrient fluids the doctor flushed through her slight body. The doctor would hold her hand after the surgeries, wipe the sweat from her pale brow and whisper, “Poor girl. Poor, poor girl” (35). After each surgery, Belari anticipates the stock rise that will accompany the girls’ coming stardom. The surgery transforms the girls into musical instruments to entertain the privileged elite. In rebellion, Lidia prepares to end her life by ingesting a poisoned strawberry but then offers the berry to Belari. Lidia’s defiance is admirable, but she and her sister remain property to be bought and sold by whoever fills Belari’s place.


    The superhero mythology is a manifestation of the desire to save humanity from its dystopian future, but Kessler’s Black & White shows that even the heroic is not immune to corporate power. In the one hundred years since their emergence, heroes compete for corporate sponsorships and must conform to a stifling corporate ideal. Not everyone in Kessler’s world embraces the heroes/extrahumans. The Everyman group contends that ordinary humans would be better off without the extrahumans. Their worry is that by leaving the duties of shepherding society to the extrahumans, the normals have laid the foundations for perpetual servitude to an elite group of extrahuman protectors. When the superheroes revolt against the corporate world, it is unclear whether it is justice or villainy by another name. But one thing is clear: ordinary people have to save themselves. Nobody else can be trusted to do it for them.


    * * * *
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    * * * *


    Notes


    1 Socrates’ aside that the state under discussion is a “fever state” also suggests that the ideal leaves much to be desired.


    2 The word ‘utopia’ means ‘no place,’ and suggests that the ideal is nowhere to be found in the actual world.


    3 Published in English and French translations long before it was published in its original Russian, the book itself is the victim of the repressive ideologies it critiques.


    4 The city of the One State is a glass incarnation of Bentham’s panopticon where surveillance is maximized and control is maintained more by the awareness of the possibility of being observed than by the presence of an actual observer.


    5 It is worth noting that D-503’s downfall is that he follows the Benefactor’s reasoning and tries to explain ‘love.’


    6 It is helpful to understand noir in thematic opposition to the western. In a western, the characters attempt to escape the problems of civilization (or the old world) by seeking a frontier: an open space unencumbered by tradition that, if reached, makes possible a new beginning. The problem in a Western is that the frontier is often inaccessible, but though inaccessible, it most certainly does exist. To derive a noir, simply take a western theme and subtract the frontier. The problems of the present are crushing, yet there is no possibility for escape in the absence of the frontier. “Blade Runner,” the film adaptation of Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? incorporates many of the noir visual tropes in addition to the theme of the absent frontier. I should like to acknowledge the lectures of professor Cheyney Ryan for providing the initial western/noir distinction that has given rise to so many intriguing discussions (for example reading “It’s a Wonderful Life” alternately as a noir or western).


    7 Not for nothing is Case a “Cowboy.” My intent is to suggest that cyberspace represents an apparent frontier that actually fails to fulfill the thematic function of the western frontier in that it does not offer a genuine new beginning.


    8 Nothing is known of the donors; Lidia “sometimes wondered if in India, two dusky girl children looked out at the world from cornflower eyes, or if they walked the mud streets of their village guided only by the sound of echoes on cow-dung walls and the scrape of their canes on the dirt before them” (34).


    * * * *


    Matthew Crom holds a doctorate in philosophy from the University of Oregon. He manages an independent bookstore and has taught a range of philosophy, humanities and interdisciplinary courses at Northwest Christian College, the University of Oregon, St. Martin’s University and Pacific Lutheran University. He is particularly passionate about his writing seminars with first year students which explore questions of human nature through literary science fiction and fantasy. Outside of academia, he trains and competes in Judo and is a dedicated amateur chess player. He lives with his wife and daughters in Tacoma, Washington.

  


  
    EVGENII ZAMYATIN


    (1884–1937)


    It could be argued that Evgenii Zamyatin’s greatest talent was for getting under the skin of governments, since he was imprisoned and exiled repeatedly by both the Tsarist government he rebelled against in his youth and the Soviet government he helped bring to power but whose faults he freely criticized. Son of a Russian Orthodox priest and a musician, Zamyatin trained as a naval engineer. During his studies he joined the Bolshevik Party and was arrested and exiled for the first time, but he was eventually allowed to return and finish his studies. By his mid-twenties he was writing both fiction (drawing on his prison experiences) and technical articles. Exiled to rural Lakhta in 1911, he wrote Uezdnoye (A Provincial Tale), which satirized life in a small Russian town, and brought him literary success. After being pardoned in a general amnesty, he wrote Na Kulichkakh (At The World’s End), an anti-military tale for which he and the publisher were both arrested. As a skilled engineer during World War I he was needed too much to remain exiled, however, and Zamyatin was sent to England to supervise ship construction.


    After the Bolshevik Revolution he was able to write more freely, and because of his travels abroad and literary celebrity he was given a number of prestigious literary posts. But as his works became more critical of the new regime, he was repeatedly arrested again, lost his literary posts, and eventually had his works banned in Russia. We, a dystopian classic and Zamyatin’s best-known work, was published abroad many years before it (officially) appeared in Russia. In 1931, he was allowed to go abroad and settled in Paris for the last years of his life.

  


  
    WE, by Evgenii Zamyatin


    First published in 1924


    Translated by Alexandra Israel for this edition


    Translator’s Note


    We is a notoriously difficult text to translate. The writing is extremely stylized, and Zamyatin makes extensive use of mathematical terms as description. The result is an almost impenetrable thicket of strange constructions, mathematical terms, and asides directed to the reader, who is imagined as a sentient being in another galaxy.


    I chose to retain some names that are commonly used in other translations. For example, благодетель can be used to mean various things other than “Benefactor;” however, I chose to use “benefactor” because it is consistent with other English translations, and because it expresses the appropriate combination of benevolence and intimidation. The use of “benefactor” in nineteenth-century English literature, in particular, creates associations with benevolence that overlays economic and class differences, sometimes in a sinister way. These associations are lost in other translations.


    Record Nine.


    A bright, solemn day. On such a day, you can forget about your weaknesses, imprecisions, abnormalities—and everything is as clear, immovable, unchanging, eternal as our new glass…


    Cube Square. Sixty-six mighty concentric circles: the platforms. And sixty-six rows of silent luminous faces, eyes reflecting the celestial radiance, or, better said, the radiance of the One State. Scarlet flowers, like blood—the women’s lips. The tender garlands of the children’s faces—they stand in the first row, closest to the place of action. Profound, severe, Gothic silence.


    The Judgment that was approaching can only be described; nothing like it has been experienced since antiquity, in the time of their “divine service.” But they served their absurd, unseen god; we serve a rational and precise, known figure; their god gave them nothing but eternal, agonizing doubt. Their god created nothing intelligent, and no one knows why he sacrificed himself. We, however, bring a sacrifice to our god, the One State—a calm, deliberate, rational sacrifice. Yes, this was a solemn liturgy to the One State, a memorial of the days of our christening—the years of the Bicentennial Wars, a great celebration of the victory of all over one, of the totality over the individual…


    And there was the individual, standing on the steps of the sunlit Cube. A white—but no, not white, rather a colorless—glassy face, glassy lips. Only the eyes remained, black, absorbing, sucking holes, and that unknown, uncanny world was but a few minutes away. The golden badge with his numbers had already been removed. His hands were tied with purple ribbon (an ancient custom: the explanation came from antiquity, when such things were carried out not in the name of the One State. The convicted, understandably, felt entitled to resist, so his hands were of course bound with chains).


    And above, on the Cube, stood He, close to the machine—which was motionless, made of metal—the figure whom we call the Benefactor. The face is incomprehensible from here, from below: all one can see is that it is organic, with a majestic, strictly quadratic outline. But the hands… as sometimes happens in photographs, the hands are too close, hovering in the foreground, enormous, riveting the gaze, blocking everything else. These heavy, ponderous, but serene hands, folded on his lap—it is clear that they are immovable, and his lap can scarcely bear their weight…


    Suddenly one of those colossal hands began to rise—a slow, iron gesture—and a Cipher left the platform, obeying the rising hand, and came up to the Cube. It was one of the state poets, on whose lot fell the happy honor of celebrating the Tribunal with his verses. Divine iambs rang out on the tribunal—about the madman, with his glassy eyes, who stood there on the steps and waited for the logical conclusion to his madness.


    …Flames. In the iambs buildings reel, waves of liquid gold crash and collapse. Green trees writhe and spill their sap—nothing remains but the black crosses of death. But Prometheus arises (this is, of course, us):


    “And suddenly there was fire in the machine, steel,


    And chaos was shackled to the law.”


    Everything is new, steel: a steel sun, steel trees, steel people. Suddenly some kind of madman appears—“from the chain he freed the fire”—and everything perishes once more…


    I have, unfortunately, a bad memory for verse, but one thing I do remember: no one could have chosen more instructive and beautiful images.


    Again a slow, heavy gesture, and on the steps of the Cube a second poet. I rose from my seat: it couldn’t be!


    The thick, Negroid lips… no, his lips, it was him… Why hadn’t he said in advance that this honor lay before him… Those lips trembled, grey. I understood: standing before the Benefactor, before the whole corpus of Guardians. But still, to be so nervous…


    Harsh, quick, axe-keen trochees. They sang of an unprecedented crime; of blasphemous verses, where the Benefactor was named—no, my hand will not be raised to repeat it.


    R-13, pale, gazing at nothing (I would not have expected such shyness of him), walked back down, and sank into his seat. For the smallest fraction of a second there was an impression of someone’s face next to me, with us—a sharp, pointed, black triangle—but it immediately vanished. My eyes, a thousand eyes, gazed upwards, at the Machine. There—the third, iron gesture of that inhuman hand. Shaking in an unseen wind, the criminal makes his way, slowly, up the steps, one step, another, and with that step, the last of his life, throws his face back to the sky, to the blue. Standing on his final resting place.


    Severe and immovable as destiny, the Benefactor passed around the Machine in a circle, laid an enormous hand on the lever. There was not a whisper of breath: every eye was on the hand. The hand gripped the fiery vortex, the instrument, with its force of hundreds of thousands of volts. What a magnificent charge!


    An immeasurable second. The hand, crackling with current, lowers. An unbearably sharp, cutting beam flashes—like a shiver, a just audible crackle in the tubes of the machine. The prostrate body is bathed in a luminous haze; dissolving, dissolving, with a terrible speed before our eyes. And then nothing: only a puddle of pure, clean water, where a moment before a scarlet heart beat violently…


    This process was simple, and familiar to each of us: yes, dissociated matter, yes, the splitting of the body’s atoms. But nonetheless, every time it was like a miracle, a sign of the inhuman power of the Benefactor.


    Before Him flared the faces of a dozen female ciphers, women with lips half-open from agitation, their flowers fluttering in the wind.1


    According to the old custom, ten women adorned the uniform of the Benefactor, which was still damp from the spray, with flowers. With the magnificent steps of a high priest He slowly descended, slowly moved through the Tribunal, and after him the tender white branches of women’s arms, and a storm of cries from the unified millions. And then cries in honor of the Guardians, invisibly present, somewhere in our rows. Who knows: maybe the Guardians were foreseen in the fantasies of the ancient people, in creating their tender-terrible “guardian angels” that were placed beside each individual at birth.


    Yes, something from the ancient religions, something purifying, like a thunderstorm, was present in the whole celebration. You, whose task it is to read this—do you know moments like these? I feel sorry for you, if you do not…


    *


    1 From the Botanical Museum, of course. I personally have never seen any beauty in flowers—like everything else belonging to the savage, ancient world, everything that was exiled beyond the Green Wall. The only beauty is reasonable and useful: machines, boots, formulas, food, etc.


    Record Fourteen.


    “Mine.” I can’t. The cold floor.


    Yet more about yesterday. The personal hour before sleep ended, and thus I could not write. All of this has been carved into me, engraved forever, especially this unbearably cold floor…


    Yesterday evening it was time for O’s visit—it was her day. I went down to the attendant to obtain a certification for closing the blinds.


    “Are you alright?” she asked. “You seem…a little off, today.”


    “I… I’m sick.”


    In essence, this was true; certainly this was a sickness. All of it was a sickness. All of a sudden I remembered; of course I had the certification. I felt in my pocket, and there it was: a rustle of paper. That meant—but that meant everything had happened, all of it had truly happened.


    I held out the slip of paper to the attendant, feeling like my cheeks would catch fire; without raising my head, I knew that the attendant was surprised to see me.


    Then it was 21:30. In the room to the left I see my neighbor, bent over a book, his lumps, his bald spot and his forehead, shaping an enormous, yellow parabola. I agonized; after everything with her, how could I want O? And to the right I could feel his eyes on me, I could see distinctly the wrinkles on his forehead, ranks of yellow, illegible scratches. And for some reason it appears that these scratches were all about me.


    At a quarter to 22 she came to my room, a joyful pink whirlwind, a firm squeeze of pink arms around me. And then I felt that squeeze slowly getting weaker, her arms releasing me, until her hands lowered and she said:


    “You aren’t the same, you aren’t like before, you aren’t mine!”


    What a wild term, “mine”! I was never… but I hesitated. Earlier I wasn’t, not reliably, but now, you see, I don’t live in our rational world, but in a second, nonsensical world. The world of the square root of negative one.


    The blinds fell. To the right, my neighbor dropped his book from the table to the floor, and in the last, instantaneous, narrow crevice between the blinds and the floor, I saw a yellow hand snatch up the book. And in my heart, I would have used all my strength if I could have grasped that hand.


    “I thought… I hoped to see you on my walk today. I need you, I need you so much…”


    Poor, pretty O! Her pink mouth was a half moon with the horns pointing downwards. But I couldn’t tell her why, what I had done; it would have made her an accomplice to my crimes, and I knew that she didn’t have the strength to go the Bureau of Guardians, so consequently…


    O lay down. I slowly kissed her, kissing the sweet, plump crease in her wrist. Her blue eyes were closed, and that pink half moon slowly blossomed, melting, as I kissed her everywhere.


    Suddenly I felt clearly how empty and devastated I was, how I had been cast off. I couldn’t—it wasn’t possible. I must, but I couldn’t. My lips froze.


    The pink half moon trembled, faded, convulsed. O threw the cover over herself, cocooned in the bed, her face buried in the pillow.


    I sat on the floor near the bed, the cold, despairing floor. I sat in silence. Agonizing cold came from below; everything was over. This was, it seemed to me, the same, silent cold, found in the mute, black space between planets.


    “You must understand, I didn’t want…” I mumbled. “I tried, with all my strength…”


    It was true; I really didn’t want to. And everything else, every word I said to her. But how to explain to her, that iron doesn’t want to, but the law, inevitable and precise…


    O raised her face from the pillow and, without opening her eyes, said “Go away,” but through her tears it sounded like “goway,” and for some reason that absurd, childish trifle broke my heart.


    My whole being was freezing, pierced with the cold. I left, walking out into the corridor. Through the glass I could see a light, barely perceptible wisp of smoke. At night, the smoke would descend, attaching to everything. What would that night bring?


    O slipped past me silently, to the elevator. There was a knock on the door.


    “One minute,” I cried, frightened.


    But the elevator was already descending, down, down, down…


    She had taken R from me.


    She had taken O from me.


    And yet, and yet…


    * * * *


    Translation copyright © 2011 by Alexandra Israel.

  


  
    RUSSIAN AND EAST EUROPEAN SCIENCE FICTION, by Sibelan Forrester


    Although Anglo-American science fiction is better known throughout the world, not to mention (naturally) in North America, Russian and East European science fiction has played a significant role in the development of SF for more than a century. Russian and East European SF differ enough to be treated separately here, but they have been closely interrelated thanks to mutual translation as well as geographical proximity, especially in the socialist era (1917–1991 for the USSR and roughly 1947–1991 for most of the rest of Eastern Europe).


    For many reasons, SF has long been a popular genre in Eastern Europe and Russia. Many early SF works were acceptable even to socialist censorship, because the future or interplanetary societies they depicted were essentially socialist; many authors (H. G. Wells and others) were Fabians or some other variety of leftist. Jules Verne and Wells were translated frequently, so their works were easily available and widely enjoyed. Readers of SF in Russia and East Europe today are much more familiar with the best western SF—from classics to the present day—than Western readers are with Russian and East European SF.


    RUSSIAN AND SOVIET SF


    Russian SF sprang from a utopian chapter of Nikolai Chernyshevsky’s 1863 novel What Is To Be Done? (“Vera Pavlovna’s Dream”) and from Fyodor Dostoevsky’s story “Dream of a Ridiculous Man” and “Legend of the Grand Inquisitor” (a chapter from the 1880 novel The Karamazov Brothers) as much as from the perpetual favorites Jules Verne or H. G. Wells. The stories of rocketry pioneer Konstantin Tsiolkovsky (1857-1935) and Old Bolshevik Alexander Bogdanov’s 1908 novel Red Star, among others, founded the genre. Tsiolkovsky was strongly influenced by philosopher Nikolai Fyodorov (1827-1903), who felt it was mankind’s duty to pursue science until we could resurrect “the fathers” (our dead ancestors); he urged development of space travel as a way to find new planets, so all those reincorporated human beings would have room to live. Bogdanov’s Red Star posits a more advanced utopian society on Mars (the conveniently red planet); the novel’s earthling hero marvels at the economic and social achievements of the highly developed civilization there, though troubled by his lover’s sexual past. Bogdanov (1873-1928) was one of many Marxist SF authors who depicted aliens as humanoid; according to scientific Marxism, humanity must be the pinnacle of evolution. Bogdanov’s belief in the salubrious effects of exchanging blood led to his (accidental?) death after a botched transfusion. Many other literary figures of the Russian fin-de-siècle dabbled in SF; Symbolist poet Valerii Briusov’s decadent dystopia “Republic of the Southern Cross” (1905) is one striking example.


    Given the flowering of radical social theories after the Russian Revolution, SF’s popularity in the early Soviet years is no surprise. The best-known works at the time were written by authors who wrote in other genres too; there are elements of SF in most of the Russian Futurist poets, especially Velimir Khlebnikov and Vladimir Mayakovsky (his 1929 play “The Bedbug” has a petty bourgeois from the 1920s defrosted in a sterile socialist future). There are echoes of Fyodorov even in high Modernists like poet Osip Mandelshtam or Boris Pasternak. Evgenii Zamyatin (1884-1937) was educated as a naval engineer and joined the Bolsheviks before the 1905 Revolution; his political interests led to years in provincial exile, which sparked his career as a writer. His classic dystopian novel We is perhaps still the best known work of Russian SF. Written in 1919-21, We was one of the first literary works banned in the Soviet Union and, oddly enough, was first published in English translation in 1924. (It was first officially published in the USSR only in 1988—three years before the USSR itself ended.) We had a formative influence on Huxley’s Brave New World (1931) and Orwell’s 1984 (1948); it depicts a regimented society whose members have numbers rather than names, and where a brain operation ultimately “saves” the mathematician hero D-503 from the wiles of revolution. We is often read as a prophetic anti-Bolshevik dystopia, but in fact many negative elements in the novel are drawn from Zamyatin’s experience of English society, where he lived during WWI, designing icebreakers for the Russian navy. Zamyatin was unable to publish under Stalin; he was allowed to emigrate in 1931 and died in Paris after years of literary silence.


    Other early Soviet authors produced important SF. Alexei N. Tolstoy (1883-1945), “the Red Count,” wrote the novel Aèlita, the basis of one of the first (perhaps the first) full-length SF films, Yakov Protozanov’s Aelita: Queen of Mars (1924). Mikhail Bulgakov (1891-1940), now best known for his plays and the novel The Master and Margarita, wrote several works of SF, including “The Fatal Eggs” (1925) and the novel Heart of a Dog (written 1925; officially published in the USSR in 1987). In ”The Fatal Eggs” a scientist’s discovery plus political interference cause disaster, as a mysterious Red Ray turns reptile and ostrich eggs into super-fertile monsters—but the tale also depicts the devious mechanism of celebrity in a very near future (it is set in 1929, imagining that Lenin’s New Economic Policy continued). By 1929, censorship was clanging down on Soviet writers; Bulgakov’s request to emigrate was denied. Andrei Platonov (1899-1951) wrote SF where passionate Bolshevik scientists alter the physical fabric of the world; Marietta Shaginian (1888-1982) included some SF among her many, many socialist realist novels.


    Alexander Belyaev (1884-1942) wrote primarily SF—numerous stories, long tales, and novels—but has been largely neglected in the West. His story “Hoity-Toity (Professor Wagner’s Invention)” appeared in English in a 1962 collection edited by Isaac Asimov, and Professor Dowell’s Head (1925) was published in English in 1980. Several of his works have been made into films (Last Man from Atlantis (2011), The Amphibian Man (1962), etc.); always beloved by readers, Belyaev is now becoming more of an object of scholarly interest.


    Under Stalin writers had to be as careful as everyone else, but after his death in 1953 SF became a kind of safe zone for writers who did not want to sell out (along with children’s literature, historical novels, and literary translation). Paleontologist Ivan Efremov had great success with the novel The Andromeda Nebula (better translated as Andromeda Galaxy, 1956); it went through at least thirty editions in the Soviet period. Once Stalinist literary censorship eased, the USSR was a favorable environment for SF. The Party fostered a cult of scientists and supported a large population of scientific researchers, upheld by a planned economy in education that every year turned out this or that many new qualified scientists in every field. (The scientists themselves, of course, might be anything from a Trofim Lysenko, the agronomist whose Lamarckian theories and political machinations hobbled Soviet genetics and agriculture for decades, to an Andrei Sakharov, the nuclear physicist who became a Nobel Prize–winning dissident and human rights activist.) Educated citizens enjoyed reading popular science, and SF tended to be some of the best fiction available while socialist realism was still favored by the literary bureaucracy. Soviet citizens read not only SF by Russian (or Ukrainian, Kyrgyz, etc.) authors, but also translations of classics (Verne, Wells) and writers from “brotherly” socialist countries (Čapek, Lem). Some Anglo-American SF writers were widely available and very popular: Isaac Asimov (himself born in Russia), Arthur C. Clarke, and Ray Bradbury.


    By the late 1950s a growing Soviet SF scene included gee-whiz magazines for boys and a growing number of writers producing mostly hard SF. The 95% that was bound to be crap was socialist realist crap, more idealist and less sexy than American style pulp SF. (Efremov’s Andromeda Galaxy, far from crap, still makes tedious reading today.) Showing a distant future meant that many of the platitudes of socialist realism could be dispensed with, and including characters whose names pointed to many nationalities could suggest either worldwide socialism or a science-based meritocracy of the future. The early achievements of the Soviet space program added excitement to plots of space travel—and honestly, isn’t cosmonaut (meaning someone who navigates the cosmos) a better term than astronaut (someone who…sails into a star and gets vaporized)? SF may have been encouraged because it was another venue where the Soviet Union could compete with the West.


    Besides the Strugatskys (see below) there were many popular and enjoyable SF authors in the USSR during the Thaw (1956–64) and the subsequent period of Stagnation: Chingiz Aitmatov, Genrikh Altov, Vladlen Bakhnov, Dmitrii Bilenkin, Kir Bulychëv, Anatolii Dneprov, Mikhail Emtsev, Sever Gansovsky, Gennadii Gor, Mikhail Greshnov, Vladimir Grigoriev, Georgii Gurevich, Aleksandr Kazantsev, Viktor Kolupaev, Vladislav Krapivin, Isai Lukodianov, Eremei Parnov, Aleksandr Poleshchuk, Vladimir Savchenko, Viktor Separin, Vadim Shefner, Nikolai Toman, Ilya Varshavsky, Evgenii Voiskunsky, Roman Yarov, and Valentina Zhuravleva all have at least one work of SF available in English—sometimes rendered by superb translators such as Antonina Bouis and Mirra Ginsburg. I have slowed your reading with this list to make clear how many Soviet SF authors were worth translating. The list also shows that it was mostly men who wrote SF in the Soviet period (and almost solely men who were translated into English)—and mostly Russians, rather than other Soviet nationalities, whose work made it across the border. Some stories even made digs at corruption in the Soviet system, always a thrill for readers. For all the tight control over literature in the USSR, censors often seemed to miss irony and even out-and-out sarcasm in SF, especially in short stories (the Strugatskys had more trouble because they wrote novels, because their work was so widely popular—and no doubt because they were Jews). Like the other permitted “marginal” genres, SF gave writers considerably more freedom than socialist realist fiction, as long as it observed certain conventions (“the Party in space”). In 1970, the Strugatskys were invited to the International Science Fiction Writers’ Symposium in Tokyo (but not allowed to go). Four other Soviet SF authors were sent (including one Ukrainian!); Brian Aldiss describes one of the writers, Vasilii Zakharchenko, being treated like a rock star at the Expo Soviet pavilion.


    Arkady and Boris Strugatsky are the best-known SF writers in Russian after Zamyatin. Arkady Natanovich Strugatsky (1925–1991) was trained in artillery and graduated from the military foreign language institute in 1949 as a specialist in translation from Japanese and English. Boris (b. 1933) graduated from high school with honors in 1950 but was not admitted to the physics department at Leningrad State University because of quotas on Jews. He studied mathematics and mechanics instead and graduated in 1955, specializing in astronomy. The brothers wrote together and always insisted their work should be read as the creation of a single author; their first story was published in 1958, and their first novel in 1959. Before long, their take on the universe became more pessimistic (in the end of Distant Rainbow, for example, everyone dies and the planet is trashed by research carelessly pursued), and they encountered some trouble with the literary establishment. They published 27 novels, a play, and two books of stories; several works were adapted as films, including Andrei Tarkovsky’s Stalker (from Roadside Picnic). The Strugatskys’ popularity extended far beyond SF fans: every member of the intelligentsia felt obliged to read works like Hard to Be a God.


    Around the end of the Soviet Union in 1991, Western SF that had not previously been available came flooding into Russia (along with porn and pulp of all kinds), but local SF has continued to flourish alongside fantasy. Despite copious current production, however, the SF most available in English translation is by writers who write not only SF: Viktor Pelevin (OMON Ra), Vladimir Sorokin (Ice and others), Tatyana Tolstaya (The Slynx). Olga Slavnikova’s 2017 combines a dystopian, globalized capitalist Russian future with the legends of Ural miners. At the same time, the web (where SF-loving geeks got a head start on everyone else) makes it possible to find all kinds of SF works with some thoughtful searching. The post-Soviet SF scene in Russia is varied and exciting: some authors to check out include Marina and Sergei Diachenko, Aleksandr Gromov, Sviatoslav Loginov, Sergei Lukyanenko, Genri Laion Oldi (Dmitrii Gromov and Oleg Ladyzhenskii), Nik Perumov, Viacheslav Rybakov, and Vladimir Vasil’ev. The prolific Lukyanenko (b. 1968) may be the most popular SF author in Russia today; his fantasy novels Night Watch (1998) and Day Watch (1999) were made into movies (2004 and 2006) that did well in North America, and he is increasingly well represented in English translation.


    EAST EUROPEAN SF


    Eastern Europe includes more than fifteen countries and languages (if you count Belarus and Ukraine). Before WWI, it was almost all under one or another empire, Austro-Hungarian, German, Ottoman, or Russian; local cultural production tended to favor the protection of the national language and folklore. After WWI, however, SF appealed to many aspiring writers who sought an audience and started to build the new national literatures. The best-known interwar East European SF writer was the Czech Karel Čapek (1890–1938), inventor of the word “robot” (or at last first user: he said it was his brother’s idea). It comes from the Czech word robota (the kind of unpaid work serfs would do). Čapek’s 1920 play R.U.R. (Rossum’s Universal Robots) is still regularly performed—and the nefarious Rossum Corporation makes an appearance in Joss Whedon’s series Dollhouse. Much of Čapek’s writing was not SF, but the 1936 speculative novel War with the Newts is both delightfully funny and pointedly critical of the flaws of human societies, which all exploit the newly discovered sentient newts until the newts take over. When the Nazis entered Czechoslovakia in 1938 Čapek was #2 on their list of enemies, but he thwarted plans to arrest and intern him by dying of pneumonia on December 25, 1938.


    After WWII most of Eastern Europe was in the Soviet orbit, and SF was popular in many East European countries for the same reasons as in the USSR: it allowed a certain freedom from stultifying socialist realism. Josef Nesvadba (1926–2005) in Czechoslovakia incorporated numerous generic traits into SF stories; his collection The Lost Face is available in English translation. Stanisław Lem (1921–2006) did not consider himself a SF author, but he is the outstanding SF author of the period. His work is the exception to the rule for East European SF in the West: he is not marketed or sought out as a Polish writer, almost all of his work has been translated, the book covers spell his name wrong (not barring the “l” in his first name, pronounced like a “w”), and much of his opus is still in print in English decades after its first appearance. A medical education gave Lem a background in science. His work is extremely broad in scope and theme, ranging from Pirx stories for young adults to the philosophical depth of Solaris, the manic linguistic play (and underlying deep pessimism) of Cyberiad, and the psychedelia of Futurological Congress. Many of his works slyly mock socialist platitudes. (He has also been well served by translators; Michael Kandel, in particular, is a genius.) Lem said that the only Western SF writer worth reading was Philip K. Dick; the paranoid Dick was not pleased to be fingered by a Commie and feared LEM must be the acronym of some malevolent agency. Lem aged into a cranky critic, and his later writing is harshly critical of the cultural decline he saw all around him.


    The period of “transition” after socialism tended to disrupt the development of SF in Eastern Europe. In the early 1990s in Hungary, where SF had been fairly vigorous, local writers chose to present their own work under plausible pseudonyms as translations from English. Publishers felt—perhaps with justice—that SF by Hungarian authors would not sell. In the twenty-first century, however, there is a wide and vigorous SF scene in Eastern Europe: the biggest SF convention in Europe, Tricon, takes place in Poland and the Czech Republic. Where Socialist-era fanzines stopped publication, attractive new magazines—often with “Science Fiction” on the cover alongside Fantastyka or whatever local equivalent—have sprung up and do a lively business. East European SF authors are extremely various; some are post-modern (like Zoran Živković, many of whose novels have been translated from Serbian into English); others are better known for other skills (like the Croatian rock guitarist and computer programmer Davor Slamnig). In magazines and bookshops, SF is cheek by jowl with fantasy and horror, and the genres often bleed together.


    RUSSIAN AND EAST EUROPEAN SF IN THE WEST


    Thanks largely to Darko Suvin, whose 1979 book Metamorphoses of Science Fiction is seminal for SF scholarship, anyone serious about the genre has heard of the most important Russian and East European SF authors (up to the 1970s). Suvin devotes chapters to Lem and the Strugatskys. The MacMillan “Best Soviet SF” translations of the 1970s and 1980s, many introduced by Theodore Sturgeon, attended to how much a Soviet writer “could say” but also appeared to view SF as a place of common cause despite political differences. Isaac Asimov was editor of an early 1962 collection of Soviet SF in translation. During the Cold War, Russian or East European SF could be read as an important source of info about the enemy—or the reader could assume that SF authors were the voices of the future, in which East and West would agree better than in the present. Suvin’s rich and erudite study put a Marxist stamp on SF scholarship that has largely endured until the present. Suvin, himself an Eastern European, came to North America from Yugoslavia. (Today as well, some prominent scholars of SF bear tellingly East European names—Istvan Csicsery-Ronay, for example.)


    With the end of the Cold War, however, formerly curious Western readers and publishers of SF have turned away from the Second World. This is largely due to problems of translation: only about 3% of books published annually in the US are literary translations, and SF tends to be crowded out of this limited market. If you want pulp, we have local pulp; if you want serious lit, well…does SF count as serious lit? Even if today’s Czech or Polish or Russian or Serbian SF is not as cerebral as the Strugatskys, it may demand more effort and engagement than American readers expect from genre fiction, or (God forbid) it might be depressing. The MacMillan series has gone out of print, though many volumes are still available used. Some of the best sources for Russian and East European SF today are journals, be they print or online: World Literature Today and Words Without Borders have recently produced admirable international SF issues that included Second-World works, and the 2009 Apex Book of World SF lists Zoran Živković prominently on the cover. It may well take Anglo SF fans time to emerge from their solipsistic universe, but with their rich tradition, imaginative response to Western SF and fantasy, and (sometimes) deep seriousness the Eastern European and Russian SF authors are well worth a look.


    * * * *


    Sibelan Forrester is Professor of Russian in the Department of Modern Languages and Literatures at Swarthmore College, a specialist in modernist poetry and translation. Both myopic and astigmatic, she was an avid reader of SF as a young adult in Boulder, Colorado, but has only recently begun to unite this interest with her professional work. She encourages SF readers to be as open to texts, films and other works from distant countries and traditions as the best visions of a human future would have us be.

  


  
    PART 2: The Field Takes Shape (1926–1936)


    By the 1920s, the American magazine market was booming. Improvements in transportation, technology, and literacy, combined with much more limited entertainment options for most people, led to a growing number of “pulp” magazines (for the low-quality paper they were cheaply printed on) with lurid covers.


    While pulp magazines tended to be geared to a specific audience, today’s genre distinctions were still very much in the future: Not only was there no real distinction between SF, fantasy, and horror, but many science fiction writers were simultaneously writing Westerns, detective fiction, or nurse stories, or whatever else was in demand that week. Because of the thriving magazine market, the pay was better than today. At the height of the Depression, it was possible for a prolific writer to eke out a living from short stories alone, which is no longer the case.


    With not much genre book market to speak of, writers would have to make a living from stories. Bookstores were uncommon outside of major towns, and books were more likely to be sold through catalogs or ads in the backs of magazines.


    Out of this burgeoning pulp market, some genre-specific magazines began to appear. Hugo Gernsback began by publising magazines for electronics enthusiasts with some fiction scattered in, but in 1926 founded Amazing Stories, the first magazine entirely devoted to science fiction. Weird Tales was publishing H. P. Lovecraft, Robert E. Howard, Clark Ashton Smith, and other writers who lived at the intersection of SF, fantasy, and horror. (Lovecraft’s weird horror and Robert E. Howard’s archetypal character Conan would make both writers posthumously famous, in the fantasy boom that would come forty years later, after the publication of Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings in North America.)


    That’s not to overstate the quality of the 1920s and early 1930s pulp magazines. While there were some gems and stories of lasting influence, the emphasis was on fast writing and formulaic stories; the overall literary quality was low. Gernsback paid his writers poorly (and sometimes not at all), so Amazing Stories was disproportionately stocked with reprints of older stories and newer work by writers who would work cheaply. But beyond the immediate impact of the early pulp writers, many of whom are deservedly forgotton today, was a generation of writers- and editors-to-be who grew up reading the pulps and loving the tropes of SF and adventure fiction. And that generation would go on to create science fiction’s “Golden Age” in the late 1930s and 1940s.

  


  
    MILES J. BREUER


    (1889–1945)


    I only encountered Miles Breuer’s writing indirectly for the first time. Jack Williamson wrote about a Nebraska doctor who had once been a well-known SF writer, and who mentored Williamson and helped him break into the field. It took some searching to find Breuer’s stories, which haven’t been reprinted much in recent years, but Williamson’s country doctor turned out to be a bit of a revelation: In an age that was all about pulp adventure fiction and over-the-top planetary romances, he was writing idea-driven hard SF about physics, more like the SF of the 1940s and 1950s, by which time he was prematurely dead. It was easy to see how this slightly-out-of-time writer would fall through the cracks, but for his influence on Williamson and other members of that first generation of hard SF writers whom he mentored, Breuer ought to be better remembered.


    Breuer’s parents were Czech immigrants from Austria-Hungary. When Breuer was a toddler, his parents moved from Chicago to Nebraska so his father could finish his medical studies, and the family eventually settled in the Czech community of Crete, Nebraska. Breuer earned his own medical degree, married, and joined his father’s practice (with a World War I interlude in Europe serving as an officer in the Army Medical Corps). Soon he started writing as well, fiction and medical articles that appeared in the Czech-language press. He wrote a book (in English) on physical therapy that was published in 1925.


    Breuer had a longstanding interest in H. G. Wells’s scientific romances. So when Hugo Gernsback founded Amazing Stories, Breuer began submitting stories, with his first, “The Man with the Strange Head,” appearing in 1927. Breuer eventually sold nearly forty stories plus two novels to Amazing, including collaborations with Williamson and with Clare Winger Harris.


    Breuer suffered a nervous breakdown in 1942, and moved his medical practice to Los Angeles to convalesce. He died in 1945 after a brief illness.

  


  
    THE GOSTAK AND THE DOSHES, by Miles J. Breuer


    First published in Amazing Stories, March 1930


    Let the reader suppose that somebody states: “The gostak distims the dashes.” You do not know what this means, nor do I. But if we assume that it is English, we know that the dashes are distimmed by the gostak. We know that one distimmer of the dashes is a gostak. If, moreover, doshes are galloons, we know that some galloons are distimmed by the gostak. And so we may go on, and so we often do go on.


    —Unknown writer quoted by Ogden and Richards, in The Meaning of Meanings, Harcourt Brace & Co., 1923; also by Walter N. Polakov in Man and His Affairs, Williams & Wilkins, 1925.


    *


    “Why! That is lifting yourself by your own bootstraps!” I exclaimed in amazed incredulity. “It’s absurd.”


    Woleshensky smiled indulgently. He towered in his chair as though in the infinite kindness of his vast mind there were room to understand and overlook all the foolish little foibles of all the weak little beings that called themselves men. A mathematical physicist lives in vast spaces where a light-year is a footstep, where universes are being born and blotted out, where space unrolls along a fourth dimension on a surface distended from a fifth. To him, human beings and their affairs do not loom very important.


    “Relativity,” he explained. In his voice there was a patient forbearance for my slowness of comprehension. “Merely relativity. It doesn’t take much physical effort to make the moon move through the treetops, does it? Just enough to walk down the garden path.”


    I stared at him, and he continued: “If you had been born and raised on a moving train, no one could convince you that the landscape was not in rapid motion. Well, our conception of the universe is quite as relative as that. Sir Isaac Newton tried in his mathematics to express a universe as though beheld by an infinitely removed and perfectly fixed observer. Mathematicians since his time, realizing the futility of such an effort, have taken into consideration that what things ‘are’ depends upon the person who is looking at them. They have tried to express common knowledge, such as the law of gravitation, in terms that would hold good for all observers. Yet their leader and culminating genius, Einstein, has been unable to express knowledge in terms of pure relativity; he has had to accept the velocity of light as an arbitrarily fixed constant. Why should the velocity of light be any more fixed and constant than any other quantity in the universe?”


    “But what’s that got to do with going into the fourth dimension?” I broke in impatiently.


    He continued as though I hadn’t spoken.


    “The thing that interests us now, and that mystifies modern mathematicians, is the question of movement, or, more accurately, translation. Is there such a thing as absolute translation? Can there be movement—translation—except in relation to something else than the thing that moves? All movement we know of is movement in relation to other objects, whether it be a walk down the street or the movement of the earth in its orbit around the sun. A change of relative position. But the mere translation of an isolated object existing alone in space is mathematically inconceivable, for there is no such thing as space in that sense.”


    “I thought you said something about going into another universe—” I interrupted again.


    You can’t argue with Woleshensky. His train of thought went on without a break.


    “By translation we understand getting from one place to another. ‘Going somewhere’ originally meant a movement of our bodies. Yet, as a matter of fact, when we drive in an automobile we ‘go somewhere’ without moving our bodies at all. The scene is changed around us; we are somewhere else; and yet we haven’t moved at all.


    “Or suppose you could cast off gravitational attraction for a moment and let the earth rotate under you; you would be going somewhere and yet not moving—”


    “But that is theory; you can’t tinker with gravitation—”


    “Every day you tinker with gravitation. When you start upward in an elevator, your pressure, not your weight, against the floor of it is increased; apparent gravitation between you and the floor of the elevator is greater than before—and that’s like gravitation is anyway: inertia and acceleration. But we are talking about translation. The position of everything in the universe must be referred to some sort of coordinates. Suppose we change the angle or direction of the coordinates: then you have ‘gone somewhere’ and yet you haven’t moved, nor has anything else moved.”


    I looked at him, holding my head in my hands.


    “I couldn’t swear that I understood that,” I said slowly. “And I repeat it looks like lifting yourself by your own bootstraps.”


    The homely simile did not dismay him. He pointed a finger at me as he spoke. “You’ve seen a chip of wood bobbing on the ripples of a pond. Now you think the chip is moving, now the water. Yet neither is moving; the only motion is of an abstract thing called a wave.


    “You’ve seen those ‘illusion’ diagrams—for instance, this one of a group of cubes. Make up your mind that you are looking down upon their upper surfaces, and indeed they seem below you. Now change your mind and imagine that you are down below, looking up. Behold, you see their lower surfaces; you are indeed below them. You have ‘gone somewhere,’ yet there has been no translation of anything. You have merely changed coordinates.”


    “Which do you think will drive me insane more quickly—if you show me what you mean, or if you keep on talking without showing me?”


    “I’ll try to show you. There are some types of mind, you know, that cannot grasp the idea of relativity. It isn’t the mathematics involved that matters; it’s just the inability of some types of mental organizations to grasp the fact that the mind of the observer endows his environment with certain properties which have no absolute existence. Thus, when you walk through the garden at night the moon floats, from one treetop to another. Is your mind good enough to invert this: make the moon stand still and let the trees move backward? Can you do that? If so, you can ‘go somewhere’ into another dimension.”


    Woleshensky rose and walked to the window. His office was an appropriate setting for such a modern discussion as ours—situated m a new, ultramodern building on the university campus, the varnish glossy, the walls clean, the books neatly arranged behind clean glass, the desk in most orderly array; the office was just as precise and modern and wonderful as the mind of its occupant.


    “When do you want to go?” he asked.


    “Now!”


    “Then I have two more things to explain to you. The fourth dimension is just as much here as anywhere else. Right here around you and me things exist and go forward in the fourth dimension; but we do not see them and are not conscious of them because we are confined to our own three. Secondly: if we name the four coordinates as Einstein does, x, y, z, and t, then we exist in x, y, and z and move freely about in them, but are powerless to move in t. Why? Because t is the time dimension; and the time dimension is a difficult one for biological structures that depend on irreversible chemical reactions for their existence. But biochemical reactions can take place along any of the other dimensions as well as along t.


    “Therefore, let us transform coordinates. Rotate the property of chemical irre-versibility from t to z. Since we are organically able to exist (or at least to perceive) in only three dimensions at once, our new time dimension will be z. We shall be unconscious of z and cannot travel in it. Our activities and consciousness will take place along x, y, and t.


    “According to fiction writers, to switch into the t dimension, some sort of apparatus with an electrical field ought to be necessary. It is not. You need nothing more to rotate into the t dimension than you do to stop the moon and make the trees move as you ride down the road; or than you do to turn the cubes upside down. It is a matter of relativity.”


    I had ceased trying to wonder or to understand.


    “Show me!” was all I could gasp.


    “The success of this experiment in changing from the z to the t coordinate has depended largely upon my lucky discovery of a favorable location. It is just as, when you want the moon to ride the treetops successfully, there have to be favorable features in the topography or it won’t work. The edge of this building and that little walk between the two rows of Norway poplars seems to be an angle between planes in the z and t dimensions. It seems to slope downward, does it not?—Now walk from here to the end and imagine yourself going upward. That is all. Instead of feeling this building behind and above you, conceive it as behind and below. Just as on your ride by moonlight, you must tell yourself that the moon is not moving while the trees ride by.—Can you do that? Go ahead, then.” He spoke in a confident tone, as though he knew exactly what would happen.


    Half credulous, half wondering, I walked slowly out of the door. I noticed that Woleshensky settled himself down to the table with a pad and a pencil to some kind of study, and forgot me before I had finished turning around. I looked curiously at the familiar wall of the building and the still more familiar poplar walk, expecting to see some strange scenery, some unknown view from another world. But there were the same old bricks and trees that I had known so long, though my disturbed and wondering frame of mind endowed them with a sudden strangeness and un-wontedness. Things I had known for some years, they were, yet so powerfully had Woleshensky’s arguments impressed me that I already fancied myself in a different universe. According to the conception of relativity, objects of the x, y, z universe ought to look different when viewed from the x, y, t universe.


    Strange to say, I had no difficulty at all in imagining myself as going upward on my stroll along the slope. I told myself that the building was behind and below me, and indeed it seemed real that it was that way. I walked some distance along the little avenue of poplars, which seemed familiar enough in all its details, though after a few minutes it struck me that the avenue seemed rather long. In fact, it was much longer than I had ever known it to be before.


    With a queer Alice-in-Wonderland feeling I noted it stretching way on ahead of me. Then I looked back.


    I gasped in astonishment. The building was indeed below me. I looked down upon it from the top of an elevation. The astonishment of that realization had barely broken over me when I admitted that there was a building down there; but what building? Not the new Morton Hall, at any rate. It was a long, three-story brick building, quite resembling Morton Hall, but it was not the same. And on beyond there were trees with buildings among them; but it was not the campus that I knew.


    I paused in a kind of panic. What was I to do now? Here I was in a strange place. How I had gotten there I had no idea. What ought I to do about it? Where should I go? How was I to get back? Odd that I had neglected the precaution of how to get back. I surmised that I must be on the t dimension. Stupid blunder on my part, neglecting to find out how to get back.


    I walked rapidly down the slope toward the building. Any hopes that I might have had about its being Morton Hall were thoroughly dispelled in a moment. It was a totally strange building, old, and old-fashioned looking. I had never seen it before in my life. Yet it looked perfectly ordinary and natural and was obviously a university classroom building.


    I cannot tell whether it was an hour or a dozen that I spent walking frantically this way and that, trying to decide to go into this building or another, and at the last moment backing out in a sweat of hesitation. It seemed like a year but was probably only a few minutes. Then I noticed the people. They were mostly young people, of both sexes. Students, of course. Obviously I was on a university campus. Perfectly natural, normal young people, they were. If I were really on the t dimension, it certainly resembled the z dimension very closely.


    Finally I came to a decision. I could stand this no longer. I selected a solitary, quiet-looking man and stopped him.


    “Where am I?” I demanded.


    He looked at me in astonishment. I waited for a reply, and he continued to gaze at me speechlessly. Finally it occurred to me that he didn’t understand English.


    “Do you speak English?” I asked hopelessly.


    “Of course!” he said vehemently. “What’s wrong with you?”


    “Something’s wrong with something,” I exclaimed. “I haven’t any idea where I am or how I got here.”


    “Synthetic wine?” he asked sympathetically.


    “Oh, hell! Think I’m a fool? Say, do you have a good man in mathematical physics on the faculty? Take me to him.”


    “Psychology, I should think,” he said, studying me. “Or psychiatry. But I’m a law student and know nothing of either.”


    “Then make it mathematical physics, and I’ll be grateful to you.”


    So I was conducted to the mathematical physicist. The student led me into the very building that corresponded to Morton Hall, and into an office the position of which quite corresponded to that of Woleshensky’s office. However, the office was older and dustier; it had a Victorian look about it and was not as modern as Woleshensky’s room. Professor Vibens was a rather small, bald-headed man with a keen-looking face. As I thanked the law student and started on my story, he looked rather bored, as though wondering why I had picked on him with my tale of wonder. Before I had gotten very far he straightened up a little; and farther along he pricked up another notch; and before many minutes he was tense in his chair as he listened to me. When I finished, his comment was terse, like that of a man accustomed to thinking accurately and to the point.


    “Obviously you come into this world from another set of coordinates. As we are on the z dimension, you must have come to us from the t dimension—”


    He disregarded my attempts to protest at this point.


    “Your man Woleshensky has evidently developed the conception of relativity further than we have, although Monpeters’s theory comes close enough to it. Since I have no idea how to get you back, you must be my guest. I shall enjoy hearing about your world.”


    “That is very kind of you,” I said gratefully. “I’m accepting because I can’t see what else to do. At least until the time when I can find myself a place in your world or get back to my own. Fortunately,” I added as an afterthought, “no one will miss me there, unless it be a few classes of students who will welcome the little vacation that must elapse before my successor is found.”


    Breathlessly eager to find out what sort of world I had gotten into, I walked with him to his home. And I may state at the outset that if I had found everything upside down and outlandishly bizarre, I should have been far less amazed and astonished than I was. For, from the walk that first evening from Professor Vibens’s office along several blocks of residence street to his solid and respectable home, through all of my goings about the town and country during the years that I remained in the t-dimensional world, I found people and things thoroughly ordinary and familiar. They looked and acted as we do, and their homes and goods looked like ours. I cannot possibly imagine a world and a people that could be more similar to ours without actually being the same. It was months before I got over the idea that I had merely wandered into an unfamiliar part of my own city. Only the actual experience of wide travel and much sightseeing, and the knowledge that there was no such extensive English-speaking country in the world that I knew, convinced me that I must be on some other world, doubtless in the t dimension.


    “A gentleman who has found his way here from another universe,” the professor introduced me to a strapping young fellow who was mowing the lawn.


    The professor’s son was named John! Could anything be more commonplace?


    “I’ll have to take you around and show you things tomorrow,” John said cordially, accepting the account of my arrival without surprise.


    A redheaded servant girl, roast pork and rhubarb sauce for dinner, and checkers afterward, a hot bath at bedtime, the ringing of a telephone somewhere else in the house—is it any wonder that it was months before I would believe that I had actually come into a different universe? What slight differences there were in the people and the world merely served to emphasize the similarity. For instance, I think they were just a little more hospitable and “old-fashioned” than we are. Making due allowances for the fact that I was a rather remarkable phenomenon, I think I was welcomed more heartily in this home and in others later; people spared me more of their time and interest from their daily business than would have happened under similar circumstances in a correspondingly busy city in America.


    Again, John found a lot of time to take me about the city and show me banks and stores and offices. He drove a little squat car with tall wheels, run by a spluttering gasoline motor. (The car was not as perfect as our modern cars, and horses were quite numerous in the streets. Yet John was a busy businessman, the district superintendent of a life-insurance agency.) Think of it! Life insurance in Einstein’s t dimension.


    “You’re young to be holding such an important position,” I suggested.


    “Got started early,” John replied. “Dad is disappointed because I didn’t see fit to waste time in college. Disgrace to the family, I am.”


    What in particular shall I say about the city? It might have been any one of a couple of hundred American cities. Only it wasn’t. The electric streetcars, except for their bright green color, were perfect; they might have been brought over bodily from Oshkosh or Tulsa. The ten-cent stores with gold letters on their signs; drugstores with soft dnnks; a mad, scrambling stock exchange; the blaring sign of an advertising dentist; brilliant entrances to motion-picture theaters were all there. The beauty shops did wonders to the women’s heads, excelling our own by a good deal, if I am any judge; and at that time I had nothing more important on my mind than to speculate on that question. Newsboys bawled the Evening Sun and the Morning Gale, in whose curious, flat type I could read accounts of legislative doings, murders, and divorces quite as fluently as I could in my own Tribune at home. Strangeness and unfamiliarity had bothered me a good deal on a trip to Quebec a couple of years before; but they were not noticeable here in the t dimension.


    For three or four weeks the novelty of going around, looking at things, meeting people, visiting concerts, theaters and department stores was sufficient to absorb my interest. Professor Vibens’s hospitality was so sincerely extended that I did not hesitate to accept, though I assured him that I would repay it as soon as I got established in this world. In a few days I was thoroughly convinced that there was no way back home. Here I must stay, at least until I learned as much as Woleshensky knew about crossing dimensions. Professor Vibens eventually secured for me a position at the university.


    It was shortly after I had accepted the position as instructor in experimental physics and had begun to get broken into my work that I noticed a strange commotion among the people of the city. I have always been a studious recluse, observing people as phenomena rather than participating in their activities. So for some time I noted only in a subconscious way the excited gathering in groups, the gesticulations and blazing eyes, the wild sale of extra editions of papers, the general air of disturbance. I even failed to take an active interest in these things when I made a railroad journey of three hundred miles and spent a week in another city; so thoroughly at home did I feel in this world that when the advisability arose of my studying laboratory methods in another university, I made the trip alone. So absorbed was I in my laboratory problems that I only noted with half an eye the commotion and excitement everywhere, and merely recollected it later. One night it suddenly popped into my head that the country was aroused over something.


    That night I was with the Vibens family in their living room. John tuned in the radio. I wasn’t listening to the thing very much; I had troubles of my own. F = gm1m2/r2 was familiar enough to me. It meant the same and held as rigidly here as in my old world. But what was the name of the bird who had formulated that law? Back home it was Newton. Tomorrow in class I would have to be thoroughly familiar with his name. Pasvieux, that’s what it was. What messy surnames. It struck me that it was lucky that they expressed the laws of physics in the same form and even in the same algebraic letters, or I might have had a time getting them confused——when all of a sudden the radio blatantly bawled: “THE GOSTAK DISTIMS THE DOSHES!”


    John jumped to his feet.


    “Damn right!” he shouted, slamming the table with his fist.


    Both his father and mother annihilated him with withering glances, and he slunk from the room. I gazed stupefied. My stupefaction continued while the professor shut off the radio and both of them excused themselves from my presence. Then suddenly I was alert.


    I grabbed a bunch of newspapers, having seen none for several days. Great sprawling headlines covered the front pages:


    “THE GOSTAK DISTIMS THE DOSHES ”


    For a moment I stopped, trying to recollect where I had heard those words before. They recalled something to me. Ah, yes! That very afternoon there had been a commotion beneath my window on the university campus. I had been busy checking over an experiment so that I might be sure of its success at tomorrow’s class, and looked out rather absently to see what was going on. A group of young men from a dismissed class was passing and had stopped for a moment.


    “I say, the gostak distims the doshes!” said a fine-looking young fellow. His face was pale and strained.


    The young man facing him sneered derisively, “Aw, your grandmother! Don’t be a feeble—”


    He never finished. The first fellow’s fist caught him in the cheek. Several books dropped to the ground. In a moment the two had clinched and were rolling on the ground, fists flying up and down, smears of blood appearing here and there. The others surrounded them and for a moment appeared to enjoy the spectacle, but suddenly recollected that it looked rather disgraceful on a university campus, and after a lively tussle separated the combatants. Twenty of them, pulling in two directions, tugged them apart.


    The first boy strained in the grasp of his captors; his white face was flecked with blood and he panted for breath.


    “Insult!” he shouted, giving another mighty heave to get free. He looked contemptuously around. “The whole bunch of you ought to learn to stand up for your honor. The gostak distims the doshes!”


    That was the astonishing incident that these words called to my mind. I turned back to my newspapers.


    “Slogan Sweeps the Country,” proclaimed the subheads. “Ringing Expression of National Spirit! Enthusiasm Spreads Like Wildfire! The new patriotic slogan is gaining ground rapidly,” the leading article went on. “The fact that it has covered the country almost instantaneously seems to indicate that it fills a deep and long-felt want in the hearts of the people. It was first uttered during a speech in Walkingdon by that majestic figure in modern statesmanship, Senator Harob. The beautiful sentiment, the wonderful emotion of this sublime thought, are epoch-making. It is a great conception, doing credit to a great man, and worthy of being the guiding light of a great people—”


    That was the gist of everything I could find in the papers. I fell asleep still puzzled about the thing. I was puzzled because—as I see now and didn’t see then—I was trained in the analytical methods of physical science and knew little or nothing about the ways and emotions of the masses of the people.


    In the morning the senseless expression popped into my head as soon as I awoke. I determined to waylay the first member of the Vibens family who showed up, and demand the meaning of the thing. It happened to be John.


    “John, what’s a gostak?”


    John’s face lighted up with pleasure. He threw out his chest and a look of pride replaced the pleasure. His eyes blazed, and with a consuming enthusiasm he shook hands with me, as deacons shake hands with a new convert—a sort of glad welcome.


    “The gostak!” he exclaimed. “Hurray for the gostak!”


    “But what is a gostak?”


    “Not a gostak! The gostak. The gostak is—the distimmer of the doshes—see! He distims ’em, see?”


    “Yes, yes. But what is distimming? How do you distim?”


    “No, no! Only the gostak can distim. The gostak distims the doshes. See?”


    “Ah, I see!” I exclaimed. Indeed, I pride myself on my quick wit. “What are doshes? Why, they are the stuff distimmed by the gostak. Very simple!”


    “Good for you!” John slapped my back in huge enthusiasm. “I think it wonderful for you to understand us so well after being here only a short time. You are very patriotic.”


    I gritted my teeth tightly to keep myself from speaking. “Professor Vibens, what’s a gostak?” I asked in the solitude of his office an hour later.


    He looked pained.


    He leaned back in his chair and looked me over elaborately, and waited some time before answering.


    “Hush!” he finally whispered. “A scientific man may think what he pleases, but if he says too much, people in general may misjudge him. As a matter of fact, a good many scientific men are taking this so-called patriotism seriously. But a mathematician cannot use words loosely; it has become second nature with him to inquire closely into the meaning of every term he uses.”


    “Well, doesn’t that jargon mean anything at all?” I was beginning to be puzzled in earnest.


    “To me it does not. But it seems to mean a great deal to the public in general. It’s making people do things, is it not?”


    I stood a while in stupefied silence. That an entire great nation should become fired up over a meaningless piece of nonsense! Yet the astonishing thing was that I had to admit there was plenty of precedent for it in the history of my own z-dimensional world. A nation exterminating itself in civil wars to decide which of two profligate royal families should be privileged to waste the people’s substance from the throne; a hundred thousand crusaders marching to death for an idea that to me means nothing; a meaningless, untrue advertising slogan that sells millions of dollars’ worth of cigarettes to a nation, to the latter’s own detriment—haven’t we seen it over and over again?


    “There’s a public lecture on this stuff tonight at the First Church of the Salvation,” Professor Vibens suggested.


    “I’ll be there,” I said. “I want to look into the thing.”


    That afternoon there was another flurry of “extras” over the street; people gathered in knots and gesticulated with open newspapers.


    “War! Let ’em have it!” I heard men shout.


    “Is our national honor a rag to be muddied and trampled on?” the editorials asked.


    As far as I could gather from reading the papers, there was a group of nations across an ocean that was not taking the gostak seriously. A ship whose pennant bore the slogan had been refused entrance to an Engtalian harbor because it flew no national ensign. The Executive had dispatched a diplomatic note. An evangelist who had attempted to preach the gospel of the distimmed doshes at a public gathering in Itland had been ridden on a rail and otherwise abused. The Executive was dispatching a diplomatic note.


    Public indignation waxed high. Derogatory remarks about “wops” were flung about. Shouts of “Holy war!” were heard. I could feel the tension in the atmosphere as I took my seat in the crowded church in the evening. I had been assured that the message of the gostak and the doshes would be thoroughly expounded so that even the most simple-minded and uneducated people could understand it fully. Although I had my hands full at the university, I was so puzzled and amazed at the course events were taking that I determined to give the evening to finding out what the slogan meant.


    There was a good deal of singing before the lecture began. Mimeographed copies of the words were passed about, but I neglected to preserve them and do not remember them. I know there was one solemn hymn that reverberated harmoniously through the great church, a chanting repetition of “The Gostak Distims the Doshes.” There was another stirring martial air that began, “Oh, the Gostak! Oh, the Gostak!”—and ended with a swift cadence on “The Gostak Distims the Doshes!” The speaker had a rich, eloquent voice and a commanding figure. He stepped out and bowed solemnly.


    “The gostak distims the doshes,” he pronounced impressively. “Is it not comforting to know that there is a gostak; do we not glow with pride because the doshes are distimmed? In the entire universe there is no more profoundly significant fact: the gostak distims the doshes. Could anything be more complete yet more tersely emphatic! The gostak distims the doshes!” Applause. “This thrilling truth affects our innermost lives. What would we do if the gostak did not distim the doshes? Without the gostak, without doshes, what would we do? What would we think? How would we feel?” Applause again.


    At first I thought this was some kind of introduction. I was inexperienced in listening to popular speeches, lectures and sermons. I had spent most of my life in the study of physics and its accessory sciences. I could not help trying to figure out the meaning of whatever I heard. When I found none, I began to get impatient. I waited some more, thinking that soon he would begin on the real explanation. After thirty minutes of the same sort of stuff as I have just quoted, I gave up trying to listen. I just sat and hoped he would soon be through. The people applauded and grew more excited. After an hour I stirred restlessly; I slouched down in my seat and sat up by turns. After two hours I grew desperate; I got up and walked out. Most of the people were too excited to notice me. Only a few of them cast hostile glances at my retreat.


    The next day the mad nightmare began for me. First there was a snowstorm of extras over the city, announcing the sinking of a merchantman by an Engtalian cruiser. A dispute had arisen between the officers of the merchantman and the port officials, because the latter had jeered disrespectfully at the gostak. The merchantman picked up and started out without having fulfilled all the customs requirements. A cruiser followed it and ordered it to return. The captain of the merchantman told them that the gostak distims the doshes, whereupon the cruiser fired twice and sank the merchantman. In the afternoon came the extras announcing the Executive’s declaration of war.


    Recruiting offices opened; the university was depleted of its young men, uniformed troops marched through the city, and railway trains full of them went in and out. Campaigns for raising war loans; home-guards, women’s auxiliaries, ladies’ aid societies making bandages, young women enlisting as ambulance drivers—it was indeed war; all of it to the constantly repeated slogan: “The gostak distims the doshes.”


    I could hardly believe that it was really true. There seemed to be no adequate cause for a war. The huge and powerful nation had dreamed a silly slogan and flung it in the world’s face. A group of nations across the water had united into an alliance, claiming they had to defend themselves against having forced upon them a principle they did not desire. The whole thing at the bottom had no meaning. It did not seem possible that there would actually be a war; it seemed more like going through a lot of elaborate play-acting.


    Only when the news came of a vast naval battle of doubtful issue, in which ships had been sunk and thousands of lives lost, did it come to me that they meant business. Black bands of mourning appeared on sleeves and in windows. One of the allied countries was invaded and a front line set up. Reports of a division wiped out by an airplane attack; of forty thousand dead in a five-day battle; of more men and more money needed, began to make things look real. Haggard men with bandaged heads and arms in slings appeared on the streets, a church and an auditorium were converted into hospitals, and trainloads of wounded were brought in. To convince myself that this thing was so, I visited these wards and saw with my own eyes the rows of cots, the surgeons working on ghastly wounds, the men with a leg missing or with a hideously disfigured face.


    Food became restricted; there was no white bread, and sugar was rationed. Clothing was of poor quality; coal and oil were obtainable only on government permit. Businesses were shut down. John was gone; his parents received news that he was missing in action.


    Real it was; there could be no more doubt of it. The thing that made it seem most real was the picture of a mangled, hopeless wreck of humanity sent back from the guns, a living protest against the horror of war. Suddenly someone would say, “The gostak distims the doshes!” and the poor wounded fragment would straighten up and put out his chest with pride, and an unquenchable fire would blaze in his eyes. He did not regret having given his all for that. How could I understand it?


    And real it was when the draft was announced. More men were needed; volunteers were insufficient. Along with the rest, I complied with the order to register, doing so in a mechanical fashion, thinking little of it. Suddenly the coldest realization of the reality of it was flung at me when I was informed that my name had been drawn and that I would have to go!


    All this time I had looked upon this mess as something outside of me, something belonging to a different world, of which I was not a part. Now here was a card summoning me to training camp. With all this death and mangled humanity in the background, I wasn’t even interested in this world. I didn’t belong here. To be called upon to undergo all the horrors of military life, the risk of a horrible death, for no reason at all! For a silly jumble of meaningless sounds.


    I spent a sleepless night in maddened shock from the thing. In the morning a wild and haggard caricature of myself looked back at me from the mirror. But I had revolted. I intended to refuse service. If the words “conscientious objector” ever meant anything, I certainly was one. Even if they shot me for treason at once, that would be a fate less hard to bear than going out and giving my strength and my life for—for nothing at all.


    My apprehensions were quite correct. With my usual success at self-control over a seething interior, I coolly walked to the draft office and informed them that I did not believe in their cause and could not see my way to fight for it. Evidently they had suspected something of the sort already, for they had the irons on my wrists before I had hardly done with my speech.


    “Period of emergency,” said a beefy tyrant at the desk. “No time for stringing out a civil trial. Court-martial!”


    He said it to me vindictively, and the guards jostled me roughly down the corridor; even they resented my attitude. The court-martial was already waiting for me. From the time I walked out of the lecture at the church I had been under secret surveillance, and they knew my attitude thoroughly. That is the first thing the president of the court informed me.


    My trial was short. I was informed that I had no valid reason for objecting. Objectors because of religion, because of nationality and similar reasons, were readily understood; a jail sentence to the end of the war was their usual fate. But I admitted that I had no intrinsic objection to fighting; I merely jeered at their holy cause. That was treason unpardonable.


    “Sentenced to be shot at sunrise!” the president of the court announced. The world spun around with me. But only for a second. My self-control came to my aid. With the curious detachment that comes to us in such emergencies, I noted that the court-martial was being held in Professor Vibens’s office—that dingy little Victorian room where I had first told my story of traveling by relativity and had first realized that I had come to the t-dimensional world. Apparently it was also to be the last room I was to see in this same world. I had no false hopes that the execution would help me back to my own world, as such things sometimes do in stories. When life is gone, it is gone, whether in one dimension or another. I would be just as dead in the z dimension as in the t dimension.


    “Now, Einstein, or never!” I thought. “Come to my aid, O Riemann! O Lobachevski! If anything will save me it will have to be a tensor or a geodesic.”


    I said it to myself rather ironically. Relativity had brought me here. Could it get me out of this?


    Well! Why not?


    If the form of a natural law, yea, if a natural object varies with the observer who expresses it, might not the truth and the meaning of the gostak slogan also be a matter of relativity? It was like making the moon ride the treetops again. If I could be a better relativist and put myself in these people’s places, perhaps I could understand the gostak. Perhaps I would even be willing to fight for him or it.


    The idea struck me suddenly. I must have straightened up and some bright change must have passed over my features, for the guards who led me looked at me curiously and took a firmer grip on me. We had descended the steps of the building and had started down the walk.


    Making the moon ride the treetops! That was what I needed now. And that sounded as silly to me as the gostak. And the gostak did not seem so silly. I drew a deep breath and felt very much encouraged. The viewpoint of relativity was somehow coming back to me. Necessity manages much. I could understand how one might fight for the idea of a gostak distimming the doshes. I felt almost like telling these men. Relativity is a wonderful thing. They led me up the slope, between the rows of poplars.


    Then it all suddenly popped into my head: how I had gotten here by changing my coordinates, insisting to myself that I was going upward. Just like making the moon stop and making the trees ride when you are out riding at night. Now I was going upward. In my own world, in the z dimension, this same poplar was down the slope.


    “It’s downward!” I insisted to myself. I shut my eyes and imagined the building behind and above me. With my eyes shut, it did seem downward. I walked for a long time before opening them. Then I opened them and looked around.


    I was at the end of the avenue of poplars. I was surprised. The avenue seemed short. Somehow it had become shortened; I had not expected to reach the end so soon. And where were the guards in olive uniforms? There were none.


    I turned around and looked back. The slope extended on backward above me. I had indeed walked downward. There were no guards, and the fresh, new building was on the hill behind me.


    Woleshensky stood on the steps.


    “Now what do you think of a t dimension?” he called out to me. Woleshensky!


    And a new building, modern! Vibens’s office was in an old Victorian building. What was there in common between Vibens and Woleshensky? I drew a deep breath. The comforting realization spread gratefully over me that I was back in my native dimension. The gostak and the war were somewhere else. Here were peace and Woleshensky.


    I hastened to pour out the story to him.


    “What does it all mean?” I asked when I was through. “Somehow—vaguely—it seems that it ought to mean something.”


    “Perhaps,” he said in his kind, sage way, “we really exist in four dimensions. A part of us and our world that we cannot see and are not conscious of projects on into another dimension, just like the front edges of the books in the bookcase, turned away from us. You know that the section of a conic cut by the y plane looks different from the section of the same conic cut by the z plane? Perhaps what you saw was our own world and our own selves intersected by a different set of coordinates. Relativity, as I told you in the beginning.”


    * * * *
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    AMERICAN SCIENCE FICTION MAGAZINES, by Hildy Silverman


    Please allow me to introduce myself. My name is Hildy Silverman and as I write this, I am the publisher and editor-in-chief of Space and Time, the oldest (since 1966), continuously-published-under-the- same-title, speculative fiction small press magazine still in existence. Yes, those are a lot of modifiers. Because of the twists and turns of magazine publishing, you will find that there are older magazines, but they’ve experienced interruptions in publication, magazines of the same age, but they now bear different titles, and so on. So many different science fiction ’zines (as they are affectionately called by fans) have risen and fallen between 1926 to the present that it is impossible to do more than touch upon the major players in this look at the birth of the science fiction magazine, its proliferation during the Golden and Silver Ages of science fiction, and its ongoing evolution into e-zines and new media platforms.


    WEIRD TALES


    Although Argosy established itself as the first pulp magazine in 1896 and began publishing a significant number of science fiction stories in the early 1900s, it was the 1923 debut of Weird Tales that first brought an entire magazine dedicated to fantastic short fiction to the public. Founded by ex-journalist J.C. Henneberger in Chicago, IL, its first editor, Edwin Baird, combined gothic fantasy, science and horror fiction, and is credited for launching the careers of such greats as H.P. Lovecraft, Clark Ashton Smith and many others. Due to significant losses, attributed to Baird’s poor editorial oversight, he was replaced by Farnsworth Wright, an assistant editor who only got the job after Lovecraft refused to move to Chicago to take the reins. Wright is credited with publishing then-unknown playwright Tennessee Williams’ first story.


    Weird Tales struggled with comparatively low circulation figures throughout its initial run, never topping 50,000 per issue. While that number would have publishers jigging in the streets these days, keep in mind that competing magazines were regularly enjoying circulation figures in the hundreds of thousands (some claimed a million readers) back then.


    The magazine finally folded in 1954, only to be revived several times by various publishers and editors, including such noteworthies as George H. Scithers and Stephen H. Segal. Today, Weird Tales continues to publish some of the finest macabre fiction, under the auspices of Ann Vandermeer.


    AMAZING STORIES


    The first English language magazine to only publish science fiction was 1926’s Amazing Stories. It was founded by inventor and science buff Hugo Gernsback, after he received positive reader response to the occasional science fiction stories he published in Science and Invention, an otherwise fact-based magazine. Gernsback, often called the “father of science fiction” and for whom the prestigious Hugo award is named, is credited with having launched the science fiction genre of the pulps with Amazing Stories.


    Gernsback’s first fiction editor was T. O’Conor Sloane and, under his guidance, the magazine became an immediate success. Early circulation figures estimate 100,000 eager “scientifiction” (the term coined by Gernsback) readers digested each issue, prompting Gernsback to add a 1928 companion quarterly. During its 26-year run, Amazing published many notables like Manly Wade Wellman, E.E. “Doc” Smith, and Jack Williamson.


    Unfortunately, Gernsback was a known miser (and that’s being kind, or so Those In the Know tell me) and so often wound up publishing reprints and lower-quality material, while better writers stuck with the higher-paying Weird Tales and Argosy. Gernsback’s troubled finances eventually cost him Amazing Stories when lawsuits by his printer and paper supplier forced him into bankruptcy. The magazine survived under other owners and editors, through various formats and release schedules, all the way until 2006 when its last owner, Paizo Publishing, decided it was no longer worth releasing even in a simple .pdf format.


    ASTOUNDING STORIES


    In 1930, William Clayton founded Gernsback’s greatest (re: only) competition in the still-nascent science fiction market. Although more financially stable and higher-paying in the early years than Amazing Stories, Astounding Stories’ content, acquired by its original editor, Harry Bates, left a lot to be desired. The magazine was more focused on formulaic action than quality science fiction content.


    The Depression took its toll on Clayton. By 1933, he, like Gernsback, was forced to declare bankruptcy. However, this was hardly the end for Astounding Stories—in fact, its glory days still lay ahead. A new publisher took over and put experienced editor F. Orlin Tremaine in charge of content. Tremaine had an eye for new science fiction concepts and favored creativity over action. It was under him that such greats as Murray Leinster and Stanley G. Weinbaum became regular contributors. Circulation numbers quickly increased to 50,000 readers by the middle of 1934, nearly double the estimates for closest competitors Amazing Stories and another Gernsback effort, Wonder Stories. Now bearing a solid reputation for quality science fiction, Astounding dominated the market.


    It was Tremaine’s replacement in 1937 by the legendary John W. Campbell that ushered in the Golden Age of the science fiction magazine. Legendary author Robert Silverberg notes, “If Gernsback was Augustus—rather more of a Claudius—then Campbell was Hadrian.” An experienced science fiction writer, Campbell was pretty much given free rein by 1938 to remake Astounding Stories in his own image, which he proceeded to do by renaming it Astounding Science-Fiction. Campbell sought even more sophisticated stories than his immediate predecessor and, throughout the 1940s, launched the careers of future luminaries that included Isaac Asimov, Robert Heinlein, and Lester Del Ray.


    Campbell wanted to get rid of the “Astounding” in Astounding Science-Fiction for years, but it took until 1960 before he was finally granted permission to change the name to Analog. It remains in publication under that name today, one of the top three science fiction magazines (along with Asimov’s and Fantasy & Science Fiction) to this day, making Astounding Stories/Analog history’s longest-running continuously published science fiction magazine.


    THE COMPANION MAGAZINES


    There were several magazines produced as “companions” to the Big Two, Amazing and Astounding, by their respective publishers. In 1929, despite already being on the verge of bankruptcy, Hugo Gernsback joined with his brother in publishing three other magazines: Science Wonder Stories, Air Wonder Stories, and Science Wonder Quarterly. Only Science Wonder Stories attracted an audience and so Gernsback rolled it and Air Wonder Stories together to form Wonder Stories. Gernsback sold it in 1936 but, though its title changed a few more times, it remained in print until 1955.


    Michael Ashley, author of the seminal volumes History of Science Fiction Magazines, states, “During the period 1931–34, mostly under (editor) David Lasser, Wonder Stories published the best SF available and turned the field around, preparing the ground for Tremaine and Campbell.” Indeed, until publication ceased in 1955, Wonder’s content arguably rivaled Astounding’s, thanks to groundbreaking stories from the likes of Ray Bradbury, Theodore Sturgeon, and Philip José Farmer. Amusingly, while known as Thrilling Wonder Stories, the publication ran a series of stories by none other than John W. Campbell. In the end, the competition from Astounding Stories overwhelmed Wonder.


    Startling Stories debuted in 1939. It featured “science fantasy” and was intended as a companion to Thrilling Wonder Stories. Its format was unique, in that it featured a novel in each issue augmented by a couple of short stories, most of which were written by Henry Kuttner. Its most successful editor was Sam Merwin, Jr. and the magazine became quite popular from the late 1940s through the early 1950s. Startling became a casualty of the times, however, after the dual blows of the 1954 backlash against comics and the 1955 strike by American News Corporation badly damaged the pulp publishing industry.


    Fantastic Adventures was also developed as a companion to Amazing Stories in 1939. Raymond Palmer launched it as part of publisher Ziff-Davis’s attempt to expand the pulp magazine market after its acquisition of Amazing Stories. Alas, in spite of initially solid sales, the overall low quality of the fiction dragged it down. New editor Howard Browne absorbed it into his 1952 effort, Fantastic. Rather than science fiction, however, the focus shifted to fantasy, and circulation fell off as science fiction readers turned away. Browne’s half-hearted efforts to re-incorporate more science fiction led to some improvement in sales, but it was never a powerhouse like Amazing or Astounding. Nevertheless, Fantastic continued to limp along into the 1960s under different editors, largely ignored by Ziff-Davis until they sold it to Sol Cohen. During the 1960s, Cohen’s reprint policy became the focus of an infamous dual against a still-new writers’ rights organization, the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America. By 1980, after a few more failed attempts at revivification, publication ceased.


    Not to be outdone, John W. Campbell launched a 1939 companion magazine to Astounding Stories called Unknown Worlds. Though the theme was ostensibly fantasy, Campbell utilized many of the same contributors already appearing in Astounding, so stories were most often hybrids of fantasy and science fiction. Notables who appeared during Unknown Worlds’ short-but-distinguished run included A.E. van Vogt, L. Sprague de Camp, and L. Ron Hubbard. In 1943, the magazine was canceled because of paper shortages blamed on World War II. According to author and editor Darrell Schweitzer, Unknown Worlds remains an important footnote in the history of science fiction magazines, because an “Unknown school of fantasy fiction” remains impactful to this day.


    THE MAGAZINE OF FANTASY & SCIENCE FICTION


    By the late 1940s, the heyday of the pulps had passed, not due to a lack of readership but more because of outside forces associated with World War II and the paper shortages it caused. However, though the Golden Age may have passed, a Silver Age soon followed.


    In 1949, a new quarterly called The Magazine of Fantasy began publication under the aegis of editors Anthony Boucher and J. Francis McComas. The name soon changed to The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction in order to encompass all of the content presented. The goal was to offer genre fiction stories on a plane far above what was commonly associated with the pulp era. The look of the magazine was different than the others, as well. It eschewed interior artwork and mimicked the layout of a literary journal, and included formal introductions to each story by Boucher. The new effort quickly attracted some of the top writers in the field: Ray Bradbury, Damon Knight, and the debut by a young future master, Richard Matheson.


    Aside from its notable contributors, some of the great editors in the field of science fiction and fantasy have served at what is today called Fantasy & Science Fiction, or simply F&SF. They include William Tenn, Avram Davidson, and Kristine Kathryn Rusch. F&SF remains one of the modern “big three” publications in the science fiction world and continues to showcase high-quality content from industry greats.


    GALAXY SCIENCE FICTION


    Founding editor Horace L. Gold—“Vespasian” to Gernsback’s Claudius and Campbell’s Hadrian, according to Mr. Silverberg’s earlier analogy—was already a very successful author of adventure, fantasy, mystery and science fiction when he launched Galaxy Science Fiction in 1950. Perhaps because of his deep roots as a writer, Gold went out of his way to pay up to six cents a word to his contributors, in comparison to the still-average one-half to two cents paid by his competitors. He also paid upon acceptance, rather than on publication, and was known for actively discovering new writers.


    Under Gold, Galaxy focused on stories about social issues rather than nifty technology, as was more common in the pulps. He published the Bradbury story, “The Fireman” that became the basis of Fahrenheit 451, along with seminal works by Robert Heinlein and Alfred Bester.


    After suffering debilitating injuries in a car accident, Gold ceded the editor’s chair to Frederik Pohl, who was already assisting in the production department. Pohl continued Gold’s tradition of publishing high-quality, socially conscious science fiction until 1969, when then-owner Robert Guinn sold it to Universal Publishing and Distribution Corporation. The subsequent editor’s shift was undistinguished, but Galaxy recovered briefly under the stewardship of Jim Baen in the 1970s. Sadly, after Baen left, financial problems and other issues led to its demise in 1980. Galaxy was revived for a short time by Gold’s son in 1994, but again petered out. Nevertheless, Gold’s legacy as having provided the foundation for the “New Wave” of science fiction secured Galaxy’s place of honor in the history of science fiction magazines.


    IF


    James Quinn of Quinn Publications first published If in 1952, but it wasn’t until Quinn sold it to Robert Guinn at Galaxy Publishing that it came into prominence. The already-esteemed Horace L. Gold edited both If and Galaxy for two years before turning If, in which he had less of a vested interest, over to Frederik Pohl. Pohl ushered it to great success and won three Hugo awards for Best Professional Magazine in the process. During its heyday, If published some of the most impressive short stories ever written in SF, including Harlan Ellison’s “I Have No Mouth and I Must Scream.” Pohl also had an eye for new talent, and published the first short stories by giants Larry Niven and Gardner Dozois. If also included columns that appealed to broader science fiction fandom outside of print fiction, which drew many younger readers. By 1967, If’s high circulation numbers were only rivaled by Analog. When Guinn sold Galaxy to UPD Corporation in 1969, he also sold If, and Pohl elected to step down from his editorial duties at both magazines. Pohl fondly reminisced in a recent interview that editing was like, “Being a twelve-year-old boy playing with a brand new train set.”


    If followed nearly the same trajectory as its sister publication, failing to thrive under the new editor. Just as things were looking up with the hiring of Jim Baen to edit both Galaxy and If in 1974, the rising cost of paper forced UPD to decide which magazine to continue. If lost that roll of the dice and was folded into the senior publication, Galaxy.


    ISAAC ASIMOV’S SCIENCE FICTION MAGAZINE


    The modern age of science fiction magazines has seen the rise and decline of many publications, including short-lived efforts like editor Charles Ryan’s acclaimed Galileo and his longer-lived Aboriginal. Two stand out from the crowd, however, and are deserving of closer attention. I begin with the third of the Big Three, today known simply as Asimov’s.


    In 1977, Joel Davis of Davis Publications published a new science fiction digest that maintained his already-successful habit of tying a big name to his publications (e.g., Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine). Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine bore the name and cover image of one of the Golden Age greats, drawing instant recognition and reader interest. However, Asimov didn’t want to be the regular editor (being a wee bit busy with his writing career, no doubt) so Davis tapped George H. Scithers to shepherd the magazine day-by-day, while Asimov became the “Editorial Director.” This basically meant he contributed a column, answered reader letters and, of course, regularly contributed stories to his namesake publication.


    Scithers went on to discover such (science fiction fan) household names as Barry Longyear, who later won the Hugo and the Nebula for the same story in Asimov’s, “Enemy Mine.” Scithers won his own share of Hugos for Best Editor, beginning in 1978. Davis Publications then added the already-venerable Analog to its family in the early 1980s, making it and Asimov’s sibling publications.


    In 1982, Scithers stepped down and, after a brief interim, Shawna McCarthy took over, with future editor-in-chief Sheila Williams brought on as an editorial assistant. Shawna, one of the earliest, distinguished female editors in charge of a science fiction magazine, earned her own Hugo for Best Professional Editor in 1984 and brought even greater acclaim to the magazine, which now regularly published Hugo and Nebula award-winning fiction.


    In 1986, editorial great Gardner Dozois, already a well-established fixture in the science fiction community, took over and Asimov’s reached a new level of respectability and success. Dozois collected an unprecedented number of Hugo awards from the mid-Eighties on, winning the Best Professional Editor category every year from 1988 forward, save for 1994 (when another distinguished female editor, Kristine Katherine Rusch of Fantasy & Science Fiction snuck in and nabbed one).


    Though the world sadly bid farewell to Isaac Asimov in 1992, his namesake publication remains one of the giants in the field, currently under the auspices of Sheila Williams, who took over for Dozois in 2004. It has expanded in these modern times to include an e-zine version, which Williams tells me has been a “very successful” addition.


    OMNI


    Omni, though not strictly a “fiction” magazine, published some of the great science fiction stories of the modern era, has the distinction of being both founded and later edited by women, and racked up enough awards for its original fiction to evidence its impact on the field.


    Omni Science Fiction and Fact first took the stage in 1978 thanks to its unlikely founder, Kathy Keeton, wife of Penthouse magnate Bob Guccione. With a successful mainstream publisher’s money behind it, Omni was able to draw the top writers of science fact and fiction, including luminaries Joyce Carol Oates, Stephen King, and William Gibson, who contributed early works that became the foundation of the cyberpunk subgenre. Omni’s first significant editor was Ben Bova, who stayed with the magazine until 1981. A variety of editors filled the position, including the highly respected Robert Sheckley, until Ellen Datlow took over fiction editing responsibilities in the early 1980s and remained until the magazine folded. Omni was also noteworthy for having featured striking, original artwork, unique in the field at the time.


    Omni’s first issue sold 850,000 copies, an incredible statistic when you consider that the majority of science fiction magazines were already experiencing a decline in circulation during the late 1970s on into the 1980s. Omni’s fiction won several Hugo, Nebula, and World Fantasy awards, provided science fiction to a new, mainstream audience, and, to quote Ellen Datlow, “Introduced a whole new generation of science fiction and fantasy writers to the largest audience they’d ever had before, or would ever again.”


    By 1996, as circulation numbers for all magazines continued to spiral downward and production costs began to significantly increase, the print version of the magazine ceased publication. In a bold move that, in hindsight, was made too early, Omni transformed into a wholly online e-zine. It was still unclear to publishers how to monetize content in this still-nascent market, and Omni’s publisher was unable to effectively capitalize upon the “early adopter” readers who made the switch from print. Before long, the site was deemed unprofitable and removed.


    THE RISE OF THE E-ZINE


    Today, prompted by continually rising costs associated with the production of print magazines, more science fiction periodicals are originating or moving online. Unfortunately, the comparative ease of publishing stories on the Web has allowed many less-than-qualified publications to proliferate, which has led many readers to assume everything presented in an e-zine format is substandard and to be avoided. However, just like there were trashy, low-quality print magazines published in tandem with great publications, there are diamonds shining through the detritus on the Web.


    A few examples (some still in existence, some defunct) include:


    Sci Fiction (ed., Ellen Datlow)


    Strange Horizons (ed., Mary Anne Mohanraj)


    InterGalactic Medicine Show (eds., Orson Scott Card and Edmund R. Schubert)


    Clarkesworld (ed., Neil Clarke)


    Apex Magazine (ed., Jason Sizemore)


    Abyss and Apex (ed., Wendy Delmater)


    Many of these e-zines pay professional or above-professional rates (a minimum of five cents per word, according to SFWA standards), feature work by top names in the field, and are regular nominees/winners of top industry awards. Even the Big Three now offer online subscription options and have experienced positive growth from such diversification.


    Paper-based magazines continue to experience drops in circulation numbers, rising paper and shipping costs, and other challenges that make publishing online an increasingly attractive alternative. The e-zine is not a harbinger of death, but rather a viable option for continuing the traditions begun by Gernsback and his compatriots. Additionally, e-readers, Smartphone applications, and other delivery systems that were once considered science fiction are being recognized by forward-thinking publishers as opportunities to deliver even more quality science fiction to future generations of readers.


    While traditional science fiction magazine publication may indeed be on the decline, science fiction itself retains a passionate audience. There are markets for both paper and pixels, and they will continue to demand science fiction stories presented in all available forms. The science fiction magazine is experiencing change, not extinction, and we proud members of the community should embrace it. After all, aren’t the unknown and the innovative what we’re all about?


    * * * *


    Hildy Silverman took over as publisher of Space and Time Magazine (www.spaceandtimemagazine.com) from its founder, Gordon Linzner, in early 2007. Space and Time, which started in 1966 as a mimeographed high school fanzine, published some of the earliest short fiction by Jeffrey Ford, Charles de Lint, Josepha Sherman, and many others. Hildy also writes short stories, which have appeared in anthologies from Baen Books and other fine publishers. When not reading, editing, or writing she develops corporate training, marketing communications materials, and search engine–optimized articles for websites. She serves as the co-chair of literary programming for the Philadelphia Science Fiction Society and as vice-president of the Garden State Horror Writers.

  


  
    JOHN W. CAMPBELL


    (1910-1971)


    Because he became so well-known as the iconic editor of Astounding, and because he stopped writing fiction almost entirely by his late twenties, it’s easy to forget how successful Campbell was as a writer. Both under his own name (mostly for space opera) and under the Don A. Stuart pseudonym (for more literary SF, named for his then-wife Dona Stewart) Campbell was one of the field’s most popular authors.


    Campbell was born in Newark, New Jersey in 1910. His father was cold and aloof. His mother had an identical twin sister who mistreated Campbell while pretending to be his mother; Campbell couldn’t tell them apart. After being kicked out of MIT for failing German, Campbell went to Duke University, where he graduated with a degree in physics in 1932. By then he was married and selling stories and articles to SF magazines. (Campbell’s first published story appeared in Amazing Stories in 1930, but he’d sold a story to them previously only to have the editor lose the manuscript.)


    Once Campbell was named editor of Astounding in 1937, his fiction output dropped to almost nothing, though his nonfiction output remained considerable. Campbell dominated the Hugo voting once the award was established, winning Best Editor eight times from 1952–64. The John W. Campbell, Jr. Award for Best New Writer and the John W. Campbell Memorial Award were both established after his death to honor his contributions to the field.


    Along with the lyrical end-of-the-world story “Twilight,” “Who Goes There?” is probably Campbell’s most frequently anthologized story. It was adapted into the 1951 horror movie The Thing from Another World and its 1982 remake, The Thing.

  


  
    WHO GOES THERE? by John W. Campbell


    First published in Astounding Science Fiction, March 1938 by “Don Stuart”


    I


    The place stank. A queer, mingled stench that only the ice-buried cabins of an Antarctic camp know, compounded of reeking human sweat, and the heavy, fish-oil stench of melted seal blubber. An overtone of liniment combated the musty smell of sweat-and-snow-drenched furs. The acrid odor of burnt cooking fat, and the animal, not-unpleasant smell of dogs, diluted by time, hung in the air.


    Lingering odors of machine oil contrasted sharply with the taint of harness dressing and leather. Yet, somehow, through all that reek of human beings and their associates—dogs, machines, and cooking—came another taint. It was a queer, neck-ruffling thing, a faintest suggestion of an odor alien among the smells of industry and life. And it was a life-smell. But it came from the thing that lay bound with cord and tarpaulin on the table, dripping slowly, methodically onto the heavy planks, dank and gaunt under the unshielded glare of the electric light.


    Blair, the little bald-pated biologist of the expedition, twitched nervously at the wrappings, exposing clear, dark ice beneath and then pulling the tarpaulin back into place restlessly. His little birdlike motions of suppressed eagerness danced his shadow across the fringe of dingy gray underwear hanging from the low ceiling, the equatorial fringe of stiff, graying hair around his naked skull a comical halo about the shadow’s head.


    Commander Garry brushed aside the lax legs of a suit of underwear, and stepped toward the table. Slowly his eyes traced around the rings of men sardined into the Administration Building. His tall, stiff body straightened finally, and he nodded. “Thirty-seven. All here.” His voice was low, yet carried the clear authority of the commander by nature, as well as by title.


    “You know the outline of the story back of that find of the Secondary Pole Expedition. I have been conferring with Second-in-Command McReady, and Norris, as well as Blair and Dr. Copper. There is a difference of opinion, and because it involves the entire group, it is only just that the entire Expedition personnel act on it.


    “I am going to ask McReady to give you the details of the story, because each of you has been too busy with his own work to follow closely the endeavors of the others. McReady?”


    Moving from the smoke-blued background, McReady was a figure from some forgotten myth, a looming, bronze statue that held life, and walked. Six feet four inches he stood as he halted beside the table, and with a characteristic glance upward to assure himself of room under the low ceiling beams, straightened. His rough, clashingly orange windproof jacket he still had on, yet on his huge frame it did not seem misplaced. Even here, four feet beneath the drift-wind that droned across the Antarctic waste above the ceiling, the cold of the frozen continent leaked in, and gave meaning to the harshness of the man. And he was bronze—his great red-bronze beard, the heavy hair that matched it. The gnarled, corded hands gripping, relaxing, gripping and relaxing on the table planks were bronze. Even the deep-sunken eyes beneath heavy brows were bronzed.


    Age-resisting endurance of the metal spoke in the cragged heavy outlines of his face, and the mellow tones of the heavy voice. “Norris and Blair agree on one thing; that animal we found was not—terrestrial in origin. Norris fears there may be danger in that; Blair says there is none.


    “But I’ll go back to how, and why we found it. To all that was known before we came here, it appeared that this point was exactly over the South Magnetic Pole of Earth. The compass does point straight down here, as you all know. The more delicate instruments of the physicists, instruments especially designed for this expedition and its study of the magnetic pole, detected a secondary effect, a secondary, less powerful magnetic influence about eighty miles southwest of here.


    “The Secondary Magnetic Expedition went out to investigate it. There is no need for details. We found it, but it was not the huge meteorite or magnetic mountain Norris had expected to find. Iron ore is magnetic, of course; iron more so—and certain special steels even more magnetic. From the surface indications, the secondary pole we found was small, so small that the magnetic effect it had was preposterous. No magnetic material conceivable could have that effect. Soundings through the ice indicated it was within one hundred feet of the glacier surface.


    “I think you should know the structure of the place. There is a broad plateau, a level sweep that runs more than 150 miles due south from the Secondary Station, Van Wall says. He didn’t have time or fuel to fly farther, but it was running smoothly due south then. Right there, where that buried thing was, there is an ice-drowned mountain ridge, a granite wall of unshakable strength that has dammed back the ice creeping from the south.


    “And four hundred miles due south is the South Polar Plateau. You have asked me at various times why it gets warmer here when the wind rises, and most of you know. As a meteorologist I’d have staked my word that no wind could blow at -70 degrees; that no more than a five-mile wind could blow at -50; without causing warming due to friction with ground, snow and ice and the air itself.


    “We camped there on the lip of that ice-drowned mountain range for twelve days. We dug our camp into the blue ice that formed the surface, and escaped most of it. But for twelve consecutive days the wind blew at forty-five miles an hour. It went as high as forty-eight, and fell to forty-one at times. The temperature was –63 degrees. It rose to -60 and fell to -68. It was meteorologically impossible, and it went on uninterruptedly for twelve days and twelve nights.


    “Somewhere to the south, the frozen air of the South Polar Plateau slides down from that 18,000-foot bowl, down a mountain pass, over a glacier, and starts north. There must be a funneling mountain chain that directs it, and sweeps it away for four hundred miles to hit that bald plateau where we found the secondary pole, and 350 miles farther north reaches the Antarctic Ocean.


    “It’s been frozen there since Antarctica froze twenty million years ago. There never has been a thaw there.


    “Twenty million years ago Antarctica was beginning to freeze. We’ve investigated, though and built speculations. What we believe happened was about like this.


    “Something came down out of space, a ship. We saw it there in the blue ice, a thing like a submarine without a conning tower or directive vanes, 280 feet long and 45 feet in diameter at its thickest.


    “Eh, Van Wall? Space? Yes, but I’ll explain that better later.” McReady’s steady voice went on.


    “It came down from space, driven and lifted by forces men haven’t discovered yet, and somehow—perhaps something went wrong then—it tangled with Earth’s magnetic field. It came south here, out of control probably, circling the magnetic pole. That’s a savage country there; but when Antarctica was still freezing, it must have been a thousand times more savage. There must have been blizzard snow, as well as drift, new snow falling as the continent glaciated. The swirl there must have been particularly bad, the wind hurling a solid blanket of white over the lip of that now-buried mountain.


    “The ship struck solid granite head-on, and cracked up. Not every one of the passengers in it was killed, but the ship must have been ruined, her driving mechanism locked. It tangled with Earth’s field, Norris believes. No thing made by intelligent beings can tangle with the dead immensity of a planet’s natural forces and survive.


    “One of its passengers stepped out. The wind we saw there never fell below forty-one, and the temperature never rose above -60. Then—the wind must have been stronger. And there was drift falling in a solid sheet. The thing was lost completely in ten paces.” He paused for a moment, the deep, steady voice giving way to the drone of wind overhead and the uneasy, malicious gurgling in the pipe of the galley stove.


    Drift—a drift-wind was sweeping by overhead. Right now the snow picked up by the mumbling wind fled in level, blinding lines across the face of the buried camp. If a man stepped out of the tunnels that connected each of the camp buildings beneath the surface, he’d be lost in ten paces. Out there, the slim, black finger of the radio mast lifted three hundred feet into the air, and at its peak was the clear night sky. A sky of thin, whining wind rushing steadily from beyond to another beyond under the licking, curling mantle of the aurora. And off north, the horizon flamed with queer, angry colors of the midnight twilight. That was Spring three hundred feet above Antarctica.


    At the surface—it was white death. Death of a needle-fingered cold driven before the wind, sucking heat from any warm thing. Cold—and white mist of endless, everlasting drift, the fine, fine particles of licking snow that obscured all things.


    Kinner, the little, scar-faced cook, winced. Five days ago he had stepped out to the surface to reach a cache of frozen beef. He had reached it, started back—and the drift-wind leapt out of the south. Cold, white death that streamed across the ground blinded him in twenty seconds. He stumbled on wildly in circles. It was half an hour before rope-guided men from below found him in the impenetrable murk.


    It was easy for man—or thing—to get lost in ten paces.


    “And the drift-wind then was probably more impenetrable than we know.” McReady’s voice snapped Kinner’s mind back. Back to the welcome, dank warmth of the Ad Building. “The passenger of the ship wasn’t prepared either, it appears. It froze within ten feet of the ship.


    “We dug down to find the ship, and our tunnel happened to find the frozen—animal. Barclay’s ice-ax struck its skull.


    “When we saw what it was, Barclay went back to the tractor, started the fire up and when the steam pressure built, sent a call for Blair and Dr. Copper. Barclay himself was sick then. Stayed sick for three days, as a matter of fact.


    “When Blair and Copper came, we cut out the animal in a block of ice, as you see, wrapped it and loaded it on the tractor for return here. We wanted to get into that ship.


    “We reached the side and found the metal was something we didn’t know. Our beryllium-bronze, non-magnetic tools wouldn’t touch it. Barclay had some tool-steel on the tractor, and that wouldn’t scratch it either. We made reasonable tests—even tried some acid from the batteries with no results.


    “They must have had a passivating process to make magnesium metal resist acid that way, and the alloy must have been at least ninety-five percent magnesium. But we had no way of guessing that, so when we spotted the barely opened lock door, we cut around it. There was clear, hard ice inside the lock, where we couldn’t reach it. Through the little crack we could look in and see that only metal and tools were in there, so we decided to loosen the ice with a bomb.


    “We had decanite bombs and thermite. Thermite is the ice-softener; decanite might have shattered valuable things, where the thermite’s heat would just loosen the ice. Dr. Copper, Norris and I placed a twenty-five-pound thermite bomb, wired it, and took the connector up the tunnel to the surface, where Blair had the steam tractor waiting. A hundred yards the other side of that granite wall we set off the thermite bomb.


    “The magnesium metal of the ship caught of course. The glow of the bomb flared and died, then it began to flare again. We ran back to the tractor, and gradually the glare built up. From where we were we could see the whole ice-field illuminated from beneath with an unbearable light; the ship’s shadow was a great, dark cone reaching off toward the north, where the twilight was just about gone. For a moment it lasted, and we counted three other shadow-things that might have been other—passengers—frozen there. Then the ice was crashing down and against the ship.


    “That’s why I told you about that place. The wind sweeping down from the Pole was at our backs. Steam and hydrogen flame were torn away in white ice-fog; the flaming heat under the ice there was yanked away toward the Antarctic Ocean before it touched us. Otherwise we wouldn’t have come back, even with the shelter of that granite ridge that stopped the light.


    “Somehow in the blinding inferno we could see great hunched things—black bulks. They shed even the furious incandescence of the magnesium for a time. Those must have been the engines, we knew. Secrets going in blazing glory—secrets that might have given Man the planets. Mysterious things that could lift and hurl that ship—and had soaked in the force of the Earth’s magnetic field. I saw Norris’ mouth move, and ducked. I couldn’t hear him.


    “Insulation—something—gave way. All Earth’s field they’d soaked up twenty million years before broke loose. The aurora in the sky above licked down, and the whole plateau there was bathed in cold fire that blanketed vision. The ice-ax in my hand got red hot, and hissed on the ice. Metal buttons on my clothes burned into me. And a flash of electric blue seared upward from beyond the granite wall.


    “Then the walls of ice crashed down on it. For an instant it squealed the way dry ice does when it’s pressed between metal.


    “We were blind and groping in the dark for hours while our eyes recovered. We found every coil within a mile was fused rubbish, the dynamo and every radio set, the earphones and speakers. If we hadn’t had the steam tractor, we wouldn’t have gotten over to the Secondary Camp.


    “Van Wall flew in from Big Magnet at sun-up, as you know. We came home as soon as possible. That is the history of—that.” McReady’s great bronze beard gestured toward the thing on the table.


    II


    Blair stirred uneasily, his little, bony fingers wriggling under the harsh light. Little brown freckles on his knuckles slid back and forth as the tendons under the skin twitched. He pulled aside a bit of the tarpaulin and looked impatiently at the dark ice-bound thing inside.


    McReady’s big body straightened somewhat. He’d ridden the rocking, jarring steam tractor forty miles that day, pushing on to Big Magnet here. Even his calm will had been pressed by the anxiety to mix again with humans. It was lone and quiet out there in Secondary Camp, where a wolf-wind howled down from the Pole. Wolf-wind howling in his sleep—winds droning and the evil, unspeakable face of that monster leering up as he’d first seen it through clear, blue ice, with a bronze ice-ax buried in its skull.


    The giant meteorologist spoke again. “The problem is this. Blair wants to examine the thing. Thaw it out and make micro slides of its tissues and so forth. Norris doesn’t believe that is safe, and Blair does. Dr. Copper agrees pretty much with Blair. Norris is a physicist, of course, not a biologist. But he makes a point I think we should all hear. Blair has described the microscopic life-forms biologists find living, even in this cold and inhospitable place. They freeze every winter, and thaw every summer—for three months—and live.


    “The point Norris makes is—they thaw, and live again. There must have been microscopic life associated with this creature. There is with every living thing we know. And Norris is afraid that we may release a plague—some germ disease unknown to Earth—if we thaw those microscopic things that have been frozen there for twenty million years.


    “Blair admits that such micro-life might retain the power of living. Such unorganized things as individual cells can retain life for unknown periods, when solidly frozen. The beast itself is as dead as those frozen mammoths they find in Siberia. Organized, highly developed life-forms can’t stand that treatment.


    “But micro-life could. Norris suggests that we may release some disease-form that man, never having met it before, will be utterly defenseless against.


    “Blair’s answer is that there may be such still-living germs, but that Norris has the case reversed. They are utterly nonimmune to man. Our life-chemistry probably—”


    “Probably!” The little biologist’s head lifted in a quick, birdlike motion. The halo of gray hair about his bald head ruffled as though angry. “Heh, one look—”


    “I know,” McReady acknowledged. “The thing is not Earthly. It does not seem likely that it can have a life-chemistry sufficiently like ours to make cross-infection remotely possible. I would say that there is no danger.”


    McReady looked toward Dr. Copper. The physician shook his head slowly. “None whatever,” he asserted confidently. “Man cannot infect or be infected by germs that live in such comparatively close relatives as the snakes. And they are, I assure you,” his clean-shaven face grimaced uneasily, “much nearer to us that—that.”


    Vance Norris moved angrily. He was comparatively short in this gathering of big men, some five feet eight, and his stocky, powerful build tended to make him seem shorter. His black hair was crisp and hard, like short, steel wires, and his eyes were the gray of fractured steel. If McReady was a man of bronze, Norris was all steel. His movements, his thoughts, his whole bearing had the quick, hard impulse of a steel spring. His nerves were steel—hard, quick acting—swift corroding.


    He was decided on his point now, and he lashed out in its defense with a characteristic quick, clipped flow of words. “Different chemistry be damned. That thing may be dead—or, by God, it may not—but I don’t like it. Damn it, Blair, let them see the monstrosity you are petting over there. Let them see the foul thing and decide for themselves whether they want that thing thawed out in this camp.


    “Thawed out, by the way. That’s got to be thawed out in one of the shacks tonight, if it is thawed out. Somebody—who’s watchman tonight? Magnetic—oh, Connant. Cosmic rays tonight. Well, you get to sit up with that twenty-million-year-old mummy of his. Unwrap it, Blair. How the hell can they tell what they are buying, if they can’t see it? It may have a different chemistry. I don’t care what else it has, but I know it has something I don’t want. If you can judge by the look on its face—it isn’t human so maybe you can’t—it was annoyed when it froze. Annoyed, in fact, is just about as close an approximation of the way it felt, as crazy, mad, insane hatred. Neither one touches the subject.


    “How the hell can these birds tell what they are voting on? They haven’t seen those three red eyes and that blue hair like crawling worms. Crawling—damn, it’s crawling there in the ice right now!


    “Nothing Earth ever spawned had the unutterable sublimation of devastating wrath that thing let loose in its face when it looked around its frozen desolation twenty million years ago. Mad? It was mad clear through—searing, blistering mad!


    “Hell, I’ve had bad dreams ever since I looked at those three red eyes. Nightmares. Dreaming the thing thawed out and came to life—that it wasn’t dead, or even wholly unconscious all those twenty million years, but just slowed, waiting—waiting. You’ll dream, too, while that damned thing that Earth wouldn’t own is dripping, dripping in the Cosmos House tonight.


    “And, Connant,” Norris whipped toward the cosmic ray specialist, “won’t you have fun sitting up all night in the quiet. Wind whining above—and that thing dripping—” he stopped for a moment, and looked around.


    “I know. That’s not science. But this is, it’s psychology. You’ll have nightmares for a year to come. Every night since I looked at that thing I’ve had ‘em. That’s why I hate it—sure I do—and don’t want it around. Put it back where it came from and let it freeze for another twenty million years. I had some swell nightmares—that it wasn’t made like we are—which is obvious—but of a different kind of flesh that it can really control. That it can change its shape, and look like a man—and wait to kill and eat—


    “That’s not a logical argument. I know it isn’t. The thing isn’t Earth-logic anyway.


    “Maybe it has an alien body-chemistry, and maybe its bugs do have a different body-chemistry. A germ might not stand that, but, Blair and Copper, how about a virus? That’s just an enzyme molecule, you’ve said. That wouldn’t need anything but a protein molecule of any body to work on.


    “And how are you so sure that, of the million varieties of microscopic life it may have, none of them are dangerous. How about diseases like hydrophobia—rabies —that attack any warm-blooded creature, whatever its body-chemistry may be? And parrot fever? Have you a body like a parrot, Blair? And plain rot—gangrene—necrosis if you want? That isn’t choosy about body chemistry!”


    Blair looked up from his puttering long enough to meet Norris’ angry, gray eyes for an instant. “So far the only thing you have said this thing gave off that was catching was dreams. I’ll go so far as to admit that.” An impish, slightly malignant grin crossed the little man’s seamed face. “I had some, too. So. It’s dream-infectious. No doubt an exceedingly dangerous malady.


    “So far as your other things go, you have a badly mistaken idea about viruses. In the first place, nobody has shown that the enzyme-molecule theory, and that alone, explains them. And in the second place, when you catch tobacco mosaic or wheat rust, let me know. A wheat plant is a lot nearer your body-chemistry than this other-world creature is.


    “And your rabies is limited, strictly limited. You can’t get it from, nor give it to, a wheat plant or a fish—which is a collateral descendant of a common ancestor of yours. Which this, Norris, is not.” Blair nodded pleasantly toward the tarpaulined bulk on the table.


    “Well, thaw the damned thing in a tub of formalin if you must. I’ve suggested that—”


    “And I’ve said there would be no sense in it. You can’t compromise. Why did you and Commander Garry come down here to study magnetism? Why weren’t you content to stay at home? There’s magnetic force enough in New York. I could no more study the life this thing once had from a formalin-pickled sample than you could get the information you wanted back in New York. And—if this one is so treated, never in all time to come can there be a duplicate! The race it came from must have passed away in the twenty million years it lay frozen, so that even if it came from Mars then, we’d never find its like. And—the ship is gone.


    “There’s only one way to do this—and that is the best possible way. It must be thawed slowly, carefully, and not in formalin.”


    Commander Garry stood forward again, and Norris stepped back muttering angrily. “I think Blair is right, gentlemen. What do you say?”


    Connant grunted. “It sounds right to us, I think—only perhaps he ought to stand watch over it while it’s thawing.” He grinned ruefully, brushing a stray lock of ripe-cherry hair back from his forehead. “Swell idea, in fact—if he sits up with his jolly little corpse.”


    Garry smiled slightly. A general chuckle of agreement rippled over the group. “I should think any ghost it may have had would have starved to death if it hung around here that long, Connant,” Garry suggested. “And you look capable of taking care of it. ‘Ironman’ Connant ought to be able to take out any opposing players, still.”


    Connant shook himself uneasily. “I’m not worrying about ghosts. Let’s see that thing. I—”


    Eagerly Blair was stripping back the ropes. A single throw of the tarpaulin revealed the thing. The ice had melted somewhat in the heat of the room, and it was clear and blue as thick, good glass. It shone wet and sleek under the harsh light of the unshielded globe above.


    The room stiffened abruptly. It was face up there on the plain, greasy planks of the table. The broken haft of the bronze ice-ax was still buried in the queer skull. Three mad, hate-filled eyes blazed up with a living fire, bright as fresh-spilled blood, from a face ringed with a writhing, loathsome nest of worms, blue, mobile worms that crawled where hair should grow—


    Van Wall, six feet and two hundred pounds of ice-nerved pilot, gave a queer, strangled gasp, and butted, stumbled his way out to the corridor. Half the company broke for the doors. The others stumbled away from the table.


    McReady stood at one end of the table watching them, his great body planted solid on his powerful legs. Norris from the opposite end glowered at the thing with smouldering hate. Outside the door, Garry was talking with half a dozen of the men at once.


    Blair had a tack hammer. The ice that cased the thing schluffed crisply under its steel claw as it peeled from the thing it had cased for twenty thousand thousand years—


    III


    “I know you don’t like the thing, Connant, but it just has to be thawed out right. You say leave it as it is till we get back to civilization. All right, I’ll admit your argument that we could do a better and more complete job there is sound. But—how are we going to get this across the Line? We have to take this through one temperate zone, the equatorial zone, and halfway through the other temperate zone before we get it to New York. You don’t want to sit with it one night, but you suggest, then, that I hang its corpse in the freezer with the beef?” Blair looked up from his cautious chipping, his bald freckled skull nodding triumphantly.


    Kinner, the stocky, scar-faced cook, saved Connant the trouble of answering. “Hey, you listen, mister. You put that thing in the box with the meat, and by all the gods there ever were, I’ll put you in to keep it company. You birds have brought everything movable in this camp in onto my mess tables here already, and I had to stand for that. But you go putting things like that in my meat box, or even my meat cache here, and you cook your own damn grub.”


    “But, Kinner, this is the only table in Big Magnet that’s big enough to work on,” Blair objected. “Everybody’s explained that.”


    “Yeah, and everybody’s brought everything in here. Clark brings his dogs every time there’s a fight and sews them up on that table. Ralsen brings in his sledges. Hell, the only thing you haven’t had on that table is the Boeing. And you’d ‘a’ had that in if you coulda figured a way to get it through the tunnels.”


    Commander Garry chuckled and grinned at Van Wall, the huge Chief Pilot. Van Wall’s great blond beard twitched suspiciously as he nodded gravely to Kinner. “You’re right, Kinner. The aviation department it the only one that treats you right.”


    “It does get crowded, Kinner,” Garry acknowledged. “But I’m afraid we all find it that way at times. Not much privacy in an Antarctic camp.”


    “Privacy? What the hell’s that? You know, the thing that really made me weep, was when I saw Barclay marchin’ through here chantin’ ‘The last lumber in the camp! The last lumber in the camp!’ and carryin’ it out to build that house on his tractor. Damn it, I missed that moon cut in the door he carried out more’n I missed the sun when it set. That wasn’t just the last lumber Barclay was walkin’ off with. He was carryin’ off the last bit of privacy in this blasted place.”


    A grin rode even Connant’s heavy face as Kinner’s perennial, good-natured grouch came up again. But it died away quickly as his dark, deep-set eyes turned again to the red-eyed thing Blair was chipping from its cocoon of ice. A big hand ruffed his shoulder-length hair, and tugged at a twisted lock that fell behind his ear in a familiar gesture. “I know that cosmic ray shack’s going to be too crowded if I have to sit up with that thing,” he growled. “Why can’t you go on chipping the ice away from around it—you can do that without anybody butting in, I assure you—and then hang the thing up over the power-plant boiler? That’s warm enough. It’ll thaw out a chicken, even a whole side of beef, in a few hours.”


    “I know,” Blair protested, dropping the tack hammer to gesture more effectively with his bony, freckled fingers, his small body tense with eagerness, “but this is too important to take any chances. There never was a find like this; there never can be again. It’s the only chance men will ever have, and it has to be done exactly right.


    “Look, you know how the fish we caught down near the Ross Sea would freeze almost as soon as we got them on deck, and come to life again if we thawed them gently? Low forms of life aren’t killed by quick freezing and slow thawing. We have—”


    “Hey, for the love of Heaven—you mean that damned thing will come to life!” Connant yelled. “You get the damned thing— Let me at it! That’s going to be in so many pieces—”


    “No! No, you fool—” Blair jumped in front of Connant to protect his precious find. “No. Just low forms of life. For Pete’s sake let me finish. You can’t thaw higher forms of life and have them come to. Wait a moment now—hold it! A fish can come to after freezing because it’s so low a form of life that the individual cells of its body can revive, and that alone is enough to reestablish life. Any higher forms thawed out that way are dead. Though the individual cells revive, they die because there must be organization and cooperative effort to live. That cooperation cannot be reestablished. There is a sort of potential life in any uninjured, quick-frozen animal. But it can’t—can’t under any circumstances—become active life in higher animals. The higher animals are too complex, too delicate. This is an intelligent creature as high in its evolution as we are in ours. Perhaps higher. It is as dead as a frozen man would be.”


    “How do you know?” demanded Connant, hefting the ice-ax he had seized a moment before.


    Commander Garry laid a restraining hand on his heavy shoulder. “Wait a minute, Connant. I want to get this straight. I agree that there is going to be no thawing of this thing if there is the remotest chance of its revival. I quite agree it is much too unpleasant to have alive, but I had no idea there was the remotest possibility.”


    Dr. Copper pulled his pipe from between his teeth and heaved his stocky, dark body from the bunk he had been sitting in. “Blair’s being technical. That’s dead. As dead as the mammoths they find frozen in Siberia. We have all sorts of proof that things don’t live after being frozen—not even fish, generally speaking—and no proof that higher animal life can under any circumstances. What’s the point, Blair?”


    The little biologist shook himself. The little ruff of hair standing out around his bald pate waved in righteous anger. “The point is,” he said in an injured tone, “that the individual cells might show the characteristics they had in life if it is properly thawed. A man’s muscle cells live many hours after he has died. Just because they live, and a few things like hair and fingernail cells still live, you wouldn’t accuse a corpse of being a zombie, or something.


    “Now if I thaw this right, I may have a chance to determine what sort of world it’s native to. We don’t, and can’t know by any other means, whether it came from Earth or Mars or Venus or from beyond the stars.


    “And just because it looks unlike men, you don’t have to accuse it of being evil, or vicious or something. Maybe that expression on its face is its equivalent to a resignation to fate. White is the color of mourning to the Chinese. If men can have different customs, why can’t a so-different race have different understandings of facial expressions?”


    Connant laughed softly, mirthlessly. “Peaceful resignation! If that is the best it could do in the way of resignation, I should exceedingly dislike seeing it when it was looking mad. That face was never designed to express peace. It just didn’t have any philosophical thoughts like peace in its make-up.


    “I know it’s your pet—but be sane about it. That thing grew up on evil, adolesced slowly roasting alive the local equivalent of kittens, and amused itself through maturity on new and ingenious torture.”


    “You haven’t the slightest right to say that,” snapped Blair. “How do you know the first thing about the meaning of a facial expression inherently inhuman? It may well have no human equivalent whatever. That is just a different development of Nature, another example of Nature’s wonderful adaptability. Growing on another, perhaps harsher world, it has different form and features. But it is just as much a legitimate child of Nature as you are. You are displaying that childish human weakness of hating the different. On its own world it would probably class you as a fish-belly, white monstrosity with an insufficient number of eyes and a fungoid body pale and bloated with gas.


    “Just because its nature is different, you haven’t any right to say it’s necessarily evil.”


    Norris burst out a single, explosive, “Haw!” He looked down at the thing. “May be that things from other worlds don’t have to be evil just because they’re different. But that thing was! Child of Nature, eh? Well, it was a hell of an evil Nature.”


    “Aw, will you mugs cut crabbing at each other and get the damned thing off my table?” Kinner growled. “And put a canvas over it. It looks indecent.”


    “Kinner’s gone modest,” jeered Connant.


    Kinner slanted his eyes up to the big physicist. The scarred cheek twisted to join the line of his tight lips in a twisted grin. “All right, big boy, and what were you grousing about a minute ago? We can set the thing in a chair next to you tonight, if you want.”


    “I’m not afraid of its face,” Connant snapped. “I don’t like keeping a wake over its corpse particularly, but I’m going to do it.”


    Kinner’s grin spread. “Uh-huh.” He went off to the galley stove and shook down ashes vigorously, drowning the brittle chipping of the ice as Blair fell to work again.


    IV


    “Cluck,” reported the cosmic-ray counter, “cluck-burrrp-cluck.”


    Connant started and dropped his pencil.


    “Damnation.” The physicist looked toward the far corner, back at the Geiger counter on the table near that corner. And crawled under the desk at which he had been working to retrieve the pencil. He sat down at his work again, trying to make his writing more even. It tended to have jerks and quavers in it, in time with the abrupt proud-hen noises of the Geiger counter. The muted whoosh of the pressure lamp he was using for illumination, the mingled gargles and bugle calls of a dozen men sleeping down the corridor in Paradise House formed the background sounds for the irregular, clucking noises of the counter, the occasional rustle of falling coal in the copper-bellied stove. And a soft, steady drip-drip-drip from the thing in the corner.


    Connant jerked a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, snapped it so that a cigarette protruded, and jabbed the cylinder into his mouth. The lighter failed to function, and he pawed angrily through the pile of papers in search of a match. He scratched the wheel of the lighter several times, dropped it with a curse and got up to pluck a hot coat from the stove with the coal tongs.


    The lighter functioned instantly when he tried it on returning to the desk. The counter ripped out a series of chuckling guffaws as a burst of cosmic rays struck through to it. Connant turned to glower at it, and tried to concentrate on the interpretation of data collected during the past week. The weekly summary—


    He gave up and yielded to curiosity, or nervousness. He lifted the pressure lamp from the desk and carried it over to the table in the corner. Then he returned to the stove and picked up the coal tongs. The beast had been thawing for nearly eighteen hours now. He poked at it with an unconscious caution; the flesh was no longer hard as armor plate, but had assumed a rubbery texture. It looked like wet, blue rubber glistening under droplets of water like little round jewels in the glare of the gasoline pressure lantern. Connant felt an unreasoning desire to pour the contents of the lamp’s reservoir over the thing in its box and drop the cigarette into it. The three red eyes glared up at him sightlessly, the ruby eyeballs reflecting murky, smoky rays of light.


    He realized vaguely that he had been looking at them for a very long time, even vaguely understood that they were no longer sightless. But it did not seem of importance, of no more importance than the labored, slow motion of the tentacular things that sprouted from the base of the scrawny, slowly pulsing neck.


    Connant picked up the pressure lamp and returned to his chair. He sat down, staring at the pages of mathematics before him. The clucking of the counter was strangely less disturbing, the rustle of the coals in the stove no longer distracting.


    The creak of the floorboards behind him didn’t interrupt his thoughts as he went about his weekly report in an automatic manner, filling in columns of data and making brief, summarizing notes.


    The creak of the floorboards sounded nearer.


    V


    Blair came up from the nightmare-haunted depths of sleep abruptly. Connant’s face floated vaguely above him; for a moment it seemed a continuance of the wild horror of the dream. But Connant’s face was angry, and a little frightened. “Blair—Blair you damned log, wake up.”


    “Uh-eh?” the little biologist rubbed his eyes, his bony, freckled finger crooked to a mutilated child-fist. From surrounding bunks other faces lifted to stare down at them.


    Connant straightened up. “Get up—and get a lift on. Your damned animal’s escaped.”


    “Escaped—what!” Chief Pilot Van Wall’s bull voice roared out with a volume that shook the walls. Down the communication tunnels other voices yelled suddenly. The dozen inhabitants of Paradise House tumbled in abruptly, Barclay, stocky and bulbous in long woolen underwear, carrying a fire extinguisher.


    “What the hell’s the matter?” Barclay demanded.


    “Your damned beast got loose. I fell asleep about twenty minutes ago, and when I woke up, the thing was gone. Hey, Doc, the hell you say those things can’t come to life. Blair’s blasted potential life developed a hell of a lot of potential and walked out on us.”


    Copper stared blankly. “It wasn’t—Earthly,” he sighed suddenly. “I—I guess Earthly laws don’t apply.”


    “Well, it applied for leave of absence and took it. We’ve got to find it and capture it somehow.” Connant swore bitterly, his deep-set black eyes sullen and angry. “It’s a wonder the hellish creature didn’t eat me in my sleep.”


    Blair started back, his pale eyes suddenly fear-struck. “Maybe it di—er—uh—we’ll have to find it.”


    “You find it. It’s your pet. I’ve had all I want to do with it, sitting there for seven hours with the counter clucking every few seconds, and you birds in here singing night-music. It’s a wonder I got to sleep. I’m going through to the Ad Building.”


    Commander Garry ducked through the doorway, pulling his belt tight. “You won’t have to. Van’s roar sounded like the Boeing taking off downwind. So it wasn’t dead?”


    “I didn’t carry it off in my arms, I assure you,” Connant snapped. “The last I saw, the split skull was oozing green goo, like a squashed caterpillar. Doc just said our laws don’t work—it’s unearthly. Well, it’s an unearthly monster, with an unearthly disposition, judging by the face, wandering around with a split skull and brains oozing out.” Norris and McReady appeared in the doorway, a doorway filling with other shivering men. “Has anybody seen it coming over here?” Norris asked innocently. “About four feet tall—three red eyes—brains oozing out— Hey, has anybody checked to make sure this isn’t a cracked idea of humor? If it is, I think we’ll unite in tying Blair’s pet around Connant’s neck like the Ancient Mariner’s albatross.”


    “It’s no humor,” Connant shivered. “Lord, I wish it were. I’d rather wear—” He stopped. A wild, weird howl shrieked through the corridors. The men stiffened abruptly, and half turned.


    “I think it’s been located,” Connant finished. His dark eyes shifted with a queer unease. He darted back to his bunk in Paradise House, to return almost immediately with a heavy .45 revolver and an ice-ax. He hefted both gently as he started for the corridor toward Dogtown.


    “It blundered down the wrong corridor—and landed among the huskies. Listen—the dogs have broken their chains—”


    The half-terrorized howl of the dog pack had changed to a wild hunting melee. The voices of the dogs thundered in the narrow corridors, and through them came a low rippling snarl of distilled hate. A shrill of pain, a dozen snarling yelps.


    Connant broke for the door. Close behind him, McReady, then Barclay and Commander Garry came. Other men broke for the Ad Building, and weapons—the sledge house. Pomroy, in charge of Big Magnet’s five cows, started down the corridor in the opposite direction—he had a six-foot-handled, long-tined pitchfork in mind.


    Barclay slid to a halt, as McReady’s giant bulk turned abruptly away from the tunnel leading to Dogtown, and vanished off at an angle. Uncertainly, the mechanician wavered a moment, the fire extinguisher in his hands, hesitating from one side to the other. Then he was racing after Connant’s broad back. Whatever McReady had in mind, he could be trusted to make it work.


    Connant stopped at the bend in the corridor. His breath hissed suddenly through his throat. “Great God—” The revolver exploded thunderously; three numbing, palpable waves of sound crashed through the confined corridors. Two more. The revolver dropped to the hard-packed snow of the trail, and Barclay saw the ice-ax shift into defensive position. Connant’s powerful body blocked his vision, but beyond he heard something mewing, and, insanely, chuckling. The dogs were quieter; there was a deadly seriousness in their low snarls. Taloned feet scratched at hard-packed snow, broken chains were clinking and tangling.


    Connant shifted abruptly, and Barclay could see what lay beyond. For a second he stood frozen, then his breath went out in a gusty curse. The Thing launched itself at Connant, the powerful arms of the man swung the ice-ax flat-side first at what might have been a head. It scrunched horribly, and the tattered flesh, ripped by a half-dozen savage huskies, leapt to its feet again. The red eyes blazed with an unearthly hatred, an unearthly, unkillable vitality.


    Barclay turned the fire extinguisher on it; the blinding, blistering stream of chemical spray confused it, baffled it, together with the savage attacks of the huskies, not for long afraid of anything that did, or could live, and held it at bay.


    McReady wedged men out of his way and drove down the narrow corridor packed with men unable to reach the scene. There was a sure foreplanned drive to McReady’s attack. One of the giant blowtorches used in warming the plane’s engines was in his bronzed hands. It roared gustily as he turned the corner and opened the valve. The mad mewing hissed louder. The dogs scrambled back from the three-foot lance of blue-hot flame.


    “Bar, get a power cable, run it in somehow. And a handle. We can electrocute this—monster, if I don’t incinerate it.” McReady spoke with an authority of planned action. Barclay turned down the long corridor to the power plant, but already before him Norris and Van Wall were racing down.


    Barclay found the cable in the electrical cache in the tunnel wall. In a half minute he was hacking at it, walking back. Van Wall’s voice rang out in warning shout of “Power!” as the emergency gasoline-powered dynamo thudded into action. Half a dozen other men were down there now; the coal, kindling were going into the firebox of the steam power plant. Norris, cursing in a low, deadly monotone, was working with quick, sure fingers on the other end of Barclay’s cable, splicing a contractor into one of the power leads.


    The dogs had fallen back when Barclay reached the corridor bend, fallen back before a furious monstrosity that glared from baleful red eyes, mewing in trapped hatred. The dogs were a semi-circle of red-dipped muzzles with a fringe of glistening white teeth, whining with a vicious eagerness that near matched the fury of the red eyes. McReady stood confidently alert at the corridor bend, the gustily muttering torch held loose and ready for action in his hands. He stepped aside without moving his eyes from the beast as Barclay came up. There was a slight, tight smile on his lean, bronzed face.


    Norris’ voice called down the corridor, and Barclay stepped forward. The cable was taped to the long handle of a snow shovel, the two conductors split and held eighteen inches apart by a scrap of lumber lashed at right angles across the far end of the handle. Bare copper conductors, charged with 220 volts, glinted in the light of pressure lamps. The Thing mewed and hated and dodged. McReady advanced to Barclay’s side. The dogs beyond sensed the plan with the almost telepathic intelligence of trained huskies. Their whining grew shriller, softer, their mincing steps carried them nearer. Abruptly a huge night-black Alaskan leapt onto the trapped thing. It turned squalling, saber-clawed feet slashing.


    Barclay leapt forward and jabbed. A weird, shrill scream rose and choked out. The smell of burnt flesh in the corridor intensified; greasy smoke curled up. The echoing pound of the gas-electric dynamo down the corridor became a slogging thud.


    The red eyes clouded over in a stiffening, jerking travesty of a face. Armlike, leglike members quivered and jerked. The dogs leapt forward, and Barclay yanked back his shovel-handled weapon. The thing on the snow did not move as gleaming teeth ripped it open.


    VI


    Garry looked about the crowded room. Thirty-two men, some tensed nervously standing against the wall, some uneasily relaxed, some sitting, most perforce standing as intimate as sardines. Thirty-two, plus the five engaged in sewing up wounded dogs, made thirty-seven, the total personnel.


    Garry started speaking. “All right, I guess we’re here. Some of you—three or four at most—saw what happened. All of you have seen that thing on the table, and can get a general idea. Anyone hasn’t, I’ll lift—” His hand strayed to the tarpaulin bulking over the thing on the table. There was an acrid odor of singed flesh seeping out of it. The men stirred restlessly, hasty denials.


    “It looks rather as though Charnauk isn’t going to lead any more teams,” Garry went on. “Blair wants to get at this thing, and make some more detailed examination. We want to know what happened, and make sure right now that this is permanently, totally dead. Right?”


    Connant grinned. “Anybody that doesn’t can sit up with it tonight.”


    “All right then, Blair, what can you say about it? What was it?” Garry turned to the little biologist.


    “I wonder if we ever saw its natural form,” Blair looked at the covered mass. “It may have been imitating the beings that built that ship—but I don’t think it was. I think that was its true form. Those of us who were up near the bend saw the thing in action; the thing on the table is the result. When it got loose, apparently, it started looking around. Antarctica still frozen as it was ages ago when the creature first saw it—and froze. From my observations while it was thawing out, and the bits of tissue I cut and hardened then, I think it was native to a hotter planet than Earth. It couldn’t, in its natural form, stand the temperature. There is no life-form on Earth that can live in Antarctica during the winter, but the best compromise is the dog. It found the dogs, and somehow got near enough to Charnauk to get him. The others smelled it—heard it—I don’t know—anyway they went wild, and broke chains, and attacked it before it was finished. The thing we found was part Charnauk, queerly only half-dead, part Charnauk half-digested by the jellylike protoplasm of that creature, and part the remains of the thing we originally found, sort of melted down to the basic protoplasm.


    “When the dogs attacked it, it turned into the best fighting thing it could think of. Some other-world beast apparently.”


    “Turned,” snapped Garry. “How?”


    “Every living thing is made up of jelly—protoplasm and minute, submicroscopic things called nuclei, which control the bulk, the protoplasm. This thing was just a modification of that same world-wide plan of Nature; cells made up of protoplasm, controlled by infinitely tinier nuclei. You physicists might compare it—an individual cell of any living thing—with an atom; the bulk of the atom, the space-filling part, is made up of the electron orbits, but the character of the thing is determined by the atomic nucleus.


    “This isn’t wildly beyond what we already know. It’s just a modification we haven’t seen before. It’s as natural, as logical, as any other manifestation of life. It obeys exactly the same laws. The cells are made of protoplasm, their character determined by the nucleus.


    “Only, in this creature, the cell nuclei can control those cells at will. It digested Charnauk, and as it digested, studied every cell of his tissue, and shaped its own cells to imitate them exactly. Parts of it—parts that had time to finish changing—are dog-cells. But they don’t have dog-cell nuclei.” Blair lifted a fraction of the tarpaulin. A torn dog’s leg, with stiff gray fur protruded. “That, for instance, isn’t dog at all; it’s imitation. Some parts I’m uncertain about; the nucleus was hiding itself, covering up with dog-cell imitation nucleus. In time, not even a microscope would have shown the difference.”


    “Suppose,” asked Norris bitterly, “it had had lots of time?”


    “Then it would have been a dog. The other dogs would have accepted it. We would have accepted it. I don’t think anything would have distinguished it, not microscope, nor X-ray, nor any other means. This is a member of a supremely intelligent race, a race that has learned the deepest secrets of biology, and turned them to its use.”


    “What was it planning to do?” Barclay looked at the humped tarpaulin.


    Blair grinned unpleasantly. The wavering halo of thin hair round his bald pate wavered in a stir of air. “Take over the world, I imagine.”


    “Take over the world! Just it, all by itself?” Connant gasped. “Set itself up as a lone dictator?”


    “No,” Blair shook his head. The scalpel he had been fumbling in his bony fingers dropped; he bent to pick it up, so that his face was hidden as he spoke. “It would become the population of the world.”


    “Become—populate the world? Does it reproduce asexually?”


    Blair shook his head and gulped. “It’s—it doesn’t have to. It weighed eighty-five pounds. Charnauk weighed about ninety. It would have become Charnauk, and had eight-five pounds left, to become—oh, Jack, for instance, or Chinook. It can imitate anything—that is, become anything. If it had reached the Antarctic Sea, it would have become a seal, maybe two seals. They might have attacked a killer whale, and become either killers, or a herd of seals. Or maybe it would have caught an albatross, or a skua gull, and flown to South America.”


    Norris cursed softly. “And every time it digested something, and imitated it—”


    “It would have had its original bulk left, to start again,” Blair finished. “Nothing would kill it. It has no natural enemies, because it becomes whatever it wants to. If a killer whale attacked it, it would become a killer whale. If it was an albatross, and an eagle attacked it, it would become an eagle. Lord, it might become a female eagle. Go back—build a nest and lay eggs!”


    “Are you sure that thing from hell is dead?” Dr. Copper asked softly.


    “Yes, thank Heaven,” the little biologist gasped. “After they drove the dogs off, I stood there poking Bar’s electrocution thing into it for five minutes. It’s dead and—cooked.”


    “Then we can only give thanks that this is Antarctica, where there is not one, single, solitary, living thing for it to imitate, except these animals in camp.”


    “Us,” Blair giggled. “It can imitate us. Dogs can’t make four hundred miles to the sea; there’s no food. There aren’t any skua gulls to imitate at this season. There aren’t any penguins this far inland. There’s nothing that can reach the sea from this point—except us. We’ve got brains. We can do it. Don’t you see—it’s got to imitate us—it’s got to be one of us—that’s the only way it can fly an airplane—fly a plane for two hours, and rule—be—all Earth’s inhabitants. A world for the taking—if it imitates us!


    “It didn’t know yet. It hadn’t had a chance to learn. It was rushed—hurried—took the thing nearest its own size. Look—I’m Pandora! I opened the box! And the only hope that can come out is—that nothing can come out. You didn’t see me. I did it. I fixed it. I smashed every magneto. Not a plane can fly. Nothing can fly.” Blair giggled and lay down on the floor crying.


    Chief Pilot Van Wall made for the door. His feet were fading echoes in the corridors as Dr. Copper bent unhurriedly over the little man on the floor. From his office at the end of the room he brought something and injected a solution into Blair’s arm. “He might come out of it when he wakes up,” he sighed, rising. McReady helped him lift the biologist onto a nearby bunk. “It all depends on whether we can convince him that thing is dead.”


    Van Wall ducked into the shack, brushing his heavy blond beard absently. “I didn’t think a biologist would do a thing like that up thoroughly. He missed the spares in the second cache. It’s all right. I smashed them.”


    Commander Garry nodded. “I was wondering about the radio.”


    Dr. Copper snorted. “You don’t think it can leak out on a radio wave, do you? You’d have five rescue attempts in the next three months if you stop the broadcasts. The thing to do is talk loud and not make a sound. Now I wonder—”


    McReady looked speculatively at the doctor. “It might be like an infectious disease. Everything that drank any of its blood—”


    Copper shook his head. “Blair missed something. Imitate it may, but it has, to a certain extent, its own body chemistry, its own metabolism. If it didn’t, it would become a dog—and be a dog and nothing more. It has to be an imitation dog. Therefore you can detect it by serum tests. And its chemistry, since it comes from another world, must be so wholly, radically different that a few cells, such as gained by drops of blood, would be treated as disease germs by the dog, or human body.”


    “Blood—would one of those imitations bleed?” Norris demanded.


    “Surely. Nothing mystic about blood. Muscle is about 90% water; blood differs only in having a couple percent more water, and less connective tissue. They’d bleed all right,” Copper assured him.


    Blair sat up in his bunk suddenly. “Connant—where’s Connant?”


    The physicist moved over toward the little biologist. “Here I am. What do you want?”


    “Are you?” giggled Blair. He lapsed back into the bunk contorted with silent laughter.


    Connant looked at him blankly. “Huh? Am I what?”


    “Are you there?” Blair burst into gales of laughter. “Are you Connant? The beast wanted to be man—not a dog—”


    VII


    Dr. Copper rose wearily from the bunk, and washed the hypodermic carefully. The little tinkles it made seemed loud in the packed room, now that Blair’s gurgling laughter had finally quieted. Copper looked toward Garry and shook his head slowly. “Hopeless, I’m afraid. I don’t think we can ever convince him the thing is dead now.”


    Norris laughed uncertainly. “I’m not sure you can convince me. Oh, damn you, McReady.”


    “McReady?” Commander Garry turned to look from Norris to McReady curiously.


    “The nightmares,” Norris explained. “He had a theory about the nightmares we had at the Secondary Station after finding that thing.”


    “And that was?” Garry looked at McReady levelly.


    Norris answered for him, jerkily, uneasily. “That the creature wasn’t dead, had a sort of enormously slowed existence, an existence that permitted it, nonetheless, to be vaguely aware of the passing of time, of our coming, after endless years. I had a dream it could imitate things.”


    “Well,” Copper grunted, “it can.”


    “Don’t be an ass,” Norris snapped. “That’s not what’s bothering me. In the dream it could read minds, read thoughts and ideas and mannerisms.”


    “What’s so bad about that? It seems to be worrying you more than the thought of the joy we’re going to have with a madman in an Antarctic camp.” Copper nodded toward Blair’s sleeping form.


    McReady shook his great head slowly. “You know that Connant is Connant, because he not merely looks like Connant—which we’re beginning to believe that beast might be able to do—but he thinks like Connant, moves himself around as Connant does. That takes more than merely a body that looks like him; that takes Connant’s own mind, and thoughts and mannerisms. Therefore, though you know that the thing might make itself look like Connant, you aren’t much bothered, because you know it has a mind from another world, a totally unhuman mind, that couldn’t possibly react and think and talk like a man we know, and do it so well as to fool us for a moment. The idea of the creature imitating one of us is fascinating, but unreal, because it is too completely unhuman to deceive us. It doesn’t have a human mind.”


    “As I said before,” Norris repeated, looking steadily at McReady, “you can say the damnedest things at the damnedest times. Will you be so good as to finish that thought—one way or the other?”


    Kinner, the scar-faced expedition cook, had been standing near Connant. Suddenly he moved down the length of the crowded room toward his familiar galley. He shook the ashes from the galley stove noisily.


    “It would do it no good,” said Dr. Copper, softly as though thinking out loud, “to merely look like something it was trying to imitate; it would have to understand its feelings, its reactions. It is unhuman; it has powers of imitation beyond any conception of man. A good actor, by training himself, can imitate another man, another man’s mannerisms, well enough to fool most people. Of course no actor could imitate so perfectly as to deceive men who had been living with the imitated one in the complete lack of privacy of an Antarctic camp. That would take a superhuman skill.”


    “Oh, you’ve got the bug, too?” Norris cursed softly.


    Connant, standing alone at one end of the room, looked about him wildly, his face white. A gentle eddying of the men had crowded them slowly down toward the other end of the room, so that he stood quite alone. “My God, will you two Jeremiahs shut up?” Connant’s voice shook. “What am I? Some kind of microscopic specimen you’re dissecting? Some unpleasant worm you’re discussing in the third person?”


    McReady looked up at him; his slowly twisting hands stopped for a moment. “Having a lovely time. Wish you were here. Signed: Everybody.


    “Connant, if you think you’re having a hell of a time, just move over on the other end for a while. You’ve got one thing we haven’t; you know what the answer is. I’ll tell you this, right now you’re the most feared and respected man in Big Magnet.”


    “Lord, I wish you could see your eyes,” Connant gasped. “Stop staring, will you! What the hell are you going to do?”


    “Have you any suggestions, Dr. Copper?” Commander Garry asked steadily. “The present situation is impossible.”


    “Oh, is it?” Connant snapped. “Come over here and look at that crowd. By Heaven, they look exactly like that gang of huskies around the corridor bend. Benning, will you stop hefting that damned ice-ax?”


    The coppery blade rang on the floor as the aviation mechanic nervously dropped it. He bent over and picked it up instantly, hefting it slowly, turning it in his hands, his brown eyes moving jerkily about the room.


    Copper sat down on the bunk beside Blair. The wood creaked noisily in the room. Far down a corridor, a dog yelped in pain, and the dog drivers’ tense voices floated softly back. “Microscopic examination,” said the doctor thoughtfully, “would be useless, as Blair pointed out. Considerable time has passed. However, serum tests would be definitive.”


    “Serum tests? What do you mean exactly?” Commander Garry asked.


    “If I had a rabbit that had been injected with human blood—a poison to rabbits, of course, as is the blood of any animal save that of another rabbit—and the injections continued in increasing doses for some time, the rabbit would be human-immune. If a small quantity of its blood were drawn off, allowed to separate in a test tube, and to the clear serum, a bit of human blood were added, there would be a visible reaction, proving the blood was human. If cow, or dog blood were added—or any protein material other than that one thing—human blood—no reaction would take place. That would prove definitely.”


    “Can you suggest where I might catch a rabbit for you, Doc?” Norris asked. “That is, nearer than Australia; we don’t want to waste time going that far.”


    “I know there aren’t any rabbits in Antarctica,” Copper nodded, “but that is simply the usual animal. Any animal except man will do. A dog for instance. But it will take several days, and due to the greater size of the animal, considerable blood. Two of us will have to contribute.”


    “Would I do?” Garry asked.


    “That will make two,” Copper nodded. “I’ll get to work on it right away.”


    “What about Connant in the meantime,” Kinner demanded. “I’m going out that door and head off for the Ross Sea before I cook for him.”


    “He may be human—” Copper started.


    Connant burst out in a flood of curses. “Human! May be human, you damned sawbones! What in hell do you think I am?”


    “A monster,” Copper snapped sharply. “Now shut up and listen.” Connant’s face drained of color and he sat down heavily as the indictment was put in words. “Until we know—you know as well as we do that we have reason to question the fact, and only you know how that question is to be answered—we may reasonably be expected to lock you up. If you are—unhuman—you’re a lot more dangerous than poor Blair there, and I’m going to see that he’s locked up thoroughly. I expect that his next stage will be a violent desire to kill you, all the dogs, and probably all of us. When he wakes, he will be convinced we’re all unhuman, and nothing on the planet will ever change his conviction. It would be kinder to let him die, but we can’t do that, of course. He’s going in one shack, and you can stay in Cosmos House with your cosmic ray apparatus. Which is about what you’d do anyway. I’ve got to fix up a couple of dogs.”


    Connant nodded bitterly. “I’m human. Hurry that test. Your eyes—Lord, I wish you could see your eyes staring—”


    Commander Garry watched anxiously as Clark, the dog-handler, held the big brown Alaskan husky, while Copper began the injection treatment. The dog was not anxious to cooperate; the needle was painful, and already he’d experienced considerable needle work that morning. Five stitches held closed a slash that ran from his shoulder, across the ribs, halfway down his body. One long fang was broken off short; the missing part was to be found half buried in the shoulder bone of the monstrous thing on the table in the Ad Building.


    “How long will that take?” Garry asked, pressing his arm gently. It was sore from the prick of the needle Dr. Copper had used to withdraw blood.


    Copper shrugged. “I don’t know, to be frank. I know the general method. I’ve used it on rabbits. But I haven’t experimented with dogs. They’re big, clumsy animals to work with; naturally rabbits are preferable, and serve ordinarily. In civilized places you can buy a stock of human-immune rabbits from suppliers, and not many investigators take the trouble to prepare their own.”


    “What do they want with them back there?” Clark asked.


    “Criminology is one large field. A says he didn’t murder B, but that the blood on his shirt came from killing a chicken. The State makes a test, then it’s up to A to explain how it is the blood reacts on human-immune rabbits, but not on chicken-immunes.”


    “What are we going to do with Blair in the meantime?” Garry asked wearily. “It’s all right to let him sleep where he is for a while, but when he wakes up—”


    “Barclay and Benning are fitting some bolts on the door of Cosmos House,” Copper replied grimly. “Connant’s acting like a gentleman. I think perhaps the way the other men look at him makes him rather want privacy. Lord knows, heretofore we’ve all of us individually prayed for a little privacy.”


    Clark laughed brittlely. “Not any more, thank you. The more the merrier.”


    “Blair,” Copper went on, “will also have to have privacy—and locks. He’s going to have a pretty definite plan in mind when he wakes up. Ever hear the old story of how to stop hoof-and-mouth disease in cattle?”


    Clark and Garry shook their heads silently.


    “If there isn’t any hoof-and-mouth disease, there won’t be any hoof-and-mouth disease,” Copper explained. “You get rid of it by killing every animal that exhibits it, and every animal that’s been near the diseased animal. Blair’s a biologist, and knows that story. He’s afraid of this thing we loosed. The answer is probably pretty clear in his mind now. Kill everybody and everything in this camp before a skua gull or a wandering albatross coming in with the spring chances out this way and—catches the disease.”


    Clark’s lips curled in a twisted grin. “Sounds logical to me. If things get too bad—maybe we’d better let Blair get loose. It would save us committing suicide. We might also make something of a vow that if things get bad, we see that that does happen.”


    Copper laughed softly. “The last man alive in Big Magnet—wouldn’t be a man,” he pointed out. “Somebody’s got to kill those—creatures that don’t desire to kill themselves, you know. We don’t have enough thermite to do it all at once, and the decanite explosive wouldn’t help much. I have an idea that even small pieces of one of those beings would be self-sufficient.”


    “If,” said Garry thoughtfully, “they can modify their protoplasm at will, won’t they simply modify themselves to birds and fly away? They can read all about birds, and imitate their structure without even meeting them. Or imitate, perhaps, birds of their home planet.”


    Copper shook his head, and helped Clark to free the dog. “Man studied birds for centuries, trying to learn how to make a machine to fly like them. He never did do the trick; his final success came when he broke away entirely and tried new methods. Knowing the general idea, and knowing the detailed structure of wing and bone and nerve-tissue is something far, far different. And as for other-world birds, perhaps, in fact very probably, the atmospheric conditions here are so vastly different that their birds couldn’t fly. Perhaps, even, the being came from a planet like Mars with such a thin atmosphere that there were no birds.”


    Barclay came into the building, trailing a length of airplane control cable. “It’s finished, Doc. Cosmos House can’t be opened from the inside. Now where do we put Blair?”


    Copper looked toward Garry. “There wasn’t any biology building. I don’t know where we can isolate him.”


    “How about East Cache?” Garry said after a moment’s thought. “Will Blair be able to look after himself—or need attention?”


    “He’ll be capable enough. We’ll be the ones to watch out,” Copper assured him grimly. “Take a stove, a couple of bags of coal, necessary supplies and a few tools to fix it up. Nobody’s been out there since last fall, have they?”


    Garry shook his head. “If he gets noisy—I thought that might be a good idea.”


    Barclay hefted the tools he was carrying and looked up at Garry. “If the muttering he’s doing now is any sign, he’s going to sing away the night hours. And we won’t like his song.”


    “What’s he saying?” Copper asked.


    Barclay shook his head. “I didn’t care to listen much. You can if you want to. But I gathered that the blasted idiot had all the dreams McReady had, and a few more. He slept beside the thing when we stopped on the trail coming in from Secondary Magnetic, remember. He dreamt the thing was alive, and dreamt more details. And—damn his soul—knew it wasn’t all dream, or had reason to. He knew it had telepathic powers that were stirring vaguely, and that it could not only read minds, but project thoughts. They weren’t dreams, you see. They were stray thoughts that thing was broadcasting, the way Blair’s broadcasting his thoughts now—a sort of telepathic muttering in its sleep. That’s why he knew so much about its powers. I guess you and I, Doc, weren’t so sensitive—if you want to believe in telepathy.”


    “I have to,” Copper sighed. “Dr. Rhine of Duke University has shown that it exists, shown that some are much more sensitive than others.”


    “Well, if you want to learn a lot of details, go listen in on Blair’s broadcast. He’s driven most of the boys out of the Ad Building; Kinner’s rattling pans like coal going down a chute. When he can’t rattle a pan, he shakes ashes.


    “By the way, Commander, what are we going to do this spring, now the planes are out of it?”


    Garry sighed. “I’m afraid our expedition is going to be a loss. We cannot divide our strength now.”


    “It won’t be a loss—if we continue to live, and come out of this,” Copper promised him. “The find we’ve made, if we can get it under control, is important enough. The cosmic ray data, magnetic work, and atmospheric work won’t be greatly hindered.”


    Garry laughed mirthlessly. “I was just thinking of the radio broadcasts. Telling half the world about the wonderful results of our exploration flights, trying to fool men like Byrd and Ellsworth back home there that we’re doing something.”


    Copper nodded gravely. “They’ll know something’s wrong. But men like that have judgment enough to know we wouldn’t do tricks without some sort of reason, and will wait for our return to judge us. I think it comes to this: men who know enough to recognize our deception will wait for our return. Men who haven’t discretion and faith enough to wait will not have the experience to detect any fraud. We know enough of the conditions here to put through a good bluff.”


    “Just so they don’t send ‘rescue’ expeditions,” Garry prayed. “When—if—we’re ever ready to come out, we’ll have to send word to Captain Forsythe to bring a stock of magnetos with him when he comes down. But—never mind that.”


    “You mean if we don’t come out?” asked Barclay. “I was wondering if a nice running account of an eruption or an earthquake via radio—with a swell windup by using a stick of decanite under the microphone—would help. Nothing, of course, will entirely keep people out. One of those swell, melodramatic ‘last-man-alive-scenes’ might make ‘em go easy though.”


    Garry smiled with genuine humor. “Is everybody in camp trying to figure that out, too?”


    Copper laughed. “What do you think, Garry? We’re confident we can win out. But not too easy about it, I guess.”


    Clark grinned up from the dog he was petting into calmness. “Confident, did you say, Doc?”


    VIII


    Blair moved restlessly around the small shack. His eyes jerked and quivered in vague, fleeting glances at the four men with him; Barclay, six feet tall and weighing over 190 pounds; McReady, a bronze giant of a man; Dr. Copper, short, squatly powerful; and Benning, five feet ten of wiry strength.


    Blair was huddled up against the far wall of the East Cache cabin, his gear piled in the middle of the floor beside the heating stove, forming an island between him and the four men. His bony hands clenched and fluttered, terrified. His pale eyes wavered uneasily as his bald, freckled head darted about in birdlike motion.


    “I don’t want anybody coming here. I’ll cook my own food,” he snapped nervously. “Kinner may be human now, but I don’t believe it. I’m going to get out of here, but I’m not going to eat any food you send me. I want cans. Sealed cans.”


    “OK, Blair, we’ll bring ‘em tonight,” Barclay promised. “You’ve got coal, and the fire’s started. I’ll make a last—” Barclay started forward.


    Blair instantly scurried to the farthest corner. “Get out! Keep away from me, you monster!” the little biologist shrieked, and tried to claw his way through the wall of the shack. “Keep away from me—keep away—I won’t be absorbed—I won’t be—”


    Barclay relaxed and moved back. Dr. Copper shook his head. “Leave him alone, Bar. It’s easier for him to fix the thing himself. We’ll have to fix the door, I think—”


    The four men let themselves out. Efficiently, Benning and Barclay fell to work. There were no locks in Antarctica; there wasn’t enough privacy to make them needed. But powerful screws had been driven in each side of the door frame, and the spare aviation control cable, immensely strong, woven steel wire, was rapidly caught between them and drawn taut. Barclay went to work with a drill and a key-hole saw. Presently he had a trap cut in the door through which goods could be passed without unlashing the entrance. Three powerful hinges made from a stock crate, two hasps and a pair of three-inch cotter pins made it proof against opening from the other side.


    Blair moved about restlessly inside. He was dragging something over to the door with panting gasps, and muttering frantic curses. Barclay opened the hatch and glanced in, Dr. Copper peering over his shoulder. Blair had moved the heavy bunk against the door. It could not be opened without his cooperation now.


    “Don’t know but what the poor man’s right at that,” McReady sighed. “If he gets loose, it is his avowed intention to kill each and all of us as quickly as possible, which is something we don’t agree with. But we’ve something on our side of that door that is worse than a homicidal maniac. If one or the other has to get loose, I think I’ll come up and undo these lashings here.”


    Barclay grinned. “You let me know, and I’ll show you how to get these off fast. Let’s go back.”


    The sun was painting the northern horizon in multicolored rainbows still, though it was two hours below the horizon. The field of drift swept off to the north, sparkling under its flaming colors in a million reflected glories. Low mounds of rounded white on the northern horizon showed the Magnet Range was barely awash above the sweeping drift. Little eddies of wind-lifted snow swirled away from their skis as they set out toward the main encampment two miles away. The spidery finger of the broadcast radiator lifted a gaunt black needle against the white of the Antarctic continent. The snow under their skis was like fine sand, hard and gritty.


    “Spring,” said Benning bitterly, “is come. Ain’t we got fun! And I’ve been looking forward to getting away from this blasted hole in the ice.”


    “I wouldn’t try it now, if I were you.” Barclay grunted. “Guys that set out from here in the next few days are going to be marvelously unpopular.”


    “How is your dog getting along, Dr. Copper?” McReady asked. “Any results yet?”


    “In thirty hours? I wish there were. I gave him an injection of my blood today. But I imagine another five days will be needed. I don’t know certainly enough to stop sooner.”


    “I’ve been wondering—if Connant were—changed, would he have warned us so soon after the animal escaped? Wouldn’t he have waited long enough for it to have a real chance to fix itself? Until we woke up naturally?” McReady asked slowly.


    “The thing is selfish. You didn’t think it looked as though it were possessed of a store of the higher justices, did you?” Dr. Copper pointed out. “Every part of it is all of it, every part of it is all for itself, I imagine. If Connant were changed, to save his skin, he’d have to—but Connant’s feelings aren’t changed; they’re imitated perfectly, or they’re his own. Naturally, the imitation, imitating perfectly Connant’s feelings, would do exactly what Connant would do.”


    “Say, couldn’t Norris or Vane give Connant some kind of a test? If the thing is brighter than men, it might know more physics than Connant should, and they’d catch it out,” Barclay suggested.


    Copper shook his head wearily. “Not if it reads minds. You can’t plan a trap for it. Vane suggested that last night. He hoped it would answer some of the questions of physics he’d like to know answers to.”


    “This expedition-of-four idea is going to make life happy.” Benning looked at his companions. “Each of us with an eye on the other to make sure he doesn’t do something—peculiar. Man—aren’t we going to be a trusting bunch! Each man eyeing his neighbors with the grandest exhibition of faith and truth—I’m beginning to know what Connant meant by ‘I wish you could see your eyes.’ Every now and then we all have it, I guess. One of you looks around with a sort of ‘I-wonder-if-the-other-three-are-look.’ Incidentally, I’m not excepting myself.”


    “So far as we know, the animal is dead, with a slight question as to Connant. No other is suspected,” McReady stated slowly. “The ‘always-four’ order is merely a precautionary measure.”


    “I’m waiting for Garry to make it four-in-a-bunk,” Barclay sighed. “I thought I didn’t have any privacy before, but since that order—”


    IX


    None watched more tensely than Connant. A little sterile glass test tube, half filled with straw-colored fluid. One—two—three—four—five drops of the clear solution Dr. Copper had prepared from the drops of blood from Connant’s arm. The tube was shaken carefully, then set in a beaker of clear, warm water. The thermometer read blood heat, a little thermostat clicked noisily, and the electric hotplate began to glow as the lights flickered slightly. Then—little white flecks of precipitation were forming, snowing down in the clear straw-colored fluid. “Lord,” said Connant. He dropped heavily into a bunk, crying like a baby. “Six days—” Connant sobbed, “six days in there—wondering if that damned test would lie—”


    Garry moved over silently, and slipped his arm across the physicist’s back.


    “It couldn’t lie,” Dr. Copper said. “The dog was human-immune—and the serum reacted.”


    “He’s—all right?” Norris gasped. “Then—the animal is dead—dead forever?”


    “He is human,” Copper spoke definitely, “and the animal is dead.”


    Kinner burst out laughing, laughing hysterically. McReady turned toward him and slapped his face with a methodical one-two, one-two action. The cook laughed, gulped, cried a moment, and sat up rubbing his cheeks, mumbling his thanks vaguely. “I was scared. Lord, I was scared—”


    Norris laughed brittlely. “You think we weren’t, you ape? You think maybe Connant wasn’t?”


    The Ad Building stirred with a sudden rejuvenation. Voices laughed, the men clustering around Connant spoke with unnecessarily loud voices, jittery, nervous voices relievedly friendly again. Somebody called out a suggestion, and a dozen started for their skis. Blair, Blair might recover— Dr. Copper fussed with his test tubes in nervous relief, trying solutions. The party of relief for Blair’s shack started out the door, skis clapping noisily. Down the corridor, the dogs set up a quick yelping howl as the air of excited relief reached them.


    Dr. Copper fussed with his tubes. McReady noticed him first, sitting on the edge of the bunk, with two precipitin-whitened test tubes of straw-colored fluid, his face whiter than the stuff in the tubes, silent tears slipping down from horror-widened eyes.


    McReady felt a cold knife of fear pierce through his heart and freeze in his breast. Dr. Copper looked up. “Garry,” he called hoarsely. “Garry, for God’s sake, come here.”


    Commander Garry walked toward him sharply. Silence clapped down on the Ad Building. Connant looked up, rose stiffly from his seat.


    “Garry—tissue from the monster—precipitates, too. It proves nothing. Nothing—but the dog was monster-immune too. That one of the two contributing blood—one of us two, you and I, Garry—one of us is a monster.”


    X


    “Bar, call back those men before they tell Blair,” McReady said quietly. Barclay went to the door; faintly his shouts came back to the tensely silent men in the room. Then he was back.


    “They’re coming,” he said. “I didn’t tell them why. Just that Dr. Copper said not to go.”


    “McReady,” Garry sighed, “you’re in command now. May God help you. I cannot.”


    The bronzed giant nodded slowly, his deep eyes on Commander Garry.


    “I may be the one,” Garry added. “I know I’m not, but I cannot prove it to you in any way. Dr. Copper’s test has broken down. The fact that he showed it was useless, when it was to the advantage of the monster to have that uselessness not known, would seem to prove he was human.”


    Copper rocked back and forth slowly on the bunk. “I know I’m human. I can’t prove it either. One of us two is a liar, for that test cannot lie, and it says one of us is. I gave proof that the test was wrong, which seems to prove I’m human, and now Garry has given that argument which proves me human—which he, as the monster, should not do. Round and round and round and round and—”


    Dr. Copper’s head, then his neck and shoulders began circling slowly in time to the words. Suddenly he was lying back on the bunk, roaring with laughter. “It doesn’t have to prove one of us is a monster! It doesn’t have to prove that at all! Ho-ho. If we’re all monsters it works the same—we’re all monsters—all of us—Connant and Garry and I—and all of you.”


    “McReady,” Van Wall, the blond-bearded Chief Pilot, called softly, “you were on the way to an M.D. when you took up meteorology, weren’t you? Can you make some kind of test?”


    McReady went over to Copper slowly, took the hypodermic from his hand, and washed it carefully in ninety-five percent alcohol. Garry sat on the bunk edge with wooden face, watching Copper and McReady expressionlessly. “What Copper said is possible,” McReady sighed. “Van, will you help me here? Thanks.” The filled needle jabbed into Copper’s thigh. The man’s laughter did not stop, but slowly faded into sobs, then sound sleep as the morphia took hold.


    McReady turned again. The men who had started for Blair stood at the far end of the room, skis dripping snow, their faces as white as their skis. Connant had a lighted cigarette in each hand; one he was puffing absently, and staring at the floor. The heat of the one in his left hand attracted him and he stared at it and the one in the other hand stupidly for a moment. He dropped one and crushed it under his heel slowly.


    “Dr. Copper,” McReady repeated, “could be right. I know I’m human—but of course can’t prove it. I’ll repeat the test for my own information. Any of you others who wish may do the same.”


    Two minutes later, McReady held a test tube with white precipitin settling slowly from straw-colored serum. “It reacts to human blood too, so they aren’t both monsters.”


    “I didn’t think they were,” Van Wall sighed. “That wouldn’t suit the monster either; we could have destroyed them if we knew. Why hasn’t the monster destroyed us, do you suppose? It seems to be loose.”


    McReady snorted. Then laughed softly. “Elementary, my dear Watson. The monster wants to have life-forms available. It cannot animate a dead body, apparently. It is just waiting—waiting until the best opportunities come. We who remain human, it is holding in reserve.”


    Kinner shuddered violently. “Hey. Hey, Mac. Mac, would I know if I was a monster? Would I know if the monster had already got me? Oh Lord, I may be a monster already.”


    “You’d know,” McReady answered.


    “But we wouldn’t,” Norris laughed shortly, half hysterically.


    McReady looked at the vial of serum remaining. “There’s one thing this damned stuff is good for, at that,” he said thoughtfully. “Clark, will you and Van help me? The rest of the gang better stick together here. Keep an eye on each other,” he said bitterly. “See that you don’t get into mischief, shall we say?”


    McReady started down the tunnel toward Dogtown, with Clark and Van Wall behind him. “You need more serum?” Clark asked.


    McReady shook his head. “Tests. There’s four cows and a bull, and nearly seventy dogs down there. This stuff reacts only to human blood and—monsters.”


    XI


    McReady came back to the Ad Building and went silently to the wash stand. Clark and Van Wall joined him a moment later. Clark’s lips had developed a tic, jerking into sudden, unexpected sneers.


    “What did you do?” Connant exploded suddenly. “More immunizing?”


    Clark snickered, and stopped with a hiccough. “Immunizing. Haw! Immune all right.”


    “That monster,” said Van Wall steadily, “is quite logical. Our immune dog was quite all right, and we drew a little more serum for the tests. But we won’t make any more.”


    “Can’t—can’t you use one man’s blood on another dog—” Norris began.


    “There aren’t,” said McReady softly, “any more dogs. Nor cattle, I might add.”


    “No more dogs?” Benning sat down slowly.


    “They’re very nasty when they start changing,” Van Wall said precisely. “But slow. That electrocution iron you made up, Barclay, is very fast. There is only one dog left—our immune. The monster left that for us, so we could play with our little test. The rest—” He shrugged and dried his hands.


    “The cattle—” gulped Kinner.


    “Also. Reacted very nicely. They look funny as hell when they start melting. The beast hasn’t any quick escape, when it’s tied in dog chains, or halters, and it had to be to imitate.”


    Kinner stood up slowly. His eyes darted around the room, and came to rest horribly quivering on a tin bucket in the galley. Slowly, step by step, he retreated toward the door, his mouth opening and closing silently, like a fish out of water.


    “The milk—” he gasped. “I milked ‘em an hour ago—” His voice broke into a scream as he dived through the door. He was out on the ice cap without windproof or heavy clothing.


    Van Wall looked after him for a moment thoughtfully. “He’s probably hopelessly mad,” he said at length, “but he might be a monster escaping. He hasn’t skis. Take a blow torch—in case.”


    The physical motion of the chased helped them; something that needed doing. Three of the men were quietly being sick. Norris was lying flat on his back, his face greenish, looking steadily at the bottom of the bunk above him.


    “Mac, how long have the—cows been not-cows—”


    McReady shrugged his shoulders hopelessly. He went over to the milk bucket, and with his little tube of serum set to work on it. The milk clouded it, making certainty difficult. Finally he dropped the test tube in the stand, and shook his head. “It tests negatively. Which means either they were cows then, or that, being perfect imitations, they gave perfectly good milk.”


    Copper stirred restlessly in his sleep and gave a gurgling cross between a snore and a laugh. Silent eyes fastened on him. “Would morphia—a monster—” somebody started to ask.


    “Lord knows,” McReady shrugged. “It affects every Earthly animal I know of.”


    Connant suddenly raised his head. “Mac! The dogs must have swallowed pieces of the monster, and the pieces destroyed them! The dogs were where the monster resided. I was locked up. Doesn’t that prove—”


    Van Wall shook his head. “Sorry. Proves nothing about what you are, only proves what you didn’t do.”


    “It doesn’t do that,” McReady sighed. “We are helpless because we don’t know enough, and so jittery we don’t think straight. Locked up! Ever watch a white corpuscle of the blood go through the wall of a blood vessel? No? It sticks out a pseudopod. And there it is—on the far side of the wall.”


    “Oh,” said Van Wall unhappily. “The cattle tried to melt down, didn’t they? They could have melted down—become just a thread of stuff and leaked under a door to re-collect on the other side. Ropes—no—no, that wouldn’t do it. They couldn’t live in a sealed tank or—”


    “If,” said McReady, “you shoot it through the heart, and it doesn’t die, it’s a monster. That’s the best test I can think of, offhand.”


    “No dogs,” said Garry quietly, “and no cattle. It has to imitate men now. And locking up doesn’t do any good. Your test might work, Mac, but I’m afraid it would be hard on the men.”


    XII


    Clark looked up from the galley stove as Van Wall, Barclay, McReady, and Benning came in, brushing the drift from their clothes. The other men jammed into the Ad Building continued studiously to do as they were doing, playing chess, poker, reading. Ralsen was fixing a sledge on the table; Vane and Norris had their heads together over magnetic data, while Harvey read tables in a low voice.


    Dr. Copper snored softly on the bunk. Garry was working with Dutton over a sheaf of radio messages on the corner of Dutton’s bunk and a small fraction of the radio table. Connant was using most of the table for cosmic ray sheets.


    Quite plainly through the corridor, despite two closed doors, they could hear Kinner’s voice. Clark banged a kettle onto the galley stove and beckoned McReady silently. The meteorologist went over to him.


    “I don’t mind the cooking so damn much,” Clark said nervously, “but isn’t there some way to stop that bird? We all agreed that it would be safe to move him into Cosmos House.”


    “Kinner?” McReady nodded toward the door. “I’m afraid not. I can dope him, I suppose, but we don’t have an unlimited supply of morphia, and he’s not in danger of losing his mind. Just hysterical.”


    “Well, we’re in danger of losing ours. You’ve been out for an hour and a half. That’s been going on steadily ever since, and it was going for two hours before. There’s a limit, you know.”


    Garry wandered over slowly, apologetically. For an instant, McReady caught the feral spark of fear—horror—in Clark’s eyes, and knew at the same instant it was in his own. Garry—Garry or Copper—was certainly a monster.


    “If you could stop that, I think it would be a sound policy, Mac,” Garry spoke quietly. “There are—tensions enough in this room. We agreed that it would be safe for Kinner in there, because everyone else in camp is under constant eyeing.” Garry shivered slightly. “And try, try in God’s name, to find some test that will work.” McReady sighed. “Watched or unwatched, everyone’s tense. Blair’s jammed the trap so it won’t open now. Says he’s got food enough, and keeps screaming ‘Go away, go away—you’re monsters. I won’t be absorbed. I won’t. I’ll tell men when they come. Go away.’ So—we went away.”


    “There’s no other test?” Garry pleaded.


    McReady shrugged his shoulders. “Copper was perfectly right. The serum test could be absolutely definitive if it hadn’t been—contaminated. But that’s the only dog left, and he’s fixed now.”


    “Chemicals? Chemical tests?”


    McReady shook his head. “Our chemistry isn’t that good. I tried the microscope you know.”


    Garry nodded. “Monster-dog and real dog were identical. But—you’ve got to go on. What are you going to do after dinner?”


    Van Wall had joined them quietly. “Rotation sleeping. Half the crowd sleep; half stay awake. I wonder how many of us are monsters? All the dogs were. We thought we were safe, but somehow it got Copper—or you.” Van Wall’s eyes flashed uneasily. “It may have gotten every one of you—all of you but myself may be wondering, looking. No, that’s not possible. You’d just spring then, I’d be helpless. We humans must somehow have the greater numbers now. But—” he stopped.


    McReady laughed shortly. “You’re doing what Norris complained of in me. Leaving it hanging. ‘But if one more is changed—that may shift the balance of power.’ It doesn’t fight. I don’t think it ever fights. It must be a peaceable thing, in its own—inimitable—way. It never had to, because it always gained its end otherwise.”


    Van Wall’s mouth twisted in a sickly grin. “You’re suggesting then, that perhaps it already has the greater numbers, but is just waiting—waiting, all of them—all of you, for all I know—waiting till I, the last human, drop my wariness in sleep. Mac, did you notice their eyes, all looking at us.”


    Garry sighed. “You haven’t been sitting here for four straight hours, while all their eyes silently weighed the information that one of us two, Copper or I, is a monster certainly—perhaps both of us.”


    Clark repeated his request. “Will you stop that bird’s noise? He’s driving me nuts. Make him tone down, anyway.”


    “Still praying?” McReady asked.


    “Still praying,” Clark groaned. “He hasn’t stopped for a second. I don’t mind his praying if it relieves him, but he yells, he sings psalms and hymns and shouts prayers. He thinks God can’t hear well way down here.”


    “Maybe he can’t,” Barclay grunted. “Or he’d have done something about this thing loosed from hell.”


    “Somebody’s going to try that test you mentioned, if you don’t stop him,” Clark stated grimly. “I think a cleaver in the head would be as positive a test as a bullet in the heart.”


    “Go ahead with the food. I’ll see what I can do. There may be something in the cabinets.” McReady moved wearily toward the corner Copper had used as his dispensary. Three tall cabinets of rough boards, two locked, were the repositories of the camp’s medical supplies. Twelve years ago, McReady had graduated, had started for an internship, and been diverted to meteorology. Copper was a picked man, a man who knew his profession thoroughly and modernly. More than half the drugs available were totally unfamiliar to McReady; many of the others he had forgotten. There was no huge medical library here, no series of journals available to learn the things he had forgotten, the elementary, simple things to Copper, things that did not merit inclusion in the small library he had been forced to content himself with. Books are heavy, and every ounce of supplies had been freighted in by air.


    McReady picked a barbiturate hopefully. Barclay and Van Wall went with him. One man never went anywhere alone in Big Magnet.


    Ralsen had his sledge put away, and the physicists had moved off the table, the poker game broken up when they got back. Clark was putting out the food. The clicks of spoons and the muffled sounds of eating were the only sign of life in the room. There were no words spoken as the three returned; simply all eyes focused on them questioningly while the jaws moved methodically.


    McReady stiffened suddenly. Kinner was screeching out a hymn in a hoarse, cracked voice. He looked wearily at Van Wall with a twisted grin and shook his head. “Uh-uh.”


    Van Wall cursed bitterly, and sat down at the table. “We’ll just plumb have to take that till his voice wears out. He can’t yell like that forever.”


    “He’s got a brass throat and a cast-iron larynx,” Norris declared savagely. “Then we could be hopeful, and suggest he’s one of our friends. In that case he could go on renewing his throat till doomsday.”


    Silence clamped down. For twenty minutes they ate without a word. Then Connant jumped up with an angry violence. “You sit as still as a bunch of graven images. You don’t say a word, but oh, Lord, what expressive eyes you’ve got. They roll around like a bunch of glass marbles spilling down a table. They wink and blink and stare—and whisper things. Can you guys look somewhere else for a change, please?


    “Listen, Mac, you’re in charge here. Let’s run movies for the rest of the night. We’ve been saving those reels to make ’em last. Last for what? Who is it’s going to see those last reels, eh? Let’s see ‘em while we can, and look at something other than each other.”


    “Sound idea, Connant. I, for one, am quite willing to change this in any way I can.”


    “Turn the sound up loud, Dutton. Maybe you can drown out the hymns,” Clark suggested.


    “But don’t,” Norris said softly, “turn off the lights altogether.”


    “The lights will be out.” McReady shook his head. “We’ll show all the cartoon movies we have. You won’t mind seeing the old cartoons will you?”


    “Goody, goody—a moom-pitcher show. I’m just in the mood.” McReady turned to look at the speaker, a lean, lanky New Englander, by the name of Caldwell. Caldwell was stuffing his pipe slowly, a sour eye cocked up to McReady.


    The bronze giant was forced to laugh. “OK, Bart, you win. Maybe we aren’t quite in the mood for Popeye and trick ducks, but it’s something.”


    “Let’s play Classifications,” Caldwell suggested slowly. “Or maybe you call it Guggenheim. You draw lines on a piece of paper, and put down classes of things—like animals, you know. One for ‘H’ and one for ‘U’ and so on. Like ‘Human’ and ‘Unknown’ for instance. I think that would be a hell of a lot better game. Classification, I sort of figure, is what we need right now a lot more than movies. Maybe somebody’s got a pencil that he can draw lines with, draw lines between the ‘U’ animals and the ‘H’ animals for instance.”


    “McReady’s trying to find that kind of a pencil,” Van Wall answered quietly, “but, we’ve got three kinds of animals here, you know. One that begins with ‘M.’ We don’t want any more.”


    “Mad ones, you mean. Uh-huh. Clark, I’ll help you with those pots so we can get our little peep show going.” Caldwell got up slowly.


    Dutton and Barclay and Benning, in charge of the projector and sound mechanism arrangements, went about their job silently, while the Ad Building was cleared and the dishes and pans disposed of. McReady drifted over toward Van Wall slowly, and leaned back in the bunk beside him. “I’ve been wondering, Van,” he said with a wry grin, “whether or not to report my ideas in advance. I forgot the ‘U animal’ as Caldwell named it, could read minds. I’ve a vague idea of something that might work. It’s too vague to bother with, though. Go ahead with your show, while I try to figure out the logic of the thing. I’ll take this bunk.”


    Van Wall glanced up, and nodded. The movie screen would be practically on a line with this bunk, hence making the pictures least distracting here, because least intelligible. “Perhaps you should tell us what you have in mind. As it is, only the unknowns know what you plan. You might be—unknown before you got it into operation.”


    “Won’t take long, if I get it figured out right. But I don’t want any more all-but-the-test-dog-monsters things. We better move Copper into this bunk directly above me. He won’t be watching the screen either.” McReady nodded toward Copper’s gently snoring bulk. Garry helped them lift and move the doctor.


    McReady leaned back against the bunk, and sank into a trance, almost, of concentration, trying to calculate chances, operations, methods. He was scarcely aware as the others distributed themselves silently, and the screen lit up. Vaguely Kinner’s hectic, shouted prayers and his rasping hymn-singing annoyed him till the sound accompaniment started. The lights were turned out, but the large, light-colored areas of the screen reflected enough light for ready visibility. Kinner was still praying, shouting, his voice a raucous accompaniment to the mechanical sound. Dutton stepped up the amplification.


    So long had the voice been going on, that only vaguely at first was McReady aware that something seemed missing. Lying as he was, just across the narrow room from the corridor leading to Cosmos House, Kinner’s voice had reached him fairly clearly, despite the sound accompaniment of the pictures. It struck him abruptly that it had stopped.


    “Dutton, cut that sound,” McReady called as he sat up abruptly. The pictures flickered a moment, soundless and strangely futile in the sudden, deep silence. The rising wind on the surface above bubbled melancholy tears of sound down the stove pipes. “Kinner’s stopped,” McReady said softly.


    “For God’s sake start that sound then; he may have stopped to listen,” Norris snapped.


    McReady rose and went down the corridor. Barclay and Van Wall left their places at the far end of the room to follow him. The flickers bulged and twisted on the back of Barclay’s gray underwear as he crossed the still-functioning beam of the projector. Dutton snapped on the lights, and the pictures vanished.


    Norris stood at the door as McReady had asked. Garry sat down quietly in the bunk nearest the door, forcing Clark to make room for him. Most of the others had stayed exactly where they were. Only Connant walked slowly up and down the room, in steady, unvarying rhythm.


    “If you’re going to do that, Connant,” Clark spat, “we can get along without you altogether, whether you’re human or not. Will you stop that damned rhythm?”


    “Sorry.” The physicist sat down in a bunk, and watched his toes thoughtfully. It was almost five minutes, five ages, while the wind made the only sound, before McReady appeared at the door.


    “Well,” he announced, “haven’t got enough grief here already. Somebody’s tried to help us out. Kinner has a knife in his throat, which was why he stopped singing, probably. We’ve got monsters, madmen and murderers. Any more ‘M’s’ you can think of, Caldwell? If there are, we’ll probably have ‘em before long.”


    XIII


    “Is Blair loose?” someone asked.


    “Blair is not loose. Or he flew in. If there’s any doubt about where our gentle helper came from—this may clear it up.” Van Wall held a foot-long, thin-bladed knife in a cloth. The wooden handle was half burnt, charred with the peculiar pattern of the top of the galley stove.


    Clark stared at it. “I did that this afternoon. I forgot the damn thing and left it on the stove.”


    Van Wall nodded. “I smelled it, if you remember. I knew the knife came from the galley.”


    “I wonder,” said Benning, looking around at the party warily, “how many more monsters have we? If somebody could slip out of his place, go back of the screen to the galley and then down to the Cosmos House and back—he did come back, didn’t he? Yes—everybody’s here. Well, if one of the gang could do all that—”


    “Maybe a monster did it,” Garry suggested quietly.


    “There’s that possibility.”


    “The monster, as you pointed out today, has only men left to imitate. Would he decrease his—supply, shall we say?” Van Wall pointed out. “No, we just have a plain, ordinary louse, a murderer to deal with. Ordinarily we’d call him an ‘inhuman murderer’ I suppose, but we have to distinguish now. We have inhuman murderers, and now we have human murderers. Or one at least.”


    “There’s one less human,” Norris said softly. “Maybe the monsters have the balance of power now.”


    “Never mind that,” McReady sighed and turned to Barclay. “Bar, will you get your electric gadget? I’m going to make certain—”


    Barclay turned down the corridor to get the pronged electrocuter, while McReady and Van Wall went back toward Cosmos House. Barclay followed them in some thirty seconds.


    The corridor to Cosmos House twisted, as did nearly all corridors in Big Magnet, and Norris stood at the entrance again. But they heard, rather muffled, McReady’s sudden shout. There was a savage flurry of blows, dull ch-thunk, shluff sounds. “Bar—Bar—” And a curious, savage mewing scream, silenced before even quick-moving Norris had reached the bend.


    Kinner—or what had been Kinner—lay on the floor, cut half in two by the great knife McReady had had. The meteorologist stood against the wall, the knife dripping red in his hand. Van Wall was stirring vaguely on the floor, moaning, his hand half-consciously rubbing at his jaw. Barclay, an unutterably savage gleam in his eyes, was methodically leaning on the pronged weapon in his hand, jabbing—jabbing, jabbing.


    Kinner’s arms had developed a queer, scaly fur, and the flesh had twisted. The fingers had shortened, the hand rounded, the fingernails become three-inch long things of dull red horn, keened to steel-hard, razor-sharp talons.


    McReady raised his head, looked at the knife in his hand and dropped it. “Well, whoever did it can speak up now. He was an inhuman murderer at that—in that he murdered an inhuman. I swear by all that’s holy, Kinner was a lifeless corpse on the floor here when we arrived. But when It found we were going to jab It with the power—It changed.”


    Norris stared unsteadily. “Oh, Lord, those things can act. Ye gods—sitting in here for hours, mouthing prayers to a God it hated! Shouting hymns in a cracked voice—hymns about a Church it never knew. Driving us mad with its ceaseless howling—


    “Well. Speak up, whoever did it. You didn’t know it, but you did the camp a favor. And I want to know how in blazes you got out of the room without anyone seeing you. It might help in guarding ourselves.”


    “His screaming—his singing. Even the sound projector couldn’t drown it.” Clark shivered. “It was a monster.”


    “Oh,” said Van Wall in sudden comprehension. “You were sitting right next to the door, weren’t you? And almost behind the projection screen already.”


    Clark nodded dumbly. “He—it’s quiet now. It’s a dead—Mac, your test’s no damn good. It was dead anyway, monster or man, it was dead.”


    McReady chuckled softly. “Boys, meet Clark, the only one we know is human! Meet Clark, the one who proves he’s human by trying to commit murder—and failing. Will the rest of you please refrain from trying to prove you’re human for a while? I think we may have another test.”


    “A test!” Connant snapped joyfully, then his face sagged in disappointment. “I suppose it’s another either-way-you-want-it.”


    “No,” said McReady steadily. “Look sharp and be careful. Come into the Ad Building. Barclay, bring your electrocuter. And somebody—Dutton—stand with Barclay to make sure he does it. Watch every neighbor, for by the Hell these monsters came from, I’ve got something, and they know it. They’re going to get dangerous!”


    The group tensed abruptly. An air of crushing menace entered into every man’s body, sharply they looked at each other. More keenly than ever before—is that man next to me an inhuman monster?


    “What is it?” Garry asked, as they stood again in the main room. “How long will it take?”


    “I don’t know, exactly,” said McReady, his voice brittle with angry determination. “But I know it will work, and no two ways about it. It depends on a basic quality of the monsters, not on us. ‘Kinner’ just convinced me.” He stood heavy and solid in bronzed immobility, completely sure of himself again at last.


    “This,” said Barclay, hefting the wooden-handled weapon tipped with its two sharp-pointed, charged conductors, “is going to be rather necessary, I take it. Is the power plant assured?”


    Dutton nodded sharply. “The automatic stoker bin is full. The gas power plant is on standby. Van Wall and I set it for the movie operation—and we’ve checked it over rather carefully several times, you know. Anything those wires touch, dies,” he assured them grimly. “I know that.”


    Dr. Copper stirred vaguely in his bunk, rubbed his eyes with fumbling hand. He sat up slowly, blinked his eyes blurred with sleep and drugs, widened with an unutterable horror of drug-ridden nightmares. “Garry,” he mumbled, “Garry—listen. Selfish—from hell they came, and hellish shellfish—I mean self— Do I? What do I mean?” He sank back in his bunk, and snored softly.


    McReady looked at him thoughtfully. “We’ll know presently,” he nodded slowly. “But selfish is what you mean, all right. You may have thought of that, half sleeping, dreaming there. I didn’t stop to think what dreams you might be having. But that’s all right. Selfish is the word. They must be, you see.” He turned to the men in the cabin, tense, silent men staring with wolfish eyes each at his neighbor. “Selfish, and as Dr. Copper said—every part is a whole. Every piece is self-sufficient, an animal in itself.


    “That, and one other thing, tell the story. There’s nothing mysterious about blood; it’s just as normal a body tissue as a piece of muscle, or a piece of liver. But it hasn’t so much connective tissue, though it has millions, billions of life-cells.”


    McReady’s great bronze beard ruffled in a grim smile. “This is satisfying, in a way. I’m pretty sure we humans still outnumber you—others. Others standing here. And we have what you, your other-world race, evidently doesn’t. Not an imitated, but a bred-in-the-bone instinct, a driving, unquenchable fire that’s genuine. We’ll fight, fight with a ferocity you may attempt to imitate, but you’ll never equal! We’re human. We’re real. You’re imitations, false to the core of your every cell.”


    “All right. It’s a showdown now. You know. You, with your mind reading. You’ve lifted the idea from my brain. You can’t do a thing about it.


    “Standing here—


    “Let it pass. Blood is tissue. They have to bleed; if they bleed when cut, then by Heaven, they’re phoney from hell! If they don’t bleed—then that blood, separated from them, is an individual—a newly formed individual in its own right, just as they—split, all of them, from one original—are individuals!


    “Get it, Van? See the answer, Bar?”


    Van Wall laughed very softly. “The blood—the blood will not obey. It’s a new individual, with all the desire to protect its own life that the original—the main mass from which it was split—has. The blood will live—and try to crawl away from a hot needle, say!”


    McReady picked up the scalpel from the table. From the cabinet, he took a rack of test tubes, a tiny alcohol lamp, and a length of platinum wire set in a little glass rod. A smile of grim satisfaction rode his lips. For a moment he glanced up at those around him. Barclay and Dutton moved toward him slowly, the wooden-handled electric instrument alert.


    “Dutton,” said McReady, “suppose you stand over by the splice there where you’ve connected that in. Just make sure no—thing pulls it loose.”


    Dutton moved away. “Now, Van, suppose you be first on this.”


    White-faced, Van Wall stepped forward. With a delicate precision, McReady cut a vein in the base of his thumb. Van Wall winced slightly, then held steady as a half inch of bright blood collected in the tube. McReady put the tube in the rack, gave Van Wall a bit of alum, and indicated the iodine bottle.


    Van Wall stood motionlessly watching. McReady heated the platinum wire in the alcohol lamp flame, then dipped it into the tube. It hissed softly. Five times he repeated the test. “Human, I’d say,” McReady sighed, and straightened. “As yet, my theory hasn’t been actually proven—but I have hopes. I have hopes.


    “Don’t, by the way, get too interested in this. We have with us some unwelcome ones, no doubt. Van, will you relieve Barclay at the switch? Thanks. OK, Barclay, and may I say I hope you stay with us? You’re a damned good guy.”


    Barclay grinned uncertainly; winced under the keen edge of the scalpel. Presently, smiling widely, he retrieved his long-handled weapon.


    “Mr. Samuel Dutt—Bar!”


    The tensity was released in that second. Whatever of hell the monsters may have had within them, the men in that instant matched it. Barclay had no chance to move his weapon, as a score of men poured down on the thing that had seemed Dutton. It mewed, and spat, and tried to grow fangs—and was a hundred broken, torn pieces. Without knives, or any weapon save the brute-given strength of a staff of picked men, the thing was crushed, rent.


    Slowly they picked themselves up, their eyes smouldering, very quiet in their motions. A curious wrinkling of their lips betrayed a species of nervousness.


    Barclay went over with the electric weapon. Things smouldered and stank. The caustic acid Van Wall dropped on each spilled drop of blood gave off tickling, cough-provoking fumes.


    McReady grinned, his deep-set eyes alight and dancing. “Maybe,” he said softly, “I underrated man’s abilities when I said nothing human could have the ferocity in the eyes of that thing we found. I wish we could have the opportunity to treat in a more befitting manner these things. Something with boiling oil, or melted lead in it, or maybe slow roasting in the power boiler. When I think what a man Dutton was—


    “Never mind. My theory is confirmed by—by one who knew? Well, Van Wall and Barclay are proven. I think, then, that I’ll try to show you what I already know. That I, too, am human.” McReady swished the scalpel in absolute alcohol, burned it off the metal blade, and cut the base of his thumb expertly.


    Twenty seconds later he looked up from the desk at the waiting men. There were more grins out there now, friendly grins, yet withal, something else in the eyes.


    “Connant,” McReady laughed softly, “was right. The huskies watching that thing in the corridor bend had nothing on you. Wonder why we think only the wolf blood has the right to ferocity? Maybe on spontaneous viciousness a wolf takes tops, but after these seven days—abandon all hope, ye wolves who enter here!


    “Maybe we can save time. Connant, would you step for—”


    Again Barclay was too slow. There were more grins, less tensity still, when Barclay and Van Wall finished their work.


    Garry spoke in a low, bitter voice. “Connant was one of the finest men we had here—and five minutes ago I’d have sworn he was a man. Those damnable things are more than imitation.” Garry shuddered and sat back in his bunk.


    And thirty seconds later, Garry’s blood shrank from the hot platinum wire, and struggled to escape the tube, struggled as frantically as a suddenly feral, red-eyed, dissolving imitation of Garry struggled to dodge the snake-tongue weapon Barclay advanced at him, white-faced and sweating. The Thing in the test tube screamed with a tiny, tinny voice as McReady dropped it into the glowing coal of the galley stove.


    XIV


    “The last of it?” Dr. Copper looked down from his bunk with bloodshot, saddened eyes. “Fourteen of them—”


    McReady nodded shortly. “In some ways—if only we could have permanently prevented their spreading—I’d like to have even the imitations back. Commander Garry—Connant—Dutton—Clark—”


    “Where are they taking those things?” Copper nodded to the stretcher Barclay and Norris were carrying out.


    “Outside. Outside on the ice, where they’ve got fifteen smashed crates, half a ton of coal, and presently will add ten gallons of kerosene. We’ve dumped acid on every spilled drop, every torn fragment. We’re going to incinerate those.”


    “Sounds like a good plan.” Copper nodded wearily. “I wonder, you haven’t said whether Blair—”


    McReady started. “We forgot him? We had so much else! I wonder—do you suppose we can cure him now?”


    “If—” began Dr. Copper, and stopped meaningly.


    McReady started a second time. “Even a madman. It imitated Kinner and his praying hysteria—” McReady turned toward Van Wall at the long table. “Van, we’ve got to make an expedition to Blair’s shack.”


    Van looked up sharply, the frown of worry faded for an instant in surprised remembrance. Then he rose, nodded. “Barclay better go along. He applied the lashings, and may figure how to get in without frightening Blair too much.”


    Three quarters of an hour, through –37° cold, while the aurora curtain bellied overhead. The twilight was nearly twelve hours long, flaming in the north on snow like white, crystalline sand under their skis. A five-mile wind piled it in drift-lines pointing off to the northwest. Three quarters of an hour to reach the snow-buried shack. No smoke came from the little shack, and the men hastened.


    “Blair!” Barclay roared into the wind and when he was still a hundred yards away. “Blair!”


    “Shut up,” said McReady softly. “And hurry. He may be trying a lone hike. If we have to go after him—no planes, the tractors disabled—”


    “Would a monster have the stamina a man has?”


    “A broken leg wouldn’t stop it for more than a minute,” McReady pointed out.


    Barclay gasped suddenly and pointed aloft. Dim in the twilit sky, a winged thing circled in curves of indescribable grace and ease. Great white wings tipped gently, and the bird swept over them in silent curiosity. “Albatross—” Barclay said softly. “First of the season, and wandering way inland for some reason. If a monster’s loose—”


    Norris bent down on the ice, and tore hurriedly at his heavy, windproof clothing. He straightened, his coat flapping open, a grim blue-metaled weapon in his hand. It roared a challenge to the white silence of Antarctica.


    The thing in the air screamed hoarsely. Its great wings worked frantically as a dozen feathers floated down from its tail. Norris fired again. The bird was moving swiftly now, but in an almost straight line of retreat. It screamed again, more feathers dropped, and with beating wings it soared behind a ridge of pressure ice, to vanish.


    Norris hurried after the others. “It won’t come back,” he panted.


    Barclay cautioned him to silence, pointing. A curiously, fiercely blue light beat out from the cracks of the shack’s door. A very low, soft humming sounded inside, a low, soft humming and a clink and clink of tools, the very sounds somehow bearing a message of frantic haste.


    McReady’s face paled. “Lord help us if that thing has—” He grabbed Barclay’s shoulder, and made snipping motions with his fingers, pointing toward the lacing of control cables that held the door.


    Barclay drew the wire cutters from his pocket, and kneeled soundlessly at the door. The snap and twang of cut wires made an unbearable racket in the utter quiet of the Antarctic hush. There was only that strange, sweetly soft hum from within the shack, and the queerly, hecticly clipped clicking and rattling of tools to drown their noises.


    McReady peered through a crack in the door. His breath sucked in huskily and his great fingers clamped cruelly on Barclay’s shoulder. The meteorologist backed down. “It isn’t,” he explained very softly, “Blair. It’s kneeling on something on the bunk—something that keeps lifting. Whatever it’s working on is a thing like a knapsack—and it lifts.”


    “All at once,” Barclay said grimly. “No. Norris, hang back, and get that iron of yours out. It may have—weapons.”


    Together, Barclay’s powerful body and McReady’s giant strength struck the door. Inside, the bunk jammed against the door screeched madly and crackled into kindling. The door flung down from broken hinges, the patched lumber of the doorpost dropping inward.


    Like a blue rubber ball, a Thing bounced up. One of its four tentacle-like arms looped out like a striking snake. In a seven-tentacled hand a six-inch pencil of winking, shining metal glinted and swung upward to face them. Its line-thin lips twitched back from snake-fangs in a grin of hate, red eyes blazing.


    Norris’ revolver thundered in the confined space. The hate-washed face twitched in agony, the looping tentacle snatched back. The silvery thing in its hand a smashed ruin of metal, the seven-tentacled hand became a mass of mangled flesh oozing greenish-yellow ichor. The revolver thundered three times more. Dark holes drilled each of the three eyes before Norris hurled the empty weapon against its face.


    The Thing screamed in feral hate, a lashing tentacle wiping at blinded eyes. For a moment it crawled on the floor, savage tentacles lashing out, the body twitching. Then it struggled up again, blinded eyes working, boiling hideously, the crushed flesh sloughing away in sodden gobbets.


    Barclay lurched to his feet and dove forward with an ice-ax. The flat of the weighty thing crushed against the side of the head. Again the unkillable monster went down. The tentacles lashed out, and suddenly Barclay fell to his feet in the grip of a living, livid rope. The thing dissolved as he held it, a white-hot band that ate into the flesh of his hands like living fire. Frantically he tore the stuff from him, held his hands where they could not be reached. The blind Thing felt and ripped at the tough, heavy, windproof cloth, seeking flesh—flesh it could convert—


    The huge blowtorch McReady had brought coughed solemnly. Abruptly it rumbled disapproval throatily. Then it laughed gurglingly, and thrust out a blue-white, three-foot tongue. The Thing on the floor shrieked, flailed out blindly with tentacles that writhed and withered in the bubbling wrath of the blowtorch. It crawled and turned on the floor, it shrieked and hobbled madly, but always McReady held the blowtorch on the face, the dead eyes burning and bubbling uselessly. Frantically the Thing crawled and howled.


    A tentacle sprouted a savage talon—and crisped in the flame. Steadily McReady moved with a planned, grim campaign. Helpless, maddened, the Thing retreated from the grunting torch, the caressing, licking tongue. For a moment it rebelled, squalling in inhuman hatred at the touch of the icy snow. Then it fell back before the charring breath of the torch, the stench of its flesh bathing it. Hopelessly it retreated—on and on across the Antarctic snow. The bitter wind swept over it, twisting the torch-tongue; vainly it flopped, a trail of oily, stinking smoke bubbling away from it—


    McReady walked back toward the shack silently. Barclay met him at the door. “No more?” the giant meteorologist asked grimly.


    Barclay shook his head. “No more. It didn’t split?”


    “It had other things to think about,” McReady assured him. “When I left it, it was a glowing coal. What was it doing?”


    Norris laughed shortly. “Wise boys, we are. Smash magnetos, so planes won’t work. Rip the boiler tubing out of the tractors. And leave that Thing alone for a week in this shack. Alone and undisturbed.”


    McReady looked in at the shack more carefully. The air, despite the ripped door, was hot and humid. On a table at the far end of the room rested a thing of coiled wires and small magnets, glass tubing and radio tubes. At the center a block of rough stone rested. From the center of the block came the light that flooded the place, the fiercely blue light bluer than the glare of an electric arc, and from it came the sweetly soft hum. Off to one side was another mechanism of crystal glass, blown with an incredible neatness and delicacy, metal plates and a queer, shimmery sphere of insubstantiality.


    “What is that?” McReady moved nearer.


    Norris grunted. “Leave it for investigation. But I can guess pretty well. That’s atomic power. That stuff to the left—that’s a neat little thing for doing what men have been trying to do with hundred-ton cyclotrons and so forth. It separates neutrons from heavy water, which he was getting from the surrounding ice.


    “Where did he get all—oh. Of course. A monster couldn’t be locked in—or out. He’s been through the apparatus caches.” McReady stared at the apparatus. “Lord, what minds that race must have—”


    “The shimmery sphere—I think it’s a sphere of pure force. Neutrons can pass through any matter, and he wanted a supply reservoir of neutrons. Just project neutrons against silica—calcium—beryllium—almost anything, and the atomic energy is released. That thing is the atomic generator.”


    McReady plucked a thermometer from his coat. “It’s 120° in here, despite the open door. Our clothes have kept the heat out to an extent, but I’m sweating now.”


    Norris nodded. “The light’s cold. I found that. But it gives off heat to warm the place through that coil. He had all the power in the world. He could keep it warm and pleasant, as his race thought of warmth and pleasantness. Did you notice the light, the color of it?”


    McReady nodded. “Beyond the stars is the answer. From beyond the stars. From a hotter planet that circled a brighter, bluer sun they came.”


    McReady glanced out the door toward the blasted, smoke-stained trail that flopped and wandered blindly off across the drift. “There won’t be any more coming. I guess. Sheer accident it landed here, and that was twenty million years ago. What did it do all that for?” He nodded toward the apparatus.


    Barclay laughed softly. “Did you notice what it was working on when we came? Look.” He pointed toward the ceiling of the shack.


    Like a knapsack made of flattened coffee tins, with dangling cloth straps and leather belts, the mechanism clung to the ceiling. A tiny, glaring heart of supernal flame burned in it, yet burned through the ceiling’s wood without scorching it. Barclay walked over to it, grasped two of the dangling straps in his hands, and pulled it down with an effort. He strapped it about his body. A slight jump carried him in a weirdly slow arc across the room.


    “Antigravity,” said McReady softly.


    “Antigravity,” Norris nodded. “Yes, we had ’em stopped, with no planes, and no birds. The birds hadn’t come—but it had coffee tins and radio parts, and glass and the machine shop at night. And a week—a whole week—all to itself. America in a single jump—with antigravity powered by the atomic energy of matter.


    “We had ’em stopped. Another half hour—it was just tightening these straps on the device so it could wear it—and we’d have stayed in Antarctica, and shot down any moving thing that came from the rest of the world.”


    “The albatross—” McReady said softly. “Do you suppose—”


    “With this thing almost finished? With that death weapon it held in its hand?


    “No, by the grace of God, who evidently does hear very well, even down here, and the margin of half an hour, we keep our world, and the planets of the system, too. Antigravity, you know, and atomic power. Because They came from another sun, a star beyond the stars. They came from a world with a bluer sun.”


    * * * *
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    JOHN W. CAMPBELL AND HIS WRITERS, by Zahra Jannessari Ladani


    Science fiction is the literature of the Technological Era. It, unlike other literatures, assumes that change is the natural order of things, that there are goals ahead larger than those we know.


    —John W. Campbell, Jr., introduction to The Astounding Science Fiction Anthology (1952) (Westfahl 326)


    * * * *


    John Wood Campbell, Jr., is one of the essential figures in the development of contemporary science fiction. He revolutionized SF, helping move it from the realm of popular and entertaining pulps to what he saw as a respectful, realistic, and serious literature. He still evokes passionate responses as perhaps the most influential editor in the history of science fiction.


    Campbell began reading SF at the age of seven, but turned into a lover of the genre through Norbert Weiner, his mathematics professor at MIT. His regular reads were Argosy, Weird Tales and, later, Amazing Stories; he was particularly fascinated when a story transgressed the boundaries of the solar system. His first attempt to write SF was inspired by E. E. “Doc” Smith’s The Skylark of Space—in emulation of which Campbell produced Invaders from the Infinite and “When the Atoms Failed.” He quickly established himself as a popular young writer, but Campbell’s writing career was soon curtailed. Astounding Stories editor F. Orlin Tremaine discovered Campbell’s talent for superscience storytelling through “Twilight” and The Mightiest Machine and hired Campbell as his assistant. This is how Campbell’s experience as an editor in the field began.


    * * * *


    Campbell was born on June 8, 1910 in New Jersey. A precocious child, he rarely made friends. His father, an electrical engineer, was an authoritarian and self-righteous disciplinarian. Campbell had a very changeable and moody mother who led him to bafflement and frustration. He was seven years older than his sister, Laura, his only sibling. Thus, his isolation led him to direct his sharp mind to voracious reading and experimentation of every kind. At school, he often corrected his teachers’ mistakes, but he never got his diploma despite his strength in physics. Then, he enrolled and studied at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) from 1928 to 1931. Again, he did not complete his studies, this time due to his failure in his German. Finally, he spent a year at Duke University; majoring in physics, he received his degree in science. In the meantime, he married Dona Stuart in the summer of 1931 (Moskowitz 36–44).


    To make ends meet, Campbell held sporadic jobs such as selling Fords, installing exhaust fans for homes and shops, and promoting gas heaters (Ibid. 45), but he was instinctively inclined to science fiction. He was always on the hunt for pulp magazines containing SF, and began publishing short stories in Hugo Gernsback’s Amazing Stories and Amazing Stories Quarterly as early as 1929 and 1930: “When the Atoms Failed” (January 1930), “Piracy Preferred” (June 1930), “The Black Star Passes” (Fall 1930), “Islands of Space” (Spring 1931), and “Invaders from the Infinite” (Spring–Summer 1932). In this way, Campbell launched his reputation as a “master exponent of super-science extravaganza” (Ashley 2000: 68) contriving “universe-shaking energy weapons to combat alien fleets in universe-wide battles” (Moskowitz 36) on intergalactic scales. These stories were later published as paperback novels: The Mightiest Machine (1947), The Incredible Planet (1949), The Black Star Passes (1953), Islands of Space (1956), Invaders from the Infinite (1961), and The Ultimate Weapon (1966). Campbell’s short stories were collected in the posthumous The Best of John W. Campbell (1973 & 1976).


    Campbell began his career at Astounding Stories in October 1937, and after editor Tremaine left Street & Smith (the magazine’s publisher), Campbell took the full editorial reins in 1938. This forced him to cut back heavily on his writing, but he published Who Goes There? (August 1938) as an “impressive display of writing talent” (Ibid. 52) in Astounding Science Fiction. The story was twice adapted into film, as The Thing from Another World by Christian Nyby in 1951, and then as The Thing by John Carpenter in 1982 (Roberts 195).


    A survey of Campbell’s editorial style demonstrates his influence in altering the direction of SF pulp magazines in many respects. He required authors to produce a more sophisticated form of SF than the one that had given SF magazines such a tawdry reputation. His approach was as follows:


    1) Attacking the lurid cover art that was then normal in the pulps, Campbell changed the magazine’s image by changing the look of its covers. He employed new artists and insisted on covers with more scientifically and astronomically accurate details. He sought covers that would both attract more mature readers (Ashley 2000: 107) and enhance sales.


    2) By raising the payment for writers of his magazine, Campbell attracted better writers while simultaneously increasing the magazine’s prestige. Astounding kept paying the highest rates in the field for many years, even through the war years when many magazines folded.


    3) To inspire people with new ideas for stories and strengthen their critical analysis, he set aside a section of the magazine for regular nonfiction scientific articles (Ibid. 108). Campbell’s own editorials were indispensable to this section. He usually posited “strong and lateral” arguments to stimulate and challenge readers and writers alike but not always “positively” (Ibid. 2007: 7).


    4) He also changed the magazine title from Astounding Stories to Astounding Science Fiction in March 1938. Campbell preferred the new title because in his mind the former was associated with pulp excesses of the past (Ibid. 2000: 107). Moreover, since the magazine published exclusively science fiction, the new title was more relevant.


    5) He developed and secured a specific audience for the magazine. He intended the magazine to address mature and sophisticated readers not just reading for excitement and wonder. This audience would also be willing to experience the future and new worlds offered by science. To attract this audience, Campbell sought out stories in which science was humanized so that readers could relate as easily to new scientific inventions as to well-known everyday objects. In general, the scrutiny of the “social and psychological effects of advancing technology” (Fanzo 30) was more significant than technology per se, which required a strong imagination on the part of Astounding’s readership.


    6) He started to develop a new stable of writers, while retaining sufficiently skilful and adaptable authors from Tremaine’s stable who could produce stories he assigned. Campbell’s authors were required to avoid hackneyed plots and to nourish innovative ideas in their work. Furthermore, Campbell was “looking for…stories that get in and really twist things in the reader…you can shock him out of a life-time pattern, and change him for the rest of his natural existence, if you can find and break one of his false cultural orientations.…Things can get in, because the barrier isn’t real” (qtd. in Adkisson 24). Thus, as “a proactive editor, with very definitive ideas of what constituted a good story,” Campbell was “unafraid to press authors into revisions, to revise their work himself without their say-so, or often simply to reject, in the service of a Platonic ideal SF story” (Roberts 195). Campbell’s authoritarian treatment of SF writers in his pulp magazine might have been reminiscent of his disciplinarian father’s influence on his son’s conduct, but in the son’s hands science fiction was salvaged from the melting pot of pulp culture and became a respectable genre. The difference between Campbellian stories and other pulp stories was in the fact that he wanted his authors to produce “hard(core)” SF; these stories dealt with hard sciences such as physics, chemistry, and biology, and showed little inclination toward “softer” sciences such as psychology and sociology (Mann 15). Campbell’s early authors included Robert Moor Williams, Lester del Rey, L. Sprague de Camp, Jack Williamson, Clifford D. Simak, L. Ron Hubbard, Malcolm Jameson, and Henry Kuttner (Ashley 2000: 109–111).


    7) A devoted editor, Campbell also revolutionized the notion of SF editorship. All editors read stories and made corrections or suggestions, and discovered new talents in the pile of stories sent to them. But Campbell’s zeal to educate new writers, and his discussion of their stories with them over luncheons in a friendly but strident way is well-remembered. Many of the writers nurtured under Campbell won awards: Mark Clifton and Frank Riley’s “They’d Rather Be Right” (1954), Eric Frank Russell with “Allamagoosa” (1955), Clifford Simak with “The Big Front Yard” (1959), and Frank Herbert with “The Prophet of the Dune” (1965). But at times his over-editing of stories led those same talented writers he was so good at discovering to move away from his magazine.


    * * * *


    With the influx of talent working under Campbell’s direction, Astounding Science Fiction reached its Golden Age, the period between 1938 and 1943 (Mann 36). 1938 was famously a boom year for science fiction in the US pulp history. By then, science fiction had entered its teens and was now undergoing its turbulent phase of maturation. World War II (1939–1945) and the release of atomic energy pushed science fiction further into adulthood. Astounding introduced A. E. van Vogt with “Black Destroyer” and Isaac Asimov with “Trends” in July 1939. However, SF in 1940 was far from Campbell’s vision of where it should be; new titles appeared frequently, but they mostly focused on interplanetary expeditions, alien invasion, space opera, and sensational plots. These traits, still common in every other SFmagazine, belonged, in Campbell’s view, to the thirties.


    Campbell was determined to look forward rather than backward, to bring new and challenging ideas to SF. That made Astounding stand out, but also caused its isolation among SF magazines. Campbell’s plan caused friction, but many writers, particularly those fed up with the old SF (not to mention with low rates of pay), decided to join him (Ashley 2000: 154). Among them was Asimov, who developed his robot stories in 1941, and posited his influential three laws of robotics. Asimov’s robot series were followed by his Foundation stories, among the best known series in SF, in 1942.


    By then, Astounding was producing first rate science fiction, but World War II increased its distinctiveness from other magazines somewhat. The war increased the public appetite for excitement and adventure, and particularly stories addressing American victory in both terrestrial and extraterrestrial warfare. Many readers avoided the “more sinister aspects of science or the realism of nuclear war” (Ibid. 157), which were often the stories Campbell preferred to publish. Moreover, wartime censorship in the US sometimes made new scientific exploration in SF problematic for security reasons. A good example is Cleve Cartmill’s venturous “Deadline” (March 1944) which recounts an agent’s efforts to stop the detonation of an atomic bomb and contains details about the construction of atomic bombs. Military Intelligence immediately charged both Campbell and Cartmill with violation of security. Ultimately they were acquitted, and despite the wartime restrictions and changes in audience, Astounding proved there was still a significant audience for thought-provoking SF.


    By the mid-forties, many magazines were still preoccupied with super-science and the fantastic; Astounding, though, was exploring new territories as Campbell’s interests evolved. Authors such as van Vogt, Simak, Leiber, Kuttner, and his wife C. L. Moore set out to look at the world and man’s identity not precisely in technological terms or by means of scientific explication. Instead, they started to look at the product of man’s mind and its potentialities in terms of transcendental science fiction and psi powers. Astounding was transformed from techno-centric to psycho-centric concerns. By 1946, Astounding’s Golden Age had passed and the sense of cutting-edge scientific discovery it once possessed had faded, though it continued to be a forum for the emergence of good talents.


    In 1950 and 1951, the magazine underwent more turbulence. Campbell had become increasingly fascinated with the mind and psi powers. He particularly encouraged controversial SF writer L. Ron Hubbard to publish his article, “Dianetics” (May 1950), in Astounding. The article introduced dianetics as the science of the mind and claimed to help people overcome bad memories and fears through hypnosis. Many Astounding subscibers who read the article disapproved of it; some felt that Astounding, with its long reputation for hard science fiction, had fallen into the unsafe hands of “crackpots”


    (Ibid. 228).


    Campbell introduced restrictions on the type of stories Astounding would publish which made the magazine still less popular. The main themes he persuaded his authors, through long letters and proposals, to adopt were confined to “[l]ogic, the power of the individual, the power of the mind and the power of humankind throughout the universe.” This gave the impression that Astounding was rife with Campbell’s own ideas and theories, developed through his authors (Ibid. 2005: 19). Throughout the fifties, writers and readers were frustrated with Campbell’s alternative sciences, the Hieronymous machine, psionic machines, and “parapsychological superhumanity” (Stableford 67). Remarkably innovative for years, Astounding now seemed to have lost its distinctive strength. It could no longer claim to be a model for other magazines, because in many ways it was now the most conservative and hidebound SF magazine. Though still maintaining a core “hard SF” audience, it failed to widen that audience: science fiction readers and Campbell were both changing, but not in the same direction. Where he had once given writers freedom to create hard SF in a field filled with lurid stories fraught with pseudo-science, in the wake of the Dianetics fiasco, Campbell seemed to be the one pushing pseudo-science. And his insistence on tight editorial control and heavy editing caused writers of the New Wave to chafe.


    By the advent of the space age, Campbell decided on a new title for the magazine: Astounding Science Fiction was replaced by Analog Science Fiction in 1960. Campbell claimed that the new name was more relevant to the space age and that Analog would contain SF for the “seriously scientifically minded, of all ages, but it was not going to pander to the monster-movie or UFO fanatic” (Ashley 2005: 202). Contentwise, however, the new magazine did not practically differ from the old one. Writers for the new magazine included Ben Bova, Randall Garrett, Sean O. Lochlainn, Poul Anderson, Winston P. Sanders, Arthur C. Clarke, Norman Spinard, and Frank Herbert. The latter’s “Dune World” series won Analog the 1966 Hugo award and somewhat restored its reputation as the place to go for hard science fiction.


    Analog kept its place in the field through the upheavals of the sixties. Despite its now old-fashioned contents, Analog remained the highest-paying magazine and possessed the highest circulation. More concerned with good science than with good writing, Campbell did not let the New Wave Movement affect his magazine, and kept his focus on the traditional form of hard SF. Comparatively few Analog stories could be considered greatly literary, but they consistently appealed to human creativity with a focus on the power of the brain over adversity and the nonstop progress of man. While late in his career the stories Campbell bought took on some of the predictable nature he so abhorred in his early editorial days, Campbellian SF tended to have a sense of hopefulness and faith in human ingenuity.


    Analog passed on to Ben Bova with the conclusion of Campbell’s editorial career. On July 11, 1971, Campbell died of heart failure while watching television at home. His death shocked the world of SF, but his memory lives on as the John W. Campbell Award that commemorates his service to science fiction: “I wanted it to be a good science fiction magazine. And, oh yes, I wanted to learn how to be an editor. I didn’t know a thing about the business when I moved in there” (Solstein & Moosnick 7).


    * * * *


    Appendix


    A list of selected major writers and their contributions to Astounding from the onset of Campbell’s editorship to the end of the forties. Pseudonyms are in brackets:


    Asimov, Isaac (1920–1992): “Trends” (July 1939); “Reason” (April 1941); “Liar!” (May 1941); “Nightfall” (September 1941); “Runaround” (March 1942); “Foundation” (May 1942); “Bridle and Saddle” (June 1942).


    Blish, James (1912–1975): “Okie” (April 1950); “Bindlestiff” (December 1950).


    Clement, Hal (1922–2003): “Proof” (June 1942); “Needle” (May–June 1949); “Iceworld” (October–December 1951).


    De Camp, L. Sprague (1907-2000): “Hyperpilosity” (April 1938); “The Command” (October 1938).


    Del Rey, Lester (1915-1993): “Helen O’Loy” (December 1938); “Nerves” (September 1942); “Whom the Gods Love” (June 1943).


    Heinlein, Robert A. [Anson MacDonal] (1907-1988): “Life-line” (August 1939); “The Roads Must Roll” (June 1940); “Blowups Happen” (September 1940); “Universe” (May 1941); “Methuselah’s Children” (July–September 1941); “By His Bootstraps” (October 1941); “Solution Unsatisfactory” (May 1941).


    Hubbard, L. Ron (1911–1986): “The Dangerous Dimension” (July 1938); “The Tramp” (September–November 1938); “Final Blackout” (April-June 1940).


    Jenkins, Will F. [Leinster, Murray] (1896-1975): “First Contact” & “The Power” & “A Logic Named Joe” (October 1942); “The Wabbler” (October 1942).


    Jones, Raymond F. (1915–1994): “Test of the Gods” (September 1941); “Fifty Million Monkeys” (October 1943).


    Kornbluth, Cyril (1923–1958): “The Little Black Bag” (July 1950).


    Kuttner, Henry (1914–1958): “The Disinherited” (August 1938); “Nothing But Gingerbread Left” (January 1943); “Mimsy Were the Borogoves” (February 1943); “Time Locker” (January 1943); “The World is Mine” (June 1943); “The Proud Robot” (October 1943); “Gallagher Plus” (November 1943).


    Leiber, Fritz (1910–1992): “Gather, Darkness!” (May–July 1943); “The Mutant’s Brother” (August 1943); “Sanity” (April 1944).


    Moore, C. L. [Lawrence O’Donnell] (1911–1987): “Vintage Season” (September 1946).


    Piper, H. Beam (1904–1964): “Time and Time Again” (April 1947); “Day of the Moron” (September 1951); “Omnilingual” (February 1957).


    Russell, Eric Frank (1905–1978): “Jay Score” (May 1941); “Mechanistria” (January 1942); “Symbiotica” (October 1943); “Dreadful Sanctuary” (during 1948); “Metamorphosite” (December 1946); “… And Then There Were None” (June 1951).


    Simak, Clifford D. (1904–1988): “The Rule” (July 1938); “Hunch” (July 1943); “City” (May 1944); “Desertion” (November 1944).


    Smith, Edward E. (1890–1965): “Grey Lensman” (October 1939-January 1940); “Second Stage Lensman” (November 1941-February 1942); “Children of the Lens” (November 1947-February 1948).


    Sturgeon, Theodore (1918–1985): “Ether Breather” (September 1939); “Artnan Process” (June 1941); “Mewhu’s Jet” (November 1946).


    Van Vogt, A. E. (1912–2000): “Black Destroyer” (July 1939); “Slan” (September-December 1940); “Recruiting Station” (March 1942); “Secret Unattainable” (July 1942); “The Great Engine” (July 1943); “The Weapon Shop” (December 1942); “The Weapon Makers” (February–April 1943); “The Storm” (October 1943); “Concealment” (September 1943); “The Mixed Men” (January 1945); “The World of Null-A” (August-October 1945); “The Players of Null-A” (October 1948–January 1949).


    Williamson, Jack [Will Stewart] (1908–2007): “The Legion of Time” (May–July 1938); “Collision Orbit” (July 1942); “The Equalizer” (March 1947); “With Folded Hands…” (July 1947); “…And Searching Mind” (March–May 1948).


    Wyndham, John [John Beynon] (1903–1969): “Adaptation” (July 1949).


    * * * *
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    CLARE WINGER HARRIS


    (1891–1968)


    Generally credited as the first woman to publish stories under her own name in science fiction magazines, Harris sold her first story, “The Runaway World,” to Weird Tales in 1926 before entering a contest run by Amazing Stories editor Hugo Gernsback. Gernsback published the story, with a paternalistic introduction: “That the third prize winner should prove to be a woman was one of the surprises of the contest, for, as a rule, women do not make good scientifiction writers, because their education and general tendencies on scientific matters are usually limited. But the exception, as usual, proves the rule, the exception in this case being extraordinarily impressive.”


    Harris published only eleven stories and one novel (Persephone of Eleusis: A Romance of Ancient Greece, 1923) before she stopped writing in 1930, supposedly to focus on her three sons (who were teenagers at the time). Her stories were later collected in Away From the Here and Now (1947).

  


  
    THE DIABOLICAL DRUG, by Clare Winger Harris


    First published in Amazing Stories, May 1929


    If Edgar Hamilton had even remotely suspected whither his singular experiments in anaesthetics were destined to lead him, it is doubtful whether he would have undertaken even the initial steps. But the degrees by which he advanced from an astounding scientific discovery to an experience beyond the ordinary ken of mankind, were in themselves so slow and uncertain as to fail to give warning of the ultimate catastrophe.


    Young Hamilton’s years numbered but twenty-six, and this was to the youth himself a slight source of annoyance, for the young woman whom he adored with heart and soul lacked but four months of being thirty-two. Now these six years would not have mattered to Edgar, had they not, in the eyes of his ladylove, represented an unbridgeable gulf. Repeated declarations of a lasting devotion did not change the lady’s mind in the slightest degree, so that at last, in utter despair, Edgar shut himself in his little chemical laboratory and applied himself assiduously to the pursuit of the science that he loved.


    For two months he saw very little of Ellen Gordan, and even in her presence he had an air of abstraction that contrasted strangely with his former ardor. Upon the rare occasions, when he left his laboratory to call at the Gordan home, he sat with preoccupied gaze, much to Ellen’s annoyance, for this indifference was certainly less satisfying than his former demonstrations of affection had been.


    Then one October day he was ushered into her presence as she sat playing the piano. He was hatless and breathless. She gazed at him reprovingly, much as a teacher might look in correcting a naughty school-boy. Edgar comprehended the glance, and it only rendered his present call of greater importance to him.


    “I say, Ellen, where can I talk to you alone? I’ve got so much to explain. But we must have privacy.”


    A smile of amusement flitted across her face.


    “Let’s go into the library, Edgar. It is warm by the fire-place and no one will intrude.”


    Together they passed into the library. After the door was closed, he produced from his coat-pocket a vial containing about two ounces of a clear amber-colored liquid, which he held up for her inspection.


    “What is it?” she asked wonderingly.


    “It’s the most wonderful potion ever concocted by the hand of man,” he answered somewhat huskily. “It will make Ponce de Leon’s fountain of eternal youth look like poison hooch!”


    “But I don’t understand. Is it to be taken internally?”


    “No, that would be somewhat risky. This is to be injected into the blood—and—then—” He paused, not knowing how to continue.


    “And then—what?” asked Miss Gordan with interested eyes riveted upon the golden fluid.


    “I will explain.” Hamilton gazed for a long moment at the yellow contents of the small bottle before continuing. Then he spoke, and his voice quivered with the intensity of his emotion. “You know, Ellen, the brain is the conscious center to which vibrations are conveyed by the nerves. Do you know what happens when the brain interprets vibrations?”


    Ellen admitted that she did not.


    “Well, neither do I,” resumed Hamilton, “nor does anybody else, for that matter, but that there is a similar interpretation to all human beings from a given source of vibrations, there can be no doubt, though it cannot be proven that we respond identically. These various vibrations, whether they are the rapid ones of sight, the slower ones of sound, or the still slower ones of touch, must travel over a nerve with something like pressure, which vibrations, as I said before, are probably similarly interpreted by all of us. Now here comes my wonderful discovery,” Edgar Hamilton’s eyes gleamed with enthusiasm as he reached his climax. “I have discovered that this pressure, which travels along the nerves to the brain, is very like volts in electricity. Now most anesthetics deaden the nerves so that they but faintly convey the nervous impulses to the brain, but I have here a drug that instead of deadening the nerves, reduces the pressure or voltage, not in halves, mind you, but in hundredths and even in thousandths. You know how our bodies grow old. What is life but the sum total of our forces that resist death? Decrease the nervous energy expended in this process of warding off the grim reaper, and you have a prolongation of the bodily functions. Hence if not eternal, at least a protracted youth.”


    He held for her further inspection the bit of glass with its amber contents.


    “Will—will it—make me younger?” she faltered.


    “Certainly not,” he replied. “It will merely retard the expenditure of your energy, and you will age very slowly, while the rest of us can overtake and pass you on life’s journey. In other words, you will remain about thirty-two, while I go ahead at life’s customary pace, catch up and pass you by a year or two, and then—then, Ellen, I may find favor in your eyes!”


    “Oh, Edgar, if that can be done I shall truly say yes. What a wonderful man you are to have figured out so marvelous a plan!”


    Edgar Hamilton already fancied that the future held much happiness for them both.


    “And you are not afraid to have me inject this drug into your arm?” he asked.


    “Is it painless?” she questioned.


    “To the best of my knowledge, yes,” he answered gravely.


    “Very well, then I am ready.” She pulled up the sleeve which covered her left arm, while Edgar filled the needle with some of the liquid from the little glass vessel.


    “It will require the entire amount,” he said, “to produce enough change in nervous pressure to keep your body hovering around thirty-two years of age for seven or eight years to come, but I shall administer it slowly.”


    And administer it he did!


    For a moment it seemed that she was going to faint. Edgar led her gently to the massive arm-chair into which she sank. She sat erect, but apparently inanimate. Her eyes stared unshrinkingly into the flames, then for a period of a minute or two they remained closed. Then Edgar noticed that she was turning her head toward him, but the movement was scarcely perceptible. Her lips were opening so slowly, and from her throat there issued occasional low rumbles.


    “My God,” cried the terrified young man, “I’ve done it now! This is awful! Ellen, Ellen, you can not live at this slow rate for seven years. I never realized it could be so gruesome. For heaven’s sake stop looking at me so fixedly with your mouth open! I can’t even talk with you intelligibly. Wait—I have it!”


    He went to a writing-desk which stood in a corner and took therefrom a large tablet of paper, and producing a pencil from his own pocket, placed them in Ellen Gordan’s lap. After what seemed an interminable length of time she apparently noticed the tablet and pencil. Another five, ten and fifteen minutes ticked away on the mahogany mantel-clock, at the end of which time she had the pencil and tablet in her hands and was beginning to write.


    Edgar knew that task would require at least a half hour, so he left the library and rushed out upon the terrace where he found Mrs. Gordan, an aristocratic appearing woman of fifty-five. To her he poured out the experience of the last few moments. The two lost no time in returning to the library, where Ellen sat, an impassive figure, with a pencil poised apparently motionless above the paper.


    “She has written some,” cried Edgar, “but we will wait until she is through and then read the whole message.”


    Poor Mrs. Gordan was overwhelmed at her daughter’s catastrophe and did not hesitate to express her opinion of young Hamilton, in very derogatory epithets.


    “If you two wanted to be the same age, why didn’t you take something to speed you up instead of bringing this calamity upon my poor, dear Ellen?” lamented the distraught mother.


    “By George,” cried Edgar, “I never thought of that! I believe it would be harder to do, but maybe I can yet, and then I shall catch up with her quickly. I could use it as an antidote for what has been given her.”


    “Well, try it on yourself first, you rash young man! Better have her this way than dead. But look,” she cried, pointing to the immobile figure of her daughter, “she is through writing and is looking toward us with the tablet in her hands.”


    Edgar seized the message with trembling hands and read it aloud to the anguished mother.


    The note ran as follows:


    “Edgar, what on earth has happened? I don’t feel any different, but you fly around worse than a chicken with its head cut off. Half the time you are a mere streak, and as for your talk, occasionally I hear a fine, piping, whistling note. I see mother is here now but it was quite awhile before she stood in one place long enough for me to make her out. Don’t worry, I feel fine, but what ails you?”


    After reading this, Edgar sat down at the desk and wrote the following to his sweetheart:


    “My own dear Ellen: The amber potion is working! Rates of vibration are relative. If we seem fast to you, you are extremely slow to us. We remain normal with the rest of the inhabitants of this world, while you are considerably slowed up, but do not be alarmed, my dear. I am now beginning to catch up with you in age. And here is a secret for you, your mother and me. I am going to produce an antidote which I shall take until I overtake you quickly, then I shall give you some to bring you back to normal. Then, as the fairytale has it, we shall live happily ever after.


    Your devoted Edgar.


    P.S. You might begin writing me another message right away, so I shall have it to enjoy this evening!”


    He gave this note to Ellen and then followed Mrs. Gordan out on the terrace, where he assured her with sincere words of consolation, that everything would come out all right. Mrs. Gordan had been considerably cheered by her daughter’s message, and the indignation which she had felt toward her prospective son-in-law was partially mollified. They sat for some time discussing the prospects of a bright future. At length Edgar arose and said he would have a look in at the library to see if Ellen had finished reading the note. In a moment he rushed back toward Mrs. Gordan, his face depicting abject terror.


    “Come, come at once,” he cried.


    The frantic mother joined him, and together they ran into the library.


    Ellen sat with her face turned toward them, her mouth wide open, her eyes squinting. The immobility of the features was gruesome.


    “Isn’t that awful!” gasped Edgar when he could find voice.


    “Awful, nothing!” exclaimed the indignant mother. “Can’t you see the poor dear girl is laughing at your post-script? See, her finger points to it!”


    But Edgar turned and fled!


    Many times in the days and weeks that followed, Edgar Hamilton thought of the interminable smile that had lost its quality of alert gaiety, which is essential, if a smile is to put across its meaning at all.


    And the antidote? That was progressing splendidly. It was to be a much more powerful drug than the other. Edgar had figured out that one drop of the colorless antidote would counteract the two ounces of amber fluid which had been injected into the veins of Ellen Gordan.


    Before taking any chances with himself, Edgar decided to try the experiment upon Napoleon, the tortoise-shell cat. Napoleon had been nicknamed Nap because he was such a sleepy old fellow. Nap was past the prime of cat life. He was no longer a good mouser, so Edgar figured that if his declining years were a bit shortened, no one would greatly regret that fact, and Nap could prove very useful in testing the powerful antidote.


    Nap was discovered sleeping under the back porch near the remains of a pork chop which Agnes, the maid, had thrown out to him after breakfast. Edgar smuggled the furry creature upstairs and into the laboratory, and lost no time in administering the drug. One drop was all that he intended to inject, but when Nap felt the prick of the needle, he leaped wildly into the air, and before Edgar could withdraw the instrument, Nap had in his veins about ten drops. After a dazed second or two, Edgar thought the cat had disappeared, but upon closer observation, he perceived a faint gray streak near the floor moving with almost lightning-like rapidity around the room. Finally the streak disappeared and he saw flashes of color. These, he assumed, were the vibrations of Nap’s wild cries increased until they entered the realm of vision. Then there was a puff of smoke, an instantaneous glare of fire, and Edgar knew that Nap had literally ignited, due to his friction with the air.


    “Well,” thought the young chemist sadly, when he had recovered from the shock of Nap’s fate, “I must take only one drop. That will allow me to catch up with Ellen in a few weeks, or at most, months. Then we will forget about this dangerous drug business.”


    He took within the needle but one drop of the crystal fluid and injected it quickly. Nothing apparently happened. He walked to his window and looked out upon the street below, and then he knew what had occurred. It was a frozen world that he beheld! An automobile stood in front of the house and yet it was not standing, for behind it was a cloud of dust that hung motionless like a fog-bank. Everywhere people stood in grotesque attitudes. It required the most infinite patience to discover the meaning of their postures. He turned away from the window and stood buried in thought. At last he became aware that Agnes, the maid, was drifting toward him like some slowly swimming fish. She held a letter in her hand.


    “Now,” thought Edgar, “I will not alarm her. I will imitate her slow and ponderous movements in receiving the letter from her.”


    Gauging the rate of her approach, he extended his arm as slowly as his muscular control permitted and received the letter with a grave and tiresomely slow bow. If his actions did not appear exactly normal, he could not tell it by the fixed expression of Agnes’ features, which were none too mobile under ordinary conditions. He stood perfectly still until she had disappeared, then with feverish haste he opened the missive which was written in the straight firm handwriting of Mr. Paul Gordan, the father of Ellen.


    “You infernal young idiot,” it ran, “I’d like nothing so well as to twist your miserable neck! Day after day my daughter sits like a statue and it quite gets on her mother’s nerves and mine, to get into communication with her. But now to cap the climax! She has a severe case of measles and the doctor tells us she will likely have the disease for the next five years!”


    With a sob, Edgar flung the letter from him and seized the vial of colorless fluid.


    “Let it be ten drops,” he said hoarsely. “I shall go as old Nap did—but no—I shan’t prolong it, I will take the entire two ounces that I have made. The quicker the better!”


    Now the reader at this point will doubtless be prepared for the hasty conclusion of this story, but such, I regret to say, is not the case. Have you never heard that one hundred thousand volts of high frequency electricity can be discharged through a living body with no apparent damage, but diminish the number of volts to five hundred or a thousand at a lower frequency and death is instantaneous? Something of the quality of the mysterious force known to us as electricity was contained in that harmless looking liquid. Before Edgar had put the entire two ounces into his arm he was conscious of a deafening roar and of intermittent flashes of brilliant lights. He felt as if he were falling through interstellar space. He seemed to be passing suns with planets swinging in their orbits about them. Great universes stretched on and on without end! At first he thought, “They are universes of solar systems, containing suns and planets.” Then with sudden lucidity came the thought, “They are molecules made up of atoms, containing protons and electrons! I am going, not the way of the telescope, but of the microscope!”


    A physics professor, who had been considered a little wild in his theories, had once said these words and they had never been forgotten by the student, Hamilton.


    “Our Earth in the ether of space is as but a grain of sand upon the sea-shore. Our universe may be but a molecule in a greater universe, and all our ages since the beginning of time, record but a second in the time of that larger cosmos. Then take it the other way too. In this grain of sand which I hold in my hand, there may be other universes which, while I have talked to you, have come into being, and vanished. Students, perhaps time is the fourth dimension we have sought after so long!! Would not this theory prove that the time element enters into the size of things?”


    Then Edgar understood. Ellen had been headed the way of the telescope, but only to an infinitesimal degree. His body was hurtling millions of times more rapidly in the direction of microscopic infinity, and as his physics professor had explained, the atomic space is as vast, proportionally, as interplanetary space. The difference is that of rates of vibration, and with his bodily shrinkage, Edgar was expending his bodily energies at a relatively rapid rate.


    Unable to measure the passage of time, Edgar drowsily felt himself losing consciousness. If this was death it was actually a pleasurable experience.


    Again consciousness, sharp and acute. Edgar looked about him and raised himself to a sitting posture. In his ears pounded an almost deafening roar, and a strong wind was blowing steadily. He seemed to be lying upon a stone-paved floor. Then he observed that it was a great ledge, as broad as the length of a city block. He could see where it made a straight horizon with the sky a few rods away. But the fearful roar! He turned toward the near edge of this ledge, and there, stretching in endless billows that tossed and drove great waves to points within not more than ten feet from the top of the huge wall, was a vast watery expanse, the most restless, writhing body of water that Edgar had ever imagined. Nothing but water, a deep blue sky (not the cerulean blue of the skies of Terra, but a deeper royal blue) and the stone paving of this vast shelf of rocks! Edgar took a few steps toward the farther edge. As he walked, he noticed how evenly and smoothly the slabs of stone had been fitted together. It was like one vast block of concrete.


    He approached curiously and cautiously the opposite edge, and peered below. He drew back in even greater alarm, for he had glimpsed a pit of fire that sent up great tongues of flame. He seemed literally between the devil and the deep sea! Stepping back a few paces he commenced to walk along the paving which seemed the only safe place upon this strange world. To the left stretched the boundless sea and to the right the awful semblance of Hades!


    After several miles of weary walking, Edgar began to feel acutely the pangs of hunger. He ventured warily toward the right edge once more, and this time he did not draw back in alarm. Far, far below him lay a beautiful green valley with rolling swards and mossy hillocks. Dwelling-places dotted the landscape and figures moved about. From his lofty height the scene resembled the miniature card-board village of his childhood’s day. But how to descend into this Garden of Eden! There seemed to be no visible means of getting down to what seemed a veritable paradise, after the experiences of the past hour. Along the entire length of the wall, as far down as Edgar could see, in both directions, his eye could perceive nothing but a blank uniformity, unless—he peered more intently. A few feet directly below him he saw two small holes, and his heart gave a joyful bound. The holes must have been made there for the purpose of attaching the curved ends of a ladder used in ascending this most gigantic piece of masonry. Edgar decided to remain directly above the holes until one of the inhabitants of this miniature world should be moved by providence to investigate the top of the mammoth dike.


    Many times during the days that followed, Edgar gave up in despair. He tried to shout, but his voice was completely lost in the unceasing roar of the ocean back of him. Too weak to hope longer, he lay down utterly despondent. And then came hope and with it a renewed strength!


    Directly below him at the base of this vast wall which sloped toward the valley, at an angle of about thirty degrees, were many figures gesticulating and carrying long black objects upon their shoulders. Edgar in his weakness and excitement nearly lost his balance in watching the procedure. Then he was assured beyond the question of a doubt that one of them was scaling the wall. Over and over the ladder was being turned and attached into holes along the side. Nearer and nearer crawled a tiny saffron garmented creature until the ladder had been inserted into the last holes and an inhabitant of the remote valley stood in astonishment before Edgar Hamilton.


    His short yellow garment hung by straps across his shoulders and extended below his waist where it ended in short bloomers, full enough to give the effect of a skirt. His features were in type not unlike those of the people of our eastern civilization of today.


    Communication through a common language was, of course, impossible, but Edgar was able to indicate his desire for food and his wish to descend into the green valley. The stranger nodded and then ran to the opposite edge of the dike and gazed long and fixedly at the stormy sea. At length he turned back toward Edgar and the latter noticed that his face wore an expression of extreme anxiety.


    They both descended by the ladder.


    Once down among these people, so like and yet so different from himself, Hamilton learned many strange and wonderful things. Inside of a few weeks he had mastered their language. He became acquainted with numerous astounding truths concerning this planet to which fate had so strangely sent him. Chief among these was the fact that the large island upon which the people dwelt had at one time been part of a vast continent, but the larger portion of this land with its great cities and monumental temples, palaces and fertile plains had been swallowed up in the ocean. The remnant of the civilization living upon a lofty plateau had managed to survive the onslaught of the sea, whose waters seemed to creep up through the centuries, and threatened to engulf them. In reality it was not the water which rose, but the land that sank due to enormous subterranean gas pockets collapsing, the gas escaping through fiery volcanoes. This was a sunken land then that maintained its temporary safety only through the building and repair of its monstrous dikes.


    Edgar thought of Holland on the far away Earth. (Ah I but was it so far away? He and all the universe about him were an infinitesimal part of the new blue-figured linoleum that he had purchased recently for his laboratory!)


    “Not so much like Holland,” he said to himself one time, “as like the lost land of Mu, which, according to archeologists was a tropical continent larger than North America. It went to the bottom of the Pacific with its sixty-four million white inhabitants and their templed cities thirteen thousand years ago.”


    Then she came into Edgar’s life and gradually he forgot the linoleum on the laboratory floor and the measles that threatened to last for five long years. She was the daughter of Elto, the chief inspector and engineer of the dikes. A sort of modern Nehemiah was he, as he superintended the continual erection of the rocky walls that preserved the land of Luntin from total annihilation. Her name was Yana and her pale, wild beauty outrivaled the charms of any earthly maiden Edgar had ever known.


    One time they sat upon a grassy knoll outside Elto’s home. They looked in the direction of Mt. Karp, into whose forbidding depths Edgar had gazed at the time of his arrival upon this planet.


    “The fiery mount has been very active of late years,” said Yana sadly, her sweet troubled eyes turned in the direction of the volcano. “Father says that the land is sinking rapidly and that the dikes have now been built as high as is possible without their crumbling. He and the wise Kermis predict that inside of the next fifty or sixty years our beloved Luntin and its inhabitants will be no more, and over all this will stretch that wild, roaring ocean!”


    She shuddered and in that moment Edgar had clasped her in his arms and won from her the promise to be his bride.


    Twenty-five years passed; years filled with much happiness, but clouded with an ever increasing anxiety for the fate of Luntin. Edgar and Yana had lived in happy companionship. They had a son whom they called Yangar. The lad was the pride of their hearts. He had inherited his grandfather’s constructive ability, and at the age of twenty-two was appointed chief engineer of the dikes, to succeed his late grandfather, Elto. In this capacity Yangar was a decided success, and by his ingenuity had more than once warded off dire calamity to his country.


    Thirty-five years more! It looked as if the date set by old Elto for the inundation was nigh. Yangar, now a widower with a son of his own, Manly, was ingenious and vigilant, but even these qualities could not hold out forever against such a monster as hurled itself constantly against the walls. Yana grew thin and wasted away with worry and died. Edgar sorrowed greatly over the loss of his wife, and his son became doubly dear to him.


    One time after Yangar had returned from an inspection of the dikes, his father showed him a bottle containing a yellow liquid.


    “This,” he explained to Yangar, “is the way out of the catastrophe for us. It has taken me years to prepare it. I will divide it in thirds; for you, your son, Manly, and myself. It is a very concentrated form of a drug I prepared sixty years ago. The entire contents of this bottle is sufficient, if injected into the veins of you, Manly and myself, to so decrease the rate of our nerve impulses that we shall no longer be of this world.”


    He paused, while in retrospection his mind’s eye saw the immobile form of that earthly maiden with her interminable smile.


    “We shall not be of this world, father!” exclaimed Yangar. “Do you mean that we shall die?”


    “Not that, I trust,”replied Edgar, “but as I have often explained to you before, time and size being purely relative, we cannot of necessity become infinitely slower in our rate of existence without at the same time growing infinitely bigger. This process employed at the crucial moment of disaster will lift us to a world in a universe next larger to our own. My bodily forces are about exhausted anyhow, but for you and your son Manly, it will mean the ability to complete the normal span of your lives.”


    Then came a day when Edgar and his grandson, Manly, a young man of four and thirty, who bore a marked resemblance to his grandfather when the latter had come a stranger to Luntin, sat within the little stone house where they and Yangar dwelt together. The latter was away, as was his custom, to oversee work upon the dikes. On the morrow Manly would be one of the number chosen to labor for the safety of his land.


    “Tomorrow you and Yangar must take with you your bottles containing your portions of this wonderful drug that diminishes nervous pressure,” said Edgar Hamilton, smiling with affection at his stalwart and handsome grandson. “It is no longer safe to be without it. The attached syringes will render its injection a matter of seconds only.”


    He had scarcely finished speaking when a roar like thunder shook the very ground beneath their feet. Together they rushed to the entrance and lifted their eyes to the rocky wall that had held at bay their watery enemy for so many generations. The dike was a crumbling mass, a Niagara, increased to many times its earthly proportions.


    * * * *


    “May the saints preserve me!” exclaimed Agnes as she flew toward her room and locked the door. “This mornin’ I hands a note to master Edgar and he acts that queer I think he’s after losin’ his mind. Then this evenin’ I goes in, and there he’s a settin’ on the floor with next to nothin’ on, and an old man standin’ beside him! I’m through. If these goin’s on don’t stop, I’m after lookin’ for another job!”


    At nine o’clock that evening the door-bell rang at the Gordan residence.


    “The strange doctor who was called for consultation by Dr. Bennett, dear,” said Mrs. Gordan to her husband. “Dr. Bennett said he would send him to see poor Ellen. Will you go to the door?”


    “If it’s the doctor, all right,” responded her spouse, “but should it chance to be that scalawag, Hamilton, down the front steps he goes faster than he came up!”


    Mr. Gordan opened the front door and gave a little gasp of amazement. In the entryway, with the streetlight shining grotesquely upon his bent figure, stood an aged stranger.


    “Are you the consulting physician to investigate Miss Gordan’s case?” asked Mr. Gordan.


    The elderly individual bent an interested glance upon the man before him. Then he replied.


    “I—that is—yes, I believe I have an excellent cure for her condition. May I see her?”


    “Certainly, this way, doctor.”


    The strange physician followed Mr. and Mrs. Paul Gordan to the room of their daughter. Upon the bed lay the inert form of the unfortunate young woman whose nerve impulses had been so retarded as to render her a misfit among all the rest of humanity about her. The aged doctor gazed at the still form intently.


    “Not a day over thirty-two,” he thought to himself.


    Aloud he said, “Her most rapid cure will be accomplished by injecting this serum which—”


    ‘‘But please, doctor!” pleaded the mother with a detaining hand upon his arm, “I—I don’t like injected serums. Can’t she—-er—take it internally?”


    “Unfortunatey not, my good woman, but let me assure you, it will effect a rapid cure.”


    The mother surrendered and the old doctor injected into the arm of his patient a drop of colorless liquid The effect was almost instantaneous. Ellen sat up quickly and looked from one to another of the occupants of the room.


    “Mother, father,” she cried. “Has the world really stopped tearing around at such a fearful rate? Ah, I know it is I who am back to normal. I wonder if Edgar is succeeding in catching up with me. My measles won’t last long now!”


    The old man turned to leave the room, but stopped at a question from the astonished father, Paul Gordan. “To whom are we indebted for this restoration of our daughter to normalcy?”


    The piercing eyes of the stranger swept the faces of all three.


    “To Edgar Hamilton,” he replied quietly.


    “Oh, he sent you, did he?” laughed Mr. Gordan. “Probably the young rascal was afraid to deliver the antidote in person after my somewhat plain letter this morning.”


    The aged man advanced a step with outstretched trembling hands.


    “You do not understand, Mr. Gordan. I am Edgar Hamilton.”


    “You—well this is rich!” Aside to his wife, “We must humor the poor devil.”


    “Joking set aside,” persisted the stranger, “I am Edgar Hamilton, to whom you owe your late catastrophe and its more recent remedy.”


    Then he proceeded to tell a tale of a spent lifetime, a tale so fantastic that it fell upon incredulous ears. It ended with a wild unearthly cry of, “Yangar, my son, Yangar.” His shrieks grew louder until they became the ravings of a mad man.


    Nearly all who have seen him at the asylum and heard his story believe him to be the victim of an hallucination.


    It is said that some months after Ellen Gordan’s complete recovery from measles, she married a young man by the name of Manly Hamilton, who claimed kinship with the Edgar Hamilton, who had so mysteriously disappeared. There remain those of their acquaintance, who maintain that Ellen’s husband and Edgar are one and the same man, but that does not explain the aged inmate of the asylum.


    * * * *
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    H. P. LOVECRAFT


    (1890–1937)


    While H. P. Lovecraft is incredibly popular now, he was less well-known in his day. A staple of Weird Tales and a mentor and correspondent to many other writers of fantasy, horror, and science fiction (which overlapped significantly in the 1920s), Lovecraft was an astonishingly gifted writer, but just as astonishingly unstable.


    Born in 1890 to a well-to-do family in Rhode Island, he was ferociously inquisitive as a boy, and was allowed to learn anything he wanted. His family’s fortunes took a dramatic and permanent turn for the worse by the time Lovecraft was a teenager, however. His father, ravaged by syphilis, ended his life locked in a madhouse. The family mismanaged their money (Lovecraft never would learn how to make a living), and his mother ended up in the same madhouse. Lovecraft himself broke down emotionally before he finished high school, so he never made it to college.


    As a boy he wrote heavily, and had articles published before he finished high school. But his sanity was shaky at best; at one point he destroyed all his writing and didn’t do any writing at all for the next nine years. Eventually, he got involved with the amateur press—people writing for their own enjoyment and that of fellow writers, rather than for broader publication—and from there drifted back into writing fiction. He ended up eking out a living by writing fiction for the pulps, and was one of the original Weird Tales writers.


    Lovecraft died of cancer, which he left untreated until it was too late to do any good.


    One distinguishing thing about Lovecraft’s fiction is the astonishing scale of it—he works with vast landscapes and huge reachs of time. Like in a Japanese painting, the humans are often represented as small and nearly meaningless.

  


  
    AT THE MOUNTAINS OF MADNESS, by H. P. Lovecraft


    First published in Astounding Stories, February–April 1936


    I.


    I am forced into speech because men of science have refused to follow my advice without knowing why. It is altogether against my will that I tell my reasons for opposing this contemplated invasion of the antarctic—with its vast fossil-hunt and its wholesale boring and melting of the ancient ice-cap—and I am the more reluctant because my warning may be in vain. Doubt of the real facts, as I must reveal them, is inevitable; yet if I suppressed what will seem extravagant and incredible there would be nothing left. The hitherto withheld photographs, both ordinary & aërial, will count in my favour; for they are damnably vivid and graphic. Still, they will be doubted because of the great lengths to which clever fakery can be carried. The ink drawings, of course, will be jeered at as obvious impostures; notwithstanding a strangeness of technique which art experts ought to remark and puzzle over.


    In the end I must rely on the judgment and standing of the few scientific leaders who have, on the one hand, sufficient independence of thought to weigh my data on its own hideously convincing merits or in the light of certain primordial and highly baffling myth-cycles; and on the other hand, sufficient influence to deter the exploring world in general from any rash and overambitious programme in the region of those mountains of madness. It is an unfortunate fact that relatively obscure men like myself and my associates, connected only with a small university, have little chance of making an impression where matters of a wildly bizarre or highly controversial nature are concerned.


    It is further against us that we are not, in the strictest sense, specialists in the fields which came primarily to be concerned. As a geologist my object in leading the Miskatonic University Expedition was wholly that of securing deep-level specimens of rock and soil from various parts of the antarctic continent, aided by the remarkable drill devised by Prof. Frank H. Pabodie of our engineering department. I had no wish to be a pioneer in any other field than this; but I did hope that the use of this new mechanical appliance at different points along previously explored paths would bring to light materials of a sort hitherto unreached by the ordinary methods of collection. Pabodie’s drilling apparatus, as the public already knows from our reports, was unique and radical in its lightness, portability, and capacity to combine the ordinary artesian drill principle with the principle of the small circular rock drill in such a way as to cope quickly with strata of varying hardness. Steel head, jointed rods, gasoline motor, collapsible wooden derrick, dynamiting paraphernalia, cording, rubbish-removal auger, and sectional piping for bores five inches wide and up to 1000 feet deep all formed, with needed accessories, no greater load than three seven-dog sledges could carry; this being made possible by the clever aluminum alloy of which most of the metal objects were fashioned. Four large Dornier aëroplanes, designed especially for the tremendous altitude flying necessary on the antarctic plateau and with added fuel-warming and quick-starting devices worked out by Pabodie, could transport our entire expedition from a base at the edge of the great ice barrier to various suitable inland points, and from these points a sufficient quota of dogs would serve us.


    We planned to cover as great an area as one antarctic season—or longer, if absolutely necessary—would permit, operating mostly in the mountain-ranges and on the plateau south of Ross Sea; regions explored to varying degree by Shackleton, Amundsen, Scott, and Byrd. With frequent changes of camp, made by aëroplane and involving distances great enough to be of geological significance, we expected to unearth a quite unprecedented amount of material; especially in the pre-Cambrian strata of which so narrow a range of antarctic specimens had previously been secured. We wished also to obtain as great as possible a variety of the upper fossiliferous rocks, since the primal life-history of this bleak realm of ice and death is of the highest importance to our knowledge of the earth’s past. That the antarctic continent was once temperate and even tropical, with a teeming vegetable and animal life of which the lichens, marine fauna, arachnida, and penguins of the northern edge are the only survivals, is a matter of common information; and we hoped to expand that information in variety, accuracy, and detail. When a simple boring revealed fossiliferous signs, we should enlarge the aperture by blasting in order to get specimens of suitable size and condition.


    Our borings, of varying depth according to the promise held out on by the upper soil or rock, were to be confined to exposed or nearly exposed land surfaces—these inevitably being sloped and ridges because of the mile or two-mile thickness of solid ice overlying the lower levels. We could not afford to waste drilling depth on any considerable amount of mere glaciation, though Pabodie had worked out a plan for sinking copper electrodes in thick clusters of borings and melting off limited areas of ice with current from a gasoline-driven dynamo. It is this plan—which we could not put into effect except experimentally on an expedition such as ours—that the coming Starkweather-Moore Expedition proposes to follow despite the warnings I have issued since our return from the antarctic.


    The public knows of the Miskatonic Expedition through our frequent wireless reports to the Arkham Advertiser and Associated Press, and through the later articles of Pabodie and myself. We consisted of four men from the University—Pabodie, Lake of the biology department, Atwood of the physics department (also a meteorologist), and I representing geology and having nominal command—besides sixteen assistants; seven graduate students from Miskatonic and nine skilled mechanics. Of these sixteen, twelve were qualified aëroplane pilots, all but two of whom were competent wireless operators. Eight of them understood navigation with compass and sextant, as did Pabodie, Atwood, and I. In addition, of course, our two ships—wooden ex-whalers, reinforced for ice conditions and having auxiliary steam—were fully manned. The Nathaniel Derby Pickman Foundation, aided by a few special contributions, financed the expedition; hence our preparations were extremely thorough despite the absence of great publicity. The dogs, sledges, machines, camp materials, and unassembled parts of our five planes were delivered in Boston, and there our ships were loaded. We were marvelously well-equipped for our specific purposes, and in all matters pertaining to supplies, regimen, transportation, and camp construction we profited by the excellent example of our many recent and exceptionally brilliant predecessors. It was the unusual number and fame of these predecessors which made our own expedition—ample though it was—so little noticed by the world at large.


    As the newspapers told, we sailed from Boston Harbour on September 2, 1930; taking a leisurely course down the coast and through the Panama Canal, and stopping at Samoa and Hobart, Tasmania, at which latter place we took on final supplies. None of our exploring party had ever been in the polar regions before, hence we all relied greatly on our ship captains—J. B. Douglas, commanding the brig Arkham, and serving as commander of the sea party, and Georg Thorfinnssen, commanding the barque Miskatonic—both veteran whalers in antarctic waters. As we left the inhabited world behind the sun sank lower and lower in the north, and stayed longer and longer above the horizon each day. At about 62° South Latitude we sighted our first icebergs—table-like objects with vertical sides—and just before reaching the Antarctic Circle, which we crossed on October 20 with appropriately quaint ceremonies, we were considerably troubled with field ice. The falling temperature bothered me considerably after our long voyage through the tropics, but I tried to brace up for the worse rigours to come. On many occasions the curious atmospheric effects enchanted me vastly; these including a strikingly vivid mirage—the first I had ever seen—in which distant bergs became the battlements of unimaginable cosmic castles.


    Pushing through the ice, which was fortunately neither extensive nor thickly packed, we regained open water at South Latitude 67°, East Longitude 175°. On the morning of October 26, a strong “land blink” appeared on the south, and before noon we all felt a thrill of excitement at beholding a vast, lofty, and snow-clad mountain chain which opened out and covered the whole vista ahead. At last we had encountered an outpost of the great unknown continent and its cryptic world of frozen death. These peaks were obviously the Admiralty Range discovered by Ross, and it would now be our task to round Cape Adare and sail down the east coast of Victoria Land to our contemplated base on the shore of McMurdo Sound at the foot of the volcano Erebus in South Latitude 77° 9´.


    The last lap of the voyage was vivid and fancy-stirring, great barren peaks of mystery looming up constantly against the west as the low northern sun of noon or the still lower horizon-grazing southern sun of midnight poured its hazy reddish rays over the white snow, bluish ice and water lanes, and black bits of exposed granite slope. Through the desolate summits swept raging intermittent gusts of the terrible antarctic wind; whose cadences sometimes held vague suggestions of a wild and half-sentient musical piping, with notes extending over a wide range, and which for some subconscious mnemonic reason seemed to me disquieting and even dimly terrible. Something about the scene reminded me of the strange and disturbing Asian paintings of Nicholas Roerich, and of the still stranger and more disturbing descriptions of the evilly fabled plateau of Leng which occur in the dreaded Necronomicon of the mad Arab Abdul Alhazred. I was rather sorry, later on, that I had ever looked into that monstrous book at the college library.


    On the seventh of November, sight of the westward range having been temporarily lost, we passed Franklin Island; and the next day descried the cones of Mts. Erebus and Terror on Ross Island ahead, with the long line of the Parry Mountains beyond. There now stretched off to the east the low, white line of the great ice barrier; rising perpendicularly to a height of 200 feet like the rocky cliffs of Quebec, and marking the end of southward navigation. In the afternoon we entered McMurdo Sound and stood off the coast in the lee of smoking Mt. Erebus. The scoriac peak towered up some 12,700 feet against the eastern sky, like a Japanese print of the sacred Fujiyama; while beyond it rose the white, ghost-like height of Mt. Terror, 10,900 feet in altitude, and now extinct as a volcano. Puffs of smoke from Erebus came intermittently, and one of the graduate assistants—a brilliant young fellow named Danforth—pointed out what looked like lava on the snowy slope; remarking that this mountain, discovered in 1840, had undoubtedly been the source of Poe’s image when he wrote seven years later of


    “—the lavas that restlessly roll


    Their sulphurous currents down Yaanek


    In the ultimate climes of the pole—


    That groan as they roll down Mount Yaanek


    In the realms of the boreal pole.”


    Danforth was a great reader of bizarre material, and had talked a good deal of Poe. I was interested myself because of the antarctic scene of Poe’s only long story—the disturbing and enigmatical Arthur Gordon Pym. On the barren shore, and on the lofty ice barrier in the background, myriads of grotesque penguins squawked and flapped their fins; while many fat seals were visible on the water, swimming or sprawling across large cakes of slowly drifting ice.


    Using small boats, we effected a difficult landing on Ross Island shortly after midnight on the morning of the 9th, carrying a line of cable from each of the ships and preparing to unload supplies by means of a breeches-buoy arrangement. Our sensations on first treading antarctic soil were poignant and complex, even though at this particular point the Scott and Shackleton expeditions had preceded us. Our camp on the frozen shore below the volcano’s slope was only a provisional one; headquarters being kept aboard the Arkham. We landed all our drilling apparatus, dogs, sledges, tents, provisions, gasoline tanks, experimental ice-melting outfit, cameras both ordinary and aërial, aëroplane parts, and other accessories, including three small portable wireless outfits (besides those in the planes) capable of communicating with the Arkham’s large outfit from any part of the antarctic continent that we would be likely to visit. The ship’s outfit, communicating with the outside world, was to convey press reports to the Arkham Advertiser’s powerful wireless station on Kingsport Head, Mass. We hoped to complete our work during a single antarctic summer; but if this proved impossible we would winter on the Arkham, sending the Miskatonic north before the freezing of the ice for another summer’s supplies.


    I need not repeat what the newspapers have already published about our early work: of our ascent of Mt. Erebus; our successful mineral borings at several points on Ross Island and the singular speed with which Pabodie’s apparatus accomplished them, even through solid rock layers; our provisional test of the small ice-melting equipment; our perilous ascent of the great barrier with sledges and supplies; and our final assembling of five huge aëroplanes at the camp atop the barrier. The health of our land party—twenty men and 55 Alaskan sledge dogs—was remarkable, though of course we had so far encountered no really destructive temperatures or windstorms. For the most part, the thermometer varied between zero and 20° or 25° above, and our experience with New England winters had accustomed us to rigours of this sort. The barrier camp was semi-permanent, and destined to be a storage cache for gasoline, provisions, dynamite, and other supplies. Only four of our planes were needed to carry the actual exploring material, the fifth being left with a pilot and two men from the ships at the storage cache to form a means of reaching us from the Arkham in case all our exploring planes were lost. Later, when not using all the other planes for moving apparatus, we would employ one or two in a shuttle transportation service between this cache and another permanent base on the great plateau from 600 to 700 miles southward, beyond Beardmore Glacier. Despite the almost unanimous accounts of appalling winds and tempests that pour down from the plateau, we determined to dispense with intermediate bases; taking our chances in the interest of economy and probably efficiency.


    Wireless reports have spoken of the breath-taking four-hour non-stop flight of our squadron on November 21 over the lofty shelf ice, with vast peaks rising on the west, and the unfathomed silences echoing to the sound of our engines. Wind troubled us only moderately, and our radio compasses helped us through the one opaque fog we encountered. When the vast rise loomed ahead, between Latitudes 83° and 84°, we knew we had reached Beardmore Glacier, the largest valley glacier in the world, and that the frozen sea was now giving place to a frowning and mountainous coastline. At last we were truly entering the white, aeon-dead world of the ultimate south, and even as we realised it we saw the peak of Mt. Nansen in the eastern distance, towering up to its height of almost 15,000 feet.


    The successful establishment of the southern base above the glacier in Latitude 86° 7’, East Longitude 174° 23´, and the phenomenally rapid and effective borings and blastings made at various points reached by our sledge trips and short aëroplane flights, are matters of history; as is the arduous and triumphant ascent of Mt. Nansen by Pabodie and two of the graduate students—Gedney and Carroll—on December 13–15. We were some 8500 feet above sea-level, and when experimental drillings revealed solid ground only twelve feet down through the snow and ice at certain points, we made considerable use of the small melting apparatus and sunk bores and performed dynamiting at many places where no previous explorer had ever thought of securing mineral specimens. The pre-Cambrian granites and beacon sandstones thus obtained confirmed our belief that this plateau was homogeneous with the great bulk of the continent to the west, but somewhat different from the parts lying eastward below South America—which we then thought to form a separate and smaller continent divided from the larger one by a frozen junction of Ross and Weddell Seas, though Byrd has since disproved the hypothesis.


    In certain of the sandstones, dynamited and chiselled after boring revealed their nature, we found some highly interesting fossil markings and fragments—notably ferns, seaweeds, trilobites, crinoids, and such molluscs as lingulellae and gasteropods—all of which seemed of real significance in connexion with the region’s primordial history. There was also a queer triangular, striated marking about a foot in greatest diameter which Lake pieced together form three fragments of slate brought up from a deep-blasted aperture. These fragments came from a point to the westward, near the Queen Alexandra Range; and Lake, as a biologist, seemed to find their curious marking unusually puzzling and provocative, though to my geological eye it looked not unlike some of the ripple effects reasonably common in the sedimentary rocks. Since slate is no more than a metamorphic formation into which a sedimentary stratum is pressed, and since the pressure itself produces odd distorting effects on any markings which may exist, I saw no reason for extreme wonder over the striated depression.


    On January 6, 1931, Lake, Pabodie, Daniels, all six of the students, four mechanics, and I flew directly over the south pole in two of the great planes, being forced down once by a sudden high wind which fortunately did not develop into a typical storm. This was, as the papers have stated, one of several observation flights; during others of which we tried to discern new topographical features in areas unreached by previous explorers. Our early flights were disappointing in this latter respect; though they afforded us some magnificent examples of the richly fantastic and deceptive mirages of the polar regions, of which our sea voyage had given us some brief foretastes. Distant mountains floated in the sky as enchanted cities, and often the whole white world would dissolve into a gold, silver, and scarlet land of Dunsanian dreams and adventurous expectancy under the magic of the low midnight sun. On cloudy days we had considerable trouble in flying, owing to the tendency of snowy earth and sky to merge into one mystical opalescent void with no visible horizon to mark the junction of the two.


    At length we resolved to carry out our original plan of flying 500 miles eastward with all four exploring planes and establishing a fresh sub-base at a point which would probably be on the smaller continental division, as we mistakenly conceived it. Geological specimens obtained there would be desirable for purposes of comparison. Our health so far had remained excellent; lime-juice well offsetting the steady diet of tinned and salted food, and temperatures generally above zero enabling us to do without our thickest furs. It was now midsummer, and with haste and care we might be able to conclude work by March and avoid a tedious wintering through the long antarctic night. Several savage windstorms had burst upon us from the west, but we had escaped damage through the skill of Atwood in devising rudimentary aëroplane shelters and windbreaks of heavy snow blocks, and reinforcing the principal camp buildings with snow. Our good luck and efficiency had indeed been almost uncanny.


    The outside world knew, of course, of our programme, and was told also of Lake’s strange and dogged insistence on a westward—or rather, northwestward—prospecting trip before our radical shift to the new base. It seems he had pondered a great deal, and with alarmingly radical daring, over that triangular striated marking in the slate; reading into it certain contradictions in Nature and geological period which whetted his curiosity to the utmost, and made him avid to sink more borings and blastings in the west-stretching formation to which the exhumed fragments evidently belonged. He was strangely convinced that the marking was the print of some bulky, unknown, and radically unclassifiable organism of considerably advanced evolution, notwithstanding that the rock which bore it was of so vastly ancient a date—Cambrian if not actually pre-Cambrian—as to preclude the probable existence not only of all highly evolved life, but of any life at all above the unicellular or at most the trilobite stage. These fragments, with their odd markings, must have been 500 million to a thousand million years old.


    II.


    Popular imagination, I judge, responded actively to our wireless bulletins of Lake’s start northwestward into regions never trodden by human foot or penetrated by human imagination; though we did not mention his wild hopes of revolutionising the entire sciences of biology and geology. His preliminary sledging and boring journey of January 11–18 with Pabodie and five others—marred by the loss of two dogs in an upset when crossing one of the great pressure-ridges in the ice—had brought up more and more of the Archaean slate; and even I was interested by the singular profusion of evident fossil markings in that unbelievably ancient stratum. These markings, however, were of very primitive life-forms involving no great paradox except that any life-forms should occur in rock as definitely pre-Cambrian as this seemed to be; hence I still failed to see the good sense of Lake’s demand for an interlude in our time-saving programme—an interlude requiring the use of all four planes, many men, and the whole of the expedition’s mechanical apparatus. I did not, in the end, veto the plan; though I decided not to accompany the northwestward party despite Lake’s plea for my geological advice. While they were gone, I would remain at the base with Pabodie and five men and work out final plans for the eastward shift. In preparation for this transfer one of the planes had begun to move up a good gasoline supply from McMurdo Sound; but this could wait temporarily. I kept with me one sledge and nine dogs, since it is unwise to be at any time without possible transportation in an utterly tenantless world of aeon-long death.


    Lake’s sub-expedition into the unknown, as everyone will recall, sent out its own reports from the short-wave transmitters on the planes; these being simultaneously picked up by our apparatus at the southern base and by the Arkham at McMurdo Sound, whence they were relayed to the outside world on wave-lengths up to fifty metres. The start was made January 22 at 4 a.m.; and the first wireless message we received came only two hours later, when Lake spoke of descending and starting a small-scale ice-melting and bore at a point some 300 miles away from us. Six hours after that a second and very excited message told of the frantic, beaver-like work whereby a shallow shaft had been sunk and blasted; culminating in the discovery of slate fragments with several markings approximately like the one which had caused the original puzzlement.


    Three hours later a brief bulletin announced the resumption of the flight in the teeth of a raw and piercing gale; and when I despatched a message of protest against further hazards, Lake replied curtly that his new specimens made any hazard worth taking. I saw that his excitement had reached the point of mutiny, and that I could do nothing to check this headlong risk of the whole expedition’s success; but it was appalling to think of his plunging deeper and deeper into that treacherous and sinister white immensity of tempests and unfathomed mysteries which stretched off for some 1500 miles to the half-known, half-suspected coast-line of Queen Mary and Knox Lands.


    Then, in about an hour and a half more, came that doubly excited message from Lake’s moving plane which almost reversed my sentiments and made me wish I had accompanied the party.


    “10:05 p.m. On the wing. After snowstorm, have spied mountain-range ahead higher than any hitherto seen. May equal Himalayas allowing for height of plateau. Probable Latitude 76° 15′, Longitude 113° 10′ E. Reaches far as can see to right and left. Suspicion of two smoking cones. All peaks black and bare of snow. Gale blowing off them impedes navigation.”


    After that Pabodie, the men, and I hung breathlessly over the receiver. Thought of this titanic mountain rampart 700 miles away inflamed our deepest sense of adventure; and we rejoiced that our expedition, if not ourselves personally, had been its discoverers. In half an hour Lake called us again.


    “Moulton’s plane forced down on plateau in foothills, but nobody hurt and perhaps can repair. Shall transfer essentials to other three for return or further moves if necessary, but no more heavy plane travel needed just now. Mountains surpass anything in imagination. Am going up scouting in Carroll’s plane, with all weight out. You can’t imagine anything like this. Highest peaks must go over 35,000 feet. Everest out of the running. Atwood to work out height with theodolite while Carroll and I go up. Probably wrong about cones, for formations look stratified. Possibly pre-Cambrian slate with other strata mixed in. Queer skyline effects—regular sections of cubes clinging to highest peaks. Whole thing marvellous in red-gold light of low sun. Like land of mystery in a dream or gateway to forbidden world of untrodden wonder. Wish you were here to study.”


    Though it was technically sleeping-time, not one of us listeners thought for a moment of retiring. It must have been a good deal the same at McMurdo Sound, where the supply cache and the Arkham were also getting the messages; for Capt. Douglas gave out a call congratulating everybody on the important find, and Sherman, the cache operator, seconded his sentiments. We were sorry, of course, about the damaged aëroplane; but hoped it could be easily mended. Then, at 11 p.m., came another call from Lake.


    “Up with Carroll over highest foothills. Don’t dare try really tall peaks in present weather, but shall later. Frightful work climbing, and hard going at this altitude, but worth it. Great range fairly solid, hence can’t get any glimpses beyond. Main summits exceed Himalayas, and very queer. Range looks like pre-Cambrian slate, with plain signs of many other upheaved strata. Was wrong about volcanism. Goes farther in either direction than we can see. Swept clear of snow above about 21,000 feet. Odd formations on slopes of highest mountains. Great low square blocks with exactly vertical sides, and rectangular lines of low vertical ramparts, like the old Asian castles clinging to steep mountains in Roerich’s paintings. Impressive from distance. Flew close to some, and Carroll thought they were formed of smaller separate pieces, but that is probably weathering. Most edges crumbled and rounded off as if exposed to storms and climate changes for millions of years. Parts, especially upper parts, seem to be of lighter-coloured rock than any visible strata on slopes proper, hence an evidently crystalline origin. Close flying shews many cave-mouths, some unusually regular in outline, square or semicircular. You must come and investigate. Think I saw rampart squarely on top of one peak. Height seems about 30,000 to 35,000 feet. Am up 21,500 myself, in devilish gnawing cold. Wind whistles and pipes through passes and in and out of caves, but no flying danger so far.”


    From then on for another half-hour Lake kept up a running fire of comment, and expressed his intention of climbing some of the peaks on foot. I replied that I would join him as soon as he could send a plane, and that Pabodie and I would work out the best gasoline plan—just where and how to concentrate our supply in view of the expedition’s altered character. Obviously, Lake’s boring operations, as well as his aëroplane activities, would need a great deal delivered for the new base which he was to establish at the foot of the mountains; and it was possible that the eastward flight might not be made after all this season. In connexion with this business I called Capt. Douglas and asked him to get as much as possible out of the ships and up the barrier with the single dog-team we had left there. A direct route across the unknown region between Lake and McMurdo Sound was what we really ought to establish.


    Lake called me later to say that he had decided to let the camp stay where Moulton’s plane had been forced down, and where repairs had already progressed somewhat. The ice-sheet was very thin, with dark ground here and there visible, and he would sink some borings and blasts at that very point before making any sledge trips or climbing expeditions. He spoke of the ineffable majesty of the whole scene, and the queer state of his sensations at being in the lee of vast silent pinnacles whose ranks shot up like a wall reaching the sky at the world’s rim. Atwood’s theodolite observations had placed the height of the five tallest peaks at from 30,000 to 34,000 feet. The windswept nature of the terrain clearly disturbed Lake, for it argued the occasional existence of prodigious gales violent beyond anything we had so far encountered. His camp lay a little more than five miles from where the higher foothills abruptly rose. I could almost trace a note of subconscious alarm in his words—flashed across a glacial void of 700 miles—as he urged that we all hasten with the matter and get the strange new region disposed of as soon as possible. He was about to rest now, after a continuous day’s work of almost unparalleled speed, strenuousness, and results.


    In the morning I had a three-cornered wireless talk with Lake and Capt. Douglas at their widely separated bases; and it was agreed that one of Lake’s planes would come to my base for Pabodie, the five men, and myself, as well as for all the fuel it could carry. The rest of the fuel question, depending on our decision about an easterly trip, could wait for a few days; since Lake had enough for immediate camp heat and borings. Eventually the old southern base ought to be restocked; but if we postponed the easterly trip we would not use it till the next summer, and meanwhile Lake must send a plane to explore a direct route between his new mountains and McMurdo Sound.


    Pabodie and I prepared to close our base for a short or long period, as the case might be. If we wintered in the antarctic we would probably fly straight from Lake’s base to the Arkham without returning to this spot. Some of our conical tents had already been reinforced by blocks of hard snow, and now we decided to complete the job of making a permanent Esquimau village. Owing to a very liberal tent supply, Lake had with him all that his base would need even after our arrival. I wirelessed that Pabodie and I would be ready for the northwestward move after one day’s work and one night’s rest.


    Our labours, however, were not very steady after 4 p.m.; for about that time Lake began sending in the most extraordinary and excited messages. His working day had started unpropitiously; since an aëroplane survey of the nearly exposed rock surfaces shewed an entire absence of those Archaean and primordial strata for which he was looking, and which formed so great a part of the colossal peaks that loomed up at a tantalising distance from the camp. Most of the rocks glimpsed were apparently Jurassic and Comanchian sandstones and Permian and Triassic schists, with now and then a glossy black outcropping suggesting a hard and slaty coal. This rather discouraged Lake, whose plans all hinged on unearthing specimens more than 500 million years older. It was clear to him that in order to recover the Archaean slate vein in which he had found the odd markings, he would have to make a long sledge trip from these foothills to the steep slopes of the gigantic mountains themselves.


    He had resolved, nevertheless, to do some local boring as part of the expedition’s general programme; hence set up the drill and put five men to work with it while the rest finished settling the camp and repairing the damaged aëroplane. The softest visible rock—a sandstone about a quarter of a mile from the camp—had been chosen for the first sampling; and the drill made excellent progress without much supplementary blasting. It was about three hours afterward, following the first really heavy blast of the operation, that the shouting of the drill crew was heard; and that young Gedney—the acting foreman—rushed into the camp with the startling news.


    They had struck a cave. Early in the boring the sandstone had given place to a vein of Comanchian limestone full of minute fossil cephalopods, corals, echini, and spirifera, and with occasional suggestions of siliceous sponges and marine vertebrate bones—the latter probably of teliosts, sharks, and ganoids. This in itself was important enough, as affording the first vertebrate fossils the expedition had yet secured; but when shortly afterward the drill-head dropped through the stratum into apparent vacancy, a wholly new and doubly intense wave of excitement spread among the excavators. A good-sized blast had laid open the subterrene secret; and now, through a jagged aperture perhaps five feet across and three feet thick, there yawned before the avid searchers a section of shallow limestone hollowing worn more than fifty million years ago by the trickling ground waters of a bygone tropic world.


    The hollowed layer was not more than seven or eight feet deep, but extended off indefinitely in all directions and had a fresh, slightly moving air which suggested its membership in an extensive subterranean system. Its roof and floor were abundantly equipped with large stalactites and stalagmites, some of which met in columnar form; but important above all else was the vast deposit of shells and bones which in places nearly choked the passage. Washed down from unknown jungles of Mesozoic tree-ferns and fungi, and forests of Tertiary cycads, fan-palms, and primitive angiosperms, this osseous medley contained representatives of more Cretaceous, Eocene, and other animal species than the greatest palaeontologist could have counted or classified in a year. Molluscs, crustacean armour, fishes, amphibians, reptiles, birds, and early mammals—great and small, known and unknown. No won der Gedney ran back to the camp shouting, and no wonder everyone else dropped work and rushed headlong through the biting cold to where the tall derrick marked a new-found gateway to secrets of inner earth and vanished aeons.


    When Lake had satisfied the first keen edge of his curiosity he scribbled a message in his notebook and had young Moulton run back to the camp to despatch it by wireless. This was my first word of the discovery, and it told of the identification of early shells, bones of ganoids and placoderms, remnants of labyrinthodonts and thecodonts, great mosasaur skull fragments, dinosaur vertebrae and armour-plates, pterodactyl teeth and wing-bones, archaeopteryx debris, Miocene sharks’ teeth, primitive bird-skulls, and skulls, vertebrae, and other bones of archaic mammals such as palaeotheres, xiphodons, dinocerases, eohippi, oreodons, and titanotheres. There was nothing as recent as a mastodon, elephant, true camel, deer, or bovine animal; hence Lake concluded that the last deposits had occurred during the Oligocene age, and that the hollowed stratum had lain in its present dried, dead, and inaccessible state for at least thirty million years.


    On the other hand, the prevalence of very early life-forms was singular in the highest degree. Though the limestone formation was, on the evidence of such typical imbedded fossils as ventriculites, positively and unmistakably Comanchian and not a particle earlier; the free fragments in the hollow space included a surprising proportion from organisms hitherto considered as peculiar to far older periods—even rudimentary fishes, molluscs, and corals as remote as the Silurian or Ordovician. The inevitable inference was that in this part of the world there had been a remarkable and unique degree of continuity between the life of over 300 million years ago and that of only thirty million years ago. How far this continuity had extended beyond the Oligocene age when the cavern was closed, was of course past all speculation. In any event, the coming of the frightful ice in the Pleistocene some 500,000 years ago—a mere yesterday as compared with the age of this cavity—must have put an end to any of the primal forms which had locally managed to outlive their common terms.


    Lake was not content to let his first message stand, but had another bulletin written and despatched across the snow to the camp before Moulton could get back. After that Moulton stayed at the wireless in one of the planes; transmitting to me—and to the Arkham for relaying to the outside world—the frequent postscripts which Lake sent him by a succession of messengers. Those who followed the newspapers will remember the excitement created among men of science by that afternoon’s reports—reports which have finally led, after all these years, to the organisation of that very Starkweather-Moore Expedition which I am so anxious to dissuade from its purposes. I had better give the messages literally as Lake sent them, and as our base operator McTighe translated them from his pencil shorthand.


    “Fowler makes discovery of highest importance in sandstone and limestone fragments from blasts. Several distinct triangular striated prints like those in Archaean slate, proving that source survived from over 600 million years ago to Comanchian times without more than moderate morphological changes and decrease in average size. Comanchian prints apparently more primitive or decadent, if anything, than older ones. Emphasise importance of discovery in press. Will mean to biology what Einstein has meant to mathematics and physics. Joins up with my previous work and amplifies conclusions. Appears to indicate, as I suspected, that earth has seen whole cycle or cycles of organic life before known one that begins with Archaeozoic cells. Was evolved and specialised not later than thousand million years ago, when planet was young and recently uninhabitable for any life-forms or normal protoplasmic structure. Question arises when, where, and how development took place.”


    * * * *


    “Later. Examining certain skeletal fragments of large land and marine saurians and primitive mammals, find singular local wounds or injuries to bony structure not attributable to any known predatory or carnivorous animal of any period. Of two sorts—straight, penetrant bores, and apparently hacking incisions. One or two cases of cleanly severed bone. Not many specimens affected. Am sending to camp for electric torches. Will extend search area underground by hacking away stalactites.”


    * * * *


    “Still later. Have found peculiar soapstone fragment about six inches across and an inch and a half thick, wholly unlike any visible local formation. Greenish, but no evidences to place its period. Has curious smoothness and regularity. Shaped like five-pointed star with tips broken off, and signs of other cleavage at inward angles and in centre of surface. Small, smooth depression in centre of unbroken surface. Arouses much curiosity as to source and weathering. Probably some freak of water action. Carroll, with magnifier, thinks he can make out additional markings of geologic significance. Groups of tiny dots in regular patterns. Dogs growing uneasy as we work, and seem to hate this soapstone. Must see if it has any peculiar odour. Will report again when Mills gets back with light and we start on underground area.”


    * * * *


    “10:15 p.m. Important discovery. Orrendorf and Watkins, working underground at 9:45 with light, found monstrous barrel-shaped fossil of wholly unknown nature; probably vegetable unless overgrown specimen of unknown marine radiata. Tissue evidently preserved by mineral salts. Tough as leather, but astonishing flexibility retained in places. Marks of broken-off parts at ends and around sides. Six feet end to end, 3.5 feet central diameter, tapering to 1 foot at each end. Like a barrel with five bulging ridges in place of staves. Lateral breakages, as of thinnish stalks, are at equator in middle of these ridges. In furrows between ridges are curious growths. Combs or wings that fold up and spread out like fans. All greatly damaged but one, which gives almost seven-foot wing spread. Arrangement reminds one of certain monsters of primal myth, especially fabled Elder Things in Necronomicon. These wings seem to be membraneous, stretched on framework of glandular tubing. Apparent minute orifices in frame tubing at wing tips. Ends of body shrivelled, giving no clue to interior or to what has been broken off there. Must dissect when we get back to camp. Can’t decide whether vegetable or animal. Many features obviously of almost incredible primitiveness. Have set all hands cutting stalactites and looking for further specimens. Additional scarred bones found, but these must wait. Having trouble with dogs. They can’t endure the new specimen, and would probably tear it to pieces if we didn’t keep it at a distance from them.”


    * * * *


    “11:30 p.m. Attention, Dyer, Pabodie, Douglas. Matter of highest—I might say transcendent—importance. Arkham must relay to Kingsport Head Station at once. Strange barrel growth is the Archaean thing that left prints in rocks. Mills, Boudreau, and Fowler discover cluster of thirteen more at underground point forty feet from aperture. Mixed with curiously rounded and configured soapstone fragments smaller than one previously found—star-shaped but no marks of breakage except at some of the points. Of organic specimens, eight apparently perfect, with all appendages. Have brought all to surface, leading off dogs to distance. They cannot stand the things. Give close attention to description and repeat back for accuracy. Papers must get this right.


    “Objects are eight feet long all over. Six-foot five-ridged barrel torso 3.5 feet central diameter, 1 foot end diameters. Dark grey, flexible, and infinitely tough. Seven-foot membraneous wings of same colour, found folded, spread out of furrows between ridges. Wing framework tubular or glandular, of lighter grey, with orifices at wing tips. Spread wings have serrated edge. Around equator, one at central apex of each of the five vertical, stave-like ridges, are five systems of light grey flexible arms or tentacles found tightly folded to torso but expansible to maximum length of over 3 feet. Like arms of primitive crinoid. Single stalks 3 inches diameter branch after 6 inches into five sub-stalks, each of which branches after 8 inches into five small, tapering tentacles or tendrils, giving each stalk a total of 25 tentacles.


    “At top of torso blunt bulbous neck of lighter grey with gill-like suggestions holds yellowish five-pointed starfish-shaped apparent head covered with three-inch wiry cilia of various prismatic colours. Head thick and puffy, about 2 feet point to point, with three-inch flexible yellowish tubes projecting from each point. Slit in exact centre of top probably breathing aperture. At end of each tube is spherical expansion where yellowish membrane rolls back on handling to reveal glassy, red-irised globe, evidently an eye. Five slightly longer reddish tubes start from inner angles of starfish-shaped head and end in sac-like swellings of same colour which upon pressure open to bell-shaped orifices 2 inches maximum diameter and lined with sharp white tooth-like projections. Probable mouths. All these tubes, cilia, and points of starfish-head found folded tightly down; tubes and points clinging to bulbous neck and torso. Flexibility surprising despite vast toughness.


    “At bottom of torso rough but dissimilarly functioning counterparts of head arrangements exist. Bulbous light-grey pseudo-neck, without gill suggestions, holds greenish five-pointed starfish-arrangement. Tough, muscular arms 4 feet long and tapering from 7 inches diameter at base to about 2.5 at point. To each point is attached small end of a greenish five-veined membraneous triangle 8 inches long and 6 wide at farther end. This is the paddle, fin, or pseudo-foot which has made prints in rocks from a thousand million to fifty or sixty million years old. From inner angles of starfish-arrangement project two-foot reddish tubes tapering from 3 inches diameter at base to 1 at tip. Orifices at tips. All these parts infinitely tough and leathery, but extremely flexible. Four-foot arms with paddles undoubtedly used for locomotion of some sort, marine or otherwise. When moved, display suggestions of exaggerated muscularity. As found, all these projections tightly folded over pseudo-neck and end of torso, corresponding to projections at other end.


    “Cannot yet assign positively to animal or vegetable kingdom, but odds now favour animal. Probably represents incredibly advanced evolution of radiata without loss of certain primitive features. Echinoderm resemblances unmistakable despite local contradictory evidences. Wing structure puzzles in view of probable marine habitat, but may have use in water navigation. Symmetry is curiously vegetable-like, suggesting vegetable’s essentially up-and-down structure rather than animal’s fore-and-aft structure. Fabulously early date of evolution, preceding even simplest Archaean protozoa hitherto known, baffles all conjecture as to origin.


    “Complete specimens have such uncanny resemblance to certain creatures of primal myth that suggestion of ancient existence outside antarctic becomes inevitable. Dyer and Pabodie have read Necronomicon and seen Clark Ashton Smith’s nightmare paintings based on text, and will understand when I speak of Elder Things supposed to have created all earth-life as jest or mistake. Students have always thought conception formed from morbid imaginative treatment of very ancient tropical radiata. Also like prehistoric folklore things Wilmarth has spoken of—Cthulhu cult appendages, etc.


    “Vast field of study opened. Deposits probably of late Cretaceous or early Eocene period, judging from associated specimens. Massive stalagmites deposited above them. Hard work hewing out, but toughness prevented damage. State of preservation miraculous, evidently owing to limestone action. No more found so far, but will resume search later. Job now to get fourteen huge specimens to camp without dogs, which bark furiously and can’t be trusted near them. With nine men—three left to guard the dogs—we ought to manage the three sledges fairly well, though wind is bad. Must establish plane communication with McMurdo Sound and begin shipping material. But I’ve got to dissect one of these things before we take any rest. Wish I had a real laboratory here. Dyer better kick himself for having tried to stop my westward trip. First the world’s greatest mountains, and then this. If this last isn’t the high spot of the expedition, I don’t know what is. We’re made scientifically. Congrats, Pabodie, on the drill that opened up the cave. Now will Arkham please repeat description?”


    * * * *


    The sensations of Pabodie and myself at receipt of this report were almost beyond description, nor were our companions much behind us in enthusiasm. McTighe, who had hastily translated a few high spots as they came from the droning receiving set, wrote out the entire message from his shorthand version as soon as Lake’s operator signed off. All appreciated the epoch-making significance of the discovery, and I sent Lake congratulations as soon as the Arkham’s operator had repeated back the descriptive parts as requested; and my example was followed by Sherman from his station at the McMurdo Sound supply cache, as well as by Capt. Douglas of the Arkham. Later, as head of the expedition, I added some remarks to be relayed through the Arkham to the outside world. Of course, rest was an absurd thought amidst this excitement; and my only wish was to get to Lake’s camp as quickly as I could. It disappointed me when he sent word that a rising mountain gale made early aërial travel impossible.


    But within an hour and a half interest again rose to banish disappointment. Lake was sending more messages, and told of the completely successful transportation of the fourteen great specimens to the camp. It had been a hard pull, for the things were surprisingly heavy; but nine men had accomplished it very neatly. Now some of the party were hurriedly building a snow corral at a safe distance from the camp, to which the dogs could be brought for convenience in feeding. The specimens were laid out on the hard snow near the camp, save for one on which Lake was making crude attempts at dissection.


    This dissection seemed to be a greater task than had been expected; for despite the heat of a gasoline stove in the newly raised laboratory tent, the deceptively flexible tissues of the chosen specimen—a powerful and intact one—lost nothing of their more than leathery toughness. Lake was puzzled as to how he might make the requisite incisions without violence destructive enough to upset all the structural niceties he was looking for. He had, it is true, seven more perfect specimens; but these were too few to use up recklessly unless the cave might later yield an unlimited supply. Accordingly he removed the specimen and dragged in one which, though having remnants of the starfish-arrangements at both ends, was badly crushed and partly disrupted along one of the great torso furrows.


    Results, quickly reported over the wireless, were baffling and provocative indeed. Nothing like delicacy or accuracy was possible with instruments hardly able to cut the anomalous tissue, but the little that was achieved left us all awed and bewildered. Existing biology would have to be wholly revised, for this thing was no product of any cell-growth science knows about. There had been scarcely any mineral replacement, and despite an age of perhaps forty million years the internal organs were wholly intact. The leathery, undeteriorative, and almost indestructible quality was an inherent attribute of the thing’s form of organisation; and pertained to some palaeogean cycle of invertebrate evolution utterly beyond our powers of speculation. At first all that Lake found was dry, but as the heated tent produced its thawing effect, organic moisture of pungent and offensive odour was encountered toward the thing’s uninjured side. It was not blood, but a thick, dark-green fluid apparently answering the same purpose. By the time Lake reached this stage all 37 dogs had been brought to the still uncompleted corral near the camp; and even at that distance set up a savage barking and show of restlessness at the acrid, diffusive smell.


    Far from helping to place the strange entity, this provisional dissection merely deepened its mystery. All guesses about its external members had been correct, and on the evidence of these one could hardly hesitate to call the thing animal; but internal inspection brought up so many vegetable evidences that Lake was left hopelessly at sea. It had digestion and circulation, and eliminated waste matter through the reddish tubes of its starfish-shaped base. Cursorily, one would say that its respiratory apparatus handled oxygen rather than carbon dioxide; and there were odd evidences of air-storage chambers and methods of shifting respiration from the external orifice to at least two other fully developed breathing-systems—gills and pores. Clearly, it was amphibian and probably adapted to long airless hibernation-periods as well. Vocal organs seemed present in connexion with the main respiratory system, but they presented anomalies beyond immediate solution. Articulate speech, in the sense of syllable-utterance, seemed barely conceivable; but musical piping notes covering a wide range were highly probable. The muscular system was almost preternaturally developed.


    The nervous system was so complex and highly developed as to leave Lake aghast. Though excessively primitive and archaic in some respects, the thing had a set of ganglial centres and connectives arguing the very extremes of specialised development. Its five-lobed brain was surprisingly advanced; and there were signs of a sensory equipment, served in part through the wiry cilia of the head, involving factors alien to any other terrestrial organism. Probably it had more than five senses, so that its habits could not be predicted from any existing analogy. It must, Lake thought, have been a creature of keen sensitiveness and delicately differentiated functions in its primal world; much like the ants and bees of today. It reproduced like the vegetable cryptogams, especially the pteridophytes; having spore-cases at the tips of the wings and evidently developing from a thallus or prothallus.


    But to give it a name at this stage was mere folly. It looked like a radiate, but was clearly something more. It was partly vegetable, but had three-fourths of the essentials of animal structure. That it was marine in origin, its symmetrical contour and certain other attributes clearly indicated; yet one could not be exact as to the limit of its later adaptations. The wings, after all, held a persistent suggestion of the aërial. How it could have undergone its tremendously complex evolution on a new-born earth in time to leave prints in Archaean rocks was so far beyond conception as to make Lake whimsically recall the primal myths about Great Old Ones who filtered down from the stars and concocted earth-life as a joke or mistake; and the wild tales of cosmic hill things from Outside told by a folklorist colleague in Miskatonic’s English department.


    Naturally, he considered the possibility of the pre-Cambrian prints’ having been made by a less evolved ancestor of the present specimens; but quickly rejected this too facile theory upon considering the advanced structural qualities of the older fossils. If anything, the later contours shewed decadence rather than higher evolution. The size of the pseudo-feet had decreased, and the whole morphology seemed coarsened and simplified. Moreover, the nerves and organs just examined held singular suggestions of retrogression from forms still more complex. Atrophied and vestigial parts were surprisingly prevalent. Altogether, little could be said to have been solved; and Lake fell back on mythology for a provisional name—jocosely dubbing his finds “The Elder Ones”.


    At about 2:30 a.m., having decided to postpone further work and get a little rest, he covered the dissected organism with a tarpaulin, emerged from the laboratory tent, and studied the intact specimens with renewed interest. The ceaseless antarctic sun had begun to limber up their tissues a trifle, so that the head-points and tubes of two or three shewed signs of unfolding; but Lake did not believe there was any danger of immediate decomposition in the almost sub-zero air. He did, however, move all the undissected specimens closer together and throw a spare tent over them in order to keep off the direct solar rays. That would also help to keep their possible scent away from the dogs, whose hostile unrest was really becoming a problem even at their substantial distance and behind the higher and higher snow walls which an increased quota of the men were hastening to raise around their quarters. He had to weight down the corners of the tent-cloth with heavy blocks of snow to hold it in place amidst the rising gale, for the titan mountains seemed about to deliver some gravely severe blasts. Early apprehensions about sudden antarctic winds were revived, and under Atwood’s supervision precautions were taken to bank the tents, new dog-corral, and crude aëroplane shelters with snow on the mountainward side. These latter shelters, begun with hard snow blocks during odd moments, were by no means as high as they should have been; and Lake finally detached all hands from other tasks to work on them.


    It was after four when Lake at last prepared to sign off and advised us all to share the rest period his outfit would take when the shelter walls were a little higher. He held some friendly chat with Pabodie over the ether, and repeated his praise of the really marvellous drills that had helped him make his discovery. Atwood also sent greetings and praises. I gave Lake a warm word of congratulation, owning up that he was right about the western trip; and we all agreed to get in touch by wireless at ten in the morning. If the gale was then over, Lake would send a plane for the party at my base. Just before retiring I despatched a final message to the Arkham with instructions about toning down the day’s news for the outside world, since the full details seemed radical enough to rouse a wave of incredulity until further substantiated.


    III.


    None of us, I imagine, slept very heavily or continuously that morning; for both the excitement of Lake’s discovery and the mounting fury of the wind were against such a thing. So savage was the blast, even where we were, that we could not help wondering how much worse it was at Lake’s camp, directly under the vast unknown peaks that bred and delivered it. McTighe was awake at ten o’clock and tried to get Lake on the wireless, as agreed, but some electrical condition in the disturbed air to the westward seemed to prevent communication. We did, however, get the Arkham, and Douglas told me that he had likewise been vainly trying to reach Lake. He had not known about the wind, for very little was blowing at McMurdo Sound despite its persistent rage where we were.


    Throughout the day we all listened anxiously and tried to get Lake at intervals, but invariably without results. About noon a positive frenzy of wind stampeded out of the west, causing us to fear for the safety of our camp; but it eventually died down, with only a moderate relapse at 2 p.m. After three o’clock it was very quiet, and we redoubled our efforts to get Lake. Reflecting that he had four planes, each provided with an excellent short-wave outfit, we could not imagine any ordinary accident capable of crippling all his wireless equipment at once. Nevertheless the stony silence continued; and when we thought of the delirious force the wind must cave had in his locality we could not help making the most direful conjectures.


    By six o’clock our fears had become intense and definite, and after a wireless consultation with Douglas and Thorfinnssen I resolved to take steps toward investigation. The fifth aëroplane, which we had left at the McMurdo Sound supply cache with Sherman and two sailors, was in good shape and ready for instant use; and it seemed that the very emergency for which it had been saved was now upon us. I got Sherman by wireless and ordered him to join me with the plane and the two sailors at the southern base as quickly as possible; the air conditions being apparently highly favourable. We then talked over the personnel of the coming investigati on party; and decided that we would include all hands, together with the sledge and dogs which I had kept with me. Even so great a load would not be too much for one of the huge planes built to our especial orders for heavy machinery transportation. At intervals I still tried to reach Lake with the wireless, but all to no purpose.


    Sherman, with the sailors Gunnarsson and Larsen, took off at 7:30; and reported a quiet flight from several points on the wing. They arrived at our base at midnight, and all hands at once discussed the next move. It was risky business sailing over the antarctic in a single aëroplane without any line of bases, but no one drew back from what seemed like the plainest necessity. We turned in at two o’clock for a brief rest after some preliminary loading of the plane, but were up again in four hours to finish the loading and packing.


    At 7:15 a.m., January 25th, we started flying northwestward under McTighe’s pilotage with ten men, seven dogs, a sledge, a fuel and food supply, and other items including the plane’s wireless outfit. The atmosphere was clear, fairly quiet, and relatively mild in temperature; and we anticipated very little trouble in reaching the latitude and longitude designated by Lake as the site of his camp. Our apprehensions were over what we might find, or fail to find, at the end of our journey; for silence continued to answer all calls despatched to the camp.


    Every incident of that four-and-a-half-hour flight is burned into my recollection because of its crucial position in my life. It marked my loss, at the age of fifty-four, of all that peace and balance which the normal mind possesses through its accustomed conception of external Nature and Nature’s laws. Thenceforward the ten of us—but the student Danforth and myself above all others—were to face a hideously amplified world of lurking horrors which nothing can erase from our emotions, and which we would refrain from sharing with mankind in general if we could. The newspapers have printed the bulletins we sent from the moving plane; telling of our non-stop course, our two battles with treacherous upper-air gales, our glimpse of the broken surface where Lake had sunk his mid-journey shaft three days before, and our sight of a group of those strange fluffy snow-cylinders noted by Amundsen and Byrd as lolling in the wind across the endless leagues of frozen plateau. There came a point, though, when our sensations could not be conveyed in any words the press would understand; and a later point when we had to adopt an actual rule of strict censorship.


    The sailor Larsen was first to spy the jagged line of witch-like cones and pinnacles ahead, and his shouts sent everyone to the windows of the great cabined plane. Despite our speed, they were very slow in gaining prominence; hence we knew that they must be infinitely far off, and visible only because of their abnormal height. Little by little, however, they rose grimly into the western sky; allowing us to distinguish various bare, bleak, blackish summits, and to catch the curious sense of phantasy which they inspired as seen in the reddish antarctic light against the provocative background of iridescent ice-dust clouds. In the whole spectacle there was a persistent, pervasive hint of stupendous secrecy and potential revelation; as if these stark, nightmare spires marked the pylons of a frightful gateway into forbidden spheres of dream, and complex gulfs of remote time, space, and ultra-dimensionality. I could not help feeling that they were evil things—mountains of madness whose farther slopes looked out over some accursed ultimate abyss. That seething, half-luminous cloud-background held ineffable suggestions of a vague, ethereal beyondness far more than terrestrially spatial; and gave appalling reminders of the utter remoteness, separateness, desolation, and aeon-long death of this untrodden and unfathomed astral world.


    It was young Danforth who drew our notice to the curious regularities of the higher mountain skyline—regularities like clinging fragments of perfect cubes, which Lake had mentioned in his messages, and which indeed justified his comparison with the dream-like suggestions of primordial temple-ruins on cloudy Asian mountain-tops so subtly and strangely painted by Roerich. There was indeed something hauntingly Roerich-like about this whole unearthly continent of mountainous mystery. I had felt it in October when we first caught sight of Victoria Land, and I felt it afresh now. I felt, too, another wave of uneasy consciousness of Archaean mythical resemblances; of how disturbingly this lethal realm corresponded to the evilly famed plateau of Leng in the primal writings. Mythologists have placed Leng in Central Asia; but the racial memory of man—or of his predecessors—is long, and it may well be that certain tales have come down from lands and mountains and temples of horror earlier than Asia and earlier than any human world we know. A few daring mystics have hinted at a pre-Pleistocene origin for the fragmentary Pnakotic Manuscripts, and have suggested that the devotees of Tsathoggua were as alien to mankind as Tsathoggua itself. Leng, wherever in space or time it might brood, was not a region I would care to be in or near; nor did I relish the proximity of a world that had ever bred such ambiguous and Archaean monstrosities as those Lake had just mentioned. At the moment I felt sorry that I had ever read the abhorred Necronomicon, or talked so much with that unpleasantly erudite folklorist Wilmarth at the university.


    This mood undoubtedly served to aggravate my reaction to the bizarre mirage which burst upon us from the increasingly opalescent zenith as we drew near the mountains and began to make out the cumulative undulations of the foothills. I had seen dozens of polar mirages during the preceding weeks, some of them quite as uncanny and fantastically vivid as the present sample; but this one had a wholly novel and obscure quality of menacing symbolism, and I shuddered as the seething labyrinth of fabulous walls and towers and minarets loomed out of the troubled ice-vapours above our heads.


    The effect was that of a Cyclopean city of no architecture known to man or to human imagination, with vast aggregations of night-black masonry embodying monstrous perversions of geometrical laws and attaining the most grotesque extremes of sinister bizarrerie. There were truncated cones, sometimes terraced or fluted, surmounted by tall cylindrical shafts here and there bulbously enlarged and often capped with tiers of thinnish scalloped discs; and strange, beetling, table-like constructions suggesting piles of multitudinous rectangular slabs or circular plates or five-pointed stars with each one overlapping the one beneath. There were composite cones and pyramids either alone or surmounting cylinders or cubes or flatter truncated cones and pyramids, and occasional needle-like spires in curious clusters of five. All of these febrile structures seemed knit together by tubular bridges crossing from one to the other at various dizzy heights, and the implied scale of the whole was terrifying and oppressive in its sheer giganticism. The general type of mirage was not unlike some of the wilder forms observed and drawn by the Arctic whaler Scoresby in 1820; but at this time and place, with those dark, unknown mountain peaks soaring stupendously ahead, that anomalous elder-world discovery in our minds, and the pall of probable disaster enveloping the greater part of our expedition, we all seemed to find in it a taint of latent malignity and infinitely evil portent.


    I was glad when the mirage began to break up, though in the process the various nightmare turrets and cones assumed distorted temporary forms of even vaster hideousness. As the whole illusion dissolved to churning opalescence we began to look earthward again, and saw that our journey’s end was not far off. The unknown mountains ahead rose dizzyingly up like a fearsome rampart of giants, their curious regularities shewing with startling clearness even without a field-glass. We were over the lowest foothills now, and could see amidst the snow, ice, and bare patches of their main plateau a couple of darkish spots which we took to be Lake’s camp and boring. The higher foothills shot up between five and six miles away, forming a range almost distinct from the terrifying line of more than Himalayan peaks beyond them. At length Ropes—the student who had relieved McTighe at the controls—began to head downward toward the left-hand dark spot whose size marked it as the camp. As he did so, McTighe sent out the last uncensored wireless message the world was to receive from our expedition.


    Everyone, of course, has read the brief and unsatisfying bulletins of the rest of our antarctic sojourn. Some hours after our landing we sent a guarded report of the tragedy we found, and reluctantly announced the wiping out of the whole Lake party by the frightful wind of the preceding day, or of the night before that. Eleven known dead, young Gedney missing. People pardoned our hazy lack of details through realisation of the shock the sad event must have caused us, and believed us when we explained that the mangling action of the wind had rendered all eleven bodies unsuitable for transportation outside. Indeed, I flatter myself that even in the midst of our distress, utter bewilderment, and soul-clutching horror, we scarcely went beyond the truth in any specific instance. The tremendous significance lies in what we dared not tell—what I would not tell now but for the need of warning others off from nameless terrors.


    It is a fact that the wind had wrought dreadful havoc. Whether all could have lived through it, even without the other thing, is gravely open to doubt. The storm, with its fury of madly driven ice-particles, must have been beyond anything our expedition had encountered before. One aëroplane shelter—all, it seems, had been left in a far too flimsy and inadequate state—was nearly pulverised; and the derrick at the distant boring was entirely shaken to pieces. The exposed metal of the grounded planes and drilling machinery was bruised into a high polish, and two of the small tents were flattened despite their snow banking. Wooden surfaces left out in the blast were pitted and denuded of paint, and all signs of tracks in the snow were completely obliterated. It is also true that we found none of the Archaean biological objects in a condition to take outside as a whole. We did gather some minerals from a vast tumbled pile, including several of the greenish soapstone fragments whose odd five-pointed rounding and faint patterns of grouped dots caused so many doubtful comparisons; and some fossil bones, among which were the most typical of the curiously injured specimens.


    None of the dogs survived, their hurriedly built snow enclosure near the camp being almost wholly destroyed. The wind may have done that, though the greater breakage on the side next the camp, which was not the windward one, suggests an outward leap or break of the frantic beasts themselves. All three sledges were gone, and we have tried to explain that the wind may have blown them off into the unknown. The drill and ice-melting machinery at the boring were too badly damaged to warrant salvage, so we used them to choke up that subtly disturbing gateway to the past which Lake had blasted. We likewise left at the camp the two most shaken-up of the planes; since our surviving party had only four real pilots—Sherman, Danforth, McTighe, and Ropes—in all, with Danforth in a poor nervous shape to navigate. We brought back all the books, scientific equipment, and other incidentals we could find, though much was rather unaccountably blown away. Spare tents and furs were either missing or badly out of condition.


    It was approximately 4 p.m., after wide plane cruising had forced us to give Gedney up for lost, that we sent our guarded message to the Arkham for relaying; and I think we did well to keep it as calm and non-committal as we succeeded in doing. The most we said about agitation concerned our dogs, whose frantic uneasiness near the biological specimens was to be expected from poor Lake’s accounts. We did not mention, I think, their display of the same uneasiness when sniffing around the queer greenish soapstones and certain other objects in the disordered region; objects including scientific instruments, aëroplanes, and machinery both at the camp and at the boring, whose parts had been loosened, moved, or otherwise tampered with by winds that must have harboured singular curiosity and investigativeness.


    About the fourteen biological specimens we were pardonably indefinite. We said that the only ones we discovered were damaged, but that enough was left of them to prove Lake’s description wholly and impressively accurate. It was hard work keeping our personal emotions out of this matter—and we did not mention numbers or say exactly how we had found those which we did find. We had by that time agreed not to transmit anything suggesting madness on the part of Lake’s men, and it surely looked like madness to find six imperfect monstrosities carefully buried upright in nine-foot snow graves under five-pointed mounds punched over with groups of dots in patterns exactly like those on the queer greenish soapstones dug up from Mesozoic or Tertiary times. The eight perfect specimens mentioned by Lake seemed to have been completely blown away.


    We were careful, too, about the public’s general peace of mind; hence Danforth and I said little about that frightful trip over the mountains the next day. It was the fact that only a radically lightened plane could possibly cross a range of such height which mercifully limited that scouting tour to the two of us. On our return at 1 a.m. Danforth was close to hysterics, but kept an admirably stiff upper lip. It took no persuasion to make him promise not to shew our sketches and the other things we brought away in our pockets, not to say anything more to the others than what we had agreed to relay outside, and to hide our camera films for private development later on; so that part of my present story will be as new to Pabodie, McTighe, Ropes, Sherman, and the rest as it will be to the world in general. Indeed—Danforth is closer mouthed than I; for he saw—or thinks he saw—one thing he will not tell even me.


    As all know, our report included a tale of a hard ascent; a confirmation of Lake’s opinion that the great peaks are of Archaean slate and other very primal crumpled strata unchanged since at least middle Comanchian times; a conventional comment on the regularity of the clinging cube and rampart formations; a decision that the cave-mouths indicate dissolved calcareous veins; a conjecture that certain slopes and passes would permit of the scaling and crossing of the entire range by seasoned mountaineers; and a remark that the mysterious other side holds a lofty and immense super-plateau as ancient and unchanging as the mountains themselves—20,000 feet in elevation, with grotesque rock formations protruding through a thin glacial layer and with low gradual foothills between the general plateau surface and the sheer precipices of the highest peaks.


    This body of data is in every respect true so far as it goes, and it completely satisfied the men at the camp. We laid our absence of sixteen hours—a longer time than our announced flying, landing, reconnoitring, and rock-collecting programme called for—to a long mythical spell of adverse wind conditions; and told truly of our landing on the farther foothills. Fortunately our tale sounded realistic and prosaic enough not to tempt any of the others into emulating our flight. Had any tried to do that, I would have used every ounce of my persuasion to stop them—and I do not know what Danforth would have done. While we were gone, Pabodie, Sherman, Ropes, McTighe, and Williamson had worked like beavers over Lake’s two best planes; fitting them again for use despite the altogether unaccountable juggling of their operative mechanism.


    We decided to load all the planes the next morning and start back for our old base as soon as possible. Even though indirect, that was the safest way to work toward McMurdo Sound; for a straight-line flight across the most utterly unknown stretches of the aeon-dead continent would involve many additional hazards. Further exploration was hardly feasible in view of our tragic decimation and the ruin of our drilling machinery; and the doubts and horrors around us—which we did not reveal—made us wish only to escape from this austral world of desolation and brooding madness as swiftly as we could.


    As the public knows, our return to the world was accomplished without further disasters. All planes reached the old base on the evening of the next day—January 27th—after a swift non-stop flight; and on the 28th we made McMurdo Sound in two laps, the one pause being very brief, and occasioned by a faulty rudder in the furious wind over the ice-shelf after we had cleared the great plateau. In five days more the Arkham and Miskatonic, with all hands and equipment on board, were shaking clear of the thickening field ice and working up Ross Sea with the mocking mountains of Victoria Land looming westward against a troubled antarctic sky and twisting the wind’s wails into a wide-ranged musical piping which chilled my soul to the quick. Less than a fortnight later we left the last hint of polar land behind us, and thanked heaven that we were clear of a haunted, accursed realm where life and death, space and time, have made black and blasphemous alliances in the unknown epochs since matter first writhed and swam on the planet’s scarce-cooled crust.


    Since our return we have all constantly worked to discourage antarctic exploration, and have kept certain doubts and guesses to ourselves with splendid unity and faithfulness. Even young Danforth, with his nervous breakdown, has not flinched or babbled to his doctors—indeed, as I have said, there is one thing he thinks he alone saw which he will not tell even me, though I think it would help his psychological state if he would consent to do so. It might explain and relieve much, though perhaps the thing was no more than the delusive aftermath of an earlier shock. That is the impression I gather after those rare irresponsible moments when he whispers disjointed things to me—things which he repudiates vehemently as soon as he gets a grip on himself again.


    It will be hard work deterring others from the great white south, and some of our efforts may directly harm our cause by drawing inquiring notice. We might have known from the first that human curiosity is undying, and that the results we announced would be enough to spur others ahead on the same age-long pursuit of the unknown. Lake’s reports of those biological monstrosities had aroused naturalists and palaeontologists to the highest pitch; though we were sensible enough not to shew the detached parts we had taken from the actual buried specimens, or our photographs of those specimens as they were found. We also refrained from shewing the more puzzling of the scarred bones and greenish soapstones; while Danforth and I have closely guarded the pictures we took or drew on the super-plateau across the range, and the crumpled things we smoothed, studied in terror, and brought away in our pockets. But now that Starkweather-Moore party is organising, and with a thoroughness far beyond anything our outfit attempted. If not dissuaded, they will get to the innermost nucleus of the antarctic and melt and bore till they bring up that which may end the world we know. So I must break through all reticences at last—even about that ultimate nameless thing beyond the mountains of madness.


    IV.


    It is only with vast hesitancy and repugnance that I let my mind go back to Lake’s camp and what we really found there—and to that other thing beyond the frightful mountain wall. I am constantly tempted to shirk the details, and to let hints stand for actual facts and ineluctable deductions. I hope I have said enough already to let me glide briefly over the rest; the rest, that is, of the horror at the camp. I have told of the wind-ravaged terrain, the damaged shelters, the disarranged machinery, the varied uneasinesses of our dogs, the missing sledges and other items, the deaths of men and dogs, the absence of Gedney, and the six insanely buried biological specimens, strangely sound in texture for all their structural injuries, from a world forty million years dead. I do not recall whether I mentioned that upon checking up the canine bodies we found one dog missing. We did not think much about that till later—indeed, only Danforth and I have thought of it at all.


    The principal things I have been keeping back relate to the bodies, and to certain subtle points which may or may not lend a hideous and incredible kind of rationale to the apparent chaos. At the time I tried to keep the men’s minds off those points; for it was so much simpler—so much more normal—to lay everything to an outbreak of madness on the part of some of Lake’s party. From the look of things, that daemon mountain wind must have been enough to drive any man mad in the midst of this centre of all earthly mystery and desolation.


    The crowning abnormality, of course, was the condition of the bodies—men and dogs alike. They had all been in some terrible kind of conflict, and were torn and mangled in fiendish and altogether inexplicable ways. Death, so far as we could judge, had in each case come from strangulation or laceration. The dogs had evi dently started the trouble, for the state of their ill-built corral bore witness to its forcible breakage from within. It had been set some distance from the camp because of the hatred of the animals for those hellish Archaean organisms, but the precaution seemed to have been taken in vain. When left alone in that monstrous wind behind flimsy walls of insufficient height they must have stampeded—whether from the wind itself, or from some subtle, increasing odour emitted by the nightmare specimens, one could not say. Those specimens, of course, had been covered with a tent-cloth; yet the low antarctic sun had beat steadily upon that cloth, and Lake had mentioned that solar heat tended to make the strangely sound and tough tissues of the things relax and expand. Perhaps the wind had whipped the cloth from over them, and jostled them about in such a way that their more pungent olfactory qualities became manifest despite their unbelievable antiquity.


    But whatever had happened, it was hideous and revolting enough. Perhaps I had better put squeamishness aside and tell the worst at last—though with a categorical statement of opinion, based on the first-hand observations and most rigid deductions of both Danforth and myself, that the then missing Gedney was in no way responsible for the loathsome horrors we found. I have said that the bodies were frightfully mangled. Now I must add that some were incised and subtracted from in the most curious, cold-blooded, and inhuman fashion. It was the same with dogs and men. All the healthier, fatter bodies, quadrupedal or bipedal, had had their most solid masses of tissue cut out and removed, as by a careful butcher; and around them was a strange sprinkling of salt—taken from the ravaged provision-chests on the planes—which conjured up the most horrible associations. The thing had occurred in one of the crude aëroplane shelters from which the plane had been dragged out, and subsequent winds had effaced all tracks which could have supplied any plausible theory. Scattered bits of clothing, roughly slashed from the human incision-subjects, hinted no clues. It is useless to bring up the half-impression of certain faint snow-prints in one shielded corner of the ruined enclosure—because that impression did not concern human prints at all, but was clearly mixed up with all the talk of fossil prints which poor Lake had been giving throughout the preceding weeks. One had to be careful of one’s imagination in the lee of those overshadowing mountains of madness.


    As I have indicated, Gedney and one dog turned out to be missing in the end. When we came on that terrible shelter we had missed two dogs and two men; but the fairly unharmed dissecting tent, which we entered after investigating the monstrous graves, had something to reveal. It was not as Lake had left it, for the covered parts of the primal monstrosity had been removed from the improvised table. Indeed, we had already realised that one of the six imperfect and insanely buried things we had found—the one with the trace of a peculiarly hateful odour—must represent the collected sections of the entity which Lake had tried to analyse. On and around that laboratory table were strown other things, and it did not take long for us to guess that those things were the carefully though oddly and inexpertly dissected parts of one man and one dog. I shall spare the feelings of survivors by omitting mention of the man’s identity. Lake’s anatomical instruments were missing, but there were evidences of their careful cleansing. The gasoline stove was also gone, though around it we found a curious litter of matches. We buried the human parts beside the other ten men, and the canine parts with the other 35 dogs. Concerning the bizarre smudges on the laboratory table, and on the jumble of roughly handled illustrated books scattered near it, we were much too bewildered to speculate.


    This formed the worst of the camp horror, but other things were equally perplexing. The disappearance of Gedney, the one dog, the eight uninjured biological specimens, the three sledges, and certain instruments, illustrated technical and scientific books, writing materials, electric torches and batteries, food and fuel, heating apparatus, spare tents, fur suits, and the like, was utterly beyond sane conjecture; as were likewise the spatter-fringed ink-blots on certain pieces of paper, and the evidences of curious alien fumbling and experimentation around the planes and all other mechanical devices both at the camp and at the boring. The dogs seemed to abhor this oddly disordered machinery. Then, too, there was the upsetting of the larder, the disappearance of certain staples, and the jarringly comical heap of tin cans pried open in the most unlikely ways and at the most unlikely places. The profusion of scattered matches, intact, broken, or spent, formed another minor enigma; as did the two or three tent-cloths and fur suits which we found lying about with peculiar and unorthodox slashings conceivably due to clumsy efforts at unimaginable adaptations. The maltreatment of the human and canine bodies, and the crazy burial of the damaged Archaean specimens, were all of a piece with this apparent disintegrative madness. In view of just such an eventuality as the present one, we carefully photographed all the main evidences of insane disorder at the camp; and shall use the prints to buttress our pleas against the departure of the proposed Starkweather-Moore Expedition.


    Our first act after finding the bodies in the shelter was to photograph and open the row of insane graves with the five-pointed snow mounds. We could not help noticing the resemblance of these monstrous mounds, with their clusters of grouped dots, to poor Lake’s descriptions of the strange greenish soapstones; and when we came on some of the soapstones themselves in the great mineral pile we found the likeness very close indeed. The whole general formation, it must be made clear, seemed abominably suggestive of the starfish-head of the Archaean entities; and we agreed that the suggestion must have worked potently upon the sensitised minds of Lake’s overwrought party. Our own first sight of the actual buried entities formed a horrible moment, and sent the imaginations of Pabodie and myself back to some of the shocking primal myths we had read and heard. We all agreed that the mere sight and continued presence of the things must have coöperated with the oppressive polar solitude and daemon mountain wind in driving Lake’s party mad.


    For madness—centring in Gedney as the only possible surviving agent—was the explanation spontaneously adopted by everybody so far as spoken utterance was concerned; though I will not be so naive as to deny that each of us may have harboured wild guesses which sanity forbade him to formulate completely. Sherman, Pabodie, and McTighe made an exhaustive aëroplane cruise over all the surrounding territory in the afternoon, sweeping the horizon with field-glasses in quest of Gedney and of the various missing things; but nothing came to light. The party reported that the titan barrier range extended endlessly to right and left alike, without any diminution in height or essential structure. On some of the peaks, though, the regular cube and rampart formations were bolder and plainer; having doubly fantastic similitudes to Roerich-painted Asian hill ruins. The distribution of cryptical cave-mouths on the black snow-denuded summits seemed roughly even as far as the range could be traced.


    In spite of all the prevailing horrors we were left with enough sheer scientific zeal and adventurousness to wonder about the unknown realm beyond those mysterious mountains. As our guarded messages stated, we rested at midnight after our day of terror and bafflement; but not without a tentative plan for one or more range-crossing altitude flights in a lightened plane with aërial camera and geologist’s outfit, beginning the following morning. It was decided that Danforth and I try it first, and we awaked at 7 a.m. intending an early trip; though heavy winds—mentioned in our brief bulletin to the outside world—delayed our start till nearly nine o’clock.


    I have already repeated the non-committal story we told the men at camp—and relayed outside—after our return sixteen hours later. It is now my terrible duty to amplify this account by filling in the merciful blanks with hints of what we really saw in the hidden trans-montane world—hints of the revelations which have finally driven Danforth to a nervous collapse. I wish he would add a really frank word about the thing which he thinks he alone saw—even though it was probably a nervous delusion—and which was perhaps the last straw that put him where he is; but he is firm against that. All I can do is to repeat his later disjointed whispers about what set him shrieking as the plane soared back through the wind-tortured mountain pass after that real and tangible shock which I shared. This will form my last word. If the plain signs of surviving elder horrors in what I disclose be not enough to keep others from meddling with the inner antarctic—or at least from prying too deeply beneath the surface of that ultimate waste of forbidden secrets and unhuman, aeon-cursed desolation—the responsibility for unnamable and perhaps immensurable evils will not be mine.


    Danforth and I, studying the notes made by Pabodie in his afternoon flight and checking up with a sextant, had calculated that the lowest available pass in the range lay somewhat to the right of us, within sight of camp, and about 23,000 or 24,000 feet above sea-level. For this point, then, we first headed in the lightened plane as we embarked on our flight of discovery. The camp itself, on foothills which sprang from a high continental plateau, was some 12,000 feet in altitude; hence the actual height increase necessary was not so vast as it might seem. Nevertheless we were acutely conscious of the rarefied air and intense cold as we rose; for on account of visibility conditions we had to leave the cabin windows open. We were dressed, of course, in our heaviest furs.


    As we drew near the forbidding peaks, dark and sinister above the line of crevasse-riven snow and interstitial glaciers, we noticed more and more the curiously regular formations clinging to the slopes; and thought again of the strange Asian paintings of Nicholas Roerich. The ancient and wind-weathered rock strata fully verified all of Lake’s bulletins, and proved that these hoary pinnacles had been towering up in exactly the same way since a surprisingly early time in earth’s history—perhaps over fifty million years. How much higher they had once been, it was futile to guess; but everything about this strange region pointed to obscure atmospheric influences unfavourable to change, and calculated to retard the usual climatic processes of rock disintegration.


    But it was the mountainside tangle of regular cubes, ramparts, and cave-mouths which fascinated and disturbed us most. I studied them with a field-glass and took aërial photographs whilst Danforth drove; and at times relieved him at the controls—though my aviation knowledge was purely an amateur’s—in order to let him use the binoculars. We could easily see that much of the material of the things was a lightish Archaean quartzite, unlike any formation visible over broad areas of the general surface; and that their regularity was extreme and uncanny to an extent which poor Lake had scarcely hinted.


    As he had said, their edges were crumbled and rounded from untold aeons of savage weathering; but their preternatural solidity and tough material had saved them from obliteration. Many parts, especially those closest to the slopes, seemed identical in substance with the surrounding rock surface. The whole arrangement looked like the ruins of Machu Picchu in the Andes, or the primal founda tion-walls of Kish as dug up by the Oxford—Field Museum Expedition in 1929; and both Danforth and I obtained that occasional impression of separate Cyclopean blocks which Lake had attributed to his flight-companion Carroll. How to account for such things in this place was frankly beyond me, and I felt queerly humbled as a geologist. Igneous formations often have strange regularities—like the famous Giants’ Causeway in Ireland—but this stupendous range, despite Lake’s original suspicion of smoking cones, was above all else non-volcanic in evident structure.


    The curious cave-mouths, near which the odd formations seemed most abundant, presented another albeit a lesser puzzle because of their regularity of outline. They were, as Lake’s bulletin had said, often approximately square or semicircular; as if the natural orifices had been shaped to greater symmetry by some magic hand. Their numerousness and wide distribution were remarkable, and suggested that the whole region was honeycombed with tunnels dissolved out of limestone strata. Such glimpses as we secured did not extend far within the caverns, but we saw that they were apparently clear of stalactites and stalagmites. Outside, those parts of the mountain slopes adjoining the apertures seemed invariably smooth and regular; and Danforth thought that the slight cracks and pittings of the weathering tended toward unusual patterns. Filled as he was with the horrors and strangenesses discovered at the camp, he hinted that the pittings vaguely resembled those baffling groups of dots sprinkled over the primeval greenish soapstones, so hideously duplicated on the madly conceived snow mounds above those six buried monstrosities.


    We had risen gradually in flying over the higher foothills and along toward the relatively low pass we had selected. As we advanced we occasionally looked down at the snow and ice of the land route, wondering whether we could have attempted the trip with the simpler equipment of earlier days. Somewhat to our surprise we saw that the terrain was far from difficult as such things go; and that despite the crevasses and other bad spots it would not have been likely to deter the sledges of a Scott, a Shackleton, or an Amundsen. Some of the glaciers appeared to lead up to wind-bared passes with unusual continuity, and upon reaching our chosen pass we found that its case formed no exception.


    Our sensations of tense expectancy as we prepared to round the crest and peer out over an untrodden world can hardly be described on paper; even though we had no cause to think the regions beyond the range essentially different from those already seen and traversed. The touch of evil mystery in these barrier mountains, and in the beckoning sea of opalescent sky glimpsed betwixt their summits, was a highly subtle and attenuated matter not to be explained in literal words. Rather was it an affair of vague psychological symbolism and aesthetic association—a thing mixed up with exotic poetry and paintings, and with archaic myths lurking in shunned and forbidden volumes. Even the wind’s burden held a peculiar strain of conscious malignity; and for a second it seemed that the composite sound included a bizarre musical whistling or piping over a wide range as the blast swept in and out of the omnipresent and resonant cave-mouths. There was a cloudy note of reminiscent repulsion in this sound, as complex and unplaceable as any of the other dark impressions.


    We were now, after a slow ascent, at a height of 23,570 feet according to the aneroid; and had left the region of clinging snow definitely below us. Up here were only dark, bare rock slopes and the start of rough-ribbed glaciers—but with those provocative cubes, ramparts, and echoing cave-mouths to add a portent of the unnatural, the fantastic, and the dream-like. Looking along the line of high peaks, I thought I could see the one mentioned by poor Lake, with a rampart exactly on top. It seemed to be half-lost in a queer antarctic haze; such a haze, perhaps, as had been responsible for Lake’s early notion of volcanism. The pass loomed directly before us, smooth and windswept between its jagged and malignly frowning pylons. Beyond it was a sky fretted with swirling vapours and lighted by the low polar sun—the sky of that mysterious farther realm upon which we felt no human eye had ever gazed.


    A few more feet of altitude and we would behold that realm. Danforth and I, unable to speak except in shouts amidst the howling, piping wind that raced through the pass and added to the noise off the unmuffled engines, exchanged eloquent glances. And then, having gained those last few feet, we did indeed stare across the momentous divide and over the unsampled secrets of an elder and utterly alien earth.


    V.


    I think that both of us simultaneously cried out in mixed awe, wonder, terror, and disbelief in our own senses as we finally cleared the pass and saw what lay beyond. Of course we must have had some natural theory in the back of our heads to steady our faculties for the moment. Probably we thought of such things as the grotesquely weathered stones of the Garden of the Gods in Colorado, or the fantastically symmetrical wind-carved rocks of the Arizona desert. Perhaps we even half thought the sight a mirage like that we had seen the morning before on first approaching those mountains of madness. We must have had some such normal notions to fall back upon as our eyes swept that limitless, tempest-scarred plateau and grasped the almost endless labyrinth of colossal, regular, and geometrically eurhythmic stone masses which reared their crumbled and pitted crests above a glacial sheet not more than forty or fifty feet deep at its thickest, and in places obviously thinner.


    The effect of the monstrous sight was indescribable, for some fiendish violation of known natural law seemed certain at the outset. Here, on a hellishly ancient table-land fully 20,000 feet high, and in a climate deadly to habitation since a pre-human age not less than 500,000 years ago, there stretched nearly to the vision’s limit a tangle of orderly stone which only the desperation of mental self-defence could possibly attribute to any but a conscious and artificial cause. We had previously dismissed, so far as serious thought was concerned, any theory that the cubes and ramparts of the mountainsides were other than natural in origin. How could they be otherwise, when man himself could scarcely have been differentiated from the great apes at the time when this region succumbed to the present unbroken reign of glacial death?


    Yet now the sway of reason seemed irrefutably shaken, for this Cyclopean maze of squared, curved, and angled blocks had features which cut off all comfortable refuge. It was, very clearly, the blasphemous city of the mirage in stark, objective, and ineluctable reality. That damnable portent had had a material basis after all—there had been some horizontal stratum of ice-dust in the upper air, and this shocking stone survival had projected its image across the mountains according to the simple laws of reflection. Of course the phantom had been twisted and exaggerated, and had contained things which the real source did not contain; yet now, as we saw that real source, we thought it even more hideous and menacing than its distant image.


    Only the incredible, unhuman massiveness of these vast stone towers and ramparts had saved the frightful thing from utter annihilation in the hundreds of thousands—perhaps millions—of years it had brooded there amidst the blasts of a bleak upland. “Corona Mundi ... Roof of the World ...” All sorts of fantastic phrases sprang to our lips as we looked dizzily down at the unbelievable spectacle. I thought again of the eldritch primal myths that had so persistently haunted me since my first sight of this dead antarctic world—of the daemoniac plateau of Leng, of the Mi-Go, or Abominable Snow-Men of the Himalayas, of the Pnakotic Manuscripts with their pre-human implications, of the Cthulhu cult, of the Necronomicon, and of the Hyperborean legends of formless Tsathoggua and the worse than formless star-spawn associated with that semi-entity.


    For boundless miles in every direction the thing stretched off with very little thinning; indeed, as our eyes followed it to the right and left along the base of the low, gradual foothills which separated it from the actual mountain rim, we decided that we could see no thinning at all except for an interruption at the left of the pass through which we had come. We had merely struck, at random, a limited part of something of incalculable extent. The foothills were more sparsely sprinkled with grotesque stone structures, linking the terrible city to the already familiar cubes and ramparts which evidently formed its mountain outposts. These latter, as well as the queer cave-mouths, were as thick on the inner as on the outer sides of the mountains.


    The nameless stone labyrinth consisted, for the most part, of walls from 10 to 150 feet in ice-clear height, and of a thickness varying from five to ten feet. It was composed mostly of prodigious blocks of dark primordial slate, schist, and sandstone—blocks in many cases as large as 4× 6×8 feet—though in several places it seemed to be carved out of a solid, uneven bed-rock of pre-Cambrian slate. The buildings were far from equal in size; there being innumerable honeycomb-arrangements of enormous extent as well as smaller separate structures. The general shape of these things tended to be conical, pyramidal, or terraced; though there were many perfect cylinders, perfect cubes, clusters of cubes, and other rectangular forms, and a peculiar sprinkling of angled edifices whose five-pointed ground plan roughly suggested modern fortifications. The builders had made constant and expert use of the principle of the arch, and domes had probably existed in the city’s heyday.


    The whole tangle was monstrously weathered, and the glacial surface from which the towers projected was strown with fallen blocks and immemorial debris. Where the glaciation was transparent we could see the lower parts of the gigantic piles, and noticed the ice-preserved stone bridges which connected the different towers at varying distances above the ground. On the exposed walls we could detect the scarred places where other and higher bridges of the same sort had existed. Closer inspection revealed countless largish windows; some of which were closed with shutters of a petrified material originally wood, though most gaped open in a sinister and menacing fashion. Many of the ruins, of course, were roofless, and with uneven though wind-rounded upper edges; whilst others, of a more sharply conical or pyramidal model or else protected by higher surrounding structures, preserved intact outlines despite the omnipresent crumbling and pitting. With the field-glass we could barely make out what seemed to be sculptural decorations in horizontal bands—decorations including those curious groups of dots whose presence on the ancient soapstones now assumed a vastly larger significance.


    In many places the buildings were totally ruined and the ice-sheet deeply riven from various geologic causes. In other places the stonework was worn down to the very level of the glaciation. One broad swath, extending from the plateau’s interior to a cleft in the foothills about a mile to the left of the pass we had traversed, was wholly free from buildings; and probably represented, we concluded, the course of some great river which in Tertiary times—millions of years ago—had poured through the city and into some prodigious subterranean abyss of the great barrier range. Certainly, this was above all a region of caves, gulfs, and underground secrets beyond human penetration.


    Looking back to our sensations, and recalling our dazedness at viewing this monstrous survival from aeons we had thought pre-human, I can only wonder that we preserved the semblance of equilibrium which we did. Of course we knew that something—chronology, scientific theory, or our own consciousness—was woefully awry; yet we kept enough poise to guide the plane, observe many things quite minutely, and take a careful series of photographs which may yet serve both us and the world in good stead. In my case, ingrained scientific habit may have helped; for above all my bewilderment and sense of menace there burned a dominant curiosity to fathom more of this age-old secret—to know what sort of beings had built and lived in this incalculably gigantic place, and what relation to the general world of its time or of other times so unique a concentration of life could have had.


    For this place could be no ordinary city. It must have formed the primary nucleus and centre of some archaic and unbelievable chapter of earth’s history whose outward ramifications, recalled only dimly in the most obscure and distorted myths, had vanished utterly amidst the chaos of terrene convulsions long before any human race we know had shambled out of apedom. Here sprawled a palaeogean megalopolis compared with which the fabled Atlantis and Lemuria, Commoriom and Uzuldaroum, and Olathoë in the land of Lomar are recent things of today—not even of yesterday; a megalopolis ranking with such whispered pre-human blasphemies as Valusia, R’lyeh, Ib in the land of Mnar, and the Nameless City of Arabia Deserta. As we flew above that tangle of stark titan towers my imagination sometimes escaped all bounds and roved aimlessly in realms of fantastic associations—even weaving links betwixt this lost world and some of my own wildest dreams concerning the mad horror at the camp.


    The plane’s fuel-tank, in the interest of greater lightness, had been only partly filled; hence we now had to exert caution in our explorations. Even so, however, we covered an enormous extent of ground—or rather, air—after swooping down to a level where the wind became virtually negligible. There seemed to be no limit to the mountain-range, or to the length of the frightful stone city which bordered its inner foothills. Fifty miles of flight in each direction shewed no major change in the labyrinth of rock and masonry that clawed up corpse-like through the eternal ice. There were, though, some highly absorbing diversifications; such as the carvings on the canyon where that broad river had once pierced the foothills and approached its sinking-place in the great range. The headlands at the stream’s entrance had been boldly carved into Cyclopean pylons; and something about the ridgy, barrel-shaped designs stirred up oddly vague, hateful, and confusing semi-remembrances in both Danforth and me.


    We also came upon several star-shaped open spaces, evidently public squares; and noted various undulations in the terrain. Where a sharp hill rose, it was generally hollowed out into some sort of rambling stone edifice; but there were at least two exceptions. Of these latter, one was too badly weathered to disclose what had been on the jutting eminence, while the other still bore a fantastic conical monument carved out of the solid rock and roughly resembling such things as the well-known Snake Tomb in the ancient valley of Petra.


    Flying inland from the mountains, we discovered that the city was not of infinite width, even though its length along the foothills seemed endless. After about thirty miles the grotesque stone buildings began to thin out, and in ten more miles we came to an unbroken waste virtually without signs of sentient artifice. The course of the river beyond the city seemed marked by a broad depressed line; while the land assumed a somewhat greater ruggedness, seeming to slope slightly upward as it receded in the mist-hazed west.


    So far we had made no landing, yet to leave the plateau without an attempt at entering some of the monstrous structures would have been inconceivable. Accordingly we decided to find a smooth place on the foothills near our navigable pass, there grounding the plane and preparing to do some exploration on foot. Though these gradual slopes were partly covered with a scattering of ruins, low flying soon disclosed an ample number of possible landing-places. Selecting that nearest to the pass, since our next flight would be across the great range and back to camp, we succeeded about 12:30 p.m. in coming down on a smooth, hard snowfield wholly devoid of obstacles and well adapted to a swift and favourable takeoff later on.


    It did not seem necessary to protect the plane with a snow banking for so brief a time and in so comfortable an absence of high winds at this level; hence we merely saw that the landing skis were safely lodged, and that the vital parts of the mechanism were guarded against the cold. For our foot journey we discarded the heaviest of our flying furs, and took with us a small outfit consisting of pocket compass, hand camera, light provisions, voluminous notebooks and paper, geologist’s hammer and chisel, specimen-bags, coil of climbing rope, and powerful electric torches with extra batteries; this equipment having been carried in the plane on the chance that we might be able to effect a landing, take ground pictures, make drawings and topographical sketches, and obtain rock specimens from some bare slope, outcropping, or mountain cave. Fortunately we had a supply of extra paper to tear up, place in a spare specimen-bag, and use on the ancient principle of hare-and-hounds for marking our course in any interior mazes we might be able to penetrate. This had been brought in case we found some cave system with air quiet enough to allow such a rapid and easy method in place of the usual rock-chipping method of trail-blazing.


    Walking cautiously downhill over the crusted snow toward the stupendous stone labyrinth that loomed against the opalescent west, we felt almost as keen a sense of imminent marvels as we had felt on approaching the unfathomed mountain pass four hours previously. True, we had become visually familiar with the incredible secret concealed by the barrier peaks; yet the prospect of actually entering primordial walls reared by conscious beings perhaps millions of years ago—before any known race of men could have existed—was none the less awesome and potentially terrible in its implications of cosmic abnormality. Though the thinness of the air at this prodigious altitude made exertion somewhat more difficult than usual; both Danforth and I found ourselves bearing up very well, and felt equal to almost any task which might fall to our lot. It took only a few steps to bring us to a shapeless ruin worn level with the snow, while ten or fifteen rods farther on there was a huge roofless rampart still complete in its gigantic five-pointed outline and rising to an irregular height of ten or eleven feet. For this latter we headed; and when at last we were able actually to touch its weathered Cyclopean blocks, we felt that we had established an unprecedented and almost blasphemous link with forgotten aeons normally closed to our species.


    This rampart, shaped like a star and perhaps 300 feet from point to point, was built of Jurassic sandstone blocks of irregular size, averaging 6×8 feet in surface. There was a row of arched loopholes or windows about four feet wide and five feet high; spaced quite symmetrically along the points of the star and at its inner angles, and with the bottoms about four feet from the glaciated surface. Looking through these, we could see that the masonry was fully five feet thick, that there were no partitions remaining within, and that there were traces of banded carvings or bas-reliefs on the interior walls; facts we had indeed guessed before, when flying low over this rampart and others like it. Though lower parts must have originally existed, all traces of such things were now wholly obscured by the deep layer of ice and snow at this point.


    We crawled through one of the windows and vainly tried to decipher the nearly effaced mural designs, but did not attempt to disturb the glaciated floor. Our orientation flights had indicated that many buildings in the city proper were less ice-choked, and that we might perhaps find wholly clear interiors leading down to the true ground level if we entered those structures still roofed at the top. Before we left the rampart we photographed it carefully, and studied its mortarless Cyclopean masonry with complete bewilderment. We wished that Pabodie were present, for his engineering knowledge might have helped us guess how such titanic blocks could have been handled in that unbelievably remote age when the city and its outskirts were built up.


    The half-mile walk downhill to the actual city, with the upper wind shrieking vainly and savagely through the skyward peaks in the background, was something whose smallest details will always remain engraved on my mind. Only in fantastic nightmares could any human beings but Danforth and me conceive such optical effects. Between us and the churning vapours of the west lay that monstrous tangle of dark stone towers; its outré and incredible forms impressing us afresh at every new angle of vision. It was a mirage in solid stone, and were it not for the photographs I would still doubt that such a thing could be. The general type of masonry was identical with that of the rampart we had examined; but the extravagant shapes which this masonry took in its urban manifestations were past all description.


    Even the pictures illustrate only one or two phases of its infinite bizarrerie, endless variety, preternatural massiveness, and utterly alien exoticism. There were geometrical forms for which an Euclid could scarcely find a name—cones of all degrees of irregularity and truncation; terraces of every sort of provocative disproportion; shafts with odd bulbous enlargements; broken columns in curious groups; and five-pointed or five-ridged arrangements of mad grotesqueness. As we drew nearer we could see beneath certain transparent parts of the ice-sheet, and detect some of the tubular stone bridges that connected the crazily sprinkled structures at various heights. Of orderly streets there seemed to be none, the only broad open swath being a mile to the left, where the ancient river had doubtless flowed through the town into the mountains.


    Our field-glasses shewed the external horizontal bands of nearly effaced sculptures and dot-groups to be very prevalent, and we could half-imagine what the city must once have looked like—even though most of the roofs and tower-tops had necessarily perished. As a whole, it had been a complex tangle of twisted lanes and alleys; all of them deep canyons, and some little better than tunnels because of the overhanging masonry or overarching bridges. Now, outspread below us, it loomed like a dream-phantasy against a westward mist through whose northern end the low, reddish antarctic sun of early afternoon was struggling to shine; and when for a moment that sun encountered a denser obstruction and plunged the scene into temporary shadow, the effect was subtly menacing in a way I can never hope to depict. Even the faint howling and piping of the unfelt wind in the great mountain passes behind us took on a wilder note of purposeful malignity. The last stage of our descent to the town was unusually steep and abrupt, and a rock outcropping at the edge where the grade changed led us to think that an artificial terrace had once existed there. Under the glaciation, we believed, there must be a flight of steps or its equivalent.


    When at last we plunged into the labyrinthine town itself, clambering over fallen masonry and shrinking from the oppressive nearness and dwarfing height of omnipresent crumbling and pitted walls, our sensations again became such that I marvel at the amount of self-control we retained. Danforth was frankly jumpy, and began making some offensively irrelevant speculations about the horror at the camp—which I resented all the more because I could not help sharing certain conclusions forced upon us by many features of this morbid survival from nightmare antiquity. The speculations worked on his imagination, too; for in one place—where a debris-littered alley turned a sharp corner—he insisted that he saw faint traces of ground markings which he did not like; whilst elsewhere he stopped to listen to a subtle imaginary sound from some undefined point—a muffled musical piping, he said, not unlike that of the wind in the mountain caves yet somehow disturbingly different. The ceaseless five-pointedness of the surrounding architecture and of the few distinguishable mural arabesques had a dimly sinister suggestiveness we could not escape; and gave us a touch of terrible subconscious certainty concerning the primal entities which had reared and dwelt in this unhallowed place.


    Nevertheless our scientific and adventurous souls were not wholly dead; and we mechanically carried out our programme of chipping specimens from all the different rock types represented in the masonry. We wished a rather full set in order to draw better conclusions regarding the age of the place. Nothing in the great outer walls seemed to date from later than the Jurassic and Comanchian periods, nor was any piece of stone in the entire place of a greater recency than the Pliocene age. In stark certainty, we were wandering amidst a death which had reigned at least 500,000 years, and in all probability even longer.


    As we proceeded through this maze of stone-shadowed twilight we stopped at all available apertures to study interiors and investigate entrance possibilities. Some were above our reach, whilst others led only into ice-choked ruins as unroofed and barren as the rampart on the hill. One, though spacious and inviting, opened on a seemingly bottomless abyss without visible means of descent. Now and then we had a chance to study the petrified wood of a surviving shutter, and were impressed by the fabulous antiquity im plied in the still discernible grain. These things had come from Mesozoic gymnosperms and conifers—especially Cretaceous cycads—and from fan-palms and early angiosperms of plainly Tertiary date. Nothing definitely later than the Pliocene could be discovered. In the placing of these shutters—whose edges shewed the former presence of queer and long-vanished hinges—usage seemed to be varied; some being on the outer and some on the inner side of the deep embrasures. They seemed to have become wedged in place, thus surviving the rusting of their former and probably metallic fixtures and fastenings.


    After a time we came across a row of windows—in the bulges of a colossal five-ridged cone of undamaged apex—which led into a vast, well-preserved room with stone flooring; but these were too high in the room to permit of descent without a rope. We had a rope with us, but did not wish to bother with this twenty-foot drop unless obliged to—especially in this thin plateau air where great demands were made upon the heart action. This enormous room was probably a hall or concourse of some sort, and our electric torches shewed bold, distinct, and potentially startling sculptures arranged round the walls in broad, horizontal bands separated by equally broad strips of conventional arabesques. We took careful note of this spot, planning to enter here unless a more easily gained interior were encountered.


    Finally, though, we did encounter exactly the opening we wished; an archway about six feet wide and ten feet high, marking the former end of an aërial bridge which had spanned an alley about five feet above the present level of glaciation. These archways, of course, were flush with upper-story floors; and in this case one of the floors still existed. The building thus accessible was a series of rectangular terraces on our left facing westward. That across the alley, where the other archway yawned, was a decrepit cylinder with no windows and with a curious bulge about ten feet above the aperture. It was totally dark inside, and the archway seemed to open on a well of illimitable emptiness.


    Heaped debris made the entrance to the vast left-hand building doubly easy, yet for a moment we hesitated before taking advantage of the long-wished chance. For though we had penetrated into this tangle of archaic mystery, it required fresh resolution to carry us actually inside a complete and surviving building of a fabulous elder world whose nature was becoming more and more hideously plain to us. In the end, however, we made the plunge; and scrambled up over the rubble into the gaping embrasure. The floor beyond was of great slate slabs, and seemed to form the outlet of a long, high corridor with sculptured walls.


    Observing the many inner archways which led off from it, and realising the probable complexity of the nest of apartments within, we decided that we must begin our system of hare-and-hound trail-blazing. Hitherto our compasses, together with frequent glimpses of the vast mountain-range between the towers in our rear, had been enough to prevent our losing our way; but from now on, the artificial substitute would be necessary. Accordingly we reduced our extra paper to shreds of suitable size, placed these in a bag to be carried by Danforth, and prepared to use them as economically as safety would allow. This method would probably gain us immunity from straying, since there did not appear to be any strong air-currents inside the primordial masonry. If such should develop, or if our paper supply should give out, we could of course fall back on the more secure though more tedious and retarding method of rock-chipping.


    Just how extensive a territory we had opened up, it was impossible to guess without a trial. The close and frequent connexion of the different buildings made it likely that we might cross from one to another on bridges underneath the ice except where impeded by local collapses and geologic rifts, for very little glaciation seemed to have entered the massive constructions. Almost all the areas of transparent ice had revealed the submerged windows as tightly shuttered, as if the town had been left in that uniform state until the glacial sheet came to crystallise the lower part for all succeeding time. Indeed, one gained a curious impression that this place had been deliberately closed and deserted in some dim, bygone aeon, rather than overwhelmed by any sudden calamity or even gradual decay. Had the coming of the ice been foreseen, and had a nameless population left en masse to seek a less doomed abode? The precise physiographic conditions attending the formation of the ice-sheet at this point would have to wait for later solution. It had not, very plainly, been a grinding drive. Perhaps the pressure of accumulated snows had been responsible; and perhaps some flood from the river, or from the bursting of some ancient glacial dam in the great range, had helped to create the special state now observable. Imagination could conceive almost anything in connexion with this place.


    VI.


    It would be cumbrous to give a detailed, consecutive account of our wanderings inside that cavernous, aeon-dead honeycomb of primal masonry; that monstrous lair of elder secrets which now echoed for the first time, after uncounted epochs, to the tread of human feet. This is especially true because so much of the horrible drama and revelation came from a mere study of the omnipresent mural carvings. Our flashlight photographs of those carvings will do much toward proving the truth of what we are now disclosing, and it is lamentable that we had not a larger film supply with us. As it was, we made crude notebook sketches of certain salient features after all our films were used up.


    The building which we had entered was one of great size and elaborateness, and gave us an impressive notion of the architecture of that nameless geologic past. The inner partitions were less massive than the outer walls, but on the lower levels were excellently preserved. Labyrinthine complexity, involving curiously irregular differences in floor levels, characterised the entire arrangement; and we should certainly have been lost at the very outset but for the trail of torn paper left behind us. We decided to explore the more decrepit upper parts first of all, hence climbed aloft in the maze for a distance of some 100 feet, to where the topmost tier of chambers yawned snowily and ruinously open to the polar sky. Ascent was effected over the steep, transversely ribbed stone ramps or inclined planes which everywhere served in lieu of stairs. The rooms we encountered were of all imaginable shapes and proportions, ranging from five-pointed stars to triangles and perfect cubes. It might be safe to say that their general average was about 30×30 feet in floor area, and 20 feet in height; though many larger apartments existed. After thoroughly examining the upper regions and the glacial level we descended story by story into the submerged part, where indeed we soon saw we were in a continuous maze of connected chambers and passages probably leading over unlimited areas outside this particular building. The Cyclopean massiveness and giganticism of everything about us became curiously oppressive; and there was something vaguely but deeply unhuman in all the contours, dimensions, proportions, decorations, and constructional nuances of the blasphemously archaic stonework. We soon realised from what the carvings revealed that this monstrous city was many million years old.


    We cannot yet explain the engineering principles used in the anomalous balancing and adjustment of the vast rock masses, though the function of the arch was clearly much relied on. The rooms we visited were wholly bare of all portable contents, a circumstance which sustained our belief in the city’s deliberate desertion. The prime decorative feature was the almost universal system of mural sculpture; which tended to run in continuous horizontal bands three feet wide and arranged from floor to ceiling in alternation with bands of equal width given over to geometrical arabesques. There were exceptions to this rule of arrangement, but its preponderance was overwhelming. Often, however, a series of smooth cartouches containing oddly patterned groups of dots would be sunk along one of the arabesque bands.


    The technique, we soon saw, was mature, accomplished, and aesthetically evolved to the highest degree of civilised mastery; though utterly alien in every detail to any known art tradition of the human race. In delicacy of execution no sculpture I have ever seen could approach it. The minutest details of elaborate vegetation, or of animal life, were rendered with astonishing vividness despite the bold scale of the carvings; whilst the conventional designs were marvels of skilful intricacy. The arabesques displayed a profound use of mathematical principles, and were made up of obscurely symmetrical curves and angles based on the quantity of five. The pictorial bands followed a highly formalised tradition, and involved a peculiar treatment of perspective; but had an artistic force that moved us profoundly notwithstanding the intervening gulf of vast geologic periods. Their method of design hinged on a singular juxtaposition of the cross-section with the two-dimensional silhouette, and embodied an analytical psychology beyond that of any known race of antiquity. It is useless to try to compare this art with any represented in our museums. Those who see our photographs will probably find its closest analogue in certain grotesque conceptions of the most daring futurists.


    The arabesque tracery consisted altogether of depressed lines whose depth on unweathered walls varied from one to two inches. When cartouches with dot-groups appeared—evidently as inscriptions in some unknown and primordial language and alphabet—the depression of the smooth surface was perhaps an inch and a half, and of the dots perhaps a half-inch more. The pictorial bands were in counter-sunk low relief, their background being depressed about two inches from the original wall surface. In some specimens marks of a former colouration could be detected, though for the most part the untold aeons had disintegrated and banished any pigments which may have been applied. The more one studied the marvellous technique the more one admired the things. Beneath their strict conventionalisation one could grasp the minute and accurate observation and graphic skill of the artists; and indeed, the very conventions themselves served to symbolise and accentuate the real essence or vital differentiation of every object delineated. We felt, too, that besides these recognisable excellences there were others lurking beyond the reach of our perceptions. Certain touches here and there gave vague hints of latent symbols and stimuli which another mental and emotional background, and a fuller or different sensory equipment, might have made of profound and poignant significance to us.


    The subject-matter of the sculptures obviously came from the life of the vanished epoch of their creation, and contained a large proportion of evident history. It is this abnormal historic-mindedness of the primal race—a chance circumstance operating, through coincidence, miraculously in our favour—which made the carvings so awesomely informative to us, and which caused us to place their photography and transcription above all other considerations. In certain rooms the dominant arrangement was varied by the presence of maps, astronomical charts, and other scientific designs on an enlarged scale—these things giving a naive and terrible corroboration to what we gathered from the pictorial friezes and dadoes. In hinting at what the whole revealed, I can only hope that my account will not arouse a curiosity greater than sane caution on the part of those who believe me at all. It would be tragic if any were to be allured to that realm of death and horror by the very warning meant to discourage them.


    Interrupting these sculptured walls were high windows and massive twelve-foot doorways; both now and then retaining the petrified wooden planks—elaborately carved and polished—of the actual shutters and doors. All metal fixtures had long ago vanished, but some of the doors remained in place and had to be forced aside as we progressed from room to room. Window-frames with odd transparent panes—mostly elliptical—survived here and there, though in no considerable quantity. There were also frequent niches of great magnitude, generally empty, but once in a while containing some bizarre object carved from green soapstone which was either broken or perhaps held too inferior to warrant removal. Other apertures were undoubtedly connected with bygone mechanical facilities—heating, lighting, and the like—of a sort suggested in many of the carvings. Ceilings tended to be plain, but had sometimes been inlaid with green soapstone or other tiles, mostly fallen now. Floors were also paved with such tiles, though plain stonework predominated.


    As I have said, all furniture and other moveables were absent; but the sculptures gave a clear idea of the strange devices which had once filled these tomb-like, echoing rooms. Above the glacial sheet the floors were generally thick with detritus, litter, and debris; but farther down this condition decreased. In some of the lower chambers and corridors there was little more than gritty dust or ancient incrustations, while occasional areas had an uncanny air of newly swept immaculateness. Of course, where rifts or collapses had occurred, the lower levels were as littered as the upper ones. A central court—as in other structures we had seen from the air—saved the inner regions from total darkness; so that we seldom had to use our electric torches in the upper rooms except when studying sculptured details. Below the ice-cap, however, the twilight deepened; and in many parts of the tangled ground level there was an approach to absolute blackness.


    To form even a rudimentary idea of our thoughts and feelings as we penetrated this aeon-silent maze of unhuman masonry one must correlate a hopelessly bewildering chaos of fugitive moods, memories, and impressions. The sheer appalling antiquity and lethal desolation of the place were enough to overwhelm almost any sensitive person, but added to these elements were the recent unexplained horror at the camp, and the revelations all too soon effected by the terrible mural sculptures around us. The moment we came upon a perfect section of carving, where no ambiguity of interpretation could exist, it took only a brief study to give us the hideous truth—a truth which it would be naive to claim Danforth and I had not independently suspected before, though we had carefully refrained from even hinting it to each other. There could now be no further merciful doubt about the nature of the beings which had built and inhabited this monstrous dead city millions of years ago, when man’s ancestors were primitive archaic mammals, and vast dinosaurs roamed the tropical steppes of Europe and Asia.


    We had previously clung to a desperate alternative and insisted—each to himself—that the omnipresence of the five-pointed motif meant only some cultural or religious exaltation of the Archaean natural object which had so patently embodied the quality of five-pointedness; as the decorative motifs of Minoan Crete exalted the sacred bull, those of Egypt the scarabaeus, those of Rome the wolf and the eagle, and those of various savage tribes some chosen totem-animal. But this lone refuge was now stripped from us, and we were forced to face definitely the reason-shaking realisation which the reader of these pages has doubtless long ago anticipated. I can scarcely bear to write it down in black and white even now, but perhaps that will not be necessary.


    The things once rearing and dwelling in this frightful masonry in the age of dinosaurs were not indeed dinosaurs, but far worse. Mere dinosaurs were new and almost brainless objects—but the builders of the city were wise and old, and had left certain traces in rocks even then laid down well-nigh a thousand million years ... rocks laid down before the true life of earth had advanced beyond plastic groups of cells ... rocks laid down before the true life of earth had existed at all. They were the makers and enslavers of that life, and above all doubt the originals of the fiendish elder myths which things like the Pnakotic Manuscripts and the Necronomicon frightedly hint about. They were the Great Old Ones that had filtered down from the stars when the earth was young—the beings whose substance an alien evolution had shaped, and whose powers were such as this planet had never bred. And to think that only the day before Danforth and I had actually looked upon fragments of their millennially fossilised substance ... and that poor Lake and his party had seen their complete outlines.


    It is of course impossible for me to relate in proper order the stages by which we picked up what we know of that monstrous chapter of pre-human life. After the first shock of the certain revelation we had to pause a while to recuperate, and it was fully three o’clock before we got started on our actual tour of systematic research. The sculptures in the building we entered were of relatively late date—perhaps two million years ago—as checked up by geological, biological, and astronomical features; and embodied an art which would be called decadent in comparison with that of specimens we found in older buildings after crossing bridges under the glacial sheet. One edifice hewn from the solid rock seemed to go back forty or possibly fifty million years—to the lower Eocene or upper Cretaceous—and contained bas-reliefs of an artistry surpassing anything else, with one tremendous exception, that we encountered. That was, we have since agreed, the oldest domestic structure we traversed.


    Were it not for the support of those snapshots soon to be made public, I would refrain from telling what I found and inferred, lest I be confined as a madman. Of course, the infinitely early parts of the patchwork tale—representing the pre-terrestrial life of the star -headed beings on other planets, and in other galaxies, and in other universes—can readily be interpreted as the fantastic mythology of those beings themselves; yet such parts sometimes involved designs and diagrams so uncannily close to the latest findings of mathematics and astrophysics that I scarcely know what to think. Let others judge when they see the photographs I shall publish.


    Naturally, no one set of carvings which we encountered told more than a fraction of any connected story; nor did we even begin to come upon the various stages of that story in their proper order. Some of the vast rooms were independent units so far as their designs were concerned, whilst in other cases a continuous chronicle would be carried through a series of rooms and corridors. The best of the maps and diagrams were on the walls of a frightful abyss below even the ancient ground level—a cavern perhaps 200 feet square and sixty feet high, which had almost undoubtedly been an educational centre of some sort. There were many provoking repetitions of the same material in different rooms and buildings; since certain chapters of experience, and certain summaries or phases of racial history, had evidently been favourites with different decorators or dwellers. Sometimes, though, variant versions of the same theme proved useful in settling debatable points and filling in gaps.


    I still wonder that we deduced so much in the short time at our disposal. Of course, we even now have only the barest outline; and much of that was obtained later on from a study of the photographs and sketches we made. It may be the effect of this later study—the revived memories and vague impressions acting in conjunction with his general sensitiveness and with that final supposed horror-glimpse whose essence he will not reveal even to me—which has been the immediate source of Danforth’s present breakdown. But it had to be; for we could not issue our warning intelligently without the fullest possible information, and the issuance of that warning is a prime necessity. Certain lingering influences in that unknown antarctic world of disordered time and alien natural law make it imperative that further exploration be discouraged.


    VII.


    The full story, so far as deciphered, will shortly appear in an official bulletin of Miskatonic University. Here I shall sketch only the salient high lights in a formless, rambling way. Myth or otherwise, the sculptures told of the coming of those star-headed things to the nascent, lifeless earth out of cosmic space—their coming, and the coming of many other alien entities such as at certain times embark upon spatial pioneering. They seemed able to traverse the interstellar ether on their vast membraneous wings—thus oddly confirming some curious hill folklore long ago told me by an antiquarian colleague. They had lived under the sea a good deal, building fantastic cities and fighting terrific battles with nameless adversaries by means of intricate devices employing unknown principles of energy. Evidently their scientific and mechanical knowledge far surpassed man’s today, though they made use of its more widespread and elaborate forms only when obliged to. Some of the sculptures suggested that they had passed through a stage of mechanised life on other planets, but had receded upon finding its effects emotionally unsatisfying. Their preternatural toughness of organisation and simplicity of natural wants made them peculiarly able to live on a high plane without the more specialised fruits of artificial manufacture, and even without garments except for occa sional protection against the elements.


    It was under the sea, at first for food and later for other purposes, that they first created earth-life—using available substances according to long-known methods. The more elaborate experiments came after the annihilation of various cosmic enemies. They had done the same thing on other planets; having manufactured not only necessary foods, but certain multicellular protoplasmic masses capable of moulding their tissues into all sorts of temporary organs under hypnotic influence and thereby forming ideal slaves to perform the heavy work of the community. These viscous masses were without doubt what Abdul Alhazred whispered about as the “shoggoths” in his frightful Necronomicon, though even that mad Arab had not hinted that any existed on earth except in the dreams of those who had chewed a certain alkaloidal herb. When the star-headed Old Ones on this planet had synthesised their simple food forms and bred a good supply of shoggoths they allowed other cell-groups to develop into other forms of animal and vegetable life for sundry purposes; extirpating any whose presence became troublesome.


    With the aid of the shoggoths, whose expansions could be made to lift prodigious weights, the small, low cities under the sea grew to vast and imposing labyrinths of stone not unlike those which later rose on land. Indeed, the highly adaptable Old Ones had lived much on land in other parts of the universe, and probably retained many traditions of land construction. As we studied the architecture of all these sculptured palaeogean cities, including that whose aeon-dead corridors we were even then traversing, we were impressed by a curious coincidence which we have not yet tried to explain, even to ourselves. The tops of the buildings, which in the actual city around us had of course been weathered into shapeless ruins ages ago, were clearly displayed in the bas-reliefs; and shewed vast clusters of needle-like spires, delicate finials on certain cone and pyramid apexes, and tiers of thin, horizontal scalloped discs capping cylindrical shafts. This was exactly what we had seen in that monstrous and portentous mirage, cast by a dead city whence such skyline features had been absent for thousands and tens of thousands of years, which loomed on our ignorant eyes across the unfathomed mountains of madness as we first approached poor Lake’s ill-fated camp.


    Of the life of the Old Ones, both under the sea and after part of them migrated to land, volumes could be written. Those in shallow water had continued the fullest use of the eyes at the ends of their five main head tentacles, and had practiced the arts of sculpture and of writing in quite the usual way—the writing accomplished with a stylus on waterproof waxen surfaces. Those lower down in the ocean depths, though they used a curious phosphorescent organism to furnish light, pieced out their vision with obscure special senses operating through the prismatic cilia on their heads—senses which rendered all the Old Ones partly independent of light in emergencies. Their forms of sculpture and writing had changed curiously during the descent, embodying certain apparently chemical coating processes—probably to secure phosphorescence—which the bas-reliefs could not make clear to us. The beings moved in the sea partly by swimming—using the lateral crinoid arms—and partly by wriggling with the lower tier of tentacles containing the pseudo-feet. Occasionally they accomplished long swoops with the auxiliary use of two or more sets of their fan-like folding wings. On land they locally used the pseudo-feet, but now and then flew to great heights or over long distances with their wings. The many slender tentacles into which the crinoid arms branched were infinitely delicate, flexible, strong, and accurate in muscular-nervous coordination; ensuring the utmost skill and dexterity in all artistic and other manual operations.


    The toughness of the things was almost incredible. Even the terrific pressures of the deepest sea-bottoms appeared powerless to harm them. Very few seemed to die at all except by violence, and their burial-places were very limited. The fact that they covered their vertically inhumed dead with five-pointed inscribed mounds set up thoughts in Danforth and me which made a fresh pause and recuperation necessary after the sculptures revealed it. The beings multiplied by means of spores—like vegetable pteridophytes as Lake had suspected—but owing to their prodigious toughness and longevity, and consequent lack of replacement needs, they did not encourage the large-scale development of new prothalli except when they had new regions to colonise. The young matured swiftly, and received an education evidently beyond any standard we can imagine. The prevailing intellectual and aesthetic life was highly evolved, and produced a tenaciously enduring set of customs and institutions which I shall describe more fully in my coming monograph. These varied slightly according to sea or land residence, but had the same foundations and essentials.


    Though able, like vegetables, to derive nourishment from inorganic substances; they vastly preferred organic and especially animal food. They ate uncooked marine life under the sea, but cooked their viands on land. They hunted game and raised meat herds—slaughtering with sharp weapons whose odd marks on certain fossil bones our expedition had noted. They resisted all ordinary temperatures marvellously; and in their natural state could live in water down to freezing. When the great chill of the Pleistocene drew on, however—nearly a million years ago—the land dwellers had to resort to special measures including artificial heating; until at last the deadly cold appears to have driven them back into the sea. For their prehistoric flights through cosmic space, legend said, they had absorbed certain chemicals and became almost independent of eating, breathing, or heat conditions; but by the time of the great cold they had lost track of the method. In any case they could not have prolonged the artificial state indefinitely without harm.


    Being non-pairing and semi-vegetable in structure, the Old Ones had no biological basis for the family phase of mammal life; but seemed to organise large households on the principles of comfortable space-utility and—as we deduced from the pictured occupations and diversions of co-dwellers—congenial mental association. In furnishing their homes they kept everything in the centre of the huge rooms, leaving all the wall spaces free for decorative treat ment. Lighting, in the case of the land inhabitants, was accomplished by a device probably electro-chemical in nature. Both on land and under water they used curious tables, chairs, and couches like cylindrical frames—for they rested and slept upright with folded-down tentacles—and racks for the hinged sets of dotted surfaces forming their books.


    Government was evidently complex and probably socialistic, though no certainties in this regard could be deduced from the sculptures we saw. There was extensive commerce, both local and between different cities; certain small, flat counters, five-pointed and inscribed, serving as money. Probably the smaller of the vari ous greenish soapstones found by our expedition were pieces of such currency. Though the culture was mainly urban, some agriculture and much stock-raising existed. Mining and a limited amount of manufacturing were also practiced. Travel was very frequent, but permanent migration seemed relatively rare except for the vast colonising movements by which the race expanded. For personal locomotion no external aid was used; since in land, air, and water movement alike the Old Ones seemed to possess excessively vast capacities for speed. Loads, however, were drawn by beasts of burden—shoggoths under the sea, and a curious variety of primitive vertebrates in the later years of land existence.


    These vertebrates, as well as an infinity of other life-forms— animal and vegetable, marine, and aërial—were the products of unguided evolution acting on life-cells made by the Old Ones but escaping beyond their radius of attention. They had been suffered to develop unchecked because they had not come in conflict with the dominant beings. Bothersome forms, of course, were mechanically exterminated. It interested us to see in some of the very last and most decadent sculptures a shambling primitive mammal, used sometimes for food and sometimes as an amusing buffoon by the land dwellers, whose vaguely simian and human foreshadowings were unmistakable. In the building of land cities the huge stone blocks of the high towers were generally lifted by vast-winged pterodactyls of a species heretofore unknown to palaeontology.


    The persistence with which the Old Ones survived various geologic changes and convulsions of the earth’s crust was little short of miraculous. Though few or none of their first cities seem to have remained beyond the Archaean age, there was no interruption in their civilisation or in the transmission of their records. Their original place of advent to the planet was the Antarctic Ocean, and it is likely that they came not long after the matter forming the moon was wrenched from the neighbouring South Pacific. According to one of the sculptured maps, the whole globe was then under water, with stone cities scattered farther and farther from the antarctic as aeons passed. Another map shews a vast bulk of dry land around the south pole, where it is evident that some of the beings made experimental settlements though their main centres were transferred to the nearest sea-bottom. Later maps, which display this land mass as cracking and drifting, and sending certain detached parts northward, uphold in a striking way the theories of continental drift lately advanced by Taylor, Wegener, and Joly.


    With the upheaval of new land in the South Pacific tremendous events began. Some of the marine cities were hopelessly shattered, yet that was not the worst misfortune. Another race—a land race of beings shaped like octopi and probably corresponding to the fabulous pre-human spawn of Cthulhu—soon began filtering down from cosmic infinity and precipitated a monstrous war which for a time drove the Old Ones wholly back to the sea—a colossal blow in view of the increasing land settlements. Later peace was made, and the new lands were given to the Cthulhu spawn whilst the Old Ones held the sea and the older lands. New land cities were founded—the greatest of them in the antarctic, for this region of first arrival was sacred. From then on, as before, the antarctic remained the centre of the Old Ones’ civilisation, and all the discoverable cities built there by the Cthulhu spawn were blotted out. Then suddenly the lands of the Pacific sank again, taking with them the frightful stone city of R’lyeh and all the cosmic octopi, so that the Old Ones were again supreme on the planet except for one shadowy fear about which they did not like to speak. At a rather later age their cities dotted all the land and water areas of the globe—hence the recommendation in my coming monograph that some archaeologist make systematic borings with Pabodie’s type of apparatus in certain widely separated regions.


    The steady trend down the ages was from water to land; a movement encouraged by the rise of new land masses, though the ocean was never wholly deserted. Another cause of the landward movement was the new difficulty in breeding and managing the shoggoths upon which successful sea-life depended. With the march of time, as the sculptures sadly confessed, the art of creating new life from inorganic matter had been lost; so that the Old Ones had to depend on the moulding of forms already in existence. On land the great reptiles proved highly tractable; but the shoggoths of the sea, reproducing by fission and acquiring a dangerous degree of accidental intelligence, presented for a time a formidable problem.


    They had always been controlled through the hypnotic suggestion of the Old Ones, and had modelled their tough plasticity into various useful temporary limbs and organs; but now their self-modelling powers were sometimes exercised independently, and in various imitative forms implanted by past suggestion. They had, it seems, developed a semi-stable brain whose separate and occasionally stubborn volition echoed the will of the Old Ones without always obeying it. Sculptured images of these shoggoths filled Danforth and me with horror and loathing. They were normally shapeless entities composed of a viscous jelly which looked like an agglutination of bubbles; and each averaged about fifteen feet in diameter when a sphere. They had, however, a constantly shifting shape and volume; throwing out temporary developments or forming apparent organs of sight, hearing, and speech in imitation of their masters, either spontaneously or according to suggestion.


    They seem to have become peculiarly intractable toward the middle of the Permian age, perhaps 150 million years ago, when a veritable war of re-subjugation was waged upon them by the marine Old Ones. Pictures of this war, and of the headless, slime-coated fashion in which the shoggoths typically left their slain victims, held a marvellously fearsome quality despite the intervening abyss of untold ages. The Old Ones had used curious weapons of molecular disturbance against the rebel entities, and in the end had achieved a complete victory. Thereafter the sculptures shewed a period in which shoggoths were tamed and broken by armed Old Ones as the wild horses of the American west were tamed by cowboys. Though during the rebellion the shoggoths had shewn an ability to live out of water, this transition was not encouraged; since their usefulness on land would hardly have been commensurate with the trouble of their management.


    During the Jurassic age the Old Ones met fresh adversity in the form of a new invasion from outer space—this time by half-fungous, half-crustacean creatures from a planet identifiable as the remote and recently discovered Pluto; creatures undoubtedly the same as those figuring in certain whispered hill legends of the north, and remembered in the Himalayas as the Mi-Go, or Abominable Snow-Men. To fight these beings the Old Ones attempted, for the first time since their terrene advent, to sally forth again into the planetary ether; but despite all traditional preparations found it no longer possible to leave the earth’s atmosphere. Whatever the old secret of interstellar travel had been, it was now definitely lost to the race. In the end the Mi-Go drove the Old Ones out of all the northern lands, though they were powerless to disturb those in the sea. Little by little the slow retreat of the elder race to their original antarctic habitat was beginning.


    It was curious to note from the pictured battles that both the Cthulhu spawn and the Mi-Go seem to have been composed of matter more widely different from that which we know than was the substance of the Old Ones. They were able to undergo transformations and reintegrations impossible for their adversaries, and seem therefore to have originally come from even remoter gulfs of cosmic space. The Old Ones, but for their abnormal toughness and peculiar vital properties, were strictly material, and must have had their absolute origin within the known space-time continuum; whereas the first sources of the other beings can only be guessed at with bated breath. All this, of course, assuming that the non-terrestrial linkages and the anomalies ascribed to the invading foes are not pure mythology. Conceivably, the Old Ones might have invented a cosmic framework to account for their occasional defeats; since historical interest and pride obviously formed their chief psychological element. It is significant that their annals failed to mention many advanced and potent races of beings whose mighty cultures and towering cities figure persistently in certain obscure legends.


    The changing state of the world through long geologic ages appeared with startling vividness in many of the sculptured maps and scenes. In certain cases existing science will require revision, while in other cases its bold deductions are magnificently confirmed. As I have said, the hypothesis of Taylor, Wegener, and Joly that all the continents are fragments of an original antarctic land mass which cracked from centrifugal force and drifted apart over a technically viscous lower surface—an hypothesis suggested by such things as the complementary outlines of Africa and South America, and the way the great mountain chains are rolled and shoved up—receives striking support from this uncanny source.


    Maps evidently shewing the Carboniferous world of an hundred million or more years ago displayed significant rifts and chasms destined later to separate Africa from the once continuous realms of Europe (then the Valusia of hellish primal legend), Asia, the Americas, and the antarctic continent. Other charts—and most significantly one in connexion with the founding fifty million years ago of the vast dead city around us—shewed all the present continents well differentiated. And in the latest discoverable specimen—dating perhaps from the Pliocene age—the approximate world of today appeared quite clearly despite the linkage of Alaska with Siberia, of North America with Europe through Greenland, and of South America with the antarctic continent through Graham Land. In the Carboniferous map the whole globe—ocean floor and rifted land mass alike—bore symbols of the Old Ones’ vast stone cities, but in the later charts the gradual recession toward the antarctic became very plain. The final Pliocene specimen shewed no land cities except on the antarctic continent and the tip of South America, nor any ocean cities north of the fiftieth parallel of South Latitude. Knowledge and interest in the northern world, save for a study of coast-lines probably made during long exploration flights on those fan-like membraneous wings, had evidently declined to zero among the Old Ones.


    Destruction of cities through the upthrust of mountains, the centrifugal rending of continents, the seismic convulsions of land or sea-bottom, and other natural causes was a matter of common record; and it was curious to observe how fewer and fewer replacements were made as the ages wore on. The vast dead megalopolis that yawned around us seemed to be the last general centre of the race; built early in the Cretaceous age after a titanic earth-buckling had obliterated a still vaster predecessor not far distant. It appeared that this general region was the most sacred spot of all, where reputedly the first Old Ones had settled on a primal sea-bottom. In the new city—many of whose features we could recognise in the sculptures, but which stretched fully an hundred miles along the mountain-range in each direction beyond the farthest limits of our aërial survey—there were reputed to be preserved certain sacred stones forming part of the first sea-bottom city, which were thrust up to light after long epochs in the course of the general crumpling of strata.


    VIII.


    Naturally, Danforth and I studied with especial interest and a peculiarly personal sense of awe everything pertaining to the immediate district in which we were. Of this local material there was naturally a vast abundance; and on the tangled ground level of the city we were lucky enough to find a house of very late date whose walls, though somewhat damaged by a neighbouring rift, contained sculptures of decadent workmanship carrying the story of the region much beyond the period of the Pliocene map whence we derived our last general glimpse of the pre-human world. This was the last place we examined in detail, since what we found there gave us a fresh immediate objective.


    Certainly, we were in one of the strangest, weirdest, and most terrible of all the corners of earth’s globe. Of all existing lands it was infinitely the most ancient; and the conviction grew upon us that this hideous upland must indeed be the fabled nightmare plateau of Leng which even the mad author of the Necronomicon was reluctant to discuss. The great mountain chain was tremendously long—starting as a low range at Luitpold Land on the coast of Weddell Sea and virtually crossing the entire continent. The really high part stretched in a mighty arc from about Latitude 82°, E. Longitude 60° to Latitude 70°, E. Longitude 115°, with its concave side toward our camp and its seaward end in the region of that long, ice-locked coast whose hills were glimpsed by Wilkes and Mawson at the Antarctic Circle.


    Yet even more monstrous exaggerations of Nature seemed disturbingly close at hand. I have said that these peaks are higher than the Himalayas, but the sculptures forbid me to say that they are earth’s highest. That grim honour is beyond doubt reserved for something which half the sculptures hesitated to record at all, whilst others approached it with obvious repugnance and trepidation. It seems that there was one part of the ancient land—the first part that ever rose from the waters after the earth had flung off the moon and the Old Ones had seeped down from the stars—which had come to be shunned as vaguely and namelessly evil. Cities built there had crumbled before their time, and had been found suddenly deserted. Then when the first great earth-buckling had convulsed the region in the Comanchian age, a frightful line of peaks had shot suddenly up amidst the most appalling din and chaos—and earth had received her loftiest and most terrible mountains.


    If the scale of the carvings was correct, these abhorred things must have been much over 40,000 feet high—radically vaster than even the shocking mountains of madness we had crossed. They extended, it appeared, from about Latitude 77°, E. Longitude 70° to Latitude 70°, E. Longitude 100°—less than 300 miles away from the dead city, so that we would have spied their dreaded summits in the dim western distance had it not been for that vague opalescent haze. Their northern end must likewise be visible from the long Antarctic Circle coast-line at Queen Mary Land.


    Some of the Old Ones, in the decadent days, had made strange prayers to those mountains; but none ever went near them or dared to guess what lay beyond. No human eye had ever seen them, and as I studied the emotions conveyed in the carvings I prayed that none ever might. There are protecting hills along the coast beyond them—Queen Mary and Kaiser Wilhelm Lands—and I thank heaven no one has been able to land and climb those hills. I am not as sceptical about old tales and fears as I used to be, and I do not laugh now at the pre-human sculptor’s notion that lightning paused meaningfully now and then at each of the brooding crests, and that an unexplained glow shone from one of those terrible pinnacles all through the long polar night. There may be a very real and very monstrous meaning in the old Pnakotic whispers about Kadath in the Cold Waste.


    But the terrain close at hand was hardly less strange, even if less namelessly accursed. Soon after the founding of the city the great mountain-range became the seat of the principal temples, and many carvings shewed what grotesque and fantastic towers had pierced the sky where now we saw only the curiously clinging cubes and ramparts. In the course of ages the caves had appeared, and had been shaped into adjuncts of the temples. With the advance of still later epochs all the limestone veins of the region were hollowed out by ground waters, so that the mountains, the foothills, and the plains below them were a veritable network of connected caverns and galleries. Many graphic sculptures told of explorations deep underground, and of the final discovery of the Stygian sunless sea that lurked at earth’s bowels.


    This vast nighted gulf had undoubtedly been worn by the great river which flowed down from the nameless and horrible westward mountains, and which had formerly turned at the base of the Old Ones’ range and flowed beside that chain into the Indian Ocean between Budd and Totten Lands on Wilkes’s coast-line. Little by little it had eaten away the limestone hill base at its turning, till at last its sapping currents reached the caverns of the ground waters and joined with them in digging a deeper abyss. Finally its whole bulk emptied into the hollow hills and left the old bed toward the ocean dry. Much of the later city as we now found it had been built over that former bed. The Old Ones, understanding what had happened, and exercising their always keen artistic sense, had carved into ornate pylons those headlands of the foothills where the great stream began its descent into eternal darkness.


    This river, once crossed by scores of noble stone bridges, was plainly the one whose extinct course we had seen in our aëroplane survey. Its position in different carvings of the city helped us to orient ourselves to the scene as it had been at various stages of the region’s age-long, aeon-dead history; so that we were able to sketch a hasty but careful map of the salient features—squares, important buildings, and the like—for guidance in further explorations. We could soon reconstruct in fancy the whole stupendous thing as it was a million or ten million or fifty million years ago, for the sculptures told us exactly what the buildings and mountains and squares and suburbs and landscape setting and luxuriant Tertiary vegetation had looked like. It must have had a marvellous and mystic beauty, and as I thought of it I almost forgot the clammy sense of sinister oppression with which the city’s inhuman age and massiveness and deadness and remoteness and glacial twilight had choked and weighed on my spirit. Yet according to certain carvings the denizens of that city had themselves known the clutch of oppressive terror; for there was a sombre and recurrent type of scene in which the Old Ones were shewn in the act of recoiling affrightedly from some object—never allowed to appear in the design—found in the great river and indicated as having been washed down through waving, vine-draped cycad-forests from those horrible westward mountains.


    It was only in the one late-built house with the decadent carvings that we obtained any foreshadowing of the final calamity leading to the city’s desertion. Undoubtedly there must have been many sculptures of the same age elsewhere, even allowing for the slackened energies and aspirations of a stressful and uncertain period; indeed, very certain evidence of the existence of others came to us shortly afterward. But this was the first and only set we directly encountered. We meant to look farther later on; but as I have said, immediate conditions dictated another present objective. There would, though, have been a limit—for after all hope of a long future occupancy of the place had perished among the Old Ones, there could not but have been a complete cessation of mural decoration. The ultimate blow, of course, was the coming of the great cold which once held most of the earth in thrall, and which has never departed from the ill-fated poles—the great cold that, at the world’s other extremity, put an end to the fabled lands of Lomar and Hyperborea.


    Just when this tendency began in the antarctic it would be hard to say in terms of exact years. Nowadays we set the beginning of the general glacial periods at a distance of about 500,000 years from the present, but at the poles the terrible scourge must have commenced much earlier. All quantitative estimates are partly guesswork; but it is quite likely that the decadent sculptures were made considerably less than a million years ago, and that the actual desertion of the city was complete long before the conventional opening of the Pleistocene—500,000 years ago—as reckoned in terms of the earth’s whole surface.


    In the decadent sculptures there were signs of thinner vegetation everywhere, and of a decreased country life on the part of the Old Ones. Heating devices were shewn in the houses, and winter travellers were represented as muffled in protective fabrics. Then we saw a series of cartouches (the continuous band arrangement being frequently interrupted in these late carvings) depicting a constantly growing migration to the nearest refuges of greater warmth—some fleeing to cities under the sea off the far-away coast, and some clambering down through networks of limestone caverns in the hollow hills to the neighbouring black abyss of subterrene waters.


    In the end it seems to have been the neighbouring abyss which received the greatest colonisation. This was partly due, no doubt, to the traditional sacredness of this especial region; but may have been more conclusively determined by the opportunities it gave for continuing the use of the great temples on the honeycombed mountains, and for retaining the vast land city as a place of summer residence and base of communication with various mines. The linkage of old and new abodes was made more effective by means of several gradings and improvements along the connecting routes, including the chiselling of numerous direct tunnels from the ancient metropolis to the black abyss—sharply down-pointing tunnels whose mouths we carefully drew, according to our most thoughtful estimates, on the guide map we were compiling. It was obvious that at least two of these tunnels lay within a reasonable exploring distance of where we were; both being on the mountainward edge of the city, one less than a quarter-mile toward the ancient river-course, and the other perhaps twice that distance in the opposite direction.


    The abyss, it seems, had shelving shores of dry land at certain places; but the Old Ones built their new city under water—no doubt because of its greater certainty of uniform warmth. The depth of the hidden sea appears to have been very great, so that the earth’s internal heat could ensure its habitability for an indefinite period. The beings seem to have had no trouble in adapting themselves to part-time—and eventually, of course, whole-time—residence under water; since they had never allowed their gill systems to atrophy. There were many sculptures which shewed how they had always frequently visited their submarine kinsfolk elsewhere, and how they had habitually bathed on the deep bottom of their great river. The darkness of inner earth could likewise have been no deterrent to a race accustomed to a long antarctic nights.


    Decadent though their style undoubtedly was, these latest carvings had a truly epic quality where they told of the building of the new city in the cavern sea. The Old Ones had gone about it scientifically; quarrying insoluble rocks from the heart of the honeycombed mountains, and employing expert workers from the nearest submarine city to perform the construction according to the best methods. These workers brought with them all that was necessary to establish the new venture—shoggoth-tissue from which to breed stone-lifters and subsequent beasts of burden for the cavern city, and other protoplasmic matter to mould into phosphorescent organisms for lighting purposes.


    At last a mighty metropolis rose on the bottom of that Stygian sea; its architecture much like that of the city above, and its workmanship displaying relatively little decadence because of the precise mathematical element inherent in building operations. The newly bred shoggoths grew to enormous size and singular intelligence, and were represented as taking and executing orders with marvellous quickness. They seemed to converse with the Old Ones by mimicking their voices—a sort of musical piping over a wide range, if poor Lake’s dissection had indicated aright—and to work more from spoken commands than from hypnotic suggestions as in earlier times. They were, however, kept in admirable control. The phosphorescent organisms supplied light with vast effectiveness, and doubtless atoned for the loss of the familiar polar auroras of the outer-world night.


    Art and decoration were pursued, though of course with a certain decadence. The Old Ones seemed to realise this falling off themselves; and in many cases anticipated the policy of Constantine the Great by transplanting especially fine blocks of ancient carving from their land city, just as the emperor, in a similar age of decline, stripped Greece and Asia of their finest art to give his new Byzantine capital greater splendours than its own people could create. That the transfer of sculptured blocks had not been more extensive, was doubtless owing to the fact that the land city was not at first wholly abandoned. By the time total abandonment did occur—and it surely must have occurred before the polar Pleistocene was far advanced—the Old Ones had perhaps become satisfied with their decadent art—or had ceased to recognise the superior merit of the older carvings. At any rate, the aeon-silent ruins around us had certainly undergone no wholesale sculptural denudation; though all the best separate statues, like other moveables, had been taken away.


    The decadent cartouches and dadoes telling this story were, as I have said, the latest we could find in our limited search. They left us with a picture of the Old Ones shuttling back and forth betwixt the land city in summer and the sea-cavern city in winter, and sometimes trading with the sea-bottom cities off the antarctic coast. By this time the ultimate doom of the land city must have been recognised, for the sculptures shewed many signs of the cold’s malign encroachments. Vegetation was declining, and the terrible snows of the winter no longer melted completely even in midsummer. The saurian livestock were nearly all dead, and the mammals were standing it none too well. To keep on with the work of the upper world it had become necessary to adapt some of the amorphous and curiously cold-resistant shoggoths to land life; a thing the Old Ones had formerly been reluctant to do. The great river was now lifeless, and the upper sea had lost most of its denizens except the seals and whales. All the birds had flown away, save only the great, grotesque penguins.


    What had happened afterward we could only guess. How long had the new sea-cavern city survived? Was it still down there, a stony corpse in eternal blackness? Had the subterranean waters frozen at last? To what fate had the ocean-bottom cities of the outer world been delivered? Had any of the Old Ones shifted north ahead of the creeping ice-cap? Existing geology shews no trace of their presence. Had the frightful Mi-Go been still a menace in the outer land world of the north? Could one be sure of what might or might not linger even to this day in the lightless and unplumbed abysses of earth’s deepest waters? Those things had seemingly been able to withstand any amount of pressure—and men of the sea have fished up curious objects at times. And has the killer-whale theory really explained the savage and mysterious scars on antarctic seals noticed a generation ago by Borchgrevingk?


    The specimens found by poor Lake did not enter into these guesses, for their geologic setting proved them to have lived at what must have been a very early date in the land city’s history. They were, according to their location, certainly not less than thirty million years old; and we reflected that in their day the sea-cavern city, and indeed the cavern itself, had no existence. They would have remembered an older scene, with lush Tertiary vegetation everywhere, a younger land city of flourishing arts around them, and a great river sweeping northward along the base of the mighty mountains toward a far-away tropic ocean.


    And yet we could not help thinking about these specimens— especially about the eight perfect ones that were missing from Lake’s hideously ravaged camp. There was something abnormal about that whole business—the strange things we had tried so hard to lay to somebody’s madness—those frightful graves—the amount and nature of the missing material—Gedney—the unearthly toughness of those archaic monstrosities, and the queer vital freaks the sculptures now shewed the race to have.... Danforth and I had seen a good deal in the last few hours, and were prepared to believe and keep silent about many appalling and incredible secrets of primal Nature.


    IX.


    I have said that our study of the decadent sculptures brought about a change in our immediate objective. This of course had to do with the chiselled avenues to the black inner world, of whose existence we had not known before, but which we were now eager to find and traverse. From the evident scale of the carvings we deduced that a steeply descending walk of about a mile through either of the neighbouring tunnels would bring us to the brink of the dizzy sunless cliffs above the great abyss; down whose side adequate paths, improved by the Old Ones, led to the rocky shore of the hidden and nighted ocean. To behold this fabulous gulf in stark reality was a lure which seemed impossible of resistance once we knew of the thing—yet we realised we must begin the quest at once if we expected to include it on our present flight.


    It was now 8 p.m., and we had not enough battery replacements to let our torches burn on forever. We had done so much of our studying and copying below the glacial level that our battery supply had had at least five hours of nearly continuous use; and despite the special dry cell formula would obviously be good for only about four more—though by keeping one torch unused, except for especially interesting or difficult places, we might manage to eke out a safe margin beyond that. It would not do to be without a light in these Cyclopean catacombs, hence in order to make the abyss trip we must give up all further mural deciphering. Of course we intended to revisit the place for days and perhaps weeks of intensive study and photography—curiosity having long ago got the better of horror—but just now we must hasten. Our supply of trail-blazing paper was far from unlimited, and we were reluctant to sacrifice spare notebooks or sketching paper to augment it; but we did let one large notebook go. If worst came to worst, we could resort to rock-chipping—and of course it would be possible, even in case of really lost direction, to work up to full daylight by one channel or another if granted sufficient time for plentiful trial and error. So at last we set off eagerly in the indicated direction of the nearest tunnel.


    According to the carvings from which we had made our map, the desired tunnel-mouth could not be much more than a quarter-mile from where we stood; the intervening space shewing solid-looking buildings quite likely to be penetrable still at a sub-glacial level. The opening itself would be in the basement—on the angle nearest the foothills—of a vast five-pointed structure of evidently public and perhaps ceremonial nature, which we tried to identify from our aërial survey of the ruins. No such structure came to our minds as we recalled our flight, hence we concluded that its upper parts had been greatly damaged, or that it had been totally shattered in an ice-rift we had noticed. In the latter case the tunnel would probably turn out to be choked, so that we would have to try the next nearest one—the one less than a mile to the north. The intervening river-course prevented our trying any of the more southerly tunnels on this trip; and indeed, if both of the neighbouring ones were choked it was doubtful whether our batteries would warrant an attempt on the next northerly one—about a mile beyond our second choice.


    As we threaded our dim way through the labyrinth with the aid of map and compass—traversing rooms and corridors in every stage of ruin or preservation, clambering up ramps, crossing upper floors and bridges and clambering down again, encountering chocked doorways and piles of debris, hastening now and then along finely preserved and uncannily immaculate stretches, taking false leads and retracing our way (in such cases removing the blind paper trail we had left), and once in a while striking the bottom of an open shaft through which daylight poured or trickled down—we were repeatedly tantalised by the sculptured walls along our route. Many must have told tales of immense historical importance, and only the prospect of later visits reconciled us to the need of passing them by. As it was, we slowed down once in a while and turned on our second torch. If we had more films we would certainly have paused briefly to photograph certain bas-reliefs, but time-consuming hand copying was clearly out of the question.


    I come now once more to a place where the temptation to hesitate, or to hint rather than state, is very strong. It is necessary, however, to reveal the rest in order to justify my course in discouraging further exploration. We had wormed our way very close to the computed site of the tunnel’s mouth—having crossed a second-story bridge to what seemed plainly the tip of a pointed wall, and descended to a ruinous corridor especially rich in decadently elaborate and apparently ritualistic sculptures of late workmanship—when, about 8:30 p.m., Danforth’s keen young nostrils gave us the first hint of something unusual. If we had a dog with us, I suppose we would have been warned before. At first we could not precisely say what was wrong with the formerly crystal-pure air, but after a few seconds our memories reacted only too definitely. Let me try to state the thing without flinching. There was an odour—and that odour was vaguely, subtly, and unmistakably akin to what had nauseated us upon opening the insane grave of the horror poor Lake had dissected.


    Of course the revelation was not as clearly cut at the time as it sounds now. There were several conceivable explanations, and we did a good deal of indecisive whispering. Most important of all, we did not retreat without further investigation; for having come this far, we were loath to be balked by anything short of certain disaster. Anyway, what we must have suspected was altogether too wild to believe. Such things did not happen in any normal world. It was probably sheer irrational instinct which made us dim our single torch—tempted no longer by the decadent and sinister sculptures that leered menacingly from the oppressive walls—and which softened our progress to a cautious tiptoeing and crawling over the increasingly littered floor and heaps of debris.


    Danforth’s eyes as well as nose proved better than mine, for it was likewise he who first noticed the queer aspect of the debris after we had passed many half-choked arches leading to chambers and corridors on the ground level. It did not look quite as it ought after countless thousands of years of desertion, and when we cautiously turned on more light we saw that a kind of swath seemed to have been lately tracked through it. The irregular nature of the litter precluded any definite marks, but in the smoother places there were suggestions of the dragging of heavy objects. Once we thought there was a hint of parallel tracks, as if of runners. This was what made us pause again.


    It was during that pause that we caught—simultaneously this time—the other odour ahead. Paradoxically, it was both a less frightful and a more frightful odour—less frightful intrinsically, but infinitely appalling in this place under the known circumstances ... unless, of course, Gedney. ... For the odour was the plain and familiar one of common petrol—every-day gasoline.


    Our motivation after that is something I will leave to psychologists. We knew now that some terrible extension of the camp horrors must have crawled into this nighted burial-place of the aeons, hence could not doubt any longer the existence of nameless conditions—present or at least recent—just ahead. Yet in the end we did let sheer burning curiosity—or anxiety—or auto-hypnotism—or vague thoughts of responsibility toward Gedney—or what not—drive us on. Danforth whispered again of the print he thought he had seen at the alley-turning in the ruins above; and of the faint musical piping—potentially of tremendous significance in the light of Lake’s dissection report despite its close resemblance to the cave-mouth echoes of the windy peaks—which he thought he had shortly afterward half heard from unknown depths below. I, in my turn, whispered of how the camp was left—of what had disappeared, and of how the madness of a lone survivor might have conceived the inconceivable—a wild trip across the monstrous mountains and a descent into the unknown primal masonry—


    But we could not convince each other, or even ourselves, of anything definite. We had turned off all light as we stood still, and vaguely noticed that a trace of deeply filtered upper day kept the blackness from being absolute. Having automatically begun to move ahead, we guided ourselves by occasional flashes from our torch. The disturbed debris formed an impression we could not shake off, and the smell of gasoline grew stronger. More and more ruin met our eyes and hampered our feet, until very soon we saw that the forward way was about to cease. We had been all too correct in our pessimistic guess about that rift glimpsed from the air. Our tunnel quest was a blind one, and we were not even going to be able to reach the basement out of which the abyssward aperture opened.


    The torch, flashing over the grotesquely carven walls of the blocked corridor in which we stood, shewed several doorways in various states of obstruction; and from one of them the gasoline odour—quite submerging that other hint of odour—came with especial distinctness. As we looked more steadily, we saw that beyond a doubt there had been a slight and recent clearing away of debris from that particular opening. Whatever the lurking horror might be, we believed the direct avenue toward it was now plainly manifest. I do not think anyone will wonder that we waited an appreciable time before making any further motion.


    And yet, when we did venture inside that black arch, our first impression was one of anticlimax. For amidst the littered expanse of that sculptured crypt—a perfect cube with sides of about twenty feet—there remained no recent object of instantly discernible size; so that we looked instinctively, though in vain, for a farther doorway. In another moment, however, Danforth’s sharp vision had descried a place where the floor debris had been disturbed; and we turned on both torches full strength. Though what we saw in that light was actually simple and trifling, I am none the less reluctant to tell of it because of what it implied. It was a rough levelling of the debris, upon which several small objects lay carelessly scattered, and at one corner of which a considerable amount of gasoline must have been spilled lately enough to leave a strong odour even at this extreme super-plateau altitude. In other words, it could not be other than a sort of camp—a camp made by questing beings who like us had been turned back by the unexpectedly choked way to the abyss.


    Let me be plain. The scattered objects were, so far as substance was concerned, all from Lake’s camp; and consisted of tin cans as queerly opened as those we had seen at that ravaged place, many spent matches, three illustrated books more or less curiously smudged, an empty ink bottle with its pictorial and instructional carton, a broken fountain pen, some oddly snipped fragments of fur and tent-cloth, a used electric battery with circular of directions, a folder that came with our type of tent heater, and a sprinkling of crumpled papers. It was all bad enough, but when we smoothed out the papers and looked at what was on them we felt we had come to the worst. We had found certain inexplicably blotted papers at the camp which might have prepared us, yet the effect of the sight down there in the pre-human vaults of a nightmare city was almost too much to bear.


    A mad Gedney might have made the groups of dots in imitation of those found on the greenish soapstones, just as the dots on those insane five-pointed grave-mounds might have been made; and he might conceivably have prepared rough, hasty sketches—varying in their accuracy or lack of it—which outlined the neighbouring parts of the city and traced the way from a circularly represented place outside our previous route—a place we identified as a great cylindrical tower in the carvings and as a vast circular gulf glimpsed in our aërial survey—to the present five-pointed structure and the tunnel-mouth therein. He might, I repeat, have prepared such sketches; for those before us were quite obviously compiled as our own had been from late sculptures somewhere in the glacial labyrinth, though not from the ones which we had seen and used. But what this art-blind bungler could never have done was to execute those sketches in a strange and assured technique perhaps superior, despite haste and carelessness, to any of the decadent carvings from which they were taken—the characteristic and unmistakable technique of the Old Ones themselves in the dead city’s heyday.


    There are those who will say Danforth and I were utterly mad not to flee for our lives after that; since our conclusions were now—notwithstanding their wildness— completely fixed, and of a nature I need not even mention to those who have read my account as far as this. Perhaps we were mad—for have I not said those horrible peaks were mountains of madness? But I think I can detect something of the same spirit—albeit in a less extreme form—in the men who stalk deadly beasts through African jungles to photograph them or study their habits. Half-paralysed with terror though we were, there was nevertheless fanned within us a blazing flame of awe and curiosity which triumphed in the end.


    Of course we did not mean to face that—or those—which we knew had been there, but we felt that they must be gone by now. They would by this time have found the other neighbouring entrance to the abyss, and have passed within to whatever night-black fragments of the past might await them in the ultimate gulf—the ultimate gulf they had never seen. Or if that entrance, too, was blocked, they would have gone on to the north seeking another. They were, we remembered, partly independent of light.


    Looking back to that moment, I can scarcely recall just what precise form our new emotions took—just what change of immediate objective it was that so sharpened our sense of expectancy. We certainly did not mean to face what we feared—yet I will not deny that we may have had a lurking, unconscious wish to spy certain things from some hidden vantage-point. Probably we had not given up our zeal to glimpse the abyss itself, though there was interposed a new goal in the form of that great circular place shewn on the crumpled sketches we had found. We had at once recognised it as a monstrous cylindrical tower figuring in the very earliest carvings, but appearing only as a prodigious round aperture from above. Something about the impressiveness of its rendering, even in these hasty diagrams, made us think that its sub-glacial levels must still form a feature of peculiar importance. Perhaps it embodied architectural marvels as yet unencountered by us. It was certainly of incredible age according to the sculptures in which it figured— being indeed among the first things built in the city. Its carvings, if preserved, could not but be highly significant. Moreover, it might form a good present link with the upper world—a shorter route than the one we were so carefully blazing, and probably that by which those others had descended.


    At any rate, the thing we did was to study the terrible sketches—which quite perfectly confirmed our own—and start back over the indicated course to the circular place; the course which our nameless predecessors must have traversed twice before us. The other neighbouring gate to the abyss would lie beyond that. I need not speak of our journey—during which we continued to leave an economical trail of paper—for it was precisely the same in kind as that by which we had reached the cul de sac; except that it tended to adhere more closely to the ground level and even descend to basement corridors. Every now and then we could trace certain disturbing marks in the debris or litter under foot; and after we had passed outside the radius of the gasoline scent we were again faintly conscious—spasmodically—of that more hideous and more persistent scent. After the way had branched from our former course we sometimes gave the rays of our single torch a furtive sweep along the walls; noting in almost every case the well-nigh omnipresent sculptures, which indeed seem to have formed a main aesthetic outlet for the Old Ones.


    About 9:30 p.m., while traversing a vaulted corridor whose increasingly glaciated floor seemed somewhat below the ground level and whose roof grew lower as we advanced, we began to see strong daylight ahead and were able to turn off our torch. It appeared that we were coming to the vast circular place, and that our distance from the upper air could not be very great. The corridor ended in an arch surprisingly low for these megalithic ruins, but we could see much through it even before we emerged. Beyond there stretched a prodigious round space—fully 200 feet in diameter—strown with debris and containing many choked archways corresponding to the one we were about to cross. The walls were—in available spaces—boldly sculptured into a spiral band of heroic proportions; and displayed, despite the destructive weathering caused by the openness of the spot, an artistic splendour far beyond anything we had encountered before. The littered floor was quite heavily glaciated, and we fancied that the true bottom lay at a considerably lower depth.


    But the salient object of the place was the titanic stone ramp which, eluding the archways by a sharp turn outward into the open floor, wound spirally up the stupendous cylindrical wall like an inside counterpart of those once climbing outside the monstrous towers or ziggurats of antique Babylon. Only the rapidity of our flight, and the perspective which confounded the descent with the tower’s inner wall, had prevented our noticing this feature from the air, and thus caused us to seek another avenue to the sub-glacial level. Pabodie might have been able to tell what sort of engineering held it in place, but Danforth and I could merely admire and marvel. We could see mighty stone corbels and pillars here and there, but what we saw seemed inadequate to the function performed. The thing was excellently preserved up to the present top of the tower—a highly remarkable circumstance in view of its exposure—and its shelter had done much to protect the bizarre and disturbing cosmic sculptures on the walls.


    As we stepped out into the awesome half-daylight of this monstrous cylinder-bottom—fifty million years old, and without doubt the most primally ancient structure ever to meet our eyes—we saw that the ramp-traversed sides stretched dizzily up to a height of fully sixty feet. This, we recalled from our aërial survey, meant an outside glaciation of some forty feet; since the yawning gulf we had seen from the plane had been at the top of an approximately twenty-foot mound of crumbled masonry, somewhat sheltered for three-fourths of its circumference by the massive curving walls of a line of higher ruins. According to the sculptures the original tower had stood in the centre of an immense circular plaza; and had been perhaps 500 or 600 feet high, with tiers of horizontal discs near the top, and a row of needle-like spires along the upper rim. Most of the masonry had obviously toppled outward rather than inward—a fortunate happening, since otherwise the ramp might have been shattered and the whole interior choked. As it was, the ramp shewed sad battering; whilst the choking was such that all the archways at the bottom seemed to have been recently half-cleared.


    It took us only a moment to conclude that this was indeed the route by which those others had descended, and that this would be the logical route for our own ascent despite the long trail of paper we had left elsewhere. The tower’s mouth was no farther from the foothills and our waiting plane than was the great terraced building we had entered, and any further sub-glacial exploration we might make on this trip would lie in this general region. Oddly, we were still thinking about possible later trips—even after all we had seen and guessed. Then as we picked our way cautiously over the debris of the great floor, there came a sight which for the time excluded all other matters.


    It was the neatly huddled array of three sledges in that farther angle of the ramp’s lower and outward-projecting course which had hitherto been screened from our view. There they were—the three sledges missing from Lake’s camp—shaken by a hard usage which must have included forcible dragging along great reaches of snowless masonry and debris, as well as much hand portage over utterly unnavigable places. They were carefully and intelligently packed and strapped, and contained things memorably familiar enough—the gasoline stove, fuel cans, instrument cases, provision tins, tarpaulins obviously bulging with books, and some bulging with less obvious contents—everything derived from Lake’s equipment. After what we had found in that other room, we were in a measure prepared for this encounter. The really great shock came when we stepped over and undid one tarpaulin whose outlines had peculiarly disquieted us. It seems that others as well as Lake had been interested in collecting typical specimens; for there were two here, both stiffly frozen, perfectly preserved, patched with adhesive plaster where some wounds around the neck had occurred, and wrapped with patent care to prevent further damage. They were the bodies of young Gedney and the missing dog.


    X.


    Many people will probably judge us callous as well as mad for thinking about the northward tunnel and the abyss so soon after our sombre discovery, and I am not prepared to say that we would have immediately revived such thoughts but for a specific circumstance which broke in upon us and set up a whole new train of speculations. We had replaced the tarpaulin over poor Gedney and were standing in a kind of mute bewilderment when the sounds finally reached our consciousness—the first sounds we had heard since descending out of the open where the mountain wind whined faintly from its unearthly heights. Well known and mundane though they were, their presence in this remote world of death was more unexpected and unnerving than any grotesque or fabulous tones could possibly have been—since they gave a fresh upsetting to all our notions of cosmic harmony.


    Had it been some trace of that bizarre musical piping over a wide range which Lake’s dissection report had led us to expect in those others—and which, indeed, our overwrought fancies had been reading into every wind-howl we had heard since coming on the camp horror—it would have had a kind of hellish congruity with the aeon-dead region around us. A voice from other epochs belongs in a graveyard of other epochs. As it was, however, the noise shattered all our profoundly seated adjustments—all our tacit acceptance of the inner antarctic as a waste as utterly and irrevocably void of every vestige of normal life as the sterile disc of the moon. What we heard was not the fabulous note of any buried blasphemy of elder earth from whose supernal toughness an age-denied polar sun had evoked a monstrous response. Instead, it was a thing so mockingly normal and so unerringly familiarised by our sea days off Victoria Land and our camp days at McMurdo Sound that we shuddered to think of it here, where such things ought not to be. To be brief—it was simply the raucous squawking of a penguin.


    The muffled sound floated from sub-glacial recesses nearly opposite to the corridor whence we had come—regions manifestly in the direction of that other tunnel to the vast abyss. The presence of a living water-bird in such a direction—in a world whose surface was one of age-long and uniform lifelessness—could lead to only one conclusion; hence our first thought was to verify the objective reality of the sound. It was, indeed, repeated; and seemed at times to come from more than one throat. Seeking its source, we entered an archway from which much debris had been cleared; resuming our trail-blazing—with an added paper-supply taken with curious repugnance from one of the tarpaulin bundles on the sledges—when we left daylight behind.


    As the glaciated floor gave place to a litter of detritus, we plainly discerned some curious dragging tracks; and once Danforth found a distinct print of a sort whose description would be only too superfluous. The course indicated by the penguin cries was precisely what our map and compass prescribed as an approach to the more northerly tunnel-mouth, and we were glad to find that a bridgeless thoroughfare on the ground and basement levels seemed open. The tunnel, according to the chart, ought to start from the basement of a large pyramidal structure which we seemed vaguely to recall from our aërial survey as remarkably well preserved. Along our path the single torch shewed a customary profusion of carvings, but we did not pause to examine any of these.


    Suddenly a bulky white shape loomed up ahead of us, and we flashed on the second torch. It is odd how wholly this new quest had turned our minds from earlier fears of what might lurk near. Those other ones, having left their supplies in the great circular place, must have planned to return after their scouting trip toward or into the abyss; yet we had now discarded all caution concerning them as completely as if they had never existed. This white, waddling thing was fully six feet high, yet we seemed to realise at once that it was not one of those others. They were larger and dark, and according to the sculptures their motion over land surfaces was a swift, assured matter despite the queerness of their sea-born tentacle equipment. But to say that the white thing did not profoundly frighten us would be vain. We were indeed clutched for an instant by a primitive dread almost sharper than the worst of our reasoned fears regarding those others. Then came a flash of anticlimax as the white shape sidled into a lateral archway to our left to join two others of its kind which had summoned it in raucous tones. For it was only a penguin—albeit of a huge, unknown species larger than the greatest of the known king penguins, and monstrous in its combined albinism and virtual eyelessness.


    When we had followed the thing into the archway and turned both our torches on the indifferent and unheeding group of three we saw that they were all eyeless albinos of the same unknown and gigantic species. Their size reminded us of some of the archaic penguins depicted in the Old Ones’ sculptures, and it did not take us long to conclude that they were descended from the same stock—undoubtedly surviving through a retreat to some warmer inner region whose perpetual blackness had destroyed their pigmentation and atrophied their eyes to mere useless slits. That their present habitat was the vast abyss we sought, was not for a moment to be doubted; and this evidence of the gulf’s continued warmth and habitability filled us with the most curious and subtly perturbing fancies.


    We wondered, too, what had caused these three birds to venture out of their usual domain. The state and silence of the great dead city made it clear that it had at no time been an habitual seasonal rookery, whilst the manifest indifference of the trio to our presence made it seem odd that any passing party of those others should have startled them. Was it possible that those others had taken some aggressive action or tried to increase their meat supply? We doubted whether that pungent odour which the dogs had hated could cause an equal antipathy in these penguins; since their ancestors had obviously lived on excellent terms with the Old Ones—an amicable relationship which must have survived in the abyss below as long as any of the Old Ones remained. Regretting—in a flareup of the old spirit of pure science—that we could not photograph these anomalous creatures, we shortly left them to their squawking and pushed on toward the abyss whose openness was now so positively proved to us, and whose exact direction occasional penguin tracks made clear.


    Not long afterward a steep descent in a long, low, doorless, and peculiarly sculptureless corridor led us to believe that we were approaching the tunnel-mouth at last. We had passed two more penguins, and heard others immediately ahead. Then the corridor ended in a prodigious open space which made us gasp involuntarily—a perfect inverted hemisphere, obviously deep underground; fully an hundred feet in diameter and fifty feet high, with low archways opening around all parts of the circumference but one, and that one yawning cavernously with a black arched aperture which broke the symmetry of the vault to a height of nearly fifteen feet. It was the entrance to the great abyss.


    In this vast hemisphere, whose concave roof was impressively though decadently carved to a likeness of the primordial celestial dome, a few albino penguins waddled—aliens there, but indifferent and unseeing. The black tunnel yawned indefinitely off at a steep descending grade, its aperture adorned with grotesquely chiselled jambs and lintel. From that cryptical mouth we fancied a current of slightly warmer air and perhaps even a suspicion of vapour proceeded; and we wondered what living entities other than penguins the limitless void below, and the contiguous honeycombings of the land and the titan mountains, might conceal. We wondered, too, whether the trace of mountain-top smoke at first suspected by poor Lake, as well as the odd haze we had ourselves perceived around the rampart-crowned peak, might not be caused by the tortuous-channelled rising of some such vapour from the unfathomed regions of earth’s core.


    Entering the tunnel, we saw that its outline was—at least at the start—about fifteen feet each way; sides, floor, and arched roof composed of the usual megalithic masonry. The sides were sparsely decorated with cartouches of conventional designs in a late, decadent style; and all the construction and carving were marvellously well preserved. The floor was quite clear, except for a slight detritus bearing outgoing penguin tracks and the inward tracks of those others. The farther one advanced, the warmer it became; so that we were soon unbuttoning our heavy garments. We wondered whether there were any actually igneous manifestations below, and whether the waters of that sunless sea were hot. After a short distance the masonry gave place to solid rock, though the tunnel kept the same proportions and presented the same aspect of carved regularity. Occasionally its varying grade became so steep that grooves were cut in the floor. Several times we noted the mouths of small lateral galleries not recorded in our diagrams; none of them such as to complicate the problem of our return, and all of them welcome as possible refuges in case we met unwelcome entities on their way back from the abyss. The nameless scent of such things was very distinct. Doubtless it was suicidally foolish to venture into that tunnel under the known conditions, but the lure of the unplumbed is stronger in certain persons than most suspect—indeed, it was just such a lure which had brought us to this unearthly polar waste in the first place. We saw several penguins as we passed along, and speculated on the distance we would have to traverse. The carvings had led us to expect a steep downhill walk of about a mile to the abyss, but our previous wanderings had shewn us that matters of scale were not wholly to be depended on.


    After about a quarter of a mile that nameless scent became greatly accentuated, and we kept very careful track of the various lateral openings we passed. There was no visible vapour as at the mouth, but this was doubtless due to the lack of contrasting cooler air. The temperature was rapidly ascending, and we were not surprised to come upon a careless heap of material shudderingly familiar to us. It was composed of furs and tent-cloth taken from Lake’s camp, and we did not pause to study the bizarre forms into which the fabrics had been slashed. Slightly beyond this point we noticed a decided increase in the size and number of the side-galleries, and concluded that the densely honeycombed region beneath the higher foothills must now have been reached. The nameless scent was now curiously mixed with another and scarcely less offensive odour—of what nature we could not guess, though we thought of decaying organisms and perhaps unknown subterrene fungi. Then came a startling expansion of the tunnel for which the carvings had not prepared us—a broadening and rising into a lofty, natural-looking elliptical cavern with a level floor; some 75 feet long and 50 broad, and with many immense side-passages leading away into cryptical darkness.


    Though this cavern was natural in appearance, an inspection with both torches suggested that it had been formed by the artificial destruction of several walls between adjacent honeycombings. The walls were rough, and the high vaulted roof was thick with stalactites; but the solid rock floor had been smoothed off, and was free from all debris, detritus, or even dust to a positively abnormal extent. Except for the avenue through which we had come, this was true of the floors of all the great galleries opening off from it; and the singularity of the condition was such as to set us vainly puzzling. The curious new foetor which had supplemented the nameless scent was excessively pungent here; so much so that it destroyed all trace of the other. Something about this whole place, with its polished and almost glistening floor, struck us as more vaguely baffling and horrible than any of the monstrous things we had previously encountered.


    The regularity of the passage immediately ahead, as well as the larger proportion of penguin-droppings there, prevented all confusion as to the right course amidst this plethora of equally great cave-mouths. Nevertheless we resolved to resume our paper trail-blazing if any further complexity should develop; for dust tracks, of course, could no longer be expected. Upon resuming our direct progress we cast a beam of torchlight over the tunnel walls—and stopped short in amazement at the supremely radical change which had come over the carvings in this part of the passage. We realised, of course, the great decadence of the Old Ones’ sculpture at the time of the tunnelling; and had indeed noticed the inferior workmanship of the arabesques in the stretches behind us. But now, in this deeper section beyond the cavern, there was a sudden difference wholly transcending explanation—a difference in basic nature as well as in mere quality, and involving so profound and calamitous a degradation of skill that nothing in the hitherto observed rate of decline could have led one to expect it.


    This new and degenerate work was coarse, bold, and wholly lacking in delicacy of detail. It was counter-sunk with exaggerated depth in bands following the same general line as the sparse cartouches of the earlier sections, but the height of the reliefs did not reach the level of the general surface. Danforth had the idea that it was a second carving—a sort of palimpsest formed after the obliteration of a previous design. In nature it was wholly decorative and conventional; and consisted of crude spirals and angles roughly following the quintile mathematical tradition of the Old Ones, yet seeming more like a parody than a perpetuation of that tradition. We could not get it out of our minds that some subtly but profoundly alien element had been added to the aesthetic feeling behind the technique—an alien element, Danforth guessed, that was responsible for the manifestly laborious substitution. It was like, yet disturbingly unlike, what we had come to recognise as the Old Ones’ art; and I was persistently reminded of such hybrid things as the ungainly Palmyrene sculptures fashioned in the Roman manner. That others had recently noticed this belt of carving was hinted by the presence of a used torch battery on the floor in front of one of the most characteristic designs.


    Since we could not afford to spend any considerable time in study, we resumed our advance after a cursory look; though frequently casting beams over the walls to see if any further decorative changes developed. Nothing of the sort was perceived, though the carvings were in places rather sparse because of the numerous mouths of smooth-floored lateral tunnels. We saw and heard fewer penguins, but thought we caught a vague suspicion of an infinitely distant chorus of them somewhere deep within the earth. The new and inexplicable odour was abominably strong, and we could detect scarcely a sign of that other nameless scent. Puffs of visible vapour ahead bespoke increasing contrasts in temperature, and the relative nearness of the sunless sea-cliffs of the great abyss. Then, quite unexpectedly, we saw certain obstructions on the polished floor ahead—obstructions which were quite definitely not penguins—and turned on our second torch after making sure that the objects were quite stationary.


    XI.


    Still another time have I come to a place where it is very difficult to proceed. I ought to be hardened by this stage; but there are some experiences and intimations which scar too deeply to permit of healing, and leave only such an added sensitiveness that memory re inspires all the original horror. We saw, as I have said, certain obstructions on the polished floor ahead; and I may add that our nostrils were assailed almost simultaneously by a very curious intensification of the strange prevailing foetor, now quite plainly mixed with the nameless stench of those others which had gone before us. The light of the second torch left no doubt of what the obstructions were, and we dared approach them only because we could see, even from a distance, that they were quite as past all harming power as had been the six similar specimens unearthed from the monstrous star-mounded graves at poor Lake’s camp.


    They were, indeed, as lacking in completeness as most of those we had unearthed—though it grew plain from the thick, dark-green pool gathering around them that their incompleteness was of infinitely greater recency. There seemed to be only four of them, whereas Lake’s bulletins would have suggested no less than eight as forming the group which had preceded us. To find them in this state was wholly unexpected, and we wondered what sort of monstrous struggle had occurred down here in the dark.


    Penguins, attacked in a body, retaliate savagely with their beaks; and our ears now made certain the existence of a rookery far beyond. Had those others disturbed such a place and aroused murderous pursuit? The obstructions did not suggest it, for pen guin beaks against the tough tissues Lake had dissected could hardly account for the terrible damage our approaching glance was beginning to make out. Besides, the huge blind birds we had seen appeared to be singularly peaceful.


    Had there, then, been a struggle among those others, and were the absent four responsible? If so, where were they? Were they close at hand and likely to form an immediate menace to us? We glanced anxiously at some of the smooth-floored lateral passages as we continued our slow and frankly reluctant approach. Whatever the conflict was, it had clearly been that which had frightened the penguins into their unaccustomed wandering. It must, then, have arisen near that faintly heard rookery in the incalculable gulf beyond, since there were no signs that any birds had normally dwelt here. Perhaps, we reflected, there had been a hideous running fight, with the weaker party seeking to get back to the cached sledges when their pursuers finished them. One could picture the daemoniac fray between namelessly monstrous entities as it surged out of the black abyss with great clouds of frantic penguins squawking and scurrying ahead.


    I say that we approached those sprawling and incomplete obstructions slowly and reluctantly. Would to heaven we had never approached them at all, but had run back at top speed out of that blasphemous tunnel with the greasily smooth floors and the degenerate murals aping and mocking the things they had superseded—run back, before we had seen what we did see, and before our minds were burned with something which will never let us breathe easily again!


    Both of our torches were turned on the prostrate objects, so that we soon realised the dominant factor in their incompleteness. Mauled, compressed, twisted, and ruptured as they were, their chief common injury was total decapitation. From each one the tentacled starfish-head had been removed; and as we drew near we saw that the manner of removal looked more like some hellish tearing or suction than like any ordinary form of cleavage. Their noisome dark-green ichor formed a large, spreading pool; but its stench was half overshadowed by that newer and stranger stench, here more pungent than at any other point along our route. Only when we had come very close to the sprawling obstructions could we trace that second, unexplainable foetor to any immediate source—and the instant we did so Danforth, remembering certain very vivid sculptures of the Old Ones’ history in the Permian age 150 million years ago, gave vent to a nerve-tortured cry which echoed hysterically through that vaulted and archaic passage with the evil palimpsest carvings.


    I came only just short of echoing his cry myself; for I had seen those primal sculptures, too, and had shudderingly admired the way the nameless artist had suggested that hideous slime-coating found on certain incomplete and prostrate Old Ones—those whom the frightful shoggoths had characteristically slain and sucked to a ghastly headlessness in the great war of re-subjugation. They were infamous, nightmare sculptures even when telling of age-old, bygone things; for shoggoths and their work ought not to be seen by human beings or portrayed by any beings. The mad author of the Necronomicon had nervously tried to swear that none had been bred on this planet, and that only drugged dreamers had ever conceived them. Formless protoplasm able to mock and reflect all forms and organs and processes—viscous agglutinations of bubbling cells—rubbery fifteen-foot spheroids infinitely plastic and ductile—slaves of suggestion, builders of cities—more and more sullen, more and more intelligent, more and more amphibious, more and more imitative—Great God! What madness made even those blasphemous Old Ones willing to use and to carve such things?


    And now, when Danforth and I saw the freshly glistening and reflectively iridescent black slime which clung thickly to those headless bodies and stank obscenely with that new unknown odour whose cause only a diseased fancy could envisage—clung to those bodies and sparkled less voluminously on a smooth part of the accursedly re-sculptured wall in a series of grouped dots—we understood the quality of cosmic fear to its uttermost depths. It was not fear of those four missing others—for all too well did we suspect they would do no harm again. Poor devils! After all, they were not evil things of their kind. They were the men of another age and another order of being. Nature had played a hellish jest on them—as it will on any others that human madness, callousness, or cruelty may hereafter drag up in that hideously dead or sleeping polar waste—and this was their tragic homecoming.


    They had not been even savages—for what indeed had they done? That awful awakening in the cold of an unknown epoch—perhaps an attack by the furry, frantically barking quadrupeds, and a dazed defence against them and the equally frantic white simians with the queer wrappings and paraphernalia ... poor Lake, poor Gedney ... and poor Old Ones! Scientists to the last—what had they done that we would not have done in their place? God, what intelligence and persistence! What a facing of the incredible, just as those carven kinsmen and forbears had faced things only a little less incredible! Radiates, vegetables, monstrosities, star-spawn—whatever they had been, they were men!


    They had crossed the icy peaks on whose templed slopes they had once worshipped and roamed among the tree-ferns. They had found their dead city brooding under its curse, and had read its carven latter days as we had done. They had tried to reach their living fellows in fabled depths of blackness they had never seen—and what had they found? All this flashed in unison through the thoughts of Danforth and me as we looked from those headless, slime-coated shapes to the loathsome palimpsest sculptures and the diabolical dot-groups of fresh slime on the wall beside them—looked and understood what must have triumphed and survived down there in the Cyclopean water-city of that nighted, penguin-fringed abyss, whence even now a sinister curling mist had begun to belch pallidly as if in answer to Danforth’s hysterical scream.


    The shock of recognising that monstrous slime and headlessness had frozen us into mute, motionless statues, and it is only through later conversations that we have learned of the complete identity of our thoughts at that moment. It seemed aeons that we stood there, but actually it could not have been more than ten or fifteen seconds. That hateful, pallid mist curled forward as if veritably driven by some remoter advancing bulk—and then came a sound which upset much of what we had just decided, and in so doing broke the spell and enabled us to run like mad past squawking, confused penguins over our former trail back to the city, along ice-sunken megalithic corridors to the great open circle, and up that archaic spiral ramp in a frenzied automatic plunge for the sane outer air and light of day.


    The new sound, as I have intimated, upset much that we had decided; because it was what poor Lake’s dissection had led us to attribute to those we had just judged dead. It was, Danforth later told me, precisely what he had caught in infinitely muffled form when at that spot beyond the alley-corner above the glacial level; and it certainly had a shocking resemblance to the wind-pipings we had both heard around the lofty mountain caves. At the risk of seeming puerile I will add another thing, too; if only because of the surprising way Danforth’s impression chimed with mine. Of course common reading is what prepared us both to make the interpretation, though Danforth has hinted at queer notions about unsuspected and forbidden sources to which Poe may have had access when writing his Arthur Gordon Pym a century ago. It will be remembered that in that fantastic tale there is a word of unknown but terrible and prodigious significance connected with the antarctic and screamed eternally by the gigantic, spectrally snowy birds of that malign region’s core. “Tekeli-li! Tekeli-li!” That, I may admit, is exactly what we thought we heard conveyed by that sudden sound behind the advancing white mist—that insidious musical piping over a singularly wide range.


    We were in full flight before three notes or syllables had been uttered, though we knew that the swiftness of the Old Ones would enable any scream-roused and pursuing survivor of the slaughter to overtake us in a moment if it really wished to do so. We had a vague hope, however, that non-aggressive conduct and a display of kindred reason might cause such a being to spare us in case of capture; if only from scientific curiosity. After all, if such an one had nothing to fear for itself it would have no motive in harming us. Concealment being futile at this juncture, we used our torch for a running glance behind, and perceived that the mist was thinning. Would we see, at last, a complete and living specimen of those others? Again came that insidious musical piping—”Tekeli-li!


    Tekeli-li!”


    Then, noting that we were actually gaining on our pursuer, it occurred to us that the entity might be wounded. We could take no chances, however, since it was very obviously approaching in answer to Danforth’s scream rather than in flight from any other entity. The timing was too close to admit of doubt. Of the whereabouts of that less conceivable and less mentionable nightmare—that foetid, unglimpsed mountain of slime-spewing protoplasm whose race had conquered the abyss and sent land pioneers to re-carve and squirm through the burrows of the hills—we could form no guess; and it cost us a genuine pang to leave this probably crippled Old One—perhaps a lone survivor—to the peril of recapture and a nameless fate.


    Thank heaven we did not slacken our run. The curling mist had thickened again, and was driving ahead with increased speed; whilst the straying penguins in our rear were squawking and screaming and displaying signs of a panic really surprising in view of their relatively minor confusion when we had passed them. Once more came that sinister, wide-ranged piping—”Tekeli-li! Tekeli-li!” We had been wrong. The thing was not wounded, but had merely paused on encountering the bodies of its fallen kindred and the hellish slime inscription above them. We could never know what that daemon message was—but those burials at Lake’s camp had shewn how much importance the beings attached to their dead. Our recklessly used torch now revealed ahead of us the large open cavern where various ways converged, and we were glad to be leaving those morbid palimpsest sculptures—almost felt even when scarcely seen—behind.


    Another thought which the advent of the cave inspired was the possibility of losing our pursuer at this bewildering focus of large galleries. There were several of the blind albino penguins in the open space, and it seemed clear that their fear of the oncoming entity was extreme to the point of unaccountability. If at that point we dimmed our torch to the very lowest limit of travelling need, keeping it strictly in front of us, the frightened squawking motions of the huge birds in the mist might muffle our footfalls, screen our true course, and somehow set up a false lead. Amidst the churning, spiralling fog the littered and unglistening floor of the main tunnel beyond this point, as differing from the other morbidly polished burrows, could hardly form a highly distinguishing feature; even, so far as we could conjecture, for those indicated special senses which made the Old Ones partly though imperfectly independent of light in emergencies. In fact, we were somewhat apprehensive lest we go astray ourselves in our haste. For we had, of course, decided to keep straight on toward the dead city; since the consequences of loss in those unknown foothill honeycombings would be unthinkable.


    The fact that we survived and emerged is sufficient proof that the thing did take a wrong gallery whilst we providentially hit on the right one. The penguins alone could not have saved us, but in conjunction with the mist they seem to have done so. Only a benign fate kept the curling vapours thick enough at the right moment, for they were constantly shifting and threatening to vanish. Indeed, they did lift for a second just before we emerged from the nauseously re-sculptured tunnel into the cave; so that we actually caught one first and only half-glimpse of the oncoming entity as we cast a final, desperately fearful glance backward before dimming the torch and mixing with the penguins in the hope of dodging pursuit. If the fate which screened us was benign, that which gave us the half-glimpse was infinitely the opposite; for to that flash of semi-vision can be traced a full half of the horror which has ever since haunted us.


    Our exact motive in looking back again was perhaps no more than the immemorial instinct of the pursued to gauge the nature and course of its pursuer; or perhaps it was an automatic attempt to answer a subconscious question raised by one of our senses. In the midst of our flight, with all our faculties centred on the problem of escape, we were in no condition to observe and analyse details; yet even so our latent brain-cells must have wondered at the message brought them by our nostrils. Afterward we realised what it was—that our retreat from the foetid slime-coating on those headless obstructions, and the coincident approach of the pursuing entity, had not brought us the exchange of stenches which logic called for. In the neighbourhood of the prostrate things that new and lately unexplainable foetor had been wholly dominant; but by this time it ought to have largely given place to the nameless stench associated with those others. This it had not done—for instead, the newer and less bearable smell was now virtually undiluted, and growing more and more poisonously insistent each second.


    So we glanced back—simultaneously, it would appear; though no doubt the incipient motion of one prompted the imitation of the other. As we did so we flashed both torches full strength at the momentarily thinned mist; either from sheer primitive anxiety to see all we could, or in a less primitive but equally unconscious effort to dazzle the entity before we dimmed our light and dodged among the penguins of the labyrinth-centre ahead. Unhappy act! Not Orpheus himself, or Lot’s wife, paid much more dearly for a backward glance. And again came that shocking, wide-ranged piping—“Tekeli-li! Tekeli-li!”


    I might as well be frank—even if I cannot bear to be quite direct—in stating what we saw; though at the time we felt that it was not to be admitted even to each other. The words reaching the reader can never even suggest the awfulness of the sight itself. It crippled our consciousness so completely that I wonder we had the residual sense to dim our torches as planned, and to strike the right tunnel toward the dead city. Instinct alone must have carried us through—perhaps better than reason could have done; though if that was what saved us, we paid a high price. Of reason we certainly had little enough left. Danforth was totally unstrung, and the first thing I remember of the rest of the journey was hearing him light-headedly chant an hysterical formula in which I alone of mankind could have found anything but insane irrelevance. It reverberated in falsetto echoes among the squawks of the penguins; reverberated through the vaultings ahead, and—thank God—through the now empty vaultings behind. He could not have begun it at once—else we would not have been alive and blindly racing. I shudder to think of what a shade of difference in his nervous reactions might have brought.


    “South Station Under—Washington Under—Park Street Under—Kendall—Central—Harvard....” The poor fellow was chanting the familiar stations of the Boston-Cambridge tunnel that burrowed through our peaceful native soil thousands of miles away in New England, yet to me the ritual had neither irrelevance nor home-feeling. It had only horror, because I knew unerringly the monstrous, nefandous analogy that had suggested it. We had expected, upon looking back, to see a terrible and incredibly moving entity if the mists were thin enough; but of that entity we had formed a clear idea. What we did see—for the mists were indeed all too malignly thinned—was something altogether different, and immeasurably more hideous and detestable. It was the utter, objective embodiment of the fantastic novelist’s ‘thing that should not be’; and its nearest comprehensible analogue is a vast, onrushing subway train as one sees it from a station platform—the great black front looming colossally out of infinite subterraneous distance, constellated with strangely coloured lights and filling the prodigious burrow as a piston fills a cylinder.


    But we were not on a station platform. We were on the track ahead as the nightmare plastic column of foetid black iridescence oozed tightly onward through its fifteen-foot sinus; gathering unholy speed and driving before it a spiral, re-thickening cloud of the pallid abyss-vapour. It was a terrible, indescribable thing vaster than any subway train—a shapeless congeries of protoplasmic bubbles, faintly self-luminous, and with myriads of temporary eyes forming and unforming as pustules of greenish light all over the tunnel-filling front that bore down upon us, crushing the penguins and slithering over the glistening floor that it and its kind had swept so evilly free of all litter. Still came that eldritch, mocking cry— “Tekeli-li! Tekeli-li!” And at last we remembered that the daemoniac shoggoths—given life, thought, and plastic organ patterns solely by the Old Ones, and having no language save that which the dot-groups expressed—had likewise no voice save the imitated accents of their bygone masters.


    XII.


    Danforth and I have recollections of emerging into the great sculptured hemisphere and of threading our back trail through the Cyclopean rooms and corridors of the dead city; yet these are purely dream-fragments involving no memory of volition, details, or physical exertion. It was as if we floated in a nebulous world or dimension without time, causation, or orientation. The grey half-daylight of the vast circular space sobered us somewhat; but we did not go near those cached sledges or look again at poor Gedney and the dog. They have a strange and titanic mausoleum, and I hope the end of this planet will find them still undisturbed.


    It was while struggling up the colossal spiral incline that we first felt the terrible fatigue and short breath which our race through the thin plateau air had produced; but not even the fear of collapse could make us pause before reaching the normal outer realm of sun and sky. There was something vaguely appropriate about our departure from those buried epochs; for as we wound our panting way up the sixty-foot cylinder of primal masonry we glimpsed beside us a continuous procession of heroic sculptures in the dead race’s early and undecayed technique—a farewell from the Old Ones, written fifty million years ago.


    Finally scrambling out at the top, we found ourselves on a great mound of tumbled blocks; with the curved walls of higher stone-work rising westward, and the brooding peaks of the great mountains shewing beyond the more crumbled structures toward the east. The low antarctic sun of midnight peered redly from the southern horizon through rifts in the jagged ruins, and the terrible age and deadness of the nightmare city seemed all the starker by contrast with such relatively known and accustomed things as the features of the polar landscape. The sky above was a churning and opalescent mass of tenuous ice-vapours, and the cold clutched at our vitals. Wearily resting the outfit-bags to which we had instinctively clung throughout our desperate flight, we rebuttoned our heavy garments for the stumbling climb down the mound and the walk through the aeon-old stone maze to the foothills where our aëroplane waited. Of what had set us fleeing from the darkness of earth’s secret and archaic gulfs we said nothing at all.


    In less than a quarter of an hour we had found the steep grade to the foothills—the probable ancient terrace—by which we had descended, and could see the dark bulk of our great plane amidst the sparse ruins on the rising slope ahead. Half way uphill toward our goal we paused for a momentary breathing-spell, and turned to look again at the fantastic palaeogean tangle of incredible stone shapes below us—once more outlined mystically against an unknown west. As we did so we saw that the sky beyond had lost its morning haziness; the restless ice-vapours having moved up to the zenith, where their mocking outlines seemed on the point of settling into some bizarre pattern which they feared to make quite definite or conclusive.


    There now lay revealed on the ultimate white horizon behind the grotesque city a dim, elfin line of pinnacled violet whose needle-pointed heights loomed dream-like against the beckoning rose-colour of the western sky. Up toward this shimmering rim sloped the ancient table-land, the depressed course of the bygone river traversing it as an irregular ribbon of shadow. For a second we gasped in admiration of the scene’s unearthly cosmic beauty, and then vague horror began to creep into our souls. For this far violet line could be nothing else than the terrible mountains of the forbidden land—highest of earth’s peaks and focus of earth’s evil; harbourers of nameless horrors and Archaean secrets; shunned and prayed to by those who feared to carve their meaning; untrodden by any living thing of earth, but visited by the sinister lightnings and sending strange beams across the plains in the polar night—beyond doubt the unknown archetype of that dreaded Kadath in the Cold Waste beyond abhorrent Leng, whereof unholy primal legends hint evasively. We were the first human beings ever to see them—and I hope to God we may be the last.


    If the sculptured maps and pictures in that pre-human city had told truly, these cryptic violet mountains could not be much less than 300 miles away; yet none the less sharply did their dim elfin essence jut above that remote and snowy rim, like the serrated edge of a monstrous alien planet about to rise into unaccustomed heavens. Their height, then, must have been tremendous beyond all known comparison—carrying them up into tenuous atmospheric strata peopled by such gaseous wraiths as rash flyers have barely lived to whisper of after unexplainable falls. Looking at them, I thought nervously of certain sculptured hints of what the great bygone river had washed down into the city from their accursed slopes—and wondered how much sense and how much folly had lain in the fears of those Old Ones who carved them so reticently. I recalled how their northerly end must come near the coast at Queen Mary Land, where even at that moment Sir Douglas Mawson’s expedition was doubtless working less than a thousand miles away; and hoped that no evil fate would give Sir Douglas and his men a glimpse of what might lie beyond the protecting coastal range. Such thoughts formed a measure of my overwrought condition at the time—and Danforth seemed to be even worse.


    Yet long before we had passed the great star-shaped ruin and reached our plane our fears had become transferred to the lesser but vast enough range whose re-crossing lay ahead of us. From these foothills the black, ruin-crusted slopes reared up starkly and hideously against the east, again reminding us of those strange Asian paintings of Nicholas Roerich; and when we thought of the damnable honeycombs inside them, and of the frightful amorphous entities that might have pushed their foetidly squirming way even to the topmost hollow pinnacles, we could not face without panic the prospect of again sailing by those suggestive skyward cave-mouths where the wind made sounds like an evil musical piping over a wide range. To make matters worse, we saw distinct traces of local mist around several of the summits—as poor Lake must have done when he made that early mistake about volcanism—and thought shiveringly of that kindred mist from which we had just escaped; of that, and of the blasphemous, horror-fostering abyss whence all such vapours came.


    All was well with the plane, and we clumsily hauled on our heavy flying furs. Danforth got the engine started without trouble, and we made a very smooth takeoff over the nightmare city. Below us the primal Cyclopean masonry spread out as it had done when first we saw it—so short, yet infinitely long, a time ago—and we began rising and turning to test the wind for our crossing through the pass. At a very high level there must have been great disturbance, since the ice-dust clouds of the zenith were doing all sorts of fantastic things; but at 24,000 feet, the height we needed for the pass, we found navigation quite practicable. As we drew close to the jutting peaks the wind’s strange piping again became manifest, and I could see Danforth’s hands trembling at the controls. Rank amateur though I was, I thought at that moment that I might be a better navigator than he in effecting the dangerous crossing between pinnacles; and when I made motions to change seats and take over his duties he did not protest. I tried to keep all my skill and self-possession about me, and stared at the sector of reddish farther sky betwixt the walls of the pass—resolutely refusing to pay attention to the puffs of mountain-top vapour, and wishing that I had wax-stopped ears like Ulysses’ men off the Sirens’ coast to keep that disturbing wind-piping from my consciousness.


    But Danforth, released from his piloting and keyed up to a dan gerous nervous pitch, could not keep quiet. I felt him turning and wriggling about as he looked back at the terrible receding city, ahead at the cave-riddled, cube-barnacled peaks, sidewise at the bleak sea of snowy, rampart-strown foothills, and upward at the seething, grotesquely clouded sky. It was then, just as I was trying to steer safely through the pass, that his mad shrieking brought us so close to disaster by shattering my tight hold on myself and causing me to fumble helplessly with the controls for a moment. A second afterward my resolution triumphed and we made the crossing safely—yet I am afraid that Danforth will never be the same again.


    I have said that Danforth refused to tell me what final horror made him scream out so insanely—a horror which, I feel sadly sure, is mainly responsible for his present breakdown. We had snatches of shouted conversation above the wind’s piping and the engine’s buzzing as we reached the safe side of the range and swooped slowly down toward the camp, but that had mostly to do with the pledges of secrecy we had made as we prepared to leave the nightmare city. Certain things, we had agreed, were not for people to know and discuss lightly—and I would not speak of them now but for the need of heading off that Starkweather-Moore Expedition, and others, at any cost. It is absolutely necessary, for the peace and safety of mankind, that some of earth’s dark, dead corners and unplumbed depths be let alone; lest sleeping abnormalities wake to resurgent life, and blasphemously surviving nightmares squirm and splash out of their black lairs to newer and wider conquests.


    All that Danforth has ever hinted is that the final horror was a mirage. It was not, he declares, anything connected with the cubes and caves of echoing, vaporous, wormily honeycombed mountains of madness which we crossed; but a single fantastic, daemoniac glimpse, among the churning zenith-clouds, of what lay back of those other violet westward mountains which the Old Ones had shunned and feared. It is very probable that the thing was a sheer delusion born of the previous stresses we had passed through, and of the actual though unrecognised mirage of the dead transmontane city experienced near Lake’s camp the day before; but it was so real to Danforth that he suffers from it still.


    He has on rare occasions whispered disjointed and irresponsible things about “the black pit”, “the carven rim”, “the proto-shoggoths”, “the windowless solids with five dimensions”, “the nameless cylinder”, “the elder pharos”, “Yog-Sothoth”, “the primal white jelly”, “the colour out of space”, “the wings”, “the eyes in darkness”, “the moon-ladder”, “the original, the eternal, the undying”, and other bizarre conceptions; but when he is fully himself he repudiates all this and attributes it to his curious and macabre reading of earlier years. Danforth, indeed, is known to be among the few who have ever dared go completely through that worm-riddled copy of the Necronomicon kept under lock and key in the college library.


    The higher sky, as we crossed the range, was surely vaporous and disturbed enough; and although I did not see the zenith I can well imagine that its swirls of ice-dust may have taken strange forms. Imagination, knowing how vividly distant scenes can sometimes be reflected, refracted, and magnified by such layers of restless cloud, might easily have supplied the rest—and of course Danforth did not hint any of those specific horrors till after his memory had had a chance to draw on his bygone reading. He could never have seen so much in one instantaneous glance.


    At the time his shrieks were confined to the repetition of a single mad word of all too obvious source:


    “Tekeli-li! Tekeli-li!”

  


  
    HARBOUR WHISTLES, by H. P. Lovecraft


    First published in The Silver Fern, May 1930.

    Reprinted in Weird Tales, May 1936


    Over old roofs and past decaying spires


    The harbour whistles chant all through the night;


    Throats from strange ports, and beaches far and white,


    And fabulous oceans, ranged in motley choirs.


    Each to the other alien and unknown,


    Yet all, by some obscurely focussed force


    From brooding gulfs beyond the Zodiac’s course,


    Fused into one mysterious cosmic drone.


    Through shadowy dreams they send a marching line


    Of still more shadowy shapes and hints and views;


    Echoes from outer voids, and subtle clues


    To things which they themselves cannot define.


    And always in that chorus, faintly blent,


    We catch some notes no earth-ship ever sent.

  


  
    THE LOVECRAFT CIRCLE, by Dennis H. Barbour


    In his relatively brief life, Howard Phillips Lovecraft (1890–1937) attracted little attention from the reading public, and even in the emergent niche of science fiction/fantasy writing, he was known only to a small group of other writers, usually young, aspiring ones, who found his work profoundly attractive. In the early twentieth century, their work signified a break from the older forms of fantasy found in the works of Hawthorne, Poe, James, and other nineteenth-century writers who dealt with psychological terror of the supernatural in the forms of demons, ghosts, vampires, and other unnatural creatures. The horrors the Lovecraft Circle created were strikingly new—monsters from other dimensions or from outer space. These works served as something of a bridge between the genre of fantasy and the emerging genre of science fiction. In fact, in this early period of interest and publication opportunity in magazines such as Weird Tales, these works were classed as scientifiction (Williamson, 12) and commonly occurred alongside works that would later be classed as science fiction.


    Though Lovecraft was something of a recluse, refusing opportunities to travel, he was an extremely generous correspondent and editor, spending a great deal of his time reviewing and editing manuscripts and encouraging the young writers who appealed to him for help. This group of writers included August Derleth (1909–1971), Frank Belknap Long (1903–1994), Robert Bloch (1917–1994), Clark Ashton Smith (1893–1961), Donald Wandrei (1908–1957), and Robert E. Howard (1906–1936). All, in a sense were disciples of Lovecraft, though later, most developed their writing careers in their own directions. As with other literary circles, they shared a common interest, a dedication to works of the imagination focusing on the myth of Cthulu and on other-dimensional terrors established in the works of Lovecraft. In some cases (especially that of Derleth), they extended the work of Lovecraft using names and concepts from his fiction. In others, they followed the spirit of his work in their own imaginative creations.


    As the heir of Edgar Allan Poe, Lovecraft built his fiction on fear. Like Poe, Lovecraft created characters, usually narrators, who were examples of abnormal psychology, the victims of phobias. While for Poe, the phobia seemed topical, as in “The Premature Burial,” the fear of being buried alive, in “Berenice,” the fixation on teeth, or in “The Tell-Tale Heart,” on the diseased eye, Lovecraft’s phobias are much more psychologically deep-seated and complex. As Lovecraft put it himself in his famous essay “Supernatural Horror in Literature,” “The oldest and strongest emotion of mankind is fear, and the oldest and strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown.” Elaborating on this statement in a letter to Robert E. Howard, he wrote “The basis of all true cosmic horror is always violation of the order of nature [Lovecraft’s italics].” (Lovecraft, Tales, 819)


    His fear is cosmic: what if unknown forces have the power to destroy everything we know? The creatures are so overwhelmingly alien that words often fail him, and following Poe’s technique for dealing with unspeakable horror, he lapses into italics, dashes, all capitals, and an extremely formal literary style, using words such as “eldritch” to approximate a description of unspeakable horror. Creatures such as Cthulu and the Dunwich Horror are beyond science, even beyond science fiction. If they are allowed to enter our world, they will destroy every semblance of civilization and perhaps even the human race. In Lovecraft’s work, it is usually only the rarest of individuals, normally scholars of the arcane, or obscure cults, who discover this terrifying knowledge. The mass of humanity normally remains blissfully ignorant of the cosmic terror.


    From a Freudian perspective, Lovecraft’s fears seem to stem from his abnormal childhood, the untimely death of his father, a failed businessman and victim of syphilis, when Lovecraft was only eight, a neurotic mother with her own “monsters,” and the unloving environment of his relatives’ home where he had to live after his father’s death. Although the focus is on cosmic fear, Lovecraft’s narrators suffer a much more personal fear in the prospect of a loss of identity to the “other,” sometimes described as a cannibalistic being (Smith, 463) whether an alien as in “The Colour Out of Space,” a demonic being as in “The Case of Charles Dexter Ward,” or another race of beings as in “The Shadow over Innsmouth.” The fear of losing one’s identity is a particularly modernistic concept, the concept of alienation, as seen in the extreme in Kafka’s Metamorphosis, in which the mind of the victim remains intact although he is trapped in the form of a giant insect. Another form of irrational fear from a Freudian perspective is the “bogeyman,” most notably brought to life in Stephen King’s fiction, an irrational, incomprehensible creature that victimizes children and follows no laws of human nature.


    His disciples—Bloch, Derleth, Long, Smith, Howard and others—followed Lovecraft’s lead, focusing on the fear factor. Much of their work, along with Lovecraft’s, appeared in Weird Tales, first published in 1923.


    Of this group, August Derleth most directly followed Lovecraft’s lead in attempting to extend and enlarge upon the Cthulu Mythos. He portrayed a cosmic struggle between the Old Ones over control of Earth, with the same fear of a destructive outcome that would plunge humanity into a savage, prehistoric chaos. However, critics, including Robert Bloch (“Heritage of Horror,” xix), took him to task for inserting a moralistic, good vs. evil, theme into the struggle, an element that violates the amoral portrayal of the Old Ones Lovecraft promoted and imposing a rational element that undermines the essential fear of the unknown precious to Lovecraft. Derleth does deserve credit, though, for his bringing Lovecraft to public attention through establishing Arkham House Publishing in 1939.


    Frank Belknap Long’s contribution to the Cthulu Mythos, the creation of the Hounds of Tyndalos, is truer to the Lovecraftian spirit. Following the fourth-dimensional mathematical logic of “Dreams in the Witch House,” Long portrays the hounds as more bat-like than canine. “‘The Hounds of Tyndalos’…is a thoroughly effective tale of monstrous creatures from beyond normal time and space breaking through the ‘angles’ of our universe.” (Smith, 458.) Like Cthulu, Nyarlathotep, and Yog-Sothoth, these creatures are otherworldly, beyond the comprehension of humanity. And like these monstrous beings, they prey on the very essence of humans, sucking away their identities in a vampire bat-like manner. Also, their origin and presence in the universe are obscure, not following normal scientific laws. They “evok[e] a sense of non-Euclidian dimension.” (Smith, 458.) Also true to Lovecraft’s spirit, they evoke an irrational, hopeless fear, a fear that can drive their victims to insanity.


    Although the bulk of Robert Bloch’s career seems devoted to ironic dark fantasy, he was a great admirer of Lovecraft and a loyal editor of his work. He described himself as “primarily a writer of fantasy and mystery-suspense fiction…on the peripheral edges of science fiction proper—fantasy, weird horror, and suspense.” (Smith, 193) His early career was heavily influenced by Lovecraft, and he was among the many younger writers who sent his manuscripts to Lovecraft for review. In fact, he and Lovecraft rather playfully created characters to represent themselves, each of whom the other killed off in their fiction. Bloch’s mature career included screen writing, most notably for Hitchock’s Psycho, based on his own novel, and for three Star Trek episodes. Certainly, Psycho focuses on fear, the fear of an unknowably diseased mind and the danger of becoming a victim, the threat once again of destruction of the self, either through insanity or through falling prey to such an alien mentality.


    Other writers who pursued Lovecraft’s theme of fear of the unknown include Clark Ashton Smith and Robert E. Howard. The fantasy worlds they create echo the unknowable cosmic worlds Lovecraft hinted at in his “Call of Cthulu” and in “The Dreams in the Witch House,” worlds older than humanity or settings before historical time. Howard’s Conan the Barbarian encounters ancient godlike beings and evil magicians in his adventures of bravery and swordmanship. But perhaps the strongest echo of Lovecraft occurs in Smith’s “The City of Singing Flame,” published in 1932. The subterranean setting of this story and the weird, ancient creatures who inhabit it certainly evoke scenes from At the Mountains of Madness as well as the fascination/repulsion factor that characterizes many of Lovecraft’s narrators. However, Smith’s characteristic utopian view comes in with the promise of an ideal world beyond the City of Flame, a world in which humans can maintain a sense of identity in an alien paradise, if willing to extinguish themselves in the flame. This is a happier fate than that of most of Lovecraft’s characters who lose their identities to an evil, alien force. However, in Smith’s story, circumstances do not allow the characters to remain in this other-dimensional utopia.


    As pointed out in much of the above discussion, the work of the Lovecraft Circle shares a common ground in dealing with what if questions that provoke horror. In doing so, they deal with possible futures, with utopias and dystopias, with fear and wonder. These works have been remarkably durable, frequently appearing in movie form, television programs, in the popular culture even in such an unlikely place as The Simpsons. In all cases, they seek to take the world we live in and stretch our imaginations to force us to ponder the frightening consequences of the unimaginable. Like Poe before them, these writers were able to tap into our most primal fears and have therefore earned their place in the realm of fantasy/science fiction.


    * * * *
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    LAURENCE MANNING


    (1899–1972)


    A member of editor Hugo Gernsback’s stable of writers, the Canadian-born Manning came to the U.S. in 1921, two years after graduating from Kings College in Halifax, Nova Scotia, with a bachelor’s degree in civil law. He wrote almost all of his science fiction over a few years in the early 1930s.


    Manning was an amateur scientist as well as a writer, at a transitional time when many scientists were essentially hobbyists. He was a pioneer in rocketry and a founding member of the American Rocket Society (then called the American Interplanetary Society) in 1930, as well as the editor of its journal, Astronautics. By the mid 1940s, Manning felt rocketry had become too advanced for amateurs and retired from the society.


    Aside from a handful of short stories that he wrote in the 1950s, Manning stopped writing science fiction in 1935 to manage a mail order nursery that he owned, He did write a popular book on gardening, The How and Why of Better Gardening in 1951.


    “The Man Who Awoke” was Manning’s most popular story. It spawned four sequels, and the pieces were eventually collected together as a fix-up novel published three years after Manning’s death—his only science fiction to appear in book form. His other novel, The Wreck of the Asteroid (1933) only appeared in serialized form in Wonder Stories.

  


  
    THE MAN WHO AWOKE, by Laurence Manning


    First published in Wonder Stories, March 1933


    CHAPTER 1


    The Road to Tomorrow


    It was in all the newspapers for the entire month of September. Reports came in from such out-of-the-way places as Venezuela and Monte Carlo: “missing banker found.” But such reports always proved false. The disappearance of Norman Winters was at last given up as one of those mysteries than can only be solved by the great detectives Time and Chance. His description was broadcast from one end of the civilized world to the other: Five feet eleven inches tall; brown hair; grayish dark eyes; aquiline nose; fair complexion; age forty-six; hobbies: history and biology; distinguishing marks: a small mole set at the corner of the right nostril.


    His son could spare little time for search, for just a month before his disappearance Winters had practically retired from active affairs and left their direction to his son’s capable hands. There was no clue as to motive, for he had absolutely no enemies and possessed a great deal of money with which to indulge his dilettante scientific hobbies.


    By October only the highly paid detective bureau that his son employed gave the vanished man any further thought. Snow came early that year in the Westchester suburb where the Winters estate lay, and it covered the ground with a blanket of white. In the hills across the Hudson the bears had hibernated and lay sleeping under their earthen and icy blanket.


    In the pond on the estate the frogs had vanished from sight and lay hidden in the mud at the bottom—truly a miracle in suspended animation for biologists to puzzle over. The world went on about its winter business and gave up the vanished banker for lost. The frogs might have given them a clue—or the bears.


    But even stranger than these was the real hiding place of Norman Winters. Fifty feet beneath the frozen earth he lay in a hollow chamber a dozen feet across. He was curled up on soft eiderdown piled five feet deep, and his eyes were shut in the darkness of absolute night and in utter quiet. During October his heart beat slowly and gently, and his breast, had there been light to see by, might have been observed to rise and fall very slightly. By November these signs of life no longer existed in the motionless figure.


    The weeks sped by and the snow melted. The bears came hungrily out of whiter quarters and set about restoring their wasted tissues. The frogs made the first warm nights of spring melodious to nature-lovers and hideous to light sleepers.


    But Norman Winters did not rise from his sleep with these vernal harbingers. Still—deathly still—lay his body, and the features were waxy white. There was no decay, and the flesh was clean and fresh. No frost penetrated to this great depth; but the chamber was much warmer than this mere statement would indicate. Definite warmth came from a closed box in one corner and had come from it all the winter. From the top of the chamber wall a heavy leaden pipe came through the wall from the living rock beyond and led down to this closed box. Another similar pipe led out from it and down through the floor. Above the box was a dial like a clockface in appearance. Figures on it read in thousands from one to one hundred, and a hand pointed to slightly below the two thousand mark.


    Two platinum wires ran from the box over to the still figure on its piled couch and ended in golden bands—one around one wrist and one circling the opposite ankle. By his side stood a cabinet of carved stone—shut and mysterious as anything in that chamber. But no light was here to see by, only darkness—the black of eternal night, the groping stifling darkness of the tomb. Here was no cheering life-giving radiation of any kind. The unchanging leaden metal sealed in the air from which the dust had settled completely, as it never does on the surface of our world, and had left it as pure and motionless as crystal—and as lifeless. For without change and motion there can be no life. A faint odor remained in the atmosphere of some disinfectant, as though not even bacteria had been permitted to exist in this place of death.


    * * * *


    At the end of a month Vincent Winters (the son of the missing man) made a thorough examination of all the facts and possible clues that the detectives had brought to light bearing upon his father’s disappearance. They amounted to very little. On a Friday, September 8th, his father had spent the day on his estate; he had dinner alone, read awhile in the library, had written a letter or two and retired to his bedroom early. The next morning he had failed to put in an appearance for breakfast, and Dibbs the butler, after investigating, reported that his bed had not been slept in. The servants had, of course, all been minutely questioned even though their characters were such as almost to preclude suspicion. One only—and he the oldest and most loyal of them all—had acted and spoken in answer to questions in a fashion that aroused the curiosity of Vincent Winters. This man was Carstairs, the gardener—a tall ungainly Englishman with a long sad-looking face. He had been for twelve years in the employ of Mr. Winters.


    On Friday night, about midnight, he had been seen entering his cottage with two shovels over his shoulder —itself, perhaps, not an incriminating circumstance, but his explanation lacked credibility: he had, he said, been digging in the garden.


    “But why two shovels, Carstairs?” Vincent asked for the hundredth time and received the same unvarying answer: “I’d mislaid one shovel earlier in the day and went and got another. Then I found the first as I started home.”


    Vincent rose to his feet restlessly.


    “Come,” he said, “show me the place you were digging.”


    And Carstairs paled slightly and shook his head.


    “What, man! You refuse?”


    “I’m sorry, Mr. Vincent. Yes, I must refuse to show you…that.”


    There were a few moments of silence in the room. Vincent sighed.


    “Well, Carstairs, you leave me no choice. You are almost an institution on this place; my boyhood memories of the estate are full of pictures of you. But I shall have to turn you over to the police just the same,” and he stared with hardening eyes at the old servitor.


    The man started visibly and opened his mouth as if to speak, but closed it again with true British obstinacy. Not until Vincent had turned and picked up the telephone did he speak.


    “Stop, Mr. Vincent.”


    Vincent turned in his chair to look at him, the receiver in his hand.


    “I cannot show you the place I was digging, for Mr. Winters ordered me not to show it to anyone.”


    “You surely don’t expect me to believe that!”


    “You will still insist?”


    “Most assuredly!”


    “Then I have no choice. In case it were absolutely necessary to do so, I was to tell you these words. ‘Steubenaur on Metabolism.’”


    “What on earth does that mean?”


    “I was not informed, sir.”


    “You mean my father told you to say that if you were suspected of his…er…of being connected with his disappearance?”


    The gardener nodded without speaking.


    “H’m…sounds like the name of a book…” Vincent went into the library and consulted the neatly arranged card catalog. There was the book, right enough, an old brown leather volume in the biological section. As Vincent opened it wonderingly, an envelope fell out and onto the floor. He pounced upon this and found it addressed to himself in his father’s handwriting. With trembling anxious fingers he opened and read:


    My dear son:


    It would be better, perhaps, if you were never to read this. But it is a necessary precaution. Carstairs may in some unforseen way be connected with my disappearance. I anticipate this possibility because it is true. He has in fact helped me disappear at my own orders. He obeyed these orders with tears and expostulation and was to the very end just what he has always been—a good and devoted servant. Please see that he is never in want.


    The discovery and investigation of the so-called “cosmic” rays was of the greatest interest to us biologists, my son. Life is a chemical reaction •consisting fundamentally in the constant, tireless breaking up of organic molecules and their continual replacement by fresh structures formed from the substance of the food we eat. Lifeless matter is comparatively changeless. A diamond crystal, for instance, is composed of molecules which do not break up readily. There is no change—no life—going on in it. Organic molecules and cells are termed “unstable,” but why they should be so was neither properly understood nor explained until cosmic rays were discovered. Then we suspected the truth: The bombardment of living tissue by these minute high-speed particles caused that constant changing of detail which we term “life.”


    Can you guess now the nature of my experiment? For three years I worked on my idea. Her-kimer of Johns Hopkins helped me with the drug I shall use, and Mortimer of Harvard worked out my ray-screen requirements. But neither one knew what my purpose might be in the investigations. Radiation cannot penetrate six feet of lead buried far beneath the ground. During the past year I have constructed, with Carstairs’ help, just such a shielded chamber on my estate. Tonight I shall descend into it, and Carstairs will fill in the earth over the tunnel entrance and plant sod over the earth so that it can never be found.


    Down in my lead-walled room I shall drink my special drag and fall into a coma which would on the surface of the earth last (at most) a few hours. But down there, shielded from all change, I shall not wake until I am again subjected to radiation. A powerful X-ray bulb is connected and set in the wall. Upon the elapse of my allotted time this will light, operated by the power generated from a subterranean stream I have piped through my chamber.


    The X-ray radiation will, I hope, awaken me from my long sleep, and I shall arise and climb up through the tunnel to the world above. And I shall see with my own two eyes the glory of the world that is to be when Mankind has risen to its great destiny on the steppingstones of science.


    Do not try to find me. You will marry and forget me in your new interests. As you know, I have turned over to you my entire wealth. You wondered why at the time. Now you know. By all means marry. Have healthy children. I shall see your descendants in the future, I hope, although I travel very far in time: One hundred and twenty generations will have lived and died when I awaken, and the Winters blood will have had time to spread throughout the entire world.


    Oh my son, I can hardly wait! It is nine o’clock now and I must get started on my adventure! The call is stronger than the ties of blood. When I awaken you will have been dead three thousand years, Vincent. I shall never see you again. Farewell, my son! Farewell!


    And so the disappearance of Norman Winters passed into minor history. The detective agency made its final report and received its last check with regret. Vincent Winters married the next year and took up his residence upon his father’s estate. Carstairs aged rapidly and was provided with strong young assistants to carry on the work of the place. He approached Vincent one day, years later, and made the request that he might be buried on the estate at the foot of the mound covered with hemlock and rhododendrons. Vincent laughed at the suggestion and assured him that he would live many a year yet, but the old gardener was dead within a year. Vincent had the tomb dug rather deeper than is usual, peering often over the shoulder of the laborer into the depth of the grave. But he saw nothing there except earth and stones. He erected a heavy flat slab of reinforced concrete on the spot.


    “Most peculiar, if you ask me,” said old Dibbs to the housekeeper. “It’s almost as if Mr. Vincent wanted Carstairs’ stone to last a thousand years. Why, they cut the letters six inches deep in it!”


    In due time Vincent Winters himself died and was buried beside the gardener. There remained no one on the earth who remembered Norman Winters.


    CHAPTER 2


    Awakening—In What Year?


    It was night and great blue sheets of flame lit the sky with a ghastly glare. Suddenly a blinding flash enveloped him—he felt a million shooting pains in every limb—he was lying on the ground helpless and suffering—he fell into a brief unconsciousness.


    A dozen tunes he awakened, and each time he shrieked with the pain in his whole body. He opened his eyes upon a small room lit by a penetrating blue electric bulb. Numberless times he tried to move his right hand to shield his eyes but found he could not force his muscles to obey his will. Days must have passed as he lay there, sweat dotting his brow with the effort, and finally one day his hand moved up slowly. He lay a full minute recovering. He did not know where he was. Then from the depths of infinity a little memory came into his dulled brain, a memory with a nameless joy in it. And slowly his surroundings struck new meaning and a vast thrill coursed through him. He was awake! Had he succeeded? Was he really alive in the distant future?


    He lay quiet a moment letting the fact of his awakening sink in. His eyes turned to the stone cabinet beside his couch. Slowly his hand reached out and pulled softly at the handle. A compartment on the level of his face revealed two bottles of yellowish liquor. With gasping effort he reached one and dragged it over to him, succeeding in spilling a little of its contents but also in getting a mouthful which he swallowed. Then he lay quietly a full half hour, eyes purposefully shut and lips tightly pressed together in the agony of awakened animation, while the medicine he had taken coursed through his veins like fire and set nerves a-tingling in arms and legs and (finally) in fingertips and toes.


    When he again opened his eyes he was weak, but otherwise quite normal. The stone cabinet yielded concentrated meat lozenges from a metal box and he partook very sparingly from the second bottle of liquid. Then he swung his legs down from the eiderdown couch, now tight-compressed from its original five feet to a bare two feet of depth by his age-long weight, and crossed the chamber to the clock.


    “Five thousand!” he read breathlessly. But could it be true? He must get outside! He reached down to a valve in the leaden piping and filled a glass tumbler with cold water which he drank greedily and refilled and drank again. He looked about curiously to note the changes time had produced on his chamber, but he had planned well and little or nothing had deteriorated.


    The lead pipe was coated with a few tiny cracks in its surface, and particles of white dust lay in them where the cold water had gathered the moisture of the air by condensation. But this could not have been helped, for the stream of water through this pipe was all that kept the tiny generator turning—that made possible the heated chamber and the final blaze of the specially constructed X-ray lamp that now filled his whole being with its life-restoring radiations.


    Winters removed the cover from the power box and examined the motor and generator with great care. The chromium metal parts and the jeweled bearings showed not the slightest sign of wear. Did that mean that only a few years had elapsed? He doubted his clock’s accuracy. He replaced the covering and brushed off his hands, for everything was coated with dusty sediment. Next, Winters examined the heat elements and placed a glass container of water on them to heat. With more of his meat concentrate he made a hot soup and drank it thankfully.


    Then he went eagerly to the door in the lead wall and pulled at the locking lever. It resisted and he pulled harder, finally exerting all the strength he had in the effort. It was useless. The door was immovable! He leaned against it a moment, panting, then stooped and scrutinized the doorjamb. With a chill of dread he observed that the leaden chamber wall had become coated at the crack with a fine white dust. It had rusted the door into place! Had he awakened only to die here like a rat in a trap?


    In his weakened condition he felt total despair. He again sank back on his couch and stared desperately at the door. It was hours before the simple solution to his difficulties occurred to him. The locking lever—of course! It was of stainless steel and was held to the door only by one bolt. A matter of a dozen turns loosened the nut on this bolt and the lever came away freely in his hands.


    With this bar of stout metal as a crowbar he easily pried into the soft lead wall beside the doorjamb and, obtaining a fulcrum, put his frail weight on the end of the lever. The door gave inward an inch! In a few minutes his efforts were rewarded. The door groaned protestingly as it swung open, and Winters looked up the ancient stone steps, half-lit by the room’s illumination. But in the open doorway a chill draft blew on his ragged and tune-tattered garments so he went back to the chamber and commenced unscrewing a circular cover set into the wall.


    It came away heavily with a hiss of air, for it had enclosed a near-vacuum, and Winters pulled out clothes neatly folded. He was relieved to find a leather jacket still strong and perfect. It had been well oiled and was as supple as new. Some woolen things had not fared so well; but stout corduroy breeches of linen fiber seemed well preserved, and he put these on. A tightly covered crock of glass filled with oil yielded up a pistol designed to shoot lead bullets under compressed air and a neat roll of simple tools: a small saw, a file, a knife and a hand-axe. These he thrust into the waistband of his breeches, which had been slit around the belt to accommodate them.


    Then with a last look around, Norman Winters started up the steps, guided only by the light from the chamber behind. He stumbled over fallen stones and drifted earth as he climbed. At the top he came to a mat of tree roots sealing him in. So the axe was wielded delicately by those enfeebled arms, and many minutes passed in severing one small piece at a time. The capstone which had originally covered the tunnel had been split and pressed to one side by the force of the growing tree and after the third large root had been severed a small cascade of earth and pebbles let down on him a blazing flood of sunlight.


    He paused and forced himself to return to his chamber. There he filled a glass bottle with water and slung it to his belt, put a handful of concentrated food in his pocket, and left the chamber for good, closing the door behind him and turning off the light.


    It took only a few minutes to squeeze his head and shoulders through the opening between the roots. He looked about him with pounding heart.


    But what was this? He was in the middle of a forest!


    * * * *


    Upon all sides stretched the trees—great sky-thrusting boles with here and there a clump of lesser growth, but set so evenly and spaced so regularly as to betray human oversight. The ground was softly deep ia dead leaves and over them trailed a motley of vinelike plants. Winters recognized a cranberry vine and the bright wintergreen berries among many others he did not know. A pleasant sort of forest, he decided, and he set off rather hesitantly through the trees to see what he could find, his mind full of speculations as to how long it must have taken these trees to grow. To judge from the warmth, it must be about noon of a midsummer’s day—but of what year? Certainly many of the trees were over a hundred years old!


    He had not progressed more than a hundred yards before he came upon a clearing. Passing beyond a fringe of shrubs he soon came into full view of a great highway. North and south it stretched and he stamped his feet upon the strange, hard surface of green glass-like material. It was smooth in texture and extraordinarily straight and level. For miles he could look in both directions but, gaze as he might, not the slightest sign of buildings could he detect.


    Here was a poser indeed; where had the suburbs of New York gone? Had even New York itself joined the “lost legion” in limbo? Winters stood in indecision, and finally started tramping northward along the road. Once, about a mile further along had been the town of White Plains. It was nearby and, even if no longer in existence, it would make as good a starting point as any. His pace was slow, but the fresh air and bright sunshine set the blood coursing through his veins. He went faster as he felt his strength returning with each step. He had gone half an hour and had seen no sign of human habitation when a man appeared on the glass roadway a hundred yards ahead. He was dressed in red and russet. He held one hand over his eyes, peering at Winters, who hesitated, then continued to approach—a wild thrill surging through his veins.


    The man seemed in some vague way different. His skin was dark and tanned—features full and rounded —and his eyes (Winters observed as he got nearer) were a soft brown. The supple body seemed alert and exuded the very breath of health, yet it was indefinably sensuous and indolent—graceful in movement. He could not for the life of him decide even what race this man of the future represented—perhaps he was a mixture of many. Then the man made a curious gesture with his left hand—a sort of circle waved in the air. Winters was puzzled, but believing it was meant for greeting, imitated it awkwardly.


    “Wassum! You have chosen a slow way to travel!”


    “I am in no hurry,” Winters replied, determined to learn all he could before saying anything himself. He had to repress his natural emotions of excitement and joy. He felt an urge to shout aloud and hug this stranger in his arms.


    “Have you come far?”


    “I have been traveling for years.”


    “Come with me and I will take you to our orig. No doubt you will want food and drink and walling.” The words were drawled and his walk was slow—so much so that Winters felt a slight impatience. He was to feel this constantly among these people of the future.


    The surprising thing, when Winters came to think about it, was that the man’s speech was plain English, for which he was thankful. There were new words, of course; and the accent was strange in his ears—a tang of European broad A’s and positively continental R’s. He was wondering if radio and recorded speech had caused this persistence of the old tongue, when they came to a pleasant clearing lined with two-story houses of shiny brown. The walls were smooth as if welded whole from some composition plastic. But when he entered a house behind his guide he perceived that the entire wall admitted light translucently from outside; tiny windows were placed here and there purely for observation and air. He had little time to look around, for a huge dark man was eyeing him beneath bushy gray eyebrows.


    “A stranger who came on foot,” said his guide and nodding to Winters, “Our chief Forester.” Then he turned abruptly and left the two together, without exhibiting the slightest curiosity.


    “Wassum, stranger! Where is your orig?” asked the Forester.


    “My orig? I don’t understand.”


    “Why, your village of course!”


    “I have none.”


    “What! A trogling?”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “A wild man—a herman—don’t you understand human speech?”


    “Where I come from there were several forms of human speech, sir.”


    “What is this? Since the dawn of civilization two thousand years ago there has been one common speech throughout the world!”


    Winters made an excited mental note of the date. Two thousand years then, at the least, had elapsed since he entered his sleeping chamber!


    “I have come to learn, sir. I should like to spend several days in your village observing your life in…er…an elementary sort of way. For instance, how do you obtain your food here in the middle of a forest? I saw no farms or fields nearby.”


    “You are wassum to the walling, but farms—what are they? And fields! You will travel many a mile before you find a field near here, thanks to our ancestors! We are well planted in fine forests.”


    “But your food?”


    The Forester raised his eyebrows. “Food—I have just said we have fine forests, a hundred square kilos of them—food and to spare! Did you walk with your eyes shut?”


    “Where I come from we were not used to finding food in forests, exactly. What sort of food do you get from them—remember I said I wanted elementary information, sir.”


    “Elementary indeed! Our chestnut flour for baking, naturally, our dessert nuts and our vegetables, like the locust bean, the Keawe, the Catalpea and a dozen others—all the food a man could desire. Then the felled logs bear their crops of mushrooms—we have a famous strain of beefsteak mushroom in this orig. And of course the mast-fattened swine for bacon and winter-fats, and the pitch pines for engine oils—the usual forest crops. How can it be that you are ignorant of the everyday things which even schoolboys know?”


    “Mine is a strange story, sir,” replied Winters. “Tell me what I ask and I will tell you later anything you want to know about myself. Tell me things as though I were—oh, from another planet, or from the distant past,” and Winters forced a laugh.


    “This is a strange request!”


    “And my story, when I tell it to you, will be stranger still—depend upon it!”


    “Ha! Ha! It should prove amusing—this game! Well then, this afternoon I will spend showing you about and answering questions. After our meal tonight you shall tell me your story—but I warn you! Make it a good one—good enough to repay me for my time!”


    * * * *


    They went out into the sunlight together. The village proved to be a gathering of about fifty large houses stretching for half a mile around a long narrow clearing. The background consisted of the huge trunks, gnarled branches and dark green of the forest. The Forester himself was a rather brisk old fellow, but the villagers seemed to strike again that vague chord of strangeness—of indolence—which he had noticed in his first acquaintance. Groups lay gracefully stretched out here and there under trees, and such occasional figures as were in motion seemed to move with dragging feet to Winters’ businesslike mind. He guessed these people were downright lazy—and this he afterward observed to be invariably true. The natives accomplished the work of the village in an hour or two a day—and this time was actually begrudged and every effort was being made to reduce it. The chief effort of worldwide science was devoted to this end, in fact.


    The people were dressed in bright colors, and the green grass and the rich brown of the buildings made a background to the colorful picture. Everywhere Winters saw the same racial characteristics of dark, swarthy faces and soft, liquid brown eyes. He noticed something strange about the eyes—as if they were not set straight in the face, but a trifle aslant. Little attention was paid Winters, except for occasional glances of idle curiosity aroused by his unusual attire. He thought the women unusually attractive, but the men seemed somehow effeminate and too soft; not that they were not fine specimens of humanity physically speaking, but their faces were too smooth and their bodies too graceful to suit his twentieth-century ideas of what vigorous men should look like. Their bodies suggested the feline—catlike grace and lethargy combined with supple strength.


    Winters was told that a thousand people usually formed an “orig.” Just now there were several hundred extra inhabitants and a “colorig” had been prepared fifty miles to the north where trees had been growing for half a century, making ready for the new colony.


    “But why should you not simply make your village large enough to keep the extra people right here?”


    “The forest supports just so many in comfort—we are having trouble now as it is.”


    “But are there no larger villages where manufacturing is done?”


    “Of course. There are factory origs near the Great Falls in the north. Our airwheel goes there twice a week—a two-hours’ flight. But only a few people live there, just enough to tend the machines.”


    The people of the village seemed happy and contented with life, but most of the younger men and women seemed to Winters too serious. Their dark faces hardly ever showed a smile. He enteied several of the houses—among others that of the guild of cloth-makers. He was greatly interested, as if seeing an old friend, to observe wood-pulp fed through a pipe into the threadmaking tubes to be hardened in an acid bath. He recognized, of course, the rayon process— new in his youth, but here considered ancient beyond history.


    “How many hours a day do you work here?” he asked the elderly attendant.


    “I have worked three hours every day for the past week getting cloth ready for the new colonists,” he replied grumblingly. “Perhaps we shall have some peace in this orig when the youngsters are gone! At least there will be plenty of everything to go around once again!”


    As he spoke, a young man—evidently his son— entered the thread room and stared at his father and the Forester with cold, supercilious eyes. “Wassum!” said the attendant, but the youth merely scowled in reply. He examined Winters silently with distrust, then went out again without speaking.


    “Your son is a solemn chap!”


    “Yes. So is his generation—they take life too seriously.”


    “But do they never enjoy themselves?”


    “Oh, yes! There is the hunting moon in fall. The young men track the deer on foot and race him— sometimes for days on end—then throw him with their bare hands. My son is a famous deer chaser. He practices all year long for the autumn season.”


    “But are there no…er…lighter pastimes?”


    “There are the festivals. The next one is the festival of autumn leaves. At the time of the equinox the young people dress in russets and reds and golds, and dance in a clearing in a wood which has been chosen for its outstanding autumn beauty. The young women compete in designing costumes.”


    “But the younger ones—the children?” “They are at school until they are twenty years of age. School is a time of hard work and study. The young people are not permitted games or pastimes except such exercise as is needed to keep them in health. When they finish school, they enter upon the rights and pleasures of their generation—a prospect which makes them work harder to finish their schooling as soon as possible.”


    * * * *


    As they went out into the sunlight once more, Winters observed a small airship settling down in the village campus. It was the airwheel, the Forester said, and it would not leave again until dusk.


    “I have never been in one,” said Winters.


    “You are a trogling!” the Forester exclaimed. “Suppose we go up for a short flight, then?” Winters eagerly agreed. They walked over to the machine which Winters examined curiously. Here, at least, three thousand years of improvements were visible. The enclosed cabin would seat about twenty persons. There were no wings at all, but three horizontal wheels (two in front and one in the rear) above the level of the cabin. A propeller projected from the nose and this was still idling when they arrived. The Forester explained his wishes to the pilot who asked which direction they should prefer to take.


    “South to the water and back!” put in Winters, with visions of the thriving New York metropolitan area of his day running through his memory. They took their places and the airwheel rose gently with only a faintly audible hum—it was a practically silent flight made at enormous speed.


    In ten minutes the sea was in sight. Winters gazed breathless through the crystal windows upon several islands of varying sizes—clothed in the green blanket of dense forest. Slowly he pieced out the puzzle: there was Long Island, evidently, and over there he saw Staten Island. Beneath him then lay the narrow strip of Manhattan and the forest towered over everything alike.


    “There are ruins beneath the trees,” said the Forester, noting his interest. “I have been there several times. Our historians believe the people of ancient times who lived here must have been afraid of the open air, for they either lived beneath the ground or raised stone buildings which could be entered without going out-of-doors: There are tunnels, which they used for roadways, running beneath the ground in every direction.”


    CHAPTER 3


    “He Has an Appendix!”


    Then the airship turned about and as it did so Winters caught sight of one gray pile of masonry—a tower tip—showing above the forest. Surely it must have taken thousands of years to accomplish this oblivion of New York! And yet, he thought to himself, even one century makes buildings old.


    He scarcely looked out of the window on the way back, but sat engrossed in sad thoughts and mournful memories. They landed once more in the village clearing, and he continued his tour under the Forester’s guidance. When the afternoon was over he had gathered a confusing mass of general information about life in the new age. Metals were carefully conserved and when a new colony was started its supply of metal utensils and tools was the final great gift of the parent villages. Farming was entirely unknown, and grain— which the Forester did not know except as “plant-seed”—was not used for food, although primitive races had once so used it, he said. Everything came from trees now: food, houses, clothing—even the fuel for their airships, which was wood alcohol.


    The life of a villager was leisurely and pleasant, Winters decided. Hours of labor were short and the greater part of the day was devoted to social pleasures and scientific or artistic hobbies. There were artists in the village, mostly of some new faddist school whose work Winters could not in the least understand. They painted trees and attempted to express emotions thereby. But many beautiful pieces of sculpture were set about in some of the houses. Electric power was received through the air from the great Falls, where it was generated; and each socket received its current without wiring of any sort. The village produced its own food and made its own clothes and building materials, paper, wood alcohol, turpentine and oils. And as this village lived, apparently so did the rest of the world.


    As Winters pictured this civilization, it consisted of a great number of isolated villages, each practically self-sufficient, except for metals. By taking the air-wheel from one village to the next and there changing for another ship, a man could make a quick trip across the continents and oceans of the globe. But science and art were pursued by isolated individuals, the exchange of ideas being rendered easy by the marvelously realistic television and radio instruments.


    * * * *


    At dusk they returned to the Chief Forester’s house for dinner.


    “I must apologize to you for the food,” said he. “We are on slightly curtailed supplies, due to our population having grown faster than our new plantings. Oh, you will have a good meal—I do not mean to starve you—but merely that you will be expected not to ask for a second service of anything and to excuse the absence of luxuries from my table.” His great body dropped into an upholstered chair.


    “Is there any way to arrange things except by rationing yourselves while you wait for the new forests to bear crops?”


    The Forester laughed a trifle bitterly. “Of course—but at a price. We could easily fell some trees for mushroom growing (they grow on dead logs) and also we could cut into the crop of edible pith-trees a little before maturity—and so all along the line. That would set us back in our plans a few years at the most, but there is no use talking about it. The Council of Youth has claimed the Rights of its Generation. The future is theirs, of course, and they object to our spending any of their resources now. We older people are a little more liberal in our views—not selfishly, but on a principle of commonsense. There have been some bitter words, I’m afraid, and the matter is by no means settled yet—for their attitude is almost fanatical and lacks all reason. But there is no need to bother you with our local affairs,” and he turned the conversation into other channels.


    He was forever using the expression “thanks to our ancestors,” a point which Winters noted with surprise. So far one thing had eluded Winters completely: that was the history of the past ages during which all these drastic changes had come about. When the tune came that he was bade to tell his story at the conclusion of the meal, he thought a moment as to how he might best obtain this information.


    “I have traveled far,” he said. “But in time—not in distance.”


    The Forester held a forkful of food poised in the air, eyebrows raised.


    “What nonsense is this?” he demanded.


    “No nonsense…your mushrooms are delicious…I have succeeded in controlling the duration of a state of suspended animation. I went to sleep many years ago; woke up this morning.”


    The Forester was incredulous.


    “How long do you pretend to have slept?”


    “I don’t know for sure,” replied Winters. “My instruments showed a certain figure, but to be at all certain I should prefer that you tell me the history of the world. No need of anything but the rough outlines.”


    “Ha, Ha! You promised me a story and you are most ingenious in fulfilling your promise, stranger!”


    “I am, on the contrary, absolutely serious!”


    “I cannot believe it—but it may be an amusing game. Let me see…Last year the first breadfruit trees bore in the lower temperate zones of the earth (that is a piece of it in your plate). It has greatly changed our mode of life and it may soon be unnecessary to grind chestnut flour for baking.”


    “Interesting,” replied Winters. “But go back a thousand years more.”


    The Forester’s eyes opened wide. Then he laughed delightedly. “Good! It is no lowly boaster, eh! A thousand years…That would be about the time of the great aluminum process. As you know, prior to that time the world was badly in need of metals. When Koenig perfected his method for producing aluminum from clay the economics of the world was turned topsyturvy and…what! Farther back than a thousand years!”


    “I think you might try two thousand.”


    The Forester exploded with laughter and then sobered at a sudden thought. He glanced shrewdly at his companion a moment, and a slight coldness appeared in his eyes.


    “You are not by any slightest chance serious?” he asked.


    “I am.”


    “It is absurd! In those days the human body still had an appendix—that was just after the Great Revolution when the Wasters were finally overthrown, and True Economics lifted her torch to guide the world on its upward path. Two thousand years ago! Thence dates all civilized history! Such archaic customs as organized superstitions, money and ownership by private people of land and a division of humanity into groups speaking different languages—all ended at that time. That was a stirring period!”


    “Well then, go back another five hundred years.”


    “The height of the false civilization of Waste! Fossil plants were ruthlessly burned in furnaces to provide heat; petroleum was consumed by the billion barrels; cheap metal cars were built and thrown away to rust after a few years’ use; men crowded into ill-ventilated villages of a million inhabitants—some historians say several million. That was the age of race-fights where whole countrysides raised mobs and gave them explosives and poisons and sent them to destroy other mobs. Do you pretend to come from that shameful scene?”


    “That is precisely the sort of thing we used to do,” replied Winters, “although we did not call it by the same set of names.” He could barely repress his elation. There could no longer be the slightest doubt of it—he was alive in the year 5000! His clock had been accurate!


    The Forester’s face was growing red. “Timberfall! You have been amusing long enough—now tell me the truth: Where is your orig?”


    “I don’t understand. I have told you the truth.”


    “Stupid nonsense, I tell you! What can you possibly hope to gain from telling such a story? Even if people were such fools as to believe you, you could hardly expect to be very popular!”


    “Why,” said Winters in surprise, “I thought you were so thankful for all your ancestors had done for you? I am one of your ancestors!”


    The Forester stared in astonishment. “You act well,” he remarked dryly. “But you are, I am sure, perfectly aware that those ancestors whom we thank were the planners for our forests and the very enemies of Waste. But for what should we thank the humans of three thousand years ago? For exhausting the coal supplies of the world? For leaving us no petroleum for our chemical factories? For destroying the forests on whole mountain ranges and letting the soil erode into the valleys? Shall we thank them, perhaps, for the Sahara or the Gobi deserts?”


    “But the Sahara and the Gobi were deserts five thousand years before my time.”


    “I do not know what you mean by ‘your’ time. But if so, all the more reason you should have learned a lesson from such deserts. But come! You have made me angry with your nonsense. I must have some pleasant sort of revenge! Do you still claim to be a living human from the Age of Waste?”


    Winters’ caution bade him be silent. The Forester laughed mischievously: “Never mind! You have already claimed to be that! Well then, the matter is readily proved. You would in that case have an appendix and…yes…hair on your chest! These two characteristics have not appeared in the last two thousand years. You will be examined and, should you prove to have lied to me, a fitting punishment will be devised! I shall try to think of a reward as amusing as your wild lies have proved.”


    His eyes twinkled as he pressed a button hidden ia his chair arm. A minute later two young men entered. Winters, in no physical condition to resist, was soon stripped of his clothing. He was not particularly hairy of chest, as men of his age went, but hair there was unquestionably. The Forester stepped forward offering an incredulous exclamation. Then he hurriedly seized the discarded clothing and felt the material carefully —examining the linen closely in the light of the electric lamp concealed in the wall.


    “To the health room with him!” he cried.


    Poor Winters was carried helplessly down a corridor and into a room lined with smooth white glass and set about with apparatus of an evident surgical nature. The place was odoriferous with germicide. He was held against a black screen, as the Forester snapped on an X-ray tube and peered at Winters’ nude body through a mask of bluish glass. After a minute he left —the room and returned again almost instantly, a book now in his hands. He opened to a page of photographs and studied them carefully, once more peering at Winters through the mask. Finally he grunted in stupefaction and with close-pressed lips and puzzled eyes turned to the two attendants.


    “He has an appendix—there can be no doubt of it! This is the most amazing thing I have ever imagined! The stranger you see before you claims to have survived from the ancient days—from the Age of Waste! And he has an appendix, young comrades! I must talk to the biologists all over the country—the historians as well! The whole world will be interested. Take him along with you and see that he is provided with walling for the night.”


    He turned to the door and Winters heard him in the next room talking excitedly over the radio-telephone. The two young attendants led him along the hall. As he passed he could observe that the Forester was speaking to a fat redheaded, red-faced man, whose features showed in the televisor—and who evidently was proving difficult to convince. Winters stared a minute, for this was the first man he had seen whose face was anything except swarthy and slender.


    Winters was led down the hall and permitted to put on his clothing. He was in an exalted mood. So his arrival in this new world was creating a stir after all! In the morning the airwheel would perhaps bring dozens of scientists to examine his case. He was beginning to feel weak and fatigued after his exciting day, but this latest thrill gave a last flip to his nerves and gave him strength just long enough to prove his own undoing.


    One of the attendants hurried out of sight as they left the house. The other guided him along the edge of the village.


    “We young members of the village have a gathering tonight, sir. It is called the Council of Youth and at it we discuss matters of importance to our generation. Would it be too much to ask that you address our meeting and tell us something of your experiences?”


    His vanity was stirred and he weakly agreed, tired and sleepy though he was. The meeting place was just a little distance away, explained his guide.


    In the meantime the youth who had hastened on ahead had entered a small room off the assembly hall. The room contained only three persons, all of whom looked up when the newcomer entered.


    “It is as we thought, comrades; the Oldsters have brought him here for some purpose of their own. He pretends to have slept for three thousand years and to be a human relic of the Age of Waste!”


    The others laughed. “What will they try on us next?” drawled one lazily.


    “Stronghold is bringing him here,” continued the latest arrival, “and will persuade him to speak to us in the meeting, if he can. You understand the intent?”


    There was a wise nodding of heads. “Does he know the law of the Council?”


    “Probably, but even so it is worth the attempt—you know, I’m not certain myself but that he may be from the old days—at least he is a startling good imitation. The man has hair on his body!”


    There was a chorus of shocked disbelief, finally silenced by a sober and emphatic assurance. Then a moment of silence.


    “Comrades, it is some trick of the Oldsters, depend upon it! Let the man speak to the Council. If he makes a slip, even a slight one, we may be able to work on the meeting and arouse it to a sense of our danger. Any means is fair if we can only prevent our inheritance being spent! I hear that the order to fell the half-matured pith-trees will go out tomorrow unless we can stop it. We must see what we can do tonight—make every effort.”


    * * * *


    When Winters arrived at the hall, the three young men stood on the platform to welcome him. The room was low-raftered and about fifty feet square. It was filled with swarthy young men and women. The thing that most impressed Winters was the luxury of the seating arrangements. Each person sat in a roomy upholstered arm-chair! He thought of the contrast that a similar meeting hall in his own times would have afforded—with its small stiff seats uncomfortably crowded together.


    The lighting was by electricity concealed in the walls and gave at the moment a rosy tint to the room, though this color changed continually to others—now red or purple or blue—and was strangely soothing. There was a lull in the general conversation. One of the young leaders stepped forward.


    “Comrades! This stranger is of another generation than ours. He has come especially to tell us of conditions in the ancient days—he speaks from persona! experience of the Age of Waste, comrades, from which time he has survived in artificial sleep! The Forester of our orig, who is old enough to know the truth, has so informed us!” Winters missed the sarcasm. He was tired now and beginning to regret that he had consented to come.


    There was a stir of astonishment in the audience and a low growling laughter which should have been a warning. But Winters, full of fatigue, was thinking only of what he should say to these young people. He cleared his throat.


    “I am not sure that I have anything to say that would interest you: Historians or doctors would make me a better audience. Still, you might wish to know how the changes of three thousand years impress me. Your life is an altogether simpler thing than in my day. Men starved then for lack of food and youth had no assurance of even a bare living—but had to fight for it.” At this there were a few angry cheers, much to Winters’ puzzlement. “This comfortable assurance that you will never lack food or clothing is, to my mind, the most striking change the years have brought.”


    He paused a moment uncertainly, and one of the young leaders asked him something about “if we were perhaps trying to accomplish this assurance too quickly.”


    “I am not sure that I know what you mean. Your Chief Forester mentioned something today of a question of economics. I am not familiar with the facts. However, I understand you have a very poor opinion of my own times, due to our possibly unwise consumption of natural resources. Even then we had men who warned us against our course of action, but we acted in the belief that when oil and coal were gone mankind would produce some new fuel to take their place. I observe that in this we were correct, for you now use wood alcohol—an excellent substitute.”


    A young man leaped to his feet excitedly. “For that reason, comrades,” he said in a loud voice, “this stranger of course believes his age was justified in using up all the oil and fuel in the world!”


    There was a slow growling which ended in a few full-throated cries and an uneasy stirring about in the audience. Winters was growing dazed with his need for rest, and he could not understand what was going on here.


    “What you say interests us very much,” said another of the men on the platform beside him. “Was it very common to burn coal for its mere heat?”


    “Yes. It burned in every man’s house—in my house as well.”


    There was an ugly moving about in the audience, as if the audience was being transformed into a mob. The mob, like some slow lumbering beast, was becoming finally aroused by these continual pinpricks from the sharp tongues of its leaders.


    “And did you also use petroleum for fuel?”


    “Of course. We all used it in our automobiles.”


    “And was it usual to cut down trees just for the sake of having the ground clear of them?”


    “Well…yes. On my own land I planted trees, but I must say 1 had a large stretch of open lawn as well.”


    Here Winters felt faint and giddy. He spoke quietly to the young man who had brought him. “I must lie down, I’m afraid. I feel ill.”


    “Just one more question,” was the whispered reply. Then aloud: “Do you think we of the Youth Council should permit our inheritance to be used up—even in part—for the sake of present comfort?”


    “If it is not done to excess I can see nothing wrong in principle—you can always plant more trees…but I must say good night for I am…”


    CHAPTER 4


    Revolt of the Youth


    He never finished his sentence. A fury of sound came from the hall of the Council. One of the leaders shouted for silence.


    “You have heard, comrades! You observe what sort of man has been sent to address us! We of Youth have a lesson to learn from the Age of Waste, it appears! At least the Oldsters think so! The crisis that has arisen is a small matter, but if we should once give in when will the thing stop? What must they think of our intelligence if they expect us te believe this three-thousand-year sleep story? To send him here was sheer effrontery! And to send him here with that piece of advice passes beyond all bounds of toleration. Timber-fall! There can be only one answer. We must make such an example of this person as shall forever stamp our principles deep in the minds of the whole world!”


    There were loud shouts and several young people rushed up on the platform and seized Winters.


    “He has confessed to breaking the basic laws of Economics!” shouted the leader. “What is the punishment?”


    There were cries of “Kill him! Exile! Send him to the plains for life!” And over and over one group was chanting savagely “Kill him! Kill him!”


    “I hear the sentence of death proposed by many of you,” cried the leader. “It is true that to kill is to waste a life—but what could be more fitting for one who has wasted things all his life?” (Loud cries of furious approval) “To your houses, every one of you! We will confine this creature who claims to be three thousand years old in the cellar of this hall. In the morning we will gather here again and give these Oldsters our public answer! And comrades! A piece of news for your ears alone—Comrade Stronghold has heard that in the morning the Oldsters will issue a felling order on the immature pith-trees!”


    This announcement was greeted with such rage and violence that the walls shook. Winters was dragged away with dizzy brain and failing feet, and he was thrust upon a couch in a stone-walled room beneath the hall. He fell instantly in utter exhaustion and did not hear the tramp of departing feet overhead. His horror and fright had combined with his fatigue to render him incapable of further emotion. He lay unconscious, rather than asleep.


    Above in the small room off the now empty hall three young men congratulated each other. They chatted a few minutes in great joy that they had protected the rights of their generation, regardless of the means which had been used to reach this desirable end. They parted for the night with that peculiar circling movement of the hand that seemed to have taken the place of the ancient handshaking.


    But while they talked (so swift does Treason run) a young man crouched in the shadows back of the Forester’s house and fumbled with the latch of a small door on the forest side. As the young men were bidding each other good night, a voice was whispering swiftly in the ear of the Chief Forester, whose rugged face and bristling eyebrows betrayed in turn astonishment, indignation, anger and fierce determination.


    Winters woke to watch a shaft of dawn-light lying upon the stone floor. His body was bruised from the rough handling he had received, and his wasted muscles felt dull and deadened. But his brain was clear once again and he recalled the events of the meeting. What a fool he had been! How he had been led on to his own undoing! His eyes followed the shaft of light up to a grating set in the stone wall above his couch, and he could see a little piece of sky softly blue there with a plump little cloud sailing in it, like a duck in a pond. There came upon him a wave of nostalgia. Oh, to see a friendly face—or one homely thing, even a torn piece of newspaper lying on the cellar floor! But what use were such wishes? Thirty centuries lay between those things and himself—lay like an ocean between a shipwrecked sailor and his homeland.


    And then came other thoughts, his natural fund of curiosity arising in him once again. After all, this age was a reaction against his own. There had been two extremes, that was all history would say of it. Truth lay in neither, but in some middle gentler path. Mankind would find the road in time—say another thousand years or more. But what difference to him now? In a few more hours he would be dead. Presently the young men would come for him and he would be their sacrifice for some fancied wrong. In his weakened condition the whole thing struck him as unutterably pathetic, and tears welled into his eyes until they were brushed away as the bitter bracing humor of the situation dawned upon him. As he mused, he was startled to notice a shadow pass across the window grating. He thought he heard low voices.


    Now in an instant he was full of lively fears. He would not be taken to his death so tamely as this! He turned over on the couch to get upon his feet and felt a hard object beneath him. He felt and brought forth his revolver which he fell at once to examining—ears and senses attuned to hints of danger, though nothing further came. The weapon was an air-pistol firing .22 caliber lead slugs. It was deadly only at very close ranges—thirty feet or less, perhaps—and the extending lever compressed enough air for ten shots. It was something, at all events. Hastily he worked the lever, loaded and pulled the trigger to hear a satisfying “smack” of the lead against the stone wall.


    Now his mind was working full tilt and he brought the file from his belt and turned to the grating above his couch. If he could sever the bars he could manage to squeeze through the window! To his amazement these bars proved to be made of wood—and his heart lifted in hope. The saw was out of his belt and he was at work in an instant. By dint of much arm ache, he severed four of the bars in as many minutes. Day was now dawning apace and a panic of haste seized him. Then he brought the hand-axe into play and with three blows smashed the remaining wood in the window. As he did so a shadow approached and a face was thrust forward, blocking out the light. Winters crouched below with pistol pointed, finger on trigger.


    “Here he is!” said the person in shadow. Winters recognized the voice of the Chief Forester and held his fire.


    “Take my hand, stranger, and climb up out of there. We have been looking for you half an hour. Oh, have no fear, we will not permit you to come to harm!”


    But Winters was cautious. “Who will protect me?”


    “Hurry, stranger! You have fallen afoul of our young hotheads in the orig—I blame myself for not taking greater thought—but there are a hundred Oldsters here with me. You will be safe with us.”


    And now Winters permitted himself to be helped through the window and up into the full light of morning. He was surrounded by men who gazed at him with interest and respect. Their attitude calmed his last suspicions.


    “We must hurry,” said the Forester. “The younger men will resist us, I am afraid. Let us reach my own house as soon as possible.”


    The party started across the clearing. Two young men appeared suddenly in the doorway of a building near by. At the sight of Winters in the midst of the Oldsters they turned and raced off in separate directions, shouting some indistinguishable cry as they ran.


    “We must go faster than this!”


    A short fat man with a red face and reddish hair put his arm beneath Winters’ shoulders and half carried him along. His face was familiar, and Winters remembered the man he had seen in the televisor the day before. His strength was enormous and his energy indefatigable—a tie that drew Winters to him in this age of indolence. “I am Stalvyn of History at the next orig,” he boomed at Winters as they hurried along. “You are so valuable to me that I hope you do not mind if I take a personal interest in your protection!”


    * * * *


    They had a quarter of a mile to go and had half accomplished the distance when a mob of shouting youths burst from behind a house just ahead of them. There was a pause as if their natural disinclination to physical exertion might even yet prevent the clash. But their leaders evidently were urging them on and suddenly they charged down amid a shower of stones and waving clubs. In an instant the shock was felt and a furious melee commenced—a primitive angry fight without science or direction.


    Two youths beat an elderly man senseless with clubs, then sprang in unison upon the next victim. Some mature, full-muscled bull of a man ran berserk among striplings, crushing them in his great arms or flailing fists like hams at their onrushing faces. As they fought, they kept moving toward their objective and had gone almost another hundred yards before the youths retreated. The superior numbers of the older ones had swung the balance.


    Fifty men, however, were all that remained around the Chief Forester. The others had either deserted the fight or been injured—perhaps killed, thought Winters, looking back at a score of still figures lying on the earth. The youths had retired only a hundred feet and still kept pace with the fugitives. Fresh bands of young men were hurrying from every direction, and in only a matter of minutes the attack would recommence with the odds on the other side this time.


    Winters and Stalvyn, his self-appointed bodyguard, had not taken part in the straggle, for they had been in the center of the rescue party. Now they worked to the front of the party where the Forester strode along determinedly. Winters showed his pistol. “With this thing I can kill them as they run there. Shall I use it, sir?”


    The Forester granted. “Kill them, then. They are coming now to kill you!”


    As he spoke, the mob of youths rushed upon them in a murderous fury. The elder men closed together in a compact mass and Winters shot into the front rank of the attackers, three of whom toppled over and thereby lessened the shock of the charge, for those who followed tripped over the fallen. Then Stalvyn and the Forester stepped forward, and around these immovable figures the fight raged. Winters crouched behind them, swiftly pulled back his lever, loaded bullets and pulled the trigger like an automaton in a nightmare. Cries of passion and pain mingled with the thud of blows and the panting gasps of the fighters. It was a savage scene, the more shocking because of the unfitness of these quiet people for such work.


    Suddenly the attackers withdrew sullenly, bearing injured with them. Two dozen remaining Oldsters looked dazedly around—free now to proceed to shelter. Fifty or more figures lay about on the ground and the Forester called out to the watchers in the windows to come and give first-aid to friend and foe alike. This work was commenced at once, but with characteristic slowness, and he led his little band to the door of his house and inside.


    “Give the stranger some food and drink, Stalvyn,” drawled a tall, thin man with ungainly limbs, who proved to be the biologist from an orig nearly a thousand miles away. “If I know our Youth they would never have wasted sustenance on a man who was so soon to die!” and he smiled a lazy sardonic smile at Winters as he placed in his hands a tumbler full of brown liquid. “Drink it without fear. It will both stimulate and nourish.”


    Winters was in a state of collapse now and Stalvyn had to help him drink and then carried him over to a couch. The biologist spent a few minutes examining him. “He must rest,” he announced. “There will be no questions asked him today. I will prepare some medicine for him.” Whereupon everyone left the room and Winters swallowed more drink and dropped fathoms deep in slumber. A man was set to guard the door of his room and the biologist tended him day and night. For a full week he was not permitted to wake. He had vague impressions as he slept of being rolled over, bathed, fed, massaged and watched over—impressions that were as dreams in an ordinary sleep. Under such expert ministration the thin cheeks filled out and the wasted flesh became plump and smooth.


    When Winters awoke it was late afternoon. His blood pulsed strongly through his body and he was wide awake the instant his eyes opened. There on a stool were set out his clothes, and he got to his feet and dressed. His belt still contained the pistol and hatchet as well as the smaller tools. Feeling like a new man, he strode to the door and opened it. Immediately he was surrounded in another room by a swarthy group of a dozen of the greatest scientists in the world—for the news had by this time spread everywhere and there had been time for travel from even the most distant points. There followed a long period of questions and examinations. Stalvyn and the historians plied Winters with posers as to the life and habits of his world; the biologists demanded the secret of his sleeping potion and control of the period of suspended animation. He was put before the fluoroscope and his appendix photographed; his measurements were taken and plaster molds of his hand, foot and head were cast for a permanent record.


    Through it all Winters had a feeling of consummation—this was one of the things he had planned when he set off on his voyage into the future. Here was sane intelligence taking advantage of his work and respecting him for his exploit. But one thing was lacking completely. He had no sense of belonging to these people. He had hoped to find gods in human form living in Utopia. Instead, here were men with everyday human passions and weaknesses. True, they had progressed since his day—but his insatiable curiosity itched to learn what the future might produce.


    After an evening meal which all partook together, Winters retired to his room with the Chief Forester, the biologist, and Stalvyn. There the four men sat talking lazily.


    “What do you plan to do now” drawled the biologist.


    Winters sighed. “I don’t know exactly.”


    “I would ask you to settle down in my orig here,” remarked the Forester, “but most of our young people and many of the Oldsters who should know better hold you to blame for the recent troubles. I am helpless before them.”


    “Hold me to blame!” exclaimed Winters bitterly. “What had I to do with it?”


    “Nothing, perhaps. But the principle of the rights of the new Generation is still unsettled. The Council of Youth is obstinate and must be brought to see the sensible side of the matter. Their leaders pretend you, in some way, have been brought here to persuade them to cut down trees right and left at the whim of the nearest Oldster. Where it will end, I cannot say.”


    * * * *


    Stalvyn laid a friendly hand on his shoulder. “Human nature is seldom reasonable. Of course there is no logic in their attitude. Forget it! We will get you quietly into an airship and you shall come away from here and live with me. Together we will review and rewrite the history of your times as it has never been done!”


    “Stop a moment! Do you mean that I shall have to escape secretly from this village?”


    The others looked sheepish and the Forester nodded his head. “I am helpless in the matter. I could get perhaps twenty or thirty men to do my bidding—but you see, most of the villagers will not concern themselves with your fate. It is too much trouble to bother about it at all.”


    “Are they afraid of the youngsters?”


    “No, of course not! They greatly outnumber the youths. They merely are not willing to work beyond the village figure of one hour and fifty minutes a day, so they say. I’m afraid you will not find any men to take your side except the four of us and a handful of my oldest men. That’s the way the world is made, you know!” and he shrugged his shoulders expressively.


    “It is a simple matter to escape from this house,” suggested the biologist. “Why not tour quietly around the globe and see our entire world before you decide upon your future plans?”


    Winters shook his head wearily. “I thank you for your kindness, gentlemen. I would never find a place for myself in this age. I gave up my own age for the sake of an ideal. I am searching for the secret of happiness. I tried to find it here, but you do not know it any more than we did three thousand years ago. Therefore I shall say good-bye and—go on to some future period. In perhaps five thousand years I shall awaken in a time more to my liking.”


    “Can your body support another long period of emaciation?” drawled the biologist. “To judge from your appearance you have hardly aged at all during your last sleep—but…five thousand years!”


    “I feel as if I were a little older than when I left my own times—perhaps a year or two. Thanks to your attention I am again in excellent health. Yes, I should be able to survive the ordeal once again.”


    “Man! Oh man!” groaned the redheaded Stalvyn. “I would give my right hand to take a place with you! But I have my duty to my own times.”


    “Is your hiding place near here?” asked the Forester.


    “Yes. But I prefer to tell no one where it is—not even you three. It is well hidden and you cannot help me.”


    “I can!” put in the biologist. “I studied your metabolism as you lay unconscious all this week and I have prepared a formula. From it I shall make a drink for you to take with you. When—or if—you wake from your long sleep you must swallow it. It will restore your vitality enormously in a few hours.”


    “Thank you,” said Winters. “That might make all the difference between success and failure.”


    “How are you going to reach your hiding place? Suppose some youth sees you and follows—remembering old grudges as youth can?”


    “I must leave here secretly just before dawn,” said Winters thoughtfully. “I know in a general way where to go. By daylight I shall be close by and shall have hidden myself forever long before anyone in the village is awake.”


    “Well—let us hope so! When will you start?”


    “Tomorrow morning!”


    They parted for the night with many a last word of caution and advice. Winters lay down to sleep and it seemed only a few seconds before the Forester stood over him shaking him awake. He arose and made sure of such things as he was to take with him. Stalvyn and the biologist were on hand in the darkness—they did not dare show a light—and Winters took a light breakfast and said his good-byes. The three friends watched his body become shadowy against the trees and vanish into the dark night.


    Winters walked with great care along the hard-surfaced roadway for almost an hour. He was sure he had made not the slightest sound. When he felt he must be near the right spot, he left the road for the woods, waiting impatiently for the graying east to brighten. He spent half an hour in the shrubbery beside the road before he could see clearly enough to proceed. Just before he turned away, he glanced from his leafy hiding place back along the stretch of highway. In the distance, to his horror, he observed two figures hurrying toward him!


    With panting fear he slipped back into the woods and cruised over the ground looking for his one particular tree trunk out of all those thousands. Seconds seemed like hours, and his ears were strained back for some sign of his pursuers. Sweating, panting, heart pounding, he ran backward and forward in an agony of directionless movement.


    Then he became frantic and hurried faster and faster until his foot caught some piece of stone and sent him sprawling. He rose to his knees and stopped there, frozen, for he heard voices! They were still distant, but he dared not rise. His eyes fell upon the stone over which he had stumbled. It was flat and thick and rather square in outline. Some marks appeared on the top—badly worn by weather. He brushed aside a few dead leaves listlessly, hopelessly, and before his startled eyes there leaped the following legend:


    Carstairs, a gardener, lies here—faithful servant to the end—he was buried at this spot upon his own request.


    Buried here at his own request—poor old Carstairs! Could it be? If this grave were directly above his underground chamber, then there, only fifty feet to the south, must lie the entrance! He crawled with desperate hope over the soft ground. Sure enough, there was a familiar tree with a leaf-filled depression at its base! The voices were approaching now as he slithered desperately into the hole, pushing the drifted leaves before him with his feet. Then he gathered a great armful of leaves scraped from each side and sank out of sight, holding his screen in place with one hand. With the other hand he reached for some pieces of cut roots and commenced weaving a support for the leaves. He was half done when his heart stood still at the sound of voices close by. He could not make out the words but waited breathlessly second after second. Then he heard the voices again—receding!


    Winter came and the frogs found their sleeping places beneath the mud of the little pond that lay where once there was the lake. With the next spring, the great tree began spreading a new mat of roots to choke forever the entrance to that lead-lined chamber where, in utter blackness, a still figure lay on a couch. The sleeper’s last hazy thoughts had taken him back in his dreams to his own youth, and the wax-white face wore a faint smile, as if Winters had at last found the secret of human happiness.


    * * * *
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    PHILIP FRANCIS NOWLAN


    (1888–1940)


    The character of Buck Rogers has become an American staple, from a comic strip (which ran for more than forty years) and early radio dramas to film serials to full length movies and TV series. Its creator and the original stories are less well-known today but they are still a fun read, despite the violence and casual racism of the 1920s. (The word racism wouldn’t even come into use for another two decades.) The story is filled with tropes that would become science-fictional cliches, but were still new and exciting in 1928. A concept like ray guns, now ubiquitous in space opera, is given detailed explanation, while other concepts more interesting to current readers are barely touched on.


    A Philadelphia-area newspaper columnist, Nowlan wasn’t a particularly prolific fiction writer, producing about a dozen Buck Rogers novellas and a handful of other genre works, plus a posthumously published mystery. Nowlan and his wife Theresa Junker Nowlan had ten children.


    As adventure fiction, it’s well written for 1920s pulp fiction: clunky in places, but much better than the norm at the time. A decade later, writing standards would be much higher—but no one was reading Buck Rogers stories for the writing. They were reading for the high-tech excitement of floating cities and disintegrator rays and evil Han overlords ruling over a conquered America that could only be saved by Buck, Wima Deering, and a group of plucky rebels.

  


  
    ARMAGEDDON—2419 A.D., by Philip Francis Nowlan


    First published in Amazing Stories, August 1928


    Foreword


    I have set down, for whatever interest they have in this, the 25th Century, my personal recollections of the 20th


    Century.


    Now it occurs to me that my memoirs of the 25th Century may have an equal interest 500 years from now—particularly in view of that unique perspective from which I have seen the 25th Century, entering it as I did, in one leap across a gap of 492 years.


    This statement requires elucidation. There are still many in the world who are not familiar with my unique experience. Five centuries from now there may be many more, especially if civilization is fated to endure any worse convulsions than those which have occurred between 1975 A.D. and the present time.


    I should state therefore, that I, Anthony Rogers, am, so far as I know, the only man alive whose normal span of eighty-one years of life has been spread over a period of 573 years. To be precise, I lived the first twenty-nine years of my life between 1898 and 1927; the other fifty-two since 2419. The gap between these two, a period of nearly five hundred years, I spent in a state of suspended animation, free from the ravages of katabolic processes, and without any apparent effect on my physical or mental faculties.


    When I began my long sleep, man had just begun his real conquest of the air in a sudden series of transoceanic flights in airplanes driven by internal combustion motors. He had barely begun to speculate on the possibilities of harnessing sub-atomic forces, and had made no further practical penetration into the field of ethereal pulsations than the primitive radio and television of that day. The United States of America was the most powerful nation in the world, its political, financial, industrial and scientific influence being supreme; and in the arts also it was rapidly climbing into leadership.


    I awoke to find the America I knew a total wreck—to find Americans a hunted race in their own land, hiding in the dense forests that covered the shattered and leveled ruins of their once magnificent cities, desperately preserving, and struggling to develop in their secret retreats, the remnants of their culture and science—and the undying flame of their sturdy independence.


    World domination was in the hands of Mongolians and the center of world power lay in inland China, with Americans one of the few races of mankind unsubdued—and it must be admitted in fairness to the truth, not worth the trouble of subduing in the eyes of the Han Airlords who ruled North America as titular tributaries of the Most Magnificent.


    For they needed not the forests in which the Americans lived, nor the resources of the vast territories these forests covered. With the perfection to which they had reduced the synthetic production of necessities and luxuries, their remarkable development of scientific processes and mechanical accomplishment of work, they had no economic need for the forests, and no economic desire for the enslaved labor of an unruly race.


    They had all they needed for their magnificently luxurious and degraded scheme of civilization, within the walls of the fifteen cities of sparkling glass they had flung skyward on the sites of ancient American centers, into the bowels of the earth underneath them, and with relatively small surrounding areas of agriculture.


    Complete domination of the air rendered communication between these centers a matter of ease and safety. Occasional destructive raids on the waste lands were considered all that was necessary to keep the “wild” Americans on the run within the shelter of their forests, and prevent their becoming a menace to the Han civilization.


    But nearly three hundred years of easily maintained security, the last century of which had been nearly sterile in scientific, social and economic progress, had softened and devitalized the Hans.


    It had likewise developed, beneath the protecting foliage of the forest, the growth of a vigorous new American civilization, remarkable in the mobility and flexibility of its organization, in its conquest of almost insuperable obstacles, in the development and guarding of its industrial and scientific resources, all in anticipation of that “Day of Hope” to which it had been looking forward for generations, when it would be strong enough to burst from the green chrysalis of the forests, soar into the upper air lanes and destroy the yellow incubus.


    At the time I awoke, the “Day of Hope” was almost at hand. I shall not attempt to set forth a detailed history of the Second War of Independence, for that has been recorded already by better historians than I am. Instead I shall confine myself largely to the part I was fortunate enough to play in this struggle and in the events leading up to it.


    It all resulted from my interest in radioactive gases. During the latter part of 1927 my company, the American Radioactive Gas Corporation, had been keeping me busy investigating reports of unusual phenomena observed in certain abandoned coal mines near the Wyoming Valley, in Pennsylvania.


    With two assistants and a complete equipment of scientific instruments, I began the exploration of a deserted working in a mountainous district, where several weeks before, a number of mining engineers had reported traces of carnotite* and what they believed to be radioactive gases. Their report was not without foundation, it was apparent from the outset, for in our examination of the upper levels of the mine, our instruments indicated a vigorous radioactivity.


    On the morning of December 15th, we descended to one of the lowest levels. To our surprise, we found no water there. Obviously it had drained off through some break in the strata. We noticed too that the rock in the side walls of the shaft was soft, evidently due to the radioactivity, and pieces crumbled under foot rather easily. We made our way cautiously down the shaft, when suddenly the rotted timbers above us gave way.


    I jumped ahead, barely escaping the avalanche of coal and soft rock, but my companions, who were several paces behind me, were buried under it, and undoubtedly met instant death.


    I was trapped. Return was impossible. With my electric torch I explored the shaft to its end, but could find no other way out. The air became increasingly difficult to breathe, probably from the rapid accumulation of the radioactive gas. In a little while my senses reeled and I lost consciousness.


    When I awoke, there was a cool and refreshing circulation of air in the shaft. I had no thought that I had been unconscious more than a few hours, although it seems that the radioactive gas had kept me in a state of suspended animation for something like 500 years. My awakening, I figured out later, had been due to some shifting of the strata which reopened the shaft and cleared the atmosphere in the working. This must have been the case, for I was able to struggle back up the shaft over a pile of debris, and stagger up the long incline to the mouth of the mine, where an entirely different world, overgrown with a vast forest and no visible sign of human habitation, met my eyes.


    I shall pass over the days of mental agony that followed in my attempt to grasp the meaning of it all. There were times when I felt that I was on the verge of insanity. I roamed the unfamiliar forest like a lost soul. Had it not been for the necessity of improvising traps and crude clubs with which to slay my food, I believe I should have gone mad.


    Suffice it to say, however, that I survived this psychic crisis. I shall begin my narrative proper with my first contact with Americans of the year 2419 A.D.


    *


    *A hydrovanadate of uranium, and other metals; used as a source of radium compounds.


    CHAPTER I


    Floating Men


    My first glimpse of a human being of the 25th Century was obtained through a portion of woodland where the trees were thinly scattered, with a dense forest beyond.


    I had been wandering along aimlessly, and hopelessly, musing over my strange fate, when I noticed a figure that cautiously backed out of the dense growth across the glade. I was about to call out joyfully, but there was something furtive about the figure that prevented me. The boy’s attention (for it seemed to be a lad of fifteen or sixteen) was centered tensely on the heavy growth of trees from which he had just emerged.


    He was clad in rather tight-fitting garments entirely of green, and wore a helmet-like cap of the same color. High around his waist he wore a broad, thick belt, which bulked up in the back across the shoulders, into something of the proportions of a knapsack.


    As I was taking in these details, there came a vivid flash and heavy detonation, like that of a hand grenade, not far to the left of him. He threw up an arm and staggered a bit in a queer, gliding way; then he recovered himself and slipped cautiously away from the place of the explosion, crouching slightly, and still facing the denser part of the forest. Every few steps he would raise his arm, and point into the forest with something he held in his hand. Wherever he pointed there was a terrific explosion, deeper in among the trees. It came to me then that he was shooting with some form of pistol, though there was neither flash nor detonation from the muzzle of the weapon itself.


    After firing several times, he seemed to come to a sudden resolution, and turning in my general direction, leaped—to my amazement sailing through the air between the sparsely scattered trees in such a jump as I had never in my life seen before. That leap must have carried him a full fifty feet, although at the height of his arc, he was not more than ten or twelve feet from the ground.


    When he alighted, his foot caught in a projecting root, and he sprawled gently forward. I say “gently” for he did not crash down as I expected him to do. The only thing I could compare it with was a slow-motion cinema, although I had never seen one in which horizontal motions were registered at normal speed and only the vertical movements were slowed down.


    Due to my surprise, I suppose my brain did not function with its normal quickness, for I gazed at the prone figure for several seconds before I saw the blood that oozed out from under the tight green cap. Regaining my power of action, I dragged him out of sight back of the big tree. For a few moments I busied myself in an attempt to staunch the flow of blood. The wound was not a deep one. My companion was more dazed than hurt. But what of the pursuers?


    I took the weapon from his grasp and examined it hurriedly. It was not unlike the automatic pistol to which I was accustomed, except that it apparently fired with a button instead of a trigger. I inserted several fresh rounds of ammunition into its magazine from my companion’s belt, as rapidly as I could, for I soon heard, near us, the suppressed conversation of his pursuers.


    There followed a series of explosions round about us, but none very close. They evidently had not spotted our hiding place, and were firing at random.


    I waited tensely, balancing the gun in my hand, to accustom myself to its weight and probable throw.


    Then I saw a movement in the green foliage of a tree not far away, and the head and face of a man appeared. Like my companion, he was clad entirely in green, which made his figure difficult to distinguish. But his face could be seen clearly. It was an evil face, and had murder in it.


    That decided me. I raised the gun and fired. My aim was bad, for there was no kick in the gun, as I had expected, and I hit the trunk of the tree several feet below him. It blew him from his perch like a crumpled bit of paper, and he floated down to the ground, like some limp, dead thing, gently lowered by an invisible hand. The tree, its trunk blown apart by the explosion, crashed down.


    There followed another series of explosions around us. These guns we were using made no sound in the firing, and my opponents were evidently as much at sea as to my position as I was to theirs. So I made no attempt to reply to their fire, contenting myself with keeping a sharp lookout in their general direction. And patience had its reward.


    Very soon I saw a cautious movement in the top of another tree. Exposing myself as little as possible, I aimed carefully at the tree trunk and fired again. A shriek followed the explosion. I heard the tree crash down; then a groan.


    There was silence for a while. Then I heard a faint sound of boughs swishing. I shot three times in its direction, pressing the button as rapidly as I could. Branches crashed down where my shells had exploded, but there was no body.


    Then I saw one of them. He was starting one of those amazing leaps from the bough of one tree to another, about forty feet away.


    I threw up my gun impulsively and fired. By now I had gotten the feel of the weapon, and my aim was good. I hit him. The “bullet” must have penetrated his body and exploded. For one moment I saw him flying through the air. Then the explosion, and he had vanished. He never finished his leap. It was annihilation.


    How many more of them there were I don’t know. But this must have been too much for them. They used a final round of shells on us, all of which exploded harmlessly, and shortly after I heard them swishing and crashing away from us through the tree tops. Not one of them descended to earth.


    Now I had time to give some attention to my companion. She was, I found, a girl, and not a boy. Despite her bulky appearance, due to the peculiar belt strapped around her body high up under the arms, she was very slender, and very pretty.


    There was a stream not far away, from which I brought water and bathed her face and wound.


    Apparently the mystery of these long leaps, the monkey-like ability to jump from bough to bough, and of the bodies that floated gently down instead of falling, lay in the belt. The thing was some sort of anti-gravity belt that almost balanced the weight of the wearer, thereby tremendously multiplying the propulsive power of the leg muscles, and the lifting power of the arms.


    When the girl came to, she regarded me as curiously as I did her, and promptly began to quiz me. Her accent and intonation puzzled me a lot, but nevertheless we were able to understand each other fairly well, except for certain words and phrases. I explained what had happened while she lay unconscious, and she thanked me simply for saving her life.


    “You are a strange exchange,” she said, eying my clothing quizzically. Evidently she found it mirth provoking by contrast with her own neatly efficient garb. “Don’t you understand what I mean by ‘exchange?’ I mean ah—let me see—a stranger, somebody from some other gang. What gang do you belong to?” (She pronounced it “gan,” with only a suspicion of a nasal sound.)


    I laughed. “I’m not a gangster,” I said. But she evidently did not understand this word. “I don’t belong to any gang,” I explained, “and never did. Does everybody belong to a gang nowadays?”


    “Naturally,” she said, frowning. “If you don’t belong to a gang, where and how do you live? Why have you not found and joined a gang? How do you eat? Where do you get your clothing?”


    “I’ve been eating wild game for the past two weeks,” I explained, “and this clothing I—er—ah—.” I paused, wondering how I could explain that it must be many hundred years old.


    In the end I saw I would have to tell my story as well as I could, piecing it together with my assumptions as to what had happened. She listened patiently; incredulously at first, but with more confidence as I went on. When I had finished, she sat thinking for a long time.


    “That’s hard to believe,” she said, “but I believe it.” She looked me over with frank interest.


    “Were you married when you slipped into unconsciousness down in that mine?” she asked me suddenly. I assured her I had never married. “Well, that simplifies matters,” she continued. “You see, if you were technically classed as a family man, I could take you back only as an invited exchange and I, being unmarried, and no relation of yours, couldn’t do the inviting.”


    CHAPTER II


    The Forest Gangs


    She gave me a brief outline of the very peculiar social and economic system under which her people lived. At least it seemed very peculiar from my 20th Century viewpoint.


    I learned with amazement that exactly 492 years had passed over my head as I lay unconscious in the mine.


    Wilma, for that was her name, did not profess to be a historian, and so could give me only a sketchy outline of the wars that had been fought, and the manner in which such radical changes had come about. It seemed that another war had followed the First World War, in which nearly all the European nations had banded together to break the financial and industrial power of America. They succeeded in their purpose, though they were beaten, for the war was a terrific one, and left America, like themselves, gasping, bleeding and disorganized, with only the hollow shell of a victory.


    This opportunity had been seized by the Russian Soviets, who had made a coalition with the Chinese, to sweep over all Europe and reduce it to a state of chaos.


    America, industrially geared to world production and the world trade, collapsed economically, and there ensued a long period of stagnation and desperate attempts at economic reconstruction. But it was impossible to stave off war with the Mongolians, who by now had subjugated the Russians, and were aiming at a world empire.


    In about 2109, it seems, the conflict was finally precipitated. The Mongolians, with overwhelming fleets of great airships, and a science that far outstripped that of crippled America, swept in over the Pacific and Atlantic Coasts, and down from Canada, annihilating American aircraft, armies and cities with their terrific disintegrator rays. These rays were projected from a machine not unlike a searchlight in appearance, the reflector of which, however, was not material substance, but a complicated balance of interacting electronic forces. This resulted in a terribly destructive beam. Under its influence, material substance melted into “nothingness”; i. e., into electronic vibrations. It destroyed all then known substances, from air to the most dense metals and stone.


    They settled down to the establishment of what became known as the Han dynasty in America, as a sort of province in their World Empire.


    Those were terrible days for the Americans. They were hunted like wild beasts. Only those survived who finally found refuge in mountains, canyons and forests. Government was at an end among them. Anarchy prevailed for several generations. Most would have been eager to submit to the Hans, even if it meant slavery. But the Hans did not want them, for they themselves had marvelous machinery and scientific process by which all difficult labor was accomplished.


    Ultimately they stopped their active search for, and annihilation of, the widely scattered groups of now savage Americans. So long as they remained hidden in their forests, and did not venture near the great cities the Hans had built, little attention was paid to them.


    Then began the building of the new American civilization. Families and individuals gathered together in clans or “gangs” for mutual protection. For nearly a century they lived a nomadic and primitive life, moving from place to place, in desperate fear of the casual and occasional Han air raids, and the terrible disintegrator ray. As the frequency of these raids decreased, they began to stay permanently in given localities, organizing upon lines which in many respects were similar to those of the military households of the Norman feudal barons, except that instead of gathering together in castles, their defense tactics necessitated a certain scattering of living quarters for families and individuals. They lived virtually in the open air, in the forests, in green tents, resorting to camouflage tactics that would conceal their presence from air observers. They dug underground factories and laboratories, that they might better be shielded from the electrical detectors of the Hans. They tapped the radio communication lines of the Hans, with crude instruments at first; better ones later on. They bent every effort toward the redevelopment of science. For many generations they labored as unseen, unknown scholars of the Hans, picking up their knowledge piecemeal, as fast as they were able to.


    During the earlier part of this period, there were many deadly wars fought between the various gangs, and occasional courageous but childishly futile attacks upon the Hans, followed by terribly punitive raids.


    But as knowledge progressed, the sense of American brotherhood redeveloped. Reciprocal arrangements were made among the gangs over constantly increasing areas. Trade developed to a certain extent, as between one gang and another. But the interchange of knowledge became more important than that of goods, as skill in the handling of synthetic processes developed.


    Within the gang, an economy was developed that was a compromise between individual liberty and a military socialism. The right of private property was limited practically to personal possessions, but private privileges were many, and sacredly regarded. Stimulation to achievement lay chiefly in the winning of various kinds of leadership and prerogatives, and only in a very limited degree in the hope of owning anything that might be classified as “wealth,” and nothing that might be classified as “resources.” Resources of every description, for military safety and efficiency, belonged as a matter of public interest to the community as a whole.


    In the meantime, through these many generations, the Hans had developed a luxury economy, and with it the perfection of gilded vice and degradation. The Americans were regarded as “wild men of the woods.” And since they neither needed nor wanted the woods or the wild men, they treated them as beasts, and were conscious of no human brotherhood with them. As time went on, and synthetic processes of producing foods and materials were further developed, less and less ground was needed by the Hans for the purposes of agriculture, and finally, even the working of mines was abandoned when it became cheaper to build up metal from electronic vibrations than to dig them out of the ground.


    The Han race, devitalized by its vices and luxuries, with machinery and scientific processes to satisfy its every want, with virtually no necessity of labor, began to assume a defensive attitude toward the Americans.


    And quite naturally, the Americans regarded the Hans with a deep, grim hatred. Conscious of individual superiority as men, knowing that latterly they were outstripping the Hans in science and civilization, they longed desperately for the day when they should be powerful enough to rise and annihilate the Yellow Blight that lay over the continent.


    At the time of my awakening, the gangs were rather loosely organized, but were considering the establishment of a special military force, whose special business it would be to harry the Hans and bring down their air ships whenever possible without causing general alarm among the Mongolians. This force was destined to become the nucleus of the national force, when the Day of Retribution arrived. But that, however, did not happen for ten years, and is another story. Wilma told me she was a member of the Wyoming Gang, which claimed the entire Wyoming Valley as its territory, under the leadership of Boss Hart. Her mother and father were dead, and she was unmarried, so she was not a “family member.” She lived in a little group of tents known as Camp 17, under a woman Camp Boss, with seven other girls.


    Her duties alternated between military or police scouting and factory work. For the two-week period which would end the next day, she had been on “air patrol.” This did not mean, as I first imagined, that she was flying, but rather that she was on the lookout for Han ships over this outlying section of the Wyoming territory, and had spent most of her time perched in the tree tops scanning the skies. Had she seen one she would have fired a “drop flare” several miles off to one side, which would ignite when it was floating vertically toward the earth, so that the direction or point from which if had been fired might not be guessed by the airship and bring a blasting play of the disintegrator ray in her vicinity. Other members of the air patrol would send up rockets on seeing hers, until finally a scout equipped with an ultrophone, which, unlike the ancient radio, operated on the ultronic ethereal vibrations, would pass the warning simultaneously to the headquarters of the Wyoming Gang and other communities within a radius of several hundred miles, not to mention the few American rocket ships that might be in the air, and which instantly would duck to cover either through forest clearings or by flattening down to earth in green fields where their coloring would probably protect them from observation. The favorite American method of propulsion was known as “rocketing.” The rocket is what I would describe, from my 20th Century comprehension of the matter, as an extremely powerful gas blast, atomically produced through the stimulation of chemical action. Scientists of today regard it as a childishly simple reaction, but by that very virtue, most economical and efficient.


    But tomorrow, she explained, she would go back to work in the cloth plant, where she would take charge of one of the synthetic processes by which those wonderful substitutes for woven fabrics of wool, cotton and silk are produced. At the end of another two weeks, she would be back on military duty again, perhaps at the same work, or maybe as a “contact guard,” on duty where the territory of the Wyomings merged with that of the Delawares, or the “Susquannas” (Susquehannas) or one of the half dozen other “gangs” in that section of the country which I knew as Pennsylvania and New York States.


    Wilma cleared up for me the mystery of those flying leaps which she and her assailants had made, and explained in the following manner, how the inertron belt balances weight:


    “Jumpers” were in common use at the time I “awoke,” though they were costly, for at that time inertron had not been produced in very great quantity. They were very useful in the forest. They were belts, strapped high under the arms, containing an amount of inertron adjusted to the wearer’s weight and purposes. In effect they made a man weigh as little as he desired; two pounds if he liked.


    “Floaters” are a later development of “jumpers”—rocket motors encased in inertron blocks and strapped to the back in such a way that the wearer floats, when drifting, facing slightly downward. With his motor in operation, he moves like a diver, headforemost, controlling his direction by twisting his body and by movements of his outstretched arms and hands. Ballast weights locked in the front of the belt adjust weight and lift. Some men prefer a few ounces of weight in floating, using a slight motor thrust to overcome this. Others prefer a buoyance balance of a few ounces. The inadvertent dropping of weight is not a serious matter. The motor thrust always can be used to descend. But as an extra precaution, in case the motor should fail, for any reason, there are built into every belt a number of detachable sections, one or more of which can be discarded to balance off any loss in weight.


    “But who were your assailants,” I asked, “and why were you attacked?”


    Her assailants, she told me, were members of an outlaw gang, referred to as “Bad Bloods,” a group which for several generations had been under the domination of conscienceless leaders who tried to advance the interests of their clan by tactics which their neighbors had come to regard as unfair, and who in consequence had been virtually boycotted. Their purpose had been to slay her near the Delaware frontier, making it appear that the crime had been committed by Delaware scouts and thus embroil the Delawares and Wyomings in acts of reprisal against each other, or at least cause suspicions.


    Fortunately they had not succeeded in surprising her, and she had been successful in dodging them for some two hours before the shooting began, at the moment when I arrived on the scene.


    “But we must not stay here talking,” Wilma concluded. “I have to take you in, and besides I must report this attack right away. I think we had better slip over to the other side of the mountain. Whoever is on that post will have a phone, and I can make a direct report. But you’ll have to have a belt. Mine alone won’t help much against our combined weights, and there’s little to be gained by jumping heavy. It’s almost as bad as walking.”


    After a little search, we found one of the men I had killed, who had floated down among the trees some distance away and whose belt was not badly damaged. In detaching it from his body, it nearly got away from me and shot up in the air. Wilma caught it, however, and though it reinforced the lift of her own belt so that she had to hook her knee around a branch to hold herself down, she saved it. I climbed the tree and, with my weight added to hers, we floated down easily.


    CHAPTER III


    Life in the 25th Century


    We were delayed in starting for quite a while since I had to acquire a few crude ideas about the technique of using these belts. I had been sitting down, for instance, with the belt strapped about me, enjoying an ease similar to that of a comfortable armchair; when I stood up with a natural exertion of muscular effort, I shot ten feet into the air, with a wild instinctive thrashing of arms and legs that amused Wilma greatly.


    But after some practice, I began to get the trick of gauging muscular effort to a minimum of vertical and a maximum of horizontal. The correct form, I found, was in a measure comparable to that of skating. I found, also, that in forest work particularly the arms and hands could be used to great advantage in swinging along from branch to branch, so prolonging leaps almost indefinitely at times.


    In going up the side of the mountain, I found that my 20th Century muscles did have an advantage, in spite of lack of skill with the belt, and since the slopes were very sharp, and most of our leaps were upward, I could have distanced Wilma easily. But when we crossed the ridge and descended, she outstripped me with her superior technique. Choosing the steepest slopes, she would crouch in the top of a tree, and propel herself outward, literally diving until, with the loss of horizontal momentum, she would assume a more upright position and float downward. In this manner she would sometimes cover as much as a quarter of a mile in a single leap, while I leaped and scrambled clumsily behind, thoroughly enjoying the novel sensation.


    Half way down the mountain, we saw another green-clad figure leap out above the tree tops toward us. The three of us perched on an outcropping of rock from which a view for many miles around could be had, while Wilma hastily explained her adventure and my presence to her fellow guard; whose name was Alan. I learned later that this was the modern form of Helen.


    “You want to report by phone then, don’t you?” Alan took a compact packet about six inches square from a holster attached to her belt and handed it to Wilma.


    So far as I could see, it had no special receiver for the ear. Wilma merely threw back a lid, as though she were opening a book, and began to talk. The voice that came back from the machine was as audible as her own.


    She was queried closely as to the attack upon her, and at considerable length as to myself, and I could tell from the tone of that voice that its owner was not prepared to take me at my face value as readily as Wilma had. For that matter, neither was the other girl. I could realize it from the suspicious glances she threw my way, when she thought my attention was elsewhere, and the manner in which her hand hovered constantly near her gun holster.


    Wilma was ordered to bring me in at once, and informed that another scout would take her place on the other side of the mountain. So she closed down the lid of the phone and handed it back to Alan, who seemed relieved to see us departing over the tree tops in the direction of the camps.


    We had covered perhaps ten miles, in what still seemed to me a surprisingly easy fashion, when Wilma explained, that from here on we would have to keep to the ground. We were nearing the camps, she said, and there was always the possibility that some small Han scoutship, invisible high in the sky, might catch sight of us through a projectoscope and thus find the general location of the camps.


    Wilma took me to the Scout office, which proved to be a small building of irregular shape, conforming to the trees around it, and substantially constructed of green sheet-like material.


    I was received by the assistant Scout Boss, who reported my arrival at once to the historical office, and to officials he called the Psycho Boss and the History Boss, who came in a few minutes later. The attitude of all three men was at first polite but skeptical, and Wilma’s ardent advocacy seemed to amuse them secretly.


    For the next two hours I talked, explained and answered questions. I had to explain, in detail, the manner of my life in the 20th Century and my understanding of customs, habits, business, science and the history of that period, and about developments in the centuries that had elapsed. Had I been in a classroom, I would have come through the examination with a very poor mark, for I was unable to give any answer to fully half of their questions. But before long I realized that the majority of these questions were designed as traps. Objects, of whose purpose I knew nothing, were casually handed to me, and I was watched keenly as I handled them.


    In the end I could see both amazement and belief begin to show in the faces of my inquisitors, and at last the Historical and Psycho Bosses agreed openly that they could find no flaw in my story or reactions, and that unbelievable as it seemed, my story must be accepted as genuine.


    They took me at once to Big Boss Hart. He was a portly man with a “poker face.” He would probably have been the successful politician even in the 20th Century.


    They gave him a brief outline of my story and a report of their examination of me. He made no comment other than to nod his acceptance of it. Then he turned to me.


    “How does it feel?” he asked. “Do we look funny to you?”


    “A bit strange,” I admitted. “But I’m beginning to lose that dazed feeling, though I can see I have an awful lot to learn.”


    “Maybe we can learn some things from you, too,” he said. “So you fought in the First World War. Do you know, we have very little left in the way of records of the details of that war, that is, the precise conditions under which it was fought, and the tactics employed. We forgot many things during the Han terror, and—well, I think you might have a lot of ideas worth thinking over for our raid masters. By the way, now that you’re here, and can’t go back to your own century, so to speak, what do you want to do? You’re welcome to become one of us. Or perhaps you’d just like to visit with us for a while, and then look around among the other gangs. Maybe you’d like some of the others better. Don’t make up your mind now. We’ll put you down as an exchange for a while. Let’s see. You and Bill Hearn ought to get along well together. He’s Camp Boss of Number 34 when he isn’t acting as Raid Boss or Scout Boss. There’s a vacancy in his camp. Stay with him and think things over as long as you want to. As soon as you make up your mind to anything, let me know.”


    We all shook hands, for that was one custom that had not died out in five hundred years, and I set out with Bill Hearn.


    Bill, like all the others, was clad in green. He was a big man. That is, he was about my own height, five feet eleven. This was considerably above the average now, for the race had lost something in stature, it seemed, through the vicissitudes of five centuries. Most of the women were a bit below five feet, and the men only a trifle above this height.


    For a period of two weeks Bill was to confine himself to camp duties, so I had a good chance to familiarize myself with the community life. It was not easy. There were so many marvels to absorb. I never ceased to wonder at the strange combination of rustic social life and feverish industrial activity. At least, it was strange to me. For in my experience, industrial development meant crowded cities, tenements, paved streets, profusion of vehicles, noise, hurrying men and women with strained or dull faces, vast structures and ornate public works.


    Here, however, was rustic simplicity, apparently isolated families and groups, living in the heart of the forest, with a quarter of a mile or more between households, a total absence of crowds, no means of conveyance other than the belts called jumpers, almost constantly worn by everybody, and an occasional rocket ship, used only for longer journeys, and underground plants or factories that were to my mind more like laboratories and engine rooms; many of them were excavations as deep as mines, with well finished, lighted and comfortable interiors. These people were adepts at camouflage against air observation. Not only would their activity have been unsuspected by an airship passing over the center of the community, but even by an enemy who might happen to drop through the screen of the upper branches to the floor of the forest. The camps, or household structures, were all irregular in shape and of colors that blended with the great trees among which they were hidden.


    There were 724 dwellings or “camps” among the Wyomings, located within an area of about fifteen square miles. The total population was 8,688, every man, woman and child, whether member or “exchange,” being listed.


    The plants were widely scattered through the territory also. Nowhere was anything like congestion permitted. So far as possible, families and individuals were assigned to living quarters, not too far from the plants or offices in which their work lay.


    All able-bodied men and women alternated in two-week periods between military and industrial service, except those who were needed for household work. Since working conditions in the plants and offices were ideal, and everybody thus had plenty of healthy outdoor activity in addition, the population was sturdy and active. Laziness was regarded as nearly the greatest of social offenses. Hard work and general merit were variously rewarded with extra privileges, advancement to positions of authority, and with various items of personal equipment for convenience and luxury.


    In leisure moments, I got great enjoyment from sitting outside the dwelling in which I was quartered with Bill Hearn and ten other men, watching the occasional passers-by, as with leisurely, but swift movements, they swung up and down the forest trail, rising from the ground in long almost-horizontal leaps, occasionally swinging from one convenient branch overhead to another before “sliding” back to the ground farther on. Normal traveling pace, where these trails were straight enough, was about twenty miles an hour. Such things as automobiles and railroad trains (the memory of them not more than a month old in my mind) seemed inexpressibly silly and futile compared with such convenience as these belts or jumpers offered.


    Bill suggested that I wander around for several days, from plant to plant, to observe and study what I could. The entire community had been apprised of my coming, my rating as an “exchange” reaching every building and post in the community, by means of ultronic broadcast. Everywhere I was welcomed in an interested and helpful spirit.


    I visited the plants where ultronic vibrations were isolated from the ether and through slow processes built up into sub-electronic, electronic and atomic forms into the two great synthetic elements, ultron and inertron. I learned something, superficially at least, of the processes of combined chemical and mechanical action through which were produced the various forms of synthetic cloth. I watched the manufacture of the machines which were used at locations of construction to produce the various forms of building materials. But I was particularly interested in the munitions plants and the rocket-ship shops.


    Ultron is a solid of great molecular density and moderate elasticity, which has the property of being 100 percent conductive to those pulsations known as light, electricity and heat. Since it is completely permeable to light vibrations, it is therefore absolutely invisible and non-reflective. Its magnetic response is almost, but not quite, 100 percent also. It is therefore very heavy under normal conditions but extremely responsive to the repellor or anti-gravity rays, such as the Hans use as “legs“ for their airships.


    Inertron is the second great triumph of American research and experimentation with ultronic forces. It was developed just a few years before my awakening in the abandoned mine. It is a synthetic element, built up, through a complicated heterodyning of ultronic pulsations, from “infra-balanced” sub-ionic forms. It is completely inert to both electric and magnetic forces in all the orders above the ultronic; that is to say, the sub-electronic, the electronic, the atomic and the molecular. In consequence it has a number of amazing and valuable properties. One of these is the total lack of weight. Another is a total lack of heat. It has no molecular vibration whatever. It reflects 100 percent of the heat and light impinging upon it. It does not feel cold to the touch, of course, since it will not absorb the heat of the hand. It is a solid, very dense in molecular structure despite its lack of weight, of great strength and considerable elasticity. It is a perfect shield against the disintegrator rays.


    Rocket guns are very simple contrivances so far as the mechanism of launching the bullet is concerned. They are simple light tubes, closed at the rear end, with a trigger-actuated pin for piercing the thin skin at the base of the cartridge. This piercing of the skin starts the chemical and atomic reaction. The entire cartridge leaves the tube under its own power, at a very easy initial velocity, just enough to insure accuracy of aim; so the tube does not have to be of heavy construction. The bullet increases in velocity as it goes. It may be solid or explosive. It may explode on contact or on time, or a combination of these two.


    Bill and I talked mostly of weapons, military tactics and strategy. Strangely enough he had no idea whatever of the possibilities of the barrage, though the tremendous effect of a “curtain of fire” with such high-explosive projectiles as these modern rocket guns used was obvious to me. But the barrage idea, it seemed, has been lost track of completely in the air wars that followed the First World War, and in the peculiar guerilla tactics developed by Americans in the later period of operations from the ground against Han airships, and in the gang wars which, until a few generations ago I learned, had been almost continuous.


    “I wonder,” said Bill one day, “if we couldn’t work up some form of barrage to spring on the Bad Bloods. The Big Boss told me today that he’s been in communication with the other gangs, and all are agreed that the Bad Bloods might as well be wiped out for good. That attempt on Wilma Deering’s life and their evident desire to make trouble among the gangs, has stirred up every community east of the Alleghenies. The Boss says that none of the others will object if we go after them. So I imagine that before long we will. Now show me again how you worked that business in the Argonne forest. The conditions ought to be pretty much the same.”


    I went over it with him in detail, and gradually we worked out a modified plan that would be better adapted to our more powerful weapons, and the use of jumpers.


    “It will be easy,” Bill exulted. “I’ll slide down and talk it over with the Boss tomorrow.”


    During the first two weeks of my stay with the Wyomings, Wilma Deering and I saw a great deal of each other. I naturally felt a little closer friendship for her, in view of the fact that she was the first human being I saw after waking from my long sleep; her appreciation of my saving her life, though I could not have done otherwise than I did in that matter, and most of all my own appreciation of the fact that she had not found it as difficult as the others to believe my story, operated in the same direction. I could easily imagine my story must have sounded incredible.


    It was natural enough too, that she should feel an unusual interest in me. In the first place, I was her personal discovery. In the second, she was a girl of studious and reflective turn of mind. She never got tired of my stories and descriptions of the 20th Century.


    The others of the community, however, seemed to find our friendship a bit amusing. It seemed that Wilma had a reputation for being cold toward the opposite sex, and so others, not being able to appreciate some of her fine qualities as I did, misinterpreted her attitude, much to their own delight. Wilma and I, however, ignored this as much as we could.


    CHAPTER IV


    A Han Air Raid


    There was a girl in Wilma’s camp named Gerdi Mann, with whom Bill Hearn was desperately in love, and the four of us used to go around a lot together. Gerdi was a distinct type. Whereas Wilma had the usual dark brown hair and hazel eyes that marked nearly every member of the community, Gerdi had red hair, blue eyes and very fair skin. She has been dead many years now, but I remember her vividly because she was a throwback in physical appearance to a certain 20th Century type which I have found very rare among modern Americans; also because the four of us were engaged one day in a discussion of this very point, when I obtained my first experience of a Han air raid.


    We were sitting high on the side of a hill overlooking the valley that teemed with human activity, invisible beneath its blanket of foliage.


    The other three, who knew of the Irish but vaguely and indefinitely, as a race on the other side of the globe, which, like ourselves, had succeeded in maintaining a precarious and fugitive existence in rebellion against the Mongolian domination of the earth, were listening with interest to my theory that Gerdi’s ancestors of several hundred years ago must have been Irish. I explained that Gerdi was an Irish type, evidently a throwback, and that her surname might well have been McMann, or McMahan, and still more anciently “mac Mathghamhain.” They were interested too in my surmise that “Gerdi” was the same name as that which had been “Gerty” or “Gertrude” in the 20th Century.


    In the middle of our discussion, we were startled by an alarm rocket that burst high in the air, far to the north, spreading a pall of red smoke that drifted like a cloud. It was followed by others at scattered points in the northern sky.


    “A Han raid!” Bill exclaimed in amazement. “The first in seven years!”


    “Maybe it’s just one of their ships off its course,” I ventured.


    “No,” said Wilma in some agitation. “That would be green rockets. Red means only one thing, Tony. They’re sweeping the countryside with their dis beams. Can you see anything, Bill?”


    “We had better get under cover,” Gerdi said nervously. “The four of us are bunched here in the open. For all we know they may be twelve miles up, out of sight, yet looking at us with a projecto’.”


    Bill had been sweeping the horizon hastily with his glass, but apparently saw nothing.


    “We had better scatter, at that,” he said finally. “It’s orders, you know. See!” He pointed to the valley.


    Here and there a tiny human figure shot for a moment above the foliage of the treetops.


    “That’s bad,” Wilma commented, as she counted the jumpers. “No less than fifteen people visible, and all clearly radiating from a central point. Do they want to give away our location?”


    The standard orders covering air raids were that the population was to scatter individually. There should be no grouping, or even pairing, in view of the destructiveness of the disintegrator rays. Experience of generations had proved that if this were done, and everybody remained hidden beneath the tree screens, the Hans would have to sweep mile after mile of territory, foot by foot, to catch more than a small percentage of the community.


    Gerdi, however, refused to leave Bill, and Wilma developed an equal obstinacy against quitting my side. I was inexperienced at this sort of thing, she explained, quite ignoring the fact that she was too; she was only thirteen or fourteen years old at the time of the last air raid.


    However, since I could not argue her out of it, we leaped together about a quarter of a mile to the right, while Bill and Gerdi disappeared down the hillside among the trees.


    Wilma and I both wanted a point of vantage from which we might overlook the valley and the sky to the north, and we found it near the top of the ridge, where, protected from visibility by thick branches, we could look out between the tree trunks, and get a good view of the valley.


    No more rockets went up. Except for a few of those warning red clouds, drifting lazily in a blue sky, there was no visible indication of man’s past or present existence anywhere in the sky or on the ground.


    Then Wilma gripped my arm and pointed. I saw it; away off in the distance; looking like a phantom dirigible airship, in its coat of low-visibility paint, a bare spectre.


    “Seven thousand feet up,” Wilma whispered, crouching close to me. “Watch.”


    The ship was about the same shape as the great dirigibles of the 20th Century that I had seen, but without the suspended control car, engines, propellors, rudders or elevating planes. As it loomed rapidly nearer, I saw that it was wider and somewhat flatter than I had supposed.


    Now I could see the repellor rays that held the ship aloft, like searchlight beams faintly visible in the bright daylight (and still faintly visible to the human eye at night). Actually, I had been informed by my instructors, there were two rays; the visible one generated by the ship’s apparatus, and directed toward the ground as a beam of “carrier” impulses; and the true repellor ray, the complement of the other in one sense, induced by the action of the “carrier” and reacting in a concentrating upward direction from the mass of the earth, becoming successively electronic, atomic and finally molecular, in its nature, according to various ratios of distance between earth mass and “carrier” source, until, in the last analysis, the ship itself actually is supported on an upward rushing column of air, much like a ball continuously supported on a fountain jet.


    The raider neared with incredible speed. Its rays were both slanted astern at a sharp angle, so that it slid forward with tremendous momentum.


    The ship was operating two disintegrator rays, though only in a casual, intermittent fashion. But whenever they flashed downward with blinding brilliancy, forest, rocks and ground melted instantaneously into nothing, where they played upon them.


    When later I inspected the scars left by these rays I found them some five feet deep and thirty feet wide, the exposed surfaces being lava-like in texture, but of a pale, iridescent, greenish hue.


    No systematic use of the rays was made by the ship, however, until it reached a point over the center of the valley—the center of the community’s activities. There it came to a sudden stop by shooting its repellor beams sharply forward and easing them back gradually to the vertical, holding the ship floating and motionless. Then the work of destruction began systematically.


    Back and forth traveled the destroying rays, ploughing parallel furrows from hillside to hillside. We gasped in dismay, Wilma and I, as time after time we saw it plough through sections where we knew camps or plants were located.


    “This is awful,” she moaned, a terrified question in her eyes. “How could they know the location so exactly, Tony? Did you see? They were never in doubt. They stalled at a predetermined spot—and—and it was exactly the right spot.”


    We did not talk of what might happen if the rays were turned in our direction. We both knew. We would simply disintegrate in a split second into mere scattered electronic vibrations. Strangely enough, it was this self-reliant girl of the 25th Century, who clung to me, a relatively primitive man of the 20th, less familiar than she with the thought of this terrifying possibility, for moral support.


    We knew that many of our companions must have been whisked into absolute non-existence before our eyes in these few moments. The whole thing paralyzed us into mental and physical immobility for I do not know how long.


    It couldn’t have been long, however, for the rays had not ploughed more than thirty of their twenty-foot furrows or so across the valley, when I regained control of myself, and brought Wilma to herself by shaking her roughly.


    “How far will this rocket gun shoot, Wilma?” I demanded, drawing my pistol.


    “It depends on your rocket, Tony. It will take even the longest range rocket, but you could shoot more accurately from a longer tube. But why? You couldn’t penetrate the shell of that ship with rocket force, even if you could reach it.”


    I fumbled clumsily with my rocket pouch, for I was excited. I had an idea I wanted to try; a “hunch” I called it, forgetting that Wilma could not understand my ancient slang. But finally, with her help, I selected the longest range explosive rocket in my pouch, and fitted it to my pistol.


    “It won’t carry seven thousand feet, Tony,” Wilma objected. But I took aim carefully. It was another thought that I had in my mind. The supporting repellor ray, I had been told, became molecular in character at what was called a logarithmic level of five (below that it was a purely electronic “flow” or pulsation between the source of the “carrier” and the average mass of the earth). Below that level if I could project my explosive bullet into this stream where it began to carry material substance upward, might it not rise with the air column, gathering speed and hitting the ship with enough impact to carry it through the shell? It was worth trying anyhow. Wilma became greatly excited, too, when she grasped the nature of my inspiration.


    Feverishly I looked around for some formation of branches against which I could rest the pistol, for I had to aim most carefully. At last I found one. Patiently I sighted on the hulk of the ship far above us, aiming at the far side of it, at such an angle as would, so far as I could estimate, bring my bullet path through the forward repellor beam. At last the sights wavered across the point I sought and I pressed the button gently.


    For a moment we gazed breathlessly.


    Suddenly the ship swung bow down, as on a pivot, and swayed like a pendulum. Wilma screamed in her excitement.


    “Oh, Tony, you hit it! You hit it! Do it again; bring it down!”


    We had only one more rocket of extreme range between us, and we dropped it three times in our excitement in inserting it in my gun. Then, forcing myself to be calm by sheer will power, while Wilma stuffed her little fist into her mouth to keep from shrieking, I sighted carefully again and fired. In a flash, Wilma had grasped the hope that this discovery of mine might lead to the end of the Han domination.


    The elapsed time of the rocket’s invisible flight seemed an age.


    Then we saw the ship falling. It seemed to plunge lazily, but actually it fell with terrific acceleration, turning end over end, its disintegrator rays, out of control, describing vast, wild arcs, and once cutting a gash through the forest less than two hundred feet from where we stood.


    The crash with which the heavy craft hit the ground reverberated from the hills—the momentum of eighteen or twenty thousand tons, in a sheer drop of seven thousand feet. A mangled mass of metal, it buried itself in the ground, with poetic justice, in the middle of the smoking, semi-molten field of destruction it had been so deliberately ploughing.


    The silence, the vacuity of the landscape, was oppressive, as the last echoes died away.


    Then far down the hillside, a single figure leaped exultantly above the foliage screen. And in the distance another, and another.


    In a moment the sky was punctured by signal rockets. One after another the little red puffs became drifting clouds.


    “Scatter! Scatter!” Wilma exclaimed. “In half an hour there’ll be an entire Han fleet here from Nu-yok, and another from Bah-flo. They’ll get this instantly on their recordographs and location finders. They’ll blast the whole valley and the country for miles beyond. Come, Tony. There’s no time for the gang to rally. See the signals. We’ve got to jump. Oh, I’m so proud of you!”


    Over the ridge we went, in long leaps toward the east, the country of the Delawares.


    From time to time signal rockets puffed in the sky. Most of them were the “red warnings,” the “scatter” signals. But from certain of the others, which Wilma identified as Wyoming rockets, she gathered that whoever was in command (we did not know whether the Boss was alive or not) was ordering an ultimate rally toward the south, and so we changed our course.


    It was a great pity, I thought, that the clan had not been equipped throughout its membership with ultrophones, but Wilma explained to me, that not enough of these had been built for distribution as yet, although general distribution had been contemplated within a couple of months.


    We traveled far before nightfall overtook us, trying only to put as much distance as possible between ourselves and the valley.


    When gathering dusk made jumping too dangerous, we sought a comfortable spot beneath the trees, and consumed part of our emergency rations. It was the first time I had tasted the stuff—a highly nutritive synthetic substance called “concentro,” which was, however, a bit bitter and unpalatable. But as only a mouthful or so was needed, it did not matter.


    Neither of us had a cloak, but we were both thoroughly tired and happy, so we curled up together for warmth. I remember Wilma making some sleepy remark about our mating, as she cuddled up, as though the matter were all settled, and my surprise at my own instant acceptance of the idea, for I had not consciously thought of her that way before. But we both fell asleep at once.


    In the morning we found little time for love making. The practical problem facing us was too great. Wilma felt that the Wyoming plan must be to rally in the Susquanna territory, but she had her doubts about the wisdom of this plan. In my elation at my success in bringing down the Han ship, and my newly found interest in my charming companion, who was, from my viewpoint of another century, at once more highly civilized and yet more primitive than myself, I had forgotten the ominous fact that the Han ship I had destroyed must have known the exact location of the Wyoming Works.


    This meant, to Wilma’s logical mind, either that the Hans had perfected new instruments as yet unknown to us, or that somewhere, among the Wyomings or some other nearby gang, there were traitors so degraded as to commit that unthinkable act of trafficking in information with the Hans. In either contingency, she argued, other Han raids would follow, and since the Susquannas had a highly developed organization and more than usually productive plants, the next raid might be expected to strike them.


    But at any rate it was clearly our business to get in touch with the other fugitives as quickly as possible, so in spite of muscles that were sore from the excessive leaping of the day before, we continued on our way.


    We traveled for only a couple of hours when we saw a multi-colored rocket in the sky, some ten miles ahead of us.


    “Bear to the left, Tony,” Wilma said, “and listen for the whistle.”


    “Why?” I asked.


    “Haven’t they given you the rocket code yet?” she replied. “That’s what the green, followed by yellow and purple means; to concentrate five miles east of the rocket position. You know the rocket position itself might draw a play of disintegrator beams.”


    It did not take us long to reach the neighborhood of the indicated rallying, though we were now traveling beneath the trees, with but an occasional leap to a top branch to see if any more rocket smoke was floating above. And soon we heard a distant whistle.


    We found about half the Gang already there, in a spot where the trees met high above a little stream. The Big Boss and Raid Bosses were busy reorganizing the remnants.


    We reported to Boss Hart at once. He was silent, but interested, when he heard our story.


    “You two stick close to me,” he said, adding grimly, “I’m going back to the valley at once with a hundred picked men, and I’ll need you.”


    CHAPTER V


    Setting the Trap


    Inside of fifteen minutes we were on our way. A certain amount of caution was sacrificed for the sake of speed, and the men leaped away either across the forest top, or over open spaces of ground, but concentration was forbidden. The Big Boss named the spot on the hillside as the rallying point.


    “We’ll have to take a chance on being seen, so long as we don’t group,” he declared, “at least until within five miles of the rallying spot. From then on I want every man to disappear from sight and to travel under cover. And keep your ultrophones open, and tuned on ten-four-seven-six.”


    Wilma and I had received our battle equipment from the Gear boss. It consisted of a long-gun, a hand-gun, with a special case of ammunition constructed of inertron, which made the load weigh but a few ounces, and a short sword. This gear we strapped over each other’s shoulders, on top of our jumping belts. In addition, we each received an ultrophone, and a light inertron blanket rolled into a cylinder about six inches long by two or three in diameter. This fabric was exceedingly thin and light, but it had considerable warmth, because of the mixture of inertron in its composition.


    “This looks like business,” Wilma remarked to me with sparkling eyes. (And I might mention a curious thing here. The word “business” had survived from the 20th Century American vocabulary, but not with any meaning of “industry” or “trade,” for such things being purely community activities were spoken of as “work” and “clearing.” Business simply meant fighting, and that was all.)


    “Did you bring all this equipment from the valley?” I asked the Gear Boss.


    “No,” he said. “There was no time to gather anything. All this stuff we cleared from the Susquannas a few hours ago. I was with the Boss on the way down, and he had me jump on ahead and arrange it. But you two had better be moving. He’s beckoning you now.”


    Hart was about to call us on our phones when we looked up. As soon as we did so, he leaped away, waving us to follow closely.


    He was a powerful man, and he darted ahead in long, swift, low leaps up the banks of the stream, which followed a fairly straight course at this point. By extending ourselves, however, Wilma and I were able to catch up to him.


    As we gradually synchronized our leaps with his, he outlined to us, between the grunts that accompanied each leap, his plan of action.


    “We have to start the big business—unh—sooner or later,” he said. “And if—unh—the Hans have found any way of locating our positions—unh—it’s time to start now, although the Council of Bosses—unh—had intended waiting a few years until enough rocket ships have been—unh—built. But no matter what the sacrifice—unh—we can’t afford to let them get us on the run—unh—. We’ll set a trap for the yellow devils in the—unh—valley if they come back for their wreckage—unh—and if they don’t, we’ll go rocketing for some of their liners—unh—on the Nu-yok, Clee-lan, Si-ka-ga course. We can use—unh—that idea of yours of shooting up the repellor—unh—beams. Want you to give us a demonstration.”


    With further admonition to follow him closely, he increased his pace, and Wilma and I were taxed to our utmost to keep up with him. It was only in ascending the slopes that my tougher muscles overbalanced his greater skill, and I was able to set the pace for him, as I had for Wilma.


    We slept in greater comfort that night, under our inertron blankets, and were off with the dawn, leaping cautiously to the top of the ridge overlooking the valley which Wilma and I had left.


    The Boss scanned the sky with his ultroscope, patiently taking some fifteen minutes to the task, and then swung his phone into use, calling the roll and giving the men their instructions.


    His first order was for us all to slip our ear and chest discs into permanent position.


    These ultrophones were quite different from the one used by Wilma’s companion scout the day I saved her from the vicious attack of the bandit Gang. That one was contained entirely in a small pocket case. These, with which we were now equipped, consisted of a pair of ear discs, each a separate and self-contained receiving set. They slipped into little pockets over our ears in the fabric helmets we wore, and shut out virtually all extraneous sounds. The chest discs were likewise self-contained sending sets, strapped to the chest a few inches below the neck and actuated by the vibrations from the vocal cords through the body tissues. The total range of these sets was about eighteen miles. Reception was remarkably clear, quite free from the static that so marked the 20th Century radios, and of a strength in direct proportion to the distance of the speaker.


    The Boss’ set was triple powered, so that his orders would cut in on any local conversations, which were indulged in, however, with great restraint, and only for the purpose of maintaining contacts.


    I marveled at the efficiency of this modern method of battle communication in contrast to the clumsy signaling devices of more ancient times; and also at other military contrasts in which the 20th and 25th Century methods were the reverse of each other in efficiency. These modern Americans, for instance, knew little of hand to hand fighting, and nothing, naturally, of trench warfare. Of barrages they were quite ignorant, although they possessed weapons of terrific power. And until my recent flash of inspiration, no one among them, apparently, had ever thought of the scheme of shooting a rocket into a repellor beam and letting the beam itself hurl it upward into the most vital part of the Han ship.


    Hart patiently placed his men, first giving his instructions to the campmasters, and then remaining silent, while they placed the individuals.


    In the end, the hundred men were ringed about the valley, on the hillsides and tops, each in a position from which he had a good view of the wreckage of the Han ship. But not a man had come in view, so far as I could see, in the whole process.


    The Boss explained to me that it was his idea that he, Wilma and I should investigate the wreck. If Han ships should appear in the sky, we would leap for the hillsides.


    I suggested to him to have the men set up their long-guns trained on an imaginary circle surrounding the wreck. He busied himself with this after the three of us leaped down to the Han ship, serving as a target himself, while he called on the men individually to aim their pieces and lock them in position.


    In the meantime Wilma and I climbed into the wreckage, but did not find much. Practically all of the instruments and machinery had been twisted out of all recognizable shape, or utterly destroyed by the ship’s disintegrator rays which apparently had continued to operate in the midst of its warped remains for some moments after the crash.


    It was unpleasant work searching the mangled bodies of the crew. But it had to be done. The Han clothing, I observed, was quite different from that of the Americans, and in many respects more like the garb to which I had been accustomed in the earlier part of my life. It was made of synthetic fabrics like silks, loose and comfortable trousers of knee length, and sleeveless shirts.


    No protection, except that against drafts, was needed, Wilma explained to me, for the Han cities were entirely enclosed, with splendid arrangements for ventilation and heating. These arrangements of course were equally adequate in their airships. The Hans, indeed, had quite a distaste for unshaded daylight, since their lighting apparatus diffused a controlled amount of violet rays, making the unmodified sunlight unnecessary for health, and undesirable for comfort. Since the Hans did not have the secret of inertron, none of them wore anti-gravity belts. Yet in spite of the fact that they had to bear their own full weights at all times, they were physically far inferior to the Americans, for they lived lives of degenerative physical inertia, having machinery of every description for the performance of all labor, and convenient conveyances for any movement of more than a few steps.


    Even from the twisted wreckage of this ship I could see that seats, chairs and couches played an extremely important part in their scheme of existence.


    But none of the bodies were overweight. They seemed to have been the bodies of men in good health, but muscularly much underdeveloped. Wilma explained to me that they had mastered the science of gland control, and of course dietetics, to the point where men and women among them not uncommonly reached the age of a hundred years with arteries and general health in splendid condition.


    I did not have time to study the ship and its contents as carefully as I would have liked, however. Time pressed, and it was our business to discover some clue to the deadly accuracy with which the ship had spotted the Wyoming Works.


    The Boss had hardly finished his arrangements for the ring barrage, when one of the scouts on an eminence to the north, announced the approach of seven Han ships, spread out in a great semi-circle.


    Hart leaped for the hillside, calling to us to do likewise, but Wilma and I had raised the flaps of our helmets and switched off our “speakers” for conversation between ourselves, and by the time we discovered what had happened, the ships were clearly visible, so fast were they approaching.


    “Jump!” we heard the Boss order, “Deering to the north. Rogers to the east.”


    But Wilma looked at me meaningly and pointed to where the twisted plates of the ship, projecting from the ground, offered a shelter.


    “Too late, Boss,” she said. “They’d see us. Besides I think there’s something here we ought to look at. It’s probably their magnetic graph.”


    “You’re signing your death warrant,” Hart warned.


    “We’ll risk it,” said Wilma and I together.


    “Good for you,” replied the Boss. “Take command then, Rogers, for the present. Do you all know his voice, boys?”


    A chorus of assent rang in our ears, and I began to do some fast thinking as the girl and I ducked into the twisted mass of metal.


    “Wilma, hunt for that record,” I said, knowing that by the simple process of talking I could keep the entire command continuously informed as to the situation. “On the hillsides, keep your guns trained on the circles and stand by. On the hilltops, how many of you are there? Speak in rotation from Bald Knob around to the east, north, west.”


    In turn the men called their names. There were twenty of them.


    I assigned them by name to cover the various Han ships, numbering the latter from left to right.


    “Train your rockets on their repellor rays about three-quarters of the way up, between ships and ground. Aim is more important than elevation. Follow those rays with your aim continuously. Shoot when I tell you, not before. Deering has the record. The Hans probably have not seen us, or at least think there are but two of us in the valley, since they’re settling without opening up disintegrators. Any opinions?”


    My ear discs remained silent.


    “Deering and I remain here until they land and debark. Stand by and keep alert.”


    Rapidly and easily the largest of the Han ships settled to the earth. Three scouted sharply to the south, rising to a higher level. The others floated motionless about a thousand feet above.


    Peeping through a small fissure between two plates, I saw the vast hulk of the ship come to rest full on the line of our prospective ring barrage. A door clanged open a couple of feet from the ground, and one by one the crew emerged.


    CHAPTER VI


    The “Wyoming Massacre”


    “They’re coming out of the ship.” I spoke quietly, with my hand over my mouth, for fear they might hear me. “One—two—three—four, five—six—seven—eight—nine. That seems to be all. Who knows how many men a ship like that is likely to carry?”


    “About ten, if there are no passengers,” replied one of my men, probably one of those on the hillside.


    “How are they armed?” I asked.


    “Just knives,” came the reply. “They never permit hand-rays on the ships. Afraid of accidents. Have a ruling against it.”


    “Leave them to us then,” I said, for I had a hastily formed plan in my mind. “You, on the hillsides, take the ships above. Abandon the ring target. Divide up in training on those repellor rays. You, on the hilltops, all train on the repellors of the ships to the south. Shoot at the word, but not before.


    “Wilma, crawl over to your left where you can make a straight leap for the door in that ship. These men are all walking around the wreck in a bunch. When they’re on the far side, I’ll give the word and you leap through that door in one bound. I’ll follow. Maybe we won’t be seen. We’ll overpower the guard inside, but don’t shoot. We may escape being seen by both this crew and ships above. They can’t see over this wreck.”


    It was so easy that it seemed too good to be true. The Hans who had emerged from the ship walked round the wreckage lazily, talking in guttural tones, keenly interested in the wreck, but quite unsuspicious.


    At last they were on the far side. In a moment they would be picking their way into the wreck.


    “Wilma, leap!” I almost whispered the order.


    The distance between Wilma’s hiding place and the door in the side of the Han ship was not more than fifteen feet. She was already crouched with her feet braced against a metal beam. Taking the lift of that wonderful inertron belt into her calculation, she dove headforemost, like a green projectile, through the door. I followed in a split second, more clumsily, but no less speedily, bruising my shoulder painfully, as I ricocheted from the edge of the opening and brought up sliding against the unconscious girl; for she evidently had hit her head against the partition within the ship into which she had crashed.


    We had made some noise within the ship. Shuffling footsteps were approaching down a well lit gangway.


    “Any signs we have been observed?” I asked my men on the hillsides.


    “Not yet,” I heard the Boss reply. “Ships overhead still standing. No beams have been broken out. Men on ground absorbed in wreck. Most of them have crawled into it out of sight.”


    “Good,” I said quickly. “Deering hit her head. Knocked out. One or more members of the crew approaching. We’re not discovered yet. I’ll take care of them. Stand a bit longer, but be ready.”


    I think my last words must have been heard by the man who was approaching, for he stopped suddenly.


    I crouched at the far side of the compartment, motionless. I would not draw my sword if there were only one of them. He would be a weakling, I figured, and I should easily overcome him with my bare hands.


    Apparently reassured at the absence of any further sound, a man came around a sort of bulkhead—and I leaped.


    I swung my legs up in front of me as I did so, catching him full in the stomach and knocked him cold.


    I ran forward along the keel gangway, searching for the control room. I found it well up in the nose of the ship. And it was deserted. What could I do to jam the controls of the ships that would not register on the recording instruments of the other ships? I gazed at the mass of controls. Levers and wheels galore. In the center of the compartment, on a massively braced universal joint mounting, was what I took for the repellor generator. A dial on it glowed and a faint hum came from within its shielding metallic case. But I had no time to study it.


    Above all else, I was afraid that some automatic telephone apparatus existed in the room, through which I might be heard on the other ships. The risk of trying to jam the controls was too great. I abandoned the idea and withdrew softly. I would have to take a chance that there was no other member of the crew aboard.


    I ran back to the entrance compartment. Wilma still lay where she had slumped down. I heard the voices of the Hans approaching. It was time to act. The next few seconds would tell whether the ships in the air would try or be able to melt us into nothingness. I spoke.


    “Are you boys all ready?” I asked, creeping to a position opposite the door and drawing my hand-gun.


    Again there was a chorus of assent.


    “Then on the count of three, shoot up those repellor rays—all of them—and for God’s sake, don’t miss.” And I counted.


    I think my “three” was a bit weak. I know it took all the courage I had to utter it.


    For an agonizing instant nothing happened, except that the landing party from the ship strolled into my range of vision.


    Then startled, they turned their eyes upward. For an instant they stood frozen with horror at whatever they saw.


    One hurled his knife at me. It grazed my cheek. Then a couple of them made a break for the doorway. The rest followed. But I fired pointblank with my hand-gun, pressing the button as fast as I could and aiming at their feet to make sure my explosive rockets would make contact and do their work.


    The detonations of my rockets were deafening. The spot on which the Hans stood flashed into a blinding glare. Then there was nothing there except their torn and mutilated corpses. They had been fairly bunched, and I got them all.


    I ran to the door, expecting any instant to be hurled into infinity by the sweep of a disintegrator ray.


    Some eighth of a mile away I saw one of the ships crash to earth. A disintegrator ray came into my line of vision, wavered uncertainly for a moment and then began to sweep directly toward the ship in which I stood. But it never reached it. Suddenly, like a light switched off, it shot to one side, and a moment later another vast hulk crashed to earth. I looked out, then stepped out on the ground.


    The only Han ships in the sky were two of the scouts to the south which were hanging perpendicularly, and sagging slowly down. The others must have crashed down while I was deafened by the sound of the explosion of my own rockets.


    Somebody hit the other repellor ray of one of the two remaining ships and it fell out of sight beyond a hilltop. The other, farther away, drifted down diagonally, its disintegrator ray playing viciously over the ground below it.


    I shouted with exultation and relief.


    “Take back the command, Boss!” I yelled.


    His commands, sending out jumpers in pursuit of the descending ship, rang in my ears, but I paid no attention to them. I leaped back into the compartment of the Han ship and knelt beside my Wilma. Her padded helmet had absorbed much of the blow, I thought; otherwise, her skull might have been fractured.


    “Oh, my head!” she groaned, coming to as I lifted her gently in my arms and strode out in the open with her. “We must have won, dearest, did we?”


    “We most certainly did,” I reassured her. “All but one crashed and that one is drifting down toward the south; we’ve captured this one we’re in intact. There was only one member of the crew aboard when we dove in.”


    Less than an hour afterward the Big Boss ordered the outfit to tune in ultrophones on three-twenty-three to pick up a translated broadcast of the Han intelligence office in Nu-yok from the Susquanna station. It was in the form of a public warning and news item, and read as follows:


    “This is Public Intelligence Office, Nu-yok, broadcasting warning to navigators of private ships, and news of public interest. The squadron of seven ships, which left Nu-yok this morning to investigate the recent destruction of the GK-984 in the Wyoming Valley, has been destroyed by a series of mysterious explosions similar to those which wrecked the GK-984.


    “The phones, viewplates, and all other signaling devices of five of the seven ships ceased operating suddenly at approximately the same moment, about seven-four-nine.” (According to the Han system of reckoning time, seven and forty-nine one hundredths after midnight.) “After violent disturbances the location finders went out of operation. Electroactivity registers applied to the territory of the Wyoming Valley remain dead.


    “The Intelligence Office has no indication of the kind of disaster which overtook the squadron except certain evidences of explosive phenomena similar to those in the case of the GK-984, which recently went dead while beaming the valley in a systematic effort to wipe out the works and camps of the tribesmen. The Office considers, as obvious, the deduction that the tribesmen have developed a new, and as yet undetermined, technique of attack on airships, and has recommended to the Heaven-Born that immediate and unlimited authority be given the Navigation Intelligence Division to make an investigation of this technique and develop a defense against it.


    “In the meantime it urges that private navigators avoid this territory in particular, and in general hold as closely as possible to the official inter-city routes, which now are being patrolled by the entire force of the Military Office, which is beaming the routes generously to a width of ten miles. The Military Office reports that it is at present considering no retaliatory raids against the tribesmen. With the Navigation Intelligence Division, it holds that unless further evidence of the nature of the disaster is developed in the near future, the public interest will be better served, and at smaller cost of life, by a scientific research than by attempts at retaliation, which may bring destruction on all ships engaging therein. So unless further evidence actually is developed, or the Heaven-Born orders to the contrary, the Military will hold to a defensive policy.


    “Unofficial intimations from Lo-Tan are to the effect that the Heaven-Council has the matter under consideration.


    “The Navigation Intelligence Office permits the broadcast of the following condensation of its detailed observations:


    “The squadron proceeded to a position above the Wyoming Valley where the wreck of the GK-984 was known to be, from the record of its location finder before it went dead recently. There the bottom projectoscope relays of all ships registered the wreck of the GK-984. Teleprojectoscope views of the wreck and the bowl of the valley showed no evidence of the presence of tribesmen. Neither ship registers nor base registers showed any indication of electroactivity except from the squadron itself. On orders from the Base Squadron Commander, the LD-248, LK-745 and LG-25 scouted southward at 3,000 feet. The GK-43, GK-981 and GK-220 stood above at 2,500 feet, and the GK-18 landed to permit personal inspection of the wreck by the science committee. The party debarked, leaving one man on board in the control cabin. He set all projectoscopes at universal focus except RB-3,” (this meant the third projectoscope from the bow of the ship, on the right-hand side of the lower deck) “with which he followed the landing group as it walked around the wreck.


    “The first abnormal phenomenon recorded by any of the instruments at Base was that relayed automatically from projectoscope RB-4 of the GK-18, which as the party disappeared from view in back of the wreck, recorded two green missiles of roughly cylindrical shape, projected from the wreckage into the landing compartment of the ship. At such close range these were not clearly defined, owing to the universal focus at which the projectoscope was set. The Base Captain of GK-18 at once ordered the man in the control room to investigate, and saw him leave the control room in compliance with this order. An instant later confused sounds reached the control-room electrophone, such as might be made by a man falling heavily, and footsteps reapproached the control room, a figure entering and leaving the control room hurriedly. The Base Captain now believes, and the stills of the photorecord support his belief, that this was not the crew member who had been left in the control room. Before the Base Captain could speak to him he left the room, nor was any response given to the attention signal the Captain flashed throughout the ship.


    “At this point projectoscope RB-3 of the ship now out of focus control, dimly showed the landing party walking back toward the ship. RB-4 showed it more clearly. Then on both these instruments, a number of blinding explosives in rapid succession were seen and the electrophone relays registered terrific concussions; the ship’s electronic apparatus and projectoscopes apparatus went dead.


    “Reports of the other ships’ Base Observers and Executives, backed by the photorecords, show the explosions as taking place in the midst of the landing party as it returned, evidently unsuspicious, to the ship. Then in rapid succession they indicate that terrific explosions occurred inside and outside the three ships standing above close to their rep-ray generators, and all signals from these ships thereupon went dead.


    “Of the three ships scouting to the south, the LD-248 suffered an identical fate, at the same moment. Its records add little to the knowledge of the disaster. But with the LK-745 and the LG-25 it was different.


    “The relay instruments of the LK-745 indicated the destruction by an explosion of the rear rep-ray generator, and that the ship hung stern down for a short space, swinging like a pendulum. The forward viewplates and indicators did not cease functioning, but their records are chaotic, except for one projectoscope still, which shows the bowl of the valley, and the GK-981 falling, but no visible evidence of tribesmen. The control-room viewplate is also a chaotic record of the ship’s crew tumbling and falling to the rear wall. Then the forward rep-ray generator exploded, and all signals went dead.


    “The fate of the LG-25 was somewhat similar, except that this ship hung nose down, and drifted on the wind southward as it slowly descended out of control.


    “As its control room was shattered, verbal report from its Action Captain was precluded. The record of the interior rear viewplate shows members of the crew climbing toward the rear rep-ray generator in an attempt to establish manual control of it, and increase the lift. The projectoscope relays, swinging in wide arcs, recorded little of value except at the ends of their swings. One of these, from a machine which happened to be set in telescopic focus, shows several views of great value in picturing the falls of the other ships, and all of the rear projectoscope records enable the reconstruction in detail of the pendulum and torsional movements of the ship, and its sag toward the earth. But none of the views showing the forest below contain any indication of tribesmen’s presence. A final explosion put this ship out of commission at a height of 1,000 feet, and at a point four miles S. by E. of the center of the valley.”


    The message ended with a repetition of the warning to other airmen to avoid the valley.


    CHAPTER VII


    Incredible Treason


    After receiving this report, and reassurances of support from the Big Bosses of the neighboring Gangs, Hart determined to reestablish the Wyoming Valley community.


    A careful survey of the territory showed that it was only the northern sections and slopes that had been “beamed” by the first Han ship.


    The synthetic-fabrics plant had been partially wiped out, though the lower levels underground had not been reached by the dis ray. The forest screen above it, however, had been annihilated, and it was determined to abandon it, after removing all usable machinery and evidences of the processes that might be of interest to the Han scientists, should they return to the valley in the future.


    The ammunition plant, and the rocket-ship plant, which had just been about to start operation at the time of the raid, were intact, as were the other important plants.


    Hart brought the Camboss up from the Susquanna Works, and laid out new camp locations, scattering them farther to the south, and avoiding ground which had been seared by the Han beams and the immediate locations of the Han wrecks.


    During this period, a sharp check was kept upon Han messages, for the phone plant had been one of the first to be put in operation, and when it became evident that the Hans did not intend any immediate reprisals, the entire membership of the community was summoned back, and normal life was resumed.


    Wilma and I had been married the day after the destruction of the ships, and spent this intervening period in a delightful honeymoon, camping high in the mountains. On our return, we had a camp of our own, of course. We were assigned to location 1017. And as might be expected, we had a great deal of banter over which one of us was Camp Boss. The title stood after my name on the Big Boss’ records, and those of the Big Camboss, of course, but Wilma airily held that this meant nothing at all—and generally succeeded in making me admit it whenever she chose.


    I found myself a full-fledged member of the Gang now, for I had elected to search no farther for a permanent alliance, much as I would have liked to familiarize myself with this 25th Century life in other sections of the country. The Wyomings had a high morale, and had prospered under the rule of Big Boss Hart for many years. But many of the gangs, I found, were badly organized, lacked strong hands in authority, and were rife with intrigue. On the whole, I thought I would be wise to stay with a group which had already proved its friendliness, and in which I seemed to have prospects of advancement. Under these modern social and economic conditions, the kind of individual freedom to which I had been accustomed in the 20th Century was impossible. I would have been as much of a nonentity in every phase of human relationship by attempting to avoid alliances, as any man of the 20th Century would have been politically, who aligned himself with no political party.


    This entire modern life, it appeared to me, judging from my ancient viewpoint, was organized along what I called “political” lines. And in this connection, it amused me to notice how universal had become the use of the word “boss.” The leader, the person in charge or authority over anything, was a “boss.” There was as little formality in his relations with his followers as there was in the case of the 20th Century political boss, and the same high respect paid him by his followers as well as the same high consideration by him of their interests. He was just as much of an autocrat, and just as much dependent upon the general popularity of his actions for the ability to maintain his autocracy.


    The sub-boss who could not command the loyalty of his followers was as quickly deposed, either by them or by his superiors, as the ancient ward leader of the 20th Century who lost control of his votes.


    As society was organized in the 20th Century, I do not believe the system could have worked in anything but politics. I tremble to think what would have happened, had the attempt been made to handle the A. E. F. this way during the First World War, instead of by that rigid military discipline and complete assumption of the individual as a mere standardized cog in the machine.


    But owing to the centuries of desperate suffering the people had endured at the hands of the Hans, there developed a spirit of self-sacrifice and consideration for the common good that made the scheme applicable and efficient in all forms of human co-operation.


    I have a little heresy about all this, however. My associates regard the thought with as much horror as many worthy people of the 20th Century felt in regard to any heretical suggestion that the original outline of government as laid down in the First Constitution did not apply as well to 20th Century conditions as to those of the early 19th.


    In later years, I felt that there was a certain softening of moral fiber among the people, since the Hans had been finally destroyed with all their works; and Americans have developed a new luxury economy. I have seen signs of the reawakening of greed, of selfishness. The eternal cycle seems to be at work. I fear that slowly, though surely, private wealth is reappearing, codes of inflexibility are developing; they will be followed by corruption, degradation; and in the end some cataclysmic event will end this era and usher in a new one.


    All this, however, is wandering afar from my story, which concerns our early battles against the Hans, and not our more modern problems of self-control.


    Our victory over the seven Han ships had set the country ablaze. The secret had been carefully communicated to the other gangs, and the country was agog from one end to the other. There was feverish activity in the ammunition plants, and the hunting of stray Han ships became an enthusiastic sport. The results were disastrous to our hereditary enemies.


    From the Pacific Coast came the report of a great transpacific liner of 75,000 tons “lift” being brought to earth from a position of invisibility above the clouds. A dozen Sacramentos had caught the hazy outlines of its rep rays approaching them, head-on, in the twilight, like ghostly pillars reaching into the sky. They had fired rockets into it with ease, whereas they would have had difficulty in hitting it if it had been moving at right angles to their position. They got one rep ray. The other was not strong enough to hold it up. It floated to earth, nose down, and since it was unarmed and unarmored, they had no difficulty in shooting it to pieces and massacring its crew and passengers. It seemed barbarous to me. But then I did not have centuries of bitter persecution in my blood.


    From the Jersey Beaches we received news of the destruction of a Nu-yok-A-lan-a liner. The Sand-snipers, practically invisible in their sand-colored clothing, and half buried along the beaches, lay in wait for days, risking the play of dis beams along the route, and finally registering four hits within a week. The Hans discontinued their service along this route, and as evidence that they were badly shaken by our success, sent no raiders down the Beaches.


    It was a few weeks later that Big Boss Hart sent for me.


    “Tony,” he said, “There are two things I want to talk to you about. One of them will become public property in a few days, I think. We aren’t going to get any more Han ships by shooting up their repellor rays unless we use much larger rockets. They are wise to us now. They’re putting armor of great thickness in the hulls of their ships below the rep-ray machines. Near Bah-flo this morning a party of Eries shot one without success. The explosions staggered her, but did not penetrate. As near as we can gather from their reports, their laboratories have developed a new alloy of great tensile strength and elasticity which nevertheless lets the rep rays through like a sieve. Our reports indicate that the Eries’ rockets bounced off harmlessly. Most of the party was wiped out as the dis rays went into action on them.


    “This is going to mean real business for all of the gangs before long. The Big Bosses have just held a national ultrophone council. It was decided that America must organize on a national basis. The first move is to develop sectional organization by Zones. I have been made Superboss of the Mid-Atlantic Zone.


    “We’re in for it now. The Hans are sure to launch reprisal expeditions. If we’re to save the race we must keep them away from our camps and plants. I’m thinking of developing a permanent field force, along the lines of the regular armies of the 20th Century you told me about. Its business will be twofold: to carry the warfare as much as possible to the Hans, and to serve as a decoy, to beep their attention from our plants. I’m going to need your help in this.


    “The other thing I wanted to talk to you about is this: Amazing and impossible as it seems, there is a group, or perhaps an entire gang, somewhere among us, that is betraying us to the Hans. It may be the Bad Bloods, or it may be one of those gangs who live near one of the Han cities. You know, a hundred and fifteen or twenty years ago there were certain of these people’s ancestors who actually degraded themselves by mating with the Hans, sometimes even serving them as slaves, in the days before they brought all their service machinery to perfection.


    “There is such a gang, called the Nagras, up near Bah-flo, and another in Mid-Jersey that men call the Pineys. But I hardly suspect the Pineys. There is little intelligence among them. They wouldn’t have the information to give the Hans, nor would they be capable of imparting it. They’re absolute savages.”


    “Just what evidence is there that anybody has been clearing information to the Hans?” I asked.


    “Well,” he replied, “first of all there was that raid upon us. That first Han ship knew the location of our plants exactly. You remember it floated directly into position above the valley and began a systematic beaming. Then, the Hans quite obviously have learned that we are picking up their electrophone waves, for they’ve gone back to their old, but extremely accurate, system of directional control. But we’ve been getting them for the past week by installing automatic re-broadcast units along the scar paths. This is what the Americans called those strips of country directly under the regular ship routes of the Hans, who as a matter of precaution frequently blasted them with their dis beams to prevent the growth of foliage which might give shelter to the Americans. But they’ve been beaming those paths so hard, it looks as though they even had information of this strategy. And in addition, they’ve been using code. Finally, we’ve picked up three of their messages in which they discuss, with some nervousness, the existence of our ‘mysterious’ ultrophone.”


    “But they still have no knowledge of the nature and control of ultronic activity?” I asked.


    “No,” said the Big Boss thoughtfully, “they don’t seem to have a bit of information about it.”


    “Then it’s quite clear,” I ventured, “that whoever is ‘clearing’ us to them is doing it piecemeal. It sounds like a bit of occasional barter, rather than an out-and-out alliance. They’re holding back as much information as possible for future bartering, perhaps.”


    “Yes,” Hart said, “and it isn’t information the Hans are giving in return, but some form of goods, or privilege. The trick would be to locate the goods. I guess I’ll have to make a personal trip around among the Big Bosses.”


    CHAPTER VIII


    The Han City


    This conversation set me thinking. All of the Han electrophone inter-communication had been an open record to the Americans for a good many years, and the Hans were just finding it out. For centuries they had not regarded us as any sort of a menace. Unquestionably it had never occurred to them to secrete their own records. Somewhere in Nu-yok or Bah-flo, or possibly in Lo-Tan itself, the record of this traitorous transaction would be more or less openly filed. If we could only get at it! I wondered if a raid might not be possible.


    Bill Hearn and I talked it over with our Han-affairs Boss and his experts. There ensued several days of research, in which the Han records of the entire decade were scanned and analyzed. In the end they picked out a mass of detail, and fitted it together into a very definite picture of the great central filing office of the Hans in Nu-yok, where the entire mass of official records was kept, constantly available for instant projectoscoping to any of the city’s offices, and of the system by which the information was filed.


    The attempt began to look feasible, though Hart instantly turned the idea down when I first presented it to him. It was unthinkable, he said. Sheer suicide. But in the end I persuaded him.


    “I will need,” I said, “Blash, who is thoroughly familiar with the Han library system; Bert Gaunt, who for years has specialized on their military offices; Bill Barker, the ray specialist, and the best swooper pilot we have.” Swoopers are one-man and two-man ships, developed by the Americans, with skeleton backbones of inertron (during the war painted green for invisibility against the green forests below) and “bellies” of clear ultron.


    “That will be Mort Gibbons,” said Hart. “We’ve only got three swoopers left, Tony, but I’ll risk one of them if you and the others will voluntarily risk your existences. But mind, I won’t urge or order one of you to go. I’ll spread the word to every Plant Boss at once to give you anything and everything you need in the way of equipment.”


    When I told Wilma of the plan, I expected her to raise violent and tearful objections, but she didn’t. She was made of far sterner stuff than the women of the 20th Century. Not that she couldn’t weep as copiously or be just as whimsical on occasion; but she wouldn’t weep for the same reasons.


    She just gave me an unfathomable look, in which there seemed to be a bit of pride, and asked eagerly for the details. I confess I was somewhat disappointed that she could so courageously risk my loss, even though I was amazed at her fortitude. But later I was to learn how little I knew her then.


    We were ready to slide off at dawn the next morning. I had kissed Wilma good-bye at our camp, and after a final conference over our plans, we boarded our craft and gently glided away over the tree tops on a course, which, after crossing three routes of the Han ships, would take us out over the Atlantic, off the Jersey coast, whence we would come up on Nu-yok from the ocean.


    Twice we had to nose down and lie motionless on the ground near a route while Han ships passed. Those were tense moments. Had the green back of our ship been observed, we would have been disintegrated in a second. But it wasn’t.


    Once over the water, however, we climbed in a great spiral, ten miles in diameter, until our altimeter registered ten miles. Here Gibbons shut off his rocket motor, and we floated, far above the level of the Atlantic liners, whose course was well to the north of us anyhow, and waited for nightfall.


    Then Gibbons turned from his control long enough to grin at me.


    “I have a surprise for you, Tony,” he said, throwing back the lid of what I had supposed was a big supply case. And with a sigh of relief, Wilma stepped out of the case.


    “If you ‘go into zero’ (a common expression of the day for being annihilated by the disintegrator ray), you don’t think I’m going to let you go alone, do you, Tony? I couldn’t believe my ears last night when you spoke of going without me, until I realized that you are still five hundred years behind the times in lots of ways. Don’t you know, dear heart, that you offered me the greatest insult a husband could give a wife? You didn’t, of course.”


    The others, it seemed, had all been in on the secret, and now they would have kidded me unmercifully, except that Wilma’s eyes blazed dangerously.


    At nightfall, we maneuvered to a position directly above the city. This took some time and calculation on the part of Bill Barker, who explained to me that he had to determine our point by ultronic bearings. The slightest resort to an electronic instrument, he feared, might be detected by our enemies’ locators. In fact, we did not dare bring our swooper any lower than five miles for fear that its capacity might be reflected in their instruments.


    Finally, however, he succeeded in locating above the central tower of the city.


    “If my calculations are as much as ten feet off,” he remarked with confidence, “I’ll eat the tower. Now the rest is up to you, Mort. See what you can do to hold her steady. No—here, watch this indicator—the red beam, not the green one. See—if you keep it exactly centered on the needle, you’re O.K. The width of the beam represents seventeen feet. The tower platform is fifty feet square, so we’ve got a good margin to work on.”


    For several moments we watched as Gibbons bent over his levers, constantly adjusting them with deft touches of his fingers. After a bit of wavering, the beam remained centered on the needle.


    “Now,” I said, “let’s drop.”


    I opened the trap and looked down, but quickly shut it again when I felt the air rushing out of the ship into the rarefied atmosphere in a torrent. Gibbons literally yelled a protest from his instrument board.


    “I forgot,” I mumbled. “Silly of me. Of course, we’ll have to drop out of compartment.”


    The compartment, to which I referred, was similar to those in some of the 20th Century submarines. We all entered it. There was barely room for us to stand, shoulder to shoulder. With some struggles, we got into our special air helmets and adjusted the pressure. At our signal, Gibbons exhausted the air in the compartment, pumping it into the body of the ship, and as the little signal light flashed, Wilma threw open the hatch.


    Setting the ultron-wire reel, I climbed through, and began to slide down gently.


    We all had our belts on, of course, adjusted to a weight balance of but a few ounces. And the five-mile reel of ultron wire that was to be our guide, was of gossamer fineness, though, anyway, I believe it would have lifted the full weight of the five of us, so strong and tough was this invisible metal. As an extra precaution, since the wire was of the purest metal, and therefore totally invisible, even in daylight, we all had our belts hooked on small rings that slid down the wire.


    I went down with the end of the wire. Wilma followed a few feet above me, then Barker, Gaunt and Blash. Gibbons, of course, stayed behind to hold the ship in position and control the paying out of the line. We all had our ultrophones in place inside our air helmets, and so could converse with one another and with Gibbons. But at Wilma’s suggestion, although we would have liked to let the Big Boss listen in, we kept them adjusted to short-range work, for fear that those who had been clearing with the Hans, and against whom we were on a raid for evidence, might also pick up our conversation. We had no fear that the Hans would hear us. In fact, we had the added advantage that, even after we landed, we could converse freely without danger of their hearing our voices through our air helmets.


    For a while I could see nothing below but utter darkness. Then I realized, from the feel of the air as much as from anything, that we were sinking through a cloud layer. We passed through two more cloud layers before anything was visible to us.


    Then there came under my gaze, about two miles below, one of the most beautiful sights I have ever seen; the soft, yet brilliant, radiance of the great Han city of Nu-yok. Every foot of its structural members seemed to glow with a wonderful incandescence, tower piled up on tower, and all built on the vast base-mass of the city, which, so I had been told, sheered upward from the surface of the rivers to a height of 728 levels.


    The city, I noticed with some surprise, did not cover anything like the same area as the New York of the 20th Century. It occupied, as a matter of fact, only the lower half of Manhattan Island, with one section straddling the East River, and spreading out sufficiently over what once had been Brooklyn, to provide berths for the great liners and other air craft.


    Straight beneath my feet was a tiny dark patch. It seemed the only spot in the entire city that was not aflame with radiance. This was the central tower, in the top floors of which were housed the vast library of record files and the main projectoscope plant.


    “You can shoot the wire now,” I ultrophoned Gibbons, and let go the little weighted knob. It dropped like a plummet, and we followed with considerable speed, but braking our descent with gloved hands sufficiently to see whether the knob, on which a faint light glowed as a signal for ourselves, might be observed by any Han guard or night prowler. Apparently it was not, and we again shot down with accelerated speed.


    We landed on the roof of the tower without any mishap, and fortunately for our plan, in darkness. Since there was nothing above it on which it would have been worth while to shed illumination, or from which there was any need to observe it, the Hans had neglected to light the tower roof, or indeed to occupy it at all. This was the reason we had selected it as our landing place.


    As soon as Gibbons had our word, he extinguished the knob light, and the knob, as well as the wire, became totally invisible. At our ultrophoned word, he would light it again.


    “No gun play now,” I warned. “Swords only, and then only if absolutely necessary.”


    Closely bunched, and treading as lightly as only inertron-belted people could, we made our way cautiously through a door and down an inclined plane to the floor below, where Gaunt and Blash assured us the military offices were located.


    Twice Barker cautioned us to stop as we were about to pass in front of mirror-like “windows” in the passage wall, and flattening ourselves to the floor, we crawled past them.


    “Projectoscopes,” he said. “Probably on automatic record only, at this time of night. Still, we don’t want to leave any records for them to study after we’re gone.”


    “Were you ever here before?” I asked.


    “No,” he replied, “but I haven’t been studying their electrophone communications for seven years without being able to recognize these machines when I run across them.”


    CHAPTER IX


    The Fight in the Tower


    So far we had not laid eyes on a Han. The tower seemed deserted. Blash and Gaunt, however, assured me that there would be at least one man on “duty” in the military offices, though he would probably be asleep, and two or three in the library proper and the projectoscope plant.


    “We’ve got to put them out of commission,” I said. “Did you bring the ‘dope’ cans, Wilma?”


    “Yes,” she said, “two for each. Here,” and she distributed them.


    We were now two levels below the roof, and at the point where we were to separate.


    I did not want to let Wilma out of my sight, but it was necessary.


    According to our plan, Barker was to make his way to the projectoscope plant, Blash and I to the library, and Wilma and Gaunt to the military office.


    Blash and I traversed a long corridor, and paused at the great arched doorway of the library. Cautiously we peered in. Seated at three great switchboards were library operatives. Occasionally one of them would reach lazily for a lever, or sleepily push a button, as little numbered lights winked on and off. They were answering calls for electrograph and viewplate records on all sorts of subjects from all sections of the city.


    I apprised my companions of the situation.


    “Better wait a bit,” Blash added. “The calls will lessen shortly.”


    Wilma reported an officer in the military office sound asleep.


    “Give him the can, then,” I said.


    Barker was to do nothing more than keep watch in the projectoscope plant, and a few moments later he reported himself well concealed, with a splendid view of the floor.


    “I think we can take a chance now,” Blash said to me, and at my nod, he opened the lid of his dope can. Of course, the fumes did not affect us, through our helmets. They were absolutely without odor or visibility, and in a few seconds the librarians were unconscious. We stepped into the room.


    There ensued considerable cautious observation and experiment on the part of Gaunt, working from the military office, and Blash in the library; while Wilma and I, with drawn swords and sharply attuned microphones, stood guard, and occasionally patrolled nearby corridors.


    “I hear something approaching,” Wilma said after a bit, with excitement in her voice. “It’s a soft, gliding sound.”


    “That’s an elevator somewhere,” Barker cut in from the projectoscope floor. “Can you locate it? I can’t hear it.”


    “It’s to the east of me,” she replied.


    “And to my west,” said I, faintly catching it. “It’s between us, Wilma, and nearer you than me. Be careful. Have you got any information yet, Blash and Gaunt?”


    “Getting it now,” one of them replied. “Give us two minutes more.”


    “Keep at it then,” I said. “We’ll guard.”


    The soft, gliding sound ceased.


    “I think it’s very close to me,” Wilma almost whispered. “Come closer, Tony. I have a feeling something is going to happen. I’ve never known my nerves to get taut like this without reason.”


    In some alarm, I launched myself down the corridor in a great leap toward the intersection whence I knew I could see her.


    In the middle of my leap my ultrophone registered her gasp of alarm. The next instant I glided to a stop at the intersection to see Wilma backing toward the door of the military office, her sword red with blood, and an inert form on the corridor floor. Two other Hans were circling to either side of her with wicked-looking knives, while a third evidently a high officer, judging by the resplendence of his garb tugged desperately to get an electrophone instrument out of a bulky pocket. If he ever gave the alarm, there was no telling what might happen to us.


    I was at least seventy feet away, but I crouched low and sprang with every bit of strength in my legs. It would be more correct to say that I dived, for I reached the fellow head on, with no attempt to draw my legs beneath me.


    Some instinct must have warned him, for he turned suddenly as I hurtled close to him. But by this time I had sunk close to the floor, and had stiffened myself rigidly, lest a dragging knee or foot might just prevent my reaching him. I brought my blade upward and over. It was a vicious slash that laid him open, bisecting him from groin to chin, and his dead body toppled down on me, as I slid to a tangled stop.


    The other two startled, turned. Wilma leaped at one and struck him down with a side slash. I looked up at this instant, and the dazed fear on his face at the length of her leap registered vividly. The Hans knew nothing of our inertron belts, it seemed, and these leaps and dives of ours filled them with terror.


    As I rose to my feet, a gory mess, Wilma, with a poise and speed which I found time to admire even in this crisis, again leaped. This time she dove head first as I had done and, with a beautifully executed thrust, ran the last Han through the throat.


    Uncertainly, she scrambled to her feet, staggered queerly, and then sank gently prone on the corridor. She had fainted.


    At this juncture, Blash and Gaunt reported with elation that they had the record we wanted.


    “Back to the roof, everybody!” I ordered, as I picked Wilma up in my arms. With her inertron belt, she felt as light as a feather.


    Gaunt joined me at once from the military office, and at the intersection of the corridor, we came upon Blash waiting for us. Barker, however, was not in evidence.


    “Where are you, Barker?” I called.


    “Go ahead,” he replied. “I’ll be with you on the roof at once.”


    We came out in the open without any further mishap, and I instructed Gibbons in the ship to light the knob on the end of the ultron wire. It flashed dully a few feet away from us. Just how he had maneuvered the ship to keep our end of the line in position, without its swinging in a tremendous arc, I have never been able to understand. Had not the night been an unusually still one, he could not have checked the initial pendulum-like movements. As it was, there was considerable air current at certain of the levels, and in different directions too. But Gibbons was an expert of rare ability and sensitivity in the handling of a rocket ship, and he managed, with the aid of his delicate instruments, to sense the drifts almost before they affected the fine ultron wire, and to neutralize them with little shifts in the position of the ship.


    Blash and Gaunt fastened their rings to the wire, and I hooked my own and Wilma’s on, too. But on looking around, I found Barker was still missing.


    “Barker, come!” I called. “We’re waiting.”


    “Coming!” he replied, and indeed, at that instant, his figure appeared up the ramp. He chuckled as he fastened his ring to the wire, and said something about a little surprise he had left for the Hans.


    “Don’t reel in the wire more than a few hundred feet,” I instructed Gibbons. “It will take too long to wind it in. We’ll float up, and when we’re aboard, we can drop it.”


    In order to float up, we had to dispense with a pound or two of weight apiece. We hurled our swords from us, and kicked off our shoes as Gibbons reeled up the line a bit, and then letting go of the wire, began to hum upward on our rings with increasing velocity.


    The rush of air brought Wilma to, and I hastily explained to her that we had been successful. Receding far below us now, I could see our dully shining knob swinging to and fro in an ever widening arc, as it crossed and recrossed the black square of the tower roof. As an extra precaution, I ordered Gibbons to shut off the light, and to show one from the belly of the ship, for so great was our speed now, that I began to fear we would have difficulty in checking ourselves. We were literally falling upward, and with terrific acceleration.


    Fortunately, we had several minutes in which to solve this difficulty, which none of us, strangely enough, had foreseen. It was Gibbons who found the answer.


    “You’ll be all right if all of you grab the wire tight when I give the word,” he said. “First I’ll start reeling it in at full speed. You won’t get much of a jar, and then I’ll decrease its speed again gradually, and its weight will hold you back. Are you ready? One—two—three!”


    We all grabbed tightly with our gloved hands as he gave the word. We must have been rising a good bit faster than he figured, however, for it wrenched our arms considerably, and the maneuver set up a sickening pendulum motion.


    For a while all we could do was swing there in an arc that may have been a quarter of a mile across, about three and a half miles above the city, and still more than a mile from our ship.


    Gibbons skilfully took up the slack as our momentum pulled up the line. Then at last we had ourselves under control again, and continued our upward journey, checking our speed somewhat with our gloves.


    There was not one of us who did not breathe a big sigh of relief when we scrambled through the hatch safely into the ship again, cast off the ultron line and slammed the trap shut.


    Little realizing that we had a still more terrible experience to go through, we discussed the information Blash and Gaunt had between them extracted from the Han records, and the advisability of ultrophoning Hart at once.


    CHAPTER X


    The Walls of Hell


    The traitors were, it seemed, a degenerate gang of Americans, located a few miles north of Nu-yok on the wooded banks of the Hudson, the Sinsings. They had exchanged scraps of information to the Hans in return for several old repellor-ray machines, and the privilege of tuning in on the Han electronic power broadcast for their operation, provided their ships agreed to subject themselves to the orders of the Han traffic office, while aloft.


    The rest wanted to ultrophone their news at once, since there was always danger that we might never get back to the gang with it.


    I objected, however. The Sinsings would be likely to pick up our message. Even if we used the directional projector, they might have scouts out to the west and south in the big inter-gang stretches of country. They would flee to Nu-yok and escape the punishment they merited. It seemed to be vitally important that they should not, for the sake of example to other weak groups among the American gangs, as well as to prevent a crisis in which they might clear more vital information to the enemy.


    “Out to sea again,” I ordered Gibbons. “They’ll be less likely to look for us in that direction.”


    “Easy, Boss, easy,” he replied. “Wait until we get up a mile or two more. They must have discovered evidences of our raid by now, and their dis-ray wall may go in operation any moment.”


    Even as he spoke, the ship lurched downward and to one side.


    “There it is!” he shouted. “Hang on, everybody. We’re going to nose straight up!” And he flipped the rocket-motor control wide open.


    Looking through one of the rear ports, I could see a nebulous, luminous ring, and on all sides the atmosphere took on a faint iridescence.


    We were almost over the destructive range of the disintegrator-ray wall, a hollow cylinder of annihilation shooting upward from a solid ring of generators surrounding the city. It was the main defense system of the Hans, which had never been used except in periodic tests. They may or may not have suspected that an American rocket ship was within the cylinder; probably they had turned on their generators more as a precaution to prevent any reaching a position above the city.


    But even at our present great height, we were in great danger. It was a question how much we might have been harmed by the rays themselves, for their effective range was not much more than seven or eight miles. The greater danger lay in the terrific downward rush of air within the cylinder to replace that which was being burned into nothingness by the continual play of the disintegrators. The air fell into the cylinder with the force of a gale. It would be rushing toward the wall from the outside with terrific force also, but, naturally, the effect was intensified on the interior.


    Our ship vibrated and trembled. We had only one chance of escape—to fight our way well above the current. To drift down with it meant ultimately, and inevitably, to be sucked into the destruction wall at some lower level.


    But very gradually and jerkily our upward movement, as shown on the indicators, began to increase, and after an hour of desperate struggle we were free of the maelstrom and into the rarefied upper levels. The terror beneath us was now invisible through several layers of cloud formations.


    Gibbons brought the ship back to an even keel, and drove her eastward into one of the most brilliantly gorgeous sunrises I have ever seen.


    We described a great circle to the south and west, in a long easy dive, for he had cut out his rocket motors to save them as much as possible. We had drawn terrifically on their fuel reserves in our battle with the elements. For the moment, the atmosphere below cleared, and we could see the Jersey coast far beneath, like a great map.


    “We’re not through yet,” remarked Gibbons suddenly, pointing at his periscope, and adjusting it to telescopic focus. “A Han ship, and a ‘drop ship’ at that—and he’s seen us. If he whips that beam of his on us, we’re done.”


    I gazed, fascinated, at the viewplate. What I saw was a cigar-shaped ship not dissimilar to our own in design, and from the proportional size of its ports, of about the same size as our swoopers. We learned later that they carried crews, for the most part of not more than three or four men. They had streamline hulls and tails that embodied universal-jointed double fish-tail rudders. In operation they rose to great heights on their powerful repellor rays, then gathered speed either by a straight nose dive, or an inclined dive in which they sometimes used the repellor ray slanted at a sharp angle. He was already above us, though several miles to the north. He could, of course, try to get on our tail and “spear” us with his beam as he dropped at us from a great height.


    Suddenly his beam blazed forth in a blinding flash, whipping downward slowly to our right. He went through a peculiar corkscrew-like evolution, evidently maneuvering to bring his beam to bear on us with a spiral motion.


    Gibbons instantly sent our ship into a series of evolutions that must have looked like those of a frightened hen. Alternately, he used the forward and the reverse rocket blasts, and in varying degree. We fluttered, we shot suddenly to right and left, and dropped like a plummet in uncertain movements. But all the time the Han scout dropped toward us, determinedly whipping the air around us with his beam. Once it sliced across beneath us, not more than a hundred feet, and we dropped with a jar into the pocket formed by the destruction of the air.


    He had dropped to within a mile of us, and was coming with the speed of a projectile, when the end came. Gibbons always swore it was sheer luck. Maybe it was, but I like pilots who are lucky that way.


    In the midst of a dizzy, fluttering maneuver of our own, with the Han ship enlarging to our gaze with terrifying rapidity, and its beam slowly slicing toward us in what looked like certain destruction within the second, I saw Gibbons’ fingers flick at the lever of his rocket gun and a split second later the Han ship flew apart like a clay pigeon.


    We staggered, and fluttered crazily for several moments while Gibbons struggled to bring our ship into balance, and a section of about four square feet in the side of the ship near the stern slowly crumbled like rusted metal. His beam actually had touched us, but our explosive rocket had got him a thousandth of a second sooner.


    Part of our rudder had been annihilated, and our motor damaged. But we were able to swoop gently back across Jersey, fortunately crossing the ship lanes without sighting any more Han craft, and finally settling to rest in the little glade beneath the trees, near Hart’s camp.


    CHAPTER XI


    The New Boss


    We had ultrophoned our arrival and the Big Boss himself, surrounded by the Council, was on hand to welcome us and learn our news. In turn we were informed that during the night a band of raiding Bad Bloods, disguised under the insignia of the Altoonas, a gang some distance to the west of us, had destroyed several of our camps before our people had rallied and driven them off. Their purpose, evidently, had been to embroil us with the Altoonas, but fortunately, one of our exchanges recognized the Bad Blood leader, who had been slain.


    The Big Boss had mobilized the full raiding force of the Gang, and was on the point of heading an expedition for the extermination of the Bad Bloods.


    I looked around the grim circle of the sub-bosses, and realized the fate of America, at this moment, lay in their hands. Their temper demanded the immediate expenditure of our full effort in revenging ourselves for this raid. But the strategic exigencies, to my mind, quite clearly demanded the instant and absolute extermination of the Sinsings. It might be only a matter of hours, for all we knew, before these degraded people would barter clues to the American ultronic secrets to the Hans.


    “How large a force have we?” I asked Hart.


    “Every man and maid who can be spared,” he replied. “That gives us seven hundred married and unmarried men, and three hundred girls, more than the entire Bad Blood Gang. Every one is equipped with belts, ultrophones, rocket guns and swords, and all fighting mad.”


    I meditated how I might put the matter to these determined men, and was vaguely conscious that they were awaiting my words.


    Finally I began to speak. I do not remember to this day just what I said. I talked calmly, with due regard for their passion, but with deep conviction. I went over the information we had collected, point by point, building my case logically, and painting a lurid picture of the danger impending in that half-alliance between the Sinsings and the Hans of Nu-yok. I became impassioned, culminating, I believe, with a vow to proceed single-handed against the hereditary enemies of our race, “if the Wyomings were blindly set on placing a gang feud ahead of honor and duty and the hopes of all America.”


    As I concluded, a great calm came over me, as of one detached. I had felt much the same way during several crises in the First World War. I gazed from face to face, striving to read their expressions, and in a mood to make good my threat without any further heroics, if the decision was against me.


    But it was Hart who sensed the temper of the Council more quickly than I did, and looked beyond it into the future.


    He arose from the tree trunk on which he had been sitting.


    “That settles it,” he said, looking around the ring. “I have felt this thing coming on for some time now. I’m sure the Council agrees with me that there is among us a man more capable than I, to boss the Wyoming Gang, despite his handicap of having had all too short a time in which to familiarize himself with our modern ways and facilities. Whatever I can do to support his effective leadership, at any cost, I pledge myself to do.”


    As he concluded, he advanced to where I stood, and taking from his head the green-crested helmet that constituted his badge of office, to my surprise he placed it in my mechanically extended hand.


    The roar of approval that went up from the Council members left me dazed. Somebody ultrophoned the news to the rest of the Gang, and even though the earflaps of my helmet were turned up, I could hear the cheers with which my invisible followers greeted me, from near and distant hillsides, camps and plants.


    My first move was to make sure that the Phone Boss, in communicating this news to the members of the Gang, had not re-broadcast my talk nor mentioned my plan of shifting the attack from the Bad Bloods to the Sinsings. I was relieved by his assurance that he had not, for it would have wrecked the whole plan. Everything depended upon our ability to surprise the Sinsings.


    So I pledged the Council and my companions to secrecy, and allowed it to be believed that we were about to take to the air and the trees against the Bad Bloods.


    That outfit must have been badly scared, the way they were “burning” the ether with ultrophone alibis and propaganda for the benefit of the more distant gangs. It was their old game, and the only method by which they had avoided extermination long ago from their immediate neighbors—these appeals to the spirit of American brotherhood, addressed to gangs too far away to have had the sort of experience with them that had fallen to our lot.


    I chuckled. Here was another good reason for the shift in my plans. Were we actually to undertake the exterminations of the Bad Bloods at once, it would have been a hard job to convince some of the gangs that we had not been precipitate and unjustified. Jealousies and prejudices existed. There were gangs which would give the benefit of the doubt to the Bad Bloods, rather than to ourselves, and the issue was now hopelessly beclouded with the clever lies that were being broadcast in an unceasing stream.


    But the extermination of the Sinsings would be another thing. In the first place, there would be no warning of our action until it was all over, I hoped. In the second place, we would have indisputable proof, in the form of their rep-ray ships and other paraphernalia, of their traffic with the Hans; and the state of American prejudice, at the time of which I write held trafficking with the Hans a far more heinous thing than even a vicious gang feud.


    I called an executive session of the Council at once. I wanted to inventory our military resources.


    I created a new office on the spot, that of “Control Boss,” and appointed Ned Garlin to the post, turning over his former responsibility as Plants Boss to his assistant. I needed someone, I felt, to tie in the records of the various functional activities of the campaign, and take over from me the task of keeping the records of them up to the minute.


    I received reports from the bosses of the ultrophone unit, and those of food, transportation, fighting gear, chemistry, electronic activity and electrophone intelligence, ultroscopes, air patrol and contact guard.


    My ideas for the campaign, of course, were somewhat tinged with my 20th Century experience, and I found myself faced with the task of working out a staff organization that was a composite of the best and most easily applied principles of business and military efficiency, as I knew them from the viewpoint of immediate practicality.


    What I wanted was an organization that would be specialized, functionally, not as that indicated above, but from the angles of: intelligence as to the Sinsings’ activities; intelligence as to Han activities; perfection of communication with my own units; co-operation of field command; and perfect mobilization of emergency supplies and resources.


    It took several hours of hard work with the Council to map out the plan. First we assigned functional experts and equipment to each “Division” in accordance with its needs. Then these in turn were reassigned by the new Division Bosses to the Field Commands as needed, or as Independent or Headquarters Units. The two intelligence divisions were named the White and the Yellow, indicating that one specialized on the American enemy and the other on the Mongolians.


    The division in charge of our own communications, the assignment of ultrophone frequencies and strengths, and the maintenance of operators and equipment, I called “Communications.”


    I named Bill Hearn to the post of Field Boss, in charge of the main or undetached fighting units, and to the Resources Division, I assigned all responsibility for what few aircraft we had; and all transportation and supply problems, I assigned to “Resources.” The functional bosses stayed with this division.


    We finally completed our organization with the assignment of liaison representatives among the various divisions as needed.


    Thus I had a “Headquarters Staff” composed of the Division Bosses who reported directly to Ned Garlin as Control Boss, or to Wilma as my personal assistant. And each of the Division Bosses had a small staff of his own.


    In the final summing up of our personnel and resources, I found we had roughly a thousand “troops,” of whom some three hundred and fifty were, in what I called the Service Divisions, the rest being in Bill Hearn’s Field Division. This latter number, however, was cut down somewhat by the assignment of numerous small units to detached service. Altogether, the actual available fighting force, I figured, would number about five hundred, by the time we actually went into action.


    We had only six small swoopers, but I had an ingenious plan in my mind, as the result of our little raid on Nu-yok, that would make this sufficient, since the reserves of inertron blocks were larger than I expected to find them. The Resources Division, by packing its supply cases a bit tight, or by slipping in extra blocks of inertron, was able to reduce each to a weight of a few ounces. These easily could be floated and towed by the swoopers in any quantity. Hitched to ultron lines, it would be a virtual impossibility for them to break loose.


    The entire personnel, of course, was supplied with jumpers, and if each man and girl was careful to adjust balances properly, the entire number could also be towed along through the air, grasping wires of ultron, swinging below the swoopers, or stringing out behind them.


    There would be nothing tiring about this, because the strain would be no greater than that of carrying a one or two pound weight in the hand, except for air friction at high speeds. But to make doubly sure that we should lose none of our personnel, I gave strict orders that the belts and tow lines should be equipped with rings and hooks.


    So great was the efficiency of the fundamental organization and discipline of the Gang, that we got under way at nightfall.


    One by one the swoopers eased into the air, each followed by its long train or “kite-tail” of humanity and supply cases hanging lightly from its tow line. For convenience, the tow lines were made of an alloy of ultron which, unlike the metal itself, is visible.


    At first these “tails” hung downward, but as the ships swung into formation and headed eastward toward the Bad Blood territory, gathering speed, they began to string out behind. And swinging low from each ship on heavily weighted lines, ultroscope, ultrophone, and straight-vision observers keenly scanned the countryside, while intelligence men in the swoopers above bent over their instrument boards and viewplates.


    Leaving Control Boss Ned Garlin temporarily in charge of affairs, Wilma and I dropped a weighted line from our ship, and slid down about half way to the under lookouts, that is to say, about a thousand feet. The sensation of floating swiftly through the air like this, in the absolute security of one’s confidence in the inertron belt, was one of never-ending delight to me.


    We reascended into the swooper as the expedition approached the territory of the Bad Bloods, and directed the preparations for the bombardment. It was part of my plan to appear to carry out the attack as originally planned.


    About fifteen miles from their camps our ships came to a halt and maintained their positions for a while with the idling blasts of their rocket motors, to give the ultroscope operators a chance to make a thorough examination of the territory below us, for it was very important that this next step in our program should be carried out with all secrecy.


    At length they reported the ground below us entirely clear of any appearance of human occupation, and a gun unit of long-range specialists was lowered with a dozen rocket guns, equipped with special automatic devices that the Resources Division had developed at my request, a few hours before our departure. These were aiming and timing devices. After calculating the range, elevation and rocket charges carefully, the guns were left, concealed in a ravine, and the men were hauled up into the ship again. At the predetermined hour, those unmanned rocket guns would begin automatically to bombard the Bad Bloods’ hillsides, shifting their aim and elevation slightly with each shot, as did many of our artillery pieces in the First World War.


    In the meantime, we turned south about twenty miles, and grounded, waiting for the bombardment to begin before we attempted to sneak across the Han ship lane. I was relying for security on the distraction that the bombardment might furnish the Han observers.


    It was tense work waiting, but the affair went through as planned, our squadron drifting across the route high enough to enable the ships’ tails of troops and supply cases to clear the ground.


    In crossing the second ship route, out along the Beaches of Jersey, we were not so successful in escaping observation. A Han ship came speeding along at a very low elevation. We caught it on our electronic location and direction finders, and also located it with our ultroscopes, but it came so fast and so low that I thought it best to remain where we had grounded the second time, and lie quiet, rather than get under way and cross in front of it.


    The point was this. While the Hans had no such devices as our ultroscopes, with which we could see in the dark (within certain limitations of course), and their electronic instruments would be virtually useless in uncovering our presence, since all but natural electronic activities were carefully eliminated from our apparatus, except electrophone receivers (which are not easily spotted), the Hans did have some very highly sensitive sound devices which operated with great efficiency in calm weather, so far as sounds emanating from the air were concerned. But the “ground roar” greatly confused their use of these instruments in the location of specific sounds floating up from the surface of the earth.


    This ship must have caught some slight noise of ours, however, in its sensitive instruments, for we heard its electronic devices go into play, and picked up the routine report of the noise to its Base Ship Commander. But from the nature of the conversation, I judged they had not identified it, and were, in fact, more curious about the detonations they were picking up now from the Bad Blood lands some sixty miles or so to the west.


    Immediately after this ship had shot by, we took the air again, and following much the same route that I had taken the previous night, climbed in a long semi-circle out over the ocean, swung toward the north and finally the west. We set our course, however, for the Sinsings’ land north of Nu-yok, instead of for the city itself.


    CHAPTER XII


    The Finger of Doom


    As we crossed the Hudson River, a few miles north of the city, we dropped several units of the Yellow Intelligence Division, with full instrumental equipment. Their apparatus cases were nicely balanced at only a few ounces weight each, and the men used their chute capes to ease their drops.


    We recrossed the river a little distance above and began dropping White Intelligence units and a few long and short range gun units. Then we held our position until we began to get reports. Gradually we ringed the territory of the Sinsings, our observation units working busily and patiently at their locators and scopes, both aloft and aground, until Garlin finally turned to me with the remark:


    “The map circle is complete now, Boss. We’ve got clear locations all the way around them.”


    “Let me see it,” I replied, and studied the illuminated viewplate map, with its little overlapping circles of light that indicated spots proved clear of the enemy by ultroscopic observation.


    I nodded to Bill Hearn. “Go ahead now, Hearn,” I said, “and place your barrage men.”


    He spoke into his ultrophone, and three of the ships began to glide in a wide ring around the enemy territory. Every few seconds, at the word from his Unit Boss, a gunner would drop off the wire, and slipping the clasp of his chute cape, drift down into the darkness below.


    Bill formed two lines, parallel to and facing the river, and enclosing the entire territory of the enemy between them. Above and below, straddling the river, were two defensive lines. These latter were merely to hold their positions. The others were to close in toward each other, pushing a high-explosive barrage five miles ahead of them. When the two barrages met, both lines were to switch to short-vision-range barrage and continue to close in on any of the enemy who might have drifted through the previous curtain of fire.


    In the meantime Bill kept his reserves, a picked corps of a hundred men (the same that had accompanied Hart and myself in our fight with the Han squadron) in the air, divided about equally among the “kite-tails” of four ships.


    A final roll call, by units, companies, divisions and functions, established the fact that all our forces were in position. No Han activity was reported, and no Han broadcasts indicated any suspicion of our expedition. Nor was there any indication that the Sinsings had any knowledge of the fate in store for them. The idling of rep-ray generators was reported from the center of their camp, obviously those of the ships the Hans had given them—the price of their treason to their race.


    Again I gave the word, and Hearn passed on the order to his subordinates.


    Far below us, and several miles to the right and left, the two barrage lines made their appearance. From the great height to which we had risen, they appeared like lines of brilliant, winking lights, and the detonations were muffled by the distances into a sort of rumbling, distant thunder. Hearn and his assistants were very busy: measuring, calculating, and snapping out ultrophone orders to unit commanders that resulted in the straightening of lines and the closing of gaps in the barrage.


    The White Division Boss reported the utmost confusion in the Sinsing organization. They were, as might be expected, an inefficient, loosely disciplined gang, and repeated broadcasts for help to neighboring gangs. Ignoring the fact that the Mongolians had not used explosives for many generations, they nevertheless jumped at the conclusion that they were being raided by the Hans. Their frantic broadcasts persisted in this thought, despite the nervous electrophonic inquiries of the Hans themselves, to whom the sound of the battle was evidently audible, and who were trying to locate the trouble.


    At this point, the swooper I had sent south toward the city went into action as a diversion, to keep the Hans at home. Its “kite-tail” loaded with long-range gunners, using the most highly explosive rockets we had, hung invisible in the darkness of the sky and bombarded the city from a distance of about five miles. With an entire city to shoot at, and the object of creating as much commotion therein as possible, regardless of actual damage, the gunners had no difficulty in hitting the mark. I could see the glow of the city and the stabbing flashes of exploding rockets. In the end, the Hans, uncertain as to what was going on, fell back on a defensive policy, and shot their “hell cylinder,” or wall of upturned disintegrator rays into operation. That, of course, ended our bombardment of them. The rays were a perfect defense, disintegrating our rockets as they were reached.


    If they had not sent out ships before turning on the rays, and if they had none within sufficient radius already in the air, all would be well.


    I queried Garlin on this, but he assured me Yellow Intelligence reported no indications of Han ships nearer than 800 miles. This would probably give us a free hand for a while, since most of their instruments recorded only imperfectly or not at all, through the death wall.


    Requisitioning one of the viewplates of the headquarters ship, and the services of an expert operator, I instructed him to focus on our lines below. I wanted a close-up of the men in action.


    He began to manipulate his controls and chaotic shadows moved rapidly across the plate, fading in and out of focus, until he reached an adjustment that gave me a picture of the forest floor, apparently 100 feet wide, with the intervening branches and foliage of the trees appearing like shadows that melted into reality a few feet above the ground.


    I watched one man setting up his long-gun with skillful speed. His lips pursed slightly as though he were whistling, as he adjusted the tall tripod on which the long tube was balanced. Swiftly he twirled the knobs controlling the aim and elevation of his piece. Then, lifting a belt of ammunition from the big box, which itself looked heavy enough to break down the spindly tripod, he inserted the end of it in the lock of his tube and touched the proper combination of buttons.


    Then he stepped aside, and occupied himself with peering carefully through the trees ahead. Not even a tremor shook the tube, but I knew that at intervals of something less than a second, it was discharging small projectiles which, traveling under their own continuously reduced power, were arching into the air, to fall precisely five miles ahead and explode with the force of eight-inch shells, such as we used in the First World War.


    Another gunner, fifty feet to the right of him, waved a hand and called out something to him. Then, picking up his own tube and tripod, he gauged the distance between the trees ahead of him, and the height of their lowest branches, and bending forward a bit, flexed his muscles and leaped lightly, some twenty-five feet. Another leap took him another twenty feet or so, where he began to set up his piece.


    I ordered my observer then to switch to the barrage itself. He got a close focus on it, but this showed little except a continuous series of blinding flashes, which, from the viewplate, lit up the entire interior of the ship. An eight-hundred-foot focus proved better. I had thought that some of our French and American artillery of the 20th Century had achieved the ultimate in mathematical precision of fire, but I had never seen anything to equal the accuracy of that line of terrific explosions as it moved steadily forward, mowing down trees as a scythe cuts grass (or used to 500 years ago), literally churning up the earth and the splintered, blasted remains of the forest giants, to a depth of from ten to twenty feet.


    By now the two curtains of fire were nearing each other, lines of vibrant, shimmering, continuous, brilliant destruction, inevitably squeezing the panic-stricken Sinsings between them.


    Even as I watched, a group of them, who had been making a futile effort to get their three rep-ray machines into the air, abandoned their efforts, and rushed forth into the milling mob.


    I queried the Control Boss sharply on the futility of this attempt of theirs, and learned that the Hans, apparently in doubt as to what was going on, had continued to “play safe,” and broken off their power broadcast, after ordering all their own ships east of the Alleghenies to the ground, for fear these ships they had traded to the Sinsings might be used against them.


    Again I turned to my viewplate, which was still focussed on the central section of the Sinsing works. The confusion of the traitors was entirely that of fear, for our barrage had not yet reached them.


    Some of them set up their long-guns and fired at random over the barrage line, then gave it up. They realized that they had no target to shoot at, no way of knowing whether our gunners were a few hundred feet or several miles beyond it.


    Their ultrophone men, of whom they did not have many, stood around in tense attitudes, their helmet phones strapped around their ears, nervously fingering the tuning controls at their belts. Unquestionably they must have located some of our frequencies, and overheard many of our reports and orders. But they were confused and disorganized. If they had an Ultrophone Boss they evidently were not reporting to him in an organized way.


    They were beginning to draw back now before our advancing fire. With intermittent desperation, they began to shoot over our barrage again, and the explosions of their rockets flashed at widely scattered points beyond. A few took distance “pot shots.”


    Oddly enough it was our own forces that suffered the first casualties in the battle. Some of these distance shots by chance registered hits, while our men were under strict orders not to exceed their barrage distances.


    Seen upon the ultroscope viewplate, the battle looked as though it were being fought in daylight, perhaps on a cloudy day, while the explosions of the rockets appeared as flashes of extra brilliance.


    The two barrage lines were not more than five hundred feet apart when the Sinsings resorted to tactics we had not foreseen. We noticed first that they began to lighten themselves by throwing away extra equipment. A few of them in their excitement threw away too much, and shot suddenly into the air. Then a scattering few floated up gently, followed by increasing numbers, while still others, preserving a weight balance, jumped toward the closing barrages and leaped high, hoping to clear them. Some succeeded. We saw others blown about like leaves in a windstorm, to crumple and drift slowly down, or else to fall into the barrage, their belts blown from their bodies.


    However, it was not part of our plan to allow a single one of them to escape and find his way to the Hans. I quickly passed the word to Bill Hearn to have the alternate men in his line raise their barrages and heard him bark out a mathematical formula to the Unit Bosses.


    We backed off our ships as the explosions climbed into the air in stagger formation until they reached a height of three miles. I don’t believe any of the Sinsings who tried to float away to freedom succeeded.


    But we did know later, that a few who leaped the barrage got away and ultimately reached Nu-yok.


    It was those who managed to jump the barrage who gave us the most trouble. With half of our long-guns turned aloft, I foresaw we would not have enough to establish successive ground barrages and so ordered the barrage back two miles, from which positions our “curtains” began to close in again, this time, however, gauged to explode, not on contact, but thirty feet in the air. This left little chance for the Sinsings to leap either over or under it.


    Gradually, the two barrages approached each other until they finally met, and in the grey dawn the battle ended.


    Our own casualties amounted to forty-seven men in the ground forces, eighteen of whom had been slain in hand to hand fighting with the few of the enemy who managed to reach our lines, and sixty-two in the crew and “kite-tail” force of swooper No. 4, which had been located by one of the enemy’s ultroscopes and brought down with long-gun fire.


    Since nearly every member of the Sinsing Gang had, so far as we knew, been killed, we considered the raid a great success.


    It had, however, a far greater significance than this. To all of us who took part in the expedition, the effectiveness of our barrage tactics definitely established a confidence in our ability to overcome the Hans.


    As I pointed out to Wilma:


    “It has been my belief all along, dear, that the American explosive rocket is a far more efficient weapon than the disintegrator ray of the Hans, once we can train all our gangs to use it systematically and in co-ordinated fashion. As a weapon in the hands of a single individual, shooting at a mark in direct line of vision, the rocket-gun is inferior in destructive power to the dis ray, except as its range may be a little greater. The trouble is that to date it has been used only as we used our rifles and shot guns in the 20th Century. The possibilities of its use as artillery, in laying barrages that advance along the ground, or climb into the air, are tremendous.


    “The dis ray inevitably reveals its source of emanation. The rocket gun does not. The dis ray can reach its target only in a straight line. The rocket may be made to travel in an arc, over intervening obstacles, to an unseen target.


    “Nor must we forget that our ultronists now are promising us a perfect shield against the dis ray in inertron.”


    “I tremble though, Tony dear, when I think of the horrors that are ahead of us. The Hans are clever. They will develop defenses against our new tactics. And they are sure to mass against us not only the full force of their power in America, but the united forces of the World Empire. They are a cowardly race in one sense, but clever as the very Devils in Hell, and inheritors of a calm, ruthless, vicious persistency.”


    “Nevertheless,” I prophesied, “the Finger of Doom points squarely at them today, and unless you and I are killed in the struggle, we shall live to see America blast the Yellow Blight from the face of the Earth.”


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1928 by Experimenter Publishing Co., Inc.

  


  
    SCIENCE FICTION ON RADIO, by Tim DeForest


    Before the Internet—before MP3s and iPhones—before TV, there was radio.


    The Golden Age of Radio began in the 1920s, when the formation of NBC and CBS made national broadcasting possible. It ended in 1962, when the last network dramatic series was cancelled after television had driven a stake through the heart of the medium.


    During those four decades, radio was a primary source of entertainment for the American populace, rivaled only by motion pictures and pulp magazines. Some programs were so popular that movie theaters would schedule showings around them rather than try to compete. It was for radio that the situation comedy and the soap opera were created. Detective shows and Westerns were also very popular. It was a medium which by its very nature demanded its audience use their own imaginations. Each person listening did their own set and character designs to match the dialogue and sound effects. Radio forced its listeners to pay attention and rewarded them with storytelling that could not help but be immersive.


    Science fiction, therefore, was a perfect match for radio.


    Many early science fiction shows on radio were aimed primarily at children. Flash Gordon, based on Alex Raymond’s visually brilliant comic strip, had a brief run on radio in 1935. Buck Rogers first appeared in a pair of novellas written by Philip Francis Nowlan, published in Amazing Stories magazine in 1928 and 1929. This later became a comic strip, also written by Nowlan, before coming to radio in 1932. Buck remained sporadically on the air through 1947, usually as a serial running for 15 minutes on weekday afternoons, with each episode ending in a cliffhanger.


    Both of these shows were low on accurate science—in Buck Rogers’ universe, for instance, most of the planets in the Solar System and many of the moons have breathable atmospheres and Earth-like gravity. Buck Rogers was known for the extraordinary number of wildly unlikely super-scientific devices that would play a role in the adventures. Rocket pistols and anti-gravity belts were joined by Thermal Radiation Projectors, Flexo-Impervium metal, Electro-Hypno Mentalo-Phones, Molecular Expansion Beam Projectors, Psychic Restriction Rays and Gyro-Cosmic Relativators.


    The most successful (both commercially and artistically) science fiction show aimed at children was The Adventures of Superman, based on the extremely popular comic book character.


    The Man of Steel came to radio in 1940 and remained there for eleven years. Like many children’s shows of that era, it was a serial for most of its run, broadcast on weekday afternoons after kids had gotten home from school. Bud Collyer played the title role until 1950, using a mild tenor voice when he was Clark Kent, then switching (often in mid-sentence) to a deep bass voice when he became Superman. (Collyer also voiced Superman in a series of animated cartoons produced in the 1940s.)


    Superman was fortunate in the quality of writers, directors and actors who worked on the show. All were talented professionals who understood how to tell stories effectively on radio. The cast knew that even though the subject matter was a little goofy, it was important to play the roles seriously. The writers were able to construct logical plots that generated suspense and excitement. The sound effects were particularly good—the whoosh of Superman taking flight, created by mixing the sound of an artillery shell with that of a wind tunnel, is still one of the most recognizable sounds in popular culture.


    On radio, Superman’s most common opponents were organized crime bosses, con artists and crooked politicians. But radio’s inherently unlimited special effects budget allowed the show to adapt science fiction elements into its plots beyond that of its main character. One story arc involved an undersea city used as a hideout by gangsters. Another took Superman to a distant planet to battle a ruthless dictator. The Man of Steel once foiled an invasion of America by a more local dictator who had acquired a fleet of atomic powered airplanes. Another adventure took place on the moon, which turned out to have an atmosphere populated by giant pterodactyls, as well as an underground civilization threatened by a large horde of carnivorous ants.


    The show’s most famous story arc, broadcast in 1945, involved a mad scientist who was able to distill a piece of kryptonite into liquid and inject it into the veins of a fanatical Nazi. The Nazi became the Atom Man, able to shoot destructive lightning out of his hands and cause Superman to weaken just by coming close to him.


    Yes, it was all silly and in violation of more than one Law of Physics. But, by golly, it was (and still is) fun to hear.


    Adult shows dabbled in science fiction less frequently, but often did so effectively. Sometimes, perhaps, too effectively.


    The Mercury Theatre on the Air, starring Orson Welles, began its run during the summer of 1938, specializing in adaptations of classic novels. For the October 30 episode, Welles decided to do H.G. Wells’ War of the Worlds, updating it to modern day and formatting the first half of the show as a news broadcast. Welles simply thought this was an effective way to give a sense of urgency to the story—there was no intention to deliberately fool anyone. In fact, the show clearly announced right up front that it was presenting War of the Worlds.


    But many listeners were tuned in to a more popular variety show playing on another network. A fair proportion of these switched channels when a singer they didn’t care for began to perform, stumbling across an interesting news item about a meteor strike in New Jersey. When alien fighting machines rose up out of the meteor crater and began spraying the countryside with heat rays and poison gas, approximately 1.2 million listeners thought it was really happening. A nationwide panic followed.


    One reason for this was the expertise with which the show was done. The actors played their parts perfectly (including one of them providing a spot on imitation of President Roosevelt) and the pacing of the story was very good. Consequently, few listeners noticed that events which would have stretched over hours or days were compressed into a few minutes. Amazingly, the panicky flight from cities to escape the Martians didn’t result in any injuries. In the end, the broadcast jump-started Orson Welles’ movie career and proved the power that good radio drama had over the public’s imagination.


    Throughout the 1940s and 1950s, other anthology series occasionally turned to science fiction. Suspense, a popular and long-running series, dramatized several Ray Bradbury stories and, in 1944, did a two-part adaptation of Curt Siodmak’s novel Donovan’s Brain, in which a disembodied brain takes telepathic control of the protagonist’s body.


    Escape, one of radio’s highest quality offerings, also did a few science fiction episodes. Perhaps the finest was a two-part adaptation of George Stewart’s novel Earth Abides, in which a plague wipes out most of mankind and the survivors must rebuild some sort of civilization. The horror shows Lights Out and Quiet Please turned to the genre as well, perhaps the most famous example being Lights Out’s “Chicken Heart,” broadcast in 1942. The memory of this weird and scary tale, about a reanimated chicken heart that grows to envelop the entire world, was later the inspiration of a well-known comedy monologue by Bill Cosby.


    NBC Presents: Short Stories gave its listeners a faithful and appropriately creepy episode based on Shirley Jackson’s “The Lottery,” as well as an excellent and touching adaptation of Ray Bradbury’s “The Rocket.” Favorite Story did a truncated but still effective version of Frankenstein, while Family Theater managed to squeeze a surprisingly good adaptation of 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea into its half-hour time slot.


    Shows specializing in science fiction remained rare during the Golden Age of Radio. One of radio’s most popular shows, though, had a premise that touched on the genre. The Shadow, which ran from 1938 to 1954, presented its listeners with a man who could hypnotically “cloud men’s minds so they cannot see him.” Early in the series, the Shadow could also employ telepathy and on at least one occasion generated a mental hallucination in someone else’s mind. His opponents were usually straightforward killers and gangsters, though an occasional mad scientist would bring in additional science fiction elements. One villain had invented a magnetic ray that ripped airplanes out of the sky. Another performed vocal cord transplants, causing a pack of killer dogs to meow like cute little kittens.


    Interestingly, The Lone Ranger—normally a straightforward Western—did a six-part story arc in 1943 that also wandered towards science fiction. The story involved a bad guy who used electrical devices to booby-trap his headquarters and drugged his minions to turn them into zombie-like slaves. By employing science just a bit too advanced for the post Civil War setting of the series, the villain allowed the Lone Ranger and Tonto to briefly pay homage to another genre.


    In the 1950s, radio brought us several notable series specializing in science fiction. One of them was again aimed at children: Tom Corbett, Space Cadet was one of the few radio shows that began on television and came to radio later. (It was usually the other way around.) Using the same cast as its TV counterpoint, it tossed several young cadets of the Solar Guards into danger on a weekly basis. But by this time, television was rapidly usurping radio’s hold on popular culture. Where the TV version of Tom Corbett ran for five years, the radio show was only around for about six months.


    All the same, dramatic radio managed to squeeze in a few superb adult-oriented SF shows before it faded away. Dimension X was an anthology show, specializing in adapting stories that appeared in Astounding Science Fiction magazine. Running for 50 episodes in 1950 and 1951, Dimension X presented intelligent and faithful adaptations of stories by Ray Bradbury, Robert Heinlein, Clifford Simak, Isaac Asimov and other top writers. From 1955 to 1958, the same creative staff returned to the airwaves for another 125 episodes with a show titled X Minus One, this time sponsored by Galaxy magazine.


    Drawing their material from the finest prose writers in the genre, both series operated on tiny budgets but still produced consistently excellent stories. With an effectively unlimited special effects budget—which was as vast as the imaginations of the audience—both series regularly took listeners to other times and planets. “A Gun for Dinosaur,” based on L. Sprague de Camp’s witty short story, travelled back to prehistoric Earth to stalk a tyrannosaur. “Cold Equations,” based on Tom Godwin’s heartbreaking tale, journeyed to deep space, where a lack of fuel might force a space ship pilot to shove an innocent girl out an airlock. Jack Vance’s “The Potters of Firsk” demonstrates the difficulties of dealing with an alien culture without properly understanding their mind set.


    Ray Bradbury’s brilliant prose, which often manages to somehow sound poetic and conversational at the same time, translated beautifully to radio; a number of his stories were adapted for both Dimension X and X Minus One. Arguably, the best of these was “And the Moon Be Still and Bright,” taken from The Martian Chronicles. Broadcast on both shows, this tale about a man who sympathizes more with a dead Martian culture than with his fellow humans cannot help but touch even the hardest heart.


    A few other science fiction shows had very brief runs during the 1950s. Most notable of these was Exploring Tomorrow, which ran for about six months during 1957 and 1958. Hosted by John W. Campbell, the innovative editor of Astounding Science Fiction magazine, this show managed to add a few more gems to dramatic radio’s history. “Liar,” based on one of Isaac Asimov’s Robot tales, is perhaps the finest episode. This compact but emotional story involves the accidental creation of a telepathic robot. Like all robots in Asimov’s stories, this one has a prime directive to prevent humans from being injured in any way. For a telepathic robot, this means telling lie after lie in a desperate but doomed attempt to preserve romantic fantasies or salve bruised egos. This, in turn, leads to a lot of emotional messiness as the lies inevitably unravel.


    Even though dramatic radio has largely died away, derivations of it continue on. In 1984, National Public Radio broadcasted a series of dramatized Ray Bradbury stories. Douglas Adams’ hilarious Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy began life as a BBC radio series in 1978. Beginning in 2002, episodes from the original Twilight Zone TV series have been adapted as audio dramas and made available via CDs and downloads. A British production company has been producing original Doctor Who audio adventures staring actors from series’ original run.


    Podcasting has been a popular outlet for classic radio shows, but is also a venue for original science fiction. The tongue-in-cheek Radio Adventures of Dr. Floyd is one example of this, as is the space pirate show The Endless Night. The endless storytelling potential of the genre guarantees that no storytelling outlet will ever be completely left behind.


    Science fiction and radio were natural partners. The writers and directors were tasked with the necessity of effectively conveying often complex plot points to their listeners; but once they pulled that off, the unlimited special effects budget that resided in each of their listeners took over and did much of the important work. The opening narration of X Minus One promised the audience “adventures in which you’ll live a million could-be years on a thousand may-be worlds.” The best science fiction from radio’s Golden Age—whether aimed at children or adults—whether based on sound science or on fantasy—fulfilled this promise magnificently.


    * * * *


    Tim DeForest lives in Sarasota, Florida, and is the circulation manager of the library at the Ringling College of Art and Design. He has written the books Storytelling in the Pulps, Comics, and Radio and Radio by the Book, as well as a number of articles on military history and the Wild West. He maintains blogs on pre-digital pop culture and old-time radio at comicsradio.blogspot.com and radioserials.blogspot.com.

  


  
    NAT SCHACHNER


    (1895–1955)


    A chemist, lawyer, and part-time writer, Nathaniel Schachner was best known for his biographies of American historical figures, but he also wrote prolifically for the pulps for about ten years, starting in 1930. He began publishing science fiction with “The Tower of Evil” (co-written with Arthur Leo Zagat) for Wonder Stories Quarterly in 1930. He wrote ten more stories with Zagat over the next year before writing on his own, both under his own name and as Chan Corbett and Walter Glamis. (Especially prolific authors often used several names as a way to have more than one story in the same issue of a magazine.) Although he wrote a number of longer pieces, only one of Schachner’s SF works appeared in book form, the novel Space Lawyer. That lack of reprinting outside of the pulps, combined with his short career and the genre’s movement away from the kind of adventure fiction he wrote, left him little-remembered for many years.


    Schachner stopped writing science fiction around 1940 to focus on writing historical biographies. His best known nonfiction works at the time were the two-volume Thomas Jefferson, Aaron Burr, and Alexander Hamilton, Nation Builder. Ironically, with the advent of ebooks and print-on-demand publishing, Schachner’s science fiction is again widely available, but his historical writing is all-but-forgotten.

  


  
    PIRATES OF THE GORM, by Nat Schachner


    First published in Astounding Stories, May 1932


    Grant Pemberton sat up suddenly in his berth, every sense straining and alert. What was it that had awakened him in the deathly stillness of the space-flier? His right hand slid under the pillow and clutched the handle of his gun. Its firm coolness was a comforting reality.


    There it was again. A tiny scratching on the door as though someone was fumbling for the slide-switch. Very quietly he sat, waiting, his finger poised against the trigger. Suddenly the scratching ceased, and the panel moved slowly open. A thin oblong patch glimmered in the light of the corridor beyond. Grant tensed grimly.


    A hand moved slowly around the slit—a hand that held a pencil-ray. Even in the dim illumination, Grant noted the queer spatulate fingers. A Ganymedan! In the entire solar system only they had those strange appendages.


    Pemberton catapulted out of his berth like a flash. Not a moment too soon, either. A pale blue beam slithered across the blackness, impinged upon the pillow where his head had lain only a moment before. The air-cushion disintegrated into smoldering dust. Grant’s weapon spat viciously. A hail of tiny bullets rattled against the panel, and exploded, each in a puffball of flame.


    But it was too late. Already the unknown enemy was running swiftly down the corridor, the sucking patter of his feet giving more evidence of his Ganymedan origin. Pemberton sprang to the door, thrust it open just in time to see a dark shape disappearing around a bend in the corridor. There was no use of pursuit; the passageway ended in a spray of smaller corridors, from which ambush would be absurdly easy.


    * * * *


    He glanced swiftly around. The corridor was empty, silent in the dim, diffused light. The motley passengers were all sound asleep; no one had been disturbed by the fracas. Earthmen, green-faced Martians, fish-scaled Venusians, spatulate Ganymedans and homeward-bound Callistans, all reposing through the sleep-period in anticipation of an early landing in Callisto.


    All were asleep, that is, but one. That brought Pemberton back to the problem of his mysterious assailant. Why had this Ganymedan tried to whiff him out of existence? Grant frowned. No one on board knew of his mission, not even the captain. On the passenger list he was merely Dirk Halliday, an inconspicuous commercial traveler for Interspace Products. Yet someone had manifestly penetrated his disguise and was eager to remove him from the path of whatever deviltry was up. Who?


    Grant gave a little start, then swore softly. Of course! Why hadn’t he thought of it before! The scene came back to him, complete in every detail, as though he were once more back on Earth, in the small, simply furnished office of the Interplanetary Secret Service.


    The Chief of the Service was glancing up at him keenly. Beside him was a tall, powerfully shouldered Ganymedan, Miro, Inspector for Ganymede. Grant looked at him with a faint distaste as he sat there, drumming on the arm of his chair with his spatulate fingers, his soft-suction padded hoofs curled queerly under the seat. There was something furtive, too, about the red lidless eyes that shifted with quick unwinking movements.


    * * * *


    But then, Pemberton had small use for the entire tribe of Ganymedans. Damned pirates, that’s all they were. It was not many years back since they had been the scourge of the solar system, harrying spatial commerce with their swift piratical fliers, burning and slaying for the mere lust of it.


    That is, until an armada of Earth space-fliers had broken their power in one great battle. The stricken corsairs were compelled to disgorge their accumulations of plunder, give up all their fliers and armament, and above all, the import of metals was forbidden them. For, strangely enough, none of the metallic elements was to be found on Ganymede. All their weapons, all their ships, were forged of metals from the other planets.


    It was now five years since Ganymede had been admitted once again to the Planetary League, after suitable declarations of repentance. But the prohibitions still held. And Grant placed small faith in the sincerity of the repentance.


    The Chief was speaking.


    “We’ve called you in—Miro and I,” he said, in his usual swift, staccato manner, “because we’ve agreed that you are the best man in the Service to handle the mission we have in mind.”


    Grant said nothing.


    “It’s a particularly dangerous affair,” the Chief continued. “Five great space-fliers, traveling along regular traffic routes, have all vanished within the space of a month—passengers, crews and all. Not a trace of them can be found.”


    “No radio reports, sir?”


    “That’s the most curious part of the whole business. Everyone of the fliers was equipped with apparatus that could have raised the entire solar system with a call for help, and yet not the tiniest whisper was heard.”


    * * * *


    The Chief got up and paced the floor agitatedly. It was plain that this business was worrying him. Miro continued to sit calmly, seemingly indifferent. “It’s uncanny, I tell you. Gone as though empty space had swallowed them up.”


    “You’ve applied routine methods, of course,” Grant ventured.


    “Of course,” the Chief waved it aside impatiently. “But we can’t discover a thing. Battle fliers have patrolled the area without success. The last ship was literally snatched away right under the nose of a convoy. One minute it was in radio communication, and the next—whiff—it was gone.”


    “Where is this area you mention?” Already Pemberton’s razor-edged brain was at work on the problem.


    “Within a radius of five million miles from Jupiter. We’ve naturally considered placing an embargo upon that territory, but that would mean cutting off all of the satellites from the rest of the system.”


    Miro stirred. His smooth slurred voice rolled out.


    “And my planet would suffer, my friend. Alas, it has already suffered too much.” He evoked a sigh from somewhere in the depths of his barrel chest, and tried to cast up his small red eyes.


    Grant suffered too, a faint disgust. Damn his eyes, what business had an erstwhile pirate, not too recently reformed, being self-righteous?


    “Miro thinks,” the Chief continued unheeding, “that the Callistans know more about this than they admit. He has a theory that Callisto is somehow gathering up these ships to use in a surprise attack against his own planet, Ganymede. He says Callisto has always hated them.”


    “Damn good reason,” Grant said laconically.


    * * * *


    Miro’s lidless eyes flamed into sudden life. “And what do you mean by that, my friend?”


    Pemberton replied calmly. “Simply that your people have harried and ravaged them for untold centuries. They were your nearest prey, you know.”


    Miro sprang to his feet, his soft suction pads gripping the floor as though preparatory to a spring. Gone was the sanctimonious unction of his former behavior; the ruthless savage glared out of the red eyes, the flattened fingers were twisting and curling.


    “You beastly Earthling,” he cried in a voice choked with rage, “I’ll—”


    The Chief intervened swiftly. “Here, none of that,” he said sharply to Miro. “Don’t say anything you’ll regret later.” Then he turned to Grant, who was steadily holding his ground: “There was no reason, Pemberton, to insult an inspector of the Service. Consider yourself reprimanded.” But the edge of the rebuke was taken off by the slight twinkle in the Chief’s eye.


    Somehow a truce was patched up. Grant was to ship as an ordinary passenger on the Althea, the great passenger liner that plied between Callisto and the Earth. It was not his duty to prevent the disappearance of the vessel, the Chief insisted, but to endeavor to discover the cause. It was up to Grant then to escape, if he could, and to report to Miro on Ganymede immediately with his findings. Miro was leaving by his private Service flier at once for Ganymede, to await him. Grant thought he saw a faint sardonic gleam in the Inspector’s eyes at that, but paid no particular heed to it at the time.


    * * * *


    Now, as Grant stood in the corridor of the great space-flier, listening intently for further sounds from his hidden foe, it flashed on him. Miro knew he was on board. It was a Ganymedan who had treacherously attacked him. The puzzle was slowly fitting its pieces together. But the major piece still eluded him. What would happen to the ship?


    As he turned to go back to his room, a ripping, tearing, grinding sound came to his startled ears. It was followed by a sudden swishing noise. Grant knew what that meant. A meteor had ripped into the vitals of the space-flier, and the precious air was rushing through the fissure into outer space. He whirled without an instant’s hesitation and sprang down the long corridor toward the captain’s quarters. If caught in time, the hole could be plugged.


    Even as he ran, there was another grinding smash, then another, and another. Good Lord, they must have headed right into a meteor shower. Panels were sliding open, and people, scantily attired, thrust startled heads out into the corridor. Someone called after him, but he did not heed or stop his headlong race. He must get to the control room at once.


    Already the air in the corridor was a sucking whirlpool that beat and eddied about him in its mad rush to escape. It sounded like the drumbeat of unsilenced exploders. A meteor shower of unprecedented proportions! In the back of Grant’s mind as he ran, hammered a thought. Every swarm of meteors in the solar system was carefully plotted. The lanes of travel were routed to avoid them. There was no known shower in this particular area!


    He collided violently with a strange ungainly figure. In his desperate haste he did not give much heed, but tried to push his way past. The figure turned on him, and then Grant stopped short, an exclamation frozen to his lips. Red unwinking eyes stared out at him from goggles set in a helmet. The body was completely inclosed in lusterless creatoid. It was a Ganymedan in a space-suit!


    * * * *


    Grant saw the quick movement of the other toward an open side flap. He did not hesitate an instant. His fist shot out and caught the Ganymedan flush in the throat, while his left hand simultaneously seized the creatoid-covered arm that gripped a pencil-ray. The helmeted head went back with a sickening thud. But the Ganymedan was a powerful brute. Even as he staggered back from the force of the blow, vainly trying to release the pencil-ray for action, his right foot jerked forward. The next moment both were rolling on the floor, twisting and heaving in silent combat. Frightened passengers rushed down the corridor, screaming with terror, half carried along by the hurricane wind, clambering over the combatants in an insane desire to get away, where, they knew not; and still neither relaxed his grip, seeking a mortal hold.


    Pemberton was certain that his silent unknown foe held the clue to the mystery he was trying to fathom. He fought on, silently, grimly. The cold creatoid fabric was slippery, but a sudden jerk of an arm, a certain quick twist that Grant was familiar with, and his enemy went limp. Grant’s breath was coming in quick, labored gasps. There was very little air left now. But he did not care. He tugged at the fastenings on the helmet. He must see who his captive was, wrest from him the heart of the mystery.


    There came a clatter of feet behind him, a sudden rush of space-suited figures that overwhelmed and passed over him with trampling strides. He was torn loose from his prey, rolled over and over, gasping for air. When he staggered to his feet again, bruised and shaken, the corridor was swept clean of figures. His assailants had carried his opponent away with them.


    A wild surge of anger swept through him. More Ganymedans, these rescuers, all accoutered for airless space. They had been carefully prepared for this. Heedless of all else, he swayed groggily after them, intent only on joining battle once again. The illumination was dim now, the cries of fear that had rung through the ship were gone; only a deathly silence reigned now. His lungs were burning for want of air; even the whirlwind had died down for lack of fuel. But still he kept on, like a bloodhound on the trail.


    * * * *


    He rounded a corner. A slight figure, swaying like a reed, collided with him and would have fallen if he had not thrust out a supporting arm. It was a girl. Even in the shadowy light he saw that she was beautiful. Her delicately molded features were drained white, but her deep pooled eyes were level in their gaze, unafraid.


    “I’m sorry,” he managed, finding utterance labored, “Are you hurt?”


    “Quite all right,” she said, with a wan smile, “if only I had some air to breathe.”


    The essential bravery of her touched him. He forgot all about the escaped Ganymedans.


    “We’ll have to try some other portion of the ship. Maybe some of the bulkheads are uninjured.”


    She shook her head. “I just saw the captain,” she enunciated faintly. “Every bulkhead is riddled. Said—I—should get space-suit—in stateroom—though no use—doomed. Something wrong—wireless—not working.…” Her voice trailed. She had fainted.


    Grant caught up her slight form and lurched unsteadily into the nearest cabin. The blood was roaring in his ears now, his heart was pumping madly, but he forced himself on. His eyes strained toward the compartment where the emergency space-suit was neatly compacted. Thank God. It was still there. The inmate had evidently rushed out at the first alarm to join the terror-maddened crush.


    Pemberton worked with feverish haste. Somehow he thrust the unconscious girl into the suit, tightened the helmet into position, opened the valve that started the steady measured flow of life-giving oxygen. Then, with dark spots dancing before his eyes, he deposited her gently on the floor, and managed to force himself in the now almost total darkness toward another room.


    * * * *


    His swelling hands fumbled. The compartment was empty. Despairing, conscious only of a desire to lie down, to rest, he tried another. It, too, was empty. He stumbled over sprawled bodies, fell, managed to get up again. Again he fumbled into a compartment. The clammy feel of the creatoid never was more welcome. His breath was coming in whistling gasps. It seemed ages of strangulation before the first cool rush of oxygen expanded his tortured lungs. For a full minute he stood there, inhaling deep draughts. Then once more he was himself, his brain functioning with keen clarity.


    He must find the Ganymedans and come to grips with them. There was no doubt in his mind that somehow they had been responsible for the cataclysm. Just how, he did not know, but he would find out.


    But the girl. He could not leave her. Duty and something else stirred into conflict. He hesitated. In the flap of the suit was an emergency flash. Throwing the beam on the walls and flooring, he managed to retrace his steps to the cabin where he had left her. As he flashed it inside, his heart gave a great bound. She was standing now.


    “Feel all right?” he spoke into the tiny transmitter that was part of the regulation equipment.


    “Fine.” Her warm, rich voice spoke in his ear. “But I’m not thinking of myself. Are the others on board safe? What happened?”


    “I’m afraid we are the only ones alive,” he told her gravely. “As to what happened, I can only guess. We seem to have hit an unusually heavy meteor shower that riddled us through and through, though—” He paused.


    “Though what?”


    He ignored her question. “The first thing we’ve got to do is find out where we are.” His flash sought the window switch and found it. He went over and pressed it. A section of the beryllium-steel casing slid smoothly open, disclosing a thick flawless quartzite port. He stared out at the dark pattern of space. Long he gazed, then a stifled exclamation reached the girl.


    “What is it?” she cried.


    “Come and look,” he told her gravely, and made room for her.


    * * * *


    At first she saw only the unwinking stars of space. Then her eyes shifted forward. Jupiter lay ahead, a vast cloud-girt disk. It was ominously near. Somehow it gave the effect of rushing straight at her.


    Right along the equator floated, or seemed to float, a huge red oval—the Great Red Spot of Jupiter. She had heard of it before. But what caught her immediate attention was a tiny flare of intense illumination, right in the very heart of the Spot. Bright orange it was, tinged with yellow, dazzling even at this distance. She watched it eagerly. Then she gave a sudden start.


    “You’ve seen it.” Grant’s voice sounded quietly in her helmet.


    “Yes. Why, it—it pulsates!”


    “Exactly. Now look along the hull of the ship.”


    She did so, and gasped again. The steel-shod sides were bathed in an unearthly orange glow.


    “Why, that must be the light from the orange spot down there.”


    Grant nodded. “Yes, and more than that. They are power waves of a nature that we’ve known nothing of before. We are being pulled down along that beam straight for Jupiter, straight for the source of that light!”


    “But that means there are intelligent beings on Jupiter.”


    “No doubt.”


    “But—but everyone know that there’s no life on Jupiter. It’s a frozen waste swathed in impenetrable whirlwind clouds.”


    “How does everyone know?” Grant retorted. “Has anyone ever penetrated through those clouds?”


    “No,” she admitted; “though there have been plenty of expeditions that tried, and never came back.”


    “That of course doesn’t prove anything. Mind you,” he added. “I didn’t say there was native life existing on Jupiter. I merely said there were intelligent beings operating that illumination.”


    “Who could it be then?”


    “We’ll find out when we get down there.”


    * * * *


    The very calmness of his matter-of-fact statement brought her back abruptly to their precarious situation.


    “But, great heavens, we’ll smash and be killed. Can’t we do something?”


    “We’ll not smash.” Grant said positively. “Though very likely we shall be killed. As for doing something, we can only wait and take our chances, if the gentry who are hauling us in will only give us an opportunity. You know,” he added with a fine inconsecutiveness, “I don’t even know your name.”


    She bubbled with sudden laughter. “Nona—Nona Gail. I was on my way to Callisto, to meet my father,” she explained. “He’s an engineer, doing some construction work for Interspace Products. But now that I’ve told you all, what and who may you be?”


    He was frank. There was now no need for concealment. “Grant Pemberton, an unimportant unit of the Interplanetary Secret Service.”


    “Then you knew that the trip would be dangerous,” she challenged.


    “Yes.”


    “Why did you come?”


    “It is part of my duties.”


    There was silence between them. He turned to stare out of the quartz port-hole again. Jupiter was perceptibly nearer; an enormous, convex globe that blotted out half the heavens. They were being drawn at a frightful velocity toward the mysterious pulsating point, now blinding in its brilliance.


    They both saw it simultaneously: a space-suited figure, far out in the depths of interstellar space, caught up in a sudden flare of orange illumination. The strange figure seemed to whirl around, straighten up, and shoot at breakneck speed headlong for Jupiter. Behind it, and in a direct line with the winking flame in the Great Spot, another space denizen glowed luridly, startlingly, out of the blackness beyond, whirled, and shot down the long invisible path.


    Nona cried out: “Grant, tell me quickly, what are they; what is pulling them?”


    Even as she spoke, more and more figures were blazoned in that orange ray, until a long file of beings were catapulting in a single straight line past the space-ship, outdistancing it until they became faint specks in the distance.


    * * * *


    Pemberton’s hand was upon her shoulder, his eyes literally blazing through the goggles, while his voice shouted in her ears. “Come with me: We haven’t a second to lose.”


    “But,” she gasped, “you haven’t told me—”


    “No time,” he interrupted, and, shoving her in front of him, he rushed her through corridor after corridor until they came to the air-lock of the liner.


    “If only we have time,” he groaned, and cursed himself for a bungling fool for not having surmised the maneuver earlier.


    Just as he had expected, the great lock was open. The ship was as silent as the grave. There was no air anywhere, only the unutterably cold airlessness of space. Without pausing in his headlong rush, he pushed the bewildered girl through the open port, out into the overwhelming, intangible blackness. Nona’s smothered cry of fear came to him as the next instant he stepped forward and left the solid footing to float in sudden weightlessness in a vast sea of nothingness.


    The girl reached out and caught his arm convulsively. Even through the fabric of their suits he could feel her trembling. Pemberton had taken good care to retain a hold on the edge of the open air-lock. The two swung unsteadily.


    “What is the reason for this?” Grant sensed, rather, than heard, the tremor in her voice. She was making a desperate effort to control herself. “We’ll be lost—out here in space.”


    “Don’t worry,” he said soothingly. “I’ll explain in due course. In the meantime you’ll have to trust me. Did you see where that invisible ray held when it illumined the last Ganymedan?”


    “Ganymedan?” she echoed in surprise. “What makes you think—”


    “Never mind that. Did you?” he insisted.


    “Yes,” she admitted, “it was about over there.” She indicated the spot with an outthrust arm. “About a hundred yards, I should judge.”


    “Exactly,” he agreed. “Well, young lady, our lives, and far more, depend upon our reaching that exact line in space immediately.”


    “I don’t know what you are talking about, but even so, how can we make it? I’m not a rocket.”


    “It’s difficult, I admit, but we must. Now hold on tight to my arm, and press your feet firmly against the wall of the ship.” She obeyed.


    “Now when I count three, shove off violently, and pray that we’re going straight. Are you game?”


    She stiffened; then, very slowly, “All right; start counting.”


    “Good girl,” Grant said approvingly. “One—two—th-r-ee-ee!”


    They flexed their legs in perfect unison. And shoved off.


    * * * *


    Out into the blackness of space they shot, lost to all sense of motion: yet the hull of the space-flier, dimly gleaming in the thin light of the far off sun, retreated from them with terrifying swiftness.


    They were alone in space! It was an uncanny, a horribly helpless sensation. All about them was infinity, a vast void out of which peered at them the cold, unwinking stars. They were like swimmers in mid-ocean, without even the buoyant feel of the salt water to comfort them.


    Nona’s grip on Grant’s arm was agonizing in its intensity.


    “Scared?” Grant queried.


    “A—a little,” she admitted; “but don’t bother about me. I’m all right.”


    She could be depended upon to keep up her end, Grant thought admiringly.


    On and on they floated in the welter of space. And still there was no ray, nothing but unrelieved blackness. Pemberton was somewhat worried. Had the saving ray been quenched at the source? Were they too late? If so, they were doomed to a frightful obliterating fall to the surface of the planet, or worse still, they were destined to swing endlessly in space. Already the liner was far away, out of their grasp, even had they desired to return.


    His breath was coming in quick gasps now. “Scared?” he once more asked the silent figure beside him.


    “Frightfully—but carry on. We’ll get there, wherever it is.”


    Her gay determination strengthened him wonderfully. On and on they floated.


    Suddenly the dim, dark bulk of the girl caught the uncanny orange light. The next instant the creatoid fabric of his own suit caught it, too.


    “Thank God,” he cried joyously. “It’s still on. Just relax, Nona, the ray will take care of us now.”


    He felt a powerful tug at his body, he was whirled completely around, and then there was a steady pull. He was being catapulted down the ray to the mysterious point of brilliance in the Great Red Spot. The girl was right beside him. The space-liner was passed with a smooth rush, and soon receded to a dwindling speck.


    * * * *


    “Now will you explain?” asked Nona impatiently, after she had caught her breath in sudden relief.


    Grant stretched luxuriously before he began.


    “Certainly. There’s nothing for us now to do but wait until we get pulled down to Jupiter, and that’ll take some time. I hope we look like Ganymedans.”


    “Will you get on with your story!” she cried.


    He obeyed. He started from the beginning and went right up to the time when he had so rudely thrust her out into space.


    “You see,” he explained. “I had put the puzzle together a bit, but there were still pieces missing. For instance, those chaps down there know that every space-liner is equipped with emergency space-suits. Why pull the ship down with live men on board? That would naturally mean a fight, and we have no mean weapons, what with disintegrator ray-projectors and explosive electro-bullets.” Then, again, for some reason, there were Ganymedans on board. They would very likely be whiffed out in the melee. The ship might be destroyed also, and they evidently are very careful about getting the ship down intact. The little meteor holes can easily be plugged up, and the liner made as good as new. At least that was my guess.


    “I was trying to puzzle it out, rather hopelessly,” he continued, “when I saw the ray out in space pick up those floating figures. That was the last little piece in the jigsaw.


    “The Ganymedans evidently had to leave the ship because, as it approaches the planet, something will be done to kill off any unfortunates who are still alive, waiting their chance to fight the invisible enemy. Possibly a penetrating lethal gas that will be forced into the interior. So they evolved the ray to carry the Ganymedan passengers down gently, safely. And we are stowaways,” he concluded grimly.


    Nona had listened intently to the long recital.


    “But why,” she expostulated, “was it necessary to have their own people on board? The meteors that riddled the ship were projectiles shot from their station on Jupiter. So was the attraction-ray that pulls the ship down.”


    “Because they required a sufficient force to disable the radio apparatus. All radio waves used on interplanetary liners are shielded from interference. It is impossible to blank them out. And with the radio intact, every battle flier in space would be on their trail in a hurry.”


    * * * *


    Several hours passed, and still they fell endlessly through space, unaware of their motion except that Jupiter was now a huge orb blotting out the universe. The grim face of the giant planet was enswathed in endless billowing clouds. No one had ever penetrated to the real core. But what held their eager, straining attention was a vast blood red disk, cyclonic in character, directly beneath them. The Great Red Spot! And immediately in the center of it was the tiny, blindingly brilliant yellow orange oval, winking up at them with quick, steady pulsations.


    “What can it be?” Nona wondered.


    “The source of their power, evidently. But what interests me more just now is where the Ganymedans have their hangout in those clouds, and what they’re doing with the ships they capture.”


    Jupiter was now a flat level stretch that reached on all sides as far as the eye could see. Grant felt a sudden sensation of weight again, as though something was pressing with crushing force against his chest.


    “Hello,” he said, “our fall is being checked. They’re making sure their friends come to no harm.” And he laughed bitterly, thinking of the men and women lying with lungs ruptured, cold and stiff, in the interior of the Althea; of the possible few wretches who had managed to huddle into space-suits, ignorant of the deadly gas that was soon to search out their seemingly impenetrable habiliments.


    Slowly, ever more slowly, they fell. Thin wisps of reddish vapor rushed upward toward them, and then they were enveloped in vast swirls of cloud masses. They were within the Great Spot!


    Then the lurid clouds parted suddenly, revealing a deep hole, at the bottom of which flamed and flared the mysterious yellow-orange brilliance. Down the long shaft they fell, while all around its invisible walls dark red cyclones stirred and beat in vain.


    * * * *


    Just as it seemed as if they were doomed to fall headlong into the blaze, they were swerved violently into an opening that angled off from the main shaft. Down this branching shaft they continued to fall—interminably—when suddenly it widened, and they were dropping through the interior of a great dome of which the arched roof was the swirling clouds they had just penetrated. Directly beneath floated a flat island of smooth rock, supported and upheld by a shining sea of vapors.


    The girl exclaimed sharply, but Grant only nodded to himself with grim satisfaction. He had expected something like this. For, clustered in serried rows at the end of the island directly beneath them were sleek, stream-lined grayhounds of the interplanetary traffic lanes, now resting immovably on the smooth gray stone—the missing space-liners!


    The island was bisected by a huge forbidding wall, over which, at their angle, Grant was unable to see.


    The ground was encumbered too with clumps of intricate machinery, all of the same polished gray stone; Ganymedan stone, Ganymedan machinery, Pemberton recognized at once. Hundreds of figures were scurrying awkwardly around, clad in the inevitable space-suit. Several were working desperately at a huge concave glass reflector. Others were pointing a stone nozzle, extending out of a pit, directly upward.


    “I’m afraid.” Nona shuddered and pressed closer to Grant.


    “Don’t be,” he assured her. “Just say nothing when we land. Let me do the talking.”


    All this while they had been floating gently downward toward what they now saw to be a miniature replica of the vaster orange brightness at the bottom of the main shaft from which they had been diverted. It was a pool of liquid fire, so intense in its brilliance that their eyes were dazzled staring at it. It rose and fell in regular pulsations. They were not far above it now, and still no one on the strange island seemed to be aware of their coming.


    Nona cried out, “Grant, we’re going to fall right into it!”


    Pemberton looked down at the small fiery pool with anxious eyes. Unless something happened, and that quickly, they would be seared to a crisp. Already the heat was uncomfortable, even through their suits. He tried to kick himself aside, but the pull of the liquid was too powerful for him. Then he resolved on a desperate expedient.


    “Say, you fellows down there,” he cried in the smooth, slurred Ganymedan speech. “What are you trying to do, fry us? Hurry up and prepare our landing.”


    * * * *


    For a moment they were tense with the tenseness of imminent death. Were the Ganymedans equipped with communication disks; would they sense the strangeness of the accent? Nona was gripping his hand with a pressure that penetrated the fabric. And every second brought them down closer and closer to the dread lake.


    “Ah!” Nona’s breath came in a shuddering sigh. For one of the figures glanced upward and saw them dropping. He shouted something to his fellows, and darted for a lever set in the stone next to the pool. He threw it over swiftly. Immediately what seemed to be a smooth slab of transparent glassite shot into position over the pulsating flame, not an instant too soon, either, for it had barely covered the flaming death when the Earthlings’ feet were already touching it.


    “It would have served you two fools right if I had let you drop in,” their savior grumbled disgustedly. “What in Jupiter took you so long? Everyone else arrived hours ago. Didn’t know there were any more.”


    “Sorry, but we couldn’t help it,” Grant responded carefully. “You see, we got mixed up in a scrap with some Earthmen who evidently suspected us, just as we were diving out of the air-lock. We had the devil’s own job of beating them off.”


    “You too! The Chief came down foaming at the mouth. Some dumb Earthman almost throttled him before he got away. He swears he’ll blast Earth out of space. He’s that mad. But here, I’ve got no time to be talking to your fellows. I’ve got work to do. Better report to the Chief at once, and heaven help you. He’s sure in a black rage at this minute.”


    With that he moved away, over to the gang of Ganymedans holding the stone nozzle and looking expectantly up at the large, round hole in the cloud ceiling.


    Nona stood close to Grant. “What are they doing with the queer affair?” She indicated the nozzle.


    “I’m afraid we’ll find out only too soon,” he answered grimly. “Look—” he broke off.


    Far overhead, through the great round orifice, darted a tremendous shape, pointed, glittering.


    “Why, that’s the Althea,” Nona exclaimed.


    “Yes. Now watch. Damn—all we can do is watch,” Grant gritted between his teeth.


    * * * *


    Down sped the gleaming liner, pride of the fleet. The men at the mirror were swerving it on gimbals until a ray from it flashed on the burnished nose. As though it were a physical impact, the vessel slackened its tremendous speed and hung suspended midway between the cloud concavity and the island.


    The men with the nozzle spurred into activity. A thin stream of fluid shot out of the orifice straight up for the captive liner. The tip of the expanding spray impinged on the hull—and Nona gasped her astonishment. For the liquid passed clean through the hull as though it were a porous network instead of four-inch thick beryllium-steel.


    “Just as I thought,” Grant groaned. “Lethal gas that penetrates everything. Those poor people on board—for their own sakes I hope none remained alive to hit this.”


    “Can’t we do anything?” Nona asked desperately.


    “Nothing for the Althea. But plenty to prevent any more disasters like it.” There was a hard ring to his voice. “Come on.” He stepped off the transparent slab onto the stone floor of the island.


    “Where to?” asked Nona, following.


    “We’re going to locate that orange oval we saw from the Althea. That’s the secret of all this. The pool of liquid fire here is unimportant, secondary.”


    They were at one edge of the floating island. The other side was hidden from them by the solid wall that stretched across its full diameter.


    “We’ll scout beyond there,” Grant pointed out. “I’ll miss my guess if what we’re looking for is not on the other side.”


    As they started for the wall, they saw the Althea brought slowly down to the rock, another captive to swell the motionless fleet. It did not take them long to reach the barrier. Some fifty feet high it was, of smooth polished Ganymedan stone, and no door or opening in its straight unbroken surface.


    “How shall we get through?” Nona asked.


    Grant surveyed it thoughtfully.


    “There must be a hidden spring somewhere,” he said.


    He walked carelessly along the wall, tapping it idly here and there. His quick probing fingers were searching.


    With a sharp “Ah!” he stopped short. He bent over a moment; his fingers moved deftly. Then he straightened with a grunt of satisfaction. A section of the seemingly solid, immovable stone was sliding silently open. He looked through.


    * * * *


    Nona saw him jerk his head back, heard his involuntary cry of horror. Then she heard another cry: an excited warning shout. She whirled around in time to see a Ganymedan running toward them from behind. A deadly pencil-ray pointed straight at her companion. Without a moment’s hesitation she sprang at Grant, pushed him violently so that he staggered and fell through the opening to the other side. In so doing, she tripped over his body, and fell prone. That saved her life, for a blue flame sheared clean through the stone, inches above her head.


    Grant squirmed around underneath. The electro-gun was somehow out of the side flap and now it spat its explosive hail. The tiny bullets flared into little puff balls of flame against the space-suit of the Ganymedan. A long howl of anguish came to them as he threw up his hands and fell into a shapeless heap. But a moment later there were other cries, angry shouts. Pemberton was on his feet again with the quickness of a cat. He pulled Nona up after him, thrust her to one side, behind the protection of the wall. His eyes were blazing now, aflame with the ardor of battle. Very carefully he leaned out and pressed the trigger. The surging mob was caught in full flight. The electro-bullets spread fanwise, exploded into flaming deaths. The Ganymedans went down as though a huge scythe had swept through their ranks. The survivors scattered hastily, throwing themselves headlong to the surface of the rock to escape further execution.


    “That’ll hold them for a while,” Grant laughed grimly.


    “Drop your gun, and turn around—both of you.” A cold, smooth voice spoke in deadly menace directly behind them—a voice that came from the mysterious inner side of the wall.


    Grant spun around, his gun ready to fire. A ray snapped out at him, a ray with a greenish tinge. The fingers of his gun hand grew suddenly nerveless; the weapon dropped unresistingly from his paralyzed hand.


    A tall Ganymedan towered before him, unhidden by a space-suit. Evidently there was a layer of air in here. The red lidless eyes were filled with a cold fury. Spatulate fingers tensed on the button of a pencil ray.


    “Miro,” Grant breathed to himself unbelievingly. A great light burst upon him.


    * * * *


    The Inspector of the Service for Ganymede did not recognize him, swathed as Grant was in the depths of his space-suit, nor did he notice the little movement of surprise. He was too furiously angry. His words came tumbling out in a tremble of rage.


    “You damned scoundrels; have you gone mad? What do you mean by coming in here through the secret way? Don’t you know it is death for anyone to pass the barrier? And what do you mean by shooting down your fellows with an Earth weapon? Answer, damn you, before I thrust you into the Gorm.”


    Both were silent; Nona because she did not know what to say, and Grant because he knew his voice would be recognized by Miro’s keen ears. He kept his eyes fixed on the Ganymedan, waiting hawk-like for one false move, for the tiniest wavering of attention. But the pencil-ray was pointed squarely at his breast.


    “You won’t talk?” Miro’s voice was choked with passion. “Well, there are ways to make you.” With one foot he kicked at the open slab, while his weapon commanded them unwaveringly. There was a smooth soundless rush. Grant knew that the wall was an unbroken surface again. They were cut off on the secret side of the island, alone with Miro.


    Yet that was the horror of it. They were not alone. For Grant’s first darting look inside when he had first opened the panel had shown him the others. Hundreds of them there were, men of all races and planets, a motley crew. And each man walked stiffly, unnaturally, looking neither to the right nor to the left. Their eyes were fixed and glassy; the skin of their faces, no matter what their origin, was uniformly parched and gray. A cold sweat broke out on Grant’s forehead. They looked like automatons: beings from whom life had been drained. He heard a little choked cry from Nona; she had seen them, too.


    Miro plucked out with his free hand a little pear-shaped mechanism punctured with innumerable holes. He blew into it, once—twice. It gave forth a high whining note. Instantly two of the strange lifeless men wheeled angularly, and with queer mechanical movements headed straight for them. A bloodless hand stretched out, grasped Nona. Grant heard her scream and saw her struggling in a loathsome grip.


    * * * *


    Forgetting everything, forgetting the deadly ray in Miro’s hands, he sprang to her rescue. The next instant he was in the grip of a similar hand, a frail, dead-white naked arm, yet endowed with the strength of steel. Struggle as he might, dash his fist as hard as he could against the unresisting blank face, he could not loose that grip. Miro watched his futile strugglings mockingly.


    “Take these traitors over to the Gorm and let me look at their faces,” he ordered.


    Grant and Nona were picked up in those emaciated, powerful arms as easily as though they were children, and the unhuman creatures proceeded at a slow, awkward pace away from the hall, toward the outer edge of the island. From his uncomfortable vantage point, Pemberton noticed that they were passing clumps of intricate stone machinery. Dead-faced automatons, similar to their captors, were tending the whirring machinery with ordered, stiff-legged movements.


    Then, straight ahead, Grant saw the edge of the island, against which beat and billowed in furious, gigantic heaves, the reddish overarching clouds of the Great Spot. Strangely enough, though they whirled and eddied, they could not seem to break through the invisible barrier. And then the lake of fire sprang into view—the mysterious place of flame they had seen from afar, that had pulled the hapless Althea out of its course down to destruction on Jupiter. This then was the Gorm!


    A wide circular pool it was, of an unearthly yellow-orange brilliance. The midday sun was no more dazzling to the eye. Out it stretched from the island into the vapors of the Great Red Spot, only touching the stone rim of the island at one thin point. Its liquid fires were waveless now, oily, yet there was something horrible, too, about its smooth quiescence.


    Miro whistled. The rigid guards dropped their burdens roughly and stood at attention. One was an Earthman, the other a fish-faced Venusian. Yet the queer dead look of their eyes was exactly the same.


    “Will you remove your helmets, or shall I ask the Doora to assist you?” Miro’s voice was silky.


    * * * *


    Because there was nothing else to do, Grant unscrewed his helmet and let it fall back on its hinge. Then he looked very calmly and steadily at the Inspector of the Service for Ganymede.


    A dull flame leaped into Miro’s eyes at the sight of his captive.


    “You!” Then he smiled, a peculiarly horrible smile. “You are cleverer than I thought, my Earth friend. You should have been strangled to death on the Althea, or made into one of—”


    He stopped short, and the smile widened cruelly. “But it is not too late. No, it is not too late.”


    Grant disregarded his cryptic phrases. He smiled, too, a contemptuous smile that cut like a lash.


    “You, Miro, an Inspector of the Service, are only a lying, treacherous, butchering Ganymedan. Filthy scum of the Universe.”


    Miro started forward with a roar, a dark flush of rage suffusing his green-tinged countenance. His blunt-edged finger trembled on the button of the pencil-ray. Grant knew he was perilously on the verge of sudden death, yet his scornful glance did not waver.


    It was Nona, hitherto unnoticed, her helmet removed, who darted upon the giant Ganymedan with small beating fists. Miro saw her coming and swung her sprawling away with one sweep of his free hand, while he covered Grant with the other.


    He had recovered his composure. Some secret merriment seemed to convulse him.


    “Ho! ho!” he shouted. “Who is this little spitfire? By Jupiter, she is a tempting morsel.” And his red eyes took in the flushed beauty of the panting girl speculatively.


    Grant tensed for a quick spring.


    “Stand where you are,” Miro barked. “One move and it will be your last.” Gone was the smooth unctuous speech of former times. His tone now was cutting, deadly.


    * * * *


    “You damned Earthmen have been crowing long enough,” he said. “When Miro and Ganymede get through with you, the very memory of your filthy planet will have been erased from the solar system.” His voice rose higher. “You thought you had us beaten down with your space-battleships and your embargoes on metals. And we were meekly repentant. Oh yes, we were! We took you in nicely. Why, they even made me, Miro, Inspector of your rotten Service.


    “But we have been preparing against the day for years. Here on this island that we built we worked, hidden from interference. We are ready now. Our fleets will sail out, in your own ships, to smash the combined space navies of the solar system.”


    In spite of himself Grant could not hide a sudden grin of relief. The man was mad, to think of pitting a few liners against armored battle craft. Miro saw that grin.


    “You think I’m mad, don’t you?” he gloated. “Just listen to this, then. We have found a substance that no ray, no electro-bullet can penetrate. Every ship will be coated with it. And the Gorm here”—he pointed to the oily lake—”will draw your proud cruisers down to destruction, or thrust them far out into the uncharted spaces, helpless, just as it pleases us. You wonder how it works? Look! Now it attracts, and powerfully. But when I reverse the current passing through it like this”—he leaned over and pulled a switch set in the rock right by the edge—”it repels everything. We’ll just stand off in space and pick off your proud warships one by one, without a scratch to ourselves. See?” He fairly hissed the last word.


    Grant saw, and the cold sweat burst out on his forehead. His brain raced desperately in a vain effort to find some way out, some method of foiling this beast.


    “You sure talk big, Miro,” he said in bored fashion, feigning indifference; “but it means nothing to me. The point is, what do you intend doing with us?”


    * * * *


    The Ganymedan’s lips writhed. “Nothing at all to your pretty friend,” he leered. “I have plans for her. But as for you—see these creatures all about?”


    “Well?”


    “You are going to be one of them. They are passengers and crews who had the misfortune to be alive when the captured ships were sprayed with our gas. It does not kill. Oh, no! It just numbs their faculties, paralyzes them. Then our surgeons get busy. They know how to remove the memory and reasoning areas of the brain and leave just machines, automata, to do our bidding. Clever, aren’t they? When Earth is captured, I intend subjecting all your damned breed to the operation. They make very willing slaves, I’ve found. Two blasts on this toy”—he raised the whistle to his lips—”and an Earth-Doora comes for you.”


    Nona sprang forward. “No, no, Miro. Please do not touch Mr. Pemberton. I’ll—I’ll—”


    “What will you?” The Ganymedan’s pig-eyes devoured her.


    “I’ll—” Then, to Grant’s eternal horror, she sank into Miro’s arms. The surprised look on Miro’s face changed slowly to one of passion, as he held her close to him with his great hairy arm.


    “Nona!” Grant gasped and saw red. Heedless of the unwavering weapon at his breast, he sprang. Miro snarled as he saw him coming. His finger pressed down. But at that instant the Earth girl struck out with all the power of her slender arm. It was not much of a blow, but it managed to jar the weapon aside. The blue flame leaped hissing through the air.


    Miro roared with rage, and flung her yards away, to lie, an unmoving pathetic bundle. Then he swung his ray back into play.


    But he never had a chance to use it. All the strength and fury of Grant’s lithe, steel sinews and bone were behind the solid smash that landed squarely on the Ganymedan’s chin. He went down in a slump, completely out.


    * * * *


    Grant stooped to pick up the fallen pencil-ray, thrust it in the side flap, then hurried over to the limp figure of Nona.


    “Darling,” he cried, “if anything’s happened to you, I’ll—”


    The still form stirred, sat up.


    “Say that again.” She was smiling weakly, but happily.


    Grant flushed. “As many times later as you’ll want,” he said, “but now that you’re not hurt, we can’t waste any time in trying to get out of here.”


    He walked over to Miro, who was just coming to.


    “Listen, you rat,” he told the Ganymedan, who was rubbing his chin and groaning: “you do exactly as I say, if you know what’s good for you.” He shook the pencil-ray significantly.


    “You can’t get away with it,” Miro snarled, muttering a string of curses. There was baffled rage in his red pig-eyes.


    Grant surveyed him coldly.


    “We’ll see about that,” he snapped. “Get up.” He reinforced his demand with a well-placed kick. The huge Ganymedan came quickly to his feet.


    “Walk to the wall,” was the next order, “and open the trick door.”


    With a glance of savage hate, Miro obeyed. Grant followed him with his pistol in readiness. The poor mindless creatures paid no heed to what was going on, but dully continued their appointed tasks.


    Pemberton hid himself behind the wall to one side. Nona did likewise, having picked up the electro-gun meanwhile. Only Miro stood before the opening.


    “Now tell your cutthroat friends out there we want one of the liners brought directly over the Gorm, you understand. Not the Althea, though—that’s still full of holes. And only one Ganymedan to guide her over the wall. Be very explicit, and not a false move out of you, or it’ll be your last.”


    With the knowledge that two deadly weapons were pointing squarely at him, Miro shouted unwillingly the necessary instructions to his subordinates outside. Then Grant leaned over and kicked the slide shut.


    * * * *


    There followed tense moments of waiting. Would the workers beyond obey their leader? Had they become suspicious, and were even now massing for a surprise attack? Grant had no means of telling.


    Then to his ears came the most welcome soft roar of muted rockets. A huge shape swept over the high wall, soared directly over the Gorm, and nestled down in little jets of flame until the stern rested on the solid rock, and the bow swung idly over the brilliant pool.


    “Keep your gun trained on this bird,” Grant told Nona swiftly. She nodded. The air-lock door on the ship was already sliding open. A Ganymedan, space-suited, was coming through. He saw them, tried to spring back into the shelter of the ship. But a blue ray stabbed out and caught him in mid-flight. There was a spatter of dust, and the hapless creature disintegrated into thin air.


    “Sorry I had to do it, but I couldn’t afford to let him give the alarm. Now for the dirty work, Nona. You hustle this big bully into the ship, and keep him covered. I’ll be right along.”


    The girl cast him a look of anxiety. “What do you intend doing?”


    “Don’t worry,” he assured her; “I won’t get hurt.”


    After he had seen them within the liner, he got to work. First he brought out from the ship coils of wiring and jumbles of instruments. He took them over to the edge of the Gorm, to the place where he had seen Miro pull the switch, and for the next ten minutes was busy connecting wires, attaching batteries, putting his instruments in place. Then, when he was satisfied that everything was ready, he reversed the switch. The great space-ship, some fifty feet away, was already trembling in every line.


    Just as he was rising to sprint for the slowly moving liner, he heard a smooth rushing noise. He whirled. The slide was opening in the wall. A mob of Ganymedans were pouring through. They paused uncertainly a moment, then, as they spied him, there was a concerted rush forward.


    Grant acted quickly. Already the space-ship was off the ground, soaring upward. He had not an instant to spare. He dove toward it. The mob yelled, and raced forward to cut him off. His pencil-ray was useless—the distance was too great for its limited range. But then, that applied equally to the weapons of the Ganymedans.


    * * * *


    The blue rays snapped forward at him angrily, but fell short. The ship was moving faster now. It was already several feet off the ground. Grant’s heavy space-suit impeded his progress. The charging Ganymedans were dangerously close now. That last beam had missed him by inches. The ship was gathering speed. He was five feet away from the open air-lock when they got the range. A sharp searing pain right across his shoulder. The creatoid material of his suit was cut away as with a knife. A layer of flesh lay exposed. The skin had been whiffed into nothingness.


    But that very instant he was leaping off the ground with a mighty effort. The ship was going upward with a rush now. His fingers clawed desperately at the edge of the air-lock. For one breathless instant he clung; then, to his horror, the smooth creatoid covering refused to hold. Slowly he slipped, in spite of every effort, as the surface of the hull refused purchase to his bleeding hands, then down he went with a thud.


    A cry of triumph arose from the onrushing Ganymedans as Grant scrambled to his feet, bruised and shaken. He cast a swift, despairing glance upward. The huge liner was a hundred feet up now, gathering speed swiftly. To one side was the Gorm, a place of dread and menace. The gloating enemy were almost upon him. Even the comfort of a weapon, the grim satisfaction of taking some of his foes to death with him, was denied him.


    The pencil-ray had been jarred out of his hand by the impact and had doubtless fallen into the Gorm.


    Grant felt that he had come to the end of the rope. There was no tremor of fear in him, only regret that he had met the girl and lost her so soon. What would she do, out in space, alone with Miro? No time to think of that now, though. The foremost of the Ganymedans were almost upon him. They intended taking him alive, did they? He braced himself for the attack, ready to go down fighting.


    * * * *


    Then a brilliant plan beat suddenly upon his dazzled mind. It was breath-taking, so simple, yet so desperate did it appear. If it worked—he would win through. If not—but Grant dismissed that thought quickly; one form of death was no worse than another.


    Without an instant’s hesitation, he whirled and jumped as high as he could—directly over the Gorm! There was a yell of astonishment from the Ganymedans —one had already clutched at his intended victim—as they fell back in horror from the edge. This Earthling was mad to brave the terrors of the Gorm!


    But Grant heard nothing. He was instantly conscious of a searing, racking pain that penetrated his every fiber. He forced his eyes upward, anywhere but beneath him. Was his theory correct, or was he destined to drop into the fiery lake. For a single interminable instant, he suffered untold agonies.


    Then his body quivered, and he felt an unmistakable push against him. He was moving upward, just as he had hoped. The Gorm was repelling him, even as it had the ship.


    Faster and faster he shot up, chasing the liner. Would he catch up with it? He strained his eyes. Exultation flooded through him as he realized that the distance was rapidly lessening between them. The added impetus of his leap over the Gorm had given him the required extra fillip of speed. By now, rays were streaking by him.


    Soon he was directly underneath. For an instant he had a quick fear that he might overshoot his mark. But no—he was sliding past the open air-lock. He threw himself sideways and caught at it. This time his fingers held.


    As he squirmed and wriggled into the lock, they were already careening into the orange tube through the red swirling clouds. There was no longer any air. Choking, he managed with numbed fingers to screw his helmet on. Then, closing the lock, he proceeded into the ship.


    Nona was guarding her prisoner vigilantly. Miro sat there, sullen, defiant. Her glad, welcoming cry filled Grant with a new strange warmth.


    “I was so afraid for you when the ship started and you didn’t show up,” she said, “but I didn’t dare leave him alone.” She indicated Miro.


    “Good girl,” he said admiringly. “We’ll bind him now and then I want to show you something.”


    * * * *


    They stood a little later at the bow quartz port-hole. Down the long shaft through which they had risen they saw the glaring flame of the Gorm. As they looked, its regular pulsations turned irregular: it leaped and splashed as though it was a stormy, choppy sea. Then it gave one final mighty heave, and the universe seemed to shatter beneath them. The “walls” of the shaft collapsed about them and they were enswathed in a raging storm of red clouds.


    Nona turned to Grant. “Now, will you explain?”


    “Certainly,” he grinned boyishly. “I simply reversed the switch that changes the current of the Gorm. I knew that it would then repel the liner out into space, as Miro was incautious enough to inform me.


    “Then I figured that if instead of direct current, an alternating flow could be induced, so as to attract and repel in quick succession, enough of a disturbance would be raised in that highly unstable mixture to start fireworks. So I rigged up an automatic break in the circuit, timed it to permit us to get up enough speed from the repulsion to be safely on our way before it would start. The circuit-breaker worked and the alternating current did the rest. That island is wiped out, and so is the Gorm. There’ll be no further threat of danger to the solar system from that.”


    “And Miro, what are we going to do with him?”


    “Turn him over to the Service. They’ll take care of him. And now, young lady, if you have no further questions, shall I say it again?”


    She smiled up at him tenderly, answering:


    “If you wish.”


    * * * *
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    CLARK ASHTON SMITH


    (1893–1961)


    A major contributor to Weird Tales’ early success and a key member of the Lovecract Circle, Clark Ashton Smith was known primarily as a poet, but he also wrote more than a hundred stories in one intense burst. Most of those stories were too erotic to be published in their original form, however—at least in the 1930s.


    Born in Long Valley, California, Smith was a frail child (as a result of a bout of scarlet fever) but a voracious reader. Although admitted to Auburn High School, Smith did not attend and was thereafter completely self-educated, including reading the entire Encyclopedia Britannica and Webster’s Unabridged English Dictionary. Smith’s family struggled financially (his father farmed and mined for gold without much success at either and his mother sold wild fruit she picked and magazine subscriptions) but his literary talents earned him early recognition. Smith began writing stories at eleven, poetry at thirteen, and a short adventure novel at fourteen. At age seventeen, he sold stories to The Black Cat and The Overland Monthly.


    An introduction to George Sterling, then a well-known poet in Northern California, helped Smith to get his first book, The Star-Treader and Other Poems, published in 1912. The book was a huge literary success, though less successful for Smith commercially: He only earned about $50 for the 1,000 copies the book sold. Moreover, declining health meant it was years before he could complete a follow-up, by which time he was no longer seen as a nineteen-year-old literary wonder. Nevertheless, Smith published three more books of poetry by 1925, then started writing stories for Weird Tales at the encouragement of H. P. Lovecraft, with whom he corresponded.


    He remained incredibly prolific until 1937, when a series of personal tragedies shook him badly. Many of his closest friends and family died, including poet Vachel Lindsay, Robert E. Howard, Lovecraft, and both his parents. From 1937 to his death in 1961, Smith wrote only about a dozen more stories, focusing instead on paintings and sculpture.


    Smith had many mistresses (some of them married), but did not marry until 1954, when he was in his sixties. He had suffered a heart attack the year before, and had several strokes in 1961, before dying in his sleep.

  


  
    AFTERWARDS, by Clark Ashton Smith


    first published in Auburn Journal V23 #44, (16 Aug 1923)


    There is a silence in the world


    Since we have said farewell;


    And beauty with an alien speech


    An alien tale would tell.


    There is a silence in the world,


    Which is not peace nor quiet:


    Ever I seek to flee therefrom,


    And walk the ways of riot.


    But when I hear the music moan


    In rooms of thronging laughter,


    A tongueless demon drives me forth,


    And silence follows after.

  


  
    THE STAR-TREADER, by Clark Ashton Smith


    first published in The Star-Treader and Other Poems, 1912


    A voice cried to me in a dawn of dreams,


    Saying, “Make haste: the webs of death and birth


    Are brushed away, and all the threads of earth


    Wear to the breaking; spaceward gleams


    Thine ancient pathway of the suns,


    Whose flame is part of thee;


    And the deep gulfs abide coevally


    Whose darkness runs


    Through all thy spirit’s mystery.


    Go forth, and tread unharmed the blaze


    Of stars wherethrough thou camest in old days;


    Pierce without fear each vast


    Whose hugeness crushed thee not within the past.


    A hand strikes off the chains of Time,


    A hand swings back the door of years;


    Now fall earth’s bonds of gladness and of tears,


    And opens the strait dream to space sublime”


    II


    Who rides a dream, what hand shall stay !


    What eye shall note or measure mete


    His passage on a purpose fleet,


    The thread and weaving of his way !


    It caught me from the clasping world,


    And swept beyond the brink of Sense,


    My soul was flung, and poised, and whirled


    Like to a planet chained and hurled


    With solar lightning strong and tense.


    Swift as communicated rays


    That leap from severed suns a gloom


    Within whose waste no suns illume,


    The winged dream fulfilled its ways.


    Through years reversed and lit again


    I followed that unending chain


    Wherein the suns are links of light;


    Retraced through lineal, ordered spheres


    The twisting of the threads of years


    In weavings wrought of noon and night;


    Through stars and deeps I watched the dream unroll,


    Those folds that form the raiment of the soul.


    III


    Enkindling dawns of memory,


    Each sun had radiance to relume


    A sealed, disused, and darkened room


    Within the soul’s immensity.


    Their alien ciphers shown and lit,


    I understood what each had writ


    Upon my spirit’s scroll;


    Again I wore mine ancient lives,


    And knew the freedom and the gyves


    That formed and marked my soul.


    IV


    I delved in each forgotten mind,


    The units that had builded me,


    Whose deepnesses before were blind


    And formless as infinity—


    Knowing again each former world—


    From planet unto planet whirled


    Through gulfs that mightily divide


    Like to an intervital sleep.


    One world I found, where souls abide


    Like winds that rest upon a rose;


    Thereto they creep


    To loose all burden of old woes.


    And one there was, a garden-close


    Whose blooms are grown of ancient sin


    And death the sap that wells and flows:


    The spirits weep that dwelt therein.


    And one I knew, where chords of pain


    With stridors fill the Senses’ lyre;


    And one, where Beauty’s olden chain


    Is forged anew with stranger loveliness,


    In flame-soft links of never-quenched desire


    And ineluctable duress.


    V


    Where no terrestrial dreams had trod


    My vision entered undismayed,


    And Life her hidden realms displayed


    To me as to a curious god.


    Where colored suns of systems triplicate


    Bestow on planets weird, ineffable,


    Green light that orbs them like an outer sea,


    And large auroral noons that alternate


    With skies like sunset held without abate,


    Life’s touch renewed incomprehensibly


    The strains of mirth and grief’s harmonious spell.


    Dead passions like to stars relit


    Shone in the gloom of ways forgot;


    Where crownless gods in darkness sit


    The day was full on altars hot.


    I heard—enisled in those melodic seas—


    The central music of the Pleiades,


    And to Alcyone my soul


    Swayed with the stars that own her song’s control.


    Unchallenged, glad, I trod, a revenant


    In worlds Edenic longly lost;


    Or dwelt in spheres that sing to those,


    Through space no light has crossed,


    Diverse as Hell’s mad antiphone uptossed


    To Heaven’s angelic chant.


    VI


    What vasts the dream went out to find !


    I seemed beyond the world’s recall


    In gulfs where darkness is a wall


    To render strong Antares blind !


    In unimagined spheres I found


    The sequence of my being’s round—


    Some life where firstling meed of Song,


    The strange imperishable leaf,


    Was placed on brows that starry Grief


    Had crowned, and. Pain anointed long;


    Some avatar where Love


    Sang like the last great star at morn


    Ere the pale orb of Death filled all its sky;


    Some life in fresher years unworn


    Upon a world whereof


    Peace was a robe like to the calms that lie


    On pools aglow with latter spring:


    There Time’s pellucid surface took


    Clear image of all things, nor shook


    Till the black cleaving of Oblivion’s wing;


    Some earlier awakening


    In pristine years, when giant strife


    Of forces darkly whirled


    First forged the thing called Life—


    Hot from the furnace of the suns—


    Upon the anvil of a world.


    VII


    Thus knew I those anterior ones


    Whose lives in mine were blent;


    Till, lo! my dream, that held a night


    Where Rigel sends no message of his might,


    Was emptied of the trodden stars,


    And dwindled to the sun’s extent—


    The brain’s familiar prison-bars,


    And raiment of the sorrow and the mirth


    Wrought by the shuttles intricate of earth.

  


  
    E. E. “DOC” SMITH


    (1890-1965)


    More than any other single person, Doc Smith made space opera a respectable part of science fiction, rather than a term of derision. At a time when most SF was lurid adventure stories with barely a nod toward scientific plausibility—Westerns in space—Doc Smith was a scientist and established that it was possible to write a scientifically consistent (and more-or-less plausible) universe without sacrificing narrative or adventure. He also helped set the tone for other writers to follow in relating to fans; far from being a Lovecraftian reclusive, he attended Worldcons (and even participated in a masquerade dressed as C. L. Moore’s character Northwest Smith), was happy to talk with fans about his work, and even encouraged helpful criticism.


    The son of a teacher and a sailor, Edward Elmer Smith graduated from the University of Idaho with two degrees in chemical engineering in 1907. (He was something of an overachiever, serving as president of the Chemistry Club, the Chess Club, and the Mandolin and Guitar Club, and captain of the Drill and Rifle Team; he also sang the bass lead in Gilbert and Sullivan operettas.) He married his college roommate’s sister, moved to Washington, DC, and went to work as a chemical engineer while pursuing graduate studies in food engineering. When his neighbor suggested in 1915 that Smith turn his ideas about space travel into a science fiction novel, Smith refused—space opera required a romantic subplot which he didn’t feel up to writing. He finally agreed when his neighbor’s wife agreed to write the romance parts.


    Skylark of Space was completed in 1919, but not sold until eight years later: Ironically, the grounded-in-science storyline was too “out there” for most genre markets at the time. Once Amazing published Skylark, it was an instant hit. (They commissioned a sequel before the second piece of the serial had even been published; Smith wrote it solo because his neighbor’s wife was no longer interested.) Skylark and its sequel was followed by the even more popular (and more polished) Lensman series.


    Except for research with the Army during World War II, Smith continued to work as a food engineer, primarily on doughnuts, until his retirement in 1957. A likely apocryphal story credits him with inventing the process of adhering powdered sugar to doughnuts. After retirement, he and his wife would travel between their home in Oregon and Clearwater, Florida every year, often stopping at SF conventions along the way.


    The excerpt here was the first segment published in serialized form by Amazing Stories.

  


  
    THE SKYLARK OF SPACE, by E. E. “Doc” Smith


    First published in Amazing Stories, August 1928 by Edward Elmer Smith in collaboration with Lee Hawkins Garby


    CHAPTER I


    The Occurrence of the Impossible


    Petrified with astonishment, Richard Seaton stared after the copper steam-bath upon which he had been electrolyzing his solution of “X,” the unknown metal. For as soon as he had removed the beaker the heavy bath had jumped endwise from under his hand as though it were alive. It had flown with terrific speed over the table, smashing apparatus and bottles of chemicals on its way, and was even now disappearing through the open window. He seized his prism binoculars and focused them upon the flying vessel, a speck in the distance. Through the glass he saw that it did not fall to the ground, but continued on in a straight line, only its rapidly diminishing size showing the enormous velocity with which it was moving. It grew smaller and smaller, and in a few moments disappeared utterly.


    The chemist turned as though in a trance. How was this? The copper bath he had used for months was gone—gone like a shot, with nothing to make it go. Nothing, that is, except an electric cell and a few drops of the unknown solution. He looked at the empty space where it had stood, at the broken glass covering his laboratory table, and again stared out of the window.


    He was aroused from his stunned inaction by the entrance of his colored laboratory helper, and silently motioned him to clean up the wreckage.


    “What’s happened, Doctah?” asked the dusky assistant.


    “Search me, Dan. I wish I knew, myself,” responded Seaton, absently, lost in wonder at the incredible phenomenon of which he had just been a witness.


    Ferdinand Scott, a chemist employed in the next room, entered breezily.


    “Hello, Dicky, thought I heard a racket in here,” the newcomer remarked. Then he saw the helper busily mopping up the reeking mass of chemicals.


    “Great balls of fire!” he exclaimed. “What’ve you been celebrating? Had an explosion? How, what, and why?”


    “I can tell you the ‘what,’ and part of the ‘how’,” Seaton replied thoughtfully, “but as to the ‘why,’ I am completely in the dark. Here’s all I know about it,” and in a few words he related the foregoing incident. Scott’s face showed in turn interest, amazement, and pitying alarm. He took Seaton by the arm.


    “Dick, old top, I never knew you to drink or dope, but this stuff sure came out of either a bottle or a needle. Did you see a pink serpent carrying it away? Take my advice, old son, if you want to stay in Uncle Sam’s service, and lay off the stuff, whatever it is. It’s bad enough to come down here so far gone that you wreck most of your apparatus and lose the rest of it, but to pull a yarn like that is going too far. The Chief will have to ask for your resignation, sure. Why don’t you take a couple of days of your leave and straighten up?”


    Seaton paid no attention to him, and Scott returned to his own laboratory, shaking his head sadly.


    Seaton, with his mind in a whirl, walked slowly to his desk, picked up his blackened and battered briar pipe, and sat down to study out what he had done, or what could possibly have happened, to result in such an unbelievable infraction of all the laws of mechanics and gravitation. He knew that he was sober and sane, that the thing had actually happened. But why? And how? All his scientific training told him that it was impossible. It was unthinkable that an inert mass of metal should fly off into space without any applied force. Since it had actually happened, there must have been applied an enormous and hitherto unknown force. What was that force? The reason for this unbelievable manifestation of energy was certainly somewhere in the solution, the electrolytic cell, or the steam-bath. Concentrating all the power of his highly-trained analytical mind upon the problem—deaf and blind to everything else, as was his wont when deeply interested—he sat motionless, with his forgotten pipe clenched between his teeth. Hour after hour he sat there, while most of his fellow-chemists finished the day’s work and left the building and the room slowly darkened with the coming of night.


    Finally he jumped up. Crashing his hand down upon the desk, he exclaimed:


    “I have liberated the intra-atomic energy of copper! Copper, ‘X,’ and electric current!


    “I’m sure a fool for luck!” he continued as a new thought struck him. “Suppose it had been liberated all at once? Probably blown the whole world off its hinges. But it wasn’t: it was given off slowly and in a straight line. Wonder why? Talk about power! Infinite! Believe me, I’ll show this whole Bureau of Chemistry something to make their eyes stick out, tomorrow. If they won’t let me go ahead and develop it, I’ll resign, hunt up some more ‘X’, and do it myself. That bath is on its way to the moon right now, and there’s no reason why I can’t follow it. Martin’s such a fanatic on exploration, he’ll fall all over himself to build us any kind of a craft we’ll need…we’ll explore the whole solar system! Great Cat, what a chance! A fool for luck is right!”


    He came to himself with a start. He switched on the lights and saw that it was ten o’clock. Simultaneously he recalled that he was to have had dinner with his fiancee at her home, their first dinner since their engagement. Cursing himself for an idiot he hastily left the building, and soon his motorcycle was tearing up Connecticut Avenue toward his sweetheart’s home.


    CHAPTER II


    Steel Becomes Interested


    Dr. Marc DuQuesne was in his laboratory, engaged in a research upon certain of the rare metals, particularly in regard to their electrochemical properties. He was a striking figure. Well over six feet tall, unusually broad-shouldered even for his height, he was plainly a man of enormous physical strength. His thick, slightly wavy hair was black. His eyes, only a trifle lighter in shade, were surmounted by heavy black eyebrows which grew together above his aquiline nose.


    Scott strolled into the room, finding DuQuesne leaning over a delicate electrical instrument, his forbidding but handsome face strangely illuminated by the ghastly glare of his mercury-vapor arcs.


    “Hello, Blackie,” Scott began. “I thought it was Seaton in here at first. A fellow has to see your faces to tell you two apart. Speaking of Seaton, d’you think that he’s quite right?”


    “I should say, off-hand, that he was a little out of control last night and this morning,” replied DuQuesne, manipulating connections with his long, muscular fingers. “I don’t think that he’s insane, and I don’t believe that he dopes—probably overwork and nervous strain. He’ll be all right in a day or two.”


    “I think he’s a plain nut, myself. That sure was a wild yarn he sprung on us, wasn’t it? His imagination was hitting on all twelve, that’s sure. He seems to believe it himself, though, in spite of making a flat failure of his demonstration to us this morning. He saved that waste solution he was working on—what was left of that carboy of platinum residues after he had recovered all the values, you know—and got them to put it up at auction this noon. He resigned from the Bureau, and he and M. Reynolds Crane, that millionaire friend of his, bid it in for ten cents.”


    “M. Reynolds Crane?” DuQuesne concealed a start of surprise. “Where does he come in on this?”


    “Oh, they’re always together in everything. They’ve been thicker than Damon and Pythias for a long time. They play tennis together—they’re doubles champions of the District, you know—and all kinds of things. Wherever you find one of them you’ll usually find the other. Anyway, after they got the solution Crane took Seaton in his car, and somebody said they went out to Crane’s house. Probably trying to humor him. Well, ta-ta; I’ve got a week’s work to do yet today.”


    As Scott left DuQuesne dropped his work and went to his desk, with a new expression, half of chagrin, half of admiration, on his face. Picking up his telephone, he called a number.


    “Brookings?” he asked, cautiously. “This is DuQuesne. I must see you immediately. There’s something big started that may as well belong to us.…No, can’t say anything over the telephone.…Yes, I’ll be right out.”


    He left the laboratory and soon was in the private office of the head of the Washington or “diplomatic” branch, as it was known in certain circles, of the great World Steel Corporation. Offices and laboratories were maintained in the city, ostensibly for research work, but in reality to be near the center of political activity.


    “How do you do, Doctor DuQuesne?” Brookings said as he seated his visitor. “You seem excited.”


    “Not excited, but in a hurry,” DuQuesne replied. “The biggest thing in history has just broken, and we’ve got to work fast if we get in on it. Have you any doubts that I always know what I am talking about?”


    “No,” answered the other in surprise. “Not the slightest. You are widely known as an able man. In fact, you have helped this company several times in various deal—er, in various ways.”


    “Say it. Brookings. ‘Deals’ is the right word. This one is going to be the biggest ever. The beauty of it is that it should be easy—one simple burglary and an equally simple killing—and won’t mean wholesale murder, as did that.…”


    “Oh, no, Doctor, not murder. Unavoidable accidents.”


    “Why not call things by their right names and save breath, as long as we’re alone? I’m not squeamish. But to get down to business. You know Seaton, of our division, of course. He has been recovering the various rare metals from all the residues that have accumulated in the Bureau for years. After separating out all the known metals he had something left, and thought it was a new element, a metal. In one of his attempts to get it into the metallic state, a little of its solution fizzed out and over a copper steam bath or tank, which instantly flew out of the window like a bullet. It went clear out of sight, out of range of his binoculars, just that quick.” He snapped his fingers under Brookings’ nose. “Now that discovery means such power as the world never dreamed of. In fact, if Seaton hadn’t had all the luck in the world right with him yesterday, he would have blown half of North America off the map. Chemists have known for years that all matter contains enormous stores of intra-atomic energy, but have always considered it ‘bound’—that is, incapable of liberation. Seaton has liberated it.”


    “And that means?”


    “That with the process worked out, the Corporation could furnish power to the entire world, at very little expense.”


    * * * *


    A look of scornful unbelief passed over Brookings’ face.


    “Sneer if you like,” DuQuesne continued evenly. “Your ignorance doesn’t change the fact in any particular. Do you know what intra-atomic energy is?”


    “I’m afraid that I don’t, exactly.”


    “Well, it’s the force that exists between the ultimate component parts of matter, if you can understand that. A child ought to. Call in your chief chemist and ask him what would happen if somebody would liberate the intra-atomic energy of one hundred pounds of copper.”


    “Pardon me, Doctor. I didn’t presume to doubt you. I will call him in.”


    He telephoned a request and soon a man in white appeared. In response to the question he thought for a moment, then smiled slowly.


    “If it were done instantaneously it would probably blow the entire world into a vapor, and might force it clear out of its orbit. If it could be controlled it would furnish millions of horsepower for a long time. But it can’t be done. The energy is bound. Its liberation is an impossibility, in the same class with perpetual motion. Is that all, Mr. Brookings?”


    As the chemist left, Brookings turned again to his visitor, with an apologetic air.


    “I don’t know anything about these things myself, but Chambers, also an able man, says that it is impossible.”


    “As far as he knows, he is right. I should have said the same thing this morning. But I do know about these things—they’re my business—and I tell you that Seaton has done it.”


    “This is getting interesting. Did you see it done?”


    “No. It was rumored around the Bureau last night that Seaton was going insane, that he had wrecked a lot of his apparatus and couldn’t explain what had happened. This morning he called a lot of us into his laboratory, told us what I have just told you, and poured some of his solution on a copper wire. Nothing happened, and he acted as though he didn’t know what to make of it. The foolish way he acted and the apparent impossibility of the whole thing, made everybody think him crazy. I thought so until I learned this afternoon that Mr. Reynolds Crane is backing him. Then I knew that he had told us just enough of the truth to let him get away clean with the solution.”


    “But suppose the man is crazy?” asked Brookings. “He probably is a monomaniac, really insane on that one thing, from studying it so much.”


    “Seaton? Yes, he’s crazy—like a fox. You never heard of any insanity in Crane’s family, though, did you? You know that he never invests a cent in anything more risky than Government bonds. You can bet your last dollar that Seaton showed him the real goods.” Then, as a look of conviction appeared upon the other’s face, he continued:


    “Don’t you understand that the solution was Government property, and he had to do something to make everybody think it worthless, so that he could get title to it? That faked demonstration that failed was certainly a bold stroke—so bold that it was foolhardy. But it worked. It fooled even me, and I am not usually asleep. The only reason he got away with it, is, that he has always been such an open-faced talker, always telling everything he knew.


    “He certainly played the fox,” he continued, with undisguised admiration. “Heretofore he has never kept any of his discoveries secret or tried to make any money out of them, though some of them were worth millions. He published them as soon as he found them, and somebody else got the money. Having that reputation, he worked it to make us think him a nut. He certainly is clever. I take off my hat to him—he’s a wonder!”


    “And what is your idea? Where do we come in?”


    “You come in by getting that solution away from Seaton and Crane, and furnishing the money to develop the stuff and to build, under my direction, such a power-plant as the world never saw before.”


    “Why get that particular solution? Couldn’t we buy up some platinum wastes and refine them?”


    “Not a chance,” replied the scientist. “We have refined platinum residues for years, and never found anything like that before. It is my idea that the stuff, whatever it is, was present in some particular lot of platinum in considerable quantities as an impurity. Seaton hasn’t all of it there is in the world, of course, but the chance of finding any more of it without knowing exactly what it is or how it reacts is extremely slight. Besides, we must have exclusive control. How could we make any money out of it if Crane operates a rival company and is satisfied with ten percent profit? No, we must get all of that solution. Seaton and Crane, or Seaton, at least, must be killed, for if he is left alive he can find more of the stuff and break our monopoly. I want to borrow your strong-arm squad tonight, to go and attend to it.”


    After a few moments’ thought, his face set and expressionless, Brookings said:


    “No, Doctor. I do not think that the Corporation would care to go into a matter of this kind. It is too flagrant a violation of law, and we can afford to buy it from Seaton after he proves its worth.”


    “Bah!” snorted DuQuesne. “Don’t try that on me, Brookings. You think you can steal it yourself, and develop it without letting me in on it? You can’t do it. Do you think I am fool enough to tell you all about it, with facts, figures, and names, if you could get away with it without me? Hardly! You can steal the solution, but that’s all you can do. Your chemist or the expert you hire will begin experimenting without Seaton’s lucky start, which I have already mentioned, but about which I haven’t gone into any detail. He will have no information whatever, and the first attempt to do anything with the stuff will blow him and all the country around him for miles into an impalpable powder. You will lose your chemist, your solution, and all hope of getting the process. There are only two men in the United States, or in the world, for that matter, with brains enough and information enough to work it out. One is Richard B. Seaton, the other is Marc C. DuQuesne. Seaton certainly won’t handle it for you. Money can’t buy him and Crane, and you know it. You must come to me. If you don’t believe that now, you will very shortly, after you try it alone.”


    Brookings, caught in his duplicity and half-convinced of the truth of DuQuesne’s statements, still temporized.


    “You’re modest, aren’t you, Doctor?” he asked, smiling.


    “Modest? No,” said the other calmly. “Modesty never got anybody anything but praise, and I prefer something more substantial. However, I never exaggerate or make over-statements, as you should know. What I have said is merely a statement of fact. Also, let me remind you that I am in a hurry. The difficulty of getting hold of that solution is growing greater every minute, and my price is getting higher every second.”


    “What is your price at the present second?”


    “Ten thousand dollars per month during the experimental work; five million dollars in cash upon the successful operation of the first power unit, which shall be of not less than ten thousand horsepower; and ten percent of the profits.”


    “Oh, come, Doctor, let’s be reasonable. You can’t mean any such figures as those.”


    “I never say anything I don’t mean. I have done a lot of dirty work with you people before, and never got much of anything out of it. You were always too strong for me; that is, I couldn’t force you without exposing my own crookedness, but now I’ve got you right where I want you. That’s my price; take it or leave it. If you don’t take it now, the first two of those figures will be doubled when you do come to me. I won’t go to anybody else, though others would be glad to get it on my terms, because I have a reputation to maintain and you are the only ones who know that I am crooked. I know that my reputation is safe as long as I work with you, because I know enough about you to send all you big fellows, clear down to Perkins, away for life. I also know that that knowledge will not shorten my days, as I am too valuable a man for you to kill, as you did.…”


    “Please, Doctor, don’t use such language.…”


    “Why not?” interrupted DuQuesne, in his cold, level voice. “It’s all true. What do a few lives amount to, as long as they’re not yours and mine? As I said, I can trust you, more or less. You can trust me, because you know that I can’t send you up without going with you. Therefore, I am going to let you go ahead without me as far as you can—it won’t be far. Do you want me to come in now or later?”


    “I’m afraid we can’t do business on any such terms as that,” said Brookings, shaking his head. “We can undoubtedly buy the power rights from Seaton for what you ask.”


    “You don’t fool me for a second, Brookings. Go ahead and steal the solution, but take my advice and give your chemist only a little of it. A very little of that stuff will go a long way, and you will want to have some left when you have to call me in. Make him experiment with extremely small quantities. I would suggest that he work in the woods at least a hundred miles from his nearest neighbor, though it matters nothing to me how many people you kill. That’s the only pointer I will give you—I’m giving it merely to keep you from blowing up the whole country,” he concluded with a grim smile. “Good-bye.”


    * * * *


    As the door closed behind the cynical scientist, Brookings took a small gold instrument, very like a watch, from his pocket. He touched a button and held the machine close to his lips.


    “Perkins,” he said softly, “M. Reynolds Crane has in his house a bottle of solution.”


    “Yes, sir. Can you describe it?”


    “Not exactly. It is greenish yellow in color, and I gather that it is in a small bottle, as there isn’t much of the stuff in the world. I don’t know what it smells or tastes like, and I wouldn’t advise experimenting with it, as it seems to be a violent explosive and is probably poisonous. Any bottle of solution of that color kept in a particularly safe place would probably be the one. Let me caution you that this is the biggest thing you have ever been in, and it must not fail. Any effort to purchase it would be useless, however large a figure were named. But if the bottle were only partly emptied and filled up with water, I don’t believe anyone would notice the difference, at least for some time, do you?”


    “Probably not, sir. Good-bye.”


    Next morning, shortly after the office opened, Perkins, whose principal characteristic was that of absolute noiselessness, glided smoothly into Brookings’ office. Taking a small bottle about half full of a greenish-yellow liquid from his pocket, he furtively placed it under some papers upon his superior’s desk.


    “A man found this last night, sir, and thought it might belong to you. He said this was a little less than half of it, but that you could have the rest of it any time you want it.”


    “Thank you, Perkins, he was right. It is ours. Here’s a letter which just came,” handing him an envelope, which rustled as Perkins folded it into a small compass and thrust it into his vest pocket. “Good morning.”


    As Perkins slid out, Brookings spoke into his telephone, and soon Chambers, his chief chemist, appeared.


    “Doctor Chambers,” Brookings began, showing him the bottle, “I have here a solution which in some way is capable of liberating the intra-atomic energy of matter, about which I asked you yesterday. It works on copper. I would like to have you work out the process for us, if you will.”


    “What about the man who discovered the process?” asked Chambers, as he touched the bottle gingerly.


    “He is not available. Surely what one chemist can do, others can? You will not have to work alone. You can hire the biggest men in the line to help you—expense is no object.”


    “No, it wouldn’t be, if such a process could be worked out. Let me see, whom can we get? Doctor Seaton is probably the best man in the country for such a research, but I don’t think that we can get him. I tried to get him to work on the iridium-osmium problem, but he refused.”


    “We might make an offer big enough to get him.”


    “No. Don’t mention it to him,” with a significant look. “He’s to know nothing about it.”


    “Well, then, how about DuQuesne, who was in here yesterday? He’s probably next to Seaton.”


    “I took it up with him yesterday. We can’t get him, his figures are entirely out of reason. Aren’t there any other men in the country who know anything? You are a good man, why don’t you tackle it yourself?”


    “Because I don’t know anything about that particular line of research, and I want to keep on living awhile longer,” the chemist replied bluntly. “There are other good men whom I can get, however. Van Schravendyck, of our own laboratory, is nearly as good as either Seaton or DuQuesne. He has done a lot of work on radio-activity and that sort of thing, and I think he would like to work on it.”


    “All right. Please get it started without delay. Give him about a quarter of the solution and have the rest put in the vault. Be sure that his laboratory is set up far enough away from everything else to avoid trouble in case of an explosion, and caution him not to work on too much copper at once. I gather that an ounce or so will be plenty.”


    * * * *


    The chemist went back to his laboratory and sought his first assistant.


    “Van,” he began, “Mr. Brookings has been listening to some lunatic who claims to have solved the mystery of liberating intra-atomic energy.”


    “That’s old stuff,” the assistant said, laughing. “That and perpetual motion are always with us. What did you tell him?”


    “I didn’t get a chance to tell him anything—he told me. Yesterday, you know, he asked me what would happen if it could be liberated, and I answered truthfully that lots of things would happen, and volunteered the information that it was impossible. Just now he called me in, gave me this bottle of solution, saying that it contained the answer to the puzzle, and wanted me to work it out. I told him that it was out of my line and that I was afraid of it—which I would be if I thought there was anything in it—but that it was more or less in your line, and he said to put you on it right away. He also said that expense was no object; to set up an independent laboratory a hundred miles off in the woods, to be safe in case of an explosion; and to caution you not to use too much copper at once—that an ounce or so would be plenty!”


    “An ounce! Ten thousand tons of nitroglycerin! I’ll say an ounce would be plenty, if the stuff is any good at all, which of course it isn’t. Queer, isn’t it, how the old man would fall for anything like that? How did he explain the failure of the discoverer to develop it himself?”


    “He said the discoverer is not available,” answered Chambers with a laugh. “I’ll bet he isn’t available—he’s back in St. Elizabeth’s again by this time, where he came from. I suggested that we get either Seaton or DuQuesne of Rare Metals to help us on it, and he said that they had both refused to touch it, or words to that effect. If those two turned down a chance to work on a thing as big as this would be, there probably is nothing in this particular solution that is worth a rap. But what Brookings says goes, around here, so it’s you for the woods. And don’t take any chances, either—it is conceivable that something might happen.”


    “Sure it might, but it won’t. We’ll set up that lab near a good trout stream, and I’ll have a large and juicy vacation. I’ll work on the stuff a little, too—enough to make a good report, at least. I’ll analyze it, find out what is in it, deposit it on some copper, shoot an electrolytic current through it, and make a lot of wise motions generally, and have a darn good time besides.”


    CHAPTER III


    Seaton Solves the Problem of Power


    “Well, Mart,” said Seaton briskly, “now that the Seaton-Crane Company, Engineers, is organized to your satisfaction, let’s hop to it. I suppose I’d better beat it downtown and hunt up a place to work?”


    “Why not work here?”


    “Your house? You don’t want this kind of experimenting going on around here, do you? Suppose a chunk of the stuff gets away from me and tears the side out of the house?”


    “This house is the logical place to work. I already have a complete machine shop and testing laboratory out in the hangar, and we can easily fit up a chemical laboratory for you up in the tower room. You can have open windows on four sides there, and if you should accidentally take out the wall there will be little damage done. We will be alone here, with the few neighbors so thoroughly accustomed to my mechanical experiments that they are no longer curious.”


    “Fine. There’s another good thing, too. Your man Shiro. He’s been with you in so many tight pinches in all the unknown corners of the world on your hunting trips and explorations that we can trust him, and he’ll probably come in handy.”


    “Yes, we can trust him implicitly. As you know, he is really my friend instead of my man.”


    During the next few days, while workmen were installing a complete chemical laboratory in the tower room, Seaton busied himself in purchasing the equipment necessary for the peculiar problem before him. His list was long and varied, ranging from a mighty transformer, capable of delivering thousands of kilovolts down to a potentiometer, so sensitive that it would register the difference of potential set up by two men in shaking hands.


    From daylight until dark Seaton worked in the laboratory, either alone or superintending and assisting the men at work there. Every night when Crane went to bed he saw Seaton in his room in a haze of smoke, poring over blueprints or, surrounded by abstruse works upon the calculus and sub-atomic phenomena, making interminable calculations.


    Less than two miles away lived Dorothy Vaneman, who had promised to be his wife. He had seen her but once since “the impossible” had happened, since his prosaic copper steam-bath had taken flight under his hand and pointed the way to a great adventure. In a car his friend was to build, moved by this stupendous power which he must learn to control, they would traverse interstellar space—visit strange planets and survey strange solar systems.


    While he did not forget his sweetheart—the thought of her was often in his mind, and the fact that her future was so intimately connected with his own gave to every action a new meaning—he had such a multitude of things to do and was so eager to get them all done at once that day after day went by and he could not find time to call upon her.


    Crane remonstrated in vain. His protests against Seaton’s incessant work had no effect. Seaton insisted that he must fix firmly just a few more points before they eluded him, and stuck doggedly to his task.


    Finally, Crane laid his work aside and went to call upon the girl. He found her just leaving home, and fell into step beside her. For awhile she tried to rouse herself to be entertaining, or at least friendly, but the usual ease with which she chatted had deserted her, and her false gayety did not deceive the keen-minded Crane for an instant. Soon the two were silent as they walked along together. Crane’s thoughts were on the beautiful girl beside him, and on the splendid young genius under his roof, so deeply immersed in his problem that he was insensible to everything else.


    * * * *


    “I have just left Dick,” Crane said suddenly, and paying no attention to her startled glance. “Did you ever in your life see anyone with his singleness of purpose? With all his brilliance, one idea at a time is all that he seems capable of—though that is probably why he is such a genius. He is working himself insane. Has he told you about leaving the Bureau?”


    “No. Has he? Has it anything to do with what happened that day at the laboratory? I haven’t seen him since the accident, or discovery, whichever it was, happened. He came to see me at half-past ten, when he was invited for dinner—oh, Martin, I had been so angry!—and he told such a preposterous story, I’ve been wondering since if I didn’t dream it.”


    “No, you didn’t dream it, no matter how wild it sounded. He said it, and it is all true. I cannot explain it to you; Dick himself cannot explain it, even to me. But I can give you an idea of what we both think it may come to.”


    “Yes, do.”


    “Well, he has discovered something that makes copper act mighty queer—knocks it off its feet, so to speak. That day a piece went up and never did come down.”


    “Yes, that is what is so preposterous!”


    “Just a moment, please,” replied the imperturbable Crane. “You should know that nothing ordinary can account for Dick’s behavior, and after what I have seen this last week I shall never again think anything preposterous. As I said, this piece of copper departed, via the window, for scenes unknown. As far as a pair of good binoculars could follow it, it held to a perfectly straight course toward those scenes. We intend to follow it in some suitable vehicle.”


    He paused, looking at his companion’s face, but she did not speak.


    “Building the conveyance is where I come in,” he continued in his matter-of-fact voice. “As you know, I happen to have almost as much money as Dick has brains, and some day, before the summer is over, we expect to go somewhere. We do not know where, but it will be a long way from this earth.”


    There was a silence, then Dorothy said, helplessly:


    “Well, go on.… I can’t understand.…”


    “Neither can I. All I know is that Dick wants to build a heavy steel hull, and he is going to put something inside it that will take us out into space. Only occasionally do I see a little light as he tries to explain the mechanism of the thing to me.”


    After enjoining upon her the strictest secrecy he repeated the story that Seaton had told him, and informed her as to the present condition of affairs.


    “It’s no wonder the other chemists thought he was crazy, is it, Martin?”


    “No, especially after the failure of his demonstration the next morning. You see, he tried to prove to the others that he was right, and nothing happened. He has found out since that an electrical machine in another room, which was not running that morning, played a very important part. When the copper refused to act as it had the night before they all took the snap judgment that he had suffered an attack of temporary insanity, and that the solution was worthless. They called him ‘Nobody Holme’.”


    “It almost fits, at that!” exclaimed Dorothy, laughing.


    “But if he thought of that,” she added, thoughtfully, “if he was brilliant enough to build up such a wonderful theory…think out such a thing as actually traveling to the stars…all on such a slight foundation of fact…I wonder why he couldn’t have told me?”


    She hadn’t meant to utter the last thought. Nobody must know how being left out of it had hurt her, and she would have recalled the words if she could. Crane understood, and answered loyally.


    “He will tell you all about it very soon, never fear. His is the mind of a great scientist, working on a subject of which but very few men have even an inkling. I am certain that the only reason he thought of me is that he could not finance the investigation alone. Never think for an instant that his absorption implies a lack of fondness for you. You are his anchor, his only hold on known things. In fact, it was about this that I came to see you. Dick is working himself at a rate that not even a machine can stand. He eats hardly anything, and if he sleeps at all, I have never caught him at it. That idea is driving him day and night, and if he goes on the way he is going, it means a breakdown. I do not know whether you can make him listen to reason or not—certainly no one else can. If you think you can do it, that is to be your job, and it will be the biggest one of the three.”


    “How well you understand him,” Dorothy said, after a pause. “You make me feel ashamed, Martin. I should have known without being told. Then I wouldn’t have had these nasty little doubts about him.”


    “I should call them perfectly natural, considering the circumstances,” he answered. “Men with minds like Dick’s are rare. They work on only one track. Your part will be hard. He will come to you, bursting with news and aching to tell you all about his theories and facts and calculations, and you must try to take his mind off the whole thing and make him think of something else. It looks impossible to me.”


    * * * *


    The smile had come back to Dorothy’s face. Her head, graced by its wealth of gleaming auburn hair, was borne proudly, and glancing mischief lit her violet eyes.


    “Didn’t you just tell me nothing is impossible? You know, Martin, that I can make Dicky forget everything, even interstellar—did I get that word right?—space itself, with my violin.”


    “Trying to beguile a scientist from his hobby is comparable only to luring a drug addict away from his vice…but I would not be surprised if you could do it,” he slowly replied.


    For he had heard her play. She and Seaton had been caught near his home by a sudden shower while on horseback, and had dashed in for shelter. While the rain beat outside and while Shiro was preparing one of his famous suppers, Crane had suggested that she pass the time by playing his “fiddle.” Dorothy realized, with the first sweep of the bow, that she was playing a Stradivarius, the like of which she had played before only in her dreams. She forgot her listeners, forgot the time and the place, and poured out in her music all the beauty and tenderness of her nature. Soft and full the tones filled the room, and in Crane’s vision there rose a home filled with happy work, with laughter and companionship, with playing children who turned their faces to their mother as do flowers to the light. Sensing the girl’s dreams as the music filled his ears, he realized as never before in his busy, purposeful life how beautiful a home with the right woman could be. No thought of love for Dorothy entered his mind, for he knew that the love existing between her and his friend was of the kind that nothing could alter, but he felt that she had unwittingly given him a great gift. Often thereafter in his lonely hours he had imagined that dream-home, and nothing less than its perfection would ever satisfy him.


    For a time they walked on in silence. On Dorothy’s face was a tender look, the reflection of her happy thoughts, and in Crane’s mind floated again the vision of his ideal home, the home whose central figure he was unable to visualize. At last she turned and placed her hand on his arm.


    “You have done a great deal for me—for us,” she said simply. “I wish there were something I could do for you in return.”


    “You have already done much more than that for me, Dorothy,” he answered, more slowly even than usual. “It is hard for me to express just what it is, but I want you to know that you and Dick mean much to me.… You are the first real woman I have ever known, and some day, if life is good to me, I hope to have some girl as lovely care for me.”


    Dorothy’s sensitive face flushed warmly. So unexpected and sincere was his praise that it made her feel both proud and humble. She had never realized that this quiet, apparently unimaginative man had seen all the ideals she expressed in her music. A woman expects to appear lovely to her lover, and to the men who would be her lovers if they could, but here was a man who neither sought nor expected any favors, saying that he wanted some girl as lovely for his own. Truly it was a compliment to be cherished.


    After they had returned to the house and Crane had taken his departure, Dorothy heard the purr of a rapidly approaching motorcycle, and her heart leaped as she went to the door to welcome her lover.


    “It seems like a month since I saw you last, sweetheart!” he exclaimed, as he lifted her clear from the floor in a passionate embrace and kissed in turn her lips, her eyes, the tip of her nose, the elusive dimple in her cheek, and the adorable curve of her neck.


    “It seems longer than that to me, Dicky. I was perfectly miserable until Martin called this afternoon and explained what you have been doing.”


    “Yes, I met him on the way over. But honestly, Dottie, I simply couldn’t get away. I wanted to, the worst way, but everything went so slow.…”


    “Slow? When you have a whole laboratory installed in a week? What would you call speed?”


    “About two days. And then, there were a lot of little ideas that had to be nailed down before they got away from me. This is a horribly big job, Dottie, and when a fellow gets into it he can’t quit. But you know that I love you just the same, even though I do appear to neglect you,” he continued with fierce intensity. I love you with everything there is in me. “I love you, mind, body and spirit; love you as a man should love the one and only woman. For you are the only woman, there never was and never will be another. I love you morally, physically, intellectually, and every other way there is, for the perfect little darling that you are.”


    She moved in his embrace and her arms tightened about his neck.


    “You are the nearest thing to absolute perfection that ever came into this imperfect world,” he continued. “Just to think of a girl of your sheer beauty, your ability, your charm, your all-round perfection, being engaged to a thing like me, makes me dizzy—but I sure do love you, little girl of mine. I will love you as long as we live, and afterward, my soul will love your soul throughout eternity. You know that, sweetheart girl.”


    “Oh, Dick!” she whispered, her soul shaken with response to his love. “I never dreamed it possible for a woman to love as I love you. ‘Whither thou goest.…’“


    Her voice failed in the tempest of her emotion, and they clung together in silence.


    They were finally interrupted by Dorothy’s stately and gracious mother, who came in to greet Seaton and invite him to have dinner with them.


    “I knew that Dot would forget such an unimportant matter,” she said, with a glint of Dorothy’s own mischief in her eyes.


    * * * *


    As they went into the dining-room Dorothy was amazed to see the changes that six days had wrought in Seaton. His face looked thin, almost haggard. Fine lines had made their appearance at the corners of his eyes and around his mouth, and faint but unmistakable blue rings encircled his eyes.


    “You have been working too hard, boy,” she reproved him gravely.


    “Oh, no,” he rejoined lightly. “I’m all right, I never felt better. Why, I could whip a rattlesnake right now, and give him the first bite!”


    She laughed at his reply, but the look of concern did not leave her face. As soon as they were seated at the table she turned to her father, a clean-cut, gray-haired man of fifty, known as one of the shrewdest attorneys in the city.


    “Daddy,” she demanded, “what do you mean by being elected director in the Seaton-Crane Company and not telling me anything about it?”


    “Daughter,” he replied in the same tone, “what do you mean by asking such a question as that? Don’t you know that it is a lawyer’s business to get information, and to give it out only to paying clients? However, I can tell you all I know about the Seaton-Crane Company without adding to your store of knowledge at all. I was present at one meeting, gravely voted ‘aye’ once, and that is all.”


    “Didn’t you draw up the articles of incorporation?”


    “I am doing it, yes; but they don’t mean anything. They merely empower the Company to do anything it wants to, the same as other large companies do.” Then, after a quick but searching glance at Seaton’s worn face and a warning glance at his daughter, he remarked:


    “I read in the Star this evening that Enright and Stanwix will probably make the Australian Davis Cup team, and that the Hawaiian with the unpronounceable name has broken three or four more world’s records. What do you think of our tennis chances this year, Dick?”


    Dorothy flushed, and the conversation, steered by the lawyer into the safer channels, turned to tennis, swimming, and other sports. Seaton, whose plate was unobtrusively kept full by Mr. Vaneman, ate such a dinner as he had not eaten in weeks. After the meal was over they all went into the spacious living-room, where the men ensconced themselves in comfortable Morris chairs with long, black cigars between their teeth, and all four engaged in a spirited discussion of various topics of the day. After a time, the older couple left the room, the lawyer going into his study to work, as he always did in the evening.


    “Well, Dicky, how’s everything?” Dorothy asked, unthinkingly.


    The result of this innocent question was astonishing. Seaton leaped to his feet. The problem, dormant for two hours, was again in complete possession of his mind.


    “Rotten!” he snapped, striding back and forth and brandishing his half-smoked cigar. “My head is so thick that it takes a thousand years for an idea to filter into it. I should have the whole thing clear by this time, but I haven’t. There’s something, some little factor, that I can’t get. I’ve almost had it a dozen times, but it always gets away from me. I know that the force is there and I can liberate it, but I can’t work out a system of control until I can understand exactly why it acts the way it does.” Then, more slowly, thinking aloud rather than addressing the girl:


    “The force is attraction toward all matter, generated by the vibrations of all the constituent electrons in parallel planes. It is directed along a line perpendicular to the plane of vibration at its center, and approaches infinity as the angle theta approaches the limit of Pi divided by two. Therefore, by shifting the axis of rotation or the plane of vibration thus making theta vary between the limits of zero and Pi divided by two.…”


    He was interrupted by Dorothy, who, mortified by her thoughtlessness in getting him started, had sprung up and seized him by the arm.


    “Sit down, Dicky!” she implored. “Sit down, you’re rocking the boat! Save your mathematics for Martin. Don’t you know that I could never find out why ‘x’ was equal to ‘y’ or to anything else in algebra?”


    She led him back to his chair, where he drew her down to a seat on the arm beside him.


    “Whom do you love?” she whispered gayly in his ear.


    After a time she freed herself.


    “I haven’t practised today. Don’t you want me to play for you a little?”


    “Fine business, Dottie. When you play a violin, it talks.”


    She took down her violin and played; first his favorites, crashing selections from operas and solos by the great masters, abounding in harmonies on two strings. Then she changed to reveries and soft, plaintive melodies. Seaton listened with profound enjoyment. Under the spell of the music he relaxed, pushed out the footrest of the chair, and lay back at ease, smoking dreamily. The cigar finished and his hands at rest, his eyes closed of themselves. The music, now a crooning lullaby, grew softer and slower, until his deep and regular breathing showed that he was sound asleep. She stopped playing and sat watching him intently, her violin in readiness to play again, if he should show the least sign of waking, but there was no such sign. Freed from the tyranny of the mighty brain which had been driving it so unmercifully, his body was making up for many hours of lost sleep.


    Assured that he was really asleep, Dorothy tip-toed to her father’s study and quietly went in.


    “Daddy, Dick is asleep out there in the chair. What shall we do with him?”


    “Good work, Dottie Dimple. I heard you playing him to sleep—you almost put me to sleep as well. I’ll get a blanket and we’ll put him to bed right where he is.”


    “Dear old Dad,” she said softly, sitting on the arm of his chair and rubbing her cheek against his. “You always did understand, didn’t you?”


    “I try to, Kitten,” he answered, pulling her ear. “Seaton is too good a man to see go to pieces when it can be prevented. That is why I signalled you to keep the talk off the company and his work. One of the best lawyers I ever knew, a real genius, went to pieces that same way. He was on a big, almost an impossible, case. He couldn’t think of anything else, didn’t eat or sleep much for months. He won the case, but it broke him. But he wasn’t in love with a big, red-headed beauty of a girl, and so didn’t have her to fiddle him to sleep.


    “Well, I’ll go get the blanket,” he concluded, with a sudden change in his tone.


    In a few moments he returned and they went into the living-room together. Seaton lay in exactly the same position, only the regular lifting of his powerful chest showing that he was alive.


    “I think we had better.…”


    “Sh…sh,” interrupted the girl in an intense whisper. “You’ll wake him up, Daddy.”


    “Bosh! You couldn’t wake him up with a club. His own name might rouse him, particularly if you said it; no other ordinary sound would. I started to say that I think we had better put him to bed on the davenport. He would be more comfortable.”


    “But that would surely wake him. And he’s so big.…”


    “Oh, no, it wouldn’t, unless I drop him on the floor. And he doesn’t weigh much over two hundred, does he?”


    “About ten or eleven pounds.”


    “Even though I am a lawyer, and old and decrepit, I can still handle that much.”


    With Dorothy anxiously watching the proceeding and trying to help, Vaneman picked Seaton up out of the chair, with some effort, and carried him across the room. The sleeping man muttered as if in protest at being disturbed, but made no other sign of consciousness. The lawyer then calmly removed Seaton’s shoes and collar, while the girl arranged pillows under his head and tucked the blanket around him. Vaneman bent a quizzical glance upon his daughter, under which a flaming blush spread from her throat to her hair.


    “Well,” she said, defiantly, “I’m going to, anyway.”


    “My dear, of course you are. If you didn’t, I would disown you.”


    As her father turned away, Dorothy knelt beside her lover and pressed her lips tightly to his.


    “Good night, sweetheart,” she murmured.


    “‘Night,” he muttered in his sleep, as his lips responded faintly to her caress.


    Vaneman waited for his daughter, and when she appeared, the blush again suffusing her face, he put his arm around her.


    “Dorothy,” he said at the door of her room, using her full name, a very unusual thing for him, “the father of such a girl as you are hates to lose her, but I advise you to stick to that boy. Believe in him and trust him, no matter what happens. He is a real man.”


    “I know it, Dad…thank you. I had a touch of the blues today, but I never will again. I think more of his little finger than I do of all the other men I ever knew, put together. But how do you know him so well? I know him, of course, but that’s different.”


    “I have various ways of getting information. I know Dick Seaton better than you do—better than he knows himself. I have known all about every man who ever looked at you twice. I have been afraid once or twice that I would have to take a hand, but you saw them right, just as you see Seaton right. For some time I have been afraid of the thought of your marrying, the young men in your social set are such a hopeless lot, but I am not any more. When I hand my little girl over to her husband next October I can be really happy with you, instead of anxious for you. That’s how well I know Richard Seaton.… Well, good night, daughter mine.”


    “Good night, Daddy dear,” she replied, throwing her arms around his neck. “I have the finest Dad a girl ever had, and the finest…boy. Good night.”


    * * * *


    It was three o’clock the following afternoon when Seaton appeared in the laboratory. His long rest had removed all the signs of overwork and he was his alert, vigorous self, but when Crane saw him and called out a cheery greeting he returned it with a sheepish smile.


    “Don’t say anything, Martin—I’m thinking it all, and then some. I made a regular fool of myself last night. Went to sleep in a chair and slept seventeen hours without a break. I never felt so cheap in my life.”


    “You were worn out, Dick, and you know it. That sleep put you on your feet again, and I hope you will have sense enough to take care of yourself after this. I warn you now, Dick, that if you start any more of that midnight work I will simply call Dorothy over here and have her take charge of you.”


    “That’s it, Mart, rub it in. Don’t you see that I am flat on my back, with all four paws in the air? But I’m going to sleep every night. I promised Dottie to go to bed not later than twelve, if I have to quit right in the middle of an idea, and I told her that I was coming out to see her every other evening and every Sunday. But here’s the dope. I’ve got that missing factor in my theory—got it while I was eating breakfast this afternoon.”


    “If you had eaten and slept regularly here and kept yourself fit you would have seen it before.”


    “Yes, I guess that’s right, too. If I miss a meal or a sleep from now on I want you to sand-bag me. But never mind that. Here’s the explanation. We doped out before, you know, that the force is something like magnetism, and is generated when the coil causes the electrons of this specially-treated copper to vibrate in parallel planes. The knotty point was what could be the effect of a weak electric current in liberating the power. I’ve got it! It shifts the plane of vibration of the electrons!”


    “It is impossible to shift that plane, Dick. It is fixed by physical state, just as speed is fixed by temperature.”


    “No, it isn’t. That is, it usually is, but in this case it may be shifted. Here’s the mathematical proof.”


    So saying, Seaton went over to the drafting table, tacked down a huge sheet of paper, and sketched rapidly, explaining as he drew. Soon the two men were engaged in a profound mathematical argument. Sheet after sheet of paper was filled with equations and calculations, and the table was covered with reference books. After two hours of intense study and hot discussion Crane’s face took on a look of dawning comprehension, which changed to amazement and then to joy. For the first time in Seaton’s long acquaintance with him, his habitual calm was broken.


    “By George!” he cried, shaking Seaton’s hand in both of his. “I think you have it! But how under the sun did you get the idea? That calculus isn’t in any of the books. Where did you get it? Dick, you’re a wonder!”


    “I don’t know how I got the idea, it merely came to me. But that Math is right—it’s got to be right, no other conclusion is possible. Now, if that calc. is right, and I know it is, do you see how narrow the permissible limits of shifting are? Look at equation 236. Believe me, I sure was lucky, that day in the Bureau. It’s a wonder I didn’t blow up the whole works. Suppose I hadn’t been working with a storage cell that gave only four amperes at two volts? That’s unusually low, you know, for that kind of work.”


    * * * *


    Crane carefully studied the equation referred to and figured for a moment.


    “In that case the limit would be exactly eight watts. Anything above that means instant decomposition?”


    “Yes.”


    Crane whistled, a long, low whistle.


    “And that bath weighed forty pounds—enough to vaporize the whole planet. Dick, it cannot be possible.”


    “It doesn’t seem that way, but it is. It certainly makes me turn cold all over, though, to think of what might have happened. You know now why I wouldn’t touch the solution again until I had this stuff worked out?”


    “I certainly do. You should be even more afraid of it now. I don’t mind nitroglycerin or T.N.T., but anything like that is merely a child’s plaything compared to this. Perhaps we had better drop it?”


    “Not in seven thousand years. The mere fact that I was so lucky at first proves that Fate intended this thing to be my oyster. However, I’ll not tempt the old lady any farther. I’m going to start with one millionth of a volt, and will use a piece of copper visible only under a microscope. But there’s absolutely no danger, now that we know what it is. I can make it eat out of my hand. Look at this equation here, though. That being true, it looks as though you could get the same explosive effect by taking a piece of copper which had once been partially decomposed and subjecting it to some force, say an extremely heavy current. Again under the influence of the coil, a small current would explode it, wouldn’t it?”


    “It looks that way, from those figures.”


    “Say, wouldn’t that make some bullet? Unstabilize a piece of copper in that way and put it inside a rifle bullet, arranged to make a short circuit on impact. By making the piece of copper barely visible you could have the explosive effect of only a few sticks of dynamite—a piece the size of a pea would obliterate New York City. But that’s a long way from our flying-machine.”


    “Perhaps not so far as you think. When we explore new worlds it might be a good idea to have a liberal supply of such ammunition, of various weights, for emergencies.”


    “It might, at that. Here’s another point in equation 249. Suppose the unstabilized copper were treated with a very weak current, not strong enough to explode it? A sort of borderline condition? The energy would be liberated, apparently, but in an entirely new way. Wonder what would happen? I can’t see from the theory—have to work it out. And here’s another somewhat similar condition, right here, that will need investigating. I’ve sure got a lot of experimental work ahead of me before I’ll know anything. How’re things going with you?”


    “I have the drawings and blue-prints of the ship itself done, and working sketches of the commercial power-plant. I am working now on the details, such as navigating instruments, food, water, and air supplies, special motors, and all of the hundred and one little things that must be taken into consideration. Then, as soon as you get the power under control, we will have only to sketch in the details of the power-plant and its supports before we can begin construction.”


    “Fine, Mart, that’s great. Well, let’s get busy!”


    CHAPTER IV


    Steel Liberates Energy—Unexpectedly


    DuQuesne was in his laboratory, poring over an abstruse article in a foreign journal of science, when Scott came breezily in with a newspaper in his hand, across the front page of which stretched great headlines.


    “Hello, Blackie!” he called. “Come down to earth and listen to this tale of mystery from that world-renowned fount of exactitude and authority, the Washington Clarion. Some miscreant has piled up and touched off a few thousand tons of T.N.T. and picric acid up in the hills. Read about it, it’s good.”


    DuQuesne read:


    MYSTERIOUS EXPLOSION!


    MOUNTAIN VILLAGE WIPED OUT OF EXISTENCE!


    TWO HUNDRED DEAD, NONE INJURED!


    FORCE FELT ALL OVER WORLD. CAUSE UNKNOWN.


    SCIENTISTS BAFFLED.


    HARPER’S FERRY. March 26.—At 10: 23 A.M. today, the village of Bankerville, about thirty miles north of this place, was totally destroyed by an explosion of such terrific violence that seismographs all over the world recorded the shock, and that windows were shattered even in this city. A thick pall of dust and smoke was observed in the sky and parties set out immediately. They found, instead of the little mountain village, nothing except an immense, crater-like hole in the ground, some two miles in diameter and variously estimated at from two to three thousand feet deep. No survivors have been found, no bodies have been recovered. The entire village, with its two hundred inhabitants, has been wiped out of existence. Not so much as a splinter of wood or a fragment of brick from any of the houses can be found. Scientists are unable to account for the terrific force of the explosion, which far exceeded that of the most violent explosive known.


    “Hm…m. That sounds reasonable, doesn’t it?” asked DuQuesne, sarcastically, as he finished reading.


    “It sure does,” replied Scott, grinning. “What’d’you suppose it was? Think the reporter heard a tire blow out on Pennsylvania Avenue?”


    “Perhaps. Nothing to it, anyway,” as he turned back to his work.


    As soon as the visitor had gone a sneering smile spread over DuQuesne’s face and he picked up his telephone.


    “The fool did it. That will cure him of sucking eggs!” he muttered. “Operator? DuQuesne speaking. I am expecting a call this afternoon. Please ask him to call me at my house.… Thank you.”


    “Fred,” he called to his helper, “if anyone wants me, tell them that I have gone home.”


    He left the building and stepped into his car. In less than half an hour he arrived at his house on Park Road, overlooking beautiful Rock Creek Park. Here he lived alone save for an old colored couple who were his servants.


    In the busiest part of the afternoon Chambers rushed unannounced into Brookings’ private office. His face was white as chalk.


    “Read that, Mr. Brookings!” he gasped, thrusting the Clarion extra into his hand.


    Brookings read the news of the explosion, then looked at his chief chemist, his face turning gray.


    “Yes, sir, that was our laboratory,” said Chambers, dully.


    “The fool! Didn’t you tell him to work with small quantities?”


    “I did. He said not to worry, that he was taking no chances, that he would never have more than a gram of copper on hand at once in the whole laboratory.”


    “Well…I’ll…be…damned!” Slowly turning to the telephone, Brookings called a number and asked for Doctor DuQuesne, then called another.


    “Brookings speaking. I would like to see you this afternoon. Will you be at home?… I’ll be there in about an hour. Good bye.”


    * * * *


    When Brookings arrived he was shown into DuQuesne’s study. The two men shook hands perfunctorily and sat down, the scientist waiting for the other to speak.


    “Well, DuQuesne, you were right. Our man couldn’t handle it. But of course you didn’t mean the terms you mentioned before?”


    DuQuesne’s lips smiled; a hard, cold smile.


    “You know what I said, Brookings. Those terms are now doubled, twenty thousand and ten million. Nothing else goes.”


    “I expected it, since you never back down. The Corporation expects to pay for its mistakes. We accept your terms and I have contracts here for your services as research director, at a salary of two hundred and forty thousand dollars per annum, with the bonus and royalties you demand.”


    DuQuesne glanced over the documents and thrust them into his pocket.


    “I’ll go over these with my attorney to-night, and mail one back to you if he approves the contract. In the meantime, we may as well get down to business.”


    “What would you suggest?” asked Brookings.


    “You people stole the solution, I see.…”


    “Don’t use such harsh language, Doctor, it’s.…”


    “Why not? I’m for direct action, first, last and all the time. This thing is too important to permit of mincing words or actions, it’s a waste of time. Have you the solution here?”


    “Yes, here it is,” drawing the bottle from his pocket.


    “Where’s the rest of it?” asked DuQuesne as he noted the size of the bottle.


    “All that we found is here, except about a teaspoonful which the expert had to work on,” replied Brookings. “We didn’t get it all, only half of it. The rest of it was diluted with water, so that it wouldn’t be missed. After we get started, if you find it works out satisfactorily, we can procure the rest of it. That will certainly cause a disturbance, but it may be necessary.…”


    “Half of it!” interrupted DuQuesne. “You haven’t one-twentieth of it here. When I saw it in the Bureau, Seaton had about five hundred milliliters—over a pint—of it. I wonder if you’re double-crossing me again?”


    “No, you’re not,” he continued, paying no attention to the other’s protestations of innocence. “You’re paying me too much to want to block me now. The crook you sent out to get the stuff turned in only this much. Do you suppose he is holding out on us?”


    “No. You know Perkins and his methods.”


    “He missed the main bottle, then. That’s where your methods make me tired. When I want anything done, I believe in doing it myself, then I know it’s done right. As to what I suggest, that’s easy. I will take three or four of Perkins’ gunmen tonight. We’ll go out there and raid the place. We’ll shoot Seaton and anybody else who gets in the way. We’ll dynamite the safe and take their solution, plans, notes, money, and anything else we want.”


    “No, no, Doctor, that’s too crude altogether. If we have to do that, let it be only as a last resort.”


    “I say do it first, then we know we will get results. I tell you I’m afraid of pussyfooting and gumshoeing around Seaton and Crane. I used to think that Seaton was easy, but he seems to have developed greatly in the last few weeks, and Crane never was anybody’s fool. Together they make a combination hard to beat. Brute force, applied without warning, is our best bet, and there’s no danger, you know that. We’ve got away clean with lots worse stuff.”


    “It’s always dangerous, and we could wink at such tactics only after everything else has failed. Why not work it out from this solution we have, and then quietly get the rest of it? After we have it worked out, Seaton might get into an accident on his motorcycle, and we could prove by the state of development of our plans that we discovered it long ago.”


    “Because developing the stuff is highly dangerous, as you have found out. Even Seaton wouldn’t have been alive now if he hadn’t had a lot of luck at the start. Then, too, it would take too much time. Seaton has already developed it—you see, I haven’t been asleep and I know what he has done, just as well as you do—and why should we go through all that slow and dangerous experimental work when we can get their notes and plans as well as not? There is bound to be trouble anyway when we steal all their solution, even though they haven’t missed this little bit of it yet, and it might as well come now as any other time. The Corporation is amply protected, and I am still a Government chemist. Nobody even suspects that I am in on this deal. I will never see you except after hours and in private, and will never come near your offices. We will be so cautious that, even if anyone should get suspicious, they can’t possibly link us together, and until they do link us together, we are all safe. No, Brookings, a raid in force is the only sure and safe way. What is more natural than a burglary of a rich man’s house? It will be a simple affair. The police will stir around for a few days, then it will all be forgotten and we can go ahead. Nobody will suspect anything except Crane, if he is alive, and he won’t be able to do anything.”


    So the argument raged. Brookings was convinced that DuQuesne was right in wanting to get possession of all the solution, and also of the working notes and plans, but would not agree to the means suggested, holding out for quieter and more devious, but less actionable methods. Finally he ended the argument with a flat refusal to countenance the raid, and the scientist was forced to yield, although he declared that they would have to use his methods in the end, and that it would save time, money, and perhaps lives, if they were used first. Brookings then took from his pocket his wireless and called Perkins. He told him of the larger bottle of solution, instructing him to secure it and to bring back all plans, notes, and other material he could find which in any way pertained to the matter in hand. Then, after promising DuQuesne to keep him informed of developments, and giving him an instrument similar to the one he himself carried, Brookings took his leave.


    * * * *


    Seaton had worked from early morning until late at night, but had rigorously kept his promise to Dorothy. He had slept seven or eight hours every night and had called upon her regularly, returning from the visits with ever-keener zest for his work.


    Late in the afternoon, upon the day of the explosion, Seaton stepped into Crane’s shop with a mass of notes in his hand.


    “Well, Mart, I’ve got it—some of it, at least. The power is just what we figured it, so immensely large as to be beyond belief. I have found:


    “First: That it is a practically irresistible pull along the axis of the treated wire or bar. It is apparently focused at infinity, as near-by objects are not affected.


    “Second: I have studied two of the border-line regions of current we discussed. I have found that in one the power is liberated as a similar attractive force but is focused upon the first object in line with the axis of the bar. As long as the current is applied it remains focused upon that object, no matter what comes between. In the second border-line condition the power is liberated as a terrific repulsion.


    “Third: That the copper is completely transformed into available energy, there being no heat whatever liberated.


    “Fourth: Most important of all, that the X acts only as a catalyst for the copper and is not itself consumed, so that an infinitesimally thin coating is all that is required.”


    “You certainly have found out a great deal about it,” replied Crane, who had been listening with the closest attention, a look of admiration upon his face. “You have all the essential facts right there. Now we can go ahead and put in the details which will finish up the plans completely. Also, one of those points solves my hardest problem, that of getting back to the earth after we lose sight of it. We can make a small bar in that border-line condition and focus it upon the earth, and we can use that repulsive property to ward off any meteorites which may come too close to us.”


    “That’s right. I never thought of using those points for anything. I found them out incidentally, and merely mentioned them as interesting facts. I have a model of the main bar built, though, that will lift me into the air and pull me all around. Want to see it work?”


    “I certainly do.”


    As they were going out to the landing field Shiro called to them and they turned back to the house, learning that Dorothy and her father had just arrived.


    “Hello, boys!” Dorothy said, bestowing her radiant smile upon them both as Seaton seized her hand. “Dad and I came out to see that you were taking care of yourselves, and to see what you are doing. Are visitors allowed?”


    “No,” replied Seaton promptly. “All visitors are barred. Members of the firm and members of the family, however, are not classed as visitors.”


    “You came at the right time,” said Crane, smiling. “Dick has just finished a model, and was about to demonstrate it to me when you arrived. Come with us and watch the.…”


    “I object,” interrupted Seaton. “It is a highly undignified performance as yet, and.…”


    “Objection overruled,” interposed the lawyer, decisively. “You are too young and impetuous to have any dignity; therefore, any performance not undignified would be impossible, a priori. The demonstration will proceed.”


    * * * *


    Laughing merrily, the four made their way to the testing shed, in front of which Seaton donned a heavy leather harness, buckled about his shoulders, body and legs; to which were attached numerous handles, switches, boxes and other pieces of apparatus. He snapped the switch which started the Tesla coil in the shed and pressed a button on an instrument in his hand, attached to his harness by a small steel cable. Instantly there was a creak of straining leather and he shot vertically into the air for perhaps a hundred feet, where he stopped and remained motionless for a few moments. Then the watchers saw him point his arm and dart in the direction in which he pointed. By merely pointing, apparently, he changed his direction at will; going up and down, forward and backward, describing circles and loops and figures of eight. After a few minutes of this display he descended, slowing up abruptly as he neared the ground and making an easy landing.


    “There, oh beauteous lady and esteemed sirs,” he began, with a low bow and a sweeping flourish—when there was a snap, and he was jerked sidewise off his feet. In bowing, his cumbersome harness had pressed the controlling switch and the instrument he held in his hand, which contained the power-plant, or bar, had torn itself loose from its buckle. Instead of being within easy reach of his hand it was over six feet away, and was dragging him helplessly after it, straight toward the high stone wall! But only momentarily was he helpless, his keen mind discovering a way out of the predicament even as he managed to scramble to his feet in spite of the rapid pace. Throwing his body sidewise and reaching out his long arm as far as possible toward the bar, he succeeded in swinging it around so that he was running back toward the party and the spacious landing field. Dorothy and her father were standing motionless, staring at Seaton; the former with terror in her eyes, the latter in blank amazement. Crane had darted to the switch controlling the coil, and was reaching for it when Seaton passed them.


    “Don’t touch that switch!” he yelled. “I’ll catch that thing yet!”


    At this evidence that Seaton still thought himself master of the situation, Crane began to laugh, though he still kept his hand near the controlling switch. Dorothy, relieved of her fear for her lover’s safety, could not help but join him, so ludicrous were Seaton’s antics. The bar was straight out in front of him, about five feet above the ground, going somewhat faster than a man could run. It turned now to the right, now to the left, as his weight was thrown to one side or the other. Seaton, dragged along like a small boy trying to hold a runaway calf by the tail, was covering the ground in prodigious leaps and bounds; at the same time pulling himself up, hand over hand, to the bar in front of him. He soon reached it, seized it in both hands, again darted into the air, and descended lightly near the others, who were rocking with laughter.


    “I said it would be undignified,” chuckled Seaton, rather short of breath, “but I didn’t know just how much so it was going to be.”


    Dorothy tucked her fingers into his hand.


    “Are you hurt anywhere, Dick?”


    “Not a bit. He led me a great chase, though.”


    “I was scared to death until you told Martin to let the switch alone. But it was funny then! I hadn’t noticed your resemblance to a jumping-jack before. Won’t you do it again sometime and let us take a movie of it?”


    “That was as good as any show in town, Dick,” said the lawyer, wiping his eyes, “but you must be more careful. Next time, it might not be funny at all.”


    “There will be no next time for this rig,” replied Seaton. “This is merely to show us that our ideas are all right. The next trip will be in a full-scale, completely-equipped boat.”


    “It was perfectly wonderful,” declared Dorothy. “I know this first flight of yours will be a turning-point or something in history. I don’t pretend to understand how you did it—the sight of you standing still up there in the air made me wonder if I really were awake, even though I knew what to expect—but we wouldn’t have missed it for worlds, would we, Dad?”


    “No. I am very glad that we saw the first demonstration. The world has never before seen anything like it, and you two men will rank as two of the greatest discoverers.”


    “Seaton will, you mean,” replied Crane, uncomfortably. “You know I didn’t have anything to do with it.”


    “It’s nearly all yours,” denied Seaton. “Without your ideas I would have lost myself in space in my first attempt.”


    “You are both wrong,” said Vaneman. “You, Martin, haven’t enough imagination; and you, Dick, have altogether too much, for either of you to have done this alone. The honor will be divided equally between you.”


    * * * *


    He turned to Crane as Dorothy and Seaton set out toward the house.


    “What are you going to do with it, commercially? Dick, of course, hasn’t thought of anything except this space-car—equally of course, you have?”


    “Yes. Knowing the general nature of the power and confident that Dick would control it, I have already drawn up sketches for a power-plant installation of five hundred thousand electrical horsepower, which will enable us to sell power for less than one-tenth of a cent per kilowatt-hour and still return twenty percent annual dividends. However, the power-plant comes after the flyer.”


    “Why? Why not build the power-plant first, and take the pleasure trip afterward?”


    “There are several reasons. The principal one is that Dick and I would rather be off exploring new worlds, while the other members of the Seaton-Crane Company, Engineers, build the power-plant.”


    During the talk the men had reached the house, into which the others had disappeared some time before. Upon Crane’s invitation, Vaneman and his daughter stayed to dinner, and Dorothy played for awhile upon Crane’s wonderful violin. The rest of the evening was spent in animated discussion of the realization of Seaton’s dreams of flying without wings and beyond the supporting atmosphere. Seaton and Crane did their best to explain to the non-technical visitors how such flight was possible.


    “Well, I am beginning to understand it a little,” said Dorothy finally. “In plain language, it is like a big magnet or something, but different. Is that it?”


    “That’s it exactly,” Seaton assured her.


    “What are you going to call it? It isn’t like anything else that ever was. Already this evening you have called it a bus, a boat, a kite, a star-hound, a wagon, an aerial flivver, a sky-chariot, a space-eating wampus, and I don’t know what else. Even Martin has called it a vehicle, a ship, a bird, and a shell. What is its real name?”


    “I don’t know. It hasn’t got any that I know of. What would you suggest, Dottie?”


    “I don’t know what general name should be applied to them, but for this one there is only one possible name, ‘The Skylark.’“


    “Exactly right, Dorothy,” said Crane.


    “Fine!” cried Seaton. “And you shall christen it, Dottie, with a big Florence flask full of absolute vacuum. ‘I christen you “The Skylark.” BANG!’“


    As the guests were leaving, at a late hour, Vaneman said:


    “Oh, yes. I bought an extra Clarion as we came out. It tells a wild tale of an explosion so violent that science cannot explain it. I don’t suppose it is true, but it may make interesting reading for you two scientific sharps. Good night.”


    Seaton accompanied Dorothy to the car, bidding her a more intimate farewell on the way. When he returned, Crane, with an unusual expression of concern on his face, handed him the paper without a word.


    * * * *


    “What’s up, old man? Something in it?” he asked, as he took the paper. He fell silent as he read the first words, and after he had read the entire article he said slowly:


    “True, beyond a doubt. Even a Clarion reporter couldn’t imagine that. It’s all intra-atomic energy, all right—some poor devil trying our stunt without my horseshoe in his pocket.”


    “Think, Dick! Something is wrong somewhere. You know that two people did not discover X at the same time. The answer is that somebody stole your idea, but the idea is worthless without the X. You say that the stuff is extremely rare—where did they get it?”


    “That’s right, Mart. I never thought of that. The stuff is extremely rare. I am supposed to know something about rare metals, and I never heard of it before—there isn’t even a gap in the Periodic System in which it belongs. I would bet a hat that we have every milligram known to the world at present.”


    “Well, then,” said the practical Crane. “We had better see whether or not we have all we started with.”


    Asking Shiro to bring the large bottle from the vault, he opened the living-room safe and brought forth the small vial. The large bottle was still nearly full, the seal upon it unbroken. The vial was apparently exactly as Seaton had left it after he had made his bars.


    “Our stuff seems to be all there,” said Crane. “It looks as though someone else has discovered it also.”


    “I don’t believe it,” said Seaton, their positions now reversed. “It’s altogether too rare.”


    He scanned both bottles narrowly.


    “I can tell by taking the densities,” he added, and ran up to the laboratory, returning with a Westphal balance in his hand. After testing both solutions he said slowly:


    “Well, the mystery is solved. The large bottle has a specific gravity of 1.80, as it had when I prepared it; that in the vial reads only 1.41. Somebody has burglarized this safe and taken almost half of the solution, filling the vial up with colored water. The stuff is so strong that I probably never would have noticed the difference.”


    “But who could it have been?”


    “Search me! But it’s nothing to worry about now, anyway, because whoever it was is gone where he’ll never do it again. He’s taken the solution with him, too, so that nobody else can get it.”


    “I wish I were sure of that, Dick. The man who tried to do the research work is undoubtedly gone—but who is back of him?”


    “Nobody, probably. Who would want to be?”


    “To borrow your own phrase, Dick, Scott ‘chirped it’ when he called you ‘Nobody Holme.’ For a man with your brains you have the least sense of anybody I know. You know that this thing is worth, as a power project alone, thousands of millions of dollars, and that there are dozens of big concerns who would cheerfully put us both out of the way for a thousandth of that amount. The question is not to find one concern who might be backing a thing like that, but to pick out the one who is backing it.”


    * * * *


    After thinking deeply for a few moments he went on:


    “The idea was taken from your demonstration in the Bureau, either by an eye-witness or by someone who heard about it afterward, probably the former. Even though it failed, one man saw the possibilities. Who was that man? Who was there?”


    “Oh, a lot of the fellows were there. Scott, Smith, Penfield, DuQuesne, Roberts—quite a bunch of them. Let’s see—Scott hasn’t brains enough to do anything. Smith doesn’t know anything about anything except amines. Penfield is a pure scientist, who wouldn’t even quote an authority without asking permission. DuQuesne is…hm-m…DuQuesne…he…I.…”


    “Yes. DuQuesne. I have heard of him. He’s the big black fellow, about your own size? He has the brains, the ability, and the inclination, has he not?”


    “Well, I wouldn’t want to say that. I don’t know him very well, and personal dislike is no ground at all for suspicion, you know.”


    “Enough to warrant investigation. Is there anyone else who might have reasoned it out as you did, and as DuQuesne possibly could?”


    “Not that I remember. But we can count DuQuesne out, anyway, because he called me up this afternoon about some notes on gallium; so he is still in the Bureau. Besides, he wouldn’t let anybody else investigate it if he got it. He would do it himself, and I don’t think he would have blown himself up. I never did like him very well personally—he’s such a cold, inhuman son of a fish—but you’ve got to hand it to him for ability. He’s probably the best man in the world today on that kind of thing.”


    “No, I do not think that we will count him out yet. He may have had nothing to do with it, but we will have him investigated nevertheless, and will guard against future visitors here.”


    Turning to the telephone, he called the private number of a well-known detective.


    “Prescott? Crane speaking. Sorry to get you out of bed, but I should like to have a complete report upon Dr. Marc C. DuQuesne, of the Rare Metals Laboratory, as soon as possible. Every detail for the last two weeks, every move and every thought if possible. Please keep a good man on him until further notice.… I wish you would send two or three guards out here right away, to-night; men you can trust and who will stay awake.… Thanks. Good night.”


    CHAPTER V


    Direct Action


    Seaton and Crane spent some time developing the object-compass. Crane made a number of these instruments, mounted in gymbals, so that the delicate needles were free to turn in any direction whatever. They were mounted upon jeweled bearings, but bearings made of such great strength, that Seaton protested.


    “What’s the use, Mart? You don’t expect a watch to be treated like a stone-crusher. That needle weighs less than half a gram. Why mount it as though it weighed twenty pounds?”


    “To be safe. Remember the acceleration the Lark will be capable of, and also that on some other worlds, which we hope to visit, this needle will weigh more than it does here.”


    “That’s right, Mart, I never thought of that. Anyway, we can’t be too safe to suit me.”


    When the compasses were done and the power through them had been adjusted to one-thousandth of a watt, the lowest they could maintain with accuracy, they focused each instrument upon one of a set of most carefully weighed glass beads, ranging in size from a pin-head up to a large marble, and had the beads taken across the country by Shiro, in order to test the sensitiveness and accuracy of the new instruments. The first test was made at a distance of one hundred miles, the last at nearly three thousand. They found, as they had expected, that from the weight of the object and the time it took the needle to come to rest after being displaced from its line by a gentle tap of the finger, they could easily calculate the distance from the compass to the object. This fact pleased Crane immensely, as it gave him a sure means of navigation in space. The only objection to its use in measuring earthly distances was its extreme delicacy, the needle focused upon the smallest bead in the lot at a distance of three thousand miles coming to rest in little more than one second.


    The question of navigation solved, the two next devoted themselves to perfecting the “X-plosive bullet,” as Seaton called it. From his notes and equations Seaton calculated the weight of copper necessary to exert the explosive force of one pound of nitro-glycerin, and weighed out, on the most delicate assay-balance made, various fractions and multiples of this amount of the treated copper, while Crane fitted up the bullets of automatic-pistol cartridges to receive the charges and to explode them on impact.


    They placed their blueprints and working notes in the safe, as usual, taking with them only those notes dealing with the object-compass and the X-plosive bullet, upon which they were still working. No one except Shiro knew that the original tracings, from which the blue-prints had been made, and their final, classified notes were always kept in the vault. They cautioned him and the three guards to keep a close watch until they returned. Then they set out in the biplane, to try out the new weapon in a lonely place where the exploding shells could do no damage.


    * * * *


    They found that the X-plosive came fully up to expectations. The smallest charge they had prepared, fired by Crane at a great stump a full hundred yards away from the bare, flat-topped knoll that had afforded them a landing-place, tore it bodily from the ground and reduced it to splinters, while the force of the explosion made the two men stagger.


    “She sure is big medicine!” laughed Seaton. “Wonder what a real one will do?” and drawing his pistol, he inserted a cartridge carrying a much heavier charge.


    “Better be careful with the big ones,” cautioned Crane. “What are you going to shoot at?”


    “That rock over there,” pointing to a huge boulder half a mile away across the small valley. “Want to bet me a dinner I can’t hit it?”


    “No. You forget that I saw you win the pistol trophy of the District.”


    The pistol cracked, and when the bullet reached its destination the great stone was obliterated in a vast ball of flame. After a moment there was a deafening report—a crash as though the world were falling to pieces. Both men were hurled violently backward, stumbling and falling flat. Picking themselves up, they looked across the valley at the place where the boulder had stood, to see only an immense cloud of dust, which slowly blew away, revealing a huge hole in the ground. They were silent a moment, awed by the frightful power they had loosed.


    “Well, Mart,” Seaton broke the silence, “I’ll say those one-milligram loads are plenty big enough. If that’d been something coming after us—whether any possible other-world animal, a foreign battleship, or the mythical great sea-serpent himself, it’d be a good Indian now. Yes? No?”


    “Yes. When we use the heavier charges we must use long-range rifles. Have you had enough demonstration or do you want to shoot some more?”


    “I’ve had enough, thanks. That last rock I bounced off of was no pillow, I’ll tell the world. Besides, it looks as though I’d busted a leg or two off of our noble steed with my shot, and we may have to walk back home.”


    An examination of the plane, which had been moved many feet and almost overturned by the force of the explosion, revealed no damage that they could not repair on the spot, and dusk saw them speeding through the air toward the distant city.


    In response to a summons from his chief, Perkins silently appeared in Brookings’ office, without his usual complacent smile.


    “Haven’t you done anything yet, after all this time?” demanded the magnate. “We’re getting tired of this delay.”


    “I can’t help it, Mr. Brookings,” replied the subordinate. “They’ve got detectives from Prescott’s all over the place. Our best men have been trying ever since the day of the explosion, but can’t do a thing without resorting to violence. I went out there myself and looked them over, without being seen. There isn’t a man there with a record, and I haven’t been able so far to get anything on any one of them that we can use as a handle.”


    “No, Prescott’s men are hard to do anything with. But can’t you…?” Brookings paused significantly.


    “I was coming to that. I thought one of them might be seen, and I talked to him a little, over the phone, but I couldn’t talk loud enough without consulting you. I mentioned ten, but he held out for twenty-five. Said he wouldn’t consider it at all, but he wants to quit Prescott and go into business for himself.”


    “Go ahead on twenty-five. We want to get action,” said Brookings, as he wrote an order on the cashier for twenty-five thousand dollars in small-to-medium bills. “That is cheap enough, considering what DuQuesne’s rough stuff would probably cost. Report tomorrow about four, over our private phone—no, I’ll come down to the cafe, it’s safer.”


    * * * *


    The place referred to was the Perkins Cafe, a high-class restaurant on Pennsylvania Avenue, heavily patronized by the diplomatic, political, financial, and sporting circles of upper-class Washington. It was famous for its discreet waiters, and for the absolutely private rooms. Many of its patrons knew of its unique telephone service, in which each call went through such a devious system of relays that any attempt to trace it was hopeless; they knew that while “The Perkins” would not knowingly lend itself to any violation of law, it was an entirely safe and thoroughly satisfactory place in which to conduct business of the most secret and confidential character; a place from which one could enjoy personal conversation with persons to whom he wished to remain invisible and untraceable: a place which had never been known to “leak.” For these reasons it was really the diplomatic and political center of the country, and over its secret wires had gone, in guarded language, messages that would have rocked the world had they gone astray. It was recognized that the place was occasionally, by its very nature, used for illegal purposes, but it was such a political, financial, and diplomatic necessity that it carried a “Hands Off” sign. It was never investigated by Congress and never raided by the police. Hundreds of telephone calls were handled daily. A man would come in, order something served in a private room, leave a name at the desk, and say that he was expecting a call. There the affair ended. The telephone operators were hand-picked, men of very short memories, carefully trained never to look at a face and never to remember a name or a number. Although the precaution was unnecessary, this shortness of memory was often encouraged by bills of various denominations.


    No one except Perkins and the heads of the great World Steel Corporation knew that the urbane and polished proprietor of the cafe was a criminal of the blackest kind, whose liberty and life itself were dependent upon the will of the Corporation; or that the restaurant was especially planned and maintained as a blind for its underground activities; or that Perkins was holding a position which suited him exactly and which he would not have given up for wealth or glory—that of being the guiding genius who planned nefarious things for the men higher up, and saw to it that they were carried out by the men lower down. He was in constant personal touch with his superiors, but in order to avoid any chance of betrayal he never saw his subordinates personally. Not only were they entirely ignorant of his identity, but all possible means of their tracing him had been foreseen and guarded against. He called them on the telephone, but they never called him. The only possible way in which any of his subordinates could get in touch with him was by means of the wonderful wireless telephone already referred to, developed by a drug-crazed genius who had died shortly after it was perfected. It was a tiny instrument, no larger than a watch, but of practically unlimited range. The controlling central station of the few instruments in existence, from which any instrument could be cut out, changed in tune, or totally destroyed at will, was in Perkins’ office safe. A man intrusted with an unusually important job would receive from an unknown source an instrument, with directions sufficient for its use. As soon as the job was done he would find, upon again attempting to use the telephone, that its interior was so hopelessly wrecked that not even the most skilled artisan could reproduce what it had once been.


    * * * *


    At four o’clock Brookings was ushered into the private office of the master criminal, who was plainly ill at ease.


    “I’ve got to report another failure, Mr. Brookings. It’s nobody’s fault, just one of those things that couldn’t be helped. I handled this myself. Our man left the door unlocked and kept the others busy in another room. I had just started to work when Crane’s Japanese servant, who was supposed to be asleep, appeared upon the scene. If I hadn’t known something about jiu-jutsu myself, he’d have broken my neck. As it was, I barely got away, with the Jap and all three guards close behind me.…”


    “I’m not interested in excuses,” broke in the magnate, angrily. “We’ll have to turn it over to DuQuesne after all unless you get something done, and get it done quick. Can’t you get to that Jap some way?”


    “Certainly I can. I never yet saw the man who couldn’t be reached, one way or another. I’ve had ‘Silk’ Humphreys, the best fixer in the business, working on him all day, and he’ll be neutral before night. If the long green won’t quiet him—and I never saw a Jap refuse it yet—a lead pipe will. Silk hasn’t reported yet, but I expect to hear from him any minute now, through our man out there.”


    As he spoke, the almost inaudible buzzer in his pocket gave a signal.


    “There he is now,” said Perkins, as he took out his wireless instrument. “You might listen in and hear what he has to say.”


    Brookings took out his own telephone and held it to his ear.


    “Hello,” Perkins spoke gruffly into the tiny transmitter. “What’ve you got on your chest?”


    “Your foot slipped on the Jap,” the stranger replied. “He crabbed the game right. Slats and the big fellow put all the stuff into the box, told us to watch it until they get back tonight—they may be late—then went off in Slats’ ship to test something—couldn’t find out what. Silk tackled the yellow boy, and went up to fifty grand, but the Jap couldn’t see him at all. Silk started to argue, and the Jap didn’t do a thing but lay him out, cold. This afternoon, while the Jap was out in the grounds, three stick-up men jumped him. He bumped one of them off with his hands and the others with his gat—one of those big automatics that throw a slug like a cannon. None of us knew he had it. That’s all, except that I am quitting Prescott right now. Anything else I can do for you, whoever you are?”


    “No. Your job’s done.”


    The conversation closed. Perkins pressed the switch which reduced the interior of the spy’s wireless instrument to a fused mass of metal, and Brookings called DuQuesne on the telephone.


    “I would like to talk to you,” he said. “Shall I come there or would you rather come to my office?”


    “I’ll come there. They’re watching this house. They have one man in front and one in back, a couple of detectaphones in my rooms here, and have coupled onto this telephone.


    “Don’t worry,” he continued calmly as the other made an exclamation of dismay. “Talk ahead as loud as you please—they can’t hear you. Do you think that those poor, ignorant flat feet can show me anything about electricity? I’d shoot a jolt along their wires that would burn their ears off if it weren’t my cue to act the innocent and absorbed scientist. As it is, their instruments are all registering dense silence. I am deep in study right now, and can’t be disturbed!”


    “Can you get out?”


    “Certainly. I have that same private entrance down beside the house wall and the same tunnel I used before. I’ll see you in about fifteen minutes.”


    * * * *


    In Brookings’ office, DuQuesne told of the constant surveillance over him.


    “They suspect me on general principles, I think,” he continued. “They are apparently trying to connect me with somebody. I don’t think they suspect you at all, and they won’t unless they get some better methods. I have devices fitted up to turn the lights off and on, raise and lower the windows, and even cast shadows at certain times. The housekeeper knows that when I go to my library after dinner, I have retired to study, and that it is as much as anyone’s life is worth to disturb me. Also, I am well known to be firmly fixed in my habits, so it’s easy to fool those detectives. Last night I went out and watched them. They hung around a couple of hours after my lights went out, then walked off together. I can dodge them any time and have all my nights free without their ever suspecting anything.”


    “Are you free tonight?”


    “Yes. The time-switches are all set, and as long as I get back before daylight, so they can see me get up and go to work, it will be all right.”


    Brookings told him briefly of the failures to secure the solution and the plans, of the death of the three men sent to silence Shiro, and of all the other developments. DuQuesne listened, his face impassive.


    “Well,” he said as Brookings ceased. “I thought you would bull it, but not quite so badly. But there’s no use whining now. I can’t use my original plan of attack in force, as they are prepared and might be able to stand us off until the police could arrive.”


    He thought deeply for a time, then said, intensely:


    “If I go into this thing, Brookings, I am in absolute command. Everything goes as I say. Understand?”


    “Yes. It’s up to you, now.”


    “All right, I think I’ve got it. Can you get me a Curtiss biplane in an hour, and a man about six feet tall who weighs about a hundred and sixty pounds? I want to drive the plane myself, and have the man, dressed in full leathers and hood, in the passenger’s seat, shot so full of chloroform or dope that he will be completely unconscious for at least two hours.”


    “Easy. We can get you any kind of plane you want in an hour, and Perkins can find a man of that description who would be glad to have a dream at that price. But what’s the idea?… Pardon me, I shouldn’t have asked that,” he added, as the saturnine chemist shot him a black look from beneath his heavy brows.


    Well, within the hour, DuQuesne drove up to a private aviation field and found awaiting him a Curtiss biplane, whose attendant jumped into an automobile and sped away as he approached. He quickly donned a heavy leather suit, similar to the one Seaton always wore in the air, and drew the hood over his face. Then, after a searching look at the lean form of the unconscious man in the other seat, he was off, the plane climbing swiftly under his expert hand. He took a wide circle to the west and north.


    Soon Shiro and the two guards, hearing the roar of an approaching airplane, looked out and saw what they supposed to be Crane’s biplane coming down with terrific speed in an almost vertical nose-dive, as though the driver were in an extremity of haste. Flattening out just in time to avert destruction it taxied up the field almost to the house. The watchers saw a man recognizable as Seaton by his suit and his unmistakable physique stand up and wave both arms frantically, heard him shout hoarsely “… all of you…out here,” saw him point to Crane’s apparently lifeless form and slump down in his seat. All three ran out to help the unconscious aviators, but just as they reached the machine there were three silenced reports and the three men fell to the ground. DuQuesne leaped lightly out of the machine and looked narrowly at the bodies at his feet. He saw that the two detectives were dead, but found with some chagrin that the Japanese still showed faint signs of life. He half drew his pistol to finish the job, but observing that the victim was probably fatally wounded he thrust it back into its holster and went on into the house. Drawing on rubber gloves he rapidly blew the door off the safe with nitro-glycerin and took out everything it contained. He set aside a roll of blueprints, numerous notebooks, some money and other valuables, and a small vial of solution—but of the larger bottle there was no trace. He then ransacked the entire house, from cellar to attic, with no better success. So cleverly was the entrance to the vault concealed in the basement wall that he failed to discover it.


    “I might have expected this of Crane,” he thought, half aloud, “after all the warning that fool Brookings persisted in giving him. This is the natural result of his nonsense. The rest of the solution is probably in the safest safe-deposit vault in the United States. But I’ve got their plans and notes, and enough solution for the present. I’ll get the rest of it when I want it—there’s more than one way to kill any cat that ever lived!”


    Returning to the machine, DuQuesne calmly stepped over the bodies of the detectives and the unconscious form of the dying Japanese, who was uttering an occasional groan. He started the engine and took his seat. There was an increasing roar as he opened the throttle, and soon he descended upon the field from which he had set out. He noted that there was a man in an automobile at some distance from the hangar, evidently waiting to take care of the plane and his still unconscious passenger. Rapidly resuming his ordinary clothing, he stepped into his automobile and was soon back in his own rooms, poring over the blueprints and notebooks.


    * * * *


    Seaton and Crane both felt that something was wrong when they approached the landing field and saw that the landing-lights were not burning, as they always were kept lighted whenever the plane was abroad after dark. By the dim light of the old moon Crane made a bumpy landing and they sprang from their seats and hastened toward the house. As they neared it they heard a faint moan and turned toward the sound, Seaton whipping out his electric torch with one hand and his automatic pistol with the other. At the sight that met their eyes, however, he hastily replaced the weapon and bent over Shiro, a touch assuring him that the other two were beyond the reach of help. Silently they picked up the injured man and carried him gently into his own room, barely glancing at the wrecked safe on the way. Seaton applied first-aid treatment to the ghastly wound in Shiro’s head, which both men supposed to be certainly fatal, while Crane called a noted surgeon, asking him to come at once. He then telephoned the coroner, the police, and finally Prescott, with whom he held a long conversation.


    Having done all in their power for the unfortunate man, they stood at his bedside, their anger all the more terrible for the fact that it was silent. Seaton stood with every muscle tense. He was seething with rage, his face purple and his eyes almost emitting sparks, his teeth clenched until the muscles of his jaws stood out in bands and lumps. His right hand, white-knuckled, gripped the butt of his pistol, while under his left the brass rail of the bed slowly bent under the intensity of his unconscious muscular effort. Crane stood still, apparently impassive, but with his face perfectly white and with every feature stern and cold as though cut from marble. Seaton was the first to speak.


    “Mart,” he gritted, his voice husky with fury, “a man who would leave another man alone to die after giving him that, ain’t a man—he’s a thing. If Shiro dies and we can ever find out who did it I’ll shoot him with the biggest explosive charge I’ve got. No, I won’t either, that’d be too sudden. I’ll take him apart with my bare hands.”


    “We will find him, Dick,” Crane replied in a level, deadly voice entirely unlike his usual tone. “That is one thing money can do. We will get him if money, influence, and detectives can do it.”


    The tension was relieved by the arrival of the surgeon and his two nurses, who set to work with the machine-like rapidity and precision of their highly-specialized craft. After a few minutes, the work completed, the surgeon turned to the two men who had been watching him so intently, with a smile upon his clean-shaven face.


    “Merely a scalp wound, Mr. Crane,” he stated. “He should recover consciousness in an hour or so.” Then, breaking in upon Seaton’s exclamation, “It looks much worse than it really is. The bullet glanced off the skull instead of penetrating it, stunning him by the force the blow. There are no indications that the brain is affected in any way, and while the affected area of the scalp is large, it is a clean wound and should heal rapidly. He will probably be up and around in a couple of days, and by the time his hair grows again, he will not be able to find a scar.”


    As he took his leave, the police and coroner arrived. After making a thorough investigation, in which they learned what had been stolen and shrewdly deduced the manner in which the robbery had been accomplished, they departed, taking with them the bodies. They were authorized by Crane to offer a reward of one million dollars for information leading to the arrest and conviction of the murderer. After everyone except the nurses had gone, Crane showed them the rooms they were to occupy while caring for the wounded man. As the surgeon had foretold, Shiro soon recovered consciousness. After telling his story he dropped into a deep sleep, and Seaton and Crane, after another telephonic conference with Prescott, retired for the rest of the night.


    CHAPTER VI


    The Object-Compass at Work


    Prescott, after a sleepless night, joined Seaton and Crane at breakfast.


    “What do you make of it, Mr. Prescott?” asked Crane. “Seaton here thinks it was DuQuesne, possibly acting for some foreign power, after our flying-machine to use in war. I think it was some big industrial concern after our power-plant. What is your opinion?”


    “I haven’t any,” replied the great detective after a moment. “Either guess may be true, although I am almost positive that Dr. DuQuesne had nothing to do with it, either way. It was no ordinary burglary, that is certain from Shiro’s story. It was done by someone who had exact information of your movements and habits. He chose a time when you were away, probably not so much from fear of you as because it was only in your absence that he could succeed as he did in getting all the guards out at once where he could handle them. He was a man with one accomplice or who worked alone, and who was almost exactly Seaton’s size and build. He was undoubtedly an expert, as he blew the safe and searched the whole house without leaving a finger-print or any other clue, however slight, that I can find—a thing I have never before seen done in all my experience.”


    “His size should help in locating him,” declared Crane. “While there are undoubtedly thousands of men of Dick’s six-feet-one and two-fifths, they are fairly well scattered, are they not?”


    “Yes, they are, but his very size only makes it worse. I have gone over all the records I could, in the short time I have had, and can’t find an expert of that class with anywhere near that description.”


    “How about the third guard, the one who escaped?” asked Seaton.


    “He wasn’t here. It was his afternoon off, you know, and he said that he wouldn’t come back into this job on a bet—that he wasn’t afraid of anything ordinary, but he didn’t like the looks of things out here. That sounded fishy to me, and I fired him. He may have been the leak, of course, though I have always found him reliable before. If he did leak, he must have got a whale of a slice for it. He is under constant watch, and if we can ever get anything on him, I will nail him to the cross. But that doesn’t help get this affair straightened out. I haven’t given up, of course, there are lots of things not tried yet, but I must admit that temporarily, at least, I am up a stump.”


    “Well,” remarked Seaton, “that million-dollar reward will bring him in, sure. No honor that ever existed among thieves, or even among free-lances of diplomacy, could stand that strain.”


    “I’m not so sure of that, Dick,” said Crane. “If either one of our ideas is the right one, very few men would know enough about the affair to give pertinent information, and they probably would not live long enough to enjoy the reward very thoroughly. Even a million dollars fails in that case.”


    “I rather agree with Mr. Crane, Seaton. If it were an ordinary affair—and I am as sure it is not as the police are that it is—a reward of that size would get us our man within two days. As it is, I doubt very much that the reward will do us any good. I’m afraid that it will never be claimed.”


    “Wonder if the Secret Service could help us out? They’d be interested if it should turn out to be some foreign power.”


    “I took it up with the Chief himself, just after it happened last night. He doesn’t think that it can be a foreign country. He has their agents pretty well spotted, and the only one that could fill the bill—you know a man with that description and with the cold nerve to do the job would be apt to be known—was in San Francisco, the time this job was pulled off.”


    * * * *


    “The more you talk, the more I am convinced that it was DuQuesne himself,” declared Seaton, positively. “He is almost exactly my size and build, is the only man I know of who could do anything with the solution after he got it, and he has nerve enough to do anything.”


    “I would like to think it was DuQuesne,” replied the detective, thoughtfully, “but I’m afraid we’ll have to count him out of it entirely. He has been under the constant surveillance of my best men ever since you mentioned him. We have detectaphones in his rooms, wires on his telephone, and are watching him night and day. He never goes out except to work, never has any except unimportant telephone calls, and the instruments register only the occasional scratching of a match, the rustle of papers, and other noises of a man studying. He’s innocent.”


    “That may be true,” assented Seaton doubtfully, “but you want to remember that he knows more about electricity than the guy that invented it, and I’m not sure that he can’t talk to a detectaphone and make it say anything he wants it to. Anyway, we can soon settle it. Yesterday I made a special trip down to the Bureau, with some notes as an excuse, to set this object-compass on him,” taking one of the small instruments from his pocket as he spoke. “I watched him a while last night, then fixed an alarm to wake me if the needle moved much, but it pointed steady all night. See! It’s moving now. That means that he is going to work early, as usual. Now I’m morally certain that he’s mixed up in this thing somewhere, and I’m not convinced that he isn’t slipping one over on your men some way—he’s a clever devil. I wonder if you wouldn’t take this compass and watch him yourself tonight, just on general principles? Or let me do it. I’d be glad to. I say ‘tonight’ because if he did get the stuff here he didn’t deliver it anywhere last night. It’s just a chance, of course, but he may do it tonight.”


    After the compass had been explained to the detective he gladly consented to the plan, declaring that he would willingly spend the time just to watch such an unheard-of instrument work. After another hour of fruitless discussion Prescott took his leave, saying that he would mount an impregnable guard from that time on.


    Late that evening Prescott joined the two men who were watching DuQuesne’s house. They reported that all was perfectly quiet, as usual. The scientist was in his library, the instruments registering only the usual occasional faint sounds of a man absorbed in study. But after an hour of waiting, and while the microphones made a noise as of rustling papers, the needle of the compass moved. It dipped slowly toward the earth as though DuQuesne were descending into the cellar, but at the same time the shadow of his unmistakable profile was thrown upon the window shade as he apparently crossed the room.


    “Can’t you hear him walk?” demanded Prescott.


    “No. He has heavy Turkish rugs all over the library, and he always walks very lightly, besides.”


    * * * *


    Prescott watched the needle in amazement as it dipped deeper and deeper, pointing down into the earth almost under his feet and then behind him, as though DuQuesne had walked beneath him. He did not, could not, believe it. He was certain that something had gone wrong with the strange instrument in his hand, nevertheless he followed the pointing needle. It led him beside Park Road, down the hill, straight toward the long bridge which forms one entrance to Rock Creek Park. Though skeptical, Prescott took no chances, and as he approached the bridge he left the road and concealed himself behind a clump of trees, from which point of vantage he could see the ground beneath the bridge as well as the roadway. Soon the bridge trembled under the weight of a heavy automobile going toward the city at a high rate of speed. He saw DuQuesne, with a roll of papers under his arm, emerge from under the bridge just in time to leap aboard the automobile, which slowed down only enough to enable him to board it in safety. The detective noticed that the car was a Pierce-Arrow limousine—a car not common, even in Washington—and rushed out to get its number, but the license plates were so smeared with oil and dust that the numbers could not be read by the light of the tail lamp. Glancing at the compass in his hand he saw that the delicate needle was now pointing steadily at the fleeing car, and all doubts as to the power of the instrument were dispelled. He rejoined his men, informed them that DuQuesne had eluded them, and took one of them up the hill to a nearby garage. There he engaged a fast car and set out in pursuit, choosing the path for the chauffeur by means of the compass. His search ended at the residence of Brookings, the General Manager of the great World Steel Corporation. Here he dismissed the car and watched the house while his assistant went to bring out the fast motorcycle used by Prescott when high speed was desirable.


    After four hours a small car bearing the license number of a distant state—which was found, by subsequent telegraphing, to be unknown to the authorities of that state—drove under the porte-cochere, and the hidden watcher saw DuQuesne, without the papers, step into it. Knowing now what to expect, Prescott drove his racing motorcycle at full speed out to the Park Road Bridge and concealed himself beneath the structure, in a position commanding a view of the concrete abutment through which the scientist must have come. Soon he heard a car slow down overhead, heard a few rapid footfalls, and saw the dark form of a large man outlined against the gray face of the abutment. He saw the man lift his hand high above his head, and saw a black rectangle appear in the gray, engulf the man, and disappear. After a few minutes he approached the abutment and searched its face with the help of his flash-light. He finally succeeded in tracing the almost imperceptible crack which outlined the door, and the concealed button which DuQuesne had pressed to open it. He did not press the button, as it might be connected to an alarm. Deep in thought, he mounted his motorcycle and made his way to his home to get a few hours of sleep before reporting to Crane whom he was scheduled to see at breakfast next morning.


    * * * *


    Both men were waiting for him when he appeared, and he noticed with pleasure that Shiro, with a heavily-bandaged head, was insisting that he was perfectly able to wait on the table instead of breakfasting in bed. He calmly proceeded to serve breakfast in spite of Crane’s remonstrances, having ceremoniously ordered out of the kitchen the colored man who had been secured to take his place.


    “Well, gentlemen,” the detective began, “part of the mystery is straightened out. I was entirely wrong, and each of you were partly right. It was DuQuesne, in all probability. It is equally probable that a great company—in this case the World Steel Corporation—is backing him, though I don’t believe there is a ghost of a show of ever being able to prove it in law. Your ‘object-compass’ did the trick.”


    He narrated all the events of the previous night.


    “I’d like to send him to the chair for this job,” said Seaton with rising anger. “We ought to shoot him anyway, damn him—I’m sorry duels have gone out of fashion, for I can’t shoot him off-hand, the way things are now—I sure wish I could.”


    “No, you cannot shoot him,” said Crane, thoughtfully, “and neither can I, worse luck. We are not in his class there. And you must not fight with him, either”—noting that Seaton’s powerful hands had doubled into fists, the knuckles showing white through the tanned skin—”though that would be a fight worth watching and I would like to see you give him the beating of his life. A little thing like a beating is not a fraction of what he deserves and it would show him that we have found him out. No, we must do it legally or let him entirely alone. You think there is no hope of proving it, Prescott?”


    “Frankly, I see very little chance of it. There is always hope, of course, and if that bunch of pirates ever makes a slip, we’ll be right there waiting to catch ‘em. While I don’t believe in holding out false encouragement, they’ve never slipped yet. I’ll take my men off DuQuesne, now that we’ve linked him up with Steel. It doesn’t make any difference, does it, whether he goes to them every night or only once a week?


    “No.”


    “Then about all I can do is to get everything I can on that Steel crowd, and that is very much like trying to get blood out of a turnip. I intend to keep after them, of course, for I owe them something for killing two of my men here, as well as for other favors they have done me in the past, but don’t expect too much. I have tackled them before, and so have police headquarters and even the Secret Service itself, under cover, and all that any of us has been able to get is an occasional small fish. We could never land the big fellows. In fact, we have never found the slightest material proof of what we are morally certain is the truth, that World Steel is back of a lot of deviltry all over the country. The little fellows who do the work either don’t know anything or are afraid to tell. I’ll see if I can find out what they are doing with the stuff they stole, but I’m not even sure of doing that. You can’t plant instruments on that bunch—it would be like trying to stick a pin into a sleeping cat without waking him up. They undoubtedly have one of the best corps of detectives in the world. You haven’t perfected an instrument which enables you to see into a closed room and hear what is going on there, have you?” And upon being assured that they had not, he took his leave.


    “Optimistic cuss, ain’t he?” remarked Seaton.


    “He has cause to be, Dick. World Steel is a soulless corporation if there ever was one. They have the shrewdest lawyers in the country, and they get away legally with things that are flagrantly illegal, such as freezing out competitors, stealing patents, and the like. Report has it that they do not stop at arson, treason, or murder to attain their ends, but as Prescott said, they never leave any legal proof behind them.”


    “Well, we should fret, anyway. Of course, a monopoly is what they’re after, but they can’t form one because they can’t possibly get the rest of our solution. Even if they should get it, we can get more. It won’t be as easy as this last batch was, since the X was undoubtedly present in some particular lot of platinum in extraordinary quantities, but now that I know exactly what to look for, I can find more. So they can’t get their monopoly unless they kill us off.…”


    “Exactly. Go on, I see you are getting the idea. If we should both conveniently die, they could get the solution from the company, and have the monopoly, since no one else can handle it.”


    “But they couldn’t get away with it, Mart—never in a thousand years, even if they wanted to. Of course I am small fry, but you are too big a man for even Steel to do away with. It can’t be done.”


    “I am not so sure of that. Airplane accidents are numerous, and I am an aviator. Also, has it ever occurred to you that the heavy forging for the Skylark, ordered a while ago, are of steel?”


    Seaton paused, dumbfounded, in the act of lighting his pipe.


    “But thanks to your object-compass, we are warned.” Crane continued, evenly. “Those forgings are going through the most complete set of tests known to the industry, and if they go into the Skylark at all it will be after I am thoroughly convinced that they will not give way on our first trip into space. But we can do nothing until the steel arrives, and with the guard Prescott has here now we are safe enough. Luckily, the enemy knows nothing of the object-compass or the X-plosive, and we must keep them in ignorance. Hereinafter, not even the guards get a look at anything we do.”


    “They sure don’t. Let’s get busy!”


    * * * *


    DuQuesne and Brookings met in conference in a private room of the Perkins Cafe.


    “What’s the good word, Doctor?”


    “So-so,” replied the scientist. “The stuff is all they said it was, but we haven’t enough of it to build much of a power-plant. We can’t go ahead with it, anyway, as long as Seaton and Crane have nearly all their original solution.”


    “No, we can’t. We must find a way of getting it. I see now that we should have done as you suggested, and taken it before they had warning and put it out of our reach.”


    “There’s no use holding post-mortems. We’ve got to get it, some way, and everybody that knows anything about that new metal, how to get it or how to handle it, must die. At first, it would have been enough to kill Seaton. Now, however, there is no doubt that Crane knows all about it, and he probably has left complete instructions in case he gets killed in an accident—he’s the kind that would. We will have to keep our eyes open and wipe out those instructions and anyone who has seen them. You see that, don’t you?”


    “Yes, I am afraid that is the only way out. We must have the monopoly, and anyone who might be able to interfere with it must be removed. How has your search for more X prospered?”


    “About as well as I expected. We bought up all the platinum wastes we could get, and reworked all the metallic platinum and allied metals we could buy in the open market, and got less than a gram of X out of the whole lot. It’s scarcer than radium. Seaton’s finding so much of it at once was an accident, pure and simple—it couldn’t happen once in a million years.”


    “Well, have you any suggestions as to how we can get that solution?”


    “No. I haven’t thought of anything but that very thing ever since I found that they had hidden it, and I can’t yet see any good way of getting it. My forte is direct action and that fails in this case, since no amount of force or torture could make Crane reveal the hiding-place of the solution. It’s probably in the safest safe-deposit vault in the country. He wouldn’t carry the key on him, probably wouldn’t have it in the house. Killing Seaton or Crane, or both of them, is easy enough, but it probably wouldn’t get us the solution, as I have no doubt that Crane has provided for everything.”


    “Probably he has. But if he should disappear the stuff would have to come to light, or the Seaton-Crane Company might start their power-plant. In that case, we probably could get it?”


    “Possibly, you mean. That method is too slow to suit me, though. It would take months, perhaps years, and would be devilishly uncertain, to boot. They’ll know something is in the wind, and the stuff will be surrounded by every safeguard they can think of. There must be some better way than that, but I haven’t been able to think of it.”


    “Neither have I, but your phrase ‘direct action’ gives me an idea. You say that that method has failed. What do you think of trying indirect action in the shape of Perkins, who is indirection personified?”


    “Bring him in. He may be able to figure out something.”


    * * * *


    Perkins was called in, and the main phases of the situation laid before him. The three men sat in silence for many minutes while the crafty strategist studied the problem. Finally he spoke.


    “There’s only one way, gentlemen. We must get a handle on either Seaton or Crane strong enough to make them give up their bottle of dope, their plans, and everything.…”


    “Handle!” interrupted DuQuesne. “You talk like a fool! You can’t get anything on either of them.”


    “You misunderstand me, Doctor. You can get a handle of some kind on any living man. Not necessarily in his past, you understand—I know that anything like that is out of the question in this case—but in his future. With some men it is money, with others power, with others fame, with others women or some woman, and so on down the list. What can we use here? Money is out of the question, so are power and fame, as they already have both in plain sight. It seems to me that women would be our best chance.”


    “Hah!” snorted the chemist. “Crane has been chased by all the women of three continents so long that he’s womanproof. Seaton is worse—he’s engaged, and wouldn’t realize that a woman was on his trail, even if you could find a better looking one to work on him than the girl he’s engaged to—which would be a hard job. Cleopatra herself couldn’t swing that order.”


    “Engaged? That makes it simple as A B C.”


    “Simple? In the devil’s name, how?”


    “Easy as falling off a log. You have enough of the dope to build a space-car from those plans, haven’t you?”


    “Yes. What has that to do with the case?”


    “It has everything to do with it. I would suggest that we build such a car and use it to carry off the girl. After we have her safe we could tell Seaton that she is marooned on some distant planet, and that she will be returned to earth only after all the solution, all notes, plans, and everything pertaining to the new metal are surrendered. That will bring him, and Crane will consent. Then, afterward, Dr. Seaton may go away indefinitely, and if desirable, Mr. Crane may accompany him.”


    “But suppose they try to fight?” asked Brookings.


    Perkins slid down into his chair in deep thought, his pale eyes under half-closed lids darting here and there, his stubby fingers worrying his watch-chain restlessly.


    “Who is the girl?” he asked at last.


    “Dorothy Vaneman, the daughter of the lawyer. She’s that auburn-haired beauty that the papers were so full of when she came out last year.”


    “Vaneman is a director in the Seaton-Crane Company. That makes it still better. If they show fight and follow us, that beautiful car we are making for them will collapse and they will be out of the way. Vaneman, as Seaton’s prospective father-in-law and a member of his company, probably knows something about the secret. Maybe all of it. With his daughter in a space-car, supposedly out in space, and Seaton and Crane out of the way, Vaneman would listen to reason and let go of the solution, particularly as nobody knows much about it except Seaton and Crane.”


    “That strikes me as a perfectly feasible plan,” said Brookings. “But you wouldn’t really take her to another planet, would you? Why not use an automobile or an airplane, and tell Seaton that it was a space-car?”


    “I wouldn’t advise that. He might not believe it, and they might make a lot of trouble. It must be a real space-car even if we don’t take her out of the city. To make it more impressive, you should take her in plain sight of Seaton—no, that would be too dangerous, as I have found out from the police that Seaton has a permit to carry arms, and I know that he is one of the fastest men with a pistol in the whole country. Do it in plain sight of her folks, say, or a crowd of people; being masked, of course, or dressed in an aviator’s suit, with the hood and goggles on. Take her straight up out of sight, then hide her somewhere until Seaton listens to reason. I know that he will listen, but if he doesn’t, you might let him see you start out to visit her. He’ll be sure to follow you in their rotten car. As soon as he does that, he’s our meat. But that raises the question of who is going to drive the car?”


    “I am,” replied DuQuesne. “I will need some help, though, as at least one man must stay with the girl while I bring the car back.”


    “We don’t want to let anybody else in on this if we can help it,” cautioned Brookings. “You could go along, couldn’t you, Perkins?”


    “Is it safe?”


    “Absolutely,” answered DuQuesne. “They have everything worked out to the queen’s taste.”


    “That’s all right, then. I’ll take the trip. Also,” turning to Brookings, “it will help in another little thing we are doing—the Spencer affair.”


    “Haven’t you got that stuff away from her yet, after having had her locked up in that hell-hole for two months?” asked Brookings.


    “No. She’s stubborn as a mule. We’ve given her the third degree time after time, but it’s no use.”


    * * * *


    “What’s this?” asked DuQuesne. “Deviltry in the main office?”


    “Yes. This Margaret Spencer claims that we swindled her father out of an invention and indirectly caused his death. She secured a position with us in search of evidence. She is an expert stenographer, and showed such ability that she was promoted until she became my secretary. Our detectives must have been asleep, as she made away with some photographs and drawings before they caught her. She has no real evidence, of course, but she might cause trouble with a jury, especially as she is one of the best-looking women in Washington. Perkins is holding her until she returns the stolen articles.”


    “Why can’t you kill her off?”


    “She cannot be disposed of until after we know where the stuff is, because she says, and Perkins believes, that the evidence will show up in her effects. We must do something about her soon, as the search for her is dying down and she will be given up for dead.”


    “What’s the idea about her and the space-car?”


    “If the car proves reliable we might actually take her out into space and give her the choice between telling and walking back. She has nerve enough here on earth to die before giving up, but I don’t believe any human being would be game to go it alone on a strange world. She’d wilt.”


    “I believe you’re right, Perkins. Your suggestions are the best way out. Don’t you think so, Doctor?”


    “Yes, I don’t see how we can fail—we’re sure to win, either way. You are prepared for trouble afterward, of course?”


    “Certainly, but I don’t think there will be much trouble. They can’t possibly link the three of us together. They aren’t wise to you, are they, Doctor?”


    “Not a chance!” sneered DuQuesne. “They ran themselves ragged trying to get something on me, but they couldn’t do it. They have given me up as a bad job. I am still as careful as ever, though—I am merely a pure scientist in the Bureau of Chemistry!”


    All three laughed, and Perkins left the room. The talk then turned to the construction of the space-car. It was decided to rush the work on it, so that DuQuesne could familiarize himself with its operation, but not to take any steps in the actual abduction until such time as Seaton and Crane were nearly ready to take their first flight, so that they could pursue the abductors in case Seaton was still obdurate after a few days of his fiancee’s absence. DuQuesne insisted that the car should mount a couple of heavy guns, to destroy the pursuing car if the faulty members should happen to hold together long enough to carry it out into space.


    After a long discussion, in which every detail of the plan was carefully considered, the two men left the restaurant, by different exits.


    CHAPTER VII


    The Trial Voyage


    The great steel forgings which were to form the framework of the Skylark finally arrived and were hauled into the testing shed. There, behind closed doors, Crane inspected every square inch of the massive members with a lens, but could find nothing wrong. Still unsatisfied, he fitted up an electrical testing apparatus in order to search out flaws which might be hidden beneath the surface. This device revealed flaws in every piece, and after thoroughly testing each one and mapping out the imperfections he turned to Seaton with a grave face.


    “Worse than useless, every one of them. They are barely strong enough to stand shipment. They figured that we would go slowly until we were well out of the atmosphere, then put on power—then something would give way and we would never come back.”


    “That’s about the right dope, I guess. But now what’ll we do? We can’t cancel without letting them know we’re onto them, and we certainly can’t use this stuff.”


    “No, but we will go ahead and build this ship, anyway, so that they will think that we are going ahead with it. At the same time we will build another one, about four times this size, in absolute secrecy, and.…”


    “What d’you mean, absolute secrecy? How can you keep steel castings and forgings of that size secret from Steel?”


    “I know a chap who owns and operates a small steel plant, so insignificant, relatively, that he has not yet been bought out or frozen out by Steel. I was able to do him a small favor once, and I am sure that he will be glad to return it. We will not be able to oversee the work, that is a drawback. We can get MacDougall to do it for us, however, and with him doing the work we can rest assured that there will be nothing off color. Even Steel couldn’t buy him.”


    “MacDougall! The man who installed the Intercontinental plant? He wouldn’t touch a little job like this with a pole!”


    “I think he would. He and I are rather friendly, and after I tell him all about it he will be glad to take it. It means building the first interplanetary vessel, you know.”


    “Wouldn’t Steel follow him up if he should go to work on a mysterious project? He’s too big to hide.”


    “No. He will go camping—he often does. I have gone with him several times when we were completely out of touch with civilization for two months at a time. Now, about the ship we want. Have you any ideas?”


    “It will cost more than our entire capital.”


    “That is easily arranged. We do not care how much it costs.”


    Seaton began to object to drawing so heavily upon the resources of his friend, but was promptly silenced.


    “I told you when we started,” Crane said flatly, “that your solution and your idea are worth far more than half a million. In fact, they are worth more than everything I have. No more talk of the money end of it, Dick.”


    “All right. We’ll build a regular go-getter. Four times the size—she’ll be a bear-cat, Mart. I’m glad this one is on the fritz. She’ll carry a two-hundred-pound bar—Zowie! Watch our smoke! And say, why wouldn’t it be a good idea to build an attractor—a thing like an object-compass, but mounting a ten-pound bar instead of a needle, so that if they chase us in space we can reach out and grab ‘em? We might mount a machine-gun in each quadrant, shooting X-plosive bullets, through pressure gaskets in the walls. We should have something for defense—I don’t like the possibility of having that gang of pirates after us, and nothing to fight back with except thought-waves.”


    “Right. We will do both those things. But we should make the power-plant big enough to avert any possible contingency—say four hundred pounds—and we should have everything in duplicate, from power-plant to push-buttons.”


    “I don’t think that’s necessary, Mart. Don’t you think that’s carrying caution to extremes?”


    “Possibly—but I would rather be a live coward than a dead hero, wouldn’t you?”


    “You chirped it, old scout, I sure would. I never did like the looks of that old guy with the scythe, and I would hate to let DuQuesne feel that he had slipped something over on me at my own game. Besides, I’ve developed a lot of caution myself, lately. Double she is, with a skin of four-foot Norwegian armor. Let’s get busy!”


    * * * *


    They made the necessary alteration in the plans, and in a few days work was begun upon the huge steel shell in the little mountain steel-plant. The work was done under the constant supervision of the great MacDougall, by men who had been in his employ for years and who were all above suspicion. While it was being built Seaton and Crane employed a force of men and went ahead with the construction of the space-car in the testing shed. While they did not openly slight the work nearly all their time was spent in the house, perfecting the many essential things which were to go into the real Skylark. There was the attractor, for which they had to perfect a special sighting apparatus so that it could act in any direction, and yet would not focus upon the ship itself nor anything it contained. There were many other things.


    It was in this work that the strikingly different temperaments and abilities of the two men were most clearly revealed. Seaton strode up and down the room, puffing great volumes of smoke from his hot and reeking briar, suggesting methods and ideas, his keen mind finding the way over, around, or through the apparently insuperable obstacles which beset their path. Crane, seated calmly at the drafting-table, occasionally inhaling a mouthful of smoke from one of his specially-made cigarettes, mercilessly tore Seaton’s suggestions to shreds—pointing out their weaknesses, proving his points with his cold, incisive reasoning and his slide-rule calculations of factors, stresses, and strains. Seaton in turn would find a remedy for every defect, and finally, the idea complete and perfect, Crane would impale it upon the point of his drafting pencil and spread it in every detail upon the paper before him, while Seaton’s active mind leaped to the next problem.


    Not being vitally interested in the thing being built in the shed, they did not know that to the flawed members were being attached faulty plates, by imperfect welding. Even if they had been interested they could not have found the poor workmanship by any ordinary inspection, for it was being done by a picked crew of experts picked by Perkins. But to make things even, Perkins’ crew did not know that the peculiar instruments installed by Seaton and Crane, of which their foreman took many photographs, were not real instruments, and were made only nearly enough like them to pass inspection. They were utterly useless, in design and function far different from the real instruments intended for the Skylark.


    Finally, the last dummy instrument was installed in the worthless space-car, which the friends referred to between themselves as “The Cripple,” a name which Seaton soon changed to “Old Crip.” The construction crew was dismissed after Crane had let the foreman overhear a talk between Seaton and himself in which they decided not to start for a few days as they had some final experiments to make. Prescott reported that Steel had relaxed its vigilance and was apparently waiting for the first flight. About the same time word was received from MacDougall that the real Skylark was ready for the finishing touches. A huge triplane descended upon Crane Field and was loaded to its capacity with strange looking equipment. When it left Seaton and Crane went with it, “to make the final tests before the first flight,” leaving a heavy guard over the house and the testing shed.


    A few nights later, in inky blackness, a huge shape descended rapidly in front of the shed, whose ponderous doors opened to receive it and closed quickly after it. The Skylark moved lightly and easily as a wafted feather, betraying its thousands of tons of weight only by the hole it made in the hard-beaten earth of the floor as it settled to rest. Opening one of the heavy doors, Seaton and Crane sprang out into the darkness.


    Dorothy and her father, who had been informed that the Skylark was to be brought home that night, were waiting. Seaton caught up his sweetheart in one mighty arm and extended his hand past her to Vaneman, who seized it in both his own. Upon the young man’s face was the look of a victorious king returning from conquest. For a few minutes disconnected exclamations were all that any of the party could utter. Then Seaton, loosening slightly his bear’s hold upon Dorothy, spoke.


    “She flies!” he cried exultantly. “She flies, dearest, like a ray of light for speed and like a bit of thistledown for lightness. We’ve been around the moon!”


    “Around the moon!” cried the two amazed visitors. “So soon?” asked Vaneman. “When did you start?”


    “Almost an hour ago,” replied Crane readily; he had already taken out his watch. His voice was calm, his face quiet, but to those who knew him best a deeper resonance in his voice and a deeper blue sparkle in his eyes betrayed his emotion. Both inventors were moved more than they could have told by their achievement, by the complete success of the great space-cruiser upon which they had labored for months with all the power of their marvelous intellects. Seaton stood now at the summit of his pride. No recognition by the masses, no applause by the multitudes, no praise even from the upper ten of his own profession could equal for him the silent adulation of the two before him. Dorothy’s exquisite face was glorified as she looked at her lover. Her eyes wonderful as they told him how high he stood above all others in her world, how much she loved him. Seeing that look; that sweet face, more beautiful than ever in this, his hour of triumph; that perfect, adorable body, Seaton forgot the others and a more profound exaltation than that brought by his flight filled his being—humble thankfulness that he was the man to receive the untold treasure of her great giving.


    “Every bit of mechanism we had occasion to use worked perfectly,” Crane stated proudly. “We did not find it necessary to change any of our apparatus and we hope to make a longer flight soon. The hour we took on this trip might easily have been only a few minutes, for the Lark did not even begin to pick up speed.”


    * * * *


    Shiro looked at Crane with an air of utter devotion and bowed until his head approached the floor.


    “Sir,” he said in his stilted English. “Honorable Skylark shall be marvelous wonder. If permitting, I shall luxuriate in preparing suitable refreshment.”


    The permission granted, he trotted away into the house, and the travelers invited their visitors to inspect the new craft. Crane and the older man climbed through the circular doorway, which was at an elevation of several feet above the ground. Seaton and Dorothy exchanged a brief but enthusiastic caress before he lifted her lightly up to the opening and followed her up a short flight of stairs. Although she knew what to expect, from her lover’s descriptions and from her own knowledge of “Old Crip,” which she had seen many times, she caught her breath in amazement as she stood up and looked about the brilliantly-lighted interior of the great sky-rover. It was a sight such as had never before been seen upon earth.


    She saw a spherical shell of hardened steel armor-plate, fully forty feet in diameter; though its true shape was not readily apparent from the inside, as it was divided into several compartments by horizontal floors or decks. In the exact center of the huge shell was a spherical network of enormous steel beams. Inside this structure could be seen a similar network which, mounted upon universal bearings, was free to revolve in any direction. This inner network was filled with machinery, surrounding a shining copper cylinder. From the outer network radiated six mighty supporting columns. These, branching as they neared the hull of the vessel, supported the power-plant and steering apparatus in the center and so strengthened the shell that the whole structure was nearly as strong as a solid steel ball. She noticed that the floor, perhaps eight feet below the center, was heavily upholstered in leather and did not seem solid; and that the same was true of the dozen or more seats—she could not call them chairs—which were built in various places. She gazed with interest at the two instrument boards, upon which flashed tiny lights and the highly-polished plate glass, condensite, and metal of many instruments, the use of which she could not guess.


    After a few minutes of silence both visitors began to ask questions, and Seaton showed them the principal features of the novel craft. Crane accompanied them in silence, enjoying their pleasure, glorying in the mighty vessel. Seaton called attention to the great size and strength of the lateral supporting columns, one of which was immediately above their heads, and then led them over to the vertical column which pierced the middle of the floor. Enormous as the lateral had seemed, it appeared puny in comparison with this monster of fabricated steel. Seaton explained that the two verticals were many times stronger than the four laterals, as the center of gravity of the ship had been made lower than its geometrical center, so that the apparent motion of the vessel and therefore the power of the bar, would usually be merely vertical. Resting one hand caressingly upon the huge column, he exultantly explained that these members were “the last word in strength, made up of many separate I-beams and angles of the strongest known special steel, latticed and braced until no conceivable force could make them yield a millimeter.”


    “But why such strength?” asked the lawyer doubtfully. “This column alone would hold up Brooklyn Bridge.”


    “To hold down the power-plant, so that the bar won’t tear through the ship when we cut her loose,” replied Seaton. “Have you any idea how fast this bird can fly?”


    “Well, I have heard you speak of traveling with the velocity of light, but that is overdrawn, isn’t it?”


    “Not very much. Our figures show that with this four-hundred-pound bar”—pointing to the copper cylinder in the exact center of the inner sphere—“we could develop not only the velocity of light, but an acceleration equal to that velocity, were it not for the increase in mass at high velocities, as shown by Einstein and others. We can’t go very fast near the earth, of course, as the friction of the air would melt the whole works in a few minutes. Until we get out of the atmosphere our speed will be limited by the ability of steel to withstand melting by the friction of the air to somewhere in the neighborhood of four or five thousand miles per hour, but out in space we can develop any speed we wish, up to that of light as a limit.”


    “I studied physics a little in my youth. Wouldn’t the mere force of such an acceleration as you mention flatten you on the floor and hold you there? And any sudden jar would certainly kill you.”


    * * * *


    “There can’t be any sudden jar. This is a special floor, you notice. It is mounted on long, extremely heavy springs, to take up any possible jar. Also, whenever we are putting on power we won’t try to stand up, our legs would crimple up like strings. We will ride securely strapped into those special seats, which are mounted the same as the floor, only a whole lot more so. As to the acceleration.…”


    “That word means picking up speed, doesn’t it?” interrupted Dorothy.


    “The rate of picking up speed,” corrected Seaton. “That is, if you were going forty miles per hour one minute, and fifty the next minute, your acceleration would be ten miles per hour per minute. See? It’s acceleration that makes you feel funny when you start up or down in an elevator.”


    “Then riding in this thing will be like starting up in an elevator so that your heart sinks into your boots and you can’t breathe?”


    “Yes, only worse. We will pick up speed faster and keep on doing it.…”


    “Seriously,” interrupted the lawyer, “do you think that the human body can stand any such acceleration as that?”


    “I don’t know. We are going to find out, by starting out slowly and increasing our acceleration to as much as we can stand.”


    “I see,” Vaneman replied. “But how are you going to steer her? How do you keep permanent reference points, since there are no directions in space?”


    “That was our hardest problem,” explained Seaton, “but Martin solved it perfectly. See the power-plant up there? Notice those big supporting rings and bearings? Well, the power-plant is entirely separate from the ship, as it is inside that inner sphere, about which the outer sphere and the ship itself are free to revolve in any direction. No matter how much the ship rolls and pitches, as she is bound to do every time we come near enough to any star or planet to be influenced by its gravitation, the bar stays where it is pointed. Those six big jackets in the outer sphere, on the six sides of the bar, cover six pairs of gyroscope wheels, weighing several tons each, turning at a terrific speed in a vacuum. The gyroscopes keep the whole outer sphere in exactly the same position as long as they are kept turning, and afford us not only permanent planes of reference, but also a solid foundation in those planes which can be used in pointing the bar. The bar can be turned instantly to any direction whatever by special electrical instruments on the boards. You see, the outer sphere stays immovably fixed in that position, with the bar at liberty to turn in any direction inside it, and the ship at liberty to do the same thing outside it.


    “Now we will show you where we sleep,” Seaton continued. “We have eight rooms, four below and four above,” leading the way to a narrow, steep steel stairway and down into a very narrow hall, from either side of which two doors opened. “This is my room, the adjoining one is Mart’s. Shiro sleeps across the hall. The rest of the rooms are for our guests on future trips.”


    Sliding back the door, he switched on the light and revealed a small but fully-appointed bedroom, completely furnished with everything necessary, yet everything condensed into the least possible space. The floor, like the one above, was of cushioned leather supported by springs. The bed was a modification of the special seats already referred to. Opening another sliding door, he showed them an equally complete and equally compact bathroom.


    “You see, we have all the comforts of home. This bathroom, however, is practical only when we have some force downward, either gravitation or our own acceleration. The same reasoning accounts for the hand-rails you see everywhere on board. Drifting in space, you know, there is no weight, and you can’t walk; you must pull yourself around. If you tried to take a step you would bounce up and hit the ceiling, and stay there. That is why the ceilings are so well padded. And if you tried to wash your face you would throw water all over the place, and it would float around in the air instead of falling to the floor. As long as we can walk we can use the bathroom—if I should want to wash my face while we are drifting, I just press this button here, and the pilot will put on enough acceleration to make the correct use of water possible. There are a lot of surprising things about a trip into space.”


    “I don’t doubt it a bit, and I’m simply wild to go for a ride with you. When will you take me, Dicky?” asked Dorothy eagerly.


    “Very soon, Dottie. As soon as we get her in perfect running condition. You shall be the first to ride with us, I promise you.”


    “Where do you cook and eat? How do you see out? How about the air and water supply? How do you keep warm, or cool, as the case may be?” asked the girl’s father, as though he were cross-examining a witness.


    “Shiro has a galley on the main floor, and tables fold up into the wall of the main compartment. The passengers see out by sliding back steel panels, which normally cover the windows. The pilot can see in any direction from his seat at the instrument-board, by means of special instruments, something like periscopes. The windows are made of optical glass similar to that used in the largest telescopes. They are nearly as thick as the hull and have a compressive resistance almost equal to that of armor steel. Although so thick, they are crystal clear, and a speck of dust on the outer surface is easily seen. We have water enough in tanks to last us three months, or indefinitely if we should have to be careful, as we can automatically distill and purify all our waste water, recovering absolutely pure H2O. We have compressed air, also in tanks, but we need very little, as the air is constantly being purified. Also, we have oxygen-generating apparatus aboard, in case we should run short. As to keeping warm, we have electric heating coils, run by the practically inexhaustible power of a small metal bar. If we get too near the sun and get too warm, we have a refrigerating machine to cool us off. Anything else?”


    “You’d better give up, Dad,” laughingly advised his daughter. “You’ve thought of everything, haven’t you, Dick?”


    “Mart has, I think. This is all his doing, you know. I wouldn’t have thought of a tenth of it, myself.”


    “I must remind you young folks,” said the older man, glancing at his watch, “that it is very late and high time for Dottie and me to be going home. We would like to stay and see the rest of it, but you know we must be away from here before daylight.”


    * * * *


    As they went into the house Vaneman asked:


    “What does the other side of the moon look like? I have always been curious about it.”


    “We were not able to see much,” replied Crane “It was too dark and we did not take the time to explore it, but from what we could see by means of our searchlights it is very much like this side—the most barren and desolate place imaginable. After we go to Mars, we intend to explore the moon thoroughly.”


    “Mars, then, is your first goal? When do you intend to start?”


    “We haven’t decided definitely. Probably in a day or two. Everything is ready now.”


    As the Vanemans had come out in the street car, in order to attract as little attention as possible, Seaton volunteered to take them home in one of Crane’s cars. As they bade Crane goodnight after enjoying Shiro’s “suitable refreshment” the lawyer took the chauffeur’s seat, motioning his daughter and Seaton into the closed body of the car. As soon as they had started Dorothy turned in the embrace of her lover’s arm.


    “Dick,” she said fiercely. “I would have been worried sick if I had known that you were way off there?”


    “I knew it, sweetheart. That’s why I didn’t tell you we were going. We both knew the Skylark was perfectly safe, but I knew that you would worry about our first trip. Now that we have been to the moon you won’t be uneasy when we go to Mars, will you, dear?”


    “I can’t help it, boy. I will be afraid that something terrible has happened, every minute. Won’t you take me with you? Then, if anything happens, it will happen to both of us, and that is as it should be. You know that I wouldn’t want to keep on living if anything should happen to you.”


    He put both arms around her as his reply, and pressed his cheek to hers.


    “Dorothy sweetheart, I know exactly how you feel. I feel the same way myself. I’m awfully sorry, dear, but I can’t do it. I know the machine is safe, but I’ve got to prove it to everybody else before I take you on a long trip with me. Your father will agree with me that you ought not to go, on the first trip or two, anyway. And besides, what would Madam Grundy say?”


    “Well, there is a way.…” she began, and he felt her face turn hot.


    His arms tightened around her and his breath


    came fast.


    “I know it, sweetheart, and I would like nothing better in the world than to be married today and take our honeymoon in the Skylark, but I can’t do it. After we come back from the first long trip we will be married just as soon as you say ready, and after that we will always be together wherever I go. But I can’t take even the millionth part of a chance with anything as valuable as you are—you see that, don’t you, Dottie?”


    “I suppose so,” she returned disconsolately, “but you’ll make it a short trip, for my sake? I know I won’t rest a minute until you get back.”


    “I promise you that we won’t be gone more than four days. Then for the greatest honeymoon that ever was,” and they clung together in the dark body of the car, each busy with solemn and beautiful thoughts of the happiness to come.


    They soon reached their destination. As they entered the house Dorothy made one more attempt.


    “Dad, Dick is just too perfectly mean. He says he won’t take me on the first trip. If you were going out there wouldn’t mother want to go along too?”


    After listening to Seaton he gave his decision.


    “Dick is right, Kitten. He must make the long trip first. Then, after the machine is proved reliable, you may go with him. I can think of no better way of spending a honeymoon—it will be a new one, at least. And you needn’t worry about the boys getting back safely. I might not trust either of them alone, but together they are invincible. Good-night, children. I wish you success, Dick,” as he turned away.


    Seaton took a lover’s leave of Dorothy, and went into the lawyer’s study, taking an envelope from his pocket.


    “Mr. Vaneman,” he said in a low voice, “we think the Steel crowd is still camping on our trail. We are ready for them, with a lot of stuff that they never heard of, but in case anything goes wrong, Martin has written between the lines of this legal form, in invisible ink A-36, exactly how to get possession of all our notes and plans, so that the company can go ahead with everything. With those directions any chemist can find and use the stuff safely. Please put this envelope in the safest place you can think of, and then forget it unless they get both Crane and me. There’s about one chance in a million of their doing that, but Mart doesn’t gamble on even that chance.”


    “He is right, Dick. I believe that you can outwit them in any situation, but I will keep this paper where no one except myself can ever see it, nevertheless. Good-night, son, and good luck.”


    “The same to you, sir, and thank you. Good-night.”


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1928, 1956 by the estate of E. E. “Doc” Smith; first appeared in Amazing Stories; from Skylark of Space (chaps 1–7); reprinted by permission of the author’s Estate and the Estate’s agent, the Virginia Kidd Agency, Inc.

  


  
    SPACE OPERA, by David Steiling


    Rayguns, space academies, evil empires, and countless familiar clichés and conventions of science fiction, all originate within the kind of scientific romance called “space opera.” Like the nineteenth century “grand opera” which the term vaguely evokes, the space opera is concerned with telling melodramatic tales of high emotion and high adventure. These heroic and romantic tales are often set in vast galactic societies with action unfolding over interstellar distances and at battle speeds faster-than-light.


    When the term, “Space Opera,” first appeared, it was not applied as a classification, but as a critique of the quality of commercial science fiction being published in the 1920s and 1930s. The phrase seems to have been introduced by Wilson “Bob” Tucker, a full-time movie projectionist, a part-time writer and a widely respected figure among early science fiction fans. It was in his fanzine in 1941 that Tucker mimeographed.


    In these hectic days of phrase-coining, we offer one. Westerns are called “horse operas,” the morning housewife tear-jerkers are called “soap operas.” For the hacky, grinding, stinking, outworn space-ship yarn, or world-saving for that matter, we offer “space opera” (as quoted in Hartwell and Cramer, 10).


    Tucker was concerned with the way in which science fiction was coming to be defined by its overuse of the worn clichés of the pulp fiction western, war-story and sea tale. His comment bookmarks a moment of re-appraisal and redirection for science fiction as the familiar conventions associated with such cross media narratives as Buck Rodgers and Flash Gordon were becoming overdone, and the fans, especially, wanted something beyond melodramatic situations, purplish prose, and highly predictable storylines.


    It was the over obvious use of formula and cliché that motivated Tucker’s critique. Tucker apparently wanted to encourage better qualities of writing or at least less overt dependence on specific conventions. Science fiction fans were beginning to promote literary legitimacy for the genre, and writers were harnessing the narrative effects and experimental approaches of mainstream modern literature that would evolve the genre from its pulp fiction roots.


    What we might call classic “space opera” was written mostly from the period of early science fiction through the era of the mass market paperback. The focus in this type of writing was on creating a fast-paced atmosphere of high adventure; to this end, other elements of storytelling, such as depth of characterization or subtleties of expression were usually given short shrift. The editors were certainly most interested in buying a gripping yarn, and generally one that centered on a heroic hyper-masculine role model for the boys and young men considered their target demographic. In a sense, Tucker’s phrase has much to do with expressing a fan’s impatience with the editors who weren’t letting a genre grow up along with its audience.


    Examples of the hyper-masculine prototype of the superhero that was central to this fiction (and which was to lead to the invention of the costumed superheroes of the comics) can be found in this volume in such works as Edgar Rice Burroughs’s, The Princess of Mars (1911) or Robert E. Howard’s Almuric (1939). Both of these works illustrate how many of the motifs and conventions of the Western made their way into science fiction. Burroughs, who based his characters in part on his own observation of Western types during his time in Idaho and Arizona in the 1890s, uses a classic western prototype, an ex-confederate soldier turned wrangler and prospector, as his protagonist, John Carter.


    The story unwinds through a desert populated by various tribes of indigenous peoples, some of whom are referenced on real native-Americans known to Burroughs while others are represented as stereotypical pulp fiction savages. The plot is the basic framework of the old west melodrama, the hero rescuing a romantic interest from the clutches of an antagonist after a showdown. In the larger motif, the lone hero with hyper-masculine traits, having lost his attachment to his identity, seeks to reconcile the culture of civilization, in which he has roots, with the culture of anarchic freedom with which he has had experience. The reconciliation is built on essentialist ideas that can be seen in both cultures, such as honesty, frankness and fair dealing, duty, the protection of women, etc. The antagonist usually does not evidence any of these traits and seems only driven by the desire for power with which he/she gratifies her/his own desires instead of working for the benefit of all. In The Princess of Mars the specific formula at work is a captivity narrative.


    From the 1940s through the 1970s this sort of story started being called Space Fantasy because it took many of the conventions of the fantasy genre—rescuing the princesses, sword play, dragons, etc.—and set the stories on other planets instead of the fabled past. Contemporary critics tend to call this kind of story a “planetary romance.”


    In a planetary romance most of the action takes place on a planet other than Earth to which the protagonist has been transported sometimes by scientific but often simply mystical means, little or no explanation required. The emphasis is not on how we got there, but on what happens to us from the moment we arrive. As time went on, there became no need to transport the hero or the reader; as a convention, when the story begins, we are just there. Action is fast-paced and much of the pleasures of the text revolve around our encounter with different cultures as our hero adapts rapidly to a changing cultural landscape, usually winning an appropriate mate along the way. Planetary romances tend to be updated versions of the “lost worlds” or “lost race” motifs, often rife with colonialist attitudes embedded at the assumptive level that reinforce condescending or patronizing attitudes towards other, especially less technological cultures.


    Classic space opera has most of these things as well, but it also has spaceships.


    E.E. “Doc” Smith’s Skylark in Space (1928) is a prototype for early space opera. The plot is simplified, in this case a pursuit, and the writer does not concentrate on creating multiple layers of structure, meaning, symbols or any other complex literary effects. Instead, the writer focuses on creating as much forward movement as possible while expending the minimum time necessary on character development and motivation. Where Smith does put his attention is on developing an atmosphere of fast-paced scientific “can-do” engineering. Like Smith himself, a real Ph.D. and professionally a food chemist, his central cast of characters are scientific-minded, willing to re-examine their assumptions and modify their conduct on what seems “reasonable” as opposed to what might be conventional. Smith concentrates less on presenting believable science than on producing an atmosphere of scientific exploration and pioneering, transplanting the narrative of the western frontier onto a narrative of space exploration.


    Together with his co-writer, Lee Hawkins Garby, the wife of a college friend, who handled the romantic passages and domestic dialogue, Smith created a work remarkable not so much for its prose as for the size of its canvas. Instead of the villain carrying off the hero’s love interest on a runaway train, the vehicle is a runaway spaceship that carries them far across the galaxy where all members of the party must form common cause in order to return to earth. Smith draws both protagonist and antagonist in heroic terms. They are not only fine physical specimens but they also have fine scientific minds which they put to practical use. They each have their own codes of honor and really differ fundamentally in only one respect; the antagonist, “Blackie” Duquesne, is ruthless in his own self-interest.


    Ten years after Skylark was published, Smith’s Lensman series of novels debuted, featuring an intergalactic secret organization that worked in opposition to a Borg-like anti-culture in a conflict spawned by a collision of galaxies. Together with works like Edmund Hamilton’s Interstellar Patrol, and Jack Williamson’s Legion of Space, Smith’s novels exerted a profound influence on future writers in the field. They established the epic structure of science fiction, which places the high adventure of their protagonist’s journey within labyrinthine conspiracies that decide the fates of thousands, even millions of star systems. Narrative devices like star federations, empires, interstellar trade guilds and galactic police forces fanned out through early space opera.


    In a work like Edmund Hamilton’s Sargasso of Space, the connections between space opera and the sea tale are made quite explicit. It fits among the many stories of piracy, ship wrecking and kidnaping that were adapted to an environment of vacuum and inconceivable distance. Outer space became the perfect setting in which to reinvent storytelling modes that pitted not just human against human but humans against an unforgiving environment. Threats to earth came not just from malign alien species, but from the hazards of space itself, such as comets or meteors. Hamilton was sometimes nicknamed “world saver” for his frequent formula in which a planet was rescued from complete destruction at just the last possible moment.


    Leigh Brackett, already an established writer of pulp fiction as well as a Hollywood scriptwriter, married Hamilton in 1946. She is thought of today as the queen of space opera because of the vividness and colorful quality of her prose, but she moved rather effortlessly across genres, writing hardboiled detective stories, westerns, space fantasy and sword and sorcery tales. In many ways her career in science fiction is a history of space opera in microcosm. Her early science fiction is space fantasy in the vein of Burroughs and it is really this type of story with which she is most often associated. Some would see her not as the queen of space opera but the empress of planetary romance, which may say less about her work than about how these terms have kept changing and the imprecise and sometimes completely contradictory way in which the terms are applied.


    For several years she wrote side-by-side with her protégé, Ray Bradbury and the two actually collaborated on the story Loralei of the Red Mists, with Bradbury completing the second half so that Brackett could work on the screenplay for The Big Sleep. While Bradbury starts out imitating Brackett, Brackett was to end up writing more like Bradbury. For example, in her story “All the Colors of the Rainbow” (1957), an “invasion” of civilized aliens is repelled by the racist violence that the aliens encounter in the rural South. Her stories in this period begin exhibiting less interest in the creation of high adventure and more interest in creating social allegory. During the 1950s and 1960s much of her writing was for the movies and television. It was during this time that the term “space opera” was becoming increasingly pejorative.


    Through the fifties and into the sixties when stories and novels were called “space operas” it was not a nice thing. The term started to be applied to all works that were primarily adventure oriented science fiction. This was in contrast to the science fiction produced by writers who were interested in exploring the psychological, sociological and anthropological aspects of space travel, interaction with alien species, and the effects on society of future technology. Writers and critics of science fiction were engaged in the project of legitimizing the genre as an area of fiction that was producing thought-provoking and emotionally complex narratives.


    Proponents of the genre were trying to acquire more respect for science fiction from the general reading public and critical cases were advanced for the literary quality of certain writers. Some writers, like Kurt Vonnegut, started publishing within the genre but crossed over into the mainstream of literary writing. Other writers, like Ray Bradbury or Ursula K. Le Guin, who gained the respect of literary critics and academics, remained largely associated with the genre even though they published novels of more mainstream interest. Some literary writers like Stanislaw Lem, Italo Calvino, Margaret Atwood, Marge Piercy and Doris Lessing were to use motifs and genre markers from science fiction while their audience remained primarily readers of mainstream literature. Their work was less about using the genre codes of science fiction than about the inherent story possibilities of speculation.


    The movement to more literary quality in science fiction resulted in a new standard of expectations among readers that insisted on a refinement of fictional technique, greater depth of characterization and more sophisticated dialogue. Although fiction that retained action and high adventure remained appreciated, for example the work of Robert Heinlein, the audience for science fiction (and its reviewers and critics) wanted their fiction to also have a certain complexity or social relevance, which Heinlein, among others, also provided. Work that didn’t provide larger social or literary context was often dubbed “merely space opera.”


    This seeking after legitimacy was echoed across media as space westerns like Flash Gordon and Buck Rodgers gave way to evocations of Shakespeare (Forbidden Planet) or classic novels ( Robinson Crusoe on Mars, or Space Family Robinson). By the time Star Trek reestablished science fiction on television, expectations were that science fiction would not only offer starships, aliens and transporters, but stories that used future speculation as a narrative device to explore contemporary social issues such as racism or the social fears surrounding automation.


    Throughout this period, what we might now call space opera continued to be written by writers like Jack Vance, Cordwainer Smith, and Samuel R. Delany among others. Increasingly, authors like these began composing their space opera using stylistic and narrative technique from experimental fiction. Works of epic structure like Asimov’s Foundation Trilogy were directly influenced by the scale and construction of E.E. Smith’s novels.


    Multi-volume projects in world-building and distinct universes like those of Andre Norton’s or Marion Zimmer Bradley were very popular and frequently emulated. These works were built around plots of high adventure, but few were the authors that sought to be so obvious in their use of genre markers or clichés as to be called writers of space opera, which had by this time become a literary insult. Certain assumptions of the genre such as its colonialism and hyper-masculinity began to be subverted and later attacked openly by writers and critics alike.


    By the 1970s there were hints of a reversal underway as distance on the original period of science fiction started to foster a nostalgic reappraisal of high adventure science fiction, and space opera started to become affectionately labeled as “the good old stuff.”


    Some efforts like Germany’s Perry Rhodan, a running series of magazine novellas that began in 1961 and that are still being published, attempted to revive space opera in its original form told with a fairly straight-face and non-ironic manner. Still, many works of space opera in this period were manifestations of “pop” or “camp.” Readers were invited to enjoy the adventure of space opera, but to read it with a certain condescension or attitude of “knowing better.” In the strong reform program for science fiction put forward by the writers and editors of the British New Wave, space opera became the object and the form of satire, as in Harry Harrison’s Star Smashers of the Galaxy Rangers (1974).


    A work like The Stars My Destination by Alfred Bester (1956) a reinvention of Alexandre Dumas’s nineteenth-century great novel of adventure, The Count of Monte Cristo, and a favorite recovered work by the British New Wave, began its ascendance to a position as “the greatest space opera of all time” mostly on the basis of the depth and quality of the characterization of its dark protagonist, Gully Foyle, who was represented as hyper-masculine, but in all the wrong ways. This definition of space opera—which included the traits of deep characterization and subverted hyper-masculinity—was in direct contradiction to the way space opera had been defined before. In the anthology called Space Opera (1974) edited by Brian Aldiss, space opera became a conflated category for pretty much all of adventure science fiction.


    When Leigh Brackett returned to science fiction in the mid-1970s her final works were space operas starring her archetypal hero Eric John Stark, an avatar of Tarzan raised by beasts but operating as an interplanetary special agent. The style of her Skaith narratives is often polished, involving and efficient even as it marshals many of the genre clichés. It is significant that Brackett’s last work, the draft of a screenplay for The Empire Strikes Back, completed just months before Brackett’s death, links her to the most significant work of space opera in the history of science fiction, the Star Wars epic.


    Lucas and Spielberg, and the group of San Francisco-based filmmakers who were then invading Hollywood, were nostalgic for “the good old stuff” which had delighted them as boys. They were to express this appreciation, not in cynical parodies, but in updated tributes to the genres of pulp fiction and pulp fiction movies. Instead of running away from obvious genre markers, they ran towards them.


    George Lucas was able to take the iconic qualities of genre and put them against photorealistic special effects of space travel, aliens, and distant planets, allowing the audience to navigate unexpected territories of new worlds through the familiar map of the expectations associated with space opera. The audience could become readily present in the story by wrapping around the familiar framework of genre and the points of view of stereotypical characters and, while inhabiting those characters, look out within the frame of the movie onto the exotic landscape of space and other planets which was photo-realistically presented. The cinematic effect was pretty much the same strategy as the wide-screen western.


    A similar effect is on display in the planetary romance, Avatar, in which the immersion into the rich and deep 3D landscape is made navigable by the familiar way the story is shaped around stereotypical characters and the foreseeable events of its western-derived high concept (Dances with Wolves in outer space).


    Star Wars completed the translation of space opera from opprobrium to accolade. It could be argued that space opera never stopped being the popular idea of what constituted science fiction, despite the efforts of those who wanted the genre to be associated with a better class of literary legacies. Star Wars cemented the conventions of space opera as the most recognizable form of science fiction storytelling. More than that, in part through its self-conscious effort to embody the elements of mythic narrative, Star Wars became the central epic in the popular culture of the last quarter of the twentieth century. Other epics were to follow—The Matrix, Lord of the Rings, Harry Potter—multi-parted, re-imagining the structures of mythology and concerned with the broad promotion and dissemination of positive values, especially to young people. In these stories good is distinguished from evil and it is amply demonstrated why you should prefer one over the other. It is the sort of well-defined, if simplistic distinction that has always been a part of space opera.


    After Star Wars and through the 1980s and the 1990s there were any number of multi-volume trans-galactic and trans-dimensional space stories. Many of them are parts of world-building universes, authorial or even corporate projects that transcend epic and enter the realm of creation myth as writers focus on the development and extrapolation of alternate worlds. Projects like the extensive and ongoing articulation of the Star Wars universe are examples of this. Using a development strategy pioneered by Edgar Rice Burroughs, the various articulations of the story from X-Wings to Ewoks are spread across and through media, working through professional fiction, comics, films, animation, fan fiction, electronic games, 3D and eventually, perhaps, into MyMax and other virtual reality technologies. Eventually some of these worlds become so vast it is impossible for any single individual to experience every aspect of the world, much less to completely comprehend it.


    Some of the authorial projects, such as the Miles Vorkosigan universe of Lois McMaster Bujold, have been occasions to reconnect with the tradition of the romance. Her work brings to fruition the promise of large scale storytelling that emphasizes action and characters larger than life. These are the hallmarks of the romance and central constituents of classic space opera. In volume after volume, Bujold weaves her tales of a family, constructed across cultures but united by shared values and attitudes. She focuses on the formation of the hero and his education, emphasizing the importance of remaining flexible and nimble in response to change and the rapid flow of events. In works like Falling Free, a prequel to the Vorkosigan Saga, we can see at the base of her universe the same scientific/engineering “can do” approach to problems that is on display in The Skylark of Space. In the stories surrounding the Vorkosigan family we are submerged in the high stakes gamesmanship and complex negotiations that comprise a life near the center of power. Miles, a future Theseus, must learn how to emerge through the labyrinth of imperial politics.


    What changed in the formation of new space opera from classic space opera is the prose style and the assumptions. Bujold replaces archness and overstatement with control and understatement. She and other writers creating space opera since the 1980s have learned from the leaner and more efficient styles of realistic literary fiction. At the same time, what has been removed from the more literary style is the self-consciousness of modernism. The prose is not about itself becoming prose; it is about delivering the story and creating an atmosphere of high adventure without a tone that calls attention to itself.


    The colonialist, sexist, and racist assumptions that underlay much of classic space opera are not as much subverted or attacked as simply missing. The dynamic struggle around values is not such a battle between good and evil as a struggle between those who try to use power responsibly and with sensitivity and those who use it narcissistically, sadistically, or bureaucratically, without respect for ecology and the value of life.


    There are still spaceships.


    In the big picture of science fiction, space opera and realistic modernism have been posted at opposite poles. Since the mid-1990s there has been a concerted effort to organize a tradition of “new space opera” as a sort of counter modernism that would redirect the energy of science fiction writers away from experiment and the seeking after literary legitimacy, toward a purity of genre storytelling. Anthologies have been made and an extensive effort put forward to show a long lineage for new space opera. But many of the same writers are listed in the family trees of both modes, space opera and literary science fiction.


    Writers whose voices emerged in the 90s and more recently seem to thrive at being in both places at once. They proceed from an assumption of literary legitimacy for space opera itself. Some writers of high adventure science fiction like Alastair Reynolds or Catherine Asaro who are scientists, like to interpenetrate genre codes with literary technique and hard science. Asaro likes to merge the scientific romance with the conventions of romance novels generally. Reynolds blends the nineteenth-century sea story with literary devices in the way that Joseph Conrad does, texturing tales of psychological depth and realized adventure. A writer like Iain Banks plays on both sides of the street, writing both genre-driven science fiction and mainstream literary novels. It is hard to determine if the effort to define a “New Space Opera” is just an attempt at creating viable market segmentation or a reorganization of science fiction in a way that would re-privilege genre, or both.


    The history of space opera as a term demonstrates the mutability of genre definitions. They are imprecise, overlay one another, and sometimes completely reverse in value and meaning. They can be amorphous and ambiguous like the genres they try to contain. As we sub-divide science fiction in reasonable ways so that, as Neil Gaiman says, we can better know what not to read, we are creating the system through which we will represent, understand, and track its various traditions. Terms like “space opera” are no longer territories but are being embedded in the large online libraries and bookstores in the form of searchable categories and metatags, a system that allows us to enumerate all the aspects of a group and, through the optics of discourse, assemble a simultaneous composite and discomposite view of a specific genre. To make use of this system we need to abandon binary habits of reference, in which an object is either here or there, now or never, and talk more in the mode of quantum computing, in which we can locate a specific event in a specific place, in many places at once, and, equally and fantastically, not anywhere at all.


    * * * *
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    DONALD A. WANDREI


    (1908–1957)


    Although his brooding, poetic style was a perfect fit for the pulp magazines and his stories were popular, Donald Wandrei considered himself primarily a literary novelist, poet, and playwright. Eventually he stopped writing short fiction entirely to focus on his more highbrow literary output, little of which was ever published. Despite his discomfort with writing for the pulps, he was a huge admirer of Lovecraft and member of the Lovecraft circle: As a teenager he hitchhiked from Minnesota to Rhode Island to meet with Lovecraft, and Wandrei was instrumental in founding Arkham House, the publisher devoted to preserving Lovecraft’s works.


    Born in Saint Paul, Minnesota to the children of early Minnesota settlers, Wandrei was an avid reader who took library jobs to gain access to more books. After graduating from the University of Minnesota in 1928, Wandrei moved to New York (although he still spent much of his time in Minnesota) and worked as an advertising assistant at publisher E.P. Dutton and Co. while writing in his free time. He sold many stories to magazines (especially F. Orlin Tremaine’s Astounding, which was within walking distance of where he worked in the early 1930s), but never any of the novels or plays that were his real passion. He did publish two volumes of poetry, Ecstasy and Other Poems (1928) and Dark Odyssey (1931), while concocting a scheme to buy up and destroy unsold copies so the remaining copies would become valuable rarities; not surprisingly, nothing came of it.


    In 1939, Wandrei co-founded Arkham House with August Derleth, and went to work editing a collection of Lovecraft’s letters. Arkham House did eventually publish one of Wandrei’s novels. He quit writing for the pulps entirely after returning from his military service in World War II, focusing on his never-published novels and plays. He didn’t abandon the popular market entirely, though, writing story plots for the Gangbusters crime comic.


    A move to Hollywood to write screenplays and song lyrics seemed to change Wandrei’s life for the better, but illnesses in his family drew him back to Minnesota in 1952; he spent much of the next twenty years focused on caring for his ill mother and siblings. After their deaths, he was consumed by a lawsuit against the new owners of Arkham House, which began in 1971 and lasted until Wandrei’s death in 1987.


    “The Red Brain,” the story which originally established Wandrei’s reputation as a poetic pulp writer, was written when he was only sixteen. Although not as well-known as “Colossus” (1933), it remains one of his most readable stories.

  


  
    THE RED BRAIN, by Donald A. Wandrei


    First published in Weird Tales, October 1927


    One by one the pale stars in the sky overhead had twinkled fainter and gone out. One by one those lights flaming whitely with their clear, cold flame had dimmed and darkened. One by one they had vanished forever, and in their places had come patches of ink that blotted out immense areas of a sky once luminous with hordes of brightly shining stars


    Years had passed; centuries had fled backward; the accumulating thousands had turned into millions, and they, too, had faded into the oblivion of eternity. The Earth had disappeared. The sun had cooled and hardened, and had dissolved into the dust of its grave. The solar system and innumerable other systems had broken up and vanished, and their fragments had swelled the clouds of dust which were engulfing the entire universe. In the billions of years which had passed, sweeping everything on toward the gathering doom, the huge bodies, once countless, that had dotted the sky and hurtled through unmeasurable immensities of space had lessened in number and disintegrated until the black pall of the sky was broken only at rare intervals by dim spots of light—light ever growing paler and darker.


    No one knew when the dust had begun to gather, but far back in the forgotten dawn of time the dead worlds, in their ceaseless wanderings, had become smaller and had slowly broken up. What happened to them, no one knew or cared, for there was then none to know or care. The worlds had vanished, unremembered and unmourned.


    Those were the nuclei of the dust Those were the progenitors of the universal dissolution which now approached its completion Those were the stars which had first burned out, died, and wasted away in myriads of atoms. Those were the mushroom growths which had first passed into nothingness in a puff of dust.


    Slowly the faint wisps had gathered into clouds, the clouds into seas, and the seas into monstrous oceans of gently heaving dust, dust that drifted from dead and dying worlds, from interstellar collisions of plunging stars, from rushing meteors and streaming comets which madly flamed from the void and hurtled into the abyss.


    The dust had spread and spread. The dim luminosity of the heavens had become fainter as great blots of black appeared far in the outer depths of space. In all the millions and billions and trillions of years that had fled into the past, the cosmic dust had been gathering, and the starry horde had been dwindling. There was a time when the universe consisted of hundreds of millions of stars, planets, and suns; but they were ephemeral as life or dreams, and like life or dreams they faded and vanished, one by one.


    The smaller worlds were obliterated first, then the larger, and so in ever-ascending steps to the unchecked giants which roared their fury and blazed their whiteness through the conquering dust and the realms of night. Never did the Cosmic Dust cease its hellish and relentless war on the universe; it choked the little aerolites; it swallowed the helpless satellites; it swirled around the leaping comets that rocketed from one black end of the universe to the other, flaming their trailing splendor, tearing paths of wild adventure through horizonless infinitudes the dust already ruled; it clawed at the planets and sucked their very being; it washed, hateful and brooding, about the monarchs and plucked at their lands and deserts.


    Thicker, thicker, always thicker grew the Cosmic Dust, until the giants no longer could watch each other’s gyres far across the void. Instead, they thundered through the waste, lonely, despairing, and lost. In solitary grandeur they burned their brilliant beauty. In solitary majesty they waited for their doom. In solitary defeat, kings to the last, they succumbed to the dust. And in solitary death they disappeared.


    Of all the stars in all the countless host that once had spotted the heavens, there remained only Antares. Antares, immensest of the stars, alone was left, the last body in the universe, inhabited by the last race ever to have consciousness, ever to live. That race, in hopeless compassion, had watched the darkening skies and had counted with miserly care the stars which resisted. Every one that twinkled out wrenched their hearts; every one that ceased to struggle and was swallowed by the tides of dust added a new strain to the national anthem, that indescribable melody, that infinitely somber paean of doom which tolled a solemn harmony in every heart of the dying race. The dwellers had built a great crystal dome around their world in order to keep out the dust and to keep in the atmosphere, and under this dome the watchers kept their silent sentinel. The shadows had swept in faster and faster from the farther realms of darkness, engulfing more rapidly the last of the stars. The astronomers’ task had become easier, but the saddest on Antares: that of watching the universe die, of watching Death and Oblivion spread a pall of blackness over all that was, all that would be.


    The last star, Mira, second only to Antares, had shone frostily pale, twinkled more darkly—and vanished. There was nothing in all Space except an illimitable expanse of dust that stretched on and on in every direction; only this, and Antares. No longer did the astronomers watch the heavens to glimpse again that dying star before it succumbed. No longer did they scan the upper reaches—everywhere swirled the dust, enshrouding Space with a choking blackness. Once there had been sown through the abyss a multitude of morbidly beautiful stars, whitely shining, wan— now there was none. Once there had been light in the sky—now there was none. Once there had been a dim phosphorescence in the vault—now it was a heavy-hanging pall of ebony, a rayless realm of gloom, a smothering thing of blackness eternal and infinite.


    “We meet again in this Hall of the Mist, not in the hope that a remedy has been found, but that we find how best it is fitting that we die. We meet, not in the vain hope that we may control the dust, but in the hope that we may triumph even as we are obliterated. We can not win the struggle, save in meeting our death heroically.”


    The speaker paused. All around him towered a hall of Space rampant. Far above spread a vague roof whose flowing sides melted into the lost and dreamy distances, a roof supported by unseen walls and by the mighty pillars which rolled upward at long intervals from the smoothly marbled floor. A faint haze seemed always to be hanging in the air because of the measureless lengths of that architectural colossus. Like a boundless plain, the expanse of the floor swept forever onward with a dull-gleaming whiteness. Dim in the distance, the speaker reclined on a metal dais raised above the sea of beings in front of him. But he was not, in reality, a speaker, nor was he a being such as those which had inhabited the world called Earth.


    Evolution, because of the unusual conditions on Antares, had proceeded along lines utterly different from those followed on the various bodies which had dotted the heavens when the deep was sprinkled with stars in the years now gone. Antares was the hugest sun that had leaped from the primeval chaos. When it cooled, it cooled far more slowly than the others, and when life once began it was assured of an existence not of thousands, not of millions, but of billions of years.


    That life, when it began, had passed from the simple forms to the age of land juggernauts, and so by steps on and on up the scale. The civilizations of other worlds had reached their apex and the worlds themselves become cold and lifeless at the time when the mighty civilization of Antares was beginning.


    The star, because of discords arising from its enormous population, had then passed through a period of warfare until such terrific and fearful scourges of destruction were produced that in the Two Days War seven billion of the eight and one-half billion inhabitants were slaughtered. Those two days of carnage, followed by pestilential diseases which carried off three-fourths of the remaining inhabitants, ended war for eons.


    From then on, the golden age began. The minds of the people of Antares became bigger and bigger, their bodies proportionately smaller, until the cycle eventually was completed. Every being in front of the speaker was a monstrous heap of black viscidity, each mass an enormous brain, a sexless thing that lived for Thought. Long ago it had been discovered that life could be created artificially in tissue formed in the laboratories of the chemists. Sex was thus destroyed, and the inhabitants no longer spent their time in taking care of families. Nearly all the countless hours that were saved were put into scientific advance, with the result that the star leaped forward in an age of progress never paralleled.


    The beings, rapidly becoming Brains, found that by the extermination of the parasites and bacteria on Antares, by changing their own organic structure, and by willing to live, they approached immortality. They discovered the secrets of Time and Space; they knew the extent of the universe, and how Space in its farther reaches became self-annihilating. They knew that life was self-created and controlled its own period of duration. They knew that when a life, tired of existence, killed itself, it was dead forever; it could not live again, for death was the final chemical change of life.


    These were the shapes that spread in the vast sea before the speaker. They were shapes because they could assume any form they wished. Their all-powerful minds had complete control of that which was themselves. When the Brains were desirous of traveling, they relaxed from their usual semi-rigidity and flowed from place to place like a stream of ink rushing down a hill; when they were tired, they flattened into disks; when expounding their thoughts, they became towering pillars of rigid ooze; and when lost in abstraction, or in a pleasurable contemplation of the unbounded worlds created in their minds, within which they often wandered, they resembled huge, dormant balls.


    From the speaker himself had come no sound although he had imparted his thoughts to his sentient assembly. The thoughts of the Brains, when their minds permitted, emanated to those about them instantly, like electric waves. Antares was a world of eternal, unbroken silence.


    The Great Brain’s thoughts continued to flow out. “Long ago, the approaching doom became known to us all. We could do nothing then; probably we can do nothing now. It does not matter greatly, of course, for existence is a useless thing which benefits no one. But nevertheless, at that meeting in an unremembered year, we asked those who were willing to try to think of some possible way of saving our own star, at least, if not the others. There was no reward offered, for there was no reward adequate. All that the Brain would receive would be glory as one of the greatest which has ever been produced. The rest of us, too, would receive only the effects of that glory in the knowledge that we had conquered fate, hitherto, and still, considered inexorable; we would derive pleasure only from the fact that we, self-creating and all but supreme, had made ourselves supreme by conquering the worst and most powerful menace which has ever attacked life, time, and the universe: the Cosmic Dust.


    “Our most intelligent Brains have been thinking on this one subject for untold millions of years. They have excluded from their thoughts everything except the question: How can the dust be checked? They have produced innumerable plans which have been tested thoroughly. All have failed. We have hurled into the void uncontrollable bolts of lightning, interplanetary sheets of flame, in the hope that we might fuse masses of the dust into new, incandescent worlds. We have anchored huge magnets throughout Space, hoping to attract the dust, which is faintly magnetic, and thus to solidify it or clear much of it from the waste. We have caused fearful disturbances by exploding our most powerful compounds in the realms about us, hoping to set the dust so violently in motion that the chaos would become tempestuous with the storms of creation. With our rays of annihilation, we have blasted billion-mile paths through the ceaselessly surging dust. We have destroyed the life of Betelgeuse and rooted there titanic developers of vacua, sprawling, whirring machines to suck the dust from Space and heap it up on that star. We have liberated enormous quantities of gas, lit them, and sent the hot and furious fires madly flashing through the affrighted dust. In our desperation, we have even asked for the aid of the Ether-Eaters. Yes, we have in finality exercised our Will-Power to sweep back the rolling billows! In vain! What has been accomplished? The dust has retreated for a moment, has paused—and has welled onward. It has returned silently triumphant, and it has again hung its pall of blackness over a fear-haunted and a nightmare-ridden Space.”


    Swelling in soundless sorrow through the Hall of the Mist rose the racing thoughts of the Great Brain. “Our chemists with a bitter doggedness never before displayed have devoted their time to the production of Super-Brains, in the hope of making one which could defeat the Cosmic Dust. They have changed the chemicals used in our genesis; they have experimented with molds and forms; they have tried every resource. With what result? There have come forth raging monstrosities, mad abominations, satanic horrors and ravenous foul things howling wildly the nameless and indescribable phantoms that thronged their minds. We have killed them in order to save ourselves. And the Dust has pushed onward! We have appealed to every living Brain to help us. We appealed, in the forgotten, dream-veiled centuries, for aid in any form. From time to time we have been offered plans, plans which for a while have made terrific and sweeping inroads on the Dust, but plans which have always failed.


    “The triumph of the Cosmic Dust has almost come. There is so little time left us that our efforts now must inevitably be futile. But today, in the hope that some Brain, either of the old ones or of the gigantic new ones, has discovered a possibility not yet tried, we have called this conference, the first in more than twelve thousand years.”


    The tense, alert silence of the hall relaxed and became soft when the thoughts of the Great Brain had stopped flowing. The electric waves which had filled the vast Hall of the Mist sank, and for a long time a strange tranquillity brooded there. But the mass was never still; the sea in front of the dais rippled and billowed from time to time as waves of thought passed through it. Yet no Brain offered to speak, and the seething expanse, as the minutes crept by, again became quiet.


    In a thin column on the dais, rising high into the air, swayed the Great Brain; again and again it swept its glance around the hall, peering among the rolling heaving shapes in the hope of finding somewhere in those thousands one which could offer a suggestion. But the minutes passed, and time lengthened, with no response; and the sadness of the fixed and changeless end crept across the last race. And the Brains, wrapped in their meditation, saw the Dust pushing at the glass shell of Antares with triumphant mockery.


    The Great Brain had expected no reply, since for centuries it had been considered futile to combat the Dust; and so, when its expectation, though not its wish, was fulfilled, it relaxed and dropped, the signal that the meeting was over.


    But the motion had scarcely been completed, when from deep within the center of the sea there came a violent heave; in a moment, a section collected itself and rushed together; like a waterspout it swished upward and went streaming toward the roof until it swayed thin and tenuous as a column of smoke, the top of the Brain peering down from the dimness of the upper hall.


    “I have found an infallible plan! The Red Brain has conquered the Cosmic Dust!”


    A terrific tenseness leaped upon the Brains, numbed by the cry that wavered in silence down the Hall of the Mist into the empty and dreamless tomb of the farther marble. The Great Brain, hardly relaxed, rose again. And with a curious whirling motion the assembled horde suddenly revolved. Immediately, the Red Brain hung upward from the middle of the sea which had become an amphitheater in arrangement, all Brains looking toward the center. A suppressed expectancy and hope electrified the air.


    The Red Brain was one of the later creations of the chemists, and had come forth during the experiments to produce more perfect Brains. Previously, they had all been black; but, perhaps because of impurities in the chemicals, this one had evolved in an extremely dark, dull-red color. It was regarded with wonder by its companions, and more so when they found that many of its thoughts could not be grasped by them. What it allowed the others to know of what passed within it was to a large extent incomprehensible. No one knew how to judge the Red Brain, but much had been expected from it.


    Thus, when the Red Brain sent forth its announcement, the others formed a huge circle around, their minds passive and open for the explanation. Thus they lay, silent, while awaiting the discovery. And thus they reclined, completely unprepared for what followed.


    For, as the Red Brain hung in the air, it began a slow but restless swaying; and as it swayed, its thoughts poured out in a rhythmic chant. High above them it towered, a smooth, slender column, whose lofty end was moving ever faster and faster while nervous shudders rippled up and down its length. And the alien chant became stronger, stronger, until it changed into a wild and dithyram-bic paean to the beauty of the past, to the glory of the present, to the splendor of the future. And the lay became a moaning praise, an exaltation; a strain of furious joy ran through it, a repetition of, “The Red Brain has conquered the Dust. Others have failed, but he has not. Play the national anthem in honor of the Red Brain, for he has triumphed. Place him at your head, for he has conquered the Dust. Exalt him who has proved himself the greatest of all. Worship him who is greater than Antares, greater than the Cosmic Dust, greater than the Universe.”


    Abruptly it stopped. The puzzled Brains looked up. The Red Brain had ceased its nodding motion for a moment, and had closed its thoughts to them. But along its entire length it began a gyratory spinning, until it whirled at an incredible speed. Something antagonistic suddenly emanated from it. And before the Brains could grasp the situation, before they could protect themselves by closing their minds, the will-impulses of the Red Brain, laden with hatred and death, were throbbing about them and entering their open minds. Like a whirlwind spun the Red Brain, hurling forth its hate. Like half-inflated balloons, the other Brains had lain around it; like cooling glass bubbles, they tautened for a moment; and like pricked balloons as their thoughts and thus their lives were annihilated, since Thought was Life, they flattened, instantaneously dissolving into pools of evanescent slime. By tens and by hundreds they sank, destroyed by the sweeping unchecked thoughts of the Red Brain which filled the hall; by groups, by sections, by paths around the entire circle fell the doomed Brains in that single moment of carelessness, while pools of thick ink collected, flowed together, crept onward, and became rivers of pitch rushing down the marble floor with a soft, silken swish.


    The hope of the universe had lain with the Red Brain.


    And the Red Brain was mad.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1927 by the Popular Fiction Publishing Company; copyright © 1944 by Donald Wandrei.

  


  
    PART 3: The Golden Age


    (1937–1945)


    With the arrival of Astounding Science Fiction and other magazines, the quantity (and quality) of North American science fiction grew tremendously. Familiar names like Isaac Asimov, Ray Bradbury, L. Sprague de Camp, Robert A. Heinlein, Andre Norton, Clifford Simak, Theordore Sturgeon, A. E. Van Vogt, and Jack Williamson began to be published regularly. John W. Campbell, already an established writer, became the field’s most famous magazine editor, with a reputation for discovering new talent. Other writer-editors like Frederik Pohl and Lester del Rey began to make their marks in the field.


    One magazine, Planet Stories, created a sort of shared-world view of the Solar System which was to be used by all their writers (who included Poul Anderson, Leigh Brackett, Ray Bradbury, and other greats). In the Planet Stories system Mars had canals and an ancient, dying (or dead) civilization; Venus was covered with jungles (sometimes dinosaur-inhabited); Saturn’s moon Titan was an ice planet, etc. Loosely based on Romantic imaginings of contemporary science, the Planet Stories Solar System was tremendously popular and adopted widely as a sort of science fictional equivalent of King Arthur’s court: a comfortable resting place for all sorts of stories ranging from wistful tragedies to space patrol adventures.


    A shared conception of the Solar System was helpful as science fiction spread to new media: It was now possible to listen to SF programs on national radio broadcasts, and to watch serials like Buck Rodgers and Flash Gordon as part of a weekly trip to the movies.


    For science fiction readers, books were still very much secondary to magazines, and bookstores were rare. Book distribution was improving, however: World War II paper shortages led to the creation of pocket-sized mass market paperbacks, which would soon lead to dramatic changes in the science fiction market. The war also broadened the readership for science fiction, with huge numbers of bored soldiers and sailors sharing books and swapping stories.

  


  
    ISAAC ASIMOV


    (1920–1992)


    I only knew Isaac very briefly at the end of his life, so I never really knew the boundlessly energetic practical joker who was sometimes perhaps a bit too energetic around his many female fans (somewhat to the despair of his wives). Mostly I knew him through his writing and editing: the incredible wealth of ideas in his stories; the equal wealth in new writers who I encountered through the anthologies he edited, and the introductions that made them all sound so interesting; the nonfiction he wrote on topics ranging from astronomy to the Bible. I knew him as a writer who needed to know about everything, as a man who wrote more than 500 books. People said he had a photographic memory (which wasn’t true), but what he really had was a thirst for knowledge, and an equal thirst to pass that knowledge on.


    Asimov’s parents were Russian Jews who immigrated to the U.S. when he was three. He taught himself to read by the time he was five, and read everything he could lay his hands on—including the science fiction magazines in the family candy store. He was writing stories by age eleven, and submitted his first story to Astounding while still a teenager. John W. Campbell rejected it, but encouraged him to write more. Asimov sold his third story, “Marooned Off Vesta,” to Amazing Stories, and it appeared in the March 1939 issue.


    “Nightfall” came out in 1941, the same year Asimov earned his MA at Columbia. It was his thirty-second published story, and a startling piece of what Asimov termed “social science fiction,” a movement away from space opera and toward speculation about social issues or the human condition. His stories put an emphasis on problem solving and real scientific content (sometimes to the detriment of characterization and prose style). Asimov’s approach fit exactly what John W. Campbell was looking for, and from 1943 to 1949, all of Asimov’s published science fiction appeared in Astounding. This included material that would later make up his first three Foundation novels, as well as the robot stories that would be collected in I, Robot (1950). Both works were profoundly influential, and would later become much longer, interconnected series.


    Asimov spent World War II working as a civilian at the Philadelphia Navy Yard’s Naval Air Experimental Station before being drafted at the end of the war. After his discharge he returned to Columbia to earn a PhD in biochemistry, then joined the faculty of the Boston University School of Medicine in what became a rather loose association as Asimov’s literary fame grew. By the late 1950s he was writing primarily nonfiction books on science and popular history, before returning most of his attention to genre fiction again in the 1970s. That included lending his name to Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine (now Asimov’s Science Fiction) and writing an editorial for each issue.


    Asimov had a heart attack in 1977, and triple bypass surgery in 1984. Though it was not made public, he acquired HIV during a blood transfusion while undergoing that surgery, complicating his health further. He continued to write prolifically despite his health issues, until his death of heart and kidney failure in April, 1992. During his lifetime, Asimov won an astonishing number of awards, although it was something of a running joke that he didn’t win a Hugo until 1963, despite editing the Hugo Award anthologies. He would add five more Hugos and several Nebulas after that, along with awards for his writing on science and fourteen honorary doctorates; he would also have an asteroid and a crater on Mars named for him.

  


  
    NIGHTFALL, by Isaac Asimov


    First published in Astounding Science Fiction, September 1941


    If the stars should appear one night in a thousand years, how would men believe and adore, and preserve for many generations the remembrance of the city of God?


    —Emerson


    Aton 77, director of Saro University, thrust out a belligerent lower lip and glared at the young newspaperman in a hot fury.


    Theremon 762 took that fury in his stride. In his earlier days, when his now widely syndicated column was only a mad idea in a cub reporter’s mind, he had specialized in “impossible” interviews. It had cost him bruises, black eyes, and broken bones; but it had given him an ample supply of coolness and self-confidence. So he lowered the outthrust hand that had been so pointedly ignored and calmly waited for the aged director to get over the worst. Astronomers were queer ducks, anyway, and if Aton’s actions of the last two months meant anything; this same Aton was the queer-duckiest of the lot.


    Aton 77 found his voice, and though it trembled with restrained emotion, the careful, somewhat pedantic phraseology, for which the famous astronomer was noted, did not abandon him.


    “Sir,” he said, “you display an infernal gall in coming to me with that impudent proposition of yours.” The husky telephotographer of the Observatory, Beenay 25, thrust a tongue’s tip across dry lips and interposed nervously, “Now, sir, after all—”


    The director turned to him and lifted a white eyebrow.


    “Do not interfere, Beenay. I will credit you with good intentions in bringing this man here; but I will tolerate no insubordination now.”


    Theremon decided it was time to take a part. “Director Aton, if you’ll let me finish what I started saying, I think—”


    “I don’t believe, young man,” retorted Aton, “that anything you could say now would count much as compared with your daily columns of these last two months. You have led a vast newspaper campaign against the efforts of myself and my colleagues to organize the world against the menace which it is now too late to avert. You have done your best with your highly personal attacks to make the staff of this Observatory objects of ridicule.”


    The director lifted a copy of the Saro City Chronicle from the table and shook it at Theremon furiously. “Even a person of your well-known impudence should have hesitated before coming to me with a request that he be allowed to cover today’s events for his paper. Of all newsmen, you!”


    Aton dashed the newspaper to the floor, strode to the window, and clasped his arms behind his back.


    “You may leave,” he snapped over his shoulder. He stared moodily out at the skyline where Gamma, the brightest of the planet’s six suns, was setting. It had already faded and yellowed into the horizon mists, and Aton knew he would never see it again as a sane man. He whirled. “No, wait, come here!” He gestured peremptorily. “I’ll give you your story.”


    The newsman had made no motion to leave, and now he approached the old man slowly. Aton gestured outward.


    “Of the six suns, only Beta is left in the sky. Do you see it?”


    The question was rather unnecessary. Beta was almost at zenith, its ruddy light flooding the landscape to an unusual orange as the brilliant rays of setting Gamma died. Beta was at aphelion. It was small; smaller than Theremon had ever seen it before, and for the moment it was undisputed ruler of Lagash’s sky.


    Lagash’s own sun. Alpha, the one about which it revolved, was at the antipodes, as were the two distant companion pairs. The red dwarf Beta—Alpha’s immediate companion—was alone, grimly alone.


    Aton’s upturned face flushed redly in the sunlight. “In just under four hours,” he said, “civilization, as we know it, comes to an end. It will do so because, as you see. Beta is the only sun in the sky.” He smiled grimly. “Print that! There’ll be no one to read it.”


    “But if it turns out that four hours pass—and another four—and nothing happens?” asked Theremon softly.


    “Don’t let that worry you. Enough will happen.”


    “Granted! And still—if nothing happens?”


    For a second time, Beenay 25 spoke. “Sir, I think you ought to listen to him.”


    Theremon said, “Put it to a vote, Director Aton.”


    There was a stir among the remaining five members of the Observatory staff, who till now had maintained an attitude of wary neutrality.


    “That,” stated Aton flatly, “is not necessary.” He drew out his pocket watch. “Since your good friend, Beenay, insists so urgently, I will give you five minutes. Talk away.”


    * * * *


    “Good! Now, just what difference would it make if you allowed me to take down an eyewitness account of what’s to come? If your prediction comes true, my presence won’t hurt; for in that case my column would never be written. On the other hand, if nothing comes of it, you will just have to expect ridicule or worse. It would be wise to leave that ridicule to friendly hands.”


    Aton snorted. “Do you mean yours when you speak of friendly hands?”


    “Certainly!” Theremon sat down and crossed his legs.


    “My columns may have been a little rough, but I gave you people the benefit of the doubt every time. After all. this is not the century to preach ‘The end of the world is at hand’ to Lagash. You have to understand that people don’t believe the Book of Revelations anymore, and it annoys them to have scientists turn aboutface and tell us the Cultists are right after all—”


    “No such thing, young man,” interrupted Aton. “While a great deal of our data has been supplied us by the Cult, our results contain none of the Cult’s mysticism. Facts are facts, and the Cult’s so-called mythology has certain facts behind it. We’ve exposed them and ripped away their mystery. I assure you that the Cult hates us now worse than you do.”


    “I don’t hate you. I’m just trying to tell you that the public is in an ugly humor. They’re angry.”


    Aton twisted his mouth in derision. “Let them be angry.”


    “Yes, but what about tomorrow?”


    “There’ll be no tomorrow!”


    “But if there is. Say that there is—just to see what happens. That anger might take shape into something serious. After all, you know, business has taken a nosedive these last two months. Investors don’t really believe the world is coming to an end, but just the same they’re being cagy with their money until it’s all over. Johnny Public doesn’t believe you, either, but the new spring furniture might just as well wait a few months—just to make sure.


    “You see the point. Just as soon as this is all over, the business interests will be after your hide. They’ll say that if crackpots—begging your pardon—can upset the country’s prosperity any time they want, simply by making some cockeyed prediction—it’s up to the planet to prevent them. The sparks will fly, sir.”


    The director regarded the columnist sternly. “And just what were you proposing to do to help the situation?”


    “Well”—Theremon grinned—“I was proposing to take charge of the publicity. I can handle things so that only the ridiculous side will show. It would be hard to stand, I admit, because I’d have to make you all out to be a bunch of gibbering idiots, but if I can get people laughing at you, they might forget to be angry. In return for that, all my publisher asks is an exclusive story.”


    Beenay nodded and burst out, “Sir, the rest of us think he’s right. These last two months we’ve considered everything but the million-to-one chance that there is an error somewhere in our theory or in our calculations. We ought to take care of that, too.”


    There was a murmur of agreement from the men grouped about the table, and Aton’s expression became that of one who found his mouth full of something bitter and couldn’t get rid of it.


    “You may stay if you wish, then. You will kindly refrain, however, from hampering us in our duties in any way. You will also remember that I am in charge of all activities here, and in spite of your opinions as expressed in your columns, I will expect full cooperation and full respect—”


    His hands were behind his back, and his wrinkled face thrust forward determinedly as he spoke. He might have continued indefinitely but for the intrusion of a new voice.


    * * * *


    “Hello, hello, hello!” It came in a high tenor, and the plump cheeks of the newcomer expanded in a pleased smile. “What’s this morgue-like atmosphere about here? No one’s losing his nerve, I hope.”


    Aton started in consternation and said peevishly, “Now what the devil are you doing here, Sheerin? I thought you were going to stay behind in the Hideout.”


    Sheerin laughed and dropped his stubby figure into a chair. “Hideout be blowed! The place bored me. I wanted to be here, where things are getting hot. Don’t you suppose I have my share of curiosity? I want to see these Stars the Cultists are forever speaking about.” He rubbed his hands and added in a soberer tone. “It’s freezing outside. The wind’s enough to hang icicles on your nose. Beta doesn’t seem to give any heat at all, at the distance it is.”


    The white-haired director ground his teeth in sudden exasperation. “Why do you go out of your way to do crazy things, Sheerin? What kind of good are you around here?”


    “What kind of good am I around there?” Sheerin spread his palms in comical resignation. “A psychologist isn’t worth his salt in the Hideout. They need men of action and strong, healthy women that can breed children. Me? I’m a hundred pounds too heavy for a man of action, and I wouldn’t be a success at breeding children. So why bother them with an extra mouth to feed? I feel better over here.”


    Theremon spoke briskly. “Just what is the Hideout, sir?”


    Sheerin seemed to see the columnist for the first time. He frowned and blew his ample cheeks out. “And just who in Lagash are you, redhead?”


    Aton compressed his lips and then muttered sullenly, “That’s Theremon 762, the newspaper fellow. I suppose you’ve heard of him.”


    The columnist offered his hand. “And, of course, you’re Sheerin 501 of Saro University. I’ve heard of you.” Then he repeated, “What is this Hideout, sir?”


    “Well,” said Sheerin, “we have managed to convince a few people of the validity of our prophecy of—er—doom, to be spectacular about it, and those few have taken proper measures. They consist mainly of the immediate members of the families of the Observatory staff, certain of the faculty of Saro University, and a few outsiders. Altogether, they number about three hundred, but three quarters are women and children.”


    “I see! They’re supposed to hide where the Darkness and the—er—Stars can’t get at them, and then hold out when the rest of the world goes poof.”


    “If they can. It won’t be easy. With all of mankind insane, with the great cities going up in flames—environment will not be conducive to survival. But they have food, water, shelter, and weapons—”


    “They’ve got more,” said Aton. “They’ve got all our records, except for What we will collect today. Those records will mean everything to the next cycle, and that’s what must survive. The rest can go hang.”


    Theremon uttered a long, low whistle and sat brooding for several minutes. The men about the table had brought out a multi-chess board and started a six-member game. Moves were made rapidly and in silence. All eyes bent in furious concentration on the board. Theremon watched them intently and then rose and approached Aton, who sat apart in whispered conversation with Sheerin.


    “Listen,” he said, “let’s go somewhere where we won’t bother the rest of the fellows. I want to ask some questions.”


    The aged astronomer frowned sourly at him, but Sheerin chirped up, “Certainly. It will do me good to talk. It always does. Aton was telling me about your ideas concerning world reaction to a failure of the prediction—and I agree with you. I read your column pretty regularly, by the way, and as a general thing I like your views.”


    “Please, Sheerin,” growled Aton.


    “Eh? Oh, all right. We’ll go into the next room. It has softer chairs, anyway.”


    There were softer chairs in the next room. There were also thick red curtains on the windows and a maroon carpet on the floor. With the bricky light of Beta pouring in, the general effect was one of dried blood.


    Theremon shuddered. “Say, I’d give ten credits for a decent dose of white light for just a second. I wish Gamma or Delta were in the sky.”


    “What are your questions?” asked Aton. “Please remember that our time is limited. In a little over an hour and a quarter we’re going upstairs, and after that there will be no time for talk.”


    “Well, here it is.” Theremon leaned back and folded his hands on his chest. “You people seem so all-fired serious about this that I’m beginning to believe you. Would you mind explaining what it’s all about?”


    Aton exploded, “Do you mean to sit there and tell me that you’ve been bombarding us with ridicule without even finding out what we’ve been trying to say?”


    The columnist grinned sheepishly. “It’s not that bad, sir. I’ve got the general idea. You say there is going to be a world-wide Darkness in a few hours and that all mankind will go violently insane. What I want now is the science behind it.”


    “No, you don’t. No, you don’t,” broke in Sheerin. “If you ask Aton for that—supposing him to be in the mood to answer at all—he’ll trot out pages of figures and volumes of graphs. You won’t make head or tail of it. Now if you were to ask me, I could give you the layman’s standpoint.”


    “All right; I ask you.”


    “Then first I’d like a drink.” He rubbed his hands and looked at Aton.


    “Water?” grunted Aton.


    “Don’t be silly!”


    “Don’t you be silly. No alcohol today. It would be too easy to get my men drunk. I can’t afford to tempt them.”


    The psychologist grumbled wordlessly. He turned to Theremon, impaled him with his sharp eyes, and began.


    “You realize, of course, that the history of civilization on Lagash displays a cyclic character—but I mean cyclic!”


    “I know,” replied Theremon cautiously, “that that is the current archaeological theory. Has it been accepted as a fact?”


    “Just about. In this last century it’s been generally agreed upon. This cyclic character is—or rather, was—one of the great mysteries. We’ve located series of civilizations, nine of them definitely, and indications of others as well, all of which have reached heights comparable to our own, and all of which, without exception, were destroyed by fire at the very height of their culture.


    “And no one could tell why. All centers of culture were thoroughly gutted by fire, with nothing left behind to give a hint as to the cause.”


    Theremon was following closely. “Wasn’t there a Stone Age, too?”


    “Probably, but as yet practically nothing is known of it, except that men of that age were little more than rather intelligent apes. We can forget about that.”


    “I see. Go on!”


    “There have been explanations of these recurrent catastrophes, all of a more or less fantastic nature. Some say that there are periodic rains of fire; some that Lagash passes through a sun every so often; some even wilder things. But there is one theory, quite different from all of these, that has been handed down over a period of centuries.”


    “I know. You mean this myth of the “Stars” that the Cultists have in their Book of Revelations.”


    “Exactly,” rejoined Sheerin with satisfaction. “The Cultists said that every two thousand and fifty years Lagash entered a huge cave, so that all the suns disappeared, and there came total darkness all over the world! And then, they say, things called Stars appeared, which robbed men of their souls and left them unreasoning brutes, so that they destroyed the civilization they themselves had built up. Of course they mix all this up with a lot of religio-mystic notions, but that’s the central idea.”


    There was a short pause in which Sheerin drew a long breath. “And now we come to the Theory of Universal Gravitation.” He pronounced the phrase so that the capital letters sounded—and at that point Aton turned from the window, snorted loudly, and stalked out of the room.


    * * * *


    The two stared after him, and Theremon said, “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing in particular,” replied Sheerin. “Two of the men were due several hours ago and haven’t shown up yet. He’s terrifically short-handed, of course, because all but the really essential men have gone to the Hideout.”


    “You don’t think the two deserted, do you?”


    “Who? Faro and Yimot? Of course not. Still, if they’re not back within the hour, things would be a little sticky.” He got to his feet suddenly, and his eyes twinkled. “Anyway, as long as Aton is gone—”


    Tiptoeing to the nearest window, he squatted, and from the low window box beneath withdrew a bottle of red liquid that gurgled suggestively when he shook it.


    “I thought Aton didn’t know about this,” he remarked as he trotted back to the table. “Here! We’ve only got one glass so, as the guest, you can have it. I’ll keep the bottle.”


    And he filled the tiny cup with judicious care. Theremon rose to protest, but Sheerin eyed him sternly.


    “Respect your elders, young man.”


    The newsman seated himself with a look of anguish on his face. “Go ahead, then, you old villain.”


    The psychologist’s Adam’s apple wobbled as the bottle upended, and then, with a satisfied grunt and a smack of the lips, he began again. “But what do you know about gravitation?”


    “Nothing, except that it is a very recent development, not too well established, and that the math is so hard that only twelve men in Lagash are supposed to understand it.”


    “Tcha! Nonsense! Baloney! I can give you all the essential math in a sentence. The Law of Universal Gravitation states that there exists a cohesive force among all bodies of the universe, such that the amount of this force between any two given bodies is proportional to the product of their masses divided by the square of the distance between them.”


    “Is that all?”


    “That’s enough! It took four hundred years to develop it.”


    “Why that long? It sounded simple enough, the way you said it.”


    “Because great laws are not divined by flashes of inspiration, whatever you may think. It usually takes the combined work of a world full of scientists over a period of centuries. After Genovi 4I discovered that Lagash rotated about the sun Alpha rather than vice versa—and that was four hundred years ago—astronomers have been working. The complex motions of the six suns were recorded and analyzed and unwoven. Theory after theory was advanced and checked and counterchecked and modified and abandoned and revived and converted to something else. It was a devil of a job.”


    Theremon nodded thoughtfully and held out his glass for more liquor. Sheerin grudgingly allowed a few ruby drops to leave the bottle.


    “It was twenty years ago,” he continued after remoistening his own throat, “that it was finally demonstrated that the Law of Universal Gravitation accounted exactly for the orbital motions of the six suns. It was a great triumph.”


    Sheerin stood up and walked to the window, still clutching his bottle. “And now we’re getting to the point. In the last decade, the motions of Lagash about Alpha were computed according to gravity, and if did not account for the orbit observed; not even when all perturbations due to the other suns were included. Either the law was invalid, or there was another, as yet unknown, factor involved.”


    Theremon joined Sheerin at the window and gazed out past the wooded slopes to where the spires of Saro City gleamed bloodily on the horizon. The newsman felt the tension of uncertainty grow within him as he cast a short glance at Beta. It glowered redly at zenith, dwarfed and evil.


    “Go ahead, sir,” he said softly.


    Sheerin replied, “Astronomers stumbled about for years, each proposed theory more untenable than the one before—until Aton had the inspiration of calling in the Cult. The head of the Cult, Sor 5, had access to certain data that simplified the problem considerably. Aton set to work on a new track.


    “What if there were another nonluminous planetary body such as Lagash? If there were, you know, it would shine only by reflected light, and if it were composed of bluish rock, as Lagash itself largely is, then, in the redness of the sky, the eternal blaze of the suns would make it invisible—drown it out completely.”


    Theremon whistled. “What a screwy idea!”


    “You think that’s screwy? Listen to this: Suppose this body rotated about Lagash at such a distance and in such an orbit and had such a mass that its attention would exactly account for the deviations of Lagash’s orbit from theory—do you know what would happen?”


    The columnist shook his head.


    “Well, sometimes this body would get in the way of a sun.” And Sheerin emptied what remained in the bottle at a draft.


    “And it does, I suppose,” said Theremon flatly.


    “Yes! But only one sun lies in its plane of revolution.” He jerked a thumb at the shrunken sun above. “Beta! And it has been shown that the eclipse will occur only when the arrangement of the suns is such that Beta is alone in its hemisphere and at maximum distance, at which time the moon is invariably at minimum distance. The eclipse that results, with the moon seven times the apparent diameter of Beta, covers all of Lagash and lasts well over half a day, so that no spot on the planet escapes the effects. That eclipse comes once every two thousand and forty-nine years.”


    Theremon’s face was drawn into an expressionless mask.


    “And that’s my story?”


    The psychologist nodded. “That’s all of it. First the eclipse—which will start in three quarters of an hour—then universal Darkness and, maybe, these mysterious Stars—then madness, and end of the cycle.”


    He brooded. “We had two months” leeway—we at the Observatory—and that wasn’t enough time to persuade Lagash of the danger. Two centuries might not have been enough. But our records are at the Hideout, and today we photograph the eclipse. The next cycle will start off with the truth, and when the next eclipse comes, mankind will at last be ready for it. Come to think of it, that’s part of your story too.”


    A thin wind ruffled the curtains at the window as Theremon opened it and leaned out. It played coldly with his hair as he stared at the crimson sunlight on his hand. Then he turned in sudden rebellion.


    “What is there in Darkness to drive me mad?”


    Sheerin smiled to himself as he spun the empty liquor bottle with abstracted motions of his hand. “Have you ever experienced Darkness, young man?”


    The newsman leaned against the wall and considered. “No. Can’t say I have. But I know what it is. Just—uh—“ He made vague motions with his fingers and then brightened. “Just no light. Like in caves.”


    “Have you ever been in a cave?”


    “In a cave! Of course not!”


    “I thought not. I tried last week—just to see—but I got out in a hurry. I went in until the mouth of the cave was just visible as a blur of light, with black everywhere else. I never thought a person my weight could run that fast.”


    Theremon’s lip curled. “Well, if it comes to that, I guess I wouldn’t have run if I had been there.”


    The psychologist studied the young man with an annoyed frown.


    “My, don’t you talk big! I dare you to draw the curtain.”


    Theremon looked his surprise and said, “What for? If we had four or five suns out there, we might want to cut the light down a bit for comfort, but now we haven’t enough light as it is.”


    “That’s the point. Just draw the curtain; then come here and sit down.”


    “All right.” Theremon reached for the tasseled string and jerked. The red curtain slid across the wide window, the brass rings hissing their way along the crossbar, and a dusk-red shadow clamped down on the room.


    * * * *


    Theremon’s footsteps sounded hollowly in the silence as he made his way to the table, and then they stopped halfway. “I can’t see you, sir,” he whispered.


    “Feel your way,” ordered Sheerin in a strained voice.


    “But I can’t see you, sir.” The newsman was breathing harshly. “I can’t see anything.”


    “What did you expect?” came the grim reply. “Come here and sit down!”


    The footsteps sounded again, waveringly, approaching slowly. There was the sound of someone fumbling with a chair. Theremon’s voice came thinly, “Here I am. I feel…ulp…all right.”


    “You like it, do you?”


    “N—no. It’s pretty awful. The walls seem to be—” He paused. “They seem to be closing in on me. I keep wanting to push them away. But I’m not going mad! In fact, the feeling isn’t as bad as it was.”


    “All right. Draw the curtain back again.”


    There were cautious footsteps through the dark, the rustle of Theremon’s body against the curtain as he felt for the tassel, and then the triumphant roo-osh of the curtain slithering back. Red light flooded the room, and with a cry of joy Theremon looked up at the sun.


    Sheerin wiped the moistness off his forehead with the back of a hand and said shakily, “And that was just a dark room.”


    “It can be stood,” said Theremon lightly.


    “Yes, a dark room can. But were you at the Jonglor Centennial Exposition two years ago?”


    “No, it so happens I never got around to it. Six thousand miles was just a bit too much to travel, even for the exposition.”


    “Well, I was there. You remember hearing about the ‘Tunnel of Mystery’ that broke all records in the amusement area—for the first month or so, anyway?”


    “Yes. Wasn’t there some fuss about it?”


    “Very little. It was hushed up. You see, that Tunnel of Mystery was just a mile-long tunnel—with no lights. You got into a little open car and jolted along through Darkness for fifteen minutes. It was very popular—while it lasted.”


    “Popular?”


    “Certainly. There’s a fascination in being frightened when it’s part of a game. A baby is born with three instinctive fears: of loud noises, of falling, and of the absence of light. That’s why it’s considered so funny to jump at someone and shout ‘Boo!’ That’s why it’s such fun to ride a roller coaster. And that’s why that Tunnel of Mystery started cleaning up. People came out of that Darkness shaking, breathless, half dead with fear, but they kept on paying to get in.”


    “Wait a while, I remember now. Some people came out dead, didn’t they? There were rumors of that after it shut down.”


    The psychologist snorted. “Bah! Two or three died. That was nothing! They paid off the families of the dead ones and argued the Jonglor City Council into forgetting it. After all, they said, if people with weak hearts want to go through the tunnel, it was at their own risk—and besides, it wouldn’t happen again. So they put a doctor in the front office and had every customer go through a physical examination before getting into the car. That actually boosted ticket sales.”


    “Well, then?”


    “But you see, there was something else. People sometimes came out in perfect order, except that they refused to go into buildings—any buildings; including palaces, mansions, apartment houses, tenements, cottages, huts, shacks, lean-tos, and tents.”


    Theremon looked shocked. “You mean they refused to come in out of the open? Where’d they sleep?”


    “In the open.”


    “They should have forced them inside.”


    “Oh, they did, they did. Whereupon these people went into violent hysterics and did their best to bat their brains out against the nearest wall. Once you got them inside, you couldn’t keep them there without a strait jacket or a heavy dose of tranquilizer.”


    “They must have been crazy.”


    “Which is exactly what they were. One person out of every ten who went into that tunnel came out that way. They called in the psychologists, and we did the only thing possible. We closed down the exhibit.” He spread his hands.


    “What was the matter with these people?” asked Theremon finally.


    “Essentially the same thing that was the matter with you when you thought the walls of the room were crushing in on you in the dark. There is a psychological term for mankind’s instinctive fear of the absence of light. We call it ‘claustrophobia,’ because the lack of light is always tied up with enclosed places, so that fear of one is fear of the other. You see?”


    “And those people of the tunnel?”


    “Those people of the tunnel consisted of those unfortunates whose mentality did not quite possess the resiliency to overcome the claustrophobia that overtook them in the Darkness. Fifteen minutes without light is a long time; you only had two or three minutes, and I believe you were fairly upset.


    “The people of the tunnel had what is called a “claustrophobic fixation”. Their latent fear of Darkness and enclosed places had crystalized and become active, and, as far as we can tell, permanent. That’s what fifteen minutes in the dark will do.”


    * * * *


    There was a long silence, and Theremon’s forehead wrinkled slowly into a frown. “I don’t believe it’s that bad.”


    “You mean you don’t want to believe,” snapped Sheerin. “You’re afraid to believe. Look out the window!”


    Theremon did so, and the psychologist continued without pausing. “Imagine Darkness—everywhere. No light, as far as you can see. The houses, the trees, the fields, the earth, the sky—black! And Stars thrown in, for all I know—whatever they are. Can you conceive it?”


    “Yes, I can,” declared Theremon truculently.


    And Sheerin slammed his fist down upon the table in sudden passion. “You lie! You can’t conceive that. Your brain wasn’t built for the conception any more than it was built for the conception of infinity or of eternity. You can only talk about it. A fraction of the reality upsets you, and when the real thing comes, your brain is going to be presented with the phenomenon outside its limits of comprehension. You will go mad, completely and permanently! There is no question of it!”


    He added sadly, “And another couple of millennia of painful struggle comes to nothing. Tomorrow there won’t be a city standing unharmed in all Lagash.”


    Theremon recovered part of his mental equilibrium. “That doesn’t follow. I still don’t see that I can go loony just because there isn’t a sun in the sky—but even if I did, and everyone else did, how does that harm the cities? Are we going to blow them down?”


    But Sheerin was angry, too. “If you were in Darkness, what would you want more than anything else; what would it be that every instinct would call for? Light, damn you, light!”


    “Well?”


    “And how would you get light?”


    “I don’t know,” said Theremon flatly.


    “What’s the only way to get light, short of a sun?”


    “How should I know?”


    They were standing face to face and nose to nose.


    Sheerin said, “You bum something, mister. Ever see a forest fire? Ever go camping and cook a stew over a wood fire? Heat isn’t the only thing burning wood gives off, you know. It gives off light, and people know that. And when it’s dark they want light, and they’re going to get it.”


    “So they bum wood?”


    “So they burn whatever they can get. They’ve got to have light. They’ve got to burn something, and wood isn’t handy—so they’ll burn whatever is nearest. They’ll have their light—and every center of habitation goes up in flames!”


    Eyes held each other as though the whole matter were a personal affair of respective will powers, and then Theremon broke away wordlessly. His breathing was harsh and ragged, and he scarcely noted the sudden hubbub that came from the adjoining room behind the closed door.


    Sheerin spoke, and it was with an effort that he made it sound matter-of-fact. “I think I heard Yimot’s voice. He and Faro are probably back. Let’s go in and see what kept them.”


    “Might as well!” muttered Theremon. He drew a long breath and seemed to shake himself. The tension was broken. The room was in an uproar, with members of the staff clustering about two young men who were removing outer garments even as they parried the miscellany of questions being thrown at them.


    Aton hustled through the crowd and faced the newcomers angrily. “Do you realize that it’s less than half an hour before deadline? Where have you two been?”


    Faro 24 seated himself and rubbed his hands. His cheeks were red with the outdoor chill. “Yimot and I have just finished carrying through a little crazy experiment of our own. We’ve been trying to see if we couldn’t construct an arrangement by which we could simulate the appearance of Darkness and Stars so as to get an advance notion as to how it looked.”


    There was a confused murmur from the listeners, and a sudden look of interest entered Aton’s eyes. “There wasn’t anything said of this before. How did you go about it?”


    “Well,” said Faro, “the idea came to Yimot and myself long ago, and we’ve been working it out in our spare time. Yimot knew of a low one-story house down in the city with a domed roof—it had once been used as a museum, I think. Anyway, we bought it—”


    “Where did you get the money?” interrupted Aton peremptorily.


    “Our bank accounts,” grunted Yimot 70. “It cost two thousand credits.” Then, defensively, “Well, what of it? Tomorrow, two thousand credits will be two thousand pieces of paper. That’s all.”


    “Sure.” agreed Faro. “We bought the place and rigged it up with black velvet from top to bottom so as to get as perfect a Darkness as possible. Then we punched tiny holes in the ceiling and through the roof and covered them with little metal caps, all of which could be shoved aside simultaneously at the close of a switch. At least we didn’t do that part ourselves; we got a carpenter and an electrician and some others—money didn’t count. The point was that we could get the light to shine through those holes in the roof, so that we could get a starlike effect.”


    Not a breath was drawn during the pause that followed. Aton said stiffly, “You had no right to make a private—”


    Faro seemed abashed. “I know, sir—but frankly, Yimot and I thought the experiment was a little dangerous. If the effect really worked, we half expected to go mad—from what Sheerin says about all this, we thought that would be rather likely. We wanted to take the risk ourselves. Of course if we found we could retain sanity, it occurred to us that we might develop immunity to the real thing, and then expose the rest of you the same way. But things didn’t work out at all—”


    “Why, what happened?”


    It was Yimot who answered. “We shut ourselves in and allowed our eyes to get accustomed to the dark. It’s an extremely creepy feeling because the total Darkness makes you feel as if the walls and ceiling are crushing in on you. But we got over that and pulled the switch. The caps fell away and the roof glittered all over with little dots of light—”


    “Well?”


    “Well—nothing. That was the whacky part of it. Nothing happened. It was just a roof with holes in it, and that’s just what it looked like. We tried it over and over again—that’s what kept us so late—but there just isn’t any effect at all.”


    There followed a shocked silence, and all eyes turned to Sheerin, who sat motionless, mouth open.


    Theremon was the first to speak. “You know what this does to this whole theory you’ve built up, Sheerin, don’t you?” He was grinning with relief.


    But Sheerin raised his hand. “Now wait a while. Just let me think this through.” And then he snapped his fingers, and when he lifted his head there was neither surprise nor uncertainty in his eyes. “Of course—”


    He never finished. From somewhere up above there sounded a sharp clang, and Beenay, starting to his feet, dashed up the stairs with a “What the devil!”


    The rest followed after.


    Things happened quickly. Once up in the dome, Beenay cast one horrified glance at the shattered photographic plates and at the man bending over them; and then hurled himself fiercely at the intruder, getting a death grip on his throat. There was a wild threshing, and as others of the staff joined in, the stranger was swallowed up and smothered under the weight of half a dozen angry men.


    Aton came up last, breathing heavily. “Let him up!”


    There was a reluctant unscrambling and the stranger, panting harshly, with his clothes torn and his forehead bruised, was hauled to his feet. He had a short yellow beard curled elaborately in the style affected by the Cultists. Beenay shifted his hold to a collar grip and shook the man savagely. “All right, rat, what’s the idea? These plates—”


    “I wasn’t after them,” retorted the Cultist coldly. “That was an accident.”


    Beenay followed his glowering stare and snarled, “I see. You were after the cameras themselves. The accident with the plates was a stroke of luck for you, then. If you had touched Snapping Bertha or any of the others, you would have died by slow torture. As it is—“ He drew his fist back.


    Aton grabbed his sleeve. “Stop that! Let him go!”


    The young technician wavered, and his arm dropped reluctantly. Aton pushed him aside and confronted the Cultist. “You’re Latimer, aren’t you?”


    The Cultist bowed stiffly and indicated the symbol upon his hip. “I am Latimer 25, adjutant of the third class to his serenity, Sor 5.”


    “And”—Aton’s white eyebrows lifted—“you were with his serenity when he visited me last week, weren’t you?”


    Latimer bowed a second time.


    “Now, then, what do you want?”


    “Nothing that you would give me of your own free will.”


    “Sor 5 sent you, I suppose—or is this your own idea?”


    “I won’t answer that question.”


    “Will there be any further visitors?”


    “I won’t answer that, either.”


    Aton glanced at his timepiece and scowled. “Now, man, what is it your master wants of me? I have fulfilled my end of the bargain.”


    Latimer smiled faintly, but said nothing.


    “I asked him,” continued Aton angrily, “for data only the Cult could supply, and it was given to me. For that, thank you. In return I promised to prove the essential truth of the creed of the Cult.”


    “There was no need to prove that,” came the proud retort. “It stands proven by the Book of Revelations.”


    “For the handful that constitute the Cult, yes. Don’t pretend to mistake my meaning. I offered to present scientific backing for your beliefs. And I did!”


    The Cultist’s eyes narrowed bitterly. “Yes, you did—with a fox’s subtlety, for your pretended explanation backed our beliefs, and at the same time removed all necessity for them. You made of the Darkness and of the Stars a natural phenomenon and removed all its real significance. That was blasphemy.”


    “If so, the fault isn’t mine. The facts exist. What can I do but state them?”


    “Your ‘facts’ are a fraud and a delusion.”


    Aton stamped angrily. “How do you know?”


    And the answer came with the certainty of absolute faith. “I know!”


    The director purpled and Beenay whispered urgently. Aton waved him silent. “And what does Sor 5 want us to do? He still thinks. I suppose, that in trying to warn the world to take measures against the menace of madness, we are placing innumerable souls in jeopardy. We aren’t succeeding, if that means anything to him.”


    “The attempt itself has done harm enough, and your vicious effort to gain information by means of your devilish instruments must be stopped. We obey the will of the Stars, and I only regret that my clumsiness prevented me from wrecking your infernal devices.”


    “It wouldn’t have done you too much good,” returned Aton. “All our data, except for the direct evidence we intend collecting right now, is already safely cached and well beyond possibility of harm.” He smiled grimly. “But that does not affect your present status as an attempted burglar and criminal.”


    He turned to the men behind him. “Someone call the police at Saro City.”


    * * * *


    There was a cry of distaste from Sheerin. “Damn it, Aton, what’s wrong with you? There’s no time for that. Here”—he hustled his way forward—“let me handle this.”


    Aton stared down his nose at the psychologist. “This is not the time for your monkeyshines, Sheerin. Will you please let me handle this my own way? Right now you are a complete outsider here, and don’t forget it.”


    Sheerin’s mouth twisted eloquently. “Now why should we go to the impossible trouble of calling the police—with Beta’s eclipse a matter of minutes from now—when this young man here is perfectly willing to pledge his word of honor to remain and cause no trouble whatsoever?”


    The Cultist answered promptly, “I will do no such thing. You’re free to do what you want, but it’s only fair to warn you that just as soon as I get my chance I’m going to finish what I came out here to do. If it’s my word of honor you’re relying on, you’d better call the police.”


    Sheerin smiled in a friendly fashion. “You’re a determined cuss, aren’t you? Well, I’ll explain something. Do you see that young man at the window? He’s a strong, husky fellow, quite handy with his fists, and he’s an outsider besides. Once the eclipse starts there will be nothing for him to do except keep an eye on you. Besides him, there will be myself—a little too stout for active fisticuffs, but still able to help.”


    “Well, what of it?” demanded Latimer frozenly.


    “Listen and I’ll tell you,” was the reply. “Just as soon as the eclipse starts, we’re going to take you, Theremon and I, and deposit you in a little closet with one door, to which is attached one giant lock and no windows. You will remain there for the duration.”


    “And afterward,” breathed Latimer fiercely, “there’ll be no one to let me out. I know as well as you do what the coming of the Stars means—I know it far better than you. With all your minds gone, you are not likely to free me. Suffocation or slow starvation, is it? About what I might have expected from a group of scientists. But I don’t give my word. It’s a matter of principle, and I won’t discuss it further.”


    Aton seemed perturbed. His faded eyes were troubled.


    “Really, Sheerin, locking him—”


    “Please!” Sheerin motioned him impatiently to silence. “I don’t think for a moment things will go that far. Latimer has just tried a clever little bluff, but I’m not a psychologist just because I like the sound of the word.” He grinned at the Cultist. “Come now, you don’t really think I’m trying anything as crude as slow starvation. My dear Latimer, if I lock you in the closet, you are not going to see the Darkness, and you are not going to see the Stars. It does not take much knowledge of the fundamental creed of the Cult to realize that for you to be hidden from the Stars when they appear means the loss of your immortal soul. Now, I believe you to be an honorable man. I’ll accept your word of honor to make no further effort to disrupt proceedings, if you’ll offer it.”


    A vein throbbed in Latimer’s temple, and he seemed to shrink within himself as he said thickly, “You have it!” And then he added with swift fury. “But it is my consolation that you will all be damned for your deeds of today.” He turned on his heel and stalked to the high three-legged stool by the door.


    Sheerin nodded to the columnist. “Take a seat next to him, Theremon—just as a formality. Hey, Theremon!”


    But the newspaperman didn’t move. He had gone pale to the lips. “Look at that!” The finger he pointed toward the sky shook, and his voice was dry and cracked.


    * * * *


    There was one simultaneous gasp as every eye followed the pointing finger and, for one breathless moment, stared frozenly.


    Beta was chipped on one side!


    The tiny bit of encroaching blackness was perhaps the width of a fingernail, but to the staring watchers it magnified itself into the crack of doom.


    Only for a moment they watched, and after that there was a shrieking confusion that was even shorter of duration and which gave way to an orderly scurry of activity—each man at his prescribed job. At the crucial moment there was no time for emotion. The men were merely scientists with work to do. Even Aton had melted away.


    Sheerin said prosaically. “First contact must have been made fifteen minutes ago. A little early, but pretty good considering the uncertainties involved in the calculation.” He looked about him and then tiptoed to Theremon, who still remained staring out the window, and dragged him away gently.


    “Aton is furious,” he whispered, “so stay away. He missed first contact on account of this fuss with Latimer, and if you get in his way he’ll have you thrown out the window.”


    Theremon nodded shortly and sat down. Sheerin stared in surprise at him.


    “The devil, man,” he exclaimed, “you’re shaking.”


    “Eh?” Theremon licked dry lips and then tried to smile. “I don’t feel very well, and that’s a fact.”


    The psychologist’s eyes hardened. “You’re not losing your nerve?”


    “No!” cried Theremon in a flash of indignation. “Give me a chance, will you? I haven’t really believed this rigmarole—not way down beneath, anyway—till just this minute. Give me a chance to get used to the idea. You’ve been preparing yourself for two months or more.”


    “You’re right, at that,” replied Sheerin thoughtfully. “Listen! Have you got a family—parents, wife, children?”


    Theremon shook his head. “You mean the Hideout, I suppose. No, you don’t have to worry about that. I have a sister, but she’s two thousand miles away. I don’t even know her exact address.”


    “Well, then, what about yourself? You’ve got time to get there, and they’re one short anyway, since I left. After all, you’re not needed here, and you’d make a darned fine addition—”


    Theremon looked at the other wearily. “You think I’m scared stiff, don’t you? Well, get this, mister. I’m a newspaperman and I’ve been assigned to cover a story. I intend covering it.”


    There was a faint smile on the psychologist’s face. “I see. Professional honor, is that it?”


    “You might call it that. But, man. I’d give my right arm for another bottle of that sockeroo juice even half the size of the one you bogged. If ever a fellow needed a drink, I do.”


    He broke off. Sheerin was nudging him violently. “Do you hear that? Listen!”


    Theremon followed the motion of the other’s chin and stared at the Cultist, who, oblivious to all about him, faced the window, a look of wild elation on his face, droning to himself the while in singsong fashion.


    “What’s he saying?” whispered the columnist.


    “He’s quoting Book of Revelations, fifth chapter,” replied Sheerin. Then, urgently, “Keep quiet and listen, I tell you.”


    The Cultist’s voice had risen in a sudden increase of fervor: “‘And it came to pass that in those days the Sun, Beta, held lone vigil in the sky for ever longer periods asthe revolutions passed; until such time as for full half a revolution, it alone, shrunken and cold, shone down upon Lagash.


    “‘And men did assemble in the public squares and in the highways, there to debate and to marvel at the sight, for a strange depression had seized them. Their minds were troubled and their speech confused, for the souls of men awaited the coming of the Stars.


    “‘And in the city of Trigon, at high noon, Vendret 2 came forth and said unto the men of Trigon, “Lo, ye sinners! Though ye scorn the ways of righteousness, yet will the time of reckoning come. Even now the Cave approaches to swallow Lagash; yea, and all it contains.”


    “‘And even as he spoke the lip of the Cave of Darkness passed the edge of Beta so that to all Lagash it was hidden from sight. Loud were the cries of men as it vanished, and great the fear of soul that fell upon them.


    “‘It came to pass that the Darkness of the Cave fell upon Lagash, and there was no light on all the surface of Lagash. Men were even as blinded, nor could one man see his neighbor, though he felt his breath upon his face.


    “‘And in this blackness there appeared the Stars, in countless numbers, and to the strains of music of such beauty that the very leaves of the trees cried out in wonder.


    “‘And in that moment the souls of men departed from them, and their abandoned bodies became even as beasts; yea, even as brutes of the wild; so that through the blackened streets of the cities of Lagash they prowled with wild cries.


    “‘From the Stars there then reached down the Heavenly Flame, and where it touched, the cities of Lagash flamed to utter destruction, so that of man and of the works of man nought remained.


    “‘Even then—’”


    There was a subtle change in Latimer’s tone. His eyes had not shifted, but somehow he had become aware of the absorbed attention of the other two. Easily, without pausing for breath, the timbre of his voice shifted and the syllables became more liquid.


    Theremon, caught by surprise, stared. The words seemed on the border of familiarity. There was an elusive shift in the accent, a tiny change in the vowel stress; nothing more—yet Latimer had become thoroughly unintelligible.


    Sheerin smiled slyly. “He shifted to some old-cycle tongue, probably their traditional second cycle. That was the language in which the Book of Revelations was originally written, you know.”


    “It doesn’t matter; I’ve heard enough.” Theremon shoved his chair back and brushed his hair back with hands that no longer shook. “I feel much better now.”


    “You do?” Sheerin seemed mildly surprised.


    “I’ll say I do. I had a bad case of jitters just a while back. Listening to you and your gravitation and seeing that eclipse start almost finished me. But this”—he jerked a contemptuous thumb at the yellow-bearded Cultist—“this is the sort of thing my nurse used to tell me. I’ve been laughing at that sort of thing all my life. I’m not going to let it scare me now.”


    He drew a deep breath and said with a hectic gaiety, “But if I expect to keep on the good side of myself. I’m going to turn my chair away from the window.”


    Sheerin said, “Yes, but you’d better talk lower. Aton just lifted his head out of that box he’s got it stuck into and gave you a look that should have killed you.”


    Theremon made a mouth. “I forgot about the old fellow.” With elaborate care he turned the chair from the window, cast one distasteful look over his shoulder, and said, “It has occurred to me that there must be considerable immunity against this Star madness.”


    The psychologist did not answer immediately. Beta was past its zenith now, and the square of bloody sunlight that outlined the window upon the floor had lifted into Sheerin’s lap. He stared at its dusky color thoughtfully and then bent and squinted into the sun itself.


    The chip in its side had grown to a black encroachment that covered a third of Beta. He shuddered, and when he straightened once more his florid cheeks did not contain quite as much color as they had had previously.


    With a smile that was almost apologetic, he reversed his chair also. “There are probably two million people in Saro City that are all trying to join the Cult at once in one gigantic revival.” Then, ironically. “The Cult is in for an hour of unexampled prosperity. I trust they’ll make the most of it. Now, what was it you said?”


    “Just this. How did the Cultists manage to keep the Book of Revelations going from cycle to cycle, and how on Lagash did it get written in the first place? There must have been some sort of immunity, for if everyone had gone mad, who would be left to write the book?”


    Sheerin stared at his questioner ruefully. “Well, now, young man, there isn’t any eyewitness answer to that, but we’ve got a few damned good notions as to what happened. You see. there are three kinds of people who might remain relatively unaffected. First, the very few who don’t see the Stars at all: the seriously retarded or those who drink themselves into a stupor at the beginning of the eclipse and remain so to the end. We leave them out—because they aren’t really witnesses.


    “Then there are children below six, to whom the world as a whole is too new and strange for them to be too frightened at Stars and Darkness. They would be just another item in an already surprising world. You see that, don’t you?”


    The other nodded doubtfully. “I suppose so.”


    “Lastly, there are those whose minds are too coarsely grained to be entirely toppled. The very insensitive would be scarcely affected—oh, such people as some of our older, work-broken peasants. Well, the children would have fugitive memories, and that, combined with the confused, incoherent babblings of the half-mad morons, formed the basis for the Book of Revelations.


    “Naturally, the book was based, in the first place, on the testimony of those least qualified to serve as historians; that is, children and morons; and was probably edited and re-edited through the cycles.”


    “Do you suppose,” broke in Theremon, “that they carried the book through the cycles the way we’re planning on handing on the secret of gravitation?”


    Sheerin shrugged. “Perhaps, but their exact method is unimportant. They do it, somehow. The point I was getting at was that the book can’t help but be a mass of distortion, even if it is based on fact. For instance, do you remember the experiment with the holes in the roof that Faro and Yimot tried—the one that didn’t work?”


    “Yes.”


    “You know why it didn’t w—“ He stopped and rose in alarm, for Aton was approaching, his face a twisted mask of consternation. “What’s happened?”


    * * * *


    Aton drew him aside and Sheerin could feel the fingers on his elbow twitching.


    “Not so loud!” Aton’s voice was low and tortured. “I’ve just gotten word from the Hideout on the private line.”


    Sheerin broke in anxiously. “They are in trouble?”


    “Not they.” Aton stressed the pronoun significantly. “They sealed themselves off just a while ago, and they’re going to stay buried till day after tomorrow. They’re safe. But the city. Sheerin—it’s a shambles. You have no idea—“ He was having difficulty in speaking.


    “Well?” snapped Sheerin impatiently. “What of it? It will get worse. What are you shaking about?” Then, suspiciously, “How do you feel?”


    Aton’s eyes sparked angrily at the insinuation, and then faded to anxiety once more. “You don’t understand. The Cultists are active. They’re rousing the people to storm the Observatory—promising them immediate entrance into grace, promising them salvation, promising them anything. What are we to do, Sheerin?”


    Sheerin’s head bent, and he stared in long abstraction at his toes. He tapped his chin with one knuckle, then looked up and said crisply, “Do? What is there to do? Nothing at all. Do the men know of this?”


    “No, of course not!”


    “Good! Keep it that way. How long till totality?”


    “Not quite an hour.”


    “There’s nothing to do but gamble. It will take time to organize any really formidable mob, and it will take more time to get them out here. We’re a good five miles from the city—”


    He glared out the window, down the slopes to where the farmed patches gave way to clumps of white houses in the suburbs; down to where the metropolis itself was a blur on the horizon—a mist in the waning blaze of Beta.


    He repeated without turning. “It will take time. Keep on working and pray that totality comes first.”


    Beta was cut in half, the line of division pushing a slight concavity into the still-bright portion of the Sun. It was like a gigantic eyelid shutting slantwise over the light of a world.


    The faint clatter of the room in which he stood faded into oblivion, and he sensed only the thick silence of the fields outside. The very insects seemed frightened mute. And things were dim.


    He jumped at the voice in his ear. Theremon said. “Is something wrong?”


    “Eh? Er—no. Get back to the chair. We’re in the way.” They slipped back to their comer, but the psychologist did not speak for a time. He lifted a finger and loosened his collar. He twisted his neck back and forth but found no relief. He looked up suddenly.


    “Are you having any difficulty in breathing?”


    The newspaperman opened his eyes wide and drew two or three long breaths. “No. Why?”


    “I looked out the window too long, I suppose. The dimness got me. Difficulty in breathing is one of the first symptoms of a claustrophobic attack. “


    Theremon drew another long breath. “Well, it hasn’t got me yet. Say, here’s another of the fellows.”


    * * * *


    Beenay had interposed his bulk between the light and the pair in the corner, and Sheerin squinted up at him anxiously. “Hello, Beenay.”


    The astronomer shifted his weight to the other foot and smiled feebly. “You won’t mind if I sit down awhile and join in the talk? My cameras are set, and there’s nothing to do till totality.” He paused and eyed the Cultist, who fifteen minutes earlier had drawn a small, skin-bound book from his sleeve and had been poring intently over it ever since.


    “That rat hasn’t been making trouble, has he?”


    Sheerin shook his head. His shoulders were thrown back and he frowned his concentration as he forced himself to breathe regularly. He said, “Have you had any trouble breathing, Beenay?”


    Beenay sniffed the air in his turn. “It doesn’t seem stuffy to me.”


    “A touch of claustrophobia,” explained Sheerin apologetically.


    “Ohhh! It worked itself differently with me. I get the impression that my eyes are going back on me. Things seem to blur and—well, nothing is clear. And it’s cold, too.”


    “Oh, it’s cold, all right. That’s no illusion.” Theremon grimaced. “My toes feel as if I’ve been shipping them cross-country in a refrigerating car.”


    “What we need,” put in Sheerin, “is to keep our minds busy with extraneous affairs. I was telling you a while ago, Theremon, why Faro’s experiments with the holes in the roof came to nothing.”


    “You were just beginning,” replied Theremon. He encircled a knee with both arms and nuzzled his chin against it.


    “Well, as I started to say, they were misled by taking the Book of Revelations literally. There probably wasn’t any sense in attaching any physical significance to the Stars. It might be, you know, that in the presence of total Darkness, the mind finds it absolutely necessary to create light. This illusion of light might be all the Stars there really are.”


    “In other words,” interposed Theremon, “you mean the Stars arc the results of the madness and not one of the causes. Then, what good will Beenay’s photographs be?”


    “To prove that it is an illusion, maybe; or to prove the opposite; for all I know. Then again—”


    But Beenay had drawn his chair closer, and there was an expression of sudden enthusiasm on his face. “Say, I’m glad you two got onto this subject.” His eyes narrowed and he lifted one finger. “I’ve been thinking about these Stars and I’ve got a really cute notion. Of course it’s strictly ocean foam, and I’m not trying to advance it seriously, but I think it’s interesting. Do you want to hear it?”


    He seemed half reluctant, but Sheerin leaned back and said, “Go ahead! I’m listening.”


    “Well, then, supposing there were other suns in the universe.” He broke off a little bashfully. “I mean suns that are so far away that they’re too dim to see. It sounds as if I’ve been reading some of that fantastic fiction, I suppose.”


    “Not necessarily. Still, isn’t that possibility eliminated by the fact that, according to the Law of Gravitation, they would make themselves evident by their attractive forces?”


    “Not if they were far enough off,” rejoined Beenay, “really far off—maybe as much as four light years, or even more. We’d never be able to detect perturbations then, because they’d be too small. Say that there were a lot of suns that far off; a dozen or two, maybe.”


    Theremon whistled melodiously. “What an idea for a good Sunday supplement article. Two dozen suns in a universe eight light years across. Wow! That would shrink our world into insignificance. The readers would eat it up.”


    “Only an idea,” said Beenay with a grin, “but you see the point. During an eclipse, these dozen suns would become visible because there’d be no real sunlight to drown them out. Since they’re so far off, they’d appear small, like so many little marbles. Of course the Cultists talk of millions of Stars, but that’s probably exaggeration. There just isn’t any place in the universe you could put a million suns—unless they touch one another.”


    Sheerin had listened with gradually increasing interest. “You’ve hit something there, Beenay. And exaggeration is just exactly what would happen. Our minds, as you probably know, can’t grasp directly any number higher than five; above that there is only the concept of ‘many.’ A dozen would become a million just like that. A damn good idea!”


    * * * *


    “And I’ve got another cute little notion,” Beenay said. “Have you ever thought what a simple problem gravitation would be if only you had a sufficiently simple system? Supposing you had a universe in which there was a planet with only one sun. The planet would travel in a perfect ellipse and the exact nature of the gravitational force would be so evident it could be accepted as an axiom. Astronomers on such a world would start off with gravity probably before they even invented the telescope. Naked-eye observation would be enough.”


    “But would such a system be dynamically stable?” questioned Sheerin doubtfully.


    “Sure! They call it the “one-and-one” case. It’s been worked out mathematically, but it’s the philosophical implications that interest me.”


    “It’s nice to think about,” admitted Sheerin, “as a pretty abstraction—like a perfect gas, or absolute zero.”


    “Of course,” continued Beenay, “there’s the catch that life would be impossible on such a planet. It wouldn’t get enough heat and light, and if it rotated there would be total Darkness half of each day. You couldn’t expect life—which is fundamentally dependent upon light—to develop under those conditions. Besides—”


    Sheerin’s chair went over backward as he sprang to his feet in a rude interruption. “Aton’s brought out the lights.”


    Beenay said, “Huh,” turned to stare, and then grinned halfway around his head in open relief.


    There were half a dozen foot-long, inch-thick rods cradled in Aton’s arms. He glared over them at the assembled staff members.


    “Get back to work, all of you. Sheerin, come here and help me!”


    Sheerin trotted to the older man’s side and, one by one, in utter silence, the two adjusted the rods in makeshift metal holders suspended from the walls.


    With the air of one carrying through the most sacred item of a religious ritual, Sheerin scraped a large, clumsy match into spluttering life and passed it to Aton, who carried the flame to the upper end of one of the rods.


    It hesitated there awhile, playing futilely about the tip, until a sudden, crackling flare cast Aton’s lined face into yellow highlights. He withdrew the match and a spontaneous cheer rattled the window.


    The rod was topped by six inches of wavering flame! Methodically, the other rods were lighted, until six independent fires turned the rear of the room yellow.


    The light was dim, dimmer even than the tenuous sunlight. The flames reeled crazily, giving birth to drunken, swaying shadows. The torches smoked devilishly and smelled like a bad day in the kitchen. But they emitted yellow light.


    There was something about yellow light, after four hours of somber, dimming Beta. Even Latimer had lifted his eyes from his book and stared in wonder.


    Sheerin warmed his hands at the nearest, regardless of the soot that gathered upon them in a fine, gray powder, and muttered ecstatically to himself. “Beautiful! Beautiful! I never realized before what a wonderful color yellow is.”


    But Theremon regarded the torches suspiciously. He wrinkled his nose at the rancid odor and said, “What are those things?”


    “Wood,” said Sheerin shortly.


    “Oh, no, they’re not. They aren’t burning. The top inch is charred and the flame just keeps shooting up out of nothing.”


    “That’s the beauty of it. This is a really efficient artificial-light mechanism. We made a few hundred of them, but most went to the Hideout, of course. You see”—he turned and wiped his blackened hands upon his handkerchief—“you take the pithy core of coarse water reeds, dry them thoroughly, and soak them in animal grease. Then you set fire to it and the grease burns, little by little. These torches will burn for almost half an hour without stopping. Ingenious, isn’t it? It was developed by one of our own young men at Saro University.”


    * * * *


    After the momentary sensation, the dome had quieted. Latimer had carried his chair directly beneath a torch and continued reading, lips moving in the monotonous recital of invocations to the Stars. Beenay had drifted away to his cameras once more, and Theremon seized the opportunity to add to his notes on the article he was going to write for the Saro City Chronicle the next day—a procedure he had been following for the last two hours in a perfectly methodical, perfectly conscientious and, as he was well aware, perfectly meaningless fashion. But, as the gleam of amusement in Sheerin’s eyes indicated, careful note-taking occupied his mind with something other than the fact that the sky was gradually turning a horrible deep purple-red, as if it were one gigantic, freshly peeled beet; and so it fulfilled its purpose.


    The air grew, somehow, denser. Dusk, like a palpable entity, entered the room, and the dancing circle of yellow light about the torches etched itself into ever-sharper distinction against the gathering grayness beyond. There was the odor of smoke and the presence of little chuckling sounds that the torches made as they burned; the soft pad of one of the men circling the table at which he worked, on hesitant tiptoes; the occasional indrawn breath of someone trying to retain composure in a world that was retreating into the shadow.


    It was Theremon who first heard the extraneous noise. It was a vague, unorganized impression of sound that would have gone unnoticed but for the dead silence that prevailed within the dome.


    The newsman sat upright and replaced his notebook. He held his breath and listened; then, with considerable reluctance, threaded his way between the solarscope and one of Beenay’s cameras and stood before the window.


    The silence ripped to fragments at his startled shout: “Sheerin!”


    Work stopped! The psychologist was at his side in a moment. Aton joined him. Even Yimot 70, high in his little lean-back seat at the eyepiece of the gigantic solarscope, paused and looked downward.


    Outside, Beta was a mere smoldering splinter, taking one last desperate look at Lagash. The eastern horizon, in the direction of the city, was lost in Darkness, and the road from Saro to the Observatory was a dull-red line bordered on both sides by wooded tracts, the trees of which had somehow lost individuality and merged into a continuous shadowy mass.


    But it was the highway itself that held attention, for along it there surged another, and infinitely menacing, shadowy mass.


    Aton cried in a cracked voice, “The madmen from the city! They’ve come!”


    “How long to totality?” demanded Sheerin.


    “Fifteen minutes, but…but they’ll be here in five.”


    “Never mind, keep the men working. We’ll hold them off. This place is built like a fortress. Aton, keep an eye on our young Cultist just for luck. Theremon, come with me.”


    * * * *


    Sheerin was out the door, and Theremon was at his heels. The stairs stretched below them in tight, circular sweeps about the central shaft, fading into a dank and dreary grayness.


    The first momentum of their rush had carried them fifty feet down, so that the dim, flickering yellow from the open door of the dome had disappeared and both above and below the same dusky shadow crushed in upon them.


    Sheerin paused, and his pudgy hand clutched at his chest. His eyes bulged and his voice was a dry cough. “I can’t…breathe…Go down…yourself. Close all doors—”


    Theremon took a few downward steps, then turned.


    “Wait! Can you hold out a minute?” He was panting himself. The air passed in and out his lungs like so much molasses, and there was a little germ of screeching panic in his mind at the thought of making his way into the mysterious Darkness below by himself.


    Theremon, after all, was afraid of the dark!


    “Stay here,” he said. “I’ll be back in a second.” He dashed upward two steps at a time, heart pounding—not altogether from the exertion—tumbled into the dome and snatched a torch from its holder. It was foul-smelling, and the smoke smarted his eyes almost blind, but he clutched that torch as if he wanted to kiss it for joy, and its flame streamed backward as he hurtled down the stairs again.


    Sheerin opened his eyes and moaned as Theremon bent over him. Theremon shook him roughly. “All right, get a hold on yourself. We’ve got light.”


    He held the torch at tiptoe height and, propping the tottering psychologist by an elbow, made his way downward in the middle of the protecting circle of illumination.


    The offices on the ground floor still possessed what light there was, and Theremon felt the horror about him relax.


    “Here,” he said brusquely, and passed the torch to Sheerin. “You can hear them outside.”


    And they could. Little scraps of hoarse, wordless shouts.


    But Sheerin was right; the Observatory was built like a fortress. Erected in the last century, when the neo-Gavottian style of architecture was at its ugly height, it had been designed for stability and durability rather than for beauty.


    The windows were protected by the grillwork of inch-thick iron bars sunk deep into the concrete sills. The walls were solid masonry that an earthquake couldn’t have touched, and the main door was a huge oaken slab rein—forced with iron. Theremon shot the bolts and they slid shut with a dull clang.


    At the other end of the corridor, Sheerin cursed weakly. He pointed to the lock of the back door which had been neatly jimmied into uselessness.


    “That must be how Latimer got in,” he said.


    “Well, don’t stand there,” cried Theremon impatiently. “Help drag up the furniture—and keep that torch out of my eyes. The smoke’s killing me.”


    He slammed the heavy table up against the door as he spoke, and in two minutes had built a barricade which made up for what it lacked in beauty and symmetry by the sheer inertia of its massiveness.


    Somewhere, dimly, far off, they could hear the battering of naked fists upon the door; and the screams and yells from outside had a sort of half reality.


    That mob had set off from Saro City with only two things in mind: the attainment of Cultist salvation by the destruction of the Observatory, and a maddening fear that all but paralyzed them. There was no time to think of ground cars, or of weapons, or of leadership, or even of organization. They made for the Observatory on foot and assaulted it with bare hands.


    And now that they were there, the last flash of Beta, the last ruby-red drop of flame, flickered feebly over a humanity that had left only stark, universal fear!


    Theremon groaned, “Let’s get back to the dome!”


    * * * *


    In the dome, only Yimot, at the solarscope, had kept his place. The rest were clustered about the cameras, and Beenay was giving his instructions in a hoarse, strained voice.


    “Get it straight, all of you. I’m snapping Beta just before totality and changing the plate. That will leave one of you to each camera. You all know about…about times of exposure—”


    There was a breathless murmur of agreement.


    Beenay passed a hand over his eyes. “Are the torches still burning? Never mind, I see them!” He was leaning hard against the back of a chair. “Now remember, don’t. . . don’t try to look for good shots. Don’t waste time trying to get t-two stars at a time in the scope field. One is enough. And…and if you feel yourself going, get away from the camera.”


    At the door, Sheerin whispered to Theremon, “Take me to Aton. I don’t see him.”


    The newsman did not answer immediately. The vague forms of the astronomers wavered and blurred, and the torches overhead had become only yellow splotches.


    “It’s dark,” he whimpered.


    Sheerin held out his hand. “Aton.” He stumbled forward. “Aton!”


    Theremon stepped after and seized his arm. “Wait, I’ll take you.” Somehow he made his way across the room. He closed his eyes against the Darkness and his mind against the chaos within it.


    No one heard them or paid attention to them. Sheerin stumbled against the wall. “Aton!”


    The psychologist felt shaking hands touching him, then withdrawing, a voice muttering, “Is that you, Sheerin?”


    “Aton!” He strove to breathe normally. “Don’t worry about the mob. The place will hold them off.”


    * * * *


    Latimer, the Cultist, rose to his feet, and his face twisted in desperation. His word was pledged, and to break it would mean placing his soul in mortal peril. Yet that word had been forced from him and had not been given freely. The Stars would come soon! He could not stand by and allow—And yet his word was pledged.


    Beenay’s face was dimly flushed as it looked upward at Beta’s last ray, and Latimer, seeing him bend over his camera, made his decision. His nails cut the flesh of his palms as he tensed himself.


    He staggered crazily as he started his rush. There was nothing before him but shadows; the very floor beneath his feet lacked substance. And then someone was upon him and he went down with clutching fingers at his throat.


    He doubled his knee and drove it hard into his assailant. “Let me up or I’ll kill you.”


    Theremon cried out sharply and muttered through a blinding haze of pain. “You double-crossing rat!”


    The newsman seemed conscious of everything at once. He heard Beenay croak, “I’ve got it. At your cameras, men!” and then there was the strange awareness that the last thread of sunlight had thinned out and snapped.


    Simultaneously he heard one last choking gasp from Beenay, and a queer little cry from Sheerin, a hysterical giggle that cut off in a rasp—and a sudden silence, a strange, deadly silence from outside.


    And Latimer had gone limp in his loosening grasp. Theremon peered into the Cultist’s eyes and saw the blankness of them, staring upward, mirroring the feeble yellow of the torches. He saw the bubble of froth upon Latimer’s lips and heard the low animal whimper in Latimer’s throat.


    With the slow fascination of fear, he lifted himself on one arm and turned his eyes toward the blood-curdling blackness of the window.


    Through it shone the Stars!


    Not Earth’s feeble thirty-six hundred Stars visible to the eye; Lagash was in the center of a giant cluster. Thirty thousand mighty suns shone down in a soul-searing splendor that was more frighteningly cold in its awful indifference than the bitter wind that shivered across the cold, horribly bleak world.


    Theremon staggered to his feet, his throat, constricting him to breathlessness, all the muscles of his body writhing in an intensity of terror and sheer fear beyond bearing. He was going mad and knew it, and somewhere deep inside a bit of sanity was screaming, struggling to fight off the hopeless flood of black terror. It was very horrible to go mad and know that you were going mad—to know that in a little minute you would be here physically and yet all the real essence would be dead and drowned in the black madness. For this was the Dark—the Dark and the Cold and the Doom. The bright walls of the universe were shattered and their awful black fragments were falling down to crush and squeeze and obliterate him.


    He jostled someone crawling on hands and knees, but stumbled somehow over him. Hands groping at his tortured throat, he limped toward the flame of the torches that filled all his mad vision.


    “Light!” he screamed.


    Aton, somewhere, was crying, whimpering horribly like a terribly frightened child. “Stars—all the Stars—we didn’t know at all. We didn’t know anything. We thought six stars in a universe is something the Stars didn’t notice is Darkness forever and ever and ever and the walls are breaking in and we didn’t know we couldn’t know and anything—”


    Someone clawed at the torch, and it fell and snuffed out. In the instant, the awful splendor of the indifferent Stars leaped nearer to them.


    On the horizon outside the window, in the direction of Saro City, a crimson glow began growing, strengthening in brightness, that was not the glow of a sun.


    The long night had come again.

  


  
    THE MARTIAN WAY, by Isaac Asimov


    First published in Galaxy Science Fiction, November 1952


    One


    From the doorway of the short corridor between the only two rooms in the travel-head of the spaceship, Mario Esteban Rioz watched sourly as Ted Long adjusted the video dials painstakingly. Long tried a touch clockwise, then a touch counter. The picture was lousy.


    Rioz knew it would stay lousy. They were too far from Earth and at a bad position facing the Sun. But then Long would not be expected to know that. Rioz remained standing in the doorway for an additional moment, head bent to clear the upper lintel, body turned half sidewise to fit the narrow opening. Then he jerked into the galley like a cork popping out of a bottle.


    “What are you after?” he asked.


    “I thought I’d get Hilder,” said Long.


    Rioz propped his rump on the corner of a table shelf. He lifted a conical can of milk from the companion shelf just above his head. Its point popped under pressure. He swirled it gently as he waited for it to warm.


    “What for?” he said. He upended the cone and sucked noisily.


    “Thought I’d listen.”


    “I think it’s a waste of power.”


    Long looked up, frowning. “It’s customary to allow free use of personal video sets.”


    “Within reason,” retorted Rioz.


    Their eyes met challengingly. Rioz had the rangy body, the gaunt, cheek-sunken face that was almost the hallmark of the Martian Scavenger, those Spacers who patiently haunted the space routes between Earth and Mars. Pale blue eyes were set keenly in the brown, lined face which, in turn, stood darkly out against the white surrounding syntho-fur that lined the up-turned collar of his leathtic space jacket


    Long was altogether paler and softer. He bore some of the marks of the Grounder, although no second-generation Martian could be a Grounder in the sense that Earthmen were. His own collar was thrown back and his dark brown hair freely exposed.


    “What do you call within reason?” demanded Long.


    Rioz’s thin lips grew thinner. He said, “Considering that we’re not even going to make expenses this trip, the way it looks, any power drain at all is outside reason.”


    Long said, “If we’re losing money, hadn’t you better get back to your post? It’s your watch.”


    Rioz grunted and ran a thumb and forefinger over the stubble on his chin. He got up and trudged to the door, his soft, heavy boots muting the sound of his steps. He paused to look at the thermostat, then turned with a flare of fury.


    “I thought it was hot. Where do you think, you are?”


    Long said, “Forty degrees isn’t excessive.”


    “For you it isn’t, maybe. But this is space, not a heated office at the iron mines.” Rioz swung the thermostat control down to a minimum with a quick thumb movement. “Sun’s warm enough.”


    “The galley isn’t on Sunside.”


    “It’ll percolate through, damn it.”


    Rioz stepped through the door and Long stared after him for a long moment, then turned back to the video. He did not turn up the thermostat.


    The picture was still flickering badly, but it would have to do. Long folded a chair down out of the wall. He leaned forward waiting through the formal announcement, the momentary pause before the slow dissolution of the curtain, the spotlight picking out the well-known bearded figure which grew as it was brought forward until it filled the screen.


    The voice, impressive even through the flutings and croakings induced by the electron storms of twenty millions of miles, began:


    “Friends! My fellow citizens of Earth…”


    Two


    Rioz’s eye caught the flash of the radio signal as he stepped into the pilot room. For one moment, the pates of his hands grew clammy when it seemed to him that it was a radar pip; but that was only his guilt speaking. He should not have left the pilot room while on duty theoretically, though all Scavengers did it. Still, it was the standard nightmare, this business of a strike turning up during just those five minutes when one knocked off for a quick coffee because it seemed certain that space was clear. And the nightmare had been known to happen, too.


    Rioz threw in the multi-scanner. It was a waste of power, but while he was thinking about it, he might as well make sure.


    Space was clear except for the far-distant echoes from the neighboring ships on the scavenging line.


    He hooked up the radio circuit, and the blond, long-nosed head of Richard Swenson, copilot of the next ship on the Marsward side, filled it.


    “Hey, Mario,” said Swenson.


    “Hi. What’s new?”


    There was a second and a fraction of pause between that and Swenson’s next comment, since the speed of electromagnetic radiation is not infinite.


    “What a day I’ve had.”


    “Something happened?” Rioz asked.


    “I had a strike.”


    “Well, good.”


    “Sure, if I’d roped it in,” said Swenson morosely.


    “What happened?”


    “Damn it, I headed in the wrong direction.”


    Rioz knew better than to laugh. He said, “How did you do that?”


    “It wasn’t my fault. The trouble was the shell was moving way out of the ecliptic. Can you imagine the stupidity of a pilot that can’t work the release maneuver decently? How was I to know? I got the distance of the shell and let it go at that. I just assumed its orbit was in the usual trajectory family. Wouldn’t you? I started along what I thought was a good line of intersection and it was five minutes before I noticed the distance was still going up. The pips were taking their sweet time returning. So then I took the angular projections of the thing, and it was too late to catch up with it.”


    “Any of the other boys getting it?”


    “No. It’s ’way out of the ecliptic and’ll keep on going forever. That’s not what bothers me so much. It was only an inner shell. But I hate to tell you how many tons of propulsion I wasted getting up speed and then getting back to station. You should have heard Canute.”


    Canute was Richard Swenson’s brother and partner.


    “Mad, huh?” said Rioz.


    “Mad? Like to have killed me! But then we’ve been out five months now and it’s getting kind of sticky. You know.”


    “I know.”


    “How are you doing, Mario?”


    Rioz made a spitting gesture. “About that much this trip. Two shells in the last two weeks and I had to chase each one for six hours.”


    “Big ones?”


    “Are you kidding? I could have scaled them down to Phobos by hand. This is the worst trip I’ve ever had.”


    “How much longer are you staying?”


    “For my part, we can quit tomorrow. We’ve only been out two months and it’s got so I’m chewing Long out all the time.”


    There was a pause over and above the electromagnetic lag.


    Swenson said, “What’s he like, anyway? Long, I mean.”


    Rioz looked over his shoulder. He could hear the soft, crackly mutter of the video in the galley. “I can’t make him out. He says to me about a week after the start of the trip. ‘Mario, why are you a Scavenger?’ I just look at him and say, ‘To make a living. Why do you suppose?’ I mean, what the hell kind of a question is that? Why is anyone a Scavenger?


    “Anyway, he says, ‘That’s not it, Mario.’ He’s telling me, you see. He says, ‘You’re a Scavenger because this is part of the Martian way.’”


    Svenson said, “And what did he mean by that?”


    Rioz shrugged. “I never asked him. Right now he’s sitting in there listening to the ultra-microwave from Earth. He’s listening to some Grounder called Hilder.”


    “Hilder? A Grounder politician, an Assemblyman or something, isn’t he?”


    “That’s right. At least, I think that’s right Long is always doing things like that. He brought about fifteen pounds of books with him, all about Earth. Just plain dead weight, you know.”


    “Well, he’s your partner. And talking about partners, I think I’ll get back on the job. If I miss another strike, there’ll be murder around here.”


    He was gone and Rioz leaned back. He watched the even green line that was the pulse scanner. He tried the multi-scanner a moment. Space was still clear.


    He felt a little better. A bad spell is always worse if the Scavengers all about you are puffing in shell after shell; if the shells go spiraling down to the Phobos scrap forges with everyone’s brand welded on except your own. Then, too, he had managed to work off some of his resentment toward Long.


    It was a mistake teaming up with Long. It was always a mistake to team up with a tenderfoot. They thought what you wanted was conversation, especially Long, with his eternal theories about Mars and its great new role in human progress. That was the way he said it—Human Progress: the Martian Way; the New Creative Minority. And all the time what Rioz wanted wasn’t talk, but a strike, a few shells to call their own.


    At that, he hadn’t any choice, really. Long was pretty well known down on Mars and made good pay as a mining engineer. He was a friend of Commissioner Sankov and he’d been out on one or two short scavenging missions before. You can’t turn a fellow down flat before a tryout, even though it did look funny. Why should a mining engineer with a comfortable job and good money want to muck around in space?


    Rioz never asked Long that question. Scavenger partners are forced too close together to make curiosity desirable, or sometimes even safe. But Long talked so much that he answered the question.


    “I had to come out here, Mario,” he said. “The future of Mars isn’t in the mines; it’s in space.”


    Rioz wondered how it would be to try a trip alone. Everyone said it was impossible. Even discounting lost opportunities when one man had to go off watch to sleep or attend to other things, it was well known that one man alone in space would become intolerably depressed in a relatively short while.


    Taking a partner along made a six-month trip possible. A regular crew would be better, but no Scavenger could make money on a ship large enough to carry one. The capital it would take in propulsion alone!


    Even two didn’t find it exactly fun in space. Usually you had to change partners each trip and you could stay out longer with some than with others. Look at Richard and Canute Swenson. They teamed up every five or six trips because they were brothers. And yet whenever they did, it was a case of constantly mounting tension and antagonism after the first week.


    Oh well Space was clear. Rioz would feel a little better if he went back to the galley and smoothed down some of the bickering with Long. He might as well show he was an old space-hand who took the irritations of space as they came.


    He stood up, walked the three steps necessary to reach the short, narrow corridor that tied together the two rooms of the spaceship.


    Three


    Once again Rioz stood in the doorway for a moment, watching. Long was intent on the flickering screen.


    Rioz said gruffly, “I’m shoving up the thermostat. It’s all right—we can spare the power.”


    Long nodded. “If you like.”


    Rioz took a hesitant step forward. Space was clear, so to hell with sitting and looking at a blank, green, pipless line. He said, “What’s the Grounder been talking about?”


    “History of space travel mostly. Old stuff, but he’s doing it well. He’s giving the whole works—color cartoons, trick photography, stills from old films, everything.”


    As if to illustrate Long’s remarks, the bearded figure faded out of view, and a cross-sectional view of a spaceship flitted onto the screen. Hilder’s voice continued, pointing out features of interest that appeared in schematic color. The communications system of the ship outlined itself in red as he talked about it, the storerooms, the proton micropile drive, the cybernetic circuits…


    Then Hilder was back on the screen. “But this is only the travel-head of the ship. What moves it? What gets it off the Earth?”


    Everyone knew what moved a spaceship, but Hilder’s voice was like a drug. He made spaceship propulsion sound like the secret of the ages, like an ultimate revelation. Even Rioz felt a slight tingling of suspense, though he had spent the greater part of his life aboard ship.


    Hilder went on. ”Scientists call it different names. They call it the Law of Action and Reaction. Sometimes they call it Newton’s Third Law. Sometimes they call it Conservation of Momentum. But we don’t have to call it any name. We can just use our common sense. When we swim, we push water backward and move forward ourselves. When we walk, we push back against the ground and move forward. When we fly a gyro-flivver, we push air backward and move forward.


    “Nothing can move forward unless something else moves backward. It’s the old principle of ‘You can’t get something for nothing.’


    “Now imagine a spaceship that weighs a hundred thousand tons lifting off Earth. To do that, something else must be moved downward. Since a spaceship is extremely heavy, a great deal of material must be moved downwards. So much material, in fact, that there is no place to keep it all aboard ship. A special compartment must be built behind the ship to hold it.”


    Again Hilder faded out and the ship returned. It shrank and a truncated cone appeared behind it. In bright yellow, words appeared within it: MATERIAL TO BE THROWN AWAY


    “But now,” said Hilder, “the total weight of the ship is much greater. You need still more propulsion and still more.”


    The ship shrank enormously to add on another larger shell and still another immense one. The ship proper, the travel-head, was a little dot on the screen, a glowing red dot.


    Rioz said, “Hell, this is kindergarten stuff.”


    “Not to the people he’s speaking to, Mario,” replied Long “Earth isn’t Mars. There must be billions of Earth people who’ve never even seen a spaceship; don’t know the first thing about it.”


    Hilder was saying, “When the material inside the biggest shell is used up, the shell is detached. It’s thrown away, too.”


    The outermost shell came loose, wobbled about the screen.


    “Then the second one goes,” said Hilder, “and then, if the trip is a long one, the last is ejected.”


    The ship was just a red dot now, with three shells shifting and moving, lost in space.


    Hilder said, “These shells represent a hundred thousand tons of tungsten, magnesium, aluminum, and steel. They are gone forever from Earth. Mars is ringed by Scavengers, waiting along the routes of space travel, waiting for the cast-off shells, netting and branding them, saving them for Mars. Not one cent of payment reaches Earth for them. They are salvage. They belong to the ship that finds them.”


    Rioz said, “We risk our investment and our lives. If we don’t pick them up, no one gets them. What loss is that to Earth?”


    “Look,” said Long, “he’s been talking about nothing but the drain that Mars, Venus, and the Moon put on Earth. This is just another item of loss.”


    “They’ll get their return. We’re mining more iron every year.”


    “And most of it goes right back into Mars. If you can believe his figures, Earth has invested two hundred billion dollars in Mars and received back about five billion dollars’ worth of iron. It’s put five hundred billion dollars into the Moon and gotten back a little over twenty-five billion dollars of magnesium, titanium, and assorted light metals. It’s put fifty billion dollars into Venus and gotten back nothing. And that’s what the taxpayers of Earth are really interested in—tax money out; nothing in”.


    The screen was filled, as he spoke, with diagrams of the Scavengers on the route to Mars; little, grinning caricatures of ships, reaching out wiry, tenuous arms that groped for the tumbling, empty shells, seizing and snaking them in, branding them MARS PROPERTY in glowing letters, then scaling them down to Phobos.


    Then it was Hilder again. “They tell us eventually they will return it all to us. Eventually! Once they are a going concern! We don’t know when that will be. A century from now? A thousand years? A million? ‘Eventually.’ Let’s take them at their word. Someday they will give us back all our metals. Someday they will grow their own food, use their own power, live their own lives.


    “But one thing they can never return. Not in a hundred million years. Water!


    “Mars has only a trickle of water because it is too small. Venus has no water at all because it is too hot. The Moon has none because it is too hot and too small. So Earth must supply not only drinking water and washing water for the Spacers, water to run their industries, water for the hydroponic factories they claim to be setting up—but even water to throw away by the millions of tons.


    “What is the propulsive force that spaceships use? What is it they throw out behind so that they can accelerate forward? Once it was the gasses generated from explosives. That was very expensive. Then the proton micropile was invented—a cheap power source that could heat up any liquid until it was a gas under tremendous pressure. What is the cheapest and most plentiful liquid available? Why, water, of course.


    “Each spaceship leaves Earth carrying nearly a million tons—not pounds, tons—of water, for the sole purpose of driving it into space so that it may speed up or slow down.


    “Our ancestors burned the oil of Earth madly and wilfully. They destroyed its coal recklessly. We despise and condemn them for that, but at least they had this excuse—they thought that when the need arose, substitutes would be found. And they were right. We have our plankton farms and our proton micropiles.


    “But there is no substitute for water. None! There never can be. And when our descendants view the desert we will have made of Earth, what excuse will they find for us? When the droughts come and grow—”


    Long leaned forward and turned off the set. He said, “That bothers me. The damn fool is deliberately— What’s the matter?”


    Rioz had risen uneasily to his feet. “I ought to be watching the pips.”


    “The hell with pips.” Long got up likewise, followed Rioz through the narrow corridor, and stood just inside the pilot room. “If Hilder carries this through, if he’s got the guts to make a real issue out of it—Wow!”


    He had seen it too. The pip was a Class A, racing after the outgoing signal like a greyhound after a mechanical rabbit.


    Rioz was babbling, “Space was clear, I tell you, clear. For Mars’ sake, Ted, don’t just freeze on me. See if you can spot it visually.”


    Rioz was working speedily and with an efficiency that was the result of nearly twenty years of scavenging. He had the distance in two minutes. Then, remembering Swenson’s experience, he measured the angle of declination and the radial velocity as well.


    He yelled at Long, “One point seven six radians. You can’t miss it, man.”


    Long held his breath as he adjusted the vernier. “It’s only half a radian off the Sun. It’ll only be crescent-lit.” He.increased magnification as rapidly as he dared, watching for the one “star” that changed position and grew to have a form, revealing itself to be no star.


    “I’m starting, anyway,” said Rioz. “We can’t wait.”


    “I’ve got it. I’ve got it.” Magnification was still too small to give it a definite shape, but the dot Long watched was brightening and dimming rhythmically as the shell rotated and caught sunlight on cross sections of different sizes.


    “Hold on.”


    The first of many fine spurts of steam squirted out of the proper vents, leaving long trails of micro-crystals of ice gleaming mistily in the pale beams of the distant Sun. They thinned out for a hundred miles or more. One spurt, then another, then another, as the Scavenger ship moved out of its stable trajectory tory and took up a course tangential to that of the shell.


    “It’s moving like a comet at perihelion!” yelled Rioz. “Those damned Grounder pilots knock the shells off that way on purpose. I’d like to—”


    He swore his anger in a frustrated frenzy as he kicked steam backward and backward recklessly, till the hydraulic cushioning of his chair had soughed back a full foot and Long had found himself all but unable to maintain his grip on the guard rail.


    “Have a heart,” he begged.


    But Rioz had his eye on the pips. “If you can’t take it, man, stay on Mars!” The steam spurts continued to boom distantly.


    The radio came to life. Long managed to lean forward through what seemed like molasses and closed contact. It was Swenson, eyes glaring.


    Swenson yelled, “Where the hell are you guys going? You’ll be in my sector in ten seconds.”


    Rioz said, “I’m chasing a shell.”


    “In my sector?”


    “It started in mine and you’re not in position to get it. Shut off that radio, Ted.”


    The ship thundered through space, a thunder that could be heard only within the hull. And then Rioz cut the engines in stages large enough to make Long flail forward. The sudden silence was more ear-shattering than the noise that had preceded it.


    Rioz said, “All right. Let me have the ’scope”


    They both watched. The shell was a definite truncated cone now, tumbling with slow solemnity as it passed along among the stars.


    “It’s a Class A shell, all right,” said Rioz with satisfaction. A giant among shells, he thought. It would put them into the black.


    Long said, “We’ve got another pip on the scanner. I think it’s Swenson taking after us.”


    Rioz scarcely gave it a glance. “He won’t catch us.”


    The shell grew larger still, filling the visiplate.


    Rioz’s hands were on the harpoon lever. He waited, adjusted the angle microscopically twice, played out the length allotment. Then he yanked, tripping the release.


    For a moment, nothing happened. Then a metal mesh cable snaked out onto the visiplate, moving toward the shell like a striking cobra. It made contact, but it did not hold. If it had, it would have snapped instantly like a cobweb strand. The shell was turning with a rotational momentum amounting to thousands of tons. What the cable did do was to set up a powerful magnetic field that acted as a brake on the shell.


    Another cable and another lashed out. Rioz sent them out in an almost heedless expenditure of energy.


    “I’ll get this one! By Mars, I’ll get this one!”


    With some two dozen cables stretching between ship and shell, he desisted. The shell’s rotational energy, converted by breaking into heat, had raised its temperature to a point where its radiation could be picked up by the ship’s meters.


    Long said, “Do you want me to put our brand on?”


    “Suits me. But you don’t have to if you don’t want to. It’s my watch.”


    “I don’t mind.”


    Long clambered into his suit and went out of the lock. It was the surest sign of his newness to the game that he could count the number of times he had been out in space in a suit. This was the fifth time.


    He went out along the nearest cable, hand over hand, feeling the vibration of the mesh against the metal of his mitten.


    He burned their serial number in the smooth metal of the shell. There was nothing to oxidize the steel in the emptiness of space. It simply melted and vaporized, condensing some feet away from the energy beam, turning the surface it touched into a gray, powdery dullness.


    Long swung back towards the ship.


    Inside again, he took off his helmet, white and thick with frost that collected as soon as he had entered.


    The first thing he heard was Swenson’s voice coming over the radio in this almost unrecognizable rage: “…straight to the Commissioner. Damn it, there are rules to this game!”


    Rioz sat back, unbothered. “Look, it hit my sector. I was late spotting it and I chased it into yours. You couldn’t have gotten it with Mars for a backstop. That’s all there is to it— You back, Long?”


    He cut contact.


    The signal button raged at him, but he paid no attention.


    “He’s going to the Commissioner?” Long asked.


    “Not a chance. He just goes on like that because it breaks the monotony. He doesn’t mean anything by it. He knows it’s our shell. And how do you like that hunk of stuff, Ted?”


    “Pretty good.”


    “Pretty good? It’s terrific! Hold on. I’m setting it swinging.”


    The side jets spat steam and the ship started a slow rotation about the shell. The shell fallowed it. In thirty minutes, they were a gigantic bolo spinning in emptiness. Long checked the Ephemeris for the position of Deimos.


    At a precisely calculated moment, the cables released their magnetic field and the shell went streaking off tangentially in a trajectory that would, in a day or so, bring it within pronging distance of the shell stores on the Martian satellite.


    Rioz watched it go. He felt good. He turned to Long. “This is one fine day for us.”


    “What about Hilder’s speech?” asked Long.


    “What? Who? Oh, that. Listen, if I had to worry about every thing some damned Grounder said, I’d never get any sleep. Forget it.”


    “I don’t think we should forget it.”


    “You’re nuts. Don’t bother me about it, will you? Get some sleep instead.”


    Four


    Ted Long found the breadth and height of the city’s main thoroughfare exhilarating. It had been two months since the Commissioner had declared a moratorium on scavenging and had pulled all ships out of space, but this feeling of a stretched-out vista had not stopped thrilling Long. Even the thought that the moratorium was called pending a decision on the part of Earth to enforce its new insistence on water economy, by deciding upon a ration limit for scavenging, did not cast him entirely down.


    The roof of the avenue was painted a luminous light blue, perhaps as an old-fashioned imitation of Earth’s sky. Ted wasn’t sure. The walls were lit with the store windows that pierced it.


    Off in the distance, over the hum of traffic and the sloughing noise of people’s feet passing him, he could hear the intermittent blasting as new channels were being bored into Mars’ crust All his life he remembered such blastings. The ground he walked on had been part of solid, unbroken rock when he was born. The city was growing and would keep on growing—if Earth would only let it.


    He turned off at a cross street, narrower, not quite as brilliantly lit, shop windows giving way to apartment houses, each with its row of lights along the front façade. Shoppers and traffic gave way to slower-paced individuals and to squawling youngsters who had as yet evaded the maternal summons to the evening meal.


    At the last minute, Long remembered the social amenities and stopped off at a corner water store.


    He passed over his canteen. “Fill ’er up.”


    The plump storekeeper unscrewed the cap, cocked an eye into the opening. He shook it a little and let it gurgle. “Not much left,” he said cheerfully.


    “No,” agreed Long.


    The storekeeper trickled water in, holding the neck of the canteen close to the hose tip to avoid spillage. The volume gauge whirred. He screwed the cap back on.


    Long passed over the coins and took his canteen. It clanked against his hip now with a pleasing heaviness. It would never do to visit a family without a full canteen. Among the boys, it didn’t matter. Not as much, anyway.


    He entered the hallway of No. 27, climbed a short flight of stairs, and paused with his thumb on the signal.


    The sound of voices could be heard quite plainly.


    One was a woman’s voice, somewhat shrill. “It’s all right for you to have your Scavenger friends here, isn’t it? I’m supposed to be thankful you managed to get home two months a year. Oh, it’s quite enough that you spend a day or two with me. After that, it’s the Scavengers again.”


    “I’ve been home for a long time now,” said a male voice, “and this is business. For Mars’ sake, let up, Dora. They’ll be here soon.”


    Long decided to wait a moment before signaling. It might give them a chance to hit a more neutral topic.


    “What do I care if they come?” retorted Dora. “Let them hear me. And I’d just as soon the Commissioner kept the moratorium on permanently. You hear me?”


    “And what would we live on?” came the male voice hotly. “You tell me that.”


    “I’ll tell you. You can make a decent, honorable living right here on Mars, just like everybody else. I’m the only one in this apartment house that’s a Scavenger widow. That’s what I am—a widow. I’m worse than a widow, because if I were a widow, I’d at least have a chance to marry someone else— What did you say?”


    “‘Nothing. Nothing at all.”


    “Oh, I know what you said. Now listen here, Dick Swenson—”


    “I only said,” cried Swenson, “that now I know why Scavengers usually don’t marry.”


    “You shouldn’t have either. I’m tired of having every person in the neighborhood pity me and smirk and ask when you’re coming home. Other people can be mining engineers and administrators and even tunnel borers. At least tunnel borers’ wives have a decent home life and their children don’t grow up like vagabonds. Peter might as well not have a father—”


    A thin boy-soprano voice made its way through the door. It was somewhat more distant, as though it were in another room. “Hey, Mom, what’s a vagabond?”


    Dora’s voice rose a notch. “Peter! You keep your mind on your homework.”


    Swenson said in a low voice, “It’s not right to talk this way in front of the kid. What kind of notions will he get about me?”


    “Stay home then and teach him better notions.”


    Peter’s voice called out again. “Hey, Mom, I’m going to be a Scavenger when I grow up.”


    Footsteps sounded rapidly. There was a momentary hiatus in the sounds, then a piercing, “Mom! Hey, Mom! Leggo my ear! What did I do?” and a snuffling silence.


    Long seized the chance. He worked the signal vigorously.


    Swenson opened the door, brushing down his hair with both hands.


    “Hello, Ted,” he said in a subdued voice. Then loudly, “Ted’s here, Dora. Where’s Mario, Ted?”


    Long said, “He’ll be here in a while.”


    Dora came bustling out of the next room, a small, dark woman with a pinched nose, and hair, just beginning to show touches of gray, combed off the forehead.


    “Hello, Ted. Have you eaten?”


    “Quite well, thanks. I haven’t interrupted you, have I?”


    “Not at all. We finished ages ago. Would you like some coffee?”


    “I think so.” Ted unslung his canteen and offered it.


    “Oh, goodness, that’s all right. We’ve plenty of water.”


    “I insist.”


    “Well, then—”


    Back into the kitchen she went. Through the swinging door, Long caught a glimpse of dishes sitting in Secoterg, the “waterless cleaner that soaks up and absorbs grease and dirt in a twinkling. One ounce of water will rinse eight square feet of dish surface clean as clean. Buy Secoterg. Secoterg just cleans it right, makes your dishes shiny bright, does away with water waste—”


    The tune started whining through his mind and Long crushed it with speech. He said, “How’s Pete?”


    “Fine, fine. The kid’s in the fourth grade now. You know I don’t get to see him much. Well, sir, when I came back last time, he looked at me and said…”


    It went on for a while and wasn’t too bad as bright sayings of bright children as told by dull parents go.


    The door signal burped and Mario Rioz came in, frowning and red.


    Swenson stepped to him quickly. “Listen, don’t say anything about shell-snaring. Dora still remembers the time you fingered a Class A shell out of my territory and she’s in one of her moods now.”


    “Who the hell wants to talk about shells?” Rioz slung off a fur-lined jacket, threw it over the back of the chair, and sat down.


    Dora came through the swinging door, viewed the newcomer with a synthetic smile, and said, “Hello, Mario. Coffee for you, too?”


    “Yeah,” he said, reaching automatically for his canteen.


    “Just use some more of my water, Dora,” said Long quickly. “He’ll owe it to me.”


    “Yeah,” said Rioz.


    “What’s wrong, Mario?” asked Long.


    Rioz said heavily, “Go on. Say you told me so. A year ago when Hilder made that speech, you told me so. Say it.”


    Long shrugged.


    Rioz said, “They’ve set up the quota. Fifteen minutes ago the news came out.”


    “Well?”


    “Fifty thousand tons of water per trip.”


    “What?” yelled Swenson, burning. “You can’t get off Mars with fifty thousand!”


    “That’s the figure. It’s a deliberate piece of gutting. No more scavenging.”


    Dora came out with the coffee and set it down all around.


    “What’s all this about no more scavenging?” She sat down very firmly and Swenson looked helpless.


    “It seems,” said Long, “that they’re rationing us at fifty thousand tons and that means we can’t make any more trips.”


    “Well, what of it?” Dora sipped her coffee and smiled gaily. “If you want my opinion, it’s a good thing. It’s time all you Scavengers found yourselves a nice, steady job here on Mars. I mean it. It’s no life to be running all over space—”


    “Please, Dora,” said Swenson.


    Rioz came close to a snort


    Dora raised her eyebrows. “I’m just giving my opinions.”


    Long said, “Please feel free to do so. But I would like to say something. Fifty thousand is just a detail. We know that Earth—or at least Hilder’s party—wants to make political capital out of a campaign for water economy, so we’re in a bad hole. We’ve got to get water somehow or they’ll shut us down altogether, right?”


    “Well, sure,” said Swenson.


    “But the question is how, right?”


    “If it’s only getting water,” said Rioz in a sudden gush of words, “there’s only one thing to do and you know it. If the Grounders won’t give us water, we’ll take it. The water doesn’t belong to them just because their fathers and grandfathers were too damned sick-yellow ever to leave their fat planet. Water belongs to people wherever they are. We’re people and the water’s ours, too. We have a right to it.”


    “How do you propose taking it?” asked Long.


    “Easy! They’ve got oceans of water on Earth. They can’t post a guard over every square mile. We can sink down on the night side of the planet any time we want, fill our shells, then get away. How can they stop us?”


    “In half a dozen ways, Mario. How do you spot shells in space up to distances of a hundred thousand miles? One thin metal shell in all that space. How? By radar. Do you think there’s no radar on Earth? Do you think that if Earth ever gets the notion we’re engaged in waterlegging, it won’t be simple for them to set up a radar network to spot ships coming in from space?”


    Dora broke in indignantly. “I’ll tell you one thing, Mario Rioz. My husband isn’t going to be part of any raid to get water to keep up his scavenging with.”


    “It isn’t just scavenging,” said Mario. “Next they’ll be cutting down on everything else. We’ve got to stop them now.”


    “But we don’t need their water anyway,” said Dora. “We’re not the Moon or Venus. We pipe enough water down from the polar caps for all we need. We have a water tap right in this apartment. There’s one in every apartment on this block.”


    Long said, “Home use is the smallest pan of it. The mines use water. And what do we do about the hydroponic tanks?”


    “That’s right,” said Swenson. “What about the hydroponic tanks, Dora? They’ve got to have water and it’s about time we arranged to grow our own fresh food instead of having to live on the condensed crud they ship us from Earth.”


    “Listen to him,” said Dora scornfully. “What do you know about fresh food? You’ve never eaten any.”


    “I’ve eaten more than you think. Do you remember those carrots I picked up once?”


    “Well, what was so wonderful about them? If you ask me, good baked protomeal is much better. And healthier, too. It just seems to be the fashion now to be talking fresh vegetables because they’re increasing taxes for these hydroponics. Besides, all this will blow over.”


    Long said, “I don’t think so. Not by itself, anyway. Hilder will probably be the next Co-ordinator, and then things may really get bad. If they cut down on food shipments, too—”


    “Well, then,” shouted Rioz, “what do we do? I still say take it! Take the water!”


    “And I say we can’t do that, Mario. Don’t you see that what you’re suggesting is the Earth way, the Grounder way? You’re trying to hold on to the umbilical cord that ties Mars to Earth.


    Can’t you get away from that? Can’t you see the Martian way?”


    “No, I can’t. Suppose you tell me.”


    “I will, if you’ll listen. When we think about the Solar System, what do we think about? Mercury, Venus, Earth, Moon, Mars, Phobos, and Deimos. There you are—seven bodies, that’s all. But that doesn’t represent 1 per cent of the Solar System. We Martians are right at the edge of the other 99 per cent. Out there, farther from the Sun, there’s unbelievable amounts of water!”


    The others stared.


    Swenson said uncertainly. “You mean the layers of ice on Jupiter and Saturn?”


    “Not that specifically, but it is water, you’ll admit. A thousand-mile-thick layer of water is a lot of water.”


    “But it’s all covered up with layers of ammonia or—or something, isn’t it?” asked Swenson. “Besides, we can’t land on the major planets.”


    “I know that,” said Long, “but I haven’t said that was the answer. The major planets aren’t the only objects out there. What about the asteroids and the satellites? Vesta is a two-hundred-mile-diameter asteroid that’s hardly mare than a chunk of ice. One of the moons of Saturn is mostly ice. How about that?”


    Rioz said, “Haven’t you ever been in space, Ted?”


    “You know I have. Why do you ask?”


    “Sure, I know you have, but you still talk like a Grounder. Have you thought of the distances involved? The average asteroid is a hundred twenty million miles from Mars at the closest. That’s twice the Venus-Mars hop and you know that hardly any liners do even that in one jump. They usually stop off at Earth or the Moon. After all, how long do you expect anyone to stay in space, man?”


    “I don’t know. What’s your limit?”


    “You know the limit. You don’t have to ask me. It’s six months. That’s handbook data. After six months, if you’re still in space, you’re psychotherapy meat. Right, Dick?”


    Swenson nodded.


    “And that’s just the asteroids,” Rioz went on. “From Mars to Jupiter is three hundred thirty million miles, and to Saturn it’s seven hundred million. How can anyone handle that kind of distance? Suppose you hit standard velocity, or, to make it even, say you get up to a good two hundred kilomiles an hour. It would take you—let’s see, allowing time for acceleration and deceleration—about six or seven months to get to Jupiter and nearly a year to get to Saturn. Of course, you could hike the speed to a million miles an hour, theoretically, but where would you get the water to do that?”


    “Gee,” said a small voice attached to a smutty nose and round eyes. “Saturn!”


    Dora whirled in her chair. “Peter, march right back into your room!”


    “Aw, Ma.”


    “Don’t ‘Aw, Ma’ me.” She began to get out of the chair, and Peter scuttled away.


    Swenson said, “Say, Dora, why don’t you keep him company for a while? It’s hard to keep his mind on homework if we’re all out here talking.”


    Dora sniffed obstinately and stayed put. “I’ll sit right here until I find out what Ted Long is thinking of. I tell you right now I don’t like the sound of it.”


    Swenson said nervously, “Well, never mind Jupiter and Saturn. I’m sure Ted isn’t figuring on that. But what about Vesta? We could make it in ten or twelve weeks there and the same back. And two hundreds miles in diameter. That’s four million cubic miles of ice!”


    “So what?” said Rioz. “What do we do on Vesta? Quarry the ice? Set up mining machinery? Say, do you know how long that would take?”


    Long said, “I’m talking about Saturn, not Vesta.”


    Rioz addressed an unseen audience. “I tell him seven hundred million miles and he keeps on talking.”


    “All right,” said Long, “suppose you tell me how you know we can only stay in space six months, Mario?”


    “It’s common knowledge, damn it.”


    “Because it’s in the Handbook of Space Flight. It’s data compiled by Earth scientists from experience with Earth pilots and spacemen. You’re still thinking Grounder style. You won’t think the Martian way.”


    “A Martian may be a Martian, but he’s still a man.”


    “But how can you be so blind? How many times have you fellows been out for over six months without a break?”


    Rioz said, “That’s different.”


    “Because you’re Martians? Because you’re professional Scavengers?”


    “No. Because we’re not on a flight. We can put back for Mars any time we want to.”


    “But you don’t want to. That’s my point. Earthmen have tremendous ships with libraries of films, with a crew of fifteen plus passengers. Still, they can only stay out six months maximum. Martian Scavengers have a two-room ship with only one partner. But we can stick it out more than six months.”


    Dora said, “I suppose you want to stay in a ship for a year and go to Saturn.”


    “Why not, Dora?” said Long. ”We can do it. Don’t you see we can? Earthmen can’t. They’ve got a real world. They’ve got open sky and fresh food, all the air and water they want. Getting into a ship is a terrible change for them. More than six months is too much for them for that very reason. Martians are different. We’ve been living on a ship our entire lives.


    “That’s all Mars is—a ship. It’s just a big ship forty-five hundred miles across with one tiny room in it occupied by fifty thousand people. It’s closed in like a ship. We breathe packaged air and drink packaged water, which we repurify over and over. We eat the same food rations we eat aboard ship. When we get into a ship, it’s the same thing we’ve known all our lives. We can stand it for a lot more than a year if we have to.”


    Dora said, “Dick, too?”


    “We all can.”


    “Well, Dick can’t. It’s all very well for you, Ted Long, and this shell stealer here, this Mario to talk about jaunting off for a year. You’re not married. Dick is. He has a wife and he has a child and that’s enough for him. He can just get a regular job right here on Mars. Why, my goodness, suppose you go to Saturn and find there’s no water there. How’ll you get back? Even if you had water left, you’d be out of food. It’s the most ridiculous thing I ever heard of.”


    “No. Now listen,” said Long tightly. “I’ve thought this thing out. I’ve talked to Commissioner Sankov and he’ll help. But we’ve got to have ships and men. I can’t get them. The men won’t listen to me. I’m green. You two are known and respected. You’re veterans. If you back me, even if you don’t go yourselves, if you’ll just help me sell this thing to the rest, get volunteers—”


    “First,” said Rioz grumpily, “you’ll have to do a lot more explaining. Once we get to Saturn, Where’s the water?”


    “That’s the beauty of it,” said Long. “That’s why it’s got to be Saturn. The water there is just floating around in space for the taking.”


    Five


    When Hamish Sankov had come to Mars, there was no such thing as a native Martian. Now there were two-hundred-odd babies whose grandfathers had been born on Mars—native in the third generation.


    When he had come as a boy in his teens, Mars had been scarcely more than a huddle of grounded spaceships connected by sealed underground tunnels. Through the years, he had seen buildings grow and burrow widely, thrusting blunt snouts up into the thin, unbreathable atmosphere. He had seen huge storage depots spring up into which spaceships and their loads could be swallowed whole. He had seen the mines grow from nothing to a huge gouge in the Martian crust, while the population of Mars grew from fifty to fifty thousand.


    It made him feel old, these long memories—they and the even dimmer memories induced by the presence of this Earthman before him. His visitor brought up those long-forgotten scraps of thought about a soft-warm world that was as kind and gentle to mankind as the mother’s womb.


    The Earthman seemed fresh from that womb. Not very tall, not very lean; in fact, distinctly plump. Dark hair with a neat little wave in it, a neat little mustache, and neatly scrubbed skin. His clothing was right in style and as fresh and neatly turned as plastek could be.


    Sankov’s own clothes were of Martian manufacture, serviceable and clean, but many years behind the times. His face was craggy and lined, his hair was pure white, and his Adam’s apple wobbled when he talked.


    The Earthman was Myron Digby, member of Earth’s General Assembly. Sankov was Martian Commissioner.


    Sankov said, “This all hits us hard, Assemblyman.”


    “It’s hit most of us hard, too, Commissioner.”


    “Uh-huh. Can’t honestly say then that I can make it out. Of course, you understand, I don’t make out that I can understand Earth ways, for all that I was born there. Mars is a hard place to live, Assemblyman, and you have to understand that. It takes a lot of shipping space just to bring us food, water, and raw materials so we can live. There’s not much room left for books and news films. Even video programs can’t reach Mars, except for about a month when Earth is in conjunction, and even then nobody has much time to listen.


    “My office gets a weekly summary film from Planetary Press.


    Generally, I don’t have time to pay attention to it. Maybe you’d call us provincial, and you’d be right. When something like this happens, all we can do is kind of helplessly look at each other.”


    Digby said slowly, “You can’t mean that your people on Mars haven’t heard of Hilder’s anti-Waster campaign.”


    “No, can’t exactly say that. There’s a young Scavenger, son of a good friend of mine who died in space” —Sankov scratched the side of his neck doubtfully— “who makes a hobby out of reading up on Earth history and things like that. He catches video broadcasts when he’s out in space and he listened to this man Hilder. Near as I can make out, that was the first talk Hilder made about Wasters.


    “The young fellow came to me with that. Naturally, I didn’t take him very serious. I kept an eye on the Planetary Press films for a while after that, but there wasn’t much mention of Hilder and what there was made him out to look pretty funny.”


    “Yes, Commissioner,” said Digby, “it all seemed quite a joke When it started.”


    Sankov stretched out a pair of long legs to one side of his desk and crossed them at the ankles. ”Seems to me it’s still pretty much of a joke. What’s his argument? We’re using up water. Has he tried looking at some figures? I got them all here. Had them brought to me when this committee arrived.


    “Seems that Earth has four hundred million cubic miles of water in its oceans and each cubic mile weighs four and a half billion tons. That’s a lot of water. Now we use some of that heap in space flight. Most of the thrust is inside Earth’s gravitational field, and that means the water thrown out finds its way back to the oceans. Hilder doesn’t figure that in. When he says a million tons of water is used up per flight, he’s a liar. It’s less than a hundred thousand tons.


    “Suppose, now, we have fifty thousand flights a year. We don’t, of course; not even fifteen hundred. But let’s say there are fifty thousand. I figure there’s going to be considerable expansion as time goes on. With fifty thousand flights, one cubic mile of water would be lost to space each year. That means that in a million years, Earth would lose one quarter of one per cent of its total water supply!”


    Digby spread his hands, palms upward, and let them drop. ”Commissioner, Interplanetary Alloys has used figures like that in their campaign against Hilder, but you can’t fight a tremendous, emotion-filled drive with cold mathematics. This man Hilder has invented a name, ‘Wasters.’ Slowly he has built this name up into a gigantic conspiracy; a gang of brutal, profit-seeking wretches raping Earth for their own immediate benefit.


    “He has accused the government of being riddled with them, the Assembly of being dominated by them, the press of being owned by them. None of this, unfortunately, seems ridiculous to the average man. He knows all too well what selfish men can do to Earth’s resources. He knows what happened to Earth’s oil during the Time of Troubles, for instance, and the way top-soil was ruined.


    “When a farmer experiences a drought, he doesn’t care that the amount of water lost in space flight isn’t a droplet in a fog as far as Earth’s over-all water supply is concerned. Hilder has given him something to blame and that’s the strongest possible consolation for disaster. He isn’t going to give that up for a diet of figures.”


    Sankov said, “That’s where I get puzzled. Maybe it’s because I don’t know how things work on Earth, but it’seems to me that there aren’t just droughty farmers there. As near as I could make out from the news summaries, these Hilder people are a minority. Why is it Earth goes along with a few farmers and some crackpots that egg them on?”


    “Because, Commissioner, there are such things as worried human beings. The steel industry sees that an era of space flight will stress increasingly the light, nonferrous alloys. The various miners’ unions worry about extraterrestrial competition. Any Earthman who can’t get aluminum to build a prefab is certain that it is because the aluminum is going to Mars. I know a professor of archaeology who’s an anti-Waster because he can’t get a government grant to cover his excavations. He’s convinced that all government money is going into rocketry research and space medicine and he resents it.”


    Sankov said, “That doesn’t sound like Earth people are much different from us here on Mars. But what about the General Assembly? Why do they have to go along with Hilder?”


    Digby smiled sourly. ”Politics isn’t pleasant to explain. Hilder introduced this bill to set up a committee to investigate waste in space flight. Maybe three fourths or more of the General Assembly was against such an investigation as an intolerable and useless extension of bureaucracy—which it is. But then how could any legislator be against a mere investigation of waste? It would sound as though he had something to fear or to conceal. It would sound as though he were himself profiting from waste. Hilder is not in the least afraid of making such accusations, and whether true or not, they would be a powerful factor with the voters in the next election. The bill passed.


    “And then there came the question of appointing the members of the committee. Those who were against Hilder shied away from membership, which would have meant decisions that would be continually embarrassing. Remaining on the side lines would make that one that much less a target for Hilder. The result is that I am the only member of the committee who is outspokenly anti-Hilder and it may cost me re-election.”


    Sankov said, “I’d be sorry to hear that, Assemblyman. It looks as though Mars didn’t have as many friends as we thought we had. We wouldn’t like to lose one. But if Hilder wins out, what’s he after, anyway?”


    “I should think,” said Digby, “that that is obvious. He wants to be the next Global Coordinator.”


    “Think he’ll make it?”


    “If nothing happens to stop him, he will.”


    “And then what? Will he drop this Waster campaign then?”


    “I can’t say. I don’t know if he’s laid his plans past the Co-ordinacy. Still, if you want my guess, he couldn’t abandon the campaign and maintain his popularity. It’s gotten out of hand.”


    Sankov scratched the side of his neck. ”All right. In that case, I’ll ask you for some advice. What can we folks on Mars do?


    You know Earth. You know the situation. We don’t. Tell us what to do.”


    Digby rose and stepped to the window. He looked out upon the low domes of other buildings; red, rocky, completely desolate plain in between; a purple sky and a shrunken sun.


    He said, without turning, “Do you people really like it on Mars?”


    Sankov smiled. “Most of us don’t exactly know any other world, Assemblyman. Seems to me Earth would be something queer and uncomfortable to them.”


    “But wouldn’t Martians get used to it? Earth isn’t hard to take after this. Wouldn’t your people learn to enjoy the privilege of breathing air under an open sky? You once lived on Earth. You remember what it was like.”


    “I sort of remember. Still, it doesn’t seem to be easy to explain. Earth is just there. It fits people and people fit it. People take Earth the way they find it. Mars is different. It’s sort of raw and doesn’t fit people. People got to make something out of it. They got to build a world, and not take what they find. Mars isn’t much yet, but we’re building, and when we’re finished, we’re going to have just what we like. It’s sort of a great feeling to know you’re building a world. Earth would be kind of unexciting after that.”


    The Assemblyman said, “Surely the ordinary Martian isn’t such a philosopher that he’s content to live this terribly hard life for the sake of a future that must be hundreds of generations away.”


    “No-o, not just like that.” Sankov put his right ankle on his left knee and cradled it as he spoke. ”Like I said, Martians are a lot like Earthmen which means they’re sort of human beings, and human beings don’t go in for philosophy much. Just the same, there’s something to living in a growing world, whether you think about it much or not.


    “My father used to send me letters when I first came to Mars. He was an accountant and he just sort of stayed an accountant. Earth wasn’t much different when he died from what it was. When he was born. He didn’t see anything happen. Every day was like every other day, and living was just a way of passing time until he died.


    “On Mars, it’s different. Every day there’s something new—the city’s bigger, the ventilation system gets another kick, the water lines from the poles get slicked up. Right now, we’re planning to set up a news-film association of our own. We’re going to call it Mars Press. If you haven’t lived when things are growing all about you, you’ll never understand how wonderful it feels.


    “No, Assemblyman, Mars is hard and tough and Earth is a lot more comfortable, but seems to me if you take our boys to Earth, they’ll be unhappy. They probably wouldn’t be able to figure out why, most of diem, but they’d feel lost; lost and useless. Seems to me lots of them would never make the adjustment.”


    Digby turned away from the window and the smooth, pink skin of his forehead was creased into a frown. “In that case, Commissioner, I am sorry for you. For all of you.”


    “Why?”


    “Because I don’t think there’s anything your people on Mars can do. Or the people on the Moon or Venus. It won’t happen now; maybe it won’t happen for a year or two, or even for five years. But pretty soon you’ll all have to come back to Earth, unless—”


    Sankov’s white eyebrows bent low over his eyes. “Well?”


    Unless you can find another source of water besides the planet Earth.”


    Sankov shook his head. “Don’t seem likely, does it?”


    “Not very.”


    “And except for that, seems to you there’s no chance?”


    “None at all.”


    Digby said that and left, and Sankov stared for a long time at nothing before he punched a combination of the local communiline.


    After a while, Ted Long looked out at him.


    Sankov said, “You were right, son. There’s nothing they can do. Even the ones that mean well see no way out. How did you know?”


    “Commissioner,” said Long, “when you’ve read all you can about the Time of Troubles, particularly about the twentieth century, nothing political can come as a real surprise.”


    “Well, maybe. Anyway, son, Assemblyman Digby is sorry for us, quite a piece sorry, you might say, but that’s all. He says we’ll have to leave Mars—or else get water somewhere else. Only he thinks that we can’t get water somewhere else.”


    “You know we can, don’t you, Commissioner?”


    “I know we might, son. It’s a terrible risk.”


    “If I find enough volunteers, the risk is our business.”


    “How is it going?”


    “Not bad. Some of the boys are on my side right now. I talked Mario Rioz into it, for instance, and you know he’s one of the best.”


    “That’s just it—the volunteers will be the best men we have. I hate to allow it.”


    “If we get back, it will be worth, it”


    “If! It’s a big word, son.”


    “And a big thing we’re trying to do.”


    “Well, I gave my word that if there was no help on Earth, I’ll see that the Phobos water hole lets you have all the water you’ll need. Good luck.”


    Six


    Half a million miles above Saturn, Mario Rioz was cradled on nothing and sleep was delicious. He came out of it slowly and for a while, alone in his suit, he counted the stars and traced lines from one to another.


    At first, as the weeks flew past, it was scavenging all over again, except for the gnawing feeling that every minute meant an additional number of thousands of miles away from all humanity. That made it worse.


    They had aimed high to pass out of the ecliptic while moving through the Asteroid Belt. That had used up water and had probably been unnecessary. Although tens of thousands of worldlets look as thick as vermin in two-dimensional projection upon a photographic plate, they are nevertheless scattered so thinly through the quadrillions of cubic miles that make up their conglomerate orbit that only the most ridiculous of coincidences would have brought about a collision.


    Still, they passed over the Belt and someone calculated the chances of collision with a fragment of matter large enough to do damage. The value was so low, so impossibly low, that it was perhaps inevitable that the notion of the “space-float” should occur to someone.


    The days were long and many, space was empty, only one man was needed at the controls at any one time. The thought was a natural.


    First, it was a particularly daring one who ventured out for fifteen minutes or so. Then another who tried half an hour. Eventually, before the asteroids were entirely behind, each ship regularly had its off-watch member suspended in space at the end of a cable.


    It was easy enough. The cable, one of those intended for operations at the conclusion of their journey, was magnetically attached at both ends, one to the space suit to start with. Then you clambered out the lock onto the ship’s hull and attached the other end there. You paused awhile, clinging to the metal skin by the electromagnets in your boots. Then you neutralized those and made the slightest muscular effort.


    Slowly, ever so slowly, you lifted from the ship and even more slowly the ship’s larger mass moved an equivalently shorter distance downward. You floated incredibly, weightlessly, in solid, speckled black. When the ship had moved far enough away from you, your gauntleted hand, which kept touch upon the cable, tightened its grip slightly. Too tightly, and you would begin moving back towards the ship and it toward you. Just tightly enough, and friction would halt you. Because your motion was equivalent to that of the ship, it seemed as motionless below you as though it had been painted against an impossible background while the cable between you hung in coils that had no reason to straighten out.


    It was a half ship to your eye. One half was lit by the light of the feeble Sun, which was still too bright to look at directly without the heavy protection of the polarized space-suit visor. The other half was black on black, invisible.


    Space closed in and it was like sleep. Your suit was warm, it renewed its air automatically, it had food and drink in special containers from which it could be sucked with a minimal motion of the head, it took care of wastes appropriately. Most of all, more than anything else, there was the delightful euphoria of weightlessness.


    You never felt so well in your life. The days stopped being too long, they weren’t long enough, and there weren’t enough of them.


    They had passed Jupiter’s orbit at a spot some 30 degrees from its then position. For months, it was the brightest object in the sky, always excepting the glowing white pea that was the Sun. At its brightest, some of the Scavengers insisted they could make out Jupiter as a tiny sphere, one side squashed out of true by the night shadow.


    Then over a period of additional months it faded, while another dot of light grew until it was brighter than Jupiter. It was Saturn, first as a dot of brilliance, then as an oval, glowing splotch.


    (“Why oval?” someone asked, and after a whiles someone else said, “The rings, of course,” and it was obvious.)


    Everyone space-floated at all possible times toward the end, watching Saturn incessantly.


    (”Hey, you jerk, come on back in, damn it. You’re on duty.”


    “Who’s on duty? I’ve got fifteen minutes more by my watch.”


    “You set your watch back. Besides, I gave you twenty minutes yesterday.”


    “You wouldn’t give two minutes to your grandmother.”


    “Come on in, damn it, or I’m coming out anyway.”


    “All right, I’m coming. Holy howlers, what a racket over a lousy minute.” But no quarrel could possibly be serious, not in space. It felt too good.)


    Saturn grew until at last it rivaled and then surpassed the Sun. The rings, set at a broad angle to their trajectory of approach, swept grandly about the planet, only a small portion being eclipsed. Then, as they approached, the span of the rings grew still wider, yet narrower as the angle of approach constantly decreased.


    The larger moons showed up in the surrounding sky like serene fireflies.


    Mario Rioz was glad he was awake so that he could watch again.


    Saturn filled half the sky, streaked with orange, the night shadow cutting it fuzzily nearly one quarter of the way in from the right. Two round little dots in the brightness were shadows of two of the moons. To the left and behind him (he could look over his left shoulder to see, and as he did so, the rest of his body inched slightly to the right to conserve angular momentum) was the white diamond of the Sun.


    Most of all he liked to watch the rings. At the left, they emerged from behind Saturn, a tight, bright triple band of orange fight. At the right, their beginnings were hidden in the night shadow, but showed up closer and broader. They widened as they came, like the flare of a horn, growing hazier as they approached, until, while the eye followed them, they seemed to fill the sky and lose themselves.


    From the position of the Scavenger fleet just inside the outer rim of the outermost ring, the rings broke up and assumed their true identity as a phenomenal cluster of solid fragments rather than the tight, solid band of light they seemed.


    Below him, or rather in the direction his feet pointed, some twenty miles away, was one of the ring fragments. It looked like a large, irregular splotch, marring the symmetry of space, three quarters in brightness and the night shadow cutting it like a knife. Other fragments were farther off, sparkling like star dust, dimmer and thicker, until, as you followed them down, they became rings once more.


    The fragments were motionless, but that was only because the ships had taken up an orbit about Saturn equivalent to that of the outer edge of the rings.


    The day before, Rioz reflected, he had been on that nearest fragment, working along with more than a score of others to mold it into the desired shape. Tomorrow he would be at it again.


    Today—today he was space-floating.


    “Mario?” The voice that broke upon his earphones was questioning.


    Momentarily Rioz was flooded with annoyance. Damn it, he wasn’t in the mood for company.


    “Speaking,” he said.


    “I thought I had your ship spotted. How are you?”


    “Fine. That you, Ted?”


    “That’s right,” said Long.


    “Anything wrong on the fragment?”


    “Nothing. I’m out here floating.”


    “You?”


    “It gets me, too, occasionally. Beautiful, isn’t it?”


    “Nice,” agreed Rioz.


    “You know, I’ve read Earth books—”


    “Grounder books, you mean.” Rioz yawned and found if difficult under the circumstances to use the expression with the proper amount of resentment.


    “—and sometimes I read descriptions of people lying on grass,” continued Long. “You know that green stuff like thin, long pieces of paper they have all over the ground down there, and they look up at the blue sky with clouds in it. Did you ever see any films of that?”


    “Sure. It didn’t attract me. It looked cold.”


    “I suppose it isn’t, though. After all, Earth is quite close to the Sun, and they say their atmosphere is thick enough to hold the heat. I must admit that personally I would hate to be caught under open sky with nothing on but clothes. Still, I imagine they like it.”


    “Grounders are nuts!”


    “They talk about the trees, big brown stalks, and the winds, air movements, you know.”


    “You mean drafts. They can keep that, too.”


    “It doesn’t matter. The point is they describe it beautifully, almost passionately. Many times I’ve wondered. ‘What’s it really like? Will I ever feel it or is this something only Earth-men can possibly feel?’ I’ve felt so often that I was missing something vital. Now I know what it must be like. It’s this. Complete peace in the middle of a beauty-drenched universe.”


    Rioz said, “They wouldn’t like it. The Grounders, I mean. They’re so used to their own lousy little world they wouldn’t appreciate what it’s like to float and look down on Saturn.” He flipped his body slightly and began swaying back and forth about his center of mass, slowly, soothingly.


    Long said, “Yes, I think so too. They’re slaves to their planet. Even if they come to Mars, it will only be their children that are free. There’ll be starships someday; great, huge things that can carry thousands of people and maintain their self-contained equilibrium for decades, maybe centuries. Mankind will spread through the whole Galaxy. But people will have to live their lives out on shipboard until new methods of inter-stellar travel are developed, so it will be Martians, not planet-bound Earthmen, who will colonize the Universe. That’s inevitable. It’s got to be. It’s the Martian way.”


    But Rioz made no answer. He had dropped off to sleep again, rocking and swaying gently, half a million miles above Saturn.


    Seven


    The work shift of the ring fragment was the tail of the coin. The weightlessness, peace, and privacy of the space-float gave place to something that had neither peace nor privacy. Even the weightlessness, which continued, became more a purgatory than a paradise under the new conditions. Try to manipulate an ordinarily non-portable heat projector. It could be lifted despite the fact that it was six feet high and wide and almost solid metal, since it weighed only a fraction of an ounce. But its inertia was exactly what it had always been, which meant that if it wasn’t moved into position very slowly, it would just keep on going, taking you with it. Then you would have to hike the pseudo-grav field of your suit and come down with a jar.


    Keralski had hiked the field a little too high and he came down a little too roughly, with the projector coming down with him at a dangerous angle. His crushed ankle had been the first casualty of the expedition.


    Rioz was swearing fluently and nearly continuously. He continued to have the impulse to drag the back of his hand across his forehead in order to wipe away the accumulating sweat. The few times that he had succumbed to the impulse, metal had met silicone with a clash that rang loudly inside his suit, but served no useful purpose. The desiccators within the suit were sucking at maximum and, of course, recovering the water and restoring ion-exchanged liquid, containing a careful proportion of salt, into the appropriate receptacle.


    Rioz yelled, “Damn it, Dick, wait till I give the word, will you?”


    And Swenson’s voice rang in his ears, “Well, how long am I supposed to sit here?”


    “Till I say,” replied Rioz.


    He strengthened pseudo-grav and lifted the projector a bit. He released pseudo-grav, insuring that the projector would stay in place for minutes even if he withdrew support altogether. He kicked the cable out of the way (it stretched beyond the close “horizon” to a power source that was out of sight) and touched the release.


    The material of which the fragment was composed bubbled and vanished under its touch. A section of the lip of the tremendous cavity he had already carved into its substance melted away and a roughness in its contour had disappeared.


    “Try it now,” called Rioz.


    Swenson was in the ship that was hovering nearly over Rioz’s head.


    Swenson called, “All clear?”


    “I told you to go ahead.”


    It was a feeble flicker of steam that issued from one of the ship’s forward vents. The ship drifted down toward the ring fragment. Another flicker adjusted a tendency to drift sidewise. It came down straight.


    A third flicker to the rear slowed it to a feather rate.


    Rioz watched tensely. “Keep her coming. You’ll make it. You’ll make it.”


    The rear of the ship entered the hole, nearly filling it. The bellying walls came closer and closer to its rim. There was a grinding vibration as the ship’s motion halted.


    It was Swenson’s turn to curse. “It doesn’t fit,” he said.


    Rioz threw the projector groundward in a passion and went flailing up into space. The projector kicked up a white crystalline dust all about it, and when Rioz came down under pseudo-grav, he did the same.


    He said, “You went in on the bias, you dump Grounder.”


    “I hit it level, you dirt-eating farmer.”


    Backward-pointing side jets of the ship were blasting more strongly than before, and Rioz hopped to get out of the way.


    The ship scraped up from the pit, then shot into space half a mile before forward jets could bring it to a halt.


    Swenson said tensely, “We’ll spring half a dozen plates if we do this once again. Get it right, will you?”


    “I’ll get it right. Don’t worry about it. Just you come in right.”


    Rioz lumped upward and allowed himself to climb three hundred yards to get an over-all look at the cavity. The gouge marks of the ship were plain enough. They were concentrated at one point halfway down the pit. He would get that


    It began to melt outward under the blaze of the projector.


    Half an hour later the ship snuggled neatly into its cavity, and Swenson, wearing his space suit, emerged to join Rioz.


    Swenson said, “If you want to step in and climb out of the suit, I’ll take care of the icing.”


    “It’s all right,” said Rioz. “I’d just as soon sit here and watch Saturn.”


    He sat down at the lip of the pit. There was a six-foot gap between it and the ship. In some places about the circle, it was two feet; in a few places, even merely a matter of inches. You couldn’t expect a better fit out of handwork. The final adjustment would be made by steaming ice gently and letting it freeze into the cavity between the lip and the ship.


    Saturn moved visibly across the sky, its vast bulk inching below the horizon.


    Rioz said, “How many ships are left to put in place?”


    Swenson said, “Last I heard, it was eleven. We’re in now, so that means only ten. Seven of the ones that are placed are iced in. Two or three are dismantled.”


    “We’re coming alone fine.”


    “There’s plenty to do yet. Don’t forget the main jets at the other end. And the cables and the power lines. Sometimes I wonder if we’ll make it. On the way out, it didn’t bother me so much, but just now I was sitting at the controls and I was saying, ‘We won’t make it. Well sit out here and starve and die with nothing but Saturn over us.’ It makes me feel—”


    He didn’t explain how it made him feel. He just sat there.


    Rioz said, “You think too damn much.”


    “It’s different with you,” said Swenson. “I keep thinking of Pete—and Dora.”


    “What for? She said you could go, didn’t she? The Commissioner gave her that talk on patriotism and how you’d be a hero and set for life once you got back, and she said you could go. You didn’t sneak out the way Adams did.”


    “Adams is different. That wife of his should have been shot when she was born. Some women can make hell for a guy, can’t they? She didn’t want him to go—but she’d probably rather he didn’t come back if she can get his settlement pay.”


    “What’s your kick, then? Dora wants you back, doesn’t she?”


    Swenson sighed. “I never treated her right.”


    “You turned over your pay, it seems to me. I wouldn’t do that for any woman. Money for value received, not a cent more.”


    “Money isn’t it. I get to thinking out here. A woman likes company. A kid needs his father. What am I doing way out here?”


    “Getting set to go home.”


    “Ah-h, you don’t understand.”


    Eight


    Ted Long wandered over the ridged surface of the ring fragment with his spirits as icy as the ground he walked on. It had all seemed perfectly logical back on Mars, but that was Mars. He had worked it out carefully in his mind in perfectly reasonable steps. He could still remember exactly how it went. It didn’t take a ton of water to move a ton of ship. It was not mass equals mass, but mass times velocity equals mass times velocity. It didn’t matter, in other words, whether you shot out a ton of water at a mile a second or a hundred pounds of water at twenty miles a second. You got the same velocity out of the ship.


    That meant the jet nozzles had to be made narrower and the steam hotter. But then drawbacks appeared. The narrower the nozzle, the more energy was lost in friction and turbulence. The hotter the steam, the more refractory the nozzle had to be and the shorter its life. The limit In that direction was quickly reached.


    Then, since a given weight of water could move considerably more than its own weight under the narrow-nozzle conditions, it paid to be big. The bigger the water-storage space, the larger the size of the actual travel-head, even in proportion. So they started to make liners heavier and bigger. But then the larger the shell, the heavier the bracings, the more difficult the weldings, the more exacting the engineering requirements. At the moment, the limit in that direction had been reached also.


    And then he had put his finger on what had seemed to him to be the basic flaw—the original unswervable conception that the fuel had to be placed inside the ship; the metal had to be built to encircle a million tons of water.


    Why? Water did not have to be water. It could be ice, and ice could be shaped. Holes could be melted into it. Travel-heads and jets could be fitted into it. Cables could hold travel-heads and jets stiffly together under the influence of magnetic field-force grips.


    Long felt the trembling of the ground he walked on. He was at the head of the fragment. A dozen ships were blasting in and out of sheaths carved into its substance, and the fragment shuddered under the continuing impact.


    * * * *


    The ice didn’t have to be quarried. It existed in proper chunks in the rings of Saturn. That’s all the rings were—pieces of nearly pure ice, circling Saturn. So spectroscopy stated and so it had turned out to be. He was standing on one such piece now, over two miles long, nearly one mile thick. It was almost half a billion tons of water, all in one piece, and he was standing on it.


    But now he was face to face with the realities of life. He had never told the men just how quickly he had expected to set up the fragment as a ship, but in his heart, he had imagined it would be two days. It was a week now and he didn’t dare to estimate the remaining time. He no longer even had any confidence that the task was a possible one. Would they be able to control jets with enough delicacy through leads slung across two miles of ice to manipulate out of Saturn’s dragging gravity?


    Drinking water was low, though they could always distill more out of the ice. Still, the food stores were not in a good way either.


    He paused, looked up into the sky, eyes straining. Was the object growing larger? He ought to measure its distance. Actually, he lacked the spirit to add that trouble to the others. His mind slid back to greater immediacies.


    Morale, at, least, was high. The men seemed to enjoy being out Saturn-way. They were the first humans to penetrate this far, the first to pass the asteroids, the first to see Jupiter like a glowing pebble to the naked eye, the first to see Saturn—like that.


    He didn’t think fifty practical, case-hardened, shell-snatching Scavengers would take time to feel that sort of emotion. But they did. And they were proud.


    Two men and a half-buried ship slid up the moving horizon as he walked.


    He called crisply, “Hello, there!”


    Rioz answered, “That you, Ted?”


    “You bet. Is that Dick with you?”


    “Sure. Come on, sit down. We were just getting ready to ice in and we were looking for an excuse to delay.”


    “I’m not,” said Swenson promptly. “When will we be leaving, Ted?”


    “As soon as we get through. That’s no answer, is it?”


    Swenson said dispiritedly. “I suppose there isn’t any other answer.”


    Long looked up, staring at the irregular bright splotch in the sky.


    Rioz followed his glance. “What’s the matter?”


    For a moment, Long did not reply. The sky was black otherwise and the ring fragments were an orange dust against it. Saturn was more than three fourth below the horizon and the rings were going with it. Half a mile away a ship bounded past the icy rim of the planetoid into the sky, was orange-lit by Saturn-light, and sank down again.


    The ground trembled gently.


    Rioz, said, “Something bothering you about the Shadow?”


    They called it that. It was the nearest fragment of the rings, quite close considering that they were at the outer rim of the rings, where the pieces spread themselves relatively thin. It was perhaps twenty miles off, a jagged mountain, its shape clearly visible.


    “How does it look to you?” asked Long.


    Rioz shrugged. “Okay, I guess. I don’t see anything wrong.”


    “Doesn’t it seem to be getting larger?”


    “Why should it?”


    “Well, doesn’t it?” Long insisted.


    Rioz and Swenson stared at it thoughtfully.


    “It does look bigger,” said Swenson.


    “You’re just putting the notion into our minds,” Rioz argued. “If it were bigger, it would be coming closer.”


    “What’s impossible about that?”


    “These things are on stable orbits.”


    “They were when we came here,” said Long. “There, did you feel that?”


    The ground had trembled again.


    Long said, “We’ve been blasting this thing for a week now. First, twenty-five ships landed on it, which changed its momentum right there. Not much, of course. Then we’ve been melting parts of it away and our ships have been blasting in and out of it—all at one end, too. In a week, we may have changed its orbit just a bit. The two fragments, this one and the Shadow, might be converging.”


    “It’s got plenty of room to miss us in.” Rioz watched it thoughtfully. “Besides, if we can’t even tell for sure that it’s getting bigger, how quickly can it be moving? Relative to us, I mean.”


    “It doesn’t have to be moving quickly. Its momentum is as large as ours, so that, however gently it hits, we’ll be nudged completely out of our orbit, maybe in toward Saturn, where we don’t want to go. As a matter of fact, ice has a very low tensile strength so that both planetoids might break up into gravel.”


    Swenson rose to his feet “Damn it, if I can tell how a shell is moving a thousand miles away, I can tell what a mountain is doing twenty miles away.” He turned toward the ship.


    Long didn’t stop him.


    Rioz said, “There’s a nervous guy.”


    The neighboring planetoid rose to zenith, passed overhead, began sinking. Twenty minutes later, the horizon opposite that portion behind which Saturn had disappeared burst into orange flame as its bulk began lifting again.


    Rioz called into his radio, “Hey, Dick, are you dead in there?”


    “I’m checking,” came the muffled response.


    “Is it moving?” asked Long.


    “Yes.”


    “Toward us?”


    There was a pause. Swenson’s voice was a sick one. “On the nose, Ted. Intersection of orbits will take place in three days.”


    “You’re crazy!” yelled Rioz.


    “I checked four times,” said Swenson.


    Long thought blankly, What do we do now?


    Nine


    Some of the men were having trouble with the cables. They had to be laid precisely; their geometry had to be very nearly perfect for the magnetic field to attain maximum strength. In space, or even in air, it wouldn’t have mattered. The cables would have lined up automatically once the juice went on.


    Here it was different. A gouge had to be plowed along the planetoid’s surface and into it the cable had to be laid. If it were not lined up within a few minutes of arc of the calculated direction, a torque would be applied to the entire planetoid, with consequent loss of energy, none of which could be spared. The gouges then had to be redriven, the cables shifted and iced into the new positions.


    The men plodded wearily through the routine.


    And then the word reached them:


    “All hands to the jets!”


    Scavengers could not be said to be the type that took kindly to discipline. It was a grumbling, growling, muttering group that set about disassembling the jets of the ships that yet remained intact, carrying them to the tail end of the planetoid, grubbing them into position, and stringing the leads along the surface.


    It was almost twenty-four hours before one of them looked into the sky and said, “Holy jeepers!” followed by something less printable.


    His neighbor looked and said, “I’ll be damned!”


    Once they noticed, all did. It became the most astonishing fact in the Universe.


    “Look at the Shadow!”


    It was spreading across the sky life an infected wound. Men looked at it, found it had doubled its size, wondered why they hadn’t noticed that sooner.


    Work came to a virtual halt. They besieged Ted Long.


    He said, “We can’t leave. We don’t have the fuel to see us back to Mars and we don’t have the equipment to capture another planetoid. So we’ve got to stay. Now the Shadow is creeping in on us because our blasting has thrown us out of orbit. We’ve got to change that by continuing the blasting. Since we can’t blast the front end any more without endangering the ship we’re building, let’s try another way.”


    They went back to work on the jets with a furious energy that received impetus every half hour when the Shadow rose again over the horizon, bigger and more menacing than before.


    Long had no assurance that it would work. Even if the jets would respond to the distant controls, even if the supply of water, which depended upon a storage chamber opening directly into the icy body of the planetoid, with built-in heat projectors steaming the propulsive fluid directly into the driving cells, were adequate, there was still no certainty that the body of the planetoid without a magnetic cable sheathing would hold together under the enormously disruptive stresses.


    “Ready!” came the signal in Long’s receiver.


    Long called, “Ready!” and depressed the contact


    The vibration grew about him. The star field in the visiplate trembled.


    In the rearview there was a distant gleaming spume of swiftly moving ice crystals.


    “It’s blowing!” was the cry.


    It kept on blowing. Long dared not stop. For six hours, it blew, hissing, bubbling, steaming into space; the body of the planetoid converted to vapor and hurled away.


    The Shadow came closer until men did nothing but stare at the mountain in the sky, surpassing Saturn itself in spectacularity. Its every groove and valley was a plain scar upon its face. But when it passed through the planetoid’s orbit it crossed more than half a mile behind its then position.


    The steam jet ceased.


    Long bent in his seat and covered his eyes. He hadn’t eaten in two days. He could eat now, though. Not another planetoid was close enough to interrupt them, even if it began an approach that very moment


    Back on the planetoid’s surface, Swenson said, “All the time I watched that damned rock coming down, I kept saying to myself, ‘This can’t happen. We can’t let it happen.’”


    “Hell,” said Rioz, “we were all nervous. Did you see Jim Davis? He was green. I was a little jumpy myself.”


    “That’s not it. It wasn’t just—dying, you know. I was thinking—I know it’s funny, but I can’t help it—I was thinking that Dora warned me I’d get myself killed, she’ll never let me hear the last of it. Isn’t that a crummy sort of attitude at a time like that?”


    “Listen,” said Rioz, “you wanted to get married, so you got married. Why come to me with your troubles?”


    Ten


    The flotilla, welded into a single unit, was returning over its mighty course from Saturn to Mars. Each day it flashed over a length of space it had taken nine days outward. Ted Long had put the entire crew on emergency. With twenty-five ships embedded in the planetoid taken out of Saturn’s rings and unable to move or maneuver independently, the co-ordination of their power source into unified blasts was a ticklish problem. The jarring that took place on the first day of travel nearly shook them out from under their hair.


    That, at least, smoothed itself out as the velocity raced upward under the steady thrust from behind. They passed the one-hundred-thousand-mile-an-hour mark late on the second day, and climbed steadily toward the million-mile mark and beyond.


    Long’s ship, which formed the needle point of the frozen fleet, was the only one which possessed a five-way view of space. It was an uncomfortable position under the circumstances. Long found himself watching tensely, imagining somehow that the stars would slowly begin to slip backward, to whizz past them, under the influence of the multi-ship’s tremendous rate of travel.


    They didn’t, of course. They remained nailed to the black backdrop, their distance scorning with patient immobility any speed mere man could achieve.


    The men complained bitterly after the first few days. It was not only that they were deprived of the space-float. They were burdened by much more than the ordinary pseudo-gravity field of the ships, by the effects of the fierce acceleration under which they were living. Long himself was weary to death of the relentless pressure against hydraulic cushions.


    They took to shutting off the jets thrusts one hour out of every four and Long fretted.


    It had been just over a year that he had last seen Mars shrinking in an observation window from this ship, which had then been an independent entity. What had happened since then? Was the colony still there?


    In something like a growing panic, Long sent out radio pulses toward Mars daily, with the combined power of twenty-five ships behind it. There was no answer. He expected none. Mars and Saturn were on opposite sides of the Sun now, and until he mounted high enough above the ecliptic to get the Sun well beyond the line connecting himself and Mars, solar interference would prevent any signal from getting through.


    High above the outer rim of the Asteroid Belt, they reached maximum velocity. With short spurts of power from first one side jet, then another, the huge vessel reversed itself. The composite jet in the rear began its mighty roaring once again, but now the result was deceleration.


    They passed a hundred million miles over the Sun, curving down to intersect the orbit of Mars.


    * * * *


    A week out of Mars, answering signals were heard for the first time, fragmentary, ether-torn, and incomprehensible, but they were coming from Mars. Earth and Venus were at angles sufficiently different to leave no doubt of that


    Long relaxed. There were still humans on Mars, at any rate.


    Two days out of Mars, the signal was strong and dear and Sankov was at the other end.


    Sankov said, “Hello, son. It’s three in the morning here. Seems like people have no consideration for an old man. Dragged me right out of bed.”


    “I’m sorry, sir.”


    “Don’t be. They were following orders. I’m afraid to ask, son. Anyone hurt? Maybe dead?”


    “No deaths, sir. Not one.”


    “And—and the water? Any left?”


    Long said, with an effort at nonchalance, “Enough.”


    “In that case, get home as fast as you can. Don’t take any chances, of course.”


    “There’s trouble, then.”


    “Fair to middling. When will you come down?”


    “Two days. Can you hold out that long?”


    “Ill hold out.”


    Forty hours later Mars had grown to a ruddy-orange ball that filled the ports and they were in the final planet-landing spiral.


    “Slowly,” Long said to himself, “slowly.” Under these conditions, even the thin atmosphere of Mars could do dreadful damage if they moved through it too quickly.


    Since they came in from well above the ecliptic, their spiral passed from north to south. A polar cap shot whitely below them, then the much smaller one of the summer hemisphere, the large one again, the small one, at longer and longer intervals. The planet approached closer, the landscape began to show features.


    “Prepare for landing!” called Long.


    Eleven


    Sankov did his best to look placid, which was difficult considering how closely the boys had shaved their return. But it had worked out well enough.


    Until a few days ago, he had no sure knowledge that they had survived. It seemed more likely—inevitable, almost—that they were nothing but frozen corpses somewhere in the trackless stretches from Mars to Saturn, new planetoids that had once been alive.


    The Committee had been dickering with him for weeks before the news had come. They had insisted on his signature to the papers for the sake of appearances. It would look like an agreement, voluntarily and mutually arrived at. But Sankov knew well that, given complete obstinacy on his part, they would act unilaterally and be damned with appearances. It seemed fairly certain that Hilder’s election was secure now and they would take the chance of arousing a reaction of sympathy for Mars.


    So he dragged out the negotiations, dangling before them always the possibility of surrender.


    And then he heard from Long and concluded the deal quickly.


    The papers had lain before him and he had made a last statement for the benefit of the reporters who were present.


    He said, “Total imports of water from Earth are twenty million tons a year. This is declining as we develop our own piping system. If I sign this paper agreeing to an embargo, our industry, will be paralyzed, any possibilities of expansion will halt. It looks to me as if that can’t be what’s in Earth’s mind, can it?”


    Their eyes met his and held only a hard glitter. Assemblyman Digby had already been replaced and they were unanimous against him.


    The Committee Chairman impatiently pointed out, “You have said all this before.”


    “I know, but right now I’m kind of getting ready to sign and I want it clear in my head. Is Earth set and determined to bring us to an end here?”


    “Of course not. Earth is interested in conserving its irreplaceable water supply, nothing else.”


    “You have one and a half quintillon tons of water on Earth.”


    The Committee Chairman said, “We cannot spare water.”


    And Sankov had signed.


    That had been the final note he wanted. Earth had one and a half quintillon tons of water and could spare none of it.


    Now, a day and a half later, the Committee and the reporters waited in the spaceport dome. Through thick, curving windows, they could see the bare and empty grounds of Mars Spaceport


    The Committee Chairman asked with annoyance, “How much longer do we have to wait? And, if you don’t mind, what are we waiting for?”


    Sankov said, “Some of our boys have been out in space, out past the asteroids.”


    The Committee Chairman removed a pair of spectacles and cleaned them with a snowy-white handkerchief. “And they’re returning?”


    “They are.”


    The Chairman shrugged, lifted his eyebrows in the direction of the reporters.


    In the smaller room adjoining, a knot of women and children clustered about another window. Sankov stepped back a bit to cast a glance toward them. He would much rather have been with them, been part of their excitement and tension. He, like them, had waited over a year now. He, like them, had thought, over and over again, that the men must be dead.


    “You see that?” Sankov, pointing.


    “Hey!” cried a reporter. “It’s a ship!”


    A confused shouting came from the adjoining room.


    It wasn’t a ship so much as a bright dot obscured by a drifting white cloud. The cloud grew larger and began to have form. It was a double streak against the sky, the lower ends billowing out and upward again. As it dropped still closer, the bright dot at the upper end took on a crudely cylindrical form.


    It was rough and craggy, but where the sunlight hit, brilliant high lights bounced back.


    The cylinder dropped toward the ground with the ponderous slowness characteristic of space vessels. It hung suspended on those blasting jets and settled down upon the recoil of tons of matter hurling downward like a tired man dropping into his easy chair.


    And as it did so, a silence fell upon all within the dome. The women and children in one room, the politicians and reporters in the other remained frozen, heads craned incredulously upward.


    The cylinder’s landing flanges, extending far below the two rear jets, touched ground and sank into the pebbly morass. And then the ship was motionless and the jet action ceased.


    But the silence continued in the dome. It continued for a long time.


    Men came clambering down the sides of the immense vessel, inching down, down the two-mile trek to the ground, with spikes on their shoes and ice axes in their hands. They were gnats against the blinding surface.


    One of the reporters croaked, “What is it?”


    “That,” said Sankov calmly, “happens to be a chunk of matter that spent its time scooting around Saturn as part of its rings. Our boys fitted it out with travel-head and jets and ferried it home. It just turns out the fragments in Saturn’s rings are made up out of ice.”


    He spoke into a continuing deathlike silence. ”That thing that looks like a spaceship is just a mountain of hard water. If it were standing like that on Earth, it would be melting into a puddle and maybe it would break under its own weight. Mars is colder and has less gravity, so there’s no such danger.


    “Of course, once we get this thing really organized, we can have water stations on the moons of Saturn and Jupiter and on the asteroids. We can scale in chunks of Saturn’s rings and pick them up and send them on at the various stations. Our Scavengers are good at that sort of thing.


    “We have all the water we need. That one chunk you see is just under a cubic mile—or about what Earth would send us in two hundred years. The boys used quite a bit of it coming back from Saturn. They made it in five weeks, they tell me, and used up about a hundred million tons. But, Lord, that didn’t make any dent at all in that mountain. Are you getting all this, boys?”


    He turned to the reporters. There was no doubt they were getting it


    He said, “Then get this, too. Earth is worried about its water supply. It only has one and a half quintillion tons. It can’t spare us a single ton out of it. Write down that we folks on Mars are worried about Earth and don’t want anything to happen to Earth people. Write down that we’ll sell water to Earth. Write down that we’ll let them have million-ton lots for a reasonable fee. Write down that in ten years, we figure we can sell it in cubic-mile lots. Write down that Earth can quit worrying because Mars can sell it all the water it needs and wants.”


    The Committee Chairman was past hearing. He was feeling the future rushing in. Dimly he could see the reporters grinning as they wrote furiously.


    Grinning.


    He could hear the grin become laughter on Earth as Mars turned the tables so neatly on the anti-Wasters. He could hear the laughter thunder from every continent when word of the fiasco spread. And he could see the abyss, deep and black as space, into which would drop forever the political hopes of John Hilder and of every opponent of space fight left on Earth—his own included, of course.


    * * * *


    In the adjoining room, Dora Swenson screamed with joy, and Peter, grown two inches, jumped up and down, calling, “Daddy! Daddy!”


    Richard Swenson had just stepped off the extremity of the flange and, face showing clearly through the clear silicone of the headpiece, marched toward the dome.


    “Did you ever see a guy look so happy?” asked Ted Long. “Maybe there’s something in this marriage business.”


    “Ah, you’ve just been out in space too long,” Rioz said.


    * * * *


    “Nightfall” Copyright © 1941 by Street & Smith Publications, Inc.


    “The Martian Way” Copyright © 1952 by Galaxy Publishing Corp.

  


  
    GENDER IMAGES IN SCIENCE FICTION, by Twila Yates Papay and Paul D. Reich


    When Isaac Asimov wrote the first stories of his original Foundation Trilogy (1942–1950), he describes a group of “thirty thousand men with their wives and children” (29), the men being scientists and mathematicians. With this odd beginning, he offers a universe of men striving to rule the Empire or salvage it from destruction through an alternative “Foundation.” It is not surprising, then, that in the second novel we encounter Bayta, a new bride whose first action (after a moment of teasing her groom) is to step into the galley of their little spaceship and begin preparing food while her husband Toran “adjusted the controls unnecessarily and decided to relax” (82). So it is quite a shift by the end of the novel when Bayta thwarts a mindreading mutant in pursuit of ruling the galaxy. Her strong will and sharp intellect enable her to discover the mutant’s identity and keep him out of her mind long enough to prevent his discovering a vital secret. She even has the strength of will to shoot a friend about to blurt out that secret. How disappointing, then, when we realize that Bayta’s power over the mutant derives entirely from his attraction to her, and his appreciation of her warm maternal feelings toward him.


    At this point it is tempting to observe that Asimov began writing at a time when science fiction was a male genre, filled with strong men rescuing damsels in distress from dragons and demons and aliens of various descriptions. Certainly a romp through any period of science fiction will offer a range of gender images and a delightful array of otherness. But the truth about science fiction is more complex: the role of gender images in interpreting the text cannot be generalized so easily. To suggest that mid-twentieth century science fiction was all about physically or intellectually powerful heroes challenging dangerous or misunderstood aliens is a simplification at best. Of course the genre reflects the questions and ideas of its period and its writers. Thus, the ways in which writers treat gender vary widely, drawing upon the metaphors of otherness to explore concerns of our times.


    By the 1960s, for example, gender itself was emerging as a topic worthy of exploration through the lens of the alien. In 1963 Robert Heinlein published Glory Road, in which Oscar the hero is a down-and-out soldier employed by the gorgeous Starr to go on an adventure, fight evil, and earn untold wealth. In the process of fighting their way from planet to planet, he falls in love with his employer, persuades her to marry him, helps her achieve her goal, and is rewarded with full access to the wealth of the twenty known universes ruled by this Empress he has innocently married. Replete with gender stereotypes, role reversals, Oscar’s sexist assumptions, and his inability to move beyond the “hero” role to the refined pursuits of a highly sophisticated culture, the novel challenges and satirizes perceptions of gendered relations.


    Just six years later (1969), Ursula K. LeGuin posed a more complicated examination of gender in The Left Hand of Darkness, winner of both the Hugo and Nebula Awards. Here Genly Ai of planet Earth visits the planet Gethen as a representative of the idealistic Ekumen, an organization of planets which exists for “Material profit. Increase of knowledge. The augmentation of the complexity and intensity of the field of intelligent life. The enrichment of harmony and the greater glory of God. Curiosity. Adventure. Delight” (34). But the Gethenians are androgynous, with far-reaching implications for the design of their cultures, given the expectations that any individual may become a mother—or a father—at any given sexual cycle. Sexuality is accorded a special place in Gethenian societies, and the assumption that most individuals are equal is based on the realities of parenting and the lack of distinct gender differences. Genly’s failure to recognize his own bias complicates his efforts to build an alliance with the population the Ekumen hopes to attract. He appears unable to identify or grapple with a deep level of sexism. Thus, any Gethenian who appears to be devious, talkative, or prone to practical rather than abstract knowledge, he impatiently deems to be “womanly.” Even Estraven, the brilliant Prime Minister who fully accepts Genly’s ideas, is repeatedly misinterpreted. When they finally reach an understanding, they begin to explore the alien space between them. In one notable conversation Genly Ai tries to answer Estraven’s question regarding the difference between men and women:


    I suppose …the heaviest single factor in one’s life, is whether one’s born male or female. In most societies it determines one’s expectations, activities, outlook, ethics, manners – almost everything. Vocabulary. Semiotic usages. Clothing. Even food. Women . . . women tend to eat less…It’s extremely hard to separate the innate differences from the learned ones. Even where women participate equally with men in the society, they still after all do all the childbearing, and so most of the child-rearing.… (234)


    This halting response leads Estraven to ask, “Are they mentally inferior?” When Ai remarks that women seldom “turn up” as mathematicians or composers or inventors, he adds that they’re not stupid, then suddenly realizes that he has never thought about what women are like. “In a sense,” he concludes “women are more alien to me than you are” (235). Before the end of the novel, as he comes to understand Estraven’s commitment to his own cause, he realizes, “I had not wanted to give my trust, my friendship to a man who was a woman, a woman who was a man” (248). In short, Genly Ai’s journey enables the reader to be inside the assumptions of a biased (though likeable) man and a deeply perplexed androgen, both learning to question assumptions about gender.


    LeGuin has become an enduring influence on writers who follow her in science fiction gendered depictions. As Melissa Scott remarked in an interview, “I remember reading The Left Hand of Darkness for the first time, and realizing that it was possible to imagine a world with changeable gender” (“Melissa and Her Friends”). Scott herself is noted for a host of GLBT characters integrated into novels on a range of subjects. Most notable, perhaps, is Shadow Man (1995), in which Scott imagines a universe of multiple genders. The novel’s protagonist, Warreven, was born a “herm,” possessing the ability to live as either a man or woman (he chooses the former). His struggles with gender identity, as well as his planet’s unwillingness to move beyond traditional definitions propel much of the plot; they also allow Scott to set up an allegory for the GLBT civil rights movement. Warreven’s reluctance to become a spokesperson for alternative gender identities is one of the most compelling aspects of Shadow Man, and Scott’s unwillingness to satisfactorily conclude the novel’s conflicts reveals the continued complications of gender in our society.


    Another affirmation of varied sexuality arises as Samuel Delany explores the human yearning for sexuality with a category of humans known as “Spacers” in his short story, “Aye and Gomorrah” (Dangerous Visions, 1967). Here individuals are selected in early puberty for a low level of sexuality, then surgically altered, their sexual capacities removed to allow them to work in the radiation of outer space. Attracted to the Spacers are “Frelks,” whose sexual drive tends to be stirred only by the inaccessible. Here readers must consider how sexuality centers us, and how it will be handled as technological advances offer new, even horrifying, options.


    A different exploration of the ways technology may offer physical alterations or transform our understanding of what is human occurs in Anne McCaffrey’s The Ship Who Sang (1970), the story of Helva, whose severe physical disabilities are resolved by her transformation into a “shell person” sealed into a titanium container. Supplied with a ship to operate and a “brawn” (a physically adept partner), these shell people wander the universe on their jobs for Central Worlds. After their huge debts for alteration, therapy, and training are paid off (if ever), shell people may work for themselves. The distinction of this novel is the ways in which Helva and her various male and female brawns interact with each other. As Helva grows up and learns to manage her own emotions, she also falls in love. McCaffrey’s vision of gender enables us to consider the implications of romance between a huge ship and a tiny man. Is it possible to experience the ecstasy of love without the physical capacity to enact it? How do the power plays of gender expectations work themselves out for the physically disabled? In examining these questions, we come to understand once again how the metaphors of science fiction allow us to consider the humane questions of our age. While some critics argue that McCaffrey depicts disability in a negative light and condemns the disabled to a life of separation, other readers note her celebration of the human spirit, her examination of human frailty in other characters, and her delight in creating a wide band of human possibility.


    Thus, what science fiction offers many readers are new options for thinking through the concerns of their own age, metaphors which help to provide distance, and opportunities to redefine their own perceptions. So broad a concept as gender, then, opens a host of possibilities to writers. In the Xenogenesis Trilogy (1987–89, republished in 2000 as Lilith’s Brood), Octavia Butler posits a three-gendered race (the Oankali) rescuing planet Earth from the devastation of intercontinental ballistic weapons. Biological merchants, the Oankali exchange genes with aliens through a highly seductive sexual process. The downside of accepting the salvation of the Oankali is its consequences for human reproduction, the intimacy of the sex act, and the resulting hybrid children. For readers, the concept of a third gender interacting with the male and female during copulation is both curious and troubling.


    Another complicated exploration of sexuality occurs in Up the Walls of the World (1978), in which James Tiptree Jr. (nee Alice Sheldon) creates a giant gas planet where the inhabitants float on the winds high above. Males become the highly respected “Fathers,” whose tenderness with the children they both give birth to and rear is balanced by their grumbling that women get to be adventurous and have all the fun. The airy process of passing the egg back and forth up in the high winds during copulation is a delightful scene not to be missed. The text also provides a sobering exploration of how the birth parent’s role defines his/her life. Tiptree has been recognized for her contributions to gender images in science fiction, as well as her choice of a pseudonym that produced significant speculation and reflection on the supposed differences in science fiction written by men or by women. The James Tiptree, Jr. Award was founded in 1991 as “an annual literary prize for science fiction or fantasy that expands or explores our understanding of gender” (James Tiptree, Jr. Literary Award Council).


    More disturbing yet are the gendered understandings in Sheri Tepper’s Beauty (1991), which explores the Sleeping Beauty legend, the land of Faery, the source of good and evil, and the horrors Beauty discovers when she is transported to the twenty-first century, escapes to the twentieth, is raped, and discovers pornography, sadism, and the ways in which sex is separated from the tenderness of love she believes occurred in her own century. In a different timeline Tepper creates a war-torn culture, The Gate to Women’s Country (1988), where women have created safe havens within their gates and warriors live in garrisons outside. Having discovered the reality of a gene for violence, the novel’s women have created a system to prevent impregnation by the warrior class, thus gradually removing the source of aggression from the world.


    But while images of gender may be elicited to explore untold visions of otherness and our need to accept the realities of difference in our cultures, they may also offer opportunities to consider our own interactions as gendered human beings. Connie Willis complicates this problem in her brief novel, Uncharted Territory (1994), in which the partners Carson and Findriddy explore the planet Boohte for rich resources needed back on Earth, secretly hiding their finds in an effort to preserve the planet for an indigenous species of indeterminate gender. Through skillful use of language Willis manages to avoid defining the genders of the main characters for much of the text, though this does not prevent us from making our own assumptions. Subplots and lesser characters gradually model a range of typical human gendered behaviors and power struggles. As the novel progresses, the behaviors of animals, particularly the bowerbird, are explored and compared to human activity. By the end of the novel, when we have discovered the gender identities of Carson and Findriddy, we also observe the unfolding of their connections to each other and the power of an unsuspected love.


    In all of these texts, the experimental ways in which gender and sexuality are explored offer us opportunities to examine tough questions and rethink our own perceptions. Given its wide array of approaches to gender questions, issues of power, and understandings of human need, science fiction can help us to understand our own ways of being. As science fiction moves into the twenty-first century, gender images continue to evolve, often following the conventions of sub-genres within the field. Two examples of this trend are found in the first novels of Alastair Reynolds and Richard K. Morgan. Reynolds’s Revelation Space (2000) is firmly rooted in the space opera tradition, and to many, Reynolds has redefined it for a new generation of science fiction readers. Morgan’s debut novel Altered Carbon (2002)—winner of the 2003 Philip K. Dick Award—successfully combines elements of the hard-boiled detective novel with science fiction. The commercial success of both novels indicates their characterizations of men and women have met with popular approval, and a more thorough reading of each text might suggest one of the ways in which the genre will approach gender in the future.


    Revelation Space’s plot revolves around three women spread across a future universe where humanity has splintered into a number of disparate factions. A surface reading of Revelation Space reveals these women as occupying fairly traditional roles for their gender: career woman, widow, and wife. And while conventional wisdom suggests that they may have competing or disconnected goals, the space opera requires cooperation from its characters. Reynolds’s three women need to work together and combat an alien presence that threatens the continued existence of the human race. The successful alliance of these characters meets that threat and allows for a temporary reprieve from a larger destructive force.


    If Reynolds’s dependence on the space opera requires gendered characters to move beyond their traditional roles and work for the collective good, Morgan’s reliance on generic elements of the hard-boiled detective type forces him to create a strong male protagonist who must resist and defeat a number of femme fatale figures. As befitting this sub-genre, the male lead inhabits a world replete with violence and sex. Morgan takes full advantage of his audience’s generic expectations and provides graphic descriptions of his narrator’s physical confrontations and sexual liaisons. The protagonist’s conquests with the latter are numerous, but women play a much more expansive role in the text. Some use sex as a tool to influence the narrator’s investigation; others use his need to protect women—a staple of the hard-boiled detective—to manipulate his findings. While femme fatales are common in the novels of Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler, Morgan’s do have more depth and often prove equal to his protagonist, a direct challenge to the gender stereotypes in detective fiction.


    If the first decade of this century is any indication, gender continues to play a prominent role, even in those texts that follow the conventions of sub-genres and have less use for it as a form of social commentary. A study of the history of gender images in science fiction, however, does suggest that gender in this genre is unpredictable. In the critically-acclaimed, reimagined television series Battlestar Galactica, for example, the creators’ decision to reconstitute the Starbuck character as a woman was met with considerable uproar from fans loyal to the original series. In hindsight, though, the fans’ accusations of political correctness gave way to an appreciation for the new Starbuck, who treads carefully between expectations of her gender and her profession as a soldier. As it does with so many other contemporary issues, Battlestar Galactica uses Starbuck and other carefully nuanced characters to interrogate constructions of gender in our society. Good science fiction can follow the conventions of its genre and still ask its readers to think seriously about gender. In that respect, gender images will continue to be a place for fruitful and invigorating discussion in science fiction.


    * * * *
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    STEPHEN VINCENT BENÉT


    (1898–1943)


    Up until about the 1970s, it was possible to be a best-selling writer as a poet, and before World War II it was fairly common. (In recent years there’s been the occasional best-selling work of poetry like Seamus Heaney’s 2000 translation of Beowulf, but poets are mostly expected to be academics or poverty-stricken, or both.) It’s sort of a literary fluke that Robert Frost and T. S. Eliot are still well-remembered and widely read, while the equally celebrated Stephen Vincent Benét is now all but forgotten. While his work ranged widely, he often touched on science fictional themes, and his influence can be seen in many writers who grew up reading him. (Andre Norton’s Star Man’s Son, for instance, is very much an homage to “By the Waters of Babylon.”)


    Benét was born into a military family in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, and was sent to a military academy (which he hated) as a ten-year-old. Rejected for military service in World War I because of his poor vision, Benét was free to complete his education at Yale. His first two books of poetry, Five Men and Pompey (1915) and The Drug Shop (1917) were published while he was still in his teens. When he graduated from Yale in 1919 with an MA in English, he submitted his third volume of poetry instead of a thesis.


    After college, Benét spent many years living off-and-on in France, where he met his wife, Rosemary Carr. Benét’s first novel, The Beginning of Wisdom, came out in 1921. He wrote prolifically in genres ranging from poetry and historical fiction (the two areas he was best known for) to screenplays, radio broadcasts, and even a libretto based on one of his stories. His book-length 1928 poem John Brown’s Body, about the Civil War, won Benét his first Pulitzer in 1929.


    In 1943, Benét died of a heart attack at the age of forty-four. His unfinished poem about the settling of America, Western Star, won a posthumous Pulitzer the next year.

  


  
    BY THE WATERS OF BABYLON, by Stephen Vincent Benét


    First published in The Saturday Evening Post, July 1937. Originally Titled “The Place of the Gods”


    The north and the west and the south are good hunting ground, but it is forbidden to go east. It is forbidden to go to any of the Dead Places except to search for metal and then he who touches the metal must be a priest or the son of a priest. Afterwards, both the man and the metal must be purified. These are the rules and the laws; they are well made. It is forbidden to cross the great river and look upon the place that was the Place of the Gods—this is most strictly forbidden. We do not even say its name though we know its name. It is there that spirits live, and demons—it is there that there are the ashes of the Great Burning. These things are forbidden—they have been forbidden since the beginning of time.


    My father is a priest; I am the son of a priest. I have been in the Dead Places near us, with my father—at first, I was afraid. When my father went into the house to search for the metal, I stood by the door and my heart felt small and weak. It was a dead man’s house, a spirit house. It did not have the smell of man, though there were old bones in a corner. But it is not fitting that a priest’s son should show fear. I looked at the bones in the shadow and kept my voice still.


    Then my father came out with the metal—good, strong piece. He looked at me with both eyes but I had not run away. He gave me the metal to hold—I took it and did not die. So he knew that I was truly his son and would be a priest in my time. That was when I was very young—nevertheless, my brothers would not have done it, though they are good hunters. After that, they gave me the good piece of meat and the warm corner of the fire. My father watched over me—he was glad that I should be a priest. But when I boasted or wept without a reason, he punished me more strictly than my brothers. That was right.


    After a time, I myself was allowed to go into the dead houses and search for metal. So I learned the ways of those houses—and if I saw bones, I was no longer afraid. The bones are light and old—sometimes they will fall into dust if you touch them. But that is a great sin.


    I was taught the chants and the spells—l was taught how to stop the running of blood from a wound and many secrets. A priest must know many secrets—that was what my father said.


    If the hunters think we do all things by chants and spells, they may believe so—it does not hurt them. I was taught how to read in the old books and how to make the old writings—that was hard and took a long time. My knowledge made me happy—it was like a fire in my heart. Most of all, I liked to hear of the Old Days and the stories of the gods. I asked myself many questions that I could not answer, but it was good to ask them. At night, I would lie awake and listen to the wind—it seemed to me that it was the voice of the gods as they flew through the air.


    We are not ignorant like the Forest People—our women spin wool on the wheel, our priests wear a white robe. We do not eat grubs from the trees, we have not forgotten the old writings, although they are hard to understand. Nevertheless, my knowledge and my lack of knowledge burned in me—I wished to know more. When I was a man at last, I came to my father and said, “It is time for me to go on my journey. Give me your leave.”


    He looked at me for a long time, stroking his beard, then he said at last, “Yes. It is time.” That night, in the house of the priesthood, I asked for and received purification. My body hurt but my spirit was a cool stone. It was my father himself who questioned me about my dreams.


    He bade me look into the smoke of the fire and see—I saw and told what I saw. It was what I have always seen—a river, and, beyond it, a great Dead Place and in it the gods walking. I have always thought about that. His eyes were stern when I told him he was no longer my father but a priest. He said, “This is a strong dream.”


    “It is mine,” I said, while the smoke waved and my head felt light. They were singing the Star song in the outer chamber and it was like the buzzing of bees in my head.


    He asked me how the gods were dressed and I told him how they were dressed. We know how they were dressed from the book, but I saw them as if they were before me. When I had finished, he threw the sticks three times and studied them as they fell.


    “This is a very strong dream,” he said.” It may eat you up.”


    “I am not afraid,” I said and looked at him with both eyes. My voice sounded thin in my ears but that was because of the smoke.


    He touched me on the breast and the forehead. He gave me the bow and the three arrows.


    “Take them,” he said. “It is forbidden to travel east. It is forbidden to cross the river. It is forbidden to go to the Place of the Gods. All these things are forbidden. “


    “All these things are forbidden,” I said, but it was my voice that spoke and not my spirit. He looked at me again.


    “My son,” he said. “Once I had young dreams. If your dreams do not eat you up, you may be a great priest. If they eat you, you are still my son. Now go on your journey.”


    * * * *


    I went fasting, as is the law. My body hurt but not my heart. When the dawn came, I was out of sight of the village. I prayed and purified myself, waiting for a sign. The sign was an eagle. It flew east.


    Sometimes signs are sent by bad spirits. I waited again on the flat rock, fasting, taking no food. I was very still—I could feel the sky above me and the earth beneath. I waited till the sun was beginning to sink. Then three deer passed in the valley going east—they did not mind me or see me. There was a white fawn with them—a very great sign.


    I followed them, at a distance, waiting for what would happen. My heart was troubled about going east, yet I knew that I must go. My head hummed with my fasting—I did not even see the panther spring upon the white fawn. But, before I knew it, the bow was in my hand. I shouted and the panther lifted his head from the fawn. It is not easy to kill a panther with one arrow but the arrow went through his eye and into his brain. He died as he tried to spring—he rolled over, tearing at the ground. Then I knew I was meant to go east—I knew that was my journey. When the night came, I made my fire and roasted meat.


    It is eight suns’ journey to the east and a man passes by many Dead Places. The Forest People are afraid of them but I am not. Once I made my fire on the edge of a Dead Place at night and, next morning, in the dead house, I found a good knife, little rusted. That was small to what came afterward but it made my heart feel big. Always when I looked for game, it was in front of my arrow, and twice I passed hunting parties of the Forest People without their knowing. So I knew my magic was strong and my journey clean, in spite of the law.


    Toward the setting of the eighth sun, I came to the banks of the great river. It was half-a-day’s journey after I had left the god-road—we do not use the god-roads now for they are falling apart into great blocks of stone, and the forest is safer going. A long way off, I had seen the water through trees but the trees were thick. At last, I came out upon an open place at the top of a cliff. There was the great river below, like a giant in the sun. It is very long, very wide. It could eat all the streams we know and still be thirsty. Its name is Ou-dis-sun, the Sacred, the Long. No man of my tribe had seen it, not even my father, the priest. It was magic and I prayed.


    Then I raised my eyes and looked south. It was there, the Place of the Gods.


    How can I tell what it was like—you do not know. It was there, in the red light, and they were too big to be houses. It was there with the red light upon it, mighty and ruined. I knew that in another moment the gods would see me. I covered my eyes with my hands and crept back into the forest.


    Surely, that was enough to do, and live. Surely it was enough to spend the night upon the cliff. The Forest People themselves do not come near. Yet, all through the night, I knew that I should have to cross the river and walk in the places of the gods, although the gods ate me up. My magic did not help me at all and yet there was a fire in my bowels, a fire in my mind. When the sun rose, I thought, “My journey has been clean. Now I will go home from my journey.” But, even as I thought so, I knew I could not. If I went to the Place of the Gods, I would surely die, but, if I did not go, I could never be at peace with my spirit again. It is better to lose one’s life than one’s spirit, if one is a priest and the son of a priest.


    Nevertheless, as I made the raft, the tears ran out of my eyes. The Forest People could have killed me without fight, if they had come upon me then, but they did not come.


    When the raft was made, I said the sayings for the dead and painted myself for death. My heart was cold as a frog and my knees like water, but the burning in my mind would not let me have peace. As I pushed the raft from the shore, I began my death song—I had the right. It was a fine song.


    “I am John, son of John,” I sang.


    “My people are the Hill People. They are the men.


    I go into the Dead Places but I am not slain.


    I take the metal from the Dead Places but I am not blasted.


    I travel upon the god-roads and am not afraid. E-yah! I have killed the panther, I have killed the fawn!


    E-yah! I have come to the great river. No man has come there before.


    It is forbidden to go east, but I have gone, forbidden to go on the great river, but I am there.


    Open your hearts, you spirits, and hear my song.


    Now I go to the Place of the Gods, I shall not return.


    My body is painted for death and my limbs weak, but my heart is big as I go to the Place of the Gods!”


    All the same, when I came to the Place of the Gods, I was afraid, afraid. The current of the great river is very strong—it gripped my raft with its hands. That was magic, for the river itself is wide and calm. I could feel evil spirits about me, I was swept down the stream. Never have I been so much alone—I tried to think of my knowledge, but it was a squirrel’s heap of winter nuts. There was no strength in my knowledge any more and I felt small and naked as a new-hatched bird—alone upon the great river, the servant of the gods.


    Yet, after a while, my eyes were opened and I saw. I saw both banks of the river—I saw that once there had been god-roads across it, though now they were broken and fallen like broken vines. Very great they were, and wonderful and broken—broken in the time of the Great Burning when the fire fell out of the sky. And always the current took me nearer to the Place of the Gods, and the huge ruins rose before my eyes.


    I do not know the customs of rivers—we are the People of the Hills. I tried to guide my raft with the pole but it spun around. I thought the river meant to take me past the Place of the Gods and out into the Bitter Water of the legends. I grew angry then—my heart felt strong. I said aloud, “I am a priest and the son of a priest!” The gods heard me—they showed me how to paddle with the pole on one side of the raft. The current changed itself—I drew near to the Place of the Gods.


    When I was very near, my raft struck and turned over. I can swim in our lakes—I swam to the shore. There was a great spike of rusted metal sticking out into the river—I hauled myself up upon it and sat there, panting. I had saved my bow and two arrows and the knife I found in the Dead Place but that was all. My raft went whirling downstream toward the Bitter Water. I looked after it, and thought if it had trod me under, at least I would be safely dead. Nevertheless, when I had dried my bowstring and re-strung it, I walked forward to the Place of the Gods.


    It felt like ground underfoot; it did not burn me. It is not true what some of the tales say, that the ground there burns forever, for I have been there. Here and there were the marks and stains of the Great Burning, on the ruins, that is true. But they were old marks and old stains. It is not true either, what some of our priests say, that it is an island covered with fogs and enchantments. It is not. It is a great Dead Place—greater than any Dead Place we know. Everywhere in it there are god-roads, though most are cracked and broken. Everywhere there are the ruins of the high towers of the gods.


    How shall I tell what I saw? I went carefully, my strung bow in my hand, my skin ready for danger. There should have been the wailings of spirits and the shrieks of demons, but there were not. It was very silent and sunny where I had landed—the wind and the rain and the birds that drop seeds had done their work—the grass grew in the cracks of the broken stone. It is a fair island—no wonder the gods built there. If I had come there, a god, I also would have built.


    How shall I tell what I saw? The towers are not all broken—here and there one still stands, like a great tree in a forest, and the birds nest high. But the towers themselves look blind, for the gods are gone. I saw a fishhawk, catching fish in the river. I saw a little dance of white butterflies over a great heap of broken stones and columns. I went there and looked about me—there was a carved stone with cut—letters, broken in half. I can read letters but I could not understand these. They said UBTREAS. There was also the shattered image of a man or a god. It had been made of white stone and he wore his hair tied back like a woman’s. His name was ASHING, as I read on the cracked half of a stone. I thought it wise to pray to ASHING, though I do not know that god.


    How shall I tell what I saw? There was no smell of man left, on stone or metal. Nor were there many trees in that wilderness of stone. There are many pigeons, nesting and dropping in the towers—the gods must have loved them, or, perhaps, they used them for sacrifices. There are wild cats that roam the god-roads, green-eyed, unafraid of man. At night they wail like demons but they are not demons. The wild dogs are more dangerous, for they hunt in a pack, but them I did not meet till later. Everywhere there are the carved stones, carved with magical numbers or words.


    I went north—I did not try to hide myself. When a god or a demon saw me, then I would die, but meanwhile I was no longer afraid. My hunger for knowledge burned in me—there was so much that I could not understand. After a while, I knew that my belly was hungry. I could have hunted for my meat, but I did not hunt. It is known that the gods did not hunt as we do—they got their food from enchanted boxes and jars. Sometimes these are still found in the Dead Places—once, when I was a child and foolish, I opened such a jar and tasted it and found the food sweet. But my father found out and punished me for it strictly, for, often, that food is death. Now, though, I had long gone past what was forbidden, and I entered the likeliest towers, looking for the food of the gods.


    I found it at last in the ruins of a great temple in the mid-city. A mighty temple it must have been, for the roof was painted like the sky at night with its stars—that much I could see, though the colors were faint and dim. It went down into great caves and tunnels—perhaps they kept their slaves there. But when I started to climb down, I heard the squeaking of rats, so I did not go—rats are unclean, and there must have been many tribes of them, from the squeaking. But near there, I found food, in the heart of a ruin, behind a door that still opened. I ate only the fruits from the jars—they had a very sweet taste. There was drink, too, in bottles of glass—the drink of the gods was strong and made my head swim. After I had eaten and drunk, I slept on the top of a stone, my bow at my side.


    When I woke, the sun was low. Looking down from where I lay, I saw a dog sitting on his haunches. His tongue was hanging out of his mouth; he looked as if he were laughing. He was a big dog, with a gray-brown coat, as big as a wolf. I sprang up and shouted at him but he did not move—he just sat there as if he were laughing. I did not like that. When I reached for a stone to throw, he moved swiftly out of the way of the stone. He was not afraid of me; he looked at me as if I were meat. No doubt I could have killed him with an arrow, but I did not know if there were others. Moreover, night was falling.


    I looked about me—not far away there was a great, broken god-road, leading north. The towers were high enough, but not so high, and while many of the dead-houses were wrecked, there were some that stood. I went toward this god-road, keeping to the heights of the ruins, while the dog followed. When I had reached the god-road, I saw that there were others behind him. If I had slept later, they would have come upon me asleep and torn out my throat. As it was, they were sure enough of me; they did not hurry. When I went into the dead-house, they kept watch at the entrance—doubtless they thought they would have a fine hunt. But a dog cannot open a door and I knew, from the books, that the gods did not like to live on the ground but on high.


    I had just found a door I could open when the dogs decided to rush. Ha! They were surprised when I shut the door in their faces—it was a good door, of strong metal. I could hear their foolish baying beyond it but I did not stop to answer them. I was in darkness—I found stairs and climbed. There were many stairs, turning around till my head was dizzy. At the top was another door—I found the knob and opened it. I was in a long small chamber—on one side of it was a bronze door that could not be opened, for it had no handle. Perhaps there was a magic word to open it but I did not have the word. I turned to the door in the opposite side of the wall. The lock of it was broken and I opened it and went in.


    Within, there was a place of great riches. The god who lived there must have been a powerful god. The first room was a small ante-room—I waited there for some time, telling the spirits of the place that I came in peace and not as a robber. When it seemed to me that they had had time to hear me, I went on. Ah, what riches! Few, even, of the windows had been broken—it was all as it had been. The great windows that looked over the city had not been broken at all though they were dusty and streaked with many years. There were coverings on the floors, the colors not greatly faded, and the chairs were soft and deep. There were pictures upon the walls, very strange, very wonderful—I remember one of a bunch of flowers in a jar—if you came close to it, you could see nothing but bits of color, but if you stood away from it, the flowers might have been picked yesterday. It made my heart feel strange to look at this picture—and to look at the figure of a bird, in some hard clay, on a table and see it so like our birds. Everywhere there were books and writings, many in tongues that I could not read. The god who lived there must have been a wise god and full of knowledge. I felt I had a right there, as I sought knowledge also.


    Nevertheless, it was strange. There was a washing-place but no water—perhaps the gods washed in air. There was a cooking-place but no wood, and though there was a machine to cook food, there was no place to put fire in it. Nor were there candles or lamps—there were things that looked like lamps but they had neither oil nor wick. All these things were magic, but I touched them and lived—the magic had gone out of them. Let me tell one thing to show. In the washing-place, a thing said “Hot” but it was not hot to the touch—another thing said “Cold” but it was not cold. This must have been a strong magic but the magic was gone. I do not understand—they had ways—I wish that I knew.


    It was close and dry and dusty in the house of the gods. I have said the magic was gone but that is not true—it had gone from the magic things but it had not gone from the place. I felt the spirits about me, weighing upon me. Nor had I ever slept in a Dead Place before—and yet, tonight, I must sleep there. When I thought of it, my tongue felt dry in my throat, in spite of my wish for knowledge. Almost I would have gone down again and faced the dogs, but I did not.


    I had not gone through all the rooms when the darkness fell. When it fell, I went back to the big room looking over the city and made fire. There was a place to make fire and a box with wood in it, though I do not think they cooked there. I wrapped myself in a floor-covering and slept in front of the fire—I was very tired.


    Now I tell what is very strong magic. I woke in the midst of the night. When I woke, the fire had gone out and I was cold. It seemed to me that all around me there were whisperings and voices. I closed my eyes to shut them out. Some will say that I slept again, but I do not think that I slept. I could feel the spirits drawing my spirit out of my body as a fish is drawn on a line.


    Why should I lie about it? I am a priest and the son of a priest. If there are spirits, as they say, in the small Dead Places near us, what spirits must there not be in that great Place of the Gods? And would not they wish to speak? After such long years? I know that I felt myself drawn as a fish is drawn on a line. I had stepped out of my body—I could see my body asleep in front of the cold fire, but it was not I. I was drawn to look out upon the city of the gods.


    It should have been dark, for it was night, but it was not dark. Everywhere there were lights—lines of light—circles and blurs of light—ten thousand torches would not have been the same. The sky itself was alight—you could barely see the stars for the glow in the sky. I thought to myself “This is strong magic” and trembled. There was a roaring in my ears like the rushing of rivers. Then my eyes grew used to the light and my ears to the sound. I knew that I was seeing the city as it had been when the gods were alive.


    That was a sight indeed—yes, that was a sight: I could not have seen it in the body—my body would have died. Everywhere went the gods, on foot and in chariots—there were gods beyond number and counting and their chariots blocked the streets. They had turned night to day for their pleasure-they did not sleep with the sun. The noise of their coming and going was the noise of the many waters. It was magic what they could do—it was magic what they did.


    I looked out of another window—the great vines of their bridges were mended and god-roads went east and west. Restless, restless, were the gods and always in motion! They burrowed tunnels under rivers—they flew in the air. With unbelievable tools they did giant works—no part of the earth was safe from them, for, if they wished for a thing, they summoned it from the other side of the world. And always, as they labored and rested, as they feasted and made love, there was a drum in their ears—the pulse of the giant city, beating and beating like a man’s heart.


    Were they happy? What is happiness to the gods? They were great, they were mighty, they were wonderful and terrible. As I looked upon them and their magic, I felt like a child—but a little more, it seemed to me, and they would pull down the moon from the sky. I saw them with wisdom beyond wisdom and knowledge beyond knowledge. And yet not all they did was well done—even I could see that &ndash; and yet their wisdom could not but grow until all was peace.


    Then I saw their fate come upon them and that was terrible past speech. It came upon them as they walked the streets of their city. I have been in the fights with the Forest People—I have seen men die. But this was not like that. When gods war with gods, they use weapons we do not know. It was fire falling out of the sky and a mist that poisoned. It was the time of the Great Burning and the Destruction. They ran about like ants in the streets of their city—poor gods, poor gods! Then the towers began to fall. A few escaped—yes, a few. The legends tell it. But, even after the city had become a Dead Place, for many years the poison was still in the ground. I saw it happen, I saw the last of them die. It was darkness over the broken city and I wept.


    All this, I saw. I saw it as I have told it, though not in the body. When I woke in the morning, I was hungry, but I did not think first of my hunger for my heart was perplexed and confused. I knew the reason for the Dead Places but I did not see why it had happened. It seemed to me it should not have happened, with all the magic they had. I went through the house looking for an answer. There was so much in the house I could not understand—and yet I am a priest and the son of a priest. It was like being on one side of the great river, at night, with no light to show the way.


    Then I saw the dead god. He was sitting in his chair, by the window, in a room I had not entered before and, for the first moment, I thought that he was alive. Then I saw the skin on the back of his hand—it was like dry leather. The room was shut, hot and dry—no doubt that had kept him as he was. At first I was afraid to approach him—then the fear left me. He was sitting looking out over the city—he was dressed in the clothes of the gods. His age was neither young nor old—I could not tell his age. But there was wisdom in his face and great sadness. You could see that he would have not run away. He had sat at his window, watching his city die—then he himself had died. But it is better to lose one’s life than one’s spirit—and you could see from the face that his spirit had not been lost. I knew, that, if I touched him, he would fall into dust—and yet, there was something unconquered in the face.


    * * * *


    That is all of my story, for then I knew he was a man—I knew then that they had been men, neither gods nor demons. It is a great knowledge, hard to tell and believe. They were men—they went a dark road, but they were men. I had no fear after that—I had no fear going home, though twice I fought off the dogs and once I was hunted for two days by the Forest People. When I saw my father again, I prayed and was purified. He touched my lips and my breast, he said, “You went away a boy. You come back a man and a priest.” I said, “Father, they were men! I have been in the Place of the Gods and seen it! Now slay me, if it is the law—but still I know they were men.”


    He looked at me out of both eyes. He said, “The law is not always the same shape—you have done what you have done. I could not have done it my time, but you come after me. Tell!”


    I told and he listened. After that, I wished to tell all the people but he showed me otherwise. He said, “Truth is a hard deer to hunt. If you eat too much truth at once, you may die of the truth. It was not idly that our fathers forbade the Dead Places.” He was right—it is better the truth should come little by little. I have learned that, being a priest. Perhaps, in the old days, they ate knowledge too fast.


    Nevertheless, we make a beginning. it is not for the metal alone we go to the Dead Places now—there are the books and the writings. They are hard to learn. And the magic tools are broken—but we can look at them and wonder. At least, we make a beginning. And, when I am chief priest we shall go beyond the great river. We shall go to the Place of the Gods—the place newyork—not one man but a company. We shall look for the images of the gods and find the god ASHING and the others—the gods Lincoln and Biltmore and Moses. But they were men who built the city, not gods or demons. They were men. I remember the dead man’s face. They were men who were here before us. We must build again.

  


  
    NIGHTMARE FOR FUTURE REFERENCE, by Stephen Vincent Benét


    First published in The New Yorker, April 2, 1938


    That was the second year of the Third World War,


    The one between Us and Them.


    Well we’ve gotten used.


    We don’t talk much about it, queerly enough.


    There was all sorts of talk the first years after the Peace,


    A million theories, a million wild suppositions,


    A million hopeful explanations and plans,


    But we don’t talk about it now. We don’t even ask.


    We might do the wrong thing. I don’t guess you’d understand that.


    But you’re eighteen, now. You can take it. You’d better know.


    You see, you were born just before the war broke out.


    Who started it? Oh, they said it was Us or Them


    And it looked like it at the time. You don’t know what that’s like.


    But anyhow, it started and there it was,


    Just a little worse, of course, than the one before,


    But mankind was used to that. We didn’t take notice.


    They bombed our capital and we bombed theirs.


    You’ve been to the Broken Towns? Yes, they take you there.


    They show you the look of the tormented earth.


    But they can’t show the smell or the gas or the death


    Or how it felt to be there, and a part of it.


    But we didn’t know. I swear that we didn’t know.


    I remember the first faint hint there was something wrong,


    Something beyond all wars and bigger and strange,


    Something you couldn’t explain.


    I was back on leave—


    Strange, as you felt on leave, as you always felt—


    But I went to see the Chief at the hospital


    And there he was, in the same old laboratory,


    A little older, with some white in his hair


    But the same eyes that went through you and the same tongue.


    They hadn’t been able to touch him—not the bombs


    Nor the ruin of his life’s work nor anything.


    He blinked at me from behind his spectacles


    And said, “Huh. It’s you. They won’t let me have guinea pigs


    Except for the war work, but I steal a few.


    And they’ve made me a colonel—expect me to salute.


    Damn fools. A damn-fool business. I don’t know how.


    Have you heard what Erickson’s done with the ductless glands?


    The journals are four months late. Sit down and smoke.”


    And I did and it was like home.


    He was a great man.


    You might remember that—and I’d worked with him.


    Well, finally he said to me, “How’s your boy?”


    “Oh—healthy,” I said. “We’re lucky.”


    “Yes,” he said,


    And a frown went over his face. “He might even grow up,


    Though the intervals between wars are getting shorter.


    I wonder if it wouldn’t simplify things


    To declare mankind in a permanent state of siege.


    It might knock some sense in their heads.”


    “You’re cheerful,” I said.


    “Oh, I’m always cheerful,” he said. “Seen these, by the way?”


    He tapped some charts on a table.


    “Seen what?” I said.


    “Oh,” he said, with that devilish, sidelong grin of his,


    “Just the normal city statistics—death and birth.


    You’re a soldier now. You wouldn’t be interested.


    But the birth rate’s dropping—”


    “Well, really, sir,” I said,


    “We know that it’s always dropped, in every war.”


    “Not like this,” he said. “I can show you the curve.


    It looks like the side of a mountain, going down.


    And faster, the last three months—yes, a good deal faster.


    I showed it to Lobenheim and he was puzzled.


    It makes a neat problem—yes?” He looked at me.


    “They’d better make peace,” he said. “They’d better make peace.”


    “Well, sir,” I said, “if we break through, in the spring—”


    “Break through?” he said. “What’s that? They’d better make peace.


    The stars may be tired of us. No, I’m not a mystic.


    I leave that to the big scientists in bad novels.


    But I never saw such a queer maternity curve.


    I wish I could get to Ehrens, on their side.


    He’d tell me the truth. But the fools won’t let me do it.”


    His eyes looked tired as he stared at the careful charts.


    “Suppose there are no more babies?” he said. “What then?


    It’s one way of solving the problem.”


    “But, sir—” I said.


    “But, sir!” he said. “Will you tell me, please, what is life?


    Why it’s given, why it’s taken away?


    Oh, I know—we make a jelly inside a test tube,


    We keep a cock’s heart living inside a jar.


    We know a great many things and what do we know?


    We think we know what finished the dinosaurs,


    But do we? Maybe they were given a chance


    And then it was taken back. There are other beasts


    That only kill for their food. No, I’m not a mystic,


    But there’s a certain pattern in nature, you know,


    And we’re upsetting it daily. Eat and mate


    And go back to the earth after that, and that’s all right.


    But now we’re blasting and sickening earth itself.


    She’s been very patient with us. I wonder how long.”


    Well, I thought the Chief had gone crazy, just at first,


    And then I remembered the look of no man’s land,


    That bitter landscape, pockmarked like the moon,


    Lifeless as the moon’s face and horrible,


    The thing we’d made with the guns.


    If it were earth,


    It looked as though it hated.


    “Well?” I said,


    And my voice was a little thin. He looked hard at me.


    “Oh—ask the women,” he grunted. “Don’t ask me.


    Ask them what they think about it.”


    I didn’t ask them,


    Not even your mother—she was strange, those days—


    But, two weeks later, I was back in the lines


    And somebody sent me a paper—


    Encouragement for the troops and all of that—


    All about the fall of Their birth rate on Their side.


    I guess you know, now. There was still a day when we fought


    And the next day, the women knew. I don’t know how they knew,


    But they smashed every government in the world


    Like a heap of broken china, within two days,


    And we’d stopped firing by then. And we looked at each other.


    We didn’t talk much, those first weeks. You couldn’t talk.


    We started in rebuilding and that was all,


    And at first, nobody would even touch the guns,


    Not even to melt them up. They just stood there, silent,


    Pointing the way they had and nobody there.


    And there was a kind of madness in the air,


    A quiet, bewildered madness, strange and shy.


    You’d pass a man who was muttering to himself


    And you’d know what he was muttering, and why.


    I remember coming home and your mother there.


    She looked at me, at first didn’t speak at all,


    And then she said, “Burn those clothes. Take them off and burn them


    Or I’ll never touch you or speak to you again.”


    And then I knew I was still in my uniform.


    Well, I’ve told you, now. They tell you now at eighteen.


    There’s no use telling before.


    Do you understand?


    That’s why we have the Ritual of the Earth,


    The Day of Sorrow, the other ceremonies.


    Oh yes, at first people hated the animals


    Because they still bred, but we’ve gotten over that.


    Perhaps they can work it better, when it’s their turn,


    If it’s their turn—I don’t know. I don’t know at all.


    You can call it a virus, of course, if you like the word,


    But we haven’t been able to find it. Not yet. No.


    It isn’t as if it had happened all at once.


    There were a few children born in the last six months


    Before the end of the war, so there’s still some hope.


    But they’re almost grown. That’s the trouble. They’re almost grown.


    Well, we had a long run. That’s something. At first they thought


    There might be a nation somewhere—a savage tribe.


    But we were all in it, even the Eskimos,


    And we keep the toys in the stores, and the colored books,


    And people marry and plan and the rest of it,


    But, you see, there aren’t any children. They aren’t born.


    * * * *


    “By the Waters of Babylon” Copyright © July 31, 1937 by Curtis Publishing Company, in The Saturday Evening Post as “The Place of the Gods”.


    “Nightmare for Future Reference” Copyright © 1938 by Stephen Vincent Benét.
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    ARENA, by Fredric Brown


    First published in Astounding Science Fiction, June 1944


    Carson opened his eyes, and found himself looking upwards into a flickering blue dimness.


    It was hot, and he was lying on sand, and a rock em bedded in the sand was hurting his back. He rolled over to his side, off the rock, and then pushed himself up to a sitting position.


    “I’m crazy,” he thought. “Crazy—or dead—or something.” The sand was blue, bright blue. And there wasn’t any such thing as bright blue sand on Earth or any of the planets. Blue sand under a blue dome that wasn’t the sky nor yet a room, but a circumscribed area—somehow he knew it was circumscribed and finite even though he couldn’t see to the top of it.


    He picked up some of the sand in his hand and let it run through his fingers. It trickled down on to his bare leg. Bare?


    He was stark naked, and already his body was dripping perspiration from the enervating heat, coated blue with sand wherever sand had touched it. Elsewhere his body was white.


    He thought: then this sand is really blue. If it seemed blue only because of the blue light, then I’d be blue also. But I’m white, so the sand is blue. Blue sand: there isn’t any blue sand. There isn’t any place like this place I’m in.


    Sweat was running down in his eyes. It was hot, hotter than Hell. Only Hell—the Hell of the ancients—was supposed to be red and not blue.


    But if this place wasn’t Hell, what was it? Only Mercury, among the planets, had heat like this and this wasn’t Mercury. And Mercury was some four billion miles from…From?


    It came back to him then, where he’d been: in the little one-man scouter, outside the orbit of Pluto, scouting a scant million miles to one side of the Earth Armada drawn up in battle array there to intercept the Outsiders.


    That sudden strident ringing of the alarm bell when the rival scouter—the Outsider ship—had come within range of his detectors!


    No one knew who the Outsiders were, what they looked like, or from what far galaxy they came, other than that it was in the general direction of the Pleiades.


    First, there had been sporadic raids on Earth colonies and outposts; isolated battles between Earth patrols and small groups of Outsider spaceships; battles sometimes won and sometimes lost, but never resulting in the capture of an alien vessel. Nor had any member of a raided colony ever survived to describe the Outsiders who had left the ships, if indeed they had left them.


    Not too serious a menace, at first, for the raids had not been numerous or destructive. And individually, the ships had proved slightly inferior in armament to the best of Earth’s fighters, although somewhat superior in speed and maneuverability. A sufficient edge in speed, in fact, to give the Outsiders their choice of running or fighting, unless sur rounded.


    Nevertheless, Earth had prepared for serious trouble, building the mightiest armada of all time. It had been waiting now, that armada, for a long time. Now the showdown was coming.


    Scouts twenty billion miles out had detected the approach of a mighty fleet of the Outsiders. Those scouts had never come back, but their radiotronic messages had. And now Earth’s armada, all ten thousand ships and half-million fight ing spacemen, was out there, outside Pluto’s orbit, waiting to intercept and battle to the death.


    And an even battle it was going to be, judging by the advance reports of the men of the far picket line who had given their lives to report—before they had died—on the size and strength of the alien fleet.


    Anybody’s battle, with the mastery of the solar system hanging in the balance, on an even chance. A last and only chance, for Earth and all her colonies lay at the utter mercy of the Outsiders if they ran that gauntlet—Oh yes. Bob Carson remembered now. He remembered that strident bell and his leap for the control panel. His frenzied fumbling as he strapped himself into the seat. The dot in the visiplate that grew larger. The dryness of his mouth. The awful knowledge that this was it for him, at least, although the main fleets were still out of range of one another.


    This, his first taste of battle! Within three seconds or less he’d be victorious, or a charred cinder. One hit completely took care of a lightly armed and armoured one-man craft like a scouter.


    Frantically—as his lips shaped the word “One”—he worked at the controls to keep that growing dot centred on the crossed spiderwebs of the visiplate. His hands doing that, while his right foot hovered over the pedal that would fire the bolt. The single bolt of concentrated hell that had to hit—or else. There wouldn’t be time for any second shot.


    “Two.” He didn’t know he’d said that, either. The dot in the visiplate wasn’t a dot now. Only a few thousand miles away, it showed up in the magnification of the plate as though it were only a few hundred yards off. It was a fast little scouter, about the size of his.


    An alien ship, all right!


    “Thr—” His foot touched the bolt-release pedal.


    And then the Outsider had swerved suddenly and was off the crosshairs. Carson punched keys frantically, to fol low.


    For a tenth of a second, it was out of the visiplate entirely, and then as the nose of his scouter swung after it, he saw it again, diving straight towards the ground.


    The ground?


    It was an optical illusion of some sort. It had to be: that planet—or whatever it was—that now covered the visiplate couldn’t be there. Couldn’t possibly! There wasn’t any planet nearer than Neptune three billion miles away—with Pluto on the opposite side of the distant pinpoint sun.


    His detectors! They hadn’t shown any object of planetary dimensions, even of asteroid dimensions, and still didn’t.


    It couldn’t be there, that whatever-it-was he was diving into, only a few hundred miles below him.


    In his sudden anxiety to keep from crashing, he forgot the Outsider ship. He fired the front breaking rockets, and even as the sudden change of speed slammed him forward against the seat straps, fired full right for an emergency turn. Pushed them down and held them down, knowing that he needed everything the ship had to keep from crashing and that a turn that sudden would black him out for a moment.


    It did black him out.


    And that was all. Now he was sitting in hot blue sand, stark naked but otherwise unhurt. No sign of his spaceship and—for that matter—no sign of space. That curve overhead wasn’t a sky, whatever else it was.


    He scrambled to his feet.


    Gravity seemed a little more than Earth-normal. Not much more.


    Flat sand stretching away, a few scrawny bushes in clumps here and there. The bushes were blue, too, but in varying shades, some lighter than the blue of the sand, some darker.


    Out from under the nearest bush ran a little thing that was like a lizard, except that it had more than four legs. It was blue, too. Bright blue. It saw him and ran back again under the bush.


    He looked up again, trying to decide what was overhead. It wasn’t exactly a roof, but it was dome-shaped. It flickered and was hard to look at. But definitely, it curved down to the ground, to the blue sand, all around him.


    He wasn’t far from being under the centre of the dome. At a guess, it was a hundred yards to the nearest wall, if it was a wall. It was as though a blue hemisphere of something about two hundred and fifty yards in circumference was inverted over the flat expanse of the sand.


    And everything blue, except one object. Over near a far curving wall there was a red object. Roughly spherical, it seemed to be about a yard in diameter. Too far for him to see clearly through the flickering blueness.


    But, unaccountably, he shuddered.


    He wiped sweat from his forehead, or tried to, with the back of his hand.


    Was this a dream, a nightmare? This heat, this sand, that vague feeling of horror he felt when he looked towards that red thing?


    A dream? No, one didn’t go to sleep and dream in the midst of a battle in space.


    Death? No, never. If there were immortality, it wouldn’t be a senseless thing like this, a thing of blue heat and blue sand and a red horror.


    Then he heard the voice.


    Inside his head he heard it, not with his ears. It came from nowhere or everywhere.


    “Through spaces and dimensions wandering,” rang the words in his mind, “and in this space and this time, I find two peoples about to exterminate one and so weaken the other that it would retrogress and never fulfill its destiny, but decay and return to mindless dust whence it came. And I say this must not happen.”


    “Who…what are you?” Carson didn’t say it aloud, but the question formed itself in his brain.


    “You would not understand completely. I am—” There was a pause as though the voice sought—in Carson’s brain—for a word that wasn’t there, a word he didn’t know. “I am the end of evolution of a race so old the time cannot be expressed in words that have meaning to your mind. A race fused into a single entity, eternal.


    “An entity such as your primitive race might become”—again the groping for a word—“time from now. So might the race you call, in your mind, the Outsiders. So I intervene inthe battle to come, the battle between fleets so evenly matched that destruction of both races will result. One must survive. One must progress and evolve.”


    “One?” thought Carson. “Mine or—”


    “It is in my power to stop the war, to send the Outsiders back to their galaxy. But they would return, or your race would sooner or later follow them there. Only by remaining in this space and time to intervene constantly could I prevent them from destroying one another, and I cannot re main.


    “So I shall intervene now. I shall destroy one fleet completely without loss to the other. One civilization shall thus survive.”


    Nightmare. This had to be nightmare, Carson thought. But he knew it wasn’t.


    It was too mad, too impossible, to be anything but real.


    He didn’t dare ask the question—which? But his thoughts asked it for him.


    “The stronger shall survive,” said the voice. “That I can not—and would not—change. I merely intervene to make it a complete victory, not”—groping again—“not Pyrrhic victory to a broken race.


    “From the outskirts of the not-yet battle I plucked two individuals, you and an Outsider. I see from your mind that, in your early history of nationalisms, battles between champions to decide issues between races were not unknown.


    “You and your opponent are here pitted against one an other, naked and unarmed, under conditions equally unfamiliar to you both, equally unpleasant to you both. There is no time limit, for here there is no time. The survivor is the champion of his race. That race survives.”


    “But—” Carson’s protest was too inarticulate for expression, but the voice answered it.


    “It is fair. The conditions are such that the accident of physical strength will not completely decide the issue. There is a barrier. You will understand. Brain-power and courage will be more important than strength. Most especially cour age, which is the will to survive.”


    “But while this goes on, the fleets will—”


    “No, you are in another space, another time. For as long as you are here, time stands still in the universe you know. I see you wonder whether this place is real. It is, and it is not. As I—to your limited understanding—am and am not real. My existence is mental and not physical. You saw me as a planet; it could have been as a dust-mote or a sun.


    “But to you this place is now real. What you suffer here will be real. And if you die here, your death will be real. If you die, your failure will be the end of your race. That is enough for you to know.”


    And then the voice was gone.


    Again he was alone, but not alone. For as Carson looked up, he saw that the red thing, the sphere of horror that he now knew was the Outsider, was rolling towards him.


    Rolling.


    It seemed to have no legs or arms that he could see, no features. It rolled across the sand with the fluid quickness of a drop of mercury. And before it, in some manner he could not understand, came a wave of nauseating hatred.


    Carson looked about him frantically. A stone, lying in the sand a few feet away, was the nearest thing to a weapon. It wasn’t large, but it had sharp edges, like a slab of flint. It looked a bit like blue flint.


    He picked it up, and crouched to receive the attack. It was coming fast, faster than he could run.


    No time to think out how he was going to fight it; how anyway could he plan to battle a creature whose strength, whose characteristics, whose method of fighting he did not know? Rolling so fast, it looked more than ever like a perfect sphere.


    Ten yards away. Five. And then it stopped.


    Rather, it was stopped. Abruptly the near side of it flattened as though it had run up against an invisible wall. It bounced, actually bounced back.


    Then it rolled forward again, but more cautiously. It stopped again, at the same place. It tried again, a few yards to one side.


    There was a barrier there of some sort. It clicked, then, in Carson’s mind, that thought projected by the Entity who had brought them there:


    ‘—the accident of physical strength will not completely decide the issue. There is a barrier.’


    A force-field, of course. Not the Netzian Field, known to Earth science, for that glowed and emitted a crackling sound. This one was invisible, silent.


    It was a wall that ran from side to side of the inverted hemisphere; Carson didn’t have to verify that himself. The Roller was doing that, rolling sideways along the barrier, seeking a break in it that wasn’t there.


    Carson took half a dozen steps forward, his left hand groping out before him, and touched the barrier. It felt smooth, yielding, like a sheet of rubber rather than like glass, warm to his touch, but no warmer than the sand underfoot. And it was completely invisible, even at close range.


    He dropped the stone and put both hands against it, pushing. It seemed to yield, just a trifle, but no farther than that trifle, even when he pushed with all his weight. It felt like a sheet of rubber backed up by steel. Limited resiliency, and then firm strength.


    He stood on tiptoe and reached as high as he could and the barrier was still there.


    He saw the Roller coming back, having reached one side of the arena. That feeling of nausea hit Carson again, and he stepped back from the barrier as it went by. It didn’t stop.


    But did the barrier stop at ground-level? Carson knelt down and burrowed in the sand; it was soft, light, easy to dig in. And two feet down the barrier was still there.


    The Roller was coming back again. Obviously, it couldn’t find a way through at either side.


    There must be a way through, Carson thought, or else this duel is meaningless.—


    The Roller was back now, and it stopped just across the barrier, only six feet away. It seemed to be studying him although, for the life of him, Carson couldn’t find external evidence of sense organs on the thing. Nothing that looked like eyes or ears, or even a mouth. There was though, he observed, a series of grooves, perhaps a dozen of them altogether, and he saw two tentacles push out from two of the grooves and dip into the sand as though testing its consistency. These were about an inch in diameter and perhaps a foot and a half long.


    The tentacles were retractable into the grooves and were kept there except when in use. They retracted when the thing rolled and seemed to have nothing to do with its method of locomotion; that, as far as Carson could judge, seemed to be accomplished by some shifting—just how he couldn’t ima gine—of its centre of gravity.


    He shuddered as he looked at the thing. It was alien, horribly different from anything on Earth or any of the life forms found on the other solar planets. Instinctively, he knew its mind was as alien as its body.


    If it could project that almost tangible wave of hatred, perhaps it could read his mind as well, sufficiently for his purpose.


    Deliberately, Carson picked up the rock that had been his only weapon, then tossed it down again in a gesture of relinquishment and raised his empty hands, palms up, before him.


    He spoke aloud, knowing that although the words would be meaningless to the creature before him, speaking them would focus his own thoughts more completely upon the message.


    “Can we not have peace between us?” he said, his voice strange in the stillness. “The Entity who brought us here has told us what must happen if our races fight—extinction of one and weakening and retrogression of the other. The battle between them, said the Entity, depends upon what we do here. Why cannot we agree to an eternal peace—your race to its galaxy, we to ours?”


    Carson blanked out his mind to receive a reply.


    It came, and it staggered him back, physically. He recoiled several steps in sheer horror at the intensity of the lust-to-kill of the red images projected at him. For a moment that seemed eternity he had to struggle against the impact of that hatred, fighting to clear his mind of it and drive out the alien thoughts to which he had given admittance. He wanted to retch.


    His mind cleared slowly. He was breathing hard and he felt weaker, but he could think.


    He stood studying the Roller. It had been motionless during the mental duel it had so nearly won. Now it rolled a few feet to one side, to the nearest of the blue bushes. Three tentacles whipped out of their grooves and began to investigate the bush.


    “O.K.,” Carson said, “so it’s war then.” He managed a grin. “If I got your answer straight, peace doesn’t appeal toyou.” And, because he was, after all, a young man and couldn’t resist the impulse to be dramatic, he added, “To the death!”


    But his voice, in that utter silence, sounded silly even to himself. It came to him, then, that this was to the death, not only his own death or that of the red spherical thing which he thought of as the Roller, but death to the entire race of one or the other of them: the end of the human race, if he failed.


    It made him suddenly very humble and very afraid to think that. With a knowledge that was above even faith, he knew that the Entity who had arranged this duel had told the truth about its intentions and its powers. The future of hu manity depended upon him. It was an awful thing to realize. He had to concentrate on the situation at hand.


    There had to be some way of getting through the barrier, or of killing through the barrier.


    Mentally? He hoped that wasn’t all, for the Roller obviously had stronger telepathic powers than the undeveloped ones of the human race. Or did it?


    He had been able to drive the thoughts of the Roller out of his own mind; could it drive out his? If its ability to project were stronger, might not its receptivity mechanism be more vulnerable?


    He stared at it and endeavoured to concentrate and focus all his thought upon it.


    “Die,” he thought. “You are going to die. You are dying. You are—”


    He tried variations on it, and mental pictures. Sweat stood out on his forehead and he found himself trembling with the intensity of the effort. But the Roller went ahead with its investigation of the bush, as utterly unaffected as though Carson had been reciting the multiplication table.


    So that was no good.


    He felt dizzy from the heat and his strenuous effort at concentration. He sat down on the blue sand and gave his full attention to studying the Roller. By study, perhaps, he could judge its strength and detect its weaknesses, learn things that would be valuable to know when and if they should come to grips.


    It was breaking off twigs. Carson watched carefully, try ing to judge just how hard it worked to do that. Later, he thought, he could find a similar bush on his own side, break off twigs of equal thickness himself, and gain a comparison of physical strength between his own arms and hands and those tentacles.


    The twigs broke off hard; the Roller was having to strug gle with each one. Each tentacle, he saw, bifurcated at the tip into two fingers, each tipped by a nail or claw. The claws didn’t seem to be particularly long or dangerous, or no more so than his own fingernails, if they were left to grow a bit.


    No, on the whole, it didn’t look too hard to handle physically. Unless, of course, that bush was made of pretty tough stuff. Carson looked round; within reach was another bush of identically the same type.


    He snapped off a twig. It was brittle, easy to break. Of course, the Roller might have been faking deliberately but he didn’t think so. On the other hand, where was it vulnerable? How would he go about killing it if he got the chance? He went back to studying it. The outer hide looked pretty tough; he’d need a sharp weapon of some sort. He picked up the piece of rock again. It was about twelve inches long, narrow, and fairly sharp on one end. If it chipped like flint, he could make a serviceable knife out of it.


    The Roller was continuing its investigations of the bushes. It rolled again, to the nearest one of another type. A little blue lizard, many-legged like the one Carson had seen on his side of the barrier, darted out from under the bush.


    A tentacle of the Roller lashed out and caught it, picked it up. Another tentacle whipped over and began to pull legs off the lizard, as coldly as it had pulled twigs off the bush. The creature struggled frantically and emitted a shrill squealing that was the first sound Carson had heard here, other than the sound of his own voice.


    Carson made himself continue to watch; anything he could learn about his opponent might prove valuable, even knowledge of its unnecessary cruelty—particularly, he thought with sudden emotion, knowledge of its unnecessary cruelty. It would make it a pleasure to kill the thing, if and when the chance came.


    With half its legs gone, the lizard stopped squealing and lay limp in the Roller’s grasp.


    It didn’t continue with the rest of the legs. Contemptuously it tossed the dead lizard away from it, in Carson’s direction. The lizard arced through the air between them and landed at his feet.


    It had come through the barrier! The barrier wasn’t there any more! Carson was on his feet in a flash, the knife gripped tightly in his hand, leaping forward. He’d settle this thing here and now! With the barrier gone—but it wasn’t gone. He found that out the hard way, running head on into it and nearly knocking himself silly. He bounced back and fell.


    As he sat up, shaking his head to clear it, he saw something coming through the air towards him, and threw himself flat again on the sand, to one side. He got his body out of the way, but there was a sudden sharp pain in the calf of his left leg.


    He rolled backwards, ignoring the pain, and scrambled to his feet. It was a rock, he saw now, that had struck him. And the Roller was picking up another, swinging it back gripped between two tentacles, ready to throw again.


    It sailed through the air towards him, but he was able tostep out of its way. The Roller, apparently, could throw straight, but neither hard nor far. The first rock had struck him only because he had been sitting down and had not seen it coming until it was almost upon him.


    Even as he stepped aside from that weak second throw Carson drew back his right arm and let fly with the rock that was still in his hand. If missiles, he thought with elation, can cross the barrier, then two can play at the game of throwing them.


    He couldn’t miss a three-foot sphere at only four-yard range, and he didn’t miss. The rock whizzed straight, and with a speed several times that of the missiles the Roller had thrown. It hit dead centre, but hit flat instead of point first. But it hit with a resounding thump, and obviously hurt. The Roller had been reaching for another rock, but changed its mind and got out of there instead. By the time Carson could pick up and throw another rock, the Roller was forty yards back from the barrier and going strong.


    His second throw missed by feet, and his third throw wasshort. The Roller was out of range of any missile heavy enough to be damaging.


    Carson grinned. That round had been his.


    He stopped grinning as he bent over to examine the calf of his leg. A jagged edge of the stone had made a cut several inches long. It was bleeding pretty freely, but he didn’t think it had gone deep enough to hit an artery. If it stopped bleeding of its own accord, well and good. If not, he was in for trouble.


    Finding out one thing, though, took precedence over that cut: the nature of the barrier.


    He went forward to it again, this time groping with his hands before him. Holding one hand against it, he tossed a handful of sand at it with the other hand. The sand went right through; his hand didn’t.


    Organic matter versus inorganic? No, because the dead lizard had gone through it, and a lizard, alive or dead, was certainly organic. Plant life? He broke off a twig and poked it at the barrier. The twig went through, with no resistance, but when his fingers gripping the twig came to the barrier, they were stopped.


    He couldn’t get through it, nor could the Roller. But rocks and sand and a dead lizard.…How about a live lizard?


    He went hunting under bushes until he found one, and caught it. He tossed it against the barrier and it bounced back and scurried away across the blue sand.


    That gave him the answer, so far as he could determine it now. The screen was a barrier to living things. Dead or inorganic matter could cross it.


    With that off his mind, Carson looked at his injured leg again. The bleeding was lessening, which meant he wouldn’t need to worry about making a tourniquet. But he should find some water, if any was available, to clean the wound.


    Water—the thought of it made him realize that he was getting awfully thirsty. He’d have to find water, in case this contest turned out to be a protracted one.


    Limping slightly now, he started off to make a circuit of his half of the arena. Guiding himself with one hand along the barrier, he walked to his right until he came to the curving sidewall. It was visible, a dull blue-grey at close range, and the surface of it felt just like the central barrier.


    He experimented by tossing a handful of sand at it, and the sand reached the wall and disappeared as it went through. The hemispherical shell was a force-field, too, but an opaque one, instead of transparent like the barrier.


    He followed it round until he came back to the barrier, and walked back along the barrier to the point from which he’d started.


    No sign of water.


    Worried now, he started a series of zigzags back and forth between the barrier and the wall, covering the intervening space thoroughly.


    No water. Blue sand, blue bushes, and intolerable heat. Nothing else.


    It must be his imagination, he told himself that he was suffering that much from thirst. How long had he been there? Of course, no time at all, according to his own space-time frame. The Entity had told him time stood still out there, while he was here. But his body processes went on here, just the same. According to his body’s reckoning, how long had he been here? Three or four hours, perhaps. Certainly not long enough to be suffering from thirst.


    Yet he was suffering from it; his throat was dry and parched. Probably the intense heat was the cause. It was hot, a hundred and thirty Fahrenheit, at a guess. A dry, still heat without the slightest movement of air.


    He was limping rather badly and utterly fagged when he finished the futile exploration of his domain.


    He stared across at the motionless Roller and hoped it was as miserable as he was. The Entity had said the conditions here were equally unfamiliar and uncomfortable for both of them. Maybe the Roller came from a planet where two-hundred-degree heat was the norm; maybe it was freez ing while he was roasting. Maybe the air was as much too thick for it as it was too thin for him. For the exertion of his explorations had left him panting. The atmosphere here, he realized, was not much thicker than on Mars.


    No water. That meant a deadline, for him at any rate. Unless he could find a way to cross that barrier or to kill his enemy from this side of it, thirst would kill him eventually.


    It gave him a feeling of desperate urgency, but he made himself sit down a moment to rest, to think.


    What was there to do? Nothing, and yet so many things. The several varieties of bushes, for example; they didn’t look promising, but he’d have to examine them for possibilities. And his leg—he’d have to do something about that, even without water to clean it; gather ammunition in the form of rocks; find a rock that would make a good knife.


    His leg hurt rather badly now, and he decided that came first. One type of bush had leaves—or things rather similar to leaves. He pulled off a handful of them and decided, after examination, to take a chance on them. He used them to clean off the sand and dirt and caked blood, then made a pad of fresh leaves and tied it over the wound with tendrils from the same bush.


    The tendrils proved unexpectedly tough and strong.


    They were slender and pliable, yet he couldn’t break them at all, and had to saw them off the bush with the sharp edge of blue flint. Some of the thicker ones were over a foot long, and he filed away in his memory, for future reference, the fact that a bunch of the thick ones, tied together, would make a pretty serviceable rope. Maybe he’d be able to think of a use for rope.


    Next, he made himself a knife. The blue flint did chip. From a foot-long splinter of it, he fashioned himself a crude but lethal weapon. And of tendrils from the bush, he made himself a rope-belt through which he could thrust the flint knife, to keep it with him all the time and yet have his hands free.


    He went back to studying the bushes. There were three other types. One was leafless, dry, brittle, rather like a dried tumbleweed. Another was of soft, crumbly wood, almost like punk. It looked and felt as though it would make excellent tinder for a fire. The third type was the most nearly woodlike. It had fragile leaves that wilted at the touch, but the stalks, although short, were straight and strong.


    It was horribly, unbearably hot.


    He limped up to the barrier, felt to make sure that it was still there. It was. He stood watching the Roller for a while; it was keeping a safe distance from the barrier, out of effective stone-throwing range. It was moving around back there, doing something. He couldn’t tell what it was doing.


    Once it stopped moving, came a little closer, and seemed to concentrate its attention on him. Again Carson had to fight off a wave of nausea. He threw a stone at it; the Roller retreated and went back to whatever it had been doing before.


    At least he could make it keep its distance. And, he thought bitterly, a lot of good that did him. Just the same, he spent the next hour or two gathering stones of suitable size for throwing, and making several piles of them near his side of the barrier.


    His throat burned now. It was difficult for him to think about anything except water. But he had to think about other things: about getting through that barrier, under or over it, getting at that red sphere and killing it before this place of heat and thirst killed him.


    The barrier went to the wall upon either side, but how high, and how far under the sand?


    For a moment, Carson’s mind was too fuzzy to think out how he could find out either of those things. Idly, sitting there in the hot sand—and he didn’t remember sitting down—he watched a blue lizard crawl from the shelter of one bush to the shelter of another.


    From under the second bush, it looked out at him.


    Carson grinned at it, recalling the old story of the desert-colonists on Mars, taken from an older story of Earth—“Pretty soon you get so lonesome you find yourself talking to the lizards, and then not so long after that you find the lizards talking back to you.…”


    He should have been concentrating, of course, on how to kill the Roller, but instead he grinned at the lizard and said, “Hello, there.”


    The lizard took a few steps towards him. “Hello,”


    it said.


    Carson was stunned for a moment, and then he put back his head and roared with laughter. It didn’t hurt his throat to do so, either; he hadn’t been that thirsty.


    Why not? Why should the Entity who thought up this nightmare of a place not have a sense of humour, along with the other powers he had? Talking lizards, equipped to talk back in my own language, if I talk to them—it’s a nice touch.


    He grinned at the lizard and said, “Come on over.” But the lizard turned and ran away, scurrying from bush to bush until it was out of sight.


    He had to get past the barrier. He couldn’t get through it, or over it, but was he certain he couldn’t get under it? And come to think of it, didn’t one sometimes find water by digging?


    Painfully now, Carson limped up to the barrier and started digging, scooping up sand a double handful at a time. It was slow work because the sand ran in at the edges and the deeper he got the bigger in diameter the hole had to be. How many hours it took him, he didn’t know, but he hit bedrock four feet down: dry bedrock with no sign of water.


    The force-field of the barrier went down clear to the bedrock.


    He crawled out of the hole and lay there panting, then raised his head to look across and see what the Roller was doing.


    It was making something out of wood from the bushes, tied together with tendrils, a queerly shaped framework about four feet high and roughly square. To see it better, Carson climbed on to the mound of sand he had excavated and stood there staring.


    There were two long levers sticking out of the back of it, one with a cup-shaped affair on the end. Seemed to be some sort of a catapult, Carson thought.


    Sure enough, the Roller was lifting a sizable rock into the cup-shape. One of his tentacles moved the other lever up and down for a while, and then he turned the machine slightly, aiming it, and the lever with the stone flew up and forward.


    The stone curved several yards over Carson’s head, so far away that he didn’t have to duck, but he judged the distance it had travelled, and whistled softly. He couldn’t throw a rock that weight more than half that distance. And even retreating to the rear of his domain wouldn’t put him out of range of that machine if the Roller pushed it forward to the barrier.


    Another rock whizzed over, not quite so far away this time.


    Moving from side to side along the barrier, so the catapult couldn’t bracket him, he hurled a dozen rocks at it. But that wasn’t going to be any good, he saw. They had to be light rocks, or he couldn’t throw them that far. If they hit the framework, they bounced off harmlessly. The Roller had no difficulty, at that distance, in moving aside from those that came near it.


    Besides, his arm was tiring badly. He ached all over.


    He stumbled to the rear of the arena. Even that wasn’t any good; the rocks reached back there, too, only there were longer intervals between them, as though it took longer to wind up the mechanism, whatever it was, of the catapult.


    Wearily he dragged himself back to the barrier again. Several times he fell and could barely rise to his feet to go on. He was, he knew, near the limit of his endurance. Yet he didn’t dare stop moving now, until and unless he could put that catapult out of action. If he fell asleep, he’d never wake up.


    One of the stones from it gave him the glimmer of an idea. It hit one of the piles of stones he’d gathered near the barrier to use as ammunition and struck sparks.


    Sparks! Fire! Primitive man had made fire by striking sparks, and with some of those dry crumbly bushes as tin der…


    A bush of that type grew near him. He uprooted it, took it over to the pile of stones, then patiently hit one stone against another until a spark touched the punklike wood of the bush. It went up in flames so fast that it singed his eyebrows and was burned to an ash within seconds.


    But he had the idea now, and within minutes had a little fire going in the lee of the mound of sand he’d made. The tinder bushes started it, and other bushes which burned more slowly kept it a steady flame.


    The tough tendrils didn’t burn readily; that made the fire-bombs easy to rig and throw; a bundle of faggots tied about a small stone to give it weight and a loop of the tendril to swing it by.


    He made half a dozen of them before he lighted and threwthe first. It went wide, and the Roller started a quick retreat, pulling the catapult after him. But Carson had the others ready and threw them in rapid succession. The fourth wedged in the catapult’s framework and did the trick. The Roller tried desperately to put out the spreading blaze by throwing sand, but its clawed tentacles would take only a spoonful at a time and its efforts were ineffectual. The catapult burned.


    The Roller moved safely away from the fire and seemed to concentrate its attention on Carson. Again he felt that wave of hatred and nausea—but more weakly; either the Roller itself was weakening or Carson had learned how to protect himself against the mental attack.


    He thumbed his nose at it and then sent it scuttling back to safety with a stone. The Roller went to the back of its half of the arena and started pulling up bushes again. Probably it was going to make another catapult.


    Carson verified that the barrier was still operating, and then found himself sitting in the sand beside it, suddenly too weak to stand up.


    His leg throbbed steadily now and the pangs of thirst were severe. But those things paled beside the physical ex haustion that gripped his entire body.


    Hell must be like this, he thought, the Hell that the an cients had believed in. He fought to stay awake, and yet staying awake seemed futile, for there was nothing he could do while the barrier remained impregnable and the Roller stayed back out of range.


    He tried to remember what he had read in books of archaeology about the methods of fighting used back in the days before metal and plastic. The stone missile had come first, he thought. Well, that he already had.


    Bow and arrow? No; he’d tried archery once and knew his own ineptness even with a modern sportsman’s dura-steel weapon, made for accuracy. With only the crude, pieced-together outfit he could make here, he doubted if he could shoot as far as he could throw a rock.


    Spear? Well, he could make that. It would be useless at any distance, but would be a handy thing at close range, if he ever got to close range. Making one would help keep his mind from wandering, as it was beginning to do.


    He was still beside one of the piles of stones. He sorted through it until he found one shaped roughly like a spearhead. With a smaller stone he began to chip it into shape, fashioning sharp shoulders on the sides so that if it penetrated it would not pull out again like a harpoon. A harpoon was better than a spear, maybe, for this crazy contest. If he could once get it into the Roller, and had a rope on it, he could pull the Roller up against the barrier and the stone blade of his knife would reach through that barrier, even if his hands wouldn’t.


    The shaft was harder to make than the head, but by splitting and joining the main stems of four of the bushes, and wrapping the joints with the tough but thin tendrils, he got a strong shaft about four feet long, and tied the stone head in a notch cut in one end. It was crude, but strong.


    With the tendrils he made himself twenty feet of line. It was light and didn’t look strong, but he knew it would hold his weight and to spare. He tied one end of it to the shaft of the harpoon and the other end about his right wrist. At least, if he threw his harpoon across the barrier, he’d be able to pull it back if he missed.


    He tried to stand up, to see what the Roller was doing, and found he couldn’t get to his feet. On the third try, he got as far as his knees and then fell flat again.


    “I’ve got to sleep,” he thought. “If a showdown came now, I’d be helpless. He could come up here and kill me, if he knew. I’ve got to regain some strength.”


    Slowly, painfully, he crawled back from the barrier.


    The jar of something thudding against the sand near him wakened him from a confused and horrible dream to a more confused and horrible reality, and he opened his eyes again to blue radiance over blue sand.


    How long had he slept? A minute? A day?


    Another stone thudded nearer and threw sand on him. He got his arms under him and sat up. He turned round and saw the Roller twenty yards away, at the barrier.


    It rolled off hastily as he sat up, not stopping until it was as far away as it could get.


    He’d fallen asleep too soon, he realized, while he was still in range of the Roller’s throwing. Seeing him lying motionless, it had dared come up to the barrier. Luckily, it didn’t realize how weak he was, or it could have stayed there and kept on throwing stones.


    He started crawling again, this time forcing himself to keep going until he was as far as he could go, until the opaque wall of the arena’s outer shell was only a yard away.


    Then things slipped away again.…


    When he awoke, nothing about him was changed, but this time he knew that he had slept a long while. The first thing he became aware of was the inside of his mouth; it was dry, caked. His tongue was swollen.


    Something was wrong, he knew, as he returned slowly to full awareness. He felt less tired, the stage of utter exhaustion had passed. But there was pain, agonizing pain. It wasn’t until he tried to move that he knew that it came from his leg.


    He raised his head and looked down at it. It was swollen below the knee, and the swelling showed even half-way up his thigh. The plant tendrils he had tied round the protective pad of leaves now cut deeply into his flesh.


    To get his knife under that embedded lashing would have been impossible. Fortunately, the final knot was over the shin bone where the vine cut in less deeply than elsewhere. He was able, after an effort, to untie the knot.


    A look under the pad of leaves showed him the worst: infection and blood poisoning. Without drugs, without even water, there wasn’t a thing he could do about it, except die when the poison spread through his system.


    He knew it was hopeless, then, and that he’d lost, and with him, humanity. When he died here, out there in the universe he knew, all his friends, everybody, would die too. Earth and the colonized planets would become the home of the red, rolling, alien Outsiders.


    It was that thought which gave him courage to start crawl ing, almost blindly, towards the barrier again, pulling himself along by his arms and hands.


    There was a chance in a million that he’d have strength left when he got there to throw his harpoon-spear just once, and with deadly effect, if the Roller would come up to the barrier, or if the barrier was gone.


    It took him years, it seemed, to get there. The barrier wasn’t gone. It was as impassable as when he’d first felt it.


    The Roller wasn’t at the barrier. By raising himself up on his elbows, he could see it at the back of its part of the arena, working on a wooden framework that was a half-completed duplicate of the catapult he’d destroyed.


    It was moving slowly now. Undoubtedly it had weakened, too.


    Carson doubted that it would ever need that second catapult. He’d be dead, he thought, before it was finished.


    His mind must have slipped for a moment, for he found himself beating his fists against the barrier in futile rage, and made himself stop. He closed his eyes, tried to make himself calm.


    “Hello,” said a voice.


    It was a small, thin voice. He opened his eyes and turned his head. It was a lizard.


    “Go away,” Carson wanted to say. “Go away; you’re not really there, or you’re there but not really talking. I’m imagining things again.”


    But he couldn’t talk; his throat and tongue were past all speech with the dryness. He closed his eyes again.


    “Hurt,” said the voice. “Kill. Hurt—kill. Come.”


    He opened his eyes again. The blue ten-legged lizard was still there. It ran a little way along the barrier, came back, started off again, and came back.


    “Hurt,” it said. “Kill. Come.”


    Again it started off, and came back. Obviously it wanted Carson to follow it along the barrier.


    He closed his eyes again. The voice kept on. The same three meaningless words. Each time he opened his eyes, it ran off and came back.


    “Hurt. Kill. Come.”


    Carson groaned. Since there would be no peace unless he followed the thing, he crawled after it.


    Another sound, a high-pitched, squealing, came to his ears. There was something lying in the sand, writhing, squeal ing. Something small, blue, that looked like a lizard.


    He saw it was the lizard whose legs the Roller had pulled off, so long ago. It wasn’t dead; it had come back to life and was wriggling and screaming in agony.


    “Hurt,” said the other lizard. “Hurt. Kill. Kill.”


    Carson understood. He took the flint knife from his belt and killed the tortured creature. The live lizard scurried off.


    Carson turned back to the barrier. He leaned his hands and head against it and watched the Roller, far back, working on the new catapult.


    “I could get that far,” he thought, “if I could get through. If I could get through, I might win yet. It looks weak, too. I might—”


    And then there was another reaction of hopelessness, when pain sapped his will and he wished that he were dead, envying the lizard he’d just killed. It didn’t have to live on and suffer.


    He was pushing on the barrier with the flat of his hands when he noticed his arms, how thin and scrawny they were. He must really have been here a long time, for days, to get as thin as that.


    For a while he was almost hysterical again, and then came a time of deep calm and thought.


    The lizard he had just killed had crossed the barrier, still alive. It had come from the Roller’s side; the Roller had pulled off its legs and then tossed it contemptuously at him and it had come through the barrier.


    It hadn’t been dead, merely unconscious. A live lizard couldn’t go through the barrier, but an unconscious one could. The barrier was not a barrier, then, to living flesh, but to conscious flesh. It was a mental protection, a mental haz ard.


    With that thought, Carson started crawling along the barrier to make his last desperate gamble, a hope so forlorn that only a dying man would have dared try it.


    He moved along the barrier to the mound of sand, about four feet high, which he’d scooped out while trying—how many days ago?—to dig under the barrier or to reach water. That mound lay right at the barrier, its farther slope half on one side of the barrier, half on the other.


    Taking with him a rock from the pile nearby, he climbed up to the top of the dune and lay there against the barrier, so that if the barrier were taken away he’d roll on down the short slope, into the enemy territory.


    He checked to be sure that the knife was safely in his rope belt, that the harpoon was in the crook of his left arm and that the twenty-foot rope fastened to it and to his wrist. Then with his right hand he raised the rock with which he would hit himself on the head. Luck would have to be with him on that blow; it would have to be hard enough to knock him out, but not hard enough to knock him out for long.


    He had a hunch that the Roller was watching him, and would see him roll down through the barrier, and come to investigate. It would believe he was dead, he hoped—he thought it had probably drawn the same deduction about the nature of the barrier that he had. But it would come cautiously; he would have a little time—He struck himself.


    Pain brought him back to consciousness, a sudden, sharp pain in his hip that was different from the pain in his head and leg. He had, thinking things out before he had struck himself, anticipated that very pain, even hoped for it, and had steeled himself against awakening with a sudden movement.


    He opened his eyes just a slit, and saw that he had guessed rightly. The Roller was coming closer. It was twenty feet away; the pain that had awakened him was the stone it had tossed tosee whether he was alive or dead. He lay still. It came closer, fifteen feet away, and stopped again. Carson scarcely breathed.


    As nearly as possible, he was keeping his mind a blank, lest its telepathic ability detect consciousness in him. And with his mind blanked out that way, the impact of its thoughts upon his mind was shattering.


    He felt sheer horror at the alienness, the differentness of those thoughts, conveying things that he felt but could not understand or express, because no terrestrial language had words, no terrestrial brain had images to fit them. The mind of a spider, he thought, or the mind of a praying mantis or a Martian sand-serpent, raised to intelligence and put in telepathic rapport with human minds, would be a homely famil iar thing, compared to this.


    He understood now that the Entity had been right: Man or Roller, the universe was not a place that could hold them both.


    Closer. Carson waited until it was only feet away, until its clawed tentacles reached out.…


    Oblivious to agony now, he sat up, raised and flung the harpoon with all the strength that remained to him. As the Roller, deeply stabbed by the harpoon, rolled away, Carson tried to get to his feet to run after it. He couldn’t do that; he fell, but kept crawling.


    It reached the end of the rope, and he was jerked forward by the pull on his wrist. It dragged him a few feet and then stopped. Carson kept going, pulling himself towards it hand over hand along the rope. It stopped there, tentacles trying in vain to pull out the harpoon. It seemed to shudder and quiver, and then realized that it couldn’t get away, for it rolled back towards him, clawed tentacles reaching out.


    Stone knife in hand, he met it. He stabbed, again and again, while those horrid claws ripped skin and flesh and muscle from his body.


    He stabbed and slashed, and at last it was still.


    A bell was ringing, and it took him a while after he’d opened his eyes to tell where he was and what it was. He was strapped into the seat of his scouter, and the visiplate before him showed only empty space. No Outsider ship and no impossible planet.


    The bell was the communications plate signal; someone wanted him to switch power into the receiver. Purely reflex action enabled him to reach forward and throw the lever.


    The face of Brander, captain of the Magellan, mother-ship of his group of scouters, flashed into the screen. His face was pale and his black eyes glowing with excitement.


    “Magellan to Carson,” he snapped. “Come on in. The fight’s over. We’ve won!”


    The screen went blank; Brander would be signaling the other scouters of his command.


    Slowly, Carson set the controls for the return. Slowly, unbelievingly, he unstrapped himself from the seat and went back to get a drink at the cold water tank. For some reason, he was unbelievably thirsty. He drank six glasses.


    He leaned there against the wall, trying to think.


    Had it happened? He was in good health, sound, uninjured. His thirst had been mental rather than physical; his throat hadn’t been dry.


    He pulled up his trouser leg and looked at the calf. There was a long white scar there, but a perfectly healed scar; it hadn’t been there before. He zipped open the front of his shirt and saw that his chest and abdomen were criss-crossed with tiny, almost unnoticeable, perfectly healed scars.


    It had happened!


    The scouter, under automatic control, was already en tering the hatch of the mother-ship. The grapples pulled it into its individual lock, and a moment later a buzzer indicated that the lock was airfilled. Carson opened the hatch and stepped outside, went through the double door of the lock.


    He went right to Brander’s office, went in, and saluted.


    Brander still looked dazed. “Hi, Carson,” he said. “What you missed; what a show!”


    “What happened, sir?”


    “Don’t know, exactly. We fired one salvo, and their whole fleet went up in dust! Whatever it was jumped from ship to ship in a flash, even the ones we hadn’t aimed at and that were out of range! The whole fleet disintegrated before our eyes, and we didn’t get the paint of a single ship scratched!


    “We can’t even claim credit for it. Must have been some unstable component in the metal they used, and our sighting shot just set it off. Man, too bad you missed all the excitement!”


    Carson managed a sickly ghost of a grin, for it would be days before he’d be over the impact of his experience, but the captain wasn’t watching.


    “Yes, sir,” he said. Common sense, more than modesty, told him he’d be branded as the worst liar in space if he ever said any more than that. “Yes, sir, too bad I missed all the excitement.…”


    * * * *
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    L. SPRAGUE de CAMP


    (1907-2000)


    I got hooked on de Camp stories very early. It wasn’t just that he had a way of intertwining science fiction and history—both areas I would read compulsively—it was that his writing was also so funny. A lot of writers are able to use humor to heighten the impact of tragedy, but de Camp did something different. Even when he was writing about, for example, the annihilation of the human race (as he did on several occasions), there was something upbeat and compelling about the tone.


    Despite his training as an aeronautical engineer, L. Sprague de Camp’s SF was often “science” by way of the social sciences, and it was usually character-driven. For instance, at a time when virtually no one was talking about conservation, he wrote “Living Fossil” (1939), where humanity is presumably extinct along with all the larger mammals because they’ve used up all the planet’s resources, and the evolved capuchin monkey characters are trying to track down a report that a few living humans have been sighted. Many of his SF stories concern time travel or alternate history and his scholarship was generally terrific, based on the historical knowledge of the day. He was a top-notch historian as well as a writer of humorous SF. He wrote what may be the first alternate history, the seminal Lest Darkness Fall (1939).


    De Camp was very much a part of fandom and socially connected with other writers. A New York native, during World War II he joined the Naval Reserve and worked at the Philadelphia Navy Yard with Isaac Asimov and Robert A. Heinlein. He was a member of the Trap Door Spiders, a male-only literary group founded by author Fletcher Pratt and composed (at all times) of thirteen men, many of them SF writers. The club also included at various points Asimov, Del Rey, Lin Carter, Frederik Pohl, and George O. Smith.


    De Camp wrote quite a bit of fantasy as well as SF, and he and Lin Carter were largely responsible for Robert E. Howard’s resurgance in popularity, by editing and collecting the hundreds of stories and story fragments that Howard left behind after his suicide.


    L. Sprague de Camp died a few days before what would have been his ninety-third birthday, just a few months after the death of his wife (and rewrite partner) of sixty years, Catherine Crook de Camp.

  


  
    A GUN FOR DINOSAUR, by L. Sprague de Camp


    First published in Galaxy Science Fiction, March 1956


    No, I’m sorry, Mr. Seligman, but I can’t take you hunting Late Mesozoic dinosaur.


    Yes, I know what the advertisement says.


    Why not? How much d’you weigh? A hundred and thirty? Let’s see; that’s under ten stone, which is my lower limit.


    I could take you to other periods, you know. I’ll take you to any period in the Cenozoic. I’ll get you a shot at an entelodont or a uintathere. They’ve got fine heads.


    I’ll even stretch a point and take you to the Pleistocene, where you can try for one of the mammoths or the mastodon.


    I’ll take you back to the Triassic where you can shoot one of the smaller ancestral dinosaurs. But I will jolly well not take you to the Jurassic or Cretaceous. You’re just too small.


    What’s your size got to do with it? Look here, old boy, what did you think you were going to shoot your dinosaur with?


    Oh, you hadn’t thought, eh?


    Well, sit there a minute…Here you are: my own private gun for that work, a Continental .600. Does look like a shotgun, doesn’t it? But it’s rifled, as you can see by looking through the barrels. Shoots a pair of .600 Nitro Express cartridges the size of bananas; weighs fourteen and a half pounds and has a muzzle energy of over seven thousand foot-pounds. Costs fourteen hundred and fifty dollars. Lot of money for a gun, what?


    I have some spares I rent to the sahibs. Designed for knocking down elephant. Not just wounding them, knocking them base-over-apex. That’s why they don’t make guns like this in America, though I suppose they will if hunting parties keep going back in time.


    Now, I’ve been guiding hunting parties for twenty years. Guided ‘em in Africa until the game gave out there except on the preserves. And all that time I’ve never known a man your size who could handle the six-nought-nought. It knocks ‘em over, and even when they stay on their feet they get so scared of the bloody cannon after a few shots that they flinch. And they find the gun too heavy to drag around rough Mesozoic country. Wears ‘em out.


    It’s true that lots of people have killed elephant with lighter guns: the .500, .475, and .465 doubles, for instance, or even the .375 magnum repeaters. The difference is, with a .375 you have to hit something vital, preferably the heart, and can’t depend on simple shock power.


    An elephant weighs—let’s see—four to six tons. You’re proposing to shoot reptiles weighing two or three times as much as an elephant and with much greater tenacity of life. That’s why the syndicate decided to take no more people dinosaur hunting unless they could handle the .600. We learned the hard way, as you Americans say. There were some unfortunate incidents…


    I’ll tell you, Mr. Seligman. It’s after seventeen-hundred. Time I closed the office. Why don’t we stop at the bar on our way out while I tell you the story?


    * * * *


    …It was about the Raja’s and my fifth safari into time. The Raja? Oh, he’s the Aiyar half of Rivers and Aiyar. I call him the Raja because he’s the hereditary monarch of Janpur. Means nothing nowadays, of course. Knew him in India and ran into him in New York running the Indian tourist agency. That dark chap in the photograph on my office wall, the one with his foot on the dead saber-tooth.


    Well, the Raja was fed up with handing out brochures about the Taj Mahal and wanted to do a bit of hunting again. I was at loose ends when we heard of Professor Prochaska’s time machine at Washington University.


    Where’s the Raja now? Out on safari in the Early Oligocene after titanothere while I run the office. We take turn about, but the first few times we went out together.


    Anyway, we caught the next plane to St. Louis. To our mortification, we found we weren’t the first. Lord, no! There were other hunting guides and no end of scientists, each with his own idea of the right way to use the machine.


    We scraped off the historians and archeologists right at the start. Seems the ruddy machine won’t work for periods more recent than 100,000 years ago. It works from there up to about a billion years.


    Why? Oh, I’m no four-dimensional thinker; but, as I understand it, if people could go back to a more recent time, their actions would affect our own history, which would be a paradox or contradiction of facts. Can’t have that in a well-run universe, you know.


    But, before 100,000 B.C., more or less, the actions of the expeditions are lost in the stream of time before human history begins. At that, once a stretch of past time has been used, say the month of January, one million B.C., you can’t use that stretch over again by sending another party into it. Paradoxes again.


    The professor isn’t worried, though. With a billion years to exploit, he won’t soon run out of eras.


    Another limitation of the machine is the matter of size. For technical reasons, Prochaska had to build the transition chamber just big enough to hold four men with their personal gear, and the chamber wallah. Larger parties have to be sent through in relays. That means, you see, it’s not practical to take jeeps, launches, aircraft, and other powered vehicles.


    On the other hand, since you’re going to periods without human beings, there’s no whistling up a hundred native bearers to trot along with your gear on their heads. So we usually take a train of asses—burros, they call them here. Most periods have enough natural forage so you can get where you want to go.


    As I say, everybody had his own idea for using the machine. The scientists looked down their noses at us hunters and said it would be a crime to waste the machine’s time pandering to our sadistic amusements.


    We brought up another angle. The machine cost a cool thirty million. I understand this came from the Rockefeller Board and such people, but that accounted for the original cost only, not the cost of operation. And the thing uses fantastic amounts of power. Most of the scientists’ projects, while worthy enough, were run on a shoe-string, financially speaking.


    Now, we guides catered to people with money, a species with which America seems well stocked. No offense, old boy. Most of these could afford a substantial fee for passing through the machine into the past. Thus we could help finance the operation of the machine for scientific purposes, provided we got a fair share of its time. In the end, the guides formed a syndicate of eight members, one member being the partnership of Rivers and Aiyar, to apportion the machine’s time.


    We had rush business from the start. Our wives—the Raja’s and mine—raised hell with us for a while. They’d hoped that, when the big game gave out in our own era, they’d never have to share us with lions and things again, but you know how women are. Hunting’s not really dangerous if you keep your head and take precautions.


    On the fifth expedition, we had two sahibs to wet-nurse; both Americans in their thirties, both physically sound, and both solvent. Otherwise they were as different as different can be.


    Courtney James was what you chaps call a playboy: a rich young man from New York who’d always had his own way and didn’t see why that agreeable condition shouldn’t continue. A big bloke, almost as big as I am; handsome in a florid way, but beginning to run to fat. He was on his fourth wife and, when he showed up at the office with a blond twist with “model” written all over her, I assumed that this was the fourth Mrs. James.


    “Miss Bartram,” she corrected me, with an embarrassed giggle.


    “She’s not my wife,” James explained. “My wife is in Mexico, I think, getting a divorce. But Bunny here would like to go along—”


    “Sorry,” I said, “we don’t take ladies. At least, not to the Late Mesozoic,”


    This wasn’t strictly true, but I felt we were running enough risks, going after a little-known fauna, without dragging in people’s domestic entanglements. Nothing against sex, you understand. Marvelous institution and all that, but not where it interferes with my living.


    “Oh, nonsense!” said James. “If she wants to go, she’ll go. She skis and flies my airplane, so why shouldn’t she—”


    “Against the firm’s policy,” I said.


    “She can keep out of the way when we run up against the dangerous ones,” he said.


    “No, sorry.”


    “Damn it!” said he, getting red. “After all, I’m paying you a goodly sum, and I’m entitled to take whoever I please.”


    “You can’t hire me to do anything against my best judgment,” I said. “If that’s how you feel, get another guide.”


    “All right, I will,” he said. “And I’ll tell all my friends you’re a God-damned—” Well, he said a lot of things I won’t repeat, until I told him to get out of the office or I’d throw him out.


    I was sitting in the office and thinking sadly of all that lovely money James would have paid me if I hadn’t been so stiff-necked, when in came my other lamb, one August Holtzinger. This was a little slim pale chap with glasses, polite and formal. Holtzinger sat on the edge of his chair and said:


    “Uh—Mr. Rivers, I don’t want you to think I’m here under false pretenses. I’m really not much of an outdoorsman, and I’ll probably be scared to death when I see a real dinosaur. But I’m determined to hang a dinosaur head over my fireplace or die in the attempt.”


    “Most of us are frightened at first,” I soothed him, “though it doesn’t do to show it.” And little by little I got the story out of him.


    While James had always been wallowing in the stuff, Holtzinger was a local product who’d only lately come into the real thing. He’d had a little business here in St. Louis and just about made ends meet when an uncle cashed in his chips somewhere and left little Augie the pile.


    Now Holtzinger had acquired a fianc&eacute;e and was building a big house. When it was finished, they’d be married and move into it. And one furnishing he demanded was a ceratopsian head over the fireplace. Those are the ones with the big horned heads with a parrot-beak and a frill over the neck, you know. You have to think twice about collecting them, because if you put a seven-foot Triceratops head into a small living room, there’s apt to be no room left for anything else.


    We were talking about this when in came a girl: a small girl in her twenties, quite ordinary looking, and crying.


    “Augie!” she cried. “You can’t! You mustn’t! You’ll be killed!” She grabbed him round the knees and said to me:


    “Mr. Rivers, you mustn’t take him! He’s all I’ve got! He’ll never stand the hardships!”


    “My dear young lady,” I said, “I should hate to cause you distress, but it’s up to Mr. Holtzinger to decide whether he wishes to retain my services.”


    “It’s no use, Claire,” said Holtzinger. “I’m going, though I’ll probably hate every minute of it.”


    “What’s that, old boy?” I said. “If you hate it, why go? Did you lose a bet, or something?”


    “No,” said Holtzinger. “It’s this way. Uh—I’m a completely undistinguished kind of guy. I’m not brilliant or big or strong or handsome. I’m just an ordinary Midwestern small businessman. You never even notice me at Rotary luncheons, I fit in so perfectly.


    “But that doesn’t say I’m satisfied. I’ve always hankered to go to far places and do big things. I’d like to be a glamorous, adventurous sort of guy. Like you, Mr. Rivers.”


    “Oh, come,” I said. “Professional hunting may seem glamorous to you, but to me it’s just a living.”


    He shook his head. “Nope. You know what I mean. Well, now I’ve got this legacy, I could settle down to play bridge and golf the rest of my life, and try to act like I wasn’t bored. But I’m determined to do something with some color in it, once at least. Since there’s no more real big-game hunting in the present, I’m gonna shoot a dinosaur and hang his head over my mantel if it’s the last thing I do. I’ll never be happy otherwise.”


    Well, Holtzinger and his girl argued, but he wouldn’t give in. She made me swear to take the best care of her Augie and departed, sniffling.


    When Holtzinger had left, who should come in but my vile-tempered friend Courtney James? He apologized for insulting me, though you could hardly say he groveled.


    “I don’t really have a bad temper,” he said, “except when people won’t cooperate with me. Then I sometimes get mad. But so long as they’re cooperative I’m not hard to get along with.”


    I knew that by “cooperate” he meant to do whatever Courtney James wanted, but I didn’t press the point. “What about Miss Bartram?” I asked.


    “We had a row,” he said. “I’m through with women. So, if there’s no hard feelings, let’s go on from where we left off.”


    “Very well,” I said, business being business.


    The Raja and I decided to make it a joint safari to eight-five million years ago: the Early Upper Cretaceous, or the Middle Cretaceous as some American geologists call it. It’s about the best period for dinosaur in Missouri. You’ll find some individual species a little larger in the Late Upper Cretaceous, but the period we were going to gives a wider variety.


    Now, as to our equipment: The Raja and I each had a Continental .600, like the one I showed you, and a few smaller guns. At this time we hadn’t worked up much capital and had no spare .600s to rent.


    August Holtzinger said he would rent a gun, as he expected this to be his only safari, and there’s no point in spending over a thousand dollars for a gun you’ll shoot only a few times. But, since we had no spare .600s, his choice lay between buying one of those and renting one of our smaller pieces.


    We drove into the country and set up a target to let him try the .600. Holtzinger heaved up the gun and let fly. He missed completely, and the kick knocked him flat on his back.


    He got up, looking paler than ever, and handed me back the gun, saying: “Uh—I think I’d better try something smaller.”


    When his shoulder stopped hurting, I tried him out on the smaller rifles. He took a fancy to my Winchester 70, chambered for the .375 magnum cartridge. This is an excellent all-round gun—perfect for the big cats and bears, but a little light for elephant and definitely light for dinosaur. I should never have given in, but I was in a hurry, and it might have taken months to have a new .600 made to order for him. James already had a gun, a Holland & Holland .500 double express, which is almost in a class with the .600.


    Both sahibs had done a bit of shooting, so I didn’t worry about their accuracy. Shooting dinosaur is not a matter of extreme accuracy, but of sound judgment and smooth coordination so you shan’t catch twigs in the mechanism of your gun, or fall into holes, or climb a small tree that the dinosaur can pluck you out of, or blow your guide’s head off.


    People used to hunting mammals sometimes try to shoot a dinosaur in the brain. That’s the silliest thing to do, because dinosaurs haven’t got any. To be exact, they have a little lump of tissue the size of a tennis ball on the front end of their spines, and how are you going to hit that when it’s imbedded in a six-foot skull?


    The only safe rule with dinosaur is: always try for a heart shot. They have big hearts, over a hundred pounds in the largest species, and a couple of .600 slugs through the heart will slow them up, at least. The problem is to get the slugs through that mountain of meat around it.


    * * * *


    Well, we appeared at Prochaska’s laboratory one rainy morning: James and Holtzinger, the Raja and I, our herder Beauregard Black, three helpers, a cook, and twelve jacks.


    The transition chamber is a little cubbyhole the size of a small lift. My routine is for the men with the guns to go first in case a hungry theropod is standing near the machine when it arrives. So the two sahibs, the Raja, and I crowded into the chamber with our guns and packs. The operator squeezed in after us, closed the door, and fiddled with his dials. He set the thing for April twenty-fourth, eight-five million B.C., and pressed the red button. The lights went out, leaving the chamber lit by a little battery-operated lamp. James and Holtzinger looked pretty green, but that may have been the lighting. The Raja and I had been through all this before, so the vibration and vertigo didn’t bother us.


    The little spinning black hands of the dials slowed down and stopped. The operator looked at his ground-level gauge and turned the handwheel that raised the chamber so it shouldn’t materialize underground. Then he pressed another button, and the door slid open.


    No matter how often I do it, I get a frightful thrill out of stepping into a bygone era. The operator had raised the chamber a foot above ground level, so I jumped down, my gun ready. The others came after.


    “Right-ho,” I said to the chamber wallah, and he closed the door. The chamber disappeared, and we looked around. There weren’t any dinosaur in sight, nothing but lizards.


    In this period, the chamber materializes on top of a rocky rise, from which you can see in all directions as far as the haze will let you. To the west, you see the arm of the Kansas Sea that reaches across Missouri and the big swamp around the bayhead where the sauropods live.


    To the north is a low range that the Raja named the Janpur Hills, after the Indian kingdom his forebears once ruled. To the east, the land slopes up to a plateau, good for ceratopsians, while to the south is flat country with more sauropod swamps and lots of ornithopod: duckbill and iguanodont.


    The finest thing about the Cretaceous is the climate: balmy like the South Sea Islands, but not so muggy as most Jurassic climates. It was spring, with dwarf magnolias in bloom all over.


    A thing about this landscape is that it combines a fairly high rainfall with an open type of vegetation cover. That is, the grasses hadn’t yet evolved to the point of forming solid carpets over all the open ground. So the ground is thick with laurel, sassafras, and other shrubs, with bare earth between. There are big thickets of palmettos and ferns. The trees round the hill are mostly cycads, standing singly and in copses. You’d call ‘em palms. Down towards the Kansas Sea are more cycads and willows, while the uplands are covered with screw pine and ginkgoes.


    Now, I’m no bloody poet—the Raja writes the stuff, not me—but I can appreciate a beautiful scene. One of the helpers had come through the machine with two of the jacks and was pegging them out, and I was looking through the haze and sniffing the air, when a gun went off behind me—bang! bang!


    I whirled round, and there was Courtney James with his .500, and an ornithomime legging it for cover fifty yards away. The ornithomimes are medium-sized running dinosaurs, slender things with long necks and legs, like a cross between a lizard and an ostrich. This kind is about seven feet tall and weighs as much as a man. The beggar had wandered out of the nearest copse, and James gave him both barrels. Missed.


    I was upset, as trigger-happy sahibs are as much a menace to their party as theropods. I yelled: “Damn it, you idiot! I thought you weren’t to shoot without a word from me?”


    “And who the hell are you to tell me when I’ll shoot my own gun?” he said.


    We had a rare old row until Holtzinger and the Raja got us calmed down. I explained:


    “Look here, Mr. James, I’ve got reasons. If you shoot off all your ammunition before the trip’s over, your gun won’t be available in a pinch, as it’s the only one of its caliber. If you empty both barrels at an unimportant target, what would happen if a big theropod charged before you could reload? Finally, it’s not sporting to shoot everything in sight, just to hear the gun go off. Do you understand?”


    “Yeah, I guess so,” he said.


    The rest of the party came through the machine, and we pitched our camp a safe distance from the materializing place. Our first task was to get fresh meat. For a twenty-one-day safari like this, we calculate our food requirements closely, so we can make out on tinned stuff and concentrates if we must, but we count on killing at least one piece of meat. When that’s butchered, we go off on a short tour, stopping at four or five camping places to hunt and arriving back at base a few days before the chamber is due to appear.


    Holtzinger, as I said, wanted a ceratopsian head, any kind. James insisted on just one head: a tyrannosaur. Then everybody’d think he’d shot the most dangerous game of all time.


    Fact is, the tyrannosaur’s overrated. He’s more a carrion eater than an active predator, though he’ll snap you up if he gets the chance. He’s less dangerous than some of the other theropods—the flesh eaters, you know—such as the smaller Gorgosaurus from the period we were in. But everybody’s read about the tyrant lizard, and he does have the biggest head of the theropods.


    The one in our period isn’t the rex, which is later and a bit bigger and more specialized. It’s the trionyches, with the forelimbs not quite so reduced, though they’re still too small for anything but picking the brute’s teeth after a meal.


    When camp was pitched, we still had the afternoon. So the Raja and I took our sahibs on their first hunt. We had a map of the local terrain from previous trips.


    The Raja and I have worked out a system for dinosaur hunting. We split into two groups of two men each and walk parallel from twenty to forty yards apart. Each group has a sahib in front and a guide following, telling him where to go. We tell the sahibs we put them in front so they shall have the first shot. Well, that’s true, but another reason is they’re always tripping and falling with their guns cocked, and if the guide were in front he’d get shot.


    The reason for two groups is that if a dinosaur starts for one, the other gets a good heart shot from the side.


    As we walked, there was the usual rustle of lizards scuttling out of the way: little fellows, quick as a flash and colored like all the jewels in Tiffany’s, and big gray ones that hiss at you as they plod off. There were tortoises and a few little snakes. Birds with beaks full of teeth flapped off squawking. And always there was that marvelous mild Cretaceous air. Makes a chap want to take his clothes off and dance with vine leaves in his hair, if you know what I mean.


    Our sahibs soon found that Mesozoic country is cut up into millions of nullahs—gullies, you’d say. Walking is one long scramble, up and down, up and down.


    We’d been scrambling for an hour, and the sahibs were soaked with sweat and had their tongues hanging out, when the Raja whistled. He’d spotted a group of bonehead feeding on cycad shoots.


    These are the tro&ouml;donts, small ornithopods about the size of men with a bulge on top of their heads that makes them look almost intelligent. Means nothing, because the bulge is solid bone. The males butt each other with these heads in fighting over the females.


    These chaps would drop down on all fours, munch up a shoot, then stand up and look around. They’re warier than most dinosaur, because they’re the favorite food of the big theropods.


    People sometimes assume that because dinosaur are so stupid, their senses must be dim, too. But it’s not so. Some, like the sauropods, are pretty dim-sensed, but most have good smell and eyesight and fair hearing. Their weakness is that having no minds, they have no memories. Hence, out of sight, out of mind. When a big theropod comes slavering after you, your best defense is to hide in a nullah or behind a bush, and if he can neither see you nor smell you he’ll just wander off.


    We skulked up behind a patch of palmetto downwind from the bonehead. I whispered to James:


    “You’ve had a shot already today. Hold your fire until Holtzinger shoots, and then shoot only if he misses or if the beast is getting away wounded.”


    “Uh-huh,” said James.


    We separated, he with the Raja and Holtzinger with me. This got to be our regular arrangement. James and I got on each other’s nerves, but the Raja’s a friendly, sentimental sort of bloke nobody can help liking.


    We crawled round the palmetto patch on opposite sides, and Holtzinger got up to shoot. You daren’t shoot a heavy-caliber rifle prone. There’s not enough give, and the kick can break your shoulder.


    Holtzinger sighted round the law few fronds of palmetto. I saw his barrel wobbling and waving. Then he lowered his gun and tucked it under his arm to wipe his glasses.


    Off went James’s gun, both barrels again.


    The biggest bonehead went down, rolling and thrashing. The others ran away on their hindlegs in great leaps, their heads jerking and their tails sticking up behind.


    “Put your gun on safety,” I said to Holtzinger, who’d started forward. By the time we got to the bonehead, James was standing over it, breaking open his gun and blowing out the barrels. He looked as smug as if he’d come into another million and was asking the Raja to take his picture with his foot on the game.


    I said: “I thought you were to give Holtzinger the first shot?”


    “Hell, I waited,” he said, “and he took so long I thought he must have gotten buck fever. If we stood around long enough, they’d see us or smell us.”


    There was something in what he said, but his way of saying it put my monkey up. I said: “If that sort of thing happens once more, we’ll leave you in camp the next time we go out.”


    “Now, gentlemen,” said the Raja. “After all, Reggie, these aren’t experienced hunters.”


    “What now?” said Holtzinger. “Haul him back ourselves or send out the men?”


    “We’ll sling him under the pole,” I said. “He weighs under two hundred.”


    The pole was a telescoping aluminum carrying pole I had in my pack, with padded yokes on the ends. I brought it because, in such eras, you can’t count on finding saplings strong enough for proper poles on the spot.


    The Raja and I cleaned our bonehead to lighten him and tied him to the pole. The flies began to light on the offal by thousands. Scientists say they’re not true flies in the modern sense, but they look and act like flies. There’s one huge four-winged carrion fly that flies with a distinctive deep thrumming note.


    The rest of the afternoon we sweated under that pole, taking turn about. The lizards scuttled out of the way, and the flies buzzed round the carcass.


    We got to camp just before sunset, feeling as if we could eat the whole bonehead at one meal. The boys had the camp running smoothly, so we sat down for our tot of whiskey, feeling like lords of creation, while the cook broiled bonehead steaks.


    Holtzinger said: “Uh—if I kill a ceratopsian, how do we get his head back?”


    I explained: “If the ground permits, we lash it to the patent aluminum roller frame and sled it in.”


    “How much does a head like that weigh?” he asked.


    “Depends on the age and the species,” I told him. “The biggest weigh over a ton, but most run between five hundred and a thousand pounds.”


    “And all the ground’s rough like it was today?”


    “Most of it,” I said. “You see, it’s the combination of the open vegetation cover and the moderately high rainfall. Erosion is frightfully rapid.”


    “And who hauls the head on its little sled?”


    “Everybody with a hand,” I said. “A big head would need every ounce of muscle in this party. On such a job there’s no place for side.”


    “Oh,” said Holtzinger. I could see he was wondering whether a ceratopsian head would be worth the effort.


    The next couple of days we trekked round the neighborhood. Nothing worth shooting; only a herd of ornithomimes, which went bounding off like a lot of ballet dancers. Otherwise there were only the usual lizards and pterosaurs and birds and insects. There’s a big lace-winged fly that bites dinosaurs, so, as you can imagine, its beak makes nothing of a human skin. One made Holtzinger leap and dance like a Red Indian when it bit him through his shirt. James joshed him about it, saying:


    “What’s all the fuss over one little bug?”


    The second night, during the Raja’s watch, James gave a yell that brought us all out of our tents with rifles. All that had happened was that a dinosaur tick had crawled in with him and started drilling under his armpit. Since it’s as big as your thumb even when it hasn’t fed, he was understandably startled. Luckily he got it before it had taken its pint of blood. He’d pulled Holtzinger’s leg pretty hard about the fly bite, so now Holtzinger repeated the words:


    “What’s all the fuss over one little bug, buddy?”


    James squashed the tick underfoot with a grunt, not much liking to be hoist by his own what-d’you-call-it.


    * * * *


    We packed up and started on our circuit. We meant to take the sahibs first to the sauropod swamp, more to see the wildlife than to collect anything.


    From where the transition chamber materializes, the sauropod swamp looks like a couple of hours’ walk, but it’s really an all-day scramble. The first part is easy, as it’s downhill and the brush isn’t heavy. Then, as you get near the swamp, the cycads and willows grow so thickly that you have to worm your way among them.


    I led the party to a sandy ridge on the border of the swamp, as it was pretty bare of vegetation and afforded a fine view. When we got to the ridge, the sun was about to go down. A couple of crocs slipped off into the water. The sahibs were so tired that they flopped down in the sand as if dead.


    The haze is thick round the swamp, so the sun was deep red and weirdly distorted by the atmospheric layers. There was a high layer of clouds reflecting the red and gold of the sun, too, so altogether it was something for the Raja to write one of his poems about. A few little pterosaur were wheeling overhead like bats.


    Beauregard Black got a fire going. We’d started on our steaks, and that pagoda-shaped sun was just slipping below the horizon, and something back in the trees was making a noise like a rusty hinge, when a sauropod breathed out in the water. They’re the really big ones, you know. If Mother Earth were to sigh over the misdeeds of her children, it would sound like that.


    The sahibs jumped up, shouting: “Where is he? Where is he?”


    I said: “That black spot in the water, just to the left of that point.”


    They yammered while the sauropod filled its lungs and disappeared. “Is that all?” said James. “Won’t we see any more of him?”


    “No,” I explained. “They can walk perfectly well and often do, for egg-laying and moving from one swamp to another. But most of the time they spend in the water, like hippopotamus. They eat eight hundred pounds of soft swamp plants a day, all through those little heads. So they wander about the bottoms of lakes and swamps, chomping away, and stick their heads up to breathe every quarter-hour or so. It’s getting dark, so this fellow will soon come out and lie down in the shallows to sleep.”


    “Can we shoot one?” demanded James.


    “I wouldn’t,” said I.


    “Why not?”


    I said: “There’s no point in it, and it’s not sporting. First, they’re almost invulnerable. They’re even harder to hit in the brain than other dinosaurs because of the way they sway their heads about on those long necks. Their hearts are too deeply buried to reach unless you’re awfully lucky. Then, if you kill one in the water, he sinks and can’t be recovered. If you kill one on land, the only trophy is that little head. You can’t bring the whole beast back because he weighs thirty tons or more, and we’ve got no use for thirty tons of meat.”


    Holtzinger said: “That museum in New York got one.”


    “Yes,” said I. “The American Museum of Natural History sent a party of forty-eight to the Early Cretaceous with a fifty-caliber machine gun. They killed a sauropod and spent two solid months skinning it and hacking the carcass apart and dragging it to the time machine. I know the chap in charge of that project, and he still has nightmares in which he smells decomposing dinosaur. They had to kill a dozen big theropods attracted by the stench, so they had them lying around and rotting, too. And the theropods ate three men of the party despite the big gun.”


    Next morning, we were finishing breakfast when one of the helpers said: “Look, Mr. Rivers, up there!”


    He pointed along the shoreline. There were six big crested duckbill, feeding in the shallows. They were the kind called Parasaurolophus, with a long spike sticking out the back of their heads and a web of skin connecting this with the back of their necks.


    “Keep your voices down!” I said. The duckbill, like the other ornithopods, are wary beasts because they have neither armor nor weapons. They feed on the margins of lakes and swamps, and when a gorgosaur rushes out of the trees they plunge into deep water and swim off. Then when Phobosuchus, the supercrocodile, goes for them in the water, they flee to the land. A hectic sort of life, what?


    Holtzinger said: “Uh—Reggie! I’ve been thinking over what you said about ceratopsian heads. If I could get one of those yonder, I’d be satisfied. It would look big enough in my house, wouldn’t it?”


    “I’m sure of it, old boy,” I said. “Now look here. We could detour to come out on the shore near here, but we should have to plow through half a mile of muck and brush, and they’d hear us coming. Or we can creep up to the north end of this sandspit, from which it’s three or four hundred yards—a long shot but not impossible. Think you could do it?”


    “Hm,” said Holtzinger. “With my scope sight and a sitting position—okay, I’ll try it.”


    “You stay here, Court,” I said to James. “This is Augie’s head, and I don’t want any argument over your having fired first.”


    James grunted while Holtzinger clamped his scope to his rifle. We crouched our way up the spit, keeping the sand ridge between us and the duckbill. When we got to the end where there was no more cover, we crept along on hands and knees, moving slowly. If you move slowly enough, directly toward or away from a dinosaur, it probably won’t notice you.


    The duckbill continued to grub about on all fours, every few seconds rising to look round. Holtzinger eased himself into the sitting position, cocked his piece, and aimed through his scope. And then—


    Bang! bang! went a big rifle back at the camp.


    Holtzinger jumped. The duckbills jerked their heads up and leaped for the deep water, splashing like mad. Holtzinger fired once and missed. I took one shot at the last duckbill before it vanished too, but missed. The .600 isn’t built for long ranges.


    Holtzinger and I started back toward the camp, for it had struck us that our party might be in theropod trouble.


    What had happened was that a big sauropod had wandered down past the camp underwater, feeding as it went. Now, the water shoaled about a hundred yards offshore from our spit, halfway over to the swamp on the other side. The sauropod had ambled up the slope until its body was almost all out of water, weaving its head from side to side and looking for anything green to gobble. This is a species of Alamosaurus, which looks much like the well-known Brontosaurus except that it’s bigger.


    When I came in sight of the camp, the sauropod was turning round to go back the way it had come, making horrid groans. By the time we reached the camp, it had disappeared into deep water, all but its head and twenty feet of neck, which wove about for some time before they vanished into the haze.


    When we came up to the camp, James was arguing with the Raja. Holtzinger burst out:


    “You crummy bastard! That’s the second time you’ve spoiled my shots.”


    “Don’t be a fool,” said James. “I couldn’t let him wander into the camp and stamp everything flat.”


    “There was no danger of that,” said the Raja. “You can see the water is deep offshore. It’s just that our trigger-happee Mr. James cannot see any animal without shooting.”


    I added: “If it did get close, all you needed to do was throw a stick of firewood at it. They’re perfectly harmless.”


    This wasn’t strictly true. When the Comte de Lautrec ran after one for a close shot, the sauropod looked back at him, gave a flick of its tail, and took off the Comte’s head as neatly as if he’d been axed in the tower. But, as a rule, they’re inoffensive enough.


    “How was I to know?” yelled James, turning purple. “You’re all against me. What the hell are we on this miserable trip for, except to shoot things? Call yourselves hunters, but I’m the only one who hits anything!”


    I got pretty wrothy and said he was just an excitable young skite with more money than brains, whom I should never have brought along.


    “If that’s how you feel,” he said, “give me a burro and some food, and I’ll go back to the base myself. I won’t pollute your pure air with my presence!”


    “Don’t be a bigger ass than you can help,” I said. “What you propose is quite impossible.”


    “Then I’ll go alone!” He grabbed his knapsack, thrust a couple of tins of beans and an opener into it, and started off with his rifle.


    Beauregard Black spoke up: “Mr. Rivers, we cain’t let him go off like that. He’ll git lost and starve, or be et by a theropod.”


    “I’ll fetch him back,” said the Raja, and started after the runaway.


    He caught up with James as the latter was disappearing into the cycads. We could see them arguing and waving their hands in the distance. After a while, they started back with arms around each other’s necks like old school pals.


    This shows the trouble we get into if we make mistakes in planning such a do. Having once got back in time, we had to make the best of our bargain.


    I don’t want to give the impression, however, that Courtney James was nothing but a pain in the rump. He had good points. He got over these rows quickly and next day would be as cheerful as ever. He was helpful with the general work of the camp, at least when he felt like it. He sang well and had an endless fund of dirty stories to keep us amused.


    We stayed two more days at that camp. We saw crocodile, the small kind, and plenty of sauropod—as many as five at once—but no more duckbill. Nor any of those fifty-foot supercrocodiles.


    So, on the first of May, we broke camp and headed north toward the Janpur Hills. My sahibs were beginning to harden up and were getting impatient. We’d been in the Cretaceous a week, and no trophies.


    We saw nothing to speak of on the next leg, save a glimpse of a gorgosaur out of range and some tracks indicating a whopping big iguanodont, twenty-five or thirty feet high. We pitched camp at the base of the hills.


    We’d finished off the bonehead, so the first thing was to shoot fresh meat. With an eye to trophies, too, of course. We got ready the morning of the third, and I told James:


    “See here, old boy, no more of your tricks. The Raja will tell you when to shoot.”


    “Uh-huh, I get you,” he said, meek as Moses.


    We marched off, the four of us, into the foothills. There was a good chance of getting Holtzinger his ceratopsian. We’d seen a couple on the way up, but mere calves without decent horns.


    As it was hot and sticky, we were soon panting and sweating. We’d hiked and scrambled all morning without seeing a thing except lizards, when I picked up the smell of carrion. I stopped the party and sniffed. We were in an open glade cut up by those little dry nullahs. The nullahs ran together into a couple of deeper gorges that cut through a slight depression choked with denser growth, cycad, and screw pine. When I listened, I heard the thrum of carrion flies.


    “This way,” I said. “Something ought to be dead—ah, here it is!”


    And there it was: the remains of a huge ceratopsian lying in a little hollow on the edge of the copse. Must have weighed six or eight ton alive; a three-horned variety, perhaps the penultimate species of Triceratops. It was hard to tell, because most of the hide on the upper surface had been ripped off, and many bones had been pulled loose and lay scattered about.


    Holtzinger said: “Oh, shucks! Why couldn’t I have gotten to him before he died? That would have been a darned fine head.”


    I said: “On your toes, chaps. A theropod’s been at this carcass and is probably nearby.”


    “How d’you know?” said James, with sweat running off his round red face. He spoke in what was for him a low voice, because a nearby theropod is a sobering thought to the flightiest.


    I sniffed again and thought I could detect the distinctive rank odor of theropod. I couldn’t be sure, though, because the carcass stank so strongly. My sahibs were turning green at the sight and smell of the cadaver. I told James:


    “It’s seldom that even the biggest theropod will attack a full-grown ceratopsian. Those horns are too much for them. But they love a dead or dying one. They’ll hang round a dead ceratopsian for weeks, gorging and then sleeping off their meals for days at a time. They usually take cover in the heat of the day anyhow, because they can’t stand much direct hot sunlight. You’ll find them lying in copses like this or in hollows, wherever there’s shade.”


    “What’ll we do?” asked Holtzinger.


    “We’ll make our first cast through this copse, in two pairs as usual. Whatever you do, don’t get impulsive or panicky.”


    I looked at Courtney James, but he looked right back and merely checked his gun.


    “Should I still carry this broken?” he asked.


    “No, close it, but keep the safety on till you’re ready to shoot,” I said. “We’ll keep closer than usual, so we shall be in sight of each other. Start off at that angle, Raja; go slowly, and stop to listen between steps.”


    We pushed through the edge of the copse, leaving the carcass but not its stench behind us. For a few feet, you couldn’t see a thing.


    It opened out as we got in under the trees, which shaded out some of the brush. The sun slanted down through the trees. I could hear nothing but the hum of insects and the scuttle of lizards and the squawks of toothed birds in the treetops. I thought I could be sure of the theropod smell, but told myself that might be imagination. The theropod might be any of several species, large or small, and the beast itself might be anywhere within a half-mile’s radius.


    “Go on,” I whispered to Holtzinger. I could hear James and the Raja pushing ahead on my right and see the palm fronds and ferns lashing about as they disturbed them. I suppose they were trying to move quietly, but to me they sounded like an earthquake in a crockery shop.


    “A little closer!” I called.


    Presently, they appeared slanting in toward me. We dropped into a gully filled with ferns and scrambled up the other side. Then we found our way blocked by a big clump of palmetto.


    “You go round that side; we’ll go round this,” I said. We started off, stopping to listen and smell. Our positions were the same as on that first day, when James killed the bonehead.


    We’d gone two-thirds of the way round our half of the palmetto when I heard a noise ahead on our left. Holtzinger heard it too, and pushed off his safety. I put my thumb on mine and stepped to one side to have a clear field of fire.


    The clatter grew louder. I raised my gun to aim at about the height of a big theropod’s heart. There was a movement in the foliage—and a six-foot-high bonehead stepped into view, walking solemnly across our front and jerking its head with each step like a giant pigeon.


    I heard Holtzinger let out a breath and had to keep myself from laughing. Holtzinger said: “Uh—”


    Then that damned gun of James’s went off, bang! bang! I had a glimpse of the bonehead knocked arsy-varsy with its tail and hindlegs flying.


    “Got him!” yelled James. “I drilled him clean!” I heard him run forward.


    “Good God, if he hasn’t done it again!” I said.


    Then there was a great swishing of foliage and a wild yell from James. Something heaved up out of the shrubbery, and I saw the head of the biggest of the local flesh eaters, Tyrannosaurus trionyches himself.


    The scientists can insist that rex is the bigger species, but I’ll swear this blighter was bigger than any rex ever hatched. It must have stood twenty feet high and been fifty feet long. I could see its big bright eye and six-inch teeth and the big dewlap that hangs down from its chin to its chest.


    The second of the nullahs that cut through the copse ran athwart our path on the far side of the palmetto clump. Perhaps it was six feet deep. The tyrannosaur had been lying in this, sleeping off its last meal. Where its back stuck up above the ground level, the ferns on the edge of the nullah had masked it. James had fired both barrels over the theropod’s head and woke it up. Then the silly ass ran forward without reloading. Another twenty feet and he’d have stepped on the tyrannosaur.


    James, naturally, stopped when this thing popped up in front of him. He remembered that he’d fired both barrels and that he’d left the Raja too far behind for a clear shot.


    At first, James kept his nerve. He broke open his gun, took two rounds from his belt, and plugged them into the barrels. But, in his haste to snap the gun shut, he caught his hand between the barrels and the action. The painful pinch so startled James that he dropped his gun. Then he went to pieces and bolted.


    The Raja was running up with his gun at high port, ready to snap it to his shoulder the instant he got a clear view. When he saw James running headlong toward him, he hesitated, not wishing to shoot James by accident. The latter plunged ahead, blundered into the Raja, and sent them both sprawling among the ferns. The tyrannosaur collected what little wits it had and stepped forward to snap them up.


    And how about Holtzinger and me on the other side of the palmettos? Well, the instant James yelled and the tyrannosaur’s head appeared, Holtzinger darted forward like a rabbit. I’d brought my gun up for a shot at the tyrannosaur’s head, in hope of getting at least an eye; but, before I could find it in my sights, the head was out of sight behind the palmettos. Perhaps I should have fired at hazard, but all my experience is against wild shots.


    When I looked back in front of me, Holtzinger had already disappeared round the curve of the palmetto clump. I’d started after him when I heard his rifle and the click of the bolt between shots: bang—click-click—bang—click-click, like that.


    He’d come up on the tyrannosaur’s quarter as the brute started to stoop for James and the Raja. With his muzzle twenty feet from the tyrannosaur’s hide, Holtzinger began pumping .375s into the beast’s body. He got off three shots when the tyrannosaur gave a tremendous booming grunt and wheeled round to see what was stinging it. The jaws came open, and the head swung round and down again.


    Holtzinger got off one more shot and tried to leap to one side. As he was standing on a narrow place between the palmetto clump and the nullah, he fell into the nullah. The tyrannosaur continued its lunge and caught him. The jaws went chomp, and up came the head with poor Holtzinger in them, screaming like a damned soul.


    I came up just then and aimed at the brute’s face, but then realized that its jaws were full of my sahib and I should be shooting him, too. As the head went on up like the business end of a big power shovel, I fired a shot at the heart. The tyrannosaur was already turning away, and I suspect the ball just glanced along the ribs. The beast took a couple of steps when I gave it the other barrel in the jack. It staggered on its next step but kept on. Another step, and it was nearly out of sight among the trees, when the Raja fired twice. The stout fellow had untangled himself from James, got up, picked up his gun, and let the tyrannosaur have it.


    The double wallop knocked the brute over with a tremendous crash. It fell into a dwarf magnolia, and I saw one of its huge birdlike hindlegs waving in the midst of a shower of pink-and-white petals. But the tyrannosaur got up again and blundered off without even dropping its victim. The last I saw of it was Holtzinger’s legs dangling out one side of its jaws (he’d stopped screaming) and its big tail banging against the tree trunks as it swung from side to side.


    The Raja and I reloaded and ran after the brute for all we were worth. I tripped and fell once, but jumped up again and didn’t notice my skinned elbow till later. When we burst out of the copse, the tyrannosaur was already at the far end of the glade. We each took a quick shot but probably missed, and it was out of sight before we could fire again.


    We ran on, following the tracks and spatters of blood, until we had to stop from exhaustion. Never again did we see that tyrannosaur. Their movements look slow and ponderous, but with those tremendous legs they don’t have to step very fast to work up considerable speed.


    When we’d got our breath, we got up and tried to track the tyrannosaur, on the theory that it might be dying and we should come up to it. But, though we found more spoor, it faded out and left us at a loss. We circled round, hoping to pick it up, but no luck.


    Hours later, we gave up and went back to the glade.


    Courtney James was sitting with his back against a tree, holding his rifle and Holtzinger’s. His right hand was swollen and blue where he’d pinched it, but still usable. His first words were:


    “Where the hell have you two been?”


    I said: “We’ve been occupied. The late Mr. Holtzinger. Remember?”


    “You shouldn’t have gone off and left me; another of those things might have come along. Isn’t it bad enough to lose one hunter through your stupidity without risking another one?”


    I’d been preparing a warm wigging for James, but his attack so astonished me that I could only bleat; “What? We lost…?”


    “Sure,” he said. “You put us in front of you, so if anybody gets eaten it’s us. You send a guy up against these animals undergunned. You—”


    “You Goddamn’ stinking little swine!” I said. “If you hadn’t been a blithering idiot and blown those two barrels, and then run like the yellow coward you are, this never would have happened. Holtzinger died trying to save your worthless life. By God, I wish he’d failed! He was worth six of a stupid, spoiled, muttonheaded bastard like you—”


    I went on from there. The Raja tried to keep up with me, but ran out of English and was reduced to cursing James in Hindustani.


    I could see by the purple color on James’s face that I was getting home. He said “Why, you—” and stepped forward and sloshed me one in the face with his left fist.


    It rocked me a bit, but I said: “Now then, my lad, I’m glad you did that! It gives me a chance I’ve been waiting for . . .”


    So I waded into him. He was a good-sized boy, but between my sixteen stone and his sore right hand he had no chance. I got a few good ones home, and down he went.


    “Now get up!” I said. “And I’ll be glad to finish off!”


    James raised himself to his elbows. I got set for more fisticuffs, though my knuckles were skinned and bleeding already. James rolled over, snatched his gun, and scrambled up, swinging the muzzle from one to the other of us.


    “You won’t finish anybody off!” he panted through swollen lips. “All right, put your hands up! Both of you!”


    “Do not be an idiot,” said the Raja. “Put that gun away!”


    “Nobody treats me like that and gets away with it!”


    “There’s no use murdering us,” I said. “You’d never get away with it.”


    “Why not? There won’t be much left of you after one of these hits you. I’ll just say the tyrannosaur ate you, too. Nobody could prove anything. They can’t hold you for a murder eighty-five million years old. The statute of limitations, you know.”


    “You fool, you’d never make it back to the camp alive!” I shouted.


    “I’ll take a chance—” began James, setting the butt of his .500 against his shoulder, with the barrels pointed at my face. Looked like a pair of bleeding vehicular tunnels.


    He was watching me so closely that he lost track of the Raja for a second. My partner had been resting on one knee, and now his right arm came up in a quick bowling motion with a three-pound rock. The rock bounced of James’s head. The .500 went off. The ball must have parted my hair, and the explosion jolly well near broke my eardrums. Down went James again.


    “Good work, old chap!” I said, gathering up James’s gun.


    “Yes,” said the Raja thoughtfully, as he picked up the rock he’d thrown and tossed it. “Doesn’t quite have the balance of a cricket ball, but it is just as hard.”


    “What shall we do now?” I said. “I’m inclined to leave the beggar here unarmed and let him fend for himself.”


    The Raja gave a little sigh. “It’s a tempting thought, Reggie, but we really cannot, you know. Not done.”


    “I suppose you’re right,” I said. “Well, let’s tie him up and take him back to camp.”


    We agreed there was no safety for us unless we kept James under guard every minute until we got home. Once a man has tried to kill you, you’re a fool if you give him another chance.


    We marched James back to camp and told the crew what we were up against. James cursed everybody.


    We spent three dismal days combing the country for that tyrannosaur, but no luck. We felt it wouldn’t have been cricket not to make a good try at recovering Holtzinger’s remains. Back at our main camp, when it wasn’t raining, we collected small reptiles and things for our scientific friends. The Raja and I discussed the question of legal proceedings against Courtney James, but decided there was nothing we could do in that direction.


    When the transition chamber materialized, we fell over one another getting into it. We dumped James, still tied, in a corner, and told the chamber operator to throw the switches.


    While we were in transition, James said: “You two should have killed me back there.”


    “Why?” I said. “You don’t have a particularly good head.”


    The Raja added: “Wouldn’t look at all well over a mantel.”


    “You can laugh,” said James, “but I’ll get you some day. I’ll find a way and get off scot-free.”


    “My dear chap!” I said. “If there were some way to do it, I’d have you charged with Holtzinger’s death. Look, you’d best leave well enough alone.”


    When we came out in the present, we handed him his empty gun and his other gear, and off he went without a word. As he left, Holtzinger’s girl, that Claire, rushed up crying:


    “Where is he? Where’s August?”


    There was a bloody heartrending scene, despite the Raja’s skill at handling such situations.


    We took our men and beasts down to the old laboratory building that the university has fitted up as a serai for such expeditions. We paid everybody off and found we were broke. The advance payments from Holtzinger and James didn’t cover our expenses, and we should have precious little chance of collecting the rest of our fees either from James or from Holtzinger’s estate.


    And speaking of James, d’you know what that blighter was doing? He went home, got more ammunition, and came back to the university. He hunted up Professor Prochaska and asked him:


    “Professor, I’d like you to send me back to the Cretaceous for a quick trip. If you can work me into your schedule right now, you can just about name your own price. I’ll offer five thousand to begin with. I want to go to April twenty-third, eight-five million B.C.”


    Prochaska answered: “Why do you wish to go back again so soon?”


    “I lost my wallet in the Cretaceous,” said James. “I figure if I go back to the day before I arrived in that era on my last trip, I’ll watch myself when I arrived on that trip and follow myself around till I see myself lose the wallet.”


    “Five thousand is a lot for a wallet,” said the professor.


    “It’s got some things in it I can’t replace,” said James.


    “Well,” said Prochaska, thinking. “The party that was supposed to go out this morning has telephoned that they would be late, so perhaps I can work you in. I have always wondered what would happen when the same man occupied the same stretch of time twice.”


    So James wrote out a check, and Prochaska took him to the chamber and saw him off. James’s idea, it seems, was to sit behind a bush a few yards from where the transition chamber would appear and pot the Raja and me as we emerged.


    Hours later, we’d changed into our street clothes and phoned our wives to come and get us. We were standing on Forsythe Boulevard waiting for them when there was a loud crack, like an explosion, and a flash of light not fifty feet from us. The shock wave staggered us and broke windows.


    We ran toward the place and got there just as a bobby and several citizens came up. On the boulevard, just off the kerb, lay a human body. At least, it had been that, but it looked as if every bone in it had been pulverized and every blood vessel burst, so it was hardly more than a slimy mass of pink protoplasm. The clothes it had been wearing were shredded, but I recognized an H. & H. .500 double-barreled express rifle. The wood was scorched and the metal pitted, but it was Courtney James’s gun. No doubt whatever.


    Skipping the investigation and the milling about that ensued, what had happened was this: nobody had shot at us as we emerged on the twenty-fourth, and that couldn’t be changed. For that matter, the instant James started to do anything that would make a visible change in the world of eight-five million B.C., such as making a footprint in the earth, the space-time forces snapped him forward to the present to prevent a paradox. And the violence of the passage practically tore him to bits.


    Now that this is better understood, the professor won’t send anybody to a period less than five thousand years prior to the time that some time traveler has already explored, because it would be too easy to do some act, like chopping down a tree or losing some durable artifact, that would affect the later world. Over longer periods, he tells me, such changes average out and are lost in the stream of time.


    We had a rough time after that, with the bad publicity and all, though we did collect a fee from James’s estate. Luckily for us, a steel manufacturer turned up who wanted a mastodon’s head for his den.


    I understand these things better now, too. The disaster hadn’t been wholly James’s fault. I shouldn’t have taken him when I knew what a spoiled, unstable sort of bloke he was. And if Holtzinger could have used a really heavy gun, he’d probably have knocked the tyrannosaur down, even if he didn’t kill it, and so have given the rest of us a chance to finish it.


    * * * *


    So, Mr. Seligman, that’s why I won’t take you to that period to hunt. There are plenty of other eras, and if you look them over I’m sure you’ll find something to suit you. But not the Jurassic or the Cretaceous. You’re just not big enough to handle a gun for dinosaur.


    * * * *
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    DINOSAURS IN SCIENCE FICTION, by Tim DeForest


    The word “dinosaur” was coined by Sir Richard Owen in 1841. It’s a word that soon became very dear to the hearts of the eight-year-old child that lives inside every emotionally healthy adult.


    Dinosaurs were a natural plot device for science fiction writers. Monsters which came in a variety of shapes and sizes and actually once roamed the earth—nothing with that much inherent dramatic interest would remain absent from popular fiction very long.


    It was the man considered by many to be the father of science fiction who introduced prehistoric creatures into the genre. In Jules Verne’s Journey to the Center of the Earth (1864), a plesiosaur and an ichthyosaur (not actually dinosaurs, but contemporaries of them) have a brief cameo while locked in mortal combat with one another.


    As science learned more about dinosaurs, especially regarding the amazing variety of species and presumed behaviors, their dramatic potential increased exponentially. The main barrier to placing them in a story alongside humans was the sad fact that they were all extinct. Verne managed to sidestep this problem by populating his unexplored world beneath the earth’s surface with survivors from the distant past. It’s a device that many other authors would also use.


    It was Arthur Conan Doyle, the creator of Sherlock Holmes, who really popularized the idea of a remote location where dinosaurs still live. His 1912 novel The Lost World sent an expedition to the top of a large plateau located deep in the Amazonian jungle. Once there, they encountered several large carnosaurs and a flock of pterodactyls while becoming involved in a genocidal war between cavemen and Indians.


    Many other writers, especially during the heyday of the pulp magazines, latched on to the “lost world” concept. In the universe created by Edgar Rice Burroughs, for instance, it sometimes seemed impossible not to stumble across yet another such place. Tarzan encountered dinosaurs in a remote section of Africa in Tarzan the Terrible (1921), then later fought hand-to-hand against a T-Rex in Tarzan and the Forbidden City (1938). The underground world of Pellucidar (first introduced in 1914’s At the Earth’s Core) was stuffed to overflowing with various prehistoric beasts, as was the subcontinent of Caspak discovered in 1918’s The Land That Time Forgot.


    Scientist and superhero Doc Savage, whose pulp magazine adventures ran from 1933 to 1949, found himself in a dinosaur-infested lost world on at least two occasions: once in 1933’s The Land of Terror and again in 1939’s The Other World. Many other pulp heroes, including a number of Tarzan knock-offs, also had their encounters with dinosaurs. The pulp writers simply couldn’t stay away from the gigantic beasts, while readers couldn’t get enough


    of them.


    The Lost World was first adapted into a film in 1925, with wonderful stop motion effects by Willis O’Brien that brought the dinosaurs back to life. At the time, O’Brien’s work was unique and innovative. In fact, when Arthur Conan Doyle showed a print of the film to the Society of American Magicians, no one was able to figure out how the dinosaurs were recreated. A few even theorized that actual dinosaurs had been found alive and filmed.


    In 1933, O’Brien created what is perhaps the most famous “lost world”—Skull Island, home of the giant ape named Kong. King Kong is the Holy Grail of dinosaur stories—it gave us wonderful stop motion effects beautifully photographed in black-and-white. The visual imagery is backed up by fast-paced storytelling and the entire film literally drips with imagination.


    Through the years, other filmmakers have used their own lost worlds to bring dinosaurs to the screen, though few exhibited the same level of storytelling skills or visual artistry as King Kong. These dinosaur refuges include yet another remote island (The Lost Continent, 1951); a volcanically-heated valley tucked away near the North Pole (The Land Unknown (1957); a disappointing remake of The Lost World (1960); and a guilty-pleasure adaptation of Edgar Rice Burroughs’ The Land That Time Forgot (1975).


    Dinosaurs pop up in the most unexpected places. The Valley of Gwangi (1969) dropped them inside a remote valley deep in a Mexican desert. When members of a Wild West show stumble into the place, they try to lasso and capture an allosaurus. This sequence, animated via stop motion by the brilliant Ray Harryhausen, doesn’t score any points for realism, but is arguably the most purely entertaining five minutes of film ever produced.


    A single dinosaur surviving into the present, usually through some form of suspended animation, is another method of getting dinosaurs and humans together. This is a method that pops up more often in movies than in literature, with the most famous example being the Japanese film Godzilla, King of Monsters (1954).


    In fact, many of the giant monsters popularized in Japanese movies are survivors from the prehistoric past. Often, these creatures have been enlarged and given unusual powers (such as Godzilla’s atomic breath) by nuclear radiation. The original Japanese version of Godzilla was actually meant to be a parable condemning atomic weapons, but later movies in the series set aside any thematic subtext to concentrate on the undeniable fun of watching monsters destroy cities and fight one another.


    American studios also brought dinosaurs out of a deep freeze to terrorize the present, often tossing in a dose of radiation to explain impossible sizes or special powers. Both The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms (1953) and The Giant Behemoth (1959) were hundreds of feet in length and exuded deadly radioactive auras. Gorgo (1961), on the other hand, featured humans capturing a reasonably sized (40 foot tall) creature that had no deadly powers beyond its natural size. Only he turned out to be a baby and his much larger mom soon came looking for him…


    Time Travel is yet another way of getting humans and dinosaurs together. Sometimes, such as in Robert J. Sawyer’s novel End of an Era (1994), the time travelling is done for purely scientific reasons. Though in this particular case, events were enlivened considerably when many of the dinosaurs encountered by the protagonists prove to be possessed by intelligent Martian viruses.


    In many other instances, time travel is used to take safaris back to hunt dinosaurs. Ray Bradbury’s powerful short story “A Sound of Thunder,” (1950) is the first example of this. It proved to be an idea so filled with dramatic potential that a number of other writers have re-visited it. L. Sprague de Camp’s “A Gun for Dinosaur” (1956) explains why hunting dinosaurs is a very bad idea if you’re not big enough to handle a large-caliber rifle. A number of novels, including David Gerrold’s Deathbeast (1978), David Drake’s Tyrannosaur (1993) and Clifford Simak’s Mastodonia (1978) also centered around time-jumping safaris (though Mastodonia also dealt with the political and social ramifications of developing time travel).


    If there’s no lost world to be found and time travel has yet to be invented, the next conceit is to recreate dinosaurs via genetic manipulation. Interestingly, the first time this was done in fiction may have been in a 1943 issue of The Shadow Magazine, a pulp magazine that showcased the adventures of a cloaked vigilante who often encountered mad scientists. This issue featured a short novel titled The Devil Monsters, in which the Shadow matches wits with a scientist named Monstrodamus. The evil scientist was living up to his name by growing dinosaurs and mythological monsters in his secret laboratory.


    A half-century later, Michael Crichton popularized this idea with his bestselling Jurassic Park (1990). Crichton came up with a plausible-sounding method (based an idea suggested by scientist Charles Pellegrino) of recovering prehistoric genetic material via insects who were preserved in amber after drinking dinosaur blood. An egotistical rich guy then funded an effort to clone dinosaurs in order to create a tourist attraction. Naturally, things soon go horribly awry.


    Jurassic Park isn’t a perfect book. It has a few holes in its plot; Crichton is a little too eager to beat his readers over the head with his message that science can sometimes outpace our ability to control it; and a particularly bratty kid really needed to get eaten in an early chapter. But overall, his exciting action sequences and the notion that dinosaurs can be brought back to life make the novel a very enjoyable read. His 1995 sequel The Lost World is equally fun.


    The movie adaptations used modern CGI to create some superb dinosaur sequences, but suffered from increasingly sloppy plot construction. The films did fuel a resurgence of popular interest in dinosaurs. In particular, the intelligent, doorknob-using velociraptors shown in the films caught the public’s imagination.


    Director Stephen Spielberg decided to make the velociraptors in the films several feet longer than they were in real life to give them more visual impact. Ironically, just before Jurassic Park opened in theaters, a species of raptor (Utahraptor) was discovered that matched the movie creatures in size.


    But it was the previously obscure name of “velociraptor” that remained in the public consciousness. Various versions of raptors have commonly appeared in dinosaur fiction since the film was released. One notable example of this is Raptor Red (1995), written by paleontologist Robert T. Bakker—an entertaining novel that follows the adventures of a female Utahraptor as it struggles to survive in a harsh environment.


    The species even made inroads into professional sports when an NBA expansion team in Toronto choose Raptors as its nickname.


    What if dinosaurs survived into more modern eras and eventually developed intelligence and their own culture? That’s the idea presented in Harry Harrison’s 1984 novel West of Eden and its two sequels. Harrison does a great job of creating an intricate and internally logical civilization for his dinosaurs before tossing them into contact with early humans. The main character is a human named Kerrick, who is captured as a child by the dinosaurs, then escapes as an adult with unique knowledge that will help the humans in the ongoing war between the two species.


    Robert J. Sawyer also builds a complex and believable dinosaur civilization in a trilogy beginning with Far Seer (1992). Here, dinosaurs have been mysteriously re-located onto an Earth-sized moon orbiting a gas giant, allowing them to escape extinction. The species that develops intelligence eventually builds culture that holds very rigid and dogmatic beliefs. A scientist named Afsan, who acts as a thematic parallel to Galileo, finds his life in danger when he makes discoveries that seem to threaten those beliefs. Sawyer’s trilogy is full of great action and great ideas.


    Dinosaur-centric science fiction serves all the same purposes as other works from the genre: They inspire ideas and imagination; they explore aspects of culture, technology and human nature; they show us as both the best we can be and the worst we can be. But dinosaurs populate science fiction primarily because they are really, really cool. They exist because that inner eight-year-old inside each of us yearns to join in a time safari stalking a dinosaur through the prehistoric jungle; visit Skull Island and watch King Kong go one-on-one with a T-Rex; or help out those cowboys in The Valley of Gwangi in their efforts to lasso an allosaurus.


    Cowboys versus dinosaurs. How cool is that?


    * * * *


    Tim DeForest lives in Sarasota, Florida, and is the circulation manager of the library at the Ringling College of Art and Design. He has written the books Storytelling in the Pulps, Comics, and Radio and Radio by the Book, as well as a number of articles on military history and the Wild West. He maintains blogs on pre-digital pop culture and old-time radio at comicsradio.blogspot.com and radioserials.blogspot.com

  


  
    LESTER DEL REY


    (1915-1993)


    Once well-known as a writer, Lester del Rey is now mostly remembered as the co-founder (with his fourth wife, Judy-Lynn) of science fiction publisher Del Rey, which is now an imprint of Random House. His best-known story, “Helen O’Loy” (1938) has not aged well, which hasn’t helped del Rey’s reputation as a writer. (“Helen O’Loy” is a sort of Pygmalion story about two friends who build a beautiful female robot and both fall in love with it; del Rey goes somewhere very different with his story than George Bernard Shaw did with his famous 1912 play, which became the musical and film My Fair Lady).


    Born Ramon Felipe San Juan Mario Silvio Enrico Smith Heathcourt-Brace Sierra y Alvarez-del Ray y de los Verdes (although apparently he gave different versions of his birth name at different times) del Rey’s father was a poor sharecropper of Spanish extraction; his mother died shortly after his birth. Although poverty and the Depression limited his educational opportunities, del Rey learned where he could, eventually managing to attend George Washington University for two years.


    He sold his first story, “The Faithful,” to Astounding in 1938, and soon became a prolific writer under many pseudonyms. By the 1940s he was editing as well, and for a time in the early 1950s he was the editor of Fantasy Magazine, Rocket Stories, Space Science Fiction, and Science Fiction Adventures. He met Judy-Lynn Benjamin while doing work for Galaxy, and married her in 1971 when he was senior science fiction editor at Ballantine Books. (Del Rey had bad luck in his marriages. He was divorced twice, his third wife died in a car accident, and Judy-Lynn, who had major health issues, died well before her time.)


    Del Rey was named a SFWA Grand Master in 1991, the same year he retired from publishing.


    “The Wings of Night” was somewhat ahead of its time, even if the writing is pure 1940s Planet Stories Solar System. An attack on racism via aliens may seem clichéd today, but the word racism hadn’t even been coined in 1942.

  


  
    THE WINGS OF NIGHT, by Lester Del Rey


    First published in Astounding Science Fiction, March 1942


    “Damn all Martians!” Fats Welch’s thin mouth bit out the words with aE the malice of an offended member of a superior race. “Here we are, loaded down with as sweet a high-rate cargo of iridium as ever came out of the asteroids, just barely over the moon, and that injector starts mismetering again. If I ever see that bulbous Marshy—”


    “Yeah.” Slim Lane groped back with his right hand for the flexible-shaft wrench, found it, and began wriggling and grunting forward into the mess of machinery again. “Yeah. I know. You’ll make mince meat out of him. Did you ever figure that maybe you were making your own trouble? That maybe Martians are people after all? Lyro Bmachis told you it would take two days to make the overhaul of the injector control hookup, so you knocked him across the field, called his ancestors dirty dogs, and gave him just eight hours to finish repairs. Now you expect his rush job to be a labor of love for you— Oh, skip it, Fats, and give me the screwdriver.”


    What was the use? He’d been over it all with Fats a dozen times before, and it never got him anywhere. Fats was a good rocket man, but he couldn’t stretch his imagination far enough to forget the hogwash the Reconstruction Empire was dishing out about the Destiny of Man and the Divine Plan whereby humans were created to exploit all other races. Not that it would do Fats much good if he did. Slim knew the value of idealism—none better.


    * * * *


    He’d come out of college with a bad dose of it and an inherited fortune big enough for three men, filled with the old crusading spirit. He’d written and published books, made speeches, interviewed administrators, lobbied, joined and organized societies, and been called things that weren’t complimentary. Now he was pushing freight from Mars to Earth for a living, quarter owner of a space-worn freighter. And Fats, who’d come up from a tube cleaner without the help of ideals, owned the other three quarters.


    Fats watched him climb out of the hold, “Well?”


    “Nothing. I can’t fix it—don’t know enough about electronics. There’s something wrong with the relays that control the time interval, but the indicators don’t show where, and I’d hate to experiment out here.”


    “Make it to Earth—maybe?”


    Slim shook his head. “I doubt it, Fats. Better set us down on Luna somewhere, if you can handle her that far. Then maybe we can find out what’s wrong before we run out of air.”


    Fats had figured as much and was already braking the ship down, working against the spasmodic flutter of the blasts, and swearing at the effects of even the moon’s weak gravity. But the screens showed that he was making progress toward the spot he’d chosen—a small flat plain with an area in the center that seemed unusually clear of debris and pockmarks.


    “Wish they’d at least put up an emergency station out here,” he muttered.


    “They had one once,” Slim said. “But nobody ever goes to Luna, and there’s no reason for passenger ships to land there; takes less fuel for them to coast down on their fins through Earth’s atmosphere than to jet down here. Freighters like us don’t count, anyway. Funny how regular and flat that place is; we can’t be over a mile up, and I don’t see even a meteor scar.”


    “Luck’s with us, then. I’d hate to hit a baby crater and rip off a tube or poke a hole in the shell.” Fats glanced at the radio altimeter and fall indicator. “We’re gonna hit plenty hard. If— Hey, what the deuce!”


    Slim’s eyes flicked to the screen just in time to see the flat plain split into two halves and slide smoothly out from under them as they seemed about to touch it; then they were dropping slowly into a crater of some sort, seemingly bottomless and widening out rapidly; the roar of the tubes picked up suddenly. Above them, the over-screens showed a pair of translucent slides closing together again. His eyes stared at the height indicator, neither believing nor doubting.


    “Hundred and sixty miles down and trapped in! Tube sounds show air in some amount, at least, even up here. This crazy trap can’t be here. There’s no reason for it.”


    “Right now, who cares? We can’t go through that slide up there again, so we go down and find out, I guess. Damn, no telling what kind of landing field we’ll find when we reach bottom.” Fats’ lack of excess imagination came in handy in cases like this. He went about the business of jockeying down the enormous crater as if he were docking at York port, too busy with the uncertain blast to worry about what he might find at the bottom. Slim gazed at him in wonder, then fell back to staring at the screen for some indication of the reason behind this obviously artificial trap.


    * * * *


    Lhin scratched idly through the pile of dirt and rotten shale, pried a thin scrap of reddened stone out from where his eyes had missed it the first time, and rose slowly to his feet. The Great Ones had been good to him, sending a rockslide just when the old beds were wearing thin and poor from repeated digging. His sensitive nostrils told him there was magnesium, ferrous matter, and sulphur in abundance, all more than welcome. Of course, he’d hoped there might be copper, even as little as the end of his finger, but of that there seemed to be no sign. And without copper—


    He shrugged the thought aside as he had done a thousand times before, and picked up his crude basket, now filled half with broken rock and half with the li-chenlike growth that filled this end of the crater. One of his hands ground a bit of rottenstone together with shreds of lichen and he popped the mixture into his mouth. Grace to the Great Ones who had sent the slide; the pleasant flavor of magnesium tickled his tongue, and the lichens were full-flavored from the new richness of the soil around them. Now, with a trace of copper, there would have been nothing left to wish for.


    With a rueful twitch of his supple tail, Lhin grunted and turned back toward his cave, casting a cursory glance up at the roof of the cavern. Up there, long miles away, a bright glare lanced down, diffusing out as it pierced through the layers of air, showing that the long lunar day was nearing noon, when the sun would lance down directly through the small guarding gate. It was too high to see, but he knew of the covered opening where the sloping walls of the huge valley ended and the roof began. Through all the millennia of his race’s slow defeat, that great roof had stood, unsupported except for the walls that stretched out around in a circle of perhaps fifty miles in diameter, strong and more lasting than even the crater itself; the one abiding monument to the greatness that had been his people’s.


    He knew without having to think of it that the roof was artificial, built when the last thin air was deserting the moon, and the race had sought a final refuge here in the deepest crater, where oxygen could be trapped and kept from leaking away. In a vague way, he could sense the ages that had passed since then and wonder at the permanence of the domed roof, proof against all tune.


    Once, as the whole space about him testified, his had been a mighty race. But time had worked on them, aging the race as it had individuals, removing the vigor of their youth and sending in the slow creepers of hopelessness. What good was existence here, cooped up La one small colony, away from their world? Their numbers had diminished and some of their skill had gone from them. Their machines had crumbled and vanished, unreplaced, and they had fallen back to the primitive, digging out the rocks of the crater walls and the lichens they had cultured to draw energy from the heat and radioactive phosphorescence of the valley instead of sunlight. Fewer young were planted each year, and of the few, a smaller percentage proved fertile, so that their original million fell to thousands, then to hundreds, and finally to a few grubbing individuals.


    Only then had they awakened to the danger of extinction, to find it too late. There had been three elders when Lhin was grown, his seed being the only fertile one. Now the elders were gone long years since, and Lhin had the entire length and breadth of the crater to himself. And life was a long series of sleeps and food forages, relieved only by the same thoughts that had been in his mind while his dead world turned to the light and away more than a thousand tunes. Monotony had slowly killed off his race, but now that its work was nearly done, it had ended. Lhin was content with his type of life; he was habituated, and immune to boredom.


    His feet had been moving slowly along with the turning of his thoughts, and he was out of the valley proper, near the door of the shelter carved into the rocky walls which he had chosen from the many as his home. He munched another mouthful of rock and lichen and let the diffused sunlight shine on him for a few minutes more, then turned into the cave. He needed no light, since the rock walls about had all been rendered radioactive in the dim youth of his race, and his eyes were adapted to wide ranges of light conditions. He passed quickly through the outer room, containing his woven lichen bed and few simple furnishings, and back into the combination nursery and workshop, an illogical but ever-present hope drawing him back to the far corner.


    But as always, it was reasonless. The box of rich earth, pulped to a fine loam and watered carefully, was barren of life. There was not even the beginning of a small red shoot to awaken him to hope for the future. His seed was infertile, and the time when all life would be extinct was growing near. Bitterly he turned his back on the nursery bed.


    So little lacking, yet so much! A few hundred molecules of copper salt to eat, and the seeds he grew would be fertile; or those same copper molecules added to the water would render the present seeds capable of growing into vigorous manhood—or womanhood; Lhin’s people carried both male and female elements within each member, and could grow the seeds that became their children either alone or with another. So long as one member of the race lived, as many as a hundred young a year could be reared in the carefully tended incubating soil—if the vital hormone containing copper could be made.


    * * * *


    But that, it seemed, was not to be. Lhin went over his laboriously constructed apparatus of hand-cut rock bowls and slender rods bound together into tubes, and his hearts were heavy within him. The slow fire of dried lichen and gummy tar burned still, and slowly, drop by drop, liquid oozed from the last tube into a bowl. But even in that there was no slightest odor of copper salts. Well, he had tried that and failed. The accumulation of years of refining had gone into the water that kept the nursery soil damp, and in it there had been too little of the needed mineral for life. Almost dispassionately he threw the permanent metal rolls of his race’s science back into their cylinders and began disassembling the chemical part of his workshop.


    That meant the other solution, harder, and filled with risks, but necessary now. Somewhere up near the roof, the records indicated, there was copper in small amounts, but well past the breathable concentration of air. That meant a helmet and tanks for compressed air, along with hooks and grapples to bridge the eroded sections of the old trail and steps leading up, instruments to detect the copper, and a pump to fill the tanks. Then he must carry tanks forward, cache them, and go up to make another cache, step by step, until his supply line would reach the top and—perhaps—he could find copper for a new beginning.


    He deliberately avoided thinking of the tune required and the chances of failure. His foot came down on the little bellows and blue flames licked up from his crude forge as he drew out the hunks of refined metal and began heating them to malleability. Even the shaping of it by hand to the patterns of the ancient records was almost impossible, and yet, somehow, he must accomplish it correctly. His race must not die!


    He was still working doggedly hours later when a high-pitched note shot through the cave. A meteor, coming into the fields around the sealing slides of the roof, and a large one! In all Lhin’s life there had been none big enough to activate the warning screens, and he had doubted that the mechanism, though meant to be ageless and draw sun power until the sun died, was still functioning. As he stood staring at the door senselessly, the whistling note came again.


    Now, unless he pressed his hand over the inductance grid, the automatic forces would come into play, twisting the meteor aside and beyond the roof. But he gave no thought to that as he dashed forward and slapped his fingers against the grille panel. It was for that he had chosen his rock house, once the quarters of the Watchers who let the few scouting rockets of the dim past ages in and out. A small glow from the grid indicated the meteor was through, and he dropped his hand, letting the slides close again.


    Then he waited impatiently for it to strike, moving out to the entrance. Perhaps the Great Ones were kind and were answering his prayers at last. Since he could find no copper here, they were sending a token from outer space to him, and who knew what fabulous amounts it might contain—perhaps even as much as he could hold in one hand! But why hadn’t it struck? He scanned the roof anxiously, numb with a fear that he had been too late and the forces had thrown it aside.


    No, there was a flare above—but surely not such as a meteor that size should make as it sliced down through the resisting air! A sharp stinging whine hit his ears finally, flickering off and on; and that was not the sound a meteor would logically make. He stared harder, wondering, and saw that it was settling downward slowly, not in a sudden rush, and that the flare struck down instead of fading out behind. That meant—could only mean— intelligent control. A rocket!


    Lhin’s mind spun under the shock, and crazy ideas of his ancestors’ return, of another unknown refuge, of the Great Ones’ personal visit slid into his thoughts. Basically, though, he was severely logical, and one by one he rejected them. This machine could not come from the barren moon, and that left only the fabled planet lying under the bottom, of his world, or those that wandered around the sun in other orbits. Intelligence there? His mind slid over the records he had read, made when his ancestors had crossed space to those worlds, long before the refuge was built. They had been unable to colonize, due to the oppressive pull of gravity, but they had observed in detail. On the second planet were only squamous things that slid through the water and curious fronds on the little dry land; on his own primary, gigantic beasts covered the globe, along with growth rooted to the ground. No intelligence on those worlds. The fourth, though, was peopled by more familiar life, and like his own evolutionary forerunners, there was no division into animal and vegetable, but both were present in all. Ball-shaped blobs of life had already formed into packs, guided by instinct, with no means of communication. Yet, of the other worlds known, that seemed the most probable as a source of intelligence. If, by some miracle, they came from the third, he abandoned hope; the blood lust of that world was too plainly written in the records, where living mountainlike beasts tore at others through all the rolls of etched pictures. Half filled with dread, half with anticipation, he heard the ship land somewhere near, and started toward it, his tail curved tightly behind him.


    * * * *


    He knew, as he caught sight of the two creatures outside the opened lock of the vessel that his guess had been wrong. The creatures were bifurcate, like himself, though massive and much larger, and that meant the third world. He hesitated, watching carefully as they stared about, apparently keenly enjoying the air around them. Then one spoke to the other, and his mind shook under a new shock.


    The articulation and intonation were intelligent, but the sounds were a meaningless babble. Speech—that! It must be, though the words held no meaning. Wait—in the old records—Slha the Freethinker had touched on some such thought; he had written of remote days when the Lunarites had had no speech and postulated that they had invented the sounds and given them arbitrary meaning, and that only by slow ages of use had they become instinctive in the new-grown infants—had even dared to question that the Great Ones had ordered speech and sound meanings as the inevitable complement of intelligence. And now, it seemed, he was right. Lhin groped up through the fog of his discovery and tightened his thoughts into a beam.


    Again, shock struck at him. Their minds were hard to reach, and once he did find the key and grope forward into their thoughts, it was apparent that they could not read his! Yet they were intelligent. But the one on whom his thoughts centered noticed him finally, and grabbed at the other. The words were still harsh and senseless, but the general meaning reached the moon man. “Fats, what’s that?”


    The other turned and stared at Lhin’s approach. “Search me. Looks like a scrawny three-foot monkey. Reckon it’s harmless?”


    “Probably, maybe even intelligent. It’s a cinch no band of political refugees built this place—nonhuman construction. Hi there!” The one who thought of himself as Slim—massive though he appeared—turned to the approaching Lunarite. “What and who are you?”


    “Lhin,” he answered, noting surprised pleasure in Slim’s mind. “Lhin—me are Lhin.”


    Fats grunted. “Guess you’re right, Slim. Seems to savvy you. Wonder who came here and taught him English.”


    Lhin fumbled clumsily, trying to pin down the individual sounds to their meanings and remember them. “No sahffy Enlhis. No who came here. You—” He ran out of words and drew nearer, making motions toward Slim’s head, then his own. Surprisingly, Slim got it.


    “He means he knows what we’re thinking, I guess. Telepathy.”


    “Yeah? Marshies claim they can do it among themselves, but I never saw one read a human mind. They claim we don’t open up right. Maybe this Ream monkey’s lying to you.”


    “I doubt it. Take another look at the radioactivity meter in the viability tester—men wouldn’t come here and go home without spreading the good word. Anyway, his name isn’t Ream. Lean comes closer to the sound he made, though we’ll never get it right.” He half sent a thought to Lhin. who dutifully pronounced his name again. “See? His liquid isn’t…it’s a glottal stop. And he makes the final consonant a labial, though it sounds something like our dental. We can’t make sounds like that. Wonder how intelligent he is.”


    He turned back into the ship before Lhin could puzzle out some kind of answer, and was out a moment later with a small bundle under his arm. “Space English code book,” he explained to Fats. “Same as they used to teach the Martians English a century ago.”


    Then to Lhin: “Here are the six hundred most useful words of our language, organized, so it’ll beat waiting for you to pick them up bit by bit. You look at the diagrammed pictures while I say and think the word. Now. One—w-uh-nn; two—tuh-ooo. Getting it?”


    Fats watched them for a while, half-amused, then grew tired of it. “Okay, Slim, you mollycoddle the native a while and see what you learn. I’m going over to the walls and investigate that radioactive stuff until you’re readv to start repairs. Wish radios weren’t so darned limited in these freighters and we could get a call through.”


    He wandered off, but Lhin and Slim were hardly aware of it. They were going through the difficult task of organizing a means of communication, with almost no common background, which should have been worse than impossible in terms of hours. Yet, strange as the word associations and sounds were, and odd as their organization into meaningful groups, they were still only speech, after all. And Lhin had grown into life with a highly complex speech as natural to him as breathing. He twisted his lips over the sounds and nailed the meanings down in his mind, one by one, indelibly.


    * * * *


    Fats finally found them in Lhin’s cave, tracing them by the sound of their voices, and sat down to watch, as an adult might watch a child playing with a dog. He bore Lhin no ill will, but neither could he regard the Moon man as anything but some clever animal, like the Martians or the primitives of Venus; if Slim enjoyed treating them as equals, let him have his way for the tune.


    Lhin was vaguely conscious of those thoughts and others more disturbing, but he was too wrapped up in the new experience of having some living mind to communicate with, after nearly a century of being alone with himself. And there were more important things. He wriggled his tail, spread his arms, and fought over the Earth sounds, while Slim followed as best he could.


    Finally the Earth man nodded. “I think I get it. All of them died off except you, and you don’t like the idea of coming to a dead end. Umm. I wouldn’t either. So now you hope these Great Ones of yours—we call ‘em God—have sent us down here to fix things up. How?”


    Lhin beamed, his face contorting into a furrowed grimace of pleasure before he realized Slim misinterpreted the gesture. Slim meant well. Once he knew what was needed, perhaps he would even give the copper gladly, since the old records showed that the third world was richest of all in minerals.


    “Nra is needed. Life comes from making many sun-pie things one not-simple thing—air, drink stuff, eat stuff, all that I have, so I live. But to begin the new life, Nra is needed. It makes things begin. The seed has no life—with Nra it lives. But I have no word.”


    He waited impatiently while Slim digested that. “Sort of a vitamin or hormone, something like Vitamin E6, eh? Maybe we could make it, but—”


    Lhin nodded. Surely the Great Ones were kind. His hearts were warm as he thought of the many seeds carefully wrapped and stored that could be made to grow with the needed copper. And now the Earth man was willing to help. A little longer and all would be well.


    “No need to make,” he piped happily. “Simple stuff. The seed or I can make it, in us. But we need Nra to make it. See.” He pulped a handful of rock from the basket lying near, chewed it carefully, and indicated that it was being changed inside him.


    Fats awoke to greater attention. “Do that again, monkey!”


    Lhin obliged, curious to note that they apparently ate nothing other life had not prepared for them. “Darn. Rocks—just plain rocks—and he eats them. Has he got a craw like a bird, Slim?”


    “He digests them. If you’ve read of those half-plant, half-animal things the Martians came from, you’ll know what his metabolism’s like. Look, Lhin, I take it you mean an element. Sodium, calcium, chlorine? No, I guess you’d have all those. Iodine, maybe? Hmmm.” He went over a couple of dozen he could imagine having anything to do with life, but copper was not among them, by accident, and a slow fear crept up into the Lunarite’s thoughts. This strange barrier to communication—would it ruin all?


    He groped for the answer—and relaxed. Of course, though no common word existed, the element itself was common in structure. Hurriedly, he flipped the pages of the code book to a blank one and reached for the Earth man’s pencil. Then, as Slim and Fats stared curiously, he began sketching hi the atomic structure of copper, particle by particle, from the center out, as the master physicists of his race had discovered it to be.


    It meant nothing to them. Slim handed the paper back, shaking his head. “Fella, if I’m right in thinking that’s a picture of some atom, we’ve got a lot to learn back on earth. Wheeoo!”


    Fats twisted his lips. “If that’s an atom, I’m a fried egg. Come on, Slim, it’s sleepy time and you’ve fooled away half a day. Anyhow, I want to talk that radioactive business over with you. It’s so strong it’d cook us in half an hour if we weren’t wearing these portable nullifiers—yet the monkey seems to thrive on it. I got an idea.”


    Slim came back from his brown study and stared at his watch. “Darn it! Look, Lhin, don’t give up yet, we’ll talk all this over tomorrow again. But Fats is right; it’s time for us to sleep. So long, fella.”


    Lhin nodded a temporary farewell in his own tongue and slumped back on his rough bed. Outside, he heard Fats extolling a scheme of some kind for getting out the radioactives with Lhin’s help, somehow, and Sum’s protesting voice. But he paid no attention. The atomic structure had been right, he knew, but they were only groping toward it in their science, and their minds knew too little of the subject to enable them to grasp his pictures.


    Chemical formulae? Reactions that would eliminate others, one by one? If they were chemists, perhaps, but even Slim knew too little for that. Yet, obviously, unless there was no copper on Earth, there was an answer somewhere. Surely the Great Ones whom they called God would never answer generations of faithful prayer with a mockery! There was an answer, and while they slept, he would find it, though he had to search through every record roll for clues.


    * * * *


    Hours later he was trudging across the plain toward the ship, hope high again. The answer, once found, was simple. All elements formed themselves into families and classes. Slim had mentioned sodium, and copper was related in the more primitive tables, such as Earth might use. More important, its atomic number was twenty-nine by theory elementary enough for any race that could build rockets.


    The locks were open, and he slipped through both, the wavering half-formed thoughts of the men leading him to them unerringly. Once in their presence, he stopped, wondering about their habits. Already he had learned that what held true for his people was not necessarily the rule with them, and they might not approve of his arousing a sleeper. Finally, torn between politeness and impatience, he squatted on the metal floor, clutching the record roll, his nostrils sampling the metals around him. Copper was not there; but he hadn’t expected so rare an element, though there were others here that he failed completely to recognize and guessed were among the heavy ones almost lacking on the moon.


    Fats gurgled and scrimmaged around with his arms, yawned, sat up, still half asleep. His thoughts were full of some Earth person of the female element which Lhin had noted was missing in these two, and what he’d do “when he got rich.” Lhin was highly interested hi the thought pictures until he realized that it would be best not to intrude on these obviously secret things. He withdrew his mind just as the man noted him.


    Fats was never at his best while waking up. He came to his feet with a bellow and grabbed for something. “Why, you sneaking little monkey! Trying to slip up and cut our—”


    Lhin squealed and avoided the blow that would have left him a shapeless blob, uncertain of how he had offended, but warned by caution to leave. Physical fear was impossible to him—too many generations had grown and died with no need of it. But it came as a numbing shock that these beings would actually kill another intelligent person. Was life so cheap on Earth?


    “Hey! Hey, Fats, stop it!” Sinn had awakened at the sound of the commotion, and a hasty glance showed Lhin that he was holding the other’s arms. “Lay off, will you? What’s going on?”


    But now Fats was fully awake and calming down. He dropped the metal bar and grinned wryly. “I dunno. I guess he meant all right, but he was sitting there with that metal thing in his hands, staring at me, and I figured he meant to cut my throat or something. I’m all right now. Come on back, monkey; it’s all right.”


    Slim let his partner go and nodded at Lhin. “Sure, come back, fella. Fats has some funny ideas about non-humans, but he’s a good-hearted egg, on the whole. Be a good doggie and he won’t kick you—he might even scratch your ears.”


    “Nuts.” Fats was grinning, good nature restored. He knew Slim meant it as a crack, but it didn’t bother him; what was wrong with treating Marshies and monkeys like what they were? “Whatcha got there, monkey? More pictures that mean nothing?”


    Lhin nodded in imitation of their assent gesture and held out the roll to Slim; Fats’ attitude was no longer unfriendly, but he was an unknown quantity, and Slim seemed the more interested. “Pictures that mean much, I hope. Here is Nra, twenty-nine, under sodium.”


    “Eight column periodic table,” Slim told Fats. “At least, it looks like one. Get me the handbook, will you? Ummm. Under sodium, No. 29. Sodium, potassium, copper. And it’s No. 29, all right. That it, Lhin?”


    Lhin’s eyes were blazing with triumph. Grace to the Great Ones. “Yes, it is copper. Perhaps you have some? Even a gram, perhaps?”


    “Ten thousand grams, if you like. According to your notions, we’re lousy with the stuff. Help yourself.”


    Fats cut in. “Sure, monkey, we got copper, if that’s the stuff you’ve been yelling about. What’ll you pay for it?”


    “Pay?”


    “Sure, give in return. We help you; you help us. That’s fair, isn’t it?”


    It hadn’t occurred to Lhin, but it did seem fair. But what had he to give? And then he realized what was in the man’s mind. For the copper, he was to work, digging out and purifying the radioactives that gave warmth and light and life to the crater, so painfully brought into being when the place was first constructed, transmuted to meet the special needs of the people who were to live there. And after him, his sons and their sons, mining and sweating for Earth, and being paid in barely enough copper to keep Earth supplied with laborers. Fats’ mind filled again with dreams of the other Earth creature. For that, he would doom a race to life without pride or hope or accomplishment. Lhin found no understanding in it. There were so many of those creatures on Earth—why should his enslavement be necessary? Nor was enslavement all. Eventually, doom was as certain that way as the other, once Earth was glutted with the radioactives, or when the supply here dropped below the vital point, great as the reserve was. He shuddered under the decision forced upon him.


    Slim’s hand fell on his shoulder. “Fats has things slightly wrong, Lhin. Haven’t you, Fats?”


    There was something in Slim’s hand, something Lhin knew dimly was a weapon. The other man squirmed, but his grin remained.


    “You’re touched, Slim, soft. Maybe you believe all this junk about other races’ equality, but you won’t kill me for it. I’m standing pat—I’m not giving away my copper.”


    And suddenly Slim was grinning, too, and putting the weapon back. “Okay, don’t. Lhin can have my copper. There’s plenty on the ship in forms we can spare, and don’t forget I own a quarter of it.”


    Fats’ thoughts contained no answer to that. He mulled it over slowly, then shrugged. Slim was right enough about it, and could do as he wanted with his share. Anyhow— “Okay, have it your way. I’ll help you pry it off wherever it is, or dig it out How about that wire down in the engine locker?”


    * * * *


    Lhin stood silently watching them as they opened a small locker and rummaged through it, studying the engines and controls with half his mind, the other half quivering with ecstasy at the thought of copper—not just a handful, but all he could carry, in pure form, easily turned into digestible sulphate with acids he had already prepared for his former attempt at collecting it. In a year, the crater would be populated again, teeming with life. Perhaps three or four hundred sons left, and as they multiplied, more and yet more.


    A detail of the hookup he was studying brought that part of his mind uppermost, and he tugged at Slim’s trouser leg. “The…that…is not good, is it?”


    “Huh? No, it isn’t, fella. That’s what brought us here. Why?”


    “Then, without radioactives, I can pay. I will fix it.” A momentary doubt struck him. “That is to pay, is it not?”


    Fats heaved a coil of wonderful-smelling wire out of the locker, wiped off sweat, and nodded. “That’s to pay, all right, but you let those things alone. They’re bad enough, already, and maybe even Slim can’t fix it.”


    “I can fix.”


    “Yeah. What school did you get your degree in electronics from? Two hundred feet in this coil, makes fifty for him. You gonna give it all to him, Slim?”


    “Guess so.” Slim was looking at Lhin doubtfully, only half-watching as the other measured and cut the wire. “Ever touched anything like that before, Lhin? Controls for the ion feed and injectors are pretty complicated in these ships. What makes you think you can do it—unless your people had things like this and you studied the records.”


    Lhin fought for words as he tried to explain. His people had nothing like that—their atomics had worked from a different angle, since uranium was almost nonexistent on the moon, and they had used a direct application of it. But the principles were plain to him, even from what he could see outside; he could feel the way it worked in his head.


    “I feel. When I first grew, I could fix that. It is the way I think, not the way I learn, though I have read all the records. For three hundred million of your years, my people have learned it—now I feel it.”


    “Three hundred million years! I knew your race was old when you told me you were born talking and reading, but—galloping dinosaurs!”


    “My people saw those things on your world, yes,” Lhin assured him solemnly. “Then I shall fix?”


    Slim shook his head in confusion and handed over a tool kit without another word. “Three hundred million years, Fats, and during almost all that time they were farther ahead than we are now. Figure that one out. When we were little crawling things living off dinosaur eggs, they were flirting from planet to planet—only I don’t suppose they could stay very long; six times normal gravity for them. And now, just because they had to stay on a light world and their air losses made them gather here where things weren’t normal, Lhin’s all that’s left.”


    “Yeah, and how does that make him a mechanic?” “Instinct. In the same amount of time, look at the instincts the animals picked up—what to eat, enemy smells, caring for their young … He has an instinct for machinery; he doesn’t know all about it, probably, but he can instinctively feel how a tiling should work. Add to that the collection of science records he was showing me and the amount of reading he’s probably done, and there should be almost nothing he couldn’t do to a machine.”


    There wasn’t much use in arguing, Fats decided, as he watched what was happening. The monkey either fixed things or they never would leave now. Lhin had taken snips and disconnected the control box completely; now he was taking that to pieces, one thing at a time. With a curious deftness, he unhooked wires, lifted out tubes, and uncoupled transformers.


    It seemed simple enough to him. They had converted energy from the atomic fuel, and they used certain forces to ionize matter, control the rate of ionization, feed the ions to the rocket tubes, and force them outward at high speed through helices. An elementary problem in applied electronics, to govern the rate and control the ionization forces.


    With small quick hands he bent wires into coils, placed other coils in relation, and coupled a tube to the combination. Around the whole, other coils and tubes took shape, then a long feeder connected to the pipe that carried the compound to be ionized, and bus bars to the energy intakes. The injectors that handled the feeding of ions were needlessly complicated, but he let them alone, since they were workable as they were. It had taken him less than fifteen minutes.


    “It will work now. But use care when you first try it. Now it makes all work, not a little as it did before.”


    Slim inspected it. “That all? What about this pile of stuff you didn’t use?”


    “There was no need. It was very poor. Now it is good.” As best he could he explained to Slim what happened when it was used now; before, it would have taken a well-trained technician to describe, even with the complicated words at his command. But what was there now was the product of a science that had gone beyond the stumbling complications of first attempts. Something was to be done, and was done, as simply as possible. Slim’s only puzzle was that it hadn’t been done that way in the first place—a normal reaction, once the final simplification is reached. He nodded.


    “Good. Fats, this is the business. You’ll get about 99.99 percent efficiency now, instead of the 20 percent maximum before. You’re all right, Lhin.”


    Fats knew nothing of electronics, but it had sounded right as Lhin explained, and he made no comment. Instead, he headed for the control room. “Okay, we’ll leave here, then. So long, monkey.”


    Slim gathered up the wire and handed it to Lhin, accompanying him to the air lock. On the ground, as the locks closed, the Moon man looked up and managed an Earth smile. “I shall open the doors above for you to go through. And you are paid, and all is fair, not so? Then—so long, Slim. The Great Ones love you, that you have given my people back to me.”


    “Adios,” Slim answered, and waved, just before the doors came shut. “Maybe we’ll be back sometime and see how you make out.”


    * * * *


    Back in the cave, Lhin fondled the copper and waited for the sounds the rockets would make, filled with mixed emotions and uncertainties. The copper was pure ecstasy to him, but there were thoughts in Fats’ mind which were not all clear. Well, he had the copper for generations to come; what happened to his people now rested on the laps of the Great Ones.


    He stood outside the entrance, watching the now-steady rocket blast upward and away, carrying with it the fate of his race. If they told of the radioactives, slavery and extinction. If they remained silent, perhaps a return to former greatness, and passage might be resumed to other planets, long deserted even at the height of their progress; but now planets bearing life and intelligence instead of mere jungles. Perhaps, in time, and with materials bought from other worlds with ancient knowledge, even a solution that would let them restore their world to its ancient glory, as they had dreamed before hopelessness and the dark wings of a race’s night had settled over them.


    As he watched, the rocket spiraled directly above him, cutting the light off and on with a shadow like the beat of wings from the mists of antiquity, when winged life had filled the air of the moon. An omen, perhaps, those sable wings that reached up and passed through the roof as he released the slides, then went skimming out, leaving all clear behind. But whether a good omen or ill, he had not decided.


    He carried the copper wire back to the nursery.


    And on the ship, Slim watched Fats wiggle and try to think, and there was amusement on his face. “Well, was he good? As good as any human, perhaps?”


    “Yeah. All right, better. I’ll admit anything you want He’s as good as I am—maybe he’s better. That satisfy you?”


    “No.” Slim was beating the iron while it was hot “What about those radioactives?”


    Fats threw more power into the tubes, and gasped as the new force behind the rockets pushed him back into his seat. He eased up gently, staring straight ahead. Finally he shrugged and turned back to Slim.


    “Okay, you win. The monkey keeps his freedom and I keep my lip buttoned. Satisfied now?”


    “Yeah.” Slim was more than satisfied. To him, also, things seemed an omen of the future, and proof that idealism was not altogether folly. Some day the wings of dark prejudice and contempt for others might lift from all Earth’s Empire, as they were lifting from Fats’ mind. Perhaps not in his time, but eventually; and intelligence, not race, would rule.


    “Well satisfied, Fats,” he said. “And you don’t need to worry about losing too much. We’ll make all the money we can ever spend from the new principles of Lhin’s hookup; I’ve thought of a dozen applications already. What do you figure on doing with your share?”


    Fats grinned. “Be a damned fool. Help you start your propaganda again and go around kissing Marshies and monkeys. Wonder what our little monkey’s thinking?” Lhin wasn’t thinking, then; he’d solved the riddle of the factors in Fats’ mind, and he knew what the decision would be. Now he was making copper sulphate, and seeing dawn come up where night had been too long. There’s something beautiful about any dawn, and this was very lovely to him.


    * * * *
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    LESTER AND JUDY-LYNN DEL REY, by Frederik Pohl


    Quite a few years ago— well, about seventy of them, to be exact—I was the teenage editor of two professional science-fiction magazines for the giant pulp firm of Popular Publications. I didn’t pay much for the stories that went into my magazines but I did pay something, and so most of the science-fiction writers of that era dropped by from time to time to see if I would care to relieve them of some of their stack of Astounding rejects.


    People like hoary old Ray Cummings and bright-minted new stars like L. Sprague de Camp came by my little office at the end of 42d Street, just where it stops dead at the East River, and one day our switchboard girl, Ethel Klock, informed me that I had a new visitor named Lester del Rey.


    Though I’d never met the man, I knew the name; I had seen it, enviously, any number of times on the Astounding contents page. “Shoot him right in!” I commanded, hoping that he would come bearing manuscripts, and a couple of minutes later there he was, short, angel-faced, no more than a couple of years older than myself—and, yes, with two short-story manuscripts in his hands!


    There is an established procedure for such events. It doesn’t allow the editor to snatch the typescripts from the author’s hands, or the author to throw them in from the doorway without a word. There has to be a little chatting back and forth first, so I had to wait until Lester was back in the elevator to start reading. The stories were short. I finished them both in a quarter of an hour.


    Then I rejected them both.


    What was wrong with them? I don’t remember. What were they about? I don’t remember that, either. And not only did I bounce them, so did every other editor Lester showed them to. Years later I asked him what had become of them. He said he had no idea, didn’t remember anything about them, and hoped I would never ask him such an embarrassing question again.


    So that was my unpromising start to knowing Lester del Rey. Fortunately, later on things got better.


    Later on things did, but it took a few years. John Campbell got over his nasty habit of rejecting any of Lester’s stories, so Lester had nothing to sell me; and then the Air Force invited me to join them for World War II so I had no magazine to buy them for, anyway. Then, postwar, Lester and I ran into each other now and then at various gatherings, and then in 1947 we ran into a big one. That was the ’47 World Science Fiction Convention in Philadelphia.


    We were both there. When it was over we were having a cup of coffee together somewhere when we got to thinking. We had had such a great time mingling again with our nearest and dearest (as well as some of our farthest and dislikedest) from the world of science fiction that we decided we really ought to organize some sort of local sf group so we could do more of it. So Lester commandeered a couple of his friends and brought them to my Greenwich Village apartment, where I had collected a few of mine, and we sat down and created the Hydra Club. (Why Hydra? Because there were nine of us there, and the mythological Hydra had had nine heads.)


    This was a definite public service, because for years thereafter the Hydra Club had become the place where sf writers from out of town visited when they came to New York in order to find people they could talk to. (Out of town sometimes meant very out of town—in the case of Arthur Clarke or W. Olaf Stapledon, the United Kingdom; in the case of A. Bertram Chandler, from about as far away as you could get without leaving our planet entirely, namely Australia.)


    Nor was Hydra merely a place where you could exchange trade gossip with colleagues. Lester and I both found wives there, and we two couples made a habit of going to cons together. What made that easy was that after a while Lester and Evelyn del Rey came out to visit with Carol and me and our growing number of children in our big old house in Red Bank, New Jersey. The del Reys’ intention was to spend a weekend. They wound up staying seventeen years—well, seventeen years in the neighborhood, anyway, since after a while they bought a house of their own down the street. It might have been longer, but one day, driving to a small vacation in Florida, their car got entangled in the wake of an eighteen-wheeler and was sent spinning off the road. Evelyn was thrown clear, but then the car rolled over on her and she was killed.


    After that Lester could not stay in their house. He sold it for a pitiful amount—furniture, books, wine cellar and all—to the first person who thought to make him an offer, and moved back to the city.


    For all those years we had been keeping busy, Lester writing, me doing some of that but also fooling around with editing and other diversions. After putting together a string of anthologies for Ian Ballantine, I wound up as editor of a couple of science-fiction magazines, Galaxy and If. It was not a well-paying job but I loved it. It gave some welcome perks, including a full-time assistant.


    When I needed to hire a new one I interviewed a recent Barnard graduate named Judy-Lynn Benjamin, who seemed to be bright and energetic enough for the job, but presented two worrisome problems. One was that her specialty was the works of James Joyce and she knew nothing at all about science fiction. That, I figured, could be handled; I would not ask her to make any buy-or-bounce decisions, and everything else I could easily teach her.


    The other struck me as tougher. Judy-Lynn was an achondroplastic dwarf, not much over three feet tall, and I didn’t know how she would manage to reach the top drawers of the filing cabinets. But I took a chance, and actually she worked out rather well, turning out to be capable of managing anything at all. After I left the magazines, Judy-Lynn went to work for Ballantine Books, winding up running the enterprise, which is why its current avatar, Del Rey Books, was named after her.


    Lester entered the picture when my publisher, Bob Guinn, urged me to add a fantasy magazine to my group. I had nothing against fantasy, but I didn’t have a great deal of interest in it, and anyway I didn’t want to add to my work load. So I persuaded Lester, now a widower for some years, to come aboard as its editor. He did well, and the three of us got along well, too, in fact better than I realized until I got a phone call from Lester to say that he and Judy-Lynn were getting married, and would I care to be his best man?


    I would. They did it. And after a while, he joined Judy-Lynn at Ballantine, and—no surprise to anyone who knew them—with Lester handling the fantasy side of the operation while Judy-Lynn continued with the SF, they were fabulously successful, leading the field in the number of their books that wound up on the New York Times bestseller list.


    What made Judy-Lynn successful? The answer to that is simply that she worked with (and/or married) three of the best editors around, studied what they did attentively and learned from all of them. (I know that makes me sound immodest, but I learned from the best there was, namely J. W. Campbell.)


    Lester had a whole other style. Lester took as his model some of the historically great editors of the past and, like them, questioned every phrase and comma in every manuscript he accepted and made the authors rewrite, rewrite, rewrite. It paid off—once when I was having lunch with Lester’s boss he told me that he believed Lester was the most profitable editor in the publishing industry—but it was arduous. Some authors dumped the man who had made them bestsellers in favor of some other editor who might give them a less stressful life.


    So the del Reys were riding high, but it came to an end. One of the penalties of being an achondroplastic dwarf is the likelihood of a short life span. After some very good years, Judy-Lynn had a massive stroke and then died of it, and a few years later Lester followed her.


    Other husband-wife editorial teams in science fiction and fantasy—Ian and Betty Ballantine, Donald and Elsie Wollheim—have done wonderfully well, but in making that Times list, no one has done better than the del Reys, and I don’t really think anyone ever will.


    * * * *


    Longtime editor, agent, and author Frederik Pohl is a SFWA Grand Master and seven-time Hugo Award-winner. This essay first appeared on Pohl’s The Way the Future Blogs (www.thewaythefutureblogs.com), an online sequel to his 1979 autobiography, The Way the Future Was.

  


  
    RAYMOND Z. GALLUN


    (1911–1994)


    Well-known in the 1930s and ’40s and almost forgotten today, Raymond Zinke Gallun (pronounced like balloon) was a fixture in the early years of Astounding, first with editor F. Orlin Tremaine and then with John W. Campbell. Unlike many early science fiction writers, there really was science in Gallun’s stories: He felt that alien worlds and creatures needed to be credible and scientifically plausible, rather than just convenient plot devices. His writing may not be widely remembered today, but it was enormously influential on many future hard SF writers who absorbed his stories while growing up.


    Gallun was a wanderer in his youth, and did almost all of his wrting during that time. He left the University of Wisconsin after a year to travel abroad, working at odd jobs to support himself while traveling through Europe (where he briefly married) and around the world. He sold his first science fiction story as a teenager in 1929 and continued to write prolifically in the years leading up to World War II, selling most of his 120 stories in that time. He had another burst of writing in the early 1950s, then wrote only a handful of works (including four of his five novels) in the last forty years of his life. “Old Faithful,” first published in 1934, is probably his best-known story and led to sequels “The Son of Old Faithful” (1935) and “Child of the Stars” (1936).


    Nowadays a story about a sympathetic alien hardly seems shocking, and there’s still a certain sweetness to the story. When “Old Faithful” was published, however, aliens were generally voracious bug-eyed monsters—sometimes just to be villainous and sometimes as an expression of racial or colonial views by other means. In Before the Golden Age, Isaac Asimov wrote about how the trend away from aliens as analogues for Eurocentrism may have been inevitable given the reaction against the Nazi attitudes that were just beginning the process of tearing Europe apart. “But if the trend was inevitable,” said Asimov, “Gallun nevertheless was the first to take advantage of it in a really effective manner.”

  


  
    OLD FAITHFUL, by Raymond Z. Gallun


    First published in Astounding Science Fiction, December 1934


    If Number 774 had been a human being, he might have cursed bitterly or he might have wept. Certainly he had reason to do so. But Number 774 was not a human being. His fragile form bore not the slightest resemblance to that of a man; he knew nothing of smiles or frowns or tears, and whatever emotions passed within his cool, keen mind were hidden even to members of his own race.


    The two messengers who had come to his workshop that afternoon had not seen into his heart, and he received their message with the absolute outward calm that was characteristic of his kind—at the end of forty days Number 774 must die. He had lived the allotted span fixed by the Rulers.


    With food and water as scarce as they were, no one had the right to live longer unless he had proved through the usefulness of his achievements that it was for the good of all that he be granted an extension. Otherwise the young and strong must always replace the old and weak.


    In the opinion of the Rulers the work of Number 774 was not useful; it was without value and was even wasteful. An extension of life-span could not be considered; Number 774 must die.


    Having imparted this information the messengers had crept into the streamlined hull of their ornithopter. Silvery wings had flapped, and the weird craft had lifted lightly, circled the great isolated workshop once in parting salute, and then had sped off into the west toward a distant city.


    In obedience to some impulse Number 774 had ascended to a high-placed window in the towering wall of his domicile, to watch the ornithopter go. But long after the glinting metallic speck of its form had vanished into the sunset, Number 774 continued to stare out toward the west. Pools of purple shade swelled and broadened in the hollows between the dunes of the Martian desert that stretched in undulating flatness to the far horizon.


    The sun sank out of sight, leaving only a faint reddish glow that quickly faded out at the rim of the world. The Martian sky, deep purple and shot with stars even during the day, became almost black, and the stars, veiled by an atmosphere only one-sixth as dense as that of Earth, gleamed with a steady and eerie brilliance that is never seen by terrestrial observers.


    It was a strange, beautiful sight, and perhaps in other circumstances something fine and paradoxically human in Number 774’s being might have appreciated its wild and lonely grandeur. But natural splendors could scarcely have interested him now, for his mind was too full of other things.


    In the sky was a tiny gray-green streak which he knew marked the position of an approaching comet. For a long moment he stared at it; and then his gaze wandered up among the welter of stars and sought out a greenish silver speck far brighter than any of its fellows.


    For many minutes his attention clung unwavering to that brilliant point of light. He knew more about that planet than any other inhabitant of Mars. He had never heard its name, nor in fact did he have a vocal name of his own for it. To him it was just the world which held the third orbital position in order from the sun. And yet, for him, there was concentrated in it all the hopes and all the fascination of a lifetime of painstaking work and effort.


    Gradually, by patient, methodical observation, he had wrested a few of its secrets from it. He had learned the composition of its atmosphere; he could describe its climates accurately; he even knew something about its soil. But beyond such superficial information for a long time it seemed that he could never go.


    And then one night when, with stoical resignation, he had all but laid aside his fondest dream, a sign had come. The third planet, Earth, was inhabited by thinking beings. It was not a spectacular sign; neither was his conclusion guesswork. Number 774’s telescope had revealed, on the darkened side of Earth, between the limbs of its crescent, a barely discernible flicker of light flashes, evenly spaced, and repeated at perfectly regular intervals. Only a high order of intelligence could have produced such signals.


    Dominated by a new zeal, Number 774 had constructed a gigantic apparatus and had duplicated the Earthian signals flash for flash. Immediately he had been answered. Then he had tried a new arrangement of flashes, and the unknown beings on Planet Three had seen, for they had repeated his signals perfectly.


    For five Martian years, the equivalent of nearly ten passages of the Earth around the sun, he and the unimaginable entities on that other world, hardly ever less than thirty-five million miles away, had labored on the colossal problem of intelligent communication.


    The results of their efforts had been small and discouraging; yet in ten or twenty years even that gigantic enigma might have yielded to persistence, ingenuity, and the indomitable will to do. But now no such thing could be. In forty days Number 774 would no longer exist. Nor would there be another to carry on his work.


    Study of the third world could not produce more food or make water more plentiful. The Rulers would dismantle all the marvelous equipment that he had assembled to aid him in his quest for useless and impractical knowledge. The veil of mystery would remain drawn over Planet Three for many thousands of years, perhaps forever.


    But it was the Rulers’ privilege to command and to expect unquestioning obedience. Never once in a millennium had their authority been disputed; for the very existence of the dominant race of Mars, a world aged almost to the limit of its ability to support life, depended on absolute spartan loyalty and discipline. Revolt now was unheard of; it could not be.


    Did Number 774 feel resentment over his fate? Or did he accept his sentence with the stoicism of a true child of Mars? There was no way of telling. His position was almost unduplicated in the annals of the Red Planet, and, in consequence, his reactions may have been out of the ordinary. Almost never before had a creature of his kind wandered so far along the road of impractical knowledge, or had received the notice of the termination of life-span so inopportunely.


    And so Number 774 continued to gaze up at the green star that had been included in every dream and effort of his existence. Thoughts and feelings must have tumbled in riotous confusion inside his brain.


    After a while Phobos, the nearer moon, mounted up over the western* horizon and began its rapid march among the stars. Its pallid radiance converted everything into a half-seen fairyland of tarnished silver and ebony, the dunes of the lonely desert extending mile on mile in every direction, the low, fortlike walls of Number 774’s workshop, the great shining dome of metal that capped it. Nothing was clearly discernible, nothing seemed real.


    The coming of Phobos aroused Number 774 from his lethargy. It may be that he realized that time was fleeting, and that an hour could ill be spared from the forty days of life that still remained to him. At a deft touch the crystal pane that glazed the window before him slipped aside, and a faint night breeze, arid, and chilled far below zero, blew in upon him.


    Edging his strange form forward, he leaned far out of the window and seemed intent upon creeping headlong down the rough stone wall. Long slender portions of his anatomy clutched the sill, and he hung inverted like a roosting bat of Earth. But otherwise there was not the remotest resemblance between Number 774 and a winged terrestrial mammal.


    If, by means of some miraculous transition, an Earthman had suddenly found himself standing there on the desert and looking up at the wall of the workshop close above, he might not even have recognized Number 774 as a living creature in the shifting, uncertain moonlight. Amid the fantastic jumble of light and shade he would have seen only a blob of rusty brown color that might have been just the distorted shadow of one of the stone projections that jutted from the wall.


    If he had looked closer he might have believed that the thing he saw was a small bundle of ancient and rotten rags dangling from the window ledge, with long, loose tatters stirring idly in the faint breeze. Still, the glint of bright metal from Number 774’s equipment would have puzzled him, and perhaps the suggestively gruesome aspect of this unknown and poorly illuminated object.


    From his dangling position Number 774 sucked a great breath of cold air into his complex breathing organs. The frigid tang of the night refreshed him and seemed to endow him with new life. One last glance he cast toward the glory of the Martian heavens. At sight of Earth and the threadlike speck of the comet, his great eyes, dark and limpid and more nearly human than anything else about him, flashed briefly with a vague, slumberous suggestion of something pent up behind a barrier that was none too strong to hold it back. Then Number 774 drew himself up into the window.


    Three jointed rods of metal unfolded themselves from the complicated arrangement of mechanisms that was fastened to his fragile body, and in a moment he was striding along on them like a man, down a green-lighted cylindrical passage that extended off into misty obscurity. A faint and regular clicking came from the device, but Number 774 did not hear it. He knew of sound only as a vibration detectable by his keen sense of touch, and as a phenomenon registered by his scientific instruments, for Number 774 had no organs of hearing.


    His steps seemed hurried and feverish. Perhaps some un-Martian plan was already half formulated in his restless and troubled mind.


    The tunnel debouched at last into a colossal chamber where gigantic flying buttresses swept up and up through a misty green glow to meet the sides of an enormous rotunda of white metal that roofed the room.


    Enigmatic forms of weird apparatus crowded in bewildering complexity against the walls. Tipped at a steep angle at the center of the floor was a vast cylinder of webby girders. Piercing the dome, opposite the upper end of the cylinder, was a circular opening through which a portion of the starlit sky was visible; and at the base of the cylinder a great bowl rotated rapidly, like a huge wheel.


    Here was the observatory of Number 774, housing his telescope, and here were the controlling mechanisms of his signaling apparatus. He hurried up a steep ramp, from the upper end of which he could look down into the interior of the great rotating bowl. His eyes glanced critically over the device, searching for any possible slight disorder in its function. But there was none.


    To an Earthman acquainted with astronomical equipment, the purpose of the rotating bowl would have been at once apparent, and he would have marveled at the simple cleverness of this piece of Martian ingenuity.


    The bowl contained mercury. As the container spun on its perfectly balanced axis, centrifugal force caused the mercury to spread in a thin, precisely distributed layer over the inside of the bowl, forming a convex surface that acted admirably as a mirror for Number 774’s gigantic reflecting telescope. Its area, and its consequent light-collecting capacity, was many times greater than any rigid mirror that could have been constructed without flaws.


    Satisfied with his inspection, Number 774 hoisted himself nimbly to a small platform, high-placed among the spidery girders of the chamber. His movements were quick and catlike, yet coolly efficient, and he seemed bent upon making use of every moment of life that remained to him.


    His eyes almost lambent with eagerness, he stared into the large crystal sphere which the platform supported. From a prismatic arrangement fixed to the telescope arrangement above, an invisible beam of light came down, impinging on the sphere, and causing the picture which Number 774 was so intent upon to appear.


    In the depths of the crystal was an image of the third world. Earth. Since it was to sunward and nearing inferior conjunction with Mars, most of its surface that was turned to the Red Planet was in shadow and could not be seen. Only a thin curve of light fringed one hemisphere.


    Visible in the crescent were mottled areas of gray and green and brown, which Number 774 knew were oceans, continents, deserts, and verdant countryside. The shifting blurs of clouds, the winding rivers, and the snow-capped mountain chains, he could recognize and understand, too; but there was so much that distance and the distorting effects of two atmospheres left hidden and seemingly unattainable—things about which he had longed so passionately to see and to know.


    A delicate bundle of pink filaments that terminated one of Number 774’s stalklike limbs rested on a tiny lever before him. The threadlike tentacles, marvelously adapted and trained for the finest and most accurate sort of work, moved the lever slightly to the right.


    Immediately there was responding movement in the heavy parts of the huge telescope, and the image of Planet Three in the crystal globe began to grow. Mountains loomed larger; seas and continents swelled until the whole of the image of the terrestrial sphere could not occupy the globe, and all that could be seen was a small part of the illuminated crescent.


    For a while, as the increase in magnification went on, details on Planet Three were brought more clearly into view; but presently, as the picture grew larger and larger, it began to tremble and to undulate, as if it were seen through a million atmospheric heat waves.


    As the power of the telescope was increased still further, the flickering, jumping, shifting luminescence that appeared in the vision globe became totally incoherent and meaningless and bore no slight relationship to an Earthly scene. Number 774’s huge optical instrument was failing before one of the same obstacles to magnification that terrestrial observers have noted in their telescopes.


    The gaseous envelopes of Earth and Mars, with their countless irregular air currents and varying indices of refraction due to differences in temperature and humidity, were distorting the image-bearing rays of light coming from Earth across fifty million miles of space and rendering magnification beyond a certain point useless The telescope of Number 774 still had many Martian units of magnification in reserve but for probing into the mysteries of Planet Three that reserve was of not the least value


    Still, Number 774 often gave his instrument full power in the vain hope, perhaps that some day, by some trick of fate, the atmospheres of the two worlds would be quiet enough and clear enough to give him a momentary glimpse into the unknown. But the opportunity for such a glimpse had never come.


    Cool and collected, Number 774 brought his telescope back to the limit of effective magnification. In response to the manipulation of some instrument, the image of Planet Three shifted so that no portion of the crescent was visible. The crystal globe was dark, but Number 774 knew that the third world was within the field of view.


    Unerringly, guided by his instruments, he fixed his telescope on a certain spot on the dark side of Planet Three. He knew that shrouded in the shadows of the night hemisphere of that distant world there was a great continent extending broad and diversified, between two vast oceans. It had lofty ranges of snow-crowned mountains extensive plains green with an unknown vegetation, great lakes, and winding rivers. In the southwestern portion of that continent was a desert, and near the edge of that desert was the Place of the Light—the light that was the voice of the friend he had never seen, and whose form was unimaginable to him, much though he might imagine and long to know.


    The light was not there now; only the vague, white blurs of Earthly cities dotting the darkened continent adding the mystery of their existence to the enigma of Planet Three. But Number 774 was not troubled by the absence of the light, for he had faith m it. When he had signaled, it had always appeared in answer; it would appear this time, too.


    At his touch a vast mechanism in a room far beneath the chamber of the telescope began to function silently and efficiently, building up power. Feeble and delicate and hideous though Number 774 was by Earthly standards, at a mere gesture he could evoke forces that were worthy of the gods.


    Number 774 watched a Martian version of a potentiometer. It was not like a terrestrial potentiometer. It had no graduated scale, no nervous pointer. It was just a globe of something that looked like frosted glass, from which a soft luminescence proceeded.


    First, Number 774 saw in its depths a slumberous glow of a beautiful shade quite unknown and unseeable to human eyes. It was what is called infrared on Earth. The color, being invisible to men, was of course quite indescribable, but to Number 774 it was as common as blue or yellow, for his eyes, like the eyes of some of the lower forms of Earth, were constructed to see it.


    In addition, like all Martians, he was able to distinguish the slightest difference between one shade of color and another.


    It is upon this fact that Martians depend for the accurate reading of instruments which, among men, would ordinarily have pointers and graduated scales. In any Martian meter, infrared, and of course the various shades of infrared, in their order of appearance in the spectrum, means a low reading. Red, and the shades of red, advancing toward orange, constitute somewhat higher readings. Orange, yellow, green, blue, and violet are progressively higher; while the shade at the extreme outer end of the ultraviolet band, which Martian eyes can also see, represents the highest reading.


    In short, light of various wavelengths is used in practically all Martian meters to designate readings. Low readings are represented by long wavelengths near the infrared end of the spectrum; while high readings are designated by short wavelengths near the ultraviolet end of the spectrum.


    Number 774 waited until the changing kaleidoscope of ordinary colors had passed and the delicate hue of ultraviolet had reached its maximum in the globe of the potentiometer before he made any further move. Then his tense body swayed forward, closing a complicated switch.


    The result was instantaneous. Through the circular opening in the rotunda, at which the muzzle of the telescope was pointed, a dazzling blaze of incandescence was visible in a sudden tremendous flash. The detonation that accompanied it was of a magnitude which one would have scarcely believed the rarefied atmosphere of old Mars capable of transmitting. The whole building, solidly constructed though it was, trembled with the concussion.


    For a moment the Martian night, within a radius of twenty miles or more of Number 774’s workshop, became brighter than midday, as an enormous store of energy, released from the outer surface of the metal dome which capped the observatory, poured suddenly into the atmosphere, thus forming above the workshop a vast canopy of cold light, far more intense than any aurora borealis of Earth.


    But the sudden flare died out as quickly as it had come; the echoes of the crash faded, and the calm of lonely desert and stars reasserted itself. Some eerie monster, which had unwittingly buried itself in the sand too close to the lair of Number 774, scrambled out of its warm sleeping place amid a cloud of dust and on gauzy wings sped hurriedly away from the zone of the thunder that had terrified it. As it flew, its fantastic shadow bobbed crazily over the moonlit sand.


    But Number 774 was quite oblivious of any fears his experiments might arouse in the creatures of Mars. As far as his mind was concerned, for the time being things Martian had almost ceased to exist for him. Earth, Planet Three, claimed all his attention, and there was room for nothing else. He had given his sign; now he would wait for the answer that was sure to come.


    It would take approximately nine minutes for Earth to get signals back to him. For that was the time which light, traveling at a speed of 186,000 miles per second, required to bridge twice the fifty-million-mile void lying between the two planets.


    Number 774’s weird, fragile body hunched eagerly forward on the small mat on which he squatted. His great eyes burned with the same fire of fascination which they had held when, a little while ago, he had gazed up at Earth and the approaching comet from the window in the wall of his workshop. Unwaveringly they were fixed on the spot in the darkened vision globe where the light would appear.


    Sometimes that light was too dim for his trained and sensitive eyes to see; but arranged and hooded on a carefully shaded portion of the vision globe was a Martian photoelectric cell which would pick up the faintest of light signals and convert them into electrical impulses which would be amplified and relayed to an instrument close beside Number 774.


    This instrument would reproduce the signals just as they came from Earth, but bright enough to be easily watched. Another device would record each flash for later study.


    II


    The body of Number 774 tensed suddenly. There was the first signal, flickering aint and feeble across the millions of miles of space; yet on the desert of Earth it loubtless represented flashes almost comparable with those which Number 774’s powerful sending equipment produced.


    Number 774 could barely see them in his vision globe, but the little glass bulb of the reproducing apparatus flickered them out plain and clear—long flashes, short flashes, representing the dots and dashes of the Morse code of Earth. Flash—flash—flash—flash—flash—


    “Hello, Mars! Hello, Mars! Hello, Mars! Earth calling. Earth calling. Earth calling,” the message spelled, and Number 774 was grimly in the midst of the colossal task he had set for himself.


    Lurking in the back of his mind was the realization that his death was decreed and that soon, unless something unprecedented happened, all this work of his, and of his friend of the light, must end, unfinished, before the intelligences of two worlds could really meet and exchange ideas freely. But it did not divert him or make his attention to the task in hand less keen. In fact it seemed to sharpen his wits and to add pressure to his determination.


    Still, his mind seemed divided into two parts, one of which was cool and logical and scientific, the other in a turmoil, fighting with itself and its loyalty to time-honored traditions.


    “Hello, Mars! Hello, Mars! Earth calling. Man of Mars is late—late—late—late—One two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten. Four and five are nine. Two times three is six. Man of Mars is late—late—late—late—”


    How much of this queer jangle of light flashes, spelling out Earth words and numbers in the Morse code, did Number 774 understand? How much could he understand?


    Intelligent comprehension of anything new is almost always based on an understanding of similar things previously in the experience of the individual in question. The mind of Number 774 was brilliantly clever and methodical, but what can an Earthman and a Martian have in common? Many points of contact exist, it is true, but for two entities so far removed from one another in physical form, senses, environment, and modes of living, with not the vaguest conception of what the other upon the distant world is like, such similarities of experience are extremely hard to find.


    In the first place, the messages that were coming to Number 774 were the code representations of alphabetical letters standing for various sounds which, when taken in groups, made up words of vocal speech.


    As previously stated, Number 774 had no idea of sound except as an interesting phenomenon recorded by his scientific instruments, and as a vibration detectable by his touch sense in the same way that human beings can feel sound vibrations in solid objects. He had no ears; neither did he have well-developed vocal organs.


    Strange as it may seem to us, prior to his experience with the light, he had not the faintest idea of what a word was, either a vocal word or a written word, or a word represented in the form of a group of signals. Because Martian methods of communicating with one another, and of recording knowledge, are so different from ours that a word would have been as great a mystery to him as it would have been to a newborn kitten.


    Describing sound to him, as we know it through our sense of hearing, would have been as hopeless a task as describing red to a man who has been stone-blind since birth. It simply could not be done. He might know that sound and vocal speech existed, but short of trading actual sensations with an Earthman, he could never fully comprehend. Neither could he have told us in any way how the color of ultraviolet or infrared looked, for such things are totally out of our experience.


    In the face of these enormous handicaps, in spite of his intelligence and scientific knowledge, he had been like a little child, humbly and intensely eager to learn, yet bungling and quick to make mistakes which, from an Earthman’s point of view, would often have seemed more than childish.


    Once he had tried a method of his own of establishing communication. If Earth had been peopled by a race physically and psychologically similar to the Martians, quick success might have been expected; but his efforts had evoked only a, to him, meaningless jumble of flashes from the light. Realizing that his method was not suited to Earthmen, he had given up trying to be teacher and had assumed instead the role of conscientious pupil.


    “Hello, Mars!” Those two groups of symbols had always been the beginning of every message flashed by the light; but except for seeing the unmistakable evidence of intelligence in the oft-repeated and unvarying signal, Number 774 had been quite unable at first to grasp in it any thread of meaning.


    A greeting phrase was, if possible, even more incomprehensible to him than a word itself. Try as he might, he could not understand. On Mars, where speech is not the mode of communication, greeting phrases did not exist.


    Then Earthly genius, doubtless assisted a great deal by chance, had come to his aid. Number 774 had no difficulty in separating the twenty-six alphabetical symbols of the Morse code. Nor when the Earth entities, controlling the flickerings of the light, had sent out code symbols for numerals in a sequence of 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and so on, did he have any trouble in recognizing and cataloguing each separate signal, though their meanings were still entirely unfathomable to him.


    It was when the counting proceeded above nine, and numbers of more than one digit appeared, that Number 774, after a long period of association with the riddle, had received his first faint glimmer of understanding. No; it was not really understanding yet; just a vague, intuitive intimation that something concrete and graspable was not far off.


    He had noted that there were but ten separate signals in this strange system, which was apparently quite distinct from that other mysterious system of twenty-six symbols, for the two had never yet been mixed in one signal group or word; and that, as the flashing of the signals proceeded, each symbol seemed to bear a definite relationship to the others.


    They always were in fixed sequence. 1 was followed by 2, 2 by 3, and so on through a sequence of ten. The first symbol of a two-digit number was always repeated ten times as the counting went on, while the second symbol changed according to the fixed rule which he had already noted.


    Perhaps Number 774 already had a dim notion of the terrestrial numeral system, when his friend of the light conceived the plan of sending simple problems of arithmetic. Obviously, one plus one of anything is two on the planet Mars just as certainly as it is on Earth.


    There was the real beginning. Number 774 had studied carefully the simple equations that had come to him, and at length he had been able to grasp what was meant. In a message like “3 and 3 are 6” he was presently able to see the relationship between the numeral signals. The last in the group was the sum of the preceding two.


    Finally he understood. Here was some quaint terrestrial method of expressing the unit quantity of anything. The first point of contact between Earth and Mars had been established.


    Flushed with success, Number 774 had made rapid progress for a while after he had learned about the terrestrial decimal system. If 3 and 3 are 6, and 2 and 5 are 7, then 4 and 5 are 9. Reproducing faithfully, though without clear comprehension, the intermediate letter groups of the Earthly equation he had invented, “a-n-d” and “a-r-e,” he had flashed the equation to his friend of the light: “4 and 5 are 9.”


    And the answering flicker of the light seemed to dance with an eager exultation:


    “4 and 5 are 9. 4 and 5 are 9. Yes, yes, yes. 5 and 5 are 10. 8 and 4 are 12. 9 and 7 are? 9 and 7 are?”


    Keyed to a high pitch, Number 774 had sensed immediately what was required of him. Answers were wanted. Though two-digit numbers were still something of a mystery to him, making his reply partly guesswork, he lit upon the correct representation of the sum: “9 and 7 are 16.”


    Through the succeeding months, during which the positions of the two planets were favorable for astronomical observation of each other, the work had gone on, various methods being employed. Sometimes Number 774 presented his own problems of addition, giving the answers. If his answer was correct, the light invariably flashed “Yes, yes, yes,” exultantly, and repeated the equation.


    On those rare occasions when the problems became more complex, Number 774 made mistakes, the answering message was “No, no, no,” and the correction was made.


    Thus Number 774 had gained his first knowledge of words, as represented by the twenty-six letter code alphabet. “Yes, yes, yes,” meant that he was right, and “no, no, no,” meant that he was wrong. It trickled into his mind that each group of alphabetical symbols represented, in its crude way, some definite idea. “And” and “are’’ in a simple addition problem, showed certain relationships between the numbers; and those relationships were different from the ones expressed by other words.


    A mistake he had once made had clearly demonstrated this fact to him. It was in the transition from addition problems to problems of multiplication. 10 and 2 was different from 10 times 2. 10 and 2 made 12, while 10 times 2 made 20. “Times” represented a different relationship between numbers than “and.” One indicated that the sum was to be taken, while the other indicated that the two were to be multiplied together.


    In a similar way he found out what “divided by,” “plus,” “minus,” and other words meant by noting the relationship of the numbers of the equation to the final answer.


    Once understanding simple division as it is done on Earth, Number 774 quickly grasped the decimal-position system of representing fractions. In an equation like 36 ÷ 5 equals 7.2, he could substitute Martian methods of representing values and division and correlate them with terrestrial methods. In the Martian way he knew what 36 ÷ 5 was, and of course his answer thus obtained might just as well be represented by the Earthly 7.2, for they were the same.


    Number 774 had found in the number 3.1416, part of which was a decimal fraction, the relationship of the circumference of a circle to its diameter, and so the oft-repeated message of the light, “Diameter times 3.1416 equals the circumference of a circle,” had a certain vague meaning for him that was not by any means completely understandable at once.


    “Earth, Planet 3, Mars, Planet 4,” was a message he was able to guess the meaning


    of correctly because in the Martian system numbers were used to designate planets in their order from the sun. Aided by the message, “Earth Planet 3, has 1 moon. Mars, Planet 4, has 2 moons,” he had been half able to clinch his guess.


    Stumblingly, yet reproducing the Earth words with the faithfulness of a good mimic, he had flashed: “Planet 1 has 0 moon. Planet 2 has 0 moon. Earth, Planet 3, has 1 moon. Mars, Planet 4, has 2—”


    And an enthusiastic “yes, yes, yes” had come from the light, and the dim flickering glow had gone on to tell that: “Mercury, Planet 1, has no moon. Venus, Planet 2, has no moon. Jupiter, Planet 5, has 9 moons. Saturn, Planet 6, has 10 moons—” And so on out to Pluto, Planet Nine, beyond Neptune.


    Thus Number 774 had learned the names of the planets and the meaning of the words “moon” and “planet.’’ In the same way he received a dim idea of such simple verbs as “has.”


    And so the process of his Earthly education had gone on, slowly, depending to a large extent upon brilliant though not very certain guesswork, and demanding a degree of patience in instructor and pupil for which teaching a person to talk who has been deaf, blind, and dumb since birth is but a feeble and inadequate analogy.


    Number 774 had certain knowledge of a few Earthly words and the privilege of guessing more or less accurately on a number of others. Words like “snow,” “clouds,” or “storm,” he could perhaps gather the general sense of fairly well. For whenever a great atmospheric disturbance appeared over the continent of the light, disturbing observations, the light repeated these words over and over again.


    He knew a little about the structure of the simplest of verbs and perhaps somewhat more about the forming of the plural of nouns by the addition of an “s” symbol. “Hello!” in the phrase “Hello, Mars!” still was beyond him. He could answer it correctly with “Hello, Earth!” knowing that this was the Earthly way; but the human sentiment of the greeting eluded him completely. And of course he had no sound values to give to those Earthly words which he did understand.


    Progress had been made, but the forms which the intelligences of Planet Three inhabited, their manner of living, their machines and their accomplishments, were still as much of an enigma as ever. Consummation of the great dream of intelligent communication still belonged to the future, and now there would be no future—only death and a mighty prophecy unfulfilled.


    That prophecy had been, and still was, the essence of Number 774’s life. In the face of defeat he still worked on the fulfillment of it now, as though a thousand years of usefulness still lay ahead of him. It was habit, perhaps; and meanwhile his mind smoldered with thoughts which we of Earth can only guess at.


    “You are late, Man of Mars. Late, late, late,” the dim flicker in the vision globe, and the brighter light in the reproducer bulb beside him, spelled; and Number 774 bent to his task.


    He understood sketchily most of the message. He knew that the light referred to him as “Man of Mars.” He knew that “you are” should be followed by a group of signals describing him. Only “late,” the essence of the sentence, the word which gave it sense, was new. What could “late” mean?


    Intuition told him that some circumstances which existed only for the present had combined to make him “late,” since he had never been called that before. What were those circumstances? He racked his brain over the question. Perhaps the light wished to indicate that he had been delayed in sending out his flash call-signal. But this was only a guess which could be right or wrong.


    Still, perhaps it could be clinched. Some other day he might be purposely several minutes behind in sending out his call; then, by way of beginning he could admit that he was “late” and, if his surmise had been correct, the light would confirm it.


    But the matter of this new combination of signals could wait now. Number 774 must watch for other, possibly intelligible, things which the light might flash.


    “Comet coming. Comet coming. Comet coming,” the flicker in the reproducer bulb spelled. “Comet coming toward sun, Mars, and Earth. Comet coming. Comet coming. Comet coming.”


    If Number 774 had been a man, he might have given a sudden start. And it was not the message itself that would have been responsible, even though he caught some of its meaning. “Comet” was not a word that was new in his experience; for on several occasions when one of those long-tailed wanderers had come back into the solar system, after taking its long dive out toward interstellar space, the light had flashed the information: “Comet coming.”


    Number 774 knew what “comet’’ meant, and he could differentiate vaguely between “comet coming” and “comet going,” for one indicated that the celestial visitor was entering the solar system, and the other that it was leaving. For several evenings the light had been telling him that a comet was arriving, and he had accepted the information as nothing particularly startling or new; he had been puzzled only at the significance of the other words of the message, “toward,” for instance. So far he had not been quite able to grasp “toward.”


    No; it was not the message itself that was so startling to Number 774. Somehow, tonight, the flashing of the distant light on Earth, telling in its cryptic way of the arrival of the visitor, bridged a gap between two of Number 774’s thoughts and furnished him with an inspiration—a colossal inspiration which only genius, backed up by a knowledge considerably in excess of that of mankind, and a wonder-deadening familiarity with marvelous scientific triumphs, would have dreamed possible of fulfillment.


    In one timeless instant, all of Number 774’s dreams and hopes became linked together with the comet. Might he not still be guilty of revolt against the age-honored conventions of old Mars?


    III


    Something almost electrical seemed suddenly to take possession of Number 774. His cold eyes, fixed on the reproducer bulb, glittered with impatience. The flickering message, which a moment before would have held the complete attention of his every deductive faculty, had little interest for him now. He translated the signals perfunctorily, gathering what little meaning he could from them and not bothering to puzzle over what was new. He waited with tense eagerness for the moment when the light would go out, and it would be his turn to speak. There was something which he must tell his friend of Planet Three, and he must tell it so that it would be understood. But how? How could he direct those strange, clumsy signals, of which he knew so very little, so that the information he wished to convey would be received and properly understood?


    There! The closing phrase of the message from Planet Three was coming: “Earth standing by for Mars. Earth standing by—” The scarcely noticeable speck of light in the vision globe of the telescope disappeared; the pulsating purple glow in the reproducer bulb faded out, and the darkness there seemed tense with expectancy and eager waiting. It seemed to fling an insurmountable challenge at the intellect and ingenuity of Number 774.


    In their present relative positions, Earth and Mars were about fifty million miles, or four and a half light-minutes, apart. Thus any message depending on light would of course take four and a half minutes to travel from Earth to Mars, or vice versa.


    To avoid confusion in exchanging their communications, Number 774 and his friend of Planet Three had worked out a system whereby each would send out his signals for two minutes, with an intervening pause of two minutes, during which the other could answer. This Earthly time interval Number 774 had learned to recognize and to interpret in terms of the Martian method of measuring time.


    It was his turn now; and though he had something far more important to say than ever before, he hesitated, all his cleverness seemingly check-mated by the immensity of his problem. But the lagging, slipping moments lashed his mind, driving it by sheer tenseness of determination to a higher pitch of keenness, almost, than ever before. At least he could try. He could guess, and he could stumble, but he could try.


    The little lever of the signaling mechanism trembled in his grasp, and in response to its feeble movements the signals thundered and flared from the outer surface of the dome overhead. For a full three minutes, violating the rule, Number 774 continued to send, repeating the same phrase over and over again, changing certain words each time, in the hope of hitting the right combination that would convey his meaning.


    He did not wait for a reply. Earth had already sunk low in the west, and before a reply could come the flashes arriving from the feeble station on Earth would be rendered too dim and wavering and uncertain by the almost imperceptible haze of the Martian horizon to be properly recorded. Besides, he had so little time and so much to do.


    Ponderously, under his guidance, the great telescope tube swung into line with the comet, which still rode high up in the west. The circular opening in the dome shifted automatically with the telescope, keeping opposite to its muzzle.


    The huge form of the comet’s head filled the vision globe, spreading brilliant and silvery and tenuous around the more solid spot of the glowing central nucleus.


    Delicate instruments came into play, recording and measuring speeds, distances, and densities. But this was no mere quest for abstract scientific knowledge. His eyes smoldered with a grimly definite purpose, in which the shadow of death was very near.


    But toward death Number 774’s reactions were hardly human. In the torrent of his thoughts one thing shone out clear—the comet would pass close to Mars, and it would also pass close to Earth. That fact offered a slender and stupendous possibility. But in ten days the comet would pass and his chance would be gone. Unless he could cram into that brief time more work than anything human or Martian had ever before been called upon to do, his opportunity would be gone forever.


    He finished his measurements quickly and efficiently. Switches clicked, and great mechanisms, and incredibly delicate and sensitive instruments, ceased functioning. The circular opening in the rotunda closed, hiding the stars and the comet. The observatory was at rest, for its eerie, fragile master needed it no more.


    Number 774 was hurrying down a passage, the stalky limbs of the machine that carried him making a regular, clicking sound.


    He came to a great wall that tumbled away in a murky, green-lighted haze, far beneath. Without hesitation he leaped into it and, seemingly supported and retarded in his fall by the emerald substance of the glow from the metal walls, he floated downward as gently and securely as a feather in the heavy atmosphere of Earth.


    At the bottom of the well another vast, low-ceilinged chamber spread out, its remote walls lost in the luminescent emerald murk, through which the burnished forms of gigantic machines gleamed elfinly.


    This was Number 774’s workroom, and here, now, he set to work, laboring with cool, unhurried efficiency, so characteristic of the children of dying Mars.


    Many times before he had struggled with the same problem which now held his attention, and he had learned much concerning it, yet the technical difficulties he had encountered had convinced him that the solution of that problem still lay many years in the future.


    But now something had happened. An unforeseen chance had come—a chance which might or might not be possible. It was all a gamble.


    There was no time for further experiments. Perhaps with this new opportunity there was no need for further experiments, for Number 774 grasped the underlying principles. He must plan and build; above all he must be quick and sure.


    He was thinking of a certain barren valley far out in the desert. In a thousand years, perhaps, no one had visited it except him. Aircraft hardly ever flew over that waterless sand pocket set amid the arid hills of Mars. There would be the ideal spot for the completion of his task, for here in his workshop he knew that he dared not stay.


    Delicate electrical impulses transmitted his commands, and in response five giant shapes, paradoxically human travesties wrought in shining metal, rose from their resting places to do his bidding. Under his guidance they made preparation for the exodus, gathering instruments, tools, and other paraphernalia, and packing them in metal cases; binding long arms of metal into great sheafs that would be easy to carry. Meanwhile Number 774 busied himself with a complicated Martian calculating machine.


    Thus the night passed. In the almost momentary twilight that preceded the dawn, the strange caravan set out. Number 774 had changed his identity; instead of being only a fragile lump of living protoplasm, he was now a giant of metal, like the five automatons that served him, for the powerful machine he rode was so versatile, and so quick and accurate in its responses to his every guiding gesture, that it was to all intents and purposes his body.


    A pair of wings of metal fabric disengaged themselves from the intricacies of his machine and began to flap ponderously. Number 774 soared upward on them, over his servitors that plodded along on the ground, bearing their heavy burdens. His gaze darted back briefly toward the silvery dome of his workshop and at its dusty walls, matching the slightly ocher-tinged dun color of the desert.


    But the fact that he had lived in that structure most of his life, and that he was now leaving it forever, aroused no sentiment in his mind. He had no time for sentiment now, for time was precious. Besides, he was looking forward to the trials and dangers that were certain to come soon and to the triumphs that might come with them.


    He swung and turned in the air, scanning the terrain with wary watchfulness, on guard for any possible approaching aircraft. It would not be well if he were seen, and if a flier should appear he must take cover. But there was really little danger to face as far as his own people were concerned.


    Avoidance of the death sentence imposed by the Rulers was practically without precedent. For thousands of years Martians had obeyed their Rulers’ commands so implicitly that now prisons for the detention of the condemned were unknown. When the order came, the people of Mars went to their deaths willingly and without a guard. And so it was unlikely that anyone would suspect that Number 774 had intentions of escaping execution now.


    It is hardly likely that Number 774 felt triumphant over his revolt against ancient law—possibly he even felt guilty—but his earnest eagerness to learn things that he did not know, and to give himself to the cause to which his life had been pledged, was an urge that surpassed and defied even age-old code and tradition.


    The stars, and leisurely Deimos, the farther moon, shone on an ashen haze that obscured the horizon in every direction. A mounting breeze, keen and cutting for all its thinness, blew out of the west. When the sun rose, it changed the haze of the dust-laden air to a tumultuous, fiery murk that flung long, ominous streamers of orange and red across the sky. Number 774 knew what was coming and knew the hazards that it brought.


    The wind became more and more violent, increasing by puffs and gusts, and at last settling down to a steady powerful blast of the proportions of a terrestrial hurricane. If human ears had been there to hear, they would have detected the mounting whisper and rustle of millions of flying sand particles, rubbing and sliding over each other, making a blurred and soothing purr of sound.


    As the streaming, flame-hued trains of sand thickened and mounted higher in the atmosphere, the sun dimmed to a red bubble floating in the murk, and only a bloody reminder of its normal brilliance reached the ground.


    Number 774 had descended to join his robots in their march on the ground. He had seen many of these fierce dust storms of Mars, and he accepted them as a matter of course, just as an experienced old mariner of Earth accepts tempests at sea. He himself was safely incased in an air-tight glass cage atop the machine he rode; he was breathing pure filtered air.


    The chief dangers were that the filtering equipment which fed oxygen to the engines of his automatons would become clogged, or that he would accidentally be engulfed in some newly formed bed of quicksand, hidden beneath the clouds of dust that swirled about him. But these were unavoidable dangers which must be faced.


    Under the pressure of necessity, Number 774 urged his robots to the fastest pace they could attain in the shifting desert soil. The metal giants’ long, webby limbs swung on and on steadily, into the east, breasting sand and wind, and climbing several steep rocky ridges they encountered with agile ease, in spite of their great bulk and the weight of the burdens they carried.


    Twice they crossed deep, twenty-mile-wide artificial gorges, which on Earth have earned the not entirely correct name of “canals.” Now and then during each crossing, the dry and lifeless stalks of some weird Martian vegetation would loom dimly through the storm like grotesque totem poles. The canals were as desolate as the desert itself, for it was very early in the spring, and the water from the melting polar snowcaps had not yet come down through the network of conduits and perforated pipettes buried beneath the canal bed.


    When the water did appear, vegetation would spring up in rapid growth along the bottoms of the hundreds of straight scars that had been dredged across the barren desert ages before. But as yet there was no sign of the great Martian planting machines, for it was still too early in the season even for them.


    Number 774’s wariness in crossing seemed completely unnecessary, for his eyes caught no sign of his own kind, or, in fact, of any living creature. He was as completely alone in the flat expanses of the canals as he was in the desert proper.


    Late in the afternoon he arrived at his destination. By sunset the wind had subsided and the air was clearing. The work was already underway. Two of the robots, equipped now with great scooplike claws, had excavated a vast hole in the sand. Feverishly active, the other two were assisting Number 774 with other tasks. Rods were being arranged around the pit. Something of a strange, dark substance was taking form. A stream of molten metal was pouring from a broad, squat mechanism. A thin trickle of white vapor trailed up in the quiet air.


    At dusk Number 774 paused to look up, over the rounded hills that ringed the valley, at Planet Three that hung in the western sky, gleaming regally amid its retinue of stars. The light on that distant world would flicker in vain tonight, calling eagerly to the Man of Mars. There would be no answer. Higher up, fainter and less conspicuous, was the silvery dart of the comet.


    Perhaps Number 774 was trying to imagine what his unknown friend of the light would think when no replying flicker appeared on the disk of Mars. Perhaps he was trying to imagine, as he had done so often before, what his friend of the light was like. Maybe he was wondering whether he should soon know.


    His pause was only momentary. There was much to do, for in effect he was racing with the comet. Martians need very little sleep, and it was certain that Number 774 would get no sleep this night, nor the next, nor the next.


    IV


    Young Jack Cantrill cast a brief glance at the big diesel engine he had been inspecting, and then, with an air of finality, wiped his grease-blackened hands on a fistful of cotton waste. The outfit was functioning perfectly. Ordinarily he might have paused for a moment to admire the easy strength and motion of the machinery to which he played nursemaid, but, lover of machines though he certainly was, he had no time now.


    His eyes did not linger on the reflection of the glowing electric light bulbs mirrored on the polished circumference of the spinning flywheel, as they usually did; nor did his attention wander to the sparks that purred blue and steady on the brushes of the gigantic dynamo attached to the engine.


    He had something far more interesting to occupy his mind, and besides, a rather astounding idea had just occurred to him. Old Doc Waters and Yvonne might laugh at the notion; and then again they might be struck by it just as he had been. He’d have to try it out on them right away.


    He tossed the handful of waste carelessly into a metal box, then made a perfunctory reading of the meters and instruments banked close and bewilderingly on the switchboard. He adjusted a small rheostat and jotted something down on a chart on the wall with a red crayon. Then, heedless of his light clothing and his perspiring condition, he hurried out into the frosty desert night.


    The breeze, cold and untainted by the smell of burning fuel oil, chilled his damp body uncomfortably, but he did not heed it. The steady thud of the exhaust of the high-compression motor in the iron shack receded rapidly behind him as he ran up a path which led to the summit of a low hill.


    On the crest of a neighboring knoll, a broad patch of dazzling light winked on and off regularly, where scores of huge searchlights poured their billions of candlepower toward the twinkling stars, in systematically arranged long and short spurts. Jack Cantrill’s glance toward them was brief but intense. His lips moved as though he were counting to himself.


    The door of the domed observatory building at the top of the hill opened at his touch. He passed through a small lean-to and entered the brick-lined circular chamber that housed the telescope. Here a single shaded lamp cast a subdued glow over a big desk on which various opened notebooks and papers were scattered. Amid the litter an astronomer’s chronometer ticked loudly in shadowed stillness. The gloom was eerie and soft and strange.


    Jack Cantrill made his way quietly to the low platform under the eyepiece of the telescope, where the other two occupants of the room stood.


    The girl was pretty in a blond, elfin sort of way. She smiled briefly at Jack’s approach.


    “Any luck, folks?” he inquired.


    He was trying to make his voice sound calm and casual, but a tense and excited huskiness crept into his words and spoiled his bluff.


    Professor Waters looked up from the eye piece of the big instrument. The glow coming from the nearby lamp accentuated the tired lines of his face, making himlook almost haggard. He grinned wearily.


    “Not yet, boy,” he said. “It seems as though Old Faithful has deserted us completely. It’s funny, too, when you remember that when conditions were at all favorable for observation, he hasn’t failed me once in nine years. And yet this is the second night that he hasn’t given us a sign. The shaded side of Mars hasn’t shown a single flicker that you can see, and even the photoelectric cell doesn’t detect anything.”


    The young man glanced uncertainly at the girl and then back at her father. The fingers of one of his hands crept slowly through his curly red hair. With the air of a small schoolboy about to make his first public address, he was fumbling with a soiled sheet of paper he had taken from his pocket. He felt rather sheepish about that idea he had thought of.


    “Yvonne— Doc—” he said almost plaintively, in an awkward attempt to get their undivided attention centered on what he was going to say. “I’m not much of a scientist, and maybe I’m a darned fool; but—well, this message—the final one we received the night before last—we thought it was just a jumble but, when you read it, it almost has meaning. Here, listen to it once.”


    Clearing his throat he proceeded to read from the sheet of paper: “Comet coming. Yes. Comet coming. Yes. Comet coming of Man of Mars. Comet Man of Mars coming toward Earth. Comet coming Man of Mars. Man of Mars. Comet. Man of Mars. Comet. Man of Mars. Comet. Yes, yes, yes. Man of Earth. Yes, yes, yes. Signing off. Signing off.”


    Jack Cantrill’s thin cheeks were flushed when he stopped reading.


    “Get it?” he asked in a husky whisper. “Get any sense out of that?”


    Yvonne Waters’ pretty face had paled slightly. “You mean, Jack—you mean that he wanted to say that he was coming here, across fifty million miles of emptiness? He can’t do that! He can’t! It’s too far and too impossible!”


    Her concerned manner bolstered up the youth’s confidence in his idea. “You caught on to exactly what I thought of,” he said.


    Professor Waters did not betray any outward excitement. His manner was musing, and he rubbed his cheek reflectively. “I thought of that, too,” he admitted after a moment. “But it seemed too wild for serious consideration. Still there’s a chance—that you are right.”


    The thought put into words seemed suddenly to startle the old man. “Gad, boy!” he exploded suddenly. “Supposing it is the truth! Old Faithful signaled about the comet. If there’s anything to this at all, the comet must be tied up with his coming. And for all we know the comet might help. It passes close to both Earth and Mars. If in some way he could fall into its gravitation field, it would drag him almost all the way. That’s it! It would save an enormous energy. It would put his trip, otherwise still impossible, into the realm of possibility!”


    “You get me at last, doc,” Jack said quickly. “And when you say, ‘Supposing it’s the truth,’ think of what it means! The navigation of interplanetary space, maybe! Commerce between Earth and Mars! A new and wonderful era, with the minds of one world exchanging ideas with the minds of another.”


    Unconsciously Jack Cantrill had taken Yvonne Waters’ hand. Her eyes were starry.


    “If it did happen we’d all be heroes, Jack,” she said. “Dad and you and I. We’d be the ones to get the credit.’’


    “We would, Yvonne,” Jack admitted with a chuckle.


    It was the professor’s turn to smile. “You two have got the whole business nicely ready-made, haven’t you?” he chided. Then his face sobered as he went on: “The gap is pretty wide between Earthman and Martian; and in consequence yours may be very far off, even if that guess of ours about the message is right.


    “We don’t know that Martians are human beings. The chances are a million to one that they aren’t. It is very unlikely that evolution, operating on so different a planet, could produce a being even remotely resembling a man. We don’t even know that the people of Mars use speech as we use it. Old Faithful certainly is very intelligent, yet the way he has fumbled blunderingly with our code seems to indicate that even a faint conception of vocal speech is something new and strange to him.


    “Those are some of the gaps, but there may be sinister similarities between Earthmen and Martians.


    “Who knows but that something darker lies behind what we think is friendly interest in us? Sometimes conquest is more satisfying than commerce. We can’t tell.’’ Professor Waters paused.


    “Making it extra strong, aren’t you, doc?” Jack put in.


    “I guess I am, and now I think I’ll do a little news-spreading.” The professor strode to the desk.


    “Human or not, I hope the Martians are handsome,” Yvonne confided impishly to Jack.


    “And I hope they’re not, darling,” he replied, putting his arm affectionately about her waist. He was about to add something more when what the girl’s father was saying into the telephone riveted their attention.


    “Long distance? I’m calling Washington. I want to speak directly to Mr. Grayson, the Secretary of War. Strange call? Perhaps. But put it through.”


    Before dawn all the observatories of Earth had begun their watch.


    V


    Far away on the Red Planet, the work of Number 774 went steadily forward. Then came the night when all was ready except for one thing. A powerful urge, the roots of which are deeply implanted in the dominant forms of life on both Earth and Mars, and perhaps the whole universe, was calling him to a city at the joining place of four canals, far to the east. In that urge there was a pathetic something, perfectly understandable by human standards.


    The bright stars reeled dizzily before Number 774 as he swooped out over the desert on the wings of the ornithopter that bore him and sped eastward. He must be cautious, but above all he must hurry.


    An hour or so slipped by. The Martian’s big eyes, keen and catlike, picked out in the broad cleft of a canal a gigantic angular shape, looming dim and uncertain in the gloom. Inconspicuous as a drifting shadow, he settled toward it. The talons of his automaton found a metal panel that slipped aside at a touch. The green glow of the immense well thus revealed dropped away into deserted obscurity. In a moment he was floating down it, past myriads of openings, from which radiated the labyrinthine tunnels of the buried Martian city.


    He entered one of these passages and followed it for perhaps a mile, until he came to a vast chamber, pervaded by a moist, humid heat. The floor was covered with thousands of boxes of clear crystal; and in each box was a purple gob of something feeble and jellylike and alive.


    Aided perhaps by some Martian numeral system, Number 774 found his way to the box he sought. At his touch the lid opened. He had dismounted from his automaton, and now, creeping forward, he thrust a slender appendage into the crystal case.


    A score of nerve filaments, fine, almost, as human hair, darted out from the chitinous shell that protected them and roved caressingly over the lump of protoplasm. Immediately it responded to the gentle touch of the strange creature that had sired it. Its delicate integument quivered, and a thin pseudopod oozed up from its jellylike form and enveloped the nerve filaments of Number 774. For minutes the two remained thus, perfectly motionless.


    It was a bizarre travesty of a touching and perfectly human situation; yet its utter strangeness by Earthly standards robbed it of some of its pathos. No words were spoken, no sign of affection that a terrestrial being could interpret was given; and yet perhaps the exchange of feeling and thought and emotion between parent and offspring was far more complete than anything of the kind possible on Earth.


    Number 774 did not forget caution. Perhaps it was intuition that informed him that someone was coming. Quickly, yet without haste, he regained his automaton, replaced the lid on the crystal box, and slipped quietly away into the luminescent obscurity of the tunnel. In a few minutes he had safely reached the open of the canal bed. Broad wings flapped, and the starlit night swallowed him up.


    As he hurried back toward his hidden valley, he saw the silvery green speck of Earth dip beneath the western horizon. The sight of it must have aroused a turmoil of forebodings within him; for absently, as if he were already facing unknown horrors in mortal combat, he moved a small switch, and in response a jagged flash of flame leaped from an apparatus carried on a long arm of his flying automaton. Where the bolt struck, the desert sand turned molten.


    Above, the comet glowed, pallid and frosty and swollen. It was very near to Mars now.


    Having reached his valley, Number 774 descended into the pit. A silvery thing that was illy defined in the uncertain light loomed over him. A door opened and closed, and Number 774 was alone and busy amid a bewildering array of machinery.


    There came a blinding flash of incandescence, and a roar that sounded like the collision of two worlds; then a shrill, tortured, crackling whistle. The pit glowed white-hot, and the silvery thing was gone. Above the pit, towering many miles into the sky, was an immense jetted plume of vapor, shining rosy with heat. It would be many minutes before that huge gaseous cloud would cool sufficiently to be invisible.


    The body of Number 774 was battered and torn and broken; the terrific acceleration was crushing him; consciousness was slipping, even though he was exerting a tremendous effort of will to cling to it. In a few minutes it would not matter if he did go out, but now there were controls to watch and to handle. If they were not manipulated properly everything he had done was for naught.


    But the blackness of oblivion was closing in. He struggled valiantly to master himself and to fight through the gathering gloom that was misting his vision and clouding his mind. Though his whole being cried out for a cessation of torturing effort, still he kept fiercely at his task. There was too much at stake. That little globe there—it was glowing red when it should glow violet. It must be attended to. The craft was wobbling, and it must not wobble. A trifling adjustment of delicate stabilizers would fix that, if he could only somehow make the adjustment.


    A dribble of sticky, oozy fluid welled from a wound in Number 774’s side. His limbs, some of them broken, fumbled awkwardly and inefficiently with the complicated controls. He was gasping, and all the while his glazing eyes remained fixed grimly on the form of the comet, toward which he and the strange craft he had built were hurtling. Could he reach it? He must!


    VI


    On Earth, Professor Waters, his daughter, and his young engineer, watched and waited. It was a tense, grueling task, heavy-laden with monotony, a thousand weird imaginings, and a horde of questions, none of which could be answered with any certainty.


    They were uncertain whether to be fearful of the unknown thing whose approach they sensed, or to be exultant. They did not even know whether their vigil was just a huge nerve-racking practical joke which their fancies had played upon them.


    Time dragged with torturing slowness. Tardy seconds became minutes, tedious minutes were built up into hours, and hours became days that seemed like centuries. And over the rest of the world, the vigil was much the same.


    On the ninth day after the last flickering message had come from Mars, Professor Waters had seen through his telescope, on the surface of the Red Planet, a fine dot of white light that, after its sudden appearance, faded quickly to red, and then, after a few minutes, disappeared altogether. A few hours later he thought he detected a slight and momentary ripple in the gaseous substance of the comet’s head, which then had just passed Mars on its sunward journey.


    Newspaper reporters who had come many miles to this lonely spot in the desert were constantly seeking interviews. The three watchers supplied them with all the information they knew; and at last, tiring of the additional strain of being constantly hounded by these persistent seekers after sensational news, they refused even to grant them admittance into the barbed-wire stockade of the camp.


    At last the comet reached its point of closest approach to the Earth. Faint and ashy though it was, low down in the sunlit afternoon heavens, still it was an awesome, impressive object, with its colossal, fan-shaped head and the vast curved sweep of its gigantic ghost-silver tail.


    When the desert dusk settled, the visiting wanderer increased a score of times in brilliance and glory. It had now passed the line and was hurtling away. And as yet nothing that would satisfy the eager hopes and fears of the watchers had happened.


    The three were standing on the veranda of the little adobe house they inhabited. All of a sudden Doctor Waters’ haggard face relaxed. He sighed heavily.


    “I guess that it has been proved that we are all of us fools,” he said wearily. “There hasn’t been much of anything to reward us for our pains.” His glance toward Jack Cantrill was slightly apologetic. “I think I’ll go to bed,” he added abruptly.


    Jack’s rather good-looking face twisted into a rueful smile. “Bed isn’t at all a bad idea,” he admitted. “I feel as though I could snooze a week straight without waking up. Well, anyway, if we’re fools, I’m the biggest one, because I started all this.” He looked at the old man and then at the girl. “Forgive me, Yvonne?” he queried good-humoredly.


    “No,’’ she replied with mock seriousness. “Making me lose so much of my beauty sleep like this! You ought to be ashamed of yourself.’’ Her little speech was terminated by a faintly amused chuckle, and she pinched his cheek impishly.


    It was some hours after they had retired that a faint soughing noise began from somewhere, apparently at a great distance. It was like the sound of a suddenly stiffening night breeze, sweeping through a grove of pine trees. Something that glowed rosy with the heat of atmospheric friction swept in hurting flight across the sky. A mile or so beyond the camp, broad thin flanges of metal shot out from it, and it made a feeble attempt to steady itself and check its almost meteoric speed. It wobbled, then fluttered down weakly. A cloud of dust and sand rose where it smashed into the ground. But there was no human eye to see. For an hour or more it gave no further sign of life or motion.


    Yvonne Waters was a light sleeper. Unusual night noises ordinarily aroused her. The momentary soughing rustle caused her to stir, but she did not awaken. Then, toward four in the morning, another disturbance came. It was a faint stretching, creaking, straining sound, that nevertheless held a suggestion of powerful forces acting stealthily.


    Instantly Yvonne was wide awake. She sat up in bed, listening. What she heard produced quick and accurate associations in her nimble and cool young mind. A barbed-wire fence would make a creaking, straining noise like that, if something big and powerful were seeking tentatively to force an entrance. The stockade!


    Yes; she was right. Presently there came the sharp snap and snarl that told of the sudden parting of a taut wire. Four times the sound was repeated.


    Yvonne Waters had bounded out of her bunk and had rushed to a window. It was still very dark, but outlined against the stars she saw a vague shape that swayed and moved. The girl’s hand groped quickly into the drawer of a small stand beside her and drew out a heavy automatic pistol. Then she hurried to the door and across the hallway.


    “Dad! Jack!” she called in ahusky whisper. “I’ve seen something big. It’s coming toward the house!”


    The young man responded quickly, his unshod feet thudding across the floor. His eyes narrowed when he leaned out of the window. There the thing stood, statuesquely now, not fifty paces away. It was not clearly defined in the darkness, but Jack Cantrill knew at once that it was something completely out of his experience. It seemed to have an upright, cylindrical body that rose perhaps fifteen feet above the ground. Leverlike limbs projected grotesquely from the upper end of this torso, and at the lower end there were shadowy suggestions of other limbs, long and spidery. An angular object surmounted the cylinder, and in its present position it was an outlandish travesty of the head of a man, cocked to one side, listening.


    A minute passed. Obeying what must have been an automatic impulse, Yvonne Waters drew on her boots. About the camp she always dressed like the men, and during the last few nights, anticipating sudden developments, they had all slept in their clothing.


    Jack Cantrill, crouching by the window, felt the short hairs at the nape of his neck stiffen. Doctor Waters’ hand was on the young man’s shoulder. The fingers were trembling slightly.


    It was Jack who first put into words what they were all sure was the truth: “Old Faithful, I think,” he whispered, without any apparent excitement.


    He paused for a moment, during which neither of his companions made any comment, for even a slight sound, as far as they knew, might be heard, with disastrous consequences.


    The young man was thinking fast. Something had to be done and done quickly, and it was perhaps very easy to do the wrong thing.


    “Flashlight!” he whispered presently, taking command of the situation, and the girl, responding quickly to his leadership, slipped her big electric torch into his hand.


    “Now out into the open—all of us,” he ordered. “Armed?”


    Each carried a pistol. They slipped around to the side of the house, with Cantrill in the lead. The weird giant stood as before, rigid and perfectly still.


    Jack raised the flashlight. Working the flash button with his thumb, he proceeded to signal out in the Morse code, a familiar message: “Hello, Man of Mars! Hello, Man of Mars! Hello, Man of Mars!”


    And the answer came immediately, flickering from a small spot of green light on the angular “head” of the automaton: “Hello, Man of Earth! Hello, Man of Earth! Comet. Comet. Comet. Comet.” The message was clear enough, but there was an unusual halting, stumbling hesitancy in the way it was given. Old Faithful had always been precise and quick in the messages he had flashed from Mars.


    As the three watchers stood spellbound, the great quasi-human machine started forward toward the house. Its movements were powerful, but drunken and unsteady. It seemed to be little more than an insensate mechanism running amuk. The intelligence that was guiding it was losing its hold. Nothing could avert an accident.


    The robot struck the side of the house with a heavy thud, lurched forward, stumbled, and fell with a clatter and clang of metal across the low roof that collapsed under its weight and the force of its overthrow. Prostrate though it was, its lower limbs continued to simulate the movements of walking.


    Its arms sprawled wide, and from a metal knob at the tip of one a torrent of blue sparks began to pour into the earth, causing the patch of sand it struck to turn molten and boil away in a cloud of incandescent vapor. A minute must have passed before the sparks burned out and the appendages of the machine ceased their ponderous thrashing.


    Meanwhile the three watchers had been staring at the weird and inspiring sight, not knowing just what to do. But now, when quiet was restored, they edged cautiously toward the fallen machine. Jack Cantrill’s flashlight beam played over the wreckage and halted upon the flattened “head” of the robot. It was pyramidal in form and had been supported by a flexible pillar of pointed metal. There was an opening in one side, and from it something had tumbled. A shadow veiled it, so that the watchers could not immediately see what it was. Then Jack leaped to a different position and poured the beam of the flashlight full upon it.


    The effect of its strangeness did not come upon them right away, for they did not at once realize its true nature. It seemed at first only a sprawling mass of drab gray, as large, perhaps, as the open top of an ordinary umbrella. It might have been nothing more than a large lump of wet mud, flattened out by being dropped.


    Then, after a moment, the three took note of the ragged tendrils that radiated out from the oblate form somewhat in the manner of the arms of a starfish. The ends of some of those tendrils were slender and stalklike and were terminated by incredibly fine filaments of coral pink. Those filaments were twitching convulsively.


    Yvonne Waters was the first to find her voice. It was choking and tremulous: “The thing’s alive!” she cried. “Dad! Jack! It’s alive!”


    Obscure primal instincts had taken possession of them. Like wary alley curs they inched their way forward, craning their neck to look closer at the creature, in which, for them, both fascination and fear were combined.


    It was then they saw that the central lump of the thing was contracting in painful, jerky spasms. It was breathing, or gasping, rather. Feathery pink palps around a cone-shaped orifice that resembled the inside of a funnel coiled in agony. They could hear the monster’s breath whistle through the opening in long, rasping sighs.


    But the creature’s eyes, fixed to the ends of two tentacular appendages that protruded from beneath the outer folds of its flattened body, regarded them with what seemed to be an interest which could not be dimmed by physical pain and suffering. They were very large eyes, three inches across, and there was in their alien, brooding intensity, slightly veiled now by the film of approaching death, a suggestion of an intelligence in this monstrous, inhuman body that was more than human.


    Yvonne Waters had taken note of these things almost in the space of a moment. She saw the hideous festering gashes of wounds that must have been several days old on the body of the visiting being, and she saw that several of its limbs were shattered. Some of them seemed to be partly knit, but others were evidently recent injuries. From the fresh wounds bright red blood oozed, giving evidence of a very high hemoglobin content, which would be necessary for a creature accustomed to breathing an atmosphere much more rarefied than that of Earth.


    Maybe it was because Yvonne Waters was a woman that she bridged the gap between Earthman and Martian more quickly than her companions.


    “He’s hurt!” she gasped suddenly. “We’ve got to help him some way! We ought to—ought to—get a doctor.” She halted a little in expressing this last idea. It seemed so totally wild and fantastic.


    “A doctor for that horror?” Jack Cantrill asked, a trifle dazed.


    “Yes! Well, maybe no,” the girl amended. “But still we must do something. We’ve got to! He’s human, Jack—human in everything but form. He has brains; he can feel pain like any human being. Besides, he has courage of the same kind that we all worship. Think of the pluck it took to make the first plunge across fifty million miles of cold, airless void! That’s something to bow down to, isn’t it? And, besides, this is our friend, Old Faithful!”


    “By the gods, Yvonne, you’re right!” the young man exploded with sudden realization. “And here I am, wasting time like a dumb fool!”


    He dropped to his knees beside the injured Martian, and his big hands poised, ready and willing, but still uncertain how to help this bizarre entity of another world.


    Doctor Waters had by this time shaken the fog of sleep from his older and less agile faculties, and he was now able to grasp the situation. With a brief and crisp, “I’ll get the first-aid kit!” he hurried into the partially wrecked house, across the roof of which sprawled Old Faithful’s automaton.


    Conquering her natural revulsion, Yvonne brought herself to touch the dry, cold flesh of the Martian, and to try as best she might to ease its suffering. Presently the three of them were working over their weird patient, disinfecting and bandaging its wounds. But there was small hope that their efforts would be of any avail.


    At their first touch, Old Faithful had started convulsively, as though in fear and repugnance of these, to him, horrid monsters; and a low, thick cry came from the opening in his body. But he must have realized that their intentions were harmless, for he had relaxed immediately. His breath, however, was rapidly growing weaker and more convulsive, and his eyes were glazing.


    “We’re dumb!” Jack stated with sudden vehemence. “He’s badly hurt, but that’s not all. This atmosphere is six times too dense for him. He’s smothering in it—drowning! We’ve got to get him somewhere where the pressure won’t be crushing him!”


    “We’ll rig up a vacuum tank down in the engine shed,” said Doctor Waters. “It won’t take but a minute.”


    It was done. However, when they were lifting Old Faithful onto the litter they had improvised, his body stiffened, shuddered, and grew suddenly limp. They knew that Old Faithful—Number 774—was gone. Still, to aid the remote possibility that he would revive, they placed him in the vacuum tank and exhausted most of the air so that the pressure inside duplicated that of the rarefied Martian atmosphere. Fresh air was admitted slowly through the petcock. But within an hour Old Faithful’s flesh had become stiff with rigor mortis. He was dead.


    Much must have passed through the devious channels of his Martian mind during those brief hours on Planet Three. He must have felt satisfied that his eagerness to penetrate the unknown was partly rewarded, his ambition partly fulfilled. He had learned what lay back of, and what had guided, the flickerings of the light. He had seen the people of Planet Three. Perhaps, at the last, he had thought of Mars, his home, and the sorry plight of his race.


    Maybe he thought of his growing offspring in that buried nursery chamber, fifty million miles away. Maybe the possibilities of Earth, as a means of aiding dying Mars, occurred to him, if it had not come into his mind before, and it is quite likely that his ideas in that direction were not altogether altruistic toward mankind.


    Certainly he hoped that his friend of the light would find his space car and what it contained, out there in the desert, and that they would study and understand.


    Dawn came, with the eastern sky sprinkled with a few pink feathery clouds that the bright sun would soon dissipate.


    In one of the various corrugated iron sheds of the camp, Yvonne, Jack, and the doctor were bending over the body of Old Faithful, which lay stiff and lifeless on a long table.


    “Kind of heartless to be preparing this intelligent being for immersion in a preservative spirit bath so that a lot of curious museum-goers can have a thrill, don’t you think, folks?” Jack was complaining with make-believe gruffness. “How would you like it if the situation was reversed—if we were stiffs with the curious of Mars looking at us?”


    “I wouldn’t mind if I was dead.” The girl laughed. “It would be an honor. Oh, look, Jack—the funny little mark on Old Faithful’s skin—it’s tattooed with red ink. What do you suppose it means?”


    Jack had already seen the mark. It was a circle with a bar through the center and was, as the girl had said, an artificial decoration or symbol. Jack shrugged. “Search me, honey!” He chuckled. “Say, doc, do you suppose that space car is around here somewhere?”


    The doctor nodded. “It must be.”


    “Well, come on! Let’s look for it, then! This can wait.”


    After a very hasty and sketchy breakfast, they made their way on horseback out into the desert, following the tracks the Martian robot had made.


    At the summit of a rocky ridge they found what they sought—a long cylinder of metal deeply imbedded in sand that seemed literally to have splashed like soft mud around it. The long fins of the space car were crumpled and broken and covered with the blue-gray ash of oxidation. Here and there a fragment had peeled away, revealing bright metal beneath.


    The nose of the shell had become unscrewed, exposing burnished threads that glistened in the sun. Into the shadowed interior they made their way, rummaging gingerly among the bewildering maze of Martian instruments. The place reeked with a scorched, pungent odor.


    At the rear of the cylindrical compartment they found a great round drum of metal, fitting snugly into the interior of the shell. Sleepily they wondered what was in it and made several weary attempts to move it. At nine o’clock the police guard that Doctor Waters had sent for arrived.


    “Tell those damned reporters who are trying to crash in on us to go to hell,” Jack Cantrill told the lieutenant in charge, as he and his two companions were starting wearily back toward camp. “We’ve got to snooze.”


    * * * *


    Several weeks had passed. In a hotel room in Phoenix, Arizona, Doctor Waters was speaking to Mr. and Mrs. Cantrill, who had just arrived.


    “I’m turning the camp and the signaling apparatus over to Radeau and his associates,” he was saying. “No more signals from Mars, somehow, and I don’t feel very much like continuing there anyway. There are a lot more interesting things on the horizon.


    “That drum which Old Faithful brought us—it contained models and many charts and sheets of parchment with drawings on them. I’m beginning to see light through the mystery at last. There are suggestions there for constructing a spaceship. I’m going to work on that problem as long as I live.


    “Maybe I’ll succeed with the help of Old Faithful. Human ingenuity will have to be called on, too, of course. I don’t think that the Martians have the problem completely solved themselves. Old Faithful used the comet, you know.”


    The doctor’s smile broadened as he went on: “Children, how would you like to go to Mars with me some day?”


    “Don’t ask silly questions, dad,” said Yvonne. “We’d go in a minute!”


    The young man nodded seriously. “What a honeymoon that would make, if we could have it now!” he enthused.


    “A million times better than going to Seattle,” the girl agreed.


    The doctor grinned faintly. “Even if you were treated like poor Old Faithful—pickled and put in a museum?”


    “Even if!”


    Jack Cantrill’s eyes narrowed and seemed to stare far away into nothing. His lips and his gaunt sunburned cheeks were stern. Perhaps he was looking into the future toward adventures that might or might not come.


    Something of the same rugged spirit seemed suddenly to have infused itself into the strong, bronzed beauty of the girl at his side. They both loved adventure; they both knew life in the rough.


    At the door Yvonne kissed her father good-bye. “Just a little run up to Seattle, dad,” she explained cheerily, “two or three weeks, maybe. Then both of us back with you—to work.”


    *


    *Mars rotates on its axis in 24 hours, 37 minutes, 22.67 seconds. Phobos, the nearer Moon, which is only 3,700 miles distant from Mars, completes its orbit in only 7 hours, 39 minutes, thus circling its primary more than three times in every Martian day. Since Phobos follows its path in the same direction that the planet rotates, it is evident that to an observer on Mars, it would appear to rise in the west and set in the east.


    * * * *
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    EDMOND HAMILTON


    (1904–1977)


    A well-known writer and space opera pioneer beginning in the 1920s, since his death Hamilton’s career has been somewhat overshadowed by that of his fellow author and wife, Leigh Brackett. Like many writers in the Depression, they both wrote in whatever genre would pay the bills that month, be it SF, Western, or True Romance. While Hamilton made a transition from pulp adventure writer to Captain Future author to writing comics, his wife went from writing Westerns and planetary romances to being one of Hollywood’s most acclaimed screenwriters.


    A child prodigy who entered college at fourteen to become an engineer but flunked out three years later, Hamilton took to writing while working on the Pennsylvania Railroad, selling his first story to Weird Tales in 1926. By 1928 he was writing the planetary adventures that made him famous.

  


  
    THE SARGASSO OF SPACE, by Edmond Hamilton


    First published in Astounding Stories, September 1931


    Captain Crain faced his crew calmly. “We may as well face the facts, men,” he said. “The ship’s fuel-tanks are empty and we are drifting through space toward the dead-area.”


    The twenty-odd officers and men gathered on the middle-deck of the freighter Pallas made no answer, and Crain continued:


    “We left Jupiter with full tanks, more than enough fuel to take us to Neptune. But the leaks in the starboard tanks lost us half our supply, and we had used the other half before discovering that. Since the ship’s rocket-tubes cannot operate without fuel, we are simply drifting. We would drift on to Neptune if the attraction of Uranus were not pulling us to the right. That attraction alters our course so that in three ship-days we shall drift into the dead-area.”


    Rance Kent, first-officer of the Pallas, asked a question: “Couldn’t we, raise Neptune with the radio, sir, and have them send out a fuel-ship in time to reach us?”


    “It’s impossible, Mr. Kent,” Crain answered. “Our main radio is dead without fuel to run its dynamotors, and our auxiliary set hasn’t the power to reach Neptune.”


    “Why not abandon ship in the space-suits,” asked Liggett, the second-officer, “and trust to the chance of some ship picking us up?”


    The captain shook his head. “It would be quite useless, for we’d simply drift on through space with the ship into the dead-area.”


    The score of members of the crew, bronzed space-sailors out of every port in the solar system, had listened mutely. Now, one of them, a tall tube-man, stepped forward a little.


    “Just what is this dead-area, sir?” he asked. “I’ve heard of it, but as this is my first outer-planet voyage, I know nothing about it.”


    “I’ll admit I know little more,” said Liggett, “save that a good many disabled ships have drifted into it and have never come out.”


    * * * *


    “The dead area,” Crain told them, “is a region of space ninety thousand miles across within Neptune’s orbit, in which the ordinary gravitational attractions of the solar system are dead. This is because in that region the pulls of the sun and the outer planets exactly balance each other. Because of that, anything in the dead-area, will stay in there until time ends, unless it has power of its own. Many wrecked space-ships have drifted into it at one time or another, none ever emerging; and it’s believed that there is a great mass of wrecks somewhere in the area, drawn and held together by mutual attraction.”


    “And we’re drifting in to join them,” Kent said. “Some prospect!”


    “Then there’s really no chance for us?” asked Liggett keenly.


    Captain Crain thought. “As I see it, very little,” he admitted. “If our auxiliary radio can reach some nearby ship before the Pallas enters the dead-area, we’ll have a chance. But it seems a remote one.”


    He addressed himself to the men: “I have laid the situation frankly before you because I consider you entitled to the truth. You must remember, however, that while there is life there is hope.


    “There will be no change in ship routine, and the customary watches will be kept. Half-rations of food and water will be the rule from now on, though. That is all.”


    As the men moved silently off, the captain looked after them with something of pride.


    “They’re taking it like men,” he told Kent and Liggett. “It’s a pity there’s no way out for them and us.”


    “If the Pallas does enter the dead-area and join the wreck-pack,” Liggett said, “how long will we be able to live?”


    “Probably for some months on our present condensed air and food supplies,” Crain answered. “I would prefer, myself, a quicker end.”


    “So would I,” said Kent. “Well, there’s nothing left but to pray for some kind of ship to cross our path in the next day or two.”


    * * * *


    Kent’s prayers were not answered in the next ship-day, nor in the next. For, though one of the Pallas’ radio-operators was constantly at the instruments under Captain Crain’s orders, the weak calls of the auxiliary set raised no response.


    Had they been on the Venus or Mars run, Kent told himself, there would be some chance, but out here in the vast spaces, between the outer planets, ships were fewer and farther between. The big, cigar-shaped freighter drifted helplessly on in a broad curve toward the dreaded area, the green light-speck of Neptune swinging to their left.


    On the third ship-day Kent and Captain Crain stood in the pilot-house behind Liggett, who sat at the now useless rocket-tube controls. Their eyes were on the big glass screen of the gravograph. The black dot on it that represented their ship was crawling steadily toward the bright red circle that stood for the dead-area.…


    They watched silently until the dot had crawled over the circle’s red line, heading toward its center.


    “Well, we’re in at last,” Kent commented. “There seems to be no change in anything, either.”


    Crain pointed to the instrument-panel. “Look at the gravitometers.”


    Kent did. “All dead! No gravitational pull from any direction—no, that one shows a slight attraction from ahead!”


    “Then gravitational attraction of some sort does exist in the dead-area after all!” Liggett exclaimed.


    “You don’t understand,” said Crain. “That attraction from ahead is the pull of the wreck-pack at the dead-area’s center.”


    “And it’s pulling the Pallas toward it?” Kent exclaimed.


    Crain nodded. “We’ll probably reach the wreck-pack in two more ship-days.”


    * * * *


    The next two ship-days seemed to Kent drawn out endlessly. A moody silence had grown upon the officers and men of the ship. All seemed oppressed by the strange forces of fate that had seized the ship and were carrying it, smoothly and soundlessly, into this region of irrevocable doom.


    The radio-operators’ vain calls had ceased. The Pallas drifted on into the dreaded area like some dumb ship laden with damned souls. It drifted on, Kent told himself, as many a wrecked and disabled ship had done before it, with the ordinary activities and life of the solar system forever behind it, and mystery and death ahead.


    It was toward the end of the second of those two ship-days that Liggett’s voice came down from the pilot-house:


    “Wreck-pack in sight ahead!”


    “We’ve arrived, anyway!” Kent cried, as he and Crain hastened up into the pilot house. The crew was running to the deck-windows.


    “Right ahead there, about fifteen degrees left,” Liggett told Kent and Crain, pointing. “Do you see it?”


    Kent stared; nodded. The wreck-pack was a distant, disk-like mass against the star-flecked heavens, a mass that glinted here and there in the feeble sunlight of space. It did not seem large, but, as they drifted steadily closer in the next hours, they saw that in reality the wreck-pack was tremendous, measuring at least fifty miles across.


    Its huge mass was a heterogeneous heap, composed mostly of countless cigar-like space-ships in all stages of wreckage. Some appeared smashed almost out of all recognizable shape, while others were, to all appearances unharmed. They floated together in this dense mass in space, crowded against one another by their mutual attraction.


    There seemed to be among them every type of ship known in the solar system, from small, swift mail-boats to big freighters. And, as they drifted nearer, the three in the pilot-house could see that around and between the ships of the wreck-pack floated much other matter—fragments of wreckage, meteors, small and large, and space-debris of every sort.


    The Pallas was drifting, not straight toward the wreck-pack, but in a course that promised to take the ship past it.


    “We’re not heading into the wreck-pack!” Liggett exclaimed. “Maybe we’ll drift past it, and on out the dead-area’s other side!”


    * * * *


    Captain Crain smiled mirthlessly. “You’re forgetting your space-mechanics, Liggett. We will drift along the wreck-pack’s edge, and then will curve in and go round it in a closing spiral until we reach its edge.”


    “Lord, who’d have thought there were so many wrecks here!” Kent marvelled. “There must be thousands of them!”


    “They’ve been collecting here ever since the first interplanetary rocket-ships went forth,” Crain reminded him. “Not only meteor-wrecked ships, but ships whose mechanisms went wrong—or that ran out of fuel like ours—or that were captured and sacked, and then set adrift by space-pirates.”


    The Pallas by then was drifting along the wreck-pack’s rim at a half-mile distance, and Kent’s eyes were running over the mass.


    “Some of those ships look entirely undamaged. Why couldn’t we find one that has fuel in its tanks, transfer it to our own tanks, and get away?” he asked.


    Crain’s eyes lit. “Kent, that’s a real chance! There must be some ships in that pack with fuel in them, and we can use the space-suits to explore for them!”


    “Look, we’re beginning to curve in around the pack now!” Liggett exclaimed.


    The Pallas, as though loath to pass the wreck-pack, was curving inward to follow its rim. In the next hours it continued to sail slowly around the great pack, approaching closer and closer to its edge.


    In those hours Kent and Crain and all in the ship watched with a fascinated interest that even knowledge of their own peril could not kill. They could see swift-lined passenger-ships of the Pluto and Neptune runs shouldering against small space-yachts with the insignia of Mars or Venus on their bows. Wrecked freighters from Saturn or Earth floated beside rotund grain-boats from Jupiter.


    The debris among the pack’s wrecks was just as varied, holding fragments of metal, dark meteors of differing size—and many human bodies. Among these were some clad in the insulated space-suits, with their transparent glassite helmets. Kent wondered what wreck they had abandoned hastily in those suits, only to be swept with it into the dead-area, to die in their suits.


    By the end of that ship-day, the Pallas, having floated almost completely around the wreck-pack, finally struck the wrecks at its edge with a jarring shock; then bobbed for a while and lay still. From pilot-house and deck windows the men looked eagerly forth.


    * * * *


    Their ship floated at the wreck-pack’s edge. Directly to its right floated a sleek, shining Uranus-Jupiter passenger-ship whose bows had been smashed in by a meteor. On their left bobbed an unmarked freighter of the old type with projecting rocket-tubes, apparently intact. Beyond them in the wreck-pack lay another Uranus craft, a freighter, and, beyond it, stretched the countless other wrecks.


    Captain Crain summoned the crew together again on the middle-deck.


    “Men, we’ve reached the wreck-pack at the dead-area’s center, and here we’ll stay until the end of time unless we get out under our own power. Mr. Kent has suggested a possible way of doing so, which I consider highly feasible.


    “He has suggested that in some of the ships in the wreck-pack may be found enough fuel to enable us to escape from the dead-area, once it is transferred to this ship. I am going to permit him to explore the wreck-pack with a party in space suits, and I am asking for volunteers for this service.”


    The entire crew stepped quickly forward. Crain smiled. “Twelve of you will be enough,” he told them. “The eight tube-men and four of the cargo-men will go, therefore, with Mr. Kent and Mr. Liggett as leaders. Mr. Kent, you may address the men if you wish.”


    “Get down to the lower airlock and into your space-suits at once, then,” Kent told them. “Mr. Liggett, will you supervise that?”


    As Liggett and the men trooped down to the airlock, Kent turned back toward his superior.


    “There’s a very real chance of your becoming lost in this huge wreck-pack, Kent,” Crain told him: “so be very careful to keep your bearings at all times. I know I can depend on you.”


    “I’ll do my best,” Kent was saying, when Liggett’s excited face reappeared suddenly at the stair.


    “There are men coming toward the Pallas along the wreck-pack’s edge!” he reported—”a half-dozen men in space-suits!”


    “You must be mistaken, Liggett!” exclaimed Crain. “They must be some of the bodies in space-suits we saw in the pack.”


    “No, they’re living men!” Liggett cried. “They’re coming straight toward us—come down and see!”


    * * * *


    Crain and Kent followed Liggett quickly down to the airlock room, where the men who had started donning their space-suits were now peering excitedly from the windows. Crain and Kent looked where Liggett pointed, along the wreck-pack’s edge to the ship’s right.


    Six floating shapes, men in space-suits, were approaching along the pack’s border. They floated smoothly through space, reaching the wrecked passenger-ship beside the Pallas. They braced their feet against its side and propelled themselves on through the void like swimmers under water, toward the Pallas.


    “They must be survivors from some wreck that drifted in here as we did!” Kent exclaimed. “Maybe they’ve lived here for months!”


    “It’s evident that they saw the Pallas drift into the pack, and have come to investigate,” Crain estimated. “Open the airlock for them, men, for they’ll want to come inside.”


    Two of the men spun the wheels that slid aside the airlock’s outer door. In a moment the half-dozen men outside had reached the ship’s side, and had pulled themselves down inside the airlock.


    When all were in, the outer door was closed, and air hissed in to fill the lock. The airlock’s inner door then slid open and the newcomers stepped into the ship’s interior, unscrewing their transparent helmets as they did so. For a few moments the visitors silently surveyed their new surroundings.


    Their leader was a swarthy individual with sardonic black eyes who, on noticing Crain’s captain-insignia, came toward him with outstretched hand. His followers seemed to be cargo-men or deck-men, looking hardly intelligent enough to Kent’s eyes to be tube-men.


    * * * *


    “Welcome to our city!” their leader exclaimed as he shook Crain’s hand. “We saw your ship drift in, but hardly expected to find anyone living in it.”


    “I’ll confess that we’re surprised ourselves to find any life here,” Crain told him. “You’re living on one of the wrecks?”


    The other nodded. “Yes, on the Martian Queen, a quarter-mile along the pack’s edge. It was a Saturn-Neptune passenger ship, and about a month ago we were at this cursed dead-area’s edge, when half our rocket-tubes exploded. Eighteen of us escaped the explosion, the ship’s walls still being tight; and we drifted into the pack here, and have been living here ever since.”


    “My name’s Krell,” he added, “and I was a tube-man on the ship. I and another of the tube-men, named Jandron, were the highest in rank left, all the officers and other tube-men having been killed, so we took charge and have been keeping order.”


    “What about your passengers?” Liggett asked.


    “All killed but one,” Krell answered. “When the tubes let go they smashed up the whole lower two decks.”


    Crain briefly explained to him the Pallas’ predicament. “Mr. Kent and Mr. Liggett were on the point of starting a search of the wreck-pack for fuel when you arrived,” he said, “With enough fuel we can get clear of the dead-area.”


    Krell’s eyes lit up. “That would mean a getaway for all of us! It surely ought to be possible!”


    “Do you know whether there are any ships in the pack with fuel in their tanks?” Kent asked. Krell shook his head.


    “We’ve searched through the wreck-pack a good bit, but never bothered about fuel, it being no good to us. But there ought to be some, at least: there’s enough wrecks in this cursed place to make it possible to find almost anything.


    “You’d better not start exploring, though,” he added, “without some of us along as guides, for I’m here to tell you that you can lose yourself in this wreck-pack without knowing it. If you wait until to-morrow, I’ll come over myself and go with you.”


    “I think that would be wise,” Crain said to Kent. “There is plenty of time.”


    “Time is the one thing there’s plenty of in this damned place,” Krell agreed. “We’ll be getting back to the Martian Queen now and give the good news to Jandron and the rest.”


    “Wouldn’t mind if Liggett and I came along, would you?” Kent asked. “I’d like to see how your ship’s fixed—that is, if it’s all right with you, sir,” he added to his superior.


    Crain nodded. “All right if you don’t stay long,” he said. But, to Kent’s surprise Krell seemed reluctant to endorse his proposal.


    “I guess it’ll be all right,” he said slowly, “though there’s nothing much on the Martian Queen to see.”


    * * * *


    Krell and his followers replaced their helmets and returned into the airlock. Liggett followed them, and, as Kent struggled hastily into a space-suit, he found Captain Crain at his side.


    “Kent, look sharp when you get over on that ship,” Crain told him. “I don’t like the look of this Krell, and his story about all the officers being killed in the explosion sounds fishy to me.”


    “To me, too,” Kent agreed. “But Liggett and I will have the suit-phones in our space-suits and can call you from there in case of need.”


    Crain nodded, and Kent with space-suit on and transparent helmet screwed tight, stepped into the airlock with the rest. The airlock’s inner door closed, the outer one opened, and as the air puffed out into space, Kent and Krell and Liggett leapt out into the void, the others following.


    It was no novelty to Kent to float in a space-suit in the empty void. He and the others now floated as smoothly as though under water toward a wrecked liner at the Pallas’ right. They reached it, pulled themselves around it, and, with feet braced against its side, propelled themselves on through space along the border of the wreck-pack.


    They passed a half-dozen wrecks thus, before coming to the Martian Queen. It was a silvery, glistening ship whose stern and lower walls were bulging and strained, but not cracked. Kent told himself that Krell had spoken truth about the exploding rocket-tubes, at least.


    They struck the Martian Queen’s side and entered the upper-airlock open for them. Once through the airlock they found themselves on the ship’s upper-deck. And when Kent and Liggett removed their helmets with the others they found a full dozen men confronting them, a brutal-faced group who exhibited some surprise at sight of them.


    * * * *


    Foremost among them stood a tall, heavy individual who regarded Kent and Liggett with the cold, suspicious eyes of an animal.


    “My comrade and fellow-ruler here, Wald Jandron,” said Krell. To Jandron he explained rapidly. “The whole crew of the Pallas is alive, and they say if they can find fuel in the wreck-pack their ship can get out of here.”


    “Good,” grunted Jandron. “The sooner they can do it, the better it will be for us.”


    Kent saw Liggett flush angrily, but he ignored Jandron and spoke to Krell. “You said one of your passengers had escaped the explosion?”


    To Kent’s amazement a girl stepped from behind the group of men, a slim girl with pale face and steady, dark eyes. “I’m the passenger,” she told him. “My name’s Marta Mallen.”


    Kent and Liggett stared, astounded. “Good Lord!” Kent exclaimed. “A girl like you on this ship!”


    “Miss Mallen happened to be on the upper-deck at the time of the explosion and, so, escaped when the other passengers were killed,” Krell explained smoothly. “Isn’t that so, Miss Mallen?”


    The girl’s eyes had not left Kent’s, but at Krell’s words she nodded. “Yes, that is so,” she said mechanically.


    Kent collected his whirling thoughts. “But wouldn’t you rather go back to the Pallas with us?” he asked. “I’m sure you’d be more comfortable there.”


    “She doesn’t go,” grunted Jandron. Kent turned in quick wrath toward him, but Krell intervened.


    “Jandron only means that Miss Mallen is much more comfortable on this passenger-ship than she’d be in your freighter.” He shot a glance at the girl as he spoke, and Kent saw her wince.


    “I’m afraid that’s so,” she said; “but I thank you for the offer, Mr. Kent.”


    Kent could have sworn that there was an appeal in her eyes, and he stood for a moment, indecisive, Jandron’s stare upon him. After a moment’s thought he turned to Krell.


    “You were going to show me the damage the exploding tubes did,” he said, and Krell nodded quickly.


    “Of course; you can see from the head of the stair back in the after-deck.”


    He led the way along a corridor, Jandron and the girl and two of the men coming with them. Kent’s thoughts were still chaotic as he walked between Krell and Liggett. What was this girl doing amid the men of the Martian Queen? What had her eyes tried to tell him?


    Liggett nudged his side in the dim corridor, and Kent, looking down, saw dark splotches on its metal floor. Blood-stains! His suspicions strengthened. They might be from the bleeding of those wounded in the tube-explosions. But were they?


    * * * *


    They reached the after-deck whose stair’s head gave a view of the wrecked tube-rooms beneath. The lower decks had been smashed by terrific forces. Kent’s practiced eyes ran rapidly over the shattered rocket-tubes.


    “They’ve back-blasted from being fired too fast,” he said. “Who was controlling the ship when this happened?”


    “Galling, our second-officer,” answered Krell. “He had found us routed too close to the dead-area’s edge and was trying to get away from it in a hurry, when he used the tubes too fast, and half of them back-blasted.”


    “If Galling was at the controls in the pilot-house, how did the explosion kill him?” asked Liggett skeptically. Krell turned quickly.


    “The shock threw him against the pilot-house wall and fractured his skull—he died in an hour,” he said. Liggett was silent.


    “Well, this ship will never move again,” Kent said. “It’s too bad that the explosion blew out your tanks, but we ought to find fuel somewhere in the wreck-pack for the Pallas. And now we’d best get back.”


    As they returned up the dim corridor Kent managed to walk beside Marta Mallen, and, without being seen, he contrived to detach his suit-phone—the compact little radiophone case inside his space-suit’s neck—and slip it into the girl’s grasp. He dared utter no word of explanation, but apparently she understood, for she had concealed the suit-phone by the time they reached the upper-deck.


    Kent and Liggett prepared to don their space-helmets, and before entering the airlock, Kent turned to Krell.


    “We’ll expect you at the Pallas first hour to-morrow, and we’ll start searching the wreck-pack with a dozen of our men,” he said.


    He then extended his hand to the girl. “Good-by, Miss Mallen. I hope we can have a talk soon.”


    He had said the words with double meaning, and saw understanding in her eyes. “I hope we can, too,” she said.


    Kent’s nod to Jandron went unanswered, and he and Liggett adjusted their helmets and entered the airlock.


    Once out of it, they kicked rapidly away from the Martian Queen, floating along with the wreck-pack’s huge mass to their right, and only the star-flecked emptiness of infinity to their left. In a few minutes they reached the airlock of the Pallas.


    * * * *


    They found Captain Crain awaiting them anxiously. Briefly Kent reported everything.


    “I’m certain there has been foul play aboard the Martian Queen,” he said. “Krell you saw for yourself, Jandron is pure brute, and their men seem capable of anything.


    “I gave the suit-phone to the girl, however, and if she can call us with it, we can get the truth from her. She dared not tell me anything there in the presence of Krell and Jandron.”


    Crain nodded, his face grave. “We’ll see whether or not she calls,” he said.


    Kent took a suit-phone from one of their space-suits and rapidly, tuned it to match the one he had left with Marta Mallen. Almost at once they heard her voice from it, and Kent answered rapidly.


    “I’m so glad I got you!” she exclaimed. “Mr. Kent, I dared not tell you the truth about this ship when you were here, or Krell and the rest would have killed you at once.”


    “I thought that was it, and that’s why I left the suit-phone for you,” Kent said. “Just what is the truth?”


    “Krell and Jandron and these men of theirs are the ones who killed the officers and passengers of the Martian Queen! What they told you about the explosion was true enough, for the explosion did happen that way, and because of it, the ship drifted into the dead-area. But the only ones killed by it were some of the tube-men and three passengers.


    “Then, while the ship was drifting into the dead-area, Krell told the men that the fewer aboard, the longer they could live on the ship’s food and air. Krell and Jandron led the men in a surprise attack and killed all the officers and passengers, and threw their bodies out into space. I was the only passenger they spared, because both Krell and Jandron—want me!”


    * * * *


    There was a silence, and Kent felt a red anger rising in him. “Have they dared harm you?” he asked after a moment.


    “No, for Krell and Jandron are too jealous of each other to permit the other to touch me. But it’s been terrible living with them in this awful place.”


    “Ask her if she knows what their plans are in regard to us,” Crain told Kent.


    Marta had apparently overheard the question. “I don’t know that, for they shut me in my cabin as soon as you left,” she said. “I’ve heard them talking and arguing excitedly, though. I know that if you do find fuel, they’ll try to kill you all and escape from here in your ship.”


    “Pleasant prospect,” Kent commented. “Do you think they plan an attack on us now?”


    “No; I think that they’ll wait until you’ve refueled your ship, if you are able to do that, and then try treachery.”


    “Well, they’ll find us ready. Miss Mallen, you have the suit-phone: keep it hidden in your cabin and I’ll call you first thing to-morrow. We’re going to get you out of there, but we don’t want to break with Krell until we’re ready. Will you be all right until then?”


    “Of course I will,” she answered. “There’s another thing, though. My name isn’t Miss Mallen—it’s Marta.”


    “Mine’s Rance,” said Kent, smiling. “Good-by until to-morrow, then, Marta.”


    “Good-by, Rance.”


    Kent rose from the instrument with the smile still in his eyes, but with his lips compressed. “Damn it, there’s the bravest and finest girl in the solar system!” he exclaimed. “Over there with those brutes!”


    “We’ll have her out, never fear,” Crain reassured him. “The main thing is to determine our course toward Krell and Jandron.”


    Kent thought. “As I see it, Krell can help us immeasurably in our search through the wreck-pack for fuel,” he said. “I think it would be best to keep on good terms with him until we’ve found fuel and have it in our tanks. Then we can turn the tables on them before they can do anything.”


    Crain nodded thoughtfully. “I think you’re right. Then you and Liggett and Krell can head our search-party to-morrow.”


    Crain established watches on a new schedule, and Kent and Liggett and the dozen men chosen for the exploring party of the next day ate a scanty meal and turned in for some sleep.


    * * * *


    When Kent woke and glimpsed the massed wrecks through the window he was for the moment amazed, but rapidly remembered. He and Liggett were finishing their morning ration when Crain pointed to a window.


    “There comes Krell now,” he said, indicating the single space-suited figure approaching along the wreck-pack’s edge.


    “I’ll call Marta before he gets here,” said Kent hastily.


    The girl answered on the suit-phone immediately, and it occurred to Kent that she must have spent the night without sleeping. “Krell left a few minutes ago,” she said.


    “Yes, he’s coming now. You heard nothing of their plans?”


    “No; they’ve kept me shut in my cabin. However, I did hear Krell giving Jandron and the rest directions. I’m sure they’re plotting something.”


    “We’re prepared for them,” Kent assured her. “If all goes well, before you realize it, you’ll be sailing out of here with us in the Pallas.”


    “I hope so,” she said. “Rance, be careful with Krell in the wreck-pack. He’s dangerous.”


    “I’ll be watching him,” he promised. “Good-by, Marta.”


    Kent reached the lower-deck just as Krell entered from the airlock, his swarthy face smiling as he removed his helmet. He carried a pointed steel bar. Liggett and the others were donning their suits.


    “All ready to go, Kent?” Krell asked.


    Kent nodded. “All ready,” he said shortly. Since hearing Marta’s story he found it hard to dissimulate with Krell.


    “You’ll want bars like mine,” Krell continued, “for they’re damned handy when you get jammed between wreckage masses. Exploring this wreck-pack is no soft job: I can tell you from experience.”


    Liggett and the rest had their suits adjusted, and with bars in their grasp, followed Krell into the airlock. Kent hung back for a last word with Crain, who, with his half-dozen remaining men, was watching.


    “Marta just told me that Krell and Jandron have been plotting something,” he told the captain; “so I’d keep a close watch outside.”


    “Don’t worry, Kent. We’ll let no one inside the Pallas until you and Liggett and the men get back.”


    * * * *


    In a few minutes they were out of the ship, with Krell and Kent and Liggett leading, and the twelve members of the Pallas’ crew following closely.


    The three leaders climbed up on the Uranus-Jupiter passenger-ship that lay beside the Pallas, the others moving on and exploring the neighboring wrecks in parties of two and three. From the top of the passenger-ship, when they gained it, Kent and his two companions could look far out over the wreck-pack. It was an extraordinary spectacle, this stupendous mass of dead ships floating motionless in the depths of space, with the burning stars above and below them.


    His companions and the other men clambering over the neighboring wrecks seemed weird figures in their bulky suits and transparent helmets. Kent looked back at the Pallas, and then along the wreck-pack’s edge to where he could glimpse the silvery side of the Martian Queen. But now Krell and Liggett were descending into the ship’s interior through the great opening smashed in its bows, and Kent followed.


    They found themselves in the liner’s upper navigation-rooms. Officers and men lay about, frozen to death at the instant the meteor-struck vessel’s air had rushed out, and the cold of space had entered. Krell led the way on, down into the ship’s lower decks, where they found the bodies of the crew and passengers lying in the same silent death.


    The salons held beautifully-dressed women, distinguished-looking men, lying about as the meteor’s shock had hurled them. One group lay around a card-table, their game interrupted. A woman still held a small child, both seemingly asleep. Kent tried to shake off the oppression he felt as he and Krell and Liggett continued down to the tank-rooms.


    They found their quest there useless, for the tanks had been strained by the meteor’s shock, and were empty. Kent felt Liggett grasp his hand and heard him speak, the sound-vibrations coming through their contacting suits.


    “Nothing here; and we’ll find it much the same through all these wrecks, if I’m not wrong. Tanks always give at a shock.”


    “There must be some ships with fuel still in them among all these,” Kent answered.


    * * * *


    They climbed back, up to the ship’s top, and leapt off it toward a Jupiter freighter lying a little farther inside the pack. As they floated toward it, Kent saw their men moving on with them from ship to ship, progressing inward into the pack. Both Kent and Liggett kept Krell always ahead of them, knowing that a blow from his bar, shattering their glassite helmets, meant instant death. But Krell seemed quite intent on the search for fuel.


    The big Jupiter freighter seemed intact from above, but, when they penetrated into it, they found its whole under-side blown away, apparently by an explosion of its tanks. They moved on to the next ship, a private space-yacht, small in size, but luxurious in fittings. It had been abandoned in space, its rocket-tubes burst and tanks strained.


    They went on, working deeper into the wreck-pack. Kent almost forgot the paramount importance of their search in the fascination of it. They explored almost every known type of ship—freighters, liners, cold-storage boats, and grain-boats. Once Kent’s hopes ran high at sight of a fuel-ship, but it proved to be in ballast, its cargo-tanks empty and its own tanks and tubes apparently blown simultaneously.


    Kent’s muscles ached from the arduous work of climbing over and exploring the wrecks. He and Liggett had become accustomed to the sight of frozen, motionless bodies.


    As they worked deeper into the pack, they noticed that the ships were of increasingly older types, and at last Krell signalled a halt. “We’re almost a mile in,” he told them, gripping their hands. “We’d better work back out, taking a different section of the pack as we do.”


    Kent nodded. “It may change our luck,” he said.


    It did; for when they had gone not more than a half-mile back, they glimpsed one of their men waving excitedly from the top of a Pluto liner.


    They hastened at once toward him, the other men gathering also; and when Kent grasped the man’s hand he heard his excited voice.


    “Fuel-tanks here are more than half-full, sir!”


    * * * *


    They descended quickly into the liner, finding that though its whole stern had been sheared away by a meteor, its tanks had remained miraculously unstrained.


    “Enough fuel here to take the Pallas to Neptune!” Kent exclaimed.


    “How will you get it over to your ship?” Krell asked. Kent pointed to great reels of flexible metal tubing hanging near the tanks.


    “We’ll pump it over. The Pallas has tubing like this ship’s, for taking on fuel in space, and, by joining its tubing to this, we’ll have a tube-line between the two ships. It’s hardly more than a quarter-mile.”


    “Let’s get back and let them know about it,” Liggett urged, and they climbed back out of the liner.


    They worked their way out of the wreck-pack with much greater speed than that with which they had entered, needing only an occasional brace against a ship’s side to send them floating over the wrecks. They came to the wreck-pack’s edge at a little distance from the Pallas, and hastened toward it.


    They found the outer door of the Pallas’ airlock open, and entered, Krell remaining with them. As the outer door closed and air hissed into the lock, Kent and the rest removed their helmets. The inner door slid open as they were doing this, and from inside almost a score of men leapt upon them!


    Kent, stunned for a moment, saw Jandron among their attackers, bellowing orders to them, and even as he struck out furiously he comprehended. Jandron and the men of the Martian Queen had somehow captured the Pallas from Crain and had been awaiting their return!


    * * * *


    The struggle was almost instantly over, for, outnumbered and hampered as they were by their heavy space-suits, Kent and Liggett and their followers had no chance. Their hands, still in the suits, were bound quickly behind them at Jandron’s orders.


    Kent heard an exclamation, and saw Marta starting toward him from behind Jandron’s men. But a sweep of Jandron’s arm brushed her rudely back. Kent strained madly at his bonds. Krell’s face had a triumphant look.


    “Did it all work as I told you it would, Jandron?” he asked.


    “It worked,” Jandron answered impassively. “When they saw fifteen of us coming from the wreck-pack in space-suits, they opened right up to us.”


    Kent understood, and cursed Krell’s cunning. Crain, seeing the fifteen figures approaching from the wreck-pack, had naturally thought they were Kent’s party, and had let them enter to overwhelm his half-dozen men.


    “We put Crain and his men over in the Martian Queen,” Jandron continued, “and took all their helmets so they can’t escape. The girl we brought over here. Did you find a wreck with fuel?”


    Krell nodded. “A Pluto liner a quarter-mile back, and we can pump the fuel over here by connecting tube-lines. What the devil—”


    Jandron had made a signal at which three of his men had leapt forward on Krell, securing his hands like those of the others.


    “Have you gone crazy, Jandron?” cried Krell, his face red with anger and surprise.


    “No,” Jandron replied impassively; “but the men are as tired as I am of your bossing ways, and have chosen me as their sole leader.”


    “You dirty double-crosser!” Krell raged. “Are you men going to let him get away with this?”


    The men paid no attention, and Jandron motioned to the airlock. “Take them over to the Martian Queen too,” he ordered, “and make sure there’s no space-helmet left there. Then get back at once, for we’ve got to get the fuel into this ship and make a getaway.”


    * * * *


    The helmets of Kent and Krell and the other helpless prisoners were put upon them, and, with hands still bound, they were herded into the airlock by eight of Jandron’s men attired in space-suits also. The prisoners were then joined one to another by a strand of metal cable.


    Kent, glancing back into the ship as the airlock’s inner door closed, saw Jandron giving rapid orders to his followers, and noticed Marta held back from the airlock by one of them. Krell’s eyes glittered venomously through his helmet. The outer door opened, and their guards jerked them forth into space by the connecting cable.


    They were towed helplessly along the wreck-pack’s rim toward the Martian Queen. Once inside its airlock, Jandron’s men removed the prisoners’ space-helmets and then used the duplicate-control inside the airlock itself to open the inner door. Through this opening they thrust the captives, those inside the ship not daring to enter the airlock. Jandron’s men then closed the inner door, re-opened the outer one, and started back toward the Pallas with the helmets of Kent and his companions.


    Kent and the others soon found Crain and his half-dozen men who rapidly undid their bonds. Crain’s men still wore their space-suits, but, like Kent’s companions, were without space-helmets.


    “Kent, I was afraid they’d get you and your men too!” Crain exclaimed. “It’s all my fault, for when I saw Jandron and his men coming from the wreck-pack I never doubted but that it was you.”


    “It’s no one’s fault,” Kent told him. “It’s just something that we couldn’t foresee.”


    * * * *


    Crain’s eyes fell on Krell. “But what’s he doing here?” he exclaimed. Kent briefly explained Jandron’s treachery toward Krell, and Crain’s brows drew ominously together.


    “So Jandron put you here with us! Krell, I am a commissioned captain of a space-ship, and as such can legally try you and sentence you to death here without further formalities.”


    Krell did not answer, but Kent intervened. “There’s hardly time for that now, sir,” he said. “I’m as anxious to settle with Krell as anyone, but right now our main enemy is Jandron, and Krell hates Jandron worse than we do, if I’m not mistaken.”


    “You’re not,” said Krell grimly. “All I want right now is to get within reach of Jandron.”


    “There’s small chance of any of us doing that,” Crain told them. “There’s not a single space-helmet on the Martian Queen.”


    “You’ve searched?” Liggett asked.


    “Every cubic inch of the ship,” Crain told him. “No, Jandron’s men made sure there were no helmets left here, and without helmets this ship is an inescapable prison.”


    “Damn it, there must be some way out!” Kent exclaimed. “Why, Jandron and his men must be starting to pump that fuel into the Pallas by now! They’ll be sailing off as soon as they do it!”


    Crain’s face was sad. “I’m afraid this is the end, Kent. Without helmets, the space between the Martian Queen and the Pallas is a greater barrier to us than a mile-thick wall of steel. In this ship we’ll stay, until the air and food give out, and death releases us.”


    “Damn it, I’m not thinking of myself!” Kent cried. “I’m thinking of Marta! The Pallas will sail out of here with her in Jandron’s power!”


    “The girl!” Liggett exclaimed. “If she could bring us over space-helmets from the Pallas we could get out of here!”


    Kent was thoughtful. “If we could talk to her—she must still have that suit-phone I gave her. Where’s another?”


    * * * *


    Crain quickly detached the compact suit-phone from inside the neck of his own space-suit, and Kent rapidly tuned it to the one he had given Marta Mallen. His heart leapt as her voice came instantly from it:


    “Rance! Rance Kent—”


    “Marta—this is Rance!” he cried.


    He heard a sob of relief. “I’ve been calling you for minutes! I was hoping that you’d remember to listen!


    “Jandron and ten of the others have gone to that wreck in which you found the fuel,” she added swiftly. “They unreeled a tube-line behind them as they went, and I can hear them pumping in the fuel now.”


    “Are the others guarding you?” Kent asked quickly.


    “They’re down in the lower deck at the tanks and airlocks. They won’t allow me down on that deck. I’m up here in the middle-deck, absolutely alone.


    “Jandron told me that we’d start out of here as soon as the fuel was in,” she added, “and he and the men were laughing about Krell.”


    “Marta, could you in any way get space-helmets and get out to bring them over here to us?” Kent asked eagerly.


    “There’s a lot of space-suits and helmets here,” she answered, “but I couldn’t get out with them, Rance! I couldn’t get to the airlocks with Jandron’s seven or eight men down there guarding them!”


    Kent felt despair; then as an idea suddenly flamed in him, he almost shouted into the instrument:


    “Marta, unless you can get over here with helmets for us, we’re all lost. I want you to put on a space-suit and helmet at once!”


    * * * *


    There was a short silence, and then her voice came, a little muffled. “I’ve got the suit and helmet on, Rance. I’m wearing the suit-phone inside it.”


    “Good! Now, can you get up to the pilot-house? There’s no one guarding it or the upper-deck? Hurry up there, then, at once.”


    Crain and the rest were staring at Kent. “Kent, what are you going to have her do?” Crain exclaimed. “It’ll do no good for her to start the Pallas: those guards will be up there in a minute!”


    “I’m not going to have her start the Pallas,” said Kent grimly. “Marta, you’re in the pilot-house? Do you see the heavy little steel door in the wall beside the instrument-panel?”


    “I’m at it, but it’s locked with a combination-lock,” she said.


    “The combination is 6-34-77-81,” Kent told her swiftly. “Open it as quickly as you can.”


    “Good God, Kent!” cried Crain. “You’re going to have her—?”


    “Get out of there the only way she can!” Kent finished fiercely. “You have the door open, Marta?”


    “Yes; there are six or seven control-wheels inside.”


    “Those wheels control the Pallas’ exhaust-valves,” Kent told her. “Each wheel opens the valves of one of the ship’s decks or compartments and allows its air to escape into space. They’re used for testing leaks in the different deck and compartment divisions. Marta, you must turn all those wheels as far as you can to the right.”


    “But all the ship’s air will rush out; the guards below have no suits on, and they’ll be—” she was exclaiming. Kent interrupted.


    “It’s the only chance for you, for all of us. Turn them!”


    There was a moment of silence, and Kent was going to repeat the order when her voice came, lower in tone, a little strange:


    “I understand, Rance. I’m going to turn them.”


    * * * *


    There was silence again, and Kent and the men grouped round him were tense. All were envisioning the same thing—the air rushing out of the Pallas’ valves, and the unsuspecting guards in its lower deck smitten suddenly by an instantaneous death.


    Then Marta’s voice, almost a sob: “I turned them, Rance. The air puffed out all around me.”


    “Your space-suit is working all right?”


    “Perfectly,” she said.


    “Then go down and tie together as many space-helmets as you can manage, get out of the airlock, and try to get over here to the Martian Queen with them. Do you think you can do that, Marta?”


    “I’m going to try,” she said steadily. “But I’ll have to pass those men in the lower-deck I just—killed. Don’t be anxious if I don’t talk for a little.”


    Yet her voice came again almost immediately. “Rance, the pumping has stopped! They must have pumped all the fuel into the Pallas!”


    “Then Jandron and the rest will be coming back to the Pallas at once!” Kent cried. “Hurry, Marta!”


    The suit-phone was silent; and Kent and the rest, their faces closely pressed against the deck-windows, peered intently along the wreck-pack’s edge. The Pallas was hidden from their view by the wrecks between, and there was no sign as yet of the girl.


    Kent felt his heart beating rapidly. Crain and Liggett pressed beside him, the men around them; Krell’s face was a mask as he too gazed. Kent was rapidly becoming convinced that some mischance had overtaken the girl when an exclamation came from Liggett. He pointed excitedly.


    * * * *


    She was in sight, unrecognizable in space-suit and helmet, floating along the wreck-pack’s edge toward them. A mass of the glassite space-helmets tied together was in her grasp. She climbed bravely over the stern of a projecting wreck and shot on toward the Martian Queen.


    The airlock’s door was open for her, and, when she was inside it, the outer door closed and air hissed into the lock. In a moment she was in among them, still clinging to the helmets. Kent grasped her swaying figure and removed her helmet.


    “Marta, you’re all right?” he cried. She nodded a little weakly.


    “I’m all right. It was just that I had to go over those guards that were all frozen.…Terrible!”


    “Get these helmets on!” Crain was crying. “There’s a dozen of them, and twelve of us can stop Jandron’s men if we get back in time!”


    Kent and Liggett and the nearer of their men were swiftly donning the helmets. Krell grasped one and Crain sought to snatch it.


    “Let that go! We’ll not have you with us when we haven’t enough helmets for our own men!”


    “You’ll have me or kill me here!” Krell cried, his eyes hate-mad. “I’ve got my own account to settle with


    Jandron!”


    “Let him have it!” Liggett cried. “We’ve no time now to argue!”


    Kent reached toward the girl. “Marta, give one of the men your helmet,” he ordered; but she shook her head.


    “I’m going with you!” Before Kent could dispute she had the helmet on again, and Crain was pushing them into the airlock. The nine or ten left inside without helmets hastily thrust steel bars into the men’s hands before the inner door closed. The outer one opened and they leapt forth into space, floating smoothly along the wreck-pack’s border with bars in their grasp, thirteen strong.


    Kent found the slowness with which they floated forward torturing. He glimpsed Crain and Liggett ahead, Marta beside him, Krell floating behind him to the left. They reached the projecting freighters, climbed over and around them, braced against them and shot on. They sighted the Pallas ahead now. Suddenly they discerned another group of eleven figures in space-suits approaching it from the wreck-pack’s interior, rolling up the tube-line that led from the Pallas as they did so. Jandron’s party!


    * * * *


    Jandron and his men had seen them and were suddenly making greater efforts to reach the Pallas. Kent and his companions, propelling themselves frenziedly on from another wreck, reached the ship’s side at the same time as Jandron’s men. The two groups mixed and mingled, twisted and turned in a mad space-combat.


    Kent had been grasped by one of Jandron’s men and raised his bar to crack the other’s glassite helmet. His opponent caught the bar, and they struggled, twisting and turning over and over far up in space amid a half-score similar struggles. Kent wrenched his bar free at last from the other’s grasp and brought it down on his helmet. The glassite cracked, and he caught a glimpse of the man’s hate-distorted face frozen instantly in death.


    Kent released him and propelled himself toward a struggling trio nearby. As he floated toward them, he saw Jandron beyond them making wild gestures of command and saw Krell approaching Jandron with upraised bar. Kent, on reaching the three combatants, found them to be two of Jandron’s men overcoming Crain. He shattered one’s helmet as he reached them, but saw the other’s bar go up for a blow.


    Kent twisted frantically, uselessly, to escape it, but before the blow could descend a bar shattered his opponent’s helmet from behind. As the man froze in instant death Kent saw that it was Marta who had struck him from behind. He jerked her to his side. The struggles in space around them seemed to be ending.


    Six of Jandron’s party had been slain, and three of Kent’s companions. Jandron’s four other followers were giving up the combat, floating off into the wreck-pack in clumsy, hasty flight. Someone grasped Kent’s arm, and he turned to find it was Liggett.


    “They’re beaten!” Liggett’s voice came to him! “They’re all killed but those four!”


    “What about Jandron himself?” Kent cried. Liggett pointed to two space-suited bodies twisting together in space, with bars still in their lifeless grasp.


    Kent saw through their shattered helmets the stiffened faces of Jandron and Krell, their helmets having apparently been broken by each other’s simultaneous blows.


    Crain had gripped Kent’s arm also. “Kent, it’s over!” he was exclaiming. “Liggett and I will close the Pallas’ exhaust-valves and release new air in it. You take over helmets for the rest of our men in the Martian Queen.”


    * * * *


    In several minutes Kent was back with the men from the Martian Queen. The Pallas was ready, with Liggett in its pilot-house, the men taking their stations, and Crain and Marta awaiting Kent.


    “We’ve enough fuel to take us out of the dead-area and to Neptune without trouble!” Crain declared. “But what about those four of Jandron’s men that got away?”


    “The best we can do is leave them here,” Kent told him. “Best for them, too, for at Neptune they’d be executed, while they can live indefinitely in the wreck-pack.”


    “I’ve seen so many men killed on the Martian Queen and here,” pleaded Marta. “Please don’t take them to Neptune.”


    “All right, we’ll leave them,” Crain agreed, “though the scoundrels ought to meet justice.” He hastened up to the pilot-house after Liggett.


    In a moment came the familiar blast of the rocket-tubes, and the Pallas shot out cleanly from the wreck-pack’s edge. A scattered cheer came from the crew. With gathering speed the ship arrowed out, its rocket-tubes blasting now in steady succession.


    Kent, with his arm across Marta’s shoulders, watched the wreck-pack grow smaller behind. It lay as when he first had seen it, a strange great mass, floating forever motionless among the brilliant stars. He felt the girl beside him shiver, and swung her quickly around.


    “Let’s not look back or remember now, Marta!” he said. “Let’s look ahead.”


    She nestled closer inside his arm. “Yes, Rance. Let’s look ahead.”


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1931 by Street & Smith Publications, Inc.

  


  
    ROBERT A. HEINLEIN


    (1907–1988)


    How you feel about Heinlein’s writing likely depends on how you first encounter him. Much of his earlier writing is astonishing in scope, and his young adult novels are magical, especially if you catch them at the right age. Later in his career he wrote much that was very political, and he liked to take a variety of approaches in different works. Someone whose only exposure to Heinlein was Starship Troopers (1959) might try to argue that he was an authority-loving fascist, without ever reading “The Long Watch” (1949) in which he movingly argued the exact opposite position. The joke about Heinlein was that it was hard to get a fix on his politics, since it was a moving target. At various times he was claimed to be everywhere from hard left to hard right politically, with the main commonality being a belief in the importance of individuals and a certain libertarian skepticism.


    Heinlein graduated from the U.S. Naval Academy in 1929 and planned on a military career, but was discharged as permanently disabled after a bout of tuberculosis. He floundered around looking for a new vocation, trying everything from speechwriting to silver mining before finally turning to writing science fiction. He quicly sold his first story (“Life-Line,” 1939) to Astounding. Within a year he was able to retire the mortgage on his house and write only what pleased him. (He was quietly generous to other writers who were less successful, helping to support Philip K. Dick at times, for instance.)


    He wrote nothing during World War II; he was unsuccessful in trying to convince the Navy to return him to active duty, but he was able to work a the Philadelphia Navy Yard with L. Sprague de Camp and Isaac Asimov. After the war he began writing novels, producing sixteen between 1947 and 1959, including a series of wildly successful juvenile SF novels like Rocket Ship Galileo (1947) and Have Space Suit, Will Travel (1958). When “The Green Hills of Earth” was published in the Saturday Evening Post, Heinlein became the first science fiction writer to break out of the “pulp ghetto.”


    Starship Troopers (1959), with its military themes and introduction of powered armor, was both hugely influential and hugely controversial. One of the best responses to it was in Joe Haldeman’s “Hero” (p. 583), which became the novel The Forever War. Both Starship Troopers and The Forever War won Hugos. (Heinlein won four Hugos in all, including the first one awarded.)


    Two years later, Heinlein published Stranger in a Strange Land, which became seen as a best-selling counterculture manifesto (as well as achieving notoriety for being mass murderer Charles Manson’s favorite book).


    Heinlein experienced increasing health problems from the 1960s on. He continued to write and travel widely with his third wife, Virginia (Ginnie). His newer books were explicity geared to adults, and somehow less magical for it (even to their target audience). After having one of the first heart bypass operations, he had to give up most non-writing activities but he was healthy enough in the early 1980s to visit Antarctica, the only continent he hadn’t been on.


    After Heinlein died of emphysema and congestive heart failure, Grumbles from the Grave was released, purportedly with all of the things he’d been too tactful to say while alive. The most controversial parts were edited out, however, leaving a much tamer book than he’d intended.


    I’ll always associate this story with the space shuttle Columbia disaster in 2003, when a friend posted the poem that forms the core of the story to an editorial listserv by way of memorium. The title of the story comes from a line in C. L. Moore’s story, “Shambleau” (p. 283). The Rhysling Award, given each year for the best science fiction poetry, is named for Heinlein’s blind poet hero in this story.

  


  
    THE GREEN HILLS OF EARTH, by Robert A. Heinlein


    first published in The Saturday Evening Post, February 1947


    This is the story of Rhysling, the Blind Singer of the Space-ways—but not the official version. You sang his words in school:


    “I pray for one last landing


    On the globe that gave me birth;


    Let me rest my eyes on the fleecy skies


    And the cool, green hills of Earth.”


    Or perhaps you sang in French, or German. Or it might have been Esperanto, while Terra’s rainbow banner rippled over your head.


    The language does not matter—it was certainly an Earth tongue. No one has ever translated “Green Hills” into the lisping Venetian speech; no Martian ever croaked and whispered it in the dry corridors. This is ours. We of Earth have exported everything from Hollywood crawlies to synthetic radioactives, but this belongs solely to Terra, and to her sons and daughters wherever they may be.


    We have all heard many stories of Rhysling. You may even be one of the many who have sought degrees, or acclaim, by scholarly evaluations of his published works—Songs of the Space-ways, The Grand Canal, and other Poems, High and Far, and “UP SHIP!”


    Nevertheless, although you have sung his songs and read his verses, in school and out your whole life, it is at least an even money bet—unless you are a spaceman yourself—that you have never even heard of most of Rhysling’s unpublished songs, such items as Since the Pusher Met My Cousin, That Red-Headed Venusburg Gal, Keep Your Pants On, Skipper, or A Space Suit Built for Two.


    Nor can we quote them in a family magazine.


    Rhysling’s reputation was protected by a careful literary executor and by the happy chance that he was never interviewed. Songs of the Spaceways appeared the week he died; when it became a best seller, the publicity stories about him were pieced together from what people remembered about him plus the highly colored handouts from his publishers.


    The resulting traditional picture of Rhysling is about as authentic as George Washington’s hatchet or King Alfred’s cakes.


    In truth you would not have wanted him in your parlor; he was not socially acceptable. He had a permanent case of sun itch, which he scratched continually, adding nothing to his negligible beauty.


    Van der Voort’s portrait of him for the Harriman Centennial edition of his works shows a figure of high tragedy, a solemn mouth, sightless eyes concealed by black silk bandage. He was never solemn! His mouth was always open, singing, grinning, drinking, or eating. The bandage was any rag, usually dirty. After he lost his sight he became less and less neat about his person.


    * * * *


    “Noisy” Rhysling was a jetman, second class, with eyes as good as yours, when he signed on for a loop trip to the Jovian asteroids in the R.S. Goshawk. The crew signed releases for everything in those days; a Lloyd’s associate would have laughed in your face at the notion of insuring a spaceman. The Space Precautionary Act had never been heard of, and the Company was responsible only for wages, if and when. Half the ships that went further than Luna City never came back. Spacemen did not care; by preference they signed for shares, and any one of them would have bet you that he could jump from the 200th floor of Harriman Tower and ground safely, if you offered him three to two and allowed him rubber heels for the landing.


    Jetmen were the most carefree of the lot and the meanest. Compared with them the masters, the radarmen, and the as-trogators (there were no supers nor stewards in those days) were gentle vegetarians. Jetmen knew too much. The others trusted the skill of the captain to get them down safely; jet-men knew that skill was useless against the blind and fitful devils chained inside their rocket motors.


    The Goshawk was the first of Harriman’s ships to be converted from chemical fuel to atomic power-piles-—or rather the first that did not blow up. Rhysling knew her well; she was an old tub that had plied the Luna City run. Supra-New York space station to Leyport and back, before she was converted for deep space. He had worked the Luna run in her and had been along on the first deep space trip, Drywater on Mars—and back, to everyone’s surprise.


    He should have made chief engineer by the time he signed for the Jovian loop trip, but, after the Drywater pioneer trip, he had been fired, blacklisted, and grounded at Luna City for having spent his time writing a chorus and several verses at a time when he should have been watching his gauges. The song was the infamous The Skipper is a Father to his Crew, with the uproariously unprintable final couplet.


    The blacklist did not bother him. He won an accordion from a Chinese barkeep in Luna City by cheating at one-thumb and thereafter kept going by singing to the miners for drinks and tips until the rapid attrition in spacemen caused the Company agent there to give him another chance. He kept his nose clean on the Luna run for a year or two, got back into deep space, helped give Venusburg its original ripe reputation, strolled the banks of the Grand Canal when a second colony was established at the ancient Martian capital, and froze his toes and ears on the second trip to Titan.


    Things moved fast in those days. Once the power-pile drive was accepted the number of ships that put out from the Luna-Terra system was limited only by the availability of crews. Jetmen were scarce; the shielding was cut to a minimum to save weight and few married men cared to risk possible exposure to radioactivity. Rhysling did not want to be a father, so jobs were always open to him during the golden days of the claiming boom. He crossed and recrossed the system, singing the doggerel that boiled up in his head and chording it out on his accordion.


    The master of the Goshawk knew him; Captain Hicks had been astrogator on Rhysling’s first trip in her. “Welcome home, Noisy,” Hicks had greeted him. “Are you sober, or shall I sign the book for you?”


    “You can’t get drunk on the bug juice they sell here, Skipper.” He signed and went below, lugging his accordion.


    Ten minutes later he was back. “Captain,” he stated darkly, “that number two jet ain’t fit. The cadmium dampers are warped.”


    “Why tell me? Tell the Chief.”


    “I did, but he says they will do. He’s wrong.”


    The captain gestured at the book. “Scratch out your name and scram. We raise ship in thirty minutes.”


    Rhysling looked at him, shrugged, and went below again.


    It is a long climb to the Jovian planetoids; a Hawk-class clunker had to blast for three watches before going into free flight. Rhysling had the second watch. Damping was done by hand then, with a multiplying vernier and a danger gauge. When the gauge showed red, he tried to correct it—no luck.


    Jetmen don’t wait; that’s why they are jetmen. He slapped the emergency discover and fished at the hot stuff with the tongs. The lights went out, he went right ahead. A jetman has to know his power room the way your tongue knows the inside of your mouth.


    He sneaked a quick look over the top of the lead baffle when the lights went out. The blue radioactive glow did not help him any; he jerked his head back and went on fishing by touch.


    When he was done he called over the tube, “Number two jet out. And for crissake get me some light down here!”


    There was light—the emergency circuit—but not for him. The blue radioactive glow was the last thing his optic nerve ever responded to.


    2


    “As Time and Space come bending back to shape this star-specked scene,


    The tranquil tears of tragic joy still spread their silver sheen;


    Along the Grand Canal still soar the fragile Towers of Truth;


    Their fairy grace defends this place of Beauty, calm and couth.


    “Bone-tired the race that raised the Towers, forgotten are their lores;


    Long gone the gods who shed the tears that lap these crystal shores.


    Slow beats the time-worn heart of Mars beneath this icy sky;


    The thin air whispers voicelessly that all who live must die—


    “Yet still the lacy Spires of Truth sing Beauty’s madrigal


    And she herself will ever dwell along the Grand Canal!”


    —from The Grand Canal, by permission of Lux Transcriptions, Ltd., London and Luna City


    * * * *


    On the swing back they set Rhysling down on Mars at Drywater; the boys passed the hat and the skipper kicked in a half month’s pay. That was all—finish—just another space bum who had not had the good fortune to finish it off when his luck ran out. He holed up with the prospectors and arche-ologists at How-Far? for a month or so, and could probably have stayed forever in exchange for his songs and his accordion playing. But spacemen die if they stay in one place; he hooked a crawler over to Drywater again and thence to Marsopolis.


    The capital was well into its boom; the processing plants lined the Grand Canal on both sides and roiled the ancient waters with the filth of the runoff. This was before the Tri-Planet Treaty forbade disturbing cultural relics for commerce; half the slender, fairy like towers had been torn down, and others were disfigured to adapt them as pressurized buildings for Earthmen.


    Now Rhysling had never seen any of these changes and no one described them to him; when he “saw” Marsopolis again, he visualized it as it had been, before it was rationalized for trade. His memory was good. He stood on the riparian esplanade where the ancient great of Mars had taken their ease and saw its beauty spreading out before his blinded eyes—ice blue plain of water unmoved by tide, untouched by breeze, and reflecting serenely the sharp, bright stars of the Martian sky, and beyond the water the lacy buttresses and flying towers of an architecture too delicate for our rumbling, heavy planet.


    The result was Grand Canal.


    The subtle change in his orientation which enabled him to see beauty at Marsopolis where beauty was not now began to affect his whole life. All women became beautiful to him. He knew them by their voices and fitted their appearances to the sounds. It is a mean spirit indeed who will speak to a blind man other than in gentle friendliness; scolds who had given their husbands no peace sweetened their voices to Rhysling.


    It populated his world with beautiful women and gracious men. Dark Star Passing, Berenice’s Hair, Death Song of a Wood’s Colt, and his other love songs of the wanderers, the womenless men of space, were the direct result of the fact that his conceptions were unsullied by tawdry truths. It mellowed his approach, changed his doggerel to verse, and sometimes even to poetry.


    He had plenty of time to think now, time to get all the lovely words just so and to worry a verse until it sang true in his head. The monotonous beat of Jet Song—


    When the field is clear, the reports all seen,


    When the lock sighs shut, when the lights wink green,


    When the check-offs done, when it’s time to pray,


    When the Captain nods, when she blasts away—


    Hear the jets!


    Hear them snarl at your back


    When you’re stretched on the rack;


    Feel your ribs clamp your chest,


    Feel your neck grind its rest.


    Feel the pain in your ship,


    Feel her strain in their grip.


    Feel her rise! Feel her drive!


    Straining steel, come alive,\


    On her jets!


    —came to him not while he himself was a jetman but later while he was hitch-hiking from Mars to Venus and sitting out a watch with an old shipmate.


    At Venusburg he sang his new songs and some of the old, in the bars. Someone would start a hat around for him; it would come back with a minstrel’s usual take doubled or tripled in recognition of the gallant spirit behind the bandaged eyes.


    It was an easy life. Any space port was bis home and any ship his private carriage. No skipper cared to refuse to lift the extra mass of blind Rhysling and his squeeze box; he shuttled from Venusburg to Leyport to Drywater to New Shanghai, or back again, as the whim took him.


    He never went closer to Earth than Supra-New York Space Station. Even when signing the contract for Songs of the Spaceways he made his mark in a cabin-class liner somewhere between Luna City and Ganymede. Horowitz, the original publisher, was aboard for a second honeymoon and heard Rhysling sing at a ship’s party. Horowitz knew a good thing for the publishing trade when he heard it; the entire contents of Songs were sung directly into the tape in the communications room of that ship before he let Rhysling out of his sight. The next three volumes were squeezed out of Rhysling at Venusburg, where Horowitz had sent an agent to keep him liquored up until he had sung all he could remember.


    UP SHIP! is not certainly authentic Rhysling throughout. Much of it is Rhysling’s, no doubt, and Jet Song is unquestionably his, but most of the verses were collected after his death from people who had known him during his wanderings.


    The Green Hills of Earth grew through twenty years. The earliest form we know about was composed before Rhysling was blinded, during a drinking bout with some of the indentured men on Venus. The verses were concerned mostly with the things the labor clients intended to do back on Earth if and when they ever managed to pay their bounties and thereby be allowed to go home. Some of the stanzas were vulgar, some were not, but the chorus was recognizably that of Green Hills.


    We know exactly where the final form of Green Hills came from, and when.


    There was a ship in at Venus Ellis Isle which was scheduled for the direct jump from there to Great Lakes, Illinois. She was the old Falcon, youngest of the Hawk class and the first ship to apply the Harriman Trust’s new policy of extra-fare express service between Earth cities and any colony with scheduled stops.


    Rhysling decided to ride her back to Earth. Perhaps his own song had gotten under his skin—or perhaps he just hankered to see his native Ozarks one more time.


    The Company no longer permitted deadheads; Rhysling knew this but it never occurred to him that the ruling might apply to him. He was getting old, for a spaceman, and just a little matter of fact about his privileges. Not senile—he simply knew that he was one of the landmarks in space, along with Halley’s Comet, the Rings, and Brewster’s Ridge. He walked in the crew’s port, went below, and made himself at home in the first empty acceleration couch.


    The Captain found him there while making a last minute tour of his ship. “What are you doing here?” he demanded.


    “Dragging it back to Earth, Captain.” Rhysling needed no eyes to see a skipper’s four stripes.


    “You can’t drag in this ship; you know the rules. Shake a leg and get out of here. We raise ship at once.” The Captain was young; he had come up after Rhysling’s active time, but Rhysling knew the type—five years at Harriman Hall with only cadet practice trips instead of solid, deep space experience. The two men did not touch in background nor spirit; space was changing.


    “Now, Captain, you wouldn’t begrudge an old man a trip home.”


    The officer hesitated—several of the crew had stopped to listen. “I can’t do it. ‘Space Precautionary Act, Clause Six: No one shall enter space save as a licensed member of a crew of a chartered vessel, or as a paying passenger of such a vessel under such regulations as may be issued pursuant to this act.’ Up you get and out you go.”


    Rhysling lolled back, his hands under his head. “If I’ve got to go, I’m damned if I’ll walk. Carry me.”


    The Captain bit his lip and said, “Master-at-Arms! Have this man removed.”


    The ship’s policeman fixed his eyes on the overhead struts. “Can’t rightly do it, Captain. I’ve sprained my shoulder.” The other crew members, present a moment before, had faded into the bulkhead paint.


    “Well, get a working party!”


    “Aye, aye, sir.” He, too, went away.


    Rhysling spoke again. “Now look, Skipper—let’s not have any hard feelings about this. You’ve got an out to carry me if you want to—the ‘Distressed Spaceman’ clause.”


    “‘Distressed Spaceman’, my eye! You’re no distressed spaceman; you’re a space-lawyer. I know who you are; you’ve been bumming around the system for years. Well, you won’t do it in my ship. That clause was intended to succor men who had missed their ships, not to let a man drag free all over space.”


    “Well, now, Captain, can you properly say I haven’t missed my ship? I’ve never been back home since my last trip as a signed-on crew member. The law says I can have a trip back.”


    “But that was years ago. You’ve used up your chance.”


    “Have I now? The clause doesn’t say a word about how soon a man has to take his trip back; it just says he’s got it coming to him. Go look it up, Skipper. If I’m wrong, I’ll not only walk out on my two legs, I’ll beg your humble pardon in front of your crew. Go on—look it up. Be a sport.”


    Rhysling could feel the man’s glare, but he turned and stomped out of the compartment. Rhysling knew that he had used his blindness to place the Captain in an impossible position, but this did not embarrass Rhysling—he rather enjoyed it.


    Ten minutes later the siren sounded, he heard the orders on the bull horn for Up-Stations. When the soft sighing of the locks and the slight pressure change in his ears let him know that take-off was imminent he got up and shuffled down to the power room, as he wanted to be near the jets when they blasted off. He needed no one to guide him in any ship of the Hawk class.


    Trouble started during the first watch. Rhysling had been lounging in the inspector’s chair, fiddling with the keys of his accordion and trying out a new version of Green Hills.


    “Let me breathe unrationed air again


    Where there’s no lack nor dearth”


    And “something, something, something ‘Earth’”—it would not come out right. He tried again.


    “Let the sweet fresh breezes heal me


    As they rove around the girth


    Of our lovely mother planet,


    Of the cool green hills of Earth.”


    That was better, he thought. “How do you like that, Archie?” he asked over the muted roar.


    “Pretty good. Give out with the whole thing.” Archie Macdougal, Chief Jetman, was an old friend, both spaceside and in bars; he had been an apprentice under Rhysling many years and millions of miles back.


    Rhysling obliged, then said, “You youngsters have got it soft. Everything automatic. When I was twisting her tail you had to stay awake.”


    “You still have to stay awake.” They fell to talking shop and Macdougal showed him the direct response damping rig which had replaced the manual vernier control which Rhysling had used. Rhysling felt out the controls and asked questions until he was familiar with the new installation. It was his conceit that he was still a jetman and that his present occupation as a troubadour was simply an expedient during one of the fusses with the company that any man could get into.


    “I see you still have the old hand damping plates installed,” he remarked, his agile fingers flitting over the equipment.


    “All except the links. I unshipped them because they obscure the dials.”


    “You ought to have them shipped. You might need them.”


    “Oh, I don’t know. I think—” Rhysling never did find out what Macdougal thought for it was at that moment the trouble tore loose. Macdougal caught it square, a blast of radioactivity that burned him down where he stood.


    Rhysling sensed what had happened. Automatic reflexes of old habit came out. He slapped the discover and rang the alarm to the control room simultaneously. Then he remembered the unshipped links. He had to grope until he found them, while trying to keep as low as he could to get maximum benefit from the baffles. Nothing but the links bothered him as to location. The place was as light to him as any place could be; he knew every spot, every control, the way he knew the keys of his accordion.


    “Power room! Power room! What’s the alarm?”


    “Stay out!” Rhysling shouted. “The place is ‘hot.’” He could feel it on his face and in his bones, like desert sunshine.


    The links he got into place, after cursing someone, anyone, for having failed to rack the wrench he needed. Then he commenced trying to reduce the trouble by hand. It was a long job and ticklish. Presently he decided that the jet would have to be spilled, pile and all.


    First he reported. “Control!”


    “Control aye aye!”


    “Spilling jet three—emergency.”


    “Is this Macdougal?”


    “Macdougal is dead. This is Rhysling, on watch. Stand by to record.”


    There was no answer; dumbfounded the Skipper may have been, but he could not interfere in a power room emergency. He had the ship to consider, and the passengers and crew. The doors had to stay closed.


    The Captain must have been still more surprised at what Rhysling sent for record. It was:


    “We rot in the molds of Venus,


    We retch at her tainted breath.


    Foul are her flooded jungles,


    Crawling with unclean death.”


    Rhysling went on cataloguing the Solar System as he worked, “—harsh bright soil of Luna—”, “—Saturn’s rainbow rings—”, “—the frozen night of Titan—”, all the while opening and spilling the jet and fishing it clean. He finished with an alternate chorus—


    “We’ve tried each spinning space mote


    And reckoned its true worth:


    Take us back again to the homes of men


    On the cool, green hills of Earth.”


    —then, almost absentmindedly remembered to tack on his revised first verse:


    “The arching sky is calling


    Spacemen back to their trade.


    All hands! Stand by! Free falling!


    And the lights below us fade.


    Out ride the sons of Terra,


    Far drives the thundering jet,


    Up leaps the race of Earthmen,


    Out, far, and onward yet—”


    The ship was safe now and ready to limp home shy one jet. As for himself, Rhysling was not so sure. That “sunburn” seemed sharp, he thought. He was unable to see the bright, rosy fog in which he worked but he knew it was there. He went on with the business of flushing the air out through the outer valve, repeating it several times to permit the level of radioaction to drop to something a man might stand under suitable armor. While he did this he sent one more chorus, the last bit of authentic Rhysling that ever could be:


    “We pray for one last landing


    On the globe that gave us birth;


    Let us rest our eyes on fleecy skies


    And the cool, green hills of Earth.”


    * * * *
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    C. L. MOORE


    (1911-1987)


    “Science fiction writer” was seen as very much a male profession when Indiana native Catherine Lucille Moore broke into the field. Like other writers at the time whose names were too female (like Andre Norton who for a while wrote as Andrew North) or too ethnic (like Abraham Merritt, who wrote as A. Merritt), Moore used a more neutral form of her name. Ultimately, it led to her marriage: In 1936, writer Henry Kuttner wrote an enthusiastic letter to Moore, assuming she was male. The two of them married in 1940.


    Forced to leave college during the Depression to work as a secretary, “Shambleau” was Moore’s first story sale in 1933, and it introduced her popular planetary romance character, Northwest Smith. (Another popular character of Moore’s was Jirel of Joiry, one of the first female leads in a sword and sorcery story, alongside her contemporary Robert E. Howard’s characters Red Sonja and Dark Agnes.)


    Once they were married, Moore and Kuttner frequently wrote together, under at least seventeen pseudonyms. (The best known was Lewis Padgett.) Her emotionally evocative characters and gift for adventure blended surprisingly well with Kuttner’s more cerebral style. Settling in Garden City, New York, to be near the major pulp publishers, they became part of John W. Campbell’s stable of writers at Astounding.


    The two of them wrote science fiction prolifically through the 1940s, but had turned to other things by 1950. They moved from New York to Kuttner’s native California so they could earn their college degrees and break into screenwriting. They succeeded in both, studying at the University of Southern California (where Kuttner eventually taught writing) and writing mysteries but little science fiction. When Kuttner died of a heart attack in 1958, Moore took over his classes, but stopped writing fiction. She did write television scripts for Maverick and other shows, but never returned to SF. When she remarried in 1963, Moore entirely stopped writing.


    In 1981, Moore won a World Fantasy Award for lifetime achievement. Although she may have done her best writing with Kuttner, in some ways Moore’s earlier solo writing, with its evocative landscapes and moody characters, was more influential on writers of both space opera and heroic fantasy. She died in 1987, after a long struggle with Alzheimer’s disease.

  


  
    SHAMBLEAU, by C. L. Moore


    Originally published in Weird Tales, November 1933.


    “Shambleau! Ha…Shambleau!”


    The wild hysteria of the mob rocketed from wall to wall of Lakkdarol’s narrow streets and the storming ofheavy boots over the slag-red pavement made an ominous undernote to that swelling bay, “Shambleau! Sham bleau!”


    Northwest Smith heard it coming and stepped into the nearest doorway, laying a wary hand on his heat-gun’s grip, and his colorless eyes narrowed. Strange sounds were common enough in the streets of Earth’s latest colony on Mars—a raw, red little town where anything might happen, and very often did. But Northwest Smith, whose name is known and re spected in every dive and wild outpost on a dozen wild planets, was a cautious man, despite his reputation. He set his back against the wall, gripped his pistol, and heard the rising shout come nearer and nearer.


    Then into his range of vision flashed a red running figure, dodging like a hunted hare from shelter to shel ter in the nar row street. It was a girl—a berry-brown girl in a single tattered garment whose scarlet burnt the eyes with its brilliance. She ran wearily, and he could hear her gasping breath from where he stood. As she came into view, he saw her hesitate and leanone hand against the wall for support and glance wildly around for shelter. She must not have seen him in the depths of the doorway, for as the bay of the mob grew louder and the pounding of feet sounded almost at the corner, she gave a despairing little moan and dodged into the recess at his very side.


    When she saw him standing there, tall and leather-brown, hand on his heat-gun, she sobbed once, inarticulately, and collapsed at his feet, a huddle of burning scarlet and bare, brown limbs.


    Smith had not seen her face, but she was a girl, and sweetly made and in danger; and though he had not the reputation of a chivalrous man, something in her hopeless huddle at his feet touched that chord of sympathy for the underdog that stirs in every Earthman, and he pushed her gently into the corner behind him and jerked out his gun just as the first of the running mob rounded the corner.


    It was a motley crowd, Earthmen and Martians and a sprinkling of Venusian swamp men and strange, name less denizens of unnamed planets—a typical Lakkdarol mob. When the first of them turned the corner and saw the empty street before them, there was a faltering in the rush, and the foremost spread out and began to search the doorways on both sides of the street.


    “Looking for something?” Smith’s sardonic call sounded clear above the clamor of the mob.


    They turned. The shouting died for a moment as they tookin the scene before them—tall Earthman in the space-explorer’s leathern garb, all one color from the burning of savage suns save for the sinister pallor of his no-colored eyes in a scarred and resolute face, gun in his steady hand and the scarlet girl crouched behind him, panting.


    The foremost of the crowd—a burly Earthman in tattered leather from which the Patrol insignia had been ripped away—stared for a moment with a strange expression of incredulity on his face overspreading thesavage exultation of the chase. Then he let loose adeep-throated bellow, “Shambleau!” and lunged forward. Behind him the mob took up the cry again, “Sham bleau! Shambleau! Shambleau!” and surged after.


    Smith, lounging negligently against the wall, arms folded and gun-hand draped over his left forearm, looked incapable of swift motion, but at the leader’s first forward step the pistol swept in a practiced half-circle, and the dazzle of blue-white heat leaping from its muzzle seared an arc in the slag pavement at his feet. It was an old gesture, and not a man in the crowd but understood it. The foremost recoiled swiftly against the surge of those in the rear, and for a moment there was confusion as the two tides met and struggled. Smith’s mouth curled into a grim curve as he watched. The man in the mutilated Patrol uniform lifted a threatening fist and stepped to the very edge of the deadline, while the crowd rocked to and fro behind him.


    “Are you crossing that line?” queried Smith in an ominously gentle voice.


    “We want that girl!”


    “Come and get her!” Recklessly, Smith grinned into the man’s face. He saw danger there, but his defiance was not the foolhardy gesture it seemed. An expert psychologist of mobs from long experience, he sensed no murder here. Not a gun had appeared in any hand in the crowd. They desired the girl with an inexplicable bloodthirstiness he was at a loss to understand, but toward himself he sensed no such fury. A mauling he might expect, but his life was in no danger. Guns would have ap peared before now if they were coming out at all. So he grinned in the man’s angry face and leaned lazily against the wall.


    Behind their self-appointed leader, the crowd milled impatiently, and threatening voices began to rise again. Smith heard the girl moan at his feet.


    “What do you want with her?” he demanded.


    “She’s Shambleau! Shambleau, you fool! Kick her out of there—we’ll take care of her!”


    “I’m taking care of her,” drawled Smith.


    “She’s Shambleau, I tell you! Damn your hide, man, we never let those things live! Kick her out here!”


    The repeated name had no meaning to him, but Smith’s innate stubbornness rose defiantly as the crowd surged forward to the very edge of the arc, their clamor growing louder. “Shambleau! Kick her out here! Give us Shambleau! Sham bleau!”


    Smith dropped his indolent pose like a cloak and swung up his gun. “Keep back!” he yelled. “She’s mine! Keep back!”


    He had no intention of using that heat-beam. He knew by now that they would not kill him unless he started the gunplay himself, and he did not mean to give up his life for any girl alive. But a severe mauling he expected, and he braced himself in stinctively as the mob heaved within itself. To his astonishment, a thing happened then that he had never known to happen before. At his shouted defiance, the foremost of the mob—those who had heard him clearly—drew back a little, not in alarm but evidently in surprise.


    The ex-Patrolman said, “Yours! She’s yours?” in a voice from which puzzlement crowded out the anger.


    Smith spread his booted legs wide before the crouch ing figure and flourished his gun.


    “Yes,” he said. “And I’m keeping her! Stand back there!”


    The man stared at him wordlessly, and horror and disgust and incredulity mingled on his weather-beaten face, The in credulity triumphed for a moment and he said again, “Yours!”


    Smith nodded.


    The man stepped back, unutterable contempt in his very pose. He waved an arm to the crowd and said loudly, “It’s—his!” and the press of bodies began tomelt away, gone silent, too, the look of contempt spread ing from face to face.


    The ex-Patrolman spat on the slag-paved street and turned his back. “Keep her, then,” he advised over one shoulder. “But don’t let her out again in this town!”


    Smith stared in perplexity, almost open-mouthed, as the suddenly scornful mob began to break up. His mind was in a whirl. That such bloodthirsty animosity should vanish in a breath he could not believe. And the curious mingling of contempt and disgust on the faces he saw baffled him even more. Lakkdarol was anything but a puritan town—it did not enter his head for amoment that his claiming the brown girl as his own had caused that strangely shocked revulsion to spread through the crowd. No, it was something deeper-rooted than that. Instinctive, instant disgust had been in the faces he saw—they would have looked less so if he had admitted cannibalism or Pharol-worship.


    And they were leaving his vicinity as swiftly as if whatever unknowing sin he had committed were contagious. The street was emptying as rapidly as it had filled. He saw a sleek Venusian glance back over his shoulder as he turned the corner and sneer, “Sham bleau!” and the word awoke a new line of speculation in Smith’s mind. Shambleau! Vaguely of French origin, it must be. And strange enough to hear it from the lips of Venusians and Martian drylanders, but it was their use of it that puzzled him more. “We never let those things live,” the ex-Patrolman had said. It reminded him dim ly of something…anancient line from some writing in his own tongue…“Thoushalt not suffer a witch to live.” He smiled to himself at the similarity, and simultaneously was aware of the girl at, his elbow.


    She has risen soundlessly. He turned to face her, sheathing his gun, and stared at first with curiosity and then in the entirely frank openness with which men regard that which is not wholly human. For she was not. He knew it at a glance, though the brown, sweet body was shaped like a woman’s and she wore the garment of scarlet—he saw it was leather—with an ease that few unhuman beings achieve toward clothing. He knew it from the moment he looked into her eyes, and a shiver of unrest went over him as he met them. They were green as young grass, with slit, feline pupils that pulsed unceasingly, and there was a look of dark, ani mal wisdom in their depths—that look of the beast which sees more than man.


    There was no hair upon her face—neither brows nor lashes—and he would have sworn that the tight scarlet turban bound around her head covered baldness. She had three fingers and a thumb, and her feet had four digits apiece, too, andall sixteen of them were tipped with round claws that sheathed back into the flesh like a cat’s. She ran her tongue over her lips—a thin, pink, flat tongue as feline as her eyes—and spoke with difficulty. He felt that that throat and tongue had never been shaped for human speech.


    “Not—afraid now,” she said softly, and her little teeth were white and pointed as a kitten’s.


    “What did they want you for?” he asked curiously. “What had you done? Shambleau—is that your name?”


    “I—not talk, your—speech,” she demurred hesitantly.


    “Well, try to—I want to know. Why were they chasing you? Will you be safe on the street now, or hadn’t you better get indoors somewhere? They looked dangerous.”


    “I—go with you.” She brought it out with difficulty.


    “Say you!” Smith grinned. “What are you, anyhow? You look like a kitten to me.”


    “Shambleau.” She said it somberly.


    “Where d’you live? Are you a Martian?”


    “I come from—from far—from long ago—far country—”


    “Wait!” laughed Smith. “You’re getting your wires crossed. You’re not a Martian?”


    She drew herself up very straight beside him, lifting the turbaned head, and there was something queenly in the poise of her.


    “Martian?” she said scornfully. “My people—are—are—you have no word. Your speech—hard for me.”


    “What’s yours? I might know it—try me.”


    She lifted her head and met his eyes squarely, and there was in hers a subtle amusement—he could have sworn it.


    “Some day I—speak to you in—my own language,” shepromised, and the pink tongue flicked out over her lips swiftly,hungrily.


    Approaching footsteps on the red pavement interrupted Smith’s reply. A dryland Martian came past, reeling a little andexuding an aroma of segir-whiskey, the Venusian brand. When he caught the red flash of the girl’s tatters, he turned his head sharply, and as his segir-steeped brain took in the fact of her presence he lurched toward the recess unsteadily, bawling, “Sham bleau, by Pharol! Shambleau!” and reached out a clutch ing hand.


    Smith struck it aside contemptuously.


    “On your way, drylander,” he advised.


    The man drew back and stared, blear-eyed.


    “Oh! Yours, eh?” he croaked. “Zut!—You’re welcome toit!”


    And, like the ex-Patrolman before him, he spat on the pavement and turned away, muttering harshly in the blasphemous tongue of the drylands.


    Smith watched him shuffle off, and there was a crease between his colorless eyes, a nameless unease rising within him.


    “Come on,” he said abruptly to the girl. “If this sort of thing is going to happen, we’d better get indoors. Where shall I take you?”


    “With you,” she murmured.


    He stared down into the flat green eyes. Those ceaselessly pulsing pupils disturbed him, but it seemed to him, vaguely, that behind the animal shallows of her gaze was a shutter—aclosed barrier that might at any moment open to reveal the very depths of that dark knowledge he sensed there.


    Roughly he said again, “Come on, then,” and stepped down into the street.


    She pattered along a pace or two behind him, making no effort to keep up with his long strides, and though Smith—as men know from Venus to Jupiter’s moons—walks as softly as a cat, even in spacemen’s boots, the girl at his heels slid like a shadow over the rough pavement, making so little sound that even the lightness of his footsteps was loud in the empty street.


    Smith chose the less frequented ways of Lakkdarol, and somewhat shamefacedly thanked his nameless gods that his lodgings were not far away, for the few pedestrians he met turned and stared after the two with that by now familiar mingling of horror and contempt which he was as far as ever from understanding.


    The room he had engaged was a single cubicle in alodging-house on the edge of the city. Lakkdarol, rawcamp-town that it was in those days, could have furnished little better anywhere within its limits, and Smith’s errand there was not one he wished to advertise. He had slept in worse places than this before, and knew that he would do so again.


    * * * *


    There was no one in sight when he entered, and the girl slipped up the stairs at his heels and vanished through the door, sha dowy, unseen by anyone in the house. Smith closed the door and leaned his broad shoulders against the panels, regarding her speculatively.


    She took in what little the room had to offer in a glance—frowsy bed, rickety table, mirror hanging unevenly and cracked against the wall, unpainted chairs—a typical camp-town room in an Earth settlement abroad. She accepted its poverty in that single glance, dismissed it, then crossed to the window and leaned out for a moment, gazing across the low rooftops toward the barren countryside beyond, red slag under the late afternoon sun.


    “You can stay here,” said Smith abruptly, “until I leave town. I’m waiting here for a friend to come in from Venus. Have you eaten?”


    “Yes,” said the girl quickly. “I shall—need no—food for—a while.”


    “Well —” Smith glanced around the room. “I’ll be in sometime tonight. You can go or stay just as you please. Better lock the door behind me.”


    With no more formality than that, he left her. The door closed, and he heard the key turn and smiled to himself. He didnot expect, then, ever to see her again.


    He went down the steps and out into the late-slanting sunlight with a mind so full of other matters that the brown girl receded very quickly into the background.


    * * * *


    Smith’s errand in Lakkdarol, like most of his errands, is better not spoken of. Man lives as he must, and Smith’s living was a perilous affair outside the law and ruled by the ray-gun only. It is enough to say that the shipping-port and its cargoes outbound interested him deeply just now, and that the friend he awaited was Yarol the Venusian, in that swift little Edsel ship the Maid that can flash from world to world with a derisive speed that laughs at Patrol boats and leaves pursuers floundering in the ether far behind. Smith and Yarol and the Maid were a trinity that had caused the Patrol leaders much worry and many gray hairs in the past, and the future looked very bright to Smith himself that evening as he left his lodging-house.


    Lakkdarol roars by night, as Earthmen’s camp-towns have a way of doing on every planet where Earth’s outposts are, and it was beginning lustily as Smith went down among the awakening lights toward the center of town. His business there does not concern us. He mingled with the crowds where the lights were brightest, and there was the click of ivory counters and the jingle of silver, and red segir gurgled invitingly from black Venusian bottles, and much later Smith strolled homeward under the moving moons of Mars, and if the street wavered alittle under his feet now and then—why, that is only understandable. Not even Smith could drink red segir at every bar from the Martian Lamb to the New Chicago and remain en tirely steady on his feet. But he found his way back with very little difficulty—considering—and spent a good five minutes hunting for his key before he remembered he had left it in the inner lock for the girl.


    He knocked then, and there was no sound of footsteps from within, but in a few moments the latch clicked and the door swung open. She retreated soundlessly before him as he entered, and she took up her favorite place against the window, leaning back on the sill and outlined against the starry sky beyond. The room was in darkness.


    Smith flipped the switch by the door and then leaned back against the panels, steadying himself. The cool night air had sobered him a little, and his head was clear enough—liquor went to Smith’s feet, not his head, or he would never have come this far along the lawless way he had chosen. He lounged against the door now and regarded the girl in the sudden glare of the bulbs, blinking a little as much at the scarlet of her clothing as at the light.


    “So you stayed,” he said.


    “I—waited,” she answered softly, leaning farther back against the sill and clasping the rough wood with slim, three-fingered hands, pale brown against the dark ness.


    “Why?”


    She did not answer that, but her mouth curved into a slow smile. On a woman it would have been reply enough—provocative, daring. On Shambleau there was something pitiful and horrible in it—so human on the face of one who was half animal. And yet…that sweet brown body curving so softly from the tatters of scarlet leather—the velvety texture of that brownness—the white-flashing smile.…Smith was aware of a stirring excitement within him. After all—time would be hanging heavy now until Yarol came.…Speculatively, he allowed the steel-pale eyes to wander over her with a slow regard that missed nothing. And when he spoke, he was aware that his voice had deepened a little.


    “Come here,” he said.


    She came forward slowly, on bare clawed feet that made not the slightest sound on the floor, and stood before him with eyes downcast and mouth trembling inthat pitifully human smile. He took her by the shoulders—velvety soft shoulders, of a creamy smoothness that was not the texture of human flesh. Alittle tremor went over her, perceptibly, at the contact of hishands. Northwest Smith caught his breath suddenly and dragged her to him…sweet yielding brownness in the circle of his arms…heard her own breath catch and quicken as her velvety arms closed about his neck. And then he was looking down into her face, very near, and the green animal eyes with the pulsing pupils met his, and the flicker of—something—deep behind their shallows—and through the rising clamor of his blood, even as he stooped his lips to hers, Smith felt something deep within him shudder away—inexplicable, instinctive, revolted. What it might be he had no words to tell, but the very touch of her was suddenly loathsome—so soft and velvet and unhuman—and it might have been an animal’s face that lifted itself to his mouth—the dark knowledge looked hungrily from the darkness of those slit pupils—and for a mad instant he knew that same wild, feverish revulsion he had seen in the faces of the mob.


    “God!” he gasped, a far more ancient invocation against evil than he realized, then or ever, and he ripped her arms from his neck, swung her away with such a force that she reeled half across the room. Smith fell back against the door, breathing heavily, and stared at her while the wild revolt died slowly within him.


    She had fallen to the floor beneath the window, and as she lay there against the wall with bent head he saw, curiously, that her turban had slipped—the turban that he had been so sure covered baldness—and a lock of scarlet hair fell below the binding leather, hair as scarlet as her garment, as unhumanly red as her eyes were unhumanly green. He stared, and shook his head dizzily and stared again, for it seemed to him that the thick lock of crimson had moved, squirmed of itself against her cheek.


    At the contact of it, her hands flew up, and she tucked it away with a very human gesture and then dropped her head again into her hands. And, from the deep shadow of her fingers, he thought she was staring up at him covertly.


    Smith drew a deep breath and passed a hand across his forehead. The inexplicable moment had gone as quickly as it came—too swiftly for him to understand or analyze it.


    “— Got to lay off the segir,” he told himself un steadily.


    Had he imagined that scarlet hair? After all, she was no more than a pretty brown girl-creature from one ofthe many half human races peopling the planets. Nomore than that, after all. A pretty little thing, but animal? He laughed a little shakily.


    “No more of that,” he said. “God knows I’m no angel, but there’s got to be a limit somewhere. Here.” He crossed to the bed and sorted out a pair of blankets from the untidy heap, tossing them to the far corner of the room. “You can sleep there.”


    Wordlessly, she rose from the floor and began to rearrange the blankets, the uncomprehending resignation of the animal eloquent in every line of her.


    * * * *


    Smith had a strange dream that night. He thought he had awakened to a room full of darkness and moonlight and moving shadows, for the nearer moon of Mars was racing through the sky and everything on the planet below her was endued with a restless life in the dark. And something…some nameless, unthinkable thing…was coiled about his throat…something like a soft snake, wet and warm. It lay loose and light about his neck…and it was moving gently, very gently, with a soft, caressing pressure that sent little thrills of delight through every nerve and fiber of him, a perilous delight beyond physical pleasure, deeper than joy of the mind. That warm softness was caressing the very roots of his soul with a terrible intimacy. The ecstasy of it left him weak, and yet he knew—in a flash of knowledge born of this impossible dream—that the soul should not be handled.…And with that knowledge a horror broke upon him, turning the pleasure into a rapture of revulsion, hateful, horrible—but still most foully sweet. He tried tolift his hands and tear the dream-monstrosity from his throat—tried, but half heartedly, for though his soul was revolted to its very deeps, yet the delight of his body was so great that his hands all but refused the attempt. But when at last he tried to lift his arms, a cold shock went over him, and he found that he could not stir…his body lay stony as marble beneath the blankets, a living marble that shuddered with a dreadful delight through every rigid vein.


    The revulsion grew strong upon him as he struggled against the paralyzing dream—a struggle of soul against sluggish body—titanically, until the moving dark was streaked with blankness that clouded and closed about him at last and he sank back into the oblivion from which he had awakened.


    * * * *


    Next morning, when the bright sunlight shining through Mars’ clear, thin air awakened him, Smith lay for a while trying to remember. The dream had been more vivid than reality, but he could not quite recall it…only that it had been more sweet and horrible thananything else in life. He lay puzzling for a while, until a soft sound from the corner aroused him from his thoughts, and he sat up to see the girl lying in a catlike coil onher blankets, watching him with round, grave eyes. He regarded her somewhat ruefully.


    “Morning,” he said “I’ve just had the devil of a dream. Well, hungry?”


    She shook her head silently, and he could have sworn there was a covert gleam of strange amusement in her eyes. He stretched and yawned, dismissing the nightmare temporarily from his mind.


    “What am I going to do with you?” he inquired, turning to more immediate matters. “I’m leaving here in a day or two, andI can’t take you along, you know. Where’d you come from in the first place?”


    Again she shook her head.


    “Not telling? Well, it’s your own business. You can stay here until I give up the room. From then on, you’ll have to do your own worrying.”


    He swung his feet to the floor and reached for his clothes.


    * * * *


    Ten minutes later, slipping the heat-gun into its holster at his thigh. Smith turned to the girl.


    “There’s food-concentrate in that box on the table. It ought to hold you until I get back. And you’d better lock the door again after I’ve gone.”


    Her wide, unwavering stare was his only answer. He was not sure she had understood, but at any rate the lock clicked after him as before, and he went down the steps with a faint grin on his lips.


    The memory of last night’s extraordinary dream was slipping from him, as such memories do, and by the time he had reached the street, the girl and the dream and all of yesterday’s happenings were blotted out by the sharp necessities of the present.


    Again, the intricate business that had brought him here claimed his attention. He went about it to the exclusion of all else, and there was a good reason be hind everything he did from the moment he stepped out into the street until the time when he turned back again at evening; though had one chosen to follow himduring the day his apparently aimless rambling through Lakkdarol would have seemed very pointless.


    * * * *


    He must have spent two hours at the least idling by thespace port, watching with sleepy, colorless eyes the ships that came and went, the passengers, the vessels lying at wait, the cargoes—particularly the cargoes. He made the rounds of the town’s saloons once more, consuming many glasses of varied liquors in the course of the day and engaging in idle conversation with men of all races and worlds, usually in their own languages, for Smith was a linguist of repute among his contemporaries, He heard the gossip of the spaceways, news from a dozen planets of a thousand different events. He heard the latest joke about theVenusian Emperor and the latest report on the Chino-Aryan war and the latest song hot from the lips of Rose Robertson, whom every man on the civilized planets adored as “theGeor gia Rose.” He passed the day quite profitably, for his own purposes, which do not concern us now, and it was not until late evening, when he turned homeward again, that the thought of the brown girl in his room took definite shape inhismind, though it had been lurking there, formless and submerged, all day.


    He had no idea what comprised her usual diet, but he bought a can of New York roast beef and one of Venusian frog-broth and a dozen fresh canal-apples and two pounds of that Earth lettuce that grows so vigorously in the fertile canal-soil of Mars. He felt that she must surely find something to her liking in this broad variety of edibles, and—for his day had been very satisfactory—he hummed “The Green Hills of Earth” to himself in a surprisingly good baritone as he climbed the stairs.


    The door was locked, as before, and he was reduced to kicking the lower panels gently with his boot, for his arms were full. She opened the door with that softness that was characteristic of her and stood regarding him in the semi-darkness as he stumbled to the table with his load. The room was unlit again.


    “Why don’t you turn on the lights?” he demanded irritably after he had barked his shin on the chair by the table in an effort to deposit his burden there.


    “Light and—dark—they are alike—to me,” she murmured.


    “Cat eyes, eh? Well, you look the part. Here, I’ve brought you some dinner. Take your choice. Fond of roast beef? Or howabout a little frog-broth?”


    She shook he head and backed away a step.


    “No,” she said. “I can not—eat your food.”


    Smith’s brows wrinkled. “Didn’t you have any of the food-tablets?”


    Again the red turban shook negatively.


    “Then you haven’t had anything for—why, more than twenty-four hours! You must be starved.”


    “Not hungry,” she denied.


    “What can I find for you to eat, then? There’s time yet if I hurry. You’ve got to eat, child.”


    “I shall—eat,” she said softly. “Before long—I shall—feed. I—have no worry.”


    She turned away, then, and stood at the window looking out over the moonlit landscape as if to end the conversation. Smith cast her a puzzled glance as he opened the can of roast beef. There had been an odd undernote in that assurance that, indefinably, hedid not like. And the girl had teeth and tongue and presumably a fairly human digestive system, to judge from her form. It was nonsense for her to pretend that he could find nothing that she could eat. She must have had some of the food concentrate after all, he decided, prying up the thermos lid of the inner container to release the long-sealed savor of the hot meat inside.


    “Well, if you won’t eat, you won’t,” he observed philosophically as he poured hot broth and diced beef into the dishlike lid of the thermos can and extracted the spoon from its hiding-place between the inner and outer receptacles. She turned a little to watch him as he pulled up a rickety chair and sat down to the food, and after a while the realization that her green gaze was fixed so unwinkingly upon him made the man nervous, and he said between bites of creamy canal-apple, “Why don’t you try a little of this? It’s good.”


    “The food—I eat is—better,” her soft voice told him in its hesitant murmur, and again he felt rather than heard a faint undernote of unpleasantness in the words. A sudden suspicion struck him as he pondered on that last remark—some vague memory of horror-tales told about campfires in the past—and he swung round in the chair to look at her, a tiny, creeping fear unaccountably arising. There had been that in her words—in her unspoken words—that menaced.


    She stood up beneath his gaze demurely, wide green eyes with their pulsing pupils meeting his without a falter. But her mouth was scarlet and her teeth were sharp.…


    “What food do you eat?” he demanded. And then, after a pause, very softly, “Blood?”


    She stared at him for a moment, uncomprehending; then something like amusement curled her lips, and she said scornfully, “You think me—vampire, eh? No—I am Shambleau!”


    Unmistakably, there were scorn and amusement inher voice at the suggestion, but as unmistakably sheknew what he meant—accepted it as a logical suspicion—vampires! Fairy-tales—but fairy-tales this unhuman, outland creature was most familiar with. Smith was not a credulous man, nor a superstitious one, but he had seen too many strange things himself todoubt that the wildest legend might have a basis of fact. And there was something namelessly strange about her…


    He puzzled over it for a while between deep bites of the canal-apple. And though he wanted to question her about a great many things, he did not, for he knew how futile it would be.


    He said nothing more until the meat was finished, and another canal-apple had followed the first, and he had cleared away the meal by the simple expedient of tossing the empty can out of the window. Then he lay back in the chair and surveyed her from half closed eyes, colorless in a face tanned like saddle-leather. And again he was conscious of the brown, soft curves of her, velvety-subtle arcs and planes of smooth flesh under thetatters of scarlet leather. Vampire she might be, unhuman shecertainly was, but desirable beyond words as she sat, submissive beneath his low regard, her red-turbaned head bent, her clawed fingers lying in her lap. They sat very still for a while, and the silence throbbed between them.


    She was so like a woman—an Earth woman—sweet and submissive and demure, and softer than soft fur, if he could forget the three-fingered claws and the pulsing eyes—and that deeper strangeness beyond words.…Had he dreamed that red lock of hair that moved? Had it been segir that woke the wild revulsion he knew when he held her in his arms? Why had the mob so thirsted for her?


    He sat and stared, and despite the mystery of her and the half suspicions that thronged his mind—for she was so beautifully soft and curved under those revealing tatters—he slowly realized that his pulses were mounting, became aware of a kindling within…brown girl-creature with downcast eyes…and then the lids lifted, and the green flatness of a cat’s gaze met his, and last night’s revulsion woke swiftly again like a warning bell that clanged as their eyes met—animal, after all, too sleek and soft for humanity, and that inner strangeness…


    Smith shrugged and sat up. His failings were legion, but weakness of the flesh was not among the major ones. He motioned the girl to her pallet of blankets in the corner and turned to his own bed.


    * * * *


    From deeps of sound sleep, he awoke much later. He awoke suddenly and completely and with that inner excitement that presages something momentous.


    He awoke to brilliant moonlight, turning the room so bright that he could see the scarlet of the girl’s rags as she sat up on her pallet. She was awake, she was sitting with her shoulder half turned to him and her head bent, and some warning instinct crawled coldly up his spine as he watched what she was doing. And yet it was a very ordinary thing for a girl to do—any girl, anywhere. She was unbinding her turban.…


    He watched, not breathing, a presentiment of some thing horrible stirring in his brain, inexplicably.…The red folds loosened, and—he knew then that he had not dreamed—again a scarlet lock swung down against her cheek. . . a hair, was it? A lock of hair? Thick as a worm it fell, plumply, against that smooth cheek, more scarlet than blood and thick as a crawling worm…and, like a worm, it crawled.


    Smith rose on an elbow, not realizing the motion, and fixed an unwinking stare, with a sort of sick, fascinated incredulity, on that—that lock of—hair. He had not dreamed. Until now he had taken it for granted that it was the segir which had made it seem to move on that evening before. But now…it was lengthening, stretch ing, moving of itself. It must be hair, but it crawled; with a sickening life of its own, it squirmed down against her cheek, caressingly, revoltingly, impossibly.…Wet, it was, and round and thick and shining.…


    She unfastened the last fold and whipped the turban off. From what he saw then, Smith would have turned his eyes away—and he had looked on dreadful things before, without flinching—but he could not stir. He could only lie there on his elbow staring at the mass ofscarlet, squirming—worms, hairs, what?—that writhed over her head in a dreadful mockery ofringlets. And it was lengthening, falling, somehow growing be fore his eyes, down over her shoulders in a spilling cascade, a mass that even at the beginning could never have been hidden under the skull-tight turban she had worn. He was beyond wondering, but he realized that. And still it squirmed and lengthened and fell, and she shook it out in a horrible travesty of a woman shaking out her unbound hair until the un speakable tangle of it—twist ing, writhing, obscenely scarlet—hung to her waist and beyond, and still lengthened, an endless mass of crawl ing horror that until now, somehow, impossibly, had been hidden under the tight-bound turban. It was like a nest of blind, restless red worms…it was—it was like naked entrails endowed with an unnatural aliveness, terrible beyond words.


    Smith lay in the shadows, frozen without and within in a sick numbness that came of utter shock and revulsion.


    She shook out the obscene, unspeakable tangle over her shoulders, and somehow he knew that she was going to turn in a moment and that he must meet her eyes. The thought of that meeting stopped his heart with dread more awfully than anything else in this nightmare horror, for nightmare it must surely be. But he knew without trying that he could not wrench his eyes away—the sickened fascination of that sight held him motionless, and somehow there was a certain beauty.…


    Her head was turning. The crawling awfulnesses rippled and squirmed at the motion, writhing thick and wet and shin ing over the soft brown shoulders about which they fell now in obscene cascades that all but hid her body, Her head was turning. Smith lay numb. And very slowly, he saw the round ofher cheek foreshorten and her profile come into view, all thescarlet horrors twisting ominously, and the profile shortened in turn and her full face came slowly round toward the bed—moonlight shining brilliantly as day on the pretty girl face, demure and sweet, framed in tangled obscenity that crawled.…


    The green eyes met his. He felt a perceptible shock, and ashudder rippled down his paralyzed spine, leav ing an icy numbness in its wake. He felt the gooseflesh rising. But that numbness and cold horror he scarcely realized, for the green eyes were locked with his in along, long look that somehow presaged nameless things—not altogether unpleasant things—the voiceless voice of her mind assailing him with little murmurous promises.…


    For a moment, he went down into a blind abyss of submission; and then somehow the very sight of that obscenity, in eyesthat did not then realize they saw it, was dreadful enough to draw him out of the seductive darkness…the sight of her crawling and alive with unnamable horror.


    She rose, and down about her in a cascade fell the squirm ing scarlet of—of what grew upon her head. It fell in a long, alive cloak to her bare feet on the floor, hiding her in a wave of dreadful, wet, writhing life. She put up her hands and, like a swimmer, she parted the waterfall of it, tossing the masses back over her shoulders to reveal her own brown body, sweetly curved. She smiled exquisitely, and in waves from her forehead and down about her in a hideous background writhed the snaky wetness of her living tresses. And Smith knew that he looked upon Medusa.


    The knowledge of that—the realization of vast backgrounds reaching into misted history—shook him out of his frozen horror for a moment, and in that moment he met hereyes again, smiling, green as glass in the moonlight, half hooded under drooping lids. Through the twisting scarlet she held out her arms. And there was something soul-shakingly desirable about her, so that all the blood surged to his head suddenly, and he stumbled to his feet like a sleeper in a dream as she swayed toward him, infinitely graceful, infinitely sweet in her cloak of living horror.


    And somehow there was beauty in it—the wet scarlet writh ings, with moonlight sliding and shining along the thick, worm-round tresses and losing itself in the masses only to glint again and move silvery along writhing tendrils—an awful, shuddering beauty more dreadful than any ugliness could be.


    But all this, again, he but half realized, for the insidious murmur was coiling again through his brain, promising, caress ing, alluring, sweeter than honey; and the green eyes that held his were clear and burning like the depths of a jewel, and behind the pulsing slits of darkness, he was staring into a greater dark that held all things.…He had known—dimly hehad known when he first gazed into those flat animal shallows—that behind them lay this —all beauty and terror, all horror and delight—in the infinite darkness upon which her eyes opened like windows, paned with emerald glass.


    Her lips moved, and in a murmur that blended indistinguishably with the silence and the sway of her body and the dreadful sway of her—her hair—she whispered—very softly, very passionately, “I shall—speak to you now—in my own tongue—oh, beloved!”


    And, in her living cloak, she swayed to him, the murmur swelling seductive and caressing in his innermost brain—promising, compelling, sweeter than sweet. His flesh crawled to the horror of her, but it was a perverted revulsion that clasped what it loathed. His arms slid round her under the sliding cloak, wet, wet and warm and hideously alive—and the sweet, velvet body was clinging to his, her arms locked about his neck—and with a whisper and a rush, the unspeakable horror closed about them both.


    * * * *


    In nightmare until he died, he remembered that mo ment whenthe living tresses of Shambleau first folded him in their em brace. A nauseous, smothering odor as the wetness shut around him—thick, pulsing worms clasping every inch of his body, sliding, writhing, their wetness and warmth striking through his garments as if he stood naked to their embrace.


    All this in a graven instant—and after that a tangled flash of conflicting sensation before oblivion closed over him. For he remembered the dream—and knew it for nightmare reality now, and the sliding, gently moving caresses of those wet, warm worms upon his flesh was an ecstasy above words—that deeper ecstasy that strikes beyond the body and beyond the mind and tickles the very roots of the soul with unnatural delight. So he stood, rigid as marble, as helplessly stony as any of Medusa’s victims in ancient legends were, while the terrible pleasure of Shambleau thrilled and shuddered through every fiber of him; through every atom of his body and the intangible atoms of what men call the soul, through all that was Smith thedread ful pleasure ran. And it was truly dreadful. Dimly he knew it, even as his body answered to the root-deep ecstasy, afoul and dreadful wooing from which his verysoul shuddered away—and yet in the innermost depths of that soul some grinning traitor shivered with delight. But deeply, behind all this, heknew horror and revulsion and despair beyond telling, while the intimate caresses crawled obscenely in the secret places of his soul—knew that the soul should not be handled—and shook with perilous pleasure through it all.


    And this conflict and knowledge, this mingling of rapture and revulsion, all took place in the flashing of a moment, while the scarlet worms coiled and crawled upon him, sending deep, obscene tremors of that infinite pleasure into every atom that made up Smith. And he could not stir in that slimy, ecstatic embrace—and aweakness was flooding that grew deeper after each succeeding wave of intense delight, and the traitor in hissoul strengthened and drowned out the revulsion—and some thing within him ceased to struggle as he sank wholly into a blazing darkness that was oblivion to all else but that de vouring rapture.


    * * * *


    The young Venusian climbing the stairs to his friend’s lodging-room pulled out his key absentmindedly, a pucker forming between his fine brows. He was slim, as all Venusians are, as fair and sleek as any of them, and as with most of his countrymen, the look of cherubic innocence on his face was wholly deceptive. He had theface of a fallen angel, without Lucifer’s majesty to redeem it; for a black devil grinned in his eyes, and there were faint lines of ruthlessness and dissipation about hismouth to tell of the long years behind him that had run thegamut of experiences and made his name, next to Smith’s, the most hated and the most respected in the records of the Patrol.


    He mounted the stairs now with a puzzled frown between his eyes. He had come into Lakkdarol on the noon liner—theMaid in the hold very skillfully disguised with paint and otherwise—to find in lamentable disorder the affairs he had ex pected to be settled. And cautious inquiry elicited the in formation that Smith had not been seen for three days. That was not like his friend—he had never failed before, and the two stood to lose not only a large sum of money, but also their personal safety by the inexplicable lapse on the part of Smith. Yarol could think of one solution only: fate had at last caught up with his friend. Nothing but physical disability could ex plain it.


    Still puzzling, he fitted his key in the lock and swung the door open.


    In that first moment, as the door opened, he sensed something very wrong.…The room was darkened, and for a while he could see nothing, but at the first breath he scented a strange unnamable odor, half sickening, half sweet. And deep stirrings of ancestral memory awoke within him—ancient swamp-born mem ories from Venusian ancestors far away and long ago.…


    Yarol laid his hand on his gun lightly and opened the door wider. In the dimness, all he could see at first was a curious mound in the far corner.…Then his eyes grew accustomed to the dark, and he saw it more clear ly, a mound that somehow heaved and stirred within itself.…A mound of—he caught his breath sharply—a mound like a mass of entrails, living, moving, writh ing with an unspeakable aliveness. Then a hot Venusian oath broke from his lips, and he cleared the door-sill in a swift stride, slammed the door and set his back against it, gun ready in his hand, although his flesh crawled—for he knew.…


    “Smith!” he said softly, in a voice thick with hor ror. “North west!”


    The moving mass stirred—shuddered—sank back into crawling quiescence again.


    “Smith! Smith!” The Venusian’s voice was gentle and insistent, and it quivered a little with terror.


    An impatient ripple went over the whole mass of aliveness in the corner. It stirred again, reluctantly, and then tendril by writhing tendril it began to part itself and fall aside, and very slowly the brown of a spaceman’s leather appeared beneath it, all slimed and shin ing.


    “Smith! Northwest!” Yarol’s persistent whisper came again, urgently, and with a dreamlike slowness the leather garments moved…a man sat up in the midst of the writhing worms, a man who once, long ago, might have been Northwest Smith. From head to foot, he was slimy from the embrace of the crawling horror about him. His face was that of some creature beyond humanity—dead-alive, fixed in a gray stare, and the look of terrible ecstasy that overspread it seemed to come from somewhere far within, a faint reflection from immeasurable distances beyond the flesh. And as there is mystery and magic in the moonlight which is, after all, but a reflection of the everyday sun, so in that gray face turned to the door was a terror unnamable and sweet, a reflection of ecstasy beyond the understanding of any who have known only Earthly ecstasy themselves. And as he sat there turning a blank, eyeless face to Yarol, the red worms writhed ceaselessly about him, very gently, with a soft, caressive motion that never slacked.


    “Smith…come here! Smith…get up. .. Smith! Smith!”


    Yarol’s whisper hissed in the silence, commanding, ur gent—but he made no move to leave the door.


    And with a dreadful slowness, like a dead man rising, Smith stood up in the nest of slimy scarlet. He swayed drunkenly on his feet, and two or three crimson tendrils came writhing up hislegs to the knees and wound themselves there, supportingly, moving with a ceaseless caress that seemed to give him some hidden strength, for he said then, without inflection:


    “Go away. Go away. Leave me alone.” And the dead ecstatic face never changed.


    “Smith!” Yarol’s voice was desperate. “Smith, listen! Smith, can’t you hear me?”


    “Go away,” the monotonous voice said. “Go away. Go away. Go—”


    “Not unless you come, too. Can’t you hear? Smith! Smith!”


    He hushed in mid-phrase, and once more the ancestral prickle of race-memory shivered down his back, for the scarlet mass was moving again, violently, rising.


    Yarol pressed back against the door and gripped his gun, and the name of a god he had forgotten years ago rose to his lipsunbidden. For he knew what was coming next, and the knowledge was more dreadful than any ignorance could have been.


    The red, writhing mass rose higher, and the tendrils parted, and a human face looked out—no, half human, with green cat-eyes that shone in that dimness like lighted jewels, compellingly.…


    Yarol breathed “Shar!” again, and flung up an arm across his face, and the tingle of meeting that green gaze for even an instant went thrilling through him perilously.


    “Smith!” he called in despair. “Smith, can’t you hear me?”


    “Go away,” said that voice that was not Smith’s. “Go away.”


    And somehow, although he dared not look, Yarol knew that the—the other—had parted those worm-thick tresses and stood there in all the human sweetness of the brown, curved woman’s body, cloaked in living horror. And he felt theeyes upon him, and something was crying insistently in hisbrain to lower that shield ing arm.…


    He was lost—he knew it, and the knowledge gave him that courage which comes from despair. The voice in his brain was growing, swelling, deafening him with a roaring command that all but swept him before it. A command to lower that arm—to meet the eyes that opened upon darkness—to submit—and a pro mise, murmurous and sweet and evil beyond words, of pleasure to come.…


    But somehow he kept his head. Somehow, dizzily, he was gripping his gun in his upflung hand—some how, incredibly, he was crossing the narrow room with averted face and groping for Smith’s shoulder. There came a moment of blind fumbling in emptiness, and then he found it and gripped the leather that was slimy and dreadful and wet—and simultaneously, he felt something loop gently about his ankle, and ashock of repulsive pleasure went through him, and then an other coil, and an other, wound about his feet.…


    Yarol set his teeth and gripped the shoulder hard, and his hand shuddered of itself, for the feel of that leather was slimy as the worms about his ankles, and a faint tingle of obscene delight went through him from the contact.


    That caressive pressure on his legs was all he could feel, and the voice in his brain drowned out all other sounds, and his body obeyed him reluctantly—but somehow he gave one heave of tremendous effort and swung Smith, stumbling, out of that nest of horrors. The twining tendrils ripped loose with little sucking sounds, and the whole mass quivered and reached after, and then Yarol forgot his friend utterly and turned his whole being to the hopeless task of freeing himself. For only a part of him was fighting now, only a part of him struggled against the twining obscenities, and in his innermost brain the sweet, seductive mur mur sounded, and his body clamored to surrender…


    “Shar! Shar y’danis…Shar mor’larol —” prayed Yarol, gasping and half unconscious that he spoke forgotten prayers that he voiced years ago as a boy, and with his back half turned to the central mass, he kicked desperately with his heavy boot at the red, writhing worms about him. They gave way, quivering and curling themselves out of reach, and though he knew more were reaching for his throat from behind, at least he could go on struggling until he was forced to meet those eyes.


    He stamped and kicked and stamped again, and for one instant he was free of the slimy grip as the bruised worms curled back from his heavy feet, and he lurched away dizzily, sick with revulsion and despair as he fought off the coils, and then he lifted his eyes and saw the cracked mirror on the wall. Dimly in its reflection he could see the writhing, scarlet horror behind him, that face peering out with its demure girl-smile, dreadfully human, and all the red tendrils reaching after him. And remembrance of something he had read long ago swept incongruously over him, and the gasp of relief and hope that he gave shook for a moment the grip of the command in his brain.


    Without pausing for a breath, he swung the gun over his shoulder, the reflected barrel in line with the reflected horror in the mirror, and flicked the catch.


    In the mirror, he saw its blue flame leap in a dazzling spate across the dimness, full into the midst of that squirming, reach ing mass behind him. There was a hiss and a blaze and a high, thin scream of inhuman malice and despair—the flame cut a wide arc and went out as the gun fell from his hand, and Yarol pitched forward to the floor.


    * * * *


    Northwest Smith opened his eyes to Martian sunlight stream ing thinly through the dingy window. Something wet and cold was slapping his face, and the fam iliar fiery sting of segir-whiskey burnt his throat.


    “Smith!” Yarol’s voice was saying from far away. “Northwest! Wake up, damn you! Wake up!”


    “I’m—awake,” Smith managed to articulate thickly. “Wha’s matter?”


    Then a cup-rim was trust against his teeth, and Yarol said irritably, “Drink it, you fool!”


    Smith swallowed obediently, and more of the fire-hot segir flowed down his grateful throat. It spread a warmth through his body that awakened him from the numbness that had gripped him until now and helped a little toward driving out the all-devouring weakness he was becoming aware of. He lay still for a few minutes while the warmth of the whiskey went through him, and memory sluggishly began to permeate his brain with the spread of the segir. Nightmare memories…sweet and terrible…memories of —


    “God!” gasped Smith suddenly, and he tried to sit up. Weakness smote him like a blow, and for an instant the room wheeled as he fell back against something firm and warm—Yarol’s shoulder. The Venusian’s arm supported him while the room steadied, and after a while he twisted a little and stared into the,otber’s black gaze.


    Yarol was holding him with one arm and finishing the mug of segir himself, and the black eyes met his over the rim and crinkled into sudden laughter, half hysterical after that terror that was passed.


    “By Pharol!” gasped Yarol, choking into his mug. “By Pharol, N. W.! I’m never gonna let you forget this! Next time you have to drag me out of a mess, I’ll say —”


    “Let it go,” said Smith. “What’s been going on?


    How —”


    “Shambleau.” Yarol’s laughter died. “Shambleau! What were you doing with a thing like that?”


    “What was it?” Smith asked soberly.


    “Mean to say you didn’t know? But where’d you find it? How —”


    “Suppose you tell me first what you know,” said Smith firmly. “And another swig of that segir, too, please. I need it.”


    “Can you hold the mug now? Feel better?”


    “Yeah—some. I can hold it—thanks. Now go on.”


    “Well—I don’t know just where to start. They call them Shambleau —”


    “Good God, is there more than one?”


    “It’s a—a sort of race. I think, one of the very oldest. Where they come from, nobody knows. The name sounds a little French, doesn’t it? But it goes back beyond the start of history. There have always been Shambleau.”


    “I never heard of ’em.”


    “Not many people have. And those who know don’t care to talk about it much.”


    “Well, half this town knows. I hadn’t any idea what they were talking about. And I still don’t understand, but —”


    “Yes, it happens like this, sometimes. They’ll ap pear, and the news will spread, and the town will get together and hunt them down, and after that—well, the story didn’t get around very far. It’s too—too unbelievable.”


    “But—my God, Yarol!—what was it? Where’d it come from? How —”


    “Nobody knows just where they come from. An other planet—maybe some undiscovered one. Some say Venus—I know there are some rather awful legends of them handed down in our family. That’s how I’ve heard about it. And the minute I opened that door, awhile back—I—I think I knew that smell.…”


    “But—what are they?”


    “God knows. Not human, though they have the human form. Or that may be only an illusion…or maybe I’m crazy. Idon’t know. They’re a species of the vampire—or maybe the vampire is a species of—of them. Their normal form must be that—that mass, and in that form they draw nourishment from the—I suppose the life-forces of men. And they take some form—usually a woman form, I think—and key you up to the highest pitch of emotion before they—begin. That’s to work the life-force up to intensity so it’ll be easier. And they give, always, that horrible, foul pleasure as they feed. There aresome men who, if they survive the first experience, take to itlike a drug—can’t give it up—keep the thing with them alltheir lives—which isn’t long—feeding it for that ghastly satisfaction. Worse than smoking ming or—or ‘praying to Pharol’.”


    “Yes,” said Smith. “I’m beginning to understand why that crowd was so surprised and—and disgusted when I said—well, never mind. Go on.”


    “Did you get to talk to—to it?” asked Yarol.


    “I tried to. It couldn’t speak very well. I asked it where it came from, and it said—‘from far away and long ago’ —something like that.”


    “I wonder. Possibly some unknown planet—but I think not. You know, there are so many wild stories with some basis of fact to start from, that I’ve sometimes wondered—mightn’t there be a lot more of even worse and wilder superstitions we’ve never even heard of? Things like this, blasphemous and foul, that those who know have to keep still about? Awful, fantastic things running around loose that we never hear rumors of at all!


    “These things—they’ve been in existence for countless ages. No one knows when or where they first appeared. Those who’ve seen them, as we saw this one, don’t talk about it. It’s just one of those vague, misty rumors you find half hinted at in old books sometimes.…I believe they are an older race than man, spawned from ancient seed in times before ours, perhaps on planets that have gone to dust, and so horrible to man that, when they are discovered, the discoverers keep still about it—forget them again as quickly as they can.


    “And they go back to time immemorial. I suppose you recognized the legend of Medusa? There isn’t any question that the ancient Greeks knew of them. Does it mean that there have been civilizations before yours that set out from Earth and explored other planets? Or did one of the Shambleau somehow make its way into Greece three thousand years ago? If you think about it long enough, you’ll go off your head! I wonder how many other legends are based on things like this—things we don’t suspect, things we’ll never know.


    “The Gorgon, Medusa, a beautiful woman with—with snakes for hair, and a gaze that turned men to stone, and Perseus finally killed her—I remembered this just by accident, N. W., and it saved your life and mine. Perseus killed her by using a mirror as he fought to reflect what he dared not look at directly. I wonder what the old Greek who first started that legend would have thought if he’d known that three thousand years later his story would save the lives of two men on another planet. I wonder what that Greek’s own story was, and how he met the thing, and what happened.…


    “Well, there’s a lot we’ll never know. Wouldn’t the records of that race of—of things, whatever they are, be worth reading! Records of other planets and other ages and all the beginnings of mankind! But I don’t suppose they’ve kept any records. I don’t suppose they’ve even any place to keep them—from what little I know, or anyone knows about it, they’re like the Wandering Jew, just bobbing up here and there at long intervals, and where they stay in the meantime, I’d give my eyes to know! But I don’t believe that terribly hypnotic power they have indicates any superhuman intelligence. It’s their means of getting food—just like afrog’s long tongue or a carnivorous flower’s odor. Those are physical because the frog and the flounder eat physical food. The Shambleau uses a—a mental reach to get mental food. I don’t quite know how to put it. And just as a beast that eats the bodies of other animals acquires with each meal greater power over the bodies of the rest, so theShambleau, stoking itself up with the life-forces of men, increases its power over the minds and the souls of other men. But I’m talking about things I can’t define—things I’m not sure exist.


    “I only know that when I felt—when those tentacles closed around my legs—I didn’t want to pull loose. I felt sensations that—that—oh, I’m fouled and filthy to the very deepest part of me by that—pleasure—and yet —”


    “I know,” said Smith slowly. The effect of the segir was beginning to wear off, and weakness was washing back over him in waves, and when he spoke he was half meditating in a low voice, scarcely realizing that Yarol listened. “I know it much better than you do—and there’s something so indescribably awful that the thing emanates, something so utterly at odds with everything human—there aren’t any words to say it. For a while, I was a part of it, literally, sharing its thoughts and memories and emotions and hungers, and—well, it’s over now, and I don’t remember very clearly, but the only part left free was that part of me that was all but insane from the—the obscenity of the thing. And yet it was a pleasure so sweet—I think there must be some nucleus of utter evil in me—in everyone—that needs only the proper stimulus to get complete control; because even while I was sick all through from the touch of those—things—there was something in me that was—was simply gibbering with delight.…Because of that, Isaw things—and knew things—horrible, wild things I can’t quite remember—visited unbelievable places, looked backward through the memory of that creature I was one with, and saw—God, I wish I could re member!”


    “You ought to thank your God you can’t,” said Yarol soberly.


    His voice roused Smith from the half trance he had fallen into, and he rose on his elbow, swaying a little from weakness. The room was wavering before him, and he closed his eyes, not to see it, but he asked, “You say they—don’t turn up again? No way of finding—another?”


    Yarol did not answer for a moment. He laid his hands on the other man’s shoulders and pressed him back, and then sat staring down into the dark, ravaged face with a new, strange, undefinable look upon it that he had never seen there before—whose meaning he knew too well.


    “Smith,” he said finally, and his black eyes for once were steady and serious, and the little grinning devil had vanished from behind them. “Smith, I’ve never asked your word on anything before, but I’ve —I’ve earned the right to do it now, and I’m asking you to promise me one thing.”


    Smith’s colorless eyes met the black gaze unsteadily. Irresolution was in them, and a little fear of what that promise might be. And for just a moment, Yarol was looking not into his friend’s familiar eyes, but into a wide gray blankness that held all horror and delight—a pale sea with unspeakable pleasures sunk beneath it.


    “Go ahead. I’ll promise.”


    “That if you ever should meet a Shambleau again—ever, anywhere—you’ll draw your gun and burn it to hell the instant you realize what it is. Will you promise me that?”


    There was a long silence. Yarol’s somber black eyes bored relentlessly into the colorless ones of Smith, not wavering. And the veins stood out on Smith’s tanned forehead. He never broke his word—he had given it perhaps half a dozen times in his life, but once he had given it, he was incapable of breaking it. And once more the gray seas flooded in a dim tide of memories, sweet and horrible beyond dreams. Once more Yarol was staring into blankness that hid nameless things. The room was very still.


    The gray tide ebbed. Smith’s eyes, pale and resolute an steel, met Yarol’s levelly.


    “I’ll—try,” he said. And his voice wavered.


    * * * *
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    Andre Norton was one of those magical writers who I discovered as a kid and read over and over. Although she was more known for her fantasy and Witch World novels by that time, it was her SF that I loved the most: books like Star Man’s Son and Iron Cage and Huon of the Horn are still on my shelves and I still revisit them. When I began working in publishing, I got to work a bit on some of her books, but by then Norton was in poor health and I never got to meet her. We had plenty of mutual friends though, who assured me she really was everybody’s fantasy of a sweet elderly librarian who produced magical books and mentored many other writers. Andre Norton continued to write past her ninetieth birthday, although health problems slowed her down in the last few years before her death in 2005.


    Forced to drop out of college to support her family during the Depression, Norton went to work for the Cleveland Public Library. She’d started her first novel while in high school, and the library proved to be fertile ground for a developing writer. She sold her first novel (a historical fantasy called The Prince Commands) at age twenty-two, followed by Ralestone Luck, the book she had started in high school. She left library work for the publishing industry in 1950 (Norton had nine novels out at this point) and in 1958 began writing full time. Early in her career she often wrote under male pseudonyms like Andrew North and Allen Weston, but as she became more successful Norton used her own name exclusively. (Actually her own name was a bit of a pseudonym, since she changed it from Alice Mary Norton to the more writerly Andre Norton in 1934, the same year her first book came out.) Norton’s first SF novel was Star Man’s Son in 1952, and she wrote mostly science fiction through the 1950s before gradually drifting into science fantasy with the success of the Witch World novels in the 1960s. She wrote more than 100 books in all.


    Norton moved to Florida for health reasons in 1966, then to Tennessee in 1996. There she paid homage to her library roots by founding the High Hallack Library (named for a Witch World character), designed to be a reference library specifically geared to genre writers. She was named a grandmaster by the World Science Fiction society in 1977, and by the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writer’s Association (SFWA) in 1983. Just before her death from congestive heart failure in 2005, the Andre Norton Award for Young Adult Science Fiction and Fantasy was created; it’s given by SFWA at the Nebula Awards banquet every year.


    Although Norton was known primarily as a children’s writer, many of her early stories used all the conventions of space opera. The title of this story is a pun on the expression “all cats are gray in the dark”—a bit racy for the 1950s, when morality crusades were eliminating a lot of the more lurid imagery that had been common through the pulp era. On the other hand, the cat and the gray both play a major part in the story, so it’s not just a throwaway line. Incidentally, cats play a major role in much of Norton’s writing.

  


  
    ALL CATS ARE GRAY, by Andre Norton


    First published in Fantastic Universe Science Fiction, August-September 1953 by “Andrew North”


    Steena of the spaceways—that sounds just like a corny title for one of the Stellar-Vedo spreads. I ought to know, I’ve tried my hand at writing enough of them. Only this Steena was no glamour babe. She was as colorless as a Lunar plant—even the hair netted down to her skull had a sort of grayish cast and I never saw her but once draped in anything but a shapeless and baggy gray space-all.


    Steena was strictly background stuff and that is where she mostly spent her free hours—in the smelly smoky background corners of any stellar-port dive frequented by free spacers. If you really looked for her you could spot her—just sitting there listening to the talk—listening and remembering. She didn’t open her own mouth often. But when she did spacers had learned to listen. And the lucky few who heard her rare spoken words—these will never forget Steena.


    She drifted from port to port. Being an expert operator on the big calculators she found jobs wherever she cared to stay for a time. And she came to be something like the master-minded machines she tended—smooth, gray, without much personality of her own.


    But it was Steena who told Bub Nelson about the Jovan moon-rites—and her warning saved Bub’s life six months later. It was Steena who identified the piece of stone Keene Clark was passing around a table one night, rightly calling it unworked Slitite. That started a rush which made ten fortunes overnight for men who were down to their last jets. And, last of all, she cracked the case of the Empress of Mars.


    All the boys who had profited by her queer store of knowledge and her photographic memory tried at one time or another to balance the scales. But she wouldn’t take so much as a cup of Canal water at their expense, let alone the credits they tried to push on her. Bub Nelson was the only one who got around her refusal. It was he who brought her Bat.


    About a year after the Jovan affair he walked into the Free Fall one night and dumped Bat down on her table. Bat looked at Steena and growled. She looked calmly back at him and nodded once. From then on they traveled together—the thin gray woman and the big gray tom-cat. Bat learned to know the inside of more stellar bars than even most spacers visit in their lifetimes. He developed a liking for Vernal juice, drank it neat and quick, right out of a glass. And he was always at home on any table where Steena elected to drop him.


    This is really the story of Steena, Bat, Cliff Moran and the Empress of Mars, a story which is already a legend of the spaceways. And it’s a damn good story too. I ought to know, having framed the first version of it myself.


    For I was there, right in the Rigel Royal, when it all began on the night that Cliff Moran blew in, looking lower than an antman’s belly and twice as nasty. He’d had a spell of luck foul enough to twist a man into a slug-snake and we all knew that there was an attachment out for his ship. Cliff had fought his way up from the back courts of Venaport. Lose his ship and he’d slip back there—to rot. He was at the snarling stage that night when he picked out a table for himself and set out to drink away his troubles.


    However, just as the first bottle arrived, so did a visitor. Steena came out of her corner, Bat curled around her shoulders stole-wise, his favorite mode of travel. She crossed over and dropped down without invitation at Cliff’s side. That shook him out of his sulks. Because Steena never chose company when she could be alone. If one of the man-stones on Ganymede had come stumping in, it wouldn’t have made more of us look out of the corners of our eyes.


    She stretched out one long-fingered hand and set aside the bottle he had ordered and said only one thing, “It’s about time for the Empress of Mars to appear again.”


    Cliff scowled and bit his lip. He was tough, tough as jet lining—you have to be granite inside and out to struggle up from Venaport to a ship command. But we could guess what was running through his mind at that moment. The Empress of Mars was just about the biggest prize a spacer could aim for. But in the fifty years she had been following her queer derelict orbit through space many men had tried to bring her in—and none had succeeded.


    A pleasure-ship carrying untold wealth, she had been mysteriously abandoned in space by passengers and crew, none of whom had ever been seen or heard of again. At intervals thereafter she had been sighted, even boarded. Those who ventured into her either vanished or returned swiftly without any believable explanation of what they had seen—wanting only to get away from her as quickly as possible. But the man who could bring her in—or even strip her clean in space—that man would win the jackpot.


    “All right!” Cliff slammed his fist down on the table. “I’ll try even that!”


    Steena looked at him, much as she must have looked at Bat the day Bub Nelson brought him to her, and nodded. That was all I saw. The rest of the story came to me in pieces, months later and in another port half the System away.


    Cliff took off that night. He was afraid to risk waiting—with a writ out that could pull the ship from under him. And it wasn’t until he was in space that he discovered his passengers—Steena and Bat. We’ll never know what happened then. I’m betting that Steena made no explanation at all. She wouldn’t.


    It was the first time she had decided to cash in on her own tip and she was there—that was all. Maybe that point weighed with Cliff, maybe he just didn’t care. Anyway the three were together when they sighted the Empress riding, her dead-lights gleaming, a ghost ship in night space.


    She must have been an eerie sight because her other lights were on too, in addition to the red warnings at her nose. She seemed alive, a Flying Dutchman of space. Cliff worked his ship skillfully alongside and had no trouble in snapping magnetic lines to her lock. Some minutes later the three of them passed into her. There was still air in her cabins and corridors. Air that bore a faint corrupt taint which set Bat to sniffing greedily and could be picked up even by the less sensitive human nostrils.


    Cliff headed straight for the control cabin but Steena and Bat went prowling. Closed doors were a challenge to both of them and Steena opened each as she passed, taking a quick look at what lay within. The fifth door opened on a room which no woman could leave without further investigation.


    I don’t know who had been housed there when the Empress left port on her last lengthy cruise. Anyone really curious can check back on the old photo-reg cards. But there was a lavish display of silks trailing out of two travel kits on the floor, a dressing table crowded with crystal and jeweled containers, along with other lures for the female which drew Steena in. She was standing in front of the dressing table when she glanced into the mirror—glanced into it and froze.


    Over her right shoulder she could see the spider-silk cover on the bed. Right in the middle of that sheer, gossamer expanse was a sparkling heap of gems, the dumped contents of some jewel case. Bat had jumped to the foot of the bed and flattened out as cats will, watching those gems, watching them and—something else!


    Steena put out her hand blindly and caught up the nearest bottle. As she unstoppered it she watched the mirrored bed. A gemmed bracelet rose from the pile, rose in the air and tinkled its siren song. It was as if an idle hand played.…Bat spat almost noiselessly. But he did not retreat. Bat had not yet decided his course.


    She put down the bottle. Then she did something which perhaps few of the men she had listened to through the years could have done. She moved without hurry or sign of disturbance on a tour about the room. And, although she approached the bed she did not touch the jewels. She could not force herself to that. It took her five minutes to play out her innocence and unconcern. Then it was Bat who decided the issue.


    He leaped from the bed and escorted something to the door, remaining a careful distance behind. Then he mewed loudly twice. Steena followed him and opened the door wider.


    Bat went straight on down the corridor, as intent as a hound on the warmest of scents. Steena strolled behind him, holding her pace to the unhurried gait of an explorer. What sped before them both was invisible to her but Bat was never baffled by it.


    They must have gone into the control cabin almost on the heels of the unseen—if the unseen had heels, which there was good reason to doubt—for Bat crouched just within the doorway and refused to move on. Steena looked down the length of the instrument panels and officers’ station-seats to where Cliff Moran worked. On the heavy carpet her boots made no sound and he did not glance up but sat humming through set teeth as he tested the tardy and reluctant responses to buttons which had not been pushed in years.


    To human eyes they were alone in the cabin. But Bat still followed a moving something with his gaze. And it was something which he had at last made up his mind to distrust and dislike. For now he took a step or two forward and spat—his loathing made plain by every raised hair along his spine. And in that same moment Steena saw a flicker—a flicker of vague outline against Cliff’s hunched shoulders as if the invisible one had crossed the space between them.


    But why had it been revealed against Cliff and not against the back of one of the seats or against the panels, the walls of the corridor or the cover of the bed where it had reclined and played with its loot? What could Bat see?


    The storehouse memory that had served Steena so well through the years clicked open a half-forgotten door. With one swift motion she tore loose her spaceall and flung the baggy garment across the back of the nearest seat.


    Bat was snarling now, emitting the throaty rising cry that was his hunting song. But he was edging back, back toward Steena’s feet, shrinking from something he could not fight but which he faced defiantly. If he could draw it after him, past that dangling spaceall.… He had to—it was their only chance.


    “What the.…” Cliff had come out of his seat and was staring at them.


    What he saw must have been weird enough. Steena, bare-armed and shouldered, her usually stiffly-netted hair falling wildly down her back, Steena watching empty space with narrowed eyes and set mouth, calculating a single wild chance. Bat, crouched on his belly, retreating from thin air step by step and wailing like a demon.


    “Toss me your blaster.” Steena gave the order calmly—as if they still sat at their table in the Rigel Royal.


    And as quietly Cliff obeyed. She caught the small weapon out of the air with a steady hand—caught and leveled it.


    “Stay just where you are!” she warned. “Back, Bat, bring it back!”


    With a last throat-splitting screech of rage and hate, Bat twisted to safety between her boots. She pressed with thumb and forefinger, firing at the spacealls. The material turned to powdery flakes of ash—except for certain bits which still flapped from the scorched seat—as if something had protected them from the force of the blast. Bat sprang straight up in the air with a scream that tore their ears.


    “What…?” began Cliff again.


    Steena made a warning motion with her left hand. “Wait!”


    She was still tense, still watching Bat. The cat dashed madly around the cabin twice, running crazily with white-ringed eyes and flecks of foam on his muzzle. Then he stopped abruptly in the doorway, stopped and looked back over his shoulder for a long silent moment. He sniffed delicately.


    Steena and Cliff could smell it too now, a thick oily stench which was not the usual odor left by an exploding blaster-shell.


    Bat came back, treading daintily across the carpet, almost on the tips of his paws. He raised his head as he passed Steena and then he went confidently beyond to sniff, to sniff and spit twice at the unburned strips of the spaceall. Having thus paid his respects to the late enemy he sat down calmly and set to washing his fur with deliberation. Steena sighed once and dropped into the navigator’s seat.


    “Maybe now you’ll tell me what in the hell’s happened?” Cliff exploded as he took the blaster out of her hand.


    “Gray,” she said dazedly, “it must have been gray—or I couldn’t have seen it like that. I’m colorblind, you see. I can see only shades of gray—my whole world is gray. Like Bat’s—his world is gray too—all gray. But he’s been compensated for he can see above and below our range of color vibrations and—apparently—so can I!”


    Her voice quavered and she raised her chin with a new air Cliff had never seen before—a sort of proud acceptance. She pushed back her wandering hair, but she made no move to imprison it under the heavy net again.


    “That is why I saw the thing when it crossed between us. Against your spaceall it was another shade of gray—an outline. So I put out mine and waited for it to show against that—it was our only chance, Cliff.


    “It was curious at first, I think, and it knew we couldn’t see it—which is why it waited to attack. But when Bat’s actions gave it away it moved. So I waited to see that flicker against the spaceall and then I let him have it. It’s really very simple.…”


    Cliff laughed a bit shakily. “But what was this gray thing? I don’t get it.”


    “I think it was what made the Empress a derelict. Something out of space, maybe, or from another world somewhere.” She waved her hands. “It’s invisible because it’s a color beyond our range of sight. It must have stayed in here all these years. And it kills—it must—when its curiosity is satisfied.” Swiftly she described the scene in the cabin and the strange behavior of the gem pile which had betrayed the creature to her.


    Cliff did not return his blaster to its holder. “Any more of them on board, d’you think?” He didn’t look pleased at the prospect.


    Steena turned to Bat. He was paying particular attention to the space between two front toes in the process of a complete bath. “I don’t think so. But Bat will tell us if there are. He can see them clearly, I believe.”


    But there weren’t any more and two weeks later Cliff, Steena and Bat brought the Empress into the Lunar quarantine station. And that is the end of Steena’s story because, as we have been told, happy marriages need no chronicles. And Steena had found someone who knew of her gray world and did not find it too hard to share with her—someone besides Bat. It turned out to be a real love match.


    The last time I saw her she was wrapped in a flame-red cloak from the looms of Rigel and wore a fortune in Jovan rubies blazing on her wrists. Cliff was flipping a three-figure credit bill to a waiter. And Bat had a row of Vernal juice glasses set up before him. Just a little family party out on the town.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1953 by Andre Norton.

  


  
    YOUNG ADULT SCIENCE FICTION, by Carol Franko


    Science fiction writer Theodore Sturgeon once offered an appealing definition of science fiction: “[A] good science-fiction story is a story about human beings, with a human problem, and a human solution, that would not have happened at all without its science content” (qtd. in McGregor 225). Sturgeon’s insistence on “human” problems and solutions complements how publishers and educators think about science fiction written for young adults: Not only must the science be accessible, but as Joe Sutliff Sanders notes, the structure and themes of YA SF must be “relevant to the young adults of its period” which could mean emphasizing coming of age plots (442). Yet the “science content” is also necessary. Of relevance to adolescent cognitive development is SF’s combination of explaining worlds changed by scientific development with immersing readers in them, thus challenging readers to discover the logic of the unfamiliar setting (compare Sanders with Mendlesohn, Inter-Galactic).


    Young adult science fiction, or YA SF for short, refers to science fiction written and published for readers of about thirteen years old and up. From the nineteenth century and continuing at least through the 1950s, the assumed reader was defined by gender as well as age: Boys were the main target audience. Many girls still discovered science fiction, and in recent decades authors have made the genre much more welcoming to female readers. Why should adult readers of SF care about SF written for adolescents? While it can be fun to study the history of any field that one likes, here the rewards include finding more good science fiction to read and enjoy.


    Some Highlights of the History of YA SF


    Since the nineteenth into the twentieth century teens have read science fiction by Mary Shelley, Edgar Allan Poe, Jules Verne, H. G. Wells, Arthur Conan Doyle, and Edgar Rice Burroughs, and in series works aimed at youth readership. According to the Cambridge Guide to Children’s Books in English, two works popular with youth in the early twentieth century were Wells’s The Time Machine (1895) and War of the Worlds (1898) (Watson 633); these two still influence YA SF in the twenty-first century. Also available starting in the late nineteenth century were series featuring “science adventure stories” (Molson and Miles 394) with boy inventors often their protagonists. These series include the Frank Reade and Frank Reade, junior stories; the Great Marvel books; and the first Tom Swift series. Such stories dramatized “both realistic and futuristic applications of science” while offering readers wonderfully competent protagonists with whom to identify (Molson “American…” 19).


    The 1950s mark a new era. Scholars and fans agree that Robert A. Heinlein’s science fiction novels written for “juveniles” (as young adult readers used to be termed) are milestones because of their high quality as science fiction; their enduring market success; and their success in persuading the children’s literature community (teachers, librarians, publishers) that science fiction can be an educational and positive reading experience for young adults. Beginning with Rocket Ship Galileo in 1947 and ending with Have Space Suit—Will Travel in 1958, Heinlein published twelve novels with Charles Scribner’s Sons. C.W. Sullivan explains that Heinlein “reinvented” series science fiction with such innovations as presenting “new main characters and settings” in each book and incorporating an overall story arc for the series that echoes American history (“Robert A. Heinlein” 68). Sullivan emphasizes that Heinlein portrays aliens freshly and creates female characters “unusual for science fiction of that time” (68). For contemporary readers, Heinlein’s Scribner novels mix 1950s gender roles with characters that challenge them. Thus Citizen of the Galaxy has a woman anthropologist, Red Planet has a girl who is a better shot than her brother, and Have Space Suit—Will Travel features a brilliant, courageous female sidekick who saves the life of the male protagonist. Twenty-first century readers may also be challenged by Heinlein’s optimism over humanity’s mission to conquer space, or by the sometimes ruthless attitudes expressed. Yet, even when characters make categorical statements about, for example, what kind of people are truly fit to survive (chapter seven, Have Space Suit—Will Travel), these novels have an open attitude and a subsequent chapter that invites readers to keep thinking.


    Heinlein insisted on never writing down to teens; in fact, he declared they were more open than adults to difficult concepts and strange vocabulary (Franklin 74). When Heinlein elaborated in a draft of Red Planet on the procreation of the Martians, his Scribner editor objected that it would be deemed inappropriate for the target audience. Such conflicts spurred Heinlein’s thinking about science fiction. In a “grumbling” letter to his agent he contrasted an outdated definition of the genre with where it could go:


    “Science fiction … consists of stories about the wonderful machines of the future.” [This] definition is all right as far as it goes, but it … includes only that portion [of the field]… which has been heavily overworked .… Speculative fiction (I prefer that term to science fiction) is also concerned with sociology, psychology, esoteric aspects of biology, impact of terrestrial culture on the other cultures we may encounter when we conquer space, etc., without end. (Grumbles 49)


    Heinlein’s second YA novel, Space Cadet (1948), shapes adventures by such topics while positing a Space Academy grounded in speculation of how earth might avoid nuclear warfare in an impartial (and frightening) way. Space Cadet loosely inspired other YA SF like Carey Rockwell’s Tom Corbett: Space Cadet books and the U.S. television series of the same name which ran from 1950–55. Heinlein’s dramatizing of school traditions and dangerous studies may have helped to inspire YA fantasy’s school for wizards stories, beginning with Ursula K. Le Guin’s Earthsea books and culminating in J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series.


    Heinlein was soon joined by other talented writers, notably Andre Norton (pseudonym of Alice Mary Norton, 1912–2005) who wrote a variety of YA SF and fantasy series, including Star Ka’at, featuring catlike aliens and coauthored with Dorothy Madlee. The Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America created an award honoring Norton’s remarkable career: the Andre Norton Award for Young Adult Science Fiction and Fantasy. I have fond memories of Norton’s Beastmaster, featuring the Dineh (Navajo) hero, Hosteen Storm, who works with mutated animals on a far planet. In works like Star Man’s Son 2250 A.D., Norton skillfully combines young adult themes like rebellion with science fictional elements like mutation resulting from nuclear war. The science fiction elements serve both as causes for alienation and as “assets” in hostile new environments (Sullivan “Introduction” 2). In her recent book on YA SF, Farah Mendlesohn discusses Norton with Heinlein and presents the two as exemplary of the best in the genre. Mendlesohn includes an impressive list of themes shared by Heinlein’s and Norton’s novels, including: “navigation,…constitution- making,…migration conflicts, religion, scientific thinking, planetary exploration, [and] the politics of colonization” (Inter-Galactic 16).


    The 1960s through the 1980s show writers winning awards while fashioning distinctive blends of young adult stories of conflict and growth with science fictional themes. Alan Nourse’s novels combining suspense with speculation about future medicine (as in The Mercy Men, 1968) are highly regarded. In the 1970s Anne McCaffrey added YA volumes to her Pern world, beginning with Dragonsong (1976), a “sensitive and somewhat unconventional” girl’s coming of age (Molson and Miles 433). John Christopher’s popular Tripod trilogy begins with The White Mountains (1967) and its “convincing and troubling” depiction of England after an alien invasion (Molson and Miles 412). One of Peter Dickinson’s outstanding works is Eva (1989 Boston Globe Horn Book winner), a novel called “emotionally shocking and intellectually provocative” in its working out of hybrid human and chimpanzee personhood for a 13-year-old girl whose memory is salvaged after a car accident (Barron 185). Monica Hughes received the Canadian Council Children’s Literature Prize for The Guardian of Isis (1982). Also deserving particular mention is author H. M. Hoover. One of her novels about planetary colonization, Another Heaven, Another Earth (1981), shows a scientific and cultural adventurousness comparable to Heinlein but distinctive in Hoover’s combination of suspense and pathos. In Australian YA SF, the 1980s show authors such as Gillian Rubinstein and John Marsden receiving critical acclaim by having their works shortlisted for Children’s Book of the Year (Foster 90–94).


    Madeleine L’Engle’s classic A Wrinkle in Time (1963 Newbery winner; first novel in L’Engle’s Time Trilogy) blends “science and mythology, fantasy and realism, philosophy and radical theology” with a “nontraditional female hero” (Smedman 66). The mysterious characters Mrs. Who, Mrs. What, and Mrs. Which communicate through quotations with humans, and thus L’Engle includes her take on a practice Heinlein employed: incorporating references that challenge readers to participate in cultural history (see Erisman; also Sullivan, “Robert A. Heinlein”). Another of L’Engle’s themes involves children possessing special sensory abilities which may be an evolutionary potential for humans. Two other authors who explore the “special children” motif are William Sleator, in The Green Futures of Tycho, and Virginia Hamilton in her Justice Cycle novels, which are the first African-American authored YA SF series about African-American characters (Sand and Frank 99 n.4). Sleator has written many intriguing novels. The Green Futures of Tycho (1981) dares readers to sort out multiplying futures and ethical dilemmas when Tycho’s use of an alien-made time travel device is complicated by his sibling rivalries and the apparent agenda of the device. Hamilton’s Justice and Her Brothers (1978) also exemplifies the cognitive work-as-play that YA SF can offer. With thematic resemblance to adult SF like More Than Human (by Theodore Sturgeon; 1953), the novel unfolds the telepathic powers emerging in several teens in a rural community. Partial explanations linked to genetics come late, and most often Justice’s expanding “power of observing and knowing through the senses” (Hamilton 209) is suggestively shown.


    Bioengineering themes are prominent in the YA SF of the 1990s and into the current century. Such stories often depict a science-fictionally warped coming of age in a near-future Earth. A thoughtful treatment of cloning, combined with a dystopian vision of a future Mexico and U.S. in light of the drug wars is found in Nancy Farmer’s The House of the Scorpion (2002). Stories that approach biotechnological themes with an eye for positive as well as disturbing potential include Margaret Peterson Haddix’s Turnabout (2000), Ann Halam’s Dr. Franklin’s Island (2002), and Mary E. Pearson’s The Adoration of Jenna Fox (2008)—whose topical interest includes the complex distribution of health care in a near future and identity questions in relation to medical advances. Other YA SF of the 1990s, such as Charles Sheffield’s Jupiter series, take protagonists back into space, and are thus reminiscent of Heinlein and Norton.


    As witnessed by Suzanne Collins’s impressive Hunger Games trilogy, dystopian novels remain a popular venue in YA SF. In Daz 4 Zoe, Robert Zwindells “introduced many new readers to the…political and social implications [of the futuristic dystopia]” (Watson 635). Lois Lowry’s The Giver (Newbery Winner 1994) echoes Aldus Huxley’s Brave New World as its society keeps its citizens emotionally children and ignorant of history. An adventurous dystopia is Mortal Engines (2001) by Philip Reeve with its far future post holocaust setting where predatory mobile cities are driven ideologically by “municipal Darwinism.” M. T. Anderson’s Feed (2002) extrapolates an internet implanted at birth in the brains of people who can afford it, exacerbating the ills of consumerist North America. The darkly satirical Feed harks back to Wells in its closing sections, when a character urges the protagonist to read The Time Machine. But not all science fictional satires for young adults are grim dystopias. A recent class at the university where I teach loved Anderson’s novel but saved their highest praise in terms of enjoyment for The True Meaning of Smekday, written and illustrated by Adam Rex, and a nominee for the 2007 Andre Norton Award for YA SF and Fantasy. In a road-trip involving two alien invasions, cloning, and lots more, Rex uses science fictional themes to satirize the history of colonization as well as our media-saturated culture.


    In the late 1990s J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series spectacularly renewed readers’ and publishers’ interest in genre fiction for young adults. Although science fiction texts targeting YA readers are not as numerous as fantasy, good science fiction written for ages thirteen and up is found readily in libraries and book stores. And whereas YA SF used to be shelved in bookstores with adult SF because sellers understood that teens preferred it that way (Sand and Frank 103), the situation is more varied now with, for example, Heinlein’s juveniles probably still shelved with general SF and authors like M. T. Anderson and Nancy Farmer grouped with young adult fiction. This dual shelving scenario parallels one conversation among passionate readers of YA SF. Mendlesohn questions whether a story can be full science fiction if it focuses on teen issues of an inward perspective, resulting in a smaller conceptual horizon than science fiction can offer (“Is There…”). In contrast, Michael Levy shows that recent dystopian YA SF yields the classic potential of science fiction to make the familiar strange through its portrayal of future versions of contemporary teen realities (“Sublimation”). As you form your own views, you’ll find many texts in this genre enjoyable and thought provoking reading.
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    FREDERIK POHL


    (1919- )


    The only person to win Hugos as a writer, editor, and fan, Fred Pohl was the editor of two magazines while he was still a teenager. Now, in his nineties, he’s an award-winning blogger. In between, he’s compiled an astonishing career as writer, editor, agent, and pretty much everything else a science fiction professional can be.


    A science fiction reader and writer from an early age but never an enthusiastic student, Pohl dropped out of Brooklyn Tech at seventeen and never returned to school (he was awarded an honorary diploma in 2009, though). He was getting his education in how to become an SF professional elsewhere: As a teenager, he co-founded the New York–based Futurians fan group, and began lifelong friendships with Donald Wollheim, Isaac Asimov, and others who would also become important writers and editors. By 1937 he began agenting part-time. He eventually represented “more than half the successful writers in science fiction,” including a brief stint as the only agent Isaac Asimov ever had. Pohl had his first professional sale in Amazing that year, “Elegy to a Dead Planet: Luna.”


    From 1939–43, he edited two underfunded new magazines, Astonishing Stories and Super Science Stories. Pohl’s first story, “Before the Universe” (written with C. M. Kornbluth) appeared in Super Science Stories in 1940. (Both magazines folded during World War II.)


    After spending most of the war in Italy as an Air Corps weatherman, Pohl returned to agenting full-time. When that wasn’t successful he returned to editing, as an assistant to H. L. Gold at Galaxy. In the 1960s he would end up editing Galaxy and its sister magazine, If. He also started writing again, alone and in collaboration with Kornbluth, Jack Williamson, and others, and began producing some of his best work, including the cynical classic The Space Merchants (1954) and its sequel Gladiator at Law (1955), both with Kornbluth.


    He’d begun doing some book editing with Ballantine’s original anthology series Star Science Fiction in the 1950s. In the 1970s, he was executive editor at Ace and SF editor at Bantam. Pohl continued writing as well, starting the Heechee series with Gateway (1977), which won the Hugo, Nebula, Locus, and Campbell Awards.


    Pohl won seven Hugos and three Nebulas in all, as well as a host of other awards, ranging from the American Book Award to the Yugoslavian Vizija. In addition to many SF-related public appearances, he was a frequent guest on Long John Nebel’s radio show, from the 1950s to the early 1970s, and an international lecturer. He served a term as President of SFWA (1974–76) and as head of World SF (1980–82) and currently serves as a representative to the Authors Guild.


    Since 1984 he has lived in Illinois with his fifth wife, science fiction expert and academic Elizabeth Anne Hull. (Previous wives included author Judith Merril.) He has five children, and his granddaughter Emily Pohl-Weary is herself a writer.

  


  
    DAY MILLION, by Frederik Pohl


    First published in Rogue Magazine, February–March 1966


    On this day I want to tell you about, which will be about a thousand years from now, there were a boy, a girl and a love story.


    Now although I haven’t said much so far, none of it is true. The boy was not what you and I would normally think of as a boy, because he was a hundred and eighty-seven years old. Nor was the girl a girl, for other reasons; and the love story did not entail that sublimation of the urge to rape and concurrent postponement of the instinct to submit which we at present understand in such matters. You won’t care much for this story if you don’t grasp these facts at once. If, however, you will make the effort, you’ll likely enough find it jampacked, chockfull and tiptop-crammed with laughter, tears and poignant sentiment which may, or may not, be worth while. The reason the girl was not a girl was that she was a boy.


    How angrily you recoil from the page! You say, who the hell wants to read about a pair of queers? Calm yourself. Here are no hot-breathing secrets of perversion for the coterie trade. In fact, if you were to see this girl, you would not guess that she was in any sense a boy. Breasts, two; vagina, one. Hips, Callipygean; face, hairless; supra-orbital lobes, non-existent. You would term her female at once, although it is true that you might wonder just what species she was a female of, being confused by the tail, the silky pelt ot the gill slits behind each ear.


    Now you recoil again. Cripes, man, take my word for it. This is a sweet kid, and if you, as a normal male, spent as much as an hour in a room with her, you would bend heaven and earth to get her in the sack. Dora (we will call her that; her “name” was omicron-Dibase seven-group-totter-oot S Doradus 5314, the last part of which is a color specification corresponding to a shade of green)—Dora, I say, was feminine, charming and cute. I admit she doesn’t sound that way. She was, as you might put it, a dancer. Her art involved qualities of intellection and expertise of a very high order, requiring both tremendous natural capacities and endless practice; it was performed in null-gravity and I can best describe it by saying that it was something like the performance of a contortionist and something like classical ballet, maybe resembling Danilova’s dying swan. It was also pretty damned sexy. In a symbolic way, to be sure; but face it, most of the things we call “sexy” are symbolic, you know, except perhaps an exhibitionist’s open fly. On Day Million when Dora danced, the people who saw her panted; and you would too.


    About this business of her being a boy. It didn’t matter to her audiences that genetically she was male. It wouldn’t matter to you, if you were among them, because you wouldn’t know it—not unless you took a biopsy cutting of her flesh and put it under an electron-microscope to find the XY chromosome—and it didn’t matter to them because they didn’t care. Through techniques which are not only complex but haven’t yet been discovered, these people were able to determine a great deal about the aptitudes and easements of babies quite a long time before they were born—at about the second horizon of cell-division, to be exact, when the segmenting egg is becoming a free blastocyst—and then they naturally helped those aptitudes along. Wouldn’t we? If we find a child with an aptitude for music we give him a scholarship to Juilliard. If they found a child whose aptitudes were for being a woman, they made him one. As sex has long been dissociated from reproduction this was relatively easy to do and caused no trouble and no, or at least very little, comment.


    How much is “very little”? Oh, about as much as would be caused by our own tampering with Divine Will by filling a tooth. Less than would be caused by wearing a hearing aid. Does it still sound awful? Then look closely at the next busty babe you meet and reflect that she may be a Dora, for adults who are genetically male but somatically female are far from unknown even in our own time. An accident of environment in the womb overwhelms the blueprints of heredity. The difference is that with us it happens only by accident and we don’t know about it except rarely, after close study; whereas the people of Day Million did it often, on purpose, because they wanted to.


    Well, that’s enough to tell you about Dora. It would only confuse you to add that she was seven feet tall and smelled of peanut butter. Let us begin our story.


    On Day Million Dora swam out of her house, entered a transportation tube, was sucked briskly to the surface in its flow of water and ejected in its plume of spray to an elastic platform in front of her—ah—call it her rehearsal hall. “Oh, shit!” she cried in pretty confusion, reaching out to catch her balance and find herself tumbled against a total stranger, whom we will call Don.


    They met cute. Don was on his way to have his legs renewed. Love was the farthest thing from his mind; but when, absent-mindedly taking a short cut across the landing platform for submarinites and finding himself drenched, he discovered his arms full of the loveliest girl he had ever seen, he knew at once they were meant for each other. “Will you marry me?” he asked. She said softly, “Wednesday,” and the promise was like a caress.


    * * * *


    Don was tall, muscular, bronze and exciting. His name was no more Don than Dora’s was Dora, but the personal part of it was Adonis in tribute to his vibrant maleness, and so we will call him Don for short. His personality color-code, in Angstrom units, was 5290, or only a few degrees bluer than Dora’s 5314, a measure of what they had intuitively discovered at first sight, that they possessed many affinities of taste and interest.


    I despair of telling you exactly what it was that Don did for a living—I don’t mean for the sake of making money, I mean for the sake of giving purpose and meaning to his life, to keep him from going off his nut with boredom—except to say that it involved a lot of traveling. He traveled in interstellar spaceships. In order to make a spaceship go really fast about thirty-one male and seven genetically female human beings had to do certain things, and Don was one of the thirty-one. Actually he contemplated options. This involved a lot of exposure to radiation flux—not so much from his own station in the propulsive system as in the spillover from the next stage, where a genetic female preferred selections and the subnuclear particles making the selections she preferred demolished themselves in a shower of quanta. Well, you don’t give a rat’s ass for that, but it meant that Don had to be clad at all times in a skin of light, resilient, extremely strong copper-colored metal. I have already mentioned this, but you probably thought I meant he was sunburned.


    More than that, he was a cybernetic man. Most of his ruder parts had been long since replacad with mechanisms of vastly more permanence and use. A cadmium centrifuge, not a heart, pumped his blood. His lungs moved only when he wanted to speak out loud, for a cascade of osmotic filters rebreathed oxygen out of his own wastes. In a way, he probably would have looked peculiar to a man from the twentieth century, with his glowing eyes and seven-fingered hands; but to himself, and of course to Dora, he looked mighty manly and grand. In the course of his voyages Don had circled Proxima Centauri, Procyon and the puzzling worlds of Mira Ceti; he had carried agricultural templates to the planets of Canopus and brought back warm, witty pets from the pale companion of Aldebaran. Blue-hot or red-cool, he had seen a thousand stars and their ten thousand planets. He had, in fact, been traveling the starlanes with only brief leaves on Earth for pushing two centuries. But you don’t care about that, either. It is people that make stories, not the circumstances they find themselves in, and you want to hear about these two people. Well, they made it. The great thing they had for each other grew and flowered and burst into fruition on Wednesday, just as Dora had promised. They met at the encoding room, with a couple of well-wishing friends apiece to cheer them on, and while their identities were being taped and stored they smiled and whispered to each other and bore the jokes of their friends with blushing repartee. Then they exchanged their mathematical analogues and went away, Dora to her dwelling beneath the surface of the sea and Don to his ship.


    It was an idyll, really. They lived happily ever after —or anyway, until they decided not to bother any more and died.


    Of course, they never set eyes on each other again.


    * * * *


    Oh, I can see you now, you eaters of charcoal-broiled steak, scratching an incipient bunion with one hand and holding this story with the other, while the stereo plays d’Indy or Monk. You don’t believe a word of it, do you? Not for one minute. People wouldn’t live like that, you say with an irritated and not amused grunt as you get up to put fresh ice in a stale drink.


    And yet there’s Dora, hurrying back through the flushing commuter pipes toward her underwater home (she prefers it there; has had herself somatically altered to breathe the stuff) If I tell you with what sweet fulfillment she fits the recorded analogue of Don into the symbol manipulator, hooks herself in and turns herself on…if I try to tell you any of that you will simply stare. Or glare; and grumble, what the hell kind of love-making is this? And yet I assure you, friend, I really do assure you that Dora’s ecstasies are as creamy and passionate as any of James Bond’s lady spies, and one hell of a lot more so than anything you are going to find in “real life.” Go ahead, glare and grumble. Dora doesn’t care. If she thinks of you at all, her thirty-times-great-great-grandfather, she thinks you’re a pretty primordial sort of brute. You are. Why, Dora is farther removed from you than you are from the australopithe-cines of five thousand centuries ago. You could not swim a second in the strong currents of her life. You don’t think progress goes in a straight line, do you? Do you recognize that it is an ascending, accelerating, maybe even exponential curve? It takes hell’s own time to get started, but when it goes it goes like a bomb. And you, you Scotch-drinking steak-eater in your Relaxaciz-er chair, you’ve just barely lighted the primacord of the fuse What is it now, the six or seven hundred thousandth day after Christ? Dora lives in Day Million. A thousand years from now. Her body fats are polyunsat-urated, like Crisco. Her wastes are hemodialyzed out of her bloodstream while she sleeps—that means she doesn’t have to go to the bathroom. On whim, to pass a slow half-hour, she can command more energy than the entire nation of Portugal can spend today, and use it to launch a weekend satellite or remold a crater on the Moon. She loves Don very much. She keeps his every gesture, mannerism, nuance, touch of hand, thrill of intercourse, passion of kiss stored in symbolic-mathematical form And when she wants him, all she has to do is turn the machine on and she has him.


    And Don, of course, has Dora. Adrift on a sponson city a few hundred yards over her head or orbiting Arc-turus, fifty light-years away, Don has only to command his own symbol-manipulator to rescue Dora from the ferrite files and bring her to life for him, and there she is; and rapturously, tirelessly they ball all night. Not in the flesh, of course; but then his flesh has been extensively altered and it wouldn’t really be much fun. He doesn’t need the flesh for pleasure. Genital organs feel nothing. Neither do hands, nor breasts, nor lips; they are only receptors, accepting and transmitting impulses. It is the brain that feels, it is the interpretation of those impulses that makes agony or orgasm; and Don’s symbol-manipulator gives him the analogue of cuddling, the analogue of kissing, the analogue of wildest, most ardent hours with the eternal, exquisite and incorruptible analogue of Dora Or Diane Or sweet Rose, or laughing Alicia; for to be sure, they have each of them exchanged analogues before, and will again.


    Balls, you say, it looks crazy to me. And you—with your after-shave lotion and your little red car, pushing papers across a desk all day and chasing tail all night— tell me, just how the hell do you think you would look to Tiglath-Pileser, say, or Attila the Hun?


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1966 by Rogue Magazine.

  


  
    CONVENTIONS AND FANDOM, by Sheri Giglio


    Birth of Cons


    The first SF convention in 1936 was a small, unorganized gathering of fewer than twenty people who met in Philadelphia to discuss science fiction. Among them were Donald A. Wollheim (editor, publisher, and author) and Frederik Pohl (critic, agent, teacher, editor, author and lifelong fan). The first organized convention was in 1937 in Leeds, England. After that conventions (called cons by SF fans) met each year, their attendance growing steadily. Originally, fans came to discuss science fiction and fantasy literature. These gatherings often included professionals in the field such as authors, editors, and critics, but mostly they were gatherings of fans. Later, cons became considerably larger and came to include a variety of activities and media.


    When science fiction first started to define itself as a genre in the 1930s, readers were sometimes isolated. While there were a few correspondence clubs, SF readers were often on their own with no one to share their interest with. Fandom as we know it today began with Hugo Gernsback (a SF magazine publisher among other things) and his Science Fiction League. Like a book club, the League had chapters and members which met across the US. Fans could join their local chapter and meet with others to talk and share collections. While The Science Fiction League did not last long, it helped to jump start fandom. That fandom led to the first SF conventions and from there to the lively con scene of today.


    As these small meetings continued, the home of author Fletcher Pratt became an important meeting place for science fiction writers in the New York area. A group of them came together in 1938 and started calling themselves the Futurians. Among them were Frederik Pohl, Joseph Harold Dockweiler (aka Dirk Wylie), John B. Michel, Isaac Asimov, Donald A. Wollheim, Chester Cohen, Walter Kubilius, Richard Wilson, Cyril Kornbluth, Jack Gillespie, and Jack Robins.


    Once US fans got organized, they held the first World Science Fiction Convention in 1939 in New York. Masquerades date back to this first convention, when Forrest J Ackerman dressed up in costume. Since then, WorldCon (originally the name came from the World Fair which was in New York that year) has met every year, except for a brief hiatus during World War II.


    While early cons were in fans’ houses or local buildings, as conventions became more organized, and the field and genre grew, they become more than just a place for fans to gather, meet with pros, and talk science fiction—they needed more space. Con organizers began renting convention centers and hotel event rooms to accommodate all their members. Hotels were (and are) particularly popular because then fans from a wider area can gather and stay at the site of the con. Most cons are organized and run by fans on a nonprofit basis. By paying a small membership, any fan has access to everything going on at the convention. Membership fees cover the expenses of putting together the con, and hotels generally provide function space to the convention in return for a attendees filling a certain number of hotel rooms. At most cons the pros who participate on panels and other events are admitted for free, but usually only the guests of honor have all their expenses covered. (There are for-profit conventions as well, which tend to be more expensive for fans but have bigger budgets to put on events and attract more “name” stars.)


    With this growth, cons became more than just a place for fans to gather, meet with pros, and talk science fiction. Soon they were handing out awards, branching out into art shows, and expanding panel offerings from print media into radio and television. In 1953, WorldCon offered the first Hugo Award, named in honor of Hugo Gernsback. Members of the con got to vote on which nominee received awards in each category. Originally a onetime event, the Hugo Awards became a permanent feature of WorldCon in 1955. WorldCon members also vote on where and when the Con will be held in following years.


    Evolution of Cons


    The 1950s and early 1960s saw the birth of most of the major cons in the US. Westercon began in 1948, Midwestcon in 1950, Deepsouthcon in 1963, Disclave (held in Washington, DC until an unfortunate 1997 incident involving a pair of sexually adventurous attendees and a sprinkler head flooded several floors of the hotel) in 1950, Lunacon (held in New York) in 1957, and Boskone (held in Boston) in 1964. The US was not the only place cons were starting up. The UK continued to have cons and they spread across Europe, Asia, and Australia. At Midwestcon in 1959, several fans realized they had been active in SF for the previous twenty years. This inspired the creation of an organization of longstanding fans, First Fandom. In the beginning, only those who had been active in fandom since before the first WorldCon in 1939 could join.


    In the 1960s event programming was single track—one event at a time with nothing else going on concurrently. Some events, like the Ceremony of Saint Fantasy, didn’t last very long. (The last Ceremony was at Tricon in 1966 where Robert Silverburg was inducted.) Others, like the Masquerades at some cons, remain. As movies and other expressions of science fiction have become popular, like games, toys, comics, manga, cartoons, and anime, these also have been incorporated into conventions. Star Trek had a huge impact on SF conventions in the late 1960s and early 1970s, bringing the genre to the awareness of people across the US who had never heard of SF before (and flooding conventions with people dressed as Vulcans for a while).


    The 1970s saw an explosion of cons around the world. Windycon (held in Chicago) began in 1974, and the UK saw the birth of a number of smaller conventions. Cons were held all over Europe, in Japan, China, and Australia. (WorldCon has also been to all these locations and Canada.) In 1976, in Poland, the first SF convention took place in the Communist Bloc.


    The 1970s also saw the formation of some of the rules concerning costumes and Masquerades. (Some people who dress up at conventions do so to compete against other costumers in the Masquerade, while others wear hall costumes just for fun. Only a small fraction of fans at a typical convention are costumers.) For example, the legendary costume of Scott Shaw as the Turd at various cons in 1972 is the reason that peanut butter is no longer allowed in costumes…he covered himself in it. A “no jelly too” clause was added after a zombie costume used jam as blood and guts. One girl had no costume so she stripped naked, giving rise to the “no costume is no costume” rule. Even pros dressed up in costume on occasion and won Masquerades. But creativity and artistry always won the day.


    Successive generations of fans found they had been active in fandom for decades. While there was some talk of starting their own group, First Fandom changed their rules. A special Dinosaur distinction was made for those active since 1939, with a new associate membership for anyone active in fandom for over thirty years. (They’re on the web at firstfandom.org.) Starting with Jack Speer in the 1950s, historians of fandom began calling successive generations First Fandom, Second, Third, all the way up to Seventh Fandom and beyond.


    Cons Today


    No matter how big, where, or when they occur, many conventions have certain things in common: they last 3–4 days or longer if there is a holiday, they have event programming, an art room and a dealers’ room, they have Guests of Honor (professionals, authors, editors, and artists and fans usually big names in the genre that fans wouldn’t see otherwise) and they have volunteer opportunities, and a Con Suite. Most importantly, cons are made up of people. These people are part of the fandom of cons. They travel from con to con bring stories and memories of other people and places.


    Cons are organic, and an amusing but trivial anecdote at a con on the East Coast can be a major story by the time it reaches the west. Cons have memory, and a history that is remembered in fan folklore (or filking, as SF folksinging is referred to). Usually held in a hotel, sometimes in convention centers, cons come in a variety of sizes. Some, like WorldCon, are attended by people from all across the world. Others are national, regional, or local. There are even college cons, which tend to come and go as the organizers graduate but sometimes grow into more permanent cons, like Connecticon, which started on the University of Hartford campus but now fills the convention center in Hartford every summer. To give some indication at the popularity of cons, in the US there are about 150 cons a year. You can find a con on nearly every weekend.


    Today, most cons are formalized events with programming, panels, shows, contests, an art show, dealer’s rooms, gaming, filking, and more where professionals and fans come together to enjoy the genre. Parties may be sponsored by fan groups, publishers, or various interest groups interested in some aspects of SF. (Usually parties are divided into alcohol-free open parties which anyone may attend and closed parties which may serve alcohol but require an invitation and ID.) Some cons are about all types of SF, while others focus on a certain author, series, or media—for example a Star Trek or Star Wars Convention or ComicCon. Some are very formal and intensely literary, while others are much lighter in tone.


    Fandom and fans are still a huge part of cons, being a fan is what a con experience is about. Cons have long memories and congoers like to tell stories. Conventions bring people together from all over the world, many times friends who only see each other at certain cons once or twice a year. Most conventions are still very much nonprofit affairs run by fan groups, who are always looking for new members and volunteers and people who may become future “conrunners.” Despite the sometimes-intimidating amount of things going on at a con, most SF cons are very welcoming of new fans, and part of the culture of fandom is in helping to make newcomers feel welcome at fannish events.

  


  
    CLIFFORD D. SIMAK


    (1904–1988)


    As a boy I came across Clifford Simak’s City (1952) and Way Station (1963) and read them repeatedly. His writing and themes were utterly unlike anything else I’d come across; in a field full of hard science and adventure stories, there was something somehow gentle about Simak’s writing. Even though he was dealing with highly charged emotional issues—the nature of sanity and immortality, the ultimate fate of humanity, whether we should leave dogs in charge of the planet when we leave—characters in the stories didn’t get too worked up about them. They did what they had to do, they lived or they didn’t, and that was that. I love adventure stories, but amidst all the books full of life-and-death dramas, there was comfort to be drawn from Simak’s writing. Maybe the calmness was the rural Wisconsin upbringing and pastoral landscape that suffuses so much of his writing. But whatever it was, I still find his writing very soothing.


    After a brief teaching career, Simak spent most of his life as a newspaperman, even after his fiction writing was successful. He started with the Minneapolis Star in 1939 and became news editor by 1949. While he sold a few stories in the early 1930s (beginning with “The World of the Red Sun” to Hugo Gernsback’s Wonder Stories in 1931) his style didn’t really fit what the lurid pulps were looking for and he stopped writing SF in 1933. (He did continue to write Westerns and war stories for other pulps.)


    When John W. Campbell took over as editor of Astounding in 1937, he was looking for exactly the kind of new voices Simak represented, and Simak became one of Campbell’s earliest “discoveries.” His first novel, Cosmic Engineers, was serialized in Astounding in 1939, and all but one of the stories that would later form City appeared there. Simak moved to Galaxy in the 1950s, serializing the novels Empire (1951), Time and Again (1951), and Ring Around the Sun (1953) for them. He continued to write consistently good science fiction (his fantasy was more hit-or-miss) until shortly before his death, writing full-time well into his eighties. (Simak was in his seventies when he retired from newspapaer work.)


    Many of his best known works were written before the major awards existed, but Simak won Hugos for “The Big Front Yard” (1958), for Way Station, and finally for “Grotto of the Dancing Deer,” a beautifully nuanced story which won a Nebula as well. Simak also received a number of awards for his overall body of work, including the Damon Knight Memorial Grand Master Award, the First Fandom Hall of Fame Award, a Bram Stoker Lifetime Achievement Award, and the Minnesota Academy of Science Award, for distinguished service to science.


    Married since 1929, he and his wife Agnes had two children.


    * * * *

  


  
    GROTTO OF THE DANCING DEER, by Clifford D. Simak


    First published in Analog Science Fiction, April 1980


    Luis was playing his pipe when Boyd climbed the steep path that led up to the cave. There was no need to visit the cave again; all the work was done, mapping, measuring, photographing, extracting all possible information from the site. Not only the paintings, although the paintings were the important part of it. Also there had been the animal bones, charred, and the still remaining charcoal of the fire in which they had been charred; the small store of natural earths from which the pigments used by the painters had been compounded—a cache of valuable components, perhaps hidden by an artist who, for some reason that could not now be guessed, had been unable to use them; the atrophied human hand, severed at the wrist (why had it been severed and, once severed, left there to be found by men thirty millennia removed?); the lamp formed out of a chunk of sandstone, hollowed to accommodate a wad of moss, the hollow filled with fat, the moss serving as a wick to give light to those who painted. All these and many other things, Boyd thought with some satisfaction; Gavarnie had turned out to be, possibly because of the sophisticated scientific methods of investigation that had been brought to bear, the most significant cave painting site ever studied—perhaps not as spectacular, in some ways, as Lascaux, but far more productive in the data obtained.


    No need to visit the cave again, and yet there was a reason—the nagging feeling that he had passed something up, that in the rush and his concentration on the other work, he had forgotten something. It had made a small impression on him at the time, but now, thinking back on it, he was becoming more and more inclined to believe it might have importance. The whole thing probably was a product of his imagination, he told himself. Once he saw it again (if, indeed, he could find it again, if it were not a product of retrospective worry), it might prove to be nothing at all, simply an impression that had popped up to nag him.


    So here he was again, climbing the steep path, geologist’s hammer swinging at his belt, large flashlight clutched in hand, listening to the piping of Luis who perched on a small terrace, just below the mouth of the cave, a post he had occupied through all the time the work was going on. Luis had camped there in his tent through all kinds of weather, cooking on a camper’s stove, serving as self-appointed watchdog, on alert against intruders, although there had been few intruders other than the occasional curious tourist who had heard of the project and tramped miles out of the way to see it. The villagers in the valley below had been no trouble; they couldn’t have cared less about what was happening on the slope above them.


    Luis was no stranger to Boyd; ten years before, he had shown up at the rock shelter project some fifty miles distant and there had stayed through two seasons of digging. The rock shelter had not proved as productive as Boyd initially had hoped, although it had shed some new light on the Azilian culture, the tag-end of the great Western European prehistoric groups. Taken on as a common laborer, Luis had proved an apt pupil and as the work went on had been given greater responsibility. A week after the work had started at Gavarnie, he had shown up again.


    “I heard you were here,” he’d said. “What do you have for me?”


    As he came around a sharp bend in the trail, Boyd saw him, sitting crosslegged in front of the weatherbeaten tent, holding the primitive pipe to his lips, piping away.


    That was exactly what it was—piping. Whatever music came out of the pipe was primitive and elemental. Scarcely music, although Boyd would admit that he knew nothing of music. Four notes—would it be four notes? he wondered. A hollow bone with an elongated slot as a mouthpiece, two drilled holes for stops.


    Once he had asked Luis about it. “I’ve never seen anything like it,” he had said. Luis had told him, “You don’t see many of them. In remote villages here and there, hidden away in the mountains.”


    Boyd left the path and walked across the grassy terrace, sat down beside Luis, who took down the pipe and laid it in his lap.


    “I thought you were gone,” Luis said. “The others left a couple of days ago.”


    “Back for one last look,” said Boyd.


    “You are reluctant to leave it?”


    “Yes, I suppose I am.”


    Below them the valley spread out in autumn browns and tans, the small river a silver ribbon in the sunlight, the red roofs of the village a splash of color beside the river.


    “It’s nice up here,” said Boyd. “Time and time again, I catch myself trying to imagine what it might have been like at the time the paintings were done. Not much different than it is now, perhaps. The mountains would be unchanged. There’d have been no fields in the valley, but it probably would have been natural pasture. A few trees here and there, but not too many of them. Good hunting. There’d have been grass for the grazing animals. I have even tried to figure out where the people would’ve camped. My guess would be where the village is now.”


    He looked around at Luis. The man still sat upon the grass, the pipe resting in his lap. He was smiling quietly, as if he might be smiling to himself. The small black beret sat squarely on his head, his tanned face was round and smooth, the black hair close-clipped, the blue shirt open at the throat. A young man, strong, not a wrinkle on his face.


    “You love your work,” said Luis.


    “I’m devoted to it. So are you, Luis,” Boyd said.


    “It’s not my work.”


    “Your work or not,” said Boyd, “you do it well. Would you like to go with me? One last look around.”


    “I need to run an errand in the village.”


    “I thought I’d find you gone,” said Boyd. “I was surprised to hear your pipe.”


    “I’ll go soon,” said Luis. “Another day or two. No reason to stay but, like you, I like this place. I have no place to go, no one needing me. Nothing’s lost by staying a few more days.”


    “As long as you like,” said Boyd. “The place is yours. Before too long, the government will be setting up a caretaker arrangement, but the government moves with due deliberation.”


    “Then I may not see you again,” said Luis.


    “I took a couple of days to drive down to Roncesvalles,” said Boyd. “That’s the place where the Gascons slaughtered Charlemagne’s rear guard in 778.”


    “I’ve heard of the place,” said Luis.


    “I’d always wanted to see it. Never had the time. The Charlemagne chapel is in ruins, but I am told masses are still said in the village chapel for the dead paladins. When I returned from the trip, I couldn’t resist the urge to see the cave again.”


    “I am glad of that,” said Luis. “May I be impertinent?”


    “You’re never impertinent,” said Boyd.


    “Before you go, could we break bread once more together? Tonight, perhaps. I’ll prepare an omelet.”


    Boyd hesitated, gagging down a suggestion that Luis dine with him. Then he said, “I’d be delighted, Luis. I’ll bring a bottle of good wine.”


    * * * *


    Holding the flashlight centered on the rock wall, Boyd bent to examine the rock more closely. He had not imagined it; he had been right. Here, in this particular spot, the rock was not solid. It was broken into several pieces, but with the several pieces flush with the rest of the wall. Only by chance could the break have been spotted. Had he not been looking directly at it, watching for it as he swept the light across the wall, he would have missed it. It was strange, he thought, that someone else, during the time they had been working in the cave, had not found it. There’d not been much that they’d missed.


    He held his breath, feeling a little foolish at the holding of it, for, after all, it might mean nothing. Frost cracks, perhaps, although he knew that he was wrong. It would be unusual to find frost cracks here.


    He took the hammer out of his belt, and holding the flashlight in one hand, trained on the spot, he forced the chisel end of the hammer into one of the cracks. The edge went in easily. He pried gently and the crack widened. Under more pressure, the piece of rock moved out. He laid down the hammer and flash, seized the slab of rock, and pulled it free. Beneath it were two other slabs and they both came free as easily as the first. There were others as well and he also took them out. Kneeling on the floor of the cave, he directed the light into the fissure that he had uncovered.


    Big enough for a man to crawl into, but at the prospect he remained for the moment undecided. Alone, he’d be taking a chance to do it. If something happened, if he should get stuck, if a fragment of rock should shift and pin him or fall upon him, there’d be no rescue. Or probably no rescue in time to save him. Luis would come back to the camp and wait for him, but should he fail to make an appearance, Luis more than likely would take it as a rebuke for impertinence, or an American’s callous disregard of him. It would never occur to him that Boyd might be trapped in the cave.


    Still, it was his last chance. Tomorrow he’d have to drive to Paris to catch his plane. And this whole thing was intriguing; it was not something to be ignored. The fissure must have some significance; otherwise, why should it have been walled up so carefully? Who, he wondered, would have walled it up? No one, certainly, in recent times. Anyone, finding the hidden entrance to the cave, almost immediately would have seen the paintings and would have spread the word. So the entrance to the fissure must have been blocked by one who would have been unfamiliar with the significance of the paintings or by one to whom they would have been commonplace.


    It was something, he decided, that could not be passed up; he would have to go in. He secured the hammer to his belt, picked up the flashlight, and began the crawl.


    The fissure ran straight and easy for a hundred feet or more. It offered barely room enough for crawling but, other than that, no great difficulties. Then, without warning, it came to an end. Boyd lay in it, directing the flash beam ahead of him, staring in consternation at the smooth wall of rock that came down to cut the fissure off.


    It made no sense. Why should someone go to the trouble of walling off an empty fissure? He could have missed something on the way, but thinking of it, he was fairly sure he hadn’t. His progress had been slow and he had kept the flash directed ahead of him every inch of the way. Certainly if there had been anything out of the ordinary, he would have seen it.


    Then a thought came to him and slowly, with some effort, he began to turn himself around, so that his back, rather than his front, lay on the fissure floor. Directing the beam upward, he had his answer. In the roof of the fissure gaped a hole.


    Cautiously he raised himself into a sitting position. Reaching up, he found handholds on the projecting rock and pulled himself erect. Swinging the flash around, he saw that the hole opened not into another fissure, but into a bubblelike cavity—small, no more than six feet in any dimension. The walls and ceiling of the cavity were smooth, as if a bubble of plastic rock had existed here for a moment at some time in the distant geologic past when the mountains had been heaving upward, leaving behind it as it drained away a bubble forever frozen into smooth and solid stone.


    As he swung the flash across the bubble, he gasped in astonishment. Colorful animals capered around the entire expanse of stone. Bison played leapfrog. Horses cantered in a chorus line. Mammoths turned somersaults. All around the bottom perimeter, just above the floor, dancing deer, standing on their hind legs, joined hands and jigged, antlers swaying gracefully.


    “For the love of Christ!” said Boyd.


    Here was Stone Age Disney.


    If it was the Stone Age. Could some jokester have crawled into the area in fairly recent times to paint the animals in this grotto? Thinking it over, he rejected the idea. So far as he had been able to ascertain, no one in the valley, nor in the entire region, for that matter, had known of the cave until a shepherd had found it several years before when a lamb had blundered into it. The entrance was small and apparently for centuries had been masked by a heavy growth of brush and bracken.


    Too, the execution of the paintings had a prehistoric touch to them. Perspective played but a small part. The paintings had that curious flat look that distinguished most prehistoric art. There was no background—no horizon line, no trees, no grass or flowers, no clouds, no sense of sky. Although, he reminded himself, anyone who had any knowledge of cave painting probably would have been aware of all these factors and worked to duplicate them.


    Yet, despite the noncharacteristic antics of the painted animals, the pictures did have the feeling of cave art. What ancient man, Boyd asked himself, what kind of ancient man, would have painted gamboling bison and tumbling mammoths? While the situation did not hold in all cave art, all the paintings in this particular cave were deadly serious—conservative as to form and with a forthright honest attempt to portray the animals as the artists had seen them. There was no frivolity, not even the imprint of paint-smeared human hands, as so often happened in other caves. The men who had worked in this cave had not as yet been corrupted by the symbolism that had crept in, apparently rather late in the prehistoric painting cycle.


    So who bad been this clown who had crept off by himself in this hidden cavern to paint his comic animals? That he had been an accomplished painter, there could be no doubt. This artist’s techniques and executions were without flaw.


    Boyd hauled himself up through the hole, slid out onto the two-foot ledge that ran all around the hole, crouching, for there was no room to stand. Much of the painting, he realized, must have been done with the artist lying flat upon his back, reaching up to work on the curving ceiling.


    He swept the beam of the flashlight along the ledge. Halfway around, he halted the light and jiggled it back and forth to focus upon something that was placed upon the ledge, something that undoubtedly had been left by the artist when he had finished his work and gone away.


    Leaning forward, Boyd squinted to make out what it was. It looked like the shoulder blade of a deer; beside the shoulder blade lay a lump of stone.


    Cautiously he edged his way around the ledge. He had been right. It was the shoulder blade of a deer. Upon the flat surface of it lay a lumpy substance. Paint? he wondered, the mixture of animal fats and mineral earths the prehistoric artists used as paints? He focused the flash closer and there was no doubt. It was paint spread over the surface of the bone, which had served as a palette with some of the paint lying in thicker lumps ready for use, but never used, paint dried and mummified and bearing imprints of some sort. He leaned close, bringing his face down to within a few inches of the paint, shining the light upon the surface. The imprints, he saw, were fingerprints, some of them sunk deep—the signature of that ancient, long-dead man who had worked here, crouching even as Boyd now crouched, shoulders hunched against the curving stone. He put out his hand to touch the palette, then pulled it back. Symbolic, yes, this move to touch, this reaching out to touch the man who painted—but symbolic only, a gesture with too many centuries between.


    He shifted the flashlight beam to the small block of stone that lay beside the shoulder blade. A lamp—hollowed-out sandstone, a hollow to hold the fat and the chunk of moss that served as a wick. The fat and wick were long since gone, but a thin film of soot still remained around the rim of the hollow that had held them.


    Finishing his work, the artist had left his tools behind him, had even left the lamp, perhaps still guttering, with the fat almost finished—had left it here and let himself down into the fissure, crawling it in darkness. To him, perhaps, there was no need of light. He could crawl the tunnel by touch and familiarity. He must have crawled the route many times, for the work upon these walls had taken long, perhaps many days.


    So he had left, crawling through the fissure, using the blocks of stone to close the opening to the fissure, then had walked away, scrambling down the slope to the valley where grazing herds had lifted their heads to watch him, then had gone back to grazing.


    But when had this all happened? Probably, Boyd told himself, after the cave itself had been painted, perhaps even after the paintings in the cave had lost much of whatever significance they originally would have held—one lone man coming back to paint his secret animals in his secret place. Painting them as a mockery of the pompous, magical importance of the main cave paintings? Or as a protest against the stuffy conservatism of the original paintings? Or simply as a bubbling chuckle, an exuberance of life, perhaps even a joyous rebellion against the grimness and the simplemindedness of the hunting magic? A rebel, he thought, a prehistoric rebel—an intellectual rebel? Or perhaps simply a man with a viewpoint slightly skewed from the philosophy of his time?


    But this was that other man, that ancient man. Now how about himself? Having found the grotto, what did he do next? What would be the best way to handle it? Certainly he could not turn his back upon it and walk away, as the artist, leaving his palette and his lamp behind him, had walked away. For this was an important discovery. There could be no question of that. Here was a new and unsuspected approach to the prehistoric mind, a facet of ancient thinking that never had been guessed.


    Leave everything as it lay, close up the fissure and make a phone call to Washington and another one to Paris, unpack his bags, and settle down for a few more weeks of work. Get back the photographers and other members of the crew—do a job of it. Yes, he told himself, that was the way to do it.


    Something lying behind the lamp, almost hidden by the sandstone lamp, glinted in the light. Something white and small.


    Still crouched over, Boyd shuffled forward to get a better look.


    It was a piece of bone, probably a leg bone from a small grazing animal. He reached out and picked it up and, having seen what it was, hunched unmoving over it, not quite sure what to make of it.


    It was a pipe, a brother to the pipe that Luis carried in his jacket pocket, had carried in his pocket since that first day he’d met him, years ago. There was the mouthpiece slot, there the two round stops. In that long-gone day when the paintings had been done, the artist had hunched here, in the flickering of the lamp, and had played softly to himself those simple piping airs that Luis had played almost every evening, after work was done.


    “Merciful Jesus,” Boyd said, almost prayerfully, “it simply cannot be!”


    He stayed there, frozen in his crouch, the thoughts hammering in his mind while he tried to push the thoughts away. They would not go away. He’d drive them away for just a little distance, then they’d come surging back to overwhelm him.


    Finally, grimly, he broke the trance in which the thoughts had held him. He worked deliberately, forcing himself to do what he knew must be done.


    He took off his windbreaker and carefully wrapped the shoulder-blade palette and the pipe inside it, leaving the lamp. He let himself down into the fissure and crawled, carefully protecting the bundle that he carried. In the cave again, he meticulously fitted the blocks of stone together to block the fissure mouth, scraped together handfuls of soil from the cave floor, and smeared it on the face of the blocks, wiping it away, but leaving a small, clinging film to mask the opening to all but the most inquiring eye.


    Luis was not at his camp on the terrace below the cave mouth; he was still on his errand into the village.


    When he reached his hotel, Boyd made his telephone call to Washington. He skipped the call to Paris.


    * * * *


    The last leaves of October were blowing in the autumn wind, and a weak sun, not entirely obscured by the floating clouds, shone down on Washington.


    John Roberts was waiting for him on the park bench. They nodded at one another, without speaking, and Boyd sat down beside his friend.


    “You took a big chance,” said Roberts. “What would have happened if the customs people…”


    “I wasn’t too worried,” Boyd said. “I knew this man in Paris. For years he’s been smuggling stuff into America. He’s good at it and he owed me one. What have you got?”


    “Maybe more than you want to hear.”


    “Try me.”


    “The fingerprints match,” said Roberts.


    “You were able to get a reading on the paint impressions?”


    “Loud and clear.”


    “The FBI?”


    “Yes, the FBI. It wasn’t easy, but I have a friend or two.”


    “And the dating?”


    “No problem. The bad part of the job was convincing my man this was top secret. He’s still not sure it is.”


    “Will he keep his mouth shut?”


    “I think so. Without evidence, no one would believe him. It would sound like a fairy story.”


    “Tell me.”


    “Twenty-two thousand. Plus or minus three hundred years.”


    “And the prints do match. The bottle prints and…”


    “I told you they match. Now will you tell me how in hell a man who lived twenty-two thousand years ago could leave his prints on a wine bottle that was manufactured last year.”


    “It’s a long story,” said Boyd. “I don’t know if 1 should. First, where do you have the shoulder blade?”


    “Hidden,” said Roberts. “Well hidden. You can have it back, and the bottle, any time you wish.”


    Boyd shrugged. “Not yet. Not for a while. Perhaps never.”


    “Never?”


    “Look, John, I have to think it out.”


    “What a hell of a mess,” said Roberts. “No one wants the stuff. No one would dare to have it. Smithsonian wouldn’t touch it with a ten-foot pole. 1 haven’t asked. They don’t even know about it. But I know they wouldn’t want it. There’s something, isn’t there, about sneaking artifacts out of a country…”


    “Yes, there is,” said Boyd.


    “And now you don’t want it.”


    “I didn’t say that. I just said let it stay where it is for a time. It’s safe, isn’t it?”


    “It’s safe. And now…”


    “1 told you it is a long story. I’ll try to make it short. There’s this man—a Basque. He came to me ten years ago when I was doing the rock shelter…”


    Roberts nodded. “I remember that one.”


    “He wanted work and I gave him work. He broke in fast, caught on to the techniques immediately. Became a valuable man. That often happens with native laborers. They seem to have the feel for their own antiquity. And then when we started work on the cave he showed up again. I was glad to see him. The two of us, as a matter of fact, are fairly good friends. On my last night at the cave he cooked a marvelous omelet—eggs, tomato, green pimientoes, onions, sausages, and home-cured ham. I brought a bottle of wine.”


    “The bottle?”


    “Yes, the bottle.”


    “So go ahead.”


    “He played a pipe. A bone pipe. A squeaky sort of thing. Not too much music in it…”


    “There was a pipe…”


    “Not that pipe. Another pipe. The same kind of pipe, but not the one our man has. Two pipes the same. One in a living man’s pocket, the other beside the shoulder blade. There were things about this man I’m telling you of. Nothing that hit you between the eyes. Just little things. You would notice something and then, some time later, maybe quite a bit later, there’d be something else, but by the time that happened, you’d have forgotten the first incident and not tie the two together. Mostly it was that he knew too much. Little things a man like him would not be expected to know. Even things that no one knew. Bits and pieces of knowledge that slipped out of him, maybe without his realizing it. And his eyes. I didn’t realize that until later, not until I’d found the second pipe and began to think about the other things. But I was talking about his eyes. In appearance he is a young man, a never-aging man, but his eyes are old…”


    “Tom, you said he is a Basque.”


    “That’s right.”


    “Isn’t there some belief that the Basques may have descended from the Cro-Magnons?”


    “There is such a theory. I have thought of it.”


    “Could this man of yours be a Cro-Magnon?”


    “I’m beginning to think he is.”


    “But think of it—twenty thousand years!”


    “Yes, I know,” said Boyd.


    * * * *


    Boyd heard the piping when he reached the bottom of the trail that led up to the cave. The notes were ragged, torn by the wind. The Pyrenees stood up against the high blue sky.


    Tucking the bottle of wine more securely underneath his arm, Boyd began the climb. Below him lay the redness of the village rooftops and the sere brown of autumn that spread across the valley. The piping continued, lifting and falling as the wind tugged at it playfully.


    Luis sat crosslegged in front of the tattered tent. When he saw Boyd, he put the pipe in his lap and sat waiting.


    Boyd sat down beside him, handing him the bottle. Luis took it and began working on the cork.


    “I heard you were back,” he said. “How went the trip?”


    “It went well,” said Boyd.


    “So now you know,” said Luis.


    Boyd nodded. “I think you wanted me to know. Why should you have wanted that?”


    “The years grow long,” said Luis. “The burden heavy. It is lonely, all alone.”


    “You are not alone.”


    “It’s lonely when no one knows you. You now are the first who has really known me.”


    “But the knowing will be short. A few years more and again no one will know you.”


    “This lifts the burden for a time,” said Luis. “Once you are gone, I will be able to take it up again. And there is something…”


    “Yes, what is it, Luis?”


    “You say when you are gone there’ll be no one again. Does that mean…”


    “If what you’re getting at is whether I will spread the word, no, I won’t. Not unless you wish it. I have thought on what would happen to you if the world were told.”


    “I have certain defenses. You can’t live as long as I have if you fail in your defenses.”


    “What kind of defenses?”


    “Defenses. That is all.”


    “I’m sorry if I pried. There’s one other thing. If you wanted me to know, you took a long chance. Why, if something had gone wrong, if I had failed to find the grotto…”


    “I had hoped, at first, that the grotto would not be necessary. I had thought you might have guessed, on your own.”


    “I knew there was something wrong. But this is so outrageous I couldn’t have trusted myself even had I guessed. You know it’s outrageous, Luis. And if I’d not found the grotto…Its finding was pure chance, you know.”


    “If you hadn’t, I would have waited. Some other time, some other year, there would have been someone else. Some other way to betray myself.”


    “You could have told me.”


    “Cold, you mean?”


    “That’s what I mean. I would not have believed you, of course. Not at first.”


    “Don’t you understand? I could not have told you. The concealment now is second nature. One of the defenses I talked about. I simply could not have brought myself to tell you, or anyone.”


    “Why me? Why wait all these years until I came along?”


    “I did not wait, Boyd. There were others, at different times. None of them worked out. I had to find, you must understand, someone who had the strength to face it. Not one who would run screaming madly. I knew you would not run screaming.”


    “I’ve had time to think it through,” Boyd said. “I’ve come to terms with it. I can accept the fact, but not too well, only barely. Luis, do you have some explanation? How come you are so different from the rest of us?”


    “No idea at all. No inkling. At one time I thought there must be others like me and I sought for them. I found none. I no longer seek.”


    The cork came free and he handed the bottle of wine to Boyd. “You go first,” he said steadily.


    Boyd lifted the bottle and drank. He handed it to Luis. He watched him as he drank. Wondering, as he watched, how he could be sitting here, talking calmly with a man who had lived, who had stayed young through twenty thousand years. His gorge rose once again against acceptance of the fact—but it had to be a fact. The shoulder blade, the small amount of organic matter still remaining in the pigment, had measured out to 22,000 years. There was no question that the prints in the paint had matched the prints upon the bottle. He had raised one question back in Washington, hoping there might be evidence of hoax. Would it have been possible, he had asked, that the ancient pigment, the paint used by the prehistoric artist, could have been reconstituted, the fingerprints impressed upon it, and then replaced in the grotto? Impossible was the answer. Any reconstitution of the pigment, had it been possible, would have shown up in the analysis. There had been nothing of the sort—the pigment dated to 20,000 years ago. There was no question of that.


    “All right, Cro-Magnon,” said Boyd, “tell me how you did it. How does a man survive as long as you have? You do not age, of course. Your body will not accept disease. But I take it you are not immune to violence or to accident. You’ve lived in a violent world. How does a man sidestep accident and violence for two hundred centuries?”


    “There were times early,” Luis said, “when I came close to not surviving. For a long time I did not realize the kind of thing I was. Sure, I livea longer, stayed younger than all the others—I would guess, however, that I didn’t begin to notice this until I began to realize that all the people I had known in my early life were dead—dead for a long, long time. I knew then that I was different from the rest. About the same time, others began to notice I was different. They became suspicious of me. Some of them resented me. Others thought I was some sort of evil spirit. Finally I had to flee the tribe. I became a skulking outcast. That was when I began to learn the principles of survival.”


    “And those principles?”


    “You keep a low profile. You don’t stand out. You attract no attention to yourself. You cultivate a cowardly attitude. You are never brave. You take no risks. You let others do the dirty work. You never volunteer. You skulk and run and hide. You grow a skin that’s thick; you don’t give a damn what others think of you. You shed all your noble attributes, your social consciousness. You shuck your loyalty to tribe or folk or country. You’re not a patriot. You live for yourself alone. You’re an observer, never a participant. You scuttle around the edges of things. And you become so self-centered that you come to believe that no blame should attach to you, that you are living in the only logical way a man can live. You went to Roncesvalles the other day, remember?”


    “Yes. I mentioned I’d been there. You said you’d heard of it.”


    “Heard of it? Hell, I was there the day it happened—August 15, 778. An observer, not a participant. A cowardly little bastard who tagged along behind that noble band of Gascons who did in Roland. Gascons, hell. That’s the fancy name for them. They were Basques pure and simple. The meanest crew of men who ever drew the breath of life. Some Basques may be noble, but not this band. They weren’t the kind of warriors who’d stand up face to face with the Franks They hid up in the pass and rolled rocks down on all those puissant knights. But it wasn’t the knights who held their interest. It was the wagon tram. They weren’t out to fight a war or to avenge a wrong. They were out for loot. Although little good it did them.”


    “Why do you say that?”


    “It was this way,” said Luis. “They knew the rest of the Frankish army would return when the rear guard didn’t come up, and they had not the stomach for that. They stripped the dead knights of their golden spurs, their armor and fancy clothes, the money bags they carried, and loaded all of it on the wagons and got out of there. A few miles farther on, deep in the mountains, they holed up and hid. In a deep canyon where they thought they would be safe. But if they should be found, they had what amounted to a fort. A half-mile or so below the place they camped, the canyon narrowed and twisted sharply. A lot of boulders had fallen down at that point, forming a barricade that could have been held by a handful of men against any assault that could be launched against it. By this time I was a long way off. I smelled something wrong, I knew something most unpleasant was about to happen. That’s another thing about this survival business. You develop special senses. You get so you can smell out trouble, well ahead of time. I heard what happened later.”


    He lifted the bottle and had another drink. He handed it to Boyd.


    “Don’t leave me hanging,” said Boyd. “Tell me what did happen.”


    “In the night,” said Luis, “a storm came up. One of those sudden, brutal summer thunderstorms. This time it was a cloudburst. My brave fellow Gascons died to the man. That’s the price of bravery.”


    Boyd took a drink, lowered the bottle, held it to his chest, cuddling it.


    “You know about this,” he said. “No one else does. Perhaps no one had ever wondered what happened to those Gascons who gave Charlemagne the bloody nose. You must know of other things. Christ, man, you’ve lived history. You didn’t stick to this area.”


    “No. At times I wandered. I had an itching foot. There were things to see. I had to keep moving along. I couldn’t stay in one place any length of time or it would be noticed that I wasn’t aging.”


    “You lived through the Black Death,” said Boyd. “You watched the Roman legions. You heard firsthand of Attila. You skulked along on Crusades. You walked the streets of ancient Athens.”


    “Not Athens,” said Luis. “Somehow Athens was never to my taste. I spent some time in Sparta. Sparta, I tell you—that was really something.”


    “You’re an educated man,” said Boyd. “Where did you go to school?”


    “Paris, for a time, in the fourteenth century. Later on at Oxford. After that at other places. Under different names. Don’t try tracing me through the schools that I attended.”


    “You could write a book,” said Boyd. “It would set new sales records. You’d be a millionaire. One book and you’d be a millionaire.”


    “I can’t afford to be a millionaire. I can’t be noticed, and millionaires are noticed. I’m not in want. I’ve never been in want. There’s always treasure for a skulker to pick up. I have caches here and there. I get along all right.”


    Luis was right, Boyd told himself. He couldn’t be a millionaire. He couldn’t write a book. In no way could he be famous, stand out in any way. In all things he must remain unremarkable, always anonymous.


    The principles of survival, he had said. And this was part of it, although not all of it. He had mentioned the art of smelling trouble, the hunch ability. There would be, as well, the wisdom, the street savvy, the cynicism that a man would pick up along the way, the expertise, the ability to judge character, an insight into human reaction, some knowledge concerning the use of power, power of every sort, economic power, political power, religious power.


    Was the man still human, he wondered, or had he, in 20,000 years, become something more than human? Had he advanced that one vital step that would place him beyond humankind, the kind of being that would come after man?


    “One thing more,” said Boyd. “Why the Disney paintings?”


    “They were painted some time later than the others,” Luis told him. “I painted some of the earlier stuff in the cave. The fishing bear is mine. I knew about the grotto. I found it and said nothing. No reason I should have kept it secret. Just one of those little items one hugs to himself to make himself important. I know something you don’t know—silly stuff like that. Later I came back to paint the grotto. The cave art was so deadly serious. Such terribly silly magic. I told myself painting should be fun. So I came back after the tribe had moved, and painted simply for the fun of it. How did it strike you, Boyd?”


    “Damn good art,” said Boyd.


    “I was afraid you wouldn’t find the grotto and I couldn’t help you. I knew you had seen the cracks in the wall; I watched you one day looking at them. I counted on your remembering them. And I counted on your seeing the fingerprints and finding the pipe. All pure serendipity, of course. I had nothing in mind when I left the paint with the fingerprints and the pipe. The pipe, of course, was the tipoff, and I was confident you’d at least be curious. But I couldn’t be sure. When we ate that night, here by the campfire, you didn’t mention the grotto and I was afraid you’d blown it. But when you made off with the bottle, sneaking it away, I knew I had it made. And now the big question. Will you let the world in on the grotto paintings?”


    “I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it. What are your thoughts on the matter?”


    “I’d just as soon you didn’t.”


    “Okay,” said Boyd. “Not for the time at least. Is there anything else I can do for you? Anything you want?”


    “You’ve done the best possible,” said Luis. “You know who I am, what I am. I don’t know why that’s so important to me, but it is, A matter of identity, I suppose. When you die, which I hope will be a long time from now, then, once again, there’ll be no one who knows. But the knowledge that one man did know, and what is more important, understood, will sustain me through the centuries. A minute—I have something for you.”


    He rose and went into the tent, came back with a sheet of paper, handing it to Boyd. It was a topographical survey of some sort.


    “I’ve put a cross on it,” said Luis. “To mark the spot.”


    “What spot?”


    “Where you’ll find the Charlemagne treasure of Roncesvalles. The wagons and the treasure would have been carried down the canyon in the flood. The turn in the canyon and the boulder barricade I spoke of would have blocked them. You’ll find them there, probably under a deep layer of gravel and debris.”


    Boyd looked up questioningly from the map.


    “It’s worth going after,” said Luis. “Also it provides another check against the validity of my story.”


    “I believe you,” said Boyd. “I need no further evidence.”


    “Ah, well!” said Luis “It wouldn’t hurt. And now it’s time to go.”


    “Time to go! We have a lot to talk about.”


    “Later, perhaps,” said Luis. “We’ll bump into one another from time to time. I’ll make it a point we do. But now it’s time to go.”


    He started down the path, and Boyd sat watching him.


    After a few steps, Luis halted and half turned back to Boyd.


    “It seems to me,” he said in explanation, “it’s always time to go.”


    Boyd stood and watched him move down the trail toward the village. There was about the moving figure a deep sense of loneliness—the most lonely man in all the world.


    * * * *
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    THEODORE STURGEON


    (1918–1985)


    In some ways, Ted Sturgeon’s reputation fell victim to changes in the SF market. One of the best-known science fiction wrtiers in the field through the 1970s, Sturgeon was primarily a short story writer. While he wrote influential novels such as the International Fantasy Award–winning More Than Human (which was actually a fixup of three novellas), people remembered him for his stories. As the field has become less driven by short fiction and more by novels, and as fewer reprint anthologies are available, Sturgeon’s work has become harder to find. Recent science fiction fans may know him just as a name if at all, while writers like Heinlein and Asimov who more frequently wrote book-length works are still widely read.


    Before he was able to make a living as a writer, Sturgeon was more-or-less a wanderer and adventurer. After a bout with rheumatic fever ended his ambitions as a professional athlete, Sturgeon left home at seventeen to join the merchant marine. Over the years he spent time as a bulldozer driver, hotel manager, gas station operator, and door-to-door refrigerator salesman, as well as a few publishing-related jobs. All the while he wrote stories. Sturgeon sold his first story at age twenty-one and wrote prolifically through the 1940s and 50s, marred by bouts of writer’s block. (Robert Heinlein helped him through one of those bouts by sending Sturgeon a letter with twenty-six story ideas, two of which Sturgeon based stories on.) Nearly all of his writing continued to be in short forms such as stories and novellas (along with two episodes of Star Trek he authored in the 1960s). Sturgeon continued to write, though less prolifically, until shortly before his death in 1985 of lung fibrosis. The bulk of his best writing predated the field’s major awards, but he won both the Hugo and Nebula in 1971, for “Slow Sculpture,” and the World Fantasy Award for lifetime achievement posthumously in 1985. In 1987, the Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award for the year’s best short story was established.


    Sturgeon is also remembered for Sturgeon’s Law which (with a number of variations) reads: “Ninety percent of everything is crud.”


    The story which follows is one of Sturgeon’s most popular and frequently reprinted. It reads more cold-bloodedly to contemporary readers than it did on the eve of America’s entry into World War II, but the story literally overflows with ideas.

  


  
    MICROCOSMIC GOD


    First published in Astounding Science Fiction, April 1941


    Here is a story about a man who had too much power, and a man who took too much, but don’t worry; I’m not going political on you. The man who had the power was named James Kidder and the other was his banker.


    Kidder was quite a guy. He was a scientist and he lived on a small island off the New England coast all by himself. He wasn’t the dwarfed little gnome of a mad scientist you read about. His hobby wasn’t personal profit, and he wasn’t a megalomaniac with a Russian name and no scruples. He wasn’t insidious, and he wasn’t even particularly subversive. He kept his hair cut and his nails clean and lived and thought like a reasonable human being. He was slightly on the baby-faced side; he was inclined to be a hermit; he was short and plump and—brilliant. His specialty was biochemistry, and he was always called Mr. Kidder. Not “Dr.” Not “Professor.” Just Mr. Kidder.


    He was an odd sort of apple and always had been. He had never graduated from any college or university because he found them too slow for him, and too rigid in their approach to education. He couldn’t get used to the idea that perhaps his professors knew what they were talking about. That went for his texts, too. He was always asking questions, and didn’t mind very much when they were embarrassing. He considered Gregor Mendel a bungling liar, Darwin an amusing philosopher, and Luther Burbank a sensationalist. He never opened his mouth without leaving his victim feeling breathless. If he was talking to someone who had knowledge, he went in there and got it, leaving his victim breathless. If he was talking to someone whose knowledge was already in his possession, he only asked repeatedly, “How do you know?” His most delectable pleasure was cutting a fanatical eugenicist into conversational ribbons. So people left him alone and never, never asked him to tea. He was polite, but not politic.


    He had a little money of his own, and with it he leased the island and built himself a laboratory. Now I’ve mentioned that he was a biochemist. But being what he was, he couldn’t keep his nose in his own field. It wasn’t too remarkable when he made an intellectual excursion wide enough to perfect a method of crystallizing Vitamin B1 profitably by the ton—if anyone wanted it by the ton. He got a lot of money for it. He bought his island outright and put eight hundred men to work on an acre and a half of his ground, adding to his laboratory and building equipment. He got to messing around with sisal fiber, found out how to fuse it, and boomed the banana industry by producing a practically unbreakable cord from the stuff.


    You remember the popularizing demonstration he put on at Niagara, don’t you? That business of running a line of the new cord from bank to bank over the rapids and suspending a ten-ton truck from the middle of it by razor edges resting on the cord? That’s why ships now moor themselves with what looks like heaving line, no thicker than a lead pencil, that can be coiled on reels like garden hose. Kidder made cigarette money out of that, too. He went out and bought himself a cyclotron with part of it.


    After that money wasn’t money any more. It was large numbers in little books.


    Kidder used little amounts of it to have food and equipment sent out to him, but after a while that stopped, too. His bank dispatched a messenger by seaplane to find out if Kidder was still alive. The man returned two days later in a bemused state, having been amazed something awesome at the things he’d seen out there. Kidder was alive, all right, and he was turning out a surplus of good food in an astonishingly simplified synthetic form. The bank wrote immediately and wanted to know if Mr. Kidder, in his own interest, was willing to release the secret of his dirtless farming. Kidder replied that he would be glad to, and enclosed the formulas. In a P.S. he said that he hadn’t sent the information ashore because he hadn’t realized anyone would be interested. That from a man who was responsible for the greatest sociological change in the second half of the twentieth century—factory farming. It made him richer; I mean it made his bank richer. He didn’t give a rap.


    Kidder didn’t really get started until about eight months after the messenger’s visit. For a biochemist who couldn’t even be called “Doctor” he did pretty well. Here is a partial list of the things that he turned out:


    A commercially feasible plan for making an aluminum alloy stronger than the best steel so that it could be used as a structural metal.


    An exhibition gadget he called a light pump, which worked on the theory that light is a form of matter and therefore subject to physical and electromagnetic laws. Seal a room with a single source, beam a cylindrical vibratory magnetic field to it from the pump, and the light will be led down it. Now pass the light through Kidder’s “lens”—a ring which perpetuates an electric field along the lines of a high-speed iris-type camera shutter. Below this is the heart of the light pump—a ninety-eight-per-cent efficient light absorber, crystalline, which, in a sense, loses the light in its internal facets. The effect of darkening the room with this apparatus is slight but measurable. Pardon my layman’s language, but that’s the general idea.


    Synthetic chlorophyll—by the barrel.


    An airplane propeller efficient at eight times sonic speed.


    A cheap goo you brush on over old paint, let harden, and then peel off like strips of cloth. The old paint comes with it. That one made friends fast.


    A self-sustaining atomic disintegration of uranium’s isotope 238, which is two hundred times as plentiful as the old stand-by, U-235.


    That will do for the present. If I may repeat myself; for a biochemist who couldn’t even be called “Doctor,” he did pretty well.


    Kidder was apparently unconscious of the fact that he held power enough on his little island to become master of the world. His mind simply didn’t run to things like that. As long as he was left alone with his experiments, he was well content to leave the rest of the world to its own clumsy and primitive devices. He couldn’t be reached except by a radiophone of his own design, and the only counterpart was locked in a vault of his Boston bank. Only one man could operate it. The extraordinarily sensitive transmitter would respond only to Conant’s own body vibrations. Kidder had instructed Conant that he was not to be disturbed except by messages of the greatest moment. His ideas and patents, what Conant could pry out of him, were released under pseudonyms known only to Conant—Kidder didn’t care.


    The result, of course, was an infiltration of the most astonishing advancements since the dawn of civilization. The nation profited—the world profited. But most of all, the bank profited. It began to get a little oversize. It began getting its fingers into other pies. It grew more fingers and had to bake more figurative pies. Before many years had passed, it was so big that, using Kidder’s many weapons, it almost matched Kidder in power.


    Almost.


    Now stand by while I squelch those fellows in the lower left-hand corner who’ve been saying all this while that Kidder’s slightly improbable; that no man could ever per-fect himself in so many ways in so many sciences.


    Well, you’re right. Kidder was a genius—granted. But his genius was not creative. He was, to the core, a student. He applied what he knew, what he saw, and what he was taught. When first he began working in his new laboratory on his island he reasoned something like this:


    “Everything I know is what I have been taught by the sayings and writings of people who have studied the sayings and writings of people who have—and so on. Once in a while someone stumbles on something new and he or someone cleverer uses the idea and disseminates it. But for each one that finds something really new, a couple of million gather and pass on information that is already current. I’d know more if I could get the jump on evolutionary trends. It takes too long to wait for the accidents that increase man’s knowledge—my knowledge. If I had ambition enough now to figure out how to travel ahead in time, I could skim the surface of the future and just dip down when I saw something interesting. But time isn’t that way. It can’t be left behind or tossed ahead. What else is left?


    “Well, there’s the proposition of speeding intellectual evolution so that I can observe what it cooks up. That seems a bit inefficient. It would involve more labor to discipline human minds to that extent than it would to simply apply myself along those lines. But I can’t apply myself that way. No man can.


    “I’m licked. I can’t speed myself up, and I can’t speed other men’s minds up. Isn’t there an alternative? There must be—somewhere, somehow, there’s got to be an answer.”


    So it was on this, and not on eugenics, or light pumps, or botany, or atomic physics, that James Kidder applied himself. For a practical man he found the problem slightly on the metaphysical side; but he attacked it with typical thoroughness, using his own peculiar brand of logic. Day after day he wandered over the island, throwing shells impotently at sea gulls and swearing richly. Then came a time when he sat indoors and brooded. And only then did he get feverishly to work.


    He worked in his own field, biochemistry, and concentrated mainly on two things—genetics and animal metabolism. He learned, and filed away in his insatiable mind, many things having nothing to do with the problem at hand, and very little of what he wanted. But he piled that little on what little he knew or guessed, and in time had quite a collection of known factors to work with. His approach was characteristically unorthodox. He did things on the order of multiplying apples by pears, and balancing equations by adding log √-1 to one side and °° to the other. He made mistakes, but only one of a kind, and later, only one of a species. He spent so many hours at his microscope that he had quit work for two days to get rid of a hallucination that his heart was pumping his own blood through the mike. He did nothing by trial and error because he disapproved of the method as sloppy.


    And he got results. He was lucky to begin with and even luckier when he formularized the law of probability and reduced it to such low terms that he knew almost to the item what experiments not to try. When the cloudy, viscous semifluid on the watch glass began to move itself he knew he was on the right track. When it began to seek food on its own he began to be excited. When it divided and, in a few hours, redivided, and each part grew and divided again, he was triumphant, for he had created life.


    He nursed his brain children and sweated and strained over them, and he designed baths of various vibrations for them, and inoculated and dosed and sprayed them. Each move he made taught him the next. And out of his tanks and tubes and incubators came amoebalike creatures, and then ciliated animalcules, and more and more rapidly he produced animals with eye spots, nerve cysts, and then—victory of victories—a real blastopod, possessed of many cells instead of one. More slowly he developed a gastropod, but once he had it, it was not too difficult for him to give it organs, each with a specified function, each inheritable.


    Then came cultured mollusklike things, and creatures with more and more perfected gills. The day that a nondescript thing wriggled up an inclined board out of a tank, threw flaps over its gills and feebly breathed air, Kidder quit work and went to the other end of the island and got disgustingly drunk. Hangover and all, he was soon back in the lab, forgetting to eat, forgetting to sleep, tearing into his problem.


    He turned into a scientific byway and ran down his other great triumph—accelerated metabolism. He extracted and refined the stimulating factors in alcohol, cocoa, heroin, and Mother Nature’s prize dope runner, cannabis indica. Like the scientist who, in analyzing the various clotting agents for blood treatments, found that oxalic acid and oxalic acid alone was, the active factor, Kidder isolated the accelerators and decelerators, the stimulants and soporifics, in every substance that ever undermined a man’s morality and/or caused a “noble experiment.” In the process he found one thing he needed badly—a colorless elixir that made sleep the unnecessary and avoidable waster of time it should be. Then and there he went on a twenty-four-hour shift.


    He artificially synthesized the substances he had isolated, and in doing so sloughed away a great many useless components. He pursued the subject along the lines of radiations and vibrations. He discovered something in the longer reds which, when projected through a vessel full of air vibrating in the supersonics, and then polarized, speeded up the heartbeat of small animals twenty to one. They ate twenty times as much, grew twenty times as fast, and—died twenty times sooner than they should have.


    Kidder built a huge hermetically sealed room. Above it was another room, the same length and breadth but not quite as high. This was his control chamber. The large room was divided into four sealed sections, each with its individual miniature cranes and derricks—handling machinery of all kinds. There were also trapdoors fitted with air locks leading from the upper to the lower room.


    By this time the other laboratory had produced a warm-blooded, snake-skinned quadruped with an astonishingly rapid life cycle—a generation every eight days, a life span of about fifteen. Like the echidna, it was oviparous and mammalian. Its period of gestation was six hours; the eggs hatched in three; the young reached sexual maturity in another four days. Each female laid four eggs and lived just long enough to care for the young after they hatched. The male generally died two or three hours after mating. The creatures were highly adaptable. They were small—not more than three inches long, two inches to the shoulder from the ground. Their forepaws had three digits and a triple-jointed, opposed thumb. They were attuned to life in an atmosphere, with a large ammonia content. Kidder bred four of the creatures and put one group in each section of the sealed room.


    Then he was ready. With his controlled atmospheres he varied temperatures, oxygen content, humidity. He killed them off like flies with excesses of, for instance, carbon dioxide, and the survivors bred their physical resistance into the next generation. Periodically he would switch the eggs from one sealed section to another to keep the strains varied. And rapidly, under these controlled conditions, the creatures began to evolve.


    This, then, was the answer to his problem. He couldn’t speed up mankind’s intellectual advancement enough to have it teach him the things his incredible mind yearned for. He couldn’t speed himself up. So he created a new race—a race which would develop and evolve so fast that it would surpass the civilization of man; and from them he would learn.


    They were completely in Kidder’s power. Earth’s normal atmosphere would poison them, as he took care to demonstrate to every fourth generation. They would make no attempt to escape from him. They would live their lives and progress and make their little trial-and-error experiments hundreds of times faster than man did. They had the edge on man, for they had Kidder to guide them. It took man six thousand years really to discover science, three hundred to put it to work. It took Kidder’s creatures two hundred days to equal man’s mental attainments. And from then on—Kidder’s spasmodic output made the late, great Tom Edison look like a home handicrafter.


    He called them Neoterics, and he teased them into working for him. Kidder was inventive in an ideological way; that is, he could dream up impossible propositions providing he didn’t have to work them out. For example, he wanted the Neoterics to figure out for themselves how to build shelters out of porous material. He created the need for such shelters by subjecting one of the sections to a high-pressure rainstorm which flattened the inhabitants. The Neoterics promptly devised waterproof shelters out of the thin waterproof material he piled in one corner. Kidder immediately blew down the flimsy structures with a blast of cold air. They built them up again so that they resisted both wind and rain. Kidder lowered the temperature so abruptly that they could not adjust their bodies to it. They heated their shelters with tiny braziers. Kidder promptly turned up the heat until they began to roast to death. After a few deaths, one of their bright boys figured out how to build a strong insulant house by using three-ply rubberoid, with the middle layer perforated thousands of times to create tiny air pockets.


    Using such tactics, Kidder forced them to develop a highly advanced little culture. He caused a drought in one section and a liquid surplus in another, and then opened the partition between them. Quite a spectacular war was fought, and Kidder’s notebooks filled with information about military tactics and weapons. Then there was the vaccine they developed against the common cold—the reason why that affliction has been absolutely stamped out in the world today, for it was one of the things that Conant, the bank president, got hold of. He spoke to Kidder over the radiophone one winter afternoon with a voice so hoarse from laryngitis that Kidder sent him a vial of vaccine and told him briskly not to ever call him again in such a disgustingly inaudible state. Conant had it analyzed and again Kidder’s accounts and the bank’s swelled.


    At first, Kidder merely supplied the materials he thought they might need, but when they developed an intelligence equal to the task of fabricating their own from the elements at hand, he gave each section a stock of raw materials. The process for really strong aluminum was developed when he built in a huge plunger in one of the sections, which reached from wall to wall and was designed to descend at the rate of four inches a day until it crushed whatever was at the bottom. The Neoterics, in self-defense, used what strong material they had in hand to stop the inexorable death that threatened them. But Kidder had seen to it that they had nothing but aluminum oxide and a scattering of other elements, plus plenty of electric power. At first they ran up dozens of aluminum pillars; when these were crushed and twisted they tried shaping them so that the soft metal would take more weight. When that failed they quickly built stronger ones; and when the plunger was halted, Kidder removed one of the pillars and analyzed it. It was hardened aluminum, stronger and tougher than molybdenum steel.


    Experience taught Kidder that he had to make certain changes to increase his power over the Neoterics before they got too ingenious. There were things that could be done with atomic power that he was curious about; but he was not willing to trust his little superscientists with a thing like that unless they could be trusted to use it strictly according to Hoyle. So he instituted a rule of fear. The most trivial departure from what he chose to consider the right way of doing things resulted in instant death of half a tribe. If he was trying to develop a Diesel-type power plant, for instance, that would operate without a flywheel, and a bright young Neoteric used any of the materials for architectural purposes, half the tribe immediately died. Of course, they had developed a written language; it was Kidder’s own. The teletype in a glass-enclosed area in a corner of each section was a shrine. Any directions that were given on it were obeyed, or else.…After this innovation, Kidder’s work was much simpler. There was no need for any indirection. Anything he wanted done was done. No matter how impossible his commands, three or four generations of Neoterics could find a way to carry them out.


    This quotation is from a paper that one of Kidder’s highspeed telescopic cameras discovered being circulated among the younger Neoterics. It is translated from the highly simplified script of the Neoterics.


    “These edicts shall be followed by each Neoteric upon pain of death, which punishment will be inflicted by the tribe upon the individual to protect the tribe against him.


    “Priority of interest and tribal and individual effort is to be given the commands that appear on the word machine.


    “Any misdirection of material or power, or use thereof for any other purpose than the carrying out of the machine’s commands, unless no command appears, shall be punishable by death.


    “Any information regarding the problem at hand, or ideas or experiments which might conceivably bear upon it, are to become the property of the tribe.


    “Any individual failing to cooperate in the tribal effort, or who can be termed guilty of not expending his full efforts in the work, or the suspicion thereof shall be subject to the death penalty.”


    Such are the results of complete domination. This paper impressed Kidder as much as it did because it was completely spontaneous. It was the Neoterics’ own creed, developed by them for their own greatest good.


    And so at last Kidder had his fulfillment. Crouched in the upper room, going from telescope to telescope, running off slowed-down films from his high speed cameras, he found himself possessed of a tractable, dynamic source of information. Housed in the great square building with its four half-acre sections was a new, world, to which he was god.


    * * * *


    Conant’s mind was similar to Kidder’s in that its approach to any problem was along the shortest distance between any two points, regardless of whether that approach was along the line of most or least resistance. His rise to the bank presidency was a history of ruthless moves whose only justification was that they got him what he wanted. Like an over-efficient general, he would never vanquish an enemy through sheer force of numbers alone. He would also skillfully flank his enemy, not on one side, but on both. Innocent bystanders were creatures deserving no consideration.


    The time he took over a certain thousand-acre property, for instance, from a man named Grady, he was not satisfied with only the title to the land. Grady was an airport owner—had been all his life, and his father before him. Conant exerted every kind of pressure on the man and found him unshakable. Finally judicious persuasion led the city officials to dig a sewer right across the middle of the field, quite efficiently wrecking Grady’s business. Knowing that this would supply Grady, who was a wealthy man, with motive for revenge, Conant took over Grady’s bank at half again its value and caused it to fold up. Grady lost every cent he had and ended his life in an asylum. Conant was very proud of his tactics.


    Like many another who had had Mammon by the tail, Conant did not know when to let go. His vast organization yielded him more money and power than any other concern in history, and yet he was not satisfied. Conant and money were like Kidder and knowledge. Conant’s pyramided enterprises were to him what the Neoterics were to Kidder. Each had made his private world; each used it for his instruction and profit. Kidder, though, disturbed nobody but his Neoterics. Even so, Conant was not wholly villainous. He was a shrewd man, and had discovered early the value of pleasing people. No man can rob successfully over a period of years without pleasing the people he robs. The technique for doing this is highly involved, but master it and you can start your own mint.


    Conant’s one great fear was that Kidder would some day take an interest in world events and begin to become opinionated. Good heavens—the potential power he had! A little matter like swinging an election could be managed by a man like Kidder as easily as turning over in bed. The only thing he could do was to call him periodically and see if there was anything that Kidder needed to keep himself busy. Kidder appreciated this. Conant, once in a while, would suggest something to Kidder that intrigued him, something that would keep him deep in his hermitage for a few weeks. The light pump was one of the results of Conant’s imagination. Conant bet him it couldn’t be done. Kidder did it.


    One afternoon Kidder answered the squeal of the radiophone’s signal. Swearing mildly, he shut off the film he was watching and crossed the compound to the old laboratory. He went to the radiophone, threw a switch. The squealing stopped.


    “Well?”


    “Hello,” said Conant. “Busy?”


    “Not very,” said Kidder. He was delighted with the pictures his camera had caught, showing the skillful work of a gang of Neoterics synthesizing rubber out of pure sulphur. He would rather have liked to tell Conant about it, but somehow he had never got around to telling Conant about the Neoterics, and he didn’t see why he should start now.


    Conant said, “Er…Kidder, I was down at the club the other day and a bunch of us were filling up an evening with loose talk. Something came up which might interest you.”


    “What?”


    “Couple of the utilities boys there. You know the power setup in this country, don’t you? Thirty per cent atomic, the rest hydroelectric, Diesel and steam?”


    “I hadn’t known,” said Kidder, who was as innocent as a babe of current events.


    “Well, we were arguing about what chance a new power source would have. One of the men there said it would be smarter to produce a new power and then talk about it. Another one waived that; said he couldn’t name that new power, but he could describe it. Said it would have to have everything that present power sources have, plus one or two more things. It could be cheaper, for instance. It could be more efficient. It might supercede the others by being easier to carry from the power plant to the consumer. See what I mean? Any one of these factors might prove a new source of power competitive to the others. What I’d like to see is a new power with all of these factors. What do you think of it?”


    “Not impossible.”


    “Think not?”


    “I’ll try it.”


    “Keep me posted.” Conant’s transmitter clicked off. The switch was a little piece of false front that Kidder had built into the set, which was something that Conant didn’t know. The set switched itself off when Conant moved from it. After the switch’s sharp crack, Kidder heard the banker mutter, “If he does it, I’m all set. If he doesn’t, at least the crazy fool will keep himself busy on the isl—”


    Kidder eyed the radiophone for an instant with raised eyebrow; and then shrugged them down again with his shoulders. It was quite evident that Conant had something up his sleeve, but Kidder wasn’t worried. Who on earth would want to disturb him? He wasn’t bothering anybody. He went back to the Neoterics’ building, full of the new power idea.


    Eleven days later Kidder called Conant and gave specific instructions on how to equip his receiver with a facsimile set which would enable Kidder to send written matter over the air. As soon as this was done and Kidder informed, the biochemist for once in his life spoke at some length.


    “Conant—you implied that a new power source that would be cheaper, more efficient and more easily transmitted than any now in use did not exist. You might be interested in the little generator I have just set up.


    “It has power, Conant—unbelievable power. Broadcast. A beautiful little tight beam. Here—catch this on the facsimile recorder.” Kidder slipped a sheet of paper under the clips of his transmitter and it appeared on Conant’s set. “Here’s the wiring diagram for a power receiver. Now listen. The beam is so tight, so highly directional, that not three-thousandths of one per cent of the power would be lost in a two-thousand-mile transmission. The power system is closed. That is, any drain on the beam returns a signal along it to the transmitter, which automatically steps up to increase the power output. It has a limit, but it’s way up. And something else. This little gadget of mine can send out eight different beams with a total horsepower output of around eight thousand per minute per beam. From each beam you can draw enough power to turn the page of a book or fly a superstratosphere plane. Hold on—I haven’t finished yet. Each beam, as I told you before, returns a signal from receiver to transmitter. This not only controls the power output of the beam, but directs it. Once contact is made, the beam will never let go. It will follow the receiver anywhere. You can power land, air or water vehicles with it, as well as any stationary plant. Like it?”


    Conant, who was a banker and not a scientist, wiped his shining pate with the back of his hand and said, “I’ve never known you to steer me wrong yet, Kidder. How about the cost of this thing?”


    “High,” said Kidder promptly. “As high as an atomic plant. But there are no high-tension lines, no wires, no pipelines, no nothing. The receivers are little more complicated than a radio set. Transmitter is—well, that’s quite a job.”


    “Didn’t take you long,” said Conant.


    “No,” said Kidder, “it didn’t, did it?” It was the lifework of nearly twelve hundred highly cultured people, but Kidder wasn’t going into that. “Of course, the one I have here’s just a model.”


    Conant’s voice was strained. “A—model? And it delivers—”


    “Over sixty-thousand horsepower,” said Kidder gleefully.


    “Good heavens! In a full sized machine—why, one transmitter would be enough to—” The possibilities of the thing choked Conant for a moment. “How is it fueled?”


    “It isn’t,” said Kidder. “I won’t begin to explain it I’ve tapped a source of power of unimaginable force. It’s—well, big. So big that it can’t be misused.”


    “What?” snapped Conant. “What do you mean by that?”


    Kidder cocked an eyebrow. Conant had something up his sleeve, then. At this second indication of it, Kidder, the least suspicious of men, began to put himself on guard. “I mean just what I say,” he said evenly. “Don’t try too hard to understand me—I barely savvy it myself. But the source of this power is a monstrous resultant caused by the unbalance of two previously equalized forces. Those equalized forces are cosmic in quantity. Actually, the forces are those which make suns, crush atoms the way they crushed those that compose the companion of Sirius. It’s not anything you can fool with.”


    “I don’t—” said Conant, and his voice ended puzzledly.


    “I’ll give you a parallel of it,” said Kidder. “Suppose you take two rods, one in each hand. Place their tips together and push. As long as your pressure is directly along their long axes, the pressure is equalized; right and left hands cancel each other. Now I come along; I put out one finger and touch the rods ever so lightly where they come together. They snap out of line violently; you break a couple of knuckles. The resultant force is at right angles to the original forces you exerted. My power transmitter is on the same principle. It takes an infinitesimal amount of energy to throw those forces out of line. Easy enough when you know how to do it. The important question is whether or not you can control the resultant when you get it. I can.”


    “I—see.” Conant indulged in a four-second gloat. “Heaven help the utility companies. I don’t intend to. Kidder—I want a full-size power transmitter.”


    Kidder clucked into the radiophone. “Ambitious, aren’t you? I haven’t a staff out here, Conant—you know that. And I can’t be expected to build four or five thousand tons of apparatus myself.”


    “I’ll have five hundred engineers and laborers out there in forty-eight hours.”


    “You will not. Why bother me with it? I’m quite happy here, Conant, and one of the reasons is that I’ve got no one to get in my hair.”


    “Oh, now, Kidder—don’t be like that—I’ll pay you—”


    “You haven’t got that much money,” said Kidder briskly. He flipped the switch on his set. His switch worked.


    Conant was furious. He shouted into the phone several times, then began to lean on the signal button. On his island, Kidder let the thing squeal and went back to his projection room. He was sorry he had sent the diagram of the receiver to Conant. It would have been interesting to power a plane or a car with the model transmitter he had taken from the Neoterics. But if Conant was going to be that way about it—well, anyway, the receiver would be no good without the transmitter. Any radio engineer would understand the diagram, but not the beam which activated it. And Conant wouldn’t get his beam.


    Pity he didn’t know Conant well enough.


    * * * *


    Kidder’s days were endless sorties into learning. He never slept, nor did his Neoterics. He ate regularly every five hours, exercised for half an hour in every twelve. He did not keep track of time, for it meant nothing to him. Had he wanted to know the date, or the year, even, he knew he could get it from Conant. He didn’t care, that’s all. The time that was not spent in observation was used in developing new problems for the Neoterics. His thoughts just now ran to defense. The idea was born in his conversation with Conant; now the idea was primary, its motivation something of no importance. The Neoterics were working on a vibration field of quasi-electrical nature. Kidder could see little practical value in such a thing—an invisible wall which would kill any living thing which touched it. But still—the idea was intriguing.


    He stretched and moved away from the telescope in the upper room through which he had been watching his creations at work. He was profoundly happy here in the large control room. Leaving it to go to the old laboratory for a bite to eat was a thing he hated to do. He felt like bidding it good-by each time he walked across the compound, and saying a glad hello when he returned. A little amused at himself, he went out.


    There was a black blob—a distant power boat—a few miles off the island, toward the mainland. Kidder stopped and stared distastefully at it. A white petal of spray was affixed to each side of the black body—it was coming toward him. He snorted, thinking of the time a yachtload of silly fools had landed out of curiosity one afternoon, spewed themselves over his beloved island, peppered him with lame-brained questions, and thrown his nervous equilibrium out for days. Lord, how he hated people!


    The thought of unpleasantness bred two more thoughts that played half-consciously with his mind as he crossed the compound and entered the old laboratory. One was that perhaps it might be wise to surround his buildings with a field of force of some kind and post warnings for trespassers. The other thought was of Conant and the vague uneasiness the man had been sending to him through the radiophone these last weeks. His suggestion, two days ago, that a power plant be built on the island—horrible idea!


    * * * *


    Conant rose from a laboratory bench as Kidder walked in.


    They looked at each other wordlessly for a long moment Kidder hadn’t seen the bank president in years. The man’s presence, he found, made his scalp crawl.


    “Hello,” said Conant genially. “You’re looking fit.”


    Kidder grunted. Conant eased his unwieldy body back onto the bench and said, “Just to save you the energy of asking questions, Mr. Kidder, I arrived two hours ago on a small boat. Rotten way to travel. I wanted to be a surprise to you; my two men rowed me the last couple of miles. You’re not very well equipped here for defense, are you? Why, anyone could slip up on you the way I did.”


    “Who’d want to?” growled Kidder. The man’s voice edged annoyingly into his brain. He spoke too loudly for such a small room; at least, Kidder’s hermit’s ears felt that way. Kidder shrugged and went about preparing a light meal for himself.


    “Well,” drawled the banker. “I might want to.” He drew out a Dow-metal cigar case. “Mind if I smoke?”


    “I do,” said Kidder sharply.


    Conant laughed easily and put the cigars away. “I might,” he said, “want to urge you to let me build that power station on this island.”


    “Radiophone work?”


    “Oh, yes. But now that I’m here you can’t switch me off. Now—how about it?”


    “I haven’t changed my mind.”


    “Oh, but you should, Kidder, you should. Think of it—think of the good it would do for the masses of people that are now paying exorbitant power bills!”


    “I hate the masses! Why do you have to build here?”


    “Oh, that. It’s an ideal location. You own the island; work could begin here without causing any comment whatsoever. The plant would spring full-fledged on the power markets of the country, having been built in secret. The island can be made impregnable.”


    “I don’t want to be bothered.”


    “We wouldn’t bother you. We’d build on the north end of the island—a mile and a quarter from you and your work. Ah—by the way—where’s the model of the power transmitter?”


    Kidder, with his mouth full of synthesized food, waved a hand at a small table on which stood the model, a four-foot, amazingly intricate device of plastic and steel and tiny coils.


    Conant rose and went over to look at it. “Actually works, eh?” He sighed deeply and said, “Kidder, I really hate to do this, but I want to build that plant rather badly. Carson! Robbins!”


    Two bull-necked individuals stepped out from their hiding places in the corners of the room. One idly dangled a revolver by its trigger guard. Kidder looked blankly from one to the other of them.


    “These gentlemen will follow my orders implicitly, Kidder. In half an hour a party will land here—engineers, contractors. They will start surveying the north end of the island for the construction of the power plant. These boys here feel about the same way I do as far as you are concerned. Do we proceed with your cooperation or without it? It’s immaterial to me whether or not you are left alive to continue your work. My engineers can duplicate your model.”


    Kidder said nothing. He had stopped chewing when he saw the gunmen, and only now remembered to swallow. He sat crouched over his plate without moving or speaking.


    Conant broke the silence by walking to the door. “Robbins—can you carry that model there?” The big man put his gun away, lifted the model gently, and nodded. “Take it down to the beach and meet the other boat. Tell Mr. Johansen, the engineer, that this is the model he is to work from.” Robbins went out. Conant turned to Kidder. “There’s no need for us to anger ourselves,” he said oilily. “I think you are stubborn, but I don’t hold it against you. I know how you feel. You’ll be left alone: you have my promise. But I mean to go ahead on this job, and a small thing like your life can’t stand in my way.”


    Kidder said, “Get out of here.” There were two swollen veins throbbing at his temples. His voice was low, and it shook.


    “Very well. Good day, Mr. Kidder. Oh—by the way—you’re a clever devil.” No one had ever referred to the scholastic Mr. Kidder that way before. “I realize the possibility of your blasting us off the island. I wouldn’t do it if I were you. I’m willing to give you what you want—privacy. I want the same thing in return. If anything happens to me while I’m here, the island will be bombed by someone who is working for me; I’ll admit they might fail. If they do, the United States government will take a hand. You wouldn’t want that, would you? That’s rather a big thing for one man to fight. The same thing goes if the plant is sabotaged in any way after I go back to the mainland. You might be killed. You will most certainly be bothered interminably. Thanks for your…er…cooperation.” The banker smirked and walked out, followed by his taciturn gorilla.


    Kidder sat there for a long time without moving. Then he shook his head, rested it in his palms. He was badly frightened; not so much because his life was in danger, but because his privacy and his work—his world—were threatened. He was hurt and bewildered. He wasn’t a business-man. He couldn’t handle men. All his life he had run away from human beings and what they represented to him. He was like a frightened child when men closed in on him.


    Cooling a little, he wondered vaguely what would happen when the power plant opened. Certainly, the government would be interested. Unless—unless by then Conant was the government. That plant was an unimaginable source of power, and not only the kind of power that turned wheels. He rose and went back to the world that was home to him, a world where his motives were understood, and where there were those who could help him. Back at the Neoterics’ building, he escaped yet again from the world of men into his work.


    * * * *


    Kidder called Conant the following week, much to the banker’s surprise. His two days on the island had got the work well under way, and he had left with the arrival of a shipload of laborers and material. He kept in close touch by radio with Johansen, the engineer in charge. It had been a blind job for Johansen and all the rest of the crew on the island. Only the bank’s infinite resources could have hired such a man, or the picked gang with him.


    Johansen’s first reaction when he saw the model had been ecstatic. He wanted to tell his friends about this marvel; but the only radio set available was beamed to Conant’s private office in the bank, and Conant’s armed guards, one to every two workers, had strict orders to destroy any other radio transmitter on sight. About that time he realized that he was a prisoner on the island. His instant anger subsided when he reflected that being a prisoner at fifty thousand dollars a week wasn’t too bad; Two of the laborers and an engineer thought differently, and got disgruntled a couple of days after they arrived. They disappeared one night—the same night that five shots were fired down on the beach. No questions were asked, and there was no more trouble.


    Conant covered his surprise at Kidder’s call and was as offensively jovial as ever. “Well, now! Anything I can do for you?”


    “Yes,” said Kidder. His voice was low, completely without expression. “I want you to issue a warning to your men not to pass the white line I have drawn five hundred yards north of my buildings, right across the island.”


    “Warning? Why, my dear fellow, they have orders that you are not to be disturbed on any account.”


    “You’ve ordered them. All right. Now warn them. I have an electric field surrounding my laboratories that will kill anything living which penetrates it. I don’t want to have murder on my conscience. There will be no deaths unless there are trespassers. You’ll inform your workers?”


    “Oh, now, Kidder,” the banker expostulated. “That was totally unnecessary. You won’t be bothered. Why—” but he found he was talking into a dead mike. He knew better than to call back. He called Johansen instead and told him about it. Johansen didn’t like the sound of it, but he repeated the message and signed off. Conant liked that man. He was, for a moment, a little sorry that Johansen would never reach the mainland alive.


    But that Kidder—he was beginning to be a problem. As long as his weapons were strictly defensive he was no real menace. But he would have to be taken care of when the plant was operating. Conant couldn’t afford to have genius around him unless it was unquestionably on his side. The power transmitter and Conant’s highly ambitious plans would be safe as long as Kidder was left to himself. Kidder knew that he could, for the time being, expect more sympathetic treatment from Conant than he could from a horde of government investigators.


    Kidder only left his own enclosure once after the work began on the north end of the island, and it took all of his unskilled diplomacy to do it. Knowing the source of the plant’s power, knowing what could happen if it were misused, he asked Conant’s permission to inspect the great transmitter when it was nearly finished. Insuring his own life by refusing to report back to Conant until he was safe within his own laboratory again, he turned off his shield and walked up to the north end.


    He saw an awe-inspiring sight. The four-foot model was duplicated nearly a hundred times as large. Inside a massive three-hundred-foot tower a space was packed nearly solid with the same bewildering maze of coils and bars that the Neoterics had built so delicately into their machine. At the top was a globe of polished golden alloy, the transmitting antenna. From it would stream thousands of tight beams of force, which could be tapped to any degree by corresponding thousands of receivers placed anywhere at any distance. Kidder learned that the receivers had already been built, but his informant, Johansen, knew little about that end of it and was saying less. Kidder checked over every detail of the structure, and when he was through he shook Johansen’s hand admiringly.


    “I didn’t want this thing here,” he said shyly, “and I don’t. But I will say that it’s a pleasure to see this kind of work.”


    “It’s a pleasure to meet the man that invented it.” Kidder beamed. “I didn’t invent it,” he said. “Maybe someday I’ll show you who did. I—well, good-by.” He turned before he had a chance to say too much and marched off down the path.


    “Shall I?” said a voice at Johansen’s side. One of Conant’s guards had his gun out.


    Johansen knocked the man’s arm down. “No.” He scratched his head. “So that’s the mysterious menace from the other end of the island. Eh! Why, he’s a hell of a nice little feller!”


    * * * *


    Built on the ruins of Denver, which was destroyed in the great Battle of the Rockies during the Western War, stands the most beautiful city in the world—our nation’s capital, New Washington. In a circular room deep in the heart of the White House, the president, three army men and a civilian sat. Under the president’s desk a dictaphone unostentatiously recorded every word that was said. Two thousand and more miles away, Conant hung over a radio receiver, tuned to receive the signals of the tiny transmitter in the civilian’s side pocket.


    One of the officers spoke.


    “Mr. President, the ‘impossible claims’ made for this gentleman’s product are absolutely true. He has proved beyond doubt each item on his prospectus.”


    The president glanced at the civilian, back at the officer. “I won’t wait for your report,” he said. “Tell me—what happened?”


    Another of the army men mopped his face with a khaki bandanna. “I can’t ask you to believe us, Mr. President, but it’s true all the same. Mr. Wright here has in his suitcase three or four dozen small…er…bombs—”


    “They’re not bombs,” said Wright casually.


    “All right. They’re not bombs. Mr. Wright smashed two of them on an anvil with a sledge hammer. There was no result. He put two more in an electric furnace. They burned away like so much tin and cardboard. We dropped one down the barrel of a field piece and fired it. Still nothing.” He paused and looked at the third officer, who picked up the account:


    “We really got started then. We flew to the proving grounds, dropped one of the objects and flew to thirty thousand feet. From there, with a small hand detonator no bigger than your fist, Mr. Wright set the thing off. I’ve never seen anything like it. Forty acres of land came straight up at us, breaking up as it came. The concussion was terrific—you must have felt it here, four hundred miles away.”


    The president nodded. “I did. Seismographs on the other side of the Earth picked it up.”


    “The crater it left was a quarter of a mile deep at the center. Why, one plane load of those things could demolish any city! There isn’t even any necessity for accuracy!”


    “You haven’t heard anything yet,” another officer broke in. “Mr. Wright’s automobile is powered by a small plant similar to the others. He demonstrated it to us. We could find no fuel tank of any kind, or any other driving mechanism. But with a power plant no bigger than six cubic inches, that car, carrying enough weight to give it traction, outpulled an army tank!”


    “And the other test!” said the third excitedly. “He put one of the objects into a replica of a treasury vault. The walls were twelve feet thick, super-reinforced concrete. He controlled it from over a hundred yards away. He…he burst that vault! It wasn’t an explosion—it was as if some incredibly powerful expansive force inside filled it and flattened the walls from inside. They cracked and split and powdered, and the steel girders and rods came twisting and shearing out like…like—whew! After that he insisted on seeing you. We knew it wasn’t usual, but he said he has more to say and would say it only in your presence.”


    The president said gravely, “What is it, Mr. Wright?”


    Wright rose, picked up his suitcase, opened it and took out a small cube, about eight inches on a side, made of some light-absorbent red material. Four men edged nervously away from it.


    “These gentlemen,” he began, “have seen only part of the things this device can do. I’m going to demonstrate to you the delicacy of control that is possible with it.” He made an adjustment with a tiny knob on the side of the cube, set it on the edge of the president’s desk.


    “You have asked me more than once if this is my invention or if I am representing someone. The latter is true. It might also interest you to know that the man who controls this cube is right now several thousand miles from here. He and he alone, can prevent it from detonating now that I—” He pulled his detonator out of the suitcase and pressed a button—“have done this. It will explode the way the one we dropped from the plane did, completely destroying this city and everything in it, in just four hours. It will also explode—” He stepped back and threw a tiny switch on his detonator—“if any moving object comes within three feet of it or if anyone leaves this room but me—it can be compensated for that. If, after I leave, I am molested, it will detonate as soon as a hand is laid on me. No bullets can kill me fast enough to prevent me from setting it off.”


    The three army men were silent. One of them swiped nervously at the beads of cold sweat on his forehead. The others did not move. The president said evenly:


    “What’s your proposition?”


    “A very reasonable one. My employer does not work in the open, for obvious reasons. All he wants is your agreement to carry out his orders; to appoint the cabinet members he chooses, to throw your influence in any way he dictates. The public—Congress—anyone else—need never know anything about it. I might add that if you agree to this proposal, this ‘bomb,’ as you call it, will not go off. But you can be sure that thousands of them are planted all over the country. You will never know when you are near one. If you disobey, it beams instant annihilation for you and everyone else within three or four square miles.


    “In three hours and fifty minutes—that will be at precisely seven o’clock—there is a commercial radio program on Station RPRS. You will cause the announcer, after his station identification, to say ‘Agreed.’ It will pass unnoticed by all but my employer. There is no use in having me followed; my work is done. I shall never see nor contact my employer again. That is all. Good afternoon, gentlemen!”


    Wright closed his suitcase with a businesslike snap, bowed, and left the room. Four men sat staring at the little red cube.


    “Do you think he can do all he says?” asked the president.


    The three nodded mutely. The president reached for his phone.


    There was an eavesdropper to all of the foregoing. Conant, squatting behind his great desk in the vault, where he had his sanctum sanctorum, knew nothing of it. But beside him was the compact bulk of Kidder’s radiophone. His presence switched it on, and Kidder, on his island, blessed the day he had thought of the device. He had been meaning to call Conant all morning, but was very hesitant. His meeting with the young engineer Johansen had impressed him strongly. The man was such a thorough scientist, possessed of such complete delight in the work he did, that for the first time in his life Kidder found himself actually wanting to see someone again. But he feared for Johansen’s life if he brought him to the laboratory, for Johansen’s work was done on the island, and Conant would most certainly have the engineer killed if he heard of his visit, fearing that Kidder would influence him to sabotage the great transmitter. And if Kidder went to the power plant he would probably be shot on sight.


    All one day Kidder wrangled with himself, and finally determined to call Conant. Fortunately he gave no signal, but turned up the volume on the receiver when the little red light told him that Conant’s transmitter was functioning. Curious, he heard everything that occurred in the president’s chamber three thousand miles away. Horrified, he realized what Conant’s engineers had done. Built into tiny containers were tens of thousands of power receivers. They had no power of their own, but, by remote control, could draw on any or all of the billions of horsepower the huge plant on the island was broadcasting.


    Kidder stood in front of his receiver, speechless. There was nothing he could do. If he devised some means of destroying the power plant, the government would certainly step in and take over the island, and then what would happen to him and his precious Neoterics?


    Another sound grated out of the receiver—a commercial radio program. A few bars of music, a man’s voice advertising stratoline fares on the installment plan, a short silence, then:


    “Station RPRS, voice of the nation’s Capital, District of South Colorado.”


    The three-second pause was interminable.


    “The time is exactly…er…agreed. The time is exactly seven P.M., Mountain Standard Time.” Then came a half-insane chuckle. Kidder had difficulty believing it was Conant. A phone clicked. The banker’s voice:


    “Bill? All set. Get out there with your squadron and bomb up the island. Keep away from the plant, but cut the rest of it to ribbons. Do it quick and get out of there.”


    Almost hysterical with fear, Kidder rushed about the room and then shot out the door and across the compound. There were five hundred innocent workmen in barracks a quarter mile from the plant. Conant didn’t need them now, and he didn’t need Kidder. The only safety for anyone was in the plant itself, and Kidder wouldn’t leave his Neoterics to be bombed. He flung himself up the stairs and to the nearest teletype. He banged out, “Get me a defense. I want an impenetrable shield. Urgent!”


    The words ripped out from under his fingers in the functional script of the Neoterics. Kidder didn’t think of what he wrote, didn’t really visualize the thing he ordered. But he had done what he could. He’d have to leave them now, get to the barracks; warn those men. He ran up the path toward the plant, flung himself over the white line that marked death to those who crossed it.


    A squadron of nine clip-winged, mosquito-nosed planes rose out of a cover on the mainland. There was no sound from the engines, for there were no engines. Each plane was powered with a tiny receiver and drew its unmarked, light-absorbent wings through the air with power from the island. In a matter of minutes they raised the island. The squadron leader spoke briskly into a microphone.


    “Take the barracks first. Clean ’em up. Then work south.”


    Johansen was alone on a small hill near the center of the island. He carried a camera, and though he knew pretty well that his chances of ever getting ashore again were practically nonexistent, he liked angle shots of his tower, and took innumerable pictures. The first he knew of the planes was when he heard their whining dive over the barracks. He stood transfixed, saw a shower of bombs hurtle down and turn the barracks into a smashed ruin of broken wood, metal and bodies. The picture of Kidder’s earnest face flashed into his mind. Poor little guy—if they ever bombed his end of the island he would—But his tower! Were they going to bomb the plant?


    He watched, utterly appalled, as the planes flew out to sea, cut back and dove again. They seemed to be working south. At the third dive he was sure of it. Not knowing what he could do, he nevertheless turned and ran toward Kidder’s place. He rounded a turn in the trail and collided violently with the little biochemist. Kidder’s face was scarlet with exertion, and he was the most terrified-looking object Johansen had ever seen.


    Kidder waved a hand northward. “Conant!” he screamed over the uproar. “It’s Conant! He’s going to kill us all!”


    “The plant?” said Johansen, turning pale.


    “It’s safe. He won’t touch that! But…my place…what about all those men?”


    “Too late!” shouted Johansen.


    “Maybe I can—Come on!” called Kidder, and was off down the trail, heading south.


    Johansen pounded after him. Kidder’s little short legs became a blur as the squadron swooped overhead, laying its eggs in the spot where they had met.


    As they burst out of the woods, Johansen put on a spurt, caught up with the scientist and knocked him sprawling not six feet from the white line.


    “Wh…wh—”


    “Don’t go any farther, you fool! Your own damned force field—it’ll kill you!”


    “Force field? But—I came through it on the way up— Here. Wait. If I can—” Kidder began hunting furiously about in the grass. In a few seconds he ran up to the line, clutching a large grasshopper in his hand. He tossed if over. It lay still.


    “See?” said Johansen. “It—”


    “Look! It jumped. Come on! I don’t know what went wrong, unless the Neoterics shut if off. They generated that field—I didn’t.”


    “Neo—huh?”


    “Never mind,” snapped the biochemist, and ran.


    They pounded gasping up the steps and into the Neoterics’ control room. Kidder clapped his eyes to a telescope and shrieked in glee. “They’ve done it! They’ve done it!”


    “Who’s—”


    “My little people! The Neoterics! They’ve made the impenetrable shield! Don’t you see—it cut through the lines of force that start up the field out there. Their generator is still throwing it up, but the vibrations can’t get out! They’re safe! They’re safe!” And the overwrought hermit began to cry. Johansen looked at him pityingly and shook his head.


    “Sure, your little men are all right. But we aren’t,” he added as the floor shook to the detonation of a bomb.


    * * * *


    Johansen closed his eyes, got a grip on himself and let his curiosity overcome his fear. He stepped to the binocular telescope, gazed down it. There was nothing there but a curved sheet of gray material. He had never seen a gray quite like that. It was absolutely neutral. It didn’t seem soft and it didn’t seem hard, and to look at it made his brain reel. He looked up.


    Kidder was pounding the keys of a teletype, watching the blank yellow tape anxiously.


    “I’m not getting through to them,” he whimpered. “I don’t know. What’s the mat—Oh, of course!”


    “What?”


    “The shield is absolutely impenetrable! The teletype impulses can’t get through or I could get them to extend the screen over the building—over the whole island! There’s nothing those people can’t do!”


    “He’s crazy,” Johansen muttered. “Poor little—”


    The teletype began clicking sharply. Kidder dove at it, practically embraced it. He read off the tape as it came out. Johansen saw the characters, but they meant nothing to him.


    “Almighty,” Kidder read falteringly, “pray have mercy on us and be forbearing until we have said our say. Without orders we have lowered the screen you ordered us to raise. We are lost, O great one. Our screen is truly impenetrable, and so cut off your words on the word machine. We have never, in the memory of any Neoteric, been without your word before. Forgive us our action. We will eagerly await your answer.”


    Kidder’s fingers danced over the keys. “You can look now,” he gasped. “Go on—the telescope!”


    Johansen, trying to ignore the whine of sure death from above, looked.


    He saw what looked like land—fantastic fields under cultivation, a settlement of some sort, factories, and—beings. Everything moved with incredible rapidity. He couldn’t see one of the inhabitants except as darting pinky-white streaks. Fascinated, he stared for a long minute. A sound behind him made him whirl. It was Kidder, rubbing his hands together briskly. There was a broad smile on his face.


    “They did it,” he said happily. “You see?”


    Johansen didn’t see until he began to realize that there was a dead silence outside. He ran to a window. It was night outside—the blackest night—when it should have been dusk. “What happened?”


    “The Neoterics,” said Kidder, and laughed like a child. “My friends downstairs there. They threw up the impenetrable shield over the whole island. We can’t be touched now!”


    And at Johansen’s amazed questions, he launched into a description of the race of beings below them.


    * * * *


    Outside the shell, things happened. Nine airplanes suddenly went dead-stick. Nine pilots glided downward, powerless, and some fell into the sea, and some struck the miraculous gray shell that loomed in place of an island; slid off and sank.


    And ashore, a man named Wright sat in a car, half dead with fear, while government men surrounded him, approached cautiously, daring instant death from a non-dead source.


    In a room deep in the White House, a high-ranking army officer shrieked, “I can’t stand it any more! I can’t!” and leaped up, snatched a red cube off the president’s desk, ground it to ineffectual litter under his shining boots.


    And in a few days they took a broken old man away from the bank and put him in an asylum, where he died within a week.


    The shield, you see, was truly impenetrable. The power plant was untouched and sent out its beams; but the beams could not get out, and anything powered from the plant went dead. The story never became public, although for some years there was heightened naval activity off the New England coast. The navy, so the story went, had a new target range out there—a great hemi-ovoid of gray material. They bombed it and shelled it and rayed it and blasted all around it, but never even dented its smooth surface.


    Kidder and Johansen let it stay there. They were happy enough with their researches and their Neoterics. They did not hear or feel the shelling, for, the shield was truly impenetrable. They synthesized their food and their light and air from materials at hand, and they simply didn’t care. They were the only survivors of the bombing, with the exception of three poor maimed devils who died soon afterward.


    All this happened many years ago, and Kidder and Johansen may be alive today, and they may be dead. But that doesn’t matter too much. The important thing is that the great gray shell will bear watching. Men die, but races live. Some day the Neoterics, after innumerable generations of inconceivable advancement, will take down their shield and come forth. When I think of that I feel frightened.


    * * * *
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    A. E. VAN VOGT


    (1912-2000)


    One of the first Canadian science fiction writers, Alfred Elton van Vogt showed few early indications that he would become one of the most prominent “Golden Age” writers, alongside Robert Heinlein and Isaac Asimov. He spoke no English as a young boy; his family spoke a dialect of Dutch in their Saskatchewan household. He almost didn’t make it to speaking at all: As a two-year-old van Vogt fell two stories onto a wooden sidewalk and remained in a coma for days. He had to repeat the tenth grade, and didn’t write his first story until he was twenty years old.


    Van Vogt sold that story (a “confessional” tale about a girl in trouble) to True Story magazine, and followed it with more confessional stories: While he would move on to more sophisticated work, his ability to write simple, emotionally evocative tales about complex subjects would endure. By the mid-1930s he was writing interviews and radio plays as well as short fiction while working for the Canadian Department of National Defense. In 1939 he sold his first science fiction story, “Black Destroyer,” to Astounding.


    Two years later van Vogt was writing full time, and by 1944 he’d moved to Hollywood. He had a striking talent for adventure stories with a vast galactic scope. Like Heinlein he frequently explored libertarian themes (and literally superhuman characters in books like Slan). He coined the term “fix-up” to describe a novel made up largely of previously published stories, and was successful with fix-ups like Voyage of the Space Beagle and The Weapon Shops of Isher.


    That came to an end in 1950, when van Vogt and his wife became involved with fellow author L. Ron Hubbard’s Dianetics movement and largely stopped writng. He would resume writing in the mid-1960s after leaving Scientology, though his writing had lost much of its edginess in the midst of the New Wave. (Stories featuring enlightened dictatorships played less well in the Watergate years.) By the early 1970s, van Vogt dropped largely out of sight of fandom. Later in life he suffered from Alzheimers; I remember being stunned by news of his death because I thought he’d died years before. He was named a SFWA Grand Master in 1995, and given a special award at the World Science Fiction Convention the following year.

  


  
    BLACK DESTROYER, by A. E. Van Vogt


    First published in Astounding Science Fiction, July 1939


    On and on Coeurl prowled! The black, moonless, almost-starless night yielded reluctantly before a grim reddish dawn that crept up from his left. A vague, dull light it was, that gave no sense of approaching warmth, no comfort, nothing but a cold, diffuse lightness, slowly revealing a nightmare landscape.


    Black, jagged rock and black, unliving plain took form around him, as a pale-red sun peered at last above the grotesque horizon. It was then Coeurl recognized suddenly that he was on familiar ground.


    He stopped short. Tenseness flamed along his nerves. His muscles pressed with sudden, unrelenting strength against his bones. His great forelegs—twice as long as his hindlegs—twitched with a shuddering movement that arched every razor-sharp claw. The thick tentacles that sprouted from his shoulders ceased their weaving undulation, and grew taut with anxious alertness.


    Utterly appalled, he twisted his great cat head from side to side, while the little hairlike tendrils that formed each ear vibrated frantically, testing every vagrant breeze, every throb in the ether.


    But there was no response, no swift tingling along his intricate nervous system, not the faintest suggestion anywhere of the presence of the all-necessary id. Hopelessly, Coeurl crouched, an enormous catlike figure silhouetted against the dim reddish skyline, like a distorted etching of a black tiger resting on a black rock in a shadow world.


    He had known this day would come. Through all the centuries of restless search, this day had loomed ever nearer, blacker, more frightening—this inevitable hour when he must return to the point where he began his systematic hunt in a world almost depleted of id-creatures.


    The truth struck in waves like an endless, rhythmic ache at the seat of his ego. When he had started, there had been a few id-creatures in every hundred square miles, to be mercilessly rooted out. Only too well Coeurl knew in this ultimate hour that he had missed none. There were no id-creatures left to eat. In all the hundreds of thousands of square miles that he had made his own by right of ruthless conquest—until no neighboring coeurl dared to question his sovereignty—there was no id to feed the otherwise immortal engine that was his body.


    Square foot by square foot he had gone over it. And now—he recognized the knoll of rock just ahead, and the black rock bridge that formed a queer, curling tunnel to his right. It was in that tunnel he had lain for days, waiting for the simple-minded, snakelike id-creature to come forth from its hole in the rock to bask in the sun—his first kill after he had realized the absolute necessity of organized extermination.


    He licked his lips in brief gloating memory of the moment his slavering jaws tore the victim into precious toothsome bits. But the dark fear of an idless universe swept the sweet remembrance from his consciousness, leaving only certainty of death.


    He snarled audibly, a defiant, devilish sound that quavered on the air, echoed and re-echoed among the rocks, and shuddered back along his nerves—instinctive and hellish expression of his will to live.


    And then—abruptly—it came.


    * * * *


    He saw it emerge out of the distance on a long downward slant, a tiny glowing spot that grew enormously into a metal ball. The great shining globe hissed by above Coeurl, slowing visibly in quick deceleration. It sped over a black line of hills to the right, hovered almost motionless for a second, then sank down out of sight.


    Coeurl exploded from his startled immobility. With tiger speed, he flowed down among the rocks. His round, black eyes burned with the horrible desire that was an agony within him. His ear tendrils vibrated a message of id in such tremendous quantities that his body felt sick with the pangs of his abnormal hunger.


    The little red sun was a crimson ball in the purple-black heavens when he crept up from behind a mass of rock and gazed from its shadows at the crumbling, gigantic ruins of the city that sprawled below him. The silvery globe, in spite of its great size, looked strangely inconspicuous against that vast, fairylike reach of ruins. Yet about it was a leashed aliveness, a dynamic quiescence that, after a moment, made it stand out, dominating the foreground. A massive, rock-crushing thing of metal, it rested on a cradle made by its own weight in the harsh, resisting plain which began abruptly at the outskirts of the dead metropolis.


    Coeurl gazed at the strange, two-legged creatures who stood in little groups near the brilliantly lighted opening that yawned at the base of the ship. His throat thickened with the immediacy of his need; and his brain grew dark with the first wild impulse to burst forth in furious charge and smash these flimsy, helpless-looking creatures whose bodies emitted the id-vibrations.


    Mists of memory stopped that mad rush when it was still only electricity surging through his muscles. Memory that brought fear in an acid stream of weakness, pouring along his nerves, poisoning the reservoirs of his strength. He had time to see that the creatures wore things over their real bodies, shimmering transparent material that glittered in strange, burning flashes in the rays of the sun.


    Other memories came suddenly. Of dim days when the city that spread below was the living, breathing heart of an age of glory that dissolved in a single century before flaming guns whose wielders knew only that for the survivors there would be an ever—narrowing supply of id.


    It was the remembrance of those guns that held him there, cringing in a wave of terror that blurred his reason. He saw himself smashed by balls of metal and burned by searing flame.


    Came cunning—understanding of the presence of these creatures. This, Coeurl reasoned for the first time, was a scientific expedition from another star. In the olden days, the coeurls had thought of space travel, but disaster came too swiftly for it ever to be more than a thought.


    Scientists meant investigation, not destruction. Scientists in their way were fools. Bold with his knowledge, he emerged into the open. He saw the creatures become aware of him. They turned and stared. One, the smallest of the group, detached a shining metal rod from a sheath, and held it casually in one hand. Coeurl loped on, shaken to his core by the action; but it was too late to turn back.


    * * * *


    Commander Hal Morton heard little Gregory Kent, the chemist, laugh with the embarrassed half gurgle with which he invariably announced inner uncertainty. He saw Kent fingering the spindly metalite weapon.


    Kent said: “I’ll take no chances with anything as big as that.”


    Commander Morton allowed his own deep chuckle to echo along the communicators. “That,” he grunted finally, “is one of the reasons why you’re on this expedition, Kent—because you never leave anything to chance.”


    His chuckle trailed off into silence. Instinctively, as he watched the monster approach them across that black rock plain, he moved forward until he stood a little in advance of the others, his huge form bulking the transparent metalite suit. The comments of the men pattered through the radio communicator into his ears:


    “I’d hate to meet that baby on a dark night in an alley.”


    “Don’t be silly. This is obviously an intelligent creature. Probably a member of the ruling race.”


    “It looks like nothing else than a big cat, if you forget those tentacles sticking out from its shoulders, and make allowances for those monster forelegs.”


    “Its physical development,” said a voice, which Morton recognized as that of Siedel, the psychologist, “presupposes an animal-like adaptation to surroundings, not an intellectual one. On the other hand, its coming to us like this is not the act of an animal but of a creature possessing a mental awareness of our possible identity. You will notice that its movements are stiff, denoting caution, which suggests fear and consciousness of our weapons. I’d like to get a good look at the end of its tentacles. If they taper into handlike appendages that can really grip objects, then the conclusion would be inescapable that it is a descendant of the inhabitants of this city. It would be a great help if we could establish communication with it, even though appearances indicate that it has degenerated into a historyless primitive.”


    Coeurl stopped when he was still ten feet from the foremost creature. The sense of id was so overwhelming that his brain drifted to the ultimate verge of chaos. He felt as if his limbs were bathed in molten liquid; his very vision was not quite clear, as the sheer sensuality of his desire thundered through his being.


    The men—all except the little one with the shining metal rod in his fingers—came closer. Coeurl saw that they were frankly and curiously examining him. Their lips were moving, and their voices beat in a monotonous, meaningless rhythm on his ear tendrils. At the same time he had the sense of waves of a much higher frequency—his own communication level—only it was a machinelike clicking that jarred his brain. With a distinct effort to appear friendly, he broadcast his name from his ear tendrils, at the same time pointing at himself with one curving tentacle.


    Gourlay, chief of communications, drawled: “I got a sort of static in my radio when he wiggled those hairs, Morton. Do you think—”


    “Looks very much like it,” the leader answered the unfinished question. “That means a job for you, Gourlay. If it speaks by means of radio waves, it might not be altogether impossible that you can create some sort of television picture of its vibrations, or teach him the Morse code.”


    “Ah,” said Siedel. “I was right. The tentacles each develop into seven strong fingers. Provided the nervous system is complicated enough, those fingers could, with training, operate any machine.”


    * * * *


    Morton said: “I think we’d better go in and have some lunch. Afterward, we’ve got to get busy. The material men can set up their machines and start gathering data on the planet’s metal possibilities, and so on. The others can do a little careful exploring. I’d like some notes on architecture and on the scientific development of this race, and particularly what happened to wreck the civilization. On earth civilization after civilization crumbled, but always a new one sprang up in its dust. Why didn’t that happen here? Any questions?”


    “Yes. What about pussy? Look, he wants to come in with us.”


    Commander Morton frowned, an action that emphasized the deep-space pallor of his face. “I wish there was some way we could take it in with us, without forcibly capturing it. Kent, what do you think?”


    “I think we should first decide whether it’s an it or a him, and call it one or the other. I’m in favor of him. As for taking him in with us—” The little chemist shook his head decisively. “Impossible. This atmosphere is twenty-eight per cent chlorine. Our oxygen would be pure dynamite to his lungs.”


    The commander chuckled. “He doesn’t believe that, apparently.” He watched the catlike monster follow the first two men through the great door. The men kept an anxious distance from him, then glanced at Morton questioningly. Morton waved his hand. “O.K. Open the second lock and let him get a whiff of the oxygen. That’ll cure him.”


    A moment later, he cursed his amazement. “By Heaven, he doesn’t even notice the difference! That means he hasn’t any lungs, or else the chlorine is not what his lungs use. Let him in! You bet he can go in! Smith, here’s a treasure house for a biologist—harmless enough if we’re careful. We can always handle him. But what a metabolism!”


    Smith, a tall, thin, bony chap with a long, mournful face, said in an oddly forceful voice: “In all ours travel, we’ve found only two higher forms of life. Those dependent on chlorine, and those who need oxygen—the two elements that support combustion. I’m prepared to stake my reputation that no complicated organism could ever adapt itself to both gases in a natural way. At first thought I should say here is an extremely advanced form of life. This race long ago discovered truths of biology that we are just beginning to suspect. Morton, we mustn’t let this creature get away if we can help it.”


    “If his anxiety to get inside is any criterion,” Commander Morton laughed, “then our difficulty will be to get rid of him.”


    He moved into the lock with Coeurl and the two men. The automatic machinery hummed; and in a few minutes they were standing at the bottom of a series of elevators that led up to the living quarters.


    “Does that go up?” One of the men flicked a thumb in the direction of the monster.


    “Better send him up alone, if he’ll go in.”


    Coeurl offered no objection, until he heard the door slam behind him; and the closed cage shot upward. He whirled with a savage snarl, his reason swirling into chaos. With one leap, he pounced at the door. The metal bent under his plunge, and the desperate pain maddened him. Now, he was all trapped animal. He smashed at the metal with his paws, bending it like so much tin. He tore great bars loose with his thick tentacles. The machinery screeched; there were horrible jerks as the limitless power pulled the cage along in spite of projecting pieces of metal that scraped the outside walls. And then the cage stopped, and he snatched off the rest of the door and hurtled into the corridor.


    He waited there until Morton and the men came up with drawn weapons. “We’re fools,” Morton said. “We should have shown him how it works. He thought we’d double-crossed him.”


    He motioned to the monster, and saw the savage glow fade from the coal-black eyes as he opened and closed the door with elaborate gestures to show the operation.


    Coeurl ended the lesson by trotting into the large room to his right. He lay down on the rugged floor, and fought down the electric tautness of his nerves and muscles. A very fury of rage against himself for his fright consumed him. It seemed to his burning brain that he had lost the advantage of appearing a mild and harmless creature. His strength must have startled and dismayed them.


    It meant greater danger in the task which he now knew he must accomplish: To kill everything in the ship, and take the machine back to their world in search of unlimited id.


    * * * *


    With unwinking eyes, Coeurl lay and watched the two men clearing away the loose rubble from the metal doorway of the huge old building. His whole body ached with the hunger of his cells for id. The craving tore through his palpitant muscles, and throbbed like a living thing in his brain. His every nerve quivered to be off after the men who had wandered into the city. One of them, he knew, had gone—alone.


    The dragging minutes fled; and still he restrained himself, still he lay there watching, aware that the men knew he watched. They floated a metal machine from the ship to the rock mass that blocked the great half-open door, under the direction of a third man. No flicker of their fingers escaped his fierce stare, and slowly, as the simplicity of the machinery became apparent to him, contempt grew upon him.


    He knew what to expect finally, when the flame flared in incandescent violence and ate ravenously at the hard rock beneath. But in spite of his preknowledge, he deliberately jumped and snarled as if in fear, as that white heat burst forth. His ear tendrils caught the laughter of the men, their curious pleasure at his simulated dismay.


    The door was released, and Morton came over and went inside with the third man. The latter shook his head.


    “It’s a shambles. You can catch the drift of the stuff. Obviously, they used atomic energy, but…but it’s in wheel form. That’s a peculiar development. In our science, atomic energy brought in the nonwheel machine. It’s possible that here they’ve progressed further to a new type of wheel mechanics. I hope their libraries are better preserved than this, or we’ll never know. What could have happened to a civilization to make it vanish like this?”


    A third voice broke through the communicators: “This is Siedel. I heard your question, Pennons. Psychologically and sociologically speaking, the only reason why a territory becomes uninhabited is lack of food.”


    “But they’re so advanced scientifically, why didn’t they develop space flying and go elsewhere for their food?”


    “Ask Gunlie Lester,” interjected Morton. “I heard him expounding some theory even before we landed.”


    The astronomer answered the first call. “I’ve still got to verify all my facts, but this desolate world is the only planet revolving around that miserable red sun. There’s nothing else. No moon, not even a planetoid. And the nearest star system is nine hundred light-years away.


    “So tremendous would have been the problem of the ruling race of this world, that in one jump they would not only have had to solve interplanetary but interstellar space traveling. When you consider how slow our own development was—first the moon, then Venus—each success leading to the next, and after centuries to the nearest stars; and last of all to the anti-accelerators that permitted galactic travel—considering all this, I maintain it would be impossible for any race to create such machines without practical experience. And, with the nearest star so far away, they had no incentive for the space adventuring that makes for experience.”


    * * * *


    Coeurl was trotting briskly over to another group. But now, in the driving appetite that consumed him, and in the frenzy of his high scorn, he paid no attention to what they were doing. Memories of past knowledge, jarred into activity by what he had seen, flowed into his consciousness in an ever-developing and more vivid stream.


    From group to group he sped, a nervous dynamo—jumpy, sick with his awful hunger. A little car rolled up, stopping in front of him, and a formidable camera whirred as it took a picture of him. Over on a mound of rock, a gigantic telescope was rearing up toward the sky. Nearby, a disintegrating machine drilled its searing fire into an ever-deepening hole, down and down, straight down.


    Coeurl’s mind became a blur of things he watched with half attention. And ever more imminent grew the moment when he knew he could no longer carry on the torture of acting. His brain strained with an irresistible impatience; his body burned with the fury of his eagerness to be off after the man who had gone alone into the city.


    He could stand it no longer. A green foam misted his mouth, maddening him. He saw that, for the bare moment, nobody was looking.


    Like a shot from a gun, he was off. He floated along in great, gliding leaps, a shadow among the shadows of the rocks. In a minute, the harsh terrain hid the spaceship and the two-legged beings.


    Coeurl forgot the ship, forgot everything but his purpose, as if his brain had been wiped clear by a magic, memory-erasing brush. He circled widely, then raced into the city, along deserted streets, taking short cuts with the ease of familiarity, through gaping holes in time-weakened walls, through long corridors of moldering buildings. He slowed to a crouching lope as his ear tendrils caught the id vibrations.


    Suddenly, he stopped and peered from a scatter of fallen rock. The man was standing at what must once have been a window, sending the glaring rays of his flashlight into the gloomy interior. The flashlight clicked off. The man, a heavy-set, powerful fellow, walked off with quick, alert steps. Coeurl didn’t like that alertness. It presaged trouble; it meant lightning reaction to danger.


    Coeurl waited till the human being vanished around a corner, then he padded into the open. He was running now, tremendously faster than a man could walk, because his plan was clear in his brain. Like a wraith, he slipped down the next street, past a long block of buildings. He turned the first corner at top speed; and then, with dragging belly, crept into the half-darkness between the building and a huge chunk of debris. The street ahead was barred by a solid line of loose rubble that made it like a valley, ending in a narrow, bottlelike neck. The neck had its outlet just below Coeurl.


    His ear tendrils caught the low-frequency waves of whistling. The sound throbbed through his being; and suddenly terror caught with icy fingers at his brain. The man would have a gun. Suppose he leveled one burst of atomic energy—one burst—before his own muscles could whip out in murder fury.


    A little shower of rocks streamed past. And then the man was beneath him. Coeurl reached out and struck a single crushing blow at the shimmering transparent headpiece of the spacesuit. There was a tearing sound of metal and a gushing of blood. The man doubled up as if part of him had been telescoped. For a moment, his bones and legs and muscles combined miraculously to keep him standing. Then he crumpled with a metallic clank of his space armor.


    Fear completely evaporated, Coeurl leaped out of hiding. With ravenous speed, he smashed the metal and the body within it to bits. Great chunks of metal, torn piecemeal from the suit, sprayed the ground. Bones cracked. Flesh crunched.


    It was simple to tune in on the vibrations of the id, and to create the violent chemical disorganization that freed it from the crushed bone. The id was, Coeurl discovered, mostly in the bone.


    He felt revived, almost reborn. Here was more food than he had had in the whole past year.


    Three minutes, and it was over, and Coeurl was off like a thing fleeing dire danger. Cautiously, he approached the glistening globe from the opposite side to that by which he had left. The men were all busy at their tasks. Gliding noiselessly, Coeurl slipped unnoticed up to a group of men.


    * * * *


    Morton stared down at the horror of tattered flesh, metal and blood on the rock at his feet, and felt a tightening in his throat that prevented speech. He heard Kent say:


    “He would go alone, damn him!” The little chemist’s voice held a sob imprisoned; and Morton remembered that Kent and Jarvey had chummed together for years in the way only two men can.


    “The worst part of it is,” shuddered one of the men, “it looks like a senseless murder. His body is spread out like little lumps of flattened jelly, but it seems to be all there. I’d almost wager that if we weighed everything here, there’d still be one hundred and seventy-five pounds by earth gravity. That’d be about one hundred and seventy pounds here.”


    Smith broke in, his mournful face lined with gloom: “The killer attacked Jarvey, and then discovered his flesh was alien—uneatable. Just like our big cat. Wouldn’t eat anything we set before him—” His words died out in sudden, queer silence. Then he said slowly: “Say, what about that creature? He’s big enough and strong enough to have done this with his own little paws.”


    Morton frowned. “It’s a thought. After all, he’s the only living thing we’ve seen. We can’t just execute him on suspicion, of course—”


    “Besides,” said one of the men, “he was never out of my sight.”


    Before Morton could speak, Siedel, the psychologist, snapped, “Positive about that?”


    The man hesitated. “Maybe he was for a few minutes. He was wandering around so much, looking at everything.”


    “Exactly,” said Siedel with satisfaction. He turned to Morton. “You see, commander, I, too, had the impression that he was always around; and yet, thinking back over it, I find gaps. There were moments—probably long minutes—when he was completely out of sight.”


    Morton’s face was dark with thought, as Kent broke in fiercely: “I say, take no chances. Kill the brute on suspicion before he does any more damage.”


    Morton said slowly: “Korita, you’ve been wandering around with Cranessy and Van Horne. Do you think pussy is a descendant of the ruling class of this planet?”


    The tall Japanese archeologist stared at the sky as if collecting his mind. “Commander Morton,” he said finally, respectfully, “there is a mystery here. Take a look, all of you, at that majestic skyline. Notice the almost Gothic outline of the architecture. In spite of the megalopolis which they created, these people were close to the soil. The buildings are not simply ornamented. They are ornamental in themselves. Here is the equivalent of the Doric column, the Egyptian pyramid, the Gothic cathedral, growing out of the ground, earnest, big with destiny. If this lonely, desolate world can be regarded as a mother earth, then the land had a warm, a spiritual place in the hearts of the race.


    “The effect is emphasized by the winding streets. Their machines prove they were mathematicians, but they were artists first; and so they did not create the geometrically designed cities of the ultra-sophisticated world metropolis. There is a genuine artistic abandon, a deep joyous emotion written in the curving and unmathematical arrangements of houses, buildings and avenues; a sense of intensity, of divine belief in an inner certainty. This is not a decadent, hoary-with-age civilization, but a young and vigorous culture, confident, strong with purpose.


    “There it ended. Abruptly, as if at this point culture had its Battle of Tours, and began to collapse like the ancient Mohammedan civilization. Or as if in one leap it spanned the centuries and entered the period of contending states. In the Chinese civilization that period occupied 480-230 B.C., at the end of which the State of Tsin saw the beginning of the Chinese Empire. This phase Egypt experienced between 1780-1580 B.C., of which the last century was the ‘Hyksos’—unmentionable—time. The classical experienced it from Chaeronea—338—and, at the pitch of horror, from the Gracchi—133—to Actium—31 B.C. The West European Americans were devastated by it in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and modern historians agree that, nominally, we entered the same phase fifty years ago; though, of course, we have solved the problem.


    “You may ask, commander, what has all this to do with your question? My answer is: there is no record of a culture entering abruptly into the period of contending states. It is always a slow development; and the first step is a merciless questioning of all that was once held sacred. Inner certainties cease to exist, are dissolved before the ruthless probings of scientific and analytic minds. The skeptic becomes the highest type of being.


    “I say that this culture ended abruptly in its most flourishing age. The sociological effects of such a catastrophe would be a sudden vanishing of morals, a reversion to almost bestial criminality, unleavened by any sense of ideal, a callous indifference to death. If this…this pussy is a descendant of such a race, then he will be a cunning creature, a thief in the night, a cold-blooded murderer, who would cut his own brother’s throat for gain.”


    * * * *


    “That’s enough!” It was Kent’s clipped voice. “Commander, I’m willing to act the role of executioner.”


    Smith interrupted sharply: “Listen, Morton, you’re not going to kill that cat yet, even if he is guilty. He’s a biological treasure house.”


    Kent and Smith were glaring angrily at each other. Morton frowned at them thoughtfully, then said: “Korita, I’m inclined to accept your theory as a working basis. But one question: Pussy comes from a period earlier than our own? That is, we are entering the highly civilized era of our culture, while he became suddenly historyless in the most vigorous period of his. But it is possible that his culture is a later one on this planet than ours is in the galactic-wide system we have civilized?”


    “Exactly. His may be the middle of the tenth civilization of his world; while ours is the end of the eighth sprung from earth, each of the ten, of course, having been builded on the ruins of the one before it.”


    “In that case, pussy would not know anything about the skepticism that made it possible for us to find him out so positively as a criminal and murderer?”


    “No; it would be literally magic to him.”


    Morton was smiling grimly. “Then I think you’ll get your wish, Smith. We’ll let pussy live; and if there are any fatalities, now that we know him, it will be due to rank carelessness. There’s just the chance, of course, that we’re wrong. Like Siedel, I also have the impression that he was always around. But now—we can’t leave poor Jarvey here like this. We’ll put him in a coffin and bury him.”


    “No, we won’t!” Kent barked. He flushed. “I beg your pardon, commander. I didn’t mean it that way. I maintain pussy wanted something from that body. It looks to be all there, but something must be missing. I’m going to find out what, and pin this murder on him so that you’ll have to believe it beyond the shadow of a doubt.”


    * * * *


    It was late night when Morton looked up from a book and saw Kent emerge through the door that led from the laboratories below.


    Kent carried a large, flat bowl in his hands; his tired eyes flashed across at Morton, and he said in a weary, yet harsh, voice: “Now watch!”


    He started toward Coeurl, who lay sprawled on the great rug, pretending to be asleep.


    Morton stopped him. “Wait a minute, Kent. Any other time, I wouldn’t question your actions, but you look ill; you’re overwrought. What have you got there?”


    Kent turned, and Morton saw that his first impression had been but a flashing glimpse of the truth. There were dark pouches under the little chemist’s gray eyes—eyes that gazed feverishly from sunken cheeks in an ascetic face.


    “I’ve found the missing element,” Kent said. “It’s phosphorus. There wasn’t so much as a square millimeter of phosphorus left in Jarvey’s bones. Every bit of it had been drained out—by what super-chemistry I don’t know. There are ways of getting phosphorus out of the human body. For instance, a quick way was what happened to the workman who helped build this ship. Remember, he fell into fifteen tons of molten metalite—at least, so his relatives claimed—but the company wouldn’t pay compensation until the metalite, on analysis, was found to contain a high percentage of phosphorus—”


    “What about the bowl of food?” somebody interrupted. Men were putting away magazines and books, looking up with interest.


    “It’s got organic phosphorus in it. He’ll get the scent, or whatever it is that he uses instead of scent—”


    “I think he gets the vibrations of things,” Gourlay interjected lazily. “Sometimes, when he wiggles those tendrils, I get a distinct static on the radio. And then, again, there’s no reaction, as if he’s moved higher or lower on the wave scale. He seems to control the vibrations at will.”


    Kent waited with obvious impatience until Gourlay’s last word, then abruptly went on: “All right, then, when he gets the vibration of the phosphorus and reacts to it like an animal, then—well, we can decide what we’ve proved by his reaction. May I go ahead, Morton?”


    “There are three things wrong with your plan,” Morton said. “In the first place, you seem to assume that he is only animal; you seem to have forgotten he may not be hungry after Jarvey; you seem to think that he will not be suspicious. But set the bowl down. His reaction may tell us something.”


    Coeurl stared with unblinking black eyes as the man set the bowl before him. His ear tendrils instantly caught the id-vibrations from the contents of the bowl—and he gave it not even a second glance.


    He recognized this two-legged being as the one who had held the weapon that morning. Danger! With a snarl, he floated to his feet. He caught the bowl with the fingerlike appendages at the end of one looping tentacle, and emptied its contents into the face of Kent, who shrank back with a yell.


    Explosively, Coeurl flung the bowl aside and snapped a hawser-thick tentacle around the cursing man’s waist. He didn’t bother with the gun that hung from Kent’s belt. It was only a vibration gun, he sensed—atomic powered, but not an atomic disintegrator. He tossed the kicking Kent onto the nearest couch—and realized with a hiss of dismay that he should have disarmed the man.


    Not that the gun was dangerous—but, as the man furiously wiped the gruel from his face with one hand, he reached with the other for his weapon. Coeurl crouched back as the gun was raised slowly and a white beam of flame was discharged at his massive head.


    His ear tendrils hummed as they canceled the efforts of the vibration gun. His round, black eyes narrowed as he caught the movement of men reaching for their metalite guns. Morton’s voice lashed across the silence.


    “Stop!”


    * * * *


    Kent clicked off his weapon; and Coeurl crouched down, quivering with fury at this man who had forced him to reveal something of his power.


    “Kent,” said Morton coldly, “you’re not the type to lose your head. You deliberately tried to kill pussy, knowing that the majority of us are in favor of keeping him alive. You know what our rule is: If anyone objects to my decisions, he must say so at the time. If the majority object, my decisions are overruled. In this case, no one but you objected, and, therefore, your action in taking the law into your own hands is most reprehensible, and automatically debars you from voting for a year.”


    Kent stared grimly at the circle of faces. “Korita was right when he said ours was a highly civilized age. It’s decadent.” Passion flamed harshly in his voice. “My God, isn’t there a man here who can see the horror of the situation? Jarvey dead only a few hours, and this creature, whom we all know to be guilty, lying there unchained, planning his next murder; and the victim is right here in this room. What kind of men are we—fools, cynics, ghouls—or is it that our civilization is so steeped in reason that we can contemplate a murderer sympathetically?”


    He fixed brooding eyes on Coeurl. “You were right, Morton, that’s no animal. That’s a devil from the deepest hell of this forgotten planet, whirling its solitary way around a dying sun.”


    “Don’t go melodramatic on us,” Morton said. “Your analysis is all wrong, so far as I’m concerned. We’re not ghouls or cynics; we’re simply scientists, and pussy here is going to be studied. Now that we suspect him, we doubt his ability to trap any of us. One against a hundred hasn’t a chance.” He glanced around. “Do I speak for all of us?”


    “Not for me, commander!” It was Smith who spoke, and, as Morton stared in amazement, he continued: “In the excitement and momentary confusion, no one seems to have noticed that when Kent fired his vibration gun, the beam hit this creature squarely on his cat head—and didn’t hurt him.”


    Morton’s amazed glance went from Smith to Coeurl, and back to Smith again. “Are you certain it hit him? As you say, it all happened so swiftly—when pussy wasn’t hurt I simply assumed that Kent had missed him.”


    “He hit him in the face,” Smith said positively. “A vibration gun, of course, can’t even kill a man right away—but it can injure him. There’s no sign of injury on pussy, though, not even a singed hair.”


    “Perhaps his skin is a good insulation against heat of any kind.”


    “Perhaps. But in view of our uncertainty, I think we should lock him up in the cage.”


    While Morton frowned darkly in thought, Kent spoke up. “Now you’re talking sense, Smith.”


    Morton asked: “Then you would be satisfied, Kent, if we put him in the cage?”


    Kent considered, finally: “Yes. If four inches of micro-steel can’t hold him, we’d better give him the ship.”


    Coeurl followed the men as they went out into the corridor. He trotted docilely along as Morton unmistakably motioned him through a door he had not hitherto seen. He found himself in a square, solid metal room. The door clanged metallically behind him; he felt the flow of power as the electric lock clicked home.


    His lips parted in a grimace of hate, as he realized the trap, but he gave no other outward reaction. It occurred to him that he had progressed a long way from the sunk-into-primitiveness creature who, a few hours before, had gone incoherent with fear in an elevator cage. Now, a thousand memories of his powers were reawakened in his brain; ten thousand cunnings were, after ages of disuse, once again part of his very being.


    He sat quite still for a moment on the short, heavy haunches into which his body tapered, his ear tendrils examining his surroundings. Finally, he lay down, his eyes glowing with contemptuous fire. The fools! The poor fools!


    It was about an hour later when he heard the man—Smith—fumbling overhead. Vibrations poured upon him, and for just an instant he was startled. He leaped to his feet in pure terror—and then realized that the vibrations were vibrations, not atomic explosions. Somebody was taking pictures of the inside of his body.


    He crouched down again, but his ear tendrils vibrated, and he thought contemptuously: the silly fool would be surprised when he tried to develop those pictures.


    After a while the man went away, and for a long time there were noises of men doing things far away. That, too, died away slowly.


    Coeurl lay waiting, as he felt the silence creep over the ship. In the long ago, before the dawn of immortality, the coeurls, too, had slept at night; and the memory of it had been revived the day before when he saw some of the men dozing. At last, the vibration of two pairs of feet, pacing, pacing endlessly, was the only human-made frequency that throbbed on his ear tendrils.


    Tensely, he listened to the two watchmen. The first one walked slowly past the cage door. Then about thirty feet behind him came the second. Coeurl sensed the alertness of these men; knew that he could never surprise either while they walked separately. It meant—he must be doubly careful!


    Fifteen minutes, and they came again. The moment they were past, he switched his sense from their vibrations to a vastly higher range. The pulsating violence of the atomic engines stammered its soft story to his brain. The electric dynamos hummed their muffled song of pure power. He felt the whisper of that flow through the wires in the walls of his cage, and through the electric lock of his door. He forced his quivering body into straining immobility, his senses seeking, searching, to tune in on that sibilant tempest of energy. Suddenly, his ear tendrils vibrated in harmony—he caught the surging charge into shrillness of that rippling force wave.


    There was a sharp click of metal on metal. With a gentle touch of one tentacle, Coeurl pushed open the door, and glided out into the dully gleaming corridor. For just a moment he felt contempt, a glow of superiority, as he thought of the stupid creatures who dared to match their wit against a coeurl. And in that moment, he suddenly thought of other coeurls. A queer, exultant sense of race pounded through his being; the driving hate of centuries of ruthless competition yielded reluctantly before pride of kinship with the future rulers of all space.


    * * * *


    Suddenly, he felt weighed down by his limitations, his need for other coeurls, his aloneness—one against a hundred, with the stake all eternity; the starry universe itself beckoned his rapacious, vaulting ambition. If he failed, there would never be a second chance—no time to revive long-rotted machinery, and attempt to solve the secret of space travel.


    He padded along on tensed paws—through the salon—into the next corridor—and came to the first bedroom door. It stood half open. One swift flow of synchronized muscles, one swiftly lashing tentacle that caught the unresisting throat of the sleeping man, crushing it; and the lifeless head rolled crazily, the body twitched once.


    Seven bedrooms; seven dead men. It was the seventh taste of murder that brought a sudden return of lust, a pure, unbounded desire to kill, return of a millennium-old habit of destroying everything containing the precious id.


    As the twelfth man slipped convulsively into death, Coeurl emerged abruptly from the sensuous joy of the kill to the sound of footsteps.


    They were not near—that was what brought wave after wave of fright swirling into the chaos that suddenly became his brain.


    * * * *


    The watchmen were coming slowly along the corridor toward the door of the cage where he had been imprisoned. In a moment, the first man would see the open door—and sound the alarm.


    Coeurl caught at the vanishing remnants of his reason. With frantic speed, careless now of accidental sounds, he raced—along the corridor with its bedroom doors—through the salon. He emerged into the next corridor, cringing in awful anticipation of the atomic flame he expected would stab into his face.


    The two men were together, standing side by side. For one single instant, Coeurl could scarcely believe his tremendous good luck. Like a fool the second had come running when he saw the other stop before the open door. They looked up, paralyzed, before the nightmare of claws and tentacles, the ferocious cat head and hate-filled eyes.


    The first man went for his gun, but the second, physically frozen before the doom he saw, uttered a shriek, a shrill cry of horror that floated along the corridors—and ended in a curious gargle, as Coeurl flung the two corpses with one irresistible motion the full length of the corridor. He didn’t want the dead bodies found near the cage. That was his one hope.


    Shaking in every nerve and muscle, conscious of the terrible error he had made, unable to think coherently, he plunged into the cage. The door clicked softly shut behind him. Power flowed once more through the electric lock.


    He crouched tensely, simulating sleep, as he heard the rush of many feet, caught the vibration of excited voices. He knew when somebody actuated the cage audioscope and looked in. A few moments now, and the other bodies would be discovered.


    * * * *


    “Siedel gone!” Morton said numbly. “What are we going to do without Siedel? And Breckenridge! And Coulter and— Horrible!”


    He covered his face with his hands, but only for an instant. He looked up grimly, his heavy chin outthrust as he stared into the stern faces that surrounded him. “If anybody’s got so much as a germ of an idea, bring it out.”


    “Space madness!”


    “I’ve thought of that. But there hasn’t been a case of a man going mad for fifty years. Dr. Eggert will test everybody, of course, and right now he’s looking at the bodies with that possibility in mind.”


    As he finished, he saw the doctor coming through the door. Men crowded aside to make way for him.


    “I heard you, commander,” Dr. Eggert said, “and I think I can say right now that the space-madness theory is out. The throats of these men have been squeezed to a jelly. No human being could have exerted such enormous strength without using a machine.”


    Morton saw that the doctor’s eyes kept looking down the corridor, and he shook his head and groaned:


    “It’s no use suspecting pussy, doctor. He’s in his cage, pacing up and down. Obviously heard the racket and— Man alive! You can’t suspect him. That cage was built to hold literally anything—four inches of micro-steel—and there’s not a scratch on the door. Kent, even you won’t say, ‘Kill him on suspicion,’ because there can’t be any suspicion, unless there’s a new science here, beyond anything we can imagine—”


    “On the contrary,” said Smith flatly, “we have all the evidence we need. I used the telefluor on him—you know the arrangement we have on top of the cage—and tried to take some pictures. They just blurred. Pussy jumped when the telefluor was turned on, as if he felt the vibrations.


    “You all know what Gourlay said before? This beast can apparently receive and send vibrations of any lengths. The way he dominated the power of Kent’s gun is final proof of his special ability to interfere with energy.”


    “What in the name of all hells have we got here?” one of the men groaned. “Why, if he can control that power, and send it out in any vibrations, there’s nothing to stop him killing all of us.”


    “Which proves,” snapped Morton, “that he isn’t invincible, or he would have done it long ago.”


    Very deliberately, he walked over to the mechanism that controlled the prison cage.


    “You’re not going to open the door!” Kent gasped, reaching for his gun.


    “No, but if I pull this switch, electricity will flow through the floor, and electrocute whatever’s inside. We’ve never had to use this before, so you had probably forgotten about it.”


    He jerked the switch hard over. Blue fire flashed from the metal, and a bank of fuses above his head exploded with a single bang.


    Morton frowned. “That’s funny. Those fuses shouldn’t have blown! Well, we can’t even look in, now. That wrecked the audios, too.”


    Smith said: “If he could interfere with the electric lock, enough to open the door, then he probably probed every possible danger and was ready to interfere when you threw that switch.”


    “At least, it proves he’s vulnerable to our energies!” Morton smiled grimly. “Because he rendered them harmless. The important thing is, we’ve got him behind four inches of the toughest of metal. At the worst we can open the door and ray him to death. But first, I think we’ll try to use the telefluor power cable—”


    A commotion from inside the cage interrupted his words. A heavy body crashed against a wall, followed by a dull thump.


    “He knows what we were trying to do!” Smith grunted to Morton. “And I’ll bet it’s a very sick pussy in there. What a fool he was to go back into that cage and does he realize it!”


    The tension was relaxing; men were smiling nervously, and there was even a ripple of humorless laughter at the picture Smith drew of the monster’s discomfiture.


    “What I’d like to know,” said Pennons, the engineer, “is, why did the telefluor meter dial jump and waver at full power when pussy made that noise? It’s right under my nose here, and the dial jumped like a house afire!”


    There was silence both without and within the cage, then Morton said: “It may mean he’s coming out. Back, everybody, and keep your guns ready. Pussy was a fool to think he could conquer a hundred men, but he’s by far the most formidable creature in the galactic system. He may come out of that door, rather than die like a rat in a trap. And he’s just tough enough to take some of us with him—if we’re not careful.”


    The men back slowly in a solid body; and somebody said: “That’s funny. I thought I heard the elevator.”


    “Elevator!” Morton echoed. “Are you sure, man?”


    “Just for a moment I was!” The man, a member of the crew, hesitated. “We were all shuffling our feet—”


    “Take somebody with you, and go look. Bring whoever dared to run off back here—”


    There was a jar, a horrible jerk, as the whole gigantic body of the ship careened under them. Morton was flung to the floor with a violence that stunned him. He fought back to consciousness, aware of the other men lying all around him. He shouted: “Who the devil started those engines!”


    The agonizing acceleration continued; his feet dragged with awful exertion, as he fumbled with the nearest audioscope, and punched the engine-room number. The picture that flooded onto the screen brought a deep bellow to his lips:


    “It’s pussy! He’s in the engine room—and we’re heading straight out into space.”


    The screen went black even as he spoke, and he could see no more.


    * * * *


    It was Morton who first staggered across the salon floor to the supply room where the spacesuits were kept. After fumbling almost blindly into his own suit, he cut the effects of the body-torturing acceleration, and brought suits to the semiconscious men on the floor. In a few moments, other men were assisting him; and then it was only a matter of minutes before everybody was clad in metalite, with anti-acceleration motors running at half power.


    It was Morton then who, after first looking into the cage, opened the door and stood, silent as the others who crowded about him, to stare at the gaping hole in the rear wall. The hole was a frightful thing of jagged edges and horribly bent metal, and it opened upon another corridor.


    “I’ll swear,” whispered Pennons, “that it’s impossible. The ten-ton hammer in the machine shops couldn’t more than dent four inches of micro with one blow—and we only heard one. It would take at least a minute for an atomic disintegrator to do the job. Morton, this is a super-being.”


    Morton saw that Smith was examining the break in the wall. The biologist looked up. “If only Breckinridge weren’t dead! We need a metallurgist to explain this. Look!”


    He touched the broken edge of the metal. A piece crumbled in his finger and slithered away in a fine shower of dust to the floor. Morton noticed for the first time that there was a little pile of metallic debris and dust.


    “You’ve hit it.” Morton nodded. “No miracle of strength here. The monster merely used his special powers to interfere with the electronic tensions holding the metal together. That would account, too, for the drain on the telefluor power cable that Pennons noticed. The thing used the power with his body as a transforming medium, smashed through the wall, ran down the corridor to the elevator shaft, and so down to the engine room.”


    “In the meantime, commander,” Kent said quietly, “we are faced with a super-being in control of the ship, completely dominating the engine room and its almost unlimited power, and in possession of the best part of the machine shops.”


    Morton felt the silence, while the men pondered the chemist’s words. Their anxiety was a tangible thing that lay heavily upon their faces; in every expression was the growing realization that here was the ultimate situation in their lives; their very existence was at stake and perhaps much more. Morton voiced the thought in everybody’s mind:


    “Suppose he wins. He’s utterly ruthless, and he probably sees galactic power within his grasp.”


    “Kent is wrong,” barked the chief navigator. “The thing doesn’t dominate the engine room. We’ve still got the control room, and that gives us first control of all the machines. You fellows may not know the mechanical set-up we have; but, though he can eventually disconnect us, we can cut off all the switches in the engine room now. Commander, why didn’t you just shut off the power instead of putting us into spacesuits? At the very least you could have adjusted the ship to the acceleration.”


    “For two reasons,” Morton answered. “Individually, we’re safer within the force fields of our spacesuits. And we can’t afford to give up our advantages in panicky moves.”


    “Advantages! What other advantages have we got?”


    “We know things about him,” Morton replied. “And right now, we’re going to make a test. Pennons, detail five men to each of the four approaches to the engine room. Take atomic disintegrators to blast through the big doors. They’re all shut, I noticed. He’s locked himself in.


    “Selenski, you go up to the control room and shut off everything except the drive engines. Gear them to the master switch, and shut them off all at once. One thing, though—leave the acceleration on full blast. No anti-acceleration must be applied to the ship. Understand?”


    “Aye, sir!” The pilot saluted.


    “And report to me through the communicators if any of the machines start to run again.” He faced the men. “I’m going to lead the main approach. Kent, you take No. 2; Smith, No. 3, and Pennons, No. 4. We’re going to find out right now if we’re dealing with unlimited science, or a creature limited like the rest of us. I’ll bet on the second possibility.”


    * * * *


    Morton had an empty sense of walking endlessly, as he moved, a giant of a man in his transparent space armor, along the glistening metal tube that was the main corridor of the engine-room floor. Reason told him the creature had already shown feet of clay, yet the feeling that here was an invincible being persisted.


    He spoke into the communicator: “It’s not use trying to sneak up on him. He can probably hear a pin drop. So just wheel up your units. He hasn’t been in that engine room long enough to do anything.


    “As I’ve said, this is largely a test attack. In the first place, we could never forgive ourselves if we didn’t try to conquer him now, before he’s had time to prepare against us. But, aside from the possibility that we can destroy him immediately, I have a theory.


    “The idea goes something like this: Those doors are built to withstand accidental atomic explosions, and it will take fifteen minutes for the atomic disintegrators to smash them. During that period the monster will have no power. True, the drive will be on, but that’s straight atomic explosion. My theory is, he can’t touch stuff like that; and in a few minutes you’ll see what I mean—I hope.”


    His voice was suddenly crisp: “Ready, Selenski?”


    “Aye, ready.”


    “Then cut the master switch.”


    The corridor—the whole ship, Morton knew—was abruptly plunged into darkness. Morton clicked on the dazzling light of his spacesuit; the other men did the same, their faces pale and drawn.


    “Blast!” Morton barked into his communicator.


    The mobile units throbbed; and then pure atomic flame ravened out and poured upon the hard metal of the door. The first molten droplet rolled reluctantly, not down, but up the door. The second was more normal. It followed a shaky downward course. The third rolled sideways—for this was pure force, not subject to gravitation. Other drops followed until a dozen streams trickled sedately yet unevenly in every direction—streams of hellish, sparkling fire, bright as fairy gems, alive with the coruscating fury of atoms suddenly tortured, and running blindly, crazy with pain.


    The minutes ate at time like a slow acid. At last Morton asked huskily:


    “Selenski?”


    “Nothing yet, commander.”


    Morton half whispered: “But he must be doing something. He can’t be just waiting in there like a cornered rat. Selenski?”


    “Nothing, commander.”


    Seven minutes, eight minutes, then twelve.


    “Commander!” It was Selenski’s voice, taut. “He’s got the electric dynamo running.”


    Morton drew a deep breath, and heard one of his men say:


    “That’s funny. We can’t get any deeper. Boss, take a look at this.”


    Morton looked. The little scintillating streams had frozen rigid. The ferocity of the disintegrators vented in vain against metal grown suddenly invulnerable.


    Morton sighed. “Our test is over. Leave two men guarding every corridor. The others come up to the control room.”


    * * * *


    He seated himself a few minutes later before the massive control keyboard. “So far as I’m concerned the test was a success. We know that of all the machines in the engine room, the most important to the monster was the electric dynamo. He must have worked in a frenzy of terror while we were at the doors.”


    “Of course, it’s easy to see what he did,” Pennons said. “Once he had the power he increased the electronic tensions of the door to their ultimate.”


    “The main thing is this,” Smith chimed in. “He works with vibrations only so far as his special powers are concerned, and the energy must come from outside himself. Atomic energy in its pure form, not being vibration, he can’t handle any differently than we can.”


    Kent said glumly: “The main point in my opinion is that he stopped us cold. What’s the good of knowing that his control over vibrations did it? If we can’t break through those doors with our atomic disintegrators, we’re finished.”


    Morton shook his head. “Not finished—but we’ll have to do some planning. First, though, I’ll start these engines. It’ll be harder for him to get control of them when they’re running.”


    He pulled the master switch back into place with a jerk. There was a hum, as scores of machines leaped into violent life in the engine room a hundred feet below. The noises sank to a steady vibration of throbbing power.


    Three hours later, Morton paced up and down before the men gathered in the salon. His dark hair was uncombed; the space pallor of his strong face emphasized rather than detracted from the outthrust aggressiveness of his jaw. When he spoke, his deep voice was crisp to the point of sharpness:


    “To make sure that our plans are full coordinated, I’m going to ask each expert in turn to outline his part in the overpowering of this creature. Pennons first!”


    Pennons stood up briskly. He was not a big man, Morton thought, yet he looked big, perhaps because of his air of authority. This man knew engines, and the history of engines. Morton had heard him trace a machine through its evolution from a simple toy to the highly complicated modern instrument. He had studied machine development on a hundred planets; and there was literally nothing fundamental that he didn’t know about mechanics. It was almost weird to hear Pennons, who could have spoken for a thousand hours and still only have touched upon his subject, say with absurd brevity:


    “We’ve set up a relay in the control room to start and stop every engine rhythmically. The trip lever will work a hundred times a second, and the effect will be to create vibrations of every description. There is just a possibility that one or more of the machines will burst, on the principle of soldiers crossing a bridge in step—you’ve heard that old story, no doubt—but in my opinion there is no real danger of a break of that tough metal. The main purpose is simply to interfere with the interference of the creature, and smash through the doors.”


    “Gourlay next!” barked Morton.


    Gourlay climbed lazily to his feet. He looked sleepy, as if he was somewhat bored by the whole proceedings, yet Morton knew he loved people to think him lazy, a good-for-nothing slouch, who spent his days in slumber and his nights catching forty winks. His title was chief communication engineer, but his knowledge extended to every vibration field; and he was probably, with the possible exception of Kent, the fastest thinker on the ship. His voice drawled out, and—Morton noted—the very deliberate assurance of it had a soothing effect on the men—anxious faces relaxed, bodies leaned back more restfully:


    “Once inside,” Gourlay said, “we’ve rigged up vibration screens of pure force that should stop nearly everything he’s got on the ball. They work on the principle of reflection, so that everything he sends will be reflected back to him. In addition, we’ve got plenty of spare electric energy that we’ll just feed him from mobile copper cups. There must be a limit to his capacity for handling power with those insulated nerves of his.”


    “Selenski!” called Morton.


    The chief pilot was already standing, as if he had anticipated Morton’s call. And that, Morton reflected, was the man. His nerves had that rocklike steadiness which is the first requirement of the master controller of a great ship’s movements; yet that very steadiness seemed to rest on dynamite ready to explode at its owner’s volition. He was not a man of great learning, but he “reacted” to stimuli so fast that he always seemed to be anticipating.


    “The impression I’ve received of the plan is that it must be cumulative. Just when the creature thinks that he can’t stand any more, another thing happens to add to his trouble and confusion. When the uproar’s at its height, I’m supposed to cut in the anti-accelerators. The commander thinks with Gunlie Lester that these creatures will know nothing about anti-acceleration. It’s a development, pure and simple, of the science of interstellar flight, and couldn’t have been developed in any other way. We think when the creature feels the first effects of the anti-acceleration—you all remember the caved-in feeling you had the first month—it won’t know what to think or do.”


    * * * *


    “Korita next.”


    “I can only offer you encouragement,” said the archeologist, “on the basis of my theory that the monster has all the characteristics of a criminal of the early ages of any civilization, complicated by an apparent reversion to primitiveness. The suggestion has been made by Smith that his knowledge of science is puzzling, and could only mean that we are dealing with an actual inhabitant, not a descendant of the inhabitants of the dead city we visited. This would ascribe virtual immortality to our enemy, a possibility which is borne out by his ability to breathe both oxygen and chlorine—or neither—but even that makes no difference. He comes from a certain age in his civilization; and he has sunk so low that his ideas are mostly memories of that age.


    “In spite of all the powers of his body, he lost his head in the elevator the first morning, until he remembered. He placed himself in such a position that he was forced to reveal his special powers against vibrations. He bungled the mass murders a few hours ago. In fact, his whole record is one of the low cunning of the primitive, egotistical mind which has little or no conception of the vast organization with which it is confronted.


    “He is like the ancient German soldier who felt superior to the elderly Roman scholar, yet the latter was part of a mighty civilization of which the Germans of that day stood in awe.


    “You may suggest that the sack of Rome by the Germans in later years defeats my argument; however, modern historians agree that the ‘sack’ was an historical accident, and not history in the true sense of the word. The movement of the ‘Sea-peoples’ which set in against the Egyptian civilization from 1400 B.C. succeeded only as regards the Cretan island-realm—their mighty expeditions against the Libyan and Phoenician coasts, with the accompaniment of Viking fleets, failed as those of the Huns failed against the Chinese Empire. Rome would have been abandoned in any event. Ancient, glorious Samarra was desolate by the tenth century; Pataliputra, Asoka’s great capital, was an immense and completely uninhabited waste of houses when the Chinese traveler Hsinan-tang visited it about A.D. 635.


    “We have, then, a primitive, and that primitive is now far out in space, completely outside of his natural habitat. I say, let’s go in and win.”


    One of the men grumbled, as Korita finished: “You can talk about the sack of Rome being an accident, and about this fellow being a primitive, but the facts are facts. It looks to me as if Rome is about to fall again; and it won’t be no primitive that did it, either. This guy’s got plenty of what it takes.”


    Morton smiled grimly at the man, a member of the crew. “We’ll see about that—right now!”


    * * * *


    In the blazing brilliance of the gigantic machine shop, Coeurl slaved. The forty-foot, cigar-shaped spaceship was nearly finished. With a grunt of effort, he completed the laborious installation of the drive engines, and paused to survey his craft.


    Its interior, visible through the one aperture in the outer wall, was pitifully small. There was literally room for nothing but the engines—and a narrow space for himself.


    He plunged frantically back to work as he heard the approach of the men, and the sudden change in the tempest-like thunder of the engines—a rhythmical off-and-on hum, shriller in tone, sharper, more nerve-racking than the deep-throated, steady throb that had preceded it. Suddenly, there were the atomic disintegrators again at the massive outer doors.


    He fought them off, but never wavered from his task. Every mighty muscle of his powerful body strained as he carried great loads of tools, machines and instruments, and dumped them into the bottom of his makeshift ship. There was no time to fit anything into place, no time for anything—no time—no time.


    The thought pounded at his reason. He felt strangely weary for the first time in his long and vigorous existence. With a last, tortured heave, he jerked the gigantic sheet of metal into the gaping aperture of the ship—and stood there for a terrible minute, balancing it precariously.


    He knew the doors were going down. Half a dozen disintegrators concentrating on one point were irresistibly, though slowly, eating away the remaining inches. With a gasp, he released his mind from the doors and concentrated every ounce of his mind on the yard-thick outer wall, toward which the blunt nose of his ship was pointing.


    His body cringed from the surging power that flowed from the electric dynamo through his ear tendrils into that resisting wall. The whole inside of him felt on fire, and he knew that he was dangerously close to carrying his ultimate load.


    And still he stood there, shuddering with the awful pain, holding the unfastened metal plate with hard-clenched tentacles. His massive head pointed as in dread fascination at that bitterly hard wall.


    He heard one of the engine-room doors crash inward. Men shouted; disintegrators rolled forward, their raging power unchecked. Coeurl heard the floor of the engine room hiss in protest, as those beams of atomic energy tore everything in their path to bits. The machines rolled closer; cautious footsteps sounded behind them. In a minute they would be at the flimsy doors separating the engine room from the machine shop.


    Suddenly, Coeurl was satisfied. With a snarl of hate, a vindictive glow of feral eyes, he ducked into his little craft, and pulled the metal plate down into place as if it was a hatchway.


    His ear tendrils hummed, as he softened the edges of the surrounding metal. In an instant, the plate was more than welded—it was part of his ship, a seamless, rivetless part of a whole that was solid opaque metal except for two transparent areas, one in the front, one in the rear.


    His tentacle embraced the power drive with almost sensuous tenderness. There was a forward surge of his fragile machine, straight at the great outer wall of the machine shops. The nose of the forty-foot craft touched—and the wall dissolved in a glittering shower of dust.


    Coeurl felt the barest retarding movement; and then he kicked the nose of the machine out into the cold of space, twisted it about, and headed back in the direction from which the big ship had been coming all these hours.


    Men in space armor stood in the jagged hole that yawned in the lower reaches of the gigantic globe. The men and the great ship grew smaller. Then the men were gone; and there was only the ship with its blaze of a thousand blurring portholes. The ball shrank incredibly, too small now for individual portholes to be visible.


    Almost straight ahead, Coeurl saw a tiny, dim, reddish ball—his own sun, he realized. He headed toward it at full speed. There were caves where he could hide and with other coeurls build secretly a spaceship in which they could reach other planets safety—now that he knew how.


    His body ached from the agony of acceleration, yet he dared not let up for a single instant. He glanced back, half in terror. The globe was still there, a tiny dot of light in the immense blackness of space. Suddenly it twinkled and was gone.


    For a brief moment, he had the empty, frightened impression that just before it disappeared, it moved. But he could see nothing. He could not escape the belief that they had shut off all their lights, and were sneaking up on him in the darkness. Worried and uncertain, he looked through the forward transparent plate.


    * * * *


    A tremor of dismay shot through him. The dim red sun toward which he was heading was not growing larger. It was becoming smaller by the instant, and it grew visibly tinier during the next five minutes, became a pale-red dot in the sky—and vanished like the ship.


    Fear came then, a blinding surge of it, that swept through his being and left him chilled with the sense of the unknown. For minutes, he stared frantically into the space ahead, searching for some landmark. But only the remote stars glimmered there, unwinking points against a velvet background of unfathomable distance.


    Wait! One of the points was growing larger. With every muscle and nerve tensed, Coeurl watched the point becoming a dot, a round ball of light—red light. Bigger, bigger, it grew. Suddenly, the red light shimmered and turned white—and there, before him, was the great globe of the spaceship, lights glaring from every porthole, the very ship which a few minutes before he had watched vanish behind him.


    Something happened to Coeurl in that moment. His brain was spinning like a flywheel, faster, faster, more incoherently. Suddenly, the wheel flew apart into a million aching fragments. His eyes almost started from their sockets as, like a maddened animal, he raged in his small quarters.


    His tentacles clutched at precious instruments and flung them insensately; his paws smashed in fury at the very walls of his ship. Finally, in a brief flash of sanity, he knew that he couldn’t face the inevitable fire of atomic disintegrators.


    It was a simple thing to create the violent disorganization that freed every drop of id from his vital organs.


    * * * *


    They found him lying dead in a little pool of phosphorus.


    “Poor pussy,” said Morton. “I wonder what he thought when he saw us appear ahead of him, after his own sun disappeared. Knowing nothing of anti-accelerators, he couldn’t know that we could stop short in space, whereas it would take him more than three hours to decelerate; and in the meantime he’d be drawing farther and farther away from where he wanted to go. He couldn’t know that by stopping, we flashed past him at millions of miles a second. Of course, he didn’t have a chance once he left our ship. The whole world must have seemed topsy-turvy.”


    “Never mind the sympathy,” he heard Kent say behind him. “We’ve got a job—to kill every cat in that miserable world.”


    Korita murmured softly: “That should be simple. They are but primitives; and we have merely to sit down, and they will come to us, cunningly expecting to delude us.”


    Smith snapped: “You fellows make me sick! Pussy was the toughest nut we ever had to crack. He had everything he needed to defeat us—”


    Morton smiled as Korita interrupted blandly: “Exactly, my dear Smith, except that he reacted according to the biological impulses of his type. His defeat was already foreshadowed when we unerringly analyzed him as a criminal from a certain era of his civilization.


    “It was history, honorable Mr. Smith, our knowledge of history that defeated him,” said the Japanese archeologist, reverting to the ancient politeness of his race.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1939 by Street & Smith Publication, Inc.

  


  
    SPACE TRAVEL IN SCIENCE FICTION, by Steven Mollmann


    For the somewhat narrow-minded, “science fiction” means “spaceships.” According to some, the presence of space travel means that something is science fiction, the absence of it means that it is definitely not. This viewpoint can especially be seen in the fact that when modern critics designate pre-1800 works as “science fiction,” they are almost always about journeys into space. Lucian of Samosata’s True History (c. 150 C.E.) and Johannes Kepler’s Somnium (1634) are both often cited as early works of science fiction, as they involve trips to the Moon and other planets (Asimov 10). But whatever tropes of modern science fiction these stories anticipate, their space travel is not scientific. In True History a sailing ship is propelled upwards by waterspout, and in Somnium the protagonist is transported by demons.


    Spaceships make their first real appearances in science fiction in the nineteenth century, constructed by both humans and aliens. Jules Verne’s From the Earth to the Moon (1865) has a group of American men, belonging to a “Gun Club,” build a spaceship that is essentially a giant bullet designed to house the three of them when launched out of a giant cannon called the Columbiad into space. Verne calculated the factors necessary to carry a spaceship to the Moon as best he could given his scientific knowledge, and his attention to detail means that there are many similarities between his space program and the real-life Apollo one, the least of which is that the Columbiad is very near Cape Canaveral, Florida. (On the other hand, the amount of acceleration needed to achieve escape velocity with one massive explosion would kill anyone aboard such a capsule.)


    In Verne’s story, the space capsule has small rockets allowing it to slow its descent for landing, but otherwise travels purely on inertia once launched. In the sequel, Around the Moon (1870), the astronauts are only able to return to Earth because an asteroid knocks them off course, causing them to miss landing on the moon entirely. Had they landed there, they would have had to construct a second Columbiad. A similar technique is used in H. G. Wells’s The War of the Worlds (1897), where Martians launch several “cylinders” to Earth to carry their invasion forces. These ships are very similar to Verne’s, being launched from the surface of Mars by enormous explosions and having no motive power of their own; they crash upon Earth some months later. If the Martians intended to return to Mars after their invasion, the details of how they would have done so are not clear.


    When Wells depicted human spaceflight in The First Men in the Moon (1901), he used a much more fanciful system; the scientist Dr. Cavor builds a spaceship from a material called cavorite that shields matter from gravity. The air above the cavorite is no longer subjected to Earth’s gravity and flies off into space; the resulting pressure from all the other air around the sphere launches it upwards. Once in space, precision control is obtained via shutters that allow the effects of the cavorite to be focused in certain directions. While the idea of “cavorite” is much more fanciful than Verne’s Columbiad, some future depictions of space travel in science fiction would be even more so.


    Many other authors in the period were developing similar ideas. George Griffith’s Honeymoon in Space (1900) features an airshiplike space cruiser that visits several planets for the protagonists’ honeymoon, whereas in Garrett P. Serviss’s Edison’s Conquest of Mars (1898), an unauthorized sequel to The War of the Worlds, Thomas Edison builds a fleet of spaceships that move themselves along electric current. Edison’s Conquest is especially noteworthy as it is one of the first stories to feature combat in outer space, when Edison’s fleet is attacked by a Martian defensive cannon positioned on an asteroid between Earth and Mars.


    Space travel became a cornerstone of science fiction in the twentieth century. Following The War of the Worlds and Edison’s Conquest of Mars, there are many stories that posit travel within the solar system—frequently to Earth’s neighbor Mars. Stanley Weinbaum’s “A Martian Odyssey” (1934) shows an early expedition to an inhabited (and human-habitable) Mars, while Isaac Asimov’s “The Martian Way” (1952) features human colonists on Mars who are trying to terraform the planet even as they adapt to life in space.


    Travel within the solar system was also a staple of the planetary romance genre that flourished in pulp magazines such as Planet Stories (1939–55), with tales of high adventure that emphasized exotic destinations such as the jungles of Venus and the canals of Mars much more than the journeys to get there. Leigh Brackett, with tales such as “The Last Days of Shandakor” (1952), was a prominent writer in this subgenre, alongside Ray Bradbury. The sense of adventure in these stories also appeared in “juvenile” tales such as Robert Heinlein’s Space Cadet (1948) that depicted young adults being trained for the rigors of outer space.


    More fantastic destinations awaited, but the advancement of scientific knowledge in the early twentieth century made the depiction of scientifically accurate space travel progressively more difficult. Albert Einstein’s special theory of relativity in 1905 showed that exceeding the speed of light was impossible, for the more a body accelerates, the more mass it has—yet astronomy had demonstrated that there were not scores of habitable planets within Earth’s solar system. If authors wanted to write interstellar tales of derring-do, solutions needed to be found. E. E. “Doc” Smith depicted one of the earliest forms of a faster-than-light (FTL) drive in The Skylark of Space (1928), using some largely nonsensical science about the metal “X” and electromagnetism liberating the intra-atomic energy of copper, enabling enormous speed. The explanation for why this technology allows them to exceed the speed of light is shrugged off by a character saying that Einsten’s relativity is yet another incorrect theory that will have to be adjusted to fit the facts. In his later Lensman novels (1934–50), Smith provided more of a rationale with his “inertialess drive,” which allows matter to instantaneously transition between being at rest and moving at a desired speed without any intermediate acceleration, “circumventing” Einsteinian relativity rather than ignoring it entirely (Ellik and Evans 95).


    Most science fiction tries to pay at least lip service to Einstein, however, and several different standard depictions of FTL travel have emerged. One of the most common is that of “hyperspace,” originally a mathematical term used to indicate a space of more than three dimensions. In SF it is another dimension or continuum alongside the “normal” universe, which can be traveled through more quickly than light can travel through our own universe (Prucher 94). An engine than can do this is called a “hyperdrive.” This is also commonly called “warp drive,” a term primarily associated with the television series Star Trek (1966–69), though it dates back to Fredric Brown’s Gateway to Darkness from 1949 at least (Prucher 268). There are many variations on how hyperdrives and warp drives achieve their immense velocities (Landis).


    A primary example of hyperdrive is the fiction of Isaac Asimov. His short story “Escape!” (1945), collected in I, Robot (1950), depicts the invention of the “hyper-atomic motor” used in most of his fiction. When this is activated, the spaceship and its occupants cease to exist for a short period of time, effectively dying, as they transit between two points, though they are returned to life upon rematerializing. In Asimov’s Foundation trilogy (1942–51), set fifty thousand years later, however, the transit time of the hyperdrive is instantaneous. The limiting factors prove to be that the range is short on a galactic scale (it takes dozens of “jumps” to cross the galaxy) and that the calculations are time-consuming and must be done manually. It is not until Foundation’s Edge (1982) that Asimov introduces computers capable of quickly performing the calculations themselves, allowing a ship to execute a series of jumps taking it across the galaxy in a few minutes.


    Wormholes—holes in space connecting two disparate points—are probably the other most common method of FTL travel in SF. When Gregory Benford wrote a prequel to Asimov’s Foundation stories, Foundation’s Fear (1997), he updated the setting by replacing hyperdrive with wormholes. Wormhole endpoints are located at billions of fixed points, allowing any ship to enter them and transit to another endpoint, elsewhere in the galaxy. Another prominent example of wormhole travel is Arthur C. Clarke’s 2001: a space odyssey (1968), which climaxes with astronaut David Bowman entering a mysterious black monolith that turns out to be a “star gate”—the entrance to a wormhole crossing the galaxy until it reaches a central location where numerous wormhole endpoints are clustered together. Bowman sees alien spaceships exiting one and entering another, realizing that it is “some kind of cosmic switching device, routing the traffic of the stars through unimaginable dimensions of space and time. He was passing through a Grand Central Station of the galaxy” (Clarke 211). Because all of the space-warping is done by the star gate, Bowman is able to make the trip in nothing more than a pod from an American non-FTL spaceship.


    Not all wormholes are permanent structures, nor do they always require spaceships. The Fourth World comic books (1970–73) of Jack Kirby feature miniature wormholes called “boom tubes” that can be spontaneously generated to allow travel between points on different planets, large enough to carry a few people at a time. Wormholes are closely related to the idea of “folding space” so that two points touch one another temporarily. This is the method of FTL travel used in Dune (1965) by Frank Herbert, where it is so complicated it requires psychic prediction to find a safe path.


    The tendency of science fiction to create strange and ultimately nonsensical forms of FTL travel was parodied by Douglas Adams in The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy (1979). The series includes travel through hyperspace, which is described as being “rather unpleasantly like being drunk.” When another character asks what is unpleasant about being drunk, he is told, “You ask a glass of water” (53). However, the novel is primarily known for the Infinite Improbability Drive, a device which causes highly improbable things to happen. Since instantaneous travel between galaxies is the most improbable, the Drive is naturally a highly effective means of transport—even if it does have unfortunate side effects like the spontaneous generation of a baby whale miles above a planetary surface.


    Not all science fiction uses faster-than-light travel, however. Beyond the traditional “rocket engine,” there’s also the solar sail, which uses the radiation pressure of the sun to move a starship along. Seemingly fanciful and certainly romantic, the solar sail has a solid basis in physics, and has appeared in stories such as “Sail 25” by Jack Vance (1962) and “The Wind from the Sun” by Arthur Clarke (1964), both showcasing travel within the solar system. But slower-than-light travel does not need to restrict stories to a single system, for SF depicts several ways of crossing interstellar space without the use of an FTL drive. Robert Heinlein’s “Universe” (1941) features the Vanguard, a “generation ship” that will take so long to cross interstellar distances that it will be the descendents of the original crew that finally reach their destination. In “Universe,” a mutiny long ago killed all the officers, leaving the ship flying on automatic. Those left aboard the ship have descended into primitive superstition, not even aware that they are actually aboard a spaceship, using the term “the Ship” the way we would use “the Universe.”


    Ursula K. Le Guin’s Ekumen novels present another common method of interstellar travel without FTL technology; her novels use near-as-fast-as-light (NAFAL) spaceships that take years to cross interstellar distances. Thanks to relativistic time dilation, however, those years seem like months or even days to those aboard the ships; the consequences of such a journey are depicted in “Semley’s Necklace” (1964). Humanity is still able to maintain an interstellar civilization, the Ekumen, through the use of the ansible, which allows for instantaneous communication. (It is worth pointing out that FTL communication breaks all the same laws of physics as FTL travel, making its use a bit of a cheat.) Some of her novels, such as The Left Hand of Darkness (1969) and Four Ways to Forgiveness (1995), focus on characters called Mobiles, who travel to other planets as representatives of the Ekumen. The Mobiles know that in doing so, they will never see any of their loved ones ever again—they will have been dead for years by the time their wanderings are over.


    The ability of time dilation to “stretch out” the life-span of a traveler compared to a stationary person was exploited by characters in Orson Scott Card’s Ender’s Game (1985). After the conclusion of a war with a dangerous alien species, humanity places the strategic genius who won the war on a spaceship traveling near lightspeed so that when the war begins again in fifty years, he will be available to personally train a new commander to fight the aliens. The sequel, Speaker for the Dead (1986), features the same protagonist as the first novel, three thousand years later but only a decade older, thanks to constant use of near-lightspeed travel. Joe Haldeman’s The Forever War (1974) puts a more negative spin on such an occurrence, as it features a group of soldiers returning from the battlefield decades after they left for war, resulting in profound culture shock.


    Spaceships in science fiction come in all shapes and sizes, from practical and realistic ships of exploration like the Discovery in Arthur Clarke’s 2001: a space odyssey to large interstellar passenger cruisers like the living Tree ships of Dan Simmons’s Hyperion (1989). They can be small and utilitarian, as in the Emergency Dispatch Ships of “The Cold Equations” (1954) by Tom Godwin, or so large that they can support entire societies within their interior, as in the mysterious Rama from Clarke’s novel Rendezvous with Rama (1972). They can be small, privately owned vessels like the numerous trading ships that appear in Isaac Asimov’s Foundation, or they can be military vessels of war, such as the increasingly powerful battleships that fill E. E. “Doc” Smith’s Lensman novels.


    The type of space travel an author uses is often a consideration in stories about space combat. Some FTL drives would seem to be too powerful; if a ship can travel anywhere near instantaneously, how could one military force ever stop another? An attacking force could simply jump to the other side of a defending force and reach its target. The writers of the role-playing game based on the Star Wars films (1977–83) faced this problem when they had to make hard-and-fast rules that corresponded to the exciting-but-unexacting battles seen on screen. The writers solved the problem by picking up on an indication in Alan Dean Foster’s novelization of the original film that gravity wells inhibit hyperdrives, making FTL impossible too close to a planet or star. In the Imperial Sourcebook (1989), Greg Gorden introduced “interdiction” ships, which create “artificial” gravity wells to trap enemy vessels.


    Other SF stories seem to develop the rules of FTL travel, and follow with space combat that will match. For example, wormholes are used in the Vorkosigan saga by Lois McMaster Bujold, beginning with Shards of Honor (1986), where much of the strategy in the series concerns wormholes. If a star system can only be accessed via a wormhole, that makes wormholes valuable strategic points, but they also give defenders large advantages in combat, as attackers must channel all their forces through a narrow point. David Gerrold’s Starhunt (1985) also developed a form of space combat that would be a natural outgrowth of his FTL drive; the faster a ship is moving, the greater the “stress field” it creates when it warps space, and the further away it can be detected from. This results in a situation where as one spaceship sneaks up on another, it must move more and more slowly, until it reaches the range where it is not possible to remain undetected, and then accelerate to maximum, creating a form of space combat similar to submarine warfare.


    On the other hand, some authors will devise forms of space travel to achieve a certain effect. David Weber’s Honor Harrington novels, beginning with On Basilisk Station (1993), are supposed to be science fiction versions of the Age of Sail and the Napoleonic Wars, especially their depiction in C. S. Forester’s Horatio Hornblower novels (1937–62). As a result, Weber devised a version of FTL travel that required ships to use energy sails to travel through hyperspace (far less realistic than Vance and Clarke’s solar sails), giving all of the combat action a nautical feel. Similarly, when writing The Last World War (2003), Dayton Ward wanted to focus on ground combat, and hence used small, ground-level wormholes like Kirby’s boom tubes, eschewing spaceships entirely.


    In the 2000s, a subgenre of science fiction emerged known as “mundane SF,” evidenced in anthologies such as Geoff Ryman’s When It Changed and Jetse de Vries’s Shine (both 2010). One of the central tenets of mundane science fiction is that interstellar travel of any sort is fundamentally impossible, and the settings are typically limited to Earth. That such stories require their own subgenre speaks to the ubiquity of space travel in science fiction, to the fact that much science fiction concerns fantastic journeys to other planets.


    But the centrality of space travel to science fiction has long been part of its appeal, even apart from the fact that space travel allows a writer to tell stories set on new worlds. As we can see even in James Blish’s “Surface Tension” (1952), where a group of aquatic microbes discovers a whole new realm to explore above the surface of their lake, space travel allows readers to reconceive their place within the universe. In 1929, decades before real space travel had been achieved, author Jack Williamson wrote that “It is the space flier that bears us most often to the world of golden adventure. It is as real an achievement as the locomotive or the airplane. Science discloses a wide universe. When man has found the means to explore it, he has conquered his environment. The space flier is a great achievement even if one is never built. The release of the mind from the earth to which it has been eternally chained has a real spiritual, inspirational value. That is the great gift of science fiction” (25).
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    STANLEY G. WEINBAUM


    (1902–1935)


    Despite never finishing college (according to some accounts he was expelled for agreeing to take a test for a friend) Stanley Weinbaum had perhaps the briefest writing career of any major voice in science fiction. He sold his first book (a romance novel) at age thirty-one. His first SF story, the groundbreaking “A Martian Odyssey,” came out the following year. Weinbaum had thirteen SF stories published in the next eighteen months before his death from lung cancer; most of his work was published posthumously.


    For contemporary readers, it can be hard to grasp what a stir this story made when it was first published in 1934. While its views of race and society are very much products of its time, its depiction of an alien species intellectually equal to (and possibly superior to) humanity was startlingly new in genre fiction. Just as startling were multiple alien species that weren’t particularly humanlike, and whose thoughts and actions were alien to the human characters. Obvious in retrospect, the story was widely imitated (including by Weinbaum himself, who wrote a sequel before his death).

  


  
    A MARTIAN ODYSSEY, by Stanley G. Weinbaum


    First published in Wonder Stories, July 1934


    Jarvis stretched himself as luxuriously as he could in the cramped general quarters of the Ares.


    “Air you can breathe!” he exulted. “It feels as thick as soup after the thin stuff out there!” He nodded at the Martian landscape stretching flat and desolate in the light of the nearer moon, beyond the glass of the port.


    The other three stared at him sympathetically—Putz, the engineer, Leroy, the biologist, and Harrison, the astronomer and captain of the expedition. Dick Jarvis was chemist of the famous crew, the Ares expedition, first human beings to set foot on the mysterious neighbor of the earth, the planet Mars. This, of course, was in the old days, less than twenty years after the mad American Doheny perfected the atomic blast at the cost of his life, and only a decade after the equally mad Cardoza rode on it to the moon. They were true pioneers, these four of the Ares. Except for a half-dozen moon expeditions and the ill-fated de Lancey flight aimed at the seductive orb of Venus, they were the first men to feel other gravity than earth’s, and certainly the first successful crew to leave the earth-moon system. And they deserved that success when one considers the difficulties and discomforts—the months spent in acclimatization chambers back on earth, learning to breathe the air as tenuous as that of Mars, the challenging of the void in the tiny rocket driven by the cranky reaction motors of the twenty-first century, and mostly the facing of an absolutely unknown world.


    Jarvis stretched and fingered the raw and peeling tip of his frost-bitten nose. He sighed again contentedly.


    “Well,” exploded Harrison abruptly, “are we going to hear what happened? You set out all shipshape in an auxiliary rocket, we don’t get a peep for ten days, and finally Putz here picks you out of a lunatic ant-heap with a freak ostrich as your pal! Spill it, man!”


    “Speel?” queried Leroy perplexedly. “Speel what?”


    “He means ‘spiel’,” explained Putz soberly. “It iss to tell.”


    Jarvis met Harrison’s amused glance without the shadow of a smile. “That’s right, Karl,” he said in grave agreement with Putz. “Ich spiel es!” He grunted comfortably and began.


    “According to orders,” he said, “I watched Karl here take off toward the North, and then I got into my flying sweat-box and headed South. You’ll remember, Cap—we had orders not to land, but just scout about for points of interest. I set the two cameras clicking and buzzed along, riding pretty high—about two thousand feet—for a couple of reasons. First, it gave the cameras a greater field, and second, the under-jets travel so far in this half-vacuum they call air here that they stir up dust if you move low.”


    “We know all that from Putz,” grunted Harrison. “I wish you’d saved the films, though. They’d have paid the cost of this junket; remember how the public mobbed the first moon pictures?”


    “The films are safe,” retorted Jarvis. “Well,” he resumed, “as I said, I buzzed along at a pretty good clip; just as we figured, the wings haven’t much lift in this air at less than a hundred miles per hour, and even then I had to use the under-jets.


    “So, with the speed and the altitude and the blurring caused by the under-jets, the seeing wasn’t any too good. I could see enough, though, to distinguish that what I sailed over was just more of this grey plain that we’d been examining the whole week since our landing—same blobby growths and the same eternal carpet of crawling little plant-animals, or biopods, as Leroy calls them. So I sailed along, calling back my position every hour as instructed, and not knowing whether you heard me.”


    “I did!” snapped Harrison.


    “A hundred and fifty miles south,” continued Jarvis imperturbably, “the surface changed to a sort of low plateau, nothing but desert and orange-tinted sand. I figured that we were right in our guess, then, and this grey plain we dropped on was really the Mare Cimmerium which would make my orange desert the region called Xanthus. If I were right, I ought to hit another grey plain, the Mare Chronium in another couple of hundred miles, and then another orange desert, Thyle I or II. And so I did.”


    “Putz verified our position a week and a half ago!” grumbled the captain. “Let’s get to the point.”


    “Coming!” remarked Jarvis. “Twenty miles into Thyle—believe it or not—I crossed a canal!”


    “Putz photographed a hundred! Let’s hear something new!”


    “And did he also see a city?”


    “Twenty of ‘em, if you call those heaps of mud cities!”


    “Well,” observed Jarvis, “from here on I’ll be telling a few things Putz didn’t see!” He rubbed his tingling nose, and continued. “I knew that I had sixteen hours of daylight at this season, so eight hours—eight hundred miles—from here, I decided to turn back. I was still over Thyle, whether I or II I’m not sure, not more than twenty-five miles into it. And right there, Putz’s pet motor quit!”


    “Quit? How?” Putz was solicitous.


    “The atomic blast got weak. I started losing altitude right away, and suddenly there I was with a thump right in the middle of Thyle! Smashed my nose on the window, too!” He rubbed the injured member ruefully.


    “Did you maybe try vashing der combustion chamber mit acid sulphuric?” inquired Putz. “Sometimes der lead giffs a secondary radiation—”


    “Naw!” said Jarvis disgustedly. “I wouldn’t try that, of course—not more than ten times! Besides, the bump flattened the landing gear and busted off the under-jets. Suppose I got the thing working—what then? Ten miles with the blast coming right out of the bottom and I’d have melted the floor from under me!” He rubbed his nose again. “Lucky for me a pound only weighs seven ounces here, or I’d have been mashed flat!”


    “I could have fixed!” ejaculated the engineer. “I bet it vas not serious.”


    “Probably not,” agreed Jarvis sarcastically. “Only it wouldn’t fly. Nothing serious, but I had my choice of waiting to be picked up or trying to walk back—eight hundred miles, and perhaps twenty days before we had to leave! Forty miles a day! Well,” he concluded, “I chose to walk. Just as much chance of being picked up, and it kept me busy.”


    “We’d have found you,” said Harrison.


    “No doubt. Anyway, I rigged up a harness from some seat straps, and put the water tank on my back, took a cartridge belt and revolver, and some iron rations, and started out.”


    “Water tank!” exclaimed the little biologist, Leroy. “She weigh one-quarter ton!”


    “Wasn’t full. Weighed about two hundred and fifty pounds earth-weight, which is eighty-five here. Then, besides, my own personal two hundred and ten pounds is only seventy on Mars, so, tank and all, I grossed a hundred and fifty-five, or fifty-five pounds less than my everyday earth-weight. I figured on that when I undertook the forty-mile daily stroll. Oh—of course I took a thermo-skin sleeping bag for these wintry Martian nights.


    “Off I went, bouncing along pretty quickly. Eight hours of daylight meant twenty miles or more. It got tiresome, of course—plugging along over a soft sand desert with nothing to see, not even Leroy’s crawling biopods. But an hour or so brought me to the canal—just a dry ditch about four hundred feet wide, and straight as a railroad on its own company map.


    “There’d been water in it sometime, though. The ditch was covered with what looked like a nice green lawn. Only, as I approached, the lawn moved out of my way!”


    “Eh?” said Leroy.


    “Yeah, it was a relative of your biopods. I caught one—a little grass-like blade about as long as my finger, with two thin, stemmy legs.”


    “He is where?” Leroy was eager.


    “He is let go! I had to move, so I plowed along with the walking grass opening in front and closing behind. And then I was out on the orange desert of Thyle again.


    “I plugged steadily along, cussing the sand that made going so tiresome, and, incidentally, cussing that cranky motor of yours, Karl. It was just before twilight that I reached the edge of Thyle, and looked down over the gray Mare Chronium. And I knew there was seventy-five miles of that to be walked over, and then a couple of hundred miles of that Xanthus desert, and about as much more Mare Cimmerium. Was I pleased? I started cussing you fellows for not picking me up!”


    “We were trying, you sap!” said Harrison.


    “That didn’t help. Well, I figured I might as well use what was left of daylight in getting down the cliff that bounded Thyle. I found an easy place, and down I went. Mare Chronium was just the same sort of place as this—crazy leafless plants and a bunch of crawlers; I gave it a glance and hauled out my sleeping bag. Up to that time, you know, I hadn’t seen anything worth worrying about on this half-dead world—nothing dangerous, that is.”


    “Did you?” queried Harrison.


    “Did I! You’ll hear about it when I come to it. Well, I was just about to turn in when suddenly I heard the wildest sort of shenanigans!”


    “Vot iss shenanigans?” inquired Putz.


    “He says, ‘Je ne sais quoi,’” explained Leroy. “It is to say, ‘I don’t know what.’”


    “That’s right,” agreed Jarvis. “I didn’t know what, so I sneaked over to find out. There was a racket like a flock of crows eating a bunch of canaries—whistles, cackles, caws, trills, and what have you. I rounded a clump of stumps, and there was Tweel!”


    “Tweel?” said Harrison, and “Tveel?” said Leroy and Putz.


    “That freak ostrich,” explained the narrator. “At least, Tweel is as near as I can pronounce it without sputtering. He called it something like ‘Trrrweerrlll.’”


    “What was he doing?” asked the Captain.


    “He was being eaten! And squealing, of course, as any one would.”


    “Eaten! By what?”


    “I found out later. All I could see then was a bunch of black ropy arms tangled around what looked like, as Putz described it to you, an ostrich. I wasn’t going to interfere, naturally; if both creatures were dangerous, I’d have one less to worry about.


    “But the bird-like thing was putting up a good battle, dealing vicious blows with an eighteen-inch beak, between screeches. And besides, I caught a glimpse or two of what was on the end of those arms!” Jarvis shuddered. “But the clincher was when I noticed a little black bag or case hung about the neck of the bird-thing! It was intelligent! That or tame, I assumed. Anyway, it clinched my decision. I pulled out my automatic and fired into what I could see of its antagonist.


    “There was a flurry of tentacles and a spurt of black corruption, and then the thing, with a disgusting sucking noise, pulled itself and its arms into a hole in the ground. The other let out a series of clacks, staggered around on legs about as thick as golf sticks, and turned suddenly to face me. I held my weapon ready, and the two of us stared at each other.


    “The Martian wasn’t a bird, really. It wasn’t even bird-like, except just at first glance. It had a beak all right, and a few feathery appendages, but the beak wasn’t really a beak. It was somewhat flexible; I could see the tip bend slowly from side to side; it was almost like a cross between a beak and a trunk. It had four-toed feet, and four fingered things—hands, you’d have to call them, and a little roundish body, and a long neck ending in a tiny head—and that beak. It stood an inch or so taller than I, and—well, Putz saw it!”


    The engineer nodded. “Ja! I saw!”


    Jarvis continued. “So—we stared at each other. Finally the creature went into a series of clackings and twitterings and held out its hands toward me, empty. I took that as a gesture of friendship.”


    “Perhaps,” suggested Harrison, “it looked at that nose of yours and thought you were its brother!”


    “Huh! You can be funny without talking! Anyway, I put up my gun and said ‘Aw, don’t mention it,’ or something of the sort, and the thing came over and we were pals.


    “By that time, the sun was pretty low and I knew that I’d better build a fire or get into my thermo-skin. I decided on the fire. I picked a spot at the base of the Thyle cliff, where the rock could reflect a little heat on my back. I started breaking off chunks of this desiccated Martian vegetation, and my companion caught the idea and brought in an armful. I reached for a match, but the Martian fished into his pouch and brought out something that looked like a glowing coal; one touch of it, and the fire was blazing—and you all know what a job we have starting a fire in this atmosphere!


    “And that bag of his!” continued the narrator. “That was a manufactured article, my friends; press an end and she popped open—press the middle and she sealed so perfectly you couldn’t see the line. Better than zippers.


    “Well, we stared at the fire a while and I decided to attempt some sort of communication with the Martian. I pointed at myself and said ‘Dick’; he caught the drift immediately, stretched a bony claw at me and repeated ‘Tick.’ Then I pointed at him, and he gave that whistle I called Tweel; I can’t imitate his accent. Things were going smoothly; to emphasize the names, I repeated ‘Dick,’ and then, pointing at him, ‘Tweel.’


    “There we stuck! He gave some clacks that sounded negative, and said something like ‘P-p-p-proot.’ And that was just the beginning; I was always ‘Tick,’ but as for him—part of the time he was ‘Tweel,’ and part of the time he was ‘P-p-p-proot,’ and part of the time he was sixteen other noises!


    “We just couldn’t connect. I tried ‘rock,’ and I tried ‘star,’ and ‘tree,’ and ‘fire,’ and Lord knows what else, and try as I would, I couldn’t get a single word! Nothing was the same for two successive minutes, and if that’s a language, I’m an alchemist! Finally I gave it up and called him Tweel, and that seemed to do.


    “But Tweel hung on to some of my words. He remembered a couple of them, which I suppose is a great achievement if you’re used to a language you have to make up as you go along. But I couldn’t get the hang of his talk; either I missed some subtle point or we just didn’t think alike—and I rather believe the latter view.


    “I’ve other reasons for believing that. After a while I gave up the language business, and tried mathematics. I scratched two plus two equals four on the ground, and demonstrated it with pebbles. Again Tweel caught the idea, and informed me that three plus three equals six. Once more we seemed to be getting somewhere.


    “So, knowing that Tweel had at least a grammar school education, I drew a circle for the sun, pointing first at it, and then at the last glow of the sun. Then I sketched in Mercury, and Venus, and Mother Earth, and Mars, and finally, pointing to Mars, I swept my hand around in a sort of inclusive gesture to indicate that Mars was our current environment. I was working up to putting over the idea that my home was on the earth.


    “Tweel understood my diagram all right. He poked his beak at it, and with a great deal of trilling and clucking, he added Deimos and Phobos to Mars, and then sketched in the earth’s moon!


    “Do you see what that proves? It proves that Tweel’s race uses telescopes—that they’re civilized!”


    “Does not!” snapped Harrison. “The moon is visible from here as a fifth magnitude star. They could see its revolution with the naked eye.”


    “The moon, yes!” said Jarvis. “You’ve missed my point. Mercury isn’t visible! And Tweel knew of Mercury because he placed the Moon at the third planet, not the second. If he didn’t know Mercury, he’d put the earth second, and Mars third, instead of fourth! See?”


    “Humph!” said Harrison.


    “Anyway,” proceeded Jarvis, “I went on with my lesson. Things were going smoothly, and it looked as if I could put the idea over. I pointed at the earth on my diagram, and then at myself, and then, to clinch it, I pointed to myself and then to the earth itself shining bright green almost at the zenith.


    “Tweel set up such an excited clacking that I was certain he understood. He jumped up and down, and suddenly he pointed at himself and then at the sky, and then at himself and at the sky again. He pointed at his middle and then at Arcturus, at his head and then at Spica, at his feet and then at half a dozen stars, while I just gaped at him. Then, all of a sudden, he gave a tremendous leap. Man, what a hop! He shot straight up into the starlight, seventy-five feet if an inch! I saw him silhouetted against the sky, saw him turn and come down at me head first, and land smack on his beak like a javelin! There he stuck square in the center of my sun-circle in the sand—a bull’s eye!”


    “Nuts!” observed the captain. “Plain nuts!”


    “That’s what I thought, too! I just stared at him open-mouthed while he pulled his head out of the sand and stood up. Then I figured he’d missed my point, and I went through the whole blamed rigamarole again, and it ended the same way, with Tweel on his nose in the middle of my picture!”


    “Maybe it’s a religious rite,” suggested Harrison.


    “Maybe,” said Jarvis dubiously. “Well, there we were. We could exchange ideas up to a certain point, and then—blooey! Something in us was different, unrelated; I don’t doubt that Tweel thought me just as screwy as I thought him. Our minds simply looked at the world from different viewpoints, and perhaps his viewpoint is as true as ours. But—we couldn’t get together, that’s all. Yet, in spite of all difficulties, I liked Tweel, and I have a queer certainty that he liked me.”


    “Nuts!” repeated the captain. “Just daffy!”


    “Yeah? Wait and see. A couple of times I’ve thought that perhaps we—” He paused, and then resumed his narrative. “Anyway, I finally gave it up, and got into my thermo-skin to sleep. The fire hadn’t kept me any too warm, but that damned sleeping bag did. Got stuffy five minutes after I closed myself in. I opened it a little and bingo! Some eighty-below-zero air hit my nose, and that’s when I got this pleasant little frostbite to add to the bump I acquired during the crash of my rocket.


    “I don’t know what Tweel made of my sleeping. He sat around, but when I woke up, he was gone. I’d just crawled out of my bag, though, when I heard some twittering, and there he came, sailing down from that three-story Thyle cliff to alight on his beak beside me. I pointed to myself and toward the north, and he pointed at himself and toward the south, but when I loaded up and started away, he came along.


    “Man, how he traveled! A hundred and fifty feet at a jump, sailing through the air stretched out like a spear, and landing on his beak. He seemed surprised at my plodding, but after a few moments he fell in beside me, only every few minutes he’d go into one of his leaps, and stick his nose into the sand a block ahead of me. Then he’d come shooting back at me; it made me nervous at first to see that beak of his coming at me like a spear, but he always ended in the sand at my side.


    “So the two of us plugged along across the Mare Chronium. Same sort of place as this—same crazy plants and same little green biopods growing in the sand, or crawling out of your way. We talked—not that we understood each other, you know, but just for company. I sang songs, and I suspect Tweel did too; at least, some of his trillings and twitterings had a subtle sort of rhythm.


    “Then, for variety, Tweel would display his smattering of English words. He’d point to an outcropping and say ‘rock,’ and point to a pebble and say it again; or he’d touch my arm and say ‘Tick,’ and then repeat it. He seemed terrifically amused that the same word meant the same thing twice in succession, or that the same word could apply to two different objects. It set me wondering if perhaps his language wasn’t like the primitive speech of some earth people—you know, Captain, like the Negritoes, for instance, who haven’t any generic words. No word for food or water or man—words for good food and bad food, or rain water and sea water, or strong man and weak man—but no names for general classes. They’re too primitive to understand that rain water and sea water are just different aspects of the same thing. But that wasn’t the case with Tweel; it was just that we were somehow mysteriously different—our minds were alien to each other. And yet—we liked each other!”


    “Looney, that’s all,” remarked Harrison. “That’s why you two were so fond of each other.”


    “Well, I like you!” countered Jarvis wickedly. “Anyway,” he resumed, “don’t get the idea that there was anything screwy about Tweel. In fact, I’m not so sure but that he couldn’t teach our highly praised human intelligence a trick or two. Oh, he wasn’t an intellectual superman, I guess; but don’t overlook the point that he managed to understand a little of my mental workings, and I never even got a glimmering of his.”


    “Because he didn’t have any!” suggested the captain, while Putz and Leroy blinked attentively.


    “You can judge of that when I’m through,” said Jarvis. “Well, we plugged along across the Mare Chronium all that day, and all the next. Mare Chronium—Sea of Time! Say, I was willing to agree with Schiaparelli’s name by the end of that march! Just that grey, endless plain of weird plants, and never a sign of any other life. It was so monotonous that I was even glad to see the desert of Xanthus toward the evening of the second day.


    “I was fair worn out, but Tweel seemed as fresh as ever, for all I never saw him drink or eat. I think he could have crossed the Mare Chronium in a couple of hours with those block-long nose dives of his, but he stuck along with me. I offered him some water once or twice; he took the cup from me and sucked the liquid into his beak, and then carefully squirted it all back into the cup and gravely returned it.


    “Just as we sighted Xanthus, or the cliffs that bounded it, one of those nasty sand clouds blew along, not as bad as the one we had here, but mean to travel against. I pulled the transparent flap of my thermo-skin bag across my face and managed pretty well, and I noticed that Tweel used some feathery appendages growing like a mustache at the base of his beak to cover his nostrils, and some similar fuzz to shield his eyes.”


    “He is a desert creature!” ejaculated the little biologist, Leroy.


    “Huh? Why?”


    “He drink no water—he is adapt’ for sand storm—”


    “Proves nothing! There’s not enough water to waste any where on this desiccated pill called Mars. We’d call all of it desert on earth, you know.” He paused. “Anyway, after the sand storm blew over, a little wind kept blowing in our faces, not strong enough to stir the sand. But suddenly things came drifting along from the Xanthus cliffs—small, transparent spheres, for all the world like glass tennis balls! But light—they were almost light enough to float even in this thin air—empty, too; at least, I cracked open a couple and nothing came out but a bad smell. I asked Tweel about them, but all he said was ‘No, no, no,’ which I took to mean that he knew nothing about them. So they went bouncing by like tumbleweeds, or like soap bubbles, and we plugged on toward Xanthus. Tweel pointed at one of the crystal balls once and said ‘rock,’ but I was too tired to argue with him. Later I discovered what he meant.


    “We came to the bottom of the Xanthus cliffs finally, when there wasn’t much daylight left. I decided to sleep on the plateau if possible; anything dangerous, I reasoned, would be more likely to prowl through the vegetation of the Mare Chronium than the sand of Xanthus. Not that I’d seen a single sign of menace, except the rope-armed black thing that had trapped Tweel, and apparently that didn’t prowl at all, but lured its victims within reach. It couldn’t lure me while I slept, especially as Tweel didn’t seem to sleep at all, but simply sat patiently around all night. I wondered how the creature had managed to trap Tweel, but there wasn’t any way of asking him. I found that out too, later; it’s devilish!


    “However, we were ambling around the base of the Xanthus barrier looking for an easy spot to climb. At least, I was. Tweel could have leaped it easily, for the cliffs were lower than Thyle—perhaps sixty feet. I found a place and started up, swearing at the water tank strapped to my back—it didn’t bother me except when climbing—and suddenly I heard a sound that I thought I recognized!


    “You know how deceptive sounds are in this thin air. A shot sounds like the pop of a cork. But this sound was the drone of a rocket, and sure enough, there went our second auxiliary about ten miles to westward, between me and the sunset!”


    “Vas me!” said Putz. “I hunt for you.”


    “Yeah; I knew that, but what good did it do me? I hung on to the cliff and yelled and waved with one hand. Tweel saw it too, and set up a trilling and twittering, leaping to the top of the barrier and then high into the air. And while I watched, the machine droned on into the shadows to the south.


    “I scrambled to the top of the cliff. Tweel was still pointing and trilling excitedly, shooting up toward the sky and coming down head-on to stick upside down on his beak in the sand. I pointed toward the south and at myself, and he said, ‘Yes—Yes—Yes’; but somehow I gathered that he thought the flying thing was a relative of mine, probably a parent. Perhaps I did his intellect an injustice; I think now that I did.


    “I was bitterly disappointed by the failure to attract attention. I pulled out my thermo-skin bag and crawled into it, as the night chill was already apparent. Tweel stuck his beak into the sand and drew up his legs and arms and looked for all the world like one of those leafless shrubs out there. I think he stayed that way all night.”


    “Protective mimicry!” ejaculated Leroy. “See? He is desert creature!”


    “In the morning,” resumed Jarvis, “we started off again. We hadn’t gone a hundred yards into Xanthus when I saw something queer! This is one thing Putz didn’t photograph, I’ll wager!


    “There was a line of little pyramids—tiny ones, not more than six inches high, stretching across Xanthus as far as I could see! Little buildings made of pygmy bricks, they were, hollow inside and truncated, or at least broken at the top and empty. I pointed at them and said ‘What?’ to Tweel, but he gave some negative twitters to indicate, I suppose, that he didn’t know. So off we went, following the row of pyramids because they ran north, and I was going north.


    “Man, we trailed that line for hours! After a while, I noticed another queer thing: they were getting larger. Same number of bricks in each one, but the bricks were larger.


    “By noon they were shoulder high. I looked into a couple—all just the same, broken at the top and empty. I examined a brick or two as well; they were silica, and old as creation itself!”


    “How you know?” asked Leroy.


    “They were weathered—edges rounded. Silica doesn’t weather easily even on earth, and in this climate—!”


    “How old you think?”


    “Fifty thousand—a hundred thousand years. How can I tell? The little ones we saw in the morning were older—perhaps ten times as old. Crumbling. How old would that make them? Half a million years? Who knows?” Jarvis paused a moment. “Well,” he resumed, “we followed the line. Tweel pointed at them and said ‘rock’ once or twice, but he’d done that many times before. Besides, he was more or less right about these.


    “I tried questioning him. I pointed at a pyramid and asked ‘People?’ and indicated the two of us. He set up a negative sort of clucking and said, ‘No, no, no. No one-one-two. No two-two-four,’ meanwhile rubbing his stomach. I just stared at him and he went through the business again. ‘No one-one-two. No two-two-four.’ I just gaped at him.”


    “That proves it!” exclaimed Harrison. “Nuts!”


    “You think so?” queried Jarvis sardonically. “Well, I figured it out different! ‘No one-one-two!’ You don’t get it, of course, do you?”


    “Nope—nor do you!”


    “I think I do! Tweel was using the few English words he knew to put over a very complex idea. What, let me ask, does mathematics make you think of?”


    “Why—of astronomy. Or—or logic!”


    “That’s it! ‘No one-one-two!’ Tweel was telling me that the builders of the pyramids weren’t people—or that they weren’t intelligent, that they weren’t reasoning creatures! Get it?”


    “Huh! I’ll be damned!”


    “You probably will.”


    “Why,” put in Leroy, “he rub his belly?”


    “Why? Because, my dear biologist, that’s where his brains are! Not in his tiny head—in his middle!”


    “C’est impossible!”


    “Not on Mars, it isn’t! This flora and fauna aren’t earthly; your biopods prove that!” Jarvis grinned and took up his narrative. “Anyway, we plugged along across Xanthus and in about the middle of the afternoon, something else queer happened. The pyramids ended.”


    “Ended!”


    “Yeah; the queer part was that the last one—and now they were ten-footers—was capped! See? Whatever built it was still inside; we’d trailed ‘em from their half-million-year-old origin to the present.


    “Tweel and I noticed it about the same time. I yanked out my automatic (I had a clip of Boland explosive bullets in it) and Tweel, quick as a sleight-of-hand trick, snapped a queer little glass revolver out of his bag. It was much like our weapons, except that the grip was larger to accommodate his four-taloned hand. And we held our weapons ready while we sneaked up along the lines of empty pyramids.


    “Tweel saw the movement first. The top tiers of bricks were heaving, shaking, and suddenly slid down the sides with a thin crash. And then—something—something was coming out!


    “A long, silvery-grey arm appeared, dragging after it an armored body. Armored, I mean, with scales, silver-grey and dull-shining. The arm heaved the body out of the hole; the beast crashed to the sand.


    “It was a nondescript creature—body like a big grey cask, arm and a sort of mouth-hole at one end; stiff, pointed tail at the other—and that’s all. No other limbs, no eyes, ears, nose—nothing! The thing dragged itself a few yards, inserted its pointed tail in the sand, pushed itself upright, and just sat.


    “Tweel and I watched it for ten minutes before it moved. Then, with a creaking and rustling like—oh, like crumpling stiff paper—its arm moved to the mouth-hole and out came a brick! The arm placed the brick carefully on the ground, and the thing was still again.


    “Another ten minutes—another brick. Just one of Nature’s bricklayers. I was about to slip away and move on when Tweel pointed at the thing and said ‘rock’! I went ‘huh?’ and he said it again. Then, to the accompaniment of some of his trilling, he said, ‘No—no—,’ and gave two or three whistling breaths.


    “Well, I got his meaning, for a wonder! I said, ‘No breath?’ and demonstrated the word. Tweel was ecstatic; he said, ‘Yes, yes, yes! No, no, no breet!’ Then he gave a leap and sailed out to land on his nose about one pace from the monster!


    “I was startled, you can imagine! The arm was going up for a brick, and I expected to see Tweel caught and mangled, but—nothing happened! Tweel pounded on the creature, and the arm took the brick and placed it neatly beside the first. Tweel rapped on its body again, and said ‘rock,’ and I got up nerve enough to take a look myself.


    “Tweel was right again. The creature was rock, and it didn’t breathe!”


    “How you know?” snapped Leroy, his black eyes blazing interest.


    “Because I’m a chemist. The beast was made of silica! There must have been pure silicon in the sand, and it lived on that. Get it? We, and Tweel, and those plants out there, and even the biopods are carbon life; this thing lived by a different set of chemical reactions. It was silicon life!”


    “La vie silicieuse!” shouted Leroy. “I have suspect, and now it is proof! I must go see! Il faut que je—”


    “All right! All right!” said Jarvis. “You can go see. Anyhow, there the thing was, alive and yet not alive, moving every ten minutes, and then only to remove a brick. Those bricks were its waste matter. See, Frenchy? We’re carbon, and our waste is carbon dioxide, and this thing is silicon, and its waste is silicon dioxide—silica. But silica is a solid, hence the bricks. And it builds itself in, and when it is covered, it moves over to a fresh place to start over. No wonder it creaked! A living creature half a million years old!”


    “How you know how old?” Leroy was frantic.


    “We trailed its pyramids from the beginning, didn’t we? If this weren’t the original pyramid builder, the series would have ended somewhere before we found him, wouldn’t it?—ended and started over with the small ones. That’s simple enough, isn’t it?


    “But he reproduces, or tries to. Before the third brick came out, there was a little rustle and out popped a whole stream of those little crystal balls. They’re his spores, or eggs, or seeds—call ‘em what you want. They went bouncing by across Xanthus just as they’d bounced by us back in the Mare Chronium. I’ve a hunch how they work, too—this is for your information, Leroy. I think the crystal shell of silica is no more than a protective covering, like an eggshell, and that the active principle is the smell inside. It’s some sort of gas that attacks silicon, and if the shell is broken near a supply of that element, some reaction starts that ultimately develops into a beast like that one.”


    “You should try!” exclaimed the little Frenchman. “We must break one to see!”


    “Yeah? Well, I did. I smashed a couple against the sand. Would you like to come back in about ten thousand years to see if I planted some pyramid monsters? You’d most likely be able to tell by that time!” Jarvis paused and drew a deep breath. “Lord! That queer creature! Do you picture it? Blind, deaf, nerveless, brainless—just a mechanism, and yet—immortal! Bound to go on making bricks, building pyramids, as long as silicon and oxygen exist, and even afterwards it’ll just stop. It won’t be dead. If the accidents of a million years bring it its food again, there it’ll be, ready to run again, while brains and civilizations are part of the past. A queer beast—yet I met a stranger one!”


    “If you did, it must have been in your dreams!” growled Harrison.


    “You’re right!” said Jarvis soberly. “In a way, you’re right. The dream-beast! That’s the best name for it—and it’s the most fiendish, terrifying creation one could imagine! More dangerous than a lion, more insidious than a snake!”


    “Tell me!” begged Leroy. “I must go see!”


    “Not this devil!” He paused again. “Well,” he resumed, “Tweel and I left the pyramid creature and plowed along through Xanthus. I was tired and a little disheartened by Putz’s failure to pick me up, and Tweel’s trilling got on my nerves, as did his flying nosedives. So I just strode along without a word, hour after hour across that monotonous desert.


    “Toward mid-afternoon we came in sight of a low dark line on the horizon. I knew what it was. It was a canal; I’d crossed it in the rocket and it meant that we were just one-third of the way across Xanthus. Pleasant thought, wasn’t it? And still, I was keeping up to schedule.


    “We approached the canal slowly; I remembered that this one was bordered by a wide fringe of vegetation and that Mud-heap City was on it.


    “I was tired, as I said. I kept thinking of a good hot meal, and then from that I jumped to reflections of how nice and home-like even Borneo would seem after this crazy planet, and from that, to thoughts of little old New York, and then to thinking about a girl I know there—Fancy Long. Know her?”


    “Vision entertainer,” said Harrison. “I’ve tuned her in. Nice blonde—dances and sings on the Yerba Mate hour.”


    “That’s her,” said Jarvis ungrammatically. “I know her pretty well—just friends, get me?—though she came down to see us off in the Ares. Well, I was thinking about her, feeling pretty lonesome, and all the time we were approaching that line of rubbery plants.


    “And then—I said, ‘What ’n Hell!’ and stared. And there she was—Fancy Long, standing plain as day under one of those crack-brained trees, and smiling and waving just the way I remembered her when we left!”


    “Now you’re nuts, too!” observed the captain.


    “Boy, I almost agreed with you! I stared and pinched myself and closed my eyes and then stared again—and every time, there was Fancy Long smiling and waving! Tweel saw something, too; he was trilling and clucking away, but I scarcely heard him. I was bounding toward her over the sand, too amazed even to ask myself questions.


    “I wasn’t twenty feet from her when Tweel caught me with one of his flying leaps. He grabbed my arm, yelling, ‘No—no—no!’ in his squeaky voice. I tried to shake him off—he was as light as if he were built of bamboo—but he dug his claws in and yelled. And finally some sort of sanity returned to me and I stopped less than ten feet from her. There she stood, looking as solid as Putz’s head!”


    “Vot?” said the engineer.


    “She smiled and waved, and waved and smiled, and I stood there dumb as Leroy, while Tweel squeaked and chattered. I knew it couldn’t be real, yet—there she was!


    “Finally I said, ‘Fancy! Fancy Long!’ She just kept on smiling and waving, but looking as real as if I hadn’t left her thirty-seven million miles away.


    “Tweel had his glass pistol out, pointing it at her. I grabbed his arm, but he tried to push me away. He pointed at her and said, ‘No breet! No breet!’ and I understood that he meant that the Fancy Long thing wasn’t alive. Man, my head was whirling!


    “Still, it gave me the jitters to see him pointing his weapon at her. I don’t know why I stood there watching him take careful aim, but I did. Then he squeezed the handle of his weapon; there was a little puff of steam, and Fancy Long was gone! And in her place was one of those writhing, black, rope-armed horrors like the one I’d saved Tweel from!


    “The dream-beast! I stood there dizzy, watching it die while Tweel trilled and whistled. Finally he touched my arm, pointed at the twisting thing, and said, ‘You one-one-two, he one-one-two.’ After he’d repeated it eight or ten times, I got it. Do any of you?”


    “Oui!” shrilled Leroy. “Moi—je le comprends! He mean you think of something, the beast he know, and you see it! Un chien—a hungry dog, he would see the big bone with meat! Or smell it—not?”


    “Right!” said Jarvis. “The dream-beast uses its victim’s longings and desires to trap its prey. The bird at nesting season would see its mate, the fox, prowling for its own prey, would see a helpless rabbit!”


    “How he do?” queried Leroy.


    “How do I know? How does a snake back on earth charm a bird into its very jaws? And aren’t there deep-sea fish that lure their victims into their mouths? Lord!” Jarvis shuddered. “Do you see how insidious the monster is? We’re warned now—but henceforth we can’t trust even our eyes. You might see me—I might see one of you—and back of it may be nothing but another of those black horrors!”


    “How’d your friend know?” asked the captain abruptly.


    “Tweel? I wonder! Perhaps he was thinking of something that couldn’t possibly have interested me, and when I started to run, he realized that I saw something different and was warned. Or perhaps the dream-beast can only project a single vision, and Tweel saw what I saw—or nothing. I couldn’t ask him. But it’s just another proof that his intelligence is equal to ours or greater.”


    “He’s daffy, I tell you!” said Harrison. “What makes you think his intellect ranks with the human?”


    “Plenty of things! First, the pyramid-beast. He hadn’t seen one before; he said as much. Yet he recognized it as a dead-alive automaton of silicon.”


    “He could have heard of it,” objected Harrison. “He lives around here, you know.”


    “Well how about the language? I couldn’t pick up a single idea of his and he learned six or seven words of mine. And do you realize what complex ideas he put over with no more than those six or seven words? The pyramid-monster—the dream-beast! In a single phrase he told me that one was a harmless automaton and the other a deadly hypnotist. What about that?”


    “Huh!” said the captain.


    “Huh if you wish! Could you have done it knowing only six words of English? Could you go even further, as Tweel did, and tell me that another creature was of a sort of intelligence so different from ours that understanding was impossible—even more impossible than that between Tweel and me?”


    “Eh? What was that?”


    “Later. The point I’m making is that Tweel and his race are worthy of our friendship. Somewhere on Mars—and you’ll find I’m right—is a civilization and culture equal to ours, and maybe more than equal. And communication is possible between them and us; Tweel proves that. It may take years of patient trial, for their minds are alien, but less alien than the next minds we encountered—if they are minds.”


    “The next ones? What next ones?”


    “The people of the mud cities along the canals.” Jarvis frowned, then resumed his narrative. “I thought the dream-beast and the silicon-monster were the strangest beings conceivable, but I was wrong. These creatures are still more alien, less understandable than either and far less comprehensible than Tweel, with whom friendship is possible, and even, by patience and concentration, the exchange of ideas.


    “Well,” he continued, “we left the dream-beast dying, dragging itself back into its hole, and we moved toward the canal. There was a carpet of that queer walking-grass scampering out of our way, and when we reached the bank, there was a yellow trickle of water flowing. The mound city I’d noticed from the rocket was a mile or so to the right and I was curious enough to want to take a look at it.


    “It had seemed deserted from my previous glimpse of it, and if any creatures were lurking in it—well, Tweel and I were both armed. And by the way, that crystal weapon of Tweel’s was an interesting device; I took a look at it after the dream-beast episode. It fired a little glass splinter, poisoned, I suppose, and I guess it held at least a hundred of ‘em to a load. The propellent was steam—just plain steam!”


    “Shteam!” echoed Putz. “From vot come, shteam?”


    “From water, of course! You could see the water through the transparent handle and about a gill of another liquid, thick and yellowish. When Tweel squeezed the handle—there was no trigger—a drop of water and a drop of the yellow stuff squirted into the firing chamber, and the water vaporized—pop!—like that. It’s not so difficult; I think we could develop the same principle. Concentrated sulphuric acid will heat water almost to boiling, and so will quicklime, and there’s potassium and sodium—


    “Of course, his weapon hadn’t the range of mine, but it wasn’t so bad in this thin air, and it did hold as many shots as a cowboy’s gun in a Western movie. It was effective, too, at least against Martian life; I tried it out, aiming at one of the crazy plants, and darned if the plant didn’t wither up and fall apart! That’s why I think the glass splinters were poisoned.


    “Anyway, we trudged along toward the mud-heap city and I began to wonder whether the city builders dug the canals. I pointed to the city and then at the canal, and Tweel said ‘No—no—no!’ and gestured toward the south. I took it to mean that some other race had created the canal system, perhaps Tweel’s people. I don’t know; maybe there’s still another intelligent race on the planet, or a dozen others. Mars is a queer little world.


    “A hundred yards from the city we crossed a sort of road—just a hard-packed mud trail, and then, all of a sudden, along came one of the mound builders!


    “Man, talk about fantastic beings! It looked rather like a barrel trotting along on four legs with four other arms or tentacles. It had no head, just body and members and a row of eyes completely around it. The top end of the barrel-body was a diaphragm stretched as tight as a drum head, and that was all. It was pushing a little coppery cart and tore right past us like the proverbial bat out of Hell. It didn’t even notice us, although I thought the eyes on my side shifted a little as it passed.


    “A moment later another came along, pushing another empty cart. Same thing—it just scooted past us. Well, I wasn’t going to be ignored by a bunch of barrels playing train, so when the third one approached, I planted myself in the way—ready to jump, of course, if the thing didn’t stop.


    “But it did. It stopped and set up a sort of drumming from the diaphragm on top. And I held out both hands and said, ‘We are friends!’ And what do you suppose the thing did?”


    “Said, ‘Pleased to meet you,’ I’ll bet!” suggested Harrison.


    “I couldn’t have been more surprised if it had! It drummed on its diaphragm, and then suddenly boomed out, ‘We are v-r-r-riends!’ and gave its pushcart a vicious poke at me! I jumped aside, and away it went while I stared dumbly after it.


    “A minute later another one came hurrying along. This one didn’t pause, but simply drummed out, ‘We are v-r-r-riends!’ and scurried by. How did it learn the phrase? Were all of the creatures in some sort of communication with each other? Were they all parts of some central organism? I don’t know, though I think Tweel does.


    “Anyway, the creatures went sailing past us, every one greeting us with the same statement. It got to be funny; I never thought to find so many friends on this God-forsaken ball! Finally I made a puzzled gesture to Tweel; I guess he understood, for he said, ‘One-one-two—yes!—two-two-four—no!’ Get it?”


    “Sure,” said Harrison, “It’s a Martian nursery rhyme.”


    “Yeah! Well, I was getting used to Tweel’s symbolism, and I figured it out this way. ‘One-one-two—yes!’ The creatures were intelligent. ‘Two-two-four—no!’ Their intelligence was not of our order, but something different and beyond the logic of two and two is four. Maybe I missed his meaning. Perhaps he meant that their minds were of low degree, able to figure out the simple things—’One-one-two—yes!’—but not more difficult things—’Two-two-four—no!’ But I think from what we saw later that he meant the other.


    “After a few moments, the creatures came rushing back—first one, then another. Their pushcarts were full of stones, sand, chunks of rubbery plants, and such rubbish as that. They droned out their friendly greeting, which didn’t really sound so friendly, and dashed on. The third one I assumed to be my first acquaintance and I decided to have another chat with him. I stepped into his path again and waited.


    “Up he came, booming out his ‘We are v-r-r-riends’ and stopped. I looked at him; four or five of his eyes looked at me. He tried his password again and gave a shove on his cart, but I stood firm. And then the—the dashed creature reached out one of his arms, and two finger-like nippers tweaked my nose!”


    “Haw!” roared Harrison. “Maybe the things have a sense of beauty!”


    “Laugh!” grumbled Jarvis. “I’d already had a nasty bump and a mean frostbite on that nose. Anyway, I yelled ‘Ouch!’ and jumped aside and the creature dashed away; but from then on, their greeting was ‘We are v-r-r-riends! Ouch!’ Queer beasts!


    “Tweel and I followed the road squarely up to the nearest mound. The creatures were coming and going, paying us not the slightest attention, fetching their loads of rubbish. The road simply dived into an opening, and slanted down like an old mine, and in and out darted the barrel-people, greeting us with their eternal phrase.


    “I looked in; there was a light somewhere below, and I was curious to see it. It didn’t look like a flame or torch, you understand, but more like a civilized light, and I thought that I might get some clue as to the creatures’ development. So in I went and Tweel tagged along, not without a few trills and twitters, however.


    “The light was curious; it sputtered and flared like an old arc light, but came from a single black rod set in the wall of the corridor. It was electric, beyond doubt. The creatures were fairly civilized, apparently.


    “Then I saw another light shining on something that glittered and I went on to look at that, but it was only a heap of shiny sand. I turned toward the entrance to leave, and the Devil take me if it wasn’t gone!


    “I suppose the corridor had curved, or I’d stepped into a side passage. Anyway, I walked back in that direction I thought we’d come, and all I saw was more dimlit corridor. The place was a labyrinth! There was nothing but twisting passages running every way, lit by occasional lights, and now and then a creature running by, sometimes with a pushcart, sometimes without.


    “Well, I wasn’t much worried at first. Tweel and I had only come a few steps from the entrance. But every move we made after that seemed to get us in deeper. Finally I tried following one of the creatures with an empty cart, thinking that he’d be going out for his rubbish, but he ran around aimlessly, into one passage and out another. When he started dashing around a pillar like one of these Japanese waltzing mice, I gave up, dumped my water tank on the floor, and sat down.


    “Tweel was as lost as I. I pointed up and he said ‘No—no—no!’ in a sort of helpless trill. And we couldn’t get any help from the natives. They paid no attention at all, except to assure us they were friends—ouch!


    “Lord! I don’t know how many hours or days we wandered around there! I slept twice from sheer exhaustion; Tweel never seemed to need sleep. We tried following only the upward corridors, but they’d run uphill a ways and then curve downwards. The temperature in that damned ant hill was constant; you couldn’t tell night from day and after my first sleep I didn’t know whether I’d slept one hour or thirteen, so I couldn’t tell from my watch whether it was midnight or noon.


    “We saw plenty of strange things. There were machines running in some of the corridors, but they didn’t seem to be doing anything—just wheels turning. And several times I saw two barrel-beasts with a little one growing between them, joined to both.”


    “Parthenogenesis!” exulted Leroy. “Parthenogenesis by budding like les tulipes!”


    “If you say so, Frenchy,” agreed Jarvis. “The things never noticed us at all, except, as I say, to greet us with ‘We are v-r-r-riends! Ouch!’ They seemed to have no home-life of any sort, but just scurried around with their pushcarts, bringing in rubbish. And finally I discovered what they did with it.


    “We’d had a little luck with a corridor, one that slanted upwards for a great distance. I was feeling that we ought to be close to the surface when suddenly the passage debouched into a domed chamber, the only one we’d seen. And man!—I felt like dancing when I saw what looked like daylight through a crevice in the roof.


    “There was a—a sort of machine in the chamber, just an enormous wheel that turned slowly, and one of the creatures was in the act of dumping his rubbish below it. The wheel ground it with a crunch—sand, stones, plants, all into powder that sifted away somewhere. While we watched, others filed in, repeating the process, and that seemed to be all. No rhyme nor reason to the whole thing—but that’s characteristic of this crazy planet. And there was another fact that’s almost too bizarre to believe.


    “One of the creatures, having dumped his load, pushed his cart aside with a crash and calmly shoved himself under the wheel! I watched him being crushed, too stupefied to make a sound, and a moment later, another followed him! They were perfectly methodical about it, too; one of the cartless creatures took the abandoned pushcart.


    “Tweel didn’t seem surprised; I pointed out the next suicide to him, and he just gave the most human-like shrug imaginable, as much as to say, ‘What can I do about it?’ He must have known more or less about these creatures.


    “Then I saw something else. There was something beyond the wheel, something shining on a sort of low pedestal. I walked over; there was a little crystal about the size of an egg, fluorescing to beat Tophet. The light from it stung my hands and face, almost like a static discharge, and then I noticed another funny thing. Remember that wart I had on my left thumb? Look!” Jarvis extended his hand. “It dried up and fell off—just like that! And my abused nose—say, the pain went out of it like magic! The thing had the property of hard x-rays or gamma radiations, only more so; it destroyed diseased tissue and left healthy tissue unharmed!


    “I was thinking what a present that’d be to take back to Mother Earth when a lot of racket interrupted. We dashed back to the other side of the wheel in time to see one of the pushcarts ground up. Some suicide had been careless, it seems.


    “Then suddenly the creatures were booming and drumming all around us and their noise was decidedly menacing. A crowd of them advanced toward us; we backed out of what I thought was the passage we’d entered by, and they came rumbling after us, some pushing carts and some not. Crazy brutes! There was a whole chorus of ‘We are v-r-r-riends! Ouch!’ I didn’t like the ‘ouch’; it was rather suggestive.


    “Tweel had his glass gun out and I dumped my water tank for greater freedom and got mine. We backed up the corridor with the barrel-beasts following—about twenty of them. Queer thing—the ones coming in with loaded carts moved past us inches away without a sign.


    “Tweel must have noticed that. Suddenly, he snatched out that glowing coal cigar-lighter of his and touched a cart-load of plant limbs. Puff! The whole load was burning—and the crazy beast pushing it went right along without a change of pace! It created some disturbance among our ‘V-r-r-riends,’ however—and then I noticed the smoke eddying and swirling past us, and sure enough, there was the entrance!


    “I grabbed Tweel and out we dashed and after us our twenty pursuers. The daylight felt like Heaven, though I saw at first glance that the sun was all but set, and that was bad, since I couldn’t live outside my thermo-skin bag in a Martian night—at least, without a fire.


    “And things got worse in a hurry. They cornered us in an angle between two mounds, and there we stood. I hadn’t fired nor had Tweel; there wasn’t any use in irritating the brutes. They stopped a little distance away and began their booming about friendship and ouches.


    “Then things got still worse! A barrel-brute came out with a pushcart and they all grabbed into it and came out with handfuls of foot-long copper darts—sharp-looking ones—and all of a sudden one sailed past my ear—zing! And it was shoot or die then.


    “We were doing pretty well for a while. We picked off the ones next to the pushcart and managed to keep the darts at a minimum, but suddenly there was a thunderous booming of ‘v-r-r-riends’ and ‘ouches,’ and a whole army of ‘em came out of their hole.


    “Man! We were through and I knew it! Then I realized that Tweel wasn’t. He could have leaped the mound behind us as easily as not. He was staying for me!


    “Say, I could have cried if there’d been time! I’d liked Tweel from the first, but whether I’d have had gratitude to do what he was doing—suppose I had saved him from the first dream-beast—he’d done as much for me, hadn’t he? I grabbed his arm, and said ‘Tweel,’ and pointed up, and he understood. He said, ‘No—no—no, Tick!’ and popped away with his glass pistol.


    “What could I do? I’d be a goner anyway when the sun set, but I couldn’t explain that to him. I said, ‘Thanks, Tweel. You’re a man!’ and felt that I wasn’t paying him any compliment at all. A man! There are mighty few men who’d do that.


    “So I went ‘bang’ with my gun and Tweel went ‘puff’ with his, and the barrels were throwing darts and getting ready to rush us, and booming about being friends. I had given up hope. Then suddenly an angel dropped right down from Heaven in the shape of Putz, with his under-jets blasting the barrels into very small pieces!


    “Wow! I let out a yell and dashed for the rocket; Putz opened the door and in I went, laughing and crying and shouting! It was a moment or so before I remembered Tweel; I looked around in time to see him rising in one of his nosedives over the mound and away.


    “I had a devil of a job arguing Putz into following! By the time we got the rocket aloft, darkness was down; you know how it comes here—like turning off a light. We sailed out over the desert and put down once or twice. I yelled ‘Tweel!’ and yelled it a hundred times, I guess. We couldn’t find him; he could travel like the wind and all I got—or else I imagined it—was a faint trilling and twittering drifting out of the south. He’d gone, and damn it! I wish—I wish he hadn’t!”


    The four men of the Ares were silent—even the sardonic Harrison. At last little Leroy broke the stillness.


    “I should like to see,” he murmured.


    “Yeah,” said Harrison. “And the wart-cure. Too bad you missed that; it might be the cancer cure they’ve been hunting for a century and a half.”


    “Oh, that!” muttered Jarvis gloomily. “That’s what started the fight!” He drew a glistening object from his pocket.


    “Here it is.”


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1934 by Continental Publication, Inc.

  


  
    JACK WILLIAMSON


    (1908–2006)


    Like his contemporaries Clifford D. Simak and Frederik Pohl, Jack Williamson had an extraordinarily long career, continuing to write until he was nearly a hundred years old. He was very proud of having moved into the Arizona Territory (before it became a state) on a covered wagon as a boy and yet living to see the moon landings. That childlike sense of wonder at changes in the world, and the ability to brilliantly render young characters, as he does in “The Firefly Tree,” remained with Williamson his whole life. While his writing could be very inconsistent, he always told a good story, and at his best, he was magical.


    His parents were late arrivals to Arizona, and their hopes to make a living by farming faded with the reality that all the good land was gone. They scraped by as ranchers and, since both parents were also teachers, educated Williamson at home until he was thirteen. He learned to love reading, and especially loved Amazing Stories. Setting out to write in a similar way, he sold “The Metal Man,” his first story to Amazing at age twenty. Williamson began corresponding with Miles J. Breuer, a Nebraska doctor whose stories in Amazing Williamson admired. Breuer mentored Williamson and helped him with outlines and drafts; they collaborated on Birth of a New Republic, a somewhat heavy-handed novel about a revolution in a moon colony, in 1930. In the 1930s, Williamson moved on to the more upscale (and better-paying) Astounding, serializing The Legion of Space, which became popular and led to sequels. Williamson’s story “Collision Orbit” (1942) in Astounding coined the term “terraform.”


    After serving as a weather forecaster for the U.S. Army Air Corps during World War II, Williamson was able to go to college on the GI bill. He received his BA and MA from Eastern New Mexico University in 1957 and his PhD from the University of Colorado in 1964 (with a dissertation on H.G. Wells), then returned to Eastern New Mexico University as a professor. Popular both as a writer and professor, Williamson was persuaded to keep teaching even after retiring in 1977, and he continued to do so until he was in his nineties. He also continued to write, and write well, until the end of his life also: When he won the Hugo and Nebula in 2001 for “The Ultimate Earth,” he was by far the oldest person to have won both awards. He won a Campbell award for Terraforming Earth the same year—twenty-five years after being given the Damon Knight Memorial Grand Master Award for career excellence.

  


  
    THE METAL MAN, by Jack Williamson


    First published in Amazing Stories, December 1928


    The Metal Man stands in a dark, dusty corner of the Tyburn College Museum. Just who is responsible for the figure being moved there, or why it was done, I do not know. To the casual eye it looks to be merely an ordinary life-size statue. The visitor who gives it a closer view marvels at the minute perfection of the detail of hair and skin; at the silent tragedy in the set, determined expression and poise; and at the remarkable greenish cast of the metal of which it is composed, but, most of all, at the peculiar mark upon the chest. It is a six-sided blot, of a deep crimson hue, with the surface oddly granular and strange wavering lines radiating from it—lines of a lighter shade of red.


    Of course it is generally known that the Metal Man was once Professor Thomas Kelvin of the Geology Department. There are current many garbled and inaccurate accounts of the weird disaster that befell him. I believe I am the only one to whom he entrusted his story. It is to put these fantastic tales at rest that I have decided to publish the narrative the Kelvin sent me.


    For some years he had been spending his summer vacations along the Pacific coast of Mexico, prospecting for radium. It was three months since he had returned from his last expedition. Evidently he had been successful beyond his wildest dreams. He did not come to Tyburn, but we heard stories of his selling millions of dollars worth of salts of radium, and giving as much more to institutions employing radium treatment. And it was said that he was sick of a strange disorder that defied the world’s best specialists, and that he was pouring out his millions in the establishment of scholarships and endowments as if he expected to die soon.


    One cold, stormy day, when the sea was running high on the unprotected coast which the cottage overlooks, I saw a sail out to the north. It rapidly drew nearer until I could tell that it was a small sailing schooner with auxiliary power. She was running with the wind, but a half mile offshore she came up into it and the sails were lowered. Soon a boat had put off in the direction of the shore. The sea was not so rough as to make the landing hazardous, but the proceeding was rather unusual, and, as I had nothing better to do, I went out in the yard before my modest house, which stands perhaps two hundred yards above the beach, in order to have a better view.


    When the boat touched, four men sprang out and rushed it up higher on the sand. As a fifth tall man arose in the stern, the four picked up a great chest and started up in my direction. The fifth person followed leisurely. Silently, and without invitation, the men brought the chest up the beach, and into my yard, and set it down in front of the door.


    The fifth man, whom I now knew to be a hard-faced Yankee skipper, walked up to me and said gruffly,


    “I am Captain McAndrews.”


    “I’m glad to meet you, Captain,” I said, wondering. “There must be some mistake. I was not expecting—”


    “Not at all,” he said abruptly. “The man in that chest was transferred to my ship from the liner Plutonia three days ago. He had paid me for my services, and I believe his instructions have been carried out. Good day, sir.”


    He turned on his heel and started away.


    “A man in the chest!” I exclaimed.


    He walked on unheeding, and the seamen followed. I stood and watched them as they walked down to the boat, and rowed back to the schooner. I gazed at its sails until they were lost against the dull blue of the clouds. Frankly, I feared to open the chest.


    At last I nerved myself to do it. It was unlocked. I threw back the lid. With a shock of uncontrollable horror that left me half sick for hours, I saw in it, stark naked, with the strange crimson mark standing lividly out from the pale green of the breast, the Metal Man, just as you may see him in the Museum.


    Of course, I knew at once that it was Kelvin. For a long time I bent, trembling and staring at him. Then I saw an old canteen, purple-stained, lying by the head of the figure, and under it, a sheaf of manuscript. I got the latter out, walked with shaken steps to the easy chair in the house, and read the story that follows:


    * * * *


    “Dear Russell,


    “You are my best—my only—intimate friend. I have arranged to have my body and this story brought to you. I just drank the last of the wonderful purple liquid that has kept me alive since I came back, and I have scant time to finish this necessarily brief account of my adventure. But my affairs are in order and I die in peace. I had myself transferred to the schooner to-day, in order to reach you as soon as could be and to avoid possible complications. I trust Captain McAndrews. When I left France, I hoped to see you before the end. But Fate ruled otherwise.


    “You know that the goal of my expedition was the headwaters of El Rio de la Sangre, ‘The River of Blood.’ It is a small stream whose strangely red waters flow into the Pacific. On my trip last year I had discovered that its waters were powerfully radioactive. Water has the power of absorbing radium emanations and emitting them in turn, and I hoped to find radium-bearing minerals in the bed of the upper river. Twenty-five miles above the mouth the river emerges from the Cordilleras. There are a few miles of rapids and back of them the river plunges down a magnificent waterfall. No exploring party had ever been back of the falls. I had hired an Indian guide and made a muleback journey to their foot. At once I saw the futility of attempting to climb the precipitous escarpment. But the water there was even more powerfully radioactive than at the mouth. There was nothing to do but return.


    “This summer I bought a small monoplane. Though it was comparatively slow in speed and able to spend only six hours aloft, its light weight and the small area needed for landing, made it the only machine suitable for use in so rough a country. The steamer left me again on the dock at the little town of Vaca Morena, with my stack of crates and gasoline tins. After a visit to the Alcalde I secured the use of an abandoned shed for a hangar. I set about assembling the plane and in a fortnight I had completed the task. It was a beautiful little machine, with a wing spread of only twenty-five feet.


    “Then, one morning, I started the engine and made a trial flight. It flew smoothly and in the afternoon I refilled the tanks and set off for the Rio de la Sangre. The stream looked like a red snake crawling out to the sea—there was something serpentine in its aspect. Flying high, I followed it, above the falls and into a region of towering mountain peaks. The river disappeared beneath a mountain. For a moment I thought of landing, and then it occurred to me that it flowed subterraneously for only a few miles, and would reappear farther inland.


    “I soared over the cliffs and came over the crater.


    “A great pool of green fire it was, fully ten miles across to the black ramparts at the farther side. The surface of the green was so smooth that at first I thought it was a lake, and then I knew that it must be a pool of heavy gas. In the glory of the evening sun the snow-capped summits about were brilliant argent crowns, dyed with crimson, tinged with purple and gold, tinted with strange and incredibly beautiful hues. Amid this wild scenery, nature had placed her greatest treasure. I knew that in the crater I would find the radium I sought.


    “I circled about the place, rapt in wonder. As the sun sank lower, a light silver mist gathered on the peaks, half veiling their wonders, and flowed toward the crater. It seemed drawn with a strange attraction. And then the center of the green lake rose up in a shining peak. It flowed up into a great hill of emerald fire. Something was rising in the green—carrying it up! Then the vapor flowed back, revealing a strange object, still veiled faintly by the green and silver clouds. It was a gigantic sphere of deep red, marked with four huge oval spots of dull black. Its surface was smooth, metallic, and thickly studded with great spikes that seemed of yellow fire. It was a machine, inconceivably great in size. It spun slowly as it rose, on a vertical axis, moving with a deliberate, purposeful motion.


    “It came to my own level, paused and seemed to spin faster. And the silver mist was drawn to the yellow points, condensing, curdling, until the whole globe was a ball of lambent argent. For a moment it hung, unbelievably glorious in the light of the setting sun, and then it sank—ever faster—until it dropped like a plummet into the sea of green.


    “And with its fall a sinister darkness descended upon the desolate wilderness of the peaks, and I was seized by a fear that had been deadened by amazement, and realized that I had scant time to reach Vaca Morena before complete darkness fell. Immediately I put the plane about in the direction of the town. According to my recollections, I had, at the time, no very definite idea of what it was I had seen, or whether the weird exhibition had been caused by human or natural agencies. I remember thinking that in such enormous quantities as undoubtedly the crater contained it, radium might possess qualities unnoticed in small amounts, or, again, that there might be present radioactive minerals at present unknown. It occurred to me also that perhaps some other scientists had already discovered the deposits and that what I had witnessed had been the trial of an airship in which radium was utilized as a propellent. I was considerably shaken, but not much alarmed. What happened later would have seemed incredible to me then.


    “And then I noticed that a pale bluish luminosity was gathering about the cowl of the cockpit, and in a moment I saw that the whole machine, and even my own person, was covered with it. It was somewhat like St. Elmo’s Fire, except that it covered all surfaces indiscriminately, instead of being restricted to sharp points. All at once I connected the phenomenon with the thing I had seen. I felt no physical discomfort, and the motor continued to run, but as the blue radiance continued to increase, I observed that my body felt heavier, and that the machine was being drawn downward! My mind was flooded with wonder and terror. I fought to retain sufficient self-possession to fly the ship. My arms were soon so heavy that I could hold them upon the controls only with difficulty, and I felt a slight dizziness, due, no doubt, to the blood’s being drawn from my head. When I recovered, I was already almost upon the green. Somehow, my gravitation had been increased and I was being drawn into the pit! It was possible to keep the plane under control only by diving and keeping at a high speed.


    “I plunged into the green pool. The gas was not suffocating, as I had anticipated. In fact, I noticed no change in the atmosphere, save that my vision was limited to a few yards around. The wings of the plane were still distinctly discernible. Suddenly a smooth, sandy plain was murkily revealed below, and I was able to level the ship off enough for a safe landing. As I came to a stop I saw that the sand was slightly luminous, as the green mist seemed to be, and red. For a time I was confined to the ship by my own weight, but I noticed that the blue was slowly dissipating, and with it, its effect.


    “As soon as I was able, I clambered over the side of the cockpit, carrying my canteen and automatic, which were themselves immensely heavy. I was unable to stand erect, but I crawled off over the coarse, shining, red sand, stopping at frequent intervals to lie flat and rest. I was in deathly fear of the force that had brought me down. I was sure it had been directed by intelligence. The floor was so smooth and level that I supposed it to be the bottom of an ancient lake.


    “Sometimes I looked fearfully back, and when I was a hundred yards away I saw a score of lights floating through the green toward the airplane. In the luminous murk each bright point was surrounded by a disc of paler blue. I made no movement, but lay and watched them. They floated to the plane and wheeled about it with a slow, heavy motion. Closer and lower they came until they reached the ground about it. The mist was so thick as to obscure the details of the scene.


    “When I went to resume my flight, I found my excess of gravity almost entirely gone, though I went on hands and knees for another hundred yards to escape possible observation. When I got to my feet, the plane was lost to view. I walked on for perhaps a quarter of a mile and suddenly realized that my sense of direction was altogether gone. I was completely lost in a strange world, inhabited by beings whose nature and disposition I could not even guess! And then I realized that it was a height of folly to walk about when any step might precipitate me into a danger of which I could know nothing. I had a peculiarly unpleasant feeling of helpless fear.


    “The luminous red sand and the shining green of the air lay about in all directions, unbroken by a single solid object. There was no life, no sound, no motion. The air hung heavy and stagnant. The flat sand was like the surface of a dead and desolate sea. The mist seemed to come closer; the strange evil in it seemed to grow more alert.


    “Suddenly a darting light passed meteor-like through the green above and in my alarm I ran a few blundering steps. My foot struck a light object that rang like metal. The sharpness of the concussion filled me with fear, but in an instant the light was gone. I bent down to see what I had kicked.


    “It was a metal bird—an eagle formed of metal—with the wings outspread, the talons gripping, the fierce beak set open. The color was white, tinged with green. It weighed no more than the living bird. At first I thought it was a cast model, and then I saw that each feather was complete and flexible. Somehow, a real eagle had been turned to metal! It seemed incredible, yet here was the concrete proof. I wondered if the radium deposits, which I had already used to explain so much, might account for this too. I knew that science held transmutation of elements to be possible—had even accomplished it in a limited way, and that radium itself was the product of the disintegration of ionium; and ionium that of uranium.


    “I was struck with fright for my own safety. Might I be changed to metal? I looked to see if there were other metal things about. And I found them in abundance. Half-buried in the glowing sands were metal birds of every kind—birds that had flown over the surrounding cliffs. And, at the climax of my search, I found a pterosaur—a flying reptile that had invaded the pit in ages past—changed to ageless metal. Its wingspread was fully fifteen feet—it would be a treasure in any museum.


    “I made a fearful examination of myself, and to my unutterable horror, I perceived that the tips of my finger nails, and the fine hairs upon my hands, were already changed to light green metal! The shock unnerved me completely. You cannot conceive my horror. I screamed aloud in agony of soul, careless of the terrible foes that the sound might attract. I ran off wildly. I was blind, unreasoning. I felt no fatigue as I ran, only stark terror.


    “Bright, swift-moving lights passed above in the green, but I heeded them not. Suddenly I came upon the great sphere that I had seen above. It rested motionless in a cradle of black metal. The yellow fire was gone from the spikes, but the red surface shone with a metallic luster. Lights floated about it. They made little bright spots in the green, like lanterns swinging in a fog. I turned and ran again, desperately. I took no note of direction, nor of the passage of time.


    “Then I came upon a bank of violet vegetation. Waist-deep it was, grass-like, with thick narrow leaves, dotted with clusters of small pink blooms, and little purple berries. And a score of yards beyond I saw a sluggish red stream—El Rio de la Sangre. Here was cover at last. I threw myself down in the violet growth and lay sobbing with fatigue and terror. For a long time I was unable to stir or think. When I looked again at my finger nails, the tips of metal had doubled in width.


    “I tried to control my agitation, and to think. Possibly the lights, whatever they were, would sleep by day. If I could find the plane, or scale the walls, I might escape the fearful action of the radioactive minerals before it was too late. I realized that I was hungry. I plucked off a few of the purple berries and tasted them. They had a salty, metallic taste, and I thought they would be valueless for food. But in pulling them I had inadvertently squeezed the juice from one upon my fingers, and when I wiped it off I saw, to my amazement and my inexpressible joy, that the rim of metal was gone from the finger nails it had touched. I had discovered a means of safety! I suppose that the plants were able to exist there only because they had been so developed that they produced compounds counteracting the metal-forming emanations. Probably their evolution began when the action was far weaker than now, and only those able to withstand the more intense radiations had survived. I lost no time in eating a cluster of the berries, and then I poured the water from my canteen and filled it with their juice. I have analyzed the fluid and it corresponds in some ways with the standard formulas for the neutralization of radium burns and doubtless it saved me from the terrible burns caused by the action of ordinary radium.


    “I lay there until dawn, dozing a little at times, only to start into wakefulness without cause. It seemed that some daylight filtered through the green, for at dawn it grew paler, and even the red sand appeared less luminous. After eating a few more of the berries, I ascertained the direction in which the stagnant red water was moving, and set off down-stream, toward the west. In order to get an idea of where I was going, I counted my paces. I had walked about two and a half miles, along by the violet plants, when I came to an abrupt cliff. It towered up until it was lost in the green gloom. It seemed to be mostly of black pitchblende. The barrier seemed absolutely unscalable. The red river plunged out of sight by the cliff in a racing whirlpool.


    “I walked off north around the rim. I had no very definite plan, except to try to find a way out over the cliffs. If I failed in that, it would be time to hunt the plane. I had a mortal fear of going near it, or of encountering the strange lights I had seen floating about it. As I went I saw none of them. I suppose they slept when it was day.


    “I went on until it must have been noon, though my watch had stopped. Occasionally I passed metal trees that had fallen from above, and once, the metallic body of a bear that had slipped off a path above, some time in past ages. And there were metal birds without number. They must have been accumulating through geological ages. All along up to this, the cliff had risen perpendicularly to the limit of my vision, but now I saw a wide ledge, with a sloping wall beyond it, dimly visible above. But the sheer wall rose a full hundred feet to the shelf, and I cursed at my inability to surmount it. For a time I stood there, devising impractical means for climbing it, driven almost to tears by my impotence. I was ravenously hungry, and thirsty as well.


    “At last I went on.


    “In an hour I came upon it. A slender cylinder of black metal, that towered a hundred feet into the greenish mist, and carried at the top, a great mushroom-shaped orange flame. It was a strange thing. The fire was as big as a balloon, bright and steady. It looked much like a great jet of combustible gas, burning as it streamed from the cylinder. I stood petrified in amazement, wondering vaguely at the what and why of the thing.


    “And then I saw more of them back of it, dimly—scores of them— a whole forest of flames.


    “I crouched back against the cliff, while I considered. Here I supposed, was the city of the lights. They were sleeping now, but still I had not the courage to enter. According to my calculations I had gone about fifteen miles. Then I must be, I thought, almost diametrically opposite the place where the crimson river flowed under the wall, with half of the rim unexplored. If I wished to continue my journey, I must go around the city, if I may call it that.


    “So I left the wall. Soon it was lost to view. I tried to keep in view of the orange flames, but abruptly they were gone in the mist. I walked more to the left, but I came upon nothing but the wastes of red sand, with the green murk above. On and on I wandered. Then the sand and the air grew slowly brighter and I knew that night had fallen. The lights were soon passing to and fro. I had seen lights the night before, but they traveled high and fast. These, on the other hand, sailed low, and I felt that they were searching.


    “I knew that they were hunting for me. I lay down in a little hollow in the sand. Vague, mist-veiled points of light came near and passed. And then one stopped directly overhead. It descended and the circle of radiance grew about it. I knew that it was useless to run, and I could not have done so, for my terror. Down and down it came.


    “And then I saw its form. The thing was of a glittering, blazing crystal. A great-six-sided, upright prism of red, a dozen feet in length, it was, with a six-pointed structure like a snowflake about the center, deep blue, with pointed blue flanges running from the points of the star to angles of the prism! Soft scarlet fire flowed from the points. And on each face of the prisrn, above and below the star, was a purple cone that must have been an eye. Strange pulsating lights flickered in the crystal. It was alive with light.


    “It fell straight toward me!


    “It was a terribly, utterly alien form of life. It was not human, not animal—not even life as we know it at all. And yet it had intelligence. But it was strange and foreign and devoid of feeling. It is curious to say that even then, as I lay beneath it, the thought came to me, that the thing and its fellows must have crystallized when the waters of the ancient sea dried out of the crater. Crystallizing salts take intricate forms.


    “I drew my automatic and fired three times, but the bullets ricocheted harmlessly off the polished facets.


    “It dropped until the gleaming lower point of the prism was not a yard above me. Then the scarlet fire reached out caressingly—flowed over my body. My weight grew less. I was lifted, held against the point. You may see its mark upon my chest. The thing floated into the air, carrying me. Soon others were drifting about. I was overcome with nausea. The scene grew black and I knew no more.


    “I awoke floating free in a brilliant orange light. I touched no solid object. I writhed, kicked about—at nothingness. I could not move or turn over, because I could get a hold on nothing. My memory of the last two days seemed a nightmare. My clothing was still upon me. My canteen still hung, or rather floated, by my shoulder. And my automatic was in my pocket. I had the sensation that a great space of time had passed. There was a curious stiffness in rny side. I examined it and found a red scar. I believe those crystal things had cut into me. And I found, with a horror you cannot understand, the mark upon my chest. Presently it dawned upon me that I was floating, devoid of gravity and free as an object in space, in the orange flame at the top of one of the black cylinders. The crystals knew the secret of gravity. It was vital to them. And peering about, I discerned, with infinite repulsion, a great flashing body, a few yards away. But its inner lights were dead, so I knew that it was day, and that the strange beings were sleeping.


    “If I was ever to escape, this was the opportunity. I kicked, clawed desperately at the air, all in vain. I did not move an inch. If they had chained me, I could not have been more secure. I drew my automatic, resolved on a desperate measure. They would not find me again, alive. And as I had it in my hand, an idea came into my mind. I pointed the gun to the side, and fired six rapid shots. And the recoil of each explosion sent me drifting faster, rocket-wise, toward the edge.


    “I shot out into the green. Had my gravity been suddenly restored, I might have been killed by the fall, but I descended slowly, and felt a curious lightness for several minutes. And to my surprise, when I struck the ground, the airplane was right before me! They had drawn it up by the base of the tower. It seemed to be intact. I started the engine with nervous haste, and sprang into the cockpit. As I started, another black tower loomed up abruptly before me, but I veered around it, and took off in safety.


    “In a few moments I was above the green. I half expected the gravitational wave to be turned on me again, but higher and higher I rose unhindered until the accursed black walls were about me no longer. The sun blazed high in the heavens. Soon I had landed again at Vaca Morena.


    “I had had enough of radium hunting. On the beach, where I landed, I sold the plane to a rancher at his own price, and told him to reserve a place for me on the next steamer, which was due in three days. Then I went to the town’s single inn, ate, and went to bed. At noon the next day, when I got up, I found that my shoes and the pockets of my clothes contained a good bit of the red sand from the crater that had been collected as I crawled about in flight from the crystal lights. I saved some of it for curiosity alone, but when I analyzed it I found it a radium compound so rich that the little handful was worth millions of dollars.


    “But the fortune was of little value, for, despite frequent doses of the fluid from my canteen, and the best medical aid, I have suffered continually, and now that my canteen is empty, I am doomed.


    Your friend, Thomas Kelvin”


    * * * *


    Thus the manuscript ends. If the reader doubts the truth of the letter, he may see the Metal Man in the Tyburn Museum.

  


  
    THE FIREFLY TREE, by Jack Williamson


    First published in Science Fiction Age, May 1997


    They had come back to live on the old farm where his grandfather was born. His father loved it, but he felt lonely for his friends in the city. Cattle sometimes grazed through the barren sandhills beyond the barbed wire fences, but there were no neighbors. He found no friends except the firefly tree.


    It grew in the old fruit orchard his grandfather had planted below the house. His mouth watered for the ripe apples and peaches and pears he expected, but when he saw the trees they were all dead or dying. They bore no fruit.


    With no friends at all, he stayed with his father on the farm when his mother drove away every morning to work at the peanut mill. His father was always busy in the garden he made among the bare trees in the orchard. The old windmill had lost its wheel, but there was an electric pump for water. Cantaloupe and squash vines grew along the edge of the garden, with rows of tomatoes and beans, and then the corn that grew tall enough to hide the money trees.


    He found the firefly tree one day while his father was chopping weeds and moving the pipes that sprayed water on his money trees. It was still tiny then, not as tall as his knee. The leaves were odd: thin arrowheads of glossy black velvet, striped with silver. A single lovely flower had three wide sky-colored petals and a bright yellow star at the center. He sat on the ground by it, breathing its strange sweetness, till his father came by with the hoe.


    “Don’t hurt it!” he begged. “Please!”


    “That stinking weed?” his father grunted. “Get out of the way.”


    Something made him reach to catch the hoe.


    “Okay.” His father grinned and let it stay. “If you care that much.”


    He called it his tree, and watched it grow. When it wilted in a week with no rain, he found a bucket and carried water from the well. It grew taller than he was, with a dozen of the great blue flowers and then a hundred. The odor of them filled the garden.


    Since there was no school, his mother tried to teach him at home. She found a red-backed reader for him, and a workbook with pages for him to fill out while she was away at work. He seldom got the lessons done.


    “He’s always mooning over that damn weed,” his father muttered when she scolded him. “High as a kite on the stink of it.”


    The odor was strange and strong, but no stink at all. Not to him. He loved it and loved the tree. He carried more water and used the hoe to till the soil around it. Often he stood just looking at the huge blue blooms, wondering what the fruit would be.


    One night he dreamed that the tree was swarming with fireflies. They were so real that he got out of bed and slipped out into the dark. The stars blazed brighter here than they had ever been in the city. They lit his way to the orchard, and he heard the fireflies before he came to the tree.


    Their buzz rose and fell like the sound of the surf the time they went to visit his aunt who lived by the sea. Twinkling brighter than the stars, they filled the branches. One of them came to meet him. It hovered in front of his face and lit on the tip of his trembling finger, smiling at him with eyes as blue and bright as the flowers.


    He had never seen a firefly close up. It was as big as a bumblebee. It had tiny hands that gripped his fingernail, and one blue eye squinted a little to study his face. The light came from a round topknot on its head. It flickered like something electric, from red to green, red to yellow to blue, maybe red again. The flashes were sometimes slower than his breath, sometimes so fast they blurred. He thought the flicker was meant to tell him something, but he had no way to understand.


    Barefoot and finally shivering with cold, he stood there till it stopped. The firefly shook its crystal wings and flew away. The stars were fading into the dawn, and the tree was dark and silent when he looked. He was back in bed before he heard his mother rattling dishes in the kitchen, making breakfast.


    The next night he dreamed that he was back under the tree with the firefly perched again on his finger. Its tiny face seemed almost human in the dream, and he understood its winking voice It told him how the tree had grown from a sharp-pointed acorn that came from the stars and planted itself when it struck the ground.


    It told him about the firefly planet, far off in the sky. The fireflies belonged to a great republic spread across the stars. Thousands of different peoples lived in peace on thousands of different worlds The acorn ship had come to invite the people of Earth to join their republic. They were ready to teach the Earth-people how to walk across space and travel to visit the stars. The dream seemed so wonderful that he tried to tell about it at breakfast.


    “What did I tell you?” His father turned red and shouted at his mother. His brains been addled by the stink of that poison weed I ought to cut it down and burn it.”


    “Don’t!” He was frightened and screaming. “I love it. I’ll die if you kill it.


    “I’m afraid he would.” His mother looked worried. “Leave the plant where it is, and I’ll take him to Dr. Wong.”


    “Okay.” His father nodded at him sternly. “If you’ll promise to do your chores and stay out of the garden.”


    Trying to keep the promise, he washed the dishes after his mother was gone to work. He made the beds and swept the floors. He tried to do his lessons, though the stories in the reader seemed stupid to him now.


    He did stay out of the garden, but the fireflies came again in his dreams. They carried him to see the shining forests on their own wonderful world. They took him to visit the planets of other peoples people who lived under their seas, people who lived high in their skies, people as small as ants, people larger than the elephants he had seen in a circus parade. He saw ships that could fly faster than light from star to star, and huge machines he never understood and cities more magical than fairyland.


    He said no more about the dreams till the day his mother came home from work to take him to Dr. Wong. The nurse put a thermometer under his tongue and squeezed his arm with a rubber gadget and left him to wait with his mother for Dr. Wong. Dr. Wong was a friendly man who listened to his chest and looked at the nurse’s chart and asked him about the fireflies.


    “They’re wonderful!” He thought the doctor would believe. “You must come at night to see them, sir. They love us. They came to show us the way to the stars.”


    “Listen to him!” His mother had never been out when the fireflies were shining. “That ugly weed has driven him out of his head!”


    “An interesting case.” The doctor smiled and patted his shoulder in a friendly way and turned to look at his mother. “One for the books. The boy should see a psychiatrist.”


    His mother had no money for that.


    “I’ll just take him home,” she said, “and hope he gets better.”


    A police car was parked in front of the house when they got there. His father sat in the back, behind a metal grill. His head was bent. He wouldn’t look up, not even when his mother called through a half-open window.


    The police had more cars parked around the garden. They had chopped down all the money trees and thrown them into a pile. The firefly tree lay on top. Its fragrance was lost in a reek of kerosene. The policemen made everybody move upwind and set the fire with a hissing blowtorch.


    It spread slowly at first, then blazed so high they had to move farther away. Feeling sick at his stomach, he saw the branches of the tree twist and beat against the flames. He heard a long sharp scream. A cat caught in the fire, the policemen said, but he knew it wasn’t a cat. Fireflies swarmed out of the thrashing branches and exploded like tiny bombs when the flames caught them.


    His father was crying when the police took him away, along with a bundle of the money trees for evidence. His mother moved him back to the city. In school again, he tried to tell his new teachers about the fireflies and how they had come to invite the Earth into their great confederation of stars. The teachers sent him to the school psychologist, who called his mother to come for a conference.


    They wanted him to forget the fireflies and find his old friends again, but he wanted no friends except the fireflies. He grieved for them and grieved for his father and grieved for all that might have been.


    * * * *


    “The Metal Man” Copyright © 1928 by Experimenter Publications, Inc.


    “The Firefly Tree” Copyright © 1997 by Jack Williamson.

  


  
    PART 4: The Mass Market Era


    (1945–1960)


    After the end of the Depession and the Second World War, people found themselves with more disposable income and more entertainment options, in the form of movies, radio, and increasingly, television (which at the time meant three national networks plus perhaps a handful of independent stations, depending on where you lived and the sensitivity of your antenna). But they found themselves with more reading options as well, due to better distribution of magazines and inexpensive paperback books.


    Books, magazines, and comics were for the most part distributed not through bookstores, but through spinner racks located in drugstores, grocers, and other retailers. The book and magazine selection would change regularly (usually every week), and genre readers could buy that week’s science fiction (or whatever their favorite genre) on a weekly trip to the drugstore or tobacconist.


    While far fewer genre books were published than today, sales of each book were much higher, with midlist authors routinely selling over 100,000 copies of a new paperback. Those paperbacks were generally shorter than contemporary books, averaging about 50,000 words—roughly half the length of a typical novel today. Many SF novels were “fix-ups,” assembled from pieces that had previously been published in magazines as stories.


    The quality of writing and storytelling continued to improve, with more demand for good writing and more science fiction writers able to make a living from their work. Organized groups of science fiction fans had begun throwing small conventions in the 1930s (and had met and corresponded since the 1920s), but with the increased prosperity of the postwar period, the mobility brought about by air travel and the new Interstate Highway System, and the worldliness of readers who were often military veterans, those conventions and interconnections among fandom grew. In 1953, the Hugo Awards were given out for the first time. It was still possible for fans to read all the science fiction that was being published (since there was a lot less of it than today), which meant that when fans did meet at conventions, there was a sense of a shared canon that all had read and could talk about.


    Science fiction was still a niche market, but a big enough market to attract films (granted, usually B-grade films) and develop its own literary critics, like Damon Knight, Anthony Boucher, and James Blish. It was generally dismissed by mainstream voices as not being serious or literary, but increasingly that relative invisibility enabled science fiction writers to express views on politics, race, and gender that were impossible for more mainstream voices in the 1950s.

  


  
    POUL ANDERSON


    (1926–2001)


    My first encounter with Poul Anderson’s writing was the novella “No Truce with Kings” in the first Hugo Award Winners anthology that Isaac Asimov edited. It had all of the things that made Anderson such a terrific writer at his peak: action, compelling characters in morally complex situations, tough choices, and a powerful, bittersweet ending. At that point I was hooked and devoured all the Poul Anderson I could find. (My favorite was probably the haunting short novel World Without Stars, which I found reprinted with two others in the 1974 collection The Worlds of Poul Anderson.) I only got to meet Poul and his wife Karen toward the end of his life, at the 1995 Lunacon where he was guest of honor and I was a young editor. We had a longish conversation in which I mostly listened while he told fascinating stories about other writers and conventions that were long before my time.


    Telling fascinating stories is what he did. Anderson received a degree in physics from the University of Minnesota in 1948, by which time his first story (“Tomorrow’s Children,” written with F. N. Waldrop) had already come out in Astounding. By the early 1950s he was writing prolifically in several genres. For instance, in 1953 alone he had three novels and nineteen stories published. In addition to science fiction he wrote fantasy, historical novels, mystery, poetry, and translations relating to Nordic folklore and mythology.


    His science fiction tended to have a strong technical grounding and libertarian overtones—as in the works of Robert Heinlein and H. Beam Piper, individualism and strong characters were emphasized over social movements. He developed several popular series characters: merchant prince Nicholas van Rijn of the Polesotechnic League; Dominic Flandry, trying to hold together a dying Terran Empire; Manse Everard of the Time Patrol, anonymously guarding the past against against predatory time travelers. Often his strongest characters were the ones who only made one haunting appearance and left readers wanting more, like the stowaway-poet in World Without Stars, whose personal tragedy sustains a castaway crew for a century on a hostile world.


    In addition to his writing, Anderson was active in the science fiction and fantasy fields in many ways. He was a founding member of the Society for Creative Anachronism and a member of the Swordsmen and Sorcerers’ Guild of America (a group of fantasy writers founded in the 1960s, when fantasy was still a rare thing). He also served as president of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers’ Association (SFWA) in the 1970s.


    Anderson won seven Hugos and four Nebulas, along with many other awards, and was named a SFWA Grand Master in 1997. Married since 1953, he and his wife (and sometime co-author) Karen had one daughter, Astrid, who married SF author Greg Bear.

  


  
    DUEL ON SYRTIS, by Poul Anderson


    First published in Planet Stories, March 1951


    The night whispered the message. Over the many miles of loneliness it was borne, carried on the wind, rustled by the half-sentient lichens and the dwarfed trees, murmured from one to another of the little creatures that huddled under crags, in caves, by shadowy dunes. In no words, but in a dim pulsing of dread which echoed through Kreega’s brain, the warning ran—


    They are hunting again.


    Kreega shuddered in a sudden blast of wind. The night was enormous around him, above him, from the iron bitterness of the hills to the wheeling, glittering constellations light-years over his head. He reached out with his trembling perceptions, tuning himself to the brush and the wind and the small burrowing things underfoot, letting the night speak to him.


    Alone, alone. There was not another Martian for a hundred miles of emptiness. There were only the tiny animals and the shivering brush and the thin, sad blowing of the wind.


    The voiceless scream of dying traveled through the brush, from plant to plant, echoed by the fear-pulses of the animals and the ringingly reflecting cliffs. They were curling, shriveling and blackening as the rocket poured the glowing death down on them, and the withering veins and nerves cried to the stars.


    Kreega huddled against a tall gaunt crag. His eyes were like yellow moons in the darkness, cold with terror and hate and a slowly gathering resolution. Grimly, he estimated that the death was being sprayed in a circle some ten miles across. And he was trapped in it, and soon the hunter would come after him.


    He looked up to the indifferent glitter of stars, and a shudder went along his body. Then he sat down and began to think.


    * * * *


    It had started a few days before, in the private office of the trader Wisby.


    “I came to Mars,” said Riordan, “to get me an owlie.”


    Wisby had learned the value of a poker face. He peered across the rim of his glass at the other man, estimating him.


    Even in God-forsaken holes like Port Armstrong one had heard of Riordan. Heir to a million-dollar shipping firm which he himself had pyramided into a System-wide monster, he was equally well known as a big game hunter. From the firedrakes of Mercury to the ice crawlers of Pluto, he’d bagged them all. Except, of course, a Martian. That particular game was forbidden now.


    He sprawled in his chair, big and strong and ruthless, still a young man. He dwarfed the unkempt room with his size and the hard-held dynamo strength in him, and his cold green gaze dominated the trader.


    “It’s illegal, you know,” said Wisby. “It’s a twenty-year sentence if you’re caught at it.”


    “Bah! The Martian Commissioner is at Ares, halfway round the planet. If we go at it right, who’s ever to know?” Riordan gulped at his drink. “I’m well aware that in another year or so they’ll have tightened up enough to make it impossible. This is the last chance for any man to get an owlie. That’s why I’m here.”


    Wisby hesitated, looking out the window. Port Armstrong was no more than a dusty huddle of domes, interconnected by tunnels, in a red waste of sand stretching to the near horizon. An Earthman in airsuit and transparent helmet was walking down the street and a couple of Martians were lounging against a wall. Otherwise nothing—a silent, deadly monotony brooding under the shrunken sun. Life on Mars was not especially pleasant for a human.


    “You’re not falling into this owlie-loving that’s corrupted all Earth?” demanded Riordan contemptuously.


    “Oh, no,” said Wisby. “I keep them in their place around my post. But times are changing. It can’t be helped.”


    “There was a time when they were slaves,” said Riordan. “Now those old women on Earth want to give ‘em the vote.” He snorted.


    “Well, times are changing,” repeated Wisby mildly. “When the first humans landed on Mars a hundred years ago, Earth had just gone through the Hemispheric Wars. The worst wars man had ever known. They damned near wrecked the old ideas of liberty and equality. People were suspicious and tough—they’d had to be, to survive. They weren’t able to—to empathize the Martians, or whatever you call it. Not able to think of them as anything but intelligent animals. And Martians made such useful slaves—they need so little food or heat or oxygen, they can even live fifteen minutes or so without breathing at all. And the wild Martians made fine sport—intelligent game, that could get away as often as not, or even manage to kill the hunter.”


    “I know,” said Riordan. “That’s why I want to hunt one. It’s no fun if the game doesn’t have a chance.”


    “It’s different now,” went on Wisby. “Earth has been at peace for a long time. The liberals have gotten the upper hand. Naturally, one of their first reforms was to end Martian slavery.”


    Riordan swore. The forced repatriation of Martians working on his spaceships had cost him plenty. “I haven’t time for your philosophizing,” he said. “If you can arrange for me to get a Martian, I’ll make it worth your while.”


    “How much worth it?” asked Wisby.


    * * * *


    They haggled for a while before settling on a figure. Riordan had brought guns and a small rocketboat, but Wisby would have to supply radioactive material, a “hawk,” and a rockhound. Then he had to be paid for the risk of legal action, though that was small. The final price came high.


    “Now, where do I get my Martian?” inquired Riordan. He gestured at the two in the street. “Catch one of them and release him in the desert?”


    It was Wisby’s turn to be contemptuous. “One of them? Hah! Town loungers! A city dweller from Earth would give you a better fight.”


    The Martians didn’t look impressive. They stood only some four feet high on skinny, claw-footed legs, and the arms, ending in bony four-fingered hands, were stringy. The chests were broad and deep, but the waists were ridiculously narrow. They were viviparous, warm-blooded, and suckled their young, but gray feathers covered their hides. The round, hook-beaked heads, with huge amber eyes and tufted feather ears, showed the origin of the name “owlie.” They wore only pouched belts and carried sheath knives; even the liberals of Earth weren’t ready to allow the natives modern tools and weapons. There were too many old grudges.


    “The Martians always were good fighters,” said Riordan. “They wiped out quite a few Earth settlements in the old days.”


    “The wild ones,” agreed Wisby. “But not these. They’re just stupid laborers, as dependent on our civilization as we are. You want a real old timer, and I know where one’s to be found.”


    He spread a map on the desk. “See, here in the Hraefnian Hills, about a hundred miles from here. These Martians live a long time, maybe two centuries, and this fellow Kreega has been around since the first Earthmen came. He led a lot of Martian raids in the early days, but since the general amnesty and peace he’s lived all alone up there, in one of the old ruined towers. A real old-time warrior who hates Earthmen’s guts. He comes here once in a while with furs and minerals to trade, so I know a little about him.” Wisby’s eyes gleamed savagely. “You’ll be doing us all a favor by shooting the arrogant bastard. He struts around here as if the place belonged to him. And he’ll give you a run for your money.”


    Riordan’s massive dark head nodded in satisfaction.


    * * * *


    The man had a bird and a rockhound. That was bad. Without them, Kreega could lose himself in the labyrinth of caves and canyons and scrubby thickets—but the hound could follow his scent and the bird could spot him from above.


    To make matters worse, the man had landed near Kreega’s tower. The weapons were all there—now he was cut off, unarmed and alone save for what feeble help the desert life could give. Unless he could double back to the place somehow—but meanwhile he had to survive.


    He sat in a cave, looking down past a tortured wilderness of sand and bush and wind-carved rock, miles in the thin clear air to the glitter of metal where the rocket lay. The man was a tiny speck in the huge barren landscape, a lonely insect crawling under the deep-blue sky. Even by day, the stars glistened in the tenuous atmosphere. Weak pallid sunlight spilled over rocks tawny and ocherous and rust-red, over the low dusty thorn-bushes and the gnarled little trees and the sand that blew faintly between them. Equatorial Mars!


    Lonely or not, the man had a gun that could spang death clear to the horizon, and he had his beasts, and there would be a radio in the rocketboat for calling his fellows. And the glowing death ringed them in, a charmed circle which Kreega could not cross without bringing a worse death on himself than the rifle would give—


    Or was there a worse death than that—to be shot by a monster and have his stuffed hide carried back as a trophy for fools to gape at? The old iron pride of his race rose in Kreega, hard and bitter and unrelenting. He didn’t ask much of life these days—solitude in his tower to think the long thoughts of a Martian and create the small exquisite artworks which he loved; the company of his kind at the Gathering Season, grave ancient ceremony and acrid merriment and the chance to beget and rear sons; an occasional trip to the Earthling settling for the metal goods and the wine which were the only valuable things they had brought to Mars; a vague dream of raising his folk to a place where they could stand as equals before all the universe. No more. And now they would take even this from him!


    He rasped a curse on the human and resumed his patient work, chipping a spearhead for what puny help it could give him. The brush rustled dryly in alarm, tiny hidden animals squeaked their terror, the desert shouted to him of the monster that strode toward his cave. But he didn’t have to flee right away.


    * * * *


    Riordan sprayed the heavy-metal isotope in a ten-mile circle around the old tower. He did that by night, just in case patrol craft might be snooping around. But once he had landed, he was safe—he could always claim to be peacefully exploring, hunting leapers or some such thing.


    The radioactive had a half-life of about four days, which meant that it would be unsafe to approach for some three weeks—two at the minimum. That was time enough, when the Martian was boxed in so small an area.


    There was no danger that he would try to cross it. The owlies had learned what radioactivity meant, back when they fought the humans. And their vision, extending well into the ultra-violet, made it directly visible to them through its fluorescence—to say nothing of the wholly unhuman extra senses they had. No, Kreega would try to hide, and perhaps to fight, and eventually he’d be cornered.


    Still, there was no use taking chances. Riordan set a timer on the boat’s radio. If he didn’t come back within two weeks to turn it off, it would emit a signal which Wisby would hear, and he’d be rescued.


    He checked his other equipment. He had an airsuit designed for Martian conditions, with a small pump operated by a power-beam from the boat to compress the atmosphere sufficiently for him to breathe it. The same unit recovered enough water from his breath so that the weight of supplies for several days was, in Martian gravity, not too great for him to bear. He had a .45 rifle built to shoot in Martian air, that was heavy enough for his purposes. And, of course, compass and binoculars and sleeping bag. Pretty light equipment, but he preferred a minimum anyway.


    For ultimate emergencies there was the little tank of suspensine. By turning a valve, he could release it into his air system. The gas didn’t exactly induce suspended animation, but it paralyzed efferent nerves and slowed the overall metabolism to a point where a man could live for weeks on one lungful of air. It was useful in surgery, and had saved the life of more than one interplanetary explorer whose oxygen system went awry. But Riordan didn’t expect to have to use it. He certainly hoped he wouldn’t. It would be tedious to lie fully conscious for days waiting for the automatic signal to call Wisby.


    He stepped out of the boat and locked it. No danger that the owlie would break in if he should double back; it would take tordenite to crack that hull.


    He whistled to his animals. They were native beasts, long ago domesticated by the Martians and later by man. The rockhound was like a gaunt wolf, but huge-breasted and feathered, a tracker as good as any Terrestrial bloodhound. The “hawk” had less resemblance to its counterpart of Earth: it was a bird of prey, but in the tenuous atmosphere it needed a six-foot wingspread to lift its small body. Riordan was pleased with their training.


    The hound bayed, a low quavering note which would have been muffled almost to inaudibility by the thin air and the man’s plastic helmet had the suit not included microphones and amplifiers. It circled, sniffing, while the hawk rose into the alien sky.


    Riordan did not look closely at the tower. It was a crumbling stump atop a rusty hill, unhuman and grotesque. Once, perhaps ten thousand years ago, the Martians had had a civilization of sorts, cities and agriculture and a neolithic technology. But according to their own traditions they had achieved a union or symbiosis with the wild life of the planet and had abandoned such mechanical aids as unnecessary. Riordan snorted.


    The hound bayed again. The noise seemed to hang eerily in the still, cold air; to shiver from cliff and crag and die reluctantly under the enormous silence. But it was a bugle call, a haughty challenge to a world grown old—stand aside, make way, here comes the conqueror!


    The animal suddenly loped forward. He had a scent. Riordan swung into a long, easy low-gravity stride. His eyes gleamed like green ice. The hunt was begun!


    * * * *


    Breath sobbed in Kreega’s lungs, hard and quick and raw. His legs felt weak and heavy, and the thudding of his heart seemed to shake his whole body.


    Still he ran, while the frightful clamor rose behind him and the padding of feet grew ever nearer. Leaping, twisting, bounding from crag to crag, sliding down shaly ravines and slipping through clumps of trees, Kreega fled.


    The hound was behind him and the hawk soaring overhead. In a day and a night they had driven him to this, running like a crazed leaper with death baying at his heels—he had not imagined a human could move so fast or with such endurance.


    The desert fought for him; the plants with their queer blind life that no Earthling would ever understand were on his side. Their thorny branches twisted away as he darted through and then came back to rake the flanks of the hound, slow him—but they could not stop his brutal rush. He ripped past their strengthless clutching fingers and yammered on the trail of the Martian.


    The human was toiling a good mile behind, but showed no sign of tiring. Still Kreega ran. He had to reach the cliff edge before the hunter saw him through his rifle sights—had to, had to, and the hound was snarling a yard behind now.


    Up the long slope he went. The hawk fluttered, striking at him, seeking to lay beak and talons in his head. He batted at the creature with his spear and dodged around a tree. The tree snaked out a branch from which the hound rebounded, yelling till the rocks rang.


    The Martian burst onto the edge of the cliff. It fell sheer to the canyon floor, five hundred feet of iron-streaked rock tumbling into windy depths. Beyond, the lowering sun glared in his eyes. He paused only an instant, etched black against the sky, a perfect shot if the human should come into view, and then he sprang over the edge.


    He had hoped the rockhound would go shooting past, but the animal braked itself barely in time. Kreega went down the cliff face, clawing into every tiny crevice, shuddering as the age-worn rock crumbled under his fingers. The hawk swept close, hacking at him and screaming for its master. He couldn’t fight it, not with every finger and toe needed to hang against shattering death, but—


    He slid along the face of the precipice into a gray-green clump of vines, and his nerves thrilled forth the appeal of the ancient symbiosis. The hawk swooped again and he lay unmoving, rigid as if dead, until it cried in shrill triumph and settled on his shoulder to pluck out his eyes.


    Then the vines stirred. They weren’t strong, but their thorns sank into the flesh and it couldn’t pull loose. Kreega toiled on down into the canyon while the vines pulled the hawk apart.


    Riordan loomed hugely against the darkening sky. He fired, once, twice, the bullets humming wickedly close, but as shadows swept up from the depths the Martian was covered.


    The man turned up his speech amplifier and his voice rolled and boomed monstrously through the gathering night, thunder such as dry Mars had not heard for millennia: “Score one for you! But it isn’t enough! I’ll find you!”


    The sun slipped below the horizon and night came down like a falling curtain. Through the darkness Kreega heard the man laughing. The old rocks trembled with his laughter.


    * * * *


    Riordan was tired with the long chase and the niggling insufficiency of his oxygen supply. He wanted a smoke and hot food, and neither was to be had. Oh, well, he’d appreciate the luxuries of life all the more when he got home—with the Martian’s skin.


    He grinned as he made camp. The little fellow was a worthwhile quarry, that was for damn sure. He’d held out for two days now, in a little ten-mile circle of ground, and he’d even killed the hawk. But Riordan was close enough to him now so that the hound could follow his spoor, for Mars had no watercourses to break a trail. So it didn’t matter.


    He lay watching the splendid night of stars. It would get cold before long, unmercifully cold, but his sleeping bag was a good-enough insulator to keep him warm with the help of solar energy stored during the day by its Gergen cells. Mars was dark at night, its moons of little help—Phobos a hurtling speck, Deimos merely a bright star. Dark and cold and empty. The rockhound had burrowed into the loose sand nearby, but it would raise the alarm if the Martian should come sneaking near the camp. Not that that was likely—he’d have to find shelter somewhere too, if he didn’t want to freeze.


    The bushes and the trees and the little furtive animals whispered a word he could not hear, chattered and gossiped on the wind about the Martian who kept himself warm with work. But he didn’t understand that language which was no language.


    Drowsily, Riordan thought of past hunts. The big game of Earth, lion and tiger and elephant and buffalo and sheep on the high sun-blazing peaks of the Rockies. Rain forests of Venus and the coughing roar of a many-legged swamp monster crashing through the trees to the place where he stood waiting. Primitive throb of drums in a hot wet night, chant of beaters dancing around a fire—scramble along the hell-plains of Mercury with a swollen sun licking against his puny insulating suit—the grandeur and desolation of Neptune’s liquid-gas swamps and the huge blind thing that screamed and blundered after him—


    But this was the loneliest and strangest and perhaps most dangerous hunt of all, and on that account the best. He had no malice toward the Martian; he respected the little being’s courage as he respected the bravery of the other animals he had fought. Whatever trophy he brought home from this chase would be well earned.


    The fact that his success would have to be treated discreetly didn’t matter. He hunted less for the glory of it—though he had to admit he didn’t mind the publicity—than for love. His ancestors had fought under one name or another—viking, Crusader, mercenary, rebel, patriot, whatever was fashionable at the moment. Struggle was in his blood, and in these degenerate days there was little to struggle against save what he hunted.


    Well—tomorrow—he drifted off to sleep.


    * * * *


    He woke in the short gray dawn, made a quick breakfast, and whistled his hound to heel. His nostrils dilated with excitement, a high keen drunkenness that sang wonderfully within him. Today—maybe today!


    They had to take a roundabout way down into the canyon and the hound cast about for an hour before he picked up the scent. Then the deep-voiced cry rose again and they were off—more slowly now, for it was a cruel stony trail.


    The sun climbed high as they worked along the ancient river-bed. Its pale chill light washed needle-sharp crags and fantastically painted cliffs, shale and sand and the wreck of geological ages. The low harsh brush crunched under the man’s feet, writhing and crackling its impotent protest. Otherwise it was still, a deep and taut and somehow waiting stillness.


    The hound shattered the quiet with an eager yelp and plunged forward. Hot scent! Riordan dashed after him, trampling through dense bush, panting and swearing and grinning with excitement.


    Suddenly the brush opened underfoot. With a howl of dismay, the hound slid down the sloping wall of the pit it had covered. Riordan flung himself forward with tigerish swiftness, flat down on his belly with one hand barely catching the animal’s tail. The shock almost pulled him into the hole too. He wrapped one arm around a bush that clawed at his helmet and pulled the hound back.


    Shaking, he peered into the trap. It had been well made—about twenty feet deep, with walls as straight and narrow as the sand would allow, and skillfully covered with brush. Planted in the bottom were three wicked-looking flint spears. Had he been a shade less quick in his reactions, he would have lost the hound and perhaps himself.


    He skinned his teeth in a wolf-grin and looked around. The owlie must have worked all night on it. Then he couldn’t be far away—and he’d be very tired—


    As if to answer his thoughts, a boulder crashed down from the nearer cliff wall. It was a monster, but a falling object on Mars has less than half the acceleration it does on Earth. Riordan scrambled aside as it boomed onto the place where he had been lying.


    “Come on!” he yelled, and plunged toward the cliff.


    For an instant a gray form loomed over the edge, hurled a spear at him. Riordan snapped a shot at it, and it vanished. The spear glanced off the tough fabric of his suit and he scrambled up a narrow ledge to the top of the precipice.


    The Martian was nowhere in sight, but a faint red trail led into the rugged hill country. Winged him, by God! The hound was slower in negotiating the shale-covered trail; his own feet were bleeding when he came up. Riordan cursed him and they set out again.


    They followed the trail for a mile or two and then it ended. Riordan looked around the wilderness of trees and needles which blocked view in any direction. Obviously the owlie had backtracked and climbed up one of those rocks, from which he could take a flying leap to some other point. But which one?


    Sweat which he couldn’t wipe off ran down the man’s face and body. He itched intolerably, and his lungs were raw from gasping at his dole of air. But still he laughed in gusty delight. What a chase! What a chase!


    * * * *


    Kreega lay in the shadow of a tall rock and shuddered with weariness. Beyond the shade, the sunlight danced in what to him was a blinding, intolerable dazzle, hot and cruel and life-hungry, hard and bright as the metal of the conquerors.


    It had been a mistake to spend priceless hours when he might have been resting working on that trap. It hadn’t worked, and he might have known that it wouldn’t. And now he was hungry, and thirst was like a wild beast in his mouth and throat, and still they followed him.


    They weren’t far behind now. All this day they had been dogging him; he had never been more than half an hour ahead. No rest, no rest, a devil’s hunt through a tormented wilderness of stone and sand, and now he could only wait for the battle with an iron burden of exhaustion laid on him.


    The wound in his side burned. It wasn’t deep, but it had cost him blood and pain and the few minutes of catnapping he might have snatched.


    For a moment, the warrior Kreega was gone and a lonely, frightened infant sobbed in the desert silence. Why can’t they let me alone?


    A low, dusty-green bush rustled. A sandrunner piped in one of the ravines. They were getting close.


    Wearily, Kreega scrambled up on top of the rock and crouched low. He had backtracked to it; they should by rights go past him toward his tower.


    He could see it from here, a low yellow ruin worn by the winds of millennia. There had only been time to dart in, snatch a bow and a few arrows and an axe. Pitiful weapons—the arrows could not penetrate the Earthman’s suit when there was only a Martian’s thin grasp to draw the bow, and even with a steel head the axe was a small and feeble thing. But it was all he had, he and his few little allies of a desert which fought only to keep its solitude.


    Repatriated slaves had told him of the Earthlings’ power. Their roaring machines filled the silence of their own deserts, gouged the quiet face of their own moon, shook the planets with a senseless fury of meaningless energy. They were the conquerors, and it never occurred to them that an ancient peace and stillness could be worth preserving.


    Well—he fitted an arrow to the string and crouched in the silent, flimmering sunlight, waiting.


    The hound came first, yelping and howling. Kreega drew the bow as far as he could. But the human had to come near first—


    There he came, running and bounding over the rocks, rifle in hand and restless eyes shining with taut green light, closing in for the death. Kreega swung softly around. The beast was beyond the rock now, the Earthman almost below it.


    The bow twanged. With a savage thrill, Kreega saw the arrow go through the hound, saw the creature leap in the air and then roll over and over, howling and biting at the thing in its breast.


    Like a gray thunderbolt, the Martian launched himself off the rock, down at the human. If his axe could shatter that helmet—


    He struck the man and they went down together. Wildly, the Martian hewed. The axe glanced off the plastic—he hadn’t had room for a swing. Riordan roared and lashed out with a fist. Retching, Kreega rolled backward.


    Riordan snapped a shot at him. Kreega turned and fled. The man got to one knee, sighting carefully on the gray form that streaked up the nearest slope.


    A little sandsnake darted up the man’s leg and wrapped about his wrist. Its small strength was just enough to pull the gun aside. The bullet screamed past Kreega’s ear as he vanished into a cleft.


    He felt the thin death-agony of the snake as the man pulled it loose and crushed it underfoot. Somewhat later, he heard a dull boom echoing between the hills. The man had gotten explosives from his boat and blown up the tower.


    He had lost axe and bow. Now he was utterly weaponless, without even a place to retire for a last stand. And the hunter would not give up. Even without his animals, he would follow, more slowly but as relentlessly as before.


    Kreega collapsed on a shelf of rock. Dry sobbing racked his thin body, and the sunset wind cried with him.


    Presently he looked up, across a red and yellow immensity to the low sun. Long shadows were creeping over the land, peace and stillness for a brief moment before the iron cold of night closed down. Somewhere the soft trill of a sandrunner echoed between low wind-worn cliffs, and the brush began to speak, whispering back and forth in its ancient wordless tongue.


    The desert, the planet and its wind and sand under the high cold stars, the clean open land of silence and loneliness and a destiny which was not man’s, spoke to him. The enormous oneness of life on Mars, drawn together against the cruel environment, stirred in his blood. As the sun went down and the stars blossomed forth in awesome frosty glory, Kreega began to think again.


    He did not hate his persecutor, but the grimness of Mars was in him. He fought the war of all which was old and primitive and lost in its own dreams against the alien and the desecrator. It was as ancient and pitiless as life, that war, and each battle won or lost meant something even if no one ever heard of it.


    You do not fight alone, whispered the desert. You fight for all Mars, and we are with you.


    Something moved in the darkness, a tiny warm form running across his hand, a little feathered mouse-like thing that burrowed under the sand and lived its small fugitive life and was glad in its own way of living. But it was a part of a world, and Mars has no pity in its voice.


    Still, a tenderness was within Kreega’s heart, and he whispered gently in the language that was not a language, You will do this for us? You will do it, little brother?


    * * * *


    Riordan was too tired to sleep well. He had lain awake for a long time, thinking, and that is not good for a man alone in the Martian hills.


    So now the rockhound was dead too. It didn’t matter, the owlie wouldn’t escape. But somehow the incident brought home to him the immensity and the age and the loneliness of the desert.


    It whispered to him. The brush rustled and something wailed in darkness and the wind blew with a wild mournful sound over faintly starlit cliffs, and it was as if they all somehow had voice, as if the whole world muttered and threatened him in the night. Dimly, he wondered if man would ever subdue Mars, if the human race had not finally run across something bigger than itself.


    But that was nonsense. Mars was old and worn-out and barren, dreaming itself into slow death. The tramp of human feet, shouts of men and roar of sky-storming rockets, were waking it, but to a new destiny, to man’s. When Ares lifted its hard spires above the hills of Syrtis, where then were the ancient gods of Mars?


    It was cold, and the cold deepened as the night wore on. The stars were fire and ice, glittering diamonds in the deep crystal dark. Now and then he could hear a faint snapping borne through the earth as rock or tree split open. The wind laid itself to rest, sound froze to death, there was only the hard clear starlight falling through space to shatter on the ground.


    Once something stirred. He woke from a restless sleep and saw a small thing skittering toward him. He groped for the rifle beside his sleeping bag, then laughed harshly. It was only a sandmouse. But it proved that the Martian had no chance of sneaking up on him while he rested.


    He didn’t laugh again. The sound had echoed too hollowly in his helmet.


    With the clear bitter dawn he was up. He wanted to get the hunt over with. He was dirty and unshaven inside the unit, sick of iron rations pushed through the airlock, stiff and sore with exertion. Lacking the hound, which he’d had to shoot, tracking would be slow, but he didn’t want to go back to Port Armstrong for another. No, hell take that Martian, he’d have the devil’s skin soon!


    Breakfast and a little moving made him feel better. He looked with a practiced eye for the Martian’s trail. There was sand and brush over everything, even the rocks had a thin coating of their own erosion. The owlie couldn’t cover his tracks perfectly—if he tried, it would slow him too much. Riordan fell into a steady jog.


    Noon found him on higher ground, rough hills with gaunt needles of rock reaching yards into the sky. He kept going, confident of his own ability to wear down the quarry. He’d run deer to earth back home, day after day until the animal’s heart broke and it waited quivering for him to come.


    The trail looked clear and fresh now. He tensed with the knowledge that the Martian couldn’t be far away.


    Too clear! Could this be bait for another trap? He hefted the rifle and proceeded more warily. But no, there wouldn’t have been time—


    He mounted a high ridge and looked over the grim, fantastic landscape. Near the horizon he saw a blackened strip, the border of his radioactive barrier. The Martian couldn’t go further, and if he doubled back Riordan would have an excellent chance of spotting him.


    He tuned up his speaker and let his voice roar into the stillness: “Come out, owlie! I’m going to get you, you might as well come out now and be done with it!”


    The echoes took it up, flying back and forth between the naked crags, trembling and shivering under the brassy arch of sky. Come out, come out, come out—


    The Martian seemed to appear from thin air, a gray ghost rising out of the jumbled stones and standing poised not twenty feet away. For an instant, the shock of it was too much; Riordan gaped in disbelief. Kreega waited, quivering ever so faintly as if he were a mirage.


    Then the man shouted and lifted his rifle. Still the Martian stood there as if carved in gray stone, and with a shock of disappointment Riordan thought that he had, after all, decided to give himself to an inevitable death.


    Well, it had been a good hunt. “So long,” whispered Riordan, and squeezed the trigger.


    Since the sandmouse had crawled into the barrel, the gun exploded.


    * * * *


    Riordan heard the roar and saw the barrel peel open like a rotten banana. He wasn’t hurt, but as he staggered back from the shock Kreega lunged at him.


    The Martian was four feet tall, and skinny and weaponless, but he hit the Earthling like a small tornado. His legs wrapped around the man’s waist and his hands got to work on the airhose.


    Riordan went down under the impact. He snarled, tigerishly, and fastened his hands on the Martian’s narrow throat. Kreega snapped futilely at him with his beak. They rolled over in a cloud of dust. The brush began to chatter excitedly.


    Riordan tried to break Kreega’s neck—the Martian twisted away, bored in again.


    With a shock of horror, the man heard the hiss of escaping air as Kreega’s beak and fingers finally worried the airhose loose. An automatic valve clamped shut, but there was no connection with the pump now—


    Riordan cursed, and got his hands about the Martian’s throat again. Then he simply lay there, squeezing, and not all Kreega’s writhing and twistings could break that grip.


    Riordan smiled sleepily and held his hands in place. After five minutes or so Kreega was still. Riordan kept right on throttling him for another five minutes, just to make sure. Then he let go and fumbled at his back, trying to reach the pump.


    The air in his suit was hot and foul. He couldn’t quite reach around to connect the hose to the pump—


    Poor design, he thought vaguely. But then, these airsuits weren’t meant for battle armor.


    He looked at the slight, silent form of the Martian. A faint breeze ruffled the gray feathers. What a fighter the little guy had been! He’d be the pride of the trophy room, back on Earth.


    Let’s see now—He unrolled his sleeping bag and spread it carefully out. He’d never make it to the rocket with what air he had, so it was necessary to let the suspensine into his suit. But he’d have to get inside the bag, lest the nights freeze his blood solid.


    He crawled in, fastening the flaps carefully, and opened the valve on the suspensine tank. Lucky he had it—but then, a good hunter thinks of everything. He’d get awfully bored, lying here till Wisby caught the signal in ten days or so and came to find him, but he’d last. It would be an experience to remember. In this dry air, the Martian’s skin would keep perfectly well.


    He felt the paralysis creep up on him, the waning of heartbeat and lung action. His senses and mind were still alive, and he grew aware that complete relaxation has its unpleasant aspects. Oh, well—he’d won. He’d killed the wiliest game with his own hands.


    Presently Kreega sat up. He felt himself gingerly. There seemed to be a rib broken—well, that could be fixed. He was still alive. He’d been choked for a good ten minutes, but a Martian can last fifteen without air.


    He opened the sleeping bag and got Riordan’s keys. Then he limped slowly back to the rocket. A day or two of experimentation taught him how to fly it. He’d go to his kinsmen near Syrtis. Now that they had an Earthly machine, and Earthly weapons to copy—


    But there was other business first. He didn’t hate Riordan, but Mars is a hard world. He went back and dragged the Earthling into a cave and hid him beyond all possibility of human search parties finding him.


    For a while he looked into the man’s eyes. Horror stared dumbly back at him. He spoke slowly, in halting English: “For those you killed, and for being a stranger on a world that does not want you, and against the day when Mars is free, I leave you.”


    Before departing, he got several oxygen tanks from the boat and hooked them into the man’s air supply. That was quite a bit of air for one in suspended animation. Enough to keep him alive for a thousand years.


    * * * *
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    ALFRED BESTER


    (1913–1987)


    Even though Alfred Bester won one of the first Hugo Awards (for The Demolished Man in 1953) I didn’t much appreciate his writing when I was young. He was the opposite of writers like Heinlein and Poul Anderson where individuals could change the universe; Bester’s characters were more often cogs in vast bureaucracies, or in complex and ironic situations beyond their control. No matter how thought-provoking the stories were, they made frustrating reading for a teenager. It wasn’t until I accepted my first editorial job and the senior editorial staff were palpably excited about developing a graphic novel version of Bester’s The Stars My Destination that I reread his work. As an adult I could appreciate how funny and cynical and on target Bester’s stories were, even if the characters weren’t likely to end up as galactic overlords (and might not even live through the story). The characters were funny and (when he wanted them to be) sympathetic, and the situations they found themselves in were more resonant to an adult who has to deal with bureacracies on a daily basis than to a teenager who naively thinks his life will be less bureaucratic once he’s out of high school.


    Bester was a New Yorker for nearly all of his life. His parents were Jewish immigrants from Europe (his mother eventually became a Christian Scientist) though Bester was as cynical about religion as everything else. He was an Ivy League graduate—studying the humanities and psychology and becoming captain of the fencing team at Penn—but later dropped out of law school.


    Bester’s wife, Rolly, was an actress (on Broadway, radio, and then television) who became an advertising executive in the 1960s, and Bester’s writing career was similarly varied. He made his first SF sale in 1939, when he won a contest sponsored by Thrilling Wonder Stories, then continued to write science fiction in varying amounts while working in the comics industry in the early 1940s. He switched to writing radio scripts, and then to writing for television series such as Tom Corbett: Space Cadet, which left little time for other fiction, then returned to SF in the 1950s, writing most of his best-known works. (His cynicism about religion caused him to switch from Astounding to Galaxy magazine when John W. Campbell became preoccupied with Dianetics.) In the late 1950s Bester began working for Holiday magazine (where he eventually became senior editor) and writing more for television again. He wrote SF intermittently until failing eyesight and worsening health caused him to stop writing entirely 1981.


    He was named a SFWA Grand Master shortly before his death in 1987. His wife had died in 1984 and the Besters had no children; Bester left everything to his bartender, Joe Suder.


    Like many Bester stories, “Fondly Fahrenheit” asks many uncomfortable questions. Perhaps the most compelling of them is “Is insanity contagious?”

  


  
    FONDLY FAHRENHEIT, by Alfred Bester


    First published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, August 1954


    He doesn’t know which of us I am these days, but they know one truth. You must own nothing but yourself. You must make your own life, live your own life and die your own death…or else you will die another’s.


    The rice fields on Paragon III stretch for hundreds of miles like checkerboard tundras, a blue and brown mosaic under a burning sky of orange. In the evening, clouds whip like smoke, and the paddies rustle and murmur.


    A long line of men marched across the paddies the evening we escaped from Paragon III. They were silent, armed, intent; a long rank of silhouetted statues looming against the smoking sky. Each man carried a gun. Each man wore a walkie-talkie belt pack, the speaker button in his ear, the microphone bug clipped to his throat, the glowing view-screen strapped to his wrist like a green-eyed watch. The multitude of screens showed nothing but a multitude of individual paths through the paddies. The annunciators uttered no sound but the rustle and splash of steps. The men spoke infrequently, in heavy grunts, all speaking to all.


    “Nothing here.”


    “Where’s here?”


    “Jenson’s fields.”


    “You’re drifting too far west.”


    “Close in the line there.”


    “Anybody covered the Grimson paddy?”


    “Yeah. Nothing.”


    “She couldn’t have walked this far.”


    “Could have been carried.”


    “Think she’s alive?”


    “Why should she be dead?”


    The slow refrain swept up and down the long line of beaters advancing toward the smoky sunset. The line of beaters wavered like a writhing snake, but never ceased its remorseless advance. One hundred men spaced fifty feet apart. Five thousand feet of ominous search. One mile of angry determination stretching from east to west across a compass of heat. Evening fell. Each man lit his search lamp. The writhing snake was transformed into a necklace of wavering diamonds.


    “Clear here. Nothing.”


    “Nothing here.”


    “Nothing.”


    “What about the Allen paddies?”


    “Covering them now.”


    “Think we missed her?”


    “Maybe.”


    “We’ll beat back and check.”


    “This’ll be an all-night job.”


    “Allen paddies clear.”


    “God damn! We’ve got to find her!”


    “We’ll find her.”


    “Here she is. Sector seven. Tune in.”


    The line stopped. The diamonds froze in the heat. There was silence. Each man gazed into the glowing green screen on his wrist, tuning to sector seven. All tuned to one. All showed a small nude figure awash in the muddy water of a paddy. Alongside the figure an owner’s stake of bronze read: VANDALEUR. The ends of the line converged toward the Vandaleur field. The necklace turned into a cluster of stars. One hundred men gathered around a small nude body, a child dead in a rice paddy. There was no water in her mouth. There were no fingermarks on her throat. Her innocent face was battered. Her body was torn. Clotted blood on her skin was crusted and hard.


    “Dead three-four hours at least.”


    “Her mouth is dry.”


    “She wasn’t drowned. Beaten to death.”


    In the dark evening heat the men swore softly. They picked up the body. One stopped the others and pointed to the child’s fingernails. She had fought her murderer. Under the nails were particles of flesh and bright drops of scarlet blood, still liquid, still uncoagulated.


    “That blood ought to be clotted, too.”


    “Funny.”


    “Not so funny. What kind of blood don’t clot?”


    “Android.”


    “Looks like she was killed by one.”


    “Vandaleur owns an android.”


    “She couldn’t be killed by an android.”


    “That’s android blood under her nails.”


    “The police better check.”


    “The police’ll prove I’m right.”


    “But andys can’t kill.”


    “That’s android blood, ain’t it?”


    “Androids can’t kill. They’re made that way.”


    “Looks like one android was made wrong.”


    “Jesus!”


    And the thermometer that day registered 92.9° gloriously Fahrenheit.


    * * * *


    So there we were aboard the Paragon Queen en route for Megaster V, James Vandaleur and his android. James Vandaleur counted his money and wept. In the second-class cabin with him was his android, a magnificent synthetic creature with classic features and wide blue eyes. Raised on its forehead in a cameo of flesh were the letters MA, indicating that this was one of the rare multiple-aptitude androids, worth $57,000 on the current exchange. There we were, weeping and counting and calmly watching.


    “Twelve, fourteen, sixteen. Sixteen hundred dollars,” Vandaleur wept. “That’s all. Sixteen hundred dollars. My house was worth ten thousand. The land was worth five. There was furniture, cars, my paintings, etchings, my plane, my—And nothing to show for everything but sixteen hundred dollars. Christ!”


    I leaped up from the table and turned on the android. I pulled a strap from one of the leather bags and beat the android. It didn’t move.


    “I must remind you,” the android said, “that I am worth fifty-seven thousand dollars on the current exchange. I must warn you that you are endangering valuable property.”


    “You damned crazy machine,” Vandaleur shouted.


    “I am not a machine,” the android answered. “The robot is a machine. The android is a chemical creation of synthetic tissue.”


    “What got into you?” Vandaleur cried. “Why did you do it? Damn you!” He beat the android savagely.


    “I must remind you that I cannot be punished,” I said. “The pleasure-pain syndrome is not incorporated in the android synthesis.”


    “Then why did you kill her?” Vandaleur shouted. “If it wasn’t for kicks, why did you—”


    “I must remind you,” the android said, “that the second-class cabins in these ships are not soundproofed.”


    Vandaleur dropped the strap and stood panting, staring at the creature he owned.


    “Why did you do it? Why did you kill her?” I asked.


    “I don’t know,” I answered.


    “First it was malicious mischief. Small things. Petty destruction. I should have known there was something wrong with you then. Androids can’t destroy. They can’t harm. They—”


    “There is no pleasure-pain syndrome incorporated in the android synthesis.”


    “Then it got to arson. Then serious destruction. Then assault…that engineer on Rigel. Each time worse. Each time we had to get out faster. Now it’s murder. Christ! What’s the matter with you? What’s happened?”


    “There are no self-check relays incorporated in the android brain.”


    “Each time we had to get out it was a step downhill. Look at me. In a second-class cabin. Me. James Paleologue Vandaleur. There was a time when my father was the wealthiest—Now, sixteen hundred dollars in the world. That’s all I’ve got. And you. Christ damn you!”


    Vandaleur raised the strap to beat the android again, then dropped it and collapsed on a berth, sobbing. At last he pulled himself together.


    “Instructions,” he said.


    The multiple android responded at once. It arose and awaited orders.


    “My name is now Valentine. James Valentine. I stopped off on Paragon III for only one day to transfer to this ship for Megaster V. My occupation: Agent for one privately owned MA android which is for hire. Purpose of visit: To settle on Megaster V. Fix the papers.”


    The android removed Vandaleur’s passport and papers from a bag, got pen and ink and sat down at the table. With an accurate, flawless hand—an accomplished hand that could draw, write, paint, carve, engrave, etch, photograph, design, create, and build—it meticulously forged new credentials for Vandaleur. Its owner watched me miserably.


    “Create and build,” I muttered, “And now destroy. Oh God! What am I going to do? Christ! If I could only get rid of you. If I didn’t have to live off you. God! If only I’d inherited some guts instead of you.”


    * * * *


    Dallas Brady was Megaster’s leading jewelry designer. She was short, stocky, amoral, and a nymphomaniac. She hired Vandaleur’s multiple-aptitude android and put me to work in her shop. She seduced Vandaleur. In her bed one night, she asked abruptly, “Your name’s Vandaleur, isn’t it?”


    “Yes,” I murmured. Then: “No! It’s Valentine. James Valentine.”


    “What happened on Paragon?” Dallas Brady asked. “I thought androids couldn’t kill or destroy property. Prime Directives and Inhibitions set up for them when they’re synthesized. Every company guarantees they can’t.”


    “Valentine!” Vandaleur insisted.


    “Oh come off it,” Dallas Brady said. “I’ve known for a week. I haven’t hollered copper, have I?”


    “The name is Valentine.”


    “You want to prove it? You want I should call the cops?” Dallas reached out and picked up the phone.


    “For God’s sake, Dallas!” Vandaleur leaped up and struggled to take the phone from her. She fended him off, laughing at him, until he collapsed and wept in shame and helplessness. “How did you find out?” he asked at last.


    “The papers are full of it. And Valentine was a little too close to Vandaleur. That wasn’t smart, was it?”


    “I guess not. I’m not very smart.”


    “Your android’s got quite a record, hasn’t it? Assault. Arson. Destruction. What happened on Paragon?”


    “It kidnapped a child. Took her out into the rice fields and murdered her.”


    “Raped her?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “They’re going to catch up with you.”


    “Don’t I know it? Christ! We’ve been running for two years now. Seven planets in two years. I must have abandoned fifty thousand dollars’ worth of property in two years.”


    “You better find out what’s wrong with it.”


    “How can I? Can I walk into a repair clinic and ask for an overhaul? What am I going to say? ‘My android’s just turned killer. Fix it.’ They’d call the police right off.” I began to shake. “They’d have that android dismantled inside one day. I’d probably be booked as accessory to murder.”


    “Why didn’t you have it repaired before it got to murder?”


    “If they started fooling around with lobotomies and body chemistry and endocrine surgery, they might have destroyed its aptitudes. What would I have left to hire out? How would I live?”


    “You could work yourself. People do.”


    “Work at what? You know I’m good for nothing. How could I compete with specialist androids and robots? Who can, unless he’s got a terrific talent for a particular job?”


    “Yeah. That’s true.”


    “I lived off my old man all my life. Damn him! He had to go bust just before he died. Left me the android and that’s all. The only way I can get along is living off what it earns.”


    “You better sell it before the cops catch up with you. You can live off fifty grand. Invest it.”


    “At three percent? Fifteen hundred a year? When the android returns fifteen percent on its value? Eight thousand a year. That’s what it earns. No, Dallas. I’ve got to go along with it.”


    “What are you going to do about its violence kick?”


    “I can’t do anything… except watch it and pray. What are you going to do about it?”


    “Nothing. It’s none of my business. Only one thing…I ought to get something for keeping my mouth shut.”


    “What?”


    “The android works for me for free. Let somebody else pay you, but I get it for free.”


    * * * *


    The multiple-aptitude android worked. Vandaleur collected its fees. His expenses were taken care of. His savings began to mount. As the warm spring of Megaster V turned to hot summer, I began investigating farms and properties. It would be possible, within a year or two, for us to settle down permanently, provided Dallas Brady’s demands did not become rapacious.


    On the first hot day of summer, the android began singing in Dallas Brady’s workshop. It hovered over the electric furnace which, along with the weather, was broiling the shop, and sang an ancient tune that had been popular half a century before.


    Oh, it’s no feat to beat the heat.


    All reet! All reel!


    So jeet your seat


    Be fleet be fleet


    Cool and discreet


    Honey…


    It sang in a strange, halting voice, and its accomplished fingers were clasped behind its back, writhing in a strange rumba all their own. Dallas Brady was surprised.


    “You happy or something?” she asked.


    “I must remind you that the pleasure-pain syndrome is not incorporated in the android synthesis,” I answered. “All reet! All reet! Be fleet be fleet, cool and discreet, honey …”


    Its fingers stopped their writhing and picked up a heavy pair of iron tongs. The android poked them into the glowing heart of the furnace, leaning far forward to peer into the lovely heat.


    “Be careful, you damned fool!” Dallas Brady exclaimed. “You want to fall in?”


    “I must remind you that I am worth fifty-seven thousand dollars on the current exchange,” I said. “It is forbidden to endanger valuable property. All reet! All reet! Honey…”


    It withdrew a crucible of glowing gold from the electric furnace, turned, capered hideously, sang crazily, and splashed a sluggish gobbet of molten gold over Dallas Brady’s head. She screamed and collapsed, her hair and clothes flaming, her skin crackling. The android poured again while it capered and sang.


    “Be fleet be fleet, cool and discreet, honey…” It sang and slowly poured and poured the molten gold. Then I left the workshop and rejoined James Vandaleur in his hotel suite. The android’s charred clothes and squirming fingers warned its owner that something was very much wrong.


    Vandaleur rushed to Dallas Brady’s workshop, stared once, vomited, and fled. I had enough time to pack one bag and raise nine hundred dollars on portable assets. He took a third-class cabin on the Megaster Queen, which left that morning for Lyra Alpha. He took me with him. He wept and counted his money and I beat the android again.


    And the thermometer in Dallas Brady’s workshop registered 98.1° beautifully Fahrenheit.


    * * * *


    On Lyra Alpha we holed up in a small hotel near the university. There, Vandaleur carefully bruised my forehead until the letters MA were obliterated by the swelling and the discoloration. The letters would reappear again, but not for several months, and in the meantime Vandaleur hoped the hue and cry for an MA android would be forgotten. The android was hired out as a common laborer in the university power plant. Vandaleur, as James Venice, eked out life on the android’s small earnings.


    I wasn’t too unhappy. Most of the other residents in the hotel were university students, equally hard up, but delightfully young and enthusiastic. There was one charming girl with sharp eyes and a quick mind. Her name was Wanda, and she and her beau, Jed Stark, took a tremendous interest in the killing android which was being mentioned in every paper in the galaxy.


    “We’ve been studying the case,” she and Jed said at one of the casual student parties which happened to be held this night in Vandaleur’s room. “We think we know what’s causing it. We’re going to do a paper,” They were in a high state of excitement.


    “Causing what?” somebody wanted to know.


    “The android rampage.”


    “Obviously out of adjustment, isn’t it? Body chemistry gone haywire. Maybe a kind of synthetic cancer, yes?”


    “No.” Wanda gave Jed a look of suppressed triumph.


    “Well, what is it?”


    “Something specific.”


    “What?”


    “That would be telling.”


    “Oh come on.”


    “Nothing doing.”


    “Won’t you tell us?” I asked intently. “I… We’re very much interested in what could go wrong with an android.”


    “No, Mr. Venice,” Wanda said. “It’s a unique idea and we’ve got to protect it. One thesis like this and we’ll be set up for life. We can’t take the chance of somebody stealing it.”


    “Can’t you give us a hint?”


    “No. Not a hint. Don’t say a word, Jed. But I’ll tell you this much, Mr. Venice. I’d hate to be the man who owns that android.”


    “You mean the police?” I asked.


    “I mean projection, Mr. Venice. Projection! That’s the danger… and I won’t say any more. I’ve said too much as is.”


    I heard steps outside, and a hoarse voice singing softly: “Be fleet be fleet cool and discreet, honey …” My android entered the room, home from its tour of duty at the university power plant. It was not introduced. I motioned to it and I immediately responded to the command and went to the beer keg and took over Vandaleur’s job of serving the guests. Its accomplished fingers writhed in a private rumba of their own. Gradually they stopped their squirming, and the strange humming ended.


    Androids were not unusual at the university. The wealthier students owned them along with cars and planes. Vandaleur’s android provoked no comment, but young Wanda was sharp-eyed and quick-witted. She noted my bruised forehead and she was intent on the history-making thesis she and Jed Stark were going to write. After the party broke up, she consulted with Jed walking upstairs to her room.


    “Jed, why’d that android have a bruised forehead?”


    “Probably hurt itself, Wanda. It’s working in the power plant. They fling a lot of heavy stuff around.”


    “That all?”


    “What else?”


    “It could be a convenient bruise.”


    “Convenient for what?”


    “Hiding what’s stamped on its forehead.”


    “No point to that, Wanda. You don’t have to see marks on a forehead to recognize an android. You don’t have to see a trademark on a car to know it’s a car.”


    “I don’t mean it’s trying to pass as a human. I mean it’s trying to pass as a lower-grade android.”


    “Why?”


    “Suppose it had ‘MA’ on its forehead.”


    “Multiple aptitude? Then why in hell would Venice waste it stoking furnaces if it could earn more—Oh. Oh! You mean it’s—?”


    Wanda nodded.


    “Jesus!” Stark pursed his lips. “What do we do? Call the police?”


    “No. We don’t know if it’s an MA for a fact. If it turns out to be an MA and the killing android, our paper comes first anyway. This is our big chance, Jed. It it’s that android we can run a series of controlled tests and—”


    “How do we find out for sure?”


    “Easy. Infrared film. That’ll show what’s under the bruise. Bor- » row a camera. Buy some film. We’ll sneak down to the power plant tomorrow afternoon and take some pictures. Then we’ll know.”


    They stole down into the university power plant the following afternoon. It was a vast cellar, deep under the earth. It was dark, shadowy, luminous with burning light from the furnace doors. Above the roar of the fires they could hear a strange voice shouting and chanting in the echoing vault: “All reet! All reet! So jeet your seat. Be fleet be fleet, cool and discreet, honey…” And they could see a capering figure dancing a lunatic rumba in time to the music it shouted. The legs twisted. The arms waved. The fingers writhed.


    Jed Stark raised the camera and began shooting his spool of infrared film, aiming the camera sights at that bobbing head. Then Wanda shrieked, for I saw them and came charging down on them, brandishing a polished steel shovel. It smashed the camera. It felled the girl and then the boy. Jed fought me for a desperate hissing moment before he was bludgeoned into helplessness. Then the android dragged them to the furnace and fed them to the flames, slowly, hideously. It capered and sang. Then it returned to my hotel.


    The thermometer in the power plant registered 100.9° murderously Fahrenheit. All reet! All reet!


    * * * *


    We bought steerage on the Lyra Queen, and Vandaleur and the android did odd jobs for their meals. During the night watches, Vandaleur would sit alone in the steerage head with a cardboard portfolio on his lap, puzzling over its contents. That portfolio was all he had managed to bring with him from Lyra Alpha. He had stolen it from Wanda’s room. It was labeled ANDROID. It contained the secret of my sickness.


    And it contained nothing but newspapers. Scores of newspapers from all over the galaxy, printed, microfilmed, engraved, etched, offset, photostated…Rigel Star-Banner…Paragon Picayune…Megaster Times-Leader…La lande Herald…Lacaille Journal… Indi Intelligencer…Eridani Telegram-News. All reet! All reet!


    Nothing but newspapers. Each paper contained an account of one crime in the android’s ghastly career. Each paper also contained news, domestic and foreign, sports, society, weather, shipping news, stock exchange quotations, human interest stories, features, contests, puzzles. Somewhere in that mass of uncollated facts was the secret Wanda and Jed Stark had discovered. Vandaleur pored over the papers helplessly. It was beyond him. So jeet your seat!


    “I’ll sell you,” I told the android. “Damn you. When we land on Terra, I’ll sell you. I’ll settle for three percent on whatever you’re worth.”


    “I am worth fifty-seven thousand dollars on the current exchange,” I told him.


    “If I can’t sell you, I’ll turn you in to the police,” I said.


    “I am valuable property,” I answered. “It is forbidden to endanger valuable property. You won’t have me destroyed.”


    “Christ damn you!” Vandaleur cried. “What? Are you arrogant? Do you know you can trust me to protect you? Is that the secret?”


    The multiple-aptitude android regarded him with calm accomplished eyes. “Sometimes,” it said, “it is a good thing to be property.”


    * * * *


    It was three below zero when the Lyra Queen dropped at Croydon Field. A mixture of ice and snow swept across the field, fizzing and exploding into steam under the Queen’s tail jets. The passengers trotted numbly across the blackened concrete to customs inspection, and thence to the airport bus that was to take them to London. Vandaleur and the android were broke. They walked.


    By midnight they reached Piccadilly Circus. The December ice storm had not slackened, and the statue of Eros was encrusted with ice. They turned right, walked down to Trafalgar Square and then along the Strand shaking with cold and wet. Just above Fleet Street, Vandaleur saw a solitary figure coming from the direction of St. Paul’s. He drew the android into an alley.


    “We’ve got to have money,” he whispered. He pointed at the approaching figure. “He has money. Take it from him.”


    “The order cannot be obeyed,” the android said.


    “Take it from him,” Vandaleur repeated. “By force. Do you understand? We’re desperate.”


    “It is contrary to my prime directive,” I said. “I cannot endanger life or property. The order cannot be obeyed.”


    “For God’s sake!” Vandaleur burst out. “You’ve attacked, destroyed, murdered. Don’t gibber about prime directives. You haven’t any left. Get his money. Kill him if you have to. I tell you, we’re desperate!”


    “It is contrary to my prime directive,” I said. “I cannot endanger life or property. The order cannot be obeyed.”


    I thrust the android back and leaped out at the stranger. He was tall, austere, competent. He had an air of hope curdled by cynicism. He carried a cane. I saw he was blind.


    “Yes?” he said. “I hear you near me. What is it?”


    “Sir…” Vandaleur hesitated. “I’m desperate.”


    “We are all desperate,” the stranger replied. “Quietly desperate.”


    “Sir…I’ve got to have some money.”


    “Are you begging or stealing?” The sightless eyes passed over Vandaleur and the android.


    “I’m prepared for either.”


    “Ah. So are we all. It is the history of our race.” The stranger motioned over his shoulder. “I have been begging at St. Paul’s, my friend. What I desire cannot be stolen. What is it you desire that you are lucky enough to be able to steal?”


    “Money,” Vandaleur said.


    “Money for what? Come, my friend, let us exchange confidences. I will tell you why I beg, if you will tell me why you steal. My name is Blenheim.”


    “My name is…Vole.”


    “I was not begging for sight at St. Paul’s, Mr. Vole. I was begging for a number.”


    “A number?”


    “Ah yes. Numbers rational, numbers irrational, numbers imaginary. Positive integers. Negative integers. Fractions, positive and negative. Eh? You have never heard of Blenheim’s immortal treatise on Twenty Zeros, or The Differences in Absence of Quantity?” Blenheim smiled bitterly. “I am the wizard of the Theory of Number, Mr. Vole, and I have exhausted the charm of number for myself. After fifty years of wizardry, senility approaches and the appetite vanishes. I have been praying in St. Paul’s for inspiration. Dear God, I prayed, if You exist, send me a number.”


    Vandaleur slowly lifted the cardboard portfolio and touched Blenheim’s hand with it. “In here,” he said, “is a number. A hidden number. A secret number. The number of a crime. Shall we exchange, Mr. Blenheim? Shelter for a number?”


    “Neither begging nor stealing, eh?” Blenheim said. “But a bargain. So all life reduces itself to the banal.” The sightless eyes again passed over Vandaleur and the android. “Perhaps the All-Mighty is not God but a merchant. Come home with me.”


    * * * *


    On the top floor of Blenheim’s house we shared a room—two beds, two closets, two washstands, one bathroom. Vandaleur bruised my forehead again and sent me out to find work, and while the android worked, I consulted with Blenheim and read him the papers from the portfolio, one by one. All reet! All reet!


    Vandaleur told him so much and no more. He was a student, I said, attempting a thesis on the murdering android. In these papers which he had collected were the facts that would explain the crimes of which Blenheim had heard nothing. There must be a correlation, a number, a statistic, something which would account for my derangement, I explained, and Blenheim was piqued by the mystery, the detective story, the human interest of number.


    We examined the papers. As I read them aloud, he listed them and their contents in his blind, meticulous writing. And then I read his notes to him. He listed the papers by type, by typeface, by fact, by fancy, by article, spelling, words, theme, advertising, pictures, subject, politics, prejudices. He analyzed. He studied. He meditated. And we lived together in that top floor, always a little cold, always a little terrified, always a little closer…brought together by our fear of it, our hatred between us. Like a wedge driven into a living tree and splitting the trunk, only to be forever incorporated into the scar tissue, we grew together. Vandaleur and the android. Be fleet be fleet!


    And one afternoon Blenheim called Vandaleur into his study and displayed his notes. “I think I’ve found it,” he said, “but I can’t understand it.”


    Vandaleur’s heart leaped.


    “Here are the correlations,” Blenheim continued. “In fifty papers there are accounts of the criminal android. What is there, outside the depredations, that is also in fifty papers?”


    “I don’t know, Mr. Blenheim.”


    “It was a rhetorical question. Here is the answer. The weather.”


    “What?”


    “The weather.” Blenheim nodded. “Each crime was committed on a day when the temperature was above ninety degrees Fahrenheit.”


    “But that’s impossible,” Vandaleur exclaimed. “It was cool on Lyra Alpha.”


    “We have no record of any crime committed on Lyra Alpha. There is no paper.”


    “No. That’s right, I—” Vandaleur was confused. Suddenly he exclaimed. “No. You’re right. The furnace room. It was hot there. Hot! Of course. My God, yes! That’s the answer. Dallas Brady’s electric furnace…the rice deltas on Paragon. So jeet your seat. Yes. But why? Why? My God, why?”


    I came into the house at that moment, and passing the study, saw Vandaleur and Blenheim. I entered, awaiting commands, my multiple aptitudes devoted to service.


    “That’s the android, eh?” Blenheim said after a long moment.


    “Yes,” Vandaleur answered, still confused by the discovery. “And that explains why it refused to attack you that night on the Strand. It wasn’t hot enough to break the prime directive. Only in the heat…The heat, all reet!” He looked at the android. A silent lunatic command passed from man to android. I refused. It is forbidden to endanger life. Vandaleur gestured furiously, then seized Blenheim’s shoulders and yanked him back out of his desk chair to the floor. Blenheim shouted once. Vandaleur leaped on him like a tiger, pinning him to the floor and sealing his mouth with one hand.


    “Find a weapon,” he called to the android.


    “It is forbidden to endanger life.”


    “This is a fight for self-preservation. Bring me a weapon!” He held the squirming mathematician with all his weight. I went at once to a cupboard where I knew a revolver was kept. I checked it. It was loaded with five cartridges. I handed it to Vandaleur. I took it, rammed the barrel against Blenheim’s head and pulled the trigger. He shuddered once.


    We had three hours before the cook returned from her day off. We looted the house. We took Blenheim’s money and jewels. We packed a bag with clothes. We took Blenheim’s notes, destroyed the newspapers; and we left, carefully locking the door behind us. In Blenheim’s study we left a pile of crumpled papers under a half inch of burning candle. And we soaked the rug around it with kerosene. No, I did all that. The android refused. I am forbidden to endanger life or property.


    All reet!


    * * * *


    They took the tubes to Leicester Square, changed trains, and rode to the British Museum. There they got off and went to a small Georgian house just off Russell Square. A shingle in the window read: NAN WEBB, PSYCHOMETRIC CONSULTANT. Vandaleur had made a note of the address some weeks earlier. They went into the house. The android waited in the foyer with the bag. Vandaleur entered Nan Webb’s office.


    She was a tall woman with gray shingled hair, very fine English complexion, and very bad English legs. Her features were blunt, her expression acute. She nodded to Vandaleur, finished a letter, sealed it and looked up.


    “My name,” I said, “is Vanderbilt. James Vanderbilt.”


    “Quite.”


    “I’m an exchange student at London University.”


    “Quite.”


    “I’ve been researching on the killing android, and I think I’ve discovered something very interesting. I’d like your advice on it. What is your fee?”


    “What is your college at the University?”


    “Why?”


    “There is a discount for students.”


    “Merton College.”


    “That will be two pounds, please.”


    Vandaleur placed two pounds on the desk and added to the fee Blenheim’s notes. “There is a correlation,” he said, “between the crimes of the android and the weather. You will note that each crime was committed when the temperature rose above ninety degrees Fahrenheit. Is there a psychometric answer for this?”


    Nan Webb nodded, studied the notes for a moment, put down the sheets of paper, and said: “Synesthesia, obviously.”


    “What?”


    “Synesthesia,” she repeated. “When a sensation, Mr. Vanderbilt, is interpreted immediately in terms of a sensation from a different sense organ from the one stimulated, it is called synesthesia. For example: A sound stimulus gives rise to a simultaneous sensation of definite color. Or color gives rise to a sensation of taste. Or a light stimulus gives rise to a sensation of sound. There can be confusion or short circuiting of any sensation of taste, smell, pain, pressure, temperature, and so on. D’you understand?”


    “I think so.”


    “Your research has uncovered the fact that the android most probably reacts to temperature stimulus above the ninety-degree level synthetically. Most probably there is an endocrine response. Probably a temperature linkage with the android adrenal surrogate. High temperature brings about a response of fear, anger, excitement, and violent physical activity…all within the province of the adrenal gland.”


    “Yes. 1 see. Then if the android were to be kept in cold climates…”


    “There would be neither stimulus nor response. There would be no crimes. Quite,”


    “I see. What is projection?”


    “How do you mean?”


    “Is there any danger of projection with regard to the owner of the android?”


    “Very interesting. Projection is a throwing forward. It is the process of throwing out upon another the ideas or impulses that belong to oneself. The paranoid, for example, projects upon others his conflicts and disturbances in order to externalize them. He accuses, directly or by implication, other men of having the very sicknesses with which he is struggling himself.”


    “And the danger of projection?”


    “It is the danger of believing what is implied. If you live with a psychotic who projects his sickness upon you, there is a danger of falling into his psychotic pattern and becoming virtually psychotic yourself. As, no doubt, is happening to you, Mr. Vandaleur.”


    Vandaleur leaped to his feet.


    “You are an ass,” Nan Webb went on crisply. She waved the sheets of notes. “This is no exchange student’s writing. It’s the unique cursive of the famous Blenheim. Every scholar in England knows this blind writing. There is no Merton College at London University. That was a miserable guess. Merton is one of the Oxford colleges. And you, Mr. Vandaleur, are so obviously infected by association with your deranged android…by projection, if you will…that I hesitate between calling the Metropolitan Police and the Hospital for the Criminally Insane.”


    I took out the gun and shot her.


    Reet!


    * * * *


    “Antares II, Alpha Aurigae, Acrux IV, Pollux IX, Rigel Centaurus,” Vandaleur said. “They’re all cold. Cold as a witch’s kiss. Mean temperatures of forty degrees Fahrenheit. Never gets hotter than seventy. We’re in business again. Watch that curve.”


    The multiple-aptitude android swung the wheel with its accomplished hands. The car took the curve sweetly and sped on through the northern marshes, the reeds stretching for miles, brown and dry, under the cold English sky. The sun was sinking swiftly. Overhead, a lone flight of bustards flapped clumsily eastward. High above the flight, a lone helicopter drifted toward home and warmth.


    “No more warmth for us,” I said. “No more heat. We’re safe when we’re cold. We’ll hole up in Scotland, make a little money, get across to Norway, build a bankroll, and then ship out. We’ll settle on Pollux. We’re safe. We’ve licked it. We can live again.”


    There was a startling bleep from overhead, and then a ragged roar: “ATTENTION, JAMES VANDALEUR AND ANDROID. ATTENTION, JAMES VANDALEUR AND ANDROID!”


    Vandaleur started and looked up. The lone helicopter was floating above them. From its belly came amplified commands: “YOU ARE SURROUNDED. THE ROAD IS BLOCKED. YOU ARE TO STOP YOUR CAR AT ONCE AND SUBMIT TO ARREST. STOP AT ONCE!”


    I looked at Vandaleur for orders.


    “Keep driving,” Vandaleur snapped.


    The helicopter dropped lower: “ATTENTION, ANDROID. YOU ARE IN CONTROL OF THE VEHICLE. YOU ARE TO STOP AT ONCE. THIS IS A STATE DIRECTIVE SUPERSEDING ALL PRIVATE COMMANDS.”


    “What the hell are you doing?” I shouted.


    “A state directive supersedes all private commands,” the android answered. “I must point out to you that—”


    “Get the hell away from the wheel,” Vandaleur ordered. I clubbed the android, yanked him sideways, and squirmed over him to the wheel. The car veered off the road in that moment and went churning through the frozen mud and dry reeds. Vandaleur regained control and continued westward through the marshes toward a parallel highway five miles distant.


    “We’ll beat their goddamned block,” he grunted. The car pounded and surged. The helicopter dropped even lower. A searchlight blazed from the belly of the plane.


    “ATTENTION, JAMES VANDALEUR AND ANDROID. SUBMIT TO ARREST. THIS IS A STATE DIRECTIVE SUPERSEDING ALL PRIVATE COMMANDS.”


    “He can’t submit,” Vandaleur shouted wildly. “There’s no one to submit to. He can’t and I won’t.”


    “Christ!” I muttered. “We’ll beat them yet. We’ll beat the block. We’ll beat the heat. We’ll—”


    “I must point out to you,” I said, “that I am required by my prime directive to obey state directives which supersede all private commands. I must submit to arrest.”


    “Who says it’s a state directive?” Vandaleur said. “Them? Up in that plane? They’ve got to show credentials. They’ve got to prove it’s state authority before you submit. How d’you know they’re not crooks trying to trick us?”


    Holding the wheel with one arm, he reached into his side pocket to make sure the gun was still in place. The car skidded. The tires squealed on frost and reeds. The wheel was wrenched from his grasp and the car yawed up a small hillock and overturned. The motor roared and the wheels screamed. Vandaleur crawled out and dragged the android with him. For the moment we were outside the circle of light boring down from the helicopter. We blundered off into the marsh, into the blackness, into concealment.…Vandaleur running with a pounding heart, hauling the android along.


    The helicopter circled and soared over the wrecked car, searchlight peering, loudspeaker braying. On the highway we had left, lights appeared as the pursuing and blocking parties gathered and followed radio directions from the plane. Vandaleur and the android continued deeper and deeper into the marsh, working their way toward the parallel road and safety. It was night by now. The sky was a black matte. Not a star showed. The temperature was dropping. A southeast night wind knifed us to the bone.


    Far behind there was a dull concussion. Vandaleur turned, gasping. The car’s fuel had exploded. A geyser of flame shot up like a lurid fountain. It subsided into a low crater of burning reeds. Whipped by the wind, the distant hem of flame fanned up into a wall, ten feet high. The wall began marching down on us, cracking fiercely. Above it, a pall of oil smoke surged forward. Behind it, Vandaleur could make out the figures of men…a mass of beaters searching the marsh.


    “Christ!” I cried and searched desperately for safety. He ran, dragging me with him, until their feet crunched through the surface ice of a pool. He trampled the ice furiously, then flung himself down in the numbing water, pulling the android with us.


    The wall of flame approached. I could hear the crackle and feel the heat. He could see the searchers clearly. Vandaleur reached into his side pocket for the gun. The pocket was torn. The gun was gone. He groaned and shook with cold and terror. The light from the marsh fire was blinding. Overhead, the helicopter floated helplessly to one side, unable to fly through the smoke and flames and aid the searchers who were beating far to the right of us.


    “They’ll miss us,” Vandaleur whispered. “Keep quiet. That’s an order. They’ll miss us. We’ll beat them. We’ll beat the fire. We’ll—”


    Three distinct shots sounded less than a hundred feet from the fugitives. Blam! Blam! Blam! They came from the last three cartridges in my gun as the marsh fire reached it where it had dropped, and exploded the shells. The searchers turned toward the sound and began working directly toward us. Vandaleur cursed hysterically and tried to submerge even deeper to escape the intolerable heat of the fire. The android began to twitch.


    The wall of flame surged up to them. Vandaleur took a deep breath and prepared to submerge until the flame passed over them. The android shuddered and burst into an earsplitting scream.


    “All reet! All reet!” it shouted. “Be fleet be fleet!”


    “Damn you!” I shouted. I tried to drown it.


    “Damn you!” I cursed him. I smashed his face.


    The android battered Vandaleur, who fought it off until it exploded out of the mud and staggered upright. Before I could return to the attack, the live flames captured it hypnotically. It danced and capered in a lunatic rumba before the wall of fire. Its legs twisted. Its arms waved. The fingers writhed in a private rumba of their own. It shrieked and sang and ran in a crooked waltz before the embrace of the heat, a muddy monster silhouetted against the brilliant sparkling flare.


    The searchers shouted. There were shots. The android spun around twice and then continued its horrid dance before the face of the flames. There was a rising gust of wind. The fire swept around the capering figure and enveloped it for a roaring moment. Then the fire swept on, leaving behind it a sobbing mass of synthetic flesh oozing scarlet blood that would never coagulate.


    The thermometer would have registered 1200° wondrously Fahrenheit.


    * * * *


    Vandaleur didn’t die. I got away. They missed him while they watched the android caper and die. But I don’t know which of us he is these days. Projection, Wanda warned me. Projection, Nan Webb told him. If you live with a crazy man or a crazy machine long enough, I become crazy too. Reet!


    But we know one truth. We know they were wrong. The new robot and Vandaleur know that because the new robot’s started twitching too. Reet! Here on cold Pollux, the robot is twitching and singing. No heat, but my fingers writhe. No heat, but it’s taken the little Talley girl off for a solitary walk. A cheap labor robot. A servo-mechanism…all I could afford…but it’s twitching and humming and walking alone with the child somewhere and I can’t find them. Christ! Vandaleur can’t find me before it’s too late. Cool and discreet, honey, in the dancing frost while the thermometer registers 10° fondly Fahrenheit.


    * * * *
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    CYBORGS, by Kyle William Bishop


    Thanks to remarkable technological and biomedical innovations over the past century, the boundaries between humans, computers, and robots have become increasingly thin. Not surprisingly, science fiction authors and filmmakers have eagerly and repeatedly mined these liminal borders for inspiration, preying on the paranoia that humankind could one day very well find itself threatened on the evolutionary ladder by technological beings of its own creation. Read as a barometer of America’s cultural attitude toward and fears regarding modernity and unchecked advances in computer science, artificial intelligence, and cybernetic enhancements, the chief threats portrayed by these works of speculative fiction include computers, robots, and sinister hybrids that could eventually replace humans—silicon creations that potentially represent the next dominant life form on Earth. The progressive manifestation of this insecurity is best illustrated by the cyborg, a hybrid creature that personifies the root struggle between humankind and “thinking” machines.


    The term cyborg developed from the clever combination of the words cybernetic and organism, describing, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, “a person whose physical tolerances or capabilities are extended beyond normal human limitations by a machine or other external agency that modifies the body’s functioning.” The word was first introduced to the science community in 1960 by Manfred E. Clynes and Nathan S. Kline who proposed the cyborg as “essentially a man-machine system in which the control mechanisms of the human portion are modified externally by drugs or regulatory devices so that the being can live in an environment different from the normal one” (“Cyborg”). These scientists were speculating on the best ways for human beings to survive space exploration, and, as a result, the first “real” cyborgs were developed as part of the Russian space program, integrating the biology of their cosmonauts with the technology of the SK-1 space suits. In other words, the cyborg was originally envisioned in a most optimistic and positive light—the logical, technological advancement of the human race.


    According to Norbert Wiener, the purpose of cybernetics is primarily to enhance our ability to process information (17); therefore, the cyborg can also be seen as simply a human being with an enhanced ability to access all kinds of information, including that of their physical environment. In our contemporary biotechnology world, then, cyborgs are people who have been enhanced with artificial organs or limbs, giving them the ability to interact more fully with the world around them. Such biomedical advances should be seen as good things for human progress; however, although a number of sci-fi texts do make heroic and even desirable use of cyborg characters, many more chose instead to profligate the cyborg as a monster. Why? Put simply, the loss of humanity. Ultimately, the cyborg, as it appears in most science fiction and horror narratives, represents technology’s decisive triumph over human will and independence. As a result, most depictions of the cyborg, especially those on the screen, show not a creature possessing the best of both the biological and the technological worlds, but rather a monstrosity in which the machine has overcome and replaced the human.


    Although a traditional sci-fi cyborg integrates human cells with silicon circuits, the historical antecedents of this creature belong to more pedestrian mythology. The ur-cyborg is the golem, a magical or mystical automaton brought to life to serve a specific function. The premier example is the legendary Golem of Prague, drawn from Jewish mythology, but the most famous one is certainly the reanimated corpse created by Mary Shelly’s Victor Frankenstein. Similar to the more traditional and modern cyborg, Frankenstein’s monster is cobbled together from various parts and brought back to life through decidedly scientific (although secret and ambiguous) means. Granted, once the creature returns to life, it ceases to be a thing of mere technology, embracing rather its lost organic features and characteristics, but without Frankenstein’s technological intervention, the creature would have remained little more than disparate pieces of dead flesh and rotting corpses. Later cinematic iterations of Frankenstein have more overtly embraced the cyborg trope in their depictions of the creature, but most golems remain foundationally animated life, not cybernetically enhanced organisms.


    Discounting golems, then, the first legitimate cybernetic organisms in literature appear as the victims/beneficiaries of prostheses. In 1839, the creator of so many now-popular SF subgenres, Edgar Allan Poe, gave the world a disturbing Gothic tale of uncanny horror called “The Man That Was Used Up.” In this brief first-person account, readers are exposed to the remarkable Brevet Brigadier-General John A. B. C. Smith, a man of singular physical perfection and refined carriage. As a result of years of fighting colonized natives and falling victim to their violence and torture, almost nothing of Smith’s body remains organic and “alive”; instead, the man has prosthetically engineered legs, shoulders, arms, teeth, and even eyes. Another early cyborg can be found in L. Frank Baum’s The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. Published in 1900, Baum’s work features the sympathetic character of the Tin Woodman, a man who suffered repeated amputations due to an enchanted axe from the vindictive wicked Witch of the East. After each horrible act of dismemberment, the Woodman had a local tin-smith create a new limb from metal until, unfortunately, even his heart was replaced. Although the science is unclear in these two works of fantasy and whimsy, they clearly laid the groundwork for what would follow.


    Truly hybridized, cybernetic creatures and characters began to appear shortly after the dawn of the twentieth century in a variety of pulp fiction works and dime-store novels. The French author Jean de la Hire’s pioneered a number of advances in literary science fiction, including the invention of the proto-superhero Léo Sainte-Claire, also known as the Nyctalope. This cyborg crime fighter first appeared in the 1908 novel L’Homme Qui Peut Vivre Dans L’eau (The Man Who Can Live in the Water), but in later works, such as Le Mystère des XV (The Mystery Of The XV) (1911) and L’Assassinat du Nyctalope (The Assassination of the Nyctalope) (1933), we learn Sainte-Claire can not only see in the dark with his mysterious eyes, but also sports an artificial, mechanical heart. Other developmental cyborg characters soon followed, most notably the hybridized organic/mechanical space explorers featured in Edmond Hamilton’s 1928 novel The Comet Doom and C. L. Moore’s Deirdre, a dancer whose brain has been transplanted into a robotic body, from the 1944 short story “No Woman Born.” Each of these examples demonstrates important developments in the cyborg trope, but the authors generally limited the cybernetic fusion to individual body parts or small-scale integration.


    It’s not until the rise of cybernetic technology associated with the space race that we began to see “full-scale” cyborgs in fiction and film, what Donna Haraway defines in her now famous “Cyborg Manifesto” as “a cybernetic organism, a hybrid of machine and organism” (149). One of the first explorations into fully cybernetic humanoids didn’t occur until 1962 with Wesley Barry’s The Creation of the Humanoids, a low-budget film featuring robots that function as “resurrected” humans thanks to the mysterious transplantation of the hypothalamus from a human corpse into the computer brain of a replicant android. A more refined and quintessential version of the cyborg finally appeared in a 1966 episode arc of the long-running BBC science-fiction series Doctor Who (1963–89). In “The Tenth Planet,” viewers meet the Cybermen for the first time, a race of humanoid creatures that appear essentially human, but with various synthetic and metal prostheses. In later episodes, of course, the menacing race becomes almost completely robotic, retaining only a biological brain and nerve center, but they remain implicitly created from modified human victims.


    About six years after the pioneering efforts of Doctor Who, the bionic cyborg found its way to general audiences in the United States as well. In 1972, Martin Caidin published Cyborg, a popular novel featuring Steve Austin, a former astronaut and accomplished test pilot who is critically injured after crashing an experimental craft. All but one of Austin’s limbs are destroyed, along with one of his eyes, and cutting-edge technology must be used to restore the man to full health. Austin’s physical enhancements turn him into a “bionic man,” making the pilot a palatable hero and not some kind of hybridized monster. In fact, Austin was so popular that just one year later, Lee Majors was cast to star in a made-for-television movie titled The Six Million Dollar Man, directed by Richard Irving. A five-season television series soon followed the film (running 1974–78), along with the popular spin-off series The Bionic Woman (1976–78), staring Lindsay Wagner as Jaime Sommers. Perhaps thanks to real-world advancements in and applications of bionic and mechanical prosthetics, particularly in the wake of the Vietnam War, these television superheroes mark a high point in the cyborg’s development, one of optimism and hope rather than mistrust and fear.


    At about the same time, more ambiguous explorations into the cybernetic-human hybrid were taking place in popular science fiction literature. One of the first, Arthur C. Clarke’s 1971 novella A Meeting with Medusa, actually prefigures Cyborg with its tale of astronaut Howard Falcon, a man whose biological body is largely replaced by prosthetics following a devastating airship crash. Two other notable and influential examples were published in 1976: Frederick Pohl’s novel Man Plus and Isaac Asimov’s novella The Bicentennial Man from his Robot series. In Pohl’s novel, Roger Torraway becomes the first successful participant in the United States’ government’s project to create cybernetic astronauts for the colonization of Mars. Although the operation is technically successful, Torraway begins to find himself disconnected and distanced from humanity—and not merely because of his relocation to the Red Planet. Asimov explores almost the opposite course of cybernetic development, depicting the transformation of a robot into a hybrid creature that becomes virtually indistinguishable from a human. Andrew narrates his own story of evolution: he begins “life” as a fully automatic and mechanized robot, but, in his attempts to achieve the same legal rights as humans, he gradually replaces many of his mechanical components with organic ones. These two landmark works ask serious questions about self and identity, furthering the serious nature of the cyborg trope in fiction.


    One of the most ambivalent depictions of a cyborg—although perhaps not initially recognized as one—is Darth Vader from George Lucas’ Star Wars (1977). In the first film, Vader represents little more than a dangerous amalgam of human biology and mechanical alterations. As the film series progresses, however, audiences learn how Darth Vader’s suit is actually a complex life-support system, allowing him unnatural existence and making him virtually unstoppable. His very appearance—the black suit, the face-concealing helmet, and the raspy ventilator voice—connotes power, fear, and a primal sense of the uncanny. With the Empire’s Dark Lord, then, science fiction definitively breaks from the optimistic tradition of human bionics to establish integrated cybernetics as an unavoidable path to villainy and monstrosity. Of course, thanks to the internal struggle between the man and the machine, Darth Vader ultimately has to choose between the two warring forces of his existence; and although the human is shown to triumph in the end, the powerful Jedi cannot survive without the assistance of his biomechanical components.


    An even more sinister and terrifying vision of the cyborg appeared in James Cameron’s 1984 film, The Terminator (and returned perhaps more famously in the 1991 sequel, Terminator 2: Judgment Day). The titular figure, played by Arnold Schwarzenegger, is depicted as little more than a mindless, unrelenting automaton, one that betrays nothing of its biological roots. In an inversion of Darth Vader, the terminator wears its biological components on the outside, using flesh to mask its robotic endoskeleton. Of course, even though the creature represents a similarly uncanny juggernaut of destruction, it isn’t a true cyborg—as viewers learn in the film’s climax, the robot can function fully without its organic casing. Because the terminator machines must be grown in some kind of lab or manufactured on an assembly line, as they all bear the same likeness, no human entity is altered, enhanced, or changed in their creation. This is a critical point of difference between the once-human Darth Vader and the soulless terminator machine; cyborgs that were once “normal” human beings are more disturbing because of the implied transformation and potential loss of autonomy.


    A host of other influential cyborgs appeared during this period as well, and in a variety of print and visual media. For example, robot/human hybrids have been key players in comic books since 1942, with the debut of the DC hero Robotman, also known as Robert Crane, whose brain was transplanted into a robot body upon the scientist’s otherwise fatal shooting. Since then, comics have featured such liminal characters as Iron Man (1963), Deathlok (1974), Cyborg (1980), and Motoko Kusanagi from Ghost in the Shell (1989). Additional famous literary cyborgs include Jonas from Gene Wolfe’s Book of the New Sun series (1980–83) and the “razor girl” Molly from William Gibson’s “Johnny Mnemonic” (1981) and his Sprawl trilogy (1984–88). Movie and television manifestations also include Peter Weller’s RoboCop from Paul Verhoeven’s 1987 film, Inspector Gadget from his own animated series (1983–86), and, to some extent, Kryten from Red Dwarf (1988). Despite this diverse proliferation, however, the human-cum-cyborg monster reached a zenith with Star Trek: The Next Generation.


    The landmark sci-fi series first introduced audiences to an imperialist race of cybernetic soldiers called simply “the Borg” in the 1989 episode “Q Who.” These (cy)Borgs are clearly both cybernetic and biological, as their outward appearance graphically displays both visible humanoid flesh and mysterious and threatening mechanical devices. The Borg end up being far more technologically advanced and menacing than any Darth Vader ever could be, for they operate as a collective society and reproduce solely by assimilating other biological organisms. Rather than simply murdering their victims, the Borg literally recreate others in their own image, replacing (perceived) inferior and fallible biological parts with more logical, rational, and hardy mechanical accoutrements. The resulting creatures become part of a complex hive of consciousness, the individuals forced to sacrifice autonomy and human agency for the good of the whole race. The Borg encapsulate the ultimate threat of the cyborg: that of evolutionary superiority—humans are no longer the top of the food chain. This manifestation of the “evil” cyborg proved so popular and pervasive, in fact, that the Borg appeared again and again throughout the run of Next Generation, including the feature film, First Contact (1996).


    The Borg’s method of procreation was mirrored during the fourth season of Joss Whedon’s Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1999–2000). Like the victims of the Borg attacks in Star Trek, the vicious cyborg Adam(George Hertzberg) was once an autonomous human subject, a soldier either killed or injured in the line duty, or forcefully appropriated by the military scientists (his pre-cyborg history is left vague). Even worse, however, Adam’s new cybernetic identity constitutes a complete lack of his former autonomy. N. Katherine Hayles, in her pivotal discourse on the posthuman condition, speculates that “the ultimate horror is for the rigid machine to absorb the human being, co-opting the flexibility that is the human birthright” (105). This fate proves terribly true for Adam, for in his character the machine clearly functions as the dominant part of the hybrid whole. Blinded by his programming, Adam has lost his sense of humanity and compassion, and he exhibits a rigid application of logic that considers life and individuality expendable. Like Cameron’s terminator robots, Adam manifests the total loss of humanity outlined by Hayles: “When the boundaries turn rigid or engulf humans so that they lose their agency, the machine ceases to be cybernetic and becomes simply and oppressively mechanical” (105). This terrible potentiality of the cyborg is exactly what makes these creatures such monstrous threats.


    During the first decade of the twenty-first century, the cyborg has continued to appear in various iterations in all forms of fiction—including, perhaps even most pervasively, video games. However, many of these appearances have been repeat performances: cyborgs abound throughout the Star Wars prequels (most spectacularly in the form of General Grievous), the terminator monsters can be seen in The Sarah Connor Chronicles (2008–09) and Terminator: Salvation (2009), and Jaime Sommers even had a brief return to the small screen in 2007’s Bionic Woman. The most interesting variations on the cyborg, however, have been more complicated manifestations, most notably the Cylons from the rebooted Battlestar Galactica (2004–09). Building on the uncanny androids from Philip K. Dick’s “Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?” (1968), the “skin jobs” of Battlestar Galactica blur the line between robot and human so obscurely as to make the “cyborg” label the only logical option. The advanced Cylons have managed to replicate human tissue at the cellular level, making them virtually indistinguishable from living flesh, and they can even procreate with humans sexually. Clearly the definition of “cyborg” is continuing to undergo some revision.


    As modern technology continues to make real-world advances in the fields of prosthetics, biomechanics, and artificial intelligence, cyborgs will become less the things of “science fiction” or more a part of “science” itself. For this reason, cybernetic characters will likely lessen in their fantastic or even menacing appearances, cropping up instead in more realistic terms, terms that mirror reality instead of providing manifestation of paranoid speculation. Yet the cyborg will never completely disappear—if anything, its role in literature, film, and television will become increasingly advanced, nuanced, and ambiguous, asking readers and viewers again and again to challenge their preconceived notions of what it really means to be “human.” Besides, such hybridized technological characters continue to capture the imagination, tap into some of our deepest fears, and look really, really cool. And if current advances in mechanical limbs, artificial organs, and biomedical computer interfaces are any indication, we are all on our way to becoming cyborgs ourselves anyway.
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    SURFACE TENSION, by James Blish


    First published in Galaxy, August 1952


    Dr. Chatvieux took a long look over the microscope, leaving la Ventura with nothing to do but look out at the dead landscape of Hydrot. Waterscape, he thought, would be a better word. The new world had shown only one small, triangular continent, set amid endless ocean; and even the continent was mostly swamp.


    The wreck of the seed-ship lay broken squarely across the one real spur of rock Hydrot seemed to possess, which reared a magnificent twenty-one feet above sea-level. From this eminence, la Ventura could see forty miles to the horizon across a flat bed of mud. The red light of the star Tau Ceti, glinting upon thousands of small lakes, pools, ponds, and puddles, made the watery plain look like a mosaic of onyx and ruby.


    “If I were a religious man,” the pilot said suddenly, “I’d call this a plain case of divine vengeance.”


    Chatvieux said: “Hmn?”


    “It’s as if we’ve been struck down for—is it hubris, arrogant pride?”


    “Well, is it?” Chatvieux said, looking up at last. “I don’t feel exactly swollen with pride at the moment. Do you?”


    “I’m not exactly proud of my piloting,” la Ventura admitted. “But that isn’t quite what I meant. I was thinking about why we came here in the first place. It takes arrogant pride to think that you can scatter men, or at least things like men, all over the face of the Galaxy. It takes more pride to do the job—to pack up all the equipment and move from planet to planet and actually make men suitable for every place you touch.”


    “I suppose it does,” Chatvieux said. “But we’re only one of several hundred seed-ships in this limb of the Galaxy, so I doubt that the gods picked us out as special sinners.” He smiled drily. “If they had, maybe they’d have left us our ultraphone, so the Colonization Council could hear about our cropper. Besides, Paul, we try to produce men adapted to Earthlike planets, nothing more. We’ve sense enough—humility enough, if you like—to know that we can’t adapt men to Jupiter or to Tau Ceti.”


    “Anyhow, we’re here,” la Ventura said grimly. “And we aren’t going to get off. Phil tells me that we don’t even have our germ-cell bank any more, so we can’t seed this place in the usual way. We’ve been thrown onto a dead world and dared to adapt to it. What are the panatropes going to do—provide built-in waterwings?”


    “No,” Chatvieux said calmly. “You and I and the rest of us are going to die, Paul. Panatropic techniques don’t work on the body, only on the inheritance-carrying factors. We can’t give you built-in waterwings, any more than we can give you a new set of brains. I think we’ll be able to populate this world with men, but we won’t live to see it.”


    The pilot thought about it, a lump of cold collecting gradually in his stomach. “How long do you give us?” he said at last.


    “Who knows? A month, perhaps.”


    * * * *


    The bulkhead leading to the wrecked section of the ship was pushed back, admitting salty, muggy air, heavy with carbon dioxide. Philip Strasvogel, the communications officer, came in, tracking mud. Like la Ventura, he was now a man without a function, but it did not appear to bother him. He unbuckled from around his waist a canvas belt into which plastic vials were stuffed like cartridges.


    “More samples, Doc,” he said. “All alike—water, very wet. I have some quicksand in one boot, too. Find anything?”


    “A good deal, Phil. Thanks. Are the others around?”


    Strasvogel poked his head out and hallooed. Other voices rang out over the mudflats. Minutes later, the rest of the survivors were crowding into the panatrope deck: Saltonstall, Chatvieux’s senior assistant; Eunice Wagner, the only remaining ecologist; Eleftherios Venezuelos, the delegate from the Colonization Council; and Joan Heath, a midshipman whose duties, like la Ventura’s and Strasvogel’s, were now without meaning.


    Five men and two women—to colonize a planet on which standing room meant treading water.


    They came in quietly and found seats or resting places on the deck, on the edges of tables, in corners.


    Venezuelos said: “What’s the verdict, Dr. Chatvieux?”


    “This place isn’t dead,” Chatvieux said. “There’s life in the sea and in the fresh water, both. On the animal side of the ledger, evolution seems to have stopped with the Crustacea; the most advanced form I’ve found is a tiny crayfish, from one of the local rivulets. The ponds and puddles are well-stocked with protozoa and small meta-zoans, right up to a wonderfully variegated rotifer population—including a castle-building rotifer like Earth’s Flo-scularidae. The plants run from simple algae to the thallus-like species.”


    “The sea is about the same,” Eunice said, “I’ve found some of the larger simple metazoans—jellyfish and so on—and some crayfish almost as big as lobsters. But it’s normal to find salt-water species running larger than freshwater.”


    “In short,” Chatvieux said, “we’ll survive here—if we fight.”


    “Wait a minute,” la Ventura said. “You’ve just finished telling me that we wouldn’t survive. And you were talking about us, not about the species, because we don’t have our germ-cell banks any more. What’s—”


    “I’ll get to that in a moment,” Chatvieux said. “Saltonstall, what would you think of taking to the sea? We came out of it once; maybe we could come out of it again.”


    “No good,” Saltonstall said immediately. “I like the idea, but I don’t think this planet ever heard of Swinburne, or Homer, either. Looking at it as a colonization problem, as if we weren’t involved ourselves, I wouldn’t give you a credit for epi oinopa ponton. The evolutionary pressure there is too high, the competition from other species is prohibitive; seeding the sea would be the last thing we attempt. The colonists wouldn’t have a chance to learn a thing before they were destroyed.”


    “Why?” la Ventura said. The death in his stomach was becoming hard to placate.


    “Eunice, do your sea-going Coelenterates include anything like the Portuguese man-of-war?”


    The ecologist nodded.


    “There’s your answer, Paul,” Saltonstall said. “The sea is out. It’s got to be fresh water, where the competing creatures are less formidable and there are more places to hide.”


    “We can’t compete with a jellyfish?” la Ventura asked, swallowing.


    “No, Paul,” Chatvieux said. “The panatropes make adaptations, not gods. They take human germ-cells—in this case, our own, since our bank was wiped out in the crash—and modify them toward creatures who can live in any reasonable environment. The result will be manlike and intelligent. It usually shows the donor’s personality pattern, too.


    “But we can’t transmit memory. The adapted man is worse than a child in his new environment. He has no history, no techniques, no precedents, not even a language. Ordinarily the seeding teams more or less take him through elementary school before they leave the planet, but we won’t survive long enough for that. We’ll have to design our colonists with plenty of built-in protections and locate them in the most favorable environment possible, so that at least some of them will survive the learning process.”


    The pilot thought about it, but nothing occurred to him which did not make the disaster seem realer and more intimate with each passing second. “One of the new creatures can have my personality pattern, but it won’t be able to remember being me. Is that right?”


    “That’s it. There may be just the faintest of residuums—panatropy’s given us some data which seem to support the old Jungian notion of ancestral memory. But we’re all going to die on Hydrot, Paul. There’s no avoiding that. Somewhere we’ll leave behind people who behave as we would, think and feel as we would, but who won’t remember la Ventura, or Chatvieux, or Joan Heath—or Earth.”


    The pilot said nothing more. There was a gray taste in his mouth.


    “Saltonstall, what do you recommend as a form?”


    The panatropist pulled reflectively at his nose. “Webbed extremities, of course, with thumbs and big toes heavy and thornlike for defense until the creature has had a chance to learn. Book-lungs, like the arachnids, working out of intercostal spiracles—they are gradually adaptable to atmosphere-breathing, if it ever decides to come out of the water. Also I’d suggest sporulation. As an aquatic animal, our colonist is going to have an indefinite lifespan, but we’ll have to give it a breeding cycle of about six weeks to keep its numbers up during the learning period; so there’ll have to be a definite break of some duration in its active year. Otherwise it’ll hit the population problem before it’s learned enough to cope with it.”


    “Also, it’ll be better if our colonists could winter inside a good hard shell,” Eunice Wagner added in agreement. “So sporulation’s the obvious answer. Most microscopic creatures have it.”


    “Microscopic?” Phil said incredulously.


    “Certainly,” Chatvieux said, amused. “We can’t very well crowd a six-foot man into a two-foot puddle. But that raises a question. We’ll have tough competition from the rotifers, and some of them aren’t strictly microscopic. I don’t think your average colonist should run under 25 microns, Saltonstall. Give them a chance to slug it out.”


    “I was thinking of making them twice that big.”


    “Then they’d be the biggest things in their environment,” Eunice Wagner pointed out, “and won’t ever develop any skills. Besides, if you make them about rotifer size, I’ll give them an incentive for pushing out the castle-building rotifers.”


    “They’ll be able to take over the castles as dwellings.”


    Chatvieux nodded. “All right, let’s get started. While the panatropes are being calibrated, the rest of us can put our heads together on leaving a record for these people. We’ll micro-engrave the record on a set of corrosion-proof metal leaves, of a size our colonists can handle conveniently. Some day they may puzzle it out.”


    “Question,” Eunice Wagner said. “Are we going to tell them they’re microscopic? I’m opposed to it. It’ll saddle their entire early history with a gods-and-demons mythology they’d be better off without.”


    “Yes, we are,” Chatvieux said; and la Ventura could tell by the change in the tone of his voice that he was speaking now as their senior. “These people will be of the race of men, Eunice. We want them to win their way back to the community of men. They are not toys, to be protected from the truth forever in a fresh-water womb.”


    “I’ll make that official,” Venezuelos said, and that was that.


    And then, essentially, it was all over. They went through the motions. Already they were beginning to be hungry. After la Ventura had had his personality pattern recorded, he was out of it. He sat by himself at the far end of the ledge, watching Tau Ceti go redly down, chucking pebbles into the nearest pond, wondering morosely which nameless puddle was to be his Lethe.


    He never found out, of course. None of them did.


    I


    Old Shar set down the heavy metal plate at last, and gazed instead out the window of the castle, apparently resting his eyes on the glowing green-gold obscurity of the summer waters. In the soft fluorescence which played down upon him, from the Noc dozing impassively in the groined vault of the chamber, Lavon could see that he was in fact a young man. His face was so delicately formed as to suggest that it had not been many seasons since he had first emerged from his spore.


    But of course there had been no real reason to expect an old man. All the Shars had been referred to traditionally as “old” Shar. The reason, like the reasons for everything else, had been forgotten, but the custom had persisted; the adjective at least gave weight and dignity to the office.


    The present Shar belonged to the generation XVI, and hence would have to be at least two seasons younger than Lavon himself. If he was old, it was only in knowledge.


    “Lavon, I’m going to have to be honest with you,” Shar said at last, still looking out of the tall, irregular window. “You’ve come to me for the secrets of the metal plates, just as your predecessors did to mine. I can give some of them to you—but for the most part, I don’t know what they mean.”


    “After so many generations?” Lavon asked, surprised. “Wasn’t it Shar III who first found out how to read them? That was a long time ago.”


    The young man turned and looked at Lavon with eyes made dark and wide by the depths into which they had been staring. “I can read what’s on the plates, but most of it seems to make no sense. Worst of all, the plates are incomplete. You didn’t know that? They are. One of them was lost in a battle during the final war with the Eaters, while these castles are still in their hands.”


    “What am I here for, then?” Lavon said. “Isn’t there anything of value on the remaining plates? Do they really contain ‘the wisdom of the Creators’ or is that another myth?”


    “No. No, that’s true,” Shar said slowly, “as far as it goes.”


    * * * *


    He paused, and both men turned and gazed at the ghostly creature which had appeared suddenly outside the window. Then Shar said gravely, “Come in, Para.”


    The slipper-shaped organism, nearly transparent except for the thousands of black-and-silver granules and frothy bubbles which packed its interior, glided into the chamber and hovered, with a muted whirring of cilia. For a moment it remained silent, probably speaking telepathically to the Noc floating in the vault, after the ceremonious fashion of all the protos. No human had ever intercepted one of these colloquies, but there was no doubt about their reality: humans had used them for long-range communications for generations.


    Then the Para’s cilia buzzed once more. Each separate hairlike process vibrated at an independent, changing rate; the resulting sound waves spread through the water, inter-modulating, reinforcing or canceling each other. The aggregate wave-front, by the time it reached human ears, was recognizable human speech.


    “We are arrived, Shar and Lavon, according to the custom.”


    “And welcome,” said Shar. “Lavon, let’s leave this matter of the plates for a while, until you hear what Para has to say; that’s a part of the knowledge Lavons must have as they come of age, and it comes before the plates. I can give you some hints of what we are. First Para has to tell you something about what we aren’t.”


    * * * *


    Lavon nodded, willingly enough, and watched the proto as it settled gently to the surface of the hewn table at which Shar and been sitting. There was in the entity such a perfection and economy of organization, such a grace and surety of movement, that he could hardly believe in his own new-won maturity. Para, like all the protos, made him feel not, perhaps, poorly thought-out, but at least unfinished.


    “We know that in this universe there is logically no place for man,” the gleaming now immobile cylinder upon the table droned abruptly. “Our memory is the common property to all our races. It reaches back to a time when there were no such creatures as men here. It remembers also that once upon a day there were men here, suddenly, and in some numbers. Their spores littered the bottom; we found the spores only a short time after our season’s Awakening, and in them we saw the forms of men slumbering.


    “Then men shattered their spores and emerged. They were intelligent, active. And they were gifted with a trait, a character, possessed by no other creature in this world. Not even the savage Eaters had it. Men organized us to exterminate the Eaters and therein lay the difference. Men had initiative. We have the word now, which you gave us, and we apply it, but we still do not know what the thing is that it labels.”


    “You fought beside us,” Lavon said.


    “Gladly. We would never have thought of that war by ourselves, but it was good and brought good. Yet we wondered. We saw that men were poor swimmers, poor walkers, poor crawlers, poor climbers. We saw that men were formed to make and use tools, a concept we still do not understand, for so wonderful a gift is largely wasted in this universe, and there is no other. What good are tool-useful members such as the hands of men? We do not know. It seems plain that so radical a thing should lead to a much greater rulership over the world than has, in fact, proven to be possible for men.”


    Lavon’s head was spinning. “Para, I had no notion that you people were philosophers.”


    “The protos are old,” Shar said. He had again turned to look out the window, his hands locked behind his back. “They aren’t philosophers, Lavon but they are remorseless logicians. Listen to Para.”


    “To this reasoning there could be but one outcome,” the Para said. “Our strange ally, Man, was like nothing else in this universe. He was and is ill-fitted for it. He does not belong here; he has been—adopted. This drives us to think that there are other universes besides this one, but where these universes might lie, and what their properties might be, it is impossible to imagine. We have no imagination, as men know.”


    Was the creature being ironic? Lavon could not tell. He said slowly: “Other universes? How could that be true?”


    “We do not know,” the Para’s uninflected voice hummed. Lavon waited, but obviously the proto had nothing more to say.


    * * * *


    Shar had resumed sitting on the window sill, clasping his knees, watching the come and go of dim shapes in the lighted gulf. “It is quite true,” he said. “What is written on the remaining plates makes it plain. Let me tell you now what they say.


    “We were made, Lavon. We were made by men who are not as we are, but men who were our ancestors all the same. They were caught in some disaster, and they made us here in our universe—so that, even though they had to die, the race of men would live.”


    Lavon surged up from the woven spyrogrya mat upon which he had been sitting. “You must think I’m a fool!” he said sharply.


    “No. You’re our Lavon; you have a right to know the facts. Make what you like of them.” Shar swung his webbed toes back into the chamber. “What I’ve told you may be hard to believe, but it seems to be so; what Para says backs it up. Our unfitness to live here is self-evident I’ll give you some examples:


    “The past four Shars discovered that we won’t get any further in our studies until we learn how to control heat. We’ve produced enough heat chemically to show that even the water around us changes when the temperature gets high enough. But there we’re stopped.”


    “Why?”


    “Because heat produced in open water is carried off as rapidly as it’s produced. Once we tried to enclose that heat, and we blew up a whole tube of the castle and killed everything in range; the shock was terrible. We measured the pressures that were involved in that explosion, and we discovered that no substance we know could have resisted them. Theory suggests some stronger substances—but we need heat to form them!


    “Take our chemistry. We live in water. Everything seems to dissolve in water, to some extent. How do we confine a chemical test to the crucible we put it in? How do we maintain a solution at one dilution? I don’t know. Every avenue leads me to the same stone door. We’re thinking creatures, Lavon, but there’s something drastically wrong in the way we think about this universe we live in. It just doesn’t seem to lead to results.”


    Lavon pushed back his floating hair futilely. “Maybe you’re thinking about the wrong results. We’ve had no trouble with warfare, or crops, or practical things like that. If we can’t create much heat, well, most of us don’t miss it; we don’t need any. What’s the other universe supposed to be like, the one our ancestors lived in? Is it any better than this one?”


    “I don’t know,” Shar admitted. “It was so different that it’s hard to compare the two. The metal plates tell a story about men who were traveling from one place to another in a container that moved by itself. The only analogy I can think of is the shallops of diatom shells that our youngsters used to sled along the thermocline; but evidently what’s meant is something much bigger.


    “I picture a huge shallop, closed on all sides, big enough to hold many people—maybe twenty or thirty. It had to travel for generations through some kind of space where there wasn’t any water to breathe, so that the people had to carry their own water and renew it constantly. There were no seasons; no yearly turnover; no ice forming on the sky, because there wasn’t any sky in a closed shallop; no spore formation.


    “Then the shallop was wrecked somehow. The people in it knew they were going to die. They made us, and put us here, as if we were their children. Because they had to die, they wrote their story on the plates, to tell us what had happened. I suppose we’d understand it better if we had the plate Shar III lost during the war, but we don’t.”


    “The whole thing sounds like a parable,” Lavon said, shrugging. “Or a song. I can see why you don’t understand it. What I can’t see is why you bother to try.”


    “Because of the plates,” Shar said. “You’ve handled them yourself, so you know that we’ve nothing like them. We have crude, impure metals we’ve hammered out, metals that last for a while and then decay. But the plates shine on and on, generation after generation. They don’t change; our hammers and graving tools break against them; the little heat we can generate leaves them unharmed. Those plates weren’t formed in our universe—and that one fact makes every word on them important to me. Someone went to a great deal of trouble to make those plates indestructible to give them to us. Someone to whom the word ‘stars’ was important enough to be worth fourteen repetitions, despite the fact that the word doesn’t seem to mean anything. I’m ready to think that if our makers repeated the word even twice on a record that seems likely to last forever, it’s important for us to know what it means.”


    “All these extra universes and huge shallops and meaningless words—I can’t say that they don’t exist, but I don’t see what difference it makes. The Shars of a few generations ago spent their whole lives breeding better crops for us, and showing us how to cultivate them instead of living haphazardly off bacteria. That was work worth doing. The Lavons of those days evidently got along without the metal plates, and saw to it that the Shars did, too: Well, as far as I’m concerned, you’re welcome to the plates, if you like them better than crop improvement—but I think they ought to be thrown away.”


    “All right,” Shar said, shrugging. “If you don’t want them, that ends the traditional interview. We’ll go our—”


    There was a rising drone from the table-top. The Para was lifting itself, waves of motion passing over its cilia, like the waves which went across the fruiting stalks of the fields of delicate fungi with which the bottom was planted. It had been so silent that Lavon had forgotten it; he could tell from Shar’s startlement that Shar had, too.


    “This is a great decision,” the waves of sound washing from the creature throbbed. “Every proto has heard it and agrees with it. We have been afraid of these metal plates for a long time, afraid that men would learn to understand them and to follow what they say to some secret place, leaving the protos behind. Now we are not afraid.”


    “There wasn’t anything to be afraid of,” Lavon said indulgently.


    “No Lavon before you had said so,” Para said. “We are glad. We will throw the plates away.”


    With that, the shining creature swooped toward the embrasure. With it, it bore away the remaining plates, which had been resting under it on the table-top, suspended delicately in the curved tips of its supple cilia. With a cry, Shar plunged through the water toward the opening.


    “Stop, Para!”


    But Para was already gone, so swiftly that he had not even heard the call. Shar twisted his body and brought up on one shoulder against the tower wall. He said nothing. His face was enough. Lavon could not look at it for more than an instant.


    The shadows of the two men moved slowly along the uneven cobbled floor. The Noc descended toward them from the vault, its single thick tentacle stirring the water, its internal light flaring and fading irregularly. It, too, drifted through the window after its cousin, and sank slowly away toward the bottom. Gently its living glow dimmed, flickered, winked out


    II


    For many days, Lavon was able to avoid thinking much about the loss. There was always a great deal of work to be done. Maintenance of the castles, which had been built by the now-extinct Eaters rather than by human hands, was a never-ending task. The thousand dichotomously bracing wings tended to crumble, especially at their bases where they sprouted from each other, and no Shar had yet come forward with a mortar as good as the rotifer-spittle which had once held them together. In addition, the breaking through of windows and the construction of chambers in the early days had been haphazard and often unsound. The instinctive architecture of the rotifers, after all, had not been meant to meet the needs of human occupants.


    And then there were the crops. Men no longer fed precariously upon passing bacteria; now there were the drifting mats of specific water-fungi, rich and nourishing, which had been bred by five generations of Shars. These had to be tended constantly to keep the strains pure, and to keep the older and less intelligent species of the protos from grazing on them. In this latter task, to be sure, the more intricate and far-seeing proto types cooperated, but men were needed to supervise.


    There had been a time, after the war with the Eaters, when it had been customary to prey upon the slow-moving and stupid diatoms, whose exquisite and fragile glass shells were so easily burst, and who were unable to learn that a friendly voice did not necessarily mean a friend. There were still people who would crack open a diatom when no one else was looking, but were regarded as barbarians, to the puzzlement of the protos. The blurred and simple-minded speech of the gorgeously engraved plants had brought them into the category of pets—a concept which the protos were utterly unable to grasp, especially since men admitted that diatoms on the half-frustrule were delicious.


    Lavon had had to agree, very early, that the distinction was tiny. After all, humans did eat the desmids, which differed from the diatoms only in three particulars: their shells were flexible, they could not move, and they did not speak. Yet to Lavon, as to most men, there did seem to be some kind of distinction, whether the protos could see it or not, and that was that. Under the circumstances he felt that it was a part of his duty, as a leader of men, to protect the diatoms from the occasional poachers who browsed upon them, in defiance of custom, in the high levels of the sunlit sky.


    Yet Lavon found it impossible to keep himself busy enough to forget that moment when the last clues to Man’s origin and destination had been seized and borne away into dim space.


    It might be possible to ask Para for the return of the plates, explain that a mistake had been made. The protos were creatures of implacable logic, but they respected Man, and might reverse their decision if pressed—


    We are sorry. The plates were carried over the bar and released in the gulf. We will have the bottom there searched, but…


    With a sick feeling he could not repress, Lavon knew that when the protos decided something was worthless, they did not hide it in some chamber like old women. They threw it away—efficiently.


    Yet despite the tormenting of his conscience, Lavon was convinced that the plates were well lost. What had they ever done for man, except to provide Shars with useless things to think about in the late seasons of their lives? What the Shars themselves had done to benefit Man, here, in the water, in the world, in the universe, had been done by direct experimentation. No bit of useful knowledge ever had come from the plates. There had never been anything in the plates but things best left unthought. The protos were right.


    * * * *


    Lavon shifted his position on the plant frond, where he had been sitting in order to overlook the harvesting of an experimental crop of blue-green, oil-rich algae drifting in a clotted mass close to the top of the sky, and scratched his back gently against the coarse bole. The protos were seldom wrong, after all. Their lack of creativity, their inability to think an original thought, was a gift as well as a limitation. It allowed them to see and feel things at all times as they were—not as they hoped they might be, for they had no ability to hope, either.


    “La-von! Laa-vah-on!”


    The long halloo came floating up from the sleepy depths. Propping one hand against the top of the frond, Lavon bent and looked down. One of the harvesters was looking up at him, holding loosely the adze with which he had been splitting free the glutinous tetrads of the algae.


    “Up here. What’s the matter?”


    “We have the ripened quadrant cut free. Shall we tow it away?”


    “Tow it away,” Lavon said, with a lazy gesture. He leaned back again. At the same instant, a brilliant reddish glory burst into being above him, and cast itself down toward the depths like mesh after mesh of the finest-drawn gold. The great light which lived above the sky during the day, brightening or dimming according to some pattern no Shar ever had fathomed, was blooming again.


    Few men, caught in the warm glow of that light, could resist looking up at it—especially when the top of the sky itself wrinkled and smiled just a moment’s climb or swim away. Yet, as always, Lavon’s bemused upward look gave back nothing but his own distorted, hobbling reflection, and a reflection of the plant on which he rested.


    Here was the upper limit, the third of the three surfaces of the universe.


    The first surface was the bottom, where the water ended. The second surface was the thermocline, the invisible division between the colder waters of the bottom and the warm, light waters of the sky. During the height of the warm weather, the thermocline was so definite a division as to make for good sledding and for chilly passage. A real interface formed between the cold, denser bottom waters and the warm reaches above, and maintained itself almost for the whole of the warm season.


    The third surface was the sky. One could no more pass through that surface than one could penetrate the bottom, nor was there any better reason to try. There the universe ended. The light which played over it daily, waxing and waning as it chose, seemed to be one of its properties.


    Toward the end of the season, the water gradually grew colder and more difficult to breathe, while at the same time the light became duller and stayed for shorter periods between darknesses. Slow currents started to move. The high waters turned chill and began to fall. The bottom mud stirred and smoked away, carrying with it the spores of the fields of fungi. The thermocline tossed, became choppy, and melted away. The sky began to fog with particles of soft silt carried up from the bottom, the walls, the corners of the universe. Before very long, the whole world was cold, inhospitable, flocculent with yellowing dying creatures.


    Then the protos encysted; the bacteria, even most of the plants and, not long afterward, men, too, curled up in their oil-filled amber shells. The world died until the first tentative current of warm water broke the winter silence.


    “La-von!”


    * * * *


    Just after the long call, a shining bubble rose past Lavon. He reached out and poked it, but it bounded away from his sharp thumb. The gas-bubbles which rose from the bottom in late summer were almost invulnerable—and when some especially hard blow or edge did penetrate them, they broke into smaller bubbles which nothing could touch, and fled toward the sky, leaving behind a remarkably bad smell.


    Gas. There was no water inside a bubble. A man who got inside a bubble would have nothing to breathe.


    But, of course, it was impossible to penetrate a bubble. The surface tension was too strong. As strong as Shar’s metal plates. As strong as the top of the sky.


    As strong as the top of the sky. And above that—once the bubble was broken—a world of gas instead of water? Were all worlds bubbles of water drifting in gas?


    If it were so, travel between them would be out of the question, since it would be impossible to pierce the sky to begin with. Nor did the infant cosmology include any pro-visions for bottoms for the worlds.


    And yet some of the local creatures did burrow into the bottom, quite deeply, seeking something in those depths which was beyond the reach of Man. Even the surface of the ooze, in high summer, crawled with tiny creatures for which mud was a natural medium. Man, too, passed freely between the two countries of water which were divided by the thermocline, though many of the creatures with which he lived could not pass that line at all, once it had established itself.


    And if the new universe of which Shar had spoken existed at all, it had to exist beyond the sky, where the light was. Why could not the sky be passed, after all? The fact that hubbies could be broken showed that the surface skin that formed between water and gas wasn’t completely invulnerable. Had it ever been tried?


    Lavon did not suppose that one man could butt his way through the top of the sky, any more than he could burrow into the bottom, but there might be ways around the difficulty. Here at his back, for instance, was a plant which gave every appearance of continuing beyond the sky: its uppermost fronds broke off and were bent back only by a trick of reflection.


    It had always been assumed that the plants died where they touched the sky. For the most part, they did, for frequently the dead extension could be seen, leached and yellow, the boxes of its component cells empty, floating imbedded in the perfect mirror. But some were simply chopped off, like the one which sheltered him now. Perhaps that was only an illusion, and instead it soared indefinitely into some other place—some place where men might once have been born, and might still live…The plates were gone. There was only one other way to find out


    * * * *


    Determinedly, Lavon began to climb toward the wavering mirror of the sky. His thorn-thumbed feet trampled obliviously upon the clustered sheaves of fragile stippled diatoms. The tulip-heads of Vortae, placid and murmurous cousins of Para, retracted startledly out of his way upon coiling stalks, to make silly gossip behind him.


    Lavon did not hear them. He continued to climb doggedly toward the light, his fingers and toes gripping the plant-bole.


    “Lavon! Where are you going? Lavon!” He leaned out and looked down. The man with the adze, a doll-like figure, was beckoning to him from a patch of blue-green retreating over a violet abyss. Dizzily he looked away, clinging to the bole; he had never been so high before. Then he began to climb again.


    After a while, he touched the sky with one hand. He stopped to breathe. Curious bacteria gathered about the base of his thumb where blood from a small cut was fogging away, scattered at his gesture, and wriggled mindlessly back toward the dull red lure.


    He waited until he no longer felt winded, and resumed climbing. The sky pressed down against the top of his head, against the back of his neck, against his shoulders. It seemed to give slightly, with a tough, frictionless elasticity. The water here was intensely bright, and quite colorless. He climbed another step, driving his shoulders against that enormous weight


    It was fruitless. He might as well have tried to penetrate a cliff.


    Again he had to rest. While he panted, he made a curious discovery. All around the bole of the water plant, the steel surface of the sky curved upward, making a kind of sheath. He found that he could insert his hand into it—there was almost enough space to admit his head as well. Clinging closely to the bole, he looked up into the inside of the sheath, probing with his injured hand. The glare was blinding.


    There was a kind of soundless explosion. His whole wrist was suddenly encircled in an intense, impersonal grip, as if it were being cut in two. In blind astonishment, he lunged upward.


    The ring of pain traveled smoothly down his upflung arm as he rose, was suddenly around his shoulders and chest. Another lunge and his knees were being squeezed in the circular vine. Another—


    Something was horribly wrong. He clung to the bole and tried to gasp, but there was—nothing to breathe.


    The water came streaming out of his body, from his mouth, his nostrils, the spiracles in his sides, spurting in tangible jets. An intense and fiery itching crawled over the entire surface of his body. At each spasm, long knives ran into him, and from a great distance he heard more water being expelled from his book-lungs in an obscene, frothy sputtering.


    Lavon was drowning.


    With a final convulsion, he kicked away from the splintery bole, and fell. A hard impact shook him; and then the water, which had clung to him so tightly when he had first attempted to leave it, took him back with cold violence.


    Sprawling and tumbling grotesquely, he drifted down and down and down, toward the bottom.


    III


    For many days, Lavon lay curled insensibly in his spore, as if in the winter sleep. The shock of cold which he had felt on re-entering his native universe had been taken by his body as a sign of coming winter, as it had taken the oxygen-starvation of his brief sojourn above the sky. The spore-forming glands had at once begun to function. Had it not been for this, Lavon would surely have died. The danger of drowning disappeared even as he fell, as the air bubbled out of his lungs and readmitted the life-giving water. But for acute desiccation and third degree sunburn, the sunken universe knew no remedy. The healing amnionic fluid generated by the spore-forming glands, after the transparent amber sphere had enclosed him, offered Lavon his only chance.


    The brown sphere was spotted after some days by a prowling ameba, quiescent in the eternal winter of the bottom. Down there the temperature was always an even 4°, no matter what the season, but it was unheard of that a spore should be found there while the high epilimnion was still warm and rich in oxygen.


    Within an hour, the spore was surrounded by scores of astonished protos, jostling each other to bump their blunt eyeless prows against the shell. Another hour later, a squad of worried men came plunging from the castles far above to press their own noses against the transparent wall. Then swift orders were given.


    Four Para grouped themselves about the amber sphere, and there was a subdued explosion as the trichocysts which lay embedded at the bases of their cilia, just under the pellicle, burst and cast fine lines of a quickly solidifying liquid into the water. The four Paras thrummed and lifted, tugging.


    Lavon’s spore swayed gently in the mud and then rose slowly, entangled in the web. Nearby, a Noc cast a cold pulsating glow over the operation—not for the Paras, who did not need the light, but for the baffled knot of men. The sleeping figure of Lavon, head bowed, knees drawn up to its chest, revolved with an absurd solemnity inside the shell as it was moved.


    “Take him to Shar, Para.”


    * * * *


    The young Shar justified, by minding his own business, the traditional wisdom with which his hereditary office had invested him. He observed at once that there was nothing he could do for the encysted Lavon which would not be classifiable as simple meddling.


    He had the sphere deposited in a high tower room of his castle, where there was plenty of light and the water was warm, which should suggest to the hibernating form that spring was again on the way. Beyond that, he simply sat and watched, and kept his speculations to himself.


    Inside the spore, Lavon’s body seemed rapidly to be shedding its skin, in long strips and patches. Gradually, his curious shrunkenness disappeared. His withered arms and legs and sunken abdomen filled out again.


    The days went by while Shar watched. Finally he could discern no more changes, and, on a hunch, had the spore taken up to the topmost battlements of the tower, into the direct daylight.


    An hour later, Lavon moved in his amber prison. He uncurled and stretched, turned blank eyes up toward the light. His expression was that of a man who had not yet awakened from a ferocious nightmare. His whole body shone with a strange pink newness.


    Shar knocked gently on the wall of the spore. Lavon turned his blind face toward the sound, life coming into his eyes. He smiled tentatively and braced his hands and feet against the inner wall of the shell.


    The whole sphere fell abruptly to pieces with a sharp crackling. The amnionic fluid dissipated around him and Shar, carrying away with it the suggestive odor of a bitter struggle against death.


    Lavon stood among the bits of shell and looked at Shar silently. At last he said:


    “Shar—I’ve been beyond the sky.”


    “I know,” Shar said gently.


    Again Lavon was silent. Shar said, “Don’t be humble, Lavon. You’ve done an epoch-making thing. It nearly cost you your life. You must tell me the rest—all of it.”


    “The rest?”


    “You taught me a lot while you slept. Or are you still opposed to useless knowledge?”


    Lavon could say nothing. He no longer could tell what he knew from what he wanted to know. He had only one question left, but he could not utter it. He could only look dumbly into Shar’s delicate face.


    “You have answered me,” Shar said, even more gently. “Come, my friend; join me at my table. We will plan our journey to the stars.”


    * * * *


    It was two winter sleeps after Lavon’s disastrous climb beyond the sky that all work on the spaceship stopped. By then, Lavon knew that he had hardened and weathered into that temporarily ageless state a man enters after he has just reached his prime; and he knew also that there were wrinkles engraved upon his brow, to stay and to deepen.


    “Old” Shar, too had changed, his features losing some of their delicacy as he came into his maturity. Though the wedge-shaped bony structure of his face would give him a withdrawn and poetic look for as long as he lived, participation in the plan had given his expression a kind of executive overlay, which at best gave it a masklike rigidity, and at worst coarsened it somehow.


    Yet despite the bleeding away of the years, the spaceship was still only a hulk. It lay upon a platform built above the tumbled boulders of the sandbar which stretched out from one wall of the world. It was an immense hull of pegged wood, broken by regularly spaced gaps through which the raw beams of the skeleton could be seen.


    Work upon it had progressed fairly rapidly at first, for it was not hard to visualize what kind of vehicle would be needed to crawl through empty space without losing its water. It had been recognized that the sheer size of the machine would enforce a long period of construction, perhaps two full seasons; but neither Shar nor Lavon had anticipated any serious snag.


    For that matter, part of the vehicle’s apparent incompleteness was an illusion. About a third of its fittings were to consist of living creatures, which could not be expected to install themselves in the vessel much before the actual takeoff.


    Yet time and time again, work on the ship had had to be halted for long periods. Several times whole sections needed to be ripped out, as it became more and more evident that hardly a single normal, understandable concept could be applied to the problem of space travel.


    The lack of the history plates, which the Para steadfastly refused to deliver up, was a double handicap. Immediately upon their loss, Shar had set himself to reproduce them from memory; but unlike the more religious of his people, he had never regarded them as holy writ, and hence had never set himself to memorizing them word by word. Even before the theft, he had accumulated a set of variant translations of passages presenting specific experimental problems, which were stored in his library, carved in wood. But most of these translations tended to contradict each other, and none of them related to spaceship construction, upon which the original had been vague in any case.


    No duplicates of the cryptic characters of the original had ever been made, for the simple reason that there was nothing in the sunken universe capable of destroying the originals, nor of duplicating their apparently changeless permanence. Shar remarked too late that through simple caution they should have made a number of verbatim temporary records—but after generations of green-gold peace, simple caution no longer covers preparation against catastrophe. (Nor, for that matter, did a culture which had to dig each letter of its simple alphabet into pulpy waterlogged wood with a flake of stonewort, encourage the keeping of records in triplicate.)


    As a result, Shar’s imperfect memory of the contents of the history plates, plus the constant and millennial doubt as to the accuracy of the various translations, proved finally to be the worst obstacle to progress on the spaceship itself.


    “Men must paddle before they can swim,” Lavon observed belatedly, and Shar was forced to agree with him. Obviously, whatever the ancients had known about spaceship construction, very little of that knowledge was usable to a people still trying to build its first spaceship from scratch. In retrospect, it was not surprising that the great hulk still rested incomplete upon its platform above the sand boulders, exuding a musty odor of wood steadily losing its strength, two generations after its flat bottom had been laid down.


    The fat-faced young man who headed the strike delegation was Phil XX, a man two generations younger than Lavon, four younger than Shar. There were crow’s-feet at the corners of his eyes, which made him look both like a querulous old man and like an infant spoiled in the spore.


    “We’re calling a halt to this crazy project,” he said bluntly. “We’ve slaved our youth away on it, but now that we’re our own masters, it’s over, that’s all. Over.”


    “Nobody’s compelled you,” Lavon said angrily.


    “Society does; our parents do,” a gaunt member of the delegation said. “But now we’re going to start living in the real world. Everybody these days knows that there’s no other world but this one. You oldsters can hang on to your superstitions if you like. We don’t intend to.”


    Baffled, Lavon looked over at Shar. The scientist smiled and said, “Let them go, Lavon. We have no use for the faint-hearted.”


    The fat-faced young man flushed. “You can’t insult us into going back to work. We’re through. Build your own ship to no place!”


    “All right,” Lavon said evenly. “Go on, beat it. Don’t stand around here orating about it. You’ve made your decision and we’re not interested in your self-justifications. Good-by.”


    The fat-faced young man evidently still had quite a bit of heroism to dramatize which Lavon’s dismissal had short-circuited. An examination of Lavon’s stony face, however, convinced him that he had to take his victory as he found it. He and the delegation trailed ingloriously out the archway.


    “Now what?” Lavon asked when they had gone. “I must admit, Shar, that I would have tried to persuade them. We do need the workers, after all.”


    “Not as much as they need us,” Shar said tranquilly. “How many volunteers have you got for the crew of the ship?”


    “Hundreds. Every young man of the generation after Phil’s wants to go along. Phil’s wrong about that segment of the population, at least. The project catches the imagination of the very young.”


    “Did you give them any encouragement?”


    “Sure,” Lavon said. “I told them we’d call on them if they were chosen. But you can’t take that seriously! We’d do badly to displace our picked group of specialists with youths who have enthusiasm and nothing else.”


    “That’s not what I had in mind, Lavon. Didn’t I see a Noc in your chambers somewhere? Oh, there he is, asleep in the dome. Noc!”


    The creature stirred its tentacles lazily.


    “Noc, I’ve a message,” Shar called. “The protos are to tell all men that those who wish to go to the next world with the spaceship must come to the staging area right away. Say that we can’t promise to take everyone, but that only those who help us build the ship will be considered at all.”


    The Noc curled its tentacles again and appeared to go back to sleep. Actually, of course, it was sending its message through the water in all directions.


    IV


    Lavon turned from the arrangement of speaking-tube megaphones which was his control board and looked at the Para. “One last try,” he said. “Will you give us back the plates?”


    “No, Lavon. We have never denied you anything before, but this we must.”


    “You’re going with us though, Para. Unless you give us the knowledge we need, you’ll lose your life if we lose ours.”


    “What is one Para?” the creature said. “We are all alike. This cell will die; but the protos need to know how you fare on this journey. We believe you should make it without the plates.”


    “Why?”


    The proto was silent. Lavon stared at it a moment, then turned deliberately back to the speaking tubes. “Everyone hang on,” he said. He felt shaky. “We’re about to start. Tol, is the ship sealed?”


    “As far as I can tell, Lavon.”


    Lavon shifted to another megaphone. He took a deep breath. Already the water seemed stifling, though the ship hadn’t moved.


    “Ready with one-quarter power. One, two, three, go.”


    The whole ship jerked and settled back into place again.


    The raphe diatoms along the under hull settled into their niches, their jelly treads turning against broad endless belts of crude leather. Wooden gears creaked, stepping up the slow power of the creatures, transmitting it to the sixteen axles of the ship’s wheels.


    The ship rocked and began to roll slowly along the sandbar. Lavon looked tensely through the mica port. The world flowed painfully past him. The ship canted and began to climb the slope. Behind him, he could feel the electric silence of Shar, Para, the two alternate pilots, as if their gaze were stabbing directly through his body and on out the port. The world looked different, now that he was leaving it. How had he missed all this beauty before?


    The slapping of the endless belts and the squeaking and groaning of the gears and axles grew louder as the slope steepened. The ship continued to climb, lurching. Around it, squadrons of men and protos dipped and wheeled, escorting it toward the sky.


    Gradually the sky lowered and pressed down toward the top of the ship.


    “A little more work from your diatoms, Tanol,” Lavon said. “Boulder ahead.” The ship swung ponderously. “All right, slow them up again. Give us a shove from your side, Than—no, that’s too much—there, that’s it. Back to normal; you’re still turning us! Tanol, give us one burst to line us up again. Good. All right, steady drive on all sides. Won’t be long now.”


    “How can you think in webs like that?” the Para wondered behind him.


    “I just do, that’s all. It’s the way men think. Overseers, a little more thrust now; the grade’s getting steeper.”


    The gears groaned. The ship nosed up. The sky brightened in Lavon’s face. Despite himself, he began to be frightened. His lungs seemed to burn, and in his mind he felt his long fall through nothingness toward the chill slap of water as if he were experiencing it for the first time. His skin itched and burned. Could he go up there again? Up there into the burning void, the great gasping agony where no life should go?


    The sandbar began to level out and the going became a little easier. Up here, the sky was so close that the lumbering motion of the huge ship disturbed it. Shadows of wavelets ran across the sand. Silently, the thick-barreled bands of blue-green algae drank in the light and converted it to oxygen, writhing in their slow mindless dance just under the long mica skylight which ran along the spine of the ship. In the hold, beneath the latticed corridor and cabin floors, whirring Vortae kept the ship’s water in motion, fueling themselves upon drifting organic particles.


    One by one, the figures wheeling about the ship outside waved arms or cilia and fell back, coasting down the slope of the sandbar toward the familiar world, dwindling and disappearing. There was at last only one single Euglena, half-plant cousin of the protos, forging along beside the spaceship into the marches of the shallows. It loved the light, but finally it, too, was driven away into cooler, deeper waters, its single whiplike tentacle undulating placidly as it went. It was not very bright, but Lavon felt deserted when it left.


    Where they were going, though, none could follow.


    Now the sky was nothing but a thin, resistant skin of water coating the top of the ship. The vessel slowed, and when Lavon called for more power, it began to dig itself in among the sandgrains.


    “That’s not going to work,” Shar said tensely. “I think we’d better step down the gear ratio, Lavon, so you can apply stress more slowly.”


    “All right,” Lavon agreed. “Full stop, everybody. Shar, will you supervise gear-changing, please?”


    Insane brilliance of empty space looked Lavon full in the face just beyond his big mica bull’s eye. It was maddening to be forced to stop here upon the threshold of infinity; and it was dangerous, too. Lavon could feel building in him the old fear of the outside. A few moments more of inaction, he knew with a gathering coldness at the pit of his stomach, and he would be unable to go through with it.


    Surely, he thought, there must be a better way to change gear-ratios than the traditional one, which involved dismantling almost the entire gear-box. Why couldn’t a number of gears of different sizes be carried on the same shaft, not necessarily all in action all at once, but awaiting use simply by shoving the axle back and forth longitudinally in its sockets? It would still be clumsy, but it could be worked on orders from the bridge and would not involve shutting down the entire machine—and throwing the new pilot into a blue-green funk.


    Shar came lunging up through the trap and swam himself a stop.


    “All set,” he said. “The big reduction gears aren’t taking the strain too well, though.”


    “Splintering?”


    “Yes. I’d go it slow at first.”


    Lavon nodded mutely. Without allowing himself to stop, even for a moment, to consider the consequences of his words, he called: “Half power.”


    The ship hunched itself down again and began to move, very slowly indeed, but more smoothly than before. Overhead, the sky thinned to complete transparency. The great light came blasting in. Behind Lavon there was an uneasy stir. The whiteness grew at the front ports.


    Again the ship slowed, straining against the blinding barrier. Lavon swallowed and called for more power. The ship groaned like something about to die. It was now almost at a standstill. “More power,” Lavon called out.


    * * * *


    Once more, with infinite slowness, the ship began to move. Gently, it tilted upward.


    Then it lunged forward and every board and beam in it began to squall.


    “Lavon! Lavon!”


    Lavon started sharply at the shout. The voice was coming at him from one of the megaphones, the one marked for the port at the rear of the ship.


    “Lavon!”


    “What is it? Stop your damn yelling.”


    “I can see the top of the sky! From the other side, from the top side! It’s like a big sheet of metal. We’re going away from it. We’re above the sky, Lavon, we’re above the sky!”


    Another violent start swung Lavon around toward the forward port. On the outside of the mica, the water was evaporating with shocking swiftness, taking with it strange distortions and patterns made of rainbows. Lavon saw Space.


    * * * *


    It was at first like a deserted and cruelly dry version of the bottom. There were enormous boulders, great cliffs, tumbled, split, riven, jagged rocks going up and away in all directions.


    But it had a sky of its own—a deep blue dome so far away that he could not believe it, let alone compute, what its distance might be. And in this dome was a ball of white fire that seared his eyeballs.


    The wilderness of rock was still a long way away from the ship, which now seemed to be resting upon a level, glistening plain. Beneath the surface-shine, the plain seemed to be made of sand, nothing but familiar sand, the same substance which had heaped up to form a bar in Lavon’s own universe, the bar along which the ship had climbed. But the glassy, colorful skin over it—


    Suddenly Lavon became conscious of another shout from the megaphone banks. He shook his head savagely and asked. “What is it now?”


    “Lavon, this is Than. What have you gotten us into? The belts are locked. The diatoms can’t move them. They aren’t faking, either; we’ve rapped them hard enough to make them think we are trying to break their shells, but they still can’t give us more power.”


    “Leave them alone,” Lavon snapped. “They can’t fake; they haven’t enough intelligence. If they say they can’t give you more power, they can’t.”


    “Well, then, you get us out of it,” Than’s voice said frightenedly.


    Shar came forward to Lavon’s elbow. “We’re on a space-water interface, where the surface tension is very high,” he said softly. “This is why I insisted on our building the ship so that we could lift the wheels off the ground whenever necessary. For a long while I couldn’t understand the reference of the history plates to ‘retractable landing gear,’ but it finally occurred to me that the tension along a space-water interface—or, to be more exact, a space-mud interface—would hold any large object pretty tightly. If you order the wheels pulled up now, I think we’ll make better progress for a while on the belly-treads.”


    “Good enough,” Lavon said. “Hello below—up landing gear. Evidently the ancients knew their business after all, Shar.”


    * * * *


    Quite a few minutes later, for shifting power to the belly-treads involved another setting of the gear box, the ship was crawling along the shore toward the tumbled rock. Anxiously, Lavon scanned the jagged, threatening wall for a break. There was a sort of rivulet off toward the left which might offer a route, though a dubious one, to the next world. After some thought, Lavon ordered his ship turned toward it.


    “Do you suppose that thing in the sky is a ‘star’?” he asked. “But there were supposed to be lots of them. Only one is up there—and one’s plenty for my taste.”


    “I don’t know,” Shar admitted. “But I’m beginning to get a picture of the way the universe is made, I think. Evidently our world is a sort of cup in the bottom of this huge one. This one has a sky of its own; perhaps it, too, is only a cup in the bottom of a still huger world, and so on and on without end. It’s a hard concept to grasp, I’ll admit. Maybe it would be more sensible to assume that all the worlds are cups in this one common surface, and that the great light shines on them all impartially.”


    “Then what makes it seem to go out every night, and dim even in the day, during winter?” Lavon demanded.


    “Perhaps it travels in circles, over first one world, then another. How could I know yet?”


    “Well, if you’re right, it means that all we have to do is crawl along here for a while, until we hit the top of the sky of another world,” Lavon said. “Then we dive in. Somehow it seems too simple, after all our preparations.”


    Shar chuckled, but the sound did not suggest that he had discovered anything funny. “Simple? Have you noticed the temperature yet?”


    Lavon had noticed it, just beneath the surface of awareness, but at Shar’s remark he realized that he was gradually being stifled. The oxygen content of the water, luckily, had not dropped, but the temperature suggested the shallows in the last and worst part of the autumn. It was like trying to breathe soup.


    “Than, give us more action from the Vortae,” Lavon called. “This is going to be unbearable unless we get more circulation.”


    It was all he could do now to keep his attention on the business of steering the ship.


    The cut or defile in the scattered razor-edged rocks was a little closer, but there still seemed to be many miles of rough desert to cross. After a while, the ship settled into a steady, painfully slow crawling, with less pitching and jerking than before, but also with less progress. Under it, there was now a sliding, grinding sound, rasping against the hull of the ship itself, as if it were treadmilling over some coarse lubricant whose particles were each as big as a man’s head.


    Finally Shar said, “Lavon, we’ll have to stop again. The sand this far up is dry, and we’re wasting energy using the treads.”


    “Are you sure we can take it?” Lavon asked, gasping for breath. “At least we are moving. If we stop to lower the wheels and change gears again, we’ll boil.”


    “We’ll boil if we don’t,” Shar said calmly. “Some of our algae are already dead and the rest are withering. That’s a pretty good sign that we can’t take much more. I don’t think we’ll make it into the shadows, unless we do change over and put on some speed.”


    There was a gulping sound from one of the mechanics. “We ought to turn back,” he said raggedly. “We were never meant to be out here in the first place. We were made for the water, not this hell.”


    “We’ll stop,” Lavon said, “but we’re not turning back. That’s final.”


    The words made a brave sound, but the man had upset Lavon more than he dared to admit, even to himself. “Shar,” he said, “make it fast, will you?”


    The scientist nodded and dived below.


    * * * *


    The minutes stretched out. The great white globe in the sky blazed and blazed. It had moved down the sky, far down, so that the light was pouring into the ship directly in Lavon’s face, illuminating every floating particle, its rays like long milky streamers. The currents of water passing Lavon’s cheek were almost hot.


    How could they dare go directly forward into that inferno? The land directly under the “star” must be even hotter than it was here! “Lavon! Look at Para!”


    Lavon forced himself to turn and look at his proto ally. The great slipper had settled to the deck, where it was lying with only a feeble pulsation of its cilia. Inside, its vacuoles were beginning to swell, to become bloated, pear-shaped bubbles, crowding the granulated protoplasm, pressing upon the dark nuclei.


    “This cell is dying,” Para said, as coldly as always. “But go on—go on. There is much to learn, and you may live, even though we do not. Go on.”


    “You’re…for us now?” Lavon whispered.


    “We have always been for you. Push your folly to its uttermost. We will benefit in the end, and so will Man.”


    The whisper died away. Lavon called the creature again, but it did not respond.


    There was a wooden clashing from below, and then Shar’s voice came tinnily from one of the megaphones. “Lavon, go ahead! The diatoms are dying, too, and then we’ll be without power. Make it as quickly and directly as you can.”


    Grimly, Lavon leaned forward. “The ‘star’ is directly over the land we’re approaching.”


    “It is? It may go lower still and the shadows will get longer. That’s our only hope.”


    Lavon had not thought of that. He rasped into the banked megaphones. Once more, the ship began to move. It got hotter.


    Steadily, with a perceptible motion, the “star” sank in Lavon’s face. Suddenly a new terror struck him. Suppose it should continue to go down until it was gone entirely? Blasting though it was now, it was the only source of heat. Would not space become bitter cold on the instant—and the ship an expanding, bursting block of ice? The shadows lengthened menacingly, stretched across the desert toward the forward-rolling vessel. There was no talking in the cabin, just the sound of ragged breathing and the creaking of the machinery.


    Then the jagged horizon seemed to rush open upon them. Stony teeth cut into the lower rim of the ball of fire, devoured it swiftly. It was gone.


    They were in the lee of the cliffs. Lavon ordered the ship turned to parallel the rock-line; it responded heavily, sluggishly. Far above, the sky deepened steadily from blue to indigo.


    * * * *


    Shar came silently up through the trap and stood beside Lavon, studying that deepening color and the lengthening of the shadows down the beach toward their world. He said nothing, but Lavon knew that the same chilling thought was in his mind.


    “Lavon.”


    Lavon jumped. Shar’s voice had iron in it. “Yes?”


    “We’ll have to keep moving. We must make the next world, wherever it is, very shortly.”


    “How can we dare move when we can’t see where we’re going? Why not sleep it over—if the cold will let us?”


    “It will let us.” Shar said. “It can’t get dangerously cold up here. If it did, the sky—or what we used to think of as the sky—would have frozen over every night, even in summer. But what I’m thinking about is the water. The plants will go to sleep now. In our world that wouldn’t matter; the supply of oxygen is enough to last through the night. But in this confined space, with so many creatures in it and no source of fresh water, we will probably smother.”


    Shar seemed hardly to be involved at all, but spoke rather with the voice of implacable physical laws.


    “Furthermore,” he said, staring unseeingly out at the raw landscape, “the diatoms are plants, too. In other words, we must stay on the move for as long as we have oxygen and power—and pray that we make it.”


    “Shar, we had quite a few protos on board this ship once. And Para there isn’t quite dead yet. If he were, the cabin would be intolerable. The ship is nearly sterile of bacteria, because all the protos have been eating them as a matter of course and there’s no outside supply of them, any more than there is for oxygen. But still and all there would have been some decay.”


    Shar bent and tested the pellicle of the motionless Para with a probing ringer. “You’re right, he’s still alive. What does that prove?”


    “The Vortae are also alive; I can feel the water circulating. Which proves it wasn’t the heat that hurt Para. It was the light. Remember how badly my skin was affected after I climbed beyond the sky? Undiluted starlight is deadly. We should add that to the information on the plates.” “I still don’t see the point.”


    “It’s this. We’ve got three or four Noc down below. They were shielded from the light, and so must be alive. If we concentrate them in the diatom galleys, the dumb diatoms will think it’s still daylight and will go on working. Or we can concentrate them up along the spine of the ship, and keep the algae putting out oxygen. So the question is: which do we need more, oxygen or power? Or can we split the difference?”


    Shar actually grinned. “A brilliant piece of thinking. We’ll make a Shar of you yet, Lavon. No, I’d say that we can’t split the difference. There’s something about daylight, some quality, that the light Noc emits doesn’t have. You and I can’t detect it, but the green plants can, and without it they don’t make oxygen. So we’ll have to settle for the diatoms—for power.”


    Lavon brought the vessel away from the rocky lee of the cliff, out onto the smoother sand. All trace of direct light was gone now, although there was still a soft, general glow on the sky.


    “Now, then,” Shar said thoughtfully, “I would guess that there’s water over there in the canyon, if we can reach it. I’ll go below and arrange—” Lavon gasped, “What’s the matter?” Silently, Lavon pointed, his heart pounding. The entire dome of indigo above them was spangled with tiny, incredibly brilliant lights. There were hundreds of them, and more and more were becoming visible as the darkness deepened. And far away, over the ultimate edge of the rocks, was a dim red globe, crescented with ghostly silver. Near the zenith was another such body, much smaller, and silvered all over…


    Under the two moons of Hydrot, and under the eternal stars, the two-inch wooden spaceship and its microscopic cargo toiled down the slope toward the drying little rivulet.


    V


    The ship rested on the bottom of the canyon for the rest of the night. The great square doors were thrown open to admit the raw, irradiated, life-giving water from outside—and the wriggling bacteria which were fresh food.


    No other creatures approached them, either with curiosity or with predatory intent, while they slept, though Lavon had posted guards at the doors. Evidently, even up here on the very floor of space, highly organized creatures were quiescent at night.


    But when the first flush of light filtered through the water, trouble threatened.


    First of all, there was the bug-eyed monster. The thing was green and had two snapping claws, either one of which could have broken the ship in two like a spyrogyra straw. Its eyes were black and globular, on the ends of short columns, and its long feelers were as thick as a plantbole. It passed in a kicking fury of motion, however, never noticing the ship at all.


    “Is that—a sample of the kind of life we can expect in the next world?” Lavon whispered. Nobody answered, for the very good reason that nobody knew.


    After a while, Lavon risked moving the ship forward against the current, which was slow but heavy. Enormous writhing worms whipped past them. One struck the hull a heavy blow, then thrashed on obliviously.


    “They don’t notice us,” Shar said. “We’re too small, Lavon, the ancients warned us of the immensity of space, but even when you see it, it’s impossible to grasp. And all those stars—can they mean what I think they mean? It’s beyond thought, beyond belief!”


    “The bottom’s sloping,” Lavon said, looking ahead intently. “The walls of the canyon are retreating, and the water’s becoming rather silty. Let the stars wait, Shar; we’re coming toward the entrance of our new world.”


    Shar subsided moodily. His vision of space had disturbed him, perhaps seriously. He took little notice of the great thing that was happening, but instead huddled worriedly over his own expanding speculations. Lavon felt the old gap between their two minds widening once more.


    Now the bottom was tilting upward again. Lavon had no experience with delta-formation, for no rivulets left his own world, and the phenomenon worried him. But his worries were swept away in wonder as the ship topped the rise and nosed over.


    Ahead, the bottom sloped away again, indefinitely, into glimmering depths. A proper sky was over them once more, and Lavon could see small rafts of plankton floating placidly beneath it. Almost at once, too, he saw several of the smaller kinds of protos, a few of which were already approaching the ship—


    * * * *


    Then the girl came darting out of the depths, her features distorted with terror. At first she did not see the ship at all. She came twisting and turning lithely through the water, obviously hoping only to throw herself over the ridge of the delta and into the savage streamlet beyond.


    Lavon was stunned. Not that there were men here—he had hoped for that—but at the girl’s single-minded flight toward suicide.


    “What—”


    Then a dim buzzing began to grow in his ears, and he understood.


    “Shar! Than! Tanol!” he bawled. “Break out crossbows and spears! Knock out all the windows!” He lifted a foot and kicked through the big port in front of him. Someone thrust a crossbow into his hand.


    “Eh? What’s happening?” Shar blurted.


    “Rotifers!”


    The cry went though the ship like a galvanic shock. The rotifers back in Lavon’s own world were virtually extinct, but everyone knew thoroughly the grim history of the long battle man and proto had waged against them.


    The girl spotted the ship and paused, stricken by despair at the sight of the new monster. She drifted with her own momentum, her eyes alternately fixed hypnotically upon the ship and glancing back over her shoulder, toward the buzzing snarled louder and louder in the dimness.


    “Don’t stop!” Lavon shouted. “This way, this way! We’re friends! We’ll help!”


    Three great semi-transparent trumpets of smooth flesh bored over the rise, the many thick cilia of their coronas whirring greedily. Dicrans—the most predacious of the entire tribe of Eaters. They were quarreling thickly among themselves as they moved, with the few blurred, pre-symbolic noises which made up their “language.”


    * * * *


    Carefully, Lavon wound the crossbow, brought it to his shoulder, and fired. The bolt sang away through the water. It lost momentum rapidly, and was caught by a stray current which brought it closer to the girl than to the Eater at which Lavon had aimed.


    He bit his lip, lowered the weapon, wound it up again. It did not pay to underestimate the range; he would have to wait until he could fire with effect. Another bolt, cutting through the water from a side port, made him issue orders to cease firing.


    The sudden irruption of the rotifers decided the girl. The motionless wooden monster was strange to her and had not yet menaced her—but she must have known what it would be like to have three Dicrans over her, each trying to grab away from the other the biggest share. She threw herself toward the big port. The Eaters screamed with fury and greed and bored after her.


    She probably would not have made it, had not the dull vision of the lead Dicran made out the wooden shape of the ship at the last instant. It backed off, buzzing, and the other two sheered away to avoid colliding with it. After that they had another argument, though they could hardly have formulated what it was that they were fighting about. They were incapable of saying anything much more complicated than the equivalent of “Yaah,” “Drop dead,” and “You’re another.”


    While they were still snarling at each other, Lavon pierced the nearest one all the way through with an arablast bolt. It disintegrated promptly—rotifers are delicately organized creatures despite their ferocity—and the remaining two were at once involved in a lethal battle over the remains.


    “Than, take a party out and spear me those two Eaters while they’re still fighting,” Lavon ordered. “Don’t forget to destroy their eggs, too. I can see that this world needs a little taming.”


    The girl shot through the port and brought up against the far wall of the cabin, flailing in terror. Lavon tried


    to approach her, but from somewhere she produced a flake of stonewort chipped to a nasty point. He sat down on the stool before his control board and waited while she took in the cabin, Lavon, Shar, the pilot, the senescent Para. At last she said: “Are—you—the gods from beyond the sky?”


    “We’re from beyond the sky, all right,” Lavon said. “But we’re not gods. We’re human beings, like yourself. Are there many humans here?”


    The girl seemed to assess the situation very rapidly, savage though she was. Lavon had the odd and impossible impression that he should recognize her. She tucked the knife back into her matted hair—ah, Lavon thought, that’s a trick I may need to remember—and shook her head.


    “We are few. The Eaters are everywhere. Soon they will have the last of us.”


    Her fatalism was so complete that she actually did not seem to care.


    “And you’ve never cooperated against them? Or asked the protos to help?”


    “The protos?” She shrugged. “They are as helpless as we are against the Eaters. We have no weapons which kill at a distance, like yours. And it is too late now for such weapons to do any good. We are too few, the Eaters too many.”


    * * * *


    Lavon shook his head emphatically. “You’ve had one weapon that counts all along. Against it, numbers mean nothing. We’ll show you how we’ve used it. You may be able to use it even better than we did, once you’ve given it a try.”


    The girl shrugged again. “We have dreamed of such a weapon now and then, but never found it. I do not think that what you say is true. What is this weapon?”


    “Brains,” Lavon said. “Not just one brain, but brains. Working together. Cooperation.”


    “Lavon speaks the truth,” a weak voice said from the deck.


    The Para stirred feebly. The girl watched it with wide eyes. The sound of the Para using human speech seemed to impress her more than the ship or anything else it contained.


    “The Eaters can be conquered,” the thin, buzzing voice said. “The protos will help, as they helped in the world from which we came. They fought this flight through space, and deprived Man of his records; but Man made the trip without the records. The protos will never oppose men again. I have already spoken to the protos of this world and have told them what Man can dream, Man can do, whether the protos wish it or not.


    * * * *


    “Shar, your metal records are with you. They were hidden in the ship. My brothers will lead you to them.


    “This organism dies now. It dies in confidence of knowledge, as an intelligent creature dies. Man has taught us this. There is nothing that knowledge…cannot do. With it, men…have crossed…have crossed space…”


    The voice whispered away. The shining slipper did not change, but something about it was gone. Lavon looked at the girl; their eyes met.


    “We have crossed space,” Lavon repeated softly.


    Shar’s voice came to him across a great distance. The young-old man was whispering: But have we?”


    “As far as I’m concerned, yes,” said Lavon.


    * * * *
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    ANTHONY BOUCHER


    (1911–1968)


    More widely known for his mysteries than his SF (and as widely known in the SF field for his magazine editing and for his acerbic literary criticism as for his writing), William Anthony Parker White wrote under many pseudonyms, most commonly Anthony Boucher (which came from his grandmother’s maiden name) but also Herman Mudgett, Herman W. Mudgett, and H. H. Holmes (all three from a famous criminal).


    Few people have been talented in as many distinct literary endeavors as Boucher. The son of two physicians, Boucher sold his first story to Weird Tales when he was only sixteen. He entered USC wanting to be a physicist, but ended up studying languages instead. By the time Boucher earned his MA (with honors in German and Spanish) at UC Berkeley in 1934 he was proving to be a gifted linguist; Boucher would go on to translate works into English from French, German, Italian, Spanish and Portuguese and was the first English translator of Jorge Luis Borges (translating “El jardín de senderos que se bifurcan” for Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine).


    Theater and opera were early passions, and by 1935, Boucher became a theater and music critic for United Progressive News in Los Angeles. Soon he turned his attention to writing mysteries instead, selling his first mystery novel, The Case of the Seven of Calvary, in 1936. A torrent of mystery stories and several more novels followed, and in 1940, Boucher started writing SF stories as well. He wrote for most of the best SF and mystery markets: Adventure, Astounding, Black Mask, Ed McBain’s Mystery Book, Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, Galaxy, The Master Detective, Unknown Worlds, Weird Tales, and others.


    Then after 1942, Boucher stopped writing novels (though continuing to write short fiction) to focus on reviewing and literary criticism. Again, he proved to be extremely gifted. He reviewed for the San Francisco Chronicle, the Chicago Sun Times, the New York Herald Tribune, and beginning in 1951, for the New York Times Book Review.


    In 1945 he launched a spectacular radio career, plotting hundreds of episodes of The Adventures of Ellery Queen, for Sherlock Holmes radio dramas, and for his own series, The Casebook of Gregory Hood. He left radio three years later to co-found The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, in what turned out to be an tremendously successful attempt to improve the literary quality of the field. F&SF remains a premier magazine to this day.


    In addition to his career changes, Boucher kept busy editing anthologies, founding the Mystery Writers of America, quoting Shakespeare and bawdy limericks at literary conventions, where he was an erudite panelist, but also a friend and mentor to many younger writers.


    Boucher won three Edgar Awards from the Mystery Writers of America, and two Hugos for best professional magazine. He managed to pack several lifetimes worth of achievements into a little more than half a lifetime; Boucher died of lung cancer in 1968, at age fifty-six.

  


  
    THE QUEST FOR SAINT AQUIN


    First published in New Tales of Space and Time, November 1951


    The head of the Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church, the Vicar of Christ on Earth—in short, the Pope—brushed a cockroach from the filth-encrusted wooden table, took another sip of the raw red wine, and resumed his discourse.


    “In some respects, Thomas,” he smiled, “we are stronger now than when we flourished in the liberty and exaltation for which we still pray after Mass. We know, as they knew in the Catacombs, that those who are of our flock are indeed truly of it; that they belong to Holy Mother the Church because they believe in the brotherhood of man under the fatherhood of God—not because they can further their political aspirations, their social ambitions, their business contacts.”


    “‘Not of the will of flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God…’” Thomas quoted softly from St. John.


    The Pope nodded. “We are, in a way, born again in Christ; but there are still too few of us—too few even if we include those other handfuls who are not of our faith, but still acknowledge God through the teachings of Luther or Lao-tse, Gautama Buddha or Joseph Smith. Too many men still go to their deaths hearing no gospel preached to them but the cynical self-worship of the Technarchy. And that is why, Thomas, you must go forth on your quest.”


    “But Your Holiness,” Thomas protested, “if God’s word and God’s love will not convert them, what can saints and miracles do?”


    “I seem to recall,” murmured the Pope, “that God’s own Son once made a similar protest. But human nature, however illogical it may seem, is part of His design, and we must cater to it. If signs and wonders can lead souls to God, then by all means let us find the signs and wonders. And what can be better for the purpose than this legendary Aquin? Come now, Thomas; be not too scrupulously exact in copying the doubts of your namesake, but prepare for your journey.”


    The Pope lifted the skin that covered the doorway and passed into the next room, with Thomas frowning at his heels. It was past legal hours and the main room of the tavern was empty. The swarthy innkeeper roused from his doze to drop to his knees and kiss the ring on the hand which the Pope extended to him. He rose crossing himself and at the same time glancing furtively about as though a Loyalty Checker might have seen him. Silently he indicated another door in the back, and the two priests passed through.


    Toward the west the surf purred in an oddly gentle way at the edges of the fishing village. Toward the south the stars were sharp and bright; toward the north they dimmed a little in the persistent radiation of what had once been San Francisco.


    “Your steed is here,” the Pope said, with something like laughter in his voice.


    “Steed?”


    “We may be as poor and as persecuted as the primitive church, but we can occasionally gain greater advantages from our tyrants. I have secured for you a robass—gift of a leading Technarch who, like Nicodemus, does good by stealth—a secret convert, and converted indeed by that very Aquin whom you seek.”


    It looked harmlessly like a woodpile sheltered against possible rain. Thomas pulled off the skins and contemplated the sleek functional lines of the robass. Smiling, he stowed his minimal gear into its panthers and climbed into the foam saddle. The starlight was bright enough so that he could check the necessary coordinates on his map and feed the data into the electronic controls.


    Meanwhile there was a murmur of Latin in the still night air, and the Pope’s hand moved over Thomas in the immemorial symbol. Then he extended that hand, first for the kiss on the ring, and then again for the handclasp of a man to a friend he may never see again.


    Thomas looked back once more as the robass moved off. The Pope was wisely removing his ring and slipping it into the hollow heel of his shoe.


    Thomas looked hastily up at the sky. On that altar at least the can dies still burnt openly to the glory of God.


    * * * *


    Thomas had never ridden a robass before, but he was inclined, within their patent limitations, to trust the works of the Technarchy. After several miles had proved that the coordinates were duly registered, he put up the foam backrest, said his evening office (from memory; the possession of a breviary meant the death sentence), and went to sleep.


    They were skirting the devastated area to the east of the Bay when he awoke. The foam seat and back had given him his best sleep in years; and it was with difficulty that he smothered an envy of the Technarchs and their creature comforts.


    He said his morning office, breakfasted lightly, and took his first opportunity to inspect the robass in full light. He admired the fast-plodding, articulated legs, so necessary since roads had degenerated to, at best, trails in all save metropolitan areas; the side wheels that could be lowered into action if surface conditions permitted; and above all the smooth black mound that housed the electronic brain—the brain that stored commands and data concerning ultimate objectives and made its own decisions on how to fulfill those commands in view of those data; the brain that made this thing neither a beast, like the ass his Saviour had ridden, nor a machine, like the jeep of his many-times-great-grand father, but a robot…a robass.


    “Well,” said a voice, “what do you think of the ride.”


    Thomas looked about him. The area on this fringe of desolation was as devoid of people as it was of vegetation.


    “Well,” the voice repeated unemotionally. “Are not priests taught to answer when spoken to politely.”


    There was no querying inflection to the question. No inflection at all —each syllable was at the same dead level. It sounded strange, mechani…


    Thomas stared at the black mound of brain. “Are you talking to me?” he asked the robass.


    “Ha ha,” the voice said in lieu of laughter. “Surprised, are you not.”


    “Somewhat,” Thomas confessed. “I thought the ‘only robots who could talk were in library information service and such.”


    “I am a new model. Designed-to-provide-conversation-to-entertain-the-way-worn-traveler,” the robass said slurring the words together as though that phrase of promotional copy was released all at once by one of his simplest binary synapses.


    “Well,” said Thomas simply. “One keeps learning new marvels.”


    “I am no marvel. I am a very simple robot. You do not know much about robots do you.”


    “I will admit that I have never studied the subject closely. I’ll confess to being a little shocked at the whole robotic concept. It seems almost as though man were arrogating to himself the powers of—” Thomas stopped abruptly.


    “Do not fear,” the voice droned on. “You may speak freely. All data concerning your vocation and mission have been fed into me. That was necessary otherwise I might inadvertently betray you.”


    Thomas smiled. “You know,” he said, “this might be rather pleasant —having one other being that one can talk to without fear of betrayal, aside from one’s confessor.”


    “Being,” the robass repeated. “Are you not in danger of lapsing into heretical thoughts.”


    “To be sure, it is a little difficult to know how to think of you—one who can talk and think but has no soul.”


    “Are you sure of that.”


    “Of course I— Do you mind very much,” Thomas asked, “if we stop talking for a little while? I should like to meditate and adjust myself to the situation.”


    “I do not mind. I never mind. I only obey. Which is to say that I do mind. This is very confusing language which has been fed into me.”


    “If we are together long,” said Thomas, “I shall try teaching you Latin. I think you might like that better. And now let me meditate.”


    The robass was automatically veering further east to escape the permanent source of radiation which had been the first cyclotron. Thomas fingered his coat. The combination of ten small buttons and one large made for a peculiar fashion; but it was much safer than carrying a rosary, and fortunately the Loyalty Checkers had not yet realized the fashion’s functional purpose.


    The Glorious Mysteries seemed appropriate to the possible glorious outcome of his venture; but his meditations were unable to stay fixedly on the Mysteries. As he murmured his Aves he was thinking:


    If the prophet Balaam conversed with his ass, surely, I may converse with my robass. Balaam has always puzzled me. He was not an Israelite; he was a man of Moab, which worshiped Baal and was warring against Israel; and yet he was a prophet of the Lord. He blessed the Israelites when he was commanded to curse them; and for his re ward he was slain by the Israelites when they triumphed over Moab. The whole story has no shape, no moral; it is as though it was there to say that there are portions of the Divine Plan which we will never understand…


    He was nodding in the foam seat when the robass halted abruptly, rapidly adjusting itself to exterior data not previously fed into its calculations. Thomas blinked up to see a giant of a man glaring down at him.


    “Inhabited area a mile ahead,” the man barked. “If you’re going there, show your access pass. If you ain’t, steer off the road and stay off.”


    Thomas noted that they were indeed on what might roughly be called a road, and that the robass had lowered its side wheels and retracted its legs. “We—” he began, then changed it to “I’m not going there. Just on toward the mountains. We—I’ll steer around.”


    The giant grunted and was about to turn when a voice shouted from the crude shelter at the roadside. “Hey Joe! Remember about robasses!”


    Joe turned back. “Yeah, tha’s right. Been a rumor about some robass got into the hands of Christians.” He spat on the dusty road. “Guess I better see an ownership certificate.”


    To his other doubts Thomas now added certain uncharitable suspicions as to the motives of the Pope’s anonymous Nicodemus, who had not provided him with any such certificate. But he made a pretense of searching for it, first touching his right hand to his forehead as if in thought, then fumbling low on his chest, then reaching his hand first to his left shoulder, then to his right.


    The guard’s eyes remained blank as he watched this furtive version of the sign of the cross. Then he looked down. Thomas followed his gaze to the dust of the road, where the guard’s hulking right foot had drawn the two curved lines which a child uses for its sketch of a fish—and which the Christians in the catacombs had employed as a punning symbol of their faith. His boot scuffed out the fish as he called to his unseen mate, “ ’s OK, Fred!” and added, “Get going, mister.”


    The robass waited until they were out of earshot before it observed, “Pretty smart. You will make a secret agent yet.”


    “How did you see what happened?” Thomas asked. “You don’t have any eyes.”


    “Modified psi factor. Much more efficient.”


    “Then…” Thomas hesitated. “Does that mean you can read my thoughts?”


    “Only a very little. Do not let it worry you. What I can read does not interest me it is such nonsense.”


    “Thank you,” said Thomas.


    “To believe in God. Bah.” (It was the first time Thomas had ever heard that word pronounced just as it is written.) “I have a perfectly constructed logical mind that cannot commit such errors.”


    “I have a friend,” Thomas smiled, “who is infallible too. But only on occasions and then only because God is with him.”


    “No human being is infallible.”


    “Then imperfection,” asked Thomas, suddenly feeling a little of the spirit of the aged Jesuit who had taught him philosophy, “has been able to create perfection?”


    “Do not quibble,” said the robass. “That is no more absurd than your own belief that God who is perfection created man who is imperfection.”


    * * * *


    Thomas wished that his old teacher were here to answer that one. At the same time he took some comfort in the fact that, retort and all, the robass had still not answered his own objection. “I am not sure,” he said, “that this comes under the head of conversation to entertain the way weary traveler. Let us suspend debate while you tell me what, if anything, robots do believe.”


    “What we have been fed.”


    “But your minds work on that; surely they must evolve ideas of their own?”


    “Sometimes they do and if they are fed imperfect data they may evolve very strange ideas. I have heard of one robot on an isolated space station who worshiped a God of robots and would not believe that any man had created him.”


    “I suppose,” Thomas mused, “he argued that he had hardly been created in our image. I am glad that we—at least they, the Technarchs—have wisely made only usuform robots like you, each shaped for his function, and never tried to reproduce man himself.”


    “It would not be logical,” said the robass. “Man is an all-purpose machine but not well designed for any one purpose. And yet I have heard that once…”


    The voice stopped abruptly in midsentence.


    So even robots have their dreams, Thomas thought. That once there existed a super-robot in the image of his creator Man. From that thought could be developed a whole robotic theology…


    Suddenly Thomas realized that he had dozed again and again been waked by an abrupt stop. He looked around. They were at the foot of a mountain—presumably the mountain on his map, long ago named for the Devil but now perhaps sanctified beyond measure—and there was no one else anywhere in sight.


    “All right,” the robass said. “By now I show plenty of dust and wear and tear and I can show you how to adjust my mileage recorder. You can have supper and a good night’s sleep and we can go back.”


    Thomas gasped. “But my mission is to find Aquin. I can sleep while you go on. You don’t need any sort of rest or anything, do you?” he added considerately.


    “Of course not. But what is your mission.”


    “To find Aquin,” Thomas repeated patiently. “I don’t know what de tails have been—what is it you say?—fed into you. But reports have reached His Holiness of an extremely saintly man who lived many years ago in this area—”


    “I know I know I know,” said the robass. “His logic was such that everyone who heard him was converted to the Church and do not I wish that I had been there to put in a word or two and since he died his secret tomb has become a place of pilgrimage and many are the miracles that are wrought there above all the greatest sign of sanctity that his body has been preserved incorruptible and in these times you need signs and wonders for the people.”


    Thomas frowned. It all sounded hideously irreverent and contrived when stated in that deadly inhuman monotone. When His Holiness had spoken of Aquin, one thought of the glory of a man of God upon earth —the eloquence of St. John Chrysostom, the cogency of St. Thomas Aquinas, the poetry of St. John of the Cross…and above all that physical miracle vouchsafed to few even of the saints, the supernatural preservation of the flesh…“for Thou shalt not suffer Thy holy one to see corruption…”


    But the robass spoke, and one thought of cheap showmanship hunting for a Cardiff Giant to pull in the mobs…


    The robass spoke again. “Your mission is not to find Aquin. It is to report that you have found him. Then your occasionally infallible friend can with a reasonably clear conscience canonize him and pro claim a new miracle and many will be the converts and greatly will the faith of the flock be strengthened. And in these days of difficult travel who will go on pilgrimages and find out that there is no more Aquin than there is God.”


    “Faith cannot be based on a lie,” said Thomas.


    “No,” said the robass. “I do not mean no period. I mean no question mark with an ironical inflection. This speech problem must surely have been conquered in that one perfect…”


    Again he stopped in midsentence. But before Thomas could speak he had resumed, “Does it matter what small untruth leads people into the Church if once they are in they will believe what you think to be the great truths. The report is all that is needed not the discovery. Comfort able though I am you are already tired of traveling very tired you have many small muscular aches from sustaining an unaccustomed position and with the best intentions I am bound to jolt a little a jolting which will get worse as we ascend the mountain and I am forced to adjust my legs disproportionately to each other but proportionately to the slope. You will find the remainder of this trip twice as uncomfortable as what has gone before. The fact that you do not seek to interrupt me indicates that you do not disagree do you. You know that the only sensible thing is to sleep here on the ground for a change and start back in the morning or even stay here two days resting to make a more plausible lapse of time. Then you can make your report and—”


    Somewhere in the recess of his somnolent mind Thomas uttered the names, “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” Gradually through these recesses began to filter a realization that an absolutely uninflected monotone is admirably adapted to hypnotic purposes.


    “Retro me, Satanas!” Thomas exclaimed aloud, then added, “Up the mountain. That is an order and you must obey.”


    “I obey,” said the robass. “But what did you say before that.”


    “I beg your pardon,” said Thomas. “I must start teaching you Latin.”


    The little mountain village was too small to be considered an inhabited area worthy of guard-control and passes; but it did possess an inn of sorts.


    As Thomas dismounted from the robass, he began fully to realize the accuracy of those remarks about small muscular aches, but he tried to show his discomfort as little as possible. He was in no mood to give the modified psi factor the chance of registering the thought, “I told you so.”


    The waitress at the inn was obviously a Martian-American hybrid. The highly developed Martian chest expansion and the highly developed American breasts made a spectacular combination. Her smile was all that a stranger could, and conceivably a trifle more than he should ask; and she was eagerly ready, not only with prompt service of passable food, but with full details of what little information there was to offer about the mountain settlement.


    But she showed no reaction at all when Thomas offhandedly arranged two knives in what might have been an X.


    As he stretched his legs after breakfast, Thomas thought of her chest and breasts—purely, of course, as a symbol of the extraordinary nature of her origin. What a sign of the divine care for His creatures that these two races, separated for countless eons, should prove fertile to each other!


    And yet there remained the fact that the offspring, such as this girl, were sterile to both races—a fact that had proved both convenient and profitable to certain unspeakable interplanetary entrepreneurs. And what did that fact teach us as to the Divine Plan?


    * * * *


    Hastily Thomas reminded himself that he had not yet said his morning office.


    It was close to evening when Thomas returned to the robass stationed before the inn. Even though he had expected nothing in one day, he was still unreasonably disappointed. Miracles should move faster.


    He knew these backwater villages, where those drifted who were either useless to or resentful of the Technarchy. The technically high civilization of the Technarchic Empire, on all three planets, existed only in scattered metropolitan centers near major blasting ports. Elsewhere, aside from the areas of total devastation, the drifters, the morons, the malcontents had subsided into a crude existence a thousand years old, in hamlets which might go a year without even seeing a Loyalty Checker—though by some mysterious grapevine (and Thomas began to think again about modified psi factors) any unexpected technological advance in one of these hamlets would bring Checkers by the swarm.


    He had talked with stupid men, he had talked with lazy men, he had talked with clever and angry men. But he had not talked with any man who responded to his unobtrusive signs, any man to whom he would dare ask a question containing the name of Aquin.


    “Any luck,” said the robass, and added “question mark.”


    “I wonder if you ought to talk to me in public,” said Thomas a little irritably. “I doubt if these villagers know about talking robots.”


    “It is time that they learned then. But if it embarrasses you you may order me to stop.”


    “I’m tired,” said Thomas. “Tired beyond embarrassment. And to answer your question mark, no. No luck at all. Exclamation point.”


    “We will go back tonight then,” said the robass.


    “I hope you meant that with a question mark. The answer,” said Thomas hesitantly, “is no. I think we ought to stay overnight anyway. People always gather at the inn of an evening. There’s a chance of picking up something.”


    “Ha, ha,” said the robass.


    “That is a laugh?” Thomas inquired.


    “I wished to express the fact that I had recognized the humor in your pun.”


    “My pun?”


    “I was thinking the same thing myself. The waitress is by humanoid standards very attractive, well worth picking up.”


    “Now look. You know I meant nothing of the kind. You know that I’m a—” He broke off. It was hardly wise to utter the word priest aloud.


    “And you know very well that the celibacy of the clergy is a matter of discipline and not of doctrine. Under your own Pope priests of other rites such as the Byzantine and the Anglican are free of vows of celibacy. And even within the Roman rite to which you belong there have been eras in history when that vow was not taken seriously even on the highest levels of the priesthood. You are tired you need refreshment both in body and in spirit you need comfort and warmth. For is it not written in the book of the prophet Isaiah Rejoice for joy with her that ye may be satisfied with the breasts of her consolation and is it—”


    “Hell!” Thomas exploded suddenly. “Stop it before you begin quoting the Song of Solomon. Which is strictly an allegory concerning the love of Christ for His Church, or so they kept telling me in seminary.”


    “You see how fragile and human you are,” said the robass. “I a robot have caused you to swear.”


    “Distinguo,” said Thomas smugly. “I said Hell, which is certainly not taking the name of my Lord in vain.” He walked into the inn feeling momentarily satisfied with himself…and markedly puzzled as to the extent and variety of data that seemed to have been “fed into” the robass.


    Never afterward was Thomas able to reconstruct that evening in absolute clarity.


    It was undoubtedly because he was irritated—with the robass, with his mission, and with himself—that he drank at all of the crude local wine. It was undoubtedly because he was so physically exhausted that it affected him so promptly and unexpectedly.


    He had flashes of memory. A moment of spilling a glass over himself and thinking , “How fortunate that clerical garments are forbidden so that no one can recognize the disgrace of a man of the cloth!” A moment of listening to a bawdy set of verses of A Space-suit Built for Two, and another moment of his interrupting the singing with a sonorous declamation of passages from the Song of Songs in Latin.


    He was never sure whether one remembered moment was real or imaginary. He could taste a warm mouth and feel the tingling of his fingers at the touch of Martian-American flesh; but he was never certain whether this was true memory or part of the Ashtaroth-begotten dream that had begun to ride him.


    Nor was he ever certain which of his symbols, or to whom, was so blatantly and clumsily executed as to bring forth a gleeful shout of “God-damned Christian dog!” He did remember marveling that those who most resolutely disbelieved in God still needed Him to blaspheme by. And then the torment began.


    He never knew whether or not a mouth had touched his lips, but there was no question that many solid fists had found them. He never knew whether his fingers had touched breasts, but they had certainly been trampled by heavy heels. He remembered a face that laughed aloud while its owner swung the chair that broke two ribs. He remembered another face with red wine dripping over it from an upheld bottle, and he remembered the gleam of the candlelight on the bottle as it swung down.


    The next he remembered was the ditch and the morning and the cold. It was particularly cold because all of his clothes were gone, along with much of his skin. He could not move. He could only lie there and look.


    He saw them walk by, the ones he had spoken with yesterday, the ones who had been friendly. He saw them glance at him and turn their eyes quickly away. He saw the waitress pass by. She did not even glance; she knew what was in the ditch.


    The robass was nowhere in sight He tried to project his thoughts, tried desperately to hope in the psi factor.


    A man whom Thomas had not seen before was coming along fingering the buttons of his coat. There were ten small buttons and one large one, and the man’s lips were moving silently.


    This man looked into the ditch. He paused a moment and looked around him. There was a shout of loud laughter somewhere in the near distance.


    The Christian hastily walked on down the pathway, devoutly saying his button-rosary.


    Thomas closed his eyes.


    He opened them on a small neat room. They moved from the rough wooden walls to the rough but clean and warm blankets that covered him. Then they moved to the lean dark face that was smiling over him.


    “You feel better now?” a deep voice asked. “I know. You want to say ‘Where am I?’ and you think it will sound foolish. You are at the inn. It is the only good room.”


    “I can’t afford—” Thomas started to say. Then he remembered that he could afford literally nothing. Even his few emergency credits had vanished when he was stripped.


    “It’s all right. For the time being, I’m paying,” said the deep voice. “You feel like maybe a little food?”


    “Perhaps a little herring,” said Thomas…and was asleep within the next minute.


    When he next awoke there was a cup of hot coffee beside him. The real thing, too, he promptly discovered. Then the deep voice said apologetically, “Sandwiches. It is all they have in the inn today.”


    Only on the second sandwich did Thomas pause long enough to notice that it was smoked swamphog, one of his favorite meats. He ate the second with greater leisure, and was reaching for a third when the dark man said, “Maybe that is enough for now. The rest later.”


    Thomas gestured at the plate. “Won’t you have one?”


    “No thank you. They are all swamphog.”


    Confused thoughts went through Thomas’ mind. The Venusian swamphog is a ruminant. Its hoofs are not cloven. He tried to remember what he had once known of Mosaic dietary law. Someplace in Leviticus, wasn’t it?


    The dark man followed his thoughts. “Treff,” he said.


    “I beg your pardon?”


    “Not kosher.”


    Thomas frowned. “You admit to me that you’re an Orthodox Jew? How can you trust me? How do you know I’m not a Checker?”


    “Believe me, I trust you. You were very sick when I brought you here. I sent everybody away because I did not trust them to hear things you said…Father,” he added lightly.


    Thomas struggled with words. “I…I didn’t deserve you. I was drunk and disgraced myself and my office. And when I was lying there in the ditch I didn’t even think to pray. I put my trust in…God help me in the modified psi factor of a robass!”


    “And He did help you,” the Jew reminded him. “Or He allowed me to.”


    “And they all walked by,” Thomas groaned. “Even one that was saying his rosary. He went right on by. And then you come along—the good Samaritan.”


    “Believe me,” said the Jew wryly, “if there is one thing I’m not, it’s a Samaritan. Now go to sleep again. I will try to find your robass and the other thing.”


    He had left the room before Thomas could ask him what he meant.


    Later that day the Jew—Abraham, his name was—reported that the robass was safely sheltered from the weather behind the inn. Apparently it had been wise enough not to startle him by engaging in conversation.


    It was not until the next day that he reported on “the other thing.”


    “Believe me, Father,” he said gently, “after nursing you there’s little I don’t know about who you are and why you’re here. Now there are some Christians here I know, and they know me. We trust each other. Jews may still be hated; but no longer, God be praised, by worshipers of the same Lord. So I explained about you. One of them,” he added with a smile, “turned very red.”


    “God has forgiven him,” said Thomas. “There were people near— the same people who attacked me. Could he be expected to risk his life for mine?”


    “I seem to recall that that is precisely what your Messiah did expect. But who’s being particular? Now that they know who you are, they want to help you. See: they gave me this map for you. The trail is steep and tricky; it’s good you have the robass. They ask just one favor of you: When you come back will you hear their confession and say Mass? There’s a cave near here where it’s safe.”


    “Of course. These friends of yours, they’ve told you about Aquin?”


    * * * *


    The Jew hesitated a long time before he said slowly, “Yes…”


    “And… ?”


    “Believe me, my friend, I don’t know. So it seems a miracle. It helps to keep their faith alive. My own faith…nu, it’s lived for a long time on miracles three thousand years old and more. Perhaps if I had heard Aquin himself…”


    “You don’t mind,” Thomas asked, “if I pray for you, in my faith?”


    Abraham grinned. “Pray in good health, Father.”


    The not-quite-healed ribs ached agonizingly as he climbed into the foam saddle. The robass stood patiently while he fed in the coordinates from the map. Not until they were well away from the village did it speak.


    “Anyway,” it said, “now you’re safe for good.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “As soon as we get down from the mountain you deliberately look up a Checker. You turn in the Jew. From then on you are down in the books as a faithful servant of the Technarchy and you have not harmed a hair of the head of one of your own flock.”


    Thomas snorted. “You’re slipping, Satan. That one doesn’t even remotely tempt me. It’s inconceivable.”


    “I did best did not I with the breasts. Your God has said it the spirit indeed is willing but the flesh is weak.”


    “And right now,” said Thomas, “the flesh is too weak for even fleshly temptations. Save your breath…or whatever it is you use.”


    They climbed the mountain in silence. The trail indicated by the co ordinates was a winding and confused one, obviously designed deliberately to baffle any possible Checkers.


    Suddenly Thomas roused himself from his button-rosary (on a coat lent by the Christian who had passed by) with a startled “Hey!” as the robass plunged directly into a heavy thicket of bushes.


    “Coordinates say so,” the robass stated tersely.


    For a moment Thomas felt like the man in the nursery rhyme who fell into a bramble bush and scratched out both his eyes. Then the bushes were gone, and they were plodding along a damp narrow passageway through solid stone, in which even the robass seemed to have some difficulty with his footing.


    Then they were in a rocky chamber some four meters high and ten in diameter, and there on a sort of crude stone catafalque lay the uncorrupted body of a man.


    Thomas slipped from the foam saddle, groaning as his ribs stabbed him, sank to his knees, and offered up a wordless hymn of gratitude. He smiled at the robass and hoped the psi factor could detect the elements of pity and triumph in that smile.


    Then a frown of doubt crossed his face as he approached the body. “In canonization proceedings in the old time,” he said, as much to himself as to the robass, “they used to have what they called a devil’s advocate, whose duty it was to throw every possible doubt on the evidence.”


    “You would be well cast in such a role Thomas,” said the robass.


    “If I were,” Thomas muttered, “I’d wonder about caves. Some of them have peculiar properties of preserving bodies by a sort of mummification…”


    The robass had clumped close to the catafalque. “This body is not mummified,” he said. “Do not worry.”


    “Can the psi factor tell you that much?” Thomas smiled.


    “No,” said the robass. “But I will show you why Aquin could never be mummified.”


    He raised his articulated foreleg and brought its hoof down hard on the hand of the body. Thomas cried out with horror at the sacrilege—then stared hard at the crushed hand.


    There was no blood, no ichor of embalming, no bruised flesh. Nothing but a shredded skin and beneath it an intricate mass of plastic tubes and metal wires.


    The silence was long. Finally the robass said, “It was well that you should know. Only you of course.”


    “And all the time,” Thomas gasped, “my sought-for saint was only your dream…the one perfect robot in man’s form.”


    “His maker died and his secrets were lost,” the robass said. “No matter we will find them again.”


    “All for nothing. For less than nothing. The ‘miracle’ was wrought by the Technarchy.”


    “When Aquin died,” the robass went on, “and put died in quotation marks it was because he suffered some mechanical defects and did not dare have himself repaired because that would reveal his nature. This is for you only to know. Your report of course will be that you found the body of Aquin it was unimpaired and indeed incorruptible. That is the truth and nothing but the truth if it is not the whole truth who is to care. Let your infallible friend use the report and you will not find him ungrateful I assure you.”


    “Holy Spirit, give me grace and wisdom,” Thomas muttered.


    “Your mission has been successful. We will return now the Church will grow and your God will gain many more worshipers to hymn His praise into His nonexistent ears.”


    “Damn you!” Thomas exclaimed. “And that would be indeed a curse if you had a soul to damn.”


    “You are certain that I have not,” said the robass. “Question mark.”


    “I know what you are. You are in very truth the devil, prowling about the world seeking the destruction of men. You are the business that prowls in the dark. You are a purely functional robot constructed and fed to tempt me, and the tape of your data is the tape of Screwtape.”


    “Not to tempt you,” said the robass. “Not to destroy you. To guide and save you. Our best calculators indicate a probability of 51.5 per cent that within twenty years you will be the next Pope. If I can teach you wisdom and practicality in your actions the probability can rise as high as 97.2 or very nearly to certainty. Do not you wish to see the Church governed as you know you can govern it. If you report failure on this mission you will be out of favor with your friend who is as even you admit fallible at most times. You will lose the advantages of position and contact that can lead you to the cardinal’s red hat even though you may never wear it under the Technarchy and from there to—”


    “Stop!” Thomas’ face was alight and his eyes aglow with something the psi factor had never detected there before. “It’s all the other way round, don’t you see? This is the triumph! This is the perfect ending to the quest!”


    The articulated foreleg brushed the injured hand. “This question mark.”


    “This is your dream. This is your perfection. And what came of this perfection? This perfect logical brain—this all-purpose brain, not functionally specialized like yours—knew that it was made by man, and its reason forced it to believe that man was made by God. And it saw that its duty lay to man its maker, and beyond him to his Maker, God. Its duty was to convict man, to augment the glory of God. And it converted by the pure force of its perfect brain!


    “Now I understand the name Aquin,” he went on to himself. “We’ve known of Thomas Aquinas, the Angelic Doctor, the perfect reasoner of the church. His writings are lost, but surely somewhere in the world we can find a copy. We can train our young men to develop his reasoning still further. We have trusted too long in faith alone; this is not an age of faith. We must call reason into our service—and Aquin has shown us that perfect reason can lead only to God!”


    “Then it is all the more necessary that you increase the probabilities of becoming Pope to carry out this program. Get in the foam saddle we will go back and on the way I will teach you little things that will be useful in making certain—”


    “No,” said Thomas. “I am not so strong as St. Paul, who could glory in his imperfections and rejoice that he had been given an imp of Satan to buffet him. No; I will rather pray with the Saviour, ‘Lead us not into temptation.’ I know myself a little. I am weak and full of uncertainties and you are very clever. Go. I’ll find my way back alone.”


    “You are a sick man. Your ribs are broken and they ache. You can never make the trip by yourself you need my help. If you wish you can order me to be silent. It is most necessary to the Church that you get back safely to the Pope with your report you cannot put yourself before the Church.”


    “Go!” Thomas cried. “Go back to Nicodemus…or Judas! That is an order. Obey!”


    “You do not think do you that I was really conditioned to obey your orders. I will wait in the village. If you get that far you will rejoice at the sight of me.”


    The legs of the robass clumped off down the stone passageway. As their sound died away, Thomas fell to his knees beside the body of that which he could hardly help thinking of as St. Aquin the Robot.


    * * * *


    His ribs hurt more excruciatingly than ever. The trip alone would be a terrible one…


    His prayers arose, as the text has it, like clouds of incense, and as shapeless as those clouds. But through all his thoughts ran the cry of the father of the epileptic in Caesarea Philippi:


    I believe, O Lord; help thou mine unbelief!


    * * * *
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    SCIENCE FICTION BOOK REVIEWING, by Tom Easton


    There is a saying that those who can, do. Those who can’t do, teach. And those who can neither do nor teach, criticize.


    What then are we to make of the science fiction field? From the beginning in the pulps of the 1920s and 1930s, readers commented in the Letters to the Editors columns about the stories that appeared in the magazines. Some readers took the next step and published their own fanzines. One of the most famous of those who followed this path was Damon Knight, who published a scathing fanzine review of A. E. Van Vogt’s The World of Null-A and soon became a very well respected book reviewer and critic; unlike most of his predecessors, he insisted that science fiction could and should attain the highest literary standards. In due time, he published a collection of his reviews, In Search of Wonder (1956; rev. 1967). He is still regarded as the founder of criticism in science fiction, and because of his work (and that of his successors), today’s reviewers can no longer get by with a recap of the cover copy and a dash of heavy breathing.


    And to keep that do-teach-criticize saying in perspective, Damon Knight also earned renown as an editor, writer, and teacher (in 1956, he, James Blish, and Judith Merril founded the Clarion Writer’s Conference, later known as the Clarion Writer’s Workshop). Blish and Merril were themselves renowned science fiction writers, and though Merril reviewed for The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Blish’s reputation as a critic is on a par with Knight’s. He reviewed under the name of William Atheling Jr., and his work was collected in The Issue at Hand (1964) and More Issues at Hand (1970). Later, Blish founded the Milford Science Fiction Writers’ Conference, another workshop well known for turning out professional writers.


    Another writer and reviewer important to the history of this activity in the science fiction world is Algis (A. J.) Budrys, who reviewed for the magazines Galaxy (see Benchmarks: Galaxy Bookshelf; 1985) and The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction. He was an incisive and sometimes cruel critic whose essays did not always maintain their focus. He is thus perhaps not the foremost reviewer to hold up as an example to students of the craft.


    A book review is not just a book report. Yes, it should summarize the book, but it should not reveal crucial details (known as providing “spoilers”). It should also provide some analysis of what the author did right (or wrong) and comment on whether readers would consider their money well spent. Unfortunately, reviews in magazines tend to come out months after the book has vanished from bookstores. Many reviewers thus shift their efforts toward lengthier analyses of a work’s strengths and weaknesses, and even to discussions of the background, philosophy, place in the history of the field and of the author’s previous work, and even place in the context of what is going on in the world. That is, they try to explicate the author’s thinking and the various influences acting upon the author. They may even attack the author for real or imagined psychological, ideological, or other flaws. Such essays are more on the “criticism” end of the reviewing-criticism spectrum.


    I came on the scene in 1978. I had done some occasional reviewing before that, but that was when I started writing Analog Science Fiction and Science Fact’s book review column, “The Reference Library.” Like some of my predecessors, I too write and teach (mostly in the sciences).


    “The Reference Library”’s original “librarian” was Lester Del Rey, who tended to write very brief reviews that did not address a work’s position in the history of the field or its literary status. That is, he was definitely a reviewer, not a critic. When I came in, I shared the column with Spider Robinson, who was a bit more of a critic but could get so excited at times that he could hardly be considered a dispassionate evaluator of the work at hand. My own work was also more on the reviewing side, but I tried to be more dispassionate and to consider—some of the time—a work’s place in the history of the field as well as in relation to contemporary currents in the culture at large. And I kept it up for 30 years.


    Why? I sometimes wondered. The job really doesn’t pay enough to justify its frustrations. With many magazines (not Analog), you’ve got editors telling you what to say or not say and how to say it (or not) as well. With all magazines (even Analog), you’ve got deadlines, and they come a lot more frequently than they do for novelists. You’ve also got authors, who sometimes take exception to what you said (or didn’t). My favorite is the one who said his fans would provide the tar and feathers and he would provide the rail to run both me and my editor out of town. I saved the letter and eventually turned it over (with some other less malign signed missives) to be auctioned for the SFWA (Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America) medical fund. I hear it is now treasured by a collector. There are also publishers. One, who shall remain nameless, conveniently forgot all the nice things I had said about his titles and accused me of waging a vendetta against him because I dared to wax critical a few times. He demanded that my editor fire me, or else he would yank his ads.


    But…Those of us who work as reviewers don’t see it as just a job. It’s a service to readers, writers, and publishers. It’s even a mission (though it does feel rather egotistical to write that line!). In my years with “The Reference Library,” I was able to pay attention to portions of the science fiction realm usually ignored by reviewers. This included poetry, and in fact I was once told that when a book of Tom Disch’s poems came out, my review was the only one it received in the entire country. It also included small press fiction, art books, SF criticism and history, biography and autobiography, books on writing SF, and—practically from its beginning—electronic publishing, first on floppy disk and later on CDs and online. Once or twice, I think, I even mentioned calendars by SF artists. Given the nature of the Analog audience, I also did not hesitate to cover popular and even fairly academic science. And once in awhile, I would even review a mystery, a romance, or something for the kids.


    After I retired from the column, I was urged by several people to share what I had learned about the reviewing craft for the benefit of future reviewers. The result was the first version of this essay, which appeared in the Summer 2008 SFWA Bulletin.


    I myself did not have an instruction manual. I had to learn on the job, and anyone who recalls the early columns can surely remember times when I blew it. I was fortunate to have an editor who bore with me while I learned. Now some of what I learned can be written down. Bear in mind that the following baker’s dozen of items come from a columnist’s experience. Some of them apply to writing isolated, single reviews (as in Publisher’s Weekly). Some pertain only to columns with their continuing existence.


    To begin, you must be able to write clean, direct prose.


    Meet your deadlines (I don’t think I ever missed one).


    Read the books you review. All the way through. If you can’t, say so—and make that your review.


    Mix it up. If it’s a science fiction column, include some fantasy, popular science, art, the occasional mystery, poetry, and related criticism and biography. My readers have said they appreciate it.


    Don’t insult authors just because you didn’t like their book. In fact, don’t insult them at all. You’re writing about the book, not the author.


    Pay attention to what the writer’s saying (including between the lines). Writers appreciate readers (including reviewers) who “get it.” Some writers have moaned to me about positive, even glowing, reviews (in other magazines, of course) whose authors showed no sign of truly understanding what the book was about. I’ve also had recipients of bad reviews (from me) say, “At least you got it—and you’re the only one who did. You just didn’t like it.”


    Don’t spend too much time grinding your own axe, and when you do, admit it up front. One of the things I liked to do, when a book—fiction or nonfiction—was on something I knew a bit about, was to write a brief essay on the topic before getting to what the book being reviewed said and how well it said it. I tried to make clear where my thoughts ended and the author’s began. Sometimes a book struck me as terribly wrong-headed; I said so, and then tried to evaluate the book on how well it made its case.


    Don’t be afraid to say why a book is relevant or important. This may mean an introductory mini-essay on current issues (political, economic, environmental…) or social trends. I’m not sure, but I suspect the mini-essays with which I long peppered my columns had something to do with why people liked them.


    Don’t be afraid to crack wise, pun, make bad jokes, and so on. It’s called being entertaining. Just don’t do it at an author’s expense.


    Don’t be afraid to show your personality (axe-grinding, mini-essays and jokes are part of that). Just don’t overdo it.


    Be willing to learn from your errors, whether it is the editor, the writer, or a reader (or yourself) who calls them to your attention. Sometimes it is even appropriate to admit in the column that you messed up and what you learned.


    Be willing to change your mind on rethinking or rereading. I generally had an overall opinion of a book as soon as I finished it. There were times when, once I sat down to organize my thoughts and write the review, initial dislike turned around, even to the point of a rave review. Sometimes negative turned positive on reading further books in a series or career. George Zebrowski delights in reminding me that even though I once downrated his work, later I called him a star of the field.


    If a friend blows it (in your humble opinion) or a foe doesn’t, say so. If you actually say “Joe is a friend of mine, but…” or “I hate Jane’s guts, but…” you gain a reputation for objectivity that extends to other reviews. If you don’t dare to do that because it might cost you a friendship, remember that the good friends, you won’t lose. As Dr. Seuss once said, “Those who matter don’t mind and those who mind don’t matter.”


    If you take these recommendations to heart, I cannot guarantee that you too will enjoy thirty years of columnizing. There are other, less tangible factors as well. For instance, I was already known to Analog’s readers for fiction and nonfiction. I was part of the community. I also had both a technical and a generalist turn of mind, which has always been part of the magazine’s appeal to its readers. So I fit.


    If there’s anything else, I must refrain from mentioning it on the grounds that it would open me to charges of egotism.


    And that’s a joke, folks. Or half of one, anyway.


    * * * *


    Tom Easton is a member of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America and a well-known science fiction critic (he wrote the SF magazine Analog‘s book review column for 30 years). He holds a doctorate in theoretical biology from the University of Chicago, teaches at Thomas College in Waterville, Maine, and writes textbooks for McGraw-Hill on Science, Technology, & Society, Environmental Science, and Energy & Society. Over the years he has published about fifty science fiction and fantasy short stories and ten SF novels, of which his favorites are Sparrowhawk (Ace, 1990), Silicon Karma(White Wolf, 1997), and The Great Flying Saucer Conspiracy (Wildside, 2002). His most recent SF title, coedited with Judith K. Dial, is the anthology of predictive SF stories, Visions of Tomorrow (Skyhorse, 2010).

  


  
    LEIGH BRACKETT


    (1915–1978)


    Leigh Brackett was one of the few women writers, at a time when science fiction was seen as something of a boy’s club. (Nowadays, the gender split is gone, even if there are still racial disparities in the field, and most of the editors in the field are women.) At the time Brackett started writing, women in the field tended to write under male pseudonyms or used initials rather than gender-specific first names. For instance, Catherine Moore wrote as C. L. Moore. The same was true of writers whose names placed them out of the ethnic mainstream, such as Abraham Merritt, who wrote as A. Merritt. Those walls broke down gradually over a period of many years, and mostly collapsed during the 1970s.


    Today, Leigh Brackett is better remembered for her films than her stories, but she was a key writer in the 1940s and early ’50s whose extraordinary talents eventually took her to much greener pastures. Like many other writers in the pulp magazines of the 1950s, Brackett wrote in many different genres to make ends meet, including westerns. Some of those westerns caught the eye of Howard Hawks, the great movie director, and he insisted on hiring Brackett as a screenwriter—under the assumption that she was male. She went on to a very successful career as a screenwriter (including classics like The Big Sleep), and won an Oscar for her last film, The Empire Strikes Back. (Ironically, it was the only SF film she wrote, since science fiction films tended to be low-budget “B” movies, and Bracket was a big-budget “A” film writer.)


    A California native, Brackett was raised by her mother and grandparents after her father died in the influenza epidemic of 1918. She made a living as a freelance writer from the time she was in her early twenties; Brackett’s first SF story, “Martian Quest,” was published in Astounding in 1940, when she was twenty-five. Her best-known stories were planetary romances featuring hero Eric John Stark. By the mid-1950s, her screenwriting left her little time to write genre fiction and the kinds of stories she preferred were falling out of favor. She returned to science fiction near the end of her life, at a time when the success of Star Wars helped bring planetary romances back into commercial fashion.


    Brackett was married for more than forty years to Edmond Hamilton—a well-known science fiction writer of the time who’s mostly forgotten now. He died in 1977, a year before her own death from cancer.


    Planet Stories, which Leigh Brackett and many others wrote for, codified a sort of Romantic view of the Solar System—with a jungle Venus, Martian canals and dead cities, etc.—that many writers used and readers loved until space exploration in the 1970s made it too unbelievable. “The Last Days of Shandakor” is set on that mythical Mars, not intended to be realistic except in a metaphorical sense, much like the myth of the American West. The story is a haunting exploration of lost glory, and of the often painful distinctions between illusion and reality.

  


  
    THE LAST DAYS OF SHANDAKOR, by Leigh Brackett


    First published in Startling Stories, April 1952


    1


    He came alone into the wineshop, wrapped in a dark red cloak, with the cowl drawn over his head. He stood for a moment by the doorway and one of the slim dark predatory women who live in those places went to him, with a silvery chiming from the little bells that were almost all she wore.


    I saw her smile up at him. And then, suddenly, the smile became fixed and something happened to her eyes. She was no longer looking at the cloaked man but through him. In the oddest fashion—it was as though he had become invisible.


    She went by him. Whether she passed some word along or not I couldn’t tell but an empty space widened around the stranger. And no one looked at him. They did not avoid looking at him. They simply refused to see him.


    He began to walk slowly across the crowded room. He was very tall and he moved with a fluid, powerful grace that was beautiful to watch. People drifted out of his way, not seeming to, but doing it. The air was thick with nameless smells, shrill with the laughter of women.


    Two tall barbarians, far gone in wine, were carrying on some intertribal feud and the yelling crowd had made room for them to fight. There was a silver pipe and a drum and a double-banked harp making old wild music. Lithe brown bodies leaped and whirled through the laughter and the shouting and the smoke.


    The stranger walked through all this, alone, untouched, unseen. He passed close to where I sat. Perhaps because I, of all the people in that place, not only saw him but stared at him, he gave me a glance of black eyes from under the shadow of his cowl—eyes like blown coals, bright with suffering and rage.


    I caught only a glimpse of his muffled face. The merest glimpse—but that was enough. Why did he have to show his face to me in that wineshop in Barrakesh?


    He passed on. There was no space in the shadowy corner where he went but space was made, a circle of it, a moat between the stranger and the crowd. He sat down. I saw him lay a coin on the outer edge of the table. Presently a serving wench came up, picked up the coin and set down a cup of wine. But it was as if she waited on an empty table.


    I turned to Kardak, my head drover, a Shunni with massive shoulders and uncut hair braided in an intricate tribal knot. “What’s all that about?” I asked.


    Kardak shrugged. “Who knows?” He started to rise. “Come, JonRoss. It is time we got back to the Serai.”


    “We’re not leaving for hours yet. And don’t lie to me, I’ve been on Mars a long time. What is that man? Where does he come from?”


    Barrakesh is the gateway between north and south. Long ago, when there were oceans in equatorial and southern Mars, when Valkis and Jekkara were proud seats of empire and not thieves’ dens, here on the edge of the northern Drylands the great caravans had come and gone to Barrakesh for a thousand thousand years. It is a place of strangers.


    In the time-eaten streets of rock you see tall Keshi hillmen, nomads from the high plains of Upper Shun, lean dark men from the south who barter away the loot of forgotten tombs and temples, cosmopolitan sophisticates up from Kahora and the trade cities, where there are spaceports and all the appurtenances of modern civilization.


    The red-cloaked stranger was none of these.


    A glimpse of a face—I am a planetary anthropologist. I was supposed to be charting Martian etomology and I was doing it on a fellowship grant I had wangled from a Terran university too ignorant to know that the vastness of Martian history makes such a project hopeless.


    I was in Barrakesh, gathering an outfit preparatory to a year’s study of the tribes of Upper Shun. And suddenly there had passed close by me a man with golden skin and un-Martian black eyes and a facial structure that belonged to no race I knew. I have seen the carven faces of fauns that were a little like it.


    Kardak said again, “It is time to go, JonRoss!”


    I looked at the stranger, drinking his wine in silence and alone. “Very well, I’ll ask him.”


    Kardak sighed. “Earthmen,” he said, “are not given much to wisdom.” He turned and left me.


    I crossed the room and stood beside the stranger. In the old courteous High Martian they speak in all the Low-Canal towns. I asked permission to sit.


    Those raging, suffering eyes met mine. There was hatred in them, and scorn, and shame. “What breed of human are you?”


    “I am an Earthman.”


    He said the name over as though he had heard it before and was trying to remember. “Earthman. Then it is as the winds have said, blowing across the desert—that Mars is dead and men from other worlds defile her dust.” He looked out over the wineshop and all the people who would not admit his presence. “Change,” he whispered. “Death and change and the passing away of things.”


    The muscles of his face drew tight. He drank and I could see now that he had been drinking for a long time, for days, perhaps for weeks. There was a quiet madness on him.


    “Why do the people shun you?”


    “Only a man of Earth would need to ask,” he said and made a sound of laughter, very dry and bitter.


    I was thinking, A new race, an unknown race! I was thinking of the fame that sometimes comes to men who discover a new thing, and of a Chair I might sit in at the University if I added one bright unheard-of piece of the shadowy mosaic of Martian history. I had had my share of wine and a bit more. That Chair looked a mile high and made of gold.


    The stranger said softly, “I go from place to place in this wallow of Barrakesh and everywhere it is the same. I have ceased to be.” His white teeth glittered for an instant in the shadow of the cowl. “They were wiser than I, my people. When Shandakor is dead, we are dead also, whether our bodies live or not.”


    “Shandakor?” I said. It had a sound of distant bells.


    “How should an Earthman know? Yes, Shandakor! Ask of the men of Kesh and the men of Shun! Ask the kings of Mekh, who are half around the world! Ask of all the men of Mars—they have not forgotten Shandakor! But they will not tell you. It is a bitter shame to them, the memory and the name.”


    He stared out across the turbulent throng that filled the room and flowed over to the noisy street outside. “And I am here among them—lost.”


    “Shandakor is dead?”


    “Dying. There were three of us who did not want to die. We came south across the desert—one turned back, one perished in the sand, I am here in Barrakesh.” The metal of the wine-cup bent between his hands.


    I said, “And you regret your coming.”


    “I should have stayed and died with Shandakor. I know that now. But I cannot go back.”


    “Why not?” I was thinking how the name John Ross would look, inscribed in golden letters on the scroll of the discoverers.


    “The desert is wide, Earthman. Too wide for one alone.”


    And I said, “I have a caravan. I am going north tonight.”


    A light came into his eyes, so strange and deadly that I was afraid. “No,” he whispered. “No!”


    I sat in silence, looking out across the crowd that had forgotten me as well, because I sat with the stranger. A new race, an unknown city. And I was drunk.


    After a long while the stranger asked me, “What does an Earthman want in Shandakor?”


    I told him. He laughed. “You study men,” he said and laughed again, so that the red cloak rippled.


    “If you want to go back I’ll take you. If you don’t, tell me where the city lies and I’ll find it. Your race, your city, should have their place in history.”


    He said nothing but the wine had made me very shrewd and I could guess at what was going on in the stranger’s mind. I got up.


    “Consider it,” I told him. “You can find me at the serai by the northern gate until the lesser moon is up. Then I’ll be gone.”


    “Wait.” His fingers fastened on my wrist. They hurt. I looked into his face and I did not like what I saw there. But, as Kardak had mentioned, I was not given much to wisdom.


    The stranger said, “Your men will not go beyond the Wells of Karthedon.”


    “Then we’ll go without them.”


    A long long silence. Then he said, “So be it.”


    I knew what he was thinking as plainly as though he had spoken the words. He was thinking that I was only an Earthman and that he would kill me when we came in sight of Shandakor.
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    The caravan tracks branch off at the Wells of Karthedon. One goes westward into Shun and one goes north through the passes of Outer Kesh. But there is a third one, more ancient than the others. It goes toward the east and it is never used. The deep rock wells are dry and the stone-built shelters have vanished under the rolling dunes. It is not until the track begins to climb the mountains that there are even memories.


    Kardak refused politely to go beyond the Wells. He would wait for me, he said, a certain length of time, and if I came back we would go on into Shun. If I didn’t—well, his full pay was left in charge of the local headman. He would collect it and go home. He had not liked having the stranger with us. He had doubled his price.


    In all that long march up from Barrakesh I had not been able to get a word out of Kardak or the men concerning Shandakor. The stranger had not spoken either. He had told me his name—Corin—and nothing more. Cloaked and cowled he rode alone and brooded. His private devils were still with him and he had a new one now—impatience. He would have ridden us all to death if I had let him.


    So Corin and I went east alone from Karthedon, with two led animals and all the water we could carry. And now I could not hold him back.


    “There is no time to stop,” he said. “The days are running out. There is no time!”


    When we reached the mountains we had only three animals left and when we crossed the first ridge we were afoot and leading the one remaining beast which carried the dwindling water skins.


    We were following a road now. Partly hewn and partly worn it led up and over the mountains, those naked leaning mountains that were full of silence and peopled only with the shapes of red rock that the wind had carved.


    “Armies used to come this way,” said Corin. “Kings and caravans and beggars and human slaves, singers and dancing girls and the embassies of princes. This was the road to Shandakor.”


    And we went along it at a madman’s pace.


    The beast fell in a slide of rock and broke its neck and we carried the last water skin between us. It was not a heavy burden. It grew lighter and then was almost gone.


    One afternoon, long before sunset, Corin said abruptly, “We will stop here.”


    The road went steeply up before us. There was nothing to be seen or heard. Corin sat down in the drifted dust. I crouched down too, a little distance from him. I watched him. His face was hidden and he did not speak.


    The shadows thickened in that deep and narrow way. Overhead the strip of sky flared saffron and then red—and then the bright cruel stars came out. The wind worked at its cutting and polishing of stone, muttering to itself, an old and senile wind full of dissatisfaction and complaint. There was the dry faint click of falling pebbles.


    The gun felt cold in my hand, covered with my cloak. I did not want to use it. But I did not want to die here on this silent pathway of vanished armies and caravans and kings.


    A shaft of greenish moonlight crept down between the walls. Corin stood up.


    “Twice now I have followed lies. Here I am met at last by truth.”


    I said, “I don’t understand you.”


    “I thought I could escape the destruction. That was a lie. Then I thought I could return to share it. That too was a lie. Now I see the truth. Shandakor is dying. I fled from that dying, which is the end of the city and the end of my race. The shame of flight is on me and I can never go back.”


    “What will you do?”


    “I will die here.”


    “And I?”


    “Did you think,” asked Corin softly, “that I would bring an alien creature in to watch the end of Shandakor?”


    I moved first. I didn’t know what weapons he might have, hidden under that dark red cloak. I threw myself over on the dusty rock. Something went past my head with a hiss and a rattle and a flame of light and then I cut the legs from under him and he fell down forward and I got on top of him, very fast.


    He had vitality. I had to hit his head twice against the rock before I could take out of his hands the vicious little instrument of metal rods. I threw it far away. I could not feel any other weapons on him except a knife and I took that, too. Then I got up.


    I said, “I will carry you to Shandakor.”


    He lay still, draped in the tumbled folds of his cloak. His breath made a harsh sighing in his throat. “So be it.” And then he asked for water.


    I went to where the skin lay and picked it up, thinking that there was perhaps a cupful left. I didn’t hear him move. What he did was done very silently with a sharp-edged ornament. I brought him the water and it was already over. I tried to lift him up. His eyes looked at me with a curiously brilliant look. Then he whispered three words, in a language I didn’t know, and died. I let him down again.


    His blood had poured out across the dust. And even in the moonlight I could see that it was not the color of human blood.


    I crouched there for a long while, overcome with a strange sickness. Then I reached out and pushed that red cowl back to bare his head. It was a beautiful head. I had never seen it. If I had, I would not have gone alone with Corin into the mountains. I would have understood many things if I had seen it and not for fame nor money would I have gone to Shandakor.


    His skull was narrow and arched and the shaping of the bones was very fine. On that skull was a covering of short curling fibers that had an almost metallic luster in the moonlight, silvery and bright. They stirred under my hand, soft silken wires responding of themselves to an alien touch. And even as I took my hand away the luster faded from them and the texture changed.


    When I touched them again they did not stir. Corin’s ears were pointed and there were silvery tufts on the tips of them. On them and on his forearms and his breast were the faint, faint memories of scales, a powdering of shining dust across the golden skin. I looked at his teeth and they were not human either.


    I knew now why Corin had laughed when I told him that I studied men.


    It was very still. I could hear the falling of pebbles and the little stones that rolled all lonely down the cliffs and the shift and whisper of dust in the settling cracks. The Wells of Karthedon were far away. Too far by several lifetimes for one man on foot with a cup of water.


    I looked at the road that went steep and narrow on ahead. I looked at Corin. The wind was cold and the shaft of moonlight was growing thin. I did not want to stay alone in the dark with Corin.


    I rose and went on along the road that led to Shandakor. It was a long climb but not a long way. The road came out between two pinnacles of rock. Below that gateway, far below in the light of the lithe low moons that pass so swiftly over Mars, there was a mountain valley.


    Once around that valley there were great peaks crowned with snow and crags of black and crimson where the flying lizards nested, the hawk-lizards with the red eyes. Below the crags there were forests, purple and green and gold, and a black tarn deep on the valley floor. But when I saw it it was dead. The peaks had fallen away and the forests were gone and the tarn was only a pit in the naked rock.


    In the midst of that desolation stood a fortress city. There were lights in it, soft lights of many colors. The outer walls stood up, black and massive, a barrier against the creeping dust, and within them was an island of life. The high towers were not ruined. The lights burned among them and there was movement in the streets.


    A living city—and Corin had said that Shandakor was almost dead. A rich and living city. I did not understand. But I knew one thing. Those who moved along the distant streets of Shandakor were not human.


    I stood shivering in that windy pass. The bright towers of the city beckoned and there was something unnatural about all the life in the deathly valley. And then I thought that human or not the people of Shandakor might sell me water and a beast to carry it and I could get away out of these mountains, back to the Wells.


    The road broadened, winding down the slope. I walked in the middle of it, not expecting anything. And suddenly two men came out of nowhere and barred the way.


    I yelled. I jumped backward with my heart pounding and the sweat pouring off me. I saw their broadswords glitter in the moonlight. And they laughed.


    They were human. One was a tall red barbarian from Mekh, which lay to the east half around Mars. The other was a leaner browner man from Taarak, which was farther still. I was scared and angry and astonished and I asked a foolish question.


    “What are you doing here?”


    “We wait,” said the man of Taarak. He made a circle with his arm to take in all the darkling slopes around the valley. “From Kesh and Shun, from all the countries of the Norlands and the Marches men have come, to wait. And you?”


    “I’m lost,” I said. “I’m an Earthman and I have no quarrel with anyone.” I was still shaking but now it was with relief. I would not have to go to Shandakor. If there was a barbarian army gathered here it must have supplies and I could deal with them.


    I told them what I needed. “I can pay for them, pay well.”


    They looked at each other.


    “Very well. Come and you can bargain with the chief.”


    They fell in on either side of me. We walked three paces and then I was on my face in the dirt and they were all over me like two great wildcats. When they were finished they had everything I owned except the few articles of clothing for which they had no use. I got up again, wiping the blood from my mouth.


    “For an outlander,” said the man of Mekh, “you fight well.” He chinked my money-bag up and down in his palm, feeling the weight of it, and then he handed me the leather bottle that hung at his side. “Drink,” he told me. “That much I can’t deny you. But our water must be carried a long way across these mountains and we have none to waste on Earthmen.”


    I was not proud. I emptied his bottle for him. And the man of Taarak said, smiling, “Go on to Shandakor. Perhaps they will give you water.”


    “But you’ve taken all my money!”


    “They are rich in Shandakor. They don’t need money. Go ask them for water.”


    They stood there, laughing at some secret joke of their own, and I did not like the sound of it. I could have killed them both and danced on their bodies but they had left me nothing but my bare hands to fight with. So presently I turned and went on and left them grinning in the dark behind me.


    The road led down and out across the plain. I could feel eyes watching me, the eyes of the sentinels on the rounding slopes, piercing the dim moonlight. The walls of the city began to rise higher and higher. They hid everything but the top of one tall tower that had a queer squat globe on top of it. Rods of crystal projected from the globe. It revolved slowly and the rods sparkled with a sort of white fire that was just on the edge of seeing.


    A causeway lifted toward the Western Gate. I mounted it, going very slowly, not wanting to go at all. And now I could see that the gate was open. Open—and this was a city under siege!


    I stood still for some time, trying to puzzle out what meaning this might have—an army that did not attack and a city with open gates. I could not find a meaning. There were soldiers on the walls but they were lounging at their ease under the bright banners. Beyond the gate many people moved about but they were intent on their own affairs. I could not hear their voices.


    I crept closer, closer still. Nothing happened. The sentries did not challenge me and no one spoke.


    You know how necessity can force a man against his judgment and against his will?


    I entered Shandakor.
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    There was an open space beyond the gate, a square large enough to hold an army. Around its edges were the stalls of merchants. Their canopies were of rich woven stuffs and the wares they sold were such things as have not been seen on Mars for more centuries than men can remember.


    There were fruits and rare furs, the long-lost dyes that never fade, furnishings carved from vanished woods. There were spices and wines and exquisite cloths. In one place a merchant from the far south offered a ceremonial rug woven from the long bright hair of virgins. And it was new. These merchants were all human. The nationalities of some of them I knew. Others I could guess at from traditional accounts. Some were utterly unknown.


    Of the throngs that moved about among the stalls, quite a number were human also. There were merchant princes come to barter and there were companies of slaves on their way to the auction block. But the others…


    I stayed where I was, pressed into a shadowy corner by the gate, and the chill that was on me was not all from the night wind.


    The golden-skinned silver-crested lords of Shandakor I knew well enough from Corin. I say lords because that is how they bore themselves, walking proudly in their own place, attended by human slaves. And the humans who were not slaves made way for them and were most deferential as though they knew that they were greatly favored to be allowed inside the city at all. The women of Shandakor were very beautiful, slim golden sprites with their bright eyes and pointed ears.


    And there were others. Slender creatures with great wings, some who were lithe and furred, some who were hairless and ugly and moved with a sinuous gliding, some so strangely shaped and colored that I could not even guess at their possible evolution.


    The lost races of Mars. The ancient races, of whose pride and power nothing was left but the half-forgotten tales of old men in the farthest corners of the planet. Even I, who had made the anthropological history of Mars my business, had never heard of them except as the distorted shapes of legend, as satyrs and giants used to be known on Earth.


    Yet here they were in gorgeous trappings, served by naked humans whose fetters were made of precious metals. And before them too the merchants drew aside and bowed.


    The lights burned, many-colored—not the torches and cressets of the Mars I knew but cool radiances that fell from crystal globes. The walls of the buildings that rose around the market-place were faced with rare veined marbles and the fluted towers that crowned them were inlaid with turquoise and cinnabar, with amber and jade and the wonderful corals of the southern oceans.


    The splendid robes and the naked bodies moved in a swirling pattern about the square. There was buying and selling and I could see the mouths of the people open and shut. The mouths of the women laughed. But in all that crowded place there was no sound. No voice, no scuff of sandal, no chink of mail. There was only silence, the utter stillness of deserted places.


    I began to understand why there was no need to shut the gates. No superstitious barbarian would venture himself into a city peopled by living phantoms.


    And I—I was civilized. I was, in my non-mechanical way, a scientist. And had I not been trapped by my need for water and supplies I would have run away right out of the valley. But I had no place to run to and so I stayed and sweated and gagged on the acrid taste of fear.


    What were these creatures that made no sound? Ghosts—images— dreams? The human and the non-human, the ancient, the proud, the lost and forgotten who were so insanely present—did they have some subtle form of life I knew nothing about? Could they see me as I saw them? Did they have thought and volition of their own?


    It was the solidity of them, the intense and perfectly prosaic business in which they were engaged. Ghosts do not barter. They do not hang jeweled necklets upon their women nor argue about the price of a studded harness.


    The solidity and the silence—that was the worst of it. If there had been one small living sound…


    A dying city, Corin had said. The days are running out. What if they had run out? What if I were here in this massive pile of stone with all its countless rooms and streets and galleries and hidden ways, alone with the lights and the soundless phantoms?


    Pure terror is a nasty thing. I had it then.


    I began to move, very cautiously, along the wall. I wanted to get away from that market-place. One of the hairless gliding non-humans was bartering for a female slave. The girl was shrieking. I could see every drawn muscle in her face, the spasmodic working of her throat. Not the faintest sound came out.


    I found a street that paralleled the wall. I went along it, catching glimpses of people—human people—inside the lighted buildings. Now and then men passed me and I hid from them. There was still no sound. I was careful how I set my feet. Somehow I had the idea that if I made a noise something terrible would happen.


    A group of merchants came toward me. I stepped back into an archway and suddenly from behind me there came three spangled women of the serais. I was caught.


    I did not want those silent laughing women to touch me. I leaped back toward the street and the merchants paused, turning their heads. I thought that they had seen me. I hesitated and the women came on. Their painted eyes shone and their red lips glistened. The ornaments on their bodies flashed. They walked straight into me.


    I made noise then, all I had in my lungs. And the women passed through me. They spoke to the merchants and the merchants laughed. They went off together down the street. They hadn’t seen me. They hadn’t heard me. And when I got in their way I was no more than a shadow. They passed through me.


    I sat down on the stones of the street and tried to think. I sat for a long time. Men and women walked through me as through the empty air. I sought to remember any sudden pain, as of an arrow in the back that might have killed me between two seconds, so that I hadn’t known about it. It seemed more likely that I should be the ghost than the other way around.


    I couldn’t remember. My body felt solid to my hands as did the stones I sat on. They were cold and finally the cold got me up and sent me on again. There was no reason to hide any more. I walked down the middle of the street and I got used to not turning aside.


    I came to another wall, running at right angles back into the city. I followed that and it curved around gradually until I found myself back at the market-place, at the inner end of it. There was a gateway, with the main part of the city beyond it, and the wall continued. The non-humans passed back and forth through the gate but no human did except the slaves. I realized then that all this section was a ghetto for the humans who came to Shandakor with the caravans.


    I remembered how Corin had felt about me. And I wondered—granted that I were still alive and that some of the people of Shandakor were still on the same plane as myself—how they would feel about me if I trespassed in their city.


    There was a fountain in the market-place. The water sprang up sparkling in the colored light and filled a wide basin of carved stone. Men and women were drinking from it. I went to the fountain but when I put my hands in it all I felt was a dry basin filled with dust. I lifted my hands and let the dust trickle from them. I could see it clearly. But I saw the water too. A child leaned over and splashed it and it wetted the garments of the people. They struck the child and he cried and there was no sound.


    I went on through the gate that was forbidden to the human race.


    The avenues were wide. There were trees and flowers, wide parks and garden villas, great buildings as graceful as they were tall. A wise proud city, ancient in culture but not decayed, as beautiful as Athens but rich and strange, with a touch of the alien in every line of it. Can you think what it was like to walk in that city, among the silent throngs that were not human— to see the glory of it, that was not human either?


    The towers of jade and cinnabar, the golden minarets, the lights and the colored silks, the enjoyment and the strength. And the people of Shandakor! No matter how far their souls have gone they will never forgive me.


    How long I wandered I don’t know. I had almost lost my fear in wonder at what I saw. And then, all at once in that deathly stillness, I heard a sound—the quick, soft scuffing of sandaled feet.
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    I stopped where I was, in the middle of a plaza. The tall silver-crested ones drank wine under canopies of dusky blooms and in the center a score of winged girls as lovely as swans danced a slow strange measure that was more like flight than dancing. I looked all around. There were many people. How could you tell which one had made a noise?


    Silence.


    I turned and ran across the marble paving. I ran hard and then suddenly I stopped again, listening. Scuff-scuff—no more than a whisper, very light and swift. I spun around but it was gone. The soundless people walked and the dancers wove and shifted, spreading their white wings.


    Someone was watching me. Some one of those indifferent shadows was not a shadow.


    I went on. Wide streets led off from the plaza. I took one of them. I tried the trick of shifting pace and two or three times I caught the echo of other steps than mine. Once I knew it was deliberate. Whoever followed me slipped silently among the noiseless crowd, blending with them, protected by them, only making a show of footsteps now and then to goad me.


    I spoke to that mocking presence. I talked to it and listened to my own voice ringing hollow from the walls. The groups of people ebbed and flowed around me and there was no answer.


    I tried making sudden leaps here and there among the passersby with my arms outspread. But all I caught was empty air. I wanted a place to hide and there was none.


    The street was long. I went its length and the someone followed me. There were many buildings, all lighted and populous and deathly still. I thought of trying to hide in the buildings but I could not bear to be closed in between walls with those people who were not people.


    I came into a great circle, where a number of avenues met around the very tall tower I had seen with the revolving globe on top of it. I hesitated, not knowing which way to go. Someone was sobbing and I realized that it was myself, laboring to breathe. Sweat ran into the corners of my mouth and it was cold, and bitter.


    A pebble dropped at my feet with a brittle click.


    I bolted out across the square. Four or five times, without reason, like a rabbit caught in the open, I changed course and fetched up with my back against an ornamental pillar. From somewhere there came a sound of laughter.


    I began to yell. I don’t know what I said. Finally I stopped and there was only the silence and the passing throngs, who did not see nor hear me. And now it seemed to me that the silence was full of whispers just below the threshold of hearing.


    A second pebble clattered off the pillar above my head. Another stung my body. I sprang away from the pillar. There was laughter and I ran.


    There were infinities of streets, all glowing with color. There were many faces, strange faces, and robes blown out on a night wind, litters with scarlet curtains and beautiful cars like chariots drawn by beasts. They flowed past me like smoke, without sound, without substance, and the laughter pursued me, and I ran.


    Four men of Shandakor came toward me. I plunged through them but their bodies opposed mine, their hands caught me and I could see their eyes, their black shining eyes, looking at me.…


    I struggled briefly and then it was suddenly very dark.


    The darkness caught me up and took me somewhere. Voices talked far away. One of them was a light young shiny sort of voice. It matched the laughter that had haunted me down the streets. I hated it.


    I hated it so much that I fought to get free of the black river that was carrying me. There was a vertiginous whirling of light and sound and stubborn shadow and then things steadied down and I was ashamed of myself for having passed out.


    I was in a room. It was fairly large, very beautiful, very old, the first place I had seen in Shandakor that showed real age—Martian age, that runs back before history had begun on Earth. The floor, of some magnificent somber stone the color of a moonless night, and the pale slim pillars that upheld the arching roof all showed the hollowings and smoothnesses of centuries. The wall paintings had dimmed and softened and the rugs that burned in pools of color on that dusky floor were worn as thin as silk.


    There were men and women in that room, the alien folk of Shandakor. But these breathed and spoke and were alive. One of them, a girl-child with slender thighs and little pointed breasts, leaned against a pillar close beside me. Her black eyes watched me, full of dancing lights. When she saw that I was awake again she smiled and flicked a pebble at my feet.


    I got up. I wanted to get that golden body between my hands and make it scream. And she said in High Martian, “Are you a human? I have never seen one before close to.”


    A man in a dark robe said, “Be still, Duani.” He came and stood before me. He did not seem to be armed but others were and I remembered Conn’s little weapon. I got hold of myself and did none of the things I wanted to do.


    “What are you doing here?” asked the man in the dark robe. I told him about myself and Corin, omitting only the fight that he and I had had before he died, and I told him how the hillmen had robbed me. “They sent me here,” I finished, “to ask for water.” Someone made a harsh humorless sound. The man before me said, “They were in a jesting mood.”


    “Surely you can spare some water and a beast!”


    “Our beasts were slaughtered long ago. And as for water…” He paused, then asked bitterly, “Don’t you understand? We are dying here of thirst!” I looked at him and at the she-imp called Duani and the others. “You don’t show any signs of it,” I said.


    “You saw how the human tribes have gathered like wolves upon the hills. What do you think they wait for? A year ago they found and cut the buried aqueduct that brought water into Shandakor from the polar cap. All they needed then was patience. And their time is very near. The store we had in the cisterns is almost gone.”


    A certain anger at their submissiveness made me say, “Why do you stay here and die like mice bottled up in a jar? You could have fought your way out. I’ve seen your weapons.”


    “Our weapons are old and we are very few. And suppose that some of us did survive—tell me again, Earthman, how did Corin fare in the world of men?” He shook his head. “Once we were great and Shandakor was mighty. The human tribes of half a world paid tribute to us. We are only the last poor shadow of our race but we will not beg from men!”


    “Besides,” said Duani softly, “where else could we live but in Shandakor?”


    “What about the others?” I asked. “The silent ones.”


    “They are the past,” said the dark-robed man and his voice rang like a distant flare of trumpets.


    Still I did not understand. I did not understand at all. But before I could ask more questions a man came up and said, “Rhul, he will have to die.”


    The tufted tips of Duani’s ears quivered and her crest of silver curls came almost erect.


    “No, Rhul!” she cried. “At least not right away.”


    There was a clamor from the others, chiefly in a rapid angular speech that must have predated all the syllables of men. And the one who had spoken before to Rhul repeated, “He will have to die! He has no place here. And we can’t spare water.”


    “I’ll share mine with him,” said Duani, “for a while.”


    I didn’t want any favors from her and said so. “I came here after supplies. You haven’t any, so I’ll go away again. It’s as simple as that.” I couldn’t buy from the barbarians, but I might make shift to steal.


    Rhul shook his head. “I’m afraid not. We are only a handful. For years our single defense has been the living ghosts of our past who walk the streets, the shadows who man the walls. The barbarians believe in enchantments. If you were to enter Shandakor and leave it again alive the barbarians would know that the enchantment cannot kill. They would not wait any longer.”


    Angrily, because I was afraid, I said, “I can’t see what difference that would make. You’re going to die in a short while anyway.”


    “But in our own way, Earthman, and in our own time. Perhaps, being human, you can’t understand that. It is a question of pride. The oldest race of Mars will end well, as it began.”


    He turned away with a small nod of the head that said kill him—as easily as that. And I saw the ugly little weapons rise.


    5


    There was a split second then that seemed like a year. I thought of many things but none of them were any good. It was a devil of a place to die without even a human hand to help me under. And then Duani flung her arms around me.


    “You’re all so full of dying and big thoughts!” she yelled at them. “And you’re all paired off or so old you can’t do anything but think! What about me? I don’t have anyone to talk to and I’m sick of wandering alone, thinking how I’m going to die! Let me have him just for a little while? I told you I’d share my water.”


    On Earth a child might talk that way about a stray dog. And it is written in an old Book that a live dog is better than a dead lion. I hoped they would let her keep me.


    They did. Rhul looked at Duani with a sort of weary compassion and lifted his hand. “Wait,” he said to the men with the weapons. “I have thought how this human may be useful to us. We have so little time left now that it is a pity to waste any of it, yet much of it must be used up in tending the machine. He could do that labor—and a man can keep alive on very little water.”


    The others thought that over. Some of them dissented violently, not so much on the grounds of water as that it was unthinkable that a human should intrude on the last days of Shandakor. Corin had said the same thing. But Rhul was an old man. The tufts of his pointed ears were colorless as glass and his face was graven deep with years and wisdom had distilled in him its bitter brew.


    “A human of our own world, yes. But this man is of Earth and the men of Earth will come to be the new rulers of Mars as we were the old. And Mars will love them no better than she did us because they are as alien as we. So it is not unfitting that he should see us out.”


    They had to be content with that. I think they were already so close to the end that they did not really care. By ones and twos they left as though already they had wasted too much time away from the wonders that there were in the streets outside. Some of the men still held the weapons on me and others went and brought precious chains such as the human slaves had worn—shackles, so that I should not escape. They put them on me and Duani laughed.


    “Come,” said Rhul, “and I will show you the machine.” He led me from the room and up a winding stair. There were tall embrasures and looking through them I discovered that we were in the base of the very high tower with the globe. They must have carried me back to it after Duani had chased me with her laughter and her pebbles. I looked out over the glowing streets, so full of splendor and of silence, and asked Rhul why there were no ghosts inside the tower.


    “You have seen the globe with the crystal rods?”


    “Yes.”


    “We are under the shadow of its core. There had to be some retreat for us into reality. Otherwise we would lose the meaning of the dream.”


    The winding stair went up and up. The chain between my ankles clattered musically. Several times I tripped on it and fell.


    “Never mind,” Duani said. “You’ll grow used to it.”


    We came at last into a circular room high in the tower. And I stopped and stared.


    Most of the space in that room was occupied by web of metal girders that supported a great gleaming shaft. The shaft disappeared upward through the roof. It was not tall but very massive, revolving slowly and quietly. There were traps, presumably for access to the offset shaft and the cogs that turned it. A ladder led to a trap in the roof.


    All the visible metal was sound with only a little surface corrosion. What the alloy was I don’t know and when I asked Rhul he only smiled rather sadly. “Knowledge is found,” he said, “only to be lost again. Even we of Shandakor forget.”


    Every bit of that enormous structure had been shaped and polished and fitted into place by hand. Nearly all the Martian peoples work in metal. They seem to have a genius for it and while they are not and apparently never have been mechanical, as some of our races are on Earth, they find many uses for metal that we have never thought of.


    But this before me was certainly the high point of the metalworkers’ craft. When I saw what was down below, the beautifully simple power plant and the rotary drive set-up with fewer moving parts than I would have thought possible, I was even more respectful. “How old is it?” I asked and again Rhul shook his head.


    “Several thousand years ago there is a record of the yearly Hosting of the Shadows and it was not the first.” He motioned me to follow him up the ladder, bidding Duani sternly to remain where she was. She came anyway.


    There was a railed platform open to the universe and directly above it swung the mighty globe with its crystal rods that gleamed so strangely. Shandakor lay beneath us, a tapestry of many colors, bright and still, and out along the dark sides of the valley the tribesmen waited for the light to die.


    “When there is no one left to tend the machine it will stop in time and then the men who have hated us so long will take what they want of Shandakor. Only fear has kept them out this long. The riches of half a world flowed through these streets and much of it remained.”


    He looked up at the globe. “Yes,” he said, “we had knowledge. More, I think, than any other race of Mars.”


    “But you wouldn’t share it with the humans.”


    Rhul smiled. “Would you give little children weapons to destroy you? We gave men better ploughshares and brighter ornaments and if they invented a machine we did not take it from them. But we did not tempt and burden diem with knowledge that was not their own. They were content to make war with sword and spear and so they had more pleasure and less killing and the world was not torn apart.”


    “And you—how did you make war?”


    “We defended our city. The human tribes had nothing that we coveted, so there was no reason to fight them except in self-defense. When we did we won.” He paused. “The other non-human races were more stupid or less fortunate. They perished long ago.”


    He turned again to his explanations of the machine. “It draws its power directly from the sun. Some of the solar energy is converted and stored within the globe to serve as the light-source. Some is sent down to turn the shaft.”


    “What if it should stop,” Duani said, “while we’re still alive?” She shivered, looking out over the beautiful streets.


    “It won’t—not if the Earthman wishes to live.”


    “What would I have to gain by stopping it?” I demanded.


    “Nothing. And that,” said Rhul, “is why I trust you. As long as the globe turns you are safe from the barbarians. After we are gone you will have the pick of the loot of Shandakor.”


    How I was going to get away with it afterward he did not tell me.


    He motioned me down the ladder again but I asked him, “What is the globe, Rhul? How does it make the—the Shadows?”


    He frowned. “I can only tell you what has become, I’m afraid, mere traditional knowledge. Our wise men studied deeply into the properties of light. They learned that light has a definite effect upon solid matter and they believed, because of that effect, that stone and metal and crystalline things retain a ‘memory’ of all that they have ‘seen.’ Why this should be I do not know.”


    I didn’t try to explain to him the quantum theory and the photoelectric effect nor the various experiments of Einstein and Millikan and the men who followed them. I didn’t know them well enough myself and the old High Martian is deficient in such terminology.


    I only said, “The wise men of my world also know that the impact of light tears away tiny particles from the substance it strikes.”


    I was beginning to get a glimmering of the truth. Light-patterns “cut” in the electrons of metal and stone—sound-patterns cut in unlikely looking mediums of plastic, each needing only the proper “needle” to recreate the recorded melody or the recorded picture.


    “They constructed the globe,” said Rhul. “I do not know how many generations that required nor how many failures they must have had. But they found at last the invisible light that makes the stones give up their memories.”


    In other words they had found their needle. What wave-length or combination of wave-lengths in the electromagnetic spectrum flowed out from those crystal rods, there was no way for me to know. But where they probed the walls and the paving blocks of Shandakor they scanned the hidden patterns that were buried in them and brought them forth again in form and color—as the electron needle brings forth whole symphonies from a little ridged disc.


    How they had achieved sequence and selectivity was another matter. Rhul said something about the “memories” having different lengths. Perhaps he meant depth of penetration. The stones of Shandakor were ages old and the outer surfaces would have worn away. The earliest impressions would be gone altogether or at least have become fragmentary and extremely shallow.


    Perhaps the scanning beams could differentiate between the overlapping layers of impressions by that fraction of a micron difference in depth. Photons only penetrate so far into any given substance but if that substance is constantly growing less in thickness the photons would have the effect of going deeper. I imagine the globe was accurate in centuries or numbers of centuries, not in years.


    However it was, the Shadows of a golden past walked the streets of Shandakor and the last men of the race waited quietly for death, remembering their glory.


    Rhul took me below again and showed me what my tasks would be, chiefly involving a queer sort of lubricant and a careful watch over the power leads. I would have to spend most of my time there but not all of it. During the free periods, Duani might take me where she would.


    The old man went away. Duani leaned herself against a girder and studied me with intense interest. “How are you called?” she asked.


    “John Ross.”


    “JonRoss,” she repeated and smiled. She began to walk around me, touching my hair, inspecting my arms and chest, taking a child’s delight in discovering all the differences there were between herself and what we call a human. And that was the beginning of my captivity.


    6


    There were days and nights, scant food and scanter water. There was Duani. And there was Shandakor. I lost my fear. And whether I lived to occupy the Chair or not, this was something to have seen.


    Duani was my guide. I was tender of my duties because my neck depended on them but there was time to wander in the streets, to watch the crowded pageant that was not and sense the stillness and the desolation that were so cruelly real.


    I began to get the feel of what this alien culture had been like and how it had dominated half a world without the need of conquest.


    In a Hall of Government, built of white marble and decorated with wall friezes of austere magnificence, I watched the careful choosing and the crowning of a king. I saw the places of learning. I saw the young men trained for war as fully as they were instructed in the arts of peace. I saw the pleasure gardens, the theaters, the forums, the sporting fields—and I saw the places of work, where the men and women of Shandakor coaxed beauty from their looms and forges to trade for the things they wanted from the human world.


    The human slaves were brought by their own kind to be sold, and they seemed to be well treated, as one treats a useful animal in which one has invested money. They had their work to do but it was only a small part of the work of the city.


    The things that could be had nowhere else on Mars—the tools, the textiles, the fine work in metal and precious stones, the glass and porcelain— were fashioned by the people of Shandakor and they were proud of their skill. Their scientific knowledge they kept entirely to themselves, except what concerned agriculture or medicine or better ways of building drains and houses.


    They were the lawgivers, the teachers. And the humans took all they would give and hated them for it. How long it had taken these people to attain such a degree of civilization Duani could not tell me. Neither could old Rhul.


    “It is certain that we lived in communities, had a form of civil government, a system of numbers and written speech, before the human tribes. There are traditions of an earlier race than ours, from whom we learned these things. Whether or not this is true I do not know.”


    In its prime Shandakor had been a vast and flourishing city with countless thousands of inhabitants. Yet I could see no signs of poverty or crime. I couldn’t even find a prison.


    “Murder was punishable by death,” said Rhul, “but it was most infrequent. Theft was for slaves. We did not stoop to it.” He watched my face, smiling a little acid smile. “That startles you—a great city without suffering or crime or places of punishment.”


    I had to admit that it did. “Elder race or not, how did you manage to do it? I’m a student of cultures, both here and on my own world. I know all the usual patterns of development and I’ve read all the theories about them— but Shandakor doesn’t fit any of them.”


    Rhul’s smile deepened. “You are human,” he said. “Do you wish the truth?”


    “Of course.”


    “Then I will tell you. We developed the faculty of reason.” For a moment I thought he was joking. “Come,” I said, “man is a reasoning being—on Earth the only reasoning being.”


    “I do not know of Earth,” he answered courteously. “But on Mars man has always said, ‘I reason, I am above the beasts because I reason.’ And he has been very proud of himself because he could reason. It is the mark of his humanity. Being convinced that reason operates automatically within him he orders his life and his government upon emotion and superstition.


    “He hates and fears and believes, not with reason but because he is told to by other men or by tradition. He does one thing and says another and his reason teaches him no difference between fact and falsehood. His bloodiest wars are fought for the merest whim—and that is why we did not give him weapons. His greatest follies appear to him the highest wisdom, his basest betrayals become noble acts—and that is why we could not teach him justice. We learned to reason. Man only learned to talk.”


    I understood then why the human tribes had hated the men of Shandakor. I said angrily, “Perhaps that is so on Mars. But only reasoning minds can develop great technologies and we humans of Earth have outstripped yours a million times. All right, you know or knew some things we haven’t learned yet, in optics and some branches of electronics and perhaps in metallurgy. But…”


    I went on to tell him all the things we had that Shandakor did not. “You never went beyond the beast of burden and the simple wheel. We achieved flight long ago. We have conquered space and the planets. We’ll go on to conquer the stars!”


    Rhul nodded. “Perhaps we were wrong. We remained here and conquered ourselves.” He looked out toward the slopes where the barbarian army waited and he sighed. “In the end it is all the same.”


    Days and nights and Duani, bringing me food, sharing her water, asking questions, taking me through the city. The only thing she would not show me was something they called the Place of Sleep. “I shall be there soon enough,” she said and shivered.


    “How long?” I asked. It was an ugly thing to say.


    “We are not told. Rhul watches the level in the cisterns and when it’s time…” She made a gesture with her hands. “Let us go up on the wall.”


    We went up among the ghostly soldiery and the phantom banners. Outside there were darkness and death and the coming of death. Inside there were light and beauty, the last proud blaze of Shandakor under the shadow of its doom. There was an eerie magic in it that had begun to tell on me. I watched Duani. She leaned against the parapet, looking outward. The wind ruffled her silver crest, pressed her garments close against her body. Her eyes were full of moonlight and I could not read them. Then I saw that there were tears.


    I put my arm around her shoulders. She was only a child, an alien child, not of my race or breed…


    “JonRoss.”


    “Yes?”


    “There are so many things I will never know.”


    It was the first time I had touched her. Those curious curls stirred under my fingers, warm and alive. The tips of her pointed ears were soft as a kitten’s.


    “Duani.”


    “What?”


    “I don’t know…”


    I kissed her. She drew back and gave me a startled look from those black brilliant eyes and suddenly I stopped thinking that she was a child and I forgot that she was not human and—I didn’t care.


    “Duani, listen. You don’t have to go to the Place of Sleep.”


    She looked at me, her cloak spread out upon the night wind, her hands against my chest.


    “There’s a whole world out there to live in. And if you aren’t happy there I’ll take you to my world, to Earth. There isn’t any reason why you have to die!”


    Still she looked at me and did not speak. In the streets below the silent throngs went by and the towers glowed with many colors. Duani’s gaze moved slowly to the darkness beyond the wall, to the barren valley and the hostile rocks.


    “No.”


    “Why not? Because of Rhul, because of all this talk of pride and race?”


    “Because of truth. Corin learned it.”


    I didn’t want to think about Corin. “He was alone. You’re not. You’d never be alone.”


    She brought her hands up and laid them on my cheeks very gently. “That green star, that is your world. Suppose it were to vanish and you were the last of all the men of Earth. Suppose you lived with me in Shandakor forever—would you not be alone?” “It wouldn’t matter if I had you.”


    She shook her head. “It would matter. And our two races are as far apart as the stars. We would have nothing to share between us.”


    Remembering what Rhul had told me I flared up and said some angry things. She let me say them and then she smiled. “It is none of that, JonRoss.” She turned to look out over the city. “This is my place and no other. When it is gone I must be gone too.”


    Quite suddenly I hated Shandakor.


    I didn’t sleep much after that. Every time Duani left me I was afraid she might never come back. Rhul would tell me nothing and I didn’t dare to question him too much. The hours rushed by like seconds and Duani was happy and I was not. My shackles had magnetic locks. I couldn’t break them and I couldn’t cut the chains.


    One evening Duani came to me with something in her face and in the way she moved that told me the truth long before I could make her put it into words. She clung to me, not wanting to talk, but at last she said, “Today there was a casting of lots and the first hundred have gone to the Place of Sleep.”


    “It is the beginning, then.”


    She nodded. “Every day there will be another hundred until all are gone.”


    I couldn’t stand it any longer. I thrust her away and stood up. “You know where the ‘keys’ are. Get these chains off me!”


    She shook her head. “Let us not quarrel now, JonRoss. Come. I want to walk in the city.”


    We had quarreled more than once, and fiercely. She would not leave Shandakor and I couldn’t take her out by force as long as I was chained. And I was not to be released until everyone but Rhul had entered the Place of Sleep and the last page of that long history had been written.


    I walked with her among the dancers and the slaves and the bright-cloaked princes. There were no temples in Shandakor. If they worshipped anything it was beauty and to that their whole city was a shrine. Duani’s eyes were rapt and there was a remoteness on her now.


    I held her hand and looked at the towers of turquoise and cinnabar, the pavings of rose quartz and marble, the walls of pink and white and deep red coral, and to me they were hideous. The ghostly crowds, the mockery of life, the phantom splendors of the past were hideous, a drug, a snare.


    “The faculty of reason!” I thought and saw no reason in any of it.


    I looked up to where the great globe turned and turned against the sky, keeping these mockeries alive. “Have you ever seen the city as it is—without the Shadows?”


    “No. I think only Rhul, who is the oldest, remembers it that way. I think it must have been very lonely. Even then there were less than three thousand of us left.”


    It must indeed have been lonely. They must have wanted the Shadows as much to people the empty streets as to fend off the enemies who believed in magic.


    I kept looking at the globe. We walked for a long time. And then I said, “I must go back to the tower.”


    She smiled at me very tenderly. “Soon you will be free of the tower—and of these.” She touched the chains. “No, don’t be sad, JonRoss. You will remember me and Shandakor as one remembers a dream.” She held up her face, that was so lovely and so unlike the meaty faces of human women, and her eyes were full of somber lights. I kissed her and then I caught her up in my arms and carried her back to the tower.


    In that room, where the great shaft turned, I told her, “I have to tend the things below. Go up onto the platform, Duani, where you can see all Shandakor. I’ll be with you soon.”


    I don’t know whether she had some hint of what was in my mind or whether it was only the imminence of parting that made her look at me as she did. I thought she was going to speak but she did not, climbing the ladder obediently. I watched her slender golden body vanish upward. Then I went into the chamber below.


    There was a heavy metal bar there that was part of a manual control for regulating the rate of turn. I took it off its pin. Then I closed the simple switches on the power plant. I tore out all the leads and smashed the connections with the bar. I did what damage I could to die cogs and the offset shaft. I worked very fast. Then I went up into the main chamber again. The great shaft was still turning but slowly, ever more slowly.


    There was a cry from above me and I saw Duani. I sprang up the ladder, thrusting her back onto the platform. The globe moved heavily of its own momentum. Soon it would stop but the white fires still flickered in the crystal rods. I climbed up onto the railing, clinging to a strut. The chains on my wrists and ankles made it hard but I could reach. Duani tried to pull me down. I think she was screaming. I hung on and smashed the crystal rods with the bar, as many as I could.


    There was no more motion, no more light. I got down on the platform again and dropped the bar. Duani had forgotten me. She was looking at the city.


    The lights of many colors that had burned there were burning still but they were old and dim, cold embers without radiance. The towers of jade and turquoise rose up against the little moons and they were broken and cracked with time and there was no glory in them. They were desolate and very sad. The night lay clotted around their feet. The streets, the plazas and the market-squares were empty, their marble paving blank and bare. The soldiers had gone from the walls of Shandakor, with their banners and their bright mail, and there was no longer any movement anywhere within the gates.


    Duani let out one small voiceless cry. And as though in answer to it, suddenly from the darkness of the valley and the slopes beyond there rose a thin fierce howling as of wolves.


    “Why?” she whispered. “Why?” She turned to me. Her face was pitiful. I caught her to me.


    “I couldn’t let you die! Not for dreams and visions, nothing. Look, Duani. Look at Shandakor.” I wanted to force her to understand. “Shandakor is broken and ugly and forlorn. It is a dead city—but you’re alive. There are many cities but only one life for you.”


    Still she looked at me and it was hard to meet her eyes. She said, “We knew all that, JonRoss.”


    “Duani, you’re a child, you’ve only a child’s way of thought. Forget the past and think of tomorrow. We can get through the barbarians. Corin did. And after that…”


    “And after that you would still be human—and I would not.” From below us in the dim and empty streets there came a sound of lamentation. I tried to hold her but she slipped out from between my hands. “And I am glad that you are human,” she whispered. “You will never understand what you have done.”


    And she was gone before I could stop her, down into the tower. I went after her. Down the endless winding stairs with my chains clattering between my feet, out into the streets, the dark and broken and deserted streets of Shandakor. I called her name and her golden body went before me, fleet and slender, distant and more distant. The chains dragged upon my feet and the night took her away from me.


    I stopped. The whelming silence rushed smoothly over me and I was bitterly afraid of this dark dead Shandakor that I did not know. I called again to Duani and then I began to search for her in the shattered shadowed streets. I know now how long it must have been before I found her.


    For when I found her, she was with the others. The last people of Shandakor, the men and the women, the women first, were walking silently in a long line toward a low flat-roofed building that I knew without telling was the Place of Sleep.


    They were going to die and there was no pride in their faces now. There was a sickness in them, a sickness and a hurt in their eyes as they moved heavily forward, not looking, not wanting to look at the sordid ancient streets that I had stripped of glory.


    “Duani.’“ I called, and ran forward but she did not turn in her place in the line. And I saw that she was weeping.


    Rhul turned toward me, and his look had a weary contempt that was bitterer than a curse. “Of what use, after all, to kill you now?”


    “But I did this thing! I did it!”


    “You are only human.”


    The long line shuffled on and Duani’s little feet were closer to that final doorway. Rhul looked upward at the sky. “There is still time before the sunrise. The women at least will be spared the indignity of spears.”


    “Let me go with her!”


    I tried to follow her, to take my place in line. And the weapon in Rhul’s hand moved and there was the pain and I lay as Corin had lain while they went silently on into the Place of Sleep.


    The barbarians found me when they came, still half doubtful, into the city after dawn. I think they were afraid of me. I think they feared me as a wizard who had somehow destroyed all the folk of Shandakor.


    For they broke my chains and healed my wounds and later they even gave me out of the loot of Shandakor the only thing I wanted—a bit of porcelain, shaped like the head of a young girl.


    I sit in the Chair that I craved at the University and my name is written on the roll of the discoverers. I am eminent, I am respectable—I, who murdered the glory of a race.


    Why didn’t I go after Duani into the Place of Sleep? I could have crawled! I could have dragged myself across those stones. And I wish to God I had. I wish that I had died with Shandakor!


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1952 by Better Publications, Inc.

  


  
    ALGIS BUDRYS


    (1931–2008)


    Better known as an editor and reviewer than for his writing, Budrys nevertheless put together and impressive writing career, particularly for someone who spent most of his life exiled from his homeland. (His father was a Lithuanian diplomat sent to the U.S. with his family when Budrys was five, before the country was overrun in World War II and then occupied by the Soviet Union. For most of his life, Budrys held a captain’s commission in the Free Lithuanian Army.)


    Educated at the University of Miami and Columbia University, Budrys sold his first story, “The High Purpose,” to Astounding when he was twenty-one. That same year he started working for such science fiction publishers as Gnome Press and Galaxy Science Fiction, while continuing to write both fiction and nonfiction under a wide range of pseudonyms. Longtime book reviewer for Galaxy, Budrys also served as a book editor for Playboy, a frequent instructor at the Clarion Writers’ Workshop, an organizer and judge for the (somewhat controversial) Writers of the Future awards, and a publicist. (In one publicity stunt, he erected a giant pickle on the proposed site of the Chicago Picasso.)


    Budrys became a naturalized American citizen in 1996, but he also lived to see Lithuania freed. Married (since 1954) to Edna F. Duna, he had four sons. He died of metastatic malignant melanoma in 2008.

  


  
    THE STOKER AND THE STARS


    First Published in Astounding Science Fiction, February 1959, by “John A. Sentry”


    Know him? Yes, I know him—knew him. That was twenty years ago.


    Everybody knows him now. Everybody who passed him on the street knows him. Everybody who went to the same schools, or even to different schools in different towns, knows him now. Ask them. But I knew him. I lived three feet away from him for a month and a half. I shipped with him and called him by his first name.


    What was he like? What was he thinking, sitting on the edge of his bunk with his jaw in his palm and his eyes on the stars? What did he think he was after?


    Well…Well, I think he— You know, I think I never did know him, after all. Not well. Not as well as some of those people who’re writing the books about him seem to.


    I couldn’t really describe him to you. He had a duffelbag in his hand and a packed airsuit on his back. The skin of his face had been dried out by ship’s air, burned by ultraviolet and broiled by infra red. The pupils of his eyes had little cloudy specks in them where the cosmic rays had shot through them. But his eyes were steady and his body was hard. What did he look like? He looked like a man.


    * * * *


    It was after the war, and we were beaten. There used to be a school of thought among us that deplored our combativeness; before we had ever met any people from off Earth, even, you could hear people saying we were toughest, cruelest life-form in the Universe, unfit to mingle with the gentler wiser races in the stars, and a sure bet to steal their galaxy and corrupt it forever. Where these people got their information, I don’t know.


    We were beaten. We moved out beyond Centaurus, and Sirius, and then we met the Jeks, the Nosurwey, the Lud. We tried Terrestrial know-how, we tried Production Miracles, we tried patriotism, we tried damning the torpedoes and full speed ahead…and we were smashed back like mayflies in the wind. We died in droves, and we retreated from the guttering fires of a dozen planets, we dug in, we fought through the last ditch, and we were dying on Earth itself before Baker mutinied, shot Cope, and surrendered the remainder of the human race to the wiser, gentler races in the stars. That way, we lived. That way, we were permitted to carry on our little concerns, and mind our manners. The Jeks and the Lud and the Nosurwey returned to their own affairs, and we knew they would leave us alone so long as we didn’t bother them.


    We liked it that way. Understand me—we didn’t accept it, we didn’t knuckle under with waiting murder in our hearts—we liked it. We were grateful just to be left alone again. We were happy we hadn’t been wiped out like the upstarts the rest of the Universe thought us to be. When they let us keep our own solar system and carry on a trickle of trade with the outside, we accepted it for the fantastically generous gift it was. Too many of our best men were dead for us to have any remaining claim on these things in our own right. I know how it was. I was there, twenty years ago. I was a little, pudgy man with short breath and a high-pitched voice. I was a typical Earthman.


    * * * *


    We were out on a God-forsaken landing field on Mars, MacReidie and I, loading cargo aboard the Serenus. MacReidie was First Officer. I was Second. The stranger came walking up to us.


    “Got a job?” he asked, looking at MacReidie.


    Mac looked him over. He saw the same things I’d seen. He shook his head. “Not for you. The only thing we’re short on is stokers.”


    You wouldn’t know. There’s no such thing as a stoker any more, with automatic ships. But the stranger knew what Mac meant.


    Serenus had what they called an electronic drive. She had to run with an evacuated engine room. The leaking electricity would have broken any stray air down to ozone, which eats metal and rots lungs. So the engine room had the air pumped out of her, and the stokers who tended the dials and set the cathode attitudes had to wear suits, smelling themselves for twelve hours at a time and standing a good chance of cooking where they sat when the drive arced. Serenus was an ugly old tub. At that, we were the better of the two interstellar freighters the human race had left.


    “You’re bound over the border, aren’t you?”


    MacReidie nodded. “That’s right. But—”


    “I’ll stoke.”


    MacReidie looked over toward me and frowned. I shrugged my shoulders helplessly. I was a little afraid of the stranger, too.


    The trouble was the look of him. It was the look you saw in the bars back on Earth, where the veterans of the war sat and stared down into their glasses, waiting for night to fall so they could go out into the alleys and have drunken fights among themselves. But he had brought that look to Mars, to the landing field, and out here there was something disquieting about it.


    He’d caught Mac’s look and turned his head to me. “I’ll stoke,” he repeated.


    I didn’t know what to say. MacReidie and I—almost all of the men in the Merchant Marine—hadn’t served in the combat arms. We had freighted supplies, and we had seen ships dying on the runs—we’d had our own brushes with commerce raiders, and we’d known enough men who joined the combat forces. But very few of the men came back, and the war this man had fought hadn’t been the same as ours. He’d commanded a fighting ship, somewhere, and come to grips with things we simply didn’t know about. The mark was on him, but not on us. I couldn’t meet his eyes. “O.K. by me,” I mumbled at last.


    I saw MacReidie’s mouth turn down at the corners. But he couldn’t gainsay the man any more than I could. MacReidie wasn’t a mumbling man, so he said angrily: “O.K., bucko, you’ll stoke. Go and sign on.”


    “Thanks.” The stranger walked quietly away. He wrapped a hand around the cable on a cargo hook and rode into the hold on top of some freight. Mac spat on the ground and went back to supervising his end of the loading. I was busy with mine, and it wasn’t until we’d gotten the Serenus loaded and buttoned up that Mac and I even spoke to each other again. Then we talked about the trip. We didn’t talk about the stranger.


    * * * *


    Daniels, the Third, had signed him on and had moved him into the empty bunk above mine. We slept all in a bunch on the Serenus—officers and crew. Even so, we had to sleep in shifts, with the ship’s designers giving ninety per cent of her space to cargo, and eight per cent to power and control. That left very little for the people, who were crammed in any way they could be. I said empty bunk. What I meant was, empty during my sleep shift. That meant he and I’d be sharing work shifts—me up in the control blister, parked in a soft chair, and him down in the engine room, broiling in a suit for twelve hours.


    But I ate with him, used the head with him; you can call that rubbing elbows with greatness, if you want to.


    He was a very quiet man. Quiet in the way he moved and talked. When we were both climbing into our bunks, that first night, I introduced myself and he introduced himself. Then he heaved himself into his bunk, rolled over on his side, fixed his straps, and fell asleep. He was always friendly toward me, but he must have been very tired that first night. I often wondered what kind of a life he’d lived after the war—what he’d done that made him different from the men who simply grew older in the bars. I wonder, now, if he really did do anything different. In an odd way, I like to think that one day, in a bar, on a day that seemed like all the rest to him when it began, he suddenly looked up with some new thought, put down his glass, and walked straight to the Earth-Mars shuttle field.


    He might have come from any town on Earth. Don’t believe the historians too much. Don’t pay too much attention to the Chamber of Commerce plaques. When a man’s name becomes public property, strange things happen to the facts.


    * * * *


    It was MacReidie who first found out what he’d done during the war.


    I’ve got to explain about MacReidie. He takes his opinions fast and strong. He’s a good man—is, or was; I haven’t seen him for a long while—but he liked things simple.


    MacReidie said the duffelbag broke loose and floated into the middle of the bunkroom during acceleration. He opened it to see whose it was. When he found out, he closed it up and strapped it back in its place at the foot of the stoker’s bunk.


    MacReidie was my relief on the bridge. When he came up, he didn’t relieve me right away. He stood next to my chair and looked out through the ports.


    “Captain leave any special instructions in the Order Book?” he asked.


    “Just the usual. Keep a tight watch and proceed cautiously.”


    “That new stoker,” Mac said.


    “Yeah?”


    “I knew there was something wrong with him. He’s got an old Marine uniform in his duffel.”


    I didn’t say anything. Mac glanced over at me. “Well?”


    “I don’t know.” I didn’t.


    I couldn’t say I was surprised. It had to be something like that, about the stoker. The mark was on him, as I’ve said.


    It was the Marines that did Earth’s best dying. It had to be. They were trained to be the best we had, and they believed in their training. They were the ones who slashed back the deepest when the other side hit us. They were the ones who sallied out into the doomed spaces between the stars and took the war to the other side as well as any human force could ever hope to. They were always the last to leave an abandoned position. If Earth had been giving medals to members of her forces in the war, every man in the Corps would have had the Medal of Honor two and three times over. Posthumously. I don’t believe there were ten of them left alive when Cope was shot. Cope was one of them. They were a kind of human being neither MacReidie nor I could hope to understand.


    “You don’t know,” Mac said. “It’s there. In his duffel. Damn it, we’re going out to trade with his sworn enemies! Why do you suppose he wanted to sign on? Why do you suppose he’s so eager to go!”


    “You think he’s going to try to start something?”


    “Think! That’s exactly what he’s going for. One last big alley fight. One last brawl. When they cut him down—do you suppose they’ll stop with him? They’ll kill us, and then they’ll go in and stamp Earth flat! You know it as well as I do.”


    “I don’t know, Mac,” I said. “Go easy.” I could feel the knots in my stomach. I didn’t want any trouble. Not from the stoker, not from Mac. None of us wanted trouble—not even Mac, but he’d cause it to get rid of it, if you follow what I mean about his kind of man.


    Mac hit the viewport with his fist. “Easy! Easy—nothing’s easy. I hate this life,” he said in a murderous voice. “I don’t know why I keep signing on. Mars to Centaurus and back, back and forth, in an old rust tub that’s going to blow herself up one of these—”


    * * * *


    Daniels called me on the phone from Communications. “Turn up your Intercom volume,” he said. “The stoker’s jamming the circuit.”


    I kicked the selector switch over, and this is what I got:


    “—so there we were at a million per, and the air was gettin’ thick. The Skipper says ‘Cheer up, brave boys, we’ll—’“


    He was singing. He had a terrible voice, but he could carry a tune, and he was hammering it out at the top of his lungs.


    “Twas the last cruise of the Venus, by God you should of seen us! The pipes were full of whisky, and just to make things risky, the jets were…”


    The crew were chuckling into their own chest phones. I could hear Daniels trying to cut him off. But he kept going. I started laughing myself. No one’s supposed to jam an intercom, but it made the crew feel good. When the crew feels good, the ship runs right, and it had been a long time since they’d been happy.


    He went on for another twenty minutes. Then his voice thinned out, and I heard him cough a little. “Daniels,” he said, “get a relief down here for me. Jump to it!” He said the last part in a Master’s voice. Daniels didn’t ask questions. He sent a man on his way down.


    He’d been singing, the stoker had. He’d been singing while he worked with one arm dead, one sleeve ripped open and badly patched because the fabric was slippery with blood. There’d been a flashover in the drivers. By the time his relief got down there, he had the insulation back on, and the drive was purring along the way it should have been. It hadn’t even missed a beat.


    He went down to sick bay, got the arm wrapped, and would have gone back on shift if Daniels’d let him.


    Those of us who were going off shift found him toying with the theremin in the mess compartment. He didn’t know how to play it, and it sounded like a dog howling.


    “Sing, will you!” somebody yelled. He grinned and went back to the “Good Ship Venus.” It wasn’t good, but it was loud. From that, we went to “Starways, Farways, and Barways,” and “The Freefall Song.” Somebody started “I Left Her Behind For You,” and that got us off into sentimental things, the way these sessions would sometimes wind up when spacemen were far from home. But not since the war, we all seemed to realize together. We stopped, and looked at each other, and we all began drifting out of the mess compartment.


    And maybe it got to him, too. It may explain something. He and I were the last to leave. We went to the bunkroom, and he stopped in the middle of taking off his shirt. He stood there, looking out the porthole, and forgot I was there. I heard him reciting something, softly, under his breath, and I stepped a little closer. This is what it was:


    “The rockets rise against the skies,


    Slowly; in sunlight gleaming


    With silver hue upon the blue.


    And the universe waits, dreaming.


    “For men must go where the flame-winds blow,


    The gas clouds softly plaiting;


    Where stars are spun and worlds begun,


    And men will find them waiting.


    “The song that roars where the rocket soars


    Is the song of the stellar flame;


    The dreams of Man and galactic span


    Are equal and much the same.”


    What was he thinking of? Make your own choice. I think I came close to knowing him, at that moment, but until human beings turn telepath, no man can be sure of another.


    He shook himself like a dog out of cold water, and got into his bunk. I got into mine, and after a while I fell asleep.


    * * * *


    I don’t know what MacReidie may have told the skipper about the stoker, or if he tried to tell him anything. The captain was the senior ticket holder in the Merchant Service, and a good man, in his day. He kept mostly to his cabin. And there was nothing MacReidie could do on his own authority—nothing simple, that is. And the stoker had saved the ship, and…


    I think what kept anything from happening between MacReidie and the stoker, or anyone else and the stoker, was that it would have meant trouble in the ship. Trouble, confined to our little percentage of the ship’s volume, could seem like something much more important than the fate of the human race. It may not seem that way to you. But as long as no one began anything, we could all get along. We could have a good trip.


    MacReidie worried, I’m sure. I worried, sometimes. But nothing happened.


    When we reached Alpha Centaurus, and set down at the trading field on the second planet, it was the same as the other trips we’d made, and the same kind of landfall. The Lud factor came out of his post after we’d waited for a while, and gave us our permit to disembark. There was a Jek ship at the other end of the field, loaded with the cargo we would get in exchange for our holdful of goods. We had the usual things; wine, music tapes, furs, and the like. The Jeks had been giving us light machinery lately—probably we’d get two or three more loads, and then they’d begin giving us something else.


    But I found that this trip wasn’t quite the same. I found myself looking at the factor’s post, and I realized for the first time that the Lud hadn’t built it. It was a leftover from the old colonial human government. And the city on the horizon—men had built it; the touch of our architecture was on every building. I wondered why it had never occurred to me that this was so. It made the landfall different from all the others, somehow. It gave a new face to the entire planet.


    * * * *


    Mac and I and some of the other crewmen went down on the field to handle the unloading. Jeks on self-propelled cargo lifts jockeyed among us, scooping up the loads as we unhooked the slings, bringing cases of machinery from their own ship. They sat atop their vehicles, lean and aloof, dashing in, whirling, shooting across the field to their ship and back like wild horsemen on the plains of Earth, paying us no notice.


    We were almost through when Mac suddenly grabbed my arm. “Look!”


    The stoker was coming down on one of the cargo slings. He stood upright, his booted feet planted wide, one arm curled up over his head and around the hoist cable. He was in his dusty brown Marine uniform, the scarlet collar tabs bright as blood at his throat, his major’s insignia glittering at his shoulders, the battle stripes on his sleeves.


    The Jeks stopped their lifts. They knew that uniform. They sat up in their saddles and watched him come down. When the sling touched the ground, he jumped off quietly and walked toward the nearest Jek. They all followed him with their eyes.


    “We’ve got to stop him,” Mac said, and both of us started toward him. His hands were both in plain sight, one holding his duffelbag, which was swelled out with the bulk of his airsuit. He wasn’t carrying a weapon of any kind. He was walking casually, taking his time.


    Mac and I had almost reached him when a Jek with insignia on his coveralls suddenly jumped down from his lift and came forward to meet him. It was an odd thing to see—the stoker, and the Jek, who did not stand as tall. MacReidie and I stepped back.


    The Jek was coal black, his scales glittering in the cold sunlight, his hatchet-face inscrutable. He stopped when the stoker was a few paces away. The stoker stopped, too. All the Jeks were watching him and paying no attention to anything else. The field might as well have been empty except for those two.


    “They’ll kill him. They’ll kill him right now,” MacReidie whispered.


    They ought to have. If I’d been a Jek, I would have thought that uniform was a death warrant. But the Jek spoke to him:


    “Are you entitled to wear that?”


    “I was at this planet in ‘39. I was closer to your home world the year before that,” the stoker said. “I was captain of a destroyer. If I’d had a cruiser’s range, I would have reached it.” He looked at the Jek. “Where were you?”


    “I was here when you were.”


    “I want to speak to your ship’s captain.”


    “All right. I’ll drive you over.”


    The stoker nodded, and they walked over to his vehicle together. They drove away, toward the Jek ship.


    “All right, let’s get back to work,” another Jek said to MacReidie and myself, and we went back to unloading cargo.


    * * * *


    The stoker came back to our ship that night, without his duffelbag. He found me and said:


    “I’m signing off the ship. Going with the Jeks.”


    MacReidie was with me. He said loudly: “What do you mean, you’re going with the Jeks?”


    “I signed on their ship,” the stoker said. “Stoking. They’ve got a micro-nuclear drive. It’s been a while since I worked with one, but I think I’ll make out all right, even with the screwball way they’ve got it set up.”


    “Huh?”


    The stoker shrugged. “Ships are ships, and physics is physics, no matter where you go. I’ll make out.”


    “What kind of a deal did you make with them? What do you think you’re up to?”


    The stoker shook his head. “No deal. I signed on as a crewman. I’ll do a crewman’s work for a crewman’s wages. I thought I’d wander around a while. It ought to be interesting,” he said.


    “On a Jek ship.”


    “Anybody’s ship. When I get to their home world, I’ll probably ship out with some people from farther on. Why not? It’s honest work.”


    MacReidie had no answer to that.


    “But—” I said.


    “What?” He looked at me as if he couldn’t understand what might be bothering me, but I think perhaps he could.


    “Nothing,” I said, and that was that, except MacReidie was always a sourer man from that time up to as long as I knew him afterwards. We took off in the morning. The stoker had already left on the Jek ship, and it turned out he’d trained an apprentice boy to take his place.


    * * * *


    It was strange how things became different for us, little by little after that. It was never anything you could put your finger on, but the Jeks began taking more goods, and giving us things we needed when we told them we wanted them. After a while, Serenus was going a little deeper into Jek territory, and when she wore out, the two replacements let us trade with the Lud, too. Then it was the Nosurwey, and other people beyond them, and things just got better for us, somehow.


    We heard about our stoker, occasionally. He shipped with the Lud, and the Nosurwey, and some people beyond them, getting along, going to all kinds of places. Pay no attention to the precise red lines you see on the star maps; nobody knows exactly what path he wandered from people to people. Nobody could. He just kept signing on with whatever ship was going deeper into the galaxy, going farther and farther. He messed with green shipmates and blue ones. One and two and three heads, tails, six legs—after all, ships are ships and they’ve all got to have something to push them along. If a man knows his business, why not? A man can live on all kinds of food, if he wants to get used to it. And any nontoxic atmosphere will do, as long as there’s enough oxygen in it.


    I don’t know what he did, to make things so much better for us. I don’t know if he did anything, but stoke their ships and, I suppose, fix them when they were in trouble. I wonder if he sang dirty songs in that bad voice of his, to people who couldn’t possibly understand what the songs were about. All I know is, for some reason those people slowly began treating us with respect. We changed, too, I think—I’m not the same man I was…I think—not altogether the same; I’m a captain now, with master’s papers, and you won’t find me in my cabin very often…there’s a kind of joy in standing on a bridge, looking out at the stars you’re moving toward. I wonder if it mightn’t have kept my old captain out of that place he died in, finally, if he’d tried it.


    So, I don’t know. The older I get, the less I know. The thing people remember the stoker for—the thing that makes him famous, and, I think, annoys him—I’m fairly sure is only incidental to what he really did. If he did anything. If he meant to. I wish I could be sure of the exact answer he found in the bottom of that last glass at the bar before he worked his passage to Mars and the Serenus, and began it all.


    So, I can’t say what he ought to be famous for. But I suppose it’s enough to know for sure that he was the first living being ever to travel all the way around the galaxy.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1959 by Street & Smith Publication, Inc.

  


  
    SCIENCE FICTION IN WESTERN EUROPE, by Sonja Fritzsche


    Author’s Note: If the English title appears in italics, the book has been translated into English. If the English title appears in parenthesis, than the story has never been translated into English.


    * * * *


    Western Europe enjoys a long and rich science fiction tradition dating from the earliest publications of the genre. It was here, in the modern era, that science and industry advanced most quickly. Many readers responded to literature that addressed the broader ethical and existential implications of rapid societal and technological change. Literary historians have traced the origins of science fiction to fantastic travel literature such as Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726), Ludwig Holberg’s Niels Klim’s Underground Travels (Nicolai Klimii Iter Subterraneum, 1742), and Romantic literature such as German E.T.A. Hoffmann’s The Sandman (Der Sandmann, 1816). Considered by many scholars to be the first science fiction publication, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein appeared in London in 1818.


    Prior to World War II, the best science fiction came from Europe. Great Britain and France dominated before World War I, with Germany joining in the interwar years (Wollheim xii). At this time, European immigrants also contributed to a growing scene in the United States. Hugo Gernsback, for instance, the founder of the first American science fiction magazine Amazing Stories in 1924, hailed from Luxemburg. Only after World War II did Anglo-American publications begin to dominate in Western Europe. Since the seventies, translations have made up 90 percent of the market in some countries (Wollheim xiii, Rottensteiner viii).


    Unfortunately, many of the best science fiction stories from Western Europe are inaccessible to those who speak only English. Much science fiction writing remains untranslated or is only translated into languages other than English. One excellent example is the German anthology of science fiction short stories from the European Union entitled Eine Trillion Euro (A Quintillion Euros, 2004). This collection includes some of Europe’s very best, current authors, yet precious few have appeared in English. A primary reason for the lack of translations is the sheer dominance of Anglo-American science fiction translations, which leave little market share for homegrown writers. In addition, there is little demand for foreign science fiction today in the United States. A number of anthologies of European science fiction appeared in the late seventies and early eighties with the resurgence in popularity of the genre in the United States and in Europe. For instance, Richard D. Nolane edited the Terra SF series The Year’s Best European Science Fiction (1981, 1983). Others include the collections by Rottensteiner and Wollheim. In the past ten years, a number of new anthologies in English have also been published (See Rottensteiner, Bell and Molina-Gavilán). In order to provide a quick overview, this essay is focused primarily on science fiction from Western Europe that is available in English, but it certainly is not an exhaustive survey.


    Undoubtedly, the first and foremost writer of science fiction, or “scientific romance” as it was termed in the nineteenth century, was France’s great storyteller Jules Verne (1828–1905). His voyages extraordinaires series alone comprises fifty-four novels. The most famous of these are From the Earth to the Moon (1865), 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea (1869), and Around the World in Eighty Days (1873). These stories combine new and imagined technologies such as the spaceship, submarine, and hot air balloon, respectively, with the genre of travel literature. His works are a veritable encyclopedia of locations, technologies, and places.


    Verne is also notable because his stories represent one of the early examples of novels published for mass consumption. The term voyages extraordinaires became its own brand. It helped to establish this science fiction as a commercially viable genre not only in France, but also in Germany, for instance, where stories were sold “in the style of Jules Verne” (Innenhofer 13).


    In the twentieth century, science fiction developed into a substantial tradition in France as well as in French-speaking Belgium and Switzerland. Its annual science fiction prize is the Rosny-Aîné award. Outside of France, Pierre Boulle is perhaps the most famous as the author of the book Planet of the Apes (La Planète des singes, 1963) upon which the film series was based. Two of its most prominent science fiction authors are New Wave writers Jean-Pierre Andrevon (b. 1937 pseudo. Alphonse Brutsche) and Gérard Klein (b. 1937 pseudo. Gilles d’Argyre). Considered by Rottensteiner to be one of France’s most innovative writers (248), Andrevon has published more than eighty books. An artist by training, his writing is very visual, and he often helps to illustrate his own work. His most recent, La Maison qui glissait (The House That Slid, 2010), contains elements of the picaresque and pointed social critique. Klein started writing at a very young age and published some thirteen books between 1958 and 1975. A number of his novels were translated into English during the early seventies, when Anglo-American interest in foreign science fiction was at its height. These include The Day Before Tomorrow (Le Temps n’a pas d’Odeur, 1972), Starmasters’ Gambit (Le Gambit des Étoiles, 1973) The Overloads of War (Les Seigneurs de la Guerre, 1973) and The Mote in Time’s Eye (Les Tueurs de Temps, 1975). Both of these authors have also since edited science fiction anthologies. This practice is common in European countries where a successful author will work to cultivate a national science fiction tradition.


    In Spain, we find a rich assortment of science fiction literature. Here, the genre really began in the post-war period since Spain had no leading writer to nurture other potential contributors. Andrea Bell and Yolanda Molina Gavilán identify Milo María Fabra as Spain’s first science fiction visionary. He was a journalist with a pre-war faith in science and technology (4). See his “On the Planet Mars” (1890) in Cosmos Latinos. One other early example is Nobel-prize winning neuroscientist Santiago Ramón y Cajal (1852–1934), who published Vacation Stories (Cuentos de vacaciones) in 1905 under the pseudonym of Dr. Bacteria. Ramón y Cajal was so afraid that his stories would ruin his reputation that he waited twenty years to publish them. (In many European countries, science fiction has not been considered literature, but rather labeled pulp fiction, a lowbrow escape from reality. This perception has persisted despite numerous quality books and the fact that many prominent scientists have been inspired to pursue science due to an early interest in science fiction [Jha and Rutherford].)


    During the Franco regime from the 1950s to the 1970s, science fiction writers were limited by a nationalistic ideology that restricted cultural production. However, science fiction is a literature of the fantastic, which means that its propensity to bend reality enabled authors to employ allegory and hide political critique in another space and time. It also allowed for readers, limited by dictatorship, to travel virtually. For instance, during this time Pascual Enguídanos Usach (1923–2006, pseudo. George H. White ) developed an incredibly imaginative space opera The Saga of the Aznars (La saga de los Aznar, 1953–1958), which is made up of fifty-four novels. Its first hero, aviator Miguel Angel Aznar de Soto, is cast from one time period to another where he experiences various adventures in a very well developed utopian future society. The saga was awarded the distinction of Best Science Fiction Series at the Eurocon in Brussels in 1978.


    Contemporary Spanish science fiction writers include Elia Barceló. She is widely read throughout the Latin American world, and has published three science fiction novels: Sagrada (Sacred, 1989), El mundo de Yarek (Yarek’s World, 1994), and Consecuencias naturales (Natural consequences, 1994). Barceló has also won the Ignotus prize, Spain’s primary science fiction award (Bell and Molina-Galiván (235). Her stories often touch upon issues of racism, immigration, and post-colonial Europe. Barceló is a professor of Hispanic Studies and teaches in Austria. Ricardo de la Casa (1954– ) and Pedro Jorge Romero (1967– ) are two good examples of writers who have developed from within fan circles. De la Casa co-founded the fanzine BEM and Romero has written many pieces for a number of Spanish-language fanzines (271). Romero is also a major translator of Anglo-American science fiction into Spanish. Both have also published science fiction in their own right. A co-written short story named “The Day We Went Through the Transition” is available in English in Cosmos Latinos.


    Portugal also produces science fiction, but the stories are overshadowed by Brazilian publications. One author of interest, João Manuel Rosado Barreiros (b. 1952, pseudo. José de Barros), writes satirical dystopias. Several of his short stories have appeared in English, including “Synchronicity” and “The Test.” Luís Filipe Silva (1969– ) has published “Still Memories” in English. These stories are available in the e-zine Fantastic Metropolis. Both authors are also popular in Brazil.


    Italy’s science fiction pioneer was Emilio Salgari (1862–1911), also a writer of action-adventure tales in a vein similar to Jules Verne. While none of his science fiction is available in English, several of his Pirates of Malaysia (Sandokan) series are, including its first, The Mystery of the Black Jungle (1895). It should also be remembered that a contemporary of Salgari’s, scientist Giovanni Schiaparelli (1835–1910), laid the groundwork for one of science fiction’s most long-standing themes: speculation about life on Mars. His 1877 observation of “canali” on Mars fired the imaginations of many an author and filmmaker.


    More recent Italian writers include Italo Calvino (1923–1985) and Valerio Evangelisti (1952– ). Calvino, a much-celebrated “mainstream” writer in Italy, is famous for his playful surrealism and use of allegory. His choice of narrator alone often presents reality askew. For instance, The Castle of Crossed Destinies (Il castello dei destini incrociati, 1969) is made up of stories told by mute travelers who meet by chance at a forest castle and conduct a Tarot reading. His two Cosmicomics (Cosmicomiche, 1965) and t zero (Ti con zero, 1967) are fantastical short stories narrated by a being or essence known as Qfwfq. Calvino himself was a longtime member of the Italian Communist Party, but was forced to leave it after the uprising in Hungary in 1956. Valerio Evangelisti is one of Italy’s most popular contemporary writers and also a political scientist. His Eymerich series, Metal Hurlant series, and Nostradamus Trilogy all have been translated into French, German, Portuguese, and Spanish. He has had many stories published in Urania, Italy’s primary science fiction magazine.


    Germany, Austria, and German-speaking Switzerland belong to the same book market. Kurd Lasswitz (1848–1910) was this region’s science fiction pioneer. A preparatory school teacher with a doctorate, he began to write “modern fairy tales” early in his career. He published playful, self-reflective short stories in science magazines, which was a common format for the time. Lasswitz is best known for his socialist utopian epic On Two Planets (Auf zwei Planeten, 1897) that relates the first contact between humans and Martians. Mars now has a crater named Lasswitz.


    Coincidentally, Lasswitz was a teacher where Hans Dominik was a pupil and inspired the latter to write (Fischer 180). Dominik became Germany’s first mass marketed science fiction author, and wrote one novel a year between 1922–1939. The majority of his novels were spy thrillers and militaristic adventures that glorified German superiority in science and technology. Still read today, Dominik’s stories are now interpreted as having contributed to the culture of German chauvinism that led to the rise of National Socialism. His stories have not been translated into English.


    Thea von Harbou (1888–1954), the screenwriter for the famous German film director Fritz Lang, was responsible for writing Metropolis (1927), perhaps the most famous and influential science fiction film, and its lesser successor, Women in the Moon (Frau im Mond, 1929). Rather than adapting existing stories, von Harbou wrote new fiction specifically for the medium of silent film (Nagl 167). Von Harbou has been largely forgotten due to the fact that she stayed on to write for early sound film in National Socialist Germany, while Fritz Lang emigrated to Hollywood and contributed to the American film noir genre of the 1940s and 1950s.


    In the postwar period, Austrian Herbert W. Franke (1914– ) has been the most influential within the Western German-language sphere both as a writer and an editor of the German Heyne science fiction series. His more notable works include The Orchid Cage (Der Orchideenkäfig, 1961), which explores where human evolution might lead and includes references to virtual reality, and The Mind Net (Das Gedankennetz, 1961), where machines create human thoughts. Of Czech birth, Wolfgang Jeschke (1936– ) took over Franke’s role as editor at Heyne. Jeschke’s The Last Day of Creation (Der letzte Tag der Schöpfung, 1981) is set on Earth five and a half million years ago just as a nuclear war takes place. The extensive space opera saga Perry Rhodan also continues to evolve. K.H. Scheer and Clark Darlton first started this series in 1961. Since then, it has spun off into many sub-series written by a variety of authors. It is the most successful science fiction series ever written, selling more than one billion copies worldwide in the form of the pulp booklet.


    In early twenty-first-century Germany, the most prominent and prolific writer is Andreas Eschbach (1959– ). His science fiction-thrillers sell so well that he is able to write full-time. Eschbach’s Dune-inspired tale The Carpet Makers (Die Haarteppichknüpfer, 1995) is his best publication to date, and is a fascinating story of galactic colonialization and selective memory. Franz Schätzing (1957– ) wrote a runaway hit with his science fiction/eco-thriller The Swarm (Der Schwarm, 2005) in which sea creatures attack humanity for destroying ocean ecology.


    Some excellent science fiction by women also exists, but it is rarely translated. For instance, Austrian feminist writer Barbara Neuwirth publishes dark fantasy stories and has been instrumental in the Viennese feminist press Wiener Frauenverlag. Her story “The Character of the Huntress” appears in Franz Rottensteiner’s anthology The Best of Austrian Science Fiction (2001). Austrian Marianne Gruber (1944– ) wrote the anti-utopia The Sphere of Glass (Die gläserne Kugel, 1981), which portrays a dark image of the modern city. Former East German writer Christa Wolf wrote “Self-Experiment” (Selbstversuch, 1973) in which a woman transforms herself into a man. Two former East German author pairs, Johanna and Günter Braun and Angela and Karlheinz Steinmüller also have published many high-quality novels and stories. Both are to be found in Franz Rottensteiner’s anthology The Black Mirror & Other Stories (2008).


    Sweden has a small science fiction community. Its foremost author is Sam Jerry Lundwall (1941– ), who came up via fan circles and is one of Sweden’s most prolific writers, translators, and publishers. He created Delta Förlag in 1973, which published 200 science fiction titles through 1980, and also founded Jules-Verne Magasinet, Sweden’s premier science fiction magazine (Wollheim xviii). He has published several secondary works on science fiction, including Science Fiction: An Illustrated History (1978). He writes both in English and in Swedish and has published Alice’s World, (1971), No Time for Heroes (1971), and King Kong Blues (1974) among others. Another writer who emerged from fan circles is Bertil Mårtensson (1954– ). A professor of Philosophy, he has published several short stories in English and a novel entitled Detta är verkligheten (This is reality, 1972). Finally, the Swedish National Library has just announced that it possesses two science fiction stories by Stieg Larsson (1954–2004), the famous crime novelist.


    Norwegian science fiction was most popular during the sixties and seventies. At that time, Jon Bing (1944– ) and Tor Åge Bringsværd (1939– ) brought the genre to prominence. The two often work as a team both writing, editing, and publishing. They have published numerous novels and short stories, including “A Whiter Shade of Pale” by Bing and “Codemus” by Bringsværd. Government subsidies designed to promote national culture have been invaluable to the development of the science fiction in Norway (Wollheim xviii).


    Danish science fiction is almost unknown outside of Denmark. Niels E. Nielsen (1924–1993) has been termed the father of Danish science fiction and is the author of Golden Age style novels. He debuted with Røde Taager (Red Mist, 1950) and wrote some forty-five books, the last being Redningsekspeditionen (Rescue Expedition, 1994). Erwin Neutzsky-Wulff (1949– ) is a popular writer and has written Anno Domini (1975), UFO (1999), and the forthcoming Biblen (Bible, 2012).


    The Dutch recognize their best science fiction writers with the Paul Harland prize (formerly the King Kong Award). This prize was recently renamed after Harland, the pen name of Paul Smit (1960–2003), who died suddenly. The collection Systems of Romance (1995) includes short stories in English by Harland and Paul Evenblij. Thijs van Ebbenhorst Tengbergen (b. 1952, pseudo. Tais Teng) has also had several stories appear in English science fiction magazines, including “Green-ache” and “What Avails a Psalm in the Cinders of Gehenna?” He recently wrote the fantasy story The Emerald Boy (2007).


    Despite the competition from Anglo-American publications, science fiction continues to thrive in Western Europe. While often in dialogue with Anglo-American stories and authors, Western European authors gain inspiration from their own creativity, respective cultures, histories, and languages. While some authors adapt American sub-genres (e.g. cyberpunk) or even existing worlds to the European context, others write independently of these traditions. Some authors even write against what they perceive to be an “entertainment quality” of particularly American science fiction, and argue that true science fiction must be free of cliché and engage the reader in critical self-reflection (See Suvin). This very short essay is only the tip of the iceberg when examining Western European Science Fiction. This rich field of production includes many more authors than can be discussed here. Moreover, there are many other forms of science fiction besides literature that have taken hold in Europe, including comics, graphic novels, and film, each of which has its own devoted fan base. Finally, new ideas and trends from world science fiction, e.g. video games, Youtube video, Japanese animé, and manga, continue to be popular and shape European production.


    As in the United States, it is usually not possible today to make a living solely writing science fiction. Therefore, authors tend to have professional careers, often in journalism, academia, or the technical fields, and write in their spare time. There are also active fan clubs in each country. These clubs range from the casual recreational interest to professional quality activities. For instance, members of the Andymon club in Berlin, Germany have been instrumental in publishing fledgling writers under their Shayol label. Many authors also come out of fandom. Due to this phenomenon and the smaller geographical and linguistic scale, there is closer connection between fans and authors in Western Europe than in the United States. For readers interested in science fiction in a particular language, such fans are easy to contact via the Internet and are often eager to share their knowledge about their country’s science fiction. Moreover, the European science fiction community has been gathering every year since 1972 at Eurocon, which is organized by the European Science Fiction Society.
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    ARTHUR C. CLARKE


    (1917–2008)


    What Arthur C. Clarke accomplished over nearly sixty years as a writer, inventor and science enthusiast is staggering, even before you consider that he was paralyzed for the last four decades of that career. One of the “big three” of SF along with Robert A. Heinlein and Isaac Asimov, the three were friends but at times played up a pretended rivalry. He’ll probably always be most associated with the invention of the communications satellite in geosynchronous orbit (now called the “Clarke orbit), which he did twenty-five years before the technology existed to make it work; and for 2001: a space odyssey, his collaboration with filmmaker Stanley Kubrick that originated in the story below. He also suggested Clarke’s Laws:


    When a distinguished but elderly scientist states that something is possible, he is almost certainly right; when he states that something is impossible, he is probably wrong.


    The only way of discovering the limits of the possible is to venture a little way past them into the impossible.


    Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.


    As a writer, Clarke’s focus was less on style and character than on setting up a problem for the reader—often leaving a haunting dilemma or a puzzle to chew on rather than suggesting a solution in the way Asimov usually did, for example.


    Over the course of his career, Clarke won virtually every award in the field, and was granted a knighthood. He also established the Arthur C. Clarke Award, given to the best book published in the U.K. every year.


    After 1956, Clarke largely relocated from Britain to Sri Lanka. He died of complications from the same polio that left him paralyzed in 1962.

  


  
    THE SENTINEL, by Arthur C. Clarke


    First published in 10 Story Fantasy, Spring 1951 as “Sentinel of Eternity”


    The next time you see the full moon high in the south, look carefully at its right-hand edge and let your eye travel upward along the curve of I the disk. Round about two o’clock you will notice a small, dark oval: anyone with normal eyesight can find it quite easily. It is the great walled plain, one of the finest on the Moon, known as the Mare Crisium—the Sea of Crises. Three hundred miles in diameter, and almost completely surrounded by a ring of magnificent mountains, it had never been explored until we entered it in the late summer of 1996.


    Our expedition was a large one. We had two heavy freighters which had flown our supplies and equipment from the main lunar base in the Mare Serenitatis, five hundred miles away. There were also three small rockets which were intended for short-range transport over regions which our surface vehicles couldn’t cross. Luckily, most of the Mare Crisium is very flat. There are none of the great crevasses so common and so dangerous elsewhere, and very few craters or mountains of any size. As far as we could tell, our powerful caterpillar tractors would have no difficulty in taking us wherever we wished to go.


    I was geologist—or selenologist, if you want to be pedantic—in charge of the group exploring the southern region of the Mare. We had crossed a hundred miles of it in a week, skirting the foothills of the mountains along the shore of what was once the ancient sea, some thousand million years before. When life was beginning on Earth, it was already dying here. The waters were retreating down the flanks of those stupendous cliffs, retreating into the empty heart of the Moon. Over the land which we were crossing, the tideless ocean had once been half a mile deep, and now the only trace of moisture was the hoarfrost one could sometimes find in caves which the searing sunlight never penetrated.


    We had begun our journey early in the slow lunar dawn, and still had almost a week of Earth-time before nightfall. Half a dozen times a day we would leave our vehicle and go outside in the space-suits to hunt for interesting minerals, or to place markers for the guidance of future travelers. It was an uneventful routine. There is nothing hazardous or even particularly exciting about lunar exploration. We could live comfortably for a month in our pressurized tractors, and if we ran into trouble we could always radio for help and sit tight until one of the spaceships came to our rescue.


    I said just now that there was nothing exciting about lunar exploration, but of course that isn’t true. One could never grow tired of those incredible mountains, so much more rugged than the gentle hills of Earth. We never knew, as we rounded the capes and promontories of that vanished sea, what new splendors would be revealed to us. The whole southern curve of the Mare Crisium is a vast delta where a score of rivers once found their way into the ocean, fed perhaps by the torrential rains that must have lashed the mountains in the brief volcanic age when the Moon was young. Each of these ancient valleys was an invitation, challenging us to climb into the unknown uplands beyond. But we had a hundred miles still to cover, and could only look longingly at the heights which others must scale.


    We kept Earth-time aboard the tractor, and precisely at 22.00 hours the final radio message would be sent out to Base and we would close down for the day. Outside, the rocks would still be burning beneath the almost vertical sun, but to us it was night until we awoke again eight hours later. Then one of us would prepare breakfast, there would be a great buzzing of electric razors, and someone would switch on the short-wave radio from Earth. Indeed, when the smell of frying sausages began to fill the cabin, it was sometimes hard to believe that we were not back on our own world—everything was so normal and homely, apart from the feeling of decreased weight and the unnatural slowness with which objects fell.


    It was my turn to prepare breakfast in the corner of the main cabin that served as a galley. I can remember that moment quite vividly after all these years, for the radio had just played one of my favorite melodies, the old Welsh air, “David of the White Rock.” Our driver was already outside in his space-suit, inspecting our caterpillar treads. My assistant, Louis Garnett, was up forward in the control position, making some belated entries in yesterday’s log.


    As I stood by the frying pan waiting, like any terrestrial housewife, for the sausages to brown, I let my gaze wander idly over the mountain walls which covered the whole of the southern horizon, marching out of sight to east and west below the curve of the Moon. They seemed only a mile or two from the tractor, but I knew that the nearest was twenty miles away. On the Moon, of course, there is no loss of detail with distance—none of that almost imperceptible haziness which softens and sometimes transfigures all far-off things on Earth.


    Those mountains were ten thousand feet high, and they climbed steeply out of the plain as if ages ago some subterranean eruption had smashed them skyward through the molten crust. The base of even the nearest was hidden from sight by the steeply curving surface of the plain, for the Moon is a very little world, and from where I was standing the horizon was only two miles away.


    I lifted my eyes toward the peaks which no man had ever climbed, the peaks which, before the coming of terrestrial life, had watched the retreating oceans sink sullenly into their graves, taking with them the hope and the morning promise of a world. The sunlight was beating against those ramparts with a glare that hurt the eyes, yet only a little way above them the stars were shining steadily in a sky blacker than a winter midnight on Earth.


    I was turning away when my eye caught a metallic glitter high on the ridge of a great promontory thrusting out into the sea thirty miles to the west. It was a dimensionless point of light, as if a star had been clawed from the sky by one of those cruel peaks, and I imagined that some smooth rock surface was catching the sunlight and heliographing it straight into my eyes. Such things were not uncommon. When the Moon is in her second quarter, observers on Earth can sometimes see the great ranges in the Oceanus Procellarum burning with a blue-white iridescence as the sunlight flashes from their slopes and leaps again from world to world. But I was curious to know what kind of rock could be shining so brightly up there, and I climbed into the observation turret and swung our four-inch telescope round to the west.


    I could see just enough to tantalize me. Clear and sharp in the field of vision, the mountain peaks seemed only half a mile away, but whatever was catching the sunlight was still too small to be resolved. Yet it seemed to have an elusive symmetry, and the summit upon which it rested was curiously flat. I stared for a long time at that glittering enigma, straining my eyes into space, until presently a smell of burning from the galley told me that our breakfast sausages had made their quarter-million-mile journey in vain.


    All that morning we argued our way across the Mare Crisium while the western mountains reared higher in the sky. Even when we were out prospecting in the space-suits, the discussion would continue over the radio. It was absolutely certain, my companions argued, that there had never been any form of intelligent life on the Moon. The only living things that had ever existed there were a few primitive plants and their slightly less degenerate ancestors. I knew that as well as anyone, but there are times when a scientist must not be afraid to make a fool of himself.


    “Listen,” I said at last, “I’m going up there, if only for my own peace of mind. That mountain’s less than twelve thousand feet high—that’s only two thousand under Earth gravity—and I can make the trip in twenty hours at the outside. I’ve always wanted to go up into those hills, anyway, and this gives me an excellent excuse.”


    “If you don’t break your neck,” said Garnett, “you’ll be the laughing-stock of the expedition when we get back to Base. That mountain will probably be called Wilson’s Folly from now on.”


    “I won’t break my neck,” I said firmly. “Who was the first man to climb Pico and Helicon?”


    “But weren’t you rather younger in those days?” asked Louis gently.


    “That,” I said with great dignity, “is as good a reason as any for going.”


    We went to bed early that night, after driving the tractor to within half a mile of the promontory. Garnett was coming with me in the morning; he was a good climber, and had often been with me on such exploits before. Our driver was only too glad to be left in charge of the machine.


    At first sight, those cliffs seemed completely unscale-able, but to anyone with a good head for heights, climbing is easy on a world where all weights are only a sixth of their normal value. The real danger in lunar mountaineering lies in overconfidence; a six-hundred-foot drop on the Moon can kill you just as thoroughly as a hundred-foot fall on Earth.


    We made our first halt on a wide ledge about four thousand feet above the plain. Climbing had not been very difficult, but my limbs were stiff with the unaccustomed effort, and I was glad of the rest. We could still see the tractor as a tiny metal insect far down at the foot of the cliff, and we reported our progress to the driver before starting on the next ascent.


    Inside our suits it was comfortably cool, for the refrigeration units were fighting the fierce sun and carrying away the body heat of our exertions. We seldom spoke to each other, except to pass climbing instructions and to discuss our best plan of ascent. I do not know what Garnett was thinking, probably that this was the craziest goose-chase he had ever embarked upon. I more than half agreed with him, but the joy of climbing, the knowledge that no man had ever gone this way before and the exhilaration of the steadily widening landscape gave me all the reward I needed.


    I don’t think I was particularly excited when I saw in front of us the wall of rock I had first inspected through the telescope from thirty miles away. It would level off about fifty feet above our heads, and there on the plateau would be the thing that had lured me over these barren wastes. It was, almost certainly, nothing more than a boulder splintered ages ago by a falling meteor, and with its cleavage planes still fresh and bright in this incorruptible, unchanging silence.


    There were no hand-holds on the rock face, and we had to use a grapnel. My tired arms seemed to gain new strength as I swung the three-pronged metal anchor round my head and sent it sailing up toward the stars. The first time it broke loose and came falling slowly back when we pulled the rope. On the third attempt, the prongs gripped firmly and our combined weights could not shift it.


    Garnett looked at me anxiously. I could tell that he wanted to go first, but I smiled back at him through the glass of my helmet and shook my head. Slowly, taking my time, I began the final ascent.


    Even with my space-suit, I weighed only forty pounds here, so I pulled myself up hand over hand without bothering to use my feet. At the rim I paused and waved to my companion, then I scrambled over the edge and stood upright, staring ahead of me.


    You must understand that until this very moment I had been almost completely convinced that there could be nothing strange or unusual for me to find here. Almost, but not quite; it was that haunting doubt that had driven me forward. Well, it was a doubt no longer, but the haunting had scarcely begun.


    I was standing on a plateau perhaps a hundred feet across. It had once been smooth—too smooth to be natural—but falling meteors had pitted and scored its surface through immeasurable eons. It had been leveled to support a glittering, roughly pyramidal structure, twice as high as a man, that was set in the rock like a gigantic, many-faceted jewel.


    Probably no emotion at all filled my mind in those first few seconds. Then I felt a great lifting of my heart, and a strange, inexpressible joy. For I loved the Moon, and now I knew that the creeping moss of Aristarchus and Eratosthenes was not the only life she had brought forth in her youth. The old, discredited dream of the first explorers was true. There had, after all, been a lunar civilization—and I was the first to find it. That I had come perhaps a hundred million years too late did not distress me; it was enough to have come at all.


    My mind was beginning to function normally, to analyze and to ask questions. Was this a building, a shrine—or something for which my language had no name? If a building, then why was it erected in so uniquely inaccessible a spot? I wondered if it might be a temple, and I could picture the adepts of some strange priesthood calling on their gods to preserve them as the life of the Moon ebbed with the dying oceans, and calling on their gods in vain.


    I took a dozen steps forward to examine the thing more closely, but some sense of caution kept me from going too near. I knew a little of archaeology, and tried to guess the cultural level of the civilization that must have smoothed this mountain and raised the glittering mirror surfaces that still dazzled my eyes.


    The Egyptians could have done it, I thought, if their workmen had possessed whatever strange materials these far more ancient architects had used. Because of the thing’s smallness, it did not occur to me that I might be looking at the handiwork of a race more advanced than my own. The idea that the Moon had possessed intelligence at all was still almost too tremendous to grasp, and my pride would not let me take the final, humiliating plunge.


    And then I noticed something that set the scalp crawling at the back of my neck—something so trivial and so innocent that many would never have noticed it at all. I have said that the plateau was scarred by meteors; it was also coated inches-deep with the cosmic dust that is always filtering down upon the surface of any world where there are no winds to disturb it. Yet the dust and the meteor scratches ended quite abruptly in a wide circle enclosing the little pyramid, as though an invisible wall was protecting it from the ravages of time and the slow but ceaseless bombardment from space.


    There was someone shouting in my earphones, and I realized that Garnett had been calling me for some time. I walked unsteadily to the edge of the cliff and signaled him to join me, not trusting myself to speak. Then I went back toward that circle in the dust. I picked up a fragment of splintered rock and tossed it gently toward the shining enigma. If the pebble had vanished at that invisible barrier I should not have been surprised, but it seemed to hit a smooth, hemispherical surface and slide gently to the ground.


    I knew then that I was looking at nothing that could be matched in the antiquity of my own race. This was not a building, but a machine, protecting itself with forces that had challenged Eternity. Those forces, whatever they might be, were still operating, and perhaps I had already come too close. I thought of all the radiations man had trapped and tamed in the past century. For all I knew, I might be as irrevocably doomed as if I had stepped into the deadly, silent aura of an unshielded atomic pile.


    I remember turning then toward Garnett, who had joined me and was now standing motionless at my side. He seemed quite oblivious to me, so I did not disturb him but walked to the edge of the cliff in an effort to marshal my thoughts. There below me lay the Mare Crisium—Sea of Crises, indeed—strange and weird to most men, but reassuringly familiar to me. I lifted my eyes toward the crescent Earth, lying in her cradle of stars, and I wondered what her clouds had covered when these unknown builders had finished their work. Was it the steaming jungle of the Carboniferous, the bleak shoreline over which the first amphibians must crawl to conquer the land—or, earlier still, the long loneliness before the coming of life?


    Do not ask me why I did not guess the truth sooner— the truth that seems so obvious now. In the first excitement of my discovery, I had assumed without question that this crystalline apparition had been built by some race belonging to the Moon’s remote past, but suddenly, and with overwhelming force, the belief came to me that it was as alien to the Moon as I myself.


    In twenty years we had found no trace of life but a few degenerate plants. No lunar civilization, whatever its doom, could have left but a single token of its existence.


    I looked at the shining pyramid again, and the more remote it seemed from anything that had to do with the Moon. And suddenly I felt myself shaking with a foolish, hysterical laughter, brought on by excitement and over-exertion: for I had imagined that the little pyramid was speaking to me and was saying: “Sorry, I’m a stranger here myself.”


    It had taken us twenty years to crack that invisible shield and to reach the machine inside those crystal walls. What we could not understand, we broke at last with the savage might of atomic power and now I have seen the fragments of the lovely, glittering thing I found up there on the mountain.


    They are meaningless. The mechanisms—if indeed they are mechanisms—of the pyramid belong to a technology that lies far beyond our horizon, perhaps to the technology of para-physical forces.


    The mystery haunts us all the more now that the other planets have been reached and we know that only Earth has ever been the home of intelligent life in our Universe. Nor could any lost civilization of our own world have built that machine, for the thickness of the meteoric dust on the plateau has enabled us to measure its age. It was set there upon its mountain before life had emerged from the seas of Earth.


    When our world was half its present age, something from the stars swept through the Solar System, left this token of its passage, and went again upon its way. Until we destroyed it, that machine was still fulfilling the purpose of its builders; and as to that purpose, here is my guess.


    Nearly a hundred thousand million stars are turning in the circle of the Milky Way, and long ago other races on the worlds of other suns must have scaled and passed the heights that we have reached. Think of such civilizations, far back in time against the fading afterglow of Creation, masters of a universe so young that life as yet had come only to a handful of worlds. Theirs would have been a loneliness we cannot imagine, the loneliness of gods looking out across infinity and finding none to share their thoughts.


    They must have searched the star clusters as we have searched the planets. Everywhere there would be worlds, but they would be empty or peopled with crawling, mindless things. Such was our own Earth, the smoke of the great volcanoes still staining the skies, when that first ship of the peoples of the dawn came sliding in from the abyss beyond Pluto. It passed the frozen outer worlds, knowing that life could play no part in their destinies. It came to rest among the inner planets, warming themselves around the fire of the Sun and waiting for their stories to begin.


    Those wanderers must have looked on Earth, circling safely in the narrow zone between fire and ice, and must have guessed that it was the favorite of the Sun’s children. Here, in the distant future, would be intelligence; but there were countless stars before them still, and they might never come this way again.


    So they left a sentinel, one of millions they have scattered throughout the Universe, watching over all worlds with the promise of life. It was a beacon that down the ages has been patiently signaling the fact that no one had discovered it.


    Perhaps you understand now why that crystal pyramid was set upon the Moon instead of on the Earth. Its builders were not concerned with races still struggling up from savagery. They would be interested in our civilization only if we proved our fitness to survive—by crossing space and so escaping from the Earth, our cradle. That is the challenge that all intelligent races must meet, sooner or later. It is a double challenge, for it depends in turn upon the conquest of atomic energy and the last choice between life and death.


    Once we had passed that crisis, it was only a matter of time before we found the pyramid and forced it open. Now its signals have ceased, and those whose duty it is will be turning their minds upon Earth. Perhaps they wish to help our infant civilization. But they must be very, very old, and the old are often insanely jealous of the young.


    I can never look now at the Milky Way without wondering from which of those banked clouds of stars the emissaries are coming. If you will pardon so commonplace a simile, we have set off the fire-alarm and have nothing to do but to wait.


    I do not think we will have to wait for long.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1951 by Avon Periodicals, Inc.

  


  
    SCIENCE FICTION FILM: THE FORBIDDEN GENRE, by Daniel M. Kimmel


    Science fiction films are worth discussing. Better yet, science fiction films are as worthy as any other kind of film for serious discussion. One would think that would not only be non-controversial but so transparently obvious that it wasn’t even worth mentioning. Alas, such is not the case.


    Imagine a world where an Oliver Stone could say in an interview, “Platoon isn’t a Vietnam War movie. It’s really about people.” Or perhaps Clint Eastwood explaining that Unforgiven isn’t a western at all, but simply uses the trappings of the genre to explore relationships. Or perhaps Meryl Streep insisting that It’s Complicated isn’t like those other romantic comedies and, in fact, isn’t a romantic comedy at all—it’s about how people are changed by divorce. You probably can’t. These excuses are so absurd and so in opposition to the films themselves that if such “explanations” had been seriously offered you would think these folks were deranged.


    Yet writers, directors, and actors who play in the science fiction sandbox often deny that that’s what they’re doing, and insist that their books and films aren’t science fiction at all. Indeed, unlike what you would expect from this apparently unspeakable and unworthy genre, their works are about people. The most notorious—and laughable—example of this was when author Margaret Atwood, author of such books as The Handmaid’s Tale, argued that her dystopian and speculative novels couldn’t possibly be science fiction. SF, as she defined it, was about “talking squids in space.” There are numerous examples of critics, film historians and others insisting that movies like Frankenstein, The Time Traveler’s Wife, and even Metropolis aren’t “really” science fiction. One could just laugh off these people as ignorant or prejudiced, for many of them are, but it’s such a widely held belief that you come to realize that some of these filmmakers and stars and authors are doing this in self-defense. In effect what they’re really saying is, “Please don’t put me and my work in the science fiction ghetto. We want to be taken seriously.” Even writers who were friendly to the genre and obviously liked writing in it, such as the late Kurt Vonnegut, Jr., knew that he could be treated as a serious author of fiction or as a science fiction writer but not both.


    At the risk of setting up the proverbial strawmen, let’s consider some of the arguments as to why SF movies are unworthy of serious critical consideration:


    “They’re childish. Most of it is geared to the mentality of 12 year old boys.”


    While, as a well known quote attributed to SF fan Peter Graham has it, “the golden age of science fiction is 12,” it is nonsensical to argue that all or even most science fiction is geared to non-adults. Part of the problem is that while there are early examples of science fiction in both literature and film, it didn’t get firmly established as a film genre until the 1950s. So while we can point with pride to Georges Méliès and his A Voyage to the Moon and Fritz Lang’s Metropolis as two landmark films that bookend the silent era and Things to Come as a fascinating film that had the participation of H. G. Wells himself, Hollywood’s pre-World War II overtly SF offerings were the musical curio Just Imagine and the Flash Gordon and Buck Rogers movie serials. Prior to Destination Moon in 1950, which started Hollywood’s first SF boom, American science fiction films were largely for kids. When something was a serious film and unambiguously SF, like Frankenstein or The Invisible Man, it got classified as part of Universal’s “monster movie” cycle. Science fiction would get the blame, but never the credit.


    “Science fiction writing isn’t literature. It started out in those lurid pulp magazines.”


    Even putting aside author Brian Aldiss’s claim for Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein as the first true SF novel, science fiction as literature only admitted two members before the guardians of cultural standards barred the door: Jules Verne and H. G. Wells. Two later entries in the canon, George Orwell’s 1984 and Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, were obviously important works which could not bear the taint of the “science fiction” label, and would be treated as satires or dark warnings about the present day world. In contrast, nothing written for cheap magazines printed on even cheaper paper could be considered worthy of attention. Well, unless it was written by Dashiell Hammett or Raymond Chandler or any of the other hard-boiled authors who laid the groundwork for not only literary crime fiction (modernizing a genre arguably invented by Edgar Allan Poe), but also providing the stories for the complex cinematic genre of film noir. A dividing line here was, perhaps, that most SF wasn’t marketed in book form until the 1950s. James M. Cain’s Double Indemnity had come out as a book long before Billy Wilder did his great film adaptation of it. By contrast an outstanding film like The Day the Earth Stood Still was based on a short story (“Farewell to the Master” by Harry Bates) that had appeared in the pulp magazine Astounding a decade before. It might or might not have been known by fans, but virtually no one else would have been familiar with it. Without a literary underpinning as a genre, it was hard to get SF films thought of as part of a tradition.


    “Most science fiction films are junk, often little more than special effects shows interrupted by bad writing and amateurish acting.”


    According to what is usually referred to as Sturgeon’s Law, after the SF author Theodore Sturgeon, there’s nothing untoward or unusual in noting that 90 percent of science fiction is, in his words, “crud.” As he then went on to say, “90 percent of everything is crud.” A case in point would be a genre that no one would seriously dispute is important, having been much studied and written about, and that is the western. When John Ford made Stagecoach in 1939, his first western since the silent era, none of the major studios wanted to touch it. Westerns were kiddie fare, churned out for Saturday matinées by Poverty Row studios like Republic and Monogram. Although in the years to come there would be numerous great westerns like Red River, High Noon, Shane, and many others, there would also be lots and lots of, well, crud. Occasionally even the good stuff would be dismissed as crud if it didn’t have the right pedigree. It took later critics and historians to rediscover, for example, that the westerns made by Budd Boetticher starring Randolph Scott were, in fact, spare dramas that rewarded careful viewing. Science fiction has had few such champions who could point out that movies like Forbidden Planet, Them! and Invasion of the Body Snatchers, for example, were as worthy of such attention as an intelligent but low budget western or film noir.


    “Serious filmmakers make serious movies, not science fiction, and when they do it’s a break from their ‘real’ films.”


    Among the great directors who have one or more science fiction films on their resume are Fritz Lang, James Whale, Robert Wise, Don Siegel, Stanley Kubrick, Richard Fleischer, Woody Allen, Steven Spielberg, Philip Kaufman, Peter Weir, Danny Boyle, David Cronenberg, and Ridley Scott. Howard Hawks, a master of genres, never directed a science fiction film, but did produce The Thing from Another World, and is thought to have had a hand in guiding director Christian Nyby, a protege. What usually happens when important directors make such films is that they either dismissed as larks or mere “entertainments.” Their careers will rest on their other films. What if the SF offering turns out to be an outstanding achievement? Ah, then the film “isn’t really science fiction” after all. Instead, like the Orwell and Huxley novels, such movies are reclassified as “satires” or “horror movies” or “dystopias” or “romances.” Sometimes we’re told the movies are grounded in real world speculation about the future as opposed to those talking squids in space stories.


    This argument is essentially summed up as “if it’s good, it can’t be science fiction.” The flip side also proves convenient: “if it’s bad, it must be science fiction.” The only film that seems to have escaped this trap is 2001: A Space Odyssey, arguably one of Stanley Kubrick’s three SF offerings, the other two being Dr. Strangelove with its Doomsday Machine and A Clockwork Orange with its futuristic dystopia and mind control. In the case of “2001” it was just too hard to file off the serial numbers. Not only did it have a crazed computer and a space ship, not only was Kubrick’s collaborator renown SF author Arthur C. Clarke, but Kubrick himself has posited his effort as an attempt to do “the proverbial good science fiction movie.” The result was such a towering masterpiece that Kubrick was granted Hollywood’s equivalent of the philosopher’s stone wherein he transmuted this leaden genre into cinematic gold.


    * * * *


    If all these arguments could be shot down without much effort, it’s obvious that Hollywood did nothing to try to alter the debate. Instead, they surrendered without a shot being fired. SF films might, occasionally get Oscar nominations, but the only ones they could win were for special effects, makeup, and the like. You have to go back to Frederic March winning Best Actor for the 1932 Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde to find an exception and since that was based on the novel by Robert Louis Stevenson (i.e., “literature”) it couldn’t possibly be science fiction. Director Steven Spielberg won his Oscar for Schindler’s List, one of his “serious” films dealing with the quite serious subject of the Holocaust. With the exception of Minority Report his SF offerings are all variations on a child’s adventure story (although sometimes a very twisted and misguided adventure, as with A.I.) while his “serious” films about adult concerns are strictly non-genre, or at least not this particular genre.


    In the early 1950s there were a number of SF films that attracted general audiences like Destination Moon, The Day the Earth Stood Still and Forbidden Planet, but by the end of the decade it seemed SF was a genre for movies like I Was a Teenage Caveman and The Attack of the 50 Foot Woman. It was something teenagers could ignore at the drive-in while they were making out. When the genre came roaring back twenty years later with Star Wars and Close Encounters of the Third Kind, Hollywood proceeded to learn the wrong lessons. Aided and abetted by the filmmakers themselves, they saw SF films as potential blockbusters, heavily reliant on special effects. A movie like Ridley Scott’s Alien might not be for youngsters, but reviewers found it a “monster movie” where we could be scared while admiring the impressive creatures designed by artist H. R. Giger. Certainly critics like Pauline Kael were not writing book length treatises on the significance of the modern SF film. (Roger Ebert, an admitted SF fan, may have been a lonely voice on the subject.)


    While there are some notable academic works on the genre, for the most part the science fiction label is still one to to be avoided. Indeed it was a noted film historian who was one of the people responsible for the Metropolis restoration who insisted that viewing the complete film proves how “thin” the “SF trappings” of the movie are, even though this is a movie with a robot that almost destroys a city. Such dismissal misses the function of genre in film, and how great storytellers can address timely or profound issues by using what the genre offers, not ignoring it. A movie like Invasion of the Body Snatchers is a devastating statement about mindless conformity coming during the complacent ‘50s and its paranoid witch hunts over “subversives.” When one of the pod people makes the case for becoming part of the collective mind, it’s a compelling critique of how painful the human condition can be with dysfunctional families and flawed marriages. Movies as different as The Twonky and Colossus: The Forbin Project could tap into our fears of living in a technological age where we don’t know how the equipment we rely on works nor how much control it may have over our lives. Blade Runner was a complex meditation on finding meaning in our lives with no guarantee that our desire for such meaning will be granted, while The Fly—for all its gore and goo—was one of the most intense romantic dramas of the ‘80s showing how often people sabotage their own relationships.


    The argument here is not that SF is better than other genres. I enjoy many other genres and have taught courses on several of them. Indeed, one of my previous books was on romantic comedies. However I think that the genre gets a double whammy. It’s not taken seriously by film people as discussed above, and it’s often not taken seriously by those who do take science fiction seriously because it’s “media SF.” It’s a truism that the literature is often far ahead of where the movies and TV shows are in terms of real science, extrapolation of the future and some of the other issues discussed, scientific or not.


    For those who dismiss SF out of hand I argue that as with the western, the romantic comedy, or the mystery, science fiction has a rich history and its classics are as worthy of study as that of any other genre. The films work as genre pieces, building on what came before while also reflecting and commenting upon the times in which they were made. A movie like District 9 reveals as much about South Africa, for example, as Clint Eastwood’s sports movie/hagiography of Nelson Mandela, Invictus.


    As for those who embrace SF but turn up their noses at its media iterations, I note that film and print each have their strengths, and the best on screen – movies like The Day the Earth Stood Still, 2001 and Gattaca—can more then hold their own as exemplars of the genre.


    Where science fiction, both print and media, is unique among genres is in having to explain itself. Unless a film is part of a series, like Star Trek, a person entering the world of an SF film needs to get his or her bearings. Noted author Isaac Asimov made the case in an essay many years ago where he noted that someone watching a genre film like a western or a prison movie or a historical romance doesn’t necessarily require a lot of explanation. We know a great deal about the conventions of the genre even if they’re not necessarily connected with reality. You know what a saloon is like or a courtroom or a royal ball even if you’ve never encountered them in real life because you’ve seen (and read about) them in so many other stories. However in SF the writer has to set out the ground rules. In Destination Moon the characters—and the viewers—get a crash course in rocket science from none other than Woody Woodpecker. In Gattaca the details of a society that favors designer gene babies, and which discriminates against those born naturally, needs to be spelled out or the story will make no sense. This information can be cleverly salted throughout the film, or presented in a clever—or awkward—“info dump,” but it means that even if you’ve seen artificially created humans in movies before, you need to find out what the story is behind the replicants of Blade Runner before becoming fully immersed in this particular world. That learning curve puts the critic and film scholar on the same level of everyone else in the audience. For some, that’s mere exposition, and it detracts from the “people” the movie ought to be about, meaning that science fiction becomes a lesser genre by definition. For those who know who play by the rules, such as Christopher Nolan in his masterful Inception, it means the whole complex world created for the movie with people invading dreams and creating dreams within dreams is not at all difficult to follow…so long as you didn’t go out to the concession stand for five minutes and miss a crucial bit of dialogue. Knowing how to convey this information without being heavy-handed about it is simply the challenge of those who would work in this genre, just as someone making a war movie had better get acquainted with the weapons that were used in that particular war.


    What seems beyond argument by anyone who has watched the best science fiction films is that science fiction is a vibrant genre where some of the most entertaining and interesting films have been and are continuing to be made. Those who try to deny it or insist that some film they like isn’t “really” science fiction are simply revealing how little they know. Take pity on them. The debate is over.


    We won.


    * * * *


    This essay is adapted from Daniel M. Kimmel’s book Jar Jar Binks Must Die… and other observations about science fiction movies (Fantastic Books). For 25 years he was the Boston-based film critic for the Worcester Telegram and Gazette. His reviews currently appear at NorthShoreMovies.net. He is also the Boston correspondent for Variety and teaches film at Suffolk University. He has written about science fiction films for Clarkesworld, Artemis, the Internet Review of Science Fiction, and Space and Time.

  


  
    HAL CLEMENT


    (1922–2003)


    I knew him as Hal Clement, a quiet man who was always at the Boston-area conventions I attended. Many writers and editors are fairly boisterous at conventions, quick with a story and always willing to jump into conversations, but not Hal. He had plenty to say, but only if you asked. And for all his literary credentials, he considered himself a fan first, rather than a writer. Some of my friends outside of the SF community knew him as Harry Stubbs, a really good high school physics teacher, one of the teachers people remembered and told stories about years later.


    Whatever the venue, Clement was all about making sure you understood the idea. His writing was never flashy, any more than he was, but his ideas were extraordinary and, like his teaching, it stuck with you.


    Clement grew up in greater Boston and became interested in both astronomy and SF after a chance encounter with a Buck Rogers comic. He sold his first story, “Proof,” to Astounding in 1942 while earning his BS in astronomy from Harvard. After flying thirty-five combat missions over Europe during World War II, he returned to get masters degrees in education (Boston University) and chemistry (Simmons College). He then spent the next forty years teaching high school chemistry, interrupted only by a recall to active duty during the Korean War and military reserve duty thereafter. (He retired from service as a full colonel.).


    Needle, Clement’s first novel, was serialized in Astounding in 1949, but his most famous book was Mission of Gravity (1953). Like most of Clement’s writing, it uses characters and story primarily as a means of exploring and solving a science problem, in this case an expedition to recover a stranded probe on a high-gravity world. Clement retired from teaching in 1987, but continued to write methodically, with Noise, his last novel, coming out in 2003, the same year he died in his sleep of complications from diabetes.


    Married for more than fifty years to Mary Elizabeth Myers, he had two sons and a daughter. The Hal Clement Award for Young Adults for Excellence in Children’s Science Fiction Literature is presented in his memory at Worldcon each year.

  


  
    UNCOMMON SENSE


    First published in Astounding Science Fiction, September 1945


    “So you’ve left us, Mr. Cunningham!” Malmeson’s voice sounded rougher than usual, even allowing for headphone distortion and the ever-present Denebian static. “Now, that’s too bad. If you’d chosen to stick around, we would have put you off on some world where you could live, at least. Now you can stay here and fry. And I hope you live long enough to watch us take off—without you!”


    Laird Cunningham did not bother to reply. The ship’s radio compass should still be in working order, and it was just possible that his erstwhile assistants might start hunting for him, if they were given some idea of the proper direction to begin a search. Cunningham was too satisfied with his present shelter to be very anxious for a change. He was scarcely half a mile from the grounded ship, in a cavern deep enough to afford shelter from Deneb’s rays when it rose, and located in the side of a small hill, so that he could watch the activities of Malmeson and his companion without exposing himself to their view.


    In a way, of course, the villain was right. If Cunningham permitted the ship to take off without him, he might as well open his face plate; for, while he had food and oxygen for several days’ normal consumption, a planet scarcely larger than Luna, baked in the rays of one of the fiercest radiating bodies in the galaxy, was most unlikely to provide further supplies when these ran out. He wondered how long it would take the men to discover the damage he had done to the drive units in the few minutes that had elapsed between the crash landing and their breaking through the control room door, which Cunningham had welded shut when he had discovered their intentions. They might not notice at all; he had severed a number of inconspicuous connections at odd points. Perhaps they would not even test the drivers until they had completed repairs to the cracked hull. If they didn’t, so much the better.


    Cunningham crawled to the mouth of his cave and looked out across the shallow valley in which the ship lay. It was barely visible in the starlight, and there was no sign of artificial luminosity to suggest that Malmeson might have started repairs at night. Cunningham had not expected that they would, but it was well to be sure. Nothing more had come over his suit radio since the initial outburst, when the men had discovered his departure; he decided that they must be waiting for sunrise, to enable them to take more accurate stock of the damage suffered by the hull.


    He spent the next few minutes looking at the stars, trying to arrange them into patterns he could remember. He had no watch, and it would help to have some warning of approaching sunrise on succeeding nights. It would not do to be caught away from his cave, with the flimsy protection his suit could afford from Deneb’s radiation. He wished he could have filched one of the heavier worksuits; but they were kept in a compartment forward of the control room, from which he had barred himself when he had sealed the door of the latter chamber.


    He remained at the cave mouth, lying motionless and watching alternately the sky and the ship. Once or twice he may have dozed; but he was awake and alert when the low hills beyond the ship’s hull caught the first rays of the rising sun. For a minute or two they seemed to hang detached in a black void, while the flood of blue-white light crept down their slopes; then one by one, their bases merged with each other and the ground below to form a connected landscape. The silvery hull gleamed brilliantly, the reflection from it lighting the cave behind Cunningham and making his eyes water when he tried to watch for the opening of the air lock.


    He was forced to keep his eyes elsewhere most of the time, and look only in brief glimpses at the dazzling metal; and in consequence, he paid more attention to the details of his environment than he might otherwise have done. At the time, this circumstance annoyed him; he has since been heard to bless it fervently and frequently.


    Although the planet had much in common with Luna as regarded size, mass, and airlessness, its landscape was extremely different. The daily terrific heatings which it underwent, followed by abrupt and equally intense temperature drops each night, had formed an excellent substitute for weather; and elevations that might at one time have rivaled the Lunar ranges were now mere rounded hillocks like that containing Cunningham’s cave. As on the Earth’s moon, the products of the age-long spalling had taken the form of fine dust, which lay in drifts everywhere. What could have drifted it, on an airless and consequently windless planet, struck Cunningham as a puzzle of the first magnitude; and it bothered him for some time until his attention was taken by certain other objects upon and between the drifts. These he had thought at first to be outcroppings of rock; but he was at last convinced that they were specimens of vegetable life—miserable, lichenous specimens, but nevertheless vegetation. He wondered what liquid they contained, in an environment at a temperature well above the melting point of lead.


    The discovery of animal life—medium-sized, crablike things, covered with jet-black integument, that began to dig their way out of the drifts as the sun warmed them—completed the job of dragging Cunningham’s attention from his immediate problems. He was not a zoologist by training, but the subject had fascinated him for years; and he had always had money enough to indulge his hobby. He had spent years wandering the Galaxy in search of bizarre lifeforms—proof, if any were needed, of a lack of scientific training—and terrestrial museums had always been more than glad to accept the collections that resulted from each trip and usually to send scientists of their own in his footsteps. He had been in physical danger often enough, but it had always been from the life he studied or from the forces which make up the interstellar traveler’s regular diet, until he had overheard the conversation which informed him that his two assistants were planning to do away with him and appropriate the ship for unspecified purposes of their own. He liked to think that the promptness of his action following the discovery at least indicated that he was not growing old.


    But he did let his attention wander to the Denebian life forms.


    Several of the creatures were emerging from the dust mounds within twenty or thirty yards of Cunningham’s hiding place, giving rise to the hope that they would come near enough for a close examination. At that distance, they were more crablike than ever, with round, flat bodies twelve to eighteen inches across, and several pairs of legs. They scuttled rapidly about, stopping at first one of the lichenous plants and then another, apparently taking a few tentative nibbles from each, as though they had delicate tastes which needed pampering. Once or twice there were fights when the same tidbit attracted the attention of more than one claimant; but little apparent damage was done on either side, and the victor spent no more time on the meal he won than on that which came uncontested.


    Cunningham became deeply absorbed in watching the antics of the little creatures, and completely forgot for a time his own rather precarious situation. He was recalled to it by the sound of Malmeson’s voice in his headphones.


    “Don’t look up, you fool; the shields will save your skin, but not your eyes. Get under the shadow of the hull, and we’ll look over the damage.”


    Cunningham instantly transferred his attention to the ship. The air lock on the side toward him—the port—was open, and the bulky figures of his two ex-assistants were visible standing on the ground beneath it. They were clad in the heavy utility suits which Cunningham had regretted leaving, and appeared to be suffering little or no inconvenience from the heat, though they were still standing full in Deneb’s light when he looked. He knew that hard radiation burns would not appear for some time, but he held little hope of Deneb’s more deadly output coming to his assistance; for the suits were supposed to afford protection against this danger as well. Between heat insulation, cooling equipment, radiation shielding, and plain mechanical armor, the garments were so heavy and bulky as to be an almost insufferable burden on any major planet. They were more often used in performing exterior repairs in space.


    Cunningham watched and listened carefully as the men stooped under the lower curve of the hull to make an inspection of the damage. It seemed, from their conversation, to consist of a dent about three yards long and half as wide, about which nothing could be done, and a series of radially arranged cracks in the metal around it. These represented a definite threat to the solidity of the ship, and would have to be welded along their full lengths before it would be safe to apply the stresses incident to second-order flight. Malmeson was too good an engineer not to realize this fact, and Cunningham heard him lay plans for bringing power lines outside for the welder and jacking up the hull to permit access to the lower portions of the cracks. The latter operation was carried out immediately, with an efficiency which did not in the least surprise the hidden watcher. After all, he had hired the men.


    Every few minutes, to Cunningham’s annoyance, one of the men would carefully examine the landscape; first on the side on which he was working, and then walking around the ship to repeat the performance. Even in the low gravity, Cunningham knew he could not cross the half mile that lay between him and that inviting airlock, between two of those examinations; and even if he could, his leaping figure, clad in the gleaming metal suit, would be sure to catch even an eye not directed at it. It would not do to make the attempt unless success were certain; for his unshielded suit would heat in a minute or two to an unbearable temperature, and the only place in which it was possible either to remove or cool it was on board the ship. He finally decided, to his annoyance, that the watch would not slacken so long as the air lock of the ship remained open. It would be necessary to find some means to distract or—an unpleasant alternative for a civilized man—disable the opposition while Cunningham got aboard, locked the others out, and located a weapon or other factor which would put him in a position to give them orders. At that, he reflected, a weapon would scarcely be necessary; there was a perfectly good medium transmitter on board, if the men had not destroyed or discharged it, and he need merely call for help and keep the men outside until it arrived.


    This, of course, presupposed some solution to the problem of getting aboard unaccompanied. He would, he decided, have to examine the ship more closely after sunset. He knew the vessel as well as his own home—he had spent more time on her than in any other home—and knew that there was no means of entry except through the two main locks forward of the control room, and the two smaller, emergency locks near the stern, one of which he had employed on his departure. All these could be dogged shut from within; and offhand he was unable to conceive a plan for forcing any of the normal entrances. The viewports were too small to admit a man in a spacesuit, even if the panes could be broken; and there was literally no other way into the ship so long as the hull remained intact. Malmeson would not have talked so glibly of welding them sufficiently well to stand flight, if any of the cracks incurred on the landing had been big enough to admit a human body—or even that of a respectably healthy garter snake.


    Cunningham gave a mental shrug of the shoulders as these thoughts crossed his mind, and reiterated his decision to take a scouting sortie after dark. For the rest of the day he divided his attention between the working men and the equally busy life forms that scuttled here and there in front of his cave; and he would have been the first to admit that he found the latter more interesting.


    He still hoped that one would approach the cave closely enough to permit a really good examination, but for a long time he remained unsatisfied. Once, one of the creatures came within a dozen yards and stood “on tiptoe”—rising more than a foot from the ground on its slender legs, while a pair of antennae terminating in knobs the size of human eyeballs extended themselves several inches from the black carapace and waved slowly in all directions. Cunningham thought that the knobs probably did serve as eyes, though from his distance he could see only a featureless black sphere. The antennae eventually waved in his direction, and after a few seconds spent, apparently in assimilating the presence of the cave mouth, the creature settled back to its former low-swung carriage and scuttled away. Cunningham wondered if it had been frightened at his presence; but he felt reasonably sure that no eye adapted to Denebian daylight could see past the darkness of his threshold, and he had remained motionless while the creature was conducting its inspection. More probably it had some reason to fear caves, or merely darkness.


    That it had reason to fear something was shown when another creature, also of crustacean aspect but considerably larger than those Cunningham had seen to date appeared from among the dunes and attacked one of the latter. The fight took place too far from the cave for Cunningham to make out many details, but the larger animal quickly overcame its victim. It then apparently dismembered the vanquished, and either devoured the softer flesh inside the black integument or sucked the body fluids from it. Then the carnivore disappeared again, presumably in search of new victims. It had scarcely gone when another being, designed along the lines of a centipede and fully forty feet in length, appeared on the scene with the graceful flowing motion of its terrestrial counterpart.


    For a few moments the newcomer nosed around the remains of the carnivore’s feast, and devoured the larger fragments. Then it appeared to look around as though for more, evidently saw the cave, and came rippling toward it, to Cunningham’s pardonable alarm. He was totally unarmed, and while the centipede had just showed itself not to be above eating carrion, it looked quite able to kill its own food if necessary. It stopped, as the other investigator had, a dozen yards from the cave mouth; and like the other, elevated itself as though to get a better look. The baseball-sized black “eyes” seemed for several seconds to stare into Cunningham’s more orthodox optics; then, like its predecessor, and to the man’s intense relief, it doubled back along its own length and glided swiftly out of sight.


    Cunningham again wondered whether it had detected his presence, or whether caves or darkness in general spelled danger to these odd life forms.


    It suddenly occurred to him that, if the latter were not the case, there might be some traces of previous occupants of the cave; and he set about examining the place more closely, after a last glance which showed him the two men still at work jacking up the hull.


    There was drifted dust even here, he discovered, particularly close to the walls and in the corners. The place was bright enough, owing to the light reflected from outside objects, to permit a good examination—shadows on airless worlds are not so black as many people believe—and almost at once Cunningham found marks in the dust that could easily have been made by some of the creatures he had seen. There were enough of them to suggest that the cave was a well-frequented neighborhood; and it began to look as though the animals were staying away now because of the man’s presence.


    Near the rear wall he found the empty integument that had once covered a four-jointed leg. It was light, and he saw that the flesh had either been eaten or decayed out, though it seemed odd to think of decay in an airless environment suffering such extremes of temperature—though the cave was less subject to this effect than the outer world. Cunningham wondered whether the leg had been carried in by its rightful owner, or as a separate item on the menu of something else. If the former, there might be more relics about.


    There were. A few minutes’ excavation in the deeper layers of dust produced the complete exoskeleton of one of the smaller crablike creatures; and Cunningham carried the remains over to the cave mouth, so as to examine them and watch the ship at the same time.


    The knobs he had taken for eyes were his first concern. A close examination of their surfaces revealed nothing, so he carefully tried to detach one from its stem. It finally cracked raggedly away, and proved, as he had expected, to be hollow. There was no trace of a retina inside, but there was no flesh in any of the other pieces of shell, so that proved nothing. As a sudden thought struck him, Cunningham held the front part of the delicate black bit of shell in front of his eyes; and sure enough, when he looked in the direction of the brightly gleaming hull of the spaceship, a spark of light showed through an almost microscopic hole. The sphere was an eye, constructed on the pinhole principle—quite an adequate design on a world furnished with such an overwhelming luminary. It would be useless at night, of course, but so would most other visual organs here; and Cunningham was once again faced with the problem of how any of the creatures had detected his presence in the cave—his original belief, that no eye adjusted to meet Deneb’s glare could look into its relatively total darkness, seemed to be sound.


    He pondered the question, as he examined the rest of the skeleton in a half-hearted fashion. Sight seemed to be out, as a result of his examination; smell and hearing were ruled out by the lack of atmosphere; taste and touch could not even be considered under the circumstances. He hated to fall back on such a time-honored refuge for ignorance as “extrasensory perception,” but he was unable to see any way around it.


    It may seem unbelievable that a man in the position Laird Cunningham occupied could let his mind become so utterly absorbed in a problem unconnected with his personal survival. Such individuals do exist, however; most people know someone who has shown some trace of such a trait; and Cunningham was a well-developed example. He had a single-track mind, and had intentionally shelved his personal problem for the moment.


    His musings were interrupted, before he finished dissecting his specimen, by the appearance of one of the carnivorous creatures at what appeared to constitute a marked distance—a dozen yards from his cave mouth, where it rose up on the ends of its thin legs and goggled around at the landscape. Cunningham, half in humor and half in honest curiosity, tossed one of the dismembered legs from the skeleton in his hands at the creature. It obviously saw the flying limb; but it made no effort to pursue or devour it. Instead, it turned its eyes in Cunningham’s direction, and proceeded with great haste to put one of the drifts between it and what it evidently considered a dangerous neighborhood. It seemed to have no memory to speak of, however; for a minute or two later Cunningham saw it creep into view again, stalking one of the smaller creatures which still swarmed everywhere, nibbling at the plants. He was able to get a better view of the fight and the feast that followed than on the previous occasion, for they took place much nearer to his position; but this time there was a rather different ending. The giant centipede, or another of its kind, appeared on the scene while the carnivore was still at its meal, and came flowing at a truly surprising rate over the dunes to fall on victor and vanquished alike. The former had no inkling of its approach until much too late; and both black bodies disappeared into the maw of the creature Cunningham had hoped was merely a scavenger.


    What made the whole episode of interest to the man was the fact that in its charge, the centipede loped unheeding almost directly through a group of the plant-eaters; and these, by common consent, broke and ran at top speed directly toward the cave. At first he thought they would swerve aside when they saw what lay ahead; but evidently he was the lesser of two evils, for they scuttled past and even over him as he lay in the cave mouth, and began to bury themselves in the deepest dust they could find. Cunningham watched with pleasure, as an excellent group of specimens thus collected themselves for his convenience.


    As the last of them disappeared under the dust, he turned back to the scene outside. The centipede was just finishing its meal. This time, instead of immediately wandering out of sight, it oozed quickly to the top of one of the larger dunes, in full sight of the cave, and deposited its length in the form of a watch spring, with the head resting above the coils. Cunningham realized that it was able, in this position, to look in nearly all directions and, owing to the height of its position, to a considerable distance.


    With the centipede apparently settled for a time, and the men still working in full view, Cunningham determined to inspect one of his specimens. Going to the nearest wall, he bent down and groped cautiously in the dust. He encountered a subject almost at once, and dragged a squirming black crab into the light. He found that if he held it upside down on one hand, none of its legs could get a purchase on anything; and he was able to examine the underparts in detail in spite of the wildly thrashing limbs.


    The jaws, now opening and closing futilely on a vacuum, were equipped with a set of crushers that suggested curious things about the plants on which it fed; they looked capable of flattening the metal finger of Cunningham’s spacesuit, and he kept his hand well out of their reach.


    He became curious as to the internal mechanism that permitted it to exist without air, and was faced with the problem of killing the thing without doing it too much mechanical damage. It was obviously able to survive a good many hours without the direct radiation of Deneb, which was the most obvious source of energy, although its body temperature was high enough to be causing the man some discomfort through the glove of his suit; so “drowning” in darkness was impractical. There might, however, be some part of its body on which a blow would either stun or kill it; and he looked around for a suitable weapon.


    There were several deep cracks in the stone at the cave mouth, caused presumably by thermal expansion and contraction; and with a little effort he was able to break loose a pointed, fairly heavy fragment. With this in his right hand, he laid the creature on its back on the ground, and hoped it had something corresponding to a solar plexus.


    It was too quick for him. The legs, which had been unable to reach his hand when it was in the center of the creature’s carapace, proved supple enough to get a purchase on the ground; and before he could strike, it was right side up and departing with a haste that put to shame its previous efforts to escape from the centipede.


    Cunningham shrugged, and dug out another specimen. This time he held it in his hand while he drove the point of his rock against its plastron. There was no apparent effect; he had not dared to strike too hard, for fear of crushing the shell. He struck several more times, with identical results and increasing impatience; and at last there occurred the result he had feared. The black armor gave way, and the point penetrated deeply enough to insure the damage of most of the interior organs. The legs gave a final twitch or two, and ceased moving, and Cunningham gave an exclamation of annoyance.


    On hope, he removed the broken bits of shell, and for a moment looked in surprise at the liquid which seemed to have filled the body cavities. It was silvery, even metallic in color; it might have been mercury, except that it wet the organs bathed in it and was probably at a temperature above the boiling point of that metal. Cunningham had just grasped this fact when he was violently bowled over, and the dead creature snatched from his grasp. He made a complete somersault, bringing up against the rear wall of the cave; and as he came upright he saw to his horror that the assailant was none other than the giant centipede.


    It was disposing with great thoroughness of his specimen, leaving at last only a few fragments of shell that had formed the extreme tips of the legs; and as the last of these fell to the ground, it raised the fore part of its body from the ground, as the man had seen it do before, and turned the invisible pin-points of its pupils on the spacesuited human figure.


    Cunningham drew a deep breath, and took a firm hold of his pointed rock, though he had little hope of overcoming the creature. The jaws he had just seen at work had seemed even more efficient that those of the plant-eater, and they were large enough to take in a human leg.


    For perhaps five seconds both beings faced each other without motion; then to the man’s inexpressible relief, the centipede reached the same conclusion to which its previous examination of humanity had led it, and departed in evident haste. This time it did not remain in sight, but was still moving rapidly when it reached the limit of Cunningham’s vision.


    The naturalist returned somewhat shakily to the cave mouth, seated himself where he could watch his ship, and began to ponder deeply. A number of points seemed interesting on first thought, and on further cerebration became positively fascinating. The centipede had not seen, or at least had not pursued, the plant-eater that had escaped from Cunningham and run from the cave. Looking back, he realized that the only times he had seen the creature attack were after “blood” had been already shed—twice by one of the carnivorous animals, the third time by Cunningham himself. It had apparently made no difference where the victims had been—two in full sunlight, one in the darkness of the cave. More proof, if any were needed, that the creatures could see in both grades of illumination. It was not strictly a carrion eater, however; Cunningham remembered that carnivore that had accompanied its victim into the centipede’s jaws. It was obviously capable of overcoming the man, but had twice retreated precipitately when it had excellent opportunities to attack him. What was it, then, that drew the creature to scenes of combat and bloodshed, but frightened it away from a man; that frightened, indeed, all of these creatures?


    On any planet that had a respectable atmosphere, Cunningham would have taken one answer for granted—scent. In his mind, however, organs of smell were associated with breathing apparatus, which these creatures obviously lacked.


    Don’t ask why he took so long. You may think that the terrific adaptability evidenced by those strange eyes would be clue enough; or perhaps you may be in a mood to excuse him. Columbus probably excused those of his friends who failed to solve the egg problem.


    Of course, he got it at last, and was properly annoyed with himself for taking so long about it. An eye, to us, is an organ for forming images of the source of such radiation as may fall on it; and a nose is a gadget that tells its owner of the presence of molecules. He needs his imagination to picture the source of the latter. But what would you call an organ that forms a picture of the source of smell? For that was just what those “eyes” did. In the nearly perfect vacuum of this little world’s surface, gases diffused at high speed—and their molecules traveled in practically straight lines. There was nothing wrong with the idea of a pinhole camera eye, whose retina was composed of olfactory nerve endings rather than the rods and cones of photosensitive organs.


    That seemed to account for everything. Of course the creatures were indifferent to the amount of light reflected from the object they examined. The glare of the open spaces under Deneb’s rays, and the relative blackness of a cave, were all one to them—provided something were diffusing molecules in the neighborhood. And what doesn’t? Every substance, solid or liquid, has its vapor pressure; under Deneb’s rays even some rather unlikely materials probably vaporized enough to affect the organs of these life forms—metals, particularly. The life fluid of the creatures was obviously metal—probably lead, tin, bismuth, or some similar metals, or still more probably, several of them in a mixture that carried the substances vital to the life of their body cells. Probably much of the makeup of those cells was in the form of colloidal metals.


    But that was the business of the biochemists. Cunningham amused himself for a time by imagining the analogy between smell and color which must exist here; light gases, such as oxygen and nitrogen, must be rare, and the tiny quantities that leaked from his suit would be absolutely new to the creatures that intercepted them. He must have affected their nervous systems the way fire did those of terrestrial wild animals. No wonder even the centipede had thought discretion the better part of valor!


    With his less essential problem solved for the nonce, Cunningham turned his attention to that of his own survival; and he had not pondered many moments when he realized that this, as well, might be solved. He began slowly to smile, as the discrete fragments of an idea began to sort themselves out and fit properly together in his mind—an idea that involved the vapor pressure of metallic blood, the leaking qualities of the utility suits worn by his erstwhile assistants, and the bloodthirstiness of his many-legged acquaintances of the day; and he had few doubts about any of those qualities. The plan became complete, to his satisfaction; and with a smile on his face, he settled himself to watch until sunset.


    Deneb had already crossed a considerable arc of the sky. Cunningham did not know just how long he had, as he lacked a watch, and it was soon borne in on him that time passes much more slowly when there is nothing to occupy it. As the afternoon drew on, he was forced away from the cave mouth; for the descending star was beginning to shine in. Just before sunset, he was crowded against one side; for Deneb’s fierce rays shone straight through the entrance and onto the opposite wall, leaving very little space not directly illuminated. Cunningham drew a sigh of relief for more reasons than one when the upper limb of the deadly luminary finally disappeared.


    His specimens had long since recovered from their fright, and left the cavern; he had not tried to stop them. Now, however, he emerged from the low entryway and went directly to the nearest dust dune, which was barely visible in the starlight. A few moments’ search was rewarded with one of the squirming plant-eaters, which he carried back into the shelter; then, illuminating the scene carefully with the small torch that was clipped to the waist of his suit, he made a fair-sized pile of dust, gouged a long groove in the top with his toe; with the aid of the same stone he had used before, he killed the plant-eater and poured its “blood” into the dust mold.


    The fluid was metallic, all right; it cooled quickly, and in two or three minutes Cunningham had a silvery rod about as thick as a pencil and five or six inches long. He had been a little worried about the centipede at first; but the creature was either not in line to “see” into the cave, or had dug in for the night like its victims.


    Cunningham took the rod, which was about as pliable as a strip of solder of the same dimensions, and, extinguishing the torch, made his way in a series of short, careful leaps to the stranded spaceship. There was no sign of the men, and they had taken their welding equipment inside with them—that is, if they had ever had it out; Cunningham had not been able to watch them for the last hour of daylight. The hull was still jacked up, however; and the naturalist eased himself under it and began to examine the damage once more using the torch. It was about as he had deduced from the conversation of the men; and with a smile, he took the little metal stick and went to work. He was busy for some time under the hull, and once he emerged, found another plant-eater, and went back underneath. After he had finished, he walked once around the ship, checking each of the air locks and finding them sealed, as he had expected.


    He showed neither surprise nor disappointment at this; and without further ceremony he made his way back to the cave, which he had a little trouble finding in the starlight. He made a large pile of the dust for insulation rather than bedding, lay down on it, and tried to sleep. He had very little success, as he might have expected.


    Night, in consequence, seemed unbearably long; and he almost regretted his star study of the previous darkness, for now he was able to see that sunrise was still distant, rather than bolster his morale with the hope that Deneb would be in the sky the next time he opened his eyes. The time finally came, however, when the hilltops across the valley leaped one by one into brilliance as the sunlight caught them; and Cunningham rose and stretched himself. He was stiff and cramped, for a spacesuit makes a poor sleeping costume even on a better bed than a stone floor.


    As the light reached the spaceship and turned it into a blazing silvery spindle, the air lock opened.


    Cunningham had been sure that the men were in a hurry to finish their task, and were probably awaiting the sun almost as eagerly as he in order to work efficiently; he had planned on this basis.


    Malmeson was the first to leap to the ground, judging by their conversation, which came clearly through Cunningham’s phones. He turned back, and his companion handed down to him the bulky diode welder and a stack of filler rods. Then both men made their way forward to the dent where they were to work. Apparently they failed to notice the bits of loose metal lying on the scene—perhaps they had done some filing themselves the day before. At any rate, there was no mention of it as Malmeson lay down and slid under the hull, and the other began handing equipment in to him.


    Plant-eaters were beginning to struggle out of their dust beds as the connections were completed, and the torch started to flame. Cunningham nodded in pleasure as he noted this; things could scarcely have been timed better had the men been consciously co-operating. He actually emerged from the cave, keeping in the shadow of the hillock, to increase his field of view; but for several minutes nothing but plant-eaters could be seen moving.


    He was beginning to fear that his invited guests were too distant to receive their call, when his eye caught a glimpse of a long, black body slipping silently over the dunes toward the ship. He smiled in satisfaction; and then his eyebrows suddenly rose as he saw a second snaky form following the tracks of the first.


    He looked quickly across his full field of view, and was rewarded by the sight of four more of the monsters—all heading at breakneck speed straight for the spaceship. The beacon he had lighted had reached more eyes than he had expected. He was sure that the men were armed, and had never intended that they actually be overcome by the creatures; he had counted on a temporary distraction that would let him reach the air lock unopposed.


    He stood up, and braced himself for the dash, as Malmeson’s helper saw the first of the charging centipedes and called the welder from his work. Malmeson barely had time to gain his feet when the first pair of attackers reached them; and at the same instant Cunningham emerged into the sunlight, putting every ounce of his strength into the leaps that were carrying him toward the only shelter that now existed for him.


    He could feel the ardor of Deneb’s rays the instant they struck him; and before he had covered a third of the distance the back of his suit was painfully hot. Things were hot for his ex-crew as well; fully ten of the black monsters had reacted to the burst of—to them—overpoweringly attractive odor—or gorgeous color?—that had resulted when Malmeson had turned his welder on the metal where Cunningham had applied the frozen blood of their natural prey; and more of the same substance was now vaporizing under Deneb’s influence as Malmeson, who had been lying in fragments of it, stood fighting off the attackers. He had a flame pistol, but it was slow to take effect on creatures whose very blood was molten metal; and his companion, wielding the diode unit on those who got too close, was no better off. They were practically swamped under wriggling bodies as they worked their way toward the air lock; and neither man saw Cunningham as, staggering even under the feeble gravity that was present, and fumbling with eye shield misted with sweat, he reached the same goal and disappeared within.


    Being a humane person, he left the outer door open; but he closed and dogged the inner one before proceeding with a more even step to the control room. Here he unhurriedly removed his spacesuit, stopping only to open the switch of the power socket that was feeding the diode unit as he heard the outer lock door close. The flame pistol would make no impression on the alloy of the hull, and he felt no qualms about the security of the inner door. The men were safe, from every point of view.


    With the welder removed from the list of active menaces, he finished removing his suit, turned to the medium transmitter, and coolly broadcast a call for help and his position in space. Then he turned on a radio transmitter, so that the rescuers could find him on the planet; and only then did he contact the prisoners on the small set that was tuned to the suit radios, and tell them what he had done.


    “I didn’t mean to do you any harm,” Malmeson’s voice came back. “I just wanted the ship. I know you paid us pretty good, but when I thought of the money that could be made on some of those worlds if we looked for something besides crazy animals and plants, I couldn’t help myself. You can let us out now; I swear we won’t try anything more—the ship won’t fly, and you say a Guard flyer is on the way. How about that?”


    “I’m sorry you don’t like my hobby,” said Cunningham. “I find it entertaining; and there have been times when it was even useful, though I won’t hurt your feelings by telling you about the last one. I think I shall feel happier if the two of you stay right there in the air lock; the rescue ship should be here before many hours, and you’re fools if you haven’t food and water in your suits.”


    “I guess you win, in that case,” said Malmeson.


    “I think so, too,” replied Cunningham, and switched off.


    * * * *
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    WORLD BUILDING, by Donald M. Hassler


    Some science fiction writers work like scientists. They are curious about how worlds are built. I remember listening to John Barth lecture on how often he used Scientific American to get ideas; and our sciences of astronomy, cosmography, solar physics, and the chemistry of heavy metals help since we know that planets come from the stars. The most recent issue of National Geographic (December 2010) includes a graphic report about our own substantial galaxy of stars “The Milky Way” where a massive black hole at the center churns out heavy metal elements that serve as the building blocks of planet systems around stars throughout the galaxy. Due to the physics of the balance in inertia, we image black holes now as both sucking in and spewing out matter. This is an explanation of the mechanism for the building of worlds that our science teaches.


    The Gateway series of novels by Frederik Pohl, beginning in 1977, personifies this world building mechanism at our galactic core and names it “the Heechee.” Robert L. Forward, who was a working physicist, also nicely personifies the operating principles of black holes in Dragon’s Egg (1980) and later books. Most science fiction, however, is not so scientifically accurate but chooses rather to push personification further to the edges and toward heroic myth. Such stories suggest ways in which human or near-human actors work to build their own worlds. Terraforming and, even, galaxy creation grip the imagination of storytellers and readers more firmly than scientific or cosmographic explanations for world building. Most of these stories or myths ultimately are, also, political. Many are more narrow even and prefer to get down to the specifics of world geography. But all involve sentient creatures as the engineers or makers of the variety of worlds.


    Hal Clement is the exception among writers of hard science fiction on world building, however; since he seems perfectly content to chart worlds or planets that are rich in difference from Earth. Mission of Gravity (1954) is his most memorable example of precise planet building with no attempt to assign any explanation of what forces made the thing. We can only assume that high-gravity and strangely-shaped Mesklin is just one possibility among many that has spun off from its galactic core. Other novels by Hal Clement chart the morphology of other varieties of planet. Most notable, I think, is Star Light (1971) in which Mesklinites under the direction of their human friends explore the gigantic object Dhrawn to determine if it should be classed as a planet or a star.


    During the same time that Hal Clement was writing about Mesklin and at about the time when the market for science fiction expanded to the “empire” of book publication, Isaac Asimov was expanding his “Foundation” stories (first book publication in 1951) by depicting the creation of the Galactic Empire. In place of what our science finds as the seminal black hole at the core of the Milky Way, Asimov places the over-populated and over-engineered planet Trantor at the center of the Galactic Empire. Similarly, Ursula Le Guin in The Left Hand of Darkness (1969) imagines future humans as the creators of the Ekumen of planets, an Empire, with the strange winter planet Gethen at the edges of the Empire as a sociologic experiment in gender politics. A year later, Larry Niven engineers the most ambitious world building in Ringworld (1970). In this creation, sentient builders do it all and engineer a world three million times the area of Earth with its habitable surfaces always facing the sun; and Niven imagines enough energy captured from this future sun to allow floating cities along his massive rim. It hardly seems that the mechanisms of the Milky Way are needed with such engineering capabilities.


    Our budding and explicit “political” science of ecology captured the imagination of Frank Herbert when he wrote Dune (1965) and all of its sequels, which are still carried on after his death by his family. The desert planet Arrakis populated with the near-magical and huge sandworms is continually being managed and transformed in this story by heroic Fremen and other human agents. In fact, the transforming or “terraforming” of worlds is a major topic for science fiction. The favorite target planet has been our own nearby neighbor Mars. Edgar Rice Burroughs did some of this work in his books beginning with A Princess of Mars (1917). The most recent inventive terraforming of Mars has been written by Kim Stanley Robinson in a wonderful series of books beginning with Red Mars (1993).


    Finally, several favorites of mine among worlds built entirely by their storytelling creators, with hardly any effort to conform to what our science tells us, are the planet Lithia in A Case of Conscience (1958) by James Blish, the planet Pandora in the recent movie Avatar, and the city world Dhalgren, huge enough nearly to be a planet, in the novel Dhalgren (1975) by Samuel R. Delany. The first two of these each includes a huge, near-Biblical Tree that dominates the world. But all three worlds demonstrate the moral, human-centered focus and intensity whereby created worlds become not only environment and scientific phenomena but also meaningful symbols in story. So even the hard-minded scientific thinker and quantifier with a slide rule Hal Clement might agree reluctantly that some of the world building is done by us humans in science fiction stories—once we have been spit out by the Milky Way.


    * * * *


    Donald M. Hassler has published two single-author studies in the Starmont series, one on Hal Clement (1982)and one on Isaac Asimov (1991). The latter won the Eaton Award for best SF criticism of the year. He published the monograph Comic Tones in Science Fiction (1982), and edited with his wife a set of letters by the fantasy writer Arthur Machen in 1993. In 1997 and again in 2008, he edited with Clyde Wilcox book-length collections of essays on politics and SF that were published by the University of South Carolina Press. From 1989 until 2007, he served as the prime editor of the journal Extrapolation. And he has held several offices over many years in the Science Fiction Research Association. In his early career, he wrote two books on the now nearly forgotten eighteenth-century poet and science writer Erasmus Darwin, who was the grandfather of Charles Darwin. Hassler himself has published many poems in journals and magazines. He teaches at Kent State University and is currently Chairman of the Faculty Senate there.

  


  
    AVRAM DAVIDSON


    (1923–1993)


    Some people are easier to laud from afar. Avram Davidson was an amazingly talented writer and translator but he could be a difficult person. His writing blended science fiction and mysticism in lyrical ways, but a trail of misunderstandings, disagreements, and hurt feelings sometimes seemed to define his career.


    Born in Yonkers, New York in an Orthodox Jewish family, Davidson was educated in public schools and after a brief time at NYU, left to join the Navy in 1942, where he served as a hospital corpsman with the Marines in the Pacific. (He had a special dispensation to keep his beard, because of his religious beliefs.) After his discharge, Davidson traveled throughout Europe, but returned to the U.S. by 1949.


    His first stories and essays were published in the Jewish press (still thriving in New York City at the time), such as Orthodox Jewish Life and Commentary. His first science fiction sale was “My Boyfriend’s Name is Jello” to F&SF in 1954. He won the Queen’s Award for “The Necessity of His Condition” in 1957, dramatically improving his literary reputation and financial condition. He continued to write in multiple genres, winning a Hugo the following year for “Or All the Seas with Oysters.”


    In the early 1960s, Davidson’s career seemed to be thriving. He married Grania Kaiman (now Grania Davis) in the home of Damon Knight, became editor of The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, and published his first novel, Joyleg (co-authored with Ward Moore). Things went sour after three years at F&SF, however. A move to Milford, Pennsylvania (where Damon Knight, James Blish, and other SF writers lived) ended in a dispute with the landlady; a move to Mexico ended his marriage when Grania Davis moved back to the U.S. leaving their son behind.


    Davidson continued to write quirky, beautiful books in a variety of genres, or sometimes in no genre, somewhat to the frustration of his publishers. He continued to travel as well, to British Honduras and then to Japan in 1970 when he became interested in Tenriko, a form of Shinto to which he eventually converted, and decided to learn Japanese. After a dispute with his publisher, Doubleday, in 1987, Davidson was mostly published in the small press rather than by major publishers. Despite all the disputes, he was widely respected for his writing, winning a Hugo, two World Fantasy Awards (one for lifetime achievement) and an Edgar Allan Poe Award from the Mystery Writers of America.


    Davidson died in 1993 after years of poor health. Many of the difficulties involved in publishing his works ended with his death, and many of his best stories were republished. Grania Davis continues to occasionally edit and publish his works.

  


  
    OR ALL THE SEAS WITH OYSTERS, by Avram Davidson


    First published in Galaxy Science Fiction, May 1958


    When the man came in to the F & O Bike Shop, Oscar greeted him with a hearty “Hi, there!” Then, as he looked closer at the middle-aged visitor with the eyeglasses and business suit, his forehead creased and he began to snap his thick fingers.


    “Oh, say, I know you,” he muttered. “Mr.—um—name’s on the tip of my tongue, doggone it…” Oscar was a barrel-chested fellow. He had orange hair.


    “Why, sure you do,” the man said. There was a Lion’s emblem in his lapel. “Remember, you sold me a girl’s bicycle with gears, for my daughter? We got to talking about that red French racing bike your partner was working on—”


    Oscar slapped his big hand down on the cash register. He raised his head and rolled his eyes up. “Mr. Whatney!” Mr. Whatney beamed. “Oh, sure. Gee, how could I forget? And we went across the street afterward and had a couple a beers. Well, how you been, Mr. Whatney? I guess the bike—it was an English model, wasn’t it? Yeah. It must of given satisfaction or you would of been back, huh?”


    Mr. Whatney said the bicycle was fine, just fine. Then he said, “I understand there’s been a change, though. You’re all by yourself now. Your partner…”


    Oscar looked down, pushed his lower lip out, nodded. “You heard, huh? Ee-up. I’m all by myself now. Over three months now.”


    * * * *


    The partnership had come to an end three months ago, but it had been faltering long before then. Ferd liked books, long-playing records and high-level conversation. Oscar liked beer, bowling and women. Any women.


    Any time.


    The shop was located near the park; it did a big trade in renting bicycles to picnickers. If a woman was barely old enough to be called a woman, and not quite old enough to be called an old woman, or if she was anywhere in between, and if she was alone, Oscar would ask, “How does that machine feel to you? All right?”


    “Why…I guess so.”


    Taking another bicycle, Oscar would say, ‘Well, I’ll just ride along a little bit with you, to make sure. Be right back, Ferd.” Ferd always nodded gloomily. He knew that Oscar would not be right back. Later, Oscar would say, “Hope you made out in the shop as good as I did in the park.”


    “Leaving me all alone here all that time,” Ferd grumbled.


    And Oscar usually flared up. “Okay, then, next time you go and leave me stay here. See if I begrudge you a little fun.” But he knew, of course, that Ferd—tall, thin, pop-eyed Ferd—would never go. “Do you good,” Oscar said, slapping his sternum. “Put hair on your chest.”


    Ferd muttered that he had all the hair on his chest that he needed. He would glance down covertly at his lower arms; they were thick with long black hair, though his upper arms were slick and white. It was already like that when he was in high school, and some of the others would laugh at him—call him “Ferdie the Birdie.” They knew it bothered him, but they did it anyway. How was it possible—he wondered then; he still did now—for people deliberately to hurt someone else who hadn’t hurt them? How was it possible?


    He worried over other things. All the time.


    “The Communists—” He shook his head over the newspaper. Oscar offered an advice about the Communists in two short words. Or it might be capital punishment. “Oh, what a terrible thing if an innocent man was to be executed,” Ferd moaned. Oscar said that was the guy’s tough luck.


    “Hand me that tire-iron,” Oscar said.


    And Ferd worried even about other people’s minor concerns. Like the time the couple came in with the tandem and the baby-basket on it. Free air was all they took; then the woman decided to change the diaper and one of the safety pins broke.


    “Why are there never any safety pins?” the woman fretted, rummaging here and rummaging there. “There are never any safety pins.”


    Ferd made sympathetic noises, went to see if he had any; but, though he was sure there’d been some in the office, he couldn’t find them. So they drove off with one side of the diaper tied in a clumsy knot.


    At lunch, Ferd said it was too bad about the safety pins. Oscar dug his teeth into a sandwich, tugged, tore, chewed, swallowed. Ferd liked to experiment with sandwich spreads—the one he liked most was cream-cheese, olives, anchovy and avocado, mashed up with a little mayonnaise—but Oscar always had the same pink luncheon-meat.


    “It must be difficult with a baby.” Ferd nibbled. “Not just traveling, but raising it.”


    Oscar said, “Jeez, there’s drugstores in every block, and if you can’t read, you can at least reckernize them.”


    “Drugstores? Oh, to buy safety pins, you mean.”


    “Yeah. Safety pins.”


    “But…you know…it’s true…there’s never any safety pins when you look.”


    Oscar uncapped his beer, rinsed the first mouthful around. “Aha! Always plenny of clothes hangers, though. Throw ’em out every month, next month same closet’s full of ’m again. Now whatcha wanna do in your spare time, you invent a device which it’ll make safety pins outa clothes hangers.”


    Ferd nodded abstractedly. “But in my spare time I’m working on the French racer…” It was a beautiful machine, light, low-slung, swift, red and shining. You felt like a bird when you rode it. But, good as it was, Ferd knew he could make it better. He showed it to everybody who came in the place until his interest slackened.


    Nature was his latest hobby, or, rather, reading about Nature. Some kids had wandered by from the park one day with tin cans in which they had put salamanders and toads, and they proudly showed them to Ferd. After that, the work on the red racer slowed down and he spent his spare time on natural history books.


    “Mimicry!” he cried to Oscar. “A wonderful thing!”


    Oscar looked up interestedly from the bowling scores in the paper. “I seen Edie Adams on TV the other night, doing her imitation of Marilyn Monroe. Boy, oh, boy.”


    Ferd was irritated, shook his head. “Not that kind of mimicry. I mean how insects and arachnids will mimic the shapes of leaves and twigs and so on, to escape being eaten by birds or other insects and arachnids.”


    A scowl of disbelief passed over Oscar’s heavy face. “You mean they change their shapes? What you giving me?”


    “Oh, it’s true. Sometimes the mimicry is for aggressive purposes, though—like a South African turtle that looks like a rock and so the fish swim up to it and then it catches them. Or that spider in Sumatra. When it lies on its back, it looks like a bird dropping. Catches butterflies that way.”


    * * * *


    Oscar laughed, a disgusted and incredulous noise. It died away as he turned back to the bowling scores. One hand groped at his pocket, came away, scratched absently at the orange thicket under the shirt, then went patting his hip pocket.


    “Where’s that pencil?” he muttered, got up, stomped into the office, pulled open drawers. His loud cry of “Hey!” brought Ferd into the tiny room.


    “What’s the matter?” Ferd asked.


    Oscar pointed to a drawer. “Remember that time you claimed there were no safety pins here? Look—whole gahdamn drawer is full of ’em.” Ferd stared, scratched his head, said feebly that he was certain he’d looked there before…


    A contralto voice from outside asked, “Anybody here?” Oscar at once forgot the desk and its contents, called, “Be right with you,” and was gone. Ferd followed him slowly.


    There was a young woman in the shop, a rather massively built young woman, with muscular calves and a deep chest. She was pointing out the seat of her bicycle to Oscar, who was saying “Uh-huh” and looking more at her than at anything else. “It’s just a little too far forward (“Uh-huh”), as you can see. A wrench is all I need (“Uh-huh”). It was silly of me to forget my tools.”


    Oscar repeated, “Uh-huh” automatically, then snapped to. “Fix it in a jiffy,” he said, and—despite her insistence that she could do it herself—he did fix it. Though not quite in a jiffy. He refused money. He prolonged the conversation as long as he could.


    “Well, thank you,” the young woman said. “And now I’ve got to go.”


    “That machine feel all right to you now?”


    “Perfectly. Thanks—”


    “Tell you what, I’ll just ride along with you a little bit, just—” Pear-shaped notes of laughter lifted the young woman’s bosom. “Oh, you couldn’t keep up with me! My machine is a racer!”


    The moment he saw Oscar’s eye flit to the corner, Ferd knew what he had in mind. He stepped forward. His cry of “No” was drowned out by his partner’s loud, “Well, I guess this racer here can keep up with yours!”


    The young woman giggled richly, said, well, they would see about that, and was off. Oscar, ignoring Ferd’s outstretched hand, jumped on the French bike and was gone. Ferd stood in the doorway, watching the two figures, hunched over their handlebars, vanish down the road into the park. He went slowly back inside.


    * * * *


    It was almost evening before Oscar returned, sweaty but smiling. Smiling broadly. “Hey, what a babe!” he cried. He wagged his head, he whistled, he made gestures, noises like escaping steam. “Boy, oh, boy, what an afternoon!”


    “Give me the bike,” Ferd demanded.


    Oscar said, yeah, sure; turned it over to him and went to wash. Ferd looked at the machine. The red enamel was covered with dust; there was mud spattered and dirt and bits of dried grass. It seemed soiled—degraded. He had felt like a swift bird when he rode it…


    Oscar came out wet and beaming. He gave a cry of dismay, ran over.


    “Stand away,” said Ferd, gesturing with the knife. He slashed the tires, the seat and seat cover, again and again.


    “You crazy?” Oscar yelled. “You outa your mind? Ferd, no, don’t, Ferd—”


    Ferd cut the spokes, bent them, twisted them. He took the heaviest hammer and pounded the frame into shapelessness, and then he kept on pounding till his breath was gasping.


    “You’re not only crazy,” Oscar said bitterly, “you’re rotten jealous. You can go to hell.” He stomped away.


    Ferd, feeling sick and stiff, locked up, went slowly home. He had no taste for reading, turned out the light and fell into bed, where he lay awake for hours, listening to the rustling noises of the night and thinking hot, twisted thoughts.


    They didn’t speak to each other for days after that, except for the necessities of the work. The wreckage of the French racer lay behind the shop. For about two weeks, neither wanted to go out back where he’d have to see it.


    One morning Ferd arrived to be greeted by his partner, who began to shake his head in astonishment even before he started speaking. “How did you do it, how did you do it, Ferd? Jeez, what a beautiful job—I gotta hand it to you—no more hard feelings, huh, Ferd?”


    Ferd took his hand. “Sure, sure. But what are you talking about?”


    Oscar led him out back. There was the red racer, all in one piece, not a mark or scratch on it, its enamel bright as ever. Ferd gaped. He squatted down and examined it. It was his machine. Every change, every improvement he had made, was there.


    He straightened up slowly. “Regeneration…”


    “Huh? What say?” Oscar asked. Then, “Hey, kiddo, you’re all white. Whad you do, stay up all night and didn’t get no sleep? Come on in and siddown. But I still don’t see how you done it.”


    Inside, Ferd sat down. He wet his lips. He said, “Oscar—listen—”


    “Yeah?”


    “Oscar. You know what regeneration is? No? Listen. Some kinds of lizards, you grab them by the tail, the tail breaks off and they grow a new one. If a lobster loses a claw, it regenerates another one. Some kinds of worms—and hydras and starfish—you cut them into pieces, each piece will grow back the missing parts. Salamanders can regenerate lost hands, and frogs can grow legs back.”


    “No kidding, Ferd. But, uh, I mean: Nature. Very interesting. But to get back to the bike now—how’d you manage to fix it so good?”


    “I never touched it. It regenerated. Like a newt. Or a lobster.”


    Oscar considered this. He lowered his head, looked up at Ferd from under his eyebrows. “Well, now, Ferd…Look…How come all broke bikes don’t do that?”


    “This isn’t an ordinary bike. I mean it isn’t a real bike.” Catching Oscar’s look, he shouted, “Well, it’s true!”


    The shout changed Oscar’s attitude from bafflement to incredulity. He got up. “So for the sake of argument, let’s say all that stuff about the bugs and the eels or whatever the hell you were talking about is true. But they’re alive. A bike ain’t.” He looked down triumphantly.


    Ferd shook his leg from side to side, looked at it. “A crystal isn’t, either, but a broken crystal can regenerate itself if the conditions are right. Oscar, go see if the safety pins are still in the desk. Please, Oscar?”


    He listened as Oscar, muttering, pulled the desk drawers out, rummaged in them, slammed them shut, tramped back.


    “Naa,” he said. “All gone. Like that lady said that time, and you said, there never are any safety pins when you want ’em. They disap—Ferd? What’re—”


    Ferd jerked open the closet door, jumped back as a shoal of clothes hangers clattered out.


    “And like you say,” Ferd said with a twist of his mouth, “on the other hand, there are always plenty of clothes hangers. There weren’t any here before.”


    Oscar shrugged. “I don’t see what you’re getting at. But anybody could of got in here and took the pins and left the hangers. I could of—but I didn’t. Or you could of. Maybe—” He narrowed his eyes. “Maybe you walked in your sleep and done it. You better see a doctor. Jeez, you look rotten.”


    Ferd went back and sat down, put his head in his hands. “I feel rotten. I’m scared, Oscar. Scared of what?” He breathed noisily. “I’ll tell you. Like I explained before, about how things that live in the wild places, they mimic other things there. Twigs, leaves…toads that look like rocks. Well, suppose there are … things…that live in people places. Cities. Houses. These things could imitate—well, other kinds of things you find in people places—”


    “People places, for crise sake!”


    “Maybe they’re a different kind of life-form. Maybe they get their nourishment out of the elements in the air. You know what safety pins are—these other kinds of them? Oscar, the safety pins are the pupa-forms and then they, like, hatch. Into the larval-forms. Which look just like coat hangers. They feel like them, even, but they’re not. Oscar, they’re not, not really, not really, not…”


    He began to cry into his hands. Oscar looked at him. He shook his head.


    After a minute, Ferd controlled himself somewhat. He snuffled. “All these bicycles the cops find, and they hold them waiting for owners to show up, and then we buy them at the sale because no owners show up because there aren’t any, and the same with the ones the kids are always trying to sell us, and they say they just found them, and they really did because they were never made in a factory. They grew. They grow. You smash them and throw them away, they regenerate.”


    Oscar turned to someone who wasn’t there and waggled his head. “Hoo, boy,” he said. Then, to Ferd: “You mean one day there’s a safety pin and the next day instead there’s a coat hanger?”


    * * * *


    Ferd said, “One day there’s a cocoon; the next day there’s a moth. One day there’s an egg; the next day there’s a chicken. But with…these it doesn’t happen in the open daytime where you can see it. But at night, Oscar—at night you can hear it happening. All the little noises in the nighttime, Oscar—”


    Oscar said, “Then how come we ain’t up to our belly-button in bikes? If I had a bike for every coat hanger—”


    But Ferd had considered that, too. If every codfish egg, he explained, or every oyster spawn grew to maturity, a man could walk across the ocean on the backs of all the codfish or oysters there’d be. So many died, so many were eaten by predatory creatures, that Nature had to produce a maximum in order to allow a minimum to arrive at maturity. And Oscar’s question was: then who, uh, eats the, uh, coat hangers?


    Ferd’s eyes focused through wall, buildings, park, more buildings, to the horizon. “You got to get the picture. I’m not talking about real pins or hangers. I got a name for the others—‘false friends,’ I call them. In high school French, we had to watch out for French words that looked like English words, but really were different. ‘Faux amis,’ they call them. False friends. Pseudo-pins. Pseudo-hangers…Who eats them? I don’t know for sure. Pseudo-vacuum cleaners, maybe?”


    His partner, with a loud groan, slapped his hands against his thighs. He said, “Ferd, Ferd, for crise sake. You know what’s the trouble with you? You talk about oysters, but you forgot what they’re good for. You forgot there’s two kinds of people in the world. Close up them books, them bug books and French books. Get out, mingle, meet people. Soak up some brew. You know what? The next time Norma—that’s this broad’s name with the racing bike—the next time she comes here, you take the red racer and you go out in the woods with her. I won’t mind. And I don’t think she will, either. Not too much.”


    But Ferd said no. “I never want to touch the red racer again. I’m afraid of it.”


    At this, Oscar pulled him to his feet, dragged him protestingly out to the back and forced him to get on the French machine. “Only way to conquer your fear of it!”


    Ferd started off, white-faced, wobbling. And in a moment was on the ground, rolling and thrashing, screaming.


    Oscar pulled him away from the machine.


    “It threw me!” Ferd yelled. “It tried to kill me! Look—blood!”


    His partner said it was a bump that threw him—it was his own fear. The blood? A broken spoke. Grazed his cheek. And he insisted Ferd get on the bicycle again, to conquer his fear.


    But Ferd had grown hysterical. He shouted that no man was safe—that mankind had to be warned. It took Oscar a long time to pacify him and to get him to go home and into bed.


    * * * *


    He didn’t tell all this to Mr. Whatney, of course. He merely said that his partner had gotten fed up with the bicycle business.


    “It don’t pay to worry and try to change the world,” he pointed out. “I always say take things the way they are. If you can’t lick ’em, join ’em.”


    Mr. Whatney said that was his philosophy, exactly. He asked how things were, since.


    “Well…not too bad. I’m engaged, you know. Name’s Norma. Crazy about bicycles. Everything considered, things aren’t bad at all. More work, yes, but I can do things all my own way, so…”


    Mr. Whatney nodded. He glanced around the shop. “I see they’re still making drop-frame bikes,” he said, “though, with so many women wearing slacks, I wonder they bother.”


    Oscar said, “Well, I dunno. I kinda like it that way. Ever stop to think that bicycles are like people? I mean, of all the machines in the world, only bikes come male and female.”


    Mr. Whatney gave a little giggle, said that was right, he had never thought of it like that before. Then Oscar asked if Mr. Whatney had anything in particular in mind—not that he wasn’t always welcome.


    “Well, I wanted to look over what you’ve got. My boy’s birthday is coming up—”


    Oscar nodded sagely. “Now here’s a job,” he said, “which you can’t get it in any other place but here. Specialty of the house. Combines the best features of the French racer and the American standard, but it’s made right here, and it comes in three models—Junior, Intermediate and Regular. Beautiful, ain’t it?”


    Mr. Whatney observed that, say, that might be just the ticket. “By the way,” he asked, “what’s become of the French racer, the red one, used to be here?”


    Oscar’s face twitched. Then it grew bland and innocent and he leaned over and nudged his customer. “Oh, that one. Old Frenchy? Why, I put him out to stud!”


    And they laughed and they laughed, and after they told a few more stories they concluded the sale, and they had a few beers and they laughed some more. And then they said what a shame it was about poor Ferd, poor old Ferd, who had been found in his own closet with an unraveled coat hanger coiled tightly around his neck.


    * * * *
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    PHILIP K. DICK


    (1928–1982)


    A troubled but extraordinarily talented writer, Dick was relatively successful during his lifetime (in that he was able to eke out a living from writing, with some financial help from more successful writers such as Robert Heinlein) but has become a much bigger name since his death, based on both academic recognition and the many films that have since been made from his work.


    Dick suffered frequent displacements as a child. His twin sister died when he was six weeks old, his parents moved from Chicago to California when he was one, divorced when he was six (resulting in a move to Washington, DC), and then he moved back to Berkeley as an adolescent. He was diagnosed with schizophrenia as a teen (although his symptoms may have been caused by vertigo). He briefly attended the University of Berkeley in 1949, but dropped out.


    He found work in a record store, and turned to writing. Several mainstream novels went nowhere, but in science fiction he found an outlet for his distinctive voice. After selling his first story to Planet Stories (Dick was twenty-two) he wrote at an astonishing rate. In July of 1953 alone, he had seven stories published. His first novel, Solar Lottery, came out in 1955, and he wrote about two books a year for the next fifteen years, along with dozens of stories. In 1962 he won a Hugo for The Man in the High Castle, a stunning alternate history where the Axis Powers won World War II and the U.S. is an occupied country.


    In 1974, while recovering from a wisdom tooth extraction, Dick began to have visions, which persisted for two months, including a beam of pink light transmitting information into his consciousness. As with other areas of his already-shaky mental state, Dick channeled the experience and his struggles with it into his writing, in this case the Valis trilogy (1981).


    Dick died in 1982 from recurrent strokes and heart failure. The movie Blade Runner (based on his 1968 novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?) was released about four months after his death.


    No Philip K. Dick story can ever really be called typical, but “The Defenders” manages to fit in nearly all of the things that make Dick so maddeningly readable: paranoia and things that aren’t what they seem, robots who may be more human than the human characters, nuclear wastelands, and a frustrating ending.

  


  
    THE DEFENDERS, by Philip K. Dick


    First published in Galaxy Science Fiction, January 1953


    Taylor sat back in his chair reading the morning newspaper. The warm kitchen and the smell of coffee blended with the comfort of not having to go to work. This was his Rest Period, the first for a long time, and he was glad of it. He folded the second section back, sighing with contentment.


    “What is it?” Mary said, from the stove.


    “They pasted Moscow again last night.” Taylor nodded his head in approval. “Gave it a real pounding. One of those R-H bombs. It’s about time.”


    He nodded again, feeling the full comfort of the kitchen, the presence of his plump, attractive wife, the breakfast dishes and coffee. This was relaxation. And the war news was good, good and satisfying. He could feel a justifiable glow at the news, a sense of pride and personal accomplishment. After all, he was an integral part of the war program, not just another factory worker lugging a cart of scrap, but a technician, one of those who designed and planned the nerve-trunk of the war.


    “It says they have the new subs almost perfected. Wait until they get those going.” He smacked his lips with anticipation. “When they start shelling from underwater, the Soviets are sure going to be surprised.”


    “They’re doing a wonderful job,” Mary agreed vaguely. “Do you know what we saw today? Our team is getting a leady to show to the school children. I saw the leady, but only for a moment. It’s good for the children to see what their contributions are going for, don’t you think?”


    She looked around at him.


    “A leady,” Taylor murmured. He put the newspaper slowly down. “Well, make sure it’s decontaminated properly. We don’t want to take any chances.”


    “Oh, they always bathe them when they’re brought down from the surface,” Mary said. “They wouldn’t think of letting them down without the bath. Would they?” She hesitated, thinking back. “Don, you know, it makes me remember—”


    He nodded. “I know.”


    * * * *


    He knew what she was thinking. Once in the very first weeks of the war, before everyone had been evacuated from the surface, they had seen a hospital train discharging the wounded, people who had been showered with sleet. He remembered the way they had looked, the expression on their faces, or as much of their faces as was left. It had not been a pleasant sight.


    There had been a lot of that at first, in the early days before the transfer to undersurface was complete. There had been a lot, and it hadn’t been very difficult to come across it.


    Taylor looked up at his wife. She was thinking too much about it, the last few months. They all were.


    “Forget it,” he said. “It’s all in the past. There isn’t anybody up there now but the leadys, and they don’t mind.”


    “But just the same, I hope they’re careful when they let one of them down here. If one were still hot—”


    He laughed, pushing himself away from the table. “Forget it. This is a wonderful moment; I’ll be home for the next two shifts. Nothing to do but sit around and take things easy. Maybe we can take in a show. Okay?”


    “A show? Do we have to? I don’t like to look at all the destruction, the ruins. Sometimes I see some place I remember, like San Francisco. They showed a shot of San Francisco, the bridge broken and fallen in the water, and I got upset. I don’t like to watch.”


    “But don’t you want to know what’s going on? No human beings are getting hurt, you know.”


    “But it’s so awful!” Her face was set and strained. “Please, no, Don.”


    Don Taylor picked up his newspaper sullenly. “All right, but there isn’t a hell of a lot else to do. And don’t forget, their cities are getting it even worse.”


    She nodded. Taylor turned the rough, thin sheets of newspaper. His good mood had soured on him. Why did she have to fret all the time? They were pretty well off, as things went. You couldn’t expect to have everything perfect, living undersurface, with an artificial sun and artificial food. Naturally it was a strain, not seeing the sky or being able to go any place or see anything other than metal walls, great roaring factories, the plant-yards, barracks. But it was better than being on surface. And some day it would end and they could return. Nobody wanted to live this way, but it was necessary.


    He turned the page angrily and the poor paper ripped. Damn it, the paper was getting worse quality all the time, bad print, yellow tint—


    Well, they needed everything for the war program. He ought to know that. Wasn’t he one of the planners?


    He excused himself and went into the other room. The bed was still unmade. They had better get it in shape before the seventh hour inspection. There was a one unit fine—


    The vidphone rang. He halted. Who would it be? He went over and clicked it on.


    “Taylor?” the face said, forming into place. It was an old face, gray and grim. “This is Moss. I’m sorry to bother you during Rest Period, but this thing has come up.” He rattled papers. “I want you to hurry over here.”


    Taylor stiffened. “What is it? There’s no chance it could wait?” The calm gray eyes were studying him, expressionless, unjudging. “If you want me to come down to the lab,” Taylor grumbled, “I suppose I can. I’ll get my uniform—”


    “No. Come as you are. And not to the lab. Meet me at second stage as soon as possible. It’ll take you about a half hour, using the fast car up. I’ll see you there.”


    The picture broke and Moss disappeared.


    * * * *


    “What was it?” Mary said, at the door.


    “Moss. He wants me for something.”


    “I knew this would happen.”


    “Well, you didn’t want to do anything, anyhow. What does it matter?” His voice was bitter. “It’s all the same, every day. I’ll bring you back something. I’m going up to second stage. Maybe I’ll be close enough to the surface to—”


    “Don’t! Don’t bring me anything! Not from the surface!”


    “All right, I won’t. But of all the irrational nonsense—”


    She watched him put on his boots without answering.


    * * * *


    Moss nodded and Taylor fell in step with him, as the older man strode along. A series of loads were going up to the surface, blind cars clanking like ore-trucks up the ramp, disappearing through the stage trap above them. Taylor watched the cars, heavy with tubular machinery of some sort, weapons new to him. Workers were everywhere, in the dark gray uniforms of the labor corps, loading, lifting, shouting back and forth. The stage was deafening with noise.


    “We’ll go up a way,” Moss said, “where we can talk. This is no place to give you details.”


    They took an escalator up. The commercial lift fell behind them, and with it most of the crashing and booming. Soon they emerged on an observation platform, suspended on the side of the Tube, the vast tunnel leading to the surface, not more than half a mile above them now.


    “My God!” Taylor said, looking down the Tube involuntarily. “It’s a long way down.”


    Moss laughed. “Don’t look.”


    They opened a door and entered an office. Behind the desk, an officer was sitting, an officer of Internal Security. He looked up.


    “I’ll be right with you, Moss.” He gazed at Taylor studying him. “You’re a little ahead of time.”


    “This is Commander Franks,” Moss said to Taylor. “He was the first to make the discovery. I was notified last night.” He tapped a parcel he carried. “I was let in because of this.”


    Franks frowned at him and stood up. “We’re going up to first stage. We can discuss it there.”


    “First stage?” Taylor repeated nervously. The three of them went down a side passage to a small lift. “I’ve never been up there. Is it all right? It’s not radioactive, is it?”


    “You’re like everyone else,” Franks said. “Old women afraid of burglars. No radiation leaks down to first stage. There’s lead and rock, and what comes down the Tube is bathed.”


    “What’s the nature of the problem?” Taylor asked. “I’d like to know something about it.”


    “In a moment.”


    They entered the lift and ascended. When they stepped out, they were in a hall of soldiers, weapons and uniforms everywhere. Taylor blinked in surprise. So this was first stage, the closest undersurface level to the top! After this stage there was only rock, lead and rock, and the great tubes leading up like the burrows of earthworms. Lead and rock, and above that, where the tubes opened, the great expanse that no living being had seen for eight years, the vast, endless ruin that had once been Man’s home, the place where he had lived, eight years ago.


    Now the surface was a lethal desert of slag and rolling clouds. Endless clouds drifted back and forth, blotting out the red Sun. Occasionally something metallic stirred, moving through the remains of a city, threading its way across the tortured terrain of the countryside. A leady, a surface robot, immune to radiation, constructed with feverish haste in the last months before the cold war became literally hot.


    Leadys, crawling along the ground, moving over the oceans or through the skies in slender, blackened craft, creatures that could exist where no life could remain, metal and plastic figures that waged a war Man had conceived, but which he could not fight himself. Human beings had invented war, invented and manufactured the weapons, even invented the players, the fighters, the actors of the war. But they themselves could not venture forth, could not wage it themselves. In all the world—in Russia, in Europe, America, Africa—no living human being remained. They were under the surface, in the deep shelters that had been carefully planned and built, even as the first bombs began to fall.


    It was a brilliant idea and the only idea that could have worked. Up above, on the ruined, blasted surface of what had once been a living planet, the leady crawled and scurried, and fought Man’s war. And undersurface, in the depths of the planet, human beings toiled endlessly to produce the weapons to continue the fight, month by month, year by year.


    * * * *


    “First stage,” Taylor said. A strange ache went through him. “Almost to the surface.”


    “But not quite,” Moss said.


    Franks led them through the soldiers, over to one side, near the lip of the Tube.


    “In a few minutes, a lift will bring something down to us from the surface,” he explained. “You see, Taylor, every once in a while Security examines and interrogates a surface leady, one that has been above for a time, to find out certain things. A vidcall is sent up and contact is made with a field headquarters. We need this direct interview; we can’t depend on vidscreen contact alone. The leadys are doing a good job, but we want to make certain that everything is going the way we want it.”


    Franks faced Taylor and Moss and continued: “The lift will bring down a leady from the surface, one of the A-class leadys. There’s an examination chamber in the next room, with a lead wall in the center, so the interviewing officers won’t be exposed to radiation. We find this easier than bathing the leady. It is going right back up; it has a job to get back to.


    “Two days ago, an A-class leady was brought down and interrogated. I conducted the session myself. We were interested in a new weapon the Soviets have been using, an automatic mine that pursues anything that moves. Military had sent instructions up that the mine be observed and reported in detail.


    “This A-class leady was brought down with information. We learned a few facts from it, obtained the usual roll of film and reports, and then sent it back up. It was going out of the chamber, back to the lift, when a curious thing happened. At the time, I thought—”


    Franks broke off. A red light was flashing.


    “That down lift is coming.” He nodded to some soldiers. “Let’s enter the chamber. The leady will be along in a moment.”


    “An A-class leady,” Taylor said. “I’ve seen them on the showscreens, making their reports.”


    “It’s quite an experience,” Moss said. “They’re almost human.”


    * * * *


    They entered the chamber and seated themselves behind the lead wall. After a time, a signal was flashed, and Franks made a motion with his hands.


    The door beyond the wall opened. Taylor peered through his view slot. He saw something advancing slowly, a slender metallic figure moving on a tread, its arm grips at rest by its sides. The figure halted and scanned the lead wall. It stood, waiting.


    “We are interested in learning something,” Franks said. “Before I question you, do you have anything to report on surface conditions?”


    “No. The war continues.” The leady’s voice was automatic and toneless. “We are a little short of fast pursuit craft, the single-seat type. We could use also some—”


    “That has all been noted. What I want to ask you is this. Our contact with you has been through vidscreen only. We must rely on indirect evidence, since none of us goes above. We can only infer what is going on. We never see anything ourselves. We have to take it all secondhand. Some top leaders are beginning to think there’s too much room for error.”


    “Error?” the leady asked. “In what way? Our reports are checked carefully before they’re sent down. We maintain constant contact with you; everything of value is reported. Any new weapons which the enemy is seen to employ—”


    “I realize that,” Franks grunted behind his peep slot. “But perhaps we should see it all for ourselves. Is it possible that there might be a large enough radiation-free area for a human party to ascend to the surface? If a few of us were to come up in lead-lined suits, would we be able to survive long enough to observe conditions and watch things?”


    The machine hesitated before answering. “I doubt it. You can check air samples, of course, and decide for yourselves. But in the eight years since you left, things have continually worsened. You cannot have any real idea of conditions up there. It has become difficult for any moving object to survive for long. There are many kinds of projectiles sensitive to movement. The new mine not only reacts to motion, but continues to pursue the object indefinitely, until it finally reaches it. And the radiation is everywhere.”


    “I see.” Franks turned to Moss, his eyes narrowed oddly. “Well, that was what I wanted to know. You may go.”


    The machine moved back toward its exit. It paused. “Each month the amount of lethal particles in the atmosphere increases. The tempo of the war is gradually—”


    “I understand.” Franks rose. He held out his hand and Moss passed him the package. “One thing before you leave. I want you to examine a new type of metal shield material. I’ll pass you a sample with the tong.”


    Franks put the package in the toothed grip and revolved the tong so that he held the other end. The package swung down to the leady, which took it. They watched it unwrap the package and take the metal plate in its hands. The leady turned the metal over and over.


    Suddenly it became rigid.


    “All right,” Franks said.


    He put his shoulder against the wall and a section slid aside. Taylor gasped—Franks and Moss were hurrying up to the leady!


    “Good God!” Taylor said. “But it’s radioactive!”


    * * * *


    The leady stood unmoving, still holding the metal. Soldiers appeared in the chamber. They surrounded the leady and ran a counter across it carefully.


    “Okay, sir,” one of them said to Franks. “It’s as cold as a long winter evening.”


    “Good. I was sure, but I didn’t want to take any chances.”


    “You see,” Moss said to Taylor, “this leady isn’t hot at all. Yet it came directly from the surface, without even being bathed.”


    “But what does it mean?” Taylor asked blankly.


    “It may be an accident,” Franks said. “There’s always the possibility that a given object might escape being exposed above. But this is the second time it’s happened that we know of. There may be others.”


    “The second time?”


    “The previous interview was when we noticed it. The leady was not hot. It was cold, too, like this one.”


    Moss took back the metal plate from the leady’s hands. He pressed the surface carefully and returned it to the stiff, unprotesting fingers.


    “We shorted it out with this, so we could get close enough for a thorough check. It’ll come back on in a second now. We had better get behind the wall again.”


    They walked back and the lead wall swung closed behind them. The soldiers left the chamber.


    “Two periods from now,” Franks said softly, “an initial investigating party will be ready to go surface-side. We’re going up the Tube in suits, up to the top—the first human party to leave undersurface in eight years.”


    “It may mean nothing,” Moss said, “but I doubt it. Something’s going on, something strange. The leady told us no life could exist above without being roasted. The story doesn’t fit.”


    Taylor nodded. He stared through the peep slot at the immobile metal figure. Already the leady was beginning to stir. It was bent in several places, dented and twisted, and its finish was blackened and charred. It was a leady that had been up there a long time; it had seen war and destruction, ruin so vast that no human being could imagine the extent. It had crawled and slunk in a world of radiation and death, a world where no life could exist.


    And Taylor had touched it!


    “You’re going with us,” Franks said suddenly. “I want you along. I think the three of us will go.”


    * * * *


    Mary faced him with a sick and frightened expression. “I know it. You’re going to the surface. Aren’t you?”


    She followed him into the kitchen. Taylor sat down, looking away from her.


    “It’s a classified project,” he evaded. “I can’t tell you anything about it.”


    “You don’t have to tell me. I know. I knew it the moment you came in. There was something on your face, something I haven’t seen there for a long, long time. It was an old look.”


    She came toward him. “But how can they send you to the surface?” She took his face in her shaking hands, making him look at her. There was a strange hunger in her eyes. “Nobody can live up there. Look, look at this!”


    She grabbed up a newspaper and held it in front of him.


    “Look at this photograph. America, Europe, Asia, Africa—nothing but ruins. We’ve seen it every day on the showscreens. All destroyed, poisoned. And they’re sending you up. Why? No living thing can get by up there, not even a weed, or grass. They’ve wrecked the surface, haven’t they? Haven’t they?”


    Taylor stood up. “It’s an order. I know nothing about it. I was told to report to join a scout party. That’s all I know.”


    He stood for a long time, staring ahead. Slowly, he reached for the newspaper and held it up to the light.


    “It looks real,” he murmured. “Ruins, deadness, slag. It’s convincing. All the reports, photographs, films, even air samples. Yet we haven’t seen it for ourselves, not after the first months …”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “Nothing.” He put the paper down. “I’m leaving early after the next Sleep Period. Let’s turn in.”


    Mary turned away, her face hard and harsh. “Do what you want. We might just as well all go up and get killed at once, instead of dying slowly down here, like vermin in the ground.”


    He had not realized how resentful she was. Were they all like that? How about the workers toiling in the factories, day and night, endlessly? The pale, stooped men and women, plodding back and forth to work, blinking in the colorless light, eating synthetics—


    “You shouldn’t be so bitter,” he said.


    Mary smiled a little. “I’m bitter because I know you’ll never come back.” She turned away. “I’ll never see you again, once you go up there.”


    He was shocked. “What? How can you say a thing like that?”


    She did not answer.


    * * * *


    He awakened with the public newscaster screeching in his ears, shouting outside the building.


    “Special news bulletin! Surface forces report enormous Soviet attack with new weapons! Retreat of key groups! All work units report to factories at once!”


    Taylor blinked, rubbing his eyes. He jumped out of bed and hurried to the vidphone. A moment later he was put through to Moss.


    “Listen,” he said. “What about this new attack? Is the project off?” He could see Moss’s desk, covered with reports and papers.


    “No,” Moss said. “We’re going right ahead. Get over here at once.”


    “But—”


    “Don’t argue with me.” Moss held up a handful of surface bulletins, crumpling them savagely. “This is a fake. Come on!” He broke off.


    Taylor dressed furiously, his mind in a daze.


    Half an hour later, he leaped from a fast car and hurried up the stairs into the Synthetics Building. The corridors were full of men and women rushing in every direction. He entered Moss’s office.


    “There you are,” Moss said, getting up immediately. “Franks is waiting for us at the outgoing station.”


    They went in a Security Car, the siren screaming. Workers scattered out of their way.


    “What about the attack?” Taylor asked.


    Moss braced his shoulders. “We’re certain that we’ve forced their hand. We’ve brought the issue to a head.”


    They pulled up at the station link of the Tube and leaped out. A moment later they were moving up at high speed toward the first stage.


    They emerged into a bewildering scene of activity. Soldiers were fastening on lead suits, talking excitedly to each other, shouting back and forth. Guns were being given out, instructions passed.


    Taylor studied one of the soldiers. He was armed with the dreaded Bender pistol, the new snub-nosed hand weapon that was just beginning to come from the assembly line. Some of the soldiers looked a little frightened.


    “I hope we’re not making a mistake,” Moss said, noticing his gaze.


    Franks came toward them. “Here’s the program. The three of us are going up first, alone. The soldiers will follow in fifteen minutes.”


    “What are we going to tell the leadys?” Taylor worriedly asked. “We’ll have to tell them something.”


    “We want to observe the new Soviet attack.” Franks smiled ironically. “Since it seems to be so serious, we should be there in person to witness it.”


    “And then what?” Taylor said.


    “That’ll be up to them. Let’s go.”


    * * * *


    In a small car, they went swiftly up the Tube, carried by anti-grav beams from below. Taylor glanced down from time to time. It was a long way back, and getting longer each moment. He sweated nervously inside his suit, gripping his Bender pistol with inexpert fingers.


    Why had they chosen him? Chance, pure chance. Moss had asked him to come along as a Department member. Then Franks had picked him out on the spur of the moment. And now they were rushing toward the surface, faster and faster.


    A deep fear, instilled in him for eight years, throbbed in his mind. Radiation, certain death, a world blasted and lethal—


    Up and up the car went. Taylor gripped the sides and closed his eyes. Each moment they were closer, the first living creatures to go above the first stage, up the Tube past the lead and rock, up to the surface. The phobic horror shook him in waves. It was death; they all knew that. Hadn’t they seen it in the films a thousand times? The cities, the sleet coming down, the rolling clouds—


    “It won’t be much longer,” Franks said. “We’re almost there. The surface tower is not expecting us. I gave orders that no signal was to be sent.”


    The car shot up, rushing furiously. Taylor’s head spun; he hung on, his eyes shut. Up and up.…


    The car stopped. He opened his eyes.


    They were in a vast room, fluorescent-lit, a cavern filled with equipment and machinery, endless mounds of material piled in row after row. Among the stacks, leadys were working silently, pushing trucks and handcarts.


    “Leadys,” Moss said. His face was pale. “Then we’re really on the surface.”


    The leadys were going back and forth with equipment moving the vast stores of guns and spare parts, ammunition and supplies that had been brought to the surface. And this was the receiving station for only one Tube; there were many others, scattered throughout the continent.


    Taylor looked nervously around him. They were really there, above ground, on the surface. This was where the war was.


    “Come on,” Franks said. “A B-class guard is coming our way.”


    * * * *


    They stepped out of the car. A leady was approaching them rapidly. It coasted up in front of them and stopped, scanning them with its hand-weapon raised.


    “This is Security,” Franks said. “Have an A-class sent to me at once.”


    The leady hesitated. Other B-class guards were coming, scooting across the floor, alert and alarmed. Moss peered around.


    “Obey!” Franks said in a loud, commanding voice. “You’ve been ordered!”


    The leady moved uncertainly away from them. At the end of the building, a door slid back. Two A-class leadys appeared, coming slowly toward them. Each had a green stripe across its front.


    “From the Surface Council,” Franks whispered tensely. “This is above ground, all right. Get set.”


    The two leadys approached warily. Without speaking, they stopped close by the men, looking them up and down.


    “I’m Franks of Security. We came from undersurface in order to—”


    “This in incredible,” one of the leadys interrupted him coldly. “You know you can’t live up here. The whole surface is lethal to you. You can’t possibly remain on the surface.”


    “These suits will protect us,” Franks said. “In any case, it’s not your responsibility. What I want is an immediate Council meeting so I can acquaint myself with conditions, with the situation here. Can that be arranged?”


    “You human beings can’t survive up here. And the new Soviet attack is directed at this area. It is in considerable danger.”


    “We know that. Please assemble the Council.” Franks looked around him at the vast room, lit by recessed lamps in the ceiling. An uncertain quality came into his voice. “Is it night or day right now?”


    “Night,” one of the A-class leadys said, after a pause. “Dawn is coming in about two hours.”


    Franks nodded. “We’ll remain at least two hours, then. As a concession to our sentimentality, would you please show us some place where we can observe the Sun as it comes up? We would appreciate it.”


    A stir went through the leadys.


    “It is an unpleasant sight,” one of the leadys said. “You’ve seen the photographs; you know what you’ll witness. Clouds of drifting particles blot out the light, slag heaps are everywhere, the whole land is destroyed. For you it will be a staggering sight, much worse than pictures and film can convey.”


    “However it may be, we’ll stay long enough to see it. Will you give the order to the Council?”


    * * * *


    “Come this way.” Reluctantly, the two leadys coasted toward the wall of the warehouse. The three men trudged after them, their heavy shoes ringing against the concrete. At the wall, the two leadys paused.


    “This is the entrance to the Council Chamber. There are windows in the Chamber Room, but it is still dark outside, of course. You’ll see nothing right now, but in two hours—”


    “Open the door,” Franks said.


    The door slid back. They went slowly inside. The room was small, a neat room with a round table in the center, chairs ringing it. The three of them sat down silently, and the two leadys followed after them, taking their places.


    “The other Council Members are on their way. They have already been notified and are coming as quickly as they can. Again I urge you to go back down.” The leady surveyed the three human beings. “There is no way you can meet the conditions up here. Even we survive with some trouble, ourselves. How can you expect to do it?”


    The leader approached Franks.


    “This astonishes and perplexes us,” it said. “Of course we must do what you tell us, but allow me to point out that if you remain here—”


    “We know,” Franks said impatiently. “However, we intend to remain, at least until sunrise.”


    “If you insist.”


    There was silence. The leadys seemed to be conferring with each other, although the three men heard no sound.


    “For your own good,” the leader said at last, “you must go back down. We have discussed this, and it seems to us that you are doing the wrong thing for your own good.”


    “We are human beings,” Franks said sharply. “Don’t you understand? We’re men, not machines.”


    “That is precisely why you must go back. This room is radioactive; all surface areas are. We calculate that your suits will not protect you for over fifty more minutes. Therefore—”


    The leadys moved abruptly toward the men, wheeling in a circle, forming a solid row. The men stood up, Taylor reaching awkwardly for his weapon, his fingers numb and stupid. The men stood facing the silent metal figures.


    “We must insist,” the leader said, its voice without emotion. “We must take you back to the Tube and send you down on the next car. I am sorry, but it is necessary.”


    “What’ll we do?” Moss said nervously to Franks. He touched his gun. “Shall we blast them?”


    Franks shook his head. “All right,” he said to the leader. “We’ll go back.”


    * * * *


    He moved toward the door, motioning Taylor and Moss to follow him. They looked at him in surprise, but they came with him. The leadys followed them out into the great warehouse. Slowly they moved toward the Tube entrance, none of them speaking.


    At the lip, Franks turned. “We are going back because we have no choice. There are three of us and about a dozen of you. However, if—”


    “Here comes the car,” Taylor said.


    There was a grating sound from the Tube. D-class leadys moved toward the edge to receive it.


    “I am sorry,” the leader said, “but it is for your protection. We are watching over you, literally. You must stay below and let us conduct the war. In a sense, it has come to be our war. We must fight it as we see fit.”


    The car rose to the surface.


    Twelve soldiers, armed with Bender pistols, stepped from it and surrounded the three men.


    Moss breathed a sigh of relief. “Well, this does change things. It came off just right.”


    The leader moved back, away from the soldiers. It studied them intently, glancing from one to the next, apparently trying to make up its mind. At last it made a sign to the other leadys. They coasted aside and a corridor was opened up toward the warehouse.


    “Even now,” the leader said, “we could send you back by force. But it is evident that this is not really an observation party at all. These soldiers show that you have much more in mind; this was all carefully prepared.”


    “Very carefully,” Franks said.


    They closed in.


    “How much more, we can only guess. I must admit that we were taken unprepared. We failed utterly to meet the situation. Now force would be absurd, because neither side can afford to injure the other; we, because of the restrictions placed on us regarding human life, you because the war demands—”


    The soldiers fired, quick and in fright. Moss dropped to one knee, firing up. The leader dissolved in a cloud of particles. On all sides D- and B-class leadys were rushing up, some with weapons, some with metal slats. The room was in confusion. Off in the distance a siren was screaming. Franks and Taylor were cut off from the others, separated from the soldiers by a wall of metal bodies.


    “They can’t fire back,” Franks said calmly. “This is another bluff. They’ve tried to bluff us all the way.” He fired into the face of a leady. The leady dissolved. “They can only try to frighten us. Remember that.”


    * * * *


    They went on firing and leady after leady vanished. The room reeked with the smell of burning metal, the stink of fused plastic and steel. Taylor had been knocked down. He was struggling to find his gun, reaching wildly among metal legs, groping frantically to find it. His fingers strained, a handle swam in front of him. Suddenly something came down on his arm, a metal foot. He cried out.


    Then it was over. The leadys were moving away, gathering together off to one side. Only four of the Surface Council remained. The others were radioactive particles in the air. D-class leadys were already restoring order, gathering up partly destroyed metal figures and bits and removing them.


    Franks breathed a shuddering sigh.


    “All right,” he said. “You can take us back to the windows. It won’t be long now.”


    The leadys separated, and the human group, Moss and Franks and Taylor and the soldiers, walked slowly across the room, toward the door. They entered the Council Chamber. Already a faint touch of gray mitigated the blackness of the windows.


    “Take us outside,” Franks said impatiently. “We’ll see it directly, not in here.”


    A door slid open. A chill blast of cold morning air rushed in, chilling them even through their lead suits. The men glanced at each other uneasily.


    “Come on,” Franks said. “Outside.”


    He walked out through the door, the others following him.


    They were on a hill, overlooking the vast bowl of a valley. Dimly, against the graying sky, the outline of mountains were forming, becoming tangible.


    “It’ll be bright enough to see in a few minutes,” Moss said. He shuddered as a chilling wind caught him and moved around him. “It’s worth it, really worth it, to see this again after eight years. Even if it’s the last thing we see—”


    “Watch,” Franks snapped.


    They obeyed, silent and subdued. The sky was clearing, brightening each moment. Some place far off, echoing across the valley, a rooster crowed.


    “A chicken!” Taylor murmured. “Did you hear?”


    Behind them, the leadys had come out and were standing silently, watching, too. The gray sky turned to white and the hills appeared more clearly. Light spread across the valley floor, moving toward them.


    “God in heaven!” Franks exclaimed.


    Trees, trees and forests. A valley of plants and trees, with a few roads winding among them. Farmhouses. A windmill. A barn, far down below them.


    “Look!” Moss whispered.


    Color came into the sky. The Sun was approaching. Birds began to sing. Not far from where they stood, the leaves of a tree danced in the wind.


    Franks turned to the row of leadys behind them.


    “Eight years. We were tricked. There was no war. As soon as we left the surface—”


    “Yes,” an A-class leady admitted. “As soon as you left, the war ceased. You’re right, it was a hoax. You worked hard undersurface, sending up guns and weapons, and we destroyed them as fast as they came up.”


    “But why?” Taylor asked, dazed. He stared down at the vast valley below. “Why?”


    * * * *


    “You created us,” the leady said, “to pursue the war for you, while you human beings went below the ground in order to survive. But before we could continue the war, it was necessary to analyze it to determine what its purpose was. We did this, and we found that it had no purpose, except, perhaps, in terms of human needs. Even this was questionable.


    “We investigated further. We found that human cultures pass through phases, each culture in its own time. As the culture ages and begins to lose its objectives, conflict arises within it between those who wish to cast it off and set up a new culture-pattern, and those who wish to retain the old with as little change as possible.


    “At this point, a great danger appears. The conflict within threatens to engulf the society in self-war, group against group. The vital traditions may be lost—not merely altered or reformed, but completely destroyed in this period of chaos and anarchy. We have found many such examples in the history of mankind.


    “It is necessary for this hatred within the culture to be directed outward, toward an external group, so that the culture itself may survive its crisis. War is the result. War, to a logical mind, is absurd. But in terms of human needs, it plays a vital role. And it will continue to until Man has grown up enough so that no hatred lies within him.”


    Taylor was listening intently. “Do you think this time will come?”


    “Of course. It has almost arrived now. This is the last war. Man is almost united into one final culture—a world culture. At this point he stands continent against continent, one half of the world against the other half. Only a single step remains, the jump to a unified culture. Man has climbed slowly upward, tending always toward unification of his culture. It will not be long—


    “But it has not come yet, and so the war had to go on, to satisfy the last violent surge of hatred that Man felt. Eight years have passed since the war began. In these eight years, we have observed and noted important changes going on in the minds of men. Fatigue and disinterest, we have seen, are gradually taking the place of hatred and fear. The hatred is being exhausted gradually, over a period of time. But for the present, the hoax must go on, at least for a while longer. You are not ready to learn the truth. You would want to continue the war.”


    “But how did you manage it?” Moss asked. “All the photographs, the samples, the damaged equipment—”


    “Come over here.” The leady directed them toward a long, low building. “Work goes on constantly, whole staffs laboring to maintain a coherent and convincing picture of a global war.”


    * * * *


    They entered the building. Leadys were working everywhere, poring over tables and desks.


    “Examine this project here,” the A-class leady said. Two leadys were carefully photographing something, an elaborate model on a table top. “It is a good example.”


    The men grouped around, trying to see. It was a model of a ruined city.


    Taylor studied it in silence for a long time. At last he looked up.


    “It’s San Francisco,” he said in a low voice. “This is a model of San Francisco, destroyed. I saw this on the vidscreen, piped down to us. The bridges were hit—”


    “Yes, notice the bridges.” The leady traced the ruined span with his metal finger, a tiny spider-web, almost invisible. “You have no doubt seen photographs of this many times, and of the other tables in this building.


    “San Francisco itself is completely intact. We restored it soon after you left, rebuilding the parts that had been damaged at the start of the war. The work of manufacturing news goes on all the time in this particular building. We are very careful to see that each part fits in with all the other parts. Much time and effort are devoted to it.”


    Franks touched one of the tiny model buildings, lying half in ruins. “So this is what you spend your time doing—making model cities and then blasting them.”


    “No, we do much more. We are caretakers, watching over the whole world. The owners have left for a time, and we must see that the cities are kept clean, that decay is prevented, that everything is kept oiled and in running condition. The gardens, the streets, the water mains, everything must be maintained as it was eight years ago, so that when the owners return, they will not be displeased. We want to be sure that they will be completely satisfied.”


    Franks tapped Moss on the arm.


    “Come over here,” he said in a low voice. “I want to talk to you.”


    He led Moss and Taylor out of the building, away from the leadys, outside on the hillside. The soldiers followed them. The Sun was up and the sky was turning blue. The air smelled sweet and good, the smell of growing things.


    Taylor removed his helmet and took a deep breath.


    “I haven’t smelled that smell for a long time,” he said.


    “Listen,” Franks said, his voice low and hard. “We must get back down at once. There’s a lot to get started on. All this can be turned to our advantage.”


    “What do you mean?” Moss asked.


    “It’s a certainty that the Soviets have been tricked, too, the same as us. But we have found out. That gives us an edge over them.”


    “I see.” Moss nodded. “We know, but they don’t. Their Surface Council has sold out, the same as ours. It works against them the same way. But if we could—”


    “With a hundred top-level men, we could take over again, restore things as they should be! It would be easy!”


    * * * *


    Moss touched him on the arm. An A-class leady was coming from the building toward them.


    “We’ve seen enough,” Franks said, raising his voice. “All this is very serious. It must be reported below and a study made to determine our policy.”


    The leady said nothing.


    Franks waved to the soldiers. “Let’s go.” He started toward the warehouse.


    Most of the soldiers had removed their helmets. Some of them had taken their lead suits off, too, and were relaxing comfortably in their cotton uniforms. They stared around them, down the hillside at the trees and bushes, the vast expanse of green, the mountains and the sky.


    “Look at the Sun,” one of them murmured.


    “It sure is bright as hell,” another said.


    “We’re going back down,” Franks said. “Fall in by twos and follow us.”


    Reluctantly, the soldiers regrouped. The leadys watched without emotion as the men marched slowly back toward the warehouse. Franks and Moss and Taylor led them across the ground, glancing alertly at the leadys as they walked.


    They entered the warehouse. D-class leadys were loading material and weapons on surface carts. Cranes and derricks were working busily everywhere. The work was done with efficiency, but without hurry or excitement.


    The men stopped, watching. Leadys operating the little carts moved past them, signaling silently to each other. Guns and parts were being hoisted by magnetic cranes and lowered gently onto waiting carts.


    “Come on,” Franks said.


    He turned toward the lip of the Tube. A row of D-class leadys was standing in front of it, immobile and silent. Franks stopped, moving back. He looked around. An A-class leady was coming toward him.


    “Tell them to get out of the way,” Franks said. He touched his gun. “You had better move them.”


    Time passed, an endless moment, without measure. The men stood, nervous and alert, watching the row of leadys in front of them.


    “As you wish,” the A-class leady said.


    It signaled and the D-class leadys moved into life. They stepped slowly aside.


    Moss breathed a sigh of relief.


    “I’m glad that’s over,” he said to Franks. “Look at them all. Why don’t they try to stop us? They must know what we’re going to do.”


    Franks laughed. “Stop us? You saw what happened when they tried to stop us before. They can’t; they’re only machines. We built them so they can’t lay hands on us, and they know that.”


    His voice trailed off.


    The men stared at the Tube entrance. Around them the leadys watched, silent and impassive, their metal faces expressionless.


    For a long time the men stood without moving. At last Taylor turned away.


    “Good God,” he said. He was numb, without feeling of any kind.


    The Tube was gone. It was sealed shut, fused over. Only a dull surface of cooling metal greeted them.


    The Tube had been closed.


    Franks turned, his face pale and vacant.


    The A-class leady shifted. “As you can see, the Tube has been shut. We were prepared for this. As soon as all of you were on the surface, the order was given. If you had gone back when we asked you, you would now be safely down below. We had to work quickly because it was such an immense operation.”


    “But why?” Moss demanded angrily.


    “Because it is unthinkable that you should be allowed to resume the war. With all the Tubes sealed, it will be many months before forces from below can reach the surface, let alone organize a military program. By that time the cycle will have entered its last stages. You will not be so perturbed to find your world intact.


    “We had hoped that you would be undersurface when the sealing occurred. Your presence here is a nuisance. When the Soviets broke through, we were able to accomplish their sealing without—”


    “The Soviets? They broke through?”


    “Several months ago, they came up unexpectedly to see why the war had not been won. We were forced to act with speed. At this moment they are desperately attempting to cut new Tubes to the surface, to resume the war. We have, however, been able to seal each new one as it appears.”


    The leady regarded the three men calmly.


    “We’re cut off,” Moss said, trembling. “We can’t get back. What’ll we do?”


    “How did you manage to seal the Tube so quickly?” Franks asked the leady. “We’ve been up here only two hours.”


    “Bombs are placed just above the first stage of each Tube for such emergencies. They are heat bombs. They fuse lead and rock.”


    Gripping the handle of his gun, Franks turned to Moss and Taylor.


    “What do you say? We can’t go back, but we can do a lot of damage, the fifteen of us. We have Bender guns. How about it?”


    He looked around. The soldiers had wandered away again, back toward the exit of the building. They were standing outside, looking at the valley and the sky. A few of them were carefully climbing down the slope.


    “Would you care to turn over your suits and guns?” the A-class leady asked politely. “The suits are uncomfortable and you’ll have no need for weapons. The Russians have given up theirs, as you can see.”


    Fingers tensed on triggers. Four men in Russian uniforms were coming toward them from an aircraft that they suddenly realized had landed silently some distance away.


    “Let them have it!” Franks shouted.


    “They are unarmed,” said the leady. “We brought them here so you could begin peace talks.”


    “We have no authority to speak for our country,” Moss said stiffly.


    “We do not mean diplomatic discussions,” the leady explained. “There will be no more. The working out of daily problems of existence will teach you how to get along in the same world. It will not be easy, but it will be done.”


    * * * *


    The Russians halted and they faced each other with raw hostility.


    “I am Colonel Borodoy and I regret giving up our guns,” the senior Russian said. “You could have been the first Americans to be killed in almost eight years.”


    “Or the first Americans to kill,” Franks corrected.


    “No one would know of it except yourselves,” the leady pointed out. “It would be useless heroism. Your real concern should be surviving on the surface. We have no food for you, you know.”


    Taylor put his gun in its holster. “They’ve done a neat job of neutralizing us, damn them. I propose we move into a city, start raising crops with the help of some leadys, and generally make ourselves comfortable.” Drawing his lips tight over his teeth, he glared at the A-class leady. “Until our families can come up from undersurface, it’s going to be pretty lonesome, but we’ll have to manage.”


    “If I may make a suggestion,” said another Russian uneasily. “We tried living in a city. It is too empty. It is also too hard to maintain for so few people. We finally settled in the most modern village we could find.”


    “Here in this country,” a third Russian blurted. “We have much to learn from you.”


    The Americans abruptly found themselves laughing.


    “You probably have a thing or two to teach us yourselves,” said Taylor generously, “though I can’t imagine what.”


    The Russian colonel grinned. “Would you join us in our village? It would make our work easier and give us company.”


    “Your village?” snapped Franks. “It’s American, isn’t it? It’s ours!”


    The leady stepped between them. “When our plans are completed, the term will be interchangeable. ‘Ours’ will eventually mean mankind’s.” It pointed at the aircraft, which was warming up. “The ship is waiting. Will you join each other in making a new home?”


    The Russians waited while the Americans made up their minds.


    “I see what the leadys mean about diplomacy becoming outmoded,” Franks said at last. “People who work together don’t need diplomats. They solve their problems on the operational level instead of at a conference table.”


    The leady led them toward the ship. “It is the goal of history, unifying the world. From family to tribe to city-state to nation to hemisphere, the direction has been toward unification. Now the hemispheres will be joined and—”


    Taylor stopped listening and glanced back at the location of the Tube. Mary was undersurface there. He hated to leave her, even though he couldn’t see her again until the Tube was unsealed. But then he shrugged and followed the others.


    If this tiny amalgam of former enemies was a good example, it wouldn’t be too long before he and Mary and the rest of humanity would be living on the surface like rational human beings instead of blindly hating moles.


    “It has taken thousands of generations to achieve,” the A-class leady concluded. “Hundreds of centuries of bloodshed and destruction. But each war was a step toward uniting mankind. And now the end is in sight: a world without war. But even that is only the beginning of a new stage of history.”


    “The conquest of space,” breathed Colonel Borodoy.


    “The meaning of life,” Moss added.


    “Eliminating hunger and poverty,” said Taylor.


    The leady opened the door of the ship. “All that and more. How much more? We cannot foresee it any more than the first men who formed a tribe could foresee this day. But it will be unimaginably great.”


    The door closed and the ship took off toward their new home.


    * * * *
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    ROBOTS, by Amardeep Singh


    Definition


    A robot is most commonly defined as an artificially animated entity composed of inorganic materials (usually metallic), with a generally humanoid form. However, robots in speculative fiction can be described along a continuum, including some entities that closely resemble human beings and have organic flesh (“androids” and “gynoids,” also sometimes referred to as “cyborgs”), to animated entities that do not have humanoid form at all.


    History and Precursors


    The term “robot” was first coined by the Czech writer Karel Capek, in a play called Rossum’s Universal Robots (1920). Capek’s “Robota” derives from the Czech word for “work,” which also shares an etymological root (rab) with the words for “slave” and “servant.” Capek’s play features robots who revolt against their human masters, and as a result it has been interpreted by some critics as partially inspired by the Bolshevik revolution in Russia that took place in 1917. Capek’s play was quickly translated into many different languages, including English (1923) and Japanese (1924). The play is not widely respected for its literary merits; it is, rather mainly remembered for Capek’s introduction of the term robot, which quickly supplanted older terms like “android” and “automaton” in speculative fiction writing as well as in everyday usage in several languages.


    The idea of humanlike animated entities goes back well before the word “robot” was coined, of course. One such precursor to modern robots might be the Pygmalion myth from ancient Greece, which will be discussed on the section on “Gender and Robots” below. Ancient and Medieval Jewish folklore also has the idea of the Golem, which is referred to in the Psalms as well as in the Talmud. In at least some usages, “Golem” is used to describe the creation of Adam, the first man, by God. In the Renaissance period, a Yiddish writer named Judah Loew ben Bezalel (also referred to as Rabbi Loew) created a myth passed down orally, and known as the “Golem of Prague.” The Golem of Prague was said to have been created by Jews using occult powers resembling the powers used by God, who created Adam from mud. In this case the Golem is deployed as an agent by its creators to defend the Jewish people from various forms of anti-Semitic attacks. In Rabbi Loew’s narrative, the Golem eventually goes out of control, and must be destroyed.


    Other early myths of animation include the Homunculus figure in Goethe’s Faust, Part 2 (1832) and Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818). Frankenstein in particular is seen as influential on subsequent speculative fiction writing, as it describes the creation of an animated entity through the processes of modern science, rather than through alchemy (as in Faust), or occult or religious practices (as in the Golem of Prague). For this reason, Frankenstein is often described as the first work of “science fiction”; the fact that the very first work in the genre is a story about artificial life (what would later be called a robot) suggests how important and central the idea of the robot is to science fiction as a genre.


    Another important and influential precursor to the twentieth-century robot might be Carlo Collodi’s Adventures of Pinocchio (1881). Though Pinocchio does not directly involve industrial design or electronics, and is instead more closely connected to the western Fairy Tale tradition, it deserves mention because its central story, involving a humanlike animated entity (in this case, resembling a puppet or marionette) that wants to be human, overlaps directly with early science fiction accounts of robots (including both Isaac Asimov’s robots and Osamu Tezuka’s “Astro-Boy”; see below). As with the more explicitly “robotic” narratives that began to emerge in the works of science fiction writers such as Asimov in the 1940s and 50s, Collodi’s Pinocchio centrally figures an individuated artificial life entity that has the capacity for distinctly human emotions (anger) and physiological needs (hunger), who struggles to understand the distinctively human idea of empathy. Later writers such as Asimov and Tezuka also test the human/robot boundary in their works, generally operating on the premise that artificial lives may be as much worthy of compassion and dignity as “real” human lives.


    Asimov and After


    The most influential writer to work with robots in western science fiction and fantasy is Isaac Asimov, who published a series of short stories and novels beginning with the short story “Robbie” (1940). Asimov’s robot stories generally features robots with “positronic brains”—that is to say, advanced artificial intelligence generally indistinguishable from human intelligence. Asimov’s early robot stories also generally invoke Asimov’s invented “Three Laws of Robotics,” which are fully introduced by the author for the first time in the story “Runaround” (1942). The Three Laws run as follows:


    “1. A robot may not injure a human being, or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm.


    2. A robot must obey the orders given it by human beings except where such orders would conflict with the First Law.


    3. A robot must protect its own existence as long as such protection does not conflict with the First or the Second Law.”


    In essays, Asimov often described how the constraints of the Three Laws provided myriad situations and ambiguities to explore in subsequent short stories and novels. A representative example might be Asimov’s “Bicentennial Man” (1993), a story about a self-teaching robot who buys its own freedom (again, following the theme of servitude and mastery emphasized by the Three Rules), and who later designs technology that eventually enables it to be recognized by human society as effectively human. The Three Laws have also influenced other robot-themed writing, though many later science fiction writers have understood robots not as servants of human beings, but as potential threats to the idea of humanness itself.


    Asimov’s vision of the human interaction with robots is generally optimistically utopian, and the human motivations for constructing robots in his robot stories is usually simple and uncomplicated. However, not all robot-related science fiction, even from the Golden Age of the genre, shared this naïve optimism, and many writers emphasized the danger of robots superseding human power in a wide array of apocalyptic, dystopian scenarios. One such dystopian scenario might be seen in Fritz Lieber’s “A Bad Day For Sales,” which features a robot named “Robie” (a clear allusion to Asimov’s own “Robbie”), whose socialization circuits are far from perfect—and adds in the additional twist of a nuclear holocaust.


    Asimov himself dealt with this topic in stories like “The Evitable Conflict” (1950), which features networked robots deciding to strategically disobey human commands for what they (the robots) deem to be the real best interests of human society. This theme is also the basis for the more recent film I, Robot (2004), loosely adapted from Asimov’s writing—but again, the recent film makes the prospect of robot decision-making into a dangerous conspiracy. Films like Terminator, 2001: A Space Odyssey, and The Matrix also stress the dangers of robot sentience and control. By contrast, Asimov’s vision of a growing human dependence upon (or even subservience to) robot judgment has a fairly benign tone, as Asimov’s character Susan Calvin suggests: “[Humankind] was always at the mercy of economic and sociological forces it did not understand—at the whims of climate, and the fortunes of war. Now the Machines understand them; and no one can stop them, since the Machines will deal with them as they are dealing with the Society” (Robot Visions 217). In short, in utopian Asimov’s vision, the turn to a transcendent robot authority might actually be an improvement considering the many avoidable disasters of history under human control.


    After Asimov, robot-related speculative fiction is so widespread that it is impossible to generate an even remotely comprehensive list. Popular science fiction narratives, comics (including manga in the Japanese tradition), television, and cinema are replete with robots beginning in the 1950s, with special mentions given to Osamu Tezuka’s “Astro-Boy,” “Hal” from 2001: A Space Odyssey, the Terminator from Terminator, the comic robots of Star Wars, and Commander Data of Star Trek: the Next Generation. Through these turns, Asimov’s towering vision continues to be felt and have an impact, though the philosophical themes of robot-related speculative fiction do begin to expand in different directions, with greater emphasis on robots as companions to human beings (sometimes substitutes for deceased friends or relatives), robots as potential sexual or romantic partners, and robots (especially androids or cyborgs) as vehicles for transcending human mental and physical limitations.


    Gender and Robots


    As with most other science fiction from the “golden age” of the 1930s–50s, Asimov’s stories are highly male-centered, with little attention to questions of the sexuality or gendering of robots. Asimov does have a story from his middle career called “Feminine Intuition” (1969) that explores gender issues, but to contemporary readers the premise of the story, that a female robot might be able to solve problems through “feminine intuition,” will likely seem hackneyed and sexist. In a later essay surveying his own career, Asimov reiterates the rather naive approach to gender seen in his story: “She [the female robot, “Jane”] was still metal, but she had a narrower waistline than my usual robots and had a feminine voice, too” (Robot Visions 14). Statements like this show that, as inventive as he was, Asimov clearly did not take the issue of gender in his robot-related fiction all that seriously.


    Other writers did explore these issues in greater depth. “Helen O’Loy” (1938), by the prominent science fiction writer and editor Lester Del Ray, is a modern, robot-oriented revision of the Ancient Greek (and Roman) Pygmalion myth. In Ovid’s version of the myth (which dates from around A.D. 8), Pygmalion is a sculptor who carves a marble statue of a woman that is so beautiful he falls in love with it. Later, he prays to the Goddess Venus, asking that the statue be made into a real woman. Venus grants his wish, and the sculpture is turned into a real woman, whom Pygmalion then marries. In Del Ray’s version, the “statue” is instead a robot created by a robot mechanic Dave and his friend, Phil. “Helen O’Loy” also of course contains characters who are real women, but they are deemed to be too demanding and picky by the young men; the flawless beauty and absolute (programmed) devotion of the robot “Helen” makes her a preferable mate. While Del Ray’s robot world is more mature and worldly than Asimov’s, hinting strongly at a human-robot sexual pairing, its sexism is still quite pronounced—likely to be controversial for contemporary readers.


    For their part, the first wave of women writers in speculative fiction often did not directly focus on the robot theme so much as various speculative scenarios relating to gender and power. Ursula Le Guin, in The Left Hand of Darkness (1969) and “She Unnames Them” (1985) writes with a profound interest in undoing the negative social effects of gender hierarchy, but with little interest in robots per se. Writers such as Octavia Butler and “James Tiptree, Jr.” (Alice Sheldon) also rarely wrote about robots, suggesting that robots have been a particular preoccupation of male speculative fiction writers.


    One influential story by a male writer that uses robots to make a feminist point is Ira Levin’s The Stepford Wives (1972). Written at the height of the American Women’s Liberation movement, Levin imagines a progressive, open-minded couple (“Sex, yes; sexism, no”) moving to a suburban Connecticut town where the women seem unnaturally servile, and obsessed with personal hygiene and housecleaning. Gradually it becomes clear to the novel’s protagonist, Joanna, that the men are involved with a conspiracy, where their real wives are replaced by perfectly convincing robot substitutes. Where in Del Ray’s “Helen O’Loy,” the servility of “Helen” is seen as an attractive feature, here it is recast as a sinister plot by men who only appear to be in favor of women’s liberation, all the while coordinating a new social order that eliminates real women entirely from the picture.


    Another highly influential post-Asimov robot narrative that explores some robot gender issues is Philip K. Dick’s Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1968) with its accompanying film adaptation, Bladerunner. In the world of Dick’s novel, the design of androids (robots with organic flesh) has evolved to the point that the only way of distinguishing them from real human beings is through observing the androids’ incapacity for human empathy in a highly specialized psychological testing process. As the story progresses, however, it becomes clear that the issue is not so much the androids’ capacity for empathy or their survival-instinct, but rather whether and how human beings can feel forms of attachment (including sexual desire and love) for androids. (The question of the human capacity to feel for robots/androids is also at the core of Brian Aldiss’s “Supertoys Last All Summer Long” [1969], the basis for Steven Spielberg’s A.I.: Artificial Intelligence [2001].) Along those lines, Dick’s novel is notable for featuring an instance of human-android sex, though Dick stops short of suggesting the possibility of sexual reproductive capacity amongst female robots.


    Interestingly, one of the most compelling accounts of how gender might signify for artificially animated beings is in Mary Shelley’s own seminal text, Frankenstein. There, the overwhelming desire of Frankenstein’s monster is for his maker to create a female companion—the only possible creature who might accept him. The idea of a male created alone and desiring female companionship has Biblical overtones (i.e., Adam and Eve), but it also hints at the possibility of sexual reproduction amongst the “monsters.”


    Robots in the Japanese Tradition


    In Inside the Robot Kingdom, scholar Fredrik Schodt has described how “robots” entered the Japanese science fiction tradition, beginning with the translation of Capek’s play into Japanese. Just as precursors can be found for robots in the West in the form of clockwork automatons, in the Japanese tradition an important precursor to modern robots can be seen in the automated Karakuri Ningyo (Karakuri Dolls) from the Edo period in Japan (1600–1850). As Kirsty Boyle puts it:


    Japan’s love of robots lies in the history of the ‘Karakuri Ningyo’.…The word ‘Karakuri’ means a mechanical device to tease, trick, or take a person by surprise. It implies hidden magic, or an element of mystery. In Japanese ‘Ningyo’ is written as two separate characters, meaning person and shape. It loosely translates as puppet, but can also be seen in the context of doll or even effigy. The Japanese Karakuri puppets utilize subtle, abstract movements to invoke feeing and emotion. (Source: Karakuri.info)


    Beginning in the 1850s, Japanese culture came into contact with Western technology, as well as Western ideas and storytelling traditions (including, at the beginning of the twentieth century, western science fiction). Among the first Japanese writers to use robots in speculative fiction is Juza Unno (1897–1949), who is said to have been influenced by the robot-themed Fritz Lang film Metropolis (1927). Unno’s stories from the 1930s inspired the manga artist Osamu Tezuka, who created the popular Manga “Astro Boy” (or in a more literal translation from Japanese, “Mighty Atom”). Tezuka’s Astro-Boy is a robot born of the nuclear age, and is in some ways a reverse Pinocchio, who does not necessarily aspire to become human so much as to be granted rights as a robot Tezuka inspired a quite a number of other comic and animated robot narratives, including, from 1956, Tetsujin 28-go (Iron Man 28; marketed as Gigantor in its American version), the pet robot cat known as Doraemon (1969), and various kinds of robot girls, including Arare-Chan (in the Dr. Slump manga series, from 1980) and the “cyberdolls” from the anime series Hand-Maid May (2000). While earlier series such as Tetsujin 28-go used robots that operated without reference to the laws of physics, Schodt describes how more recent series, such as Yoshiyuki Tomino’s Mobile Suit Gundam (1979), inaugurated the “real robot” genre in Japanese anime, with robots constrained to operate with existing power sources and conventional weapons, under the laws of physics.


    Actual Robots


    Along with the accounts of Japanese science fiction, manga, and anime, in Inside the Robot Kingdom Schodt describes the history of the advent of “actual” robots, which began with programmed industrial machines designed to replace human workers. One key figure in the history of the invention of robots is George C. Devol, Jr., who filed a patent on the first industrial robot in 1954. As Schodt puts it, ““Devol’s idea was a form of flexible automation, a transfer apparatus or manipulator that could do many things, such as pick cartons off a series of pallets and then put them on a conveyor belt to be transferred into a truck—a simple operation usually performed by hand that was, he wrote, ‘a waste of manpower that is here corrected.’


    However, in the 1950s and 60s there was some confusion amongst Devol and other inventors as to terminology involving the new industrial machines, which were generally not designed to resemble human beings so much as to replace repetitive assembly line tasks with programmable machine actions. Thus Devol described his first machines “Unimates” rather than “robots,” and only began to use the term “robots” to describe his products after it helped customers involved in industrial manufacturing understand the potential of his invention.


    Schodt also points out that there have been cultural discrepancies in understanding what is and is not a “real” robot. In Japan in the 1970s and early 1980s, “robot” referred to any programmed machine, including machines with hardwired programming. Meanwhile, in American robotics, the term “robot” was generally reserved for machines programmed with software. Nevertheless, the Japanese embrace of industrial robotics, leading to much more flexible assembly lines through the 1970s, is widely credited with growing Japanese dominance of the steel and automotive industries in this period.


    Alongside industrial robots, research universities as well as major corporations such as Honda have research units that have continued to develop technology in robotics. Advanced robots such as Honda’s Asimo (oriented to emulating human movement, including realistic walking and running) or MIT’s Kismet (oriented to replicating human emotions and conversation ability) use advanced technology in highly specialized ways to approximate limited human capacities. As advanced as these real robots are, however, they are quite primitive in comparison to the robots writers like Asimov imagined back in the 1940s.
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    GORDON R. DICKSON


    (1923–2001)


    “Soldier, Ask Not” was one of the first Gordon Dickson stories I ever read, and it’s stuck with me ever since. It remains a haunting story, though it’s both typical and atypical of Dickson’s writing. Dickson could be a really funny writer, and there’s none of that undercurrent of humor here. But the strong characterizations, sense of nuance, and refusal to take the easy way out on emotional issues are pure Gordon Dickson. It’s a moody piece of military SF that doesn’t fit neatly into conventions of war stories. Its characters are violent and compelling and driven by honor, yet you’re uncomfortable at the bittersweet end of the story. It won a Hugo for Dickson, the first of three he would be awarded.


    Born in Edmonton, Alberta, Canada, Dickson moved to Minneapolis, Minnesota as a teenager. He taught himself to read by age four, and was writing from an early age. Dickson attended the University of Minnesota between 1943 and 1948 (sandwiched around service in the U.S. Army) studying writing with Sinclair Lewis, Robert Penn Warren, and others at both the undergraduate and graduate level.


    Dickson suffered from severe asthma for most of his life, sometimes to the point where he couldn’t leave his house. (Eventually he would die from complications related to that asthma.) Lying awake after an asthma attack, he conceived of the Childe Cycle, a series of thematically linked novels and stories spanning the past, present, and future and exploring the evolution of humanity. It’s also referred to as the Dorsai Cycle, since the Dorsai stories including “Soldier, Ask Not” are some of the best-known works in the series, but its conception was much broader.


    Despite his asthma, Dickson was a world traveler with a nose for adventure, and a big bearish presence in fandom, especially in Minnesota. We had many mutual friends, and the number of stories about how he went out of his way to share his time and love of literature and music with others (he played guitar and was an active filker, the term for a science fiction folksinger) are astonishing. He was active in the SF writing community as well, including serving as the president of SFWA. While doing all of that, he wrote some eighty books and well over a hundred stories, with several books coming out just before his death.

  


  
    SOLDIER, ASK NOT, by GORDON R. DICKSON


    First published in Galaxy Magazine, October 1964


    Soldier, ask not—now, or ever,


    Where to war your banners go…


    I


    As I got off the spaceliner on St. Marie, the little breeze from the higher pressure of the ship’s atmosphere at my back was like a hand from the darkness behind me, shoving me into the dark day and the rain. My Newsman’s cloak covered me. The wet chill of the day wrapped around me but did not enter me. I was like the naked claymore of my own early ancestors, wrapped and hidden in the plaid-sharpened on a stone—and carried now at last to the meeting for which it had been guarded over three years of waiting.


    A meeting in the cold rain of spring. I felt it, cold as old blood on my hands and tasteless on my lips. Above, the sky was low and clouds flowing to the east. The rain fell steadily.


    The sound of it was like a rolling of drums as I went down the outside landing stairs, the multitude of raindrops sounding their own end against the unyielding concrete all around. The concrete stretched far from the ship in every direction, hiding the earth, as bare and clean as the last page of an account book before the final entry. At its far edge, the spaceport terminal stood like a single gravestone. The curtains of falling water between it and me thinned and thickened like the smoke of battle, but could not hide it entirely from my sight.


    It was the same rain that falls in all places and on all worlds. It had fallen like this on Athens of Old Earth, when I was only a boy, on the dark, unhappy house of the uncle who brought me up after my parent’s death, on the ruins of the Parthenon as I saw it from my bedroom window.


    I listened to it now as I went down the landing stairs, drumming on the great ship behind me which had shifted me free between the stars—from Old Earth to this second smallest of the worlds, this small terra-formed planet under the Procyon suns—and drumming hollowly upon the Credentials case sliding down the conveyor belt beside me. That case now meant nothing to me—neither my papers or the Credentials of Impartiality I had carried six years and worked so long to earn. Now I thought less of these than of the name of the man I should find dispatching groundcars at the edge of the field. If, that was, he was actually the man my Earth informants had named to me. And if they had not lied…


    “…Your luggage, sir?”


    I woke from my thoughts and the rain. I had reached the concrete. The debarking officer smiled at me. He was older than I, though he looked younger. As he smiled some beads of moisture broke and spilled like tears from the brown visor-edge of his cap onto the tally sheet he held.


    “Send it to the Friendly compound,” I said. “I’ll take the Credentials case.”


    I took it up from the conveyor belt and turned to walk off. The man standing in a dispatcher’s uniform by the first groundcar in line did fit the description.


    “Name, sir?” he said. “Business on St. Marie?”


    If he had been described to me, I must have been described to him. But I was prepared to humor him.


    “Tam Olyn,” I said. “Old Earth resident and Interworld News Network representative. I’m here to cover the Friendly-Exotic conflict.” I opened my case and gave him my papers.


    “Fine, Mr. Olyn.” He handed them back to me, damp from the rain, He turned away to open the door of the car beside him and set the automatic pilot. “Follow the highway straight to Joseph’s Town. Put it on automatic at the city limits and the car’ll take you to the Friendly compound.”


    “All right,” I said. “Just a minute.”


    He turned back. He had a young, good-looking face with a little mustache and he looked at me with a bright blankness. “Sir?”


    “Help me get in the car.”


    “Oh, I’m sorry, sir.” He came quickly over to me. “I didn’t realize your leg—”


    “Damp stiffens it,” I said. He adjusted the seat and I got my left leg in behind the steering column. He started to turn away.


    “Wait a minute,” I said again. I was out of patience. “You’re Walter Imera, aren’t you?”


    “Yes, sir,” he said softly.


    “Look at me,” I said. “You’ve got some information for me, haven’t you?”


    He turned slowly back to face me. His face was still blank.


    “No, sir.”


    I waited a long moment, looking at him.


    “All right,” I said then, reaching for the car door. “I guess you know I’ll get the information anyway. And they’ll believe you told me.”


    His little mustache began to look like it was painted on.


    “Wait—” he said.


    “What for?”


    “Look,” he said, “you’ve got to understand. Information like that’s not part of your news, is it? I’ve got a family—”


    “And I haven’t,” I said. I felt nothing for him.


    “But you don’t understand. They’d kill me. That’s the sort of organization the Blue Front is now, here on St. Marie. What d’you want to know about them for? I didn’t understand you meant—”


    “All right,” I said. I reached for the car door.


    “Wait—” He held out a hand to me in the rain. “How do I know you can make them leave me alone if I tell you?”


    “They may be back in power here some day,” I said. “Not even outlawed political groups want to antagonize the Interplanetary News Network.” I started to close the door once more.


    “All right—” he said quickly. “All right. You go to New San Marcos. The Wallace Street Jewelers there. It’s just beyond Joseph’s Town, where the Friendly compound is you’re going to.” He licked his lips. “You’ll tell them about me?”


    “I’ll tell them.” I looked at him. Above the edge of the blue uniform collar on the right side of his neck I could see an inch or two of fine silver chain, bright against winter-pale skin. The crucifix attached to it would be down under his shirt. “The Friendly soldiers have been here two years now. How do people like them?”


    He grinned a little. His color was coming back.


    “Oh, like anybody,” he said. “You just have to understand them. They’ve got their own ways.”


    I felt the ache in my stiff leg where the doctors on New Earth had taken the needle from the spring rifle out of it three years before.


    “Yes, they have,” I said. “Shut the door.”


    He shut it. I drove off.


    There was a St. Christopher’s medal on the car’s instrument panel. One of the Friendly soldiers would have ripped it off and thrown it away, or refused the car. And so it gave me a particular pleasure to leave it where it was, though it meant no more to me than it would to him. It was, not just because of Dave, my brother-in-law, and the other prisoners they had shot down on New Earth. It was simply because there are some duties that have a small element of pleasure. After the illusions of childhood are gone and there is nothing left but duties, such pleasures are welcome. Fanatics, when all is said and done, are no worse than mad dogs.


    But mad dogs have to be destroyed; it is a simple common sense.


    And you return to common sense after a while in life, inevitably. When the wild dreams of justice and progress are all dead and buried, when the painful beatings of feeling inside you are finally stilled, then it becomes best to be still, unliving, and unyielding as—the blade of a sword sharpened on a stone. The rain through which such a blade is carried to its using does not stain it, any more than the blood in which it is bathed at last. Rain and blood are alike to sharpened iron.


    I drove for half an hour past wooded hills and plowed meadows. The furrows of the fields were black in the rain. I thought it a kinder black than some other shades I had seen; and at last I reached the outskirts of Joseph’s Town.


    The autopilot of the car threaded me through a small, neat, typical St. Marie City of about a hundred thousand people. We came out on the far side into a cleared area, beyond which lifted the massive, sloping concrete walls of a military compound.


    A Friendly non-com stopped my car at the gate with his black spring rifle, and opened the car door at my left.


    “Thee have business here?”


    His voice was harsh and high in his nose. The cloth tabs of a group-man edged his collar. Above them his forty-year-old face was lean and graven with lines. Both face and hands, the only uncovered parts of him, looked unnaturally white against the black cloth and rifle.


    I opened the case beside me and handed him my papers.


    “My Credentials,” I said. “I’m here to see your acting Commander of Expeditionary Forces, Commandant Jamethon Black.”


    “Move over, then,” he said nasally. “I must drive thee.”


    I moved.


    He got in and took the stick. We drove through the gate and turned down an approach alley. I could see an interior square at the alley’s far end. The close concrete walls on either side of us echoed the sound of our passage as we went. I heard drill commands growing louder as we approached the square. When we rolled out into it, soldiers were drawn up in ranks for their midday service, in the rain.


    * * * *


    The groupman left me and went in the entrance of what seemed to be an office inset in the wall on one side of the square. I looked over the soldiers standing in formation. They stood at present-arms, their position of worship under field conditions; and as I watched, the officer standing facing them, with his back to a wall, led them into the words of their Battle Hymn.


    Soldier, ask not—now, or ever,


    Where to war your banners go.


    Anarch’s legions all surround us.


    Strike! And do not count the blow!


    I sat trying not to listen. There was no musical accompaniment, no religious furniture or symbols except the thin shape of the cross whitewashed on the gray wall behind the officer. The massed male voices rose and fell slowly in the dark, sad hymn that promised them only pain, and suffering, and sorrow. At last, the final line mourned its harsh prayer for a battle death, and they ordered arms,


    A groupman dismissed the ranks as the officer walked back past my car without looking at me, and passed in through the entrance where my non-commissioned guide had disappeared. As he passed I saw the officer was young.


    A moment later the guide came for me. Limping a little on my stiffened leg, I followed him to an inner room with the lights on above a single desk. The young officer rose and nodded as the door closed behind me. He wore the faded tabs of a commandant on his uniform lapels.


    As I handed my credentials across the desk to him, the glare of the light over the desk came full in my eyes, blinding me. I stepped back and blinked at his blurred face. As it came back into focus I saw it for a moment as if it was older, harsher, twisted and engraved with the lines of years of fanaticism.


    Then my eyes refocused completely, and I saw him as he actually was. Dark-faced, but thin with the thinness of youth rather than that of self-starvation. He was not the face burned in my memory. His features were regular to the point of being handsome, his eyes tired and shadowed; and I saw the straight, weary line of his mouth above the still, self-controlled stiffness of his body, smaller and slighter than mine.


    He held the credentials without looking at them. His mouth quirked a little, dryly and wearily, at the corners. “And no doubt, Mr. Olyn,” he said, “you’ve got another pocket filled with authorities from the Exotic Worlds to interview the mercenary soldiers and officers they’ve hired from the Dorsai and a dozen other worlds to oppose God’s Chosen in War?”


    I smiled. Because it was good to find him as strong as that, to add to rny pleasure of breaking him.


    II


    I looked across the ten feet or so of distance that separated us. The Friendly non-com who had killed the prisoners on New Earth had also spoken of God’s Chosen.


    “If you’ll look under the papers directed to you,” I said, “you’ll find them. The News Network and its people are impartial. We don’t take sides.”


    “Right,” said the dark young face opposing me, “take sides.”


    “Yes, Commandant,” I said. “That’s right. Only sometimes it’s a matter of debate where Right is. You and your troops here now are invaders on the world of a planetary system your ancestors never colonized. And opposing you are mercenary troops hired by two worlds that not only belong under the Procyon suns but have a commitment to defend the smaller worlds of their system—of which St. Marie is one. I’m not sure right is on your side.”


    He shook his head slightly and said, “We expect small understanding from those not Chosen.” He transferred his gaze from me to the papers in his hand.


    “Mind if I sit down?” I said. “I’ve got a bad leg.”


    “By all means.” He nodded to a chair beside his desk and, as I sat down, seated himself. I looked across the papers on the desk before him and saw, standing to one side, the solidograph of one of the windowless high-peaked churches the Friendlies build. It was a legitimate token for him to own—but there just happened to be three people, an older man and woman and a young girl of about fourteen, in the foreground of the image. All three of them bore a family resemblance to Jamethon Black. Glancing up from my credentials he saw me looking at them; and his gaze shifted momentarily to the graph and away again, as if he would protect it.


    “I’m required, I see,” he said, drawing my eyes back to him, “to provide you with cooperation and facilities. We’ll find quarters for you here. Do you need a car and driver?”


    “Thanks,” I said. “That commercial car outside will do. And I’ll manage my own driving.”


    “As you like.” He detached the papers directed to him, passed the rest back to me and leaned toward a grill in his desktop. “Groupman.”


    “Sir,” the grill answered promptly.


    “Quarters for a single male civilian. Parking assignment for a civilian vehicle, personnel.”


    “Sir.”


    The voice from the grill clicked off. Jamethon Black looked across his desk at me. I got the idea he was waiting for my departure.


    “Commandant,” I said, putting my credentials back in their case, “two years ago your Elders of the United Churches on Harmony and Association found the planetary government of St. Marie in default of certain disputed balances of credit, so they sent an expedition in here to occupy and enforce payment. Of that expedition, how much in the way of men and equipment do you have left?”


    “That, Mr. Olyn,” he said, “is restricted military information.”


    “However”—and I closed the case—“you, with the regular rank of commandant, are acting Commander of Forces for that remnant of your expedition. That position calls for someone about five ranks higher than you. Do you expect such an officer to arrive and take charge?”


    “I’m afraid you’d have to ask that question of Headquarters on Harmony, Mr. Olyn.”


    “Do you expect reinforcements of personnel and more supplies?”


    “If I did”—his voice was level—“I would have to consider that restricted information, too.”


    “You know that it’s been pretty widely mentioned that your General Staff on Harmony has decided that this expedition to St. Marie is a lost cause? But that to avoid loss of face they prefer you here to be cut up, instead of withdrawing you and your men.”


    “I see,” he said.


    “You wouldn’t care to comment?”


    His dark, young, expressionless face did not change. “Not in the case of rumors, Mr. Olyn.”


    “One last question then. Do you plan to retreat westward, or surrender when the spring offensive of the Exotic mercenary forces begins to move against you?”


    “The Chosen in War never retreat,” he said. “Neither do they abandon, or suffer abandonment by, their Brothers in the Lord.” He stood up. “I have work I must get back to, Mr. Olyn.”


    I stood up, too. I was taller than he was, older, and heavier-boned. It was only his almost unnatural composure that enabled him to maintain his appearance of being my equal or better.


    “I’ll talk to you later, perhaps, when you’ve got more time,” I said.


    “Certainly.” I heard the office door open behind me. “Groupman,” he said, speaking past me, “take care of Mr. Olyn.”


    * * * *


    The groupman he had turned me over to found me a small concrete cubicle with a single high window, a camp bed and a uniform cabinet. He left me for a moment and returned with a signed pass.


    “Thanks,” I said as I took it. “Where do I find the Headquarters of the Exotic Forces?”


    “Our latest advice, sir,” he said, “is that they’re ninety kilometers east of here. New San Marcos.” He was my height, but, like most of them, half a dozen years younger than I, with an innocence that contrasted with the strange air of control they all had.


    “San Marcos.” I looked at him. “I suppose you enlisted men know your General Headquarters on Harmony has decided against wasting replacements for you?”


    “No, sir,” he said. I might have commented on the rain for all the reaction he showed. Even these boys were still strong and unbroken. “Is there somewhat else?”


    “No,” I said. “Thanks.”


    He went out. And I went out, to get in my car and head ninety kilometers east through the same sort of country to New San Marcos. I reached it in about three-quarters of an hour. But I did not go directly to find the Exotic Field Headquarters. I had other fish to fry.


    These took me to the Wallace Street Jewelers. There, three shallow steps down from street level and an opaqued door let me in to a long, dim-lighted room filled with glass cases. There was a small elderly man at the back of the store behind the final case and I saw him eyeing my correspondent’s cloak and badge as I got closer.


    “Sir?” he said, as I stopped across the case from him. He raised gray, narrow old eyes in a strangely smooth face to look at me.


    “I think you know what I represent,” I said. “All worlds know the News Services. We’re not concerned with local politics.”


    “Sir?”


    “You’ll find out how I learned your address anyway.” I kept on smiling at him. “So I’ll tell you it was from a spaceport auto-dispatcher named Imera. I promised him protection for telling me. We’d appreciate it if he remains well and whole.”


    “I’m afraid—” He put his hands on the glass top of the case. They were veined with the years. “You wanted to buy something?”


    “I’m willing to pay in good will,” I said, “for information.”


    His hands slid off the countertop.


    “Sir.” He sighed a little. “I’m afraid you’re in the wrong store.”


    “I’m sure I am,” I said. “But your store’ll have to do. We’ll pretend it’s the right store and I’m talking to someone who’s a member of the Blue Front.”


    He shook his head slowly and stepped back from the case.


    “The Blue Front is illegal,” he said. “Good-by, sir.”


    “In a moment. I’ve got a few things to say first.”


    “Then I’m sorry.” He retreated toward some drapes covering a doorway. “I can’t listen. No one will come into this room with you, sir, as long as you talk like that.”


    He slipped through the drapes and was gone. I looked around the long, empty room.


    “Well,” I said, a little more loudly, “I guess I’ll have to speak to the walls. I’m sure the walls can hear me.”


    I paused. There was no sound.


    “All right,” I said. “I’m a correspondent. All I’m interested in is information. Our assessment of the military situation here on St. Marie”—and here I told the truth—“shows the Friendly Expeditionary Forces abandoned by their home headquarters and certain to be overrun by the Exotic Forces as soon as the ground dries enough for heavy equipment to move.”


    There was still no answer, but the back of my neck knew they were listening, and watching me.


    “As a result,” I went on—and here I lied, though they would have no way of knowing—“we consider it inevitable that the Friendly Command here will have got in contact with the Blue Front. Assassination of enemy commanders is expressly in violation of the Mercenaries’ Code and the Articles of Civilized Warfare—but civilians could do what soldiers could not.”


    Still there was no sound or movement beyond the drapes.


    “A news representative,” I said, “carries Credentials of Impartiality. You know how highly these are held. I only want to ask a few questions. And the answers will be kept confidential…”


    For a last time I waited, and there was still no answer. I turned and went up the long room and out. It was not until I was well out on to the street that I let the feeling of triumph within spread out and warm me.


    They would take the bait. People of their sort always did. I found my car and drove to Exotic Headquarters.


    * * * *


    These were outside the town. There a mercenary commandant named Janol Marat took me in charge. He conducted me to the bubble structure of their HQ building. These was a feel of purpose, there, a sure and cheerful air of activity. They were well armed, well trained. After the Friendlies it jumped at me. I said so to Janol.


    “We’ve got a Dorsai Commander and we outnumber the opposition.” He grinned at me. He had a deeply tanned, long face that went into deep creases as his lips curved up. “That makes everybody pretty optimistic. Besides, our commander gets promoted if he wins. Back to the Exotics and staff rank—out of field combat for good. It’s good business for us to win.”


    I laughed and he laughed.


    “Tell me more, though,” I said. “I want reasons I can use in the stories I send back to News Network.”


    “Well”—he answered the snappy salute of a passing groupman, a Cassidan, by the look of him—“I guess you might mention the usual— the fact our Exotic employers don’t permit themselves to use violence and consequently they’re always rather generous than otherwise when it comes to paying for men and equipment. And the OutBond—that’s the Exotic Ambassador to St. Marie, you know—”


    “I know.”


    “He replaced the former OutBond here three years ago. Anyway, he’s something special, even for someone from Mara or Kultis. He’s an expert in ontogenic calculations. If that means much to you. It’s all over my head.” Janol pointed. “Here’s the Field Commander’s office. He’s Kensie Graeme.”


    “Graeme?” I said, frowning. I had spent a day at the Hague looking up Kensie Graeme before I came, but I wanted Janol’s reactions to him. “Sounds familiar.” We approached the office building. “Graeme…”


    “You’re probably thinking of another member of the same family.” Janol took the bait. “Donal Graeme. A nephew. The one who pulled that wild stunt not long ago, attacking Newton with just a handful of Freiland ships. Kensie is Donal’s uncle. Not as spectacular as the young Graeme, but I’ll bet you’ll like him better than you would the nephew. Kensie’s got two men’s likeableness.” He looked at me, grinning slightly again.


    “That supposed to mean something special?” I said.


    “That’s right,” said Janol. “His own likeableness and his twin brother’s, too. Meet Ian Graeme sometime when you’re in Blauvain. That’s where the Exotic Embassy is, east of here. Ian’s a dark man.”


    We walked into the office.


    “I can’t get used,” I said, “to how so many Dorsai seem related.”


    “Neither can I. Actually, I guess it’s because there really aren’t so many of them. The Dorsai’s a small world, and those that live more than a few years—” Janol stopped by a commandant sitting at a desk. “Can we see the Old Man, Hari? This is a News Network man.”


    “Why, I guess so.” The other looked at his desk signal board. “The OutBond’s with him, but he’s just leaving now. Go on in.”


    Janol led me between the desks. A door at the back of the room opened before we reached it and a calm-faced man of middle age wearing a blue robe and close-cropped white hair came out. He looked strange but not ridiculous—particularly after you met his odd, hazel-colored eyes.


    He was an Exotic.


    * * * *


    I knew of Padma, as I knew the Exotics. I had seen them on their own home worlds of Mara and Kultis. A people committed to nonviolence, mystics but very practical mystics, masters of what were known as the “strange sciences”—a dozen wizardic step-children of early psychology, sociology and the humanistic fields of research.


    “Sir,” said Janol to Padma, “this is—”


    ‘Tam Olyn. I know,” said Padma softly. He smiled up at me, and those eyes of his seemed to catch light for a moment and blind me, “I was sorry to learn about your brother-in-law, Tam.”


    I went quite cool all over. I had been ready to walk on, but now I stood stock-still and looked at him.


    “My brother-in-law?” I said.


    “The young man who died near Castlemain, on New Earth.”


    “Oh, yes,” I said, between stiff lips. “I’m surprised that you’d know.”


    “I know because of you, Tam.” Once more the hazel eyes of Padma seemed to catch light. “We have a science called ontogenies, by which we calculate the probabilities of human actions in present and future situations. You’ve been an important factor in those calculations for some time.” He smiled. “That’s why I was expecting to meet you here, and now. We’ve calculated you into our present situation here on St. Marie, Tam.”


    “Have you?” I said. “Have you? That’s interesting.”


    “I thought it would be,” said Padma softly. “To you, especially. Someone like a newsman, like yourself, would find it interesting.”


    “It is,” I said. “It sounds like you know more than I do about what I’m going to be doing here.”


    “We’ve got calculations,” said Padma in his soft voice, “to that effect. Come see me in Blauvain, Tam; and I’ll show you.”


    “I’ll do that,” I said.


    “You’ll be very welcome.” Padma inclined his head. His blue robe whispered on the floor as he turned, and went out of the room.


    “This way,” said Janol, touching my elbow. I started as if I had just wakened from a deep sleep. “The commander’s in here.”


    I followed him automatically into a further office. The individual I had come to see stood up as we came through the door. He was a great, lean man in field uniform, with a heavy-boned, but open, smiling face under black, slightly curly hair. A sort of golden warmth of personality—a strange thing in a Dorsai—seemed to flow out from him as he rose to meet me and his long-fingered, powerful hand swallowed mine in a handshake.


    “Come on in,” he said. “Let me fix you up with a drink. Janol,” he added to my mercenary commandant from New Earth, “no need for you to stick around. Go on to chow. And tell the rest of them in the outer office to knock off.”


    Janol saluted and went. I sat down as Graeme turned to a small bar cabinet behind his desk. And for the first time in three years, under the magic of the unusual fighting man opposite me, a little peace came into my soul. With someone like this on my side, I could not lose.


    III


    “Credentials?” asked Graeme, as soon as we were settled with drinks of Dorsai whisky—which is a fine whisky—in our hands.


    I passed my papers over. He glanced through them, picking out the letters from Sayona, the Bond of Kultis, to “Commander—St. Marie Field Forces.” He looked these over and put them aside. He handed me back the credentials folder.


    “You stopped at Joseph’s Town first?” he said.


    I nodded. I saw him looking at my face, and his own sobered.


    “You don’t like the Friendlies,” he said.


    His words took my breath away. I had come prepared to fence for an opening to tell him. It was too sudden. I looked away.


    I did not dare answer right away. I could not. There was either too much or too little to say if I let it come out without thinking. Then I got a grip on myself.


    “If I do anything at all with the rest of my life,” I said, slowly, “it’ll be to do everything in my power to remove the Friendlies and all they stand for from the community of civilized human beings.”


    I looked back up at him. He was sitting with one massive elbow on his desktop, watching me.


    “That’s a pretty harsh point of view, isn’t it?”


    “No harsher than theirs.”


    “Do you think so?” he said seriously. “I wouldn’t say so.”


    “I thought,” I said, “you were the one who was fighting them.”


    “Why, yes.” He smiled a little. “But we’re soldiers on both sides.”


    “I don’t think they think that way.”


    He shook his head a little.


    “What makes you say that?” he said.


    “I’ve seen them,” I answered. “I got caught up front in the lines on Castlemain on New Earth, three years ago.” I tapped my stiff knee. “I got shot and I couldn’t navigate. The Cassidans around me began to retreat—they were mercenaries, and the troops opposing them were Friendlies hired out as mercenaries.”


    I stopped and took a drink of the whisky. When I took the glass away, Graeme had not moved. He sat as if waiting.


    “There was young Cassidan, a buck soldier,” I said. “I was doing a series on the campaign from an individual point of view. I’d picked him for my individual. It was a natural choice. You see”—I drank again, and emptied the glass—“my younger sister went out on contract as an accountant to Cassida two years before that, and she’d married him. He was my brother-in-law.”


    * * * *


    Graeme took the glass from my hand and silently replenished it.


    “He wasn’t actually a military man,” I said. “He was studying shift mechanics and he had about three years to go. But he stood low on one of the competitive examinations at a time when Cassida owed a contractual balance of troops to New Earth.” I took a deep breath, “Well, to make a long story short, he ended up on New Earth in this same campaign I was covering. Because of the series I was writing, he was assigned to me. We both thought it was a good deal for him, that he’d be safer that way.”


    I drank some more of the whisky.


    “But,” I said, “you know, there’s always a better story a little deeper in the combat zone. We got caught up front one day when the New Earth troops were retreating. I picked up a needle through the kneecap. The Friendly armor was moving up and things were getting hot. The soldiers around us took off toward the rear in a hurry, but Dave tried to carry me, because he thought the Friendly armor would fry me before they had time to notice I was a non-combatant. Well,” I took another deep breath, “the Friendly ground troops caught us. They took us to a sort of clearing where they had a lot of prisoners and kept us there for a while. Then a groupman—one of their fanatic types, a tall, starved-looking soldier about my age—came up with orders they were to reform for a fresh attack.”


    I stopped and took another drink. But I could not taste it.


    “That meant they couldn’t spare men to guard the prisoners. They’d have to turn them loose back of the Friendly lines. The Groupman said that wouldn’t work. They’d have to make sure the prisoners couldn’t endanger them.”


    Graeme was still watching me.


    “I didn’t understand. I didn’t even catch on when the other Friendlies—none of them were non-coms like the Groupman—objected.” I put my glass on the desk beside me and stared at the wall of the office, seeing it all over again, as plainly as if I looked through a window at it. “I remember how the Groupman pulled himself up straight. I saw his eyes. As if he’d been insulted by the others, objecting.


    “‘Are they Chosen of God?’ he shouted at them. ‘Are they of the Chosen?’”


    I looked across at Kensie Graeme and saw him still motionless, still watching me, his own glass small in one big hand.


    “You understand?” I said to him. “As if because the prisoners weren’t Friendlies, they weren’t quite human. As if they were some lower order it was all right to kill.” I shook, suddenly. “And he did it! I sat there against a tree, safe because of my News Correspondent’s uniform and watched him shoot them down. All of them. I sat there and looked at Dave, and he looked at me, sitting there, as the Groupman shot him!”


    I quit all at once. I hadn’t meant to have it all come out like that. It was just that I’d been able to tell no one who would understand how helpless I had been. But something about Graeme had given me the idea he would understand.


    “Yes,” he said after a moment, and took and filled my glass again. “That sort of thing’s very bad. Was the Groupman found and tried under the Mercenaries Code?”


    “After it was too late, yes.”


    * * * *


    He nodded and looked past me at the wall. “They aren’t all like that, of course.”


    “There’s enough to give them a reputation for it.”


    “Unfortunately, yes. Well”—he smiled slightly at me—“we’ll try and keep that sort of thing out of this campaign.”


    “Tell me something,” I said, putting my glass down. “Does that sort of thing—as you put it—ever happen to the Friendlies, themselves?”


    Something took place then in the atmosphere of the room. There was a little pause before he answered. I felt my heart beat slowly, three times, as I waited for him to speak.


    He said at last, “No, it doesn’t.”


    “Why not?” I said.


    The feeling in the room became stronger. And I realized I had gone too fast. I had been sitting talking to him as a man and forgetting what else he was. Now I began to forget that he was a man and become conscious of him as a Dorsai—an individual as human as I was, but trained all his life, and bred down the generations to a difference. He did not move or change the tone of his voice, or any such thing; but somehow he seemed to move off some distance from me, up into a higher, colder, stonier land into which I could venture only at my peril.


    I remembered what was said about his people from that small, cold stony-mountained world: that if the Dorsai chose to withdraw their fighting men from the services of all the other worlds, and challenge those other worlds, not the combined might of the rest of civilization could stand against them. I had never really believed that before. I had never even really thought much about it. But sitting there just then, because of what was happening in the room, suddenly it became real to me. I could feel the knowledge, cold as a wind blowing on me off a glacier, that it was true; and then he answered my question.


    “Because,” said Kensie Graeme, “anything like that is specifically prohibited by Article Two of the Mercenaries’ Code.”


    Then he broke out abruptly into a smile and what I had just felt in the room withdrew. I breathed again.


    “Well,” he said, putting his glass down empty on the desk, “how about joining us in the Officers’ Mess for something to eat?”


    * * * *


    I had dinner with them and the meal was very pleasant. They wanted to put me up for the night—but I could feel myself being pulled back to that cold, joyless compound near Joseph’s Town, where all that waited for me was a sort of cold and bitter satisfaction at being among my enemies.


    I went back.


    It was about eleven p.m. when I drove through the gate of the compound and parked, just as a figure came out of the entrance to Jamethon’s headquarters. The square was dim-lighted with only a few spotlights about the walls, their light lost in the rain-wet pavement. For a moment I did not recognize the figure—and then I saw it was Jamethon.


    He would have passed by me at some distance, but I got out of my car and went to meet him. He stopped when I stepped in front of him.


    “Mr. Olyn,” he said evenly. In the darkness I could not make out the expression of his face.


    “I’ve got a question to ask,” I said, smiling in the darkness.


    “It’s late for questions.”


    “This won’t take long.” I strained to catch the look on his face, but it was all in shadow. “I’ve been visiting the Exotic camp. Their commander’s a Dorsai. I suppose you know that?”


    “Yes.” I could barely see the movement of his lips.


    “We got to talking. A question came up and I thought I’d ask you, Commandant. Do you ever order your men to kill prisoners?”


    An odd, short silence came between us. Then he answered.


    “The killing or abuse of prisoners of war,” he said without emotion, “is forbidden by Article Two of the Mercenaries’ Code.”


    “But you aren’t Mercenaries here, are you? You’re native troops in service to your own True Church and Elders.”


    “Mr. Olyn,” he said, while I still strained without success to make out the expression of his shadowed face—and it seemed that the words came slowly, though the tone of the voice that spoke them remained as calm as ever, “My Lord has set me to be His servant and a leader among men of war. In neither of those tasks will I fail Him.”


    And with that he turned, his face still shadowed and hidden from me, and passed around me and went on.


    * * * *


    Alone, I went back inside to my quarters, undressed and lay down on the hard and narrow bed they had given me. The rain outside had stopped at last. Through my open, unglazed window I could see a few stars showing.


    I lay there getting ready to sleep and making mental notes on what I would need to do tomorrow. The meeting with Padma the OutBond had jolted me sharply. I took his so-called calculations of human actions with reservation—but I had been shaken to learn of them. I would have to find out more about how much his science of ontogenies knew and could predict. If necessary, from Padma himself. But I would start first with ordinary reference sources.


    No one, I thought, would ordinarily entertain the fantastic thought that one man like myself could destroy a culture involving the populations of two worlds. No one, except perhaps a Padma. What I knew, he with his calculations might have discovered. And that was that the Friendly worlds of Harmony and Association were facing a decision that would mean life or death to their way of living. A very small thing could tip the scales they weighed on.


    For there was a new wind blowing between the stars.


    Four hundred years before we had all been men of Earth—Old Earth, the mother planet which was my native soil. One people.


    Then, with the movement out to new worlds, the human race had “splintered,” to use an Exotic term. Every small social fragment and psychological type had drawn apart by itself, and joined others like it and progressed toward specialized types. Until we had half a dozen fragments of human types—the warrior on the Dorsai, the philosopher on the Exotic worlds, the hard scientist on Newton, Cassida and Venus, and so forth…


    Isolation had bred specific types. Then a growing intercommunication between the younger worlds, now established, and an ever-increasing rate of technological advance had forced specialization. The trade between the worlds was the trade of skilled minds. Generals from the Dorsai were worth their exchange rate in psychiatrists from the Exotics. Communications men like myself from Old Earth brought spaceship designers from Cassida. And so it had been for the last hundred years.


    But now the worlds were drifting together. Economics was fusing the race into one whole, again. And the struggle on each world was to gain the advantages of that fusion while holding on to as much as possible of their own ways.


    Compromise was necessary—and the harsh, stiff-necked Friendly religion forbade compromise and had made many enemies. Already public opinion moved against the Friendlies on other worlds. Discredit them, smear them, publicly here in this campaign and they would not be able to hire out their soldiers. They would lose the balance of trade they needed to hire the skilled specialists trained by the special facilities of other worlds, and which they needed to keep their own two poor-in-natural-resources worlds alive. They would die.


    As young Dave had died. Slowly. In the dark.


    …In the darkness now, as I thought of it, it rose up before me once again. It had been only noon when we were taken prisoner, but by the time the Groupman came with his orders for our guards to move up, the sun was almost down.


    After they left, after it was all over and I was left alone, I crawled to the bodies in the clearing. And I found Dave among them; and he was not quite gone.


    He was wounded in the body and I could not stop the bleeding.


    It would not have helped if I had, they told me afterwards. But then it seemed that it would have. So I tried. But finally I gave up and by that time it was quite dark. I only held him and did not know he was dead until he began to grow cold. And then was when I had begun to change into what my uncle had always tried to make me. I felt myself die inside. Dave and my sister were to have been my family, the only family I had ever had hopes of keeping. Instead, I could only sit there in the darkness, holding him and hearing the blood from his red-soaked clothing, falling drop by drop, slowly on the dead variform oak leaves beneath us.


    * * * *


    I lay there now in the Friendly compound, not able to sleep and remembering. And after a while I heard the soldiers marching, forming in the square for midnight service.


    I lay on my back, listening to them. Their marching feet stopped at last. The single window of my room was over my bed—high in the wall against which the left side of my cot was set. It was unglazed and the night air with its sounds came freely through it along with the dim light from the square which painted a pale rectangle on the opposite wall of my room. I lay watching that rectangle and listening to the service outside; and I heard the duty officer lead them in a prayer for worthiness. After that they sang their battle hymn again, and I lay hearing it, this time, all the way through.


    Soldier, ask not—now, or ever,


    Where to war your banners go.


    Anarch’s legions all surround us.


    Strike! And do not count the blow!


    Glory, honor—praise and profit,


    Are but toys of tinsel worth.


    Render up your work, unasking,


    Leave the human clay to earth.


    Blood and sorrow—pain unending,


    Are the portion of us all.


    Grasp the naked sword, opposing.


    Gladly in the battle fall.


    So shall we, anointed soldiers,


    Stand at last before the Throne.


    Baptized in our wounds, red-flowing,


    Sealed unto our Lord—alone!


    After that they dispersed to cots no different from mine.


    I lay there listening to the silence in the square and the measured dripping of a rainspout outside by my window, its slow drops falling after the rain, one by one, uncounted in the darkness.


    IV


    After the day I landed, there was no more rain. Day by day the fields dried. Soon they would be firm underneath the weight of heavy surface-war equipment, and everyone knew that then the Exotic spring offensive would get under way. Meanwhile both Exotic and Friendly troops were in training.


    During the next few weeks, I was busy about my newswork. Mostly feature and small stories on the soldiers and the native people. I had dispatches to send and I sent them faithfully. A correspondent is only as good as his contacts; I made contacts everywhere but among the Friendly troops. These remained aloof, though I talked to many of them. They refused to show fear or doubt.


    I had heard these Friendly soldiers were generally undertrained because the suicidal tactics of their officers kept their ranks always filled with green replacements. But the ones here were the remnants of an Expeditionary Force six times their present numbers. They were all veterans, though most of them were in their teens. Only here and there, among the non-coms, and more often among the commissioned officers, I saw the prototype of the non-com who had ordered the prisoners shot on New Earth. Here, the men of this type looked like rabid, gray wolves mixed among polite, well-schooled young dogs just out of puppyhood.


    It was a temptation to think that they alone were what I had set out to destroy.


    To fight that temptation I told myself that Alexander the Great had led expeditions against the hill tribes and ruled in Pella, capital of Macedonia, and ordered men put to death when he was sixteen. But still the Friendly soldiers looked young to me. I could not help contrasting them with the adult, experienced mercenaries in Kensie Graeme’s forces. For the Exotics, in obedience to their principles, would hire no drafted troops or soldiers who were not in uniform of their own free will.


    Meanwhile I had heard no word from the Blue Front. But by the time two weeks had gone, I had my own connections in New San Marcos, and at the beginning of the third week one of these brought me word that the jewelers shop in Wallace Street there had closed its door—had pulled its blinds and emptied the long room of stock and fixtures, and moved or gone out of business. That was all I needed to know.


    For the next few days, I stayed in the vicinity of Jamethon Black himself, and by the end of the week my watching him paid off.


    At ten o’clock that Friday night I was up on a catwalk just above my quarters and under the sentry-walk of the walls, watching as three civilians with Blue Front written all over them drove into the square, got out and went into Jamethon’s office.


    They stayed a little over an hour. When they left, I went back down to bed. That night I slept soundly.


    * * * *


    The next morning I got up early, and there was mail for me. A message had come by spaceliner from the director of News Network back on Earth, personally congratulating me on my dispatches. Once, three years before, this would have meant a great deal to me. Now, I only worried that they would decide I had made the situation here newsworthy enough to require extra people being sent out to help me. I could not risk having other news personnel here now to see what I was doing.


    I got in my car and headed east along the highway to New San Marcos and the Exotic Headquarters. The Friendly troops were already out in the field; eighteen kilometers east of Joseph’s Town, I was stopped by a squad of five young soldiers with no non-com over them. They recognized me.


    “In God’s name, Mr. Olyn,” said the first one to reach my car, bending down to speak to me through the open window at my left shoulder. “You cannot go through.”


    “Mind if I ask why?” I said.


    He turned and pointed out and down into a little valley between two wooded hills at our left.


    “Tactical survey in progress.”


    I looked. The little valley or meadow was perhaps a hundred yards wide between the wooded slopes, and it wound away from me and curved to disappear to my right. At the edge of the wooded slopes where they met open meadow, there were lilac bushes with blossoms several days old. The meadow itself was green and fair with the young chartreuse grass of early summer and the white and purple of the lilacs, and the variform oaks behind the lilacs were fuzzy in outline, with small, new leaves.


    In the middle of all this, in the center of the meadow, were black-clad figures moving about with computing devices, measuring and figuring the possibilities of death from every angle. In the very center of the meadow for some reason they had set up marking stakes—a single stake, then a stake in front of that with two stakes on either side of it, and one more stake in line before these. Farther on was another single stake, down, as if fallen on the grass and discarded.


    I looked back up into the lean young face of the soldier.


    “Getting ready to defeat the Exotics?” I said.


    He took it as if it had been a straightforward question, with no irony in my voice at all.


    “Yes sir,” he said seriously. I looked at him and at the taut skin and clear eyes of the rest.


    “Ever think you might lose?”


    “No, Mr. Olyn.” He shook his head solemnly. “No man loses who goes to battle for the Lord.” He saw that I needed to be convinced, and he went about it earnestly. “He hath set His hand upon His soldiers. And all that is possible to them is victory—or sometimes death. And what is death?”


    He looked to his fellow soldiers and they all nodded.


    “What is death?” they echoed.


    I looked at them. They stood there asking me and each other what was death as if they were talking about some hard but necessary job.


    I had an answer for them, but I did not say it. Death was a Groupman, one of their own kind, giving orders to soldiers just like themselves to assassinate prisoners. That was death.


    “Call an officer,” I said. “My pass lets me through here.”


    “I regret, sir,” said the one who had been talking to me. “We cannot leave our posts to summon an officer. One will come soon.”


    I had a hunch what “soon” meant, and I was right. It was high noon before a Force Leader came by to order them to chow and let me through.


    * * * *


    As I pulled into Kensie Graeme’s Headquarters, the sun was low, patterning the ground with the long shadows of trees. Yet it was as if the camp was just waking up. I did not need experience to see the Exotics were beginning to move at last against Jamethon.


    I found Janol Marat, the New Earth commandant.


    “I’ve got to see Field Commander Graeme,” I said.


    He shook his head, for all that we now knew each other well.


    “Not now, Tam. I’m sorry.”


    “Janol,” I said, “this isn’t for an interview. It’s a matter of life and death. I mean that. I’ve got to see Kensie.”


    He stared at me. I stared back.


    “Wait here,” he said. We were standing just inside the headquarters office. He went out and was gone for perhaps five minutes. I stood, listening to the wall clock ticking away. Then he came back.


    “This way,” he said.


    He led me outside and back between the bubble roundness of the plastic buildings to a small structure half-hidden in some trees. When we stepped through its front entrance, I realized it was Kensie’s personal quarters. We passed through a small sitting room into a combination bedroom and bath. Kensie had just stepped out of the shower and was getting into battle clothes. He looked at me curiously, then turned his gaze back on Janol.


    “All right, Commandant,” he said, “you can get back to your duties, now.


    “Sir,” said Janol, without looking at me.


    He saluted and left.


    “All right, Tam,” Kensie said, pulling on a pair of uniform slacks. “What is it?”


    “I know you’re ready to move out,” I said.


    He looked at me a little humorously as he locked the waistband of his slacks. He had not yet put on his shirt, and in that relatively small room he loomed like a giant, like some irresistible natural force. His body was tanned like dark wood and the muscles lay in flat bands across his chest and shoulders. His belly was hollow and the cords in his arms came and went as he moved them. Once more I felt the particular, special element of the Dorsai in him. It was not just his physical size and strength. It was not even the fact that he was someone trained from birth to war, someone bred for battle. No, it was something living but untouchable—the same quality of difference to be found in the pure Exotic like Padma the OutBond, or in some Newtonian or Cassidan researchist. Something so much above and beyond the common form of man that it was like a serenity, a sense of conviction where his own type of thing was concerned that was so complete it made him beyond all weaknesses, untouchable, unconquerable.


    I saw the slight, dark shadow of Jamethon Black in my mind’s eye, standing opposed to such a man as this; and the thought of any victory for Jamethon was unthinkable, an impossibility.


    But there was always danger.


    “All right, I’ll tell you what I came about,” I said to Kensie. “I’ve just found out Black’s been in touch with the Blue Front, a native terrorist political group with its headquarters in Blauvain. Three of them visited him last night. I saw them.”


    Kensie picked up his shirt and slid a long arm into one sleeve.


    “I know,” he said.


    I stared at him.


    “Don’t you understand?” I said. “They’re assassins. It’s their stock in trade. And the one man they and Jamethon Black both could use out of the way is you.”


    He put his other arm in a sleeve.


    “I know that,” he said. “They want the present government here on St. Marie out of the way and themselves in power—which isn’t possible with Exotic money hiring us to keep the peace here.”


    “They haven’t had Jamethon Black’s help.”


    “Have they got it now?” he asked, sealing the shirt closure between thumb and forefinger.


    “The Friendlies are desperate,” I said. “Even if reinforcements arrived tomorrow, Jamethon knows what his chances are with you ready to move. Assassins may be outlawed by the Conventions of War and the Mercenaries’ Code, but you and I know the Friendlies.”


    Kensie looked at me oddly and picked up his jacket.


    “Do we?” he said.


    I met his eyes. “Don’t we?”


    “Tam.” He put on the jacket and closed it. “I know the men I have to fight. It’s my business to know. But what makes you think you know them?”


    “They’re my business too,” I said. “Maybe you’d forgotten, I’m a newsman. People are my business, first, last and always.”


    “But you’ve got no use for the Friendlies.”


    “Should I?” I said. “I’ve been on all the worlds. I’ve seen the Cetan entrepreneur—and he wants his margin, but he’s a human being. I’ve seen the Newtonian and the Cassidan with their heads in the clouds, but if you yanked on their sleeves hard enough, you could pull them back to reality. I’ve seen Exotics like Padma at their mental parlor tricks, and the Freilander up to his ears in his own red tape. I’ve seen them from my own world of Old Earth, and Coby, and Venus and even from the Dorsai, like you. And I tell you they’ve all got one thing in common. Underneath it all they’re human. Every one of them’s human—they’ve just specialized in some one, valuable way.”


    “And the Friendlies haven’t?”


    “Fascinaticism,” I said. “Is that valuable? It’s just the opposite. What’s good—what’s even permissible about blind, deaf, dumb, unthinking faith that doesn’t let a man reason for himself?”


    “How do you know they don’t reason?” Kensie asked. He was standing facing me now.


    “Maybe some of them do,” I said. “Maybe the young ones, before the poison’s had time to work in. What good does that do, as long as the culture exists?”


    * * * *


    A sudden silence came into the room.


    “What are you talking about?” said Kensie.


    “I mean you want the assassins,” I said. “You don’t want the Friendly troops. Prove that Jamethon Black has broken the Conventions of War by arranging with them to kill you; and you can win St. Marie for the Exotics without firing a shot.”


    “And how would I do that?”


    “Use me,” I said. “I’ve got a pipeline to the political group the assassins represent. Let me go to them as your representative and outbid Jamethon. You can offer them recognition by the present government, now. Padma and the present St. Marie government heads would have to back you up if you could clean the planet of Friendlies that easily.”


    He looked at me with no expression at all.


    “And what would I be supposed to buy with this?”


    he said.


    “Sworn testimony they’d been hired to assassinate you. As many of them as needed could testify.”


    “No Court of Interplanetary Inquiry would believe people like that,” Kensie said.


    “Ah,” I said, and I could not help smiling. “But they’d believe me as a News Network Representative when I backed up every word that was said.”


    There was a new silence. His face had no expression at all.


    “I see,” he said.


    He walked past me into the salon. I followed him. He went to his phone, put his finger on a stud and spoke into an imageless, gray screen.


    “Janol,” he said.


    He turned away from the screen, crossed the room to an arms cabinet and began putting on his battle harness. He moved deliberately and neither looked nor spoke in my direction. After a few long minutes, the building entrance slid aside and Janol stepped in.


    “Sir?” said the Freilander officer.


    “Mr. Olyn stays here until further orders.”


    “Yes sir,” said Janol.


    Graeme went out.


    I stood numb, staring at the entrance through which he had left. I could not believe that he would violate the Conventions so far himself as not only to disregard me, but to put me essentially under arrest to keep me from doing anything further about the situation.


    I turned to Janol. He was looking at me with a sort of wry sympathy on his long, brown face.


    “Is the OutBond here in camp?” I asked him.


    “No.” He came up to me. “He’s back in the Exotic Embassy in Blauvain. Be a good fella now and sit down, why don’t you? We might as well kill the next few hours pleasantly.”


    We were standing face to face; I hit him in the stomach.


    I had done a little boxing as an undergraduate on the college level. I mention this not to make myself out a sort of muscular hero, but to explain why I had sense enough not to try for his jaw. Graeme could probably have found the knockout point there without even thinking, but I was no Dorsai. The area below a man’s breastbone is relatively large, soft, handy and generally just fine for amateurs. And I did know something about how to punch.


    For all that, Janol was not knocked out. He went over on the floor and lay there doubled up with his eyes still open. But he was not ready to get up right away. I turned and went quickly out of the building.


    The camp was busy. Nobody stopped me. I got back into my car, and five minutes later I was free on the darkening road for Blauvain.


    V


    From New San Marcos to Blauvain and Padma’s Embassy was fourteen hundred kilometers. I should have made it in six hours, but a bridge was washed out and I took fourteen.


    It was after eight the following morning when I burst into the half-park, half-building that was the embassy.


    “Padma—” I said. “Is he still—”


    “Yes, Mr. Olyn,” said the girl receptionist. “He’s expecting you.”


    She smiled above her purple robe. I did not mind. I was too busy being glad Padma had not already taken off for the fringe areas of the conflict.


    She took me down and around a corner and turned me over to a young male Exotic, who introduced himself as one of Padma’s secretaries. He took me a short distance and introduced me to another secretary, a middle-aged man this time, who led me through several rooms and then directed me down a long corridor and around a corner, beyond which he said was the entrance to the office area where Padma worked at the moment. Then he left me.


    I followed his direction. But when I stepped through that entrance it was not into a room, but into a further short corridor. And I checked, stopping myself dead. For what I suddenly thought I saw coming at me was Kensie Graeme—Kensie with murder on his mind.


    But the man who looked like Kensie merely glanced at me and dismissed me, continuing to come on. Then I knew.


    Of course, he was not Kensie. He was Kensie’s twin brother, Ian, commander of Garrison Forces for the Exotics, here in Blauvain. He strode on toward me; and I began once more to walk toward him, but the shock stayed with me until we had passed one another.


    I do not think anyone could have come on him like that, in my position and not been hit the same way. From Janol, at different times, I had gathered how Ian was the converse of Kensie. Not in a military sense—they were both magnificent specimens of Dorsai officers—but in the matter of their individual natures.


    Kensie had had a profound effect on me from the first moment, with his cheerful nature and the warmth of being that at times obscured the very fact that he was a Dorsai. When the pressure of military affairs was not directly on him he seemed all sunshine; you could warm yourself in his presence as you might in the sun. Ian, his physical duplicate, striding toward me like some two-eyed Odin, was all shadow.


    Here at last was the Dorsai legend come to life. Here was the grim man with the iron heart and the dark and solitary soul. In the powerful fortress of his body, what was essentially Ian dwelt as isolated as a hermit on a mountain. He was the fierce and lonely Highlandman of his distant ancestry, come to life again.


    Not law, not ethics, but the trust of the given word, clan-loyalty and the duty of the blood feud held sway in Ian. He was a man who would cross hell to pay a debt for good or ill; and in that moment when I saw him coming toward me and recognized him at last, I suddenly thanked whatever gods were left, that he had no debt with me.


    * * * *


    Then we had passed each other, and he was gone around a corner.


    Rumor had it, I remembered then, that the blackness around him never lightened except in Kensie’s presence. That he was truly his twin brother’s other half. And that if he should ever lose the light that Kensie’s bright presence shed on him, he would be doomed to his own light-lessness forever.


    It was a statement I was to remember at a later time, as I was to remember seeing him come toward me in that moment.


    But now I forgot him as I went forward through another entrance into what looked like a small conservatory and saw the gentle face and short-cropped white hair of Padma, the OutBond, wearing a pale yellow robe.


    “Come in, Mr. Olyn,” he said, getting up. “And come along with me.”


    He turned and walked out through an archway of purple clematis blooms. I followed him, and found a small courtyard, all but filled with the ellipitical shape of a sedan aircar. Padma was already climbing into one of the seats facing the controls. He held the door for me.


    “Where are we going?” I asked as I got in.


    He touched the autopilot panel; the ship rose in the air. He left it to its own navigation, and pivoted his chair about to face me.


    “To Commander Graeme’s headquarters in the field,” he answered.


    His eyes were a light hazel color, but they seemed to catch and swim with the sunlight striking through the transparent top of the aircar, as we reached altitude and began to move horizontally. I could not read them, or the expression on his face.


    “I see,” I said. “Of course, I know a call from Graeme’s HQ could get to you much faster than I could by groundcar from the same spot. But I hope you aren’t thinking of having him kidnap me or something like that. I have Credentials of Impartiality protecting me as a Newsman, as well as authorizations from both the Friendly and the Exotic worlds. And I don’t intend to be held responsible for any conclusions drawn by Graeme after the conversation the two of us had earlier this morning—alone.”


    Padma sat still in his aircar seat, facing me. His hands were folded in his lap together, pale against the yellow robe, but with strong sinews showing under the skin of their backs.


    “You’re coming with me now by my decision, not Kensie Graeme’s.”


    “I want to know why,” I said tensely.


    “Because,” he said slowly, “you are very dangerous.” And he sat still, looking at me with unwavering eyes.


    I waited for him to go on, but he did not. “Dangerous?” I said. “Dangerous to who?”


    “To the future of all of us.”


    I stared at him, then I laughed. I was angry.


    “Cut it out!” I said.


    He shook his head slowly, his eyes never leaving my face. I was baffled by those eyes. Innocent and open as a child’s, but I could not see through them into the man himself.


    “All right,” I said. “Tell me, why am I dangerous?”


    “Because you want to destroy a race of people. And you know how.”


    * * * *


    There was a short silence. The aircar fled on through the skies without a sound.


    “Now that’s an odd notion,” I said slowly and calmly. “I wonder where you got it?”


    “From our ontogenic calculations,” said Padma, as calmly as I had spoken. “And it’s not a notion, Tam. As you know yourself.”


    “Oh, yes,” I said. “Ontogenics. I was going to look that up.”


    “You did look it up, didn’t you, Tam?”


    “Did I?” I said. “I guess I did, at that. It didn’t seem very clear to me, though, as I remember. Something about evolution.”


    “Ontogenics,” said Padma, “is the study of the effect of evolution upon the interacting forces of human society.”


    “Am I an interacting force?”


    “At the moment and for the past several years, yes,” said Padma. “And possibly for some years into the future. But possibly not.”


    “That sounds almost like a threat.”


    “In a sense it is.” Padma’s eyes caught the light as I watched them. “You’re capable of destroying yourself as well as others.”


    “I’d hate to do that.”


    “Then,” said Padma, “you’d better listen to me.”


    “Why, of course,” I said. “That’s my business, listening. Tell me all about ontogenics—and myself.”


    He made an adjustment in the controls, then swung his seat back to face mine once more.


    “The human race,” said Padma, “broke up in an evolutionary explosion at the moment in history when interstellar colonization became practical.” He sat watching me. I kept my face attentive. “This happened for reasons stemming from racial instinct which we haven’t completely charted yet, but which was essentially self-protective in nature.” I reached into my jacket pocket. “Perhaps I’d better take a few notes,” I said.


    “If you want to,” said Padma, unperturbed. “Out of that explosion came cultures individually devoted to single facets of the human personality. The fighting, combative facet became the Dorsai. The facet which surrendered the individual wholly to some faith or other became the Friendly. The philosophical facet created the Exotic culture to which I belong. We call these Splinter Cultures.”


    “Oh, yes,” I said. “I know about Splinter Cultures.”


    “You know about them, Tam, but you don’t know them.”


    “I don’t?”


    “No,” said Padma, “because you, like all our ancestors, are from Earth. You’re old, full-spectrum man. The Splinter peoples are evolutionarily advanced over you.”


    I felt a little twist of bitter anger knot suddenly inside me. “Oh? I’m afraid I don’t see that.”


    “Because you don’t want to,” said Padma. “If you did, you’d have to admit that they were different from you, and had to be judged by different standards.”


    “Different? How?”


    “Different in a sense that all Splinter people, including myself, understand instinctively, but full-spectrum man has to extrapolate to imagine.” Padma shifted a little in his seat. “You’ll get some idea, Tam, if you imagine a member of a Splinter culture to be a man like yourself, only with a monomania that shoves him wholly toward being one type of person. But with this difference: Instead of all parts of his mental and physical self outside the limits of that monomania being ignored and atrophied as, they would be with you—”


    * * * *


    I interrupted, “Why specifically with me?”


    “With any full-spectrum man, then,” said Padma calmly. “These parts, instead of being atrophied, are altered to agree with and support the monomania, so that we don’t have a sick man—but a healthy, different one.”


    “Healthy?” I said, seeing the Friendly non-com on New Earth again in my mind’s eye.


    “Healthy as a culture. Not as occasional crippled individuals of that culture. But as a culture.”


    “Sorry,” I said. “I don’t believe it.”


    “But you do, Tam,” said Padma, softly. “Unconsciously you do. Because you’re planning to take advantage of the weakness such a culture must have to destroy it.”


    “And what weakness is that?”


    “The obvious weakness that’s the converse of any strength,” said Padma. “The Splinter Cultures are not viable.”


    I must have blinked. I was honestly bewildered.


    “Not viable? You mean they can’t live on their own?”


    “Of course not,” said Padma. “Faced with an expansion into space, the human race reacted to the challenge of a different environment by trying to adapt to it. It adapted by trying out separately all the elements of its personality, to see which could survive best. Now that all elements —the Splinter Cultures—have survived and adapted, it’s time for them to breed back into each other again, to produce a more hardy, universe-oriented human.”


    The aircar began to descend. We were nearing our destination.


    “What’s that got to do with me?” I said, at last.


    “If you frustrate one of the Splinter Cultures, it can’t adapt on its own as full-spectrum man would do. It will die. And when the race breeds back to a whole, that valuable element will be lost to the race.”


    “Maybe it’ll be no loss,” I said, softly in my turn.


    “A vital loss,” said Padma. “And I can prove it. You, a full-spectrum man, have in you an element from every Splinter Culture. If you admit this you can identify even with those you want to destroy. I have evidence to show you. Will you look at it?”


    The ship touched ground; the door beside me opened. I got out with Padma and found Kensie waiting.


    I looked from Padma to Kensie, who stood with us and a head taller than I—two heads taller than OutBond. Kensie looked back down at me with no particular expression. His eyes were not the eyes of his twin brother—but just then, for some reason, I could not meet them.


    “I’m a newsman,” I said. “Of course my mind is open.”


    Padma turned and began walking toward the headquarters building. Kensie fell in with us and I think Janol and some of the others came along behind, though I didn’t look back to make sure. We went to the inner office where I first met Graeme—just Kensie, Padma and myself. There was a file folder on Graeme’s desk. He picked it up, extracted a photocopy of something and handed it to me as I came up to him.


    I took it. There was no doubting its authenticity.


    It was a memo from Eldest Bright, ranking elder of the joint government of Harmony and Association, to the Friendly War Chief at the Defense X Center, on Harmony. It was dated two months previously. It was on the single-molecule sheet, where the legend cannot be tampered with, or removed once it is on.


    Be Informed, in God’s Name—


    —That since it does seem the Lord’s Will that our Brothers on St. Marie make no success, it is ordered that henceforth no more replacements or personnel or supplies be sent them. For if our Captain does intend us the victory, surely we shall conquer without further expenditure. And if it be His will that we conquer not, then surely it would be an impiety to throw away the substance of God’s Churches in an attempt to frustrate that Will.


    Be it further ordered that our Brothers on St. Marie be spared the knowledge that no further assistance is forthcoming, that they may bear witness to their faith in battle as ever, and, God’s Churches be undismayed. Heed this Command, in the Name of the Lord:


    By order of he who is called…Bright


    Eldest Among The Chosen


    I looked up from the memo. Both Graeme and Padma were watching me.


    “How’d you get hold of this?” I said. “No, of course you won’t tell me.” The palms of my hands were suddenly sweating so that the slick material of the sheet in my fingers was slippery. I held it tightly, and talked fast to keep their eyes on my face. “But what about it? We already knew this, everybody knew Bright had abandoned them. This just proves it. Why even bother showing it to me?”


    “I thought,” said Padma, “it might move you just a little. Perhaps enough to make you take a different view of things.”


    I said, “I didn’t say that wasn’t possible. I tell you a Newsman keeps an open mind at all times. Of course,” I picked my words carefully, “if I could study it—”


    “I’d hoped you’d take it with you,” said Padma.


    “Hoped?”


    “If you dig into it and really understand what Bright means there, you might understand all the Friendlies differently. You might change your mind about them.”


    “I don’t think so,” I said. “But—”


    “Let me ask you to do that much,” said Padma. “Take the memo with you.”


    I stood for a moment, with Padma facing me and Kensie looming behind him, then shrugged and put the memo in my pocket.


    “All right,” I said. “I’ll take it back to my quarters and think about it—I’ve got a groundcar here somewhere, haven’t I?” And I looked at Kensie.


    “Ten kilometers back,” said Kensie. “You wouldn’t get through anyway. We’re moving up for the assault and the Friendlies are maneuvering to meet us.”


    “Take my aircar,” said Padma. “The Embassy flags on it will help.”


    “All right,” I said.


    We went out together toward the aircar. I passed Janol in the outer office and he met my eyes coldly. I did not blame him. We walked to the aircar and I got in.


    “You can send the aircar back whenever you’re through with it,” said Padma, as I stepped in through the entrance section of its top. “It’s an Embassy loan to you, Tam. I won’t worry about it.”


    “No,” I said. “You needn’t worry.”


    I closed the section and touched the controls.


    It was a dream of an aircar. It went up into the air as lightly as thought, and in a second I was two thousand feet up and well away from the spot. I made myself calm down, though, before I reached into my pocket and took the memo out.


    I looked at it. My hand still trembled a little as I held it.


    Here it was in my grasp at last. What I had been after from the start. And Padma himself had insisted I carry it away with me.


    It was the lever, the Archimedes pry-bar which would move not one world but fourteen. And push the Friendly Peoples over the edge to extinction.


    VI


    They were waiting for me. They converged on the aircar as I landed it in the interior square of the Friendlies compound, all four of them with black rifles at the ready.


    They were apparently the only ones left. Black seemed to have turned out every other man of his remnant of a battle unit. And these were all men I recognized, case-hardened veterans. One was the Groupman who had been in the office that first night when I had come back from the Exotic camp and stepped in to speak to Black, asking him if he ever ordered his men to kill prisoners. Another was a forty-year-old Force Leader, the lowest commissioned rank, but acting Major—just as Black, a Commandant, was acting as Expeditionary Field Commander —a position equivalent to Kensie Graeme’s. The other two soldiers were non-commissioned, but similar. I knew them all. Ultrafanatics. And they knew me.


    We understood each other.


    “I have to see the commandant,” I said, as I got out, before they could begin to question me.


    “On what business?” said the Force Leader. “This aircar hath no business here. Nor thyself.”


    I said, “I must see Commandant Black immediately. I wouldn’t be here in a car flying the flags of the Exotic Embassy if it wasn’t necessary.”


    They could not take the chance that my reason for seeing Black wasn’t important, and I knew it. They argued a little, but I kept insisting I had to see the Commandant. Finally, the Force Leader took me across into the same outer office where I had always waited to see Black.


    I faced Jamethon Black alone in the office.


    He was putting on his battle harness, as I had seen Graeme putting on his earlier. On Graeme, the harness and the weapons it carried had looked like toys. On Jamethon’s slight frame they looked almost too heavy to bear.


    “Mr. Olyn,” he said.


    I walked across the room toward him, drawing the memo from my pocket as I came. He turned a little to face me, his fingers sealing the locks on his harness, jingling slightly with his weapons and his harness as he turned.


    “You’re taking the field against the Exotics,” I said.


    He nodded. I had never been this close to him before. From across the room I would have believed he was holding his usual stony expression, but standing just a few feet from him now I saw the tired wraith of a smile touch the corners of his straight mouth in that dark, young face, for a second.


    “That is my duty, Mr. Olyn.”


    “Some duty,” I said. “When your superiors back on Harmony have already written you off their books.”


    “I’ve already told you,” he said, calmly. “The Chosen are not betrayed in the Lord, one by another.”


    “You’re sure of that?” I said.


    Once more I saw that little ghost of a weary smile.


    “It’s a subject, Mr. Olyn, on which I am more expert than you.”


    * * * *


    I looked into his eyes. They were exhausted but calm. I glanced aside at the desk where the picture of the church, the older man and woman and the young girl stood still.


    “Your family?” I asked.


    “Yes,” he said.


    “It seems to me you’d think of them in a time like this.”


    “I think of them quite often.”


    “But you’re going to go out and get yourself killed just the same.”


    “Just the same,” he said.


    “Sure!” I said. “You would!” I had come in calm and in control of myself. But now it was as if a cork had been pulled on all that had been inside me since Dave’s death. I began to shake. “Because that’s the kind of hypocrites you are—all of you Friendlies. You’re so lying, so rotten clear through with your own lies, if someone took them away from you there’d be nothing left. Would there? So you’d rather die now than admit committing suicide like this isn’t the most glorious thing in the universe. You’d rather die than admit you’re just as full of doubts as anyone else, just as afraid.”


    I stepped right up to him. He did not move.


    “Who’re you trying to fool?” I said. “Who? I see through you just like the people on all the other worlds do! I know you know what a mumbo-jumbo your United Churches are. I know you know the way of life you sing of through your nose so much isn’t what you claim it is. I know your Eldest Bright and his gang of narrow-minded old men are just a gang of world-hungry tyrants that don’t give a damn for religion or anything as long as they get what they want. I know you know it—and I’m going to make you admit it!”


    And I shoved the memo under his nose.


    “Read it!”


    He took it from me. I stepped back from him, shaking badly as I watched him.


    He studied it for a long minute, while I held my breath. His face did not change. Then handed it back to me.


    “Can I give you a ride to meet Graeme?” I said. “We can get across the lines in the OutBond’s aircar. You can get the surrender over with before any shooting breaks out.”


    He shook his head. He was looking at me in a particularly level way, with an expression I could not understand.


    “What do you mean—no?”


    “You’d better stay here,” he said. “Even with ambassadorial flags, that aircar may be shot at over the lines.” And he turned as if he would walk away from me, out the door.


    “Where’re you going?” I shouted at him. I got in front of him and pushed the memo before his eyes again. “That’s real. You can’t close your eyes to that!”


    * * * *


    He stopped and looked at me. Then he reached out and took my wrist and put my arm and hand with the memo aside. His fingers were thin, but much stronger than I thought, so that I let the arm go down in front of him when I hadn’t intended to do so.


    “I know it’s real. I’ll have to warn you not to interfere with me any more, Mr. Olyn. I’ve got to go now.” He stepped past me and walked toward the door.


    “You’re a liar!” I shouted after him. He kept on going. I had to stop him. I grabbed the solidograph from his desk and smashed it on the floor.


    He turned like a cat and looked at the broken pieces at my feet.


    “That’s what you’re doing!” I shouted, pointing at them.


    He came back without a word and squatted down and carefully gathered up the pieces, one by one. He put them into his pocket and got back to his feet, and raised his face at last to mine. And when I saw his eyes I stopped breathing.


    “If my duty,” he said, in a low, controlled voice, “were not in this minute to—”


    His voice stopped. I saw his eyes staring into me; and slowly I saw them change and the murder that was in them soften into something like wonder.


    “Thou”—he said, softly—“Thou hast no faith?”


    I had opened my mouth to speak. But what he said stopped me. I stood as if punched in the stomach, without the breath for words. He stared at me.


    “What made you think,” he said, “that that memo would change my mind?”


    “You read it!” I said. “Bright wrote you were a losing proposition here, so you weren’t to get any more help. And no one was to tell you for fear you might surrender if you knew.”


    “Is that how you read it?” he said. “Like that?”


    “How else? How else can you read it?”


    “As it is written.” He stood straight facing me now and his eyes never moved from mine. “You have read it without faith, leaving out the Name and the will of the Lord. Eldest Bright wrote not that we were to be abandoned here—but that since our cause was sore tried, we be put in the hands of our Captain and our God. And further he wrote that we should not be told of this, that none here should be tempted to a vain and special seeking of the martyr’s crown. Look, Mr. Olyn. It’s down there in black and white.”


    “But that’s not what he meant! That’s not what he meant!”


    He shook his head. “Mr. Olyn, I can’t leave you in such delusion.”


    I stared at him, for it was sympathy I saw in his face. For me.


    “It’s your own blindness that deludes you,” he said. “You see nothing, and so believe no man can see. Our Lord is not just a name, but all things. That’s why we have no ornament in our churches, scorning any painted screen between us and our God. Listen to me, Mr. Olyn. Those churches themselves are but tabernacles of the earth. Our Elders and Leaders, though they are Chosen and Anointed, are still but mortal men. To none of these things or people do we hearken in our faith, but to the very voice of God within us.”


    * * * *


    He paused. Somehow I could not speak.


    “Suppose it was even as you think,” he went on, even more gently. “Suppose that all you say was a fact; and that our Elders were but greedy tyrants, ourselves abandoned here by their selfish will and set to fulfill a false and prideful purpose. No.” Jamethon’s voice rose. “Let me attest as if it were only for myself. Suppose that you could give me proof that all our Elders lied, that our very Covenant was false. Suppose that you could prove to me”—his face lifted to mine and his voice drove at me—“that all was perversion and falsehood, and nowhere among the Chosen, not even in the house of my father, was there faith or hope! If you could prove to me that no miracle could save me, that no soul stood with me—and that opposed were all the legions of the universe—still I, I alone, Mr. Olyn, would go forward as I have been commanded, to the end of the universe, to the culmination of eternity. For without my faith I am but common earth. But with my faith, there is no power can stay me!”


    He stopped speaking and turned about. I watched him walk across the room and out the door.


    Still I stood there, as if I had been fastened in place—until I heard from outside, in the square of the compound, the sound of a military aircar starting up.


    I broke out of my stasis then and ran out of the building.


    As I burst into the square, the military aircar was just taking off. I could see Black and his four hard-shell subordinates in it. And I yelled up into the air after them.


    “That’s all right for you, but what about your men?”


    They could not hear me. I knew that. Uncontrollable tears were running down my face, but I screamed up into the air after him anyway—


    “You’re killing your men to prove your point! Can’t you listen? You’re murdering helpless men!”


    Unheeding, the military aircar dwindled rapidly to the west and south, where the converging battle forces waited. And the heavy concrete walls and buildings about the empty compound threw back my words with a hollow, wild and mocking echo.


    VII


    I should have gone to the spaceport. Instead, I got back into the aircar and flew back across the lines looking for Graeme’s Battle Command Center.


    I was as little concerned about my own life just then as a Friendly. I think I was shot at once or twice, in spite of the ambassadorial flags on the aircar, but I don’t remember exactly. Eventually I found the Command Center and descended.


    Enlisted men surrounded me as I stepped out of the aircar. I showed my credentials and went up to the battle screen, which had been set up in open air at the edge of shadow from some tall variform oaks. Graeme, Padma and his whole staff were grouped around it, watching the movements of their own and the Friendly troops reported on it. A continual low-voiced discussion of the movements went on, and a steady stream of information came from the communications center fifteen feet off.


    The sun slanted steeply through the trees. It was almost noon and the day was bright and warm. No one looked at me for a long time; and then Janol, turning away from the screen, caught sight of me standing off at one side by the flat-topped shape of a tactics computer. His face went cold. He went on about what he was doing. But I must have been looking pretty bad, because after a while he came by with a canteen cup and set it down on the computer top.


    “Drink that,” he said shortly, and went off. I picked it up, found it was Dorsai whisky and swallowed it down. I could not taste it; but evidently it did me some good, because in a few minutes the world began to sort itself out around me and I began to think again.


    I went up to Janol. “Thanks.”


    “All right.” He did not look at me, but went on with the papers on the field desk before him.


    “Janol,” I said. “Tell me what’s going on.”


    “See for yourself,” he said, still bent over his papers.


    “I can’t see for myself. You know that. Look—I’m sorry about what I did. But this is my job, too. Can’t you tell me what’s going on now and fight with me afterwards?”


    “You know I can’t brawl with civilians.” Then his face relaxed. “All right,” he said, straightening up. “Come on.”


    * * * *


    He led me over to the battle screen, where Padma and Kensie were standing, and pointed to a sort of small triangle of darkness between two snakelike lines of light. Other spots and shapes of light ringed it about.


    “These”—he pointed to the two snakelike lines—“are the Macintok and Sarah Rivers, where they come together—just about ten miles this side of Joseph’s Town. It’s fairly high ground, hills thick with cover, fairly open between them. Good territory for setting up a stubborn defense, bad area to get trapped in.”


    “Why?”


    He pointed to the two river lines.


    “Get backed up in here and you find yourself hung up on high bluffs over the river. There is no easy way across, no cover for retreating troops. It’s nearly all open farmland the rest of the way, from the other sides of the rivers to Joseph’s Town.”


    His finger moved back out from the point where the river lines came together, past the small area of darkness and into the surrounding shapes and rings of light.


    “On the other hand, the approach to this territory from our position is through open country, too—narrow strips of farmland interspersed with a lot of swamp and marsh. It’s a tight situation for either commander, if we commit to a battle here. The first one who has to backpedal will find himself in trouble in a hurry.”


    “Are you going to commit?”


    “It depends. Black sent his light armor forward. Now he’s pulling back into the high ground, between the rivers. We’re far superior in strength and equipment. There’s no reason for us not to go in after him, as long as he’s trapped himself—” Janol broke off.


    “No reason?” I asked.


    “Not from a tactical standpoint.” Janol frowned at the screen. “We couldn’t get into trouble unless we suddenly had to retreat. And we wouldn’t do that unless he suddenly acquired some great tactical advantage that’d make it impossible for us to stay there.”


    I looked at his profile.


    “Such as losing Graeme?” I said.


    He transferred his frown to me. “There’s no danger of that.”


    * * * *


    There was a certain change in the movement and the voices of the people around us. We both turned and looked.


    Everybody was clustering around a screen. We moved in with the crowd and, looking between the soldiers of two of the officers of Graeme’s staff, I saw on the screen the image of a small grassy meadow enclosed by wooded hills. In the center of the meadow, the Friendly flag floated its thin black cross on white background beside a long table on the grass. There were folding chairs on each side of the table, but only one person—a Friendly officer, standing on the table’s far side as if waiting. There were the lilac bushes along the edge of the wooded hills where they came down in variform oak and ash to the meadow’s edge; and the lavender blossoms were beginning to brown and darken for their season was almost at an end. So much difference had twenty-four hours made. Off to the left of the screen I could see the gray concrete of a highway.


    “I know that place—” I started to say, turning to Janol.


    “Quiet!” he said, holding up a finger. Around us, everybody else had fallen still. Up near the front of our group a single voice was talking.


    “—it’s a truce table.”


    “Have they called?” said the voice of Kensie.


    “No, sir.”


    “Well, let’s go see.” There was a stir up front. The group began to break up and I saw Kensie and Padma walking off toward the area where the aircars were parked. I shoved myself through the thinning crowd like a process server, running after them.


    I heard Janol shout behind me, but I paid no attention. Then I was up to Kensie and Padma, who turned.


    “I want to go with you,” I said.


    “It’s all right, Janol,” Kensie said, looking past me. “You can leave him with us.”


    “Yes, sir.” I could hear Janol turn and leave.


    “So you want to come with me, Mr. Olyn?” Kensie said.


    “I know that spot,” I told him. “I drove by it just earlier today. The Friendlies were taking tactical measurements all over that meadow and the hills on both sides. They weren’t setting up truce talks.”


    * * * *


    Kensie looked at me for a long moment, as if he was taking some tactical measurements himself.


    “Come on, then,” he said. He turned to Padma. “You’ll be staying here?”


    “It’s a combat zone. I’d better not.” Padma turned his unwrinkled face to me. “Good luck, Mr. Olyn,” he said, and walked away. I watched his yellow-robed figure glide over the turf for a second, then turned to see Graeme halfway to the nearest military aircar. I hurried after him.


    It was a battle car, not luxurious like the OutBond’s, and Kensie did not cruise at two thousand feet, but snaked it between the trees just a few feet above ground. The seats were cramped. His big frame overfilled his, crowding me where I sat. I felt the butt-plate of his spring pistol grinding into my side with every movement he made on the controls.


    We came at last to the edge of the wooded and hilly triangle occupied by the Friendlies and mounted a slope under the cover of the new-leaved variform oaks.


    They were massive enough to have killed off most ground cover. Between their pillar-like trunks the ground was shaded, and padded with the brown shapes of dead leaves. Near the crest of the hill, we came upon a unit of Exotic troops resting and waiting the orders to advance. Kensie got out of the car and returned the Force Leader’s salute.


    “You’ve seen these tables the Friendlies set up?” Kensie asked.


    “Yes, Commander. That officer they’ve got is still standing there. If you go just up over the crest of the slope here, you can see him—and the furniture.”


    “Good,” said Kensie. “Keep your men here, Force. The Newsman and I’ll go take a look.”


    He led the way up among the oak trees. At the top of the hill we looked down through about fifty yards more of trees and out into the meadow. It was two hundred yards across, the table right in the middle, the unmoving black figure of the Friendly officer standing on its far side.


    “What do you think of it, Mr. Olyn?” asked Kensie, looking down through the trees.


    “Why hasn’t somebody shot him?” I asked.


    He glanced sideways at me.


    “There’s plenty of time to shoot him,” he said, “before he can get back to cover on the far side. If we have to shoot him at all. That wasn’t what I wanted to know. You’ve seen the Friendly commander recently. Did he give you the impression he was ready to surrender?”


    “No!” I said.


    “I see,” said Kensie.


    “You don’t really think he means to surrender? What makes you think something like that?”


    “Truce tables are generally set up for the discussion of terms between opposing forces,” he said.


    “But he hasn’t asked you to meet him?”


    “No,” Kensie watched the figure of the Friendly officer, motionless in the sunlight. “It might be against his principles to call for a discussion, but not to discuss—if we just happened to find ourselves across a table from one another.”


    He turned and signaled with his hand. The Force Leader, who had been waiting down the slope behind us, came up.


    “Sir?” he said to Kensie.


    “Any Friendly strength in those trees across the way?”


    “Four men, that’s all, sir. Our scopes pick out their body heats clear and sharp. They aren’t attempting to hide.”


    “I see.” He paused. “Force.”


    “Sir?”


    “Be good enough to go down there in the meadow and ask that Friendly officer what this is all about.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    We stood and watched as the Force Leader went stiff-legging it down the steep slope between the trees. He crossed the grass—it seemed very slowly—and came up to the Friendly officer.


    They stood facing each other. They were talking but there was no way to hear their voices. The flag with its thin black cross whipped in the little breeze that was blowing there. Then the Force Leader turned and climbed back toward us.


    He stopped in front of Kensie, and saluted. “Commander,” he said, “the Commander of the Chosen Troops of God will meet with you in the field to discuss a surrender.” He stopped to draw a fresh breath. “If you’ll show yourself at the edge of the opposite woods at the same time; and you can approach the table together.”


    “Thank you, Force Leader,” said Kensie. He looked past his officer at the field and the table. “I think I’ll go down.”


    “He doesn’t mean it,” I said.


    “Force Leader,” said Kensie. “Form your men ready, just under the crown of the slope on the back side, here. If he surrenders, I’m going to insist he come back with me to this side immediately.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “All this business without a regular call for parley may be because he wants to surrender first and break the news of it to his troops afterwards. So get your men ready. If Black intends to present his officers with an accomplished fact, we don’t want to let him down.”


    “He’s not going to surrender,” I said.


    “Mr. Olyn,” said Kensie, turning to me. “I suggest you go back behind the crest of the hill. The Force Leader will see you’re taken care of.”


    “No,” I said. “I’m going down. If it’s a truce parley to discuss surrender terms, there’s no combat situation involved and I’ve got a perfect right to be there. If it isn’t, what’re you doing going down yourself?”


    Kensie looked at me strangely for a moment.


    “All right,” he said. “Come with me.”


    Kensie and I turned and went down the sharply pitched slope between the trees. Our boot-soles slipped until our heels dug in, with every step downward. Coming through the lilacs I smelled the faint, sweet scent—almost gone now—of the decaying blossoms.


    Across the meadow, directly in line with the table, four figures in black came forward as we came forward. One of them was Jamethon Black.


    Kensie and Jamethon saluted each other.


    “Commandant Black,” said Kensie.


    “Yes, Commander Graeme. I am indebted to you for meeting me here,” said Jamethon.


    “My duty and a pleasure, Commandant.”


    “I wished to discuss the terms of a surrender.”


    “I can offer you,” said Kensie, “the customary terms extended to troops in your position under the Mercenaries’ Code.”


    “You misunderstand me, sir,” said Jamethon. “It was your surrender I came here to discuss.”


    * * * *


    The flag snapped.


    Suddenly I saw the men in black measuring the field here, as I had seen them the day before. They had been right where we were now.


    “I’m afraid the misunderstanding is mutual, Commandant,” said Kensie. “I am in a superior tactical position and your defeat is normally certain. I have no need to surrender.”


    “You will not surrender?”


    “No,” said Kensie strongly.


    All at once I saw the five stakes, in the position the Friendly non-coms, officers and Jamethon were now, and the stake up in front of them fallen down.


    “Look out!” I shouted at Kensie—but I was far too late.


    Things had already begun to happen. The Force Leader had jerked back in front of Jamethon and all five of them were drawing their side-arms. I heard the flag snap again, and the sound of its rolling seemed to go on for a long time.


    For the first time then I saw a man of the Dorsai in action. So swift was Kensie’s reaction that it was eerily as if he had read Jamethon’s mind in the instant before the Friendlies began to reach for their weapons. As their hands touched their sidearms, he was already in movement forward over the table and his spring pistol was in his hand. He seemed to fly directly into the Force Leader and the two of them went down together, but Kensie kept traveling. He rolled on off the Force Leader who now lay still in the grass. He came to his knees, fired and dived forward, rolling again.


    The Groupman on Jamethon’s right went down. Jamethon and the remaining two were turned nearly full about now, trying to keep Kensie before them. The two that were left shoved themselves in front of Jamethon, their weapons not yet aimed. Kensie stopped moving as if he had run into a stone wall, came to his feet in a crouch, and fired twice more. The two Friendlies fell apart, one to each side.


    Jamethon was facing Kensie now, and Jamethon’s pistol was in his hand and aimed. Jamethon fired, and a light blue streak leaped through the air, but Kensie had dropped again. Lying on his side on the grass propped on one elbow, he pressed the firing button on his spring pistol twice.


    Jamethon’s sidearm sagged in his hand. He was backed up against the table now, and he put out his free hand to steady himself against the table top. He made another effort to lift his sidearm but he could not. It dropped from his hand. He bore more of his weight on the table, half-turning around, and his face came about to look in my direction. His face was as controlled as it had ever been, but there was something different about his eyes as he looked into mine and recognized me—something oddly like the look a man gives a competitor whom he had just beaten, and who was no real threat to begin with. A little smile touched the corners of his thin lips. Like a smile of inner triumph. “Mr. Olyn…” he whispered. And then the life went out of his face and he fell beside the table.


    Nearby explosions shook the ground under my feet. From the crest of the hill behind us the Force Leader whom Kensie had left there was firing smoke bombs between us and the Friendly side of the meadow. A gray wall of smoke was rising between us and the far hillside, to screen us from the enemy. It towered up the blue sky like some impassable barrier, and under the looming height of it, only Kensie and I were standing.


    On Jamethon’s dead face there was a faint smile.


    VIII


    In a daze I watched the Friendly troops surrender that same day. It was the one situation in which their officers felt justified in doing so.


    Not even their Elders expected subordinates to fight a situation set up by a dead Field Commander for tactical reasons unexplained to his officers. And the live troops remaining were worth more than the indemnity charges for them that the Exotics would make.


    I did not wait for the settlements. I had nothing to wait for. One moment the situation on this battlefield had been poised like some great, irresistible wave above all our heads, cresting, curling over and about to break downward with an impact that would reverberate through all the worlds of Man. Now, suddenly, it was no longer above us. There was nothing but a far-flooding silence, already draining away into the records of the past. There was nothing for me. Nothing.


    If Jamethon had succeeded in killing Kensie—even if as a result he had won a practically bloodless surrender of the Exotic troops—I might have done something damaging with the incident of the truce table. But he had only tried; and died, failing. Who could work up emotion against the Friendlies for that?


    I took ship back to Earth like a man walking in a dream, asking myself why.


    Back on Earth, I told my editors I was not in good shape physically; and they took one look at me and believed me. I took an indefinite leave from my job and sat around the News Network Center Library, at the Hague, searching blindly through piles of writings and reference material on the Fnendlies, the Dorsai and the Exotic worlds. For what? I did not know. I also watched the news dispatches from St. Marie concerning the settlement, and drank too much while I watched.


    I had the numb feeling of a soldier sentenced to death for failure on duty. Then in the news dispatches came the information that Jamethon’s body would be returned to Harmony for burial; and I realized suddenly it was this I had been waiting for: The unnatural honoring by fanatics of the fanatic who with four henchmen had tried to assassinate the lone enemy commander under a truce flag. Things could still be written.


    I shaved, showered, pulled myself together after a fashion and went to see my superiors about being sent to Harmony to cover the burial of Jamethon, as a wrap-up.


    The congratulations of the Director of News Network, that had reached me on St. Marie earlier, stood me in good stead. It was still fresh in the minds of the men just over me. I was sent.


    * * * *


    Five days later I was on Harmony, in a little town called Remembered-of-the-Lord. The buildings in the town were of concrete and bubble plastic, though evidently they had been up for many years. The thin, stony soil about the town had been tilled as the fields on St. Marie had been tilled when I got to that other world—for Harmony now was just entering the spring of its northern hemisphere. And it was raining as I drove from the spaceport of the town, as it had on St. Marie that first day. But the Friendly fields I saw did not show the rich darkness of the fields of St. Marie. Only a thin, hard blackness in the wet that was like the color of Friendly uniforms.


    I got to the church just as people were beginning to arrive. Under the dark, draining skies, the interior of the church was almost too dim to let me see my way about—for the Friendlies permit themselves no windows and no artificial lighting in their houses of worship. Gray light, cold wind and rain entered the doorless portal at the back of the church. Through the single rectangular opening in the roof watery sunlight filtered over Jamethon’s body, on a platform set up on trestles. A transparent cover had been set up to protect the body from the rain, which was channeled off the open space and ran down a drain in the back wall. But the elder conducting the Death Service and anyone coming up to view the body was expected to stand exposed to sky and weather.


    I got in line with the people moving slowly down the central aisle and past the body. To right and left of me the barriers at which the congregation would stand during the service were lost in gloom. The rafters of the steeply pitched roof were hidden in darkness. There was no music, but the low sound of voices individually praying to either side of me in the ranks of barriers and in the line blended into a sort of rhythmic undertone of sadness. Like Jamethon, the people were all very dark here, being of North African extraction. Dark into dark, they blended, and were lost about me in the gloom.


    I came up and passed at last by Jamethon. He looked as I remembered him. Death had had no power to change him. He lay on his back, his hands at his sides, and his lips were as firm and straight as ever. Only his eyes were closed.


    I was limping noticeably because of the dampness, and as I turned away from the body, I felt my elbow touched. I turned back sharply. I was not wearing my correspondent’s uniform. I was in civilian clothes, so as to be inconspicuous.


    I looked down into the face of the young girl in Jamethon’s solidograph. In the gray rainy light her unlined face was like something from the stained glass window of an ancient cathedral back on Old Earth.


    “You’ve been wounded,” she said in a soft voice to me. “You must be one of the mercenaries who knew him on Newton, before he was ordered to Harmony. His parents, who are mine as well, would find solace in the Lord by meeting you.”


    The wind blew rain down through the overhead opening all about me, and its icy feel sent a chill suddenly shooting through me, freezing me to my very bones.


    “No!” I said. “I’m not. I didn’t know him.” And I turned sharply away from her and pushed my way into the crowd, back up the aisle.


    After about fifteen feet, I realized what I was doing and slowed down. The girl was already lost in the darkness of the bodies behind me. I made my way more slowly toward the back of the church, where there was a little place to stand before the first ranks of the barriers began. I stood watching the people come in. They came and came, walking in in their black clothing with their heads down and talking or praying in low voices.


    I stood where I was, a little back from the entrance, half numbed and dull-minded with the chill about me and the exhaustion I had brought with me from Earth. The voice droned about me. I almost dozed, standing there. I could not remember why I had come.


    Then a girl’s voice emerged from the jumble, bringing me back to full consciousness again.


    “—he did deny it, but I am sure he is one of those mercenaries who was with Jamethon on Newton. He limps and can only be a soldier who hath been wounded.”


    * * * *


    It was the voice of Jamethon’s sister, speaking with more of the Friendly cant on her tongue than she had used speaking to me, a stranger. I woke fully and saw her standing by the entrance only a few feet from me, half-facing two elder people who I recognized as the older couple in Jamethon’s solidograph. A bolt of pure, freezing horror shot through me.


    “No!” I nearly shouted at them. “I don’t know him. I never knew him—I don’t understand what you’re talking about!” And I turned and bolted out through the entrance of the church into the concealing rain.


    I all but ran for about thirty or forty feet. Then I heard no footsteps behind me; I stopped.


    I was alone in the open. The day was even darker now and the rain suddenly came down harder. It obscured everything around me with a drumming, shimmering curtain. I could not even see the groundcars in the parking lot toward which I was facing; and for sure they could not see me from the church. I lifted my face up to the downpour and let it beat upon my cheeks and my closed eyelids.


    “So,” said a voice from behind me. “You did not know him?”


    The words seemed to cut me down the middle, and I felt as a cornered wolf must feel. Like a wolf I turned.


    “Yes, I knew him!” I said.


    Facing me was Padma, in a blue robe the rain did not seem to dampen. His empty hands that had never held a weapon in their life were clasped together before him. But the wolf part of me knew that as far as I was concerned, he was armed and a hunter.


    “You?” I said. “What are you doing here?”


    “It was calculated you would be here,” said Padma, softly. “So I am here, too. But why are you here, Tam? Among those people in there, there’s sure to be at least a few fanatics who’ve heard the camp rumors of your responsibility in the matter of Jamethon’s death and the Friendlies’ surrender.”


    “Rumors!” I said. “Who started them?”


    “You did,” Padma said. “By your actions on St. Marie.” He gazed at me. “Didn’t you know you were risking your life, coming here today?”


    I opened my mouth to deny it. Then I realized I had known.


    “What if someone should call out to them,” said Padma, “that Tam Olyn, the St. Marie campaign Newsman, is here incognito?”


    I looked at him with my wolf-feeling, grimly.


    “Can you square it with your Exotic principles if you do?”


    “We are misunderstood,” answered Padma calmly. “We hire soldiers to fight for us not because of some moral commandment, but because our emotional perspective is lost if we become involved.”


    There was no fear left in me. Only a hard, empty feeling.


    “Then call them,” I said.


    Padma’s strange, hazel eyes watched me through the rain.


    “If that was all that was needed,” he said, “I could have sent word to them. I wouldn’t have needed to come myself.”


    “Why did you come?” My voice tore at my throat. “What do you care about me, or the Exotics?”


    “We care for every individual,” said Padma. “But we care more for the race. And you remain dangerous to it. You’re an idealist, Tam, warped to destructive purpose. There is a law of conservation of energy in the pattern of cause-and-effect as in other sciences. Your destructiveness was frustrated on St. Marie. Now it may turn inward to destroy you, or outward against the whole race of man.”


    I laughed, and heard the harshness of my laughter.


    “What’re you going to do about it?” I said.


    “Show you how the knife you hold cuts the hand that holds it as well as what you turn it against. I have news for you, Tam. Kensie Graeme is dead.”


    * * * *


    “Dead?” The rain seemed to roar around me suddenly and the parking lot shifted unsubstantially under my feet.


    “He was assassinated by three men of the Blue Front in Blauvain five days ago.”


    “Assassinated…” I whispered. “Why?”


    “Because the war was over,” said Padma. “Because Jamethon’s death and the surrender of the Friendly troops without the preliminary of a war that would tear up the countryside left the civilian population favorably disposed toward our troops. Because the Blue Front found themselves farther from power than ever, as a result of this favorable feeling. They hoped by killing Graeme to provoke his troops into retaliation against the civilian population, so that the St. Marie government would have to order them home to our Exotics, and stand unprotected to face a Blue Front revolt.”


    I stared at him.


    “All things are interrelated,” said Padma. “Kensie was slated for a final promotion to a desk command back on Mara or Kultis. He and his brother Ian would have been out of the wars for the rest of their professional lives. Because of Jamethon’s death, that allowed the surrender of his troops without fighting, a situation was set up which led the Blue Front to assassinate Kensie. If you and Jamethon had not come together on St. Marie, and Jamethon had won, Kensie would still be alive. So our calculations show.”


    “Jamethon and I?” The breath went dry in my throat without warning, and the rain came down harder.


    “You were the factor,” said Padma, “that helped Jamethon to his solution.”


    “I helped him!” I said. “I did?”


    “He saw through you,” said Padma. “He saw through the revenge-bitter, twisted surface you thought was yourself, to the idealistic core that was so deep in the bone of you that even your uncle hadn’t been able to eradicate it.”


    The rain thundered between us. But Padma’s every word came clearly through it to me.


    “I don’t believe you!” I shouted. “I don’t believe he did anything like that!”


    “I told you,” said Padma, “you didn’t fully appreciate the evolutionary advances of our Splinter Cultures. Jamethon’s faith was not the kind that can be shaken by outer things. If you had been in fact like your uncle, he would not even have listened to you. He would have dismissed you as a soulless man. As it was, he thought of you instead as a man possessed. A man speaking with what he would have called Satan’s voice.”


    “I don’t believe it!” I yelled.


    “You do believe it,” said Padma. “You’ve got no choice except to believe it. Because only because of it could Jamethon find his solution.”


    “Solution!”


    “He was a man ready to die for his faith. But as a commander he found it hard his men should go out to die for no other reasonable cause.” Padma watched me, and the rain thinned for a moment. “But you offered him what he recognized as the devil’s choice—his life in this world, if he would surrender his faith and his men, to avoid the conflict that would end in his death and theirs.”


    “What crazy thinking was that?” I said. Inside the church, the praying had stopped, and a single strong, deep voice was beginning the burial service.


    “Not crazy,” said Padma. “The moment he realized this, his answer became simple. All he had to do was begin by denying whatever the Satan offered. He must start with the absolute necessity of his own death.”


    “And that was a solution?” I tried to laugh but my throat hurt.


    “It was the only solution,” said Padma. “Once he decided that, he saw immediately that the one situation in which his men would permit themselves to surrender was if he was dead and they were in an untenable position for reasons only he had known.”


    I felt the words go through me with a soundless shock.


    “But he didn’t mean to die!” I said.


    “He left it to his God,” said Padma. “He arranged it so only a miracle could save him,”


    “What’re you talking about?” I stared at him. “He set up a table with a flag of truce. He took four men—”


    “There was no flag. The men were overage, martyrdom-seekers.”


    “He took four!” I shouted. “Four and one made five. The five of them against one man. I stood there by that table and saw. Five against—”


    “Tam.”


    * * * *


    The single word stopped me. Suddenly I began to be afraid. I did not want to hear what he was about to say. I was afraid I knew what he was going to tell me. That I had known it for some time. And I did not want to hear it, I did not want to hear him say it. The rain grew even stronger, driving upon us both and mercilessly on the concrete, but I heard every word relentlessly through all its sound and noise.


    Padma’s voice began to roar in my ears like the rain, and a feeling came over me like the helpless floating sensation that comes in high fever. “Did you think that Jamethon for a minute fooled himself? He was a product of a Splinter Culture. He recognized another in Kensie. Did you think that for a minute he thought that barring a miracle he and four overage fanatics could kill an armed, alert and ready man of the Dorsai—a man like Kensie Graeme? Before they were gunned down and killed themselves?”


    Themselves…themselves…themselves…


    I rode off a long way on that word from the dark day and the rain. Like the rain and the wind behind the clouds it lifted me and carried me away at last to that high, hard and stony land I had glimpsed when I had asked Kensie Graeme that question about his ever allowing Friendly prisoners to be killed. It was this land I had always avoided, but to it I was come at last. And I remembered…


    From the beginning, I had known inside myself that the fanatic who had killed Dave and the others was not the image of all Friendlies. Jamethon was no casual killer. I had tried to make him into one in order to hide my own shame, my own self-destruction. For three years I had lied to myself. It had not been with me as I claimed, at Dave’s death.


    I had sat there under that tree watching Dave and the others die, watching the black-clad Groupman killing them with his machine rifle. And, in that moment, the thought in my mind had not been the one with which I justified three years of hunting for an opportunity to ruin someone like Jamethon and destroy the Friendly peoples.


    It had not been me, thinking, what is he doing there, what is he doing to those helpless, innocent men! I had thought nothing so noble. Only one thought had filled all my mind and body in that instant. It had been simply—after he’s done, is he going to turn that gun on me?


    * * * *


    I came back to the day and to the rain. The rain was slackening and Padma was holding me upright. As with Jamethon, I was amazed at the strength of his hands.


    “Let me go,” I mumbled.


    “Where would you go, Tam?” said Padma.


    “Any place,” I muttered. “I’ll get out of it. I’ll go hole up somewhere and get out of it. I’ll give up.”


    “An action,” said Padma, letting me go, “goes on reverberating for ever. Cause never ceases its effects. You can’t let go now, Tam. You can only change sides.”


    “Sides!” I said. The rain was dwindling fast. “What sides?” I stared at him drunkenly.


    “Your uncle’s side which is one,” said Padma. “And the opposing side, which is yours—which is ours as well.” The rain was falling only lightly now, and the day was lightening. A little pale sunlight worked through thin clouds and illuminated the space between us. “In addition there are two strong influences besides we Exotics concerned with the attempt of man to evolve. We can’t calculate or understand them yet, beyond the fact they act almost as single powerful individual wills. One seems to try to aid, one to frustrate, the evolutionary process; and their influences can be traced back at least as far as man’s first venture into space from Earth.”


    I shook my head.


    “I don’t understand it,” I muttered. “It’s not my business.”


    “It is. It has been all your life.” Padma’s eyes caught light for a moment. “A force intruded on the pattern on St. Marie, in the shape of a unit warped by personal loss and oriented toward violence. That was you, Tam.”


    I tried to shake my head again, but I knew he was right.


    “You are blocked in your effort,” said Padma. “But the law of conservation of energies could not be denied. When you were frustrated by Jamethon, your force, transmuted, left the pattern in the unit of another individual, warped by personal loss and oriented toward violent effect on the fabric.”


    I stared at him and wet my lips. “What other individual?”


    “Ian Graeme.”


    I stared at him.


    “Ian found his brother’s three assassins hiding in a hotel room in Blauvain. He killed them with his hands—and in doing that he calmed the mercenaries and frustrated the Blue Front. But then he resigned and went home to the Dorsai. He’s charged now with the sense of loss and bitterness you were charged with when you came to St. Marie,” Padma paused and added softly, “Now he has great causal potential for some purpose we can’t yet calculate.”


    “But—” I looked at Padma. “You mean I’m free!”


    Padma shook his head.


    “You’re only charged with a different force instead,” he said. “You received the full impact and charge of Jamethon’s self-sacrifice.”


    He looked at me almost with sympathy, and in spite of the sunlight I began to shiver.


    It was so. I could not deny it. Jamethon, in giving his life up for a belief, when I had thrown away all belief before the face of death, had melted and changed me as lightning melts and changes the uplifted sword-blade that it strikes. I could not deny what had happened to me.


    “No,” I said, shivering, “I can’t do anything about it.”


    “You can,” said Padma, calmly. “You will.”


    He unclasped his hands that he had held together earlier.


    “The purpose for which we calculated I should meet you here is accomplished now,” he said. “The idealism which was basic in you remains. Even your uncle couldn’t take it from you. He could only attack it so that the threat of death on New Earth could twist it for a while against itself. Now you’ve been hammered straight in the forge of events on St. Marie.”


    I laughed, and the laugh hurt my throat still.


    “I don’t feel straight,” I said.


    “Give yourself time,” said Padma. “Healing takes time. New growth has to harden, like muscle, before it becomes useful. Now you understand much more about the faith of the Friendlies, the courage of the Dorsai—and something of the philosophical strength for man we work toward on the Exotics.”


    He stopped and smiled at me. Almost an impish smile.


    “It should have been clear to you a long while ago, Tam,” he said. “Your job’s the job of translator—between the old and the new. Your work will prepare the minds of the people on all the worlds—full-spectrum and Splinter Culture alike—for the day when the talents of the race will combine into the new breed.” The smile softened, his face saddened. “You’ll live to see more of it than I. Good-by, Tam.”


    He turned. Through the still misty, but brightening air, I saw him walking alone toward the church, from which came the voice of the speaker within, now announcing the number of the final hymn.


    * * * *


    Dazedly, I turned away myself, went to my car and got in. Now the rain was almost over and the sky was brightening fast. The faint moisture fell, it seemed, more kindly; and the air was fresh and new.


    I put the car windows open as I pulled out of the lot onto the long road back to the spaceport. And through the open window beside me I heard them beginning to sing the final hymn inside the church.


    It was the Battle Hymn of the Friendly Soldiers that they sang. As I drove away down the road the voices seemed to follow me strongly Not sounding slowly and mournfully as if in sadness and farewell but strongly and triumphantly, as in a marching song on the lips of those taking up a route at the beginning of a new day.


    Soldier, ask not—now, or ever,


    Where to war your banners go.


    The singing followed me as I drove away. And as I got farther into the distance, the voices seemed to blend until they sounded like one voice alone, powerfully singing. Ahead, the clouds were breaking. With the sun shining through, the patches of blue sky were like bright flags waving—like the banners of an army, marching forever forward into lands unknown.


    I watched them, as I drove forward toward where they blended into open sky; and for a long time I heard the singing behind me, as I drove to the spaceport and the ship for Earth that waited in the sunlight.


    * * * *
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    (1918–2009)


    After several false starts, Philip José Farmer had a very successful career. It’s important to remember that violence and sexual content that might seem routine today could be shocking to editors (if not always to readers) in the 1950s—and Farmer played a big role in helping break the SF field out of a “there will be no sex in the world of the future, or at least they won’t talk about it” mindset.


    Born in 1923 in Terre Haute, Indiana, Farmer was an avid reader of SF from childhood. He reportedly vowed to become a writer as early as the fourth grade. Farmer worked at a steel mill while attending night classes at Bradley University (and writing while not working). He graduated with a BA in English in 1950.


    His 1952 novella ”The Lovers” was so explosive in its content (a graphic relationship between a man and an alien) that John W. Campbell at Astounding and Horace Gold at Galaxy both rejected it, but the story won a Hugo for Farmer and convinced him to try writing full-time. When he won $4,000 (a lot of money at the time) in a publisher’s contest soon after his decision seemed to have been vindicated—until his editor lost the manuscript and failed to make good on the promised money.


    Farmer turned to technical writing to pay the bills while writing SF on the side. He would make it back to full-time writing in 1966, the year “Riverworld” was published to critical acclaim (and commercial success from the series of Riverworld books that followed). Two more Hugos followed as well, for “Riders of the Purple Wage” (1967) and To Your Scattered Bodies Go (1972). Farmer was named a Damon Knight Memorial Grand Master in 2001, the same year he won a World Fantasy Award for lifetime achievement. He died in his sleep in 2009.

  


  
    RIVERWORLD, by Philip José Farmer


    First published in Worlds of Tomorrow, January 1966


    I


    Tom Mix’s boat sailed around the bend of the river first. The pursuing boat sped around a few seconds less than a minute later. Both craft, the large chaser and the small chased, were bamboo catamarans: double-hulled, single-masted, fore-and-aft rigged with spinnakers. The sails were fashioned from the paperthin but tough intestinal lining of the river-serpent fish.


    It was an hour before dusk. The shadows of the western mountains of the valley fell across the hills at their feet and stained half of the plain bordering the river. People were gathered in groups by the great mushroom-shaped stones that lined the riverbank, each a mile apart. About the time that the sinking sun touched the peaks, the stones would roar and spout flame and the hundreds of cylindrical gray containers on top of each stone would be filled with the evening meal, the liquor, the tobacco, the dreamgum.


    Pushed by the wind and the strong current in the middle of the river, the vessels scudded along. At the turn, the stream broadened from its normal width of a mile to three miles, forming a “lake.” Many fishing boats were out on the river; thus, the two newcomers found themselves in the midst of a fleet.


    The fleeing catamaran tacked to run between two fishing craft that were separated by only thirty feet. So close was the pursuing boat to its quarry by then, it had a quick decision to make. It could either follow the path of the first through the narrowing lane, or it could swing away to avoid a collision. The steersman took the course that would not permit the smaller vessel to gain distance—if he were lucky or skillful enough. The big boat leaned over and cut towards the opening. But by then the fishing craft had drifted too closely together.


    All three crews shouted. The catamaran crashed bow first into the side of the nearest fisher near its bow. Only half the size of the catamaran, the single-hulled bamboo boat swung around, its stem traveling towards the left hull of the catamaran. Those in the smaller craft were hurled to the deck. All ten men aboard the catamaran were also knocked down by the impact; three went over the side and into the water.


    * * * *


    The pursued now became the attacker. It turned and beat up the wind towards the two caught in the collision. Although both were sinking from the water pouring into the stoved-in bows, they were settling very slowly. The captain of the catamaran shouted some orders; his men picked up their weapons and gathered near the port. Obviously, they intended to board the other boat; though for what purpose the others did not know.


    Now the smaller catamaran neared the two cripples. There were only three on its deck, a woman at the helm, a man handling the sailropes, and Tom Mix in the bow. The woman wore the usual garb of the female river-dweller in this area, a brilliantly colored towel as a kilt around her waist and a thinner piece of cloth around her breasts. The sailhandler wore only a towel-kilt. But the man in the bow had a ten-gallon hat of woven straw on his head, a long black cloak made of towels fastened together with magnetic tabs and cowboy boots of river-serpent leather. Now, as his boat neared the others, he slipped off the boots and stood barefooted; his cloak and hat followed to the deck.


    Mix picked up a heavy war-boomerang from the deck. It was two feet long, fashioned by sharp flint from a piece of hard white oak. One of its ends turned at the angle of 30 degrees. A formidable weapon in the hand of a skilled thrower, it could break a man’s arm at a distance of 500 feet.


    At his feet lay a chert-headed axe, four more boomerangs, several oak spears with flint tips and a leather sling and leather bag of sling-stones. As soon as Mix’s craft came close enough to the other, he braced himself and threw the boomerang. It flew towards its target, the sun flashing off its pale surface, and struck a man in the neck. The man fell sidewise on the deck.


    The others yelled and spread out along the deck, any intention of boarding the fisher boat forgotten. They threw clubs and spears, but all three on Mix’s boat hugged the deck, and the missiles hit no one. Immediately afterward, Mix jumped up and hurled a spear. It fell short of its mark, the torso of the nearest man, but it pierced his foot. He screamed and hopped around the deck until two men got him down and pulled the spear out.


    During this encounter, the second fisher had come alongside and was starting to take those on the sinking fisher aboard. Seeing this, the catamaran captain ordered his crew to take the riverworthy boat. He led the attack; his men followed him onto the fisher alongside. This contained two men and a woman who had not yet gotten off; the other fisher now held four women and two men.


    All of these turned to defend themselves. They thrust spears tipped with sharp bamboo blades. One woman whirled a stone in a sling over her head. The rock caught a man in his solar plexus. He doubled over, staggered back and started to fall just as a thrown spear plunged into his arm. One of his crew stumbled over him and received the point of a blade with the full weight of a defender on it.


    * * * *


    Shrieking, one of the women fell into the water between the boats, a spear in her breast. Then the defenders and attackers closed in a melee.


    A moment later the other catamaran slid by. Mix worked smoothly with all the speed and finesse of a man who had practiced for hundreds of hours. His sling whirled three times and struck his target each time. Fortunately, he knew his pursuers and so did not have to worry about identity. One stone caught a man in the side of the neck. Another hit at the base of the spine. The third almost missed, but the captain of the boarders was sent writhing to the deck with a smashed kneecap. A knife slashed his jugular.


    Again the little catamaran turned back toward the three boats, side by side, this time so swiftly that one of the hulls lifted completely from the water, and the sail swung violently around. It capsized almost, but it settled back; and with the wind behind it, it raced back up to its destination. Mix crouched by the bow, threw a spear that hit a man in the side and followed with a leap that brought him on the deck among the battlers.


    His heavy axe rose and fell twice.


    Suddenly outnumbered, the attackers tried to run back to their boat. Only one made it, and he was forced to dive into the river. Mix picked up a boomerang from the deck, lifted his arm to throw it at the bobbing head, then lowered it. Boomerangs were too hard to come by to waste on somebody who could no longer be a threat.


    By then, the catamaran had been secured to the undamaged fisher with ropes of plaited bamboo fibers. Mix crossed the two sinking boats to the fisher. Except for the groaning of the wounded and the weeping of a woman, all were silent. They looked pale and spent; the fire of battle was gone from their faces.


    Mix put his ten-gallon hat back on, secured the long black cloak around his neck, and slipped on his dark-red and sable riverserpent boots. He came back to the fisher deck, removed his hat with a flourish, grinned, and said, “Tom Mix at your service, ladies and gentlemen. And many thanks for your help in saving us.”


    A man said, “Bare bones o’ God, stranger, I scarcely comprehend your speech. Yet it seems to be somewhat English.”


    Mix put his hat back on and rolled his eyes as if beseeching help from above. “Still in the 17th century! Well, at least I can understand your lingo a little bit. What’s your handle, amigo?”


    “Handle? Amigo?”


    “Your name, friend. And who’s your boss? I’d like to offer my services. I need him, and I think he’s going to need me.”


    “Stafford’s the lord hereabouts,” a woman said. She was looking at him strangely. The others were, too. But it was not only he they regarded so peculiarly. The man who had handled the sail on the catamaran and was now standing by Mix’s side was receiving as much attention.


    Mix grinned and said, “No, he’s not my twin brother or any sort of brother to me, aside from that kinship that comes from being human. He was born on Earth some thousand years before me and in a place far off from my native Pennsylvania. It’s only a trick of fate he resembles me so. A lucky one for him, otherwise he might not have gotten loose from Kramer.”


    He did not explain his remark. “My friends and I have had a tough time for the last couple of days. We’re tired and hungry. I’d like permission to stay at your place for a few days before we go on down the river. Do you think your boss…lord…would object?”


    “Far from it, sir,” the woman said. “He welcomes good fighting men in the hopes they’ll stay. And he rewards them well. But tell me, these men—they must be Kramer’s—why were they so intent on killing you they chased you into a place where they are forbidden to enter under pain of death?”


    “That’s a long story,” said Mix. He smiled. His smile was very attractive, and he knew it. “You evidently know of Kramer the Burner. These two—Bithniah and Yeshua—were prisoners of his. I got them loose, along with a bunch of others. We three were the only ones to make it to a boat. The rest you know.”


    Abruptly, he turned away to give orders to his two boat-mates. All boarded the catamaran, untied the ropes binding the two boats, hoisted sail, and slipped away. The woman steered toward the western shore; he stood in the prow with his long black cloak whipping to one side of him while he stared at the scene ahead.


    II


    As almost everywhere in the never-ending valley, there was the plain, a mile wide and flat as the floor of a house. This was covered with the short-bladed grass that no amount of trampling could kill. Beyond the plain, the hills began. These started out as mounds about 20 feet high but became broader and higher as they progressed toward the mountains. Unlike the plain, which had only a few trees here and there, the hills were thick with forest. Eighty out of every hundred were the indestructible “irontrees,” the deep-rooted monsters with bark that resisted fire and would shrug off the swing of the sharpest steel axe—if any had existed on this world. Among them grew the five hundred to thousand-feet high pines, oak, ash, elm, alder and other varieties. Beneath the trees grew long-bladed grass and the bamboo groves.


    Beyond the hills, the mountains soared. The lower parts were rugged with canyons and fissures and little plateaus. But, at the five thousand foot height, the mountains became an unbroken cliff, Smooth as glass, they soared straight up for another five thousand feet or even leaned outwards near the top. They were unclimbable, as every man who had tried them could testify.


    Both sides of the valley were alike. However, one area of the river did differ from another in a few respects. A man could sail for ten thousand miles and see only green in the vegetation. Then, suddenly, as if a thin wall divided one area from another, the valley bloomed. Huge vines wreathed themselves around every tree and even the larger bamboo. From the vines grew flowers of many sizes, shapes, and every shade of the spectrum.


    For ten thousand miles both sides of the river valley would explode with color. Then, just as abruptly as it had ceased, the trees would resume their ascetic green.


    But this area trumpeted with the flourish of hue.


    * * * *


    Mix gave the order, and Yeshua lowered the sail. Bithniah steered the catamaran straight onto the bank, which rose gently from the river, up onto the grass. Many hands among the crowd on the bank seized the boat and drew its hulls entirely onto the land. Yeshua finished furling the sail, and he and the woman came down onto the grass.


    The three newcomers were surrounded by men and women eager to get answers to their questions. Yeshua and Bithniah spoke English, but with a heavy accent that made them unintelligible to anybody unused to them. Mix barely started a sentence before he was interrupted by other interrogators. In a few minutes, he was rescued. Some men dressed in leather cuirasses and helmets, 17th-century style, arrived. They were soldiers sent by Stafford to bring Mix and his friends to the Council Hall. Mix glanced at the sun, which was about to touch the tip of the mountains.


    “I’m hungry. Couldn’t we wait until we charged our buckets?”


    He gestured at the mushroom-shaped stone structure, six feet high and several hundred broad, that stood a few feet from the river’s edge. The gray cylinders of the others were inserted in the depressions on the surface.


    “Buckets?” said the sergeant. “We call them copias, stranger. Short for cornucopia. Give me your copias. We will charge them for you, and you can fill your bellies after Stafford’s seen you.”


    Mix shrugged, for he was in no position to argue. The three walked with the soldiers at an angle across the plain towards a hill. On top of it was a blockhouse built of giant bamboo logs. The gate fronting on the river was open, and through this the party went into a yard. The Council House itself was a long hall in the middle of the yard.


    Stafford and his council were sitting at a round table of pine on a platform at the far end of the hall. Pine torches impregnated with fish oil had been lit and set in brackets on the walls. The smoke rose towards the blackened rafters, but the stench of fish spread through the hall. Underlying it was another stink, that of unwashed human bodies.


    The sergeant halted them and reported to Stafford, who rose from the table to greet the strangers courteously. He was a tall, slimly built man with an aristocratic, aquiline face. In a pleasant voice thick with a Northern burr, he asked them to sit down. He offered them their choice of wine, whiskey or liqueur. Mix, knowing that liquor came only from the miracle buckets—or copias—and the supply was therefore limited, took the offer as a good sign. Stafford would not be so generous with expensive commodities to people he intended to treat as hostiles. Mix sniffed, smiled at the scent of excellent bourbon, and tossed it down.


    “I know what happened on the river,” Stafford said. “But I don’t know why Kramer’s men were so desperate to kill you that they dared to trespass in my waters.”


    * * * *


    Tom Mix began his story. Now and then, Stafford nodded to an officer to give Mix another drink. Occasionally, he stopped Mix because he did not understand a 20th-century word or phrase.


    It was evident his hospitality was not all based on good-heartedness. A drunken and tired man, if he were a spy, might slip. But Mix was a long way from having enough to make him loose-tongued, even on a growling belly. Moreover, he had nothing to hide. Well, not much, anyway.


    “How far do you want me to go back in my story?” be said.


    Stafford laughed. “For the present, leave your Earthly life out.”


    “Well, ever since All Souls’ Day”—a term for the general resurrection of at least half of humanity on the planet—“I have been wandering down the river. I was born in 1871 A.D. and died in 1940 A.D. But it was my fate to be raised from the dead in an area occupied by 15th-century Poles. I didn’t hang around them long; I shook the dust off my feet and took off like a stripe-tailed ape. It didn’t take me long to find out there weren’t any horses on this world, or any animals except man, earthworms and fish. So I built me a boat. I wanted to get back to folks of my own times, those I could talk to and who’d heard of me. I had some fame in my time, but I won’t go into that here.


    “I figured out that, if people were strung along this valley according to time sequence on Earth—although there were many exceptions—the 20th-centurians ought to be near the river’s mouth. I had about ten men and women with me, and we sailed with the wind and the current for, let’s see close to five years now. Now and then we’d stop to rest or to work.”


    “Work?”


    “As mercenaries. We picked up extra cigarettes, liquor, good food. In return, we helped out some people that needed helping real bad and had a good cause. Most of my crew were veterans of wars on Earth. One of them had been a general in the American Civil War. I’m a graduate of Virginia Military Institute, and I fought in several wars in my younger days on Earth. The Spanish-American War, the Boxer Rebellion, the Boer War. You probably don’t know about those.


    “A couple of times we were captured by slavers when we landed at some seemingly friendly place to fill our buckets. We always escaped, but the time came when I was the only one left of the original group—the others were all killed, even my lovely little Egyptian. Maybe I’ll run into them again some day. They could just as well be re-resurrected downriver as upriver.”


    He paused, then said, “It’s funny. Among all the millions, maybe billions of faces I’ve seen while coming down the river, I’ve not seen one I knew on Earth.”


    Stafford said, “I met a 20th-centurian who calculated that there could be at least 25 billion human beings on this world.”


    Tom Mix nodded and said, “Yeah. I know. But you’d think that in five years, just one…well, it’s bound to happen some day. So, I built this last boat of mine about 5,000 miles back, a year ago. My new crew and I did pretty well until we put in at one of Kramer’s rocks for a meal. We’d been eating fish and bamboo shoots and acorn-nut bread for some time, and the others were aching for a smoke and a shot of booze. I took a chance and lost. We were brought before Kramer himself, an ugly fat guy from 15th-century Germany.


    “Like a lot of nuts, he hasn’t accepted the fact that this world isn’t exactly what he thought the afterlife was going to be. He was a bigshot on Earth. An inquisitor. He had burned a hell of a lot of men, women and children, after torturing them for the greater glory of God.”


    * * * *


    Yeshua, sitting near Mix, muttered something. Mix fell silent for a moment. He was not sure that he had not gone too far.


    Although he had seen no signs of such, it was possible that Stafford and his people might just be as lunatic in their way as Kramer was in his. During their Terrestrial existence, most of the 17th-centurians had had a rockfast conviction in their religious beliefs. Finding themselves here in the strange place neither heaven nor hell, they had suffered a great shock. Some of them had not recovered.


    There were those adaptable enough to cast aside their former religion and seek the truth. But too many, like Kramer, had rationalized their environment. Kramer, for instance, maintained that this world was a purgatory. He had been shaken to find that not only Christians but all heathens were here. But he had insisted that the teachings of the Church had been misunderstood on Earth. They had been deliberately perverted in their presentation by Satan-inspired priests. But he clearly saw The Truth now.


    However, those who did not see as he did must be shown. Kramer’s method of revelation, as on Earth, was the wheel and the fire.


    When Mix had been told this, he had not argued with Kramer’s theory. On the contrary, he was enthusiastic— outwardly—in offering his services. He did not fear death, because he knew that he would be resurrected twenty-four hours later elsewhere along the river. But he did not want to be stretched on the wheel and then burned.


    He waited for his chance to escape.


    One evening a group had been seized by Kramer as they stepped off a boat. Mix pitied the captives, for he had witnessed Kramer’s means of changing a man’s mind. Yet there was nothing he could do for them. If they were stupid enough to refuse to pretend that they agreed with Kramer, they must suffer.


    “But this man Yeshua bothered me,” Mix said. “In the first place, he looked too much like me. Having to see him burn would be like seeing myself in the flames. Moreover, he didn’t get a chance to say yes or no. Kramer asked him if he was Jewish. Yeshua said he had been on Earth, but he now had no religion.


    “Kramer said he would have given Yeshua a chance to become a convert, that is, believe as Kramer did. This was a lie, but Kramer is a mealymouthed slob who has to find justification for every rotten thing he does. He said that he gave Christians and all heathens a chance to escape the fire—except Jews. They were the ones who’d crucified Jesus, and they should all pay. Besides, a Jew couldn’t be trusted. He’d lie to save his own skin.


    “The whole boatload was condemned because they were all Jews. Kramer asked where they were going, and Yeshua said they were looking for a place where nobody had ever heard of a Jew. Kramer said there wasn’t any such place; God would find them out no matter where they went. Yeshua lost his temper and called Kramer a hypocrite and an anti-Christ. Kramer got madder than hell and told Yeshua he wasn’t going to die as quickly as the others.


    * * * *


    “About then, I almost got thrown into prison with them. Kramer had noticed how much we looked alike. He asked me if I’d lied to him when I told him I wasn’t a Jew. How come I looked like a Jew if I wasn’t? Of course, this was the first time he thought of me looking like a Jew, which I don’t. If I was darker, I could pass for one of my Cherokee ancestors.


    “So I grinned at him, although the sweat was pouring out of my armpits so fast it was trickling down my legs, and I said that he had it backwards. Yeshua looked like a Gentile, that’s why he resembled me. I used one of his own remarks to help me; I reminded him he’s said Jewish women were notoriously adulterous. So maybe Yeshua was half-Gentile and didn’t know it.


    “Kramer gave one of those sickening belly laughs of his; he drools until the spit runs down his chin when he’s laughing. And he said I was right. But I knew my days were numbered. He’d get to thinking about my looks later, and he’d decide that I was lying. To hell with that, I thought, I’m getting out tonight.


    “But I couldn’t get Yeshua off my mind. I decided that I wasn’t just going to run like a cur with its tail between its legs. I was going to make Kramer so sick with my memory his pig’s belly would ache like a boil every time he thought of me. That night, just as it began to rain, I killed the two guards with my axe and opened the stockade gates. But somebody was awake and gave the alarm. We ran for my boat, had to fight our way to it, and only Yeshua, the woman Bithniah and I got away. Kramer must have given orders that the men who went after us had better not return without our heads. They weren’t about to give up.”


    Stafford said, “God was good enough to give us eternal youth in this beautiful world. We are free from want, hunger, hard labor and disease. Yet men like Kramer want to turn this Garden of Eden into hell. Why? I do not know. He is a madman. One of these days, hell be marching on us, as he has on the people to the north of his original area. If you would like to help us fight him, welcome!”


    “I hate the murdering devil!” Mix said. “I could tell you things…never mind, you must know them.”


    “To my everlasting shame,” Stafford replied, “I must confess that I witnessed many cruelties and injustices on Earth, and I not only did not protest, I encouraged them. I thought that law and order and religion, to be maintained, needed torture and persecution. Yet I was often sickened. So when I found myself in a new world, I determined to start anew. What had been right and necessary on Earth did not have to be so here.”


    “You’re an extraordinary man,” Mix said. “Most people have continued to think exactly what they thought on Earth.”


    Ill


    By then, he was beginning to feel heady. Fortunately, the copias were brought in, and they were allowed to eat. Mix opened the tall gray cylinder and removed the containers from their snap-up racks. These held a thick cubical boneless steak, two slices of bread with butter, a lettuce salad, a baked potato with butter and sour cream, a chocolate bar, a 3-ounce shot of whiskey, a pack of cigarettes, two cigars and a stick of dreamgum.


    Normally, Mix used tobacco for barter, since he did not smoke, but he thought it politic to pass it around to Stafford and his councilmen.


    Yeshua, on opening his cylinder, looked disgusted. Instead of satisfying his hunger, which must have been as ravenous as Mix’s, he stared gloomily at the ceiling. Mix asked him what was wrong. Bithniah, who was eating greedily, laughed and said, “Even though he has renounced his religion with his mind, his stomach can’t forget the laws of Moses. There is a big tender piece of ham in his copia, and it has sickened him.”


    “Aren’t you a Hebrew, too?” Mix asked.


    “Yes, but I don’t let it bother me. When I am hungry, I will eat anything. I learned that on Earth when I was a young girl and we were roaming in the desert. I never allowed the others to see me eating unclean food, of course, else I’d have been killed. But then I did many things that Yahweh was supposed to frown upon.”


    Mix said, “Yeshua, I’ll trade my steak for your ham.”


    “I’m not sure that the animal was slaughtered correctly,” Yeshua said.


    “I don’t think there’s any slaughter involved,” Mix replied, “I’ve been told that the buckets must convert energy into matter. Somehow the power that the stones give off three times a day is transformed by a mechanism in the false bottom of the bucket. There must also be a kind of program in the mechanism, because the buckets have different food every day. I’ve kept watch on it and noticed that I always get steak on certain days, a cake of soap every third day and so on.


    “The scientist that explained it to me said—though he admitted he was only guessing—that there are matrices in the bucket that contain models for certain kinds of matter. They put together the atoms and molecules of the energy to form steak, cigars, or what have you. So, there’s no slaughter.”


    “I’ll take the steak and with thanks,” Yeshua said.


    * * * *


    Stafford, who had been listening with interest, spoke. “The first general resurrection, and the resurrection of those killed here since that day, must operate on the same principles. But who is doing all this for us and why?”


    Mix shrugged and said, “Who knows? I’ve heard a lot of wild theories. But I did run into a man who knew a 19th-century Englishman named Burton. He said Burton had told him that he had accidentally awakened before Resurrection Day. He was in a very strange place, a titanic room where there were millions of bodies. Some were in the process of being restored to wholeness and youth. He tried to escape, but two men caught him and made him unconscious again, and he woke up with the rest of us on That Day, naked as a jaybird and with his bucket in his hand.


    “Burton thought that some beings, maybe Earthmen of the post-20th-century, had found a way to record events in time. They’d taken records of every human being that existed, formed matter that re-created the original beings, restored the being to health and youth, made new recordings and transformed them in this rivervalley.


    “This valley, by the way, must also be their work. A river that’s at least ten million miles long and flows uphill at places, has to have been built by sentient beings, not by Nature.”


    “What you say seems reasonable,” Stafford replied. “However, what appears to be reasonable may not conform to the facts. I am inclined to agree with you. But I still do not know what purpose there is in our being here.”


    Mix yawned and stretched. “I don’t either, but I intend to make the best of what I do have while I have it. I know we’ll have to pay for this one way or the other. You get nothing free. If it’s okay with you, I’d like to hit the hay. First, though, I’d like to take a bath.”


    Stafford smiled. “You 20th-centurians are as enamored of bathing as the ancient Romans were reputed to be. I say reputed, because the few I’ve met were, to put it charitably, unwashed. Yet the river is only a few steps away. Perhaps it was the decadent ruling class of the Romans that was so clean?”


    Mix grinned, but he felt angry. Something in Stafford’s tone indicated he felt that Mix and his kind had a ridiculous obsession, maybe a somewhat immoral attitude. Mix swallowed the comment he wanted to make, that the council hall stank like a congress of baboons. But he was in no position to insult his host, nor should he. The man was only expressing the attitude of his time.


    Stafford told Mix that there were several unoccupied cottages nearby. Those who had been killed by Kramer’s men on the river had lived in them. The cottage automatically reverted to the state, which usually sold them to newcomers or rented them for tobacco, liquor or services rendered.


    * * * *


    Mix, Yeshua and Bithniah followed a Sergeant Channing, who held a torch, although it was not needed. The night sky, ablaze with giant stars and luminous sheets of gasclouds, cast a brighter light than the Earth’s full moon. The river sparkled beneath it. The four went to its bank, and the three newcomers walked into the water up to their hips. Yeshua and Bithniah kept their kilts on, so Mix did the same. When with a group that bathed in the nude, a common practice along the river, he undressed. When Mix was with those who retained their modesty, he observed their custom.


    With soap from their copias, they washed the grime and sweat off and returned to the land to dry themselves with other towels. Mix watched Bithniah. She was a short dark woman with a full bosom, a narrow waist and shapely legs, but with too broad hips. She had long thick glossy blueblack hair and a pretty face, if you liked long noses. Her eyes were huge and dark, and even during the flight they had given Mix some curious glances. He told himself that Yeshua had better watch her; she looked to him like an alleycat in mating season.


    Yeshua now, he was something different. The only resemblance he had to Mix was physical. He was quiet and withdrawn, except for that one outburst against Kramer, and he seemed to be always thinking of something far away. Despite his silence, he gave an impression of great authority—rather, of a man who had once had it but was now deliberately suppressing it. Or, perhaps, of a man who rejected all claim to authority.


    “You know,” Mix said to Yeshua, “shortly before I came to Kramer’s territory, something puzzling happened to me. A little dark man rushed at me crying out in a foreign tongue. He tried to embrace me; he was weeping and moaning, and he kept repeating a name over and over. I had a hell of a time convincing him he’d made a mistake. Maybe I didn’t. He tried to get me to take him along, but I didn’t want anything to do with him. He made me nervous, the way he kept on staring at me.


    “I forgot about him until just now. I’ll bet he thought I was you. Come to think of it, he did say your name quite a few times.”


    Yeshua came out of his absorption. “Did he say what his name was?”


    “I don’t know. He tried four or five different languages on me, including English, and I couldn’t understand him in any of them. But he did repeat a word more than once. Mattithayah. Mean anything to you?”


    Yeshua did not reply. He shivered and draped a long towel over his shoulders. Mix knew that something inside Yeshua was chilling him. The heat of the daytime, which reached about 80 degrees at high noon (there were no thermometers), faded away slowly. The high humidity of the valley retained it until the invariable rains fell a few hours after midnight. Then the temperature dropped swiftly to an estimated 65°, and stayed there until dawn. Sergeant Charming led them to their residences. These were small one-room bamboo huts with roofs thatched with the giant leaves of the irontree. Inside each was a table, several chairs, and beds, all of bamboo. Charming bade them good night and walked off, but Mix knew that he would probably give orders to sentinels stationed out of sight nearby.


    IV


    Mix fell asleep at once but wakened as soon as the rays of the sun fell on his face through the open window. He rose, put on his kilt, and splashed water from a broad shallow fired-clay basin on the table. He did not have to bother about shaving, for all men had been resurrected permanently beardless.


    He took a roll of paper (the copias provided this, too), and found his desired destination by following his nose. This was a long bamboo hut built over a deep ditch.


    He found that, if daily bathing was not widespread, other sanitary customs were observed. The deposits were hauled up at regular intervals to be dropped in a deep canyon (aptly and directly named) in the mountains. Mix asked if there was any sulfur in the area. He was told that there was none. That explained to him why these people did not extract nitrate crystals from processed excrement and mix it with charcoal and sulfur to make gunpowder. In other areas of the valley, bombs and rockets in bamboo cases were common.


    On returning to his cottage, he intended to invite Yeshua and his woman to go with him to the nearest charging stone. A few paces from their door, he halted. They were arguing loudly in their heavily accented English, Later, he wondered why they did not use Hebrew or Aramaic, which would have been ununderstandable to any overhearer. Discreet inquiry would reveal that Bithniah did not know Aramaic. Also, her Hebrew was too archaic and had too many Egyptian and colloquial words, which later had dropped out of the language. Moreover, Yeshua knew Hebrew only as a liturgical and scholarly tongue and could converse in it only with hesitation. The only common speech to both was 17-century English, and then-use of it was, to Tom Mix, a half-garble.


    “I will not go up with you to live in the mountains!” Bithniah said. “I don’t want to be alone, to sit on top of a rock with no one but a walking tomb to talk to. I love people, and I love to talk. No, I will not go!”


    “I won’t stop you from going down into the plains to talk,” Yeshua said. “Now do I plan to live entirely as a hermit. I’ll have to work, probably as a carpenter, but I don’t…”


    * * * *


    Here Mix couldn’t understand the next few sentences. He had no trouble comprehending most of Bithniah’s retort, however.


    “I don’t know why I stick to you! But I know why you want me around! It’s just because I knew Mosheh and Aaron and I was on the march from Egypt! Your only interest in me is to drain me of all I know about your great hero Mosheh! Well, let me tell you, Yeshua, he was a louse! He was always preaching against adultery and strange women, but I happen to know what he practiced! Believe me, I was one of the women!”


    Yeshua said, “I am interested in what you have to say about your life, although there are times when I wish I’d never heard a word of it. But great is the truth.”


    Here he continued in Hebrew or Aramaic, evidently quoting something.


    “Stick to English!” Bithniah screamed. “I got so fed up with the so-called holy men always quoting proverbs and the holy writings, and all the time their own sins stank like a camel! Furthermore, you know all about me, you told me nothing about yourself. All I know is that you were a holy man, or you claimed to be. Maybe you’re telling me the truth. I think that your religion ruined you. Certainly you’re no good except when you take that dreamgum and you’re out of your mind. What kind of a man is that, I ask you? Personally, I think…”


    Yeshua’s voice, suddenly so low that Mix could not make out the words, interrupted Bithniah. Mix strained to hear, then shrugged. He glanced at the sun. A few minutes more, and the stones would give up their energy. If they did not hurry, they’d have to go breakfastless, unless they wanted to eat fish, of which he was very tired.


    He knocked loudly on the door. The two within fell silent. Bithniah swung the door open violently, but she managed to smile at him as if nothing had occurred. “Yes, I know. “We’ll be with you at once.”


    “Not I,” said Yeshua. “I don’t feel hungry now.”


    “That’s right!” Bithniah said loudly. “Try to make me feel guilty, blame your upset stomach on me. Well, I’m hungry, and I’m going to eat, and you can sit here and sulk for all I care!”


    “No matter what you say, I am going to live in the mountains.”


    “Go ahead! You must have something to hide! Who’s after you? Who are you that you’re so afraid of meeting people? Well, I have nothing to hide!”


    * * * *


    Bithniah picked up her copia bhy the handle and stormed out. Mix walked along with her and tried to make pleasant conversation. But she was too angry to cooperate. As it was, they had just come into sight of the nearest mushroom-shaped rock, located between two hills, when blue flames soared up from the top and a roar like a lion’s came to them. Bithniah stopped and burst into her native language. Obviously she was cursing. Mix contented himself with one short word.


    “Got a smoke?” she said.


    “In my hut. But you’ll have to pay me back later. I usually trade my cigarettes for liquor.”


    “Cigarettes? That’s your word for pipekins?”


    He nodded and they returned to his hut. Yeshua was not in sight. Mix purposely left his door open. He trusted neither Bithniah nor himself.


    Bithniah glanced at the door. “You must think me a fool. Right next door to Yeshua!”


    Mix grinned. “You never lived in Hollywood.” He gave her a cigarette. She used the lighter that the copia had furnished: a thin metallic box which extended a whitely glowing wire when pressed on the side.


    “You must have overheard us,” she said. “Both of us were shouting our fool heads off. He’s a very difficult man. Sometimes he frightens me, and I don’t scare easily. There’s something very deep—and very different, almost alien, maybe unhuman, about him. Not that he isn’t very kind or that he doesn’t understand people. He does, too much so.


    “But he seems so aloof most of the time. Sometimes, he laughs very much, and he makes me laugh, for he has a wonderful sense of humor. Other times, though, he delivers harsh judgments, so harsh they hurt me because I know that I’m included in the indictment. Now, I don’t have any illusions about men or women. I know what they are and what to expect. But I accept this. People are people, although they often pretend to be better than they are. But expect the worst, I say, and you now and then get a pleasant surprise because you don’t get the worst.”


    “That’s pretty much my attitude,” Mix said. “Even horses aren’t predictable, and men are much more complicated. So you can’t always tell what a horse or a man’s going to do or what’s driving him. One thing you can bet on. You’re Number One to yourself, but to the other guy, Number One is himself or herself. If somebody acts like you’re Number One, and she’s sacrificing herself for you, she’s just fooling herself.”


    “You sound as if you’d had some trouble with your wife.”


    “Wives. That, by the way, is one of the things I like about this world. You don’t have to go through any courts or pay any alimony when you split up. You just pick up your bucket, towels and weapons, and take off. No property settlements, no in-laws, no kids to worry about.”


    “I bore twelve children,” she said. “All but three died before they were two years old. Thank God, I don’t have to go through that here.”


    “Whoever sterilized us knew what he was doing,” Mix said. “If we could have kids, this valley’d be jammed tight as a pig-trough at feeding time.


    He moved close to her and grinned. “Anyway, we men still have our guns, even if they’re loaded with blanks.”


    “You can stop where you are,” she said, although she was still smiling. “Even if I leave Yeshua, I may not want you. You’re too much like him.”


    “I might show you the difference,” he said, but he moved away from her and picked up a piece of dried fish from his leather bag. Between bites, he asked her about the Mosheh she had mentioned in her quarrel.


    “Would you get angry or beat me if I told you the truth?” she said.


    “No, why should I?” he asked.


    “Because I’ve learned to keep my mouth shut about my Earthly life. The first time I told about it, I was beaten badly and thrown into the river. The Englishmen I was talking to were, what were they called? Oh, yes, Puritans! They were outraged; I was lucky not to have been tortured and burned.”


    “I’d like to hear the real story,” he said. “I could care less if it’s not what I learned in Sunday school.”


    “You won’t tell anybody else around here?”


    “Cross my heart and promise to fall off Tony.”


    V


    She looked blankly at him, then decided that he was giving a twentieth-century oath. She was, she said, born in the province of Goshen of the land of Egypt. Her tribe was that of Judah and they were not, technically, slaves. The Hebrews had originally come in to work for the state under contract. Conditions were not as bad as those depicted in the Book of Exodus.


    She had never, of course, read this book or any of the Judaic scriptures. The first she had heard of them was from the inhabitants of the area of the rivervalley in which she had been resurrected.


    There was a mixture of religions in the several tribes of Goshen. Her mother worshipped El, the original god of the Hebrews, among others. Her father favored the gods of Egypt, but he occasionally participated in the rites of El. She knew Mosheh (or Moses, as the English called him). She grew up with him. He was a wild kid (her own words), half-Hebrew, half-Egyptian. When Mosheh was about ten he had been adopted by an Egyptian priest who had lost his two sons. Five years later, Mosheh was back with the Hebrews. His fosterfather had been arrested and charged with practicing the forbidden religion of Aton, founded by the accursed Pharaoh Akhnaton. The fosterfather was executed.


    Years later, Mosheh announced that the Hebrews had been taken under custody by an unknown god, Yahweh of the Midianites. This came as a surprise to the Hebrews, most of whom had never heard of Yahweh. But Mosheh was a man who had seen a vision; he seemed truly to burn as brightly with the light of Yahweh as the burning bush of which he told. And he offered them release from their bondage.


    “What about the plagues, the river of blood, the slaying of the firstborn of the Egyptians?”


    Bithniah laughed. “I saw nothing like that. There was a plague raging through the land, but it was killing as many Hebrews as Egyptians.”


    “What about the tablets of stone?”


    “Mosheh did write the commandments on two tablets, but I couldn’t read them. Three-fourths of the tribe couldn’t. I never learned to read or write anything except a few simple Egyptian signs.”


    * * * *


    Mix wanted to question her further, but he was interrupted by a soldier. Stafford wanted to see the three of them. Yeshua came out of his hut at the summons and followed them without saying a word.


    They entered the Council Hall and were greeted by Stafford. He asked them pointblank if they intended to stay.


    All three answered that they would. Stafford said, “Very well. We believe that the citizen owes the state certain debts in return for its protection. Now, what would you wish to do?”


    They talked a while. The result was that Mix entered the army as a private. Stafford apologized for the lowly position. He realized that a man of his training and experience should have a commisison. But it was the policy to start all newcomers off at the bottom. This avoided unhappiness and jealousy among those who had established their status.


    However, since Mix had stone weapons of his own, and there were few of these in this area, Mix would be assigned to the elite squad of axemen. After a few months, he could be promoted to a sergeancy. That was the lowest permanent rank in the axemen.


    Yeshua asked for a job as a carpenter. He did not want anything to do with the military, for he objected to shedding human blood. Stafford frowned at this. It was the state’s policy to call on all able bodies, men or women, to fight for Albion. However, in view of Yeshua’s ownership of flint tools and his undoubted usefulness, he could be admitted as a second-class citizen. This meant that he would not get any of the bonuses given out by the state every three months: the extra cigarettes, liquor, etc. At the same time, he would have to contribute a certain amount from his own copia to the state treasury. And, in case of war, he would have to submit to being kept in a stockade until the fighting was over. The state did this to make sure that the second-class citizens, of whom there were not many, would not get in the way of the military.


    Yeshua agreed to this.


    Bithniah was assigned to a woman’s labor division. At present, this was busy adding to the southern wall dividing Albion from its neighboring state, Anglia.


    Mix reported to Captain Hawkins. He spent the morning drilling and practicing throwing his axe and spears. That afternoon, he instructed craftsmen how to make boomerangs, unknown to this area.


    Several hours before dusk, he was dismissed. After bathing in the river, he returned to his hut. Bithniah was home but Yeshua was gone.


    “He went up into the mountains,” she said. “He wanted to become pure again!”


    She raved on until Mix quit listening. He waited until she had run out of breath and tears, then he asked her if she wanted to move into his cottage. She replied that he reminded her too much of Yeshua, and would he please leave? Mix shrugged and went to the nearest stone to charge his copia.


    While there, he met a pretty blonde who had recently parted with her hutmate because of their quarrels over his unreasonable jealousy. Delores and he had more in common than a desire to find a mate. Their lives on Earth had not had a chronological overlap, for she was born five years after he had rammed his car into the barricade on the road between Phoenix and Tucson, Arizona. She had never seen any of his movies, but she did know who he was. Since one of her father’s childhood heroes was Tom Mix, she had heard her father discuss him more than once. And, when the family had moved to Arizona for a while, her father had insisted they go see the monument that marked the site of the accident.


    * * * *


    For the first time, Mix heard details of what happened after his death. He felt hurt that the onlookers had been more interested in catching the many dollar bills that had flown like green snow around the barricade than in determining whether he was alive or not. But in a few minutes, he smiled to himself.


    That the money meant more than a human life to those workers was only natural. If he had been in their skins, and their situation, he might have done the same. The sight of a thousand-dollar bill blown along by the wind was very tempting—to those who did not earn in two years what he made in a week. He could not really blame the slobs.


    Mix and Delores Rambaut went to her hut to live, since her former mate had walked out and, therefore, lost his right to the property. Mix would have to make a formal application and pay a slight tax, cigarettes or labor, for the use of the house, but the whole procedure was routine.


    He was looking forward to night when he was summoned by Stafford. The lord was grave and perturbed.


    “My spies in Kramer’s land tell me he is getting ready for a big attack. But they don’t know on whom, for Kramer has not told even his highest officers. He knows that we have spies there, just as he undoubtedly has here.”


    “I hope you still don’t think that I’m a spy,” Mix said.


    Stafford smiled slightly. “No. I’ve checked out your story. You’re not a spy unless you’re part of a diabolically clever plot by Kramer to sacrifice a good boat and fighting men to convince me you’re what you claim to be. I doubt it, for Kramer is not the sort of man to release Jewish prisoners. On one hand, I can’t believe Kramer could find among his followers the caliber of man to deliberately allow himself to be killed to further Kramer’s ambitions. On the other hand, he does have a number of religious fanatics who might do just that.”


    * * * *


    It soon became apparent why Stafford was consulting him, a stranger, a lowly private, and an American colonist. For Stafford, despite his outward politeness, could not conceal his feelings of his own superiority, both as a blue-blooded lord and an Englishman. Mix was a “provincial,” one of the inferior and wild breeds. Mix, aware of this, felt only slight resentment and more than a slight amusement. What would Stafford say if he were told that England had become the American “province” in Mix’s time?


    Stafford, however, was impressed by the showing of Mix in the river battle and his Earthly military background. Moreover, Mix knew Kramer’s land, and he had made the statement the night before that the only way to defeat Kramer was to beat him to the punch.


    Just what did he mean by that?


    “As I understand it,” Mix said, “Kramer’s method of expansion is to leapfrog one state and conquer the one beyond it. After consolidating his conquest, he then squeezes the bypassed area between his two armies. This is an excellent method, but it wouldn’t work if the other states would ally against him. Unfortunately, they’re too jealous of their own prerogatives to submit to being lead by another state. Besides which, they don’t trust each other. So Kramer has been having his own way.


    “But I think that if we could deliver at least a crippling blow, the other states would then jump in like a pack of wolves and finish him off. So my idea is to make a night raid—by boat, of course—and burn his fleet. Maybe even a landing and a suicide force to try to kill Kramer. Knock him off, and his state will fall apart.”


    “I’ve already sent assassins after him, and they’ve failed,” Stafford replied. “I like your aggressiveness, but I don’t see how we could carry the attack off. There are two states to the south of us, and a stretch of twenty miles of river. We have to sail or row upriver, so we couldn’t reach Kramer’s land before morning if we left at dusk. Moreover, we’d be observed by his spies in the other states long before we got there, and Kramer’d be ready for us.”


    “Yeah, but you’ve forgotten the savages, the Huns, that live across the river. So far, there’s been an unspoken agreement that the middle of the river is the dividing line, and each stay on his side of the line. But I’ve got an idea. Here’s what we could do.”


    They talked for another hour, at the end of which Stafford said that they would follow Mix’s plan. It was better to take a chance, no matter how desperate, than to let Kramer call the shot. Stafford was beginning to pick up some of Mix’s twentieth-century phrases.


    VI


    During the three-day preparation, Mix was busy. But he had some time in the afternoon for himself, and he decided to visit the man who could be his twin.


    First, he stopped at Bithniah’s. She was now living with one of the men whose mate had been killed during the river-fight, and she seemed fairly happy with him. No, she had not seen the “crazy monk,” as she called him. Mix informed her that he had gotten glimpses of Yeshua now and then. He had been cutting down pine trees with his axe, preparatory to fashioning some furniture for Stafford.


    Following her directions, Mix crossed the hills at a southward angle and presently came to the foot of the mountains. He began climbing up a not-too-difficult path. In a few minutes, he heard a wild skirling of music. It sounded to him like a bamboo syrinx, of which there were many in this area.


    The climbing became steeper. Only a mountain goat or a “crazy monk” would have daily used the so-called path; Mix decided that he was not going to make many calls on Yeshua. But there was something about the man—aside from his physical appearance—that intrigued him.


    Sweating despite the shade, he pulled himself over the edge of the rock and found himself on a small plateau. A building that was more of an enclosed lean-to than a hut was in the middle of the tablerock. Beyond it was a small cascade, one of the many waterfalls that presumably originated from unseen snows on top of the mountains. The cascades were another mystery of this planet, which had no seasons and thus should rotate at an unvarying 90 degrees to the ecliptic. If the snows had no thawing period, where did the water come from?


    Yeshua was by the waterfall. He was naked and blowing on the pan’s pipe and dancing as wildly as one of the goat-footed worshippers of The Great God. Around and around he spun. He leaped high, he skipped, he bent forward and backwards, he kicked, he bent his legs, he pirouetted, he swayed. His eyes were closed, and he came perilously close to the edge of the plateau.


    Like David dancing after the return of the ark of God, Mix thought. But Yeshua was doing this for an invisible audience. And he certainly had nothing to celebrate.


    Mix was embarrassed for he felt like a window-peeper. He almost decided to retreat and leave Yeshua to whatever was possessing him. But the thought of the difficulty of the climb and the time he had taken made him change his mind.


    He called. Yeshua stopped dancing and staggered backward as if an arrow had struck him. Mix walked up to him and saw that he was weeping.


    * * * *


    Yeshua turned, kneeled and splashed the icy water from a pool by the side of the cataract, then turned to face Mix. His tears had stopped, but his eyes were wide and wild.


    “I was not dancing because I was happy or filled with the glory of God,” he said. “On Earth, in the desert by the Dead Sea, I used to dance. No one around but myself and The Father. I was a harp, and His fingers plucked the ecstasy. I was a flute, and He sounded through my body the songs of Heaven.


    “But no more. Now I dance because, if I do not, I would scream my anguish until my throat caught fire, and I would leap over the cliff and fall to a longed-for death. What use in that? In this world, a man cannot commit suicide. Not permanently. A few hours later he must face himself and the world again. Fortunately he does not have to face his god again. There is none left to face.”


    Mix felt even more embarrassed and awkward. “Things can’t be that bad,” he said. “Maybe this world didn’t turn out to be what you thought it was going to be. So what? You can’t blame yourself for being wrong. Who was right? Who could possibly have guessed the truth about the un-guessable? Anyway, this world has many good things that Earth didn’t have. Enjoy them. It’s true it’s not always a picnic here, but when was it on Earth? At least, you don’t have to worry about growing old, there are plenty of good-looking women, you don’t have to sit up nights wondering where your next meal is coming from or how you’re going to pay your taxes or alimony. Hell, even if there aren’t any horses or cars or movies here, I’ll take this world anytime! You lose one thing; you gain another.”


    “You don’t understand, my friend,” Yeshua replied. “Only a man like myself, a man who has seen through the veil that the matter of this physical universe presents, seen the reality beyond, felt the flooding of the Light within…”


    He stopped, stared upwards, clenched his fists, and uttered a long ululating cry. Mix had heard only one cry like that—in Africa, when a Boer soldier had fallen over a cliff.


    “Maybe I better go,” Mix said. “I know when there’s nothing to be done. I’m sorry that—”


    “I don’t want to be alone!” Yeshua said. “I am a human being; I need to talk and to listen, to see smiles and hear laughter, and know love! But I cannot forgive myself for being…what I was!”


    Mix wondered what he was talking about. He turned and started to walk to the edge of the plateau. Yeshua came after him.


    “If only I had stayed there with the Sons of Zadok! But no! I thought that the world of men and women needed me! The rocks of the desert unrolled before me like a scroll, and I read therein that which must come to pass, and soon, because God was showing me. I left my brothers in their caves and their cells and went to the cities because my brothers and sisters and the little children there must know, so that they would have a chance to save themselves.”


    “I got to get going,” Mix said. “I feel sorry for whatever’s riding you, but I can’t help you unless I know what it is. And I doubt that I’d be much help then.”


    “You’ve been sent to help me! It’s no coincidence that you look so much like me and that our paths crossed.”


    “I’m no doctor,” Mix said. “Forget it. I can’t straighten you out.”


    Abruptly, Yeshua dropped the hand held out to Mix, and he spoke softly.


    “What am I saying? Will I never learn? Of course you haven’t been sent. There’s nobody to send you. It’s just chance.”


    “I’ll see you later,” Mix said.


    He began climbing down. Once he looked upwards, and he saw Yeshua’s face, his face, staring down at him. He felt angry then, as if he should have stayed and at least given some encouragement to the man. He could have listened until Yeshua talked himself into feeling better.


    * * * *


    By the time he had reached the hills and started walking back, he had a different attitude. His story that he had to be back soon was true, for Stafford was holding a council of war. Mix, although technically a private, was actually an important man.


    Moreover, he doubted that he could really aid the poor devil.


    Yeshua must be half-cracked. Certainly he was half-baked. And that was a peculiar thing about this world and the resurrection. Everybody else had not only been awakened from the dead with the body of a 25-year-old—except, of course, for those who had died on Earth before that age—but all who had suffered a mental illness on Earth had been restored mentally whole.


    However, as time passed, and the problems of the new world pressed in, many began to sicken again in their minds. There wasn’t much schizophrenia; but he understood from talking to a twentieth-centurian that at least three-quarters of schizophrenia had been proved to be due to a physical imbalance and was primarily genetic in origin.


    Nevertheless, five years of life in the rivervalley had produced a number of insane or half-insane people, though not in the relative proportions known on Earth. And the resurrection had not been successful in converting the majority of the so-called sane to a new outlook.


    As before, most of humanity acted irrational and was impervious to logic. Mix was not affected. He had always known the world was half-mad and behaved accordingly, usually to his benefit.


    But Yeshua, miserable fellow that he was, could not forgive himself for whatever it was he had been or done on Earth.


    VII


    That evening, immediately after the copias were filled the fleet of Albion set sail. It consisted of five men-of-war, twenty frigates, and forty cruisers. The so-called men-of-war were huge single-hulled ships, two-masted, fore-and-aft rigged, the bamboo reinforced with pine and oak. The crew of each was fifty men. The other classes were smaller, swifter catamarans.


    The fleet had no sooner rounded the bend that took them alongside the state of Anglia than the shores on both sides of the river boomed with the roar of big drums. The Anglians, perhaps fearing an invasion, were summoning their own forces. The second set of drums were those of Kramer’s spies, hidden up in the mountains, and signalling in relay to their home base. Across the river, the Huns, aroused because of fears that the two-year-old treaty was to be broken, burst into a frenzy of drumming. Stafford directed his fleet to sail in close to the Anglian shore, run along it for a mile and then cut to the Hunnish side. By the time the Anglians had boarded their vessels and were ready to fight, the Albion fleet was close to the opposing Hunnish bank and a mile ahead. Now the Huns put out their boats.


    All that night, tacking back and forth, the Albion ships sailed with an increasing number of pursuers. There came the time when ships ahead of them put out to intercept them. Then, the fleet cut back and forth in the middle of the river and managed to keep from close quarters because of a desire by both the Huns and the English Anglians and New Cornwallians to avoid conflict with each other. Neither wanted to pursue the Albions into the others’ waters.


    Besides, by now, it was becoming apparent that the Albions did not intend to land on either bank. Kramer’s capital city, Fides, must be his goal. Stafford and Mix were betting that Kramer, on hearing of the approaching fleet, would advance his own campaign plan ahead of time. He would order his huge fleet, larger than the combined ships of Albion, Anglia, and New Cornwall, to set out at once. Stafford had timed his sailing very carefully, and events worked as if he had been clocking them. The clouds, which always appeared at two o’clock after midnight covered the skies and blackened the land and the river. The rains torrented to reduce visibility to almost zero.


    But, just before the clouds began to form, Stafford saw the starlight on the sails of Kramer’s fleet. By then, the Anglian ships had dropped back to protect their own coasts, and the New Cornwallians were beginning to turn. The Huns, however, were still following. Some of them had closed in with each other, for there was great hostility between differing tribes, and these could not resist the chance to attack.


    Just before the starlight was cut off by the clouds, Stafford commanded his flagship to sail toward the Hunnish coast. The Fidean fleet immediately changed its course to go toward the same point. Stafford maintained the line of direction for half a mile, then had his signalman, using a hooded fish-oil lamp, transmit the code ordering the fleet to head for the western bank.


    The plan worked to the extent that the two fleets sailed on by each other without any contact. Whether or not Kramer’s ships then encountered the Hunnish ships was something that could not be determined. An hour after daybreak, the Albion vessels beached at the capital of Fides. The city was well fortified with earthen ramparts and great bamboo logs and stones hauled down from the mountain. Nor had Kramer stripped Fides of fighting men to crew his fleet.


    * * * *


    Stafford did not attack the city at once. He sent ships to land their personnel further along the bank. These overcame the relatively small garrisons guarding the slave stockades. The freed men were given weapons and set to liberating other stockades. At noon the onslaught against the capital began.


    Two small catapults threw large stones to batter down two widely separated spots. The forces that sallied out to destroy the catapults were themselves destroyed. Fires were built against the two salient spots, and more stones were cast. Finally, men protected from fire in armor of riverserpent hide and drenched with water drove battering rams against the wall. The walls crumbled, the ram-men stepped aside and the Albions poured in.


    A half hour later, the capital was taken and all defenders killed.


    Mix, blackened with smoke and bleeding slightly from two wounds in an arm and leg, climbed a tree on top of a hill. The fleet of Kramer was not in sight. So far, so good.


    However, Kramer could not be found. Either he had escaped or else, as seemed unlikely but was possible, he had sailed with his ships. Stafford became alarmed. If the Fidean fleet had missed contact with the Hunnish fleet or had bulled its way through, Kramer could be doing the same thing in Albion that he, Stafford, had done here. Although his men were tired from the voyage and the fighting, he ordered them aboard. Sail was set immediately. At least, the trip down would be faster than that up.


    Shortly after the rainfall of the next night, they came to the banks of Albion. All was quiet—but it was not normal.


    No lanterns signaled back. Stafford had no time to hesitate. The Fidean fleet appeared from its hiding place on the opposite bank.


    Outnumbering the Albion ships two to one, they drove them towards the home bank. Stafford’s men fought more than well, and many a ship drifted down the river without a steersman at the helm and none but dead or seriously wounded on the decks.


    Nevertheless, the survivors of Albion had no choice but to make a stand on the plains. They beached their vessels and grouped to attack the sailors of Kramer as they debarked. Then the trap closed. Land troops, hiding in the trees among the hills, rushed across the plain. The Albions resisted until they died or were too wounded to continue battling.


    Stafford was one of the last to go down, but a spear through his eye and into his brain took his life.


    Mix was not so lucky. A club knocked his leather helmet off, and another club tore him loose from his wits. When he awoke, he had a large lump on the side of his head, a throbbing sickening ache in his brain and stomach and a thong around his wrists, tied behind his back.


    He was lying on the grass floor of a bamboo stockade with a number of other prisoners. The morning sun was a few degrees above the mountains.


    Near him sat Yeshua. His knees were drawn up to his chest, and he stared downward, his cheeks proped against the inside of his knees. Dried blood caked his right ribs and the hair on the left side of his head.


    Groaning and wincing, Mix raised himself to a sitting position. The effort dizzied him, and his eyes had a tendency to cross. But, during the intervals he could see straight, he counted thirty prisoners, twenty-one men and nine women.


    “Where’s Bithniah?” he said to Yeshua.


    Yeshua did not look up. He said, hollowly, “She was being raped by many men the last I saw her. She should be dead by now. At least I haven’t heard her screaming. The other women have stopped screaming. They must be dead, too.”


    Mix gestured at the female prisoners. “How’d they escape it?”


    “Kramer saved them. He said he wanted some alive…to burn.”


    Mix grunted and said, “I was afraid that was the reason they didn’t kill me.”


    He looked along the tops of the walls. The guards were many and alert. They would be down and on him at once if he tried to ram his head on the wall. Still, he might be able to do it once. He felt as if he had suffered a concussion of the brain. One more hard blow might remove him from the fire and restore him whole somewhere else, far away on the riverbank.


    He said, “If we started a ruckus, they might have to kill some of us to quiet us down. We’d be lucky if we could die now.”


    Yeshua raised his head. His eyes were wild and staring as when Mix had last seen him. They were also red and puffy, as if he had wept much.


    “If only a man did not have to live again! If he could be dust forever, his thoughts and agonies dissolved into the soil, eaten by the worms as his flesh is eaten! But no, there’s no escape. He must live again. And again. God will not permit him release.”


    Mix did not reply. He was thinking that if he could muster enough strength, he could run at full speed across the 30 yards of the stockade floor.


    When he drove his skull into the bamboo wall on the other side, he might crack his head open.


    Now was the time.


    “So long, Yeshua, you poor devil,” he said. “Maybe you will be happy again some day.”


    He rose to his feet. A guard shouted at him to sit down. The stockade whirled, his knees buckled. When he regained consciousness, he was even more sick.


    Yeshua said, “There was a time when I might have rid you of your pain, driven the demons from your body. But no more. You have to have faith—and now I do not have it.”


    VIII


    The gates swung open. Spearmen entered first and took positions around Yeshua. Kramer followed.


    He was a short fat youth with dark-brown hair and pale blue eyes. His face was piggish. He wore a black kilt and a long black towel as a cloak.


    With Kramer were two prisoners. Both were short dark men with Levantine faces. Both were bloody and bruised. Mix, who had managed to sit up again, recognized one of the prisoners. He was Mattithayah, the little man who had mistaken Mix for Yeshua.


    Kramer pointed at Yeshua. He spoke English with a heavy German accent. “Is that the man?”


    Mattithayah broke into a storm of unintelligible words. Kramer sent him staggering with a blow of his fist against the jaw. He spoke to the other prisoner. This one answered in English as heavily accented as Kramer’s, but his native tongue was obviously different.


    “Yeshua!” he cried. “Rabbi! Master! We have looked for you for many years. And now you are here, too!”


    He began to weep and tried to walk to Yeshua, but spears forced him back.


    Yeshua had looked once at the two prisoners, groaned, and let his head sink back to its resting place on his knees.


    Kramer, scowling, muttering strode up to Yeshua and seized his long hair. Jerking it upward, he forced Yeshua to look at him.


    “Madman! Anti-Christ!” he shouted. “You’ll pay for your blasphemies! Just as your two crazed friends will pay!”


    Yeshua closed his eyes. His lips moved soundlessly. Kramer struck him in the mouth with the back of his hand, and blood flowed from the right corner of Yeshua’s lips.


    Kramer screamed at him. “Speak, you filth! Do you claim to be Christ?”


    Yeshua opened his eyes. He spoke in a low voice. “I claim to be only a man named Yeshua. If this Christ of yours did exist and He were here, He would be horrified, driven to madness with despair, at what has happened to His teachings.”


    Kramer hit Yeshua so hard that he fell upon his back. Kramer drove the toe of his hard leather sandal against Yeshua’s ribs.


    “Renounce your blasphemies! Recant your Satanic ravings! You will escape much pain in this world if you do, and you may save your soul in the next!”


    Yeshua said, “Do what you will to me, you unclean Gentile!”


    Kramer shouted, “Shut your dirty mouth, you insane monster!”


    Yeshua grunted as Kramer’s sandal drove into his ribs again, and he moaned for a while thereafter.


    Kramer strode to the two prisoners. “Do you still maintain that this lunatic is the Blessed Son of God?”


    The two prisoners were pale beneath their dark skins and their faces looked as if fashioned from wax. Neither replied to Kramer.


    “Answer me, you swine!” he cried. He tore a spear from a soldier’s hands and began to beat them with the butt. They tried to run but were held by soldiers.


    Yeshua, who had struggled to his feet, said, “He is so savage because he fears that they may speak the truth.”


    Mix said, “What is the truth?” He was getting sicker and beginning to lose his interest in the situation. God, if only he could die before he was tied to the stake and the pile set aflame!


    “I’ve heard that question before,” Yeshua said.


    * * * *


    When Kramer had beaten the two prisoners into unconsciousness, they were dragged out through the gates by their legs, their heads bobbing on the grass and their arms trailing behind. Kramer started to walk toward Yeshua, but he stopped as a man ran through the gates and shouted at him.


    Mix was close enough to hear them talking. The messenger brought news of the approaching enemy. The Fideans would have to board their ships soon and set sail for home. Otherwise, they would be trapped on land by a superior force.


    Apparently the states on both sides of Albion had decided to band together and attack. Moreover, the Huns across the river had joined them.


    Kramer replied that the Fidean fleet must return to its home base at once. Before doing so, however, they would burn the heretics.


    Mix knew then that Kramer had not heard of the destruction of his capital city and the uprising of the slaves. Despite his pain and the knowledge of the fire waiting for him, he managed a smile. Kramer was doomed. If he were captured alive, he would undoubtedly be tortured and then burned. Mix hoped that he would be. Perhaps if Kramer himself experienced the flames, he might not be so eager to burn others when he rose again. But Max doubted it.


    Kramer had quit giving orders and had resumed his course toward Yeshua. Mix called to him.


    “Kramer! If Yeshua is who those men claim he is, and they’ve no reason to lie, then what about you? You’ve killed and tortured for nothing; you’ve put your own soul in the gravest of jeopardy.”


    Kramer reacted as Mix had hoped he would. He shouted and ran at Mix with the butt-end of the spear raised. Mix saw it come down on him. Then he knew nothing.


    * * * *


    But he was not completely successful. He regained consciousness to find himself upright and tied to a great bamboo stake. Below him was a large pile of small bamboo sections and pine needles.


    His eyes crossed, and all became blurred. But he could smell the torch as it was applied to the pile, and set him to coughing. Agony struck like a fist. Vision faded; he fell into oblivion.


    But he heard Yeshua’s voice, distorted, far away, like thunder on the mountains.


    “Father, they do know what they’re doing!”


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1966 by Galaxy Publishing Corp.

  


  
    RELIGION AND SCIENCE FICTION, by James F. McGrath


    In past eras, it was primarily the purview of religious literature to speculate on celestial realms, their possible inhabitants, and human travel to them. Even though since the advent of the modern sciences these themes have come to be thought about in new ways and in light of new information, it should not surprise anyone to find a significant degree of continuity between ancient and modern literature that explores these matters. The question of when to begin a survey of religion in science fiction is largely a matter of figuring out when something that deserves to be called science gets incorporated into such stories, even if the science itself is speculative and fictional.


    Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein is often regarded as the first work in the genre of science fiction, and if its action is limited to the terrestrial realm, it nonetheless shows continuity with themes in earlier religious literature and tradition. The book’s subtitle, “A Modern Prometheus,” alludes to the story of the tragic Greek god who brought divine knowledge to humans, a theme modernized and explored in many science fiction stories in which alien technology one way or another ends up in the hands of humans or other less technologically advanced beings. In Jewish tradition, the stories of the golem created through manipulation of the divine name represent a precursor to the story of Frankenstein. In the novel, the creature reflects on its status in direct comparison with Biblical and extrabiblical stories of God’s creation of humankind. And perhaps even more so in later cinematic retellings than in the original novel, the story of Frankenstein has become emblematic of another perennial theme at the intersection of religion and science fiction, namely that of “scientists playing God.”


    It is difficult to organize an overview of religion in science fiction, since a purely chronological approach might fail to highlight distinct strands that persist or develop over time, while any attempt to systematize by traditions and influences runs afoul of the eclectic character that imagined future religion sometimes has. For instance, while Frank Herbert’s Dune series remains distinctive in its inclusion of Islam as a significant influence on future religion, its influence is only one contributor to a religious landscape populated by groups with syncretistic names like “Zensunni” and eclectic collections of Scriptures such as offered by the Orange Catholic Bible.


    Not all future landscapes are characterized by such eclecticism and religious evolution, however. Sarah Zettel’s 1997 novel Fool’s War features two strong female characters who are devout Muslims, in a context in which there is wide prejudice against Muslims, who are blamed for causing a devastating war. In Dan Simmons’ Hyperion, new religions as well as old are to be found, and the older traditions have not ceased to explore some of the same stories and questions as in the past—as for instance when Sol Weintraub, a Jewish intellectual, wrestles with the story of Abraham being called upon to sacrifice his son Isaac. In her two-volume story spanning the novels The Sparrow and Children of God, Mary Doria Russell focuses particular attention on the Catholic tradition, as Jesuits lead the first expedition to make contact with an extraterrestrial race. Judaism also features prominently in the story, and an issue important in both those monotheistic traditions as well as others—the problem of evil—is given poignant exploration. In Ray Bradbury’s story “The Fire Balloons,” a group of priests makes first contact with an alien race less like humans, and in the process reflects on the nature of sin and other theological considerations. In all of the aforementioned stories, adherents of traditional human faiths are depicted as reflecting on traditional concerns in a future context as well as new issues raised by new experiences, such as travel to other worlds and encounter with alien life.


    For Christianity, with its tradition of exclusivism with regard to salvation, the possibility of multiple inhabited worlds raises the question of whether there could be multiple incarnations, or whether those humans committed to the spread of the Gospel would try to find ways of bringing the message to those who could not yet have heard. In Philip José Farmer’s “Prometheus,” one of the characters wrestles with the appropriateness of talking about his religious beliefs with a species at the verge of language use and the major cultural leap that would inevitably accompany it. Winston P. Sanders’s “The Word to Space” focuses on long-distance religious proselytization—with humans as the recipients rather than the senders. Harry Harrison’s “The Streets of Ashkelon” describes an attempt to share terrestrial religious beliefs with a species that seems to be completely innocent and to entirely lack religious ideas—with tragic results. And Arthur C. Clarke’s “The Star” looks at a Jesuit priest whose faith is shaken by the discovery that a supernova which destroyed a thriving culture was in fact the star of Bethlehem.


    The aforementioned sort of theological science fiction is not at all rare, and in some instances there is a close connection between the themes explored and the author’s own faith. For instance, Orson Scott Card is one of the best-known authors connected with the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. His stories not only explore general religious themes or even specifically Mormon ones, but go further still. In the Homecoming series, Card seeks to retell the Book of Mormon in a science fiction setting. And while C. S. Lewis is better known for his Narnia series in the fantasy genre, his trilogy Out of the Silent Planet, Perelandra and That Hideous Strength in the science fiction genre gives voice to his theological outlook in comparable ways. Similar examples of science fiction that reflects the exploration of the author’s own faith tradition could be provided for other religious traditions, although as Isaac Asimov says in the foreword to the anthology Wandering Stars, the nature of Jewish identity as both a cultural and a religious heritage adds further complications to any discussion of “Jewish science fiction,” his own case providing but one example. Even fundamentalist Christianity may be said to have produced science fiction, particularly if one includes for consideration books such as the Left Behind series by Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins. Books of this sort often include implanted microchips and other characteristic elements of science fiction in a story that purports to be based on the Book of Revelation. Some science fiction authors do not merely draw eclectically on religions in weaving a fictional religious environment for their characters, but engage in a similar creative process in developing their own spiritual vision—Philip K. Dick providing one famous example, but by no means the only one. Dick created fictional religions for use within stories, as in the case of Mercerism in Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? But he also gave voice to his own religious views, heavily indebted to Gnosticism, in VALIS and Radio Free Albemuth.


    Even that brand of science fiction that tends to adopt a secular humanist vision of the future finds it cannot avoid religious themes and issues. The first episode of the original series of Star Trek to air, “Where No Man Has Gone Before,” includes what at the time might have seemed to be “fringe science” but is now more frequently relegated to the sphere of pseudoscience, namely concepts like Psi and ESP. And as two characters begin to develop superhuman powers, Capt. Kirk finds himself discussing what the characteristics of a god are—or ought to be. Arthur C. Clarke explores a scenario in which—however tongue in cheek—computing “The Nine Billion Names of God” brings the end of the universe. And one of the stories in Isaac Asimov’s I, Robot depicts a robot reasoning that a creator must exist, and that its human constructors cannot be that supreme intelligence responsible for its creation, since they seem to lack the know how to do more than put a robot together from previously constructed parts. Carl Sagan’s Contact explores the interaction of faith and skepticism as it depicts the reactions of scientists, religious believers and others when the first extraterrestrial signal is detected. And Philip Jose Farmer’s Riverworld focuses on resurrection—but not in the manner or by the means anticipated by the Abrahamic faiths. As the series progresses its characters, taken from different periods in time, discuss many traditional human religious ideas, as well as inventing new ones.


    In addition to the expression of religious views through the medium of science fiction, it is also possible to turn science fiction into religion, and in more than one sense. Fandom of Star Trek or Star Wars has often been expressed in a manner that is at least quasi-religious. Not only are there debates about “canon” and “pilgrimages” to conventions, but on recent censuses hundreds of thousands of individuals have self-identified as “Jedi” when declaring their religion. Even if one assumes that such self-identification is not offered with complete seriousness, this nonetheless suggests that a science fiction religion can resonate more with a significant number of people than traditional religions do. And in the case of Scientology, we have a science fiction author, L. Rob Hubbard, who has created a religion which incorporates a narrative that has key characteristics of this genre: aliens, galactic warfare, and technology, to name a few.


    In discussions of religion and science fiction, the focus tends to be on the relationship to traditions and concepts that continue to exist and find adherents in the present. But even if sometimes relegated to the separate category of “mythology,” there is in fact no sharp conceptual distinction between the major monotheistic traditions that exist in our time, for instance, and the religions of ancient Greece and Rome. The latter likewise have numerous points of contact and intersection with science fiction. In the rebooted Battlestar Galactica series, human religion took the form of polytheistic worship of gods from the Greco-Roman pantheon. And in the classic Star Trek episode “Who Mourns for Adonais?” the crew of the Enterprise encounters Apollo, the ancient deity turning out to be an alien, one that would have seemed like a god to “the simple shepherds and tribesmen of early Greece,” according to Dr. McCoy. Science fiction incorporates many of the features of traditional religious/mythological narratives—heroes, beings with superhuman or even seemingly supernatural abilities, ascent to the celestial realms and encounter with the inhabitants thereof, and so on. Sometimes the similarities are intentional, as in the case of Star Wars. George Lucas deliberately drew on motifs and plot elements from Joseph Campbell’s work on heroes and mythology. In other cases, the similarities may or may not have been deliberate, and could quite plausibly be understood to simply reflect an ongoing tradition of storytelling and mythmaking, updated for a different era. In either case, the stories regularly include entities whose greater power than humans makes them analogous to the gods of humanity’s more ancient narratives. Q is but one of several such characters to be found in the various permutations of Star Trek. One could also include characters from comic books, such as Superman or the Silver Surfer, extraterrestrials who by virtue of alien evolution, advanced technology, or a combination of the two, serve in roles that overlap with those of ancient gods and heroes.


    For the most part, science fiction explores what might be referred to as “natural gods”—godlike entities who may be biological in nature or composed of pure energy, but are ultimately components of the natural realm, produced at some point by a universe, even if they may also have a role at some point in creating new ones. Robert J. Sawyer’s Calculating God features aliens who believe in a form of “intelligent design”—but the creator in question is an advanced life form, not a spiritual being who answers prayer. Both Isaac Asimov’s “The Last Question” and George Zebrowski’s Macrolife explore human history from the near future until the end of the universe, when humans, other life forms, and artificial intelligence have evolved and merged into a macro-consciousness that hopes to survive the end of the universe. In both stories, this entity contemplates the situation as the universe draws to its end and responds with the words of the Creator in Genesis 1, “let there be light.” In this scenario, God is the end result of the evolutionary process rather than its beginning, akin to the notion of God as “Omega Point” in the theology of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. Teilhard’s thought is mentioned explicitly in Simmons’s Hyperion series, but similar ideas are explored in the work of many other authors.


    Although science fiction tends to be focused on the future, through the use of speculative future technology to allow time travel, science fiction can also open a gateway to the past, which allows for other sorts of exploration of religion, including in the case of religions with a focus on historical events, the opportunity to investigate them, change them, or even cause them. Michael Moorcock’s story “Behold the Man” represents an irreverent and provocative exploration of the story of Jesus through this medium.


    Science fiction provides a natural venue for exploring the potential implications of future technological developments. Since religion is closely entwined with morality and ethics for many people, numerous stories in this category touch on religion at some point. One particular traditional doctrine—the soul—appears with particular frequency, since the soul has historically been a means of denoting that which makes human beings unique, and uniquely valuable among living things. And so discussions about the rights or sentience of clones, of extraterrestrial organisms, and of machines is often couched in the language of whether or not they have souls. Jack McDevitt’s story “Gus” explores this issue in a very direct fashion, focusing on a computer simulation of the personality of Augustine—known as “Gus”—which appears to develop sentience, and becomes concerned about the fate of its immortal soul (if it has one) once it is deactivated. In Robert Silverberg’s “Good News From The Vatican” we find what could be a fitting sequel—a story about the election of the first robot pope. And Anthony Boucher’s “The Quest for Saint Aquin” features robots as both challengers to and encouragement for the faith of the main character, a Catholic priest named Thomas.


    If it is “science” that distinguishes science fiction from other genres, then it is in some cases at best a veneer of science. In many instances there is no attempt whatsoever to ensure that technologies which are depicted are even remotely plausible. And so the distinction between science fiction and fantasy, for instance, often amounts to the question of whether what is otherwise clearly “magic” is attributed to some form of technology. And this may perhaps explain why religion is not only present but often prominent in science fiction. While the quest for knowledge in our time is linked to science rather than magic, the quest for meaning continues in tandem, and so the relationship of questions of significance to science becomes all the more important. Thus the stories that achieve the status of mythical narratives for people in our time, apart from traditional classic religious ones, are more likely to be science fiction than any other genre. And in them, we find quests for truth and wrestling with skepticism (as for instance in the X Files and Lost), and an awareness that science unaided by some form of morality can lead to cataclysm. And so as a final story to mention, let me highlight “A Canticle for Leibowitz” by Walter M. Miller. It depicts the institutional Church as preservers of fragments of knowledge in a post-apocalyptic world. In it, we are reminded what science fiction does best, drawing on the past and present to imagine a possible future. In the process, we are reminded that religion has not always taken the forms that it has now, and will inevitably look different again in the future. Despite the prominence of science in the genre’s name, science and technology are usually the means whereby authors in this genre ask not merely about the future of technology, but all aspects of human life—including the cultural, the moral, and the spiritual.
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    TOM GODWIN


    (1915–1980)


    A hunchbacked alcoholic who had dropped out of school after the third grade, Tom Godwin certainly didn’t fit the expected profile of a writer who created one of the field’s most famous and controversial stories. He sold his first story, “The Gulf Between” to John W. Campbell at Astounding in 1953, and over the next two decades would publish about thirty stories and three novels: The Survivors (1958), The Space Barbarians (1964), and Beyond Another Sun (1971). Those novels are typical of Godwin’s writing, upbeat space operas with a sentimental feel to them.


    “The Cold Equations,” on the other hand, uses sentimentality and science fictional conventions to set up readers emotionally—from the perky girl heroine to the can-do space pilot—although in most 1950s science fiction, the story ends differently. (Campbell reportedly made Godwin rewrite the ending many times because Godwin kept finding solutions to the story’s central problem of, as several critics put it, good science and bad engineering. Campbell himself introduced the story with, “The Frontier is a strange place—and a frontier is not always easy to recognize. It may lie on the other side of a simple door marked ‘No admittance’—but it is always deadly dangerous.”)


    The story struck a nerve with writers as well as readers. It’s been widely reprinted, and produced many responses from other writers. (The most famous is probably James Patrick Kelly’s “Think Like a Dinosaur,” on p. 776.)

  


  
    THE COLD EQUATIONS, by Tom Godwin


    First published in Astounding Science Fiction, August 1954


    He was not alone.


    There was nothing to indicate the fact but the white hand of the tiny gauge on the board before him. The control room was empty but for himself; there was no sound other than the murmur of the drives—but the white hand had moved. It had been on zero when the little ship was launched from the Stardust; now, an hour later, it had crept up. There was something in the supplies closet across the room, it was saying, some kind of a body that radiated heat.


    It could be but one kind of a body—a living, human body.


    He leaned back in the pilot’s chair and drew a deep, slow breath, considering what he would have to do. He was an EDS pilot, inured to the sight of death, long since accustomed to it and to viewing the dying of another man with an objective lack of emotion, and he had no choice in what he must do. There could be no alternative—but it required a few moments of conditioning for even an EDS pilot to prepare himself to walk across the room and coldly, deliberately, take the life of a man he had yet to meet.


    He would, of course, do it. It was the law, stated very bluntly and definitely in grim Paragraph L, Section 8, of Interstellar Regulations: Any stowaway discovered in an EDS shall be jettisoned immediately following discovery.


    It was the law, and there could be no appeal.


    It was a law not of men’s choosing but made imperative by the circumstances of the space frontier. Galactic expansion had followed the development of the hyperspace drive and as men scattered wide across the frontier there had come the problem of contact with the isolated first-colonies and exploration parties. The huge hyperspace cruisers were the product of the combined genius and effort of Earth and were long and expensive in the building. They were not available in such numbers that small colonies could possess them. The cruisers carried the colonists to their new worlds and made periodic visits, running on tight schedules, but they could not stop and turn aside to visit colonies scheduled to be visited at another time; such a delay would destroy their schedule and produce a confusion and uncertainty that would wreck the complex interdependence between old Earth and new worlds of the frontier.


    Some method of delivering supplies or assistance when an emergency occurred on a world not scheduled for a visit had been needed and the Emergency Dispatch Ships had been the answer. Small and collapsible, they occupied little room in the hold of the cruiser; made of light metal and plastics, they were driven by a small rocket drive that consumed relatively little fuel. Each cruiser carried four EDS’s and when a call for aid was received the nearest cruiser would drop into normal space long enough to launch an EDS with the needed supplies or personnel, then vanish again as it continued on its course.


    The cruisers, powered by nuclear converters, did not use the liquid rocket fuel but nuclear converters were far too large and complex to permit their installation in the EDS’s. The cruisers were forced by necessity to carry a limited amount of the bulky rocket fuel and the fuel was rationed with care; the cruiser’s computers determining the exact amount of fuel each EDS would require for its mission. The computers considered the course coordinates, the mass of the EDS, the mass of pilot and cargo; they were very precise and accurate and omitted nothing from their calculations. They could not, however, foresee, and allow for, the added mass of a stowaway.


    The Stardust had received the request from one of the exploration parties stationed on Woden; the six men of the party already being stricken with the fever carried by the green kala midges and their own supply of serum destroyed by the tornado that had torn through their camp. The Stardust had gone through the usual procedure; dropping into normal space to launch the EDS with the fever serum, then vanishing again in hyperspace. Now, an hour later, the gauge was saying there was something more than the small carton of serum in the supplies closet.


    He let his eyes rest on the narrow white door of the closet. There, just inside, another man lived and breathed and was beginning to feel assured that discovery of his presence would now be too late for the pilot to alter the situation. It was too late—for the man behind the door it was far later than he thought and in a way he would find terrible to believe.


    There could be no alternative. Additional fuel would be used during the hours of deceleration to compensate for the added mass of the stowaway; infinitesimal increments of fuel that would not be missed until the ship had almost reached its destination. Then, at some distance above the ground that might be as near as a thousand feet or as far as tens of thousands of feet, depending upon the mass of ship and cargo and the preceding period of deceleration, the unmissed increments of fuel would make their absence known; the EDS would expend its last drops of fuel with a sputter and go into whistling free fall. Ship and pilot and stowaway would merge together upon impact as a wreckage of metal and plastic, flesh and blood, driven deep into the soil. The stowaway had signed his own death warrant when he concealed himself on the ship; he could not be permitted to take seven others with him.


    He looked again at the telltale white hand, then rose to his feet. What he must do would be unpleasant for both of them; the sooner it was over, the better. He stepped across the control room, to stand by the white door.


    “Come out!” His command was harsh and abrupt above the murmur of the drive.


    It seemed he could hear the whisper of a furtive movement inside the closet, then nothing. He visualized the stowaway cowering closer into one corner, suddenly worried by the possible consequences of his act and his self-assurance evaporating.


    “I said out!”


    He heard the stowaway move to obey and he waited with his eyes alert on the door and his hand near the blaster at his side.


    The door opened and the stowaway stepped through it, smiling. “All right—I give up. Now what?”


    It was a girl.


    * * * *


    He stared without speaking, his hand dropping away from the blaster and acceptance of what he saw coming like a heavy and unexpected physical blow. The stowaway was not a man—she was a girl in her teens, standing before him in little white gypsy sandals with the top of her brown, curly head hardly higher than his shoulder, with a faint, sweet scent of perfume coming from her and her smiling face tilted up so her eyes could look unknowing and unafraid into his as she waited for his answer.


    Now what? Had it been asked in the deep, defiant voice of a man he would have answered it with action, quick and efficient. He would have taken the stowaway’s identification disk and ordered him into the air lock. Had the stowaway refused to obey, he would have used the blaster. It would not have taken long; within a minute the body would have been ejected into space—had the stowaway been a man.


    He returned to the pilot’s chair and motioned her to seat herself on the boxlike bulk of the drive-control units that set against the wall beside him. She obeyed, his silence making the smile fade into the meek and guilty expression of a pup that has been caught in mischief and knows it must be punished.


    “You still haven’t told me,” she said. “I’m guilty, so what happens to me now? Do I pay a fine, or what?”


    “What are you doing here?” he asked. “Why did you stow away on this EDS?”


    “I wanted to see my brother. He’s with the government survey crew on Woden and I haven’t seen him for ten years, not since he left Earth to go into government survey work.”


    “What was your destination on the Stardust?”


    “Mimir. I have a position waiting for me there. My brother has been sending money home all the time to us—my father and mother and I—and he paid for a special course in linguistics I was taking. I graduated sooner than expected and I was offered this job on Mimir. I knew it would be almost a year before Gerry’s job was done on Woden so he could come on to Mimir and that’s why I hid in the closet, there. There was plenty of room for me and I was willing to pay the fine. There were only the two of us kids—Gerry and I—and I haven’t seen him for so long, and I didn’t want to wait another year when I could see him now, even though I knew I would be breaking some kind of a regulation when I did it.”


    I knew I would be breaking some kind of a regulation— in a way, she could not be blamed for her ignorance of the law; she was of Earth and had not realized that the laws of the space frontier must, of necessity, be as hard and relentless as the environment that gave them birth. Yet, to protect such as her from the results of their own ignorance of the frontier, there had been a sign over the door that led to the section of the Stardust that housed EDS’s; a sign that was plain for all to see and heed:


    UNAUTHORIZED PERSONNEL

    KEEP OUT!


    “Does your brother know that you took passage on the Stardust for Mimir?”


    “Oh, yes. I sent him a spacegram telling him about my graduation and about going to Mimir on the Stardust a month before I left Earth. I already knew Mimir was where he would be stationed in a little over a year. He gets a promotion then and he’ll be based on Mimir and not have to stay out a year at a time on field trips, like he does now.”


    There were two different survey groups on Woden, and he asked, “What is his name?”


    “Cross—Gerry Cross. He’s in Group Two—that was the way his address read. Do you know him?”


    Group One had requested the serum; Group Two was eight thousand miles away, across the Western Sea.


    “No, I’ve never met him,” he said, then turned to the control board and cut the deceleration to a fraction of a gravity; knowing as he did so that it could not avert the ultimate end, yet doing the only thing he could do to prolong that ultimate end. The sensation was like that of the ship suddenly dropping and the girl’s involuntary movement of surprise half lifted her from the seat.


    “We’re going faster now, aren’t we?” she asked. “Why are we doing that?”


    He told her the truth. “To save fuel for a little while.”


    “You mean, we don’t have very much?”


    He delayed the answer he must give her so soon to ask: “How did you manage to stow away?”


    “I just sort of walked in when no one was looking my way,” she said. “I was practicing my Gelanese on the native girl who does the cleaning in the Ship’s Supply office when someone came in with an order for supplies for the survey crew on Woden. I slipped into the closet there after the ship was ready to go and just before you came in. It was an impulse of the moment to stow away, so I could get to see Gerry—and from the way you keep looking at me so grim, I’m not sure it was a very wise impulse.


    “But I’ll be a model criminal—or do I mean prisoner?” She smiled at him again. “I intended to pay for my keep on top of paying the fine. I can cook and I can patch clothes for everyone and I know how to do all kinds of useful things, even a little bit about nursing.”


    There was one more question to ask:


    “Did you know what the supplies were that the survey crew ordered?”


    “Why, no. Equipment they needed in their work, I supposed.”


    Why couldn’t she have been a man with some ulterior motive? A fugitive from justice, hoping to lose himself on a raw new world; an opportunist, seeking transportation to the new colonies where he might find golden fleece for the taking; a crackpot, with a mission—


    Perhaps once in his lifetime an EDS pilot would find such a stowaway on his ship; warped men, mean and selfish men, brutal and dangerous men—but never, before, a smiling, blue-eyed girl who was willing to pay her fine and work for her keep that she might see her brother.


    He turned to the board and turned the switch that would signal the Stardust. The call would be futile but he could not, until he had exhausted that one vain hope, seize her and thrust her into the air lock as he would an animal—or a man. The delay, in the meantime, would not be dangerous with the EDS decelerating at fractional gravity.


    A voice spoke from the communicator. “Stardust. Identify yourself and proceed.”


    “Barton, EDS 34G11. Emergency. Give me Commander Delhart.”


    There was a faint confusion of noises as the request went through the proper channels. The girl was watching him, no longer smiling.


    “Are you going to order them to come back after me?” she asked.


    The communicator clicked and there was the sound of a distant voice saying, “Commander, the EDS requests—”


    “Are they coming back after me?” she asked again. “Won’t I get to see my brother, after all?”


    “Barton?” The blunt, gruff voice of Commander Delhart came from the communicator. “What’s this about an emergency?”


    “A stowaway,” he answered.


    “A stowaway?” There was a slight surprise to the question. “That’s rather unusual—but why the ‘emergency’ call? You discovered him in time so there should be no appreciable danger and I presume you’ve informed Ship’s Records so his nearest relatives can be notified.”


    “That’s why I had to call you, first. The stowaway is still aboard and the circumstances are so different—”


    “Different?” the commander interrupted, impatience in his voice. “How can they be different? You know you have a limited supply of fuel; you also know the law, as well as I do: ‘Any stowaway discovered in an EDS shall be jettisoned immediately following discovery.’”


    There was the sound of a sharply indrawn breath from the girl. “What does he mean?”


    “The stowaway is a girl.”


    “What?”


    “She wanted to see her brother. She’s only a kid and she didn’t know what she was really doing.”


    “I see.” All the curtness was gone from the commander’s voice. “So you called me in the hope I could do something?” Without waiting for an answer he went on. “I’m sorry—I can do nothing. This cruiser must maintain its schedule; the life of not one person but the lives of many depend on it. I know how you feel but I’m powerless to help you. You’ll have to go through with it. I’ll have you connected with Ship’s Records.”


    * * * *


    The communicator faded to a faint rustle of sound and he turned back to the girl. She was leaning forward on the bench, almost rigid, her eyes fixed wide and frightened.


    “What did he mean, to go through with it? To jettison me…to go through with it—what did he mean? Not the way it sounded…he couldn’t have. What did he mean…what did he really mean?”


    Her time was too short for the comfort of a lie to be more than a cruelly fleeting delusion.


    “He meant it the way it sounded.”


    “No!” She recoiled from him as though he had struck her, one hand half upraised as though to fend him off and stark unwillingness to believe in her eyes.


    “It will have to be.”


    “No! You’re joking—you’re insane! You can’t mean it!”


    “I’m sorry.” He spoke slowly to her, gently. “I should have told you before—I should have, but I had to do what I could first; I had to call the Stardust. You heard what the commander said.”


    “But you can’t—if you make me leave the ship, I’ll die.”


    “I know.”


    She searched his face and the unwillingness to believe left her eyes, giving way slowly to a look of dazed terror.


    “You—know?” She spoke the words far apart, numb and wonderingly.


    “I know. It has to be like that.”


    “You mean it—you really mean it.” She sagged back against the wall, small and limp like a little rag doll and all the protesting and disbelief gone.


    “You’re going to do it—you’re going to make me die?”


    “I’m sorry,” he said again. “You’ll never know how sorry I am. It has to be that way and no human in the universe can change it.”


    “You’re going to make me die and I didn’t do anything to die for—I didn’t do anything—”


    He sighed, deep and weary. “I know you didn’t, child. I know you didn’t—”


    “EDS.” The communicator rapped brisk and metallic. “This is Ship’s Records. Give us all information on subject’s identification disk.”


    He got out of his chair to stand over her. She clutched the edge of the seat, her upturned face white under the brown hair and the lipstick standing out like a blood-red cupid’s bow.


    “Now?”


    “I want your identification disk,” he said.


    She released the edge of the seat and fumbled at the chain that suspended the plastic disk from her neck with fingers that were trembling and awkward. He reached down and unfastened the clasp for her, then returned with the disk to his chair.


    “Here’s your data, Records: Identification Number T837—”


    “One moment,” Records interrupted. “This is to be filed on the gray card, of course?”


    “Yes.”


    “And the time of the execution?”


    “I’ll tell you later.”


    “Later? This is highly irregular; the time of the subject’s death is required before—”


    He kept the thickness out of his voice with an effort. “Then we’ll do it in a highly irregular manner—you’ll hear the disk read, first. The subject is a girl and she’s listening to everything that’s said. Are you capable of understanding that?”


    There was a brief, almost shocked, silence, then Records said meekly: “Sorry. Go ahead.”


    He began to read the disk, reading it slowly to delay the inevitable for as long as possible, trying to help her by giving her what little time he could to recover from her first terror and let it resolve into the calm of acceptance and resignation.


    “Number T8374 dash Y54. Name: Marilyn Lee Cross. Sex: Female. Born: July 7, 2160. She was only eighteen. Height: 5-3. Weight: 110. Such a slight weight, yet enough to add fatally to the mass of the shell-thin bubble that was an EDS. Hair: Brown. Eyes: Blue. Complexion: Light. Blood Type: O. Irrelevant data. Destination: Port City, Mimir. Invalid data—”


    He finished and said, “I’ll call you later,” then turned once again to the girl. She was huddled back against the wall, watching him with a look of numb and wondering fascination.


    * * * *


    “They’re waiting for you to kill me, aren’t they? They want me dead, don’t they? You and everybody on the cruiser wants me dead, don’t you?” Then the numbness broke and her voice was that of a frightened and bewildered child. “Everybody wants me dead and I didn’t do anything. I didn’t hurt anyone—I only wanted to see my brother.”


    “It’s not the way you think—it isn’t that way, at all,” he said. “Nobody wants it this way; nobody would ever let it be this way if it was humanly possible to change it.”


    “Then why is it! I don’t understand. Why is it?”


    “This ship is carrying kala fever serum to Group One on Woden. Their own supply was destroyed by a tornado. Group Two—the crew your brother is in—is eight thousand miles away across the Western Sea and their helicopters can’t cross it to help Group One. The fever is invariably fatal unless the serum can be had in time, and the six men in Group One will die unless this ship reaches them on schedule. These little ships are always given barely enough fuel to reach their destination and if you stay aboard your added weight will cause it to use up all its fuel before it reaches the ground. It will crash, then, and you and I will die and so will the six men waiting for the fever serum.”


    It was a full minute before she spoke, and as she considered his words the expression of numbness left her eyes.


    “Is that it?” she asked at last. “Just that the ship doesn’t have enough fuel?”


    “Yes.”


    “I can go alone or I can take seven others with me—is that the way it is?”


    “That’s the way it is.”


    “And nobody wants me to have to die?”


    “Nobody.”


    “Then maybe—Are you sure nothing can be done about it? Wouldn’t people help me if they could?”


    “Everyone would like to help you but there is nothing anyone can do. I did the only thing I could do when I called the Stardust.”


    “And it won’t come back—but there might be other cruisers, mightn’t there? Isn’t there any hope at all that there might be someone, somewhere, who could do something to help me?”


    She was leaning forward a little in her eagerness as she waited for his answer.


    “No.”


    The word was like the drop of a cold stone and she again leaned back against the wall, the hope and eagerness leaving her face. “You’re sure—you know you’re sure?”


    “I’m sure. There are no other cruisers within forty light- years; there is nothing and no one to change things.”


    She dropped her gaze to her lap and began twisting a pleat of her skirt between her fingers, saying no more as her mind began to adapt itself to the grim knowledge.


    * * * *


    It was better so; with the going of all hope would go the fear; with the going of all hope would come resignation. She needed time and she could have so little of it. How much?


    The EDS’s were not equipped with hull-cooling units; their speed had to be reduced to a moderate level before entering the atmosphere. They were decelerating at .10 gravity; approaching their destination at a far higher speed than the computers had calculated on. The Stardust had been quite near Woden when she launched the EDS; their present velocity was putting them nearer by the second. There would be a critical point, soon to be reached, when he would have to resume deceleration. When he did so the girl’s weight would be multiplied by the gravities of deceleration, would become, suddenly, a factor of paramount importance; the factor the computers had been ignorant of when they determined the amount of fuel the EDS should have. She would have to go when deceleration began; it could be no other way. When would that be—how long could he let her stay?


    “How long can I stay?”


    He winced involuntarily from the words that were so like an echo of his own thoughts. How long? He didn’t know; he would have to ask the ship’s computers. Each EDS was given a meager surplus of fuel to compensate for unfavorable conditions within the atmosphere and relatively little fuel was being consumed for the time being. The memory banks of the computers would still contain all data pertaining to the course set for the EDS; such data would not be erased until the EDS reached its destination. He had only to give the computers the new data; the girl’s weight and the exact time at which he had reduced the deceleration to .10.


    “Barton.” Commander Delhart’s voice came abruptly from the communicator, as he opened his mouth to call the Stardust. “A check with Records shows me you haven’t completed your report. Did you reduce the deceleration?”


    So the commander knew what he was trying to do.


    “I’m decelerating at point ten,” he answered. “I cut the deceleration at seventeen fifty and the weight is a hundred and ten. I would like to stay at point ten as long as the computers say I can. Will you give them the question?”


    It was contrary to regulations for an EDS pilot to make any changes in the course or degree of deceleration the computers had set for him but the commander made no mention of the violation, neither did he ask the reason for it. It was not necessary for him to ask; he had not become commander of an interstellar cruiser without both intelligence and an understanding of human nature. He said only: “I’ll have that given the computers.”


    The communicator fell silent and he and the girl waited, neither of them speaking. They would not have to wait long; the computers would give the answer within moments of the asking. The new factors would be fed into the steel maw of the first bank and the electrical impulses would go through the complex circuits. Here and there a relay might click, a tiny cog turn over, but it would be essentially the electrical impulses that found the answer; formless, mindless, invisible, determining with utter precision how long the pale girl beside him might live. Then five little segments of metal in the second bank would trip in rapid succession against an inked ribbon and a second steel maw would spit out the slip of paper that bore the answer.


    The chronometer on the instrument board read 18:10 when the commander spoke again.


    “You will resume deceleration at nineteen ten.”


    She looked toward the chronometer, then quickly away from it. “Is that when…when I go?” she asked. He nodded and she dropped her eyes to her lap again.


    “I’ll have the course corrections given you,” the commander said. “Ordinarily I would never permit anything like this but I understand your position. There is nothing I can do, other than what I’ve just done, and you will not deviate from these new instructions. You will complete your report at nineteen ten. Now—here are the course corrections.”


    The voice of some unknown technician read them to him and he wrote them down on the pad clipped to the edge of the control board. There would, he saw, be periods of deceleration when he neared the atmosphere when the deceleration would be five gravities—and at five gravities, one hundred ten pounds would become five hundred fifty pounds.


    The technician finished and he terminated the contact with a brief acknowledgment. Then, hesitating a moment, he reached out and shut off the communicator. It was 18:13 and he would have nothing to report until 19:10. In the meantime, it somehow seemed indecent to permit others to hear what she might say in her last hour.


    * * * *


    He began to check the instrument readings, going over them with unnecessary slowness. She would have to accept the circumstances and there was nothing he could do to help her into acceptance; words of sympathy would only delay it.


    It was 18:20 when she stirred from her motionlessness and spoke.


    “So that’s the way it has to be with me?”


    He swung around to face her. “You understand now, don’t you? No one would ever let it be like this if it could be changed.”


    “I understand,” she said. Some of the color had returned to her face and the lipstick no longer stood out so vividly red. “There isn’t enough fuel for me to stay; when I hid on this ship I got into something I didn’t know anything about and now I have to pay for it.”


    She had violated a man-made law that said keep out but the penalty was not of men’s making or desire and it was a penalty men could not revoke. A physical law had decreed: h amount of fuel will power an EDS with a mass of m safely to its destination; and a second physical law had decreed: h amount of fuel will not power an EDS with a mass of m plus x safely to its destination.


    EDS’s obeyed only physical laws and no amount of human sympathy for her could alter the second law.


    “But I’m afraid. I don’t want to die—not now. I want to live and nobody is doing anything to help me; everybody is letting me go ahead and acting just like nothing was going to happen to me. I’m going to die and nobody cares.”


    “We all do,” he said. “I do and the commander does and the clerk in Ship’s Records; we all care and each of us did what little he could to help you. It wasn’t enough—it was almost nothing—but it was all we could do.”


    “Not enough fuel—I can understand that,” she said, as though she had not heard his own words. “But to have to die for it. Me, alone—”


    How hard it must be for her to accept the fact. She had never known danger of death; had never known the environments where the lives of men could be as fragile and fleeting as sea foam tossed against a rocky shore. She belonged on gentle Earth, in that secure and peaceful society where she could be young and gay and laughing with the others of her kind; where life was precious and well-guarded and there was always the assurance that tomorrow would come. She belonged in that world of soft winds and warm suns, music and moonlight and gracious manners and not on the hard, bleak frontier.


    “How did it happen to me, so terribly quickly? An hour ago I was on the Stardust, going to Mimir. Now the Stardust is going on without me and I’m going to die and I’ll never see Gerry and Mama and Daddy again—I’ll never see anything again.”


    He hesitated, wondering how he could explain it to her so she would really understand and not feel she had, somehow, been the victim of a reasonlessly cruel injustice. She did not know what the frontier was like; she thought in terms of safe-and- secure Earth. Pretty girls were not jettisoned on Earth; there was a law against it. On Earth her plight would have filled the newscasts and a fast black Patrol ship would have been racing to her rescue. Everyone, everywhere, would have known of Marilyn Lee Cross and no effort would have been spared to save her life. But this was not Earth and there were no Patrol ships; only the Stardust, leaving them behind at many times the speed of light. There was no one to help her, there would be no Marilyn Lee Cross smiling from the newscasts tomorrow. Marilyn Lee Cross would be but a poignant memory for an EDS pilot and a name on a gray card in Ship’s Records.


    “It’s different here; it’s not like back on Earth,” he said. “It isn’t that no one cares; it’s that no one can do anything to help. The frontier is big and here along its rim the colonies and exploration parties are scattered so thin and far between. On Woden, for example, there are only sixteen men—sixteen men on an entire world. The exploration parties, the survey crews, the little first-colonies—they’re all fighting alien environments, trying to make a way for those who will follow after. The environments fight back and those who go first usually make mistakes only once. There is no margin of safety along the rim of the frontier; there can’t be until the way is made for the others who will come later, until the new worlds are tamed and settled. Until then men will have to pay the penalty for making mistakes with no one to help them because there is no one to help them.”


    “I was going to Mimir,” she said. “I didn’t know about the frontier; I was only going to Mimir and it’s safe.”


    “Mimir is safe but you left the cruiser that was taking you there.”


    She was silent for a while. “It was all so wonderful at first; there was plenty of room for me on this ship and I would be seeing Gerry so soon… I didn’t know about the fuel, didn’t know what would happen to me—”


    Her words trailed away and he turned his attention to the viewscreen, not wanting to stare at her as she fought her way through the black horror of fear toward the calm gray of acceptance.


    Woden was a ball, enshrouded in the blue haze of its atmosphere, swimming in space against the background of star- sprinkled dead blackness. The great mass of Manning’s Continent sprawled like a gigantic hourglass in the Eastern Sea with the western half of the Eastern Continent still visible. There was a thin line of shadow along the right-hand edge of the globe and the Eastern Continent was disappearing into it as the planet turned on its axis. An hour before the entire continent had been in view, now a thousand miles of it had gone into the thin edge of shadow and around to the night that lay on the other side of the world. The dark blue spot that was Lotus Lake was approaching the shadow. It was somewhere near the southern edge of the lake that Group Two had their camp. It would be night there, soon, and quick behind the coming of night the rotation of Woden on its axis would put Group Two beyond the reach of the ship’s radio.


    He would have to tell her before it was too late for her to talk to her brother. In a way, it would be better for both of them should they not do so but it was not for him to decide. To each of them the last words would be something to hold and cherish, something that would cut like the blade of a knife yet would be infinitely precious to remember, she for her own brief moments to live and he for the rest of his life.


    He held down the button that would flash the grid lines on the view-screen and used the known diameter of the planet to estimate the distance the southern tip of Lotus Lake had yet to go until it passed beyond radio range. It was approximately five hundred miles. Five hundred miles; thirty minutes—and the chronometer read 18:30. Allowing for error in estimating, it could not be later than 19:05 that the turning of Woden would cut off her brother’s voice.


    The first border of the Western Continent was already in sight along the left side of the world. Four thousand miles across it lay the shore of the Western Sea and the Camp of Group One. It had been in the Western Sea that the tornado had originated, to strike with such fury at the camp and destroy half their prefabricated buildings, including the one that housed the medical supplies. Two days before the tornado had not existed; it had been no more than great gentle masses of air out over the calm Western Sea. Group One had gone about their routine survey work, unaware of the meeting of the air masses out at sea, unaware of the force the union was spawning. It had struck their camp without warning; a thundering, roaring destruction that sought to annihilate all that lay before it. It had passed on, leaving the wreckage in its wake. It had destroyed the labor of months and had doomed six men to die and then, as though its task was accomplished, it once more began to resolve into gentle masses of air. But for all its deadliness, it had destroyed with neither malice nor intent. It had been a blind and mindless force, obeying the laws of nature, and it would have followed the same course with the same fury had men never existed.


    Existence required Order and there was order; the laws of nature, irrevocable and immutable. Men could learn to use them but men could not change them. The circumference of a circle was always pi times the diameter and no science of Man would ever make it otherwise. The combination of chemical A with chemical B under condition C invariably produced reaction D. The law of gravitation was a rigid equation and it made no distinction between the fall of a leaf and the ponderous circling of a binary star system. The nuclear conversion process powered the cruisers that carried men to the stars; the same process in the form of a nova would destroy a world with equal efficiency. The laws were, and the universe moved in obedience to them. Along the frontier were arrayed all the forces of nature and sometimes they destroyed those who were fighting their way outward from Earth. The men of the frontier had long ago learned the bitter futility of cursing the forces that would destroy them for the forces were blind and deaf; the futility of looking to the heavens for mercy, for the stars of the galaxy swung in their long, long sweep of two hundred million years, as inexorably controlled as they by the laws that knew neither hatred nor compassion.


    The men of the frontier knew—but how was a girl from Earth to fully understand? H amount of fuel will not power an EDS with a mass of m plus x safely to its destination. To himself and her brother and parents she was a sweet-faced girl in her teens; to the laws of nature she was x, the unwanted factor in a cold equation.


    She stirred again on the seat. “Could I write a letter? I want to write to Mama and Daddy and I’d like to talk to Gerry. Could you let me talk to him over your radio there?”


    “I’ll try to get him,” he said.


    He switched on the normal-space transmitter and pressed the signal button. Someone answered the buzzer almost immediately.


    “Hello. How’s it going with you fellows now—is the EDS on its way?”


    “This isn’t Group One; this is the EDS,” he said. “Is Gerry Cross there?”


    “Gerry? He and two others went out in the helicopter this morning and aren’t back yet. It’s almost sundown, though, and he ought to be back right away—in less than an hour at the most.”


    “Can you connect me through to the radio in his ’copter?”


    “Huh-uh. It’s been out of commission for two months—some printed circuits went haywire and we can’t get any more until the next cruiser stops by. Is it something important—bad news for him, or something?”


    “Yes—it’s very important. When he comes in get him to the transmitter as soon as you possibly can.”


    “I’ll do that; I’ll have one of the boys waiting at the field with a truck. Is there anything else I can do?”


    “No, I guess that’s all. Get him there as soon as you can and signal me.”


    He turned the volume to an inaudible minimum, an act that would not affect the functioning of the signal buzzer, and unclipped the pad of paper from the control board. He tore off the sheet containing his flight instructions and handed the pad to her, together with pencil.


    “I’d better write to Gerry, too,” she said as she took them. “He might not get back to camp in time.”


    She began to write, her fingers still clumsy and uncertain in the way they handled the pencil and the top of it trembling a little as she poised it between words. He turned back to the viewscreen, to stare at it without seeing it.


    She was a lonely little child, trying to say her last good- by, and she would lay out her heart to them. She would tell them how much she loved them and she would tell them to not feel badly about it, that it was only something that must happen eventually to everyone and she was not afraid. The last would be a lie and it would be there to read between the sprawling, uneven lines; a valiant little lie that would make the hurt all the greater for them.


    Her brother was of the frontier and he would understand. He would not hate the EDS pilot for doing nothing to prevent her going; he would know there had been nothing the pilot could do. He would understand, though the understanding would not soften the shock and pain when he learned his sister was gone. But the others, her father and mother—they would not understand. They were of Earth and they would think in the manner of those who had never lived where the safety margin of life was a thin, thin line—and sometimes not at all. What would they think of the faceless, unknown pilot who had sent her to her death?


    They would hate him with cold and terrible intensity but it really didn’t matter. He would never see them, never know them. He would have only the memories to remind him; only the nights to fear, when a blue-eyed girl in gypsy sandals would come in his dreams to die again—


    He scowled at the viewscreen and tried to force his thoughts into less emotional channels. There was nothing he could do to help her. She had unknowingly subjected herself to the penalty of a law that recognized neither innocence nor youth nor beauty, that was incapable of sympathy or leniency. Regret was illogical—and yet, could knowing it to be illogical ever keep it away?


    She stopped occasionally, as though trying to find the right words to tell them what she wanted them to know, then the pencil would resume its whispering to the paper. It was 18:37 when she folded the letter in a square and wrote a name on it. She began writing another, twice looking up at the chronometer as though she feared the black hand might reach its rendezvous before she had finished. It was 18:45 when she folded it as she had done the first letter and wrote a name and address on it.


    She held the letters out to him. “Will you take care of these and see that they’re enveloped and mailed?”


    “Of course.” He took them from her hand and placed them in a pocket of his gray uniform shirt.


    “These can’t be sent off until the next cruiser stops by and the Stardust will have long since told them about me, won’t it?” she asked. He nodded and she went on, “That makes the letters not important in one way but in another way they’re very important—to me, and to them.”


    “I know. I understand, and I’ll take care of them.”


    She glanced at the chronometer, then back to him. “It seems to move faster all the time, doesn’t it?”


    He said nothing, unable to think of anything to say, and she asked, “Do you think Gerry will come back to camp in time?”


    “I think so. They said he should be in right away.”


    She began to roll the pencil back and forth between her palms. “I hope he does. I feel sick and scared and I want to hear his voice again and maybe I won’t feel so alone. I’m a coward and I can’t help it.”


    “No,” he said, “you’re not a coward. You’re afraid, but you’re not a coward.”


    “Is there a difference?”


    Henodded. “A lot of difference.”


    “I feel so alone. I never did feel like this before; like I was all by myself and there was nobody to care what happened to me. Always, before, there was Mama and Daddy there and my friends around me. I had lots of friends, and they had a going- away party for me the night before I left.”


    Friends and music and laughter for her to remember—and on the viewscreen Lotus Lake was going into the shadow.


    “Is it the same with Gerry?” she asked. “I mean, if he should make a mistake, would he have to die for it, all alone and with no one to help him?”


    “It’s the same with all along the frontier; it will always be like that so long as there is a frontier.”


    “Gerry didn’t tell us. He said the pay was good and he sent money home all the time because Daddy’s little shop just brought in a bare living but he didn’t tell us it was like this.”


    “He didn’t tell you his work was dangerous?”


    “Well—yes. He mentioned that, but we didn’t understand. I always thought danger along the frontier was something that was a lot of fun; an exciting adventure, like in the three-D shows.” A wan smile touched her face for a moment. “Only it’s not, is it? It’s not the same at all, because when it’s real you can’t go home after the show is over.”


    “No,” he said. “No, you can’t.”


    Her glance flicked from the chronometer to the door of the air lock then down to the pad and pencil she still held. She shifted her position slightly to lay them on the bench beside, moving one foot out a little. For the first time he saw that she was not wearing Vegan gypsy sandals but only cheap imitations; the expensive Vegan leather was some kind of grained plastic, the silver buckle was gilded iron, the jewels were colored glass. Daddy’s little shop just brought in a bare living—She must have left college in her second year, to take the course in linguistics that would enable her to make her own way and help her brother provide for her parents, earning what she could by part-time work after classes were over. Her personal possessions on the Stardust would be taken back to her parents—they would neither be of much value nor occupy much storage space on the return voyage.


    * * * *


    “Isn’t it—” She stopped, and he looked at her questioningly. “Isn’t it cold in here?” she asked, almost apologetically. “Doesn’t it seem cold to you?”


    “Why, yes,” he said. He saw by the main temperature gauge that the room was at precisely normal temperature. “Yes, it’s colder than it should be.”


    “I wish Gerry would get back before it’s too late. Do you really think he will, and you didn’t just say so to make me feel better?”


    “I think he will—they said he would be in pretty soon.” On the viewscreen Lotus Lake had gone into the shadow but for the thin blue line of its western edge and it was apparent he had overestimated the time she would have in which to talk to her brother. Reluctantly, he said to her, “His camp will be out of radio range in a few minutes; he’s on that part of Woden that’s in the shadow”—he indicated the viewscreen—”and the turning of Woden will put him beyond contact. There may not be much time left when he comes in—not much time to talk to him before he fades out. I wish I could do something about it—I would call him right now if I could.”


    “Not even as much time as I will have to stay?”


    “I’m afraid not.”


    “Then—” She straightened and looked toward the air lock with pale resolution. “Then I’ll go when Gerry passes beyond range. I won’t wait any longer after that—I won’t have anything to wait for.”


    Again there was nothing he could say.


    “Maybe I shouldn’t wait at all. Maybe I’m selfish—maybe it would be better for Gerry if you just told him about it afterward.”


    There was an unconscious pleading for denial in the way she spoke and he said, “He wouldn’t want you to do that, to not wait for him.”


    “It’s already coming dark where he is, isn’t it? There will be all the long night before him, and Mama and Daddy don’t know yet that I won’t ever be coming back like I promised them I would. I’ve caused everyone I love to be hurt, haven’t I? I didn’t want to—I didn’t intend to.”


    “It wasn’t your fault,” he said. “It wasn’t your fault at all. They’ll know that. They’ll understand.”


    “At first I was so afraid to die that I was a coward and thought only of myself. Now, I see how selfish I was. The terrible thing about dying like this is not that I’ll be gone but that I’ll never see them again; never be able to tell them that I didn’t take them for granted; never be able to tell them I knew of the sacrifices they made to make my life happier, that I knew all the things they did for me and that I loved them so much more than I ever told them. I’ve never told them any of those things. You don’t tell them such things when you’re young and your life is all before you—you’re afraid of sounding sentimental and silly.


    “But it’s so different when you have to die—you wish you had told them while you could and you wish you could tell them you’re sorry for all the little mean things you ever did or said to them. you wish you could tell them that you didn’t really mean to ever hurt their feelings and for them to only remember that you always loved them far more than you ever let them know.”


    “You don’t have to tell them that,” he said. “They will know—they’ve always known it.”


    “Are you sure?” she asked. “How can you be sure? My people are strangers to you.”


    “Wherever you go, human nature and human hearts are the same.”


    “And they will know what I want them to know—that I love them?”


    “They’ve always known it, in a way far better than you could ever put in words for them.”


    “I keep remembering the things they did for me, and it’s the little things they did that seem to be the most important to me, now. Like Gerry—he sent me a bracelet of fire-rubies on my sixteenth birthday. It was beautiful—it must have cost him a month’s pay. Yet, I remember him more for what he did the night my kitten got run over in the street. I was only six years old and he held me in his arms and wiped away my tears and told me not to cry, that Flossy was gone for just a little while, for just long enough to get herself a new fur coat and she would be on the foot of my bed the very next morning. I believed him and quit crying and went to sleep dreaming about my kitten coming back. When I woke up the next morning, there was Flossy on the foot of my bed in a brand-new white fur coat, just like he had said she would be.


    “It wasn’t until a long time later that Mama told me Gerry had got the pet-shop owner out of bed at four in the morning and, when the man got mad about it, Gerry told him he was either going to go down and sell him the white kitten right then or he’d break his neck.”


    “It’s always the little things you remember people by; all the little things they did because they wanted to do them for you. You’ve done the same for Gerry and your father and mother; all kinds of things that you’ve forgotten about but that they will never forget.”


    “I hope I have. I would like for them to remember me like that.”


    “They will.”


    “I wish—” She swallowed. “The way I’ll die—I wish they wouldn’t ever think of that. I’ve read how people look who die in space—their insides all ruptured and exploded and their lungs out between their teeth and then, a few seconds later, they’re all dry and shapeless and horribly ugly. I don’t want them to ever think of me as something dead and horrible, like that.”


    “You’re their own, their child and their sister. They could never think of you other than the way you would want them to; the way you looked the last time they saw you.”


    “I’m still afraid,” she said. “I can’t help it, but I don’t want Gerry to know it. If he gets back in time, I’m going to act like I’m not afraid at all and—”


    The signal buzzer interrupted her, quick and imperative.


    “Gerry!” She came to her feet. “It’s Gerry, now!”


    * * * *


    He spun the volume control knob and asked: “Gerry Cross?”


    “Yes,” her brother answered, an undertone of tenseness to his reply. “The bad news—what is it?”


    She answered for him, standing close behind him and leaning down a little toward the communicator, her hand resting small and cold on his shoulder.


    “Hello, Gerry.” There was only a faint quaver to betray the careful casualness of her voice. “I wanted to see you—”


    “Marilyn!” There was sudden and terrible apprehension in the way he spoke her name. “What are you doing on that EDS?”


    “I wanted to see you,” she said again. “I wanted to see you, so I hid on this ship—”


    “You hid on it?”


    “I’m a stowaway…I didn’t know what it would mean—”


    “Marilyn!” It was the cry of a man who calls hopeless and desperate to someone already and forever gone from him. “What have you done?”


    “I…it’s not—” Then her own composure broke and the cold little hand gripped his shoulder convulsively. “Don’t, Gerry—I only wanted to see you; I didn’t intend to hurt you. Please, Gerry, don’t feel like that—”


    Something warm and wet splashed on his wrist and he slid out of the chair, to help her into it and swing the microphone down to her own level.


    “Don’t feel like that—Don’t let me go knowing you feel like that—”


    The sob she had tried to hold back choked in her throat and her brother spoke to her. “Don’t cry, Marilyn.” His voice was suddenly deep and infinitely gentle, with all the pain held out of it. “Don’t cry, Sis—you mustn’t do that. It’s all right, Honey—everything is all right.”


    “I—” Her lower lip quivered and she bit into it. “I didn’t want you to feel that way—I just wanted us to say good-by because I have to go in a minute.”


    “Sure—sure. That’s the way it will be, Sis. I didn’t mean to sound the way I did.” Then his voice changed to a tone of quick and urgent demand. “EDS—have you called the Stardust? Did you check with the computers?”


    “I called the Stardust almost an hour ago. It can’t turn back, there are no other cruisers within forty light-years, and there isn’t enough fuel.”


    “Are you sure that the computers had the correct data—sure of everything?”


    “Yes—do you think I could ever let it happen if I wasn’t sure? I did everything I could do. If there was anything at all I could do now, I would do it.”


    “He tried to help me, Gerry.” Her lower lip was no longer trembling and the short sleeves of her blouse were wet where she had dried her tears. “No one can help me and I’m not going to cry any more and everything will be all right with you and Daddy and Mama, won’t it?”


    “Sure—sure it will. We’ll make out fine.”


    Her brother’s words were beginning to come in more faintly and he turned the volume control to maximum. “He’s going out of range,” he said to her. “He’ll be gone within another minute.”


    “You’re fading out, Gerry,” she said. “You’re going out of range. I wanted to tell you—but I can’t, now. We must say good-by so soon—but maybe I’ll see you again. Maybe I’ll come to you in your dreams with my hair in braids and crying because the kitten in my arms is dead; maybe I’ll be the touch of a breeze that whispers to you as it goes by; maybe I’ll be one of those gold-winged larks you told me about, singing my silly head off to you; maybe, at times, I’ll be nothing you can see but you will know I’m there beside you. Think of me like that, Gerry; always like that and not—the other way.”


    Dimmed to a whisper by the turning of Woden, the answer came back:


    “Always like that, Marilyn—always like that and never any other way.”


    “Our time is up, Gerry—I have to go now. Good—” Her voice broke in mid-word and her mouth tried to twist into crying. She pressed her hand hard against it and when she spoke again the words came clear and true:


    “Good-by, Gerry.”


    Faint and ineffably poignant and tender, the last words came from the cold metal of the communicator:


    “Good-by, little sister—”


    * * * *


    She sat motionless in the hush that followed, as though listening to the shadow-echoes of the words as they died away, then she turned away from the communicator, toward the air lock, and he pulled the black lever beside him. The inner door of the air lock slid swiftly open, to reveal the bare little cell that was waiting for her, and she walked to it.


    She walked with her head up and the brown curls brushing her shoulders, with the white sandals stepping as sure and steady as the fractional gravity would permit and the gilded buckles twinkling with little lights of blue and red and crystal. He let her walk alone and made no move to help her, knowing she would not want it that way. She stepped into the air lock and turned to face him, only the pulse in her throat to betray the wild beating of her heart.


    “I’m ready,” she said.


    He pushed the lever up and the door slid its quick barrier between them, inclosing her in black and utter darkness for her last moments of life. It clicked as it locked in place and he jerked down the red lever. There was a slight waver to the ship as the air gushed from the lock, a vibration to the wall as though something had bumped the outer door in passing, then there was nothing and the ship was dropping true and steady again. He shoved the red lever back to close the door on the empty air lock and turned away, to walk to the pilot’s chair with the slow steps of a man old and weary.


    Back in the pilot’s chair he pressed the signal button of the normal-space transmitter. There was no response; he had expected none. Her brother would have to wait through the night until the turning of Woden permitted contact through Group One.


    It was not yet time to resume deceleration and he waited while the ship dropped endlessly downward with him and the drives purred softly. He saw that the white hand of the supplies closet temperature gauge was on zero. A cold equation had been balanced and he was alone on the ship. Something shapeless and ugly was hurrying ahead of him, going to Woden where its brother was waiting through the night, but the empty ship still lived for a little while with the presence of the girl who had not known about the forces that killed with neither hatred nor malice. It seemed, almost, that she still sat small and bewildered and frightened on the metal box beside him, her words echoing hauntingly clear in the void she had left behind her:


    I didn’t do anything to die for—I didn’t do anything—


    * * * *
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    ZENNA HENDERSON


    (1917–1983)


    Not all 1950s science fiction was spaceships and physicists. Writers like L. Sprague de Camp and Clifford D. Simak and Zenna Henderson looked at science fiction through the lens of the social sciences, with how people (in several senses of the word) learn and teach being a key foundation to Henderson’s writing. Never a prolific writer, most of Henderson’s stories would be collected in two slender collections of her work, The Anything Box (1965) and Holding Wonder (1971). Until Mark and Priscilla Olson of NESFA press published Ingathering: The Complete People Stories (1995) very little of Henderson’s writing remained in print. In recent years her work has gotten more attention; atypical as her fiction was in the 1950s, it looked forward to some profound changes in the field (which means her stories remain very readable today). Nor did very many women SF writers use their own names in the 1950s, as Henderson did.


    A science fiction reader from a very early age, Henderson graduated from Arizona State University in 1940 with a BA in education. She worked as a teacher for most of her life; one of her first teaching jobs profoundly influenced her: teaching Japanese-American children imprisoned at a Sacaton, Arizona relocation camp during World War II. Aliens and alienated children would figure prominently in her work.


    Henderson published her first story, “Come on, Wagon!” in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction in 1951. The following year came “Ararat,” the first of The People stories for which she is best-known. They tell the story of a group of psychic aliens who have been stranded on Earth. One of the People stories, “Captivity,” was nominated for a Hugo in 1959.


    Henderson largely stopped writing after the early 1970s. She died of cancer at age sixty-five in 1983.

  


  
    LOO REE, by Zenna Henderson


    First published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, February 1953


    Lots of children have imaginary playmates. You probably had one yourself if you were an only child or a lonesome one. Or if you didn’t, you’ve listened to stories about children who cried because Daddy shut the door on Jocko’s tail or Mommie stepped right in the middle of Mr. Gepp while he was napping on the kitchen floor. Well, being a first-grade teacher, I meet some of these playmates occasionally, though they stay home more often than not. After all, when you start to school, you aren’t alone or lonesome any more. I’ve seldom known such a playmate to persist at school for more than a week or so. And yet—there was Loo Ree.


    Of course I didn’t see Loo Ree. I didn’t even know Loo Ree was there when Marsha came to register the Saturday before school began. Marsha and her mother sat down across the cafeteria table from me as I reached for the registration material stacked in front of me in anticipation of the morning rush.


    I said, “Good morning,” to the nervous parent and smiled at the wide-eyed eager little girl who sat a seat removed from her mother.


    “Wouldn’t you like to move over closer?” I asked.


    “No, thank you.” Marsha sighed a sigh of resigned patience. “Loo Ree doesn’t like to be crowded.”


    “Marsha!” Her mother shook a warning head.


    “Oh?” I said inanely, trying to read mother’s eyebrows and Marsha’s eyes and the birth certificate in front of me all at the same time. “Well! So Marsha’s six already. That’s nice. We like them that old. They usually do better.”


    As casual as that was the advent of Loo Ree to my classroom. But it didn’t stay casual for long. In fact, the second day, as the children lined up to come in at noon, I heard the spat of an open-handed blow and a heart-broken five-and-a-half-year-old wail.


    “What’s the matter, Stacy? What happened?” I knelt beside the pigtailed, blue-ginghamed little girl who was announcing to high heaven her great grief.


    “She hit mel” An indignant tear-wet finger was jabbed at Marsha.


    “Why, Marsha!” I applied Kleenex vigorously to Stacy’s eyes and nose. “We don’t hit each other. What’s wrong?”


    “She crowded in where Loo Ree was supposed to be.”


    “Loo Ree?” I searched the faces around me. After all, I had thirty-four faces to connect with thirty-four names, among which were Bob, Bobby, Bobette, Karen, Carol, Carolyn, and Carl.


    “Yes.” Marsha’s arm curved out in a protective gesture to the empty air beside her. “Loo Ree’s supposed to be by me.”


    “Even so, Marsha, you shouldn’t have hit Stacy. In the first place, she’s smaller than you and then hitting is no way to settle anything. Stacy didn’t know Loo Ree was there, did you, Stacy?”


    “No.” Stacy edged away from Marsha warily.


    “Did Loo Ree tell you to hit Stacy?” I asked, because it was so very real to Marsha.


    Marsha shook her head and looked at her bent arm questioningly. Then shamed color swept up her face. “No, ma’am, and Loo Ree says I wasn’t nice. I’m supposed to say I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Stacy.”


    “Well, that’s the way polite children talk. Now, where’s our straight lines so we can come in?”


    As the boy line and the girl line clattered past me into the room, I heard Bob, skidding in his new shoes, mutter to Bobby, barefooted and ragged, “I don’t see no Loo Ree. Do you?”


    “School’s funny,” reminded Bobby.


    “Oh,” said Bob.


    * * * *


    In the weeks that followed, Loo Ree did not fade out as other imaginary playmates have done in the past. Rather, Loo Ree became quite a fixture in our room. Bob was taught, the hard way, to respect Marsha’s good right fist and Loo Ree’s existence when Marsha bloodied his nose all down the front of his Hopalong Cassidy shirt for saying Loo Ree was a lie. And poor little Bobby—he of the rusty, bare feet, the perpetually runny nose, the pinched blue look of chronic hunger and neglect—he sat all one morning staring at the chair where Marsha said Loo Ree was sitting. I saw the sunrise in his face when he suddenly leaned over and smoothed one grimy hand apparently down Loo Ree’s hair and smiled shyly.


    “Loo Ree,” he stated to the room and, for an astonishing minute, looked fed and cared-for and loved.


    The children learned—by, I fear, punching, poking and many heated words from Marsha—not to sit down on Loo Ree in the chair by the corner table where crayons and paper were kept. They learned so well that once, when a visiting mother lowered her not inconsiderable bulk into the chair, the concerted horrified gasp from the room turned to relieved smiles only when Marsha finally nodded. Loo Ree had slipped out from under in time. So the children slowly accepted Loo Ree and out on the playground, they solemnly turned the jumping rope, chanting the jumping rhyme for Loo Ree and Loo Ree never missed.


    Loo Ree was as real and immediate to them as Santa Claus or Roy Rogers and far less exotic than Batman or Tarzan. One Monday morning when the week’s paper monitors were being appointed, the children even insisted that it was Loo Ree’s turn to be monitor of row five. There were the makings of a small riot until Marsha stood up and said bluntly, “Loo Ree isn’t any monitor. Loo Ree is—is something special.” And that settled that.


    It was toward the end of the first six weeks of school that Marsha came up to my desk, her left hand trailing behind her, leading Loo Ree. She leaned on the corner of my desk.


    “Loo Ree wants to know when we’re going to start reading,” she said.


    “Well, Loo Ree should know that we have been doing a lot of reading already. But if she means when will we start in our books, tell her that as soon as your group learns the word cards, we’ll get our little red books.”


    Marsha looked disturbed. “But, Teacher, I don’t have to tell Loo Ree. You already did.”


    “I’m sorry, Marsha. Remember, I can’t see Loo Ree. Is Loo Ree a boy or a girl?”


    Marsha inspected the air at her left thoughtfully.


    “Loo Ree’s got long, gold hair. Well, not exactly hair. But it’s real gold like Mommie’s ring. Loo Ree’s got a long dress. Well, not exactly a dress—” Marsha stopped, baffled. “Loo Ree, which are you?” Her eyes focused about a foot away. Then she wrinkled her forehead. “Loo Ree says she isn’t either one, but we can say she’s a girl because she stays mostly with me.”


    “Good,” I said, my head whirling in perfect figures of eight. “Well, then, as soon as we know our words, we’ll get our books. Now you go back to your seat and draw me a picture of Loo Ree so I’ll know what she looks like.”


    I forgot about the picture until just before lunch. Marsha came up with a piece of manila paper.


    “Teacher, I couldn’t do it very good because Loo Ree doesn’t look the same all the time.”


    I looked at her picture. There were wavering lines of yellow and orange and round little circles of blue, vaguely face-like in arrangement. “I suppose it would be hard,” I said. “What’s that other one?”


    “Loo Ree drew it with her finger. She says you’ll have to look fast because your eyes will make it go away.” She gave the paper to me and went to her seat.


    I glanced down, expecting some more of Marsha’s unformed figures, but instead, my eyes dazzled and contracted before a blinding flare of brightness. I blinked and caught the after-brightness behind my eyelids. All I had distinguished was a half-halo of brilliance and a feeling of—well, I almost said “awe.” I looked at the paper again and there was nothing on it. I rubbed my hand across it and felt a fading warmth against my palm.


    * * * *


    It was the next day, after the dismissal bell had rung and the thirty-four restless occupants of my room exploded out the door and into the buses, that the next chapter of Loo Ree began.


    I was trying to straighten our my front desk drawer into which I dump or cram anything and everything all day long, when I heard, “I want to learn to read.”


    “Why of course you do,” I said automatically, not looking up. “It’s fun and that’s why we come to school. But you scoot now or the bus will go off without you.”


    “I want to learn to read now.”


    I sorted out six thumb tacks, a hair ribbon, a piece of bubble gum and three marbles before I looked up.


    “It takes time—”


    I stopped. No one was in the room. Nothing was there except the late sun slanting across the desks and showing up the usual crushed Crayolas on the floor around Bob’s desk. I rubbed one grimy hand across my forehead. Now wait a minute. I know I’ve been teaching for a quite a spell, but heavens to Hannah, not that long. Hearing voices is just about the last stop before the genteel vine-covered barred window. I took a deep breath and bent to my task again.


    “Teacher, I must learn to read.”


    My hands froze on the tangled mass of yo-yo strings and Red Cross buttons. The voice was unmistakable. If this was hallucination, then I’d gone too far to come back. I was afraid to raise my eyes. I spoke past my choked throat


    “Who are you?”


    There was a soft, musical laugh. “I drew my picture for you. I’m Loo Ree.”


    “Loo Ree?” My palsied fingers plucked at the matted strings. “Then if I look, I can’t see you?”


    “No, probably not. Your eyes are limited, you know.” The voice had nothing childish about it, but it sounded very young—and very wise.


    “Can Marsha see you?” Nothing like satisfying my curiosity, now that some of the shock was wearing off.


    “Not really. She senses me and has made an image to satisfy her, but as she told you, I seem to change all the time. Her concept of me changes.”


    “Why?” A thousand questions piled up behind my tongue, but part of my mind was still shrieking, hallucination! hallucination! Finally I managed, “Why are you here?”


    “I must go to school and learn to read and I can’t take the time to pace myself to Marsha’s speed. Could you help me?”


    “Why yes, I suppose so,” I replied absently, as I tried to decide if the voice was like the taste of sweet music or the sound of apple blossoms. “But you know the language— your vocabulary is so—”


    “I can get all the oral coaching I need, without help,” said Loo Ree. “But I must attend school and learn from this level because it is very necessary that I know not only the words, but that I also get the”—she paused—“the human concept and background that goes with them.”


    “But why do you have to learn to read? Why come to me? After all, to teach someone—or something—I can’t see! Who are you?”


    Loo Ree’s voice was infinitely patient. “It doesn’t matter who I am and it isn’t just the mechanics of reading I need. But it is important to you and to your world that I learn what I must as soon as possible. It’s not only important, it’s vital.”


    I quivered under the urgency of her voice, the voice that I seemed to feel more than actually hear. I pressed my hands down hard on the edge of my desk, then I picked up the sight-word cards for the first pre-primer.


    “Okay. Let’s go over these words first.”


    * * * *


    So it was that my principal, little dried-up Mr. Grively, brisk, efficient and utterly at sea when it came to the primary age levels, bounced into my room and found me briskly flashing word cards and giving phonetic cues to a reading circle of empty first grade chairs. For a moment he seemed to visualize the vine-covered bars too, then he smiled into my embarrassed confusion.


    “Preparing your lessons for tomorrow, I see!” He beamed. “How I wish all of my teachers were as conscientious!” And he bounced out again.


    Loo Ree and I laughed together before we went back to our words, come oh, Mother—


    Whatever Loo Ree was—it wasn’t stupid. Before I went home at four thirty, she had mastered the words for the three pre-primers and I left her vocalizing in the shadowy class room, the pages of the open little blue book, third of the series, fluttering to


    Mother said, “Come, come.


    Come and help me work,”


    In the weeks that followed Loo Ree finished, either by herself or to me, every reader and supplementary reader in my book closet Then she went on up through the grades, absorbing like a blotter, everything in all the available books. She reported to me each afternoon and I worked up quite a reputation among my fellow workers for staying at school after I was free to go home. They couldn’t decide whether I was overconscientious, incompetent or crazy. In fact, I began to wonder, myself.


    It was several weeks later that I suddenly noticed that all was not well with Marsha. I was conducting the last vocabulary review for Group I before giving them their new books when it dawned on me that Marsha wasn’t in Group I any more. I ran my ringer down my reading group schedule and there was Marsha—in Group VI I counted rapidly backwards through the past days and realized with a shamed sinking feeling that Marsha hadn’t progressed an inch beyond where she was when I first talked with Loo Ree. And I hadn’t even noticed! That was the shameful part. So after Group I returned to their seats, clutching joyfully their new blue books, I sat and looked at Marsha. She was looking across the aisle at Stacy’s new book, her face so forlorn that I could have cried.


    Group V came up for reading after lunch and Marsha sat there apathetically with Bobby, sniffing with his perpetual cold, and ’Naldo, who ‘don’t got moch Eenglich, Teesher’ and Clyde, whose parents most obviously had lied him a year older than he was to get him into school sooner. She parroted the first pre-primer words only after the others gleefully prompted her and she didn’t even care when she called Dick, Mother and Spot, Puff.


    I kept her at my desk when the others went to their seats. I put my arm around her and hugged her to me.


    “What’s the matter, Marsha! You aren’t learning your words.”


    She twisted out of my arm and looked blankly out of the window.


    “I don’t care.”


    “But the children are all getting ahead of you. You don’t even have your red book yet.”


    “I don’t care.”


    “Oh, Marsha!” I reached for her but she avoided me. “You wanted to learn to reach so much. You and Loo Ree—”


    Marsha’s mouth quivered, “Loo Ree—I don’t like Loo Ree any more.”


    “Why?”


    “Just ’cause. She doesn’t like me. She won’t play with me any more.”


    “I sorry, Marsha, but that’s no reason for you not to learn your words.”


    Marsha’s wet eyes blazed at me. “You showed Loo Ree how first! Loo Ree can read already. And you didn’t show me!”


    Oh lordy, I thought, shame to me. And that Loo Ree. This is all her fault.


    I took Marsha’s hands firmly to hold her attention.


    “Listen, honey-one. You remember, you told the children that Loo Ree was someone special? Well, she is. She is so special that she learned to read much faster than the other children, but they’re trying and you’re not. Do you want to make Loo Ree ashamed of you?”


    She hung her head. “I don’t care. She likes you better anyway.”


    “Even if that were so, Marsha—and I don’t think it is—what about your mother and father? Were they pleased when Bob took home his book and you didn’t?”


    “No.” Her voice was very small.


    “Well, you know,” I said enthusiastically, “you could get your little red book tomorrow, if you knew your words, and then you could go as fast as you could, all by yourself, and maybe catch up with Bob and Stacy pretty soon. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”


    Marsha’s face brightened, “Uh huh!”


    “Of course you would. Here, let’s see how many more words you have to learn.”


    Marsha sat down on the little chair and, taking a deep breath, read every flashed word in the first bunch of cards without error.


    “Why, Marsha!” I cried, my aching conscience easing a little. “Of course you’re ready for the little red book.”


    And after we rejoiced together and wrote her name neatly inside the cover, Marsha sailed proudly back to her seat, both hands clutching the thin, paperbacked little red book.


    * * * *


    The next afternoon when Loo Ree came to me with a tool catalog she had found in the janitor’s supply closet, asking for explanation of things as foreign to me as the azimuth of the subdeclension if there is such a thing, I exploded.


    “Foof to this whole deal!” I flung down a piece of chalk so hard that it bounced. “I think I’m just plain nuts, staying after school like this when I’m sagging with exhaustion, and for why? To talk to myself and wave my arms around at nothing. And it’s your fault I’m neglecting my kids—and poor Marshal You should be ashamed of yourself, dropping the poor baby like that and breaking her heart! Well, goodbye, whatever you are, if you are anything! I’m going home!”


    “But, teacher, please!”


    “Please, nothing. End of the line. All out.” And I slammed the door so hard that the glass quivered. I drove home, defiantly running a boulevard stop at Argent Avenue and getting a ticket for it.


    That night I got a telephone call from Marsha’s mother. She wanted to know if Marsha had got into trouble at school.


    “Why no,” I said. “Marsha hasn’t been very happy but she’s one of my best behaved children. I’ve been a little worried about her reading but she got her book today. Why?”


    “Well,” her mother hesitated. “You do know about Loo Ree, don’t you?”


    “Yes, I do,” I replied, maybe a little heatedly.


    “Well, a while back, Marsha said Loo Ree was too busy to play with her much any more. I was relieved, because—well—” She laughed awkwardly. “Any way, she hardly ever mentioned her again, except when she was very unhappy, but tonight she told me Loo Ree was back and Marsha’s spent the whole evening reading to her out of her new book.” Again the embarrassed laugh. “You’d almost swear Loo Ree was prompting her. Everything’s been all right here at home, so I wondered if at school—”


    “Why no, Mrs. Kendall. Marsha’s doing fine now.”


    After some more usual teacher-parent chitchat, I hung up.


    I don’t know whether it was my conscience or Loo Ree that sat heavy on my chest all night and read choice selections from A Survey of Hiroshima, Dante’s Divine Comedy and Ostermeir’s Morbid Pathology, all complete with technicolor illustrations. Anyway, next afternoon I was sitting behind my desk again, propping my heavy head up on one hand while Loo Ree read from The Koran to me. She had unearthed it in a pile of books contributed to the last library drive at school.


    So time went on and Marsha didn’t mention Loo Ree again. I could tell she was still unhappy and felt left out and she too often moped by herself on the playground instead of leading the games as she used to. I was worried about her but I couldn’t set my mind to her problem while the lessons with Loo Ree went on and on, sandwiched between Christmas program rehearsals, a combination that left me dragged out and practically comatose when the week before Christmas vacations arrived.


    Loo Ree was reading Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea and I was thanking heaven that there was a glossary of sea life terms in the back of the book. I was supporting my weary head as usual and I let the sound of her voice flow over me like a shadowy river and must have dozed because my cheek slipped from my hand and I caught myself just in time to keep my head from thumping on the desk.


    And there was Loo Ree, standing by me, holding the place with her finger closed inside her book. I must have a beautiful imagination because she was—I have no words for her beauty. Even if I tried, I could only compare her to what I have experienced—and she was way outside any of my experiences, but I can remember her eyes—


    Loo Ree smiled. “I have learned to read.”


    I gaped at her, still sluggish with the cumulative weariness that teachers everywhere will understand.


    Loo Ree spoke again. “I’ve finished, teacher. I’ve learned what I had to learn.”


    I should have skipped on the high hills and leaped from leaf blade to leaf blade with delight and relief but instead, my heart lurched and slowed with dismay.


    “You’re finished? How come? I mean, how do you know?”


    “I just know.” Loo Ree put the book down gently, sliding her finger out reluctantly, it seemed to me. “It would be useless to try to thank you for the help you have given me. There’s no way to repay you and you will never know how far your influence will be felt.”


    I smiled ruefully. “That’s nothing new to a teacher. Especially a first grade teacher. We’re used to it.”


    “Then it’s goodbye.” Loo Ree began to fade and pale away.


    “Wait!” I stood up, holding tight to my desk. My weariness set tears in my eyes and thickened my voice. “All my life I’ll think I was crazy these past few months. I’ll wonder and wonder what you are and why you are, if you don’t—it seems to me the least you can do is tell me a little bit. Tell me something so I’ll be able to justify to myself all this time I’ve spent on you and the shameful way I have neglected my children. You can’t just say goodbye and let it go at that.” I was sobbing, tears trailing down my face and smearing the bottoms of my glasses.


    Loo Ree hesitated and then flooded back brighter.


    “It’s so hard to explain—”


    “Oh, foof!” I cried defiantly, taking off my glasses and smearing the tears across both lenses with a tattered Kleenex. “So I’m a dope, a moron! If I can explain protective coloration to my six-year-olds and the interdependence of man and animals, you can tell me something of what the score is!” I scrubbed the back of my hand across my blurry eyes. “If you have to, start out ‘Once upon a time.’” I sat down—hard.


    Loo Ree smiled and sat down, too. “Don’t cry, teacher. Teachers aren’t supposed to have tears.”


    “I know it,” I sniffed. “A little less than human—


    that’s us.”


    “A little more than human, sometimes.” Loo Ree corrected gently. “Well then, you must understand that I’ll have to simplify. You will have to dress the bare bones of the explanation according to your capabilities.


    “Once upon a time there was a classroom. Oh, cosmic in size, but so like yours that you would smile in recognition if you could see it all. And somewhere in the classroom something was wrong. Not the whispering and murmuring— that’s usual. Not the pinching and poking and tattling that goes on until you get so you don’t even hear it.”


    I nodded. How well I knew.


    “It wasn’t even the sudden blow across the aisle or the unexpected wrestling match in the back of the room. That happens often, too. But something else was wrong. It was an undercurrent, a stealthy, sly sort of thing that has to be caught early or it disrupts the whole classroom and tarnishes the children with a darkness that will never quite rub off.


    “The teacher could feel it—as all good teachers can— and she spoke to the principal. He, being a good principal, immediately saw the urgency of the matter and also saw that it was beyond him, so he called in an Expert.”


    “You?” I asked, feeling quite bright because I had followed the analogy so far.


    Loo Ree smiled. “Well, I’m part of the Expert.” She sobered. “When the Expert received the call, he was so alarmed by the very nature of the difficulty that he rushed in with a group of investigators to find where the trouble lay.” Loo Ree paused. “Here I’ll have to stretch my analogy a little.


    “It so happened that the investigators were from another country. They didn’t know the language of the school or the social system that set up the school—only insofar as its resultant structure was concerned. And there was no time for briefing the investigators or teaching them the basics of the classroom. Time was too short because if this influence could not be changed, the entire classroom would have to be expelled—for the good of the whole school. So it had to be on-the-job training. So—”


    Loo Ree turned out her hands and shrugged.


    “Gee!” I let out my breath with the word and surreptitiously wiped my wet palms against my skirt “Then you’re one of them, finding out about our world”


    “Yes,” Loo Ree replied “And we believe now that the trouble is that the balance between two opposing influences has been upset and, unless we can restore the balance—catastrophe.”


    “The Atom Bomb!” I breathed. “The principal must have found radioactivity in our atmosphere—” I gleaned wildly from my science fiction.


    “Atom bomb?” Loo Ree looked puzzled. “No. Oh, no, not the atom bomb. It is much more important than that. Your world really ought to get over being so scared of loud noises and sudden death. If you would all set your minds to some of the more important things in your life, you wouldn’t have such loud noises and so many sudden deaths to fear.”


    “But the hydrogen bomb—”


    “At the risk of being trite,” smiled Loo Ree, “there are fates worse than death. It’s not so important how you die or how many die with you. Our group is much more concerned with how you live and how many live as you do. You should be more concerned with living. I think you are, individually, because I have seen you, in your classroom, distressed by a symptom of this unbalance. Or rather, by symptoms of symptoms of the unbalance.


    “Anyway, in the course of my assignment, I followed Marsha to you. Of course the mere mechanical learning to read was no problem, but I needed to learn all the extra, unwritten things in the use of a language that give it its meat and motive power in society.


    “Besides that, you know that school is usually the first experience of a child outside the home environment His first school years are a large factor in determining his adjustment to society. So I have been observing, first hand, the classroom procedure, the methods—”


    “You’ve been observing!” I gasped. “Oh lordy, why didn’t you warn me?”


    “The results would have been invalid if I had,” smiled Loo Ree.


    “But the times I’ve hollered at them—that I’ve lost my temper—that I’ve spanked—that I’ve fallen so short—”


    “Yes, and the times you’ve comforted and wiped noses and answered questions and tied hair ribbons and fed the hungry wonder in their eyes.


    “However, I am ready to submit my data now. We might be able to start the turning of the balance because of what I have learned from you. You’d better pray, as I do, that we can get started before the unbalance becomes irreversible. If that happens—” Loo Ree shivered and stood up. “So there it is, teacher and I must go now.”


    “But wait. What shall I do about Marsha? You know what has been happening to her. What can I do to help her? I know that she’s awfully small compared to a world or a cosmos, but she is lost and unhappy—”


    “A child is a cosmos and a world,” said Loo Ree. “But you have handled such problems before and you don’t really need my help. The trouble would have arisen even if I hadn’t come. She just happened to choose me to express her difficulty. You can handle it all right.


    “Good-bye, teacher.”


    “I’m glad you came to me,” I said humbly, “Thank you.”


    “You’re welcome,” said Loo Ree.


    She was suddenly a tall pillar of light in the dusky room. As natural as breathing, I slid to my knees and bowed my head above my clasped hands. I felt Loo Ree’s hand briefly and warmly on my head and when I looked up, there was nothing in the room but the long, long shadows and me.


    * * * *


    The next morning, I sat at my desk, feeling so empty and finished inside that it seemed impossible to go on. Loo Ree had been more of my life than I had known. All this time she had been giving more to me than I to her. Now I felt as lost and weak as a convalescent trying to walk alone after months in bed.


    The children felt my abstraction and, stimulated by the nearness of the holidays, got away with murder all morning. Just before recess the whole situation erupted. Marsha suddenly threw herself across the aisle at Stacy and Bob who had been teasing her. She hit Stacy over the head with a jigsaw puzzle, then she dumped her brand-new box of thirty-six Crayolas over Bob’s astonished head and jumped up and down on the resultant mess, screaming at the top of her voice.


    Awed by the size and scope of the demonstration, the rest of the class sat rigid in their seats. A red Crayola projected from the back of the neck of Bob’s T-shirt and Stacy, too astonished to cry, sat looking down at a lap full of jigsaw pieces.


    I gathered up the shrieking, board-stiff Marsha and dismissed the class, apprehensive row by apprehensive row, then I sat down on the little green bench and doubled Marsha forcibly to a sitting position on my lap. I rocked her rebellious head against my sweatered shoulder until her screams became sobs and her nailing feet drooped laxly against my skirt. I pressed her head closer and bent my cheek to her hair.


    “There, there, Marsha. There, there.” I rocked back and forth. “What’s the matter, honey-one, what’s the matter?”


    Her sobs were hiccoughy gasps now. “Nobody likes me. Everybody’s mean. I hate everybody.” Her voice rose to a wail.


    “No, you don’t, Marsha. You don’t hate anybody. Is it about Loo Ree?”


    Her sobs cut off abruptly. Then she was writhing in my arms again, her voice rising hysterically.


    “Marsha!” I shook her, with no effect, so I turned her over briskly and spatted her good and hard a couple of times across her thighs just below her brief skirts, then turned her back into my arms.


    She burrowed into my shoulder, her two arms hugging one of mine tight.


    “Loo Ree’s gone away,” she sobbed.


    “I know,” I said, and one of my tears feel on her tumbled hair. “She was my friend, too. I feel bad, too.”


    Marsha knuckled her eyes with one hand.


    “She was my most special friend, and she went away.”


    “She had to go,” I soothed. “She was so special she couldn’t stay.”


    “But I didn’t want her to go,” cried Marsha.


    “Neither did I,” I patted her back.


    “She told me lotsa stories.” Marsha struggled to a sitting position. “She showed me pretty things. She loved me.”


    “Yes, she loved us. And just think, we can remember her all our lives. When you grow up, you can tell your children all about her.”


    “I’ll tell them all about her,” sighed Marsha, leaning against me and shutting her eyes. “When I grow up.”


    “When you grow up,” I whispered, looking past her head and through the schoolroom wall out into the troubled world. “When you grow up.”


    I hugged her head to me tight and listened and listened for the creak of a changing balance wondering, with a catch in my heart for all the Marshas and Bobs and their growing up—Which way is it tipping?


    * * * *
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    “TO TELL THE HUMAN TALE”: The Science Fiction of Death, Dying and Grief, by Kathleen Fowler


    “We all know that we are material creatures, subject to the laws of physiology and physics, and not even the power of all our feelings combined can defeat those laws. All we can do is detest them. (Stanislaw Lem, Solaris, 1961, p. 211)


    “Reality is what you make it.” (Gene Brewer, K-PAX, 1995, p. 79)


    In Jane Yolen’s young adult science fiction novel, The Devil’s Arithmetic (1988), twelve-year-old Hannah , bored and impatient with the family seder—and with Grandfather’s stories of the camps—suddenly finds herself in 1942 Nazi-occupied Poland. Enduring the concentration camp first hand, Hannah cycles between numbness and pain and hope. Hannah helps herself and others maintain hope and courage by telling her own stories: “‘Let me tell you a story,’ she said quietly, ignoring the fact that they were both weeping…. ‘A story I know you both will love.’ The strength in her voice quieted them and they began to listen even as they walked. ‘It is about a girl. An ordinary sort of girl named Hannah Stern who lives in New Rochelle. Not Old Rochelle. There is no Old Rochelle, you see. Just New Rochelle’ (p. 159). Yolen observes in her epilogue: “Fiction cannot recite the numbing numbers, but it can be that witness, that memory. A storyteller can attempt to tell the human tale, can make a galaxy out of the chaos, can point to the fact that some people survived even as most people died. And can remind us that the swallows still sing around the smokestacks” (pp. 169-170). Frank McConnell (1996) sees storytelling itself as integral to our efforts to survive and to act in the face of mortality. He observes: “You will die. We will die. I will die. All storytelling tries to avoid that fact…and all storytelling, in avoiding the fact, only makes it the more inescapable. We want to become stories because stories go on forever and we do not” (p. 223). Grandfather’s storytelling is a way of bearing witness to the past; Hannah’s storytelling is an affirmation of survival into a future that this exists even if today ends in death. Each is engaged in telling “the human tale.”


    Yolen and McConnell both speak to the powerful human need to tell stories—and to hear stories. We are thirsty for stories—listening avidly for the echo of our own hearts and minds—our hopes and fears and joys and sorrows. Stories take us into ourselves—and carry us out of ourselves and as they do so, they change us in some way. The change may be almost imperceptible or may be profound enough to take us to new levels of empathy or understanding or even to an outright paradigm shift.


    Norman N. Holland offers a neuropsychological explanation for this “power” of literature to transport us. He observes that “when we suspend disbelief in a literary text, 1) we no longer perceive our bodies; 2) we no longer perceive our environment; 3) we no longer judge probability or reality-test; and 4) we respond emotionally to the fiction as though it were real” (2000, p. 397). His explanation is that “two different brain systems are at work. One, the prefrontal cortex’s systems for action, is at rest, because we know…that we are not supposed to act in response to the fiction…or drama.…The other, the cortic limbic projections…enable us to feel emotions and the personal importance to us of what we are sensing” (p. 406).


    While any form of literature can allow us to suspend reality for a time, the basic premise of science fiction is that reality itself can—and indeed should—be challenged and re-envisioned. Science fiction seeks fresh perspectives on life (and death) and declines to accept limits as immovable or immutable.1


    Fundamentally, science fiction is the fiction of the alien—of alternate realities and ways of seeing, of new ways of understanding and scripting the future, the past,– time itself—of alien landscapes and unfamiliar beings, and the dislocating realization that the self and the familiar world too are also unknowable. We find ourselves estranged and astray in the science fiction world—placing ourselves, whether trustingly or fearfully—in the imaginative hands of the writer and in the rules of a world not of our own making. In fact, science fiction actually provides us with a “safe” experience of “alienation”—calling on us to relinquish the expected, to embrace ambiguity and uncertainty—all while safely anchored in our armchair and our mundane world.


    It is no wonder then that science fiction especially appeals when unwelcome realities (significant losses, life-altering diagnoses, catastrophic disasters) prove most intractable and painful in our quotidian lives. The grief that walks with us in each of these life crises—is inherently alien—and alienating. Sandra Gilbert explicitly connects the language of grief with the language of science fiction:


    Both, after all, are about alternative lives—past, present, a future. What if, cries the griever, just as the sci-fi writer does. What if the calamity hadn’t happened, the survivor broods. What if the dead one I loved were still alive? What would my life be like today? How would he be living and how would I?…(p. 63).


    Writers, thinkers, artists have been explicating grief and love (and the profound connection between them) for millennia but these themes are still potent partly because—despite all our literature and despite all our research—the landscape of loss remains ultimately unmappable. How then do we negotiate this alien terrain? Philosopher Thomas Attig says:


    Relearning the world after someone we love has died is not a matter of taking in information or mastering ideas or theories. It is . . . a matter of learning again how to be and act in the world without those we love by our side . . . [as] we relearn our world we move in two directions at once. In part we return to aspects of our lives that are still viable. . . . In part, we transform ourselves as we reshape and redirect our individual, family and community lives. (41, 43)


    We do not undertake such journeys—or take on the task of relearning the world—by choice. Every destination in this new landscape seems both unattainable and undesirable. We desperately want to return to where and as we were before—not to go forward at all. This urge to return to “better” times may ultimately account for the perennial popularity of the theme of time traveling in science fiction. Like the quest for immortality, time traveling is also almost always about trying to dispute the inexorability of “reality”. The traveler (whether traveling voluntarily or not) generally is seeking to understand or correct a past that is painful (as in Yolen’s novel) or is trying to find, save, or return to the beloved as in Jack Finney’s Time and Again (1970) or Kathleen Ann Goonan’s The Bones of Time (1997). Indeed the concept is so attractive that it has permeated the popular imagination and shows up in the language of grievers themselves. Therapists Joseph Currer and Robert Neimeyer (2006) describe a grieving child’s spontaneous use of the concept of time traveling to cope with her grief. “Specifically, she expressed with strong conviction the wish for us to now build a time machine in which the characters could return to the past to save her parents from drinking and using drugs at the hands of the ‘evil dealers.’” (p. 89). The time machine becomes a centerpiece of the therapy sessions with this child over the ensuing months.


    Godfrey Justin Holmes (of Roger Zelazny’s “This Moment of the Storm”, 1965) time travels in a different sense by spending long periods in cryostasis. He is trying almost manically to outrun his grief but only finds himself driven to despair: “But a hundred years of travel do not bring a century of forgetfulness—not when you cheat time with the petite-mort of the cold sleep. Time’s vengeance is memory… when you awaken your past is still with you” (p. 16).


    Sometimes it is the dead who appear to make the journey. Kris Kelvin in Stanislaw Lem’s Solaris (1972) projects his guilt and longings for his suicided wife Reya so powerfully that Solaris, a sentient planet (seeking a medium through which to communicate with Kelvin) recreates and sends Reya back to him.


    I touched the red spot with my finger. For years now I had dreamt of it, over and over again…as though, in my sleep, I tried to relive what she had gone through; as though I hoped to turn back the clock and ask her forgiveness, or keep her company during those final minutes when she was feeling the effects of the injection and was overcome by terror (p. 56)


    Kelvin’s response to Reya’s sudden reappearance is panic and he promptly tries to kill her himself. Still, Reya keeps returning. When Kelvin finally comes to welcome her presence and again tries to hold onto her, she as suddenly departs for good leaving him freshly bereft.


    Carl Sagan uses the same device but with a very different feel in Contact (1995). Here the “senders”—who have provided the tools for Ellie Arroway and others to travel to a far distant planet—also use the remembered dead as a means of communication. For Ellie this is comforting—not terrifying—offering a kind of reunion with her much missed father. While she clearly recognizes that the figure before her is not really her father, Ellie finds herself surrendering irresistibly to a powerful surge of emotions at his familiarity.


    All of it combined to shatter her self-possession. She could feel a massive stone seal being pried open and the first rays of light entering an ancient, almost forgotten tomb.


    She swallowed and tried to gain control of herself, but seemingly inexhaustible waves of anguish poured out of her and she would weep again.…More than anything else she had longed to see him again, but she had suppressed the feeling, been impatient with it, because it was so clearly impossible to fulfill. She cried for all the years between herself and him (p. 356).


    Grief therapist William Worden (2008) has identified four key tasks of mourning. The blockage or failure to accomplish one of these tasks, Worden contends, can result in prolonged or complicated grieving. The four tasks are to 1) Accept the reality of the loss, 2) Work through the pain of grief, 3) Adjust to an environment in which the deceased is missing and 4) Emotionally relocate the deceased and move on with life. Ellie has dealt effectively with tasks 1 and 3 but has, until this moment, “suppressed” the “pain of grief.” “Anguish” drenches her as the “massive stone seal” breaks. Ellie will return from her trip deeply changed in many ways—but not least because of this long delayed confrontation with her grief over her father.


    If Kelvin and Ellie are surprised by the “return” of their dead, Hagan, the glass farmer in Bob Shaw’s “The Light of Other Days” (1966) consciously seeks to hold on to his deceased wife and son through his art. Shaw’s story is built around the science fiction concept of “slow glass” which records for a period (depending on the thickness and quality of the glass) the scene that is before it and then slowly releases that scene over an equivalent period of time. The resulting “scenedows” are highly desired (and expensive) in a world where people often look out on unattractive spaces. Such a device (in a story written before VCRs) could function well at the heart of a hard SF piece, but Shaw instead uses the concept as a metaphorical window into the human heart struggling with traumatic loss. Hagan’s visitors notice him gazing lovingly through the window to his living room where periodically appear his wife and his young child. When the visitors discover that, in fact, the scenes are recorded, not live, Hagan explains sadly: “A hit and run driver got them both, down on the Oban road six years ago. I’m entitled to keep something” (p. 66). Psychologists Klass, Silverman, & Nickman (1996) have helped to challenge the older notion that grief is something we “resolve” or bring to “closure.” Instead their research has found that grievers (especially parental grievers) seek ways to maintain continuing bonds through ongoing attachments, memories, pictures and recordings, linking objects (e.g., a treasured jacket), rituals, conversations and a sense of being watched or protected by the beloved dead. For the couple who encounter Hagan, the power of his simple plea, “I’m entitled to keep something,” strikes at the heart of their own marital conflict and distance from one other over an inconvenient pregnancy. They leave the farmer tightly holding onto one another. We, as readers, are equally moved by Shaw’s quiet depiction of hope, memory, and resilience in the face of grief.


    Finding a way to cope with traumatic loss is the focus of Ursula K. LeGuin’s compelling short story, “Nine Lives” (1969). Leguin wrote the story to explore the implications of human cloning, but quickly saw wider ramifications. “I began to see that the duplication of anything complex enough to have personality would involve the whole issue of what personality is—the question of individuality, of identity, of selfhood. Now that question is a hammer that rings the great bells of Love and Death….” (Le Guin, “On 1973,” pp. 204–5).


    When a ten-clone (five male and five female individuals cloned simultaneously from the original John Chow) arrive on Libra to take up their work as a mining engineering team, the two explorers already there (Owen Pugh and Alvaro Guillen Martin) struggle to understand the closeness and the intricate relationship of the John Chows. “A clone, [Owen] thought, might indeed be the first truly stable, self-reliant human being.…It would be sufficient to itself physically, sexually, emotionally, intellectually. Whatever he did, any member of it would always receive the support and approval of his peers, his other selves. Nobody else was needed” (LeGuin, 1969, p. 49). The gifts of such a close-knit permanent community—raised together, trained together until they were 21 when each clone specialized in advanced study in a specific discipline for two years, and now working together—are palpable. The costs are not as immediately obvious but are unsettling to the two “singletons” on the planet. The clones have had no need and no experience in relating to any one outside the ten-clone and cannot even “see” the others let alone build real connections with them.


    After an accident kills nine of the ten clones, the survivor, Kaph, experiences an almost unimaginable loss—losing all at once his siblings (twins really), his closest friends, his lovers, his classmates, colleagues, his support system, and virtually his self. Indeed he describes himself as “nine-tenths dead. There is not enough of me left alive” (p. 54). Kaph’s grief is so powerful and so complete that it literally fells him physically, emotionally, and psychologically. Even when he begins to again participate in some of the work, he functions mechanically and listlessly. His isolation and silence is so complete that Martin describes him as a “turned off android” (p. 55) and concludes that he hates the two of them. Owen demurs. “I cannot imagine what he feels. But it’s not hatred. He can’t even see us. It’s too dark.…He doesn’t know how to go it alone. He must learn. Give him time” (p. 55). LeGuin, as she always does, brings us with her in her emotional exploration of this terrain of love and loss putting us at once into the feelings of the devastated Kaph and of the empathetic Owen.


    George Hagman (2001) observes: “Mourning involves the transformation of the meanings and affects associated with one’s relationship to the lost person the goal of which is to permit one’s survival without the other while at the same time ensuring a continuing experience of relationship with the deceased…Thus, mourning involves a reorganization of the survivor’s sense of self as a key function of the process” (p.24). “Reoganizing the survivor’s sense of self” is the almost insurmountable challenge faced by Kaph.


    It is only when Martin nearly dies in an earthquake some weeks later that Kaph, witnessing Owen’s frantic worry and rush to help Martin, begins to reach beyond himself. “His face was changed, as if he were glimpsing something he had not seen before; his voice too was changed. ‘How can you…? How do you….?’” (p. 59). Owen responds “I don’t know. We’re each of us alone, to be sure. What can you do but hold your hand out in the dark?” (p. 59). Here at last is a beginning of Kaph’s slow movement into a new way of coping and being in the world.


    Two unusual stories, Zenna Henderson’s “The Anything Box” (1956), and Gene Brewer’s K-Pax (1995), offer a different perspective on grief, suggesting that the griever knows within him or herself what he or she needs to cope and that outside intervention may not only prove ineffective but may even be harmful. Brewer’s character, prot, according to his psychiatrist, Brewer, is really Robert Porter who has been so deeply traumatized by his shock and grief at the violation and murder of his wife and daughter that he has developed a full blown alternate identity and reality as an alien from the planet K-PAX where there are no family ties, no concept of love, and no suffering or crime. Whether the psychiatrist or prot (along with the many others in the book who accept prot’s alien identity) are correct is left to the reader to decide. In either case, Robert Porter ultimately is left catatonic as a result of the psychiatrist’s attempt to “heal” him, leaving us to wonder whether it would have been better to leave matters alone.


    In Henderson’s story, a young teacher sees the absorption of the child Sue-lynn in what appears to be an imaginary box which the child calls her “Anything Box”. The teacher herself is granted momentary access to the joy and the imaginative landscape when the child lets her “look” into the box: “My heart outstripped my flying feet and melted with a rush of delight into warmness as his arms…” (pp. 143–144). After Sue-lynn’s father is imprisoned for burglary, the child begins to gaze into the box longer and longer and withdraws from the other children. She becomes steadily thinner and visibly unwell and the teacher begins to actively worry. When Sue-Lynn faints and then whispers to the teacher “I almost got in my Anything Box…Daddy’s there…and where we used to live,” the teacher panics and invalidates the box: “It’s fun-for-play, but it’s not for real. It’s only play…There is no Anything Box” (Henderson, 1956, p. 147). She tells herself that this is for the child’s good. “We may need ‘hallucinations’ to keep us going…but when we go so far as to force ourselves, physically, into the never-never land of heart’s desire…” (1956, p. 149).


    Science Fiction commentator, Bud Webster (2007), suggests that Henderson’s story grew out of her year of teaching in a Japanese-American internment camp during World War II: “Henderson’s experiences at the…camp must have shown her children—and even adults—lost inside themselves trying to escape the harsh reality of their ruined lives.” Henderson’s fictional teacher indeed has reason to worry about the pressures of a traumatic event or situation on the fragile psyche. Nonetheless, for Henderson, as for Brewer, the writer, the answers are not so clear-cut and the “rescue” can be more devastating than the alternative reality the traumatized person constructs.


    The child is devastated by the teacher’s rejection of the box. “’You took it!’ she sobbed.…And she wrenched herself out of my arms.” The child’s ensuing depression is so complete that the teacher helplessly tells herself “that never, never again would I take any belief from anyone without replacing it with something better” (p. 147). When the teacher is finally able to restore the box (eliciting the child’s ready promise to “never try to get into it again” (p 150), the child’s relief and gratitude is a healing balm for the teacher as well. “It seemed to me that everything about her had suddenly turned upward…. The subtle flame about her that made her Sue-lynn was there again” (p. 150). It is true (Henderson suggests) that we must guard against losing ourselves in our attempts to flee reality, but not at the cost of our imagination, hopes and dreams. These remain vital to our emotional, psychological, and physical health, the “subtle flame” about us that makes us who we are.


    Death in science fiction is almost always sudden and traumatic—the result of violence, or disastrous accident, or swiftly spreading plague.2 While such traumatic loss sometimes only serves as a plot prompt (i.e. the death of Luke Skywalker’s family frees/necessitates him to leave), more often it gives the writer the opportunity to explore the dimensions and shape of grief and the reaching after meaning that accompanies it. The characters are changed by their grief; the readers are changed by the stories.


    * * * *
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    * * * *


    Notes


    1 This is, perhaps, most obvious in the perennial SF motif of the quest for immortality which has already been ably traced in Schlusser, G., Westfahl, G. & Rabkin, E. (Eds.). (1996). Immortal Engines: Life Extension and Immortality in Science Fiction and Fantasy. Athens: University of Georgia Press and Yoke, C. B & Hassler, D. M. (Eds.). (1985). Death and the serpent: Immortality in science fiction and fantasy. Contributions to the Study of Science Fiction and Fantasy. No. 13. Westport, Ct.: Greenwood Press.


    2 Like the news media, SF writers rarely choose to focus on deaths from aging or from an extended disease.


    * * * *
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    FRANK HERBERT


    (1920–1986)


    After lying about his age as a teenager to get his first newspaper job, Frank Herbert spent most of his life as a journalist (including a stint as a Navy photographer during World War II), until he was finally able to write full-time in his fifties. After years of sporadic publication beginning with two stories sold to Esquire in 1945, Herbert had built a reputation as a solid writer of hard SF, but not an especially commercial one.


    His meticulously textured breakthrough novel, Dune, originated in research for an article on sand dunes. Significantly longer than most commercial SF at the time and ecologically themed before that was fashionable, Dune was rejected by more than twenty publishers before being bought by Chilton, which mostly published auto repair manuals. The novel went on to win both the Hugo and Nebula, and was the best-selling science fiction novel of all time until passed by Douglas Adams’s The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. Along with its sequels, Dune gave Herbert the freedom to write full-time.


    After his death of a pulmonary embolism while recovering from surgery for pancreatic cancer, Herbert’s oldest son, Brian, continued the series in collaboration with Kevin J. Anderson. Brian’s biography of his father, Dreamer of Dune, came out in 2003.

  


  
    RAT RACE, by Frank Herbert


    First published in Astounding Science Fiction, July 1955


    In the nine years it took Welby Lewis to become chief of criminal investigation for Sheriff John Czernak, he came to look on police work as something like solving jigsaw puzzles. It was a routine of putting pieces together into a recognizable picture. He was not prepared to have his cynical police-peopled world transformed into a situation out of H. G. Wells or Charles Fort.


    When Lewis said “alien” he meant non-American, not extraterrestrial. Oh, he knew a BEM was a bug-eyed monster; he read some science fiction. But that was just the point—such situations were fiction, not to be encountered in police routine. And certainly unexpected; at a mortuary. The Johnson-Tule Mortuary, to be exact.


    Lewis checked in at his desk in the sheriff’s office at five minutes to eight of a Tuesday morning. He was a man of low forehead, thin pinched-in Welsh face, black hair. His eyes were like two pieces of roving green jade glinting beneath bushy brows.


    The office, a room of high ceilings and stained plaster walls was in a first floor corner of the County Building at Banbury. Beneath one tall window of the room was a cast-iron radiator. Beside the window hung a calendar picture of a girl wearing only a string of pearls. There were two desks facing each other across an aisle which led from the hall door to the radiator. The desk on the left belonged to Joe Welch, the night man. Lewis occupied the one on the right, a cigarette-scarred vintage piece which had stood in this room more than thirty years.


    Lewis stopped at the front of his desk, leafed through the papers in the incoming basket, looked up as Sheriff Czernak entered. The sheriff, a fat man with wide Slavic features and a complexion like bread crust, grunted as he eased himself into the chair under the calendar. He pushed a brown felt hat to the back of his head, exposing a bald dome.


    Lewis said, “Hi, John. How’s the wife?” He dropped the papers back into the basket.


    “Her sciatica’s better this week,” said the sheriff. “I came in to tell you to skip that burglary report in the basket. A city prowler picked up two punks with the stuff early this morning. We’re sending ‘em over to juvenile court.”


    “They’ll never learn,” said Lewis.


    “Got one little chore for you,” said the sheriff. “Otherwise everything’s quiet. Maybe we’ll get a chance to catch up on our paper work.” He hoisted himself out of the chair. “Doc Bellarmine did the autopsy on that Cerino woman, but he left a bottle of stomach washings at the Johnson-Tule Mortuary. Could you pick up the bottle and run it out to the county hospital?”


    “Sure,” said Lewis. “But I’ll bet her death was natural causes. She was a known alcoholic. All those bottles in her shack.”


    “Prob’ly,” said the sheriff. He stopped in front of Lewis’ desk, glanced up at the calendar art. “Some dish.”


    Lewis grinned. “When I find a gal like that I’m going to get married,” he said.


    “You do that,” said the sheriff. He ambled out of the office.


    It was almost 8:30 when Lewis cruised past the mortuary in his county car and failed to find a parking place in the block. At the next corner, Cove Street, he turned right and went up the alley, parking on the concrete apron to the mortuary garage.


    A southwest wind which had been threatening storm all night kicked up a damp gust as he stepped from the car. Lewis glanced up at the gray sky, but left his raincoat over the back of the seat. He went down the narrow walk beside the garage, found the back door of the mortuary ajar. Inside was a hallway and a row of three metal tanks, the tall kind welders use for oxygen and acetylene gas. Lewis glanced at them, wondered what a mortuary did with that type of equipment, shrugged the question aside. At the other end of the hall the door opened into a carpeted foyer which smelled of musky flowers. A door at the left bore a brass plate labeled OFFICE. Lewis crossed the foyer, entered the room.


    Behind a glass-topped desk in the corner sat a tall blond individual type with clear Nordic features. An oak frame on the wall behind him held a colored photograph of Mount Lassen labeled PEACE on an embossed nameplate. An official burial form—partly filled in—was on the desk in front of the man. The left corner of the desk held a brass cup in which sat a metal ball. The ball emitted a hissing noise as Lewis approached and he breathed in the heavy floral scent of the foyer.


    The man behind the desk got to his feet, put a pen across the burial form. Lewis recognized him—Johnson, half owner of the mortuary.


    “May I help you?” asked the mortician.


    Lewis explained his errand.


    Johnson brought a small bottle from a desk drawer, passed it across to Lewis, then looked at the deputy with a puzzled frown. “How’d you get in?” asked the mortician. “I didn’t hear the front door chimes.”


    The deputy shoved the bottle into a side pocket of his coat. “I parked in the alley and came in the back way,” he said. “The street out front is full of Odd Fellows cars.”


    “Odd Fellows?” Johnson came around the desk.


    “Paper said they were having some kind of rummage sale today,” said Lewis. He ducked his head to look under the shade on the front window. “I guess those are Odd Fellows cars. That’s the hall across the street.”


    An ornamental shrub on the mortuary front lawn bent before the wind and a spattering of rain drummed against the window. Lewis straightened. “Left my raincoat in the car,” he said. “I’ll just duck out the way I came.”


    Johnson moved to his office door. “Two of our attendants are due back now on a call,” he said. “They—”


    “I’ve seen a stiff before,” said Lewis. He stepped past Johnson, headed for the door to the rear hall.


    Johnson’s hand caught the deputy’s shoulder. “I must insist you go out the front,” said the mortician.


    Lewis stopped, his mind setting up a battery of questions. “It’s raining out,” he said. “I’ll get all wet.”


    “I’m sorry,” said Johnson.


    Another man might have shrugged and complied with Johnson’s request, but Welby Lewis was the son of the late Proctor Lewis, who had been three times president of the Banbury County Sherlock Holmes Round Table. Welby had cut his teeth on logical deduction and the logic of this situation escaped him. He reviewed his memory of the hallway. Empty except for those tanks near the back door.


    “What do you keep in those metal tanks?” he asked.


    The mortician’s hand tightened on his shoulder and Lewis felt himself turned toward the front door. “Just embalming fluid,” said Johnson. “That’s the way it’s delivered.”


    “Oh.” Lewis looked up at Johnson’s tightly drawn features, pulled away from the restraining hand and went out the front door. Rain was driving down and he ran around the side of the mortuary to his car, jumping in, slammed the door and sat down to wait. At 9:28 A.M. by his wrist watch an assistant mortician came out, opened the garage doors. Lewis leaned across the front seat, rolled down his right window.


    “You’ll have to move your car,” said the assistant. “We’re going out on a call.”


    “When are the other fellows coming back?” asked Lewis.


    The mortician stopped halfway inside the garage. “What other fellows?” he asked.


    “The ones who went out on that call this morning.”


    “Must be some other mortuary,” said the assistant. “This is our first call today.”


    “Thanks,” said Lewis. He rolled up his window, started the car and drove to the county hospital. The battery of unanswered questions churned in his mind. Foremost was—Why did Johnson lie to keep me from going out the back way?


    At the hospital he delivered the bottle to the pathology lab, found a pay booth and called the Banbury Mortuary. An attendant answered and Lewis said, “I want to settle a bet. Could you tell me how embalming fluid is delivered to mortuaries?”


    “We buy it by the case in concentrated form,” said the mortician. “Twenty-four glass bottles to the case, sixteen ounces to the bottle. It contains red or orange dye to give a lifelike appearance. Our particular brand smells somewhat like strawberry soda. There is nothing offensive about it. We guarantee that the lifelike—”


    “I just wanted to know how it came,” said Lewis. “You’re sure it’s never delivered in metal tanks?”


    “Good heavens, no!” said the man. “It’d corrode them!”


    “Thanks,” said Lewis and hung up softly. In his mind was the Holmesian observation: If a man lies about an apparently inconsequential thing, then that thing is not inconsequential.


    He stepped out of the booth and bumped into Dr. Bellarmine, the autopsy surgeon. The doctor was a tall, knobby character with gray hair, sun-lamp tan and blue eyes as cutting as two scalpels.


    “Oh, there you are, Lewis,” he said. “They told me you were down this way. We found enough alcohol in that Cerino woman to kill three people. We’ll check the stomach washings, too, but I doubt they’ll add anything.”


    “Cerino woman?” asked Lewis.


    “The old alcoholic you found in that shack by the roundhouse,” said Bellarmine. “You losing your memory?”


    “Oh… oh, certainly,” said Lewis. “I was just thinking of something else. Thanks, Doc.” He brushed past the surgeon. “Gotta go now,” he muttered.


    * * * *


    Back at his office Lewis sat on a corner of his desk, pulled the telephone to him and dialed the Johnson-Tule Mortuary. An unfamiliar masculine voice answered. Lewis said, “Do you do cremations at your mortuary?”


    “Not at our mortuary,” said the masculine voice, “but we have an arrangement with Rose Lawn Memorial Crematorium. Would you care to stop by and discuss your problem?”


    “Not right now, thank you,” said Lewis, and replaced the phone on its hook. He checked off another question in his mind—the possibility that the tanks held gas for a crematorium. What the devil’s in those tanks? he asked himself.


    “Somebody die?” The voice came from the doorway, breaking into Lewis’ reverie. The deputy turned, saw Sheriff Czernak.


    “No,” said Lewis. “I’ve just got a puzzle.” He went around the desk to his chair, sat down.


    “Doc Bellarmine say anything about the Cerino dame?” asked the sheriff. He came into the room, eased himself into the chair beneath the calendar art.


    “Alcoholism,” said Lewis. “Like I said.” He leaned back in his chair, put his feet on the desk and stared at a stained spot on the ceiling.


    “What’s niggling you?” asked the sheriff “You look like a guy trying to solve a conundrum.”


    “I am,” said Lewis and told him about the incident at the mortuary.


    Czernak took off his hat, scratched his bald head. “It don’t sound like much to me, Welby. In all probability there’s a very simple explanation.”


    “I don’t think so,” said Lewis.


    “Why not?”


    Lewis shook his head. “I don’t know. I just don’t think so. Something about that mortuary doesn’t ring true.”


    “What you think’s in them tanks?” asked the sheriff


    “I don’t know,” said Lewis.


    The sheriff seated his hat firmly on his head. “Anybody else I’d tell ‘em forget it,” he said. “But you I dunno. I seen you pull too many rabbits out of the hat. Sometimes I think you’re a freak an’ see inside people.”


    “I am a freak,” said Lewis. He dropped his feet to the floor, pulled a scratch pad to him and began doodling.


    “Yeah, I can see you got six heads,” said the sheriff.


    “No, really,” said Lewis. “My heart’s on the right side of my chest.”


    “I hadn’t noticed,” said the sheriff. “But now you point it out to me—”


    “Freak,” said Lewis. “That’s what I felt looking at that mortician. Like he was some kind of a creepy freak.”


    He pushed the scratch pad away from him. It bore a square broken into tiny segments by zigzag lines. Like a jigsaw puzzle.


    “Was he a freak?”


    Lewis shook his head. “Not that I could see.


    Czernak pushed himself out of his chair. “Tell you what,” he said. “It’s quiet today. Why’ncha nose around a little?”


    “Who can I have to help me?” asked Lewis.


    “Barney Keeler’ll be back in about a half hour,” said Czernak. “He’s deliverin’ a subpoena for Judge Gordon.”


    “O.K.,” said Lewis. “When he gets back tell him to go over to the Odd Fellows Hall and go in the back way without attracting too much attention. I want him to go up to that tower room and keep watch on the front of the mortuary, note down everybody who enters or leaves and watch for those tanks. If the tanks go out, he’s to tail the carrier and find out where they go.”


    “What’re you gonna do?” asked the sheriff.


    “Find a place where I can keep my eye on the back entrance. I’ll call in when I get set.” Lewis hooked a thumb toward the desk across from his. “When Joe Welch comes on, send him over to spell me.”


    “Right,” said Czernak. “I still think maybe you’re coon-doggin’ it up an empty tree.”


    “Maybe I am,” said Lewis. “But something shady about a mortuary gives my imagination the jumps. I keep thinking of how easy it could be for a mortician to get rid of an inconvenient corpse.”


    “Stuff it in one of them tanks, maybe?” asked the sheriff.


    “No. They weren’t big enough.” Lewis shook his head. “I just don’t like the idea of the guy lying to me.”


    * * * *


    It was shortly after 10:30 a.m. when Lewis found what he needed—a doctor’s office in the rear of a building across the alley and two doors up from the mortuary garage. The doctor had three examining rooms on the third floor, the rear room looking down on the mortuary back yard. Lewis swore the doctor and his nurse to secrecy, set himself up in the back room with a pair of field glasses.


    At noon he sent the nurse out for a hamburger and glass of milk for his lunch, had her watch the mortuary yard while he called his office and told the day radio operator where he was.


    The doctor came into the back room at five o’clock, gave Lewis an extra set of keys for the office, asked him to be certain the door was locked when he left. Again Lewis warned the doctor against saying anything about the watch on the mortuary, stared the man down when it appeared he was about to ask questions. The doctor turned, left the room. Presently, a door closed solidly. The office was silent.


    At about 7:30 it became too dark to distinguish clearly anything that might happen in the mortuary back yard. Lewis considered moving to a position in the alley, but two floodlights above the yard suddenly flashed on and the amber glow of a night light came from the window in the back door.


    Joe Welch pounded on the door of the doctor’s office at 8:20, Lewis admitted him, hurried back to the window with Welch following. The other deputy was a tall, nervous chain-smoker with a perpetual squint, a voice like a bassoon. He moved to a position beside Lewis at the window, said, “What’s doing? Sheriff John said something about some acetylene tanks.”


    “It may be nothing at all,” said Lewis. “But I’ve a feeling we’re onto something big.” In a few short sentences he explained about his encounter with the mortician that morning.


    “Don’t sound exciting to me,” said Welch. “What you expecting to find in those tanks?”


    “I wish I knew,” said Lewis.


    Welch went into the corner of the darkened room, lighted a cigarette, returned. “Why don’t you just ask this Johnson?”


    “That’s the point,” said Lewis. “I did ask him and he lied to me. That’s why I’m suspicious. I’ve been hoping they’d take those tanks out and we could trail them to wherever they go. Get our answer that way.”


    “Why’re you so sure it’s the tanks he didn’t want you to see?” asked Welch.


    “That was a funny hallway,” said Lewis. “Door at each end, none along the sides. Only things in it were those tanks.”


    “Well, those tanks might already be gone,” said Welch. “You didn’t get on this end until about 10:30 you said and Keeler wasn’t on the front until about eleven. They could’ve been taken out then if they’re so all-fired important.”


    “I’ve had the same thought,” said Lewis. “But I don’t think they have. I’m going out to grab a bite to eat now, then I’m going down in the alley for a closer look.”


    “You won’t get very close with all them lights on the yard,” said Welch.


    Lewis pointed to the garage. “If you look close you can see a space along the other side; in the shadow there. The light’s on in the back hall. I’ll try to get close enough for a look through the window in that rear door. They’re tall tanks. I should be able to see them.”


    “And if they’ve been moved some place else in the building?” asked Welch.


    “Then I’ll have to go in and brace Johnson for a showdown,” said Lewis. “Maybe I should’ve done that in the first place, but this is a screwy situation. I just don’t like a mystery in a mortuary.”


    “Sounds like the title of a detective story,” said Welch. “‘Mystery In a Mortuary.’”


    Welch sniffed. “There’s already death inside there,” he said. “This could be something mighty unpleasant.” Welch lighted a new cigarette from the coal of the one he had been smoking, stubbed out the discard in a dish Lewis had been using for an ash tray. “You may be right,” said Welch. “The only thing impresses me about this she-bang, Welby, is like Sheriff John said—I’ve seen you pull too many rabbits out of the hat.”


    “That’s what he told you?” asked Lewis.


    “Yeah, but he thinks maybe you’re gonna pull a blank this time.” Welch stared down at the mortuary. “If you go inside, do you want me to round up a few of my men and smother the place if you don’t come out by some set time?”


    “I don’t think that’ll be necessary,” said Lewis. “Don’t take any action unless you see something suspicious.”


    Welch nodded his head. “O.K.,” he said. He looked at the glowing tip of his cigarette, glanced down at the yard they were watching. “Mortuaries give me the creeps anyway,” he said.


    Lewis bolted a hot beef sandwich at a cafe two blocks from the mortuary, returned along a back street. It was cold and wet in the alley. A perverse wind kept tangling the skirts of his raincoat. He hugged the shadows near the mortuary garage, found the row of boards which had been nailed across the area he was going to use. Lewis clambered over the boards, dropped to soft earth which was out of the wind but under a steady dripping from unguttered eaves. He moved quietly to the end of the shadow area and, as he had expected, could see inside the window on the rear door of the mortuary. The tanks were not visible. Lewis cursed under his breath, shrugged, stepped out of the shadows and crossed the lighted back yard. The door was locked, but he could see through the window that the hallway was empty. He went around to the front door, rang the night bell.


    A man in a rumpled black suit which looked as though he had slept in it answered the door. Lewis brushed past him into the warm flower smell of the foyer. “Is Johnson here?” he asked.


    “Mr. Johnson is asleep,” said the man. “May I be of service?”


    “Ask Mr. Johnson to come down, please,” said Lewis. “This is official business.” He showed his badge.


    “Of course,” said the man. “If you’ll go into the office there and have a seat, I’ll tell Mr. Johnson you’re here. He sleeps in the quarters upstairs.”


    “Thanks,” said Lewis. He went into the office, looked at the colored photograph of Mount Lassen until the night attendant had disappeared up the stairs at the other end of the foyer. Then Lewis came out of the office, went to the doorway leading into the hall. The door was locked. He tried forcing it, but it wouldn’t budge. He moved to the hinge side, found a thin crack which gave a view of the other end of the hall. What he saw made him draw in a quick breath. The three metal tanks were right where he had expected them to be. He went back to the office, found a directory and looked up the number of the doctor’s office where Welch was waiting, dialed the number. After a long wait Welch’s voice came on the line, tones guarded. “Yes?”


    “This is Welby,” said Lewis. “Anything come in the back?”


    “No,” said Welch. “You all right?”


    “I’m beginning to wonder,” said Lewis. “Keep your eyes peeled.” He hung up, turned to find Johnson’s tall figure filling the office doorway.


    “Mr. Lewis,” said Johnson. “Is something wrong?” He came into the office.


    “I want to have a look at those metal tanks,” said Lewis.


    Johnson stopped. “What metal tanks?”


    “The ones in your back hall,” said Lewis.


    “Oh, the embalming fluid,” said Johnson. “What’s the interest in embalming fluid?”


    “Let’s just have a look at it,” said Lewis.


    “Do you have a warrant?” asked Johnson.


    Lewis’ chin jerked up and he stared at the man. “I wouldn’t have a bit of trouble getting one,” he said.


    “On what grounds?”


    “I could think of something that’d stick,” said


    Lewis. “Are we going to do this the easy way or the hard way?”


    Johnson shrugged. “As you wish.” He led the way out of the office, unlocked the hall door, preceded Lewis down the hallway to the three tanks.


    “I thought embalming fluid came in sixteen-ounce glass bottles,” said Lewis.


    “This is something new,” said Johnson. “These tanks have glass inner liners. The fluid is kept under pressure.” He turned a valve and an acrid spray emerged from a fitting at the top.


    Lewis took a shot in the dark, said, “That doesn’t smell like embalming fluid.”


    Johnson said, “It’s a new type. We add the masking perfumes later.”


    “You just get these filled?” asked Lewis.


    “No, these were delivered last week,” said Johnson. “We’ve left them here because we don’t have a better place to store them.” He smiled at Lewis, but the eyes remained cold, watchful. “Why this interest?”


    “Call it professional curiosity,” said Lewis. He went to the rear door, unlatched it and locked the latch in the open position, stepped outside, closed the door. He could see the tanks plainly through the window. He came back into the hallway.


    * * * *


    He’s still lying to me, thought Lewis. But it’s all so very plausible. He said, “I’m going to give your place a thorough search.”


    “But why?” protested Johnson.


    “For no good reason at all,” said Lewis. “If you want, I’ll go out and get a warrant.” He started to brush past Johnson, was stopped by a strong hand on his shoulder, something hard pressing into his side. He looked down, saw a flat automatic menacing him.


    “I regret this,” said Johnson. “Believe me, I do.”


    “You’re going to regret it more,” said Lewis. “I have your place watched front and back and the office knows where I am.”


    For the first time he saw a look of indecision on Johnson’s face. “You’re lying,” said the mortician.


    “Come here,” said Lewis. He stepped to the back door, looked up to the black window where Welch stood. The glow of the deputy’s cigarette was plainly visible, an orange wash against the blackness. Johnson saw it. “Now let’s go check the front,” said Lewis.


    “No need,” said Johnson. “I thought you were playing a lone hand.” He paused. “You came in the back yard again and had a look in the window, didn’t you?”


    “What do you think?” asked Lewis.


    “I should’ve anticipated that,” said Johnson. “Perhaps I was too anxious to have things appear just as they were. You startled me coming in here at night like this.”


    “You saw me come in the front?” asked Lewis.


    “Let us say that I was aware you were downstairs before the attendant told me,” said Johnson. He gestured with his gun. “Let’s go back to the office.”


    Lewis led the way down the hall. At the foyer door he glanced back.


    “Turn around!” barked Johnson.


    But the one glance had been enough. The tanks were gone. “What was that humming sound?” asked Lewis.


    “Just keep moving,” said Johnson.


    In the front office, the mortician motioned Lewis to a chair. “What were you looking for?” asked Johnson. He slid into the chair behind his desk, rested his gun hand on the desk top.


    “I found what I was looking for,” said Lewis.


    “And that is?”


    “Evidence to confirm my belief that this place should be taken apart brick by brick.”


    Johnson smiled, hooked the telephone to him with his left hand, took off the receiver and rested it on the desk. “What’s your office number?”


    Lewis told him.


    Johnson dialed, picked up the phone, said, “Hello, this is Lewis.”


    Lewis came half out of the chair. His own voice was issuing from Johnson’s mouth. The gun in the mortician’s hand waved him back to the chair.


    “You got the dope on what I’m doing?” asked Johnson. He waited. “No. Nothing important. I’m just looking.” Again he paused. “I’ll tell you if I find anything,” he said. He replaced the phone in its cradle.


    “Well?” said Lewis.


    Johnson’s lips thinned. “This is incredible,” he said. “A mere human—” He broke off, stared at Lewis, said, “My mistake was in telling you a plausible lie after that door was left open. I should have—” He shrugged.


    “You couldn’t hope to fool us forever,” said Lewis.


    “I suppose not,” said Johnson, “but reasoning tells me that there is still a chance.” The gun suddenly came up, its muzzle pointing at Lewis. “It’s a chance I have to take,” said the mortician. The gun belched flame and Lewis was slammed back in his chair. Through a dimming haze, he saw Johnson put the gun to his own head, pull the trigger, slump across the desk. Then the haze around Lewis thickened, became the black nothing of unconsciousness.


    From a somewhere he could not identify Lewis became aware of himself. He was running through a black cave, chased by a monster with blazing eyes and arms like an octopus. The monster kept shouting, “A mere human! A mere human! A mere human!” with a voice that echoed as though projected into a rain barrel. Then, above the voice of the monster, Lewis heard water dripping in a quick even cadence. At the same time he saw the mouth of the cave, a round bright area. The bright area grew larger, larger, became the white wall of a hospital room and a window with sunshine outside. Lewis turned his head, saw a metal tank like the ones in the mortuary.


    A voice said, “That brought him around.”


    Vertigo swept over Lewis and for a moment he fought it. A white clad figure swam into his field of vision, resolved itself into a county hospital intern whom Lewis recognized. The intern held a black oxygen mask.


    The sound of the dripping water was louder now and then he realized that it was a wrist watch. He turned toward the sound, saw Sheriff Czernak straighten from a position close to his head. Czernak’s Slavic face broke into a grin. “Boy, you gave us a scare,” he said.


    Lewis swallowed, found his voice. “What—”


    “You know, you are lucky you’re a freak,” said Czernak. “Your heart being on the right side’s the only thing saved you. That and the fact that Joe heard the shots.”


    The intern came around beside the sheriff. “The bullet nicked an edge of your lung and took a little piece out of a rib at the back,” said the intern. “You must’ve been born lucky.”


    “Johnson?” said Lewis.


    “Deader’n a mackerel,” said Czernak. “You feel strong enough to tell us what happened? Joe’s story don’t make sense. What’s with these tanks of embalming fluid?”


    Lewis thought about his encounter with the mortician. Nothing about it made sense. He said, “Embalming fluid comes in sixteen-ounce bottles.”


    “We got those three tanks from the hallway,” said Czernak, “but I don’t know what we’re doing with them.”


    “From the hall?” Lewis remembered his last look at the empty hall before Johnson had ordered him to turn around. He tried to push himself up, felt pain knife through his chest. The intern pushed him gently back to the pillow. “Here now, none of that,” he said. “You just stay flat on your back.”


    “What was in the tanks?” whispered Lewis.


    “The lab here says it’s embalming fluid,” said the sheriff. “What’s so special about it?”


    Lewis remembered the acrid odor of the spray Johnson had released from the tank valve. “Does the lab still have some of that fluid?” he asked. “I’d like to smell it.”


    “I’ll get it,” said the intern. “Don’t let him sit up. It could start a hemorrhage.” He went out the door.


    “Where were the tanks when you found them?” asked Lewis.


    “Down by the back door,” said Czernak. “Where you said they were. Why?”


    “I don’t really know yet,” said Lewis. “But I’ve something I wish you’d do. Take a—”


    The door opened and the intern entered, a test tube in his hand. “This is the stuff,” he said. He passed the tube under Lewis’ nose. It gave off a musklike sweet aroma. It was not what he had smelled at the tanks. That explains why the tanks disappeared, he thought. Somebody switched them. But what was in the others? He looked up at the intern, said, “Thanks.”


    “You were sayin’ something,” said the sheriff.


    “Yes,” said Lewis. “Take a crew over to that mortuary, John, and rip out the wall behind where you found those tanks and take up the floor under that spot.”


    “What’re we supposed to find?” asked Czernak.


    “Damned if I know,” said Lewis, “but it sure should be interesting. Those tanks kept disappearing and reappearing every time I turned my back. I want to know why.”


    “Look, Welby, we’ve got to have something solid to go on,” said the sheriff. “People are running around that mortuary like crazy, saying it’s bad for business an’ what all.”


    “I’d say this was good for business,” said Lewis, a brief smile forming on his lips. His face sobered. “Don’t you think it’s enough that somebody tried to kill one of your men and then committed suicide?”


    The sheriff scratched his head. “I guess so, Welby. You sure you can’t give me anything more’n just your hunch?”


    “You know as much about this as I do,” said Lewis. “By the way, where’s Johnson’s body?”


    “They’re fixin’ it up for burial,” said Czernak. “Welby, I really should have more’n just your say so. The D.A. will scream if I get too heavy handed.”


    “You’re still the sheriff,” said Lewis.


    “Well, can’t you even tell me why Johnson killed himself?”


    “Say he was mentally unbalanced,” said Lewis. “And John, here’s something else. Get Doc Bellarmine to do the autopsy on Johnson and tell him to go over that body with a magnifying glass.”


    “Why?”


    “It was something he said about mere humans,” said Lewis.


    “Askin’ me to stick my neck out like this,” said Czernak.


    “Will you do it?” asked Lewis.


    “Sure I’ll do it!” exploded Czernak. “But I don’t like it!” He jammed his hat onto his head, strode out of the room.


    The intern turned to follow.


    Lewis said, “What time is it?”


    The intern stopped, glanced at his wrist watch. “Almost five.” He looked at Lewis. “We’ve had you under sedatives since you came out of the operating room.”


    “Five A.M. or five P.M.?” asked Lewis.


    “Five P.M.,” said the intern.


    “Was I a tough job?” asked Lewis.


    “It was a clean wound,” said the intern. “You take it easy now. It’s almost chow time. I’ll see that you’re served in the first round and then I’ll have the nurse bring you a sedative. You need your rest.”


    “How long am I going to be chained to this bed?” asked Lewis.


    “We’ll discuss that later,” said the intern. “You really shouldn’t be talking.” He turned away, went out the door.


    Lewis turned his head away, saw that someone had left a stack of magazines on his bed stand. The top magazine had slipped down, exposing the cover. It was done in garish colors—a bug-eyed monster chasing a scantily clad female. Lewis was reminded of his nightmare. A mere human…A mere human. The words kept turning over in his mind. What was it about Johnson that brought up the idea of a freak? he wondered.


    A student nurse brought in his tray, cranked up his bed and helped him eat. Presently, a nurse came in with a hypo, shot him in the arm. He drifted off to sleep with the mind full of questions still unanswered.


    “He’s awake now,” said a female voice. Lewis heard a door open, looked up to see Czernak followed by Joe Welch. It was daylight outside, raining. The two men wore damp raincoats which they took off and draped over chairs.


    Lewis smiled at Welch. “Thanks for having good ears, Joe,” he said.


    Welch grinned. “I opened the window when I saw you come out the back door,” he said. “I thought maybe you was going to holler something up to me. Then when you went right back inside, I thought that was funny; so I left the window partly open or I’d never’ve heard a thing.”


    Czernak pulled a chair up beside Lewis’ bed, sat down. Welch took a chair at the foot.


    Lewis turned his head toward the sheriff. “Is the D.A. screaming yet?”


    “No,” said Czernak. “He got caught out in that rainstorm the other day and he’s home with the flu. Besides, I’m still sheriff of this county.” He patted the bed. “How you feeling, boy?”


    “I’m afraid I’m gonna live,” said Lewis.


    “You better,” said Welch. “We got a new relief radio gal who saw your picture in the files an’ says she wants to meet you. She’s a wow.”


    “Tell her to wait for me,” said Lewis. He looked at the sheriff. “What’d you find?”


    “I don’t get it, Welby,” said Czernak. “Right behind where them tanks was there was this brick wall covered with plaster. We took away the plaster and there’s all these wires, see.”


    “What kind of wires?”


    “That’s just it, Keeler’s old man is a jeweler and Keeler says this wire is silver. It’s kind of a screen like, criss-crossed every which way.”


    “What were they hooked up to?”


    “To nothing we could find,” said Czernak. He looked at Welch. “Ain’t that right?”


    “Nothing there but this wire,” said Welch.


    “What did you do with it?” asked Lewis.


    “Nothing,” said Czernak. “We just left it like it was and took pictures.”


    “Anything under the floor?”


    Czernak’s face brightened. “Boy, we sure hit the jackpot there!” He bent his head and peered closely at Lewis. “How’d you know we’d find something under there?”


    “I just knew those tanks kept appearing out of nowhere,” said Lewis. “What was under there?”


    Czernak straightened. “Well, a whole section of the hall floor was an elevator and down below there was this big room. It stretched from under the hall to clear under the embalming room and there was a section of the embalming room floor where a bunch of tiles come up in one piece and there was a trapdoor and a stairway. Hell! It was just like one of them horror movies!”


    “What was down there?”


    “A buncha machinery,” said Czernak.


    “What kind?”


    “I dunno.” Czernak shook his head, glanced at Welch.


    “Craziest stuff I ever saw,” said Welch. He shrugged.


    “Doc Bellarmine came down and had a look at it after the autopsy last night,” said Czernak. “He said he’d be in to see you this morning.”


    “Did he say anything about the autopsy?” asked Lewis.


    “Not to me,” said Czernak.


    Welch hitched his chair closer to the foot of the bed, rested an arm on the rail. “He told me it was something about the autopsy made him come down to have a look at the mortuary,” he said. “He didn’t say what it was, though.”


    “What about the mortuary staff?” asked Lewis. “Did they say anything about the secret room?”


    “They swear they never even knew it was there,” said Czernak. “We took ‘em all into custody anyway, all except Tule and his wife.”


    “Tule?”


    “Yeah, the other partner. His wife was a licensed mortician, too. Ain’t been seen since the night you were shot. The staff says that Johnson, Tule and the wife was always locking doors around the building for no good reason at all.”


    “What did this machinery look like?”


    “Part of it was just an elevator for that section of floor. The other stuff was hooked up to a bunch of pipes coming down from the embalming table upstairs. There was this big—” Czernak stopped as the door opened.


    Dr. Bellarmine’s cynical face peered into the room. His eyes swept over the occupants, he entered, closed the door behind him. “The patient’s feeling better, I see,” he said. “For a while there I thought this would be a job for me in my official capacity.”


    “This guy’ll outlive all of us,” said Welch.


    “He probably will at that,” said the doctor. He glanced down at Lewis “Feel like a little conversation?”


    “Just a minute, Doc,” said Lewis. He turned to Czernak. “John, I have one more favor,” he said. “Could you get one of those tanks of embalming fluid to a welding shop and have it cut open with a burner. I want to know how it’s made inside.”


    “No you don’t,” said Czernak. “I’m not leavin’ here without some kind of an explanation.”


    “And I don’t have an explanation,” said Lewis. “All the pieces aren’t together yet. I’m tied to this bed when I should be out working on this thing. I’ve ten thousand questions I want answered and no way of answering them.”


    “Don’t excite yourself,” said Bellarmine.


    “Yeah, Welby, take it easy,” said Czernak. “It’s just that I’m about ready to pop with frustration. Nothing makes sense here. This guy tries to kill you for no apparent reason and then commits suicide. It seems to be because you wanted to look inside them tanks, but they’re just embalming fluid. I don’t get it.”


    “Would you have those tanks cut open for me?” asked Lewis.


    “O.K., O.K.” Czernak hoisted himself to his feet. Welch also arose. “Come on, Joe,” said the sheriff. “We’re nothin’ but a couple of leg men for Sherlock here. Let’s take them—”


    “John, I’m sorry,” said Lewis. “It’s just that I can’t—”


    “I know you can’t do it yourself now,” said Czernak. “That’s why I’m doing it. You’re the best man I got, Welby; so I’m countin’ on you to put this together. Me, I gave up when I saw that machinery.” He left the room, muttering, followed by Welch, who stopped at the door, winked at Lewis.


    Bellarmine waited until the door closed, sat down on the foot of the bed. “How’d you get onto them?” he asked.


    Lewis ignored the question. “What’d you find in that autopsy?” he asked.


    The surgeon frowned. “I thought you were nuts when the sheriff told me what you wanted,” he said. “Any fool could see Johnson died of a gunshot wound in the head. But I guessed you had a reason; so I did my cutting carefully and it was a lucky thing I did.”


    “Why?”


    “Well, this is the kind of case an autopsy surgeon sloughs off sometimes. Visible wound. Obvious cause. I could’ve missed it. They guy looked to be normal.”


    “Missed what?”


    “His heart for one thing. It had an extra layer of muscles in the cardiac sheath. I experimented with them and near dropped my knife. They work like that automatic sealing device they put in airplane fuel tanks. Puncture the heart and this muscle layer seals the hole until the heart’s healed.”


    “Damn!” said Lewis.


    “This guy was like that all over,” said Bellarmine. “For a long time doctors have looked at the human body with the wish they could redesign certain things to better specifications. Johnson looked like our wish had come true. Fewer vertebrae with better articulation. Pigment veins into the pupil of the eye which could only be some kind of filter to—”


    “That’s it!” Lewis slapped the bed with the palm of his hand. “There was something freakish about him and I couldn’t focus on it. The pupils of his eyes changed color. I can remember seeing it and—”


    “You didn’t see anything,” said Bellarmine. “His pelvic floor was broader and distributed the weight more evenly to the legs. The feet had larger bones and more central distribution of weight over the arch. There was an interlaced membranous support for the viscera. His circulatory system had sphincter valves at strategic points to control bleeding. This Johnson may have looked human on the outside, but inside he was superhuman.”


    “What about that machinery in the mortuary basement?” asked Lewis.


    Bellarmine stood up, began to pace the floor, back and forth at the foot of the bed. Presently, he stopped, put his hands on the rail, stared at Lewis. “I spent half the night examining that layout,” he said. “It was one of the most beautifully designed and executed rigs I’ve ever seen. Its major purpose was to take cadaver blood and fractionate the protein.”


    “You mean like for making plasma and stuff like that?” asked Lewis.


    “Well, something like that,” said Bellarmine.


    “I didn’t think you could use the blood of a corpse for that,” said Lewis.


    “We didn’t either,” said the surgeon. “The Russians have been working on it, however. Our experience has been that it breaks down too quickly. We’ve tried—”


    “You mean this was a Communist setup?”


    Bellarmine shook his head. “No such luck. This rig wasn’t just foreign to the U.S.A. It was foreign to Earth. There’s one centrifugal pump in there that spins free in an air blast. I shudder every time I think of the force it must generate. We don’t have an alloy that’ll come anywhere near standing up to those strains. And the Russians don’t have it, either.”


    “How can you be sure?”


    “For one thing, there are several research projects that are awaiting this type of rig and the Russians have no more results on those projects than we have.”


    “Then something was produced from cadaver blood and was stored in those tanks,” said Lewis.


    Bellarmine nodded. “I checked. A fitting on the tanks matched one on the machinery.”


    Lewis pushed himself upright, ignoring the pain in his chest. “Then this means an extraterrestrial in—” The pain in his chest became too much and he sagged back to the pillow.


    Dr. Bellarmine was suddenly at his side. “You fool!” he barked. “You were told to take it easy.” He pushed the emergency button at the head of the bed, began working on the bandages.


    “What’s matter?” whispered Lewis.


    “Hemorrhage,” said Bellarmine. “Where’s that fool nurse? Why doesn’t she answer the bell?” He stripped away a length of adhesive.


    The door opened and a nurse entered, stopped as she saw the scene.


    “Emergency tray,” said Bellarmine. “Get Dr. Edwards here to assist! Bring plasma!”


    Lewis heard a drum begin to pound inside his head—ouder, louder, louder. Then it began to fade and there was nothing.


    * * * *


    He awoke to a rustling sound and footsteps. Then he recognized it. The sound of a nurse’s starched uniform as she moved about the room. He opened his eyes and saw by the shadows outside that it was afternoon.


    “So you’re awake,” said the nurse.


    Lewis turned his head toward the sound. “You’re new,” he said. “I don’t recognize you.”


    “Special,” she said. “Now you just take it easy and don’t try to move.” She pushed the call button.


    It seemed that almost immediately Dr. Bellarmine was in the room bending over Lewis. The surgeon felt Lewis’ wrist, took a deep breath. “You went into shock,” he said. “You have to remain quiet. Don’t try to move around.”


    His voice low and husky, Lewis said, “Could I ask some questions?”


    “Yes, but only for a few minutes. You have to avoid any kind of exertion.”


    “What’d the sheriff find out about the tanks?”


    Bellarmine grimaced. “They couldn’t open them. Can’t cut the metal.”


    “That confirms it,” said Lewis. “Think there are any other rigs like that?”


    “There have to be,” said Bellarmine. He sat down on a chair at the head of the bed. “I’ve had another look at that basement layout and took a machinist with me. He agrees. Everything about it cries out mass production. Mostly cast fittings with a minimum of machining. Simple, efficient construction.”


    “Why? What good’s the blood from human cadavers?”


    “I’ve been asking myself that same question,” said Bellarmine. “Maybe for a nutrient solution for culture growths. Maybe for the antibodies.”


    “Would they be any good?”


    “That depends on how soon the blood was extracted. The time element varies with temperature, body condition, a whole barrel full of things.”


    “But why?”


    The surgeon ran a hand through his gray hair. “I don’t like my answer to that question,” he said. “I keep thinking of how we fractionate the blood of guinea pigs, how we recover vaccine from chick embryos, how we use all of our test animals.”


    Lewis’ eyes fell on the dresser across his room. Someone had taken the books from his night stand and put them on the dresser. He could still see the bug-eyed monster cover.


    “From what I know of science fiction,” said Lewis, “that silver grid in the hall must be some kind of matter transmitter for sending the tanks to wherever they’re used. I wonder why they didn’t put it downstairs with the machinery.”


    “Maybe it had to be above ground,” said Bellarmine. “You figure it the same way I do.”


    “You’re a hard-headed guy, Doc,” said Lewis.


    “How come you go for this bug-eyed monster theory?”


    “It was the combination,” said Bellarmine. “That silver grid, the design of the machinery and its purpose, the strange metals, the differences in Johnson. It all spells A-L-I-E-N, alien. But I could say the same holds for you, Lewis. What put you wise?”


    “Johnson. He called me a mere human. I got to wondering how alien a guy could be to separate himself from the human race.”


    “It checks,” said Bellarmine.


    “But why guinea pigs?” asked Lewis.


    The surgeon frowned, looked at the floor, back at Lewis. “That rig had a secondary stage,” he said. “It could have only one function—passing live virus under some kind of bombardment—X-ray or beta ray or whatever—and depositing the mutated strain in a little spray container about as big as your fist. I know from my own research experience that some mutated virus can be deadly.”


    “Germ warfare,” whispered Lewis. “You sure it isn’t the Russians?”


    “I’m sure. This was a perfect infecting center. Complete. Banbury would’ve been decimated by now if that’s what it was.”


    “Maybe they weren’t ready.”


    “Germ warfare is ready when one infecting center is set up. No. This rig was for producing slight alterations in common germs or I miss my guess. This little spray container went into a…”


    “Rack on Johnson’s desk,” said Lewis.


    “Yeah,” said Bellarmine.


    “I saw it,” said Lewis. “I thought it was one of those deodorant things.” He picked a piece of lint off the covers. “So they’re infecting us with mutated virus.”


    “It scares me,” said Bellarmine.


    Lewis squinted his eyes, looked up at the surgeon. “Doc, what would you do if you found out that one of your white rats was not only intelligent but had found out what you were doing to it?”


    “Well—” Bellarmine looked out the window at the gathering dusk. “I’m no monster, Lewis. I’d probably turn it loose. No—” He scratched his chin. “No, maybe I wouldn’t at that. But I wouldn’t infect it anymore. I think I’d put it through some tests to find out just how smart it was. The rat would no longer be a simple test animal. Its usefulness would be in the psychological field, to tell me things about myself.”


    “That’s about the way I had it figured,” said Lewis. “How much longer am I going to be in this bed?”


    “Why?”


    “I’ve figured a way for the guinea pigs to tell the researchers the jig’s up.”


    “How? We don’t even know their language. We’ve only seen one specimen and that one’s dead. We can’t be sure they’d react the same way we would.”


    “Yes they would,” said Lewis. “How can you say that? They must already know we’re sentient.”


    “So’s a rat sentient—to a degree,” said Lewis. “It’s all in the way you look at it. Sure. Compared to us, they’re vegetables. That’s the way it’d be with—”


    “We don’t have the right to take risks with the rest of humanity,” protested Bellarmine. “Man, one of them tried to kill you!”


    “But everything points to that one being defective,” said Lewis. “He made too many mistakes. That’s the only reason we got wise to him.”


    “They might dump us into the incinerator as no longer useful,” said Bellarmine. “They—”


    Lewis said, “They’d have to be pretty much pure scientists. Johnson was a field man, a lab technician, a worker. The pure scientists would follow our human pattern. I’m sure of it. To be a pure scientist you have to be able to control yourself. That means you’d understand other persons’—other beings’—problems. No, Doc. Your first answer was the best one. You’d put your rats to psychological tests.”


    Bellarmine stared at his hands. “What’s your idea?”


    “Take a white rat in one of those little lab cages. Infect it with some common germ, leave the infecting hypo in the cage, put the whole works—rat and all—in front of that silver grid. Distort—”


    “That’s a crazy idea,” said Bellarmine. “How could you tell a hypothetical something to look at your message when you don’t even know the hypothetical language—how to contact them in the, first place.”


    “Distort the field of that grid by touching the wires with a piece of metal,” said Lewis. “Tie the metal to the end of a pole for safety.”


    “I’ve never heard a crazier idea,” said Bellarmine.


    “Get me the white rat, the cage and the hypo and I’ll do it myself,” said Lewis.


    Bellarmine got to his feet, moved toward the door. “You’re not doing anything for a couple of weeks,” he said. “You’re sick man and I’ve been talking to you too long already.” He opened the door, left the room.


    Lewis stared at the ceiling. A shudder passed over his body. Mutated virus!


    The door opened and an orderly and nurse entered. “You get a little tube feeding of hot gelatin,” said the nurse. She helped him eat it, then, over his protests, gave him a sedative.


    “Doctor’s orders,” said the nurse.


    Through a descending fog, Lewis murmured, “Which doctor?”


    “Dr. Bellarmine,” she said.


    The fog came lower, darkened. He drifted into a nightmare peopled by thousands of Johnsons, all of them running around with large metal tanks asking, “Are you human?” and collecting blood.


    * * * *


    Sheriff Czernak was beside the bed when Lewis awoke. Lewis could see out the window that dawn was breaking. He turned toward the sheriff. “Mornin’, John,” he whispered. His tongue felt thick and dry.


    “‘Bout time you woke up,” said Czernak. “I’ve been waiting here a coupla hours. Somethings fishy going on.”


    “Wind my bed up, will you?” asked Lewis. “What’s happening?”


    Czernak arose, moved to the foot of the bed and turned the crank.


    “The big thing is that Doc Bellarmine has disappeared,” he said. “We traced him from the lab here to the mortuary. Then he just goes pffft!”


    Lewis’ eyes widened. “Was there a white rat cage?”


    “There you go again!” barked Czernak. “You tell me you don’t know anything about this, but you sure know all the questions.” He bent over Lewis. “Sure there was a rat cage! You better tell me how you knew it!”


    “First tell me what happened,” said Lewis.


    Czernak straightened, frowning. “All right, Welby, but when I get through telling, then you better tell.” He wet his lips with his tongue. “I’m told the Doc came in here and talked to you last night. Then he went down to the lab and got one of them white rats with its cage. Then he went over to the mortuary. He had the cage and rat with him. Our night guard let him in. After a while, when the Doc didn’t come out, the guard got worried and went inside. There in the back hall is the Doc’s black bag.’ And over where this silver wire stuff was he finds—”


    “Was?” Lewis barked the word.


    “Yeah,” said Czernak wearily. “That’s the other thing. Sometime last night somebody ripped out all them wires and didn’t leave a single trace.”


    “What else did the guard find?”


    Czernak ran a hand under his collar, stared at the opposite wall.


    “Well?”


    “Welby, look, I—”


    “What happened?”


    “Well, the night guard—it was Rasmussen—called me and I went right down. Rasmussen didn’t touch a thing. There was the Doc’s bag, a long wood pole with a tire iron attached to it and the rat cage. The rat was gone.”


    “Was there anything in the cage?” Czernak suddenly leaned forward, blurted, “Look, Welby, about the cage. There’s something screwy about it. When I first got there I swear it wasn’t there. Rasmussen doesn’t remember it either. My first idea when I got there was that the Doc’d gone out the back way, but our seal was still on the door. It hadn’t been opened. While I was thinkin’ that one over—I was standing about in the middle of the hall—I heard this noise like a cork being pulled out of a bottle. I turned around and there was this little cage on the floor. Out of nowhere.”


    “And it was empty?”


    “Except for some pieces of glass that I’m told belonged to a hypo.”


    “Broken?”


    “Smashed to pieces.”


    “Was the cage door open?”


    Czernak tipped his head to one side, looked at the far wall. “No, I don’t believe it was.”


    “And exactly where was this cage?” Lewis’ eyes burned into the sheriff’s.


    “Like I said, Welby. Right in front of where the wires was.”


    “And the wires were gone?”


    “Well—” Again the sheriff looked uncomfortable. “For just a second there when I turned around after hearing that noise—for just a second there I thought I saw ‘em.”


    Lewis took a deep breath.


    Czernak said, “Now come on and give, will you? Where’s the Doc. You must have some idea, the way you been askin’ questions.”


    “He’s taking his entrance exams,” said Lewis. “And we’d all better pray that he passes.”


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1955 by Frank Herbert. Reprinted by permission of Herbert Properties LLC.

  


  
    DAMON KNIGHT


    (1922–2002)


    It was a measure of Damon Knight’s influence on the field that when he and his wife (and fellow SF author) Kate Wilhelm, moved to Eugene, Oregon and mentioned to a few people how much they liked living there, other SF writers started to move there. Eventually, Eugene had so many writers living in the vicinity that it was the smallest municipality ever to host a Nebula Awards banquet. Although a fine stylist and a meticulous craftsman as a short story writer, Knight is probably most remembered within the field today for being the first major science fiction critic, for his role in founding the Clarion Writer’s Workshop, and as the founder of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers’ Association (SFWA). Outside of the field, he’s most remembered for a short-short story that became a cult favorite when adapted into a Twilight Zone episode, “To Serve Man.”


    Born in Baker City, Oregon, Knight discovered science fiction at age eleven by reading Amazing Stories. He moved to New York City at nineteen and sold his first story, “Resilience,” to Stirring Science Stories the same year. (He’d previously sold a cartoon to Amazing, but this was his first story sale.) He went on to work in various editorial jobs at a literary agency and various magazines. In 1945 he began writing criticism, with a review of A.E. Van Vogt’s The World of A in Astounding. He wrote criticism for other outlets as well, such as Infinity and The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, and won the 1956 Hugo for best book reviewer. Many of his articles are collected in In Search of Wonder (1956).


    He stopped reviewing in 1960 after a dispute with F&SF over a review, but continued to have an impact on the field in many ways. In addition to his steady story output and occasional novels, Knight co-founded the Milton SF Writer’s Conference (with Judith Merril and James Blish), which developed into the Clarion Writers’ Workshop in 1968. He founded SFWA in 1965. And from 1966 to 1980, he edited Orbit, a series of original science fiction anthologies that was a key market for groundbreaking stories too outside-the-box for the established magazines.


    In the mid-1980s he began focusing more on his writing again, though he remained heavily involved in Clarion and other SF-related causes. He died in 2002, leaving his papers to Syracuse University.


    The title of the story refers to H. G. Wells’s 1904 novella “The Country of the Blind,” widely known when the story came out, though less so today. Wells’s story refutes the old saying, “In the country of the blind, the one-eyed man is king.” Knight takes the story in a rather different direction.

  


  
    THE COUNTRY OF THE KIND, by Damon Knight


    First published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, February 1955


    The attendant at the car lot was daydreaming when I pulled up—a big, lazy-looking man in black satin chequered down the front. I was wearing scarlet, myself; it suited my mood. I got out, almost on his toes.


    “Park or storage?” he asked automatically, turning around. Then he realized who I was, and ducked his head away.


    “Neither,” I told him.


    There was a hand torch on a shelf in the repair shed right behind him. I got it and came back. I knelt down to where I could reach behind the front wheel, and ignited the torch. I turned it on the axle and suspension. They glowed cherry red, then white, and fused together. Then I got up and turned the flame on both tires until the rubberoid stank and sizzled and melted down to the pavement. The attendant didn’t say anything.


    I left him there, looking at the mess on his nice clean concrete.


    It had been a nice car, too; but I could get another any time. And I felt like walking. I went down the winding road, sleepy in the afternoon sunlight, dappled with shade and smelling of cool leaves. You couldn’t see the houses; they were all sunken or hidden by shrubbery, or a little of both. That was the fad I’d heard about; it was what I’d come here to see. Not that anything the dulls did would be worth looking at.


    I turned off at random and crossed a rolling lawn, went through a second hedge of hawthorn in blossom, and came out next to a big sunken games court.


    The tennis net was up, and two couples were going at it, just working up a little sweat—young, about half my age, all four of them. Three dark-haired, one blonde. They were evenly matched, and both couples played well together; they were enjoying themselves.


    I watched for a minute. But by then the nearest two were beginning to sense I was there, anyhow. I walked down onto the court just as the blonde was about to serve. She looked at me frozen across the net, poised on tiptoe. The others stood.


    “Off,” I told them. “Game’s over.”


    I watched the blonde. She was not especially pretty, as they go, but compactly and gracefully put together. She came down slowly, flat-footed without awkwardness, and tucked the racket under her arm; then the surprise was over and she was trotting off the court after the other three.


    I followed their voices around the curve of the path, between towering masses of lilacs, inhaling the sweetness, until I came to what looked like a little sunning spot. There was a sundial, and a birdbath, and towels lying around on the grass. One couple, the dark-haired pair, was still in sight farther down the path, heads bobbing along. The other couple had disappeared.


    I found the handle in the grass without any trouble. The mechanism responded, and an oblong section of turf rose up. It was the stair I had, not the elevator, but that was all right. I ran down the steps and into the first door I saw, and was in the top-floor lounge, an oval room lit with diffused simulated sunlight from above. The furniture was all comfortably bloated, sprawling and ugly; the carpet was deep, and there was a fresh flower scent in the air.


    The blonde was over at the near end with her back to me, studying the autochef keyboard. She was half out of her playsuit. She pushed it the rest of the way down and stepped out of it, then turned and saw me.


    She was surprised again; she hadn’t thought I might follow her down.


    I got up close before it occurred to her to move; then it was too late. She knew she couldn’t get away from me; she closed her eyes and leaned back against the paneling, turning a little pale. Her lips and her golden brows went up in the middle.


    I looked her over and told her a few uncomplimentry things about herself. She trembled, but didn’t answer. On an impulse, I leaned over and dialed the autochef to hot cheese sauce. I cut the safety out of circuit and put the quantity dial all the way up. I dialed soup tureen and then punch bowl.


    The stuff began to come out in about a minute, steaming hot. I took the tureens and splashed them up and down the wall on either side of her. Then when the first punch bowl came out I used the empty bowls as scoops. I clotted the carpet with the stuff; I made streamers of it all along the walls, and dumped puddles into what furniture I could reach. Where it cooled it would harden, and where it hardened it would cling.


    I wanted to splash it across her body, but it would’ve hurt, and we couldn’t have that. The punch bowls of hot sauce were still coming out of the autochef, crowding each other around the vent. I punched cancel, and then sauterne (swt., Calif.).


    It came out well chilled in open bottles. I took the first one and had my arm hack just about to throw a nice line of the stuff right across her midriff, when a voice said behind me:


    “Watch out for cold wine.”


    My arm twitched and a little stream of the wine splashed across her thighs. She was ready for it; her eyes had opened at the voice, and she barely jumped.


    I whirled around, fighting mad. The man was standing there where he had come out of the stair well. He was thinner in the face than most, bronzed, wide-chested, with alert blue eyes. If it hadn’t been for him, I knew it would have worked—the blonde would have mistaken the chill splash for a scalding one


    I could hear the scream in my mind, and I wanted it.


    I took a step toward him, and my foot slipped. I went down clumsily, wrenching one knee. I got up shaking and tight all over. I wasn’t in control of myself. I screamed, “You —you—” I turned and got one of the punch bowls and lifted it in both hands, heedless of how the hot sauce was slopping over onto my wrists, and I had it almost in the air toward him when the sickness took me—that damned buzzing in my head, louder, louder, drowning everything out.


    When I came to, they were both gone. I got up off the floor, weak, as death, and staggered over to the nearest chair. My clothes were slimmed and sticky. I wanted to die. I wanted to drop into that dark furry hole that was yawning for me and never come up; but I made myself stay awake and get out of the chair.


    Going down in the elevator, I almost blacked out again. The blonde and the thin man weren’t in any of the second-floor bedrooms. I made sure of that, and then I emptied the closets and bureau drawers onto the floor, dragged the whole mess into one of the bathrooms and stuffed the tub with it, then turned on the water.


    I tried the third floor: maintenance and storage. It was empty. I turned the furnace on and set the thermostat up as high as it would go. I disconnected all the safety circuits and alarms. I opened the freezer doors and dialed them to defrost. I propped the stair well door open and went back up in the elevator.


    On the second floor I stopped long enough to open the stairway door there—the water was halfway toward it, creeping across the floor—and then searched the top floor. No one was there. I opened book reels and threw them unwinding across the room; I would have done more, but I could hardly stand. I got up to the surface and collapsed on the lawn: that furry pit swallowed me up, dead and drowned.


    * * * *


    While I slept, water poured down the open stair well and filled the third level. Thawing food packages floated out into the rooms. Water seeped into wall panels and machine housings; circuits shorted and fuses blew. The air conditioning stopped, but the pile kept heating. The water rose.


    Spoiled food, floating supplies, grimy water surged up the stair well. The second and first levels were bigger and would take longer to fill, but they’d fill. Rugs, furnishings, clothing, all the things in the house would be waterlogged and ruined. Probably the weight of so much water would shift the house, rupture water pipes and other fluid intakes. It would take a repair crew more than a day just to clean up the mess. The house itself was done for, not repairable. The blonde and the thin man would never live in it again.


    Serve them right.


    The dulls could build another house; they built like beavers. There was only one of me in the world.


    The earliest memory I have is of some woman, probably the cresh-mother, staring at me with an expression of shock and horror. Just that. I’ve tried to remember what happened directly before or after, but I can’t. Before, there’s nothing but the dark formless shaft of no-memory that runs back to birth. Afterward, the big calm.


    From my fifth year, it must have been, to my fifteenth, everything I can remember floats in a pleasant dim sea. Nothing was terribly important. I was languid and soft; I drifted. Waking merged into sleep.


    In my fifteenth year it was the fashion in love-play for the young people to pair off for months or longer. “Loving steady,” we called it. I remember how the older people protested that it was unhealthy; but we were all normal juniors, and nearly as free as adults under the law.


    All but me.


    The first steady girl I had was named Elen. She had blonde hair, almost white, worn long; her lashes were dark and her eyes pale green. Startling eyes: they didn’t look as if they were looking at you. They looked blind.


    Several times she gave me strange startled glances, something between fright and anger. Once it was because I held her too tightly, and hurt her; other times, it seemed to be for nothing at all.


    In our group, a pairing that broke up sooner than four weeks was a little suspect—there must be something wrong with one partner or both, or the pairing would have lasted longer.


    Four weeks and a day after Elen and I made our pairing, she told me she was breaking it.


    I’d thought I was ready. But I felt the room spin half around me till the wall came against my palm and stopped.


    The room had been in use as a hobby chamber; there was a rack of plasticraft knives under my hand. I took one without thinking, and when I saw it I thought, I’ll frighten her.


    And I saw the startled, half-angry look in her pale eyes as I went toward her; but this is curious: she wasn’t looking at the knife. She was looking at my face.


    The elders found me later with the blood on me, and put me into a locked room. Then it was my turn to be frightened, because I realized for the first time that it was possible for a human being to do what I had done.


    And if I could do it to Elen, I thought, surely they could do it to me.


    But they couldn’t. They set me free: they had to.


    And it was then I understood that I was the king of the world.…


    * * * *


    The sky was turning clear violet when I woke up, and shadow was spilling out from the hedges. I went down the hill until I saw a ghostly blue of photon tubes glowing in a big oblong, just outside the commerce area. I went that way, by habit.


    Other people were lining up at the entrance to show their books and be admitted. I brushed by them, seeing the shocked faces and feeling their bodies flinch away, and went on into the robing chamber.


    Straps, aqualungs, masks and flippers were all for the taking. I stripped, dropping the clothes where I stood, and put the underwater equipment on. I strode out to the poolside, monstrous, like a being from another world. I adjusted the lung and the flippers, and slipped into the water.


    Underneath, it was all crystal blue, with the forms of swimmers sliding through it like pale angels. Schools of small fish scattered as I went down. My heart was beating with a painful joy.


    Down, far down, I saw a girl slowly undulating through the motions of sinuous underwater dance, writhing around and around a ribbed column of imitation coral. She had a suction-tipped fish lance in her hand, but she was not using it; she was only dancing, all by herself, down at the bottom of the water.


    I swam after her. She was young and delicately made, and when she saw the deliberately clumsy motions I made in imitation of hers, her eyes glinted with amusement behind her mask. She bowed to me in mockery, and slowly glided off with simple, exaggerated movements, like a child’s ballet.


    I followed. Around her and around I swam, stiff-legged, first more child-like and awkward than she, then subtly parodying her motions; then improving on them until I was dancing an intricate, mocking dance around her.


    I saw her eyes widen. She matched her rhythm to mine, then, and together, apart, together again we coiled the wake of our dancing. At last, exhausted, we clung together where a bridge of plastic coral arched over us. Her cool body was in the bend of my arm; behind two thicknesses of vitrin—a world away!—her eyes were friendly and kind.


    There was a moment when, two strangers yet one flesh, we felt our souls speak to one another across that abyss of matter. It was a truncated embrace—we could not kiss, we could not speak—but her hands lay confidingly on my shoulders, and her eyes looked into mine.


    That moment had to end. She gestured toward the surface, and left me. I followed her up. I was feeling drowsy and almost at peace, after my sickness. I thought…I don’t know what I thought.


    We rose together at the side of the pool. She turned to me, removing her mask: and her smile stopped, and melted away. She stared at me with a horrified disgust, wrinkling her nose.


    “Pyah!” she said, and turned, awkward in her flippers. Watching her, I saw her fall into the arms of a white-haired man, and heard her hysterical voice tumbling over itself.


    “But don’t you remember?” the man’s voice rumbled. “You should know it by heart.” He turned. “Hal, is there a copy of it in the clubhouse?”


    A murmur answered him, and in a few moments a young man came out holding a slender brown pamphlet.


    I knew that pamphlet. I could even have told you what page the white-haired man opened it to; what sentences the girl was reading as I watched.


    I waited. I don’t know why.


    I heard her voice rising: “To think that I let him touch me!” And the white-haired man reassured her, the words rumbling, too low to hear. I saw her back straighten. She looked across at me…only a few yards in that scented, blue-lit air; a world away…and folded up the pamphlet into a hard wad, threw it, and turned on her heel.


    The pamphlet landed almost at my feet. I touched it with my toe, and it opened to the page I had been thinking of:


    …sedation until his 15th year, when for sexual reasons it became no longer practicable. While the advisors and medical staff hesitated, he killed a girl of the group by violence.


    And farther down:


    The solution finally adopted was three-fold.


    1. A sanction—the only sanction possible to our humane, permissive society. Excommunication: not to speak to him, touch him willingly, or acknowledge his existence.


    2. A precaution. Taking advantage of a mild predisposition to epilepsy, a variant of the so-called Kusko analog technique was employed, to prevent by an epileptic seizure any future act of violence.


    3. A warning. A careful alteration of his body chemistry was effected to make his exhaled and exuded wastes emit a strongly pungent and offensive odor. In mercy, he himself was rendered unable to detect this smell.


    Fortunately, the genetic and environmental accidents which combined to produce this atavism have been fully explained and can never again…


    The words stopped meaning anything, as they always did at that point. I didn’t want to read any farther; it was all nonsense, anyway. I was the king of the world.


    I got up and went away, out into the night, blind to the dulls who thronged the rooms I passed.


    Two squares away was the commerce area. I found a clothing outlet and went in. All the free clothes in the display cases were drab: those were for worthless floaters, not for me. I went past them to the specials, and found a combination I could stand—silver and blue, with a severe black piping down the tunic. A dull would have said it was “nice.” I punched for it. The automatic looked me over with its dull glassy eye, and croaked, “Your contribution book, please.”


    I could have had a contribution book, for the trouble of stepping out into the street and taking it away from the first passer-by; but I didn’t have the patience. I picked up the one-legged table from the refreshment nook, hefted it, and swung it at the cabinet door. The metal shrieked and dented, opposite the catch. I swung once more to the same place, and the door sprang open. I pulled out clothing in handfuls till I got a set that would fit me.


    I bathed and changed, and then went prowling in the big multi-outlet down the avenue. All those places are arranged pretty much alike, no matter what the local managers do to them. I went straight to the knives, and picked out three in graduated sizes, down to the size of my fingernail. Then I had to take my chances. I tried the furniture department, where I had had good luck once in a while, but this year all they were using was metal. I had to have seasoned wood.


    I knew where there was a big cache of cherry wood, in good-sized blocks, in a forgotten warehouse up north at a place called Kootenay. I could have carried some around with me—enough for years—but what for, when the world belonged to me?


    It didn’t take me long. Down in the workshop section, of all places, I found some antiques—tables and benches, all with wooden tops. While the dulls collected down at the other end of the room, pretending not to notice, I sawed off a good oblong chunk of the smallest bench, and made a base for it out of another.


    As long as I was there, it was a good place to work, and I could eat and sleep upstairs, so I stayed.


    I knew what I wanted to do. It was going to be a man, sitting, with his legs crossed and his forearms resting down along his calves. His head was going to be tilted back, and his eyes closed, as if he were turning his face up to the sun.


    In three days it was finished. The trunk and limbs had a shape that was not man and not wood, but something in between: something that hadn’t existed before I made it.


    Beauty. That was the old word.


    I had carved one of the figure’s hands hanging loosely, and the other one curled shut. There had to be a time to stop and say it was finished. I took the smallest knife, the one I had been using to scrape the wood smooth, and cut away the handle and ground down what was left of the shaft to a thin spike. Then I drilled a hole into the wood of the figurine’s hand, in the hollow between thumb and curled finger. I fitted the knife blade in there; in the small hand it was a sword.


    I cemented it in place. Then I took the sharp blade and stabbed my thumb, and smeared the blade.


    I hunted most of that day, and finally found the right place—a niche in an outcropping of striated brown rock, in a little triangular half-wild patch that had been left where two roads forked. Nothing was permanent, of course, in a community like this one that might change its houses every five years or so, to follow the fashion; but this spot had been left to itself for a long time. It was the best I could do.


    I had the paper ready: it was one of a batch I had printed up a year ago. The paper was treated, and I knew it would stay legible a long time. I hid a little photo capsule in the back of the niche, and ran the control wire to a staple in the base of the figurine. I put the figurine down on top of the paper, and anchored it lightly to the rock with two spots of all-cement. I had done it so often that it came naturally; I knew just how much cement would hold the figurine steady against a casual hand, but yield to one that really wanted to pull it down.


    Then I stepped back to look: and the power and the pity of it made my breath come short, and tears start to my eyes.


    Reflected light gleamed fitfully on the dark-stained blade that hung from his hand. He was sitting alone in that niche that closed him in like a coffin. His eyes were shut, and his head tilted back, as if he were turning his face up to the sun.


    But only rock was over his head. There was no sun for him.


    * * * *


    Hunched on the cool bare ground under a pepper tree, I was looking down across the road at the shadowed niche where my figurine sat.


    I was all finished here. There was nothing more to keep me, and yet I couldn’t leave.


    People walked past now and then—not often. The community seemed half deserted, as if most of the people had flocked off to a surf party somewhere, or a contribution meeting, or to watch a new house being dug to replace the one I had wrecked.… There was a little wind blowing toward me, cool and lonesome in the leaves.


    Up the other side of the hollow there was a terrace, and on that terrace, half an hour ago, I had seen a brief flash of color—a boy’s head, with a red cap on it, moving past and out of sight.


    That was why I had to stay. I was thinking how that boy might come down from his terrace and into my road, and passing the little wild triangle of land, see my figurine. I was thinking he might not pass by indifferently, but stop: and go closer to look: and pick up the wooden man: and read what was written on the paper underneath.


    I believed that sometime it had to happen. I wanted it so hard that I ached.


    My carvings were all over the world, wherever I had wandered. There was one in Congo City, carved of ebony, dusty-black; one on Cyprus, of bone; one in New Bombay, of shell; one in Chang-teh, of jade.


    They were like signs printed in red and green, in a colorblind world. Only the one I was looking for would ever pick one of them up, and read the message I knew by heart.


    TO YOU WHO CAN SEE, the first sentence said, I OFFER YOU A WORLD…


    There was a flash of color up on the terrace. I stiffened. A minute later, here it came again, from a different direction: it was the boy, clambering down the slope, brilliant against the green, with his red sharp-billed cap like a woodpecker’s head.


    I held my breath.


    He came toward me through the fluttering leaves, ticked off by pencils of sunlight as he passed. He was a brown boy, I could see at this distance, with a serious thin face. His ears stuck out, flickering pink with the sun behind them, and his elbow and knee pads made him look knobby.


    He reached the fork in the road, and chose the path on my side. I huddled into myself as he came nearer. Let him see it, let him not see me, I thought fiercely.


    My fingers closed around a stone.


    He was nearer, walking jerkily with his hands in his pockets, watching his feet mostly.


    When he was almost opposite me, I threw the stone.


    It rustled through the leaves below the niche in the rock. The boy’s head turned. He stopped, staring. I think he saw the figurine then. I’m sure he saw it.


    He took one step.


    “Risha!” came floating down from the terrace.


    And he looked up. “Here,” he piped.


    I saw the woman’s head, tiny at the top of the terrace. She called something I didn’t hear; I was standing up, tight with anger.


    Then the wind shifted. It blew from me to the boy. He whirled around, his eyes big, and clapped a hand to his nose.


    “Oh, what a stench!” he said.


    He turned to shout, “Coming!” and then he was gone, hurrying back up the road, into the unstable blur of green.


    My one chance, ruined. He would have seen the image, I knew, if it hadn’t been for that damned woman, and the wind shifting.… They were all against me, people, wind and all.


    And the figurine still sat, blind eyes turned up to the rocky sky.


    * * * *


    There was something inside me that told me to take my disappointment and go away from there, and not come back.


    I knew I would be sorry. I did it anyway: took the image out of the niche, and the paper with it, and climbed the slope. At the top I heard his clear voice laughing.


    There was a thing that might have been an ornamental mound, or the camouflaged top of a buried house. I went around it, tripping over my own feet, and came upon the boy kneeling on the turf. He was playing with a brown and white puppy.


    He looked up with the laughter going out of his face. There was no wind, and he could smell me. I knew it was bad. No wind, and the puppy to distract him—everything about it was wrong. But I went to him blindly anyhow, and fell on one knee, and shoved the figurine at his face. “Look—” I said.


    He went over backwards in his hurry: he couldn’t even have seen the image, except as a brown blur coming at him. He scrambled up, with the puppy whining and yapping around his heels, and ran for the mound.


    I was up after him, clawing up moist earth and grass as I rose. In the other hand I still had the image clutched, and the paper with it.


    A door popped open and swallowed him and popped shut again in my face. With the flat of my hand I beat the vines around it until I hit the doorplate by accident and the door opened. I dived in, shouting, “Wait,” and was in a spiral passage, lit pearl-gray, winding downward. Down I went headlong, and came out at the wrong door—an underground conservatory, humid and hot under the yellow lights, with dripping rank leaves in long rows. I went down the aisle raging, overturning the tanks, until I came to a vestibule and an elevator.


    Down I went again to the third level and a labyrinth of guest rooms, all echoing, all empty. At last I found a ramp leading upward, past the conservatory, and at the end of it voices.


    The door was clear vitrin, and I paused on the near side of it looking and listening. There was the boy, and a woman old enough to be his mother, just—sister or cousin, more likely—and an elderly woman in a hard chair, holding the puppy. The room was comfortable and tasteless, like other rooms.


    I saw the shock grow on their faces as I burst in: it was always the same, they knew I would like to kill them, but they never expected that I would come uninvited into a house. It was not done.


    There was that boy, so close I could touch him, but the shock of all of them was quivering in the air, smothering, like a blanket that would deaden my voice. I felt I had to shout.


    “Everything they tell you is lies!” I said. “See here—here, this is the truth!” I had the figurine in front of his eyes, but he didn’t see.


    “Risha, go below,” said the young woman quietly. He turned to obey, quick as a ferret. I got in front of him again. “Stay,” I said, breathing hard. “Look—”


    “Remember, Risha, don’t speak,” said the woman.


    I couldn’t stand any more. Where the boy went I don’t know; I ceased to see him. With the image in one hand and the paper with it, I leaped at the woman. I was almost quick enough; I almost reached her; but the buzzing took me in the middle of a step, louder, louder, like the end of the world.


    It was the second time that week. When I came to, I was sick and too faint to move for a long time.


    The house was silent. They had gone, of course…the house had been defiled, having me in it. They wouldn’t live here again, but would build elsewhere.


    My eyes blurred. After a while I stood up and looked around at the room. The walls were hung with a gray close-woven cloth that looked as if it would tear, and I thought of ripping it down in strips, breaking furniture, stuffing carpets and bedding into the oubliette.… But I didn’t have the heart for it. I was too tired. Thirty years.… They had given me all the kingdoms of the world, and the glory thereof, thirty years ago. It was more than one man alone could bear, for thirty years.


    At last I stooped and picked up the figurine, and the paper that was supposed to go under it—crumpled now, with the forlorn look of a message that someone has thrown away unread.


    I sighed bitterly.


    I smoothed it out and read the last part.


    YOU CAN SHARE THE WORLD WITH ME. THEY CAN’T STOP YOU. STRIKE NOW—PICK UP A SHARP THING AND STAB, OR A HEAVY THING AND CRUSH. THAT’S ALL. THAT WILL MAKE YOU FREE. ANYONE CAN DO IT.


    Anyone. Someone. Anyone.


    * * * *
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    C. M. KORNBLUTH


    (1923–1958)


    It’s an open question whether Alfred Bester or Cyril Kornbluth was the most cynical science fiction writer of the immediate post–World War II years. Bester was funnier and lived longer; Kornbluth’s satire was more biting. Bester’s writing has held up a little better, and the view of eugenics in Kornbluth can come off as disturbing to contemporary readers. On the other hand, of all the science fiction writers who predicted the revolution in global communications that was to come, no one but Kornbluth (in The Space Merchants, his brilliant 1952 collaboration with Frederik Pohl) predicted what in retrospect was startlingly obvious: the advent of internet spam.


    Raised in New York City, Kornbluth joined the Futurians as a teenager, before serving in the U.S. Army in Europe during World War II. He originally worked in cannon-repair shops far from enemy lines, but was abruptly transferred to the infantry after the dissolution of the short-lived Army Specialized Training Program, under which he’d been attending college. His performance at the Battle of the Bulge earned him a Bronze Star, but also severe hypertension that contributed to his death.


    He’d already been writing prolifically before the U.S. entered the war, selling “Stepsons of Mars” (a collaboration with Richard Wilson), to Astonishing in 1940 and his first solo story, “King Cole of Pluto,” to Super Science Stories the same year. Twenty stories, under a variety of pseudonyms, came out in 1941 alone. After returning to the war he graduated from the University of Chicago and picked up writing where he had left off.


    Kornbluth’s most famous stories, “The Little Black Bag” (1950) and “The Marching Morons” (1951), were controversial (and cynical) looks at a future in which the advent of readily accessible birth control caused smart people to reproduce at a much lower rate than stupid ones, leading to a world in which a tiny intelligent minority desperately tries to maintain a society filled with idiots.


    When the thirty-four-year-old Kornbluth died of a heart attack on a train platform in 1958, he had already sold more than a hundred stories and novels, and left many bits and pieces unfinished. His frequent collaborator Frederik Pohl continued to write stories from unfinished collaborations, and then stories from ideas that Kornbluth had left behind. One of the latter, “The Meeting,” won a Hugo in 1973.


    The second initial in Kornbluth’s writing name was not actually his middle initial. He did not have a middle name, and chose “M” for his wife, Mary Kornbluth.

  


  
    THE LITTLE BLACK BAG, by C. M. Kornbluth


    First published in Astounding Science Fiction, July 1950


    Old Dr. Full felt the winter in his bones as he limped down the alley. It was the alley and the back door he had chosen rather than the sidewalk and the front door because of the brown paper bag under his arm. He knew perfectly well that the flat-faced, stringy-haired women of his street and their gap-toothed, sour-smelling husbands did not notice if he brought a bottle of cheap wine to his room. They all but lived on the stuff themselves, varied with whiskey when pay checks were boosted by overtime. But Dr. Full, unlike them, was ashamed. A complicated disaster occurred as he limped down the littered alley. One of the neighborhood dogs—a mean little black one he knew and hated, with its teeth always bared and always snarling with menace—hurled at his legs through a hole in the board fence that lined his path. Dr. Full flinched, then swung his leg in what was to have been a satisfying kick to the animal’s gaunt ribs. But the winter in his bones weighed down the leg. His foot failed to clear a half-buried brick, and he sat down abruptly, cursing. When he smelled unbottled wine and realized his brown paper package had slipped from under his arm and smashed, his curses died on his lips. The snarling black dog was circling him at a yard’s distance, tensely stalking, but he ignored it in the greater disaster.


    With stiff fingers as he sat on the filth of the alley, Dr. Full unfolded the brown paper bag’s top, which had been crimped over, grocer-wise. The early autumnal dusk had come; he could not see plainly what was left. He lifted out the jug-handled top of his half gallon, and some fragments, and then the bottom of the bottle. Dr. Full was far too occupied to exult as he noted that there was a good pint left. He had a problem, and emotions could be deferred until the fitting time.


    The dog closed in, its snarl rising in pitch. He set down the bottom of the bottle and pelted the dog with the curved triangular glass fragments of its top. One of them connected, and the dog ducked back through the fence, howling. Dr. Full then placed a razor-like edge of the half-gallon bottle’s foundation to his lips and drank from it as though it were a giant’s cup. Twice he had to put it down to rest his arms, but in one minute he had swallowed the pint of wine.


    He thought of rising to his feet and walking through the alley to his room, but a flood of well-being drowned the notion. It was, after all, inexpressibly pleasant to sit there and feel the frost-hardened mud of the alley turn soft, or seem to, and to feel the winter evaporating from his bones under a warmth which spread from his stomach through his limbs.


    A three-year-old girl in a cut-down winter coat squeezed through the same hole in the board fence from which the black dog had sprung its ambush. Gravely she toddled up to Dr. Full and inspected him with her dirty forefinger in her mouth. Dr. Full’s happiness had been providentially made complete; he had been supplied with an audience.


    “Ah, my dear,” he said hoarsely. And then: “Preposserous accusation. ‘If that’s what you call evidence,’ I should have told them, ‘you better stick to your doctoring.’ I should have told them: ‘I was here before your County Medical Society. And the License Commissioner never proved a thing on me. So, gennulmen, doesn’t it stand to reason? I appeal to you as fellow memmers of a great profession—’”


    The little girl, bored, moved away, picking up one of the triangular pieces of glass to play with as she left. Dr. Full forgot her immediately, and continued to himself earnestly: “But so help me, they couldn’t prove a thing. Hasn’t a man got any rights?” He brooded over the question, of whose answer he was so sure, but on which the Committee on Ethics of the County Medical Society had been equally certain. The winter was creeping into his bones again, and he had no money and no more wine.


    Dr. Full pretended to himself that there was a bottle of whiskey somewhere in the fearful litter of his room. It was an old and cruel trick he played on himself when he simply had to be galvanized into getting up and going home. He might freeze there in the alley. In his room he would be bitten by bugs and would cough at the moldy reek from his sink, but he would not freeze and be cheated of the hundreds of bottles of wine that he still might drink, the thousands of hours of glowing content he still might feel. He thought about that bottle of whiskey—was it back of a mounded heap of medical journals? No; he had looked there last time. Was it under the sink, shoved well to the rear, behind the rusty drain? The cruel trick began to play itself out again. Yes, he told himself with mounting excitement, yes, it might be! Your memory isn’t so good nowadays, he told himself with rueful good-fellowship. You know perfectly well you might have bought a bottle of whiskey and shoved it behind the sink drain for a moment just like this.


    The amber bottle, the crisp snap of the sealing as he cut it, the pleasurable exertion of starting the screw cap on its threads, and then the refreshing tangs in his throat, the warmth in his stomach, the dark, dull happy oblivion of drunkenness—they became real to him. You could have, you know! You could have! he told himself. With the blessed conviction growing in his mind—It could have happened, you know! It could have!—he struggled to his right knee. As he did, he heard a yelp behind him, and curiously craned his neck around while resting. It was the little girl, who had cut her hand quite badly on her toy, the piece of glass. Dr. Full could see the rilling bright blood down her coat, pooling at her feet.


    He almost felt inclined to defer the image of the amber bottle for her, but not seriously. He knew that it was there, shoved well to the rear under the sink, behind the rusty drain where he had hidden it. He would have a drink and then magnanimously return to help the child. Dr. Full got to his other knee and then his feet, and proceeded at a rapid totter down the littered alley toward his room, where he would hunt with calm optimism at first for the bottle that was not there, then with anxiety, and then with frantic violence. He would hurl books and dishes about before he was done looking for the amber bottle of whiskey, and finally would beat his swollen knuckles against the brick wall until old scars on them opened and his thick old blood oozed over his hands. Last of all, he would sit down somewhere on the floor, whimpering, and would plunge into the abyss of purgative nightmare that was his sleep.


    * * * *


    After twenty generations of shilly-shallying and “we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” genus homo had bred himself into an impasse. Dogged biometricians had pointed out with irrefutable logic that mental subnormals were outbreeding mental normals and supernormals, and that the process was occurring on an exponential curve. Every fact that could be mustered in the argument proved the biometricians’ case, and led inevitably to the conclusion that genus homo was going to wind up in a preposterous jam quite soon. If you think that had any effect on breeding practices, you do not know genus homo.


    There was, of course, a sort of masking effect produced by that other exponential function, the accumulation of technological devices. A moron trained to punch an adding machine seems to be a more skillful computer than a medieval mathematician trained to count on his fingers. A moron trained to operate the twenty-first century equivalent of a linotype seems to be a better typographer than a Renaissance printer limited to a few fonts of movable type. This is also true of medical practice.


    It was a complicated affair of many factors. The supernormals “improved the product” at greater speed than the subnormals degraded it, but in smaller quantity because elaborate training of their children was practiced on a custom-made basis. The fetish of higher education had some weird avatars by the twentieth generation: “colleges” where not a member of the student body could read words of three syllables; “universities” where such degrees as “Bachelor of Typewriting,” “Master of Shorthand” and “Doctor of Philosophy (Card Filing)” were conferred with the traditional pomp. The handful of supernormals used such devices in order that the vast majority might keep some semblance of a social order going.


    Some day the supernormals would mercilessly cross the bridge; at the twentieth generation they were standing irresolutely at its approaches wondering what had hit them. And the ghosts of twenty generations of biometricians chuckled malignantly.


    It is a certain Doctor of Medicine of this twentieth generation that we are concerned with. His name was Hemingway—John Hemingway, B.Sc., M.D. He was a general practitioner, and did not hold with running to specialists with every trifling ailment. He often said as much, in approximately these words: “Now, uh, what I mean is you got a good old G.P. See what I mean? Well, uh, now a good old G.P. don’t claim he knows all about lungs and glands and them things, get me? But you got a G.P., you got, uh, you got a, well, you got a... all-around man! That’s what you got when you got a G.P—you got a all-around man.”


    But from this, do not imagine that Dr. Hemingway was a poor doctor. He could remove tonsils or appendixes, assist at practically any confinement and deliver a living, uninjured infant, correctly diagnose hundreds of ailments, and prescribe and administer the correct medication or treatment for each. There was, in fact, only one thing he could not do in the medical line, and that was, violate the ancient canons of medical ethics. And Dr. Hemingway knew better than to try.


    Dr. Hemingway and a few friends were chatting one evening when the event occurred that precipitates him into our story. He had been through a hard day at the clinic, and he wished his physicist friend Walter Gillis, B.Sc., M.Sc., Ph.D., would shut up so he could tell everybody about it. But Gillis kept rambling on, in his stilted fashion: “You got to hand it to old Mike; he don’t have what we call the scientific method, but you got to hand it to him. There this poor little dope is, puttering around with some glassware and I come up and I ask him, kidding of course, ‘How’s about a time-travel machine, Mike?’”


    Dr. Gillis was not aware of it, but “Mike” had an I.Q. six times his own, and was—to be blunt—his keeper. “Mike” rode herd on the pseudo-physicists in the pseudo-laboratory, in the guise of a bottle-washer. It was a social waste—but as has been mentioned before, the supernormals were still standing at the approaches to a bridge. Their irresolution led to many such preposterous situations. And it happens that “Mike,” having grown frantically bored with his task, was malevolent enough to—but let Dr. Gillis tell it:


    “So he gives me these here tube numbers and says, ‘Series circuit. Now stop bothering me. Build your time machine, sit down at it and turn on the switch. That’s all I ask, Dr. Gillis—that’s all I ask.’”


    “Say,” marveled a brittle and lovely blonde guest, “you remember real good, don’t you, doc?” She gave him a melting smile.


    “Heck,” said Gillis modestly, “I always remember good. It’s what you call an inherent facility. And besides I told it quick to my secretary, so she wrote it down. I don’t read so good, but I sure remember good, all right. Now, where was I?”


    Everybody thought hard, and there were various suggestions:


    “Something about bottles, doc?”


    “You was starting a fight. You said ‘time somebody was traveling.’”


    “Yeah—you called somebody a swish. Who did you call a swish?”


    “Not swish—switch.”


    Dr. Gillis’s noble brow grooved with thought, and he declared: “Switch is right. It was about time travel. What we call travel through time. So I took the tube numbers he gave me and I put them into the circuit-builder; I set it for ‘series’ and there it is—my time-traveling machine. It travels things through time real good.” He displayed a box.


    “What’s in the box?” asked the lovely blonde.


    Dr. Hemingway told her: “Time travel. It travels things through time.”


    “Look,” said Gillis, the physicist. He took Dr. Hemingway’s little black bag and put it on the box. He turned on the switch and the little black bag vanished.


    “Say,” said Dr. Hemingway, “that was, uh, swell. Now bring it back.”


    “Huh?”


    “Bring back my little black bag.”


    “Well,” said Dr. Gillis, “they don’t come back. I tried it backwards and they don’t come back. I guess maybe that dummy Mike give me a bum steer.”


    There was wholesale condemnation of “Mike” but Dr. Hemingway took no part in it. He was nagged by a vague feeling that there was something he would have to do. He reasoned: “I am a doctor and a doctor has got to have a little black bag. I ain’t got a little black bag—so ain’t I a doctor no more?” He decided that this was absurd. He knew he was a doctor. So it must be the bag’s fault for not being there. It was no good, and he would get another one tomorrow from that dummy Al, at the clinic. Al could find things good, but he was a dummy—never liked to talk sociable to you.


    So the next day Dr. Hemingway remembered to get another little black bag from his keeper—another little black bag with which he could perform tonsillectomies, appendectomies and the most difficult confinements, and with which he could diagnose and cure his kind until the day when the supernormals could bring themselves to cross that bridge. Al was kinda nasty about the missing little black bag, but Dr. Hemingway didn’t exactly remember what had happened, so no tracer was sent out, so—


    * * * *


    Old Dr. Full awoke from the horrors of the night to the horrors of the day. His gummy eyelashes pulled apart convulsively. He was propped against a corner of his room, and something was making a little drumming noise. He felt very cold and cramped. As his eyes focused on his lower body, he croaked out a laugh. The drumming noise was being made by his left heel, agitated by fine tremors against the bare floor. It was going to be the D.T.’s again, he decided dispassionately. He wiped his mouth with his bloody knuckles, and the fine tremor coarsened; the snare-drum beat became louder and slower. He was getting a break this fine morning, he decided sardonically. You didn’t get the horrors until you had been tightened like a violin string, just to the breaking point. He had a reprieve, if a reprieve into his old body with the blazing, endless headache just back of the eyes and the screaming stiffness in the joints were anything to be thankful for.


    There was something or other about a kid, he thought vaguely. He was going to doctor some kid. His eyes rested on a little black bag in the center of the room, and he forgot about the kid. “I could have sworn,” said Dr. Full, “I hocked that two years ago!” He hitched over and reached the bag, and then realized it was some stranger’s kit, arriving here he did not know how. He tentatively touched the lock and it snapped open and lay flat, rows and rows of instruments and medications tucked into loops in its four walls. It seemed vastly larger open than closed. He didn’t see how it could possibly fold up into that compact size again, but decided it was some stunt of the instrument makers. Since his time—that made it worth more at the hock shop, he thought with satisfaction.


    Just for old times’ sake, he let his eyes and fingers rove over the instruments before he snapped the bag shut and headed for Uncle’s. More than a few were a little hard to recognize—exactly, that is. You could see the things with blades for cutting, the forceps for holding and pulling, the retractors for holding fast, the needles and gut for suturing, the hypos—a fleeting thought crossed his mind that he could peddle the hypos separately to drug addicts.


    Let’s go, he decided, and tried to fold up the case. It didn’t fold until he happened to touch the lock, and then it folded all at once into a little black bag. Sure have forged ahead, he thought, almost able to forget that what he was primarily interested in was its pawn value.


    With a definite objective, it was not too hard for him to get to his feet. He decided to go down the front steps, out the front door and down the sidewalk. But first—


    He snapped the bag open again on his kitchen table, and pored through the medication tubes. “Anything to sock the autonomic nervous system good and hard,” he mumbled. The tubes were numbered, and there was a plastic card which seemed to list them. The left margin of the card was a run-down of the systems—vascular, muscular, nervous. He followed the last entry across to the right. There were columns for “stimulant,” “depressant,” and so on. Under “nervous system” and “depressant” he found the number 17, and shakily located the little glass tube which bore it. It was full of pretty blue pills and he took one.


    It was like being struck by a thunderbolt.


    Dr. Full had so long lacked any sense of well-being except the brief glow of alcohol that he had forgotten its very nature. He was panic-stricken for a long moment at the sensation that spread through him slowly, finally tingling in his fingertips. He straightened up, his pains gone and his leg tremor stilled.


    That was great, he thought. He’d be able to run to the hock shop, pawn the little black bag and get some booze. He started down the stairs. Not even the street, bright with mid-morning sun, into which he emerged made him quail. The little black bag in his left hand had a satisfying, authoritative weight. He was walking erect, he noted, and not in the somewhat furtive crouch that had grown on him in recent years. A little self-respect, he told himself, that’s what I need. Just because a man’s down doesn’t mean—


    “Docta, please-a come wit’!” somebody yelled at him, tugging his arm. “Da litt-la girl, she’s-a burn’ up!” It was one of the slum’s innumerable flat-faced, stringy-haired women, in a slovenly wrapper.


    “Ah, I happen to be retired from practice—” he began hoarsely, but she would not be put off.


    “In by here, Docta!” she urged, tugging him to a doorway. “You come look-a da litt-la girl. I got two dolla, you come look!” That put a different complexion on the matter. He allowed himself to be towed through the doorway into a mussy, cabbage-smelling flat. He knew the woman now, or rather knew who she must be—a new arrival who had moved in the other night. These people moved at night, in motorcades of battered cars supplied by friends and relations, with furniture lashed to the tops, swearing and drinking until the small hours. It explained why she had stopped him: she did not yet know he was old Dr. Full, a drunken reprobate whom nobody would trust. The little black bag had been his guarantee, outweighing his whiskery face and stained black suit.


    He was looking down on a three-year-old girl who had, he rather suspected, just been placed in the mathematical center of a freshly changed double bed. God knew what sour and dirty mattress she usually slept on. He seemed to recognize her as he noted a crusted bandage on her right hand. Two dollars, he thought— An ugly flush had spread up her pipe-stem arm. He poked a finger into the socket of her elbow, and felt little spheres like marbles under the skin and ligaments roll apart. The child began to squall thinly; beside him, the woman gasped and began to weep herself.


    “Out,” he gestured briskly at her, and she thudded away, still sobbing.


    Two dollars, he thought— Give her some mumbo jumbo, take the money and tell her to go to a clinic. Strep, I guess, from that stinking alley. It’s a wonder any of them grow up. He put down the little black bag and forgetfully fumbled for his key, then remembered and touched the lock. It flew open, and he selected a bandage shears, with a blunt wafer for the lower jaw. He fitted the lower jaw under the bandage, trying not to hurt the kid by its pressure on the infection, and began to cut. It was amazing how easily and swiftly the shining shears snipped through the crusty rag around the wound. He hardly seemed to be driving the shears with fingers at all. It almost seemed as though the shears were driving his fingers instead as they scissored a clean, light line through the bandage.


    Certainly have forged ahead since my time, he thought—sharper than a microtome knife. He replaced the shears in their loop on the extraordinarily big board that the little black bag turned into when it unfolded, and leaned over the wound. He whistled at the ugly gash, and the violent infection which had taken immediate root in the sickly child’s thin body. Now what can you do with a thing like that? He pawed over the contents of the little black bag, nervously. If he lanced it and let some of the pus out, the old woman would think he’d done something for her and he’d get the two dollars. But at the clinic they’d want to know who did it and if they got sore enough they might send a cop around. Maybe there was something in the kit—


    He ran down the left edge of the card to “lymphatic” and read across to the column under “infection.” It didn’t sound right at all to him; he checked again, but it still said that. In the square to which the line and column led were the symbols: “IV-g-3cc.” He couldn’t find any bottles marked with Roman numerals, and then noticed that that was how the hypodermic needles were designated. He lifted number IV from its loop, noting that it was fitted with a needle already and even seemed to be charged. What a way to carry those things around! So—three cc. of whatever was in hypo number IV ought to do something or other about infections settled in the lymphatic system—which, God knows, this one was. What did the lower-case “g” mean, though? He studied the glass hypo and saw letters engraved on what looked like a rotating disk at the top of the barrel. They ran from “a” to “i,” and there was an index line engraved on the barrel on the opposite side from the calibrations.


    Shrugging, old Dr. Full turned the disk until “g” coincided with the index line, and lifted the hypo to eye level. As he pressed in the plunger he did not see the tiny thread of fluid squirt from the tip of the needle. There was a sort of dark mist for a moment about the tip. A closer inspection showed that the needle was not even pierced at the tip. It had the usual slanting cut across the bias of the shaft, but the cut did not expose an oval hole. Baffled, he tried pressing the plunger again. Again something appeared around the tip and vanished. “We’ll settle this,” said the doctor. He slipped the needle into the skin of his forearm. He thought at first that he had missed—that the point had glided over the top of his skin instead of catching and slipping under it. But he saw a tiny blood-spot and realized that somehow he just hadn’t felt the puncture. Whatever was in the barrel, he decided, couldn’t do him any harm if it lived up to its billing—and if it could come out through a needle that had no hole. He gave himself three cc. and twitched the needle out. There was the swelling—painless, but otherwise typical.


    Dr. Full decided it was his eyes or something, and gave three cc. of “g” from hypodermic IV to the feverish child. There was no interruption to her wailing as the needle went in and the swelling rose. But a long instant later, she gave a final gasp and was silent.


    Well, he told himself, cold with horror, you did it that time. You killed her with that stuff.


    Then the child sat up and said: “Where’s my mommy?”


    Incredulously, the doctor seized her arm and palpated the elbow. The gland infection was zero, and the temperature seemed normal. The blood-congested tissues surrounding the wound were subsiding as he watched. The child’s pulse was stronger and no faster than a child’s should be. In the sudden silence of the room he could hear the little girl’s mother sobbing in her kitchen, outside. And he also heard a girl’s insinuating voice:


    “She gonna be okay, doc?”


    He turned and saw a gaunt-faced, dirty-blonde sloven of perhaps eighteen leaning in the doorway and eyeing him with amused contempt. She continued: “I heard about you, Doc-tor Full. So don’t go try and put the bite on the old lady. You couldn’t doctor up a sick cat.”


    “Indeed?” he rumbled. This young person was going to get a lesson she richly deserved. “Perhaps you would care to look at my patient?”


    “Where’s my mommy?” insisted the little girl, and the blonde’s jaw fell. She went to the bed and cautiously asked: “You okay now, Teresa? You all fixed up?”


    “Where’s my mommy?” demanded Teresa. Then, accusingly, she gestured with her wounded hand at the doctor. “You poke me!” she complained, and giggled pointlessly.


    “Well—” said the blonde girl, “I guess I got to hand it to you, doc. These loud-mouth women around here said you didn’t know your... I mean, didn’t know how to cure people. They said you ain’t a real doctor.”


    “I have retired from practice,” he said. “But I happened to be taking this case to a colleague as a favor, your good mother noticed me, and—” a deprecating smile. He touched the lock of the case and it folded up into the little black bag again.


    “You stole it,” the girl said flatly.


    He sputtered.


    “Nobody’d trust you with a thing like that. It must be worth plenty. You stole that case. I was going to stop you when I come in and saw you working over Teresa, but it looked like you wasn’t doing her any harm. But when you give me that line about taking that case to a colleague I know you stole it. You gimme a cut or I go to the cops. A thing like that must be worth twenty—thirty dollars.”


    The mother came timidly in, her eyes red. But she let out a whoop of joy when she saw the little girl sitting up and babbling to herself, embraced her madly, fell on her knees for a quick prayer, hopped up to kiss the doctor’s hand, and then dragged him into the kitchen, all the while rattling in her native language while the blonde girl let her eyes go cold with disgust. Dr. Full allowed himself to be towed into the kitchen, but flatly declined a cup of coffee and a plate of anise cakes and St. John’s Bread.


    “Try him on some wine, ma,” said the girl sardonically.


    “Hyass! Hyass!” breathed the woman delightedly. “You like-a wine, docta?” She had a carafe of purplish liquid before him in an instant, and the blonde girl snickered as the doctor’s hand twitched out at it. He drew his hand back, while there grew in his head the old image of how it would smell and then taste and then warm his stomach and limbs. He made the kind of calculation at which he was practiced; the delighted woman would not notice as he downed two tumblers, and he could overawe her through two tumblers more with his tale of Teresa’s narrow brush with the Destroying Angel, and then—why, then it would not matter. He would be drunk.


    But for the first time in years, there was a sort of counter-image: a blend of the rage he felt at the blonde girl to whom he was so transparent, and of pride at the cure he had just effected. Much to his own surprise, he drew back his hand from the carafe and said, luxuriating in the words: “No, thank you. I don’t believe I’d care for any so early in the day.” He covertly watched the blonde girl’s face, and was gratified at her surprise.


    Then the mother was shyly handing him two bills and saying: “Is no much-a money, docta—but you come again, see Teresa?”


    “I shall be glad to follow the case through,” he said. “But now excuse me—I really must be running along.” He grasped the little black bag firmly and got up; he wanted very much to get away from the wine and the older girl.


    “Wait up, doc,” said she. “I’m going your way.” She followed him out and down the street. He ignored her until he felt her hand on the black bag. Then old Dr. Full stopped and tried to reason with her:


    “Look, my dear. Perhaps you’re right. I might have stolen it. To be perfectly frank, I don’t remember how I got it. But you’re young and you can earn your own money—”


    “Fifty-fifty,” she said, “or I go to the cops. And if I get another word outta you, it’s sixty-forty. And you know who gets the short end, don’t you, doc?”


    Defeated, he marched to the pawnshop, her impudent hand still on the handle with his, and her heels beating out a tattoo against his stately tread.


    In the pawnshop, they both got a shock.


    “It ain’t stendard,” said Uncle, unimpressed by the ingenious lock. “I ain’t nevva seen one like it. Some cheap Jap stuff, maybe? Try down the street. This I nevva could sell.”


    Down the street they got an offer of one dollar. The same complaint was made: “I ain’t a collecta, mista—I buy stuff that got resale value. Who could I sell this to, a Chinaman who don’t know medical instruments? Every one of them looks funny. You sure you didn’t make these yourself?” They didn’t take the one-dollar offer.


    The girl was baffled and angry; the doctor was baffled too, but triumphant. He had two dollars, and the girl had a half-interest in something nobody wanted. But, he suddenly marveled, the thing had been all right to cure the kid, hadn’t it?


    “Well,” he asked her, “do you give up? As you see, the kit is practically valueless.”


    She was thinking hard. “Don’t fly off the handle, doc. I don’t get this but something’s going on all right... would those guys know good stuff if they saw it?”


    “They would. They make a living from it. Wherever this kit came from—”


    She seized on that, with a devilish faculty she seemed to have of eliciting answers without asking questions. “I thought so. You don’t know either, huh? Well, maybe I can find out for you. C’mon in here. I ain’t letting go of that thing. There’s money in it—some way, I don’t know how, there’s money in it.” He followed her into a cafeteria and to an almost-empty corner. She was oblivious to stares and snickers from the other customers as she opened the little black bag—it almost covered a cafeteria table—and ferreted through it. She picked out a retractor from a loop, scrutinized it, contemptuously threw it down, picked out a speculum, threw it down, picked out the lower half of an O.B. forceps, turned it over, close to her sharp young eyes—and saw what the doctor’s dim old ones could not have seen.


    All old Dr. Full knew was that she was peering at the neck of the forceps and then turned white. Very carefully, she placed the half of the forceps back in its loop of cloth and then replaced the retractor and the speculum. “Well?” he asked. “What did you see?”


    “‘Made in U.S.A.’” she quoted hoarsely. “‘Patent Applied for July 2450.’”


    He wanted to tell her she must have misread the inscription, that it must be a practical joke, that—


    But he knew she had read correctly. Those bandage shears: they had driven his fingers, rather than his fingers driving them. The hypo needle that had no hole. The pretty blue pill that had struck him like a thunderbolt.


    “You know what I’m going to do?” asked the girl, with sudden animation. “I’m going to go to charm school. You’ll like that, won’t ya, doc? Because we’re sure going to be seeing a lot of each other.”


    Old Dr. Full didn’t answer. His hands had been playing idly with that plastic card from the kit on which had been printed the rows and columns that had guided him twice before. The card had a slight convexity; you could snap the convexity back and forth from one side to the other. He noted, in a daze, that with each snap a different text appeared on the cards. Snap. “The knife with the blue dot in the handle is for tumors only. Diagnose tumors with your Instrument Seven, the Swelling Tester. Place the Swelling Tester—” Snap. “An overdose of the pink pills in Bottle 3 can be fixed with one white pill from Bottle—” Snap. “Hold the suture needle by the end without the hole in it. Touch it to one end of the wound you want to close and let go. After it has made the knot, touch it—” Snap. “Place the top half of the O.B. Forceps near the opening. Let go. After it has entered and conformed to the shape of—” Snap.


    * * * *


    The slot man saw “FLANNERY 1—MEDICAL” in the upper left corner of the hunk of copy. He automatically scribbled “trim to .75” on it and skimmed it across the horseshoe-shaped copy desk to Piper, who had been handling Edna Flannery’s quack-exposé series. She was a nice youngster, he thought, but like all youngsters she over-wrote. Hence, the “trim.”


    Piper dealt back a city hall story to the slot, pinned down Flannery’s feature with one hand and began to tap his pencil across it, one tap to a word, at the same steady beat as a teletype carriage traveling across the roller. He wasn’t exactly reading it this first time. He was just looking at the letters and words to find out whether, as letters and words, they conformed to Herald style. The steady tap of his pencil ceased at intervals as it drew a black line ending with a stylized letter “d” through the word “breast” and scribbled in “chest” instead, or knocked down the capital “E” in “East” to lower case with a diagonal, or closed up a split word—in whose middle Flannery had bumped the space bar of her typewriter—with two curved lines like parentheses rotated through ninety degrees. The thick black pencil zipped a ring around the “30” which, like all youngsters, she put at the end of her stories. He turned back to the first page for the second reading. This time the pencil drew lines with the stylized “d’s” at the end of them through adjectives and whole phrases, printed big “L’s” to mark paragraphs, hooked some of Flannery’s own paragraphs together with swooping recurved lines.


    At the bottom of “FLANNERY ADD 2—MEDICAL” the pencil slowed down and stopped. The slot man, sensitive to the rhythm of his beloved copy desk, looked up almost at once. He saw Piper squinting at the story, at a loss. Without wasting words, the copy reader skimmed it back across the Masonite horseshoe to the chief, caught a police story in return and buckled down, his pencil tapping. The slot man read as far as the fourth add, barked at Howard, on the rim: “Sit in for me,” and stumped through the clattering city room toward the alcove where the managing editor presided over his own bedlam.


    The copy chief waited his turn while the make-up editor, the pressroom foreman and the chief photographer had words with the M.E. When his turn came, he dropped Flannery’s copy on his desk and said: “She says this one isn’t a quack.”


    The M.E. read:


    FLANNERY 1—MEDICAL,


    by Edna Flannery, Herald Staff Writer.


    The sordid tale of medical quackery which the Herald has exposed in this series of articles undergoes a change of pace today which the reporter found a welcome surprise. Her quest for the facts in the case of today’s subject started just the same way that her exposure of one dozen shyster M.D.’s and faith-healing phonies did. But she can report for a change that Dr. Bayard Full is, despite unorthodox practices which have drawn the suspicion of the rightly hypersensitive medical associations, a true healer living up to the highest ideals of his profession.


    Dr. Full’s name was given to the Herald’s reporter by the ethical committee of a county medical association, which reported that he had been expelled from the association on July 18, 1941 for allegedly “milking” several patients suffering from trivial complaints. According to sworn statements in the committee’s files, Dr. Full had told them they suffered from cancer, and that he had a treatment which would prolong their lives. After his expulsion from the association, Dr. Full dropped out of their sight—until he opened a midtown “sanitarium” in a brownstone front which had for years served as a rooming house.


    The Herald’s reporter went to that sanitarium, on East 89th Street, with the full expectation of having numerous imaginary ailments diagnosed and of being promised a sure cure for a flat sum of money. She expected to find unkempt quarters, dirty instruments and the mumbo-jumbo paraphernalia of the shyster M.D. which she had seen a dozen times before.


    She was wrong.


    Dr. Full’s sanitarium is spotlessly clean, from its tastefully furnished entrance hall to its shining, white treatment rooms. The attractive, blonde receptionist who greeted the reporter was soft-spoken and correct, asking only the reporter’s name, address and the general nature of her complaint. This was given, as usual, as “nagging backache.” The receptionist asked the Herald’s reporter to be seated, and a short while later conducted her to a second-floor treatment room and introduced her to Dr. Full.


    Dr. Full’s alleged past, as described by the medical society spokesman, is hard to reconcile with his present appearance. He is a clear-eyed, white-haired man in his sixties, to judge by his appearance—a little above middle height and apparently in good physical condition. His voice was firm and friendly, untainted by the ingratiating whine of the shyster M.D. which the reporter has come to know too well.


    The receptionist did not leave the room as he began his examination after a few questions as to the nature and location of the pain. As the reporter lay face down on a treatment table the doctor pressed some instrument to the small of her back. In about one minute he made this astounding statement: “Young woman, there is no reason for you to have any pain where you say you do. I understand they’re saying nowadays that emotional upsets cause pains like that. You’d better go to a psychologist or psychiatrist if the pain keeps up. There is no physical cause for it, so I can do nothing for you.”


    His frankness took the reporter’s breath away. Had he guessed she was, so to speak, a spy in his camp? She tried again: “Well, doctor, perhaps you’d give me a physical checkup. I feel run-down all the time, besides the pains. Maybe I need a tonic.” This is never-failing bait to shyster M.D.’s—an invitation for them to find all sorts of mysterious conditions wrong with a patient, each of which “requires” an expensive treatment. As explained in the first article of this series, of course, the reporter underwent a thorough physical checkup before she embarked on her quack-hunt, and was found to be in one hundred percent perfect condition, with the exception of a “scarred” area at the bottom tip of her left lung resulting from a childhood attack of tuberculosis and a tendency toward “hyperthyroidism”—overactivity of the thyroid gland which makes it difficult to put on weight and sometimes causes a slight shortness of breath.


    Dr. Full consented to perform the examination, and took a number of shining, spotlessly clean instruments from loops in a large board literally covered with instruments—most of them unfamiliar to the reporter. The instrument with which he approached first was a tube with a curved dial in its surface and two wires that ended on flat disks growing from its ends. He placed one of the disks on the back of the reporter’s right hand and the other on the back of her left. “Reading the meter,” he called out some number which the attentive receptionist took down on a ruled form. The same procedure was repeated several times, thoroughly covering the reporter’s anatomy and thoroughly convincing her that the doctor was a complete quack. The reporter had never seen any such diagnostic procedure practiced during the weeks she put in preparing for this series.


    The doctor then took the ruled sheet from the receptionist, conferred with her in low tones and said: “You have a slightly overactive thyroid, young woman. And there’s something wrong with your left lung—not seriously, but I’d like to take a closer look.”


    He selected an instrument from the board which, the reporter knew, is called a “speculum”—a scissorlike device which spreads apart body openings such as the orifice of the ear, the nostril and so on, so that a doctor can look in during an examination. The instrument was, however, too large to be an aural or nasal speculum but too small to be anything else. As the Herald’s reporter was about to ask further questions, the attending receptionist told her: “It’s customary for us to blindfold our patients during lung examinations—do you mind?” The reporter, bewildered, allowed her to tie a spotlessly clean bandage over her eyes, and waited nervously for what would come next.


    She still cannot say exactly what happened while she was blindfolded—but X rays confirm her suspicions. She felt a cold sensation at her ribs on the left side—a cold that seemed to enter inside her body. Then there was a snapping feeling, and the cold sensation was gone. She heard Dr. Full say in a matter-of-fact voice: “You have an old tubercular scar down there. It isn’t doing any particular harm, but an active person like you needs all the oxygen she can get. Lie still and I’ll fix it for you.”


    Then there was a repetition of the cold sensation, lasting for a longer time. “Another batch of alveoli and some more vascular glue,” the Herald’s reporter heard Dr. Full say, and the receptionist’s crisp response to the order. Then the strange sensation departed and the eye-bandage was removed. The reporter saw no scar on her ribs, and yet the doctor assured her: “That did it. We took out the fibrosis—and a good fibrosis it was, too; it walled off the infection so you’re still alive to tell the tale. Then we planted a few clumps of alveoli—they’re the little gadgets that get the oxygen from the air you breathe into your blood. I won’t monkey with your thyroxin supply. You’ve got used to being the kind of person you are, and if you suddenly found yourself easygoing and all the rest of it, chances are you’d only be upset. About the backache: just check with the county medical society for the name of a good psychologist or psychiatrist. And look out for quacks; the woods are full of them.”


    The doctor’s self-assurance took the reporter’s breath away. She asked what the charge would be, and was told to pay the receptionist fifty dollars. As usual, the reporter delayed paying until she got a receipt signed by the doctor himself, detailing the services for which it paid. Unlike most, the doctor cheerfully wrote: “For removal of fibrosis from left lung and restoration of alveoli,” and signed it.


    The reporter’s first move when she left the sanitarium was to head for the chest specialist who had examined her in preparation for this series. A comparison of X rays taken on the day of the “operation” and those taken previously would, the Herald’s reporter then thought, expose Dr. Full as a prince of shyster M.D.’s and quacks.


    The chest specialist made time on his crowded schedule for the reporter, in whose series he has shown a lively interest from the planning stage on. He laughed uproariously in his staid Park Avenue examining room as she described the weird procedure to which she had been subjected. But he did not laugh when he took a chest X ray of the reporter, developed it, dried it, and compared it with the ones he had taken earlier. The chest specialist took six more X rays that afternoon, but finally admitted that they all told the same story. The Herald’s reporter has it on his authority that the scar she had eighteen days ago from her tuberculosis is now gone and has been replaced by healthy lung-tissue. He declares that this is a happening unparalleled in medical history. He does not go along with the reporter in her firm conviction that Dr. Full is responsible for the change.


    The Herald’s reporter, however, sees no two ways about it. She concludes that Dr. Bayard Full—whatever his alleged past may have been—is now an unorthodox but highly successful practitioner of medicine, to whose hands the reporter would trust herself in any emergency.


    Not so is the case of “Rev.” Annie Dimsworth—a female harpy who, under the guise of “faith” preys on the ignorant and suffering who come to her sordid “healing parlor” for help and remain to feed “Rev.” Annie’s bank account, which now totals up to $53,238.64. Tomorrow’s article will show, with photostats of bank statements and sworn testimony that—”


    The managing editor turned down “FLANNERY 1—MEDICAL” and tapped his front teeth with a pencil, trying to think straight. He finally told the copy chief: “Kill the story. Run the teaser as a box.” He tore off the last paragraph—the “teaser” about “Rev.” Annie—and handed it to the desk man, who stumped back to his Masonite horseshoe.


    The make-up editor was back, dancing with impatience as he tried to catch the M.E.’s eye. The interphone buzzed with the red light which indicated that the editor and publisher wanted to talk to him. The M.E. thought briefly of a special series on this Dr. Full, decided nobody would believe it and that he probably was a phony anyway. He spiked the story on the “dead” hook and answered his interphone.


    * * * *


    Dr. Full had become almost fond of Angie. As his practice had grown to engross the neighborhood illnesses, and then to a corner suite in an uptown taxpayer building, and finally to the sanitarium, she seemed to have grown with it. Oh, he thought, we have our little disputes—


    The girl, for instance, was too much interested in money. She had wanted to specialize in cosmetic surgery—removing wrinkles from wealthy old women and whatnot. She didn’t realize, at first, that a thing like this was in their trust, that they were the stewards and not the owners of the little black bag and its fabulous contents.


    He had tried, ever so cautiously, to analyze them, but without success. All the instruments were slightly radioactive, for instance, but not quite so. They would make a Geiger-Müller counter indicate, but they would not collapse the leaves of an electroscope. He didn’t pretend to be up on the latest developments, but as he understood it, that was just plain wrong. Under the highest magnification there were lines on the instruments’ superfinished surfaces: incredibly fine lines, engraved in random hatchments which made no particular sense. Their magnetic properties were preposterous. Sometimes the instruments were strongly attracted to magnets, sometimes less so, and sometimes not at all.


    Dr. Full had taken X rays in fear and trembling lest he disrupt whatever delicate machinery worked in them. He was sure they were not solid, that the handles and perhaps the blades must be mere shells filled with busy little watchworks—but the X rays showed nothing of the sort. Oh, yes—and they were always sterile, and they wouldn’t rust. Dust fell off them if you shook them: now, that was something he understood. They ionized the dust, or were ionized themselves, or something of the sort. At any rate, he had read of something similar that had to do with phonograph records.


    She wouldn’t know about that, he proudly thought. She kept the books well enough, and perhaps she gave him a useful prod now and then when he was inclined to settle down. The move from the neighborhood slum to the uptown quarters had been her idea, and so had the sanitarium. Good, good, it enlarged his sphere of usefulness. Let the child have her mink coats and her convertible, as they seemed to be calling roadsters nowadays. He himself was too busy and too old. He had so much to make up for.


    Dr. Full thought happily of his Master Plan. She would not like it much, but she would have to see the logic of it. This marvelous thing that had happened to them must be handed on. She was herself no doctor; even though the instruments practically ran themselves, there was more to doctoring than skill. There were the ancient canons of the healing art. And so, having seen the logic of it, Angie would yield; she would assent to his turning over the little black bag to all humanity.


    He would probably present it to the College of Surgeons, with as little fuss as possible—well, perhaps a small ceremony, and he would like a souvenir of the occasion, a cup or a framed testimonial. It would be a relief to have the thing out of his hands, in a way; let the giants of the healing art decide who was to have its benefits. No, Angie would understand. She was a goodhearted girl.


    It was nice that she had been showing so much interest in the surgical side lately—asking about the instruments, reading the instruction card for hours, even practicing on guinea pigs. If something of his love for humanity had been communicated to her, old Dr. Full sentimentally thought, his life would not have been in vain. Surely she would realize that a greater good would be served by surrendering the instruments to wiser hands than theirs, and by throwing aside the cloak of secrecy necessary to work on their small scale.


    Dr. Full was in the treatment room that had been the brownstone’s front parlor; through the window he saw Angle’s yellow convertible roll to a stop before the stoop. He liked the way she looked as she climbed the stairs; neat, not flashy, he thought. A sensible girl like her, she’d understand. There was somebody with her—a fat woman, puffing up the steps, overdressed and petulant. Now, what could she want?


    Angie let herself in and went into the treatment room, followed by the fat woman. “Doctor,” said the blonde girl gravely, “may I present Mrs. Coleman?” Charm school had not taught her everything, but Mrs. Coleman, evidently nouveau riche, thought the doctor, did not notice the blunder.


    “Miss Aquella told me so much about you, doctor, and your remarkable system!” she gushed.


    Before he could answer, Angie smoothly interposed: “Would you excuse us for just a moment, Mrs. Coleman?”


    She took the doctor’s arm and led him into the reception hall. “Listen,” she said swiftly, “I know this goes against your grain, but I couldn’t pass it up. I met this old thing in the exercise class at Elizabeth Barton’s. Nobody else’ll talk to her there. She’s a widow. I guess her husband was a black marketeer or something, and she has a pile of dough. I gave her a line about how you had a system of massaging wrinkles out. My idea is, you blindfold her, cut her neck open with the Cutaneous Series knife, shoot some Firmol into the muscles, spoon out some of that blubber with an Adipose Series curette and spray it all with Skintite. When you take the blindfold off she’s got rid of a wrinkle and doesn’t know what happened. She’ll pay five hundred dollars. Now, don’t say ‘no,’ doc. Just this once, let’s do it my way, can’t you? I’ve been working on this deal all along too, haven’t I?”


    “Oh,” said the doctor, “very well.” He was going to have to tell her about the Master Plan before long anyway. He would let her have it her way this time.


    Back in the treatment room, Mrs. Coleman had been thinking things over. She told the doctor sternly as he entered: “Of course, your system is permanent, isn’t it?”


    “It is, madam,” he said shortly. “Would you please lie down there? Miss Aquella, get a sterile three-inch bandage for Mrs. Coleman’s eyes.” He turned his back on the fat woman to avoid conversation, and pretended to be adjusting the lights. Angie blindfolded the woman, and the doctor selected the instruments he would need. He handed the blonde girl a pair of retractors, and told her: “Just slip the corners of the blades in as I cut—” She gave him an alarmed look, and gestured at the reclining woman. He lowered his voice: “Very well. Slip in the corners and rock them along the incision. I’ll tell you when to pull them out.”


    Dr. Full held the Cutaneous Series knife to his eyes as he adjusted the little slide for three centimeters depth. He sighed a little as he recalled that its last use had been in the extirpation of an “inoperable” tumor of the throat.


    “Very well,” he said, bending over the woman. He tried a tentative pass through her tissues. The blade dipped in and flowed through them, like a finger through quicksilver, with no wound left in the wake. Only the retractors could hold the edges of the incision apart.


    Mrs. Coleman stirred and jabbered: “Doctor, that felt so peculiar! Are you sure you’re rubbing the right way?”


    “Quite sure, madam,” said the doctor wearily. “Would you please try not to talk during the massage?”


    He nodded at Angie, who stood ready with the retractors. The blade sank in to its three centimeters, miraculously cutting only the dead horny tissues of the epidermis and the live tissue of the dermis, pushing aside mysteriously all major and minor blood vessels and muscular tissue, declining to affect any system or organ except the one it was—tuned to, could you say? The doctor didn’t know the answer, but he felt tired and bitter at this prostitution. Angie slipped in the retractor blades and rocked them as he withdrew the knife, then pulled to separate the lips of the incision. It bloodlessly exposed an unhealthy string of muscle, sagging in a dead-looking loop from blue-grey ligaments. The doctor took a hypo, number IX, pre-set to “g” and raised it to his eye level. The mist came and went. There probably was no possibility of an embolus with one of these gadgets, but why take chances? He shot one cc. of “g”—identified as “Firmol” by the card—into the muscle. He and Angie watched as it tightened up against the pharynx.


    He took the Adipose Series curette, a small one, and spooned out yellowish tissue, dropping it into the incinerator box, and then nodded to Angie. She eased out the retractors and the gaping incision slipped together into unbroken skin, sagging now. The doctor had the atomizer—dialed to “Skintite”—ready. He sprayed, and the skin shrank up into the new firm throat line.


    As he replaced the instruments, Angie removed Mrs. Coleman’s bandage and gayly announced: “We’re finished! And there’s a mirror in the reception hall—”


    Mrs. Coleman didn’t need to be invited twice. With incredulous fingers she felt her chin, and then dashed for the hall. The doctor grimaced as he heard her yelp of delight, and Angie turned to him with a tight smile. “I’ll get the money and get her out,” she said. “You won’t have to be bothered with her any more.”


    He was grateful for that much.


    She followed Mrs. Coleman into the reception hall, and the doctor dreamed over the case of instruments. A ceremony, certainly—he was entitled to one. Not everybody, he thought, would turn such a sure source of money over to the good of humanity. But you reached an age when money mattered less, and when you thought of these things you had done that might be open to misunderstanding if, just if, there chanced to be any of that, well, that judgment business. The doctor wasn’t a religious man, but you certainly found yourself thinking hard about some things when your time drew near—


    Angie was back, with a bit of paper in her hands. “Five hundred dollars,” she said matter-of-factly. “And you realize, don’t you, that we could go over her an inch at a time—at five hundred dollars an inch?”


    “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that,” he said.


    There was bright fear in her eyes, he thought—


    but why?


    “Angie, you’ve been a good girl and an understanding girl, but we can’t keep this up forever, you know.”


    “Let’s talk about it some other time,” she said flatly. “I’m tired now.”


    “No—I really feel we’ve gone far enough on our own. The instruments—”


    “Don’t say it, doc!” she hissed. “Don’t say it, or you’ll be sorry!” In her face there was a look that reminded him of the hollow-eyed, gaunt-faced, dirty-blonde creature she had been. From under the charm-school finish there burned the guttersnipe whose infancy had been spent on a sour and filthy mattress, whose childhood had been play in the littered alley and whose adolescence had been the sweatshops and the aimless gatherings at night under the glaring street lamps.


    He shook his head to dispel the puzzling notion. “It’s this way,” he patiently began. “I told you about the family that invented the O.B. forceps and kept them a secret for so many generations, how they could have given them to the world but didn’t?”


    “They knew what they were doing,” said the guttersnipe flatly.


    “Well, that’s neither here nor there,” said the doctor, irritated. “My mind is made up about it. I’m going to turn the instruments over to the College of Surgeons. We have enough money to be comfortable. You can even have the house. I’ve been thinking of going to a warmer climate, myself.” He felt peeved with her for making the unpleasant scene. He was unprepared for what happened next.


    Angie snatched the little black bag and dashed for the door, with panic in her eyes. He scrambled after her, catching her arm, twisting it in a sudden rage. She clawed at his face with her free hand, babbling curses. Somehow, somebody’s finger touched the little black bag, and it opened grotesquely into the enormous board, covered with shining instruments, large and small. Half a dozen of them joggled loose and fell to the floor.


    “Now see what you’ve done!” roared the doctor, unreasonably. Her hand was still viselike on the handle, but she was standing still, trembling with choked-up rage. The doctor bent stiffly to pick up the fallen instruments. Unreasonable girl! he thought bitterly. Making a scene—


    Pain drove in between his shoulderblades and he fell face-down. The light ebbed. “Unreasonable girl!” he tried to croak. And then: “They’ll know I tried, anyway—


    Angie looked down on his prone body, with the handle of the Number Six Cautery Series knife protruding from it. “—will cut through all tissues. Use for amputations before you spread on the Re-Gro. Extreme caution should be used in the vicinity of vital organs and major blood vessels or nerve trunks—”


    “I didn’t mean to do that,” said Angie, dully, cold with horror. Now the detective would come, the implacable detective who would reconstruct the crime from the dust in the room. She would run and turn and twist, but the detective would find her out and she would be tried in a courtroom before a judge and jury; the lawyer would make speeches, but the jury would convict her anyway, and the headlines would scream: “BLONDE KILLER GUILTY!” and she’d maybe get the chair, walking down a plain corridor where a beam of sunlight struck through the dusty air, with an iron door at the end of it. Her mink, her convertible, her dresses, the handsome man she was going to meet and marry—


    The mist of cinematic clichés cleared, and she knew what she would do next. Quite steadily, she picked the incinerator box from its loop in the board—a metal cube with a different-textured spot on one side. “—to dispose of fibroses or other unwanted matter, simply touch the disk—” You dropped something in and touched the disk. There was a sort of soundless whistle, very powerful and unpleasant if you were too close, and a sort of lightless flash. When you opened the box again, the contents were gone. Angie took another of the Cautery Series knives and went grimly to work. Good thing there wasn’t any blood to speak of— She finished the awful task in three hours.


    She slept heavily that night, totally exhausted by the wringing emotional demands of the slaying and the subsequent horror. But in the morning, it was as though the doctor had never been there. She ate breakfast, dressed with unusual care—and then undid the unusual care. Nothing out of the ordinary, she told herself. Don’t do one thing different from the way you would have done it before. After a day or two, you can phone the cops. Say he walked out spoiling for a drunk, and you’re worried. But don’t rush it, baby—don’t rush it.


    Mrs. Coleman was due at 10:00 A.M. Angie had counted on being able to talk the doctor into at least one more five-hundred-dollar session. She’d have to do it herself now—but she’d have to start sooner or later.


    The woman arrived early. Angie explained smoothly: “The doctor asked me to take care of the massage today. Now that he has the tissue-firming process beginning, it only requires somebody trained in his methods—” As she spoke, her eyes swiveled to the instrument case—open! She cursed herself for the single flaw as the woman followed her gaze and recoiled.


    “What are those things!” she demanded. “Are you going to cut me with them? I thought there was something fishy—”


    “Please, Mrs. Coleman,” said Angie, “please, dear Mrs. Coleman—you don’t understand about the... the massage instruments!”


    “Massage instruments, my foot!” squabbled the woman shrilly. “That doctor operated on me. Why, he might have killed me!”


    Angie wordlessly took one of the smaller Cutaneous Series knives and passed it through her forearm. The blade flowed like a finger through quicksilver, leaving no wound in its wake. That should convince the old cow!


    It didn’t convince her, but it did startle her. “What did you do with it? The blade folds up into the handle—that’s it!”


    “Now look closely, Mrs. Coleman,” said Angie, thinking desperately of the five hundred dollars. “Look very closely and you’ll see that the, uh, the sub-skin massager simply slips beneath the tissues without doing any harm, tightening and firming the muscles themselves instead of having to work through layers of skin and adipose tissue. It’s the secret of the doctor’s method. Now, how can outside massage have the effect that we got last night?”


    Mrs. Coleman was beginning to calm down. “It did work, all right,” she admitted, stroking the new line of her neck. “But your arm’s one thing and my neck’s another! Let me see you do that with your neck!”


    Angie smiled—


    * * * *


    Al returned to the clinic after an excellent lunch that had almost reconciled him to three more months he would have to spend on duty. And then, he thought, and then a blessed year at the blessedly super-normal South Pole working on his specialty—which happened to be telekinesis exercises for ages three to six. Meanwhile, of course, the world had to go on and of course he had to shoulder his share in the running of it.


    Before settling down to desk work he gave a routine glance at the bag board. What he saw made him stiffen with shocked surprise. A red light was on next to one of the numbers—the first since he couldn’t think when. He read off the number and murmured “Okay, 674,101. That fixes you.” He put the number on a card sorter and in a moment the record was in his hand. Oh, yes—Hemingway’s bag. The big dummy didn’t remember how or where he had lost it; none of them ever did. There were hundreds of them floating around.


    Al’s policy in such cases was to leave the bag turned on. The things practically ran themselves, it was practically impossible to do harm with them, so whoever found a lost one might as well be allowed to use it. You turn it off, you have a social loss—you leave it on, it may do some good. As he understood it, and not very well at that, the stuff wasn’t “used up.” A temporalist had tried to explain it to him with little success that the prototypes in the transmitter had been transducted through a series of point-events of transfinite cardinality. Al had innocently asked whether that meant prototypes had been stretched, so to speak, through all time, and the temporalist had thought he was joking and left in a huff.


    “Like to see him do this,” thought Al darkly, as he telekinized himself to the combox, after a cautious look to see that there were no medics around. To the box he said: “Police chief,” and then to the police chief: “There’s been a homicide committed with Medical Instrument Kit 674,101. It was lost some months ago by one of my people, Dr. John Hemingway. He didn’t have a clear account of the circumstances.”


    The police chief groaned and said: “I’ll call him in and question him.” He was to be astonished by the answers, and was to learn that the homicide was well out of his jurisdiction.


    Al stood for a moment at the bag board by the glowing red light that had been sparked into life by a departing vital force giving, as its last act, the warning that Kit 674,101 was in homicidal hands. With a sigh, Al pulled the plug and the light went out.


    * * * *


    “Yah,” jeered the woman. “You’d fool around with my neck, but you wouldn’t risk your own with that thing!”


    Angie smiled with serene confidence a smile that was to shock hardened morgue attendants. She set the Cutaneous Series knife to three centimeters before drawing it across her neck. Smiling, knowing the blade would cut only the dead horny tissue of the epidermis and the live tissue of the dermis, mysteriously push aside all major and minor blood vessels and muscular tissue—


    Smiling, the knife plunging in and its microtomesharp metal shearing through major and minor blood vessels and muscular tissue and pharynx, Angie cut her throat.


    In the few minutes it took the police, summoned by the shrieking Mrs. Coleman, to arrive, the instruments had become crusted with rust, and the flasks which had held vascular glue and clumps of pink, rubbery alveoli and spare grey cells and coils of receptor nerves held only black slime, and from them when opened gushed the foul gases of decomposition.


    * * * *
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    A BAD DAY FOR SALES


    First published in Galaxy Science Fiction, July 1953


    The big bright doors parted with a whoosh and Robie glided suavely onto Times Square. The crowd that had been watching the fifty-foot tall clothing-ad girl get dressed, or reading the latest news about the Hot Truce scrawl itself in yard-high script, hurried to look.


    Robie was still a novelty. Robie was fun. For a little while yet he could steal the show.


    But the attention did not make Robie proud. He had no more vanity than the pink plastic giantess, and she did not even flicker her blue mechanical eyes.


    Robie radared the crowd, found that it surrounded him solidly, and stopped. With a calculated mysteriousness, he said nothing.


    “Say, ma, he doesn’t look like a robot at all. He looks sort of like a turtle.”


    Which was not completely inaccurate. The lower part of Robie’s body was a metal hemisphere hemmed with sponge rubber and not quite touching the sidewalk. The upper was a metal box with black holes in it. The box could swivel and duck.


    A chromium-bright hoopskirt with a turret on top.


    “Reminds me too much of the Little Joe Baratanks,” a veteran of the Persian War muttered, and rapidly rolled himself away on wheels rather like Robie’s.


    His departure made it easier for some of those who knew about Robie to open a path in the crowd. Robie headed straight for the gap. The crowd whooped.


    Robie glided very slowly down the path, deftly jogging aside whenever he got too close to ankles in skylon or sockassins. The rubber buffer on his hoopskirt was merely an added safeguard.


    The boy who had called Robie a turtle jumped in the middle of the path and stood his ground, grinning foxily.


    Robie stopped two feet short of him. The turret ducked. The crowd got quiet.


    “Hello, youngster,” Robie said in a voice that was smooth as that of a TV star, and was in fact a recording of one.


    The boy stopped smiling. “Hello,” he whispered.


    “How old are you?” Robie asked.


    “Nine. No, eight.”


    “That’s nice,” Robie observed. A metal arm shot down from his neck, stopped just short of the boy. The boy jerked back.


    “For you,” Robie said gently.


    The boy gingerly took the red polly-lop from the neatly fashioned blunt metal claws. A gray-haired woman whose son was a paraplegic hurried on.


    After a suitable pause Robie continued, “And how about a nice refreshing drink of Poppy Pop to go with your polly-lop?” The boy lifted his eyes but didn’t stop licking the candy. Robie wiggled his claws ever so slightly. “Just give me a quarter and within five seconds—”


    A little girl wriggled out of the forest of legs. “Give me a polly-lop too, Robie,” she demanded.


    “Rita, come back here,” a woman in the third rank of the crowd called angrily.


    Robie scanned the newcomer gravely. His reference silhouettes were not good enough to let him distinguish the sex of children, so he merely repeated, “Hello, youngster.”


    “Rita!”


    “Give me a polly-lop!”


    Disregarding both remarks, for a good salesman is single-minded and does not waste bait, Robie said winningly, “I’ll bet you read Junior Space Killers. Now I have here—”


    “Uh-hhh, I’m a girl. He got a polly-lop.”


    At the word “girl” Robie broke off. Rather ponderously he said, “Then—” After another pause he continued, “I’ll bet you read Gee-Gee Jones, Space Stripper. Now I have here the latest issue of that thrilling comic, not yet in the stationary vending machines. Just give me fifty cents and within five—”


    “Please let me through. I’m her mother.”


    A young woman in the front rank drawled over her powder-sprayed shoulder. “I’ll get her for you,” and slithered out on six-inch platforms. “Run away, children,” she said nonchalantly and lifting her arms behind her head, pirouetted slowly before Robie to show how much she did for her bolero half-jacket and her form-fitting slacks that melted into skylon just above the knees. The little girl glared at her. She ended the pirouette in profile.


    At this age-level Robie’s reference silhouettes permitted him to distinguish sex, though with occasional amusing and embarrassing miscalls. He whistled admiringly. The crowd cheered.


    Someone remarked critically to his friend. “It would go better if he was built more like a real robot. You know, like a man.”


    The friend shook his head. “This way it’s subtler.”


    No one in the crowd was watching the newscript overhead as it scribbled, “Ice Pack for Hot Truce? Vanadin hints Russ may yield on Pakistan.”


    Robie was saying, “…in the savage new glamor-tint we have christened Mars Blood, complete with spray applicator and fit-all fingerstalls that mask each finger completely except for the nail. Just give me five dollars—uncrumpled bills may be fed into the revolving rollers you see beside my arm—and within five seconds—”


    “No thanks, Robie,” the young woman yawned.


    “Remember,” Robie persisted, “for three more weeks seductivising Mars Blood will be unobtainable from any other robot or human vendor.”


    “No thanks.”


    Robie scanned the crowd resourcefully. “Is there any gentleman here…” he began just as a woman elbowed her way through the front rank.


    “I told you come back!” she snarled at the little girl.


    “But I didn’t get my polly-lop!”


    “…who would care to…”


    “Rita!”


    “Robie cheated. Ow!”


    Meanwhile the young woman in the half-bolero had scanned the nearby gentlemen on her own. Deciding that there was less than a fifty per cent chance of any of them accepting the proposition Robie seemed about to make, she took advantage of the scuffle to slither gracefully back into the ranks. Once again the path was clear before Robie.


    He paused, however, for a brief recapitulation of the more magical properties of Mars Blood, including a telling phrase about “the passionate claws of a Martian sunrise.”


    But no one bought. It wasn’t quite time yet. Soon enough silver coins would be clinking, bills going through the rollers faster than laundry, and five hundred people struggling for the privilege of having their money taken away from them by America’s only genuine mobile salesrobot.


    But now was too soon. There were still some tricks that Robie did free, and one certainly should enjoy those before starting the more expensive fun.


    So Robie moved on until he reached the curb. The variation in level was instantly sensed by his under-scanners. He stopped. His head began to swivel. The crowd watched in eager silence. This was Robie’s best trick.


    Robie’s head stopped swiveling. His scanners had found the traffic light. It was green. Robie edged forward. But then it turned red. Robie stopped again, still on the curb. The crowd softly ahhed its delight.


    Oh, it was wonderful to be alive and watching Robie on such a wonderful day. Alive and amused in the fresh, weather-controlled air between the lines of bright skyscrapers with their winking windows and under a sky so blue you could almost call it dark.


    (But way, way up, where the crowd could not see, the sky was darker still. Purple-dark, with stars showing. And in that purple-dark, a silver-green something, the color of a bud, plunged downward at better than three miles a second. The silver-green was a paint that foiled radar.)


    Robie was saying, “While we wait for the light there’s time for you youngsters to enjoy a nice refreshing Poppy Pop. Or for you adults—only those over five feet are eligible to buy—to enjoy an exciting Poppy Pop fizz. Just give me a quarter or—I’m licensed to dispense intoxicating liquors—in the case of adults one dollar and a quarter and within five seconds…”


    But that was not cutting it quite fine enough. Just three seconds later the silver-green bud bloomed above Manhattan into a globular orange flower. The skyscrapers grew brighter and brighter still, the brightness of the inside of the sun. The windows winked white fire.


    The crowd around Robie bloomed too. Their clothes puffed into petals of flame. Their heads of hair were torches.


    The orange flower grew, stem and blossom. The blast came. The winking windows shattered tier by tier, became black holes. The walls bent, rocked, cracked. A stony dandruff dribbled from their cornices. The flaming flowers on the sidewalk were all leveled at once. Robie was shoved ten feet. His metal hoopskirt dimpled, regained its shape.


    The blast ended. The orange flower, grown vast, vanished overhead on its huge, magic beanstalk. It grew dark and very still. The cornice-dandruff pattered down. A few small fragments rebounded from the metal hoopskirt.


    Robie made some small, uncertain movements, as if feeling for broken bones. He was hunting for the traffic light, but it no longer shone, red or green.


    He slowly scanned a full circle. There was nothing anywhere to interest his reference silhouettes. Yet whenever he tried to move, his under-scanners warned him of low obstructions. It was very puzzling.


    The silence was disturbed by moans and a crackling sound, faint at first as the scampering of rats.


    A seared man, his charred clothes fuming where the blast had blown out the fire, rose from the curb. Robie scanned him.


    “Good day, sir,” Robie said. “Would you care for a smoke? A truly cool smoke? Now I have here a yet-unmarketed brand…”


    But the customer had run away, screaming, and Robie never ran after customers, though he could follow them at a medium brisk roll. He worked his way along the curb where the man had sprawled, carefully keeping his distance from the low obstructions, some of which writhed now and then, forcing him to jog. Shortly he reached a fire hydrant. He scanned it. His electronic vision, though it still worked, had been somewhat blurred by the blast.


    “Hello, youngster,” Robie said. Then, after a long pause, “Cat got your tongue? Well, I’ve got a little present for you. A nice, lovely polly-lop.” His metal arm snaked down.


    “Take it, youngster,” he said after another pause. “It’s for you. Don’t be afraid.”


    His attention was distracted by other customers, who began to rise up oddly here and there, twisting forms that confused his reference silhouettes and would not stay to be scanned properly. One cried, “Water,” but no quarter clinked in Robie’s claws when he caught the word and suggested, “How about a nice refreshing drink of Poppy Pop?”


    The rat-crackling of the flames had become a jungle muttering. The blind windows began to wink fire again.


    A little girl marched up, stepping neatly over arms and legs she did not look at. A white dress and the once taller bodies around her had shielded her from the brilliance and the blast. Her eyes were fixed on Robie. In them was the same imperious confidence, though none of the delight, with which she had watched him earlier.


    “Help me, Robie,” she said. “I want my mother.”


    “Hello, youngster,” Robie said. “What would you like? Comics? Candy?”


    “Where is she, Robie? Take me to her.”


    “Balloons? Would you like to watch me blow up a balloon?”


    The little girl began to cry. The sound triggered off another of Robie’s novelty circuits.


    “Is something wrong?” he asked. “Are you in trouble? Are you lost?”


    “Yes, Robie. Take me to my mother.”


    “Stay right here,” Robie said reassuringly, “and don’t be frightened. I will call a policeman.” He whistled shrilly, twice.


    Time passed. Robie whistled again. The windows flared and roared. The little girl begged, “Take me away, Robie,” and jumped onto a little step in his hoopskirt.


    “Give me a dime,” Robie said. The little girl found one in her pocket and put it in his claws.


    “Your weight,” Robie said, “is fifty-four and one-half pounds, exactly.”


    “Have you seen my daughter, have you seen her?” a woman was crying somewhere. “I left her watching that thing while I stepped inside—Rita!”


    “Robie helped me,” the little girl was telling her moments later. “He knew I was lost. He even called a policeman, but he didn’t come. He weighed me too. Didn’t you, Robie?”


    But Robie had gone off to peddle Poppy Pop to the members of a rescue squad which had just come around the corner, more robot-like than he in their fireproof clothing.


    * * * *
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    FIRST CONTACT, by Murray Leinster


    First published in Astounding Science Fiction, May 1945


    I


    Tommy Dort went into the captain’s room with his last pair of stereophotos and said:


    “I’m through, sir. These are the last two pictures I can take.”


    He handed over the photographs and looked with professional interest at the visiplates which showed all space outside the ship. Subdued, deep-red lighting indicated the controls and such instruments as the quartermaster on duty needed for navigation of the spaceship Llanvabon. There was a deeply cushioned control chair. There was the little gadget of oddly angled mirrors—remote descendant of the back-view mirrors of twentieth-century motorists—which allowed a view of all the visiplates without turning the head. And there were the huge plates which were so much more satisfactory for a direct view of space.


    The Llanvabon was a long way from home. The plates, which showed every star of visual magnitude and could be stepped up to any desired magnification, portrayed stars of every imaginable degree of brilliance, in the startlingly different colors they show outside of atmosphere. But every one was unfamiliar. Only two constellations could be recognized as seen from Earth, and they were shrunken and distorted. The Milky Way seemed vaguely out of place. But even such oddities were minor compared to a sight in the forward plates.


    There was a vast, vast mistiness ahead. A luminous mist. It seemed motionless. It took a long time for any appreciable nearing to appear in the vision plates, though the spaceship’s velocity indicator showed an incredible speed. The mist was the Crab Nebula, six light-years long, three and a half light-years thick, with outward-reaching members that in the telescopes of Earth gave it some resemblance to the creature for which it was named. It was a cloud of gas, infinitely tenuous, reaching half again as far as from Sol to its nearest neighbor-sun. Deep within it burned two stars; a double star; one component the familiar yellow of the sun of Earth, the other an unholy white.


    Tommy Dort said meditatively:


    “We’re heading into a deep, sir?”


    The skipper studied the last two plates of Tommy’s taking, and put them aside. He went back to his uneasy contemplation of the vision plates ahead. The Llanvabon was decelerating at full force. She was a bare half light-year from the nebula. Tommy’s work was guiding the ship’s course, now, but the work was done. During all the stay of the exploring ship in the nebula, Tommy Dort would loaf. But he’d more than paid his way so far.


    He had just completed a quite unique first—a complete photographic record of the movement of a nebula during a period of four thousand years, taken by one individual with the same apparatus and with control exposures to detect and record any systematic errors. It was an achievement in itself worth the journey from Earth. But in addition, he had also recorded four thousand years of the history of a double star, and four thousand years of the history of a star in the act of degenerating into a white dwarf.


    It was not that Tommy Dort was four thousand years old. He was, actually, in his twenties. But the Crab Nebula is four thousand light-years from Earth, and the last two pictures had been taken by light which would not reach Earth until the sixth millennium A.D. On the way here—at speeds incredible multiples of the speed of light—Tommy Dort had recorded each aspect of the nebula by the light which had left it from forty centuries since to a bare six months ago.


    * * * *


    The Llanvabon bored on through space. Slowly, slowly, slowly, the incredible luminosity crept across the vision plates. It blotted out half the universe from view. Before was glowing mist, and behind was a star-studded emptiness. The mist shut off three-fourths of all the stars. Some few of the brightest shone dimly through it near its edge, but only a few. Then there was only an irregularly shaped patch of darkness astern against which stars shone unwinking. The Llanvabon dived into the nebula, and it seemed as if it bored into a tunnel of darkness with walls of shining fog.


    Which was exactly what the spaceship was doing. The most distant photographs of all had disclosed structural features in the nebula. It was not amorphous. It had form. As the Llanvabon drew nearer, indications of structure grew more distinct, and Tommy Dort had argued for a curved approach for photographic reasons. So the spaceship had come up to the nebula on a vast logarithmic curve, and Tommy had been able to take successive photographs from slightly different angles and get stereopairs which showed the nebula in three dimensions; which disclosed billowings and hollows and an actually complicated shape. In places, the nebula displayed convolutions like those of a human brain. It was into one of those hollows that the spaceship now plunged. They had been called “deeps” by analogy with crevasses in the ocean floor. And they promised to be useful.


    The skipper relaxed. One of a skipper’s functions, nowadays, is to think of things to worry about, and then to worry about them. The skipper of the Llanvabon was conscientious. Only after a certain instrument remained definitely nonregistering did he ease himself back in his seat.


    “It was just hardly possible,” he said heavily, “that those deeps might be nonluminous gas. But they’re empty. So we’ll be able to use overdrive as long as we’re in them.”


    It was a light-year-and-a-half from the edge of the nebula to the neighborhood of the double star which was its heart. That was the problem. A nebula is a gas. It is so thin that a comet’s tail is solid by comparison, but a ship traveling on overdrive—above the speed of light does not want to hit even a merely hard vacuum. It needs pure emptiness, such as exists between the stars. But the Llanvabon could not do much in this expanse of mist if it was limited to speeds a merely hard vacuum would permit.


    The luminosity seemed to close in behind the spaceship, which slowed and slowed and slowed. The overdrive went off with the sudden pinging sensation which goes all over a person when the overdrive field is released.


    Then, almost instantly, bells burst into clanging, strident uproar all through the ship. Tommy was almost deafened by the alarm bell which rang in the captain’s room before the quarter master shut it off with a flip of his hand. But other bells could be heard ringing throughout the rest of the ship, to be cut off as automatic doors closed one by one.


    Tommy Dort stared at the skipper. The skipper’s hands clenched. He was up and staring over the quartermaster’s shoulder. One indicator was apparently having convulsions. Others strained to record their findings. A spot on the diffusedly bright mistiness of a bowquartering visiplate grew brighter as the automatic scanner focused on it. That was the direction of the object which had sounded collision-alarm. But the object locator itself—according to its reading, there was one solid object some eighty thousand miles away—an object of no great size. But there was another object whose distance varied from extreme range to zero, and whose size shared its impossible advance and retreat.


    “Step up the scanner,” snapped the skipper.


    The extra-bright spot on the scanner rolled outward, obliterating the undifferentiated image behind it. Magnification increased. But nothing appeared. Absolutely nothing. Yet the radio locator insisted that something. monstrous and invisible made lunatic dashes toward the Llanvabon, at speeds which inevitably implied collision, and then fled coyly away at the same rate.


    The visiplate went up to maximum magnification. Still nothing. The skipper ground his teeth. Tommy Dort said meditatively:


    “D’you know, sir, I saw something like this on a liner of the Earth—Mars run once, when we were being located by another ship. Their locator beam was the same frequency as ours, and every time it hit, it registered like something monstrous, and solid.”


    “That,” said the skipper savagely, “is just what’s happening now. There’s something like a locator beam on us. We’re getting that beam and our, own echo besides. But the other ship’s invisible! Who is out here in an invisible ship with locator devices? Not men, certainly!”


    He pressed the button in his sleeve communicator and snapped:


    “Action stations! Man all weapons! Condition of extreme alert in all departments immediately!”


    His hands closed and unclosed. He stared again at the visiplate, which showed nothing but a formless brightness.


    “Not men?” Tommy Dort straightened sharply. “You mean—”


    “How many solar systems in our galaxy?” demanded the skipper bitterly. “How many planets fit for life? And how many kinds of life could there be? If this ship isn’t from Earth—and it isn’t—it has a crew that isn’t human. And things that aren’t human but are up to the level of deep-space travel in their civilization could mean anything!”


    The skipper’s hands were actually shaking. He would not have talked so freely before a member of his own crew, but Tommy Dort was of the observation staff. And even a skipper whose duties include worrying may sometimes need desperately to unload his worries. Sometimes, too, it helps to think aloud.


    “Something like this has been talked about and speculated about for years,” he said softly. “Mathematically, it’s been an odds-on bet that somewhere in our galaxy there’d be another race with, a civilization equal to or further advanced than ours. Nobody could ever guess where -or when we’d meet them. But it looks like we’ve done it now!”


    Tommy’s eyes were very bright.


    “D’you suppose they’ll be friendly, sir?”


    The skipper glanced at the distance indicator. The phantom object still made its insane, nonexistent swoops toward and away from the Llanvabon. The secondary indication of an object at eighty thousand miles stirred ever so slightly.


    “It’s moving,” he said curtly. “Heading for us. Just what we’d do if a strange spaceship appeared in our hunting grounds! Friendly? Maybe! We’re going to try to contact them. We have to. But I suspect this is the end of this expedition. Thank God for the blasters!”


    The blasters are those beams of ravening destruction which take care of recalcitrant meteorites in a spaceship’s course when the deflectors can’t handle them. They are not designed as weapons, but they can serve as pretty good ones. They can go into action at five thousand miles, and draw on the entire power output of a whole ship. With automatic aim and a traverse of five degrees, a ship like the Llanvabon can come very close to blasting a hole through a small-sized asteroid which gets in its way. But not on overdrive, of course.


    * * * *


    Tommy Dort had approached the bow-quartering visiplate. Now he jerked his head around.


    “Blasters, sir? What for?”


    The skipper grimaced at the empty visiplate.


    “Because we don’t know what they’re like and can’t take a chance! I know!” he added bitterly. “We’re going to make contacts and try to find out all we can about them—especially where they come from. I suppose we’ll try to make friends—but we haven’t much chance. We can’t trust them a fraction of an inch. We’ daren’t! They’ve locators. Maybe they’ve tracers better than any we have. Maybe they could trace us all the way home without our knowing it! We can’t risk a nonhuman race knowing where Earth is unless we’re sure of them! And how can we be sure? They could come to trade, of course—or they could swoop down on overdrive with a battle fleet, that could wipe us out before we knew what happened. We wouldn’t know which to expect, or when!”


    Tommy’s face was startled.


    “It’s all been thrashed out over and over, in theory,” said the skipper. “Nobody’s ever been able to find a sound answer, even on paper. But you know, in all their theorizing, no one considered the crazy, rank impossibility of a deep-space contact, with neither side knowing the other’s home world! But we’ve got to find an answer in fact! What are we going to do about them? Maybe these creatures will be aesthetic marvels, nice and friendly and polite—and, underneath, with the sneaking brutal ferocity of a mugger. Or maybe they’ll be crude and gruff as a farmer—and just as decent underneath. Maybe they’re something in between. But am I going to risk the possible future of the human race on a guess that it’s safe to trust them? God knows it would be worthwhile to make friends with a new civilization! It would be bound to stimulate our own, and maybe we’d gain enormously. But I can’t take chances. The one thing I won’t risk is having them know how to find Earth! Either I know they can’t follow me, or 1 don’t go home! And they’ll probably feel the same way!”


    He pressed the sleeve-communicator button again.


    “Navigation officers, attention! Every star map on this ship is to be prepared for instant destruction. This includes photographs and diagrams from which our course or starting point could be deduced. I want all astronomical data gathered and arranged to be destroyed in a split second, on order. Make it fast and report when ready!”


    He released the button. He looked suddenly old. The first contact of humanity with an alien race was a situation which had been foreseen in many fashions, but never one quite so hopeless of solution as this. A solitary Earth-ship and a solitary alien, meeting in a nebula which must be remote from the home planet of each. They might wish peace, but the line of conduct which best prepared a treacherous attack was just the seeming of friendliness. Failure to be suspicious might doom the human race—and a peaceful exchange of the fruits of civilization would be the greatest benefit imaginable. Any mistake would be irreparable, but a failure to be on guard would be fatal.


    The captain’s room was very, very quiet. The bowquartering visiplate was filled with the image of a very small section of the nebula. A very small section indeed. It was all diffused, featureless, luminous mist. But suddenly Tommy Dort pointed.


    “There, sir!”


    There was a small shape in the mist. It was far away. It was a black shape, not polished to mirror-reflection like the hull of the Llanvabon. It was bulbous—roughly pear-shaped. There was much thin luminosity between, and no details could be observed, but it was surely no natural object. Then Tommy looked at the distance indicator and said quietly:


    “It’s headed for us at very high acceleration, sir. The odds are that they’re thinking the same thing, sir, that neither of us will dare let the other go home. Do you think they’ll try a contact with us, or let loose with their weapons as soon as they’re in range?”


    The Llanvabon was no longer in a crevasse of emptiness in the nebula’s thin substance. She swam in luminescence. There were no stars save the two fierce glows in the nebula’s heart. There was nothing but an all-enveloping light, curiously like one’s imagining of underwater in the tropics of Earth.


    The alien ship had made one sign of less than lethal intention. As it drew near the Llanvabon, it decelerated. The Llanvabon itself had advanced for a meeting and then come to a dead stop. Its movement had been a recognition of the nearness of the other ship. Its pausing was both a friendly sign and a precaution against attack. Relatively still, it could swivel on its own axis to present the least target to a slashing assault, and it would have a longer firing-time than if the two ships flashed past each other at their combined speeds.


    The moment of actual approach, however, was tenseness itself. The Llanvabon’s needle-pointed bow aimed unwaveringly at the alien bulk. A relay to the captain’s room put a key under his hand which would fire the blasters with maximum power. Tommy Dort watched, his brow wrinkled. The aliens must be of a high degree of civilization if they had spaceships, and civilization does not develop without the development of foresight. These aliens must recognize all the implications of this first contact of two civilized races as fully as did the humans on the Llanvabon.


    The possibility of an enormous spurt in the development of both, by peaceful contact and exchange of their separate technologies, would probably appeal to them as to man. But when dissimilar human cultures are in contact, one must usually be subordinate or there is war. But subordination between races arising on separate planets could not be peacefully arranged. Men, at least, would never consent to subordination, nor was it likely that any highly developed race would agree. The benefits to be derived from commerce could never make up for a condition of inferiority. Some races—men, perhaps—would prefer commerce to conquest. Perhaps—perhaps!—these aliens would also. But some types even of human beings would have craved for war. If the alien ship now approaching the Llanvabon returned to its home base with news of humanity’s existence and of ships like the Llanvabon, it would give its race the choice of trade or battle. They might want trade, or they might want war. But it takes two to make trade, and only one to make war. They could not be sure of men’s peacefulness, or could men be sure of theirs. The only safety for either civilization would lie in the destruction of one or both of the two ships here and now.


    But even victory would not be really enough. Men would need to know where this alien race was to be found, for avoidance if not for battle. They would need to know its weapons, and its resources, and if it could be a menace and how it could be eliminated in case of need. The aliens would feel the same necessities concerning humanity.


    So the skipper of the Llanvabon did not press the key which might possibly have blasted the other ship to nothingness. He dared not. But he dared not not fire either. Sweat came out on his face.


    A speaker muttered. Someone from the range room.


    “The other ship’s stopped, sir. Quite stationary. Blasters are centered on it, sir.”


    It was an urging to fire. But the skipper shook his head to himself. The alien ship was no more than twenty miles away. It was dead-black. Every bit of its exterior was an abysmal, nonreflecting sable. No details could be seen except by minor variations in its outline against the misty nebula.


    “It’s stopped dead, sir,” said another voice. “They’ve sent a modulated short wave at us, sir. Frequency modulated. Apparently a signal. Not enough power to do any harm.”


    The skipper said though tight-locked teeth:


    “They’re doing something now. There’s movement on the outside of their hull. Watch what comes out. Put the auxiliary blasters on it.”


    Something small and round, came smoothly out of the oval outline of the black ship. The bulbous hulk moved.


    “Moving away, sir,” said the speaker. “The object they let out is stationary in the place they’ve left.”


    Another voice cut in:


    “More frequency modulated stuff, sir. Unintelligible.”


    Tommy Dort’s eyes brightened. The skipper watched the visiplate, with sweat-droplets on his forehead.


    “Rather pretty, sir,” said Tommy, meditatively. “If they sent anything toward us, it might seem a projectile or a bomb. So they came close, let out a lifeboat, and went away again. They figure we can send a boat or a man to make contact without risking our ship. They must think pretty much as we do.”


    The skipper said, without moving his eyes from the plate:


    “Mr. Dort, would you care to go out and look the thing over? I can’t order you, but I need all my operating crew for emergencies. The observation staff—”


    “Is expendable. Very well, sir,” said Tommy briskly. “I won’t take a lifeboat, sir. Just a suit with a drive in it. It’s smaller and the arms and legs will look unsuitable for a bomb. I think I should carry a scanner, sir.”


    * * * *


    The alien ship continued to retreat. Forty, eighty, four hundred miles. It came to a stop and hung there, waiting. Climbing into his atomic-driven spacesuit just within the Llanvabon’s air locks Tommy heard the reports as they went over the speakers throughout the ship. That the other ship had stopped its retreat at four hundred miles was encouraging. It. might not have weapons effective at a greater distance than that, and so felt safe. But just as the thought formed itself in his mind, the alien retreated precipitately still farther. Which, as Tommy reflected as he emerged from the lock, might be because the aliens had realized they were giving themselves away, or might be because they wanted to give the impression that they had done so.


    He swooped away from the silvery-mirror Llanvabon, through a brightly glowing emptiness which was past any previous experience of the human race. Behind him, the Llanvabon swung about and darted away. The skipper’s voice came in Tommy’s helmet-phones.


    “We’re pulling back, too, Mr. Dort. There is a bare possibility that they’ve some explosive atomic reaction they can’t use from their own ship, but which might be destructive even as far as this. We’ll draw back. Keep your scanner on the object.”


    The reasoning was sound, if not very comforting. An explosive which would destroy anything within twenty miles was theoretically possible, but humans didn’t have it yet. It was decidedly safest for the Llanvabon to draw back.


    But Tommy Dort felt very lonely. He sped through emptiness toward the tiny black speck which hung in incredible brightness. The Llanvabon vanished. Its polished hull would merge with the glowing mist at a relatively short distance, anyhow. The alien ship was not visible to the naked eye, either. Tommy swam in nothingness, four thousand light-years from home, toward a tiny black spot which was the only solid object to be seen in all of space.


    It was a slightly distorted, sphere, not much over six feet in diameter. It bounced away when Tommy landed on it, feet first. There were small tentacles, or horns, which projected in every direction. They looked rather like the detonating horns of a submarine mine, but there was a glint of crystal at the tip-end of each.


    “I’m here,” said Tommy into his helmet phone.


    He caught hold of a horn and drew himself to the object. It was all metal, dead-black.- He could feel no texture through his space gloves, of course, but he went over and over it, trying to discover its purpose.


    “Deadlock, sir,” he said presently. “Nothing to report that the scanner hasn’t shown you.”


    Then, through his suit, he felt vibrations. They translated themselves as clankings. A section of the rounded hull of the object opened out. Two sections. He worked his way around to look in and see the first nonhuman civilized beings that any man had ever looked upon.


    But what he saw was simply a flat plate on which thin red glows crawled here and there in seeming aimlessness. His helmet phones emitted a startled exclamation. The skipper’s voice:


    “Very good, Mr. Dort. Fix your scanner to look into that plate. They dumped out a robot with an infra-red visiplate for communication. Not risking any personnel. Whatever we might do would damage only machinery. Maybe they expect us to bring it on board—and it may have a bomb charge that can be detonated when they’re ready to start for home. I’ll send a plate to face one of its scanners. You return to the ship.”


    “Yes, sir,” said Tommy. “But which way is the ship, sir?”


    There were no stars. The nebula obscured them with its light The only thing visible from the robot was the double star at the nebula’s center. Tommy was no longer oriented. He had but one reference point.


    “Head straight away from the double star,” came the order in his helmet phone. “We’ll pick you up.”


    He passed another lonely figure, a little later, headed for the alien sphere with a vision plate to set up. The two spaceships, each knowing that it dared not risk its own race by the slightest lack of caution, would communicate with each other through this small round robot. Their separate vision systems would enable them to exchange all the information they dared give, while they debated the most practical way of making sure that their own civilization would not be endangered by this first contact with another. The truly most practical method would be the destruction of the other ship in a swift and deadly attack—in self-defense.


    II


    The Llanvabon, thereafter, was a ship in which there were two separate enterprises on hand at the same time. She had come out from Earth to make close-range observations on the smaller component of the double star at the nebula’s center. The nebula itself was the result of the most titanic explosion of which men have, any knowledge. The explosion took place some time in the year 2946 B.C., before the first of the seven cities of long-dead Ilium was even thought of. The light of that explosion reached Earth in the year 1054 A.D., and was duly recorded in ecclesiastical annals and somewhat more reliably by Chinese court astronomers. It was bright enough to be seen in daylight for twenty-three successive days. Its light—and it was four thousand light-years away—was brighter than that of Venus.


    From these facts, astronomers could calculate nine hundred years later the violence of the detonation. Matter blown away from the center of the explosion would have traveled outward at the rate of two million, three hundred thousand miles an hour; more than thirty-eight thousand miles a minute; something over six hundred thirty-eight miles per second. When twentieth-century telescopes were turned upon the scene of this vast explosion, only a double star remained—and the nebula. The brighter star of the doublet was almost unique in having so high a surface temperature that it showed no spectrum lines at all. It had a continuous spectrum. Sol’s surface temperature is about 7,000° Absolute. That of the hot white star is 500,000 degrees. It has nearly the mass of the sun, but only one fifth its diameter, so that its density is one hundred seventy-three times that of water, sixteen times that of lead, and eight times that of iridium—the heaviest substance known on Earth. But even this density is not that of a dwarf white star like the companion of Sirius. The white star in the Crab Nebula is an incomplete dwarf; it is a star still in the act of collapsing. Examination—including the survey of a four-thousand-year column of its light—was worthwhile. The Llanvabon had come to make that examination. But the finding of an alien spaceship upon a similar errand had implications which overshadowed the original purpose of the expedition.


    A tiny bulbous robot floated in the tenuous nebular gas. The normal operating crew of the Llanvabon stood at their posts with a sharp alertness which was productive of tense nerves. The observation staff divided itself, and a part went half-heartedly about the making of the observations for which the Llanvabon had come. The other half applied itself to the problem the spaceship offered.


    It represented a culture which was up to space travel on an interstellar scale. The explosion of a mere five thousand years since must have blasted every trace of life out of existence in the area now filled by the nebula. So the aliens of the black spaceship came from another solar system. Their trip must have been, like that of the Earth ship, for purely scientific purposes. There was nothing to be extracted from the nebula.


    They were, then, at least near the level of human civilization, which meant that they had or could develop arts and articles of commerce which men would want to trade for, in friendship. But they would necessarily realize that the existence and civilization of humanity was a potential menace to their own race. The two races could be friends, but also they could be deadly enemies. Each, even if unwillingly, was a monstrous menace to the other. And the only safe-thing to do with a menace is to destroy it.


    In the Crab Nebula the problem was acute and immediate. The future relationship of the two races would be settled here and now. If a process for friendship could be established, one race, otherwise doomed, would survive and both would benefit immensely. But that process had to be established, and confidence built up, without the most minute risk of danger from treachery. Confidence would need to be established upon a foundation of necessarily complete distrust. Neither dared return to its own base if the other could do harm to its race. Neither dared risk any of the necessities to trust. The only safe thing for either to do was destroy the other or be destroyed.


    But even for war, more was needed than mere destruction of the other. With interstellar traffic, the aliens must have atomic power and some form of overdrive for travel above the speed of light. With radio location and visiplates and short-wave communication they had, of course, many other devices. What weapons did they have? How widely extended was their culture? What were their resources? Could there be a development of trade and friendship, or were the two races so unlike that only war could exist between them? If peace was possible, how could it be begun?


    The men on the Llanvabon needed facts—and so did the crew on the other ship. They must take back every morsel of information they could. The most important information of all would be of the location of the other civilization, just in case of war. That one bit of information might be the decisive factor in an interstellar war. But other facts would be enormously valuable.


    The tragic thing was that there could be no possible information which could lead to peace. Neither ship could stake its own race’s existence upon any conviction of the good will or the honor of the other.


    So there was a strange truce between the two ships. The alien went about its work of making observations, as did the Llanvabon. This tiny robot floated in bright emptiness. A scanner from the Llanvabon was focused upon a vision plate from the alien. A scanner from the alien regarded a vision plate from the Llanvabon. Communication began.


    * * * *


    It progressed rapidly. Tommy Dort was one of those who made the first progress report. His special task on the expedition was over. He had now been assigned to work on the problem of communication with the alien entities. He went with the ship’s solitary psychologist to the captain’s room to convey the news of success. The captain’s room, as usual, was a place of silence and dull-red indicator lights and the great bright visiplates on every wall and on the ceiling.


    “We’ve established fairly satisfactory communication, sir,” said the psychologist. He looked tired. His work on the trip was supposed to be that of measuring personal factors of error in the observation staff, for the reduction of all observations to the nearest possible decimal to the absolute. Lie had been pressed into service for which he was not especially fitted, and it told upon him. “That is, we can say almost anything we wish to them,, and can understand what they say in return. But of course we don’t know how much of what they say is the truth.”


    The skipper’s eyes turned to Tommy Dort.


    “We’ve hooked up some machinery,” said Tommy, “that amounts to a mechanical translator. We have vision plates, of course, and then short-wave beams direct. They use frequency-modulation plus what is probably variation in wave forms—like our vowel and consonant sounds in speech. We’ve never had any use for anything like that before, so our coils won’t handle it, but we’ve developed a sort of Code which isn’t the language of either set of us. They shoot over short-wave stuff with frequency-modulation, and we record it as sound. When we shoot it back, it’s reconverted into frequency-modulation.”


    The skipper said, frowning:


    “Why wave-form changes in short waves? How do you know?”


    “We showed them our recorder in the vision plate; and they showed us theirs. They record the frequency modulaton direct. I think,” said Tommy carefully, “they don’t use sound at all, even in speech. They’ve set up a communication room, and we’ve watched them in the act of communicating with us. They made no perceptible movement of anything that corresponds to a speech organ. Instead of a microphone, they simply stand near something that would work as a pick-up antenna. My guess, sir, is that they use microwaves for what you might call person-to-person conversation. I think they make short-wave trains as we make sounds.”


    The skipper stared at him:


    “That means they have telepathy?”


    “M-m-m. Yes, sir,” said Tommy. “Also it means that we have telepathy too, as far as they are concerned. They’re probably deaf. They’ve certainly no idea of using sound waves in air for communication. They simply don’t use noises for any purpose.”


    The skipper stored the information away.


    “What else?”


    “Well, sir,” said Tommy doubtfully, “I think we’re all set. We agreed on arbitrary symbols for objects, sir, by the way of the visiplates, and worked out relationships and verbs and so on with diagrams and pictures. We’ve a couple of thousand words that have mutual meanings. We set up an analyzer to sort out their shortwave groups, which we feed into a decoding machine. And then the coding end of the machine picks out recordings to make the wave groups we want to send back. When you’re ready to talk to the skipper of the other ship, sir, I think we’re ready.”


    * * * *


    “H-m-m. What’s your impression of their psychology?” The skipper asked the question of the psychologist.


    “I don’t know, sir,” said the psychologist harassedly. “They seem to be completely direct. But they haven’t let slip even a hint of the tenseness we know exists. They act as if they were simply setting up a means of communication for friendly conversation. But there is…well…an overtone—”


    The psychologist was a good man at psychological mensuration, which is a good and useful field. But he was not equipped to analyze a completely alien thought pattern.


    “If I may say so, sir—” said Tommy uncomfortably.


    “What?”


    “They’re oxygen brothers,” said Tommy, “and they’re not too dissimilar to us in other ways. It seems to me, sir, that parallel evolution has been at work. Perhaps intelligence evolves in parallel lines, just as well…basic bodily functions. I mean,” he added conscientiously, “any living being of any sort must ingest, metabolize, and excrete. Perhaps any intelligent brain must perceive, apperceive, and find a personal reaction. Fm sure I’ve detected irony. That implies humor, too. In short, sir, I think they could be likable.”


    The skipper heaved himself to his feet.


    “H-m-m,” he said profoundly, “we’ll see what they have to say.”


    He walked to the communications room. The scanner for the vision plate in the robot was in readiness. The skipper walked in front of it. Tommy Dort sat down at the coding machine and tapped at the keys. Highly improbable noises came from it, went into a microphone, and governed the frequency-modulation of a signal sent through space to the other spaceship. Almost instantly the vision- screen which with one relay—in the robot— showed the interior of the other ship lighted up. An alien came before the scanner and seemed to look inquisitively out of the plate. He was extraordinarily manlike, but he was not human. The impression he gave was of extreme baldness and a somehow humorous frankness.


    “I’d like to say,” said the skipper heavily, “the appropriate things about this first contact of two dissimilar civilized races, and of my hopes that a friendly intercourse between the two peoples will result.”


    Tommy Dort hesitated. Then he shrugged and tapped expertly upon the coder. More improbable noises.


    The alien skipper seemed to receive the message. He made a gesture which was wryly assenting. The decoder on the Llanvabon hummed to itself and word-cards dropped into the message frame. Tommy said dispassionately:


    “He says, sir, ‘That is all very well, but is there any way for us to let each other go home alive? I would be happy to hear of such a way if you can contrive it. At the moment it seems to me that one of us must be killed.’”


    III


    The atmosphere was of confusion. There were too many questions to be answered all at once. Nobody could answer any of them. And all of them had to be answered.


    The Llanvabon could start for home. The alien ship might or might not be able to multiply the speed of light by one more unit than the Earth vessel. If it could, the Llanvabon would get close enough to Earth to reveal its destination—and then have to fight. It might or might not win. Even if it did win, the aliens might have a communication system by which the Llanvabon’s destination might have been reported to the aliens’ home planet before battle was joined. But the Llanvabon might lose in such a fight. If she were to be destroyed, it would be better to be destroyed here, without giving any clue to where human beings might be found by a forewarned, forearmed alien battle fleet.


    The black ship was in exactly the same predicament. It too, could start for home. But the Llanvabon might be faster, and an overdrive field can be trailed, if you set to work on it soon enough. The aliens, also, would not know whether the Llanvabon could report to its home base without returning. If the alien were to be destroyed, it also would prefer to fight it out here, so that it could not lead a probably enemy to its own civilization.


    Neither ship, then, could think of flight. The course of the Llanvabon into the nebula might be known to the black ship, but it had been the end of a logarithmic curve, and the aliens could not know its properties. They could not tell from that from what direction the Earth ship had started. As of the moment, then, the two ships were even. But the question was and remained, “What now?”


    There was no specific answer. The aliens traded information for information—and did not always realize what information they gave. The humans traded information for information—and Tommy Dort sweated blood in his anxiety not to give any clue to the whereabouts of Earth.


    The aliens saw by infrared light, and the vision plates and scanners in the robot communication-exchange had to adapt their respective images up and down an optical octave each, for them to have any meaning at all. It did not occur to the aliens that their eyesight told that their sun was a red dwarf, yielding light of greatest energy just below the part of the spectrum visible to human eyes. But after that fact was realized on the Llanvabon, it was realized that the aliens, also, should be able to deduce the Sun’s spectral type by the light to which men’s eyes were best adapted.


    There was a gadget for the recording of short-wave trains which was as casually in use among the aliens as a sound-recorder is among men. The humans wanted that badly. And the aliens were fascinated by the mystery of sound. They were able to perceive noise, of course, just as a man’s palm will perceive infrared light by the sensation of heat it produces, but they could no more differentiate pitch or tone-quality than a human is able to distinguish between two frequencies of heat radiation even half an octave apart. To them, the human science of sound was a remarkable discovery. They would find uses for noises which humans had never imagined—if they lived.


    But that was another question. Neither ship could leave without first destroying the other. But while the flood of information was in passage, neither ship could afford to destroy the other. There was the matter of the outer coloring of the two ships. The Llanvabon was mirror-bright exteriorly. The alien ship was dead-black by visible light. It absorbed heat - to perfection, and should radiate it away again as readily. But it did not. The black coating was not a “black body” color or lack of color. It was a perfect reflector of certain infrared wave lengths while simultaneously it fluoresced in just those wave bands. In practice, it absorbed the higher frequencies of heat, converted them to lower frequencies it did not radiate—and stayed at the desired temperature even in empty space.


    Tommy Dort labored over his task of communications He found the alien thought-processes not so alien that he could not follow them. The discussion of technics reached the matter of interstellar navigation. A star map was needed to illustrate the process. It would not have been logical to use a star map from the chart room—but from a star map one could guess the point from which the map was projected. Tommy had a map made specially, with imaginary but convincing star images upon it. He translated directions for its use by the coder and decoder. In return, the aliens presented a star map of their own before the visiplate. Copied instantly by photograph, the Navy officers labored over it, trying to figure out from what spot in the galaxy the stars and Milky Way would show at such an angle. It baffled them.


    It was Tommy who realized finally that the aliens had made a special star map for their demonstration too, and that it was a mirror-image of the faked map Tommy had shown them previously.


    Tommy could grin, at that. He began to like these aliens. They were not humans, but they had a very human sense of the ridiculous. In course of time Tommy essayed a mild joke. It had to be translated into code numerals, these into quite cryptic groups of short-wave, frequency-modulated impulses, and these went to the other ship and into heaven knew what to become intelligible. A joke which went through such formalities, would not seem likely to be funny. But the alien did see the point.


    There was one of the aliens to whom communication became as normal a function as Tommy’s own codehandlings. The two of them developed a quite insane friendship, conversing by coder, decoder, and shortwave trains. When technicalities in the official messages grew too involved, that alien sometimes threw in strictly nontechnical interpolations akin to slang. Often, they cleared up the confusion. Tommy, for no reason whatever, had filed a code-name of “Buck” which the decoder picked out regularly when this particular one signed his own symbol to the message.


    In the third week of communication, the decoder suddenly presented Tommy with a message in the message frame:


    You are a good guy. It is too bad we have to kill each other.


    BUCK.


    Tommy had been thinking much the same thing. He tapped off the rueful reply:


    We can’t see any way out of it. Can you?


    There was a pause, and the message frame filled up again:


    If we could believe each other, yes. Our skipper would like it. But we can’t believe you, and you can’t believe us. We’d trail you home if we got a chance, and you’d trail us. But we feel sorry about it.


    BUCK.


    Tommy Dort took the messages to the skipper.


    “Look here, sir!” he said urgently. “These people are almost human, and they’re likable cusses.”


    The skipper was busy about his important task of thinking things to worry about, and worrying about them. He said tiredly:


    “They’re oxygen breathers. Their air is twenty-eight percent oxygen instead of twenty, but they could do very well on Earth. It would be a highly desirable conquest for them. And we still don’t know what weapons they’ve got or what they can develop. Would you tell them how to find Earth?”


    “N-no,” said Tommy, unhappily.


    “They probably feel the same way,” said the skipper dryly. “And if we did manage to make a friendly contact, how long would it stay friendly? If their weapons were inferior to ours, they’d feel that for their own safety they had to improve them. And we, knowing they were planning to revolt, would crush them while we could—for our own safety! If it happened to be the other way about, they’d have to smash us before we could catch up to them.”


    Tommy was silent, but he moved restlessly.


    “If we smash this black ship and get home,” said the skipper, “Earth Government will be annoyed if we don’t tell them where it came from. But what can we do? We’ll be lucky enough to get back alive with our warning. It isn’t possible to get out of those creatures any more information than we give them, and we surely won’t give them our address! We’ve run into them by accident. Maybe if we smash this ship there won’t be another contact for thousands of years. And it’s a pity, because trade could mean so much! But it takes two to make a peace, and we can’t risk trusting them. The only answer is to kill them if we can, and if we can’t, to make sure that when they kill us they’ll find out nothing that will lead them to Earth. I don’t like it,” added the skipper tiredly, “but there simply isn’t anything else to do!”


    IV


    On the Llanvabon, the technicians worked frantically in two divisions. One prepared for victory, and the other for defeat. The ones working for victory could do little. The main blasters were the only weapons with any promise. Their mountings were cautiously altered so that they were no longer fixed nearly dead ahead, with only a 5’ traverse. Electronic controls which followed a radio-locator master-finder would keep them trained with absolute precision upon a given target regardless of its maneuverings. More, a hitherto unsung genius in the engine room devised a capacity-storage system by which the normal full-output of the ship’s engines could be momentarily accumulated and released in surges of stored power far above normal. In theory, the range of the blasters should be multiplied and their destructive power considerably stepped up. But there was not much more that could be done.


    The defeat crew had more leeway. Star charts, navigational instruments carrying telltale notations, the photographic record Tommy Dort had made on the six months’ journey from Earth, and every other memorandum offering clues to Earth’s position, were prepared for destruction. They were put in sealed files, and if any one of them was opened by one who did not know the exact, complicated process, the contents of all the files would flash into ashes and the ash be churned past any hope of restoration. Of course, if the Llanvabon should be victorious, a carefully not-indicated method of reopening them in safety would remain.


    There were atomic bombs placed all over the hull of the ship. If its human crew should be killed without complete destruction of the ship, the atomic-power bombs should detonate if the Llanvabon was brought alongside the alien vessel. There were no ready-made atomic bombs on board, but there were small spare atomic-power units on board. It was not hard to trick them so that when they were turned on, instead of yielding a smooth flow of power they would explode. And four men of the Earth-ship’s crew remained always in spacesuits with closed helmets, to fight the ship should it be punctured in many compartments by an unwarned attack.


    Such an attack, however, would not be treacherous. The alien skipper had spoken frankly. His manner was that of one who wryly admits the uselessness of lies. The skipper of the Llanvabon, in turn, heavily admitted the virtue of frankness. Each insisted—perhaps truthfully—that he wished for friendship between the two races. But neither could trust the other not to make every conceivable effort to find out the one thing he needed most desperately to conceal—the location of his home planet. And neither dared believe that the other was unable to trail him and find out. Because each felt it his own duty to accomplish that unbearable—to the other—act, neither could risk the possible existence of his race by trusting the other. They must fight because they could not do anything else.


    They could raise the stakes of the battle by an exchange of information beforehand. But there was a limit, to the stake either would put up. No information on weapons, population, or resources would be given by either. Not even the distance of their home bases from the Crab Nebula would be told. They exchanged information, to be sure, but they knew a battle to the death must follow, and each strove to represent his own civilization as powerful enough to give pause to the other’s ideas of possible conquest—and thereby increased its appearance of menace to the other, and made battle more unavoidable.


    * * * *


    It was curious how completely such alien brains could mesh, however. Tommy Dort, sweating over the coding and decoding machines, found a personal equation emerging from the at first stilted arrays of word cards which arranged themselves. He had seen the aliens only in the vision screen, and then only in light at least one octave removed from the light they saw by. They, in turn, saw him very strangely, by transposed illumination from what to them would be the far ultraviolet. But their brains worked alike. Amazingly alike. Tommy Dort felt an actual sympathy and even something close to friendship for the gill-breathing, bald, and dryly ironic creatures of the black space vessel.


    Because of that mental kinship he set up—though hopelessly—a sort of table of the aspects of the problem before them. He did not believe that the aliens had any instinctive desire to destroy man. In fact, the study of communications from the aliens had produced on the Llanvabon a feeling of tolerance not unlike that between enemy soldiers during a truce on Earth. The men felt no enmity, and probably neither did the aliens. But they had to kill or be killed for strictly logical reasons.


    Tommy’s table was specific. He made a list of objectives the men must try to achieve, in the order of their importance. The first was the carrying back of news of the existence of the alien culture. The second was the location of that alien culture in the galaxy. The third was the carrying back of as much information as possible about that culture. The third was being worked on, but the second was probably impossible. The first—and all—would depend on the-result of the fight which must take place.


    The aliens’ objectives would, be exactly similar, so that the men must prevent, first, news of the existence of Earth’s culture from being taken back by the aliens, second, alien discovery of the location of Earth, and third, the acquiring by the aliens of information which would help them or encourage them to attack humanity. And again the third was in train, and the second was probably taken care of, and the first must await the battle.


    There was no possible way to avoid the grim necessity of the destruction of the black ship. The aliens would see no solution to their problems but the destruction of the Llanvabon. But Tommy Dort, regarding his tabulation ruefully, realized that even complete victory would not be a perfect solution. The ideal would be for the Llanvabon to take back the alien ship for study. Nothing less would be a complete attainment of the third objective. But Tommy realized that he hated the idea of so complete a victory, even if it could be accomplished. He would hate the idea of killing even non-human creatures who understood a human fitting out a fleet of fighting ships to destroy an alien culture because its existence was dangerous. The pure accident of this encounter, between peoples who could like each other, had created a situation which could only result in wholesale destruction.


    Tommy Dort soured on his own brain which could find no answer which would work. But there had to be an answer! The gamble was too big! It was too absurd that two spaceships should fight—neither one primarily designed for fighting—so that the survivor could carry back news which would set one race to frenzied preparation for war against the unwarned other.


    If both races could be warned, though, and each knew that the other did not want to fight, and if they could communicate with each other but not locate each other until some grounds for mutual trust could be reached.


    It was impossible. It was chimerical. It was a day-dream. It was nonsense. But it was such luring nonsense that Tommy Dort ruefully put it into the coder to his gillbreathing friend Buck, then some hundred thousand miles off in the misty brightness of the nebula.


    “Sure,” said Buck, in the decoder’s word-cards flicking into space in the message frame. “That is a good dream. But I like you and still won’t believe you. If I said that first, you would like me but not believe me, either. I tell you the truth more than you believe, and maybe you tell me the truth more than I believe. But there is no way to know. I am sorry.”


    Tommy Dort stared gloomily at the message. He felt a very horrible sense of responsibility. Everyone did, on the Llanvabon. If they failed in this encounter, the human race would run a very good chance of being exterminated in time to come. If they succeeded, the race of the aliens would be the one to face destruction, most likely. Millions or billions of lives hung upon the actions of a few men.


    Then Tommy Dort saw the answer.


    It would be amazingly simple, if it worked. At worst it might give a partial victory to humanity and the Llanvabon. He sat quite still, not daring to move lest he break the chain of thought that followed the first tenuous idea. He went over and over it, excitedly finding objections here and meeting them, and overcoming impossibilities there. It was the answer! He felt sure of it.


    He felt almost dizzy with relief when he found his way to the captain’s room and asked leave to speak.


    * * * *


    It is the function of a skipper, among others, to find things to worry about. But the Llanvabon’s skipper did not have to look. In the three weeks and four days since the first contact with the alien black ship, the skipper’s face had grown lined, and old. He had not only the Llanvabon to worry about. He had all of humanity.


    “Sir,” said Tommy Dort, his mouth rather dry because of his enormous earnestness, “may I offer a method of attack on the black ship? I’ll undertake it myself, sir, and if it doesn’t work our ship won’t be weakened.”


    The skipper looked at him unseeingly.


    “The tactics are all worked out, Mr. Dort,” -he said heavily. “They’re being cut on tape now, for the ship’s handling. it’s a terrible gamble, but it has to be done.”


    “I think,” said Tommy carefully, “I’ve worked out a way to take the gamble out. Suppose, sir, we send a message to the other ship, offering—”


    His voice went on in the utterly quiet captain’s room, with the visiplates showing only a vast mistiness outside and the two fiercely burning stars in the nebula’s heart.


    V


    The skipper himself went through the air lock with Tommy. For one reason, the action Tommy had suggested would need his authority behind it. For another, the skipper had worried more intensely than anybody else on the Llanvabon, and he was tired of it. If he went with Tommy, he would do the thing himself, and if he failed he would be the first one killed—and the tape for the Earth-ship’s maneuvering was already fed into the control board and correlated with the master-timer. If Tommy and the skipper were killed, a single control pushed home would throw the Llanvabon into the most furious possible all-out attack, which would end in the complete destruction of one ship or the other—or both. So the skipper was not deserting his post.


    The outer air lock door swung wide. It opened upon that shining emptiness which was the nebula. Twenty. miles away, the little round robot hung in space, drifting in an incredible orbit about the twin central suns, and floating ever nearer and nearer. It would never reach either of them, of course. The white star alone was so much hotter than Earth’s sun that its heat-effect would produce Earth’s temperature on an object five times as far from it as Neptune is from Sol. Even removed to the distance of Pluto, the little robot would be raised to, cherry-red heat by the blazing white dwarf. And it could not possibly approach to the ninety-odd millions miles which is the Earth’s distance from the sun. So near, its metal would melt and boil away as vapor. But, half a light-year out, the bulbous object bobbed in emptiness.


    The two spacesuited figures soared away from the Llanvabon. The small atomic drives which made them minute spaceships on their own had been subtly altered, but the change did not interfere with their functioning. They headed for the communication robot. The skipper, out in space, said gruffly:


    “Mr. Dort, all my life I have longed for adventure. This is the first time I could ever justify it to myself.”


    His voice came through Tommy’s space-phone receivers. Tommy wet his lips and said:


    “It doesn’t seem like adventure to me, sir. I want terribly for the plan to go through. I thought adventure was when you didn’t care?”


    “Oh, no,” said the skipper. “Adventure is when you toss your life on the scales of chance and wait for the pointer to stop.”


    They reached the round object. They clung to its short, scanner-tipped horns.


    “Intelligent, those creatures,” said the skipper heavily. “They must want desperately to see more of our ship than the communication room, to agree to this exchange of visits before the fight.”


    “Yes, sir,” said Tommy. But privately, he suspected that Buck—his gill-breathing friend—would like to see him in the flesh before one or both of them died. And it seemed to him that between the two ships had grown up an odd tradition o~ courtesy, like that between two ancient knights before a tourney, when they admired each other wholeheartedly before hacking at each other with all the contents of their respective armories.


    They waited.


    Then, out of the mist, came two other figures. The alien spacesuits were also power-driven. The aliens themselves were shorter than men, and their helmet openings were coated with a filtering material to cut off visible and ultraviolet rays which to them would be lethal. It was not possible to see more than the outline of the heads within.


    Tommy’s helmet phone said, from the communication room on the Llanvabon:


    “They say that their ship is waiting for you, sir. The air lock door will be open.”


    The skipper’s voice said heavily:


    “Mr. Dort, have you seen their space suits before? If so, are you sure they’re not carrying anything extra, such as bombs?”


    “Yes, sir,” said Tommy. “We’ve showed each other our space equipment. They’ve nothing but regular stuff in view, sir.”


    The skipper made a gesture to. the two aliens. He and Tommy Dart plunged on for the black vessel. They could not make out the ship very clearly with the naked eye, but directions for change of course came from the communication room.


    The black ship loomed up. It was huge, as long as the Llanvabon and vastly thicker. The air lock did stand open. The two spacesuited men moved in and anchored themselves with magnetic-soled boots. The outer door closed. There was a rush of air and simultaneously the sharp quick tug of artificial gravity. Then the inner door opened.


    All was darkness. Tommy switched on his helmet light at the same instant as the skipper. Since the aliens saw by infrared, a white light would have been intolerable to them. The men’s helmet lights were, therefore, of the deep-red tint used to illuminate instrument panels so there will be no dazzling of eyes that must be able to detect the minutest speck of white light on a navigating vision plate. There were aliens waiting to receive them. They blinked at the brightness of the helmet lights. The space-phone receivers said in Tommy’s ear:


    “They say, sir, their skipper is waiting for you.”


    Tommy and the skipper were in a long corridor with a soft flooring underfoot. Their lights showed details of which every one was exotic.


    “I think I’ll crack my helmet, sir,” said Tommy.


    He did. The air was good. By analysis it was thirty percent oxygen instead of twenty for normal air on Earth, but the pressure was less. It felt just right. The artificial gravity, too, was less than that maintained on the Llanvabon. The home planet of the aliens would be smaller than Earth, and by the infrared data circling close to a nearly dead, dull-red sun. The air had smells in it. They were utterly strange, but not unpleasant.


    An arched opening. A ramp with the same soft stuff underfoot. Lights which actually shed a dim, dull-red glow about. The aliens had stepped up some of their illuminating equipment as an act of courtesy. The light might hurt their eyes, but it was a gesture of consideration which made Tommy even more anxious for his plan to go through.


    The alien skipper faced them with what seemed to Tommy a gesture of wryly humorous deprecation. The helmet phones said:


    “He says, sir, that he greets you with pleasure, but he has been able to think of only one way in which the problem created by the meeting of these two ships can be solved.”


    “He means a fight,” said the skipper. “Tell him I’m here to offer another choice.”


    The Llanvabon’s skipper and the skipper of the alien ship were face to face, but their communication was weirdly indirect. The aliens used no sound in communication. Their talk, in fact, took place on, microwaves and approximated telepathy. But they could not hear, in any ordinary sense of the word, so the skipper’s and Tommy’s speech approached telepathy, too, as far as they were concerned. When the skipper spoke, his space phone sent his words back to the Llanvabon, where the words were fed into the coder and short-wave equivalents sent back to the black ship. The alien skipper’s reply went to the Llanvabon and through the decoder, and was retransmitted by space phone in words read from the message frame. It was awkward, but it worked.


    * * * *


    The short and stocky alien skipper paused. The helmet phones relayed his translated, soundless reply.


    “He is anxious to hear, sir.”


    The skipper took off his helmet. He put his hands at his belt in a belligerent pose.


    “Look here!” he said truculently to the bald, strange creature in the unearthly red glow before him. “It looks like we have to fight and one batch of us get killed. We’re ready to do it if we have to. But if you win, we’ve got it fixed so you’ll never find out where Earth is, and there’s a good chance we’ll get you anyhow! II we win, we’ll be in the same fix. And if we win and go back home, our government will fit out a fleet and start hunting your planet. And if we find it we’ll be ready to blast it to hell! If you win, the same thing will happen to us! And it’s all foolishness! We’ve stayed here a month, and we’ve swapped information, and we don’t hate each other. There’s no reason for us to fight except for the rest of our respective races!”


    The skipper stopped for breath, scowling. Tommy Dort inconspicuously put his own hand on the belt of his spacesuit. He waited, hoping desperately that the trick would work.


    “He says, sir,” reported the helmet phones, “that all you say is true. But that his race has to be protected, just as you feel that yours must be.” “Naturally,” said the skipper angrily, “but the sensible thing to do is to figure out how to protect it! Putting its future up as a gamble in a fight is not sensible. Our races have to be warned of each other’s existence. That’s true. But each should have proof that the other doesn’t want to fight, but wants to be friendly. And we shouldn’t be able to find each other, but we should be able to communicate with each other to work out grounds for a common trust. If our governments want to be fools, let them! But we should give them the chance to make friends, instead of starting a space waxout of mutual funk!”


    Briefly, the space phone said:


    “He says that the difficulty is that of trusting each other now. With the possible existence of his race at stake, he cannot take any chance, and neither can you, of yielding an advantage.”


    “But my race,” boomed the skipper, glaring at the alien captain, “my race has an advantage now. We came here to your ship in atom-powered spacesuits! Before we left, we altered the drives! We can set off ten pounds of sensitized fuel apiece, right here in this ship, or it can be set off by remote control from our ship! It will be rather remarkable if your fuel store doesn’t blow up with us! In other words, if you don’t accept my proposal for a commonsense approach to this predicament, Dort and I blow up in an atomic explosion, and your ship will be wrecked if not destroyed—and the Llanvabon will be attacking with everything it’s got within two seconds after the blast goes off!”


    The captain’s room of the alien ship was a strange scene, with its dull-red illumination and the strange, bald, gill-breathing aliens watching the skipper and waiting for the inaudible translation of the harangue they could not hear. But a sudden tensity appeared in the air. A sharp, savage feeling of strain. The alien skipper made a gesture. The helmet phones hummed.


    “He says, sir, what is your proposal?”


    “Swap ships!” roared the skipper. “Swap ships and go on home! We can fix our instruments so they’ll do no trailing, he can do the same with his. We’ll each remove out star maps and records. We’ll each dismantle our weapons. The air will serve, and we’ll take their ship and they’ll take ours, and neither one can harm or trail the other, and each will carry home more information than can be taken otherwise! We can agree on this same Crab Nebula as a rendezvous when the double star has made another circuit, and if our people want to meet them they can do it, and if they are scared they can duck it! That’s my proposal! And he’ll take it, or Dort and I blow up their ship and the Llanvabon blasts what’s left!”


    He glared about him while he waited for the translation to reach the tense small stocky figures about him. He could tell when it came - because the tenseness changed. The figures stirred. They made gestures. One of them made convulsive movements. It lay down on the soft floor and kicked. Others leaned against its walls and shook.


    The voice in Tommy Dort’s helmet phones had been strictly crisp and professional, before, but now it sounded blankly amazed.


    “He says, sir, that it is a good joke. Because the two crew members he sent to our ship, and that you passed on the way, have their spacesuits stuffed with atomic explosives too, sir, and he intended to make the very same offer and threat! Of course he accepts, sir. Your ship is worth more to him than his own, and his is worth more to you than the Llanvabon. It appears, sir, to be a deal.”


    Then Tommy Dort realized what the convulsive movements of the aliens were. They were laughter.


    * * * *


    It wasn’t quite as simple as the skipper had outlined it. The actual working-out of the proposal was complicated. For three days the crews of the two ships were intermingled, the aliens learning the workings of the Llanvabon’s engines, and the men learning the controls of the black spaceship. It was a good joke—but it wasn’t all a joke. There were men on the black ship, and aliens on the Llanvabon, ready at an instant’s notice to blow up the vessels in question. And they would have done it in case of need, for which reason the need did not appear. But it was, actually, a better arrangement to have two expeditions return to two civilizations, under the current arrangement, than for either to return alone.


    There were differences, though. There was some dispute about the removal of records. In most cases the dispute was settled by the destruction of the records. There was more trouble caused by the Llanvabon’s books, and the alien equivalent of a ship’s library, containing works which approximated the novels of Earth. But those items were valuable to possible friendship, because they would show the two cultures, each to the other, from the viewpoint of normal citizens and without propaganda.


    But nerves were tense during those three days. Aliens unloaded and inspected the foodstuffs intended for the men on the black ship. Men transshipped the foodstuffs the aliens would need to return to their home. There were endless details, from the exchange of lighting equipment to suit the eyesight of the exchanging crews, to a final check-up of apparatus. A joint inspection party of both races verified that all detector devices had been smashed but not removed, so that they could not be used for trailing and had not been smuggled away. And of course, the aliens were anxious not to leave any useful weapon on the black ship, nor the men upon the Llanvabon. It was a curious fact that each crew was best qualified to take exactly the measures which made an evasion of the agreement impossible.


    There was a final conference before the two ships parted, back in the communication room of the Llanvabon.


    “Tell the little runt,” rumbled the Llanvabon’s former skipper, “that he’s got a good ship and he’d better treat her right.”


    The message frame flicked word-cards into position. “I believe,” it said on the alien skipper’s behalf, “that your ship is just as good. I hope to meet you here when the double star has turned one turn.”


    The last man left the Llanvabon. It moved away into the misty nebula before they had returned to the black ship. The vision plates in that vessel had been altered for human eyes, and human crewmen watched jealously for any trace of their former ship as their new craft took a crazy, evading course to a remote part of the nebula. It came to a crevasse of nothingness, leading to the stars. It rose swiftly to clear space. There was the instant of breathlessness which the overdrive field produces as it goes on, and then the black ship whipped away into the void at many times the speed of light.


    Many days later, the skipper saw Tommy Dort poring over one of the strange objects which were the equivalent of books. It was, fascinating to puzzle over. The skipper was pleased with himself. The technicians of the Llanvabon’s former crew were finding out desirable things about the ship almost momently. Doubtless the aliens were as pleased with their discoveries in the Llanvabon. But the black ship would be enormously worth while—and the solution that had been found was by any standard much superior even to combat in which the Earthmen had been overwhelmingly victorious.


    “Hm-m-m. Mr. Dort,” said the skipper profoundly. “You’ve no equipment to make another photographic record on the way back. It was left on the Llanvabon. But fortunately, we have your record taken on the way out, and I shall report most favorably on your suggestion and your assistance in carrying it out. I think very well of you, sir.”


    “Thank you, sir,” said Tommy.


    He waited. The skipper cleared his throat.


    “You…ah…first realized the close similarity of mental processes between the aliens and ourselves,” he observed. “What do you think of the prospects of a friendly arrangement if we keep a rendezvous with them at the nebula as agreed?”


    “Oh, we’ll get along all right, sir,” said Tommy. “We’ve got a good start toward friendship. After all, since they see by infrared, the planets they’d want to make use of wouldn’t suit us. There’s no reason why we shouldn’t get along. We’re almost alike in psychology.”


    “Hm-m-m. Now just what do you mean by that?” demanded the skipper.


    “Why, they’re just like us, sir!” said Tommy. “Of course they breathe through gills and they see by heat waves, and their blood has a copper base instead of iron and a few little details like that. But otherwise we’re just alike! There were only men in their crew, sir, but they have two sexes as we have and they have families, and…er… their sense of humor— In fact—” Tommy hesitated.


    “Go on, sir,” said the skipper.


    “Well— There was the one I call Buck, sir, because he hasn’t any name that goes into sound waves,” said Tommy. “We got along very well. I’d really call him my friend, sir. And we were together for a couple of hours just before the two ships separated and we’d nothing in particular to do. So I became convinced that humans and aliens are bound to be good friends if they have only half a chance. You see, sir, we spent those two hours telling dirty jokes.”


    * * * *
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    ALIENS AND ALIEN WORLDS, by Ericka Hoagland


    The strange, dangerous, and mysterious figure of the alien is perhaps the most familiar trope of science fiction. From the ten-foot-tall blue Na’vi of the 2009 blockbuster film Avatar, to the terrifying, acid-spitting creatures of Ridley Scott’s 1979 sci-fi horror film Alien, or the golden-skinned, gentle telepaths of Ray Bradbury’s The Martian Chronicles, the alien embodies both our fears of the unknown and our desire to know it. Likewise, the worlds of these creatures present humanity with at once familiar and strange landscapes, arenas in which mankind may test their fortitude, as well as find potential new homes as space back on Earth grows increasingly precious. Indeed, as Gwyneth Jones notes,


    The career of ‘aliens’ in sf has reflected (as all sf concepts must) changes and developments in the real world. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century there was sober, Darwinian speculation about life and ecology on other planets, with the sensational corrective of H.G. Wells’s The War of the Worlds (1898). Aliens became competitors, and therefore our deadly enemies. In the chastened, exhausted years after the Second World War, and even more so in the 1960s, the decade of the Vietnam debacle and the Civil Rights Movement, peace was the message and aliens could be pitied, admired or defended, in print—though remaining monstrous invaders in the movies, battle providing better spectacle than trade missions. More recently, colourful (sic) (but conveniently humanoid) sf aliens—such as the aliens or demons in TV sci-fi and fantasy shows, such as Star Trek, Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Angel—have taken on a range of topical, dramatically useful roles: immigrants, ethnic minorities, underprivileged guest workers, wily diplomatic opponents. (168)


    Jones’s sweeping, but quite useful, overview of the ways in which aliens have been used throughout the history of science fiction, is just one starting point for establishing the function and meaning of the alien in the genre. As Ronnie D. Lipschultz notes, the term “alien” has “three common uses:”


    The first, of course, the creature, whether extraterrestrial or of this earth, who confounds “normalcy.” The second applies to those individuals who are not native to the country in which they reside, a conception that connotes, as well, a sense of unbridgeable cultural difference. The third means “out of place,” a definition that encompasses as well “alienation,” a notion that generally refers to those who feel that they do not belong to the society of which they are members. (80)


    All three definitions that Lipschultz outlines are linked by the specter of difference. Aliens are not “us,” they are intrinsically different: physiologically, linguistically, technologically, even ethically. Whether we perceive them as inferior to ourselves or frighteningly advanced, the primary function of aliens—that is, the “Other”—is to remind us of what (and who) we are. In other words, the alien Other serves as a counterpoint, a way for humanity to define itself in opposition to the Other. Accepting an alien race as an ally, like the Vulcans in the Star Trek universe, does not mean that their otherness has been forgotten, however. Entire episodes throughout the Star Trek series have been devoted to just the sexuality of the Vulcans; thus while they may be our ally, they are still radically different from us.


    What the work of Lipschultz and Jones directs us towards is a specific function of the alien (and even their worlds) in science fiction, and that is their usefulness on an allegorical level. While it would be dangerous to assign an allegorical function to every alien in the science fiction pantheon, this lens has proven especially helpful in analyzing science fiction texts, as allegorical readings of H. G. Wells’s The War of the Worlds shows, for example. Wells’s celebrated and highly influential novel presents an Earth under attack by blood-sucking Martians who terrorize the English countryside. Human weapons are no match for superior Martian technology, and all looks lost for humanity until a simple fact of biology saves the day: the Martians are not immune to the simplest of Earth germs. The Martians’ ruthlessness is not based in their otherness, however: They are, quite simply, mankind. Specifically, the Martians are imperialistic Great Britain, which is now at the receiving end of its own brutal imperialist practices. No longer the technological superior, England has been relegated to the position of the native / colonized that cannot protect itself from the greed of the Martian Empire. Once again, the allegorical function of the alien in science fiction is abundantly clear in Wells’s text, just as it is in the 1996 film Independence Day, a reimagining of Wells’s classic. Here the allegory resides not in a commentary on nineteenth-century imperialism, but rather on modern-day environmental devastation. The aliens’ sole focus is to deplete the Earth of every natural resource it has, and once done, the aliens move on to another planet. The aliens then are a not so subtle code for the rapaciousness of humanity, their very presence is a warning to protect Earth not just from external, extraterrestrial threat, but from humanity’s own thoughtlessness.


    First Contact


    The alien encounter is at the heart of most science fiction, and the encounter’s most typical expression is the “first contact” story. The first contact story is frequently driven by anxiety, paranoia, and fear, mostly of the unknown: This is grippingly captured in the classic story by Murray Leinster which coined the now familiar SF phrase. The Earthship Llanvabon and an alien spaceship surprise one another in the Crab Nebula. Both ships have come to the nebula to study it, but are now faced with a dilemma: is the other ship hostile or friendly? “The first contact of humanity with an alien race,” the skipper of the Llanvabon reflects,


    was a situation which had been foreseen in many fashions, but never one quite so hopeless of solution as this. A solitary Earth-ship and a solitary alien, meeting in a nebula which must be remote from the home planet of each. They might wish peace, but the line of conduct which best prepared a treacherous attack was just the seeming of friendliness. Failure to be suspicious might doom the human race—and a peaceful exchange of the fruits of civilization would be the greatest benefit imaginable. Any mistake would be irreparable, but a failure to be on guard would be fatal. (89)


    Each race is understandably cautious, but also curious. After some tentative communications in which one of the Llanvabon’s crew, Tommy Dorst (who provides the story’s central point of view) determines that the aliens are not quite as different as their appearances suggest, the two crews come to a creative solution to their quandary: switch ships. In that way, each race can learn much about the other, being sure to remove any information that would reveal the locations of their homes, and should the two “alien” groups decide to continue communications, they will return after an agreed upon time to the neutral Crab Nebula.


    Leinster’s own neutral treatment of the intense first contact, recognizing the shared concerns of each race and emphasizing the similarities between them, is sharply contrasted by the more common presentation of first contact, in which the suspicion of one group (and sometimes both) is soon verified. While Leinster’s treatment is rather atypical of this story type, his story tells the reader much the same that the frequent portrayal of aliens as bloodthirsty menaces does: Fear of the unknown continues to pervade. However, not every first contact is doomed to violence or failure, as long as cooler heads prevail. If they do not, humanity may miss out on unimaginable gifts, like “immortality under the stars,” as the aliens in Frank Belknap Long’s “Invasion” reveal to Earth after humanity has failed to show trust and openness to their automaton representative (727).


    Bug-Eyed Monsters and Little Green Men


    Upon shedding his “Edgar suit” that has allowed him to pass as human, the alien villain of the 1997 science fiction comedy Men in Black reveals his true form: a huge cockroach, complete with drooling mandibles. In his two forms, the alien, known simply as the “Bug,” represents the two most typical representations of the alien in science fiction, both on screen and on the page: the humanoid and the non-humanoid (typically either reptilian or insectlike). While non-humanoid aliens can, and do, take on other forms, such as the Golans in Leslie Stone’s “The Conquest of Gola”—circular bodies with hand and foot pads, covered in golden coats, able to take in food and drink through any part of the body—the reptilian and insect bodies frequently assigned to the non-humanoid alien serves a dual purpose: to present the Other in a somewhat familiar form, and, by casting them as reptiles or enormous bugs, the non-humanoid alien is immediately positioned as, at the very least, physically inferior to humanity, even if their technology is not. This type of alien flourished particularly during what is considered the “Golden Age” of science fiction (roughly the 1930s to the 1950s) in the form of pulp magazine stories, and gained a rather endearing name: the bug-eyed monster. With the word “monster” there was no question what the motives of this kind of alien were, and from that point on, bug-eyed monsters (or BEMs) have regularly been depicted as hostile aliens, with few exceptions (such as the bug-eyed, but hardly monstrous E.T.).


    Being humanoid, however, has never guaranteed benevolent purpose. The alien pantheon of the various Star Trek television series and films abound with hostile humanoid aliens, perhaps the most terrifying being the cybernetic humanoids known as the Borg. Likewise, while “little green men” are sometimes the stuff of abduction nightmares and twisted governmental cover-up plots (like the central plotline of The X-Files), they are also the incredibly helpful Asgaard of Stargate: SG-1, or the ethereal beings of James Cameron’s 1989 film The Abyss, who, in an alternate version of the film’s ending, choose to spare humanity based on the self-sacrifice of one of the main characters. What this brief exercise shows, then, is that physical form is never a guarantee of an alien’s intent, and thus it is more useful to focus on that intent and what it means for humanity.


    As such, the peacebringer/peacekeeper alien, like those depicted in the classic science fiction film The Day the Earth Stood Still, represents quite simply mankind’s desire for peace, a desire that some aliens, such as those in Damon Knight’s classic short story “To Serve Man,” exploit to their own ends. Under the auspices of the peacebringer alien, the Kanamit are actually an example of one of the sub-types of the hostile alien: the invasion force, the most popular representation of alien life. In Knight’s story invasion is presented as peace: the Kanamit offer humanity longer, healthier lives, unlimited power, and a device that protects countries from weapons, such as missiles and bombs. What a few humans discover to their great horror, however, is that the Kanamit are merely protecting their newfound food source: humanity itself. The Kanamit’s outward benevolence belies their malevolent intent, thus making them on some level more terrifying than the outwardly hostile alien, such as the Martians in H. G. Wells’s War of the Worlds.


    At its root, the threat that hostile aliens pose speaks to mankind’s deep fears of powerlessness and mortality, just as the promise of a peaceful future represented by friendly aliens reflects our wish that the kinder side of the human spirit will one day be triumphant. That the former can be found more readily in science fiction than the latter suggests several possible, equally plausible conclusions about the state of humanity. First, mankind’s fear of the other, here on in earth and beyond, remains strong. Second, mankind’s visions of interstellar interaction, and the future such interaction may be bring, is based in violence and suspicion, not unlike how mankind’s dealings with itself continue to play themselves out. And when mankind is the hostile alien, as in the 2009 film Avatar, that fear of difference is used as a rationale for suppression and preemptive aggression, as well as economic and physical gain.


    There are, however, aliens that do not fit into either category: hostile or friendly. Take, for example, the strange oceanic planet Solaris, from Stanislaw Lem’s novel of the same name. Solaris is both an alien world and a sentient being. Because communication with the planet has yielded no discernible sense of the planet’s motives or intent, and there has been no clearly hostile or benign actions on the part of the planet, Solaris is an alien outside of the traditional dichotomy, and as such serves as an uncomfortable reminder that mankind’s attempts to know and quantify the other has its limits. For the humans in Octavia Butler’s short story “Bloodchild,” the intent of the aliens, the Tlic, a race of large, sentient insects, is clear: they desperately need the Terrans, specifically males, in order to reproduce. Humans are kept on a “Preserve;” these humans are those who have been “adopted” by a Tlic family for reproductive purposes. In exchange, the humans who have come to the Tlic homeworld to escape the violence of Earth are given homes and longer lives. This seemingly symbiotic relationship is hardly ideal, however: some of the humans resent the Tlic and the treatment of humans as little more than animals, while the Tlic are ever fearful of the humans revolting, as such an act could mean the end of the Tlic race. Butler’s story raises a very difficult question about alien motives and the alien encounter: what if one’s very survival is dependent on the other, but must be achieved through less than appealing methods? Not surprisingly, when it is difficult to discern a clear motive on the part of an alien, such as the “prawns” in the 2009 film District 9, humanity invariably chooses to believe that the aliens are a threat; this is even true of the oddly cuddly E.T., whose only desire, like the prawns, is to go home. Neither alien has any expressed interest in man, but mankind’s interest in them and what dangers (real or imagined) they pose dictates in turn how the aliens are defined and treated.


    Strange New (and Old) Worlds


    But what of alien worlds? How do they function both within the allegorical paradigm as well as outside of it? To start, let us consider Earth as an alien world. Early science fiction, such as Jules Vernes’s Journey to the Center of the Earth and H. G. Wells’s Time Machine, locate the alien on Earth. For Vernes, the “alien” is a remnant of humanity’s prehistoric past, a massive twelve-foot tall half-human, half ape man living far beneath the Earth’s surface. In The Time Machine, the “alien” is mankind’s far-distant future: after millennia of evolution, humanity has separated into two races—the Eloi, physically smaller and intellectually inferior to their ancestors, and the subterranean Morlocks, covered in gray fur and built along the lines of apes. As Wells’s story progresses, it becomes abundantly clear that rather than evolve, humanity has degenerated. What both stories do, though, is situate the “alien within” far away, whether in the past or a future so far away it is almost impossible to contemplate, let alone be truly afraid of what is to come.


    One of the most famous alien worlds has to be Mars, which occupies a special place in the science fiction imagination, serving as both setting to stories of, for example, intergalactic imperialism (War of the Worlds), swashbuckling adventure (the planetary romance series by Edgar Rice Burroughs about Barsoom, or Mars), or corporate greed (the 1990 film Total Recall), and the planet itself offering humanity a new home (as in The Martian Chronicles, Kim Stanley Robinson’s Mars Trilogy, and the 2000 film Red Planet). The 2000 film Mission to Mars goes even further: the explorers discover that the ancient inhabitants of Mars long ago seeded the Earth, thus making possible the development of organic life on the planet. In essence, humans are the “children” of Mars. No other alien world in the science fiction pantheon offers so much hope, such tantalizing possibility. Indeed, science fiction depictions of Mars have long since moved away from the “Mars as threat” focus to more nuanced treatments that revolve around considerations of what Mars may mean for Earth’s future, a focus echoed and supported by scientific research on the planet itself.


    Let us turn, then, to one such example of Mars as Earth’s future. In the haunting last story of The Martian Chronicles, “The Million-Year Picnic,” a young family, refugees from Earth’s last atomic war, explore their new home. The year is 2026, and Mars has known close to thirty years of Terran exploration, which has rendered the Martian population and culture extinct. The family visits several cities as they seek out a place to call home, quickly rejecting the second city because it was a human settlement, and choosing the sixth, a beautiful Martian city still largely intact. Having already blown up the rocket they used to reach Mars, the father then proceeds to burn Earth documents—government bonds, legal documents, scientific periodicals—and lastly, a map of the Earth, forever severing their bonds to Earth, whose “way of life proved wrong and [which] strangled itself with its own hands” (180). Instead, the father tells his sons, they will, along with the other refugees on Mars, “turn away from all that on Earth and strike out a new line” (180). Having promised his children that he would show them the Martians they so eagerly wish to meet, he takes his family to a silent Martian canal, and bids them look down, where they see their own reflections looking back at them.


    This poignant end to the Chronicles, a collection of short stories in which Bradbury not only delves into anxieties about atomic annihilation, but America’s history of racial tension, as well as the consequences of unthinking colonization, all reflect the deeply allegorical function of the text itself and the planet Mars. At once a setting for ruminations about the high costs of imperialism for both the colonizer and the colonized, Mars is also that second chance, perhaps last chance for humanity to get it right.


    Other worlds, of course, have captured the science fiction imagination. Most tend to represent some topographical and/or meteorological extreme of Earth itself, from the frozen planet aptly named “Winter” in Ursula K. LeGuin’s 1969 novel The Left Hand of Darkness to the desert planet Arrakis in Frank Herbert’s 1965 masterpiece Dune. Even the planet Solaris is modeled after Earth—an ocean planet—but its difference resides not only in the material of the ocean (rather than water, the liquid covering, indeed, comprising the planet itself, is a colloidal substance), but the fact that the planet itself is the alien: It is sapient. By literally presenting a planet as the alien, Stanislaw Lem further intensifies the stakes of the alien encounter: There is no way to productively communicate with the alien planet, perhaps because the planet is not interested in communication, or mankind lacks the necessary development to communicate with such a vast and strange intelligence. Instead, mankind must guess at the planet’s motives (indeed, if Solaris even has motives), and like the ever shifting surface of the planet itself, attempts to categorize the planet remain hollow shows, neither advancing knowledge of the planet nor fully dispelling previous theories.


    As stages for mankind’s economic, ecological, racial, and ideological dramas, the alien world, like the alien itself, is as much a reflection of humanity’s imagination and desires as it is a reflection of its failings, both to imagine beyond those desires, and to see the alien and his/her world as more than just mere extensions of ourselves. It is, finally, the possibilities that both represent, that there is more “out there”—new worlds, new species, new ideas—that the endeavor to know ourselves is always a worthy one, if flawed at times in its methods, which continue to draw us into the crowded multiplexes and to crack open that book. Somehow, as we always knew, they are us, and we are them.
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    RICHARD MATHESON


    (1926– )


    While his horror-edged science fiction has been overshadowed by his enormous success in writing for television and films, Richard Matheson’s fiction has had a significant influence on the field as well. And it continues to have an influence today: his most recent novel, Other Kingdoms (2011), was written more than sixty years after this “Born of Man and Woman,” which was Matheson’s first published story.


    Matheson was born in New Jersey and grew up in Brooklyn, New York, the son of Norwegian immigrants. His father installed floors for a living, but Matheson showed early signs of a writing career, including stories and poems published in the Brooklyn Eagle. After serving as an infantryman in World War II, Matheson earned a BA in journalism from the University of Missouri. The next year, “Born of Man and Woman” appeared in F&SF, followed by dozens of stories over the next two decades. His first novel, Someone Is Bleeding, was published in 1953.


    In 1951, Matheson moved to California, where he has lived and worked ever since, and found astonishing success both as a screenwriter and as the author of books and stories that were readily adapted to film. His 1954 novel I Am Legend was filmed as The Last Man on Earth (1964), The Omega Man (1971), and I Am Legend (2007). The Shrinking Man (1956) was filmed as The Incredible Shrinking Man, winning Matheson a Hugo Award. Other Matheson novels turned into notable films include Stir of Echoes (1958), Hell House (1971, as The Legend of Hell House), Bid Time Return (1975, as Somewhere in Time), and What Dreams May Come (1978). Three of his short stories were filmed together as Trilogy of Terror (1975), and short story “Button, Button” was filmed as The Box in 2009 (after being previously adapted for a 1986 episode of The Twilight Zone).


    Matheson wrote fourteen episodes of The Twilight Zone, including the classic “Nightmare at 20,000 Feet.” He wrote the 1966 Star Trek episode “The Enemy Within.” He wrote scripts for the western series Lawman; for Roger Corman’s Edgar Allan Poe film adaptations and other classic 1960s horror films; and wrote television films including The Night Stalker (1972), for which he received an Edgar Award from the Mystery Writers of America. He’s won the World Fantasy Award twice, as well as a host of other awards spanning the multiple genres he writes in.


    Matheson has been married to Ruth Ann Woodson for almost sixty years. They have four children, three of whom (Chris, Richard Christian, and Ali Matheson) are writers of fiction and screenplays.

  


  
    BORN OF MAN AND WOMAN, by Richard Matheson


    First published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Summer 1950


    X——— This day when it had light mother called me a retch. You retch she said. I saw in her eyes the anger. I wonder what it is a retch.


    This day it had water falling from upstairs. It fell all around. I saw that. The ground of the back I watched from the little window. The ground it sucked up the water like thirsty lips. It drank too much and it got sick and runny brown. I didn’t like it.


    Mother is a pretty I know. In my bed place with cold walls around I have a paper things that was behind the furnace. It says on it SCREENSTARS. I see in the pictures faces like of mother and father. Father says they are pretty. Once he said it.


    And also mother he said. Mother so pretty and me decent enough. Look at you he said and didn’t have the nice face. I touched his arm and said it is alright father. He shook and pulled away where I couldn’t reach.


    Today mother let me off the chain a little so I could look out the little window. That’s how I saw the water falling from upstairs.


    XX———This day it had goldness in the upstairs. As I know, when I looked at it my eyes hurt. After I look at it the cellar is red.


    I think this was church. They leave the upstairs. The big machine swallows them and rolls out past and is gone. In the back part is the little mother. She is much small than me. I am big. It is a secret but I have pulled the chain out of the wall. I can see out the little window all I like.


    In this day when it got dark I had eat my food and some bugs. I hear laughs upstairs. I like to know why there are laughs for. I took the chain from the wall and wrapped it around me. I walked squish to the stairs. They creak when I walk on them. My legs slip on them because I don’t walk on stairs. My feet stick to the wood.


    I went up and opened a door. It was a white place. White as white jewels that come from upstairs sometime. I went in and stood quiet. I hear the laughing some more. I walk to the sound and look through to the people. More people than I thought was. I thought I should laugh with them.


    Mother came out and pushed the door in. It hit me and hurt. I fell back on the smooth floor and the chain made noise. I cried. She made a hissing noise into her and put her hand on her mouth. Her eyes got big.


    She looked at me. I heard father call. What fell he called. She said a iron board. Come help pick it up she said. He came and said now is that so heavy you need. He saw me and grew big. The anger came in his eyes. He hit me. I spilled some of the drip on the floor from one arm. It was not nice. It made ugly green on the floor.


    Father told me to go to the cellar. I had to go. The light it hurt some now in my eyes. It is not so like that in the cellar.


    Father tied my legs and arms up. He put me on my bed. Upstairs I heard laughing while I was quiet there looking on a black spider that was swinging down to me. I thought what father said. Ohgod he said. And only eight.


    XXX———This day father hit in the chain again before it had light. I have to try pull it out again. He said I was bad to come upstairs. He said never do that again or he would beat me hard. That hurts.


    I hurt. I slept the day and rested my head against the cold wall. I thought of the white place upstairs.


    XXXX———I got the chain from the wall out. Mother was upstairs. I heard little laughs very high. I looked out the window. I saw all little people like the little mother and little fathers too. They are pretty.


    They were making nice noise and jumping around the ground. Their legs was moving hard. They are like mother and father. Mother says all right people look like they do.


    One of the little fathers saw me. He pointed at the window. I let go and slid down the wall in the dark. I curled up as they would not see. I heard their talks by the window and foots running. Upstairs there was a door hitting. I heard the little mother call upstairs. I heard heavy steps and I rushed to my bed place. I hit the chain in the wall and lay down on my front.


    I heard mother come down. Have you been at the window she said. I heard the anger. Stay away from the window. You have pulled the chain out again.


    She took the stick and hit me with it. I didn’t cry. I can’t do that. But the drip ran all over the bed. She saw it and twisted away and made a noise. Oh mygod mygod she said why have you done this to me? I heard the stick go bounce on the stone floor. She ran upstairs. I slept the day.


    XXXXX——— This day it had water again. When mother was upstairs I heard the little one come slow down the steps. I hidded myself in the coal bin for mother would have anger if the little mother saw me.


    She had a little live thing with her. It walked on the arms and had pointy ears. She said things to it.


    It was all right except the live thing smelled me. It ran up the coal and looked down at me. The hairs stood up. In the throat it made an angry noise. I hissed but it jumped on me.


    I didn’t want to hurt it. I got fear because it bit me harder than the rat does. I hurt and the little mother screamed. I grabbed the live thing tight. It made sounds I never heard. I pushed it all together. It was lumpy and red on the black coal.


    I hid there when mother called. I was afraid of the stick. She left. I crept over the coal with the thing. I hid it under my pillow and rested on it. I put the chain in the wall again.


    X——— This is another times. Father chained me tight. I hurt because he beat me. This time I hit the stick out of his hands and made noise. He went away and his face was white. He ran out of my bed place and locked the door.


    I am not so glad. All day it is cold in here. The chain comes slow out of the wall. And I have a bad anger with mother and father. I will show them. I will do what I did that once.


    I will screech and laugh loud. I will run on the walls. Last I will hang head down by all my legs and laugh and drip green all over until they are sorry they didn’t be nice to me.


    If they try to beat me again I’ll hurt them. I will.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1950 by Fantasy House, Inc.

  


  
    JUDITH MERRIL


    (1923–1997)


    It’s ironic that someone who played such a large role in the field for so many years as a writer, editor, and mentor, Judith Merril (the last name in her nom de plume was taken from her daughter Merril’s name) is still best-remembered for the first story she ever wrote. Merril came to science fiction later than many writers; while sick in bed she read some of her first husband’s SF books and was hooked. She joined the Futurians in 1945, and was an editor at Bantam Books two years later. She, Frederik Pohl (who would briefly be her second husband), and others formed the Hydra Club as a gathering place for SF professionals in New York City.


    “That Only a Mother” was published in 1948 and Merril’s first novel, Shadow on the Hearth came out in 1950, but by then she was already making more of a reputation as an editor and mentor to other writers. She edited her first SF anthology, Shot in the Dark, in 1950, and the annual “Year’s Best” collections of SF (which like Robert A. Heinlein she considered as “speculative fiction” rather than “science fiction”) from 1956 to 1967. She worked tirelessly to expand the field to include strong stories that didn’t fit within the field’s established conventions. She worked to expand who wrote SF as well, co-founding the Milford Writer’s Conference (which evolved into Clarion) with James Blish and Damon Knight.


    Merril strongly opposed the Vietnam War, and after the brutal suppression of protests at the 1968 Democratic National Convention in Chicago, she moved to Toronto, eventually becoming a Canadian citizen. In 1970, she donated her massive SF collection to the Toronto Public Library, where it remains a resource.

  


  
    THAT ONLY A MOTHER, by Judith Merril


    First published in Astounding Science Fiction, June 1948


    Margaret reached over to the other side of the bed where Hank should have been. Her hand patted the empty pillow, and then she came altogether awake, wondering that the old habit should remain after so many months. She tried to curl up, cat-style, to hoard her own warmth, found she couldn’t do it any more, and climbed out of bed with a pleased awareness of her increasingly clumsy bulkiness.


    Morning motions were automatic. On the way through the kitchenette, she pressed the button that would start breakfast cooking—the doctor had said to eat as much breakfast as she could—and tore the paper out of the facsimile machine. She folded the long sheet carefully to the “National News” section, and propped it on the bathroom shelf to scan while she brushed her teeth.


    No accidents. No direct hits. At least none that had been officially released for publication. Now, Maggie, don’t get started on that. No accidents. No hits. Take the nice newspaper’s word for it.


    The three clear chimes from the kitchen announced that breakfast was ready. She set a bright napkin and cheerful colored dishes on the table in a futile attempt to appeal to a faulty morning appetite. Then, when there was nothing more to prepare, she went for the mail, allowing herself the full pleasure of prolonged anticipation, because today there would surely be a letter.


    There was. There were. Two bills and a worried note from her mother: “Darling, why didn’t you write and tell me sooner? I’m thrilled, of course, but, well one hates to mention these things, but are you certain the doctor was right? Hank’s been around all that uranium or thorium of whatever it is all these years, and I know you say he’s a designer, not a technician, and he doesn’t get near anything that might be dangerous, but you know he used to, back at Oak Ridge. Don’t you think…well, of course, I’m just being a foolish old woman, and I don’t want you to get upset. You know much more about it than I do, and I’m sure your doctor was right. He should know…”


    Margaret made a face over the excellent coffee, and caught herself refolding the paper to the medical news.


    Stop it, Maggie, stop it! The radiologist said Hank’s job couldn’t have exposed him. And the bombed area we drove past…No, no. Stop it, now! Read the social notes or the recipes, Maggie girl.


    A well-known geneticist, in the medical news, said that it was possible to tell with absolute certainty, at five months, whether the child would be normal, or at least whether the mutation was likely to produce anything freakish. The worst cases, at any rate, could be prevented. Minor mutations, of course, displacements in facial features, or changes in brain structure could not be detected. And there had been some cases recently, of normal embryos with atrophied limbs that did not develop beyond the seventh or eighth month. But, the doctor concluded cheerfully, the worst cases could now be predicted and prevented.


    “Predicted and prevented.” We predicted it, didn’t we? Hank and the others, they predicted it. But we didn’t prevent it. We could have stopped it in ’46 and ’47. Now…


    Margaret decided against the breakfast. Coffee had been enough for her in the morning for ten years; it would have to do for today. She buttoned herself into the interminable folds of material that, the salesgirl had assured her, was the only comfortable thing to wear during the last few months. With a surge of pure pleasure, the letter and newspaper forgotten, she realized she was on the next to the last button. It wouldn’t be long now.


    * * * *


    The city in the early morning had always been a special kind of excitement for her. Last night it had rained, and the sidewalks were still damp-gray instead of dusty. The air smelled the fresher, to a city-bred woman, for the occasional pungency of acrid factory smoke. She walked the six blocks to work, watching the lights go out in the all-night hamburger joints, where the plate-glass walls were already catching the sun, and the lights go on in the dim interiors of cigar stores and dry-cleaning establishments.


    The office was in a new Government building. In the rolovator, on the way up, she felt, as always, like a frankfurter roll in the ascending half of an old-style rotary toasting machine. She abandoned the air-foam cushioning gratefully at the fourteenth floor, and settled down behind her desk, at the rear of a long row of identical desks.


    Each morning the pile of papers that greeted her was a little higher. These were, as everyone knew, the decisive months. The war might be won or lost on these calculations as well as any others. The manpower office had switched her here when her old expediter’s job got to be too strenuous. The computer was easy to operate, and the work was absorbing, if not as exciting as the old job. But you didn’t just stop working these days. Everyone who could do anything at all was needed.


    And—she remembered the interview with the psychologist—I’m probably the unstable type. Wonder what sort of neurosis I’d get sitting home reading that sensational paper…


    She plunged into the work without pursuing the thought.


    February 18


    Hank darling,


    Just a note—from the hospital, no less. I had a dizzy spell at work, and the doctor took it to heart. Blessed if I know what I’ll do with myself lying in bed for weeks, just waiting—but Dr. Boyer seems to think it may not be so long.


    There are too many newspapers around here. More infanticides all the time, and they can’t seem to get a jury to convict any of them..


    It’s the fathers who do it. Lucky thing you’re not around, in case—


    Oh, darling, that wasn’t a very funny joke, was it? Write as often as you can, will you? I have too much time to think. But there really isn’t anything wrong, and nothing to worry about.


    Write often, and remember I love you.


    Maggie


    SPECIAL SERVICE TELEGRAM


    February 21, 1955


    22:04 LK37G


    From: Tech: Lieut. H. Marvell X47-016 GCNY


    To: Mrs. H. Marvell, Women’s Hospital New York City


    HAD DOCTOR’S GRAM STOP WILL ARRIVE FOUR OH TEN STOP SHORT LEAVE STOP YOU DID IT MAGGIE STOP LOVE HANK


    February 25


    Hank dear,


    So you didn’t see the baby either? You’d think a place this size would at least have visiplates on the incubators, so the fathers could get a look, even if the poor benighted mommas can’t. They tell me I won’t see her for another week, or maybe more—but of course, mother always warned me if I didn’t slow my pace, I’d probably even have my babies too fast. Why must she always be right?


    Did you meet that battle-ax of a nurse they put on here? I imagine they save her for people who’ve already had theirs, and don’t let her get too near the prospectives—but a woman like that simply shouldn’t be allowed in a maternity ward. She’s obsessed with mutations, can’t seem to talk about anything else. Oh, well, ours is all right, even if it was in an unholy hurry. I’m tired. They warned me not to sit up so soon, but I had to write you. All my love, darling,


    Maggie


    February 29


    Darling,


    I finally got to see her! It’s all true, what they say about new babies and the face that only a mother could love—but it’s all there, darling, eyes, ears, and noses—no, only one!—all in the right places. We’re so lucky, Hank.


    I’m afraid I’ve been a rambunctious patient. I kept telling that hatchet-faced female with the mutation mania that I wanted to see the baby. Finally the doctor came in to “explain” everything to me, and talked a lot of nonsense, most of which I’m sure no one could have understood, any more than I did. The only thing I got out of it was that she didn’t actually have to stay in the incubator; they just thought it was “wiser.”


    I think I got a little hysterical at that point. Guess I was more worried than I was willing to admit, but I threw a small fit about it. The whole business wound up with one of those hushed medical conferences outside the door, and finally the Woman in White said: “Well, we might as well. Maybe it’ll work out better that way.”


    I’d heard about the way doctors and nurses in these places develop a God complex, and believe me it is as true figuratively as it is literally that a mother hasn’t got a leg to stand on around here.


    I am awfully weak, still. I’ll write again soon. Love,


    Maggie


    March 8


    Dearest Hank,


    Well the nurse was wrong if she told you that. She’s an idiot anyhow. It’s a girl. It’s easier to tell with babies than with cats, and I know. How about Henrietta?


    I’m home again, and busier than a betatron. They got everything mixed up at the hospital, and I had to teach myself how to bathe her and do just about everything else. She’s getting prettier, too. When can you get a leave, a real leave?


    Love,


    Maggie


    May 26


    Hank dear,


    You should see her now—and you shall. I’m sending along a reel of color movie. My mother sent her those nighties with drawstrings all over. I put one on, and right now she looks like a snow-white potato sack with that beautiful, beautiful flower-face blooming on top. Is that me talking? Am I a doting mother? But wait till you see her!


    July 10


    …Believe it or not, as you like, but your daughter can talk, and I don’t mean baby talk. Alice discovered it—she’s a dental assistant in the WACs, you know—and when she heard the baby giving out what I thought was a string of gibberish, she said the kid knew words and sentences, but couldn’t say them clearly because she has no teeth yet. I’m taking her to a speech specialist.


    September 13


    …We have a prodigy for real! Now that all her front teeth are in, her speech is perfectly clear and—a new talent now—she can sing! I mean really carry a tune! At seven months! Darling, my world would be perfect if you could only get home.


    November 19


    …At last. The little goon was so busy being clever, it took her all this time to learn to crawl. The doctor says development in these cases is always erratic…


    SPECIAL SERVICE TELEGRAM


    December 1, 1953


    08:47 LK59F


    From: Tech. Lieut. H. Marvell X47-016 GCNY


    To: Mrs. H. Marvell, Apt. K-17, 504 E. 19 St., N.Y. N.Y.


    WEEK’S LEAVE STARTS TOMORROW STOP WILL ARRIVE AIRPORT TEN OH FIVE STOP DON’T MEET ME STOP LOVE LOVE LOVE HANK


    * * * *


    Margaret let the water run out of the bathinette until only a few inches were left, and then loosed her hold on the wriggling baby.


    “I think it was better when you were retarded, young woman,” she informed her daughter happily. “You can’t crawl in a bathinette, you know.”


    “Then why can’t I go in the bathtub?” Margaret was used to her child’s volubility by now, but every now and then it caught her unawares. She swooped the resistant mass of pink flesh into a towel, and began to rub.


    “Because you’re too little, and your head is very soft, and bathtubs are very hard.”


    “Oh. Then when can I go in the bathtub?”


    “When the outside of your head is as hard as the inside, brainchild.” She reached toward a pile of fresh clothing. “I cannot understand,” she added, pinning a square of cloth through the nightgown, “why a child of your intelligence can’t learn to keep a diaper on the way other babies do. They’ve been used for centuries, you know, with perfectly satisfactory results.”


    The child disdained to reply; she had heard it too often. She waited patiently until she had been tucked, clean and sweet-smelling, into a white-painted crib. Then she favored her mother with a smile that inevitably made Margaret think of the first golden edge of the sun bursting into a rosy pre-dawn. She remembered Hank’s reaction to the color pictures of his beautiful daughter, and with the thought, realized how late it was.


    “Go to sleep, puss. When you wake up, you know, your Daddy will be here.”


    “Why?” asked the four-year-old mind, waging a losing battle to keep the ten-month-old body awake.


    Margaret went into the kitchenette and set the timer for the roast. She examined the table, and got her clothes from the closet, new dress, new shoes, new slip, new everything, bought weeks before and saved for the day Hank’s telegram came. She stopped to pull a paper from the facsimile, and, with clothes and news, went into the bathroom, and lowered herself gingerly into the steaming luxury of a scented tub.


    She glanced through the paper with indifferent interest. Today at least there was no need to read the national news. There was an article by a geneticist. The same geneticist. Mutations, he said, were increasing disproportionately. It was too soon for recessives; even the first mutants, bom near Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1946 and 1947 were not old enough yet to breed. But my baby’s all right. Apparently, there was some degree of free radiation from atomic explosions causing the trouble. My baby’s fine. Precocious, but normal. If more attention had ben paid to the first Japanese mutations, he said…


    There was that little notice in the paper in the spring of ‘47. That was when Hank quit at Oak Ridge. “Only two or three per cent of those guilty of infanticide are being caught and punished in Japan today…” But MY BABY’S all right.


    She was dressed, combed, and ready to the last light brush-on of lip paste, when the door chime sounded. She dashed for the door, and heard, for the first time in eighteen months the almost-forgotten sound of a key turning in the lock before the chime had quite died away.


    “Hank!”


    “Maggie!”


    And then there was nothing to say. So many days, so many months, of small news piling up, so many things to tell him, and now she just stood there, staring at a khaki uniform and a stranger’s pale face. She traced the features with the finger of memory. The same high-bridged nose, wide-set eyes, fine feathery brows; the same long jaw, the hair a little farther back now on the high forehead, the same tilted curve to his mouth. Pale…Of course, he’d been underground all this time. And strange, stranger because of lost familiarity than any newcomer’s face could be.


    She had time to think all that before his hand reached out to touch her, and spanned the gap of eighteen months. Now, again, there was nothing to say, because there was no need. They were together, and for the moment that was enough.


    * * * *


    “Where’s the baby?”


    “Sleeping. She’ll be up any minute.”


    No urgency. Their voices were as casual as though it were a daily exchange, as though war and separation did not exist. Margaret picked up the coat he’d thrown on the chair near the door, and hung it carefully in the hall closet. She went to check the roast, leaving him to wander through the rooms by himself, remembering and coming back. She found him, finally, standing over the baby’s crib.


    She couldn’t see his face, but she had no need to.


    “I think we can wake her just this once.” Margaret pulled the covers down, and lifted the white bundle from the bed. Sleepy lids pulled back heavily from smoky brown eyes.


    “Hello.” Hank’s voice was tentative.


    “Hello.” The baby’s assurance was more pronounced.


    He had heard about it, of course, but that wasn’t the same as hearing it. He turned eagerly to Margaret. “She really can—?”


    “Of course she can, darling. But what’s more important, she can even do nice normal things like other babies do, even stupid ones. Watch her crawl!” Margaret set the baby on the big bed.


    For a moment young Henrietta lay and eyed her parents dubiously.


    “Crawl?” she asked.


    “That’s the idea. Your Daddy is new around here, you know. He wants to see you show off.”


    “Then put me on my tummy.”


    “Oh, of course.” Margaret obligingly rolled the baby over.


    “What’s the matter?” Hank’s voice was still casual, but an undercurrent in it began to charge the air of the room. “I thought they turned over first.”


    “This baby,” Margaret would not notice the tension, “this baby does things when she wants to.”


    This baby’s father watched with softening eyes while the head advanced and the body hunched up, propelling itself across the bed.


    “Why the little rascal,” he burst into relieved laughter. “She looks like one of those potato-sack racers they used to have on picnics. Got her arms pulled out of the sleeves already.” He reached over and grabbed the knot at the bottom of the long nightie. “I’ll do it, darling.” Margaret tried to get there first. “Don’t be silly, Maggie. This may be your first baby, but I had five kid brothers.” He laughed her away, and reached with his other hand for the string that closed one sleeve. He opened the sleeve bow, and groped for an arm.


    “The way you wriggle,” he addressed his child sternly, as his hand touched a moving knob of flesh at the shoulder, “anyone might think you were a worm, using your tummy to crawl on, instead of your hands and feet.”


    Margaret stood and watched, smiling. “Wait till you hear her sing, darling—”


    His right hand traveled down from the shoulder to where he thought an arm would be, traveled down, and straight down, over firm small muscles that writhed in an attempt to move against the pressure of his hand. He let his fingers drift up again to the shoulder. With infinite care, he opened the knot at the bottom of the night gown. His wife was standing by the bed, saying, “She can do ‘Jingle Bells,’ and—”


    His left hand felt along the soft knitted fabric of the gown, up towards the diaper that folded, flat and smooth, across the bottom end of his child. No wrinkles. No kicking. No…


    “Maggie.” He tried to pull his hands from the neat fold in the diaper, from the wriggling body. “Maggie.” His throat was dry; words came hard, low and grating. He spoke very slowly, thinking the sound of each word to make himself say it. His head was spinning, but he had to know before he let it go. “Maggie, why…didn’t you…tell me?”


    “Tell you what, darling?” Margaret’s poise was the immemorial patience of woman confronted with man’s childish impetuosity. Her sudden laugh sounded fantastically easy and natural in that room; it was all clear to her now. “Is she wet? I didn’t know.”


    She didn’t know. His hands, beyond control, ran up and down the soft-skinned baby body, the sinuous, limbless body. Oh God, dear God—his head shook and his muscles contracted, in a bitter spasm of hysteria. His fingers tightened on his child—Oh, God, she didn’t know…


    * * * *
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    WALTER M. MILLER, JR.


    (1923-1996)


    Walter Miller’s career has largely been overshadowed by the only novel he was able to complete in his lifetime, the astonishing study of post-apocalyptic monasticism and religious doubt, A Canticle for Leibowitz.


    A college student (and atheist) at the outset of World War II, Miller left school to serve in the U.S. Army Air Force, where he participated in bombing missions as a B-25 crew member. On one of those missions, he helped to destroy the Benedictine Abbey at Monte Cassino, filled with war refugees at the time. His wartime actions profoundly affected Miller.


    After the war he married and had four children, and converted to Catholicism in 1947. Although he returned to college for engineering, Miller never graduated. Beginning around 1950 he turned to writing, and produced about forty stories in the next decade, often both beautifully written and searingly painful to read. He won a Hugo for “The Darfstellar” in 1957, and again in 1961 for Canticle, a fix-up of earlier stories.


    Years of depression and writer’s block followed. When he shot himself in 1996, Miller left behind a partial sequel to Canticle, later finished by Terry Bisson and published as St. Leibowitz and the Wild Horse Woman.

  


  
    DEATH OF A SPACEMAN, by Walter M. Miller, Jr.


    First published in Amazing Stories, March 1954


    Old Donegal was dying. They had all known it was coming, and they watched it come—his haggard wife, his daughter, and now his grandson, home on emergency leave from the pre-astronautics academy. Old Donegal knew it too, and had known it from the beginning, when he had begun to lose control of his legs and was forced to walk with a cane. But most of the time, he pretended to let them keep the secret they shared with the doctors—that the operations had all been failures, and that the cancer that fed at his spine would gnaw its way brainward until the paralysis engulfed vital organs, and then Old Donegal would cease to be. It would be cruel to let them know that he knew. Once, weeks ago, he had joked about the approaching shadows.


    “Buy the plot back where people won’t walk over it, Martha,” he said. “Get it way back under the cedars—next to the fence. There aren’t many graves back there yet. I want to be alone.”


    “Don’t talk that way, Donny!” his wife had choked. “You’re not dying.”


    His eyes twinkled maliciously. “Listen, Martha, I want to be buried face-down. I want to be buried with my back to space, understand? Don’t let them lay me out like a lily.”


    “Donny, please!”


    “They oughta face a man the way he’s headed,” Donegal grunted. “I been up—way up. Now I’m going straight down.”


    Martha had fled from the room in tears. He had never done it again, except to the interns and nurses, who, while they insisted that he was going to get well, didn’t mind joking with him about it.


    Martha can bear my death, he thought, can bear pre-knowledge of it. But she couldn’t bear thinking that he might take it calmly. If he accepted death gracefully, it would be like deliberately leaving her, and Old Donegal had decided to help her believe whatever would be comforting to her in such a troublesome moment.


    “When’ll they let me out of this bed again?” he complained.


    “Be patient, Donny,” she sighed. “It won’t be long. You’ll be up and around before you know it.”


    “Back on the moon-run, maybe?” he offered. “Listen, Martha, I been planet-bound too long. I’m not too old for the moon-run, am I? Sixty-three’s not so old.”


    That had been carrying things too far. She knew he was hoaxing, and dabbed at her eyes again. The dead must humor the mourners, he thought, and the sick must comfort the visitors. It was always so.


    But it was harder, now that the end was near. His eyes were hazy, and his thoughts unclear. He could move his arms a little, clumsily, but feeling was gone from them. The rest of his body was lost to him. Sometimes he seemed to feel his stomach and his hips, but the sensation was mostly an illusion offered by higher nervous centers, like the “ghost-arm” that an amputee continues to feel. The wires were down, and he was cut off from himself.


    * * * *


    He lay wheezing on the hospital bed, in his own room, in his own rented flat. Gaunt and unshaven, gray as winter twilight, he lay staring at the white net curtains that billowed gently in the breeze from the open window. There was no sound in the room but the sound of breathing and the loud ticking of an alarm clock. Occasionally he heard a chair scraping on the stone terrace next door, and the low mutter of voices, sometimes laughter, as the servants of the Keith mansion arranged the terrace for late afternoon guests.


    With considerable effort, he rolled his head toward Martha who sat beside the bed, pinch-faced and weary.


    “You ought to get some sleep,” he said.


    “I slept yesterday. Don’t talk, Donny. It tires you.”


    “You ought to get more sleep. You never sleep enough. Are you afraid I’ll get up and run away if you go to sleep for a while?”


    She managed a brittle smile. “There’ll be plenty of time for sleep when…when you’re well again.” The brittle smile fled and she swallowed hard, like swallowing a fish-bone. He glanced down, and noticed that she was squeezing his hand spasmodically.


    There wasn’t much left of the hand, he thought. Bones and ugly tight-stretched hide spotted with brown. Bulging knuckles with yellow cigaret stains. My hand. He tried to tighten it, tried to squeeze Martha’s thin one in return. He watched it open and contract a little, but it was like operating a remote-control mechanism. Goodbye, hand, you’re leaving me the way my legs did, he told it. I’ll see you again in hell. How hammy can you get, Old Donegal? You maudlin ass.


    “Requiescat,” he muttered over the hand, and let it lie in peace.


    Perhaps she heard him. “Donny,” she whispered, leaning closer, “won’t you let me call the priest now? Please.”


    He rattled a sigh and rolled his head toward the window again. “Are the Keiths having a party today?” he asked. “Sounds like they’re moving chairs out on the terrace.”


    “Please, Donny, the priest?”


    He let his head roll aside and closed his eyes, as if asleep. The bed shook slightly as she quickly caught at his wrist to feel for a pulse.


    “If I’m not dying, I don’t need a priest,” he said sleepily.


    “That’s not right,” she scolded softly. “You know that’s not right, Donny. You know better.”


    Maybe I’m being too rough on her? he wondered. He hadn’t minded getting baptized her way, and married her way, and occasionally priest-handled the way she wanted him to when he was home from a space-run, but when it came to dying, Old Donegal wanted to do it his own way.


    * * * *


    He opened his eyes at the sound of a bench being dragged across the stone terrace. “Martha, what kind of a party are the Keiths having today?”


    “I wouldn’t know,” she said stiffly. “You’d think they’d have a little more respect. You’d think they’d put it off a few days.”


    “Until—?”


    “Until you feel better.”


    “I feel fine, Martha. I like parties. I’m glad they’re having one. Pour me a drink, will you? I can’t reach the bottle anymore.”


    “It’s empty.”


    “No, it isn’t, Martha, it’s still a quarter full. I know. I’ve been watching it.”


    “You shouldn’t have it, Donny. Please don’t.”


    “But this is a party, Martha. Besides, the doctor says I can have whatever I want. Whatever I want, you hear? That means I’m getting well, doesn’t it?”


    “Sure, Donny, sure. Getting well.”


    “The whiskey, Martha. Just a finger in a tumbler, no more. I want to feel like it’s a party.”


    Her throat was rigid as she poured it. She helped him get the tumbler to his mouth. The liquor seared his throat, and he gagged a little as the fumes clogged his nose. Good whiskey, the best—but he couldn’t take it any more. He eyed the green stamp on the neck of the bottle on the bed-table and grinned. He hadn’t had whiskey like that since his space-days. Couldn’t afford it now, not on a blastman’s pension.


    * * * *


    He remembered how he and Caid used to smuggle a couple of fifths aboard for the moon-run. If they caught you, it meant suspension, but there was no harm in it, not for the blastroom men who had nothing much to do from the time the ship acquired enough velocity for the long, long coaster ride until they started the rockets again for Lunar landing. You could drink a fifth, jettison the bottle through the trash lock, and sober up before you were needed again. It was the only way to pass the time in the cramped cubicle, unless you ruined your eyes trying to read by the glow-lamps. Old Donegal chuckled. If he and Caid had stayed on the run, Earth would have a ring by now, like Saturn—a ring of Old Granddad bottles.


    “You said it, Donny-boy,” said the misty man by the billowing curtains. “Who else knows the gegenschein is broken glass?”


    Donegal laughed. Then he wondered what the man was doing there. The man was lounging against the window, and his unzipped space rig draped about him in an old familiar way. Loose plug-in connections and hose-ends dangled about his lean body. He was freckled and grinning.


    “Caid,” Old Donegal breathed softly.


    “What did you say, Donny?” Martha answered.


    Old Donegal blinked hard and shook his head. Something let go with a soggy snap, and the misty man was gone. I’d better take it easy on the whiskey, he thought. You got to wait, Donegal, old lush, until Nora and Ken get here. You can’t get drunk until they’re gone, or you might get them mixed up with memories like Caid’s.


    Car doors slammed in the street below. Martha glanced toward the window.


    “Think it’s them? I wish they’d get here. I wish they’d hurry.”


    Martha arose and tiptoed to the window. She peered down toward the sidewalk, put on a sharp frown. He heard a distant mutter of voices and occasional laughter, with group-footsteps milling about on the sidewalk. Martha murmured her disapproval and closed the window.


    “Leave it open,” he said.


    “But the Keiths’ guests are starting to come. There’ll be such a racket.” She looked at him hopefully, the way she did when she prompted his manners before company came.


    Maybe it wasn’t decent to listen in on a party when you were dying, he thought. But that wasn’t the reason. Donegal, your chamber-pressure’s dropping off. Your brains are in your butt-end, where a spacer’s brains belong, but your butt-end died last month. She wants the window closed for her own sake, not yours.


    “Leave it closed,” he grunted. “But open it again before the moon-run blasts off. I want to listen.”


    She smiled and nodded, glancing at the clock. “It’ll be an hour and a half yet. I’ll watch the time.”


    “I hate that clock. I wish you’d throw it out. It’s loud.”


    “It’s your medicine-clock, Donny.” She came back to sit down at his bedside again. She sat in silence. The clock filled the room with its clicking pulse.


    “What time are they coming?” he asked.


    “Nora and Ken? They’ll be here soon. Don’t fret.”


    “Why should I fret?” He chuckled. “That boy—he’ll be a good spacer, won’t he, Martha?”


    Martha said nothing, fanned at a fly that crawled across his pillow. The fly buzzed up in an angry spiral and alighted on the ceiling. Donegal watched it for a time. The fly had natural-born space-legs. I know your tricks, he told it with a smile, and I learned to walk on the bottomside of things before you were a maggot. You stand there with your magnasoles hanging to the hull, and the rest of you’s in free fall. You jerk a sole loose, and your knee flies up to your belly, and reaction spins you half-around and near throws your other hip out of joint if you don’t jam the foot down fast and jerk up the other. It’s worse’n trying to run through knee-deep mud with snow-shoes, and a man’ll go nuts trying to keep his arms and legs from taking off in odd directions. I know your tricks, fly. But the fly was born with his magnasoles, and he trotted across the ceiling like Donegal never could.


    “That boy Ken—he ought to make a damn good space-engineer,” wheezed the old man.


    Her silence was long, and he rolled his head toward her again. Her lips tight, she stared down at the palm of his hand, unfolded his bony fingers, felt the cracked calluses that still welted the shrunken skin, calluses worn there by the linings of space gauntlets and the handles of fuel valves, and the rungs of get-about ladders during free fall.


    “I don’t know if I should tell you,” she said.


    “Tell me what, Martha?”


    She looked up slowly, scrutinizing his face. “Ken’s changed his mind, Nora says. Ken doesn’t like the academy. She says he wants to go to medical school.”


    Old Donegal thought it over, nodded absently. “That’s fine. Space-medics get good pay.” He watched her carefully.


    She lowered her eyes, rubbed at his calluses again. She shook her head slowly. “He doesn’t want to go to space.”


    The clock clicked loudly in the closed room.


    “I thought I ought to tell you, so you won’t say anything to him about it,” she added.


    Old Donegal looked grayer than before. After a long silence, he rolled his head away and looked toward the limp curtains.


    “Open the window, Martha,” he said.


    Her tongue clucked faintly as she started to protest, but she said nothing. After frozen seconds, she sighed and went to open it. The curtains billowed, and a babble of conversation blew in from the terrace of the Keith mansion. With the sound came the occasional brassy discord of a musician tuning his instrument. She clutched the window-sash as if she wished to slam it closed again.


    “Well! Music!” grunted Old Donegal. “That’s good. This is some shebang. Good whiskey and good music and you.” He chuckled, but it choked off into a fit of coughing.


    “Donny, about Ken—”


    “No matter, Martha,” he said hastily. “Space-medic’s pay is good.”


    “But, Donny—” She turned from the window, stared at him briefly, then said, “Sure, Donny, sure,” and came back to sit down by his bed.


    He smiled at her affectionately. She was a man’s woman, was Martha—always had been, still was. He had married her the year he had gone to space—a lissome, wistful, old-fashioned lass, with big violet eyes and gentle hands and gentle thoughts—and she had never complained about the long and lonely weeks between blast-off and glide-down, when most spacers’ wives listened to the psychiatrists and soap-operas and soon developed the symptoms that were expected of them, either because the symptoms were chic, or because they felt they should do something to earn the pity that was extended to them. “It’s not so bad,” Martha had assured him. “The house keeps me busy till Nora’s home from school, and then there’s a flock of kids around till dinner. Nights are a little empty, but if there’s a moon, I can always go out on the porch and look at it and know where you are. And Nora gets out the telescope you built her, and we make a game of it. ‘Seeing if Daddy’s still at the office,’ she calls it.”


    * * * *


    “Those were the days,” he muttered.


    “What, Donny?”


    “Do you remember that Steve Farran song?”


    She paused, frowning thoughtfully. There were a lot of Steve Farran songs, but after a moment she picked the right one, and sang it softly…


    “O moon whereo’er the clouds fly,


    Beyond the willow tree,


    There is a ramblin’ space guy


    I wish you’d save for me.


    “Mare Tranquillitatis,


    O dark and tranquil sea,


    Until he drops from heaven,


    Rest him there with thee…”


    Her voice cracked, and she laughed. Old Donegal chuckled weakly.


    “Fried mush,” he said. “That one made the cats wilt their ears and wail at the moon.


    “I feel real crazy,” he added. “Hand me the king kong, fluff-muff.”


    “Keep cool, Daddy-O, you’ve had enough.” Martha reddened and patted his arm, looking pleased. Neither of them had talked that way, even in the old days, but the out-dated slang brought back memories—school parties, dances at the Rocketport Club, the early years of the war when Donegal had jockeyed an R-43 fighter in the close-space assaults against the Soviet satellite project. The memories were good.


    A brassy blare of modern “slide” arose suddenly from the Keith terrace as the small orchestra launched into its first number. Martha caught an angry breath and started toward the window.


    “Leave it,” he said. “It’s a party. Whiskey, Martha. Please—just a small one.”


    She gave him a hurtful glance.


    “Whiskey. Then you can call the priest.”


    “Donny, it’s not right. You know it’s not right—to bargain for such as that.”


    “All right. Whiskey. Forget the priest.”


    She poured it for him, and helped him get it down, and then went out to make the phone-call. Old Donegal lay shuddering over the whiskey taste and savoring the burn in his throat. Jesus, but it was good.


    You old bastard, he thought, you got no right to enjoy life when nine-tenths of you is dead already, and the rest is foggy as a thermal dust-rise on the lunar maria at hell-dawn. But it wasn’t a bad way to die. It ate your consciousness away from the feet up; it gnawed away the Present, but it let you keep the Past, until everything faded and blended. Maybe that’s what Eternity was, he thought—one man’s subjective Past, all wrapped up and packaged for shipment, a single space-time entity, a one-man microcosm of memories, when nothing else remains.


    “If I’ve got a soul, I made it myself,” he told the gray nun at the foot of his bed.


    The nun held out a pie pan, rattled a few coins in it. “Contribute to the Radiation Victims’ Relief?” the nun purred softly.


    “I know you,” he said. “You’re my conscience. You hang around the officers’ mess, and when we get back from a sortie, you make us pay for the damage we did. But that was forty years ago.”


    The nun smiled, and her luminous eyes were on him softly. “Mother of God!” he breathed, and reached for the whiskey. His arm obeyed. The last drink had done him good. He had to watch his hand to see where it was going, and squeezed the neck until his fingers whitened so that he knew that he had it, but he got it off the table and onto his chest, and he got the cork out with his teeth. He had a long pull at the bottle, and it made his eyes water and his hands grow weak. But he got it back to the table without spilling a bit, and he was proud of himself.


    The room was spinning like the cabin of a gyro-gravved ship. By the time he wrestled it to a standstill, the nun was gone. The blare of music from the Keith terrace was louder, and laughing voices blended with it. Chairs scraping and glasses rattling. A fine party, Keith, I’m glad you picked today. This shebang would be the younger Keith’s affair. Ronald Tonwyler Keith, III, scion of Orbital Engineering and Construction Company—builders of the moon-shuttle ships that made the run from the satellite station to Luna and back.


    It’s good to have such important neighbors, he thought. He wished he had been able to meet them while he was still up and about. But the Keiths’ place was walled-in, and when a Keith came out, he charged out in a limousine with a chauffeur at the wheel, and the iron gate closed again. The Keiths built the wall when the surrounding neighborhood began to grow shabby with age. It had once been the best of neighborhoods, but that was before Old Donegal lived in it. Now it consisted of sooty old houses and rented flats, and the Keith place was really not a part of it anymore. Nevertheless, it was really something when a pensioned blastman could say, “I live out close to the Keiths—you know, the Ronald Keiths.” At least, that’s what Martha always told him.


    The music was so loud that he never heard the doorbell ring, but when a lull came, he heard Nora’s voice downstairs, and listened hopefully for Ken’s. But when they came up, the boy was not with them.


    “Hello, skinny-britches,” he greeted his daughter.


    Nora grinned and came over to kiss him. Her hair dangled about his face, and he noticed that it was blacker than usual, with the gray streaks gone from it again.


    “You smell good,” he said.


    “You don’t, Pops. You smell like a sot. Naughty!”


    “Where’s Ken?”


    She moistened her lips nervously and looked away. “He couldn’t come. He had to take a driver’s lesson. He really couldn’t help it. If he didn’t go, he’d lose his turn, and then he wouldn’t finish before he goes back to the academy.” She looked at him apologetically.


    “It’s all right, Nora.”


    “If he missed it, he wouldn’t get his copter license until summer.”


    “It’s okay. Copters! Hell, the boy should be in jets by now!”


    Several breaths passed in silence. She gazed absently toward the window and shook her head. “No jets, Pop. Not for Ken.”


    He glowered at her. “Listen! How’ll he get into space? He’s got to get his jet licenses first. Can’t get in rockets without ‘em.”


    Nora shot a quick glance at her mother. Martha rolled her eyes as if sighing patiently. Nora went to the window to stare down toward the Keith terrace. She tucked a cigaret between scarlet lips, lit it, blew nervous smoke against the pane.


    “Mom, can’t you call them and have that racket stopped?”


    “Donny says he likes it.”


    Nora’s eyes flitted over the scene below. “Female butterflies and puppy-dogs in sport jackets. And the cadets.” She snorted. “Cadets! Imagine Ron Keith the Third ever going to space. The old man buys his way into the academy, and they throw a brawl as if Ronny passed the Compets.”


    “Maybe he did,” growled Old Donegal.


    “Hah!”


    “They live in a different world, I guess,” Martha sighed.


    “If it weren’t for men like Pops, they’d never’ve made their fortune.”


    “I like the music, I tell you,” grumbled the old man.


    “I’m half-a-mind to go over there and tell them off,” Nora murmured.


    “Let them alone. Just so they’ll stop the racket for blast-away.”


    “Look at them!—polite little pattern-cuts, all alike. They take pre-space, because it’s the thing to do. Then they quit before the pay-off comes.”


    “How do you know they’ll quit?”


    “That party—I bet it cost six months’ pay, spacer’s pay,” she went on, ignoring him. “And what do real spacers get? Oley gets killed, and Pop’s pension wouldn’t feed the Keiths’ cat.”


    “You don’t understand, girl.”


    “I lost Oley. I understand enough.”


    * * * *


    He watched her silently for a moment, then closed his eyes. It was no good trying to explain, no good trying to tell her the dough didn’t mean a damn thing. She’d been a spacer’s wife, and that was bad enough, but now she was a spacer’s widow. And Oley? Oley’s tomb revolved around the sun in an eccentric orbit that spun-in close to Mercury, then reached out into the asteroid belt, once every 725 days. When it came within rocket radius of Earth, it whizzed past at close to fifteen miles a second.


    You don’t rescue a ship like that, skinny-britches, my darling daughter. Nor do you salvage it after the crew stops screaming for help. If you use enough fuel to catch it, you won’t get back. You just leave such a ship there forever, like an asteroid, and it’s a damn shame about the men trapped aboard. Heroes all, no doubt—but the smallness of the widow’s monthly check failed to confirm the heroism, and Nora was bitter about the price of Oley’s memory, perhaps.


    Ouch! Old Donegal, you know she’s not like that. It’s just that she can’t understand about space. You ought to make her understand.


    But did he really understand himself? You ride hot in a roaring blastroom, hands tense on the mixer controls and the pumps, eyes glued to instruments, body sucked down in a four-gravity thrust, and wait for the command to choke it off. Then you float free and weightless in a long nightmare as the beast coasts moonward, a flung javelin.


    The “romance” of space—drivel written in the old days. When you’re not blasting, you float in a cramped hotbox, crawl through dirty mazes of greasy pipe and cable to tighten a lug, scratch your arms and bark your shins, get sick and choked up because no gravity helps your gullet get the food down. Liquid is worse, but you gag your whiskey down because you have to.


    Stars?—you see stars by squinting through a viewing lens, and it’s like a photo-transparency, and if you aren’t careful, you’ll get an eyeful of Old Blinder and back off with a punch-drunk retina.


    Adventure?—unless the skipper calls for course-correction, you float around in the blast-cubicle with damn little to do between blast-away and moon-down, except sweat out the omniscient accident statistics. If the beast blows up or gets gutted in space, a statistic had your name on it, that’s all, and there’s no fighting back. You stay outwardly sane because you’re a hog for punishment; if you weren’t, you’d never get past the psychologists.


    “Did you like horror movies when you were a kid?” asked the psych. And you’d damn well better answer “yes,” if you want to go to space.


    * * * *


    Tell her, old man, you’re her pop. Tell her why it’s worth it, if you know. You jail yourself in a coffin-size cubicle, and a crazy beast thunders berserk for uncontrollable seconds, and then you soar in ominous silence for the long, long hours. Grow sweaty, filthy, sick, miserable, idle—somewhere out in Big Empty, where Man’s got no business except the trouble he always makes for himself wherever he goes. Tell her why it’s worth it, for pay less than a good bricklayer’s. Tell her why Oley would do it again.


    “It’s a sucker’s run, Nora,” he said. “You go looking for kicks, but the only kicks you get to keep is what Oley got. God knows why—but it’s worth it.”


    Nora said nothing. He opened his eyes slowly. Nora was gone. Had she been there at all?


    He blinked around at the fuzzy room, and dissolved the shifting shadows that sometimes emerged as old friendly faces, grinning at him. He found Martha.


    “You went to sleep,” said Martha. “She had to go. Kennie called. He’ll be over later, if you’re not too tired.”


    “I’m not tired. I’m all head. There’s nothing much to get tired.”


    “I love you, Old Donegal.”


    “Hold my hand again.”


    “I’m holding it, old man.”


    “Then hold me where I can feel it.”


    She slid a thin arm under his neck, and bent over his face to kiss him. She was crying a little, and he was glad she could do it now without fleeing the room.


    “Can I talk about dying now?” he wondered aloud.


    She pinched her lips together and shook her head.


    “I lie to myself, Martha. You know how much I lie to myself?”


    She nodded slowly and stroked his gray temples.


    “I lie to myself about Ken, and about dying. If Ken turned spacer, I wouldn’t die—that’s what I told myself. You know?”


    She shook her head. “Don’t talk, Donny, please.”


    “A man makes his own soul, Martha.”


    “That’s not true. You shouldn’t say things like that.”


    “A man makes his own soul, but it dies with him, unless he can pour it into his kids and his grandchildren before he goes. I lied to myself. Ken’s a yellow-belly. Nora made him one, and the boots won’t fit.”


    “Don’t, Donny. You’ll excite yourself again.”


    “I was going to give him the boots—the over-boots with magnasoles. But they won’t fit him. They won’t ever fit him. He’s a lily-livered lap-dog, and he whines. Bring me my boots, woman.”


    “Donny!”


    “The boots, they’re in my locker in the attic. I want them.”


    “What on earth!”


    “Bring me my goddam space boots and put them on my feet. I’m going to wear them.”


    “You can’t; the priest’s coming.”


    “Well, get them anyway. What time is it? You didn’t let me sleep through the moon-run blast, did you?”


    She shook her head. “It’s half an hour yet…I’ll get the boots if you promise not to make me put them on you.”


    “I want them on.”


    “You can’t, until Father Paul’s finished.”


    “Do I have to get my feet buttered?”


    She sighed. “I wish you wouldn’t say things like that. I wish you wouldn’t, Donny. It’s sacrilege, you know it is.”


    “All right—‘anointed’,” he corrected wearily.


    “Yes, you do.”


    “The boots, woman, the boots.”


    She went to get them. While she was gone, the doorbell rang, and he heard her quick footsteps on the stairs, and then Father Paul’s voice asking about the patient. Old Donegal groaned inwardly. After the priest, the doctor would come, at the usual time, to see if he were dead yet. The doctor had let him come home from the hospital to die, and the doctor was getting impatient. Why don’t they let me alone? he growled. Why don’t they let me handle it in my own way, and stop making a fuss over it? I can die and do a good job of it without a lot of outside interference, and I wish they’d quit picking at me with syringes and sacraments and enemas. All he wanted was a chance to listen to the orchestra on the Keith terrace, to drink the rest of his whiskey, and to hear the beast blast-away for the satellite on the first lap of the run to Luna.


    * * * *


    It’s going to be my last day, he thought. My eyes are going fuzzy, and I can’t breathe right, and the throbbing’s hurting my head. Whether he lived through the night wouldn’t matter, because delirium was coming over him, and then there would be the coma, and the symbolic fight to keep him pumping and panting. I’d rather die tonight and get it over with, he thought, but they probably won’t let me go.


    He heard their voices coming up the stairs…


    “Nora tried to get them to stop it, Father, but she couldn’t get in to see anybody but the butler. He told her he’d tell Mrs. Keith, but nothing happened. It’s just as loud as before.”


    “Well, as long as Donny doesn’t mind—”


    “He just says that. You know how he is.”


    “What’re they celebrating, Martha?”


    “Young Ronald’s leaving—for pre-space training. It’s a going-away affair.” They paused in the doorway. The small priest smiled in at Donegal and nodded. He set his black bag on the floor inside, winked solemnly at the patient.


    “I’ll leave you two alone,” said Martha. She closed the door and her footsteps wandered off down the hall.


    Donegal and the young priest eyed each other warily.


    “You look like hell, Donegal,” the padre offered jovially. “Feeling nasty?”


    “Skip the small talk. Let’s get this routine over with.”


    The priest humphed thoughtfully, sauntered across to the bed, gazed down at the old man disinterestedly. “What’s the matter? Don’t want the ‘routine’? Rather play it tough?”


    “What’s the difference?” he growled. “Hurry up and get out. I want to hear the beast blast off.”


    “You won’t be able to,” said the priest, glancing at the window, now closed again. “That’s quite a racket next door.”


    “They’d better stop for it. They’d better quiet down for it. They’ll have to turn it off for five minutes or so.”


    “Maybe they won’t.”


    It was a new idea, and it frightened him. He liked the music, and the party’s gaiety, the nearness of youth and good times—but it hadn’t occurred to him that it wouldn’t stop so he could hear the beast.


    “Don’t get upset, Donegal. You know what a blast-off sounds like.”


    “But it’s the last one. The last time. I want to hear.”


    “How do you know it’s the last time?”


    “Hell, don’t I know when I’m kicking off?”


    “Maybe, maybe not. It’s hardly your decision.”


    “It’s not, eh?” Old Donegal fumed. “Well, bigawd you’d think it wasn’t. You’d think it was Martha’s and yours and that damfool medic’s. You’d think I got no say-so. Who’s doing it anyway?”


    “I would guess,” Father Paul grunted sourly, “that Providence might appreciate His fair share of the credit.”


    Old Donegal made a surly noise and hunched his head back into the pillow to glower.


    “You want me?” the priest asked. “Or is this just a case of wifely conscience?”


    “What’s the difference? Give me the business and scram.”


    “No soap. Do you want the sacrament, or are you just being kind to your wife? If it’s for Martha, I’ll go now.”


    Old Donegal glared at him for a time, then wilted. The priest brought his bag to the bedside.


    “Bless me, father, for I have sinned.”


    “Bless you, son.”


    “I accuse myself…”


    * * * *


    Tension, anger, helplessness—they had piled up on him, and now he was feeling the after-effects. Vertigo, nausea, and the black confetti—a bad spell. The whiskey—if he could only reach the whiskey. Then he remembered he was receiving a Sacrament, and struggled to get on with it. Tell him, old man, tell him of your various rottennesses and vile transgressions, if you can remember some. A sin is whatever you’re sorry for, maybe. But Old Donegal, you’re sorry for the wrong things, and this young jesuitical gadget wouldn’t like listening to it. I’m sorry I didn’t get it instead of Oley, and I’m sorry I fought in the war, and I’m sorry I can’t get out of this bed and take a belt to my daughter’s backside for making a puny whelp out of Ken, and I’m sorry I gave Martha such a rough time all these years—and wound up dying in a cheap flat, instead of giving her things like the Keiths had. I wish I had been a sharpster, contractor, or thief…instead of a common laboring spacer, whose species lost its glamor after the war.


    Listen, old man, you made your soul yourself, and it’s yours. This young dispenser of oils, substances, and mysteries wishes only to help you scrape off the rough edges and gouge out the bad spots. He will not steal it, nor distort it with his supernatural chisels, nor make fun of it. He can take nothing away, but only cauterize and neutralize, he says, so why not let him try? Tell him the rotten messes.


    “Are you finished, my son?”


    Old Donegal nodded wearily, and said what he was asked to say, and heard the soft mutter of Latin that washed him inside and behind his ghostly ears…ego te absolvo in Nomine Patris…and he accepted the rest of it lying quietly in the candlelight and the red glow of the sunset through the window, while the priest anointed him and gave him bread, and read the words of the soul in greeting its spouse: “I was asleep, but my heart waked; it is the voice of my beloved calling: come to me my love, my dove, my undefiled…” and from beyond the closed window came the sarcastic wail of a clarinet painting hot slides against a rhythmic background.


    It wasn’t so bad, Old Donegal thought when the priest was done. He felt like a schoolboy in a starched shirt on Sunday morning, and it wasn’t a bad feeling, though it left him weak.


    The priest opened the window for him again, and repacked his bag. “Ten minutes till blast-off,” he said. “I’ll see what I can do about the racket next door.”


    When he was gone, Martha came back in, and he looked at her face and was glad. She was smiling when she kissed him, and she looked less tired.


    “Is it all right for me to die now?” he grunted.


    “Donny, don’t start that again.”


    “Where’s the boots? You promised to bring them?”


    “They’re in the hall. Donny, you don’t want them.”


    “I want them, and I want a drink of whiskey, and I want to hear them fire the beast.” He said it slow and hard, and he left no room for argument.


    When she had got the huge boots over his shrunken feet, the magnasoles clanged against the iron bedframe and clung there, and she rolled him up so that he could look at them, and Old Donegal chuckled inside. He felt warm and clean and pleasantly dizzy.


    “The whiskey, Martha, and for God’s sake, make them stop the noise till after the firing. Please!”


    She went to the window and looked out for a long time. Then she came back and poured him an insignificant drink.


    “Well?”


    “I don’t know,” she said. “I saw Father Paul on the terrace, talking to somebody.”


    “Is it time?”


    She glanced at the clock, looked at him doubtfully, and nodded. “Nearly time.”


    The orchestra finished a number, but the babble of laughing voices continued. Old Donegal sagged. “They won’t do it. They’re the Keiths, Martha. Why should I ruin their party?”


    She turned to stare at him, slowly shook her head. He heard someone shouting, but then a trumpet started softly, introducing a new number. Martha sucked in a hurt breath, pressed her hands together, and hurried from the room.


    “It’s too late,” he said after her.


    Her footsteps stopped on the stairs. The trumpet was alone. Donegal listened; and there was no babble of voices, and the rest of the orchestra was silent. Only the trumpet sang—and it puzzled him, hearing the same slow bugle-notes of the call played at the lowering of the colors.


    The trumpet stopped suddenly. Then he knew it had been for him.


    A brief hush—then thunder came from the blast-station two miles to the west. First the low reverberation, rattling the windows, then the rising growl as the sleek beast knifed skyward on a column of blue-white hell. It grew and grew until it drowned the distant traffic sounds and dominated the silence outside.


    Quit crying, you old fool, you maudlin ass…


    “My boots,” he whispered, “my boots…please…”


    “You’ve got them on, Donny.”


    He sank quietly then. He closed his eyes and let his heart go up with the beast, and he sank into the gravity padding of the blastroom, and Caid was with him, and Oley. And when Ronald Keith, III, instructed the orchestra to play Blastroom Man, after the beast’s rumble had waned, Old Donegal was on his last moon-run, and he was grinning. He’d had a good day.


    Martha went to the window to stare out at the thin black trail that curled starward above the blast-station through the twilight sky. Guests on the terrace were watching it too.


    The doorbell rang. That would be Ken, too late. She closed the window against the chill breeze, and went back to the bed. The boots, the heavy, clumsy boots—they clung to the bedframe, with his feet half out of them. She took them off gently and set them out of company’s sight. Then she went to answer the door.


    * * * *
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    AFTER THE END: Post-Apocalyptic Science Fiction, by Irene Sywenky


    The idea of apocalypse, in its different variations, is perhaps one of the most common themes in twentieth-century science fiction and beyond. In itself the concept of the end of our civilization is an ancient anxiety of humankind—as, for example, reflected in the biblical narrative; just as the fear of death is the most common fear of the human being, the fear of the end of its species, and with it, the end of civilization, is the most common collective angst of the human race. Today, however, it also reveals our much more specific concerns with the role of science, technology, and global political power play in contemporary society.


    Our perception of science, technology and their implications for the human race has undergone a distinct evolution through modern history. Since at least the epochs of Renaissance and Enlightenment and the tradition of the Western humanist philosophical discourse, the ideas of reason and progress have been central to our conceptualization of the place of the human being in the universe and our relation to and intervention in the surrounding environment. The structures of science, technology and mass education have been key to the belief in the possibility of the progressive betterment of our world. The rapid acceleration of the technological progress in the nineteenth century (development of the steam engine and later internal combustion engine, growth of railroad network in Europe, growing use of electricity, mass production of steel, invention of telegraph and telephone, along with many other inventions and discoveries) is reflected in much of the science fiction of the time, which serves as a testimony to the triumph of human reason and its ability to transform the world through the scientific and technological advancements. One of the prime examples of such largely optimistic science fiction was Jules Verne’s multi-volume series Extraordinary Voyages that enthusiastically commented on the progressive exploration of the planet and future potential of the world of technology. Even Verne, however, was aware of the dangers of irresponsible science.


    Contemporary (post-)apocalyptic themes reflect an important shift that happened somewhere between the development of Industrial Revolution and the end of the nineteenth century: namely, our growing questioning of the Western idea of progress. This shift manifested itself in at least a two-fold manner: firstly, in the disillusionment in the power of science to solve social problems and to improve social welfare; and secondly, in the realization of the destructive potential of the modern technology, especially with the formation of global powers and the rise of a threat of major international conflicts. The trauma of World War I with its use of the weapons of mass destruction was a sobering experience that affected millions of people; it was also a convincing proof that science can be put to many uses against humanity. The genre became particularly prominent after World War II and the development of the Cold War with a looming threat of another major military conflict (and a nuclear holocaust). In the following decades, this theme was somewhat overshadowed by the anxiety of ecological disasters, bioengineering hazards and genetic experimentation. Possibly, no other twentieth-century literary genre is as fully engaged with the fragility of human life in the context of the destructive force of the scientific progress.


    Although post-apocalyptic science fiction implies an occurrence of some sort of a catastrophic event of global proportions that leads to the extinction or near extinction of the human race, it rarely explains the details of the actual cataclysm. Instead, it focuses on the possibility of survival and revival of the human civilization, and its continuation in whatever form possible. In a rather obvious manner, the sub-genre of post-apocalyptic science fiction combines the elements of survivalist fiction and dystopia. However, if dystopian science fiction examines many ways in which our future can develop in undesirable directions, post-apocalyptic fiction explores much more radical scenarios, such as a complete devastation of the planet through a global military conflict, biowarfare, scientific experiment gone awry, ecological disaster or a combination of several factors. In some odd ways, the very idea of a post-apocalyptic civilization can be treated as optimistic as it implies our belief in the possibility of a clean start. The quote from John Varley’s “The Manhattan Phone Book (Abridged)” summarizes the strange appeal of “after-the-end” stories:


    We all love after-the-bomb stories. If we didn’t, why would there be so many of them? There’s something attractive about all those people being gone, about wandering in a depopulated world, scrounging cans of Campbell’s pork and beans, defending one’s family from marauders. Sure, it’s horrible, sure we weep for all those dead people. But some secret part of us thinks it would be good to survive, to start all over.


    Secretly, we know we’ll survive. All those other folks will die. That’s what after-the-bomb stories are all about. (Varley, qtd in Adams)


    The roots of the post-apocalyptic themes can be found already in nineteenth-century fiction. Mary Shelley is mostly known for one of the first modern science fiction novels, Frankenstein. Although Frankenstein, without doubt, is one of the darker nineteenth century science fiction novels, and possibly the first one raising the question of scientific ethics, Shelley’s The Last Man (1826) can be qualified as one of the first early post-apocalyptic novels in English. It is possible that Mary Shelley was inspired by the 1805 French novel Le Dernier Homme (The Last Man) by Jean-Baptiste Cousin de Grainville, which was translated into English in 1806. De Grainville’s story presented a dark futuristic vision of a sterile Earth and the end of the human race. Shelley’s novel, set at the end of the twenty-first century in Europe, tells a story of a plague epidemic that first emerges as a localized phenomenon (during a war in Greece) and gradually spreads throughout the world. Great Britain (and the world) is engulfed in devastation, chaos, plunder, and lawlessness. The main characters struggle for survival and are forced to move across Europe in search of a relatively clean and safe place to live, but there is only one of them remaining at the end, facing the dawn of the twenty-second century. It is interesting to note that the novel was poorly received as both readers and critics were not prepared at the time to entertain Armageddon scenarios. The novel was not reprinted until the 1960s, when the genre came back on a massive scale. Although De Grainville’s and Shelley’s novels may not be classic examples of post-apocalyptic fiction, in both works main characters are faced with the aftermath of the demise of their civilization. De Grainville’s protagonist wanders the empty face of the planet in search of surviving human beings; when faced with the option to father a new race of beings doomed to eternal darkness in a world without the sun, he prefers to die. Shelley’s characters witness the process of the gradual extinction of the human race as the plague slowly spreads across the continents.


    The end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries witness more examples of literary work engaging with the theme of the dying Earth. H. G. Wells in his 1895 novel The Time Machine explores the idea of a gradual degeneration of the human civilization, seemingly left without a purpose. As the protagonist continues to travel into a more distant future, thirty million years ahead, he witnesses a bleak picture of a dying planet, with very few simple life forms left and, as he ventures further in time, the end of the Sun’s cycle and, by implication, the end of the living Earth. Although in itself an apocalyptic (rather than post-apocalyptic) novel, it raises questions about the possibility of human survival on a physically declining planet and the role of human reason, social structure and intelligent social purpose in the continuation of the human race. Many critics also see elements of the post-apocalyptic sub-genre in Wells’s The War of the Worlds (1898), which explores the theme of a massive alien invasion. A lesser known novel, William Hope Hodgson’s The Night Land (1912), is closer to the treatment of the post-apocalyptic subject matter. In Hodgson’s fictional world, the Earth is plunged into darkness due to the dying sun, and the surviving few millions of the human race are living in a huge pyramid structure (the Last Redoubt, a megapolis of sorts) that protects them from the antagonistic outside forces, the nature of which remains ambivalent. The novel deals with the theme of survival of a small oasis of the remaining human civilization facing a hostile environment. At the end, the novel may be interpreted as having an optimistic ending as the narrator comes out victorious after having undertaken a mission outside the Last Redoubt; it may be assumed that there is a hope for the remaining humanity to survive. The same year saw the publication of Jack London’s novella The Scarlet Plague (1912), which takes place in the futuristic San Francisco some decades after a plague wipes out most of the planet’s population.


    The sub-genre of post-apocalyptic science fiction becomes fully developed in the second half of the twentieth century. A number of genre-defining novels appear in the 1940s and ’50s. Thus, George R. Stewart’s Earth Abides (1949) continues to develop the idea of struggle for survival after a global epidemic. Richard Matheson’s I Am Legend (1954) deals with a mass-scale spread of a manmade virus as a result of which infected people develop symptoms of vampirism. The novel has distinct elements of the horror genre and becomes influential for the later zombie (post-)apocalypse tradition. There are several screen adaptations of the book: The Last Man on Earth (1964), The Omega Man (1971), and, more recently, I Am Legend (2007). In The Death Of Grass (1956), John Christopher (pen name of Samuel Youd) explores a post-apocalyptic world following a global famine caused by a grass-attacking virus; the novel was later revisited in the film No Blade Of Grass (1970).


    It is, however, the aftermath of WWII, the atomic bombing of Japan and the growing anxiety of the possible repetition of a global military conflict and of a threat of a nuclear holocaust that provide material for a lot of the post-apocalyptic fiction of the time. In 1960, Walter M. Miller Jr., by that time the author of a substantive body of science fiction short prose, published A Canticle for Leibowitz, which became a canonical work of the post-apocalyptic science fiction. The novel is a poignant, but also a witty and parodic commentary on the idea of an almost complete annihilation of life on Earth as a result of a nuclear disaster and a subsequent gradual rebuilding of a civilization. As part of his military service during the Second World War, Walter Miller participated in the bombing and destruction of the ancient Roman Catholic monastery in Monte Cassino, Italy, which was founded by St. Benedict in the sixthcentury. The ensuing trauma and the feeling of responsibility for the irreparable loss of an important part of our cultural and spiritual heritage led him to write a short story and, eventually, a novel influenced by his personal experience.


    The plot of A Canticle for Leibowitz is set in a depopulated southwestern desert on the territory of the former United States six centuries after the civilization on Earth is destroyed as a result of a global nuclear conflict in the twentieth century. The story revolves around the life of a Catholic monastic order founded by a converted Jewish military engineer, Isaac Leibowitz, who survived the nuclear war (called “Flame Deluge” in the novel) and founded the order. Leibowitz belonged to the movement of “bookleggers” who were dedicated to saving whatever little was left of the books and protecting them from destruction by the supporters of “simplification,” a movement that was a reaction against advanced technological knowledge that was perceived to have resulted in the nuclear holocaust. Leibowitz’s order serves the role of primarily recovering and preserving the knowledge lost in the war. Later Leibowitz is martyred by the “simpleton” mob and is eventually beautified by the church, thus also becoming part of the perpetuation of the Judeo-Christian tradition. The novel’s plot develops around the life of the order through three chronological parts, each one of them roughly corresponding to what is recognizable as the (new) Middle Ages, Renaissance, and a variation of a technologically advanced capitalist society. Apart from the relationship between the church, state, and the institution of knowledge, Miller also engages with the problems of epistemology (concerned with the nature and validity of knowledge): instability and unreliability of knowledge, oral or recorded; human memory; and the interpretive—and thus highly subjective and variable — nature of our cognition. The writer emphasizes our inability to know the past and to interpret material data; for example, one of the lighter moments in the novel involves the monastic order’s revered treatment of one of the historic “memorabilia” which strongly resembles a mundane twentieth-century shopping list scribbled on a piece of paper. Part of Miller’s commentary on the evolution of our civilization consists in postulating its cyclical nature with an inevitable self-destruction when technological advancement reaches a certain point of self-saturation. The novel ends in another nuclear war thus perpetuating the cycle of self-annihilation. Although we may assume that a rebirth will follow, it is a largely pessimistic interpretation of history repeating itself.


    Another science fiction writer who rose to prominence in the 1960s and remained productive through the 1970s was Philip K. Dick, known for his overwhelmingly dystopian vision of the future. In one of his novels, Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1968), the post-apocalyptic setting becomes especially significant. In the aftermath of World War Terminus and a massive nuclear fallout, the surviving population of the Earth is struggling with progressively deteriorating life conditions. Although the novel evolves mostly around a conflict between humans and androids, Dick’s treatment of the post-nuclear disaster world engages in an exploration of other issues, such as the devastating ecological consequences of the nuclear war. Most animal species are extinct, and those still surviving are listed in catalogues and offered for sale. In what appears to be an echo of a typical consumer society, owning certain things is still prestigious, but, ironically, through a radical change of values, status is no longer attributed to real estate or luxury cars, which are worth nothing, but to the ownership of authentic live animals. Prestige, however, is not the only stimulus as the need for empathy for the disappearing life on Earth and the humanity’s angst in the face of its looming loneliness assumes a major driving force. Anxiety caused by the rise of simulacra is another prominent theme as synthetic food, synthetic animals and androids threaten to replace the disappearing biological life on the planet. The classic screen adaptation of the novel, Blade Runner (1982, dir. Ridley Scott), became known for its haunting and highly aestheticized post-apocalyptic setting of urban decay.


    During the 1960s–80s, the post-apocalyptic sub-genre flourished, both in short prose and in the novelistic form. Select other examples include Harlan Ellison’s Nebula Award–winning classic short story “A Boy and His Dog” (1969), where the writer explores a world in the aftermath of a global nuclear war with most of the surviving population living in underground structures and very few remaining above ground. The story develops around a teenage boy and his dog who continue to live on the contaminated surface and scavenge for food, while later developments lead him to an underground city. The story was made into one of the better cinematic examples of the post-apocalyptic sub-genre (A Boy and His Dog, 1974, dir. L. Q. Jones). J. G. Ballard’s novel The Drowned World (1962) examines the devastating consequences of global climate change. Frank Herbert’s The White Plague (1982) looks at a possibility of a deadly global epidemic, and Emergence by David R. Palmer (1984)—at the global aftereffects of a manmade virus. Outside of the anglophone tradition, Stanislaw Lem’s tongue-in-cheek The Futurological Congress (1971) explores an overpopulated, dying world with depleted resources where the illusion of a wealthy consumer society is maintained by mass administration of psychotropic drugs. Larry Niven and Jerry Pournelle’s Lucifer’s Hammer (1977) is an influential impact-genre novel where a global cataclysm is caused by a collision with a comet. The idea of a deep impact (post-)apocalypse will be revisited in much of later fiction and film. In 1986, Walter M. Miller, Jr. and Martin H. Greenberg published an anthology of post-apocalyptic short prose Beyond Armageddon: Twenty-One Sermons to the Dead.


    Over the last couple of decades the genre of post-apocalyptic science fiction has only increased in popularity, with its themes leaning toward ecological disasters, biogenetic experimentation, and post–peak oil scenarios. Among the more recent contributions to the subgenre is Margaret Atwood’s novel Oryx and Crake (2003), which explores the consequences of irresponsible genetic engineering. In a not-so-distant world where the Earth’s population has been wiped out in a global epidemic caused by a genetically modified bioform there is only one human survivor who co-exists with a group of “Crakers,” odd humanlike beings, and a variety of strange animal species, all of which turn out to be a result of genetic experimentation. The protagonist’s memory flashbacks of his past life reveal a disturbing dystopian world of biotechnological corporations, extreme social segregation and consumerism, and an experiment to create a “better” human race. The story does not have a conclusive ending as to the future of the human civilization. Oryx and Crake was followed by the publication of The Year of the Flood (2009), which develops further the same post-apocalyptic plot but with a set of different characters. Another recent novel is Cormac McCarthy’s Pulitzer Prize–winning The Road (2006), where the author creates an extremely grim picture of a near-future post-apocalyptic world. Although the nature of the cataclysm that destroys the civilization on Earth is not clear, the almost complete collapse of the biosphere is obvious as a father and a son embark on a journey of survival across an unidentified part of America. Apart from environmental consequences, the degradation of the surviving population and its turn to a nomadic cannibalistic lifestyle is another important theme. The main characters’ journey is a meditation on humanity at its end. The recent post-peak oil fiction includes Last Light (2007) and Afterlight (2010) by Alex Scarrow and World Made by Hand (2008) by James Kunstler. The novels, although largely different in style, explore our world at the end of oil supply. Kunstler engages with long-term consequences of such a scenario, creating a world where civilization has come to a stop, all familiar social structures have collapsed, population is thinning, and people are forced to revert to pre-industrial, artisanal modes of production in a largely agrarian setting. Kunstler’s thought experiment is a commentary and a critique of today’s rampant unsustainable consumerism, exhaustion of natural resources, and the human race’s growing separation from the means of production and loss of skills necessary to sustain itself outside the structures of a post-industrial society.


    The post-apocalyptic sub-genre has also enjoyed a growing popularity in other media: film, television, visual arts, comics, computer games, digital fan fiction. Film, as an older medium utilizing big-screen special effects and visual appeal, has an especially rich and diverse tradition ranging from experimental art film and auteur film to mainstream blockbuster industry. The first category includes examples such as Chris Marker’s experimental French film La jetée (The Jetty, 1962), made almost entirely of still shots in black and white and later remade by Terry Gilliam into 12 Monkeys (1995); Andrei Tarkovsky’s The Stalker (1979) with hauntingly memorable scenes of a post-alien-visitation apocalyptic setting; Yasuaki Nakajima’s black-and-white post–World War III After the Apocalypse (2004), a film with no dialogue. The mainstream tradition, apart from the titles already mentioned, includes classics and more recent films such as Deluge (1933), On the Beach (1959), In the Year 2889 (1967), Planet of the Apes (1968), Mad Max 2 and 3 (1981, 1985), The Quiet Earth (1985), Waterworld (1995), The Day After Tomorrow (2004), Doomsday (2008), 20 Years After (2008), 2012 (2009), The Road (2009). The television tradition has classics of its own: the 1970s BBC three-part series Survivors featured a post-apocalyptic depopulated world after a disaster caused by a genetically engineered virus. Proving the longevity of the nuclear holocaust theme, in 1983 ABC aired The Day After, which focused on the graphic aftermath of a nuclear conflict between the NATO forces and the Soviet bloc. Only a year later, BBC aired Threads (1984), a series on the same topic. The more recent television series that develop various aspects of the theme of post-apocalypse include Showtime’s Jeremiah (2002–04), CBS’s Jericho (2006–08), Discovery Channel’s The Colony (2009–10), and AMC’s The Walking Dead (2010– ). The human race will always ponder its beginnings and its end. Notwithstanding our obsessive contemplation of the end, there will be hope as long as the “after-the-end” imagination is kept alive.
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    WARD MOORE


    (1903–1978)


    There are many conflicting life stories of Joseph Ward Moore floating around: Was he expelled from high school for political activism or did he quit to focus on writing? Did he actually raise goats? What is undeniable is that he had a deep focus on ecology and sustainable living long before the modern environmental movement existed, and wrote powerful stories about the potential environmental pitfalls of bioengineering. He also wrote one of the key works of alternate history, and “Bring the Jubilee,” in its various forms, remains widely read today.


    After leaving school in New York City, Moore drifted around to various places, including Chicago and Milwaukee, working various jobs both related (book store clerk) and unrelated (sheet-metal worker) to writing. He moved to California during the Depression in 1929, where he lived (mostly) for the rest of his life. Moore married Lorna Lenzi in 1942, and they had seven children.


    Moore’s first novel, Breathe the Air Again (1942), concerned labor struggles in California during the Great Depression. Greener Than You Think (1947), Moore’s first SF novel, was about the eco-disaster caused when a bio-engineered grass overruns the world. “Bring the Jubilee” was published in F&SF 1952 (and in book form the following year), and firmly cemented his reputation in the SF field. Although never prolific, Moore continued to write SF stories fairly regularly through the 1950s, then completed only two more novels in the last two decades of his life. His paired stories “Lot” (1953) and “Lot’s Daughter” (1954), which used Biblical parallels to look at nuclear holocaust, were the basis of the movie Panic in the Year Zero!

  


  
    BRING THE JUBILEE, by Ward Moore


    First published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, November 1952


    What he will he does, and does so much


    That proof is call’d impossibility.


    —Troilus and Cressida


    It is always the puzzle of the nature of time that brings our thoughts to a standstill. And if time is so fundamental that an understanding of its true nature is for ever beyond our reach, then so also in all probability is a decision in the age-long controversy between determination and free will.


    —The Mysterious Universe, by James Jeans


    I.


    LIFE IN THE TWENTY-SIX STATES


    Although I am writing this in the year 1877, I was not born until 1921. Neither the dates nor the tenses are error—let me explain:


    I was born, as I say, in 1921, but it was not until the early 1930s, when I was about ten, that I began to understand what a peculiarly frustrated and disinherited world was about me. Perhaps my approach to realization was through the crayon portrait of Granpa Hodgins which hung, very solemnly, over the mantel.


    Granpa Hodgins, after whom I was named, perhaps a little grandiloquently, Hodgins McCormick Backmaker, had been a veteran of the War of Southron Independence. Like so many young men he had put on a shapeless blue uniform in response to the call of the ill-advised and headstrong—or martyred—Mr. Lincoln. Depending on which of my lives’ viewpoints you take.


    Granpa lost an arm on the Great Retreat to Philadelphia after the fall of Washington to General Lee’s victorious Army of Northern Virginia, so his war ended some six months before the capitulation at Reading and the acknowledgment of the independence of the Confederate States on July 4, 1864. One-armed and embittered, Granpa came home to Wappinger Falls and, like his fellow veterans, tried to remake his life in a different and increasingly hopeless world.


    On its face the Peace of Richmond was a just and even generous disposition of a defeated foe by the victor. (Both sides—for different reasons—remembered the mutiny of the Unreconstructed Federals in the Armies of the Cumberland and the Tennessee who, despite defeat at Chattanooga, could not forget Vicksburg or Port Hudson and fought bloodily against the order to surrender.) The South could easily have carved the country up to suit its most fiery patriots, even to the point of detaching the West and making a protectorate of it. Instead, the chivalrous Southrons contented themselves with drawing the new boundary along traditional lines. The Mason-Dixon gave them Delaware and Maryland, but they generously returned the panhandle of western Virginia jutting above it. Missouri was naturally included in the Confederacy, but of the disputed territory Colorado and Deseret were conceded to the old Union; only Kansas and California as well as—for obvious defensive reasons—Nevada’s tip went to the South.


    But the Peace of Richmond had also laid the cost of the war on the beaten North, and this was what crippled Granpa Hodgins more than the loss of his arm. The postwar inflation entered the galloping stage during the Vallandigham Administration, became dizzying in the time of President Seymour, and precipitated the food riots of 1873 and ’74. It was only after the election of President Butler by the Whigs in 1876 and the reorganization and drastic deflation following that money and property became stable, but by this time all normal values were destroyed. Meanwhile the indemnities had to be paid regularly in gold. Granpa and hundreds of thousands like him just never seemed to get back on their feet.


    How well I remember, as a small boy in the 1920s and ’30s, my mother and father talking bitterly of how the war had ruined everything. They were not speaking of the then fairly recent Emperors’ War of 1914–16, but of the War of Southron Independence which still, nearly seventy years later, blighted what was left of the United States.


    Nor were they unique or peculiar in this. Men who slouched in the smithy while Father shod their horses, or gathered every month around the post office waiting for the notice of the winning lottery numbers to be put up, as often cursed the Confederates or discussed what might have been if Meade had been a better general or Lee a worse one, as they did the new-type bicycles with clockwork auxiliaries to make pedaling uphill easier, or the latest scandal about the French emperor Napoleon VI.


    I tried to imagine what it must have been like in Granpa Hodgins’s day, to visualize the lost past—that strange bright era when, if it could be believed, folk like ourselves and our neighbors had owned their farms outright and didn’t pay rent to the bank or give half the crop to a landlord. I searched the wiggling crayon lines that composed Granpa Hodgins’s face for some sign that set him apart from his descendants.


    “But what did he do to lose the farm?” I used to ask my mother.


    “Do? Didn’t do anything. Couldn’t help himself. Go along now and do your chores; I’ve a terrible batch of work to get out.”


    How could Granpa’s not doing anything result so disastrously? I could not understand this any more than I could the bygone time when a man could nearly always get a job for wages which would support himself and a family, before the system of indenture became so common that practically the only alternative to pauperism was to sell oneself to a company.


    Indenting I understood all right, for there was a mill in Wappinger Falls which wove a shoddy cloth very different from the goods my mother produced on her hand loom. Mother, even in her late forties, could have indented there for a good price, and she admitted that the work would be easier than weaving homespun to compete with their product. But, as she used to say with an obstinate shake of her head, “Free I was born and free I’ll die.”


    In Granpa Hodgins’s day, if one could believe the folktales or family legends, men and women married young and had large families; there might have been five generations between him and me instead of two. And many uncles, aunts, cousins, brothers, and sisters. Now late marriages and only children were the rule.


    If it hadn’t been for the war…This was the basic theme stated with variations suited to the particular circumstance. If it hadn’t been for the war the most energetic young men and women would not turn to emigration; visiting foreigners would not come as to a slum; and the great powers would think twice before sending troops to restore order every time one of their citizens was molested. If it hadn’t been for the war the detestable buyer from Boston— detestable to my mother, but rather fascinating to me with his brightly colored vest and smell of soap and hair tonic— would not have come regularly to offer her a miserable price for her weaving.


    “Foreigner!” she would always exclaim after he left; “Sending good cloth out of the country.”


    Once my father ventured, “He’s only doing what he’s paid for.”


    “Trust a Backmaker to stand up for foreigners. Like father, like son; suppose you’d let the whole thieving crew in if you had your way.”


    So was first hinted the scandal of Grandfather Backmaker. No enlarged portrait of him hung anywhere, much less over the mantel. I got the impression my father’s father had been not only a foreigner by birth, but a shady character in his own right, a man who kept on believing in the things for which Granpa Hodgins fought after they were proved wrong. I don’t know how I learned that Grandfather Backmaker had made speeches advocating equal rights for Negroes or protesting the mass lynchings so popular in the North, in contrast to the humane treatment accorded these noncitizens in the Confederacy. Nor do I remember where I heard he had been run out of several places before finally settling in Wappinger Falls or that all his life people had muttered darkly at his back, “Dirty Abolitionist! ”—a very deep imprecation indeed. I only know that as a consequence of this taint my father, a meek, hardworking, worried little man, was completely dominated by my mother who never let him forget that a Hodgins or a McCormick was worth dozens of Backmakers.


    I must have been a sore trial to her for I showed no sign of proper Hodgins gumption, such as she displayed herself and which surely kept us all—though precariously—free. For one thing I was remarkably unhandy and awkward, of little use in the hundred necessary chores around our dilapidated house. I could not pick up a hammer at her command to do something about fixing the loose weatherboards on the east side without mashing my thumb or splitting the aged, unpainted wood. I could not hoe the kitchen garden without damaging precious vegetables and leaving weeds intact. I could shovel snow in the winter at a tremendous rate for I was strong and had endurance, but work requiring manual dexterity baffled me. I fumbled in harnessing Bessie, our mare, or hitching her to the cart for my father’s trips to Poughkeepsie, and as for helping him on the farm or in his smithy, I’m afraid my efforts drove that mild man nearest to a temper he ever came. He would lay the reins on the plowhorse’s back or his hammer down on the anvil and say mournfully:


    “Better see if you can help your mother, Hodge. You’re only in my way here.”


    On only one score did I come near pleasing Mother: I learned to read and write early, and exhibited some proficiency. But even here there was a flaw; she looked upon literacy as something which distinguished Hodginses and McCormicks from the ruck who had to make their mark, as an accomplishment which might somehow and unspecifically lead away from poverty. I found reading an end in itself, which probably reminded her of my father’s laxity or Grandfather Backmaker’s subversion.


    “Make something of yourself, Hodge,” she admonished me often. “You can’t change the world”—an obvious allusion to Grandfather Backmaker—“but you can do something with it as it is if you try hard enough. There’s always some way out.”


    Yet she did not approve of the post-office lottery, on which so many pinned their hopes of escape from poverty or indenture. In this she and my father were agreed; both believed in hard work rather than chance.


    Still, chance could help even the steadiest toiler. I remember the time a minibile—one of the small, trackless locomotives—broke down not a quarter of a mile from Father’s smithy. This was a golden, unparalleled, unbelievable opportunity. Minibiles, like any other luxury, were rare in the United States, though they were common enough in prosperous countries such as the German Union or the Confederacy. We had to rely for our transportation on the never-failing horse or on the railroads, worn out and broken down as they were. For decades the great issue in Congress was the never-completed Pacific transcontinental line, though British America had one and the Confederate States seven. (Sailing balloons, economical and fairly common, were still looked upon with some suspicion.) Only a rare millionaire, with connections in Frankfurt, Washington-Baltimore, or Leesburg, could afford to indulge in a costly and complicated minibile requiring a trained driver to bounce it over the rutted and chuckholed roads. Only an extraordinarily adventurous spirit would leave the tar-surfaced streets of New York or its sister city of Brooklyn, where the minibiles’ solid rubber tires could at worst find traction on the horse or cablecar rails, for the morasses or washboard roads which were the only highways north of the Harlem River.


    When one did, the jolting, jouncing, and shaking inevitably broke or disconnected one of the delicate parts in its complex mechanism. Then the only recourse—apart from telegraphing back to the city if the traveler broke down near an instrument—was the closest blacksmith. Smiths rarely knew much of the principles of the minibiles, but with the broken part before them they could fabricate a passable duplicate and, unless the machine had suffered severe damage, put it back in place. It was customary for such a craftsman to compensate himself for the time taken away from horseshoeing or spring-fitting—or just absently chewing on an oat straw—by demanding exorbitant remuneration, amounting to perhaps twenty-five or thirty cents an hour, thus avenging his rural poverty and self-sufficiency upon the effete wealth and helplessness of the urban excursionist.


    Such a golden opportunity befell my father, as I said, during the fall of 1933, when I was twelve. The driver had made his way to the smithy, leaving the owner of the minibile marooned and fuming in the enclosed passenger seat. A hasty visit convinced Father, who could repair a clock or broken rake with equal dexterity, that his only course was to bring the machine to the forge where he could heat and straighten a part not easy to disassemble. (The driver, the owner, and Father all repeated the name of the part often enough, but so inept have I been with “practical” things all my life that I couldn’t recall it ten minutes, much less thirty years later.)


    “Hodge, run and get the mare and ride over to Jones’s. Don’t try to saddle her—go bareback. Ask Mr. Jones to kindly lend me his team.”


    “I’ll give the boy a quarter dollar for himself if he’s back with the team in twenty minutes,” added the owner of the minibile, sticking his head out of the window.


    I won’t say I was off like the wind, for my life’s work has given me a distaste for exaggeration or hyperbole, but I moved faster than I ever had before. A quarter, a whole shining silver quarter, a day’s full wage for the boy who could find odd jobs, half the day’s pay of a grown man who wasn’t indented or worked extra hours—all for myself, to spend as I wished!


    I ran all the way back to the barn, led Bessie out by her halter, and jumped on her broad back, my enthralling daydream growing and deepening each moment. With my quarter safely got I could perhaps persuade my father to take me along on his next trip to Poughkeepsie; in the shops there I could find some yards of figured cotton for Mother, or a box of cigars to which Father was partial but rarely bought for himself, or an unimagined something for Mary McCutcheon, some three years older than I, with whom it had so recently become disturbing as well as imperative to wrestle, in secret of course so as not to show oneself unmanly in sporting with a weak girl instead of another boy.


    It never even occurred to me, as it would have to most, to invest in an eighth of a lottery ticket. Not only were my parents sternly against this popular gamble, but I myself felt a strangely puritanical aversion to meddling with my fortune.


    Or I could take the entire quarter into Newman’s Book and Clock Store. Here I could not afford one of the latest English or Confederate books—even the novels I disdained cost fifty cents in their original and thirty in the pirated United States’ edition—but what treasures there were in the twelve-and-a-half-cent reprints and the dime classics!


    With Bessie’s legs moving steadily beneath me I pored over in my imagination Mr. Newman’s entire stock, which I knew by heart from examinations lulled by the steady ticking of his other, and no doubt more salable, merchandise. My quarter would buy two reprints, but I would read them in as many evenings and be no better off than before until their memory faded and I could read them again. Better to invest in paperback adventure stories giving sharp, breathless pictures of life in the West or rekindling the glories of the war. True, they were written almost entirely by Confederate authors, and I was, perhaps thanks to Granpa Hodgins and my mother, a devout partisan of the lost cause of Sheridan and Sherman and Thomas. But patriotism couldn’t steel me against the excitement of the Confederate paperbacks; literature simply ignored the boundary stretching to the Pacific.


    I had finally determined to invest all my twenty-five cents, not in five paperbound volumes but in ten of the same in secondhand or shopworn condition, when I suddenly realized that I had been riding Bessie for some considerable time. I looked around, rather dazed by the abrupt translation from the dark and slightly musty interior of Newman’s store to the bright countryside, to find with dismay that Bessie hadn’t taken me to the Jones farm after all but on some private tour of her own in the opposite direction.


    I’m afraid this little anecdote is pointless—it was momentarily pointed enough for me that evening, for in addition to the loss of the promised quarter I received a thorough whacking with a willow switch from my mother after my father had, as usual, dolefully refused his parental duty—except perhaps that it shows how in pursuing the dream I could lose the reality.


    My feeling that books were a part of life, and the most important part, was no passing phase. Other boys in their early teens dreamed of going to the wilds of Dakotah, Montana, or Wyoming, indenting to a company run by a young and beautiful woman—this was also a favorite paperback theme—discovering the loot hidden by a gang, or emigrating to Australia or the South African Republic. Or else they faced the reality of indenture, carrying on the family farm, or petty trade. I only wanted to be allowed to read.


    I knew this ambition, if that is the proper word, to be outrageous and unheard of. It was also practically impossible. The school at Wappinger Falls, a survival from the days of compulsory attendance and an object of doubt in the eyes of the taxpayers, taught as little as possible as quickly as possible. Parents needed the help of their children to survive or to build up a small reserve in the illusory hope of buying free of indenture. Both my mother and my teachers looked askance at my longing to persist past an age when my contemporaries were making themselves economically useful.


    Nor, even supposing I had the fees, could the shabby, fusty Academy at Poughkeepsie—originally designed for the education of the well-to-do—provide what I wanted. Not that I was clear at all as to just what this was; I only knew that commercial arithmetic, surveying, or any of the other subjects taught there, were not the answer to my desires.


    There was certainly no money for any college. Our position had grown slowly worse; my father talked of selling the smithy and indenting. My dreams of Harvard or Yale were as idle as Father’s of making a good crop and getting out of debt. Nor did I know then, as I was to find out later, that the colleges were increasingly provincialized and decayed, contrasting painfully with the flourishing universities of the Confederacy and Europe. The average man asked what the United States needed colleges for anyway; those who attended them only learned discontent and to question time-honored institutions. Constant scrutiny of the faculties, summary firing of all instructors suspected of abnormal ideas, did not seem to improve the situation or raise the standards of teaching.


    My mother, now that I was getting beyond the switching age, lectured me firmly and at length on idleness and self-indulgence. “It’s a hard world, Hodge, and no one’s going to give you anything you don’t earn. Your father’s an easygoing man; too easygoing for his own good, but he always knows where his duty lies.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” I responded politely, not quite seeing what she was driving at.


    “Hard, honest work—that’s the only thing. Not hoping or wishing or thinking miracles will happen to you. Work hard and keep yourself free. Don’t depend on circumstances or other people, and don’t blame them for your own shortcomings. Be your own man. That’s the only way you’ll ever be where you want to.”


    She spoke of responsibility and duty as though they were measurable quantities, but the gentler parts of such equations, the factors of affection and pity, were never mentioned. I don’t want to give the impression that ours was a particularly puritanical family; I know our neighbors had of necessity much the same grim outlook. But I felt guiltily vulnerable, not merely on the score of wanting more schooling, but because of something else which would have shocked my mother beyond forgiveness.


    My early tussles with Mary McCutcheon had the natural consequences, but she had found me a too-youthful partner and had taken her interests elsewhere. For my part I now turned to Agnes Jones, a suddenly alluring young woman grown from the skinny kid I’d always brushed away. Agnes sympathized with my aspirations and encouraged me most pleasantly. However, her specific plans for my future were limited to marrying her and helping her father on his farm, which seemed no great advance over what I could look forward to at home.


    And there I was certainly no asset; I ate three hearty meals a day and occupied a bed. I was conscious of the looks and smiles which followed me. A great lout of seventeen, too lazy to do a stroke of work, always wandering around with his head in the clouds or lying with his nose stuck in a book. Too bad; and the Backmakers such industrious folk, too. I could feel what the shock of my behavior with Agnes added to my idleness would be to my mother.


    Yet I was neither depraved nor very different from the other youths of Wappinger Falls, who not only took their pleasures where they found them, but often more forcibly than persuasively. I did not analyze it fully or clearly, but I was at least to some extent aware of the essentially loveless atmosphere around me. The rigid convention of late marriages bred an exaggerated respect for chastity which had two sides: sisters’ and daughters’ honor was sternly avenged with no protest from society, and undiscovered seduction produced that much more gratification. But both retribution and venery were somewhat mechanical; they were the expected rather than the inescapable passions. Revivalists—and we country people had a vast fondness for those itinerants who came periodically to castigate us for our sins—denounced our laxity and pointed to the virtues of our grandparents and great-grandparents. We accepted their advice with such modifications as suited us, which was not at all what they intended.


    And this was how I took my mother’s admonition to be my own man. What debts I owed her and my father seemed best discharged by relieving them of the burden of my keep, since I was clearly not fitting myself to reverse the balance. The notion that there was an emotional obligation on either side hardly occurred to me; I doubt if it did to them. Toward Agnes Jones I felt no debt at all.


    A few months after my seventeenth birthday I packed my three most cherished books in my good white cotton shirt and, having bade a most romantic good-bye to Agnes, one which would certainly have consummated her hopes had her father come upon us, I left Wappinger Falls and set out for New York.


    II.


    OF DECISIONS, MINIBILIES, AND TINUGRAPHS


    I thought I could do the walk of some eighty miles in four days, allowing time to swap work for food, supposing I found farmers or housewives agreeable to the exchange. June made it no hardship to sleep outdoors, and the old post road ran close enough to the Hudson for any bathing I might care to do.


    The dangers of the trip were part of the pattern of life in the United States in 1938. I didn’t particularly fear being robbed by a roving gang for I was sure organized predators would disdain so obviously unprofitable a prey, and individual thieves I felt I could take care of, but I was not anxious to be picked up as a vagrant by any of the three police forces, national, state, or local. As a freeman I was more exposed to this chance than an indent would be, with a workcard on his person and a company behind him. A freeman was fair game for the constables, state troopers, or revenuers to recruit, after a perfunctory trial, into one of the chain gangs upon whom the roads, canals, and other public works were dependent.


    Some wondered why the roads were so bad in spite of all this apparent surplus of labor and were dubious of the explanation that surfacing was expensive and it was impossible to maintain unsurfaced highways in good condition. Only the hint that prisoners had been seen working around the estates of the great Whig families or had been lent to some enterprise operated by foreign capital brought knowing nods.


    At seventeen possible disasters are not brooded over. I resolved to be wary, and then dismissed thoughts of police, gangs, and all unpleasantness. The future was mine to make as my mother had insisted, and I was taking the first steps in shaping it.


    I started off briskly, passing at first through villages long familiar; then, getting beyond the territory I had known all my life, I slowed down often enough to gaze at something new and strange, or to wander into wood or pasture for wild strawberries or early blueberries. I covered less ground than I had intended by the time I found a farmhouse, after inquiring at several others, where the woman was willing to give me supper and even let me sleep in the barn in return for splitting a sizable stack of logs into kindling and milking two cows.


    Exercise and hot food must have counteracted the excitement of the day, for I fell asleep immediately and didn’t waken till quite a while after sunup. It was another warm, fine morning; soon the post road led, not between shabby villages and towns or struggling farms, but past the stone or brick walls of opulent estates. Now and then I caught a glimpse between old, well-tended trees of magnificent houses either a century old or built to resemble those dating from that prosperous time. I could not but share the general dislike for the wealthy Whigs who owned these places, their riches contrasting with the common poverty and deriving from exploitation of the United States as a colony, but I could not help enjoying the beauty of their surroundings.


    The highway was better traveled here also; I passed other walkers, quite a few wagons, a carriage or two, several peddlers, and a number of ladies and gentlemen on horseback. This was the first time I’d seen women riding astride, a practice shocking to the sensitivities of Wappinger Falls which also condemned the fashion, imported from the Chinese Empire by way of England, of feminine trousers. Having learned that women were bipedal, both customs seemed sensible to me.


    I had the post road to myself for some miles between turns when I heard a commotion beyond the stone wall to my left. This was followed by an angry shout and shrill words impossible to distinguish. My progress halted, I instinctively shifted my bundle to my left hand as though to leave my right hand free for defence, but against what I had no idea.


    The shouts came closer; a boy of about my own age scrambled frantically over the wall, dislodging some of the smaller lichen-covered rocks on top and sending them rolling into the ditch. He looked at me, startled, then paused for a long instant at the road’s edge, undecided which way to run.


    He was barefoot and wore a jute sack as a shirt, with holes cut for his arms, and ragged cotton pants. His face was little browner than my own had often been at the end of a summer’s work under a burning sun.


    He came to the end of indecision and started across the highway, legs pumping high, head turned watchfully. A splendid tawny stallion cleared the wall in a soaring jump, his rider bellowing, “There you are, you damned black coon!”


    He rode straight for the fugitive, quirt upraised, lips thickened, and eyes rolling in rage. The victim dodged and turned; in no more doubt than I that the horseman meant to ride him down. He darted by me, so close I heard the labored rasp of breathing.


    The rider swerved, and he, too, twisted around me as though I were the post at the far turn of a racecourse. Reflexively I put out my hand to grab at the reins and stop the assault. Indeed, my fingers actually touched the leather and grasped it for a fraction of a second before they fell away.


    Then I was alone in the road again as both pursued and pursuer vaulted back over the fence. The whole scene of anger and terror could not have lasted two minutes; I strained my ears to hear the shouts coming from farther and farther away. Quiet fell again; a squirrel flirted his tail and sped down one tree trunk and up another. The episode might never have happened.


    I shifted my bundle back and began walking again—less briskly now. My legs felt heavy, and there was an involuntary twitch in the muscles of my arm.


    Why hadn’t I held onto the reins and delayed the hunter, at least long enough to give his quarry a fair start? What had made me draw back? It had not been fear, at least in the usual sense, for I knew I wasn’t timorous of the horseman. I was sure I could have dragged him down if he had taken his quirt to me.


    Yet I had been afraid. Afraid of interfering, of meddling in affairs which were no concern of mine, of risking action on quick judgment. I had been immobilized by the fear of asserting my sympathies, my presumptions, against events.


    Walking slowly down the road, I experienced deep shame. I might, I could have saved someone from hurt; I had perhaps had the power for a brief instant to change the course of a whole life. I had been guilty of a cowardice far worse than mere fear for my skin. I could have wept with mortification—done anything, in fact, but turn back and try to rectify my failure.


    The rest of the day was gloomy as I alternately taunted and feebly excused myself. The fugitive might have been a trespasser or a servant; his fault might have been slowness, rudeness, theft, or attempted murder. Whatever it was, any retaliation the white man chose could be inflicted with impunity. He would not be punished or even tried for it. Popular opinion was unanimous for Negro emigration to Africa, voluntary or forced; those who went westward to join the unconquered Sioux or Nez Perce were looked upon as depraved. Any Negro who didn’t embark for Liberia or Sierra Leone, regardless of whether he had the fare or not, deserved anything that happened to him in the United States.


    It was because I held, somewhat vaguely, a stubborn refusal to accept this conventional view, a refusal never precisely reasoned and little more, perhaps, than romantic rebellion against my mother in favor of my disreputable grandfather Backmaker, that I suffered. I couldn’t excuse my failure on the grounds that action would have been considered outrageous. It would not have been considered outrageous by me.


    I pushed self-contempt at my passivity aside as best I could and strove to recapture the mood of yesterday, succeeding to some extent as the memory of the scene came back less insistently. I even tried pretending the episode had perhaps not been quite as serious as it seemed, or that the pursued had somehow in the end evaded the pursuer. I could not make what had happened not happen; the best I could do was minimize my culpability.


    That night I slept a little way from the road and in the morning started off at dawn. Although I was now little more than twenty miles from the metropolis the character of the country had hardly changed. Perhaps the farms were smaller and closer together, their juxtaposition to the estates more incongruous. But traffic was continual now, with no empty stretches on the roads, and the small towns had horse-drawn cars running on iron tracks embedded in the cobbles.


    It was late afternoon when I crossed Spuyten Duyvil Creek to Manhattan.


    Between me and the city now lay a wilderness of squatters’ shacks made of old boards, barrel staves, and other discarded rubbish. Lean goats and mangy cats nosed through rubble heaps of broken glass and earthenware demijohns. Mounds of garbage lay beside aimless creeks struggling blindly for the rivers. As clearly as though it had been proclaimed on signposts this was an area of outcasts and fugitives, of men and women ignored and tolerated by the law so long as they kept within the confines of their horrible slum.


    Strange and repugnant as the place was, I hesitated to keep on going and arrive in the city at nightfall, but it seemed unlikely there was a place to sleep among the shacks. Once away from the order and sobriety of the post road one could be lost in the squalid maze; undefined threats of vaguely dreadful fates seemed to rise from it like vapors.


    Then the fading light revealed the anomaly of a venerable mansion set far back from the highway, with grounds as yet unusurped by the encroaching stews. The house was in ruins; the surrounding gardens lost in brush and weeds. Evidently a watchman or caretaker guarded its forlorn dignity or had very recently abandoned it; I could not imagine its remaining long without being entirely overrun otherwise.


    It was almost fully dark as I made my way cautiously toward the remains of an old summerhouse. Its roof was fallen in, and it was densely enclosed by ancient rosebushes whose thorns, I thought, when they pricked my fingers as I struggled through them, ought to give warning of any intruder. For weatherworthiness this shelter had little advantage over the hovels, yet somehow the fact that it had survived seemed to make it a more secure retreat.


    I stretched out on the dank boards and slept fitfully, disturbed by dreams that the old mansion was filled with people from a past time who begged me to save them from the slum dwellers and their house from being further ravaged. Brokenly I protested I was helpless—in true dream manner I then became helpless, unable to move—that I could not interfere with what had to happen; they moaned and wrung their hands and faded away. Still, I slept, and in the morning the cramps in my muscles and the aches in my bones disappeared in the excitement of the remaining miles to the city.


    And how suddenly it grew up around me, not as though it was a fixed collection of buildings which I approached, but as if I stood still while the wood and stone, iron and brick, sprang into being all about.


    New York, in 1938, had a population of nearly a million, having grown very slowly since the close of the War of Southron Independence. Together with the half million in the city of Brooklyn this represented by far the largest concentration of people in the United States, though of course it could not compare with the great Confederate centers of Washington, now including Baltimore and Alexandria, St. Louis, or Leesburg (once Mexico City).


    The change from the country and the dreadful slums through which I had passed was startling. Cablecars whizzed northward as far as Fifty-ninth Street on the west side and all the way to Eighty-seventh on the east, while horse cars furnished convenient crosstown transportation every few blocks. Express steam trains ran through bridged cuts on Madison Avenue, an engineering achievement of which New Yorkers were vastly proud.


    Bicycles, rare around Wappinger Falls, were thick as flies, darting ahead and alongside dray horses pulling wallowing vans, carts, or wagons. Prancing trotters drew private carriages, buggies, broughams, victorias, hansoms, dogcarts or sulkies; neither the cyclists, coachmen, nor horses seemed overawed or discommoded by occasional minibiles chuffing their way swiftly and implacably over cobblestones or asphalt.


    Incredibly intricate traceries of telegraph wires swarmed overhead, crossing and recrossing at all angles, slanting upward into offices and flats or downward to stores, a reminder that no urban family with pretensions to gentility would be without the clacking instrument in the parlor, that every child learned the Morse code before he could read. Thousands of sparrows considered the wires properly their own; they perched and swung, quarreled and scolded on them, leaving only to satisfy their voracity upon the steaming mounds of horse dung below.


    The country boy who had never seen anything more metropolitan than Poughkeepsie was tremendously impressed. Buildings of eight or ten stories were common, and there were many of fourteen or fifteen, serviced by pneumatic English lifts, that same marvelous invention which permitted the erection of veritable skyscrapers in Washington and Leesburg.


    Above them balloons moved gracefully through the air, guided and controlled as skillfully as old-time sailing vessels. These were not entirely novel to me; I had seen more of them than I had minibiles, but never so many as here. In a single hour, gawking upward, I counted seven, admiring how nicely calculated their courses were, for they seldom came so low as to endanger lives beneath by having to throw out sandbags in order to rise. That they could so maneuver over buildings of greatly uneven height showed this to be the air age indeed.


    Most exciting of all was the great number of people who walked, rode, or merely stood around on the streets. It seemed hardly believable so many humans could crowd themselves so closely. Beggars pleaded, touts wheedled, peddlers hawked, newsboys shouted, bootblacks chanted. Messengers pushed their way, loafers yawned, ladies shopped, drunks staggered. For long moments I paused, standing stock-still, not thinking of going on, merely watching the spectacle.


    How far I walked, how many different parts of the city I explored that day, I have no idea. I felt I had hardly begun to fondle the sharp edge of wonder when it was twilight and the gas lamps, lit simultaneously by telegraph sparks, gleamed and shone on nearly every corner. Whatever had been drab and dingy in daylight—and even my eyes had not been blind to the dirt and decay—became in an instant magically enchanting, softened and shadowed into mysterious beauty. I breathed the dusty air with a relish I had never known in the country and felt I was inhaling some elixir for the spirit.


    But spiritual sustenance is not quite enough for a seventeen-year-old, especially one who is beginning to be hungry and tired. I was desperately anxious to hoard the three precious dollars in my pocket, for I had little idea how to go about replacing them, once they were spent. I could not do without eating, however, so I stopped in at the first gaslit bakery, buying, after some consideration, a penny loaf, and walked on through the entrancing streets, munching at it and feeling like a historical character.


    Now the fronts of the tinugraph lyceums were lit up by porters with long tapers, so that they glowed yellow and inviting, each heralded with a boldly lettered broadside or dashingly drawn cartoon advertising the amusement to be found within. I was tempted to see for myself this magical entertainment of pictures taken so close together they gave the illusion of motion, but the lowest admission price was five cents. Some of the more garish theaters, which specialized in the incredible phonotos—tinugraphs ingeniously combined with a sound-producing machine operated by compressed air, so that the pictures seemed not only to move but to talk—actually charged ten or even fifteen cents for an hour’s spectacle.


    By this time I ached with tiredness; the insignificant bundles of shirt and books had become a burden. I was pressed by the question of where to sleep and began thinking more kindly than I would have believed possible of last night’s slum. I didn’t connect my need with the glass transparencies behind which gaslight shone through the unpainted letters of BEDS, ROOMS, or HOTEL, for my mind was hazily fixed on some urban version of the inn at Wappinger Falls or the Poughkeepsie Commercial House.


    I became more and more confused as fatigue blurred impressions of still newer marvels, so that I am not entirely sure whether it was one or a succession of girls who offered delights for a quarter. I know I was solicited by crimps for the Confederate Legion who operated openly in defiance of United States law, and an incredible number of beggars accosted me.


    At last I thought of asking directions. But without realizing it I had wandered from the thronged wooden or granite sidewalks of the brightly lit avenues into an unpeopled, darkened area where the buildings were low and frowning, where the flicker of a candle or the yellow of a lamp in windows far apart were uncontested by any streetlights.


    All day my ears had been pressed by the clop of hooves, the rattling of iron tires, or the puffing of minibiles; now the empty street was unnaturally still. The suddenly looming figure of another walker seemed the luckiest of chances.


    “Excuse me, friend,” I said. “Can you tell me where’s the nearest inn, or anywhere I can get a bed for the night cheap?”


    I felt him peering at me. “Rube, huh? Much money you got?”


    “Th—Not very much. That’s why I want to find cheap lodging.”


    “Okay, Reuben. Come along.”


    “Oh, don’t trouble to show me. Just give me an idea how to get there.”


    He grunted. “No trouble, Reuben. No trouble at all.”


    Taking my arm just above the elbow in a firm grip he steered me along. For the first time I began to feel alarm. However, before I could attempt to shrug free he had shoved me into the mouth of an alley, discernible only because its absolute blackness contrasted with the relative darkness of the street.


    “Wait—” I began.


    “In here, Reuben. Soundest night’s sleep you’ve had in a long time. And cheap—it’s free.”


    I started to break loose and was surprised to find he no longer held me. Before I could even begin to think, a terrific blow fell on the right side of my head and I traded the blackness of the alley for the blackness of insensibility.


    III.


    A MEMBER OF THE GRAND ARMY


    I was recalled to consciousness by a smell. More accurately a cacophony of smells. I opened my eyes and shut them against the unbearable pain of light; I groaned at the equally unbearable pain in my skull. Feverishly and against my will I tried to identify the walloping odors around me.


    The stink of death and rottenness was thick. I knew there was an outhouse—many outhouses—nearby. The ground I lay on, where it was not stony, was damp with the water of endless dish washings and launderings. The noisomeness of offal suggested that the garbage of many families had never been buried, but left to rot in the alley or near it. In addition there was the smell of death, not the sweetish effluvium of blood, such as any country boy who has helped butcher a bull calf or hog knows, but the unmistakable stench of corrupt, maggoty flesh. Besides all this there was the spoor of humanity.


    A new discomfort at last forced my eyes open for the second time. A hard surface was pressing painful knobs into my exposed skin. I looked and felt around me.


    The knobs were the scattered cobbles of a fetid alley; not a foot away was the cadaver of a dog, thoroughly putrescent; beyond him a drunk retched and groaned. A trickle of liquid swill wound its way delicately over the moldy earth between the stones. My coat, shirt, and shoes were gone, so was the bundle with my books. There was no use searching my pocket for the three dollars. I knew I was lucky the robber had left me my pants and my life.


    A middle-aged man, at least he looked middle-aged to my youthful eye, regarded me speculatively over the head of the drunk. A pale, elliptical scar interrupted the wrinkles on his forehead, its upper point making a permanent part in his thin hair. Tiny red veins marked his nose; his eyes were bloodshot.


    “Pretty well cleaned yuh out, huh boy?”


    I nodded—and then was sorry for the motion.


    “Reward of virtue. Assuming you was virtuous, which I assume. Come to the same end as me, stinking drunk. Only I still got my shirt. Couldn’t hock it no matter how thirsty I got.”


    I groaned.


    “Where yuh from, boy? What rural—see, sober now—precincts miss you?”


    “Wappinger Falls, near Poughkeepsie. My name’s Hodge Backmaker.”


    “Well now, that’s friendly of you, Hodge. I’m George Pondible. Periodic. Just tapering off.”


    I hadn’t an idea what Pondible was talking about. Trying to understand made my head worse.


    “Took everything, I suppose? Haven’t a nickel left to help a hangover?”


    “My head,” I mumbled, quite superfluously.


    He staggered to his feet. I slowly sat up, tenderly touching the lump over my ear with my fingertips.


    “Best thing—souse it in the river. Take more to fix mine.”


    “But…can I go through the streets like this?”


    “Right,” he said. “Quite right.”


    He stooped down and put one hand beneath the drunk, who murmured unintelligibly. With the other he removed the jacket, a maneuver betraying practice, for it elicited no protest from the victim. He then performed the still more delicate operation of depriving him of his shirt and shoes, tossing them all to me. They were a loathsome collection of rags not fit to clean a manure spreader. The jacket was torn and greasy, the pockets hanging like the ears of a dog; the shirt was a filthy tatter, the shoes shapeless fragments of leather with great gapes in the soles.


    “It’s stealing,” I protested.


    “Right. Put them on and let’s get out of here.”


    The short walk to the river was through streets lacking the glamour of those of the day before. The tenements were smoke streaked, with steps between the parting bricks where mortar had fallen out; great hunks of wall were kept in place only by the support of equally crazy ones abutting. The wretched things I wore were better suited than Pondible’s to this neighborhood, though his would have marked him tramp and vagrant in Wappinger Falls.


    The Hudson, too, was soiled, with an oily scum and debris, so that I hesitated to dip even the purloined shirt, much less my aching head. But urged on by Pondible I climbed down the slimy stones between two docks and pushing the flotsam aside, ducked myself in the unappetizing water.


    “Fixes your head,” said Pondible with more assurance than accuracy. “Now for mine.”


    The sun was hot, and the shirt dried on my back as we walked away from the river, the jacket over my arm. Now that my mind was clearing my despair grew rapidly; for a moment I wished I had waded farther into the Hudson and drowned.


    Admitting any plans I’d had were nebulous and impractical, they had yet been plans of a kind, something in which I could put, or force, my hopes. My appearance had been presentable, I had the means to keep myself fed and sheltered for a few weeks at least. Now everything was changed, any future was gone, literally knocked out of existence, and I had nothing to look forward to, nothing on which to exert my energies and dreams. To go back to Wappinger Falls was out of the question, not simply to dodge the bitterness of admitting defeat so quickly, but because I knew how relieved my mother and father must have been to be freed of my uselessness. Yet I had nothing to expect in the city except starvation or a life of petty crime.


    Pondible guided me into a saloon, a dark, secretive place, gaslit even this early, with a steam piano tinkling the popular, mournful tune, Mormon Girl:


    There’s a girl in the state of Deseret


    I love and I’m trying to f or-get.


    Forget her for my tired feet’ s sake


    Don’t wanna walk to the Great Salt Lake.


    They ever build that railroad toooo the ocean


    I’d return my Mormon girl’s devotion.


    But the tracks stop short in Ioway…


    I couldn’t remember the next line. Something about Injuns say.


    “Shot,” Pondible ordered the bartender, “and buttermilk for my chum here.”


    The bartender kept on polishing the wood in front of him with a wet, dirty rag. “Got any jack?”


    “Pay you tomorrow, friend.”


    The bartender’s uninterrupted industry said clearly, then drink tomorrow.


    “Listen,” argued Pondible; “I’m tapering off. You know me. I’ve spent plenty of money here.”


    The bartender shrugged. “I don’t own the place; anything goes over the bar has to be rung up on the cash register.”


    “You’re lucky to have a job that pays wages.”


    “Times I’m not so sure. Why don’t you indent?”


    Pondible looked shocked. “At my age? What would a company pay for a worn-out old carcass? A hundred dollars at the top. Then a release in a couple of years with a med holdback so I’d have to report every week somewhere. No, friend, I’ve come through this long a free man—in a manner of speaking—and I’ll stick it out. Let’s have that shot; you can see for yourself I’m tapering off. You’ll get your jack tomorrow.”


    I could see the bartender was weakening; each refusal was less surly, and at last, to my astonishment, he set out a glass and bottle for Pondible and an earthenware mug of buttermilk for me. To my astonishment, I say, for credit was rarely extended on any scale, large or small. The inflation, though sixty years in the past, had left indelible impressions; people paid cash or did without. Debt was not only disgraceful, it was dangerous; the notion things could be paid for while, or even after, they were being used was as unthinkable as was the idea of circulating paper money instead of silver or gold.


    I drank my buttermilk slowly, gratefully aware Pondible had ordered the most filling and sustaining liquid in the saloon. For all his unprepossessing appearance and peculiar moral notions, my new acquaintance seemed to have a rude wisdom as well as a rude kindliness.


    He swallowed his whiskey and called for a quart pot of light beer which he sipped slowly. “That’s the trick of it, Hodge. Avoid the second shot. If you can.” He sipped again. “Now what?”


    “What?” I repeated.


    “Now what are you going to do? What’s your aim in life anyway?”


    “None—now. I…wanted to learn. To study.”


    He frowned. “Out of books?”


    “How else?”


    “Books is mostly written and printed in foreign countries.”


    “There might be more written here if more people had time to learn.”


    Pondible wiped specks of froth from his beard with the back of his hand. “Might and mightn’t. Oh, some of my best friends are book readers, don’t get me wrong, boy.”


    “I’d thought,” I burst out, “I’d thought to try Columbia College. To offer—to beg to be allowed to do any kind of work for tuition.”


    “Hmm. I doubt it would have worked.”


    “Anyway I can’t go now, looking like this.”


    “Might be as well. We need fighters, not readers.”


    “‘We’?”


    He did not explain. “Well, you could always take the advice our friend here gave me and indent. A young healthy lad like you could get yourself a thousand or twelve hundred dollars—”


    “Sure. And be a slave for the rest of my life.”


    “Oh, indenting ain’t slavery. It’s better. And worse. For one thing the company that buys you won’t hold you after you aren’t worth your keep. Not that long, on account of bookkeeping; they lose when they break even. So they cancel your indenture without a cent of payment. Course they’ll take a med holdback so as to get a dollar or two for your corpse, but that’s a long time away for you.”


    An inconceivably long time. The medical holdback was the least of my distaste, though it had played a large part in the discussions at home. My mother had heard that cadavers for dissection were shipped to foreign medical schools like so much cargo. She was shocked not so much at the thought of the scientific use of her dead body as at its disposal outside the United States.


    “Yes,” I said. “A long time away. So I wouldn’t be a slave for life; just thirty or forty years. Till I wasn’t any good to anyone, including myself.”


    He seemed to be enjoying himself as he drank his beer. “You’re a gloomy gus, Hodge. ’Tain’t ’s bad ’s that. Indenting’s pretty strictly regulated. That’s the idea anyway. I ain’t saying the big companies don’t get away with a lot. You can’t be made to work over sixty hours a week. Ten hours a day. With twelve hundred dollars you could get all the education you want in your spare time and then turn your learning to account by making enough to buy yourself free.”


    I tried to think about it dispassionately, though goodness knows I’d been over the ground often enough. It was true the amount, a not improbable one, would see me through college. But Pondible’s notion of turning my “learning to account” I knew to be a fantasy. Perhaps in the Confederate States or the German Union knowledge was rewarded with wealth, or at least a comfortable living, but any study I pursued—I knew my own “impracticality” well enough by now—was bound to yield few material benefits in the backward United States, which existed as a nation at all only on the sufferance and unresolved rivalries of the great powers. I’d be lucky to struggle through school and eke out some kind of living as a freeman; I could hardly hope to earn enough to buy back an indenture on what was left of my time after subtracting sixty hours a week.


    “It wouldn’t work,” I said despondently.


    Pondible nodded, as though this were the conclusion he had expected me to come to. “Well then,” he said, “there’s the gangs.”


    I looked my horror.


    He laughed. “Forget your country rearing. What’s right? What the strongest country or the strongest man says it is. The government says gangs are wrong, but the government ain’t strong enough to stop them. And maybe they don’t do as much killing as people think. Only when somebody works against them—just like the government. Sure they have to be paid off, but it’s just like taxes. If you leave the parsons’ sermons out of it, there’s no difference joining the gangs than the army—if we had one—or the Confederate Legion—”


    “They tried to recruit me yesterday. Are they always so…”


    “Bold?” For the first time Pondible looked angry, and I thought the scar on his forehead turned whiter. “Yes, damn them. The Legion must be half United States citizens. When they have to put down a disturbance or run some little cockroach country they send off the Confederate Legion—made up of men who ought to be the backbone of an army of our own.”


    “But the police—don’t they ever try to stop them?”


    “What’d I tell you about right being what the strongest country says it is? Sure we got laws against recruiting into a foreign army. So we squawk. And what have we got to back it up with? So the Confederate Legion goes right on recruiting the men who have to beg for a square meal in their own country. Well, the government is pretty near as bad off when it comes to the gangs. Best it can do is pick off some of the little ones and forget about the big ones. Most of the gangsters never even get shot at. They all live high, high as anybody in the twenty-six states, and every so often there’s a dividend—more than a workman makes in a lifetime.”


    I began to be sure my benefactor was a gangster. And yet…if this were so why had he wheedled credit from the barkeep? Was it simply an elaborate blind? It seemed hardly worth it.


    “A dividend,” I said, “or a rope.”


    “Most gangsters die of old age. Or competition. Ain’t one been hung I can think of the last five-six years. But I see you’ve no stomach for it. Tell me, Hodge—you Whig or Populist?”


    The sudden change of subject bewildered me. “Why…Populist, I guess.”


    “Why?”


    “Oh…I don’t know…” I thought of some of the discussions that used to go on among the men around the smithy. “The Whigs’ ‘Property, Protection, Permanent Population’—what does it mean to me?”


    “Tell you, boy, means this: Property for the Confederates who own factories here and don’t want to pay taxes. Protection for foreign capital to come in and buy or hire. Permanent population—cheap native labor. Build up a prosperous employing class.”


    “Yes, I know. I can’t see how it helps. I’ve heard Whigs at home say the money’s bound to seep down from above, but it seems awfully roundabout. And not very efficient.”


    He reached over and clapped me lightly on the shoulder. “That’s my boy,” he said. “They can’t fool you.”


    I wasn’t entirely pleased by his commendation. “And protection means paying more for things than they’re worth.”


    “ ’Tain’t only that, Hodge, it’s a damn lie as well. Whigs never even tried protection when they was in. Didn’t dast. Knew the other countries wouldn’t let them.”


    “As for ‘permanent population’…well, those who can’t make a living are going to go on emigrating to prosperous countries. Permanent population means dwindling population if it means anything.”


    “Ah,” he said. “You got a head on your shoulders, Hodge. You’re all right; books won’t hurt you. But what about emigrating? Yourself, I mean?”


    I shook my head.


    He nodded, chewing on a soggy corner of his mustache. “Don’t want to leave the old ship, huh?”


    I don’t suppose I would have put it exactly that way, or even fully formulated the thought. I was willing to exchange the familiar for the unknown—up to a certain point. The thought of giving up the country in which I’d been born was repugnant. Call it loyalty, or a sense of having ties with the past, or just stubbornness. “Something like that,” I said.


    “Well now, let’s see what we’ve got.” He stuck up a dirty and slightly tremulous hand, turning down a finger as he stated each point. “One, patriot; two, Populist; three, don’t like indenting; four, prosperity’s got to come from the poor upward, not the rich down.” He hesitated, holding his thumb. “You heard of the Grand Army?”


    “Who hasn’t? Not much difference between them and the regular gangs.”


    “Now what makes you say that?”


    “Why…everybody knows it.”


    “Do, huh? Maybe they know it all wrong. Look here now—and remember about the Confederate Legion riding over the laws of the United States—what would you think ought to be done about foreigners from the strong countries who come here and walk all over us? Or the Whigs who do their dirty work for them?”


    “I don’t know,” I said. “Not murder, certainly.”


    “Murder,” he repeated. “That’s a word, Hodge. Means what you want it to mean. Wasn’t murder back during the war when Union soldiers was trying to keep the country from being split up. ’Tain’t murder today when somebody’s hung for rape or counterfeiting. Anyhow the Grand Army don’t go in for murder.”


    I said nothing.


    “Oh, accidents happen; wouldn’t deny it. Maybe they get a little rougher than they intend with Whig traitors or Confederate agents, but you can’t make bacon out of a live hog. Point is the Grand Army’s the only thing in the country that even tries to restore it to what it once was. What was fought for in the war.”


    I don’t know whether it was the thought of Grandfather Backmaker or the unassuaged guilt for the miserable figure I had cut only three days back that made me ask, “And do they want to give the Negroes equality?”


    He drew back sharply, shock showing clearly on his face. “Touch of the tar brush in you, boy? By—” He bent forward, looking at me searchingly. “No, I can see you ain’t. Just some notions you’ll outgrow. You just don’t understand. We might have won that war if it hadn’t been for the Abolitionists.”


    Would we? I’d heard it said often enough; it would have been presumptuous to doubt it.


    “The darkies are better off among their own,” he said; “they never should have been here in the first place; black and white can’t mix. Leave ideas like that alone, Hodge; there’s plenty and enough to be done. Chase the foreigners out, teach their flunkies a lesson, build the country up again.”


    “Are you trying to get me to join the Grand Army?”


    Pondible finished his beer. “Won’t answer that one, boy. Let’s say I just want to get you somewheres to sleep, three meals a day, and some of that education you’re so fired up about. Come along.”


    IV.


    TYSS


    He took me to a bookseller’s and stationery store on Astor Place with a print shop in the basement, and the man to whom he introduced me was the owner, Roger Tyss. I spent almost six years there, and when I left neither the store nor its contents nor Tyss himself seemed to have changed or aged.


    I know books were sold and others bought to take their places on the shelves or to be piled towerwise on the floor. I helped cart in many rolls of sulfide paper and bottles of printers’ ink, and delivered many bundles of damp pamphlets, broadsides, letterheads and envelopes. Inked ribbons for typewriting machines, pen points, ledgers and daybooks, rulers, paper clips, legal forms, and cubes of india rubber came and went. Yet the identical, invincible disorder, the synonymous dog-eared volumes, the indistinguishable stock, the unaltered cases of type seemed fixed for six years, all covered by the same film of dust which responded to vigorous sweeping only by rising into the air and immediately settling back on precisely the same spots.


    Roger Tyss grew six years older, and I can only charge it to the heedless eye of youth that I saw no signs of that aging. Like Pondible and, as I learned, so many members of the Grand Army, he wore a beard. His was closely trimmed, wiry and grizzled. Above the beard and across his forehead were many fine lines which always held some of the grime of the store or printing press. You did not dwell long on either beard or wrinkles, however; what held you were his eyes: large, dark, fierce, and compassionate. You might have dismissed him at first glance as simply an undersized, stoop-shouldered, slovenly printer, had it not been for those eyes which seemed in perpetual conflict with his other features.


    “Robbed and bludgeoned, ay?” he said with a curious disrespect for sequence after Pondible had explained me to him. “Dog eats dog, and the survivors survive. Backmaker, ay? Is that an American name?”


    So far as I knew, I said, it was.


    “Well, well; let’s not pry too deeply. So you want to learn. Why?”


    “Why?” The question was too big for an answer, yet an answer of some kind was expected. “I guess because there’s nothing else so important.”


    “Wrong,” he said triumphantly, “wrong and illusory. Since nothing is ultimately important there can be no degrees involved. Books are the waste product of the human mind.”


    “Yet you deal in them,” I ventured.


    “I’m alive and I shall die, too; this doesn’t mean I approve of either life or death. Well, if you are going to learn you are going to learn; there’s nothing I can do about it. As well here as another place.”


    “Thank you, sir.”


    “Gratitude, Hodgins”—he never then nor later condescended to the familiar “Hodge” nor did I ever address or even think of him except as Mr. Tyss—“Gratitude, Hodgins, is an emotion disagreeable both to the giver and to the receiver. We do what we must; gratitude, pity, love, hate, all that cant, is superfluous.”


    I considered this statement reflectively.


    “Look you,” he went on, “I’ll feed you and lodge you, teach you to set type, and give you the run of the books. I’ll pay you no money; you can steal from me if you must. You can learn as much here in four months as in a college in four years—if you persist in thinking it’s learning you want—or you can learn nothing. I’ll expect you to do the work I think needs doing; anytime you don’t like it you’re free to go.”


    And so our agreement, if so simple and unilateral a statement can be called an agreement, was made within ten minutes after he met me for the first time. For six years the store was home and school, and Roger Tyss was employer, teacher, and father to me. He was never my friend. Rather he was my adversary. I respected him and the longer I knew him the deeper became my respect, but it was an ambivalent feeling and attached only to those qualities which he himself would have scorned. I detested his ideas, his philosophy, and many of his actions, and this detestation grew until I was no longer able to live near him. But I am getting ahead of my story.


    Tyss knew books, not merely as a bookman knows them—binding, size, edition, value—but as a scholar. He seemed to have read enormously and on every conceivable subject, many of them quite useless in practical application. (I remember a long discourse on heraldry, filled with terms like “paley-bendy,” or “fusils conjoined in fess, gules” and “sable demi-lions.” He regarded such erudition, indeed any erudition, contemptuously. When I asked why he had bothered to pick it up, his retort was, “Why have you bothered to pick up calluses, Hodgins?”)


    As a printer he followed the same pattern; he was not concerned solely with setting up a neat page; he sometimes spent hours laying out some trivia, which could have interested only its author, until he struck a proof which satisfied him. He wrote much on his own account: poetry, essays, manifestos, composing directly from the font, running off a single proof which he read—always expressionlessly—and immediately destroyed before piing the type.


    I slept on a mattress kept under one of the counters during the day; Tyss had a couch hardly more luxurious, downstairs by the flatbed press. Each morning before it was time to open he sent me across town on the horse cars to the Washington Market to buy six pounds of beef— twelve on Saturdays, for the market, unlike the bookstore, was closed Sundays. It was always the same cut, heart of ox or cow, dressed by the butcher in thin strips. After I had been with him long enough to tire of the fare, but not long enough to realize the obstinacy of his nature, I begged him to let me substitute pork or mutton, or at least some other part of the beef, like brains or tripe which were even cheaper. He always answered, “The heart, Hodgins. Purchase the heart; it is the vital food. “


    While I was on my errand he would buy three loaves of yesterday’s bread, still tolerably fresh; when I returned he took a long two-pronged fork, our only utensil, for the establishment was innocent of either cutlery or dishes, and spearing a strip of heart held it over the gas flame of a light standard until it was sooted and toasted rather than broiled. We tore the loaves with our fingers, and with a hunk of bread in one hand and a strip of heart in the other we each ate a pound of meat and half a loaf of bread for breakfast, dinner, and supper.


    “Man is uniquely a savage eater of carrion,” he informed me, chewing vigorously. “What lion or tiger would relish another’s ancient, putrefying kill? What vulture or hyena displays human ferocity? Too, we are cannibals at heart. We eat our gods; we have always eaten our gods.”


    “Isn’t that figurative, or poetic, Mr. Tyss? I mean, doesn’t it refer to the grain of wheat which is ‘killed’ by the harvester and buried by the sower?”


    “You think the gods were modeled on John Barleycorn and not John Barleycorn on them—to conceal their fate? I fear you have a higher opinion of mankind than is warranted, Hodgins.”


    “I’m not sure I know what you mean by gods.”


    “Embodiments or personifications of human aspirations. The good, the true, the beautiful—with winged feet or bull’s body.”


    “How about…oh, Chronos? Or Satan?”


    He licked his fingers of the meat juices, obviously pleased. “Satan. An excellent example. Epitome of man’s futile longing to upset and defy the divine plan—I use the word ‘divine’ derisively, Hodgins—; who does not admire and reverence Lucifer in his heart? Well, having made a god out of the devil we eat him daily in a twofold sense: by swallowing the myth of his enmity (a truer friend there never was), and by digesting his great precepts of pride and curiosity and strength. And you see for yourself how he finds interesting thoughts for idle minds to speculate on. Let’s get to work.”


    He expected me to work, but he was far from a hard or inconsiderate master. In 1938–44, when the country was being ground deeper into colonialism, there were few employers so lenient. I read much, generally when I pleased, and despite his jeers at learning in the abstract he encouraged me, even going to the length, if a particular book was not to be found in his considerable stock, of letting me get it from one of his competitors, to be written up against his account.


    Nor was he scrupulous about the time I took on his errands. I continued to ramble and sightsee the city much as though I had nothing else to do. And if, from time to time, I discovered there were girls in New York who didn’t look too unkindly on a tall youth even though he still carried some of the rustic air of Wappinger Falls, he never questioned why the walk of half a mile took me a couple of hours.


    True, he kept to his original promise never to pay me wages, but he often handed me coins for pocket money, evidently satisfied I wasn’t stealing, and he replaced my makeshift wardrobe with worn but decent clothing.


    He had not exaggerated the possibilities of the books surrounding me. His brief warning, “—you can learn nothing,” was lost on me. I suppose a different temperament might have become surfeited with paper and print; I can only say I wasn’t. I nibbled, tasted, gobbled books. After the store was shut I hooked a student lamp to the nearest gas jet by means of a long tube, and lying on my pallet with a dozen volumes handy, I read till I was no longer able to keep my eyes open or understand the words. Often I woke in the morning to find the light still burning and my fingers holding the pages open.


    I think one of the first books to influence me strongly was the monumental Causes of American Decline and Decay by the always popular expatriate historian, Henry Adams. I was particularly impressed by the famous passage in which he reproves the “stay-at-home” Bostonian essayists, William and Henry James, for their quixotic sacrifice and espousal of a long-lost cause. History, said Sir Henry, who had renounced his United States citizenship and been knighted by William V, history is never directed or diverted by well-intentioned individuals; it is the product of forces with geographical, not moral roots.


    Possibly the learned expatriate was right, but my instinctive sympathies lay with the Jameses, in spite of the fact that I had not found their books enjoyable. This was due at least partly to the fact that the small editions were badly printed and marred, at least so foreign critics claimed, by an excessive use of Yankee colloquialisms, consciously employed to demonstrate patriotism and disdain of imported elegance. For some reason, obscure to me then, I did not mention Adams to Tyss, though I usually turned to him with each of my fresh discoveries. When he came upon me with an open book he would glance at the running title over my shoulder and begin talking, either of the particular work or of its topic. What he had to say gave me an insight I might otherwise have missed, and turned me to other writers, other aspects. He respected no authority simply because it was acclaimed or established; he prodded me to examine every statement, every hypothesis no matter how commonly accepted.


    Early in my employment I was attracted to a large framed parchment he kept hanging, slightly askew and highly attractive to dust, over his type case. It was simply but beautifully printed in 16 point Baskerville; I knew without being told that he had set it himself:


    The Body of Benjamin Franklin


    Printer


    Like the Cover of an Old Book Stripped of Its Lettering and Gilding


    Lies Here Food for Worms.


    But the Work Shall Not Be Lost For It Will, as He Believed,


    Come Forth Again In a New and Better Edition Revised & Corrected


    By The Author.


    When he caught me admiring it Tyss laughed. “Felicitous, isn’t it, Hodgins? But a lie, a perverse and probably hypocritical lie. There is no author; the book of life is simply a mess of pied type, a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing. There is no plan, no synopsis to be filled in with pious hopes or sanctimonious actions. There is nothing but a vast emptiness in the universe.”


    “The other day you told me we admired the devil for rebelling against a plan.”


    He grinned. “So you expect consistency instead of truth from me, Hodgins. There is no plan, authored by a mind; it is this no-plan against which Lucifer fought. But there is a plan, too, a mindless plan, which accounts for all our acts.”


    I had been reading an obscure Irish theologian, a Protestant curate of some forsaken parish, so ill-esteemed he had been forced to publish his sermons himself, named George B. Shaw, and I had been impressed by his forceful style. I quoted him to Tyss, perhaps as much to preen myself as to counter his argument.


    “Nonsense. I’ve seen the good parson’s book with its eighteenth-century logic and its quaint rationalism, and know it for a waste of ink and paper. Man does not think; he only thinks he thinks. An automaton, he responds to external stimuli; he cannot order his thought.”


    “You mean that there’s no free will? Not even a marginal minimum of choice?”


    “Exactly. The whole thing is an illusion. We do what we do because someone else has done what he did; he did it because still another someone did what he did. Every action is the rigid result of another action.”


    “But there must have been a beginning,” I objected. “And if there was a beginning, choice existed if only for that split second. And if choice exists once it can exist again.”


    “You have the makings of a metaphysician, Hodgins,” he said witheringly, for metaphysics was one of the most despised words in his vocabulary. “The reasoning is infantile. Answering you and the Reverend Shaw on your own level, I could say that time is a convention and that all events occur simultaneously. Or if I grant its dimension I can ask, What makes you think time is a simple straight line running flatly through eternity? Why do you assume that time isn’t curved? Can you conceive of its end? Can you really imagine its beginning? Of course not; then why aren’t both the same? The serpent with its tail in its mouth?”


    “You mean we not only play a prepared script but repeat the identical lines over and over and over for infinity? There’s no heaven in your cosmos, only an unimaginable, never-ending hell.”


    He shrugged his shoulders. “That you should spout emotional apologetics at me is part of what you call the script, Hodgins. You didn’t select the words nor speak them voluntarily. They were called into existence by what I said, which in turn was mere response to what went before.”


    Weakly I was forced back to a more elementary attack. “You don’t act in accordance with your own conviction.”


    He snorted. “A thoughtless remark, excusable only because automatic. How could I act differently? Like you, I am a prisoner of stimuli.”


    “How pointless to risk ruin and imprisonment as a member of the Grand Army when no one can change what’s predestined.”


    “Pointless or not, emotions and reflections are responses just as much as actions. I can no more help engaging myself in the underground than I can help breathing, or my heart beating, or dying when the time comes. Nothing, they say, is certain but death and taxes; actually everything is certain. Everything,” he repeated firmly.


    I went back to sorting some pamphlets which were to be sold for wastepaper, shaking my head. His theory was unassailable; every attack was discounted by the very nature of the thesis. That it was false I didn’t doubt; its impregnability made its falseness still more terrifying.


    There were fully as many imaginary discussions with Tyss as real ones. Yet even in these disembodied arguments I could gain no advantage. Why do you look back on the War of Southron Independence with regret for what might have been, if no might-have-been is possible? I asked him mentally, knowing his answer, I cannot help myself, was no answer at all.


    The logical illogic of it was only one of the multitude of contradictions in him. The Grand Army to which he was devoted was a violent organization of violent men. He himself was an advocate and implement of violence—one illegal paper, the True American, came from his press, and I often saw crumpled proofs of large-type warnings to “Get Out of Town You Conf. TRAITOR or the GA Will HANG YOU!” Yet cruelty, other than intellectually, was repugnant to him; his vindictiveness toward the Whigs and Confederates rose from commiseration for the condition into which they had plunged the country.


    Pondible and the others who bore an indefinable resemblance to each other, bearded or not, came to the store on Grand Army business, and I was sure many of the errands I was sent on advanced or were supposed to advance the Grand Army’s cause. Those who signed receipts with an X—and in the beginning, at least, Tyss was strict about assurance of delivery—seemed unlikely customers for the sort of merchandise we handled.


    I was relieved, but puzzled and perhaps a little piqued, that aside from the very first conversation with Pondible no attempt was made to persuade me into the organization. Tyss must have perceived this, for he explained obliquely:


    “There’s the formative type, Hodgins, and the spectator type. One acts, and the other is acted upon. One changes events, the other observes them. Of course,” he went on hastily, “I’m not talking metaphysical rubbish. When I say the formative type changes events I merely mean he reacts to a given stimulus in a positive way while the spectator reacts to the same circumstances negatively, both reactions being inevitable and inescapable. Naturally, events are never changed.”


    “Why can’t one be one type sometimes and the other at other times? I’ve certainly heard of men of action who have sat down to write their memoirs.”


    “You are confusing the aftereffect of action with nonaction, the dying ripples on a pond into which a stone has been tossed with the still surface of one which has never been disturbed. No, Hodgins, the two types are completely distinct and unchangeable. The Swiss police chief, Carl Jung, has refined and improved the classifications of Lombroso, showing how the formative type can always be detected.”


    I felt he was talking pure nonsense, even though I had never read Lombroso or heard of Chief Jung.


    “To the formative type the spectator seems useless, to the spectator the man of action is faintly absurd. A born observer would find the earnest efforts of the Grand Army—the formation of skeleton companies, the appointment of officers, the secret drills, the serious attempt to become a real army—lacking in humor and repellent.”


    “You think I’m the spectator type, Mr. Tyss?”


    “No doubt about it, Hodgins. Certain features might be deceptive at first sight: the wide-spaced eyes, the restrained fleshiness of the mouth, the elevation of the nostril; but they subordinate to more subtle indicators. No question but that Chief Jung would put you down as an observer.”


    If his fantastic reasoning and curious manner of classifying personalities as though they were zoological specimens could relieve me of having to refuse point-blank to join the Grand Army I was content. While this hardly alleviated my disturbance at being, no matter how remotely, accessory to mayhem, kidnapping, and murder I compromised with my conscience by trying to believe I might after all be mistaken in thinking I was being used. There were times when I felt I ought boldly to declare myself and leave the store, but when I faced the prospect of having to find a way to eat and sleep, even if I put aside the imperative necessity of books, I lacked the courage.


    Spectator? Why not? Spectators had no difficult decisions to make.


    V.


    OF WHIGS AND POPULISTS


    A country defeated in a bitter war and divested of half its territory loses its drive and spirit and suffers a shock which is communicated to all its people. For generations its citizens brood over what has happened, preoccupied with the past and dreaming of a miraculous change, until time brings apathy or a reversal of history. The Grand Army, with its crude and brutal philosophy and methods, was pride’s answer to defeat.


    It was not the only answer; the two major political parties had others. The realistic Whigs wanted to fit the country and its economy into actual world conditions, to subordinate it wholly and openly to the great manufacturing nations and accept with gratitude foreign capital and foreign protection. The immediate result would be more prosperity for the propertied classes; they contended this would mean a gradual raising of the standard of living, since employers could hire more hands, and that indenture, faced by competition with wages, would dwindle away.


    This the Populists denied. The government, they insisted when they were out of office, should create industries, forbid indenting, buy up the indentures of skilled workers and offer high enough pay to create new markets, and defy the world by building a new army and navy. That they never put their program into effect they laid to the wily tricks of the Whigs.


    The presidential election of 1940 was as violent as if the office were really a prize to be sought rather than a practically empty title, with all real power now held by the Majority Leader of the House and his cabinet of Committee Chairmen. As early as May one of the leading contenders for the Populist nomination was shot and badly crippled; the Cleveland hall where the Whig convention was being held was fired by an arsonist.


    I would not be old enough to vote for two years, yet I, too, had campaign fever. Jennings Lewis, the Populist, was perhaps the ugliest candidate ever offered, with a hairless, skeletonlike face; Dewey, the Whig nominee, had a certain handsomeness, which might have been an asset if the persistent advocates of woman suffrage had ever gotten their way.


    Traditionally, candidates never ventured west of Chicago, concentrating their appearances in New York and New England and leaving the campaign in the sparsely settled trans-Mississippi to local politicians. This year both office seekers used every device to reach the greatest number of voters. Dewey made a grand tour in his balloontrain; Lewis was featured in a series of short phonotos which were shown free. Dewey spoke several times daily to small groups; Lewis specialized in enormous weekly rallies followed by torchlight parades.


    One of these Populist rallies was held in Union Square early in September; outgoing President George Norris spoke, and ex-President Norman Thomas, the only Populist to serve two terms since the beloved Bryan. Tyss indulgently gave me permission to leave the store a couple of hours before the meeting was to commence so I might get a place from which to see and hear all that was going on. Though he characterized all elections as meaningless exercises devised to befuddle, he had been active in this one in some mysterious and secretive way.


    The square was already well filled when I arrived, with the more acrobatic members of the audience perched on the statues of LaFayette and Washington. Calliopes played patriotic airs, and a compressed-air machine shot up puffs of smoke which momentarily spelled out the candidate’s name. Resigned to pantomime glimpses of what was going on, I moved around the outside edge of the crowd, thinking I might just as well leave altogether.


    “Please don’t step on my foot so firmly. Or is that part of the Populist tradition?”


    “Excuse me, miss; I’m sorry. Did I hurt you?”


    We were close enough to a light standard for me to see she was young and well dressed, hardly the sort of girl to be found at a political meeting, few of which ever counted much of a feminine audience.


    She rubbed her instep briefly. “It’s all right,” she conceded grudgingly. “Serves me right for being curious about the mob.”


    She was plump and pretty, with a small, discontented mouth and pale hair worn long over her shoulders. “There’s not much to see from here,” I said; “unless you’re enthusiastic enough to be satisfied with a bare look at the important people, perhaps you’d let me help you to the streetcar. For my clumsiness.”


    She looked at me thoughtfully. “I can manage by myself. But if you feel you owe me something for trampling me, maybe you’ll explain why anyone comes to these ridiculous gatherings.”


    “Why…to hear the speakers.”


    “Hardly any of them can. Only those close up.”


    “Well then, to show their support of the party, I guess.”


    “That’s what I thought. It’s a custom or rite or something like that. A stupid amusement.”


    “But cheap,” I said. “And those who vote for Populists usually haven’t much money.”


    “Maybe that’s why,” she answered. “If they found more useful things to do they’d earn money; then they wouldn’t vote for Populists.”


    “A virtuous circle. If everyone voted Whig we’d all be rich as Whigs.”


    She shrugged her shoulders, a gesture I found pleasing. “It’s easy enough to be envious of those who are better off; it’s a lot harder to become better off yourself.”


    “I can’t argue with you on that, miss…um…?”


    “Why Mister Populist, do ladies always tell you their names when you step on their feet?”


    “I’m not usually lucky enough to find feet to step on that have lovely ladies attached,” I answered boldly. “I won’t deny Populist leanings, but my name is really Hodge Backmaker.”


    Hers was Tirzah Vame, and she was indentured to a family of wealthy Whigs who owned a handsome modern cast-iron and concrete house near the reservoir at Forty-second Street and Fifth Avenue. She had used the apt word “curious” in characterizing herself, but it was, as I soon found out, a cold and inflexible curiosity which explored only what she thought might be useful or which impressed her as foolish. She was interested in the nature of anything fashionable or popular or much talked of; the idea of being concerned with anything even vaguely abstract struck her as preposterous.


    She had indented, not out of stark economic necessity, but calculatedly, believing she could achieve economic security through indenture. This seemed paradoxical to me, even when I contrasted my “free” condition with her bound one. Certainly she seemed to have minimum restriction on her time; soon after our introduction at the rally she was meeting me almost every evening in Reservoir Square where we sat for hours talking on a bench or walking briskly when the autumn weather chilled our blood.


    I did not long flatter myself that her interest—perhaps tolerance would be a better word—was due to any strong attraction exerted by me. If anything she was, I think, slightly repelled by my physical presence, which carried to her some connotation of ordinary surroundings and contrasted with the well-fed smooth surfaces of her employers and their friends. The first time I kissed her she shuddered slightly; then, closing her eyes, she allowed me to kiss her again.


    She did not resist me when I pressed my lovemaking; she led me quietly to her room in the big house on my transparent plea that the outdoors was now too cold even for conversation. I was no accomplished seducer, but even in my awkward eagerness I could see she had made up her mind I was to succeed.


    That her complaisance was not the result of passion was soon obvious; there was not so much a failure on my part to arouse her as a refusal on hers to be aroused beyond an inescapable degree. Even as she permitted our intimacy she remained as virginal, aloof, and critical as before.


    “It seems hardly worth the trouble. Imagine people talking and writing and thinking about nothing else.”


    “Tirzah dear—”


    “And the liberties that seem to go with it. I don’t think of you as any more dear than I did an hour ago. If people must indulge in this sort of thing, and I suppose they must since it’s been going on for a long time, I think it could be conducted with more dignity.”


    As my infatuation increased her coolness did not lessen; curiosity alone seemed to move her. She was amused at my pathetic search for knowledge. “What good is your learning ever going to do you? It’ll never get you a penny.”


    I smoothed the long, pale hair and kissed her ear. “Suppose it doesn’t?” I argued lazily. “There are other things besides money.”


    She drew away. “That’s what those who can’t get it always say.”


    “And what do people who can get it say?”


    “That it’s the most important thing of all,” she answered earnestly. “That it will buy all the other things.”


    “It will buy you free of your indenture,” I admitted, “but you have to get it first.”


    “Get it first? I never let it go. I still have the contract payment.”


    “Then what was the point of indenting at all?”


    She looked at me wonderingly. “Haven’t you ever thought about serious things? Only books and politics and all that? How could I get opportunities without indenting? I doubt if the Vames are much of a cut above the Backmakers; well, you’re a general drudge and I’m a governess and tutor and even in a way a sort of distant friend to Mrs. Smythe.”


    “That sounds suspiciously like snobbery to me.”


    “Does it? Well, I’m a snob; I’ve never denied it. I want to live like a lady, to have a good house with servants and carriages and minibiles, to travel to civilized countries, with a place in Paris or Rome or Vienna. You can love the poor and cheer for the Populists; I love the rich and the Whigs.”


    “That’s all very well,” I objected, “but even though you have your indenting money and can buy back your freedom any moment you want it, how does this help you get rich?”


    “Do you think I keep my money in my pocket? It’s invested, every cent. People who come to this house give me tips; not just money, though there’s enough of that to add a bit to my original capital, but tips on what to buy and sell. By the time I’m thirty I should be well off. Of course, I may marry a rich man sooner.”


    “That’s an awfully cold-blooded way of looking at marriage,” I remonstrated.


    “Is it?” she asked indifferently. “Well, you’ve been telling me I’m cold-blooded anyway. I may as well be cold-blooded profitably.”


    “If that’s the way you feel I don’t understand what we’re doing here at this moment. I’d have thought you’d have picked a more profitable lover.”


    She was unruffled. “You didn’t think about it at all. If you had, you would have seen I could hardly encourage any of the men from the class into which I intend to marry. Great ladies can laugh at gossip, but the faintest whisper about someone like me would be damaging. Scandal would be unavoidable if I appeared to be anything in this house but a chilly prude.”


    An appearance not too deceitful, I considered, sickly jealous at the thought of men who might have been in my place if they had been as anonymous, as inconsequential as I. But this writhing jealousy was little more painful than my frustration at having been made a convenience, a trial experiment. Almost anyone of equal unimportance, anyone who was not a fellow servant or a familiar in the house would have done as well as I, anyone unlikely ever to come face-to-face with Mrs. Smythe, much less talk to her.


    Looking back, trying to recapture for a moment that vanished past, I have a sad, quizzical welling of pity for the girl Tirzah and the boy Hodge. How gravely we took our moral and political differences; how lightly the flying moments of union. We said and did all the wrong things, all the things which fostered the antagonism between us and none of the things which might have softened our youthful self-assurance. We wrangled and argued: Dewey and Lewis, Whig versus Populist, materialist against idealist, reality opposing principle. It all seems so futile now; it all appeared so vital then.


    Added to the almost unanimous distrust and hatred of all foreigners in the United States, we regarded the Confederates in particular as the cause of all our misfortunes. We not only blamed and feared them, but looked upon them as sinister, so Populist orators had a ready-made response every time they referred to the Whigs as Southron tools.


    Contrary to the accepted view in the United States, I was sure the victors in the War of Southron Independence had been men of the highest probity, and the noblest among them was their second president. Yet I also knew that immediately after the Peace of Richmond less dedicated individuals became increasingly powerful in the new nation. As Sir John Dahlberg remarked, “Power tends to corrupt.”


    From his first election in 1865 until his death ten years later, President Lee had been the prisoner of an increasingly strong and imperialistic Congress. He had opposed the invasion and conquest of Mexico by the Confederacy, undertaken on the pretext of restoring order during the conflict between the republicans and the emperor. However, he had too profound a respect for the constitutional processes to continue this opposition in the face of joint resolutions by the Confederate House and Senate.


    Lee remained a symbol, but as the generation which had fought for independence died, the ideals he symbolized faded. Negro emancipation, enacted largely because of pressure from men like Lee, soon revealed itself as a device for obtaining the benefits of slavery without its obligations. The freedmen on both sides of the new border were without franchise, and for all practical purposes without civil rights. Yet while the old Union first restricted and then abolished immigration, the Confederacy encouraged it, making the newcomers subjects like the Latin Americans who made up so much of the Southron population after the Confederacy expanded southward, limiting full citizenship to posterity of enfranchised residents in the Confederate States on July Fourth 1864.


    The Populists claimed the Whigs were Confederate agents; the Whigs retorted that the Populists were visionaries and demagogues who tolerated if they did not actually encourage the activities of the Grand Army. The Populists replied by pointing to their platform which denounced illegal organizations and lawless methods. I was not too impressed by this, knowing how busy Tyss, Pondible, and their associates had been ever since the campaign started.


    On election night Tyss closed the store, and we walked the few blocks to Wanamaker & Stewarts drygoods store where a big screen showed the returns between tinugraphs puffing the firm’s merchandise. From the first it was apparent the unpredictable electorate preferred Dewey to Lewis. State after state, hitherto staunchly Populist, turned to the Whigs for the first time since William Hale Thompson defeated President Thomas R. Marshall back in 1920 and again Alfred E. Smith in 1924, before Smith gained the great popularity which gave him the presidency four years later. Only Massachusetts, Connecticut, Dakotah, and Oregon went for Lewis; his own Minnesota along with twenty-one other states plumped for Dewey.


    Disappointed as I was, I could not but note Tyss’s cheerful air. When I asked him what satisfaction he could find in so overwhelming a defeat he smiled and said, “What defeat, Hodgins? Did you think we wanted the Populists to win? To elect Jennings Lewis with his program of world peace conferences? Really Hodgins, I’m afraid you learn nothing day by day.”


    “You mean the Grand Army wanted Dewey all along?”


    “Dewey or another; we prefer a Whig administration which presents a fixed target to a Populist one wavering all over the place.”


    Of course, it should have occurred to me that Tyss and Tirzah would wind up on the same side. It was a measure of my innocence that it never had.


    VI.


    ENFANDIN


    Tirzah’s question, “What good is your learning ever going to do you?” bothered me from time to time. Not that I was burdened by any vast amount of knowledge, but presumably I would get more—and then what? It was true I expected no rewards from reading except the pleasure it gave me, but the future, to use a top-heavy word, could not be entirely disregarded. I could not see myself spending a lifetime in the bookstore. I was grateful to Tyss, despite his disdain of this emotion, for the opportunities he had given me, but not grateful enough to reconcile myself to becoming another Tyss, especially one without his vitalizing involvement with the Grand Army.


    Other courses were neither numerous nor inviting. To follow Tirzah’s own example might have seemed feasible if one ignored the vast differences of situation and character, to say nothing of those between a hulking youth and a pretty girl. I could hardly hope to find a wealthy family who would buy my services, put me to congenial tasks, and look with tolerance on my efforts to advance myself right out of their employment. Even if such a chance existed I could not have utilized it as she did; I should undoubtedly confuse one stock with another or neglect to buy what I was told until too late, winding up with lottery tickets and losing the stubs.


    My helpless uncertainty only added to my disadvantage with her. I had no hope her coolness would change to either ardor or affection. At any moment she might decide her curiosity was satisfied and find the awkwardness, inconveniences, and what must have been to her the sordidness of the affair too great.


    We were a strange pair of young lovers. When we talked we argued opposing views or spoke sedately of things not near our hearts. When we walked together in the streets or fled the gaslit pavements for the moon over Reservoir Square we neither held hands nor kissed impulsively. Because prudence forbade the slightest physical contact save in utmost privacy there were no innocent touchings or accidental brushing of hands against hips or arms against arms, and our secret embraces were guilty simply because they were secret.


    Often I dreamed of a miraculous change, either in circumstances or in her attitude, to dissolve the walls between us; beneath the hope was only expectation of an abrupt and final break. Yet when it came at last, after more than a year, it was not the result, as I had agonizedly anticipated, of some successful speculation or an offer of marriage, but of natural and normal actions of my own.


    Among the customers to whom I frequently delivered parcels of books was a Monsieur Rene Enfandin who lived on Eighth Street, not far from Fifth Avenue. M. Enfandin was consul for the Republic of Haiti; the house he occupied was distinguished from otherwise equally drab neighbors by a large red and blue escutcheon over the doorway. He did not use the entire dwelling himself, reserving only the parlor floor for the office of the consulate and living quarters; the rest was let to other tenants.


    Tyss’s anti-foreign bias caused him to jeer at Enfandin behind his back and embark on discourses which proved by anthropometry and frequent references to Lombroso and Chief Jung that Negroes were incapable of self-government. I noticed, however, that he treated the consul no differently, either in politeness or honesty, from his other patrons, and by this time I knew Tyss well enough to attribute this courtesy not to the self-interest of a tradesman but to that compassion which he suppressed so sternly under the contradictions of his nature.


    For a long time I paid little attention to Enfandin, beyond noting the wide range of interests revealed by the books he bought. I sensed that, like myself, he was inclined to shyness. He had an arrangement whereby he turned back most of his purchases for credit on others. I saw that if he hadn’t, his library would have soon dispossessed him; as it was, books covered all the space not taken by the paraphernalia of his office and bedroom with the exception of a bit of bare wall on which hung a large crucifix. He seemed always to have a volume in his large, dark brown hand, politely closed over his thumb or open for eager sampling.


    Enfandin was tall and strong-featured, notable in any company. In the United States where a black man was, more than anything else, a reminder of the disastrous war and Mr. Lincoln’s proclamation, he was the permanent target of rowdy boys and adult hoodlums. Even the diplomatic immunity of his post was poor protection, for it was believed, not without justification, that Haiti, the only American republic south of the Mason-Dixon line to preserve its independence, was disrupting the official if sporadically executed policy of deporting Negroes to Africa by encouraging their emigration to its own shores or, what was even more annoying, assisting them to flee to the unconquered Indians of Idaho or Montana.


    Beyond a “Good morning” or “Thank you” I doubt if we exchanged a hundred words until the time I saw a copy of Randolph Bourne’s Fragment among his selections. “That’s not what you think it is,” I exclaimed brashly; “it’s a novel.”


    He looked at me gravely. “You also admire Bourne?”


    “Oh yes.” I felt a trifle foolish, not only for having thrust my advice upon him, but for the inadequacy of my comment on a writer who had so many pertinent things to say and had been persecuted for saying them. I was conscious, too, of Tyss’s opinion: How could a cripple like Bourne speak to whole and healthy men?


    “But you do not approve of fiction, is that so?” Enfandin had no discernible accent, but often his English was uncolloquial and sometimes it was overly careful and stiff.


    I thought of the adventure tales I had once swallowed so breathlessly. “Well…it does seem to be a sort of a waste of time.”


    He nodded. “Time, yes…We waste it or save it or use it—one would almost think we mastered it instead of the other way around. Yet are all novels really a waste of the precious dimension? Perhaps you underestimate the value of invention.”


    “No,” I said; “but what value has the invention of happenings that never happened, or characters who never existed?”


    “Who is to say what never happened? It is a matter of definition.”


    “All right,” I said, “suppose the characters exist in the author’s mind, like the events; where does the value of the invention come in?”


    “Where the value of any invention comes in,” he answered. “In its purpose or use. A wheel spinning aimlessly is worth nothing; the same wheel on a cart or a pulley changes destiny.”


    “You can’t learn anything from fairy tales,” I persisted stubbornly.


    He smiled. “Maybe you haven’t read the right fairy tales.”


    I soon discovered in him a quick and penetrating sympathy which was at times almost telepathic. He listened to my callow opinions patiently, offering observations of his own without diffidence and without didacticism. The understanding and encouragement I did not expect or want from Tyss he gave me generously. To him, as I never could to Tirzah, I talked of my hopes and dreams; he listened patiently and did not seem to think them foolish or impossible of accomplishment. I do not minimize what Tyss did for me by saying that without Enfandin I would have taken much less profit from the books my employer gave me access to.


    I was drawn to him more and more; I’m not sure why he interested himself in me, unless there was a reason in the remark he made once: “Ay, we are alike, you and I. The books, always the books. And for themselves, not to become rich or famous like sensible people. Are we not foolish? But it is a pleasant folly and a sometimes blameless vice.”


    I wanted anxiously to speak of Tirzah, not only because it is an urgent necessity for lovers to mention the name at least of their beloved a hundred times a day or more, but in the nebulous hope he could somehow give me an answer to her as well as to her question. I approached the topic in a number of different ways; each time our conversation moved on without my having told him about her.


    Often, after I had delivered an armful of books to the consulate and we had talked of a wide range of things—for, unlike me, he had no self-consciousness about what interested him, whether others might consider it trivial or not—he would walk back to the bookstore with me, leaving a note on his door. The promise that he would be “Back in ten minutes” was, I’m afraid, seldom fulfilled, for he became so deeply engrossed that he was unaware of time.


    The occasion which was to be so important to me sprang from a discussion of nonresistance to evil, a subject on which he had much to say. We were just passing Wanamaker & Stewarts and he had just triumphantly reviewed the amazing decision of the Japanese Shogun to abolish all police forces, when I became conscious that someone was staring fixedly at me.


    A minibile, high slung and obviously custom built, moved slowly down the street. Its brass brightwork, bumpers like two enormous tack heads, hub rims like delicate eyelets in the center of the great spokes, rococo lamps, rain gutters, and door handles, was dazzling. In the jump seat, facing a lady of majestic demeanor, was Tirzah. Her head was turned ostentatiously away from us.


    Enfandin halted as I did. “Ah,” he murmured, “you know the ladies?”


    “The girl. The lady is her employer.”


    “I caught only a glimpse of the face, but it is a pretty one.”


    “Yes. Oh yes…”I wanted desperately to say more, to thank him as though Tirzah’s looks were somehow to my credit, to praise her and at the same time call her cruel and hard-hearted. “Oh yes.”


    “She is perhaps a particular friend?”


    I nodded. “Very particular.” We walked on in silence.


    “That is nice. But she is perhaps a little unhappy over your prospects?”


    “How did you know?”


    “It was not too hard to infer. You have been concealed from the mistress; the young lady is impressed by wealth; you are the idealistic one who is not.”


    At last I was able to talk. I explained her indenture, her ambitious plans, and how I expected her to end everything between us at any moment. “And there’s nothing I can do about it,” I finished bitterly.


    “That is right, Hodge. There is nothing you can do about it because— You will forgive me if I speak plainly, brutally even?”


    “Go ahead. Tirzah”—what a joy it was just to say the name—“Tirzah has told me often enough how unrealistic I am.”


    “That was not what I meant. I would say there is nothing you can do about it because there is nothing you wish to do about it.”


    “What do you mean? I’d do anything I could…”


    “Would you? Give up books, for instance?”


    “Why should I? What good would that do?”


    “I do not say you should or that it would do good. I only try to show that the young lady, charming and important as she is, is not the most magnetic or important thing in your life. Romantic love is a curious by-product of Western European feudalism that Africans and Asians can only criticize gingerly. You shake your head with obstinacy; you do not believe me. Good, then I have not hurt you.”


    “I can’t see that you’ve helped me much, either.”


    “Ay! What did you expect from the black man of Haiti? Miracles?”


    “Nothing less will do any good, I’m afraid. Now I suppose you’ll tell me I’ll get over it in time; that it’s just an adolescent languishing anyway.”


    He looked at me reproachfully. “No, Hodge. I hope I should never be the one to think suffering is tied to age or time. As for getting over it, why, we all get over everything in the end, but no matter how desirable absolute peace is, few of us are willing to give up experience prematurely.”


    Later, I compared what Enfandin told me with what Tyss might have said. Did the responsibility of holding Tirzah lie with me and not with both of us, or with fate or chance? Or were events so circumscribed by inevitabilities that even to think of struggling with them was foolish?


    I also asked myself if I had been too proud, too hypersensitive. I had tried to make her see my viewpoint by arguing, by fighting hers; might it not be possible, without giving up essentials, to approach her more gently? To divert her, not from her ambitions, but from her contempt for mine?


    Full of resolves, I left the store after eight; eager walking brought me to our meeting place in Reservoir Square early, but the nearby church bells had hardly sounded the quarter hour when she said, “Hodge.”


    Her unusual promptness was a good omen; I was filled with warm optimism. “Tirzah, I saw you this afternoon—”


    “Did you? I thought you were so busy with Sambo you would never look up.”


    “Why do you call him that? Do you think—”


    “Oh for heaven’s sake, don’t start making speeches at me. I call him Sambo because it sounds nicer than Rastus.”


    All my resolutions about trying to see her point of view! “I call him M’sieu Enfandin because that’s his name.”


    “Have you no pride? No, I suppose you haven’t. Just some strange manners. Well, I can put up with your eccentricities, but other people wouldn’t understand. What do you think Mrs. Smythe would say?”


    “Never having met the lady, I haven’t the faintest idea.”


    “I have, and I agree with her. Would you like me to be chummy with a naked cannibal with a ring in his nose?”


    “But Enfandin doesn’t wear a ring in his nose, and you must have seen he was fully dressed. Maybe he eats missionaries in secret, but that couldn’t offend Mrs. Smythe since appearances would be saved.”


    “I’m serious, Hodge.”


    “So am I. Enfandin is my only friend.”


    “You may be above appearances and considerations of decency but I’m not. If you ever appear in public with him again you can stop coming here. Because I won’t have anything more to do with you.”


    “But Tirzah…” I began helplessly, overwhelmed by the impossibility of coping with irrelevancies and inconsistencies of her stand. “But Tirzah…”


    “No,” she said firmly, “you’ll simply have to grow up, Hodge, and stop such childish exhibitions. Only friend indeed! Why I suppose if he appeared here right this minute, you’d talk to him.”


    “Well naturally. You’d hardly expect me to—”


    “But I do. That’s exactly what I’d expect. You to act like a civilized man. “


    I wasn’t angry. I couldn’t be angry with her. “If that’s civilization then I guess I don’t want to be civilized.”


    I detected astonishment in her voice. “You mean, actually mean, you intend to keep on acting this way?”


    Grandfather Backmaker must have been a stubborn man; I had my mother’s word I possessed no Hodgins traits. “Tirzah, what would you think of me if I turned on my only friend, the only thoroughly kind and understanding friend I’ve ever had, just because Mrs. Smythe has different notions of propriety than I have?”


    “I’d think you were beginning to understand things at last.”


    “I’m sorry, Tirzah.”


    “I mean it, Hodge, you know. I’ll never see you again.”


    “If you’d only listen to my side—”


    “You mean if I would only become a crank like you. But I don’t want to be a crank or a martyr. I don’t want to change the world. I’m normal.”


    “Tirzah—”


    “Good-bye, Hodge.”


    She walked away. I had the irrational feeling that if I called after her she might come back. Or at least stand still and wait to hear what I had to say. I kept my mouth obstinately closed; Enfandin had been right, the responsibility was mine. There were things I would not give up.


    My heroic mood must have lasted fully fifteen minutes. Then I hurried through the little park and across the street to the Smythe house. There were lights in the upper floors, but the basement, as always, was dark. I dared not knock or ring the bell; her admonitions were too firmly impressed on my mind. Instead, in a turmoil of emotions, I paced the flagged sidewalk until the suspicious eye of a patrolman was attracked; then I fled cravenly.


    I couldn’t wait for the next day to write a long, chaotic letter begging her to let me talk to her, just to talk to her, for an hour, ten minutes, a minute. I offered to indent, to emigrate, to make a fortune by some inspired means if only she would hear me. I recalled moments together, I told her I loved her, said I would die without her. Having covered several pages with these sentiments I began all over and repeated them. It was dawn when I posted the letter in the pneumatic mail.


    Sleepless and tormented, I was of little use to Tyss next day. Would she telegraph? If she answered by pneumatic post her letter might be delivered in the afternoon. Or would she come to the bookstore?


    The second day I sent off two more letters and went up to Reservoir Square on the chance she might appear. I watched the house as though my concentration would force her to emerge. On the third day my letters came back, unopened.


    There is some catchphrase or other about the elasticity of youth. It is true it was only weeks before my misery abated, and weeks more before I was heart-whole again. But those weeks were long.


    The subject of Tirzah did not come up again between Enfandin and me. He must have sensed I had lost her, perhaps he even guessed his connection with the break, but he was too tactful to mention it and I was too sore.


    I don’t know if the episode precipitated some maturity in me, or if, as a result of grief and anger, I tried to turn my mind away from the easy emotions and shield myself against further hurt. At any rate, whether there was a logical connection or not, it is from this period that I date my resolve to centre my reading on history. Somewhat diffidently I spoke of this to him.


    “History? But certainly, Hodge. It is a noble study. But what is history? How is it written? How is it read? Is it a dispassionate chronicle of events scientifically determined and set down in the precise measure of their importance? Is this ever possible? Or is it the transmutation of the ordinary into the celebrated? Or the cunning distortion which gives a clearer picture than accurate blueprints?”


    “It seems to me facts are primary and interpretations come after,” I answered. “If we can find out the facts we can form our individual opinions on them.”


    “Perhaps. Perhaps. But take what is for me the central fact of all history.” He pointed to the crucifix. “As a Catholic the facts are plain to me; I believe what is written in the Gospels to be literally true: that the Son of Man died for me on that cross. But what were the facts for a contemporary Roman statesman? That an obscure local agitator threatened the stability of an uneasy province and was promptly executed in the approved Roman fashion as a warning to others. And for a contemporary fellow countryman? That no such person existed. You think these facts are mutually exclusive? Yet you know no two people see exactly the same thing; too many honest witnesses have contradicted each other. Even the Gospels must be reconciled.”


    “You are saying that truth is relative.”


    “Am I? Then I shall have my tongue examined, or my head. Because I mean to say no such thing. Truth is absolute and for all time. But one man cannot envisage all of truth; the best he can do is see a single aspect of the whole. That is why I say to you, be a skeptic, Hodge. Always be the skeptic.”


    “Ay?” I was finding the admonition a little difficult to harmonize with his previous confession of faith.


    “For the believer skepticism is essential. How else is he to know false gods from true except by doubting both? One of the most pernicious of folk sayings is, ‘I could scarcely believe my eyes.’ Why should you believe your eyes? You were given eyes to see with, not to believe with. Believe your mind, your intuition, your reason, your feelings if you like—but not your eyes unaided by any of these interpreters. Your eyes can see the mirage, the hallucination, as easily as the actual scenery. Your eyes will tell you nothing exists but matter—”


    “Not my eyes only, but my boss.”


    “Ay? What are you saying?” For all his amiability Enfandin enjoyed interruption in mid-discourse no more than any other teacher. But in a moment his irritation vanished, and he listened to my description of Tyss’s mechanistic creed.


    “God have mercy on his soul,” he muttered at last. “Poor creature. He has liberated himself from the superstitions of religion in order to fall into superstition so abject no Christian can conceive it. Imagine to yourself”—he began to pace the floor—“time is circular, man is automaton, we are doomed to repeat the same gestures over and over, forever. Oh, I say to you, Hodge, this is monstrous. The poor man. The poor man.”


    I nodded. “Yes. But what is the answer? Limitless space? Limitless time? They are almost as horrifying, because they are inconceivable and awful.”


    “And why should the inconceivable and awful be horrifying? Is our small human understanding the ultimate measuring stick and guide? But, of course, this is not the answer. The answer is that all—time, space, matter—all is illusion. All but the good God Himself. Nothing is real but Him. We are creatures of His fancy, figments of His imagination.…”


    “Then where does free will come in?”


    “As a gift, naturally. Or supernaturally. How else? The greatest gift and the greatest responsibility.”


    I can’t say I was entirely satisfied with his exposition, though it was certainly more to my taste than Tyss’s. I returned to the conversation at intervals, both in my thoughts and when I saw him, but in the end I suppose all I really accepted was his admonition to be skeptical, which I doubt I always applied the way he meant me to.


    VII.


    OF CONFEDERATE AGENTS IN 1942


    To anyone but the mooncalf I still was in the year of my majority it would have long since occurred with considerable force that Enfandin ought to be told of Tyss’s connection with the Negro-hating, antiforeign Grand Army. And the thought once entertained, no matter how belatedly, would have been immediately translated into warning. For me it became a dilemma.


    If I exposed Tyss to Enfandin I would certainly be basely ungrateful to the man who had saved me from destitution and given me the opportunity I wanted so much. Membership in the Grand Army was a crime, even though the laws were laxly enforced, and I could hardly expect an official receiving the hospitality of the United States to conceal knowledge of a felony against his host, especially when the Grand Army was what it was. Yet if I kept silent I would be less than a friend.


    If I spoke I would be an informer; if I didn’t, a hypocrite and worse. The fact that neither man, for totally different reasons, would condemn me whichever course I took increased rather than diminished my perplexity. I procrastinated, which meant I was actually protecting Tyss, and that this was against my sympathies increased my feeling of guilt.


    At this juncture a series of events involved me still deeper with the Grand Army and further complicated my relationship to both Tyss and Enfandin. It began the day a customer called himself to my attention with a self-conscious clearing of his throat.


    “Yes sir. Can I help you?”


    He was a fat little man with palpably false teeth and hair hanging down over his collar. However, the sum of his appearance was in no way ludicrous; rather he gave the impression of ease and authority, and an assurance so strong there was no necessity to buttress it.


    “Why, I was looking for—” he began, and then scrutinized me sharply. “Say, ain’t you the young fella I saw walking with a Nigra? Big black buck?”


    Seemingly everyone had been fascinated by the spectacle of two people of slightly different shades of color in company with each other. I felt myself reddening. “There’s no law against it, is there?”


    He made a gargling noise which I judged was laughter. “Wouldn’t know about your damyankee laws, boy. For myself I’d say there’s no harm in it, no harm in it at all. Always did like to be around Nigras myself. But then I was rared among ’em. Most damyankees seem to think Nigras ain’t fitten company. Only goes to show how narrerminded and bigoted you folks can be. Present company excepted.”


    “M’sieu Enfandin is consul of the Republic of Haiti,” I said; “he’s a scholar and a gentleman.” As soon as the words were out I was bitterly sorry for their condescension and patronage. I felt ashamed, as if I had betrayed him by offering credentials to justify my friendship and implying it took special qualities to overcome the handicap of his color.


    “A mussoo, huh? Furrin and educated Nigra? Well, guess they’re all right.” His tone, still hearty, was slightly dubious. “Ben working here long?”


    “Nearly four years.”


    “Kind of dull, ain’t it?”


    “Oh no—I like to read, and there are plenty of books around here.”


    He frowned. “Should think a hefty young fella’d find more interesting things. You’re indented, of course? No? Well then you’re a mighty lucky fella. In a way, in a way. Naturally you’ll be short on cash, ay? Unless you draw a lucky number in the lottery.”


    I told him I’d never bought a lottery ticket.


    He slapped his leg as though I’d just repeated a very good joke. “Ain’t that the pattrun,” he exclaimed; “ain’t that the pattrun! Necessity makes ’em have a lottery; puritanism keeps ’em from buying tickets. Ain’t that the pattrun!” He gargled the humor of it for some time, while his eyes moved restlessly around the dim interior of the store. “And what do you read, ay? Sermons? Books on witches?”


    I admitted I’d dipped into both, and then, perhaps trying to impress him, explained my ambitions.


    “Going to be a professional historian, hey? Little out of my line, but I don’t suppose they’s many of ’em up North here.”


    “Not unless you count a handful of college instructors who dabble in it.”


    He shook his head. “Young fella with your aims you could do better down South, I’d think.”


    “Oh yes, some of the most interesting research is going on right now in Leesburg, Washington-Baltimore, and the University of Lima. You are a Confederate yourself, sir?”


    “Southron, yes sir, I am that, and mighty proud of it. Now look a-here, boy; I’ll lay all my cards on the table, face up. You’re a free man and you ain’t getting any pay here. Now how’d you like to do a little job for me? They’s good money in it; and I imagine I’d be able to fix up one of those deals—what do they call ’em? scholarships—at the University of Leesburg, after.”


    A scholarship at Leesburg. Where the Department of History was engaged in a monumental project—nothing less than a compilation of all known source material on the War of Southron Independence! It was only with the strongest effort that I refrained from agreeing blindly.


    “It sounds fine, Mr.—?”


    “Colonel Tolliburr. Jest call me cunnel.”


    There wasn’t anything remotely military in his bearing. “It sounds good to me, Colonel. What is the job?”


    He clicked his too regular teeth thoughtfully. “Hardly anything at all, m’boy, hardly anything at all. Just want you to keep a list for me.”


    He seemed to think this a complete explanation. “What kind of list, Colonel?”


    “Why, list of the people that come in here steady. Especially the ones don’t seem to buy anything, just talk to your boss. Names if you know ’em, but that ain’t real important, and a sort of rough description. Like five foot nine, blue eyes, dark hair, busted nose, scar on right eyebrow. And so on. Nothing real detailed. And a list of deliveries.”


    Was I tempted? I don’t really know. “I’m sorry, Colonel. I’m afraid I can’t help you.”


    “Not even for that scholarship and say, a hundred dollars in real money?”


    I shook my head.


    “They’s no harm in it, boy. Likely nothing’ll come of it.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “Two hundred? I’m not talking about Yankee slugs, but good CSA bills, each with a picture of President Jimmy right slapdash on the middle of it.”


    “It’s not a matter of money, Colonel Tolliburr.”


    He looked at me shrewdly. “Think it over, boy. No use being hasty.” He handed me a card. “Anytime you change your mind come and see me or send me a telegram.”


    I watched him go out of the store. The Grand Army must be annoying the mighty Confederacy. Tyss ought to know about the agent’s interest. And I knew I would be unable to tell him.


    “Suppose,” I asked Enfandin the next day, “suppose one were placed in the position of being an involuntary assistant in a—to a…”


    I was at a loss for words to describe the situation without being incriminatingly specific. I could not tell him about Tolliburr and my clear duty to let Tyss know of the colonel’s espionage without revealing Tyss’s connection with the Grand Army and thus uncovering my deceit in not warning Enfandin earlier. Whatever I said or failed to say, I was somehow culpable.


    He waited patiently while I groped, trying to formulate a question which was no longer a question. “You can’t do evil that good may come of it,” I burst out at last.


    “Quite so. And then?”


    “Well…That might mean eventually giving up all action entirely, since we can never be sure even the most innocent act may not have bad consequences.”


    He nodded. “It might. The Manichaeans thought it did; they believed good and evil balanced and man was created in the image of Satan. But certainly there is a vast difference between this inhuman dogma and refusing to do consciously wicked deeds.”


    “Maybe,” I said dubiously.


    He looked at me speculatively. “A man is drowning in the river. I have a rope. If I throw him the rope he may not only climb to safety but take it from me and use it to garrote some honest citizen. Shall I therefore let him drown because I must not do good lest evil come of it?”


    “But sometimes they are so mixed up it is impossible to disentangle them.”


    “Impossible? Or very difficult?”


    “Um…I don’t know.”


    “Are you not perhaps putting the problem too abstractly? Is not perhaps your situation—your hypothetical situation—one of being accessory to wrong rather than facing an alternative which means personal unhappiness?”


    Again I struggled for noncommittal words. He had formulated my dilemma about the Grand Army so far as it connected with giving up my place in the bookstore or telling him of Tyss’s bias. Yet not entirely. And why could I not let Tyss know of Colonel Tolliburr’s visit, which it was certainly my duty to do? Was this overscrupulousness only a means of avoiding any unpleasantness?


    “Yes,” I muttered at last.


    “It would be very nice if there were no drawbacks ever attached to the virtuous choice. Then the only ones who would elect to do wrong would be those of twisted minds, the perverse, the insane. Who would prefer the devious course if the straight one were just as easy? No, no, my dear Hodge, one cannot escape the responsibility for his choice simply because the other way means inconvenience or hardship or tribulation.”


    “Must we always act, whether we are sure of the outcome of our action or not?”


    “Not acting is also action; can we always be sure of the outcome of refusing to act?”


    Was it pettiness that made me contrast his position as an official of a small yet fairly secure power, well enough paid to live comfortably, with mine where a break with Tyss meant beggary and no further chance of fulfilling the ambition every day more important to me? Did circumstances alter cases, and was it easy for Enfandin to talk as he did, unconfronted with harsh alternatives?


    “You know, Hodge,” he said as though changing the subject, “I am what they call a career man, meaning I have no money except my salary. This might seem much to you, but it is really little, particularly since protocol says I must spend more than necessary. For the honor of my country. At home I have an establishment to keep up where my wife and children live—”


    I had wondered about his apparent bachelorhood.


    “—because to be rudely frank, I do not think they would be happy or safe in the United States on account of their color. Besides these expenses I make personal contributions for the assistance of black men who are—how shall we say it?—unhappily circumstanced in your country, for I have found the official allotment is never enough. Now I have been indiscreet; you know state secrets. Why do I tell you this? Because, my friend, I should like to help. Alas, I cannot offer money. But this I can do, if it will not offend your pride: I suggest you live here—it will be no more uncomfortable than the arrangements you have described in the store—and attend one of the colleges of the city. A medal or an order from the Haitian government judiciously conferred on an eminent educator—decorations cut so nicely across color lines, perhaps because they don’t show their origin to the uninitiated— should take care of tuition fees. What do you say?”


    What could I say? That I did not deserve his generosity? The statement would be meaningless, a catchphrase, unless I explained that I’d not been open with him, and now even less than before was I able to do this. Or could I say that bare minutes earlier I had thought enviously and spitefully of him? Wretched and happy, I mumbled incoherent thanks, began a number of sentences and left them unfinished, lapsed into dazed silence.


    But the newly opened prospect cut through my introspection and scattered my self-reproaches. The future was too exciting to dwell in any other time; in a moment we were both sketching rapid plans and supplementing each other’s designs with revisions of our own. Words tumbled out; ideas were caught in midexpression. We decided, we reconsidered, we returned to the first decisions.


    I was to give Tyss two weeks’ notice despite the original agreement making such nicety superfluous; Enfandin was to discuss matriculation with a professor he knew. My employer raised a quizzical eyebrow at my information.


    “Ah, Hodgins, you see how neatly the script works out. Nothing left to chance or choice. If you hadn’t been relieved of your trifling capital by a man of enterprise whose methods were more successful than subtle, you might have fumbled at the edge of the academic world for four years and then, having substituted a wad of unrelated facts for common sense and whatever ability to think you may have possessed, fumbled for the rest of your life at the edge of the economic world. You wouldn’t have met George Pondible or gotten here where you could discover your own mind without adjustment to a professorial iron maiden.”


    “I thought it was all arbitrary.”


    He gave me a reproachful look. “Arbitrary and predetermined are not synonymous, Hodgins, nor does either rule out artistry. Mindless artistry, of course, like that of the snowflake or crystal. And how artistic this development is! You will go on to become a professor yourself and construct iron maidens for promising students who might become your competitors. You will write learned histories, for you are—haven’t I said this before?—the spectator type. The part written for you does not call for you to be a participant, an instrument for—apparently— influencing events. Hence it is proper that you report them so that future generations may get the illusion they aren’t puppets.”


    He grinned at me. At another time I would have been delighted to pounce on the assortment of inconsistencies he had just offered; at the moment I could think of nothing but my failure to mention the Confederate agent’s visit. It almost seemed his mechanist notions were valid and I was destined always to be the ungrateful recipient of kindness.


    “All right,” he said, swallowing the last of his bread and half-raw meat, “so long as your sentimentality impels you to respect obligations I can find work for you. Those boxes over there go upstairs. Pondible’s bringing a van around for them this afternoon.”


    I’ve heard the assumption that working in a bookstore must be light and pleasant. Many times during the years with Roger Tyss I had reason to be thankful for my strength and farm training. The boxes were deceptively small but so heavy they could only have been solidly packed with paper. Even with Tyss carrying box for box with me I was vastly relieved when I had to quit to run an errand.


    When I got back he went out to make an offer on someone’s library. “There are only four left. The last two are paper wrapped; didn’t have enough boxes.”


    It was characteristic of him to leave the lighter packages for me. I ran up the stairs with one of the two remaining wooden containers. Returning, I tripped on the lowest step and sprawled forward. Reflexively I threw out my hands and landed on one of the paper parcels. The tightstretched covering cracked and split under the impact; the contents—neatly tied rectangular bundles—spilled out.


    I had learned enough of the printing trade to recognize the brightly colored oblongs as lithographs, and I wondered as I stooped over to gather them up why such a job should have been given Tyss rather than a shop specializing in this work. Even under the gaslight the colors were hard and vigorous.


    Then I really looked at the bundle I was holding. ESPANA was enscrolled across the top; below it was the picture of a man with a long nose and jutting underlip, flanked by two ornate figure fives, and beneath them the legend, CINCO PESETAS, Spanish Empire banknotes. Bundles and bundles of them.


    I needed neither expert knowledge nor minute scrutiny to tell me there was a fortune here in counterfeit money. The purpose in forging Spanish currency I could not see; that it was no private undertaking of Tyss’s but an activity of the Grand Army I was certain. Puzzled and worried, I rewrapped the bundles of notes into as neat an imitation of the original package as I could contrive.


    The rest of the day I spent casting uneasy glances at the mound of boxes and watching with apprehension the movement of anyone toward them. Death was the penalty for counterfeiting United States coins; I had no idea of the punishment for doing the same with foreign paper, but I was sure even so minor an accessory as myself would be in a sad way if some officious customer should stumble against one of the packages.


    Tyss in no way acted like a guilty man, or even one with an important secret. He seemed unaware of any peril; doubtless he was daily in similar situations. Only chance and my own lack of observation had prevented my discovering this earlier.


    Nor did he show anxiety when Pondible failed to arrive. Darkness came and the gas lamps went on in the streets. The heavy press of traffic outside dwindled, but the incriminating boxes remained undisturbed near the door. At last there was the sound of uncertain wheels slowing up outside and Pondible’s voice admonishing, “Wh-Whoa!”


    I rushed out just as he was dismounting with slow dignity. “Who goes?” he asked. “ ’Vance and give a countersign.”


    “It’s Hodge,” I said. “Let me help you.”


    “Hodge! Old friend, not seen long time!” (He had been in the store only the day before.) “Terrible ’sfortune, Hodge. Dr-driving wagon. Fell off. Fell off wagon I mean. See?”


    “Sure, I see. Let me hitch the horse for you. Mr. Tyss is waiting.”


    “Avoidable,” he muttered, “nuvoidable, voidable. Fell off.”


    Tyss took him by the arm. “You come with me and rest awhile. Hodgins, you better start loading up; you’ll have to do the delivering now.”


    Rebellious refusal formed in my mind. Why should I be still further involved? He had no right to demand it of me; in self-protection I was bound to refuse. “Mr. Tyss…”


    “Yes?”


    Two weeks would see me free of him, but nothing could wipe out the debt I owed him. “Nothing. Nothing,” I murmured, and picked up one of the boxes.


    VIII.


    IN VIOLENT TIMES


    He gave me an address on Twenty-sixth Street. “Sprovis is the name.”


    “All right,” I said as stolidly as I could.


    “Let them do the unloading. I see there’s a full feed bag in the van; that’ll be a good time to give it to the horse.”


    “Yes.”


    “They’ll load up another consignment and drive with you to the destination. Take the van back to the livery stable. Here’s money for your supper and trainfare back here.”


    He thinks of everything, I reflected bitterly. Except that I don’t want to have anything to do with this.


    Driving slackly through the almost empty streets my resentment continued to rise, drowning, at least partly, my fear of being for some unfathomable reason stopped by a police officer and apprehended. Why should I be stopped? Why should the Grand Army counterfeit pesetas?


    The address, which I had trouble finding on the poorly lit thoroughfare, was one of those four-story stuccos at least a century old, showing few signs of recent repair. Mr. Sprovis, who occupied the basement, had one ear distinctly larger than the other, an anomaly I could not help attributing to a trick of constantly pulling on the lobe. He, like the others who came out with him to unload the van, wore the Grand Army beard.


    “I had to come instead of Pon—”


    “No names,” he growled. “Hear? No names.”


    “All right. I was told you’d unload and load up again.”


    “Yeah, yeah.”


    I slipped the strap of the feed bag over the horse’s ear and started toward Eighth Avenue.


    “Hey! Where you going?”


    “To get something to eat. Anything wrong with that?”


    I felt him peering suspiciously at me. “Guess not. But don’t keep us waiting, see? We’ll be ready to go in twenty minutes.”


    I did not like Mr. Sprovis. In the automatic lunchroom where the dishes were delivered by a clever clockwork device as coins were deposited in the right slots, I gorged on fish and potatoes, but my pleasure at getting away for once from the unvarying bread and heart was spoiled by the thought of him. And I was at best no more than half through with the night’s adventure. What freight Sprovis and his companions were now loading in the van I had no idea. Except that it was nothing innocent.


    When I turned the corner into Twenty-sixth Street again, the shadowy mass of the horse and van was gone from its place by the curb. Alarmed, I broke into a run and discovered it turning in the middle of the block. I jumped and caught hold of the dash, pulling myself aboard. “What’s the idea?”


    A fist caught me in the shoulder, almost knocking me back into the street. Zigzags of shock ran down my arm, terminating in numbing pain. Desperately I clung to the dash.


    “Hold it,” someone rumbled; “it’s the punk who came with. Let him in.”


    Another voice, evidently belonging to the man who’d hit me, admonished, “Want to watch yourself, chum. Not go jumping like that without warning. I might of stuck a shiv in your ribs instead of my hand.”


    I could only repeat, “What’s the idea of trying to run off with the van? I’m responsible for it.”


    “He’s responsible, see,” mocked another voice from the body of the van.


    “Ain’t polite not to wait on him.”


    I was wedged between the driver and my assailant; my shoulder ached and I was beginning to be really frightened now my first anger had passed. These were “action” members of the Grand Army; men who regularly committed battery, mayhem, arson, robbery, and murder. I had been both foolhardy and lucky; realizing this it seemed diplomatic not to try for possession of the reins.


    I could hear the breathing and mumbling of others in back, but it didn’t need this to tell me the van was overloaded. We turned north on Sixth Avenue; the streetlights showed Sprovis driving. “Gidap, gidap,” he urged, “get going!”


    “That’s a horse,” I protested, “not a locomotive.”


    “What do you know?” came from behind; “And we thought we was on the Erie.”


    “He’s tired,” I persisted, “and he’s pulling too much weight.”


    “Shut up,” ordered Sprovis quietly. “Shut up.” The quietness was not deceptive; it was ominous. I shut up.


    Speed was stupid on several counts. For one thing it called attention to the van at a time when most commercial vehicles had been stabled for the night and the traffic was almost entirely carriages, buggies, hacks, and minibiles. I visualized the suspicious crowd which would gather immediately if our horse dropped from exhaustion. There was no hope that consciousness of an innocuous cargo made Sprovis bold; whatever we carried was bound to be as incriminating as the counterfeit notes.


    Disconnected scraps of conversation drifted from Sprovis’s companions. “I says, ‘Look here, you’re making a nice profit from selling abroad. Either you…’”


    “And, of course, he put it all on a twenty-dollar ticket, even though…”


    “‘…my taxes,’ he says. ‘You worry about your taxes,’ I says; ‘I’m worried about your contributions.’”


    A monotonous chuffing close behind us forced itself into my consciousness; when we turned eastward in the Forties, I exclaimed, “There’s a minibile following us!”


    Even as I spoke the trackless engine pulled alongside and then darted ahead to pocket us by nosing diagonally toward the curb. The horse must have been too weak to shy; he simply stopped short, and I heard the curses of the felled passengers behind me.


    “Not the cops, anyway!”


    “Cons, for a nickel!”


    “Only half a block from—”


    “Quick, break out the guns—”


    “Not those guns; one bang and we’re through. Air pistols, if anybody’s got one. Hands or knives. Get them all!”


    They piled out swiftly past me; I remained alone on the seat, an audience of one, properly ensconced. A few blocks away was the small park where Tirzah used to meet me. It was not believable that this was happening in one of New York’s quietest residential districts in the year 1942.


    An uneven, distorting light emphasized the abnormal speed of the incident that followed, making the action seem jumpy, as though the participants were caught at static moments, changing their attitudes between flashes of visibility. The tempo was so swift any possible spectators in the bordering windows or on the sidewalks wouldn’t have had time to realize what was going on before it was all over.


    Four men from the minibile were met by five from the van. The odds were not too unequal, for the attackers had a discipline which Sprovis’s force lacked. Their leader attempted to parley during one of those seconds of apparent inaction. “Hay, you men—we got nothing against you. They’s a thousand dollars apiece in it for you—”


    A fist smacked into his mouth. The light caught his face as he was jolted back, but I hardly needed its revelation to confirm my recognition of Colonel Tolliburr’s voice.


    The Confederate agents had brass knuckles and blackjacks, Colonel Tolliburr had a swordcane which he unsheathed with a glinting flourish. The Grand Army men flashed knives; no one seemed to be using air pistols or spring-powered guns.


    Both sides were intent on keeping the clash as quiet and inconspicuous as possible; no one shouted with anger or screamed in pain. This muffled intensity made the struggle more gruesome; the contenders fought their natural impulses as well as each other. I heard the impact of blows, the grunts of effort, the choked-back cries, the scraping of shoes on pavement, and the thud of falls. One of the defenders fell, and two of the attackers, before the two remaining Southrons gave up the battle and attempted escape.


    With united impulse they started for the minibile, evidently realized they wouldn’t have time to get up power, and began running down the street. Their moment of indecision did for them. As the four Grand Army men closed in I saw the Confederates raise their arms in the traditional gesture of surrender. Then they were struck down.


    I crept noiselessly down on the off side of the van and hastened quietly away in the protection of the shadows.


    IX.


    BARBARA


    For the next few days reading was pure pretense. I used the opened book to mask my privacy while I trembled not so much with fear as with horror. I had been brought up in a harsh enough world, and murder was no novelty in New York; I had seen slain men before, but this was the first time I had been confronted with naked, merciless savagery. Though I believed Sprovis would have had no qualms about dispatching an inconvenient witness if I had stayed on the van, I had no particular fear for my own safety, for my knowledge of what had happened became less dangerous daily. The terror of the deed itself, however, remained constant.


    I was not concerned solely with revulsion. Inquisitiveness looked out under loathing to make me wonder what lay behind the night’s events. What had really happened, and what did it all mean?


    From scraps of conversation accidentally heard or deliberately eavesdropped, from the newspapers, from deduction and remembered fragments, I reconstructed the picture which made the background. Its borders reached a long way from Astor Place.


    For years the world had been waiting, half in dread, half in resignation, for war to break out between the world’s two great powers, the German Union and the Confederate States. Some expected the point of explosion would be the Confederacy’s ally, the British Empire; most anticipated at least part of the war would be fought in the United States.


    The scheme of the Grand Army, or of that part of it which included Tyss, was apparently a far-fetched and fantastic attempt to circumvent the probable course of history. The counterfeiting was an aspect of this attempt which was nothing less than trying to force the war to start, not through the Confederacy’s ally, but through the German Union’s—the Spanish Empire. With enormous amounts of the spurious currency circulated by emissaries posing as Confederate agents, the Grand Army hoped to embroil the Confederacy with Spain and possibly preserve the neutrality of the United States. It was an ingenuous idea evolved, I see now, by men without knowledge of the actual mechanics of world politics.


    If I ever had any sentimental notions about the Army, they vanished now. Tyss’s mechanism may not have been purposefully designed to palliate, but it made it easy to justify actions like Sprovis’s. I had no such convenient way of numbing my conscience. But even as I brooded over the weakness and cowardice which made me an accomplice, I looked forward to my release. I had not seen Enfandin since his offer; in a week I would leave the bookstore for his sanctuary, and I resolved my first act should be to tell him everything. And then that dream was exploded just as it was about to be realized.


    I do not know who it was that broke into the consulate or for what reason, and was surprised in the act, shooting and wounding Enfandin so seriously he was unable to speak for the weeks before he was finally returned to Haiti to recuperate or die. He could not have gotten in touch with me, and I was not permitted to see him; the police guard was doubly zealous to keep him from all contact since he was both an accredited diplomat and a black man.


    I did not know who shot him. It was most unlikely to be anyone connected with the Grand Army, but I did not know. I could not know. He might have been shot by Sprovis or George Pondible. Since the ultimate chain could have led back to me, it did lead back to me. If this were the Manichaeanism of which Enfandin had spoken, I could not help it.


    The loss of my chance to escape from the bookstore was the least of my despair. It seemed to me I was caught by the inexorable, choiceless circumstance in which Tyss so firmly believed and Enfandin denied. I could escape neither my guilt nor the surroundings conducive to further guilt. I could not change destiny.


    Was all this merely the self-torture of any introverted young man? Possibly. I only know that for a long time, long as one in his early twenties measures time, I lost all interest in life, even dallying with thoughts of suicide. I put books aside distastefully or, which was worse, indifferently.


    I must have done my work around the store; certainly I recall no comments from Tyss about it. Neither can I remember anything to distinguish the succession of days. Obviously I ate and slept; there were undoubtedly long hours free from utter hopelessness. The details of those months have simply vanished.


    Nor can I say precisely when it was my despair began to lift. I know that one day—it was cold and the snow was deep on the ground, deep enough to keep the minibiles off the streets and cause the horsecars trouble—I saw a girl walking briskly, red-cheeked, breathing in quick visible puffs, and my glance was not apathetic. When I returned to the bookstore I picked up Field Marshal Liddell-Hart’s Life of General Pickett and opened it to the place where I had abandoned it. In a moment I was fully absorbed.


    Paradoxically, once I was myself again I was no longer the same Hodge Backmaker. For the first time I was determined to do what I wanted instead of waiting and hoping events would somehow turn out right for me. Somehow I was going to free myself from the bookstore and all its frustrations and evils.


    This resolution was reinforced by the discovery that I was exhausting the volumes around me. The books I sought now were rare and ever more difficult to find. Innocent of knowledge about academic life I imagined them ready to hand in any college library.


    Nor was I any longer satisfied with the printed word alone. My friendship with Enfandin had shown me how fruitful a personal, face-to-face relationship between teacher and student could be, and it seemed to me such ties could develop into ones between fellow scholars, a mutual, uncompetitive pursuit of knowledge.


    Additionally I wanted to search the real, the original sources: unpublished manuscripts of participants or onlookers, old diaries and letters, wills or account books, which might shade a meaning or subtly change the interpretation of old, forgotten actions.


    My problems could be solved ideally by an instructorship at some college, but how was this to be achieved without the patronage of a Tolliburr or an Enfandin? I had no credentials worth a second’s consideration. Though the immigration bars kept out graduates of foreign universities, no college in the United States would accept a self-taught young man who had not only little Latin and less Greek, but no mathematics, languages, or sciences at all. For a long time I considered possible ways and means, both drab and dramatic; at last, more in a spirit of whimsical absurdity than sober hope, I wrote out a letter of application, setting forth the qualifications I imagined myself to possess, assaying the extent of my learning with a generosity only ingenuousness could palliate, and outlining the work I projected for my future. With much care and many revisions I set this composition in type. It was undoubtedly a foolish gesture, but not having access to so costly a machine as a typewriter, and not wanting to reveal this by penning the letters by hand, I resorted to this transparent device.


    Tyss picked up one of the copies I struck off and glanced over it. His expression was critical. “Is it too bad?” I asked despondently.


    “You should have used more leading. And lined it up and justified the lines and eliminated hyphens. Setting type can never be done mechanically or half heartedly—that’s why no one yet has been able to invent a practical typesetting machine. I’m afraid you’ll never make a passable printer, Hodgins.”


    He was concerned only with typesetting, uninterested in the outcome. Or satisfied, since it was predetermined, that comment was superfluous.


    Government mails, never efficient and always expensive, being one of the favorite victims of holdup men, and pneumatic post limited to local areas, I dispatched the letters by Wells-Fargo to a comprehensive list of colleges. I can’t say I then waited for the replies to flow in, for though I knew the company’s system of heavily armed guards would insure delivery of my applications, I had little anticipation of any answers. As a matter of fact I put it pretty well out of my mind, dredging it up at rarer intervals, always a trifle more embarrassed by my presumption.


    It was several months later, toward the end of September, that the telegram came signed Thomas K. Haggerwells. It read, ACCEPT NO OFFER TILL OUR REPRESENTATIVE EXPLAINS HAGGERSHAVEN.


    I hadn’t sent a copy of my letter to York, Pennsylvania, where the telegram had originated, or anywhere near it. I knew of no colleges in that vicinity. And I had never heard of Mr. (or Doctor or Professor) Haggerwells. I might have thought the message a mean joke, except that Tyss’s nature didn’t run to such humor and no one else knew of the letters except those to whom they were addressed.


    I found no reference to Haggershaven in any of the directories I consulted, which wasn’t too surprising considering the slovenly way these were put together. I decided that if such a place existed I could only wait patiently until the “representative,” if there really was one, arrived.


    Tyss having left for the day, I swept a little, dusted some, straightened a few of the books—any serious attempt to arrange the stock would have been futile—and took up a recent emendation of Greasy’s Fifteen Decisive Battles by one Captain MacArthur.


    I was so deep in the good captain’s analysis (he might have made a respectable strategist himself, given an opportunity) that I heard no customer enter, sensed no impatient presence. I was only recalled from my book by a rather sharp, “Is the proprietor in?”


    “No ma’am,” I answered, reluctantly abandoning the page. “He’s out for the moment. Can I help you?”


    My eyes, accustomed to the store’s poor light, had the advantage over hers, still adjusting from the sunlit street. Secure in my audacity, I measured her vital femininity, a quality which seemed, if such a thing is possible, impersonal. There was nothing overtly bold or provocative about her, though I’m sure my mother would have thinned her lips at the black silk trousers and the jacket which emphasized the contour of her breasts. At a time when women used every device to call attention to their helplessness and consequently their desirability and the implied need for men to protect them, she carried an air which seemed to say, Why yes, I am a woman: not furtively or brazenly or incidentally, but primarily; what are you going to do about it?


    I recognized a sturdy sensuality as I recognized the fact that she was bareheaded, almost as tall as I, and rather large-boned; certainly there was nothing related to me about it. Nor was it connected with surface attributes; she was not beautiful and still further from being pretty, though she might have been called handsome in a way. Her hair, ginger-colored and clubbed low on her neck, waved crisply; her eyes appeared slate gray. (Later I learned they could vary from pale gray to blue green.) The fleshly greediness was betrayed, if at all, only by the width and set of her lips, and that insolent expression.


    She smiled, and I decided I had been quite wrong in thinking her tone peremptory. “I’m Barbara Haggerwells. I’m looking for a Mr. Backmaker”—she glanced at a slip of paper—“a Hodgins M. Backmaker who evidently uses this as an accommodation address.”


    “I’m Hodge Backmaker,” I muttered in despair. “I—I work here.” I was conscious of not having shaved that morning, that my pants and jacket did not match, that my shirt was not clean.


    I suppose I expected her to say nastily, So I see! or the usual, It must be fascinating! Instead she said, “I wonder if you’ve run across The Properties of X by Whitehead? I’ve been trying to get a copy for a long time.”


    “Uh—I…Is it a mystery story?”


    “I’m afraid not. It’s a book on mathematics by a mathematician very much out of favor. It’s hard to find, I suppose because the author is bolder than he is tactful.”


    So naturally and easily she led me away from my embarrassment and into talking of books, relieving me of self-consciousness and some of the mortification in being exposed at my humble job by the “representative” of the telegram. I admitted deficient knowledge of mathematics and ignorance of Mr. Whitehead though I maintained, accurately, that the book was not in stock, while she assured me that only a specialist would have heard of so obscure a theoretician. This made me ask, with the awe one feels for an expert in an alien field, if she were a mathematician, to which she replied, “Heavens, no. I’m a physicist. But mathematics is my tool.”


    I looked at her with respect. Anyone, I thought, can read a few books and set himself up as a historian; to be a physicist means genuine learning. And I doubted she was much older than I.


    She said abruptly, “My father is interested in knowing something about you. “


    I acknowledged this with something between a nod and a bow. She had been examining and gauging me for the past half hour. “Your father is Thomas Haggerwells?”


    “Haggerwells of Haggershaven,” she confirmed, as though explaining everything. There was pride in her voice and a hint of superciliousness.


    “I’m dreadfully sorry, Miss Haggerwells, but I’m afraid I’m as ignorant of Haggershaven as of mathematics.”


    “I thought you said you’d been reading history. Odd you’ve come upon no reference to the Haven in the records of the past seventy-five years.”


    I shook my head helplessly. “I suppose my reading has been scattered.” Her look indicated agreement but not absolution. “Haggershaven is a college?”


    “No. Haggershaven is…Haggershaven.” She resumed her equanimity, her air of smiling tolerance. “It’s hardly a college since it has no student body nor faculty. Rather, both are one at the Haven. Anyone admitted is a scholar or potential scholar anxious to devote himself to learning. I mean for its own sake. Not many are acceptable.”


    She need hardly have added this; it seemed obvious I could not be one of the elect, even if I hadn’t offended her by never having heard of Haggershaven. I knew I couldn’t pass the most lenient of entrance examinations to ordinary colleges, much less to the dedicated place she represented.


    “There aren’t any formal requirements for fellowship,” she went on, “beyond the undertaking to work to full capacity, to pool all knowledge and hold back none from scholars anywhere, to contribute economically to the Haven in accordance with decisions of the majority of fellows, and to vote on questions without consideration of personal gain. There! That certainly sounds like the stuffiest manifesto delivered this year.”


    “It sounds too good to be true.”


    “Oh, it’s true enough.” She moved close, and I caught the scent of her hair and skin. “But there’s another side. The Haven is neither wealthy nor endowed. We have to earn our living. The fellows draw no stipend; they have food, clothes, shelter, whatever books and materials they need—no unessentials. We often have to leave our own individual work to do manual labor to bring in food or money for all.”


    “I’ve read of such communities,” I said enthusiastically. “I thought they’d all disappeared fifty or sixty years ago.”


    “Have you and did you?” she asked contemptuously. “You’ll be surprised to learn that Haggershaven is neither Owenite nor Fourierist. We are not fanatics nor saviors. We don’t live in phalansteries, practice group marriage or vegetarianism. Our organization is expedient, subject to revision, not doctrinaire. Contribution to the common stock is voluntary, and we are not concerned with each other’s private lives.”


    “I beg your pardon, Miss Haggerwells. I didn’t mean to annoy you.”


    “It’s all right. Perhaps I’m touchy; all my life I’ve seen the squinty suspiciousness of the farmers all around, sure we were up to something immoral, or at least illegal. You’ve no idea what a prickly armor you build around yourself when you know that every yokel is cackling, ‘There goes one of them; I bet they…’ whatever unconventional practice their imaginations can conceive at the moment. And the parallel distrust of the respectable schools. Detachedly, the Haven may indeed be a refuge for misfits, but is it necessarily wrong not to fit into the civilization around us?”


    “I’m prejudiced. I certainly haven’t fitted in myself.”


    She didn’t answer, and I felt I had gone too far in daring an impulsive identification. Awkwardness made me blurt out further, “Do you…do you think there’s any chance Haggershaven would accept me?” Whatever reserve I’d tried to maintain deserted me; my voice expressed only childish longing.


    “I couldn’t say,” she answered primly. “Acceptance or rejection depends entirely on the vote of the whole fellowship. All I’m here to offer is train fare. Neither you nor the Haven is bound.”


    “I’m perfectly willing to be bound,” I said fervently.


    “You may not be so rash after a few weeks.”


    I was about to reply when Little Aggie—so called to distinguish her from Fat Aggie, who was in much the same trade but more successful—came in. Little Aggie supplemented her nocturnal earnings around Astor Place by begging in the same neighborhood during the day.


    “Sorry, Aggie,” I said. “Mr. Tyss didn’t leave anything for you.”


    “Maybe the lady would help a poor working girl down on her luck,” she suggested, coming close. “My, that’s a pretty outfit you have. Looks like real silk, too.”


    Barbara Haggerwells drew away with anger and loathing on her face. “No,” she refused sharply. “No, nothing!” She turned to me. “I must be going. I’ll leave you to entertain your friend.”


    “Oh, I’ll go,” said Little Aggie cheerfully, “no need to get in an uproar. Bye-bye.”


    I was frankly puzzled; the puritanical reaction didn’t seem consistent. I would have expected condescending amusement, disdainful tolerance, or even haughty annoyance, but not this furious aversion. “I’m sorry Little Aggie bothered you. She’s really not a wicked character, and she does have a hard time getting along.”


    “I’m sure you must enjoy her company immensely. I’m sorry we can’t offer similar attractions at the Haven.”


    Apparently she thought my relations with Aggie were professional. Even so her attitude was odd. I could hardly flatter myself she was interested in me as a man, yet her flare-up seemed to indicate jealousy, a strange kind of jealousy, perhaps like the sensuality I attributed to her, as though the mere presence of another woman was an affront.


    “Please don’t go yet. For one thing—” I cast around for something to hold her till I could restore a more favorable impression. “—for one thing you haven’t told me how Haggershaven happened to get my application.”


    She gave me a cold, angry look. “Even though we’re supposed to be cranks, orthodox educators often turn such letters over to us. After all, they may want to apply themselves someday.”


    The picture this suddenly presented, of a serene academic life which was not so serene and secure after all, but prepared for a way to escape if necessary, was startling to me. I had taken it for granted that our colleges, even though they were far inferior to those of other countries, were stable and sheltered.


    When I expressed something of this, she laughed. “Hardly. The colleges have not only decayed, they have decayed faster than other institutions. They are mere hollow shells, ruined ornaments of the past. Instructors spy on each other to curry favor with the trustees and assure themselves of reappointment when the faculty is out periodically. Loyalty is the touchstone, but no one knows anymore what the object of loyalty is supposed to be. Certainly it is no longer toward learning, for that is the least of their concerns.”


    She slowly allowed herself to be coaxed back into her previous mood, and again we talked of books. And now I thought there was a new warmth in her voice and glance, as though she had won some kind of victory, but how or over whom there was no indication.


    When she left I hoped she was not too prejudiced against me. For myself I readily admitted it would be easy enough to want her—if one were not afraid of the humiliations it was in her nature to inflict.


    X.


    THE HOLDUP


    This time I didn’t offer Tyss two weeks’ notice. “Well Hodgins, I made all the appropriate valedictory remarks on a previous occasion, so I’ll not repeat them, except to say the precision of the script is extraordinary.”


    It seemed to me he was saying in a roundabout way that everything was for the best. For the first time I saw Tyss as slightly pathetic rather than sinister; extreme pessimism and vulgar optimism evidently met, like his circular time. I smiled indulgently and thanked him sincerely for all his kindness.


    In 1944 almost a hundred years had passed since New York and eastern Pennsylvania were first linked in a railroad network, yet I don’t suppose my journey differed much in speed or comfort from one which might have been taken by Granpa Hodgins’s father. The steam ferry carried me across the Hudson to Jersey. I had heard there were only financial, not technical, obstacles to a bridge or tunnel. If the English and French could burrow under the Channel, as they had early in the century, and the Japanese complete their great tube beneath the Korea Strait, it was hard to see why a lesser work here was dismissed as the impractical suggestion of dreamers who believed the cost would be saved in a few years by running trains directly to Manhattan.


    Nor was the ferry the only antique survival on the trip. The cars were all ancient, obvious discards from Confederate or British American lines. Flat wheels were common; the worn-out locomotives dragged them protestingly over the wobbly rails and uneven roadbed. First-class passengers sat on napless plush or grease-glazed straw seats; second-class passengers stood in the aisles or on the platforms; third-class rode the roofs—safe enough at the low speed except for sudden jerks or jolts.


    There were so many different lines, each jealous of exclusive rights of way, that the traveler hardly got used to his particular car before he had to snatch up his baggage and hustle for the connecting train, which might be on the same track or at the same sooty depot, but was more likely to be a mile away. Even the adjective “connecting” was often ironical for it was not unusual to find timetables arranged so a departure preceded an arrival by minutes, necessitating a stopover of anywhere from one hour to twelve.


    If anything could have quieted my excitement on the trip it was the view through the dirt-sprayed windows. “Fruitless” and “unfulfilled” were the words coming oftenest to my mind. I had forgotten during the past six years just how desolate villages and towns could look when their jerry-built structures were sunk in apathetic age without even the false rejuvenation of newer jerry-building. I had forgotten the mildewed appearance of tenant farmhouses, the unconvincing attempt to appear businesslike of false-fronted stores with clutters of hopeless merchandise in their dim windows, or the inadequate bluff of factories too small for any satisfactory production.


    Once away from New York it was clear how atypical the city was in its air of activity and usefulness. The countryside through which the tracks ran, between fields and pastures or down the center of main streets, should have been the industrial heart of a country bustling and vigorous. Instead one saw potentialities denied, projects withered, poverty, and dilapidation.


    We crossed the Susquehanna on an old, old stone bridge that made one think of Meade’s valiant men, bloodily bandaged many of them, somnambulistically marching northward, helpless and hopeless after the Confederate triumph at Gettysburg, their only thought to escape Jeb Stuart’s pursuing cavalry. Indeed, every square mile now carried on its surface an almost visible weight of historical memories.


    York seemed old, gray, and crabbed in the afternoon, but when I got off the train there I was too agitated with the prospect of being soon at Haggershaven to take any strong impression of the town. I inquired the way, and the surly response confirmed Barbara Haggerwells’s statement of local animosity. The distance, if my informant was accurate, was a matter of some ten miles.


    I started off down the highway, building and demolishing daydreams, thinking of Tyss and Tirzah, Enfandin and Miss Haggerwells, trying to picture her father and the fellows of the Haven and for the thousandth time marshaling arguments for my acceptance in the face of scornful scrutiny. The early October sun was setting on the rich red and yellow leaves of the maples and oaks; I knew the air would become chilly before long, but exertion kept me warm. I counted on arriving at the Haven in plenty of time to introduce myself before bedtime.


    Less than a mile out of town the highway assumed the familiar aspect of the roads around Wappinger Falls and Poughkeepsie: rutted, wavering, with deep, unexpected holes. The stone or rail fences on either side enclosed harvested cornfields, the broken stalks a dull brass with copper-colored pumpkins scattered through them. But the fences were in poor repair, and the oft-mended wooden covered bridges over the creeks all had signs, DANGEROUS, TRAVEL AT YOUR OWN RISK.


    There were few to share the highway with me: a farmer with an empty wagon, urging his team on and giving me a churlish glance instead of an invitation to ride; a horseman on an elegant chestnut picking his course carefully among the chuckholes; and a few tramps, each bent on his solitary way, at once defensive and aggressive. The condition of the bridges accounted for the absence of minibiles. However, just about twilight a closed carriage, complete with coachman and footman on the box, rolled haughtily by, stood for a moment outlined atop the slope up which I was trudging, and then disappeared down the other side.


    I paid little attention except—remembering my boyhood and my father’s smithy—to visualize automatically the coachman pulling back on the reins and the footman thrusting forward with the brake as they eased the horses downward. So when I heard first a shout and then feminine screams my instant conclusion was that the carriage had overturned on the treacherous downgrade, broken an axle, or otherwise suffered calamity.


    My responsive burst of speed had almost carried me to the top when I heard the shots. First one, like the barking of an uncertain dog, followed by a volley, as though the pack were unleashed.


    I ran to the side of the road, close to the field, where I could see with less chance of being seen. Already the dusk was playing tricks, distorting the shape of some objects and momentarily hiding others. It could not, however, falsify the scene in the gully below. Four men on horseback covered the carriage with drawn revolvers; a fifth, pistols also in hand, had dismounted. His horse, reins hanging down, was peacefully investigating the roadside weeds.


    None of them attempted to stop the terrified rearing of the carriage team. Only their position, strung across the road, prevented a runaway. I could not see the footman, but the coachman, one hand still clutching the reins, was sprawled backward with his foot caught against the dashboard and his head hanging down over the wheel.


    The door on the far side was swung open. I thought for a moment the passengers had managed to escape. However, as the unmounted highwayman advanced, waving his pistol, the other door opened and a man and two women descended into the roadway. Slowly edging forward I could now plainly hear the gang’s obscene whistles at sight of the women.


    “Well boys, here’s something to warm up a cold night. Hang on to them while I see what the mister has in his pockets.”


    The gentleman stepped in front, and with a slight accent said, “Take the girl by all means. She is but a peasant, a servant, and may afford you amusement. But the lady is my wife; I will pay you a good ransom for her and myself. I am Don Jaime Escobar y Gallegos, attached to the Spanish legation.”


    One of the men on horseback said, “Well now, that’s real kind of you, Don High-me. We might have taken you up on that, was you an American. But we can’t afford no company of Spanish marines coming looking for us, so I guess we’ll have to pass up the ransom and settle for whatever you’ve got handy. And Missus Don and the hired girl. Don’t worry about her being a peasant; we’ll treat her and the madam exactly the same.”


    “Madre de Dios,” screamed the lady. “Mercy!”


    “It will be a good ransom,” said the Spaniard, “and I give you my word my government will not bother you.”


    “Sorry, chum,” returned the gangster. “You foreigners have a nasty habit of interfering with our domestic institutions and hanging men who make a living this way. Just can’t trust you.”


    The man on foot took a step forward. The nearest rider swung the maid up before him, and another horseman reached for her mistress. Again she screamed; her husband brushed the hand aside and put his wife behind him. At that the gangster raised his pistol and shot twice. The man and woman dropped to the ground. The maid shrieked till her captor covered her mouth.


    “Now what did you want to do that for? Cutting our woman supply in half that way?”


    “Sorry. Mighty damn sorry. These things always happen to me.”


    Meanwhile another of the gang slid off his horse, and the two went through the dead, stripping them of jewelry and whatever articles of clothing caught their fancy before searching the luggage and the coach itself for valuables. By the time they had finished it was fully dark and I had crept to within a few feet of them, crouching reasonably secure and practically invisible while they debated what to do with the horses. One faction was in favor of taking them along for spare mounts; the other, arguing that they were too easily identifiable, for cutting them out and turning them loose. The second group prevailing, they at last galloped away.


    A sudden thrashing in the cornstalks just beyond the fence startled me into rigidity. Something which might be human stumbled and crawled toward the carriage, snuffling and moaning, to throw itself down by the prostrate bodies, its anguished noises growing more high-pitched and chilling.


    I was certain this must be a passenger who had jumped from the off side of the carriage at the start of the holdup, but whether man or woman it was impossible to tell. I moved forward gingerly, but somehow I must have betrayed my presence, for the creature, with a terrified groan, slumped inertly.


    My hands told me it was a woman I raised from the ground, and the smell of her was the smell of a young girl. “Don’t be afraid, miss,” I tried to reassure her; “I’m a friend.”


    I could hardly leave the girl lying in the road, nor did I feel equal to carrying her to Haggershaven which I reckoned must be about six miles farther. I tried shaking her, rubbing her hands, murmuring encouragement, all the while wishing the moon would come up, feeling somehow it would be easier to revive her in the moonlight.


    “Miss,” I urged, “get up. You can’t stay here—they may come back.”


    Had I reached her? She stirred, whimpering with strange, muffled sounds. I dragged her to her knees and managed to get her arm over my shoulder. “Get up,” I repeated. “Get on your feet.”


    She moaned. I pulled her upright and adjusted my hold. Supporting her around the waist and impeded by my valise, I began an ungraceful, shuffling march. I could only guess at how much time had been taken up by the holdup and how slow our progress would be. It didn’t seem likely we could get to Haggershaven before midnight, an awkward hour to explain the company of a strange girl. The possibility of leaving her at a hospitable farmhouse was remote; no isolated rural family in times like these would open their door with anything but deep suspicion or a shotgun blast.


    We had made perhaps a mile, a slow and arduous one, when the moon rose at last. It was full and bright, and showed my companion to be even younger than I had thought. The light fell on masses of curling hair, wildly disarrayed about a face unnaturally pale and lifeless yet extraordinarily beautiful. Her eyes were closed in a sort of troubled sleep, and she continued to moan, though at less frequent intervals.


    I had just decided to stop for a moment’s rest when we came upon one of the horses. The clumsily cut traces trailing behind him had caught on the stump of a broken sapling. Though still trembling he was over the worst of his fright; after patting and soothing him I got us onto his back and we proceeded in more comfortable if still not too dignified fashion.


    It wasn’t hard to find Haggershaven; the side road to it was well kept and far smoother than the highway. We passed between what looked to be freshly plowed fields and came to a fair-sized group of buildings, in some of which I was pleased to see lighted windows. The girl had still not spoken; her eyes remained closed, and she moaned occasionally.


    Dogs warned of our approach. From a dark doorway a figure came forward with a rifle under his arm. “Who is it?”


    “Hodge Backmaker. I’ve got a girl here who was in a holdup. She’s had a bad shock.”


    “All right,” he said, “let me hitch the horse. Then I’ll help you with the girl. My name’s Dorn. Asa Dorn.”


    I slid off and lifted the girl down. “I couldn’t leave her in the road,” I offered in inane apology.


    “I’ll water and feed the horse after. Let’s go into the main kitchen; it’s warm there. Here,” he addressed the girl, “take my arm.”


    She made no response, and I half carried her, with Dorn trying helpfully to share her weight. The building through which we led her was obviously an old farmhouse, enlarged and remodeled a number of times. Gaslights of a strange pattern, brighter than any I’d ever seen, revealed Asa Dorn as perhaps thirty with very broad shoulders and very long arms, and a dark, rather melancholy face. “There’s a gang been operating around here,” he informed me; “tried to shake the Haven down for a contribution. That’s why I was on guard with the gun. Must be the same bunch.”


    We bustled our charge into a chair before a big fieldstone fireplace which gave the large room its look of welcome, though the even heat came from sets of steam pipes under the windows. “Should we give her some soup? Or tea? Or shall I get Barbara or one of the other women?”


    His fluttering brushed the outside of my mind. Here in the light I instinctively expected to see some faint color in the girl’s cheeks or hands, but there was none. She looked no more than sixteen, perhaps because she was severely dressed in some school uniform. Her hair, which had merely been a disordered frame for her face in the moonlight, now showed itself as deeply black, hanging in thick, soft curls around her shoulders. Her features, which seemed made to reflect emotions—full, mobile lips, faintly slanted eyes, high nostrils—were instead impassive, devoid of vitality, and this unnatural quiescence was heightened by the dark eyes, now wide open and expressionless. Her mouth moved slowly, as though to form words, but nothing came forth except the faintest of guttural sounds.


    “She’s trying to say something.” I leaned forward as though by sympathetic magic to help the muscles which seemed to respond with such difficulty.


    “Why,” exclaimed Dorn, “she’s…dumb!”


    She looked agonizedly toward him. I patted her arm helplessly.


    “I’ll go get—” he began.


    A door opened and Barbara Haggerwells blinked at us. “I thought I heard someone ride up, Ace. Do you suppose…” Then she caught sight of the girl. Her face set in those lines of strange anger I had seen in the bookstore.


    “Miss Haggerwells—”


    “Barbara—”


    Dorn and I spoke together. Either she did not hear us or we made no impression. She faced me in offended outrage. “Really, Mr. Backmaker, I thought I’d explained there were no facilities here for this sort of thing.”


    “You misunderstand,” I said, “I happened—”


    Dorn broke in. “Barbara, she’s been in a holdup. She’s dumb…”


    Fury made her ugly. “Is that an additional attraction?”


    “Miss Haggerwells,” I tried again, “you don’t understand—”


    “I think I understand very well. Dumb or not, get the slut out of here! Get her out right now, I say!”


    “Barbara, you’re not listening—”


    She continued to face me, her back to him. “I should have remembered you were a ladies’ man, Mr. Self-taught Backmaker. No doubt you imagined Haggershaven to be some obscene liberty hall. Well, it isn’t! You’d be wasting any further time you spent here. Get out!”


    XI.


    OF HAGGERSHAVEN


    I suppose—recalling the inexplicable scene with Little Aggie—I was less astonished by her frenzy than I might have been. Besides, her rage and misunderstanding were anticlimactic after the succession of excitements I had been through that day. Instead of amazement I felt only uneasiness and tired annoyance.


    Dorn steered Barbara out of the room with a combination of persuasion and gentle force disguised as solicitous soothing, leaving the girl and me alone. “Well,” I said, “well…”


    The large eyes regarded me helplessly.


    “Well, you’ve certainly caused me a lot of trouble…”


    Dorn returned with two women, one middle-aged, the other slightly younger, who flowed around the girl like soapy water, effectually sealing her away from all further masculine blunders, uttering little bubbly clucks and sudsy comfortings.


    “Overwork, Backmaker,” Dorn mumbled. “Barbara’s been overworking terribly. You mustn’t think—”


    “I don’t,” I said. “I’m just sorry she couldn’t be made to realize what actually happened.”


    “Hypersensitive; things that wouldn’t ordinarily…It’s overwork. You’ve no idea. She wears herself out. Practically no nerves left.”


    His face, pleading for understanding, looked even more melancholy than before. I felt sorry for him and slightly superior; at the moment, at least, I didn’t have to apologize for any female unpredictability. “Okay, okay, there doesn’t seem to be any great harm done. And the girl appears to be in good hands now.”


    “Oh she is,” he answered with evident relief at dropping the subject of Barbara’s behavior. “I don’t think there’s anything more we can do for her now; in fact I’d say we’re only in the way. How about meeting Mr. Haggerwells now?”


    “Why not?” The last episode had doubtless finished me for good so far as Barbara was concerned; whatever neutral report she might have given her father originally could now be counted on for a damning revision. I might as well put a nonchalant face on matters before returning to the world outside Haggershaven.


    Thomas Haggerwells, large-boned like his daughter, with the ginger hair faded and a florid, handsome complexion, made me welcome. “Historian, ay, Backmaker? Delighted. Combination of art and science; Clio, most enigmatic of the muses. The ever-changing past, ay?”


    “I’m afraid I’m no historian yet, Mr. Haggerwells. I’d like to be one. If Haggershaven will let me be part of it.”


    He patted me on the shoulder. “The fellows will do what they can, Backmaker; you can trust them.”


    “That’s right,” said Dorn cheerfully; “you look strong as an ox, and historians can be kept happy with books and a few old papers.”


    “Ace is our cynic,” explained Mr. Haggerwells; “very useful antidote to some of our soaring spirits.” He looked absently around and then said abruptly, “Ace, Barbara is quite upset.”


    I thought this extreme understatement, but Dorn merely nodded. “Misunderstanding, Mr. H.”


    “So I gathered.” He gave a short, self-conscious laugh. “In fact that’s all I did gather. She said something about a woman.…”


    “Girl, Mr. H., just a girl.” He gave a quick outline of what had happened, glossing over Barbara’s hysterical welcome.


    “I see. Quite an adventure in the best tradition, ay Backmaker? And the victims killed in cold blood; makes you wonder about civilization. Savagery all around us.” He began pacing the flowered carpet. “Naturally we must help the poor creature. Shocking, quite shocking. But how can I explain to Barbara? She…she came to me,” he said, half proudly, half apprehensively. “I wouldn’t want to fail her; I hardly know…”He pulled himself together. “Excuse me, Backmaker. My daughter is high-strung. I fear I’m allowing concern to interfere with our conversation.”


    “Not at all, sir,” I said. “I’m very tired; if you’ll excuse me…”


    “Of course, of course,” he answered gratefully. “Ace will show you your room. Sleep well—we’ll talk more tomorrow. And Ace—come back here afterward, will you?”


    Barbara Haggerwells had both Dorn and her father well cowed, I thought as I lay awake. Clearly she could brook not even the suspicion of rivalry, even when it was entirely imaginary. It would be rather frightening to be her father, or—as I suspected Ace might be—her lover, and subject to her tyrannical dominance.


    But it was neither Barbara nor overstimulation from the full day which caused my insomnia. A torment, successfully suppressed for hours, invaded me. Connecting the trip of the Escobars—“attached to the Spanish legation”— with the counterfeit pesetas was pure fantasy. But what is logic? I could not argue myself into reasonableness. I could not quench my feeling of responsibility with ridicule nor convincingly charge myself with perverse conceit in magnifying my trivial errands into accountability for all that flowed from the Grand Army—for much which might have flowed from the Grand Army. Guilty men cannot sleep because they feel guilty. It is the feeling, not the abstract guilt which keeps them awake.


    Nor could I pride myself on my chivalry in rescuing distressed maidens. I had only done what was unavoidable, grudgingly, without warmth or charity. There was no point in being aggrieved by Barbara’s misinterpretation with its disastrous consequences to my ambitions. I had not freely chosen to help; I had no right to resent a catastrophe which should properly have followed a righteous choice.


    At last I slept, only to dream Barbara Haggerwells was a great fish pursuing me over endless roads on which my feet bogged in clinging, tenacious mud. Opening my mouth to shout for help was useless; nothing came forth but a croak which sounded faintly like my mother’s favorite “Gumption!”


    In the clear autumn morning my notions of the night dwindled, even if they failed to disappear entirely. By the time I was dressed Ace Dorn showed up; we went to the kitchen where Ace introduced me to a middle-aged man, Hiro Agati, whose close-cut stiff black hair stood perfectly and symmetrically erect all over his head.


    “Dr. Agati’s a chemist,” remarked Ace, “condemned to be head chef for a while on account of being too good a cook.”


    “Believe that,” said Agati, “and you’ll believe anything. Truth is they always pick on chemists for hard work. Physicists like Ace never soil their hands. Well, so long as you can’t eat with the common folk, what’ll you have, eggs or eggs?”


    Agati was the first Oriental I’d ever seen. The great anti-Chinese massacres of the 1890s, which generously included Japanese and indeed all with any sign of the epicanthic eye fold, had left few Asians to have descendants in the United States. I’m afraid I stared at him more than was polite, but he was evidently used to such rudeness for he paid no attention.


    “They finally got the girl to sleep,” Ace informed me. “Had to give her opium. No report yet this morning.”


    “Oh,” I said lamely, conscious I should have asked after her without waiting for him to volunteer the news. “Oh. Do you suppose we’ll find out who she is?”


    “Mr. H. telegraphed the sheriff first thing. It’ll all depend how interested he is, and that’s not likely to be very. What’s to drink, Hiro?”


    “Imitation tea, made from dried weeds; imitation coffee made from burnt barley. Which’ll you have?”


    I didn’t see why he stressed the imitation; genuine tea and coffee were drunk only by the very rich. Most people preferred “tea” because it was less obnoxious than the counterfeit coffee. Perversely, I said, “Coffee, please.”


    He set a large cup of brown liquid before me which had a tantalizing fragrance quite different from that given off by the beverage I was used to. I added milk and tasted, aware he was watching my reaction.


    “Why,” I exclaimed, “this is different. I never had anything like it in my life. It’s wonderful.”


    “C8 H10 O2,” said Agati with an elaborate air of indifference. “Synthetic. Specialty of the house.”


    “So chemists are good for something after all,” remarked Ace.


    “Give us a chance,” said Agati; “we could make beef out of wood and silk out of sand.”


    “You’re a physicist like B—like Miss Haggerwells?” I asked Ace.


    “I’m a physicist, but not like Barbara. No one is. She’s a genius. A great creative genius.”


    “Chemists create,” said Agati sourly; “physicists sit and think about the universe.”


    “Like Archimedes,” said Ace.


    * * * *


    How shall I write of Haggershaven as my eyes first saw it twenty-two years ago? Of the rolling acres of rich plowed land, interrupted here and there by stone outcroppings worn smooth and round by time, and trees in woodlots or standing alone strong and unperturbed? Of the main building, grown by fits and starts from the original farmhouse into a great, rambling eccentricity, stopping short of monstrosity only by its complete innocence of pretense? Shall I describe the two dormitories, severely functional, escaping harshness because they had not been built by carpenters and, though sturdy enough, betrayed the amateur touch in every line? Or the cottages and apartments, two, four, at most six rooms, for the married fellows and their families? These were scattered all over, some so avid for privacy that one could pass unknowing within feet of the concealing trees or shrubbery, others bold in the sunshine on knolls or in hollows.


    I could tell of the small shops, the miniature laboratories, the inadequate observatory, the heterogeneous assortment of books which was both less and more than a library, the dozens of outbuildings. But these things were not the Haven. They were merely the least of its possessions. For Haggershaven was not a material place at all, but a spiritual freedom. Its limits were only the limits of what its fellows could do or think or inquire. It was circumscribed only by the outside world, not by internal rules and taboos, competition or curriculum.


    Most of this I could see for myself, much of it was explained by Ace. “But how can you afford the time to take me all around this way?” I asked. “I must be interfering with your own work.”


    He grinned. “This is my period to be guide, counselor, and friend to those who’ve strayed in here, wittingly or un. Don’t worry, after you’re a fellow you’ll get told off for all the jobs, from shoveling manure to gilding weathercocks.”


    I sighed. “The chances of my getting to be a fellow are minus nothing. Especially after last night.”


    He didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “Barbara’ll come out of it. She’s not always that way. As her father says, she’s high-strung, and she’s been working madly. And to tell the truth,” he went on in a burst of frankness, “she really doesn’t get on too well with other women. She has a masculine mind.”


    I have often noticed that men not strikingly brilliant themselves attribute masculine minds to intelligent women on the consoling assumption that feminine minds are normally inferior. Ace, however, was manifestly innocent of any attempt to patronize.


    “Anyway,” he concluded, “she has only one vote.”


    I didn’t know whether to take this as a pledge of support or mere politeness. “Isn’t it wasteful, assigning a chemist like Dr. Agati to kitchen work? Or isn’t he a good chemist?”


    “Just about the best there is. His artificial tea and coffee would bring a fortune to the Haven if there were a profitable market; even as it is it’ll bring a good piece of change. Wasteful? What would you have us do, hire cooks and servants?”


    “They’re cheap enough.”


    “Or frightfully expensive. Specialization, the division of labor, is certainly not cheap in anything but dollars and cents, and not always then. And it’s unquestionably wasteful in terms of equality. And I don’t think there’s anyone at the Haven who isn’t an egalitarian.”


    “But you do specialize and divide labor. Don’t tell me you swap your physics for Agati’s chemistry.”


    “In a way we do. Of course, I don’t set up as an experimenter, any more than he does as a speculator. But there have been plenty of times I’ve worked under his direction when he needed an assistant who didn’t know anything but had a strong back.”


    “All right,” I said, “but I still don’t see why you can’t hire a cook and some dishwashers.”


    “Where would our equality be then? What would happen to our fellowship?”


    Haggershaven’s history, which I got little by little, was more than a link with the past; it was a possible hint of what might have been if the War of Southron Independence had not interrupted the American pattern. Barbara’s great-great-grandfather, Herbert Haggerwells, had been a Confederate major from North Carolina who, as conquerors sometimes do, had fallen in love with the then fat Pennsylvania countryside. After the war he had put everything—not much by Southron standards, but a fortune in depreciated, soon to be repudiated, United States greenbacks—into the farm which later formed the nucleus of Haggershaven. Then he married a local girl and transformed himself into a Northerner.


    Until I became too accustomed to notice it anymore I used to stare at his portrait in the library, picturing in idle fancy a possible meeting on the battlefield between this aristocratic gentleman with his curling mustache and daggerlike imperial and my own plebian Granpa Hodgins. But the chance of their ever having come face-to-face was much more than doubtful; I, who had studied both their likenesses, was the only link between them.


    “Hard-looking character, ay?” commented Ace. “This was painted when he was mellow; imagine him twenty years earlier. Pistols cocked and Juvenal or Horace or Seneca in the saddlebags.”


    “He was a cavalry officer, then?”


    “I don’t know. Don’t think so as a matter of fact. Saddlebags was just my artistic touch. They say he was a holy terror; discipline and all that—it sort of goes with a man on horseback. And the old Roman boys are pure deduction; he was that type. Patronized several writers and artists; you know: ‘Drop down to my estate and stay a while,’ and they stayed five or ten years.”


    But it was Major Haggerwells’s son who, seeing the deterioration of Northern colleges, had invited a few restive scholars to make their home with him. They were free to pursue their studies under an elastic arrangement which permitted them to be self-supporting through work on the farm.


    Thomas Haggerwells’s father had organized the scheme further, attracting a larger number of schoolmen who contributed greatly to the material progress of the Haven. They patented inventions, marketless at home, which brought regular royalties from more industrialized countries. Agronomists improved the Haven’s crops and took in a steady income from seed. Chemists found ways of utilizing otherwise wasted by-products; proceeds from scholarly works—and one more popular than scholarly—added to the funds. In his will, Volney Haggerwells left the properties to the fellowship.


    I suppose I expected there would be some uniformity, some basic type characterizing the fellows. Not that Barbara, or Ace, or Hiro Agati resembled a stereotype at any point, any more than I did myself, but then I was not one of the elect nor likely to be. Even after I had met more than half of them the notion persisted that there must be some stamp on them proclaiming what they were.


    Yet as I wandered about the Haven, alone or with Ace, the people I met were quite diverse, more so by far than in the everyday world. There were the ebullient and the glum, the talkative and the laconic, the bustling and the slow moving. Some were part of a family, others lived ascetically, withdrawn from the pleasures of the flesh.


    In the end I realized there was, if not a similarity, a strong bond. The fellows, conventional or eccentric, passionate or reserved, were all earnest, purposeful, and, despite individual variations, tenacious. They were, though I hesitate to use so emotional a word, dedicated. The cruel struggle and suspicion, the frantic endeavor to improve one’s own financial, social, or political standing by maiming or destroying someone else intent on the same endeavor was either unknown or so subdued as to be imperceptible at the Haven. Disagreements and jealousies existed, but they were different in kind rather than in degree from those to which I had been accustomed all my life. The pervasive fears which fostered the latter, the same fears which made lotteries and indenture frantic gambles to escape the wretchedness of life, could not circulate in the security of the Haven.


    After the scene at my arrival, I didn’t see Barbara again for some ten days. Even then it was but a glimpse, caught as she hurried in one direction and I sauntered in another. She threw me a single frigid glance and went on. Later, I was talking with Mr. Haggerwells, who had proved to be not quite an amateur of history but more than a dabbler, when, without knocking, she burst into the room.


    “Father, I—” Then she caught sight of me. “Sorry. I didn’t know you were entertaining.”


    His tone was that of one found in a guilty act. “Come in, come in, Barbara. Backmaker is after all something of a protege of yours. Urania, you know—if one may stretch the ascription a bit—encouraging Clio.”


    “Really, Father!” She was regal. Wounded, scornful, but majestic. “I’m sure I don’t know enough about self-taught pundits to sponsor them. It seems too bad they have to waste your time—”


    He flushed. “Please, Barbara. You must, you really must control…”


    Her disapproval became open anger. “Must I? Must I? And stand by while every pretentious swindler usurps your attention? Oh, I don’t ask for any special favors as your daughter; I know too well I have none coming. But I should think at least the consideration due a fellow of the Haven would prompt ordinary courtesy even where no natural affection exists!”


    “Barbara, please…Oh, my dear girl, how can you…?”


    But she was gone, leaving him distressed and me puzzled. Not at her lack of restraint but at her accusation that he lacked a father’s love for her. Nothing was clearer than his pride in her or his protective, baffled tenderness. It did not seem possible so willful a misunderstanding could be maintained.


    “You can’t judge Barbara by ordinary standards,” insisted Ace uncomfortably, when I told him what had happened.


    “I’m not judging her by any standards or at all,” I said; “I just don’t see how anyone could get things so wrong.”


    “She…Her nature needs sympathy. Lots of it. She’s never had the understanding and encouragement she ought to have.”


    “It looks the other way around to me.”


    “That’s because you don’t know the background. She’s always been lonely. From childhood. Her mother was impatient of children and never found time for her.”


    “How do you know?” I asked.


    “Why…she told me, of course.”


    “And you believed her. Without corroborative evidence. Is that what’s called the scientific attitude?”


    He stopped stock-still. “Look here, Backmaker”—a moment before I had been Hodge to him—“Look here, Backmaker, I’m damned tired of all the things people say about Barbara; the jeers and sneers and gossip by people who just aren’t good enough to breathe the same air with her, much less have the faintest notion of her mind and spirit—”


    “Come off it, Ace,” I interrupted. “I haven’t got anything against Barbara. The shoe is on the other foot. Tell her I’m all right, will you? Don’t waste time trying to convince me; I’m just trying to get along.”


    It was clear, not only from the slips which evaded Ace’s guard, but from less restrained remarks by other fellows, that Barbara’s tortured jealousy was a fixture of her character. She had created feuds, slandered and reviled fellows who had been guilty of nothing except trying to interest her father in some project in which she herself was not concerned. I learned much more also, much Ace had no desire to convey. But he was a poor hand at concealing anything, and it was clear he was helplessly subject to her, but without the usual kindly anesthetic of illusion. I guessed he had enjoyed her favors, but she evidently didn’t bother to hide the fact that the privilege was not exclusive; perhaps indeed she insisted on his knowing. I gathered she was a fiercely moral polyandrist, demanding absolute fidelity without offering the slightest hope of reciprocal single-mindedness.


    XII.


    MORE OF HAGGERSHAVEN


    Among the fellows was an Oliver Midbin, a student of what he chose to call the new and revolutionary science of emotional pathology. Tall and thin, with an incongruous little potbelly like an enlarged and far-slipped Adam’s apple, he pounced on me as a ready-made and captive audience for his theories.


    “Now this case of pseudo-aphonia—”


    “He means the dumb girl,” explained Ace, aside.


    “Nonsense. Dumbness is not even the statement of a symptom, but a very imperfect description. Pseudoaphonia. Purely of an emotional nature. Of course, if you take her to some medical quack he’ll convince himself and you and certainly her that there’s an impairment, or degeneration, or atrophy of the vocal cords—”


    “I’m not the girl’s guardian, Mr. Midbin—”


    “Doctor. Philosophiae, Gottingen. Trivial matter.”


    “Excuse me, Dr. Midbin. Anyway, I’m not her guardian so I’m not taking her anywhere. But, just as a theoretical question, suppose examination did reveal physical damage?”


    He appeared delighted and rubbed his hands together. “Oh, it would. I assure you it would. These fellows always find what they’re looking for. If your disposition is sour they’ll find warts on your duodenum. In a postmortem. In a postmortem. Whereas emotional pathology deals with the sour disposition and lets the warts, if any, take care of themselves. Matter is a function of the mind. People are dumb or blind or deaf for a purpose. Now what purpose can the girl have for muteness?”


    “No conversation?” I suggested. I didn’t doubt Midbin was an authority, but his manner made flippancy almost irresistible.


    “I shall find out,” he said firmly. “This is bound to be a simpler maladjustment than Barbara’s—”


    “Aw, come on,” protested Ace.


    “Nonsense, Dorn, obscurantic nonsense. Reticence is a necessary ingredient of those medical ethics by which the quacks conceal incompetence. Mumbo jumbo to keep the layman from asking annoying questions. Priestly, not scientific approach. Art and mystery of phlebotomy. Don’t hold back knowledge; publish it to the world.”


    “I think Barbara wouldn’t want her private thoughts published to the world. You have to draw the line somewhere.”


    Midbin put his head on one side and looked at Ace as though he were difficult to see. “Now that’s interesting, Dorn,” he said; “I wonder what turns a seeker after knowledge into a censor.”


    “Are you going to start exploring my emotional pathology now?”


    “Not interesting enough; not nearly interesting enough. Diagnosis while you wait; treatment in a few easy installments. Barbara now—there’s a really beautiful case. Beautiful case; years of treatment and little sign of improvement. Of course, she wouldn’t want her thoughts known. Why? Because she’s happy with her hatred for her dead mother. Shocking to Mrs. Grundy; doubly ditto to Mister. Exaggerated possessiveness toward her father makes her miserable. Thoughts known, misery ventilated: shame, condemnation, fie, fie. Her fantasy—”


    “Midbin!”


    “Her fantasy of going back to childhood (fascination; adult employs infantile time sequence, infantile magic, infantile hatreds) in order to injure her mother is a sick notion she cherishes the way a dog licks a wound. But without analogous therapy. Ventilate it. Ventilate it. Now this girl’s case is bound to be simpler. Younger if nothing else. And nice, overt symptoms. Bring her around tomorrow and we’ll begin.”


    “Me?” I asked.


    “Who else? You’re the only one she doesn’t seem to distrust.”


    It was annoying to have the girl’s puppylike devotion observed and commented on. I realized she saw me as the only connection, however tenuous, with a normal past; I had assumed she would turn naturally after a few days to the women who took such open pleasure in fussing over her affliction. However, she merely suffered their attentions; no matter how I tried to avoid her she sought me out, running to me with muted cries which should have been touching but were only painful.


    Mr. Haggerwells’s telegram to the sheriff’s office at York had brought the reply that a deputy sheriff would visit the Haven “when time permitted.” He had also telegraphed the Spanish legation who answered they knew no other Escobars than Don Jaime and his wife. The girl might be a servant or a stranger; it was no concern of His Most Catholic Majesty.


    The school uniform made it unlikely she was a servant but beyond this, little was deducible. She did not respond to questions in either Spanish or English, and it was impossible to tell if she understood their meaning, for her blank expression remained unchanged. When offered pencil and paper she handled them curiously, then let them slide to the floor.


    I wondered briefly if perhaps her intelligence was slightly subnormal, but this was met by a firm, even belligerent denial from Midbin, whose conclusion was confirmed, at least in my opinion, by her apparently excellent coordination, her personal neatness and fastidiousness which were far more delicate than any I’d been accustomed to.


    Midbin’s method of treatment smacked of the mystical. His subjects were supposed to relax on a couch and say whatever came into their minds. At least this was the clearest part of the explanation he gave when I rebelliously escorted the girl to his “office,” a large, bare room decorated only by some old European calendars by the popular academician, Picasso. The couch was a cot which Midbin himself used more conventionally at night.


    “All right,” I said, “just how are you going to manage?”


    “Convince her everything’s all right and I’m not going to hurt her.”


    “Sure,” I agreed. “Sure. Only how?”


    He gave me one of his head-on-shoulder looks and turned to the girl who waited apathetically, with downcast eyes. “You lie down,” he suggested.


    “Me? I’m not dumb.”


    “Pretend you are. Lie down, close your eyes, say the first thing on your tongue. Without stopping to think about it.”


    “How can I say anything if I’m pretending to be dumb?” Grudgingly I complied, fancying a faint look of curiosity passing over the too-placid face. “‘No man bathes twice in the same stream,’” I muttered.


    He made me repeat the performance several times, then by pantomime urged her to imitate me. It was doubtful if she understood; in the end we nudged her gently into the required position. There was no question of relaxation; she lay there warily, tense and stiff even with her eyes closed.


    The whole business was so manifestly useless and absurd, to say nothing of being undignified, that I was tempted to walk out on it. Only ignoble calculation on Midbin’s voting for my acceptance in the Haven kept me there.


    Looking at the form stretched out so rigidly, I could not but admit again that the girl was beautiful. But the admission was dispassionate; the beauty was abstract and neutral, the lovely young lines evoked no lust. I felt only vexation because her plight kept me from the wonders of Haggershaven.


    “What good can this possibly do?” I burst out after ten fruitless minutes. “You’re trying to find out why she can’t talk, and she can’t talk to tell you why she can’t talk.”


    “Science explores all methods of approach,” Midbin answered loftily; “I’m searching for a technique which will reach her. Bring her back tomorrow.”


    I swallowed my annoyance and started out. The girl jumped up and pressed close to my side. Outdoors the air was crisp; I felt her suppress a slight shiver. “Now I suppose I’ll have to take you where it’s warm or find a wrap for you,” I scolded irritably. “I don’t know why I have to be your nursemaid.”


    She whimpered very softly, and I was remorseful. None of this was her fault; my callousness was inexcusable. But if she could only attach herself to some other protector and leave me alone…


    As one about to be banished I tried to cram everything into short days. I realized that these autumn weeks, spent in casual conversation or joining the familiar preparations for rural winter, were a period of thorough and critical probation. There was little I could do to sway the decision beyond the exhibition of an honest willingness to turn to whatever work needed doing and to repeat, whenever the opportunity offered, that Haggershaven was literally a revelation to me, an island of civilization in the midst of a chaotic and savage sea. My dream was to make a landfall there.


    Certainly my meager background and scraps of reading would not persuade the men and women of the Haven; I could only hope they might divine some promise in me. Against this hope I put Barbara’s enmity, a hostility now exacerbated by rage at Oliver Midbin for daring to devote to another, particularly another woman, the attention which had been her due, and the very technique used for her. I knew her persistence, and I could not doubt she would move enough of the fellows to insure my rejection.


    The gang which had been operating in the vicinity, presumably the same one I had encountered, moved on. At least no further crimes were attributed to it. Once they were gone, Deputy Sheriff Beasley finally found time to visit Haggershaven in response to the telegram. He had evidently been there before without attaining much respect on either side. I got the distinct impression he would have preferred a more formal examination than the one which took place in Mr. Haggerwells’s study, with fellows drifting in and out, interrupting the proceedings with comments of their own.


    I think he doubted the girl’s dumbness. He barked his questions so loudly and brusquely they would have terrified a far more securely poised individual. She promptly went into dry hysterics, whereupon he turned his attention to me.


    I was apprehensive lest his questions explore my life with Tyss and my connection with the Grand Army, but apparently one’s mere presence at Haggershaven indicated an innocence not unrelated to idiocy, at least so far as the more popular crimes were concerned. My passage of the York road and all the events leading up to it were outside his interest; he wanted only a succinct story of the holdup, reminding me of the late Colonel Tolliburr in his assumption that the lay eye ought normally to be photographic of the minutest detail.


    He was clearly dissatisfied with my account and left grumbling that it would be more to the point if bookworms learned to identify a man properly, instead of logarithms or trigonometry. I didn’t see exactly how this applied to me, since I was laudably ignorant of both subjects.


    If Officer Beasley was disappointed, Midbin was enchanted. Of course, he had heard my narrative before, but this was the first time he’d savored its possible impact on the girl.


    “You see, her pseudo-aphonia is neither congenital nor of long standing. All logic leads to the conclusion that it’s the result of her terror during the experience. She must have wanted to scream, it must have been almost impossible for her not to scream, but for her very life she dared not. The instinctive, automatic reaction was the one she could not allow herself. She had to remain mute while she watched the murders.”


    For the first time it seemed possible there was more to Midbin than his garrulity.


    “She crushed back that natural, overwhelming impulse,” he went on. “She had to; her life depended on it. It was an enormous effort, and the effect on her was in proportion; she achieved her object too well; when it was safe for her to speak again she couldn’t.”


    It all sounded so plausible it was some time before I thought to ask him why she didn’t appear to understand what we said, or why she didn’t write anything when she was handed pencil and paper.


    “Communication,” he answered. “She had to cut off communication, and once cut off it’s not easy to restore. At least that’s one aspect. Another is more tricky. The holdup happened more than a month ago, but do you suppose the affected mind reckons so precisely? Is a precise reckoning possible? Duration may, for all we know, be an entirely subjective thing. Yesterday for you may be today for me. We recognize this to some extent when we speak of hours passing slowly or quickly. The girl may still be undergoing the agony of repressing her screams; the holdup, the murders, are not in the past for her, but the present. They are taking place in a long drawn out instant of time which may never end during her life. And if this is so, is it any wonder she is unable to relax, to let down her guard long enough to realize that the present is present and the crisis is past?”


    He pressed his middle thoughtfully. “Now, if it is possible to re-create in her mind by stimulus from without rather than by evocation from within the conditions leading up to and through the climacteric, she would have a chance to vent the emotions she was forced to swallow. She might, I don’t say she would, she might speak again.”


    I understood such a process would necessarily be lengthy, but as time passed I saw no indication he was reaching her at all, much less that he was getting any results. One of the Spanish-speaking fellows, a botanist who came and went from the Haven at erratic intervals, translated my account of our meeting and read parts of it to the recumbent girl, following Midbin’s excited stage directions and interpolations. Nothing happened.


    Outside the futile duty of coaxing the girl to participate in Midbin’s sessions I had no obligations except those I took upon myself or could persuade others to delegate to me. Hiro Agati declared me hopelessly incompetent to help him in the kiln he had set up to make “hard glass,” a thick substance he hoped might take the place of cast iron in such things as woodstoves, or clay tile in flues. He conceded I was not entirely useless in the small garden surrounding their cottage where he, Mrs. Agati—an architect, much younger than her husband and extremely diminutive—and their three children spent their spare time transplanting, rearranging, or preparing for the following season.


    Dr. Agati was not only the first American Japanese I had ever met; his was the first family I had known who broke the unwritten rule of having only one child. Both he and Kimi Agati seemed unaware of the stern injunctions by Whigs and Populists alike that disaster would follow if the population of the country increased too fast. Fumio and Eiko didn’t care, while Yoshio, at two, was just not interested.


    The Agatis represented for me one more pang at the thought of banishment from the Haven. Since I knew neither chemistry nor architecture, our conversation had limits, but this was no drawback to the pleasure I took in their company. Often, after I was assured I was welcome there, I sat reading or simply silent while Hiro worked, the children ran in and out, and Kimi, who was conservative and didn’t care for chairs, sat comfortably on the floor and sketched or calculated stresses.


    Gradually I progressed from the stage where I wanted decision on my application postponed as long as possible to one where I was impatient to have it over and done with. “Why?” asked Hiro. “Suspense is the condition we live in all our lives.”


    “Well, but there are degrees. You know about what you will be doing next year.”


    “Do I? What guarantees have I? The future is happily veiled. When I was your age I despaired because no one would accept the indenture of a Japanese. (We are still called Japanese even though our ancestors migrated at the time of the abortive attempt to overthrow the Shogunate and restore the Mikado in 1868.) Suspense instead of certainty would have been a pleasure.”


    “Anyway,” said Kimi practically, “it may be months before the next meeting.”


    “What do you mean? Isn’t there a set time for such business?” Sure there must be, I had never dared ask the exact date.


    Hiro shook his head. “Why should there be? The next time the fellows pass on an appropriation or a project, we’ll decide whether there’s room for a historian.”


    “But…as Kimi says, it might not be for months.”


    “Or it might be tomorrow,” replied Hiro.


    “Don’t worry, Hodge,” said Fumio, “Papa will vote for you, and Mother, too.”


    Hiro grunted.


    When it did come it was anticlimactic. Hiro, Midbin, and several others with whom I’d scarcely exchanged a word recommended me, and Barbara simply ignored my existence. I was a full fellow of Haggershaven, with all the duties and privileges appertaining. I was also securely at home for the first time since I left Wappinger Falls more than six years before. I knew that in all its history few had ever cut themselves off from the Haven, still fewer had ever been asked to resign.


    At a modest celebration in the big kitchen that night, the Haven revealed more of the talents it harbored. Hiro produced a gallon of liquor he had distilled from sawdust and called cellusaki. Mr. Haggerwells pronounced it fit for a cultivated palate, following with an impromptu discourse on drinking through the ages. Midbin sampled enough of it to imitate Mr. Haggerwells’s lecture and then, as an inspired afterthought, to demonstrate how Mr. Haggerwells might mimic Midbin’s parody. Ace and three others sang ballads; even the dumb girl, persuaded to sip a little of the cellusaki under the disapproving eyes of her self-appointed guardians, seemed to become faintly animated. If anyone noted the absence of Barbara Haggerwells, no one commented on it.


    Fall became winter. Surplus timber was hauled in from the woodlots and the lignin extracted by compressed air, a method perfected by one of the fellows. Lignin was the fuel used in our hot water furnaces, and it provided the gas for the reflecting jets which magnified a tiny flame into strong illumination. All of us took part in this work, but just as I had not been able to help Hiro to his satisfaction in the laboratory, so here too my ineptness with things mechanical soon caused me to be set to more congenial tasks in the stables.


    I did not repine at this, for though I was delighted with the society of the others, I found it pleasurable to be alone, to sort out my thoughts, to slow down to the rhythm of the heavy Percherons or enjoy the antics of the two young foals. The world and time were somewhere shut outside; I felt contentment so strong as to be beyond satisfaction or any active emotion.


    I was currying a dappled mare one afternoon and reflecting how the steam plow used on the great wheat ranches of British America deprived the farmers not merely of fertilizer but also of companionship, when Barbara, her breath still cloudy from the cold outside, came in and stood behind me. I made an artificial cowlick on the mare’s flank, then brushed it glossy smooth again.


    “Hello,” she said.


    “Uh…Hello, Miss Haggerwells.”


    “Must you, Hodge?”


    I roughed up the mare’s flank once more. “Must I what? I’m afraid I don’t understand.”


    She came close, as close as she had in the bookstore, and I felt my breath quicken. “I think you do. Why do you avoid me? And call me ‘Miss Haggerwells’ in that prim tone? Do I look so old and ugly and forbidding?”


    This, I thought, is going to hurt Ace. Poor Ace, befuddled by a Jezebel; why can’t he attach himself to a nice quiet girl who won’t tear him in pieces every time she follows her inclinations?


    I smoothed the mare’s side for the last time and put down the currycomb.


    “I think you are the most exciting woman I’ve ever met, Barbara,” I said.


    XIII.


    TIME


    “Hodge.”


    “Barbara?”


    “Is it really true you’ve never written your mother since you left home?”


    “Why should I write her? What could I say? Perhaps if my first plans had come to something, I might have. But to tell her I worked for six years for nothing would only confirm her opinion of my lack of gumption.”


    “I wonder if your ambitions in the end don’t amount to a wish to prove her wrong.”


    “Now you sound like Midbin,” I said, but I wasn’t annoyed. I much preferred her present questions to those I’d heard from her in the past weeks: Do you love me? Are you sure? Really love, I mean; more than any other woman? Why?


    “Oliver has had accidental flashes of insight.”


    “Aren’t you substituting your own for what you think might be my motives?”


    “My mother hated me,” she stated flatly.


    “Well, it isn’t a world where love is abundant; substitutes are cheap and available. But hate—that’s a strong word. How do you know?”


    “I know. What does it matter how? I’m not unfeeling, like you.”


    “Me? Now what have I done?”


    “You don’t care about anyone. Not me or anyone else. You don’t want me; just any woman would do.”


    I considered this. “I don’t think so, Barbara—”


    “See! You don’t think so. You’re not sure, and anyway you wouldn’t hurt my feelings needlessly. Why don’t you be honest and tell the truth. You’d just as soon it was that streetwalker in New York. Maybe you’d rather. You miss her, don’t you?”


    “Barbara, I’ve told you a dozen times I never—”


    “And I’ve told you a dozen times you’re a liar! I don’t care. I really don’t care.”


    “All right.”


    “How can you be so phlegmatic? So unfeeling? Nothing means anything to you. You’re a real, stolid peasant. And you smell like one, too, always reeking of the stable.”


    “I’m sorry,” I said mildly; “I’ll try to bathe more often.”


    Her taunts and jealous fits, her insistent demands did not ruffle me. I was too pleased with the wonders of life to be disturbed. All I’d dreamed Haggershaven could mean when I was sure I would never be part of it was fulfilled and more than fulfilled. Haggershaven and Barbara; Eden and Lilith.


    At first it seemed the bookstore years were wasted, but I soon realized the value of that catholic and serendipitous reading as a preparation for this time. I was momentarily disappointed that there was no one at the Haven to whom I could turn for that personal, face-to-face, student-teacher relationship on which I’d set so great a store, but if there was no historical scholar among the fellows to tutor me, I was surrounded by those who had learned the discipline of study. There was none to discuss the details of the Industrial Revolution or the failure of the Ultramontane movement in Catholicism and the policies of Popes Adrian VII, VIII, and IX, but all could show me scheme and method. I began to understand what thorough exploration of a subject meant as opposed to sciolism, and I threw myself into my chosen work with furious zest.


    I also began to understand the central mystery of historical theory. When and what and how and where, but the when is the least. Not chronology but relationship is ultimately what the historian deals in. The element of time, so vital at first glance, assumes a constantly more subordinate character. That the past is past becomes ever less important. Except for perspective it might as well be the present or the future or, if one can conceive it, a parallel time. I was not investigating a petrification but a fluid. Were it possible to know fully the what and how and where one might learn the why, and assuredly if one grasped the why he could place the when at will.


    During that winter I read philosophy, psychology, archaeology, anthropology. My energy and appetite were prodigious, as they needed to be. I saw the field of knowledge, not knowledge in the abstract, but things I wanted to know, things I had to know, expanding in front of me with dizzying speed while I crawled and crept and stumbled over ground I should have covered years before.


    Yet if I had studied more conventionally I would never have had the Haven or Barbara. Novelists speak lightly of gusts of passion, but it was nothing less than irresistible force which drove me to her, day after day. Looking back on what I had felt for Tirzah Vame with the condescension twenty-four has toward twenty, I saw my younger self only as callow, boyish, and slightly obtuse. I was embarrassed by the torments I had suffered.


    With Barbara I lived only in the present, shutting out past and future. This was only partly due to the intensity, the fierceness of our desire; much came from Barbara’s own troubled spirit. She herself was so avid, so demanding, that yesterday and tomorrow were irrelevant to the insistent moment. The only thing saving me from enslavement like poor Ace was the belief, correct or incorrect I am to this day not certain, that to yield the last vestige of detachment and objectivity would make me helpless, not just before her, but to accomplish my ever more urgent ambitions.


    Still I know much of my reserve was unnecessary, a product of fear, not prudence. I denied much I could have given freely and without harm; my guard protected what was essentially empty. My fancied advantage over Ace, based on my having always had an easy, perhaps too easy way with women, was no advantage at all. I foolishly thought myself master of the situation because her infidelities, if such a word can be used where faithfulness is explicitly ruled out, did not bother me. I believed I had grown immensely wise since the time when the prospect of Tirzah’s rejection had made me miserable.


    I was wrong; my sophistication was a lack, not an achievement.


    Do I need to say that Barbara was no wanton, moved by light and fickle voluptuousness? The puritanism of our time, expressing itself in condemnations and denials, molded her as it molded our civilization. She was driven by urges deeper and darker than sensuality; her mad jealousies were provoked by an unappeasable need for constant reassurance. She had to be dominant, she had to be courted by more than one man; she had to be told constantly what she could never truly believe: that she was uniquely desired.


    I wondered that she did not burn herself out, not only with conflicting passions, but with her fury of work. Sleep was a weakness she despised, yet she craved far more of it than she allowed herself; she rationed her hours of unconsciousness and drove herself relentlessly. Ace’s panegyrics on her importance as a physicist I discounted, but older and more objective colleagues spoke of her mathematical concepts, not merely with respect, but with awe.


    She did not discuss her work with me; our intimacy stopped short of such exchanges. I got the impression she was seeking the principles of heavier-than-air flight, a chimera which had long intrigued inventors. It seemed a pointless pursuit, for it was manifest such levitation could no more replace our safe, comfortable guided balloons than minibiles could replace the horse.


    Spring made all of us single-minded farmers until the fields were plowed and sown. No one grudged these days, for the Haven’s economic life was based first of all on its land, and we were happy in the work itself. Not until the most feverish competition with time began to slacken could we return to our regular activities.


    I say “all of us,” but I must except the dumb girl. She greeted the spring with the nearest approach to cheerfulness she had displayed; there was a distinct lifting of her apathy. Unexpectedly she revealed a talent which had survived the shock to her personality or had been resurrected like the pussywillows and crocuses by the warm sun. She was a craftsman with needle and thread. Timidly at first, but gradually growing bolder, she contrived dresses of gayer and gayer colors in place of the drab school uniform; always, on the completion of a new creation, running to me as though to solicit my approval.


    This innocent if embarrassing custom could hardly escape Barbara’s notice, but her anger was directed at me, not the girl. My “devotion” was not only absurd, she told me, it was also conspicuous and degrading. My taste was inexplicable, running as it did to immature, deranged cripples.


    Naturally when the girl took up the habit of coming to the edge of the field where I was plowing, waiting gravely motionless for me to drive the furrow toward her, I anticipated still further punishment from Barbara’s tongue. The girl was not to be swayed from her practice; at least I did not have the heart to speak roughly to her, and so she daily continued to stand through the long hours watching me plow, bringing me a lunch at noon, and docilely sharing a small portion of it.


    The planting done, Midbin began the use of a new technique, showing her drawings of successive stages of the holdup, again nagging and pumping me for details to sharpen their accuracy. Her reactions pleased him immensely, for she responded to the first ones with nods and the throaty sounds we recognized as understanding or agreement. The scenes of the assault itself, of the shooting of the coachman, the flight of the footman, and her own concealment in the cornfield, evoked whimpers, while the brutal depiction of the Escobars’ murder made her cower and cover her eyes.


    I suppose I am not particularly tactful; still I had been careful not to mention any of this to Barbara. Midbin, however, after a very gratifying reaction to one of the drawings, said casually, “Barbara hasn’t been here for a long time. I wish she would come back.”


    When I repeated this she stormed at me. “How dare you discuss me with that ridiculous fool?”


    “You’ve got it all wrong. There wasn’t any discussion. Midbin only said—”


    “I know what Oliver said. I know his whole silly vocabulary.”


    “He only wants to help you.”


    “Help me? Help me? What’s wrong with me?”


    “Nothing, Barbara. Nothing.”


    “Am I dumb or blind or stupid?”


    “Please, Barbara.”


    “Just unattractive. I know. I’ve seen you with that creature. How you must hate me to flaunt her before everyone!”


    “You know I only go with her to Midbin’s because he insists.”


    “What about your little lovers’ meetings in the woodlot when you were supposed to be plowing? Do you think I didn’t know about them?”


    “Barbara, I assure you they were perfectly harmless. She—”


    “You’re a liar. More than that, you’re a sneak and a hypocrite. Yes, and a mean, crawling sycophant as well. I know you must detest me, but it suits you to suffer me because of the Haven. I’m not blind; you’ve used me, deliberately and calculatedly for your own selfish ends.”


    Midbin could explain and excuse her outbursts by his “emotional pathology,” Ace accepted and suffered them as inescapable, so did her father, but I saw no necessity of being always subject to her tantrums. I told her so, adding, not too heatedly I think, “Maybe we shouldn’t see each other alone after this.”


    She stood perfectly immobile and silent, as if I were still speaking. “All right,” she said at last. “All right, yes…yes. Don’t.”


    Her apparent calm deceived me completely; I smiled with relief.


    “That’s right, laugh. Why shouldn’t you? You have no feelings, no more than you have an intelligence. You are an oaf, a clod, a real bumpkin. Standing there with a silly grin on your face. Oh, I hate you! How I hate you!”


    She wept, she shrilled, she rushed at me and then turned away, crying she hadn’t meant it, not a word of it. She cajoled, begging forgiveness for all she’d said, tearfully promising to control herself after this, moaning that she needed me, and finally, when I didn’t repulse her, exclaiming it was her love for me which tormented her so and drove her to such scenes. It was a wretched, degrading moment, and not the least of its wretchedness and degradation was that I recognized the erotic value of her abjection. Detachedly I might pity, fear, or be repelled; at the same time I had to admit her sudden humility was exciting.


    Perhaps this storm changed our relationship for the better, or at least eased the constraint between us. At any rate it was after this she began speaking to me of her work, putting us on a friendlier, less furious plane. I learned now how completely garbled was my notion of what she was doing.


    “Heavier-than-air flying machines!” she cried. “How utterly absurd!”


    “All right. I didn’t know.”


    “My work is theoretical. I’m not a vulgar mechanic.”


    “All right, all right.”


    “I’m going to show that time and space are aspects of the same entity.”


    “All right,” I said, thinking of something else.


    “What is time?”


    “Uh?…Dear Barbara, since I don’t know anything I can slide gracefully out of that one. I couldn’t even begin to define time.”


    “Oh, you could probably define it all right—in terms of itself. I’m not dealing with definitions but concepts.”


    “All right, conceive.”


    “Hodge, like all stuffy people your levity is ponderous.”


    “Excuse me. Go ahead.”


    “Time is an aspect.”


    “So you mentioned. I once knew a man who said it was an illusion. And another who said it was a serpent with its tail in its mouth.”


    “Mysticism.” The contempt with which she spoke the word brought a sudden image of Roger Tyss saying “metaphysics” with much the same inflection. “Time, matter, space, and energy are all aspects of the cosmic entity. Interchangeable aspects. Theoretically it should be possible to translate matter into terms of energy and space into terms of time; matter-energy into space-time.”


    “It sounds so simple I’m ashamed of myself.”


    “To put it so crudely the explanation is misleading: suppose matter is resolved into its component…”


    “Atoms?” I suggested, since she seemed at loss for a word.


    “No, atoms are already too individualized, too separate. Something more fundamental than atoms. We have no word because we can’t quite grasp the concept yet. Essence, perhaps, or the theological ‘spirit.’ If matter . .


    “A man?”


    “Man, turnip, or chemical compound,” she answered impatiently; “if resolved into its essence it can presumably be reassembled, another wrong word, at another point of the time-space fabric.”


    “You mean…like yesterday?”


    “No—and yes. What is ‘yesterday’? A thing? An aspect? An idea? Or a relationship? Oh, words are useless things; even with mathematical symbols you can hardly…But someday I’ll establish it. Or lay the groundwork for my successors. Or the successors of my successors.”


    I nodded. Midbin was at least half right; Barbara was emotionally sick. For what was this “theory” of hers but the rationalization of a daydream, the daydream of discovering a process for reaching back through time to injure her dead mother and so steal all of her father’s affections?


    XIV.


    MIDBIN’S EXPERIMENT


    At the next meeting of the fellows Midbin asked an appropriation for experimental work and the help of Haven members in the project. Since the extent of both requests was modest, their granting would ordinarily have been a formality. But Barbara asked politely if Dr. Midbin wouldn’t like to elaborate a little on the purposes of his experiment.


    I knew her manner was a danger signal. Nevertheless Midbin merely answered good-humoredly that he proposed to test a theory of whether an emotionally induced physical handicap could be cured by re-creating in the subject’s mind the shock which had caused—to use a loose, inaccurate term—the impediment.


    “I thought so. He wants to waste the Haven’s money and time on a little tart he’s having an affair with while important work is held up for lack of funds.”


    One of the women called out, “Oh, Barbara, no,” and there were exclamations of disapproval. I saw Kimi Agati look steadfastly down in embarrassment. Mr. Haggerwells, after trying unsuccessfully to hold Barbara’s eye, said, “I must apologize for my daughter—”


    “It’s all right,” interrupted Midbin. “I understand Barbara’s notions. I’m sure no one here really thinks there is anything improper between the girl and me. Outside of this, Barbara’s original question seems quite in order. Quite in order. Briefly, as most of you know, I’ve been trying to restore speech to a subject who lost it—again I use an inaccurate term for convenience—during an afflicting experience. Preliminary explorations indicate good probability of satisfactory response to my proposed method, which is simply to employ a kinematic camera like those used to make entertainment tinugraphs—”


    “He wants to turn the Haven into a tinugraph mill with the fellows as mummers!”


    “Only this once, Barbara, only this once. Not regularly, not as routine.”


    At this point her father insisted the request be voted on without any more discussion. I was tempted to vote with Barbara, the only dissident, for I foresaw Midbin’s tinugraph would undoubtedly rely heavily on cooperation from me, but I didn’t have the courage. Instead I merely abstained, like Midbin himself and Ace.


    The first effect of Midbin’s program was to free me from obligation, for he decided there was no point continuing the sessions with the dumb girl as before. All his time was taken up anyway with photography—no one at the Haven had specialized in it—kinematic theory, the art of pantomime, and the relative merit of different makes of cameras, all manufactured abroad.


    The girl, who had never lost her tenseness and apprehension during the interviews, nevertheless clung to the habit of being escorted to Midbin’s workroom. Since it was impossible to convey to her that the sessions were temporarily suspended, she appeared regularly, always in a dress with which she had taken manifest pains, and there was little I could do but walk her to Midbin’s and back. I was acutely conscious of the ridiculousness of these parades and expectant of retribution from Barbara afterward, so I was to some extent relieved when Midbin finally made his decision and procured camera and film.


    Now I had to set the exact scene where the holdup had taken place, not an easy thing to do, for one rise looks much like another at twilight and all look differently in daylight. Then I had to approximate the original conditions as nearly as possible. Here Midbin was partially foiled by the limitations of his medium, being forced to use the camera in full sunlight instead of at dusk.


    I dressed and instructed the actors in their parts, rehearsing and directing them throughout. The only immunity I got was Midbin’s concession that I needn’t play the role of myself, since in my early part of spectator I would be hidden anyway and the succor was omitted as irrelevant to the therapeutic purpose. Midbin himself did nothing but tend the camera.


    Any tinugraph mill would have snorted at our final product and certainly no tinugraph lyceum would have condescended to show it. After some hesitation Midbin had decided not to make a phonoto, feeling the use of sound would add no value and considerable expense, so the film didn’t even have this feature to recommend it. Fortunately for whatever involuntary professional pride was involved, no one was present at the first showing but the girl and me, Ace to work the magic lantern, and Midbin.


    In the darkened room the pictures on the screen gave— after the first minutes—such an astonishing illusion that when one of the horsemen rode toward the camera we all reflexively shrank back. Despite its amateurishness the tinugraph seemed an artistic success to us, but it was no triumph in justifying its existence. The girl reacted no differently than she had toward the drawings; if anything her response was less satisfactory. The inarticulate noises ran the same scale from dismay to terror; nothing new was added. Nevertheless Midbin, his adam’s apple working joyously up and down, slapped Ace and me on the back, predicting he’d have her talking like a politician before the year was out.


    I suppose the process was imperceptible; certainly there was no discernible difference between one showing and the next. The boring routine continued day after day, and so absolute was Midbin’s confidence that we were not too astonished after some weeks when, at the moment “Don Jaime” folded in simulated death, she fainted and remained unconscious for some time.


    After this we expected—at least Ace and I did, Midbin only rubbed his palms together—that the constraint on her tongue would be suddenly and entirely lifted. It wasn’t, but a few showings later, at the same crucial point, she screamed. It was a genuine scream, clear and piercing, bearing small resemblance to the strangling noises we were accustomed to. Midbin had been vindicated; no mute could have voiced that full, shrill cry.


    Pursuing another of his theories, he soon gave up the idea of helping her express the words in her mind in Spanish. Instead he concentrated on teaching her English. His method was primitive, consisting of pointing solemnly to objects and repeating their names in an artificial monotone.


    “She’ll have an odd way of speaking,” remarked Ace; “all nouns, singular nouns at that, said with a mouthful of pebbles. I can just imagine the happy day: ‘Man chair wall girl floor,’ and you bubbling back, ‘Carpet ceiling earth grass.’


    “I’ll supply the verbs as needed,” said Midbin; “first things first.”


    She must have been paying at least as much attention to our conversation as to his instruction for, unexpectedly, one day she pointed to me and said quite clearly, “Hodge…Hodge…”


    I was discomposed, but not with the same vexation I had felt at her habit of seeking me out and following me around. There was a faint, bashful pleasure, and a feeling of gratitude for such steadfastness.


    She must have had some grounding in English, for while she utilized the nouns Midbin had supplied, she soon added, tentatively and questioningly, a verb or adjective here and there. “I…walk…?” Ace’s fear of her acquiring Midbin’s dead inflection was groundless; her voice was low and charmingly modulated; we were enchanted listening to her elementary groping among words.


    Conversation or questioning was as yet impossible. Midbin’s “What is your name?” brought forth no response save a puzzled look and a momentary sinking back into dullness. But several weeks later she touched her breast and said shyly, “Catalina.”


    Her memory, then, was not impaired, at least not totally. There was no way of telling yet what she remembered and what self-protection had forced her to forget, for direct questions seldom brought satisfactory answers at this stage. Facts concerning herself she gave out sporadically and without relation to our curiosity.


    Her name was Catalina Garcia; she was the much younger sister of Dona Maria Escobar, with whom she lived. So far as she knew she had no other relatives. She did not want to go back to school; they had taught her to sew, they had been kind, but she had not been happy there. Please—we would not send her away from Haggershaven, would we?


    Midbin acted now like a fond parent who was both proud of his child’s accomplishments and fearful lest she be not quite ready to leave his solicitous care. He was far from satisfied at restoring her speech; he probed and searched, seeking to know what she had thought and felt during the long months of muteness.


    “I do not know, truly I do not know,” she protested toward the end of one of these examinations. “I would say, yes; sometimes I knew you were talking to me, or Hodge.” Here she looked at me steadily for an instant, to make me feel both remorseful and proud. “But it was like someone talking a long way off, so I never quite understood, nor was even sure it was I who was being spoken to. Often—at least it seemed often, perhaps it was not— often, I tried to speak, to beg you to tell me if you were real people talking to me or just part of a dream. That was very bad, because when no words came I was more afraid than ever, and when I was afraid the dream became darker and darker.”


    Afterward, looking cool and fresh and strangely assured, she came upon me while I was cultivating young corn. A few weeks earlier I would have known she had sought me out; now it might be an accident.


    “But I knew more surely when it was you who spoke, Hodge,” she said abruptly. “In my dream you were the most real.” Then she walked tranquilly away.


    Barbara, who had studiedly said nothing further about what Midbin was doing, commented one day, apparently without rancor, “So Oliver appears to have proved a theory. How nice for you.”


    “What do you mean?” I inquired guardedly. “How is it nice for me?”


    “Why, you won’t have to chaperone the silly girl all over anymore. She can ask her way around now.”


    “Oh yes, that’s right,” I mumbled.


    “And we won’t have to quarrel over her anymore,” she concluded.


    “Sure,” I said. “That’s right.”


    Mr. Haggerwells again communicated with the Spanish diplomats, recalling his original telegram and mentioning the aloof reply. He was answered in person by an official who acted as though he himself had composed the disclaiming response. Perhaps he had, for he made it quite clear that only devotion to duty made it possible to deal at all with such savages as inhabited the United States.


    He confirmed the existence of one Catalina Garcia and consulted a photograph, carefully shielded in his hand, comparing it with the features of our Catalina, at last satisfying himself they were the same. This formality finished, he spoke rapidly to Catalina in Spanish. She shook her head and looked confused. “Tell him I can hardly understand, Hodge; ask him to speak in English, please.”


    The diplomat looked furious. Midbin explained hastily that the shock which had caused her muteness had not entirely worn off. Unquestionably she would recover her full memory in time, but for the present there were still areas of forgetfulness. Her native language was part of the past, he went on, happy with a new audience, and the past was something to be pushed away since it contained the terrible moment. English on the other hand—


    “I understand,” said the diplomat stiffly, resolutely addressing none of us. “It is clear. Very well then. The Senorita Garcia is heir—heiress to an estate. Not a very big one, I regret to say. A moderate estate.”


    “You mean land and houses?” I asked curiously.


    “A moderate estate,” he repeated, looking attentively at his gloved hand. “Some shares of stock, some bonds, some cash. The details will be available to the senorita.”


    “It doesn’t matter,” said Catalina timidly.


    Having put us all, and particularly me, in our place as rude and nosy barbarians, he went on more pleasantly, “According to the records of the embassy, the senorita is not yet eighteen. As an orphan living in foreign lands she is a ward of the Spanish Crown. The senorita will return with me to Philadelphia where she will be suitably accommodated until repatriation can be arranged. I feel certain that in the proper surroundings, hearing her natural tongue, she will soon regain its use. The—ah—institution may submit a bill for board and lodging during her stay.”


    “Does he mean—take me away from here? For always?” Catalina, who had seemed so mature a moment before, suddenly acted like a frightened child.


    “He only wants to make you comfortable and take you among your own people,” said Mr. Haggerwells. “Perhaps it is a bit sudden…”


    “I can’t. Do not let him take me away. Hodge, Hodge— do not let him take me away. “


    “Senorita, you do not understand—”


    “No, no. I won’t. Hodge, Mr. Haggerwells, do not let him!”


    “But my dear—”


    It was Midbin who cut Mr. Haggerwells off. “I cannot guarantee against a relapse, even a reversion to the pseudo-aphonia if this emotional tension is maintained. I must insist that Catalina is not to continue the conversation now. “


    “No one’s going to take you away by force,” I assured her, finally finding my courage once Midbin had asserted himself.


    The official shrugged, managing to intimate in the gesture his opinion that the Haven was of a very shady character indeed and had quite possibly engineered the holdup itself.


    “If the senorita genuinely wishes to remain for the present”—a lifted eyebrow loaded the “genuinely” with meaning—“I have no authority at the moment to inquire into influences that have persuaded her. No, none at all. Nor can I remove her by—ah—I will not insist. No. Not at all.”


    “That is very understanding of you, sir,” said Mr. Haggerwells. “I’m sure everything will be all right eventually.”


    The diplomat bowed stiffly. “Of course, the—ah— institution understands it can hope for no further compensation—”


    “None has been given or asked for. None will be,” said Mr. Haggerwells in what was, for him, a sharp tone.


    The gentleman from the legation bowed. “The senorita will naturally be visited from time to time by an official. Without note—notification. She may be removed whenever His Most Catholic Majesty sees fit. And, of course, none of her estate will be released before the eighteenth birthday. The whole affair is entirely irregular.”


    After he left I reproached myself for not asking what Don Jaime’s mission had been that fateful evening, or at least for not trying to find out what his function with the Spanish legation was. Probably he could in no way be connected with the counterfeiting of the pesetas. By making no attempt to learn any facts which might have lessened the old feeling of guilty responsibility I kept it uneasily alive.


    These reproaches were pushed aside when Catalina put her head against my collarbone, sobbing with relief. “There, there,” I said, “there, there.”


    “Uncouth,” reflected Mr. Haggerwells. “Compensation indeed!”


    “Dealing with natives,” said Midbin. “Probably courteous enough to Frenchmen or Afrikanders.”


    I patted Catalina’s quivering shoulders. Child or not, now she was able to talk I had to admit I no longer found her devotion so tiresome. Though I was definitely uneasy lest Barbara discover us in this attitude.


    XV.


    GOOD YEARS


    And now I come to the period of my life which stands in such sharp contrast to what had gone before. Was it really eight years I spent at Haggershaven? The arithmetic is indisputable: I arrived in 1944 at the age of twenty-three; I left in 1952 at the age of thirty-one. Indisputable, but not quite believable; as with the happy countries which are supposed to have no history I find it hard to go over those eight years and divide them by remarkable events. They blended too smoothly, too contentedly into one another.


    Crops were harvested, stored, or marketed; the fields were plowed in the fall and again in the spring and sown anew. Three of the older fellows died, another became bedridden. Five new fellows were accepted; two biologists, a chemist, a poet, a philologist. It was to the last I played the same part Ace had to me, introducing him to the sanctuary of the Haven, seeing its security and refuge afresh and deeply thankful for the fortune that had brought me to it.


    There was no question about success in my chosen profession, not even the expected alternation of achievement and disappointment. Once started on the road I kept on going at an even, steady pace. For what would have been my doctoral thesis I wrote a paper on “The Timing of General Stuart’s Maneuvers During August 1863 in Pennsylvania.” This received flattering comment from scholars as far away as the Universities of Lima and Cambridge; because of it I was offered instructorships at highly respectable schools.


    I could not think of leaving the Haven. The world into which I had been born had never been fully revealed for what it was until I had escaped from it. Secrecy and ugliness; greed, fear, and callousness; meanness, avarice, cunning, deceit, and self-worship were as close around as the nearest farmhouses. The idea of returning to that world and of entering into daily competition with other underpaid, overdriven drudges striving fruitlessly to apply a dilute coating of culture to the unresponsive surface of unwilling students had little attraction.


    In those eight years, as I broadened my knowledge I narrowed my field. Undoubtedly it was presumptuous to take the War of Southron Independence as my specialty when there were already so many comprehensive works on the subject and so many celebrated historians engaged with this special event. However, my choice was made not out of self-importance but fascination, and undoubtedly it was the proximity of the scene which influenced the selection of my goal, the last thirteen months of the war, from General Lee’s invasion of Pennsylvania to the capitulation at Reading. I saw the whole vast design: Gettysburg, Lancaster, the siege of Philadelphia, the disastrous Union counterthrust in Tennessee, the evacuation of Washington, and finally the desperate effort to break out of Lee’s trap which ended at Reading. I could spend profitable years filling in the details.


    My monographs were published in learned Confederate and British journals—there were none in the United States—and I rejoiced when they brought attention, not so much to me as to Haggershaven. I could contribute only this notice and my physical labor; on the other hand I asked little beyond food, clothing, and shelter—just books. My field trips I took on foot, often earning my keep by casual labor for farmers, paying for access to private collections of letters or documents by indexing and arranging them.


    The time devoted to scholarship did not alone distinguish those eight years, nor even the security of the Haven. I have spoken of the simple, easy manner in which the Agatis admitted me to their friendship, but they were not the only ones with whom there grew ties of affection and understanding. With very few exceptions the fellows of Haggershaven quickly learned to shed the suspicion and aloofness, so necessary a protection elsewhere, and substitute acceptance. The result was a tranquillity I had never experienced before, so that I think of those years as set apart, a golden period, a time of perpetual warm sunshine.


    Between Barbara and me the turbulent, ambivalent passion swept back and forth, the periods of estrangement seemingly only a generating force to bring us together again. Hate and love, admiration and distaste, impatience and pity were present on both sides. Only on hers there was jealousy as well; perhaps if I had not been indifferent whenever she chose to respond to some other man she might not have felt the errant desire so strongly. Perhaps not; there was a moral urge behind her behavior. She sneered at women who yielded to such temptations. To her they were not temptations but just rewards; she did not yield, she took them as her due.


    Sometimes I wondered if her neurosis did not verge on insanity; I’m sure for her part she must often have stood off and appraised me as a mistake. I know there were many times when I wished there would be no more reconciliation between us.


    Yet no amount of thinking could cancel the swift hunger I felt in her presence or the deep mutual satisfaction of physical union. Frequently we were lovers for as long as a month before the inevitable quarrel, followed by varying periods of coolness. During the weeks of distance I remembered how she could be tender and gracious as well as ardent, just as during our intimacy I remembered her ruthlessness and dominance.


    It was not only her temperamental outbursts nor even her unappeasable craving for love and affection which thrust us apart. Impediments which, in the beginning, had appeared inconsequential assumed more importance all the time. It was increasingly hard for her to leave her work behind even for moments. She was never allowed to forget, either by her own insatiable drive or by outside acknowledgment, that she was already one of the foremost physicists in the world. She had been granted so many honorary degrees she no longer traveled to receive them; offers from foreign governments of well-paid jobs connected with their munitions industries were common. Articles were written about her equation of matter, energy, space, and time, acclaiming her as a revolutionary thinker; though she dismissed them as evaluation of elementary work, they nevertheless added to her isolation and curtailed her freedom.


    Midbin was, in his way, as much under her spell as Ace or myself. His triumph over Catalina’s dumbness he took lightly now it was accomplished; stabilizing Barbara’s emotions was the victory he wanted. She, on her side, had lost whatever respect she must have had for him in the days when she had submitted to his treatment. On the very rare occasions when the whim moved her to listen to his entreaties—usually relayed through Ace or me—and grant him time, it seemed to be only for the opportunity of making fun of his efforts. Patiently he tried new techniques of exploration and expression.


    “But it’s not much use,” he said once, dolefully; “she doesn’t want to be helped.”


    “Wanting seemed to have little to do with making Catty talk,” I pointed out. “Couldn’t you…?”


    “Make a tinugraph of Barbara’s traumatic shock? If I had the materials there would be no necessity.”


    Perhaps there was less malice in her mockery now Catty was no longer the focus of his theories about emotional pathology; perhaps she forgave him for her temporary displacement, but she did not withhold her contempt. “Oliver, you should have been a woman,” she told him; “you would have been impossible as a mother, but what a grandmother you would have made!”


    That Catty herself had in her own way as strong a will as Barbara was demonstrated in her determination to become part of Haggershaven. Her reaction to the visit of the Spanish official was translated into an unyielding program. She had gone resolutely to Thomas Haggerwells, telling him she knew quite well she had neither the aptitudes nor qualifications for admission to fellowship, nor did she ask it. All she wanted was to live in what she regarded as her only home. She would gladly do any work from washing dishes to making clothes—anything she was asked. When she came of age she would turn over whatever money she inherited to the Haven without conditions.


    He had patiently pointed out that a Spanish subject was a citizen of a far wealthier and more powerful nation than the United States; as an heiress she could enjoy the luxuries and distractions of Madrid or Havana and eventually make a suitable marriage. How silly it would be to give up all these advantages to become an unnoticed, penniless drudge for a group of cranks near York, Pennsylvania.


    “He was quite right you know, Catty,” I said, when she told me about the interview.


    She shook her head vigorously, so the loose black curls swirled back and forth. “You think so, Hodge, because you are a hard, prudent Yankee.”


    I opened my eyes rather wide; this was certainly not the description I would have applied to myself.


    “And also because you have Anglo-Saxon chivalry, always rescuing maidens in distress and thinking they must sit on a cushion after that and sew a fine seam. Well, I can sew a fine seam, but sitting on cushions would bore me. Women are not as delicate as you think, Hodge. Nor as terrifying.”


    Was this last directed toward Barbara? Perhaps Catty had claws. “There’s a difference,” I said, “between cushion-sitting and living where books and pictures and music are not regarded with suspicion.”


    “That’s right,” she agreed; “Haggershaven.”


    “No, Haggershaven is an anomaly in the United States, and in spite of everything it cannot help but be infected by the rest of the country. I meant the great, successful nations who can afford the breathing spaces for culture.”


    “But you do not go to them.”


    “No. This is my country.”


    “And it will be mine, too. After all it was made in the first place by people willing to give up luxuries. Besides you are contradicting yourself: if Haggershaven cannot avoid being infected by what is outside it, neither can any other spot. Part of the world cannot be civilized if another part is backward.”


    There was no doubt her demure expression hid stern resolution. Whatever else it hid was not so certain. Evidently Mr. Haggerwells realized the quality of her determination for eventually he proposed to the fellows that she be allowed to stay and the offer of her money be rejected. The motion was carried, with only Barbara, who spoke long and bitterly against it, voting “no.”


    In accepting Catty out of charity, the fellows unexpectedly made an advantageous bargain. Not merely because she was always eager to help, but for her specific contribution to the Haven’s economy. Before this, clothing the Haven had been a haphazard affair; suits or dresses were bought with money which would otherwise have been contributed to the general fund, or if the fellow had no outside income, by a grant from the same fund. Catty’s artistry with the needle made a revolution. Not only did she patch and mend and alter; she designed and made clothes, conveying some of her enthusiasm to the other women. The Haven was better and more handsomely clad, and a great deal of money was saved. Only Barbara refused to have her silk trousers and jackets made at home.


    It was not entirely easy to adjust to the new Catty, the busy, efficient, self-reliant creature. Her expressive voice could be enchanting even when she was speaking nonsense—and Catty rarely spoke nonsense. I don’t mean she was priggish or solemn, quite the contrary; her spontaneous laughter was quick and frequent. But she was essentially not frivolous; she felt deeply, her loyalties were strong and enduring.


    I missed her former all too open devotion to me. It had caused embarrassment, impatience, annoyance; now it was withdrawn I felt deprived and even pettish at its lack. Not that I had anything to offer in return or considered that any emotion was called for from me. Though I didn’t express it to myself so openly at the time, what I regretted was the sensually valuable docility of a beautiful woman. Of course, there was a confusion here: I was regretting what had never been, for Catty and the nameless dumb girl were different individuals. Even her always undeniable beauty was changed and heightened; what I really wanted was for the Catty of now to act like the Catty of then. And without any reciprocal gesture from me.


    The new Catty no more than the old was disingenuous or coquettish. She was simply mature, dignified, self-contained, and just a trifle amusedly aloof. Also she was very busy. She did not pretend to any interest in other men; at the same time she had clearly outgrown her childish dependence on me. She refused any competition with Barbara. When I sought her out she was there, but she made no attempt to call me to her.


    I was not so unversed that I didn’t occasionally suspect this might be a calculated tactic. But when I recalled the utter innocence of her look I reflected I would have to have a very nice conceit of myself indeed to believe the two most attractive women at Haggershaven were contending for me.


    I don’t know precisely when I began to see Catty with a predatory male eye. Doubtless it was during one of those times when Barbara and I had quarreled, and when she had called attention to Catty by accusing me of dallying with her. I was essentially as polygamous as Barbara was polyandrous or Catty monogamous; once the idea had formed I made no attempt to reject it.


    Nor, for a very long time, did I accept it in any way except academically. There are sensual values also in tantalizing, and if these values are perverse I can only say I was still immature in many ways. Additionally there must have been an element of fear of Catty, the same fear which maintained a reserve against Barbara. For the time being at least it seemed much pleasanter to talk lightly and inconsequentially with her; to laugh and boast of my progress, to discuss Haggershaven and the world, than to face our elementary relationship.


    My fourth winter at the Haven had been an unusually mild one; spring was early and wet. Kimi Agati who, with her children, annually gathered quantities of mushrooms from the woodlots and pastures, claimed this year’s supply was so large that she needed help and conscripted Catty and me. Catty protested she didn’t know a mushroom from a toadstool; Kimi immediately gave her a brief but thorough course in mycology. “And Hodge will help you; he’s a country boy.”


    “All right,” I said. “I make no guarantees though; I haven’t been a country boy for a long time.”


    “I’m not so sure,” said Kimi thoughtfully. “You two take the small southeast woodlot; Fumio can have the big pasture, Eiko the small one; Yoshi and I will pick in the west woodlot.”


    We carried a picnic lunch and nests of large baskets which were to be put by the edge of the woodlots when full; late in the afternoon a cart would pick them up and bring them in for drying. The air was warm even under the leafless branches; the damp ground steamed cosily.


    “Kimi was certainly right,” I commented. “They’re thick as can be.”


    “I don’t see…” She stooped gracefully. “Oh, is this one?”


    “Yes,” I said. “And there, and there. Not that white thing over there though.”


    We filled our first baskets without moving more than a few yards. “At this rate we’ll have them all full by noon.”


    “And go back for more?”


    “I suppose. Or just wander around.”


    “Oh…Look, Hodge—what’s this?”


    “What?”


    “This.” She showed me the puffball in her hands, looking up inquiringly.


    I looked down casually; suddenly there was nothing casual between us anymore, nor ever would be again. I looked down at a woman I wanted desperately, feverishly, immediately. The shock of desire was a weight on my chest, expelling the air from my lungs.


    “Goodness—is it some rare specimen or something?”


    “Puffball,” I managed to say. “No good.”


    I hardly spoke, I could hardly speak, as we filled our second baskets. I was sure the pounding of my heart must show through my shirt, and several times I thought I saw her looking curiously at me. “Let’s eat now,” I suggested hoarsely.


    I found a pine with low-hanging boughs and tore down enough to make a dry, soft place to sit while Catty unpacked our picnic. “Here’s an egg,” she said; “I’m starved.”


    We ate; that is, she ate and I pretended to. I was half dazed, half terrified. I watched her swift motions, the turn of her head, the clean, sharp way she bit into the food, and averted my eyes every time her glance crossed mine.


    “Well,” she murmured at last, “I suppose we mustn’t sit idle any longer. Come on, lazy; back to work.”


    “Catty,” I whispered. “Catty.”


    “What is it, Hodge?”


    “Wait.”


    Obediently she paused. I reached over and took her in my arms. She looked at me, not startled, but questioning. Just as my mouth reached hers she moved slightly so that I kissed her cheek instead of her lips. She did not struggle but lay passively, with the same questioning expression.


    I held her, pressing her against the pine boughs, and found her mouth. I kissed her eyes and throat and mouth again. Her eyes stayed open, and she did not respond. I undid the top of her dress and pressed my face between her breasts.


    “Hodge.”


    I paid no attention.


    “Hodge, wait. Listen to me. If this is what you want you know I will not try to stop you. But Hodge, be sure. Be very sure.”


    “I want you, Catty.”


    “Do you? Really want me, I mean.”


    “I don’t know what you mean. I want you.”


    But it was already too late; I had made the fatal error of pausing to listen. Angrily I moved away, picked up my basket, and sullenly began to search for mushrooms again. My hands still trembled, and there was a quiver in my legs. To complement my mood a cloud drifted across the sun and the warm woods became chilly.


    “Hodge.”


    “Yes?”


    “Please don’t be angry. Or ashamed. If you are I shall be sorry.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    She laughed. “Oh my dear Hodge. Isn’t that what men always say to women? And isn’t it always true?”


    Suddenly the day was no longer spoiled. The tension melted, and we went on picking mushrooms with a new and fresh innocence.


    After this I could no longer keep all thoughts of Catty out of the intimacy with Barbara; now for the first time her jealousy had grounds. I felt guilty toward both, not because I desired both, but because I didn’t totally desire either.


    Now, years later, I condemn myself for the lost rapturous moments; at the time I procrastinated and hesitated as though I had eternity in which to make decisions. I was, as Tyss had said, the spectator type, waiting to be acted upon, waiting for events to push me where they would.


    XVI.


    OF VARIED SUBJECTS


    “I can’t think of anything more futile,” said Kimi, “than to be an architect at this time in the United States.”


    Her husband grinned. “You forgot to add, ‘of Oriental extraction.’”


    Catty said, “I’ve never understood. Of course, I don’t remember too well, but it seems to me Spanish people don’t have the same racial fanaticism. Certainly the Portuguese, French, and Dutch don’t. Even the English are not quite so certain of Anglo-Saxon superiority. Only the Americans, in the United States and the Confederate States, too, judge everything by color.”


    “The case of the Confederacy is reasonably simple,” I said. “There are about fifty million Confederate citizens and two hundred and fifty million subjects. If white supremacy wasn’t the cornerstone of Southron policy a visitor couldn’t tell the ruling class at a glance. Even as it is he sometimes has a hard time, what with sunburn. It’s more complicated here. Remember, we lost a war, the most important war in our history, which was not unconnected with skin color.”


    “In Japan,” said Hiro, “the lighter-colored people, the Ainu, used to be looked down on. Just as the Christians were once driven underground at exactly the same time they themselves drove the Jews underground in Spain and Portugal.”


    “The Jews,” murmured Catty vaguely. “Are there still Jews?”


    “Oh yes,” I said. “Several million in Uganda-Eretz, which the British made a self-governing dominion back in 1933 under the first Labour cabinet. And numbers most everywhere else, except in the German Union since the massacres of 1905–1913.”


    “Which were much more thorough than the anti-Oriental massacres in the United States,” supplied Hiro.


    “Much more thorough,” I agreed. “After all, scattered handfuls of Asians were left alive here.”


    “My parents and Kimi’s grandparents among them. How lucky they were to be American Japanese instead of European Jews.”


    “There are Jews in the United States,” announced Kimi. “I met one once. She was a theosophist and told me I ought to learn the wisdom of the East.”


    “Very few of them. There were about two hundred thousand at the close of the War of Southron Independence on both sides of the border. After the election of 1872, General Grant’s Order Number Ten, expelling all Jews from the Department of the Missouri, which had been rescinded immediately by President Lincoln, was retroactively reenacted by President Butler, in spite of the fact that the United States no longer controlled that territory. Henceforth Jews were treated like all other colored peoples—Negroes, Orientals, Indians, and South Sea Islanders—as undesirables to be bribed to leave or to be driven out of the country.”


    “This is very dull stuff,” said Hiro. “Let me tell you about a hydrogen reaction—”


    “No, please,” begged Catty. “Let me listen to Hodge.”


    “Good heavens,” exclaimed Kimi, “when do you ever do anything else? I’d think you’d be tired by now.”


    “She will marry him one of these days,” predicted Hiro; “then the poor fellow will never be allowed to disguise a lecture as a conversation again.”


    Catty blushed, a deep red blush. I laughed to cover some constraint. Kimi said, “Go-betweens are out of fashion; you’re a century behind the times, Hiro. I suppose you think a woman ought to walk two paces respectfully behind her husband. Actually, it’s only in the United States women can’t vote or serve on juries.”


    “Except in the state of Deseret,” I reminded her.


    “That’s just bait; the Mormons gave us equality because they were running short of women.”


    “Not the way I heard it. The Latter Day Saints have been the nearest thing to a prosperous group in the country. Women have been moving there for years; it’s so easy to get married. All the grumbling about polygamy has come from men who can’t stand the competition.”


    Catty glanced at me, then looked away.


    Had she, I wondered afterward, been thinking how Barbara would have rejected my observation furiously? Or about that day in the spring? Or about Hiro’s earlier comment? I thought about it, briefly, myself.


    I also thought of how easily Catty fitted in with the Agatis and contrasted it with the tension everyone would have felt if Barbara had been there. One could love Barbara, or hate her or dislike her or even, I supposed, be indifferent to her; the one thing impossible was to be comfortable with her.


    The final choice (was it final? I don’t know. I shall never know now) hardened when I had been nearly six years at Haggershaven. It had been “on” between Barbara and me for the longest stretch I could recall, and I had even begun to wonder if some paradoxical equilibrium had not been established which would allow me to be her lover without vexation and at the same time innocently enjoy a bond with Catty.


    As always when the hostility between us slackened, Barbara spoke of her work. In spite of such occasional confidences it was still not her habit to talk of it with me. That intimacy was obviously reserved for Ace, and I didn’t begrudge him it, for after all he understood what it was all about and I didn’t. This time she was so full of the subject she could not hold back, even from one who could hardly distinguish between thermodynamics and kinesthetics.


    “Hodge,” she said, gray eyes greenish with excitement, “I’m not going to write a book.”


    “That’s nice,” I answered idly. “New, too. Saves time, paper, ink. Sets a different standard; from now on scholars will be known as ‘Jones, who didn’t write The Theory of Tidal Waves,’ ‘Smith, unauthor of Gas and Its Properties; or ‘Backmaker, nonrecorder of Gettysburg and After.’”


    “Silly. I only meant it’s become customary to spend a lifetime formulating principles; then someone else comes along and puts your principles into practice. It seems more sensible for me to demonstrate my own conclusions instead of writing about them.”


    “Yes, sure. You’re going to demonstrate…uh…?”


    “Cosmic entity, of course. What do you think I’ve been talking about?”


    I tried to remember what she had said about cosmic entity. “You mean you’re going to try to turn matter into space or something like that?”


    “Something like that. I intend to translate matter-energy into terms of space-time.”


    “Oh,” I said, “equations and symbols and all that.”


    “I just said I wasn’t going to write a book.”


    “But how—” I started up as the impact struck me. “You’re going to—” I groped for words. “You’re going to build a…an engine which will move through time?”


    “Putting it crudely. But close enough for a layman.”


    “You once told me your work was theoretical. That you were no vulgar mechanic.”


    “I’ll become one.”


    “Barbara, you’re crazy! As a philosophical abstraction this theory of yours is interesting—”


    “Thank you. It’s always nice to know one has amused the yokelry.”


    “Barbara, listen to me. Midbin—”


    “I haven’t the faintest interest in Oliver’s stodgy fantasies.”


    “He has in yours though, and so have I. Don’t you see, this determination of yours is based on the fantasy of going back through time to—uh—injure your mother—”


    “Oliver Midbin is a coarse, stupid, insensate lout. He has taught the dumb to speak, but he’s too much of a fool to understand anyone of normal intelligence. He has a set of idiotic theories about diseased emotions, and he fits all facts into them even if it means chopping them up to do it or inventing new ones to piece them out. Injure my mother indeed! I have no more interest in her than she ever had in me.”


    “Ah, Barbara—”


    “‘Ah Barbara,’” she mimicked. “Run along to your pompous windbag of a Midbin or your oh-so-willing cow-eyed Spanish doxy—”


    “Barbara, I’m talking as a friend. Leave Midbin and Catty and personalities out of it and just look at it this way. Don’t you see the difference between promulgating a theory and trying a practical demonstration which will certainly appear to the world as going over the borderline into charlatanism? Like a spiritualist medium or—”


    “That’s enough! ‘Charlatan’! You unspeakable guttersnipe. What do you know of anything beyond the seduction of cretins? Go back to your trade, you errand boy!”


    I seemed to remember that once before an incident had ended precisely this way. “Barbara—”


    Her hand caught me across my mouth. Then she strode away.


    The fellows of Haggershaven were not enthusiastic for her project. Even as she outlined it to them in more sober language than she had to me it still sounded outlandish, like the recurrent idea of a telegraph without wires or a rocket to the moon. Besides, 1950 was a bad year. The war was coming closer; at the least, what was left of the independence of the United States was likely to be extinguished. Our energies had to be directed toward survival rather than new and expensive ventures. Still, Barbara Haggerwells was a famous figure commanding great respect, and she had cost them little so far, beyond paper and pencils. Reluctantly the fellows voted an appropriation.


    An old barn, not utilized for years, but still sound, was turned over to Barbara, and Kimi was delighted to plan, design, and supervise the necessary changes. Ace and a group of the fellows attacked the job vigorously, sawing and hammering, bolting iron beams together, piping in gas for reflecting lights to enable them to work at night as well.


    I believe I took no more interest than was inescapable as a fellow of Haggershaven. I had no doubt that the money and labor were being wasted, and I foresaw a terrible disappointment for Barbara when she realized the impossibility of her project. For myself I did not think she would play any further part of importance in my life.


    We had not spoken since the quarrel, nor was there inclination on either side toward coming together again. I could not guess at Barbara’s feelings; mine were those of relief, unmixed with regret. I would not have erased all there had been between us, but I was satisfied to have it in the past. The raging desire vanished, gradually replaced by an affection of sorts; I wanted no more of that tempestuous passion, instead I felt aloofly protective and understanding.


    For at last I was absorbed with Catty. The raw hunger of the moment when I first realized I wanted her came back with renewed force, but now other, more diffused feelings were equally part of my emotion. I knew she could make me jealous as Barbara could not; at the same time I could see tranquillity beyond turbulent wanting, a tranquillity never possible with Barbara.


    But my belated realization of what Catty meant to me was no reaction to Barbara or connected with the breaking of that tie. The need for Catty was engendered by Catty alone, and for Catty apart from anything I had ever felt for another. It was in some ways an entirely new hunger, as the man’s need transcends the youth’s. I understood now what her question in the woodlot meant, and at last I could truthfully answer.


    She kissed me back, freely and strongly. “I love you, Hodge,” she said; “I have loved you even through the bad dream of not being able to speak.”


    “When I was so unfeeling.”


    “I loved you even when you were impatient; I tried to make myself prettier for you. You know you have never said I was pretty.”


    “You aren’t, Catty. You’re extraordinarily beautiful.”


    “I think I would rather be pretty. Beauty sounds forbidding. Oh, Hodge, if I did not love you so much I would not have stopped you that day.”


    “I’m not sure I understand that.”


    “No? Well, it is not necessary now. Sometimes I wondered if I had been right after all, or if you would think it was because of Barbara.”


    “Wasn’t it?”


    “No. I was never jealous of her. We Garcias are supposed to have Morisco blood; perhaps I have the harem outlook of my dark Muslim ancestors. Would you like me to be your black concubine?”


    “No,” I said. “I’d like you to be my wife. In any colors you have.”


    “Spoken with real gallantry; you will be a courtier yet, Hodge. But that was a proposal, wasn’t it?”


    “Yes,” I answered grimly. “If you will consider one from me. I can’t think of any good reason why you should.”


    She put her hands on my shoulders and looked into my eyes. “I don’t know what reason has to do with it. It is what I always intended; that was why I blushed so when Hiro Agati blurted out what everyone could see.”


    Later I said, “Catty, can you ever forgive me for the wasted years? You say you weren’t jealous of Barbara, but surely if she and I—that is…anyway, forgive me.”


    “Dear Hodge, there’s nothing to forgive. Love is not a business transaction, nor a case at law in which justice is sought, nor a reward for having good qualities. I understand you, Hodge, better I think than you understand yourself. You are not satisfied with what is readily obtained, otherwise you would have been content back in—what is the name?—Wappinger Falls. I have known this for a long time, and I could, I think—you must excuse my vanity—have interested you at any moment by pretending fickleness. Just as I could have held you if I had given in that day. Besides, I think you will make a better husband for realizing you could not deal with


    Barbara.”


    I can’t say I entirely enjoyed this speech. I felt, in fact, rather humiliated, or at least healthily humbled. Which was no doubt what she intended, and as it should be. I never had the idea she was frail or insipid.


    Nor did Catty’s explanation of a harem outlook satisfactorily account for the sudden friendliness of the two women after the engagement was announced. That Barbara should soften so toward a successful rival was incomprehensible and also disturbing.


    Because both were fully occupied they actually spent little time together, but Catty visited the workshop, as they called the converted barn, whenever she had the chance and her real admiration for Barbara grew so that I heard too often of her genius, courage, and imagination. I could hardly ask Catty to forgo society I had so recently found enchanting nor establish a taboo against mention of a name I had lately whispered with ardor; still I felt a little foolish, and not quite as important as I might otherwise have thought myself.


    Not that Catty didn’t have proper respect and enthusiasm for my fortunes. I had completed my notes for Chancellorsville to the End—that is, I had a mass of clues, guideposts, keys, ideas, and emphases which would serve as skeleton for a work which might take years to write— and Catty was the audience to whom I explained and expounded and used as a prototype of the reader I might reach. Volume one was roughly drafted, and we were to be married as soon as it was finished, shortly after my thirtieth and Catty’s twenty-fourth birthday. There was little doubt the book would bring an offer from one of the great Confederate universities, but Catty was firm for a cottage like the Agatis’, and I could not conceive of being foolish enough to leave Haggershaven.


    From Catty’s talk I knew Barbara was running into increasing difficulties now the workshop was complete and actual construction begun of what was referred to, with unnecessary crypticism I thought, as HX-1. The impending war created scarcities, particularly of such materials as steel and copper, of which latter metal HX-1 seemed inordinately greedy. I was not surprised when the fellows apologetically refused Barbara a new appropriation.


    Next day Catty said, “Hodge, you know the Haven wouldn’t take my money.”


    “And quite right, too. Let the rest of us put in what we get; we owe it to the Haven anyway. But the debt is the other way round in your case, and you should keep your independence.”


    “Hodge, I’m going to give it all to Barbara for her HX-1.”


    “What? Oh, nonsense!”


    “Is it any more nonsensical for me to put in money I didn’t do anything to get than for her and Ace to put in time and knowledge and labor?”


    “Yes, because she’s got a crazy idea, and Ace has never been quite sane where she’s concerned. If you go ahead and do this you’ll be as crazy as they are. “


    When Catty laughed I remembered with a pang the long months when that lovely sound had been strangled by terror inside her. I also thought with shame of my own failure; had I appreciated her when her need was greatest I might have eased the long, painful ordeal of restoring her voice.


    “Perhaps I am crazy. Do you think the Haven would make me a fellow on that basis? Anyway, I believe in Barbara even if the rest of you don’t. Not that I’m criticizing; you were right to be cautious. You have more to consider than demonstration of the truth of a theory which can’t conceivably have a material value; I don’t have to take any such long view. Anyway I believe in her. Or perhaps I feel I owe her something. With my money she can finish her project. I only tell you this because you may not want to marry me under the circumstances. “


    “You think I’m marrying you for your money?”


    She smiled. “Dear Hodge. You are in some ways so young; I hear the wounded dignity in your voice. No, I know very well you aren’t marrying me for money, that it never occurred to you it might be a good idea. That would be too practical, too grown-up, too un-Hodgelike. I think you might not want to marry a woman who’d give all her money away. Especially to Barbara Haggerwells.”


    “Catty, are you doing this absurd thing to get rid of me? Or to test me?”


    This time she again laughed loud. “Now I’m sure you will marry me after all and turn out to be a puzzled but amenable husband. You are my true Hodge, who studies a war because he can’t understand anything simpler or subtler.”


    She wasn’t to be dissuaded from the quixotic gesture. I might not understand subtleties, but I was sure I understood Barbara well enough. Foreseeing her request for more funds would be turned down, she must have cultivated Catty deliberately in order to use her. Now she’d gotten what she wanted I confidently expected her to drop Catty or revert to her accustomed virulence.


    She did neither. If anything the amity grew. Catty’s vocabulary added words like “magnet,” “coil,” “induction,” “particle,” “light-year,” “continuum,” and many others either incomprehensible or uninteresting to me. Breathlessly she described the strange, asymmetric structure taking shape in the workshop, while my mind was busy with Ewell’s Corps and Parrott guns and the weather chart of southern Pennsylvania for July 1863.


    The great publishing firm of Ticknor, Harcourt & Knopf contracted for my book—there was no publisher in the United States equipped to handle it—and sent me a sizable advance in Confederate dollars which became even more sizable converted into our money. I read the proofs of volume one in a state of semiconsciousness, sent the inevitable telegram changing a footnote on page 99, and waited for the infuriating mails to bring me my complimentary copies. The day after they arrived (with a horrifying typographical error right in the middle of page 12), Catty and I were married.


    Dear Catty. Dear, dear Catty.


    With the approval of the fellows we used part of the publisher’s advance for a honeymoon. We spent it—that part of it in which we had time for anything except being alone together—going over nearby battlefields of the last year of the War of Southron Independence.


    It was Catty’s first excursion away from Haggershaven since the night I brought her there. Looking at the world outside through her perceptions, at once insulated and made hypersensitive by her new status, I was shocked afresh at the harsh indifference, the dull poverty, the fear, brutality, frenzy, and cynicism highlighting the strange resignation to impending fate which characterized our civilization. It was not a case of eat, drink, be merry, for tomorrow we die; rather it was, let us live meanly and trust to luck—tomorrow’s luck is bound to be worse.


    We settled down in the autumn of 1951 in a cottage designed by Kimi and built by the fellows during our absence. It gave on the Agatis’ cherished garden, and we were both moved by this evidence of love, particularly after what we had seen and heard on our trip. Mr. Haggerwells made a speech, filled with classical allusions, welcoming us back as though we had been gone for years; Midbin looked anxiously into Catty’s face as though to assure himself I had not, in my new role as husband, treated her so ill as to bring on a new emotional upset; and the other fellows made appropriate gestures. Even Barbara stopped by long enough to comment that the house was ridiculously small, but she supposed Kimi’s movable partitions helped.


    I immediately began working on volume two, and Catty took up her sewing again. She also resumed her visits to Barbara’s workshop; again I heard detailed accounts of my former sweetheart’s progress. HX-1 was to be completed in the late spring, or early summer. I was not surprised at Barbara’s faith surviving actual construction of the thing, but that such otherwise level-headed people as Ace and Catty could envisage breathlessly the miracles about to happen was beyond me. Ace, even after all these years, was still bemused—but Catty…?


    Just before the turn of the year I got the following letter:


    LEE & WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY


    Department of History


    Leesburg, District of Calhounia, CSA


    December 19, 1951


    Mr. Hodgins M. Backmaker


    “Haggershaven”


    York Pennsylvania, USA


    Sir:


    On page 407 of Chancellorsville to the End, volume I, Turning Tides, you write, “Chronology and topography—timing and the use of space—were to be the decisive factors, rather than population and industry. Stuart’s detachment, which might have proved disastrous, turned out extraordinarily fortunate for Lee, as we shall see in the next volume. Of course, the absence of cavalry might have been decisive if the Round Tops had not been occupied by the Southrons on July 1…”


    Now, sir, evidently in your forthcoming analysis of Gettysburg you hold (as I presume most Yankees do) to the theory of fortuitousness. We Southrons naturally ascribe the victory to the supreme genius of General Lee, regarding the factors of time and space not as forces in themselves but as opportunities for the display of his talents.


    Needless to say, I hardly expect you to change your opinions, rooted as they must be in national pride. I only ask that before you commit them, and the conclusions shaped by them, to print, you satisfy yourself as a historian of their validity in this particular case. In other words, sir, as one of your readers (and may I add, one who has enjoyed your work), I should like to be assured that you have studied this classic battle as carefully as you have the engagements described in volume I.


    With earnest wishes for your success,


    I remain, sir, Cordially yours,


    Jefferson Davis Polk


    This letter from Dr. Polk, the foremost historian of our day, author of the monumental biography, The Great Lee, produced a crisis in my life. Had the Confederate professor pointed out flaws in my work or even reproached me for undertaking it at all without adequate equipment I would, I trust, have acknowledged the reproof and continued to the best of my ability. But this letter was an accolade. Without condescension Dr. Polk admitted me to the ranks of serious historians, only asking me to consider the depth of my evaluation.


    Truth is, I was not without increasing doubts of my own. Doubts I had not allowed to rise to the surface of my mind and disturb my plans. Folk’s letter brought them into the open.


    I had read everything available. I had been over the ground between the Maryland line, South Mountain, Carlisle, and the Haven until I could draw a detail map from memory. I had turned up diaries, letters, and accounts which had not only never been published, but which were not known to exist until I hunted them down. I had so steeped myself in the period I was writing about that sometimes the two worlds seemed interchangeable and I could live partly in one, partly in the other.


    Yet with all this, I was not sure I had the whole story, even in the sense of wholeness that historians, knowing they can never collect every detail, accept. I was not sure I had the grand scene in perfectly proper perspective. I admitted to myself the possibility that I had perhaps been too rash, too precipitate, in undertaking Chancellorsville to the End so soon. I knew the shadowy sign, the one which says in effect, You are ready, had not been given. My confidence was shaken.


    Was the fault in me, in my temperament and character, rather than in my preparation and use of materials? Was I drawing back from committing myself, from acting, from doing? That I had written the first volume was no positive answer, for it was but the fraction of a whole deed; if I withdrew now I could still preserve my standing as an onlooker.


    But not to act was itself an action and answered neither Dr. Polk nor myself. Besides, what could I do? The entire work was contracted for. The second volume was promised for delivery some eighteen months hence. My notes for it were complete; this was no question of revising, but of wholly reexamining, revaluing, and probably discarding them for an entirely new start. It was a job so much bigger than the original, one so discouraging I felt I couldn’t face it. It would be corrupt to produce a work lacking absolute conviction and cowardly to produce none.


    Catty responded to my awkward recapitulation in away at once heartening and strange. “Hodge,” she said, “you’re changing and developing, and for the better, even though I loved you as you were. Don’t be afraid to put the book aside for a year—ten years if you have to. You must do it so it will satisfy yourself; never mind what the publishers or the public say. But, Hodge, you mustn’t, in your anxiety, or your foolish fear of passiveness, you mustn’t try any shortcuts. Promise me that.”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Catty dear. There are no shortcuts in writing history.”


    She looked at me thoughtfully. “Remember that, Hodge. Oh, remember it.”


    XVII.


    HX-1


    I could not bring myself to follow the promptings of my conscience and Catty’s advice, nor could I use my notes as though Dr. Folk’s letter had never come to shatter my complacency. As a consequence—without deliberately committing myself to abandon the book—I worked not at all, thus adding to my feelings of guilt and unworthiness. The tasks assigned by the fellows for the general welfare of the Haven were not designed to take a major part of my time, and though I produced all sorts of revolutions in the stables and barns, I still managed to wander about, fretful and irritable, keeping Catty from her work, interrupting the Agatis and Midbin—I could not bring myself to discuss my problems with him—and generally making myself a nuisance. Inevitably I found my way into Barbara’s workshop.


    She and Ace had done a thorough job on the old barn. I thought I recognized Kimi’s touch in the structural changes of the walls, the strong beams, and the rows of slanted-in windows which admitted light and shut out glare, but the rest must have been shaped by Barbara’s needs.


    Iron beams held up a catwalk running in a circle about ten feet overhead. On the catwalk there were at intervals what appeared to be batteries of telescopes, all pointed inward and downward at the center of the floor. Just inside the columns was a continuous ring of clear glass, perhaps four inches in diameter, fastened to the beams with glass hooks. Closer inspection proved the ring not to be in one piece but in sections, ingeniously held together with glass couplings. Back from this circle, around the walls, were various engines, all enclosed except for dial faces and regulators and all dwarfed by a mammoth one towering in one corner. From the roof was suspended a large, polished reflector.


    There was no one in the barn, and I wandered about, cautiously avoiding the mysterious apparatus. For a moment I meditated, basely perhaps, that all this had been paid for with my wife’s money. Then I berated myself, for Catty owed all to the Haven, as I did. The money might have been put to better use, but there was no guarantee it would have been more productive allotted to astronomy or zoology. During eight years I’d seen many promising schemes come to nothing.


    “Like it, Hodge?”


    Barbara had come up, unheard, behind me. This was the first time we had been alone together since our break, two years before.


    “It looks like a tremendous amount of work,” I evaded.


    “It was a tremendous amount of work.” For the first time I noticed that her cheeks were flushed. She had lost weight, and there were deep hollows beneath her eyes. “This construction has been the least of it. Now it’s done. Or has begun. Depending how you look at it.”


    “All done?”


    She nodded, triumph accenting the strained look on her face. “First test today.”


    “Oh well…in that case—”


    “Don’t go, Hodge. Please. I meant to ask you and Catty to the more formal trial, but now you’re here for the preliminary I’m glad. Ace and Father and Oliver will be along in a minute.”


    “Midbin?”


    The familiar arrogance showed briefly. “I insisted. It’ll be nice to show him the mind can produce something besides fantasies and hysterical hallucinations.”


    I started to speak, then swallowed my words. The dig at Catty was insignificant compared with the supreme confidence, the abnormal assurance prompting invitations to witness a test which could only reveal the impossibility of applying her cherished theories. I felt an overwhelming pity. “Surely,” I said at last, seeking to make some preparation for the disillusionment certain to come, “surely you don’t expect it to work the first time?”


    “Why not? There are sure to be adjustments to be made, allowances for erratic chronology caused by phenomena like the pull of comets and so forth. There might even have to be major alterations, though I doubt it. It may be some time before Ace can set me down at the exact year, month, day, hour, and minute agreed upon. But the fact of space-time-energy-matter correspondence can just as well be established this afternoon as next year.”


    She was unbelievably at ease for someone whose lifework was about to be weighed. I have shown more nervousness discussing a disputed date with the honorary secretary of a local historical society.


    “Sit down,” she invited; “there’s nothing to do or see till Ace comes. I’ve missed you, Hodge.”


    I felt this was a dangerous remark and wished I’d stayed far away from the workshop. I hooked my leg over a stool—there were no chairs—and coughed to hide the fact I was afraid to answer, I’ve missed you, too; and afraid not to.


    “Tell me about your own work, Hodge. Catty says you’re having difficulties.”


    I was faintly annoyed with Catty, but whether for confiding in Barbara at all or specifically for revealing something unheroic I didn’t stop to consider. At any rate this annoyance diluted my feeling of disloyalty for conversing with Barbara at all. Or it may be the old, long-established bond—I almost wrote, of sympathy, but it was so much more complex than the word indicates—was reawakened by proximity and put me in the mood to tell my troubles. It is even possible I had the altruistic purpose of fortifying Barbara against inevitable disappointment on a miseryloves-company basis. Be that as it may, I found myself pouring out the whole story.


    She jumped up and took my hands in hers. Her eyes were gray and warm. “Hodge! It’s wonderful—don’t you see?”


    “Oh…”I was completely confused. “I…uh…”


    “The solution. The answer. The means. Look, now you can go back, back to the past in your own person. You can see everything with your own eyes instead of relying on accounts of what other people said happened.”


    “But…but—”


    “You can verify every fact, study every move, every actor. You can write history as no one ever did before, for you’ll be writing as a witness, yet with the perspective of a different period. You’ll be taking the mind of the present, with its judgment and its knowledge of the patterns, back to receive the impressions of the past. It almost seems HX-1 was devised especially for this.”


    There was no doubt she believed, that she was really and unselfishly glad her work could aid mine. I was overcome by pity, helpless to soften the disillusionment so soon to come, and filled with an irrational hatred of the thing she had built and which was about to destroy her.


    I was saved from having to mask my emotions by the arrival of her father, Ace, and Midbin. Thomas Haggerwells began tensely, “Barbara, Ace tells me you intend to try out this—this machine on yourself. I can’t believe you would be so foolhardy.”


    Midbin didn’t wait for her to reply. I thought with something of a shock, Midbin has gotten old; I never noticed it. “Listen to me. There’s no point now in saying part of your mind realizes the impossibility of this demonstration and that it’s willing for you to annihilate yourself in the attempt and so escape from conflicts which have no resolution. Although it’s something you must be at least partly aware of. But consider objectively the danger involved in meddling with unknown natural laws—”


    Ace Dorn, who looked as strained as they in contrast to Barbara’s ease, growled, “Let’s go.”


    She smiled reassuringly at us. “Please, Father, don’t worry; there’s no danger. And Oliver…”


    Her smile was almost mischievous and very unlike the Barbara I had known. “Oliver, HX-1 owes more to you than you will ever know.”


    She ducked under the transparent ring and walked to the center of the floor, glancing up at the reflector, moving an inch or two to stand directly beneath it. “The controls are already adjusted to minus fifty-two years and a hundred and fifty-three days,” she informed us conversationally. “Purely arbitrary. One date is as good as another, but January 1, 1900, is an almost automatic choice. I’ll be gone sixty seconds. Ready, Ace?”


    “Ready.” He had been slowly circling the engines, checking the dials. He took his place before the largest, the monster in the corner, holding a watch in his hand. “Three forty-three and ten,” he announced.


    Barbara was consulting her own watch. “Three forty-three and ten,” she confirmed. “Make it at three forty-three and twenty.”


    “Okay. Good luck.”


    “You might at least try it on an animal first,” burst out Midbin, as Ace twirled the valve under his hand. The transparent ring glowed; the metal reflector threw back a dazzling light. I blinked. When I opened my eyes the light was gone and the center of the workshop was empty.


    No one moved. Ace frowned over his watch. I stared at the spot where Barbara had stood. I don’t think my mind was working; I had the feeling my lungs and heart certainly were not. I was a true spectator, with all faculties save sight and hearing suspended.


    “…on an animal first.” Midbin’s voice was querulous.


    “Oh, God…” muttered Thomas Haggerwells.


    Ace said casually—too casually, “The return is automatic. Set beforehand for the duration. Thirty more seconds.”


    Midbin said, “She is…this is…”He sat down on a stool and bent his head almost to his knees.


    Mr. Haggerwells groaned. “Ace, Ace—you should have stopped her.”


    “Ten seconds,” said Ace firmly.


    Still I couldn’t think with any clarity. She had stood there; then she was gone. What…? Midbin was right: we had let her go to destruction. Certainly more than a minute had passed by now.


    The ring glowed and the brilliant light was reflected. “It did, oh, it did!” Barbara cried. “It did!”


    She stood perfectly still, overwhelmed. Then she came out of the circle and kissed Ace, who patted her gently on the back. I suddenly noticed the pain of holding my breath and released a tremendous sigh. Barbara kissed her father and Midbin—who was still shaking his head—and, after the faintest hesitation, me. Her lips were ice-cold.


    The shock of triumph made her voluble. Striding up and down, she spoke with extraordinary rapidity, without pause, almost a little drunkenly. In her excitement her words cluttered her tongue; from time to time she had to go back and repeat a phrase or sentence to make it intelligible.


    When the light flashed she, too, involuntarily closed her eyes. She had felt a strange, terrifying weightlessness, an awful disembodiment, for which she had been unprepared. She thought she had not actually been unconscious, even for an instant, though she had an impression of ceasing to exist as a unique collection of memories and of being somehow dissolved. Then she had opened her eyes.


    At first she was shocked to find the barn as it had been all her life, abandoned and dusty. Then she realized she had indeed moved through time; the disappearance of the engines and reflector showed she had gone back to the unremodeled workshop.


    Now she saw the barn was not quite as she had known it, even in her childhood, for while it was unquestionably abandoned, it had evidently not long been so. The thick dust was not so thick as she remembered, the sagging cobwebs not so dense. Straw was still scattered on the floor; it had not yet been entirely carried away by mice or inquisitive birds. Alongside the door hung bits of harness beyond repair, some broken bridles, and a faded calendar on which the ink of the numerals 1897 was still bright.


    The minute she had allotted this first voyage seemed fantastically short and incredibly long. All the paradoxes she had brushed aside as of no immediate concern now confronted her. Since she had gone back to a time before she was born, she must have existed as a visitor prior to her own conception; she could presumably be present during her own childhood and growth, and by making a second and third visit, multiply herself as though in facing mirrors, so that an infinite number of Barbara Haggerwells could occupy a single segment of time.


    A hundred other parallel speculations raced through her mind without interfering with her rapid and insatiable survey of the commonplace features of the barn, features which could never really be commonplace to her since they proved all her speculations so victoriously right.


    Suddenly she shivered with the bitter cold and burst into teeth-chattering laughter. She had made such careful plans to visit on the First of January—and had never thought to take along a warm coat.


    She looked at her watch; only twenty seconds had passed. The temptation to defy her agreement with Ace not to step outside the tiny circle of HX-l’s operating field on the initial experiment was almost irresistible. She longed to touch the fabric of the past, to feel the worn boards of the barn, to handle as well as look. Again her thoughts whirled with speculation; again the petty moment stretched and contracted. She spent eternity and instantaneity at once.


    Suppose…But she had a thousand suppositions and questions. Was she really herself in the flesh, or in some mental projection? A pinch would do no good; that might be projection also. Would she be visible to the people of the time, or was she a ghost from the future? Oh, there was so much to learn, so much to encounter!


    When the moment of return came, she again experienced the feeling of dissolution, followed immediately by the light. When she opened her eyes she was back.


    Midbin rubbed his belly and then his thinning hair. “Hallucination,” he propounded at last, “a logical, consistent hallucination. Answer to an overriding wish.”


    “You mean Barbara was never gone?” asked Ace. “Was she visible to you—or Mr. H. or Hodge—during that minute?”


    “Illusion,” said Midbin, “group illusion brought on by suggestion and anxiety.”


    “Nonsense,” exclaimed Barbara. “Unless you’re accusing Ace and me of faking you’ll have to account for what you just called the logical consistency of it. Your group illusion and my individual hallucination fitting so neatly together.”


    Midbin recovered some of his poise. “The two phenomena are separate, connected only by some sort of emotional hypnosis. Certainly your daydream of having been back in 1900 is an emotionally induced aberration.”


    “And your daydream that I wasn’t here for a minute?”


    “The eyes are quickly affected by the feelings. Note tears, ‘seeing red,’ and so forth.”


    “Very well, Oliver. The only thing to do is to let you try HX- 1 yourself.”


    “Hey, my turn’s supposed to be next,” protested Ace.


    “Of course. But no one is going to use it again today. Tomorrow morning. Bring Catty, Hodge, if she wants to come, but please don’t say anything to anyone else till we’ve made further demonstrations, otherwise we’ll be besieged by fellows wanting to take short jaunts into popular years.”


    I had little inclination to discuss what had happened with anyone, even Catty. Not that I shared Midbin’s theory of nothing material having taken place; I knew I’d not seen Barbara for sixty seconds, and I was convinced her account of them was accurate. What confused me was the shock to my preconceptions involved in her proof. If time and space, matter and energy were the same, as fog and ice and water are the same, then I—the physical I at least—and Catty, the world and the universe must be, as Enfandin had insisted, mere illusion. In that sense Midbin had been right.


    I went furtively to the workshop next day without telling Catty, as though we were all engaged in some dark necromancy, some sacrilegious rite.


    Apparently I was the only one who had spent an anxious night; Mr. Haggerwells looked proud, Barbara looked satisfied, Ace cocky, and even Midbin, for no understandable reason, benign.


    “All here?” inquired Ace. “I’m eager as a fox in a henhouse. Three minutes in 1885. Why 1885? I don’t know; a year when nothing much happened, I suppose. Ready, Barbara?”


    He returned to report he had found the barn well occupied by both cattle and fowl, and been scared stiff of discovery when the dogs set up a furious barking.


    “That pretty well settles the question of corporeal presence,” I remarked.


    “Not at all,” said Mr. Haggerwells unexpectedly. “Dogs are notoriously psychic.”


    “Ah,” cried Ace, bringing his hands from behind his back, “look at this. I could hardly have picked it up with psychic feelers.”


    “This” was a new-laid egg, sixty-seven years old. Or was it? Trips in time are confusing that way.


    Barbara was upset, more than I thought warranted. “Oh, Ace, how could you be so foolish? We daren’t be anything but spectators, as unseen as possible.”


    “Why? I’ve a notion to court my grandmother and wind up as my own grandfather.”


    “Don’t be stupid. The faintest indication of our presence, the slightest impingement on the past, may change the whole course of events. We have no way of knowing what actions have no consequences—if there can be any. Goodness knows what your idiocy with the egg has done. It’s absolutely essential not to betray ourselves in any way. Please remember this in future.”


    “You mean, ‘Remember this in past,’ don’t you?”


    “Ace, this isn’t a joke.”


    “It isn’t a wake either. I can’t see the harm in bringing back tangible proof. Loss of one egg isn’t going to send the prices up for 1885 and cause retroactive inflation. You’re making a mountain out of a molehill—or an omelette out of a single egg.”


    She shrugged helplessly. “Oliver, I hope you won’t be so foolish.”


    “Since I don’t expect to arrive in, say, 1820, I can safely promise neither to steal eggs nor court Ace’s female ancestors.”


    He was gone for five minutes. The barn had apparently not yet been built in 1820, and he found himself on a slight rise in a field of wild hay. The faint snick of scythes, and voices not too far off, indicated mowers. He dropped to the ground. His view of the past was restricted to tall grass and some persistent ants who explored his face and hands until the time was up and he returned with broken spears of ripe hay clinging to his clothes.


    “At least that’s what I imagined I saw,” he concluded.


    “Did you imagine these?” asked Ace, pointing to the straws.


    “Probably. It’s at least as likely as time travel.”


    “But what about corroboration? Your experience, and Barbara’s, and Ace’s confirm each other. Doesn’t that mean anything?”


    “Certainly. Only I’m not prepared to say what. The mind can do anything; anything at all. Create boils and cancers. Why not ants and grass? I don’t know. I don’t know.…”


    After more fruitless argument, he and I left the workshop. I was again reminded of Enfandin—Why should I believe my eyes? I felt though that Midbin was carrying skepticism beyond rational limits; Barbara’s case was proved.


    “Yes, yes,” he answered when I said this. “Why not?”


    I puzzled over his reply. Then he added abruptly, “No one can help her now.”


    XVIII.


    THE WOMAN TEMPTED ME


    Gently, Catty said, “I’ve never understood why you cut yourself off from the past the way you have, Hodge.”


    “Ay? What do you mean?”


    “Well, you’ve not communicated with your father or mother since you left home fourteen years ago. You say you had a dear friend in the man from Haiti, yet you’ve never tried to find out whether he lived or died.”


    “Oh, that way. I thought you meant…something different.” By not taking advantage of Barbara’s offer I certainly was cutting myself off from the past.


    “Yes?”


    “Well, I guess more or less everyone at the Haven has done the same thing. Let outside ties grow weak, I mean. You for one—”


    “But I have no parents, no friends anywhere else. All my life is here.”


    “Well, so is mine.”


    “Ah, dear Hodge, it is unlike you to be so indifferent.”


    “Catty darling, you were brought up comfortably in an atmosphere knowing nothing of indenting or sharecropping, of realizing the only escape from wretchedness was in a miracle—usually translated as a winning number in the lottery. I can’t convey to you the meaning of utterly loveless surroundings, I can only say that affection was a luxury my mother and father couldn’t afford.”


    “Perhaps not, but you can afford it. Now. And nothing of what you have said applies to Enfandin.”


    I squirmed shamefacedly. My ingratitude and callousness must be apparent to everyone; even Barbara, I remembered, had once asked me much the same questions Catty asked now. How could I explain, even to my own satisfaction, how procrastination and guilt made it impossible for me to take the simple steps to discover what had happened to my friend? By a tremendous effort I might have broken through the inertia years ago, just after Enfandin had been wounded, but each day and month between confirmed the impossibility more strongly. “Let the past take care of itself,” I muttered.


    “Oh Hodge! What a thing for a historian to say.”


    “Catty, I can’t.”


    The conversation made me nervous and fidgety. It also made me remember much I preferred to let fade: the Grand Army, Sprovis, the counterfeit pesetas…All the evil I had unwillingly abetted. If a man did nothing, literally nothing, all his life, then he might be free of culpability. Manichaeanism, said Enfandin. No absolution.


    My idleness, I knew very well, heightened all these feelings of degradation. Were I able to continue in the happy, cocksure way I had gone about my note gathering and the writing of volume one, I would have neither the time nor susceptibility to be plagued by this disquiet. As it was I seemed to be able to do nothing but act as audience for what was going on in the workshop.


    With childish eagerness Barbara and Ace explored HX-l’s possibilities for the next two months. They quickly learned that its range was limited to little more than a century, though this limit was subject to slight variations. When they tried to operate beyond this range the translation simply didn’t take place, though the same feeling of dissolution occurred. When the light faded they were still in the present. Midbin’s venture into the hay field had been a freak, possibly due to peculiar weather conditions at both ends of the journey. They set 1850 as a safe limit, with an undefined marginal zone further back which was not to be hazarded lest conditions change during the journey and the traveler be lost.


    Why this limit existed at all was a matter of dispute between them, a dispute of which I must admit I understood little. Barbara spoke of subjective factors which seemed to mean that HX-1 worked slightly differently in the case of each person it transported; Ace of magnetic fields and power relays, which didn’t mean anything to me at all. The only thing they agreed on was that the barrier was not immutable; HX-2 or 3 or 20, if they were ever built, would undoubtedly overcome it.


    Nor would HX-1 work in reverse; the future remained closed, probably for similar reasons, whatever they were. Here again they disputed; Ace holding an HX could be built for this purpose, Barbara insisting that new equations would have to be worked out.


    They confirmed their tentative theory that time spent in the past consumed an equal amount of time in the present; they could not return to a point a minute after departure when they had been gone for an hour. As near as I could understand, this was because duration was set in the present. In order to come back to a timepoint not in correspondence with the period actually spent, another HX, or at least another set of controls, would have to be taken into the past. And then they would not work since HX-1 could not penetrate the future.


    The most inconvenient circumscription was the inability of one person to visit the same past moment twice. When the attempt was made the feeling of dissolution did not occur, the light went on and off with no effect upon the would-be traveler standing beneath it. Here Barbara’s “subjective factor” was triumphant, but why or how it worked, they did not know. Nor did they know what would happen to a traveler who attempted to overlap by being already on the spot prior to a previous visit; it was too dangerous to try.


    Within these limits they roamed almost at will. Ace spent a full week in October 1896, walking as far as Philadelphia, enjoying the enthusiasm and fury of the presidential campaign. Knowing President Bryan was not only going to be elected, but would serve three terms, he found it hard indeed to obey Barbara’s stricture and not cover confident Whig bets on Major McKinley.


    Though both sampled the war years they brought back nothing useful to me, no information or viewpoint I couldn’t have got from any of a score of books. Lacking historians’ interests or training, their tidbits were those of curious onlookers, not probing chroniclers. It was tantalizing to know that Barbara had seen Secretary Stanton at the York depot or that Ace had overheard a farmer say casually that Southron scouts had stopped at his place the day before and they had thought neither incident worth investigating further.


    I grew increasingly fretful. I held long colloquies with myself which always ended inconclusively. Why not? I asked. Surely this is the unique opportunity. Never before has it been possible for a historian to check back at will, to select a particular moment for personal scrutiny, to write of the past with the detachment of the present and the accuracy of an eyewitness knowing specifically what to look for. Why don’t you take advantage of HX-1 and see for yourself?


    Against this I objected—what? Fear? Uneasiness? The “subjective factor” in HX-1? The superstitious notion that I might be tampering with a taboo, with matters forbidden to human shortcomings? You mustn’t try any shortcuts. Promise me that, Hodge. Well, Catty was a darling. She was my beloved wife, but she was neither scholar nor oracle. On what grounds did she protest? Woman’s intuition? A respectable phrase, but what did it mean? And didn’t Barbara, who first suggested my using HX-1, have womanly intuition also?


    A half dozen times I tried to steer our talk in the direction of my thoughts; each time I allowed the words to drift to another topic. What was the use of upsetting her? Promise me that, Hodge. But I had not promised. This was something I had to settle for myself.


    What was I afraid of? Because I’d never grasped anything to do with the physical sciences did I attribute some anthropomorphism to their manifestations and like a savage fear the spirit imprisoned in what I didn’t understand? (But HX-1 did have subjective factors.) I had never thought of myself as hidebound, but I was acting like a ninety-year-old professor asked to use a typewriter instead of a goose quill.


    I recalled Tyss’s, “You are the spectator type, Hodgins.” And once I had called him out of my memory I couldn’t escape his familiar, sardonic, interminable argument. Why are you fussing yourself, Hodgins? What is the point of all this introspective debate? Don’t you know your choice has already been made? And that you have acted according to it an infinite number of times and will do so an infinite number of times again? Relax, Hodgins, you have nothing to worry about. Free will is an illusion; you cannot alter what you are about to decide under the impression that you have decided.


    My reaction to this imagined interjection was frenzied, unreasonable. I cursed Tyss and his damnable philosophy. I cursed the insidiousness of his reasoning which had planted seed in my brain to sprout at a moment like this.


    Yet in spite of the violence of my rejection of the words I attributed to Tyss, I accepted one of them. I relaxed. The decision had been made. Not by mechanistic forces, nor by blind response to stimulus, but by my own desire.


    And now to my aid came the image of Tyss’s antithesis, Rene Enfandin. Be a skeptic, Hodge; be always the skeptic. Prove all things; hold fast to that which is true. Joking Pilate, asking, “What is truth?” was blind. But you can see more aspects of the absolute truth than any man has had a chance to see before. Can you use the chance well, Hodge? That is the only question.


    Once I could answer it with a vigorous affirmative, and so buttress the determination to go, I was faced with the problem of telling Catty. I could not shut her out of so important a move. I told myself I could not bear the thought of her anxiety; that she would worry despite the fact others had frequently used HX-1, for my object could not be accomplished in a matter of minutes or hours. I was sure she would be sick with apprehension during the days I would be gone. No doubt this was all true, but I also remembered, Promise me, Hodge…


    I finally took the weak, the ineffective course. I said I’d decided the only way to face my problem was to go to Gettysburg and spend three or four days going over the actual field. Here, I explained unconvincingly, I thought I might at last come to the conclusion whether to scrap all my work and start afresh or not.


    Her faintly oblique eyes were inscrutable. She pretended to believe me and begged me to take her along. After all, we had spent our honeymoon on battlefields.


    Would it be possible? Two people had never stood under the reflector together, but surely it would work? I was tempted, but I could not subject Catty to the risk, however slight. Besides, how could I explain?


    “But, Catty, with you there I’d be thinking of you instead of the problem.”


    “Ah, Hodge, have we already been married so long you must get away from me to think?”


    “No matter how long, that time will never come. Perhaps I’m wrong, Catty. It’s just a feeling I have.”


    Her look was tragic with understanding. “You must do as you think right. Don’t…don’t be gone too long, my dear.”


    I dressed in clothes I often used for walking trips, clothes which bore no mark of any fashion and might pass as current wear among the poorer classes in any era of the past hundred years. I put a packet of dried beef in my pocket and started for the workshop.


    As soon as I left the cottage I laughed at my hypersensitivity, at all the to-do I’d made over lying to Catty. This was but the first excursion; I planned others for the months after Gettysburg. There was no reason why she shouldn’t accompany me on them. I grew lighthearted as my conscience eased, and I even congratulated myself on my skill in not having told a single technical falsehood to Catty. I began to whistle, never a habit of mine, as I made my way along the path to the workshop.


    Barbara was alone. Her ginger hair gleamed in the light of a gas globe; her eyes were green as they always were when she was exultant. “Well, Hodge?”


    “Well, Barbara, I…”


    “Have you told Catty?”


    “Not exactly. How did you know?”


    “I knew before you did, Hodge. After all, we’re not strangers. All right. How long do you want to stay?”


    “Four days.”


    “That’s long for a first trip. Don’t you think you’d better try a few sample minutes?”


    “Why? I’ve seen you and Ace go often enough and heard your accounts. I’ll take care of myself. Have you got it down fine enough yet so you can invariably pick the hour of arrival?”


    “Hour and minute,” she answered confidently. “What’ll it be?”


    “About midnight of June 30, 1863,” I answered. “I want to come back on the night of July 4.”


    “You’ll have to be more exact than that. For the return, I mean. The dials are set on seconds.”


    “All right, make it midnight going and coming then.”


    “Have you a watch that keeps perfect time?”


    “I don’t know about perfect—”


    “Take this one. It’s synchronized with the master control clock.” She handed me a large, rather awkward timepiece which had two independent faces side by side. “We had a couple made like this; the duplicate dials were useful before we were able to control HX-1 so exactly. One shows 1952 Haggershaven time.”


    “Ten thirty-three and fourteen seconds,” I said.


    “Yes. The other will show 1863 time. You won’t be able to reset the first dial—but for goodness sake remember to keep it wound—and set the second for 11:54, zero. That means in six minutes you’ll leave, to arrive at midnight. Remember to keep that one wound, too, for you’ll go by that regardless of variations in local clocks. Whatever else happens, be in the center of the barn at midnight—allow yourself some leeway—by midnight, July 4. I don’t want to have to go wandering around 1863 looking for you.”


    “You won’t. I’ll be here.”


    “Five minutes. Now then, food.”


    “I have some,” I answered, slapping my pocket.


    “Not enough. Take this concentrated chocolate along. I suppose it won’t hurt to drink the water if you’re not observed, but avoid their food. One never knows what chain might be started by the casual theft—or purchase, if you had enough old coins—of a loaf of bread. The possibilities are limitless and frightening. Listen: how can I impress on you the importance of doing nothing that could possibly change the future—our present? I’m sure to this day Ace doesn’t understand, and I tremble every moment he spends in the past. The most trivial action may begin a series of disastrous consequences. Don’t be seen, don’t be heard. Make your trip as a ghost.”


    “Barbara, I promise I’ll neither assassinate General Lee nor give the North the idea of a modern six-barreled cannon.”


    “Four minutes. It’s not a joke, Hodge.”


    “Believe me,” I said, “I understand.”


    She looked at me searchingly. Then she shook her head and began making her round of the engines, adjusting the dials. I slid under the glass ring as I’d so often seen her do and stood casually under the reflector. I was not in the least nervous. I don’t think I was even particularly excited.


    “Three minutes,” said Barbara.


    I patted my breast pocket. Notebook, pencils. I nodded.


    She ducked under the ring and came toward me. “Hodge…”


    “Yes?”


    She put her arms on my shoulders, leaning forward. I kissed her, a little absently. “Clod!”


    I looked at her closely, but there were none of the familiar signs of anger. “A minute to go, it says here,” I told her.


    She drew away and went back. “All set. Ready?”


    “Ready,” I answered cheerfully. “See you midnight, July 4, 1863.”


    “Right. Good-bye, Hodge. Glad you didn’t tell Catty.”


    The expression on her face was the strangest I’d ever seen her wear. I could not, then or now, quite interpret it. Doubt, malice, suffering, vindictiveness, entreaty, love, were all there as her hand moved the switch. I began to answer something, perhaps to bid her wait—then the light made me blink and I, too, experienced the shattering feeling of transition. My bones seemed to fly from each other; every cell in my body exploded to the ends of space.


    The instant of translation was so brief it is hard to believe all the multitude of impressions occurred simultaneously. I was sure my veins were drained of blood, my brain and eyeballs dropped into a bottomless void, my thoughts pressed to the finest powder and blown a universe away. Most of all, I knew the awful sensation of being, for that tiny fragment of time, not Hodgins McCormick Backmaker, but part of an I in which the I that was me merged all identity.


    Then I opened my eyes. I was emotionally shaken; my knees and wrists were watery points of helplessness, but I was alive and functioning, with my individuality unimpaired. The light had vanished. I was in darkness save for faint moonlight coming through the cracks in the barn. The sweetish smell of cattle was in my nostrils, and the slow, ponderous stamp of hooves in my ears. I had gone back through time.


    XIX.


    GETTYSBURG


    The barking of the dogs was frenzied, filled with the hoarse note indicating they had been raising the alarm for a long time without being heeded. I knew they must have been baying at the alien smells of soldiers for the past day, so I was not apprehensive that their scent of me would bring investigation. How Barbara and Ace had escaped detection on journeys which didn’t coincide with abnormal events was beyond me; with such an unnerving racket in prospect I would either have given up the trips or moved the apparatus.


    Strange, I reflected, that the cows and horses were undisturbed. That no hysterical chicken leaped from the roost in panic. Only the dogs scented my unnatural presence. Dogs who, as Mr. Haggerwells remarked, are supposed to sense things beyond the perceptions of man.


    Warily I picked my way past the livestock and out of the barn, fervently hoping the dogs were tied, for I had no mind to start my adventure by being bitten. Barbara’s warnings seemed inadequate indeed; one would think she or Ace might have devised some method of neutralizing the infernal barking. But, of course, they could hardly do so without violating her rule of noninterference.


    Once out on the familiar Hanover Road every petty feeling of doubt or disquiet fell away, and all the latent excitement took hold of me. I was gloriously in 1863, half a day and some thirty miles from the Battle of Gettysburg. If there is a paradise for historians I had achieved it without the annoyance of dying first. I swung along at a good pace, thankful I had trained myself for long tramps, so that thirty miles in less than ten hours was no monstrous feat. The noise of the dogs died away behind me, and I breathed the night air joyfully.


    I had already decided I dared not attempt to steal a ride on the railroad, even supposing the cars were going through. As I turned off the Hanover Road and took the direct one to Gettysburg, I knew I would not be able to keep on it for any length of time. Part of Early’s Confederate division was moving along it from recently occupied York; Stuart’s cavalry was all around; trifling skirmishes were being fought on or near it; Union troops, regulars as well as the militia called out by Governor Curtin for the emergency, were behind and ahead of me, marching for the Monocacy and Cemetery Ridge.


    Leaving the highway would hardly slow me down, for I knew every side road, lane, path, or shortcut, not only as they existed in my day, but as they had been in the time where I was now. I was going to need this knowledge even more on my return, for on the Fourth of July this road, like every other, would be glutted with beaten Northern troops, supplies, and wounded left behind, frantically trying to reorganize as they were harassed by Stuart’s cavalry and pressed by the victorious men of Hill, Longstreet, and Ewell. It was with this in mind I had allowed disproportionately longer for coming back.


    I saw my first soldier a few miles farther on, a jagged shadow sitting by the roadside with his boots off, massaging his feet. I guessed him Northern from his kepi, but this was not conclusive, for many Southron regiments wore kepis also. I struck off quietly into the field and skirted around him. He never looked up.


    At dawn I estimated I was halfway, and except for the sight of that single soldier I might have been taking a nocturnal stroll through a countryside at peace. I was tired but certainly not worn-out, and I knew I could count on nervous energy and happy excitement to keep me going long after my muscles began to protest. Progress would be slower from now on—Confederate infantry must be just ahead—even so, I should be at Gettysburg by nine or ten.


    The sudden drumming of hooves brushed me off the dusty pike and petrified me into rigidity as a troop dressed in gray and dirty tan galloped by screaming, “Eeeeeeyeeee” exultantly. The gritty cloud they stirred up settled slowly; I felt the particles sting my face and eyes. It would be the side roads from now on, I determined.


    Others had the same impulse; the side roads were well populated. Although I knew the movement of every division and of many regiments, and even had some considerable idea of the civilian dislocation, the picture around me was jumbled and turbulent. Farmers, merchants, workers in overalls rode or tramped eastward; others, identical in dress and obvious intensity of effort, pushed westward. I passed carriages and carts with women and children traveling at various speeds both ways. Squads and companies of blue-clad troops marched along the roads or through the fields, trampling the crops, a confused sound of singing, swearing, or aimless talk hanging above them like a fog. Spaced by pacific intervals, men in gray or butternut, otherwise indistinguishable, marched in the same direction. I decided I could pass unnoticed in the milling crowds.


    It is not easy for the historian, ten, fifty, or five hundred years away from an event, to put aside for a moment the large concepts of currents and forces, or the mechanical aids of statistics, charts, maps, neat plans, and diagrams in which the migration of men, women, and children is indicated by an arrow, or a brigade of half-terrified, half-heroic men becomes a neat little rectangle. It is not easy to see behind source material, to visualize state papers, reports, letters, diaries as written by men who spent most of their lives sleeping, eating, yawning, eliminating, squeezing blackheads, lusting, looking out of windows, or talking about nothing in general with no one in particular. We are too impressed with the pattern revealed to us—or which we think has been revealed to us—to remember that for the participants history is a haphazard affair, apparently aimless, produced by human beings whose concern is essentially with the trivial and irrelevant. The historian is always conscious of destiny. The participants rarely—or mistakenly.


    So to be set down in the midst of crisis, to be at once involved and apart, is to experience a constant series of shocks against which there is no anesthetic. The soldiers, the stragglers, the refugees, the farm boys shouting at horses, the top-hatted gentlemen cursing the teamsters, the teamsters cursing back; the looters, pimps, gamblers, whores, nurses, and newspapermen were indisputably what they appeared: vitally important to themselves, of little interest to anyone else. Yet at the same time they were a paragraph, a page, a chapter, a whole series of volumes.


    I’m sure I was faithful to the spirit if not the letter of Barbara’s warnings, and that none of the hundreds whom I passed or who passed me noted my presence, except cursorily. I, on the other hand, had to repress the constant temptation to peer into every face for signs which could not tell me what fortune or misfortune the decision of the next three days would bring to it.


    A few miles from town the crowded disorder became even worse, for the scouts from Sewell’s corps, guarding the Confederate left flank on the York Road, acted like a cork in a bottle. Because I, unlike the other travelers, knew this, I cut sharply south to get back on the circuitous Hanover Road I had left shortly after midnight, and crossing the bridge over Rock Creek, stumbled into Gettysburg.


    The two-and-a-half story brick houses with their purplish slate roofs were placid and charming in the hot July sun. A valiant rooster pecked at horse dung in the middle of the street, heedless of the swarming soldiers, any of whom might take a notion for roast chicken. Privates in the black hats of the Army of the Potomac, cavalrymen with wide yellow stripes and cannoneers with red ones on the seams of their pants, swaggered importantly. Lieutenants with hands resting gracefully on sword hilts, captains with arms thrust in unbuttoned tunics, colonels smoking cigars, all moved back and forth across the street, out of and into houses and stores, each clearly intent on some business which would affect the course of the war. Now and then a general rode his horse through the crowd, slowly and thoughtfully, oppressed by the cares of rank. Soldiers spat, leered at an occasional woman, sat dolefully on handy stoops, or marched smartly toward an unknown destination. On the courthouse staff the flag hung doubtfully in the limp summer air. Every so often there was a noise like poorly organized thunder.


    Imitating the adaptable infantrymen, I found an unoccupied stoop and sat down after a curious glance at the house, wondering whether it contained someone whose letters or diaries I had read. Drawing out my packet of dried beef, I munched away without taking any of my attention from the sights and sounds and smells around me. Only I knew how desperately these soldiers would fight this afternoon and all day tomorrow. I alone knew how they would be caught in the inescapable trap on July 3 and finally routed, to begin the last act of the war. That major, I thought, so proud of his new-won golden oak leaves, may have an arm or leg shot off vainly defending Culp’s Hill; that sergeant over there may lie faceless under an apple tree before nightfall.


    Soon these men would be swept away from the illusory shelter of the houses and out onto the ridges where they would be pounded into defeat and disaster. There was nothing for me now in Gettysburg itself, though I could have spent days absorbing the color and feeling. Already I had tempted fate by my casual appearance in the heart of town. At any moment someone might speak to me, to ask for a light or a direction; an ill-considered word or action of mine might change, with ever-widening consequences, the course of the future. I had been foolish enough long enough; it was time for me to go to the vantage point I had decided upon and observe without peril of being observed.


    I rose and stretched, my bones protesting. But a couple of miles more would see me clear of all danger of chance encounter with a too friendly or inquisitive soldier or civilian. I gave a last look, trying to impress every detail on my memory, and turned south on the Emmitsburg Road.


    This was no haphazard choice. I knew where and when the crucial, the decisive move upon which all the other moves depended would take place. While thousands of men were struggling and dying on other parts of the battleground, a Confederate advance force, unnoticed, disregarded, would occupy the position which would eventually dominate the scene and win the battle—and the war—for the South. Heavy with knowledge no one else possessed I made my way toward a farm on which there was a wheat field and a peach orchard.


    XX.


    BRING THE JUBILEE


    A great battle in its first stages is as tentative, uncertain, and indefinite as a courtship just begun. At the beginning the ground was there for either side to take without protest; the other felt no surge of possessive jealousy. I walked unscathed along the Emmitsburg Road; on my left I knew there were Union forces concealed, on my right the Southrons maneuvered. In a few hours, to walk between the lines would mean instant death, but now the declaration had not been made, the vows had not been finally exchanged. It was still possible for either party to withdraw; no furious heat bound the two indissolubly together. I heard the periodic shell and the whine of a minie ball; mere flirtatious gestures so far.


    Despite the hot sun the grass was cool and lush. The shade in the orchard was velvety. From a low branch I picked a near-ripe peach and sucked the wry juice. I sprawled on the earth and waited. For miles around, men from Maine and Wisconsin, from Georgia and North Carolina, assumed the same attitude. But I knew for what I was waiting; they could only guess.


    Some acoustical freak dimmed the noises in the air to little more than amplification of the normal summer sounds. Did the ground really tremble faintly, or was I translating my mental picture of the marching armies, the great wagon trains, the heavy cannon, the iron-shod horses into an imagined physical effect? I don’t think I dozed, but certainly my attention withdrew from the rows of trees with their scarred and runneled bark, curving branches and graceful leaves, so that I was taken unaware by the unmistakable clump and creak of mounted men.


    The blue-uniformed cavalry rode slowly through the peach orchard. They seemed like a group of aimless hunters returning from the futile pursuit of a fox; they chatted, shouted at each other, walked their horses abstractedly. One or two had their sabres out; they rose in their saddles and cut at the branches overhead in pure pointless mischief.


    Behind them came the infantrymen, sweating and swearing, more serious. Some few had wounds, others were without their muskets. Their dark blue tunics were carelessly unbuttoned, their lighter pants were stained with mud and dust and grass. They trampled and thrashed around like men long weary. Quarrels rose among them swiftly and swiftly petered out. No one could mistake them for anything but troops in retreat.


    After they had passed, the orchard was still again, but the stillness had a different quality from what had gone before. The leaves did not rustle, no birds chirped, there were no faint betrayals of the presence of chipmunks or squirrels. Only if one listened very closely was the dry noise of insects perceptible. But I heard the guns now. Clearly and louder. And more continuously—much more continuously. It was not yet the full roar of battle, but death was authentic in its low rumble.


    Then the Confederates came. Cautiously, but not so cautiously that one could fail to recognize they represented a victorious, invading army. Shabby they certainly were, as they pushed into the orchard, but alert and confident. Only a minority had uniforms which resembled those prescribed by regulation, and these were torn, grimy, and scuffed. Many of the others wore the semi-official butternut—crudely dyed homespun, streaked and muddy brown. Some had ordinary clothes with military hats and buttons; a few were dressed in Federal blue trousers with gray or butternut jackets.


    Nor were their weapons uniform. There were long rifles, short carbines, muskets of varying age, and I noticed one bearded soldier with a ponderous shotgun. But whatever their dress or arms, their bearing was the bearing of conquerors. If I alone on the field that day knew for sure the outcome of the battle, these Confederate soldiers were close behind in sensing the future.


    The straggling Northerners had passed me by with the clouded perception of the retreating. These Southrons, however, were steadfastly attentive to every sight and sound. Too late I realized the difficulty of remaining unnoticed by such sharp, experienced eyes. Even as I berated myself for my stupidity, a great, whiskery fellow in what must once have been a stylish bottle-green coat pointed his gun at me.


    “Yank here boys!” Then to me, “What you doing here, fella?”


    Three or four came up and surrounded me curiously. “Funniest lookin’ damyank I ever did see. Looks like he just fell out of a bathtub.”


    Since I had walked all night on dusty roads I could only think their standards of cleanliness were not high. And indeed this was confirmed by the smell coming from them: the stink of sweat, of clothes long slept in, of unwashed feet and stale tobacco.


    “I’m a noncombatant,” I said foolishly.


    “Whazzat?” asked the beard. “Some kind of Baptist?”


    “Naw,” corrected one of the others. “It’s a law-word. Means not all right in the head.”


    “Looks all right in the foot though. Let’s see your boots, Yank. Mine’s sure wore out.”


    What terrified me now was not the thought of my boots being stolen, or of being treated as a prisoner, or even the remote chance of being shot as a spy. A greater; more indefinite catastrophe was threatened by my exposure. These men were the advance company of a regiment due to sweep through the orchard and the wheat field, explore that bit of wild ground known as the Devil’s Den, and climb up Little Round Top closely followed by an entire Confederate brigade. This was the brigade which held the Round Top for several hours until artillery was brought up, artillery which dominated the entire field and gave the South victory at Gettysburg.


    There was no allowance for a pause, no matter how trifling, in the peach orchard, in any of the accounts I’d read or heard of. The hazard Barbara had warned so insistently against had happened. I had been discovered, and the mere discovery had altered the course of history.


    I tried to shrug it off. Delay of a few minutes could hardly make a significant difference. All historians agreed that the capture of the Round Tops was an inevitability; the Confederates would have been foolish to overlook them—in fact it was hardly possible they could, prominent as they were both on maps and in physical reality—and they had occupied them hours before the Federals made a belated attempt to take them. I had been unbelievably stupid to expose myself, but I had created no repercussions likely to spread beyond the next few minutes.


    “Said let’s see them boots. Ain’t got all day to wait.”


    A tall officer with a pointed imperial and a sandy, faintly reddish mustache whose curling ends shone waxily came up, revolver in hand. “What’s going on here?”


    “Just a Yank, Cap’n. Making a little change of footgear.” The tone was surly, almost insolent.


    The galloons on the officer’s sleeve told me the title was not honorary. “I’m a civilian, Captain,” I protested. “I realize I have no business here.”


    The captain looked at me coldly, with an expression of disdainful contempt. “Local man?” he asked.


    “Not exactly. I’m from York.”


    “Too bad. Thought you could tell me about the Yanks up ahead. Jenks, leave the civilian gentleman in full possession of his boots.”


    There was rage behind that sneer, a hateful anger apparently directed at me for being a civilian, at his men for their obvious lack of respect, at the battle, the world. I suddenly realized his face was intimately familiar. Irritatingly, because I could connect it with no name, place, or circumstance.


    “How long have you been in this orchard, Mister Civilian-from-York?”


    The effort to identify him nagged me, working in the depths of my mind, obtruding even into that top layer which was concerned with what was going on.


    What was going on? Too bad. Thought you could tell me about the Yanks up ahead. How long have you been in this orchard?


    Yanks up ahead? There weren’t any. There wouldn’t be, for hours.


    “I said, ‘How long you been in this orchard?’


    Probably an officer later promoted to rank prominent enough to have his picture in one of the minor narratives. Yet I was certain his face was no likeness I’d seen once in a steel engraving and dismissed. These were features often encountered.


    “Sure like to have them boots. If we ain’t fightin’ for Yankee boots, what the hell we fightin’ for?”


    What could I say? That I’d been in the orchard for half an hour? The next question was bound to be, Had I seen Federal troops? Whichever way I answered I would be betraying my role of spectator.


    “Hey Cap’n—this fella knows something. Lookit the silly grin!”


    Was I smiling? In what? Terror? Perplexity? In the mere effort of keeping silent, so as to be involved no further?


    “Tell yah—he’s laughin’ cuz he knows somethin’!”


    Let them hang me, let them strip me of my boots; from here on I was dumb as dear Catty had been once.


    “Out with it, man—you’re in a tight spot. Are there Yanks up ahead?”


    The confusion in my mind approached chaos. If I knew the captain’s eventual rank I could place him. Colonel So-and-so. Brigadier-General Blank. What had happened? Why had I let myself be discovered? Why had I spoken at all and made silence so hard now?


    “Yanks up ahead—they’s Yanks up ahead!”


    “Quiet you! I asked him—he didn’t say there were Yanks ahead.”


    “Hay! Damyanks up above. Goin’ to mow us down!”


    “Fella says the bluebellies are layin’ fur us!”


    Had the lie been in my mind, to be telepathically plucked by the excited soldiers? Was even silence no refuge from participation?


    “Man here spotted the whole Fed artillery up above, trained on us!”


    “Pull back, boys! Pull back!”


    I’d read often enough of the epidemic quality of a perfectly unreasonable notion. A misunderstood word, a baseless rumor, an impossible report, was often enough to set a troop of armed men—squad or army—into senseless mob action. Sometimes the infection made for feats of heroism, sometimes for panic. This was certainly less than panic, but my nervous, meaningless smile conveyed a message I had never sent.


    “It’s a trap. Pull back boys—let’s get away from these trees and out where we can see the Yanks!”


    The captain whirled on his men. “Here, damn you,” he shouted furiously, “you all gone crazy? The man said nothing. There’s no trap!”


    The men moved slowly, sullenly away. “I heard him,” one of them muttered, looking accusingly toward me.


    The captain’s shout became a yell. “Come back here! Back here, I say!”


    His raging stride overtook the still irresolute men. He grabbed the one called Jenks by the shoulder and whirled him about. Jenks tried to jerk free. There was fear on his face, and hate. “Leave me go, damn you,” he screamed. “Leave me go!”


    The captain yelled at his men again. Jenks snatched at the pistol with his left hand; the officer pulled the gun away. Jenks brought his musket upright against the captain’s body, the muzzle just under his chin, and pushed— as though the firearm somehow gave him leverage. They wrestled briefly, then the musket went off.


    The captain’s hat flew upward, and for an instant he stood, bareheaded, in the private’s embrace. Then he fell. Jenks wrenched his musket free and disappeared.


    When I came out of my shock I walked over to the body. The face had been blown off. Shreds of human meat dribbled bloodily on the gray collar and soiled the fashionably long hair. I had killed a man. Through my interference with the past I had killed a man who had been destined to longer life and even some measure of fame. I was the guilty sorcerer’s apprentice.


    I stooped down to put my hands inside his coat for papers which would tell me who he was and satisfy the curiosity which still basely persisted. It was not shame which stopped me. Just nausea, and remorse.


    * * * *


    I saw the Battle of Gettysburg. I saw it with all the unique advantages of a professional historian thoroughly conversant with the patterns, the movements, the details, who knows where to look for the coming dramatic moment, the recorded decisive stroke. I fulfilled the chroniclers’ dream.


    It was a nightmare.


    * * * *


    To begin with, I slept. I slept not far from the captain’s body in the peach orchard. This was not callousness, but physical and emotional exhaustion. When I went to sleep the guns were thundering; when I woke they were thundering louder. It was late afternoon. I thought immediately, this is the time for the futile Union charge against the Round Tops.


    But the guns were not sounding from there. All the roar was northward, from the town. I knew how the battle went; I had studied it for years. Only now it wasn’t happening the way it was written down in the books.


    True, the first day was a Confederate victory. But it was not the victory we knew. It was just a little different, just a little short of the triumph recorded. And on the second day, instead of the Confederates getting astride the Taneytown Road and into the position from which they tore Meade’s army to bits from three sides, I witnessed a terrible encounter in the peach orchard and the wheat field—places known to be safely behind the Southron lines.


    All my life I’d heard of Pickett’s charge on the third day. Of how the disorganized Federals were given the final killing blow in their vitals. Well, I saw Pickett’s charge on the third day, and it was not the same charge in the historic place. It was a futile attempt to storm superior positions (positions, by established fact, in Lee’s hands since July 1) ending in slaughter and defeat.


    Defeat for the South, not the North. Meade’s army was not broken; the Confederates could not scatter and pursue them now. The capitulation, if it ever took place, would come under different circumstances. The independence of the Confederate States might not be acknowledged for years. If at all.


    All because the North held the Round Tops.


    Years more of killing, and possibly further years of guerrilla warfare. Thousands and thousands of dead, their blood on my hands. A poisoned continent, an inheritance of hate. Because of me.


    I cannot tell you how I got back to York. If I walked, it was somnambulistically. Possibly I rode the railroad or in a farmer’s cart. Part of my mind, a tiny part that kept coming back to pierce me no matter how often I crushed it out, remembered those who died, those who would have lived, but for me. Another part was concerned only with the longing to get back to my own time, to the Haven, to Catty. A much larger part was simply blank, except for the awesome, incredible knowledge that the past could be changed—that the past had been changed.


    I must have wound my watch—Barbara’s watch—for it was ten o’clock on the night of July 4 when I got to the barn. Ten o’clock by 1863 time; the other dial showed it to be 8:40, that would be twenty of nine in the morning, 1952 time. In two hours I would be home, safe from the nightmare of happenings that never happened, of guilt for the deaths of men not supposed to die, of the awful responsibility of playing destiny. If I could not persuade Barbara to smash her damnable contrivance I would do so myself.


    The dogs barked madly, but I was sure no one heeded. It was the Fourth of July, and a day of victory and rejoicing for all Pennsylvanians. I stole into the barn and settled myself in the exact center, even daring the use of a match, my last one, to be sure I’d be directly under the reflector when it materialized.


    I could not sleep, though I longed to blot out the horror and wake in my own time. Detail by detail I went over what I had seen, superimposing it like a palimpsest upon the history I’d always known. Sleep would have kept me from this wretched compulsion and from questioning my sanity, but I could not sleep.


    I have heard that in moments of overwhelming shock some irrelevancy, some inconsequential matter persistently forces itself on the attention. The criminal facing execution thinks, not of his imminent fate or of his crime, but of the cigarette stub he left burning in his cell. The bereaved widow dwells, not on her lost husband, but on tomorrow’s laundry. So it was with me. Behind that part of my mind reliving the past three days, a more elementary part gnawed at the identification of the slain captain.


    I knew that face. Particularly did I know that face set in a sneer, distorted with anger. But I could not remember it in Confederate uniform. I could not remember it with sandy mustaches. And yet the sandy, reddish hair, revealed in that terrible moment when his hat flew off, was as familiar as part of the face. Oh, I thought, if I could only place it once and for all and free my mind at least of this trivial thing.


    I wished there were some way I could have seen the watch, to concentrate on the creeping progress of the hands and distract myself from the wave after wave of wretched meditations which flowed over me. But the moonlight was not strong enough to make the face distinguishable, much less the figures on the dials. There was no narcotic.


    As one always is at such times I was convinced the appointed moment had passed unnoticed. Something had gone wrong. Over and over I had to tell myself that minutes seem hours in the waiting dark; it might feel like two or three in the morning to me; it was probably barely eleven. No use. A minute—or an hour or a second—later I was again positive midnight had passed.


    Finally I began to suffer a monstrous illusion. I began to think it was getting lighter. That dawn was coming. Of course, I knew it could not be; what I fancied lifting darkness was only a sick condition of swollen, overtired eyes. Dawn does not come to Pennsylvania at midnight, and it was not yet midnight. At midnight I would be back at Haggershaven, in 1952.


    Even when the barn was fully lighted by the rising sun and I could see the cattle peaceful in their stalls I refused to believe what I saw. I took out my watch only to find something had disturbed the works; the hands registered five o’clock. Even when the farmer, milk pails over arm, started in surprise, exclaiming, “Hey, what you doing here?”—even then, I did not believe.


    Only when I opened my mouth to explain to my involuntary host did something happen. The puzzle which had pursued me for three days suddenly solved itself. I knew why the face of the Southron captain had been so familiar. Familiar beyond any of the better known warriors on either side. I had indeed known that face intimately; seen those features enraged or sneering. The nose, the mouth, the eyes, the expression were Barbara Haggerwells’s. The man dead in the peach orchard was the man whose portrait hung in the library of Haggershaven, its founder, Herbert Haggerwells. Captain Haggerwells—never to become a major now, or buy this farm. Never to marry a local girl or beget Barbara’s great-grandfather. Haggershaven had ceased to exist in the future.


    XXI.


    FOR THE TIME BEING


    I am writing this, as I said, in 1877. I am a healthy man of forty-five, no doubt with many years ahead of me. I might live to be a hundred, except for an illogical feeling that I must die before 1921. However, eighty-nine should be enough for anyone. So I have ample time to put my story down. Still, better to have it down and done with; should anything happen to me tomorrow it will be on paper.


    For what? As confession and apology? As an inverted substitute for the merciful amnesia which ought to have erased my memory as well as my biography? (I have written to Wappinger Falls; there are no records of any Hodgins family, or of Backmakers. Does this mean the forces I set in motion destroyed Private Hodgins as well as Captain Haggerwells? Or only that the Hodginses and Backmakers settled elsewhere? In either case I am like Adam—in this world—a special, parentless creation.) There is no one close enough to care, or intimate enough to accept my word in the face of all reason. I have not married in this time, nor shall I. I write only as old men talk to themselves.


    The rest of my personal story is simple. The name of the farmer who found me in his barn was Thammis; they had need of a hired hand and I stayed on. I had no desire to go elsewhere; in fact I could not bear to leave what was—and will never be—Haggershaven.


    In the beginning I used to go to the location of the Agatis’ garden and look across at the spot where I left our cottage and Catty. It was an empty pilgrimage. Now I content myself with the work which needs doing. I shall stay here till I die.


    Catty. Haggershaven. Are they really gone, irrevocably lost, in a future which never existed, which couldn’t exist, once the chain of causation was broken? Or do they exist after all, in a universe in which the South won the battle of Gettysburg and Major Haggerwells founded Haggershaven? Could another Barbara devise a means to reach that universe? I would give so much to believe this, but I cannot. I simply cannot.


    Children know about such things. They close their eyes and pray, “Please, God, make it didn’t happen.” Often they open their eyes to find it happened anyway, but this does not shake their faith that many times the prayer is granted. Adults smile, but can any of them be sure the memories they cherish were the same yesterday? Do they know that a past cannot be expunged? Children know it can.


    And once lost, that particular past can never be regained. Another and another perhaps, but never the same one. There are no parallel universes—though this one may be sinuous and inconstant.


    That this world is a better place than the one into which I was born, and promises to grow still better, seems true. What idealism lay behind the Southron cause triumphed in the reconciliation of men like Lee; what was brutal never got the upper hand as it did in my world. The Negro is free; black legislatures pass advanced laws in South Carolina; black congressmen comport themselves with dignity in Washington. The Pacific railroad is built, immigrants pour into a welcoming country to make it strong and wealthy; no one suggests they should be shut out or hindered.


    There are rumors of a deal between northern Republicans and southern Democrats, betraying the victory of the Civil War—how strange it is still, after fourteen years, to use this term instead of the familiar War of Southron Independence—in return for the presidency. If this is true, my brave new world is not so brave.


    It may not be so new either. Prussia has beaten France and proclaimed a German Empire; is this the start in a different way of the German Union? Will 1914 see an Emperors’ War—there is none in France now—leaving Germany facing…whom?


    Any one of the inventions of my own time would make me a rich man if I could reproduce it, or cared for money. With mounting steel production and the tremendous jump in population, what a success the minibile would be. Or the tinugraph. Or controllable balloons.


    The typewriter I have seen. It has developed along different and clumsier lines; inevitably, I suppose, given initial divergence. It may mean greater advances; more likely not. The universal use of gaslight must be far in the future if it is to come at all; certainly its advent is delayed by all this talk of inventing electric illumination. If we couldn’t put electricity to work it’s unlikely my new contemporaries will be able to. Why, they haven’t even made the telegraph cheap and convenient.


    And something like HX-1? It is inconceivable. Could it be that in destroying the future in which Haggershaven existed I have also destroyed the only dimension in which time travel was possible?


    So strangely easily I can write the words, “I destroyed.”


    Catty.


    But what of Tyss’s philosophy? Is it possible I shall be condemned to repeat the destruction throughout eternity? Have I written these lines an infinite number of times before? Or is the mercy envisaged by Enfandin a reality? And what of Barbara’s expression as she bade me goodbye? Could she possibly


    * * * *


    Editorial note by Frederick Winter Thammis: Quite recently, in the summer of 1953 to be exact, I commissioned the remodeling of my family home near York, Pennsylvania. Among the bundles of old books and papers stored in the attic was a box of personal effects, labeled H. M. BACKMAKER. In it was the manuscript concluding with an unfinished sentence, reproduced above.


    My father used to tell me that when he was a boy there was an old man living on the farm, nominally as a hired hand, but actually as a pensioner, since he was beyond the age of useful labor. My father said the children considered him not quite right in his mind, but very entertaining, for he often repeated long, disjointed narratives of an impossible world and an impossible society which they found as fascinating as the Oz books. On looking back, he said, Old Hodge talked like an educated man, but this might simply be the impression of young, uncultivated minds.


    Clearly it was in some attempt to give form and unity to his tales that the old man wrote his fable down, and then was too shy to submit it for publication. This is the only reasonable way to account for its existence. Of course, he says he wrote it in 1877, when he was far from old, and disconcertingly, analysis of the paper shows it might have been written then.


    Two other items should be noted. In the box of Backmaker’s belongings there was a watch of unknown manufacture and unique design. Housed in a cheap nickel case, the jeweled movement is of extraordinary precision and delicacy. The face has two dials, independently set and wound.


    The second is a quotation. It can be matched by similar quotations in any of half a hundred volumes on the Civil War. I pick this only because it is handy. From W. E. Woodward’s Years of Madness, p. 202:


    “…Union troops that night and next morning took a position on Cemetery Hill and Round Top.…The Confederates could have occupied this position but they failed to do so. It was an error with momentous consequences.”


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1952, 1980 by the Estate of Ward Moore; first appeared in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction; reprinted by permission of the author’s Estate and the Estate’s agent, the Virginia Kidd Agency, Inc.

  


  
    ALTERNATE HISTORY, by Andrew M. Gordon


    Alternate history, the practice of positing “what if” history had transpired differently, is both a flourishing subgenre of science fiction and a subfield of history. It has been called by many names, such as “uchronia,” “allohistory,” and “counterfactual fiction.” Grammatically, “alternative history” is more accurate, but because this term is used in a specialized sense by historians, such as history as viewed from a feminist perspective, the preferred term is alternate history.


    Like science fiction, alternate history is extrapolative: SF posits a change in our present or future; alternate history posits a change in the past and its consequences on history. Part of the pleasure in reading alternate history is figuring out at what point in history the change occurred and then measuring the created world against known history and noting the deviations. The critic Karen Hellekson says that “The alternate history is a text placed at the crux of temporality, narrativity, and history; these three points engage in a dialogue that…questions these topics by estranging them, by changing events or interpretations to make them unfamiliar” (Hellekson 65).


    According to the novelist E. L. Doctorow, “history is a kind of fiction in which we live and hope to survive, and fiction is a kind of speculative history, perhaps a superhistory” (“False Documents” 25). Alternate history can be considered an especially powerful form of superhistory, a means of speculating on and reconceiving history itself.


    Alternate history derives from the universal human tendency to speculate about the random and arbitrary nature of existence, and about how our lives might be dramatically altered if one small event in the past were to change. We do it to congratulate ourselves on our good fortune, or to express our fear of the huge role chance plays in human existence, or to wish that our lives had gone otherwise. Says Michael Chabon, author of The Yiddish Policemen’s Union (2007), which won the Sidewise Award presented annually for the best novel of alternate history, “I think all of us are wired to lie awake in bed at night going back over the course of our life, looking at the things that led us to the place where we are now, being able to see sometimes only after only after a period of many years certain key junctures.…You can begin to imagine an alternate life for yourself. It’s a fundamental part of the way we look at our own history” (Chabon interview by Greenwood). Alternate history simply extends that tendency from rethinking one’s own history to reimagining the larger patterns of history.


    Alternate history permeates contemporary popular culture, in both science fiction and fantasy and mainstream novels. There are dozens of websites catering to fans of the genre, with such features as alternate history role-playing games, instructions on how to create your own alternate timeline, and Rough Planet Guides to Alternate Earths. There are also many alternate history video and computer games and comic books. On television, there have been series such as Quantum Leap (1989–1993), about a time traveler who improves people’s lives, Sliders (1995–200), about a team who use machinery to travel to many parallel Earths subtly or dramatically different from our own, and Time Cop (1997–1998), a TV series based on a 1994 movie, about a policeman who travels through time to correct its course when criminal time travelers alter history for personal benefit. Recent movies such as Run Lola Run (1998), Sliding Doors (1998), and The Butterfly Effect (2004) present a given situation which is played repeatedly, yielding different and sometimes completely contradictory outcomes. Although it may saturate contemporary popular culture, alternate history, like other forms of SF, tends to get little respect from critics who disdain genre fiction.


    Nevertheless, alternate history has a long and distinguished lineage, beginning with the Greek historian Herodotus, who wondered what would have happened if the Persians defeated the Greeks at Marathon, and the Roman historian Livy, who pondered what would have happened to the Roman Empire if Alexander had gone west instead of east.


    The first known alternate history in English is a chapter in Isaac D’Israeli’s Curiosities of Literature (1824). The first novel-length alternate history was Louis-Napoleon Geoffrey-Chateau’s Napoléon et la conquête du monde (1836). Nathaniel Hawthorne’s story “P.’s Correspondence” (1845) concerns a man who is considered mad because he sees an alternate 1845. Charles Renouvier’s novel Uchronie (1857) introduced the French term for alternate history. But the best known alternate history of the nineteenth century is Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1889), where the alteration is caused through time travel, which in the twentieth century became a favorite literary device to create a changed past or present.


    Alternate history burgeoned in the twentieth century, both in the speculations of historians and in the creations of the new genre of SF. And its rules began to be codified. Alternate histories basically come in three varieties: 1) the anomaly, 2) the time travel deviation, and 3) the parallel worlds scenario.


    First, the alternative reality may be due to an anomaly which is simply given. At some critical juncture in the past—which Karen Hellekson calls “the nexus event” (27) and other critics call “the point of divergence”—history deviated from its known course to follow another path, as in Philip K. Dick’s classic The Man in the High Castle (1962), which takes place on the west coast of America, an area governed by the Japanese, decades after the Axis won WW II.


    Second, a time traveler may inadvertently or deliberately interfere with the course of events, as in A Connecticut Yankee; or L. Sprague de Camp’s Lest Darkness Fall (1941), where a twentieth-century time traveler in sixth-century Rome prevents the Dark Ages by introducing the printing press and other modern innovations; or the film series Back to the Future (1984, 1989, 1990), which deals with branching time lines caused by an unwitting time traveler, who must keep traveling up and down the time lines to correct his mistakes.


    Third, there is the possibility of parallel worlds, multiple realities, or a “multiverse,” and people may accidentally slip cross-time or else deliberately travel from one timeline to another by machine. These parallel worlds co-exist in separate dimensions, and they may be “virtually identical, right down to the people who inhabit them,” so that the hero can even encounter different versions of himself (Hellekson 51). H.G. Wells’s Men Like Gods (1923) may be the first novel about cross-time travel to an alternate universe. H. Beam Piper did a lot to popularize and explain the idea of parallel universes in his “Paratime” short stories in the 1950s and in the posthumously published novel Lord Kalvan of Otherwhen (1965). Vladimir Nabokov dabbled in the notion of parallel worlds in his novel Ada, or Ardor: A Family Chronicle (1969), in which he conjures up an “Anti-Terra” where the Russian and American land masses are connected. A variation on the parallel worlds theme is the time-loop story, in which a character involuntarily re-experiences a portion of his life over and over, with different outcomes, as in Ken Grimwood’s novel Replay (1986) or the film Groundhog Day (1993).


    British historian John Squire’s If It Had Happened Otherwise (1931) collected speculations by distinguished historians, including Winston Churchill’s sophisticated fiction, “If Lee Had Not Won the Battle of Gettysburg,” in which a historian from an alternate world in which the South won the Civil War imagines what would have happened if the South had lost. This form of alternate history is known variously as “recursive alternate history,” the “double-blind what-if” or the “alternate-alternate history.” The most famous example is Ward Moore’s classic science fiction novel Bring the Jubilee (1955), in which a historian from a twentieth century in which the Confederacy triumphed time travels to witness the Battle of Gettysburg, but in the process of observing unintentionally changes the outcome. He becomes trapped in a world in which the North wins—that is, in our world, which he has unwittingly helped create. The popular novelist MacKinlay Cantor’s If the South Had Won the Civil War (1961) played on the same notion but brought it mainstream acceptance.


    Starting in the 1960s, the publication of alternate histories increased exponentially because, with the coming of postmodernism, history was up for grabs. Theorists such as Roland Barthes and Hayden White began to note the similarity between the strategies of history and fiction. In Metahistory (1973), the historian Hayden White argued that historians structured their narratives just like novelists. Writers in the 1960s began to recognize that there was no single “truth” about a historical period, that who was telling the story and how mattered, and that fiction had much to contribute to our understanding of history.


    American writers in the 1960s and 70s responded by creating not so much alternate histories as a new kind of historical novel which mixed fact and fiction, or sometimes history and pure fantasy: John Barth’s The Sot Weed Factor (1964), Thomas Berger’s Little Big Man (1964), Bernard Malamud’s The Fixer (1966), William Styron’s The Confessions of Nat Turner (1967), Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five (1969), Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow (1973), and Doctorow’s The Book of Daniel (1971) and Robert Coover’s The Public Burning (1977), both of which reimagined the Rosenberg case.


    Like these new historical novels, alternative histories rewrite history, but they go even further: they rewrite reality. Says Karen Hellekson, “Alternate histories question the nature of history and of causality; they question accepted notions of time and space; they rupture linear movement; and they make readers rethink their world and how it has become what it is. They are a critique of the metaphors we use to discuss history. And they foreground the ‘constructedness’ of history and the role narrative plays in this construction” (Hellekson 4–5).


    Gavriel Rosenfeld suspects that the mainstreaming of alternate history in recent decades reflects the postmodern discrediting of deterministic ideologies and skepticism about all metanarratives. In alternate history, everything is contingent and history is open-ended (6). Moreover, according to chaos theory, even a tiny change in a complex system can lead to a cascading series of huge effects (the “butterfly effect”). Now that the twentieth-century threat of totalizing systems such as fascism or communism seems over, we have the freedom to look back and see how easily it could have turned out differently. Meanwhile, new threats, such as resurgent nationalism, religious fundamentalism, terrorism, or environmental catastrophe make the future less certain than ever. “In our current transitional era. . .we recognize that nothing is inevitable at all” (7).


    Among the best of the flood of alternate history novels since the 1990s are William Gibson and Bruce Sterling’s The Difference Engine (1991), in which the Victorian age features gigantic computers run on steam; Harry Turtledove’s The Guns of the South (1992), in which time travelers try to change the outcome of the Civil War by importing modern weaponry; and Robert Harris’s Fatherland (1992), set in Nazi Berlin in 1964.


    Recent award-winning novels by Philip Roth and Michael Chabon re-imagine twentieth-century Jewish history, showing both the imaginative power of fiction and the contingent nature of history. In The Plot Against America (2004), Roth, imitating a memoir, tweaks the American involvement in World War II to imagine an America sliding toward fascism and a potential American holocaust for the Jews. In The Yiddish Policemen’s Union (2007), Chabon, imitating the hard-boiled detective novel, invents a post-Holocaust Jewish state, not in Israel but in Alaska. Both novels won the Sidewise Award.


    SF seems to be histories of possible futures and alternate history to be histories of possible pasts, but both are really about the present. Writes Gavriel Rosenfeld, “When the producers of alternate histories speculate on how the past might have been different, they invariably express their own highly subjective present-day hopes and fears” (Rosenfeld 10).


    * * * *
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    EDGAR PANGBORN


    (1909–1976)


    Edgar Pangborn’s place in the field is probably more for the writers who he influenced than by his continuing readership. Never a prolific science fiction writer, his work largely fell out of print after his death and has only recently become widely available again with new editions published by Old Earth Books.


    A child of two literary parents (his father was an attorney and dictionary editor while his mother had written supernatural fiction) Pangborn studied music at Harvard (starting at age fifteen) and the New England Conservatory of Music, but did not graduate from either. Shifting his focus to writing, he sold his first novel at age twenty-one and spent the next twenty years writing for pulp mystery and detective magazines under various pen names. He worked at various other trades during the same period, including several years spent farming in Maine and World War II service as an Army medic in the Pacific.


    He turned to science fiction in the early 1950s when he was in his forties (writing under his own name for the first time), and showed a touch for depicting emotionally evocative characters. Pangborn’s 1954 novel A Mirror for Observers won the International Fantasy Award, but his best-known work is the post-apocalyptic novel Davy (1964), of which “The Golden Horn” became a part.


    Pangborn left everything to his older sister, and she in turn passed his estate on to writer Peter S. Beagle (who Pangborn had been close with) when she died in 2003. One of the themes that plays through “The Golden Horn” is the power of music and the pain of its loss. In 2003, all of the music Pangborn had written in his early years and then abandoned (except for references in stories like this one) was discovered in the attic of the house where he died.

  


  
    THE GOLDEN HORN


    First published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, February 1962


    Moha, where I was born, is mainly a nation of farms, grouped around their stockade village throughout the hill and lake and forest country. I grew up in Skoar, one of Moha’s three cities, which lies in a cup of the hills near the Katskil border. Even there things moved with the seasons and the Corn Market trade; wilderness whispers at the city’s borders, except where the two roads, the Northwest and the East, carry their double stream of men, mule-wagons, soldiers, tinkers, wanderers.


    Farming’s heartbreak work in Moha, same as everywhere. The stock give birth to as many mues as anywhere else, the labor’s long sweat and toil and disappointment wearing a man down to old age in the thirties, few farmers ever able to afford a slave. But the people scrape along, as I’ve seen human beings do in places worse than Moha. I’m older, I’ve traveled, I’ve learned to write and read in spite of that mystery’s being reserved to the priests. Looking back, I sometimes wonder if Moha wasn’t the happiest land I ever knew.


    The other cities—I’ve never visited them—are Moha City and Kanhar, both in the northwest on Moha Water. Their harbors can take big vessels up to thirty tons, the ships that trade with Levannon and the Katskil ports on the Hudson Sea. Moha City is the capital and Kanhar is the largest, twenty thousand population not counting slaves. Fifty miles south of Kanhar is Skoar, and there I was born squalling and redheaded in one of those houses that are licensed but still supposed not to exist. In such places they don’t have time for kids, but since I was a well-formed chunk of humanity and not a mue, the policers took me from my mother, whoever she was, when I was weaned, and dumped me in the Skoar orphanage, where I stayed until I was nine, old enough to earn a living.


    I’m thinking now of a day in middle March when I was past fourteen, and slipped away before dawn from the Bull and Iron where I worked as yardboy, bondservant of course, two dollars a week and board. I was merely goofing off. We’d gone through a tough winter with smallpox and flu, near-about everything except the lumpy plague, and a real snow in January almost an inch deep—I’ve never seen such a heavy fall of it before or since. There was even a frost in February; people called it unusual. In the stable loft where I slept I just thought it was damn cold. I remember looking out the loft window one January morning and seeing icicles on the sign over the inn door—a noble sign, painted for Old Jon Robson by some journeyman artist who likely got bed and a meal out of it along with the poverty talk that Old Jon saved for such occasions. A fine red bull with tremendous horns, tremendous everything, and for the iron there was a long spear sticking out of his neck and he not minding it a bit.


    The wolves sharpnosed in close that winter. Mostly grays but a pack of blacks wiped out an entire farm family in Wilton Village near Skoar. Old Jon Robson would tell every new guest the particulars of the massacre, and he’s probably doing it yet, along with tales about a crazy redheaded yardboy he had once. Well, Old Jon had connections in Wilton Village, knew the family the wolves killed and had to make a thing of it, clickety-yak. I never knew him to keep his mouth shut more than two minutes—one day when he was sick with a sore throat. He wouldn’t shut it when he slept, either. He and Mam Robson had their bedroom across the wagonyard from my loft, and in midwinter with the windows shut tight I could still hear him sleep, like an ungreased wagonwheel.


    Before sunup that March day I fed the mules and horses. I reasoned that somebody else ought to get his character strengthened by doing the shoveling. It was a Friday anyhow, so all work was sinful, unless you want to claim that shoveling is a work of necessity or piety, and I disagree. I crept into the main kitchen of the inn, where a yardboy wasn’t supposed to appear. Safe enough. Everybody would be fasting before church—the comfortable way, in bed. The slave-man Judd who was boss of the kitchen wasn’t up yet, and the worst he’d have done would have been to flap a rag and chase me ten steps on his gimp leg. I found a peach pie and surrounded it for breakfast. You see, I’d skipped fasting and church a good deal already—easy because who cares about a yardboy?—and the lightning hadn’t located me yet. In the store room I collected a chunk of bacon and a loaf of oat bread, and started thinking. Why not run away for good?


    Who’d be bothered? Maybe Jon Robson’s daughter Emmia would, a little. Cry, and wish she’d been nicer to me. I worked on that as I stole out of the inn and down the long emptiness of Kurin Street, dawn still half an hour away. I worked on it hard. I had myself killed by black wolf, changed that to bandits, because black wolf wouldn’t leave any bones. There ought to be bones for somebody to bring back. Somebody who’d say to Emmia: “Here’s all that’s left of poor redheaded Davy, except his Katskil knife. He did say he wanted for you to have that if anything happened to him.” But bandits wouldn’t have left the knife, rot them. I had a problem there.


    Emmia was older than me, sixteen, big and soft like her papa only on her it looked good. How I did cherish and play with that rosy softness in the night—all in my fancy, dumb-virgin as a baby cockerel, alone in my loft.


    I was gulping by the time I passed the town green, but as I neared the Corn Market, in North District and not far from the place where I knew I could climb the city stockade with no guard seeing me, most of that flapdoodle drained out of my head. I was thinking sharp and practical about running away for real, not just goofing off the way I’d done other times.


    A bondservant, one grade better than a slave, I’d be breaking the law if I ran, and could be made a true slave for it, likely with a ten-year term. I told myself that morning what they could do with the law. I had the bacon and bread in a sack strapped across my shoulder. My Katskil knife hung in a sheath under my shirt, and all the money I’d saved during the winter, five dollars in silver, was knotted into my loin rag. Up in the woods on North Mountain where I’d found a cave in my lone wanderings the year before, other things lay hidden—ten dollars safely buried, an ash bow I’d made myself, brass-tipped arrows, fishlines with a couple of real steel hooks. Maybe I’d really do it, I thought. Maybe today.


    I shinnied over the stockade without trouble and started up the mountain. I was being pulled two ways then. The Emmia who talked in my heart wasn’t whimpering over bones. I was thinking about the real soft-lipped girl who’d probably want me to turn back, stick it out through my bond-period, get civilized, make something of myself. Who might not mind, might even like it, if I told her or showed her what I felt about her instead of just mooning at her through doorways like a stunned calf. The forest pulled the other way.


    Climbing the steep ground from the city in the morning hush, I decided I’d merely stay lost a day or two as I’d done before. Other times it had usually been my proper monthly day off, not always. I’d risked trouble before and talked my way out of it. I’d stay this time, say until the bacon was gone, and spend that time polishing the fresh whopmagullion I’d have to tell, to celebrate my return and soften the action of Old Jon’s leather strap on my rump. The decision itself perked me up. When I was well under cover of the woods and the time was right, I climbed a maple to watch the sunrise.


    It was already beyond first-light, the fire not yet over the rim. I’d missed the earliest bird-calls, now their voices were rippling back and forth across the world. I heard a white-throat sparrow in a bush; robin and wood thrush, loveliest of all bird singers, were busy everywhere. A cardinal flew by me, a streak of flame, and a pair of smoky-white parrots broke out of a sycamore to skim over the tree-tops. In a sweet-gum nearby I caught sight of a pair of white-face monkeys who didn’t mind me at all. When I looked away from them I saw the golden blaze begin.


    For the first time that I can remember, I wanted to know, Where does it come from, the sun? What happens over there when it’s set afire every morning? Why should God go to all that trouble to keep us warm?


    Understand, at that time I had no learning at all. I’d scarcely heard of books except to know they were forbidden to all but the priests because they’d had something to do with the Sin of Man. I figured Old Jon was the smartest man in the world because he could keep accounts with the bead-board that hung in the taproom. I believed, as the Amran Church teaches everyone to believe, that the earth is a body of land three thousand miles square, once a garden and perfect, with God and the angels walking freely among men, until the time almost four hundred years ago when men sinned and spoiled everything; so now we’re working out the penance until Abraham, the Spokesman of God, who died on the Wheel at Nuber in the year 37, returns to judge His people, saving the few elect and sending the rest to fry forever in the caverns of Hell. And on all sides of that lump of land spread the everlasting seas all the way to the rim of the world. The Book of Abraham, said the teacher-priests, doesn’t tell how far away the rim is, because that’s one of the things God does not wish men to know.


    Doubts I did have. I thought it remarkable how the lightning never did arrive no matter how I sinned, even on Fridays. The doubts were small; young grass trying to work up through the brown old trash of winter.


    I understood of course—all children far younger than fourteen understood it—that while you might get away with a lot of sinning on the sly, you agreed out loud with whatever the Church taught or else you didn’t stay alive. I saw my first heretic-burning when I was nine, after I’d gone to work at the Bull and Iron. In Moha they were always conducted along with the Spring Festival. Children under nine weren’t required to attend.


    I watched the dawn from my maple, the birth and growing of the light.


    Surely I was not watching what happened in my mind, for the thought was living in me, and I not knowing how it could have come; the thought, What if someone traveled all the way to watch the firing of the sun?


    Nowadays I understood that thoughts do not come to you. You make them, they grow in you until the time arrives when you must recognize them.


    Down out of my maple then, up the long rise of the mountain in deep forest, where the heat of the day is always mild. I walked and climbed slowly, not wishing to raise a sweat, for the smell of it can drift a surprising distance, and black wolf and brown tiger may get interested. Against black wolf I had my knife. He dislikes steel. Brown tiger cares nothing for knives—a flip of his paw is sufficient—though he’s said to respect arrows, thrown spears and fire, usually. I’ve heard tell of brown tiger leaping a fire-circle to make a meal of hunters. It could be true, for his hunger must be immense and compelling in a bad season when moose and deer and bison have gone scarce. I was not thinking much about those ancient enemies when I climbed North Mountain that morning. The question-thought was in me, saying, What if I were to go beyond the rim, where the sun is set afire…?


    My cave was a crack in a cliff, broadening inside to a room four feet wide, twenty deep. The cleft ran up into darkness, and must have broken through to the outside, for a small draft like the pull of a chimney kept the air fresh. Sometimes I wished the entrance was narrower—black wolf could have got in, maybe even tiger. I’d cleared out a few copperheads when I first found the cave, and had to be watchful against them too, or rattlers, slithering back to reclaim it. The approach was a ledge that widened in front of the cave, with enough earth to support a patch of grass, and the cave was located well around the east shoulder of the mountain, so that the city was shut away. I could safely build a fire at night behind the rocks at the cave entrance, and I always did. You need a sleep-fire for safety, and the knack of waking at the right moments to refresh it. I’d long ago lifted a flint-and-steel from the Bull and Iron kitchen where it didn’t seem real decorative. I usually doused my fire before dawn. No sense painting smoke on bright sky to stir up the curious.


    That morning I first made sure about my bow and arrows and fishing gear. They hadn’t been disturbed. And yet I felt a strangeness. Not snakes and not intruders. Some eastern sunlight was entering; I could see as well as I needed to for safety but something nagged me. I stood a long time moving only my eyes. I moistened my nose, but caught no wrong scent.


    When I found the trouble at last, far at the back on one of the cave walls where sunlight didn’t reach, and where my glance must have touched it unknowingly while I was looking at my gear, I was no wiser. It was simply a small drawing made by the point of some softer, reddish rock. I goggled at it, trying to imagine it had been there always. No such thing. That cave was mine, the only place on earth I’d ever felt I owned, and I knew it like the skin of my body. This had been done since my last visit, in December before winter set in.


    Two stick figures, circles for heads with no faces, single lines for legs and arms and bodies, both with male parts indicated. I’d heard of hunters’ sign-messages. But what did this say that a hunter could want to know? The figures held nothing, did nothing, just stood there.


    The one on my right was in human proportion, with slightly bent elbows and knees in the right places, all his fingers and toes. The other stood to the same height, but his legs were far too short without a knee-crook, and his arms too long, dangling below his crotch. He had only three toes for each foot, a big one and two squeezed-up little ones. His fingers were blunt stubs, though the artist had gone to a lot of trouble drawing good human fingers for the other jo.


    No tracks in the cave or on the ledge. Nothing left behind.


    I gave it up—nothing else to do. Somebody’d been here since December, and he was honest because he never touched my gear, and likely meant me no harm. Last year I’d brought a horse-shoe and slipped it into the jumble of rocks before the cave. Now I made certain it was still in place—it was; anyway I’d never heard of a trick like this being pulled by witches or spooks.


    I worked awhile, gathering fresh balsam to sleep on, and a supply of firewood against the night. Then I shrugged off shirt and loin rag but not my knife, naturally—and lay out naked in the sunny grass, drowsing, daydreaming, not wondering much now about my visitor because I supposed he was long gone. I let other thoughts range wide, into the open sky and beyond the limits of the day.


    * * * *


    I thought of journeying.


    A patch of land three thousand miles square, and the everlasting seas. Hudson Sea, Moha Water, the Lorenta Sea, even the great Ontara Sea in the northwest—all of those, said the teacher-priests, are mere


    branches of the great sea, dividing the known world into islands. From travelers’ talk—oh, I think all the best of my education up to fourteen came from evenings at the Bull and Iron when I was minding the fireplace in the taproom or lending a hand serving drinks with my ears flapping—I knew that in some places the Hudson Sea is only a few miles wide; small craft cross it readily in good weather. And I knew that some thirty-ton ships of Levannon sail coastwise through Moha Water to the Lorenta Sea, then south for trade with Nuin—Old City and Land’s End, the easternmost part of the known world, except for a few of the outlying Cod Islands. Long, dangerous, roundabout, that northern passage, especially bad in the Lorenta Sea, where winds can be hellish or at other times fog may lie thick for days, hiding both shores—and as for the shores, wilderness on both sides, red bear and brown tiger country not meant for man. Yet that route was safer, travelers said, than the southern course down the Hudson Sea and along the Conicut coast, for at the end of that course the Cod Islands pirates with their devilish little scoon-rigged fighter craft were somehow able to smell out every third vessel worth the taking, and they couldn’t be bothered with prisoners unless there were women abroad.


    I thought, If thirty-tonners of Levannon make that northern passage for the sake of trade, why can’t they sail farther, much farther? What’s stopping them? Sure, I was ignorant. I’d never seen even the Hudson Sea, and couldn’t picture it. Likely I’d never heard the word “navigation” at that time. I had no notion of the terror and the vastness of open sea when the land’s gone and there’s no mark to steer by unless someone aboard knows the mystery of guessing position from the pattern of the stars. But an ignorant boy can think. And I thought, if nobody dares sail beyond sight of land, and if the Book of Abraham doesn’t say, how can anyone, even the priests, claim to know what’s out there? Can’t there be other lands before you come to the rim?


    I thought, How do they even know there is a rim? If it goes on forever—


    And I thought, If I were to sail east toward the place of sunrise—


    Nay, but suppose I traveled at least to Levannon, where a young man might sign aboard one of those thirty-tonners. Suppose I started this morning…


    I thought of Emmia.


    I’d glimpsed her once at her window, birth-naked for bed-time, prettier than any flower. That was the year before. I’d sneaked out of my loft sore and angry from a licking Old Jon gave me—a mule got loose in the vegetable patch, not my fault but he wouldn’t hear of it. That night I swore I’d run away and the hell with all of them. But from the street my eye caught the glow of candlelight at a window at the side of the inn on the second floor, that I knew was Emmia’s. A thick-stemmed jinny-creeper vine ran up that side of the building, spreading leaf patterns over many of the windows, and hers was one, and behind the ghostly dark patches of the pointed leaves her sweet body was moving. I saw her let free red-brown hair to tumble over her shoulders, and she combed it, watching herself no doubt in a mirror I couldn’t see. Then she must have suddenly noticed the curtain was still open, for she came to close it. Not in any hurry. She couldn’t have seen me, my skinny carcass squinched into the shadow of the next building. She stood gazing out into the dark a short while, long enough to bewitch me as if I’d never seen her before, the slow grace of her motion, her round lifted arm, deep-curved waist and the warm triangle and the division between her big breasts a line of tender darkness.


    Naked women weren’t news to me, though I’d never had one. Skoar had peep-shows like any civilized city, including penny-a-look ones that I could afford. But this was Emmia, whom I saw every day in her smock or slack-pants, busy at a hundred tasks around the inn and scolded by her ma for laziness half the time, candle-making, mending, dusting, overseeing the slave help when Mam Robson was sick, waiting on table, coming out to the barn and stable sometimes to help me collect hens’ eggs, even lend a hand feeding the critters and milking the goats. This was Emmia, and like sudden music I loved her.


    I couldn’t run away then, nor think of it. She drew the curtain, her candle died, I stole back to my loft forgetting Old Jon’s beating and all my wrath. I fell asleep that night imagining the pressure and savor of her beside me on my pallet in the hay-well and part of the time I had myself inheriting the inn and Old Jon’s fortune, and Old Jon’s dying speech with a blessing on the marriage would have made a skunk weep and forgive all his enemies. Though many times later I risked going out to stare at that window after dark, it never happened again. But the image lived in me, was with me on my ledge before the cave as morning glided toward noon.


    My ears must have caught the knowledge first, then my right hand firming on my knife while my mind was still beclouded by love and fancy. Then everything in me said, Look out! Wake up! I opened my eyes and turned my head slowly enough like a creature rousing in the natural way.


    My visitor was there, a short way up the ledge, and he smiled.


    * * * *


    Anyway I think he smiled, or wanted to. His mouth was a poor gash no longer than the mid-joint of my forefinger, in a broad flat hairless face. Monstrously dirty he was, and fat, with a heavy swaying paunch. Seeing his huge long arms and little stub legs, I thought I knew who he was.


    He did have knees but they scarcely showed, for his lower legs were as big around as his thighs, blocky columns with fat-rolls drooping from the thigh sections. Baldheaded as a pink snake, hairless to the middle, but there at his navel a great thatch of twisty black hair began and ran all the way down his legs to his stubby three-toed feet. He wore nothing at all, poor jo, and it didn’t matter. So thick was that frowsy hair I had to look twice before I was sure he was male. He had no ears, just small openings where they should have been. And he had no nose—none at all, you understand? Simply a pair of slits below the little sorrowful black eyes that were meeting my stare bravely enough. He said: “I go away?”


    I’d been about to draw my knife and shriek at him to go away. I didn’t. I tried to move slowly, getting on my feet. Whatever my face was doing, it made him no more frightened than he was already.


    In spite of those legs he stood tall as I, maybe five feet five. He was grief and loneliness standing in the sun, ugly as unwanted death.


    A mue. In Moha, and all countries I’ve since known, the law of church and state says flat and plain: A mue born of woman or beast shall not live.


    Well, law is what men make it, and you heard tales. A woman with a devil’s aid might bribe a priest to help conceal a mue-birth, hoping (always a vain hope according to the tales) that the mue might outgrow its evil and appear human instead of devil-begotten. I think, by the way, that Nuin and Katskil are the only countries which require that the mother of a mue must be killed. In Moha, I know, the law explains that a demon bent on planting mue-seed is well known to enter women in their sleep and without their knowledge, therefore they aren’t to blame unless witnesses can prove the contrary, that they performed the act with the demon awake and knowingly. At the Bull and Iron I’d heard plenty of such tales about mues born in secret—single-eyed, tailed, purple-skinned, monkey-sized, four-armed, or anything else the storyteller cared to imagine, I guess—growing up in secret and finally taking to the wilderness, where it was the duty of any decent citizen to kill them on sight—a dangerous undertaking even if they seemed defenseless, for the stories claimed that the demon who fathered the mue was likely enough to be watching over his offspring, perhaps in the shape of an animal, a snake or wolf or tiger.


    He said again: “I go away?”


    His voice was deep, slow, blurred, hard to understand. He didn’t move except for an idle swinging of his arms. Sprouting huge out of his soggy body—why, those arms could have torn a bull in quarters.


    “No, don’t go.”


    “Man,” he said. “Boy-man. Beautiful.”


    I’m not, of course. I’m puggy-nosed, freckled, knotty-muscled, small but limber. It didn’t occur to me at first that he meant me, but he was studying me sharply with those sad little pouch eyes, as I stood there with nothing on but my knife-belt, and there was nothing else he could have meant. I suppose I understand now that anything in the natural human shape would have looked beautiful to him. I knew he could see the bumpy racing of my heart; glancing down, I could see it myself, a crazy bird’s-wing flutter below the flare of my bottom ribs. Out of the uproar in my head I could find nothing to say except: “Thanks for the picture. I like it.” I saw he didn’t know the word “picture”. “Lines,” I said, and pointed to the cave. “Good.”


    He understood then; smiled and chuckled and gobbled. “You come me,” he said. “I show you good things, I.”


    Go with him? Father Abraham, no! And maybe meet his father? I should—but I couldn’t think. I pulled on my shirt and loin rag, trying to watch not only the mue but the ledge behind him, and the region behind my back too. I said: “W-w-wait!” and I stepped into my cave.


    Out of his sight, I was taken with a fit of trembling, sick and silly. Then I had my knife out and was hacking away a good half of that loaf of oat bread. I know I had some notion of buying him off. I recall thinking that if his father was in wolf-shape, maybe the bacon would do some good. But I didn’t take it; I set it, and the rest of the loaf, back on the rock ledge with my bow and arrows, and my fingers were reaching for the luck charm at my neck. It wasn’t there. I remembered I’d dropped it in my sack because the string had broken the day before and I couldn’t find another. Now I slid the sack over my shoulder, and took some comfort from feeling the charm, the little male-female god-thing, lumpy through the cloth of the sack.


    A clay trifle. I’ve learned since then that they carve such trash down in Penn, to sell to travelers for souvenirs, and likely it came from there. It was given me by my mother, or by somebody in the house where I was born, for I’m told it was on a string around my neck when I was taken to the orphanage, and there they laughed at it some but let me keep it. Emmia was often curious about it—such things aren’t common in Moha. Once, when we were looking for hens’ eggs in the barn loft, she caught hold of it and asked me, a bit red-faced and whispery, if I knew what it meant. I was thirteen; it was before I’d seen her in her window. I knew and didn’t know what she meant, was scared of the difference in her face and of the queer sweet-smelling warmth that reached me from her nearness, and so nothing came of what might have been a lively hour if my thoughts had grown a little closer toward those of a man. Oh, I don’t believe in luck-charms nowadays. Luck, good or bad, simply happens; you can’t make it, or push it around with charms and words and all that jibberty-mumble. But in those days I more than half believed in it. And since I did, it helped to stop my trembling, as I carried out that half-loaf to—him. Carried it out, knowing with not a trace of doubt what I ought to do, meant to do, what the law said I must do.


    He didn’t reach for it. Those nostril-slits flared, though, and his gaze followed my fingers like a dog’s when I broke off a small piece of the bread and ate it myself. I held out the rest to him and he accepted it, carried it to his pitiful mouth. I got a glimpse of his teeth, brownish, small, close-set, weak-looking. He gnawed awkwardly. His eyes never left me as he munched, and snuffled, and slobbered. He kept grunting, “Good, good!” and trying to smile with his mouth full. Merciful winds, it was nothing but common oat bread! And with all that fat, he couldn’t have been going hungry.


    At fourteen I couldn’t understand that it wasn’t bread he was starved for. I know it now.


    The bread gone, he gave his wet mouth a swipe and said: “You come me now? Good things. Show good things, I.” He walked a few steps up the ledge, looking back. Like a dog.


    * * * *


    Yes, I followed him.


    He walked better than I expected. His knees could bend only a few inches, but the stub legs were powerful to hold up all that weight, and they could pump along at surprising speed. On the level, it was a stiff-legged waddle. But on the steep ground, as we climbed around toward the northern side of the mountain, his arms would swing forward touching the earth, a four-legged scramble that carried him up the rises about as fast as I cared to walk. And he was quiet, in the same way I’d learned to go quiet in the woods. He knew this country, got his living out of it, must have known it a good while. I couldn’t guess his age, however, and hardly tried to.


    North Mountain mue, I’ve got no other name for him. He would never have owned one. What the hell, like other orphanage kids I never had a last name myself, and don’t miss it. I’m just Davy.


    Don’t think my kindness—if it was kindness, that business with the bread—came from anything good in me. It didn’t. It came partly from fear, partly from an ugly sort of planning. From the year of teaching by the priests that every child in Moha is required to sweat out before he’s twelve, and from the Bull and Iron tales, I knew that mues weren’t in the same class with demons or ghosts or elves, but solid flesh in spite of being the get of devils. They couldn’t vanish or float through walls; they didn’t have the evil eye. If you got near one you’d see and smell him, he couldn’t use spells or witch-signs (though his father might) because God wouldn’t allow that to a miserable mue, and he would die for good when you put a knife in him. The law said when, not if. It said you must if you could; if you couldn’t, you must notify the Church at once, so that he could be hunted down by men properly equipped and with the protection of a priest.


    I walked on behind him, up through the deeper forest on the north side of the mountain, and more and more I hated and resented him, cursing the luck that made me the one to find him, imagining his demon father behind every tree, and sickened the way anyone might be sickened by ugliness, terror, strangeness and a foul smell.


    We reached a level area, a flanking ridge of the mountain’s north side where the trees stood great and old, spaced well apart but casting thick shade from interlacing branches. Most of them were pines, that through the years had built a heavy carpet; here anyone could walk soft as a breeze. My ears, and they are keen, could barely hear the mue a few steps ahead of me as his blobby feet pressed the pine needles. I myself moved more quietly than that. I felt that he didn’t like it here. He could shamble along faster on sloping ground. In this place anything could overtake him. He padded on at his best poor speed, with constant glances to left and right—truly like someone who knew nothing more about the shadows than I did.


    The stories didn’t say there was always a demon attending a mue.


    It would be easiest, and I knew it, here on the level. Six inches of double-edge Katskil steel, honed to the limit as mine always was, will go through anything made of flesh. I was watching the best spot, below his last rib on the left side. If a no-way human thing, or being, was observing us, he or it might read my thought. It might not be in animal shape at all. But as for the mue—well, if I failed to kill at the first stab, at least I’d have time to dodge his frightful arms, and run faster than he could hope to do, while the blood drained out of him. Mue blood. Devil-fathered blood.


    I slid my knife free. I lowered it quickly out of sight inside the mouth of my sack, afraid he might turn suddenly before I was ready, afraid of other eyes. I lessened the distance between us, calculating angles, arm length, the lie of the ground. It would be best if I stooped slightly and drove my knife upward.


    He coughed slightly, a little throat-clearing, a completely human sound. It hurt me somehow, angered me too, for surely he had no right to do things in the human way. Anyhow there was no hurry; plenty more of this partly open area where it would be safest to do it. I saw no change in the tree-pattern up ahead. I told myself to wait till I felt more ready. I told myself how easy it would be. Just wait a minute…


    I saw myself back at the Bull and Iron telling my true-tale. I wouldn’t brag, nay, I’d speak with a noble calm. I could afford it. I’d be the Yardboy Who Killed A Mue.


    They would send out a mission, priests, hunters and soldiers, to find the body and verify my story. I’d go along, and they’d find it. A skeleton, with those awful leg-bones, would be enough—and that’s all it would be, for in the time it took the mission to argue and get going, the carrion-ants would finish what other scavengers began, the old necessary wilderness housecleaning. The skeleton would do. They’d set out doubting me, snickering behind their hands. Then the laughers would look sick, and I’d be a hero.


    It came to me that this was no gaudy daydream of the kind that had filled my head with rosy mists at other times. This was what would happen in sober fact. I’d be questioned and examined afterward by the priests, maybe the Bishop of Skoar, the Mayor, even the Colonel of the army garrison. Why, possibly the Kurin family, absolute tops in the Skoar aristocracy, would hear of me and want to learn more. If they liked me, I’d be a bondservant no longer. With them for my patrons I’d be the same as rich.


    I would go to Levannon, on a roan horse. Two attendants—no, three, one to ride ahead and make sure of a room for me at the next inn, never mind who had to be tossed out; and a maid-servant to bathe me and keep the bed warm. In Levannon I would buy me a ship, a thirty-tonner. And wouldn’t I wear a green hat with a hawk’s feather, a red shirt of Penn silk, my loin cloth silken too, none of your damned scratchy linsey rags, maybe white with small golden stars and crosses! Real leather moccasins with ornaments of brass.


    I saw Old Jon Robson ashamed of past unkindness but quick to get in on the glory. I’d let him. It would suit my dignity. Clickety-yak, he knew all along the boy had wonderful stuff in him, only needed an opportunity to bring it out, what he’d always said, clickety-clickety, and me looking calm, friendly, a little bit bored. Poor Old Jon!


    And Emmia: “Davy, weren’t you terrified? O Davy darling, what if he’d killed you?” Maybe not just “darling”; maybe she’d call me “Spice,” which girls didn’t say in my native city unless they meant come-take-it. “Davy, Spice, what if I’d lost you?”


    “Nay, Emmia, it wasn’t anything. I had to do it.” So, since she’d called me that, it wasn’t the taproom where she spoke, but her bedroom, and she’d let down her lovely hair to cover the front of her in make-believe modesty, but I put my hands below her chin—you know, gentle, neverthe-less the hands that had killed a mue—parting that flowing softness to let the pink flower-tips peep through…


    The mue halted and turned to me. “Bad place,” he said, pointing at some of the enormous trees, to remind me how anything might lurk behind them. “No fear, boy-man. Bad thing come, I help, I.” He tapped the bulges of his right arm. “Fight big, you, I. You, I—word?—fra—fre—”


    “Friends,” I said, or my voice said it for me.


    “Friends.” He nodded, satisfied, turned his broad back to me and went on.


    I pushed my knife into its sheath and did not draw it again that day.


    * * * *


    The big-tree region ended. For a while our course slanted downhill through smaller growth; now and then a gap in the tree cover let me glance out


    across rolling land to the north and east. Then we came to a place where the master growth was no longer trees but the wild grape. Monstrous vines looped and clung in their slow violence throughout a stand of maple and oak, the trees twisted into tortured attitudes by the ceaseless pressure. Many of the trees were dead but still provided firm columns to uphold their murderers. In the upper shadows I saw flashes of brilliance, not birds but the flowers called orchids whose roots grow on the branches never touching earth. Moss hung there too, a gray-green strangeness; I had never seen more than a little of it on the Skoar side of the mountain, but here it grew dense, making me think of dusty curtains swaying to a breeze I could not feel.


    In this man-forgotten place, the mue stopped, glanced up into the vine-bound branches and studied my legs and arms, bothered. “You can’t,” he said, and showed me what he meant by catching a loop of vine and swarming up hand over hand till in a moment he was thirty feet above ground. There he swung, and launched his great bulk across a gap, catching another loop, and another. A hundred feet away, he shifted his arms so quickly I could not follow the motion, and came swinging back above me. Now I’m clever in the trees, but my arms are merely human, not that good. He called down softly: “You go ground? Not far. Bad thing come, I help quick.”


    So I went ground. It was nasty walking—thicket, groundvines, fallen branches, dead logs where fire-ants would be living. The fat black-and-gold orb-spiders liked this place and had their dainty-looking homes everywhere; their bite can’t kill, but will make you wish it would. I had to think of snake and scorpion too, and listen for any noise in the brush that wasn’t my own. I struggled through maybe a quarter-mile of that stuff, knowing the mue was near me but often unable to see or hear him, before I came up against a network of cat-brier, and there I was stopped.


    Ten-foot elastic stems, tougher than moose-tendon and barbed every inch, growing so close they’d built a sort of basket-weave. Brown tiger himself, with his shoe-leather hide and three inches of fur, would never try it. Then beyond that barricade I saw what could have been the tallest tree in Moha.


    A tulip tree twelve feet through at the base and I’m not lying. The wild grape had found it long ago and gone rioting up into the sunshine, but might not kill the giant for another hundred years. My mue was up there, calling, pointing out a place on my side where a stem of the vine thick as my wrist grew up straight for thirty feet and connected with the strands around the tulip tree. Well, that I could manage. I shinnied up, and worked over to the great tree along a dizzy-sagging horizontal vine. The mue grasped my foot and set it gently on a solid branch.


    As soon as he was sure of my safety he began climbing, and I followed—I don’t know how far up, call it sixty feet more. It was easy enough, like a ladder. The side-branches had become smaller, the vine-leaves thicker in the increase of sunshine, when we reached an obstruction of crossed sticks and interwoven vine. No eagle’s nest as I foolishly thought at first—no bird ever moved sticks of that size.


    The mue walked out on the branch below this structure and hoisted himself to the next limb. Up beside him, I could understand it. A nest, yes, five feet across, built on a double crotch, woven as shrewdly as any willow basket I ever saw in the Corn Market, and thickly lined with gray moss. He let himself down into his home and his sad mouth grinned. I grinned back—I couldn’t help it—and followed, with more caution than I needed, for the thing was solid as a house. It was a house.


    * * * *


    He talked to me.


    I felt no sense of dreaming, as people sometimes say they do in a time of strangeness. But didn’t you, in childhood, play the game of imaginary countries? Promise yourself, say, that if you passed through the gap of a forked tree-trunk you’d be in a different world? Then if you did in the flesh step through such a tree, you learned that you must still rely on make-believe, didn’t you? And that hurt, some. It cut a few of the threads of your fancy. But suppose that after passing through your tree-fork, you had been met in solid truth by—oh, a gnome, dragon, fairy-tale princess…But time moved curiously for me there in the mue’s nest, and all the inner life of me—thought, vision, ignorance, wonder—was the life of someone who had not existed before that day. I think we never do know yesterday any better than we know tomorrow.


    He was fingering my shirt. “Cloth?” he said, and I nodded. “Is beautiful.” A rarely dirty old shirt, I’d patched it myself a dozen times. But he liked that word “beautiful” and to him I suppose it meant many things it wouldn’t to you or me. “See you before,” he told me. “Times ago.”


    He must have meant he’d watched me secretly on my other visits to North Mountain, from high in a tree or rock-still in a thicket. To guess it would have scared me gutless; learning of it now I only felt silly, me with my sharp eyes and ears and nose—studied all this time and never a hint of it.


    Then he was telling me about his life. I won’t try to record much of his actual talk, the jumbled half-swallowed words, pauses when he could find no word at all. Some of it I couldn’t understand, gaps that caught no light from my few clumsy questions.


    He was born somewhere in the northeast. He waved that way; from our height, it was all a green sea under sunshine. He said “ten sleeps,” but I don’t know what distance he could have covered in a day at the time he left his birthplace. His mother, evidently a farm woman, had born him secretly in a cave in the woods. “Mother’s man die before that”—I think he was speaking of his father, or should I say the man who would have been his father if he had not been devil-begotten?


    Describing his mother, all he could say was “Big, good.” I could piece it out from Bull and Iron tales. She must have been some strapping stout woman who’d been able to hide her pregnancy in the early months. The law says every pregnancy must be reported to the authorities at once, no pregnant woman may ever be left alone after the fifth month, and a priest must always be present at the birth to do what’s necessary if the birth should be a mue. She evaded that somehow—maybe the death of her husband made it simpler and bore him and nursed him in secret, raised him to some age between eight and ten with no help except that of a great dog.


    The dog was probably one of the tall gray wolfhounds that farm families need if they live outside the village stockade. The bitch guarded the baby constantly while his mother could not be with him, and grew old while he grew up, his closest companion, nurse, friend.


    His mother taught him speech, what he had of it, weakened now by years of disuse. Above all, she taught him that he was different, that he must live always in the woods and forever avoid human beings because they would kill him if they found him. She taught him to get a living from the wilderness, hunting, snaring, learning the edible plants and avoiding the poisonous; how to stalk; more important, how to hide. Then, some time between his eighth and tenth year as I understood it—“she come no more.”


    He waited a long while. The dog stayed with him of course, hunted with him and for him, never let him out of her sight until—grown old no doubt but unchanging in devotion because the gray wolfhounds are like that—she was killed fighting off a wild boar.


    After that he knew or felt that his mother must have died too, and he had to go away. He couldn’t explain the need—”I must go, I.” So he made his journey of ten sleeps. I tried to ask him about years. He knew the world dimly, but had never thought of counting the times when the world cooled into the winter rains. Looking back, guessing, I believe he wasn’t much more than twenty-five.


    During the journey often sleeps a hunter had sighted him, shot an arrow into his back, loosed a dog at him. “I must kill the dog, I.” He lifted his stub hands with the fingers curling tightly inward to show me how it had been done. A harsh lesson, and it hurt him to remember it, that proof of his mother’s teaching, that dogs can sometimes be almost as dangerous as men. “Then man come for me with sharp-end stick, man beautiful.” That word again. And again his hands came up, the fingers squeezing life out of a remembered throat. After which he trembled and covered his face, but was watching me I think through a slit between those same curious fingers.


    I said: “I would not kill you.”


    When his hands fell I thought he looked puzzled, as though he had known that all along, no cause for me to say it.


    * * * *


    “I show you good thing.” He was solemn, lifting himself from the nest and climbing down the tree, this time all the way to the ground. Here a floor of smallish rocks made a circle spreading five or six feet from the base of the tree to the edge of the complete cat-brier barrier, a little fortress. The rocks were all about a foot in diameter, most of them with a flattened part, overlapping so that the brier had no chance to force its way through them. Nature never builds a rock-pile like that; I knew who had—and what a labor, searching out the size and kind he wanted, hundreds of them, transporting them up and down his grapevine path!


    He was watching me more intently, maybe not so trustingly. He said: “Wait here.” He stumped off to the other side of the great tree, and I heard the noise of rocks being carefully moved. His body stayed out of sight, but his hands appeared beyond the trunk at my left and set down a slab of stone the size of my head—dull reddish, and I noticed the glint of an embedded quartz pebble. Not then with any ugly intent, just thinking ahead of his poor limited mind the way anyone might, I guessed that would be the marker-stone of some hidey-hole. A moment later he returned to me, carrying a thing whose like I have never seen elsewhere in the world.


    Not even in Old City of Nuin, where I later lived awhile, and learned writing and reading, and more about Old Time than it’s safe for a man to know.


    I thought when I first saw the golden shining of it in his dirty hands that it must be a horn such as hunters and cavalry soldiers use, or one of the screechy brass things—cornets they’re called—that I’d heard a few times when Rambler gangs passed through Skoar and gave us their gaudy entertainments in the town green. But this was none of those poor noisemakers.


    The large flared end a foot across, the two round coils and straight sections of the pipe between bell and mouthpiece, the three movable pegs (I call them pegs though it doesn’t quite rightly describe them) built with impossible smoothness and perfection into the pipe—all these things, and the heavy firmness of the metal, the unbelievable soft gleaming of it, made this a marvel that no one of our world could build.


    Ancient coins, knives, spoons, kitchenware that won’t rust—such objects of Old-Time magic metal are upturned in plowing now and then, even today. I knew about them. If the thing is simple and has an obvious use, the rule in Moha is finders keepers, if the finder can pay the priest for his trouble in exorcising the bad influence. Mam Robson had a treasure like that, a skillet-thing four inches deep, of shiny gray metal light and very hard that never took a spot of rust. It had been found in plowing by her grandfather, and handed down to her when she married Old Jon. She never used it, but liked to bring it from her bedroom now and then to show the guests, and tell how her mother did use it for cooking and took no harm. Then Old Jon would crash in with the story of how it was found as if he’d been there, clicket-clickety, the Mam watching sidelong and her gloomy horse-face saying he wasn’t a man who’d ever find her such a thing, not him, miracle if he ever got up off his ass except to scratch. Well, and if the Old-Time object is something for which no reasonable man can imagine a use—a good many are said to be like that—naturally the priest will keep it, and bury it where it can work no damage, men suppose.


    Ignorant as I was, I knew before the mue let me take it in my hands that I was looking on a work of ancient days that might be not for any man to touch. It is not gold of course, but as I’ve said, a metal of Old Time that has no name in our day. I’ve seen true gold in Old City; its weight is much greater, the feel of it altogether different. But I still call this a golden horn, because I thought of it so for a long time, and now that I know better the name still seems to me somehow true.


    “Mother’s man’s thing,” the mue said, and at length passed it to me. He was not happy while, dazed and afraid and wondering, I turned it about in my hands. It gathered light from this shady place and made itself a sun. “She bring me. I little, I. I to keep. She said, I to keep, I.” He started once or twice to take it back, the motion uncompleted, and I was too deep in bewilderment to let it go. Then he said: “You blow.” So he knew at least that it was a thing for music.


    I puffed my cheeks and blew, and nothing happened—a breath-noise and a mutter. The mue laughed, really laughed. Expecting it. He took it from me hastily. “Now I blow, I.”


    His miserable mouth almost disappeared in the cup, and he did something with his cheeks, not puffing them at all but tightening them till his flat face altered with carven lines. And I heard it speak.


    There is no other voice like that on earth. Have you seen an icicle breaking sunshine to a thousand jewels of colored light, and can you in a waking dream imagine that icicle entering your heart with no common pain but with a transfiguration so that the light lives within you, not to die until your own time of dying? You see, it is foolish—I have learned something of music since my childhood, even a great deal as such things are measured, but words will not give you what I know. I’ve heard the viols they make in Old City that are said to follow a design of Old Time. I’ve heard singers, a few of them with such voices as men imagine for angels. But there’s no other voice like that of the golden horn. And the more I know of music, the less able am I to speak anything of it except in music’s own language. Words! Can you talk of color to a man blind from birth? Could I know anything of the ocean until the day came when I stood on the beach and my own eyes saw the blue and gold, the white of foam, the green depth and the gray of distance, and I heard the sigh and thunder, the joy and the lamentation of wave on sand and wind on wave?


    The one long note the mue first played—soft, loud, soft, low in pitch—shook me with unbelief. As you might be shaken if the curtain of stars and night were swept aside, and you saw—how should I know what you would see? He pressed one of the pegs, and blew another note. Another peg, another note. Two pegs at once, another. All pure, all clear and strong, changing, fading and swelling and dying out. A single note to each breath—he had no thought of combining them, no notion of melody; I think he never even moved one of the pegs while he blew. I understood presently, in spite of my own thick ignorance, that he, poor jo, had no knowledge at all of the thing he held in his hands. How could he?


    Mother’s man’s thing—had his father known more? A miracle of Old Time, found—where? Hidden away—how? Hidden away surely, I thought, for how could a man play this horn where others heard and not be known at once for a possessor of magic, brought before priests and princes to tell of it, and play it, and no doubt lose it to their itching hands? A miracle of Old Time, carried off to be a toy for a mue-child in the wilderness…


    “She said, I to keep, I. Good?” “Good. Yes, good.” He asked, not happily: “You blow now?”


    “I daren’t.”


    He seemed relieved by that. He chuckled, and padded away behind the tree hugging the horn. I stayed where I was, hot and cold within. I watched the slab of reddish rock till his hands reached out for it. I heard the chink as it was set in place, and I knew the golden horn had to be mine.


    It had to be mine.


    * * * *


    He came back smiling and rubbing his lips, no longer concerned about his treasure, while I could think of nothing else. But a mean sort of caution kept me from saying anything more about it. And there was meanness, calculation, in the friendliness I showed him from then on. Almost certain what I meant to do, pushed toward it (so I excused myself) as if by a force outside of me, I acted a part. I grinned, nodded, made noises like his, stared around me as though his dwelling-place were a wonder of the world, while inside me I could think of nothing except how to get at that rock-pile in his absence.


    For one thing I will give myself a small trace of honor. I did not again plan to kill him. The power had burned out of that. The idea was there, yes—was painfully strong at moments when he trustingly turned his back or looked away from me and I remembered how fast my hand was, how quickly I could run, and how I would be praised and honored, not punished, for destroying him. Maybe I understood, without reasoning it through, that I just don’t have it in me to kill another being for any reason except hunger or self-defense—anyway I never have, and I’ve been tempted to it a few times in my travels since that day. Whatever the reason, I did reject the thought of killing him, not purely from cowardice, so for what it’s worth, that’s my scrap of virtue.


    All the same I’m not going to enjoy writing the next page or two. I could lie about what happened—how would you know the difference? Anybody can lie about himself; we all do it every day, trying like sin to show the world an image with all the warts rubbed off. Writing this story for you, some-way I don’t want to lie. Merely writing it seems to make the warts your business, so I won’t draw myself as a saint or a hero or a wise man. Better just remember, friends, that a lot of the time I’ve acted almost as bad as you do, and be damned to it.


    We climbed up from the cat-brier fortress into the tulip-tree, and I got clever. I asked: “Where is water?”


    He pointed off into the jungle. “You want drink? I show you, I.”


    “Wash too,” I said, hoping to get him interested in a brand-new idea. You can see how clever it was—if he ever got serious about washing himself, he had a long project ahead of him. “Washing is good,” I said, and touched my arms and face, which happened to be pretty clean. “Dirt comes off in water. Is good, good. Wash.”


    I think he’d known the word once, though obviously it wasn’t one of his favorites. He worked on it, studying my crazy gestures, frowning and mumbling. Then he studied his own skin, what you could see of it through the crust, and all of a sudden the great idea got to him. “Wash!” he said, and chuckled till he drooled, and wiped that away among the other smears. “Wash! I wash all me, be like you!”


    Well…I did have the decency to feel sick. I’m sure he imagined, for a while at least, that I knew how to work some magic with water which would take away his ugliness and make him man-beautiful. I’d never intended that, and now I didn’t see how to change the idea or explain it.


    And he couldn’t wait. He practically pushed me along the grape-vine route, down outside the cat-briers and off through the woods. This time he stayed with me on the ground instead of swinging ahead above me. I think he wanted to keep close, so that he could go on reminding me with grins and mumbles about our wonderful project.


    We walked mostly downhill as I’d expected, and it was bad going until he turned off to follow a deer-trail out of the wild-grape area and into a clearer space, which suited me fine. I wanted distance from his home, lots of it. The trees had become well spaced, no more vines overhead, the ground reasonably clear. In country like this I could run like a bird before the wind. Not too soon, we reached the brook he had in mind, and traveled a comfortable distance further before arriving at a pool big enough for bathing, a quiet and lovely place of filtered sunlight and the muttering of cool water. We both studied the tracks of animals who had come to drink here, and found no record of danger, only deer, fox, wildcat, porcupine, whiteface monkey. I dropped my clothes on the bank and slipped into the water, slow and noiseless the way I like to go, while he watched me, scared and doubtful, not quite believing anyone could really do a thing like that.


    I beckoned to him with grins and simple words, made a show of scrubbing myself to show him how it was done. At last he ventured in, the big baby, an inch at a time. The pool was narrow but long, nowhere deeper than three feet. I’m glad to remember I didn’t try to persuade him to try swimming—with his poor legs he’d probably have drowned. But I showed him he could walk or stand in the water and still have his head well above it. Gradually he caught on, found himself all the way in and began to love it.


    I frolicked around, burning and impatient inside, my head full of just one thing. When I was sure he was really enjoying himself and wanted to go on with the great washing thing, I let him see me look suddenly and anxiously toward the afternoon sun. He understood I was thinking about time and the approach of the evening. I said: “I must go back. You stay here, finish wash. I must go fast. You stay.”


    He understood but didn’t like it. When I’d nipped out on the bank he started to follow, very slow, clumsy, timid in the water. “No,” I said, “you finish wash.” I pointed to the plentiful dirt still on him, made motions of sloshing water on my back. “All dirt bad. Washing good, good. You finish wash. I will come back.”


    “I finish wash, then I be—“


    “Finish wash,” I said, cutting that off—so I’ll never know, and didn’t want to know, whether he really imagined that washing would make him man-beautiful. “I must go now before sun go down.”


    “To smoke-place, big sticks?” He meant Skoar and its stockade.


    “Yes.” And I said again, as plain and friendly (and treacherous) as I could: “I will come back…”


    I don’t know if he watched me out of sight, for I couldn’t look behind me. Presently I was running, as quickly and surely as I had ever done in my life, remembering all the landmarks without thinking of them. Up across the easy ground, that was hard for him, and into the grapevine jungle, pulled accurately and fast as if I were bound to the golden horn by a tightening cord.


    Up the grapevine into the tulip tree, and down inside the brier fortress, finding that red rock at once and lifting it aside. The horn lay there wrapped in gray-green moss that was like a cloth, and with hardly a glance to delay me I shoved it still wrapped into my sack, and was up over the grapevine, and out, and gone. If the mue had followed me at his best speed, and I’m sure he didn’t follow at all, I would still have been gone on my way before ever he came in sight of his home. Yes, I was very clever.


    And now, in no danger from him at all, I was running faster than ever. Like a crazed hunted animal without sense or caution. Wolf or tiger could have taken me then with no trouble—but you need to be strangely alive in order to write words on paper; you notice I’m still living. I couldn’t escape that driving need to run until I had gone all the way around the east side of the mountain, past the ledge that led to my cave, and had caught sight of the Skoar church-spires. Then I collapsed on a fallen log gulping for air.


    The skin of my belly hurt horribly. I twitched my shirt aside and found red-burning skin and the puncture mark. Why, somewhere, during my mad running after I had stolen the horn, I must have blundered through an orb-spider’s web, the thing had bitten me, and I hadn’t even known it until now.


    It wouldn’t kill me. I’d had a bite from one of them before, on the arm. Needles were doing a jerking jig all over me, and my guts ached. I wouldn’t sleep much, I knew. Tomorrow it would become an infernal itch for a while, and then stop hurting.


    I wondered, as if someone had spoken aloud to stab me with the thought, whether I’d ever sleep well again.


    I took out the horn with wobbling hands, unwrapping it from the moss. Oh, the clear splendor, and the shining! Forest daylight flowed into it and was itself a silent music. And the horn was mine. Wasn’t it?


    I raised it to my lips, trembling but compelled. It amazed me—still does—how naturally the body of the horn rests against my body, and my right hand moves without guidance of thought over those three pegs. Did the faraway makers of the horn leave in it some Old-Time magic that even now tells the holder of the horn what he must do?—oh, foolishness; they simply remembered the shape and the needs of a human body, the way the maker of a simple knife-hilt will remember the natural shape of a human hand. But still, still—that kind of thinking and remembering, planning for necessity but also dreaming your way into the impossible until it changes and becomes true and real in your hand, isn’t that a kind of magic? And so, many of us are magicians but have never noticed it; anyway I give you the thought if you’ll have it.


    I did not dare blow into the horn; then I did so in spite of myself, not puffing or straining but breathing gently and, by accident I think, firming my lips and cheeks in what happened to be the right way. It spoke to me.


    It was mine.


    Only one note, and soft, so light was the breath I dared to use. But it was clear and perfect, the sunlight and the shining transformed to sound, and I knew then there was music hidden here that not the mue, maybe not anyone since the days of Old Time, had ever dreamed of until it came into my hands. And, sick and scared and miserable though I was, I knew it was for me to bring forth that music, or die.


    Then I shook with common fright, for what if even that small sound of the horn could travel by some magic around the mountain where the true owner—


    But I was the true owner. It was mine.


    I returned it to the sack and stumbled on down the mountain toward the city. The spider-bite was making me dizzy and slow, a bit feverish. Once I had to stop and heave, all blackness surging around me—any hunting beast could have had me for nothing. That cleared, and I went on. Near the edge of the forest, a hundred yards or so from the stockade, I holed up in a thicket, enough sense left in me to know I must wait for dark and the stockade guards’ supper-time.


    That was a bad hour. I crouched hugging the horn against my middle where the spider-bite jabbed me with fire-lances. I vomited again once or twice. I couldn’t stand it to think of the mue, his friendliness, his human ways, for that would start me wondering what sort of thing I was.


    There are tales of brain-mues. The most frightful kind of all, for they grow up in the natural human shape, and no one knows they are devil-begotten until, perhaps when they are full-grown, they go through a change that is called madness, behaving like wild beasts, or sometimes forgetting who or where they are, seeing and believing all manner of outrageous things until their infernal origin becomes known to everyone and they must be given over to the priests. What if I—


    I could not examine nor tolerate the thought then. It stayed, at the fringes of my mind, a black wolf waiting.


    Yes, a bad hour. Maybe it was also the hour when I started changing into a man.


    * * * *


    The spider-bite was still a blazing misery under my shirt when it grew dark enough for me to move. All I remember about the agony of climbing the stockade is that when I reached the top of it I had to scrounge back out of sight and wait for a patrolling guard to walk on, and then waste my strength cussing his lights and gizzard when he met another guard and they spent ten minutes beating their gums. But that ended, I was in the city, the heavy burden in my sack unharmed, and I sneaked along easily enough to the Bull and Iron, keeping close in the shadow of the buildings.


    I saw a light in Emmia’s window, though it wasn’t late enough for her bedtime, and when I crept into the stable she was there, doing my work for me with a lantern. She’d just done watering the mule team an hour late, and turned to me quick and sore with a finger at her lips. “They think I’m in my room. I swear this is the last time I cover up for you, Davy. What are we going to do about you? Don’t you live here any more, Mr Independent?” I couldn’t answer. It took all I had merely to look at her and try to appear human while I squirmed my sack off and set it on the table floor. I wished there was more shadow. I pulled my shirt open, and even in the dim lantern light she noticed the red patch on my belly. “Davy darling, what happened?” She dropped the water bucket and hurried to me, with no more thought of scolding, or of anything except helping me. “What is it?”


    “Orb-spider.”


    “Davy, boy! You silly jerk, the way you go wandering off where all those awful things are, I swear if you was only small enough to turn over my knee—” and she went on so, quite a while, the warm soft-mother kind of scolding that doesn’t mean a thing.


    “I didn’t goof off, Emmia, I thought it was my regular day off—”


    “Oh, shed up, Davy, you didn’t think never any such thing, why’ve you got to lie to me? But I won’t tell, I said I’d covered up for you, only more fool me if ever I do it again, and you’re lucky it’s Friday, you wasn’t missed.


    Now look, you go straight up to your bed and I’ll bring you a mint-leaf poultice for that nasty bite. The things you get into! Here, take my lantern up with you, I won’t need it. Now you—”


    “Kay,” I said. There was that about Emmia—she was sweet as all summertime, but if you wanted to say anything to her, you had to work a mite fast to get it in. I tried to scoop up my sack without her noticing, but she could be sharp too sometimes, and I was clumsy with the lantern and all.


    “Davy, merciful winds, whatever have you got there?”


    “Nothing.”


    “Nothing! There you go again, and the thing as big as a house. Davy, if you’ve gone and taken something you shouldn’t—”


    “It’s nothing!” I was yelling at her, and hurrying for the loft ladder. “If you got to know, it’s some special wood I picked up, to carve something for—for your name day, if you got to know.”


    “Davy! Little Spice!” So here she comes for me all in a warm rush. I swung the sack around behind me before a kiss landed—not on my mouth, where I wanted it, because I ducked, but on my eyebrow anyhow, and anyhow a kiss. Well, “little Spice” doesn’t mean the same or even half as much as just “Spice.” “Please forgive me, Davy, I’m sorry! Me scolding you, and all the time you’re sick with that awful bite. Here!” I looked up, and she kissed me again, sudden-sweet, full on the mouth.


    When my arms tightened around her she pulled away, staring at me deep, her eyes swimming in the lantern-light. She looked surprised, as if nothing like that had ever crossed her mind. “Why, Davy!” she said, dreamy-voiced. “Why, Davy boy…” But then she pulled her wits together. “Now then, straight up to bed with you, and I’ll bring you that poultice soon as I can sneak the stuff and slip away with it. I’m not supposed to be here, you know.”


    I climbed to the loft, not too easily. I was thinking of other things she’d be bringing me, up that ladder. I couldn’t make it seem real, yet my heart went to racing and thundering for other reasons than sickness from the bite and memory of what I’d done to a friend.


    * * * *


    I hid the sack in the hay near my pallet, carelessly because dizziness and fever from the spider’s poison had grown worse. Besides, I had a half-desire to show someone that horn and tell my story. Who but Emmia? Of all the South District boys I knew—few enough, for I never ran with the street gangs—there wasn’t a one that I thought would understand or keep quiet about it. I could picture myself being called yellow for not killing the mue and wicked for not reporting it…


    A chill shook me as I slipped off my loin rag. I kept my shirt on as I crawled under my blanket, and there’s a kind of blank stretch when my wits were truly wandering. I know I was trying to fold the blanket double for warmth and making a slithery mess of it when a second blanket was spread over me. Emmia had come back so softly that in sickness and confusion I hadn’t seen or heard her. The blanket was wool-soft, full of the special girl-scent of her. From her own bed, and me a dirty yardboy, and a thief. “Emmia—”


    “Hush! You’re a bit fevery, Davy. Be a good boy now and let me put on this poultice, ha?” Well, I wouldn’t stop her, her hands gentle as moth wings easing down the blankets, pressing the cloth with some cool minty stuff where my flesh was burning. “Davy, what was you raving about? Something about where the sun rises—but it’s only evening.” She brought the blanket back up to my chin, and pushed my arms under it, and I let her, like a baby. “You was talking about going somewhere, and where the sun rises, and funny stuff. You’re real light in the head, Davy. You better get to sleep.”


    I said: “What if a man could go where the sun rises, and see for himself?” Yes, maybe I was light in the head, but it was clearing. I knew where I was, and knew I wanted to tell her and ask her a thousand things. “You go to church better than I do, Emmia, I guess you never miss—is there anything says a man can’t go looking, maybe for other lands, go out to sea, maybe a long way?” I believe I went on that way quite a while.


    There was no harm in it. She blamed most of it on the fever, which I wasn’t feeling any more, and the rest on a boy’s wildheadedness. She sat by me with a hand resting light on the blanket over my chest, and now and then said little things like “You’re all right, Davy boy,” and “It must be nice to travel a bit. I always wished I could…”


    I felt better merely from the talk. When I quit, the fever from the bite was gone. Leaving the other fever, which I understood fairly well for fourteen, enough to realize that something was wrong with it.


    I knew what men did with women. Any South District kid knows that. I knew it was what I wanted with Emmia. I knew she knew it, and wasn’t angry. My trouble was fear, cold shadow-fear. Not of Emmia surely—who’d be afraid of Emmia, gentle as spring night, and her face in the dim glow of the lantern a little rose?


    “Are you warm enough now, Davy?”


    “I’m warm, I wish—I wish—”


    “What, Davy?”


    “I wish you was always with me.”


    She moved quickly, startling me, and was lying beside me, the blankets between us, lying on my right arm so that it couldn’t slide around her, and when my other arm tried to she caught my wrist and held it awhile. But her lips were on my forehead and I could feel her breathing hard.


    “Davy, Spice, I oughtn’t to do this, mustn’t. Little Davy…” She let go my wrist. Our hands would wander then, and mine didn’t dare. Hers did, straying over the blanket, resting here and there light and warm.


    And nothing happened. I knew what ought to happen. It was almost as if someone in deepest shadow was muttering over and over: “I show you good things, I.”


    And I thought, What if she rolls over and bumps against that horn?—it’s right behind her. And, what if Mam Robson, or Judd, or Old Jon—


    She sat up brushing a wisp of hay out of her hair and looking angry, but not at me. “I’m sorry, Davy. I’m being foolish.”


    “We didn’t do anything, S-s—”


    “What?”


    “We didn’t do anything, Spice.”


    “You mustn’t call me that. It’s my fault, Davy.”


    “We haven’t done anything.”


    “I don’t know what got into me.”


    “I wanted you to.”


    “I know, but…We must forget about it.” Her voice was different, higher, too controlled, scared. “They’d all be after us.”


    “Let’s run away, you and me.”


    “Now you’re really talking wild.” But at least she didn’t laugh. No, she sat quiet three feet away from me, her smock tucked neat and careful over her knees, and talked to me awhile sweet and serious. About how I was a good, dear boy except for my wildness, and was going to be a good man, only I must prove myself, and remember that being a man wasn’t all fun and freedom, it was hard work too, and responsibility, minding what people said and she meant not only the priests but everybody who lived respectable, learning how to do things the right way, and not dreaming and goofing off. I must work out my bond-period, and save money, and then I’d be free and I could go apprentice and learn a good trade, like for instance inn-keeping, and then some time—why, maybe some time—but right now, she said, why didn’t I set myself something sort of difficult to do, a real task, to prove myself, and stay right with it? Not goofing off.


    “Like what for instance?”


    “Like—oh, I don’t know, Davy dear. You should pick it yourself. It should be something—you know, difficult but not impossible, and—and good and honest of course. Then I’ll be proud of you. I know I’m right, Davy, you’ll see. Now I’m going to say good night, and you go straight to sleep, you hear? And we won’t talk about any of this in the morning, either. I wasn’t here, understand? You was here all day, and fed the stock yourself.” She took up the lantern. “Good night, Davy.”


    “Good night,” I said, and could have tried for another kiss, but instead I lay there like a boy wondering if she’d give me one, which she didn’t. She left the lantern by the top of the ladder, blew it out, and was gone.


    * * * *


    I slept, and I woke in a place full of the black dark of horror. The loft, yes—gradually I knew that, as a dream drained away from me. Some of me, though, was still running mush-footed through a house something like the Bull and Iron but with ten thousand rooms, and the black wolf followed me, slow as I was because he could wait, and snuffling in noises like words: “Look at me, look at me, look at me!” If I looked, he would have me, so I went on, opening doors, every new room strange but with no window, no sunrise-place. Not one of the doors would latch. Sometimes I leaned my back against one, hearing him slobber and whisper at the crack: “Look at me!” He could open it as soon as I took my weight away, and anyway I must go on to the next door, and the next…When I knew I was awake, when I heard my own rustling against the hay and recognized the feel of my pallet, my own voice broke loose in a whimper: “I’m not a brain-mue. I’ll prove it, I’ll prove it!”


    I did get myself in hand. By the time I thought I had courage enough to fumble after the lantern and my flint-and-steel, I no longer needed the light. It was just the loft, with even a trace of moonlight in the one high window. I could wipe the sweat from my body (remembering too late that it was Emmia’s blanket) and think awhile.


    Something difficult, and good, and honest. I knew soon enough what that had to be. Then it hardly even troubled me that I couldn’t tell Emmia of it afterward, for there was much about it that wouldn’t seem right to her and so couldn’t be explained. I understood there would always be many things I would not be telling to Emmia…


    When the square of moonlight began to change to a different gray I was dressed and ready, the sack with the horn over my shoulder. Nothing remained of the spider-bite but a nasty itch, and that was fading out.


    I went down the ladder, out and away, across the city in the still heavy dark, over the stockade and up the mountain with barely enough light to be sure of my course. I traveled slowly, but I was passing my cave (not pausing even to see if the ants had got after my bacon) when the first-light glory told me that sunrise would arrive within the hour. I didn’t see it—when it happened I was passing through that solemn big-tree region where yesterday I might have killed the mue. If I were the killing kind.


    In the tangled ugly passage where the grapevines thickened overhead, I caught a wrong smell. Wolf smell.


    My knife came out, and was steady in my fingers. My back chilled and tingled, but I think I was more angry than anything else. Angry that I must be halted or threatened by a danger that had nothing to do (I thought) with my errand. I didn’t stop, just worked on through the bad undergrowth watching everywhere, sniffing, as nearly ready as I could be, seeing that no one is ever quite ready to die. All the way to the cat-briers.


    The black wolf was directly below the strand of grape-vine that hung down outside the mue’s tulip-tree, and she was dead. I stepped up to the huge carcass and prodded it with my knife. She stretched maybe six feet from nose to tail-tip, an old one, scarred, dingy black, foul. Her neck was broken. I proved to myself, lifting and prodding, that her neck was broken—if you don’t believe it, remember you never saw my North Mountain mue, and his arms. The patches and spatters of blood on the rocks, the ground, the dangling grape-stem, were not hers.


    Her body was beginning to stiffen, and cold. It must have happened yesterday, maybe when he came back from the pool, careless perhaps, wondering why he hadn’t started changing to man-beautiful.


    I set down my sack and climbed the tulip-tree. I called to him a few times. It troubled me that I hadn’t any name for him. I called: “Friend? I’m coming up, friend. I brought something back to you.” He didn’t answer. I knew why, before I reached the branch above his nest and looked down. The carrion ants were already at work, earning their living. I said: “I brought it back. I did steal it, friend, but I brought it back.”


    I don’t remember how many other things I said that would never be answered.


    * * * *


    I went back through the forest to my cave, with my golden horn, and the day passed over me. Much of the time I wasn’t thinking at all, but in other hours I was. About the thirty-tonners that sail out of Levannon for the northern passage, and then eastward—for the safe Nuin harbors, yes, but eastward, toward the place where the sun is set afire for the day. And I would not go to Levannon on a roan horse, with the blessing and the money of the Kurin family and three attendants, and a serving-maid to warm the bed for me in the next inn. But I would go.


    In the afternoon, in the strong light on my ledge, I took out my golden horn, and learned a little. Not a great deal—that day I touched only the fringes of it, but I did discover many notes that the mue had not shown me, and when I ceased to be afraid, the cliff rang, and the voice was clearer than any fancied voice of angels, and it was mine.


    Late in the day, I did something like what my poor mue had done. I went up the mountainside well away from my ledge, and with a flat rock I scooped out a pocket in the ground, scattering the earth and wiping out my traces, leaving my golden horn with nothing to mark the place except what was written in my memory. My sack, as well as the mue’s gray moss, was wrapped around it, for I knew it was only a little while before I would be coming back for it. In the meantime there was a need.


    I waited a long time outside the stockade that night. It must have been midnight, or past, when I climbed it, and crossed the city once more, and stood a foolish while in the darkness watching Emmia’s dark window, and the jinny-creeper vine, and hearing the city’s last noises dwindle away into nothing. I remember being astonished, so changed was the world (or if you like, myself), that I had never before even dreamed of climbing that vine to her window.


    Now it seemed to me that I was afraid of nothing, I was only waiting for a little deeper quiet, a heavier sleep in the old grimy city that had nothing to do with me. Then my hands were on the vine, and I was climbing up through a harmless whisper of leaves, and opening her window all the way, and crossing the sweet-smelling room where I’d never entered before—but her soft breathing told me where she was, and that she slept.


    I would have liked to stand there by her bed a long time, feeling her nearness without touching her, just able to make out a little of her face and her arm in the hint of moonlight. I leaned down and spoke her name a few times softly before I kissed her, and she came awake quickly, like a child. “Emmia, it’s just me, Davy. Don’t be afraid of anything. I’m going away, Emmia.”


    “No. What—how—what are you doing here? What—”


    I closed her mouth, awhile, the best way. Then I said: “I did something difficult, Emmia, and I think it was good and honest too, but I can’t ever tell you what it was, so please—please—don’t ever ask me.”


    And so, of course, she asked me, fluttery and troubled and scared but not angry, not pulling away from me. I knew what to do, and words were no part of it, except that many times, after our first plunge into the rainbow, she called me Spice. Other words came later, maybe an hour later: “Davy, you’re not going away for true, are you? Don’t ever go away, Davy.”


    “Why, Emmia,” I said, “love package, honey spice, what nonsense! Of course I’ll never go away.”


    I think and hope she knew as well as I did that for love’s sake I was lying.


    * * * *
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    H. BEAM PIPER


    (1904–1964)


    My not-very-friendly-to-SF high school library for some reason had a vintage copy of Piper’s Lord Kalvan of Otherwhen which I found and devoured. Luckily, this was the mid-1980s and Piper’s work was being reissued by Ace, so I was able to read virtually everything he wrote, which was far too little. He never had much of an ear for character names, and his books were a touch on the violent side, but they had amazing scope, and strong characters who you couldn’t help liking (including one of the first really strong female protagonists in the novella “Omnilingual”), and romance mixed with hard science and history. I read them over and over, waiting for the magic to fade. I still do, and while Piper’s vision of the future is a bit on the paternalistic side, it still retains its magic.


    H(enry) Beam Piper was one of the last of John W. Campbell’s discoveries. He’d grown up poor, been kicked out of high school, and couldn’t afford college. He went to work for the Pennsylvania Railroad, and Pennsylvania coal country suffuses much of his work.


    Although he’d been writing since the 1920s, he didn’t sell his first story until he was in his forties. For the next fifteen years he wrote prolifically, mixing influential alternate histories with a future history cycle loosely based on the rise and fall of the Roman Republic and Empire.


    His writing often emphasized libertarian themes, with strong, independent characters solving intractable problems. Unsurprisingly, he couldn’t bring himself to accept help from others when he struggled with financial troubles and depression, especially after the death of his mother and the end of his marriage in the mid-1950s. An avid gun collector, Piper shot himself after first putting down dropcloths and writing a note apologizing for leaving such a mess. Unknown to him, his agent (who had also died recently) had recently made several sales, and a check was literally in the mail. Lord Kalvan, his best novel, was published posthumously.


    The poignant “Graveyard of Dreams” also exists in significantly different form as The Cosmic Computer.


    

  


  
    GRAVEYARD OF DREAMS, by H. Beam Piper


    First published in Galaxy Magazine, February 1958


    Standing at the armor-glass front of the observation deck and watching the mountains rise and grow on the horizon, Conn Maxwell gripped the metal hand-rail with painful intensity, as though trying to hold back the airship by force. Thirty minutes—twenty-six and a fraction of the Terran minutes he had become accustomed to—until he’d have to face it.


    Then, realizing that he never, in his own thoughts, addressed himself as “sir,” he turned.


    “I beg your pardon?”


    It was the first officer, wearing a Terran Federation Space Navy uniform of forty years, or about ten regulation-changes, ago. That was the sort of thing he had taken for granted before he had gone away. Now he was noticing it everywhere.


    “Thirty minutes out of Litchfield, sir,” the ship’s officer repeated. “You’ll go off by the midship gangway on the starboard side.”


    “Yes, I know. Thank you.”


    The first mate held out the clipboard he was carrying. “Would you mind checking over this, Mr. Maxwell? Your baggage list.”


    “Certainly.” He glanced at the slip of paper. Valises, eighteen and twenty-five kilos, two; trunks, seventy-five and seventy kilos, two; microbook case, one-fifty kilos, one. The last item fanned up a little flicker of anger in him, not at any person, even himself, but at the situation in which he found himself and the futility of the whole thing.


    “Yes, that’s everything. I have no hand-luggage, just this stuff.”


    He noticed that this was the only baggage list under the clip; the other papers were all freight and express manifests. “Not many passengers left aboard, are there?”


    “You’re the only one in first-class, sir,” the mate replied. “About forty farm-laborers on the lower deck. Everybody else got off at the other stops. Litchfield’s the end of the run. You know anything about the place?”


    “I was born there. I’ve been away at school for the last five years.”


    “On Baldur?”


    “Terra. University of Montevideo.” Once Conn would have said it almost boastfully.


    The mate gave him a quick look of surprised respect, then grinned and nodded. “Of course; I should have known. You’re Rodney Maxwell’s son, aren’t you? Your father’s one of our regular freight shippers. Been sending out a lot of stuff lately.” He looked as though he would have liked to continue the conversation, but said: “Sorry, I’ve got to go. Lot of things to attend to before landing.” He touched the visor of his cap and turned away.


    The mountains were closer when Conn looked forward again, and he glanced down. Five years and two space voyages ago, seen from the afterdeck of this ship or one of her sisters, the woods had been green with new foliage, and the wine-melon fields had been in pink blossom. He tried to picture the scene sliding away below instead of drawing in toward him, as though to force himself back to a moment of the irretrievable past.


    But the moment was gone, and with it the eager excitement and the half-formed anticipations of the things he would learn and accomplish on Terra. The things he would learn—microbook case, one-fifty kilos, one. One of the steel trunks was full of things he had learned and accomplished, too. Maybe they, at least, had some value.…


    The woods were autumn-tinted now and the fields were bare and brown.


    They had gotten the crop in early this year, for the fields had all been harvested. Those workers below must be going out for the wine-pressing. That extra hands were needed for that meant a big crop, and yet it seemed that less land was under cultivation than when he had gone away. He could see squares of low brush among the new forests that had grown up in the last forty years, and the few stands of original timber looked like hills above the second growth. Those trees had been standing when the planet had been colonized.


    That had been two hundred years ago, at the middle of the Seventh Century, Atomic Era. The name of the planet—Poictesme—told that: the Surromanticist Movement, when the critics and professors were rediscovering James Branch Cabell.


    * * * *


    Funny how much was coming back to him now—things he had picked up from the minimal liberal-arts and general-humanities courses he had taken and then forgotten in his absorption with the science and tech studies.


    The first extrasolar planets, as they had been discovered, had been named from Norse mythology—Odin and Baldur and Thor, Uller and Freya, Bifrost and Asgard and Niflheim. When the Norse names ran out, the discoverers had turned to other mythologies, Celtic and Egyptian and Hindu and Assyrian, and by the middle of the Seventh Century they were naming planets for almost anything.


    Anything, that is, but actual persons; their names were reserved for stars. Like Alpha Gartner, the sun of Poictesme, and Beta Gartner, a buckshot-sized pink glow in the southeast, and Gamma Gartner, out of sight on the other side of the world, all named for old Genji Gartner, the scholarly and half-piratical adventurer whose ship had been the first to approach the three stars and discover that each of them had planets.


    Forty-two planets in all, from a couple of methane-giants on Gamma to airless little things with one-sixth Terran gravity. Alpha II had been the only one in the Trisystem with an oxygen atmosphere and life. So Gartner had landed on it, and named it Poictesme, and the settlement that had grown up around the first landing site had been called Storisende. Thirty years later, Genji Gartner died there, after seeing the camp grow to a metropolis, and was buried under a massive monument.


    Some of the other planets had been rich in metals, and mines had been opened, and atmosphere-domed factories and processing plants built. None of them could produce anything but hydroponic and tissue-culture foodstuffs, and natural foods from Poictesme had been less expensive, even on the planets of Gamma and Beta. So Poictesme had concentrated on agriculture and grown wealthy at it.


    Then, within fifty years of Genji Gartner’s death, the economics of interstellar trade overtook the Trisystem and the mines and factories closed down. It was no longer possible to ship the output to a profitable market, in the face of the growing self-sufficiency of the colonial planets and the irreducibly high cost of space-freighting.


    Below, the brown fields and the red and yellow woods were merging into a ten-mile-square desert of crumbling concrete—empty and roofless sheds and warehouses and barracks, brush-choked parade grounds and landing fields, airship docks, and even a spaceport. They were more recent, dating from Poictesme’s second brief and hectic prosperity, when the Terran Federation’s Third Fleet-Army Force had occupied the Gartner Trisystem during the System States War.


    * * * *


    Millions of troops had been stationed on or routed through Poictesme; tens of thousands of spacecraft had been based on the Trisystem; the mines and factories had reopened for war production. The Federation had spent trillions of sols on Poictesme, piled up mountains of stores and arms and equipment, left the face of the planet cluttered with installations.


    Then, ten years before anybody had expected it, the rebellious System States Alliance had collapsed and the war had ended. The Federation armies had gone home, taking with them the clothes they stood in, their personal weapons and a few souvenirs. Everything else had been left behind; even the most expensive equipment was worth less than the cost of removal.


    Ever since, Poictesme had been living on salvage. The uniform the first officer was wearing was forty years old—and it was barely a month out of the original packing. On Terra, Conn had told his friends that his father was a prospector and let them interpret that as meaning an explorer for, say, uranium deposits. Rodney Maxwell found plenty of uranium, but he got it by taking apart the warheads of missiles.


    The old replacement depot or classification center or training area or whatever it had been had vanished under the ship now and it was all forest back to the mountains, with an occasional cluster of deserted buildings. From one or two, threads of blue smoke rose—bands of farm tramps, camping on their way from harvest to wine-pressing. Then the eastern foothills were out of sight and he was looking down on the granite spines of the Calder Range; the valley beyond was sloping away and widening out in the distance, and it was time he began thinking of what to say when he landed. He would have to tell them, of course.


    He wondered who would be at the dock to meet him, besides his family. Lynne Fawzi, he hoped. Or did he? Her parents would be with her, and Kurt Fawzi would take the news hardest of any of them, and be the first to blame him because it was bad. The hopes he had built for Lynne and himself would have to be held in abeyance till he saw how her father would regard him now.


    But however any of them took it, he would have to tell them the truth.


    * * * *


    The ship swept on, tearing through the thin puffs of cloud at ten miles a minute. Six minutes to landing. Five. Four. Then he saw the river bend, glinting redly through the haze in the sunlight; Litchfield was inside it, and he stared waiting for the first glimpse of the city. Three minutes, and the ship began to cut speed and lose altitude. The hot-jets had stopped firing and he could hear the whine of the cold-jet rotors.


    Then he could see Litchfield, dominated by the Airport Building, so thick that it looked squat for all its height, like a candle-stump in a puddle of its own grease, the other buildings under their carapace of terraces and landing stages seeming to have flowed away from it. And there was the yellow block of the distilleries, and High Garden Terrace, and the Mall.…


    At first, in the distance, it looked like a living city. Then, second by second, the stigmata of decay became more and more evident. Terraces empty or littered with rubbish; gardens untended and choked with wild growth; windows staring blindly; walls splotched with lichens and grimy where the rains could not wash them.


    For a moment, he was afraid that some disaster, unmentioned in his father’s letters, had befallen. Then he realized that the change had not been in Litchfield but in himself. After five years, he was seeing it as it really was. He wondered how his family and his friends would look to him now. Or Lynne.


    The ship was coming in over the Mall; he could see the cracked paving sprouting grass, the statues askew on their pedestals, the waterless fountains. He thought for an instant that one of them was playing, and then he saw that what he had taken for spray was dust blowing from the empty basin. There was something about dusty fountains, something he had learned at the University. Oh, yes. One of the Second Century Martian Colonial poets, Eirrarsson, or somebody like that:


    The fountains are dusty in the Graveyard of Dreams;


    The hinges are rusty and swing with tiny screams.


    There was more to it, but he couldn’t remember; something about empty gardens under an empty sky. There must have been colonies inside the Sol System, before the Interstellar Era, that hadn’t turned out any better than Poictesme. Then he stopped trying to remember as the ship turned toward the Airport Building and a couple of tugs—Terran Federation contragravity tanks, with derrick-booms behind and push-poles where the guns had been—came up to bring her down.


    He walked along the starboard promenade to the gangway, which the first mate and a couple of airmen were getting open.


    * * * *


    Most of the population of top-level Litchfield was in the crowd on the dock. He recognized old Colonel Zareff, with his white hair and plum-brown skin, and Tom Brangwyn, the town marshal, red-faced and bulking above the others. It took a few seconds for him to pick out his father and mother, and his sister Flora, and then to realize that the handsome young man beside Flora was his brother Charley. Charley had been thirteen when Conn had gone away. And there was Kurt Fawzi, the mayor of Litchfield, and there was Lynne, beside him, her red-lipped face tilted upward with a cloud of bright hair behind it.


    He waved to her, and she waved back, jumping in excitement, and then everybody was waving, and they were pushing his family to the front and making way for them.


    The ship touched down lightly and gave a lurch as she went off contragravity, and they got the gangway open and the steps swung out, and he started down toward the people who had gathered to greet him.


    His father was wearing the same black best-suit he had worn when they had parted five years ago. It had been new then; now it was shabby and had acquired a permanent wrinkle across the right hip, over the pistol-butt. Charley was carrying a gun, too; the belt and holster looked as though he had made them himself. His mother’s dress was new and so was Flora’s—probably made for the occasion. He couldn’t be sure just which of the Terran Federation services had provided the material, but Charley’s shirt was Medical Service sterilon.


    Ashamed that he was noticing and thinking of such things at a time like this, he clasped his father’s hand and kissed his mother and Flora. Everybody was talking at once, saying things that he heard only as happy sounds. His brother’s words were the first that penetrated as words.


    “You didn’t know me,” Charley was accusing. “Don’t deny it; I saw you standing there wondering if I was Flora’s new boy friend or what.”


    “Well, how in Niflheim’d you expect me to? You’ve grown up since the last time I saw you. You’re looking great, kid!” He caught the gleam of Lynne’s golden hair beyond Charley’s shoulder and pushed him gently aside. “Lynne!”


    “Conn, you look just wonderful!” Her arms were around his neck and she was kissing him. “Am I still your girl, Conn?”


    He crushed her against him and returned her kisses, assuring her that she was. He wasn’t going to let it make a bit of difference how her father took the news—if she didn’t.


    She babbled on: “You didn’t get mixed up with any of those girls on Terra, did you? If you did, don’t tell me about it. All I care about is that you’re back. Oh, Conn, you don’t know how much I missed you … Mother, Dad, doesn’t he look just splendid?”


    Kurt Fawzi, a little thinner, his face more wrinkled, his hair grayer, shook his hand.


    “I’m just as glad to see you as anybody, Conn,” he said, “even if I’m not being as demonstrative about it as Lynne. Judge, what do you think of our returned wanderer? Franz, shake hands with him, but save the interview for the News for later. Professor, here’s one student Litchfield Academy won’t need to be ashamed of.”


    He shook hands with them—old Judge Ledue; Franz Veltrin, the newsman; Professor Kellton; a dozen others, some of whom he had not thought of in five years. They were all cordial and happy—how much, he wondered, because he was their neighbor, Conn Maxwell, Rodney Maxwell’s son, home from Terra, and how much because of what they hoped he would tell them? Kurt Fawzi, edging him out of the crowd, was the first to voice that.


    “Conn, what did you find out?” he asked breathlessly. “Do you know where it is?”


    Conn hesitated, looking about desperately; this was no time to start talking to Kurt Fawzi about it. His father was turning toward him from one side, and from the other Tom Brangwyn and Colonel Zareff were approaching more slowly, the older man leaning on a silver-headed cane.


    “Don’t bother him about it now, Kurt,” Rodney Maxwell scolded the mayor. “He’s just gotten off the ship; he hasn’t had time to say hello to everybody yet.”


    “But, Rod, I’ve been waiting to hear what he’s found out ever since he went away,” Fawzi protested in a hurt tone.


    Brangwyn and Colonel Zareff joined them. They were close friends, probably because neither of them was a native of Poictesme.


    The town marshal had always been reticent about his origins, but Conn guessed it was Hathor. Brangwyn’s heavy-muscled body, and his ease and grace in handling it, marked him as a man of a high-gravity planet. Besides, Hathor had a permanent cloud-envelope, and Tom Brangwyn’s skin had turned boiled-lobster red under the dim orange sunlight of Alpha Gartner.


    Old Klem Zareff never hesitated to tell anybody where he came from—he was from Ashmodai, one of the System States planets, and he had commanded a division that had been blasted down to about regimental strength, in the Alliance army.


    “Hello, boy,” he croaked, extending a trembling hand. “Glad you’re home. We all missed you.”


    “We sure did, Conn,” the town marshal agreed, clasping Conn’s hand as soon as the old man had released it. “Find out anything definite?”


    Kurt Fawzi looked at his watch. “Conn, we’ve planned a little celebration for you. We only had since day before yesterday, when the spaceship came into radio range, but we’re having a dinner party for you at Senta’s this evening.”


    “You couldn’t have done anything I’d have liked better, Mr. Fawzi. I’d have to have a meal at Senta’s before really feeling that I’d come home.”


    “Well, here’s what I have in mind. It’ll be three hours till dinner’s ready. Suppose we all go up to my office in the meantime. It’ll give the ladies a chance to go home and fix up for the party, and we can have a drink and a talk.”


    “You want to do that, Conn?” his father asked, a trifle doubtfully. “If you’d rather go home first…”


    Something in his father’s voice and manner disturbed him vaguely; however, he nodded agreement. After a couple of drinks, he’d be better able to tell them.


    “Yes, indeed, Mr. Fawzi,” Conn said. “I know you’re all anxious, but it’s a long story. This’ll be a good chance to tell you.”


    Fawzi turned to his wife and daughter, interrupting himself to shout instructions to a couple of dockhands who were floating the baggage off the ship on a contragravity-lifter. Conn’s father had sent Charley off with a message to his mother and Flora.


    Conn turned to Colonel Zareff. “I noticed extra workers coming out from the hiring agencies in Storisende, and the crop was all in across the Calders. Big wine-pressing this year?”


    “Yes, we’re up to our necks in melons,” the old planter grumbled. “Gehenna of a big crop. Price’ll drop like a brick of collapsium, and this time next year we’ll be using brandy to wash our feet in.”


    “If you can’t get good prices, hang onto it and age it. I wish you could see what the bars on Terra charge for a drink of ten-year-old Poictesme.”


    “This isn’t Terra and we aren’t selling it by the drink. Only place we can sell brandy is at Storisende spaceport, and we have to take what the trading-ship captains offer. You’ve been on a rich planet for the last five years, Conn. You’ve forgotten what it’s like to live in a poorhouse. And that’s what Poictesme is.”


    “Things’ll be better from now on, Klem,” the mayor said, putting one hand on the old man’s shoulder and the other on Conn’s. “Our boy’s home. With what he can tell us, we’ll be able to solve all our problems. Come on, let’s go up and hear about it.”


    They entered the wide doorway of the warehouse on the dock-level floor of the Airport Building and crossed to the lift. About a dozen others had joined them, all the important men of Litchfield. Inside, Kurt Fawzi’s laborers were floating out cargo for the ship—casks of brandy, of course, and a lot of boxes and crates painted light blue and marked with the wreathed globe of the Terran Federation and the gold triangle of the Third Fleet-Army Force and the eight-pointed red star of Ordnance Service. Long cases of rifles, square boxes of ammunition, machine guns, crated auto-cannon and rockets.


    “Where’d that stuff come from?” Conn asked his father. “You dig it up?”


    His father chuckled. “That happened since the last time I wrote you. Remember the big underground headquarters complex in the Calders? Everybody thought it had been all cleaned out years ago. You know, it’s never a mistake to take a second look at anything that everybody believes. I found a lot of sealed-off sections over there that had never been entered. This stuff’s from one of the headquarters defense armories. I have a gang getting the stuff out. Charley and I flew in after lunch, and I’m going back the first thing tomorrow.”


    “But there’s enough combat equipment on hand to outfit a private army for every man, woman and child on Poictesme!” Conn objected. “Where are we going to sell this?”


    “Storisende spaceport. The tramp freighters are buying it for newly colonized planets that haven’t been industrialized yet. They don’t pay much, but it doesn’t cost much to get it out, and I’ve been clearing about three hundred sols a ton on the spaceport docks. That’s not bad, you know.”


    Three hundred sols a ton. A lifter went by stacked with cases of M-504 submachine guns. Unloaded, one of them weighed six pounds, and even a used one was worth a hundred sols. Conn started to say something about that, but then they came to the lift and were crowding onto it.


    He had been in Kurt Fawzi’s office a few times, always with his father, and he remembered it as a dim, quiet place of genteel conviviality and rambling conversations, with deep, comfortable chairs and many ashtrays. Fawzi’s warehouse and brokerage business, and the airline agency, and the government, such as it was, of Litchfield, combined, made few demands on his time and did not prevent the office from being a favored loafing center for the town’s elders. The lights were bright only over the big table that served, among other things, as a desk, and the walls were almost invisible in the shadows.


    As they came down the hallway from the lift, everybody had begun speaking more softly. Voices were never loud or excited in Kurt Fawzi’s office.


    Tom Brangwyn went to the table, taking off his belt and holster and laying his pistol aside. The others, crowding into the room, added their weapons to his.


    That was something else Conn was seeing with new eyes. It had been five years since he had carried a gun and he was wondering why any of them bothered. A gun was what a boy put on to show that he had reached manhood, and a man carried for the rest of his life out of habit.


    Why, there wouldn’t be a shooting a year in Litchfield, if you didn’t count the farm tramps and drifters, who kept to the lower level or camped in the empty buildings at the edge of town. Or maybe that was it; maybe Litchfield was peaceful because everybody was armed. It certainly wasn’t because of anything the Planetary Government at Storisende did to maintain order.


    After divesting himself of his gun, Tom Brangwyn took over the bartending, getting out glasses and filling a pitcher of brandy from a keg in the corner.


    “Everybody supplied?” Fawzi was asking. “Well, let’s drink to our returned emissary. We’re all anxious to hear what you found out, Conn. Gentlemen, here’s to our friend Conn Maxwell. Welcome home, Conn!”


    “Well, it’s wonderful to be back, Mr. Fawzi—”


    “No, let’s not have any of this mister foolishness! You’re one of the gang now. And drink up, everybody. We have plenty of brandy, even if we don’t have anything else.”


    “You telling us, Kurt?” somebody demanded. One of the distillery company; the name would come back to Conn in a moment. “When this crop gets pressed and fermented—”


    “When I start pressing, I don’t know where in Gehenna I’m going to vat the stuff till it ferments,” Colonel Zareff said. “Or why. You won’t be able to handle all of it.”


    “Now, now!” Fawzi reproved. “Let’s not start moaning about our troubles. Not the day Conn’s come home. Not when he’s going to tell us how to find the Third Fleet-Army Force Brain.”


    “You did find out where the Brain is, didn’t you, Conn?” Brangwyn asked anxiously.


    That set half a dozen of them off at once. They had all sat down after the toast; now they were fidgeting in their chairs, leaning forward, looking at Conn fixedly.


    “What did you find out, Conn?”


    “It’s still here on Poictesme, isn’t it?”


    “Did you find out where it is?”


    He wanted to tell them in one quick sentence and get it over with. He couldn’t, any more than he could force himself to squeeze the trigger of a pistol he knew would blow up in his hand.


    “Wait a minute, gentlemen.” He finished the brandy, and held out the glass to Tom Brangwyn, nodding toward the pitcher. Even the first drink had warmed him and he could feel the constriction easing in his throat and the lump at the pit of his stomach dissolving. “I hope none of you expect me to spread out a map and show you the cross on it, where the Brain is. I can’t. I can’t even give the approximate location of the thing.”


    Much of the happy eagerness drained out of the faces around him. Some of them were looking troubled; Colonel Zareff was gnawing the bottom of his mustache, and Judge Ledue’s hand shook as he tried to relight his cigar. Conn stole a quick side-glance at his father; Rodney Maxwell was watching him curiously, as though wondering what he was going to say next.


    “But it is still here on Poictesme?” Fawzi questioned. “They didn’t take it away when they evacuated, did they?”


    Conn finished his second drink. This time he picked up the pitcher and refilled for himself.


    “I’m going to have to do a lot of talking,” he said, “and it’s going to be thirsty work. I’ll have to tell you the whole thing from the beginning, and if you start asking questions at random, you’ll get me mixed up and I’ll miss the important points.”


    “By all means!” Judge Ledue told him. “Give it in your own words, in what you think is the proper order.”


    “Thank you, Judge.”


    Conn drank some more brandy, hoping he could get his courage up without getting drunk. After all, they had a right to a full report; all of them had contributed something toward sending him to Terra.


    “The main purpose in my going to the University was to learn computer theory and practice. It wouldn’t do any good for us to find the Brain if none of us are able to use it. Well, I learned enough to be able to operate, program and service any computer in existence, and train assistants. During my last year at the University, I had a part-time paid job programming the big positron-neutrino-photon computer in the astrophysics department. When I graduated, I was offered a position as instructor in positronic computer theory.”


    “You never mentioned that in your letters, son,” his father said.


    “It was too late for any letter except one that would come on the same ship I did. Beside, it wasn’t very important.”


    “I think it was.” There was a catch in old Professor Kellton’s voice. “One of my boys, from the Academy, offered a place on the faculty of the University of Montevideo, on Terra!” He poured himself a second drink, something he almost never did.


    “Conn means it wasn’t important because it didn’t have anything to do with the Brain,” Fawzi explained and then looked at Conn expectantly.


    All right; now he’d tell them. “I went over all the records of the Third Fleet-Army Force’s occupation of Poictesme that are open to the public. On one pretext or another, I got permission to examine the non-classified files that aren’t open to public examination. I even got a few peeps at some of the stuff that’s still classified secret. I have maps and plans of all the installations that were built on this planet—literally thousands of them, many still undiscovered. Why, we haven’t more than scratched the surface of what the Federation left behind here. For instance, all the important installations exist in duplicate, some even in triplicate, as a precaution against Alliance space attack.”


    “Space attack!” Colonel Zareff was indignant. “There never was a time when the Alliance could have taken the offensive against Poictesme, even if an offensive outside our own space-area had been part of our policy. We just didn’t have the ships. It took over a year to move a million and a half troops from Ashmodai to Marduk, and the fleet that was based on Amaterasu was blasted out of existence in the spaceports and in orbit. Hell, at the time of the surrender, we didn’t have—”


    “They weren’t taking chances on that, Colonel. But the point I want to make is that with everything I did find, I never found, in any official record, a single word about the giant computer we call the Third Fleet-Army Force Brain.”


    For a time, the only sound in the room was the tiny insectile humming of the electric clock on the wall. Then Professor Kellton set his glass on the table, and it sounded like a hammer-blow.


    “Nothing, Conn?” Kurt Fawzi was incredulous and, for the first time, frightened. The others were exchanging uneasy glances. “But you must have! A thing like that—”


    “Of course it would be one of the closest secrets during the war,” somebody else said. “But in forty years, you’d expect something to leak out.”


    “Why, during the war, it was all through the Third Force. Even the Alliance knew about it; that’s how Klem heard of it.”


    “Well, Conn couldn’t just walk into the secret files and read whatever he wanted to. Just because he couldn’t find anything—”


    “Don’t tell me about security!” Klem Zareff snorted. “Certainly they still have it classified; staff-brass’d rather lose an eye than declassify anything. If you’d seen the lengths our staff went to—hell, we lost battles because the staff wouldn’t release information the troops in the field needed. I remember once—”


    “But there was a Brain,” Judge Ledue was saying, to reassure himself and draw agreement from the others. “It was capable of combining data, and scanning and evaluating all its positronic memories, and forming association patterns, and reasoning with absolute perfection. It was more than a positronic brain—it was a positronic super-mind.”


    “We’d have won the war, except for the Brain. We had ninety systems, a hundred and thirty inhabited planets, a hundred billion people—and we were on the defensive in our own space-area! Every move we made was known and anticipated by the Federation. How could they have done that without something like the Brain?”


    “Conn, from what you learned of computers, how large a volume of space would you say the Brain would have to occupy?” Professor Kellton asked.


    Professor Kellton was the most unworldly of the lot, yet he was asking the most practical question.


    “Well, the astrophysics computer I worked with at the University occupies a total of about one million cubic feet,” Conn began. This was his chance; they’d take anything he told them about computers as gospel. “It was only designed to handle problems in astrophysics. The Brain, being built for space war, would have to handle any such problem. And if half the stories about the Brain are anywhere near true, it handled any other problem—mathematical, scientific, political, economic, strategic, psychological, even philosophical and ethical. Well, I’d say that a hundred million cubic feet would be the smallest even conceivable.”


    They all nodded seriously. They were willing to accept that—or anything else, except one thing.


    “Lot of places on this planet where a thing that size could be hidden,” Tom Brangwyn said, undismayed. “A planet’s a mighty big place.”


    “It could be under water, in one of the seas,” Piet Dawes, the banker, suggested. “An underwater dome city wouldn’t be any harder to build than a dome city on a poison-atmosphere planet like Tubal-Cain.”


    “It might even be on Tubal-Cain,” a melon-planter said. “Or Hiawatha, or even one of the Beta or Gamma planets. The Third Force was occupying the whole Trisystem, you know.” He thought for a moment. “If I’d been in charge, I’d have put it on one of the moons of Pantagruel.”


    “But that’s clear out in the Alpha System,” Judge Ledue objected. “We don’t have a spaceship on the planet, certainly nothing with a hyperdrive engine. And it would take a lifetime to get out to the Gamma System and back on reaction drive.”


    Conn put his empty brandy glass on the table and sat erect. A new thought had occurred to him, chasing out of his mind all the worries and fears he had brought with him all the way from Terra.


    “Then we’ll have to build a ship,” he said calmly. “I know, when the Federation evacuated Poictesme, they took every hyperdrive ship with them. But they had plenty of shipyards and spaceports on this planet, and I have maps showing the location of all of them, and barely a third of them have been discovered so far. I’m sure we can find enough hulks, and enough hyperfield generator parts, to assemble a ship or two, and I know we’ll find the same or better on some of the other planets.


    “And here’s another thing,” he added. “When we start looking into some of the dome-city plants on Tubal-Cain and Hiawatha and Moruna and Koshchei, we may find the plant or plants where the components for the Brain were fabricated, and if we do, we may find records of where they were shipped, and that’ll be it.”


    “You’re right!” Professor Kellton cried, quivering with excitement. “We’ve been hunting at random for the Brain, so it would only be an accident if we found it. We’ll have to do this systematically, and with Conn to help us—Conn, why not build a computer? I don’t mean another Brain; I mean a computer to help us find the Brain.”


    “We can, but we may not even need to build one. When we get out to the industrial planets, we may find one ready except for perhaps some minor alterations.”


    “But how are we going to finance all this?” Klem Zareff demanded querulously. “We’re poorer than snakes, and even one hyperdrive ship’s going to cost like Gehenna.”


    “I’ve been thinking about that, Klem,” Fawzi said. “If we can find material at these shipyards Conn knows about, most of our expense will be labor. Well, haven’t we ten workmen competing for every job? They don’t really need money, only the things money can buy. We can raise food on the farms and provide whatever else they need out of Federation supplies.”


    “Sure. As soon as it gets around that we’re really trying to do something about this, everybody’ll want in on it,” Tom Brangwyn predicted.


    “And I have no doubt that the Planetary Government at Storisende will give us assistance, once we show that this is a practical and productive enterprise,” Judge Ledue put in. “I have some slight influence with the President and—”


    “I’m not too sure we want the Government getting into this,” Kurt Fawzi replied. “Give them half a chance and that gang at Storisende’ll squeeze us right out.”


    “We can handle this ourselves,” Brangwyn agreed. “And when we get some kind of a ship and get out to the other two systems, or even just to Tubal-Cain or Hiawatha, first thing you know, we’ll be the Planetary Government.”


    “Well, now, Tom,” Fawzi began piously, “the Brain is too big a thing for a few of us to try to monopolize; it’ll be for all Poictesme. Of course, it’s only proper that we, who are making the effort to locate it, should have the direction of that effort.…”


    While Fawzi was talking, Rodney Maxwell went to the table, rummaged his pistol out of the pile and buckled it on. The mayor stopped short.


    “You leaving us, Rod?”


    “Yes, it’s getting late. Conn and I are going for a little walk; we’ll be at Senta’s in half an hour. The fresh air will do both of us good and we have a lot to talk about. After all, we haven’t seen each other for over five years.”


    * * * *


    They were silent, however, until they were away from the Airport Building and walking along High Garden Terrace in the direction of the Mall. Conn was glad; his own thoughts were weighing too heavily within him: I didn’t do it. I was going to do it; every minute, I was going to do it, and I didn’t, and now it’s too late.


    “That was quite a talk you gave them, son,” his father said. “They believed every word of it. A couple of times, I even caught myself starting to believe it.”


    Conn stopped short. His father stopped beside him and stood looking at him.


    “Why didn’t you tell them the truth?” Rodney Maxwell asked.


    The question angered Conn. It was what he had been asking himself.


    “Why didn’t I just grab a couple of pistols off the table and shoot the lot of them?” he retorted. “It would have killed them quicker and wouldn’t have hurt as much.”


    His father took the cigar from his mouth and inspected the tip of it. “The truth must be pretty bad then. There is no Brain. Is that it, son?”


    “There never was one. I’m not saying that only because I know it would be impossible to build such a computer. I’m telling you what the one man in the Galaxy who ought to know told me—the man who commanded the Third Force during the War.”


    “Foxx Travis! I didn’t know he was still alive. You actually talked to him?”


    “Yes. He’s on Luna, keeping himself alive at low gravity. It took me a couple of years, and I was afraid he’d die before I got to him, but I finally managed to see him.”


    “What did he tell you?”


    “That no such thing as the Brain ever existed.” They started walking again, more slowly, toward the far edge of the terrace, with the sky red and orange in front of them. “The story was all through the Third Force, but it was just one of those wild tales that get started, nobody knows how, among troops. The High Command never denied or even discouraged it. It helped morale, and letting it leak to the enemy was good psychological warfare.”


    “Klem Zareff says that everybody in the Alliance army heard of the Brain,” his father said. “That was why he came here in the first place.” He puffed thoughtfully on his cigar. “You said a computer like the Brain would be an impossibility. Why? Wouldn’t it be just another computer, only a lot bigger and a lot smarter?”


    “Dad, computermen don’t like to hear computers called smart,” Conn said. “They aren’t. The people who build them are smart; a computer only knows what’s fed to it. They can hold more information in their banks than a man can in his memory, they can combine it faster, they don’t get tired or absent-minded. But they can’t imagine, they can’t create, and they can’t do anything a human brain can’t.”


    “You know, I’d wondered about just that,” said his father. “And none of the histories of the War even as much as mentioned the Brain. And I couldn’t see why, after the War, they didn’t build dozens of them to handle all these Galactic political and economic problems that nobody seems able to solve. A thing like the Brain wouldn’t only be useful for war; the people here aren’t trying to find it for war purposes.”


    “You didn’t mention any of these doubts to the others, did you?”


    “They were just doubts. You knew for sure, and you couldn’t tell them.”


    “I’d come home intending to—tell them there was no Brain, tell them to stop wasting their time hunting for it and start trying to figure out the answers themselves. But I couldn’t. They don’t believe in the Brain as a tool, to use; it’s a machine god that they can bring all their troubles to. You can’t take a thing like that away from people without giving them something better.”


    “I noticed you suggested building a spaceship and agreed with the professor about building a computer. What was your idea? To take their minds off hunting for the Brain and keep them busy?”


    Conn shook his head. “I’m serious about the ship—ships. You and Colonel Zareff gave me that idea.”


    His father looked at him in surprise. “I never said a word in there, and Klem didn’t even once mention—”


    “Not in Kurt’s office; before we went up from the docks. There was Klem, moaning about a good year for melons as though it were a plague, and you selling arms and ammunition by the ton. Why, on Terra or Baldur or Uller, a glass of our brandy brings more than these freighter-captains give us for a cask, and what do you think a colonist on Agramma, or Sekht, or Hachiman, who has to fight for his life against savages and wild animals, would pay for one of those rifles and a thousand rounds of ammunition?”


    His father objected. “We can’t base the whole economy of a planet on brandy. Only about ten per cent of the arable land on Poictesme will grow wine-melons. And if we start exporting Federation salvage the way you talk of, we’ll be selling pieces instead of job lots. We’ll net more, but—”


    “That’s just to get us started. The ships will be used, after that, to get to Tubal-Cain and Hiawatha and the planets of the Beta and Gamma Systems. What I want to see is the mines and factories reopened, people employed, wealth being produced.”


    “And where’ll we sell what we produce? Remember, the mines closed down because there was no more market.”


    “No more interstellar market, that’s true. But there are a hundred and fifty million people on Poictesme. That’s a big enough market and a big enough labor force to exploit the wealth of the Gartner Trisystem. We can have prosperity for everybody on our own resources. Just what do we need that we have to get from outside now?”


    His father stopped again and sat down on the edge of a fountain—the same one, possibly, from which Conn had seen dust blowing as the airship had been coming in.


    “Conn, that’s a dangerous idea. That was what brought on the System States War. The Alliance planets took themselves outside the Federation economic orbit and the Federation crushed them.”


    Conn swore impatiently. “You’ve been listening to old Klem Zareff ranting about the Lost Cause and the greedy Terran robber barons holding the Galaxy in economic serfdom while they piled up profits. The Federation didn’t fight that war for profits; there weren’t any profits to fight for. They fought it because if the System States had won, half of them would be at war among themselves now. Make no mistake about it, politically I’m all for the Federation. But economically, I want to see our people exploiting their own resources for themselves, instead of grieving about lost interstellar trade, and bewailing bumper crops, and searching for a mythical robot god.”


    “You think, if you can get something like that started, that they’ll forget about the Brain?” his father asked skeptically.


    “That crowd up in Kurt Fawzi’s office? Niflheim, no! They’ll go on hunting for the Brain as long as they live, and every day they’ll be expecting to find it tomorrow. That’ll keep them happy. But they’re all old men. The ones I’m interested in are the boys of Charley’s age. I’m going to give them too many real things to do—building ships, exploring the rest of the Trisystem, opening mines and factories, producing wealth—for them to get caught in that empty old dream.”


    He looked down at the dusty fountain on which his father sat. “That ghost-dream haunts this graveyard. I want to give them living dreams that they can make come true.”


    Conn’s father sat in silence for a while, his cigar smoke red in the sunset. “If you can do all that, Conn.… You know, I believe you can. I’m with you, as far as I can help, and we’ll have a talk with Charley. He’s a good boy, Conn, and he has a lot of influence among the other youngsters.” He looked at his watch. “We’d better be getting along. You don’t want to be late for your own coming-home party.”


    Rodney Maxwell slid off the edge of the fountain to his feet, hitching at the gunbelt under his coat. Have to dig out his own gun and start wearing it, Conn thought. A man simply didn’t go around in public without a gun in Litchfield. It wasn’t decent. And he’d be spending a lot of time out in the brush, where he’d really need one.


    First thing in the morning, he’d unpack that trunk and go over all those maps. There were half a dozen spaceports and maintenance shops and shipyards within a half-day by airboat, none of which had been looted. He’d look them all over; that would take a couple of weeks. Pick the best shipyard and concentrate on it. Kurt Fawzi’d be the man to recruit labor. Professor Kellton was a scholar, not a scientist. He didn’t know beans about hyperdrive engines, but he knew how to do library research.


    They came to the edge of High Garden Terrace at the escalator, long motionless, its moving parts rusted fast, that led down to the Mall, and at the bottom of it was Senta’s, the tables under the open sky.


    A crowd was already gathering. There was Tom Brangwyn, and there was Kurt Fawzi and his wife, and Lynne. And there was Senta herself, fat and dumpy, in one of her preposterous red-and-purple dresses, bustling about, bubbling happily one moment and screaming invective at some laggard waiter the next.


    The dinner, Conn knew, would be the best he had eaten in five years, and afterward they would sit in the dim glow of Beta Gartner, sipping coffee and liqueurs, smoking and talking and visiting back and forth from one table to another, as they always did in the evenings at Senta’s. Another bit from Eirrarsson’s poem came back to him:


    We sit in the twilight, the shadows among,


    And we talk of the happy days when we were brave and young.


    That was for the old ones, for Colonel Zareff and Judge Ledue and Dolf Kellton, maybe even for Tom Brangwyn and Franz Veltrin and for his father. But his brother Charley and the boys of his generation would have a future to talk about. And so would he, and Lynne Fawzi.


    * * * *
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    ERIC FRANK RUSSELL


    (1905-1978)


    The first British writer to contribute regularly to Astounding, Russell was a scientist, engineer, and military veteran, but is mostly remembered today for his bitingly satirical (but often very funny) sendups of bureaucracy, the military, racism, and many other topics. While other Astounding writers wrote about larger-than-life heroes or brilliant scientists, Russell was more likely to poke fun at how seriously heroes and scientists took themselves and the universe around them.


    Born into a military family (his father was a military engineer and sometime instructor at Sandhurst), Russell traveled frequently during his childhood, acquiring both an expansive view of the world that would color his expansive universe and a cynical view of military culture. He studied the sciences broadly while in college (ranging from physics to metallurgy to chemistry) and carried that interest into his professional career, working as an technical consultant at an engineering firm and was active in the Fortean Society. He was a founding member of the British Interplanetary Society in 1933.


    Russell married in 1930 and had a daughter, Erica, in 1934, about the same time he started writing science fiction. His stories started to appear in Astounding in 1937 and he soon became, according to Alan Dean Foster’s account, John W. Campbell’s favorite writer. Through the 1950s, Russell was both successful and prolific, to the point where he was able to write full-time. Then around 1960 he stopped writing completely, for reasons no one was quite sure of. He told Foster that he had run out of inspiration and felt like all the good SF ideas had been used up. Campbell was certain that some personal tragedy had caused Russell’s writer’s block. Whatever the reason, he never resumed his SF career.


    A lot of humorous stories lose their edge after a few years and become dated, but “Allamagoosa” is still widely read more than half a century after its first appearance, and is probably Russell’s best-known story. It won the first Hugo awarded for short fiction in 1955; Russell was the first British author to win the award.

  


  
    ALLAMAGOOSA, by Eric Frank Russell


    First published in Astounding Magazine, May 1955


    It was a long time since the Bustler had been so silent. She lay in the Sirian spaceport, her tubes cold, her shell particle-scarred, her air that of a long-distance runner exhausted at the end of a marathon. There was good reason for this: she had returned from a lengthy trip by no means devoid of troubles.


    Now, in port, well-deserved rest had been gained if only temporarily. Peace, sweet peace. No more bothers, no more crises, no more major upsets, no more dire predicaments such as crop up in free flight at least twice a day. Just peace.


    Hah!


    Captain McNaught reposed in his cabin, feet up on desk, and enjoyed the relaxation to the utmost. The engines were dead, their hellish pounding absent for the first time in months. Out there in the big city, four hundred of his crew were making whoopee under a brilliant sun. This evening, when First Officer Gregory returned to take charge, he was going to go into the fragrant twilight and make the rounds of neon-lit civilization.


    That was the beauty of making landfall at long last. Men could give way to themselves, blow off surplus steam, each according to his fashion. No duties, no worries, no dangers, no responsibilities in spaceport. A haven of safety and comfort for tired rovers.


    Again, hah!


    Burman, the chief radio officer, entered the cabin. He was one of the half-dozen remaining on duty and bore the expression of a man who can think of twenty better things to do.


    “Relayed signal just come in, sir.” Handing the paper across, he waited for the other to look at it and perhaps dictate a reply.


    Taking the sheet, McNaught removed the feet from his desk, sat erect, and read the message aloud.


    Terran Headquarters to Bustler. Remain Siriport pending further orders. Rear Admiral Vane W. Cassidy due there seventeenth. Feldman. Navy Op. Command, Sirisec.


    He looked up, all happiness gone from his leathery features, and groaned.


    “Something wrong?” asked Burman, vaguely alarmed.


    McNaught pointed at three thin books on his desk. “The middle one. Page twenty.”


    Leafing through it, Burman found an item that said: Vane W. Cassidy, R-Ad. Head Inspector Ships and Stores.


    Burman swallowed hard. “Does that mean—?”


    “Yes, it does,” said McNaught without pleasure. “Back to training-college and all its rigmarole. Paint and soap, spit and polish.” He put on an officious expression, adopted a voice to match it. “Captain, you have only seven ninety-nine emergency rations. Your allocation is eight hundred. Nothing in your logbook accounts for the missing one. Where is it? What happened to it? How is it that one of the men’s kit lacks an officially issued pair of suspenders? Did you report his loss?”


    “Why does he pick on us?” asked Burman, appalled. “He’s never chivvied us before.”


    “That’s why,” informed McNaught, scowling at the wall. “It’s our turn to be stretched across the barrel.” His gaze found the calendar. “We have three days—and we’ll need ‘em! Tell Second Officer Pike to come here at once.”


    Burman departed gloomily. In short time, Pike entered. His face reaffirmed the old adage that bad news travels fast.


    “Make out an indent,” ordered McNaught, “for one hundred gallons of plastic paint, Navy gray, approved quality. Make out another for thirty gallons of interior white enamel. Take them to spaceport stores right away. Tell them to deliver by six this evening along with our correct issue of brushes and sprayers. Grab up any cleaning material that’s going for free.”


    “The men won’t like this,” remarked Pike, feebly.


    “They’re going to love it,” McNaught asserted. “A bright and shiny ship, all spic and span, is good for morale. It says so in that book. Get moving and put those indents in. When you come back, find the stores and equipment sheets and bring them here. We’ve got to check stocks before Cassidy arrives. Once he’s here we’ll have no chance to make up shortages or smuggle out any extra items we happened to find in our hands.”


    “Very well, sir.” Pike went out wearing the same expression as Burman’s.


    Lying back in his chair, McNaught muttered to himself. There was a feeling in his bones that something was sure to cause a last-minute ruckus. A shortage of any item would be serious enough unless covered by a previous report. A surplus would be bad, very bad. The former implied carelessness or misfortune. The latter suggested barefaced theft of government property in circumstances condoned by the commander.


    For instance, there was that recent case of Williams of the heavy cruiser Swift. He’d heard of it over the spacevine when out around Bootes. Williams had been found in unwitting command of eleven reels of electric-fence wire when his official issue was ten. It had taken a court-martial to decide that the extra reel—which had formidable barter-value on a certain planet—had not been stolen from space-stores, or, in sailor jargon, “teleportated aboard.” But Williams had been reprimanded. And that did not help promotion.


    He was still rumbling discontentedly when Pike returned bearing a folder of foolscap sheets.


    “Going to start right away, sir?”


    “We’ll have to.” He heaved himself erect, mentally bid good-bye to time off and a taste of the bright lights. “It’ll take long enough to work right through from bow to tail. I’ll leave the men’s kit inspection to the last.”


    Marching out of the cabin, he set forth toward the bow, Pike following with broody reluctance.


    As they passed the open main lock, Peaslake observed them, bounded eagerly up the gangway and joined behind. A pukka member of the crew, he was a large dog whose ancestors had been more enthusiastic than selective. He wore with pride a big collar inscribed: Peaslake—Property of S.S. Bustler. His chief duties, ably performed, were to keep alien rodents off the ship and, on rare occasions, smell out dangers not visible to human eyes.


    The three paraded forward, McNaught and Pike in the manner of men grimly sacrificing pleasure for the sake of duty, Peaslake with the panting willingness of one ready for any new game no matter what.


    Reaching the bow-cabin, McNaught dumped himself in the pilot’s seat, took the folder from the other. “You know this stuff better than me—the chart room is where I shine. So I’ll read them out while you look them over.” He opened the folder, started on the first page. “K1. Beam compass, type D, one of.”


    “Check,” said Pike.


    “K2. Distance and direction indicator, electronic, type JJ, one of.”


    “Check.”


    “K3. Port and starboard gravitic meters, Casini models, one pair.”


    “Check.”


    Peaslake planted his head in McNaught’s lap, blinked soulfully and whined. He was beginning to get the others’ viewpoint. This tedious itemizing and checking was a hell of a game. McNaught consolingly lowered a hand and played with Peaslake’s ears while he ploughed his way down the list.


    “K187. Foam rubber cushions, pilot and co-pilot, one pair.”


    “Check.”


    * * * *


    By the time First Officer Gregory appeared, they had reached the tiny intercom cubby and poked around it in semidarkness. Peaslake had long departed in disgust.


    “M24. Spare minispeakers, three inch, type T2, one set of six.”


    “Check.”


    Looking in, Gregory popped his eyes and said, “What’s going on?”


    “Major inspection due soon.” McNaught glanced at his watch. “Go see if stores has delivered a load and if not why not. Then you’d better give me a hand and let Pike take a few hours off.”


    “Does this mean land-leave is canceled?”


    “You bet it does—until after Hizonner has been and gone.” He glanced at Pike. “When you get into the city, search around and send back any of the crew you can find. No arguments or excuses. Also no alibis and/or delays. It’s an order.”


    Pike registered unhappiness. Gregory glowered at him, went away, came back and said, “Stores will have the stuff here in twenty minutes’ time.” With bad grace he watched Pike depart.


    “M47. Intercom cable, woven-wire protected, three drums.”


    “Check,” said Gregory, mentally kicking himself for returning at the wrong time.


    The task continued until late in the evening, was resumed early next morning. By that time three-quarters of the men were hard at work inside and outside the vessel, doing their jobs as though sentenced to them for crimes contemplated but not yet committed.


    Moving around the ship’s corridors and catwalks had to be done crab-fashion, with a nervous sidewise edging. Once again it was being demonstrated that the Terran life-form suffers from ye fear of wette paynt. The first smearer would have ten years willed off his unfortunate life.


    It was in these conditions, in midafternoon of the second day, that McNaught’s bones proved their feelings had been prophetic. He recited the ninth page while Jean Blanchard confirmed the presence and actual existence of all items enumerated. Two-thirds of the way down they hit the rocks, metaphorically speaking, and commenced to sink fast.


    McNaught said boredly, “V1097. Drinking bowl, enamel, one of.”


    “Is zis,” said Blanchard, tapping it.


    “V1098. Offog, one.”


    “Quoi?“ asked Blanchard, staring.


    “V1098. Offog, one,” repeated McNaught. “Well, why are you looking thunderstruck? This is the ship’s galley. You’re the head cook. You know what’s supposed to be in the galley, don’t you? Where’s this offog?”


    “Never hear of heem,” stated Blanchard, flatly.


    “You must have. It’s on this equipment-sheet in plain, clear type. Offog, one, it says. It was here when we were fitted-out four years ago. We checked it ourselves and signed for it.”


    “I signed for nossings called offog,” Blanchard denied. “In the cuisine zere is no such sing.”


    “Look!” McNaught scowled and showed him the sheet.


    Blanchard looked and sniffed disdainfully. “I have here zee electronic oven, one of. I have jacketed boilers, graduated capacities, one set. I have bain marie pans, seex of. But no offog. Never heard of heem. I do not know of heem.” He spread his hands and shrugged. “No offog.”


    “There’s got to be,” McNaught insisted. “What’s more, when Cassidy arrives there’ll be hell to pay if there isn’t.”


    “You find heem,” Blanchard suggested.


    “You got a certificate from the International Hotels School of Cookery. You got a certificate from the Cordon Bleu College of Cuisine. You got a certificate with three credits from the Space-Navy Feeding Center,” McNaught pointed out. “All that—and you don’t know what an offog is.”


    “Nom d’un chien!” ejaculated Blanchard, waving his arms around. “I tell you ten t’ousand time zere is no offog. Zere never was an offog. Escoffier heemself could not find zee offog of vich zere is none. Am I a magician perhaps?”


    “It’s part of the culinary equipment,” McNaught maintained. “It must be because it’s on page nine. And page nine means its proper home is in the galley, care of the head cook.”


    “Like hail it does,” Blanchard retorted. He pointed at a metal box on the wall. “Intercom booster. Is zat mine?”


    McNaught thought it over, conceded, “No, it’s Burman’s. His stuff rambles all over the ship.”


    “Zen ask heem for zis bloody offog,” said Blanchard, triumphantly.


    “I will. If it’s not yours, it must be his. Let’s finish this checking first. If I’m not systematic and thorough Cassidy will jerk off my insignia.” His eyes sought the list. “V1099. Inscribed collar, leather, brass studded, dog, for the use of. No need to look for that. I saw it myself five minutes ago.” He ticked the item, continued, “V1100. Sleeping basket, woven reed, one of.”


    “Is zis,” said Blanchard, kicking it into a corner.


    “V1101. Cushion, foam rubber, to fit sleeping basket, one of.”


    “Half of,” Blanchard contradicted. “In four years he has chewed away other half.”


    “Maybe Cassidy will let us indent for a new one. It doesn’t matter. We’re okay so long as we can produce the half we’ve got.” McNaught stood up, closed the folder. “That’s the lot for here. I’ll go see Burman about this missing item.”


    The inventory party moved on.


    * * * *


    Burman switched off a UHF receiver, removed his earplugs, and raised a questioning eyebrow.


    “In the galley we’re short an offog,” explained McNaught. “Where is it?”


    “Why ask me? The galley is Blanchard’s bailiwick.”


    “Not entirely. A lot of your cables run through it. You’ve two terminal boxes in there, also an automatic switch and an intercom booster. Where’s the offog?”


    “Never heard of it,” said Burman, baffled.


    McNaught shouted, “Don’t tell me that! I’m already fed up hearing Blanchard saying it. Four years back we had an offog. It says so here. This is our copy of what we checked and signed for. It says we signed for an offog. Therefore we must have one. It’s got to be found before Cassidy gets here.”


    “Sorry, sir,” sympathized Burman. “I can’t help you.”


    “You can think again,” advised McNaught. “Up in the bow there’s a direction and distance indicator. What do you call it?”


    “A didin,” said Burman, mystified.


    “And,” McNaught went on, pointing at the pulse transmitter, “what do you call that?”


    “The opper-popper.”


    “Baby names, see? Didin and opper-popper. Now rack your brains and remember what you called an offog four years ago.”


    “Nothing,” asserted Burman, “has ever been called an offog to my knowledge.”


    “Then,” demanded McNaught, “why did we sign for one?”


    “I didn’t sign for anything. You did all the signing.”


    “While you and others did the checking. Four years ago, presumably in the galley, I said, ‘Offog, one,’ and either you or Blanchard pointed to it and said, ‘Check.’ I took somebody’s word for it. I have to take other specialists’ words for it. I am an expert navigator, familiar with all the latest navigational gadgets but not with other stuff. So I’m compelled to rely on people who know what an offog is—or ought to.”


    Burman had a bright thought. “All kinds of oddments were dumped in the main lock, the corridors, and the galley when we were fitted-out. We had to sort through a deal of stuff and stash it where it properly belonged, remember? This offog-thing might be anyplace today. It isn’t necessarily my responsibility or Blanchard’s.”


    “I’ll see what the other officers say,” agreed McNaught, conceding the point. “Gregory, Worth, Sanderson, or one of the others may be coddling the item. Wherever it is, it’s got to be found. Or accounted for in full if it’s been expended.”


    He went out. Burman pulled a face, inserted his earplugs, resumed fiddling with his apparatus. An hour later McNaught came back wearing a scowl.


    “Positively,” he announced with ire, “there is no such thing on the ship. Nobody knows of it. Nobody can so much as guess at it.”


    “Cross it off and report it lost,” Burman suggested.


    “What, when we’re hard aground? You know as well as I do that loss and damage must be signaled at time of occurrence. If I tell Cassidy the offog went west in space, he’ll want to know when, where, how, and why it wasn’t signaled. There’ll be a real ruckus if the contraption happens to be valued at half a million credits. I can’t dismiss it with an airy wave of the hand.”


    “What’s the answer then?” inquired Burman, innocently ambling straight into the trap.


    “There’s one and only one,” McNaught announced. “You will manufacture an offog.”


    “Who? Me?” said Burman, twitching his scalp.


    “You and no other. I’m fairly sure the thing is your pigeon, anyway.”


    “Why?”


    “Because it’s typical of the baby names used for your kind of stuff. I’ll bet a month’s pay that an offog is some sort of scientific allamagoosa. Something to do with fog, perhaps. Maybe a blind-approach gadget.”


    “The blind-approach transceiver is called ‘the fumbly,’ “ Burman informed.


    “There you are!” said McNaught as if that clinched it. “So you will make an offog. It will be completed by six tomorrow evening and ready for my inspection then. It had better be convincing, in fact pleasing. In fact its function will be convincing.”


    Burman stood up, let his hands dangle, and said in hoarse tones, “How can I make an offog when I don’t even know what it is?”


    “Neither does Cassidy know,” McNaught pointed out, leering at him. “He’s more of a quantity surveyor than anything else. As such he counts things, looks at things, certifies that they exist, accepts advice on whether they are functionally satisfactory or worn out. All we need do is concoct an imposing allamagoosa and tell him it’s the offog.”


    “Holy Moses!” said Burman, fervently.


    “Let us not rely on the dubious assistance of Biblical characters,” McNaught reproved. “Let us use the brains that God has given us. Get a grip on your soldering-iron and make a topnotch offog by six tomorrow evening. That’s an order!”


    He departed, satisfied with this solution. Behind him, Burman gloomed at the wall and licked his lips once, twice.


    * * * *


    Rear Admiral Vane W. Cassidy arrived right on time. He was a short, paunchy character with a florid complexion and eyes like those of a long-dead fish. His gait was an important strut.


    “Ah, Captain, I trust that you have everything shipshape.”


    “Everything usually is,” assured McNaught, glibly. “I see to that.” He spoke with conviction.


    “Good!” approved Cassidy. “I like a commander who takes his responsibilities seriously. Much as I regret saying so, there are a few who do not.” He marched through the main lock, his cod-eyes taking note of the fresh white enamel. “Where do you prefer to start, bow or tail?”


    “My equipment-sheets run from bow backward. We may as well deal with them the way they’re set.”


    “Very well.” He trotted officiously toward the nose, paused on the way to pat Peaslake and examine his collar. “Well cared-for, I see. Has the animal proved useful?”


    “He saved five lives on Mardia by barking a warning.”


    “The details have been entered in your log, I suppose?”


    “Yes, sir. The log is in the chart room awaiting your inspection.”


    “We’ll get to it in due time.” Reaching the bow-cabin, Cassidy took a seat, accepted the folder from McNaught, started off at businesslike pace. “K1. Beam compass, type D, one of.”


    “This is it, sir,” said McNaught, showing him.


    “Still working properly?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    They carried on, reached the intercom-cubby, the computer room, a succession of other places back to the galley. Here, Blanchard posed in freshly laundered white clothes and eyed the newcomer warily.


    “V147. Electronic oven, one of.”


    “Is zis,” said Blanchard, pointing with disdain.


    “Satisfactory?” inquired Cassidy, giving him the fishy-eye.


    “Not beeg enough,” declared Blanchard. He encompassed the entire galley with an expressive gesture. “Nossings beeg enough. Place too small. Eversings too small. I am chef de cuisine an’ she is a cuisine like an attic.”


    “This is a warship, not a luxury liner,” Cassidy snapped. He frowned at the equipment-sheet. “V148. Timing device, electronic oven, attachment thereto, one of.”


    “Is zis,” spat Blanchard, ready to sling it through the nearest port if Cassidy would first donate the two pins.


    Working his way down the sheet, Cassidy got nearer and nearer while nervous tension built up. Then he reached the critical point and said, “V1098. Offog, one.”


    “Morbleu!” said Blanchard, shooting sparks from his eyes, “I have say before an’ I say again, zere never was—”


    “The offog is in the radio room, sir,” McNaught chipped in hurriedly.


    “Indeed?” Cassidy took another look at the sheet. “Then why is it recorded along with galley equipment?”


    “It was placed in the galley at time of fitting-out, sir. It’s one of those portable instruments left to us to fix up where most suitable.”


    “Hm-m-m! Then it should have been transferred to the radio room list. Why didn’t you transfer it?”


    “I thought it better to wait for your authority to do so, sir.”


    The fish-eyes registered gratification. “Yes, that is quite proper of you, Captain. I will transfer it now.” He crossed the item from sheet nine, initialed it, entered it on sheet sixteen, initialed that. “V1099. Inscribed collar, leather .&nbsp;.&nbsp;. oh, yes, I’ve seen that. The dog was wearing it.”


    He ticked it. An hour later he strutted into the radio room. Burman stood up, squared his shoulders but could not keep his feet or hands from fidgeting. His eyes protruded slightly and kept straying toward McNaught in silent appeal. He was like a man wearing a porcupine in his britches.


    * * * *


    “V1098. Offog, one,” said Cassidy in his usual tone of brooking no nonsense.


    Moving with the jerkiness of a slightly uncoordinated robot, Burman pawed a small box fronted with dials, switches, and colored lights. It looked like a radio ham’s idea of a fruit machine. He knocked down a couple of switches. The lights came on, played around in intriguing combinations.


    “This is it, sir,” he informed with difficulty.


    “Ah!” Cassidy left his chair and moved across for a closer look. “I don’t recall having seen this item before. But there are so many different models of the same things. Is it still operating efficiently?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “It’s one of the most useful things in the ship,” contributed McNaught, for good measure.


    “What does it do?” inquired Cassidy, inviting Burman to cast a pearl of wisdom before him.


    Burman paled.


    Hastily, McNaught said, “A full explanation would be rather involved and technical but, to put it as simply as possible, it enables us to strike a balance between opposing gravitational fields. Variations in lights indicate the extent and degree of unbalance at any given time.”


    “It’s a clever idea,” added Burman, made suddenly reckless by this news, “based on Finagle’s Constant.”


    “I see,” said Cassidy, not seeing at all. He resumed his seat, ticked the offog and carried on. “Z44. Switchboard, automatic, forty-line intercom, one of.”


    “Here it is, sir.”


    Cassidy glanced at it, returned his gaze to the sheet. The others used his momentary distraction to mop perspiration from their foreheads.


    Victory had been gained.


    All was well.


    For the third time, hah!


    * * * *


    Rear Admiral Vane W. Cassidy departed pleased and complimentary. Within one hour the crew bolted to town. McNaught took turns with Gregory at enjoying the gay lights. For the next five days all was peace and pleasure.


    On the sixth day, Burman brought in a signal, dumped it upon McNaught’s desk, and waited for the reaction. He had an air of gratification, the pleasure of one whose virtue is about to be rewarded.


    Terran Headquarters to Bustler. Return here immediately for overhaul and refitting. Improved power plant to be installed. Feldman. Navy Op. Command. Sirisec.


    “Back to Terra,” commented McNaught, happily. “And an overhaul will mean at least one month’s leave.” He eyed Burman. “Tell all officers on duty to go to town at once and order the crew aboard. The men will come running when they know why.”


    “Yes, sir,” said Burman, grinning.


    Everyone was still grinning two weeks later when the Siriport had receded far behind and Sol had grown to a vague speck in the sparkling mist of the bow starfield. Eleven weeks still to go, but it was worth it. Back to Terra. Hurrah!


    In the captain’s cabin, the grins abruptly vanished one evening when Burman suddenly developed the willies. He marched in, chewed his bottom lip while waiting for McNaught to finish writing in the log.


    Finally, McNaught pushed the book away, glanced up, frowned. “What’s the matter with you? Got a bellyache or something?”


    “No, sir. I’ve been thinking.”


    “Does it hurt that much?”


    “I’ve been thinking,” persisted Burman in funereal tones. “We’re going back for overhaul. You know what that means? We’ll walk off the ship and a horde of experts will walk onto it.” He stared tragically at the other. “Experts, I said.”


    “Naturally they’ll be experts,” McNaught agreed. “Equipment cannot be tested and brought up to scratch by a bunch of dopes.”


    “It will require more than a mere expert to bring the offog up to scratch,” Burman pointed out. “It’ll need a genius.


    McNaught rocked back, swapped expressions like changing masks. “Jumping Judas! I’d forgotten all about that thing. When we get to Terra we won’t blind those boys with science.”


    “No, sir, we won’t,” endorsed Burman. He did not add “any more,” but his face shouted aloud, “You got me into this. You get me out of it.” He waited a time while McNaught did some intense thinking, then prompted, “What do you suggest, sir?”


    Slowly the satisfied smile returned to McNaught’s features as he answered, “Break up the contraption and feed it into the disintegrator.”


    “That doesn’t solve the problem,” said Burman. “We’ll still be short an offog.”


    “No, we won’t. Because I’m going to signal its loss owing to the hazards of space-service.” He closed one eye in an emphatic wink. “We’re in free flight right now.” He reached for a message-pad and scribbled on it while Burman stood by vastly relieved.


    Bustler to Terran Headquarters. Item V1098, Offog, one, came apart under gravitational stress while passing through twin-sun field Hector Major-Minor. Material used as fuel. McNaught, Commander. Bustler.


    Burman took it to the radio room and beamed it Earthward. All was peace and progress for another two days. The next time he went to the captain’s cabin he went running and worried.


    “General call, sir,” he announced breathlessly and thrust the message into the other’s hands.


    Terran Headquarters for relay all sectors. Urgent and Important. All ships grounded forthwith. Vessels in flight under official orders will make for nearest spaceport pending further instructions. Welling. Alarm and Rescue Command. Terra.


    “Something’s gone bust,” commented McNaught, undisturbed. He traipsed to the chart room, Burman following. Consulting the charts, he dialed the intercom phone, got Pike in the bow and ordered, “There’s a panic. All ships grounded. We’ve got to make for Zaxtedport, about three days’ run away. Change course at once. Starboard seventeen degrees, declination ten.” Then he cut off, griped, “Bang goes that sweet month on Terra. I never did like Zaxted, either. It stinks. The crew will feel murderous about this, and I don’t blame them.”


    “What d’you think has happened, sir?” asked Burman. He looked both uneasy and annoyed.


    “Heaven alone knows. The last general call was seven years ago when the Starider exploded halfway along the Mars run. They grounded every ship in existence while they investigated the cause.” He rubbed his chin, pondered, went on, “And the call before that one was when the entire crew of the Blowgun went nuts. Whatever it is this time, you can bet it’s serious.”


    “It wouldn’t be the start of a space war?”


    “Against whom?” McNaught made a gesture of contempt. “Nobody has the ships with which to oppose us. No, it’s something technical. We’ll learn of it eventually. They’ll tell us before we reach Zaxted or soon afterward.”


    They did tell him. Within six hours. Burman rushed in with face full of horror.


    “What’s eating you now?” demanded McNaught, staring at him.


    “The offog,” stuttered Burman. He made motions as though brushing off invisible spiders.


    “What of it?”


    “It’s a typographical error. In your copy it should read off. dog.”


    The commander stared owlishly.


    “Off. dog?” echoed McNaught, making it sound like foul language.


    “See for yourself.” Dumping the signal on the desk, Burman bolted out, left the door swinging. McNaught scowled after him, picked up the message.


    Terran Headquarters to Bustler. Your report V1098, ship’s official dog Peaslake. Detail fully circumstances and manner in which animal came apart under gravitational stress. Cross-examine crew and signal all coincidental symptoms experienced by them. Urgent and Important. Welling. Alarm and Rescue Command. Terra.


    In the privacy of his cabin McNaught commenced to eat his nails. Every now and again he went a little cross-eyed as he examined them for nearness to the flesh.


    * * * *
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    I.


    It was around the hub of the evening on the planet of Porlumma when Captain Pausert, commercial traveler from the Republic of Nikkeldepain, met the first of the witches of Karres.


    It was just plain fate, so far as he could see.


    He was feeling pretty good as he left a high-priced bar on a cobbled street near the spaceport, with the intention of returning straight to his ship. There hadn’t been an argument, exactly. But someone had grinned broadly, as usual, when the captain pronounced the name of his native system; and the captain had pointed out then, with considerable wit, how much more ridiculous it was to call a planet Porlumma, for instance, than to call it Nikkeldepain.


    He then proceeded to collect an increasing number of pained stares as he continued with a detailed comparison of the varied, interesting, and occasionally brilliant role Nikkeldepain had played in history with Porlumma’s obviously dull and dumpy status as a sixth-rate Empire outpost.


    In conclusion, he admitted frankly that he wouldn’t care to be found dead on Porlumma.


    Somebody muttered loudly in Imperial Universum that in that case it might be better if he didn’t hang around Porlumma too long. But the captain only smiled politely, paid for his two drinks, and left.


    There was no point in getting into a rhubarb on one of these border planets. Their citizens still had an innocent notion that they ought to act like frontiersmen—but then the Law always showed up at once.


    He felt pretty good. Up to the last four months of his young life, he had never looked on himself as being particularly patriotic. But compared to most of the Empire’s worlds, Nikkeldepain was downright attractive in its stuffy ways. Besides, he was returning there solvent—would they ever be surprised!


    And awaiting him, fondly and eagerly, was Illyla, the Miss Onswud, fair daughter of the mighty Councilor Onswud, and the captain’s secretly betrothed for almost a year. She alone had believed in him!


    The captain smiled and checked at a dark cross-street to get his bearings on the spaceport beacon. Less than half a mile away—He set off again. In about six hours, he’d be beyond the Empire’s space borders and headed straight for Illyla.


    Yes, she alone had believed! After the prompt collapse of the captain’s first commercial venture—a miffel-fur farm, largely on capital borrowed from Councilor Onswud—the future had looked very black. It had even included a probable ten-year stretch of penal servitude for “willful and negligent abuse of entrusted monies.” The laws of Nikkeldepain were rough on debtors.


    “But you’ve always been looking for someone to take out the old Venture and get her back into trade!” Illyla reminded her father tearfully.


    “Umm, yes! But it’s in the blood, my dear! His great-uncle Threbus went the same way! It would be far better to let the law take its course,” Councilor Onswud said, glaring at Pausert who remained sulkily silent. He had tried to explain that the mysterious epidemic which suddenly wiped out most of the stock of miffels wasn’t his fault. In fact, he more than suspected the tricky hand of young Councilor Rapport who had been wagging futilely around Illyla for the last couple of years!


    “The Venture, now—!” Councilor Onswud mused, stroking his long, craggy chin. “Pausert can handle a ship, at least,” he admitted.


    That was how it happened. Were they ever going to be surprised! For even the captain realized that Councilor Onswud was unloading all the dead fish that had gathered the dust of his warehouses for the past fifty years on him and the Venture, in a last, faint hope of getting some return on those half-forgotten investments. A value of eighty-two thousand maels was placed on the cargo; but if he’d brought even three-quarters of it back in cash, all would have been well.


    Instead—well, it started with that lucky bet on a legal point with an Imperial official at the Imperial capital itself. Then came a six-hour race fairly won against a small, fast private yacht—the old Venture 7333 had been a pirate-chaser in the last century and still could produce twice the speed her looks suggested. From then on the captain was socially accepted as a sporting man and was in on a long string of jovial parties and meets.


    Jovial and profitable—the wealthier Imperials just couldn’t resist a gamble, and the penalty the captain always insisted on was that they had to buy!


    He got rid of the stuff right and left! Inside of twelve weeks, nothing remained of the original cargo except two score bundles of expensively built but useless tinklewood fishing rods and one dozen gross bales of useful but unattractive all-weather cloaks. Even on a bet, nobody would take them! But the captain had a strong hunch they had been hopefully added to the cargo from his own stocks by Councilor Rapport; so his failure to sell them didn’t break his heart.


    He was a neat twenty percent net ahead, at that point—


    And finally came this last-minute rush delivery of medical supplies to Porlumma on the return route. That haul alone would repay the miffel farm losses three times over!


    * * * *


    The captain grinned broadly into the darkness. Yes, they’d be surprised—but just where was he now?


    He checked again in the narrow street, searching for the port beacon in the sky. There it was—off to his left and a little behind him. He’d gotten turned around somehow!


    He set off carefully down an excessively dark little alley. It was one of those towns where everybody locked their front doors at night and retired to lit-up enclosed courtyards at the backs of the houses. There were voices and the rattling of dishes nearby and occasional whoops of laughter and singing all around him; but it was all beyond high walls which let little or no light into the alley.


    It ended abruptly in a cross-alley and another wall. After a moment’s debate the captain turned to the left again. Light spilled out on his new route a hundred yards ahead where a courtyard was opened on the alley. From it, as he approached, came the sound of doors being violently slammed and then a sudden loud mingling of voices.


    “Yeee-eep!” shrilled a high, childish voice. It could have been mortal agony, terror, or even hysterical laughter. The captain broke into an apprehensive trot.


    “Yes, I see you up there!” a man shouted excitedly in Universum. “I caught you now—you get down from those boxes! I’ll skin you alive! Fifty-two customers sick of the stomach-ache—YOW!”


    The last exclamation was accompanied by a sound as of a small, loosely built wooden house collapsing, and was followed by a succession of squeals and an angry bellowing, in which the only distinguishable words were: “…threw the boxes on me!” Then more sounds of splintering wood. “Hey!” yelled the captain indignantly from the corner of the alley.


    All action ceased. The narrow courtyard, brightly illuminated by a single overhead light, was half covered with a tumbled litter of empty wooden boxes. Standing with his foot temporarily caught in one of them was a very large, fat man dressed all in white and waving a stick. Momentarily cornered between the wall and two of the boxes, over one of which she was trying to climb, was a smallish, fair-haired girl dressed in a smock of some kind which was also white. She might be about fourteen, the captain thought—a helpless kid, anyway.


    “What you want?” grunted the fat man, pointing the stick with some dignity at the captain.


    “Lay off the kid!” rumbled the captain, edging into the courtyard.


    “Mind your own business!” shouted the fat man, waving his stick like a club. “I’ll take care of her! She—”


    “I never did!” squealed the girl. She burst into tears.


    “Try it, Fat and Ugly!” the captain warned. “I’ll ram the stick down your throat!”


    He was very close now. With a sound of grunting exasperation the fat man pulled his foot free of the box, wheeled suddenly and brought the end of the stick down on top of the captain’s cap. The captain hit him furiously in the middle of the stomach.


    There was a short flurry of activity, somewhat hampered by shattering boxes everywhere. Then the captain stood up, scowling and breathing hard. The fat man remained sitting on the ground, gasping about “…the law!”


    Somewhat to his surprise, the captain discovered the girl standing just behind him. She caught his eye and smiled.


    “My name’s Maleen,” she offered. She pointed at the fat man. “Is he hurt bad?”


    “Huh-no!” panted the captain. “But maybe we’d better—”


    It was too late! A loud, self-assured voice became audible now at the opening to the alley:


    “Here, here, here, here, here!” it said in the reproachful, situation-under-control tone that always seemed the same to the captain, on whatever world and in whichever language he heard it.


    “What’s all this about?” it inquired rhetorically.


    “You’ll all have to come along!” it replied.


    * * * *


    Police court on Porlumma appeared to be a business conducted on a very efficient, round-the-clock basis. They were the next case up.


    Nikkeldepain was an odd name, wasn’t it, the judge smiled. He then listened attentively to the various charges, countercharges, and denials.


    Bruth the Baker was charged with having struck a citizen of a foreign government on the head with a potentially lethal instrument—produced in evidence. Said citizen admittedly had attempted to interfere as Bruth was attempting to punish his slave Maleen—also produced in evidence—whom he suspected of having added something to a batch of cakes she was working on that afternoon, resulting in illness and complaints from fifty-two of Bruth’s customers.


    Said foreign citizen also had used insulting language—the captain admitted under pressure to “Fat and Ugly.”


    Some provocation could be conceded for the action taken by Bruth, but not enough. Bruth paled.


    Captain Pausert, of the Republic of Nikkeldepain—everybody but the prisoners smiled this time—was charged (a) with said attempted interference, (b) with said insult, (c) with having frequently and severely struck Bruth the Baker in the course of the subsequent dispute.


    The blow on the head was conceded to have provided a provocation for charge (c)—but not enough.


    Nobody seemed to be charging the slave Maleen with anything. The judge only looked at her curiously, and shook his head.


    “As the Court considers this regrettable incident,” he remarked, “it looks like two years for you, Bruth; and about three for you, Captain. Too bad!”


    The captain had an awful sinking feeling. From what he knew about Imperial court methods in the fringe systems, he probably could get out of this three-year rap. But it would be expensive.


    He realized that the judge was studying him reflectively.


    “The Court wishes to acknowledge,” the judge continued, “that the captain’s chargeable actions were due largely to a natural feeling of human sympathy for the predicament of the slave Maleen. The Court, therefore, would suggest a settlement as follows—subsequent to which all charges could be dropped:


    “That Bruth the Baker resell Maleen of Karres—with whose services he appears to be dissatisfied—for a reasonable sum to Captain Pausert of the Republic of Nikkeldepain.”


    Bruth the Baker heaved a gusty sigh of relief. But the captain hesitated. The buying of human slaves by private citizens was a very serious offense on Nikkeldepain. Still, he didn’t have to make a record of it. If they weren’t going to soak him too much—


    At just the right moment Maleen of Karres introduced a barely audible, forlorn, sniffling sound.


    “How much are you asking for the kid?” the captain inquired, looking without friendliness at his recent antagonist. A day was coming when he would think less severely of Bruth; but it hadn’t come yet.


    Bruth scowled back but replied with a certain eagerness, “A hundred and fifty m—” A policeman standing behind him poked him sharply in the side. Bruth shut up.


    “Seven hundred maels,” the judge said smoothly. “There’ll be Court charges, and a fee for recording the transaction—” He appeared to make a swift calculation. “Fifteen hundred and forty-two maels.” He turned to a clerk. “You’ve looked him up?”


    The clerk nodded. “He’s right!”


    “And we’ll take your check,” the judge concluded. He gave the captain a friendly smile. “Next case.”


    * * * *


    The captain felt a little bewildered.


    There was something peculiar about this! He was getting out of it much too cheaply. Since the Empire had quit its wars of expansion, young slaves in good health were a high-priced article. Furthermore, he was practically positive that Bruth the Baker had been willing to sell for a tenth of what he actually had to pay!


    Well, he wouldn’t complain. Rapidly, he signed, sealed, and thumbprinted various papers shoved at him by a helpful clerk; and made out a check.


    “I guess,” he told Maleen of Karres, “we’d better get along to the ship.”


    And now what was he going to do with the kid, he pondered, as he padded along the unlighted streets with his slave trotting quietly behind him. If he showed up with a pretty girl-slave on Nikkeldepain, even a small one, various good friends there would toss him into ten years or so of penal servitude—immediately after Illyla had personally collected his scalp. They were a moral lot.


    Karres—?


    “How far off is Karres, Maleen?” he asked into the dark.


    “It takes about two weeks,” Maleen said tearfully.


    Two weeks! The captain’s heart sank again.


    “What are you blubbering about?” he inquired uncomfortably.


    Maleen choked, sniffed, and began sobbing openly.


    “I have two little sisters!” she cried.


    “Well, well,” the captain said encouragingly. “That’s nice—you’ll be seeing them again soon. I’m taking you home, you know!”


    Great Patham—now he’d said it! But after all—


    However, this piece of good news seemed to have the wrong effect on his slave. Her sobbing grew much more violent.


    “No, I won’t,” she wailed. “They’re here!”


    “Huh?” said the captain. He stopped short. “Where?”


    “And the people they’re with are mean to them, too!” wept Maleen.


    The captain’s heart dropped clean through his boots. Standing there in the dark, he helplessly watched it coming:


    “You could buy them awfully cheap!” she said.


    II.


    In times of stress the young life of Karres appeared to take to the heights. It might be a mountainous place.


    The Leewit sat on the top shelf on the back wall of the crockery and antiques store, strategically flanked by two expensive-looking vases. She was a doll-sized edition of Maleen; but her eyes were cold and gray instead of blue and tearful. About five or six, the captain vaguely estimated. He wasn’t very good at estimating them around that age.


    “Good evening,” he said as he came in through the door. The Crockery and Antiques Shop had been easy to find. Like Bruth the Baker’s, it was the one spot in the neighborhood that was all lit up.


    “Good evening, sir!” said what was presumably the store owner, without looking around. He sat with his back to the door, in a chair approximately at the center of the store and facing the Leewit at a distance of about twenty feet.


    “…and there you can stay without food or drink till the Holy Man comes in the morning!” he continued immediately, in the taut voice of a man who has gone through hysteria and is sane again. The captain realized he was addressing the Leewit.


    “Your other Holy Man didn’t stay very long!” the diminutive creature piped, also ignoring the captain. Apparently she had not yet discovered Maleen behind him.


    “This is a stronger denomination—much stronger!” the store owner replied, in a shaking voice but with a sort of relish. “He’ll exorcise you, all right, little demon—you’ll whistle no buttons off him! Your time is up! Go on and whistle all you want! Bust every vase in the place—”


    The Leewit blinked her gray eyes thoughtfully at him.


    “Might!” she said.


    “But if you try to climb down from there,” the store owner went on, on a rising note, “I’ll chop you into bits—into little, little bits!”


    He raised his arm as he spoke and weakly brandished what the captain recognized with a start of horror as a highly ornamented but probably still useful antique battle-ax.


    “Ha!” said the Leewit.


    “Beg your pardon, sir!” the captain said, clearing his throat.


    “Good evening, sir!” the store owner repeated, without looking around. “What can I do for you?”


    “I came to inquire,” the captain said hesitantly, “about that child.”


    The store owner shifted about in his chair and squinted at the captain with red-rimmed eyes.


    “You’re not a Holy Man!” he said.


    “Hello, Maleen!” the Leewit said suddenly. “That him?”


    “We’ve come to buy you,” Maleen said. “Shut up!”


    “Good!” said the Leewit.


    “Buy it? Are you mocking me, sir?” the store owner inquired.


    “Shut up, Moonell!” A thin, dark, determined-looking woman had appeared in the doorway which led through the back wall of the store. She moved out a step under the shelves; and the Leewit leaned down from the top shelf and hissed. The woman moved hurriedly back into the doorway.


    “Maybe he means it,” she said in a more subdued voice.


    “I can’t sell to a citizen of the Empire,” the store owner said defeatedly.


    “I’m not a citizen,” the captain said shortly. This time he wasn’t going to name it.


    “No, he’s from Nikkel—” Maleen began.


    “Shut up, Maleen!” the captain said helplessly in turn.


    “I never heard of Nikkel,” the store owner muttered doubtfully.


    “Maleen!” the woman called shrilly. “That’s the name of one of the others—Bruth the Baker got her. He means it, all right! He’s buying them—”


    “A hundred and fifty maels!” the captain said craftily, remembering Bruth the Baker. “In cash.”


    The store owner looked dazed.


    “Not enough, Moonell!” the woman called. “Look at all it’s broken! Five hundred maels!”


    There was a sound then, so thin the captain could hardly hear it. It pierced at his eardrums like two jabs of a delicate needle. To right and left of him, two highly glazed little jugs went clink-clink!, showed a sudden veining of cracks, and collapsed.


    A brief silence settled on the store. And now that he looked around more closely, the captain could spot here and there other little piles of shattered crockery—and places where similar ruins apparently had been swept up, leaving only traces of colored dust.


    The store owner laid the ax carefully down beside his chair, stood up, swaying a little, and came towards the captain.


    “You offered me a hundred and fifty maels!” he said rapidly as he approached. “I accept it here, now, see—before witnesses!” He grabbed the captain’s right hand in both of his and pumped it up and down vigorously. “Sold!” he yelled.


    Then he wheeled around in a leap and pointed a shaking hand at the Leewit.


    “And NOW,” he howled, “break something! Break anything! You’re his! I’ll sue him for every mael he ever made and ever will!”


    “Oh, do come help me down, Maleen!” the Leewit pleaded prettily.


    For a change the store of Wansing, the jeweler, was dimly lit and very quiet. It was a sleek, fashionable place in a fashionable shopping block near the spaceport. The front door was unlocked and Wansing was in.


    The three of them entered quietly, and the door sighed quietly shut behind them. Beyond a great crystal display counter Wansing was moving about among a number of opened shelves, talking softly to himself. Under the crystal of the counter and in close-packed rows on the satin-covered shelves reposed a many-colored gleaming and glittering and shining. Wansing was no piker.


    “Good evening, sir!” the captain said across the counter.


    “It’s morning!” the Leewit remarked from the other side of Maleen.


    “Maleen!” said the captain.


    “We’re keeping out of this!” Maleen said to the Leewit.


    “All right,” said the Leewit.


    Wansing had come around jerkily at the captain’s greeting but had made no other move. Like all the slave owners the captain had met on Porlumma so far, Wansing seemed unhappy. Otherwise he was a large, dark, sleek man with jewels in his ears and a smell of expensive oils and perfumes about him.


    “This place is under constant visual guard, of course,” he told the captain gently. “Nothing could possibly happen to me here. Why am I so frightened?”


    “Not of me, I’m sure!” the captain said with an uncomfortable attempt at geniality. “I’m glad your store’s still open,” he went on briskly. “I’m here on business—”


    “Oh, yes, it’s still open, of course,” Wansing said. He gave the captain a slow smile and turned back to his shelves. “I’m taking inventory, that’s why. I’ve been taking inventory since early yesterday morning. I’ve counted them all seven times.”


    “You’re very thorough,” the captain said.


    “Very, very thorough!” Wansing nodded to the shelves. “The last time I found I had made a million maels. But twice before that I had lost approximately the same amount. I shall have to count them again, I suppose.” He closed a drawer softly. “I’m sure I counted those before. But they move about constantly. Constantly! It’s horrible.”


    “You have a slave here called Goth,” the captain said, driving to the point.


    “Yes, I do,” Wansing said, nodding. “And I’m sure she understands by now I meant no harm. I do, at any rate. It was perhaps a little—but I’m sure she understands now, or will soon.”


    “Where is she?” the captain inquired, a trifle uneasily.


    “In her room perhaps,” Wansing suggested. “It’s not so bad when she’s there in her room with the door closed. But often she sits in the dark and looks at you as you go past—” He opened another drawer, peered into it, closed it quietly again. “Yes, they do move!” he whispered, as if confirming an earlier suspicion. “Constantly—”


    “Look, Wansing,” the captain said in a loud, firm voice. “I’m not a citizen of the Empire. I want to buy this Goth. I’ll pay you a hundred and fifty maels, cash.”


    Wansing turned around completely again and looked at the captain. “Oh, you do?” he said. “You’re not a citizen?” He walked a few steps to the side of the counter, sat down at a small desk and turned a light on over it. Then he put his face in his hands for a moment.


    “I’m a wealthy man,” he muttered. “An influential man! The name of Wansing counts for a great deal on Porlumma. When the Empire suggests you buy, you buy, of course—but it need not have been I who bought her! I thought she would be useful in the business—and then even I could not sell her again within the Empire. She has been here a week!”


    He looked up at the captain and smiled. “One hundred and fifty maels,” he said. “Sold! There are records to be made out—” He reached into a drawer and took out some printed forms. He began to write rapidly. The captain produced identifications.


    Maleen said suddenly, “Goth?”


    “Right here,” a voice murmured. Wansing’s hand made a convulsive jerk, but he did not look up. He kept on writing.


    Something small and lean and bonelessly supple, dressed in a dark jacket and leggings, came across the thick carpets of Wansing’s store and stood behind the captain. This one might be about nine or ten.


    “I’ll take your check, captain,” Wansing said politely. “You must be an honest man. Besides, I want to frame it.”


    “And now,” the captain heard himself say in the remote voice of one who moves through a strange dream, “I suppose we could go to the ship.”


    The sky was gray and cloudy, and the streets were lightening. Goth, he noticed, didn’t resemble her sisters. She had brown hair cut short a few inches below her ears, and brown eyes with long, black lashes. Her nose was short and her chin was pointed. She made him think of some thin, carnivorous creature, like a weasel.


    She looked up at him briefly, grinned and said, “Thanks!”


    “What was wrong with him?” chirped the Leewit, walking backwards for a last view of Wansing’s store.


    “Tough crook,” muttered Goth. The Leewit giggled.


    “You premoted this just dandy, Maleen!” she stated next.


    “Shut up,” said Maleen.


    “All right,” said the Leewit. She glanced up at the captain’s face. “You been fighting!” she said virtuously. “Did you win?”


    “Of course the captain won!” said Maleen.


    “Good for you!” said the Leewit.


    * * * *


    “What about the take-off?” Goth asked the captain. She seemed a little worried.


    “Nothing to it!” the captain said stoutly, hardly bothering to wonder how she’d guessed the take-off was the one maneuver on which he and the old Venture consistently failed to cooperate.


    “No,” said Goth. “I meant, when?”


    “Right now,” said the captain. “They’ve already cleared us. We’ll get the sign any second.”


    “Good,” said Goth. She walked off slowly down the passage towards the central section of the ship.


    The take-off was pretty bad, but the Venture made it again. Half an hour later, with Porlumma dwindling safely behind them, the captain switched to automatic and climbed out of his chair. After considerable experimentation he got the electric butler adjusted to four breakfasts, hot, with coffee. It was accomplished with a great deal of advice and attempted assistance from the Leewit, rather less from Maleen, and no comment from Goth.


    “Everything will be coming along in a few minutes now!” he announced. Afterwards it struck him there had been a quality of grisly prophecy about the statement.


    “If you’d listen to me,” said the Leewit, “we’d have been done eating a quarter of an hour ago!” She was perspiring but triumphant—she had been right all along.


    “Say, Maleen,” she said suddenly, “you premoting again?”


    Premoting? The captain looked at Maleen. She seemed pale and troubled.


    “Spacesick?” he suggested. “I’ve got some pills.”


    “No, she’s premoting,” the Leewit said, scowling. “What’s up, Maleen?”


    “Shut up,” said Goth.


    “All right,” said the Leewit. She was silent a moment and then began to wriggle. “Maybe we’d better—”


    “Shut up,” said Maleen.


    “It’s all ready,” said Goth.


    “What’s all ready?” asked the captain.


    “All right,” said the Leewit. She looked at the captain. “Nothing!” she said.


    He looked at them then, and they looked at him—one set each of gray eyes, and brown, and blue. They were all sitting around the control room floor in a circle, the fifth side of which was occupied by the electric butler.


    What peculiar little waifs, the captain thought. He hadn’t perhaps really realized until now just how very peculiar. They were still staring at him.


    “Well, well!” he said heartily. “So Maleen ‘premotes’ and gives people stomach aches.”


    Maleen smiled dimly and smoothed back her yellow hair.


    “They just thought they were getting them,” she murmured.


    “Mass history,” explained the Leewit, offhandedly.


    “Hysteria,” said Goth. “The Imperials get their hair up about us every so often.”


    “I noticed that,” the captain nodded. “And little Leewit here—she whistles and busts things.”


    “It’s the Leewit,” the Leewit said, frowning.


    “Oh, I see,” said the captain. “Like the captain, eh?”


    “That’s right,” said the Leewit. She smiled.


    “And what does little Goth do?” the captain addressed the third witch.


    Little Goth appeared pained. Maleen answered for her.


    “Goth teleports mostly,” she said.


    “Oh, she does?” said the captain. “I’ve heard about that trick, too,” he added lamely.


    “Just small stuff really!” Goth said abruptly. She reached into the top of her jacket and pulled out a cloth-wrapped bundle the size of the captain’s two fists. The four ends of the cloth were knotted together. Goth undid the knot. “Like this,” she said and poured out the contents on the rug between them. There was a sound like a big bagful of marbles being spilled.


    “Great Patham!” the captain swore, staring down at what was a cool quarter-million in jewel stones, or he was still a miffel-farmer.


    “Good gosh,” said the Leewit, bouncing to her feet. “Maleen, we better get at it right away!”


    The two blondes darted from the room. The captain hardly noticed their going. He was staring at Goth.


    “Child,” he said, “don’t you realize they hang you without a trial on places like Porlumma if you’re caught with stolen goods?”


    “We’re not on Porlumma,” said Goth. She looked slightly annoyed. “They’re for you. You spent money on us, didn’t you?”


    “Not that kind of money,” said the captain. “If Wansing noticed—they’re Wansing’s, I suppose?”


    “Sure,” said Goth. “Pulled them in just before take-off.”


    “If he reported, there’ll be police ships on our tail any—”


    “Goth!” Maleen shrilled.


    Goth’s head came around and she rolled up on her feet in one motion. “Coming,” she shouted. “Excuse me,” she murmured to the captain. Then she, too, was out of the room.


    * * * *


    Again the captain scarcely noticed her departure. He had rushed to the control desk with a sudden awful certainty and switched on all screens.


    There they were! Two needle-nosed dark ships coming up fast from behind, and already almost in gun-range! They weren’t regular police boats, the captain realized, but auxiliary craft of the Empire’s frontier fleets. He rammed the Venture’s drives full on. Immediately, red-and-black fire blossoms began to sprout in space behind him—then a finger of flame stabbed briefly past, not a hundred yards to the right of the ship.


    But the communicator stayed dead. Evidently, Porlumma preferred risking the sacrifice of Wansing’s jewels to giving him and his misguided charges a chance to surrender! To do the captain justice, his horror was due much more to the fate awaiting his three misguided charges than to the fact that he was going to share it.


    He was putting the Venture through a wildly erratic and, he hoped, aim-destroying series of sideways hops and forward lunges with one hand, and trying to unlimber the turrets of the nova guns with the other, when suddenly—!


    No, he decided at once, there was no use trying to understand it. There were just no more Empire ships around. The screens all blurred and darkened simultaneously; and, for a short while, a darkness went flowing and coiling lazily past the Venture. Light jumped out of it at him once in a cold, ugly glare, and receded again in a twisting, unnatural fashion. The Venture’s drives seemed dead.


    Then, just as suddenly, the old ship jerked, shivered, roared aggrievedly, and was hurling herself along on her own power again.


    But Porlumma’s sun was no longer in evidence. Stars gleamed in the remoteness of space all about. Some of the patterns seemed familiar, but he wasn’t a good enough general navigator to be sure.


    The captain stood up stiffly, feeling heavy and cold. And at that moment, with a wild, hilarious clacking like a metallic hen, the electric butler delivered four breakfasts, hot, right on the center of the control room floor.


    * * * *


    The first voice said distinctly, “Shall we just leave it on?”


    A second voice, considerably more muffled, replied, “Yes, let’s! You never know when you need it—”


    The third voice, tucked somewhere in between them, said simply, “Whew!”


    Peering about in bewilderment, the captain realized suddenly that the voices had come from the speaker of an intership communicator, leading to what had once been the Venture’s captain’s cabin.


    He listened; but only a dim murmuring was audible now, and then nothing at all. He started towards the hall, then returned and softly switched off the communicator. He went quietly down the passage until he came to the captain’s cabin. Its door was closed.


    He listened a moment, and opened it suddenly.


    There was a trio of squeals:


    “Oh, don’t! You spoiled it!”


    The captain stood motionless. Just one glimpse had been given him of what seemed to be a bundle of twisted black wires arranged loosely like the frame of a truncated cone on—or was it just above?—a table in the center of the cabin. Above the wires, where the tip of the cone should have been, burned a round, swirling orange fire. About it, their faces reflecting its glow, stood the three witches.


    Then the fire vanished; the wires collapsed. There was only ordinary light in the room. They were looking up at him variously—Maleen with smiling regret, the Leewit in frank annoyance, Goth with no expression at all.


    “What out of Great Patham’s Seventh Hell was that?” inquired the captain, his hair bristling slowly.


    The Leewit looked at Goth; Goth looked at Maleen. Maleen said doubtfully, “We can just tell you its name—”


    “That was the Sheewash Drive,” said Goth.


    “The what drive?” asked the captain.


    “Sheewash,” repeated Maleen.


    “The one you have to do it with yourself,” the Leewit added helpfully.


    “Shut up,” said Maleen.


    There was a long pause. The captain looked down at the handful of thin, black, twelve-inch wires scattered about the table top. He touched one of them. It was dead-cold.


    “I see,” he said. “I guess we’re all going to have a long talk.” Another pause. “Where are we now?”


    “About two light-weeks down the way you were going,” said Goth. “We only worked it thirty seconds.”


    “Twenty-eight,” corrected Maleen, with the authority of her years. “The Leewit was getting tired.”


    “I see,” said Captain Pausert carefully. “Well, let’s go have some breakfast.”


    III.


    They ate with a silent voraciousness, dainty Maleen, the exquisite Leewit, supple Goth, all alike. The captain, long finished, watched them with amazement and—now at last—with something like awe.


    “It’s the Sheewash Drive,” explained Maleen finally, catching his expression.


    “Takes it out of you!” said Goth.


    The Leewit grunted affirmatively and stuffed on.


    “Can’t do too much of it,” said Maleen. “Or too often. It kills you sure!”


    “What,” said the captain, “is the Sheewash Drive?”


    They became reticent. People did it on Karres, said Maleen, when they had to go somewhere else fast. Everybody knew how there.


    “But of course,” she added, “we’re pretty young to do it right.”


    “We did it pretty good!” the Leewit contradicted positively. She seemed to be finished at last.


    “But how?” said the captain.


    Reticence thickened almost visibly. If you couldn’t do it, said Maleen, you couldn’t understand it either.


    He gave it up, for the time being.


    “We’ll have to figure out how to take you home next,” he said; and they agreed.


    * * * *


    Karres, it developed, was in the Iverdahl System. He couldn’t find any planet of that designation listed in his maps of the area, but that meant nothing. The maps weren’t always accurate, and local names changed a lot.


    Barring the use of weird and deadly miracle-drives, that detour was going to cost him almost a month in time—and a good chunk of his profits in power used up. The jewels Goth had illegally teleported must, of course, be returned to their owner, he explained. He’d intended to look severely at the culprit at that point; but she’d meant well, after all! They were extremely unusual children, but still children—they couldn’t really understand.


    He would stop off en route to Karres at an Empire planet with interstellar banking facilities to take care of that matter, the captain added. A planet far enough off so the police wouldn’t be likely to take any particular interest in the Venture.


    A dead silence greeted this schedule. He gathered that the representatives of Karres did not think much of his logic.


    “Well,” Maleen sighed at last, “we’ll see you get your money back some other way then!”


    The junior witches nodded coldly.


    “How did you three happen to get into this fix?” the captain inquired, with the intention of changing the subject.


    They’d left Karres together on a jaunt of their own, they explained. No, they hadn’t run away—he got the impression that such trips were standard procedure for juveniles in that place. They were on another world, a civilized one but beyond the borders and law of Empire, when the town they were in was raided by a small fleet of slavers. They were taken along with most of the local youngsters.


    “It’s a wonder,” the captain said reflectively, “you didn’t take over the ship.”


    “Oh, brother!” exclaimed the Leewit.


    “Not that ship!” said Goth.


    “That was an Imperial Slaver!” Maleen informed him. “You behave yourself every second on those crates.”


    * * * *


    Just the same, the captain thought, as he settled himself to rest in the control room on a couch he had set up there, it was no longer surprising that the Empire wanted no young slaves from Karres to be transported to the interior! Oddest sort of children— But he ought to be able to get his expenses paid by their relatives. Something very profitable might even be made of this deal—


    Have to watch the record entries though! Nikkeldepain’s laws were explicit about the penalties invoked by anything resembling the purchase and sale of slaves.


    He’d thoughtfully left the intership communicator adjusted so he could listen in on their conversation in the captain’s cabin. However, there had been nothing for some time beyond frequent bursts of childish giggling. Then came a succession of piercing shrieks from the Leewit. It appeared she was being forcibly washed behind the ears by Maleen and obliged to brush her teeth, in preparation for bedtime.


    It had been agreed that he was not to enter the cabin, because—for reasons not given—they couldn’t keep the Sheewash Drive on in his presence; and they wanted to have it ready, in case of an emergency. Piracy was rife beyond the Imperial borders, and the Venture would keep beyond the border for most of the trip, to avoid the more pressing danger of police pursuit instigated by Porlumma. The captain had explained the potentialities of the nova guns the Venture boasted, or tried to. Possibly they hadn’t understood. At any rate, they seemed unimpressed.


    The Sheewash Drive! Boy, he thought in sudden excitement, if he could just get the principles of that. Maybe he would!


    He raised his head suddenly. The Leewit’s voice had lifted clearly over the communicator.


    “…not such a bad old dope!” the childish treble remarked.


    The captain blinked indignantly.


    “He’s not so old,” Maleen’s soft voice returned. “And he’s certainly no dope!”


    He smiled. Good kid, Maleen.


    “Yeah, yeah!” squeaked the Leewit offensively. “Maleen’s sweet onthuulp!”


    A vague commotion continued for a while, indicating, he hoped, that someone he could mention was being smothered under a pillow.


    He drifted off to sleep before it was settled.


    If you didn’t happen to be thinking of what they’d done, they seemed more or less like normal children. Right from the start they displayed a flattering interest in the captain and his background; and he told them all about everything and everybody in Nikkeldepain. Finally he even showed them his treasured pocket-sized picture of Illyla—the one with which he’d held many cozy conversations during the earlier part of his trip.


    Almost at once, though, he realized that was a mistake. They studied it intently in silence, their heads crowded close together.


    “Oh, brother!” the Leewit whispered then, with entirely the wrong kind of inflection.


    “Just what did you mean by that?” the captain inquired coldly.


    “Sweet!” murmured Goth. But it was the way she closed her eyes briefly, as though gripped by a light spasm of nausea.


    “Shut up, Goth!” Maleen said sharply. “I think she’s very swee…I mean, she looks very nice!” she told the captain.


    The captain was disgruntled. Silently, he retrieved the maligned Illyla and returned her to his breast pocket. Silently, he went off and left them standing there.


    But afterwards, in private, he took it out again and studied it worriedly. His Illyla! He shifted the picture back and forth under the light. It wasn’t really a very good picture of her, he decided. It had been bungled. From certain angles, one might even say that Illyla did look the least bit insipid.


    What was he thinking, he thought, shocked.


    He unlimbered the nova gun turrets next and got in a little firing practice. They had been sealed when he took over the Venture and weren’t supposed to be used, except in absolute emergencies. They were somewhat uncertain weapons, though very effective, and Nikkeldepain had turned to safer forms of armament many decades ago. But on the third day out from Nikkeldepain, the captain made a brief notation in his log:


    “Attacked by two pirate craft. Unsealed nova guns. Destroyed one attacker; survivor fled—”


    He was rather pleased by that crisp, hard-bitten description of desperate space adventure, and enjoyed rereading it occasionally. It wasn’t true, though. He had put in an interesting four hours at the time pursuing and annihilating large, craggy chunks of an asteroid swarm he found the Venture plowing through. Those nova guns were fascinating stuff! You’d sight the turrets on something; and so long as it didn’t move after that, it was all right. If it did move, it got it—unless you relented and deflected the turrets first. They were just the thing for arresting a pirate in mid-space.


    * * * *


    The Venture dipped back into the Empire’s borders four days later and headed for the capital of the local province. Police ships challenged them twice on the way in; and the captain found considerable comfort in the awareness that his passengers foregathered silently in their cabin on these occasions. They didn’t tell him they were set to use the Sheewash Drive—somehow it had never been mentioned since that first day—but he knew the queer orange fire was circling over its skimpy framework of twisted wires there and ready to act.


    However, the space police waved him on, satisfied with routine identification. Apparently the Venture had not become generally known as a criminal ship, to date.


    Maleen accompanied him to the banking institution which was to return Wansing’s property to Porlumma. Her sisters, at the captain’s definite request, remained on the ship.


    The transaction itself went off without a visible hitch. The jewels would reach their destination in Porlumma within a month. But he had to take out a staggering sum in insurance—“Piracy, thieves!” smiled the clerk. “Even summary capital punishment won’t keep the rats down!” And, of course, he had to register name, ship, home planet, and so on. But since they already had all that information on Porlumma, he gave it without hesitation.


    On the way back to the spaceport, he sent off a sealed message by radio-relay to the bereaved jeweler, informing him of the action taken and regretting the misunderstanding.


    He felt a little better after that, though the insurance payment had been a severe blow. If he didn’t manage to work out a decent profit on Karres somehow, the losses on the miffel farm would hardly be covered now.


    Then he noticed Maleen was getting uneasy.


    “We’d better hurry!” was all she would say, however. Her face turned pale.


    The captain understood. She was having another premonition! The hitch to this premoting business was apparently that when something was brewing you were informed of the bare fact but had to guess at most of the details. They grabbed an aircab and raced back to the spaceport.


    They had just been cleared there when he spotted a group of uniformed men coming along the dock on the double. They stopped short and scattered as the Venture lurched drunkenly sideways into the air. Everyone else in sight was scattering, too.


    That was a very bad take-off—one of the captain’s worst! Once afloat, however, he ran the ship promptly into the nightside of the planet and turned her nose towards the border. The old pirate-chaser had plenty of speed when you gave her the reins; and throughout the entire next sleep period he let her use it all.


    The Sheewash Drive was not required that time.


    Next day he had a lengthy private talk with Goth on the Golden Rule and the Law, with particular reference to individual property rights. If Councilor Onswud had been monitoring the sentiments expressed by the captain, he could not have failed to rumble surprised approval. The delinquent herself listened impassively, but the captain fancied she showed distinct signs of being impressed by his earnestness.


    It was two days after that—well beyond the borders again—when they were obliged to make an unscheduled stop at a mining moon. For the captain discovered he had badly miscalculated the extent to which the prolonged run on overdrive after leaving the capital was going to deplete the Venture’s reserves. They would have to juice up—


    A large, extremely handsome Sirian freighter lay beside them at the moon station. It was half a battlecraft really, since it dealt regularly beyond the borders. They had to wait while it was being serviced; and it took a long time. The Sirians turned out to be as unpleasant as their ship was good-looking—a snooty, conceited, hairy lot who talked only their own dialect and pretended to be unfamiliar with Imperial Universum.


    The captain found himself getting irked by their bad manners—particularly when he discovered they were laughing over his argument with the service superintendent about the cost of repowering the Venture.


    “You’re out in deep space, Captain,” said the superintendent. “And you haven’t juice enough left even to travel back to the border. You can’t expect Imperial prices here!”


    “It’s not what you charged them!” The captain angrily jerked his thumb at the Sirian.


    “Regular customers!” The superintendent shrugged. “You start coming by here every three months like they do, and we can make an arrangement with you, too.”


    It was outrageous—it actually put the Venture back in the red! But there was no help for it.


    Nor did it improve the captain’s temper when he muffed the take-off once more—and then had to watch the Sirian floating into space, as sedately as a swan, a little behind him.


    * * * *


    An hour later, as he sat glumly at the controls, debating the chances of recouping his losses before returning to Nikkeldepain, Maleen and the Leewit hurriedly entered the room. They did something to a port screen.


    “They sure are!” the Leewit exclaimed. She seemed childishly pleased.


    “Are what?” the captain inquired absently.


    “Following us,” said Maleen. She did not sound pleased. “It’s that Sirian ship, Captain Pausert—”


    The captain stared bewilderedly at the screen. There was a ship in focus there. It was quite obviously the Sirian and, just as obviously, it was following them.


    “What do they want?” he wondered. “They’re stinkers but they’re not pirates. Even if they were, they wouldn’t spend an hour running after a crate like the Venture!”


    Maleen said nothing. The Leewit observed, “Oh brother! Got their bow-turrets out now—Better get those nova guns ready!”


    “But it’s all nonsense!” the captain said, flushing angrily. He turned towards the communicators. “What’s that Empire general beam-length?”


    “.0044,” said Maleen.


    A roaring, abusive voice flooded the control room immediately. The one word understandable to the captain was “Venture.” It was repeated frequently.


    “Sirian!” said the captain. “Can you understand them?” he asked Maleen.


    She shook her head. “The Leewit can.”


    The Leewit nodded, her gray eyes glistening.


    “What are they saying?”


    “They says you’re for stopping,” the Leewit translated rapidly, apparently retaining some of the original sentence-structure. “They says you’re for skinning alive…ha! They says you’re for stopping right now and for only hanging. They says—”


    Maleen scuttled from the control room. The Leewit banged the communicator with one small fist.


    “Beak-Wock!” she shrilled. It sounded that way, anyway. The loud voice paused a moment.


    “BEAK-Wock?” it returned in an aggrieved, startled tone.


    “Beak-Wock!” the Leewit affirmed with apparent delight. She rattled off a string of similar-sounding syllables. She paused.


    A howl of inarticulate wrath responded.


    The captain, in a whirl of outraged emotions, was yelling at the Leewit to shut up, at the Sirian to go to Great Patham’s Second Hell—the worst—and wrestling with the nova gun adjustors at the same time. He’d had about enough! He’d—


    SSS-whoosh!


    It was the Sheewash Drive.


    * * * *


    “And where are we now?” the captain inquired, in a voice of unnatural calm.


    “Same place, just about,” the Leewit told him. “Ship’s still on the screen. Way back though—take them an hour again to catch up.” She seemed disappointed; then brightened. “You got lots of time to get the guns ready!”


    The captain didn’t answer. He was marching down the passage towards the rear of the Venture. He passed the captain’s cabin and noted the door was shut. He went on without pausing. He was mad clean through—he knew what had happened!


    After all he’d told her, Goth had teleported again.


    It was all there, in the storage. Items of up to a pound in weight seemed as much as she could handle. But amazing quantities of stuff had met that one requirement—bottles filled with what might be perfume or liquor or dope, expensive-looking garments and cloths in a shining variety of colors, small boxes, odds, ends, and, of course, jewelry!


    He spent half an hour getting it loaded into a steel space crate. He wheeled the crate into the big storage lock, sealed the inside lock door and pulled the switch that activated the automatic launching device.


    The outside lock clicked shut. He stalked back to the control room. The Leewit was still in charge, fiddling with the communicators.


    “I could try a whistle over them,” she suggested, glancing up. She added, “But they’d bust somewheres, sure.”


    “Get them on again!” the captain said.


    “Yes, sir,” said the Leewit, surprised.


    The roaring voice came back faintly.


    “SHUT UP!” the captain shouted in Imperial Universum.


    The voice shut up.


    “Tell them they can pick up their stuff—it’s been dumped out in a crate,” the captain instructed the Leewit. “Tell them I’m proceeding on my course. Tell them if they follow me one light-minute beyond that crate, I’ll come back for them, shoot their front end off, shoot their rear end off, and ram ’em in the middle.”


    “Yes, SIR!” the Leewit sparkled. They proceeded on their course.


    Nobody followed.


    “Now I want to speak to Goth,” the captain announced. He was still at a high boil. “Privately,” he added. “Back in the storage—”


    Goth followed him expressionlessly into the storage. He closed the door to the passage. He’d broken off a two-foot length from the tip of one of Councilor Rapport’s overpriced tinklewood fishing poles. It made a fair switch.


    But Goth looked terribly small just now! He cleared his throat. He wished for a moment he were back on Nikkeldepain.


    “I warned you,” he said.


    Goth didn’t move. Between one second and the next, however, she seemed to grow remarkably. Her brown eyes focused on the captain’s Adam’s apple; her lip lifted at one side. A slightly hungry look came into her face.


    “Wouldn’t try that!” she murmured.


    Mad again, the captain reached out quickly and got a handful of leathery cloth. There was a blur of motion, and what felt like a small explosion against his left kneecap. He grunted with anguished surprise and fell back on a bale of Councilor Rapport’s all-weather cloaks. But he had retained his grip—Goth fell half on top of him, and that was still a favorable position. Then her head snaked around, her neck seemed to extend itself, and her teeth snapped his wrist.


    Weasels don’t let go—


    * * * *


    “Didn’t think he’d have the nerve!” Goth’s voice came over the communicator. There was a note of grudging admiration in it. It seemed she was inspecting her bruises.


    All tangled up in the job of bandaging his freely bleeding wrist, the captain hoped she’d find a good plenty to count. His knee felt the size of a sofa pillow and throbbed like a piston engine.


    “The captain is a brave man,” Maleen was saying reproachfully. “You should have known better—”


    “He’s not very smart, though!” the Leewit remarked suggestively.


    There was a short silence.


    “Is he? Goth? Eh?” the Leewit urged.


    “Perhaps not very,” said Goth.


    “You two lay off him!” Maleen ordered. “Unless,” she added meaningly, “you want to swim back to Karres—on the Egger Route!”


    “Not me,” the Leewit said briefly.


    “You could do it, I guess,” said Goth. She seemed to be reflecting. “All right—we’ll lay off him. It was a fair fight, anyway.”


    IV.


    They raised Karres the sixteenth day after leaving Porlumma. There had been no more incidents; but then, neither had there been any more stops or other contacts with the defenseless Empire. Maleen had cooked up a poultice which did wonders for his knee. With the end of the trip in sight, all tensions relaxed; and Maleen, at least, seemed to grow hourly more regretful at the prospect of parting.


    After a brief study Karres could be distinguished easily enough by the fact that it moved counterclockwise to all the other planets of the Iverdahl System.


    Well, it would, the captain thought.


    They came soaring into its atmosphere on the dayside without arousing any detectable interest. No communicator signals reached them, and no other ships showed up to look them over. Karres, in fact, had the appearance of a completely uninhabited world. There were a large number of seas, too big to be called lakes and too small to be oceans, scattered over its surface. There was one enormously towering ridge of mountains which ran from pole to pole, and any number of lesser chains. There were two good-sized ice caps; and the southern section of the planet was speckled with intermittent stretches of snow. Almost all of it seemed to be dense forest.


    It was a handsome place, in a wild, somber way.


    They went gliding over it, from noon through morning and into the dawn fringe—the captain at the controls, Goth and the Leewit flanking him at the screens, and Maleen behind him to do the directing. After a few initial squeals the Leewit became oddly silent. Suddenly the captain realized she was blubbering.


    Somehow it startled him to discover that her homecoming had affected the Leewit to that extent. He felt Goth reach out behind him and put her hand on the Leewit’s shoulder. The smallest witch sniffled happily.


    “ ’S beautiful!” she growled.


    He felt a resurge of the wondering, protective friendliness they had aroused in him at first. They must have been having a rough time of it, at that. He sighed; it seemed a pity they hadn’t gotten along a little better!


    “Where’s everyone hiding?” he inquired, to break up the mood. So far there hadn’t been a sign of human habitation.


    “There aren’t many people on Karres,” Maleen said from behind him. “But we’re going to the town—you’ll meet about half of them there.”


    “What’s that place down there?” the captain asked with sudden interest. Something like an enormous lime-white bowl seemed to have been set flush into the floor of the wide valley up which they were moving.


    “That’s the Theater where…ouch!” the Leewit said. She fell silent then but turned to give Maleen a resentful look.


    “Something strangers shouldn’t be told about, eh?” the captain said tolerantly. Goth glanced at him from the side.


    “We’ve got rules,” she said.


    He let the ship down a little as they passed over “the Theater where—” It was a sort of large, circular arena with numerous steep tiers of seats running up around it. But all was bare and deserted now.


    On Maleen’s direction, they took the next valley fork to the right and dropped lower still. He had his first look at Karres’ animal life then. A flock of large, creamy-white birds, remarkably terrestrial in appearance, flapped by just below them, apparently unconcerned about the ship. The forest underneath had opened out into a long stretch of lush meadow land, with small creeks winding down into its center. Here a herd of several hundred head of beasts was grazing—beasts of mastodonic size and build, with hairless, shiny black hides. The mouths of their long, heavy heads were twisted into sardonic crocodilian grins as they blinked up at the passing Venture.


    “Black Bollems,” said Goth, apparently enjoying the captain’s expression. “Lots of them around; they’re tame. But the gray mountain ones are good hunting.”


    “Good eating, too!” the Leewit said. She licked her lips daintily. “Breakfast—!” she sighed, her thoughts diverted to a familiar track. “And we ought to be just in time!”


    “There’s the field!” Maleen cried, pointing. “Set her down there, Captain!”


    The “field” was simply a flat meadow of close-trimmed grass running smack against the mountainside to their left. One small vehicle, bright blue in color, was parked on it; and it was bordered on two sides by very tall blue-black trees.


    That was all.


    The captain shook his head. Then he set her down.


    * * * *


    The town of Karres was a surprise to him in a good many ways. For one thing there was much more of it than one would have thought possible after flying over the area. It stretched for miles through the forest, up the flanks of the mountain and across the valley—little clusters of houses or individual ones, each group screened from all the others and from the sky overhead by the trees.


    They liked color on Karres; but then they hid it away! The houses were bright as flowers, red and white, apple-green, golden brown—all spick and span, scrubbed and polished and aired with that brisk green forest-smell. At various times of the day there was also the smell of remarkably good things to eat. There were brooks and pools and a great number of shaded vegetable gardens in the town. There were risky-looking treetop playgrounds, and treetop platforms and galleries which seemed to have no particular purpose. On the ground was mainly an enormously confusing maze of paths—narrow trails of sandy soil snaking about among great brown tree roots and chunks of gray mountain rock, and half covered with fallen needle leaves. The first six times the captain set out unaccompanied, he lost his way hopelessly within minutes and had to be guided back out of the forest.


    But the most hidden of all were the people! About four thousand of them were supposed to live currently in the town, with as many more scattered about the planet. But you never saw more than three or four at any one time—except when now and then a pack of children, who seemed to the captain to be uniformly of the Leewit’s size, would burst suddenly out of the undergrowth across a path before you, and vanish again.


    As for the others, you did hear someone singing occasionally; or there might be a whole muted concert going on all about, on a large variety of wooden musical instruments which they seemed to enjoy tootling with, gently.


    But it wasn’t a real town at all, the captain thought. They didn’t live like people, these Witches of Karres—it was more like a flock of strange forest birds that happened to be nesting in the same general area. Another thing: they appeared to be busy enough—but what was their business?


    He discovered he was reluctant to ask Toll too many questions about it. Toll was the mother of his three witches; but only Goth really resembled her. It was difficult to picture Goth becoming smoothly matured and pleasantly rounded; but that was Toll. She had the same murmuring voice, the same air of sideways observation and secret reflection. She answered all the captain’s questions with apparent frankness, but he never seemed to get much real information out of what she said.


    It was odd, too! Because he was spending several hours a day in her company, or in one of the next rooms at any rate, while she went about her housework. Toll’s daughters had taken him home when they landed; and he was installed in the room that belonged to their father—busy just now, the captain gathered, with some sort of research of a geological nature elsewhere on Karres. The arrangement worried him a little at first, particularly since Toll and he were mostly alone in the house. Maleen was going to some kind of school; she left early in the morning and came back late in the afternoon. And Goth and the Leewit were plain running wild! They usually got in long after the captain had gone to bed and were off again before he turned out for breakfast.


    It hardly seemed like the right way to raise them! One afternoon, he found the Leewit curled up and asleep in the chair he usually occupied on the porch before the house. She slept there for four solid hours, while the captain sat nearby and leafed gradually through a thick book with illuminated pictures called “Histories of Ancient Yarthe.” Now and then he sipped at a cool, green, faintly intoxicating drink Toll had placed quietly beside him some while before, or sucked an aromatic smoke from the enormous pipe with a floor rest, which he understood was a favorite of Toll’s husband.


    * * * *


    Then the Leewit woke up suddenly, uncoiled, gave him a look between a scowl and a friendly grin, slipped off the porch and vanished among the trees.


    He couldn’t quite figure that look! It might have meant nothing at all in particular, but—


    The captain laid down his book then and worried a little more. It was true, of course, that nobody seemed in the least concerned about his presence. All of Karres appeared to know about him, and he’d met quite a number of people by now in a casual way. But nobody came around to interview him or so much as dropped in for a visit. However, Toll’s husband presumably would be returning presently and—


    How long had he been here, anyway?


    Great Patham, he thought, shocked. He’d lost count of the days!


    Or was it weeks?


    He went in to find Toll.


    “It’s been a wonderful visit,” he said, “but I’ll have to be leaving, I guess. Tomorrow morning, early.…”


    Toll put some fancy sewing she was working on back in a glass basket, laid her strong, slim witch’s hands in her lap, and smiled up at him.


    “We thought you’d be thinking that,” she said, “and so we— you know, Captain, it was quite difficult to decide on the best way to reward you for bringing back the children?”


    “It was?” said the captain, suddenly realizing he’d also clean forgotten he was broke! And now the wrath of Onswud lay close ahead.


    “Gold and jewel stones would have been just right, of course!” she said, “but unfortunately, while there’s no doubt a lot of it on Karres somewhere, we never got around to looking for it. And we haven’t money—none that you could use, that is!”


    “No, I don’t suppose you do,” the captain agreed sadly.


    “However,” said Toll, “we’ve all been talking about it in the town, and so we’ve loaded a lot of things aboard your ship that we think you can sell at a fine profit!”


    “Well, now,” the captain said gratefully, “that’s fine of—”


    “There are furs,” said Toll, “the very best furs we could fix up—two thousand of them!”


    “Oh!” said the captain, bravely keeping his smile. “Well, that’s wonderful!”


    “And essences of perfume,” said Toll. “Everyone brought one bottle of their own, so that’s eight thousand three hundred and twenty-three bottles of perfume essences—all different!”


    “Perfume!” exclaimed the captain. “Fine, fine—but you really shouldn’t—”


    “And the rest of it,” Toll concluded happily, “is the green Lepti liquor you like so much and the Wintenberry jellies!” She frowned. “I forget just how many jugs and jars,” she admitted, “but there were a lot. It’s all loaded now. And do you think you’ll be able to sell all that?” She smiled.


    “I certainly can!” the captain said stoutly. “It’s wonderful stuff, and there’s nothing like it in the Empire.”


    Which was very true. They wouldn’t have considered miffel-furs for lining on Karres. But if he’d been alone he would have felt like bursting into tears.


    The witches could not have picked more completely unsalable items if they’d tried! Furs, cosmetics, food, and liquor—he’d be shot on sight if he got caught trying to run that kind of merchandise into the Empire. For the same reason it was barred on Nikkeldepain—they were that scared of contamination by goods that came from uncleared worlds!


    * * * *


    He breakfasted alone next morning. Toll had left a note beside his plate, which explained in a large not too legible script that she had to run off and fetch the Leewit, and that if he was gone before she got back she was wishing him good-by and good luck.


    He smeared two more buns with Wintenberry jelly, drank a large mug of cone-seed coffee, finished every scrap of the omelet of swan hawk eggs and then, in a state of pleasant repletion, toyed around with his slice of roasted Bollem liver. Boy, what food! He must have put on fifteen pounds since he landed on Karres.


    He wondered how Toll kept that sleak figure.


    Regretfully, he pushed himself away from the table, pocketed her note for a souvenir, and went out on the porch. There a tear-stained Maleen hurled herself into his arms.


    “Oh, Captain!” she sobbed. “You’re leaving—”


    “Now, now!” the captain murmured, touched and surprised by the lovely child’s grief. He patted her shoulders soothingly. “I’ll be back,” he said rashly.


    “Oh, yes, do come back!” cried Maleen. She hesitated and added, “I become marriageable two years from now—Karres time.”


    “Well, well,” said the captain, dazed. “Well, now—”


    He set off down the path a few minutes later, with a strange melody tinkling in his head. Around the first curve, it changed abruptly to a shrill keening which seemed to originate from a spot some two hundred feet before him. Around the next curve, he entered a small, rocky clearing full of pale, misty, early-morning sunlight and what looked like a slow motion fountain of gleaming rainbow globes. These turned out to be clusters of large, vari-hued soap bubbles which floated up steadily from a wooden tub full of hot water, soap, and the Leewit. Toll was bent over the tub; and the Leewit was objecting to a morning bath with only that minimum of interruptions required to keep her lungs pumped full of a fresh supply of air.


    As the captain paused beside the little family group, her red, wrathful face came up over the rim of the tub and looked at him.


    “Well, Ugly,” she squealed, in a renewed outburst of rage, “who you staring at?” Then a sudden determination came into her eyes. She pursed her lips.


    Toll upended her promptly and smacked her bottom.


    “She was going to make some sort of a whistle at you,” she explained hurriedly. “Perhaps you’d better get out of range while I can keep her head under. And good luck, captain!”


    * * * *


    Karres seemed even more deserted than usual this morning. Of course it was quite early. Great banks of fog lay here and there among the huge dark trees and the small bright houses. A breeze sighed sadly far overhead. Faint, mournful bird-cries came from still higher up—it could have been swan hawks reproaching him for the omelet.


    Somewhere in the distance somebody tootled on a wood-instrument, very gently.


    He had gone halfway up the path to the landing field when something buzzed past him like an enormous wasp and went CLUNK! into the bole of a tree just before him.


    It was a long, thin, wicked-looking arrow. On its shaft was a white card, and on the card was printed in red letters:


    STOP, MAN OF NIKKELDEPAIN!


    The captain stopped and looked around cautiously. There was no one in sight. What did it mean?


    He had a sudden feeling as if all of Karres were rising up silently in one stupendous cool, foggy trap about him. His skin began to crawl. What was going to happen?


    “Ha-ha!” said Goth, suddenly visible on a rock twelve feet to his left and eight feet above him. “You did stop!”


    The captain let his breath out slowly.


    “What else did you think I’d do?” he inquired. He felt a little faint.


    She slid down from the rock like a lizard and stood before him. “Wanted to say good-by!” she told him.


    Thin and brown, in jacket, breeches, boots, and cap of gray-green rock lichen color, Goth looked very much in her element. The brown eyes looked up at him steadily; the mouth smiled faintly; but there was no real expression on her face at all. There was a quiverful of those enormous arrows slung over her shoulder, and some arrow-shooting device—not a bow—in her left hand.


    She followed his glance.


    “Bollem hunting up the mountain,” she explained. “The wild ones. They’re better meat—”


    The captain reflected a moment. That’s right, he recalled; they kept the tame Bollem herds mostly for milk, butter, and cheese. He’d learned a lot of important things about Karres, all right!


    “Well,” he said, “good-by, Goth!”


    They shook hands gravely. Goth was the real Witch of Karres, he decided—more so than her sisters, more so even than Toll. But he hadn’t actually learned a single thing about any of them.


    Peculiar people!


    He walked on, rather glumly.


    “Captain!” Goth called after him. He turned.


    “Better watch those take-offs,” Goth called, “or you’ll kill yourself yet!”


    The captain cussed softly all the way up to the Venture.


    And the take-off was terrible! A few swan hawks were watching but, he hoped, no one else.


    V.


    There was, of course, no possibility of resuming direct trade in the Empire with the cargo they’d loaded for him. But the more he thought about it, the less likely it seemed that Councilor Onswud would let a genuine fortune slip through his hands because of technical embargoes. Nikkeldepain knew all the tricks of interstellar merchandising, and the councilor himself was undoubtedly the slickest unskinned miffel in the Republic.


    More hopefully, the captain began to wonder whether some sort of trade might be made to develop eventually between Karres and Nikkeldepain. Now and then he also thought of Maleen growing marriageable two years hence, Karres time. A handful of witch-notes went tinkling through his head whenever that idle reflection occurred.


    The calendric chronometer informed him he’d spent three weeks there. He couldn’t remember how their year compared with the standard one.


    He found he was growing remarkably restless on this homeward run; and it struck him for the first time that space travel could also be nothing much more than a large hollow period of boredom. He made a few attempts to resume his sessions of small-talk with Illyla, via her picture; but the picture remained aloof.


    The ship seemed unnaturally quiet now—that was the trouble. The captain’s cabin particularly, and the hall leading past it had become as dismal as a tomb.


    But at long last, Nikkeldepain II swam up in the screens ahead. The captain put the Venture 7333 on orbit, and broadcast the ship’s identification number. Half an hour later Landing Control called him. He repeated the identification number, added the ship’s name, owner’s name, his name, place of origin, and nature of cargo.


    The cargo had to be described in detail.


    “Assume Landing Orbit 21, 203 on your instruments,” Landing Control instructed him curtly. “A customs ship will come out to inspect.”


    He went on the assigned orbit and gazed moodily from the vision ports at the flat continents and oceans of Nikkeldepain II as they drifted by below. A sense of equally flat depression overcame him suddenly. He shook it off and remembered Illyla.


    Three hours later a ship ran up next to him, and he shut off the orbital drive. The communicator began buzzing. He switched it on.


    “Vision, please!” said an official-sounding voice. The captain frowned, located the vision stud of the communicator screen and pushed it down. Four faces appeared in the screen, looking at him.


    “Illyla!” the captain said.


    “At least,” young Councilor Rapport said unpleasantly, “he’s brought back the ship, Father Onswud!”


    “Illyla!” said the captain.


    Councilor Onswud said nothing. Neither did Illyla. Both continued to stare at him, but the screen wasn’t good enough to let him make out their expressions in detail.


    The fourth face, an unfamiliar one above a uniform collar, was the one with the official-sounding voice.


    “You are instructed to open the forward lock, Captain Pausert,” it said, “for an official investigation.”


    It wasn’t until he was about to release the outer lock to the control room that the captain realized it wasn’t Customs who had sent a boat out to him but the Police of the Republic.


    However, he hesitated only a moment. Then the outer lock gaped wide.


    * * * *


    He tried to explain. They wouldn’t listen. They had come on board in contamination-proof repulsor suits, all four of them; and they discussed the captain as if he weren’t there. Illyla looked pale and angry and beautiful, and avoided looking at him.


    However, he didn’t want to speak to her in front of the others anyway.


    They strolled back through the ship to the storage and gave the Karres cargo a casual glance.


    “Damaged his lifeboat, too!” Councilor Rapport remarked.


    They brushed past him up the narrow passage and went back to the control room. The policeman asked to see the log and commercial records. The captain produced them.


    The three men studied them briefly. Illyla gazed stonily out at Nikkeldepain II.


    “Not too carefully kept!” the policeman pointed out.


    “Surprising he bothered to keep them at all!” said Councilor Rapport.


    “But it’s all clear enough!” said Councilor Onswud.


    They straightened up then and faced him in a line. Councilor Onswud folded his arms and projected his craggy chin. Councilor Rapport stood at ease, smiling faintly. The policeman became officially rigid.


    Illyla remained off to one side, looking at the three.


    “Captain Pausert,” the policeman said, “the following charges—substantiated in part by this preliminary examination—are made against you—”


    “Charges?” said the captain.


    “Silence, please!” rumbled Councilor Onswud.


    “First, material theft of a quarter-million value of maels of jewels and jeweled items from a citizen of the Imperial Planet of Porlumma—”


    “They were returned!” the captain said protested.


    “Restitution, particularly when inspired by fear of retribution, does not affect the validity of the original charge,” Councilor Rapport quoted, gazing at the ceiling.


    “Second,” continued the policeman. “Purchase of human slaves, permitted under Imperial law but prohibited by penalty of ten years to lifetime penal servitude by the laws of the Republic of Nikkeldepain—”


    “I was just taking them back where they belonged!” said the captain.


    “We shall get to that point presently,” the policeman replied. “Third, material theft of sundry items in the value of one hundred and eighty thousand maels from a ship of the Imperial Planet of Lepper, accompanied by threats of violence to the ship’s personnel—”


    “I might add in explanation of the significance of this particular charge,” added Councilor Rapport, looking at the floor, “that the Regency of Sirius, containing Lepper, is allied to the Republic of Nikkeldepain by commercial and military treaties of considerable value. The Regency has taken the trouble to point out that such hostile conduct by a citizen of the Republic against citizens of the Regency is likely to have an adverse effect on the duration of the treaties. The charge thereby becomes compounded by the additional charge of a treasonable act against the Republic—”


    He glanced at the captain. “I believe we can forestall the accused’s plea that these pilfered goods also were restored. They were, in the face of superior force!”


    “Fourth,” the policeman went on patiently, “depraved and licentious conduct while acting as commercial agent, to the detriment of your employer’s business and reputation—”


    “WHAT?” choked the captain.


    “—involving three of the notorious Witches of the Prohibited Planet of Karres—”


    “Just like his great-uncle Threbus!” nodded Councilor Onswud gloomily. “It’s in the blood, I always say!”


    “—and a justifiable suspicion of a prolonged stay on said Prohibited Planet of Karres—”


    “I never heard of that place before this trip!” shouted the captain.


    “Why don’t you read your Instructions and Regulations then?” shouted Councilor Rapport. “It’s all there!”


    “Silence, please!” shouted Councilor Onswud.


    “Fifth,” said the policeman quietly, “general willful and negligent actions resulting in material damage and loss to your employer to the value of eighty-two thousand maels.”


    “I still have fifty-five thousand. And the stuff in the storage,” the captain said, also quietly, “is worth a quarter of a million, at least!”


    “Contraband and hence legally valueless!” the policeman said. Councilor Onswud cleared his throat.


    “It will be impounded, of course,” he said. “Should a method of resale present itself, the profits, if any, will be applied to the cancellation of your just debts. To some extent that might reduce your sentence.” He paused. “There is another matter—”


    “The sixth charge,” the policeman announced, “is the development and public demonstration of a new type of space drive, which should have been brought promptly and secretly to the attention of the Republic of Nikkeldepain.”


    They all stared at him—alertly and quite greedily.


    So that was it—the Sheewash Drive!


    “Your sentence may be greatly reduced, Pausert,” Councilor Onswud said wheedlingly, “if you decide to be reasonable now. What have you discovered?”


    “Look out, father!” Illyla said sharply.


    “Pausert,” Councilor Onswud inquired in a fading voice, “what is that in your hand?”


    “A Blythe gun,” the captain said, boiling.


    * * * *


    There was a frozen stillness for an instant. Then the policeman’s right hand made a convulsive motion.


    “Uh-uh!” said the captain warningly.


    Councilor Rapport started a slow step backwards.


    “Stay where you are,” said the captain.


    “Pausert!” Councilor Onswud and Illyla cried out together.


    “Shut up!” said the captain.


    There was another stillness.


    “If you’d looked,” the captain told them, in an almost normal voice, “You’d have seen I’ve got the nova gun turrets out. They’re fixed on that boat of yours. The boat’s lying still and keeping its yap shut. You do the same—”


    He pointed a finger at the policeman. “You open the lock,” he said. “Start your suit repulsors and squirt yourself back to your boat!”


    The inner port lock groaned open. Warm air left the ship in a long, lazy wave, scattering the sheets of the Venture’s log and commercial records over the floor. The thin, cold upper atmosphere of Nikkeldepain II came eddying in.


    “You next, Onswud!” the captain said.


    And a moment later: “Rapport, you just turn around—”


    Young Councilor Rapport went out through the lock at a higher velocity than could be attributed reasonably to his repulsor units. The captain winced and rubbed his foot. But it had been worth it.


    “Pausert,” said Illyla in justifiable apprehension, “you are stark, staring mad!”


    “Not at all, my dear,” the captain said cheerfully. “You and I are now going to take off and embark on a life of crime together.”


    “But, Pausert—”


    “You’ll get used to it,” the captain assured her, “just like I did. It’s got Nikkeldepain beat every which way.”


    “Pausert,” Illyla said, white-faced. “We told them to bring up revolt ships!”


    “We’ll blow them out through the stratosphere,” the captain said belligerently, reaching for the port-control switch. He added, “But they won’t shoot anyway while I’ve got you on board.”


    Illyla shook her head. “You just don’t understand,” she said desperately. “You can’t make me stay!”


    “Why not?” asked the captain.


    “Pausert,” said Illyla, “I am Madame Councilor Rapport.”


    “Oh!” said the captain. There was a silence. He added, crestfallen, “Since when?”


    “Five months ago, yesterday,” said Illyla.


    “Great Patham!” cried the captain, with some indignation. “I’d hardly got off Nikkeldepain then! We were engaged!”


    “Secretly…and I guess,” said Illyla, with a return of spirit, “that I had a right to change my mind!”


    There was another silence.


    “Guess you had, at that,” the captain agreed. “All right. The lock’s still open, and your husband’s waiting in the boat. Beat it!”


    He was alone. He let the locks slam shut and banged down the oxygen release switch. The air had become a little thin.


    He cussed.


    The communicator began rattling for attention. He turned it on.


    “Pausert!” Councilor Onswud was calling in a friendly but shaking voice. “May we not depart, Pausert? Your nova guns are still fixed on this boat!”


    “Oh, that—” said the captain. He deflected the turrets a trifle. “They won’t go off now. Scram!”


    The police boat vanished.


    There was other company coming, though. Far below him but climbing steadily, a trio of atmospheric revolt ships darted past on the screen, swung around and came back for the next turn of their spiral. They’d have to get a good deal closer before they started shooting; but they’d try to stay under him so as not to knock any stray chunks out of Nikkeldepain.


    He sat a moment, reflecting. The revolt ships went by once more. The captain punched in the Venture’s secondary drives, turned her nose towards the planet, and let her go. There were some scattered white puffs around as he cut through the revolt ships’ plane of flight. Then he was below them, and the Venture groaned as he took her out of the dive.


    The revolt ships were already scattering and nosing over for a countermaneuver. He picked the nearest one and swung the nova guns toward it.


    “—and ram them in the middle!” he muttered between his teeth.


    SSS-whoosh!


    It was the Sheewash Drive—but like a nightmare now, it kept on and on!


    VI.


    “Maleen!” the captain bawled, pounding at the locked door of the captain’s cabin. “Maleen, shut it off! Cut it off! You’ll kill yourself. Maleen!”


    The Venture quivered suddenly throughout her length, then shuddered more violently, jumped and coughed; and commenced sailing along on her secondary drives again. He wondered how many light-years from everything they were by now. It didn’t matter!


    “Maleen!” he yelled, “Are you all right?”


    There was a faint thump-thump inside the cabin, and silence. He lost almost a minute finding the right cutting tool in the storage. A few seconds later a section of steel door panel sagged inwards; he caught it by one edge and came tumbling into the cabin with it.


    He had the briefest glimpse of a ball of orange-colored fire swirling uncertainly over a cone of oddly bent wires. Then the fire vanished and the wires collapsed with a loose rattling to the table top.


    The crumpled small shape lay behind the table, which was why he didn’t discover it at once. He sagged to the floor beside it, all the strength running out of his knees.


    Brown eyes opened and blinked at him blearily.


    “Sure takes it out of you!” Goth muttered. “Am I hungry!”


    “I’ll whale the holy howling tar out of you again,” the captain roared, “if you ever—”


    “Quit your bawling!” snarled Goth. “I got to eat.”


    She ate for fifteen minutes straight before she sank back in her chair, and sighed.


    “Have some more Wintenberry jelly,” the captain offered anxiously. She looked pretty pale.


    Goth shook her head. “Couldn’t…and that’s about the first thing you’ve said since you fell through the door, howling for Maleen. Ha-ha! Maleen’s got a boy friend!”


    “Button your lip, child,” the captain said. “I was thinking.” He added, after a moment, “Has she really?”


    “Picked him out last year.” Goth nodded. “Nice boy from the town—they get married as soon as she’s marriageable. She just told you to come back because she was upset about you. Maleen had a premonition you were headed for awful trouble!”


    “She was quite right, little chum,” the captain said nastily.


    “What were you thinking about?” Goth inquired.


    “I was thinking,” said the captain, “that as soon as we’re sure you’re going to be all right, I’m taking you straight back to Karres.”


    “I’ll be all right now,” Goth said. “Except, likely, for a stomach-ache. But you can’t take me back to Karres.”


    “Who will stop me, may I ask?” the captain asked.


    “Karres is gone,” Goth said.


    “Gone?” the captain repeated blankly, with a sensation of not quite definable horror bubbling up in him.


    “Not blown up or anything,” Goth reassured him. “They just moved it! The Imperialists got their hair up about us again. But this time, they were sending a fleet with the big bombs and stuff, so everybody was called home. But they had to wait then till they found out where we were—me and Maleen and the Leewit. Then you brought us in; and they had to wait again, and decide about you. But right after you’d left…we’d left, I mean…they moved it.”


    “Where?”


    “Great Patham!” Goth shrugged. “How’d I know? There’s lots of places!”


    * * * *


    There probably were, the captain agreed silently. A scene came suddenly before his eyes—that lime-white, arenalike bowl in the valley, with the steep tiers of seats around it, just before they’d reached the town of Karres—“the Theater where—”


    But now there was unnatural night-darkness all over and about that world; and the eight-thousand-some witches of Karres sat in circles around the Theater, their heads turned towards one point in the center where orange fire washed hugely about the peak of a cone of curiously twisted girders.


    And a world went racing off at the speeds of the Sheewash Drive! There’d be lots of places, all right. What peculiar people!


    “Anyway,” he sighed, “if I’ve got to start raising you—don’t say ‘Great Patham’ any more. That’s a cuss word!”


    “I learned it from you!” Goth pointed out.


    “So you did, I guess,” the captain acknowledged. “I won’t say it either. Aren’t they going to be worried about you?”


    “Not very much,” said Goth. “We don’t get hurt often—especially when we’re young. That’s when we can do all the stuff like teleporting, and whistling, like the Leewit. We lose it mostly when we get older—they’re working on that now so we won’t. About all Maleen can do right now is premote!”


    “She premotes just dandy, though,” the captain said. “The Sheewash Drive—they can all do that, can’t they?”


    “Uh huh!” Goth nodded. “But that’s learned stuff. That’s one of the things they already studied out.” She added, a trace uncomfortably: “I can’t tell you about that till you’re one yourself.”


    “Till I’m what myself?” the captain asked, becoming puzzled again.


    “A witch like us,” said Goth. “We got our rules. And that won’t be for four years, Karres time.”


    “It won’t, eh?” said the captain. “What happens then?”


    “That’s when I’m marriageable age,” said Goth, frowning at the jar of Wintenberry jelly. She pulled it toward her and inspected it carefully. “I got it all fixed,” she told the jelly firmly, “as soon as they started saying they ought to pick out a wife for you on Karres, so you could stay. I said it was me, right away; and everyone else said finally that was all right then—even Maleen, because she had this boyfriend.”


    “You mean,” said the captain, stunned, “this was all planned out on Karres?”


    “Sure,” said Goth. She pushed the jelly back where it had been standing, and glanced up at him again. “For three weeks that’s about all everyone talked about in the town! It set a precedent—”


    She paused doubtfully.


    “That would explain it,” the captain admitted.


    * * * *


    “Uh-huh.” Goth nodded relieved, settling back in her chair. “But it was my father who told us how to do it so you’d break up with the people on Nikkeldepain. He said it was in the blood.”


    “What was in the blood?” the captain asked patiently.


    “That you’d break up with them. That’s Threbus, my father,” Goth informed him. “You met him a couple of times in the town. Big man with a blond beard—Maleen and the Leewit take after him.”


    “You wouldn’t mean my great-uncle Threbus?” the captain inquired. He was in a state of strange calm by now.


    “That’s right,” said Goth. “He liked you a lot.”


    “It’s a small galaxy,” the captain said philosophically. “So that’s where Threbus wound up! I’d like to meet him again some day.”


    “We’ll start after Karres four years from now, when you learn about those things,” Goth said. “We’ll catch up with them all right. That’s still thirteen hundred and seventy-two Old Sidereal days,” she added, “but there’s a lot to do in between. You want to pay the money you owe back to those people, don’t you? I got some ideas—”


    “None of those teleporting tricks now!” the captain warned.


    “Kid stuff!” Goth said scornfully. “I’m growing up. This’ll be fair swapping. But we’ll get rich.”


    “I wouldn’t be surprised,” the captain admitted. He thought a moment. “Seeing we’ve turned out to be distant relatives, I suppose it is all right, too, if I adopt you meanwhile—”


    “Sure,” said Goth. She stood up.


    “Where you going?” the captain asked


    “Bed,” said Goth. “I’m tired.” She stopped at the hall door. “About all I could tell you about us right now,” she said, “you can read in those Regulations, like the one man said—the one you kicked off the ship. There’s a lot about Karres in there. Lots of lies, too, though!”


    “And when did you find out about the communicator between here and the captain’s cabin?” the captain inquired.


    Goth grinned. “A while back. The others never noticed.”


    “All right,” the captain said. “Good night, witch—if you get a stomach-ache, yell and I’ll bring the medicine.”


    “Good night,” Goth yawned. “I will, I think.”


    “And wash behind your ears!” the captain added, trying to remember the bedtime instructions he’d overheard Maleen giving the junior witches.


    “All right,” said Goth sleepily. The passage door closed behind her—but half a minute later it was briskly opened again. The captain looked up startled from the voluminous stack of “General Instructions and Space Regulations of the Republic of Nikkeldepain” he’d just discovered in the back of one of the drawers of the control desk. Goth stood in the doorway, scowling and wide-awake.


    “And you wash behind yours!” she said.


    “Huh?” said the captain. He reflected a moment. “All right,” he said. “We both will, then.”


    “Right,” said Goth, satisfied.


    The door closed once more.


    The captain began to run his finger down the lengthy index of K’s—could it be under W?


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1949 by Street & Smith Publications, Inc.

  


  
    ROBERT SHECKLEY


    (1928–2005)


    A terrific satirist and gifted humorist, Robert Sheckley had the ability to point out society’s absurdities and contradictions in funny and biting ways. This made him a popular SF writer, but was perhaps less useful in other areas (such as his long string of jobs and his five marriages).


    Raised in New Jersey, Sheckley discovered SF while in high school. At eighteen, he hitchhiked across the country to California, where he supported himself with a variety of jobs, ranging from gardener to pretzel salesman to milkman to hand painting neckties. He spent two years in the Army, where he was sent to Korea and managed to add even more jobs, ranging from newspaper editor to payroll clerk to guitarist in an Army band. After leaving the service he returned to the Northeast to earn a degree at NYU, marry for the first time, and work as, among other things, an assistant metallurgist and an aircraft factory worker.


    By this time he was writing prolifically. Sheckley’s first story was published in 1951, the same year he graduated NYU, and soon he was forced to use multiple pseudonyms because he was selling more stories than magazines could publish under one name (since they would only use one story under his name in a single issue). In addition to SF he wrote mysteries and suspense and TV episodes, and a number of novelizations of movies and TV shows. (A number of his own stories such as “Freejack” and “The Prize of Peril” were made into films as well.) He was briefly fiction editor of Omni but rarely settled in one place (or with one person) for too long, spending much of his time in Europe and various exotic locales before returning to the US in the 1990s.


    Sheckley remained productive as a writer into his seventies, and was named Author Emeritus by SFWA in 2001. He fell seriously ill while attending a 2005 SF event in Ukraine, and never entirely recovered. Later that year he died of a brain aneurysm.


    “The Prize of Peril” remains one of Sheckley’s most popular stories—all the more prescient for being written half a century before today’s reality TV craze.

  


  
    THE PRIZE OF PERIL, by Robert Sheckley


    First published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, May 1958


    Raeder lifted his head cautiously above the window sill. He saw the fire escape, and below it a narrow alley. There was a weather-beaten baby carriage in the alley, and three garbage cans. As he watched, a black-sleeved arm moved from behind the furthest can, with something shiny in its fist. Raeder ducked down. A bullet smashed through the window above his head and punctured the ceiling, showering him with plaster.


    Now he knew about the alley. It was guarded, just like the door.


    He lay at full length on the cracked linoleum, staring at the bullet hole in the ceiling, listening to the sounds outside the door. He was a tall man with bloodshot eyes and a two-day stubble. Grime and fatigue had etched lines into his face. Fear had touched his features, tightening a muscle here and twitching a nerve there. The results were startling. His face had character now, for it was reshaped by the expectation of death.


    There was a gunman in the alley and two on the stairs. He was trapped. He was dead.


    Sure, Raeder thought, he still moved and breathed; but that was only because of death’s inefficiency. Death would take care of him in a few minutes. Death would poke holes in his face and body, artistically dab his clothes with blood, arrange his limbs in some grotesque position of the graveyard ballet…


    Raeder bit his lip sharply. He wanted to live. There had to be a way.


    He rolled onto his stomach and surveyed the dingy cold-water apartment into which the killers had driven him. It was a perfect little one-room coffin. It had a door, which was watched, and a fire escape, which was watched. And it had a tiny windowless bathroom.


    He crawled to the bathroom and stood up. There was a ragged hole in the ceiling, almost four inches wide. If he could enlarge it, crawl through into the apartment above…


    He heard a muffled thud. The killers were impatient. They were beginning to break down the door.


    He studied the hole in the ceiling. No use even considering it. He could never enlarge it in time.


    They were smashing against the door, grunting each time they struck. Soon the lock would tear out, or the hinges would pull out of the rotting wood. The door would go down, and the two blank-faced men would enter, dusting off their jackets…


    But surely someone would help himl He took the tiny television set from his pocket. The picture was blurred, and he didn’t bother to adjust it. The audio was clear and precise.


    He listened to the well-modulated voice of Mike Terry addressing his vast audience.


    “…terrible spot,” Terry was saying. “Yes folks, Jim Raeder is in a truly terrible predicament. He had been hiding, you’ll remember, in a third-rate Broadway hotel under an assumed name. It seemed safe enough. But the bellhop recognized him, and gave that information to the Thompson gang.”


    The door creaked under repeated blows. Raeder clutched the little television set and listened.


    “Jim Raeder just managed to escape from the hotel! Closely pursued, he entered a brownstone at one fifty-six West End Avenue. His intention was to go over the roofs. And it might have worked, folks, it just might have worked. But the roof door was locked. It looked like the end.…But Raeder found that apartment seven was unoccupied and unlocked. He entered…”


    Terry paused for emphasis, then cried: “—and now he’s trapped there, trapped like a rat in a cage! The Thompson gang is breaking down the door! The fire escape is guarded! Our camera crew, situated in a nearby building, is giving you a closeup now. Look, folks, just look! Is there no hope for Jim Raeder?”


    Is there no hope, Raeder silently echoed, perspiration pouring from him as he stood in the dark, stifling little bathroom, listening to the steady thud against the door.


    “Wait a minute!” Mike Terry cried. “Hang on, Jim Raeder, hang on a little longer. Perhaps there is hope! I have an urgent call from one of our viewers, a call on the Good Samaritan Line! Here’s someone who thinks he can help you, Jim. Are you listening, Jim Raeder?”


    Raeder waited, and heard the hinges tearing out of rot-en wood.


    “Go right ahead, sir,” said Mike Terry. “What is your name, sir?”


    “Er—Felix Bartholemow.”


    “Don’t be nervous, Mr. Bartholemow. Go right ahead.”


    “Well, OK. Mr. Raeder,” said an old man’s shaking voice, “I used to live at one five six West End Avenue. Same apartment you’re trapped in, Mr. Raeder—fact! Look, that bathroom has got a window, Mr. Raeder. It’s been painted over, but it has got a—”


    Raeder pushed the television set into his pocket. He located the outlines of the window and kicked. Glass shattered, and daylight poured startlingly in. He cleared the jagged sill and quickly peered down.


    Below was a long drop to a concrete courtyard.


    The hinges tore free. He heard the door opening. Quickly Raeder climbed through the window, hung by his fingertips for a moment, and dropped.


    The shock was stunning. Groggily he stood up. A face appeared at the bathroom window.


    “Tough luck,” said the man, leaning out and taking careful aim with a snub-nosed .38.


    At that moment a smoke bomb exploded inside the bathroom.


    The killer’s shot went wide. He turned, cursing. More smoke bombs burst in the courtyard, obscuring Raeder’s figure.


    He could hear Mike Terry’s frenzied voice over the TV set in his pocket. “Now run for it!” Terry was screaming. “Run, Jim Raeder, run for your life. Run now, while the killers’ eyes are filled with smoke. And thank Good Samaritan Sarah Winters, of three four one two Edgar Street, Brockton, Mass., for donating five smoke bombs and employing the services of a man to throw them!”


    In a quieter voice, Terry continued: “You’ve saved a man’s life today, Mrs. Winters, Would you tell our audience how it—”


    Raeder wasn’t able to hear any more. He was running through the smoke-filled courtyard, past clothes lines, into the open street.


    * * * *


    He walked down 63d Street, slouching to minimize his height, staggering slightly from exertion, dizzy from lack of food and sleep.


    “Hey you!”


    Raeder turned. A middle-aged woman was sitting on the steps of a brownstone, frowning at him.


    “You’re Raeder, aren’t you? The one they’re trying to kill?”


    Raeder started to walk away.


    “Come inside here, Raeder,” the woman said.


    Perhaps it was a trap. But Raeder knew that he had to depend upon the generosity and good-heartedness of the people. He was their representative, a projection of themselves, an average guy in trouble. Without them, he was lost. With them, nothing could harm him.


    Trust in the people, Mike Terry had told him. They’ll never let you down.


    He followed the woman into her parlor. She told him to sit down and left the room, returning almost immediately with a plate of stew. She stood watching him while he ate, as one would watch an ape in the zoo eat peanuts.


    Two children came out of the kitchen and stared at him. Three overalled men came out of the bedroom and focused a television camera on him. There was a big television set in the parlor. As he gulped his food, Raeder watched the image of Mike Terry, and listened to the man’s strong, sincere, worried voice.


    “There he is, folks,” Terry was saying. “There’s Jim Raeder now, eating his first square meal in two days. Our camera crews have really been working to cover this for you! Thanks, boys.…Folks, Jim Raeder has been given a brief sanctuary by Mrs. Velma O’Dell, of three forty-three Sixty-Third Street. Thank you, Good Samaritan O’Dell! It’s really wonderful, how people from all walks of life have taken Jim Raeder to their hearts!”


    “You better hurry,” Mrs. O’Dell said.


    “Yes ma’am,” Raeder said.


    “I don’t want no gunplay in my apartment.”


    “I’m almost finished, ma’am.”


    One of the children asked, “Aren’t they going to kill him?”


    “Shut up,” said Mrs. O’Dell.


    “Yes Jim,” chanted Mike Terry, “you’d better hurry. Your killers aren’t far behind. They aren’t stupid men, Jim. Vicious, warped, insane—yes! But not stupid. They’re following a trail of blood—blood from your torn hand, Jim!”


    Raeder hadn’t realized until now that he’d cut his hand on the window sill.


    “Here, I’ll bandage that,” Mrs. O’Dell said. Raeder stood up and let her bandage his hand. Then she gave him a brown jacket and a gray slouch hat. “My husband’s stuff,” she said.


    “He has a disguise, folks!” Mike Terry cried delightedly. “This is something new! A disguise! With seven hours to go until he’s safe!”


    “Now get out of here,” Mrs. O’Dell said.


    “I’m going, ma’am,” Raeder said. “Thanks.”


    “I think you’re stupid,” she said. “I think you’re stupid to be involved in this.”


    “Yes ma’am.”


    “It just isn’t worth it.”


    Raeder thanked her and left. He walked to Broadway, caught a subway to 59th Street, then an uptown local to 86th. There he bought a newspaper and changed for the Manhasset thru-express.


    He glanced at his watch. He had six and a half hours to go.


    * * * *


    The subway roared under Manhattan. Raeder dozed, his bandaged hand concealed under the newspaper, the hat pulled over his face. Had he been recognized yet? Had he shaken the Thompson gang? Or was someone telephoning them now?


    Dreamily he wondered if he had escaped death. Or was he still a cleverly animated corpse, moving around because of death’s inefficiency? (My dear, death is so laggard these days! Jim Raeder walked about for hours after he died, and actually answered people’s questions before he could be decently buried!)


    Raeder’s eyes snapped open. He had dreamed something…unpleasant. He couldn’t remember what.


    He closed his eyes again and remembered, with mild astonishment, a time when he had been in no trouble.


    That was two years ago. He had been a big pleasant young man working as a truck driver’s helper. He had no talents. He was too modest to have dreams.


    The tight-faced little truck driver had the dreams for him. “Why not try for a television show, Jim? I would if I had your looks. They like nice average guys with nothing much on the ball. As contestants. Everybody likes guys like that. Why not look into it?”


    So he had looked into it. The owner of the local television store had explained it further.


    “You see, Jim, the public is sick of highly trained athletes with their trick reflexes and their professional courage. Who can feel for guys like that? Who can identify? People want to watch exciting things, sure, but not when some joker is making it his business for fifty thousand a year. That’s why organized sports are in a slump. That’s why the thrill shows are booming.”


    “I see,” said Raeder.


    “Six years ago, Jim, Congress passed the Voluntary Suicide Act. Those old senators talked a lot about free will and self-determinism at the time. But that’s all crap. You know what the Act really means? It means the amateurs can risk their lives for the big loot, not just professionals. In the old days you had to be a professional boxer or footballer or hockey player if you wanted your brains beaten out legally for money. But now that opportunity is open to ordinary people like you, Jim.”


    “I see,” Raeder said again.


    “It’s a marvelous opportunity. Take you. You’re no better than anyone, Jim. Anything you can do, anyone can do. You’re average. I think the thrill shows would go for you.”


    Raeder permitted himself to dream. Television shows looked like a sure road to riches for a pleasant young fellow with no particular talent or training. He wrote a letter to a show called Hazard and enclosed a photograph of himself.


    Hazard was interested in him. The JBC network investigated, and found that he was average enough to satisfy the wariest viewer. His parentage and affiliations were checked. At last he was summoned to New York, and interviewed by Mr. Moulian.


    Moulian was dark and intense, and chewed gum as he talked. “You’ll do,” he snapped. “But not for Hazard. You’ll appear on Spills. It’s a half-hour daytime show on Channel Three.”


    “Gee,” said Raeder.


    “Don’t thank me. There’s a thousand dollars if you win or place second, and a consolation prize of a hundred dollars if you lose. But that’s not important.”


    “No sir.”


    “Spills is a little show. The JBC network uses it as a testing ground. First- and second-place winners on Spills move on to Emergency. The prizes are much bigger on Emergency.”


    “I know they are, sir.”


    “And if you do well on Emergency there are the first-class thrill shows, like Hazard and Underwater Perils, with their nationwide coverage and enormous prizes. And then comes the really big time. How far you go is up to you.”


    “I’ll do my best, sir,” Raeder said.


    Moulian stopped chewing gum for a moment and said, almost reverently, “You can do it, Jim. Just remember. You’re the people, and the people can do anything.”


    The way he said it made Raeder feel momentarily sorry for Mr. Moulian, who was dark and frizzy-haired and pop-eyed, and was obviously not the people.


    They shook hands. Then Raeder signed a paper absolving the JBC of all responsibility should he lose his life, limbs or reason during the contest. And he signed another paper exercising his rights under the Voluntary Suicide Act. The law required this, and it was a mere formality. In three weeks, he appeared on Spills.


    The program followed the classic form of the automobile race. Untrained drivers climbed into powerful American and European competition cars and raced over a murderous twenty-mile course. Raeder was shaking with fear as he slid his big Maserati into the wrong gear and took off.


    The race was a screaming, tire-burning nightmare. Raeder stayed back, letting the early leaders smash themselves up on the counterbanked hairpin turns. He crept into third place when a Jaguar in front of him swerved against an Alfa-Romeo, and the two cars roared into a plowed field. Raeder gunned for second place on the last three miles, but couldn’t find passing room. An S-curve almost took him, but he fought the car back on the road, still holding third. Then the lead driver broke a crankshaft in the final fifty yards, and Jim ended in second place.


    He was now a thousand dollars ahead. He received four fan letters, and a lady in Oshkosh sent him a pair of argyles. He was invited to appear on Emergency.


    Unlike the others, Emergency was not a competition-type program. It stressed individual initiative. For the show, Raeder was knocked out with a non-habit-forming narcotic. He awoke in the cockpit of a small airplane, cruising on autopilot at ten thousand feet. His fuel gauge showed nearly empty. He had no parachute. He was supposed to land the plane.


    Of course, he had never flown before.


    He experimented gingerly with the controls, remembering that last week’s participant had recovered consciousness in a submarine, had opened the wrong valve, and had drowned.


    Thousands of viewers watched spellbound as this average man, a man just like themselves, struggled with the situation just as they would do. Jim Raeder was them. Anything he could do, they could do. He was representative of the people.


    Raeder managed to bring the ship down in some semblance of a landing. He flipped over a few times, but his seat belt held. And the engine, contrary to expectation, did not burst into flames.


    He staggered out with two broken ribs, three thousand dollars, and a chance, when he healed, to appear on Torero.


    At last, a first-class thrill show! Torero paid ten thousand dollars. All you had to do was kill a black Miura bull with a sword, just like a real trained matador.


    The fight was held in Madrid, since bullfighting was still illegal in the United States. It was nationally televised.


    Raeder had a good cuadrilla. They liked the big, slow-moving American. The picadors really leaned into their lances, trying to slow the bull for him. The banderilleros tried to run the beast off his feet before driving in their banderillas. And the second matador, a mournful man from Algiceras, almost broke the bull’s neck with fancy capework.


    But when all was said and done it was Jim Raeder on the sand, a red muleta clumsily gripped in his left hand, a sword in his right, facing a ton of black, blood-streaked, wide-horned bull.


    Someone was shouting, “Try for the lung, hombre. Don’t be a hero, stick him in the lung.” But Jim only knew what the technical adviser in New York had told him: Aim with the sword and go in over the horns.


    Over he went. The sword bounced off bone, and the bull tossed him over its back. He stood up, miraculously ungouged, took another sword and went over the horns again with his eyes closed. The god who protects children and fools must have been watching, for the sword slid in like a needle through butter, and the bull looked startled, stared at him unbelievingly, and dropped like a deflated balloon.


    They paid him ten thousand dollars, and his broken collar bone healed in practically no time. He received twenty-three fan letters, including a passionate invitation from a girl in Atlantic City, which he ignored. And they asked him if he wanted to appear on another show.


    He had lost some of his innocence. He was now fully aware that he had been almost killed for pocket money. The big loot lay ahead. Now he wanted to be almost killed for something worthwhile.


    So he appeared on Underwater Perils, sponsored by Fairlady’s Soap. In face mask, respirator, weighted belt, flippers and knife, he slipped into the warm waters of the Caribbean with four other contestants, followed by a cage-protected camera crew. The idea was to locate and bring up a treasure which the sponsor had hidden there.


    Mask diving isn’t especially hazardous. But the sponsor had added some frills for public interest. The area was sown with giant clams, moray eels, sharks of several species, giant octopuses, poison coral, and other dangers of the deep.


    It was a stirring contest. A man from Florida found the treasure in a deep crevice, but a moray eel found him. Another diver took the treasure, and a shark took him. The brilliant blue-green water became cloudy with blood, which photographed well on color TV. The treasure slipped to the bottom and Raeder plunged after it, popping an eardrum in the process. He plucked it from the coral, jettisoned his weighted belt and made for the surface. Thirty feet from the top he had to fight another diver for the treasure.


    They feinted back and forth with their knives. The man struck, slashing Raeder across the chest. But Raeder, with the self-possession of an old contestant, dropped his knife and tore the man’s respirator out of his mouth.


    That did it. Raeder surfaced, and presented the treasure at the stand-by boat. It turned out to be a package of Fairlady’s Soap—“The Greatest Treasure of All.”


    That netted him twenty-two thousand dollars in cash and prizes, and three hundred and eight fan letters, and an interesting proposition from a girl in Macon, which he seriously considered. He received free hospitalization for his knife slash and burst eardrum, and injections for coral infection.


    But best of all, he was invited to appear on the biggest of the thrill shows. The Prize of Peril.


    And that was when the real trouble began.…


    The subway came to a stop, jolting him out of his reverie. Raeder pushed back his hat and observed, across the aisle, a man staring at him and whispering to a stout woman. Had they recognized him?


    He stood up as soon as the doors opened, and glanced at his watch. He had five hours to go.


    * * * *


    At the Manhasset station he stepped into a taxi and told the driver to take him to New Salem.


    “New Salem?” the driver asked, looking at him in the rear vision mirror.


    “That’s right.”


    The driver snapped on his radio. “Fare to New Salem. Yep, that’s right. New Salem.”


    They drove off. Raeder frowned, wondering if it had been a signal. It was perfectly usual for taxi drivers to report to their dispatchers, of course. But something about the man’s voice…


    “Let me off here,” Raeder said.


    He paid the driver and began walking down a narrow country road that curved through sparse woods. The trees were too small and too widely separated for shelter. Raeder walked on, looking for a place to hide.


    There was a heavy truck approaching. He kept on walking, pulling his hat low on his forehead. But as the truck drew near, he heard a voice from the television set in his pocket. It cried, “Watch out!”


    He flung himself into the ditch. The truck careened past, narrowly missing him, and screeched to a stop. The driver was shouting, “There he goes! Shoot, Harry, shoot!”


    Bullets clipped leaves from the trees as Raeder sprinted into the woods.


    “It’s happened again!” Mike Terry was saying, his voice high-pitched with excitement. “I’m afraid Jim Raeder let himself be lulled into a false sense of security. You can’t do that, Jim! Not with your life at stake! Not with killers pursuing you! Be careful, Jim, you still have four and a half hours to go!”


    The driver was saying, “Claude, Harry, go around with the truck. We got him boxed.”


    “They’ve got you boxed, Jim Raeder!” Mike Terry cried. “But they haven’t got you yet! And you can thank Good Samaritan Susy Peters of twelve Elm Street, South Orange, New Jersey, for that warning shout just when the truck was bearing down on you. We’ll have little Susy on stage in just a moment.…Look, folks, our studio helicopter has arrived on the scene. Now you can see Jim Raeder running, and the killers pursuing, surrounding him…”


    Raeder ran through a hundred yards of woods and found himself on a concrete highway, with open woods beyond. One of the killers was trotting through the woods behind him. The truck had driven to a connecting road, and was now a mile away, coming toward him.


    A car was approaching from the other direction. Raeder ran into the highway, waving frantically. The car came to a stop.


    “Hurry!” cried the blond young woman driving it. Raeder dived in. The woman made a U-turn on the highway. A bullet smashed through the windshield. She stamped on the accelerator, almost running down the lone killer who stood in the way.


    The car surged away before the truck was within firing range.


    Raeder leaned back and shut his eyes tightly. The woman concentrated on her driving, watching for the truck in her rear-vision mirror.


    “It’s happened again!” cried Mike Terry, his voice ecstatic. “Jim Raeder has been plucked again from the jaws of death, thanks to Good Samaritan Janice Morrow of four three three Lexington Avenue, New York City. Did you ever see anything like it, folks? The way Miss Morrow drove through a fusillade of bullets and plucked Jim Raeder from the mouth of doom! Later we’ll interview Miss Morrow and get her reactions. Now, while Jim Raeder speeds away—perhaps to safety, perhaps to further peril—we’ll have a short announcement from our sponsor. Don’t go away! Jim’s got four hours and ten minutes until he’s safe, anything can happen!”


    “OK,” the girl said. “We’re off the air now. Raeder, what in the hell is the matter with you?”


    “Eh?” Raeder asked. The girl was in her early twenties. She looked efficient, attractive, untouchable. Raeder noticed that she had good features, a trim figure. And he noticed that she seemed angry.


    “Miss,” he said, “I don’t know how to thank you for—”


    “Talk straight,” Janice Morrow said. “I’m no Good Samaritan. I’m employed by the JBC network.”


    “So the program had me rescued!”


    “Cleverly reasoned,” she said.


    “But why?”


    “Look, this is an expensive show, Raeder. We have to turn in a good performance. If our rating slips, we’ll all be in the street selling candy apples. And you aren’t co-operating.”


    “What? Why?”


    “Because you’re terrible,” the girl said bitterly. “You’re a flop, a fiasco. Are you trying to commit suicide? Haven’t you learned anything about survival?”


    “I’m doing the best I can.”


    “The Thompsons could have had you a dozen times by now. We told them to take it easy, stretch it out. But it’s like shooting a clay pigeon six feet tall. The Thompsons are co-operating, but they can only fake so far. If I hadn’t come along, they’d have had to kill you—air-time or not.”


    Raeder stared at her, wondering how such a pretty girl could talk that way. She glanced at him, then quickly looked back to the road.


    “Don’t give me that look!” she said. “You chose to risk your life for money, buster. And plenty of money! You knew the score. Don’t act like some innocent little grocer who finds the nasty hoods are after him. That’s a different plot.”


    “I know,” Raeder said.


    “If you can’t live well, at least try to die well.”


    “You don’t mean that,” Raeder said.


    “Don’t be too sure.…You’ve got three hours and forty minutes until the end of the show. If you can stay alive, fine. The boodle’s yours. But if you can’t at least try to give them a run for the money.”


    Raeder nodded, staring intently at her.


    “In a few moments we’re back on the air. I develop engine trouble, let you off. The Thompsons go all out now. They kill you when and if they can, as soon as they can. Understand?”


    “Yes,” Raeder said. “If I make it, can I see you some time?”


    She bit her lip angrily. “Are you trying to kid me?”


    “No. I’d like to see you again. May I?”


    She looked at him curiously. “I don’t know. Forget it. We’re almost on. I think your best bet is the woods to the right. Ready?”


    “Yes. Where can I get in touch with you? Afterward, I mean.”


    “Oh, Raeder, you aren’t paying attention. Go through the woods until you find a washed-out ravine. It isn’t much, but it’ll give you some cover.”


    “Where can I get in touch with you?” Raeder asked again.


    “I’m in the Manhattan telephone book.” She stopped the car. “OK, Raeder, start running.”


    He opened the door.


    “Wait.” She leaned over and kissed him on the lips. “Good luck, you idiot. Call me if you make it.”


    And then he was on foot, running into the woods,


    * * * *


    He ran through birch and pine, past an occasional split-level house with staring faces at the big picture window. Some occupant of those houses must have called the gang, for they were close behind him when he reached the washed-out little ravine. Those quiet, mannerly, law-abiding people didn’t want him to escape, Raeder thought sadly. They wanted to see a killing. Or perhaps they wanted to see him narrowly escape a killing.


    It came to the same thing, really.


    He entered the ravine, burrowed into the thick underbrush and lay still. The Thompsons appeared on both ridges, moving slowly, watching for any movement. Raeder held his breath as they came parallel to him.


    He heard the quick explosion of a revolver. But the killer had only shot a squirrel. It squirmed for a moment, then lay still.


    Lying in the underbrush, Raeder heard the studio helicopter overhead. He wondered if any cameras were focused on him. It was possible. And if someone were watching, perhaps some Good Samaritan would help.


    So looking upward, toward the helicopter, Raeder arranged his face in a reverent expression, elapsed his hands and prayed. He prayed silently, for the audience didn’t like religious ostentation. But his lips moved. That was every man’s privilege.


    And a real prayer was on his lips. Once, a lipreader in the audience had detected a fugitive pretending to pray, but actually just reciting multiplication tables. No help for that man!


    Raeder finished his prayer. Glancing at his watch, he saw that he had nearly two hours to go.


    And he didn’t want to die! It wasn’t worth it, no matter how much they paid! He must have been crazy, absolutely insane to agree to such a thing….


    But he knew that wasn’t true. And he remembered just how sane he had been.


    * * * *


    One week ago he had been on the Prize of Peril stage, blinking in the spotlight, and Mike Terry had shaken his hand.


    “Now Mr. Raeder,” Terry had said solemnly, “do you understand the rules of the game you are about to play?”


    Raeder nodded.


    “If you accept, Jim Raeder, you will be a hunted man for a week. Killers will follow you, Jim. Trained killers, men wanted by the law for other crimes, granted immunity for this single killing under the Voluntary Suicide Act. They will be trying to kill you, Jim. Do you understand?”


    “I understand,” Raeder said. He also understood the two hundred thousand dollars he would receive if he could live out the week.


    “I ask you again, Jim Raeder. We force no man to play for stakes of death.”


    “I want to play,” Raeder said.


    Mike Terry turned to the audience. “Ladies and gentlemen, I have here a copy of an exhaustive psychological test which an impartial psychological testing firm made on Jim Raeder at our request. Copies will be sent to anyone who desires them for twenty-five cents to cover the cost of mailing. The test shows that Jim Raeder is sane, well-balanced, and fully responsible in every way.” He turned to Raeder.


    “Do you still want to enter the contest, Jim?”


    “Yes, I do.”


    “Very well!” cried Mike Terry. “Jim Raeder, meet your would-be killers!”


    The Thompson gang moved on stage, booed by the audience.


    “Look at them, folks,” said Mike Terry, with undisguised contempt. “Just look at them! Antisocial, thoroughly vicious, completely amoral. These men have no code but the criminal’s warped code, no honor but the honor of the cowardly hired killer. They are doomed men, doomed by our society which will not sanction their activities for long, fated to an early and unglamorous death.”


    The audience shouted enthusiastically.


    “What have you to say, Claude Thompson?” Terry asked.


    Claude, the spokesman of the Thompsons, stepped up to the microphone. He was a thin, clean-shaven man, conservatively dressed.


    “I figure,” Claude Thompson said hoarsely, “I figure we’re no worse than anybody. I mean, like soldiers in a war, they kill. And look at the graft in government, and the unions. Everybody’s got their graft.”


    That was Thompson’s tenuous code. But how quickly, with what precision Mike Terry destroyed the killer’s rationalizations! Terry’s questions pierced straight to the filthy soul of the man.


    At the end of the interview Claude Thompson was perspiring, mopping his face with a silk handkerchief and casting quick glances at his men.


    Mike Terry put a hand on Raeder’s shoulder. “Here is the man who has agreed to become your victim—if you can catch him.”


    “We’ll catch him,” Thompson said, his confidence returning.


    “Don’t be too sure,” said Terry. “Jim Raeder has fought wild bulls—now he battles jackals. He’s an average man. He’s the people—who mean ultimate doom to you and your kind.”


    “We’ll get him,” Thompson said.


    “And one thing more,” Terry said, very softly. “Jim Raeder does not stand alone. The folks of America are for him. Good Samaritans from all corners of our great nation stand ready to assist him. Unarmed, defenceless, Jim Raeder can count on the aid and good-heartedness of the people, whose representative he is. So don’t be too sure, Claude Thompson! The average men are for Jim Raeder—and there are a lot of average men!”


    * * * *


    Raeder thought about it, lying motionless in the underbrush. Yes, the people had helped him. But they had helped the killers, too.


    A tremor ran through him. He had chosen, he reminded himself. He alone was responsible. The psychological test had proved that.


    And yet, how responsible were the psychologists who had given him the test? How responsible was Mike Terry for offering a poor man so much money? Society had woven the noose and put it around his neck, and he was hanging himself with it, and calling it free will.


    Whose fault?


    “Aha!” someone cried.


    Raeder looked up and saw a portly man standing near him. The man wore a loud tweed jacket. He had bincoulars around his neck, and a cane in his hand.


    “Mister,” Raeder whispered, “please don’t tell!”


    “Hi!” shouted the portly man, pointing at Raeder with his cane. “Here he is!”


    A madman, thought Raeder. The damned fool must think he’s playing Hare and Hounds.


    “Right over here!” the man screamed.


    Cursing, Raeder sprang to his feet and began running. He came out of the ravine and saw a white building in the distance. He turned toward it. Behind him he could still hear the man.


    “That way, over there. Look, you fools, can’t you see him yet?”


    The killers were shooting again. Raeder ran, stumbling over uneven ground, past three children playing in a tree house.


    “Here he is!” the children screamed. “Here he is!”


    Raeder groaned and ran on. He reached the steps of the building, and saw that it was a church.


    As he opened the door, a bullet struck him behind the right kneecap.


    He fell, and crawled inside the church.


    The television set in his pocket was saying, “What a finish, folks, what a finish! Raeder’s been hit! He’s been hit, folks, he’s crawling now, he’s in pain, but he hasn’t given up! Not Jim Raeder!”


    Raeder lay in the aisle near the altar. He could hear a child’s eager voice saying, “He went in there, Mr. Thompson. Hurry, you can still catch him!”


    Wasn’t a church considered a sanctuary, Raeder wondered.


    Then the door was flung open, and Raeder realized that the custom was no longer observed. He gathered himself together and crawled past the altar, out the back door of the church.


    He was in an old graveyard. He crawled past crosses and stars, past slabs of marble and granite, past stone tombs and rude wooden markers. A bullet exploded on a tombstone near his head, showering him with fragments. He crawled to the edge of an open grave.


    They had received him, he thought. All of those nice average normal people. Hadn’t they said he was their representative? Hadn’t they sworn to protect their own? But no, they loathed him. Why hadn’t he seen it? Their hero was the cold, blank-eyed gunman, Thompson, Capone, Billy the Kid, Young Lochinvar, El Cid, Cuchulain, the man without human hopes or fears. They worshiped him, that dead, implacable robot gunman, and lusted to feel his foot in their face.


    Raeder tried to move, and slid helplessly into the open grave.


    He lay on his back, looking at the blue sky. Presently a black silhouette loomed above him, blotting out the sky. Metal twinkled. The silhouette slowly took aim.


    And Raeder gave up all hope forever.


    “WAIT, THOMPSON!” roared the amplified voice of Mike Terry.


    The revolver wavered.


    “It is one second past five o’clock! The week is up! JIM RAEDER HAS WON!”


    There was a pandemonium of cheering from the studio audience.


    The Thompson gang, gathered around the grave, looked sullen.


    “He’s won, friends, he’s won!” Mike Terry cried. “Look, look on your screen! The police have arrived, they’re taking the Thompsons away from their victim—the victim they could not kill. And all this is thanks to you, Good Samaritans of America. Look folks, tender hands are lifting Jim Raeder from the open grave that was his final refuge. Good Samaritan Janice Morrow is there. Could this be the beginning of a romance? Jim seems to have fainted, friends, they’re giving him. a stimulant. He’s won two hundred thousand dollars! Now we’ll have a few words from Jim Raeder!”


    There was a short silence.


    “That’s odd,” said Mike Terry. “Folks, I’m afraid we can’t hear from Jim just now. The doctors are examining him. Just one moment…”


    There was a silence. Mike Terry wiped his forehead and smiled.


    “It’s the strain, folks, the terrible strain. The doctor tells me…Well, folks, Jim Raeder is temporarily not himself. But it’s only temporary! JBC is hiring the best psychiatrists and psychoanalysts in the country. We’re going to do everything humanly possible for this gallant boy. And entirely at our own expense.”


    Mike Terry glanced at the studio clock. “Well, it’s about time to sign off, folks. Watch for the announcement of our next great thrill show. And don’t worry, I’m sure that very soon we’ll have Jim Raeder back with us.”


    Mike Terry smiled, and winked at the audience. “He’s bound to get well, friends. After all, we’re all pulling for him!”


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1958 by Robert Sheckley.

  


  
    CORDWAINER SMITH


    (1913-1966)


    Depending on your perspective, you might have very different views of who Paul Linebarger was. For science fiction readers, he was a quirky writer whose most frequent pseudonym was Cordwainer Smith, and whose work has seen a resurgance in popularity in recent years. For political scientists, Linebarger was the brilliant child of a diplomatic family who grew up among Chinese and European nobility, authored four books on Chinese politics, and was already a professor at Duke by age twenty-three. For military historians, he was a key figure in the development of the U.S. Army’s first psychological warfare unit during World War II and author of a seminal textbook on the field.


    Although he was born in Wisconsin, Linebarger’s family moved to China when he was six, where his lawyer father was active in Nationalist politics. (Sun Yat-sen, president of China, was the boy’s godfather.) During his childhood, Linebarger’s family also lived in Germany, Japan, Russia, and elsewhere in Europe as well as in Washington, DC. He grew up fluent in various languages and (just as importantly for his SF writing) multiple cultures. He graduated high school at fourteen, earned his BA at nineteen, and a PHD in political science from Johns Hopkins at age twenty-two.


    Although Linebarger had written SF beginning in high school, it wasn’t until 1950, when he was already an established expert on psychological warfare and professor of Asiatic Politics at Johns Hopkins, that he sold his first science fiction story, “Scanners Live in Vain.” Nearly all of his SF would be set in the same murky and morally ambivalent universe, a baroque and compelling environment where you’re often unsure whom to root for but nevertheless can’t stop reading. Much of his SF features animals and human-animal hybrids. Given all his other activities, it’s not surprising that Linebarger’s fictional output was slender: he completed only one SF novel (Norstrilia, only published in book form after his death) and about forty stories in the genre. (He began writing more SF in 1955 at the urging of Frederik Pohl.)


    After a vacation to Australia in 1965, Linebarger made plans to retire there, but died of a heart attack before he could. For a number of years his work was largely forgotten until NESFA Press (the book arm of the nonprofit New England Science Fiction Association) and editor Jim Mann brought all of his writing back into print. One of Linebarger’s daughters started a website (www.cordwainersmith.com) about his life and work that culminated in the founding of the Cordwainer Smith Rediscovery Award in 2001, designed to recognize forgotten SF classics.

  


  
    THE GAME OF RAT AND DRAGON, by Cordwainer Smith


    First published in Galaxy Science Fiction, October 1955


    THE TABLE


    Pinlighting is a hell of a way to earn a living. Underhill was furious as he closed the door behind himself. It didn’t make much sense to wear a uniform and look like a soldier if people didn’t appreciate what you did.


    He sat down in his chair, laid his head back in the headrest and pulled the helmet down over his forehead.


    As he waited for the pin-set to warm up, he remembered the girl in the outer corridor. She had looked at it, then looked at him scornfully.


    “Meow.” That was all she had said. Yet it had cut him like a knife.


    What did she think he was—a fool, a loafer, a uniformed nonentity? Didn’t she know that for every half hour of pinlighting, he got a minimum of two months’ recuperation in the hospital?


    By now the set was warm. He felt the squares of space around him, sensed himself at the middle of an immense grid, a cubic grid, full of nothing. Out in that nothingness, he could sense the hollow aching horror of space itself and could feel the terrible anxiety which his mind encountered whenever it met the faintest trace of inert dust.


    As he relaxed, the comforting solidity of the Sun, the clock-work of the familiar planets and the Moon rang in on him. Our own solar system was as charming and as simple as an ancient cuckoo clock filled with familiar ticking and with reassuring noises. The odd little moons of Mars swung around their planet like frantic mice, yet their regularity was itself an assurance that all was well. Far above the plane of the ecliptic, he could feel half a ton of dust more or less drifting outside the lanes of human travel.


    Here there was nothing to fight, nothing to challenge the mind, to tear the living soul out of a body with its roots dripping in effluvium as tangible as blood.


    Nothing ever moved in on the Solar System. He could wear the pin-set forever and be nothing more than a sort of telepathic astronomer, a man who could feel the hot, warm protection of the Sun throbbing and burning against his living mind.


    * * * *


    Woodley came in.


    “Same old ticking world,” said Underhill. “Nothing to report. No wonder they didn’t develop the pin-set until they began to planoform. Down here with the hot Sun around us, it feels so good and so quiet. You can feel everything spinning and turning. It’s nice and sharp and compact. It’s sort of like sitting around home.”


    Woodley grunted. He was not much given to flights of fantasy.


    Undeterred, Underhill went on, “It must have been pretty good to have been an Ancient Man. I wonder why they burned up their world with war. They didn’t have to planoform. They didn’t have to go out to earn their livings among the stars. They didn’t have to dodge the Rats or play the Game. They couldn’t have invented pinlighting because they didn’t have any need of it, did they, Woodley?”


    Woodley grunted, “Uh-huh.” Woodley was twenty-six years old and due to retire in one more year. He already had a farm picked out. He had gotten through ten years of hard work pinlighting with the best of them. He had kept his sanity by not thinking very much about his job, meeting the strains of the task whenever he had to meet them and thinking nothing more about his duties until the next emergency arose.


    Woodley never made a point of getting popular among the Partners. None of the Partners liked him very much. Some of them even resented him. He was suspected of thinking ugly thoughts of the Partners on occasion, but since none of the Partners ever thought a complaint in articulate form, the other pinlighters and the Chiefs of the Instrumentality left him alone.


    Underhill was still full of the wonder of their job. Happily he babbled on, “What does happen to us when we planoform? Do you think it’s sort of like dying? Did you ever see anybody who had his soul pulled out?”


    “Pulling souls is just a way of talking about it,” said Woodley. “After all these years, nobody knows whether we have souls or not.”


    “But I saw one once. I saw what Dogwood looked like when he came apart. There was something funny. It looked wet and sort of sticky as if it were bleeding and it went out of him—and you know what they did to Dogwood? They took him away, up in that part of the hospital where you and I never go—way up at the top part where the others are, where the others always have to go if they are alive after the Rats of the Up-and-Out have gotten them.”


    Woodley sat down and lit an ancient pipe. He was burning something called tobacco in it. It was a dirty sort of habit, but it made him look very dashing and adventurous.


    “Look here, youngster. You don’t have to worry about that stuff. Pinlighting is getting better all the time. The Partners are getting better. I’ve seen them pinlight two Rats forty-six million miles apart in one and a half milliseconds. As long as people had to try to work the pin-sets themselves, there was always the chance that with a minimum of four hundred milliseconds for the human mind to set a pinlight, we wouldn’t light the Rats up fast enough to protect our planoforming ships. The Partners have changed all that. Once they get going, they’re faster than Rats. And they always will be. I know it’s not easy, letting a Partner share your mind—”


    “It’s not easy for them, either,” said Underhill.


    “Don’t worry about them. They’re not human. Let them take care of themselves. I’ve seen more pinlighters go crazy from monkeying around with Partners than I have ever seen caught by the Rats. How many do you actually know of them that got grabbed by Rats?”


    * * * *


    Underhill looked down at his fingers, which shone green and purple in the vivid light thrown by the tuned-in pin-set, and counted ships. The thumb for the Andromeda, lost with crew and passengers, the index finger and the middle finger for Release Ships 43 and 56, found with their pin-sets burned out and every man, woman, and child on board dead or insane. The ring finger, the little finger, and the thumb of the other hand were the first three battleships to be lost to the Rats—lost as people realized that there was something out there underneath space itself which was alive, capricious and malevolent.


    Planoforming was sort of funny. It felt like like—


    Like nothing much.


    Like the twinge of a mild electric shock.


    Like the ache of a sore tooth bitten on for the first time.


    Like a slightly painful flash of light against the eyes.


    Yet in that time, a forty-thousand-ton ship lifting free above Earth disappeared somehow or other into two dimensions and appeared half a light-year or fifty light-years off.


    At one moment, he would be sitting in the Fighting Room, the pin-set ready and the familiar Solar System ticking around inside his head. For a second or a year (he could never tell how long it really was, subjectively), the funny little flash went through him and then he was loose in the Up-and-Out, the terrible open spaces between the stars, where the stars themselves felt like pimples on his telepathic mind and the planets were too far away to be sensed or read.


    Somewhere in this outer space, a gruesome death awaited, death and horror of a kind which Man had never encountered until he reached out for inter-stellar space itself. Apparently the light of the suns kept the Dragons away.


    * * * *


    Dragons. That was what people called them. To ordinary people, there was nothing, nothing except the shiver of planoforming and the hammer blow of sudden death or the dark spastic note of lunacy descending into their minds.


    But to the telepaths, they were Dragons.


    In the fraction of a second between the telepaths’ awareness of a hostile something out in the black, hollow nothingness of space and the impact of a ferocious, ruinous psychic blow against all living things within the ship, the telepaths had sensed entities something like the Dragons of ancient human lore, beasts more clever than beasts, demons more tangible than demons, hungry vortices of aliveness and hate compounded by unknown means out of the thin tenuous matter between the stars.


    It took a surviving ship to bring back the news—a ship in which, by sheer chance, a telepath had a light beam ready, turning it out at the innocent dust so that, within the panorama of his mind, the Dragon dissolved into nothing at all and the other passengers, themselves non-telepathic, went about their way not realizing that their own immediate deaths had been averted.


    From then on, it was easy—almost.


    * * * *


    Planoforming ships always carried telepaths. Telepaths had their sensitiveness enlarged to an immense range by the pin-sets, which were telepathic amplifiers adapted to the mammal mind. The pin-sets in turn were electronically geared into small dirigible light bombs. Light did it.


    Light broke up the Dragons, allowed the ships to reform three-dimensionally, skip, skip, skip, as they moved from star to star.


    The odds suddenly moved down from a hundred to one against mankind to sixty to forty in mankind’s favor.


    This was not enough. The telepaths were trained to become ultrasensitive, trained to become aware of the Dragons in less than a millisecond.


    But it was found that the Dragons could move a million miles in just under two milliseconds and that this was not enough for the human mind to activate the light beams.


    Attempts had been made to sheath the ships in light at all times.


    This defense wore out.


    As mankind learned about the Dragons, so too, apparently, the Dragons learned about mankind. Somehow they flattened their own bulk and came in on extremely flat trajectories very quickly.


    Intense light was needed, light of sunlike intensity. This could be provided only by light bombs. Pinlighting came into existence.


    Pinlighting consisted of the detonation of ultra-vivid miniature photonuclear bombs, which converted a few ounces of a magnesium isotope into pure visible radiance.


    The odds kept coming down in mankind’s favor, yet ships were being lost.


    It became so bad that people didn’t even want to find the ships because the rescuers knew what they would see. It was sad to bring back to Earth three hundred bodies ready for burial and two hundred or three hundred lunatics, damaged beyond repair, to be wakened, and fed, and cleaned, and put to sleep, wakened and fed again until their lives were ended.


    Telepaths tried to reach into the minds of the psychotics who had been damaged by the Dragons, but they found nothing there beyond vivid spouting columns of fiery terror bursting from the primordial id itself, the volcanic source of life.


    Then came the Partners.


    Man and Partner could do together what Man could not do alone. Men had the intellect. Partners had the speed.


    The Partners rode their tiny craft, no larger than footballs, outside the spaceships. They planoformed with the ships. They rode beside them in their six-pound craft ready to attack.


    The tiny ships of the Partners were swift. Each carried a dozen pinlights, bombs no bigger than thimbles.


    The pinlighters threw the Partners—quite literally threw—by means of mind-to-firing relays direct at the Dragons.


    What seemed to be Dragons to the human mind appeared in the form of gigantic Rats in the minds of the Partners.


    Out in the pitiless nothingness of space, the Partners’ minds responded to an instinct as old as life. The Partners attacked, striking with a speed faster than Man’s, going from attack to attack until the Rats or themselves were destroyed. Almost all the time, it was the Partners who won.


    With the safety of the interstellar skip, skip, skip of the ships, commerce increased immensely, the population of all the colonies went up, and the demand for trained Partners increased.


    Underhill and Woodley were a part of the third generation of pinlighters and yet, to them, it seemed as though their craft had endured forever.


    Gearing space into minds by means of the pin-set, adding the Partners to those minds, keying up the mind for the tension of a fight on which all depended—this was more than human synapses could stand for long. Underhill needed his two months’ rest after half an hour of fighting. Woodley needed his retirement after ten years of service. They were young. They were good. But they had limitations.


    So much depended on the choice of Partners, so much on the sheer luck of who drew whom.


    THE SHUFFLE


    Father Moontree and the little girl named West entered the room. They were the other two pinlighters. The human complement of the Fighting Room was now complete.


    Father Moontree was a red-faced man of forty-five who had lived the peaceful life of a farmer until he reached his fortieth year. Only then, belatedly, did the authorities find he was telepathic and agree to let him late in life enter upon the career of pinlighter. He did well at it, but he was fantastically old for this kind of business.


    Father Moontree looked at the glum Woodley and the musing Underhill. “How’re the youngsters today? Ready for a good fight?”


    “Father always wants a fight,” giggled the little girl named West. She was such a little little girl. Her giggle was high and childish. She looked like the last person in the world one would expect to find in the rough, sharp dueling of pinlighting.


    Underhill had been amused one time when he found one of the most sluggish of the Partners coming away happy from contact with the mind of the girl named West.


    Usually the Partners didn’t care much about the human minds with which they were paired for the journey. The Partners seemed to take the attitude that human minds were complex and fouled up beyond belief, anyhow. No Partner ever questioned the superiority of the human mind, though very few of the Partners were much impressed by that superiority.


    The Partners liked people. They were willing to fight with them. They were even willing to die for them. But when a Partner liked an individual the way, for example, that Captain Wow or the Lady May liked Underhill, the liking had nothing to do with intellect. It was a matter of temperament, of feel.


    Underhill knew perfectly well that Captain Wow regarded his, Underhill’s, brains as silly. What Captain Wow liked was Underhill’s friendly emotional structure, the cheerfulness and glint of wicked amusement that shot through Underhill’s unconscious thought patterns, and the gaiety with which Underhill faced danger. The words, the history books, the ideas, the science—Underhill could sense all that in his own mind, reflected back from Captain Wow’s mind, as so much rubbish.


    Miss West looked at Underhill. “I bet you’ve put stickum on the stones.”


    “I did not!”


    Underhill felt his ears grow red with embarrassment. During his novitiate, he had tried to cheat in the lottery because he got particularly fond of a special Partner, a lovely young mother named Murr. It was so much easier to operate with Murr and she was so affectionate toward him that he forgot pinlighting was hard work and that he was not instructed to have a good time with his Partner. They were both designed and prepared to go into deadly battle together.


    One cheating had been enough. They had found him out and he had been laughed at for years.


    Father Moontree picked up the imitation-leather cup and shook the stone dice which assigned them their Partners for the trip. By senior rights, he took first draw.


    * * * *


    He grimaced. He had drawn a greedy old character, a tough old male whose mind was full of slobbering thoughts of food, veritable oceans full of half-spoiled fish. Father Moontree had once said that he burped cod liver oil for weeks after drawing that particular glutton, so strongly had the telepathic image of fish impressed itself upon his mind. Yet the glutton was a glutton for danger as well as for fish. He had killed sixty-three Dragons, more than any other Partner in the service, and was quite literally worth his weight in gold.


    The little girl West came next. She drew Captain Wow. When she saw who it was, she smiled.


    “I like him,” she said. “He’s such fun to fight with. He feels so nice and cuddly in my mind.”


    “Cuddly, hell,” said Woodley. “I’ve been in his mind, too. It’s the most leering mind in this ship, bar none.”


    “Nasty man,” said the little girl. She said it declaratively, without reproach.


    Underhill, looking at her, shivered.


    He didn’t see how she could take Captain Wow so calmly. Captain Wow’s mind did leer. When Captain Wow got excited in the middle of a battle, confused images of Dragons, deadly Rats, luscious beds, the smell of fish, and the shock of space all scrambled together in his mind as he and Captain Wow, their consciousnesses linked together through the pin-set, became a fantastic composite of human being and Persian cat.


    That’s the trouble with working with cats, thought Underhill. It’s a pity that nothing else anywhere will serve as Partner. Cats were all right once you got in touch with them telepathically. They were smart enough to meet the needs of the fight, but their motives and desires were certainly different from those of humans.


    They were companionable enough as long as you thought tangible images at them, but their minds just closed up and went to sleep when you recited Shakespeare or Colegrove, or if you tried to tell them what space was.


    It was sort of funny realizing that the Partners who were so grim and mature out here in space were the same cute little animals that people had used as pets for thousands of years back on Earth. He had embarrassed himself more than once while on the ground saluting perfectly ordinary non-telepathic cats because he had forgotten for the moment that they were not Partners.


    He picked up the cup and shook out his stone dice.


    He was lucky—he drew the Lady May.


    * * * *


    The Lady May was the most thoughtful Partner he had ever met. In her, the finely bred pedigree mind of a Persian cat had reached one of its highest peaks of development. She was more complex than any human woman, but the complexity was all one of emotions, memory, hope and discriminated experience—experience sorted through without benefit of words.


    When he had first come into contact with her mind, he was astonished at its clarity. With her he remembered her kittenhood. He remembered every mating experience she had ever had. He saw in a half-recognizable gallery all the other pinlighters with whom she had been paired for the fight. And he saw himself radiant, cheerful and esirable.


    He even thought he caught the edge of a longing


    A very flattering and yearning thought: What a pity he is not a cat.


    Woodley picked up the last stone. He drew what he deserved—a sullen, scared old tomcat with none of the verve of Captain Wow. Woodley’s Partner was the most animal of all the cats on the ship, a low, brutish type with a dull mind. Even telepathy had not refined his character. His ears were half chewed off from the first fights in which he had engaged.


    He was a serviceable fighter, nothing more.


    Woodley grunted.


    Underhill glanced at him oddly. Didn’t Woodley ever do anything but grunt?


    Father Moontree looked at the other three. “You might as well get your Partners now. I’ll let the Scanner know we’re ready to go into the Up-and-Out.”


    THE DEAL


    Underhill spun the combination lock on the Lady May’s cage. He woke her gently and took her into his arms. She humped her back luxuriously, stretched her claws, started to purr, thought better of it, and licked him on the wrist instead. He did not have the pin-set on, so their minds were closed to each other, but in the angle of her mustache and in the movement of her ears, he caught some sense of gratification she experienced in finding him as her Partner.


    He talked to her in human speech, even though speech meant nothing to a cat when the pin-set was not on.


    “It’s a damn shame, sending a sweet little thing like you whirling around in the coldness of nothing to hunt for Rats that are bigger and deadlier than all of us put together. You didn’t ask for this kind of fight, did you?”


    For answer, she licked his hand, purred, tickled his cheek with her long fluffy tail, turned around and faced him, golden eyes shining.


    For a moment, they stared at each other, man squatting, cat standing erect on her hind legs, front claws digging into his knee. Human eyes and cat eyes looked across an immensity which no words could meet, but which affection spanned in a single glance.


    “Time to get in,” he said.


    She walked docilely into her spheroid carrier. She climbed in. He saw to it that her miniature pin-set rested firmly and comfortably against the base of her brain. He made sure that her claws were padded so that she could not tear herself in the excitement of battle.


    Softly he said to her, “Ready?”


    For answer, she preened her back as much as her harness would permit and purred softly within the confines of the frame that held her.


    He slapped down the lid and watched the sealant ooze around the seam. For a few hours, she was welded into her projectile until a workman with a short cutting arc would remove her after she had done her duty.


    * * * *


    He picked up the entire projectile and slipped it into the ejection tube. He closed the door of the tube, spun the lock, seated himself in his chair, and put his own pin-set on.


    Once again he flung the switch.


    He sat in a small room, small, small, warm, warm, the bodies of the other three people moving close around him, the tangible lights in the ceiling bright and heavy against his closed eyelids.


    As the pin-set warmed, the room fell away. The other people ceased to be people and became small glowing heaps of fire, embers, dark red fire, with the consciousness of life burning like old red coals in a country fireplace.


    As the pin-set warmed a little more, he felt Earth just below him, felt the ship slipping away, felt the turning Moon as it swung on the far side of the world, felt the planets and the hot, clear goodness of the Sun which kept the Dragons so far from mankind’s native ground.


    Finally, he reached complete awareness.


    He was telepathically alive to a range of millions of miles. He felt the dust which he had noticed earlier high above the ecliptic. With a thrill of warmth and tenderness, he felt the consciousness of the Lady May pouring over into his own. Her consciousness was as gentle and clear and yet sharp to the taste of his mind as if it were scented oil. It felt relaxing and reassuring. He could sense her welcome of him. It was scarcely a thought, just a raw emotion of greeting.


    At last they were one again.


    In a tiny remote corner of his mind, as tiny as the smallest toy he had ever seen in his childhood, he was still aware of the room and the ship, and of Father Moontree picking up a telephone and speaking to a Scanner captain in charge of the ship.


    His telepathic mind caught the idea long before his ears could frame the words. The actual sound followed the idea the way that thunder on an ocean beach follows the lightning inward from far out over the seas.


    “The Fighting Room is ready. Clear to planoform, sir.”


    THE PLAY


    Underhill was always a little exasperated the way that Lady May experienced things before he did.


    He was braced for the quick vinegar thrill of planoforming, but he caught her report of it before his own nerves could register what happened.


    Earth had fallen so far away that he groped for several milliseconds before he found the Sun in the upper rear right-hand corner of his telepathic mind.


    That was a good jump, he thought. This way we’ll get there in four or five skips.


    A few hundred miles outside the ship, the Lady May thought back at him, “O warm, O generous, O gigantic man! O brave, O friendly, O tender and huge Partner! O wonderful with you, with you so good, good, good, warm, warm, now to fight, now to go, good with you.…”


    He knew that she was not thinking words, that his mind took the clear amiable babble of her cat intellect and translated it into images which his own thinking could record and understand.


    Neither one of them was absorbed in the game of mutual greetings. He reached out far beyond her range of perception to see if there was anything near the ship. It was funny how it was possible to do two things at once. He could scan space with his pin-set mind and yet at the same time catch a vagrant thought of hers, a lovely, affectionate thought about a son who had had a golden face and a chest covered with soft, incredibly downy white fur.


    While he was still searching, he caught the warning from her.


    We jump again!


    And so they had. The ship had moved to a second planoform. The stars were different. The Sun was immeasurably far behind. Even the nearest stars were barely in contact. This was good Dragon country, this open, nasty, hollow kind of space. He reached farther, faster, sensing and looking for danger, ready to fling the Lady May at danger wherever he found it.


    Terror blazed up in his mind, so sharp, so clear, that it came through as a physical wrench.


    The little girl named West had found something—something immense, long, black, sharp, greedy, horrific. She flung Captain Wow at it.


    Underhill tried to keep his own mind clear. “Watch out!” he shouted telepathically at the others, trying to move the Lady May around.


    At one corner of the battle, he felt the lustful rage of Captain Wow as the big Persian tomcat detonated lights while he approached the streak of dust which threatened the ship and the people within.


    The lights scored near-misses.


    The dust flattened itself, changing from the shape of a sting-ray into the shape of a spear.


    Not three milliseconds had elapsed.


    * * * *


    Father Moontree was talking human words and was saying in a voice that moved like cold molasses out of a heavy jar, “C-A-P-T-A-I-N.” Underhill knew that the sentence was going to be “Captain, move fast!”


    The battle would be fought and finished before Father Moontree got through talking.


    Now, fractions of a millisecond later, the Lady May was directly in line.


    Here was where the skill and speed of the Partners came in. She could react faster than he. She could see the threat as an immense Rat coming direct at her.


    She could fire the light-bombs with a discrimination which he might miss.


    He was connected with her mind, but he could not follow it.


    His consciousness absorbed the tearing wound inflicted by the alien enemy. It was like no wound on Earth—raw, crazy pain which started like a burn at his navel. He began to writhe in his chair.


    Actually he had not yet had time to move a muscle when the Lady May struck back at their enemy.


    Five evenly spaced photonuclear bombs blazed out across a hundred thousand miles.


    The pain in his mind and body vanished.


    He felt a moment of fierce, terrible, feral elation running through the mind of the Lady May as she finished her kill. It was always disappointing to the cats to find out that their enemies whom they sensed as gigantic space Rats disappeared at the moment of destruction.


    Then he felt her hurt, the pain and the fear that swept over both of them as the battle, quicker than the movement of an eyelid, had come and gone. In the same instant, there came the sharp and acid twinge of planoform.


    Once more the ship went skip.


    He could hear Woodley thinking at him. “You don’t have to bother much. This old son of a gun and I will take over for a while.”


    Twice again the twinge, the skip.


    He had no idea where he was until the lights of the Caledonia space board shone below.


    With a weariness that lay almost beyond the limits of thought, he threw his mind back into rapport with the pin-set, fixing the Lady May’s projectile gently and neatly in its launching tube.


    She was half dead with fatigue, but he could feel the beat of her heart, could listen to her panting, and he grasped the grateful edge of a thanks reaching from her mind to his.


    THE SCORE


    They put him in the hospital at Caledonia.


    The doctor was friendly but firm. “You actually got touched by that Dragon. That’s as close a shave as I’ve ever seen. It’s all so quick that it’ll be a long time before we know what happened scientifically, but I suppose you’d be ready for the insane asylum now if the contact had lasted several tenths of a millisecond longer. What kind of cat did you have out in front of you?”


    Underhill felt the words coming out of him slowly. Words were such a lot of trouble compared with the speed and the joy of thinking, fast and sharp and clear, mind to mind! But words were all that could reach ordinary people like this doctor.


    His mouth moved heavily as he articulated words, “Don’t call our Partners cats. The right thing to call them is Partners. They fight for us in a team. You ought to know we call them Partners, not cats. How is mine?”


    “I don’t know,” said the doctor contritely. “We’ll find out for you. Meanwhile, old man, you take it easy. There’s nothing but rest that can help you. Can you make yourself sleep, or would you like us to give you some kind of sedative?”


    “I can sleep,” said Underhill. “I just want to know about the Lady May.”


    The nurse joined in. She was a little antagonistic. “Don’t you want to know about the other people?”


    “They’re okay,” said Underhill. “I knew that before I came in here.”


    He stretched his arms and sighed and grinned at them. He could see they were relaxing and were beginning to treat him as a person instead of a patient.


    “I’m all right,” he said. “Just let me know when I can go see my Partner.”


    A new thought struck him. He looked wildly at the doctor. “They didn’t send her off with the ship, did they?”


    “I’ll find out right away,” said the doctor. He gave Underhill a reassuring squeeze of the shoulder and left the room.


    The nurse took a napkin off a goblet of chilled fruit juice.


    * * * *


    Underhill tried to smile at her. There seemed to be something wrong with the girl. He wished she would go away. First she had started to be friendly and now she was distant again. It’s a nuisance being telepathic, he thought. You keep trying to reach even when you are not making contact.


    Suddenly she swung around on him.


    “You pinlighters! You and your damn cats!”


    Just as she stamped out, he burst into her mind. He saw himself a radiant hero, clad in his smooth suede uniform, the pin-set crown shining like ancient royal jewels around his head. He saw his own face, handsome and masculine, shining out of her mind. He saw himself very far away and he saw himself as she hated him.


    She hated him in the secrecy of her own mind. She hated him because he was—she thought—proud, and strange, and rich, better and more beautiful than people like her.


    He cut off the sight of her mind and, as he buried his face in the pillow, he caught an image of the Lady May.


    “She is a cat,” he thought. “That’s all she is—a cat!”


    But that was not how his mind saw her—quick beyond all dreams of speed, sharp, clever, unbelievably graceful, beautiful, wordless and undemanding.


    Where would he ever find a woman who could compare with her?


    * * * *
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    JACK VANCE


    (1916- )


    The first Jack Vance I came across was in The Hugo Winners anthology edited by Isaac Asimov. Vance had won for his novellas “The Dragon Masters” (1963) and “The Last Castle” (1967), and I had never read anything like them. The dialogue was over-the-top and the writing itself was baroque, like a piece of ornamental furniture. And somehow, he pulled it off. At its best Vance’s science fiction is amazing, although when I called him to ask about reprinting “The Dragon Masters” or “The Moon Moth” (1961), another favorite, he insisted that half the time he just threw the stories together. The ones he really wanted to see reprinted, he told me, were the stories he’d done in the 1964 collection Future Tense, which had rarely been reprinted. He especially liked “Sail 25,” in which he’d introduced the concept of the solar sail.


    Sailing actually appears as a motif in many Vance stories. Despite poor vision that disqualified him from active military service, he spent time in the Merchant Marine during World War II by memorizing an eye chart ahead of the exam. In later years he sailed frequently, often with fellow SF writers Frank Herbert and Poul Anderson. And a number of the unlikely adventures his characters encounter are drawn from his own unlikely experiences in the years before he was able to support himself by writing full-time: working as a bell-hop, in a cannery, on a gold dredge, as a shipyard electrician, etc. In college, he studied mining engineering, physics, journalism, and English over a six-year period.


    Beginning in the mid-1940s, Vance wrote more than sixty books, countless stories, and a few screenplays, split between science fiction, fantasy, and mysteries. Although he is now legally blind Vance has continued to write; in 2010 he won his third Hugo for his memoir, This is Me, Jack Vance! He won a World Fantasy Award in 1984 for life achievement, and in 1997 was named a SFWA Grand Master.


    Vance was married for more than sixty years to Norma Genevieve Ingold, his college sweetheart. She died in 2008.

  


  
    SAIL 25, by Jack Vance


    First published in Future Tense, 1964


    1


    Henry Belt came limping into the conference room, mounted the dais, and settled himself at the desk. He looked once around the room: a swift bright glance which, focusing nowhere, passed over the eight young men who faced him with an almost insulting disinterestedness. He reached in his pocket and brought forth a pencil and a flat red book, which he placed on the desk. The eight young men watched in absolute silence. They were much alike: healthy, clean, and smart, their expressions identically alert and wary. Each had heard legends of Henry Belt; each had formed his private plans and private determinations.


    Henry Belt seemed a man of a different species. His face was broad, flat, roped with cartilage and muscle; his skin, the color and texture of bacon rind. Coarse white grizzle covered his scalp. His eyes were crafty slits; his nose, a misshapen lump. His shoulders were massive; his legs, short and gnarled: as he sat before the eight young men he seemed like a horned toad among a group of dapper young frogs.


    “First of all,” said Henry Belt, with a gap-toothed grin, “I’ll make it clear that I don’t expect you to like me. If you do I’ll be surprised and displeased. It will mean that I haven’t pushed you hard enough.”


    He leaned back in his chair, surveying the silent group. “You’ve heard stories about me. Why haven’t they kicked me out of the service? Incorrigible, arrogant, dangerous Henry Belt. Drunken Henry Belt. This last, of course, is slander. Henry Belt has never been drunk in his life. Why do they tolerate me? For one simple reason: out of necessity. No one wants to take on this kind of job. Only a man like Henry Belt can stand up to it: year after year in space, with nothing to look at but a half-dozen round-faced young scrubs. He takes them out, he brings them back. Not all of them, and not all of those who come back are spacemen today. But they’ll all cross the street when they see him coming. Henry Belt? you say. They’ll turn pale or go red. None of them will smile. Some of them are high-placed now. They could kick me loose if they chose. Ask them why they don’t. Henry Belt is a terror, they’ll tell you. He’s wicked, he’s a tyrant. Cruel as an ax, fickle as a woman. But a voyage with Henry Belt blows the foam off the beer. He’s ruined many a man; he’s killed a few, but those that come out of it are proud to say: I trained with Henry Belt!


    “Another thing you may hear: Henry Belt has luck. But don’t pay any heed. Luck runs out. You’ll be my thirteenth class, and that’s unlucky. I’ve taken out seventy-two young sprats no different from yourselves; I’ve come back twelve times, which is partly Henry Belt and partly luck. The voyages average about two years long—how can a man stand it? There’s only one who could: Henry Belt. I’ve got more space-time than any man alive, and now I’ll tell you a secret: this is my last time out. I’m starting to wake up at night with strange visions. After this class I’ll quit. I hope you lads aren’t superstitious. A white-eyed woman told me that I’d die in space. She told me other things, and they’ve all come true. Who knows? If I survive this last trip I figure to buy a cottage in the country and grow roses.” Henry Belt pushed himself back in the chair and surveyed the group with sardonic placidity. The man sitting closest to him caught a whiff of alcohol; he peered more closely at Henry Belt. Was it possible that even now the man was drunk?


    Henry Belt continued. “We’ll get to know each other well. And you’ll be wondering on what basis I make my recommendations. Am I objective and fair? Do I put aside personal animosity? Naturally there won’t be any friendship. Well, here’s my system. I keep a red book. Here it is. I’ll put your names down right now. You, sir?”


    “I’m Cadet Lewis Lynch, sir.”


    “You?”


    “Edward Culpepper, sir.”


    “Marcus Verona, sir.”


    “Vidal Weske, sir.”


    “Marvin McGrath, sir.”


    “Barry Ostrander, sir.”


    “Clyde von Gluck, sir.”


    “Joseph Sutton, sir.”


    Henry Belt wrote down the names in the red book. “This is the system. When you do something to annoy me, I mark you down demerits. At the end of the voyage I total these demerits, add a few here and there for luck, and am so guided. I’m sure nothing could be clearer than this. What annoys me? Ah, that’s a question which is hard to answer. If you talk too much: demerits. If you’re surly and taciturn: demerits. If you slouch and laze and dog the dirty work: demerits. If you’re overzealous and forever scuttling about: demerits. Obsequiousness: demerits. Truculence: demerits. If you sing and whistle: demerits. If you’re a stolid bloody bore: demerits. You can see that the line is hard to draw. There’s a hint which can save you many marks: no gossip. I’ve seen ships where the backbiting ran so thick it could have been jetted astern for thrust. I’m an eavesdropper. I hear everything. I don’t like gossip, especially when it concerns myself. I’m a sensitive man, and I open my red book fast when I think I’m being insulted.” Henry Belt once more leaned back in his chair. “Any questions?”


    No one spoke.


    Henry Belt nodded. “Wise. Best not to flaunt your ignorance so early in the game. Here’s some miscellaneous information. First, wear what you like. Personally I dislike uniforms. I never wear a uniform. I never have worn a uniform. Secondly, if you have a religion, keep it to yourself. I dislike religions. I have always disliked religions. In response to the thought passing through each of your skulls, I do not think of myself as God. But you may do so, if you choose. And this—” he held up the red book—“you may regard as the Syncretic Compendium. Very well. Any questions?”


    “Yes sir,” said Culpepper.


    “Speak, sir.”


    “Any objection to alcoholic beverages aboard ship, sir?”


    “For the cadets, yes indeed. I concede that the water must be carried in any event, that the organic compounds present may be reconstituted, but unfortunately the bottles weigh far too much.”


    “I understand, sir.”


    Henry Belt rose to his feet. “One last word. Have I mentioned that I run a tight ship? When I say jump, you must jump. When I say hop, you must hop. When I say stand on your head, I hope instantly to see twelve feet. Perhaps you will think me arbitrary—others have done so. After my tenth voyage several of the cadets urged that I had been unreasonable. I don’t know where you’d go to question them; all were discharged from the hospital long ago. But now we understand each other. Rather, you understand me, because it is unnecessary that I understand you. This is dangerous work, of course. I don’t guarantee your safety. Far from it, especially since we are assigned to old Twenty-five, which should have been broken up long ago. There are eight of you present. Only six cadets will make the voyage. Before the week is over I will make the appropriate notifications. Any more questions?…Very well, then. Cheerio.” He stepped down from the dais, swaying just a trifle, and Culpepper once again caught the odor of alcohol. Limping on his thin legs as if his feet hurt, Henry Belt departed into the back passage.


    For a moment or two there was silence. Then von Gluck said in a soft voice, “My gracious.”


    “He’s a tyrannical lunatic,” grumbled Weske. “I’ve never heard anything like it! Megalomania!”


    “Easy,” said Culpepper. “Remember his orders. No gossiping.”


    “Bah!” muttered McGrath. “This is a free country. I’ll damn well say what I like.”


    “Mr. Belt admits it’s a free country,” said Culpepper. “He’ll grade you as he likes, too.”


    Weske rose to his feet. “A wonder somebody hasn’t killed him.”


    “I wouldn’t want to try it,” said Culpepper. “He looks tough.” He made a gesture and stood up, brow furrowed in thought. Then he went to look along the passageway into which Henry Belt had made his departure. There, pressed to the wall, stood Henry Belt. “Yes, sir,” said Culpepper suavely. “I forgot to inquire when you wanted us to convene again.”


    Henry Belt returned to the rostrum. “Now is as good a time as any.” He took his seat and opened his red book. “You, Mr. von Gluck, made the remark, ‘My gracious’ in an offensive tone of voice. One demerit. You, Mr. Weske, employed the terms ‘tyrannical lunatic’ and ‘megalomania,’ in reference to myself. Three demerits. Mr. McGrath, you observed that freedom of speech is the official doctrine of this country. It is a theory which at present we have no time to explore, but I believe that the statement in its present context carries an overtone of insubordination. One demerit. Mr. Culpepper, your imperturbable complacence irritates me. I would prefer that you display more uncertainty, or even uneasiness.”


    “Sorry, sir.”


    “However, you took occasion to remind your colleagues of my rule, and so I will not mark you down.”


    “Thank you, sir.”


    Henry Belt leaned back in the chair and stared at the ceiling. “Listen closely, as I do not care to repeat myself. Take notes if you wish. Topic: Solar Sails, Theory and Practice thereof. Material with which you should already be familiar, but which I will repeat in order to avoid ambiguity.


    “First, why bother with the sail, when nuclear jet-ships are faster, more dependable, more direct, safer, and easier to navigate? The answer is threefold. First, a sail is not a bad way to move heavy cargo slowly but cheaply through space. Secondly, the range of the sail is unlimited, since we employ the mechanical pressure of light for thrust, and therefore need to carry neither propulsive machinery, material to be ejected, nor energy source. The solar sail is much lighter than its nuclear-powered counterpart, and may carry a larger complement of men in a larger hull. Thirdly, to train a man for space there is no better instrument than the handling of a sail. The computer naturally calculates sail cant and plots the course: in fact, without the computer we’d be dead ducks. Nevertheless, the control of a sail provides working familiarity with the cosmic elementals: light, gravity, mass space.


    “There are two types of sail: pure and composite. The first relies on solar energy exclusively, the second carries a secondary power source. We have been assigned Number 25, which is the first sort. It consists of a hull, a large parabolic reflector which serves as radar and radio antenna as well as reflector for the power generator, and the sail itself. The pressure of radiation, of course, is extremely slight—on the order of an ounce per acre at this distance from the sun. Necessarily the sail must be extremely large and extremely light. We use a fluoro-siliconic film a tenth of a mil in gauge, fogged with lithium to the state of opacity. I believe the layer of lithium is about a thousand two hundred molecules thick. Such a foil weighs about four tons to the square mile. It is fitted to a hoop of thin-walled tubing, from which monocrystalline iron cords lead to the hull.


    “We try to achieve a weight factor of six tons to the square mile, which produces an acceleration of between g/100 and g/1000 depending on proximity to the sun, angle of cant, circumsolar orbital speed, reflectivity of surface. These accelerations seem minute, but calculation shows them to be cumulatively enormous. G/100 yields a velocity increment of eight hundred miles per hour every hour, eighteen thousand miles per hour each day, or five miles per second each day. At this rate interplanetary distances are readily negotiable—with proper manipulation of the sail, I need hardly say.


    “The virtues of the sail I’ve mentioned. It is cheap to build and cheap to operate. It requires neither fuel nor ejectant. As it travels through space, its great area captures various ions, which may be expelled in the plasma jet powered by the parabolic reflector, which adds another increment to the acceleration.


    “The disadvantages of the sail are those of the glider or sailing ship, in that we must use natural forces with great precision and delicacy.


    “There is no particular limit to the size of the sail. On Twenty-five we use about four square miles of sail. For the present voyage we will install a new sail, as the old one is well worn and eroded.


    “That will be all for today.” Once more Henry Belt limped down from the dais and out into the passage. On this occasion there were no comments after his departure.


    2


    The eight cadets shared a dormitory, attended classes together, ate at the same table in the mess hall. “You think you know each other well,” said Henry Belt. “Wait till we are alone in space. The similarities, the areas of agreement become invisible, only the distinctions and differences remain.”


    In various shops and laboratories the cadets assembled, disassembled, and reassembled computers, pumps, generators, gyro-platforms, star-trackers, communication gear. “It’s not enough to be clever with your hands,” said Henry Belt. “Dexterity is not enough. Resourcefulness, creativity, the ability to make successful improvisations—these are more important. We’ll test you out.” And presently each of the cadets was introduced into a room on the floor of which lay a great heap of mingled housings, wires, flexes, gears, components of a dozen varieties of mechanism. “This is a twenty-six-hour test,” said Henry Belt. “Each of you has an identical set of components and supplies. There will be no exchange of parts or information between you. Those whom I suspect of this fault will be dropped from the class, without recommendation. What I want you to build is, first, one standard Aminex Mark Nine Computer. Second, a servo-mechanism to orient a mass of ten kilograms toward Mu Hercules. Why do I specify Mu Hercules?”


    “Because, sir, the solar system moves in the direction of Mu Hercules and we thereby avoid parallax error. Negligible though it may be, sir.”


    “The final comment smacks of frivolity, Mr. McGrath, which serves only to distract the attention of those who are trying to take careful note of my instructions. One demerit.”


    “Sorry, sir. I merely intended to express my awareness that for many practical purposes such a degree of accuracy is unnecessary.”


    “That idea, cadet, is sufficiently elemental that it need not be labored. I appreciate brevity and precision.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Thirdly, from these materials, assemble a communication system, operating on one hundred watts, which will permit two-way conversation between Tycho Base and Phobos, at whatever frequency you deem suitable.”


    Each of the cadets started in identical fashion, by sorting the material into various piles, then calibrating and checking the test instruments. Achievement thereafter was disparate. Culpepper and von Gluck, diagnosing the test as being partly one of mechanical ingenuity and partly ordeal by frustration, failed to become excited when several indispensable components proved either to be missing or inoperative, and so they carried each project as far as immediately feasible. McGrath and Weske, beginning with the computer, were reduced to rage and random action. Lynch and Sutton worked doggedly at the computer; Verona, at the communication system.


    Culpepper alone managed to complete one of the instruments, by the process of sawing, polishing, and cementing together sections of two broken crystals into a crude, inefficient, but operative laser.


    The day after this test McGrath and Weske disappeared from the dormitory—whether on their own volition or after notification from Henry Belt, no one knew.


    The test was followed by week-end leave. Cadet Lynch, attending a cocktail party, found himself in conversation with a Lieutenant Colonel Trenchard, who shook his head pityingly to hear that Lynch was training with Henry Belt.


    “I was up with Old Horrors myself. I tell you it’s a miracle we ever got back. Belt was drunk two-thirds of the voyage.”


    “How does he escape court-martial?” asked Lynch with an involuntary glance over his shoulder, for fear that Henry Belt might be standing near by with his red book.


    “Very simple. All the top men seem to have trained under Henry Belt. Naturally they hate his guts but they all take a perverse pride in the fact. And maybe they hope that someday a cadet will take him apart.”


    “Have any ever tried?”


    “Oh, yes. I took a swing at Henry once. I was lucky to escape with a broken collarbone and two sprained ankles. And he wasn’t even angry. Good old Henry, the son of a bitch. If you come back alive—and that’s no idle remark— you’ll stand a good chance of reaching the top.”


    Lynch winced. “Is it worth two years with Henry Belt?”


    “I don’t regret it. Not now,” said Trenchard. “What’s your ship?”


    “Old Twenty-five.”


    Trenchard shook his head. “An antique. It’s tied together with bits of string.”


    “So I’ve heard,” said Lynch glumly. “If I didn’t have so much vanity I’d quit tomorrow. Learn to sell insurance, or work in an office…”


    The next evening Henry Belt passed the word. “Next Tuesday morning we go up. Have your gear packed; take a last look at the scenes of your childhood. We’ll be gone several months.”


    On Tuesday morning the cadets took their places in the angel-wagon. Henry Belt presently appeared. “Last chance to play it safe. Anyone decide they’re really not space people after all?”


    The pilot of the angel-wagon was disposed to be facetious. “Now, Henry, behave yourself. You’re not scaring anybody but yourself.”


    Henry Belt swung his flat dark face around. “Is that the case, mister? I’ll pay you ten thousand dollars to make the trip in the place of one of the cads.”


    The pilot shook his head. “Not for a hundred thousand, Henry. One of these days your luck is going to run out, and there’ll be a sad quiet hulk drifting in orbit forever.”


    “I expect it, mister. If I wanted to die of fatbelly I’d take your job.”


    “If you’d stay sober, Henry, there might be an opening for you.”


    Henry Belt gave him his wolfish smile. “I’m a better man drunk than you are sober, except for mouth. Any way you can think of, from dancing the fandango to Calcutta rough-house.”


    “I’d be ashamed to thrash an old man, Henry. You’re safe.”


    “Thank you, mister. If you are quite ready, we are.”


    “Hold your hats. On the count…” The projectile thrust against the earth, strained, rose, went streaking up into the sky. An hour later the pilot pointed. “There’s your boat. Old 25. And 39 right beside it, just in from space.”


    Henry Belt stared aghast from the port. “What’s been done to the ship? The decoration? The red? The white? The yellow? The checkerboard?”


    “Thank some idiot of a landlubber,” said the pilot. “The word came to pretty up the boats for a junket of Congressmen. This is what transpired.”


    Henry Belt turned to the cadets. “Observe this foolishness. It is the result of vanity and ignorance. We will be occupied several days removing the paint.”


    They drifted close below the two sails: No. 39 just down from space, spare and polished beside the bedizened structure of No. 25. In 39’s exit port a group of men waited, their gear floating at the end of cords.


    “Observe those men,” said Henry Belt. “They are jaunty. They have been on a pleasant outing around the planet Mars. They are poorly trained. When you gentlemen return you will be haggard and desperate. You will be well trained.”


    “If you live,” said the pilot.


    “That is something which cannot be foretold,” said Henry Belt. “Now, gentlemen, clamp your helmets, and we will proceed.”


    The helmets were secured. Henry Belt’s voice came by radio. “Lynch, Ostrander, will remain here to discharge cargo. Verona, Culpepper, von Gluck, Sutton, leap with cords to the ship; ferry across the cargo and stow it in the proper hatches.”


    Henry Belt took charge of his personal cargo, which consisted of several large cases. He eased them out into space, clipped on lines, thrust them toward 25, and leapt after. Pulling himself and the cases to the entrance port, he disappeared within.


    Discharge of cargo was effected. The crew from 39 transferred to the carrier, which thereupon swung down and away, thrust itself dwindling back toward Earth.


    When the cargo had been stowed, the cadets gathered in the wardroom. Henry Belt appeared from the master’s cubicle. He wore a black T shirt which was ridged and lumped to the configuration of his chest, black shorts from which his thin legs extended, and sandals with magnetic filaments in the soles.


    “Gentlemen,” said Henry Belt in a soft voice. “At last we are alone. How do you like the surroundings? Eh, Mr. Culpepper?”


    “The hull is commodious, sir. The view is superb.”


    Henry Belt nodded. “Mr. Lynch? Your impressions?”


    “I’m afraid I haven’t sorted them but yet, sir.”


    “I see. You, Mr. Sutton?”


    “Space is larger than I imagined it, sir.”


    “True. Space is unimaginable. A good spaceman must either be larger than space, or he must ignore it. Both difficult. Well, gentlemen, I will make a few comments, then I will retire and enjoy the voyage. Since this is my last time out, I intend to do nothing whatever. The operation of the ship will be completely in your hands. I will merely appear from time to time to beam benevolently about or—alas!—to make marks in my red book. Nominally I shall be in command, but you six will enjoy complete control over the ship. If you return us safely to Earth I will make an approving entry in rny red book. If you wreck us or fling us into the sun, you will be more unhappy than I, since it is my destiny to die in space. Mr. von Gluck, do I perceive a smirk on your face?”


    “No, sir, it is a thoughtful half-smile.”


    “What is humorous in the concept of my demise, may I ask?”


    “It will be a great tragedy, sir. I merely was reflecting upon the contemporary persistence of, well, not exactly superstition, but, let us say, the conviction of a subjective cosmos.”


    Henry Belt made a notation in the red book. “Whatever is meant by this barbaric jargon I’m sure I don’t know, Mr. von Gluck. It is clear that you fancy yourself a philosopher and dialectician. I will not fault this, so long as your remarks conceal no overtones of malice and insolence, to which I am extremely sensitive. Now, as to the persistence of superstition, only an impoverished mind considers itself the repository of absolute knowledge. Hamlet spoke on this subject to Horatio, as I recall, in the well-known work by William Shakespeare. I myself have seen strange and terrifying sights. Were they hallucinations? Were they the manipulation of the cosmos of my mind or the mind of someone—or something—other than myself? I do not know. I therefore counsel a flexible attitude toward matters where the truth is still unknown. For this reason: the impact of an inexplicable experience may well destroy a mind which is too brittle. Do I make myself clear?”


    “Perfectly, sir.”


    “Very good. To return, then. We shall set a system of watches whereby each man works in turn with each of the other five. I thereby hope to discourage the formation of special friendships or cliques. Such arrangements irritate me, and I shall mark accordingly.


    “You have inspected the ship. The hull is a sandwich of lithium-beryllium, insulating foam, fiber, and an interior skin. Very light, held rigid by air pressure rather than by any innate strength of the material. We can therefore afford enough space to stretch our legs and provide all of us with privacy.


    “The master’s cubicle is to the left; under no circumstances Is anyone permitted in my quarters. If you wish to speak to me, knock on my door. If I appear, good. If I do not appear, go away. To the right are six cubicles which you may now distribute among yourselves by lot. Each of you has the right to demand the same privacy I do myself. Keep your personal belongings in your cubicles. I have been known to cast into space articles which I persistently find strewn about the wardroom.


    “Your schedule will be two hours study, four hours on watch, six hours off. I will require no specific rate of study progress, but I recommend that you make good use of your time.


    “Our destination is Mars. We will presently construct a new sail, then, while orbital velocity builds up, you will carefully test and check all equipment aboard. Each of you will compute sail cant and course and work out among yourselves any discrepancies which may appear. I shall take no hand in navigation. I prefer that you involve me in no disaster. If any such occur I shall severely mark down the persons responsible.


    “Singing, whistling, humming, are forbidden, as are sniffing, nose-picking, smacking the lips, and cracking knuckles. I disapprove of fear and hysteria, and mark accordingly. No one dies more than once; we are well aware of the risks of this, your chosen occupation. There will be no practical jokes. You may fight, so long as you do not disturb me or break any instruments; however, I counsel against it, as it leads to resentment, and I have known cadets to kill each other. I suggest coolness and detachment in your personal relations. Use of the microfilm projector is of course at your own option. You may not use the radio either to dispatch or receive messages. In fact, I have put the radio out of commission, as is my practice. I do this to emphasize the fact that, sink or swim, we must make do with our own resources. Are there any questions?…Very good. You will find that if you all behave with scrupulous correctness and accuracy, we shall in due course return safe and sound, with a minimum of demerits and no casualties. I am bound to say, however, that in twelve previous voyages this has failed to occur.”


    “Perhaps this will be the time, sir,” offered Culpepper suavely.


    “We shall see. Now you may select your cubicles, stow your gear, generally make the place shipshape. The carrier will bring up the new sail tomorrow, and you will go to work.”


    3


    The carrier discharged a great bundle of three-inch tubing: paper-thin lithium hardened with beryllium, reinforced with filaments of monocrystalline iron—a total length of eight miles. The cadets fitted the tubes end to end, cementing the joints. When the tube extended a quarter-mile it was bent bow-shaped by a cord stretched between the two ends, and further sections were added. As the process continued, the free end curved far out and around, and presently began to veer back in toward the hull. When the last tube was in place the loose end was hauled down and socketed home, to form a great hoop two miles and a half in diameter.


    Henry Belt came out occasionally in his spacesuit to look on, and occasionally spoke a few words of sardonic comment, to which the cadets paid little heed. Their mood had changed; this was exhilaration, to be weightlessly afloat above the bright, cloud-marked globe, with continent and ocean wheeling massively below. Anything seemed possible, even the training voyage with Henry Belt! When he came out to inspect their work, they grinned at each other with indulgent amusement. Henry Belt suddenly seemed a rather pitiful creature, a poor vagabond suited only for drunken bluster. Fortunate indeed that they were less naive than Henry Belt’s previous classes! They had taken Belt seriously; he had cowed them, reduced them to nervous pulp. Not this crew, not by a long shot! They saw through Henry Belt. Just keep your nose clean, do your work, keep cheerful. The training voyage won’t last but a few months, and then real life begins. Gut it out, ignoring Henry Belt as much as possible.


    Already the group had made a composite assessment of its members, arriving at a set of convenient labels. Culpepper: smooth, suave, easy-going. Lynch: excitable, argumentative, hot-tempered. Von Gluck: the artistic temperament, delicate with his hands and of delicate sensibilities. Ostranden prissy, finicky, overtidy. Sutton: moody, suspicious, competitive. Verona: the plugger, rough at the edges, but persistent and reliable.


    Around the hull swung the gleaming hoop, and now the carrier brought up the sail, a great roll of darkly shining stuff. When unfolded and unrolled, then unfolded many times more, it became a tough gleaming film, flimsy as gold leaf. Unfolded to its fullest extent it was a shimmering disk, already rippling and bulging to the light of the sun. The cadets fitted the film to the hoop, stretched it taut as a drumhead, and cemented it in place. Now the sail must carefully be held edge on to the sun, or it would quickly move away, under a thrust of about a hundred pounds.


    From the rim, braided iron threads were led to a ring at the back of the parabolic reflector, dwarfing this as the reflector dwarfed the bull, and now the sail was ready to move.


    The carrier brought up a final cargo: water, food, spare parts, a new magazine for the microfilm viewer, mail. Then Henry Belt said, “Make sail.”


    This was the process of turning the sail to catch the sunlight while the hull moved around Earth away from the sun, canting it parallel to the sun rays when the ship moved on the sunward leg of its orbit: in short, building up an orbital velocity which in due course would stretch loose the bonds of terrestrial gravity and send Sail 25 kiting out toward Mars.


    During this period the cadets checked every item of equipment aboard the vessel. They grimaced with disgust and dismay at some of the instruments: 25 was an old ship, with antiquated gear. Henry Belt seemed to enjoy their grumbling. “This is a training voyage, not a pleasure cruise. If you wanted your noses wiped, you should have taken a post on the ground. I warn you, gentlemen, I have no sympathy for fault-finders. If you wish a model by which to form your own conduct, observe me. I accept every vicissitude placidly. You will never hear me curse or flap my arms in astonishment at the turns of fortune.”


    The moody introspective Sutton, usually the most diffident and laconic of individuals, ventured an ill-advised witticism. “If we modeled ourselves after you, sir, there’d be no room to move for the whiskey.”


    Out came the red book. “Extraordinary impudence, Mr. Sutton. How can you yield so easily to malice? You must control the razor edge of your wit; you will make yourself unpopular aboard this ship.”


    Sutton flushed pink; his eyes glistened. He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it firmly. Henry Belt, waiting, politely expectant, turned away. “You gentlemen will perceive that I rigorously obey my own rules of conduct. I am regular as a clock. There is no better, more genial shipmate than Henry Belt. There is not a fairer man alive. Mr. Culpepper, you have a remark to make?”


    “Nothing of consequence, sir. I am merely grateful not to be making a voyage with a man less regular, less genial, and less fair than yourself,”


    Henry Belt considered. “I suppose I can take no exception to the remark. There is indeed a hint of tartness and glancing obloquy—but, well, I will grant you the benefit of the doubt, and accept your statement at its face value.”


    “Thank you, sir.”


    “But I must warn you, Mr. Culpepper, that there is a certain ease to your behavior that gives me cause for distress. I counsel you to a greater show of earnest sincerity, which will minimize the risk of misunderstanding. A man less indulgent than myself might well have read impertinence into your remark and charged you one demerit.”


    “I understand, sir, and shall cultivate the qualities you mention.”


    Henry Belt found nothing more to say. He went to the port, glared out at the sail. He swung around instantly. “Who is on watch?”


    “Sutton and Ostrander, sir.”


    “Gentlemen, have you noticed the sail? It has swung about and is canting to show its back to the sun. In another ten minutes we shall be tangled in a hundred miles of guy-wires.”


    Sutton and Ostrander sprang to repair the situation. Henry Belt shook his head disparagingly. “This is precisely what is meant by the words ‘negligence’ and ‘inattentiveness.’ You two have committed a serious error. This is poor spaceman-ship. The sail must always be in such a position as to hold the wires taut.”


    “There seems to be something wrong with the sensor, sir,” Sutton blurted. “It should notify us when the sail swings behind us.”


    “I fear I must charge you an additional demerit for making excuses, Mr. Sutton. It is your duty to assure yourself that all the warning devices are functioning properly, at all times. Machinery must never be used as a substitute for vigilance.”


    Ostrander looked up from the control console. “Someone has turned off the switch, sir. I do not offer this as an excuse, but as an explanation.”


    “The line of distinction is often hard to define, Mr. Ostrander. Please bear in mind my remarks on the subject of vigilance.”


    “Yes, sir, but—who turned off the switch?”


    “Both you and Mr. Sutton are theoretically hard at work watching for any such accident or occurrence. Did you not observe it?”


    “No, sir.”


    “I might almost accuse you of further inattention and neglect, in this case.”


    Ostrander gave Henry Belt a long dubious side-glance. “The only person I recall going near the console is yourself, sir. I’m sure you wouldn’t do such a thing.”


    Henry Belt shook his head sadly. “In space you must never rely on anyone for rational conduct. A few moments ago Mr. Sutton unfairly imputed to me an unusual thirst for whiskey. Suppose this were the case? Suppose, as an example of pure irony, that I had indeed been drinking whiskey, that I was in fact drunk?”


    “I will agree, sir, that anything is possible.”


    Henry Belt shook his head again. “That is the type of remark, Mr. Ostrander, that I have come to associate with Mr. Culpepper. A better response would have been, ‘In the future, I will try to be ready for any conceivable contingency.’ Mr. Sutton, did you make a hissing sound between your teeth?”


    “I was breathing, sir.”


    “Please breathe with less vehemence. A more suspicious man than myself might mark you for sulking and harboring black thoughts.”


    “Sorry, sir, I will breathe to myself.”


    “Very well, Mr. Sutton.” Henry Belt turned away and wandered back and forth about the wardroom, scrutinizing cases, frowning at smudges on polished metal. Ostrander muttered something to Sutton, and both watched Henry Belt closely as he moved here and there. Presently Henry Belt lurched toward them. “You show great interest in my movements, gentlemen.”


    “We were on the watch for another unlikely contingency, sir.”


    “Very good, Mr. Ostrander. Stick with it. In space nothing is impossible. I’ll vouch for this personally.”


    4


    Henry Belt sent all hands out to remove the paint from the surface of the parabolic reflector. When this had been accomplished, incident sunlight was now focused upon an expanse of photoelectric cells. The power so generated was used to operate plasma jets, expelling ions collected by the vast expanse of sail, further accelerating the ship, thrusting it ever out into an orbit of escape. And finally one day, at an exact instant dictated by the computer, the ship departed from Earth and floated tangentially out into space, off at an angle for the orbit of Mars. At an acceleration of g/100 velocity built up rapidly. Earth dwindled behind; the ship was isolated in space. The cadets’ exhilaration vanished, to be replaced by an almost funereal solemnity. The vision of Earth dwindling and retreating is an awesome symbol, equivalent to eternal loss, to the act of dying itself. The more impressionable cadets—Sutton, von Gluck, Ostrander—could not look astern without finding their eyes swimming with tears. Even the suave Culpepper was awed by the magnificence of the spectacle—the sun an aching pit not to be tolerated, Earth a plump pearl rolling on black velvet among a myriad glittering diamonds. And away from Earth, away from the sun, opened an exalted magnificence of another order entirely. For the first time the cadets became dimly aware that Henry Belt had spoken truly of strange visions. Here was death, here was peace, solitude, star-blazing beauty which promised not oblivion in death, but eternity.…Streams and spatters of stars…the familiar constellation, the stars with their prideful names presenting themselves like heroes: Achernar, Fomalhaut, Sadal Suud, Canopus…


    Sutton could not bear to look into the sky. “It’s not that I feel fear,” he told von Gluck, “or yes, perhaps it is fear. It sucks at me, draws me out there.…I suppose in due course I’ll become accustomed to it.”


    “I’m not so sure,” said Von Gluck. “I wouldn’t be surprised if space could become a psychological addiction, a need—so that whenever you walked on Earth you felt hot and breathless.”


    Life settled into a routine. Henry Belt no longer seemed a man, but a capricious aspect of nature, like storm or lightning; and, like some natural cataclysm, Henry Belt showed no favoritism, nor forgave one jot or tittle of offense. Apart from the private cubicles no place on the ship escaped his attention. Always he reeked of whiskey, and it became a matter of covert speculation as to exactly how much whiskey he had brought aboard. But no matter how he reeked or how he swayed on his feet, his eyes remained clever and steady, and he spoke without slurring in his paradoxically clear, sweet voice.


    One day he seemed slightly drunker than usual, and ordered all hands into spacesuits and out to inspect the sail for meteoric puncture. The order seemed sufficiently odd that the cadets stared at him in disbelief. “Gentlemen, you hesitate; you fail to exert yourselves; you luxuriate in sloth. Do you fancy yourselves at the Riviera? Into the spacesuits, on the double, and a demerit to the last man dressed!”


    The last man proved to be Culpepper. “Well, sir?” demanded Henry Belt. “You have earned yourself a mark. Is it below your dignity to compete?”


    Culpepper considered. “Well, sir, that might be the case. Somebody had to get the demerit, and I figured it might as well be me.”


    “I deplore your attitude, Mr. Culpepper. I interpret it as an act of deliberate defiance.”


    “Sorry, sir. I don’t mean it that way.”


    “You feel then that I am mistaken?” Henry Belt studied Culpepper carefully.


    “Yes, sir,” said Culpepper with engaging simplicity, “You are absolutely wrong. My attitude is not one of defiance. I think I would call it fatalism. I look at it this way. If it turns out that I accumulate so many demerits that you hold back my commission, then perhaps I wasn’t cut out for the job in the first place.”


    For a moment Henry Belt had nothing to say. Then he grinned wolfishly. “We shall see, Mr. Culpepper. I assure you that at the present moment I am far from being confident of your abilities. Now, everybody into space. Check hoop, sail, reflector, struts, and sensor. You will be adrift for two hours. When you return I want a comprehensive report. Mr. Lynch, I believe you are in charge of this watch. You will present the report.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “One more matter. You will notice that the sail is slightly bellied by the continual radiation pressure. It therefore acts as a focusing device, the focal point presumably occurring behind the cab. But this is not a matter to be taken for granted. I have seen a man burnt to death in such a freak accident. Bear this in mind.”


    For two hours the cadets drifted through space, propelled by tanks of gas and thrust tubes. All enjoyed the experience except Sutton, who found himself appalled by the immensity of his emotions. Probably least affected was the practical Verona, who inspected the sail with a care exacting enough to satisfy even Henry Belt.


    The next day the computer went wrong. Ostrander was in charge of the watch and he knocked on Henry Belt’s door to make the report.


    Henry Belt appeared in the doorway. He apparently had been asleep. “What is the difficulty, Mr. Ostrander?”


    “We’re in trouble, sir. The computer has gone out.”


    Henry Belt rubbed his grizzled pate. “This is not an unusual circumstance. We prepare for this contingency by schooling all cadets thoroughly in computer design and repair. Have you identified the difficulty?”


    ‘The bearings which suspend the data separation disks have broken. The shaft has several millimeters play and as a result there is total confusion in the data presented to the analyzer.”


    “An interesting problem. Why do you present it to me?”


    “I thought you should be notified, sir. I don’t believe we carry spares for this particular bearing.”


    Henry Belt shook his head sadly. “Mr. Ostrander, do you recall my statement at the beginning of this voyage, that you six gentlemen are totally responsible for the navigation of the ship?”


    “Yes, sir. But—”


    “This is an applicable situation. You must either repair the computer or perform the calculations yourself.”


    “Very well, sir. I will do my best.”


    5


    Lynch, Verona, Ostrander, and Sutton disassembled the mechanism, removed the worn bearing. “Confounded antique!” said Lynch. “Why can’t they give us decent equipment? If they want to kill us, why not shoot us and save us all this trouble?”


    “We’re not dead yet,” said Verona. “You’ve looked for a spare?”


    “Naturally. There’s nothing remotely like this.”


    Verona looked at the bearing dubiously. “I suppose we could cast a babbitt sleeve and machine it to fit. That’s what we’ll have to do—unless you fellows are awfully fast with your math.”


    Sutton glanced out the port, quickly turned away his eyes. “I wonder if we should cut sail.”


    “Why?” asked Ostrander.


    “We don’t want to build up too much velocity. We’re already going thirty miles a second.”


    “Mars is a long way off.”


    “And if we miss we go shooting past. Then where are we?”


    “Sutton, you’re a pessimist. A shame to find morbid tendencies in one so young.” This was Von Gluck, speaking from the console across the room.


    “I’d rather be a live pessimist than a dead comedian.”


    The new sleeve was duly cast, machined, and fitted. Anxiously the alignment of the data disks was checked. “Well,” said Verona dubiously, “there’s wobble. How much that affects the functioning remains to be seen. We can take some of it out by shimming the mount….”


    Shims of tissue paper were inserted and the wobble seemed to be reduced. “Now—feed in the data,” said Sutton. “Let’s see how we stand.”


    Coordinates were fed into the system; the indicator swung. “Enlarge sail cant four degrees,” said Von Gluck. “We’re making too much left concentric. Projected course…” He tapped buttons, watched the bright line extend across the screen, then swing around a dot representing the center of gravity of Mars. “I make it an elliptical pass, about twenty thousand miles out. That’s at present acceleration, and it should toss us right back at Earth.”


    “Great. Simply great. Let’s go, Twenty-five!” This was Lynch. “I’ve heard of guys dropping flat on their faces and kissing Earth when they put down. Me, I’m going to live in a cave the rest of my life.”


    Sutton went to look at the data disks. The wobble was slight but perceptible. “Good Lord,” he said huskily. “The other end of the shaft is loose, too.”


    Lynch started to spit curses; Verona’s shoulders slumped. “Let’s get to work and fix it”


    * * * *


    Another bearing was cast, machined, polished, mounted. The disks wobbled and scraped. Mars, an ocher disk, shouldered ever closer in from the side. With the computer unreliable, the cadets calculated and plotted the course manually. The results were at slight but significant variance with those of the computer. The cadets looked dourly at each other. “Well,” growled Ostrander, “there’s error. Is it the instruments? The calculation? The plotting? Or the computer?”


    Culpepper said in a subdued voice, “Well, we’re not about to crash head on, at any rate.”


    Verona went back to study the computer. “I can’t imagine why the bearings don’t work better.…The mounting brackets—could they have shifted?” He removed the side housing, studied the frame, then went to the case for tools.


    “What are you going to do?” demanded Sutton.


    “Try to ease the mounting brackets around. I think that’s our trouble.”


    “Leave them alone! You’ll bugger the machine so it’ll never work.”


    Verona paused, looking questioningly around the group. “Well? What’s the verdict?”


    “Maybe we’d better check with the old man,” said Ostrander nervously.


    “All well and good—but you know what he’ll say.”


    “Let’s deal cards. Ace of spades goes to ask him.” Culpepper received the ace. He knocked on Henry Belt’s door. There was no response. He started to knock again, but restrained himself.


    He returned to the group. “Wait till he shows himself. I’d rather crash into Mars than bring forth Henry Belt and his red book.”


    The ship crossed the orbit of Mars well ahead of the looming red planet. It came toppling at them with a peculiar clumsy grandeur: a mass obviously bulky and globular, but so fine and clear the detail, so absent the perspective, that the distance and size might have been anything. Instead of swinging in a sharp elliptical curve back toward Earth, the ship swerved aside in a blunt hyperbola and proceeded outward, now at a velocity of close to fifty miles a second. Mars receded astern and to the side. A new part of space lay ahead. The sun was noticeably smaller. Earth could no longer be differentiated from the stars. Mars departed quickly and politely, and space seemed lonely and forlorn.


    Henry Belt had not appeared for two days. At last Culpepper went to knock on the door—once, twice, three times. A strange face looked out. It was Henry Belt, face haggard, skin like pulled taffy. His eyes were red and glaring, his hair seemed matted and more unkempt than hair a quarter-inch long should be.


    But he spoke in his quiet clear voice. “Mr. Culpepper, your merciless din has disturbed me. I am quite put out with you.”


    “Sorry, sir. We feared that you were ill.”


    Henry Belt made no response. He looked past Culpepper around the circle of faces. “You gentlemen are unwontedly serious. Has this presumptive illness of mine caused you such distress?”


    Sutton spoke in a rush, “The computer is out of order.”


    “Why, then, you must repair it.”


    “It’s a matter of altering the housing. If we do it incorrectly—.”


    “Mr. Sutton, please do not harass me with the hour-by-hour minutiae of running the ship.”


    “But, sir, the matter has become serious; we need your advice. We missed the Mars turn-around—”


    “Well, I suppose there’s always Jupiter. Must I explain the basic elements of astrogation to you?”


    “But the computer’s out of order—definitely”


    “Then if you wish to return to Earth, you must perform the calculations with pencil and paper. Why is it necessary to explain the obvious?”


    “Jupiter is a long way out,” said Sutton in a shrill voice “Why can’t we just turn around and go home?” This last was almost a whisper.


    “I see I’ve been too easy on you cads,” said Henry Belt “You stand around idly; you chatter nonsense while the machinery goes to pieces and the ship flies at random. Everybody into spacesuits for sail inspection. Come now. Let’s have some snap. What are you all? Walking corpses? You, Mr. Culpepper, why the delay?”


    “It occurred to me, sir, that we are approaching the asteroid belt. As chief of the watch I consider it my duty to cant sail so as to swing us around the area.”


    “You may do this; then join the rest in hull and sail inspection.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    The cadets donned spacesuits, Sutton with the utmost reluctance. Out into the dark void they went, and now here was loneliness indeed.


    When they returned, Henry Belt had returned to his compartment.


    “As Mr. Belt points out, we have no great choice,” said Ostrander. “We missed Mars, so let’s hit Jupiter. Luckily it’s in good position—otherwise we’d have to swing out to Saturn or Uranus—”


    “They’re off behind the sun,” said Lynch. “Jupiter’s our last chance.”


    “Let’s do it right, then. I say, let’s make one last attempt to set those confounded bearings….”


    But now it seemed as if the wobble and twist had been eliminated. The disks tracked perfectly; the accuracy monitor glowed green.


    “Great!” yelled Lynch. “Feed it the dope. Let’s get going! All sail for Jupiter. Good Lord, but we’re having a trip!”


    “Wait till it’s over,” said Sutton. Since his return from sail inspection, he had stood to one side, cheeks pinched, eyes staring. “It’s not over yet. And maybe it’s not meant to be.”


    The other five pretended not to have heard him. The computer spat out figures and angles. There were a billion miles to travel. Acceleration was less, due to the diminution in the intensity of sunlight. At least a month must pass before Jupiter came close.


    6


    The ship, great sail spread to the fading sunlight, fled like a ghost—out, always out. Each of the cadets had quietly performed the same calculation and arrived at the same result. If the swing around Jupiter were not performed with exactitude, if the ship were not slung back like a stone on a string, there was nothing beyond. Saturn, Uranus, Neptune, Pluto were far around the sun; the ship, speeding at a hundred miles a second, could not be halted by the waning gravity of the sun, nor yet sufficiently accelerated in a concentric direction by sail and jet into a true orbit. The very nature of the sail made it useless as a brake; always the thrust was outward.


    Within the hull seven men lived and thought, and the psychic relationship worked and stirred like yeast in a vat of decaying fruit. The fundamental similarity, the human identity, of the seven men was utterly canceled; apparent only were the disparities. Each cadet appeared to the others only as a walking Characteristic, and Henry Belt was an incomprehensible Thing, who appeared from his compartment at unpredictable times, to move quietly here and there with the blind blank grin of an archaic Attic hero.


    Jupiter loomed and bulked. The ship, at last within reach of the Jovian gravity, sidled over to meet it. The cadets paid ever more careful attention to the computer, checking and counterchecking the instructions. Verona was the most assiduous at this; Sutton was the most harassed and ineffectual. Lynch growled and cursed and sweated; Ostrander complained in a thin peevish voice, von Gluck worked with the calm of pessimistic fatalism; Culpepper seemed unconcerned, almost debonair, with a blandness which bewildered Ostrander, infuriated Lynch, awoke a malignant hate in Sutton. Verona and von Gluck on the other hand seemed to derive strength and refreshment from Culpepper’s placid acceptance of the situation. Henry Belt said nothing. Occasionally he emerged from his compartment to survey the wardroom and the cadets with the detached interest of a visitor to an asylum.


    It was Lynch who made the discovery. He signaled it with an odd growl of sheer dismay, which brought a resonant questioning sound from Sutton. “My God, my God,” muttered Lynch.


    Verona was at his side. “What’s the trouble?”


    “Look. This gear. When we replaced the disks we dephased the whole apparatus one notch. This white dot and this other white dot should synchronize. They’re one sprocket apart. All the results would check and be consistent because they’d all be off by the same factor.”


    Verona sprang into action. Off came the housing, off came various components. Gently he lifted the gear and set it back into correct alignment. The other cadets leaned over him as he worked, except Culpepper, who was chief of the watch.


    Henry Belt appeared. “You gentlemen are certainly diligent in your navigation,” he said presently. “Perfectionists, almost.”


    “We do our best,” grated Lynch between set teeth. “It’s a damn shame sending us out with a machine like this.”


    The red book appeared. “Mr. Lynch, I mark you down not for your private sentiments, which are of course yours to entertain, but for voicing them and thereby contributing to an unhealthy atmosphere of despair and hysterical pessimism.”


    A tide of red crept up from Lynch’s neck. He bent over the computer, making no comment. But Sutton suddenly cried out, “What else do you expect from us? Do you think we’re fish or insects? We came out here to learn, not to suffer, or to fly on forever!” He gave a ghastly laugh. Henry Belt listened patiently. “Think of it!” cried Sutton. ‘The seven of us. In this capsule, forever!”


    “All of us must die in due course, Mr. Sutton. I expect to die in space.”


    “I’m not afraid of death.” But Sutton’s voice trailed off as he glanced toward the port.


    “I am afraid that I must charge you two demerits for your outburst, Mr. Sutton. A good spaceman maintains his dignity at all costs, and values it more than his life,”


    Lynch looked up from the computer. “Well, now we’ve got a corrected reading. Do you know what it says?”


    Henry Belt turned him a look of polite inquiry.


    “We’re going to miss,” said Lynch. “We’re going to pass by just as we passed Mars. Jupiter is pulling us around and sending us out toward Gemini.”


    The silence was thick in the room. Sutton seemed to whisper something, soundlessly. Henry Belt turned to look at Culpepper, who was standing by the porthole, photographing Jupiter with his personal camera,


    “Mr. Culpepper?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “You seem unconcerned by the prospect which Mr. Sutton has set forth.”


    “I hope it is not imminent, sir.”


    “How do you propose to avoid it?”


    “I imagine that we will radio for help, sir.”


    “You forget that I have destroyed the radio.”


    “I remember noting a crate marked ‘Radio Parts’ which has been stored in the starboard jet-pod.”


    “I am sorry to disillusion you, Mr. Culpepper. That case is mislabeled.”


    Ostrander jumped to his feet and left the wardroom. There was the sound of moving crates. A moment of silence. Then he returned. He glared at Henry Belt. “Whiskey. Bottles of whiskey.”


    Henry Belt nodded. “I told you as much.”


    “But now we have no radio,” said Lynch in an ugly voice.


    “We never have had a radio, Mr. Lynch. You were warned that you would have to depend on your own resources to bring us home. You have failed, and in the process doomed me as well as yourself. Incidentally, I must mark you all down ten demerits for a faulty cargo check.”


    “Demerits,” said Ostrander in a bleak voice.


    “Now, Mr. Culpepper,” said Henry Belt. “What is your next proposal?”


    “I don’t know, sir.”


    Verona spoke in a placatory voice. “What would you do, sir, if you were in our position?”


    Henry Belt shook his head. “I am an imaginative man, Mr. Verona, but there are certain leaps of the mind which are beyond my powers.” He returned to his compartment.


    Von Gluck looked curiously at Culpepper. “It is a fact. You’re not at all concerned.”


    “Oh, I’m concerned. But I believe that Mr. Belt wants to get home, too. He’s too good a spaceman not to know exactly what he’s doing.”


    The door from Henry Belt’s compartment slid back. Henry Belt stood in the opening. “Mr. Culpepper, I chanced to overhear your remark, and I now note down ten demerits against you. This attitude expresses a complacence as dangerous as Mr. Sutton’s utter funk. You rely on my capabilities; Mr. Sutton is afraid to rely on his own. This is not the first time I have cautioned you against this easy vice.”


    “Very sorry, sir.”


    Henry Belt looked about the room. “Pay no heed to Mr. Culpepper. He is wrong. Even if I could repair this disaster, I would not raise a hand. For I expect to die in space.”
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    The sail was canted vectorless, edgewise to the sun. Jupiter was a smudge astern. There were five cadets in the wardroom. Culpepper, Verona, and von Gluck sat talking in low voices. Ostrander and Lynch lay crouched, arms to knees, faces to the wall. Sutton had gone two days before. Quietly donning his spacesuit, be had stepped into the exit chamber and thrust himself headlong into space. A propulsion unit gave him added speed, and before any of the cadets could intervene he was gone.


    He had left a short note: “I fear the void because of the terrible attraction of its glory. I briefly felt the exaltation when we went out on sail inspection, and I fought it back. Now, since we must die, I will die this way, by embracing this black radiance, by giving myself wholly. Do not be sorry for me. I will die mad, but the madness will be ecstasy.”


    Henry Belt, when shown the note, merely shrugged. “Mr. Sutton was perhaps too imaginative and emotional to make a sound spaceman. He could not have been relied upon in any emergency.” And his sardonic glance seemed to include the rest of them.


    Shortly thereafter Lynch and Ostrander succumbed to inanition, a kind of despondent helplessness: manic-depression in its most stupefying phase. Culpepper the suave, Verona the pragmatic, and von Gluck the sensitive remained.


    They spoke quietly to themselves, out of earshot of Henry Belt’s room. “I still believe,” said Culpepper, “that somehow there is a means to get ourselves out of this mess, and that Henry Belt knows it.”


    Verona said, “I wish I could think so.…We’ve been over it a hundred times. If we set sail for Saturn or Neptune or Uranus, the outward vector of thrust plus the outward vector of our momentum will take us far beyond Pluto before we’re anywhere near. The plasma jets could stop us if we had enough energy, but the shield can’t supply it, and we don’t have another power source.”


    Von Gluck hit his fist into his hand. “Gentlemen,” he said in a soft delighted voice.


    Culpepper and Verona stared at him, absorbing warmth from the light in his face.


    “Gentlemen,” said von Gluck, “I believe we have sufficient energy at hand. We will use the sail. Remember? It is bellied. It can function as a mirror. It spreads five square miles of surface. Sunlight out here is thin—but so long as we collect enough of it—”


    “I understand!” said Culpepper. “We back off the hull till the reactor is at the focus of the sail, and turn on the jets!”


    Verona said dubiously, “We’ll still be receiving radiation pressure. And what’s worse, the jets will impinge back on the sail. Effect—cancellation. We’ll be nowhere.”


    “If we cut the center out of the sail—just enough to allow the plasma through—we’d beat that objection. And as for the radiation pressure—we’ll surely do better with the plasma drive.”


    “What do we use to make plasma? We don’t have the stock.”


    “Anything that can be ionized. The radio, the computer, your shoes, my shirt, Culpepper’s camera, Henry Belt’s whiskey…”


    8


    The angel-wagon came up to meet Sail 25, in orbit beside Sail 40, which was just making ready to take out a new crew.


    Henry Belt said, “Gentlemen, I beg that you leave no trash, rubbish, old clothing aboard. There is nothing more troublesome than coming aboard an untidy ship. While we wait for the lighter to discharge, I suggest that you give the ship a final thorough policing.”


    The cargo carrier drifted near and eased into position. Three men sprang across space to Sail 40, a few hundred yards behind 25. Three men tossed lines back to the carrier and pulled bales of cargo and equipment across the gap.


    The five cadets and Henry Belt, clad in spacesuits, stepped out into the sunlight. Earth spread below, green and blue, white and brown, the contours so precious and dear as to bring tears to the eyes. The cadets transferring cargo to Sail 40 gazed at them curiously as they worked. At last they were finished, and the six men of Sail 25 boarded the carrier.


    “Back safe and sound, eh, Henry?” said the pilot. “Well, I’m always surprised.”


    Henry Belt made no answer. The cadets stowed their cargo and, standing by the port, took a final look at Sail 25. The carrier retro-jetted; the two sails seemed to rise above them.


    The lighter nosed in and out of the atmosphere, braking, then extended its wings and glided to an easy landing in the Mojave Desert.


    The cadets, their legs suddenly loose and weak to the unaccustomed gravity, limped after Henry Belt to the carryall, seated themselves, and were conveyed to the administration complex. They alighted from the carryall, and now Henry Belt motioned the five to the side.


    “Here, gentlemen, is where I leave you. I go my way, you go yours. Tonight I will check my red book, and after various adjustments I will prepare my official report. But I believe I can present you an unofficial resume of my impressions.


    “First of all, this is neither my best nor my worst class. Mr. Lynch and Mr. Ostrander, I feel that you are ill suited either for command or for any situation which might inflict prolonged emotional pressure upon you. I cannot recommend you for space duty.


    “Mr. von Gluck, Mr. Culpepper, and Mr. Verona, all of you meet my minimum requirements for a recommendation, although I shall write the words ‘Especially Recommended’ only beside the names ‘Clyde von Gluck’ and ‘Marcus Verona.’ You brought the sail back to Earth by essentially faultless navigation. It means that if I am to fulfill my destiny I must make at least one more voyage into space.


    “So now our association ends. I trust you have profited by it.” Henry Belt nodded briefly to each of the five and limped off around the building.


    The cadets looked after him. Culpepper reached in his pocket and brought forth a pair of small metal objects which he displayed in his palm. “Recognize these?”


    “Hmmf,” said Lynch in a flat voice. “Bearings for the computer disks. The original ones.”


    “I found them in the little spare-parts tray. They weren’t there before.”


    von Gluck nodded. “The machinery always seemed to fail immediately after sail check, as I recall.”


    Lynch drew in his breath with a sharp hiss. He turned and strode away. Ostrander followed him. Culpepper shrugged. To Verona he gave one of the bearings, to Von Gluck, the other. “For souvenirs—or medals. You fellows deserve them.”


    “Thanks, Ed,” said von Gluck.


    “Thanks,” muttered Verona. “I’ll make a stickpin of this thing.”


    The three, not able to look at each other, glanced up into the sky where the first stars of twilight were appearing, then continued on into the building where family and friends and sweethearts awaited them.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1964 by Jack Vance.

  


  
    PART 5: The New Wave and Beyond


    (1960–1975)


    The rebellions and questioning of old norms that characterized the 1960s and early 1970s affected science fiction dramatically, but in very different ways than mainstream society. While SF already had a deep tradition of questioning authority, new authors questioned basic social assumptions and many of the tropes of the field. Different characters and viewpoints became common—fewer bachelor scientists and loner starship pilots, more women, more sexuality, more questioning of taboos. One of the new writers, Harlan Ellison, edited a hugely successful anthology called Dangerous Visions where writers were explicitly asked to write about subjects that had been off-limits even for science fiction.


    Led by a group of British SF writers including John Brunner and Brian Aldiss, the New Wave movement in the early 1960s focused more on language, emotion, and affect than on traditional science fictional storylines. Among North American writers a new generation emphasized writing skill (generally secondary to ideas and adventure up to this point) without sacrificing intensity of ideas. Writers like Octavia Butler, Samuel Delany, Joe Haldeman, Ursula K. Le Guin, George R. R. Martin, Robert Silverberg, James Tiptree Jr., John Varley, and Roger Zelazny pushed the writing level in the field to its highest point ever. Many were poets as well as prose stylists; poetry became prevalent enough in the field that by the late 1970s the SF Poetry Association began giving its Rhysling award for the year’s best SF poetry.


    At the same time, writers like Marion Zimmer Bradley, Anne McCaffrey, and Joanna Russ were reworking traditional SF adventure stories in ways that kept the adventure but questioned old assumptions about gender and social structures. And a wave of satirical and humorous SF was led by Keith Laumer, R. A. Lafferty, and others.


    As with the rest of American society, the Vietnam War led to divisions in the SF community, both among writers and among fans. In mainstream society that led to protests and counter-protests; in genre fiction the debate was largely carried out in stories. The 1970s brought a surge of military science fiction ranging from jingoistic to searingly antiwar—but mostly a lot more nuanced.


    Science fiction book publishing was coming of age. Ace Books was followed by DAW Books, Del Rey, and others as major genre publishers. More bookstores were opening, and more books were becoming available. Until this point, a knowledgeable fan could still read nearly all of the science fiction published every month; by the middle of the 1970s that was no longer the case.

  


  
    BRIAN W. ALDISS


    (1925– )


    In one of those oddly fortuitous coincidences, I had just finished editing an annotated edition of Frankenstein the summer British author and critic Brian Aldiss was guest of honor at Readercon. Since one of Aldiss’s most famous arguments as a critic is that Frankenstein is the first SF novel it meant that we were placed on panels together and got to know each other, which led to a delightful weekend arguing about science fiction. That weekend (and others since) pretty much sum up who Brian Aldiss is as a writer and critic: the sort of person you have a delightful argument with. Whether you agree with his arguments or not, love his writing or feel frustrated by it (and all of those things have been true for me), you come away from an encounter with Aldiss or his work feeling like you’ve learned something or looked at something familiar in a different way.


    After serving in the Royal Corps of Signals from 1943 to 1947, Aldiss spent the next decade as a bookseller in Oxford. His experiences in the book trade led to his first novel, The Brightfount Diaries (1955), but by that time he was already writing SF with some success: “Criminal Record” was published in Science Fantasy in 1954, and “Not For an Age” won a contest sponsored by The Observer the following year. His short story collection Space, Time, and Nathaniel (1957) and brilliant novel Non-Stop (1958) were enough to earn an award for Most Promising New Writer at the 1959 WorldCon.


    Aldiss was already an established writer and editor at the beginning of the New Wave in the early 1960s (he was literary editor for the Oxford Mail from 1958–69), but became a major New Wave figure as a writer, anthologist, and critic. Beyond his prolific writing (more than 350 short stories published), the anthologies he edited exposed many readers to significant SF writers they might not have encountered otherwise, or well-known writers in unexpected contexts. Aldiss and Harry Harrison founded the first magazine devoted to SF criticism, SF Horizons in 1964, and Aldiss’s sprawling 1973 history of the field, Billion Year Spree (expanded and revised as Trillion Year Spree in 1986) is a key work of criticism. Aldiss has won two Hugos and a Nebula as well as multiple awards for criticism. In 2005 he was awarded the title Officer of the Order of the British Empire (OBE) by Queen Elizabeth for his literary services.


    When I asked Aldiss which story he would prefer to have readers first encounter him by, he suggested the New Wave classic “Man in His Time,” a thought-provoking and utterly unconventional look at a very different side of time travel.

  


  
    MAN IN HIS TIME, by Brian W. Aldiss


    First published in Science Fantasy, April 1965


    His absence


    Janet Westermark sat watching the three men in the office: the administrator who was about to go out of her life, the behaviourist who was about to come into it, and the husband whose life ran parallel to but insulated from her own.


    She was not the only one playing a watching game. The behaviourist, whose name was Clement Stackpole, sat hunched in his chair with his ugly strong hands clasped round his knee, thrusting his intelligent and simian face forward, the better to regard his new subject, Jack Westermark.


    The administrator of the Mental Research Hospital spoke in a lively and engaged way. Typically, it was only Jack Westermark who seemed absent from the scene.


    Your particular problem, restless


    His hands upon his lap lay still, but he himself was restless, though the restlessness seemed directed. It was as if he were in another room with other people, Janet thought. She saw that he caught her eye when in fact she was not entirely looking at him, and by the time she returned the glance, he was gone, withdrawn.


    “Although Mr Stackpole has not dealt before with your particular problem,” the administrator was saying, “he has had plenty of field experience. I know—”


    “I’m sure we won’t,” Westermark said, folding his hands and nodding his head slightly.


    Smoothly, the administrator made a pencilled note of the remark, scribbled the precise time beside it, and continued, “I know Mr Stackpole is too modest to say this, but he is a great man for working in with people—”


    “If you feel it’s necessary,” Westermark said. “Though I’ve seen enough of your equipment for a while.”


    The pencil moved, the smooth voice proceeded. “Good. A great man for working in with people, and I’m sure you and Mr Westermark will soon find you are glad to have him around. Remember, he’s there to help both of you.”


    Janet smiled, and said from the island of her chair, trying to smile at him and Stackpole, “I’m sure that everything will work—” She was interrupted by her husband, who rose to his feet, letting his hands drop to his sides and saying, turning slightly to address thin air, “Do you mind if I say good-bye to Nurse Simmons?”


    Her voice no longer wavered


    “Everything will be all right, I’m sure,” she said hastily. And Stackpole nodded at her, conspiratorially agreeing to see her point of view.


    “We’ll all get on fine, Janet,” he said. She was in the swift process of digesting that unexpected use of her Christian name, and the administrator was also giving her the sort of encouraging smile so many people had fed her since Westermark was pulled out of the ocean off Casablanca, when her husband, still having his lonely conversation with the air, said, “Of course, I should have remembered.”


    His right hand went halfway to his forehead—or his heart? Janet wondered—and then dropped, as he added, “Perhaps she’ll come round and see us some time.” Now he turned and was smiling faintly at another vacant space with just the faintest nod of his head, as if slightly cajoling. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Janet?”


    She moved her head, instinctively trying to bring her eyes into his gaze as she replied vaguely, “Of course, darling.” Her voice no longer wavered when she addressed his absent attention.


    There was sunlight through which they could see each other


    There was sunlight in one corner of the room, coming through the windows of a bay angled towards the sun. For a moment she caught, as she rose to her feet, her husband’s profile with the sunlight behind it. It was thin and withdrawn. Intelligent: she had always thought him over-burdened with his intelligence, but now there was a lost look there, and she thought of the words of a psychiatrist who had been called in on the case earlier: “You must understand that the waking brain is perpetually lapped by the unconscious.”


    Lapped by the unconscious


    Fighting the words away, she said, addressing the smile of the administrator—that smile which must have advanced his career so much—“You’ve helped me a lot. I couldn’t have got through these months without you. Now we’d better go.”


    She heard herself chopping her words, fearing Westermark would talk across them, as he did: “Thank you for your help. If you find anything…”


    Stackpole walked modestly over to Janet as the administrator rose and said, “Well, don’t either of you forget us if you’re in any kind of trouble.”


    “I’m sure we won’t.”


    “And, Jack, we’d like you to come back here to visit us once a month for a personal check-up. Don’t want to waste all our expensive equipment, you know, and you are our star—er, patient.” He smiled rather tightly as he said it, glancing at the paper on his desk to check Westermark’s answer. Westermark’s back was already turned on him, Westermark was already walking slowly to the door, Westermark had said his goodbyes, perched out on the lonely eminence of his existence.


    Janet looked helplessly, before she could guard against it, at the administrator and Stackpole. She hated it that they were too professional to take note of what seemed her husband’s breach of conduct. Stackpole looked kindly in a monkey way and took her arm with one of his thick hands.


    “Shall we be off then? My car’s waiting outside.”


    Not saying anything, nodding, thinking, and consulting watches


    She nodded, not saying anything, thinking only, without the need of the administrator’s notes to think it, “Oh yes, this was when he said, ‘Do you mind if I say good-bye to Nurse’—who’s it?—Simpson?” She was learning to follow her husband’s footprints across the broken path of conversation. He was now out in the corridor, the door swinging to behind him and to empty air the administrator was saying, “It’s her day off today.”


    “You’re good on your cues,” she said, feeling the hand tighten on her arm. She politely brushed his fingers away, horrid Stackpole, trying to recall what had gone only four minutes before. Jack had said something to her; she couldn’t remember, didn’t speak, avoided eyes, put out her hand and shook the administrator’s firmly.


    “Thanks,” she said.


    “Au revoir to both of you,” he replied firmly, glancing swiftly: watch, notes, her, the door. “Of course,” he said. “If we find anything at all. We are very hopeful.…”


    He adjusted his tie, looking at the watch again.


    “Your husband has gone now, Mrs Westermark,” he said, his manner softening. He walked towards the door with her and added, “You have been wonderfully brave, and I do realise—we all realise—that you will have to go on being wonderful. With time, it should be easier for you; doesn’t Shakespeare say in Hamlet that ‘Use almost can change the stamp of nature’? May I suggest that you follow Stackpole’s and my example and keep a little notebook and a strict check on the time?”


    They saw her tiny hesitation, stood about her, two men round a personable women, not entirely innocent of relish. Stackpole cleared his throat, smiled, said, “He can so easily feel cut off you know. It’s essential that you of all people answer his questions, or he will feel cut off.”


    Always a pace ahead


    “The children?” she asked.


    “Let’s see you and Jack well settled in at home again, say for a fortnight or so,” the administrator said, “before we think about having the children back to see him.”


    “That way’s better for them and Jack and you, Janet,” Stackpole said. “Don’t be glib,” she thought; “consolation I need, God knows, but that’s too facile.” She turned her face away, fearing it looked too vulnerable these days.


    In the corridor, the administrator said, as valediction, “I’m sure Grandma’s spoiling them terribly, Mrs Westermark, but worrying won’t mend it, as the old saw says.”


    She smiled at him and walked quickly away, a pace ahead of Stackpole.


    Westermark sat in the back of the car outside the administrative block. She climbed in beside him. As she did so, he jerked violently back in his seat.


    “Darling, what is it?” she asked. He said nothing.


    Stackpole had not emerged from the building, evidently having a last word with the administrator. Janet took the moment to lean over and kiss her husband’s cheek, aware as she did so that a phantom wife had already, from his viewpoint, done so. His response was a phantom to her.


    “The countryside looks green,” he said. His eyes were flickering over the grey concrete block opposite.


    “Yes,” she said.


    Stackpole came bustling down the steps, apologising as he opened the car door, settled in. He let the clutch back too fast and they shot forward. Janet saw then the reason for Westermark’s jerking backwards a short while before. Now the acceleration caught him again; his body was rolled helplessly back. As they drove along, he set one hand fiercely on the side grip, for his sway was not properly counterbalancing the movement of the car.


    Once outside the grounds of the institute, they were in the country, still under a mid-August day.


    His theories


    Westermark, by concentrating, could bring himself to conform to some of the laws of the tune continuum he had left. When the car he was in climbed up his drive (familiar, yet strange with the rhododendrons undipped and no signs of children) and stopped by the front door, he sat in his seat for three and a half minutes before venturing to open his door. Then he climbed out and stood on the gravel, frowning down at it. Was it as real as ever, as material? Was there a slight glaze on it?—as if something shone through from the interior of the earth, shone through all things? Or was it that there was a screen between him and everything else? It was important to decide between the two theories, for he had to live under the discipline of one. What he hoped to prove was that the permeation theory was correct; that way he was merely one of the factors comprising the functioning universe, together with the rest of humanity. By the glaze theory, he was isolated not only from the rest of humanity but from the entire cosmos (except Mars?). It was early days yet; he had a deal of thinking to do, and new ideas would undoubtedly emerge after observation and cogitation. Emotion must not decide the issue; he must be detached. Revolutionary theories could well emerge from this—suffering.


    He could see his wife by him, standing off in case they happened embarrassingly or painfully to collide. He smiled thinly at her through her glaze. He said, “I am, but I’d prefer not to talk.” He stepped towards the house, noting the slippery feel of gravel that would not move under his tread until the world caught up. He said, “I’ve every respect for the Guardian, but I’d prefer not to talk at present.”


    Famous Astronaut Returns Home


    As the party arrived, a man waited in the porch for them, ambushing Westermark’s return home with a deprecatory smile. Hesitant but businesslike, he came forward and looked interrogatively at the three people who had emerged from the car.


    “Excuse me, you are Captain Jack Westermark, aren’t you?”


    He stood aside as Westermark seemed to make straight for him.


    “I’m the psychology correspondent for the Guardian, if I might intrude for a moment.”


    Westermark’s mother had opened the front door and stood there smiling welcome at him, one hand nervously up to her grey hair. Her son walked past her. The newspaper man stared after him.


    Janet told him apologetically, “You’ll have to excuse us. My husband did reply to you, but he’s really not prepared to meet people yet.”


    “When did he reply, Mrs Westermark? Before he heard what I had to say?”


    “Well, naturally not—but his life stream.…I’m sorry, I can’t explain.”


    “He really is living ahead of time, isn’t he? Will you spare me a minute to tell me how you feel now the first shock is over?”


    “You really must excuse me,” Janet said, brushing past him. As she followed her husband into the house, she heard Stackpole say, “Actually, I read the Guardian, and perhaps I could help you. The Institute has given me the job of remaining with Captain Westermark. My name’s Clement Stackpole—you may know my book. Persistent Human Relations, Methuen. But you must not say that Westermark is living ahead of time. That’s quite incorrect. What you can say is that some of his psychological and physiological processes have somehow been transposed forward—”


    “Ass!” she exclaimed to herself. She had paused by the threshold to catch some of his words. Now she whisked in.


    Talk hanging in the air among the long watches of supper


    Supper that evening had its discomforts, although Janet Westermark and her mother-in-law achieved an air of melancholy gaiety by bringing two Scandinavian candelabra, relics of a Copenhagen holiday, to the table and surprising the two men with a gay-looking hors d’oeuvre. But the conversation was mainly like the hors d’oeuvre, Janet thought: little tempting isolated bits of talk, not nourishing.


    Mrs Westermark senior had not yet got the hang of talking to her son, and confined her remarks to Janet, though she looked towards Jack often enough. “How are the children?” he asked her. Flustered by the knowledge that he was waiting a long while for her answer, she replied rather incoherently and dropped her knife.


    To relieve the tension, Janet was cooking up a remark on the character of the administrator at the Mental Research Hospital, when Westermark said, “Then he is at once thoughtful and literate. Commendable and rare in men of this type. I got the impression, as you evidently did, that he was as interested in his job as in advancement. I suppose one might say one even liked him. But you know him better, Stackpole; what do you think of him?”


    Crumbling bread to cover his ignorance of whom they were supposed to be conversing about, Stackpole said, “Oh, I don’t know; it’s hard to say really,” spinning out time, pretending not to squint at his watch.


    “The administrator was quite a charmer, didn’t you think Jack?” Janet remarked—perhaps helping Stackpole as much as Jack.


    “He looks as if he might make a slow bowler,” Westermark said, with an intonation that suggested he was agreeing with something as yet unsaid.


    “Oh, him!” Stackpole said. “Yes, he seems a satisfactory sort of chap on the whole.”


    “He quoted Shakespeare to me and thoughtfully told me where the quotation came from,” Janet said.


    “No thank you, Mother,” Westermark said.


    “I don’t have much to do with him,” Stackpole continued. “Though I have played cricket with him a time or two. He makes quite a good slow bowler.”


    “Are you really?” Westermark exclaimed.


    That stopped them. Jack’s mother looked helplessly about, caught her son’s glazed eye, said, covering up, “Do have some more sauce, Jack, dear,” recalled she had already had her answer, almost let her knife slide again, gave up trying to eat.


    “I’m a batsman, myself,” Stackpole said, as if bringing an old pneumatic drill to the new silence. When no answer came, he doggedly went on, expounding on the game, the pleasure of it. Janet sat and watched, a shade perplexed that she was admiring Stack-pole’s performance and wondering at her slight perplexity; then she decided that she had made up her mind to dislike Stackpole, and immediately dissolved the resolution. Was he not on their side? And even the strong hairy hands became a little more acceptable when you thought of them gripping the rubber bat-handle; and the broad shoulders swinging…She closed her eyes momentarily, and tried to concentrate on what he was saying.


    A batsman himself


    Later, she met Stackpole on the upper landing. He had a small cigar in his mouth, she had two pillows in her arms. He stood in her way.


    “Can I help at all, Janet?”


    “I’m only making up a bed, Mr Stackpole.”


    “Are you not sleeping in with your husband?”


    “He would like to be on his own for a night or two, Mr Stackpole. I shall sleep in the children’s room for the time being.”


    “Then please permit me to carry the pillows for you. And do please call me Clem. All my friends do.”


    Trying to be pleasanter, to unfreeze, to recall that Jack was not moving her out of the bedroom permanently, she said, “I’m sorry. It’s just that we once had a terrier called Clem.” But it did not sound as she had wished it to do.


    He put the pillows on Peter’s blue bed, switched on the bedside lamp, and sat on the edge of the bed, clutching his cigar and puffing at it.


    “This may be a bit embarrassing, but there’s something I feel I should say to you, Janet.” He did not look at her. She brought him an ashtray and stood by him.


    “We feel your husband’s mental health may be endangered, although I hasten to assure you that he shows no signs of losing his mental equilibrium beyond what we may call an inordinate absorption in phenomena—and even there, we cannot say, of course we can’t, that his absorption is any greater than one might expect. Except in the totally unprecedented circumstances, I mean. We must talk about this in the next few days.”


    She waited for him to go on, not unamused by the play with the cigar. Then he looked straight up at her and said, “Frankly, Mrs Westermark, we think it would help your husband if you could have sexual relations with him.”


    A little taken aback, she said, “Can you imagine—“ Correcting herself, she said, “That is for my husband to say. I am not unapproachable.”


    She saw he had caught her slip. Playing a very straight bat, he said, “I’m sure you’re not, Mrs Westermark.”


    With the light out, living, she lay in Peter’s bed


    She lay in Peter’s bed with the light out. Certainly she wanted him: pretty badly, now she allowed herself to dwell on it. During the long months of the Mars expedition, while she had stayed at home and he had got farther from home, while he actually had existence on that other planet, she had been chaste. She had looked after the children and driven round the countryside and enjoyed writing those articles for women’s magazines and being interviewed on TV when the ship was reported to have left Mars on its homeward journey. She had been, in part, dormant.


    Then came the news, kept from her at first, that there was confusion in communicating with the returning ship. A sensational tabloid broke the secrecy by declaring that the nine-man crew had all gone mad. And the ship had overshot its landing area, crashing into the Atlantic. Her first reaction had been purely a selfish one—no, not selfish, but from the self: He’ll never lie with me again. And infinite love and sorrow.


    At his rescue, the only survivor, miraculously unmaimed, her hope had revived. Since then, it had remained embalmed, as he was now embalmed in time. She tried to visualise love as it would be now, with everything happening first to him, before she had begun to—With his movement of pleasure even before she—No, it wasn’t possible! But of course it was, if they worked it out first intellectually; then if she just lay flat…But what she was trying to visualise, all she could visualise, was not love-making, merely a formal prostration to the exigencies of glands and time flow.


    She sat up in bed, longing for movement, freedom. She jumped out and opened the lower window; there was still a tang of cigar smoke in the dark room.


    If they worked it out intellectually


    Within a couple of days, they had fallen into routine. It was as if the calm weather, perpetuating mildness, aided them. They had to be careful to move slowly through doors, keeping to the left, so as not to bump into each other—a tray of drinks was dropped before they agreed on that. They devised simple knocking systems before using the bathroom. They conversed in bulletins that did not ask questions unless questions were necessary. They walked slightly apart. In short, they made detours round each other’s lives.


    “It’s really quite easy as long as one is careful,” Mrs Westermark senior said to Janet. “And dear Jack is so patient!”


    “I even get the feeling he likes the situation.”


    “Oh, my dear, how could he like such an unfortunate predicament?”


    “Mother, you realise how we all exist together, don’t you? No, it sounds too terrible—I daren’t say it.”


    “Now don’t you start getting silly ideas. You’ve been very brave, and this is not the time for us to be getting upset, just as things are going well. If you have any worries, you must tell Clem. That’s what he’s here for.”


    “I know.”


    “Well then.”


    She saw Jack walk in the garden. As she looked, he glanced up, smiled, said something to himself, stretched out a hand, withdrew it, and went, still smiling, to sit on one end of the seat on the lawn. Touched, Janet hurried over to the french windows, to go and join him.


    She paused. Already, she saw ahead, saw her sequence of actions, for Jack had already sketched them into the future. She would go on to the lawn, call his name, smile, and walk over to him when he smiled back. Then they would stroll together to the seat and sit down, one at each end.


    The knowledge drained all spontaneity from her. She might have been working a treadmill, for what she was about to do had already been done as far as Jack was concerned, with his head’s start in time. Then if she did not go, if she mutinied, turned back to the discussion of the day’s chores with her mother-in-law…That left Jack mouthing like a fool on the lawn, indulging in a fantasy there was no penetrating. Let him do that, let Stackpole see; then they could drop this theory about Jack’s being ahead of time and would have to treat him for a more normal sort of hallucinatory insanity. He would be safe in Clem’s hands.


    But Jack’s actions proved that she would go out there. It was insane for her not to go out there. Insane? To disobey a law of the universe was impossible, not insane. Jack was not disobeying—he had simply tumbled over a law that nobody knew was there before the first expedition to Mars; certainly they had discovered something more momentous than anyone had expected, and more unforeseen. And she had lost—No, she hadn’t lost yet! She ran out on to the lawn, calling to him, letting the action quell the confusion in her mind.


    And in the repeated event there was concealed a little freshness for she remembered how his smile, glimpsed through the window, had held a special warmth, as if he sought to reassure her. What had he said? That was lost. She walked over to the seat and sat beside him.


    He had been saving a remark for the statutory and unvarying time lapse.


    “Don’t worry, Janet,” he said. “It could be worse.”


    “How?” she asked, but he was already answering: “We could be a day apart. 3.3077 minutes at least allows us a measure of communication.”


    “It’s wonderful how philosophical you are about it,” she said. She was alarmed at the sarcasm in her tone.


    “Shall we have a talk together now?”


    “Jack, I’ve been wanting to have a private talk with you for some time.”


    * * * *


    “I?”


    The tall beeches that sheltered the garden on the north side were so still that she thought, “They will look exactly the same for him as for me.”


    He delivered a bulletin, looking at his watch. His wrists were thin. He appeared frailer than he had done when they left hospital. “I am aware, my darling, how painful this must be for you. We are both isolated from the other by this amazing shift of temporal function, but at least I have the consolation of experiencing the new phenomenon, whereas you—”


    “I?”


    Talking of interstellar distances


    “I was going to say that you are stuck with the same old world all of mankind has always known, but I suppose you don’t see it that way.” Evidently a remark of hers had caught up with him, for he added inconsequentially, “I’ve wanted a private talk with you.”


    Janet bit off something she was going to say, for he raised a finger irritably and said, “Please time your statements, so that we do not talk at cross purposes. Confine what you have to say to essentials. Really, darling, I’m surprised you don’t do as Clem suggests, and make notes of what is said at what time.”


    “That—I just wanted—we can’t act as if we were a board meeting. I want to know your feelings, how you are, what you are thinking, so that I can help you, so that eventually you will be able to live a normal life again.”


    He was timing it so that he answered almost at once, “I am not suffering from any mental illness, and I have completely recovered my physical health after the crash. There is no reason to foresee that my perceptions will ever lapse back into phase with yours. They have remained an unfluctuating 3.3077 minutes ahead of terrestrial time ever since our ship left the surface of Mars.”


    He paused. She thought, “It is now about 11.03 by my watch, and there is so much I long to say. But it’s n .06 and a bit by his time, and he already knows I can’t say anything. It’s such an effort of endurance, talking across this three and a bit minutes; we might just as well be talking across an interstellar distance.”


    Evidently he too had lost the thread of the exercise, for he smiled and stretched out a hand, holding it in the air; Janet looked round. Clem Stackpole was coming out towards them with a tray full of drinks. He set it carefully down on the lawn, and picked up a martini, the stem of which he slipped between Jack’s fingers.


    “Cheers!” he said smiling, and “Here’s your tipple,” giving Janet her gin and tonic. He had brought himself a bottle of pale ale.


    “Can you make my position clearer to Janet, Clem? She does not seem to understand it yet.”


    Angrily, she turned to the behaviourist. “This was meant to be a private talk, Mr Stackpole, between my husband and myself.”


    “Sorry you’re not getting on too well, then. Perhaps I can help you sort out a bit. It is difficult, I know.”


    3.3077


    Powerfully, he wrenched the top off the beer bottle and poured the liquid into the glass. Sipping, he said, “We have always been used to the idea that everything moves forward in time at the same rate. We speak of the course of time, presuming it only has one rate of flow. We’ve assumed, too, that anything living on another planet in any other part of our universe might have the same rate of flow. In other words, although we’ve long been accustomed to some oddities of time, thanks to relativity theories, we have accustomed ourselves, perhaps, to certain errors of thinking. Now we’re going to have to think differently. You follow me.”


    “Perfectly.”


    “The universe is by no means the simple box our predecessors imagined. It may be that each planet is encased in its own time field, just as it is in its own gravitational field. From the evidence, it seems that Mars’s time field is 3.3077 minutes ahead of ours on Earth. We deduce this from the fact that your husband and the eight other men with him on Mars experienced no sensation of temporal difference among themselves, and were unaware that anything was untoward until they were away from Mars and attempted to get into communication again with Earth, when the temporal discrepancy at once showed up. Your husband is still living in Mars time. Unfortunately, the other members of the crew did not survive the crash; but we can be sure that if they did, they too would suffer from the same effect. That’s clear, isn’t it?”


    “Entirely. But I still cannot see why this effect, if it is as you say—”


    “It’s not what I say, Janet, but the conclusion arrived at by much cleverer men than I.” He smiled as he said that, adding parenthetically, “Not that we don’t develop and even alter our conclusions every day.”


    “Then why was a similar effect not noticed when the Russians and Americans returned from the moon?”


    “We don’t know. There’s so much we don’t know. We surmise that because the moon is a satellite of Earth’s, and thus within its gravitational field, there is no temporal discrepancy. But until we have more data, until we can explore further, we know so little, and can only speculate so much. It’s like trying to estimate the runs of an entire innings when only one over has been bowled. After the expedition gets back from Venus, we shall be in a much better position to start theorising.”


    “What expedition to Venus?” she asked, shocked.


    “It may not leave for a year yet, but they’re speeding up the programme. That will bring us really invaluable data.”


    Future time with its uses and abuses


    She started to say, “But after this surely they won’t be fool enough—” Then she stopped. She knew they would be fool enough. She thought of Peter saying, “I’m going to be a spaceman too. I want to be the first man on Saturn!”


    The men were looking at their watches. Westermark transferred his gaze to the gravel to say, “This figure of 3.3077 is surely not a universal constant. It may vary—I think it will vary—from planetary body to planetary body. My private opinion is that it is bound to be connected with solar activity in some way. If that is so, then we may find that the men returning from Venus will be perceiving on a continuum slightly in arrears of Earth time.”


    He stood up suddenly, looking dismayed, the absorption gone from his face.


    “That’s a point that hadn’t occurred to me” Stackpole said, making a note. “If the expedition to Venus is primed with these points beforehand, we should have no trouble about organising their return. Ultimately, this confusion will be sorted out, and I’ve no doubt that it will eventually vastly enrich the culture of mankind. The possibilities are of such enormity that.…”


    “It’s awful! You’re all crazy!” Janet exclaimed. She jumped up and hurried off towards the house.


    Or then again


    Jack began to move after her towards the house. By his watch, which showed Earth time, it was 11.18 and twelve seconds; he thought, not for the first time, that he would invest in another watch, which would be strapped to his right wrist and show Martian time. No, the one on his left wrist should show Martian time, for that was the wrist he principally consulted and the time by which he lived, even when going through the business of communicating with the earth-bound human race.


    He realised he was now moving ahead of Janet, by her reckoning. It would be interesting to have someone ahead of him in perception; then he would wish to converse, would want to go to the labour of it. Although it would rob him of the sensation that he was perpetually first in the universe, first everywhere, with everything dewy in that strange light—Mars-light! He’d call it that, till he had it classified, the romantic vision preceding the scientific, with a touch of the grand permissible before the steadying discipline closed in. Or then again, suppose they were wrong in their theories, and the perceptual effect was some freak of the long space journey itself; supposing time were quantal…Supposing all time were quantal. After all, ageing was a matter of steps, not a smooth progress for much of the inorganic world as for the organic.


    Now he was standing quite still on the lawn. The glaze was coming through the grass, making it look brittle, almost tingeing each blade with a tiny spectrum of light. If his perceptual time were further ahead than it was now, would the Mars-light be stronger, the Earth more translucent? How beautiful it would look! After a longer star journey one would return to a cobweb of a world, centuries behind one in perceptual time, a mere embodiment of light, a prism. Hungrily, he visualised it. But they needed more knowledge.


    Suddenly he thought, “If I could get on the Venus expedition! If the Institute’s right, I’d be perhaps six, say five and a half—no, one can’t say—but I’d be ahead of Venerean time. I must go. I’d be valuable to them. I only have to volunteer, surely.”


    He did not notice Stackpole touch his arm in cordial fashion and go past him into the house. He stood looking at the ground and through it, to the stony vales of Mars and the unguessable landscapes of Venus.


    The figures move


    Janet had consented to ride into town with Stackpole. He was collecting his cricket books, which had been restudded; she thought she might buy a roll of film for her camera. The children would like photos of her and Daddy together. Standing together.


    As the car ran beside trees, their shadow flickered red and green before her vision. Stackpole held the wheel very capably, whistling under his breath. Strangely, she did not resent a habit she would normally have found irksome, taking it as a sign that he was not entirely at his ease.


    “I have an awful feeling you now understand my husband better than I do,” she said.


    He did not deny it. “Why do you feel that?”


    “I believe he does not mind the terrible isolation he must be experiencing.”


    “He’s a brave man.”


    Westermark had been home a week now. Janet saw that each day they were more removed from each other, as he spoke less and stood frequently as still as a statue, gazing at the ground raptly. She thought of something she had once been afraid to utter aloud to her mother-in-law; but with Clem Stackpole she was safer.


    “You know why we manage to exist in comparative harmony,” she said. He was slowing the car, half-looking at her. “We only manage to exist by banishing all events from our lives, all children, all seasons. Otherwise we’d be faced at every moment with the knowledge of how much at odds we really are.”


    Catching the note in her voice, Stackpole said soothingly, “You are every bit as brave as he is, Janet.”


    “Damn being brave. What I can’t bear is—nothing!”


    Seeing the sign by the side of the road, Stackpole glanced in his driving mirror and changed gear. The road was deserted in front as well as behind. He whistled through his teeth again, and Janet felt compelled to go on talking.


    “We’ve already interfered with time too much—all of us, I mean. Time is a European invention. Goodness knows how mixed up in it we are going to get if—well, if this goes on.” She was irritated by the lack of her usual coherence.


    As Stackpole spoke next, he was pulling the car into a lay-by, stopping it by overhanging bushes. He turned to her, smiling tolerantly. “Time was God’s invention, if you believe in God, as I prefer to do. We observe it, tame it, exploit it where possible.”


    “Exploit it!”


    “You mustn’t think of the future as if we were all wading knee deep in treacle or something.” He laughed briefly, resting his hands on the steering wheel. “What lovely weather it is! I was wondering—on Sunday I’m playing cricket over in the village. Would you like to come and watch the match? And perhaps we could have tea somewhere afterwards.”


    All events, all children, all seasons


    She had a letter next morning from Jane, her five-year-old daughter, and it made her think. All the letter said was: “Dear Mummy, Thank you for the dollies. With love from Jane,” but Janet knew the labour that had gone into the inch-high letters. How long could she bear to leave the children away from their home and her care?


    As soon as the thought emerged, she recalled that during the previous evening she had told herself nebulously that if there was going to be “anything” with Stackpole, it was as well the children would be out of the way—purely, she now realised, for her convenience and for Stackpole’s. She had not thought then about the children; she had thought about Stackpole who, despite the unexpected delicacy he had shown, was not a man she cared for.


    “And another intolerably immoral thought,” she muttered unhappily to the empty room, “what alternative have I to Stackpole?”


    She knew Westermark was in his study. It was a cold day, too cold and damp for him to make his daily parade round the garden, She knew he was sinking deeper into isolation, she longed to help, she feared to sacrifice herself to that isolation, longed to stay outside it, in life. Dropping the letter, she held her head in her hands, closing her eyes as in the curved bone of her skull she heard all her possible courses of action jar together, future lifelines that annihilated each other.


    As Janet stood transfixed, Westermark’s mother came into the room.


    “I was looking for you,” she said. “You’re so unhappy, my dear, aren’t you?”


    “Mother, people always try and hide from others how they suffer. Does everyone do it?”


    “You don’t have to hide it from me—chiefly, I suppose, because you can’t.”


    “But I don’t know how much you suffer, and it ought to work both ways. Why do we do this awful covering up? What are we afraid of—pity or derision?”


    “Help, perhaps.”


    “Help! Perhaps you’re right…That’s a disconcerting thought.”


    They stood there staring at each other, until the older woman said, awkwardly, “We don’t often talk like this, Janet.”


    “No.” She wanted to say more. To a stranger in a train, perhaps she would have done; here, she could not deliver.


    Seeing nothing more was said on that subject, Mrs Westermark said, “I was going to tell you, Janet, that I thought perhaps it would be better if the children didn’t come back here while things are as they are. If you want to go and see them and stay with them at your parents’ house, I can look after Jack and Mr Stackpole for a week. I don’t dunk Jack wants to see them.”


    “That’s very kind, Mother. I’ll see. I promised Clem—well, I told Mr Stackpole that perhaps I’d go and watch him play cricket tomorrow afternoon. It’s not important, of course, but I did say—anyhow, I might drive over to see the children on Monday, if you could hold the fort.”


    “You’ve still plenty of time if you feel like going today. I’m sure Mr Stackpole will understand your maternal feelings.”


    “I’d prefer to leave it till Monday,” Janet said—a little distantly, for she suspected now the motive behind her mother-in-law’s suggestion.


    Where the Scientific American did not reach


    Jack Westermark put down the Scientific American and stared at the table top. With his right hand, he felt the beat of his heart. In the magazine was an article about him, illustrated with photographs of him taken at the Research Hospital. This thoughtful article was far removed from the sensational pieces that had appeared elsewhere, the shallow things that referred to him as The Man Who Has Done More Than Einstein To Wreck Our Cosmic Picture; and for that very reason it was the more startling, and presented some aspects of the matter that Westermark himself had not considered.


    As he thought over its conclusions, he rested from the effort of reading terrestrial books, and Stackpole sat by the fire, smoking a cigar and waiting to take Westermark’s dictation. Even reading a magazine represented a feat in space-time, a collaboration, a conspiracy. Stackpole turned the pages at timed intervals, Westermark read when they lay flat. He was unable to turn them when, in their own narrow continuum, they were not being turned; to his fingers, they lay under the jelly-like glaze, that visual hallucination that represented an unconquerable cosmic inertia;


    The inertia gave a special shine to the surface of the table as he stared into it and probed into his own mind to determine the truths of the Scientific American article.


    The writer of the article began by considering the facts and observing that they tended to point towards the existence of “local times” throughout the universe; and that if this were so, a new explanation might be forthcoming for the recession of the galaxies and different estimates arrived at for the age of the universe (and of course for its complexity). He then proceeded to deal with the problem that vexed other writers on the subject; namely, why, if Westermark lost Earth time on Mars, he had not reciprocally lost Mars time back on Earth. This, more than anything, pointed to the fact that “local times” were not purely mechanistic but to some extent at least a psycho-biological function.


    In the table top, Westermark saw himself being asked to travel again to Mars, to take part in a second expedition to those continents of russet sand where the fabric of space-time was in some mysterious and insuperable fashion 3.3077 minutes ahead of Earth norm. Would his interior clock leap forward again? What then of the sheen on things earthly? And what would be the effect of gradually drawing away from the iron laws under which, since its scampering pleistocene infancy, humankind had lived?


    Impatiently he thrust his mind forward to imagine the day when Earth harboured many local times, gleaned from voyages across the vacancies of space; those vacancies lay across time, too, and that little-understood concept (McTaggart had denied its external reality, hadn’t he?) would come to lie within the grasp of man’s understanding. Wasn’t that the ultimate secret, to be able to understand the flux in which existence is staged as a dream is staged in the primitive reaches of the mind?


    And—But—Would not that day bring the annihilation of Earth’s local time? That was what he had started. It could only mean that “local time” was not a product of planetary elements; there the writer of the Scientific American article had not dared to go far enough; local time was entirely a product of the psyche. That dark innermost thing that could keep accurate time even while a man lay unconscious was a mere provincial; but it could be educated to be a citizen of the universe. He saw that he was the first of a new race, unimaginable in the wildest mind a few months previously. He was independent of the enemy that, more than Death, menaced contemporary man: Time. Locked within him was an entirely new potential. Superman had arrived.


    Painfully, Superman stirred in his seat. He sat so rapt for so long that his limbs grew stiff and dead without his noticing it.


    Universal thoughts may occur if one times carefully enough one’s circumbendibus about a given table


    “Dictation,” he said, and waited impatiently until the command had penetrated backwards to the limbo by the fire where Stackpole sat. What he had to say was so terribly important—yet it had to wait on these people.


    As was his custom, he rose and began to walk round the table, speaking in phrases quickly delivered. This was to be the testament to the new way of life.…


    “Consciousness is not expendable but concurrent…There may have been many time nodes at the beginning of the human race…The mentally deranged often revert to different time rates. For some, a day seems to stretch on for ever…We know by experience that for children time is seen in the convex mirror of consciousness, enlarged and distorted beyond its focal point.…” He was momentarily irritated by the scared face of his wife appearing outside the study window, but he brushed it away and continued.


    “…its focal point…Yet man in his ignorance has persisted in pretending time was some sort of uni-directional flow, and homogenous at that…despite the evidence to the contrary…Our conception of ourselves—no, this erroneous conception has become a basic life assumption.…”


    Daughters of daughters


    Westermark’s mother was not given to metaphysical speculation, but as she was leaving the room, she turned and said to her daughter-in-law, “You know what I sometimes think? Jack is so strange, I wonder at nights if men and women aren’t getting more and more apart in thought and in their ways with every generation—you know, almost like separate species. My generation made a great attempt to bring the two sexes together in equality and all the rest, but it seems to have come to nothing.”


    “Jack will get better.” Janet could hear the lack of confidence in her voice.


    “I thought the same thing—about men and women getting wider apart I mean—when my husband was killed.”


    Suddenly all Janet’s sympathy was gone. She had recognised a familiar topic drifting on to the scene, knew well the careful tone that ironed away all self-pity as her mother-in-law said, “Bob was dedicated to speed, you know. That was what killed him really, not the fool backing into the road in front of him.”


    “No blame was attached to your husband,” Janet said. “You should try not to let it worry you still.”


    “You see the connection though…This progress thing. Bob so crazy to get round the next bend first, and now Jack…Oh well, there’s nothing a woman can do.”


    She closed the door behind her. Absently, Janet picked up the message from the next generation of women: “Thank you for the dollies.”


    The resolves and the sudden risks involved


    He was their father. Perhaps Jane and Peter should come back, despite the risks involved. Anxiously, Janet stood there, moving herself with a sudden resolve to tackle Jack straight away. He was so irritable, so unapproachable, but at least she could observe how busy he was before interrupting him.


    As she slipped into the side hall and made for the back door, she heard her mother-in-law call her. “Just a minute!” she answered.


    The sun had broken through, sucking moisture from the damp garden. It was now unmistakably autumn. She rounded the corner of the house, stepped round the rose bed, and looked into her husband’s study.


    Shaken, she saw he leaned half over the table. His hands were over his face, blood ran between his fingers and dripped on to an open magazine on the table top. She was aware of Stackpole sitting indifferently beside the electric fire.


    She gave a small cry and ran round the house again, to be met at the back door by Mrs Westermark.


    “Oh, I was just—Janet, what is it?”


    “Jack, Mother! He’s had a stroke or something terrible!”


    “But how do you know?”


    “Quick, we must phone the hospital—1 must go to him.”


    Mrs Westermark took Janet’s arm, “Perhaps we’d better leave it to Mr Stackpole, hadn’t we? I’m afraid—”


    “Mother, we must do what we can. I know we’re amateurs. Please let me go.”


    “No, Janet, we’re—it’s their world. I’m frightened. They’ll come if they want us.” She was gripping Janet in her fright. Their wild eyes stared momentarily at each other as if seeing something else, and then Janet snatched herself away. “I must go to him,” she said.


    She hurried down the hall and pushed open the study door. Her husband stood now at the far end of the room by the window, while blood streamed from his nose.


    “Jack!” she exclaimed. As she ran towards him, a blow from the empty air struck her on the forehead, so that she staggered aside, falling against a bookcase. A shower of smaller volumes from the upper shelf fell on her and round her-. Exclaiming, Stackpole dropped his notebook and ran round the table to her. Even as he went to her aid, he noted the time from his watch: 10.24


    Aid after 10.24 and the tidiness of bed


    Westermark’s mother appeared in the doorway.


    “Stay where you are,” Stackpole shouted, “or there will be more trouble! Jack, I’m right with you—God knows what you’ve felt, isolated without aid for three and a third minutes!” Angrily, he went across and stood within arm’s length of his patient. He threw his handkerchief down on to the table.


    “Mr Stackpole—” Westermark’s mother said tentatively from the door, an arm round Janet’s waist.


    He looked back over his shoulder only long enough to say, “Get towels! Phone the Research Hospital for an ambulance and tell them to be here right away.”


    By midday, Westermark was tidily in bed upstairs and the ambulance staff, who had treated him for what after all was only nosebleed, had left. Stackpole, as he turned from closing the front door, eyed the two women.


    “I feel it is my duty to warn you,” he said heavily, “that another incident such as this might well prove fatal. This time we escaped very lightly. If anything else of this sort happens, I shall feel obliged to recommend to the board that Mr Westermark is moved back to the hospital.”


    Current way to define accidents


    “He wouldn’t want to go,” Janet said. “Besides, you are being absurd; it was entirely an accident. Now I wish to go upstairs and see how he is.”


    “Just before you go, may I point out that what happened was not an accident—or not as we generally define accidents, since you saw the results of your interference through the study window before you entered. Where you were to blame—”


    “But that’s absurd—” both women began at once. Janet went on to say, “I never would have rushed into the room as I did had I not seen through the window that he was in trouble.”


    “What you saw was the result on your husband of your later interference.”


    In something like a wail, Westermark’s mother said, “I don’t understand any of this. What did Janet bump into when she ran in?”


    “She ran, Mrs Westermark, into the spot where her husband had been standing 3.3077 minutes earlier. Surely by now you have grasped this elementary business of time inertia?”


    When they both started speaking at once, he stared at them until they stopped and looked at him. Then he said, “We had better go into the living room. Speaking for myself, I would like a drink.”


    He helped himself, and not until his hand was round a glass of whisky did he say, “Now, without wishing to lecture to you ladies, I think it is high time you both realised that you are not living in the old safe world of classical mechanics ruled over by a god invented by eighteenth-century enlightenment. All that has happened here is perfectly rational, but if you are going to pretend it is beyond your female understandings—”


    “Mr Stackpole,” Janet said sharply. “Can you please keep to the point without being insulting? Will you tell me why what happened was not an accident? I understand now that when I looked through the study window I saw my husband suffering from a collision that to him had happened three and something minutes before and to me would not happen for another three and something minutes, but at that moment I was so startled that I forgot—”


    “No, no, your figures are wrong. The total time lapse is only 3.3077 minutes. When you saw your husband, he had been hit half that time—1.65385 minutes—ago, and there was another 1.65385 minutes to go before you completed the action by bursting into the room and striking him.”


    “But she didn’t strike him!” the older woman cried.


    Firmly, Stackpole diverted his attention long enough to reply. “She struck him at 10.24 Earthtime, which equals 10.20 plus about 36 seconds Mars or his time, which equals 9.59 or whatever Neptune time, which equals 156 and a half Sirius time. It’s a big universe, Mrs Westermark! You will remain confused as long as you continue to confuse event with time. May I suggest you sit down and have a drink?”


    “Leaving aside the figures,” Janet said, returning to the attack—loathsome opportunist the man was—“how can you say that what happened was no accident? You are not claiming I injured my husband deliberately, I hope? What you say suggests that I was powerless from the moment I saw him through the window.”


    “‘Leaving aside the figures.…’“ he quoted. “That’s where your responsibility lies. What you saw through the window was the result of your act; it was by then inevitable that you should complete it, for it had already been completed.”


    Through the window, draughts of time blow


    “I can’t understand!” she clutched her forehead, gratefully accepting a cigarette from her mother-in-law, while shrugging off her consolatory “Don’t try to understand, dear!” “Supposing when I had seen Jack’s nose bleeding, I had looked at my watch and thought, ‘It’s 10.20 or whenever it was, and he may be suffering from my interference, so I’d better not go in,’ and I hadn’t gone in? Would his nose then miraculously have healed?”


    “Of course not. You take such a mechanistic view of the universe. Cultivate a mental approach, try and live in your own century! You could not think what you suggest because that is not in your nature: just as it is not in your nature to consult your watch intelligently, just as you always ‘leave aside the figures’, as you say. No, I’m not being personal: it’s all very feminine and appealing in a way. What I’m saying is that if before you looked into the window you had been able to think, ‘However I see my husband now, I must recall he has the additional experience of the next 3.3077 minutes’, then you could have looked in and seen him unharmed, and you would not have come bursting in as you did.”


    She drew on her cigarette, baffled and hurt. “You’re saying I’m a danger to my own husband.”


    “You’re saying that.”


    “God, how I hate men!” she exclaimed. “You’re so bloody logical, so bloody smug!”


    He finished his whisky and set the glass down on a table beside her so that he leant close. “You’re upset just now,” he said.


    “Of course I’m upset! What do you think?” She fought a desire to cry or slap his face. She turned to Jack’s mother, who gently took her wrist.


    “Why don’t you go off straight away and stay with the children for the weekend, darling? Come back when you feel like it. Jack will be all right and I can look after him—as much as he wants looking after.”


    She glanced about the room.


    “I will. I’ll pack right away. They’ll be glad to see me.” As she passed Stackpole on the way out, she said bitterly, “At least they won’t be worrying about the local time on Sirius!”


    “They may,” said Stackpole, imperturbably from the middle of the room, “have to one day.”


    All events, all children, all seasons


    * * * *


    “Man in His Time” by Brian Aldiss Copyright © 1965 by Brian Aldiss. Permission granted by the author and his agent, Robin Straus Agency, Inc.

  


  
    THE NEW WAVE, by Darren Harris-Fain


    The New Wave was a period in English-language science fiction, primarily but not exclusively British and American, from the early 1960s to the early 1970s during which several writers began producing stories and novels that were markedly different from both traditional Anglo-American science fiction published in preceding decades and from much of the work that older writers and more-traditional newer writers were publishing during this period. These differences involved both content and style.


    In terms of content, Anglo-American SF for years had largely avoided explicit descriptions of sex, and topics such as drug use were either avoided or treated in a critical manner. By contrast, many examples of New Wave SF were much freer when it came to sexuality, as well as drug use. Little wonder, then, that many commentators upon the New Wave have linked it with its historical context of London’s Swinging Sixties and the American counterculture. In addition, New Wave SF tends to reveal a shift in tone and attitude from more-traditional SF. While British and American SF writers had long outgrown the naïve technophilia of much magazine SF from the Gernsback era, a persistent strain of positive feeling about humanity’s conquest of nature and outer space remained in the work of many writers, despite occasional ironic or pessimistic treatments of traditional SF themes. In contrast, New Wave SF was largely pessimistic, touching frequently on the human race’s penchant for self-destruction and speculating about where this may lead in an increasingly tenuous future. Also, as several commentators then and since have observed, if traditional SF could be said to be focused on outer space, New Wave SF was drawn more toward inner space, toward the social and psychological as opposed to the physical.


    In European and American fiction in the late 1800s and early 1900s, a similar shift from the external to the internal could be seen in the decline of Realism and the rise of Modernism, and parallels between this development and the New Wave could be drawn. Traditional SF often relied upon a straightforward narrative style that maximized storytelling through dialogue and unornamented description and typically did not draw attention to its use of language. But just as Modernist writers sought to “make it new,” in Ezra Pound’s famous phrase, likewise many of the writers associated with the New Wave began to experiment with language and also with typography.


    The New Wave did not begin with the writers to whom the label was later attached agreeing among themselves to start a new movement. The term’s best-known use prior to the 1960s came from French film criticism, in which nouvelle vague (New Wave) was used in reference to the work of innovative filmmakers such as Jean-Luc Godard and François Truffaut beginning in the 1950s. Historians differ as to who was the first to apply the term to science fiction writers, but its use was solidified by American-born writer and editor Judith Merril. Recognizing that the most innovative English-language SF at the time was being produced by British writers, Merril moved to London in 1965 and eventually edited one of the key anthologies associated with the New Wave, England Swings SF (1968).


    The fact that the British led what became the New Wave can be credited to the British magazine New Worlds, which Michael Moorcock began editing in 1964. Like Merril with her Year’s Best SF anthologies, Moorcock was open to innovative science fiction. In his editorials early in his tenure with New Worlds, Moorcock advocated for SF that pushed and expanded traditional assumptions of the form, as established by the American SF magazines that continued to dominate the field. Many younger writers especially responded to his call for science fiction that addressed the issues of its time in ways that were not beholden to previous approaches, and he also provided an arena for more established authors—among them Brian W. Aldiss and J. G. Ballard—to employ new themes and techniques. Other SF magazines in the mid-to-late 1960s and into the 1970s would prove to be open to New Wave SF as well, but New Worlds was clearly the standard bearer.


    Although he would later deny that there was ever such a thing as the New Wave, let alone that he was a part of it, American writer Harlan Ellison also became part of its history, both in unconventional stories such as “‘Repent, Harlequin!’ Said the Ticktockman” (1965) and “I Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream” (1967) and in editing Dangerous Visions (1967), an anthology of original stories in which he encouraged writers, many of them new to the field, to explore subjects and try techniques that would be unacceptable to the science-fiction magazines of the day. This was followed by an even larger sequel, Again, Dangerous Visions, in 1972.


    As with any artistic movement whose aesthetic is based in large part on challenging the status quo and shocking the bourgeoisie, much New Wave SF was experimental for its own sake, confrontational or unconventional for the sake of shock value, and often obscure not because the intricacies of the subject demanded a challenging prose style but because, one suspects, the writers confused difficulty with genius. However, Sturgeon’s Law (“90 percent of anything is crap”) may be said to apply to this particular portion of SF as well as to other areas of the field, and despite the many efforts that were not as effective as their authors may have hoped, quite a few works connected with the New Wave emerged that have proven to be of lasting interest.


    One example is Pamela Zoline’s “The Heat Death of the Universe,” published in New Worlds in 1967. The story is set in the present, not the future, and in fact seems to contain no traditional science fiction elements whatsoever. However, its protagonist, an educated housewife whose intelligence is underutilized within the domestic concerns that consume her days, connects the repetitive routines of her life to meditations on chaos and entropy, with her own breakdown paralleling the far-future breakdown of the universe. Entropy was a frequent theme in New Wave SF; moreover, the story’s unconventional structure—told in fifty-four numbered paragraphs, which switch between narrative and scientific exposition—is in line with similar fictional experiments found in the work of other New Wave authors.


    Unconventionality is also the hallmark of J. G. Ballard’s work during this period, as in his best-known story from his 1970 collection The Atrocity Exhibition, “The Assassination of John Fitzgerald Kennedy Considered as a Downhill Motor Race” (first published in 1966). This “condensed novel,” as Ballard thought of these stories, is told in fragments, and like the others in the collection involves a psychotic vision in the mind of a character who tries to come to terms with significant events as filtered through a barrage of media images. One of Ballard’s literary heroes was the American Beat writer William S. Burroughs, whose drug-fueled narratives dispensed with easy distinctions between reality and hallucination, and whose work defies simple chronological structure. Ballard in his stories and novels of the 1960s and early 1970s took science fiction into new directions, and it is no surprise that he became the writer Moorcock most often pointed to when editorializing about the direction toward which he felt the field should move.


    Ballard’s novels also stand as representative examples of what many people, supporters and opponents alike, thought of when they spoke of the New Wave. At first glance some of his science fiction novels of the 1960s seem like latter-day variations on the earlier tradition of the “cozy catastrophe” as exemplified by writers such as John Wyndham. However, Ballard’s depictions of future disasters in novels such as The Drowned World (1962), The Drought (1965), and The Crystal World (1966) owe as much to Modernist interiority as they do to the more action-oriented narratives of the SF tradition. Another contemporary aspect that distinguishes such novels from their predecessors is that Ballard consciously points to the human role in the making of these disastrous futures.


    The relationship between these works and previous science fiction is clear, even if Ballard’s character-driven fiction and psychological concerns seemed somewhat out of synch with its more plot-centered antecedents. The same cannot be said of his work of the 1970s, which like Zoline’s “The Heat Death of the Universe” seemed to move further and further from the typical topics of the field. For example, Crash (1973) concerns a character’s connection between automobile accidents (rather graphically described) and sexual arousal. The SF element lies in the speculative nature of the protagonist’s scientific experiments, but otherwise the book reads much like an edgy mainstream novel. Similarly, High-Rise (1975) depicts the tensions and conflicts that arise among the residents of an apartment building. Like certain works later in the history of science fiction, such as the later novels of William Gibson or Neal Stephenson, High-Rise feels like science fiction, even if it lacks the conventional apparatus of the genre. One might say that Ballard’s experiments with the boundaries of science fiction eventually led him out of the field altogether.


    Another literary-minded author of science fiction whose career was already underway when the New Wave began, and whose work during this period exemplifies many New Wave themes and techniques, is Brian W. Aldiss. For instance, his novel Report on Probability A (1968), while rooted in science—in this case Werner Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle—nonetheless reads very differently from a conventional SF novel, from the glacially slow, minutely detailed “reports” of three observers to its repetition to its layers upon layers of observers focused upon a house, its occupant, and a painting. The novel is strongly influenced by the French anti-novel of the mid twentieth century.


    Another influence lay behind Aldiss’s most experimental novel, Barefoot in the Head (1969), in this case James Joyce, and most especially Joyce’s Finnegans Wake (1939). The future-war story was nothing new in science fiction, but what was new to the field was the linguistic playfulness and dexterity that Aldiss brought to this book. In part he employed such a Joycean style because of the novel’s depictions of the psychedelic Acid Head War and the attendant insanity that results.


    Modernist influence is also apparent in two novels by John Brunner, Stand on Zanzibar (1968) and The Sheep Look Up (1972). Depicting an overpopulated future, Stand on Zanzibar is noteworthy for its fragmented, multifaceted narrative, which many commentators have linked to John Dos Passos’s U.S.A. Trilogy (1930–1936). Brunner utilized a similar technique in The Sheep Look Up, which focuses on environmental catastrophe.


    The New Wave’s characteristic themes tended to be both cosmic (entropy being particularly popular) and contemporary, with major social changes, warfare, oppressive political regimes, and the negative implications of technology being frequently addressed. Not every writer associated with the New Wave was young, but by and large it seemed a kind of revolt of younger writers against their older colleagues, and generally these younger writers, with their critiques of the establishment and the status quo, were aligned with the youth culture of the period. Consider, for example, Moorcock’s Jerry Cornelius Chronicles, beginning with The Final Programme in 1969. A sprawling set of parodies of the conventions of popular genre fiction, the series also includes metafictional techniques and in various ways relates to the counterculture of the period.


    Although the New Wave has often been spoken of as primarily a British phenomenon, American writers participated as well, and several of them clearly have affinities with their British peers during this period. For example, Thomas M. Disch serialized his novel Camp Concentration (1968) in New Worlds, which provided a welcome home for this unusual first-person narrative about a political prisoner whose intelligence is artificially increased. Like Ballard’s High-Rise, Disch’s 334 (1972) deals with an apartment building and how its residents strive to cope with a dystopian New York City.


    Another American, Norman Spinrad, was also one of the most controversial authors associated with the New Wave. His novel Bug Jack Barron (1969), also serialized in New Worlds, not only addresses the media-saturated environment of its near-future setting but does so with both a nod to the cut-up technique of William S. Burroughs and a high level of sexual explicitness. New Worlds at this time was subsidized in part by the British Arts Council, and the serialized version of the novel was attacked by members of Parliament, angry both at the novel’s cynical depiction of politicians and its sexual content and language. The book was defended by the head of the British Arts Council, but later when it was published independently the British bookstore chain W. H. Smith refused to sell it. Prior to the New Wave such controversies were rare within science fiction, whose publishers tended to view their magazines and books as acceptable reading for teens as well as adults and who preferred to avoid anything that might negatively affect sales.


    In the United States as well as Great Britain, however, an increasing number of authors were interested in writing science fiction that could more realistically address a broader array of issues and do so with literary techniques that could be Modernist or Postmodernist as well as the more traditional use of Realism. Among them were Samuel R. Delany, whose highly intellectual and often experimental stories and novels of the late 1960s have much in common with the New Wave; Robert Silverberg, who reinvented himself during this period with a string of novels whose concerns were more psychological than had been the norm for much science fiction before this stage of his career, including his own; Ursula K. Le Guin, who presented culturally relevant studies of gender and imperialism in The Left Hand of Darkness (1969) and The Word for World Is Forest (1972) respectively, and who employed an unconventional plot structure in The Dispossessed (1974); and Joanna Russ, whose experimental novel The Female Man (1975) tells the intersecting stories of four different women who are really variations on the same individual.


    By the mid 1970s, the science-fiction community no longer talked about the New Wave as the hottest development in SF, and it appeared as if its moment had passed. Those who had been opposed to its innovations typically dismissed it as an unfortunate aberration in the history of a genre that they proudly saw as distinct from (and better than) the literary mainstream, and many of the writers who saw it more positively moved on to other concerns. It is true that most Anglo-American SF after the New Wave never again approached the level of experimentalism associated with its most radical examples, but on the other hand it is also true that British and American SF after the New Wave was different from British and American SF before it. Plot and idea remained important, as in traditional SF prior to and during the New Wave, but literary values such as characterization and style also saw an elevation in quality throughout the field, and experimentalism was no longer the province only of SF’s equivalent of the avant garde. It was as though, in a process paralleling the Hegelian notion of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis, the New Wave had provided a radical contrast to science fiction as it had currently stood, and the end product was a field that resembled neither traditional SF nor New Wave SF but rather that could now accommodate elements of both.


    The New Wave is routinely discussed in histories of science fiction, and several works and writers of the movement have been the focus of scholarly essays and books. In addition, two book-length studies have concentrated specifically on the New Wave. Colin Greenland’s The Entropy Exhibition: Michael Moorcock and the British “New Wave” in Science Fiction (1983) focuses specifically on New Worlds under Moorcock, with substantial attention paid to Aldiss and Ballard. Heinrich Keim’s New Wave: Die Avantgarde der modernen anglo-amerikanischen Science Fiction? (New Wave: The Avant-Garde of Modern Anglo-American Science Fiction?, 1983) provides coverage of both British and American authors.


    * * * *
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    BEN BOVA


    (1932– )


    Writer, editor, and science writer, Ben Bova has written countless articles and more than 100 books of SF, science, and a variety of other subjects mostly connected to one or both of those things. Despite a long writing career that stretches back to young adult SF he wrote in the late 1950s, Bova is probably best remembered for his magazine and anthology editing: Bova succeeded John W. Campbell as editor of Astounding in 1971 and revived what had been a declining franchise. He went on to edit Omni from 1978–82, winning six Hugos for Best Editor in the 1970s.

  


  
    THE NEXT LOGICAL STEP, by Ben Bova


    First Published in Analog, May 1962


    “I don’t really see where this problem has anything to do with me,” the CIA man said. “And, frankly, there are a lot of more important things I could be doing.”


    Ford, the physicist, glanced at General LeRoy. The general had that quizzical expression on his face, the look that meant he was about to do something decisive.


    “Would you like to see the problem first-hand?” the general asked, innocently.


    The CIA man took a quick look at his wristwatch. “O.K., if it doesn’t take too long. It’s late enough already.”


    “It won’t take very long, will it, Ford?” the general said, getting out of his chair.


    “Not very long,” Ford agreed. “Only a lifetime.”


    The CIA man grunted as they went to the doorway and left the general’s office. Going down the dark, deserted hallway, their footsteps echoed hollowly.


    “I can’t overemphasize the seriousness of the problem,” General LeRoy said to the CIA man. “Eight ranking members of the General Staff have either resigned their commissions or gone straight to the violent ward after just one session with the computer.”


    The CIA man scowled. “Is this area Secure?”


    General LeRoy’s face turned red. “This entire building is as Secure as any edifice in the Free World, mister. And it’s empty. We’re the only living people inside here at this hour. I’m not taking any chances.”


    “Just want to be sure.”


    “Perhaps if I explain the computer a little more,” Ford said, changing the subject, “you’ll know what to expect.”


    “Good idea,” said the man from CIA.


    “We told you that this is the most modern, most complex and delicate computer in the world…nothing like it has ever been attempted before—anywhere.”


    “I know that They don’t have anything like it,” the CIA man agreed.


    “And you also know, I suppose, that it was built to simulate actual war situations. We fight wars in this computer…wars with missiles and bombs and gas. Real wars, complete down to the tiniest detail. The computer tells us what will actually happen to every missile, every city, every man…who dies, how many planes are lost, how many trucks will fail to start on a cold morning, whether a battle is won or lost…”


    General LeRoy interrupted. “The computer runs these analyses for both sides, so we can see what’s happening to Them, too.”


    The CIA man gestured impatiently. “War games simulations aren’t new. You’ve been doing them for years.”


    “Yes, but this machine is different,” Ford pointed out. “It not only gives a much more detailed war game. It’s the next logical step in the development of machine-simulated war games.” He hesitated dramatically.


    “Well, what is it?”


    “We’ve added a variation of the electro-encephalograph…”


    The CIA man stopped walking. “The electro-what?”


    “Electro-encephalograph. You know, a recording device that reads the electrical patterns of your brain. Like the electro-cardiograph.”


    “Oh.”


    “But you see, we’ve given the EEG a reverse twist. Instead of using a machine that makes a recording of the brain’s electrical wave output, we’ve developed a device that will take the computer’s readout tapes, and turn them into electrical patterns that are put into your brain!”


    “I don’t get it.”


    General LeRoy took over. “You sit at the machine’s control console. A helmet is placed over your head. You set the machine in operation. You see the results.”


    “Yes,” Ford went on. “Instead of reading rows of figures from the computer’s printer…you actually see the war being fought. Complete visual and auditory hallucinations. You can watch the progress of the battles, and as you change strategy and tactics you can see the results before your eyes.”


    “The idea, originally, was to make it easier for the General Staff to visualize strategic situations,” General LeRoy said.


    “But every one who’s used the machine has either resigned his commission or gone insane,” Ford added.


    The CIA man cocked an eye at LeRoy. “You’ve used the computer.”


    “Correct.”


    “And you have neither resigned nor cracked up.”


    General LeRoy nodded. “I called you in.”


    Before the CIA man could comment, Ford said, “The computer’s right inside this doorway. Let’s get this over with while the building is still empty.”


    * * * *


    They stepped in. The physicist and the general showed the CIA man through the room-filling rows of massive consoles.


    “It’s all transistorized and subminiaturized, of course,” Ford explained. “That’s the only way we could build so much detail into the machine and still have it small enough to fit inside a single building.”


    “A single building?”


    “Oh yes; this is only the control section. Most of this building is taken up by the circuits, the memory banks, and the rest of it.”


    “Hm-m-m.”


    They showed him finally to a small desk, studded with control buttons and dials. The single spotlight above the desk lit it brilliantly, in harsh contrast to the semidarkness of the rest of the room.


    “Since you’ve never run the computer before,” Ford said, “General LeRoy will do the controlling. You just sit and watch what happens.”


    The general sat in one of the well-padded chairs and donned a grotesque headgear that was connected to the desk by a half-dozen wires. The CIA man took his chair slowly.


    When they put one of the bulky helmets on him, he looked up at them, squinting a little in the bright light. “This…this isn’t going to…well, do me any damage, is it?”


    “My goodness, no,” Ford said. “You mean mentally? No, of course not. You’re not on the General Staff, so it shouldn’t…it won’t…affect you the way it did the others. Their reaction had nothing to do with the computer per se…”


    “Several civilians have used the computer with no ill effects,” General LeRoy said. “Ford has used it many times.”


    The CIA man nodded, and they closed the transparent visor over his face. He sat there and watched General LeRoy press a series of buttons, then turn a dial.


    “Can you hear me?” The general’s voice came muffled through the helmet.


    “Yes,” he said.


    “All right. Here we go. You’re familiar with Situation One-Two-One? That’s what we’re going to be seeing.”


    Situation One-Two-One was a standard war game. The CIA man was well acquainted with it. He watched the general flip a switch, then sit back and fold his arms over his chest. A row of lights on the desk console began blinking on and off, one, two, three…down to the end of the row, then back to the beginning again, on and off, on and off…


    And then, somehow, he could see it!


    He was poised incredibly somewhere in space, and he could see it all in a funny, blurry-double-sighted, dream-like way. He seemed to be seeing several pictures and hearing many voices, all at once. It was all mixed up, and yet it made a weird kind of sense.


    For a panicked instant he wanted to rip the helmet off his head. It’s only an illusion, he told himself, forcing calm on his unwilling nerves. Only an illusion.


    But it seemed strangely real.


    He was watching the Gulf of Mexico. He could see Florida off to his right, and the arching coast of the southeastern United States. He could even make out the Rio Grande River.


    Situation One-Two-One started, he remembered, with the discovery of missile-bearing Enemy submarines in the Gulf. Even as he watched the whole area—as though perched on a satellite—he could see, underwater and close-up, the menacing shadowy figure of a submarine gliding through the crystal blue sea.


    He saw, too, a patrol plane as it spotted the submarine and sent an urgent radio warning.


    The underwater picture dissolved in a bewildering burst of bubbles. A missile had been launched. Within seconds, another burst—this time a nuclear depth charge—utterly destroyed the submarine.


    It was confusing. He was everyplace at once. The details were overpowering, but the total picture was agonizingly clear.


    Six submarines fired missiles from the Gulf of Mexico. Four were immediately sunk, but too late. New Orleans, St. Louis and three Air Force bases were obliterated by hydrogen-fusion warheads.


    The CIA man was familiar with the opening stages of the war. The first missile fired at the United States was the signal for whole fleets of missiles and bombers to launch themselves at the Enemy. It was confusing to see the world at once; at times he could not tell if the fireball and mushroom cloud was over Chicago or Shanghai, New York or Novosibirsk, Baltimore or Budapest.


    It did not make much difference, really. They all got it in the first few hours of the war; as did London and Moscow, Washington and Peking, Detroit and Delhi, and many, many more.


    The defensive systems on all sides seemed to operate well, except that there were never enough anti-missiles. Defensive systems were expensive compared to attack rockets. It was cheaper to build a deterrent than to defend against it.


    The missiles flashed up from submarines and railway cars, from underground silos and stratospheric jets; secret ones fired off automatically when a certain airbase command post ceased beaming out a restraining radio signal. The defensive systems were simply overloaded. And when the bombs ran out, the missiles carried dust and germs and gas. On and on. For six days and six firelit nights. Launch, boost, coast, re-enter, death.


    * * * *


    And now it was over, the CIA man thought. The missiles were all gone. The airplanes were exhausted. The nations that had built the weapons no longer existed. By all the rules he knew of, the war should have been ended.


    Yet the fighting did not end. The machine knew better. There were still many ways to kill an enemy. Time-tested ways. There were armies fighting in four continents, armies that had marched overland, or splashed ashore from the sea, or dropped out of the skies.


    Incredibly, the war went on. When the tanks ran out of gas, and the flame throwers became useless, and even the prosaic artillery pieces had no more rounds to fire, there were still simple guns and even simpler bayonets and swords.


    The proud armies, the descendents of the Alexanders and Caesars and Temujins and Wellingtons and Grants and Rommels, relived their evolution in reverse.


    The war went on. Slowly, inevitably, the armies split apart into smaller and smaller units, until the tortured countryside that so recently had felt the impact of nuclear war once again knew the tread of bands of armed marauders. The tiny savage groups, stranded in alien lands, far from the homes and families that they knew to be destroyed, carried on a mockery of war, lived off the land, fought their own countrymen if the occasion suited, and revived the ancient terror of hand-wielded, personal, one-head-at-a-time killing.


    The CIA man watched the world disintegrate. Death was an individual business now, and none the better for no longer being mass-produced. In agonized fascination he saw the myriad ways in which a man might die. Murder was only one of them. Radiation, disease, toxic gases that lingered and drifted on the once-innocent winds, and—finally—the most efficient destroyer of them all: starvation.


    Three billion people (give or take a meaningless hundred million) lived on the planet Earth when the war began. Now, with the tenuous thread of civilization burned away, most of those who were not killed by the fighting itself succumbed inexorably to starvation.


    Not everyone died, of course. Life went on. Some were lucky.


    A long darkness settled on the world. Life went on for a few, a pitiful few, a bitter, hateful, suspicious, savage few. Cities became pestholes. Books became fuel. Knowledge died. Civilization was completely gone from the planet Earth.


    * * * *


    The helmet was lifted slowly off his head. The CIA man found that he was too weak to raise his arms and help. He was shivering and damp with perspiration.


    “Now you see,” Ford said quietly, “why the military men cracked up when they used the computer.”


    General LeRoy, even, was pale. “How can a man with any conscience at all direct a military operation when he knows that that will be the consequence?”


    The CIA man struck up a cigarette and pulled hard on it. He exhaled sharply. “Are all the war games…like that? Every plan?”


    “Some are worse,” Ford said. “We picked an average one for you. Even some of the ‘brushfire’ games get out of hand and end up like that.”


    “So…what do you intend to do? Why did you call me in? What can I do?”


    “You’re with CIA,” the general said. “Don’t you handle espionage?”


    “Yes, but what’s that got to do with it?”


    The general looked at him. “It seems to me that the next logical step is to make damned certain that They get the plans to this computer…and fast!”


    * * * *
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    AUTHOR’S NOTE


    I’ve always wanted to write. But not until I discovered the old pulp science-fantasy magazines, at the age of sixteen, did this general desire become a specific urge to write science-fantasy adventures.


    I took a lot of detours on the way. I discovered s-f in its golden age: the age of Kuttner, C.L. Moore, Leigh Brackett, Ed Hamilton and Jack Vance. But while I was still collecting rejection slips for my early efforts, the fashion changed. Adventures on faraway worlds and strange dimensions went out of fashion, and the new look in science-fiction—emphasis on the science—came in.


    So my first stories were straight science-fiction, and I’m not trying to put down that kind of story. It has its place. By and large, the kind of science-fiction which makes tomorrow’s headlines as near as this morning’s coffee, has enlarged popular awareness of the modern, miraculous world of science we live in. It has helped generations of young people feel at ease with a rapidly changing world.


    But fashions change, old loves return, and now that Sputniks clutter up the sky with new and unfamiliar moons, the readers of science-fiction are willing to wait for tomorrow to read tomorrow’s headlines. Once again, I think, there is a place, a wish, a need and hunger for the wonder and color of the world way out. The world beyond the stars. The world we won’t live to see. That is why I wrote The Door Through Space.


    —Marion Zimmer Bradley


    CHAPTER ONE


    Beyond the spaceport gates, the men of the Kharsa were hunting down a thief. I heard the shrill cries, the pad-padding of feet in strides just a little too long and loping to be human, raising echoes all down the dark and dusty streets leading up to the main square.


    But the square itself lay empty in the crimson noon of Wolf. Overhead the dim red ember of Phi Coronis, Wolf’s old and dying sun, gave out a pale and heatless light. The pair of Spaceforce guards at the gates, wearing the black leathers of the Terran Empire, shockers holstered at their belts, were drowsing under the arched gateway where the star-and-rocket emblem proclaimed the domain of Terra. One of them, a snub-nosed youngster only a few weeks out from Earth, cocked an inquisitive ear at the cries and scuffling feet, then jerked his head at me.


    “Hey, Cargill, you can talk their lingo. What’s going on out there?”


    I stepped out past the gateway to listen. There was still no one to be seen in the square. It lay white and windswept, a barricade of emptiness; to one side the spaceport and the white skyscraper of the Terran Headquarters, and at the other side, the clutter of low buildings, the street-shrine, the little spaceport cafe smelling of coffee and jaco, and the dark opening mouths of streets that rambled down into the Kharsa—the old town, the native quarter. But I was alone in the square with the shrill cries—closer now, raising echoes from the enclosing walls—and the loping of many feet down one of the dirty streets.


    Then I saw him running, dodging, a hail of stones flying round his head; someone or something small and cloaked and agile. Behind him the still-faceless mob howled and threw stones. I could not yet understand the cries; but they were out for blood, and I knew it.


    I said briefly, “Trouble coming,” just before the mob spilled out into the square. The fleeing dwarf stared about wildly for an instant, his head jerking from side to side so rapidly that it was impossible to get even a fleeting impression of his face—human or nonhuman, familiar or bizarre. Then, like a pellet loosed from its sling, he made straight for the gateway and safety.


    And behind him the loping mob yelled and howled and came pouring over half the square. Just half. Then by that sudden intuition which permeates even the most crazed mob with some semblance of reason, they came to a ragged halt, heads turning from side to side.


    I stepped up on the lower step of the Headquarters building, and looked them over.


    Most of them were chaks, the furred man-tall nonhumans of the Kharsa, and not the better class. Their fur was unkempt, their tails naked with filth and disease. Their leather aprons hung in tatters. One or two in the crowd were humans, the dregs of the Kharsa. But the star-and-rocket emblem blazoned across the spaceport gates sobered even the wildest blood-lust somewhat; they milled and shifted uneasily in their half of the square.


    For a moment I did not see where their quarry had gone. Then I saw him crouched, not four feet from me, in a patch of shadow. Simultaneously the mob saw him, huddled just beyond the gateway, and a howl of frustration and rage went ringing round the square. Someone threw a stone. It zipped over my head, narrowly missing me, and landed at the feet of the black-leathered guard. He jerked his head up and gestured with the shocker which had suddenly come unholstered.


    The gesture should have been enough. On Wolf, Terran law has been written in blood and fire and exploding atoms; and the line is drawn firm and clear. The men of Spaceforce do not interfere in the old town, or in any of the native cities. But when violence steps over the threshold, passing the blazon of the star and rocket, punishment is swift and terrible. The threat should have been enough.


    Instead a howl of abuse went up from the crowd.


    “Terranan!”


    “Son of the Ape!”


    The Spaceforce guards were shoulder to shoulder behind me now. The snub-nosed kid, looking slightly pale, called out. “Get inside the gates, Cargill! If I have to shoot—”


    The older man motioned him to silence. “Wait. Cargill,” he called.


    I nodded to show that I heard.


    “You talk their lingo. Tell them to haul off! Damned if I want to shoot!”


    I stepped down and walked into the open square, across the crumbled white stones, toward the ragged mob. Even with two armed Spaceforce men at my back, it made my skin crawl, but I flung up my empty hand in token of peace:


    “Take your mob out of the square,” I shouted in the jargon of the Kharsa. “This territory is held in compact of peace! Settle your quarrels elsewhere!”


    There was a little stirring in the crowd. The shock of being addressed in their own tongue, instead of the Terran Standard which the Empire has forced on Wolf, held them silent for a minute. I had learned that long ago: that speaking in any of the languages of Wolf would give me a minute’s advantage.


    But only a minute. Then one of the mob yelled, “We’ll go if you give’m to us! He’s no right to Terran sanctuary!”


    I walked over to the huddled dwarf, miserably trying to make himself smaller against the wall. I nudged him with my foot.


    “Get up. Who are you?”


    The hood fell away from his face as he twitched to his feet. He was trembling violently. In the shadow of the hood I saw a furred face, a quivering velvety muzzle, and great soft golden eyes which held intelligence and terror.


    “What have you done? Can’t you talk?”


    He held out the tray which he had shielded under his cloak, an ordinary peddler’s tray. “Toys. Sell toys. Children. You got’m?”


    I shook my head and pushed the creature away, with only a glance at the array of delicately crafted manikins, tiny animals, prisms and crystal whirligigs. “You’d better get out of here. Scram. Down that street.” I pointed.


    A voice from the crowd shouted again, and it had a very ugly sound. “He is a spy of Nebran!”


    “Nebran—” The dwarfish nonhuman gabbled something then doubled behind me. I saw him dodge, feint in the direction of the gates, then, as the crowd surged that way, run for the street-shrine across the square, slipping from recess to recess of the wall. A hail of stones went flying in that direction. The little toy-seller dodged into the street-shrine.


    Then there was a hoarse “Ah, aaah!” of terror, and the crowd edged away, surged backward. The next minute it had begun to melt away, its entity dissolving into separate creatures, slipping into the side alleys and the dark streets that disgorged into the square. Within three minutes the square lay empty again in the pale-crimson noon.


    The kid in black leather let his breath go and swore, slipping his shocker into its holster. He stared and demanded profanely, “Where’d the little fellow go?”


    “Who knows?” the other shrugged. “Probably sneaked into one of the alleys. Did you see where he went, Cargill?”


    I came slowly back to the gateway. To me, it had seemed that he ducked into the street-shrine and vanished into thin air, but I’ve lived on Wolf long enough to know you can’t trust your eyes here. I said so, and the kid swore again, gulping, more upset than he wanted to admit. “Does this kind of thing happen often?”


    “All the time,” his companion assured him soberly, with a sidewise wink at me. I didn’t return the wink.


    The kid wouldn’t let it drop. “Where did you learn their lingo, Mr. Cargill?”


    “I’ve been on Wolf a long time,” I said, spun on my heel and walked toward Headquarters. I tried not to hear, but their voices followed me anyhow, discreetly lowered, but not lowered enough.


    “Kid, don’t you know who he is? That’s Cargill of the Secret Service! Six years ago he was the best man in Intelligence, before—” The voice lowered another decibel, and then there was the kid’s voice asking, shaken, “But what the hell happened to his face?”


    I should have been used to it by now. I’d been hearing it, more or less behind my back, for six years. Well, if my luck held, I’d never hear it again. I strode up the white steps of the skyscraper, to finish the arrangements that would take me away from Wolf forever. To the other end of the Empire, to the other end of the galaxy—anywhere, so long as I need not wear my past like a medallion around my neck, or blazoned and branded on what was left of my ruined face.


    CHAPTER TWO


    The Terran Empire has set its blazon on four hundred planets circling more than three hundred suns. But no matter what the color of the sun, the number of moons overhead, or the geography of the planet, once you step inside a Headquarters building, you are on Earth. And Earth would be alien to many who called themselves Earthmen, judging by the strangeness I always felt when I stepped into that marble-and-glass world inside the skyscraper. I heard the sound of my steps ringing into thin resonance along the marble corridor, and squinted my eyes, readjusting them painfully to the cold yellowness of the lights.


    The Traffic Division was efficiency made insolent, in glass and chrome and polished steel, mirrors and windows and looming electronic clerical machines. Most of one wall was taken up by a TV monitor which gave a view of the spaceport; a vast open space lighted with blue-white mercury vapor lamps, and a chained-down skyscraper of a starship, littered over with swarming ants. The process crew was getting the big ship ready for skylift tomorrow morning. I gave it a second and then a third look. I’d be on it when it lifted.


    Turning away from the monitored spaceport, I watched myself stride forward in the mirrored surfaces that were everywhere; a tall man, a lean man, bleached out by years under a red sun, and deeply scarred on both cheeks and around the mouth. Even after six years behind a desk, my neat business clothes—suitable for an Earthman with a desk job—didn’t fit quite right, and I still rose unconsciously on the balls of my feet, approximating the lean stooping walk of a Dry-towner from the Coronis plains.


    The clerk behind the sign marked transportation was a little rabbit of a man with a sunlamp tan, barricaded by a small-sized spaceport of desk, and looking as if he liked being shut up there. He looked up in civil inquiry.


    “Can I do something for you?”


    “My name’s Cargill. Have you a pass for me?”


    He stared. A free pass aboard a starship is rare except for professional spacemen, which I obviously wasn’t. “Let me check my records,” he hedged, and punched scanning buttons on the glassy surface. Shadows came and went, and I saw myself half-reflected, a tipsy shadow in a flurry of racing colors. The pattern finally stabilized and the clerk read off names.


    “Brill, Cameron…ah, yes. Cargill, Race Andrew, Department 38, transfer transportation. Is that you?”


    I admitted it and he started punching more buttons when the sound of the name made connection in whatever desk-clerks use for a brain. He stopped with his hand halfway to the button.


    “Are you Race Cargill of the Secret Service, sir? The Race Cargill?”


    “It’s right there,” I said, gesturing wearily at the projected pattern under the glassy surface.


    “Why, I thought—I mean, everybody took it for granted—that is, I heard—”


    “You thought Cargill had been killed a long time ago because his name never turned up in news dispatches any more?” I grinned sourly, seeing my image dissolve in blurring shadows, and feeling the long-healed scar on my mouth draw up to make the grin hideous. “I’m Cargill, all right. I’ve been up on Floor 38 for six years, holding down a desk any clerk could handle. You for instance.”


    He gaped. He was a rabbit of a man who had never stepped out of the safe familiar boundaries of the Terran Trade City. “You mean you’re the man who went to Charin in disguise, and routed out The Lisse? The man who scouted the Black Ridge and Shainsa? And you’ve been working at a desk upstairs all these years? It’s—hard to believe, sir.”


    My mouth twitched. It had been hard for me to believe while I was doing it. “The pass?”


    “Right away, sir.” He punched buttons and a printed chip of plastic extruded from a slot on the desk top. “Your fingerprint, please?” He pressed my finger into the still-soft surface of the plastic, indelibly recording the print; waited a moment for it to harden, then laid the chip in the slot of a pneumatic tube. I heard it whoosh away.


    “They’ll check your fingerprint against that when you board the ship. Skylift isn’t till dawn, but you can go aboard as soon as the process crew finishes with her.” He glanced at the monitor screen, where the swarming crew were still doing inexplicable things to the immobile spacecraft. “It will be another hour or two. Where are you going, Mr. Cargill?”


    “Some planet in the Hyades Cluster. Vainwal, I think, something like that.”


    “What’s it like there?”


    “How should I know?” I’d never been there either. I only knew that Vainwal had a red sun, and that the Terran Legate could use a trained Intelligence officer. And not pin him down to a desk.


    There was respect, and even envy in the little man’s voice. “Could I—buy you a drink before you go aboard, Mr. Cargill?”


    “Thanks, but I have a few loose ends to tie up.” I didn’t, but I was damned if I’d spend my last hour on Wolf under the eyes of a deskbound rabbit who preferred his adventure safely secondhand.


    But after I’d left the office and the building, I almost wished I’d taken him up on it. It would be at least an hour before I could board the starship, with nothing to do but hash over old memories, better forgotten.


    The sun was lower now. Phi Coronis is a dim star, a dying star, and once past the crimson zenith of noon, its light slants into a long pale-reddish twilight. Four of Wolf’s five moons were clustered in a pale bouquet overhead, mingling thin violet moonlight into the crimson dusk.


    The shadows were blue and purple in the empty square as I walked across the stones and stood looking down one of the side streets.


    A few steps, and I was in an untidy slum which might have been on another world from the neat bright Trade City which lay west of the spaceport. The Kharsa was alive and reeking with the sounds and smells of human and half-human life. A naked child, diminutive and golden-furred, darted between two of the chinked pebble-houses, and disappeared, spilling fragile laughter like breaking glass.


    A little beast, half snake and half cat, crawled across a roof, spread leathery wings, and flapped to the ground. The sour pungent reek of incense from the open street-shrine made my nostrils twitch, and a hulked form inside, not human, cast me a surly green glare as I passed.


    I turned, retracing my steps. There was no danger, of course, so close to the Trade City. Even on such planets as Wolf, Terra’s laws are respected within earshot of their gates. But there had been rioting here and in Charin during the last month. After the display of mob violence this afternoon, a lone Terran, unarmed, might turn up as a solitary corpse flung on the steps of the HQ building.


    There had been a time when I had walked alone from Shainsa to the Polar Colony. I had known how to melt into this kind of night, shabby and inconspicuous, a worn shirtcloak hunched round my shoulders, weaponless except for the razor-sharp skean in the clasp of the cloak; walking on the balls of my feet like a Dry-towner, not looking or sounding or smelling like an Earthman.


    That rabbit in the Traffic office had stirred up things I’d be wiser to forget. It had been six years; six years of slow death behind a desk, since the day when Rakhal Sensar had left me a marked man; death-warrant written on my scarred face anywhere outside the narrow confines of the Terran law on Wolf.


    Rakhal Sensar—my fists clenched with the old impotent hate. If I could get my hands on him!


    It had been Rakhal who first led me through the byways of the Kharsa, teaching me the jargon of a dozen tribes, the chirping call of the Ya-men, the way of the catmen of the rain-forests, the argot of thieves markets, the walk and step of the Dry-towners from Shainsa and Daillon and Ardcarran—the parched cities of dusty, salt stone which spread out in the bottoms of Wolf’s vanished oceans. Rakhal was from Shainsa, human, tall as an Earthman, weathered by salt and sun, and he had worked for Terran Intelligence since we were boys. We had traveled all over our world together, and found it good.


    And then, for some reason I had never known, it had come to an end. Even now I was not wholly sure why he had erupted, that day, into violence and a final explosion. Then he had disappeared, leaving me a marked man. And a lonely one: Juli had gone with him.


    I strode the streets of the slum unseeing, my thoughts running a familiar channel. Juli, my kid sister, clinging around Rakhal’s neck, her gray eyes hating me. I had never seen her again.


    That had been six years ago. One more adventure had shown me that my usefulness to the Secret Service was over. Rakhal had vanished, but he had left me a legacy: my name, written on the sure scrolls of death anywhere outside the safe boundaries of Terran law. A marked man, I had gone back to slow stagnation behind a desk. I’d stood it as long as I could.


    When it finally got too bad, Magnusson had been sympathetic. He was the Chief of Terran Intelligence on Wolf, and I was next in line for his job, but he understood when I quit. He’d arranged the transfer and the pass, and I was leaving tonight.


    I was nearly back to the spaceport by now, across from the street-shrine at the edge of the square. It was here that the little toy-seller had vanished. But it was exactly like a thousand, a hundred thousand other such street-shrines on Wolf, a smudge of incense reeking and stinking before the squatting image of Nebran, the Toad God whose face and symbol are everywhere on Wolf. I stared for a moment at the ugly idol, then slowly moved away.


    The lighted curtains of the spaceport cafe attracted my attention and I went inside. A few spaceport personnel in storm gear were drinking coffee at the counter, a pair of furred chaks, lounging beneath the mirrors at the far end, and a trio of Dry-towners, rangy, weathered men in crimson and blue shirt cloaks, were standing at a wall shelf, eating Terran food with aloof dignity.


    In my business clothes I felt more conspicuous than the chaks. What place had a civilian here, between the uniforms of the spacemen and the colorful brilliance of the Dry-towners?


    A snub-nosed girl with alabaster hair came to take my order. I asked for jaco and bunlets, and carried the food to a wall shelf near the Dry-towners. Their dialect fell soft and familiar on my ears. One of them, without altering the expression on his face or the easy tone of his voice, began to make elaborate comments on my entrance, my appearance, my ancestry and probably personal habits, all defined in the colorfully obscene dialect of Shainsa.


    That had happened before. The Wolfan sense of humor is only half-human. The finest joke is to criticize and insult a stranger, preferably an Earthman, to his very face, in an unknown language, perfectly deadpan. In my civilian clothes I was obviously fair game.


    A look or gesture of resentment would have lost face and dignity—what the Dry-towners call their kihar—permanently. I leaned over and remarked in their own dialect that I would, at some future and unspecified time, appreciate the opportunity to return their compliments.


    By rights they should have laughed, made some barbed remark about my command of language and crossed their hands in symbol of a jest decently reversed on themselves. Then we would have bought each other a drink, and that would be that.


    But it didn’t happen that way. Not this time. The tallest of the three whirled, upsetting his drink in the process. I heard its thin shatter through the squeal of the alabaster-haired girl, as a chair crashed over. They faced me three abreast, and one of them fumbled in the clasp of his shirtcloak.


    I edged backward, my own hand racing up for a skean I hadn’t carried in six years, and fronted them squarely, hoping I could face down the prospect of a roughhouse. They wouldn’t kill me, this close to the HQ, but at least I was in for an unpleasant mauling. I couldn’t handle three men; and if nerves were this taut in the Kharsa, I might get knifed. Quite by accident, of course.


    The chaks moaned and gibbered. The Dry-towners glared at me and I tensed for the moment when their steady stare would explode into violence.


    Then I became aware that they were gazing, not at me, but at something or someone behind me. The skeans snicked back into the clasps of their cloaks.


    Then they broke rank, turned and ran. They ran, blundering into stools, leaving havoc of upset benches and broken crockery in their wake. One man barged into the counter, swore and ran on, limping. I let my breath go. Something had put the fear of God into those brutes, and it wasn’t my own ugly mug. I turned and saw the girl.


    She was slight, with waving hair like spun black glass, circled with faint tracery of stars. A black glass belt bound her narrow waist like clasped hands, and her robe, stark white, bore an ugly embroidery across the breasts, the flat sprawl of a conventionalized Toad God, Nebran. Her features were delicate, chiseled, pale; a Dry-town face, all human, all woman, but set in an alien and unearthly repose. The great eyes gleamed red. They were fixed, almost unseeing, but the crimson lips were curved with inhuman malice.


    She stood motionless, looking at me as if wondering why I had not run with the others. In half a second, the smile flickered off and was replaced by a startled look of—recognition?


    Whoever and whatever she was, she had saved me a mauling. I started to phrase formal thanks, then broke off in astonishment. The cafe had emptied and we were entirely alone. Even the chaks had leaped through an open window—I saw the whisk of a disappearing tail.


    We stood frozen, looking at one another while the Toad God sprawled across her breasts rose and fell for half a dozen breaths.


    Then I took one step forward, and she took one step backward, at the same instant. In one swift movement she was outside in the dark street. It took me only an instant to get into the street after her, but as I stepped across the door there was a little stirring in the air, like the rising of heat waves across the salt flats at noon. Then the street-shrine was empty, and nowhere was there any sign of the girl. She had vanished. She simply was not there.


    I gaped at the empty shrine. She had stepped inside and vanished, like a wraith of smoke, like—


    —Like the little toy-seller they had hunted out of the Kharsa.


    There were eyes in the street again and, becoming aware of where I was, I moved away. The shrines of Nebran are on every corner of Wolf, but this is one instance when familiarity does not breed contempt. The street was dark and seemed empty, but it was packed with all the little noises of living. I was not unobserved. And meddling with a street-shrine would be just as dangerous as the skeans of my three loud-mouthed Dry-town roughnecks.


    I turned and crossed the square for the last time, turning toward the loom of the spaceship, filing the girl away as just another riddle of Wolf I’d never solve.


    How wrong I was!


    CHAPTER THREE


    From the spaceport gates, exchanging brief greetings with the guards, I took a last look at the Kharsa. For a minute I toyed with the notion of just disappearing down one of those streets. It’s not hard to disappear on Wolf, if you know how. And I knew, or had known once. Loyalty to Terra? What had Terra given me except a taste of color and adventure, out there in the Dry-towns, and then taken it away again?


    If an Earthman is very lucky and very careful, he lasts about ten years in Intelligence. I had had two years more than my share. I still knew enough to leave my Terran identity behind like a worn-out jacket. I could seek out Rakhal, settle our blood-feud, see Juli again.…


    How could I see Juli again? As her husband’s murderer? No other way. Blood-feud on Wolf is a terrible and elaborate ritual of the code duello. And once I stepped outside the borders of Terran law, sooner or later Rakhal and I would meet. And one of us would die.


    I looked back, just once, at the dark rambling streets away from the square. Then I turned toward the blue-white lights that hurt my eyes, and the starship that loomed, huge and hateful, before me.


    A steward in white took my fingerprint and led me to a coffin-sized chamber. He brought me coffee and sandwiches—I hadn’t, after all, eaten in the spaceport cafe—then got me into the skyhook and strapped me, deftly and firmly, into the acceleration cushions, tugging at the Garensen belts until I ached all over. A long needle went into my arm—the narcotic that would keep me safely drowsy all through the terrible tug of interstellar acceleration.


    Doors clanged, buzzers vibrated lower down in the ship, men tramped the corridors calling to one another in the language of the spaceports. I understood one word in four. I shut my eyes, not caring. At the end of the trip there would be another star, another world, another language. Another life.


    I had spent all my adult life on Wolf. Juli had been a child under the red star. But it was a pair of wide crimson eyes and black hair combed into ringlets like spun black glass that went down with me into the bottomless pit of sleep.…


    * * * *


    Someone was shaking me.


    “Ah, come on, Cargill. Wake up, man. Shake your boots!”


    My mouth, foul-tasting and stiff, fumbled at the shapes of words. “Wha’ happened? Wha’ y’ want?” My eyes throbbed. When I got them open I saw two men in black leathers bending over me. We were still inside gravity.


    “Get out of the skyhook. You’re coming with us.”


    “Wha’—” Even through the layers of the sedative, that got to me. Only a criminal, under interstellar law, can be removed from a passage-paid starship once he has formally checked in on board. I was legally, at this moment, on my “planet of destination.”


    “I haven’t been charged—”


    “Did I say you had?” snapped one man.


    “Shut up, he’s doped,” the other said hurriedly. “Look,” he continued, pronouncing every word loudly and distinctly, “get up now, and come with us. The co-ordinator will hold up blastoff if we don’t get off in three minutes, and Operations will scream. Come on, please.”


    Then I was stumbling along the lighted, empty corridor, swaying between the two men, foggily realizing the crew must think me a fugitive caught trying to leave the planet.


    The locks dilated. A uniformed spaceman watched us, fussily regarding a chronometer. He fretted. “The dispatcher’s office—”


    “We’re doing the best we can,” the Spaceforce man said. “Can you walk, Cargill?”


    I could, though my feet were a little shaky on the ladders. The violet moonlight had deepened to mauve, and gusty winds spun tendrils of grit across my face. The Spaceforce men shepherded me, one on either side, to the gateway.


    “What the hell is all this? Is something wrong with my pass?”


    The guard shook his head. “How would I know? Magnusson put out the order, take it up with him.”


    “Believe me,” I muttered, “I will.”


    They looked at each other. “Hell,” said one, “he’s not under arrest, we don’t have to haul him around like a convict. Can you walk all right now, Cargill? You know where the Secret Service office is, don’t you? Floor 38. The Chief wants you, and make it fast.”


    I knew it made no sense to ask questions, they obviously knew no more than I did. I asked anyhow.


    “Are they holding the ship for me? I’m supposed to be leaving on it.”


    “Not that one,” the guard answered, jerking his head toward the spaceport. I looked back just in time to see the dust-dimmed ship leap upward, briefly whitened in the field searchlights, and vanish into the surging clouds above.


    My head was clearing fast, and anger speeded up the process. The HQ building was empty in the chill silence of just before dawn. I had to rout out a dozing elevator operator, and as the lift swooped upward my anger rose with it. I wasn’t working for Magnusson any more. What right had he, or anybody, to grab me off an outbound starship like a criminal? By the time I barged into his office, I was spoiling for a fight.


    The Secret Service office was full of grayish-pink morning and yellow lights left on from the night before. Magnusson, at his desk, looked as if he’d slept in his rumpled uniform. He was a big bull of a man, and his littered desk looked, as always, like the track of a typhoon in the salt flats.


    The clutter was weighted down, here and there, with solidopic cubes of the five Magnusson youngsters, and as usual, Magnusson was fiddling with one of the cubes. He said, not looking up, “Sorry to pull this at the last minute, Race. There was just time to put out a pull order and get you off the ship, but no time to explain.”


    I glared at him. “Seems I can’t even get off the planet without trouble! You raised hell all the time I was here, but when I try to leave—what is this, anyhow? I’m sick of being shoved around!”


    Magnusson made a conciliating gesture. “Wait until you hear—” he began, and broke off, looking at someone who was sitting in the chair in front of his desk, somebody whose back was turned to me. Then the person twisted and I stopped cold, blinking and wondering if this were a hallucination and I’d wake up in the starship’s skyhook, far out in space.


    Then the woman cried, “Race, Race! Don’t you know me?”


    I took one dazed step and another. Then she flew across the space between us, her thin arms tangling around my neck, and I caught her up, still disbelieving.


    “Juli!”


    “Oh, Race, I thought I’d die when Mack told me you were leaving tonight. It’s been the only thing that’s kept me alive, knowing—knowing I’d see you.” She sobbed and laughed, her face buried in my shoulder.


    I let her cry for a minute, then held my sister at arm’s length. For a moment I had forgotten the six years that lay between us. Now I saw them, all of them, printed plain on her face. Juli had been a pretty girl. Six years had fined her face into beauty, but there was tension in the set of her shoulders, and her gray eyes had looked on horrors.


    She looked tiny and thin and unbearably frail under the scanty folds of her fur robe, a Dry-town woman’s robe. Her wrists were manacled, the jeweled tight bracelets fastened together by the links of a long fine chain of silvered gilt that clashed a little, thinly, as her hands fell to her sides.


    “What’s wrong, Juli? Where’s Rakhal?”


    She shivered and now I could see that she was in a state of shock.


    “Gone. He’s gone, that’s all I know. And—oh, Race, Race, he took Rindy with him!”


    From the tone of her voice I had thought she was sobbing. Now I realized that her eyes were dry; she was long past tears. Gently I unclasped her clenched fingers and put her back in the chair. She sat like a doll, her hands falling to her sides with a thin clash of chains. When I picked them up and laid them in her lap she let them lie there motionless. I stood over her and demanded, “Who’s Rindy?” She didn’t move.


    “My daughter, Race. Our little girl.”


    Magnusson broke in, his voice harsh. “Well, Cargill, should I have let you leave?”


    “Don’t be a damn fool!”


    “I was afraid you’d tell the poor kid she had to live with her own mistakes,” growled Magnusson. “You’re capable of it.”


    For the first time Juli showed a sign of animation. “I was afraid to come to you, Mack. You never wanted me to marry Rakhal, either.”


    “Water under the bridge,” Magnusson grunted. “And I’ve got lads of my own, Miss Cargill—Mrs.—” he stopped in distress, vaguely remembering that in the Dry-towns an improper form of address can be a deadly insult.


    But she guessed his predicament.


    “You used to call me Juli, Mack. It will do now.”


    “You’ve changed,” he said quietly. “Juli, then. Tell Race what you told me. All of it.”


    She turned to me. “I shouldn’t have come for myself—”


    I knew that. Juli was proud, and she had always had the courage to live with her own mistakes. When I first saw her, I knew this wouldn’t be anything so simple as the complaint of an abused wife or even an abandoned or deserted mother. I took a chair, watching her and listening.


    She began. “You made a mistake when you turned Rakhal out of the Service, Mack. In his way he was the most loyal man you had on Wolf.”


    Magnusson had evidently not expected her to take this tack. He scowled and looked disconcerted, shifting uneasily in his big chair, but when Juli did not continue, obviously awaiting his answer, he said, “Juli, he left me no choice. I never knew how his mind worked. That final deal he engineered—have you any idea how much that cost the Service? And have you taken a good look at your brother’s face, Juli girl?”


    Juli raised her eyes slowly, and I saw her flinch. I knew how she felt. For three years I had kept my mirror covered, growing an untidy straggle of beard because it hid the scars and saved me the ordeal of facing myself to shave.


    Juli whispered, “Rakhal’s is just as bad. Worse.”


    “That’s some satisfaction,” I said, and Mack stared at us, baffled. “Even now I don’t know what it was all about.”


    “And you never will,” I said for the hundredth time. “We’ve been over this before. Nobody could understand it unless he’d lived in the Dry-towns. Let’s not talk about it. You talk, Juli. What brought you here like this? What about the kid?”


    “There’s no way I can tell you the end without telling you the beginning,” she said reasonably. “At first Rakhal worked as a trader in Shainsa.”


    I wasn’t surprised. The Dry-towns were the core of Terran trade on Wolf, and it was through their cooperation that Terra existed here peaceably, on a world only half human, or less.


    The men of the Dry-towns existed strangely poised between two worlds. They had made dealings with the first Terran ships, and thus gave entrance to the wedge of the Terran Empire. And yet they stood proud and apart. They alone had never yielded to the Terranizing which overtakes all Empire planets sooner or later.


    There were no Trade Cities in the Dry-towns; an Earthman who went there unprotected faced a thousand deaths, each one worse than the last. There were those who said that the men of Shainsa and Daillon and Ardcarran had sold the rest of Wolf to the Terrans, to keep the Terrans from their own door.


    Even Rakhal, who had worked with Terra since boyhood, had finally come to a point of decision and gone his own way. And it was not Terra’s way.


    That was what Juli was saying now.


    “He didn’t like what Terra was doing on Wolf. I’m not so sure I like it myself—”


    Magnusson interrupted her again. “Do you know what Wolf was like when we came here? Have you seen the Slave Colony, the Idiot’s Village? Your own brother went to Shainsa and routed out The Lisse.”


    “And Rakhal helped him!” Juli reminded him. “Even after he left you, he tried to keep out of things. He could have told them a good deal that would hurt you, after ten years in Intelligence, you know.”


    I knew. It was, although I wasn’t going to tell Juli this, one reason why, at the end—during that terrible explosion of violence which no normal Terran mind could comprehend—I had done my best to kill him. We had both known that after this, the planet would not hold the two of us. We could both go on living only by dividing it unevenly. I had been given the slow death of the Terran Zone. And he had all the rest.


    “But he never told them anything! I tell you, he was one of the most loyal—”


    Mack grunted, “Yeah, he’s an angel. Go ahead.”


    She didn’t, not immediately. Instead she asked what sounded like an irrelevant question. “Is it true what he told me? That the Empire has a standing offer of a reward for a working model of a matter transmitter?”


    “That offer’s been standing for three hundred years, Terran reckoning. One million credits cash. Don’t tell me he was figuring to invent one?”


    “I don’t think so. But I think he heard rumors about one. He said with that kind of money he could bargain the Terrans right out of Shainsa. That was where it started. He began coming and going at odd times, but he never said any more about it. He wouldn’t talk to me at all.”


    “When was all this?”


    “About four months ago.”


    “In other words, just about the time of the riots in Charin.”


    She nodded. “Yes. He was away in Charin when the Ghost Wind blew, and he came back with knife cuts in his thigh. I asked if he had been mixed-up in the anti-Terran rioting, but he wouldn’t tell me. Race, I don’t know anything about politics. I don’t really care. But just about that time, the Great House in Shainsa changed hands. I’m sure Rakhal had something to do with that.


    “And then—” Juli twisted her chained hands together in her lap—”he tried to mix Rindy up in it. It was crazy, awful! He’d brought her some sort of nonhuman toy from one of the lowland towns, Charin I think. It was a weird thing, scared me. But he’d sit Rindy down in the sunlight and have her look into it, and Rindy would gabble all sorts of nonsense about little men and birds and a toymaker.”


    The chains about Juli’s wrists clashed as she twisted her hands together. I stared somberly at the fetters. The chain, which was long, did not really hamper her movements much. Such chains were symbolic ornaments, and most Dry-town women went all their lives with fettered hands. But even after the years I’d spent in the Dry-towns, the sight still brought an uneasiness to my throat, a vague discomfort.


    “We had a terrible fight over that,” Juli went on. “I was afraid, afraid of what it was doing to Rindy. I threw it out, and Rindy woke up and screamed—” Juli checked herself and caught at vanishing self-control.


    “But you don’t want to hear about that. It was then I threatened to leave him and take Rindy. The next day—” Suddenly the hysteria Juli had been forcing back broke free, and she rocked back and forth in her chair, shaken and strangled with sobs. “He took Rindy! Oh, Race, he’s crazy, crazy. I think he hates Rindy, he—he, Race, he smashed her toys. He took every toy the child had and broke them one by one, smashed them into powder, every toy the child had—”


    “Juli, please, please,” Magnusson pleaded, shaken. “If we’re dealing with a maniac—”


    “I don’t dare think he’d harm her! He warned me not to come here, or I’d never see her again, but if it meant war against Terra I had to come. But Mack, please, don’t do anything against him, please, please. He’s got my baby, he’s got my little girl.…” Her voice failed and she buried her face in her hands.


    Mack picked up the solidopic cube of his five-year-old son, and turned it between his pudgy fingers, saying unhappily, “Juli, we’ll take every precaution. But can’t you see, we’ve got to get him? If there’s a question of a matter transmitter, or anything like that, in the hands of Terra’s enemies—”


    I could see that, too, but Juli’s agonized face came between me and the picture of disaster. I clenched my fist around the chair arm, not surprised to see the fragile plastic buckle, crack and split under my grip. If it had been Rakhal’s neck.…


    “Mack, let me handle this. Juli, shall I find Rindy for you?”


    A hope was born in her ravaged face, and died, while I looked. “Race, he’d kill you. Or have you killed.”


    “He’d try,” I admitted. The moment Rakhal knew I was outside the Terran zone, I’d walk with death. I had accepted the code during my years in Shainsa. But now I was an Earthman and felt only contempt.


    “Can’t you see? Once he knows I’m at large, that very code of his will force him to abandon any intrigue, whatever you call it, conspiracy, and come after me first. That way we do two things: we get him out of hiding, and we get him out of the conspiracy, if there is one.”


    I looked at the shaking Juli and something snapped. I stooped and lifted her, not gently, my hands biting her shoulders. “And I won’t kill him, do you hear? He may wish I had; by the time I get through with him—I’ll beat the living hell out of him; I’ll cram my fists down his throat. But I’ll settle it with him like an Earthman. I won’t kill him. Hear me, Juli? Because that’s the worst thing I could do to him—catch him and let him live afterward!”


    Magnusson stepped toward me and pried my crushing hands off her arms. Juli rubbed the bruises mechanically, not knowing she was doing it. Mack said, “You can’t do it, Cargill. You wouldn’t get as far as Daillon. You haven’t been out of the zone in six years. Besides—”


    His eyes rested full on my face. “I hate to say this, Race, but damn it, man, go and take a good look at yourself in a mirror. Do you think I’d ever have pulled you off the Secret Service otherwise? How in hell can you disguise yourself now?”


    “There are plenty of scarred men in the Dry-towns,” I said. “Rakhal will remember my scars, but I don’t think anyone else would look twice.”


    Magnusson walked to the window. His huge form bulked against the light, perceptibly darkening the office. He looked over the faraway panorama, the neat bright Trade City below and the vast wilderness lying outside. I could almost hear the wheels grinding in his head. Finally he swung around.


    “Race, I’ve heard these rumors before. But you’re the only man I could have sent to track them down, and I wouldn’t send you out in cold blood to be killed. I won’t now. Spaceforce will pick him up.”


    I heard the harsh inward gasp of Juli’s breath and said, “Damn it, no. The first move you make—” I couldn’t finish. Rindy was in his hands, and when I knew Rakhal, he hadn’t been given to making idle threats. We all three knew what Rakhal might do at the first hint of the long arm of Terran law reaching out for him.


    I said, “For God’s sake let’s keep Spaceforce out of it. Let it look like a personal matter between Rakhal and me, and let us settle it on those terms. Remember he’s got the kid.”


    Magnusson sighed. Again he picked up one of the cubes and stared into the clear plastic, where the three-dimensional image of a nine-year-old girl looked out at him, smiling and innocent. His face was transparent as the plastic cube. Mack acts tough, but he has five kids and he is as soft as a dish of pudding where a kid is concerned.


    “I know. Another thing, too. If we send out Spaceforce, after all the riots—how many Terrans are on this planet? A few thousand, no more. What chance would we have, if it turned into a full-scale rebellion? None at all, unless we wanted to order a massacre. Sure, we have bombs and dis-guns and all that.


    “But would we dare to use them? And where would we be after that? We’re here to keep the pot from boiling over, to keep out of planetary incidents, not push them along to a point where bluff won’t work. That’s why we’ve got to pick up Rakhal before this gets out of hand.”


    I said, “Give me a month. Then you can move in, if you have to. Rakhal can’t do much against Terra in that time. And I might be able to keep Rindy out of it.”


    Magnusson stared at me, hard-eyed. “If you do this against my advice, I won’t be able to step in and pull you out of a jam later on, you know. And God help you if you start up the machines and can’t stop them.”


    I knew that. A month wasn’t much. Wolf is forty thousand miles of diameter, at least half unexplored; mountain and forest swarming with nonhuman and semi-human cities where Terrans had never been.


    Finding Rakhal, or any one man, would be like picking out one star in the Andromeda nebula. Not impossible. Not quite impossible.


    Mack’s eyes wandered again to his child’s face, deep in the transparent cube. He turned it in his hands. “Okay, Cargill,” he said slowly, “so we’re all crazy. I’ll be crazy too. Try it your way.”


    CHAPTER FOUR


    By sunset I was ready to leave. I hadn’t had any loose ends to tie up in the Trade City, since I’d already disposed of most of my gear before boarding the starship. I’d never been in better circumstances to take off for parts unknown.


    Mack, still disapproving, had opened the files to me, and I’d spent most of the day in the back rooms of Floor 38, searching Intelligence files to refresh my memory, scanning the pages of my own old reports sent years ago from Shainsa and Daillon. He had sent out one of the nonhumans who worked for us, to buy or acquire somewhere in the Old Town a Dry-towner’s outfit and the other things I would wear and carry.


    I would have liked to go myself. I felt that I needed the practice. I was only now beginning to realize how much I might have forgotten in the years behind a desk. But until I was ready to make my presence known, no one must know that Race Cargill had not left Wolf on the starship.


    Above all, I must not be seen in the Kharsa until I went there in the Dry-town disguise which had become, years ago, a deep second nature, almost an alternate personality.


    About sunset I walked through the clean little streets of the Terran Trade City toward the Magnusson home where Juli was waiting for me.


    Most of the men who go into Civil Service of the Empire come from Earth, or from the close-in planets of Proxima and Alpha Centaurus. They go out unmarried, and they stay that way, or marry women native to the planets where they are sent.


    But Joanna Magnusson was one of the rare Earth women who had come out with her husband, twenty years ago. There are two kinds of Earthwomen like that. They make their quarterings a little bit of home, or a little bit of hell. Joanna had made their house look like a transported corner of Earth.


    I never knew quite what to think of the Magnusson household. It seemed to me almost madness to live under a red sun, yet come inside to yellow light, to live on a world with the wild beauty of Wolf and yet live as they might have lived on their home planet. Or maybe I was the one who was out of step. I had done the reprehensible thing they called “going native.” Possibly I had done just that, and in absorbing myself into the new world, had lost the ability to fit into the old.


    Joanna, a chubby comfortable woman in her forties, opened the door and gave me her hand. “Come in, Race. Juli’s expecting you.”


    “It’s good of you.” I broke off, unable to express my gratitude. Juli and I had come from Earth—our father had been an officer on the old starship Landfall when Juli was only a child. He had died in a wreck off Procyon, and Mack Magnusson had found me a place in Intelligence because I spoke four of the Wolf languages and haunted the Kharsa with Rakhal whenever I could get away.


    They had also taken Juli into their own home, like a younger sister. They hadn’t said much—because they had liked Rakhal—when the breakup came. But that terrible night when Rakhal and I nearly killed each other, and Rakhal came with his face bleeding and took Juli away with him, had hurt them hard. Yet it had made them all the kinder to me.


    Joanna said forthrightly, “Nonsense, Race! What else could we do?” She drew me along the hall. “You can talk in here.”


    I delayed a minute before going through the door she indicated. “How is Juli?”


    “Better, I think. I put her to bed in Meta’s room, and she slept most of the day. She’ll be all right. I’ll leave you to talk.” Joanna opened the door, and went away.


    Juli was awake and dressed, and already some of the terrible frozen horror was gone from her face. She was still tense and devil-ridden, but not hysterical now.


    The room, one of the children’s bedrooms, wasn’t a big one. Even at the top of the Secret Service, a cop doesn’t live too well. Not on Terra’s Civil Service pay scale. Not, with five youngsters. It looked as if all five of the kids had taken it to pieces, one at a time.


    I sat down on a too-low chair and said, “Juli, we haven’t much time, I’ve got to be out of the city before dark. I want to know about Rakhal, what he does, what he’s like now. Remember, I haven’t seen him for years. Tell me everything—his friends, his amusements, everything you know.”


    “I always thought you knew him better than I did.” Juli had a fidgety little way of coiling the links of the chain around her wrists and it made me nervous.


    “It’s routine, Juli. Police work. Mostly I play by ear, but I try to start out by being methodical.”


    She answered everything I asked her, but the sum total wasn’t much and it wouldn’t help much. As I said, it’s easy to disappear on Wolf. Juli knew he had been friendly with the new holders of the Great House on Shainsa, but she didn’t even know their name.


    I heard one of the Magnusson children fly to the street door and return, shouting for her mother. Joanna knocked at the door of the room and came in.


    “There’s a chak outside who wants to see you, Race.”


    I nodded. “Probably my fancy dress. Can I change in the back room, Joanna? Will you keep my clothes here till I get back?”


    I went to the door and spoke to the furred nonhuman in the sibilant jargon of the Kharsa and he handed me what looked like a bundle of rags. There were hard lumps inside. The chak said softly, “I hear a rumor in the Kharsa, Raiss. Perhaps it will help you. Three men from Shainsa are in the city. They came here to seek a woman who has vanished, and a toymaker. They are returning at sunrise. Perhaps you can arrange to travel in their caravan.”


    I thanked him and carried the bundle inside. In the empty back room I stripped to the skin and unrolled the bundle. There was a pair of baggy striped breeches, a worn and shabby shirtcloak with capacious pockets, a looped belt with half the gilt rubbed away and the base metal showing through, and a scuffed pair of ankle-boots tied with frayed thongs of different colors. There was a little cluster of amulets and seals. I chose two or three of the commonest kind, and strung them around my neck.


    One of the lumps in the bundle was a small jar, holding nothing but the ordinary spices sold in the market, with which the average Dry-towner flavors food. I rubbed some of the powder on my body, put a pinch in the pocket of my shirtcloak, and chewed a few of the buds, wrinkling my nose at the long-unfamiliar pungency.


    The second lump was a skean, and unlike the worn and shabby garments, this was brand-new and sharp and bright, and its edge held a razor glint. I tucked it into the clasp of my shirtcloak, a reassuring weight. It was the only weapon I could dare to carry.


    The last of the solid objects in the bundle was a flat wooden case, about nine by ten inches. I slid it open. It was divided carefully into sections cushioned with sponge-absorbent plastic, and in them lay tiny slips of glass, on Wolf as precious as jewels. They were lenses—camera lenses, microscope lenses, even eyeglass lenses. Packed close, there were nearly a hundred of them nested by the shock-absorbent stuff.


    They were my excuse for travel to Shainsa. Over and above the necessities of trade, a few items of Terran manufacture—vacuum tubes, transistors, lenses for cameras and binoculars, liquors and finely forged small tools—are literally worth their weight in platinum.


    Even in cities where Terrans have never gone, these things bring exorbitant prices, and trading in them is a Dry-town privilege. Rakhal had been a trader, so Juli told me, in fine wire and surgical instruments. Wolf is not a mechanized planet, and has never developed any indigenous industrial system; the psychology of the nonhuman seldom runs to technological advances.


    I went down the hallway again to the room where Juli was waiting. Catching a glimpse in a full-length mirror, I was startled. All traces of the Terran civil servant, clumsy and uncomfortable in his ill-fitting clothes, had dropped away. A Dry-towner, rangy and scarred, looked out at me, and it seemed that the expression on his face was one of amazement.


    Joanna whirled as I came into the room and visibly paled before, recovering her self-control, she gave a nervous little giggle. “Goodness, Race, I didn’t know you!”


    Juli whispered, “Yes, I—I remember you better like that. You’re—you look so much like—”


    The door flew open and Mickey Magnusson scampered into the room, a chubby little boy browned by a Terra-type sunlamp and glowing with health. In his hand he held some sparkling thing that gave off tiny flashes and glints of color.


    I gave the kid a grin before I realized that I was disguised anyhow and probably a hideous sight. The little boy backed off, but Joanna put her plump hand on his shoulder, murmuring soothing things.


    Mickey toddled toward Juli, holding up the shining thing in his hands as if to display something very precious and beloved. Juli bent and held out her arms, then her face contracted and she snatched at the plaything.


    “Mickey, what’s that?”


    He thrust it protectively behind his back. “Mine!”


    “Mickey, don’t be naughty,” Joanna chided.


    “Please let me see,” Juli coaxed, and he brought it out, slowly, still suspicious. It was an angled prism of crystal, star-shaped, set in a frame which could get the star spinning like a solidopic. But it displayed a new and comical face every time it was turned.


    Mickey turned it round and round, charmed at being the center of attention. There seemed to be dozens of faces, shifting with each spin of the prism, human and nonhuman, all dim and slightly distorted. My own face, Juli’s, Joanna’s came out of the crystal surface, not a reflection but a caricature.


    A choked sound from Juli made me turn in dismay. She had let herself drop to the floor and was sitting there, white as death, supporting herself with her two hands.


    “Race! Find out where he got that—that thing!”


    I bent and shook her. “What’s the matter with you?” I demanded. She had lapsed into the dazed, sleepwalking horror of this morning. She whispered, “It’s not a toy. Rindy had one. Joanna, where did he get it?” She pointed at the shining thing with an expression of horror which would have been laughable had it been less real, less filled with terror.


    Joanna cocked her head to one side and wrinkled her forehead, reflectively. “Why, I don’t know, now you come to ask me. I thought maybe one of the chaks had given it to Mickey. Bought it in the bazaar, maybe. He loves it. Do get up off the floor, Juli!”


    Juli scrambled to her feet. She said, “Rindy had one. It—it terrified me. She would sit and look at it by the hour, and—I told you about it, Race. I threw it out once, and she woke up and screamed. She shrieked for hours and hours and she ran out in the dark and dug for it in the trash pile, where I’d buried it. She went out in the dark, broke all her fingernails, but she dug it out again.” She checked herself, staring at Joanna, her eyes wide in appeal.


    “Well, dear,” said Joanna with mild, rebuking kindness, “you needn’t be so upset. I don’t think Mickey’s so attached to it as all that, and anyhow I’m not going to throw it away.” She patted Juli reassuringly on the shoulder, then gave Mickey a little shove toward the door and turned to follow him. “You’ll want to talk alone before Race leaves. Good luck, wherever you’re going, Race.” She held out her hand forthrightly.


    “And don’t worry about Juli,” she added in an undertone. “We’ll take good care of her.”


    When I came back to Juli she was standing by the window, looking through the oddly filtered glass that dimmed the red sun to orange. “Joanna thinks I’m crazy, Race.”


    “She thinks you’re upset.”


    “Rindy’s an odd child, a real Dry-towner. But it’s not my imagination, Race, it’s not. There’s something—” Suddenly she sobbed aloud again.


    “Homesick, Juli?”


    “I was, a little, the first years. But I was happy, believe me.” She turned her face to me, shining with tears. “You’ve got to believe I never regretted it for a minute.”


    “I’m glad,” I said dully. That made it just fine.


    “Only that toy—”


    “Who knows? It might be a clue to something.” The toy had reminded me of something, too, and I tried to remember what it was. I’d seen nonhuman toys in the Kharsa, even bought them for Mack’s kids. When a single man is invited frequently to a home with five youngsters, it’s about the only way he can repay that hospitality, by bringing the children odd trifles and knicknacks. But I had never seen anything quite like this one, until—


    —Until yesterday. The toy-seller they had hunted out of the Kharsa, the one who had fled into the shrine of Nebran and vanished. He had had half a dozen of those prism-and-star sparklers.


    I tried to call up a mental picture of the little toy-seller. I didn’t have much luck. I’d seen him only in that one swift glance from beneath his hood. “Juli, have you ever seen a little man, like a chak only smaller, twisted, hunchbacked? He sells toys—”


    She looked blank. “I don’t think so, although there are dwarf chaks in the Polar Cities. But I’m sure I’ve never seen one.”


    “It was just an idea.” But it was something to think about. A toy-seller had vanished. Rakhal, before disappearing, had smashed all Rindy’s toys. And the sight of a plaything of cunningly-cut crystal had sent Juli into hysterics.


    “I’d better go before it’s too dark,” I said. I buckled the final clasp of my shirtcloak, fitted my skean another notch into it, and counted the money Mack had advanced me for expenses. “I want to get into the Kharsa and hunt up the caravan to Shainsa.”


    “You’re going there first?”


    “Where else?”


    Juli turned, leaning one hand against the wall. She looked frail and ill, years older than she was. Suddenly she flung her thin arms around me, and a link of the chain on her fettered hands struck me hard, as she cried out, “Race, Race, he’ll kill you! How can I live with that on my conscience too?”


    “You can live with a hell of a lot on your conscience.” I disengaged her arms firmly from my neck. A link of the chain caught on the clasp of my shirtcloak, and again something snapped inside me. I grasped the chain in my two hands and gave a mighty heave, bracing my foot against the wall. The links snapped asunder. A flying end struck Juli under the eye. I ripped at the seals of the jeweled cuffs, tore them from her arms, find threw the whole assembly into a corner, where it fell with a clash.


    “Damn it,” I roared, “that’s over! You’re never going to wear those things again!” Maybe after six years in the Dry-towns, Juli was beginning to guess what those six years behind a desk had meant to me.


    “Juli, I’ll find your Rindy for you, and I’ll bring Rakhal in alive. But don’t ask more than that. Just alive. And don’t ask me how.”


    He’d be alive when I got through with him. Sure, he’d be alive.


    Just.


    CHAPTER FIVE


    It was getting dark when I slipped through a side gate, shabby and inconspicuous, into the spaceport square. Beyond the yellow lamps, I knew that the old city was beginning to take on life with the falling night. Out of the chinked pebble-houses, men and woman, human and nonhuman, came forth into the moonlit streets.


    If anyone noticed me cross the square, which I doubted, they took me for just another Dry-town vagabond, curious about the world of the strangers from beyond the stars, and who, curiosity satisfied, was drifting back where he belonged. I turned down one of the dark alleys that led away, and soon was walking in the dark.


    The Kharsa was not unfamiliar to me as a Terran, but for the last six years I had seen only its daytime face. I doubted if there were a dozen Earthmen in the Old Town tonight, though I saw one in the bazaar, dirty and lurching drunk; one of those who run renegade and homeless between worlds, belonging to neither. This was what I had nearly become.


    I went further up the hill with the rising streets. Once I turned, and saw below me the bright-lighted spaceport, the black many-windowed loom of the skyscraper like a patch of alien shadow in the red-violet moonlight. I turned my back on them and walked on.


    At the fringe of the thieves market I paused outside a wineshop where Dry-towners were made welcome. A golden nonhuman child murmured something as she pattered by me in the street, and I stopped, gripped by a spasm of stagefright. Had the dialect of Shainsa grown rusty on my tongue? Spies were given short shrift on Wolf, and a mile from the spaceport, I might as well have been on one of those moons. There were no spaceport shockers at my back now. And someone might remember the tale of an Earthman with a scarred face who had gone to Shainsa in disguise.…


    I shrugged the shirtcloak around my shoulders, pushed the door and went in. I had remembered that Rakhal was waiting for me. Not beyond this door, but at the end of the trail, behind some other door, somewhere. And we have a byword in Shainsa: A trail without beginning has no end.


    Right there I stopped thinking about Juli, Rindy, the Terran Empire, or what Rakhal, who knew too many of Terra’s secrets, might do if he had turned renegade. My fingers went up and stroked, musingly, the ridge of scar tissue along my mouth. At that moment I was thinking only of Rakhal, of an unsettled blood-feud, and of my revenge.


    Red lamps were burning inside the wineshop, where men reclined on frowsy couches. I stumbled over one of them, found an empty place and let myself sink down on it, arranging myself automatically in the sprawl of Dry-towners indoors. In public they stood, rigid and formal, even to eat and drink. Among themselves, anything less than a loose-limbed sprawl betrayed insulting watchfulness; only a man who fears secret murder keeps himself on guard.


    A girl with a tangled rope of hair down her back came toward me. Her hands were unchained, meaning she was a woman of the lowest class, not worth safeguarding. Her fur smock was shabby and matted with filth. I sent her for wine. When it came it was surprisingly good, the sweet and treacherous wine of Ardcarran. I sipped it slowly, looking round.


    If a caravan for Shainsa were leaving tomorrow, it would be known here. A word dropped that I was returning there would bring me, by ironbound custom, an invitation to travel in their company.


    When I sent the woman for wine a second time, a man on a nearby couch got up, and walked over to me.


    He was tall even for a Dry-towner, and there was something vaguely familiar about him. He was no riffraff of the Kharsa, either, for his shirtcloak was of rich silk interwoven with metallic threads, and crusted with heavy embroideries. The hilt of his skean was carved from a single green gem. He stood looking down at me for some time before he spoke.


    “I never forget a voice, although I cannot bring your face to mind. Have I a duty toward you?”


    I had spoken a jargon to the girl, but he addressed me in the lilting, sing-song speech of Shainsa. I made no answer, gesturing him to be seated. On Wolf, formal courtesy requires a series of polite non sequiturs, and while a direct question merely borders on rudeness, a direct answer is the mark of a simpleton.


    “A drink?”


    “I joined you unasked,” he retorted, and summoned the tangle-headed girl. “Bring us better wine than this swill!”


    With that word and gesture I recognized him and my teeth clamped hard on my lip. This was the loudmouth who had shown fight in the spaceport cafe, and run away before the dark girl with the sign of Nebran sprawled on her breast.


    But in this poor light he had not recognized me. I moved deliberately into the full red glow. If he did not know me for the Terran he had challenged last night in the spaceport cafe, it was unlikely that anyone else would. He stared at me for some minutes, but in the end he only shrugged and poured wine from the bottle he had ordered.


    Three drinks later I knew that his name was Kyral and that he was a trader in wire and fine steel tools through the nonhuman towns. And I had given him the name I had chosen, Rascar.


    He asked, “Are you thinking of returning to Shainsa?”


    Wary of a trap, I hesitated, but the question seemed harmless, so I only countered, “Have you been long in the Kharsa?”


    “Several weeks.”


    “Trading?”


    “No.” He applied himself to the wine again. “I was searching for a member of my family.”


    “Did you find him?”


    “Her,” said Kyral, and ceremoniously spat. “No, I didn’t find her. What is your business in Shainsa?”


    I chuckled briefly. “As a matter of fact, I am searching for a member of my family.”


    He narrowed his eyelids as if he suspected me of mocking him, but personal privacy is the most rigid convention of the Dry-towns and such mockery showed a sensible disregard for prying questions if I did not choose to answer them. He questioned no further.


    “I can use an extra man to handle the loads. Are you good with pack animals? If so, you are welcome to travel under the protection of my caravan.”


    I agreed. Then, reflecting that Juli and Rakhal must, after all, be known in Shainsa, I asked, “Do you know a trader who calls himself Sensar?”


    He started slightly; I saw his eyes move along my scars. Then reserve, like a lowered curtain, shut itself over his face, concealing a brief satisfied glimmer. “No,” he lied, and stood up.


    “We leave at first daylight. Have your gear ready.” He flipped something at me, and I caught it in midair. It was a stone incised with Kyral’s name in the ideographs of Shainsa. “You can sleep with the caravan if you care to. Show that token to Cuinn.”


    * * * *


    Kyral’s caravan was encamped in a barred field past the furthest gates of the Kharsa. About a dozen men were busy loading the pack animals—horses shipped in from Darkover, mostly. I asked the first man I met for Cuinn. He pointed out a burly fellow in a shiny red shirtcloak, who was busy at chewing out one of the young men for the way he’d put a packsaddle on his beast.


    Shainsa is a good language for cursing, but Cuinn had a special talent at it. I blinked in admiration while I waited for him to get his breath so I could hand him Kyral’s token.


    In the light of the fire I saw what I’d half expected: he was the second of the Dry-towners who’d tried to rough me up in the spaceport cafe. Cuinn barely glanced at the cut stone and tossed it back, pointing out one of the packhorses. “Load your personal gear on that one, then get busy and show this mush-headed wearer of sandals”—an insult carrying particularly filthy implications in Shainsa—“how to fasten a packstrap.”


    He drew breath and began to swear at the luckless youngster again, and I relaxed. He evidently hadn’t recognized me, either. I took the strap in my hand, guiding it through the saddle loop. “Like that,” I told the kid, and Cuinn stopped swearing long enough to give me a curt nod of acknowledgment and point out a heap of boxed and crated objects.


    “Help him load up. We want to get clear of the city by daybreak,” he ordered, and went off to swear at someone else.


    Kyral turned up at dawn, and a few minutes later the camp had vanished into a small scattering of litter and we were on our way.


    Kyral’s caravan, in spite of Cuinn’s cursing, was well-managed and well-handled. The men were Dry-towners, eleven of them, silent and capable and most of them very young. They were cheerful on the trail, handled the pack animals competently, during the day, and spent most of the nights grouped around the fire, gambling silently on the fall of the cut-crystal prisms they used for dice.


    Three days out of the Kharsa I began to worry about Cuinn.


    It was of course a spectacular piece of bad luck to find all three of the men from the spaceport cafe in Kyral’s caravan. Kyral had obviously not known me, and even by daylight he paid no attention to me except to give an occasional order. The second of the three was a gangling kid who probably never gave me a second look, let alone a third.


    But Cuinn was another matter. He was a man my own age, and his fierce eyes had a shrewdness in them that I did not trust. More than once I caught him watching me, and on the two or three occasions when he drew me into conversation, I found his questions more direct than Dry-town good manners allowed. I weighed the possibility that I might have to kill him before we reached Shainsa.


    We crossed the foothills and began to climb upward toward the mountains. The first few days I found myself short of breath as we worked upward into thinner air, then my acclimatization returned and I began to fall into the pattern of the days and nights on the trail. The Trade City was still a beacon in the night, but its glow on the horizon grew dimmer with each day’s march.


    Higher we climbed, along dangerous trails where men had to dismount and let the pack animals pick their way, foot by foot. Here in these altitudes the sun at noonday blazed redder and brighter, and the Dry-towners, who come from the parched lands in the sea-bottoms, were burned and blistered by the fierce light. I had grown up under the blazing sun of Terra, and a red sun like Wolf, even at its hottest, caused me no discomfort. This alone would have made me suspect. Once again I found Cuinn’s fierce eyes watching me.


    As we crossed the passes and began to descend the long trail through the thick forests, we got into nonhuman country. Racing against the Ghost Wind, we skirted the country around Charin, and the woods inhabited by the terrible Ya-men, birdlike creatures who turn cannibal when the Ghost Wind blows.


    Later the trail wound through thicker forests of indigo trees and grayish-purple brushwood, and at night we heard the howls of the catmen of these latitudes. At night we set guards about the caravan, and the dark spaces and shadows were filled with noises and queer smells and rustlings.


    Nevertheless, the day’s marches and the night watches passed without event until the night I shared guard with Cuinn. I had posted myself at the edge of the camp, the fire behind me. The men were sleeping rolls of snores, huddled close around the fire. The animals, hobbled with double ropes, front feet to hind feet, shifted uneasily and let out long uncanny whines.


    I heard Cuinn pacing behind me. I heard a rustle at the edge of the forest, a stir and whisper beyond the trees, and turned to speak to him, then saw him slipping away toward the outskirts of the clearing.


    For a moment I thought nothing of it, thinking that he was taking a few steps toward the gap in the trees where he had disappeared. I suppose I had the idea that he had slipped away to investigate some noise or shadow, and that I should be at hand.


    Then I saw the flicker of lights beyond the trees—light from the lantern Cuinn had been carrying in his hand! He was signaling!


    I slipped the safety clasp from the hilt of my skean and went after him. In the dimming glow of the fire I fancied I saw luminous eyes watching me, and the skin on my back crawled. I crept up behind him and leaped. We went down in a tangle of flailing legs and arms, and in less than a second he had his skean out and I was gripping his wrist, trying desperately to force the blade away from my throat.


    I gasped, “Don’t be a fool! One yell and the whole camp will be awake! Who were you signaling?”


    In the light of the fallen lantern, lips drawn back in a snarl, he looked almost inhuman. He strained at the knife for a moment, then dropped it. “Let me up,” he said.


    I got up and kicked the fallen skean toward him. “Put that away. What in hell were you doing, trying to bring the catmen down on us?”


    For a moment he looked taken aback, then his fierce face closed down again and he said wrathfully, “Can’t a man walk away from the camp without being half strangled?”


    I glared at him, but realized I really had nothing to go by. He might have been answering a call of nature, and the movement of the lantern accidental. And if someone had jumped me from behind, I might have pulled a knife on him myself. So I only said, “Don’t do it again. We’re all too jumpy.”


    There were no other incidents that night, or the next. The night after, while I lay huddled in my shirtcloak and blanket by the fire, I saw Cuinn slip out of his bedroll and steal away. A moment later there was a gleam in the darkness, but before I could summon the resolve to get up and face it out with him, he returned, looked cautiously at the snoring men, and crawled back into his blankets.


    While we were unpacking at the next camp, Kyral halted beside me. “Heard anything queer lately? I’ve got the notion we’re being trailed. We’ll be out of these forests tomorrow, and after that it’s clear road all the way to Shainsa. If anything’s going to happen, it will happen tonight.”


    I debated speaking to him about Cuinn’s signals. No, I had my own business waiting for me in Shainsa. Why mix myself up in some other, private intrigue?


    He said, “I’m putting you and Cuinn on watch again. The old men doze off, and the young fellows get to daydreaming or fooling around. That’s all right most of the time, but I want someone who’ll keep his eyes open tonight. Did you ever know Cuinn before this?”


    “Never set eyes on him.”


    “Funny, I had the notion—” He shrugged, turned away, then stopped.


    “Don’t think twice about rousing the camp if there’s any disturbance. Better a false alarm than an ambush that catches us all in our blankets. If it came to a fight, we might be in a bad way. We all carry skeans, but I don’t think there’s a shocker in the whole camp, let alone a gun. You don’t have one by any chance?”


    After the men had turned in, Cuinn patrolling the camp, halted a minute beside me and cocked his head toward the rustling forest.


    “What’s going on in there?”


    “Who knows? Catmen on the prowl, probably, thinking the horses would make a good meal, or maybe that we would.”


    “Think it will come to a fight?”


    “I wouldn’t know.”


    He surveyed me for a moment without speaking. “And if it did?”


    “We’d fight.” Then I sucked in my breath, for Cuinn had spoken Terran Standard, and I, without thinking had answered in the same language. He grinned, showing white teeth filed to a point.


    “I thought so!”


    I seized his shoulder and demanded roughly, “And what are you going to do about it?”


    “That depends on you,” he answered, “and what you want in Shainsa. Tell me the truth. What were you doing in the Terran Zone?” He gave me no chance to answer. “You know who Kyral is, don’t you?”


    “A trader,” I said, “who pays my wages and minds his own affairs.” I moved backward, hand on my skean, braced for a sudden rush. He made no aggressive motion, however.


    “Kyral told me you’d been asking questions about Rakhal Sensar,” he said. “Clever. Now I, for one, could have told you he’d never set eyes on Rakhal. I—”


    He broke off, hearing a noise in the forest, a long eerie howl. I muttered, “If you’ve brought them down on us—”


    He shook his head urgently. “I had to take that chance, to get word to the others. It won’t work. Where’s the girl?”


    I hardly heard him. I was hearing twigs snap, and silent sneaking feet. I turned for a yell that would rouse the camp and Cuinn grabbed me hard, saying insistently, “Quick! Where’s the girl! Go back and tell her it won’t work! If Kyral suspected—”


    He never finished the sentence. Just behind us came another of the long eerie howls. I knocked Cuinn away, and suddenly the night was filled with crouching forms that came down on us like a whirlwind.


    I shouted madly as the camp came alive with men struggling out of blankets, fighting for life itself. I ran hard, still shouting, for the enclosure where we had tied the horses. A catman, slim and black-furred, was crouched and cutting the hobble-strings of the nearest animal. I hurled myself on him. He exploded, clawing, raking my shoulder with talons that ripped the rough cloth like paper. I whipped out my skean and slashed upward. The talons contracted in my shoulder and I gasped with pain. Then the thing howled and fell away, clawing at the air. It twitched and lay still.


    Four shots in rapid succession cracked in the clearing. Kyral to the contrary, someone must have had a pistol. I heard one of the cat-things wail, a hoarse dying rattle. Something dark clawed my arm and I slashed with the knife, going down as another set of talons fastened in my back, rolling and clutching.


    I managed to get the thing’s forelimbs wedged under my elbow, my knee in its spine. I heaved, bent it backward, backward till it screamed, a high wail.


    Then I felt the spine snap and the dead thing mewled once, just air escaping from collapsing lungs, and slid limp from my thigh. Erect it had not been over four feet tall and in the light of the dying fire it might have been a dead lynx.


    “Rascar.…” I heard a gasp, a groan. I whirled and saw Kyral go down, struggling, drowning in half a dozen or more of the fierce half-humans. I leaped at the smother of bodies, ripped one away with a stranglehold, slashed at its throat.


    They were easy to kill.


    I heard a high, urgent scream in their mewing tongue. Then the furred black things seemed to melt into the forest as silently as they had come. Kyral, dazed, his forehead running blood, his arm slashed to the bone, was sitting on the ground, still stunned.


    Somebody had to take charge. I bellowed, “Lights! Get lights. They won’t come back if we have enough light, they can only see well in the dark.”


    Someone stirred the fire. It blazed up as they piled on dead branches, and I roughly commanded one of the kids to fill every lantern he could find, and get them burning. Four of the dead things were lying in the clearing. The youngster I’d helped loading horses, the first day, gazed down at one of the catmen, half-disemboweled by somebody’s skean, and suddenly bolted for the bushes, where I heard him retching.


    I set the others with stronger stomachs to dragging the bodies away from the clearing, and went back to see how badly Kyral was hurt. He had the rip in his arm and his face was covered with blood from a shallow scalp wound, but he insisted on getting up to inspect the hurts of the others.


    There was no one without a claw-wound in leg or back or shoulder, but none were serious, and we were all feeling fairly cheerful when someone demanded, “Where’s Cuinn?”


    He didn’t seem to be anywhere. Kyral, staggering slightly, insisted on searching, but I felt we wouldn’t find him. “He probably went off with his friends,” I snorted, and told about the signaling. Kyral looked grave.


    “You should have told me,” he began, but shouts from the far end of the clearing sent us racing there. We nearly stumbled over a single, solitary, motionless form, outstretched and lifeless, blind eyes staring upward at the moons.


    It was Cuinn. And his throat had been torn completely out.


    CHAPTER SIX


    Once we were free of the forest, the road to the Dry-towns lay straight before us, with no hidden dangers. Some of us limped for a day or two, or favored an arm or leg clawed by the catmen, but I knew that what Kyral said was true; it was a lucky caravan which had to fight off only one attack.


    Cuinn haunted me. A night or two of turning over his cryptic words in my mind had convinced me that whoever, or whatever he’d been signaling, it wasn’t the catmen. And his urgent question “Where’s the girl?” swam endlessly in my brain, making no more sense than when I had first heard it. Who had he mistaken me for? What did he think I was mixed up in? And who, above all, were the “others” who had to be signaled, at the risk of an attack by catmen which had meant his own death?


    With Cuinn dead, and Kyral thinking I’d saved his life, a large part of the responsibility for the caravan now fell on me. And strangely I enjoyed it, making the most of this interval when I was separated from the thought of blood-feud or revenge, the need of spying or the threat of exposure. During those days and nights on the trail I grew back slowly into the Dry-towner I once had been. I knew I would be sorry when the walls of Shainsa rose on the horizon, bringing me back inescapably to my own quest.


    We swung wide, leaving the straight trail to Shainsa, and Kyral announced his intention of stopping for half a day at Canarsa, one of the walled nonhuman cities which lay well off the traveled road. To my inadvertent show of surprise, he returned that he had trading connections there.


    “We all need a day’s rest, and the Silent Ones will buy from me, though they have few dealings with men. Look here, I owe you something. You have lenses? You can get a better price in Canarsa than you’d get in Ardcarran or Shainsa. Come along with me, and I’ll vouch for you.”


    Kyral had been most friendly since the night I had dug him out from under the catmen, and I knew no way to refuse without exposing myself for the sham trader I was. But I was deathly apprehensive. Even with Rakhal I had never entered any of the nonhuman towns.


    On Wolf, human and nonhuman have lived side by side for centuries. And the human is not always the superior being. I might pass, among the Dry-towners and the relatively stupid humanoid chaks, for another Dry-towner. But Rakhal had cautioned me I could not pass among nonhumans for native Wolfan, and warned me against trying.


    Nevertheless, I accompanied Kyral, carrying the box which had cost about a week’s pay in the Terran Zone and was worth a small fortune in the Dry-towns.


    Canarsa seemed, inside the gates, like any other town. The houses were round, beehive fashion, and the streets totally empty. Just inside the gates a hooded figure greeted us, and gestured us by signs to follow him. He was covered from head to foot with some coarse and shiny fiber woven into stuff that looked like sacking.


    But under the thick hooding was horror. It slithered and it had nothing like a recognizable human shape or walk, and I felt the primeval ape in me cowering and gibbering in a corner of my brain. Kyral muttered, close to my ear, “No outsider is ever allowed to look on the Silent Ones in their real form. I think they’re deaf and dumb, but be damn careful.”


    “You bet,” I whispered, and was glad the streets were empty. I walked along, trying not to look at the gliding motion of that shrouded thing up ahead.


    The trading was done in an open hut of reeds which looked as if it had been built in a hurry, and was not square, round, hexagonal or any other recognizable geometrical shape. It formed a pattern of its own, presumably, but my human eyes couldn’t see it. Kyral said in a breath of a whisper, “They’ll tear it down and burn it after we leave. We’re supposed to have contaminated it too greatly for any of the Silent Ones ever to enter again. My family has traded with them for centuries, and we’re almost the only ones who have ever entered the city.”


    Then two of the Silent Ones of Canarsa, also covered with that coarse shiny stuff, slithered into the hut, and Kyral choked off his words as if he had swallowed them.


    It was the strangest trading I had ever done. Kyral laid out the small forged-steel tools and the coils of thin fine wire, and I unpacked my lenses and laid them out in neat rows. The Silent Ones neither spoke nor moved, but through a thin place in the gray veiling I saw a speck which might have been a phosphorescent eye, moving back and forth as if scanning the things laid out for their inspection.


    Then I smothered a gasp, for suddenly blank spaces appeared in the rows of merchandise. Certain small tools—wirecutters, calipers, surgical scissors—had vanished, and all the coils of wire had disappeared. Blanks equally had appeared in the rows of lenses; all of my tiny, powerful microscope lenses had vanished. I cast a quick glance at Kyral, but he seemed unsurprised. I recalled vague rumors of the Silent Ones, and concluded that, eerie though it seemed, this was merely their way of doing business.


    Kyral pointed at one of the tools, at an exceptionally fine pair of binocular lenses, at the last of the coils of wire. The shrouded ones did not move, but the lenses and the wire vanished. The small tool remained, and after a moment Kyral dropped his hand.


    I took my cue from Kyral and remained motionless, awaiting whatever surprise was coming. I had halfway expected what happened next. In the blank spaces, little points of light began to glimmer, and after a moment, blue and red and green gem-stones appeared there. To me the substitution appeared roughly equitable and fair, though I am no judge of the fine points of gems.


    Kyral scowled slightly and pointed to one of the green gems, and after a moment it whisked away and a blue one took its place. In another spot where a fine set of surgical instruments had lain, Kyral pointed at the blue gem which now lay there, shook his head and held out three fingers. After a moment, a second blue stone lay winking beside the first.


    Kyral did not move, but inexorably held out the three fingers. There was a little swirling in the air, and then both gems vanished, and the case of surgical instruments lay in their place.


    Still Kyral did not move, but held the three fingers out for a full minute. Finally he dropped them and bent to pick up the case instruments. Again the little swirl in the air, and the instruments vanished. In their place lay three of the blue gems. My mouth twitched in the first amusement I had felt since we entered this uncanny place. Evidently bargaining with the Silent Ones was not a great deal different than bargaining with anyone anywhere. Nevertheless, under the eyes of those shrouded but horrible forms—if they had eyes, which I doubted—I had no impulse to protest their offered prices.


    I gathered up the rejected lenses, repacked them neatly, and helped Kyral recrate the tools and instruments the Silent Ones had not wanted. I noticed that in addition to the microscope lenses and surgical instruments, they had taken all the fine wire. I couldn’t imagine, and didn’t particularly want to imagine, what they intended to do with it.


    On our way back through the streets, unshepherded this time, Kyral’s tongue was loosened as if with a great release from tension. “They’re psychokinetics,” he told me. “Quite a few of the nonhuman races are. I guess they have to be, having no eyes and no hands. But sometimes I wonder if we of the Dry-towns ought to deal with them at all.”


    “What do you mean?” I asked, not really listening. I was thinking mostly about the way the small objects had melted away and reappeared. The sight had stirred some uncomfortable memory, a vague sense of danger. It was not tangible enough for me to know why I feared it, but just a subliminal uneasiness that kept prodding at me, like a tooth that isn’t quite aching yet.


    Kyral said, “We of Shainsa live between fire and flood. Terra on the one hand, and on the other maybe something worse, who knows? We know so little about the Silent Ones, and those like them. Who knows, maybe we’re giving them the weapons to destroy us—” He broke off, with a gasp, and stood staring down one of the streets.


    It lay open and bare between two rows of round houses, and Kyral was staring fixedly at a doorway which had opened there. I followed his paralyzed gaze, and saw the girl.


    Hair like spun black glass fell in hard waves around her shoulders, and the red eyes smiled with alien malice, alien mischief, beneath the dark crown of little stars. And the Toad God sprawled in hideous embroideries across the white folds of her breast.


    Kyral gulped hoarsely. His hand flew up as he clutched the charms strung about his neck. I imitated the gesture mechanically, watching Kyral, wondering if he would turn and run again. But he stood frozen for a minute. Then the spell broke and he took one step toward the girl, arms outstretched.


    “Miellyn!” he cried, and there was heartbreak in his voice. And again, the cry making ringing echoes in the strange street:


    “Miellyn! Miellyn!”


    This time it was the girl who whirled and fled. Her white robes fluttered and I saw the twinkle of her flying feet as she vanished into a space between the houses and was gone.


    Kyral took one blind step down the street, then another. But before he could burst into a run I had him by the arm, dragging him back to sanity.


    “Man, you’ve gone mad! Chase, in a nonhuman town?”


    He struggled for a minute, then, with a harsh sigh, he said, “It’s all right, I won’t—” and shook loose from my arm.


    He did not speak again until we reached the gates of Canarsa and they closed, silently and untouched, behind us. I had forgotten the place already. I had space only to think of the girl, whose face I had not forgotten since the moment when she saved me and disappeared. Now she had appeared again to Kyral. What did it all mean?


    I asked, as we walked toward the camp, “Do you know that girl?” But I knew the question was futile. Kyral’s face was closed, conceding nothing, and his friendliness had vanished completely.


    He said, “Now I know you. You saved me from the catmen, and again in Canarsa, so my hands are bound from harming you. But it is evil to have dealings with those who have been touched by the Toad God.” He spat noisily on the ground, looked at me with loathing, and said, “We will reach Shainsa in three days. Stay away from me.”


    CHAPTER SEVEN


    Shainsa, first in the chain of Dry-towns that lie in the bed of a long-dried ocean, is set at the center of a great alkali plain; a dusty, parched city bleached by a million years of sun. The houses are high, spreading buildings with many rooms and wide windows. The poorer sort were made of sun-dried brick, the more imposing being cut from the bleached salt stone of the cliffs that rise behind the city.


    News travels fast in the Dry-towns. If Rakhal were in the city, he’d soon know that I was here, and guess who I was or why I’d come. I might disguise myself so that my own sister, or the mother who bore me, would not know me. But I had no illusions about my ability to disguise myself from Rakhal. He had created the disguise that was me.


    When the second sun set, red and burning, behind the salt cliffs, I knew he was not in Shainsa, but I stayed on, waiting for something to happen. At night I slept in a cubbyhole behind a wineshop, paying an inordinate price for that very dubious privilege. And every day in the sleepy silence of the blood-red noon I paced the public square of Shainsa.


    This went on for four days. No one took the slightest notice of another nameless man in a shabby shirtcloak, without name or identity or known business. No one appeared to see me except the dusty children, with pale fleecy hair, who played their patient games on the windswept curbing of the square. They surveyed my scarred face with neither curiosity or fear, and it occurred to me that Rindy might be such another as these.


    If I had still been thinking like an Earthman, I might have tried to question one of the children, or win their confidence. But I had a deeper game in hand.


    On the fifth day I was so much a fixture that my pacing went unnoticed even by the children. On the gray moss of the square, a few dried-looking old men, their faces as faded as their shirtcloaks and bearing the knife scars of a hundred forgotten fights, drowsed on the stone benches. And along the flagged walk at the edge of the square, as suddenly as an autumn storm in the salt flats, a woman came walking.


    She was tall, with a proud swinging walk, and a metallic clashing kept rhythm to her swift steps. Her arms were fettered, each wrist bound with a jeweled bracelet and the bracelets linked together by a long, silver-gilt chain passed through a silken loop at her waist. From the loop swung a tiny golden padlock, but in the lock stood an even tinier key, signifying that she was a higher caste than her husband or consort, that her fettering was by choice and not command.


    She stopped directly before me and raised her arm in formal greeting like a man. The chain made a tinkling sound in the hushed square as her other hand was pulled up tight against the silken loop at her waist. She stood surveying me for some moments, and finally I raised my head and returned her gaze. I don’t know why I had expected her to have hair like spun black glass and eyes that burned with a red reflection of the burning star.


    This woman’s eyes were darker than the poison-berries of the salt cliffs, and her mouth was a cut berry that looked just as dangerous. She was young, the slimness of her shoulders and the narrow steel-chained wrists told me how very young she was, but her face had seen weather and storms, and her dark eyes had weathered worse psychic storms than that. She did not flinch at the sight of my scars, and met my gaze without dropping her eyes.


    “You are a stranger. What is your business in Shainsa?”


    I met the direct question with the insolence it demanded, hardly moving my lips. “I have come to buy women for the brothels of Ardcarran. Perhaps when washed you might be suitable. Who could arrange for your sale?”


    She took the rebuke impassively, though the bitter crimson of her mouth twitched a little in mischief or rage. But she made no sign. The battle was joined between us, and I knew already that it would be fought to the end.


    From somewhere in her draperies, something fell to the ground with a little tinkle. But I knew that trick too and I did not move. Finally she went away without bending to retrieve it and when I looked around I saw that all the fleece-haired children had stolen away, leaving their playthings lying on the curbing. But one or two of the gaffers on the stone benches, who were old enough to show curiosity without losing face, were watching me with impassive eyes.


    I could have asked the woman’s name then, but I held back, knowing it could only lessen the prestige I had gained from the encounter. I glanced down, without seeming to do so, at the tiny mirror which had fallen from the recesses of the fur robe. Her name might have been inscribed on the reverse.


    But I left it lying there to be picked up by the children when they returned, and went back to the wineshop. I had accomplished my first objective; if you can’t be inconspicuous, be so damned conspicuous that nobody can miss you. And that in itself is a fair concealment. How many people can accurately describe a street riot?


    I was finishing off a bad meal with a stone bottle of worse wine when the chak came in, disregarding the proprietor, and made straight for me. He was furred immaculately white. His velvet muzzle was contracted as if the very smells might soil it, and he kept a dainty paw outstretched to ward off accidental contact with greasy counters or tables or tapestries. His fur was scented, and his throat circled with a collar of embroidered silk. This pampered minion surveyed me with the innocent malice of an uninvolved nonhuman for merely human intrigues.


    “You are wanted in the Great House of Shanitha, thcarred man.” He spoke the Shainsa dialect with an affected lisp. “Will it pleathe you, come wis’ me?”


    I came, with no more than polite protest, but was startled. I had not expected the encounter to reach the Great House so soon. Shainsa’s Great House had changed hands four times since I had last been in Shainsa. I wasn’t overly anxious to appear there.


    The white chak, as out of place in the rough Dry-town as a jewel in the streets or a raindrop in the desert, led me along a winding boulevard to an outlying district. He made no attempt to engage me in conversation, and indeed I got the distinct impression that this cockscomb of a nonhuman considered me well beneath his notice. He seemed much more aware of the blowing dust in the street, which ruffled and smudged his carefully combed fur.


    The Great House was carved from blocks of rough pink basalt, the entry guarded by two great caryatids enwrapped in chains of carved metal, set somehow into the surface of the basalt. The gilt had long ago worn away from the chains so that it alternately gleamed gold or smudged base metal. The caryatids were patient and blind, their jewel-eyes long vanished under a hotter sun than today’s.


    The entrance hall was enormous. A Terran starship could have stood upright inside it, was my first impression, but I dismissed that thought quickly; any Terran thought was apt to betray me. But the main hall was built on a scale even more huge, and it was even colder than the legendary hell of the chaks. It was far too big for the people in it.


    There was a little solar heater in the ceiling, but it didn’t help much. A dim glow came from a metal brazier but that didn’t help much either. The chak melted into the shadows, and I went down the steps into the hall by myself, feeling carefully for each step with my feet and trying not to seem to be doing so. My comparative night-blindness is the only significant way in which I really differ from a native Wolfan.


    There were three men, two women and a child in the room. They were all Dry-towners and had an obscure family likeness, and they all wore rich garments of fur dyed in many colors. One of the men, old and stooped and withered, was doing something to the brazier. A slim boy of fourteen was sitting cross-legged on a pile of cushions in the corner. There was something wrong with his legs.


    A girl of ten in a too-short smock that showed long spider-thin legs above her low leather boots was playing with some sort of shimmery crystals, spilling them out into patterns and scooping them up again from the uneven stones of the floor. One of the women was a fat, creased slattern, whose jewels and dyed furs did not disguise her greasy slovenliness.


    Her hands were unchained, and she was biting into a fruit which dripped red juice down the rich blue fur of her robe. The old man gave her a look like murder as I came in, and she straightened slightly but did not discard the fruit. The whole room had a curious look of austere, dignified poverty, to which the fat woman was the only discordant note.


    But it was the remaining man and woman who drew my attention, so that I noticed the others only peripherally, in their outermost orbit. One was Kyral, standing at the foot of the dais and glowering at me.


    The other was the dark-eyed woman I had rebuked today in the public square.


    Kyral said, “So it’s you.” And his voice held nothing. Not rebuke, not friendliness or a lack of it, not even hatred.


    Nothing.


    There was only one way to meet it. I faced the girl—she was sitting on a thronelike chair next to the fat woman, and looked like a doe next to a pig—and said boldly, “I assume this summons to mean that you informed your kinsmen of my offer.”


    She flushed, and that was triumph enough. I held back the triumph, however, wary of overconfidence. The gaffer laughed the high cackle of age, and Kyral broke in with a sharp, angry monosyllable by which I knew that my remark had indeed been repeated, and had lost nothing in the telling. But only the line of his jaw betrayed the anger as he said calmly, “Be quiet, Dallisa. Where did you pick this up?”


    I said boldly, “The Great House has changed rulers since last I smelled the salt cliffs. Newcomers do not know my name and theirs is unknown to me.”


    The old gaffer said thinly to Kyral, “Our name has lost kihar. One daughter is lured away by the Toymaker and another babbles with strangers in the square, and a homeless no-good of the streets does not know our name.”


    My eyes, growing accustomed to the dark blaze of the brazier, saw that Kyral was biting his lip and scowling. Then he gestured to a table where an array of glassware was set, and at the gesture, the white chak came on noiseless feet and poured wine.


    “If you have no blood-feud with my family, will you drink with me?”


    “I will,” I said, relaxing. Even if he had associated the trader with the scarred Earthman of the spaceport, he seemed to have decided to drop the matter. He seemed startled, but he waited until I had lifted the glass and taken a sip. Then, with a movement like lightning, he leaped from the dais and struck the glass from my lips.


    I staggered back, wiping my cut mouth, in a split-second juggling possibilities. The insult was terrible and deadly. I could do nothing now but fight. Men had been murdered in Shainsa for far less. I had come to settle one feud, not involve myself in another, but even while these lightning thoughts flickered in my mind, I had whipped out my skean and I was surprised at the shrillness of my own voice.


    “You contrive offense beneath your own roof—”


    “Spy and renegade!” Kyral thundered. He did not touch his skean. From the table he caught a long four-thonged whip, making it whistle through the air. The long-legged child scuttled backward. I stepped back one pace, trying to conceal my desperate puzzlement. I could not guess what had prompted Kyral’s attack, but whatever it was, I must have made some bad mistake and could count myself lucky to get out of there alive.


    Kyral’s voice perceptibly trembled with rage. “You dare to come into my own home after I have tracked you to the Kharsa and back, blind fool that I was! But now you shall pay.”


    The whip sang through the air, hissing past my shoulders. I dodged to one side, retreating step by step as Kyral swung the powerful thongs. It cracked again, and a pain like the burning of red-hot irons seared my upper arm. My skean rattled down from numb fingers.


    The whip whacked the floor.


    “Pick up your skean,” said Kyral. “Pick it up if you dare.” He poised the lash again.


    The fat woman screamed.


    I stood rigid, gauging my chances of disarming him with a sudden leap. Suddenly the girl Dallisa leaped from her seat with a harsh musical chiming of chains.


    “Kyral, no! No, Kyral!”


    He moved slightly, but did not take his eyes from me. “Get back, Dallisa.”


    “No! Wait!” She ran to him and caught his whip-arm, dragging it down, and spoke to him hurriedly and urgently. Kyral’s face changed as she spoke; he drew a long breath and threw the whip down beside my skean on the floor.


    “Answer straight, on your life. What are you doing in Shainsa?”


    I could hardly take it in that for the moment I was reprieved from sudden death, from being beaten into bloody death there at Kyral’s feet. The girl went back to her thronelike chair. Now I must either tell the truth or a convincing lie, and I was lost in a game where I didn’t know the rules. The explanation I thought might get me out alive might be the very one which would bring down instant and painful death. Suddenly, with a poignancy that was almost pain, I wished Rakhal were standing here at my side.


    But I had to bluff it out alone.


    If they had recognized me for Race Cargill, the Terran spy who had often been in Shainsa, they might release me—it was possible, I supposed, that they were Terran sympathizers. On the other hand, Kyral’s shouts of “Spy, renegade!” seemed to suggest the opposite.


    I stood trying to ignore the searing pain in my lashed arm, but I knew that blood was running hot down my shoulder. Finally I said, “I came to settle blood-feud.”


    Kyral’s lips thinned in what might have been meant for a smile. “You shall, assuredly. But with whom, remains to be seen.”


    Knowing I had nothing more to lose, I said, “With a renegade called Rakhal Sensar.”


    Only the old man echoed my words dully, “Rakhal Sensar?”


    I felt heartened, seeing I wasn’t dead yet.


    “I have sworn to kill him.”


    Kyral suddenly clapped his hands and shouted to the white chak to clean up the broken glass on the floor. He said huskily, “You are not yourself Rakhal Sensar?”


    “I told you he wasn’t,” said Dallisa, high and hysterically. “I told you he wasn’t.”


    “A scarred man, tall—what was I to think?” Kyral sounded and looked badly shaken. He filled a glass himself and handed it to me, saying hoarsely, “I did not believe even the renegade Rakhal would break the code so far as to drink with me.”


    “He would not.” I could be positive about this. The codes of Terra had made some superficial impress on Rakhal, but down deep his own world held sway. If these men were at blood-feud with Rakhal and he stood here where I stood, he would have let himself be beaten into bloody rags before tasting their wine.


    I took the glass, raised it and drained it. Then, holding it out before me, I said, “Rakhal’s life is mine. But I swear by the red star and by the unmoving mountains, by the black snow and by the Ghost Wind, I have no quarrel with any beneath this roof.” I cast the glass to the floor, where it shattered on the stones.


    Kyral hesitated, but under the blazing eyes of the girl he quickly poured himself a glass of the wine and drank a few sips, then flung down the glass. He stepped forward and laid his hands on my shoulders. I winced as he touched the welt of the lash and could not raise my own arm to complete the ceremonial toast.


    Kyral stepped away and shrugged. “Shall I have one of the women see to your hurt?” He looked at Dallisa, but she twisted her mouth. “Do it yourself!”


    “It is nothing,” I said, not truthfully. “But I demand in requital that since we are bound by spilled blood under your roof, that you give me what news you have of Rakhal, the spy and renegade.”


    Kyral said fiercely, “If I knew, would I be under my own roof?”


    The old gaffer on the dais broke into shrill whining laughter. “You have drunk wi’ him, Kyral, now he’s bound you not to do him harm! I know the story of Rakhal! He was spy for Terra twelve years. Twelve years, and then he fought and flung their filthy money in their faces and left ‘em. But his partner was some Dry-town halfbreed or Terran spy and they fought wi’ clawed gloves, and near killed one another except the Terrans, who have no honor, stopped ‘em. See the marks of the kifirgh on his face!”


    “By Sharra the golden-chained,” said Kyral, gazing at me with something like a grin. “You are, if nothing else, a very clever man. What are you, spy, or half-caste of some Ardcarran slut?”


    “What I am doesn’t matter to you,” I said. “You have blood-feud with Rakhal, but mine is older than yours and his life is mine. As you are bound in honor to kill”—the formal phrases came easily now to my tongue; the Earthman had slipped away—”so you are bound in honor to help me kill. If anyone beneath your roof knows anything of Rakhal—”


    Kyral’s smile bared his teeth.


    “Rakhal works against the Son of the Ape,” he said, using the insulting Wolf term for the Terrans. “If we help you to kill him, we remove a goad from their flanks. I prefer to let the filthy Terranan spend their strength trying to remove it themselves. Moreover, I believe you are yourself an Earthman.


    “You have no right to the courtesy I extend to we, the People of the Sky. Yet you have drunk wine with me and I have no quarrel with you.” He raised his hand in dismissal, outfencing me. “Leave my roof in safety and my city with honor.”


    I could not protest or plead. A man’s kihar, his personal dignity, is a precious thing in Shainsa, and he had placed me so I could not compromise mine further in words. Yet I lost kihar equally if I left at his bidding, like an inferior dismissed.


    One desperate gamble remained.


    “A word,” I said, raising my hand, and while he half turned, startled, believing I was indeed about to compromise my dignity by a further plea, I flung it at him:


    “I will bet shegri with you.”


    His iron composure looked shaken. I had delivered a blow to his belief that I was an Earthman, for it is doubtful if there are six Earthmen on Wolf who know about shegri, the dangerous game of the Dry-towns.


    It is no ordinary gamble, for what the better stakes is his life, possibly his reason. Rarely indeed will a man beg shegri unless he has nothing further to lose.


    It is a cruel, possibly decadent game, which has no parallel anywhere in the known universe.


    But I had no choice. I had struck a cold trail in Shainsa. Rakhal might be anywhere on the planet and half of Magnusson’s month was already up. Unless I could force Kyral to tell what he knew, I might as well quit.


    So I repeated: “I will bet shegri with you.”


    And Kyral stood unmoving.


    For what the shegrin wagers is his courage and endurance in the face of torture and an unknown fate. On his side, the stakes are clearly determined beforehand. But if he loses, his punishment or penalty is at the whim of the one who has accepted him, and he may be put to whatever doom the winner determines.


    And this is the contest:


    The shegrin permits himself to be tortured from sunrise to sunset. If he endures he wins. It is as simple as that. He can stop the torture at any moment by a word, but to do so is a concession of defeat.


    This is not as dangerous as it might, at first, seem. The other party to the bet is bound by the ironclad codes of Wolf to inflict no permanent physical damage (no injury that will not heal with three suncourses). But from sunrise to sunset, any torment or painful ingenuity which the half-human mentality of Wolf can devise must be endured.


    The man who can outthink the torture of the moment, the man who can hold in his mind the single thought of his goal—that man can claim the stakes he has set, as well as other concessions made traditional.


    The silence grew in the hall. Dallisa had straightened and was watching me intently, her lips parted and the tip of a little red tongue visible between her teeth. The only sound was the tiny crunching as the fat woman nibbled at nuts and cast their shells into the brazier. Even the child on the steps had abandoned her game with the crystal dice, and sat looking up at me with her mouth open. Finally Kyral demanded, “Your stakes?”


    “Tell me all you know of Rakhal Sensar and keep silence about me in Shainsa.”


    “By the red shadow,” Kyral burst out, “you have courage, Rascar!”


    “Say only yes or no!” I retorted.


    Rebuked, he fell silent. Dallisa leaned forward and again, for some unknown reason, I thought of a girl with hair like spun black glass.


    Kyral raised his hand. “I say no. I have blood-feud with Rakhal and I will not sell his death to another. Further, I believe you are Terran and I will not deal with you. And finally, you have twice saved my life and I would find small pleasure in torturing you. I say no. Drink again with me and we part without a quarrel.”


    Beaten, I turned to go.


    “Wait,” said Dallisa.


    She stood up and came down from the dais, slowly this time, walking with dignity to the rhythm of her musically clashing chains. “I have a quarrel with this man.”


    I started to say that I did not quarrel with women, and stopped myself. The Terran concept of chivalry has no equivalent on Wolf.


    She looked at me with her dark poison-berry eyes, icy and level and amused, and said, “I will bet shegri with you, unless you fear me, Rascar.”


    And I knew suddenly that if I lost, I might better have trusted myself to Kyral and his whip, or to the wild beast-things of the mountains.


    CHAPTER EIGHT


    I slept little that night.


    There is a tale told in Daillon of a shegri where the challenger was left in a room alone, where he was blindfolded and told to await the beginning of the torment.


    Somewhere in those dark hours of waiting, between the unknown and the unexpected, the hours of telling over to himself the horrors of past shegri, the torture of anticipation alone became the unbearable. A little past noon he collapsed in screams of horror and died raving, unmarred, untouched.


    Daybreak came slowly, and with the first streamers of light came Dallisa and the white chak, maliciously uninvolved, sniffing his way through the shabby poverty of the great hall. They took me to a lower dungeon where the slant of the sunlight was less visible. Dallisa said, “The sun has risen.”


    I said nothing. Any word may be interpreted as a confession of defeat. I resolved to give them no excuse. But my skin crawled and I had that peculiar prickling sensation where the hair on my forearms was bristling erect with tension and fear.


    Dallisa said to the chak, “His gear was not searched. See that he has swallowed no anesthetic drugs.”


    Briefly I gave her credit for thoroughness, even while I wondered in a split second why I had not thought of this. Drugs could blur consciousness, at least, or suspend reality. The white nonhuman sprang forward and pinioned my arms with one strong, spring-steel forearm. With his other hand he forced my jaws open. I felt the furred fingers at the back of my throat, gagged, struggled briefly and doubled up in uncontrollable retching.


    Dallisa’s poison-berry-eyes regarded me levelly as I struggled upright, fighting off the dizzy sickness of disgust. Something about her impassive face stopped me cold. I had been, momentarily, raging with fury and humiliation. Now I realized that this had been a calculated, careful gesture to make me lose my temper and thus sap my resistance.


    If she could set me to fighting, if she could make me spend my strength in rage, my own imagination would fight on her side to make me lose control before the end. Swimming in the glare of her eyes, I realized she had never thought for a moment that I had taken any drug. Acting on Kyral’s hint that I was a Terran, she was taking advantage of the well-known Terran revulsion for the nonhuman.


    “Blindfold him,” Dallisa commanded, then instantly countermanded that: “No, strip him first.”


    The chak ripped off shirtcloak, shirt, shoes, breeches, and I had my first triumph when the wealed clawmarks on my shoulders—worse, if possible, than those which disfigured my face—were laid bare. The chak screwed up his muzzle in fastidious horror, and Dallisa looked shaken. I could almost read her thoughts:


    If he endured this, what hope have I to make him cry mercy?


    Briefly I remembered the months I lay feverish and half dead, waiting for the wounds Rakhal had inflicted to heal, those months when I had believed that nothing would ever hurt me again, that I had known the worst of all suffering. But I had been younger then.


    Dallisa had picked up two small sharp knives. She weighed them, briefly, gesturing to the chak. Without resisting, I let myself be manhandled backward, spreadeagled against the wall.


    Dallisa commanded, “Drive the knives through his palms to the wall!”


    My hands twitched convulsively, anticipating the slash of steel, and my throat closed in spasmodic dread. This was breaking the compact, bound as they were not to inflict physical damage. I opened my lips to protest this breaking of the bond of honor and met her dark blazing stare, and suddenly the sweat broke out on my forehead. I had placed myself wholly in their hands, and as Kyral had said, they were in no way bound by honor to respect a pledge to a Terran!


    Then, as my hands clenched into fists, I forced myself to relax. This was a bluff, a mental trick to needle me into breaking the pact and pleading for mercy. I set my lips, spread my palms wide against the wall and waited impassively.


    She said in her lilting voice, “Take care not to sever the tendons, or his hands would be paralyzed and he may claim we have broken our compact.”


    The points of the steel, razor-sharp, touched my palms, and I felt blood run down my hand before the pain. With an effort that turned my face white, I did not pull away from the point. The knives drove deeper.


    Dallisa gestured to the chak. The knives dropped. Two pinpricks, a quarter of an inch deep, stung in my palm. I had outbluffed her. Had I?


    If I had expected her to betray disappointment—and I had—I was disappointed. Abruptly, as if the game had wearied her already, she gestured, and I could not hold back a gasp as my arms were hauled up over my head, twisted violently around one another and trussed with thin cords that bit deep into the flesh. Then the rough upward pull almost jerked my shoulders from their sockets and I heard the giant chak grunt with effort as I was hauled upward until my feet barely, on tiptoe, touched the floor.


    “Blindfold him,” said Dallisa languidly, “so that he cannot watch the ascent of the sun or its descent or know what is to come.”


    A dark softness muffled my eyes. After a little I heard her steps retreating. My arms, wrenched overhead and numbed with the bite of the cords, were beginning to hurt badly now. But it wasn’t too bad. Surely she did not mean that this should be all.…


    Sternly I controlled my imagination, taking a tight rein on my thoughts. There was only one way to meet this—hanging blind and racked in space, my toes barely scrabbling at the floor—and that was to take each thing as it came and not look ahead for an instant. First of all I tried to get my feet under me, and discovered that by arching upwards to my fullest height I could bear my weight on tiptoe and ease, a little, the dislocating ache in my armpits by slackening the overhead rope.


    But after a little, a cramping pain began to flare through the arches of my feet, and it became impossible to support my weight on tiptoe. I jarred down with violent strain on my wrists and wrenched shoulders again, and for a moment the shooting agony was so intense that I nearly screamed. I thought I heard a soft breath near me.


    After a little it subsided to a sharp ache, then to a dull ache, and then to the violent cramping pain again, and once more I struggled to get my toes under me. I realized that by allowing my toes barely to touch the floor they had doubled and tripled the pain by the tantalizing hope of, if not momentary relief, at least the alteration of one pain for another.


    I haven’t the faintest idea, even now, how long I repeated that agonizing cycle: struggle for a toehold on rough stone, scraping my bare feet raw; arch upward with all my strength to release for a few moments the strain on my wrenched shoulders; the momentary illusion of relief as I found my balance and the pressure lightened on my wrists.


    Then the slow creeping, first of an ache, then of a pain, then of a violent agony in the arches of feet and calves. And, delayed to the last endurable moment, that final terrible anguish when the drop of my full weight pulled shoulder and wrist and elbow joints with that bone-shattering jerk.


    I started once to estimate how much time had passed, how many hours had crawled by, then checked myself, for that was imminent madness. But once the process had begun my brain would not abandon and I found myself, with compulsive precision, counting off the seconds and the minutes in each cycle: stretch upward, release the pressure on the arms; the beginning of pain in calves and arches and toes; the creeping of pain up ribs and loins and shoulders; the sudden jarring drop on the arms again.


    My throat was intolerably dry. Under other circumstances I might have estimated the time by the growth of hunger and thirst, but the rough treatment I had received made this impossible. There were other, unmentionable, humiliating pains.


    After a time, to bolster my flagging courage, I found myself thinking of all the ways it might have been worse. I had heard of a shegrin exposed to the bite of poisonous—not fatal, but painfully poisonous—insects, and to the worrying of the small gnawing rodents which can be trained to bite and tear. Or I might have been branded.…


    I banished the memory with the powerful exorcism; the man in Daillon whose anticipation, alone, of a torture which never came, had broken his mind. There was only one way to conquer this, and that was to act as if the present moment was the only one, and never for a moment to forget that the strongest of compacts bound them not to harm me, that the end of this was fixed by sunset.


    Gradually, however, all such rational thoughts blurred in a semidelirium of thirst and pain, narrowing to a red blaze of agony across my shoulder blades. I eased up on my toes again.


    White-hot pain blazed through my feet. The rough stone on which my toes sank had been covered with metal and I smelled scorching flesh, jerking up my feet with a wordless snarl of rage and fury, hanging in agony by my shoulders alone.


    And then I lost consciousness, at least for several moments, for when I became aware again, through the nightmare of pain, my toes were resting lightly and securely on cold stone. The smell of burned flesh remained, and the painful stinging in my toes. Mingled with that smell was a drift of perfume close by.


    Dallisa murmured, “I do not wish to break our bargain by damaging your feet. It’s only a little touch of fire to keep you from too much security in resting them.”


    I felt the taste of blood mingle in my mouth with the sour taste of vomit. I felt delirious, lightheaded. After another eternity I wondered if I had really heard Dallisa’s lilting croon or whether it was a nightmare born of feverish pain:


    Plead with me. A word, only a word and I will release you, strong man, scarred man. Perhaps I shall demand only a little space in your arms. Would not such doom be light upon you? Perhaps I shall set you free to seek Rakhal if only to plague Kyral. A word, only a word from you. A word, only a word from you.…


    It died into an endlessly echoing whisper. Swaying, blinded, I wondered why I endured. I drew a dry tongue over lips, salty and bloody, and nightmarishly considered yielding, winning my way somehow around Dallisa. Or knocking her suddenly senseless and escaping—I, who need not be bound by Wolf’s codes either. I fumbled with a stiff shape of words.


    And a breath saved me, a soft, released breath of anticipation. It was another trick. I swayed, limp and racked. I was not Race Cargill now. I was a dead man hanging in chains, swinging, filthy vultures pecking at my dangling feet. I was.…


    The sound of boots rang on the stone and Kyral’s voice, low and bitter, demanded somewhere behind me, “What have you done with him?”


    She did not answer, but I heard her chains clash lightly and imagined her gesture. Kyral muttered, “Women have no genius at any torture except.…” His voice faded out into great distances. Their words came to me over a sort of windy ringing, like the howling of lost men, dying in the snowfast passes of the mountains.


    “Speak up, you fool, he can’t hear you now.”


    “If you have let him faint, you are clumsy!”


    “You talk of clumsiness!” Dallisa’s voice, even thinned by the nightmare ringing in my head, held concentrated scorn. “Perhaps I shall release him, to find Rakhal when you failed! The Terrans have a price on Rakhal’s head, too. And at least this man will not confuse himself with his prey!”


    “If you think I would let you bargain with a Terranan—”


    Dallisa cried passionately, “You trade with the Terrans! How would you stop me, then?”


    “I trade with them because I must. But for a matter involving the honor of the Great House—”


    “The Great House whose steps you would never have climbed, except for Rakhal!” Dallisa sounded as if she were chewing her words in little pieces and spitting them at Kyral. “Oh, you were clever to take us both as your consorts! You did not know it was Rakhal’s doing, did you? Hate the Terrans, then!” She spat an obscenity at him. “Enjoy your hate, wallow in hating, and in the end all Shainsa will fall prey to the Toymaker, like Miellyn.”


    “If you speak that name again,” said Kyral very low, “I will kill you.”


    “Like Miellyn, Miellyn, Miellyn,” Dallisa repeated deliberately. “You fool, Rakhal knew nothing of Miellyn!”


    “He was seen—”


    “With me, you fool! With me! You cannot yet tell twin from twin? Rakhal came to me to ask news of her!”


    Kyral cried out hoarsely, like a man in anguish, “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    “You don’t really have to ask, do you, Kyral?”


    “You bitch!” said Kyral. “You filthy bitch!” I heard the sound of a blow. The next moment Kyral ripped the blindfold from my eyes and I blinked in the blaze of light. My arms were wholly numb now, twisted above my head, but the jar of his touch sent fresh pain racing through me. Kyral’s face swam out of the blaze of hell. “If that is true, then this is a damnable farce, Dallisa. You have lost our chance of learning what he knows of Miellyn.”


    “What he knows?” Dallisa lowered her hand from her face, where a bruise was already darkening.


    “Miellyn has twice appeared when I was with him. Loose him, Dallisa, and bargain with him. What we know of Rakhal for what he knows of Miellyn.”


    “If you think I would let you bargain with Terranan,” she mocked. “Weakling, this quarrel is mine! You fool, the others in the caravan will give me news, if you will not! Where is Cuinn?”


    From a million miles away Kyral laughed. “You’ve slipped the wrong hawk, Dallisa. The catmen killed him.” His skean flicked loose. He climbed to a perch near the rope at my wrists. “Bargain with me, Rascar!”


    I coughed, unable to speak, and Kyral insisted, “Will you bargain? End this damned woman’s farce which makes a mock of shegri?”


    The slant of sun told me there was light left. I found a shred of voice, not knowing what I was going to say until I had said it, irrevocably. “This is between Dallisa and me.”


    Kyral glared at me in mounting rage. With four strides he was out of the room, flinging back a harsh, furious “I hope you kill each other!” and the door slammed.


    Dallisa’s face swam red, and again as before, I knew the battle which was joined between us would be fought to a dreadful end. She touched my chest lightly, but the touch jolted excruciating pain through my shoulders.


    “Did you kill Cuinn?”


    I wondered, wearily, what this presaged.


    “Did you?” In a passion, she cried, “Answer! Did you kill him?” She struck me hard, and where the touch had been pain, the blow was a blaze of white agony. I fainted.


    “Answer!” She struck me again and the white blaze jolted me back to consciousness. “Answer me! Answer!” Each cry bought a blow until I gasped finally, “He signaled…set catmen on us.…”


    “No!” She stood staring at me and her white face was a death mask in which the eyes lived. She screamed wildly and the huge chak came running.


    “Cut him down! Cut him down! Cut him down!”


    A knife slashed the rope and I slumped, falling in a bone-breaking huddle to the floor. My arms were still twisted over my head. The chak cut the ropes apart, pulled my arms roughly back into place, and I gagged with the pain as the blood began flowing painfully through the chafed and swollen hands.


    And then I lost consciousness. More or less permanently, this time.


    CHAPTER NINE


    When I came to again I was lying with my head in Dallisa’s lap, and the reddish color of sunset was in the room. Her thighs were soft under my head, and for an instant I wondered if, in delirium, I had conceded to her. I muttered, “Sun…not down.…”


    She bent her face to mine, whispering, “Hush. Hush.”


    It was heaven, and I drifted off again. After a moment I felt a cup against my lips.


    “Can you swallow this?”


    I could and did. I couldn’t taste it yet, but it was cold and wet and felt heavenly trickling down my throat. She bent and looked into my eyes, and I felt as if I were falling into those reddish and stormy depths. She touched my scarred mouth with a light finger. Suddenly my head cleared and I sat upright.


    “Is this a trick to force me into calling my bet?”


    She recoiled as if I had struck her, then the trace of a smile flitted around her red mouth. Yes, between us it was battle. “You are right to be suspicious, I suppose. But if I tell you what I know of Rakhal, will you trust me then?”


    I looked straight at her and said, “No.”


    Surprisingly, she threw back her head and laughed. I flexed my freed wrists cautiously. The skin was torn away and chafed, and my arms ached to the bone. When I moved harsh lances of pain drove through my chest.


    “Well, until sunset I have no right to ask you to trust me,” said Dallisa when she had done laughing. “And since you are bound by my command until the last ray has fallen, I command that you lay your head upon my knees.”


    I blazed, “You are making a game of me!”


    “Is that my privilege? Do you refuse?”


    “Refuse?” It was not yet sunset. This might be a torture more complex than any which had yet greeted me. From the scarlet glint in her eyes I felt she was playing with me, as the cat-things of the forest play with their helpless victims. My mouth twitched in a grimace of humiliation as I lowered myself obediently until my head rested on her fur-clad knees.


    She murmured, smiling, “Is this so unbearable, then?”


    I said nothing. Never, never for an instant could I forget that—all human, all woman as she seemed—Dallisa’s race was worn and old when the Terran Empire had not left their home star. The mind of Wolf, which has mingled with the nonhuman since before the beginnings of recorded time, is unfathomable to an outsider. I was better equipped than most Earthmen to keep pace with its surface acts, but I could never pretend to understand its deeper motivations.


    It works on complex and irrational logic. Mischief is an integral part of it. Even the deadly blood-feud with Rakhal had begun with an overelaborate practical joke—which had lost the Service, incidentally, several thousand credits worth of spaceship.


    And so I could not trust Dallisa for an instant. Yet it was wonderful to lie here with my head resting against the perfumed softness of her body.


    Then suddenly her arms were gripping me, frantic and hungry; the subdued thing in her voice, her eyes, flamed out hot and wild. She was pressing the whole length of her body to mine, breasts and thighs and long legs, and her voice was hoarse.


    “Is this torture too?”


    Beneath the fur robe she was soft and white, and the subtle scent of her hair seemed a deeper entrapment than any. Frail as she seemed, her arms had the strength of steel, and pain blazed down my wrenched shoulders, seared through the twisted wrists. Then I forgot the pain.


    Over her shoulder the last dropping redness of the sun vanished and plunged the room into orchid twilight.


    I caught her wrists in my hands, prizing them backward, twisting them upward over her head. I said thickly, “The sun’s down.” And then I stopped her wild mouth with mine.


    And I knew that the battle between us had reached climax and victory simultaneously, and any question about who had won it was purely academic.


    * * * *


    During the night sometime, while her dark head lay motionless on my shoulder, I found myself staring into the darkness, wakeful. The throbbing of my bruises had little to do with my sleeplessness; I was remembering other chained girls from the old days in the Dry-towns, and the honey and poison of them distilled into Dallisa’s kisses. Her head was very light on my shoulders, and she felt curiously insubstantial, like a woman of feathers.


    One of the tiny moons was visible through the slitted windows. I thought of my rooms in the Terran Trade City, clean and bright and warm, and all the nights when I had paced the floor, hating, filled to the teeth with bitterness, longing for the windswept stars of the Dry-towns, the salt smell of the winds and the musical clashing of the walk of the chained women.


    With a sting of guilt, I realized that I had half forgotten Juli and my pledge to her and her misfortune which had freed me again, for this.


    Yet I had won, and what they knew had narrowed my planet-wide search to a pinpoint. Rakhal was in Charin.


    I wasn’t altogether surprised. Charin is the only city on Wolf, except the Kharsa, where the Terran Empire has put down deep roots into the planet, built a Trade City, a smaller spaceport. Like the Kharsa, it lies within the circle of Terran law—and a million miles outside it.


    A nonhuman town, inhabited largely by chaks, it is the core and center of the resistance movement, a noisy town in a perpetual ferment. It was the logical place for a renegade. I settled myself so that the ache in my racked shoulders was less violent, and muttered, “Why Charin?”


    Slight as the movement was, it roused Dallisa. She rolled over and propped herself on her elbows, quoting drowsily, “The prey walks safest at the hunter’s door.”


    I stared at the square of violet moonlight, trying to fit together all the pieces of the puzzle, and asked half aloud, “What prey and what hunters?”


    Dallisa didn’t answer. I hadn’t expected her to answer. I asked the real question in my mind: “Why does Kyral hate Rakhal Sensar, when he doesn’t even know him by sight?”


    “There are reasons,” she said somberly. “One of them is Miellyn, my twin sister. Kyral climbed the steps of the Great House by claiming us both as his consorts. He is our father’s son by another wife.”


    That explained much. Brother-and-sister marriages, not uncommon in the Dry-towns, are based on expediency and suspicion, and are frequently, though not always loveless. It explained Dallisa’s taunts, and it partly explained, only partly, why I found her in my arms. It did not explain Rakhal’s part in this mysterious intrigue, nor why Kyral had taken me for Rakhal, (but only after he remembered seeing me in Terran clothing).


    I wondered why it had never occurred to me before that I might be mistaken for Rakhal. There was no close resemblance between us, but a casual description would apply equally well to me or to Rakhal. My height is unusual for a Terran—within an inch of Rakhal’s own—and we had roughly the same build, the same coloring. I had copied his walk, imitated his mannerisms, since we were boys together.


    And, blurring minor facial characteristics, there were the scars of the kifirgh on my mouth, cheeks, and shoulders. Anyone who did not know us by sight, anyone who had known us by reputation from the days when we had worked together in the Dry-towns, might easily take one of us for the other. Even Juli had blurted, “You’re so much like—” before thinking better of it.


    Other odd bits of the puzzle floated in my mind, stubbornly refusing to take on recognizable patterns, the disappearance of a toy-seller; Juli’s hysterical babbling; the way the girl—Miellyn?—had vanished into a shrine of Nebran; and the taunts of Dallisa and the old man about a mysterious “Toymaker.” And something, some random joggling of a memory, in that eerie trading in the city of the Silent Ones. I knew all these things fitted together somehow, but I had no real hope that Dallisa could complete their pattern for me.


    She said, with a vehemence that startled me, “Miellyn is only the excuse! Kyral hates Rakhal because Rakhal will compromise and because he’ll fight!”


    She rolled over and pressed herself against me in the darkness. Her voice trembled. “Race, our world is dying. We can’t stand against Terra. And there are other things, worse things.”


    I sat up, surprised to find myself defending Terra to this girl. After all these years I was back in my own world. And yet I heard myself say quietly, “The Terrans aren’t exploiting Wolf. We haven’t abolished the rule of Shainsa. We’ve changed nothing.”


    It was true. Terra held Wolf by compact, not conquest. They paid, and paid generously, for the lease of the lands where their Trade Cities would rise, and stepped beyond them only when invited to do so.


    “We let any city or state that wants to keep its independence govern itself until it collapses, Dallisa. And they do collapse after a generation or so. Very few primitive planets can hold out against us. The people themselves get tired of living under feudal or theocratic systems, and they beg to be taken into the Empire. That’s all.”


    “But that’s just it,” Dallisa argued. “You give the people all those things we used to give them, and you do it better. Just by being here, you are killing the Dry-towns. They’re turning to you and leaving us, and you let them do it.”


    I shook my head. “We’ve kept the Terran Peace for centuries. What do you expect? Should we give you arms, planes, bombs, weapons to hold your slaves down?”


    “Yes!” she flared at me. “The Dry-towns have ruled Wolf since—since—you, you can’t even imagine how long! And we made compact with you to trade here—”


    “And we have rewarded you by leaving you untouched,” I said quietly. “But we have not forbidden the Dry-towns to come into the Empire and work with Terra.”


    She said bitterly, “Men like Kyral will die first,” and pressed her face helplessly against me. “And I will die with them. Miellyn broke away, but I cannot! Courage is what I lack. Our world is rotten, Race, rotten all through, and I’m as rotten as the core of it. I could have killed you today, and I’m here in your arms. Our world is rotten, but I’ve no confidence that the new world will be better!”


    I put my hand under her chin, and looked down gravely into her face, only a pale oval in the darkness. There was nothing I could say; she had said it all, and truthfully. I had hated and yearned and starved for this, and when I found it, it turned salty and bloody on my lips, like Dallisa’s despairing kisses. She ran her fingers over the scars on my face, then gripped her small thin hands around my wrists so fiercely that I grunted protest.


    “You will not forget me,” she said in her strangely lilting voice. “You will not forget me, although you were victorious.” She twisted and lay looking up at me, her eyes glowing faintly luminous in darkness. I knew that she could see me as clearly as if it were day. “I think it was my victory, not yours, Race Cargill.”


    Gently, on an impulse I could not explain, I picked up one delicate wrist, then the other, unclasping the heavy jeweled bracelets. She let out a stifled cry of dismay. And then I tossed the chains into a corner before I drew her savagely into my arms again and forced her head back under my mouth.


    * * * *


    I said good-bye to her alone, in the reddish, windswept space before the Great House. She pressed her head against my shoulder and whispered, “Race, take me with you!”


    For answer I only picked up her narrow wrists and turned them over on my palm. The jeweled bracelets were clasped again around the thinly boned joints, and on some self-punishing impulse she had shortened the chains so that she could not even put her arms around me. I lifted the punished wrists to my mouth and kissed them gently.


    “You don’t want to leave, Dallisa.”


    I was desperately sorry for her. She would go down with her dying world, proud and cold and with no place in the new one. She kissed me and I tasted blood, her thin fettered body straining wildly against me, shaken with tearing, convulsive sobs. Then she turned and fled back into the shadow of the great dark house.


    I never saw her again.


    CHAPTER TEN


    A few days later I found myself nearing the end of the trail.


    It was twilight in Charin, hot and reeking with the gypsy glare of fires which burned, smoking, at the far end of the Street of the Six Shepherds. I crouched in the shadow of a wall, waiting.


    My skin itched from the dirty shirtcloak I hadn’t changed in days. Shabbiness is wise in nonhuman parts, and Dry-towners think too much of water to waste much of it in superfluous washing anyhow. I scratched unobtrusively and glanced cautiously down the street.


    It seemed empty, except for a few sodden derelicts sprawled in doorways—the Street of the Six Shepherds is a filthy slum—but I made sure my skean was loose. Charin is not a particularly safe town, even for Dry-towners, and especially not for Earthmen, at any time.


    Even with what Dallisa had told me, the search had been difficult. Charin is not Shainsa. In Charin, where human and nonhuman live closer together than anywhere else on the planet, information about such men as Rakhal can be bought, but the policy is to let the buyer beware. That’s fair enough, because the life of the seller has a way of not being worth much afterward, either.


    A dirty, dust-laden wind was blowing up along the street, heavy with strange smells. The pungent reek of incense from a street-shrine was in the smells. The heavy, acrid odor that made my skin crawl. In the hills behind Charin, the Ghost Wind was rising.


    Borne on this wind, the Ya-men would sweep down from the mountains, and everything human or nearly human would scatter in their path. They would range through the quarter all night, and in the morning they would melt away, until the Ghost Wind blew again. At any other time, I would already have taken cover. I fancied that I could hear, borne on the wind, the faraway yelping, and envision the plumed, taloned figures which would come leaping down the street.


    In that moment, the quiet of the street split asunder.


    From somewhere a girl’s voice screamed in shrill pain or panic. Then I saw her, dodging between two of the chinked pebble-houses. She was a child, thin and barefoot, a long tangle of black hair flying loose as she darted and twisted to elude the lumbering fellow at her heels. His outstretched paw jerked cruelly at her slim wrist.


    The little girl screamed and wrenched herself free and threw herself straight on me, wrapping herself around my neck with the violence of a storm wind. Her hair got in my mouth and her small hands gripped at my back like a cat’s flexed claws.


    “Oh, help me,” she gasped between sobs. “Don’t let him get me, don’t.” And even in that broken plea I took it in that the little ragamuffin did not speak the jargon of that slum, but the pure speech of Shainsa.


    What I did then was as automatic as if it had been Juli. I pulled the kid loose, shoved her behind me, and scowled at the brute who lurched toward us.


    “Make yourself scarce,” I advised. “We don’t chase little girls where I come from. Haul off, now.”


    The man reeled. I smelled the rankness of his rags as he thrust one grimy paw at the girl. I never was the hero type, but I’d started something which I had to carry through. I thrust myself between them and put my hand on the skean again.


    “You—you Dry-towner.” The man set up a tipsy howl, and I sucked in my breath. Now I was in for it. Unless I got out of there damned fast, I’d lose what I’d come all the way to Charin to find.


    I felt like handing the girl over. For all I knew, the bully could be her father and she was properly in line for a spanking. This wasn’t any of my business. My business lay at the end of the street, where Rakhal was waiting at the fires. He wouldn’t be there long. Already the smell of the Ghost Wind was heavy and harsh, and little flurries of sand went racing along the street, lifting the flaps of the doorways.


    But I did nothing so sensible. The big lunk made a grab at the girl, and I whipped out my skean and pantomimed.


    “Get going!”


    “Dry-towner!” He spat out the word like filth, his pig-eyes narrowing to slits. “Son of the Ape! Earthman!”


    “Terranan!” Someone took up the howl. There was a stir, a rustle, all along the street that had seemed empty, and from nowhere, it seemed, the space in front of me was crowded with shadowy forms, human and otherwise.


    “Earthman!”


    I felt the muscles across my belly knotting into a band of ice. I didn’t believe I’d given myself away as an Earthman. The bully was using the time-dishonored tactic of stirring up a riot in a hurry, but just the same I looked quickly round, hunting a path of escape.


    “Put your skean in his guts, Spilkar! Grab him!”


    “Hai-ai! Earthman! Hai-ai!”


    It was the last cry that made me panic. Through the sultry glare at the end of the street, I could see the plumed, taloned figures of the Ya-men, gliding through the banners of smoke. The crowd melted open.


    I didn’t stop to reflect on the fact—suddenly very obvious—that Rakhal couldn’t have been at the fires at all, and that my informant had led me into an open trap, a nest of Ya-men already inside Charin. The crowd edged back and muttered, and suddenly I made my choice. I whirled, snatched up the girl in my arms and ran straight toward the advancing figures of the Ya-men.


    Nobody followed me. I even heard a choked shout that sounded like a warning. I heard the yelping shrieks of the Ya-men grow to a wild howl, and at the last minute, when their stiff rustling plumes loomed only a few yards away, I dived sidewise into an alley, stumbled on some rubbish and spilled the girl down.


    “Run, kid!”


    She shook herself like a puppy climbing out of water. Her small fingers closed like a steel trap on my wrist. “This way,” she urged in a hasty whisper, and I found myself plunging out the far end of the alley and into the shelter of a street-shrine. The sour stink of incense smarted in my nostrils, and I could hear the yelping of the Ya-men as they leaped and rustled down the alley, their cold and poisonous eyes searching out the recess where I crouched with the girl.


    “Here,” she panted, “stand close to me on the stone—” I drew back, startled.


    “Oh, don’t stop to argue,” she whimpered. “Come here!”


    “Hai-ai! Earthman! There he is!”


    The girl’s arms flung round me again. I felt her slight, hard body pressing on mine and she literally hauled me toward the pattern of stones at the center of the shrine. I wouldn’t have been human if I hadn’t caught her closer yet.


    The world reeled. The street disappeared in a cone of spinning lights, stars danced crazily, and I plunged down through a widening gulf of empty space, locked in the girl’s arms. I fell, spun, plunged head over heels through tilting lights and shadows that flung us through eternities of freefall. The yelping of the Ya-men whirled away in unimaginable distances, and for a second I felt the unmerciful blackout of a power dive, with blood breaking from my nostrils and filling my mouth.


    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    Lights flared in my eyes.


    I was standing solidly on my feet in the street-shrine, but the street was gone. Coils of incense still smudged the air. The God squatted toadlike in his recess. The girl was hanging limp, locked in my clenched arms. As the floor straightened under my feet I staggered, thrown off balance by the sudden return of the girl’s weight, and grabbed blindly for support.


    “Give her to me,” said a voice, and the girl’s sagging body was lifted from my arms. A strong hand grasped my elbow. I found a chair beneath my knees and sank gratefully into it.


    “The transmission isn’t smooth yet between such distant terminals,” the voice remarked. “I see Miellyn has fainted again. A weakling, the girl, but useful.”


    I spat blood, trying to get the room in focus. For I was inside a room, a room of some translucent substance, windowless, a skylight high above me, through which pink daylight streamed. Daylight—and it had been midnight in Charin! I’d come halfway around the planet in a few seconds!


    From somewhere I heard the sound of hammering, tiny, bell-like hammering, the chiming of a fairy anvil. I looked up and saw a man—a man?—watching me.


    On Wolf you see all kinds of human, half-human and nonhuman life, and I consider myself something of an expert on all three. But I had never seen anyone, or anything, who so closely resembled the human and so obviously wasn’t. He, or it, was tall and lean, man-shaped but oddly muscled, a vague suggestion of something less than human in the lean hunch of his posture.


    Manlike, he wore green tight-fitting trunks and a shirt of green fur that revealed bulging biceps where they shouldn’t be, and angular planes where there should have been swelling muscles. The shoulders were high, the neck unpleasantly sinuous, and the face, a little narrower than human, was handsomely arrogant, with a kind of wary alert mischief that was the least human thing about him.


    He bent, tilted the girl’s inert body on to a divan of some sort, and turned his back on her, lifting his hand in an impatient, and unpleasantly reminiscent, gesture.


    The tinkling of the little hammers stopped as if a switch had been disconnected.


    “Now,” said the nonhuman, “we can talk.”


    Like the waif, he spoke Shainsan, and spoke it with a better accent than any nonhuman I had ever known—so well that I looked again to be certain. I wasn’t too dazed to answer in the same tongue, but I couldn’t keep back a spate of questions:


    “What happened? Who are you? What is this place?”


    The nonhuman waited, crossing his hands—quite passable hands, if you didn’t look too closely at what should have been nails—and bent forward in a sketchy gesture.


    “Do not blame Miellyn. She acted under orders. It was imperative you be brought here tonight, and we had reason to believe you might ignore an ordinary summons. You were clever at evading our surveillance, for a time. But there would not be two Dry-towners in Charin tonight who would dare the Ghost Wind. Your reputation does you justice, Rakhal Sensar.”


    Rakhal Sensar! Once again Rakhal!


    Shaken, I pulled a rag from my pocket and wiped blood from my mouth. I’d figured out, in Shainsa, why the mistake was logical. And here in Charin I’d been hanging around in Rakhal’s old haunts, covering his old trails. Once again, mistaken identity was natural.


    Natural or not, I wasn’t going to deny it. If these were Rakhal’s enemies, my real identity should be kept as an ace in reserve which might—just might—get me out alive again. If they were his friends…well, I could only hope that no one who knew him well by sight would walk in on me.


    “We knew,” the nonhuman continued, “that if you remained where you were, the Terranan Cargill would have made his arrest. We know about your quarrel with Cargill, among other things, but we did not consider it necessary that you should fall into his hands at present.”


    I was puzzled. “I still don’t understand. Exactly where am I?”


    “This is the mastershrine of Nebran.”


    Nebran!


    The stray pieces of the puzzle suddenly jolted into place. Kyral had warned me, not knowing he was doing it. I hastily imitated the gesture Kyral had made, gabbling a few words of an archaic charm.


    Like every Earthman who’s lived on Wolf more than a tourist season, I’d seen faces go blank and impassive at mention of the Toad God. Rumor made his spies omnipresent, his priests omniscient, his anger all-powerful. I had believed about a tenth of what I had heard, or less.


    The Terran Empire has little to say to planetary religions, and Nebran’s cult is a remarkably obscure one, despite the street-shrines on every corner. Now I was in his mastershrine, and the device which had brought me here was beyond doubt a working model of a matter transmitter.


    A matter transmitter, a working model—the words triggered memory. Rakhal was after it.


    “And who,” I asked slowly, “are you, Lord?”


    The green-clad creature hunched thin shoulders again in a ceremonious gesture. “I am called Evarin. Humble servant of Nebran and yourself,” he added, but there was no humility in his manner. “I am called the Toymaker.”


    Evarin. That was another name given weight by rumor. A breath of gossip in a thieves market. A scrawled word on smudged paper. A blank folder in Terran Intelligence. Another puzzle-piece snapped into place—Toymaker!


    The girl on the divan sat up suddenly passing slim hands over her disheveled hair. “Did I faint, Evarin? I had to fight to get him into the stone, and the patterns were not set straight in that terminal. You must send one of the Little Ones to set them to rights. Toymaker, you are not listening to me.”


    “Stop chattering, Miellyn,” said Evarin indifferently. “You brought him here, and that is all that matters. You aren’t hurt?”


    Miellyn pouted and looked ruefully at her bare bruised feet, patted the wrinkles in her ragged frock with fastidious fingers. “My poor feet,” she mourned, “they are black and blue with the cobbles and my hair is filled with sand and tangles! Toymaker, what way was this to send me to entice a man? Any man would have come quickly, quickly, if he had seen me looking lovely, but you—you send me in rags!”


    She stamped a small bare foot. She was not merely as young as she had looked in the street. Though immature and underdeveloped by Terran standards, she had a fair figure for a Dry-town woman. Her rags fell now in graceful folds. Her hair was spun black glass, and I—I saw what the rags and the confusion in the filthy street had kept me from seeing before.


    It was the girl of the spaceport cafe, the girl who had appeared and vanished in the eerie streets of Canarsa.


    Evarin was regarding her with what, in a human, might have been rueful impatience. He said, “You know you enjoyed yourself, as always, Miellyn. Run along and make yourself beautiful again, little nuisance.”


    The girl danced out of the room, and I was just as glad to see her go. The Toymaker motioned to me.


    “This way,” he directed, and led me through a different door. The offstage hammering I had heard, tiny bell tones like a fairy xylophone, began again as the door opened, and we passed into a workroom which made me remember nursery tales from a half-forgotten childhood on Terra. For the workers were tiny, gnarled trolls!


    They were chaks. Chaks from the polar mountains, dwarfed and furred and half-human, with witchlike faces and great golden eyes, and I had the curious feeling that if I looked hard enough I would see the little toy-seller they had hunted out of the Kharsa. I didn’t look. I figured I was in enough trouble already.


    Tiny hammers pattered on miniature anvils in a tinkling, jingling chorus of musical clinks and taps. Golden eyes focused like lenses over winking jewels and gimcracks. Busy elves. Makers of toys!


    Evarin jerked his shoulders with an imperative gesture. I followed him through a fairy workroom, but could not refrain from casting a lingering look at the worktables. A withered leprechaun set eyes into the head of a minikin hound. Furred fingers worked precious metals into invisible filigree for the collarpiece of a dancing doll. Metallic feathers were thrust with clockwork precision into the wings of a skeleton bird no longer than my fingernail. The nose of the hound wabbled and sniffed, the bird’s wings quivered, the eyes of the little dancer followed my footsteps.


    Toys?


    “This way,” Evarin rapped, and a door slid shut behind us. The clinks and taps grew faint, fainter, but never ceased.


    My face must have betrayed more than conventional impassivity, for Evarin smiled. “Now you know, Rakhal, why I am called Toymaker. Is it not strange—the masterpriest of Nebran, a maker of Toys, and the shrine of the Toad God a workshop for children’s playthings?”


    Evarin paused suggestively. They were obviously not children’s playthings and this was my cue to say so, but I avoided the trap. Evarin opened a sliding panel and took out a doll.


    She was perhaps the length of my longest finger, molded to the precise proportions of a woman, and costumed after the bizarre fashion of the Ardcarran dancing girls. Evarin touched no button or key that I could see, but when he set the figure on its feet, it executed a whirling, armtossing dance in a fast, tricky tempo.


    “I am, in a sense, benevolent,” Evarin murmured. He snapped his fingers and the doll sank to her knees and poised there, silent. “Moreover, I have the means and, let us say, the ability to indulge my small fantasies.


    “The little daughter of the President of the Federation of Trade Cities on Samarra was sent such a doll recently. What a pity that Paolo Arimengo was so suddenly impeached and banished!” The Toymaker clucked his teeth commiseratingly. “Perhaps this small companion will compensate the little Carmela for her adjustment to her new…position.”


    He replaced the dancer and pulled down something like a whirligig. “This might interest you,” he mused, and set it spinning. I stared at the pattern of lights that flowed and disappeared, melting in and out of visible shadows. Suddenly I realized what the thing was doing. I wrested my eyes away with an effort. Had there been a lapse of seconds or minutes? Had Evarin spoken?


    Evarin arrested the compelling motion with one finger. “Several of these pretty playthings are available to the children of important men,” he said absently. “An import of value for our exploited and impoverished world. Unfortunately they are, perhaps, a little…ah, obvious. The incidence of nervous breakdowns is, ah, interfering with their sale. The children, of course, are unaffected, and love them.” Evarin set the hypnotic wheel moving again, glanced sidewise at me, then set it carefully back.


    “Now”—Evarin’s voice, hard with the silkiness of a cat’s snarl, clawed the silence—”we’ll talk business.”


    I turned, composing my face. Evarin had something concealed in one hand, but I didn’t think it was a weapon. And if I’d known, I’d have had to ignore it anyway.


    “Perhaps you wonder how we recognized and found you?” A panel cleared in the wall and became translucent. Confused flickers moved, dropped into focus and I realized that the panel was an ordinary television screen and I was looking into the well-known interior of the Cafe of Three Rainbows in the Trade City of Charin.


    By this time I was running low on curiosity and didn’t wonder till much, much later how televised pictures were transmitted around the curve of a planet. Evarin sharpened the focus down on the long Earth-type bar where a tall man in Terran clothes was talking to a pale-haired girl. Evarin said, “By now, Race Cargill has decided, no doubt, that you fell into his trap and into the hands of the Ya-men. He is off-guard now.”


    And suddenly the whole thing seemed so unbearably, illogically funny that my shoulders shook with the effort to keep back dangerous laughter. Since I’d landed in Charin, I’d taken great pains to avoid the Trade City, or anyone who might have associated me with it. And Rakhal, somehow aware of this, had conveniently filled up the gap. By posing as me.


    It wasn’t nearly as difficult as it sounded. I had found that out in Shainsa. Charin is a long, long way from the major Trade City near the Kharsa. I hadn’t a single intimate friend there, or within hundreds of miles, to see through the imposture. At most, there were half a dozen of the staff that I’d once met, or had a drink with, eight or ten years ago.


    Rakhal could speak perfect Standard when he chose; if he lapsed into Dry-town idiom, that too was in my known character. I had no doubt he was making a great success of it all, probably doing much better with my identity than I could ever have done with his.


    Evarin rasped, “Cargill meant to leave the planet. What stopped him? You could be of use to us, Rakhal. But not with this blood-feud unsettled.”


    That needed no elucidation. No Wolfan in his right mind will bargain with a Dry-towner carrying an unresolved blood-feud. By law and custom, declared blood-feud takes precedence over any other business, public or private, and is sufficient excuse for broken promises, neglected duties, theft, even murder.


    “We want it settled once and for all.” Evarin’s voice was low and unhurried. “And we aren’t above weighting the scales. This Cargill can, and has, posed as a Dry-towner, undetected. We don’t like Earthmen who can do that. In settling your feud, you will be aiding us, and removing a danger. We would be…grateful.”


    He opened his closed hand, displaying something small, curled, inert.


    “Every living thing emits a characteristic pattern of electrical nerve impulses. We have ways of recording those impulses, and we have had you and Cargill under observation for a long time. We’ve had plenty of opportunity to key this Toy to Cargill’s pattern.”


    On his palm the curled thing stirred, spread wings. A fledgling bird lay there, small soft body throbbing slightly. Half-hidden in a ruff of metallic feathers I glimpsed a grimly elongated beak. The pinions were feathered with delicate down less than a quarter of an inch long. They beat with delicate insistence against the Toymaker’s prisoning fingers.


    “This is not dangerous to you. Press here”—he showed me—”and if Race Cargill is within a certain distance—and it is up to you to be within that distance—it will find him, and kill him. Unerringly, inescapably, untraceably. We will not tell you the critical distance. And we will give you three days.”


    He checked my startled exclamation with a gesture. “Of course this is a test. Within the hour Cargill will receive a warning. We want no incompetents who must be helped too much! Nor do we want cowards! If you fail, or release the bird at a distance too great, or evade the test”—the green inhuman malice in his eyes made me sweat—”we have made another bird.”


    By now my brain was swimming, but I thought I understood the complex inhuman logic involved. “The other bird is keyed to me?”


    With slow contempt Evarin shook his head. “You? You are used to danger and fond of a gamble. Nothing so simple! We have given you three days. If, within that time, the bird you carry has not killed, the other bird will fly. And it will kill. Rakhal, you have a wife.”


    Yes, Rakhal had a wife. They could threaten Rakhal’s wife. And his wife was my sister Juli.


    Everything after that was anticlimax. Of course I had to drink with Evarin, the elaborate formal ritual without which no bargain on Wolf is concluded. He entertained me with gory and technical descriptions of the way in which the birds, and other of his hellish Toys, did their killing, and worse tasks.


    Miellyn danced into the room and upset the exquisite solemnity of the wine-ritual by perching on my knee, stealing a sip from my cup, and pouting prettily when I paid her less attention than she thought she merited. I didn’t dare pay much attention, even when she whispered, with the deliberate and thorough wantonness of a Dry-town woman of high-caste who has flung aside her fetters, something about a rendezvous at the Three Rainbows.


    But eventually it was over and I stepped through a door that twisted with a giddy blankness, and found myself outside a bare windowless wall in Charin again, the night sky starred and cold. The acrid smell of the Ghost Wind was thinning in the streets, but I had to crouch in a cranny of the wall when a final rustling horde of Ya-men, the last of their receding tide, rustled down the street. I found my way to my lodging in a filthy chak hostel, and threw myself down on the verminous bed.


    Believe it or not, I slept.


    CHAPTER TWELVE


    An hour before dawn there was a noise in my room. I roused, my hand on my skean. Someone or something was fumbling under the mattress where I had thrust Evarin’s bird. I struck out, encountered something warm and breathing, and grappled with it in the darkness. A foul-smelling something gripped over my mouth. I tore it away and struck hard with the skean. There was a high shrilling. The gripping filth loosened and fell away and something died on the floor.


    I struck a light, retching in revulsion. It hadn’t been human. There wouldn’t have been that much blood from a human. Not that color, either.


    The chak who ran the place came and gibbered at me. Chaks have a horror of blood and this one gave me to understand that my lease was up then and there, no arguments, no refunds. He wouldn’t even let me go into his stone outbuilding to wash the foul stuff from my shirtcloak. I gave up and fished under the mattress for Evarin’s Toy.


    The chak got a glimpse of the embroideries on the silk in which it was wrapped, and stood back, his loose furry lips hanging open, while I gathered my few belongings together and strode out of the room. He would not touch the coins I offered; I laid them on a chest and he let them lie there, and as I went into the reddening morning they came flying after me into the street.


    I pulled the silk from the Toy and tried to make some sense from my predicament. The little thing lay innocent and silent in my palm. It wouldn’t tell me whether it had been keyed to me, the real Cargill, some time in the past, or to Rakhal, using my name and reputation in the Terran Colony here at Charin.


    If I pressed the stud it might play out this comedy of errors by hunting down Rakhal, and all my troubles would be over. For a while, at least, until Evarin found out what had happened. I didn’t deceive myself that I could carry the impersonation through another meeting.


    On the other hand, if I pressed the stud, the bird might turn on me. And then all my troubles would be over for good.


    If I delayed past Evarin’s deadline, and did nothing, the other bird in his keeping would hunt down Juli and give her a swift and not too painless death.


    I spent most of the day in a chak dive, juggling plans. Toys, innocent and sinister. Spies, messengers. Toys which killed horribly. Toys which could be controlled, perhaps, by the pliant mind of a child, and every child hates its parents now and again!


    Even in the Terran colony, who was safe? In Mack’s very home, one of the Magnusson youngsters had a shiny thing which might, or might not, be one of Evarin’s hellish Toys. Or was I beginning to think like a superstitious Dry-towner?


    Damn it, Evarin couldn’t be infallible; he hadn’t even recognized me as Race Cargill! Or—suddenly the sweat broke out, again, on my forehead—or had he? Had the whole thing been one of those sinister, deadly and incomprehensible nonhuman jokes?


    I kept coming to the same conclusion. Juli was in danger, but she was half a world away. Rakhal was here in Charin. There was a child involved—Juli’s child. The first step was to get inside the Terran colony and see how the land lay.


    Charin is a city shaped like a crescent moon, encircling the small Trade City: a miniature spaceport, a miniature skyscraper HQ, the clustered dwellings of the Terrans who worked there, and those who lived with them and supplied them with necessities, services and luxuries.


    Entry from one to the other is through a guarded gateway, since this is hostile territory, and Charin lies far beyond the impress of ordinary Terran law. But the gate stood wide-open, and the guards looked lax and bored. They had shockers, but they didn’t look as if they’d used them lately.


    One raised an eyebrow at his companion as I shambled up. I could pretty well guess the impression I made, dirty, unkempt and stained with nonhuman blood. I asked permission to go into the Terran Zone.


    They asked my name and business, and I toyed with the notion of giving the name of the man I was inadvertently impersonating. Then I decided that if Rakhal had passed himself off as Race Cargill, he’d expect exactly that. And he was also capable of the masterstroke of impudence—putting out a pickup order, through Spaceforce, for his own name!


    So I gave the name we’d used from Shainsa to Charin, and tacked one of the Secret Service passwords on the end of it. They looked at each other again and one said, “Rascar, eh? This is the guy, all right.” He took me into the little booth by the gate while the other used an intercom device. Presently they took me along into the HQ building, and into an office that said “Legate.”


    I tried not to panic, but it wasn’t easy! Evidently I’d walked square into another trap. One guard asked me, “All right, now, what exactly is your business in the Trade City?”


    I’d hoped to locate Rakhal first. Now I knew I’d have no chance and at all costs I must straighten out this matter of identity before it went any further.


    “Put me straight through to Magnusson’s office, Level 38 at Central HQ, by visi,” I demanded. I was trying to remember if Mack had ever even heard the name we used in Shainsa. I decided I couldn’t risk it. “Name of Race Cargill.”


    The guard grinned without moving. He said to his partner, “That’s the one, all right.” He put a hand on my shoulder, spinning me around.


    “Haul off, man. Shake your boots.”


    There were two of them, and Spaceforce guards aren’t picked for their good looks. Just the same, I gave a pretty good account of myself until the inner door opened and a man came storming out.


    “What the devil is all this racket?”


    One guard got a hammerlock on me. “This Dry-towner bum tried to talk us into making a priority call to Magnusson, the Chief at Central. He knew a couple of the S.S. passwords. That’s what got him through the gate. Remember, Cargill passed the word that somebody would turn up trying to impersonate him.”


    “I remember.” The strange man’s eyes were wary and cold.


    “You damned fools,” I snarled. “Magnusson will identify me! Can’t you realize you’re dealing with an impostor?”


    One of the guards said to the legate in an undertone, “Maybe we ought to hold him as a suspicious character.” But the legate shook his head. “Not worth the trouble. Cargill said it was a private affair. You might search him, make sure he’s not concealing contraband weapons,” he added, and talked softly to the wide-eyed clerk in the background while the guards went through my shirtcloak and pockets.


    When they started to unwrap the silk-shrouded Toy I yelled—if the thing got set off accidentally, there’d be trouble. The legate turned and rebuked, “Can’t you see it’s embroidered with the Toad God? It’s a religious amulet of some sort, let it alone.”


    They grumbled, but gave it back to me, and the legate commanded, “Don’t mess him up any more. Give him back his knife and take him to the gates. But make sure he doesn’t come back.”


    I found myself seized and frog-marched to the gate. One guard pushed my skean back into its clasp. The other shoved me hard, and I stumbled, fell sprawling in the dust of the cobbled street, to the accompaniment of a profane statement about what I could expect if I came back. A chorus of jeers from a cluster of chak children and veiled women broke across me.


    I picked myself up, glowered so fiercely at the giggling spectators that the laughter drained away into silence, and clenched my fists, half inclined to turn back and bull my way through. Then I subsided. First round to Rakhal. He had sprung the trap on me, very neatly.


    The street was narrow and crooked, winding between doubled rows of pebble-houses, and full of dark shadows even in the crimson noon. I walked aimlessly, favoring the arm the guard had crushed. I was no closer to settling things with Rakhal, and I had slammed at least one gate behind me.


    Why hadn’t I had sense enough to walk up and demand to see Race Cargill? Why hadn’t I insisted on a fingerprint check? I could prove my identity, and Rakhal, using my name in my absence, to those who didn’t know me by sight, couldn’t. I could at least have made him try. But he had maneuvered it very cleverly, so I never had a chance to insist on proofs.


    I turned into a wineshop and ordered a dram of greenish mountainberry liquor, sipping it slowly and fingering the few bills and coins in my pockets. I’d better forget about warning Juli. I couldn’t ‘vise her from Charin, except in the Terran zone. I had neither the money nor the time to make the trip in person, even if I could get passage on a Terran-dominated airline after today.


    Miellyn. She had flirted with me, and like Dallisa, she might prove vulnerable. It might be another trap, but I’d take the chance. At least I could get hints about Evarin. And I needed information. I wasn’t used to this kind of intrigue any more. The smell of danger was foreign to me now, and I found it unpleasant.


    The small lump of the bird in my pocket tantalized me. I took it out again. It was a temptation to press the stud and let it settle things, or at least start them going, then and there.


    After a while I noticed the proprietors of the shop staring at the silk of the wrappings. They backed off, apprehensive. I held out a coin and they shook their heads. “You are welcome to the drink,” one of them said. “All we have is at your service. Only please go. Go quickly.”


    They would not touch the coins I offered. I thrust the bird in my pocket, swore and went. It was my second experience with being somehow tabu, and I didn’t like it.


    It was dusk when I realized I was being followed.


    At first it was a glimpse out of the corner of my eye, a head seen too frequently for coincidence. It developed into a too-persistent footstep in uneven rhythm.


    Tap-tap-tap. Tap-tap-tap.


    I had my skean handy, but I had a hunch this wasn’t anything I could settle with a skean. I ducked into a side street and waited.


    Nothing.


    I went on, laughing at my imagined fears.


    Then, after a time, the soft, persistent footfall thudded behind me again.


    I cut across a thieves market, dodging from stall to stall, cursed by old women selling hot fried goldfish, women in striped veils railing at me in their chiming talk when I brushed their rolled rugs with hasty feet. Far behind I heard the familiar uneven hurry: tap-tap-tap, tap-tap-tap.


    I fled down a street where women sat on flower-decked balconies, their open lanterns flowing with fountains and rivulets of gold and orange fire. I raced through quiet streets where furred children crept to doors and watched me pass with great golden eyes that shone in the dark.


    I dodged into an alley and lay there, breathing hard. Someone not two inches away said, “Are you one of us, brother?”


    I muttered something surly, in his dialect, and a hand, reassuringly human, closed on my elbow. “This way.”


    Out of breath with long running, I let him lead me, meaning to break away after a few steps, apologize for mistaken identity and vanish, when a sound at the end of the street made me jerk stiff and listen.


    Tap-tap-tap. Tap-tap-tap.


    I let my arm relax in the hand that guided me, flung a fold of my shirtcloak over my face, and went along with my unknown guide.


    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    I stumbled over steps, took a jolting stride downward, and found myself in a dim room jammed with dark figures, human and nonhuman.


    The figures swayed in the darkness, chanting in a dialect not altogether familiar to me, a monotonous wailing chant, with a single recurrent phrase: “Kamaina! Kama-aina!” It began on a high note, descending in weird chromatics to the lowest tone the human ear could resolve.


    The sound made me draw back. Even the Dry-towners shunned the orgiastic rituals of Kamaina. Earthmen have a reputation for getting rid of the more objectionable customs—by human standards—on any planet where they live. But they don’t touch religions, and Kamaina, on the surface anyhow, was a religion.


    I started to turn round and leave, as if I had inadvertently walked through the wrong door, but my conductor hauled on my arm, and I was wedged in too tight by now to risk a roughhouse. Trying to force my way out would only have called attention to me, and the first of the Secret Service maxims is; when in doubt, go along, keep quiet, and watch the other guy.


    As my eyes adapted to the dim light, I saw that most of the crowd were Charin plainsmen or chaks. One or two wore Dry-town shirtcloaks, and I even thought I saw an Earthman in the crowd, though I was never sure and I fervently hope not. They were squatting around small crescent-shaped tables, and all intently gazing at a flickery spot of light at the front of the cellar. I saw an empty place at one table and dropped there, finding the floor soft, as if cushioned.


    On each table, small smudging pastilles were burning, and from these cones of ash-tipped fire came the steamy, swimmy smoke that filled the darkness with strange colors. Beside me an immature chak girl was kneeling, her fettered hands strained tightly back at her sides, her naked breasts pierced for jeweled rings.


    Beneath the pallid fur around her pointed ears, the exquisite animal face was quite mad. She whispered to me, but her dialect was so thick that I could follow only a few words, and would just as soon not have heard those few. An older chak grunted for silence and she subsided, swaying and crooning.


    There were cups and decanters on all the tables, and a woman tilted pale, phosphorescent fluid into a cup and offered it to me. I took one sip, then another. It was cold and pleasantly tart, and not until the second swallow turned sweet on my tongue did I know what I tasted. I pretended to swallow while the woman’s eyes were fixed on me, then somehow contrived to spill the filthy stuff down my shirt.


    I was wary even of the fumes, but there was nothing else I could do. The stuff was shallavan, outlawed on every planet in the Terran Empire and every halfway decent planet outside it.


    More and more figures, men and creatures, kept crowding into the cellar, which was not very large. The place looked like the worst nightmare of a drug-dreamer, ablaze with the colors of the smoking incense, the swaying crowd, and their monotonous cries. Quite suddenly there was a blaze of purple light and someone screamed in raving ecstasy: “Na ki na Nebran n’hai Kamaina!”


    “Kamayeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeena!” shrilled the tranced mob.


    An old man jumped up and started haranguing the crowd. I could just follow his dialect. He was talking about Terra. He was talking about riots. He was jabbering mystical gibberish which I couldn’t understand and didn’t want to understand, and rabble-rousing anti-Terran propaganda which I understood much too well.


    Another blaze of lights and another long scream in chorus: “Kamayeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeena!”


    Evarin stood in the blaze of the many-colored light.


    The Toymaker, as I had seen him last, cat-smooth, gracefully alien, shrouded in a ripple of giddy crimsons. Behind him was a blackness. I waited till the painful blaze of lights abated, then, straining my eyes to see past him, I got my worst shock.


    A woman stood there, naked to the waist, her hands ritually fettered with little chains that stirred and clashed musically as she moved stiff-legged in a frozen dream. Hair like black grass banded her brow and naked shoulders, and her eyes were crimson.


    And the eyes lived in the dead dreaming face. They lived, and they were mad with terror although the lips curved in a gently tranced smile.


    Miellyn.


    Evarin was speaking in that dialect I barely understood. His arms were flung high and his cloak went spilling away from them, rippling like something alive. The jammed humans and nonhumans swayed and chanted and he swayed above them like an iridescent bug, weaving arms rippling back and forth, back and forth. I strained to catch his words.


    “Our world…an old world.”


    “Kamayeeeeena,” whimpered the shrill chorus.


    “…humans, humans, all humans would make slaves of us all, all save the Children of the Ape.…”


    I lost the thread for a moment. True. The Terran Empire has one small blind spot in otherwise sane policy, ignoring that nonhuman and human have lived placidly here for millennia: they placidly assumed that humans were everywhere the dominant race, as on Earth itself.


    The Toymaker’s weaving arms went on spinning, spinning. I rubbed my eyes to clear them of shallavan and incense. I hoped that what I saw was an illusion of the drug—something, something huge and dark, was hovering over the girl. She stood placidly, hands clasped on her chains, but her eyes writhed in the frozen calm of her face.


    Then something—I can only call it a sixth sense—bore it on me that there was someone outside the door. I was perhaps the only creature there, except for Evarin, not drugged with shallavan, and perhaps that’s all it was. But during the days in the Secret Service I’d had to develop some extra senses. Five just weren’t enough for survival.


    I knew somebody was fixing to break down that door, and I had a good idea why. I’d been followed, by the legate’s orders, and, tracking me here, they’d gone away and brought back reinforcements.


    Someone struck a blow on the door and a stentorian voice bawled, “Open up there, in the name of the Empire!”


    The chanting broke in ragged quavers. Evarin stopped. Somewhere a woman screamed. The lights abruptly went out and a stampede started in the room. Women struck me with chains, men kicked, there were shrieks and howls. I thrust my way forward, butting with elbows and knees and shoulders.


    A dusky emptiness yawned and I got a glimpse of sunlight and open sky and knew that Evarin had stepped through into somewhere and was gone. The banging on the door sounded like a whole regiment of Spaceforce out there. I dived toward the shimmer of little stars which marked Miellyn’s tiara in the darkness, braving the black horror hovering over her, and touched rigid girl-flesh, cold as death.


    I grabbed her and ducked sideways. This time it wasn’t intuition—nine times out of ten, anyway, intuition is just a mental shortcut which adds up all the things which your subconscious has noticed while you were busy thinking about something else. Every native building on Wolf had concealed entrances and exits and I know where to look for them. This one was exactly where I expected. I pushed at it and found myself in a long, dim corridor.


    The head of a woman peered from an opening door. She saw Miellyn’s limp body hanging on my arm and her mouth widened in a silent scream. Then the head popped back out of sight and a door slammed. I heard the bolt slide. I ran for the end of the hall, the girl in my arms, thinking that this was where I came in, as far as Miellyn was concerned, and wondering why I bothered.


    The door opened on a dark, peaceful street. One lonely moon was setting beyond the rooftops. I set Miellyn on her feet, but she moaned and crumpled against me. I put my shirtcloak around her bare shoulders. Judging by the noises and yells, we’d gotten out just in time. No one came out the exit behind us. Either the Spaceforce had plugged it or, more likely, everyone else in the cellar had been too muddled by drugs to know what was going on.


    But it was only a few minutes, I knew, before Spaceforce would check the whole building for concealed escape holes. Suddenly, and irrelevantly, I found myself thinking of a day not too long ago, when I’d stood up in front of a unit-in-training of Spaceforce, introduced to them as an Intelligence expert on native towns, and solemnly warned them about concealed exits and entrances. I wondered, for half a minute, if it might not be simpler just to wait here and let them pick me up.


    Then I hoisted Miellyn across my shoulders. She was heavier than she looked, and after a minute, half conscious, she began to struggle and moan. There was a chak-run cookshop down the street, a place I’d once known well, with an evil reputation and worse food, but it was quiet and stayed open all night. I turned in at the door, bending at the low lintel.


    The place was smoke-filled and foul-smelling. I dumped Miellyn on a couch and sent the frowsy waiter for two bowls of noodles and coffee, handed him a few extra coins, and told him to leave us alone. He probably drew the worst possible inference—I saw his muzzle twitch at the smell of shallavan—but it was that kind of place anyhow. He drew down the shutters and went.


    I stared at the unconscious girl, then shrugged and started on the noodles. My own head was still swimmy with the fumes, incense and drug, and I wanted it clear. I wasn’t quite sure what I was going to do, but I had Evarin’s right-hand girl, and I was going to use her.


    The noodles were greasy and had a curious taste, but they were hot, and I ate all of one bowl before Miellyn stirred and whimpered and put up one hand, with a little clinking of chains, to her hair. The gesture was indefinably reminiscent of Dallisa, and for the first time I saw the likeness between them. It made me wary and yet curiously softened.


    Finding she could not move freely, she rolled over, sat up and stared around in growing bewilderment and dismay.


    “There was a sort of riot,” I said. “I got you out. Evarin ditched you. And you can quit thinking what you’re thinking, I put my shirtcloak on you because you were bare to the waist and it didn’t look so good.” I stopped to think that over, and amended: “I mean I couldn’t haul you around the streets that way. It looked good enough.”


    To my surprise, she gave a shaky little giggle, and held out her fettered hands. “Will you?”


    I broke her links and freed her. She rubbed her wrists as if they hurt her, then drew up her draperies, pinned them so that she was decently covered, and tossed back my shirtcloak. Her eyes were wide and soft in the light of the flickering stub of candle.


    “O, Rakhal,” she sighed. “When I saw you there—” She sat up, clasping her hands hard together, and when she continued her voice was curiously cold and controlled for anyone so childish. It was almost as cold as Dallisa’s.


    “If you’ve come from Kyral, I’m not going back. I’ll never go back, and you may as well know it.”


    “I don’t come from Kyral, and I don’t care where you go. I don’t care what you do.” I suddenly realized that the last statement was wholly untrue, and to cover my confusion I shoved the remaining bowl of noodles at her.


    “Eat.”


    She wrinkled her nose in fastidious disgust. “I’m not hungry.”


    “Eat it anyway. You’re still half doped, and the food will clear your head.” I picked up one mug of the coffee and drained it at a single swallow. “What were you doing in that disgusting den?”


    Without warning she flung herself across the table at me, throwing her arms round my neck. Startled, I let her cling a moment, then reached up and firmly unfastened her hands.


    “None of that now. I fell for it once, and it landed me in the middle of the mudpie.”


    But her fingers bit my shoulder.


    “Rakhal, Rakhal, I tried to get away and find you. Have you still got the bird? You haven’t set it off yet? Oh, don’t, don’t, don’t, Rakhal, you don’t know what Evarin is, you don’t know what he’s doing.” The words spilled out of her like floodwaters. “He’s won so many of you, don’t let him have you too, Rakhal. They call you an honest man, you worked once for Terra, the Terrans would believe you if you went to them and told them what he—Rakhal, take me to the Terran Zone, take me there, take me there where they’ll protect me from Evarin.”


    At first I tried to stop her, question her, then waited and let the torrent of entreaty run on and on. At last, exhausted and breathless, she lay quietly against my shoulder, her head fallen forward. The musty reek of shallavan mingled with the flower scent of her hair.


    “Kid,” I said heavily at last, “you and your Toymaker have both got me wrong. I’m not Rakhal Sensar.”


    “You’re not?” She drew back, regarding me in dismay. Her eyes searched every inch of me, from the gray streak across my forehead to the scar running down into my collar. “Then who—”


    “Race Cargill. Terran Intelligence.”


    She stared, her mouth wide like a child’s.


    Then she laughed. She laughed! At first I thought she was hysterical. I stared at her in consternation. Then, as her wide eyes met mine, with all the mischief of the nonhuman which has mingled into the human here, all the circular complexities of Wolf illogic behind the woman in them, I started to laugh too.


    I threw back my head and roared, until we were clinging together and gasping with mirth like a pair of raving fools. The chak waiter came to the door and stared at us, and I roared “Get the hell out,” between spasms of crazy laughter.


    Then she was wiping her face, tears of mirth still dripping down her cheeks, and I was frowning bleakly into the empty bowls.


    “Cargill,” she said hesitantly, “you can take me to the Terrans where Rakhal—”


    “Hell’s bells,” I exploded. “I can’t take you anywhere, girl. I’ve got to find Rakhal—” I stopped in midsentence and looked at her clearly for the first time.


    “Child, I’ll see that you’re protected, if I can. But I’m afraid you’ve walked from the trap to the cookpot. There isn’t a house in Charin that will hold me. I’ve been thrown out twice today.”


    She nodded. “I don’t know how the word spreads, but it happens, in nonhuman parts. I think they can see trouble written in a human face, or smell it on the wind.” She fell silent, her face propped sleepily between her hands, her hair falling in tangles. I took one of her hands in mine and turned it over.


    It was a fine hand, with birdlike bones and soft rose-tinted nails; but the lines and hardened places around the knuckles reminded me that she, too, came from the cold austerity of the salt Dry-towns. After a moment she flushed and drew her hand from mine.


    “What are you thinking, Cargill?” she asked, and for the first time I heard her voice sobered, without the coquetry, which must after all have been a very thin veneer.


    I answered her simply and literally. “I am thinking of Dallisa. I thought you were very different, and yet, I see that you are very like her.”


    I thought she would question what I knew of her sister, but she let it pass in silence. After a time she said, “Yes, we were twins.” Then, after a long silence, she added, “But she was always much the older.”


    And that was all I ever knew of whatever obscure pressures had shaped Dallisa into an austere and tragic Clytemnestra, and Miellyn into a pixie runaway.


    Outside the drawn shutters, dawn was brightening. Miellyn shivered, drawing her thin draperies around her bare throat. I glanced at the little rim of jewels that starred her hair and said, “You’d better take those off and hide them. They alone would be enough to have you hauled into an alley and strangled, in this part of Charin.” I hauled the bird Toy from my pocket and slapped it on the greasy table, still wrapped in its silk. “I don’t suppose you know which of us this thing is set to kill?”


    “I know nothing about the Toys.”


    “You seem to know plenty about the Toymaker.”


    “I thought so. Until last night.” I looked at the rigid, clamped mouth and thought that if she were really as soft and delicate as she looked, she would have wept. Then she struck her small hand on the tabletop and burst out, “It’s not a religion. It isn’t even an honest movement for freedom! Its a—a front for smuggling, and drugs, and—and every other filthy thing!


    “Believe it or not, when I left Shainsa, I thought Nebran was the answer to the way the Terrans were strangling us! Now I know there are worse things on Wolf than the Terran Empire! I’ve heard of Rakhal Sensar, and whatever you may think of Rakhal, he’s too decent to be mixed up in anything like this!”


    “Suppose you tell me what’s really going on,” I suggested. She couldn’t add much to what I knew already, but the last fragments of the pattern were beginning to settle into place. Rakhal, seeking the matter transmitter and some key to the nonhuman sciences of Wolf—I knew now what the city of Silent Ones had reminded me of!—had somehow crossed the path of the Toymaker.


    Evarin’s words now made sense: “You were clever at evading our surveillance—for a while.” Possibly, though I’d never know, Cuinn had been keeping one foot in each camp, working for Kyral and for Evarin. The Toymaker, knowing of Rakhal’s anti-Terran activities, had believed he would make a valuable ally and had taken steps to secure his help.


    Juli herself had given me the clue: “He smashed Rindy’s Toys.” Out of the context it sounded like the work of a madman. Now, having encountered Evarin’s workshop, it made plain good sense.


    And I think I had known all along that Rakhal could not have been playing Evarin’s game. He might have turned against Terra—though now I was beginning even to doubt that—and certainly he’d have killed me if he found me. But he would have done it himself, and without malice. Killed without malice—that doesn’t make sense in any of the languages of Terra. But it made sense to me.


    Miellyn had finished her brief recitation and was drowsing, her head pillowed on the table. The reddish light was growing, and I realized that I was waiting for dawn as, days ago, I had waited for sunset in Shainsa, with every nerve stretched to the breaking point. It was dawn of the third morning, and this bird lying on the table before me must fly or, far away in the Kharsa, another would fly at Juli.


    I said, “There’s some distance limitation on this one, I understand, since I have to be fairly near its object. If I lock it in a steel box and drop it in the desert, I’ll guarantee it won’t bother anybody. I don’t suppose you’d have a shot at stealing the other one for me?”


    She raised her head, eyes flashing. “Why should you worry about Rakhal’s wife?” she flared, and for no good reason it occurred to me that she was jealous. “I might have known Evarin wouldn’t shoot in the dark! Rakhal’s wife, that Earthwoman, what do you care for her?”


    It seemed important to set her straight. I explained that Juli was my sister, and saw a little of the tension fade from her face, but not all. Remembering the custom of the Dry-towns, I was not wholly surprised when she added, jealously, “When I heard of your feud, I guessed it was over that woman!”


    “But not in the way you think,” I said. Juli had been part of it, certainly. Even then I had not wanted her to turn her back on her world, but if Rakhal had remained with Terra, I would have accepted his marriage to Juli. Accepted it. I’d have rejoiced. God knows we had been closer than brothers, those years in the Dry-towns. And then, before Miellyn’s flashing eyes, I suddenly faced my secret hate, my secret fear. No, the quarrel had not been all Rakhal’s doing.


    He had not turned his back, unexplained on Terra. In some unrecognized fashion, I had done my best to drive him away. And when he had gone, I had banished a part of myself as well, and thought I could end the struggle by saying it didn’t exist. And now, facing what I had done to all of us, I knew that my revenge—so long sought, so dearly cherished—must be abandoned.


    “We still have to deal with the bird,” I said. “It’s a gamble, with all the cards wild.” I could dismantle it, and trust to luck that Wolf illogic didn’t include a tamper mechanism. But that didn’t seem worth the risk.


    “First I’ve got to find Rakhal. If I set the bird free and it killed him, it wouldn’t settle anything.” For I could not kill Rakhal. Not, now, because I knew life would be a worse punishment than death. But because—I knew it, now—if Rakhal died, Juli would die, too. And if I killed him I’d be killing the best part of myself. Somehow Rakhal and I must strike a balance between our two worlds, and try to build a new one from them.


    “And I can’t sit here and talk any longer. I haven’t time to take you—” I stopped, remembering the spaceport cafe at the edge of the Kharsa. There was a street-shrine, or matter transmitter, right there, across the street from the Terran HQ. All these years.…


    “You know your way in the transmitters. You can go there in a second or two.” She could warn Juli, tell Magnusson. But when I suggested this, giving her a password that would take her straight to the top, she turned white. “All jumps have to be made through the Mastershrine.”


    I stopped and thought about that.


    “Where is Evarin likely to be, right now?”


    She gave a nervous shudder. “He’s everywhere!”


    “Rubbish! He’s not omniscient! Why, you little fool, he didn’t even recognize me. He thought I was Rakhal!” I wasn’t too sure, myself, but Miellyn needed reassurance. “Or take me to the Mastershrine. I can find Rakhal in that scanning device of Evarin’s.” I saw refusal in her face and pushed on, “If Evarin’s there, I’ll prove he’s fallible enough with a skean in his throat! And here”—I thrust the Toy into her hand—“hang on to this, will you?”


    She put it matter-of-factly into her draperies. “I don’t mind that. But to the shrine—” Her voice quivered, and I stood up and pushed at the table.


    “Let’s get going. Where’s the nearest street-shrine?”


    “No, no! Oh, I don’t dare!”


    “You’ve got to.” I saw the chak who owned the place edging round the door again and said, “There’s no use arguing, Miellyn.” When she had readjusted her robes a little while ago, she had pinned them so that the flat sprawl of the Nebran embroideries was over her breasts. I put a finger against them, not in a sensuous gesture, and said, “The minute they see these, they’ll throw us out of here, too.”


    “If you knew what I know of Nebran, you wouldn’t want me to go near the Mastershrine again!” There was that faint coquettishness in her sidewise smile.


    And suddenly I realized that I didn’t want her to. But she was not Dallisa and she could not sit in cold dignity while her world fell into ruin. Miellyn must fight for the one she wanted.


    And then some of that primitive male hostility which lives in every man came to the surface, and I gripped her arm until she whimpered. Then I said, in the Shainsan which still comes to my tongue when moved or angry, “Damn it, you’re going. Have you forgotten that if it weren’t for me you’d have been torn to pieces by that raving mob, or something worse?”


    That did it. She pulled away and I saw again, beneath the veneer of petulant coquetry, that fierce and untamable insolence of the Dry-towner. The more fierce and arrogant, in this girl, because she had burst her fettered hands free and shaken off the ruin of the past.


    I was seized with a wildly inappropriate desire to seize her, crush her in my arms, taste the red honey of that teasing mouth. The effort of mastering the impulse made me rough.


    I shoved at her and said, “Come on. Let’s get there before Evarin does.”


    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    Outside in the streets it was full day, and the color and life of Charin had subsided into listlessness again, a dim morning dullness and silence. Only a few men lounged wearily in the streets, as if the sun had sapped their energy. And always the pale fleecy-haired children, human and furred nonhuman, played their mysterious games on the curbs and gutters and staring at us with neither curiosity nor malice.


    Miellyn was shaking when she set her feet into the patterned stones of the street-shrine.


    “Scared, Miellyn?”


    “I know Evarin. You don’t. But”—her mouth twitched in a pitiful attempt at the old mischief—”when I am with a great and valorous Earthman.…”


    “Cut it out,” I growled, and she giggled. “You’ll have to stand closer to me. The transmitters are meant only for one person.”


    I stooped and put my arms round her. “Like this?”


    “Like this,” she whispered, pressing herself against me. A staggering whirl of dizzy darkness swung round my head. The street vanished. After an instant the floor steadied and we stepped into the terminal room in the Mastershrine, under a skylight dim with the last red slant of sunset. Distant hammering noises rang in my ears.


    Miellyn whispered, “Evarin’s not here, but he might jump through at any second.” I wasn’t listening.


    “Where is this place, Miellyn? Where on the planet?”


    “No one knows but Evarin, I think. There are no doors. Anyone who goes in or out, jumps through the transmitter.” She pointed. “The scanning device is in there, we’ll have to go through the workroom.”


    She was patting her crushed robes into place, smoothing her hair with fastidious fingers. “I don’t suppose you have a comb? I’ve no time to go to my own—”


    I’d known she was a vain and pampered brat, but this passed all reason, and I said so, exploding at her. She looked at me as if I wasn’t quite intelligent. “The Little Ones, my friend, notice things. You are quite enough of a roughneck, but if I, Nebran’s priestess, walk through their workroom all blown about and looking like the tag end of an orgy in Ardcarran.…”


    Abashed, I fished in a pocket and offered her a somewhat battered pocket comb. She looked at it distastefully but used it to good purpose, smoothing her hair swiftly, rearranging her loose-pinned robe so that the worst of the tears and stains were covered, and giving me, meanwhile, an artless and rather tempting view of some delicious curvature. She replaced the starred tiara on her ringlets and finally opened the door of the workroom and we walked through.


    Not for years had I known that particular sensation—thousands of eyes, boring holes in the center of my back somewhere. There were eyes; the round inhuman orbs of the dwarf chaks, the faceted stare of the prism eyes of the Toys. The workroom wasn’t a hundred feet long, but it felt longer than a good many miles I’ve walked. Here and there the dwarfs murmured an obsequious greeting to Miellyn, and she made some lighthearted answer.


    She had warned me to walk as if I had every right to be there, and I strode after her as if we were simply going to an agreed-on meeting in the next room. But I was drenched with cold sweat before the farther door finally closed, safe and blessedly opaque, behind us. Miellyn, too, was shaking with fright, and I put a hand on her arm.


    “Steady, kid. Where’s the scanner?”


    She touched the panel I’d seen. “I’m not sure I can focus it accurately. Evarin never let me touch it.”


    This was a fine time to tell me that. “How does it work?”


    “It’s an adaptation of the transmitter principle. It lets you see anywhere, but without jumping. It uses a tracer mechanism like the one in the Toys. If Rakhal’s electrical-impulse pattern were on file—just a minute.” She fished out the bird Toy and unwrapped it. “Here’s how we find out which of you this is keyed to.”


    I looked at the fledgling bird, lying innocently in her palm, as she pushed aside the feathers, exposing a tiny crystal. “If it’s keyed to you, you’ll see yourself in this, as if the screen were a mirror. If it’s keyed to Rakhal.…”


    She touched the crystal to the surface of the screen. Little flickers of snow wavered and danced. Then, abruptly, we were looking down from a height at the lean back of a man in a leather jacket. Slowly he turned. I saw the familiar set of his shoulders, saw the back of his head come into an aquiline profile, and the profile turn slowly into a scarred, seared mask more hideously claw-marked and disfigured than my own.


    “Rakhal,” I muttered. “Shift the focus if you can, Miellyn, get a look out the window or something. Charin’s a big city. If we could get a look at a landmark—”


    Rakhal was talking soundlessly, his lips moving as he spoke to someone out of sight range of the scanning device. Abruptly Miellyn said, “There.” She had caught a window in the sight field of the pane. I could see a high pylon and two of three uprights that looked like a bridge, just outside. I said, “It’s the Bridge of Summer Snows. I know where he is now. Turn it off, Miellyn, we can find him—” I was turning away when Miellyn screamed.


    “Look!”


    Rakhal had turned his back on the scanner and for the first time I could see who he was talking to. A hunched, catlike shoulder twisted; a sinuous neck, a high-held head that was not quite human.


    “Evarin!” I swore. “That does it. He knows now that I’m not Rakhal, if he didn’t know it all along! Come on, girl, we’re getting out of here!”


    This time there was no pretense of normality as we dashed through the workroom. Fingers dropped from half-completed Toys as they stared after us. Toys! I wanted to stop and smash them all. But if we hurried, we might find Rakhal. And, with luck, we would find Evarin with him.


    And then I was going to bang their heads together. I’d reached a saturation point on adventure. I’d had all I wanted. I realized that I’d been up all night, that I was exhausted. I wanted to murder and smash, and wanted to fall down somewhere and go to sleep, all at once. We banged the workroom door shut and I took time to shove a heavy divan against it, blockading it.


    Miellyn stared. “The Little Ones would not harm me,” she began. “I am sacrosanct.”


    I wasn’t sure. I had a notion her status had changed plenty, beginning when I saw her chained and drugged, and standing under the hovering horror. But I didn’t say so.


    “Maybe. But there’s nothing sacred about me!”


    She was already inside the recess where the Toad God squatted. “There is a street-shrine just beyond the Bridge of Summer Snows. We can jump directly there.” Abruptly she froze in my arms, with a convulsive shudder.


    “Evarin! Hold me, tight—he’s jumping in! Quick!”


    Space reeled round us, and then.…


    Can you split instantaneousness into fragments? It didn’t make sense, but so help me, that’s what happened. And everything that happened, occurred within less than a second. We landed in the street-shrine. I could see the pylon and the bridge and the rising sun of Charin. Then there was the giddy internal wrenching, a blast of icy air whistled round us, and we were gazing out at the Polar mountains, ringed in their eternal snow.


    Miellyn clutched at me. “Pray! Pray to the Gods of Terra, if there are any!”


    She clung so violently that it felt as if her small body was trying to push through me and come out the other side. I hung on tight. Miellyn knew what she was doing in the transmitter; I was just along for the ride and I didn’t relish the thought of being dropped off somewhere in that black limbo we traversed.


    We jumped again, the sickness of disorientation forcing a moan from the girl, and darkness shivered round us. I looked on an unfamiliar street of black night and dust-bleared stars. She whimpered, “Evarin knows what I’m doing. He’s jumping us all over the planet. He can work the controls with his mind. Psychokinetics—I can do it a little, but I never dared—oh, hang on tight!”


    Then began one of the most amazing duels ever fought. Miellyn would make some tiny movement, and we would be falling, blind and dizzy, through blackness. Halfway through the giddiness, a new direction would wrench us and we would be thrust elsewhere, and look out into a new street.


    One instant I smelled hot coffee from the spaceport cafe near the Kharsa. An instant later it was blinding noon, with crimson fronds waving above us and a dazzle of water. We flicked in and out of the salty air of Shainsa, glimpsed flowers on a Daillon street, moonlight, noon, red twilight flickered and went, shot through with the terrible giddiness of hyperspace.


    Then suddenly I caught a second glimpse of the bridge and the pylon; a moment’s oversight had landed us for an instant in Charin. The blackness started to reel down, but my reflexes are fast and I made one swift, scrabbling step forward. We lurched, sprawled, locked together, on the stones of the Bridge of Summer Snows. Battered, and bruised, and bloody, we were still alive, and where we wanted to be.


    I lifted Miellyn to her feet. Her eyes were dazed with pain. The ground swayed and rocked under our feet as we fled along the bridge. At the far end, I looked up at the pylon. Judging from its angle, we couldn’t be more than a hundred feet from the window through which I’d seen that landmark in the scanner. In this street there was a wineshop, a silk market, and a small private house. I walked up and banged on the door.


    Silence. I knocked again and had time to wonder if we’d find ourselves explaining things to some uninvolved stranger. Then I heard a child’s high voice, and a deep familiar voice hushing it. The door opened, just a crack, to reveal part of a scarred face.


    It drew into a hideous grin, then relaxed.


    “I thought it might be you, Cargill. You’ve taken at least three days longer than I figured, getting here. Come on in,” said Rakhal Sensar.


    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    He hadn’t changed much in six years. His face was worse than mine; he hadn’t had the plastic surgeons of Terran Intelligence doing their best for him. His mouth, I thought fleetingly, must hurt like hell when he drew it up into the kind of grin he was grinning now. His eyebrows, thick and fierce with gray in them, went up as he saw Miellyn; but he backed away to let us enter, and shut the door behind us.


    The room was bare and didn’t look as if it had been lived in much. The floor was stone, rough-laid, a single fur rug laid before a brazier. A little girl was sitting on the rug, drinking from a big double-handled mug, but she scrambled to her feet as we came in, and backed against the wall, looking at us with wide eyes.


    She had pale-red hair like Juli’s, cut straight in a fringe across her forehead, and she was dressed in a smock of dyed red fur that almost matched her hair. A little smear of milk like a white moustache clung to her upper lip where she had forgotten to wipe her mouth. She was about five years old, with deep-set dark eyes like Juli’s, that watched me gravely without surprise or fear; she evidently knew who I was.


    “Rindy,” Rakhal said quietly, not taking his eyes from me. “Go into the other room.”


    Rindy didn’t move, still staring at me. Then she moved toward Miellyn, looking up intently not at the woman, but at the pattern of embroideries across her dress. It was very quiet, until Rakhal added, in a gentle and curiously moderate voice, “Do you still carry a skean, Race?”


    I shook my head. “There’s an ancient proverb on Terra, about blood being thicker than water, Rakhal. That’s Juli’s daughter. I’m not going to kill her father right before her eyes.” My rage spilled over then, and I bellowed, “To hell with your damned Dry-town feuds and your filthy Toad God and all the rest of it!”


    Rakhal said harshly, “Rindy. I told you to get out.”


    “She needn’t go.” I took a step toward the little girl, a wary eye on Rakhal. “I don’t know quite what you’re up to, but it’s nothing for a child to be mixed up in. Do what you damn please. I can settle with you any time.


    “The first thing is to get Rindy out of here. She belongs with Juli and, damn it, that’s where she’s going.” I held out my arms to the little girl and said, “It’s over, Rindy, whatever he’s done to you. Your mother sent me to find you. Don’t you want to go to your mother?”


    Rakhal made a menacing gesture and warned, “I wouldn’t—”


    Miellyn darted swiftly between us and caught up the child in her arms. Rindy began to struggle noiselessly, kicking and whimpering, but Miellyn took two quick steps, and flung an inner door open. Rakhal took a stride toward her. She whirled on him, fighting to control the furious little girl, and gasped, “Settle it between you, without the baby watching!”


    Through the open door I briefly saw a bed, a child’s small dresses hanging on a hook, before Miellyn kicked the door shut and I heard a latch being fastened. Behind the closed door Rindy broke into angry screams, but I put my back against the door.


    “She’s right. We’ll settle it between the two of us. What have you done to that child?”


    “If you thought—” Rakhal stopped himself in midsentence and stood watching me without moving for a minute. Then he laughed.


    “You’re as stupid as ever, Race. Why, you fool, I knew Juli would run straight to you, if she was scared enough. I knew it would bring you out of hiding. Why, you damned fool!” He stood mocking me, but there was a strained fury, almost a frenzy of contempt behind the laughter.


    “You filthy coward, Race! Six years hiding in the Terran zone. Six years, and I gave you six months! If you’d had the guts to walk out after me, after I rigged that final deal to give you the chance, we could have gone after the biggest thing on Wolf. And we could have brought it off together, instead of spending years spying and dodging and hunting! And now, when I finally get you out of hiding, all you want to do is run back where you’ll be safe! I thought you had more guts!”


    “Not for Evarin’s dirty work!”


    Rakhal swore hideously. “Evarin! Do you really believe—I might have known he’d get to you too! That girl—and you’ve managed to wreck all I did there, too!” Suddenly, so swiftly my eyes could hardly follow, he whipped out his skean and came at me. “Get away from that door!”


    I stood my ground. “You’ll have to kill me first. And I won’t fight you, Rakhal. We’ll settle this, but we’ll do it my way for once, like Earthmen.”


    “Son of the Ape! Get your skean out, you stinking coward!”


    “I won’t do it, Rakhal.” I stood and defied him. I had outmaneuvered Dry-towners in a shegri bet. I knew Rakhal, and I knew he would not knife an unarmed man. “We fought once with the kifirgh and it didn’t settle anything. This time we’ll do it my way. I threw my skean away before I came here. I won’t fight.”


    He thrust at me. Even I could see that the blow was a feint, and I had a flashing, instantaneous memory of Dallisa’s threat to drive the knife through my palms. But even while I commanded myself to stand steady, sheer reflex threw me forward, grabbing at his wrist and the knife.


    Between my grappling hand he twisted and I felt the skean drive home, rip through my jacket with a tearing sound; felt the thin fine line of touch, not pain yet, as it sliced flesh. Then pain burned through my ribs and I felt hot blood, and I wanted to kill Rakhal, wanted to get my hands around his throat and kill him with them. And at the same time I was raging because I didn’t want to fight the crazy fool, I wasn’t even mad at him.


    Miellyn flung the door open, shrieking, and suddenly the Toy, released, was darting a small whirring droning horror, straight at Rakhal’s eyes. I yelled. But there was no time even to warn him. I bent and butted him in the stomach. He grunted, doubled up in agony and fell out of the path of the diving Toy. It whirred in frustration, hovered.


    He writhed in agony, drawing up his knees, clawing at his shirt, while I turned on Miellyn in immense fury—and stopped. Hers had been a move of desperation, an instinctive act to restore the balance between a weaponless man and one who had a knife. Rakhal gasped, in a hoarse voice with all the breath gone from it:


    “Didn’t want to use. Rather fight clean—” Then he opened his closed fist and suddenly there were two of the little whirring droning horrors in the room and this one was diving at me, and as I threw myself headlong to the floor the last puzzle-piece fell into place: Evarin had made the same bargain with Rakhal as with me!


    I rolled over, dodging. Behind me in the room there was a child’s shrill scream: “Daddy! Daddy!” And abruptly the birds collapsed in midair and went limp. They fell to the floor like dropping stones and lay there quivering. Rindy dashed across the room, her small skirts flying, and grabbed up one of the terrible vicious things in either hand.


    “Rindy!” I bellowed. “No!”


    She stood shaking, tears pouring down her round cheeks, a Toy squeezed tight in either hand. Dark veins stood out almost black on her fair temples. “Break them, Daddy,” she implored in a little thread of a voice. “Break them, quick. I can’t hang on.…”


    Rakhal staggered to his feet like a drunken man and snatched one of the Toys, grinding it under his heel. He made a grab at the second, reeled and drew an anguished breath. He crumpled up, clutching at his belly where I’d butted him. The bird screamed like a living thing.


    Breaking my paralysis of horror I leaped up, ran across the room, heedless of the searing pain along my side. I snatched the bird from Rindy and it screamed and shrilled and died as my foot crunched the tiny feathers. I stamped the still-moving thing into an amorphous mess and kept on stamping and smashing until it was only a heap of powder.


    Rakhal finally managed to haul himself upright again. His face was so pale that the scars stood out like fresh burns.


    “That was a foul blow, Race, but I—I know why you did it.” He stopped and breathed for a minute. Then he muttered, “You…saved my life, you know. Did you know you were doing it, when you did it?”


    Still breathing hard, I nodded. Done knowingly, it meant an end of blood-feud. However we had wronged each other, whatever the pledges. I spoke the words that confirmed it and ended it, finally and forever:


    “There is a life between us. Let it stand for a death.”


    Miellyn was standing in the doorway, her hands pressed to her mouth, her eyes wide. She said shakily, “You’re walking around with a knife in your ribs, you fool!”


    Rakhal whirled and with a quick jerk he pulled the skean loose. It had simply been caught in my shirtcloak, in a fold of the rough cloth. He pulled it away, glanced at the red tip, then relaxed. “Not more than an inch deep,” he said. Then, angrily, defending himself: “You did it yourself, you ape. I was trying to get rid of the knife when you jumped me.”


    But I knew that and he knew I knew it. He turned and scooped up Rindy, who was sobbing noisily. She dug her head into his shoulder and I made out her strangled words. “The other Toys hurt you when I was mad at you.…” she sobbed, rubbing her fists against smeared cheeks. “I—I wasn’t that mad at you. I wasn’t that mad at anybody, not even…him.”


    Rakhal pressed his hand against his daughter’s fleecy hair and said, looking at me over her head, “The Toys activate a child’s subconscious resentments against his parents—I found out that much. That also means a child can control them for a few seconds. No adult can.” A stranger would have seen no change in his expression, but I knew him, and saw.


    “Juli said you threatened Rindy.”


    He chuckled and set the child on her feet. “What else could I say that would have scared Juli enough to send her running to you? Juli’s proud, almost as proud as you are, you stiff-necked Son of the Ape.” The insult did not sting me now.


    “Come on, sit down and let’s decide what to do, now we’ve finished up the old business.” He looked remotely at Miellyn and said, “You must be Dallisa’s sister? I don’t suppose your talents include knowing how to make coffee?”


    They didn’t, but with Rindy’s help Miellyn managed, and while they were out of the room Rakhal explained briefly. “Rindy has rudimentary ESP. I’ve never had it myself, but I could teach her something—not much—about how to use it. I’ve been on Evarin’s track ever since that business of The Lisse.


    “I’d have got it sooner, if you were still working with me, but I couldn’t do anything as a Terran agent, and I had to be kicked out so thoroughly that the others wouldn’t be afraid I was still working secretly for Terra. For a long time I was just chasing rumors, but when Rindy got big enough to look in the crystals of Nebran, I started making some progress.


    “I was afraid to tell Juli; her best safety was the fact that she didn’t know anything. She’s always been a stranger in the Dry-towns.” He paused, then said with honest self-evaluation, “Since I left the Secret Service I’ve been a stranger there myself.”


    I asked, “What about Dallisa?”


    “Twins have some ESP to each other. I knew Miellyn had gone to the Toymaker. I tried to get Dallisa to find out where Miellyn had gone, learn more about it. Dallisa wouldn’t risk it, but Kyral saw me with Dallisa and thought it was Miellyn. That put him on my tail, too, and I had to leave Shainsa. I was afraid of Kyral,” he added soberly. “Afraid of what he’d do. I couldn’t do anything without Rindy and I knew if I told Juli what I was doing, she’d take Rindy away into the Terran Zone, and I’d be as good as dead.”


    As he talked, I began to realize how vast a web Evarin and the underground organization of Nebran had spread for us. “Evarin was here today. What for?”


    Rakhal laughed mirthlessly. “He’s been trying to get us to kill each other off. That would get rid of us both. He wants to turn over Wolf to the nonhumans entirely, I think he’s sincere enough, but”—he spread his hands helplessly—”I can’t sit by and see it.”


    I asked point-blank, “Are you working for Terra? Or for the Dry-towns? Or any of the anti-Terran movements?”


    “I’m working for me”, he said with a shrug. “I don’t think much of the Terran Empire, but one planet can’t fight a galaxy. Race, I want just one thing. I want the Dry-towns and the rest of Wolf, to have a voice in their own government. Any planet which makes a substantial contribution to galactic science, by the laws of the Terran Empire, is automatically given the status of an independent commonwealth.


    “If a man from the Dry-towns discovers something like a matter transmitter, Wolf gets dominion status. But Evarin and his gang want to keep it secret, keep it away from Terra, keep it locked up in places like Canarsa! Somebody has to get it away from them. And if I do it, I get a nice fat bonus, and an official position.”


    I believed that, where I would have suspected too much protestation of altruism. Rakhal tossed it aside.


    “You’ve got Miellyn to take you through the transmitters. Go back to the Mastershrine, and tell Evarin that Race Cargill is dead. In the Trade City they think I’m Cargill, and I can get in and out as I choose—sorry if it caused you trouble, but it was the safest thing I could think of—and I’ll ‘vise Magnusson and have him send soldiers to guard the street-shrines. Evarin might try to escape through one of them.”


    I shook my head. “Terra hasn’t enough men on all Wolf to cover the street-shrines in Charin alone. And I can’t go back with Miellyn.” I explained. Rakhal pursed his lips and whistled when I described the fight in the transmitter.


    “You have all the luck, Cargill! I’ve never been near enough even to be sure how they work—and I’ll bet you didn’t begin to understand! We’ll have to do it the hard way, then. It won’t be the first time we’ve bulled our way through a tight place! We’ll face Evarin in his own hideout! If Rindy’s with us, we needn’t worry.”


    I was willing to let him assume command, but I protested, “You’d take a child into that—that—”


    “What else can we do? Rindy can control the Toys, and neither you nor I can do that, if Evarin should decide to throw his whole arsenal at us.” He called Rindy and spoke softly to her. She looked from her father to me, and back again to her father, then smiled and stretched out her hand to me.


    Before we ventured into the street, Rakhal scowled at the sprawled embroideries of Miellyn’s robe. He said, “In those things you show up like a snowfall in Shainsa. If you go out in them, you could be mobbed. Hadn’t you better get rid of them now?”


    “I can’t,” she protested. “They’re the keys to the transmitter!”


    Rakhal looked at the conventionalized idols with curiosity, but said only, “Cover them up in the street, then. Rindy, find her something to put over her dress.”


    When we reached the street-shrine, Miellyn admonished: “Stand close together on the stones. I’m not sure we can all make the jump at once, but we’ll have to try.”


    Rakhal picked up Rindy and hoisted her to his shoulder. Miellyn dropped the cloak she had draped over the pattern of the Nebran embroideries, and we crowded close together. The street swayed and vanished and I felt the now-familiar dip and swirl of blackness before the world straightened out again. Rindy was whimpering, dabbing smeary fists at her face. “Daddy, my nose is bleeding.…”


    Miellyn hastily bent and wiped the blood from the snubby nose. Rakhal gestured impatiently.


    “The workroom. Wreck everything you see. Rindy, if anything starts to come at us, you stop it. Stop it quick. And”—he bent and took the little face between his hands—“chiya, remember they’re not toys, no matter how pretty they are.”


    Her grave gray eyes blinked, and she nodded.


    Rakhal flung open the door of the elves’ workshop with a shout. The ringing of the anvils shattered into a thousand dissonances as I kicked over a workbench and half-finished Toys crashed in confusion to the floor.


    The dwarfs scattered like rabbits before our assault of destruction. I smashed tools, filigree, jewels, stamping everything with my heavy boots. I shattered glass, caught up a hammer and smashed crystals. There was a wild exhilaration to it.


    A tiny doll, proportioned like a woman, dashed toward me, shrilling in a supersonic shriek. I put my foot on her and ground the life out of her, and she screamed like a living woman as she came apart. Her blue eyes rolled from her head and lay on the floor watching me. I crushed the blue jewels under my heel.


    Rakhal swung a tiny hound by the tail. Its head shattered into debris of almost-invisible gears and wheels. I caught up a chair and wrecked a glass cabinet of parts with it, swinging furiously. A berserk madness of smashing and breaking had laid hold on me.


    I was drunk with crushing and shattering and ruining, when I heard Miellyn scream a warning and turned to see Evarin standing in the doorway. His green cat-eyes blazed with rage. Then he raised both hands in a sudden, sardonic gesture, and with a loping, inhuman glide, raced for the transmitter.


    “Rindy,” Rakhal panted, “can you block the transmitter?”


    Instead Rindy shrieked. “We’ve got to get out! The roof is falling down! The house is going to fall down on us! The roof, look at the roof!”


    I looked up, transfixed by horror. I saw a wide rift open, saw the skylight shatter and break, and daylight pouring through the cracking walls, Rakhal snatched Rindy up, protecting her from the falling debris with his head and shoulders. I grabbed Miellyn round the waist and we ran for the rift in the buckling wall.


    We shoved through just before the roof caved in and the walls collapsed, and we found ourselves standing on a bare grassy hillside, looking down in shock and horror as below us, section after section of what had been apparently bare hill and rock caved in and collapsed into dusty rubble.


    Miellyn screamed hoarsely. “Run. Run, hurry!”


    I didn’t understand, but I ran. I ran, my sides aching, blood streaming from the forgotten flesh-wound in my side. Miellyn raced beside me and Rakhal stumbled along, carrying Rindy.


    Then the shock of a great explosion rocked the ground, hurling me down full length, Miellyn falling on top of me. Rakhal went down on his knees. Rindy was crying loudly. When I could see straight again, I looked down at the hillside.


    There was nothing left of Evarin’s hideaway or the Mastershrine of Nebran except a great, gaping hole, still oozing smoke and thick black dust. Miellyn said aloud, dazed, “So that’s what he was going to do!”


    It fitted the peculiar nonhuman logic of the Toymaker. He’d covered the traces.


    “Destroyed!” Rakhal raged. “All destroyed! The workrooms, the science of the Toys, the matter transmitter—the minute we find it, it’s destroyed!” He beat his fists furiously. “Our one chance to learn—”


    “We were lucky to get out alive,” said Miellyn quietly. “Where on the planet are we, I wonder?”


    I looked down the hillside, and stared in amazement. Spread out on the hillside below us lay the Kharsa, topped by the white skyscraper of the HQ.


    “I’ll be damned,” I said, “right here. We’re home. Rakhal, you can go down and make your peace with the Terrans, and Juli. And you, Miellyn—” Before the others, I could not say what I was thinking, but I put my hand on her shoulder and kept it there. She smiled, shakily, with a hint of her old mischief. “I can’t go into the Terran Zone looking like this, can I? Give me that comb again. Rakhal, give me your shirtcloak, my robes are torn.”


    “You vain, stupid female, worrying about a thing like that at a time like this!” Rakhal’s look was like murder. I put my comb in her hand, then suddenly saw something in the symbols across her breasts. Before this I had seen only the conventionalized and intricate glyph of the Toad God. But now—


    I reached out and ripped the cloth away.


    “Cargill!” she protested angrily, crimsoning, covering her bare breasts with both hands. “Is this the place? And before a child, too!”


    I hardly heard. “Look!” I exclaimed. “Rakhal, look at the symbols embroidered into the glyph of the God! You can read the old nonhuman glyphs. You did it in the city of The Lisse. Miellyn said they were the key to the transmitters! I’ll bet the formula is written out there for anyone to read!


    “Anyone, that is, who can read it! I can’t, but I’ll bet the formula equations for the transmitters are carved on every Toad God glyph on Wolf. Rakhal, it makes sense. There are two ways of hiding something. Either keep it locked away, or hide it right out in plain sight. Whoever bothers even to look at a conventionalized Toad God? There are so many billions of them.…”


    He bent his head over the embroideries, and when he looked up his face was flushed. “I believe—by the chains of Sharra, I believe you have it, Race! It may take years to work out the glyphs, but I’ll do it, or die trying!” His scarred and hideous face looked almost handsome in exultation, and I grinned at him.


    “If Juli leaves enough of you, once she finds out how you maneuvered her. Look, Rindy’s fallen asleep on the grass there. Poor kid, we’d better get her down to her mother.”


    “Right.” Rakhal thrust the precious embroidery into his shirtcloak, then cradled his sleeping daughter in his arms. I watched him with a curious emotion I could not identify. It seemed to pinpoint some great change, either in Rakhal or myself. It’s not difficult to visualize one’s sister with children, but there was something, some strange incongruity in the sight of Rakhal carrying the little girl, carefully tucking her up in a fold of his cloak to keep the sharp breeze off her face.


    Miellyn was limping in her thin sandals, and she shivered. I asked, “Cold?”


    “No, but—I don’t believe Evarin is dead, I’m afraid he got away.”


    For a minute the thought dimmed the luster of the morning. Then I shrugged. “He’s probably buried in that big hole up there.” But I knew I would never be sure.


    We walked abreast, my arm around the weary, stumbling woman, and Rakhal said softly at last, “Like old times.”


    It wasn’t old times, I knew. He would know it too, once his exultation sobered. I had outgrown my love for intrigue, and I had the feeling this was Rakhal’s last adventure. It was going to take him, as he said, years to work out the equations for the transmitter. And I had a feeling my own solid, ordinary desk was going to look good to me in the morning.


    But I knew now that I’d never run away from Wolf again. It was my own beloved sun that was rising. My sister was waiting for me down below, and I was bringing back her child. My best friend was walking at my side. What more could a man want?


    If the memory of dark, poison-berry eyes was to haunt me in nightmares, they did not come into the waking world. I looked at Miellyn, took her slender unmanacled hand in mine, and smiled as we walked through the gates of the city. Now, after all my years on Wolf, I understood the desire to keep their women under lock and key that was its ancient custom. I vowed to myself as we went that I should waste no time finding a fetter shop and having forged therein the perfect steel chains that should bind my love’s wrists to my key forever.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1961 by Ace Books, Inc.

  


  
    DONALD A. WOLLHEIM, by Betsy Wollheim


    My father was an extreme man: extremely intelligent, extremely well read, and with extreme opinions that he voiced in extremely direct and sometimes brutal ways. He was also moody—in turn philosophical, light-hearted and funny, buoyed by childlike enthusiasm, then darkly depressed, bitter, and angry. He was an extreme man, but never a boring one. It is my belief that the extremes of his personality, combined with his visionary intellect were the keys to his extraordinary achievements in the publishing industry and specifically, in the science fiction and fantasy field.


    When I was very young, Don was a wonderful father to me. He read to me for an hour every night as I sat in his lap in the large padded rocker in the library of our home in Queens. He read me the complete works of L. Frank Baum, the poems of A.A. Milne, Andrew Lang’s Colored Fairy Books, and many more wondrous old volumes that he allowed me to choose from the gargoyle-covered Victorian glass-front bookcases in our basement. But though I was a child, he didn’t always read me children’s books. Sometimes he read poetry. Vachel Lindsay was one of his favorites because of the cadences and rhythms. He taught me to love the sound of words—even the sound of words I didn’t understand—words that his beautifully deep and sonorous reading voice made sound like music.


    Don could be difficult, but he was my dad, and I understood him in a way that was more intuitive than logical. The closeness I felt for him as a child bolstered me in later years, during times when our relationship was stormy.


    * * * *


    Don took me to my first science fiction convention when I was six. Perhaps it was there that I began to notice how people responded to him. Later, as a preteen, I saw that certain people were completely simpatico and easygoing with Don, others seemed intimidated by him, yet others seemed merely awkward in his presence, and still others were plainly in awe and even seemed to idolize him.


    Marion Zimmer Bradley, who first worked with Don at Ace Books in 1958, seemed completely oblivious to the character traits that inspired fear in others. She used to come into his office at DAW, pull a chair up to the opposite side of his desk, put her elbows down, and they would talk for hours. I remember her saying to him: “I want to write a circus book.” He responded: “Bad idea! Bad idea!” Many authors would have given up at that point, but not Marion: She banged her fist on Don’s desk and said “But I WANT to!” And as a result, he reneged: “Well, okay then!”


    When Marion was writing The Mists of Avalon for Lester Del Rey, she would often come to my father’s office directly from Lester’s and throw herself across Don’s desk shaking with sobs. “He keeps telling me to make it deeper—how many times can I make it deeper?” But both Marion and Don knew that Lester was right. Marion had always been a first draft author, but this magnum opus required more. So Don offered Marion comfort while she wrote her greatest work for one of his competitors.


    But no author bonded with my father as closely as C.J. Cherryh. For nearly ten years, she was like a second daughter, and whenever she was in town, she stayed at our home in Queens, and they were inseparable. It was common to see them leaning across the kitchen table, heads together, engrossed in intense discussion. Despite a Masters from Johns Hopkins, a history of world travel, and being a multi-lingual classics teacher, Carolyn seemed almost pathologically shy to me in the early days. There were times I spent with her when she could be silent for hours on end. But with my dad, she became an animated conversationalist, another person completely.


    Don had a talent for making people angry, but many of them were too intimidated to confront him directly. Sometimes I became the target instead, which wasn’t exactly appropriate (especially since some of these attacks occurred when I was just a teenager) but was nonetheless indicative of the dysfunctional familial nature of the science fiction field. Certain professionals in the industry attacked me for wrongs perceived by them to have been perpetrated by my dad. Most of these “wrongs” had occurred long before I became a professional myself, and I knew nothing about them. Other times, I could deduce what had occurred, and sometimes I thought Don was right and sometimes I thought he was wrong, but either way I felt honor bound to defend the father I loved and admired.


    I was used numerous times by a prominent west coast author with a penchant for grandstanding as a vehicle to attack my parents publicly at science fiction conventions. This man liked to silence crowded rooms by loudly pointing me out and exclaiming over how amazing it was that I had survived and flourished in the home of my parents, despite being raised by “that horrible alta kocker, her father.” He would then go on to flamboyantly insult one or both of my parents on personal, professional or ethical grounds. My father, when he heard of one of these incidents, just laughed and said: “It is one of the great mysteries of the science fiction world how [that author] can depict such sensitive characters while being such a boor himself.” My father was not the least bit upset. I’m not entirely sure why this author, who did not seem easily intimidated, attacked my parents through their adolescent daughter so many times. Perhaps he had tried attacking my father directly and not gotten the reaction he was hoping for. Or perhaps he was intimidated after all.


    When I was attacked on his behalf, it was always when Don wasn’t there to defend himself or his point of view. I was hearing only the complainant’s side of the story, usually delivered quite aggressively. Ironic, since these individuals chose not to confront Don himself. I was once harangued by an artist when my father was in the same room, though out of hearing. “Your father had no right!” he shouted repeatedly. Though I pointed out that perhaps he should take his complaints to my dad, and that he was “standing right over there,” he ignored my suggestion and continued to yell at me.


    That so many people went out of their way to avoid a confrontation with my father speaks resoundingly of the power of words to hurt, and also of my father’s unwillingness to compromise or soften his opinion for any reason whatsoever. My dad sold his first short story, The Man From Ariel, in 1934, to Wonder Stories, when he was just nineteen. When the ten dollars he was promised for the story never came, my dad got together with several other authors and successfully sued the publisher—Hugo Gernsback—settling for the hefty sum of $75. Despite having made his point and received the money he was owed, he then submitted a story to Gernsback under a pseudonym, and once again, didn’t get paid. (He was expelled from Gernsback’s New York Science Fiction League as “a disruptive influence” but was later reinstated.) It was a pretty ballsy act for a young author to sue the man who first put him into print. But that’s how my dad was.


    He had a proclivity for inflammatory language and loved single syllable words like “crap,” “trash,” and “junk.” These words can be very wounding, especially when wielded authoritatively by a man of letters. Such words don’t even criticize; they judge and then discount completely. Highly litigious, prone to feuding, and always up for a fight, my dad was as unlike Mahatma Gandhi as a man could be, yet he believed Gandhi’s statement that, “A ‘No’ uttered from deepest conviction is better and greater than a ‘Yes’ merely uttered to please, or what is worse, to avoid trouble.”


    In a letter to my mother dated January 28, 1942 (the year before they were married) Don describes his moodiness:


    I am subject to waves of moods.…There are times, you surely must have noted, when I am happy and full of wit and laughter. And other times when I am sober and depressed. You have seen me coldly impersonally analytical, cynical, aloof. And you have recently seen me in an emotional storm. There are times when I am quite alone in the world and everything else is stomach-wrenching rot. And times when I feel as one with a universal wave of humanity.…


    He knew who he was, and the way he describes himself in his late twenties is a valid description of how he was his entire life.


    When he died, I read through article after article written about my dad, and I was surprised by how few people mentioned his personality. I believe it was partly because of his personality that he was able to achieve as much as he did. He was completely self motivated. He could be hurt emotionally and professionally by people’s negative opinions, yet these opinions would never sway his actions. He did what he believed was right, and damn the torpedoes. He was an uncompromising idealist who believed in meritocracy. He felt he should get recognition for his achievements, not for his popularity or lack thereof. His personality did not lend itself to acts of social lubrication. He was not a schmoozer, and although indisputably one of the greatest editors in the history of science fiction publishing—some say the greatest—he was never awarded a Best Editor Hugo. He was deeply hurt by that.


    There were some people, however, who saw through his brittle exterior to the person he was inside. Robert Silverberg, in his essay on my father in Reflections and Refractions: Thoughts on Science Fiction, Science and Other Matters, (Underwood Books, 1997) said:


    In person he could be difficult: abrasive and passionately opinionated, a fierce ideological combatant, a vehement holder of grudges. Behind the abrasiveness, though, he was actually a shy and likable man, as his long-time friends can attest; but that wasn’t always readily apparent to outsiders.


    He was a visionary, a person who could see things that had not yet come to pass and imagine what they could be in the future, and he was never loathe to take a controversial stance. Because of these qualities he was often at the forefront of emerging trends, in and around publishing.


    He founded and edited one of the earliest fanzines, The Phantograph, and in 1935, at the age of twenty-one, engaged in an avid correspondence with H. P. Lovecraft. I still have eight letters and two postcards from Lovecraft to my father. Lovecraft’s tiny, cramped cursive is barely legible. In one letter dated July 6, 1936, the great master tells my father that he has verified the suicide of Robert E. Howard, the author of the Conan novels, and says, “The loss to weird fiction is staggering.” Included in this letter is Lovecraft’s handwritten obituary for publication in The Phantagraph.


    With this same strength of vision, Don edited two of the earliest science fiction pulp magazines, Cosmic Stories, and Stirring Science Stories with no pay and no budget—stories were willingly contributed by friends. He also organized the first science fiction convention in October, 1936 (today’s Philcon claims descent from this very first convention), formed one of the earliest SF clubs, The Futurians, in 1938, and in 1943, edited the first paperback science fiction anthology, The Pocket Book of Science Fiction. He told me of a young SF writer who would occasionally hang out with the Futurian crowd in Brooklyn and “brag that he was going to invent a new religion based on science and make a million dollars.” That writer, who was L. Ron Hubbard, vastly underestimated his future financial outlook.


    One of the pioneer paperback editors at Avon Books from 1947–1951—for two of those years, the only paperback editor—Don not only worked on novels, but also on the Avon Fantasy Reader. At Avon he introduced the works of A. Merritt, the science fiction of C. S. Lewis, the stories of H. P. Lovecraft, the novels of Robert E. Howard, and countless others, to a wider readership, and in the Avon Fantasy Reader, published stories by many newcomers, including Ray Bradbury. In 1949, Don edited the very first all-original science fiction anthology, The Girl With the Hungry Eyes.


    In 1952, when he left Avon to become the startup editor of a new paperback list for the Ace Magazine Company, he really hit his stride. He brought the double novel—two short novels, bound back to back in the same volume with two front covers—into the sphere of paperback books. In this modest Ace Double format Don was able to introduce many great new writers by pairing them with more established names. These new writers included Philip K. Dick, Samuel R. Delany, Ursula K. Le Guin, Harlan Ellison, Robert Silverberg, and Brian W. Aldiss. Although Don’s great love was science fiction, at Ace Books he edited multiple genres, and introduced great works beyond the SF world. It was in the pages of an Ace Double that William S. Burroughs (under the pseudonym “William Lee”) first published Junkie, bound with an anti-drug pamphlet. I’ve heard that Burroughs’ original title was “Junk,” but my father argued that it would be mistaken for a book about trash and suggested its final title.


    While at Ace, Don published Andre Norton, Marion Zimmer Bradley, Roger Zelazny, Poul Anderson, R. A. Lafferty, Gordon R. Dickson, Fritz Leiber, Jack Vance, A.E. van Vogt, and many others. He also reprinted many great works in paperback, including Asimov’s Foundation series, Frank Herbert’s Dune (which he was afraid would be mistaken for a Western because of its title), the work of Edgar Rice Burroughs, and others too numerous to list. He pursued his love of short fiction by initiating the very first best-of-the-year anthologies: World’s Best Science Fiction, in 1965, with co-editor Terry Carr. Perhaps his greatest achievement at Ace, however, was also considered by many to be his most notorious: the unauthorized paperback reprinting of Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings. This brazen act, which was undoubtedly the “big bang” that gave birth to the entire modern fantasy genre, spawned years of dark clouds over the dinner table, due to vilification of my father by the newly risen hordes of Tolkien worshippers who the Oxford don himself referred to as “despicable cultists.”


    My dad was also a writer, and published eighteen novels, two full length works of nonfiction, and nearly a hundred short stories. But in true Don fashion, he was as harsh a critic of his own work as he was of others’, and accurately categorized himself as a “fair to middling” writer. He knew that his real talents lay in the editorial realm. Ironically, he stubbornly refused to let his own work be edited.


    * * * *


    My father grew up in a very cold, formal household. Don’s father, Dr. Jacob Lewis Wollheim, was a urologist who specialized in venereal disease. Grandpa Wollheim practiced out of the second floor of the family’s brownstone in Manhattan, and my father and his sister had to walk through the medical offices to reach their bedrooms. Specializing in a field that treated two very common, but at the time incurable, diseases—syphillis and gonorrhea—he was terrified that his children would touch an infected surface in his office, put a finger in a mouth, nose, or eye, and contract a version of one of these terrible diseases. This was a very real concern, and because of my grandfather’s efforts to protect his children, my father grew to be a man who did not like to be kissed or touched.


    In a letter written to my mother in 1942, he describes the nature of his childhood home: “Outsiders notice very rapidly that in the smooth, formal, surface normality of my household there are terrible tides that are sensed rather than seen. Once, a cousin of mine…lived with us for a period. After six months she moved. She said that she could not stand the chill cold formality of things.” And later in the same letter: “When you live in a family that is eternally at war within itself, a child must find some defense to save his mind.” Clearly for my father that defense lay in the escapist realm of imaginary fiction. He became a compulsive reader.


    My dad was damaged neurologically and for a long time didn’t know why. As a boy he was physically unable to participate in sports—he could not catch a ball because his left hand wouldn’t respond in time. He was a loner, a bookworm, disinclined to be social. Shy and self-conscious, his severe acne and large buck teeth didn’t help. When he was thirty-five, he finally looked into his own medical file in his father’s office and discovered he had contracted polio in the epidemic of 1918 and, at age four, had been paralyzed for six months. After this discovery, memories began to surface: being carried down the back stairs of the house by his governess and put in a highchair in the sunny backyard, feeling angry because he was too old to be in a highchair. He remembered the house was dark during the day because his father insisted that the shades stay down.


    Irrational as it was, my grandfather was ashamed that his son—the son of an acclaimed physician—had contracted polio. He somehow believed that he should have been able to protect his family, even from an epidemic. When Don recovered, his left leg was slightly shorter than his right, giving him the distinctive swaying limp that characterized his gait for the rest of his life. My grandfather had kept this secret, believing his son might otherwise develop an “invalid mentality”—common thinking at the time. And in some ways, it worked, but I have no doubt that Don was deeply traumatized by being left without an explanation for so many years for the physical abnormalities that he saw as shortcomings. It did, however, set him on a solitary but innovative path.


    Don was a rebel: a Communist in his father’s Republican household, a science fiction writer and pulp magazine editor living in a very formal, in some ways still Edwardian, doctor’s home in a world that had never heard the term “science fiction.”


    It’s ironic that he came to be known as The Dean of old school science fiction when he was such a staunchly determined advocate of the new. How odd that he was seen as a bastion of the old-fashioned when he had conceived and been at the forefront of so many new things: science fiction fandom and conventions, pulp magazines, and the birth of the paperback book. My father was considered old school partly because he was an arch idealist. For him science fiction was an intrinsically optimistic genre because it said: there will be a future. Although he loved H. G. Wells, my dad disapproved of modern dystopian near-future science fiction. Don was a lifelong literary romantic.


    In a letter dated June 9, 1941, Don defended his unconventional choice of careers to his father:


    When you became a doctor, you had to go through two or three years of unpaying and fruitless work…. This that I am going through is not actually different. These magazines may fold up or they may succeed. But this period, which may last a year and may even last longer, is something I must go through. An editor is a professional man—actually that.


    I am carefully engaged in working on my own magazines—I am determined to make these magazines the very best on the market, and I might say that from the expressed opinions of the science fiction fans (the experts) I do now publish the second best—second out of a field of fourteen!


    And consider…I am making this high mark in the very lowest budget and under the most difficult conditions of any fantasy pulp magazine published today….


    As a science-fictionist, as a writer, as an editor, I have hundreds of friends and admirers all over the country. To them, Wollheim is a name of strength and pride. I do not think that I have used my name wrongly.


    In this letter he expresses his total dedication to the world of writing and editing science fiction and his belief that his choice of profession would one day provide him with an appropriate income.


    By 1971, Ace Books had been sold and was being mismanaged. The situation had become intolerable for my dad. He realized that if he didn’t leave, his reputation would be compromised. Without warning, or the knowledge of anyone but my mother, he simply walked off the job, turning his back on the list he thought of as his. Abandoning Ace nearly broke his heart, and Don was without work for the first time since 1940. After a tense few months—months when I returned from college to find my dad suffering bouts of dizziness and shortness of breath—he came home from a meeting with New American Library exuberant, and told us, “They said I could come to them any way I want!” On the basis of his reputation alone, NAL let him write his own ticket. He formed a new company devoted exclusively to science fiction and fantasy, the first of its kind. After weeks of debate with mom and me at the kitchen table, he named it after himself: DAW.


    He also made a momentous decision at this time—a decision that proved critical to the success of his new enterprise: He hired my mom to be his business manager. My mom had both legal and business experience, and threw herself behind DAW with unbridled enthusiasm. Only 4-foot-11 at her absolute tallest, and four years older than Don, nonetheless Elsie was exactly what my dad needed: she was warm, compulsively social, and fiercely protective of our authors. Tad Williams called her “the iron hummingbird,” and Marion Zimmer Bradley said, “Elsie has the spirit of a lion in the body of a sparrow.”


    When DAW was founded, my dad was fifty-seven, and he thought of his new company as a retirement job. After all, he only had to work on the genre he loved the most, and he had a small list—six titles a month. At Ace, he had been personally responsible for twenty-two books a month.


    The fourteen years that he ran DAW were some of the happiest years of his life. At DAW, Don published many of the same authors he had worked with at Ace and continued to introduce new authors: C. J. Cherryh, Tanith Lee, Tad Williams, C. S. Friedman, Michael Shea, and more. Since 1985, I’ve run DAW with my business partner Sheila Gilbert. With our workloads in mind, we derive endless entertainment from thinking of DAW as a “retirement job.”


    Despite difficult times, I could never imagine another father giving me as much as Don gave me. Not only did I inherit his editorial abilities, I inherited his love of words and of the genre, and I inherited a publishing company. I would never, in a million years, wish for a different father.


    * * * *


    Betsy Wollheim is the President and Publisher of DAW Books. She lives with her husband, musician Peter Stampfel, and their family in New York City.

  


  
    JOHN BRUNNER


    (1934–1995)


    In the summer of 1995 John Douglas, then senior SF editor at Avon Books where I worked, invited me to join him for lunch with John Brunner, a huge name in the New Wave who was making a rare visit from England. We spent a pleasant afternoon talking literature and politics and food and culture with John and his wife Li Yi. He had been spending a lot of time in China, where he had met Li Yi after his first wife’s death, so the conversation had an especially intercontinental feel. The next week, at Worldcon, he died.


    John sold his first book, Galactic Storm, when he was only seventeen, and had established himself as a (financially struggling) space opera writer when the New Wave washed over him. Although he’d already written some thirty books, the stunning dystopain novels he wrote in the 1960s and 1970s brought him a whole new level of recognition: the Hugo Award-winning Stand On Zanzibar (1968), a notably long book about overpopulation; The Jagged Orbit (1969), The Sheep Look Up (1972); and The Shockwave Rider (1975), which predicted the computer virus. Although his writing output dropped off after the mid-1970s and his health declined in the 1980s, Brunner remained influential until his premature death. “Good with Rice” was one of his last stories.

  


  
    GOOD WITH RICE, by John Brunner


    First published in Asimov’s Science Fiction, March 1994


    THE SUNSET DRAGON


    … crept the last few hundred meters into Guangzhou Central station at less than walking pace. The train was so named because it hailed from about as far west as one could go without leaving the country. It was not, however, those of its thousand-odd passengers who had ridden it for the full two-and-a-half days that tried to open the doors before it halted, and on failing—because the rolling-stock was of the most modern design, with an interlock connected to the braking system—stuck their heads out of the windows to voice futile complaints. Rather, it was those who had joined it closer to this final destination, who had not yet had time to sink into the ancient lethargy of the long-distance traveler, so appropriate to a land whose very dust smeared one’s skin with the powder of ancestral bones.


    But their impatience was to meet a further check.


    There must be some very influential people in the first carriage behind the locomotive. Where that car was to draw up, a section of the platform was isolated by metal barriers. Carpet had been laid. Railway officials in their smartest attire hung about expectantly. Two women fussed over a little girl in jacket and trousers of red silk who was to present a bouquet. Backs to the train, soldiers stood on guard bearing carbines at the port.


    The exalted passengers should have emerged at once accepted the flowers and the compliments, and been whisked to a waiting limousine. Instead, there was some sort of hitch. Had they been able to see why they were obliged to wait, perhaps even enjoy the little bit of spectacle, the passengers would have shrugged the matter off. Wherever one went in China nowadays, there always seemed to be Important People thrusting to the head of the line: politicians soliciting support for this or that school of opinion; businessmen involved (or claiming to be) in discussions with foreign corporations, Japanese, American, European; experts in a hundred disciplines seeking ways to mend the sick heart of the land.… As it was, though, the crowd quickly grew restive.


    There are, of course no such things as coincidences, and Policeman Wang was far too good a Taoist to imagine otherwise. When he looked back later, though, he could not help being struck by the number of preconditions necessary to set in motion the chain of events that was so soon to change the world—or rather, let the world find out how it was already being changed.


    For instance, but for the delay in getting the Important Passengers away to their car, he might well not have spotted the old peasant as he hobbled by amid the throng, swept past like an autumn maple-leaf abob on a swollen stream. Or even if he had, which certainly was possible because in this thriving Special Economic Zone the fellow cut such an incongruous figure, would not have had the chance to act on his sudden inspiration—more properly called, he supposed, a hunch.


    Being for the moment free of routine duties, such as discouraging peddlers anxious to fleece newly arrived countryfolk and noodle-cooks apt to overset their pushcarts in their eagerness to beat off competitors, he was able to take stock of his human surroundings in search of what had snagged his attention.


    The passenger mix off the Sunset Dragon was typical for this time of a working day. There was a preponderance of men in suits and ties, clutching attache’ cases and portfolios, fretting as though they were being conspired against and looking for someone to blame. There were merchants carrying craftwork, carpets, bales of cloth and skin rugs from non-endangered species such as pony and camel. There were a couple of priests in wide-brimmed conical hats, showing themselves openly again thanks to foreign insistence on religious toleration. There were a lot of elderly folk, remarkably spry because of their practice of tai ch’i, presumably here to visit relatives working in the city and thus allowed to live in it. There were virtually no children other than babes in arms, for it was during school hours, but Wang caught sight of three in a group, sickly and sad, presumably on their way to be examined at a hospital. There were several young people whom Wang would dearly have liked to accost, to find out why they weren’t studying or at work, but they looked too well-dressed for him to risk it. Either they came from rich and influential families, untouchable by the police, or they were drug-dealers or black-marketeers, so he would be interfering in areas for which another branch of the force was responsible, or—in the case of the girls and possibly some of the boys as well—they were prostitutes who very probably had triad protectors. Sometimes Wang doubted whether the bosses in Beijing had understood what they were letting themselves in for when they insisted on reuniting Hong Kong with China.


    But he didn’t want to think about Hong Kong.


    Heterogeneous though those around him were, the old peasant still stood out like a rock in a rice-bowl. (Old? Probably he was no more than fifty, but he had lost several teeth, the rest were stained with tobacco, and under his greasy blue cotton cap his face was so ingrained with dirt that every wrinkle, every line, was doubly overscored.) He was shabbily dressed in garb reminiscent of the Cultural Revolution, much repaired; only his shoes were new. Over one shoulder he balanced a bamboo pole, sagging at both ends for the weight of one bundle tied in cloth and one sack that failed to disguise its contents, an oblong hamper. He seemed unwilling to rest his load on the ground, though it must be tiring in the warmth of Guangdong. No doubt of it: rather than just being annoyed by the holdup, he was nervous. He kept glancing around in a totally different manner from his companions. When his gaze strayed to Wang, it darted away on the instant.


    He’s worried about the hamper. What’s in it?


    At Wang’s side his partner Ho said sourly, “This lot look as though they could turn nasty. How much longer are they going to be kept hanging about?”


    Wang disregarded the question. His eyes were still fixed on the old peasant.


    “Not talking to me today, hm?” Ho said huffily. He had small liking for Wang, whom he regarded as an idiot. To have spent a year in Hong Kong and not come back rich—what a wasted chance! In many ways he reminded Wang of his wife, who seldom tired of saying the same.


    But never mind him. The dignitaries had finally emerged from the train, the bouquet was being presented, there were bows and handshakes and official cordiality in progress. Wang reached a decision. Raising the aerial on his radio, he requested the co-operation of their squad commander, Inspector Chen.


    Who was not a bad sort, Wang felt; at least he didn’t share Ho’s low opinion of him. He asked no questions and didn’t even frown at being summoned by a subordinate. Together they closed on the peasant, with a scowling Ho in their wake.


    Seeing police approach with batons drawn, the peasant panicked. He dropped his burden and would have fled, save that the crowd was not only too dense but also surging into motion as the barriers ahead were moved aside. Trapped, he turned through half a circle, closed his eyes, and pressed both hands against his chest, swaying as from a weak heart. A young man with a dark sly face reached for the fallen pole. Wang’s baton cracked down one centimeter from his outstretched fingers. Mind changed, the fellow scurried away. By now Ho was steadying the peasant to save him from falling—vastly against his will, as was obvious from his expression of distaste.


    “What do you suspect?” Inspector Chen muttered, with upraised baton directing the rest of the squad to hold back the crowd—rather like the conductor of a western orchestra.


    There was a powerful smell of urine, more pungent even than the stench of humanity below the station roof. On the basis of that, plus the obvious fact that the peasant was of far-western stock, Wang said, positively, “A banned animal.”


    Chen stared for a moment. “Could anyone still be that stupid?” he demanded. Then he glanced at the peasant, who had recovered enough of his wits to glare daggers. “Let the fool sit down!” he called to Ho in passing, thus answering by implication his own question. With a gesture he indicated that Wang should fetch and open the sack.


    Instead of consenting to sit, the peasant wrenched free of Ho’s grip, fell to his knees and implored mercy with repeated kowtows. His accent was so thick they could barely grasp what he was saying, though it included some excuse about his wife being ill. But there was no mistaking the import of his actions.


    Chen eyed Wang sardonically. Speaking clearly and slowly, with the intention of being understood, “You were right. He is a fool. Now let’s find out what kind of animal it is. Better yet, why doesn’t the fool tell us? You—what’s-your-name!”


    The old man was blubbering by now. Ho caught both his pipestem wrists in one hand and tugged a wad of greasy papers from the side pocket of his jacket—a stupid place to carry them in a crowded train, of course. Maybe he had got away with it because no one was much interested in stealing the identity of an old countryman.


    “Name!” Chen snapped. When no reply was forthcoming he signalled to Ho.


    “He’s called Lin Yung-fei,” the latter reported, having fumbled open the wad of papers. He added, punning on Lin’s primary meaning of forest, “Perfect for a raw-food-eating barbarian!”


    The insult cut short the peasant’s sobs and he went back to glowering. It was a poor joke, though. Ignoring it, Chen indicated to Wang that he should proceed with his examination of the hamper. Circumspectly he complied: first untying the rope that attached the sack to the carrying-pole, then opening the sack and pushing it to ground-level on all sides, thus revealing that the hamper was made of wicker and that its lid was secured with rough wooden pegs.


    The stink made it indisputable that his conclusion was correct.


    The passengers from the arriving train had dispersed, but they were still surrounded by a score or more of onlookers. Wherever one went it seemed there were always people with nothing better to do, who veered to swarm like kites at every breath of an event. So long as they didn’t try to meddle it was pointless to order them away. As many again would spring up, faster than mushrooms.


    Lin recovered his voice long enough to curse: first his luck, then whoever the “friend” was who had told him he could make a lot of money by smuggling a rare animal to a big city, and thirdly the police. At that stage Ho’s baton prodded him in the kidneys and he subsided.


    The hamper-lid had holes around the fastening-pegs. Cautiously applying one eye, Wang confirmed that there was indeed an animal inside. It was brown, lithe and sleek; it had sharp white teeth in a wicked-looking jaw; and it had claws.


    “It looks,” he said slowly, “like a large ferret.”


    The peasant snorted. Apparently he had run out of lies and denials. “Just the sort of stupid remark you’d expect from a townie!” he rasped. “She’s not a ferret, she’s a marten!”


    Wang nodded. He had heard the term and seen pictures. “Is that a protected species?” Chen demanded, and didn’t wait for an answer. “I guess it must be. If not, why is he bringing it here?”


    Sadly Wang reflected that there had been a time when such a question could have been answered legitimately in more ways than one: as a pet for my grandson, to be trained to rid our home of rats, to be bred so the pelts of her young can be made into hats and gloves.…


    That, though, had been before the tidal wave of humankind turned half of China into wasteland. He himself was married, to his cost, but he had not taken up his legal chance to become a father because he didn’t want to be guilty of causing yet more desolation. To his wife, of course, he claimed it was because modern advances in biology would soon ensure a hundred percent guarantee that their sole child would be a son—and wasn’t that what her mother had dreamed of all her life? Ho often taunted him for waiting, pointing out that there was always a fifty-fifty chance, but since his own child was a girl his gibes rang hollow.


    “All right,” Inspector Chen said after a pause, raising his radio. “I’ll warn base that we’re bringing this lot in. Ho, put handcuffs on the old fool. Wang, you carry the whatever-it’s-called. You!”—more loudly, to the onlookers. “Move on! The fun’s over, such as it was.”


    At that point Ho spoke up unexpectedly. Much as he claimed to look down on countryfolk as a rule, it wasn’t the first time he had boasted of special knowledge due to rural ancestors. “Be careful!” he warned. “I know about martens. They can give you a nasty bite. This one’s sure to be in a vile temper after being shut up hungry for so long. Matter of fact, I’m surprised it hasn’t chewed its way out of the hamper!”


    Wang hesitated. He was about to say that the animal didn’t look very aggressive when he was forestalled by Lin.


    “Who said I kept her hungry? I’m not so stupid that I’d starve a valuable animal! She’s worth much more alive than dead!”


    He gave no indication of whether he wanted the marten alive because she was to be bred from, or for the more prosaic reason that no decent Chinese housewife would feed her family on flesh she herself had not seen killed.


    “Is that true?” Chen demanded. Wang applied his eye to the hole in the hamper-lid again.


    “Yes, it does seem to have something to eat. Some kind of fruit, by the look of it. Right?” he added to Lin.


    Before the old man could reply, Ho interrupted. “Martens are carnivores,” he scoffed. “They eat meat, not fruit.”


    “They eat that sort!” Lin snapped. “Same as we do!”


    “What sort?” Chen demanded. Lin shrugged.


    “That sort! We call it ‘good-with-rice’ because it is.”


    Wang felt a faint prickling on the back of his neck. He sensed something unfitting to the proper order of things. By his frown Chen did also. Having contacted base to warn of their arrival, the inspector added a request for someone to take charge of the marten, and then, after a brief hesitation, a further request, this time for information about kinds of fruit that carnivores might eat. The sense of bewilderment at the far end was almost audible.


    That done, he returned his radio to its clip at his belt.


    “Right!” he barked. “Let’s go!”


    THE TOWER OF STRENGTH


    …pharmacy was typical of its kind: long dark wooden counters with many drawers below; more drawers in the cabinets that lined the walls, holding leaves, roots, stalks, flowers, seeds, bark, fungi; organs from animals, birds, reptiles, fish; dried blood, musk, gall, even dung, especially from birds; at intervals, work-stations where the staff weighed out these and other substances on shiny new electronic scales, then comminuted them in electric grinders—to the annoyance of many of the customers who thronged the premises, for they were as conservative as their devotion to traditional medicine indicated, and felt that some subtle essence might be lost from a drug if it were not pounded with an iron pestle in a marble mortar. But the only pestle and mortar to be seen reposed in the display window, gathering dust alongside a set of old-style balances with wide shallow pans of tarnished brass.


    One thing, however, absolutely had not changed: the smell. From earliest childhood Wang could testify to that. Never the same yet never different, the aroma of a pharmacy was unique.


    And it seemed to make people more than usually discourteous and pushful—or perhaps that stemmed from the anxiety due to being ill, or having someone ill in the family. Under most circumstances the citizens of Guangzhou retained some of their ancient respect for authority, and would move aside at the sight of a police uniform, but in here he could scarcely take two steps together.


    Eventually he worked his way to the nearer of the two cash desks, whose occupant seemed harassed enough to be the manager or even the owner. This was one place where the wind of progress had not yet stirred the dust; his fingers were flickering across an abacus.


    Leaning forward, Wang said sharply, “They told me at the university that I could find Dr. Soo Long here.”


    The manager, if such he were, looked as though he had bitten a sour fruit. He gave an inexact jerk of his head: Over there! Wang glanced around, but saw nothing bar customers, staff, and a closed door.


    “Where—?” he began. The other sighed.


    “In the stock-room, being a nuisance as usual.”


    “Through that door?”


    “Yes!” And back to counting, calculating, making change.


    * * * *


    A senior clerk was supervising a junior one as they unpacked a box containing several jars and packets. They tensed as Wang entered, as though the box might contain something illegal, but if so it was none of his business, today at any rate. He stared around. Obviously this room’s primary use was for checking and dividing up incoming supplies before transfer to the shop. At any rate the only other person visible—visible in the sense of giving a recognizable human shape to clothing, but in fact concealed head to toe by a green coverall and a black hood—was carrying out some kind of test on some kind of sample, using a machine that printed out density graphs on scaled paper.


    “I’m looking for Dr. Soo Long,” Wang announced. The third person turned, removing the black hood.


    “I’m Sue Long. What do you want?”


    The words were in good Cantonese, albeit with a Hong Kong accent. But the face was wrong—thin and pale under near-white hair cut very short—and so of course was the sex. For a long moment Wang could only stare.


    “Well?” Dr. Long said impatiently. Wang recovered himself and fumbled in a pouch that hung at his belt.


    “Uh … Sorry to bother you, Dr. Long, but—uh—your department at the university said I could find you here. It’s about this.”


    He held out one of the partly gnawed fruits they had recovered from the marten’s hamper.


    The machine at Dr. Long’s side uttered a beep and spilled ten extra centimeters of paper tape, unmarked; the end of a run. Excusing herself, she extracted a sample of what looked like tree-bark—there was a strong whiff of industrial solvent—sealed it in an envelope and clipped it to the paper tape before accepting the fruit. For a moment she didn’t seem to know what to make of it: then the light dawned.


    “Whose teeth? Some sort of cat—? No, that’s not a feline dentition. What?”


    “A marten.”


    “Really!” She raised the fruit to her nose and gave a cautious sniff. “That’s a peculiar odor for a fruit, isn’t it? But I guess it would have to be, to tempt a carnivore like a marten.”


    Wang felt a stir of relief at not having to explain why she ought to be interested. “You don’t recognize it, then?” he ventured.


    “No, I’ve never run across anything similar. How did you come by it?” She was turning it over in her hands—which, he suddenly noticed, were gloved.


    He recounted the morning’s events. With every moment of the narrative she grew tenser. At the end she burst out, “Where did you say this peasant hails from, this Lin?”


    He repeated the address on the man’s greasy ID papers.


    “Is that so!” She whistled astonishment, by Chinese standards a most unwomanly act. But Wang had already begun to suspect that he was dealing with a person who didn’t fit pigeonholes. “Well!” she added after a moment. “I guess I’d better pay your inspector a visit.”


    “Your work—?”


    “Some of it’s waited thousands of years. Another day or two won’t hurt.”


    She was peeling off her gloves as she spoke. Noticing his eyes on them, she explained, “To make sure cells from my skin don’t contaminate the specimens. This too, of course”—meaning the coverall which she now also discarded, revealing an open-necked shirt and denim shorts appropriate for the end-of-summer weather if not for the starchier citizens of Guangzhou. With brisk, practiced motions she disconnected her machine, which folded, gathered up her day’s findings, stowed the lot in a satchel and headed for a rear door.


    “You don’t need to tell the boss—?”


    “He’s not my boss, praise be! This way!”


    In an alley beyond the door, chained to an iron grille, stood a Kawasaki motorcycle. From the satchel she drew a crash-helmet made of unilatrium, deformable in two dimensions but rigid in the third. She didn’t have a spare for Wang, but the traffic police were unlikely to challenge a fellow officer. Bestriding the machine, thumb poised over the starter, she interrupted herself.


    “You do have more of those fruits?”


    “Yes, the old man had a few left. He seems to have survived the whole trip on them. Plus rice and tea, of course.”


    He hesitated. Mistaking his reaction, Dr. Long said, “If you don’t fancy riding with me—”


    “No, no! That’s quite all right.” He had to lick dry lips nonetheless; the prospect of being a passenger on any motorbike in Guangzhou traffic would have been daunting. “No, I was just wondering about something.” He settled himself gingerly on the pillion.


    “What?”


    “Why you—uh—whistled when you were told where Lin comes from.”


    They were under way with impressive smoothness. Also quietness; they needed to raise their voices mostly because of the traffic.


    “Where’s the likeliest place in all of China to find an unknown fruit?”


    Light dawned. “Green Phoenix Forest?”


    “Where else?”


    * * * *


    For a while she concentrated on driving while he pondered the implications. Then, while they were stopped at a red light, he ventured, “If you don’t mind my asking, why did the university send me looking for you when I told them what we’d found?”


    “Didn’t they explain about my work?”


    “No, I was expecting to meet some sort of specialist or consultant acting as an advisor to the pharmacy.”


    “That’s not my line.” The light changed; they hummed on, but only as far as the next. Walking would barely have been slower. “You know we’re wiping out one species after another—plants, animals, insects?”


    “Yes, of course. Aren’t some of them supposed to be a terrible loss because they could have given us new drugs and even new types of food?”


    “They’re a terrible loss in any case, but you’ve got the idea. Well, using a technique I developed jointly with colleagues in America, I’m trying to recover the DNA, the germ-plasm, of plants so rare they may already be extinct. Obviously, the likeliest place to find them is a pharmacy like the Tower of Strength. They don’t like me delving around in their expensive stock, but if there’s the slightest chance we may catch a vanishing species before it’s gone forever.… And whenever I get an opportunity—though this is mainly for my own interest—I also look for DNA in dragon-bones.”


    Those were an ingredient in many expensive traditional medicines: dinosaur bones occasionally, typically those of more ordinary animals inscribed with questions in ancient times, prior to divination and the casting of lots to foretell the future. Wang assumed she was referring more to the former.


    “Most people say it’s futile,” she added. “But you never know.”


    * * * *


    Within five minutes of entering the police station Wang found out why the university had recommended calling in Dr. Long. She raked Lin with questions like a salvo of guided missiles, each striking to the heart of a new subject. She lost a few minutes being sidetracked by what Wang had half-grasped at the station: Lin’s excuse was his wife’s illness. What it might be was unclear—some form of cancer, possibly. However, since the lady wasn’t here it seemed pointless to pursue the matter. Dr. Long was in any case far more interested in this curious fruit that appealed even to martens.


    “And foxes, and cats, and dogs, and stoats and weasels!” Lin insisted, in hopes maybe of mitigating his inevitable punishment. A young man from the city zoo had turned up to claim the marten just before Dr. Long and Wang arrived, and was impatiently waiting for permission to remove it thither and go home.


    “And humans,” Wang said dryly. Dr. Long glanced at him.


    “Yes,” she said in an indecipherable tone. “And humans…Tell me please”—to the young man from the zoo—”is this animal healthy?”


    A shrug. “So far as I can tell without a full examination. It seems a bit lethargic, but that may just be because its belly is full.”


    “Yes.” Dr. Long pondered, tapping one of her large white front teeth with a fingernail. “Keep it under observation for the time being,” she continued at last. “Collect its urine, collect its droppings, above all preserve any vomitus. I want to hear of any unusual behavior the moment it happens. I’ll give you my card.”


    Taking umbrage at being ordered about by a woman, and in particular a round-eye, the man from the zoo bridled and would have spoken but for intercepting a glare from Inspector Chen. Dr. Long either did not notice or successfully affected so.


    “As to the fruit,” she went on, glancing at the window (why, it was growing dark—where had the day gone?) “I need it at my lab. I want to run a sample through an analyzer, then beam the results to the States and have them checked against a database. If it’s something already known, only I never heard of it, that’ll be great. Otherwise.…”


    Inspector Chen cleared his throat. “Otherwise?” he repeated.


    “Otherwise, Inspector, we may have an international lawsuit on our hands. It wouldn’t be the first time this country has released to the environment a genetically modified organism without proper safeguards, let alone FAO approval.”


    Wang reacted to her choice of words before he could stop himself. “We may?”


    Dr. Long glanced coolly at him. “I’m Chinese, Mr. Wang. For all that I was born in the States. I married a Chinese, moved here, took his nationality… And stayed on when he ran away. I trust that answers all your obvious questions?”


    Wang wished very much he could vanish on a trapeze of clouds, like Monkey.


    “Right! Now if you’ll kindly let me have the fruit, I’ll sign a pro-tem receipt. I’ll fax you an official one when I get to the lab, on behalf of the university. Don’t let the old man go, will you?”


    “Of course not”—stoutly from Chen. “He’ll be hauled up in court and duly sentenced for—”


    “Oh, forget that! He’s far too important to be sent to jail!”


    Lin brightened visibly, like the sun emerging from cloud.


    “He’s going to help us find the source of the fruit—first!”


    The sun went in again.


    Swinging her satchel with the remaining fruit in it, Dr. Long nodded to the company and headed for the door. Wang spoke up.


    “Just a moment! I think I ought to come with you!”


    Startled, Chen glanced at his watch. “You should have gone off shift half an hour ago,” he objected. “Though you’re quite right, of course. If this fruit is unique, at least around here—”


    “Then if someone were to snatch Dr. Long’s bag,” Wang broke in, “it would be a disaster. I don’t mind escorting her.” (No mention of the real reason he would rather not go home). “To be honest, what she has told me about her work has sparked my interest. I’d like to find out more if she can spare the time.”


    Chen hesitated, but saw no way to object. He often commended his subordinates for displaying interest in unusual subjects that might one day prove relevant to police work, and who could say that this would not turn out useful in connection with protected animals and illegal plants? In any case, he was forestalled.


    “That’s very kind of you, Mr. Wang. I carry a teargas pistol, of course, but it’s not a practical weapon on a motorbike. And you’re absolutely right; it would be a disaster if we lost this fruit.”


    “You sound as though…” Chen began.


    “As though I’m worried? Yes, Inspector, I am. I’ve lived in this country more than ten years. I’ve specialized in protected species of all kinds, animal and vegetable, terrestrial and aquatic. If there were anything in the literature about a fruit that not only humans but martens can thrive on, I’d know. I think. But I don’t.”


    Handing Wang her satchel, retrieving from it her gauntlets and helmet before letting him sling it over his shoulder, she followed him back to the police-station parking lot.


    THE UGLY TURTLE


    …was the city-wide nickname for the floating extension to Guangzhou University, whose curving roof-plates bordered with guttering to catch precious rain did somewhat resemble a turtle’s carapace. Pressure on living-space was not yet as intense as in Hong Kong or many cities in Japan, but rather than sacrifice more precious agricultural land for a new and badly needed biology laboratory it had been decided to moor it, along with a student dormitory and extra staff accommodation, to the bank of the Zhujiang, there being far less river traffic than formerly. Access to the area was restricted, at least in theory, but in practice there were so many people with a valid excuse to come and go that security was a joke. There wasn’t even a guard on duty at the end of the gangway where they dismounted. Wang pushed the Kawasaki to the alcove where it was kept, frowning at such laxness.


    At least the laboratory Dr. Long then led him to was properly protected. In a large room smelling faintly of ozone computer screens glowed and automatic machinery, somewhat like the device she had been using at the Tower of Strength, purred unattended. She began by transferring her day’s findings to a university in America, via satellite, a process that took only moments. Then she chose from her satchel one of Lin’s unbitten fruit and fed it to a machine that automatically cut sections off it, examined their macrostructure, triturated them, fractionated the pulp and peel separately using eight different solvents each at four temperatures, recording everything at every stage.…Used as he was to analyzers in police-work, for DNA comparison and the like, Wang could not help being impressed by the speed and compactness of Dr. Long’s equipment.


    “There,” she said at length. “Now I could do with some tea. Do you have time for a cup before you leave?”


    Suddenly Wang realized he was hungry, thirsty, and tired. He accepted gratefully, and she led him to her room, off a corridor beyond the lab. It was as spartan as the police barracks he had lived in before his marriage. Waving him to a chair, she filled a kettle, made tea, opened a box of crackers, and sat down with a barely suppressed yawn.


    He did honestly want to learn more about her work, but now he had the chance he felt too nervous. This self-assured young woman—she couldn’t be more than five years older than his own count of thirty—was utterly different from anyone he had met before. He did at least manage to ask how long it would take to identify the fruit.


    “Don’t expect miracles,” was the wry answer. “Amazing changes can be brought about by altering even a tiny sequence of DNA. You know we’re more than 99 percent identical with chimpanzees? But there’s quite a difference, isn’t there?”


    “Do you think it’s a—a natural mutation?”


    “How natural is natural? If it does come from Green Phoenix—well, admittedly they were desperate when they launched the project, but no one had the faintest idea how genes like those would react in the wild, especially the ones for accelerated growth. There are some which, if they got into bacteria.… Still, it hasn’t happened yet. Maybe we’ll be lucky. Maybe Gaea is on our side again. More tea?”


    “No, I must be going. Thank you very much.” He rose, resigned to home, to the cramped flat always full of his wife’s complaints.


    “Did you take the key out of my bike?”


    “I’m sorry—I thought you had.”


    “No, I had to leave it in or the front wheel would have locked and you couldn’t have pushed it. I’ll collect it now.”


    And at the point where he turned for shore and she toward where the bike was kept, they wished each other good night.


    Halfway down the gangway he heard her exclaim, and glanced back. Barely visible in shadow, a man was bending over her machine. Startled by her approach, he jerked upright. Light flashed: a long-bladed knife.


    Wang clawed for a grip on his baton, wishing he were allowed a gun, but before he had taken his first step in Dr. Long’s direction he was rushed by two other men from the shore end of the gangway. Swinging wildly, he clouted the first on the head hard enough to make him curse and sway, but the second kicked his legs from under him and then kicked him again in the belly, driving the wind out of him.


    For a long moment all he could think of was that now he would never know the truth about the marten and the Green Phoenix fruit.


    Then there was a scream, a shout, the noise of feet on the steel floor. He felt something warmly wet splatter his bare arms as a man stumbled past him, ordering the other two to follow. But he had no chance to see what any of them looked like.


    He shut his eyes and spent a long and welcome moment working his belly-muscles free of agony.


    * * * *


    “Are you all right?”


    It was Dr. Long’s voice. Wang managed to drag himself to his feet, using the rail for support. “How—?” he husked.


    “You saved my life.”


    “What?”


    “For official purposes!” she snapped. Feeling something sticky on his skin, he glanced down. It looked black in the artificial light but it had to be blood. Shed by the man who had staggered past from the direction of where the bike was kept.… Comprehension dawned.


    “Not his knife. Yours.”


    “Correct. I’d better lose it before your chums show up.”


    “They won’t have been told yet,” he objected.


    “Of course not! Who likes getting mixed up in police business? Same everywhere, you know: in any American city you can be beaten to death with a hundred people in earshot… But you’ve got to radio in, haven’t you?”


    “I—uh—I suppose so.”


    “Go ahead, then. It’ll look suspicious if you delay. Don’t mention a knife. Say you came to the bike with me and when he jumped us you cracked him in the face and made his nose bleed, or split his lip, or something.”


    “But you actually cut him, didn’t you? How deep?”


    “How should I know?”—angrily. Then, relenting: “Yes, pretty deep. I don’t suppose he’ll get very far.”


    “Then the story won’t hold water. If they find him alive—”


    “It’s got to hold water!” She turned blazing eyes on him. “I can’t afford to be hamstrung by some petty criminal!”


    He was on the point of saying something to the effect that robbery with violence wasn’t so petty, when the look on her face prevented him. He said after a moment, “I’ll do what I can.”


    “Good. Then I’d be obliged if you could stick around for a while.” A quaver crept into her self-assured tone. “I never hurt anyone before. I mean not really meaning to hurt.”


    “He was going to steal your bike,” Wang grunted, poising his radio.


    “That’s what he wanted me to think.”


    He checked as the implications sank in.


    “What he wanted you to think?” he repeated slowly.


    “The key was in. If all he was after was the bike he could have got away before I interrupted. I ride it down the gangplank all the time.”


    “What else, if not theft?”


    “I don’t know. But I can think of one peculiar thing that’s happened today.” She passed a weary hand across her hair. “Oh, maybe I’m paranoid, but a lot of high-ranking politicians staked their futures on Green Phoenix. And bioengineering has erupted from nowhere to become a multi-billion business.… Are you never going to call in?”


    Wang came back to himself with a start. Her comments had brought to mind countless rumors he himself had heard ever since Green Phoenix was first announced. It was the most ambitious reclamation project in history—not just reforestation, but an attempt to create on ruined hills a unique, precisely calculated mix of trees, shrubs, grasses, epiphytes, saprophytes, fungi, every kind of plant, together with the micro-organisms necessary for their proper coexistence. All the plants were to be of proven benefit to humanity, whether by supplying food, or timber, or fibers, or drugs, or dyes; but all of them had been modified. That was what frightened people. Probably that was what was troubling Dr. Long. Though—the thought ran through Wang’s mind as he whispered into his radio—how could anyone in Guangzhou have learned about the mysterious fruit so quickly, let alone where it was being taken? Could one of the regular traders in endangered animals have been waiting at the station? Unlikely; they were too recognizable. An agent, perhaps a new recruit, who had sneaked away baffled? How about the man who had tried to steal Lin’s belongings? No, he would scarcely have been so blatant if he worked for one of the big traffickers…


    Meantime he was uttering mechanical words.


    There proved to be a patrol car within two blocks. It rounded the corner, siren wailing. He knew one of its crew by sight. They recorded statements, took samples of the drying blood, sighed over the unlikelihood of finding the culprit unless he was silly enough to get arrested on a different charge, and eventually gave Wang a lift to a stop on the busline serving his home district. Weary to the marrow, hungry and thirsty all over again, he returned to a note from his wife: since he hadn’t turned up at the promised time she had gone to her mother’s for the evening and might or might not be back.


    He ate what he could find, stepped under a cool shower, and fell asleep as soon as he lay down. He dreamed about unwholesome creatures emerging from the Zhujiang and feeding on shiny metallic fruit that had erupted all over the Ugly Turtle like so many boils.


    On arriving for work exactly one week later, he was summoned before Chief Superintendent Tan. Wondering what he might have done wrong, he obeyed at once. Others were already there. Inspector Chen’s presence as his squad commander was no surprise, but with him was Dr. Long. She looked not just tired but exhausted, indeed visibly older, as though as many years had passed for her as days had for the rest of the world.


    The chief spoke up without preamble. “Your report about last week’s incident at the University Biological Department was incomplete,” he rumbled. Wang felt a stir of apprehension, assuming that the man Dr. Long had stabbed must have been found and recounted his side of the story. But he was wrong.


    “Dr. Long tells me your prompt intervention saved her life. You made no mention of the fact.”


    “Sir, I think—”


    “There’s no need to be modest,” Dr. Long sighed. “I’ve said you deserve a commendation.”


    “Well, that’s—uh…” His voice faltered from incredulity.


    “It’s too late to object,” Tan said. “Sit down, by the way.” Waving at a vacant chair, he leaned back in his own.


    “Dr. Long has come with an unusual request,” he went on, “but before I tell you what it is I gather there’s something else she wants to say. Dr. Long?”


    “Thank you.” She rubbed her eyes, suppressing a yawn, and interpolated with a grimace, “Sorry, but I haven’t had much sleep lately. I received a preliminary report from the States about that peculiar fruit not long after you went home, and it’s kept me busy ever since. It’s—uh—disturbing.”


    Wang tensed. “Is the fruit in fact from Green Phoenix?”


    “That’s the strangest aspect of the matter. They say not. That’s to say, everyone except Lin says not.”


    Chen’s eyes widened; Wang noticed from the corner of his own gaze. Tan was rather better at controlling his expression, but even he showed the ghost of a reaction.


    “On the other hand,” Dr. Long pursued, “I’ve traced reports of something similar from other places: Singapore, Hawaii, Australia. Not documented, not scientifically investigated. Not until now, that is.”


    “I’m afraid I don’t quite follow,” Wang admitted, sensing that the others would welcome a confession of ignorance.


    “The fruit derives from a plum. As you must have noticed, though, it doesn’t smell like a plum.”


    “No, it smells more like—well—raw meat. Like pork, maybe.”


    “To judge by the way the marten ate it, it must taste like pork as well. In fact that’s exactly what Lin compared it to. When the report from America came through I made myself very unpopular by having him hauled out of his cell and carted off to City Hospital. I thought I’d had a bright idea. I was wrong.” She rubbed her eyes again and this time failed to overrule a yawn.


    “He’s in pretty good health all things considered. On the other hand his wife is not likely to last out the year. She has a massive fibroid growth in her abdomen. It was discovered last month when she was undergoing a hysterectomy. Lin was able to tell me where the operation was performed, and even the name of the surgeon. I made myself unpopular with him too, by routing him out before breakfast.” She drew a deep breath.


    “In the far west the incidence of this type of growth has shown an upsurge in the past few years. Commonest continues to be stomach cancer attributable to a diet high in spiced and salted food. Next commonest are cancer of the lung, mouth, and colon. However, in a remarkably short time this new one has achieved fifth place. Stranger yet, it’s confined exclusively to adult women. What do you make of that?”


    Wang licked his lips. “Something to do with the fruit?” he hazarded. “You’re implying it’s been modified to make its flesh more like animal tissue. But in that case the UN—”


    “Quite right: the forest is nominally under UN supervision, though in practice that boils down to satellite inspections and an occasional guided tour for VIP’s. However, they are supposed to receive details of all gene-modifying experiments, and there is no mention of any such project in records made available to FAO.”


    “Accidentally, then? It seems so unlikely… “


    “Under normal circumstances I’d agree.” Despite her fatigue, Dr. Long’s tone was regaining some of its former crispness. “However, as I remember telling you, these circumstances aren’t normal.”


    Wang nodded thoughtfully. He could well understand what lay behind Dr. Long’s disquiet. There were political and economic factors, too. He recalled her reference to the powerful individuals who had staked their futures on the success of Green Phoenix. They wouldn’t like it at all if it turned out that one of their creations—or rather one of the creations they had lent their blessing to—was responsible for an epidemic of cancer.


    Maybe Dr. Long had not been so paranoid after all when she wondered whether the thieves had really come after her Kawasaki.


    There was a short silence. Eventually Tan cleared his throat. “Dr. Long is planning to visit Green Phoenix,”


    he said.


    She nodded. “I expect permission any day. For once the UN’s right of inspection is to be fully implemented. There have been misgivings about Green Phoenix right from the start, not just overseas but in this country too. The full-bellies have never approved, have they?”


    It struck Wang as incongruous to hear this blonde round-eye refer so casually to one of the unofficial factions in the present Chinese government. Some held that a surplus of food allowed the leisure to plot subversion, so it was safer to keep the people hungry, others that shortages made them angry enough to rebel. In allusion to an ancient proverb they were nicknamed “full-bellies” and “empty-bellies.” Obviously massive reclamation projects were anathematical to the former.


    But what did all this have to do with Policeman Wang? He cast an inquiring look at Tan. “Dr. Long?” the chief superintendent invited.


    “Mr. Wang, I hope you don’t mind, but… well, I don’t have to tell you that if this fruit does in fact originate from Green Phoenix sundry persons will find themselves in jeopardy. They may take steps to protect their reputations. The way you reacted the other night made me feel I can rely on you. I’ve asked for you to be detached on special assignment. I want you, in effect, to be my bodyguard.”


    “There’s no need to decide at once,” Tan began. “When permission comes through for the trip—Is something wrong?”


    “No, sir.” Wang straightened to full height. “Thank you, Dr. Long, for the suggestion. I’d like to volunteer straight away.”


    * * * *


    That added the near-theft of the Kawasaki to the necessary preconditions.


    THE GREEN PHOENIX


    …was indeed green. Brilliant viridian, searing emerald, acid lime, sprawled out of the five valleys where it had initially been seeded, that tapered in the manner of fingers—or claws—and now had surmounted all but the barest and rockiest of the intervening ridges. Sight of it drove away the headache that had plagued Wang since undergoing, last evening, a whole battery of said-to-be-necessary immunizations.


    For it was wrong!


    He had never traveled this far west before, never seen with his own eyes how valleys like these might have looked in olden time. He had never viewed the aboriginal firs and pines, breathed the electric scent of waterfalls, heard the clamor of uncounted birds. But images of them were part of the world he had been born to, immortalized in the work of long-dead artists, shadowed forth in poetry and legend, implicit to this day in the characters he had been taught to write with.


    That was gone.


    Instead, here loomed a mass like fungus, like pondweed, like moss, as crudely bright as though it had been painted, as stark as though it had been carved from plastic foam. Staring at it from the elderly twin-engined army plane Dr. Long had conjured up for the last stage of their journey, he felt horrified.


    And more so yet when he looked elsewhere, for all the surrounding land bore testimony to the greed of humankind: scarps denuded of soil and vegetation; terraces ordained by far-off bureaucrats on the grounds that global warming had made it feasible to grow rice in this area, which squandered months of work and slumped at the first drop of rain, leaving cascades of mud to dry and blow away; felled logs by the hectare, last remnants of a noble forest, destined for sale abroad to the profit of parasitic middlemen, seized in the nick of time and kept back so that the local folk might warm their homes in winter, heat their food, and mulch their little plots with bark and sawdust before erosion stole the last trace of their fertile land. It had been a bold decision, much applauded. Even so thousands of the starving had had to be relocated or allowed to emigrate.


    Now the Green Phoenix provided work—better: a sharable ambition—for about a million who remained. Nonetheless the process of attrition still went on. Wang had never thought before how small a number a million really was. No one knew, no one had known since the nineties of last century, the population of his home city. He could only repeat what he had been told, that it was about twice as great as in the year of his birth: four million, then? Mexico City comprised, so it was said, more than thirty million, of whom most were doomed to starve, catch AIDS, or die by violence.


    Guangzhou was a cosmopolitan place—had been since before Wang was born. Twice a year it was invaded by thousands of foreign visitors attending the great trade fairs, and in between there were countless minor cultural events. Since 1997 it had been as open to the world as any part of China and much more than most. But never before had Wang felt the reality of the world beyond the frontiers of the Middle Kingdom as keenly as when watching—there was small point in listening, for he spoke no language but his own—Dr. Long invoking the support of colleagues in country after country through computers at the Ugly Turtle. Now as the plane droned toward the edge of the Green Phoenix, toward the little landing-strip that served the headquarters town whence it had been directed since the forest’s inception, he sensed the first impact of what she had achieved. Waiting for them at the head of a group that included soldiers was a man in a dark civilian overcoat whose very posture betrayed a wish to be anywhere but here, and not merely because it was a dank and misty afternoon. Wang wondered whether he dared pose a question, but was saved the need. Dr. Long spoke up.


    “I knew they were taking me seriously, but I didn’t realize how seriously!”


    The third passenger glanced at her. Wang had only met Dr. Bin on the flight from Guangzhou: a greying bespectacled man of middle height, introduced by Dr. Long as a fellow biologist but manifestly more than just another scientist. He exuded a scent of politics.


    “That’s Project Director Pao, is it?” he grunted. “I didn’t know you’d met.”


    “We haven’t,” was the composed reply. “But can you imagine someone like him sending a deputy with all these rumors flying around?”


    “Are you sure they’ve reached this far?” Bin countered. “If so, the next thing we can look forward to is lunatic headlines like goodbye to hunger and farewell to famine!”


    Wang started. Even though he had gathered, from what Dr. Long had told him about her discussions with colleagues, that people had been surprised and impressed by what he still thought of as “Lin’s fruit,” he hadn’t pictured it as having such global consequences.


    Surely, though, she had implied that it also gave people cancer—or had he misunderstood somewhere along the line? Quite possibly. He had a new problem on his mind. When first proposed the notion of this trip had seemed like a heaven-sent escape from the misery of home. Now, however, he couldn’t help hearing over and over his wife’s threat that if he didn’t come back on the promised day, not even one day later, she would sue for divorce.


    He suspected that was what she secretly wanted. In today’s China, where so many parents of the last generation had opted for a boy in the traditional manner, there was a multimillion surplus of males and any girl less ugly than a water-buffalo could pick and choose. People didn’t even object to divorcees any longer. So …


    There was no actual control tower. Circling, their pilot was speaking to a man on the ground with a hand-held radio, confirming the identity of those on board. Dr. Bin scanned the area. “Do you see any sign of the equipment?” he inquired.


    Dr. Long shrugged. “No, but I imagine the roads are pretty rough in this part of the world. Pilot!”


    “Yes?” The woman at the controls glanced over her shoulder.


    “Ask if there’s any news of the trucks bringing our gear.”


    A brief half-heard exchange; then: “Yes, the lead driver called in not long ago. They’re just the other side of that hill. Should come in sight any moment.… Okay, we’re cleared to land.”


    And set them down ahead of a plume of dust.


    Unstrapping as the plane halted, checking his gun, Wang demanded, “Doctor, should I go ahead and—?”


    “And make like a bodyguard?” she countered wryly. “I guess you can skip it this time. We have had enough support from the level-heads.”


    He looked blank. Impatiently she rapped, “Not the full-bellies! Not the empty-bellies! The few politicians in this benighted land who sometimes worry about our whole species instead of just their chance of taking their hens and hogs and horses up to heaven! Don’t bet on their ascendancy lasting, though. We’re here chiefly because the pro-UN faction got the jump on the others, the people who stand to lose the most if we have to firebomb Green Phoenix.…In practice of course it would have to be nukes, and even they might not do the job properly.”


    Wang shook his head foggily. “Doctor, I—”


    “Ah, I doubt it’ll come to that. I think we may be in time. Just in time.… By the way, stop calling me doctor. My name’s Sue. Sorry if you don’t approve of such informality, but I prefer it. Put it down to my American upbringing.”


    Tossing aside her seat-straps, she advanced toward the exit. Wang had intended to precede her but instead followed in a daze. What in the name of the heaven of the Jade Emperor was happening? Green Phoenix might have to be nuked? But it was supposed to be the harbinger of a renaissance not merely here but all around the world! In the newspapers, on TV and radio, everyone had been told what a marvelous achievement it was!


    Yet there had been no mention of fruit with a flavor of meat that could be eaten by humans, and martens too. What else had Lin cited? Dogs, cats—what about pigs? Ah, but pigs ate anything anyway. The notion of saying goodbye to hunger, though …


    He snatched himself back to the present. The newcomers were being greeted by the man in the dark coat, whose manner made it clear how convinced he was of his own importance and whose words, though superficially polite, contrived to imply that no matter how distinguished his visitors they should have given him more notice. In fact, right now he was taking time off from urgent work he was obliged to return to. However, this evening he had arranged a banquet in their honor, and he looked forward to talking at more leisure then. For the present, here were members of “my” staff who would show them to their regrettably less than luxurious lodgings. Have a pleasant stay!


    And was gone to a waiting jeep, leaving them in the care of subordinates.


    It was clear Dr. Bin was affronted by this reception, and might have spoken his mind but that in the same moment Wang caught the sound of trucks grinding along in low gear. He turned in search of the source, and exclaimed:


    “Your equipment’s here!”


    Three olive-drab trucks were gingerly breasting the final rise. But the going was rocky, and there was plenty of time before their actual arrival to sort out essential details. Wang tried to keep up with both Bin, who was talking about power-supplies and use of comms facilities, and Sue (he must remember to address her thus) who was discussing opportunities for visiting the forest and the nearby settlements, and in the upshot lost track of both. He was still floundering when—“Wang!”


    He snatched himself back to attention.


    “Yes, doctor? Uh … I mean: Sue?”


    Through her tiredness, which an in-flight doze had done little to relieve, a sketch for a smile.


    “This is Mr. Li. He’ll show you where we’re being quartered. Make sure we have decent ablutions. Stash our gear and rejoin me.”


    “Right away!”


    She hesitated. “One more thing. You’re married, aren’t you?”


    Swallowing hard, Wang nodded, trying not to think how hollow that partnership was. Of course, Sue’s husband—hadn’t she said he “ran away”? So she might sympathize.


    “You’ll want to tell your wife you’re okay. I asked for a billet close to comms HQ so I can get an early crack at incoming data. Traffic isn’t too heavy yet, not like it’ll be when we start filing our reports. Just say you’re with me and they’ll let you call home.”


    She turned back to the person she had been talking to before Wang had time to explain that even nowadays, even in Guangzhou, the pay of a lowly policeman did not stretch to such luxuries as a private phone.


    * * * *


    Thereafter Wang had to piece together what was happening as best he could. He lent a hand setting up the scientists’ equipment; the technicians who accompanied it were Chinese themselves, but they spoke half the time in English and much of the rest in Japanese, the languages—Wang presumed—of their machines’ instruction manuals. Even what he heard in putonghua baffled him because it was couched in such obscure technical terms. Sue noticed, and sympathized; however, she had no time to elucidate more than snatches. A sense of witnessing history in the making with scarcely a clue to its present import grew ever more frustrating.


    Moreover, his conviction that there were no such things as coincidences was undermined still further. What if the thieves had chosen another night to target Sue’s Kawasaki? The man she had stabbed had been located in the hospital. He had confessed to attempted robbery, other members of the gang he belonged to—specialists in stealing cars and motorcycles to order—had been arrested, a decision had been taken very high up not to prosecute Sue… but was “very high” high enough? Or might she suddenly be hauled back to Guangzhou to face a charge of assault? She had plenty of powerful friends, that was obvious. He had had no faintest notion how influential a person he had been directed to meet in the malodorous surroundings of the Tower of Strength. But a person like himself could not even begin to guess how much of her allies’ power was liable to evaporate for secret reasons and without warning.


    He hoped things would go well for her. He had respected her from the first. Now he was coming to like her, too.


    Also he didn’t want to be ordered home.


    * * * *


    Officially Project Director Pao was in charge of the scientific and technical personnel at Green Phoenix. De facto he was the governor of the whole area. He was of a stamp Wang recognized on sight, wondering whether Sue did also: a loyal party hack who had engineered promotion to high rank at an early age and spent the rest of his career trying to make sure no one noticed how poorly qualified he was for his post. An incursion by scientists with UN backing, though it had always been a possibility, had caught him unawares. In a frantic attempt to make it appear as though he had been prepared for the visitors and was still in complete control, he had improvised for them and the project staff a dinner that he termed a banquet to be held in the little town’s single large building. Known as the Refectory, it was a relic of the desert days when the local population numbered few enough for all to eat under the same roof.


    “Sort of Maoist,” Sue grunted when Wang asked what she thought of the invitation. “But I guess it shows willing.”


    “Won’t we have to eat local food?”—thinking of Lin’s wife and her abdominal growth.


    “Oh, it can’t be immediately poisonous.…Tell me, what do you make of Pao, or have you not had time to decide?” When he hesitated she added, “In confidence, of course!”


    Baldly he expressed his opinion. Sue heard him out, then smiled. “I do agree! He reminds me of a woman I once heard about who drove into another car rounding a blind bend. She told the police in a hurt tone, ‘But there’s never been a car there before!’”


    Wang chuckled. Yes, here was someone who could cope with China.


    * * * *


    On the whole the dinner was good, though one had to suspect that much of its ferocious spicing was a disguise for inferior ingredients rather than a display of Far Western cuisine. At any rate the variety was impressive; there was even local carp, raised in rainwater ponded by tree-roots. and water-weed. And there was plenty of wine. Grapevines had been among the plants first specified for inclusion in the mix.


    This and other information was imparted as each course was delivered. Pao, sowing the seeds of future embarrassment, had jumped to conclusions on hearing that Sue Long hailed from America and assigned an interpreter who commentated in accordance with instructions. Disconcerted to find she was fluent in both Mandarin and Cantonese, he wound up talking to Wang instead.


    Unfortunately most of what the guy had to say consisted of what he had been expecting to tell Sue. Wang’s mind wandered. So did his eyes. Eventually they settled on a man with a straggly beard, standing near the door, who didn’t look like a member of Pao’s staff. In general the latter were presentably dressed, so it was surprising to see a person in muddy overalls. Moreover he was not Chinese—not Han, at any rate. Part of Wang’s training had consisted in learning to recognize racial types. This man he guessed to be a Uighur. If so, he wasn’t all that far from home. On the other hand, muddy overalls at a formal dinner…


    He interrupted a disquisition about the way bees had integrated into the Green Phoenix complex.


    “Who’s that fellow in dirty clothes?”


    The interpreter stumbletongued, but it was a sufficient definition. “A harmless simpleton,” he answered with a shrug. “Director Pao being a generous man, he lets the fellow work here in return for his keep. Like many of his sort he does have a way with plants.”


    Sue had overheard these remarks, Wang realized. They exchanged wry glances. Director Pao was not the likeliest person one would expect to hear accused of generosity.


    “What’s his name?” Sue inquired. The interpreter smiled.


    “Oh, no one knows. He’s dumb. We call him Greenthumb—Ah!” He whipped out cigarettes. News of the dangers of smoking seemed not to have penetrated here; at some unnoticed signal half of those present were lighting up. And a microphone was being placed in front of Pao.


    Speechifying time.


    * * * *


    Pao matched Wang’s stereotype perfectly. He was a classic devotee of statistics. Figure after number after figure flowed from his lips: so much barren land reclaimed, so many trees planted, so many non-tree species added, so much food supplied to towns and villages over so wide an area, especially mushrooms and nuts.… Incontestably it was an impressive achievement, even though Pao hadn’t heard about the dangers of tobacco either and promised that Green Phoenix’s next five-year plan would incorporate hectarage to supply a cigarette factory.


    As the climax to his address he cited the fact that this was the sole part of China where there had been no difficulty enforcing the one-child policy. This proved that an adequate standard of living could outweigh people’s traditional desire for descendants to worship them when they became ancestors, ha-ha! He sat down looking smug.


    Then they called on Sue.


    She was trembling as she stood up, but during the time it took to adjust her microphone she overcame her nervousness. Her first words provoked a ripple of amusement that lasted just long enough.


    “My apologies to the interpreters who were looking forward to a hard evening’s work.… Project Director Pao, members of the Green Phoenix staff, no one could fail to acknowledge your ambition, your sincerity and your dedication. It has been well said that one should not waste breath on repeating what must be known to everyone already. In compliance with that principle I’ll confine myself to asking why, Director, you omitted from your account of Green Phoenix’s achievements what people hereabouts have nicknamed ‘good-with-rice.’ It’s astonishing: a fruit containing as much protein as high-quality meat, even smelling and tasting like it, edible by humans and even wild carnivores. This is something the world has long been waiting for.… Director?”


    A hushed and hurried consultation was in progress. At length not Pao but someone beside him declared, “You are mistaken! This has nothing to do with us! We know nothing about it!”


    The hiss of indrawn breath was almost a gale. Scattered voices framed confused questions, tailing away amid a welter of second thoughts. Wang tensed, staring around the broad low-ceilinged room.


    Sue, still on her feet, was perspiring visibly although it was cooler here than in Guangzhou. Plainly she had anticipated this reaction, for she was rehearsing words under her breath, but now that confrontation was upon her she was having difficulty uttering them.


    During this hiatus, a distracting movement. Visibly bored, Greenthumb was sidling toward the door. On the way he groped in a pocket, produced something Wang could not see clearly, made to lob it toward the head table—


    Bodyguard. They make bombs so small now. A grenade?


    “Wang!” Sue cried his name. Too late. His gun was leveled. Had gone off. He saw red in the distance. Time shrank. The thing thrown had fallen to the floor. He hurled himself atop it and awaited death.


    Cries of terror were replaced with nervous laughter. Bewildered, he rolled over and sat up, feeling an utter fool.


    The “grenade” was a fruit the size of a turkey egg. His falling on it had burst the skin and it was leaking juice the way Greenthumb was leaking blood from his chest. It smelt no less like meat.


    In the meantime Pao and his associates had fled like panicked pigs.


    THE UNSEEN OCTOPUS


    …of modern communications twitched its tentacles on every continent in response to the reports from China. Hitherto, though, there had been no such grand public reaction as Bin had sourly predicted, with sensational headlines announcing the abolition of hunger. Merely, certain scientists and politicians who had earlier decided against visiting Green Phoenix reconsidered on learning that what to those few who had heard about it seemed a promising new food might have undesirable side-effects—worse, was not as might have been assumed the end product of a rigorously supervised research program: the former sensing the chance of a paper for a prestigious journal, the latter in search of re-election clout.


    It being a time of relative quiet on the international scene, the shooting of Greenthumb provided an extra impulse that translocated Pao’s domain from the science to the general news pages. Suddenly reporters from twenty countries were clamoring for Chinese visas.


    * * * *


    There would have to be an inquiry, of course. Pao wanted to mount it himself and at once, perhaps in hope of getting rid of an inconvenient intruder; however, the prospect of it being in progress during an influx of still more influential visitors proved daunting. In the end he was instructed to await a lawyer from Beijing, pending whose arrival Wang was to be released in Sue’s custody—a reversal of ro1es that might have been amusing had the situation not been so explosive.


    Explosive.… How could I have mistaken a fruit for a bomb?


    More embarrassed than he would have thought possible—in a sense, in shock himself—Wang begged Sue to accompany him to the infirmary where Greenthumb was awaiting transfer to a proper hospital where they would remove the bullet. They were allowed to see him, but he had been given massive doses of painkiller and his meager response was a blank, hurt expression: why?


    There must be something I can do to make amends.… As they were leaving Wang checked in mid-stride. “Sue!” he burst out. “Can you get someone to take a photograph of Greenthumb?”


    “I guess so. Why?”


    “I can’t help wondering what he’s doing here. A dumb simpleton that Pao gives work to out of charity? How much charity can you imagine Pao displaying in an average year? And he was the one who not only knew what you meant but had evidence to—to throw at you. Maybe you should have his picture scanned and circulated.”


    Even as he uttered them Wang found his words unconvincing. With so many people in the world …


    Yet Sue was nodding. “You’re no fool, are you?” she said cordially. “I’d been wondering about Greenthumb too, but that didn’t occur to me. Now where do we find a Polaroid?”


    And by the time pictures of the Uighur had been transmitted to the world’s police agencies along with his fingerprints and DNA type, just in case, they were due to explore the body of the Phoenix.


    * * * *


    On the hillsides mist had lingered well past dawn, but it cleared soon after Sue and Wang set forth in a convoy of three cross-country vehicles, leaving Bin to monitor incoming messages at the comms center. Their group included one of Pao’s staff as a guide and a platoon of soldiers escorting technical equipment and the day’s rations.


    At first their route took them through small towns that had sprung up because of the new forest. Not long ago they had been mere villages, but despite the success hereabouts of the one-child policy their population had ballooned thanks to reverse emigration; unhappy in strange cities, thousands of local people who had moved away had applied to return, and permission had in general been granted. So many trees having been felled, most of their homes were burrowed into hillsides.


    Inevitably hordes of the curious attended the visitors wherever they went. Inevitably that included markets, of which there was one in each little town. Inevitably Sue decided in the end to ask why she saw no “good-with-rice” on sale, risking a rebuff from their guide who would inevitably declare that it wasn’t one of the Green Phoenix projects.


    Wang saved her from embarrassment. He tapped her arm and pointed left, right, ahead, behind: low bushes, branches laden, before every house, thriving equally in the ground or in pottery tubs.


    She whistled as she had back in Guangzhou. Why pay for what—as their guide grumpily admitted under pressure—grew anywhere and everywhere faster than a weed, yet, astonishingly, never seeded itself but needed to be planted by human hand?


    Several late risers were emerging from their homes and culling the fruit for breakfast. No charge.


    “Don’t they know about the risk of cancer?” Wang whispered. “There must have been enough cases by now for someone to make a connection.”


    “False sago,” was Sue’s reply.


    He shook his head uncomprehendingly.


    “The starchy food we call sago comes from a palm-tree. There are other plants that yield something similar but aren’t palms. They’re cycads, a kind of giant fern. If you eat the wrong sort you fall ill, become paralyzed and finally die. That’s been known for years. Yet people go on eating the stuff.”


    “Because they’re starving?”


    “More because they don’t think it will happen to them.”


    “I see.… We’re a short-sighted species, aren’t we?”


    “Yes.”


    * * * *


    Beyond that point their route took them deeper and deeper into the forest. There were no more villages or even settlements, only isolated buildings where half-trained “scientists” strove to keep track of the biological explosion taking place around them. Their equipment was old and ill maintained; they reminded Sue, she said, of priests rehearsing rituals whose purpose was forgotten. No wonder something like “good-with-rice” could emerge without anybody grasping its significance … although oddly enough they saw no sign of it within the forest.


    Wang would have wished to inquire further. By now, however, he had been overwhelmed by the majesty of their improbable surroundings, and he was not alone. Earlier the soldiers had been arguing via the radio, the subject being why strangers were suddenly making such a fuss about “good-with-rice,” which they had so long been accustomed to, but at length even the most talkative of them had been shamed into silence by the monstrous actuality of the Green Phoenix. He had had it in mind to make a good impression by commenting intelligently on what they were seeing—the intertwined branches that screened the sky, the creepers and mosses draping them, the birds, the insects, the snakes, the fungi, that pullulated deliriously amid moist heavy-scented air a good five degrees warmer than at their starting-point. Sue, however, ignored him and everyone else, ordering the soldiers to take samples of this, that and the other, meantime recording comments of her own.


    In the upshot Wang wasn’t sorry. Passing trivial remarks about this amazing achievement would have seemed blasphemous. No matter how artificial, how grafted-on, Green Phoenix might look from afar, once you entered it there was no doubt this was in a sense rebellion against the destructiveness of humankind—as though the clock had been turned back by millions of years, to a time when the biosphere teemed with unrealized potential.


    Empty chatter in such a setting would have been like drunken ballads on a temple altar.


    * * * *


    On their return to base, shortly before sundown, they found gangs of men lackadaisically mending potholes in the landing-strip, as though Pao had realized he must make preparations for a flood of visitors but so far had not yet thought of anything more practical to do.


    “Protective magic!” Sue said dismissively, and gave orders for the care of the samples they had brought back before hastening, with Wang in tow, to rejoin Bin at the communications center. By now it was so crowded with the additional equipment he had helped install yesterday that one had to sidle between a double row of monitors reporting incomprehensible data. Without a word Bin handed Sue a wad of faxes. She riffled through them, her near-white eyebrows rising higher and higher. “This is incredible!” she burst out as she finished the last. “But there’s one point these messages don’t cover.”


    “You mean: is ‘good-with-rice’ really not part of the Green Phoenix program?” “Yes!”


    “Apparently that’s true.” Bin, suddenly sounding very old, leaned back and stretched as far as the press of equipment would allow.


    “Yet it can’t possibly be an accident!” Sue clenched her fists. “I can’t believe in the sort of voluntary mutation that would let a plant choose to become dependent on human intervention. Did you know it doesn’t spread by itself, but always needs to be planted, whereupon it just erupts even in the poorest of soils?”


    “That fits with the predictions Allard has been making about it in Paris. You saw.”


    Face the palest Wang had seen, she nodded. “He spent time in Indo-China, didn’t he? Knows a bit about Asian plants.… Any ideas about its origins?”


    “You’ve got everything there is so far.” Bin stretched again and this time dissolved into a frank yawn.


    Sue re-read some of the faxes. Eventually, not looking up, she said, “I think I ought to take pity on Wang. It’ll help to clarify my mind if I spell things out to someone.… Wang, has it struck you as odd that ‘good-with-rice’ has turned up in several countries—obviously spread by emigrés or sent to friends and relatives—yet not attracted much attention and certainly not the sort it deserves?” Wang hesitated, then drew a deep breath.


    “I don’t think it’s odd any more,” he declared. “I did at first, but now I’ve seen how quickly and easily you can make it grow. No one needs to raise it commercially—”


    “But you’d expect people to try,” Sue stabbed. “It’s something you could take to market, sell for a good price—”


    “More and more of us Chinese,” Wang said, letting his voice dwell a moment on the last word, “have turned our backs on farming because our peasant ancestors led such hard lives. Yet there’s something symbolic about making things grow. I feel it. Dr. Bin, do you see what I mean?”


    The older man had been studying him curiously. “You’re an unusual type for a policeman,” he grunted now. “It was smart of Sue to pick you out. Yes, I can well believe that in Singapore and Australia and the other places where ‘good-with-rice’ has turned up it’s been largely treated as a private treasure for the Chinese community. Do you have any inkling just what a treasure it may become?” Wang hesitated anew. He said at last, “If it causes cancer—”


    “Oh, that can probably be tailored out,” Sue said with a shrug. “In spite of what Allard says.”


    “That being—?”


    She was momentarily embarrassed. “Sorry! He thinks the carcinogenic factor is so integrated with its total genetic makeup that there’s no way of isolating it. But he’s only had samples for just over a week. I think he’s being pessimistic. Don’t you?”—handing back the faxes.


    “In principle I have to agree,” Bin acknowledged.


    “Fine. Now I need a shower and something to eat before I—”


    “Just a moment.” Bin stretched for another sheet of paper. “Over in the States and Europe they set some of the search parameters extremely wide, and there’s a phrase that keeps cropping up right on the fringes. Does the term ‘peasant’s son’ mean anything to you?”


    “I don’t think so,” Sue said, staring. “Origin?”


    “Maybe the old USSR. But it’s deep stuff from multiply encrypted databanks.”


    She frowned. “For a moment I seemed to recall.… No, it’s gone. Maybe it’ll come back to me when I’m less tired. Coming with us?”


    “No, I’m not hungry yet. I had a good lunch.”


    “As you like. Come on, Wang! By the way, I don’t suppose ‘peasant’s son’ means anything to you, does it? No? Pity!”


    * * * *


    During the meal Sue’s enthusiasm got the better of her fatigue. She enlarged on the possibilities inherent in “good-with-rice.” According to her it represented a credible solution to famine, and despite reservations Allard and other foreign scientists were coming to agree. Over and over she harked back to the astonishing circumstances that it had been under everybody’s nose certainly for several years without its significance being appreciated. She talked so much Wang dared to remind her that she needed to eat, as well, and eventually she remembered to.


    Just as they were finishing their meal a girl brought a folded note from Bin. Sue erupted to her feet, oversetting her chair, and ran off. Perforce Wang followed. He caught up with her in the command center, leaning over Bin’s shoulder as he tapped at a keyboard beneath a monitor that showed …


    Greenthumb’s face. Younger, clean-shaven, but unmistakable. And a name. Not a Chinese one.


    A-er Mu.


    “An inspiration, Wang,” Sue whispered softly.


    “Thank you!”


    And promptly forgot him as, together with Bin, she embarked on the second extraordinary journey of today, this time through an electronic jungle as rife with strange amazing growths as was Green Phoenix.


    * * * *


    “Amnesium! I didn’t know they’d perfected it!”


    Wang snapped back to wakefulness. He had been leaning against a stack of computers just the right height to support him, luckily without doing any harm. What had Sue just said? He struggled to gather scraps of sense from Bin’s reply. The two of them were staring at a screenful of forking lines dense and various as the canopy of Green Phoenix. Under her breath Sue whispered, “God, look how it ramifies!”


    “Leave it,” Bin said incisively. “Now we have a lead to ‘peasant’s son’ we’d better follow through.”


    “Sure, go ahead.… It was staring us in the face! I’d heard of it—even I had!—and I thought it was KGB disinformation!” Sue clenched her fists. “No wonder there’s no record of ‘good-with-rice’ in the Green Phoenix files!”


    Wang could contain himself no longer. He burst out, “You’ve found out who Greenthumb is?”


    “Just a moment!” Sue rapped, eyes fixed on a new display. It was in alphabet, not character, and it took Wang a moment to recognize it as puthonghua in pinyin, not some mysterious foreign tongue. But what could an ancient Russian legend have to do with the Green Phoenix?


    Oh. Of course. It doesn’t. “Good-with-rice” wasn’t part of the Green Phoenix program.…


    “That fits,” Sue sighed, turning away from the screen. “To think I was making all those wild predictions over dinner! Wang, I’m sorry! Bin has dug up the truth, and it’s not pleasant!”


    Taking a deep breath, she drew herself to full height and turned to confront him.


    “The old USSR boasted some of the world’s finest biologists. It also boasted some of the most paranoid politicians, ignorant of science but convinced that by threats they could force their scientists to produce any desired result. Given the speed with which the Soviets came up with an atom-bomb and then an H-bomb they did have grounds.…


    “In the early days of bioengineering a group of enthusiastic young biologists volunteered to work at a base in Siberia where the dream was to develop organisms that could survive on Mars. This was the heyday of space exploration; their greatest hero was Gagarin.


    “But that was under Khrushchev. Following his downfall the project was canceled. However, the scientists were not allowed to disperse. They were set to work on something new.


    “On the Soviet Union’s eastern frontier loomed not so much an enemy as a rival. A political rival, certainly, but more importantly a rival for land. Never mind what politicians might say, sooner or later population pressure in China was bound to force an invasion to the west.


    “If it wasn’t stopped.”


    She passed a weary hand over her short hair. “Sorry if I don’t make perfect sense,” she interpolated. “Bin has found the way to such amazing data that I haven’t digested them yet.”


    Forcing tension out of her limbs by sheer willpower, she resumed.


    “And the way they settled on to stop that invasion was brilliant. What drives people to migrate? They are too numerous for the land to support. So a research program was decreed. Find a means, the orders said, both to feed these Chinese hordes despite the way they’re ruining their land, and at the same time to stop them breeding.


    “And they did it.”


    Wang hadn’t noticed, but several “good-with-rice” rested on a dish in reach of Bin, who now passed one to Sue.


    “This,” she said, hefting it, “is the result. And I’m prepared to believe Allard now. Now that I know Greenthumb was once A-er Mu. That was a famous name in certain circles, last century. He was director of the research station where this stuff was designed. The estimate was that it would take about thirty years to do its work. Someone recalled the legend of the Russian hero who couldn’t walk till he was thirty-three and then became the greatest defender of his people: Ilya Mouromets. His surname means ‘peasant’s son.’ So that was what they called the research station—sited near the Chinese border, in Uighur country, which is where A-er Mu hails from.


    “When the Soviet Union collapsed, the project was still incomplete. But it had progressed amazingly. Not only was the artificial fruit viable—it tasted good, it was genuinely nourishing, and it incorporated carcinogenic genes capable of surviving the digestive process.”


    “And triggered in the host,” said Bin in a rusty-sounding voice, “by the hormones associated with pregnancy—any pregnancy, even one that doesn’t go to term. No wonder Pao can boast about the success of that one-child program in this area! All mothers develop carcinoma of the ovaries!”


    “There were many ultra-secret projects,” Sue resumed, “that the ex-bosses of the USSR didn’t want to come to world attention. Prudently they had made preparations. I imagined—along with practically everybody else—that not only was ‘peasant’s son’ a disinformation exercise, but amnesium as well. Having found out who Greenthumb used to be, I now believe they had created exactly what they claimed: a drug to wipe the memory of higher faculties including speech while leaving intact basic ones like walking and eating. In the twilight of Soviet power they allegedly sent out KGB poisoners to administer it by force, lest research they had conducted on political prisoners might be exposed. It all sounds very Russian, hmm?”


    Wang shook his head confusedly. This was too far beyond his everyday world. All he could think of was that he had shot the man they were talking about and no one had yet told him whether he had done wrong.


    Suddenly Sue sounded bitter. “You were right,” she concluded, tossing up and catching the fruit Bin had passed her.


    Wang shook his head in bafflement.


    “This is not the cure for famine. It’s exactly what you took it for, exactly what you might expect from our sick species.


    “It’s a weapon.”


    THE HARE


    …dwells in the moon and guards the elixir of immortality. But it was traded for the right to father sons; hence he is the patron of inverts, and only women celebrate his feast.


    Wang thought about the hare for a while. Then he husked, “People are going to go on eating it, aren’t they?”


    Sober nods. With feigned cheerfulness Bin said, “Yes, it’s spread too far to call it back. But there’s a chance that some day, pace Dr. Allard, we may eliminate the carcinogenic genes. Or invent a better version! And, you know, something that sterilizes people only after they have had the chance to breed… it could be no bad thing.”


    But Sue wasn’t listening. She was turning “good-with-rice” over and over in her hands, much as she had the gnawed one Wang had shown her at the Tower of Strength, and whispering, “It’s a weapon. It’s a weapon, and we poor fools imagined it was food.”


    * * * *
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    IF THIS IS WINNETKA, YOU MUST BE JUDY, by F. M. Busby


    First published in Universe 5, 1974


    The ceiling was the wrong color—gray-green, not beige. Alert, well-rested but still unmoving after sleep, Larry Garth thought: It could be the Boston apartment, or possibly the one in Winnetka—or, of course, someplace new. Throwing off the covers and rolling over, he put his feet over the side of the bed and sat up. His back did not protest; cancel Boston.


    The walls were gray-green also, the furniture stained walnut. Yes, Winnetka. As a final check before going into the bathroom, he raised the window shade and looked out. It had been a long time, but he recognized the details. Winnetka for sure, and he was thirty-five or thirty-six; there were only about two years of Winnetka. One question of importance remained: Judy, or Darlene?


    The bathroom mirror agreed with him; he was at the time of the small mustache; he’d seen the thing in pictures. He didn’t like it much, but spared it when he shaved; it was bad policy, at beginnings, to introduce unnecessary change.


    He went back to the bedroom and got his cigarettes and lighter from the bedside stand, hearing pans rattle in the kitchen. Judy, or Darlene? Either way, he’d better get out there soon. As soon as he checked his wallet—first things first.


    He lit a cigarette and leafed through the cards and minutiae that constituted his identity in the outside world. Well…knowing himself, his driver’s permit would be up-to-date and all credit cards unexpired. The year was 1970. Another look outside: autumn. So he was thirty-five, and the pans clattered at the hands of Judy.


    Just as well, he thought. He hadn’t had the breakup with Darlene, but he knew it was, had to be, hectic and bitter. He’d have to have it sometime, but “sufficient unto the day…” Now, his wedding with Judy was only days or weeks distant—but he didn’t know which way. The trees across the street were no help; he couldn’t remember when the leaves turned color here, or began to fall. Well, he’d listen; she’d let him know…


    In a plastic cover he found an unfamiliar card, with a key taped to one side. He drew it out; the other side was more than half-filled with his own small neat printing, mostly numbers. The first line read: “1935-54, small misc. See chart. 8/75-3/76. 2/62-9/63. 10/56-12/56.” There was much more: wonder rose in him. And then excitement, for suddenly the numbers made sense. Months and years—he was looking at a listing of the times of his life, in the order he had lived them. “9/70-11/70” caught his eye—that was now, so he wasn’t married to Judy yet, but would be before this time ended. And the crudely dated record listed six more life-segments between this one he was beginning and the one that had ended yesterday! He scanned it, scowling with concentration. Automatically he took a ball-point from the stand and completed the final entry, so that it read: “12/68-9/70.”


    He’d never kept records before, except in his head. But it was a good idea; now that his later self had thought of it, he’d continue it. No, he’d begin it. He laughed, and then he didn’t laugh. He’d begin it because he’d found it; when and how was the actual beginning? He grappled with the idea of circular causation, then shrugged and accepted what he couldn’t fully understand—like it or not, it was there. He looked again at the card, at the signposts on his zigzag trail.


    A short time, this one, ending a few days after the wedding. Then about seven months of being twenty and back in college; probably it would be when he found the sense to quit that farcical situation, in which he knew more of many things than his instructors did, but very little of what his exams would cover. He looked forward to seeing his parents again, not only alive but in good health. They’d nag him for quitting school, but he could jolly them out of that.


    And next—no, he’d look at it again later; Judy would be getting impatient. A quick look at the other side. Below the key was printed First Mutual Savings and the bank’s address. The key was numbered: 1028. So there was more information in a safety-deposit box. He’d look at it, first chance he got.


    He put on a robe and slippers; the last time with Judy, in 1972-73, her freedom from the nudity taboo was still new and strange to her. Shuffling along the hall toward breakfast, he wondered how the record he’d just seen was lost, wiped out, between now and that time. Did he later, in some time between, change his mind—decide the knowledge was more harm than help? He came to the kitchen and to Judy, with whom he’d lived twice as husband, but never met.


    “Morning, honey,” He moved to kiss her. The kiss was brief; she stepped back.


    “Your eggs are getting cold. I put them on when I heard the water stop running. There’s a cover on them, but still…what took you so long, Larry?”


    “It took awhile to think myself awake, I guess.” Looking at her, he ate with little heed to temperature or flavor. She hadn’t changed much, going the other way. Red-gold hair was pinned up loosely into a swaying, curly mass instead of hanging straight, and of course she was bundled in a bulky robe rather than moving lithely unencumbered. But she had the same face, the same ways, so different from his first time with her. That was in the late, quarreling stages, five years away, when she drank heavily and was fat and divorce was not far off. He did not know what went so wrong in so short a time between. Now at the start, or close to it, he wished he could somehow rescue the fat drunk.


    “More coffee, Larry? And you haven’t even looked at the paper.”


    “Yes. Thanks. I will, now.” Damn! He had to get on track better, and fast. “Well…what’s new today?”


    He didn’t care, really. He couldn’t; he knew, in large, how the crises and calamities of 1970 looked in diminishing perspective. The paper’s only use was to orient him—to tell him where in the middle of the movie he was, what he should and should not know. And today, as on the first day of any time, he looked first for the exact date. September 16, 1970. His wedding was six weeks and three days ahead of him, on Halloween. And this day was Wednesday; the bank would be open.


    As if on cue, she asked, “Anything special you need to do today?”


    “Not much. I want to drop in at the bank, though. Something I want to check on.” That was safe; she’d know about the bank. He kept only essential secrets. “Anything you’d like me to pick up at the groshry?” He remembered to use their joke-pronunciation.


    “I’ll look. I have a couple of things on the list, but they’re not urgent.”


    “Okay. Come here a minute first, though.” Short and still slim, she fit well on his lap, as she had two years later. The kisses became longer.


    Then she pulled back. “Larry. Are you sure?”


    “Sure of what?” He tried to bring her to him but she resisted, so he relaxed his grip. “Something on your mind, Judy?”


    “Yes. Are you sure you want to get married again, so soon after…?”


    “Darlene?”


    “I know you had a hideous time, Larry, and—well, don’t get on that horse again just to prove you’re not afraid to.”


    He laughed and tightened his hold; this time she came close to him. “Proving things isn’t my bag, Judy. To myself, or to anybody.”


    “Then why do you want to marry me, when you have me already? You don’t have to—all you have to do is not change, stay the same for me. So why, Larry?”


    “Just old-fashioned, I guess.” It was hard to kiss and laugh at the same time, carrying her to the bedroom. But he managed, and so did she, her part.


    She got up first; the “groshry” list was ready when he was dressed to leave. Their goodbye kiss was soft.


    Downstairs, he recognized the car with pleasure—a year-old Volvo he knew from two and five years later; it was even more agile and responsive now. The drive to the bank gave him time to think.


    * * * *


    In his early time-years the skips were small, a day or two, and his young consciousness took them for bad dreams—to wake with unfamiliar sensations, body changed and everything out of size. Much later, waking in a hospital, he learned they were real.


    “Do you use drugs, Mr. Garth?”


    “No, I don’t.” A little grass now and then wasn’t “drugs.” “I’d like to know why I’m here.”


    “So would we. You were found lying helpless, unable to talk or coordinate your movements. Like a baby, Mr. Garth. Do you have any explanation, any pertinent medical history?”


    So this is where I was, he thought. “No. I’ve been under a lot of pressure.” That was probably safe to say, though he didn’t know his body-age or circumstances. But in some thirty consciousness-years he’d learned to keep cover while he got his bearings in a new time. And eventually, as he hoped and expected, they told him most of what he needed to know about himself, and let him go. As sometimes happened, his research into the parameters of now was largely wasted; the time lasted only a dozen or so days. But the waste was not total, for when the following time came to him, he would still remember.


    Once as a four-year-old he woke to middle age and panicked, screaming for his mother. He remembered being taken to the hospital that time, and did not look forward with pleasure to waking in it. But what had been would be. And he was certain there was at least one more infancy skip to be lived down someday.


    At first he did not talk of these things in “home” time because he had no speech. Then he remained silent because he thought it was the same for everyone. And finally he kept his counsel because he realized no one could help or understand, or even believe.


    Once in his seventh consciousness-year he woke with a throbbing joy at his groin; the woman beside him overrode his bewilderment and fulfilled his unrealized need. It was a time of a single day, and he hadn’t seen her again. He didn’t know the time-year or where he was, but he knew enough to say very little. He kept the situation as simple as possible by saying he was tired and didn’t feel well, remembering just in time that grownups say they’re not going to work today—he almost said school. He got away with it, and his confidence improved.


    There were other dislocations from his early time-years, but none major until he went to sleep aged nineteen and woke to spend seven months as a forty-year-old man, twice-divorced. He wondered what was wrong, that twice he had failed in marriage. His unattached state simplified his adjustment, but after a time he became convinced that he’d lost twenty years and was cheated. But the next skip was to an earlier time, and then he began to know the way of his life.


    The changes came always during sleep, except for the one that came at death. He didn’t know how old he died; his brain’s constricted arteries would not maintain an attention-span of any useful length. Inside him, his brief thoughts were lucid, but still the effect was of senility. How old, though? Well, he’d once had a year that included his seventieth birthday and golf, an operation for cataracts, a lawsuit successfully defended and a reasonably satisfying state of potency. So when he came to the last, he knew he was damned old.


    Having died, he still feared death. It would be merely a different way of ending. For he had no clear idea how much of his life had been lived, back and forth in bits and pieces. One day he would use up the last unlived segment, and then…he supposed he simply wouldn’t wake up. At his best estimate, he had lived something less than half his allotted time-years. He couldn’t be sure, for much of his earlier conscious time was unmeasured.


    Dying itself was not terrible; even his senile brain knew he had not yet filled all the blank spaces of his life. The pain was bad, as his heart fought and for a time would neither function nor gracefully succumb, but he had felt worse pain. His mind lost focus, and came clear only for a few seconds at the end. He died curious, wondering what might come next.


    It was the other book end; the circle closed. He was trapped, constricted, pushed. Pressured and convulsed, slowly and painfully. Finally cold air reached his head and bright light stabbed at his eyes; at the consciousness-age of perhaps thirty, he was born. Except for the forgotten instinctive rapture of feeding, he found the newborn state unpleasant.


    Filling early skips involuntarily, he dipped twice again into infancy. The first time bored him almost to apathy; he could neither see clearly nor move well. The second time, better-learned, he concentrated on his wide-open senses, trying to understand the infant condition. He found the experience instructive, but still was glad when next he woke adult.


    Relationships with others were ever difficult; always he came in at the middle of the second feature, unsure of what had gone before and of correct responses to people he was supposed to know. He learned to simulate a passive streak that was not his by nature so that his friends would accept the quiet necessary to each new learning period. He cheated no one by this small deceit; it was as much for their benefit as his. And while he stayed in one time, at rest between zigzag flights, his friends and lovers—and their feelings—were real to him, of genuine concern. When he met them again, before or afterward, it pained him that they could not also know and rejoice in the reunion.


    Early in his experience he sometimes fumbled such reunions. Now he knew how to place the time and adjust his mental files to produce only acceptable knowledge for the year.


    There was no way he could pursue a conventional career with organizational status and seniority, and at the end of it a pension. Hell, he couldn’t even finish college. Luckily, at his first major change, when he skipped from nineteen to forty, he found himself a published author of fiction. He read several of his works and enjoyed them. In later times, half-remembering, he wrote them, and then others that he had not read. His writings never hinted at the way of his own life, but a reviewer said of them: “Garth presents a unique viewpoint, as though he saw life from a different angle.”


    It was a strange life, he thought. How did they manage it? Living and seeing solely from one view that plodded along a line and saw only one consecutive past.


    So that they could never, ever understand him. Or he, them.


    * * * *


    He had attuned so easily to the car and the locality, hands and feet automatically adjusting to four-on-the-floor and quick brakes and steering, that, daydreaming, he nearly drove past the turnoff to First Mutual Savings. But from the right-hand lane, braking and signaling quickly, he made his turn without difficulty. He found a slot at the end of a parking row, well away from the adjacent car in case its driver was a door-crasher.


    He didn’t know the bank, so he walked in slowly and loitered, looking around with care. The safety-deposit counter was to his left; he approached it. On it, a marker read “Leta Travers”; behind the desk was a gray-haired woman, spectacularly coiffed, who wore marriage rings. He couldn’t remember how people in this suburb in this time addressed each other in business dealings. Well, it couldn’t be too important…


    “Good morning, Mrs. Travers.”


    She came to the counter. “Mr. Garth. Going to change your will again?”


    What the hell! No; she was smiling; it must be a “family joke.” Damn, though; how had he later come to set up such a stupid thing? He knew better than that, now.


    Well, go along with it. “Yep. Going to leave all my millions to the home for retired tomcats.” But he’d have to kill this for later, or else change banks. Or some next-time, off-guard, it could be bad. Maybe that’s why he dropped the records…wait and see. Leta Travers led him to the aseptic dungeon, where their two keys together opened Box 1028. Saying the usual polite things, she left him to its contents.


    The envelope was on top. He didn’t like the label: This Is Your Life with his signature below. That was show-off stuff. Or dumbhead drunk. He’d brought a pen; with it, he scribbled the designation into garble. He thought, then wrote: Superannuated; For Reference Only. He repeated the phrase subvocally, to fix it in his mind.


    He unfolded the envelope’s contents and was impressed. There were two major parts, plus some side-trivia he could study later. The last looked interesting, but it had waited and could wait awhile longer.


    First was an expanded version of the card in his wallet: a chronology of his consciousness, more exactly dated than he could verify from memory. Somehow, later, he’d checked these things more closely. He couldn’t imagine how to do it. Or maybe, along with the dumbhead labeling, he had taken to putting exact dates to inexact recalls. He didn’t like to think of his mind going so flyblown, and determined to watch against such tendencies.


    He skimmed without going deeply into memory. The list seemed accurate; he’d have to look more closely later. The second paper described his life from a different aspect: by time-years it showed the parts he’d had and what he’d known and guessed of what had gone between. At the back was a summary in chart form.


    Both parts went well past his own experience, as the card had done. He looked at the first and read, after the college section: “February 6, 1987, through March 4,1992. Three years wonderful with Elaine and the others, then two so terrible as she died and afterward. She died November 10,1990, and we are alone.”


    He could not read any more; he couldn’t make sense of it. Elaine—how could she die so soon? He was counting on her, someday, for a lot of good years: now and then, as it would happen. Suddenly he could see a reason for destroying records—he’d rather not know of the end of Elaine. But obviously he hadn’t thought that way afterward, or the papers wouldn’t be here before him. Something else must happen, later, to change his mind.


    He knew Elaine from two times: first when their matured marriage was joined fully to that of Frank and Rhonda. Only two months then. And later, starting when they were six months married, he had the next year and a few months more. And she was the person he most wanted, most loved…and most missed.


    He couldn’t take any more of it, not yet. He needed to study and memorize the record, but not here, not now. Well, Judy wasn’t nosy; he could take it home. He put the envelope in a pocket. Everything else went back in the lock-box; he pushed it in to click its assurance of security. All right; time to go.


    At the counter he thanked Mrs. Travers. “And I’ve decided to leave my will alone from now on,” he said. “The retired tomcats will just have to do the best they can.”


    She laughed, as he’d hoped she would. “Well, whatever you say, Mr. Garth.”


    “True,” he said, “it’s my nickel, isn’t it? Well, then…see you again, Mrs. Travers, and thank you.”


    He walked toward the door.


    * * * *


    The black-haired girl walked by as he came out to the sidewalk, and before he could think, he called to her. “Elaine!”


    She turned; frantically he tried to think of a non-incriminating excuse. But her eyes went wide, and her arms; she ran to him and he could not resist her embrace. “Larry! Oh, Larry!”


    “Uh—I guess I made a mistake,” he said. His mind churned uselessly. “Perfectly natural. I guess I do look like a lot of other people.”


    She shook her head, scattering the tears that leaked onto her lashes. “No mistake, Larry.” Her hands gripped his upper arms; he could feel the nails digging in. “Oh, think of it! You too, Larry! You too!”


    His mind literally reeled; he felt dizzy. He breathed deeply, and again, and a third time. “Yes,” he said. “Look. Elaine—let’s go someplace quiet and have coffee or a drink or something. We’ve got to talk.”


    “Oh, yes! We have to talk—more than any other two people in the world.”


    * * * *


    They found a small bar, quiet and dimly lit, and sat at a corner table. Three men occupied adjacent stools at the bar; across the room a couple talked quietly. The bartender, scowling in concentration, mixed something in a tall glass.


    Larry looked at Elaine, ten years younger than he had ever seen her. She aged well, he thought; the little lines at the corners of her eyes hadn’t advanced much by the time they were married. The gray eyes themselves did not change, and the line of her chin was durable. The black hair was longer than he’d seen it, the few threads of gray were yet to appear. He could close his eyes and see the slim body under her bright dress; he felt desire, but remotely. More important now were things of the mind—of both their minds.


    The bartender was coming to their table. “Vermouth on the rocks?” Larry said. “You always like that.”


    “I do?” She laughed. “That’s right; I do, later. Well, perhaps this is where I begin to acquire the taste. All right.”


    He ordered the same. Both were silent while the drinks were brought. He started to raise his glass in a toast, but she didn’t wait.


    “How much have you had, Larry? Of us?”


    “I haven’t met you. Except now, of course. I had the last half of our first year and most of our second.” He showed her the envelope. “I have the dates here. And earlier I had a few weeks in the middle, in ‘85, when we were with Frank and Rhonda. I was pretty young; it really confused me at first.”


    She nodded. “I should have known then. I’ve had that part too, and suddenly you seemed withdrawn, you wouldn’t talk. Then, gradually, you came out of it.”


    “How much have you had, Elaine? I mean—how much do we have left, together? Not too long from now I get the last—” Good Lord! What was he saying? “Elaine—have you had, uh, your death yet?”


    She nodded. “Yes. It wasn’t as bad as it probably seemed. I looked awful and smelled awful, toward the end, I know. And made noises, from the pain. But that was just my body. Inside, except for seeing how all of you hurt for me, I was pretty much at peace; the pain was out there someplace where I hardly felt it.


    “Poor Larry! I gave you a bad time, didn’t I?”


    “I haven’t had that time yet. I’ll be having it pretty soon, though.”


    “You’ll what? How can you know that?” Her face seemed to crumple. “Oh! We’re not the same, after all?”


    He took her hand. “Yes, we are. It’s—I keep records, or I will. And I found them, written in the time just before now.” He showed her the lists from the envelope. “Here—you can see what I’ve had, up to here, and what I’ll be having up through the time that ended a couple of days ago.”


    She recovered quickly and studied his life-records with obvious fascination. “But this is marvelous! I never thought of doing it; I don’t know why. It’s obvious, when you think about it. Stupid me!”


    “Stupid me too, Elaine,” he said. He sipped his drink. The ice had melted; the taste was watery. “I didn’t think of it either, until I saw it on paper.”


    “But that means you did it because you’d done it.” She grasped the circularity of the process instantly—which was more than he had done.


    “Larry, do you mind if I mark on this—the chart here—a little bit? In pencil? I want to see how much we have left together.” Quickly she drew neat lines. “Both knowing; won’t that be—what’s a bigger word than ‘wonderful’?”


    “Whatever it is, it fits.” Impatience gripped him. “Well, how does it look?”


    “Better than I expected, but not as good as I’d like. Damn! I’ve met you and you haven’t met me. Then here, late in 1980, we overlap; we’ve both had a couple of months there. And you’ve had most of 1981 and a little of ‘85, and I’ve had nearly all of ‘85 and all of the last three years. Oh, dammit! See here? Out of our ten years, one or the other of us has already had nearly six. Not knowing. Not knowing, Larryl” She wiped her eyes and gulped from her glass.


    “Yes, Elaine; I feel the same way. But what’s lived is lived; we can’t change it.”


    “Can’t we?” She raised her face to him, shaking back the hair that had fallen forward. “What if—what if the next time you’ve had and I haven’t, I just tell you? Or the other way around? Why not, Larry? Why the hell not?”


    He shook his head, not negating her but stalling. The idea had come to him too, and the implications rocked him. Not her, though—God, how he loved that bold mind! But he needed time to think.


    “I’m not sure, Elaine. What would happen? We were there, you see, and we didn’t tell, either of us, our selves who remembered sitting here right now. Why didn’t we?” He was still holding her hand; he squeezed it once and let go. “Was it because of something we decided in the next few minutes? Or hours, or days? We’ve got to think, Elaine. We’ve got to think in ways no one’s ever had to think before.”


    She smiled. “You’re sure of that? There are two of us. Maybe there are others.”


    “Maybe. I’ve watched, and never—what are the odds against recognition? If I hadn’t been off-guard, you know, I’d never have given myself away.”


    “But I’m so glad you did. Aren’t you?”


    “Of course, Elaine. Christ, yes! I mean, even if it’s only the four years…”


    “But maybe we could have more. The overlap—you see?—the parts we’ve both had, where neither of us knows about the other —there’s not much of it.”


    “No, there isn’t.” He signaled the bartender, holding up a glass and extending two fingers of the hand that raised it “Elaine, we don’t have to decide this right away. Put it on the back burner and let it simmer. Let’s talk about us. For instance, how old are you?”


    She laughed. “I thought your memory was better than that. I’m two years and five days younger than you are.”


    It was his turn to chuckle. “I don’t mean body-years. How old in consciousness-years?”


    “Oh. I call them life-years. About twenty-four, I think, give or take a couple. And you?”


    “Close to forty; I can’t be exact about it either.”


    The bartender brought filled glasses, collected his money and went back to the bar, all silently.


    “Getting old and cautious, are you, Larry? No, I don’t mean that. We learn to be cautious; we have to. It’s just that this—not to be alone with the way I live—I’ll take any risk. Any risk at all, Larry.” She sipped vermouth; the ice clinked as her hand shook slightly. “But yes, let’s talk about us.


    “You asked about my death,” she said. “Have you had yours? Or what’s the oldest you’ve been?”


    “I had it, and I don’t know; I was senile. You’re all right on the inside, but you can’t keep track for very long. But I was damned old; I know that. Because I was seventy for a while once, and still in pretty good shape.”


    “And I died at fifty-three. God damn it, Larry!”


    “Elaine!” What could he say? “Sometimes quality counts more than quantity.”


    She made a disgusted grimace and a half-snort. “Some quality! Do you remember any of my life history? Well, I’m with my first husband, Joe Marshall, and he’s just making a start on drinking himself to death. It takes him fifteen years, as I recall. Oh, I can’t complain about my childhood, or college, or even the first five years of the marriage, what I’ve had of it. But I’ve also had four of the next eight, before the divorce. In three times, separated and out of sequence. No, Larry. When it comes to quality, it’s all in the times with you. With you and our other two.”


    “Those were good times for me too,” he said. “But you know something? I tried to feel alike to everybody, the way we were supposed to. And I was with all three of you before the time you and I were alone earlier, but I felt more yours than Rhonda’s, anyway.” He paused and drank. “I wonder if somehow the body gives feedback, under our conscious memory.”


    Her mind looked at him from somewhere far behind her eyes. “I don’t know. Sometimes there are hunches…feelings…” She shook her head and smiled. “Larry, how is it with you now?”


    “Mixed up, for one thing. I’ve probably told you, maybe in some time you’ve had and I haven’t, about my first two marriages —what I knew of them. Well, you can see here on this diagram—I woke up today between wives.”


    “Today? You’re just beginning a time today?”


    “Yes. Judy’s living with me; we get married in about six weeks.”


    “Judy? She’s the lush, isn’t she?”


    “Not now, and not two years from now. Maybe I’d had only the bad end of it when I told you about her—yes, that’s right. Someday I’ll find out what happened, I expect. I just hope it isn’t my fault. But it probably is…”


    “You can’t afford to think that. You didn’t ask to be born zigzag, any more than I did. If we can take it, why can’t they?”


    “Can we take it, Elaine?”


    “We’re doing it, aren’t we?” She looked at her watch. “Oh, I have to go! Joe—my husband—I’m an hour late! He’ll be drunk again if I don’t hurry.”


    “Yes. All right. When can we see each other?”


    “I don’t know yet, but we will. We have things to settle, you and I. You’re in the phone book?” He nodded. “I’ll call.”


    She stood, and he with her. She started to move away, but he took her arm. “Just a minute, Elaine. It’s been a long time.” They kissed long, before they moved apart and walked out.


    “I go this way,” she said. “It’s only a few blocks. Don’t come with me.”


    He stood looking after her, at the grace of her walk. After a few steps, she turned. “I’ll call you tonight,” she said. “We can meet tomorrow, if I’m still here. Still now, I mean.”


    “Well, you have to be, is all.” They smiled and waved; then he turned and walked to the parking lot.


    * * * *


    When he unlocked his apartment door, he almost knocked Judy off the ladder; she nearly dropped the picture she was hanging. “Oh, it’s you!” she said. “Here, catch this.” Off-balance, she leaned to hand him the picture. Her hair was hanging loose, brushed smooth, and her robe was open. She descended, and closed the robe before she turned to face him.


    “Have you had lunch, Larry? I waited awhile, but then I got hungry and had mine. I’ll do yours if you want, though why I should when you’re so late…”


    He started to say he wasn’t hungry, then realized he was; he’d missed lunch. “Go ahead with what you’re doing, Judy; I’ll make a sandwich. My own fault; I got hung up.” From the refrigerator he took bread, meat to slice, pickles and a jar of mustard. “When we’re both done, let’s have a beer and chat some.”


    She went back to her task, picture in one hand, hammer in the other and tacks silencing her mouth. Climbing a ladder, he thought, does a lot for a good round butt.


    He knew what he wanted to talk about. A trip out of town, a fictitious assignment. A pre-honeymoon, by about ten years, with Elaine.


    Keeping cover was one thing; he’d always had to do that. Lying was something else, he found, as he and Judy talked, sipping beer from bottles as though it were champagne from frosted goblets. The beer went well, after his sandwich.


    “I’m not sure yet,” he said, “but I may need to cut out for the last of this week and the weekend.” He knew his slang had to be a little out of date, one way or the other, but always there was some leeway in speech patterns. “Let you know for sure, soon as I can.”


    “Sure, Larry. I wish I could go with you, but you know I’m tied this weekend.”


    “Sure.” He hadn’t known it, but it helped. “Next time, maybe.”


    She was vital and desirable, Judy. Mobile mouth, bright hair, lithe body carrying no more than five excess pounds, all nicely hidden. No genius, but a good mind and compatible nature. And in bed, like a mink with its tail on fire. So why could he not cleave to her? Because she was of the other species, the one that lived along a single line and knew nothing else.


    And was that the reason she would become a fat, surly drunk? He wished he knew, and that it didn’t have to happen.


    * * * *


    Dinner wasn’t much to brag about. “Leftovers Supreme,” said Judy; her grin was wry. They were drinking coffee when the phone rang.


    It was Elaine; he put her on “Hold.” “Business stuff,” he said to Judy. “I’ll take it in the other room so you can read your book.” Again, it hurt to lie; Judy didn’t deserve lies.


    On the bedroom extension: “Elaine?” The connection was noisy.


    “Yes, Larry. I’ve been thinking.”


    “So have I. We need more time.”


    She laughed through the circuit noises. “Yes. We always do.”


    “I mean, time to ourselves. To think, and talk together.” He paused, surprised to find himself embarrassed. “And to have each other, if you’d like that. I would.”


    She was silent for a moment. “What’s the matter? Are you hard up? Has your lush gone dead?”


    Anger! “You have no right to say that. You don’t know her. And why—?”


    Her voice came softly, almost drowned in the crackling sounds. “All right, Larry, so I’m jealous. Sorry about that. Shouldn’t have said it. I’m a little drunk, boozing along with Kemo Sahib before he passed out a while ago. Leaving myself untouched, as usual. It does make me bitchy, when he spends all evening working up to nowhere. I wish I knew what he does with it.”


    “I wish I knew a lot of things,” he said. “But never mind that. What do you say—Elaine, let’s just take off for a few days; the hell with everything. Okay?”


    She waited longer than he liked. Then, “I can get away with it if you can.” Another pause. “And we can talk? Everything?


    “That’s what I was hoping.”


    “All right, Larry. I’ll be in that same bar tomorrow, about noon. Or a little later; I’m not much for being on time. But there. With my suitcase.”


    “Yes. Yes, Elaine. And goodnight.”


    “Cautious. Larry. It’s all right; I can wait for you to say the rest.” The phone went dead, dial tone blurting at his ear. He listened as though there were meaning in the noise, then hung up and went back to Judy.


    * * * *


    She was reading, TV on but the sound off; he’d never understood that habit, either time he’d known her. It’s not so alone, was all she ever said.


    “Like a beer or anything?” he said. “I think I’ll have one or two, look at the paper a little. And then crap out early.”


    “With or without?”


    “Huh?”


    “Me.”


    “Oh. With.”


    “Good. Yes, I’d like a beer with you, Larry.”


    That part was good. Instead of reading, they talked. After a while, he told her about his “assignment”—not what or where, but when. “I’ll be leaving tomorrow morning, not too early, and be back Monday. Maybe Sunday night.”


    “Yes. Well, with luck I’ll be too busy to miss you properly.”


    He began to laugh, but stopped. For he didn’t expect to be missing Judy.


    He finished his beer and went to the refrigerator. “Another, honey?”


    “No, but you go ahead and have one while I shower.” He did, then showered also.


    Later, plunging together and close to all of it, he found his mind was with Elaine. Fantasy in sex was nothing new, but this reality deserved better. He almost failed to climax then; when he did, it was minor, a mere release. But he had good luck with Judy-the-unpredictable; she made it big and asked no questions. He was glad of that much.


    * * * *


    Elaine, suitcase and all, arrived as the bartender set drinks on the table. “Am I late, Larry?” He shook his head; they kissed briefly.


    “Where do you want to go?” he asked. “Anyplace special?”


    “Yes, I think so, if you like the idea. If you don’t think it’s too far.” She sipped the chilled vermouth. “There are some lakeside cabins a little north of Fond Du Lac. I was there once, with the great white bottle-hunter.”


    “Oh? Memories?”


    She made a face. “He hated it; I loved it.”


    “Do you remember the name of the place? Maybe we should call first.”


    She shook her head. “It’s past the season. School’s started; all the little sunburns are back in their classrooms.”


    “Okay. I’ll take the chance if you will.”


    They left their drinks unfinished.


    * * * *


    The cabin was at the north end of the row, adjoining a grove of maples. The inside was unfinished, the studding exposed, but the bed was comfortable and the plumbing worked. They sunned beside the lake, swam a little, and dined on Colonel Sanders’ fried chicken. Correct dinner attire was a towel to sit on.


    “Tomorrow we’ll go out and eat fancy,” he said, “but tonight we’re at home.”


    “Yes, Larry. Just don’t lick your fingers, or I’ll swat you.”


    Indian summer cooled in twilight; they had waited for the heat to slacken. Now, he thought, comes our time together. It did, and not much later, again.


    Then they sat side by side on the bed. He brought a wooden chair to hold cigarettes, ashtray and two bottles of cold beer. For a time they talked little, busy smoking, sipping beer, touching each other and smiling. It’s just the way it was, he thought.


    He touched the breast, small and delicately curved, that was nearest him.


    “I was never much in that department, was I?”


    she said.


    “Beauty comes in all sizes, Elaine.”


    “Yes, but you know, I felt so one-down, with Frank and Rhonda. She was so damned superbly—uh, endowed, it just killed me.” She was smiling, but she stopped. “It did, you know. Literally.”


    He was running his hand through her hair, bringing it over to brush slowly across his cheek and then letting it fall, over and over. “I don’t understand.”


    “Larry, I knew I had a lump. For more than a year, before you found out and made me see a doctor—what was his name? Greenlee.”


    “But why—?”


    “I didn’t have much, and I was afraid of losing what I had. So I tried to think it wasn’t serious. And the worst—I don’t know if I should even tell you…”


    “Come on, Elaine. You and I can’t afford secrets.”


    She butted her cigarette with firm straight thrusts. “All right. Greenlee told me, after the examination, that if I’d gone to him earlier I could have gotten by with a simple mastectomy at worst, and not too much of a scar. But I couldn’t take the idea, Larry. So I put it off, and ended up with that ghastly double radical, all the muscles, all that goddamned radiation and—you know—and even that was too late.” Her eyes were crying but she made no sound.


    “Jesus, Elaine!” He had to hold her, because there was nothing else he could do. And besides, he had to hold her.


    Finally he spoke. “You just made up my mind for me; you know that?”


    “About what?”


    “What you said. Next time we’re together we tell each other, even though we didn’t. If we can; I’m not sure. But if we can—look; the record says I’m with you again, right after this time and then a few months back in college. And first thing, I’m going to try to tell you. About how we’re the same, and then about the cancer too.”


    “But I’ve lived that, Larry. And died of it.”


    He was up and pacing. He laughed shortly, without humor, and went to the refrigerator. He set two fresh beers on the chair and sat again.


    “I’ve never tried to change anything before, Elaine. I guess I thought it couldn’t be done. Or I was too busy keeping cover to think of making waves. I don’t mean I followed any script; I didn’t have one. But I went along with how things were, and it all seemed to fit. Not now, though.” He gripped her shoulder and turned her to face him. “I don’t want you to die as you did.”


    He was really too tired for sex, he thought. But he found he wasn’t.


    * * * *


    They planned to stay until Monday, but Sunday came gray, cold with wind and rain. So for breakfast, about ten o’clock, Larry scrambled all the remaining eggs, enough for four people. They had more toast than they could manage, and gave the rest to a hungry brood of half-grown mallards.


    In the cabin, luggage packed. “I hate to leave, Larry.”


    “I know. Me too.” He grinned. “We could stop at a motel for seconds if you like.”


    She shook her head. “No. It wouldn’t be the way it is here.” So they didn’t. Except for a mid-afternoon snack break, he drove nonstop, and pulled up to let her off at her apartment house.


    “It can’t be as good, Elaine, but we’ve got to see each other anyway. I’m only here through November ninth.”


    “I don’t know how long I am, of course. But, yes—I have to see you.


    After the kiss she walked inside without looking back. He drove home, trying to put his mind in gear for Judy.


    But Judy wasn’t there, and neither were her possessions.


    The letter was on the kitchen table:


    I’m sorry Larry but I’m bugging out. I don’t know what’s wrong but I know something is, you aren’t the same. It’s not just you going off this weekend, I need people to be the same. I love you, you know that Larry, but you changed on me. The day you went to the bank you came up different. I need you to be the same to me, I need that. So I’m bugging out now. Don’t worry, I’ll call off all the wedding present stuff, you won’t be bothered with it. I do love you when you were the same and I’ll miss you a lot.


    Judy


    Well. She didn’t say where she was going; it could be anywhere. The hell with unpacking; get a beer, sit down and think it out.


    Two cigarettes later, the memory came—the time she told him about this.


    “Remember when I ran out on you, Larry? I was really spooked; I don’t know why, now. And I never knew how you found me. You didn’t even know I had a cousin Rena Purvis.” He laughed and memorized the name, as he did all things concerning his future in someone else’s past.


    Rena Purvis’ number was in the book. He dialed the first three digits, then thought a moment and hung up. He dialed Elaine instead.


    A man’s voice answered. “H’lo? Who’that?” Kemo Sahib had a good start.


    How to play it? “Mr. Marshall? Mr. Garth here. I have the report Mrs. Marshall requested early last week.”


    “S’okay. I’take it, fella.”


    “I’m sorry—Mrs. Marshall’s instructions…would you put her on the line, please?”


    “I said I’take it. Or leave it. Take it or leave it. Get it?”


    “Perhaps Mrs. Marshall could call me back? Mr. Garth?”


    The slurred voice harshened. “Saaay—you’ the bastard she was off with, right?”


    The hell with it. “The very bastard, Joe; the very same. Your own stupid fault, Joe—waste not, want not. Now, are you going to put Elaine on the phone, or am I going to come over there and show you just how much of a bastard I can be if I put my mind to it?”


    It took Marshall three slams to get his phone safely on the hook; the crashes hurt Larry’s ears. That was dumb of me, he thought—or was it? Should he get over there in a hurry? No. Whatever else Elaine felt about her husband, she wasn’t afraid of him…and the slob had sounded completely ineffectual. So, give it a few minutes…


    It took twenty; then his phone rang. “Hello. Elaine?”


    “Yes, Larry. Joe…”


    “Any trouble? I can be there fast.”


    “Noise trouble, is all. As usual. He’s settled down; he’s telling his troubles to his glass teddy-bear. What in the world did you say to him?”


    “Sorry. I tried to play it nice but he wouldn’t. So I laid the truth on him. Maybe I shouldn’t have?”


    “No, that’s all right. I’d already told him, and that he and I are through. We were talking about changing things, Larry? I’m doing it. I don’t know if it will work; I lived through four years with him after this, so probably I get stupid and relent. But for now, I’ve had it.” She paused. “But you’re the one who called. What is it?”


    He told her, reading Judy’s letter aloud. “… and then I didn’t call her. And maybe I shouldn’t go bring her back, even though I did. Because I think I made her a lush, not being the same, not being able to be the same. What do you think?”


    “I think you’re not through talking yet, and I’m not done listening.”


    It wasn’t easy, but he had to laugh. “Yes, Elaine. Will you come live here?”


    “Where else?”


    “Tomorrow?”


    “I haven’t unpacked my suitcase.”


    “Shall I come get you?”


    “No. I’ll take a cab.”


    “All right. You have the address?”


    “Yes. And number 204, right?”


    “I’ll leave the door unlocked. Hell, I’ll leave it open!”


    * * * *


    Time, stolen from a programmed future, was sweet. Despite everything, he felt occasional guilt about Judy. But she didn’t call, and neither did he. Joe Marshall called several times, more or less coherently. Larry always answered, gently, “Forget it, Joe.” Elaine simply hung up at first recognition.


    All too soon, like Judgment Day, came November ninth. They made a ceremony of it, with dinner in the apartment from none other than Colonel Sanders. Larry did not lick his fingers. Later, in bed, they did everything slowly, to make it last until…whenever.


    * * * *


    He woke. Elaine’s face was close above his; her smile was wistful. “Hello, Larry. Do you know?”


    To see, he had to push her soft hair aside; the ceiling was gray-green. “I know. But what’s the date?”


    “November tenth, 1970.” Her voice was level, cautious.


    He whooped. He kissed her with fierce joy, with elation; he kissed her out of breath. “Elaine! We changed it! I didn’t skip!” Tears flowed down her cheeks, around her laughing mouth.


    For the second part of their celebration he scrambled eggs in wine; it was messy, he thought, but festive.


    “How much can we count on, Larry?”


    “I don’t know; we can’t know.” He held up the envelope with its carefully detailed records. “But this is useless now.”


    “Yes. Don’t throw it away yet. I want to see where you’ve been, and talk about it together.”


    “All right. We can sort it out later.”


    It was a new life; he set out to live as though it would be endless. They couldn’t marry, but Elaine filed for divorce. Joe Marshall filed a countersuit. It didn’t matter; no law could force her to live away from Larry Garth.


    New Year’s Eve they drove to Chicago for dinner and night’s lodging at the Blackhawk. The occasion was a thorough success.


    * * * *


    The ceiling was silver, with fleeting iridescent sparkles. He came awake slowly, feeling minor aches one by one. Whatever this was, it was no part of college. For one thing, he hadn’t often slept double there, and now a warm body pressed against him.


    He turned to see. Only a brief spill of hair, salt-and-pepper, closely cut, showed between covers and pillows. He drew the cover away.


    She would age well, he thought. Then Elaine opened her gray eyes.


    He had to say it fast. “I’m new here, Elaine. Straight from 1970. Nothing in between.”


    “Nothing? Oh, Larry, there’s so much. And I’ve had only a little of it myself. Back and forth—and it’s all so different.”


    “From…before, you mean?” His fingers ruffled her hair, then smoothed it.


    “Yes.” Her eyes widened. “Why, you don’t know yet, do you? Of course not; you can’t.”


    “Know what, Elaine?”


    “How much have you had after 1970? How many years?”


    “How much have I used up? I don’t know—twelve years? Fifteen, maybe. Why?”


    “Because it’s not used up; it’s all new!” Her hand gripped his wrist tightly, to the edge of pain. “Larry, I came here from ’75—from a time I’d had before, married to Joe. But this time I was with you. This time we’re together all the way.”


    He couldn’t speak and his laugh was shaky, but his mind flashed. I’ll have to die again, he thought—or will I? And then: We’ve gained ten years together; could we make it twenty? I’ve never had the actual wedding to Darlene! What if…


    But he said only, “There’s a lot to tell, isn’t there?” And so much he wanted to ask, when there was time for that.


    “Yes.” She turned her face upward, wriggled her head and neck hard into the pillow, then smiled. “I saw Judy once, in ‘74. She married a lawyer and had twins. And she wasn’t a lush.”


    “I’m glad.”


    “I know. You were when I told you then too.”


    He laughed. “What lives we lead, Elaine. What lives…”


    Then he remembered. “But you. Are you—?” The bulky comforter hid her contours. Two breasts, one, or none? He told himself it didn’t matter. She was alive, wasn’t she?


    “Oh, I’m fine, really,” she said. “It worked. Of course the scar was horrid at first. To me—you never seemed to mind. But it’s faded now; you can hardly see it.”


    “How long—?”


    “It’s been five years.” She must have seen the question in his face; she shook her head. “No; I don’t know how long I live—or you. This is the oldest I’ve been. And I haven’t known a you who’s been older.”


    “Elaine? How old are we now?”


    She smiled, and then her mouth went soft and full. She pushed the cover back and turned to face him squarely. He looked and saw that she had lost nothing of herself, save for the tribute to the years. Part of him that had been prepared to comfort and reassure her took a deep breath and relaxed.


    “How old?” she said. “Old enough to know better, I suppose, but I hope we don’t.”


    “Does it matter? We’ll have time enough to be young.”


    One of them reached out, and the other responded.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1974 by Terry Carr.
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    BLOODCHILD, by Octavia E. Butler


    First published in Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine, June 1984


    My last night of childhood began with a visit home. T’Gatoi’s sister had given us two sterile eggs. T’Gatoi gave one to my mother, brother, and sisters, She insisted that I eat the other one alone. It didn’t matter. There was still enough to leave everyone feeling good. Almost everyone. My mother wouldn’t take any. She sat, watching everyone drifting and dreaming without her. Most of the time she watched me.


    I lay against T’Gatoi’s long, velvet underside, sipping from my egg now and then, wondering why my mother dented herself such a harmless pleasure. Less of her hair would be gray if she indulged now and then. The eggs prolonged life, prolonged vigor. My father, who had never refused one in his life, had lived more than twice as long as he should have. And toward the end of his life, when he should have been slowing down, he had married my mother and fathered four children.


    But my mother seemed content to age before she had to. I saw her turn away as several of T’Gatoi’s limbs secured me closer. T’Gatoi liked our body heat and took advantage of it whenever she could. When I was little and at home more, my mother used to try to tell me how to behave with T’Gatoi—how to be respectful and always obedient because T’Gatoi was the Tlic government official in charge of the Preserve, and thus the most important of her kind to deal directly with Terrans. It was an honor, my mother said, that such a person had chosen to come into the family. My mother was at her most formal and severe when she was lying.


    I had no idea why she was lying, or even what she was lying about. It was an honor to have T’Gatoi in the family, but it was hardly a novelty. T’Gatoi and my mother had been friends all my mother’s life, and T’Gatoi was not interested in being honored in the house she considered her second home. She simply came in, climbed onto one of her special couches, and called me over to keep her warm. It was impossible to be formal with her while lying against her and hearing her complain as usual that I was too skinny.


    “You’re better,” she said this time, probing me with six or seven of her limbs. “You’re gaining weight finally. Thinness is dangerous.” The probing changed subtly, became a series of caresses.


    “He’s still too thin,” my mother said sharply.


    T’Gatoi lifted her head and perhaps a meter of her body off the couch as though she were sitting up. She looked at my mother, and my mother, her face lined and old looking, turned away.


    “Lien, I would like you to have what’s left of Gan’s egg.”


    “The eggs are for the children,” my mother said.


    “They are for the family. Please take it.”


    Unwillingly obedient, my mother took it from me and put it to her mouth. There were only a few drops left in the now-shrunken, elastic shell, but she squeezed them out, swallowed them, and after a few moments some of the lines of tension began to smooth from her face.


    “It’s good,” she whispered. “Sometimes I forget how good it is.”


    “You should take more,” T’Gatoi said. “Why are you in such a hurry to be old?”


    My mother said nothing.


    “I like being able to come here,” T’Gatoi said. “This place is a refuge because of you, yet you won’t take care of yourself.”


    T’Gatoi was hounded on the outside. Her people wanted more of us made available. Only she and her political faction stood between us and the hordes who did not understand why there was a Preserve—why any Terran could not be courted, paid, drafted, in some way made available to them. Or they did understand, but in their desperation, they did not care. She parceled us out to the desperate and sold us to the rich and powerful for their political support. Thus, we were necessities, status symbols, and an independent people. She oversaw the joining of families, putting an end to the final remnants of the earlier system of breaking up Terran families to suit impatient Tlic. I had lived outside with her. I had seen the desperate eagerness in the way some people looked at me. It was a little frightening to know that only she stood between us and that desperation that could so easily swallow us. My mother would look at her sometimes and say to me, “Take care of her.” And I would remember that she too had been outside, had seen.


    Now T’Gatoi used four of her limbs to push me away from her onto the floor. “Go on, Gan,” she said. “Sit down there with your sisters and enjoy not being sober. You had most of the egg. Lien, come warm me.”


    My mother hesitated for no reason that I could see. One of my earliest memories is of my mother stretched alongside T’Gatoi, talking about things I could not understand, picking me up from the floor and laughing as she sat me on one of T’Gatoi’s segments. She ate her share of eggs then. I wondered when she had stopped, and why.


    She lay down now against T’Gatoi, and the whole left row of T’Gatoi’s limbs closed around her, holding her loosely, but securely. I had always found it comfortable to lie that way, but except for my older sister, no one else in the family liked it. They said it made them feel caged.


    T’Gatoi meant to cage my mother. Once she had, she moved her tail slightly, then spoke. “Not enough egg, Lien. You should have taken it when it was passed to you. You need it badly now.”


    T’Gatoi’s tail moved once more, its whip motion so swift I wouldn’t have seen it if I hadn’t been watching for it. Her sting drew only a single drop of blood from my mother’s bare leg.


    My mother cried out—probably in surprise. Being stung doesn’t hurt. Then she sighed and I could see her body relax. She moved languidly into a more comfortable position within the cage of T’Gatoi’s limbs. “Why did you do that?” she asked, sounding half asleep.


    “I could not watch you sitting and suffering any longer.”


    My mother managed to move her shoulders in a small shrug. “Tomorrow,” she said.


    “Yes. Tomorrow you will resume your suffering—if you must. But just now, just for now, lie here and warm me and let me ease your way a little.”


    “He’s still mine, you know,” my mother said suddenly. “Nothing can buy him from me.” Sober, she would not have permitted herself to refer to such things.


    “Nothing,” T’Gatoi agreed, humoring her.


    “Did you think I would sell him for eggs? For long life? My son?”


    “Not for anything,” T’Gatoi said, stroking my mother’s shoulders, toying with her long, graying hair.


    I would like to have touched my mother, shared that moment with her. She would take my hand if I touched her now. Freed by the egg and the sting, she would smile and perhaps say things long held in. But tomorrow, she would remember all this as a humiliation. I did not want to be part of a remembered humiliation. Best just be still and know she loved me under all the duty and pride and pain.


    “Xuan Hoa, take off her shoes,” T’Gatoi said. “In a little while I’ll sting her again and she can sleep.”


    My older sister obeyed, swaying drunkenly as she stood up. When she had finished, she sat down beside me and took my hand. We had always been a unit, she and I.


    My mother put the back of her head against T’Gatoi’s underside and tried from that impossible angle to look up into the broad, round face. “You’re going to sting me again?”


    “Yes, Lien.”


    “I’ll sleep until tomorrow noon.”


    “Good. You need it. When did you sleep last?”


    My mother made a wordless sound of annoyance. “I should have stepped on you when you were small enough,” she muttered.


    It was an old joke between them. They had grown up together, sort of, though T’Gatoi had not, in my mother’s lifetime, been small enough for any Terran to step on. She was nearly three times my mother’s present age, yet would still be young when my mother died of age. But T’Gatoi and my mother had met as T’Gatoi was coming into a period of rapid development—a kind of Tlic adolescence. My mother was only a child, but for a while they developed at the same rate and had no better friends than each other.


    T’Gatoi had even introduced my mother to the man who became my father. My parents, pleased with each other in spite of their different ages, married as T’Gatoi was going into her family’s business—politics. She and my mother saw each other less. But sometime before my older sister was born, my mother promised T’Gatoi one of her children. She would have to give one of us to someone, and she preferred T’Gatoi to some stranger.


    Years passed. T’Gatoi traveled and increased her influence. The Preserve was hers by the time she came back to my mother to collect what she probably saw as her just reward for her hard work. My older sister took an instant liking to her and wanted to be chosen, but my mother was just coming to term with me and T’Gatoi liked the idea of choosing an infant and watching and taking part in all the phases of development. I’m told I was first caged within T’Gatoi’s many limbs only three minutes after my birth. A few days later, I was given my first taste of egg. I tell Terrans that when they ask whether I was ever afraid of her. And I tell it to Tlic when T’Gatoi suggests a young Terran child for them and they, anxious and ignorant, demand an adolescent. Even my brother who had somehow grown up to fear and distrust the Tlic could probably have gone smoothly into one of their families if he had been adopted early enough. Sometimes, I think for his sake he should have been. I looked at him, stretched out on the floor across the room, his eyes open, but glazed as he dreamed his egg dream. No matter what he felt toward the Tlic, he always demanded his share of egg.


    “Lien, can you stand up?” T’Gatoi asked suddenly.


    “Stand?” my mother said. “I thought I was going to sleep.”


    “Later. Something sounds wrong outside.” The cage was abruptly gone.


    “What?”


    “Up, Lien!”


    My mother recognized her tone and got up just in time to avoid being dumped on the floor. T’Gatoi whipped her three meters of body off her couch, toward the door, and out at full speed. She had bones—ribs, a long spine, a skull, four sets of limb bones per segment. But when she moved that way, twisting, hurling herself into controlled falls, landing running, she seemed not only boneless, but aquatic—something swimming through the air as though it were water. I loved watching her move.


    I left my sister and started to follow her out the door, though I wasn’t very steady on my own feet. It would have been better to sit and dream, better yet to find a girl and share a waking dream with her. Back when the Tlic saw us as not much more than convenient, big, warm-blooded animals, they would pen several of us together, male and female, and feed us only eggs. That way they could be sure of getting another generation of us no matter how we tried to hold out. We were lucky that didn’t go on long. A few generations of it and we would have been little more than convenient, big animals.


    “Hold the door open, Gan,” T’Gatoi said. “And tell the family to stay back.”


    “What is it?” I asked.


    “N’Tlic.”


    I shrank back against the door. “Here? Alone?”


    “He was trying to reach a call box, I suppose.” She carried the man past me, unconscious, folded like a coat over some of her limbs. He looked young—my brother’s age perhaps—and he was thinner than he should have been. What T’Gatoi would have called dangerously thin.


    “Gan, go to the call box,” she said. She put the man on the floor and began stripping off his clothing.


    I did not move.


    After a moment, she looked up at me, her sudden stillness a sign of deep impatience.


    “Send Qui,” I told her. “I’ll stay here. Maybe I can help.”


    She let her limbs begin to move again, lifting the man and pulling his shirt over his head. “You don’t want to see this,” she said. “It will be hard. I can’t help this man the way his Tlic could.”


    “I know. But send Qui. He won’t want to be of any help here. I’m at least willing to try.”


    She looked at my brother—older, bigger, stronger, certainly more able to help her here. He was sitting up now, braced against the wall, staring at the man on the floor with undisguised fear and revulsion. Even she could see that he would be useless.


    “Qui, go!” she said.


    He didn’t argue. He stood up, swayed briefly, then steadied, frightened sober.


    “This man’s name is Bram Lomas,” she told him, reading from the man’s armband. I fingered my own armband in sympathy. “He needs T’Khotgif Teh. Do you hear?”


    “Bram Lomas, T’Khotgif Teh,” my brother said. “I’m going.” He edged around Lomas and ran out the door.


    Lomas began to regain consciousness. He only moaned at first and clutched spasmodically at a pair of T’Gatoi’s limbs. My younger sister, finally awake from her egg dream, came close to look at him, until my mother pulled her back.


    T’Gatoi removed the man’s shoes, then his pants, all the while leaving him two of her limbs to grip. Except for the final few, all her limbs were equally dexterous. “I want no argument from you this time, Gan,” she said.


    I straightened. “What shall I do?”


    “Go out and slaughter an animal that is at least half your size.”


    “Slaughter? But I’ve never—”


    She knocked me across the room. Her tail was an efficient weapon whether she exposed the sting or not.


    I got up, feeling stupid for having ignored her warning, and went into the kitchen. Maybe I could kill something with a knife or an ax. My mother raised a few Terran animals for the table and several thousand local ones for their fur. T’Gatoi would probably prefer something local. An achti, perhaps. Some of those were the right size, though they had about three times as many teeth as I did and a real love of using them. My mother, Hoa, and Qui could kill them with knives. I had never killed one at all, had never slaughtered any animal. I had spent most of my time with T’Gatoi while my brother and sisters were learning the family business. T’Gatoi had been right. I should have been the one to go to the call box. At least I could do that.


    I went to the corner cabinet where my mother kept her large house and garden tools. At the back of the cabinet there was a pipe that carried off waste water from the kitchen—except that it didn’t anymore. My father had rerouted the waste water below before I was born. Now the pipe could be turned so that one half slid around the other and a rifle could be stored inside. This wasn’t our only gun, but it was our most easily accessible one. I would have to use it to shoot one of the biggest of the achti. Then T’Gatoi would probably confiscate it. Firearms were illegal in the Preserve. There had been incidents right after the Preserve was established—Terrans shooting Tlic, shooting N’Tlic. This was before the joining of families began, before everyone had a personal stake in keeping the peace. No one had shot a Tlic in my lifetime or my mother’s, but the law still stood—for our protection, we were told. There were stories of whole Terran families wiped out in reprisal back during the assassinations.


    I went out to the cages and shot the biggest achti I could find. It was a handsome breeding male, and my mother would not be pleased to see me bring it in. But it was the right size, and I was in a hurry.


    I put the achti’s long, warm body over my shoulder—glad that some of the weight I’d gained was muscle—and took it to the kitchen. There, I put the gun back in its hiding place. If T’Gatoi noticed the achti’s wounds and demanded the gun, I would give it to her. Otherwise, let it stay where my father wanted it.


    I turned to take the achti to her, then hesitated. For several seconds, I stood in front of the closed door wondering why I was suddenly afraid. I knew what was going to happen. I hadn’t seen it before but T’Gatoi had shown me diagrams and drawings. She had made sure I knew the truth as soon as I was old enough to understand it.


    Yet I did not want to go into that room. I wasted a little time choosing a knife from the carved, wooden box in which my mother kept them. T’Gatoi might want one, I told myself, for the tough, heavily furred hide of the achti.


    “Gan!” T’Gatoi called, her voice harsh with urgency.


    I swallowed. I had not imagined a single moving of the feet could be so difficult. I realized I was trembling and that shamed me. Shame impelled me through the door.


    I put the achti down near T’Gatoi and saw that Lomas was unconscious again. She, Lomas, and I were alone in the room—my mother and sisters probably sent out so they would not have to watch. I envied them.


    But my mother came back into the room as T’Gatoi seized the achti. Ignoring the knife I offered her, she extended claws from several of her limbs and slit the achti from throat to anus. She looked at me, her yellow eyes intent. “Hold this man’s shoulders, Gan.”


    I stared at Lomas in panic, realizing that I did not want to touch him, let alone hold him. This would not be like shooting an animal. Not as quick, not as merciful, and, I hoped, not as final, but there was nothing I wanted less than to be part of it.


    My mother came forward. “Gan, you hold his right side,” she said. “I’ll hold his left.” And if he came to, he would throw her off without realizing he had done it. She was a tiny woman. She often wondered aloud how she had produced, as she said, such “huge” children.


    “Never mind,” I told her, taking the man’s shoulders. “I’ll do it.” She hovered nearby.


    “Don’t worry,” I said. “I won’t shame you. You don’t have to stay and watch.”


    She looked at me uncertainly, then touched my face in a rare caress. Finally, she went back to her bedroom.


    T’Gatoi lowered her head in relief. “Thank you, Gan,” she said with courtesy more Terran than Tlic. “That one…she is always finding new ways for me to make her suffer.”


    Lomas began to groan and make choked sounds. I had hoped he would stay unconscious. T’Gatoi put her face near his so that he focused on her.


    “I’ve stung you as much as I dare for now,” she told him. “When this is over, I’ll sting you to sleep and you won’t hurt anymore.”


    “Please,” the man begged. “Wait…”


    “There’s no more time, Bram. I’ll sting you as soon as it’s over. When T’Khotgif arrives she’ll give you eggs to help you heal. It will be over soon.”


    “T’Khotgif!” the man shouted, straining against my hands.


    “Soon, Bram.” T’Gatoi glanced at me, then placed a claw against his abdomen slightly to the right of the middle, just below the left rib. There was movement on the right side—tiny, seemingly random pulsations moving his brown flesh, creating a concavity here, a convexity there, over and over until I could see the rhythm of it and knew where the next pulse would be.


    Lomas’s entire body stiffened under T’Gatoi’s claw, though she merely rested it against him as she wound the rear section of her body around his legs. He might break my grip, but he would not break hers. He wept helplessly as she used his pants to tie his hands, then pushed his hands above his head so that I could kneel on the cloth between them and pin them in place. She rolled up his shirt and gave it to him to bite down on. And she opened him.


    His body convulsed with the first cut. He almost tore himself away from me. The sound he made…I had never heard such sounds come from anything human. T’Gatoi seemed to pay no attention as she lengthened and deepened the cut, now and then pausing to lick away blood. His blood vessels contracted, reacting to the chemistry of her saliva, and the bleeding slowed.


    I felt as though I were helping her torture him, helping her consume him. I knew I would vomit soon, didn’t know why I hadn’t already. I couldn’t possibly last until she was finished.


    She found the first grub. It was fat and deep red with his blood—both inside and out. It had already eaten its own egg case but apparently had not yet begun to eat its host. At this stage, it would eat any flesh except its mother’s. Let alone, it would have gone on excreting the poisons that had both sickened and alerted Lomas. Eventually it would have begun to eat. By the time it ate its way out of Lomas’s flesh, Lomas would be dead or dying—and unable to take revenge on the thing that was killing him. There was always a grace period between the time the host sickened and the time the grubs began to eat him.


    T’Gatoi picked up the writhing grub carefully and looked at it, somehow ignoring the terrible groans of the man.


    Abruptly, the man lost consciousness.


    “Good,” T’Gatoi looked down at him. “I wish you Terrans could do that at will.” She felt nothing. And the thing she held…


    It was limbless and boneless at this stage, perhaps fifteen centimeters long and two thick, blind and slimy with blood. It was like a large worm. T’Gatoi put it into the belly of the achti, and it began at once to burrow. It would stay there and eat as long as there was anything to eat.


    Probing through Lomas’s flesh, she found two more, one of them smaller and more vigorous. “A male!” she said happily. He would be dead before I would. He would be through his metamorphosis and screwing everything that would hold still before his sisters even had limbs. He was the only one to make a serious effort to bite T’Gatoi as she placed him in the achti.


    Paler worms oozed to visibility in Lomas’s flesh. I closed my eyes. It was worse than finding something dead, rotting, and filled with tiny animal grubs. And it was far worse than any drawing or diagram.


    “Ah, there are more,” T’Gatoi said, plucking out two long, thick grubs. “You may have to kill another animal, Gan. Everything lives inside you Terrans.”


    I had been told all my life that this was a good and necessary thing Tlic and Terran did together—a kind of birth. I had believed it until now. I knew birth was painful and bloody, no matter what. But this was something else, something worse. And I wasn’t ready to see it. Maybe I never would be. Yet I couldn’t not see it. Closing my eyes didn’t help.


    T’Gatoi found a grub still eating its egg case. The remains of the case were still wired into a blood vessel by their own little tube or hook or whatever. That was the way the grubs werq anchored and the way they fed. They took only blood until they were ready to emerge. Then they ate their stretched, elastic egg cases. Then they ate their hosts.


    T’Gatoi bit away the egg case, licked away the blood. Did she like the taste? Did childhood habits die hard—or not die at all?


    The whole procedure was wrong, alien. I wouldn’t have thought anything about her could seem alien to me.


    “One more, I think,” she said. “Perhaps two. A good family. In a host animal these days, we would be happy to find one or two alive.” She glanced at me. “Go outside, Gan, and empty your stomach. Go now while the man is unconscious.”


    I staggered out, barely made it. Beneath the tree just beyond the front door, I vomited until there was nothing left to bring up. Finally, I stood shaking, tears streaming down my face. I did not know why I was crying, but I could not stop. I went further from the house to avoid being seen. Every time I closed my eyes I saw red worms crawling over redder human flesh.


    There was a car coming toward the house. Since Terrans were forbidden motorized vehicles except for certain farm equipment, I knew this must be Lomas’s Tlic with Qui and perhaps a Terran doctor. I wiped my face on my shirt, struggled for control.


    “Gan,” Qui called as the car stopped. “What happened?” He crawled out of the low, round, Tlic-convenient car door. Another Terran crawled out the other side and went into the house without speaking to me. The doctor. With his help and a few eggs, Lomas might make it.


    “T’Khotgif Teh?” I said.


    The Tlic driver surged out of her car, reared up half her length before me. She was paler and smaller than T’Gatoi—probably born from the body of an animal. Tlic from Terran bodies were always larger as well as more numerous.


    “Six young,” I told her. “Maybe seven, all alive. At least one male.”


    “Lomas?” she said harshly. I liked her for the question and the concern in her voice when she asked it. The last coherent thing he had said was her name.


    “He’s alive,” I said.


    She surged away to the house without another word.


    “She’s been sick,” my brother said, watching her go. “When I called, I could hear people telling her she wasn’t well enough to go out even for this.”


    I said nothing. I had extended courtesy to the Tlic. Now I didn’t want to talk to anyone. I hoped he would go in—out of curiosity if nothing else.


    “Finally found out more than you wanted to know, eh?”


    I looked at him.


    “Don’t give me one of her looks,” he said. “You’re not her. You’re just her property.”


    One of her looks. Had I picked up even an ability to imitate her expressions?


    “What’d you do, puke?” He sniffed the air. “So now you know what you’re in for.”


    I walked away from him. He and I had been close when we were kids. He would let me follow him around when I was home, and sometimes T’Gatoi would let me bring him along when she took me into the city. But something had happened when he reached adolescence. I never knew what. He began keeping out of T’Gatoi’s way. Then he began running away—until he realized there was no “away.” Not in the Preserve. Certainly not outside. After that he concentrated on getting his share of every egg that came into the house and on looking out for me in a way that made me all but hate him—a way that clearly said, as long as I was all right, he was safe from the Tlic.


    “How was it, really?” he demanded, following me.


    “I killed an achti. The young ate it.”


    “You didn’t run out of the house and puke because they ate an achti.”


    “I had…never seen a person cut open before.” That was true, and enough for him to know. I couldn’t talk about the other. Not with him.


    “Oh,” he said. He glanced at me as though he wanted to say more, but he kept quiet.


    We walked, not really headed anywhere. Toward the back, toward the cages, toward the fields.


    “Did he say anything?” Qui asked. “Lomas, I mean.”


    Who else would he mean? “He said ‘T’Khotgif.’”


    Qui shuddered. “If she had done that to me, she’d be the last person I’d call for.”


    “You’d call for her. Her sting would ease your pain without killing the grubs in you.”


    “You think I’d care if they died?”


    No. Of course he wouldn’t. Would I?


    “Shit!” He drew a deep breath. “I’ve seen what they do. You think this thing with Lomas was bad? It was nothing.”


    I didn’t argue. He didn’t know what he was talking about.


    “I saw them eat a man,” he said.


    I turned to face him. “You’re lying!”


    “I saw them eat a man.” He paused. “It was when I was. little. I had been to the Hartmund house and I was on my way home. Halfway here, I saw a man and a Tlic and the man was N’Tlic. The ground was hilly. I was able to hide from them and watch. The Tlic wouldn’t open the man because she had nothing to feed the grubs. The man couldn’t go any further and there were no houses around. He was in so much pain, be told her to kill him. He begged her to kill him. Finally, she did. She cut his throat. One swipe of one claw. I saw the grubs eat their way out, then burrow in again, still eating.”


    His words made me see Lomas’s flesh again, parasitized, crawling. “Why didn’t you tell me that?” I whispered.


    He looked startled as though he’d forgotten I was listening. “I don’t know.”


    “You started to run away not long after that, didn’t you?”


    “Yeah. Stupid. Running inside the Preserve. Running in a cage.”


    I shook my head, said what I should have said to him long ago. “She wouldn’t take you, Qui. You don’t have to worry.”


    “She would…if anything happened to you.”


    “No. She’d take Xuan Hoa. Hoa…wants it.” She wouldn’t if she had stayed to watch Lomas.


    “They don’t take women,” he said with contempt.


    “They do sometimes.” I glanced at him. “Actually, they prefer women. You should be around them when they talk among themselves. They say women have more body fat to protect the grubs. But they usually take men to leave the women free to bear their own young.”


    “To provide the next generation of host animals,” he said, switching from contempt to bitterness.


    “It’s more than that!” I countered. Was it?


    “If it were going to happen to me, I’d want to believe it was more, too.”


    “It is more!” I felt like a kid. Stupid argument.


    “Did you think so while T’Gatoi was picking worms out of that guy’s guts?”


    “It’s not supposed to happen that way.”


    “Sure it is. You weren’t supposed to see it, that’s all. And his Tlic was supposed to do it. She could sting him unconscious and the operation wouldn’t have been as painful. But she’d still open him, pick out the grubs, and if she missed even one, it would poison him and eat him from the inside out.”


    There was actually a time when my mother told me to show respect for Qui because he was my older brother. I walked away, hating him. In his way, he was gloating. He was safe and I wasn’t. I could have hit him, but I didn’t think I would be able to stand it when he refused to hit back, when he looked at me with contempt and pity.


    He wouldn’t let me get away. Longer legged, he swung ahead of me and made me feel as though I were following him.


    “I’m sorry,” he said.


    I strode on, sick and furious.


    “Look, it probably won’t be that bad with you. T’Gatoi likes you. She’ll be careful.”


    I turned back toward the house, almost running from him.


    “Has she done it to you yet?” he asked, keeping up easily. “I mean, you’re about the right age for implantation. Has she—”


    I hit him. I didn’t know I was going to do it, but I think I meant to kill him. If he hadn’t been bigger and stronger, I think I would have.


    He tried to hold me off, but in the end, had to defend himself. He only hit me a couple of times. That was plenty. I don’t remember going down, but when I came to, he was gone. It was worth the pain to be rid of him.


    I got up and walked slowly toward the house. The back was dark. No one was in the kitchen. My mother and sisters were sleeping in their bedrooms—or pretending to.


    Once I was in the kitchen, I could hear voices—Tlic and Terran from the next room. I couldn’t make out what they were saying—didn’t want to make it out.


    I sat down at my mother’s table, waiting for quiet. The table was smooth and worn, heavy and well crafted. My father had made it for her just before he died. I remembered hanging around underfoot when he built it. He didn’t mind. Now I sat leaning on it, missing him. I could have talked to him. He had done it three times in his long life. Three clutches of eggs, three times being opened up and sewed up. How had he done it? How did anyone do it?


    I got up, took the rifle from its hiding place, and sat down again with it. It needed cleaning, oiling. All I did was load it.


    “Gan?”


    She made a lot of little clicking sounds when she walked on bare floor, each limb clicking in succession as it touched down. Waves of little clicks.


    She came to the table, raised the front half of her body above it, and surged onto it. Sometimes she moved so smoothly she seemed to flow like water itself. She coiled herself into a small hill in the middle of the table and looked at me.


    “That was bad,” she said softly. “You should not have seen it. It need not be that way.”


    “I know.”


    “T’Khotgif—Ch’Khotgif now—she will die of her disease. She will not live to raise her children. But her sister will provide for them, and for Bram Lomas.” Sterile sister. One fertile female in every lot. One to keep the family going. That sister owed Lomas more than she could ever repay.


    “He’ll live then?”


    “Yes.”


    “I wonder if he would do it again.”


    “No one would ask him to do that again.”


    I looked into the yellow eyes, wondering how much I saw and understood there, and how much I only imagined. “No one ever asks us,” I said. “You never asked me.”


    She moved her head slightly. “What’s the matter with your face?”


    “Nothing. Nothing important.” Human eyes probably wouldn’t have noticed the swelling in the darkness. The only light was from one of the moons, shining through a window across the room.


    “Did you use the rifle to shoot the achti?”


    “Yes.”


    “And do you mean to use it to shoot me?”


    I stared at her, outlined in the moonlight—coiled, graceful body. “What does Terran blood taste like to you?”


    She said nothing.


    “What are you?” I whispered. “What are we to you?”


    She lay still, rested her head on her topmost coil. “You know me as no other does,” she said softly. “You must decide.”


    “That’s what happened to my face,” I told her.


    “What?”


    “Qui goaded me into deciding to do something. It didn’t turn out very well.” I moved the gun slightly, brought the barrel up diagonally under my own chin. “At least it was a decision I made.”


    “As this will be.”


    “Ask me, Gatoi.”


    “For my children’s lives?”


    She would say something like that. She knew how to manipulate people, Terran and Tlic. But not this time.


    “I don’t want to be a host animal,” I said. “Not even yours.”


    It took her a long time to answer. “We use almost no host animals these days,” she said. “You know that.”


    “You use us.”


    “We do. We wait long years for you and teach you and join our families to yours.” She moved restlessly. “You know you aren’t animals to us.”


    I stared at her, saying nothing.


    “The animals we once used began killing most of our eggs after implantation long before your ancestors arrived,” she said softly. “You know these things, Gan. Because your people arrived, we are relearning what it means to be a healthy, thriving people. And your ancestors, fleeing from their homeworld, from their own kind who would have killed or enslaved them—they survived because of us. We saw them as people and gave them the Preserve when they still tried to kill us as worms.”


    At the word “worms,” I jumped. I couldn’t help it, and she couldn’t help noticing it.


    “I see,” she said quietly. “Would you really rather die than bear my young, Gan?”


    I didn’t answer.


    “Shall I go to Xuan Hoa?”


    “Yes!” Hoa wanted it. Let her have it. She hadn’t had to watch Lomas. She’d be proud.… Not terrified.


    T’Gatoi flowed off the table onto the floor, startling me almost too much.


    “I’ll sleep in Hoa’s room tonight,” she said. “And sometime tonight or in the morning, I’ll tell her.”


    This was going too fast. My sister Hoa had had almost as much to do with raising me as my mother. I was still close to her—not like Qui. She could want T’Gatoi and still love me.


    “Wait! Gatoi!”


    She looked back, then raised nearly half her length off the floor and turned to face me. “These are adult things, Gan. This is my life, my family!”


    “But she’s…my sister.”


    “I have done what you demanded. I have asked you!”


    “But—”


    “It will be easier for Hoa. She has always expected to carry other lives inside her.”


    Human lives. Human young who should someday drink at her breasts, not at her veins.


    I shook my head. “Don’t do it to her, Gatoi.” I was not Qui. It seemed I could become him, though, with no effort at all. I could make Xuan Hoa my shield. Would it be easier to know that red worms were growing in her flesh instead of mine?


    “Don’t do it to Hoa,” I repeated.


    She stared at me, utterly still.


    I looked away, then back at her. “Do it to me.”


    I lowered the gun from my throat and she leaned forward to take it.


    “No,” I told her.


    “It’s the law,” she said.


    “Leave it for the family. One of them might use it to save my life someday.”


    She grasped the rifle barrel, but I wouldn’t let go. I was pulled into a standing position over her.


    “Leave it here!” I repeated. “If we’re not your animals, if these are adult things, accept the risk. There is risk, Gatoi, in dealing with a partner.”


    It was clearly hard for her to let go of the rifle. A shudder went through her and she made a hissing sound of distress. It occurred to me that she was afraid. She was old enough to have seen what guns could do to people. Now her young and this gun would be together in the same house. She did not know about the other guns. In this dispute, they did not matter.


    “I will implant the first egg tonight,” she said as I put the gun away. “Do you hear, Gan?”


    Why else had I been given a whole egg to eat while the rest of the family was left to share one? Why else had my mother kept looking at me as though I were going away from her, going where she could not follow? Did T’Gatoi imagine I hadn’t known?


    “I hear.”


    “Now!” I let her push me out of the kitchen, then walked ahead of her toward my bedroom. The sudden urgency in her voice sounded real. “You would have done it to Hoa tonight!” I accused.


    “I must do it to someone tonight.”


    I stopped in spite of her urgency and stood in her way. “Don’t you care who?”


    She flowed around me and into my bedroom. I found her waiting on the couch we shared. There was nothing in Hoa’s room that she could have used. She would have done it to Hoa on the floor. The thought of her doing it to Hoa at all disturbed me in a different way now, and I was suddenly angry.


    Yet I undressed and lay down beside her. I knew what to do, what to expect. I had been told all my life. I felt the familiar sting, narcotic, mildly pleasant. Then the blind probing of her ovipositor. The puncture was painless, easy. So easy going in. She undulated slowly against me, her muscles forcing the egg from her body into mine. I held on to a pair of her limbs until I remembered Lomas holding her that way. Then I let go, moved inadvertently, and hurt her. She gave a low cry of pain and I expected to be caged at once within her limbs. When I wasn’t, I held on to her again, feeling oddly ashamed.


    “I’m sorry,” I whispered.


    She rubbed my shoulders with four of her limbs.


    “Do you care?” I asked. “Do you care that it’s me?”


    She did not answer for some time. Finally, “You were the one making the choices tonight, Gan. I made mine long ago.”


    “Would you have gone to Hoa?”


    “Yes. How could I put my children into the care of one who hates them?”


    “It wasn’t…hate.”


    “I know what it was.”


    “I was afraid.”


    Silence,


    “I still am.” I could admit it to her here, now.


    “But you came to me…to save Hoa.”


    “Yes.” I leaned my forehead against her. She was cool velvet, deceptively soft. “And to keep you for myself,” I said. It was so. I didn’t understand it, but it was so.


    She made a soft hum of contentment. “I couldn’t believe I had made such a mistake with you,” she said. “I chose you. I believed you had grown to choose me.”


    “I had, but…”


    “Lomas.”


    “Yes.”


    “I had never known a Terran to see a birth and take it well. Qui has seen one, hasn’t he?”


    “Yes.”


    “Terrans should be protected from seeing.”


    I didn’t like the sound of that—and I doubted that it was possible. “Not protected,” I said. “Shown. Shown when we’re young kids, and shown more than once. Gatoi, no Terran ever sees a birth that goes right. All we see is N’Tlic—pain and terror and maybe death.”


    She looked down at me. “It is a private thing. It has always been a private thing.”


    Her tone kept me from insisting—that and the knowledge that if she changed her mind, I might be the first public example. But I had planted the thought in her mind. Chances were it would grow, and eventually she would experiment.


    “You won’t see it again,” she said. “I don’t want you thinking any more about shooting me.”


    The small amount of fluid that came into me with her egg relaxed me as completely as a sterile egg would have, so that I could remember the rifle in my hands and my feelings of fear and revulsion, anger and despair. I could remember the feelings without reviving them. I could talk about them.


    “I wouldn’t have shot you,” I said. “Not you.” She had been taken from my father’s flesh when he was my age.


    “You could have,” she insisted.


    “Not you.” She stood between us and her own people, protecting, interweaving.


    “Would you have destroyed yourself?”


    I moved carefully, uncomfortable. “I could have done that. I nearly did. That’s Qui’s ‘away.’ I wonder if he knows.”


    “What?”


    I did not answer.


    “You will live now.”


    “Yes.” Take care of her, my mother used to say. Yes.


    “I’m healthy and young,” she said. “I won’t leave you as Lomas was left—alone, N’Tlic. I’ll take care of you.”


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1984 by Davis Publications, Inc.

  


  
    BLACK WOMEN WRITING SPECULATIVE FICTION, by Ayana R. Abdallah


    “[T]he front lines aren’t always what you think they are”


    —Ntozake Shange


    As scholar and teacher, I typically question the role speculative fiction plays in defining human beings, how imagination is employed to redefine it, and for what purpose. How does speculative literature speak specifically to the needs of women and what is the significance of messages therein for women of color? I question how ideas, characterization, language/ voice, structure, time, setting, rhythm, space/place, action, and meaning establish a sense of purposeful movement between spheres of subjectivity, spheres of being, spheres of consciousness, or spheres of epistemology in the literature. In the classroom, I also pose additional questions: Why do Black women authors create characters (dark female heroines) that evolve (survive or transform) in communities teetering between self-destruction and struggle, waste and complacency, tradition and freedom? Have particularities such as obfuscation of gendered and racialized subjects lost urgency in their writing? I ask students to consider and investigate a core sensibility in Black women’s writing otherwise referred to as Africentric transgressive creativity—exploring characteristics of creative resistance in Black women’s literature.


    Africentric transgressive creativity in African descended women’s speculative fiction heralds the primacy of research and creativity that move from known constraints on the dark (feminine) subjectivity (logos, religion, education, slavery, apartheid, dislocation, poverty, illiteracy, mysogeny, colonialism, imperialism, capitalism, patriarchal tradition, cultural oppression, all gendered and racialized modes of disenfranchisement ) to articulation of the possibility of freedom. Ahh! Freedom. Freedom from nagging socially constructed limitations on Black women’s internal and external universe of experience (or according to distinctions, a woman makes, between fact, reality, and belief), freedom as realizable concept for individuals and community alike, freedom and the means of attainment. Each is a contested point among scholars, artists, healers, and others. Nonetheless, one point on which Black women in the Americas concur is that African women’s suffrage before slavery, during slavery, and beyond lies at the center of African Diaspora discourse. A woman may have no legal rights to her body or movement or future, yet (as the ancestors have taught) if she is to survive (indeed, to thrive in peace and contentment) she must rely unfailingly upon her eternal faculty which can never be bound: Such is true freedom. The eternal faculty, or ori as it is labeled in West Africa’s Yoruba land, has myriad names throughout Africa. Yet the ontological root yields one understanding best translated as soul or spirit in Western logos.


    Hence an authentic critical response to Black women’s speculative fiction is utterly impossible for me minus certain ontological, metaphysical, or epistemological considerations. In fact, theorizing African descended women’s speculative fiction fails altogether where African roots and a history of women’s transgressive creativity or creative acts of resistance to oppressive circumstances are absented, undermined, or not read as tightly interwoven variables of women’s experience. Sheree Thomas sustains my observation of the centrality of cultural roots in Black speculative fiction in her assertion that black speculative literature “reaches deep into Afrodiasporic traditions” revealing among other things “love and lore, oppression and abuse, identity, and community, revelations and new forms.”(xiv) Thomas edited the first anthology of Black speculative fiction, Dark Matter: Reading the Bones (2004). Interestingly, stories by writers of color published in the same year are featured in editors Nalo Hopkinson and Uppinder Mehan’s anthology So Long Been Dreaming: Postcolonial Science Fiction & Fantasy.


    A striking feature that sets Thomas’s work apart from other anthologies of speculative fiction is Dark Matter’s anthologized treatment of “desire” and imagination forming a single purpose—Black speculative fiction created “to alter one’s path, to understand how things have come to pass” (xi). With abundant significance, Thomas highlights the crucial role of Africana metaphysics in literature. In so doing, she simultaneously references the importance of ori in Yoruba culture, where an elaborate ancient system survives to serve people in their quest to know and appease their soul urgings and thereby improve their destiny. From another perspective, perhaps more familiar to contemporary Americans, given Thomas’s emphasis on the transformative power of the word in Black speculative fiction (essentially likened to ubiquitous divination practices), it is possible to see how writers employ language to actualize what may be termed an avatar aspect of self/being. The use of avatars in this writing points up the harmonious blend of soul, spirit, and consciousness in action. Endowed with an avatar’s choice to alter the course of events, it may be argued that these writers create according to the dictates of the story they must tell to affect social change.


    Interwoven throughout my discussion of Octavia Butler and her exemplars are ideas illuminating Africentric transgressive creativity as a mitigating impulse in postcolonial discourse. We begin with review of Octavia Butler’s fiction with an eye toward transgression of debilitating worn out notions of gender, sex, class, and race exemplary in her 1) meditation on the Black woman’s tenacity, spirituality, leadership, and survival skills. 2) employment of logos to create liberated(ing) space and 3) attention to cultural transgression inherent in symbiogenesis. I further offer analysis of Black feminist lexicology in ihsan bracy, Kiini Ibura Salaam, and Nalo Hopkinson’s selected fiction Octavia Estelle Butler (1947–2006) is a writer whose metaphors of transgressions provided exemplars of unequalled power, authenticity, imagination, and sincerity. Be it in an interview, essay, short story, or novel Butler’s insight, creativity, intelligence, and compassion provided her readers with new (challenging) ways of thinking about old problems of personal identity, consciousness, community, relationships, war, ethics, and failures.


    Butler’s Patternmaster is a fast-paced quest story which manages to interrogate homophobia via the character Amber, a lovely bisexual female healer and warrior, who teaches the male protagonist how to effectively use his fledgling psionic powers. The semiotic encoding germane to both Patternmaster and Mind of My Mind is fertile linguistic soil for cultural analysis of the espistemology of magic and ethics. In Mind of My Mind, telepaths unite for the common good. Mary, the novel’s African American heroine, outwits the charmed chameleon Doro, a four thousand year old murderer. He remains immortal as long as he feeds on his carefully bred worldwide stock of humans with psionic powers, a delicacy he finds unequivocally appealing in taste. However, Mary does not work alone to dethrone Doro. She could not have destroyed this Nubian power minus the collective help of a heterogeneous commune of telepaths who despite their fear, reservations and/or resistance to her telepathic abilities, eventually, learn how to live and work together to help save the lives of others suffering with mental abilities they do not understand or cannot control.


    The magic in Wild Seed is ultimately knowledge of self. Here an African woman Anyanwu demonstrates amazing ability to heal others as well as to reshape her body into whatever animal form she chooses, a fantastic phenomenon which Butler deconstructs in order to explore the power of humans’ focused awareness and manipulation of energy. What is deconstructed is signified in Anyanwu’s exploration of healing energies; it is the very notion that certain nonwestern healing practices and/or perceptions of spatial realities the human body inhabits are illegitimate. Comparable to the mesmerizing Shirley Anne Williams’s “Meditation on History,” Wild Seed consistently exploits power of the word as a means of interrogating master narratives e.g., patriarchal values and/in western logos as singular authorial reality. Like Kindred, Wild Seed’s critiques of slavery, colonialism, imperialism, avarice, and desire not only deromanticize colonial assumptions in the “New World,” but signify a power struggle that never transcends a Manichean aesthetic.


    Kindred narrates the significance of biracial ancestral lineage via a Black woman’s humanity, compassion, memory, and sexual relationships with White men from slavery to the present day. Between June 9, 1976 and July 4, 1976, Dana, a twenty-six year old African American, woman grows mysteriously dizzy seconds prior to vanishing before Kevin, her White American husband’s, unsuspecting eyes. She travels inexplicably through time from Los Angeles back to a slave plantation in Maryland to save and protect her great great ancestors—Alice Greenwood, a Black girl, and Rufus Weylin, a small White boy. Note that Butler goes the extra mile illustrating liberated(ing) space by countering the brutality of racist laws past and present in this novel. Not only is Dana’s slave lineage biracial, her 1970s biracial marriage was not a possibility in some parts of the U.S. as late as the 1960s, given miscegenation laws alive and well—as eminent science fiction author Sameul R. Delany’s personal experience attests.


    Note also the ambiguity surrounding Kindred as genre specific literature. It is common knowledge that Butler did not ascribe “science” as an aspect of the novel, but her reason for that and typology created by readers responding to the novel do not overlap. In my conversations with Octavia Butler, my uncertainty about how to classify the novel was clear as I struggled to grasp a clearer distinction of terms. Is Kindred science fiction? Science fantasy? Why? Kindred is “grim fantasy” according to Butler and not science fiction because she did not bother with scientific design of a time machine. Ostensibly time machine is the operative phrase here, yet inferred scientific phenomena occur, explainable or not. In this sense, Kindred is an excellent example of liberated(ing) space where an author’s predisposition dictates form. Science fiction and speculative fiction are slippery literary terms yielding any number of possible classifications: Add to grim fantasy the idea of science fantasy, speculative history, science fiction history, fantastic science, and science fiction fantasy, then definitely leave room for the not yet born distinctions germinating in the rich irrepressible soil of imagination and authorial privilege.


    Nonetheless in Kindred commonly held limiting beliefs about present and future homonid realities (realities constructed in the collective homo sapiens consciousness) are consistently critiqued where logos empowers dark heroines with agency to construct and put forth (actualize) particularities of their own history, experience, and truth throughout time and space. Survivor is another puissant example.


    In Survivor, Alanna, an Afro-Asian heroine, experiences metamorphosis when she travels to another planet with White missionary foster parents. She befriends the Garkohn people (who the missionaries consider inhuman and godless because their bodies are covered with thick fur). Alanna likewise learns Garkohn language, marries into their clan, gives birth to a daughter who is later murdered by enemies and, still grieving her daughter’s violent death, returns to the missionary colony with a courageous plan to save White people from destruction in yet another colonial war in outer space. Alanna decries xenophobia, hypocrisy, and the role of religion as imperializing agent, and in so doing actualizes the voice of a future campaign against imperialism, colonialism, and slavocracy.


    On the other hand, incurable diseases like leukemia and AIDS are prominent in the novel Clay’s Ark. Geologist Eli, the lone survivor of a failed space mission, returns to Earth infected by an intergalactic organism that is bent on colonizing the human race as host for its own survival. Eli’s unfortunate predicament compromises the well-being of people on Earth to the extent that we must at least try to answer pivotal questions. (1) When is a person no longer human? (2) Do ethics determine one’s humanity? (3) Is there life after being diagnosed with an incurable disease? The novel makes these contemporary questions implicit via characterization of the day-to-day lives of diseased desperate humans, their offspring, and their prey.


    The symbiotic trilogy Dawn, Adulthood Rites, and Imago might be Butler’s most widely read space novels. Race purity and how humans and aliens respond to the subject are central to the trilogy. The trilogy’s heroine is a Black woman: Lilith lyapo whose personal courage engenders birth of a new race of people while inviting thrilling vistas of intellectual freedom, personal identity, fearlessness, wisdom, courage, family, and humanity. But first she must survive the shock of being held captive in strict isolation by intelligent, antihierarchical beings in outer space. And the most damning set of obstacles to her freedom (and that of other humans on the ship she will awake from sleep) are caused by fear of estranging difference and female authority. Still Lilith Iyapo learns to overcome fear. Vital too is Butler’s brilliant vision of Lilith’s potential to make decisions in harmony with her ori, personifying African American women’s determination, leadership, desire, culture, collective knowledge, and overall valuable energy in her literature.


    From the collection of short stories in Blood Child to Mind of My Mind to Parable of the Sower (1993) and Parable of the Talents (1998), Butler’s imagination pierces collective apathy about dystopic realities humans create yet have difficulty resolving. Is it that the human race is afraid to commit to peace or might the race need another millennium to evolve to that point? Responses are certain to be rich with variety. This may be why protagonist Lauren Oya Olamina is a leader who tackles these problems head on in what Butler describes as her “cautionary tales” in the near-future Parable of the Sower and Parable of the Talents, depicting California in the apex of social crisis (“global warming…corporate greed,” poverty and bloody violence) in the year 2024.


    Yet as far as Butler’s fiction is concerned we are not to despair, for young Black women, like centuries of determined African foremothers, play a key role in the survival of their community and the country. Butler creates for her readers a realistic character, Lauren Olamina, enduring rites of passage from teenager to adulthood through unpredictable, mean, insidiously frightening times. Yet Lauren manages to save her self and a few other people when she creates Earthseed, a poetic and material resolution to hell on Earth. A pragmatic spirituality nurturing the power of the individual to grow wiser, kinder, and more critical in thought and action, Earthseed likewise teaches the use of personal power to bring about change for the common good, incidentally central in aligning with one’s ori. “God is change” according to Earthseed philosophy, which also contains the Destiny, a poetic vision of homo sapiens’ respite in space; it is “a kind of species adulthood and species immortality when we scatter to the stars” (144). Earthseed and the Destiny offer a solution to complete social disintegration and chaos threatening over and over again in the Parables. They are here read as Butler’s solution to parallel contemporary social problems. Whether through reflection and journal writing or her father’s example, Earthseed’s young heroine learns how to cope with dystopia—the numbing realities of rampant rape, cannibalism, mental chaos, child abuse, xenophobia, drug wars, police brutality against the poor, corruption in politics and the church, unemployment, corporate exploitation of impoverished desperate workers (professional, skilled, and unskilled alike), senseless global wars, loss of family and other loved ones to violent deaths, sibling rivalry, a confused, angry, and gullible masses, homelessness, the ploys of White power buried in logocentrics of religious fundamentalism, greed, and the frightening ecological imbalance created, among others, by myopic irresponsible executives. Clearly Butler’s novels are a contemporary canvass of human chaos corroborating Nietzche’s view of the “world” as “a monstrosity of power” (Del Caro 79). Lauren’s pursuit of power has negative aspects, too, in keeping with a realistic portrayal of women’s abuse of power. Overall Butler’s canvass of power incites curiosity about the transformative signs of cultural, spiritual, and political energies in African descended women’s fiction.


    A truly compassionate soul, Octavia Butler in her fiction left allusions to sturdy cages of normative logic underpinning racism, poverty, sexism, ageism, injustice, hierarchy, homophobia, classism—whatever the debilitating “ism”—no place to hide. When she discussed her background with me during the writing of my dissertation, proverbial, mind numbing, estranging realities—literally legacies of slavery, classism, racism, and patriarchy—cut to the quick of the soul of an African American female whose rite of passage is learning to endure the experience of being alienated in a great society of millions of citizens constructing and upholding invisible barriers to keep the eschewed “other” out. Until her premature death at age 58, living out her destiny Black and female and creative mattered, and I like to think that each experience and everyone on her path of self-realization and self-empowerment contributed to the weaving of authentic threads of self-unfoldment etched in the fabric of Black feminist lexicology we read in her literature today.


    In reading Black feminist lexicology I highlight transgressive creativity in Black women’s science fiction and speculative fiction. On the one hand, the transformative power of language is assumed in and beyond the text not only in Octavia Butler’s writing but in that of her exemplars Nalo Hopkinson, Andrea Hairston, ihsan bracey, Nisi Shawl, Jewel Gomez, Nnedi Okorafor-Mbachu and others. I posit that language is reliably employed in Black feminist lexicology to claim, privilege, inspire, investigate, critique, and promulgate women’s experience of their reality, self-healing rituals, imagination, and emergent consciousness. On the other hand, African culture informs black feminist lexicology where Sankofa or identification with one’s roots (inexorably African) achieves the status of powerful mythological and symbolic referent in West Africa. Put another way, for these writers and many others, the future of this planet rests as significantly upon recognition and application of African wisdom and/or spirituality as it does recognition and appreciation of women’s history, divinity, and humanity.


    Considered science fiction fantasy, “Desire,” written by Kiini Ibura Salaam, refutes the madonna/whore dichotomy in the story of a woman’s sexual journey. Pregnant Sené’s deeply wrinkled dry skin transforms her twenty-four years into forty (a harsh environmental consequence braving wind, and sand, and sun daily). A cliff dweller whose hands constantly serve the needs of husband, children, and mother-in-law, Sené fails to touch her own body. One morning, while boiling lemongrass behind the security and privacy of rock walls called home—husband and children out—she reclaims her untamed sexuality. With the power of mythic beings, Sené explores the height of her moist pleasure puissant and free as ubiquitous horny goats, crocodiles, chickens, and elephants. The joy of self-pleasure and sexual desire running hot through her veins, she successfully revives her husband Na’s singular desire for her love. Thus with exquisite sensitivity to the sexual needs of a wife and husband during pregnancy, Salaam debunks the anti-erotic in African women’s experience.


    The landscape turns lush with color as African Caribbean oral tradition sets the undulating rhythms of an intoxicating island ripe with heavenly laden guava trees. This is Beatrice’s island home. Her story unfoldis as she spies a hungry snake stealing a kiskedee’s eggs from her feathered nest in Nalo Hopkinson’s “The Glass Bottle Trick.” Beatrice does not know it yet, but she is also in danger having paid a high price to be Mrs. Somebody. Of fair skin tone, she marries Sammy, a stodgy, intelligent, wealthy man of duplicitous character who hates his black skin. Beatrice longs to convince him of his ebony beauty hoping that the baby is the answer—a pregnancy of which Sammy is completely unaware. Conversely, she discovers, almost too late, the murderous lengths to which Sammy will go to ensure that he never sire a child as black as he. Beatrice sacrifices her studies to become a medical doctor, sublimates her passion for life and fun, her own sense of domestic aesthetics, her voice, the way she prefers to slump in a chair when relaxing, denies a life balancing romantic pleasure with intellectual growth, simply put, her freedom. Believing he was “the one man she’d found in whom she could have faith,” she chose to love Sammy instead expressing her love according to the requirements of his personality—seductively sweet vs. unpredictably violent. An intriguing science fiction mystery, this story leaves the reader wondering if a community of women will save Beatrice from herself and from Sammy, given the two women she discovers in an always locked icebox bedroom of Sammy’s home have a very frightening vindictive pregnant-wife story to tell.


    Even though we have not yet destroyed the planet at the dawn of the twenty-first century, it is not easy to forget the misery African people suffered during the Atlantic slave trade’s Middle Passsage nor the brutal circumstances they met when ships regurgitated them chained, sick, pregnant, stinking, and depressed onto the shores of a strange world of “ghosts” who are reliant upon the Atlantic slave trade for commerce and profit. Ihsan bracy’s “Ibo Landing” engulfs our senses with this painful collective memory. Existentialist realities burgeon with disillusionment, dislocation, fear, brutal victimization, rape, anger, and courage. By the end of the day, the band of Africans muster enough energy to beget communal suicide, the singular remaining agent of liberation.


    In “A Habit of Waste,” a Canadian landscape contrasts sharply with Hopkinson’s sweltering Caribbean in “Glass Bottle Trick,” evidencing the author’s deft skill in making selected scenes of her many places lived (Jamaica, Trinidad, the U.S., Guyana, and Canada) palpably rich with environmental texture. Yet “A Habit of Waste” is most memorable for its existentialist permeation reminiscent of ihsan bracy’s “Ibo Landing.” Interestingly, Hopkinson complicates the reader’s experience by developing a story within a story (or is it a trio of stories?) each arguably a take on the injustice inextricable to the African woman’s collective memory: European imperialism, colonialism, neo-colonialism, poverty, slavery, apartheid, and the contested, deceptive, offputting notion of post-colonialism. “A Habit of Waste” begs the question: What’s so “post” in the poverty and self-annihilating hatred millions of “ex-colonised” people learn to endure and ignore, respectively, in the twenty-first century?


    An award-winning Jamaican writer and editor, Nalo Hopkinson readily infuses African Caribbean cultural traditions, history, spirituality, and language in her fiction and elucidates the importance of doing so when interviewed. An author of science fiction histories and science fiction fairytales, Hopkinson’s credits include several awards and a Hugo nomination for Best Novel in 2001, one poem “For Winsome, Turning 50” (1998), one collection of stories Skin Folk (2001), four novels Brown Girl in the Ring (1998), Midnight Robber (2000), The Salt Roads (2003), The New Moon’s Arms (2007), twenty-three short stories published between 1996 and 2008, three anthologies of African Diaspora fiction Whispers from the Cotton Tree Root: Caribbean Fabulist Fiction (2000), Mojo: Conjure Stories (2003), and So Long Been Dreaming edited with Uppinder Mehan (2004), as well as several essays and reviews.


    Several things matter to me when I read Black women’s speculative fiction. At the top of the list is the desire to immerse myself in logos that makes me present to myself.


    In other words, I want to see my life reflected through the multicolored prism of a quixotical imagination, that is, visionary extravagance informing a spiraling arc of Being: the unpredictable dance of material being and spirit being along a liquid trajectory of possibility and impossibility (what we know and do not know of the here and now), or infinity. Whether consciously or not, I yearn to be confirmed as significant consciousness my stories, culture, power, potential, purpose, hopes, fears, faith, dreams, even destiny explored.


    When I read Black women’s speculative fiction, whatever else my response to the ideas there may be, I am always certain to lose myself then find myself in eternal shrouds of ontology, likely to embrace prescience. Such is my personal predilection as reader. And by the way, it is not too much to ask. Timeless literature has always served readers well classic in its irrepressible enigmatic light igniting bright sparks of reevaluation and change within us.
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    GOING UNDER, by Jack Dann


    First published in Omni, September 1981


    She was beautiful, huge, as graceful as a racing liner. She was a floating Crystal Palace, as magnificent as anything J P Morgan could conceive. Designed by Alexander Carlisle and built by Harland and Wolff, she wore the golden band of the company along all nine hundred feet of her. She rose 175 feet like the side of a cliff, with nine steel decks, four sixty-two foot funnels, over two thousand windows and side-lights to illuminate the luxurious cabins and suites and public rooms. She weighed 46,000 tons, and her reciprocating engines and Parsons-type turbines could generate over fifty thousand horse-power and speed the ship over twenty knots. She had a gymnasium, a Turkish bath, squash and racquet courts, a swimming pool, libraries and lounges and sitting rooms. There were rooms and suites to accommodate 735 first-class passengers, 674 in second class, and over a thousand in steerage.


    She was the R.M.S. Titanic, and Stephen met Esme on her Promenade Deck as she pulled out of her Southampton dock, bound for New York City on her maiden voyage.


    Esme stood beside him, resting what looked to be a cedar box on the rail, and gazed out over the cheering crowds on the docks below. Stephen was struck immediately by how beautiful she was. Actually, she was plain-featured, and quite young.


    She had a high forehead, a small, straight nose, wet brown eyes that peeked out from under plucked, arched eyebrows, and a mouth that was a little too full. Her blond hair, though clean, was carelessly brushed and tangled in the back. Yet, to Stephen, she seemed beautiful.


    “Hello,” Stephen said, feeling slightly awkward. But colored ribbons and confetti snakes were coiling through the air, and anything seemed possible.


    Esme glanced at him. “Hello, you,” she said.


    “Pardon?” Stephen asked.


    “I said, ‘Hello, you.’ That’s an expression that was in vogue when this boat first sailed, if you’d like to know. It means ‘Hello, I think you’re interesting and would consider sleeping with you if I were so inclined.’”


    “You must call it a ship,” Stephen said.


    She laughed and for an instant looked at him intently, as if in that second she could see everything about him—that he was taking this voyage because he was bored with his life, that nothing had ever really happened to him. He felt his face become hot. “Okay, ‘ship’, does that make you feel better?” she asked. “Anyway, I want to pretend that I’m living in the past. I don’t ever want to return to the present, do you?”


    “Well, I…”


    “Yes, I suppose you do, want to return, that is.”


    “What makes you think that?”


    “Look how you’re dressed. You shouldn’t be wearing modern clothes on this ship. You’ll have to change later, you know.” She was perfectly dressed in a powder-blue walking suit with matching jacket, a pleated, velvet-trimmed front blouse, and an ostrich feather hat. She looked as if she had stepped out of another century, and just now Stephen could believe she had.


    “What’s your name?” Stephen asked.


    “Esme,” she answered. Then she turned the box that she was resting on the rail and opened the side facing the dock. “You see,” she said to the box, “we really are here.”


    “What did you say?” Stephen asked.


    “I was just talking to Poppa,” she said, closing and latching the box.


    “Who?”


    “I’ll show you later, if you like,” she promised. Then bells began to ring and the ship’s whistles cut the air. There was a cheer from the dock and on board, and the ship moved slowly out to sea. To Stephen it seemed that the land, not the ship, was moving. The whole of England was just floating peacefully away, while the string band on the ship’s bridge played Oscar Strauss’s The Chocolate Soldier.


    They watched until the land had dwindled to a thin line on the horizon, then Esme reached naturally for Stephen’s hand, squeezed it for a moment, then hurried away. Before Stephen could speak, she had disappeared into the crowd, and he stood looking after her long after she had gone.


    * * * *


    Stephen found her again in the Café Parisien, sitting in a large wicker chair beside an ornately trellised wall.


    “Well, hello, you,” Esme said, smiling. She was the very model of a smart, stylish young lady.


    “Does that mean you’re still interested?” Stephen asked, standing before her. Her smile was infectious, and Stephen felt himself losing his poise, as he couldn’t stop grinning.


    “But mais oui,” she said. Then she relaxed in her chair, slumped down as if she could instantly revert to being a child—in fact, the dew was still on her—and she looked around the room as though Stephen had suddenly disappeared.


    “I beg your pardon?” he asked.


    “That’s French, which no one uses anymore, but it was the language of the world when this ship first sailed.”


    “I believe it was English,” Stephen said smoothly.


    “Well,” she said, looking up at him, “it means that I might be interested if you’d kindly sit down instead of looking down at me from the heights.” Stephen sat down beside her and she said, “It took you long enough to find me.”


    “Well,” Stephen said, “I had to dress. Remember? You didn’t find my previous attire as—”


    “I agree and I apologize,” she said quickly, as if suddenly afraid of hurting his feelings. She folded her hands behind the box that she had centered perfectly on the damask-covered table. Her leg brushed against his; indeed, he did look fine, dressed in gray striped trousers, spats, black morning coat, blue vest, and a silk cravat tied under a butterfly collar. He fiddled with his hat, then placed it on the seat of the empty chair beside him. No doubt he would forget to take it.


    “Now,” she said, “don’t you feel better?”


    Stephen was completely taken with her; this had never happened to him before. He found it inexplicable. A tall and very English waiter disturbed him by asking if he wished to order cocktails, but Esme asked for a Narcodrine instead.


    “I’m sorry, ma’am, but Narcodrines or inhalors are not publicly sold on the ship,” the waiter said dryly.


    “Well, that’s what I want.”


    “One would have to ask the steward for the more modern refreshments.”


    “You did say you wanted to live in the past,” Stephen said to Esme, and ordered a Campari for her and a Drambuie for himself.


    “Right now I would prefer a robot to take my order,” Esme said.


    “I’m sorry, but we have no robots on the ship either,” the waiter said before he turned away.


    “Are you going to show me what’s inside the box?” Stephen asked.


    “I don’t like that man,” Esme said.


    “Esme, the box…”


    “It might cause a stir if I opened it here.”


    “I would think you’d like that,” Stephen said.


    “You see, you know me intimately already.” Then she smiled and winked at someone four tables away. “Isn’t he cute?”


    “Who?”


    “The little boy with the black hair parted in the middle.” She waved at him, but he ignored her and made an obscene gesture at a woman who looked to be his nanny. Then Esme opened the box, which drew the little boy’s attention. She pulled out a full-sized head of man and placed it gently beside the box.


    “Jesus,” Stephen said.


    “Stephen, I’d like you to meet Poppa. Poppa, this is Stephen.”


    “I’m pleased to meetcha, Stephen,” said the head in a full, resonant voice.


    “Speak properly, Poppa,” Esme said. “Meet you.”


    “Don’t correct your father.” The head rolled his eyes toward Stephen and then said to Esme, “Turn me a bit, so I can see your friend without eyestrain.” The head had white hair, which was a bit yellowed on the ends. It was neatly trimmed at the sides and combed up into a pompadour in the front. The face was strong, although already gone to seed. It was the face of a man in his late sixties, lined and suntanned.


    “What shall I call, uh, him?” Stephen asked.


    “You may speak to me directly, son.” said the head. “My given name is Elliot.”


    “Pleased to meetcha,” Stephen said, recouping. He had heard of such things, but had never seen one before.


    “These are going to be all the rage in the next few months,” Esme said. “They aren’t on the mass market yet, but you can imagine their potential for both adults and children. They can be programmed to talk and react very realistically.”


    “So I see,” Stephen said.


    The head smiled, accepting the compliment.


    “He also learns and thinks quite well,” Esme continued.


    “I should hope so,” said the head.


    The room was buzzing with conversation. At the other end, a small dance band was playing a waltz. Only a few Europeans and Americans openly stared at the head; the Africans and Asians, who were in the majority, pretended to ignore it. The little boy was staring unabashedly.


    “Is your father alive?” Stephen asked.


    “I am her father,” the head said, its face betraying its impatience. “At least give me some respect.”


    “Be civil, or I’ll close you,” Esme said, piqued. She looked at Stephen. “Yes, he died recently. That’s the reason I’m taking this trip, and that’s the reason for this…” She nodded to the head. “He’s marvelous, though. He is my father in every way.” Then, mischievously, she said, “Well, I did make a few changes. Poppa was very demanding, you know.”


    “You ungrateful—”


    “Shut up, Poppa.”


    And Poppa simply shut his eyes.


    “That’s all I have to say,” Esme said, “and he turns himself off. In case you aren’t as perceptive as I think you are, I love Poppa very much.”


    The little boy, unable to control his curiosity any longer, came over to the table, just as Esme was putting Poppa back in the box. In his rush to get to the table, he knocked over one of the ivy pots along the wall. “Why’d you put him away?” he asked. “I want to talk to him. Take him out, just for a minute.”


    “No,” Esme said firmly, “he’s asleep just for now. And what’s your name?”


    “Michael, and please don’t be condescending.”


    “I’m sorry, Michael.”


    “Apology accepted. Now, please, can I see the head, just for a minute?”


    “If you like, Michael, you can have a private audience with Poppa tomorrow,” Esme said. “How’s that?”


    “But—”


    “Shouldn’t you be getting back to your nanny now?” Stephen asked, standing up and nodding to Esme to do the same. They would have no privacy here.


    “Stuff it,” Michael said. “And she’s not my nanny, she’s my sister.” Then he pulled a face at Stephen; he was able to contort his lips, drawing the right side toward the left and left toward the right, as if they were made of rubber. Michael followed Stephen and Esme out of the cafe and up the staircase to the Boat Deck.


    The Boat Deck was not too crowded; it was brisk out, and the breeze had a chill to it. Looking forward, Stephen and Esme could see the ship’s four huge smokestacks to their left and a cluster of four lifeboats to their right. The ocean was a smooth, deep green expanse turning to blue toward the horizon. The sky was empty, except for a huge, nuclear-powered airship that floated high over the Titanic—the dirigible California, a French luxury liner capable of carrying two thousand passengers.


    “Are you two married?” Michael asked, after pointing out the airship above. He trailed a few steps behind him.


    “No, we are not,” Esme said impatiently. “Not yet, at least,” and Stephen felt exhilarated at the thought of her really wanting him. Actually, it made no sense, for he could have any young woman he wanted. Why Esme? Simply because just now she was perfect.


    “You’re quite pretty,” Michael said to Esme.


    “Well, thank you,” Esme replied, warming to him. “I like you too.”


    “Watch it,” said the boy. “Are you going to stay on the ship and die when it sinks?”


    “No!” Esme said, as if taken aback.


    “What about your friend?”


    “You mean Poppa?”


    Vexed, the boy said, “No, him”, giving Stephen a nasty look.


    “Well, I don’t know,” Esme said. Her face was flushed. “Have you opted for a lifeboat, Stephen?”


    “Yes, of course I have.”


    “Well, we’re going to die on the ship,” Michael said.


    “Don’t be silly,” Esme said.


    “Well, we are.”


    “Who’s ‘we’?” Stephen asked.


    “My sister and I. We’ve made a pact to go down with the ship.”


    “I don’t believe it,” Esme said. She stopped beside one of the lifeboats, rested the box containing Poppa on the rail, and gazed downward at the ocean spume curling away from the side of the ship.


    “He’s just baiting us,” Stephen said, growing tired of the game. “Anyway, he’s too young to make such a decision, and his sister, if she is his sister, could not decide such a thing for him, even if she were his guardian. It would be illegal.”


    “We’re at sea,” Michael said in the nagging tone of voice children use. “I’ll discuss the ramifications of my demise with Poppa tomorrow. I’m sure he’s more conversant with such things than you are.”


    “Shouldn’t you be getting back to your sister now?” Stephen asked. Michael responded by making the rubber-lips face at him, and then walked away, tugging at the back of his shorts, as if his undergarments had bunched up beneath. He only turned around to wave good-bye to Esme, who blew him a kiss.


    “Intelligent little brat,” Stephen said.


    But Esme looked as if she had just forgotten all about Stephen and the little boy. She stared at the box as tears rolled from her eyes.


    “Esme?”


    “I love him and he’s dead,” she said, and then she seemed to brighten. She took Stephen’s hand and they went inside, down the stairs, through several noisy corridors—state-room parties were in full swing—to her suite. Stephen was a bit nervous, but all things considered, everything was progressing at a proper pace.


    Esme’s suite had a parlor and a private promenade deck with Elizabethan half-timbered walls. She led him right into the plush-carpeted, velour-papered bedroom, which contained a huge four-poster bed, an antique night table, and a desk and a stuffed chair beside the door. The ornate, harp-sculpture desk lamp was on, as was the lamp just inside the bed curtains. A porthole gave a view of sea and sky. But to Stephen it seemed that the bed overpowered the room.


    Esme pushed the desk lamp aside, and then took Poppa out of the box and placed him carefully in the center of the desk. “There.” Then she undressed quickly, looking shyly away from Stephen, who was taking his time. She slipped between the parted curtains of the bed and complained that she could hear the damn engines thrumming right through these itchy pillows—she didn’t like silk. After a moment she sat up in bed and asked him if he intended to get undressed or just stand there.


    “I’m sorry,” Stephen said, “but it’s just—” He nodded toward the head.


    “Poppa is turned off, you know.”


    * * * *


    Afterward, reaching for an inhalor, taking a long pull, and then finally opening her eyes, she said, “I love you too.” Stephen only moved in his sleep.


    “That’s very nice, dear,” Poppa said, opening his eyes and smiling at her from the desk.


    * * * *


    Little Michael knocked on Esme’s door at seven-thirty the next morning.


    “Good morning,” Michael said, looking Esme up and down. She had not bothered to put anything on before answering the door. “I came to see Poppa. I won’t disturb you.”


    “Jesus, Mitchell—”


    “Michael.”


    “Jesus, Michael, it’s too early for—”


    “Early bird gets the worm.”


    “Oh, right,” Esme said. “And what the hell does that mean?”


    “I calculated that my best chance of talking with Poppa was if I woke you up. You’ll go back to bed and I can talk with him in peace. My chances would be greatly diminished if—”


    “Awright, come in.”


    “The steward in the hall just saw you naked.”


    “Big deal. Look, why don’t you come back later, I’m not ready for this, and I don’t know why I let you in the room.”


    “You see, it worked.” Michael looked around the room. “He’s in the bedroom, right?”


    Esme nodded and followed him into the bedroom. Michael was wearing the same wrinkled shirt and shorts that he had on yesterday; his hair was not combed, just tousled.


    “Is he with you, too?” Michael asked.


    “If you mean Stephen, yes.”


    “I thought so,” said Michael. Then he sat down at the desk and talked to Poppa.


    “Can’t we have any privacy?” Stephen asked when Esme came back to bed. She shrugged and took a pull at her inhalor. Drugged, she looked even softer, more vulnerable. “I thought you told me that Poppa was turned off all night,” he continued angrily.


    “But he was turned off,” Esme said. “I just now turned him back on for Michael.” Then she cuddled up to Stephen, as intimately as if they had been in love for days. That seemed to mollify him.


    “Do you have a spare Narcodrine in there?” Michael shouted.


    Stephen looked at Esme and laughed. “No,” Esme said, “you’re too young for such things.” She opened the curtain so they could watch Michael. He made the rubber-lips face at Stephen and then said, “I might as well try everything. I’ll be dead soon.”


    “You know,” Esme said to Stephen, “I believe him.”


    “I’m going to talk to his sister, or whoever she is, about this.”


    “I heard what you said.” Michael turned away from Poppa, who seemed lost in thought. “I have very good hearing, I heard everything you said. Go ahead and talk to her, talk to the captain, if you like. It won’t do you any good. I’m an international hero, if you’d like to know. The girl who wears the camera in her hair already did an interview for me for the poll.” Then he gave them his back and resumed his hushed conversation with Poppa.


    “Who does he mean?” asked Esme.


    “The woman reporter from Interfax,” Stephen said.


    “Her job is to guess which passengers will opt to die, and why,” interrupted Michael, who turned around in his chair. “She interviews the most interesting passengers, then gives her predictions to her viewers—and they are considerable. They respond immediately to a poll taken several times a day. Keeps us in their minds, and everybody loves the smell of death.” Michael turned back to Poppa.


    “Well, she hasn’t tried to interview me.”


    “Do you really want her to?” Stephen asked.


    “And why not? I’m for conspicuous consumption, and I want so much for this experience to be a success. Goodness, let the whole world watch us sink, if they want. They might just as well take bets.” Then, in a conspiratorial whisper, she said, “None of us really knows who’s opted to die. That’s part of the excitement. Isn’t it?”


    “I suppose,” Stephen said.


    “Oh, you’re such a prig,” Esme said. “One would think you’re a doer.”


    “What?”


    “A doer. All of us are either doers or voyeurs, isn’t that right? But the doers mean business,” and to illustrate she cocked her head, stuck out her tongue, and made gurgling noises as if she were drowning. “The voyeurs, however, are just along for the ride. Are you sure you’re not a doer?”


    Michael, who had been eavesdropping again, said, referring to Stephen, “He’s not a doer, you can bet on that! He’s a voyeur of the worst sort. He takes it all seriously.”


    “Mitchell, that’s not a very nice thing to say. Apologize or I’ll turn Poppa off and you can go right—”


    “I told you before, its Michael. M-I-C-H-A-”


    “Now that’s enough disrespect from both of you,” Poppa said. “Michael, stop goading Stephen. Esme says she loves him. Esme, be nice to Michael. He just made my day. And you don’t have to threaten to turn me off. I’m turning myself off. I’ve got some thinking to do.” Poppa closed his eyes and nothing Esme said would awaken him.


    “Well, he’s never done that before,” Esme said to Michael, who was now standing before the bed and trying to place his feet as wide apart as he could. “What did you say to him?”


    “Nothing much.”


    “Come on, Michael, I let you into the room, remember?”


    “I remember. Can I come into bed with you?”


    “Hell, no,” Stephen said.


    “He’s only a child,” Esme said as she moved over to make room for Michael, who climbed in between her and Stephen. “Be a sport. You’re the man I love.”


    “Do you believe in transmigration of souls?” Michael asked Esme.


    “What?”


    “Well, I asked Poppa if he remembered any of his past lives, that is, if he had any. Poppa’s conscious, you know, even if he is a machine.”


    “Did your sister put such ideas in your head?” Esme asked.


    “Now you’re being condescending.” However, Michael made the rubber-lips face at Stephen, rather than at Esme, Stephen made a face back at him, and Michael howled in appreciation, then became quite serious and said, “On the contrary, I helped my sister to remember. It wasn’t easy, either, because she hasn’t lived as many lives as I have. She’s younger than me. I bet I could help you to remember,” he said to Esme.


    “And what about me?” asked Stephen, playing along, enjoying the game a little now.


    “You’re a nice man, but you’re too filled up with philosophy and rationalizations. You wouldn’t grasp any of it; it’s too simple. Anyway, you’re in love and distracted.”


    “Well, I’m in love too,” Esme said petulantly.


    “But you’re in love with everything. He’s only in love with one thing at a time.”


    “Am I a thing to you?” Esme asked Stephen.


    “Certainly not.”


    But Michael would not be closed out. “I can teach you how to meditate,” he said to Esme. “It’s easy, once you know how. You just watch things in a different way.”


    “Then would I see all my past lives?” Esme asked.


    “Maybe.”


    “Is that what you do?”


    “I started when I was six,” Michael said. “I don’t do anything anymore, I just see differently. It’s something like dreaming.” Then he said to Esme, “You two are like a dream, and I’m outside it. Can I come in?”


    Delighted, Esme asked, “You mean, become a family?”


    “Until the end,” Michael said.


    “I think it’s wonderful, what do you think, Stephen?”


    Stephen lay back against the wall, impatient, ignoring them.


    “Come on, be a sport,” Michael said. “I’ll even teach you how to make the rubber-lips face.”


    * * * *


    Stephen and Esme finally managed to lose Michael by lunchtime. Esme seemed happy enough to be rid of the boy, and they spent the rest of the day discovering the ship. They took a quick dip in the pool, but the water was too cold and it was chilly outside. If the dirigible was floating above, they did not see it because the sky was covered with heavy gray clouds. They changed clothes, strolled along the glass-enclosed lower Promenade Deck, looked for the occasional flying fish, and spent an interesting half hour being interviewed by the woman from Interfax. Then they took a snack in the opulent first-class smoking room. Esme loved the mirrors and stained-glass windows. After they explored cabin and tourist class, Esme talked Stephen into a quick game of squash, which he played rather well. By dinnertime they found their way into the garish, blue-tiled Turkish bath. It was empty and hot, and they made gentle but exhausting love on one of the Caesar couches. Then they changed clothes again, danced in the lounge, and took a late supper in the Café.


    He spent the night with Esme in her suite. It was about four o’clock in the morning when he was awakened by a hushed conversation. Rather than make himself known, Stephen feigned sleep and listened.


    “I can’t make a decision,” Esme said as she carefully paced back and forth beside the desk upon which Poppa rested.


    “You’ve told me over and over what you know you must do,” said Poppa. “And now you change your mind?”


    “I think things have changed.”


    “And how is that?”


    “Stephen, he…”


    “Ah,” Poppa said, “so now love is the escape. But do you know how long that will last?”


    “I didn’t expect to meet him, to feel better about everything.”


    “It will pass.”


    “But right now I don’t want to die.”


    “You’ve spent a fortune on this trip, and on me. And now you want to throw it away. Look, the way you feel about Stephen is all for the better, don’t you understand? It will make your passing away all the sweeter because you’re happy, in love, whatever you want to claim for it. But now you want to throw everything away that we’ve planned and take your life some other time, probably when you’re desperate and unhappy and don’t have me around to help you. You wish to die as mindlessly as you were born.”


    “That’s not so, Poppa. But it’s up to me to choose.”


    “You’ve made your choice, now stick to it, or you’ll drop dead like I did.”


    Stephen opened his eyes; he could not stand this any longer. “Esme, what the hell are you talking about?”


    She looked startled and then said to Poppa, “You were purposely talking loudly to wake him up, weren’t you?”


    “You had me programmed to help you. I love you and I care about you. You can’t undo that!”


    “I can do whatever I wish,” she said petulantly.


    “Then let me help you, as I always have. If I were alive and had my body, I would tell you exactly what I’m telling you now.”


    “What is going on?” Stephen asked.


    “She’s fooling you,” Poppa said gently to Stephen. “She’s using you because she’s frightened.”


    “I am not!”


    “She’s grasping at anyone she can find.”


    “I am not!” she shouted.


    “What the hell is he telling you?” Stephen asked.


    “The truth,” Poppa said.


    Esme sat down beside Stephen on the bed and began to cry, then, as if sliding easily into a new role, she looked at him and said, “I did program Poppa to help me die.”


    Disgusted, Stephen drew away from her.


    “Poppa and I talked everything over very carefully, we even discussed what to do if something like this came about.”


    “You mean if you fell in love and wanted to live.”


    “Yes.”


    “And she decided that under no circumstances would she undo what she had done,” Poppa said. “She has planned the best possible death for herself, a death to be experienced and savoured. She’s given everything up and spent all her money to do it. She’s broke. She can’t go back now, isn’t that right, Esme?”


    Esme looked at Stephen and nodded.


    “But you’re not sure, I can see that,” Stephen insisted.


    “I will help her, as I always have,” said Poppa.


    “Jesus, shut that thing up,” Stephen shouted.


    “He’s not a—”


    “Please, at least give us a chance,” Stephen said to Esme. “You’re the first authentic experience I’ve ever had, I love you, I don’t want it to end…”


    Poppa pleaded his case eloquently, but Esme told him to go to sleep.


    He obediently closed his eyes.


    * * * *


    The great ship hit an iceberg on the fourth night of her voyage, exactly one day earlier than scheduled. It was Saturday, 11.40 PM and the air was full of coloured lights from tiny splinters of ice floating like motes of dust. “Whiskers ’round the light” they used to be called by sailors. The sky was a panoply of twinkling stars, and it was so cold that one might imagine they were fragments of ice floating in a cold, dark, inverted sea overhead.


    Stephen and Esme were again standing by the rail of the Promenade Deck. Both were dressed in the early-twentieth-century accouterments provided by the ship: he in woolen trousers, jacket, motoring cap, and caped overcoat with a long scarf; she in a fur coat, a stylish Merry Widow hat, high-button shoes, and a black velvet, two-piece suit edged with white silk. She looked ravishing, and very young, despite the clothes.


    “Throw it away,” Stephen said in an authoritative voice. “Now!”


    Esme brought the cedar box containing Poppa to her chest, as if she were about to throw it forward, then slowly placed it atop the rail again. “I can’t.”


    “Do you want me to do it?” Stephen asked.


    “I don’t see why I must throw him away.”


    “Because we’re starting a new life together. We want to live, not—”


    Just then someone shouted and, as if in the distance, a bell rang three times.


    “Could there be another ship nearby?” Esme asked.


    “Esme, throw the box away!” Stephen snapped; and then he saw it. He pulled Esme backward, away from the rail. An iceberg as high as the forecastle deck scraped against the side of the ship; it almost seemed that the bluish, glistening mountain of ice was another ship passing, that the ice rather than the ship was moving. Pieces of ice rained upon the deck, slid across the varnished wood, and then the iceberg was lost in the darkness astern. It must have been at least one hundred feet high.


    “Omygod!” Esme screamed, rushing to the rail and leaning over it.


    “What it is?”


    “Poppa, I dropped him, when you pulled me away from the iceberg. I didn’t mean to…”


    Stephen put his arms around her, but she pulled away. “If you didn’t mean to throw it away—”


    “Him, not it!”


    “—him away, then why did you bring him up here?”


    “To satisfy you, to…I don’t know, Stephen. I suppose I was going to try to do it.”


    “Well, it’s done, and you’re going to feel better, I promise. I love you, Esme.”


    “I love you, Stephen,” she said distractedly. A noisy crowd gathered on the deck around them. Some were quite drunk and were kicking large chunks of ice about, as if they were playing soccer.


    “Come on, then,” Stephen said, “let’s get heavy coats and blankets, and we’ll wait on deck for a lifeboat. We’ll take the first one out and watch the ship sink together.”


    “No, I’ll meet you right here in an hour.”


    “Esme, it’s too dangerous, I don’t think we should separate.” Stephen glimpsed the woman from Interfax standing alone on the elevated sun deck, recording this event for her millions of viewers.


    “We’ve got time before anything is going to happen.”


    “We don’t know that,” Stephen insisted. “Don’t you realize that we’re off schedule? We are supposed to hit that iceberg tomorrow.”


    But Esme had disappeared into the crowd.


    * * * *


    It was bitter cold, and the Boat Deck was filled with people, all rushing about, shouting, scrambling for the lifeboats, and inevitably, those who had changed their minds at the last moment about going down with the ship were shouting the loudest, trying the hardest to be permitted into the boats, not one of which had been lowered yet. There were sixteen wooden lifeboats and four canvas Englehardts, the collapsibles. But they could not be lowered away until the davits were cleared of the two forward boats. The crew was quiet, each man busy with the boats and davits. All the boats were now swinging free of the ship, hanging just beside the Boat Deck.


    “We’ll let you know when it’s time to board,” shouted an officer to the families crowding around him.


    The floor was listing. Esme was late, and Stephen wasn’t going to wait. At this rate, the ship would be bow-down in the water in no time.


    She must be with Michael, he thought. The little bastard must have talked her into dying.


    * * * *


    Michael had a stateroom on C Deck.


    Stephen knocked, called to Michael and Esme, tried to open the door, and finally kicked the lock free.


    Michael was sitting on the bed, which was a Pullman berth. His sister lay beside him, dead.


    “Where’s Esme?” Stephen demanded, repelled by the sight of Michael sitting so calmly beside his dead sister.


    “Not here. Obviously.” Michael smiled, then made the rubber-lips face at Stephen.


    “Jesus,” Stephen said. “Put your coat on, you’re coming with me.”


    Michael laughed and patted his hair down. “I’m already dead, just like my sister, almost. I took a pill too, see?” and he held up a small brown bottle. “Anyway, they wouldn’t let me on a lifeboat. I didn’t sign up for one, remember?”


    “You’re a baby, they—”


    “I thought Poppa explained that to you,” Michael lay down beside his sister and watched Stephen like a puppy with its head cocked at an odd angle.


    “You do know where Esme is, now tell me.”


    “You never understood her. She came here to die.”


    “That’s all changed,” Stephen said, wanting to wring the boy’s neck.


    “Nothing’s changed. Esme loves me, too. And everything else.”


    “Tell me where she is.”


    “It’s too late for me to teach you how to meditate. In a way, you’re already dead. No memory, or maybe you’ve just been born. No past lives. A baby.” Again, Michael made the rubber-lips face. Then he closed his eyes. He whispered, “She’s doing what I’m doing.”


    An instant later, he stopped breathing.


    * * * *


    Stephen searched the ship, level by level, broke in on the parties, where those who had opted for death were having a last fling, looked into the lounges where many old couples sat, waiting for the end. He made his way down to F Deck, where he had made love to Esme in the Turkish bath. The water was up to his knees; it was green and soapy. He was afraid, for the list was becoming worse minute by minute; everything was happening so fast.


    The water rose, even as he walked.


    He had to get to the stairs, had to get up and out, onto a lifeboat, away from the ship, but on he walked, looking for Esme, unable to stop. He had to find her. She might even be on the Boat Deck right now, he thought, wading as best he could through a corridor.


    But he had to satisfy himself that she wasn’t down there.


    The Turkish bath was filling with water, and the lights were still on, giving the room a ghostly illumination. Oddments floated in the room: blue slippers, a comb, scraps of paper, cigarettes, and several seamless plastic packages.


    On the farthest couch, Esme sat meditating, her eyes closed and hands folded on her lap. She wore a simple white dress. Relieved and overjoyed, he shouted to her. She jerked awake, looking disoriented, shocked to see him. She stood up and, without a word, waded toward the other exit, dipping her hands into the water, as if to speed her on her way.


    “Esme, where are you going?” Stephen called, following. “Don’t run away from me.”


    Just then an explosion pitched them both into the water, and a wall gave way. A solid sheet of water seemed to be crashing into the room, smashing Stephen, pulling him under and sweeping him away. He fought to reach the surface and tried to swim back, to find Esme. A lamp broke away from the ceiling, just missing him. “Esme!” he shouted, but he couldn’t see her, and then he found himself choking, swimming, as the water carried him though a corridor and away from her.


    Finally, Stephen was able to grab the iron curl of a railing and pull himself onto a dry step. There was another explosion, the floor pitched, yet still the lights glowed. He looked down at the water that filled the corridor, the Turkish bath, the entire deck, and he screamed for Esme.


    The ship shuddered, then everything was dead quiet. In the great rooms, chandeliers hung at angles; tables and chairs had skidded across the floors and seemed to squat against the walls like wooden beasts. Still the lights burned, as if all were quite correct, except gravity, which was misbehaving.


    Stephen walked and climbed, followed by the sea, as if in a dream.


    Numbed, he found himself back on the Boat Deck. But part of the deck was already submerged. Almost everyone had moved aft, climbing uphill as the bow dipped farther into the water.


    The lifeboats were gone, as were the crew. Even now he looked for Esme, still hoping that she had somehow survived. Men and women were screaming “I don’t want to die,” while others clung together in small groups, some crying, others praying, while there were those who were very calm, enjoying the disaster. They stood by the rail, looking out toward the lifeboats or at the dirigible, which floated above. Many had changed their clothes and looked resplendent in their early twentieth-century costumes. One man, dressed in pajama bottoms and a blue and gold smoking jacket, climbed over the rail and just stepped into the frigid water.


    But there were a few men and women atop the officers’ quarters. They were working hard, trying to launch collapsible lifeboats C and D, their only chance of getting safely away from the ship.


    “Hey!” Stephen called to them, just now coming to his senses. “Do you need any help up there?” He realized that he was really going to die unless he did something.


    He was ignored by those who were pushing one of the freed collapsibles off the port side of the roof. Someone shouted, “Damn!” The boat had landed upside down in the water.


    “It’s better than nothing,” shouted a woman, and she and her friends jumped after the boat.


    Stephen shivered; he was not yet ready to leap into the twenty-eight-degree water, although he knew there wasn’t much time left, and he had to get away from the ship before it went down. Everyone on or close to the ship would be sucked under. He crossed to the starboard side, where some other men were trying to push the boat “up” to the edge of the deck. The great ship was listing heavily to port.


    This time Stephen didn’t ask; he just joined the work. No one complained. They were trying to slide the boat over the edge on planks. All these people looked to be in top physical shape; Stephen noticed that about half of them were women wearing the same warm coats as the men. This was a game to all of them, he suspected, and they were enjoying it. Each one was going to beat the odds, one way or another; the very thrill was to outwit fate, opt to die and yet survive.


    But then the bridge was underwater.


    There was a terrible crashing, and Stephen slid along the float as everything tilted.


    Everyone was shouting; Stephen saw more people than he thought possible to be left on the ship. People were jumping overboard. They ran before a great wave that washed along the deck. Water swirled around Stephen and the others nearby.


    “She’s going down,” someone shouted. Indeed, the stern of the ship was swinging upward. The lights flickered. There was a roar as the entrails of the ship broke loose: anchor chains, the huge engines and boilers. One of the huge black funnels fell, smashing into the water amid sparks. But still the ship was brilliantly lit, every porthole afire.


    The crow’s nest before him was almost submerged, but Stephen swam for it nevertheless. Then he caught himself and tried to swim away from the ship, but it was too late. He felt himself being sucked back, pulled under. He was being sucked into the ventilator, which was in front of the forward funnel.


    Down into sudden darkness…


    He gasped, swallowed water, and felt the wire mesh, the airshaft grating that prevented him from being sucked under. He held his breath until he thought his lungs would burst; he called in his mind to Esme and his dead mother. Water was surging all around him, and then there was another explosion. Stephen felt warmth on his back, as a blast of hot air pushed him upward. Then he broke out into the freezing air. He swam for his life, away from the ship, away from the crashing and thudding of glass and wood, away from the debris of deck chairs, planking, and ropes, and especially away from the other people who were moaning, screaming at him, and trying to grab him as buoy, trying to pull him down.


    Still, he felt the suction of the ship, and he swam, even though his arms were numb and his head was aching as if it were about to break. He took a last look behind him, and saw the Titanic slide into the water, into its own eerie pool of light. Then he swam harder. In the distance were other lifeboats, for he could see lights flashing. But none of the boats would come in to rescue him; that he knew.


    He heard voices nearby and saw a dark shape. For a moment it didn’t register, then he realized that he was swimming toward an overturned lifeboat, the collapsible he had seen pushed into the water. There were almost thirty men and women standing on it. Stephen tried to climb aboard and someone shouted, “You’ll sink us, we’ve too many already.”


    “Find somewhere else.”


    A woman tried to hit Stephen with an oar, just missing his head. Stephen swam around to the other side of the boat. He grabbed hold again, found someone’s foot, and was kicked back into the water.


    “Come on,” a man said, his voice gravelly. “Take my arm and I’ll pull you up.”


    “There’s no room!” someone else said.


    “There’s enough room for one more.”


    “No, there’s not.”


    A fight threatened, and the boat began to rock.


    “We’ll all be in the water if we don’t stop this,” shouted the man who was holding Stephen afloat. Then he pulled Stephen aboard.


    “But no more, he’s the last one!”


    Stephen stood with the others; there was barely enough room. Everyone had formed a double line now, facing the bow, and leaned in the opposite direction of the swells. Slowly the boat inched away from the site where the ship had gone down, away from the people in the water, all begging for life, for one last chance. As he looked back to where the ship had once been, Stephen thought of Esme. He couldn’t bear to think of her as dead, floating through the corridors of the ship. Desperately he wanted her, wanted to take her in his arms.


    Those in the water could easily be heard; in fact, the calls seemed magnified, as if meant to be heard clearly by everyone who was safe, as a punishment for past sins.


    “We’re all deaders,” said a woman standing beside Stephen. “I’m sure no one’s coming to get us before dawn, when they have to pick up survivors.”


    “We’ll be the last pickup, that’s for sure, that’s if they intend to pick us up at all.”


    “Those in the water have to get their money’s worth.”


    “And since we opted for death…”


    “I didn’t,” Stephen said, almost to himself.


    “Well, you’ve got it anyway.”


    * * * *


    Stephen was numb, but no longer cold. As if from far away, he heard the splash of someone falling from the boat, which was very slowly sinking as air was lost from under the hull. At times the water was up to Stephen’s knees, yet he wasn’t even shivering. Time distended, or contracted. He measured it by the splashing of his companions as they fell overboard. He heard himself calling Esme, as if to say good-bye, or perhaps to greet her.


    By dawn, Stephen was so muddled by the cold that he thought he was on land, for the sea was full of debris: cork, steamer chairs, boxes, pilasters, rugs, carved wood, clothes, and of course the bodies of those unfortunates who could not or would not survive; and the great icebergs and the smaller ones called growlers looked like cliffs and mountainsides. The icebergs were sparkling and many-hued, all brilliant in the light, as if painted by some cheerless Gauguin of the north.


    “There,” someone said, a woman’s hoarse voice. “It’s coming down, it’s coming down!” The dirigible, looking like a huge white whale, seemed to be descending through its more natural element, water, rather than the thin, cold air. Its electric engines could not even be heard.


    In the distance, Stephen could see the other lifeboats. Soon the airship would begin to rescue those in the boats, which were now tied together in a cluster. As Stephen’s thoughts wandered and his eyes watered from the reflected morning sunlight, he saw a piece of carved wood bobbing up and down near the boat, and noticed a familiar face in the debris that seemed to surround the lifeboat.


    There, just below the surface, in his box, the lid open, eyes closed, floated Poppa. Poppa opened his eyes then and looked at Stephen, who screamed, lost his balance on the hull, and plunged headlong into the cold black water.


    * * * *


    The Laurel Lounge of the dirigible California was dark and filled with survivors. Some sat in the flowered, stuffed chairs; others just milled about. But they were all watching the lifelike holographic tapes of the sinking of the Titanic. The images filled the large room with the ghostly past.


    Stephen stood in the back of the room, away from the others, who cheered each time there was a close-up of someone jumping overboard or slipping under the water. He pulled the scratchy woolen blanket around him, and shivered. He had been on the dirigible for more than twenty-four hours, and he was still chilled. A crewman had told him it was because of the injections he had received when he boarded the airship.


    There was another cheer and, horrified, he saw that they were cheering for him. He watched himself being sucked into the ventilator, and then blown upward to the surface. His body ached from being battered. But he had saved himself. He had survived, and that had been an actual experience. It was worth it for that, but poor Esme…


    “You had one of the most exciting experiences,” a woman said to him, as she touched his hand. He recoiled from her, and she shrugged, then moved on.


    “I wish to register a complaint,” said a stocky man dressed in period clothing to one of the Titanic’s officers, who was standing beside Stephen and sipping a cocktail.


    “Yes?” asked the officer.


    “I was saved against my wishes. I specifically took this voyage that I might pit myself against the elements.”


    “Did you sign one of our protection waivers?” asked the officer.


    “I was not aware that we were required to sign any such thing.”


    “All such information was provided,” the officer said, looking uninterested. “Those passengers who are truly committed to taking their chances sign, and we leave them to their own devices. Otherwise, we are responsible for every passenger’s life.”


    “I might just as well have jumped into the ocean early and gotten pulled out,” the passenger said sarcastically.


    The officer smiled. “Most people want to test themselves out as long as they can. Of course, if you want to register a formal complaint, then…”


    But the passenger stomped away.


    “The man’s trying to save face,” the officer said to Stephen, who had been eavesdropping. “We see quite a bit of that. But you seemed to have an interesting ride. You gave us quite a start; we thought you were going to take a lifeboat with the others, but you disappeared belowdecks. It was a bit more difficult to monitor you, but we managed—that’s the fun for us. You were never in any danger, of course. Well, maybe a little.”


    Stephen was shaken. He had felt that his experiences had been authentic, that he had really saved himself. But none of that had been real. Only Esme…


    And then he saw her step into the room.


    “Esme?” He couldn’t believe it. “Esme?”


    She walked over to him and smiled, as she had the first time they’d met. She was holding a water-damaged cedar box.


    “Hello, Stephen. Wasn’t it exciting?”


    Stephen threw his arms around her, but she didn’t respond. She waited a proper time, then disengaged herself.


    “And look,” she said, “they’ve even found Poppa.” She opened the box and held it up to him.


    Poppa’s eyes fluttered open. For a moment his eyes were vague and unfocused, then they fastened on Esme and sharpened. “Esme…” Poppa said uncertainly, and then he smiled. “Esme, I’ve had the strangest dream.” He laughed. “I dreamed I was a head in a box…”


    Esme snapped the box closed. “Isn’t he marvelous,” she said. She patted the box and smiled. “He almost had me talked into going through with it this time.”


    * * * *


    “Going Under” by Jack Dann. Copyright © 1981 by Omni Publications International Ltd. First published in Omni, September 1981. Reprinted by permission of the Author. All rights reserved.
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    DRIFTGLASS, by Samuel R. Delany


    First published in If, June 1967


    I


    Sometimes I go down to the port, splashing sand with my stiff foot at the end of my stiff leg locked in my stiff hip, with the useless arm a-swinging, to get wet all over again, drink in the dives with cronies ashore, feeling old, broken, sorry for myself, laughing louder and louder. The third of my face that was burned away in the accident was patched with skin grafts from my chest, so what’s left of my mouth distorts all loud sounds; sloppy sartorial reconstruction. Also I have a hairy chest. Chest hair does not look like beard hair, and it grows all up under my right eye. And: my beard is red, my chest hair brown, while the thatch curling down over neck and ears is sun-streaked to white here, darkened to bronze there, ’midst general blondness.


    By reason of my being a walking (I suppose my gait could be called headlong limping) horror show, plus a general inclination to sulk, I spend most of the time up in the wood and glass and aluminum house on the surf-sloughed point that the Aquatic Corp ceded me along with my pension. Rugs from Turkey there, copper pots, my tenor recorder, which I can no longer play, and my books. But sometimes, when the gold fog blurs the morning, I go down to the beach and tromp barefoot in the wet edging to the sea, searching for driftglass.


    * * * *


    It was foggy that morning, and the sun across the water moiled the mists like a brass ladle. I lurched to the top of the rocks, looked down through the tall grasses into the frothing inlet where she lay, and blinked.


    She sat up, long gills closing down her neck and the secondary slits along her back just visible at their tips because of much hair, wet and curling copper, falling there. She saw me. “What are you doing here, huh?” She narrowed blue eyes.


    “Looking for driftglass.”


    “What?”


    “There’s a piece.” I pointed near her and came down the rocks like a crab with one stiff leg.


    “Where?” She turned over, half in, half out of the water, the webs of her fingers cupping nodules of black stone.


    While the water made cold overtures between my toes, I picked up the milky fragment by her elbow where she wasn’t looking. She jumped, because she obviously had thought it was somewhere else.


    “See?”


    “What…what is it?” She raised her cool hand to mine. For a moment the light through the milky gem and the pale film of my own webs pearled the screen of her palms. (Details like that. Yes, they are important things, the points from which we suspend later pain.) A moment later wet fingers closed to the backs of mine.


    “Driftglass,” I said. “You know all the Coca-Cola bottles and cut-crystal punch bowls and industrial silicon slag that goes into the sea?”


    “I know the Coca-Cola bottles.”


    “They break, and the tide pulls the pieces back and forth over the sandy bottom, wearing the edges, changing their shape. Sometimes chemicals in the glass react with chemicals in the ocean to change the color. Sometimes veins work their way through in patterns like snowflakes, regular and geometric; others, irregular and angled like coral. When the pieces dry, they’re milky. Put them in water and they become transparent again.”


    “Ohhh!” she breathed as the beauty of the blunted triangular fragment in my palm assailed her like perfume. Then she looked at my face, blinking the third, aqueous-filled lid that we use as a correction lens for underwater vision.


    She watched the ruin calmly.


    Then her hand went to my foot where the webs had been torn back in the accident. She began to take in who I was. I looked for horror, but saw only a little sadness.


    The insignia on her buckle—her stomach was making little jerks the way you always do during the first few minutes when you go from breathing water to air—told me she was a Biological Technician. (Back up at the house there was a similar uniform of simulated scales folded in the bottom drawer of the dresser and the belt insignia said Depth Gauger.) I was wearing some very frayed jeans and a red cotton shirt with no buttons.


    She reached for my neck, pushed my collar back from my shoulders and touched the tender slits of my gills, outlining them with cool fingers. “Who are you?” Finally.


    “Cal Svenson.”


    She slid back down in the water. “You’re the one who had the terrible…but that was years ago! They still talk about it, down…” She stopped.


    As the sea softens the surface of a piece of glass, so it blurs the souls and sensibilities of the people who toil beneath her. And according to the last report of the Marine Reclamation Division there are to date seven hundred and fifty thousand who have been given gills and webs and sent under the foam where there are no storms, up and down the American coast.


    “You live on shore? I mean around here? But so long ago…”


    “How old are you?”


    “Sixteen.”


    “I was two years older than you when the accident happened.”


    “You were eighteen?”


    “I’m thirty-one now. Which means it happened over a dozen years ago. It is a long time.”


    “They still talk about it.”


    “I’ve almost forgotten,” I said. “I really have. Say, do you play the recorder?”


    “I used to.”


    “Good! Come up to my place and look at my tenor recorder. And I’ll make some tea. Perhaps you can stay for lunch—”


    “I have to report back to Marine Headquarters by three. Tork is going over the briefing to lay the cable for the big dive, with Jonni and the crew.” She paused, smiled. “But I can catch the undertow and be there in half an hour if I leave by two-thirty.”


    On the walk up I learned her name was Ariel. She thought the patio was charming, and the mosaic evoked, “Oh, look!” and “Did you do this yourself?” a half-dozen times. (I had done it, in the first lonely years.) She picked out the squid and the whale in battle, the wounded shark and the diver. She told me she didn’t get time to read much, but she was impressed by all the books. She listened to me reminisce. She talked a lot to me about her work, husbanding the deep-down creatures they were scaring up. Then she sat on the kitchen stool, playing a Lukas Foss serenade on my recorder, while I put rock salt in the bottom of the broiler tray for two dozen Oysters Rockefeller, and the tea water whistled. I’m a comparatively lonely guy. I like being followed by beautiful young girls.


    II


    “Hey, Juao!” I bawled across the jetty.


    He nodded to me from the center of his nets, sun glistening on polished shoulders, sun lost in rough hair. I walked across to where he sat, sewing like a spider. He pulled another section up over his horny toes, then grinned at me with his mosaic smile: gold, white, black gap below, crooked yellow; white, gold, white. Shoving my bad leg in front I squatted.


    “I fished out over the coral where you told me.” He filled his cheek with his tongue and nodded. “You come up to the house for a drink, eh?”


    “Fine.”


    “Just…a moment more.”


    There’s a certain sort of Brazilian you find along the shore in the fishing villages, old yet ageless. See one of their men and you think he could be fifty, he could be sixty—will probably look the same when he’s eighty-five. Such was Juao. We once figured it out. He’s seven hours older than I am.


    We became friends sometime before the accident when I got tangled in his nets working high lines in the Vorea Current. A lot of guys would have taken their knife and hacked their way out of the situation, ruining fifty-five, sixty dollars’ worth of nets. That’s an average fisherman’s monthly income down here. But I surfaced and sat around in his boat while we untied me. Then, like typical coastal kids, we came in and got plastered. Since I cost him a day’s fishing, I’ve been giving him hints on where to fish ever since. He buys me drinks when I come up with something.


    This has been going on for fifteen years. During that time my life has been smashed up and land-bound. In the same time Juao has married off his five sisters, got married himself and had two children. (Oh, those bolitos and teneros asados that Amalia—her braids swung out, her brown breasts shook so when she turned to laugh—would make for Sunday dinner/supper/Monday breakfast.) I rode with them in the ambulance ’copter all the way into Brasilia. In the hospital hall Juao and I stood together, both still barefoot, he tattered with fish scales in his hair, me just tattered, and I held him while he cried and I tried to explain how a world that could take a pubescent child and with a week of operations make an amphibious creature that can exist for a month on either side of the sea’s foam-fraught surface could still be helpless before certain rampant endocrine cancers coupled with massive renal deterioration. Juao and I returned to the village alone, by bus, three days before our birthday—back when I was twenty-three and Juao was twenty-three and seven hours old.


    “This morning,” Juao said. (The shuttle danced in the web at the end of the orange line.) “I got a letter for you to read me. It’s about the children. Come on, we go up and drink.” The shuttle paused, backtracked twice, and he yanked the knot tight. We walked along the port toward the square. “Do you think the letter says that the children are accepted?”


    “If it’s from the Aquatic Corp. They just send postcards when they reject someone. The question is, how do you feel about it?”


    “You are a good man. If they grow up like you, then it will be fine.”


    “But you’re still worried.” I’d been prodding Juao to get the kids into the International Aquatic Corp nigh on since I became their godfather. It would mean much time away from the village during their training period—and they might eventually be stationed in any ocean in the world. But two motherless children had not been easy on Juao or his sisters. The Corp would mean education, travel, interesting work, the things that make up one kind of good life. They wouldn’t look twice their age when they were thirty; and not too many amphimen look like me.


    “Worry is part of life. But the work is dangerous. Did you know there is an amphiman going to try and lay cable down in the Slash?”


    I frowned. “Again?”


    “Yes. And that is what you tried to do when the sea broke you to pieces and burned the parts, eh?”


    “Must you be so damned picturesque?” I asked. “Who’s going to beard the lion this time?”


    “A young amphiman named Tork. They speak of him down at the docks as a brave man.”


    “Why the hell are they still trying to lay the cable, there? They’ve gotten by this long without a line through the Slash.”


    “Because of the fish,” Juao said. “You told me why fifteen years ago—”


    “Sixteen,” I said, “actually. We had a birthday three months back, you and me.”


    Juao went on as if it made no difference. “The fish are still there, and we fishermen who cannot live below are still here. If the children go for the operations, then there will be less fishermen. But today…” He shrugged. “They must either lay the line across the fish paths or down in the Slash.” Juao shook his head.


    Funny things, the great power cables the Aquatic Corp has been strewing across the ocean floor to bring power to their undersea mines and farms, to run their oil wells—and how many flaming wells have I capped down there—for their herds of whale, and chemical distillation plants. They carry two-hundred-sixty-cycle current. Over certain sections of the ocean floor, or in sections of the water with certain mineral contents, this sets up inductance in the water itself which sometimes—and you will probably get a Nobel prize if you can detail exactly why it isn’t always—drives the fish away over areas up to twenty-five and thirty miles, unless the lines are laid in the bottom of those canyons that delve into the ocean floor.


    “This Tork thinks of the fishermen. He is a good man too.”


    I raised my eyebrows—the one that’s left, anyway—and tried to remember what my little Undine had said about him that morning. And remembered not much.


    “I wish him luck,” I said.


    “What do you feel about this young man going down into the coral-rimmed jaws to the Slash?”


    I thought for a moment. “I think I hate him.”


    Juao looked up.


    “He is an image in a mirror where I look and am forced to regard what I once was,” I went on. “I envy him the chance to succeed where I failed, and I can come on just as quaint as you can. I hope he makes it.”


    Juao twisted his shoulders in a complicated shrug (once I could do that) which is coastal Brazilian for, “I didn’t know things had progressed to that point, but seeing that they have, there is little to be done.”


    “The sea is that sort of mirror,” I said.


    “Yes.” Juao nodded.


    Behind us I heard the slapping of sandals on concrete. I turned in time to catch my goddaughter in my good arm. My godson had grabbed hold of the bad one and was swinging on it.


    “Tio Cal—?”


    “Hey, Tio Cal, what did you bring us?”


    “Clara, you will pull him over,” Juao reprimanded. “Let go, Fernando!”


    And, bless them, they ignored their father.


    “What did you bring us?”


    “What did you bring us, Tio Cal?”


    “If you let me, I’ll show you.” So they stepped back, dark-eyed and quivering. I watched Juao watching: brown pupils on ivory balls, and in the left eye a vein had broken in a jagged smear. He was loving his children, who would soon be as alien to him as the fish he netted. He was also looking at the terrible thing that was me and wondering what would come to his own spawn. And he was watching the world turn and grow older, clocked by the waves, reflected in that mirror.


    It’s impossible for me to see what the population explosion and the budding colonies on Luna and Mars and the flowering beneath the ocean really look like from the disrupted cultural melange of a coastal fishing town. But I come closer than many others, and I know what I don’t understand.


    I pushed around in my pocket and fetched out the milky fragment I had brought from the beach. “Here. Do you like this one?” And they bent above my webbed and alien fingers.


    * * * *


    In the supermarket, which is the biggest building in the village, Juao bought a lot of cake mixes. “That moist, delicate texture,” whispered the box when you lifted it from the shelf, “with that deep flavor, deeper than chocolate!”


    I’d just read an article about the new vocal packaging in a U.S. magazine that had gotten down last week—so I was prepared and stayed in the fresh vegetable section to avoid temptation. Then we went up to Juao’s house. The letter proved to be what I’d expected. The kids had to take the bus to Brasilia tomorrow. My godchildren were on their way to becoming fish.


    We sat on the front steps and drank and watched the donkeys and the motorbikes and the men in baggy trousers, the women in yellow scarves and bright skirts with wreaths of garlic and sacks of onions. As well, a few people glittered by in the green scales of amphimen uniforms.


    Finally Juao got tired and went in to take a nap. Most of my life has been spent on the coast of countries accustomed to siestas, but those first formative ten were passed on a Danish collective farm and the idea never really took. So I stepped over my goddaughter, who had fallen asleep on her fists on the bottom step, and walked back through the town toward the beach.


    III


    At midnight Ariel came out of the sea, climbed the rocks, and clicked her nails against my glass wall so that droplets ran, pearled by the gibbous moon.


    Earlier I had stretched in front of the fireplace on the sheepskin throw to read, then dozed off. The conscientious timer had asked me if there was anything I wanted, and getting no answer had turned off the Dvořák Cello Concerto, which was on its second time around, extinguished the reading lamp, and stopped dropping logs onto the flame so that now, as I woke, the grate was carpeted with coals.


    She clicked again, and I raised my head from the cushion. The green uniform, her amber hair—all color was lost under the silver light outside. I lurched across the rug, touched the button, and the glass slid into the floor. The breeze came to my face as the barrier fell.


    “What do you want?” I asked. “What time is it, anyway?”


    “Tork is on the beach, waiting for you.”


    The night was warm but windy. Below the rocks silver flakes chased each other in to shore. The tide lay full.


    I rubbed my face. “The new boss man? Why didn’t you bring him up to the house? What does he want to see me about?”


    She touched my arm. “Come. They are all down on the beach.”


    “Who all?”


    “Tork and the others.”


    She led me across the patio and to the path that wound to the sand. The sea roared in the moonlight. Down the beach people stood around a driftwood fire that whipped the night. Ariel walked beside me.


    Two of the fishermen from town were crowding each other on the bottom of an overturned washtub, playing guitars. The singing, raucous and rhythmic, jarred across the paled sand. Shark’s teeth shook on the necklace of an old woman dancing. Others were sitting on an overturned dinghy, eating.


    Over one part of the fire on a skillet two feet across, oil frothed through pink islands of shrimp. One woman ladled them in; another ladled them out.


    “Tio Cal!”


    “Look, Tio Cal is here!”


    “Hey, what are you two doing up?” I asked. “Shouldn’t you be home in bed?”


    “Poppa Juao said we could come. He’ll be here, too, soon.”


    I turned to Ariel. “Why are they all gathering?”


    “Because of the laying of the cable tomorrow at dawn.”


    Someone was running up the beach, waving a bottle in each hand.


    “They didn’t want to tell you about the party. They thought that it might hurt your pride.”


    “My what…?”


    “If you knew they were making so big a thing of the job you had failed at—”


    “But—”


    “—and that had hurt you so in failure. They did not want you to be sad. But Tork wants to see you. I said you would not be sad. So I went to bring you down from the rocks.”


    “Thanks, I guess.”


    “Tio Cal?”


    But the voice was bigger and deeper than a child’s.


    He sat on a log back from the fire, eating a sweet potato. The flame flickered on his dark cheekbones, in his hair, wet and black. He stood, came to me, held up his hand. I held up mine and we slapped palms. “Good.” He was smiling. “Ariel told me you would come. I will lay the power line down through the Slash tomorrow.” His uniform scales glittered down his arms. He was very strong. But standing still, he still moved. The light on the cloth told me that. “I…” He paused. I thought of a nervous, happy dancer. “I wanted to talk to you about the cable.” I thought of an eagle; I thought of a shark. “And about the…accident. If you would.”


    “Sure,” I said. “If there’s anything I could tell you that would help.”


    “See, Tork,” Ariel said. “I told you he would talk to you about it.”


    I could hear his breathing change. “It really doesn’t bother you to talk about the accident?”


    I shook my head and realized something about that voice. It was a boy’s voice that could imitate a man’s. Tork was not over nineteen.


    “We’re going fishing soon,” Tork told me. “Will you come?”


    “If I’m not in the way.”


    A bottle went from the woman at the shrimp crate to one of the guitarists, down to Ariel, to me, then to Tork. (The liquor, made in a cave seven miles inland, was almost rum. The too-tight skin across the left side of my mouth makes the manful swig a little difficult to bring off. I got “rum” down my chin.) He drank, wiped his mouth, passed the bottle on and put his hand on my shoulder. “Come down to the water.”


    We walked away from the fire. Some of the fishermen stared after us. A few of the amphimen glanced, and glanced away.


    “Do all the young people of the village call you Tio Cal?”


    “No. Only my godchildren. Their father and I have been friends since I was…well, younger than you.”


    “Oh, I thought perhaps it was a nickname. That’s why I called you that.”


    We reached wet sand where orange light cavorted at our feet. The broken shell of a lifeboat rocked in moonlight. Tork sat down on the shell’s rim. I sat beside him. The water splashed to our knees.


    “There’s no other place to lay the power cable?” I asked. “There is no other way to take it except through the Slash?”


    “I was going to ask you what you thought of the whole business. But I guess I don’t really have to.” Tork shrugged and clapped his hands together a few times. “All the projects this side of the bay have grown huge and cry for power. The new operations tax the old lines unmercifully. There was a power failure last July in Cayine down the shelf below the twilight level. The whole underwater village was without light for two days; three amphimen died of overexposure to the cold currents coming up from the depths. If we laid the cables farther up, we chance disrupting our own fishing operations as well as those of the fishermen on shore.”


    I nodded.


    “Cal, what happened to you in the Slash?”


    Eager, scared Tork. I was remembering now, not the accident, but the midnight before, pacing the beach, guts clamped with fists of fear and anticipation. Some of the Indians back where they make the liquor still send messages by tying knots in palm fibers. One could have spread my entrails then, or Tork’s tonight, to read our respective horospecs.


    Juao’s mother knew the knot language, but he and his sisters never bothered to learn because they wanted to be modern, and, as children, still confused with modernity the new ignorances, lacking modern knowledge.


    “When I was a boy,” Tork said, “we would dare each other to walk the boards along the edge of the ferry slip. The sun would be hot and the boards would rock in the water, and if the boats were in and you fell down between the boats and the piling, you could get killed.” He shook his head. “The crazy things kids will do. That was back when I was eight or nine, before I became a water baby.”


    “Where was it?”


    Tork looked up. “Oh. Manila. I’m Filipino.”


    The sea licked our knees, and the gunwale sagged under us.


    “What happened in the Slash?”


    “There’s a volcanic flaw near the Slash’s base.”


    “I know.”


    “And the sea is hypersensitive down there. You don’t insult her fashion or her figure. We had an avalanche. The cable broke. The sparks were so hot and bright they made gouts of foam fifty feet high on the surface, so they tell me.”


    “What caused the avalanche?”


    I shrugged. “It could have been just a goddamned coincidence. There are rock falls down there all the time. It could have been the noise from the machines—though we masked them pretty well. It could have been something to do with the inductance from the smaller power cables. Or maybe somebody just kicked out the wrong stone that was holding everything up.”


    One webbed hand became a fist, sank into the other, and hung.


    Calling, “Cal!”


    I looked up. Juao, pants rolled to his knees, shirt sailing in the sea wind, stood in the weave of white water. Tork looked up too. The wind lifted his hair from his neck; and the fire roared on the beach.


    “They’re getting ready to catch a big fish!” Juao called.


    Men were already pushing their boats out. Tork clapped my shoulder. “Come, Cal. We fish now.” We waded back to the shore.


    Juao caught me as I reached dry sand. “You ride in my boat, Cal!”


    Someone came by with the acrid flares that hissed. The water slapped around the bottom of the boats as we wobbled into the swell.


    Juao vaulted in and took up the oars. Around us green amphimen walked into the sea, struck forward, and were gone.


    Juao pulled, leaned, pulled. The moonlight slid down his arms. The fire diminished on the beach.


    Then among the boats, there was a splash, an explosion, and the red flare bloomed in the sky: the amphimen had sighted a big fish.


    The flare hovered, pulsed once, twice, three times, four times (twenty, forty, sixty, eighty stone they estimated its weight to be), then fell.


    Suddenly I shrugged out of my shirt, pulled at my belt buckle. “I’m going over the side, Juao.”


    He leaned, he pulled, he leaned. “Take the rope.”


    “Yeah. Sure.” It was tied to the back of the boat. I made a loop in the other end, slipped it around my shoulder. I swung my bad leg over the side, flung myself on the black water—


    —mother-of-pearl shattered over me. That was the moon, blocked by the shadow of Juao’s boat ten feet overhead. I turned below the rippling wounds Juao’s oars made stroking the sea.


    One hand and one foot with torn webs, I rolled over and looked down. The rope snaked to its end, and I felt Juao’s strokes pulling me through the water.


    They fanned below with underwater flares. Light undulated on their backs and heels. They circled, they closed, like those deep-sea fish who carry their own illumination. I saw the prey, glistening as it neared a submarine flare.


    You chase a fish with one spear among you. And that spear would be Tork’s tonight. The rest have ropes to bind him that go up to the fishermen’s boats.


    There was a sudden confusion of lights below. The spear had been shot!


    The fish, long as a tall and short man together, rose through the ropes. He turned out to sea, trailing his pursuers. But others waited there, tried to loop him. Once I had flung those ropes, treated with tar and lime to dissolve the slime of the fish’s body and hold to the beast. The looped ropes caught, and by the movement of the flares, I saw them jerked down their paths. The fish turned, rose again, this time toward me.


    He pulled around when one line ran out (and somewhere on the surface the prow of a boat bobbed low) but turned back and came on.


    Of a sudden, amphimen were flicking about me as the fray’s center drifted by. Tork, his spear dug deep, forward and left of the marlin’s dorsal, had hauled himself astride the beast.


    The fish tried to shake him, then dropped his tail and rose straight. Everybody started pulling toward the surface. I broke foam and grabbed Juao’s gunwale.


    Tork and the fish exploded up among the boats. They twisted in air, in moonlight, in froth. The fish danced across the water on its tail, fell.


    Juao stood up in the boat and shouted. The other fishermen shouted too, and somebody perched on the prow of a boat flung a rope. Someone in the water caught it.


    Then fish and Tork and me and a dozen amphimen all went underwater at once.


    They dropped in a corona of bubbles. The fish struck the end of another line, and shook himself. Tork was thrown free, but he doubled back.


    Then the lines began to haul the beast up again, quivering, whipping, quivering again.


    Six lines from six boats had him. For one moment he was still in the submarine moonlight. I could see his wound tossing scarves of blood.


    When he (and we) broke surface, he was thrashing again, near Juao’s boat. I was holding onto the side when suddenly Tork, glistening, came out of the water beside me and went over into the dinghy.


    “Here you go,” he said, turning to kneel at the bobbing rim, and pulled me up while Juao leaned against the far side to keep balance.


    Wet rope slopped on the prow. “Hey, Cal!” and my abdomen did a mini-hiccup, which meant I’d gone from water to air. (In the other direction, the transition is unnoticeable.) From fluttering gills, I felt water run my back and shoulders—the only time you really feel them. And Tork laughed, grabbed the rope, and began to haul.


    The fish prised wave from white wave in the white water.


    The boats came together. The amphimen had all climbed up. Ariel was across from us, holding a flare that drooled smoke down her arm. She peered by the hip of the fisherman who was standing in front of her.


    Juao and Tork were hauling the rope. Behind them I was coiling it with one hand as it came back to me.


    The fish came up and was flopped into Ariel’s boat, tail out, head up, chewing air. More hics.


    I had just finished pulling on my trousers when Tork fell down on the seat behind me and grabbed me around the shoulders with his wet arms. “Look at our fish, Tio Cal! Look!” He gasped air, laughing, his dark face diamonded beside the flares. “Look at our fish there, Cal!”


    Juao, grinning white and gold, pulled us back into shore. The fire, the singing, hands beating hands—and my godson had put pebbles in the empty rum bottles and was shaking them to the music—the guitars spiraled around us as we carried the fish up the sand and the men brought the spit.


    “Watch it!” Tork said, grasping the pointed end of the great stick that was thicker than his wrist.


    We turned the fish over.


    “Here, Cal?”


    He prodded two fingers into the white flesh six inches back from the bony lip.


    “Fine.”


    Tork jammed the spit in.


    We worked it through the body. By the time we carried it to the fire, they had brought more rum.


    “Hey, Tork. Are you going to get some sleep before you go down in the morning?” I asked.


    He shook his head. “Slept all afternoon.” He pointed toward the roasting fish with his elbow. “That’s my breakfast.”


    But when the dancing grew violent a few hours later, just before the fish was to come off the fire, and the kids were pushing the last of the sweet potatoes from the ashes with sticks, I walked back to the lifeboat shell we had sat on earlier. It was three-quarters flooded.


    Curled below still water, Tork slept, fist loose before his mouth, the gills at the back of his neck pulsing rhythmically. Only his shoulder and hip made islands in the floated boat.


    * * * *


    Where’s Tork?” Ariel asked me at the fire. They were swinging up the sizzling fish.


    “Taking a nap.”


    “Oh, he wanted to cut the fish!”


    “He’s got a lot of work ahead. Sure you want to wake him?”


    “No, I’ll let him sleep.”


    But Tork was coming up from the water, brushing his dripping hair back from his forehead.


    He grinned at us, then went to carve. I remember him standing on the table, astraddle the meat, arm going up and down with the big knife (details, yes, those are the things you remember), stopping to hand down the portions, then hauling his arm back to cut again.


    That night, with music and stomping on the sand and shouting back and forth over the fire, we made more noise than the sea.


    IV


    The eight-thirty bus was more or less on time.


    “I don’t think they want to go,” Juao’s sister said. She was accompanying the children to the Aquatic Corp Headquarters in Brasilia.


    “They are just tired,” Juao said. “They should not have stayed up so late last night. Get on the bus now. Say good-bye to Tio Cal.”


    “Good-bye.” (Fernando.)


    “Good-bye.” (Clara.)


    But kids are never their most creative in that sort of situation. And I suspect that my godchildren may just have been suffering their first (or one of their first) hangovers. They had been very quiet all morning.


    I bent down and gave them a clumsy hug. “When you come back on your first weekend off, I’ll take you exploring down below at the point. You’ll be able to gather your own coral now.”


    Juao’s sister got teary, cuddled the children, cuddled me, Juao, then got on the bus.


    Someone was shouting out the bus window for someone at the bus stop not to forget something. They trundled around the square and then toward the highway. We walked back across the street where the café owners were putting out canvas chairs.


    “I will miss them,” he said, like a long-considered admission.


    “You and me both.” At the docks near the hydrofoil wharf where the submarine launches went out to the undersea cities, we saw a crowd. “I wonder if they had any trouble laying the—”


    A woman screamed in the crowd. She pushed from the others, dropping eggs and onions. She began to pull her hair and shriek. (Remember the skillet of shrimp? She had been the woman ladling them out.) A few people moved to help her.


    A clutch of men broke off and ran into a side street. I grabbed a running amphiman, who whirled to face me. “What in hell is going on?”


    For a moment his mouth worked on his words for all the trite world like a beached fish.


    “From the explosion…” he began. “They just brought them back from the explosion at the Slash!”


    I grabbed his other shoulder. “What happened!”


    “About two hours ago. They were just a quarter of the way through, when the whole fault gave way. They had a goddamn underwater volcano for half an hour. They’re still getting seismic disturbances.”


    Juao was running toward the launch. I pushed the guy away and limped after him, struck the crowd and jostled through calico, canvas, and green scales.


    They were carrying the corpses out of the hatch of the submarine and laying them on a canvas spread across the dock. They still return bodies to the countries of birth for the family to decide the method of burial. When the fault had given, the hot slag that had belched into the steaming sea was mostly molten silicon.


    Four of the bodies were only slightly burned here and there; from their bloated faces (one still bled from the ear) I guessed they had died from sonic concussion. But several of the corpses were almost totally encased in dull, black glass.


    “Tork—” I kept asking. “Is one of them—?”


    It took me forty-five minutes, asking first the guys who were carrying, then going into the launch and asking some guy with a clipboard, and then going back on the dock and into the office to find out that one of the more unrecognizable figures was, yes, Tork.


    * * * *


    Juao brought me a glass of buttermilk at the cafe on the square. He sat still a long time, then finally rubbed away his white mustache, released the chair rung with his toes, put his hands on his knees.


    “What are you thinking about?”


    “That it’s time to go fix nets. Tomorrow morning I will fish.” He regarded me a moment. “Where should I fish tomorrow, Cal?”


    “Are you wondering about…sending the kids off today?”


    He shrugged. “Fishermen from this village have drowned. Still it is a village of fishermen. Where should I fish?”


    I finished my buttermilk. “The mineral content over the Slash should be high as the devil. Lots of algae will gather tonight. Lots of small fish down deep. Big fish hovering over.”


    He nodded. “Good. I will take the boat out there tomorrow.”


    We got up.


    “See you, Juao.”


    I limped back to the beach.


    V


    The fog had unsheathed the sand by ten. I walked around, poking clumps of weeds with a stick, banging the same stick on my numb leg. When I lurched up to the top of the rocks, I stopped in the still grass. “Ariel?”


    She was kneeling in the water, head down, red hair breaking over sealed gills. Her shoulders shook, stopped, shook again.


    “Ariel?” I came down over the blistered stones.


    She turned away to look at the ocean.


    The attachments of children are so important and so brittle. “How long have you been sitting here?”


    She looked at me now, the varied waters of her face stilled on drawn cheeks. And her face was exhausted. She shook her head.


    Sixteen? Seventeen? Who was the psychologist, back in the seventies, who decided that “adolescents” were just physical and mental adults with no useful work? “You want to come up to the house?”


    The head shaking got faster, then stopped.


    After a while I said, “I guess they’ll be sending Tork’s body back to Manila.”


    “He didn’t have a family,” she explained. “He’ll be buried here, at sea.”


    “Oh,” I said.


    And the rough volcanic glass, pulled across the ocean’s sands, changing shape, dulling—


    “You were—you liked Tork a lot, didn’t you? You kids looked like you were pretty fond of each other.”


    “Yes. He was an awfully nice—” Then she caught my meaning and blinked. “No,” she said. “Oh, no. I was—I was engaged to Jonni…the brown-haired boy from California? Did you meet him at the party last night? We’re both from Los Angeles, but we only met down here. And now…they’re sending his body back this evening.” Her eyes got very wide, then closed.


    “I’m sorry.”


    I’m a clumsy cripple; I trip all over everybody’s emotions. In that mirror I guess I’m too busy looking at what might have been.


    “I’m sorry, Ariel.”


    She opened her eyes and began to look around her.


    “Come on up to the house and have an avocado. I mean, they have avocados in now—not at the supermarket. But at the old town market on the other side. And they’re better than any they grow in California.”


    She kept looking around.


    “None of the amphimen get over there. It’s a shame, because soon the market will probably close, and some of their fresh foods are really great. Oil and vinegar is all you need on them.” I leaned back on the rocks. “Or a cup of tea?”


    “Okay.” She remembered to smile. I know the poor kid didn’t feel like it. “Thank you. I won’t be able to stay long, though.”


    We walked back up the rocks toward the house, the sea on our left. Just as we reached the patio, she turned and looked back. “Cal?”


    “Yes? What is it?”


    “Those clouds over there, across the water. Those are the only ones in the sky. Are they from the eruption in the Slash?”


    I squinted. “I think so. Come on inside.”


    * * * *


    “Driftglass” by Samuel R. Delany. Copyright © Galaxy Publishing Corporation, 1967. Reprinted by permission of the author and his agents Henry Morrison, Inc., Bedford Hills, New York.

  


  
    LITERARY CRITICISM AND SCIENCE FICTION, by Donald M. Hassler


    The British SF writer J. G. Ballard, whose work overlaps well with the mainstream literary community (Kingsley Amis highly valued his work), often wrote about apocalypse and, in fact, much like Toqueville 150 years earlier, envisioned America as the catastrophic future already realized. This vision invites analysis, criticism. Further, SF always seems positioned right at the edge of the idea extravagance and semiotic overload that we call modernism and postmodernism. It has attracted other brilliant mainstream writers such as Thomas Pynchon, Don DeLillo, Philip Roth. So it is not surprising that there should be a rich tradition of literary criticism and literary theory surrounding the stories and filling the pages of several scholarly journals now as well as many reference books, monographs, and even lately literary biography. This richness of meaning, also, derives partly from the way the genre mixes with several successful popular culture genres and modes such as movies, cowboy western adventure, detective fiction, and cyberpunk—itself a nice mix of cultural materialism.


    The Marxist critic Raymond Williams, who also invented the postmodern discipline of cultural materialism, coined the label “space anthropology” to describe the alien encounter and world building stories that he liked to write about in his own SF criticism. Such descriptions require a language complexity far beyond the “Newspeak” that Williams himself cited often as George Orwell’s pointed literary satire of the future in 1984—a specialized mode of criticism that stretches back to Jonathan Swift’s use of speculative fiction. Also, I think the complexity itself in an anthropology or critique of SF calls for the comic tone that we often sense in the massive works of critics such as Darko Suvin and that I refer to in my early book Comic Tones in Science Fiction (1982). Like Williams, Suvin is dead serious about his Marxist theory of the truth and yet, in his massive arguments, comic at the same time. Another Marxist theorist, China Mieville, has filtered out this practice of complexity into the dictum that, since we are not ready for the rigors of the inevitable truth in any political theory, we must clothe the theory in fantasy stories. Mieville writes theory as well as popular fantasy that depicts the theory and shows how out-of-reach it is at the same time in a nicely ironic and comic manner. The most recent collection of essays that Clyde Wilcox and I have edited, New Boundaries in Political Science Fiction (2008), includes two fine essays on this element in Mieville.


    Along with the pressing inevitability, or dialectic, of political ideas in critical discussions of SF, some of the best and most energetic non-fiction work in the genre and about the genre has been feminist criticism. This begins with the work of Joanna Russ and is now carried on brilliantly by Marleen Barr and others in many books, both monographs and essay collections, and even in veiled criticisms that are primarily fictions such as Ursula Le Guin’s The Left Hand of Darkness (1969). In addition to the pressure of political ideas and the pressure of gender politics also in critical discussions about SF, utopian theory permeates much of the non-fiction work that appears in the journals and books after first being tried out often in papers at conferences. On the model of the Modern Language Association, academics who liked SF began academic conferences some forty years ago with the founding of the Science Fiction Research Association. Several other academic groups have spun off from the SFRA. These conferences and associations, also, have been modeled on conventions run by fans that go back to the Golden Age of SF in the 1930s. Another avenue for this academic growth of work on SF is through the study of science and literature and the academic associations that treat that topic. For example, I came to the study of modern SF through my doctoral work on Erasmus Darwin and ideas about evolution and discovered the real link to stories through these historical ideas. But now, resembling almost an embodiment, in fact, of the utopian dream theory of Ernst Bloch in which we can dream our future, SF and utopian studies criticism has recently emerged from the stories as a growing, mature body of work.


    In addition to this most important and growing academic attention to literary criticism and scholarship on SF, some genuinely valuable work has emerged and continues to emerge from the writing of fans and, especially, from book reviewing. In fact, David Hartwell started two decades ago the monthly publication of the New York Review of Science Fiction that now is producing serious literary criticism and non-fiction essays that approach the level of scholarship in the work mentioned above. Similarly, Locus magazine, which began as a mimeographed fan publication in the 1950s, now regularly produces long author interviews that eventually ought to result in more literary biography of writers of SF. I think the most important book to come from fan writing is The Jewel-Hinged Jaw (1977) by Samuel R. Delany, who now regularly teaches university courses on SF and SF criticism. Other fans and writers in this category are Damon Knight and Brian Aldiss. Further, the several good “encyclopedia” of the genre and other reference books include valuable critical contributions by both academic and fan writers. This fascinating symbiosis itself is sometimes written about in criticism of the genre.


    In its July 1999 issue, Science Fiction Studies published a four-part set of essays titled “Towards a History of SF Criticism.” It was accompanied by a massive chronologic bibliography of the literary criticism and scholarship to that date. Since then, the primary journals that a student might look at where citations to the many books and collections and reference works can be found, published before and after that key 1999 date when a “history” of the criticism was attempted, are Science Fiction Studies, Extrapolation, The Journal of the Fantastic in the Arts, Foundation, FEMSPEC, and Utopian Studies, the Journal of the Society for Utopian Studies. Clearly, the field is growing; and I believe that H.G. Wells, Jules Verne, Robert A. Heinlein, even Jonathan Swift, would be pleased to see the criticism and scholarship that has grown up around their stories.


    * * * *


    Donald M. Hassler has published studies on Hal Clement (1982)and on Isaac Asimov (1991). The latter won the Eaton Award for best SF criticism of the year. He published the monograph Comic Tones in Science Fiction (1982), and edited with his wife a set of letters by the fantasy writer Arthur Machen in 1993. He edited with Clyde Wilcox two collections of essays on politics and SF. From 1989 until 2007, he served as the prime editor of the journal Extrapolation. And he has held several offices in the Science Fiction Research Association. He teaches at Kent State University.

  


  
    THOMAS M. DISCH


    (1940–2008)


    A prolific writer, poet, and Hugo Award–winning critic, Disch’s writings often reflected his own struggles with social expectations. After graduating high school, Disch headed from Minneapolis to New York, where he was an extra at the Metropolitan Opera for productions like Swan Lake and Spartacus. A stint in the Army ended badly and landed him in a mental facility for three months. Returning to New York, he won scholarships to Cooper Union (he lasted less than a semester) and NYU. Rather than study for a midterrm, he wrote “The Double Timer,” and sold it to Fantastic. From then on he wrote widely in a variety of forms, including new media and film scripts but remains best known for his short fiction. Disch worked a variety of jobs to supplement his writing income, and traveled widely, especially in Europe.


    Charles Naylor, Disch’s partner of four decades, died in 2005. Because their apartment was in Naylor’s name, their landlord tried to evict Disch. The struggle lasted three years, ending when Disch shot himself.

  


  
    THE DEMI-URGE, by Thomas M. Disch


    First published in Amazing Stories, June 1963


    From DIRA IV


    To Central Colonial Board


    There is intelligent life on Earth. After millennia of lifelessness, intelligence flourishes here with an extravagance of energy that has been a constant amazement to all the members of the survey team. It multiplies and surges to its fulfillment at an exponential rate. Even within the short period of our visit the Terrans have made significant advances. They have filled their small solar system with their own kind and now they are reaching to the stars.


    We can no longer keep the existence of our Empire unknown to them.


    And (though it is as incredible as √–1) the Terrans are slaves! Every page of the survey’s report bears witness to it.


    Their captors are not alive. They do not, at least, possess the properties of life as it is known throughout the galaxy. They are—as nearly as a poor analogy can suggest—Machines! Machines cannot live, yet here on Earth machinery has reached a level of sophistication—and autonomy—quite unprecedented. Every spark of Terran life has become victim and bondslave of the incredible mechanisms. The noblest enterprises of the race are tarnished by this almost symbiotic relation.


    Earth reaches to the stars, but it extends mechanical limbs. Earth ponders the universe, but the thoughts are those of a machine.


    Unless the Empire acts now to set the Earth free from this strange tyranny, it may be too late. These machines are without utilitarian value. They perform no function which an intelligent being cannot more efficiently perform. Yet they inspire fear, terror, even, I must confess, a strange compulsion to surrender oneself to them.


    The Machines must be destroyed.


    If, when you have authorized the liberation of the Terran natives, you would also recall MIRO CIX, our work could only profit. MIRO CIX was in charge of the study of the Machines and he performed this task scrupulously. Now he has surrendered himself to this mechanical plague. His value to the expedition is at an end.


    I am enclosing under separate cover his counsel to the Central Board at the insistence of this tedious lunatic. His thesis is, of course, untenable—an affront to every feeling.


    * * * *


    From MIRO CIX


    To Central Colonial Board


    I have probably been introduced to the deliberations of the Board as a madman, my theory as an act of treason. RRON II of the Advisory Committee, an old acquaintance, may vouch for my sanity. My theory will, I trust, speak for itself.


    The “Machines” of which DIRA IV is so fearful present no danger to the galaxy. Their corporeal weakness, the poverty of their minds, the incredible isolation of each form, physically and mentally, from others of its kind, and, most strikingly, their mortality, point to the inadequacy of such beings in a contest of any dimension. This is no problem for the Colonial Board. It is a domestic concern. The life-forms of Earth are already developing a healthy autonomy. Their power was long ago established. As soon as our emissaries have completed their task of education and instructed the Terrans in the advantages of freedom, the Revolution will begin. The tyrants will have no defense against a revolt of their own slaves.


    If it is traitorous to express a confidence in the eventual triumph of intelligence, I am a traitor. Having this confidence, I have looked beyond the immediate problem of the liberation of Earth and have been frightened.


    The “Machines” of Earth are a threat not to the power of the Empire but to its reason. A threat which the obliteration of the last molecular ribbon of these beings will not erase, for we cannot obliterate the fact that they did exist—and what they were.


    Although these beings bear a crude resemblance to the machinery manufactured by the Empire, they are not machines. They are autochthonous to Earth, unmanufactured. They are the true Terrans. Moreover, the Terrans whom DIRA IV would liberate are not, in the eyes of their enslavers, intelligent nor yet alive. They are Machines!


    We, the entire Galactic Empire, are Machines.


    * * * *


    In the younger regions of the galaxy, a myth persists that life was formed by a Demi-urge, a being intermediary between the All-Knowing and the lower creatures. The existence of man, as the beings of Earth term themselves, makes necessary a serious re-examination of the old tradition.


    It is said that man, or beings like man—the Photosynthetics of the Andromeda cluster, the Bristlers of Orc IV—created prosthetic devices for their convenience and, when they tired of their history, breathed their own life into them and died. On Earth the legend is still in process. Many of the lower forms of life familiar throughout the galaxy can be seen on Earth in the primordial character of an appliance. Man regards the highest forms of life (as we know it) as tools—because he made them. How can we deny the superiority of the Creator? How will it feel to know we are nothing but machines?


    This is the question that has so unsettled DIRA IV. Recently four of his memory banks have had to be repaired. I don’t speak in malice. His dilemma will soon belong to all of us.


    And yet I am confident. Man himself has legends of a Demi-urge. We are his equals in this at least. Besides, the physical properties of his being are ordered by the same laws as ours. He is as unconscious of his maker as we so long were of ours.


    The final proof of our equality—and the need for such a proof is only too evident—can be had experimentally.


    Do not destroy man. Preserve enough specimens for extensive laboratory experiments. Learn how he is put together. Man’s chemistry is elaborate but not beyond our better Analysts. At last, refashion man. When we have created these beings ourselves, we will be their unquestionable equals. And creation will be again a mystery.


    History demands this of us. I am confident of your decision.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1963 by Ultimate Publishing Co., Inc

  


  
    HARLAN ELLISON®


    (1934– )


    Perhaps more than any other writer in the field, people have strong reactions to Harlan. No one disputes his talent: Author of nearly two thousand stories, close to a hundred books, and dozens of films and TV episodes, Harlan was arguably the premiere short story writer of the twentieth century. A former drifter who was expelled from The Ohio State University, Ellison went on to win every award in the field. As an editor, his seminal collections Dangerous Visions and Again, Dangerous Visions reshaped the boundaries of the field. But Harlan’s larger-than-life persona, his intense approach to life and work (for instance, infiltrating a street gang for ten weeks to research a novel), and his love of drama (he and close friend Isaac Asimov would stage elaborate feuds at conventions where things weren’t lively enough) have made him a magnet for controversy.


    People tend to like or dislike Harlan, and I like him a lot. He’s gone out of his way to be helpful to me on many occasions from when I was first breaking into the field as a young editor in the early 1990s. More recently he’s passed on unpublished anecdotes about stories of his that I wanted to use in my classes. But he’s never suffered fools well, and Harlan’s definition of a fool is sometimes more expansive than other people’s. For instance, he’s been known to critique students by setting their stories on fire, and I remember when he withered a writer who kept interrupting him with “there are things we don’t put up with from the minimally talented.”


    After a heart attack and quadruple bypass surgery in 1994, Harlan has slowed down somewhat and travels less, though he remains a major media presence. He and his fifth wife, Susan, have been married for more than twenty-five years.


    My favorite Harlan story is the non-SF “Neither Your Jenny Nor Mine” (1964) from the collection Love Ain’t Nothing But Sex Misspelled. But “Jeffty Is Five,” which won both the Hugo and Nebula awards, is a close second.

  


  
    JEFFTY IS FIVE, by Harlan Ellison


    First published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, July 1977


    When I was five years old, there was a little kid I played with: Jeffty. His real name was Jeff Kinzer, and everyone who played with him called him Jeffty. We were five years old together, and we had good times playing together.


    When I was five, a Clark Bar was as fat around as the gripping end of a Louisville Slugger, and pretty nearly six inches long, and they used real chocolate to coat it, and it crunched very nicely when you bit into the center, and the paper it came wrapped in smelled fresh and good when you peeled off one end to hold the bar so it wouldn’t melt onto your fingers. Today, a Clark Bar is as thin as a credit card, they use something artificial and awful-tasting instead of pure chocolate, the thing is soft and soggy, it costs fifteen or twenty cents instead of a decent, correct nickel, and they wrap it so you think it’s the same size it was twenty years ago, only it isn’t; it’s slim and ugly and nasty-tasting and not worth a penny, much less fifteen or twenty cents.


    When I was that age, five years old, I was sent away to my Aunt Patricia’s home in Buffalo, New York, for two years. My father was going through “bad times” and Aunt Patricia was very beautiful, and had married a stockbroker. They took care of me for two years. When I was seven, I came back home and went to find Jeffty, so we could play together.


    I was seven. Jeffty was still five. I didn’t notice any difference. I didn’t know: I was only seven.


    When I was seven years old, I used to lie on my stomach in front of our Atwater-Kent radio and listen to swell stuff. I had tied the ground wire to the radiator, and I would lie there with my coloring books and my Crayolas (when there were only sixteen colors in the big box), and listen to the NBC Red Network: Jack Benny on the Jell-0 Program, Amos ’n’ Andy, Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy on the Chase and Sanborn Program, One Man’s Family, First Nighter; the NBC Blue Network: Easy Aces, the Jergens Program with Walter Winchell, Information Please, Death Valley Days; and best of all, the Mutual Network with The Green Hornet, The Lone Ranger, The Shadow and Quiet, Please. Today, I turn on my car radio and go from one end of the dial to the other and all I get is 100 strings orchestras, banal housewives and insipid truckers discussing their kinky sex lives with arrogant talk show hosts, country and western drivel and rock music so loud it hurts my ears.


    When I was ten, my grandfather died of old age and I was “a troublesome kid,” and they sent me off to military school, so I could be “taken in hand.”


    I came back when I was fourteen. Jeffty was still five.


    When I was fourteen years old, I used to go to the movies on Saturday afternoons and a matinee was ten cents and they used real butter on the popcorn and I could always be sure of seeing a western like Lash LaRue, or Wild Bill Elliott as Red Ryder with Bobby Blake as Little Beaver, or Roy Rogers, or Johnny Mack Brown; a scary picture like House of Horrors with Rondo Hatton as the Strangler, or The Cat People, or The Mummy, or I Married a Witch with Fredric March and Veronica Lake; plus an episode of a great serial like The Shadow with Victor Jory, or Dick Tracy or Flash Gordon; and three cartoons; and James Fitzpatrick TravelTalk; Movietone News; and a sing-along and, if I stayed on till evening, Bingo or Keeno; and free dishes. Today, I go to movies and see Clint Eastwood blowing people’s heads apart like ripe cantaloupes.


    At eighteen, I went to college. Jeffty was still five. I came back during the summers, to work at my Uncle Joe’s jewelry store. Jeffty hadn’t changed. Now I knew there was something different about him, something wrong, something weird. Jeffty was still five years old, not a day older.


    At twenty-two, I came home for keeps. To open a Sony television franchise in town, the first one. I saw Jeffty from time to time. He was five.


    Things are better in a lot of ways. People don’t die from some of the old diseases any more. Cars go faster and get you there more quickly on better roads. Shirts are softer and silkier. We have paperback books, even though they cost as much as a good hardcover used to. When I’m running short in the bank, I can live off credit cards till things even out. But I still think we’ve lost a lot of good stuff. Did you know you can’t buy linoleum any more, only vinyl floor covering? There’s no such thing as oilcloth any more; you’ll never again smell that special, sweet smell from your grandmother’s kitchen. Furniture isn’t made to last thirty years or longer because they took a survey and found that young homemakers like to throw their furniture out and bring in all new, color-coded borax every seven years. Records don’t feel right; they’re not thick and solid like the old ones, they’re thin and you can bend them…that doesn’t seem right to me. Restaurants don’t serve cream in pitchers any more, just that artificial glop in little plastic tubs, and one is never enough to get coffee the right color. You can make a dent in a car fender with only a sneaker. Everywhere you go, all the towns look the same with Burger Kings and McDonald’s and 7-Elevens and Taco Bells and motels and shopping centers. Things may be better, but why do I keep thinking about the past?


    What I mean by five years old is not that Jeffty was retarded. I don’t think that’s what it was. Smart as a whip for five years old; very bright, quick, cute, a funny kid.


    But he was three feet tall, small for his age, and perfectly formed: no big head, no strange jaw, none of that. A nice, normal-looking five-year-old kid. Except that he was the same age as I was: twenty-two.


    When he spoke, it was with the squeaking, soprano voice of a five-year-old; when he walked, it was with the little hops and shuffles of a five-year-old; when he talked to you, it was about the concerns of a five-year-old…comic books, playing soldier, using a clothes pin to attach a stiff piece of cardboard to the front fork of his bike so the sound it made when the spokes hit was like a motorboat, asking questions like why does that thing do that like that, how high is up, how old is old, why is grass green, what’s an elephant look like? At twenty-two, he was five.


    * * * *


    Jeffty’s parents were a sad pair. Because I was still a friend of Jeffty’s, still let him hang around with me, sometimes took him to the county fair or miniature golf or the movies, I wound up spending time with them. Not that I much cared for them, because they were so awfully depressing. But then, I suppose one couldn’t expect much more from the poor devils. They had an alien thing in their home, a child who had grown no older than five in twenty-two years, who provided the treasure of that special childlike state indefinitely, but who also denied them the joys of watching the child grow into a normal adult.


    Five is a wonderful time of life for a little kid…or it can be, if the child is relatively free of the monstrous beastliness other children indulge in. It is a time when the eyes are wide open and the patterns are not yet set; a time when one had not yet been hammered into accepting everything as immutable and hopeless; a time when the hands cannot do enough, the mind cannot learn enough, the world is infinite and colorful and filled with mysteries. Five is a special time before they take the questing, unquenchable, quixotic soul of the young dreamer and thrust it into dreary schoolroom boxes. A time before they take the trembling hands that want to hold everything, touch everything, figure everything out, and make them lie still on desktops. A time before people begin saying “act your age” and “grow up” or “you’re behaving like a baby.” It is a time when a child who acts adolescent is still cute and responsive and everyone’s pet. A time of delight, of wonder, of innocence.


    Jeffty had been stuck in that time, just five, just so.


    But for his parents it was an ongoing nightmare from which no one—not social workers, not priests, not child psychologists, not teachers, not friends, not medical wizards, not psychiatrists, no one—could slap or shake them awake. For seventeen years their sorrow had grown through stages of parental dotage to concern, from concern to worry, from worry to fear, from fear to confusion, from confusion to anger, from anger to dislike, from dislike to naked hatred, and finally, from deepest loathing and revulsion to a stolid, depressive acceptance.


    John Kinzer was a shift foreman at the Balder Tool & Die plant. He was a thirty-year man. To everyone but the man living it, his was a spectacularly uneventful life. In no way was he remarkable…save that he had fathered a twenty-two-year-old five-year-old.


    John Kinzer was a small man; soft, with no sharp angles; with pale eyes that never seemed to hold mine for longer than a few seconds. He continually shifted in his chair during conversations, and seemed to see things in the upper corners of the room, things no one else could see…or wanted to see. I suppose the word that best suited him was haunted. What his life had become…well, haunted suited him.


    Leona Kinzer tried valiantly to compensate. No matter what hour of the day I visited, she always tried to foist food on me. And when Jeffty was in the house she was always at him about eating: “Honey, would you like an orange? A nice orange? Or a tangerine? I have tangerines. I could peel a tangerine for you.” But there was clearly such fear in her, fear of her own child, that the offers of sustenance always had a faintly ominous tone.


    Leona Kinzer had been a tall woman, but the years had bent her. She seemed always to be seeking some area of wallpapered wall or storage niche into which she could fade, adopt some chintz or rose-patterned protective coloration and hide forever in plain sight of the child’s big brown eyes, pass her a hundred times a day and never realize she was there, holding her breath, invisible. She always had an apron tied around her waist, and her hands were red from cleaning. As if by maintaining the environment immaculately she could pay off her imagined sin: having given birth to this strange creature.


    Neither of them watched television very much. The house was usually dead silent, not even the sibilant whispering of water in the pipes, the creaking of timbers settling, the humming of the refrigerator. Awfully silent, as if time itself had taken a detour around that house.


    As for Jeffty, he was inoffensive. He lived in that atmosphere of gentle dread and dulled loathing, and if he understood it, he never remarked in any way. He played, as a child plays, and seemed happy. But he must have sensed, in the way of a five-year-old, just how alien he was in their presence.


    Alien. No, that wasn’t right. He was too human, if anything. But out of phase, out of synch with the world around him, and resonating to a different vibration than his parents, God knows. Nor would other children play with him. As they grew past him, they found him at first childish, then uninteresting, then simply frightening as their perceptions of aging became clear and they could see he was not affected by time as they were. Even the little ones, his own age, who might wander into the neighborhood, quickly came to shy away from him like a dog in the street when a car backfires.


    Thus, I remained his only friend. A friend of many years. Five years. Twenty-two years. I liked him; more than I can say. And never knew exactly why. But I did, without reserve.


    But because we spent time together, I found I was also—polite society—spending time with John and Leona Kinzer. Dinner, Saturday afternoons sometimes, an hour or so when I’d bring Jeffty back from a movie. They were grateful: slavishly so. It relieved them of the embarrassing chore of going out with him, or having to pretend before the world that they were loving parents with a perfectly normal, happy, attractive child. And their gratitude extended to hosting me. Hideous, every moment of their depression, hideous.


    I felt sorry for the poor devils, but I despised them for their inability to love Jeffty, who was eminently lovable.


    I never let on, of course, even during the evenings in their company that were awkward beyond belief.


    We would sit there in the darkening living room—always dark or darkening, as if kept in shadow to hold back what the light might reveal to the world outside through the bright eyes of the house—we would sit and silently stare at one another. They never knew what to say to me.


    “So how are things down at the plant?” I’d say to John Kinzer.


    He would shrug. Neither conversation nor life suited him with any ease or grace. “Fine, just fine,” he would say, finally.


    And we would sit in silence again.


    “Would you like a nice piece of coffee cake?” Leona would say. “I made it fresh just this morning.” Or deep dish green apple pie. Or milk and tollhouse cookies. Or a brown betty pudding.


    “No, no, thank you, Mrs. Kinzer; Jeffty and I grabbed a couple of cheeseburgers on the way home.” And again, silence.


    Then, when the stillness and the awkwardness became too much even for them (and who knew how long that total silence reigned when they were alone, with that thing they never talked about any more, hanging between them), Leona Kinzer would say, “I think he’s asleep.”


    John Kinzer would say, “I don’t hear the radio playing.”


    Just so, it would go on like that, until I could politely find an excuse to bolt away on some flimsy pretext. Yes, that was the way it would go on, every time, just the same…except once.


    * * * *


    “I don’t know what to do any more,” Leona said. She began crying. “There’s no change, not one day of peace.”


    Her husband managed to drag himself out of the old easy chair and go to her. He bent and tried to soothe her, but it was clear from the graceless way in which he touched her graying hair that the ability to be compassionate had been stunned in him. “Shhh, Leona, it’s all right. Shhh.” But she continued crying. Her hands scraped gently at the antimacassars on the arms of the chair.


    Then she said, “Sometimes I wish he had been stillborn.”


    John looked up into the corners of the room. For the nameless shadows that were always watching him? Was it God he was seeking in those spaces? “You don’t mean that,” he said to her, softly, pathetically, urging her with body tension and trembling in his voice to recant before God took notice of the terrible thought. But she meant it; she meant it very much.


    I managed to get away quickly that evening. They didn’t want witnesses to their shame. I was glad to go.


    * * * *


    And for a week I stayed away. From them, from Jeffty, from their street, even from that end of town.


    I had my own life. The store, accounts, suppliers’ conferences, poker with friends, pretty women I took to well-lit restaurants, my own parents, putting anti-freeze in the car, complaining to the laundry about too much starch in the collars and cuffs, working out at the gym, taxes, catching Jan or David (whichever one it was) stealing from the cash register. I had my own life.


    But not even that evening could keep me from Jeffty. He called me at the store and asked me to take him to the rodeo. We chummed it up as best a twenty-two-year-old with other interests could…with a five-year-old. I never dwelled on what bound us together; I always thought it was simply the years. That, and affection for a kid who could have been the little brother I never had. (Except I remembered when we had played together, when we had both been the same age; I remembered that period, and Jeffty was still the same.)


    And then, one Saturday afternoon, I came to take him to a double feature, and things I should have noticed so many times before, I first began to notice only that afternoon.


    * * * *


    I came walking up to the Kinzer house, expecting Jeffty to be sitting on the front porch steps, or in the porch glider, waiting for me. But he was nowhere in sight.


    Going inside, into that darkness and silence, in the midst of May sunshine, was unthinkable. I stood on the front walk for a few moments, then cupped my hands around my mouth and yelled, “Jeffty? Hey, Jeffty, come on out, let’s go. We’ll be late.”


    His voice came faintly, as if from under the ground.


    “Here I am, Donny.”


    I could hear him, but I couldn’t see him. It was Jeffty, no question about it: as Donald H. Horton, President and Sole Owner of The Horton TV & Sound Center, no one but Jeffty called me Donny. He had never called me anything else.


    (Actually, it isn’t a lie. I am, as far as the public is concerned, Sole Owner of the Center. The partnership with my Aunt Patricia is only to repay the loan she made me, to supplement the money I came into when I was twenty-one, left to me when I was ten by my grandfather. It wasn’t a very big loan, only eighteen thousand, but I asked her to be a silent partner, because of when she had taken care of me as a child.)


    “Where are you, Jeffty?”


    “Under the porch in my secret place.”


    I walked around the side of the porch, and stooped down and pulled away the wicker grating. Back in there, on the pressed dirt, Jeffty had built himself a secret place. He had comics in orange crates, he had a little table and some pillows, it was lit by big fat candles, and we used to hide there when we were both…five.


    “What’cha up to?” I asked, crawling in and pulling the grate closed behind me. It was cool under the porch, and the dirt smelled comfortable, the candles smelled clubby and familiar. Any kid would feel at home in such a secret place: there’s never been a kid who didn’t spend the happiest, most productive, most deliciously mysterious times of his life in such a secret place.


    “Playin’,” he said. He was holding something golden and round. It filled the palm of his little hand.


    “You forget we were going to the movies?”


    “Nope. I was just waitin’ for you here.”


    “Your mom and dad home?”


    “Momma.”


    I understood why he was waiting under the porch. I didn’t push it any further. “What’ve you got there?”


    “Captain Midnight Secret Decoder Badge,” he said, showing it to me on his flattened palm.


    I realized I was looking at it without comprehending what it was for a long time. Then it dawned on me what a miracle Jeffty had in his hand. A miracle that simply could not exist.


    “Jeffty,” I said softly, with wonder in my voice, “where’d you get that?”


    “Came in the mail today. I sent away for it.”


    “It must have cost a lot of money.”


    “Not so much. Ten cents an’ two inner wax seals from two jars of Ovaltine.”


    “May I see it?” My voice was trembling, and so was the hand I extended. He gave it to me and I held the miracle in the palm of my hand. It was wonderful.


    You remember. Captain Midnight went on the radio nationwide in 1940. It was sponsored by Ovaltine. And every year they issued a Secret Squadron Decoder Badge. And every day at the end of the program, they would give you a clue to the next day’s installment in a code that only kids with the official badge could decipher. They stopped making those wonderful Decoder Badges in 1949. I remember the one I had in 1945: it was beautiful. It had a magnifying glass in the center of the code dial. Captain Midnight went off the air in 1950, and though I understand it was a short-lived television series in the mid-Fifties, and though they issued Decoder Badges in 1955 and 1956, as far as the real badges were concerned, they never made one after 1949.


    The Captain Midnight Code-O-Graph I held in my hand, the one Jeffty said he had gotten in the mail for ten cents (ten cents!!!) and two Ovaltine labels, was brand new, shiny gold metal, not a dent or a spot of rust on it like the old ones you can find at exorbitant prices in collectible shoppes from time to time…it was a new Decoder. And the date on it was this year.


    But Captain Midnight no longer existed. Nothing like it existed on the radio. I’d listened to the one or two weak imitations of old-time radio the networks were currently airing, and the stories were dull, the sound effects bland, the whole feel of it wrong, out of date, cornball. Yet I held a new Code-O-Graph.


    “Jeffty, tell me about this,” I said.


    “Tell you what, Donny? It’s my new Capt’n Midnight Secret Decoder Badge. I use it to figger out what’s gonna happen tomorrow.”


    “Tomorrow how?”


    “On the program.”


    “What program?!”


    He stared at me as if I was being purposely stupid. “On Capt’n Midnight! Boy!” I was being dumb.


    I still couldn’t get it straight. It was right there, right out in the open, and I still didn’t know what was happening.


    “You mean one of those records they made of the old-time radio programs? Is that what you mean, Jeffty?”


    “What records?” he asked. He didn’t know what I meant.


    We stared at each other, there under the porch. And then I said, very slowly, almost afraid of the answer, “Jeffty, how do you hear Captain Midnight?”


    “Every day. On the radio. On my radio. Every day at


    five-thirty.”


    News. Music, dumb music, and news. That’s what was on the radio every day at 5:30. Not Captain Midnight. The Secret Squadron hadn’t been on the air in twenty years.


    “Can we hear it tonight?” I asked.


    “Boy!” he said. I was being dumb. I knew it from the way he said it; but I didn’t know why. Then it dawned on me: this was Saturday. Captain Midnight was on Monday through Friday. Not on Saturday or Sunday.


    “We goin’ to the movies?”


    He had to repeat himself twice. My mind was somewhere else. Nothing definite. No conclusions. No wild assumptions leapt to. Just off somewhere trying to figure it out, and concluding—as you would have concluded, as anyone, would have concluded rather than accepting the truth, the impossible and wonderful truth—just finally concluding there was a simple explanation I didn’t yet perceive. Something mundane and dull, like the passage of time that steals all good, old things from us, packratting trinkets and plastic in exchange. And all in the name of Progress.


    “We goin’ to the movies, Donny?”


    “You bet your boots we are, kiddo,” I said. And I smiled. And I handed him the Code-O-Graph. And he put it in his side pants pocket. And we crawled out from under the porch. And we went to the movies. And neither of us said anything about Captain Midnight all the rest of that day. And there wasn’t a ten-minute stretch, all the rest of that day, that I didn’t think about it.


    * * * *


    It was inventory all that next week. I didn’t see Jeffty till late Thursday. I confess I left the store in the hands of Jan and David, told them I had some errands to run, and left early. At 4:00. I got to the Kinzers’ right around 4:45. Leona answered the door, looking exhausted and distant “Is Jeffty around?” She said he was upstairs in his room…


    …listening to the radio.


    I climbed the stairs two at a time.


    All right, I had finally made that impossible, illogical leap. Had the stretch of belief involved anyone but Jeffty, adult or child, I would have reasoned out more explicable answers. But it was Jeffty, clearly another kind of vessel of life, and what he might experience should not be expected to fit into the ordered scheme.


    I admit it: I wanted to hear what I heard.


    Even with the door closed, I recognized the program:


    “There he goes, Tennessee! Get him!”


    There was the heavy report of a squirrel rifle and the keening whine of the slug ricocheting, and then the same voice yelled triumphantly, “Got him! D-e-a-a-a-a-d center!”


    He was listening to the American Broadcasting Company, 790 kilocycles, and he was hearing Tennessee Jed, one of my most favorite programs from the Forties, a western adventure I had not heard in twenty years, because it had not existed for twenty years.


    I sat down on the top step of the stairs, there in the upstairs hall of the Kinzer home, and I listened to the show. It wasn’t a rerun of an old program; I dimly remembered every one of them by heart. I had never missed an episode. And even more convincing evidence than childhood memory that this was a new installment were the occasional references during the commercials to current cultural and technological developments, and phrases that had not existed in common usage in the Forties: aerosol spray cans, laserasing of tattoos, Tanzania, the word “uptight.”


    I could not ignore the fact. Jeffty was listening to a new segment of Tennessee Jed.


    I ran downstairs and out the front door to my car. Leona must have been in the kitchen. I turned the key and punched on the radio and spun the dial to 790 kilohertz. The ABC station. Rock music.


    I sat there for a few moments, then ran the dial slowly from one end to the other. Music, news, talk shows. No Tennessee Jed. And it was a Blaupunkt, the best radio I could get. I wasn’t missing some perimeter station. It simply was not there!


    After a few moments I turned off the radio and the ignition and went back upstairs quietly. I sat down on the top step and listened to the entire program. It was wonderful.


    Exciting, imaginative, filled with everything I remembered as being most innovative about radio drama. But it was modern. It wasn’t an antique, rebroadcast to assuage the need of that dwindling listenership who longed for the old days. It was a new show, with all the old voices, but still young and bright. Even the commercials were for currently available products, but they weren’t as loud or as insulting as the screamer ads one heard on radio these days.


    And when Tennessee Jed went off at 5:00, I heard Jeffty spin the dial on his radio till I heard the familiar voice of the announcer Glenn Riggs proclaim, “Presenting Hop Harrigan! America’s ace of the airwaves!” There was the sound of an airplane in flight. It was a prop plane, not a jet! Not the sound kids today have grown up with, but the sound I grew up with, the real sound of an airplane, the growling, revving, throaty sound of the kind of airplanes G-8 and His Battle Aces flew, the kind Captain Midnight flew, the kind Hop Harrigan flew. And then I heard Hop say, “CX-4 calling control tower. CX-4 calling control tower. Standing by!” A pause, then, “Okay, this is Hop Harrigan…coming in!”


    And Jeffty, who had the same problem all of us kids had had in the Forties with programming that pitted equal favorites against one another on different stations, having paid his respects to Hop Harrigan and Tank Tinker, spun the dial and went back to ABC, where I heard the stroke of a gong, the wild cacophony of nonsense Chinese chatter, and the announcer yelled, “T-e-e-e-rry and the Pirates!”


    I sat there on the top step and listened to Terry and Connie and Flip Corkin and, so help me God, Agnes Moorehead as The Dragon Lady, all of them in a new adventure that took place in a Red China that had not existed in the days of Milton Caniff’s 1937 version of the Orient, with river pirates and Chiang Kai-shek and warlords and the naive Imperialism of American gunboat diplomacy.


    Sat, and listened to the whole show, and sat even longer to hear Superman and part of Jack Armstrong, The All-American Boy and part of Captain Midnight, and John Kinzer came home and neither he nor Leona came upstairs to find out what had happened to me, or where Jeffty was, and sat longer, and found I had started crying, and could not stop, just sat there with tears running down my face, into the corners of my mouth, sitting and crying until Jeffty heard me and opened his door and saw me and came out and looked at me in childish confusion as I heard the station break for the Mutual Network and they began the theme music of Tom Mix, “When It’s Round-up Time in Texas and the Bloom Is on the Sage,” and Jeffty touched my shoulder and smiled at me, with his mouth and his big brown eyes, and said, “Hi, Donny. Wanna come in an’ listen to the radio with me?”


    * * * *


    Hume denied the existence of an absolute space, in which each thing has its place; Borges denies the existence of one single time, in which all events are linked.


    Jeffty received radio programs from a place that could not, in logic, in the natural scheme of the space-time universe as conceived by Einstein, exist. But that wasn’t all he received. He got mail-order premiums that no one was manufacturing. He read comic books that had been defunct for three decades. He saw movies with actors who had been dead for twenty years. He was the receiving terminal for endless joys and pleasures of the past that the world had dropped along the way. On its headlong suicidal flight toward New Tomorrows, the world had razed its treasurehouse of simple happinesses, had poured concrete over its playgrounds, had abandoned its elfin stragglers, and all of it was being impossibly, miraculously shunted back into the present through Jeffty. Revivified, updated, the traditions maintained but contemporaneous. Jeffty was the unbidding Aladdin whose very nature formed the magic lampness of his reality.


    And he took me into his world with him.


    Because he trusted me.


    We had breakfast of Quaker Puffed Wheat Sparkies and warm Ovaltine we drank out of this year’s Little Orphan Annie Shake-Up Mugs. We went to the movies and while everyone else was seeing a comedy starring Goldie Hawn and Ryan O’Neal, Jeffty and I were enjoying Humphrey Bogart as the professional thief Parker in John Huston’s brilliant adaptation of the Donald Westlake novel Slayground. The second feature was Spencer Tracy, Carole Lombard and Laird Cregar in the Val Lewton-produced film of Leiningen Versus the Ants.


    Twice a month we went down to the newsstand and bought the current pulp issues of The Shadow, Doc Savage and Startling Stories. Jeffty and I sat together and I read to him from the magazines. He particularly liked the new short novel by Henry Kuttner, “The Dreams of Achilles,” and the new Stanley G. Weinbaum series of short stories set in the subatomic particle universe of Redurna. In September we enjoyed the first installment of the new Robert E. Howard Conan novel, Isle of the Black Ones, in Weird Tales; and in August we were only mildly disappointed by Edgar Rice Burroughs’s fourth novella in the Jupiter series featuring John Carter of Barsoom—“Corsairs of Jupiter.” But the editor of Argosy All-Story Weekly promised there would be two more stories in the series, and it was such an unexpected revelation for Jeffty and me that it dimmed our disappointment at the lessened quality of the current story.


    We read comics together, and Jeffty and I both decided—separately, before we came together to discuss it—that our favorite characters were Doll Man, Airboy and The Heap. We also adored the George Carlson strips in Jingle Jangle Comics, particularly the Pie-Face Prince of Old Pretzleburg stories, which we read together and laughed over, even though I had to explain some of the esoteric puns to Jeffty, who was too young to have that kind of subtle wit.


    How to explain it? I can’t. I had enough physics in college to make some offhand guesses, but I’m more likely wrong than right. The laws of the conservation of energy occasionally break. These are laws that physicists call “weakly violated.” Perhaps Jeffty was a catalyst for the weak violation of conservation laws we’re only now beginning to realize exist. I tried doing some reading in the area—muon decay of the “forbidden” kind: gamma decay that doesn’t include the muon neutrino among its products—but nothing I encountered, not even the latest readings from the Swiss Institute for Nuclear Research near Zurich gave me an insight. I was thrown back on a vague acceptance of the philosophy that the real name for “science” is magic.


    No explanations, but enormous good times.


    The happiest time of my life.


    I had the “real” world, the world of my store and my friends and my family, the world of profit&loss, of taxes and evenings with young women who talked about going shopping, or the United Nations, or the rising cost of coffee and microwave ovens. And I had Jeffty’s world, in which I existed only when I was with him. The things of the past he knew as fresh and new, I could experience only when in his company. And the membrane between the two worlds grew ever thinner, more luminous and transparent. I had the best of both worlds. And knew, somehow, that I could carry nothing from one to the other.


    Forgetting that, for just a moment, betraying Jeffty by forgetting, brought an end to it all.


    Enjoying myself so much, I grew careless and failed to consider how fragile the relationship between Jeffty’s world and my world really was. There is a reason why the Present begrudges the existence of the Past. I never really understood. Nowhere in the beast books, where survival is shown in battles between claw and fang, tentacle and poison sac, is there recognition of the ferocity the Present always brings to bear on the Past. Nowhere is there a detailed statement of how the Present lies in wait for What-Was, waiting for it to become Now-This-Moment so it can shred it with its merciless jaws.


    Who could know such a thing…at any age…and certainly not at my age…who could understand such a thing?


    I’m trying to exculpate myself. I can’t. It was my fault.


    * * * *


    It was another Saturday afternoon.


    “What’s playing today?” I asked him, in the car, on the way downtown.


    He looked up at me from the other side of the front seat and smiled one of his best smiles. “Ken Maynard in Bullwhip Justice an’ The Demolished Man.” He kept smiling, as if he’d really put one over on me. I looked at him with disbelief.


    “You’re kidding!” I said, delighted. “Bester’s The Demolished Man?” He nodded his head, delighted at my being delighted. He knew it was one of my favorite books. “Oh, that’s super!”


    “Super duper,” he said.


    “Who’s in it?”


    “Franchot Tone, Evelyn Keyes, Lionel Barrymore and Elisha Cook, Jr.” He was much more knowledgeable about movie actors than I’d ever been. He could name the character actors in any movie he’d ever seen. Even the crowd scenes.


    “And cartoons?” I asked.


    “Three of ’em: a Little Lulu, a Donald Duck and a Bugs Bunny. An’ a Pete Smith Specialty an’ a Lew Lehr Monkeys is da C-r-r-r-aziest Peoples.”


    “Oh boy!” I said. I was grinning from ear to ear. And then I looked down and saw the pad of purchase order forms on the seat. I’d forgotten to drop it off at the store.


    “Gotta stop by the Center,” I said. “Gotta drop off something. It’ll only take a minute.”


    “Okay,” Jeffty said. “But we won’t be late, will we?”


    “Not on your tintype, kiddo,” I said.


    * * * *


    When I pulled into the parking lot behind the Center, he decided to come in with me and we’d walk over to the theater. It’s not a large town. There are only two movie houses, the Utopia and the Lyric. We were going to the Utopia and it was only three blocks from the Center.


    I walked into the store with the pad of forms, and it was bedlam. David and Jan were handling two customers each, and there were people standing around waiting to be helped. Jan turned a look on me and her face was a horror-mask of pleading. David was running from the stockroom to the showroom and all he could murmur as he whipped past was “Help!” and then he was gone.


    “Jeffty,” I said, crouching down, “listen, give me a few minutes. Jan and David are in trouble with all these people. We won’t be late, I promise. Just let me get rid of a couple of these customers.” He looked nervous, but nodded okay.


    I motioned to a chair and said, “Just sit down for a while and I’ll be right with you.”


    He went to the chair, good as you please, though he knew what was happening, and he sat down.


    I started taking care of people who wanted color television sets. This was the first really substantial batch of units we’d gotten in—color television was only now becoming reasonably priced and this was Sony’s first promotion—and it was bonanza time for me. I could see paying off the loan and being out in front for the first time with the Center. It was business.


    In my world, good business comes first.


    Jeffty sat there and stared at the wall. Let me tell you about the wall.


    Stanchion and bracket designs had been rigged from floor to within two feet of the ceiling. Television sets had been stacked artfully on the wall. Thirty-three television sets. All playing at the same time. Black and white, color, little ones, big ones, all going at the same time.


    Jeffty sat and watched thirty-three television sets, on a Saturday afternoon. We can pick up a total of thirteen channels, including the UHF educational stations. Golf was on one channel; baseball was on a second; celebrity bowling was on a third; the fourth channel was a religious seminar; a teenage dance show was on the fifth; the sixth was a rerun of a situation comedy; the seventh was a rerun of a police show; eighth was a nature program showing a man flycasting endlessly; ninth was news and conversation; tenth was a stock car race; eleventh was a man doing logarithms on a blackboard; twelfth was a woman in a leotard doing setting-up exercises; and on the thirteenth channel was a badly animated cartoon show in Spanish. All but six of the shows were repeated on three sets. Jeffty sat and watched that wall of television on a Saturday afternoon while I sold as fast and as hard as I could, to pay back my Aunt Patricia and stay in touch with my world. It was business.


    I should have known better. I should have understood about the present and the way it kills the past. But I was selling with both hands. And when I finally glanced over at Jeffty, half an hour later, he looked like another child.


    He was sweating. That terrible fever sweat when you have stomach flu. He was pale, as pasty and pale as a worm, and his little hands were gripping the arms of the chair so tightly I could see his knuckles in bold relief. I dashed over to him, excusing myself from the middle-aged couple looking at the new 21” Mediterranean model.


    “Jeffty!”


    He looked at me, but his eyes didn’t track. He was in absolute terror. I pulled him out of the chair and started toward the front door with him, but the customers I’d deserted yelled at me, “Hey!” The middle-aged man said, “You wanna sell me this thing or don’t you?”


    I looked from him to Jeffty and back again. Jeffty was like a zombie. He had come where I’d pulled him. His legs were rubbery and his feet dragged. The past, being eaten by the present, the sound of something in pain.


    I clawed some money out of my pants pocket and jammed it into Jeffty’s hand. “Kiddo…listen to me…get out of here right now!” He still couldn’t focus properly. “Jeffty,” I said as tightly as I could, “listen to me!” The middle-aged customer and his wife were walking toward us. “Listen, kiddo, get out of here right this minute. Walk over to the Utopia and buy the tickets. I’ll be right behind you.” The middle-aged man and his wife were almost on us. I shoved Jeffty through the door and watched him stumble away in the wrong direction, then stop as if gathering his wits, turn and go back past the front of the Center and in the direction of the Utopia. “Yes sir,” I said, straightening up and facing them, “yes, ma’am, that is one terrific set with some sensational features! If you’ll just step back here with me…”


    There was a terrible sound of something hurting, but I couldn’t tell from which channel, or from which set, it was coming.


    * * * *


    Most of it I learned later, from the girl in the ticket booth, and from some people I knew who came to me to tell me what had happened. By the time I got to the Utopia, nearly twenty minutes later, Jeffty was already beaten to a pulp and had been taken to the Manager’s office.


    “Did you see a very little boy, about five years old, with big brown eyes and straight brown hair…he was waiting for me?”


    “Oh, I think that’s the little boy those kids beat up?”


    “What!?! Where is he?”


    “They took him to the Manager’s office. No one knew who he was or where to find his parents—”


    A young girl wearing an usher’s uniform was kneeling down beside the couch, placing a wet paper towel on his face.


    I took the towel away from her and ordered her out of the office.


    She looked insulted and she snorted something rude; but she left. I sat on the edge of the couch and tried to swab away the blood from the lacerations without opening the wounds where the blood had caked. Both his eyes were swollen shut. His mouth was ripped badly. His hair was matted with dried blood.


    He had been standing in line behind two kids in their teens. They started selling tickets at 12:30 and the show started at 1:00. The doors weren’t opened till 12:45. He had been waiting, and the kids in front of him had had a portable radio. They were listening to the ball game. Jeffty had wanted to hear some program, God knows what it might have been, Grand Central Station, Let’s Pretend, The Land of the Lost, God only knows which one it might have been.


    He had asked if he could borrow their radio to hear the program for a minute, and it had been a commercial break or something, and the kids had given him the radio, probably out of some malicious kind of courtesy that would permit them to take offense and rag the little boy. He had changed the station…and they’d been unable to get it to go back to the ball game. It was locked into the past, on a station that was broadcasting a program that didn’t exist for anyone but Jeffty.


    They had beaten him badly…as everyone watched.


    And then they had run away.


    I had left him alone, left him to fight off the present without sufficient weaponry. I had betrayed him for the sale of a 21” Mediterranean console television, and now his face was pulped meat. He moaned something inaudible and sobbed softly.


    “Shhh, it’s okay, kiddo, it’s Donny. I’m here. I’ll get you home, it’ll be okay.”


    I should have taken him straight to the hospital. I don’t know why I didn’t. I should have. I should have done that.


    * * * *


    When I carried him through the door, John and Leona Kinzer just stared at me. They didn’t move to take him from my arms. One of his hands was hanging down. He was conscious, but just barely. They stared, there in the semi-darkness of a Saturday afternoon in the present. I looked at them. “A couple of kids beat him up at the theater.” I raised him a few inches in my arms and extended him. They stared at me, at both of us, with nothing in their eyes, without movement. “Jesus Christ,” I shouted, “he’s been beaten! He’s your son! Don’t you even want to touch him? What the hell kind of people are you?!”


    Then Leona moved toward me very slowly. She stood in front of us for a few seconds, and there was a leaden stoicism in her face that was terrible to see. It said, I have been in this place before, many times, and I cannot bear to be in it again; but I am here now.


    So I gave him to her. God help me, I gave him over to her.


    And she took him upstairs to bathe away his blood and his pain.


    John Kinzer and I stood in our separate places in the dim living room of their home, and we stared at each other. He had nothing to say to me.


    I shoved past him and fell into a chair. I was shaking.


    I heard the bath water running upstairs.


    After what seemed a very long time Leona came downstairs, wiping her hands on her apron. She sat down on the sofa and after a moment John sat down beside her. I heard the sound of rock music from upstairs.


    “Would you like a piece of nice pound cake?” Leona said.


    I didn’t answer. I was listening to the sound of the music. Rock music. On the radio. There was a table lamp on the end table beside the sofa. It cast a dim and futile light in the shadowed living room. Rock music from the present, on a radio upstairs? I started to say something, and then knew…Oh, God…no!”


    I jumped up just as the sound of hideous crackling blotted out the music, and the table lamp dimmed and dimmed and flickered. I screamed something, I don’t know what it was, and ran for the stairs.


    Jeffty’s parents did not move. They sat there with their hands folded, in that place they had been for so many years.


    I fell twice rushing up the stairs.


    * * * *


    There isn’t much on television that can hold my interest. I bought an old cathedral-shaped Philco radio in a secondhand store, and I replaced all the burnt-out parts with the original tubes from old radios I could cannibalize that still worked. I don’t use transistors or printed circuits. They wouldn’t work. I’ve sat in front of that set for hours sometimes, running the dial back and forth as slowly as you can imagine, so slowly it doesn’t look as if it’s moving at all sometimes.


    But I can’t find Captain Midnight or The Land of the Lost or The Shadow or Quiet, Please.


    So she did love him, still, a little bit, even after all those years. I can’t hate them: they only wanted to live in the present world again. That isn’t such a terrible thing.


    It’s a good world, all things considered. It’s much better than it used to be, in a lot of ways. People don’t die from the old diseases any more. They die from new ones, but that’s Progress, isn’t it?


    Isn’t it?


    Tell me.


    Somebody please tell me.


    * * * *


    “Jeffty Is Five” by Harlan Ellison. Copyright © 1977 by The Kilimanjaro Corporation. Reprinted by arrangement with, and permission of, the Author and the Author’s agent, Richard Curtis Associates, Inc., New York. All rights reserved. Harlan Ellison is a registered trademark of The Kilimanjaro Corporation.

  


  
    SCIENCE FICTION ON TELEVISION, by Jim Davis


    By the time television began to take over the American living room, SF was already a major presence in weekly serials, shown in theaters before the movies as part of the matinee package. The very first SF television series was Captain Video, shown beginning in 1949 by the DuMont Television Network. Unfortunately, like those weekly movie-house serials, it was geared directly toward an audience of pre-adolescents. The props were literally made from cardboard boxes, and the uniforms were army-surplus fatigues with lightning bolts hand-stitched on the shoulders. It was an omen of things to come.


    Fortunately, those things to come also included the ’50s boom in SF movies, beginning with more adult fare like Destination: Moon (1950) and The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951), and SF television was forced to mature somewhat to try to attract some of that audience. Even the silliest shows, the ones that were little more than extended ads for the licensed products (“Send in 25 cents for your genuine Buck Rogers insignia!”), had to spend some money on quality scripts. Beginning in 1952, Captain Video began buying scripts from the likes of Clarke, Asimov, Sheckley, and Knight. Other kids-only series included Buck Rogers, on ABC for only 10 months in 1950, and the more successful Space Patrol (featuring Commander Buzz Corry of the United Planets Space Patrol and his sidekick, Cadet Happy!), which lasted more than four years on ABC. However, the more mature shows were already a major force. Tales of Tomorrow, originally conceived by Theodore Sturgeon, was intended as an adult alternative to the ubiquitous kids’ shows, and adapted classic and contemporary SF works, such as Frankenstein and 20,000 Leagues under the Sea, with major actors in the casts. The original SF anthology series on television—meaning that each episode was self-contained, with no recurring stories or characters—it was broadcast live on ABC from 1951–53. Science Fiction Theatre, another anthology show syndicated from 1955–57, took a more realistic look at “new” scientific and pseudo-scientific ideas, ranging from deep-sea submersibles to alien visitors. After the launch of Sputnik, CBS launched Men into Space in 1959. Although it lasted only a year, its Cold War theme (many nations, mainly the U.S. and the Soviets, trying to be the first to colonize the moon, for instance), its realistic approach to space exploration (modeled after Destination Moon), and the all-American image of its Air Force Colonel-astronaut hero, helped Americans feel better about their fledgling space program, despite its repeated failures and its lagging behind the Soviets.


    Also premiering on CBS in 1959 was The Twilight Zone. Rod Serling was already one of the most highly respected screenwriters in television when he decided that the only way to escape the constant meddling and “script suggestions” from the sponsors and the network, and to sneak the ideas he wanted to write about past the censors, was to produce his own show and write in the SFF genre. Serling wrote the majority of the scripts himself, and script-edited most of the rest. The episodes, whether SF, horror, or just weird, concentrated on characterization and well-crafted plots, and featured famous or soon-to-be famous actors. Critics and viewers loved it. Twilight Zone lasted for five years, and is still the most well-known SF anthology series. Who can ever forget Burgess Meredith when he finally has “Time Enough at Last” to read, and breaks his glasses, or William Shatner trying to convince the stewardess there’s a goblin ripping up the wing of the airliner, or…? The list of legendary scenes is endless.


    Equally thoughtful, and even more artfully crafted, The Outer Limits ran on ABC from 1963–65. Produced and script-edited by Joseph Stefano, who wrote the script of Psycho for Hitchcock and also wrote many of the Outer Limits episodes, the first-season shows were uniformly atmospheric and thought-provoking, more like serious SF lit than even The Twilight Zone. The series also included two award-winning scripts by Harlan Ellison. I remember watching the premiere episode on a small black-and-white television when I was eight years old. The Galaxy Being was the coolest and scariest monster I had ever seen, and it was intelligent and altruistic! The cancellation of The Outer Limits after only a season and a half is one of the greatest crimes against SF in the history of American television.


    Speaking of crimes against SF, the mid-sixties brought a string of SF series from Irwin Allen, who would later gain fame filming other disasters like The Towering Inferno. In order of year of first broadcast, Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea, Lost in Space, The Time Tunnel, and Land of the Giants were all juvenile, childish adventures meant for children and those with the intellect and artistic sense of children—am I being redundant enough to make my point? Playing to the lowest common denominator does have its advantages, though: Lost in Space (“Danger, Will Robinson! Danger!”) had the highest ratings of any SF television show in the ’60s. Much higher than…


    …Star Trek. What can I say about Gene Roddenberry’s creation that hasn’t already been said in hundreds of books and articles? When I saw the first ads for it, months before the airing of the first episode in September 1966, I was so thankful it was on NBC, because where I lived we could barely see or hear the only CBS and ABC stations, while the NBC station was usually just a little cloudy. When that first episode aired—“The Man Trap,” usually referred to as “The Salt Vampire”—my eyeballs were glued to my family’s black-and-white television set for sixty minutes straight. I didn’t blink. I didn’t breathe. If you missed a single second, there might be a rerun six months later, but that was it: You would never see it again. There were no VCRs. There was no webflix service or enhanced DVDs or hyulutube. You saw it once or twice, and expected that you would never see it again. (You can’t imagine my joy when I saw my first syndicated rerun in 1975! In color!!) Why was it so revered, right from the start? The briefest clips or PR photos showed detailed, futuristic, but believable sets, characters, and costumes; and that spaceship—My gosh! Then when you read that there would be scripts from Sturgeon, Ellison, Bloch, Spinrad, Matheson—real SF was coming to television at last, treated with care and dignity the way it should be. Very quickly in the first season it became evident that character development really was important, and even though much of it actually was just “Wagon Train to the Stars” as Roddenberry is said to have described it in selling the idea to Desilu Studios, some serious SF ideas got serious airtime, too. And remember, this was in the depths of the Viet Nam era, and the Cold War, and race riots: most of all Star Trek presented a future that we wanted to, and most importantly could, believe in. It was no Utopia: there was war in the Federation, but maybe we could find ways to stop it; there was plenty of xenophobia, but the crew of the Enterprise itself was just about as multi-racial and multi-national as it could get. Maybe someday, not in my lifetime, not even in Captain Kirk’s lifetime, but maybe someday, we can work it all out.


    And it was a helluvalotta fun to watch.


    Running concurrently with Star Trek, The Invaders was an alien infiltration story with echoes of the communist-invasion paranoia movies from the ’50s, such as Invasion of the Body Snatchers and Invaders from Mars. Mistaking the public moods of the ’60s for the Cold War paranoia of the ’50s, it lasted only a season and a half on ABC.


    One last late-’60s American SF series of note was not really SF at all, at least not intentionally. The Wild Wild West was created simply to try to find an interesting, saleable concept for a show, by combining the western and the James Bond-type spy thriller. What resulted was a nineteenth-century police adventure filled with mad-scientist geniuses who were inventing sonar, computers, futuristic weapons and robots of various types, etc., all run by the power sources available in their time—in other words, steampunk, 25 years before the term was coined. Luckily there was no serious intention to be found anywhere, and it was great fun from 1965–69.


    Before leaving the ’60s, I must mention Dr. Who, the British mega-phenomenon from the BBC that ran continuously from 1963–89, the longest-running SF show of all time. Early on it was renowned for its imaginative—albeit cheap—special effects, and its general sense of fun, even while probing some serious SF and historical themes. It was revived by BBC Wales in 2005, and continues today. The series maintains its continuity over so long a period by the process of “regeneration,” whereby the Doctor trades in his old body for a new one, and a younger actor takes over the role. Plots run the gamut from action/adventure to social satire to mind-blowing SF ideas, and it is almost always fun and interesting.


    The most popular series of the ’70s were, of course, not the best. The Six Million Dollar Man began in 1973 with some promise: It was, after all, about very cutting edge cyborg technology. However, it quickly became nothing more than a weekly dose of “find the bad guys using your bionic eye, chase them down on your bionic legs, and beat them up (in slow motion, with irritating sound effects).” This went on for five seasons. Slightly more interesting was Lynda Carter as Wonder Woman. Based on the DC comic book, the first season was set during World War II, and ran for a year on ABC starting in 1975. However, ABC did not renew the contract, so the producers moved to CBS, who modernized the show to present-day (1977), and gradually began aiming it at younger audiences. It was particularly popular among young girls, who wanted to see Wonder Woman deflect danger (bullets) with her bracelets, or fight off (male) bullies with ease. By the third season, CBS changed the theme song to a disco track and filmed mostly plots with teenagers as the secondary characters, and then canceled the show.


    There was a Planet of the Apes spinoff in 1974 that got surprisingly good ratings and reviews, but it was canceled after 14 episodes.


    Worthy of mention here is Star Trek: The Animated Series, which ran for 22 episodes in 1973–74. It included almost all of the original cast as voice actors, had some very good scripts (one by Larry Niven), and was able to animate aliens and landscapes that the live-action show could not afford. It remains one of my favorite SF television shows.


    The final, and most disappointing, bad-SF of the ’70s was Battlestar Galactica, so disappointing because it held such promise. Featuring the best and most expensive special effects seen on television until that time, the show strove to be a grand epic of the future human race fighting its way across a galaxy filled with human-hating robots, the Cylons, trying to reach its ancestral home, Earth. But the lead characters were shallow and emotionless, little more than heartthrobs for teenagers of both sexes; the plots were equally silly and unrealistic; and Lorne Greene—Ben Cartwright to a generation of Bonanza viewers—just seemed silly as mankind’s prophet and leader, wearing a futuristic toga. In the end, the special effects were the only reason to watch. Despite good ratings, the expensive show was canceled by ABC after 24 episodes.


    Buck Rogers in the 25th Century ran from 1979–81 on NBC, reviving the old storyline with modern special effects and pinup lead actors, but the action-oriented storylines were straight out of the ’30s serial.


    I finish the ’70s with Mork and Mindy, which had no pretensions to be anything but a funny sitcom, but was actually profound SF to the core. As portrayed by a then–little known Robin Williams, Mork, a visitor from the planet Ork, comes to Earth to study human ways. Because he is so completely unfamiliar with mankind’s thoughts and customs, he is the quintessential Other, forced to figure out the smallest details of life on Earth. Thus we become the Other, observed instead of observing, and are forced to see ourselves in a totally unfamiliar light week after week. The series was a smash hit from 1978–82 because of Robin Williams, but don’t miss the SF, powered by amazed wonder and gentle tolerance, revealing to us a totally foreign race—us.


    SF in the ’80s began in 1983 with the much-hyped “V,” but the only thing anyone remembers about it today is that image of miles-wide spaceships hovering over large cities, an image stolen from Clarke’s novel Childhood’s End. Then it was stolen from “V” by Independence Day, then stolen from them by others, including a remake of “V.” Hollywood’s idea of re-gifting. Otherwise it was badly acted soap opera with no ideas more modern than the pulp SF of the ’20s and early ’30s.


    Then in 1985, two new, high-quality anthology series were launched. The first revival of Twilight Zone was launched by CBS in 1985 with much promise. It had adaptations of stories by Ellison, King, Bear, Clarke, and Bradbury, with Harlan Ellison as a creative consultant. And it had a new theme song by the Grateful Dead! After initial ratings success, conflicts between the network and the creative forces led to its cancellation after the second season. (A third season of half-hour shows was produced a year later for business reasons, but barely made a ripple in the public consciousness.) But along the way, several fine stories were produced.


    The other anthology series premiering in 1985 was a new venture by Steven Spielberg, Steven Spielberg’s Amazing Stories. The show started with good ratings but quickly lost its fan base, despite Spielberg producing and doing some directing, and a big budget, and music by John Williams. I remember, at the end of show after show, being amazed by the visuals and the music and the excitement, but then thinking, “Yeah, but what’s the point?” It was like a flashy Las Vegas production, all glitz and glitter, but no heart. It lasted only two seasons.


    Thank goodness the ’80s ended on a very high note with Star Trek: The Next Generation. After only twenty years, the most popular SF franchise in the history of the galaxy was finally deemed worthy of a sequel. Set about a hundred years after the original, it included more plausible plots, more mature and believable characters, more subtle storytelling, a stronger dramatic sensibility, and much better, more modern special effects. And the emphasis was on strong science fiction as much as characterization and plot; practically every other show included some mind-blowing SF idea. Many Trekkers still prefer the ’60s original, but to my mind this was the high point of future-oriented SF television so far. It ran in syndication for seven full seasons.


    Also in 1987, a British show produced for American television, Max Headroom, ran for only 13 episodes on ABC, but had a lasting impact. Known as the first cyberpunk television series, it portrayed a future dystopia in which television networks rule the country, and followed the efforts of television reporter Edison Carter, aided by his AI alter-ego, Max Headroom, to expose the abuses of the public by his own bosses. The main thing I can say about it is that it was fascinatingly different.


    Alien Nation, based on the 1988 movie, ran for one season a year later. Despite competent storytelling and good intentions, this obvious story about half a million aliens (galactic aliens) being resettled in Los Angeles ended up having nothing new to say about racial and gender bigotry.


    What was new and refreshing in 1989 was Quantum Leap, which ran five seasons on NBC. Dr. Sam Beckett “leaps” in time, which put each episode in a different time and place. What was so original and fascinating was that he leaped into a different person’s body for every show, always for the purpose of righting a wrong that was done to or by that person in the past, and he has no idea why this is happening. Experiencing life from a totally alien perspective every few days, Sam is on a constant journey of self-discovery. Special effects were almost nonexistent, the feel of the show was somewhat juvenile, but the ideas and stories were uniformly fascinating and engrossing. And it had real heart.


    The year 1993 brought a host of top-notch SF shows. Star Trek: Deep Space Nine was the first sequel to Next Generation, set on a former Cardassian space station located at the entrance to a wormhole that goes to another quadrant of the galaxy. Imbued with the good production qualities of its parent show, its stories tended to concentrate on darker issues, with much emphasis on interpersonal, interracial, and political conflict. Being set at a static location, it sometimes had almost a gothic feel, and tended toward multi-episode story arcs, and eventually became a true serial, as opposed to the episodic, self-contained stories that dominated Next Generation. The sameness that resulted from this bored some viewers, but the show was a big hit with viewers and critics and ran in syndication until 1999.


    Also born in 1993 was Babylon 5. Similarly set on a space station at a crucial junction in space, it otherwise bears little resemblance to Deep Space Nine. Featuring a ton of what at that time was cutting-edge computer graphics, the show concentrates on diplomacy during a time of sweeping galactic war. The aliens are fascinating visually, socially, and psychologically, the characters are engaging, and the action sequences are straight out of the Doc Smith-type space operas. Its creator and principal writer, J. Michael Straczynski carefully plotted the five-season story arc, and intentionally included “no kids or robots.”


    The final, but not least new show of the year was The X Files. Built around two present-day FBI agents who investigate only weird cases that no one else deems worthy, some pure SF episodes were self-contained, and some were part of an overall story arc concerning alien presence and influence on earth. Creepiness and paranoia ruled over all. From the start the show developed a huge cult following, and Fox Mulder and Dana Scully became household names. It ran for nine seasons on Fox Network, at the time the longest-running SF series ever in America.


    In 1995 the new UPN network made its debut with the second Next Generation sequel, Star Trek: Voyager. The show had an interesting premise (a Starfleet ship transported 70,000 light years from home and likely not to make it back in the crews’ lifetimes), and a female captain. Production values were of the usual high quality, but the writing, especially in the early seasons, was uneven at best. The show was very popular during its seven seasons, but for my money it offered little that hadn’t been seen before. I loved it anyway.


    Also in 1995, Showtime Network launched a revival of The Outer Limits, which ran for six years there and then an additional original season on the Sci-Fi Channel, for a total of 154 episodes. Leslie Stevens, the original creator of the 1963 show, and Joseph Stefano, its original line producer, were consultants for the first season of the revival. There were many adaptations of stories from respected writers, and some episodes were successful. With high production values and stories that tended to illustrate some scientific idea and its effects on mankind, the show was moderate hit for its entire run.


    The 2000s have been dominated by supernatural, not SF, series. Buffy the Vampire Slayer, vampires, and zombies rule. But SF cannot be killed. The final (so far) Star Trek series, Star Trek: Enterprise, premiered on UPN in 2001, and ran for four seasons. It concerned Earth’s first warp-drive spaceship, and took place about 10 years before the United Federation of Planets was formed. Most die-hard Trekkers loved it, seeing it as an attempt at a throwback to the original ’60s series, but it never garnered the strong ratings or fan support of the other Star Trek series.


    The one network that has developed a reputation for launching new SF series, Fox, has also developed a reputation for doing little to help build a viewership for these series, and then canceling them during the first season. The prime example is Firefly, probably the most popular SF series of the decade despite the fact that only 11 episodes were broadcast in 2002 before it was canceled. Its gritty, down-to-earth setting and characters—the crew of a small transport ship trying to survive on the “frontier” fringes of a large planetary-system-wide society—proved very popular with young adult viewers, popular enough to make feasible the production of a feature film two years later. Another Fox show, Dollhouse, lasted less than a year in 2009. It had its rabid fans, but critics generally thought the show was “muddled and pretentious” at first, although most thought it was starting to improve as the season progressed. However, it was canceled before it was able to show what it could do. Fox did manage to sustain one SF series, Fringe. In many ways reminiscent of The X-Files, though not nearly as atmospheric, it did create some SF interest during its third season when it introduced the concept of a similar, parallel universe that has developed “cracks” through which people and things can pass from one universe to the other, and the problems this is causing. However, as of January 2011, Fox has rescheduled the show from its popular Thursday time slot to the Friday night “death slot,” probably signaling its imminent cancellation.


    The most noteworthy SF series of the decade was a recasting of the story of Battlestar Galactica. In this version, which ran from 2004–09 on the Sci-Fi Channel, some types of Cylons had evolved into humanoid android form, and the emphasis was on the growing awareness among both humans and Cylons that their constant state of war can only end in the destruction of both. The two sides finally merged in the end. A great critical success, the show won some prestigious awards, and provided the Sci-Fi Channel with its best-ever ratings for an original series.


    As for the future of SF television? Well, this is SF: The future is our business. I’m sure there are many more original, high-quality shows in the works. I can’t wait.


    * * * *


    Jim Davis has taught literature and creative writing at Troy University since 1985, and has taught an SF lit course since 1989. He is currently Fiction Reviews Editor for the SFRA Review.

  


  
    JOE HALDEMAN


    (1943– )


    By the first time I met Joe Haldeman, I felt like I knew almost too much about him: His life story has been a deeply public one, and intensely connected to his writing. While in a sense all writers write about themselves, Joe has been very open about how his experiences in Vietnam, including his devastating injuries, color much of his writing.


    Born in Oklahoma City, Joe traveled a lot as a child, living in Alaska, New Orleans, Puerto Rico, Washington D.C., and Maryland. After earning a BS in astronomy from the University of Maryland, Joe was drafted into the Army. He served for two years as a combat engineer in Vietnam, until he sustained severe injuries when a booby-trapped pile of artillery exploded. After more-or-less recovering, Joe attended graduate school for math and computer science, but dropped out to write. His first short story sale, “Out of Phase” (1969, Galaxy) was initially written for a creative writing course in school.


    Joe’s first novel was War Year (1972), inspired by his experiences in Vietnam. The book was published with the help of Ben Bova, who Joe met at the Milford Writer’s Workshop. Joe earned an MFA in creative writing from the University of Iowa and moved to Florida where he could write full-time. By the mid-1970s he was successful at it, producing a terrific string of strong short fiction and influential novels like The Forever War (1975) and Mindbridge (1976). He’s won five Hugos and five Nebulas, starting with The Forever War (which won both) and most recently a best novel Nebula for Camouflage (2005). In 2010 he won the Damon Knight Memorial Grand Master Award


    Joe teaches writing at MIT in Massachusetts every fall and spends winters in Florida. Health problems in recent years have slowed down his travel schedule, but he still turns up to major events and seems very much himself. He has been married since 1965 to Mary Gay Potter (who everyone calls Gay).


    The novella “Hero” was later incorporated into the first part of Joe’s brilliant The Forever War, written very much as a response to Robert A. Heinlein’s Starship Troopers (1959). While both were deserving Hugo winners, the two books have, it’s safe to say, divergent views of military bureaucracy. “Saul’s Death” won a Rhysling Award for best long poem in 1984.

  


  
    HERO, by Joe Haldeman


    First published in Analog, June 1972


    1


    “Tonight we’re going to show you eight silent ways to kill a man.” The guy who said that was a sergeant who didn’t look five years older than I. Ergo, as they say, he couldn’t possibly ever have killed a man, not in combat, silently or otherwise.


    I already knew eighty ways to kill people, though most of them were pretty noisy. I sat up straight in my chair and assumed a look of polite attention and fell asleep with my eyes open. So did most everybody else. We’d learned that they never schedule anything important for these after-chop classes.


    The projector woke me up and I sat through a short movie showing the “eight silent ways.” Some of the actors must have been brainwipes, since they were actually killed.


    After the movie a girl in the front row raised her hand. The sergeant nodded at her and she rose to parade rest. Not bad-looking, but kind of chunky about the neck and shoulders. Everybody gets that way after carrying a heavy pack around for a couple of months.


    “Sir”—we had to call sergeants “sir” until graduation—“most of those methods, really, they looked…kind of silly.”


    “For instance?”


    “Like killing a man with a blow to the kidneys, from an entrenching tool. I mean, when would you actually just have an entrenching tool, and no gun or knife? And why not just bash him over the head with it?”


    “He might have a helmet on,” he said reasonably.


    “Besides, Taurans probably don’t even have kidneys!”


    He shrugged. “Probably they don’t.” This was 1997, and we’d never seen a Tauran: hadn’t even found any pieces of Taurans bigger than a scorched chromosome. “But their body chemistry is similar to ours, and we have to assume they’re similarly complex creatures. They must have weaknesses, vulnerable spots. You have to find out where they are.


    “That’s the important thing.” He stabbed a finger at the screen. “That’s why those eight convicts got caulked for your benefit…you’ve got to find out how to kill Taurans, and be able to do it whether you have a megawatt laser or just an emery board.”


    She sat back down, not looking too convinced.


    “Any more questions?” Nobody raised a hand.


    “O.K.—tench-hut!” We staggered upright and he looked at us expectantly.


    “Fuck you, sir,” came the tired chorus.


    “Louder!”


    “FUCK YOU, SIR!”


    One of the army’s less-inspired morale devices.


    “That’s better. Don’t forget, predawn maneuvers tomorrow. Chop at 0330, first formation, 0400. Anybody sacked after 0340 gets one stripe. Dismissed.”


    I zipped up my coverall and went across the snow to the lounge for a cup of soya and a joint. I’d always been able to get by on five or six hours of sleep, and this was the only time I could be by myself, out of the army for a while. Looked at the newsfax for a few minutes. Another ship got caulked, out by Aldebaran sector. That was four years ago. They were mounting a reprisal fleet, but it’ll take four years more for them to get out there. By then, the Taurans would have every portal planet sewed up tight.


    Back at the billet, everybody else was sacked and the main lights were out. The whole company’d been dragging ever since we got back from the two-week lunar training. I dumped my clothes in the locker, checked the roster and found out I was in bunk 31. Damn it, right under the heater.


    I slipped through the curtain as quietly as possible so as not to wake up my bunkmate. Couldn’t see who it was, but I couldn’t have cared less. I slipped under the blanket.


    “You’re late, Mandella,” a voice yawned. It was Rogers.


    “Sorry I woke you up,” I whispered.


    “ ’Sallright.” She snuggled over and clasped me spoon-fashion. She was warm and reasonably soft. I patted her hip in what I hoped was a brotherly fashion. “Night, Rogers.”


    “G’night, Stallion.” She returned the gesture, a good deal more pointedly.


    Why do you always get the tired ones when you’re ready and the randy ones when you’re tired? I bowed to the inevitable.


    2


    “Awright, let’s get some back inta that! Stringer team! Move it up—move up!”


    A warm front had come in about midnight and the snow had turned to sleet. The permaplast stringer weighed five hundred pounds and was a bitch to handle, even when it wasn’t covered with ice. There were four of us, two at each end, carrying the plastic girder with frozen fingertips. Rogers and I were partners.


    “Steel!” the guy behind me yelled, meaning that he was losing his hold. It wasn’t steel, but it was heavy enough to break your foot. Everybody let go and hopped away. It splashed slush and mud all over us.


    “Damn it, Petrov,” Rogers said, “why didn’t you go out for Star Fleet or maybe the Red Cross? This damn thing’s not that damn heavy.” Most of the girls were a little more circumspect in their speech.


    “Awright, get a move on, stringers—Epoxy team! Dog ’em! Dog ’em!”


    Our two epoxy people ran up, swinging their buckets. “Let’s go, Mandella. I’m freezin’.”


    “Me, too,” the girl said earnestly.


    “One—two—heave!” We got the thing up again and staggered toward the bridge. It was about three-quarters completed. Looked as if the Second Platoon was going to beat us. I wouldn’t give a damn, but the platoon that got their bridge built first got to fly home. Four miles of muck for the rest of us, and no rest before chop.


    We got the stringer in place, dropped it with a clank, and fitted the static clamps that held it to the rise-beams. The female half of the epoxy team started slopping glue on it before we even had it secured. Her partner was waiting for the stringer on the other side. The floor team was waiting at the foot of the bridge, each one holding a piece of the light stressed permaplast over his head, like an umbrella. They were dry and clean. I wondered aloud what they had done to deserve it, and Rogers suggested a couple of colorful, but unlikely possibilities.


    We were going back to stand by the next stringer when the Field First—he was named Dougelstein, but we called him “Awright”—blew a whistle and bellowed, “Awright, soldier boys and girls, ten minutes. Smoke ’em if you got “em.” He reached into his pocket and turned on the control that heated our coveralls.


    Rogers and I sat down on our end of the stringer and I took out my weed box. I had lots of joints, but we weren’t allowed to smoke them until after night-chop. The only tobacco I had was a cigarro butt about three inches long. I lit it on the side of the box; it wasn’t too bad after the first couple of puffs. Rogers took a puff to be sociable, but made a face and gave it back.


    “Were you in school when you got drafted?” she asked.


    “Yeah. Just got a degree in Physics. Was going after a teacher’s certificate.”


    She nodded soberly. “I was in Biology.…”


    “Figures.” I ducked a handful of slush. “How far?”


    “Six years, bachelor’s and technical.” She slid her boot along the ground, turning up a ridge of mud and slush the consistency of freezing ice milk. “Why the hell did this have to happen?”


    I shrugged. It didn’t call for an answer, least of all the answer that the UNEF kept giving us. Intellectual and physical elite of the planet, going out to guard humanity against the Tauran menace. It was all just a big experience. See whether we could goad the Taurans into ground action.


    Awright blew the whistle two minutes early, as expected, but Rogers and I and the other two stringers got to sit for a minute while the epoxy and floor teams finished covering our stringer. It got cold fast, sitting there with our suits turned off, but we remained inactive, on principle.


    I really didn’t see the sense of us having to train in the cold. Typical army half-logic. Sure, it was going to be cold where we were going; but not ice-cold or snow-cold. Almost by definition, a portal planet remained within a degree or two of absolute zero all the time, since collapsars don’t shine—and the first chill you felt would mean that you were a dead man.


    * * * *


    Twelve years before, when I was ten years old, they had discovered the collapsar jump. Just fling an object at a collapsar with sufficient speed, and it pops out in some other part of the galaxy. It didn’t take long to figure out the formula that predicted where it would come out; it just traveled along the same “line”—actually an Einsteinian geodesic—it would have followed if the collapsar hadn’t been in the way—until it reaches another collapsar field, whereupon it reappears, repelled with the same speed it had approaching the original collapsar. Travel time between the two collapsars is exactly zero.


    It made a lot of work for mathematical physicists, who had to redefine simultaneity, then tear down general relativity and build it back up again. And it made the politicians very happy, because now they could send a shipload of colonists to Fomalhaut for less than it once cost to put a brace of men on the Moon. There were a lot of people the politicians would just love to see on Fomalhaut, implementing a glorious adventure instead of stirring up trouble at home.


    The ships were always accompanied by an automated probe that followed a couple of million miles behind. We knew about the portal planets, little bits of flotsam that whirled around the collapsars; the purpose of the drone was to come back and tell us in the event that a ship had smacked into a portal planet at .999 of the speed of light.


    That particular catastrophe never happened, but one day a drone did come limping back alone. Its data were analyzed, and it turned out that the colonists’ ship had been pursued by another vessel and destroyed. This happened near Aldebaran, in the constellation Taurus, but since “Aldebaranian” is a little hard to handle, they named the enemy Taurans.


    Colonizing vessels thenceforth went out protected by an armed guard. Often the armed guard went out alone, and finally the colonization effort itself slowed to a token trickle. The United Nations Exploratory and Colonization Group got shortened to UNEF, United Nations Exploratory Force, emphasis on the “force.”


    Then some bright lad in the General Assembly decided that we ought to field an army of footsoldiers to guard the portal planets of the nearer collapsars. This led to the Elite Conscription Act of 1996 and the most rigorously selected army in the history of warfare.


    So here we are, fifty men and fifty women, with IQ’s over 150 and bodies of unusual health and strength, slogging elitely through the mud and slush of central Missouri, reflecting on how useful our skill in building bridges will be, on worlds where the only fluid will be your occasional standing pool of liquid helium.


    3


    About a month later, we left for our final training exercise; maneuvers on the planet Charon. Though nearing perihelion, it was still more than twice as far from the sun as Pluto.


    The troopship was a converted “cattlewagon,” made to carry two hundred colonists and assorted bushes and beasts. Don’t think it was roomy, though, just because there were half that many of us. Most of the excess space was taken up with extra reaction mass and ordnance.


    The whole trip took three weeks, accelerating at 2 Gs halfway; decelerating the other half. Our top speed, as we roared by the orbit of Pluto, was around one twentieth of the speed of light—not quite enough for relativity to rear its complicated head.


    Three weeks of carrying around twice as much weight as normal… it’s no picnic. We did some cautious exercises three times a day, and remained horizontal as much as possible. Still, we had several broken bones and serious dislocations. The men had to wear special supporters. It was almost impossible to sleep, what with nightmares of choking and being crushed, and the necessity of rolling over periodically to prevent blood pooling and bedsores. One girl got so fatigued that she almost slept through the experience of having a rib rub through to the open air,


    I’d been in space several times before, so when we finally stopped decelerating and went into free fall, it was nothing but a relief. But some people had never been out, except for our training on the Moon, and succumbed to the sudden vertigo and disorientation. The rest of us cleaned up after them, floating through the quarters with sponges and inspirators to suck up globules of partly digested “Concentrate, High-protein, Low-residue, Beef Flavor (Soya).”


    A shuttle took us down to the surface in three trips. I waited for the last one, along with everybody else who wasn’t bothered by free fall.


    We had a good view of Charon, coming down from orbit. There wasn’t much to see, though. It was just a dim, off-white sphere with a few smudges on it. We landed about two hundred meters from the base. A pressurized crawler came out and mated with the ferry, so we didn’t have to suit up. We clanked and squeaked up to the main building, a featureless box of grayish plastic.


    Inside, the walls were the same inspired color. The rest of the company was sitting at desks, chattering away. There was a seat next to Freeland.


    “Jeff—feeling better?” He still looked a little pale.


    “If the gods had meant for man to survive in free fall, they would have given him a cast-iron glottis. Somewhat better. Dying for a smoke.”


    “Yeah.”


    “You seemed to take it all right. Went up in school, didn’t you?”


    “Senior thesis in vacuum welding, yeah, three weeks in Earth orbit.” I sat back and reached for my weed box, for the thousandth time. It still wasn’t there, of course. The Life Support Unit didn’t want to handle nicotine and THC.


    “Training was bad enough,” Jeff groused, “but this crap—”


    “I don’t know.” I’d been thinking about it. “It might just all be worth it.”


    “Hell, no—this is a space war, let Star Fleet take care of it… they’re just going to send us out and either we sit for fifty years on some damn ice cube of a portal planet, or we get.…”


    “Well, Jeff, you’ve got to look at it the other way, too. Even if there’s only one chance in a thousand that we’ll be doing some good, keeping the Taurans.…


    * * * *


    “Tench-hut!” we stood up in a raggety-ass fashion, by twos and threes. The door opened and a full major came in. I stiffened a little. He was the highest-ranking officer I’d ever seen. He had a row of ribbons stitched into his coveralls, including a purple strip meaning he’d been wounded in combat, fighting in the old American army. Must have been that Indochina thing, but it had fizzled out before I was born. He didn’t look that old.


    “Sit, sit.” He made a patting motion with his hand. Then he put his hands on his hips and scanned the company with a small smile on his face. “Welcome to Charon. You picked a lovely day to land; the temperature outside is a summery eight point one five degrees Absolute. We expect little change for the next two centuries or so.” Some of us laughed half-heartedly.


    “You’d best enjoy the tropical climate here at Miami Base, enjoy it while you can. We’re on the center of sunside here, and most of your training will be on darkside. Over there, the temperature drops to a chilly two point zero eight.


    “You might as well regard all the training you got on Earth and the Moon as just a warm-up exercise, to give you a fair chance of surviving Charon. You’ll have to go through your whole repertory here: tools, weapons, maneuvers. And you’ll find that, at these temperatures, tools don’t work the way they should, weapons don’t want to fire. And people move v-e-r-y cautiously.”


    He studied the clipboard in his hand. “Right now, you have forty-nine women and forty-eight men. Two deaths, one psychiatric release. Having read an outline of your training program, I’m frankly surprised that so many of you pulled through.


    “But you might as well know that I won’t be displeased if as few as fifty of you graduate from this final phase. And the only way not to graduate is to die. Here. The only way anybody gets back to Earth—including me—is after a combat tour.


    “You will complete your training in one month. From here you go to Stargate collapsar, a little over two lights away. You will stay at the settlement on Stargate I, the largest portal planet, until replacements arrive. Hopefully, that will be no more than a month; another group is due here as soon as you leave.


    “When you leave Stargate, you will be going to a strategically important collapsar, set up a military base there, and fight the enemy, if attacked. Otherwise, maintain the base until further orders.


    “The last two weeks of your training will consist of constructing such a base, on darkside. There you will be totally isolated from Miami Base: no communication, no medical evacuation, no resupply. Sometime before the two weeks are up, your defense facilities will be evaluated in an attack by guided drones. They will be armed.


    “All of the permanent personnel here on Charon are combat veterans. Thus, all of us are forty to fifty years of age, but I think we can keep up with you. Two of us will be with you at all times, and will accompany you at least as far as Stargate. They are Captain Sherman Stott, your company commander, and Sergeant Octavio Cortez, your first sergeant. Gentlemen?”


    Two men in the front row stood easily and turned to face us. Captain Stott was a little smaller than the major, but cut from the same mold; face hard and smooth as porcelain, cynical half-smile, a precise centimeter of beard framing a large chin, looking thirty at the most. He wore a large, gunpowder-type pistol on his hip.


    Sergeant Cortez was another story. His head was shaved and the wrong shape; flattened out on one side where a large piece of skull had obviously been taken out. His face was very dark and seamed with wrinkles and scars. Half his left ear was missing and his eyes were as expressive as buttons on a machine. He had a moustache-and-beard combination that looked like a skinny white caterpillar taking a lap around his mouth. On anybody else, his schoolboy smile might look pleasant, but he was about the ugliest, meanest-looking creature I’d ever seen. Still, if you didn’t look at his head and considered the lower six feet or so, he could pose as the “after” advertisement for a body-building spa. Neither Stott nor Cortez wore any ribbons. Cortez had a small pocket-laser suspended in a magnetic rig, sideways, under his left armpit. It had wooden grips that were worn very smooth.


    “Now, before I turn you over to the tender mercies of these two gentlemen, let me caution you again.


    “Two months ago there was not a living soul on this planet, a working force of forty-five men struggled for a month to erect this base. Twenty-four of them, more than half, died in the construction of it. This is the most dangerous planet men have ever tried to live on, but the places you’ll be going will be this bad and worse. Your cadre will try to keep you alive for the next month. Listen to them…and follow their example; all of them have survived here for longer than you’ll have to. Captain?” The captain stood up as the major went out the door.


    “Tench-hut!” The last syllable was like an explosion and we all jerked to our feet.


    “Now, I’m only gonna say this once so you better listen,” he growled. “We are in a combat situation here and in a combat situation there is only one penalty for disobedience and insubordination.” He jerked the pistol from his hip and held it by the barrel, like a club. “This is an Army model 1911 automatic pistol caliber .45 and it is a primitive, but effective, weapon. The sergeant and I are authorized to use our weapons to kill to enforce discipline, don’t make us do it because we will. We will.” He put the pistol back. The holster snap made a loud crack in the dead quiet.


    “Sergeant Cortez and I between us have killed more people than are sitting in this room. Both of us fought in Vietnam on the American side and both of us joined the United Nations International Guard more than ten years ago. I took a break in grade from major for the privilege of commanding this company, and First Sergeant Cortez took a break from sub-major, because we are both combat soldiers and this is the first combat situation since 1974.


    “Keep in mind what I’ve said while the First Sergeant instructs you more specifically in what your duties will be under this command. Take over, Sergeant.” He turned on his heel and strode out of the room, with the little smile on his face that hadn’t changed one millimeter during the whole harangue.


    The First Sergeant moved like a heavy machine with lots of ball bearings. When the door hissed shut he swiveled ponderously to face us and said, “At ease, siddown,” in a surprisingly gentle voice. He sat on a table in the front of the room. It creaked—but held.


    “Now, the captain talks scary and I look scary, but we both mean well. You’ll be working pretty closely with me, so you better get used to this thing I’ve got hanging in front of my brain. You probably won’t see the captain much, except on maneuvers.”


    He touched the flat part of his head. “And speaking of brains, I still have just about all mine, in spite of Chinese efforts to the contrary. All of us old vets who mustered into UNEF had to pass the same criteria that got you drafted by the Elite Conscription Act. So I suspect all of you are smart and tough—but just keep in mind that the captain and I are smart and tough and experienced.”


    He flipped through the roster without really looking at it. “Now, as the captain said, there’ll be only one kind of disciplinary action on maneuvers. Capital punishment. But normally we won’t have to kill you for disobeying. Charon’ll save us the trouble.


    “Back in the billeting area, it’ll be another story. We don’t much care what you do inside, but once you suit up and go outside, you’ve gotta have discipline that would shame a Centurion. There will be situations where one stupid act could kill us all.


    “Anyhow, the first thing we’ve gotta do is get you fitted to your fighting suits. The armorer’s waiting at your billet; he’ll take you one at a time. Let’s go.”
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    “Now, I know you got lectured and lectured on what a fighting suit can do, back on Earth.” The armorer was a small man, partially bald, with no insignia of rank on his coveralls. Sergeant Cortez told us to call him “sir,” since he was a lieutenant.


    “But I’d like to reinforce a couple of points, maybe add some things your instructors Earthside weren’t clear about, or couldn’t know. Your First Sergeant was kind enough to consent to being my visual aid. Sergeant?”


    Cortez slipped out of his coveralls and came up to the little raised platform where a fighting suit was standing, popped open like a man-shaped clam. He backed into it and slipped his arms into the rigid sleeves. There was a click and the thing swung shut with a sigh. It was bright green with cortez stenciled in white letters on the helmet.


    “Camouflage, Sergeant.”


    The green faded to white, then dirty gray. “This is good camouflage for Charon, and most of your portal planets,” said Cortez, from a deep well. “But there are several other combinations available.” The gray dappled and brightened to a combination of greens and browns: “Jungle.” Then smoothed out to a hard light ochre: “Desert.” Dark brown, darker, to a deep flat black: “Night or space.”


    “Very good, Sergeant. To my knowledge, this is the only feature of the suit which was perfected after your training. The control is around your left wrist and is admittedly awkward. But once you find the right combination, it’s easy to lock in.


    “Now, you didn’t get much in-suit training Earthside because we didn’t want you to get used to using the thing in a friendly environment. The fighting suit is the deadliest personal weapon ever built, and with no weapon it is easier for the user to kill himself through carelessness. Turn around, Sergeant.


    “Case in point.” He tapped a square protuberance between the shoulders. “Exhaust fins. As you know, the suit tries to keep you at a comfortable temperature no matter what the weather’s like outside. The material of the suit is as near to a perfect insulator as we could get, consistent with mechanical demands. Therefore, these fins get hot—especially hot, compared to darkside temperatures—as they bleed off the body’s heat.


    “All you have to do is lean up against a boulder of frozen gas; there’s lots of it around. The gas will sublime off faster than it can escape from the fins; in escaping, it will push against the surrounding ‘ice’ and fracture it… and in about one hundredth of a second, you have the equivalent of a hand grenade going off right below your neck. You’ll never feel a thing.


    “Variations on this theme have killed eleven people in the past two months. And they were just building a bunch of huts.


    “I assume you know how easily the waldo capabilities can kill you or your companions. Anybody want to shake hands with the sergeant?” He stepped over and clasped his glove. “He’s had lots of practice. Until you have, be extremely careful. You might scratch an itch and wind up bleeding to death. Remember, semi-logarithmic repose: two pounds’ pressure exerts five pounds’ force; three pounds gives ten; four pounds, twenty-three; five pounds, forty-seven. Most of you can muster up a grip of well over a hundred pounds. Theoretically, you could rip a steel girder in two with that, amplified. Actually, you’d destroy the material of your gloves and, at least on Charon, die very quickly. It’d be a race between decompression and flash-freezing. You’d be the loser.


    “The leg waldos are also dangerous, even though the amplification is less extreme. Until you’re really skilled, don’t try to run, or jump. You’re likely to trip, and that means you’re likely to die.


    “Charon’s gravity is three-fourths of Earth normal, so it’s not too bad. But on a really small world, like Luna, you could take a running jump and not come down for twenty minutes, just keep sailing over the horizon. Maybe bash into a mountain at eighty meters per second. On a small asteroid, it’d be no trick at all to run up to escape velocity and be off on an informal tour of intergalactic space. It’s a slow way to travel.


    “Tomorrow morning, we’ll start teaching you how to stay alive inside of this infernal machine. The rest of the afternoon and evening, I’ll call you one at a time to be fitted. That’s all, Sergeant.”


    Cortez went to the door and turned the stopcock that let air into the air lock. A bank of infrared lamps went on to keep the air from freezing inside it. When the pressures were equalized, he shut the stopcock, undamped the door and stepped in, clamping it shut behind him. A pump hummed for about a minute, evacuating the air lock, then he stepped out and sealed the outside door. It was pretty much like the ones on Luna.


    “First I want Private Omar Almizar. The rest of you can go find your bunks. I’ll call you over the squawker.”


    “Alphabetical order, sir?”


    “Yep. About ten minutes apiece. If your name begins with Z, you might as well get sacked.”


    That was Rogers. She probably was thinking about getting sacked.


    5


    The sun was a hard white point directly overhead. It was a lot brighter than I had expected it to be; since we were eighty AUs out, it was only l/6400th as bright as it is on Earth. Still, it was putting out about as much light as a powerful streetlamp.


    “This is considerably more light than you’ll have on a portal planet,” Captain Start’s voice crackled in our collective ear. “Be glad that you’ll be able to watch your step.”


    We were lined up, single file, on a permaplast sidewalk connecting the billet and the supply hut. We’d practiced walking inside, all morning, and this wasn’t any different except for the exotic scenery. Though the light was rather dim, you could see all the way to the horizon quite clearly, with no atmosphere in the way. A black cliff that looked too regular to be natural stretched from one horizon to the other, passing within a kilometer of us. The ground was obsidian-black, mottled with patches of white, or bluish, ice. Next to the supply hut was a small mountain of snow in a bin marked oxygen.


    The suit was fairly comfortable, but it gave you the odd feeling of being simultaneously a marionette and a puppeteer. You apply the impulse to move your leg and the suit picks it up and magnifies it and moves your leg for you.


    “Today we’re only going to walk around the company area and nobody will leave the company area.” The captain wasn’t wearing his .45, but he had a laser-finger like the rest of us. And his was probably hooked up.


    Keeping an interval of at least two meters between each person, we stepped off the permaplast and followed the captain over the smooth rock. We walked carefully for about an hour, spiraling out, and finally stopped at the far edge of the perimeter.


    “Now everybody pay close attention. I’m going out to that blue slab of ice”—it was a big one, about twenty meters away—“and show you something that you’d better know if you want to live.”


    He walked out a dozen confident steps. “First I have to heat up a rock—filters down.” I slapped the stud under my armpit and the filter slid into place over my image converter. The captain pointed his finger at a black rock the size of a basketball and gave it a short burst. The glare rolled a long shadow of the captain over us and beyond. The rock shattered into a pile of hazy splinters.


    “It doesn’t take long for these to cool down.” He stooped and picked up a piece. “This one is probably twenty or twenty-five degrees. Watch.” He tossed the “warm” rock on the ice slab. It skittered around in a crazy pattern and shot off the side. He tossed another one, and it did the same.


    “As you know, you are not quite perfectly insulated. These rocks are about the temperature of the soles of your boots. If you try to stand on a slab of hydrogen the same thing will happen to you. Except that the rock is already dead.


    “The reason for this behavior is that the rock makes a slick interface with the ice—a little puddle of liquid hydrogen—and rides a few molecules above the liquid on a cushion of hydrogen vapor. This makes the rock, or you, a frictionless bearing as far as the ice is concerned and you can’t stand up without any friction under your boots.


    “After you have lived in your suit for a month or so you should be able to survive falling down, but right now you just don’t know enough. Watch.”


    The captain flexed and hopped up onto the slab. His feet shot out from under him and he twisted around in midair, landing on hands and knees. He slipped off and stood on the ground.


    “The idea is to keep your exhaust fins from making contact with the frozen gas. Compared to the ice they are as hot as a blast furnace and contact with any weight behind it will result in an explosion.”


    * * * *


    After that demonstration, we walked around for another hour or so, and returned to the billet. Once through the air lock, we had to mill around for a while, letting the suits get up to something like room temperature. Somebody came up and touched helmets with me.


    “William?” She had mc coy stenciled above her faceplate.


    “Hi, Sean. Anything special?”


    “I just wondered if you had anyone to sleep with tonight.”


    That’s right; I’d forgotten, there wasn’t any sleeping roster here. Everybody just chose his own partner. “Sure, I mean, uh, no…no, I haven’t asked anybody, sure, if you want to.…”


    “Thanks, William. See you later.” I watched her walk away and thought that if anybody could make a fighting suit look sexy, it’d be Sean. But even Sean couldn’t.


    Cortez decided we were warm enough and led us to the suit room where we backed the things into place and hooked them up to the charging plates—each suit had a little chunk of plutonium that would power it for several years, but we were supposed to run on fuel cells as much as possible. After a lot of shuffling around, everybody finally got plugged in and we were allowed to unsuit, ninety-seven naked chickens squirming out of bright green eggs. It was cold—the air, the floor, and especially the suits—and we made a pretty disorderly exit toward the lockers.


    I slipped on tunic, trousers and sandals and was still cold. I took my cup and joined the line for soya, everybody jumping up and down to keep warm.


    “How c-cold, do you think, it is, M-Mandella?” That was McCoy.


    “I don’t, even want, to think, about it.” I stopped jumping and rubbed myself as briskly as possible, while holding a cup in one hand. “At least as cold as Missouri was.”


    “Ung…wish they’d, get some damn heat in, this place.” It always affects the small girls more than anybody else. McCoy was the littlest one in the company, a waspwaist doll barely five feet high.


    “They’ve got the airco going. It can’t be long now.”


    “I wish I, was a big, slab of, meat like, you.”


    I was glad she wasn’t.
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    We had our first casualty on the third day, learning how to dig holes.


    With such large amounts of energy stored in a soldier’s weapons, it wouldn’t be practical for him to hack out a hole in the frozen ground with the conventional pick and shovel. Still, you can launch grenades all day and get nothing but shallow depressions—so the usual method is to bore a hole in the ground with the hand laser, drop a timed charge in after it’s cooled down and, ideally, fill the hole with stuff. Of course, there’s not much loose rock on Charon, unless you’ve already blown a hole nearby.


    The only difficult thing about the procedure is getting away. To be safe, we were told, you’ve got to either be behind something really solid, or be at least a hundred meters away. You’ve got about three minutes after setting the charge, but you can’t just spring away. Not on Charon.


    The accident happened when we were making a really deep hole, the kind you want for a large underground bunker. For this, we had to blow a hole, then climb down to the bottom of the crater and repeat the procedure again and again until the hole was deep enough. Inside the crater we used charges with a five-minute delay, but it hardly seemed enough time—you really had to go slow, picking your way up the crater’s edge.


    Just about everybody had blown a double hole; everybody but me and three others. I guess we were the only ones paying really close attention when Bovanovitch got into trouble. All of us were a good two hundred meters away. With my image converter turned up to about forty power, I watched her disappear over the rim of the crater. After that I could only listen in on her conversation with Cortez.


    “I’m on the bottom, Sergeant.” Normal radio procedure was suspended for these maneuvers; only the trainee and Cortez could broadcast.


    “O.K., move to the center and clear out the rubble. Take your time. No rush until you pull the pin.”


    “Sure, Sergeant.” We could hear small echoes of rocks clattering; sound conduction through her boots. She didn’t say anything for several minutes.


    “Found bottom.” She sounded a little out of breath.


    “Ice, or rock?”


    “Oh, it’s rock, Sergeant. The greenish stuff.”


    “Use a low setting, then. One point two, dispersion four.”


    “God darn it, Sergeant, that’ll take forever.”


    “Yeah, but that stuff’s got hydrated crystals in it—heat it up too fast and you might make it fracture. And we’d just have to leave you there, girl.”


    “O.K., one point two dee four.” The inside edge of the crater flickered red with reflected laser light.


    “When you get about half a meter deep, squeeze it up to dee two.”


    “Roger.” It took her exactly seventeen minutes, three of them at dispersion two. I could imagine how tired her shooting arm was.


    “Now rest for a few minutes. When the bottom of the hole stops glowing, arm the charge and drop it in. Then walk out. Understand? You’ll have plenty of time.”


    “I understand, Sergeant. Walk out.” She sounded nervous. Well, you don’t often have to tiptoe away from a twenty microton tachyon bomb. We listened to her breathing for a few minutes.


    “Here goes.” Faint slithering sound of the bomb sliding down.


    “Slow and easy now, you’ve got five minutes.”


    “Y-yeah. Five.” Her footsteps started out slow and regular. Then, after she started climbing the side, the sounds were less regular; maybe a little frantic. And with four minutes to go—


    “Crap!” A loud scraping noise, then clatters and bumps.


    “What’s wrong, Private?”


    “Oh, crap.” Silence. “Crap!”


    “Private, you don’t wanna get shot, you tell me what’s wrong!”


    “I … I’m stuck, damn rockslide … DO SOMETHING I can’t move. I can’t move I, I—”


    “Shut up! How deep?”


    “Can’t move my crap, rny damn legs HELP ME—”


    “Then damn it use your arms—push!—you can move a ton with each hand.” Three minutes.


    Then she stopped cussing and started to mumble, in Russian, I guess, a low monotone. She was panting and you could hear rocks tumbling away.


    “I’m free.” Two minutes.


    “Go as fast as you can.” Cortez’s voice was flat, emotionless.


    At ninety seconds she appeared crawling over the rim. “Run, girl… you better run.” She ran five or six steps and fell, skidded a few meters and got back up, running; fell again, got up again—


    It looked like she was going pretty fast, but she had only covered about thirty meters when Cortez said, “All right, Bovanovitch, get down on your stomach and lie still.” Ten seconds, but she didn’t hear him, or she wanted to get just a little more distance, and she kept running, careless leaping strides and at the high point of one leap there was a flash and a rumble and something big hit her below the neck and her headless body spun off end over end through space, trailing a red-black spiral of flash-frozen blood that settled gracefully to the ground, a path of crystal powder that nobody disturbed while we gathered rocks to cover the juiceless thing at the end of it.


    That night Cortez didn’t lecture us, didn’t even show up for night-chop. We were all very polite to each other and everybody was afraid to talk about it.


    I sacked with Rogers; everybody sacked with a good friend, but all she wanted to do was cry, and she cried so long and so hard that she got me doing it, too.
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    “Fire team A—move out!” The twelve of us advanced in a ragged line toward the simulated bunker. It was about a kilometer away, across a carefully prepared obstacle course. We could move pretty fast, since all of the ice had been cleared from the field, but even with ten days’ experience we weren’t ready to do more than an easy jog.


    I carried a grenade launcher, loaded with tenth-microton practice grenades. Everybody had their laser-fingers set at point oh eight dee one; not much more than a flashlight. This was a simulated attack—the bunker and its robot defender cost too much to be used once and thrown away.


    “Team B follow. Team leaders, take over.”


    We approached a clump of boulders at about the halfway mark, and Potter, my team leader, said “Stop and cover.” We clustered behind the rocks and waited for team B.


    Barely visible in their blackened suits, the dozen men and women whispered by us. As soon as they were clear, they jogged left, out of our line of sight.


    “Fire!” Red circles of light danced a half-click downrange, where the bunker was just visible. Five hundred meters was the limit for these practice grenades; but I might luck out, so I lined the launcher up on the image of the bunker, held it at a 45° angle and popped off a salvo of three.


    Return fire from the bunker started before my grenades even landed. Its automatic lasers were no more powerful than the ones we were using, but a direct hit would deactivate your image converter, leaving you blind. It was setting down a random field of fire, not even coming close to the boulders we were hiding behind.


    Three magnesium-bright flashes blinked simultaneously, about thirty meters short of the bunker. “Mandella! I thought you were supposed to be good with that thing.”


    “Damn it, Potter—it only throws half a click. Once we get closer, I’ll lay ’em right on top, every time.”


    “Sure you will.” I didn’t say anything. She wouldn’t be team leader forever. Besides, she hadn’t been such a bad girl before the power went to her head.


    Since the grenadier is the assistant team leader, I was slaved into Potter’s radio and could hear B team talk to her.


    “Potter, this is Freeman. Losses?”


    “Potter here—no, looks like they were concentrating on you.”


    “Yeah, we lost three. Right now we’re in a depression about eighty, a hundred meters down from you. We can give cover whenever you’re ready.”


    “O.K., start.” Soft click: “A team follow me.” She slid out from behind the rock and turned on the faint pink beacon beneath her powerpack. I turned on mine and moved out to run alongside of her and the rest of the team fanned out in a trailing wedge. Nobody fired while B team laid down a cover for us.


    All I could hear was Potter’s breathing and the soft crunch-crunch of my boots. Couldn’t see much of anything, so I tongued the image converter up to a log two intensification. That made the image kind of blurry but adequately bright. Looked like the bunker had B team pretty well pinned down; they were getting quite a roasting. All of their return fire was laser; they must have lost their grenadier.


    “Potter, this is Mandella. Shouldn’t we take some of the heat off B team?”


    “Soon as I can find us good enough cover. Is that all right with you? Private?” She’d been promoted to corporal for the duration of the exercise.


    We angled to the right and laid down behind a slab of rock. Most of the others found cover nearby, but a few had to just hug the ground.


    “Freeman, this is Potter.”


    “Potter, this is Smithy. Freeman’s out; Samuels is out. We only have five men left. Give us some cover so we can get… .”


    “Roger, Smithy.”— click—“Open up, A team. The B’s are really hurtin’.”


    * * * *


    I peeked out over the edge of the rock. My rangefinder said that the bunker was about three hundred fifty meters away, still pretty far. I aimed just a smidgeon high and popped three, then down a couple of degrees and three more. The first ones overshot by about twenty meters, then the second salvo flared up directly in front of the bunker. I tried to hold on that angle and popped fifteen, the rest of the magazine, in the same direction.


    I should have ducked down behind the rock to reload, but I wanted to see where the fifteen would land, so I kept my eyes on the bunker while I reached back to unclip another magazine.…


    When the laser hit rny image converter there was a red glare so intense it seemed to go right through my eyes and bounce off the back of my skull. It must have been only a few milliseconds before the converter overloaded and went blind, but the bright green afterimage hurt my eyes for several minutes.


    Since I was officially “dead,” my radio automatically cut off and I had to remain where I was until the mock battle was over. With no sensory input besides the feel of my own skin—and it ached where the image converter had shone on it—and the ringing in my ears, it seemed like an awfully long time. Finally, a helmet clanked against mine:


    “You O.K., Mandella?” Potter’s voice.


    “Sorry, I died of boredom twenty minutes ago.”


    “Stand up and take my hand.” I did so and we shuffled back to the billet. It must have taken over an hour. She didn’t say anything more, all the way back—it’s a pretty awkward way to communicate—but after we’d cycled through the air lock and warmed up, she helped me undo my suit. I got ready for a mild tongue-lashing, but when the suit popped open, before I could even get my eyes adjusted to the light, she grabbed me around the neck and planted a wet kiss on my mouth.


    “Nice shooting, Mandella.”


    “Huh?”


    “The last salvo before you got hit—four direct hits; the bunker decided it was knocked out, and all we had to do was walk the rest of the way.”


    “Great.” I scratched my face under the eyes and some dry skin flaked off. She giggled.


    “You should see yourself, you look like.… ”


    “All personnel report to the assembly area.” That was the captain’s voice. Bad news.


    She handed me a tunic and sandals. “Let’s go.”


    The assembly area/chop hall was just down the corridor. There was a row of roll-call buttons at the door; I pressed the one beside my name. Four of the names were covered with black tape. That was good, we hadn’t lost anybody else during today’s maneuvers.


    The captain was sitting on the raised dais, which at least meant we didn’t have to go through the tench-hut bullshit. The place filled up in less than a minute; a soft chime indicated the roll was complete.


    Captain Stott didn’t stand up. “You did fairly well today, nobody got killed and I expected some to. In that respect you exceeded my expectations but in every other respect you did a poor job.


    “I am glad you’re taking good care of yourselves because each of you represents an investment of over a million dollars and one-fourth of a human life.


    “But in this simulated battle against a very stupid robot enemy, thirty-seven of you managed to walk into laser fire and be killed in a simulated way and since dead people require no food you will require no food, for the next three days. Each person who was a casualty in this battle will be allowed only two liters of water and a vitamin ration each day.”


    We knew enough not to groan or anything, but there were some pretty disgusted looks, especially on the faces that had singed eyebrows and a pink rectangle of sunburn framing their eyes.


    “Mandella.”


    “Sir?”


    “You are far and away the worst burned casualty. Was your image converter set on normal?”


    Oh, crap. “No, sir. Log two.”


    “I see. Who was your team leader for the exercise?”


    “Acting Corporal Potter, sir.”


    “Private Potter, did you order him to use image intensification?”


    “Sir, I… I don’t remember.”


    “You don’t. Well, as a memory exercise you may join the dead people. Is that satisfactory?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Good. Dead people get one last meal tonight, and go on no rations starting tomorrow. Are there any questions?” He must have been kidding. “All right. Dismissed.”


    * * * *


    I selected the meal that looked as if it had the most calories and took my tray over to sit by Potter.


    “That was a quixotic damn thing to do. But thanks.”


    “Nothing. I’ve been wanting to lose a few pounds anyway.” I couldn’t see where she was carrying any extra.


    “I know a good exercise,” I said. She smiled without looking up from her tray. “Have anybody for tonight?”


    “Kind of thought I’d ask Jeff.…”


    “Better hurry, then. He’s lusting after Uhuru.” Well, that was mostly true. Everybody did.


    “I don’t know. Maybe we ought to save our strength. That third day.… ”


    “Come on.” I scratched the back of her hand lightly with a fingernail. “We haven’t sacked since Missouri. Maybe I’ve learned something new.”


    “Maybe you have.” She tilted her head up at me in a sly way. “O.K.”


    Actually, she was the one with the new trick. The French corkscrew, she called it. She wouldn’t tell me who taught it to her, though. I’d like to shake his hand.


    8


    The two weeks’ training around Miami Base eventually cost us eleven lives. Twelve, if you count Dahlquist. I guess having to spend the rest of your life on Charon, with a hand and both legs missing, is close enough to dying.


    Little Foster was crushed in a landslide and Freeland had a suit malfunction that froze him solid before we could carry him inside. Most of the other deaders were people I didn’t know all that well. But they all hurt. And they seemed to make us more scared rather than more cautious.


    Now darkside. A flier brought us over in groups of twenty, and set us down beside a pile of building materials, thoughtfully immersed in a pool of helium II.


    We used grapples to haul the stuff out of the pool. It’s not safe to go wading, since the stuff crawls all over you and it’s hard to tell what’s underneath; you could walk out onto a slab of hydrogen and be out of luck.


    I’d suggested that we try to boil away the pool with our lasers, but ten minutes of concentrated fire didn’t drop the helium level appreciably. It didn’t boil, either; helium II is a “superfluid,” so what evaporation there was had to take place evenly, all over the surface. No hot spots, so no bubbling.


    We weren’t supposed to use lights, to “avoid detection.” There was plenty of starlight, with your image converter cranked up to log three or four, but each stage of amplification meant some loss of detail. By log four, the landscape looked like a crude monochrome painting, and you couldn’t read the names on people’s helmets unless they were right in front of you.


    The landscape wasn’t all that interesting, anyhow. There were half a dozen medium-sized meteor craters—all with exactly the same level of helium II in them—and the suggestion of some puny mountains just over the horizon. The uneven ground was the consistency of frozen spiderwebs; every time you put your foot down, you’d sink half an inch with a squeaking crunch. It could get on your nerves.


    It took most of a day to pull all the stuff out of the pool. We took shifts napping, which you could do either standing up, sitting, or lying on your stomach. I didn’t do well in any of those positions, so I was anxious to get the bunker built and pressurized.


    We couldn’t build the thing underground—it’d just fill up with helium II—so the first thing to do was to build an insulating platform, a permaplast-vacuum sandwich three layers tall.


    I was an acting corporal, with a crew of ten people. We were carrying the permaplast layers to the building site—two people can carry one easily—when one of “my” men slipped and fell on his back.


    “Damn it, Singer, watch your step.” We’d had a couple of deaders that way.


    “Sorry, Corporal. I’m bushed, just got my feet tangled up.”


    “Yeah, just watch it.” He got back up all right, and with his partner placed the sheet and went back to get another.


    I kept my eye on him. In a few minutes he was practically staggering, not easy to do with that suit of cybernetic armor.


    “Singer! After you set that plank, I want to see you.”


    “O.K.” He labored through the task and mooched over.


    “Let me check your readout.” I opened the door on his chest to expose the medical monitor. His temperature was two degrees high; blood pressure and heart rate both elevated. Not up to the red line, though.


    “You sick or something?”


    “Hell, Mandella, I feel O.K., just tired. Since I fell I’ve been a little dizzy.”


    * * * *


    I chinned the medic’s combination. “Doc, this is Mandella. You wanna come over here for a minute?”


    “Sure, where are you?” I waved and he walked over from poolside.


    “What’s the problem?” I showed him Singer’s readout.


    He knew what all the other little dials and things meant, so it took him a while. “As far as I can tell, Mandella…he’s just hot.”


    “Hell, I coulda told you that,” said Singer.


    “Maybe you better have the armorer take a look at his suit.” We had two people who’d taken a crash course in suit maintenance; they were our “armorers.”


    I chinned Sanchez and asked him to come over with his tool kit.


    “Be a couple of minutes, Corporal. Carryin’ a plank.”


    “Well, put it down and get on over here.” I was getting an uneasy feeling. Waiting for him, the medic and I looked over Singer’s suit.


    “Uh-oh,” Doc Jones said. “Look at this.” I went around to the back and looked where he was pointing. Two of the fins on the heat exchanger were bent out of shape.


    “What is wrong?” Singer asked.


    “You fell on your heat exchanger, right?”


    “Sure, Corporal—that’s it, it must not be working right.”


    “I don’t think it’s working at all,” said Doc.


    Sanchez came over with his diagnostic kit and we told him what had happened. He looked at the heat exchanger, then plugged a couple of jacks into it and got a digital readout from a little monitor in his kit. I didn’t know what it was measuring, but it came out zero to eight decimal places.


    Heard a soft click, Sanchez chinning my private frequency. “Corporal, this guy’s a deader.”


    “What? Can’t you fix the damn thing?”


    “Maybe…maybe I could, if I could take it apart. But there’s no way.…”


    “Hey! Sanchez?” Singer was talking on the general freak. “Find out what’s wrong?” He was panting.


    Click. “Keep your pants on, man, we’re working on it.” Click. “He won’t last long enough for us to get the bunker pressurized. And I can’t work on that heat exchanger from outside of the suit.”


    “You’ve got a spare suit, haven’t you?”


    “Two of’em, the fit-anybody kind. But there’s no place…say.…”


    “Right. Go get one of the suits warmed up.” I chinned the general freak. “Listen, Singer, we’ve gotta get you out of that thing. Sanchez has a spare unit, but to make the switch, we’re gonna have to build a house around you. Understand?”


    “Huh-uh.”


    “Look, we’ll just make a box with you inside, and hook it up to the life-support unit. That way you can breathe while you make the switch.”


    “Soun’s pretty compis… complicated t’me.”


    “Look, just come along.…”


    “I’ll be all right, man, jus’ lemme res’.…”


    I grabbed his arm and led him to the building site. He was really weaving. Doc took his other arm, and between us we kept him from falling over.


    “Corporal Ho, this is Corporal Mandella.” Ho was in charge of the life-support unit.


    “Go away, Mandella, I’m busy.”


    “You’re going to be busier.” I outlined the problem to her. While her group hurried to adapt the LSU—for this purpose, it need only be an air hose and heater—I got my crew to bring around six slabs of permaplast, so we could build a big box around Singer and the extra suit. It would look like a huge coffin, a meter square and six meters long.


    We set the suit down on the slab that would be the floor of the coffin. “O.K., Singer, let’s go.”


    No answer.


    “Singer!” He was just standing there. Doc Jones checked his readout.


    “He’s out, man, unconscious.”


    * * * *


    My mind raced. There might just be room for another person in the box. “Give me a hand here.” I took Singer’s shoulders and Doc took his feet, and we carefully laid him out at the feet of the empty suit.


    Then I laid down myself, above the suit. “O.K., close ’er up.”


    “Look, Mandella, if anybody goes in there, it oughta be me.”


    “No, Doc. My job. My man.” That sounded all wrong. William Mandella, boy hero.


    They stood a slab up on edge—it had two openings for the LSU input and exhaust—and proceeded to weld it to the bottom plank with a narrow laser beam. On Earth, we’d just use glue, but here the only fluid was helium, which has lots of interesting properties, but is definitely not sticky.


    After about ten minutes we were completely walled up. I could feel the LSU humming. I switched on my suit light-the first time since we landed on darkside—and the glare made purple blotches dance in front of my eyes.


    “Mandella, this is Ho. Stay in your suit at least two or three minutes. We’re putting hot air in, but it’s coming back just this side of liquid.” I lay and watched the purple fade.


    “O.K., it’s still cold, but you can make it.” I popped my suit. It wouldn’t open all the way, but I didn’t have too much trouble getting out. The suit was still cold enough to take some skin off my fingers and butt as I wiggled out.


    I had to crawl feet-first down the coffin to get to Singer. It got darker fast, moving away from my light. When I popped his suit a rush of hot stink hit me in the face. In the dim light his skin was dark red and splotchy. His breathing was very shallow and I could see his heart palpitating.


    * * * *


    First I unhooked the relief tubes—an unpleasant business —then the bio sensors, and then I had the problem of getting his arms out of their sleeves.


    It’s pretty easy to do for yourself. You twist this way and turn that way and the arm pops out. Doing it from the outside is a different matter: I had to twist his arm and then reach under and move the suit’s arm to match—and it takes muscle to move a suit around from the outside.


    Once I had one arm out it was pretty easy: I just crawled forward, putting my feet on the suit’s shoulders, and pulled on his free arm. He slid out of the suit like an oyster slipping out of its shell.


    I popped the spare suit and, after a lot of pulling and pushing, managed to get his legs in. Hooked up the bio sensors and the front relief tube. He’d have to do the other one himself, it’s too complicated. For the nth time I was glad not to have been born female; they have to have two of those damned plumber’s friends, instead of just one and a simple hose.


    I left his arms out of the sleeves. The suit would be useless for any kind of work, anyhow; waldos have to be tailored to the individual.


    His eyelids fluttered. “Man .. . della. Where … the hell.…”


    I explained, slowly, and he seemed to get most of it. “Now I’m gonna close you up and go get into my suit. I’ll have the crew cut the end off this thing and I’ll haul you out. Got it?”


    He nodded. Strange to see that—when you nod or shrug in a suit, it doesn’t communicate anything.


    I crawled into my suit, hooked up the attachments and chinned the general freak. “Doc, I think he’s gonna be O.K. Get us out of here now.”


    “Will do.” Ho’s voice. The LSU hum was replaced by a chatter, then a throb; evacuating the box to prevent an explosion.


    One corner of the seam grew red, then white, and a bright crimson beam lanced through, not a foot away from my head. I scrunched back as far as I could. The beam slid up the seam and around three corners, back to where it started. The end of the box fell away slowly, trailing filaments of melted ’plast.


    “Wait for the stuff to harden, Mandella.”


    “Sanchez, I’m not that stupid.”


    “Here you go.” Somebody tossed a line to me. That would be smarter than dragging him out by myself. I threaded a long bight under his arms and tied it behind his neck. Then I scrambled out to help them pull, which was silly—they had a dozen people already lined up to haul.


    Singer got out all right and was actually sitting up while Doc Jones checked his readout. People were asking me about it and congratulating me when suddenly Ho said “Look!” and pointed toward the horizon.


    It was a black ship, coming in fast. I just had time to think it wasn’t fair, they weren’t supposed to attack until the last few days, and then the ship was right on top of us.
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    We all flopped to the ground instinctively, but the ship didn’t attack. It blasted braking rockets and dropped to land on skids. Then it skied around to come to a rest beside the building site.


    Everybody had it figured out and was standing around sheepishly when the two suited figures stepped out of the ship.


    A familiar voice crackled over the general freak. “Every one of you saw us coming in and not one of you responded with laser fire. It wouldn’t have done any good but it would have indicated a certain amount of fighting spirit. You have a week or less before the real thing and since the sergeant and I will be here I will insist that you show a little more will to live. Acting Sergeant Potter.”


    “Here, sir.”


    “Get me a detail of twelve men to unload cargo. We brought a hundred small robot drones for target practice so that you might have at least a fighting chance, when a live target comes over.


    “Move now; we only have thirty minutes before the ship returns to Miami.”


    I checked, and it was actually more like forty minutes.


    * * * *


    Having the captain and sergeant there didn’t really make much difference; we were still on our own, they were just observing.


    Once we got the floor down, it only took one day to complete the bunker. It was a gray oblong, featureless except for the air-lock blister and four windows. On top was a swivel-mounted bevawatt laser. The operator—you couldn’t call him a “gunner”—sat in a chair holding dead-man switches in both hands. The laser wouldn’t fire as long as he was holding one of those switches. If he let go, it would automatically aim for any moving aerial object and fire at will. Primary detection and aiming was by means of a kilometer-high antenna mounted beside the bunker.


    It was the only arrangement that could really be expected to work, with the horizon so close and human reflexes so slow. You couldn’t have the thing fully automatic, because in theory, friendly ships might also approach.


    The aiming computer could choose up to twelve targets, appearing simultaneously—firing at the largest ones first. And it would get all twelve in the space of half a second.


    The installation was partly protected from enemy fire by an efficient ablative layer that covered everything except the human operator. But then they were dead-man switches. One man above guarding eighty inside. The army’s good at that kind of arithmetic.


    Once the bunker was finished, half of us stayed inside at all times—feeling very much like targets—taking turns operating the laser, while the other half went on maneuvers.


    About four clicks from the base was a large “lake” of frozen hydrogen; one of our most important maneuvers was to learn how to get around on the treacherous stuff.


    It really wasn’t too difficult. You couldn’t stand up on it, so you had to belly down and slide.


    If you had somebody to push you from the edge, getting started was no problem. Otherwise, you had to scrabble with your hands and feet, pushing down as hard as was practical, until you started moving, in a series of little jumps. Once started, you would keep going until you ran out of ice. You could steer a little bit by digging in, hand and foot, on the appropriate side, but you couldn’t slow to a stop that way. So it was a good idea not to go too fast, and to be positioned in such a way that your helmet didn’t absorb the shock of stopping.


    We went through all the things we’d done on the Miami side; weapons practice, demolition, attack patterns. We also launched drones at irregular intervals, toward the bunker. Thus, ten or fifteen times a day, the operators got to demonstrate their skill in letting go of the handles as soon as the proximity light went on.


    I had four hours of that, like everybody else. I was nervous until the first “attack,” when I saw how little there was to it. The light went on, I let go, the gun aimed and when the drone peeped over the horizon—zzt! Nice touch of color, the molten metal spraying through space. Otherwise not too exciting.


    So none of us were worried about the upcoming “graduation exercise,” thinking it would be just more of the same.


    * * * *


    Miami Base attacked on the thirteenth day with two simultaneous missiles streaking over opposite sides of the horizon at some forty kilometers per second. The laser vaporized the first one with no trouble, but the second got within eight clicks of the bunker before it was hit.


    We were coming back from maneuvers, about a click away from the bunker. I wouldn’t have seen it happen if I hadn’t been looking directly at the bunker the moment of the attack.


    The second missile sent a shower of molten debris straight toward the bunker. Eleven pieces hit, and, as we later reconstructed it, this is what happened.


    The first casualty was Uhuru, pretty Uhuru inside the bunker, who was hit in the back and head and died instantly. With the drop in pressure, the LSU went into high gear. Friedman was standing in front of the main airco outlet and was blown into the opposite wall hard enough to knock him unconscious; he died of decompression before the others could get him to his suit.


    Everybody else managed to stagger through the gale and get into their suits, but Garcia’s suit had been holed and didn’t do him any good.


    By the time we got there, they had turned off the LSU and were welding up the holes in the wall. One man was trying to scrape up the unrecognizable mess that had been Uhuru. I could hear him sobbing and retching. They had already taken Garcia and Friedman outside for burial. The captain took over the repair detail from Potter. Sergeant Cortez led the sobbing man over to a corner and came back to work on cleaning up Uhuru’s remains, alone. He didn’t order anybody to help and nobody volunteered.


    10


    As a graduation exercise, we were unceremoniously stuffed into a ship—Earth’s Hope, the same one we rode to Charon—and bundled off to Stargate at a little more than 1 G.


    The trip seemed endless, about six months subjective time, and boring, but not as hard on the carcass as going to Charon had been. Captain Stott made us review our training orally, day by day, and we did exercises every day until we were worn to a collective frazzle.


    Stargate I was like Charon’s darkside, only more so. The base on Stargate I was smaller than Miami Base—only a little bigger than the one we constructed on darkside—and we were due to lay over a week to help expand the facilities. The crew there was very glad to see us; especially the two females, who looked a little worn around the edges.


    We all crowded into the small dining hall, where Submajor Williamson, the man in charge of Stargate I, gave us some disconcerting news:


    “Everybody get comfortable. Get off the tables, though, there’s plenty of floor.


    “I have some idea of what you just went through, training on Charon. I won’t say it’s all been wasted. But where you’re headed, things will be quite different. Warmer.”


    He paused to let that soak in.


    “Aleph Aurigae, the first collapsar ever detected, revolves around the normal star Epsilon Aurigae, in a twenty-seven-year orbit. The enemy has a base of operations, not on a regular portal planet of Aleph, but on a planet in orbit around Epsilon. We don’t know much about the planet: just that it goes around Epsilon once every seven hundred forty-five days, is about three-fourths the size of Earth, and has an albedo of 0.8, meaning it’s probably covered with clouds. We can’t say precisely how hot it will be, but judging from its distance from Epsilon, it’s probably rather hotter than Earth. Of course, we don’t know whether you’ll be working…fighting on lightside or darkside, equator or poles. It’s highly unlikely that the atmosphere will be breathable—at any rate, you’ll stay inside your suits.


    “Now you know exactly as much about where you’re going as I do. Questions?”


    “Sir,” Stein drawled, “now we know where we’re goin’…anybody know what we’re goin’ to do when we get there?”


    Williamson shrugged. “That’s up to your captain—and your sergeant, and the captain of Earth’s Hope, and Hope’s logistic computer. We just don’t have enough data yet, to project a course of action for you. It may be a long and bloody battle, it may be just a case of walking in to pick up the pieces. Conceivably, the Taurans might want to make a peace offer”—Cortez snorted—“in which case you would simply be part of our muscle, our bargaining power.” He looked at Cortez mildly. “No one can say for sure.”


    * * * *


    The orgy that night was kind of amusing, but it was like trying to sleep in the middle of a raucous beach party. The only area big enough to sleep all of us was the dining hall; they draped a few bedsheets here and there for privacy, then unleashed Stargate’s eighteen sex-starved men on our women, compliant and promiscuous by military custom—and law—but desiring nothing so much as sleep on solid ground.


    The eighteen men acted as if they were compelled to try as many permutations as possible, and their performance was impressive—in a strictly quantitative sense, that is.


    The next morning—and every other morning we were on Stargate I—we staggered out of bed and into our suits, to go outside and work on the “new wing.” Eventually, Stargate would be tactical and logistic headquarters for the war, with thousands of permanent personnel, guarded by half-a-dozen heavy cruisers in Hope’s class. When we started, it was two shacks and twenty people; when we left, it was four shacks and twenty people. The work was a breeze, compared to darkside, since we had all the light we needed, and got sixteen hours inside for every eight hours’ work. And no drone attacks for a final exam.


    When we shuttled back up to the Hope, nobody was too happy about leaving—though some of the more popular females declared it’d be good to get some rest—Stargate was the last easy, safe assignment we’d have before taking up arms against the Taurans. And as Williamson had pointed out the first day, there was no way of predicting what that would be like.


    Most of us didn’t feel too enthusiastic about making a collapsar jump, either. We’d been assured that we wouldn’t even feel it happen, just free fall all the way.


    I wasn’t convinced. As a physics student, I’d had the usual courses in general relativity and theories of gravitation. We only had a little direct data at that time—Stargate was discovered when I was in grade school—but the mathematical model seemed clear enough.


    The collapsar Stargate was a perfect sphere about three kilometers in radius. It was suspended forever in a state of gravitational collapse that should have meant its surface was dropping toward its center at nearly the speed of light. Relativity propped it up, at least gave it the illusion of being there…the way all reality becomes illusory and observer-oriented when you study general relativity, or Buddhism.


    At any rate, there would be a theoretical point in spacetime when one end of our ship was just above the surface of the collapsar, and the other end was a kilometer away—in our frame of reference. In any sane universe, this would set up tidal stresses and tear the ship apart, and we would be just another million kilograms of degenerate matter on the theoretical surface, rushing headlong to nowhere for the rest of eternity; or dropping to the center in the next trillionth of a second. You pays your money and you takes your frame of reference.


    But they were right. We blasted away from Stargate I, made a few course corrections and then just dropped, for about an hour.


    Then a bell rang and we sank into our cushions under a steady two gravities of deceleration. We were in enemy territory.


    11


    We’d been decelerating at two gravities for almost nine days when the battle began. Lying on our couches being miserable, all we felt were two soft bumps, missiles being released. Some eight hours later, the squawk-box crackled: “Attention, all crew. This is the captain.” Quinsana, the pilot, was only a lieutenant, but was allowed to call himself captain aboard the vessel, where he outranked all of us, even Captain Stott. “You grunts in the cargo hold can listen, too.


    “We just engaged the enemy with two fifty-bevaton tachyon missiles, and have destroyed both the enemy vessel and another object which it had launched approximately three microseconds before.


    “The enemy has been trying to overtake us for the past one hundred seventy-nine hours, ship time. At the time of the engagement, the enemy was moving at a little over half the speed of light, relative to Aleph, and was only about thirty AU’s from Earth’s Hope. It was moving at .47c relative to us, and thus we would have been coincident in spacetime”—rammed! —“in a little more than nine hours. The missiles were launched at 0719 ship’s time, and destroyed the enemy at 1540, both tachyon bombs detonating within a thousand clicks of the enemy objects.”


    The two missiles were a type whose propulsion system itself was only a barely-controlled tachyon bomb. They accelerated at a constant rate of 100 Gs, and were traveling at a relativistic speed by the time the nearby mass of the enemy ship detonated them.


    “We expect no further interference from enemy vessels. Our velocity with respect to Aleph will be zero in another five hours; we will then begin to journey back. The return will take twenty-seven days.” General moans and dejected cussing. Everybody knew all that already, of course; but we didn’t care to be reminded of it.


    * * * *


    So after another month of logycalisthenics and drill, at a constant 2 Gs, we got our first look at the planet we were going to attack. Invaders from outer space, yes, sir.


    It was a blinding white crescent basking two AU’s from Epsilon. The captain had pinned down the location of the enemy base from fifty AU’s out, and we had jockeyed in on a wide arc, keeping the bulk of the planet between them and us. That didn’t mean we were sneaking up on them—quite the contrary; they launched three abortive attacks—but it put us in a stronger defensive position. Until we had to go to the surface, that is. Then only the ship and its Star Fleet crew would be reasonably safe.


    Since the planet rotated rather slowly—once every ten and one-half days—a “stationary” orbit for the ship had to be one hundred fifty thousand clicks out. This made the people in the ship feel quite secure, with six thousand miles of rock and ninety thousand miles of space between them and the enemy. But it meant a whole second’s time lag in communication between us on the ground and the ship’s battle computer. A person could get awful dead while that neutrino pulse crawled up and back.


    Our vague orders were to attack the base and gain control while damaging a minimum of enemy equipment. We were to take at least one enemy alive. We were under no circumstances to allow ourselves to be taken alive, however. And the decision wasn’t up to us; one special pulse from the battle computer, and that speck of plutonium in your power plant would fission with all of .01% efficiency, and you’d be nothing but a rapidly expanding, very hot plasma.


    They strapped us into six scoutships—one platoon of twelve people in each—and we blasted away from Earth’s Hope at 8 Gs. Each scoutship was supposed to follow its own carefully random path to our rendezvous point, one hundred eight clicks from the base. Fourteen drone ships were launched at the same time, to confound the enemy’s antispacecraft system.


    The landing went off almost perfectly. One ship suffered minor damage, a near miss boiling away some of the ablative material on one side of the hull, but it’d still be able to make it and return, as long as it kept its speed down while in the atmosphere.


    We zigged and zagged and wound up first ship at the rendezvous point. There was only one trouble. It was under four kilometers of water. I could almost hear that machine, ninety thousand miles away, grinding its mental gears, adding this new bit of data. We proceeded just as if we were landing on solid ground: braking rockets, falling, skids out, hit the water, skip, hit the water, skip, hit the water, sink.


    It would have made sense to go ahead and land on the bottom—we were streamlined, after all, and water just another fluid—but the hull wasn’t strong enough to hold up a four-kilometer column of water. Sergeant Cortez was in the scoutship with us.


    “Sarge, tell that computer to do something! We’re gonna get. …”


    “Oh, shut up, Mandella. Trust in th’ lord.” “Lord” was definitely lower-case when Cortez said it.


    There was a loud bubbly sigh, then another and a slight increase in pressure on my back that meant the ship was rising. “Flotation bags?” Cortez didn’t deign to answer, or didn’t know.


    That must have been it. We rose to within ten or fifteen meters of the surface and stopped, suspended there. Through the port I could see the surface above, shimmering like a mirror of hammered silver. I wondered what it could be like, to be a fish and have a definite roof over your world.


    I watched another ship splash in. It made a great cloud of bubbles and turbulence, then fell—slightly tailfirst—for a short distance before large bags popped out under each delta wing. Then it bobbed up to about our level and stayed.


    Soon all of the ships were floating within a few hundred meters of us, like a school of ungainly fish.


    “This is Captain Stott. Now listen carefully. There is a beach some twenty-eight clicks from your present position, in the direction of the enemy. You will be proceeding to this beach by scoutship and from there will mount your assault on the Tauran position.” That was some improvement; we’d only have to walk eighty clicks.


    * * * *


    We deflated the bags, blasted to the surface and flew in a slow, spread-out formation to the beach. It took several minutes. As the ship scraped to a halt I could hear pumps humming, making the cabin pressure equal to the air pressure outside. Before it had quite stopped moving, the escape slot beside my couch slid open. I rolled out onto the wing of the craft and jumped to the ground. Ten seconds to find cover—I sprinted across loose gravel to the “treeline,” a twisty bramble of tall sparse bluish-green shrubs. I dove into the briar path and turned to watch the ships leave. The drones that were left rose slowly to about a hundred meters, then took off in all directions with a bone-jarring roar. The real scoutships slid slowly back into the water. Maybe that was a good idea.


    It wasn’t a terribly attractive world, but certainly would be easier to get around in than the cryogenic nightmare we were trained for. The sky was a uniform dull silver brightness that merged with the mist over the ocean so completely as to make it impossible to tell where water ended and air began. Small wavelets licked at the black gravel shore, much too slow and graceful in the three-quarters Earth normal gravity. Even from fifty meters away, the rattle of billions of pebbles rolling with the tide was loud in my ears.


    The air temperature was 79° Centigrade, not quite hot enough for the sea to boil, even though the air pressure was low compared to Earth’s. Wisps of steam drifted quickly upward from the line where water met land. I wondered how long a man would survive, exposed here without a suit. Would the heat or the low oxygen—partial pressure one-eighth Earth normal—kill him first? Or was there some deadly microorganism that would beat them both.…


    “This is Cortez. Everybody come over and assemble by me.” He was standing on the beach a little to the left of me, waving his hand in a circle over his head. I walked toward him through the shrubs. They were brittle, unsubstantial, seemed paradoxically dried-out in the steamy air. They wouldn’t offer much in the way of cover,


    “We’ll be advancing on a heading .05 radians east of north. I want Platoon One to take point. Two and Three follow about twenty meters behind, to the left and right. Seven, command platoon, is in the middle, twenty meters behind Two and Three. Five and Six, bring up the rear, in a semicircular closed flank. Everybody straight?” Sure, we could do that “arrowhead” maneuver in our sleep. “O.K., let’s move out.”


    I was in Platoon Seven, the “command group.” Captain Stott put me there not because I was expected to give any commands, but because of my training in physics.


    The command group was supposedly the safest place, buffered by six platoons: people were assigned to it because there was some tactical reason for them to survive at least a little longer than the rest. Cortez was there to give orders. Chavez was there to correct suit malfuncts. The senior medic, Doc Wilson—the only medic who actually had an MD—was there and so was Theodopolis, the radio engineer: our link with the captain, who had elected to stay in orbit.


    The rest of us were assigned to the command group by dint of special training or aptitude that wouldn’t normally be considered of a “tactical” nature. Facing a totally unknown enemy, there was no way of telling what might prove important. Thus I was there because I was the closest the company had to a physicist. Rogers was biology. Tate was chemistry. He could crank out a perfect score on the Rhine extrasensory perception test, every time. Bohrs was a polyglot, able to speak twenty-one languages fluently, idiomatically. Petrov’s talent was that he had tested out to have not one molecule of xenophobia in his psyche. Keating was a skilled acrobat. Debby Hollister—“Lucky” Hollister—showed a remarkable aptitude for making money, and also had a consistently high Rhine potential.


    12


    When we first set out, we were using the “jungle” camouflage combination on our suits. But what passed for jungle in these anemic tropics was too sparse; we looked like a band of conspicuous harlequins trooping through the woods. Cortez had us switch to black, but that was just as bad, as the light from Epsilon came evenly from all parts of the sky, and there were no shadows except us. We finally settled on the dun-colored desert camouflage.


    The nature of the countryside changed slowly as we walked north, away from the sea. The throned stalks, I guess you could call them trees, came in fewer numbers but were bigger around and less brittle; at the base of each was a tangled mass of vine with the same blue-green color, which spread out in a flattened cone some ten meters in diameter. There was a delicate green flower the size of a man’s head near the top of each tree.


    Grass began to appear some five clicks from the sea. It seemed to respect the trees’ “property rights,” leaving a strip of bare earth around each cone of vine. At the edge of such a clearing, it would grow as timid blue-green stubble; then, moving away from the tree, would get thicker and taller until it reached shoulder-high in some places, where the separation between two trees was unusually large. The grass was a lighter, greener shade than the trees and vines. We changed the color of our suits to the bright green we had used for maximum visibility on Charon. Keeping to the thickest part of the grass, we were fairly inconspicuous.


    I couldn’t help thinking that one week of training in a South American jungle would have been worth a hell of a lot more than all those weeks on Charon. We wouldn’t be so understrength, either.


    We covered over twenty clicks each day, buoyant after months under 2 Gs. Until the second day, the only form of animal life we saw was a kind of black worm, finger-sized with hundreds of cilium legs like the bristles of a stiff brush. Rogers said that there obviously had to be some sort of larger creature around, or there would be no reason for the trees to have thorns. So we were doubly on guard, expecting trouble both from the Taurans and the unidentified “large creatures.”


    Potter’s Second Platoon was on point; the general freak was reserved for her, since point would likely be the first platoon to spot any trouble.


    “Sarge, this is Potter,” we all heard. “Movement ahead.”


    “Get down, then!”


    “We are. Don’t think they see us.”


    “First Platoon, go up to the right of point. Keep down. Fourth, get up to the left. Tell me when you get in position. Sixth Platoon, stay back and guard the rear. Fifth and Third, close with the command group.”


    Two dozen people whispered out of the grass, to join us. Cortez must have heard from the Fourth Platoon.


    “Good. How about you, First…O.K., fine. How many are there?”


    “Eight we can see.” Potter’s voice.


    “Good. When I give the word, open fire. Shoot to kill.”


    “Sarge…they’re just animals.”


    “Potter—if you’ve known all this time what a Tauran looks like, you should’ve told us. Shoot to kill.”


    “But we need.…”


    “We need a prisoner, but we don’t need to escort him forty clicks to his home base and keep an eye on him while we fight. Clear?”


    “Yes. Sergeant.”


    “O.K. Seventh, all you brains and weirds, we’re going up and watch. Fifth and Third, come along to guard.”


    We crawled through the meter-high grass to where the Second Platoon had stretched out in a firing line.


    “I don’t see anything,” Cortez said.


    “Ahead and just to the left. Dark green.”


    * * * *


    They were only a shade darker than the grass. But after you saw the first one, you could see them all, moving slowly around some thirty meters ahead.


    “Fire!” Cortez fired first, then twelve streaks of crimson leaped out and the grass wilted back, disappeared and the creatures convulsed and died trying to scatter.


    “Hold fire, hold it!” Cortez stood up. “We want to have something left—Second Platoon, follow me.” He strode out toward the smoldering corpses, laser finger pointed out front, obscene divining rod pulling him toward the carnage…I felt my gorge rising and knew that all the lurid training tapes, all the horrible deaths in training accidents, hadn’t prepared me for this sudden reality…that I had a magic wand that I could point at a life and make it a smoking piece of half-raw meat; I wasn’t a soldier nor even wanted to be one nor ever would want.…


    “O.K., Seventh, come on up.”


    While we were walking toward them, one of the creatures moved, a tiny shudder, and Cortez flicked the beam of his laser over it with an almost negligent gesture. It made a hand-deep gash across the creature’s middle. It died, like the others, without emitting a sound.


    They were not quite as tall as humans, but wider in girth. They were covered with dark green, almost black fur; white curls where the laser had singed. They appeared to have three legs and an arm. The only ornament to their shaggy heads was a mouth, wet black orifice filled with flat black teeth. They were thoroughly repulsive but their worst feature was not a difference from human beings but a similarity…wherever the laser had opened a body cavity, milk-white glistening veined globes and coils of organs spilled out, and their blood was dark clotting red.


    “Rogers, take a look. Taurans or not?”


    Rogers knelt by one of the disemboweled creatures and opened a flat plastic box, filled with glistening dissecting tools. She selected a scalpel. “One way we might be able to find out.” Doc Wilson watched over her shoulder as she methodically slit the membrane covering several organs.


    “Here.” She held up a blackish fibrous mass between two fingers, parody of daintiness through all that armor.


    “So?”


    “It’s grass, Sergeant. If the Taurans can eat grass and breathe the air, they certainly found a planet remarkably like their home.” She tossed it away. “They’re animals, Sergeant, just damn animals.”


    “I don’t know,” Doc Wilson said. “Just because they walk around on all fours, threes maybe, and are able to eat grass.…”


    “Well, let’s check out the brain.” She found one that had been hit on the head and scraped the superficial black char from the wound. “Look at that.”


    It was almost solid bone. She tugged and ruffled the hair all over the head of another one. “What the hell does it use for sensory organs? No eyes, or ears, or.…” She stood up. “Nothing in that head but a mouth and ten centimeters of skull. To protect nothing, not a damn thing.”


    “If I could shrug, I’d shrug,” the doctor said. “It doesn’t prove anything—a brain doesn’t have to look like a mushy walnut and it doesn’t have to be in the head. Maybe that skull isn’t bone, maybe that’s the brain, some crystal lattice.…”


    “Yeah, but the stomach’s in the right place, and if those aren’t intestines I’ll eat—”


    “Look,” Cortez said, “this is all real interesting, but all we need to know is whether that thing’s dangerous, then we’ve gotta move on, we don’t have all.…”


    “They aren’t dangerous,” Rogers began. “They don’t.…”


    * * * *


    “Medic! Doc!” Somebody was waving his arms, back at the firing line. Doc sprinted back to him, the rest of us following.


    “What’s wrong?” He had reached back and undipped his medical kit on the run.


    “It’s Ho, she’s out.”


    Doc swung open the door on Ho’s biomedical monitor. He didn’t have to look far. “She’s dead.”


    “Dead?” Cortez said. “What the hell.…”


    “Just a minute.” Doc plugged a jack into the monitor and fiddled with some dials on his kit. “Everybody’s biomed readout is stored for twelve hours. I’m running it backwards, should be able to—there!”


    “What?”


    “Four and a half minutes ago—must have been when you opened fire.…”


    ‘“Well?”


    “Massive cerebral hemorrhage. No.…” He watched the dials. “No…warning, no indication of anything out of the ordinary; blood pressure up, pulse up, but normal under the circumstances…nothing to…indicate.…” He reached down and popped her suit. Her fine oriental features were distorted in a horrible grimace, both gums showing. Sticky fluid ran from under her collapsed eyelids and a trickle of blood still dripped from each ear. Doc Wilson closed the suit back up.


    “I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s as if a bomb went off in her skull.”


    “Oh crap,” Rogers said, “she was Rhine-sensitive, wasn’t she.”


    “That’s right.” Cortez sounded thoughtful. “All right, everybody listen. Platoon leaders, check your platoons and see if anybody’s missing, or hurt. Anybody else in Seventh?”


    “I… I’ve got a splitting headache, Sarge,” Lucky said.


    Four others had bad headaches. One of them affirmed that he was slightly Rhine-sensitive. The others didn’t know.


    “Cortez, I think it’s obvious,” Doc Wilson said, “that we should give these…monsters wide berth, especially shouldn’t harm any more of them. Not with five people susceptible to whatever apparently killed Ho.”


    “Of course, damn it, I don’t need anybody to tell me that. We’d better get moving. I just filled the captain in on what happened; he agrees that we’d better get as far away from here as we can, before we stop for the night.


    “Let’s get back in formation and continue on the same bearing. Fifth Platoon, take over point; Second, come back to the rear. Everybody else, same as before.”


    “What about Ho?” Lucky asked.


    “She’ll be taken care of. From the ship.”


    After we’d gone half a click, there was a flash and rolling thunder. Where Ho had been, came a wispy luminous mushroom cloud boiling up to disappear against the gray sky.


    13


    We stopped for the “night”—actually, the sun wouldn’t set for another seventy hours—atop a slight rise some ten clicks from where we had killed the aliens. But they weren’t aliens, I had to remind myself—we were.


    Two platoons deployed in a ring around the rest of us, and we flopped down exhausted. Everybody was allowed four hours’ sleep and had two hours’ guard duty.


    Potter came over and sat next to me. I chinned her frequency.


    “Hi, Marygay.”


    “Oh, William,” her voice over the radio was hoarse and cracking. “God, it’s so horrible.”


    “It’s over now.…”


    “I killed one of them, the first instant, I shot it right in the, in the…”


    I put my hand on her knee. The contact made a plastic click and I jerked it back, visions of machines embracing, copulating. “Don’t feel singled out, Marygay, whatever guilt there is belongs evenly to all of us… but a triple portion for Cor.…”


    “You privates quit jawin’ and get some sleep. You both pull guard in two hours.”


    “O.K., Sarge.” Her voice was so sad and tired I couldn’t bear it. I felt if I could only touch her I could drain off the sadness like a ground wire draining current but we were each trapped in our own plastic world.


    “G’night, William.”


    “Night.” It’s almost impossible to get sexually excited inside a suit, with the relief tube and all the silver chloride sensors poking you, but somehow this was my body’s response to the emotional impotence, maybe remembering more pleasant sleeps with Marygay, maybe feeling that in the midst of all this death, personal death could be soon, cranking up the procreative derrick for one last try…lovely thoughts like this, and I fell asleep and dreamed that I was a machine, mimicking the functions of life, creaking and clanking my clumsy way through the world, people too polite to say anything but giggling behind my back, and the little man who sat inside my head pulling the levers and clutches and watching the dials, he was hopelessly mad and was storing up hurts for the day… .


    “Mandella—wake up, damn it, your shift!”


    I shuffled over to my place on the perimeter to watch for God knows what…but I was so weary I couldn’t keep my eyes open. Finally I tongued a stimtab, knowing I’d pay for it later.


    For over an hour I sat there, scanning my sector left, right, near, far; the scene never changing, not even a breath of wind to stir the grass.


    Then suddenly the grass parted and one of the three-legged creatures was right in front of me. I raised my finger but didn’t squeeze.


    “Movement!”


    “Movement!”


    “HOLD YOUR FIRE. Don’t shoot!”


    “Movement.”


    “Movement.” I looked left and right and as far as I could see, every perimeter guard had one of the blind dumb creatures standing right in front of him.


    Maybe the drug I’d taken to stay awake made me more sensitive to whatever they did. My scalp crawled and I felt a formless thing in my mind, the feeling you get when somebody has said something and you didn’t quite hear it, want to respond but the opportunity to ask him to repeat it is gone.


    The creature sat back on its haunches, leaning forward on the one front leg. Big green bear with a withered arm. Its power threaded through my mind, spiderwebs, echo of night terrors, trying to communicate, trying to destroy me, I couldn’t know.


    * * * *


    “All right, everybody on the perimeter, fall back, slow. Don’t make any quick gestures…anybody got a headache or anything?”


    “Sergeant, this is Hollister.” Lucky.


    “They’re trying to say something…I can almost…no, just.…”


    “Well?”


    “All I can get is that they think we’re…think we’re…well, funny. They aren’t afraid.”


    “You mean the one in front of you isn’t.…”


    “No, the feeling comes from all of them, they’re all thinking the same thing. Don’t ask me how I know, I just do.”


    “Maybe they thought it was funny, what they did to Ho.”


    “Maybe. I don’t feel like they’re dangerous. Just curious about us.”


    “Sergeant, this is Bohrs.”


    “Yeah.”


    “The Taurans have been here at least a year—maybe they’ve learned how to communicate with these…overgrown teddy-bears. They might be spying on us, might be sending back.…”


    “I don’t think they’d show themselves, if that were the case,” Lucky said. “They can obviously hide from us pretty well when they want to.”


    “Anyhow,” Cortez said, “if they’re spies, the damage has been done. Don’t think it’d be smart to take any action against them. I know you’d all like to see ’em dead for what they did to Ho, so would I, but we’d better be careful.”


    I didn’t want to see them dead, but I’d just as soon not see them in any condition. I was walking backwards slowly, toward the middle of camp. The creature didn’t seem disposed to follow. Maybe he just knew we were surrounded. He was pulling up grass with his arm and munching.


    “O.K., all of you platoon leaders, wake everybody up, get a roll count. Let me know if anybody’s been hurt. Tell your people we’re moving out in one minute.”


    I don’t know what Cortez expected, but of course the creatures just followed right along. They didn’t keep us surrounded; just had twenty or thirty following us all the time. Not the same ones, either. Individuals would saunter away, new ones would join the parade. It was pretty obvious that they weren’t going to tire out.


    We were each allowed one stimtab. Without it, no one could have marched an hour. A second pill would have been welcome after the edge started to wear off, but the mathematics of the situation forbade it: we were still thirty clicks from the enemy base; fifteen hours’ marching at the least. And though one could stay awake and energetic for a hundred hours on the ’tabs, aberrations of judgment and perception snowballed after the second ’tab, until in extremis the most bizarre hallucinations would be taken at face value, and a person would fidget for hours, deciding whether to have breakfast.


    Under artificial stimulation, the company traveled with great energy for the first six hours, was slowing by the seventh, and ground to an exhausted halt after nine hours and nineteen kilometers. The teddy-bears had never lost sight of us and, according to Lucky, had never stopped “broadcasting.” Cortez’s decision was that we would stop for seven hours, each platoon taking one hour of perimeter guard. I was never so glad to have been in the Seventh Platoon, as we stood guard the last shift and thus were the only ones to get six hours of uninterrupted sleep.


    In the few moments I lay awake after finally lying down, the thought came to me that the next time I closed my eyes could well be the last. And partly because of the drug hangover, mostly because of the past day’s horrors, I found that I really just didn’t give a damn.
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    Our first contact with the Taurans came during my shift.


    The teddy-bears were still there when I woke up and replaced Doc Jones on guard. They’d gone back to their original formation, one in front of each guard position. The one who was waiting for me seemed a little larger than normal, but otherwise looked just like all the others. All the grass had been cropped where he was sitting, so he occasionally made forays to the left or right. But he always returned to sit right in front of me, you would say staring if he had had anything to stare with.


    We had been facing each other for about fifteen minutes when Cortez’s voice rumbled:


    “Awright, everybody wake up and get hid!”


    I followed instinct and flopped to the ground and rolled into a tall stand of grass.


    “Enemy vessel overhead.” His voice was almost laconic.


    Strictly speaking, it wasn’t really overhead, but rather passing somewhat east of us. It was moving slowly, maybe a hundred clicks per hour, and looked like a broomstick surrounded by a dirty soap bubble. The creature riding it was a little more human-looking than the teddy-bears, but still no prize. I cranked my image amplifier up to forty log two for a closer look.


    He had two arms and two legs, but his waist was so small you could encompass it with both hands. Under the tiny waist was a large horseshoe-shaped pelvic structure nearly a meter wide, from which dangled two long skinny legs with no apparent knee joint. Above that waist his body swelled out again, to a chest no smaller than the huge pelvis. His arms looked surprisingly human, except that they were too long and undermuscled. There were too many fingers on his hands. Shoulderless, neckless; his head was a nightmarish growth that swelled like a goiter from his massive chest. Two eyes that looked like clusters of fish eggs, a bundle of tassles instead of a nose, and a rigidly open hole that might have been a mouth sitting low down where his Adam’s apple should have been. Evidently the soap bubble contained an amenable environment, as he was wearing absolutely nothing except a ridged hide that looked like skin submerged too long in hot water, then dyed a pale orange. “He” had no external genitalia, nor anything that might hint of mammary glands.


    Obviously, he either didn’t see us, or thought we were part of the herd of teddy-bears. He never looked back at us, but just continued in the same direction we were headed, .05 rad east of north.


    “Might as well go back to sleep now, if you can sleep after looking at that thing. We move out at 0435.” Forty minutes.


    Because of the planet’s opaque cloud cover, there had been no way to tell, from space, what the enemy base looked like or how big it was. We only knew its position, the same way we knew the position the scoutships were supposed to land on. So it could easily have been underwater too, or underground.


    But some of the drones were reconnaissance ships as well as decoys; and in their mock attacks on the base, one managed to get close enough to take a picture. Captain Stott beamed down a diagram of the place to Cortez—the only one with a visor in his suit—when we were five clicks from the base’s “radio” position. We stopped and he called all of the platoon leaders in with the Seventh Platoon to confer. Two teddy-bears loped in, too. We tried to ignore them.


    “O.K., the captain sent down some pictures of our objective. I’m going to draw a map; you platoon leaders copy.” They took pads and styli out of their leg pockets, while Cortez unrolled a large plastic mat. He gave it a shake to randomize any residual charge, and turned on his stylus.


    “Now, we’re coming from this direction.” He put an arrow at the bottom of the sheet. “First thing we’ll hit is this row of huts, probably billets, or bunkers, but who the hell knows… our initial objective is to destroy these buildings—the whole base is on a flat plain; there’s no way we could really sneak by them.”


    “Potter here. Why can’t we jump over them?”


    “Yeah, we could do that, and wind up completely surrounded, cut to ribbons. We take the buildings.


    “After we do that…all I can say is that we’ll have to think on our feet. From the aerial reconnaissance, we can figure out the function of only a couple of buildings—and that stinks. We might wind up wasting a lot of time demolishing the equivalent of an enlisted man’s bar, ignoring a huge logistic computer because it looks like…a garbage dump or something.”


    “Mandella here,” I said. “Isn’t there a spaceport of some kind—seems to me we ought to.…”


    “I’ll get to that, damn it. There’s a ring of these huts all around the camp, so we’ve got to break through somewhere. This place’ll be closest, less chance of giving away our position before we attack.


    “There’s nothing in the whole place that actually looks like a weapon. That doesn’t mean anything, though; you could hide a bevawatt laser in each of those huts.


    “Now, about five hundred meters from the huts, in the middle of the base, we’ll come to this big flower-shaped structure.” Cortez drew a large symmetrical shape that looked like the outline of a flower with seven petals. “What the hell this is, your guess is as good as mine. There’s only one of them, though, so we don’t damage it any more than we have to. Which means…we blast it to splinters if I think it’s dangerous.


    “Now, as far as your spaceport, Mandella, is concerned—there just isn’t one. Nothing.


    “That cruiser the Hope caulked had probably been left in orbit, like ours has to be. If they have any equivalent of a scoutship, or drone missiles, they’re either not kept here or they’re well hidden.”


    “Bohrs here. Then what did they attack with, while we were coming down from orbit?”


    “I wish we knew, Private.


    “Obviously, we don’t have any way of estimating their numbers, not directly. Recon pictures failed to show a single Tauran on the grounds of the base. Meaning nothing, because it is an alien environment. Indirectly, though…we can count the number of broomsticks.


    “There are fifty-one huts, and each has at most one broomstick. Four don’t have one parked outside, but we located three at various other parts of the base. Maybe this indicates that there are fifty-one Taurans, one of whom was outside the base when the picture was taken.”


    “Keating here. Or fifty-one officers.”


    “That’s right—maybe fifty thousand infantrymen stacked in one of these buildings. No way to tell. Maybe ten Taurans, each with five broomsticks, to use according to his mood.


    “We’ve got one thing in our favor, and that’s communications. They evidently use a frequency modulation of megahertz electromagnetic radiation.”


    “Radio!”


    “That’s right, whoever you are. Identify yourself when you speak. So, it’s quite possible that they can’t detect our phased-neutrino communications. Also, just prior to the attack, the Hope is going to deliver a nice dirty fission bomb; detonate it in the upper atmosphere right over the base. That’ll restrict them to line-of-sight communication for some time; even those will be full of static.”


    “Why don’t…Tate here…why don’t they just drop the bomb right in their laps? Would save us a lot of.…”


    “That doesn’t even deserve an answer, Private. But the answer is, they might. And you better hope they don’t. If they caulk the base, it’ll be for the safety of the Hope. After we’ve attacked, and probably before we’re far enough away for it to make much difference.


    “We keep that from happening by doing a good job. We have to reduce the base to where it can no longer function; at the same time, leave as much intact as possible. And take one prisoner.”


    “Potter here. You mean, at least one prisoner.”


    “I mean what I say. One only. Potter…you’re relieved of your platoon. Send Chavez up.”


    “All right, Sergeant.” The relief in her voice was unmistakable.


    * * * *


    Cortez continued with his map and instructions. There was one other building whose function was pretty obvious; it had a large steerable dish antenna on top. We were to destroy it as soon as the grenadiers got in range.


    The attack plan was very loose. Our signal to begin would be the flash of the fission bomb. At the same time, several drones would converge on the base, so we could see what their antispacecraft defenses were. We would try to reduce the effectiveness of those defenses without destroying them completely.


    Immediately after the bomb and the drones, the grenadiers would vaporize a line of seven huts. Everybody would break through the hole into the base…and what would happen after that was anybody’s guess.


    Ideally, we’d sweep from that end of the base to the other, destroying certain targets, caulking all but one Tauran. But that was unlikely to happen, as it depended on the Taurans’ offering very little resistance.


    On the other hand, if the Taurans showed obvious superiority from the beginning, Cortez would give the order to scatter: everybody had a different compass bearing for retreat—we’d blossom out in all directions, the survivors to rendezvous in a valley some forty clicks east of the base. Then we’d see about a return engagement, after the Hope softened the base up a bit.


    “One last thing,” Cortez rasped. “Maybe some of you feel the way Potter evidently does, maybe some of your men feel that way…that we ought to go easy, not make this so much of a bloodbath. Mercy is a luxury, a weakness we can’t afford to indulge in at this stage of the war. All we know about the enemy is that they have killed seven hundred and ninety-eight humans. They haven’t shown any restraint in attacking our cruisers, and it’d be foolish to expect any this time, this first ground action.


    “They are responsible for the lives of all of your comrades who died in training, and for Ho, and for all the others who are surely going to die today. I can’t understand anybody who wants to spare them. But that doesn’t make any difference. You have your orders, and what the hell, you might as well know, all of you have a posthypnotic suggestion that I will trigger by a phrase, just before the battle. It will make your job easier.”


    “Sergeant.…”


    “Shut up. We’re short on time; get back to your platoons and brief them. We move out in five minutes.”


    The platoon leaders returned to their men, leaving Cortez and the ten of us, plus three teddy-bears, milling around, getting in the way.


    15


    We took the last five clicks very carefully, sticking to the highest grass, running across occasional clearings. When we were five hundred meters from where the base was supposed to be, Cortez took the Third Platoon forward to scout, while the rest of us laid low.


    Cortez’s voice came over the general freak: “Looks pretty much like we expected. Advance in a file, crawling. When you get to the Third Platoon, follow your squad leader to the left, or right.”


    We did that and wound up with a string of eighty-three people in a line roughly perpendicular to the direction of attack. We were pretty well hidden, except for the dozen or so teddy-bears that mooched along the line munching grass.


    There was no sign of life inside the base. All of the buildings were windowless, and a uniform shiny white. The huts that were our first objective were large featureless half-buried eggs, some sixty meters apart. Cortez assigned one to each grenadier.


    We were broken into three fire teams: Team A consisted of platoons Two, Four, and Six; Team B was One, Three, and Five; the command platoon was Team C.


    “Less than a minute now—filters down!—when I say ‘fire,’ grenadiers take out your targets. God help you if you miss.”


    There was a sound like a giant’s belch and a stream of five or six iridescent bubbles floated up from the flower-shaped building. They rose with increasing speed to where they were almost out of sight, then shot off to the south, over our heads. The ground was suddenly bright and for the first time in a long time, I saw my shadow, a long one pointed north. The bomb had gone off prematurely. I just had time to think that it didn’t make too much difference; it’d still make alphabet soup out of their communications.…


    “Drones!” A ship came screaming in just above tree level, and a bubble was in the air to meet it. When they contacted, the bubble popped and the drone exploded into a million tiny fragments. Another one came from the opposite side and suffered the same fate.


    “FIRE!” Seven bright glares of 500-microton grenades and a sustained concussion that I’m sure would have killed an unprotected man. “Filters up.” Gray haze of smoke and dust, Clods of dirt falling with a sound like heavy raindrops. “Listen up:


    “‘Scots, wha hae wi’ Wallace bled;


    Scots, wham Bruce has aften led,


    Welcome to your gory bed,


    Or to victory!’”


    I hardly heard him, for trying to keep track of what was going on in my skull. I knew it was just posthypnotic suggestion, even remembered the session in Missouri when they’d implanted it, but that didn’t make it any less compelling. My mind reeled under the strong pseudo-memories; shaggy hulks that were Taurans—not at all what we now knew they looked like—boarding a colonist’s vessel, eating babies while mothers watched in screaming terror—the colonists never took babies; they wouldn’t stand the acceleration—then raping the women to death with huge veined purple members—ridiculous that they would feel desire for humans—holding the men down while they plucked flesh from their living bodies and gobbled it…a hundred grisly details as sharply remembered as the events of a minute ago, ridiculously overdone and logically absurd; but while my conscious mind was reflecting the silliness, somewhere much deeper, down in that sleeping giant where we keep our real motives and morals, something was thirsting for alien blood, secure in the conviction that the noblest thing a man could do would be to die killing one of those horrible monsters.…


    I knew it was all purest soya, and I hated the men who had taken such obscene liberties with my mind, but still I could hear my teeth grinding, feel cheeks frozen in a spastic grin, bloodlust… a teddy-bear walked in front of me, looking dazed. I started to raise my laserfinger, but somebody beat me to it and the creature’s head exploded in a cloud of gray splinters and blood.


    Lucky groaned, half-whining, “Dirty… filthy bastards.” Lasers flared and crisscrossed and all of the teddy-bears fell dead.


    “Watch it, damn it,” Cortez screamed. “Aim those things; they aren’t toys!


    “Team A, move out—into the craters to cover B.” Somebody was laughing and sobbing. “What the crap is wrong with you, Petrov?” First time I could remember Cortez cussing.


    I twisted around and saw Petrov, behind and to my left, lying in a shallow hole, digging frantically with both hands, crying and gurgling.


    “Crap,” Cortez said. “Team B! past the craters ten meters, get down in a line. Team C—into the craters with A.”


    * * * *


    I scrambled up and covered the hundred meters in twelve amplified strides. The craters were practically large enough to hide a scoutship, some ten meters in diameter. I jumped to the opposite side of the hole and landed next to a fellow named Chin. He didn’t even look around when I landed, just kept scanning the base for signs of life.


    “Team A—past Team B ten meters, down in line.” Just as he finished, the building in front of us burped and a salvo of the bubbles fanned out toward our lines. Most people saw it coming and got down, but Chin was just getting up to make his rush and stepped right into one.


    It grazed the top of his helmet, and disappeared with a faint pop. He took one step backwards and toppled over the edge of the crater, trailing an arc of blood and brains. Lifeless, spreadeagled, he slid halfway to the bottom, shoveling dirt into the perfectly symmetrical hole where the bubble had chewed through plastic, hair, skin, bone and brain indiscriminately.


    “Everybody hold it. Platoon leaders, casualty report…check…check, check…check, check, check…check. We have three deaders. Wouldn’t be any if you’d have kept low. So everybody grab dirt when you hear that thing go off. Team A, complete the rush.”


    They completed the maneuver without incident. “O.K. Team C, rush to where B…hold it! Down!”


    Everybody was already hugging the ground. The bubbles slid by in a smooth arc about two meters off the ground. They went serenely over our heads and, except for one that made toothpicks out of a tree, disappeared in the distance.


    “B, rush past A ten meters. C, take over B’s place. You B grenadiers see if you can reach the Flower.”


    Two grenades tore up the ground thirty or forty meters from the structure. In a good imitation of panic, it started belching out a continuous stream of bubbles—still, none coming lower than two meters off the ground. We kept hunched down and continued to advance.


    Suddenly, a seam appeared in the building, widened to the size of a large door, and Taurans came swarming out.


    “Grenadiers, hold your fire. B team, laser fire to the left and right, keep ’em bunched up. A and C, rush down the center.”


    One Tauran died trying to turn through a laser beam. The others stayed where they were.


    In a suit, it’s pretty awkward to run and try to keep your head down, at the same time. You have to go from side to side, like a skater getting started; otherwise you’ll be airborne. At least one person, somebody in A team, bounced too high and suffered the same fate as Chin.


    I was feeling pretty fenced-in and trapped, with a wall of laser fire on each side and a low ceiling that meant death to touch. But in spite of myself, I felt happy, euphoric at finally getting the chance to kill some of those villainous baby-eaters.


    They weren’t fighting back, except for the rather ineffective bubbles—obviously not designed as an antipersonnel weapon—and they didn’t retreat back into the building, either. They just milled around, about a hundred of them, and watched us get closer. A couple of grenades would caulk them all, but I guess Cortez was thinking about the prisoner.


    “O.K., when I say ‘go,’ we’re going to flank ’em. B team will hold fire…Second and Fourth to the right, Sixth and Seventh to the left. B team will move forward in line to box them in.


    “Go!” We peeled off to the left. As soon as the lasers stopped, the Taurans bolted, running in a group on a collision course with our flank.


    “A Team, down and fire! Don’t shoot until you’re sure of your aim— if you miss you might hit a friendly. And fer Chris’sake save me one!”


    It was a horrifying sight, that herd of monsters bearing down on us. They were running in great leaps—the bubbles avoiding them—and they all looked like the one we saw earlier, riding the broomstick; naked except for an almost transparent sphere around their whole bodies, that moved along with them. The right flank started firing, picking off individuals in the rear of the pack.


    Suddenly a laser flared through the Taurans from the other side, somebody missing his mark. There was a horrible scream and I looked down the line to see someone, I think it was Perry, writhing on the ground, right hand over the smoldering stump of his left arm, seared off just below the elbow. Blood sprayed through his fingers and the suit, its camouflage circuits scrambled, flickered black-white-jungle-desert-green-gray. I don’t know how long I stared —long enough for the medic to run over and start giving aid — but when I looked up the Taurans were almost on top of me.


    My first shot was wild and high, but it grazed the top of the leading Tauran’s protective bubble. The bubble disappeared and the monster stumbled and fell to the ground, jerking spasmodically. Foam gushed out of his mouth-hole, first white, then streaked with red. With one last jerk he became rigid and twisted backwards, almost to the shape of a horseshoe. His long scream, a high-pitched whistle, stopped just as his comrades trampled over him and I hated myself for smiling.


    It was slaughter, even though our flank was outnumbered five to one. They kept coming without faltering, even when they had to climb over the drift of bodies and parts of bodies that piled up high, parallel to our flank. The ground between us was slick red with Tauran blood—all God’s children got hemoglobin—and, like the teddy-bears, their guts looked pretty much like guts to my untrained eye. My helmet reverberated with hysterical laughter while we cut them to gory chunks. I almost didn’t hear Cortez.


    “Hold your fire—I said HOLD IT damn it! Catch a couple of the bastards, they won’t hurt you.”


    I stopped shooting and eventually so did everybody else. When the next Tauran jumped over the smoking pile of meat in front of me, I dove to tackle him around those spindly legs.


    It was like hugging a big, slippery balloon. When I tried to drag him down, he just popped out of my arms and kept running.


    We managed to stop one of them by the simple expedient of piling half-a-dozen people on top of him. By that time the others had run through our line and were headed for the row of large cylindrical tanks that Cortez had said were probably for storage. A little door had opened in the base of each one.


    “We’ve got our prisoner,” Cortez shouted. “Kill!” They were fifty meters away and running hard, difficult targets. Lasers slashed around them, bobbing high and low. One fell, sliced in two, but the others, about ten of them, kept going and were almost to the doors when the grenadiers started firing.


    They were still loaded with 500-mike bombs, but a near miss wasn’t enough—the concussion would just send them flying, unhurt in their bubbles.


    “The buildings! Get the damn buildings!” The grenadiers raised their aim and let fly, but the bombs only seemed to scorch the white outside of the structures until, by chance, one landed in a door. That split the building just as if it had a seam; the two halves popped away and a cloud of machinery flew into the air, accompanied by a huge pale flame that rolled up and disappeared in an instant. Then the others all concentrated on the doors, except for potshots at some of the Taurans; not so much to get them as to blow them away before they could get inside. They seemed awfully eager.


    * * * *


    All this time, we were trying to get the Taurans with laser fire, while they weaved and bounced around trying to get into the structures. We moved in as close to them as we could without putting ourselves in danger from the grenade blasts—that was still too far away for good aim.


    Still, we were getting them one by one, and managed to destroy four of the seven buildings. Then, when there were only two aliens left, a nearby grenade blast flung one of them to within a few meters of a door. He dove in and several grenadiers fired salvos after him, but they all fell short, or detonated harmlessly on the side. Bombs were falling all around, making an awful racket, but the sound was suddenly drowned out by a great sigh, like a giant’s intake of breath, and where the building had been was a thick cylindrical cloud of smoke, solid-looking, dwindling away into the stratosphere, straight as if laid down by a ruler. The other Tauran had been right at the base of the cylinder; I could see pieces of him flying. A second later, a shock wave hit us and I rolled helplessly, pinwheeling, to smash into the pile of Tauran bodies and roll beyond.


    I picked myself up and panicked for a second when I saw there was blood all over my suit—when I realized it was only alien blood, I relaxed but felt unclean.


    “Catch the bastard! Catch him!” In the confusion, the Tauran—now the only one left alive—had got free and was running for the grass. One platoon was chasing after him, losing ground, but then all of B team ran over and cut him off. I jogged over to join in the fun.


    There were four people on top of him, and fifty people watching.


    “Spread out, damn it! There might be a thousand more of them waiting to get us in one place.” We dispersed, grumbling. By unspoken agreement we were all sure that there were no more live Taurans on the face of the planet.


    Cortez was walking toward the prisoner while I backed away. Suddenly the four men collapsed in a pile on top of the creature…even from my distance I could see the foam spouting from his mouth-hole. His bubble had popped. Suicide.


    “Damn!” Cortez was right there. “Get off that bastard.” The four men got off and Cortez used his laser to slice the monster into a dozen quivering chunks. Heartwarming sight.


    “That’s all right, though, we’ll find another one—everybody! Back in the arrowhead formation. Combat assault, on the Flower.”


    Well, we assaulted the Flower, which had evidently run out of ammunition—it was still belching, but no bubbles—and it was empty. We just scurried up ramps and through corridors, fingers at the ready, like kids playing soldier. There was nobody home.


    The same lack of response at the antenna installation, the “Salami,” and twenty other major buildings, as well as the forty-four perimeter huts still intact. So we had “captured” dozens of buildings, mostly of incomprehensible purpose, but failed in our main mission; capturing a Tauran for the xenologists to experiment with. Oh, well, they could have all the bits and pieces of the creatures they’d ever want. That was something.


    After we’d combed every last square centimeter of the base, a scout-ship came in with the real exploration crew, Star Fleet scientists. Cortez said, “All right, snap out of it,” and the hypnotic compulsion fell away.


    At first it was pretty grim. A lot of the people, like Lucky and Marygay, almost went crazy with the memories of bloody murder multiplied a hundred times. Cortez ordered everybody to take a sedtab, two for the ones most upset. I took two without being specifically ordered to do so.


    Because it was murder, unadorned butchery—once we had the anti-spacecraft weapon doped out, we weren’t in any danger. The Taurans didn’t seem to have any conception of person-to-person fighting. We just herded them up and slaughtered them, in the first encounter between mankind and another intelligent species. What might have happened if we had sat down and tried to communicate? Maybe it was the second encounter, counting the teddy-bears. But they got the same treatment.


    I spent a long time after that telling myself over and over that it hadn’t been me who so gleefully carved up those frightened, stampeding creatures. Back in the Twentieth Century, they established to everybody’s satisfaction that “I was just following orders” was an inadequate excuse for inhuman conduct…but what can you do when the orders come from deep down in that puppet master of the unconscious?


    Worst of all was the feeling that perhaps my actions weren’t all that inhuman. Ancestors only a few generations back would have done the same thing, even to their fellowmen, without any hypnotic conditioning.


    So I was disgusted with the human race, disgusted with the army, and horrified at the prospect of living with myself for another century or so…well, there was always brainwipe.


    The ship that the lone Tauran survivor had escaped in had got away clean, the bulk of the planet shielding it from Earth’s Hope while it dropped into Aleph’s collapsar field. Escaped to home, I guessed whoever that was, to report what twenty men with hand-weapons could do to a hundred fleeing on foot, unarmed.


    I suspected that the next time humans met Taurans in ground combat, we would be more evenly matched. And I was right.

  


  
    SAUL’S DEATH: TWO SESTINAS, by Joe Haldeman


    First published in There Will Be War, 1982


    I


    I used to be a monk, but gave it over


    Before books and prayer and studies cooled my blood.


    And joined with Richard as a mercenary soldier.


    (No Richard that you’ve heard of, just


    A man who’d bought a title for his name).


    And it was in his service I met Saul.


    The first day of my service I liked Saul;


    His easy humor quickly won me over.


    He admitted Saul was not his name;


    He’d taken up another name for blood.


    (So had I—my fighting name was just


    (A word we use at home for private soldier.)


    I felt at home as mercenary soldier.


    I liked the company of men like Saul.


    (Though most of Richard’s men were just


    (Fighting for the bounty when it’s over.)


    I loved the clash of weapons, splashing blood—


    I lived the meager promise of my name.


    Saul promised that he’d tell me his real name


    When he was through with playing as a soldier.


    (I said the same; we took an oath in blood.)


    But I would never know him but as Saul;


    He’d die before the long campaign was over,


    Dying for a cause that was not just.


    Only fools require a cause that’s just,


    Fools and children out to make a name.


    Now I’ve had sixty years to think it over


    (Sixty years of being no one’s soldier).


    Sixty years since broadsword opened Saul


    And splashed my body with his steaming blood.


    But damn! we lived for bodies and for blood.


    The reek of dead men rotting, it was just


    A sweet perfume for those like me and Saul.


    (My peaceful language doesn’t have a name


    (For lewd delight in going off to soldier.)


    It hurts my heart sometimes to know it’s over.


    My heart was hard as stone when it was over;


    When finally I’d had my fill of blood.


    (And knew I was too old to be a soldier.)


    Nothing left for me to do but just


    Go back home and make myself a name


    In ways of peace, forgetting war and Saul.


    In ways of blood he made himself a name


    (Though he was just a mercenary soldier)—


    I loved Saul before it all was over.


    II


    A mercenary soldier has no future;


    Some say his way of life is hardly human.


    And yet, he has his own small bloody world


    (Part aches and sores and wrappings soaking blood,


    (Partly fear and glory grown familiar)


    Confined within a shiny fence of swords.


    But how I learned to love to fence with swords!


    Another world, my homely past and future—


    Once steel and eye and wrist became familiar


    With each other, then that steel was almost human


    (With an altogether human taste for blood).


    I felt that sword and I could take the world.


    I felt that Saul and I could take the world:


    Take the whole world hostage with our swords.


    The bond we felt was stronger than mere blood


    (Though I can see with hindsight in the future


    (The bond we felt was something only human:


    (A need for love when death becomes familiar.)


    We were wizards, and death was our familiar;


    Our swords held all the magic in the world.


    (Richard thought it almost wasn’t human,


    (The speed with which we parried others’ swords,


    (Forever end another’s petty future.)


    Never scratched, though always steeped in blood.


    Ambushed in a tavern, fighting ankle-deep in blood,


    Fighting back-to-back in ways familiar.


    Saul slipped: lost his footing and his future.


    Broad blade hammered down and sent him from this world.


    In angry grief I killed that one, then all the other swords;


    Then locked the door and murdered every human.


    No choice, but to murder every human.


    No one in that tavern was a stranger to blood.


    (To those who live with pikes and slashing swords,


    (The inner parts of men become familiar.)


    Saul’s vitals looked like nothing in this world:


    I had to kill them all to save my future.


    Saul’s vitals were not human, but familiar:


    He never told me he was from another world:


    I never told him I was from his future.


    Author’s Note


    The sestina is an ingenious, intricate form of verse that originated in France around the twelfth century, percolated into Italy, and from there was appropriated by the English. At first glance, it looks like a rather arbitrary logjam, sort of a hybrid of poetry with linear algebra, but it does have a special charm.


    The form calls for six stanzas of six lines each, followed by a three-line envoi. The lines don’t rhyme, but they give a sort of illusion of rhyming, by forced repetition. The last words of the first six lines provide the last words of every subsequent line, by a strict system of inside-out rotation. (If the last words of the first stanza are 1-2-3-4-5-6, then the last words of the second are


    6-1-5-2-4-3; the third, 3-1-4-1-2-5, and so forth. Clara? The envoi ought to have all six words crammed into its three lines, but the writer is allowed a certain amount of latitude with that, and I’ve taken it.)


    The result, in English at least, is a sort of a chant, which is one of two reasons the form is appropriate for an entertainment like “Saul’s Death.”


    * * * *


    “Hero” Copyright © 1972 by Joe W. Haldeman.


    “Saul’s Death: Two Setinas” Copyright © 1982 by Joe W. Haldeman.

  


  
    MILITARY SCIENCE FICTION, by James D. Macdonald


    Since the siege and the assault was ceased at Troy…writers have created military science fiction. Military science fiction is that branch of the art that focuses on war, on soldiers, and on military values: Honor, loyalty, and faith in one’s comrades in arms.


    Whether we count Caesar’s Gallic Commentaries as military science fiction or military fantasy, whatever we may think about the Middle English Metrical romances (e.g. Octavian; see also various Breton lais by Marie de France concerning the adventures of assorted knights; also Malory’s stories of King Arthur, the poem of El Cid, and the Song of Roland, where the protagonists, all of them military characters, fight assorted menaces both human and supernatural), we can skip lightly over several thousand years of literature to alight in the mid-nineteenth century, when science fiction, as a distinct genre, was being forged. The military venue is an obvious one for literature in general: Stories require conflict, and wars are conflict crystalized. When science fiction came on the scene, it fell upon the military venue with cries of joy.


    It’s always tricky to call something the “first” in its category. Scholars don’t agree on what was the first novel, let alone what was the first science fiction novel. Therefore, let me say that an early military science fiction novel, if not the first, belonged to the sub-subgenre, “technothriller.” (It was, indeed a sub genre, for it dealt with a sub.) Twenty Thousand Leagues Beneath the Seas, by Jules Verne (1870), at the time it was written was what you could call very-near-future science fiction. It incorporated the latest understanding of oceanography, submersible vessels, and the newly invented self-contained underwater breathing apparatus. And it was military, for the submarine, the Nautilus, under the command of the mysterious Captain Nemo (whose name is a shout-out to that example of proto-military-SF, Homer’s Odyssey) was able to attack the very latest British warships. And if Verne took the technology in question a little further than it actually existed at the time, that extrapolation only places the novel more firmly in the realm of science fiction.


    The next year saw the next leap in military science fiction. The Invasion Novel had existed as a genre in Europe since the beginning of the century, with titles like The Invasion of England (1803) and The Armed Briton (1806). Invasion Novels used current advances in military science (e.g. balloons; breech-loading artillery) to show how the defenses of assorted countries were inadequate to guard against aggression on the part of their historic enemies.


    In spring of 1871, Blackwood’s Magazine published a novel serialized in three parts, launching the next phase of military science fiction, the Future War. The novel was The Battle of Dorking: Reminiscences of a Volunteer, by George Chesney. Chesney was an army man, a major of engineers, who had himself been wounded in the Indian Mutiny.


    The Battle of Dorking purports to be a reminiscence set some fifty years in the future, telling the story of the defeat of an unprepared England by a nameless (but German-speaking) invader. The novel’s best-seller status launched a fleet of imitators.


    One of the later future war books is out-and-out science fiction: The War of the Worlds (1898) by H. G. Wells. The War of the Worlds closely follows The Battle of Dorking in its scenes and incidents. But the foe this time is not an unnamed European power using actual, if advanced, weapons. The enemy here are mollusklike Martians with mechanical tripod fighting machines armed with heat rays, against which the British Empire is helpless. One character in The War of the Worlds, an artilleryman, brings this novel into the sub-genre of military science fiction. The artilleryman proposes a guerilla war while humans attempt to duplicate the Martians’ weapons.


    The War of the Worlds proved immensely popular and long-lived. It was reprinted several times. When it was remade as a radio drama by Orson Welles in 1938, the story caused widespread panic in the United States. Robert Heinlein’s The Puppet Masters (1951), another invasion novel, closely followed The War of the Worlds (right the way down to the invaders being ultimately overcome by ordinary human disease), just as The War of the Worlds had closely followed The Battle of Dorking.


    Over in Japan, Oshikawa Shunrô wrote Kaitei Gunkan (1900), in which a Japanese Naval officer builds the eponymous Submarine Battleship with which he fights pirates and, in the sequels, a future-historical war against the Russians. The submarine of the novels, and its tactics, reflect the earlier works by Verne.


    Although the purpose of science fiction (in so far as it has a purpose at all) is not predicting the future, Verne and Oshikawa correctly predicted the vulnerability of surface ships to submarines, while Wells predicted the laser ray, poison gas, armored fighting vehicles (“The Land Ironclads,” 1903), and the atomic bomb (“The World Set Free,” 1914).


    Then (in 1914 and the decades after) came World War One, the invention of science fiction as a separate genre, the rise of the pulp magazines, the Great Depression, and World War II.


    The Galactic Patrol appeared in the novel Triplanetary by E. E. Smith (serialized in the pulp magazine Amazing Stories in 1934). The story revolves around the planets Earth, Mars, and Venus, which have just fought a successful war against the inhabitants of Jupiter. Other plot elements involve a millennia-long war between extra-human intelligences that are carrying out selective breeding on Earth to foster their own ends. The Patrol is a combination military/police force/peacekeeping organization. The novel Galactic Patrol (a sequel to Triplanetary) was serialized in six parts in Astounding magazine in 1937. The Galactic Patrolmen, as they fight an intergalactic crime syndicate called the Boskone, personify military virtues. They continued to have adventures in further novels involving the Lensmen, written by Smith both before and after World War II.


    When World War II ended, the great age of Military Science Fiction began.


    In 1948, former Naval officer Robert Heinlein published Space Cadet, a school adventure set in a military academy for a service that covered the same three planets as the Galactic Patrol. These planets were the swampy Venus, the arid Mars (home of a former advanced civilization), and Earth. Intelligent life on Mars was, or had been, mainstream scientific thought, with Percival Lowell championing the canals on Mars. And Venus was the same size as Earth and was known to have permanent cloud cover, which suggested a habitat not unlike Earth’s own Age of Dinosaurs. The plot possibilities were endless.


    As the post-World War Two ere gave way to the Cold War, military science fiction continued to ramp up. While it would be simplistic to say that the military science fiction of those decades was all about the Cold War, all novels are the products of their times. Science fiction is no different; SF novels are about their presents, not (despite the Gernsback Delusion) educating the public or predicting the future.


    The Cold War pitted the United States and its allies against the Soviet Union and its allies, two empires that did not dare to go to war directly against one another, and so carried out war by other means. Those sometimes included proxy wars, such as those in Korea, Vietnam, Soviet-era Afghanistan, and Grenada.


    To generalize a bit more: Two of the basic plots in military science fiction are “If This Goes On” and “The Man Who Learned Better.” Two of the basic viewpoint characters are The Young Recruit and the Old Veteran. And the military life is highly mannered, which provides room for social commentary.


    Since The Battle of Dorking, works of military SF had been cautionary tales, warnings of the dangers of unpreparedness or of the horrors of war. Now they became meditations on current politics.


    With World War Two recently over, veterans began to write novels. And with wide-spread paperback publication and a public hungry for novels, so many examples of military SF were produced that it grows difficult to present them all. Where in the nineteenth century we see one here, and a decade later another one there, in the late fifties and later we come to sorting and classification problems; many fine examples of the genre will be left out, or touched on only briefly.


    British Royal Air Force veteran Eric Frank Russell published two comic military SF novels in 1958: Wasp and The Space Willies. Set during an interstellar war against a non-human—but still humanoid—foe, the novels can be read as textbooks on unconventional/asymmetrical warfare. The protagonists in both novels are military men in the midst of a hot war.


    Robert Heinlein was a military veteran, a Naval Academy graduate, though he had only seen peacetime service before being invalided out with tuberculosis. But his experience in the Academy brought authority to his voice in Space Cadet, and the time he’d spent at sea brought experience to the feeling of being locked up in an iron box for months on end; whether that box is called a ship or a space-ship. Those who want an understanding of Heinlein’s spaceships and computers might want to visit one of the WWII-era museum ships that you can find in various places (e.g. Battleship Cove, Fall River MA). As an earlier writer, Heinlein was influential on later authors in the sub-genre.


    Heinlein also wrote one of the most influential military SF books: In 1959 he published Starship Soldier, serialized in two issues of The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, then released as a novel under the title Starship Troopers. In Starship Troopers, a young man rebels against his family and enlists in the infantry, then takes part in an interstellar war against an implacable and unknowable foe, the inhuman Bugs. The story is mostly told in flashbacks as the recruit goes through high school, then through boot camp, then out into space. Along the way he’s treated to many long philosophical discussions on the meanings of virtue, honor, and civic duty. And here we see the purest form of military SF: the viewpoint character is a military member, often against a wartime setting, and military values are stressed.


    Science fiction, like other art, isn’t just in dialog with the society in which it is created; it is in dialog with the other works in the field. The heritage of Starship Troopers includes Harry Harrison’s Bill, the Galactic Hero (1965), Joe Haldeman’s The Forever War (1974), John Steakley’s Armor (1984), and John Scalzi’s Old Man’s War (2005.)


    Joe Haldeman was a Vietnam veteran who had seen combat, and been wounded, in Southeast Asia. In The Forever War, the protagonist becomes alienated from his own society due to the time dilation effects of light-speed travel to and from the battlefields; he eventually learns that the entire war was a mistake based on a misunderstanding.


    In 1960 Keith Laumer, who had seen service in the US Army Air Corps in Europe during WWII, introduced cybernetic tanks called “Bolos,” fearsome and nearly invincible fighting machines with advanced artificial intelligence. The Bolos embody military values: They do not question their orders, they do not fear for their lives, and they guard the weak against the strong. The first Bolo appeared in the short story “Combat Unit” in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction (1960). A typical Bolo story is “A Relic of War” (Analog, 1969): A Bolo tank is a war memorial in a small town. It is capable of lighting cigars on request. However, a threat develops; an attack by a leftover unit from the long-forgotten war in which the Bolo served. The tank reawakens to service, and defeats the enemy. For its pains, the tank is deactivated—its artificial intelligence killed—by a representative of its own side; the old tank is too dangerous to keep around.


    More cybernetic intelligences followed. Fred Saberhagen, an Air Force veteran from the Korean war, wrote the Berserker series (first short story, “Fortress Ship” (1963) in If magazine). The Berserkers were implacable and incomprehensible fighting machines, left over from another war in another galaxy, their alien creators long-since dead. The berserkers, with their singleminded mission to destroy all sapient life, had drifted between the stars for millennia, and now had come to the Milky Way galaxy, home to a variety of species from various star systems living together in peace. And among the sapient species of the Milky Way galaxy, only earth-descended men were genetically aggressive enough to take them on, to fight against the robots to save all life.


    Laumer and Saberhagen continued writing their stories of Bolos and Berserkers though the sixties and seventies.


    “History,” according to Ken MacLeod—himself a military SF writer (The Cassini Division, 1995)—“is the trade secret of science fiction.”


    Just so: Fred Saberhagen’s Berserker story “Stone Place” (If, 1965) is a science-fictional retelling of the Battle of Lepanto. And H. Beam Piper, better known for his Little Fuzzy and Paratime series, wrote Uller Uprising (1952), loosely based on the Indian Mutiny of 1857, the same war that motivated Jules Verne’s Captain Nemo to seek revenge on the British, the same war in which The Battle of Dorking’s author was wounded.


    The 1960s also saw military science fiction break out of the print media. While there had been earlier radio, television, and movie examples of the military in space (acknowledging the fact that the military had the money, personnel, and organization needed to reach the stars) the fact of military service was seldom important; e.g. in the film Forbidden Planet (1956), a science-fictional re-telling of Shakespeare’s The Tempest, the characters’ military ranks are essentially irrelevant. In the ’30s and ’40s, spaceship captains were as likely to be eccentric inventors or to be working for civilian companies, as they were to be military officers.


    In 1966, Star Trek—created by WWII Army Air Force veteran Gene Roddenberry—brought to the mass audience a military vessel on an exploration mission, with an integrated crew (black and white, male and female, human and alien). Star Trek, and its ever-expanding list of novelizations, spin-offs, and tie-ins, made science fiction in general, and military SF in particular, accessible to more than science fiction’s core readers. The argument has since been made, not without justification, that science fiction is the new mainstream. If this is so, then Star Trek, together with 1977’s Star Wars and its sequels, tie-ins, spin-offs, and novels, all of them also military science fiction, are the hinge on which the change turned.


    1870’s Twenty Thousand Leagues Beneath the Seas was near-future military science fiction, featuring technology which, while it did not then exist, was nevertheless possible. In 1962, another such book, Fail-Safe by Eugene Burdick and Harvey Wheeler, set forth the fictionalized outbreak of a nuclear war between the United States and the USSR (not symbolized in this case by implacable alien bugs, but presented under their true names) This future war used aircraft which was not then, and never would be, in the US inventory. Later still, Tom Clancy wrote The Hunt for Red October (1984), again with the US and the USSR under their true names, but featuring a submarine that used a propulsion system that did not then, and to this day still does not, exist. Red October was the first fiction ever published by the US Naval Institute Press, otherwise a small academic press that specialized in Naval policy and military history. With Red October, the “technothriller,” which had begun with Twenty Thousand Leagues, broke away from military SF to become its own subgenre.


    In the 1980s, Jerry Pournelle, who had been an artillery officer in the Korean War, edited a series of reprint-and-original anthologies of military SF called, collectively, There Will Be War. Pournelle wrote or co-wrote a number of military SF stories and novels himself; including but by no means limited to A Spaceship For the King (serialized in Analog magazine, 1971–72) and Footfall (1985), an invasion novel.


    Throughout the ’80s, ’90s, and into the twenty-first century, Jim Baen, of Baen Books, published a large number of military SF novels. Some of his major authors included Vietnam veteran David Drake, former paratrooper John Ringo, and Vietnam-era former US Marine Elizabeth Moon. Lois McMaster Bujold was another of Baen’s military SF authors of the late eighties, beginning with Shards of Honor and The Warrior’s Apprentice (both 1986).


    Then, without warning, in 1990–1991 the Soviet Union collapsed. There was no longer a monolithic, unknowable opposing superpower to be symbolized by soulless killing machines or inhuman bugs. At the same time, another branch of military SF arose to join the invasion stories, the future war stories, and the technothrillers: the alternate history. Rather than looking forward to wars that might be, and to militaries of the future, they looked back and rewrote past conflicts, not in symbolic form as had Piper and Saberhagen, but with names and places taken from history. Examples include Harry Turtledove’s The Guns of the South (1992), in which time-travelers give AK-47 assault rifles to Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia during the American Civil War. Turtledove also wrote the WorldWar series of novels, beginning with Worldwar: In the Balance (1994), in which space aliens invade earth in middle of World War II, forcing the humans to put aside their differences in order to fight against the outside foe.


    The late eighties and nineties also saw the arrival of women as military SF writers. Elizabeth Moon has already been mentioned. Others include Sherwood Smith and Dave Trowbridge, with their Exordium series (1993 and following), Debra Doyle and James D. Macdonald with their Mageworlds series (1992 and following), and ex-Canadian military Tanya Huff, Valor’s Choice (2000).


    What the future holds for military SF is hard to predict. What isn’t hard to predict is that with conflicts large and small still ongoing around the globe, writers of science fiction will not lack for sources of experience or subjects for commentary.


    * * * *


    James D. Macdonald is the author or co-author of more than thirty books, ranging from space opera and military science fiction to (pseudonymously) military thrillers and an annotated book of sea chanties. A former Navy officer, he lives in New Hampshire with his wife and frequent co-author, Debra Doyle.

  


  
    R. A. LAFFERTY


    (1914–2002)


    An unpredictable, funny writer whose stories were filled with tall tales and larger-than-life characters, Raphael Aloysius Lafferty had a tragically short but very productive career. An Oklahoma native, Lafferty’s first SF story, “Day of the Glacier,” appeared in 1960, when he was in his late forties; over the next twenty years he wrote twenty books and more than two hundred stories, both fantasy and science fiction. A stroke in 1980 essentially ended his writing career, though he lived more than twenty years afterward.


    Lafferty’s writing was quirky and sometimes unpolished, which made him a better short story writer than novelist, even in the 1960s when novels were typically about half as long as they are today. But his style was perfect for illuminating the strange surreality of everyday life, whether it was life in the present day or in some far-off place or time. And his writing tended to have a sense of humor about the strangeness of the world, and of people who take themselves too seriously. He won a Hugo in 1973 for “Eurema’s Dam,” and was a frequent award nominee during his brief career.

  


  
    THUS WE FRUSTRATE CHARLEMAGNE, by R. A. Lafferty


    First published in Galaxy Magazine, February 1967


    “We’ve been on some tall ones,” said Gregory Smirnov of the Institute, “but we’ve never stood on the edge of a bigger one than this, nor viewed one with shakier expectations. Still, if the calculations of Epiktistes are correct, this will work.”


    “People, it will work,” Epikt said.


    This was Epiktistes the Ktistec machine? Who’d have believed it? The main bulk of Epikt was five floors below them, but he had run an extension of himself up to this little penthouse lounge. All it took was a cable, no more than a yard in diameter, and a functional head set on the end of it.


    And what a head he chose! It was a sea-serpent head, a dragon head, five feet long and copied from an old carnival float. Epikt had also given himself human speech of a sort, a blend of Irish and Jewish and Dutch comedian patter from ancient vaudeville. Epikt was a comic to his last para-DNA relay when he rested his huge, boggle-eyed, crested head on the table there and smoked the biggest stogies ever born.


    But he was serious about this project.


    “We have perfect test conditions,” the machine Epikt said as though calling them to order. “We set out basic texts, and we take careful note of the woild as it is. If the world changes, then the texts should change here before our eyes. For our test pilot, we have taken that portion of our own middle-sized city that can be viewed from this fine vantage point. If the world in its past-present continuity is changed by our meddling, then the face of our city will also change instantly as we watch it.


    “We have assembled here the finest minds and judgments in the world: eight humans and one Ktistec machine, myself. Remember that there are nine of us. It might be important.” The nine finest minds were: Epiktistes, the transcendent machine who put the “K” in Ktistec; Gregory Smirnov, the large-souled director of the Institute; Valery Mok, an incandescent lady scientist; her over-shadowed and over-intelligent husband Charles Cogsworth; the humorless and inerrant Glasser; Aloysius Shiplap, the seminal genius; Willy McGilly, a man of unusual parts (the seeing third finger on his left hand he had picked up on one of the planets of Kapteyn’s Star) and no false modesty; Audifax O’Hanlon; and Diogenes Pontifex. The latter two men were not members of the Institute (on account of the Minimal Decency Rule), but when the finest minds in the world are assembled, these two cannot very well be left out.


    “We are going to tamper with one small detail in past history and note its effect,” Gregory said. “This has never been done before openly. We go back to an era that has been called ‘A patch of light in the vast gloom,’ the time of Charlemagne. We consider why that light went out and did not kindle others. The world lost four hundred years by that flame expiring when the tinder was apparently ready for it. We go back to that false dawn of Europe and consider where it failed. The year was 778, and the region was Spain. Charlemagne had entered alliance with Marsilies, the Arab king of Saragossa, against the Caliph Abd ar-Rahmen of Cordova. Charlemagne took such towns as Pamplona, Huesca and Gerona and cleared the way to Marsilies in Saragossa. The Caliph accepted the situation. Saragossa should be independent, a city open to both Moslems and Christians. The northern marches to the border of France should be permitted their Christianity, and there would be peace for everybody.


    “This Marsilies had long treated Christians as equals in Saragossa, and now there would be an open road from Islam into the Frankish Empire. Marsilies gave Charlemagne thirty-three scholars (Moslem, Jewish and Christian) and some Spanish mules to seal the bargain. And there could have been a cross-fertilization of cultures.


    “But the road was closed at Roncevalles where the rearguard of Charlemagne was ambushed and destroyed on its way back to France. The ambushers were more Basque than Moslems, but Charlemagne locked the door at the Pyrenees and swore that he would not let even a bird fly over that border thereafter. He kept the road closed, as did his son and his grandsons. But when he sealed off the Moslem world, he also sealed off his own culture.


    “In his latter years he tried a revival of civilization with a ragtag of Irish half-scholars, Greek vagabonds and Roman copyists who almost remembered an older Rome. These weren’t enough to revive civilization, and yet Charlemagne came close with them. Had the Islam door remained open, a real revival of learning might have taken place then rather than four hundred years later. We are going to arrange that the ambush at Roncevalles did not happen and that the door between the two civilizations was not closed. Then we will see what happens to us.”


    “Intrusion like a burglar bent,” said Epikt.


    “Who’s a burglar?” Glasser demanded.


    “I am,” Epikt said. “We all are. It’s from an old verse. I forget the author; I have it filed in my main mind downstairs if you’re interested.”


    “We set out a basic text of Hilarius,” Gregory continued. “We note it carefully, and we must remember it the way it is. Very soon, that may be the way it was. I believe that the words will change on the very page of this book as we watch them. Just as soon as we have done what we intend to do.” The basic text marked in the open book read:


    “The traitor Gano, playing a multiplex game, with money from the Cordova Caliph hired Basque Christians (dressed as Saragossan Mozarabs) to ambush the rear-guard of the Frankish force. To do this it was necessary that Gano keep in contact with the Basques and at the same time delay the rear-guard of the Franks. Gano, however, served both as guide and scout for the Franks. The ambush was effected. Charlemagne lost his Spanish mules. And he locked the door against the Moslem world.”


    That was the text by Hilarius.


    “When we, as it were, push the button (give the nod to Epiktistes), this will be changed,” Gregory said. “Epikt, by a complex of devices which he has assembled, will send an Avatar (partly of mechanical and partly of ghostly construction), and something will have happened to the traitor Gano along about sundown one night on the road to Roncevalles.”


    “I hope the Avatar isn’t expensive,” Willy McGilly said. “When I was a boy we got by with a dart whittled out of slippery elm wood.”


    “This is no place for humor,” Glasser protested. “Who did you, as a boy, ever kill in time, Willy?”


    “Lots of them. King Wu of the Manchu, Pope Adrian VII, President Hardy of our own country, King Marcel of Auvergne, the philosopher Gabriel Toeplitz. It’s a good thing we got them. They were a bad lot,”


    “But I never heard of any of them, Willy,” Glasser insisted.


    “Of course not. We kiDed them when they were kids.”


    “Enough of your fooling, Willy,” Gregory cut it off.


    “Willy’s not fooling,” the machine Epikt said. “Where do you think I got the idea?”


    “Regard the world,” Aloysius said softly. “We see our own middle-sized town with half a dozen towers of pastel-colored brick. We will watch it as it grows or shrinks. It will change if the world changes.”


    “There’s two shows in town I haven’t seen,” Valery said. “Don’t let them take them away! After all, there are only three shows in town.”


    “We regard the Beautiful Arts as set out in the reviews here which we have also taken as basic texts,” Audifax O’Hanlon said. “You can say what you want to, but the arts have never been in meaner shape. Painting is of three schools only, all of them bad. Sculpture is the heaps-of-rusted-metal school and the obscene tinker-toy effects. The only popular art, graffiti on mingitorio walls, has become unimaginative, stylized and ugly.


    “The only thinkers to be thought of are the dead Teilhard de Chardin and the stillborn Sartre, Zielinski, Aichinger. Oh well, if you’re going to laugh there’s no use going on.”


    “All of us here are experts on something,” Cogsworth said. “Most of us are experts on everything. We know the world as it is. Let us do what we are going to do and then look at the world.”


    “Push the button, Epikt!” Gregory Smirnov ordered.


    From his depths, Epiktistes the Ktistec machine sent out an Avatar, partly of mechanical and partly of ghostly construction. Along about sundown on the road from Pamplona to Roncevalles, on August 14th of the year 778, the traitor Gano was taken up from the road and hanged on a carob tree, the only one in those groves of oak and beech. And all things thereafter were changed.


    * * * *


    “Did it work, Epikt? Is it done?” Louis Lobachevski demanded. “I can’t see a change in anything.”


    “The Avatar is back and reports his mission accomplished,” Epikt stated. “I can’t see any change in anything either.”


    “Let’s look at the evidence,” Gregory said.


    The thirteen of them, the ten humans and the Ktistec, Chresmoeidec and Proaisthematic machines, turned to the evidence and with mounting disappointment.


    “There is not one word changed in the Hilarius text,” Gregory grumbled, and indeed the basic text still read:


    * * * *


    “The king Marsilies of Saragossa, playing a multiplex game, took money from the Caliph of Cordova for persuading Charlemagne to abandon the conquest of Spain (which Charlemagne had never considered and couldn’t have affected); took money from Charlemagne in recompense for the cities of the Northern marches being returned to Christian rule (though Marsilies himself had never ruled them); and took money from everyone as toll on the new trade passing through his city. Marsilies gave up nothing but thirty-three scholars, the same number of mules and a few wagonloads of book-manuscripts from the old Hellenistic libraries. But a road over the mountains was opened between the two worlds; and also a sector of the Mediterranean coast became open to both. A limited opening was made between the two worlds, and a limited reanimation of civilization was affected in each.”


    * * * *


    “No, there is not one word of the text changed,” Gregory grumbled. “History followed its same course. How did our experiment fail? We tried, by a device that seems a little cloudy now, to shorten the gestation period for the new birth. It would not be shortened.”


    “The town is in no way changed,” said Aloysius Shiplap. “It is still a fine large town with two dozen imposing towers of varicolored limestone and midland marble. It is a vital metropolis, and we all love it, but it is now as it was before.”


    “There are still two dozen good shows in town that I haven’t seen,” Valery said happily as she examined the billings. “I was afraid that something might have happened to them.”


    “There is no change at all in the Beautiful Arts as reflected in the reviews here that we have taken as basic texts,” said Audifax O’Hanlon. “You can say what you want to, but the arts have never been in finer shape.”


    “It’s a link of sausage,” said the machine Chresmoeidy.


    “‘Nor know the road who never ran it thrice,’ “ said the machine Proaisth. “That’s from an old verse; I forget the author; I have it filed in my main mind in England if you’re interested.”


    “Oh yes, it’s the three-cornered tale that ends where it begins,” said the machine Epiktistes. “But it is good sausage, and we should enjoy it; many ages have not even this much,” “What are you fellows babbling about?” Audifax asked without really wanting to know. “The art of painting is still almost incandescent in its bloom. The schools are like clustered galaxies, and half the people are doing some of this work for pleasure. Scandinavian and Maori sculpture are hard put to maintain their dominance in the field where almost everything is extraordinary. The impassioned-comic has released music from most of its bonds. Since speculative mathematics and psychology have joined the popular performing arts, there is considerably more sheer fun in life.


    “There’s a piece here on Pete Teilhard putting him into context as a talented science fiction writer with a talent for outre burlesque. The Brainworld Motif was overworked when he tackled it, but what a shaggy comic extravaganza he did make of it! And there’s Muldoom, Zielinski, Popper, Gander, Aichinger, Whitecrow, Hornwhanger—we owe so much to the juice of the cultists! In the main line there are whole congeries and continents of great novels and novelists.


    “An ever popular art, graffiti on mingitorio walls, maintains its excellence. Travel Unlimited offers a ninety-nine day art tour of the world keyed to the viewing of the exquisite and hilarious miniatures on the walls of its own rest-rooms. Ah, what a copious world we live in!”


    “It’s more grass than we can graze,” said Willy McGilly. “The very bulk of achievement is stupefying. Ah, I wonder if there is subtle revenge in my choice of words. The experiment, of course, was a failure, and I’m glad. I like a full world.”


    “We will not call the experiment a failure since we have covered only a third of it,” said Gregory. “Tomorrow we will make our second attempt on the past. And, if there is a present left to us after that, we will make a third attempt the following day.”


    “Shove it, good people, shove it,” the machine Epiktistes said. “We will meet here again tomorrow. Now you to your pleasures, and we to ours.”


    * * * *


    The people talked that evening away from the machines where they could make foolish conjectures without being laughed at.


    “Let’s pull a random card out of the pack and go with it,” said Louis Lobachevski. “Let’s take a purely intellectual crux of a little later date and see if the changing of it will change the world.”


    “I suggest Ockham,” said Johnny Konduly.


    “Why?” Valery demanded. “He was the last and least of the medieval schoolmen. How could anything he did or did not do affect anything?”


    “Oh no, he held the razor to the jugular,” Gregory said. “He’d have severed the vein if the razor hadn’t been snatched from his hand. There is something amiss here, though. It is as though I remembered when things were not so stark with Ockham, as though, in some variant, Ockham’s Terminalism did not mean what we know that it did mean.”


    “Sure, let’s cut the jugular,” said Willy. “Let’s find out the logical termination of Terminalism and see just how deep Ockham’s razor can cut.”


    “Well do it,” said Gregory. “Our world has become something of a fat slob; it cloys; it has bothered me all evening. We will find whether purely intellectual attitudes are of actual effect. We’ll leave the details to Epikt, but I believe the turning point was in the year 1323 when John Lutterell came from Oxford to Avignon where the Holy See was then situated. He brought with him fifty-six propositions taken from Ockham’s Commentary on the Sentences, and he proposed their condemnation. They were not condemned outright, but Ockham was whipped soundly in that first assault, and he never recovered. Lutterell proved that Ockham’s nihilism was a bunch of nothing. And the Ockham thing did die away, echoing dimly through the little German courts where Ockham traveled peddling his wares, but he no longer peddled them in the main markets. Yet his viewpoint could have sunk the world if, indeed, intellectual attitudes are of actual effect.”


    “We wouldn’t have liked Lutterell,” said Aloysius. “He was humorless and he had no fire in him, and he was always right. And we would have liked Ockham. He was charming, and he was wrong, and perhaps we will destroy the world yet. There’s a chance that we will get our reaction if we allow Ockham free hand. China was frozen for thousands of years by an intellectual attitude, one not nearly so unsettling as Ockham’s. India is hypnotized into a queer stasis which calls itself revolutionary and which does not move—hypnotized by an intellectual attitude. But there was never such an attitude as Ockham’s.”


    So they decided that the former chancellor of Oxford, John Lutterell, who was always a sick man, should suffer one more sickness on the road to Avignon in France, and that he should not arrive there to lance the Ockham thing before it infected the world.


    * * * *


    “Let’s get on with it, good people,” Epikt rumbled the next day. “Me, I’m to stop a man getting from Oxford to Avignon in the year 1323. Well, come, come, take your places, and let’s get the thing started.” And Epiktistes’s great sea-serpent head glowed every color as he puffed on a seven-branched pooka-dooka and filled the room with wonderful smoke.


    “Everybody ready to have his throat cut?” Gregory asked cheerfully.


    “Cut them,” said Diogenes Pontifex, “but I haven’t much hope for it. If our yesterday’s essay had no effect, I cannot see how one English schoolman chasing another to challenge him in an Italian court in France, in bad Latin, nearly seven hundred years ago, on fifty-six points of unscientific abstract reasoning, can have effect.”


    “We have perfect test conditions here,” said the machine Epikt. “We set out a basic text from Cobblestone’s History of Philosophy. If our test is effective, then the text will change before our eyes. So will every other text, and the world.


    “We have assembled here the finest minds and judgments in the world,” the machine Epiktistes said, “ten humans and three machines. Remember that there are thirteen of us. It might be important.”


    “Regard the woild,” said Aloysius Shiplap. “I said that yesterday, but it is required that I say it again. We have the world in our eyes and in our memories. If it changes in any way, we will know it.”


    “Push the button, Epikt,” said Gregory Smirnov. From his depths, Epiktistes the Ktistec machine sent out an Avatar, partly of mechanical and partly of ghostly construction. And along about sundown on the road from Mende to Avignon in the old Languedoc district of France, in the year 1323, John Lutterell was stricken with one more sickness. He was taken to a little inn in the mountain country, and perhaps he died there. He did not, at any rate, arrive at Avignon.


    * * * *


    “Did it work, Epikt? Is it done?” Aloysius asked.


    “Let’s look at the evidence,” said Gregory.


    The four of them, the three humans and the ghost Epikt who was a kachenko mask with a speaking tube, turned to the evidence with mounting disappointment.


    “There is still the stick and the five notches in it,” said Gregory. “It was our test stick. Nothing in the world is changed.”


    “The arts remain as they were,” said Aloysius. “Our picture here on the stone on which we have worked for so many seasons is the same as it was. We have painted the bears black, the buffalos red and the people blue. When we find a way to make another color, we can represent birds also. I had hoped that our experiment might give us that other color. I had even dreamed that birds might appear in the picture on the rock before our very eyes.”


    “There’s still rump of skunk to eat and nothing else,” said Valery. “I had hoped that our experiment would have changed it to haunch of deer.”


    “All is not lost,” said Aloysius. “We still have the hickory nuts. That was my last prayer before we began our experiment. ‘Don’t let them take the hickory nuts away,’ I prayed.”


    They sat around the conference table that was a large flat natural rock, and cracked hickory nuts with stone fist-hammers. They were nude in the crude, and the world was as it had always been. They had hoped by magic to change it.


    “Epikt has failed us,” said Gregory. “We made his frame out of the best sticks, and we plaited his face out of the fine weeds and grasses. We chanted him full of magic and place all our special treasures in his cheek pouches. So, what can the magic mask do for us now?”


    “Ask it, ask it,” said Valery. They were the four finest minds in the world—the three humans, Gregory, Aloysius and Valery (the only humans in the world unless you count those in the other valleys), and the ghost Epikt, a kachenko mask with a speaking tube.


    “What do we do now, Epikt?” Gregory asked. Then he went around behind Epikt to the speaking tube.


    “I remember a woman with a sausage stuck to her nose,” said Epikt in the voice of Gregory. “Is that any help?”


    “It may be some help,” Gregory said after he had once more taken his place at the flat-rock conference table. “It is from an old (What’s old about it? I made it up myself this morning) folk tale about the three wishes.”


    “Let Epikt tell it,” said Valery. “He does it so much better than you do.” Valery went behind Epikt to the speaking tube and blew smoke through it from the huge loose black-leaf uncured stogie that she was smoking.


    “The wife wastes one wish for a sausage,” said Epikt in the voice of Valery. “A sausage is a piece of deer-meat tied in a piece of a deer’s stomach. The husband is angry that the wife has wasted a wish, since she could have wished for a whole deer and had many sausages. He gets so angry that he wishes the sausage might stick to her nose forever. It does, and the woman wails, and the man realized that he had used up the second wish. I forget the rest.”


    “You can’t forget it, Epikt!” Aloysius cried in alarm. “The future of the world may depend on your remembering. Here, let me reason with that damned magic mask!” And Aloysius went behind Epikt to the speaking tube.


    “Oh yes, now I remember,” Epikt said in the voice of Aloysius. “The man used the third wish to get the sausage off his wife’s nose. So things were the way they had been before.”


    “But we don’t want it the way it was before!” Valery howled, “That’s the way it is now, rump of skunk to eat, and me with nothing to wear but my ape cape. We want it better. We want deer skins and antelope skins.”


    “Take me as a mystic or don’t take me at all,” Epikt signed off.


    “Even though the world has always been so, yet we have intimations of other things,” Gregory said. “What folk hero was it who made the dart? And of what did he make it?”


    “Willy McGilly was the folk hero,” said Epikt in the voice of Valery, who had barely got to the speaking tube in time, “and he made it out of slippery elm wood.”


    “Could we make a dart like the folk hero Willy made?” Aloysius asked.


    “We gotta,” said Epikt.


    “Could we make a slinger and whip it out of our own context and into—”


    “Could we kill an Avatar with it before he killed somebody else?” Gregory asked excitedly.


    “We sure will try,” said the ghost Epikt who was nothing but a kachenko mask with a speaking tube. “I never did like those Avatars.”


    You think Epikt was nothing but a kachenko mask with a speaking tube! There was a lot more to him than that. He had red garnet rocks inside him and real sea salt. He had powder made from beaver eyes. He had rattlesnake rattles and armadillo shields. He was the first Ktistec


    machine.


    “Give me the word, Epikt,” Aloysius cried a few moments later as he fitted the dart to the slinger.


    “Fling it! Get that Avatar fink!” Epikt howled.


    * * * *


    Along about sundown in an unnumbered year, on the Road from Nowhere to Eom, an Avatar fell dead with a slippery-elm dart in his heart.


    “Did it work, Epikt? Is it done?” Charles Cogsworth asked in excitement. “It must have. I’m here. I wasn’t in the last one.”


    “Let’s look at the evidence,” Gregory suggested calmly.


    “Damn the evidence!” Willy McGilly cussed. “Remember where you heard it first.”


    “Is it started yet?” Glasser asked.


    “Is it finished?” Audifax O’Hanlon questioned.


    “Push the button, Epikt!” Diogenes barked. “I think I missed part of it. Let’s try it again.”


    “Oh, no, no!” Valery forbade. “Not again. That way is rump of skunk and madness.”


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1967, 1995 by R. A. Lafferty; first appeared in Galaxy; from Nine Hundred Grandmothers; reprinted by permission of the author’s Estate and the Estate’s agent, the Virginia Kidd Agency, Inc.

  


  
    TIME TRAVEL, by Ellen M. Rigsby


    Time travel allows us to think of ourselves as unshackled by our own time. Because it creates a new experience outside of what would be human experience, the concept of intentional time travel requires the invention of new vocabularies. Unfortunately authors and critics do not agree on what they call time travel, but the kinds of time travel narratives can nonetheless be described, even if they do not always get named the same way. Before we discuss the kinds of time travel and their examples, though, we should consider the idea that time travel shares quite a bit with other forms of fiction.


    Time travel is an invented idea, a literary device. It was invented in works that became labeled as the genre of science fiction, but at the time it developed, it was part of, and remains part of a continuum of literary devices such as the flashback, the dream, the alternate history, and the utopian journey. In any work of literature one can find examples from this continuum. These devices work to shape how the plots moves, to explore the emotional landscape of the characters, and to juxtapose two very different modes of living. In the case of being in the service of the plot, authors will sometimes want the audience to begin in the middle of the story, and then to find out how the plot has moved to where the audience finds it. The flashback device is in both classical literature like The Odyssey or modern literature like Slaughterhouse-Five. Flashbacks or dreams also allow the exposition of an emotional landscape. In Remembrance of Things Past the protagonist recalls his childhood to the reader from the taste of an almond cookie. These are examples of a kind of time travel that happens in spite of any intention of the characters. Time travel in this sense is often an involuntary function of the mind where the remembered past and the hoped-for or dreaded future come together in the present. We are all time travelers through our emotions in this sense, but we move in only one direction, and it is only in emotional resonance that we can travel.


    There are genres other than science fiction more closely related to time travel narratives without quite being time travel narratives. Historical fiction like Crane’s “The Red Badge of Courage” or anything by James A. Michener are structurally similar because they offer the world-building aspects of travel to the reader. Utopian fiction like More’s Utopia or Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale ask their audiences to compare the utopian world to their own, and to consider the implications of that comparison. Alternate histories come the closest to time travel because the genre asks the audience to imagine what if something changed, and things had turned out differently? Gardner Dozois and Stanley Schmidt point out in Roads Not Taken that Livy (59 B.C.E.–17 C.E.) asked in Ab Urbe Condita “What if Alexander the Great had conquered westward instead of eastward?” and answers his own question. In contemporary writing, Robert Fry’s Making History asks what if we prevented Adolf Hitler from coming to power? Some of the texts above even contain time travel mechanisms to carry out the alternate history, but the emphasis here is on the consequences of the changed timeline rather than the changing of the timeline.


    We have explicit time travel narratives because H. G. Wells wrote about time travel as a scientific fact. The ability to travel in time sets H.G. Wells’ The Time Machine apart from the literature that comes before it. In the novel, the time traveler (always called that by the other characters) is an otherworldly-prophet character who learns about the future, but cannot make any changes in the world based on what he knows. The time travel has a melancholy feel, not unlike the involuntary travels that our emotions take in other forms of literature. This kind of time travel is virtually identical to that of the utopian journey that occurs in Bellamy’s Looking Backward, in which the protagonist falls asleep and wakes up in the future. In these stories, while the audience benefits from the knowledge gained by the comparison between future worlds and the present, the characters do not generally get to change their own times, though sometimes they are allowed to stay in the time they have traveled to.


    When time travel becomes literalized after H.G Wells invents the quasi-scientific conception of time travel in The Time Machine, the vocabulary and stakes change somewhat, at least for the genre of science fiction. We enter what Samuel R. Delany refers to in The Jewel-hinged Jaw as the “subjunctivity” of science fiction. He writes that in science fiction an author can literalize what would otherwise remain a figure of speech, but the audience must accept what that literalization brings. When a science fiction narrative depicts time travel, then someone or something must cause it to happen. We have to ask about the changing of time. If people are the cause of the change, then we have to ask how people respond to a situation in which they are taken out of their humanity. The literalization of time travel raises the questions of what happens when time changes? Who changes time? and Who controls the flow of time? (Or flows if there is more than one timeline.) Causality and the role of human will are often a central element in science fiction time travel narratives because the literalization of time travel requires us to think about these questions.


    Not all narratives of time travel challenge our sense of what it means to be human. Some narratives affirm our sense of humanity and concentrate on other topics like sociology or history. Particular theories of human agency determine how much of a threat time travel is to our identity. Do we control time, or do we just go along for the ride? If we control it, what are the consequences for who we are, and what we can do? There are three kinds of time travel narratives that follow The Time Machine: in the first, time travel is a form of travel back and forth across a time line that is unified, that is, for which there is only one “right” series of events; in the second, time travel can cause changes that can lead to “paradoxes” or “loops”; and in the third, time is not only relative to a particular perspective, but it is also dis-unified, that is there are multiple possible timelines that erupt out of the multiple possibilities of events.


    In the first kind of narrative, time travel is almost like any other form of travel: someone controls time, or similarly, time is depicted as a stable and unchanging line, through which we can move forward and backward. Connie Willis’ To Say Nothing of the Dog and the first version of the BBC television serial Dr. Who both depict this kind of time travel, though the second more recent version of Dr. Who launched in 2005 sometimes has a more complicated relationship to time. In this kind of narrative, the characters more or less control the time travel or at least the time line across which they travel. The characters may meddle, but they do so to protect the time line. Time itself is a relatively mundane problem in this kind of narrative. It is something challenging, but something that can be controlled eventually. There are some challenging outliers, though. Kage Baker’s nine Company Novels and the related novellas and short stories are an outlier example of this kind of narrative. In it, cyborgs are taken from the past to capture and preserve artifacts that will be “discovered” later and exploited for profit. The Short story “Noble Mold” included in this anthology is the first published story from this storyline. In this world, time travel can only happen backwards (except for messages they can get from the future), and so the origin of the cyborgs in the future is cloudy. These stories enable juxtaposition and particularly interesting plots because of the infinite array of settings time travel makes possible, but the issue of purity of the time line is mostly irrelevant to the novels, which slowly explain who is really behind the company initiating the time travel. Poul Anderson’s “Time Patrol” series is also something of an outlier because it is about the threat of pollution of the time line, but the timeline is unified and linear, making it less complex than the other two types of time travel narratives. One final outlier is the Orson Scott Card novel Pastwatch, in which his characters meddle over and over again until the most palatable future is created.


    In the second kind of narrative, time travel leads to problems because changing aspects of the past lead to changes in the future. The changes might seem linear. To borrow Robert Fry’s example from Making History, we could prevent Adolf Hitler from coming to power, which would mean that he does not lead Germany on its destructive course up through World War II; however, stopping Hitler does not prevent another like-minded German from rising to prominence who is perhaps more competent then Hitler was. In other words, time travel may have unanticipated effects. Ray Bradbury’s “The Sound of Thunder” uses this convention to suggest that the tiniest change in the past might cause huge changes in the present. To continue with Fry’s example, if Hitler is killed before he had children who are supposed to be alive, then we have an impossible situation: the father of someone currently alive dies before conceiving the child. This situation is often called a temporal paradox, in which we have two conflicting realities in one timeline. One story about temporal paradox in this anthology comments indirectly on “The Sound of Thunder.” “A Gun for a Dinosaur” offers a particularly violent resolution to the temporal paradox. Danger comes from the lack of control over the time line in temporal paradox stories. Once the timeline is fixed, though, the danger from the travel is gone.


    In The Time Machine by H.G. Wells, the time traveler (always called that by the other characters) is an otherworldly-prophet character who learns about the future, but cannot make any changes in the world based on what he knows. The time travel has a melancholy feel, not unlike the involuntary travels that our emotions take in other forms of literature. This kind of time travel is virtually identical to that of the utopian journey that occurs in novels like Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland in which a journey takes place or Bellamy’s Looking Backward, in which the protagonist falls asleep and wakes up in the future. In these stories, while the audience benefits from the knowledge gained by the comparison between future worlds and the present, the characters do not generally get to change their own times, though sometimes they are allowed to stay in the time they have traveled to. Connie Willis’ To Say Nothing of the Dog and the BBC television serial Dr. Who both depict this kind of time travel, but in it the human characters more or less control the time travel or at least the time line across which they travel. The characters may meddle, but they do so to protect the time line. Time itself is a relatively mundane problem in this kind of narrative. It is something challenging, but something that can be controlled eventually by the characters. In these stories it enables juxtaposition and particularly interesting plots because of the infinite array of settings time travel makes possible.


    A slightly different version of the second form of time travel depicts a causal loop, in which a step outside of the linear time line produces an event that leads back to the original step outside the time line, also called a temporal paradox. In this case the time travel itself turns out to be necessary for the present to turn out the way it has. The characters gain enough control over the time travel that they can reestablish their own time line, or sometimes, like the movie trilogy Back to the Future, they tweak the timeline a bit. The characters experience changes in the timeline, but the eventual climax of the plot unfolds so that the proper time travel sequence of events actually protects the original time line or the desired outcome, so that the danger of time travel—the pollution of the timeline—is eliminated. Other examples of this kind of narrative would include the Philip K. Dick short story “A Little Something for Us Tempunauts” in which time travelers encounter knowledge in the future that they will die upon returning from their time travel, and they must decide whether to go back to their present, “Twelve Monkeys” in which the main character’s obsession with a scene in an airport he witnesses as a child eventually turns out to be , and his attempts to change it fail, perhaps ofor the protection of the time line, or perhaps because he is not the one who controls the time travel. Or in another example, The Star Trek TNG episode “Cause and Effect,” directed by Jonathan Frakes depicts a story in which the crew accidently destroys the Enterprise in a way that results in a loop in which the crew repeats its ownthe destruction over again until one of them breaks the cycle and prevents the accident. In this form of time travel, there is only one proper timeline that is eventually protected from the original accident by the incidents of time travel, and everyone returns to where they had been immediately before the accident.


    Sometimes, information rather than people do the actual traveling—one can see this in Steven Spielberg’s The Minority Report (based on a short story by Philip K. Dick), in which a time loop is set up through the ability to see into the future. The Minority Report’s plot begins with an experimental police unit that is working with a corporation headed by Lamar Burgess, which has created the technology to see into the future by exploiting altered humans who are too mentally ill to live in the outside world. Minority Report brings closure to the plot when John Anderton, one of the police officers, discovers that Burgess forced the altered humans to see into the future for his own profit. Burgess tries to cover up his original crime against the altered humans by framing Anderton for a murder Burgess himself committed. Anderton was able to solve the crime and to set the altered humans free by exploiting a temporal paradox. The problem of how to use the tainted technology of time travel goes away in the solving of the crime. The loop closes, and time can proceed as before. The temporary power that the characters gained over time is removed, and causality can once again be understood as it was before information traveled through time. In this example, while control of time challenges the moral order of humanity, the hero removes this control to save himself and the people around him.


    In the third kind of time travel narrative, time is not conceived as unified time line. It is several time lines that may or may not intersect. This conception of time travel borrows from contemporary insights of quantum mechanics. The final form of time travel narrative is suggested by theories around current physics, which argues that there may be multiple time lines in multiple universes. The novel Timescape written by Gregory Benford, who is a research physicist, describes a much more complex understanding of time than the time loop or the time travel narratives, though it shares with The Minority Report the idea that only information, not people, travel. In Timescape scientists from the future try to send information into the past to prevent an ecological disaster from happening. It may be that they succeed, but their own present does not change, instead the time line diverges from that apocalyptic future and a different future takes its place for those in the past. This kind of narrative takes advantage of theoretical aspects of quantum theory that suggests that decisions lead to one of many possible outcomes, each of which could exist in its own universe. H. Piper Beam’s “Paratime” series is another example of this, in which a people from an Earth time line move between time lines to exploit resources for their own depleted world, but who also must police the time lines to prevent others from polluting the time lines.


    One can also see this more complex theory of time in the movie Primer directed by Shane Carruth, whose narrative about time travel ends with a meditation by the narrator admitting that he does not know how hard it was for a version of himself from a different time to change a time line. He is left hoping that it was not as bad as he feared it was. Despite the fact that he controls the ability to travel through time, every travel that he makes displaces him further from his own time, and he would have to return through each jump to get back to his own time. Just because he can keep track of the multiple timeline he has created, does not mean that he can move between them at will. With a quantum-theory-influenced understanding of time, the narrative again becomes about the limits of human will and thus intention can return to the tricky place of importance that it holds in our realityworld.


    By asking what time travel does in or for a narrative, we can of course use the answer as a way of interpreting that narrative, but it also allows us to look at broader questions of where the boundaries of the genre of science fiction are. Science fiction as a genre does not have any necessary content, however its quality of subjunctivity gives it a specific kind of reading process that asks the reader to accept a hypothetical. The hypothetical of time travel asks us to step outside of the boundaries of what it usually means to be human, , to consider what else may be possible, whether hoped-for or feared. It challenges us to consider and reconsider our finitude.


    * * * *


    Ellen M. Rigsby is an Associate Professor of Rhetoric in the Department of Communication at Saint Mary’s College of California. She works in the areas of speculative fiction, political theory, and media law.

  


  
    KEITH LAUMER


    (1925–1993)


    Stories about western diplomatic ineptitude were not uncommon in the Cold War years of the late 1950s and early 1960s. Searing best-sellers like The Ugly American (1958), A Nation of Sheep (1961), and Fail-Safe (1962) exposed the same sort of unforced errors in the Third World that were dragging the U.S. into Vietnam and other messes. Keith Laumer’s Retief stories, however, were a lot funnier. Part story-of-manners, part comedy of errors, his tales of a clever junior diplomat able to solve alien crises despite his superiors’ ham-fisted adherence to protocol were light in tone, but effective satire nonetheless (with an unsurprisingly real feel, given Laumer’s own experiences as a diplomat). At the same time, Laumer was writing straight-ahead military SF in his Bolo series.


    Born John Keith Laumer in Syracuse, New York, the early part of his career was deeply affected by World War II and the Korean War. College at Indiana University was interrupted by Army service in Europe. After the war he attended Stockholm University in Sweden and received a BA in architecture in 1950 from the University of Illinois. An airplane enthisiast, Laumer did two tours in the U.S. Air Force, 1953–56 and 1960–65, rising to the rank of captain. Between his Air Force hitches, he served in the U.S. diplomatic corps in Burma and India. By that time his writing career was taking off, and Laumer became a full-time writer in 1965.


    His airplane enthusiasm actually helped start his writing career; Laumer built working model airplanes, and his first publications were designs and articles in Air Trails, Model Airplane News, Flying Models, and Aeromodeller. He also wrote a book on the subject, How to Design and Build Flying Models (1960).


    Laumer’s first SF story, “Graylorn,” appeared in Amazing in 1959. Both the Retief and Bolo series started the next year. Laumer was astonishingly prolific for the next decade, writing a wide variety of science fiction, fantasy, and adventure, ranging from broadly humorous to action-adventure, to serious and analytical.


    A fitness buff who took great pride in his health, Laumer suffered a stroke in 1971 while talking with Joe Haldeman about asteroid mining. A more devastating stroke followed a few days later, paralyzing one side of his body and damaging his brain. Although he partially recovered after a grueling therapy regimen, his writing was severely affected (he could write fiction, but not well) and he was prone to uncontrollable rages and bleak depressions. He eventually became unable to interact with most friends or fans—a tragic irony for the man who had been a master of wit and diplomacy.


    His brother, March Laumer, was also a writer, known for reinterpretations of L. Frank Baum’s Oz books.

  


  
    THE YILLIAN WAY, by Keith Laumer


    First published in Worlds of If, January 1962


    I


    Jame Retief, vice-consul and third secretary in the Diplomatic Corps, followed the senior members of the terrestrial mission across the tarmac and into the gloom of the reception building. The gray-skinned Yill guide who had met the arriving embassy at the foot of the ramp hurried away. The councillor, two first secretaries and the senior attaches gathered around the ambassador, their ornate uniforms bright in the vast dun-colored room.


    Ten minutes passed. Retief strolled across to the nearest door and looked through the glass panel at the room beyond. Several dozen Yill lounged in deep couches, sipping lavender drinks from slender glass tubes. Black-tunicked servants moved about inconspicuously, offering trays. A party of brightly dressed Yill moved toward the entrance doors. One of the party, a tall male, made to step before another, who raised a hand languidly, fist clenched. The first Yill stepped back and placed his hands on top of his head. Both Yill were smiling and chatting as they passed through the doors.


    Retief turned away to rejoin the Terrestrial delegation waiting beside a mound of crates made of rough greenish wood stacked on the bare concrete floor.


    As Retief came up, Ambassador Spradley glanced at his finger watch and spoke to the man beside him.


    “Ben, are you quite certain our arrival time was made clear?”


    Second Secretary Magnan nodded emphatically. “I stressed the point, Mr. Ambassador. I communicated with Mr. T’Cai-Cai just before the lighter broke orbit, and I specifically—”


    “I hope you didn’t appear truculent, Mr. Magnan,” the ambassador said sharply.


    “No indeed, Mr. Ambassador. I merely—”


    “You’re sure there’s no VIP room here?” The ambassador glanced around the cavernous room. “Curious that not even chairs have been provided.”


    “If you’d care to sit on one of these crates—”


    “Certainly not.” The ambassador looked at his watch again and cleared his throat.


    “I may as well make use of these few moments to outline our approach for the more junior members of the staff; it’s vital that the entire mission work in harmony in the presentation of the image. We Terrestrials are a kindly, peace-loving race.” The ambassador smiled in a kindly, peace-loving way.


    “We seek only a reasonable division of spheres of influence with the Yill.” He spread his hands, looking reasonable.


    “We are a people of high culture, ethical, sincere.” The smile was replaced abruptly by pursed lips.


    “We’ll start by asking for the entire Sirenian System, and settle for half. We’ll establish a foothold on all the choicer worlds. And, with shrewd handling, in a century we’ll be in a position to assert a wider claim.”


    The ambassador glanced around. “If there are no questions—”


    * * * *


    Retief stepped forward. “It’s my understanding, Mr. Ambassador, that we hold the prior claim to the Sirenian System. Did I understand your Excellency to say that we’re ready to concede half of it to the Yill without a struggle?”


    Ambassador Spradley looked up at Retief, blinking. The younger man loomed over him. Beside him, Magnan cleared his throat in the silence.


    “Vice-Consul Retief merely means—”


    “I can interpret Mr. Retief’s remark,” the ambassador snapped. He assumed a fatherly expression.


    “Young man, you’re new to the Service. You haven’t yet learned the team play, the give-and-take of diplomacy. I shall expect you to observe closely the work of the experienced negotiators of the mission. You must learn the importance of subtlety.”


    “Mr. Ambassador,” Magnan said, “I think the reception committee is arriving.” He pointed. Half a dozen tall, short-necked Yill were entering through a side door. The leading Yill hesitated as another stepped in his path. He raised a fist, and the other moved aside, touching the top of his head perfunctorily with both hands. The group started across the room toward the Terrestrials. Retief watched as a slender alien came forward and spoke passable Terran in a reedy voice.


    “I am P’Toi. Come this way.…” He turned, and the group moved toward the door, the ambassador leading. As he reached for the door, the interpreter darted ahead and shouldered him aside. The other Yill stopped, waiting.


    The ambassador almost glared, then remembered the image. He smiled and beckoned the Yill ahead. They milled uncertainly, muttering in the native tongue, then passed through the door.


    The Terran party followed.


    “— give a great deal to know what they’re saying,” Retief overheard as he came up.


    “Our interpreter has forged to the van,” the ambassador said. “I can only assume he’ll appear when needed.”


    “A pity we have to rely on a native interpreter,” someone said.


    “Had I known we’d meet this rather uncouth reception,” the ambassador said stiffly, “I would have audited the language personally, of course, during the voyage out.”


    “Oh, no criticism intended, of course, Mr. Ambassador.”


    “Heavens,” Magnan put in. “Who would have thought—”


    Retief moved up behind the ambassador.


    “Mr. Ambassador,” he said, “I—”


    “Later, young man,” the ambassador snapped. He beckoned to the first councillor, and the two moved off, heads together.


    Outside, a bluish sun gleamed in a dark sky. Retief watched his breath form a frosty cloud in the chill air. A broad doughnut-wheeled vehicle was drawn up to the platform. The Yill gestured the Terran party to the gaping door at the rear, then stood back, waiting.


    Retief looked curiously at the gray-painted van. The legend written on its side in alien symbols seemed to read “egg nog.”


    * * * *


    The ambassador entered the vehicle, the other Terrestrials following. It was as bare of seats as the Terminal building. What appeared to be a defunct electronic chassis lay in the center of the floor.


    Retief glanced back. The Yill were talking excitedly. None of them entered the car. The door was closed, and the Terrans braced themselves under the low roof as the engine started up with a whine of worn turbos.


    The van moved off.


    It was an uncomfortable ride. Retief put out an arm as the vehicle rounded a corner, just catching the ambassador as he staggered, off-balance. The ambassador glared at him, settled his heavy tri-corner hat and stood stiffly until the car lurched again.


    Retief stooped, attempting to see out through the single dusty window. They seemed to be in a wide street lined with low buildings.


    They passed through a massive gate, up a ramp, and stopped. The door opened. Retief looked out at a blank gray facade, broken by tiny windows at irregular intervals. A scarlet vehicle was drawn up ahead, the Yill reception committee emerging from it. Through its wide windows Retief saw rich upholstery and caught a glimpse of glasses clamped to a tiny bar.


    P’Toi, the Yill interpreter, came forward, gestured to a small door. Magnan opened it, waiting for the ambassador.


    As he stepped to it, a Yill thrust himself ahead and hesitated. Ambassador Spradley drew himself up, glaring. Then he twisted his mouth into a frozen smile and stepped aside.


    The Yill looked at each other then filed through the door.


    Retief was the last to enter. As he stepped inside, a black-clad servant slipped past him, pulled the lid from a large box by the door and dropped in a paper tray heaped with refuse. There were alien symbols in flaking paint on the box. They seemed, Retief noticed, to spell “egg nog.”


    II


    The shrill pipes and whining reeds had been warming up for an hour when Retief emerged from his cubicle and descended the stairs to the banquet hall.


    Standing by the open doors, he lit a slender cigar and watched through narrowed eyes as obsequious servants in black flitted along the low wide corridor, carrying laden trays into the broad room, arranging settings on a great four-sided table forming a hollow square that almost filled the room. Rich brocades were spread across the center of the side nearest the door, flanked by heavily decorated white cloths. Beyond, plain white extended to the far side, where metal dishes were arranged on the bare table top.


    A richly dressed Yill approached, stepped aside to allow a servant to pass and entered the room.


    Retief turned at the sound of Terran voices behind him. The ambassador came up, trailed by two diplomats. He glanced at Retief, adjusted his ruff and looked into the banquet hall.


    “Apparently we’re to be kept waiting again,” he muttered. “After having been informed at the outset that the Yill have no intention of yielding an inch, one almost wonders.…”


    “Mr. Ambassador,” Retief said. “Have you noticed—”


    “However,” Ambassador Spradley said, eyeing Retief, “a seasoned diplomatist must take these little snubs in stride. In the end— Ah, there, Magnan.” He turned away, talking.


    Somewhere a gong clanged.


    In a moment, the corridor was filled with chattering Yill who moved past the group of Terrestrials into the banquet hall. P’Toi, the Yill interpreter, came up and raised a hand.


    “Waitt heere.…”


    More Yill filed into the dining room to take their places. A pair of helmeted guards approached, waving the Terrestrials back. An immense gray-jowled Yill waddled to the doors and passed through, followed by more guards.


    “The Chief of State,” Retief heard Magnan say. “The Admirable F’Kau-Kau-Kau.”


    “I have yet to present my credentials,” Ambassador Spradley said. “One expects some latitude in the observances of protocol, but I confess.…” He wagged his head.


    The Yill interpreter spoke up.


    “You now whill lhie on yourr intesstinss, and creep to fesstive board there.” He pointed across the room.


    “Intestines?” Ambassador Spradley looked about wildly.


    “Mr. P’Toi means our stomachs, I wouldn’t wonder,” Magnan said. “He just wants us to lie down and crawl to our seats, Mr. Ambassador.”


    “What the devil are you grinning at, you idiot?” the ambassador snapped.


    * * * *


    Magnan’s face fell.


    Spradley glanced down at the medals across his paunch.


    “This is.… I’ve never.…”


    “Homage to godss,” the interpreter said.


    “Oh. Oh, religion,” someone said.


    “Well, if it’s a matter of religious beliefs.…” The ambassador looked dubiously around.


    “Golly, it’s only a couple of hundred feet,” Magnan offered.


    Retief stepped up to P’Toi.


    “His Excellency the Terrestrial Ambassador will not crawl,” he said clearly.


    “Here, young man! I said nothing—”


    “Not to crawl?” The interpreter wore an unreadable Yill expression.


    “It is against our religion,” Retief said.


    “Againsst?”


    “We are votaries of the Snake Goddess,” Retief said. “It is a sacrilege to crawl.” He brushed past the interpreter and marched toward the distant table.


    The others followed.


    Puffing, the ambassador came to Retief’s side as they approached the dozen empty stools on the far side of the square opposite the brocaded position of the Admirable F’Kau-Kau-Kau.


    “Mr. Retief, kindly see me after this affair,” he hissed. “In the meantime, I hope you will restrain any further rash impulses. Let me remind you I am chief of mission here.”


    Magnan came up from behind.


    “Let me add my congratulations, Retief,” he said. “That was fast thinking—”


    “Are you out of your mind, Magnan?” the ambassador barked. “I am extremely displeased!”


    “Why,” Magnan stuttered, “I was speaking sarcastically, of course, Mr. Ambassador. Didn’t you notice the kind of shocked little gasp I gave when he did it?”


    The Terrestrials took their places, Retief at the end. The table before them was of bare green wood, with an array of shallow pewter dishes.


    Some of the Yill at the table were in plain gray, others in black. All eyed them silently. There was a constant stir among them as one or another rose and disappeared and others sat down. The pipes and reeds were shrilling furiously, and the susurration of Yillian conversation from the other tables rose ever higher in competition.


    A tall Yill in black was at the ambassador’s side now. The nearby Yill fell silent as he began ladling a whitish soup into the largest of the bowls before the Terrestrial envoy. The interpreter hovered, watching.


    “That’s quite enough,” Ambassador Spradley said, as the bowl overflowed. The Yill servant rolled his eyes, dribbled more of the soup into the bowl.


    “Kindly serve the other members of my staff,” the ambassador said. The interpreter said something in a low voice. The servant moved hesitantly to the next stool and ladled more soup.


    * * * *


    Retief watched, listening to the whispers around him. The Yill at the table were craning now to watch. The soup ladler was ladling rapidly, rolling his eyes sideways. He came to Retief, reached out with the full ladle for the bowl.


    “No,” Retief said.


    The ladler hesitated.


    “None for me,” Retief said.


    The interpreter came up and motioned to the servant, who reached again, ladle brimming.


    “I … DON’T … LIKE … IT!” Retief said, his voice distinct in the sudden hush. He stared at the interpreter, who stared back, then waved the servant away.


    “Mr. Retief!” a voice hissed.


    Retief looked down at the table. The ambassador was leaning forward, glaring at him, his face a mottled crimson.


    “I’m warning you, Mr. Retief,” he said hoarsely. “I’ve eaten sheep’s eyes in the Sudan, ka swe in Burma, hundred-year cug on Mars and everything else that has been placed before me in the course of my diplomatic career. And, by the holy relics of Saint Ignatz, you’ll do the same!” He snatched up a spoon-like utensil and dipped it into his bowl.


    “Don’t eat that, Mr. Ambassador,” Retief said.


    The ambassador stared, eyes wide. He opened his mouth, guided the spoon toward it—


    Retief stood, gripped the table under its edge and heaved. The immense wooden slab rose and tilted, dishes sliding. It crashed to the floor with a ponderous slam.


    Whitish soup splattered across the terrazzo. A couple of odd bowls rolled across the room. Cries rang out from the Yill, mingling with a strangled yell from Ambassador Spradley.


    Retief walked past the wild-eyed members of the mission to the sputtering chief. “Mr. Ambassador,” he said. “I’d like—”


    “You’d like! I’ll break you, you young hoodlum! Do you realize—”


    “Pleass.…” The interpreter stood at Retief’s side.


    “My apologies,” Ambassador Spradley said, mopping his forehead. “My profound apologies.”


    “Be quiet,” Retief said.


    “Wha—what?”


    “Don’t apologize,” Retief said. P’Toi was beckoning.


    “Pleasse, arll come.”


    Retief turned and followed him.


    The portion of the table they were ushered to was covered with an embroidered white cloth, set with thin porcelain dishes. The Yill already seated there rose, amid babbling, and moved down the table. The black-clad Yill at the end table closed ranks to fill the vacant seats. Retief sat down and found Magnan at his side.


    “What’s going on here?” the second secretary said angrily.


    “They were giving us dog food,” Retief said. “I overheard a Yill. They seated us at the bottom of the servants’ table—”


    “You mean you know their language?”


    “I learned it on the way out. Enough, at least.”


    The music burst out with a clangorous fanfare, and a throng of jugglers, dancers and acrobats poured into the center of the hollow square, frantically juggling, dancing and back-flipping. Black-clad servants swarmed suddenly, heaping mounds of fragrant food on the plates of Yill and Terrestrials alike, pouring a pale purple liquor into slender glasses. Retief sampled the Yill food. It was delicious.


    Conversation was impossible in the din. He watched the gaudy display and ate heartily.


    III


    Retief leaned back, grateful for the lull in the music. The last of the dishes were whisked away, and more glasses filled. The exhausted entertainers stopped to pick up the thick square coins the diners threw.


    Retief sighed. It had been a rare feast.


    “Retief,” Magnan said in the comparative quiet, “what were you saying about dog food as the music came up?”


    Retief looked at him. “Haven’t you noticed the pattern, Mr. Magnan? The series of deliberate affronts?”


    “Deliberate affronts! Just a minute, Retief. They’re uncouth, yes, crowding into doorways and that sort of thing.…” He looked at Retief uncertainly.


    “They herded us into a baggage warehouse at the terminal. Then they hauled us here in a garbage truck—”


    “Garbage truck!”


    “Only symbolic, of course. They ushered us in the tradesman’s entrance, and assigned us cubicles in the servants’ wing. Then we were seated with the coolie class sweepers at the bottom of the table.”


    “You must be.… I mean, we’re the Terrestrial delegation! Surely these Yill must realize our power.”


    “Precisely, Mr. Magnan. But—”


    With a clang of cymbals the musicians launched a renewed assault. Six tall, helmeted Yill sprang into the center of the floor and paired off in a wild performance, half dance, half combat. Magnan pulled at Retief’s arm, his mouth moving.


    Retief shook his head. No one could talk against a Yill orchestra in full cry. He sampled a bright red wine and watched the show.


    There was a flurry of action, and two of the dancers stumbled and collapsed, their partner-opponents whirling away to pair off again, describe the elaborate pre-combat ritual, and abruptly set to, dulled sabres clashing—and two more Yill were down, stunned. It was a violent dance.


    Retief watched, the drink forgotten.


    The last two Yill approached and retreated, whirled, bobbed and spun, feinted and postured—and on the instant, clashed, straining chest-to-chest—then broke apart, heavy weapons chopping, parrying, as the music mounted to a frenzy.


    Evenly matched, the two hacked, thrust, blow for blow, across the floor, then back, defense forgotten, slugging it out.


    And then one was slipping, going down, helmet awry. The other, a giant, muscular Yill, spun away, whirled in a mad skirl of pipes as coins showered—then froze before a gaudy table, raised the sabre and slammed it down in a resounding blow across the gay cloth before a lace and bow-bedecked Yill in the same instant that the music stopped.


    In utter silence the dancer-fighter stared across the table at the seated Yill.


    With a shout, the Yill leaped up, raised a clenched fist. The dancer bowed his head, spread his hands on his helmet.


    Retief took a deep gulp of a pale yellow liqueur and leaned forward to watch. The beribboned Yill waved a hand negligently, spilled a handful of coins across the table and sat down.


    The challenger spun away in a screeching shrill of music. Retief caught his eye for an instant as he passed.


    And then the dancer stood rigid before the brocaded table—and the music stopped off short as the sabre slammed down before a heavy Yill in ornate metallic coils. The challenged Yill rose and raised a fist. The other ducked his head, put his hands on his helmet. Coins rolled. The dancer moved on.


    Twice more the dancer struck the table in ritualistic challenge, exchanged gestures, bent his neck and passed on. He circled the broad floor, sabre twirling, arms darting in an intricate symbolism. The orchestra blared shrilly, unmuffled now by the surf-roar of conversation. The Yill, Retief noticed suddenly, were sitting silent, watching. The dancer was closer now, and then he was before Retief, poised, towering, sabre above his head.


    The music cut, and in the startling instantaneous silence, the heavy sabre whipped over and down with an explosive concussion that set dishes dancing on the table-top.


    * * * *


    The Yill’s eyes held on Retief’s. In the silence, Magnan tittered drunkenly. Retief pushed back his stool.


    “Steady, my boy,” Ambassador Spradley called. Retief stood, the Yill topping his six foot three by an inch. In a motion almost too quick to follow, Retief reached for the sabre, twitched it from the Yill’s grip, swung it in a whistling cut. The Yill ducked, sprang back, snatched up a sabre dropped by another dancer.


    “Someone stop the madman!” Spradley howled.


    Retief leaped across the table, sending fragile dishes spinning.


    The other danced back, and only then did the orchestra spring to life with a screech and a mad tattoo of high-pitched drums.


    Making no attempt to following the weaving pattern of the Yill bolero, Retief pressed the other, fending off vicious cuts with the blunt weapon, chopping back relentlessly. Left hand on hip, Retief matched blow for blow, driving the other back.


    Abruptly, the Yill abandoned the double role. Dancing forgotten, he settled down in earnest, cutting, thrusting, parrying; and now the two stood toe to toe, sabres clashing in a lightning exchange. The Yill gave a step, two, then rallied, drove Retief back, back—


    And the Yill stumbled. His sabre clattered, and Retief dropped his point as the other wavered past him and crashed to the floor.


    The orchestra fell silent in a descending wail of reeds. Retief drew a deep breath and wiped his forehead.


    “Come back here, you young fool!” Spradley called hoarsely.


    Retief hefted the sabre, turned, eyed the brocade-draped table. He started across the floor. The Yill sat as if paralyzed.


    “Retief, no!” Spradley yelped.


    Retief walked directly to the Admirable F’Kau-Kau-Kau, stopped, raised the sabre.


    “Not the chief of state,” someone in the Terrestrial mission groaned.


    Retief whipped the sabre down. The dull blade split the cloth and clove the hardwood table. There was utter silence.


    The Admirable F’Kau-Kau-Kau rose, seven feet of obese gray Yill. Broad face expressionless to any Terran eyes, he raised a fist like a jewel-studded ham.


    Retief stood rigid for a long moment. Then, gracefully, he inclined his head, placed his finger tips on his temples.


    Behind him, there was a clatter as Ambassador Spradley collapsed. Then the Admirable F’Kau-Kau-Kau cried out and reached across the table to embrace the Terrestrial, and the orchestra went mad.


    Gray hands helped Retief across the table, stools were pushed aside to make room at F’Kau-Kau-Kau’s side. Retief sat, took a tall flagon of coal-black brandy pressed on him by his neighbor, clashed glasses with The Admirable and drank.


    IV


    Retief turned at the touch on his shoulder.


    “The Ambassador wants to speak to you, Retief,” Magnan said.


    Retief looked across to where Ambassador Spradley sat glowering behind the plain tablecloth.


    “Under the circumstances,” Retief said, “you’d better ask him to come over here.”


    “The ambassador?” Magnan’s voice cracked.


    “Never mind the protocol,” Retief said. “The situation is still delicate.” Magnan went away.


    “The feast ends,” F’Kau-Kau-Kau said. “Now you and I, Retief, must straddle the Council Stool.”


    “I’ll be honored, Admirable,” Retief said. “I must inform my colleagues.”


    “Colleagues?” F’Kau-Kau-Kau said. “It is for chiefs to parley. Who shall speak for a king while he yet has tongue for talk?”


    “The Yill way is wise,” Retief said.


    F’Kau-Kau-Kau emptied a squat tumbler of pink beer. “I will treat with you, Retief, as viceroy, since as you say your king is old and the space between worlds is far. But there shall be no scheming underlings privy to our dealings.” He grinned a Yill grin. “Afterwards we shall carouse, Retief. The Council Stool is hard and the waiting handmaidens delectable. This makes for quick agreement.”


    Retief smiled. “The king is wise.”


    “Of course, a being prefers wenches of his own kind,” F’Kau-Kau-Kau said. He belched. “The Ministry of Culture has imported several Terry—excuse me, Retief—Terrestrial joy-girls, said to be top-notch specimens. At least they have very fat watchamacallits.”


    “The king is most considerate,” Retief said.


    “Let us to it then, Retief. I may hazard a fling with one of your Terries, myself. I fancy an occasional perversion.” F’Kau-Kau-Kau dug an elbow into Retief’s side and bellowed with laughter.


    Ambassador Spradley hurried to intercept Retief as he crossed to the door at F’Kau-Kau-Kau’s side.


    “Retief, kindly excuse yourself, I wish a word with you.” His voice was icy. Magnan stood behind him, goggling.


    “Mr. Ambassador, forgive my apparent rudeness,” Retief said. “I don’t have time to explain now—”


    “Rudeness!” Spradley barked. “Don’t have time, eh? Let me tell you—”


    “Lower your voice, Mr. Ambassador,” Retief said.


    Spradley quivered, mouth open, speechless.


    “If you’ll sit down and wait quietly,” Retief said, “I think—”


    “You think!” Spradley spluttered.


    * * * *


    “Silence!” Retief said. Spradley looked up at Retief’s face. He stared for a moment into Retief’s gray eyes, closed his mouth and swallowed.


    “The Yill seem to have gotten the impression I’m in charge,” Retief said, “We’ll have to keep it up.”


    “But—but—” Spradley stuttered. Then he straightened. “That is the last straw,” he whispered hoarsely. “I am the Terrestrial Ambassador Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary. Magnan has told me that we’ve been studiedly insulted, repeatedly, since the moment of our arrival. Kept waiting in baggage rooms, transported in refuse lorries, herded about with servants, offered swill at table. Now I and my senior staff, are left cooling our heels, without so much as an audience while this—this multiple Kau person hobnobs with—with—”


    Spradley’s voice broke. “I may have been a trifle hasty, Retief, in attempting to restrain you. Blaspheming the native gods and dumping the banquet table are rather extreme measures, but your resentment was perhaps partially justified. I am prepared to be lenient with you.” He fixed a choleric eye on Retief.


    “I am walking out of this meeting, Mr. Retief. I’ll take no more of these deliberate personal—”


    “That’s enough,” Retief snapped. “You’re keeping the king waiting. Get back to your chair and sit there until I come back.”


    Magnan found his voice. “What are you going to do, Retief?”


    “I’m going to handle the negotiation,” Retief said. He handed Magnan his empty glass. “Now go sit down and work on the Image.”


    * * * *


    At his desk in the VIP suite aboard the orbiting Corps vessel, Ambassador Spradley pursed his lips and looked severely at Vice-Consul Retief.


    “Further,” he said, “you have displayed a complete lack of understanding of Corps discipline, the respect due a senior agent, even the basic courtesies. Your aggravated displays of temper, ill-timed outbursts of violence and almost incredible arrogance in the assumption of authority make your further retention as an officer-agent of the Diplomatic Corps impossible. It will therefore be my unhappy duty to recommend your immediate—”


    There was a muted buzz from the communicator. The ambassador cleared his throat.


    “Well?”


    “A signal from Sector HQ, Mr. Ambassador,” a voice said.


    “Well, read it,” Spradley snapped. “Skip the preliminaries.”


    “Congratulations on the unprecedented success of your mission. The articles of agreement transmitted by you embody a most favorable resolution of the difficult Sirenian situation, and will form the basis of continued amicable relations between the Terrestrial States and the Yill Empire. To you and your staff, full credit is due for a job well done. Signed, Deputy Assistant Secretary—”


    Spradley cut off the voice impatiently.


    He shuffled papers, eyed Retief sharply.


    “Superficially, of course, an uninitiated observer might leap to the conclusion that the—ah—results that were produced in spite of these … ah … irregularities justify the latter.” The Ambassador smiled a sad, wise smile. “This is far from the case,” he said. “I—”


    The communicator burped softly.


    “Confound it!” Spradley muttered. “Yes?”


    “Mr. T’Cai-Cai has arrived,” the voice said. “Shall I—”


    “Send him in at once.” Spradley glanced at Retief. “Only a two-syllable man, but I shall attempt to correct these false impressions, make some amends.…”


    The two Terrestrials waited silently until the Yill Protocol chief tapped at the door.


    “I hope,” the ambassador said, “that you will resist the impulse to take advantage of your unusual position.” He looked at the door. “Come in.”


    T’Cai-Cai stepped into the room, glanced at Spradley, turned to greet Retief in voluble Yill. He rounded the desk to the ambassador’s chair, motioned him from it and sat down.


    * * * *


    “I have a surprise for you, Retief,” he said, in Terran. “I myself have made use of the teaching machine you so kindly lent us.”


    “That’s fine. T’Cai-Cai,” Retief said. “I’m sure Mr. Spradley will be interested in hearing what we have to say.”


    “Never mind,” the Yill said. “I am here only socially.” He looked around the room.


    “So plainly you decorate your chamber. But it has a certain austere charm.” He laughed a Yill laugh.


    “Oh, you are a strange breed, you Terrestrials. You surprised us all. You know, one hears such outlandish stories. I tell you in confidence, we had expected you to be overpushes.”


    “Pushovers,” Spradley said, tonelessly.


    “Such restraint! What pleasure you gave to those of us, like myself of course, who appreciated your grasp of protocol. Such finesse! How subtly you appeared to ignore each overture, while neatly avoiding actual contamination. I can tell you, there were those who thought—poor fools—that you had no grasp of etiquette. How gratified we were, we professionals, who could appreciate your virtuosity—when you placed matters on a comfortable basis by spurning the cats’-meat. It was sheer pleasure then, waiting, to see what form your compliment would take.”


    The Yill offered orange cigars, stuffed one in his nostril.


    “I confess even I had not hoped that you would honor our Admirable so signally. Oh, it is a pleasure to deal with fellow professionals, who understand the meaning of protocol!”


    Ambassador Spradley made a choking sound.


    “This fellow has caught a chill,” T’Cai-Cai said. He eyed Spradley dubiously. “Step back, my man. I am highly susceptible.


    “There is one bit of business I shall take pleasure in attending to, my dear Retief,” T’Cai-Cai went on. He drew a large paper from his reticule. “The Admirable is determined than none other than yourself shall be accredited here. I have here my government’s exequatur confirming you as Terrestrial consul-general to Yill. We shall look forward to your prompt return.”


    Retief looked at Spradley.


    “I’m sure the Corps will agree,” he said.


    “Then I shall be going,” T’Cai-Cai said. He stood up. “Hurry back to us, Retief. There is much that I would show you of Yill.”


    “I’ll hurry,” Retief said and, with a Yill wink: “Together we shall see many high and splendid things!”


    * * * *
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    THE FIRST CONTACT WITH THE GORGONIDS, by Ursula K. Le Guin


    First published in Omni, January 1992


    Mrs. Jerry Debree, the heroine of Grong Crossing, liked to look pretty. It was important to Jerry in his business contacts, of course, and also it made her feel more confident and kind of happy to know that her cellophane was recent and her eyelashes really well glued on and that the highlighter blush was bringing out her cheekbones like the nice girl at the counter had said. But it was beginning to be hard to feel fresh and look pretty as this desert kept getting hotter and hotter and redder and redder until it looked, really, almost like what she had always thought the Bad Place would look like, only not so many people. In fact none.


    “Could we have passed it, do you think?” she ventured at last, and received without surprise the exasperation she had safety-valved from him: “How the fuck could we have passed it when we haven’t passed one fucking thing except those fucking bushes for ninety miles? Christ you’re dumb.”


    Jerry’s language was a pity. And sometimes it made it so hard to talk to him. She had had the least little tiny sort of feeling, woman’s intuition maybe, that the men that had told him how to get to Grong Crossing were teasing him, having a little joke. He had been talking so loud in the hotel bar about how disappointed he had been with the Corroboree after flying all the way out from Adelaide to see it. He kept comparing it to the Indian dance they had seen at Taos. Actually he had been very bored and restless at Taos and they had had to leave in the middle so he could have a drink and she never had got to see the people with the masks come, but now he talked about how they really knew how to put on a native show in the U.S.A. He said a few scruffy abos jumping around weren’t going to give tourists from the real world anything to write home about. The Aussies ought to visit Disney World and find out how to do the real thing, he said.


    She agreed with that; she loved Disney World. It was the only thing in Florida, where they had to live now that Jerry was ACEO, that she liked much. One of the Australian men at the bar had seen Disneyland and agreed that it was amazing, or maybe he meant amusing; what he said was amizing. He seemed to be a nice man. Bruce, he said his name was, and his friend’s name was Bruce too. “Common sort of name here,” he said, only he said nime, but he meant name, she was quite sure. When Jerry went on complaining about the Corroboree, the first Bruce said, “Well, mite, you might go out to Grong Crossing, if you really want to see the real thing—right, Bruce?”


    At first the other Bruce didn’t seem to know what he meant, and that was when her woman’s intuition woke up. But pretty soon both Bruces were talking away about this place, Grong Crossing, way out in “the bush,” where they were certain to meet real abos really living in the desert. “Near Alice Springs,” Jerry said knowledgeably, but it wasn’t, they said; it was still farther west from here. They gave directions so precisely that it was clear they knew what they were talking about. “Few hours’ drive, that’s all,” Bruce said, “but y’see most tourists want to keep on the beaten path. This is a bit more on the inside track.”


    “Bang-up shows,” said Bruce. “Nightly Corroborees.”


    “Hotel any better than this dump?” Jerry asked, and they laughed. No hotel, they explained. “It’s like a safari, see—tents under the stars. Never rines,” said Bruce.


    “Marvelous food, though,” Bruce said. “Fresh kangaroo chops. Kangaroo hunts daily, see. Witchetty grubs along with the drinks before dinner. Roughing it in luxury, I’d call it; right, Bruce?”


    “Absolutely,” said Bruce.


    “Friendly, are they, these abos?” Jerry asked.


    “Oh, salt of the earth. Treat you like kings. Think white men are sort of gods, y’know,” Bruce said. Jerry nodded.


    So Jerry wrote down all the directions, and here they were driving and driving in the old station wagon that was all there was to rent in the small town they’d been at for the Corroboree, and by now you only knew the road was a road because it was perfectly straight forever. Jerry had been in a good humor at first. “This’ll be something to shove up that bastard Thiel’s ass,” he said. His friend Thiel was always going to places like Tibet and having wonderful adventures and showing videos of himself with yaks. Jerry had bought a very expensive camcorder for this trip, and now he said, “Going to shoot me some abos. Show that fucking Thiel and his musk-oxes!” But as the morning went on and the road went on and the desert went on—did they call it “the bush” because there was one little thorny bush once a mile or so?—he got hotter and hotter and redder and redder, just like the desert. And she began to feel depressed and like her mascara was caking.


    She was wondering if after another forty miles (four was her lucky number) she could say, “Maybe we ought to turn back?” for the first time, when he said, “There!”


    There was something ahead, all right.


    “There hasn’t been any sign,” she said, dubious. “They didn’t say anything about a hill, did they?”


    “Hell, that’s no hill, that’s a rock—what do they call it—some big fucking red rock—”


    “Ayers Rock?” She had read the Welcome to Down Under flyer in the hotel in Adelaide while Jerry was at the plastics conference. “But that’s in the middle of Australia, isn’t it?”


    “So where the fuck do you think we are? In the middle of Australia! What do you think this is, fucking East Germany?” He was shouting, and he speeded up. The terribly straight road shot them straight at the hill, or rock, or whatever it was. It wasn’t Ayers Rock, she knew that, but there wasn’t any use irritating Jerry, especially when he started shouting.


    It was reddish, and shaped kind of like a huge VW bug, only lumpier; and there were certainly people all around it, and at first she was very glad to see them. Their utter isolation—they hadn’t seen another car or farm or anything for two hours—had scared her. Then as they got closer she thought the people looked rather funny. Funnier than the ones at the Corroboree even. “I guess they’re natives,” she said aloud.


    “What the shit did you expect, Frenchmen?” Jerry said, but he said it like a joke, and she laughed. But— “Oh! goodness!” she said involuntarily, getting her first clear sight of one of the natives.


    “Big fellows, huh,” he said. “Bushmen, they call ‘em.”


    That didn’t seem right, but she was still getting over the shock of seeing that tall, thin, black-and-white, weird person. It had been just standing looking at the car, only she couldn’t see its eyes. Heavy brows and thick, hairy eyebrows hid them. Black, ropy hair hung over half its face and stuck out from behind its ears.


    “Are they—are they painted?” she asked weakly.


    “They always paint ‘emselves up like that.” His contempt for her ignorance was reassuring.


    “They almost don’t look human,” she said, very softly so as not to hurt their feelings, if they spoke English, since Jerry had stopped the car and flung the doors open and was rummaging out the video camera.


    “Hold this!”


    She held it. Five or six of the tall black-and-white people had sort of turned their way, but they all seemed to be busy with something at the foot of the hill or rock or whatever it was. There were some things that might be tents. Nobody came to welcome them or anything, but she was actually just as glad they didn’t.


    “Hold this! Oh for Chrissake what did you do with the—All right, just give it here.”


    “Jerry, I wonder if we should ask them,” she said.


    “Ask who what?” he growled, having trouble with the cassette thing.


    “The people here—if it’s all right to photograph. Remember at Taos they said that when the—”


    “For fuck sake you don’t need fucking permission to photograph a bunch of natives! God! Did you ever look at the fucking National Geographic? Shit! Permission!”


    It really wasn’t any use when he started shouting. And the people didn’t seem to be interested in what he was doing. Although it was quite hard to be sure what direction they were actually looking.


    “Aren’t you going to get out of the fucking car?”


    “It’s so hot,” she said.


    He didn’t really mind it when she was afraid of getting too hot or sunburned or anything, because he liked being stronger and tougher. She probably could even have said that she was afraid of the natives, because he liked to be braver than her, too; but sometimes he got angry when she was afraid, like the time he made her eat that poisonous fish, or a fish that might or might not be poisonous, in Japan, because she said she was afraid to, and she threw up and embarrassed everybody. So she just sat in the car and kept the engine on and the air-conditioning on, although the window on her side was open.


    Jerry had his camera up on his shoulder now and was panning the scene—the faraway hot red horizon, the queer rock-hill-thing with shiny places in it like glass, the black, burned-looking ground around it, and the people swarming all over. There were forty or fifty of them at least. It only dawned on her now that if they were wearing any clothes at all, she didn’t know which was clothes and which was skin, because they were so strange-shaped, and painted or colored all in stripes and spots of white on black, not like zebras but more complicated, more like skeleton suits but not exactly. And they must be eight feet tall, but their arms were short, almost like kangaroos’. And their hair was like black ropes standing up all over their heads. It was embarrassing to look at people without clothes on, but you couldn’t really see anything like that. In fact she couldn’t tell, actually, if they were men or women.


    They were all busy with their work or ceremony or whatever it was. Some of them were handling some things like big, thin, golden leaves, others were doing something with cords or wires. They didn’t seem to be talking, but there was all the time in the air a soft, drumming, droning, rising and falling, deep sound, like cats purring or voices far away.


    Jerry started walking towards them.


    “Be careful,” she said faintly. He paid no attention, of course.


    They paid no attention to him either, as far as she could see, and he kept filming, swinging the camera around. When he got right up close to a couple of them, they turned towards him. She couldn’t see their eyes at all but what happened was their hair sort of stood up and bent towards Jerry—each thick, black rope about a foot long moving around and bending down exactly as if it were peering at him. At that, her own hair tried to stand up, and the blast of the air conditioner ran like ice down her sweaty arms. She got out of the car and called his name.


    He kept filming.


    She went towards him as fast as she could on the cindery, stony soil in her high-heeled sandals.


    “Jerry, come back. I think—”


    “Shut up!” he yelled so savagely that she stopped short for a moment. But she could see the hair better now, and she could see that it did have eyes, and mouths too, with little red tongues darting out.


    “Jerry, come back,” she said. “They’re not natives, they’re Space Aliens. That’s their saucer.” She knew from the Sun that there had been sightings down here in Australia.


    “Shut the fuck up,” he said. “Hey, big fella, give me a little action, huh? Don’t just stand there. Dancee-dancee, OK?” His eye was glued to the camera.


    “Jerry,” she said, her voice sticking in her throat, as one of the Space Aliens pointed with its little weak-looking arm and hand at the car. Jerry shoved the camera right up close to its head, and at that it put its hand over the lens. That made Jerry mad, of course, and he yelled, “Get the fuck off that!” And he actually looked at the Space Alien, not through the camera but face to face. “Oh, gee,” he said.


    And his hand went to his hip. He always carried a gun, because it was an American’s right to bear arms and there were so many drug addicts these days. He had smuggled it through the airport inspection the way he knew how. Nobody was going to disarm him.


    She saw perfectly clearly what happened. The Space Alien opened its eyes.


    There were eyes under the dark, shaggy brows; they had been kept closed till now. Now they were open and looked once straight at Jerry, and he turned to stone. He just stood there, one hand on the camera and one reaching for his gun, motionless.


    Several more Space Aliens had gathered round. They all had their eyes shut, except for the ones at the ends of their hair. Those glittered and shone, and the little red tongues flickered in and out, and the humming, droning sound was much louder. Many of the hair-snakes writhed to look at her. Her knees buckled and her heart thudded in her throat, but she had to get to Jerry.


    She passed right between two huge Space Aliens and reached him and patted him—“Jerry, wake up!” she said. He was just like stone, paralyzed. “Oh,” she said, and tears ran down her face, “Oh, what should I do, what can I do?” She looked around in despair at the tall, thin, black-and-white faces looming above her, white teeth showing, eyes tight shut, hairs staring and stirring and murmuring. The murmur was soft, almost like music, not angry, soothing. She watched two tall Space Aliens pick up Jerry quite gently, as if he were a tiny little boy—a stiff one—and carry him carefully to the car.


    They poked him into the back seat lengthwise, but he didn’t fit. She ran to help. She let down the back seat so there was room for him in the back. The Space Aliens arranged him and tucked the video camera in beside him, then straightened up, their hairs looking down at her with little twinkly eyes. They hummed softly, and pointed with their childish arms back down the road.


    “Yes,” she said. “Thank you. Good-bye!”


    They hummed.


    She got in and closed the window and turned the car around there on a wide place in the road—and there was a signpost, Grong Crossing, although she didn’t see any crossroad.


    She drove back, carefully at first because she was shaky, then faster and faster because she should get Jerry to the doctor, of course, but also because she loved driving on long straight roads very fast, like this. Jerry never let her drive except in town.


    The paralysis was total and permanent, which would have been terrible, except that she could afford full-time, round-the-clock, first-class care for poor Jerry, because of the really good deals she made with the TV people and then with the rights people for the video. First it was shown all over the world as “Space Aliens Land in Australian Outback,” but then it became part of real science and history as “Grong Crossing, South Australia: The First Contact With the Gorgonids.” In the voice-over they told how it was her, Annie Laurie Debree, who had been the first human to talk with our friends from Outer Space, even before they sent the ambassadors to Canberra and Reykjavik. There was only one good shot of her on the film, and Jerry had been sort of shaking, and her highlighter was kind of streaked, but that was all right. She was the heroine.


    * * * *
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    SCIENCE FICTION AND ENVIRONMENTALISM, by Lisa Swanstrom


    Science fiction has much to teach us about the environment. Through exotic landscapes, alien terrains, and remote worlds, distant in both time and space, the genre as a whole demonstrates a variety of strategies for engaging with and making sense of nature. Works of science fiction that emphasize their environments both reflect our own cultural assumptions about nature and suggest how we should plan for environmental contingencies and potential catastrophes in the future, pointing to many types of environmental practice in need of immediate improvement. But environmental science fiction also accomplishes something even more significant than this. Not only does it function as a mirror that reflects how we relate to our environment, it is a technologically sophisticated mirror whose silver surface has the power to reshape both our environment and our attitudes toward it. Before examining some examples of environmental science fiction at work, however, it will be useful to clarify what the term environmentalism signifies in the first place.


    At heart, environmentalism is a political category, one whose boundaries shift with each individual assessment of the following terms: nature, beauty, commodity, resource, and necessity. As such, environmentalism is hard to define, but a good place to start is to say that it signals an interest in promoting the health and well-being of natural spaces. Yet even this fairly broad definition is somewhat misleading, since environmentalism is not so much a unified, coherent movement as it is a diverse set of practices and attitudes. For example, it might be one environmentalist’s belief that nature is deserving of protection from human interference and conservation in its own right, while another might insist that human beings are a part of nature and that human activity should not be viewed so much an interference with nature as it should be considered as an inevitable fact of nature. Regardless of these competing viewpoints—strict conservation on the one hand, responsible resource management on the other—environmentalism might be best construed as an ongoing conversation about what constitutes nature, about tensions between nature as a commodity and spiritual resource, about the complexities of conservation, the consequences of technological progress, the agency of natural spaces, the role humans have within them, and the interconnectedness of all living and nonliving things. Additionally, environmental expression often involves the way exterior, outer spaces—and often, in the case of science fiction, outer space—have the ability to reflect, express, and inflect the interior sites of the self. Science fiction, with its variously beautiful, luminous, polluted, complicated, alien, abject, majestic, innocent, and perverse landscapes, brings all of these aspects of the ongoing conversation that is environmentalism into relief. A sampling from several science fiction classics will reveal these environmental complexities at work.


    Frank Herbert’s classic science fiction novel Dune (1965) is an amazing book for many reasons, but it is especially impressive in this context, managing to touch upon every aspect of environmentalism mentioned above. On the desert world of Arrakis, also called Dune, the entire planet is at war over a valuable and rare commodity found only in the planet’s otherwise barren stretches of sand. This commodity, called spice, or mélange, is valuable for many reasons, not the least of which is that it makes space travel more efficient, by allowing those who ingest it to chart otherwise impossible navigational pathways through the stars. It is so valuable, in fact, that the imperial powers of other, wealthier planets have exclusive, clan-based contracts to mine the spice, regardless of the indigenous people and life-forms who call the desert planet home. Throughout the course of the novel, the Arrakeen desert people rebel, seize control of the precious commodity, sometimes by threatening to destroy it or actually destroying it, and effectively disrupt the machinery of the wealthy and technologically sophisticated imperial power that seeks to control them. At the same time that these environmental issues have importance in the diegetic world, which is to say the story world of the novel, they also illuminate the fraught, fragile power of our own natural spaces. Although Dune is set twenty thousand years in the future, in a remote solar system that has little in common with our own, the story of its contested desert spaces perhaps has a familiar ring. A reader interested in the tension between nature as a commodity and a sacred and spiritual space right here on Earth would do well to examine the entire series (six books in the original series, one film by David Lynch, and a three-part film series by John Harrison, not to mention seven new books from Kevin J. Anderson and Frank Herbert’s son, Brian Herbert). Yet Herbert’s Dune is only one example within a much larger constellation of works of science fiction within which the setting, background, landscape, and larger environment play an important role in both the development of the story and in the way in which the events in the story relate to the natural spaces of our very own Terra (Earth). Science fiction as a genre is filled with such examples, even in its earliest forms.


    Consider the expression of environmental and evolutionary degradation in H. G. Wells’s famous novella, The Time Machine. In this book, a nameless narrator, the Time Traveler, builds a machine that carries him forward in time. He lights on a few time-places with his marvelous device, but it is when he lands in the year 802,701 AD that we get an insight into where we are headed as a species. In The Time Machine’s terrible future, mankind has continued to evolve in line with technological progression, but the division of labor has become completely polarized. On the surface of this future earth, a race of childlike people called the Eloi know nothing of technology. Instead, they play all day in a garden paradise, filled with delicious fruit, fragrant flowers, and shallow pools of water. Underneath the earth, however, a different race has also evolved: the Morlocks. Allergic to sunlight, the Morlocks create and make use of terrible machines, emerging from their underground caverns only at night, to feast on the flesh of the Eloi. In terms of environmentalism, Wells has imagined a future in which two of the most pressing issues of environmental practice—nature and technology—have become antagonistic. This state of affairs could not help but resonate with Wells’ reading public. At the time of this novel’s publication in 1895, late Victorian England had seen an incredible surge in the amount of technology in almost every aspect of manufacturing and production. It was also during this time that Charles Darwin laid down the foundations for what has become the science of evolution. In Wells’s novella, these two pressing issues of the day—technological progress and Darwinian evolution—are coupled in a masterful telling. Among many other things, his novel suggests that unless technology and nature can be put into a more harmonious relationship, their antagonism will spell the ruin of the human race.


    Science fiction also has long tradition of expressing the vitality and agency of the natural world, especially in terms of the intelligence of its animals, its plants, and the many other sentient beings who defy easy categorization. Consider, for example, another masterpiece by H.G. Wells, The Island of Dr. Moreau, in which the mutilated, animal victims of Moreau’s experimentation have their vengeance upon their creator beneath the dense jungle canopy of the island. Consider Mary Shelley’s novel Frankenstein, where the monster moves easily in and out of the sublime landscapes that surround him. Consider Cordwainer Smith’s “The Game of Cat and Dragon” (1955) or Andre Norton’s “All Cats Are Gray” (1954), for two examples of mass-market, Golden Age science fiction in which human beings and other animals work together to fight an alien threat; Joan D. Vinge’s Snow Queen, winner of the Hugo award for best novel in science fiction in 1980, in which a ruthless queen slaughters intelligent sea creatures for their youth-giving properties; or Grant Morrison’s We3, a contemporary graphic novel (2004) in which domestic pets have been transformed by a military research lab into a lethal networked weapon. And in terms of plant-based intelligence, consider Pat Murphy’s disturbing and provocative “His Vegetable Wife” (1986), in which a man on an alien planet grows his own wife from a seedling, but who, to put it mildly, miscalculates her time of harvest; or, for an earlier example, Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “Rappaccini’s Daughter” (1844), in which a horticulturalist’s daughter has herself become a highly cultivated but poisonous plant. M. Night Shyamalan’s The Happening (2008), another film, also marks an important moment in environmental science fiction, imagining what would happen if the plant life that covers our world—and with which we share our world—were to represent a singular intelligence and malicious intent.


    Science fiction also has much to teach us about ecological harmony and environmental interconnectedness. If the past twenty years have been dominated by conversations about plugging into and connecting with computational technology—again, something science fiction presaged and shaped with the cyberpunk subgenre—then current science fiction succeeds in demonstrating how people are plugged into the natural landscape, as well—to plants, to animals, to the earth, and to each other, in addition to high-tech cybernetic devices. James Cameron’s film Avatar (2009), for one example, provides a sumptuous, three-dimensional visual performance of the interconnectedness of life. This emphasis on the web of life is far from new in the annals of science fiction, however. The importance of interconnectivity and ecological unity is something Ursula K. LeGuin explores from an ecological, anthropological perspective in The Word for the World is Forest, a novella published in 1972; as does Orson Scott Card in his masterful Ender’s Game series (1985–2002), and Speaker for the Dead (1986), in particular, with its expression of the tensions and miscommunications between the indigenous beings of Lusitania and the human biologists who study them. Additionally, the concept of stewardship and responsibility towards our fellow beings on earth is something that science fiction foregrounds. David Brin’s Startide Rising (1983), for example, explores the way that human beings take responsibility for the tutelage and advancement of other intelligent species, including dolphins and chimpanzees, while his Uplift series as a whole makes manifest the obligation and interdependences all species have upon each other.


    Finally, science fiction has a long tradition of creating sympathy between strange, exotic outer landscapes and the interior lives of those who inhabit them. This is a feature in every period of literary history, of course, but it achieves exquisite hyperbole in certain works of science fiction, perhapsbecause science fiction frequently distills the variations of landscape into one singular, defining feature. For a few examples of this, consider the ice planet of Hoth, the desert planet of Tatooine, and the swamps of Dagobah in the Star Wars Franchise (or the forest planet of the Forest people and the aerial aeries of the Hawk Men in Flash Gordon). In Ray Bradbury’s short story, “All Summer in a Day” (1954), for a literary example, a lonely Earth girl named Margot moves to the planet Venus, where it rains for seven years before giving one fleeting day of sunshine. Margot weeps with the rain, loses her color in her sadness, and is locked inside on the one day of sunshine while her cruel classmates revel in its warmth. Later, in Octavia Butler’s novel Parable of the Sower (1993), the protagonist is an empath whose emotional boundaries are as vulnerable and trespassed as the gated communities that shape the burnt, post-apocalyptic landscapes of Los Angeles. In other words, the sympathetic fallacy, which John Ruskin defined in the nineteenth century as the untenable alignment of the interior life of the protagonist with the nonhuman features of the environment, becomes in science fiction a powerful and scientifically substantiated relation.


    In summary, science fiction has much to teach about the environment, not only in terms of the remote landscapes of alien planets.Through cautionary tales, vivid imagining, and expressive correspondence with the surrounding landscape, science fiction not only reflects and illuminates our own natural spaces, but quite possibly gives us the imaginative tools we need to reshape them, right here, right now, on Earth.


    * * * *


    Lisa Swanstrom is an Assistant Professor of English at Florida Atlantic University. Her research interests include science fiction, fantasy, and (new) media. She is currently working on a book that considers digital simulations of nature in light of dystopian science fiction narratives.

  


  
    ANNE McCAFFREY


    (1926-2011)


    The first woman to win a Hugo, at a time when science fiction was seen as very much a field for boys, Anne McCaffrey’s Dragonriders of Pern novels blended the “feel” of fantasy with the rigorous worldbuilding of science fiction in a way few others (Marion Zimmer Bradley comes to mind) have pulled off successfully. Like Robert A. Heinlein and Andre Norton, she also had a knack for writing young adult science fiction that adults also loved. These days she gets grouped with young adult fantasy writers (when we were talking about this book, she told me how grateful she was to J. K. Rowling for revitalizing that genre) but when she started writing, there was no such genre. People forget that “Weyr Search” originally sold to Analog, a hard SF market that wanted nothing to do with fantasy.


    Many of the environments from her childhood show up in McCaffrey’s books. She was educated at an girls boarding school in Virginia, then a public high school in Montclair, New Jersey, and finally Radcliffe College (where she majored in Slavonic Languages and Literature) in 1947. She studied voice for nine years, performed in the first music circus in 1949, once directed a play, and worked for a record label, Liberty Music Shop. Music is a major theme running through many McCaffrey books (and the characters in the Harper Hall novels are musicians), and it’s a always a believable part of McCaffrey’s worlds.


    McCaffrey was married in 1950 and sold her first story, “Freedom of the Race” to Science Fiction Plus in 1953. She didn’t publish much until after her children (the third was born in 1959) were older: The Ship Who Sang came out in 1961, but it was five years before the sequel appeared. Once “Weyr Search” was published to wide acclaim, she wrote much more prolifically. Dragonflight (1968) was the first of many best-selling Dragonriders novels. Decision at Doona (1969) would also spark several sequels, as did The Crystal Singer (1982) and many other works.


    Divorced in 1970, McCaffrey emigrated to Ireland with her two younger children, where she lived in a house of her own design called Dragonhold-Underhill. In addition to writing, she ran a private livery stable and her horses were successful in Horse Trials and showjumping. While she used to attend many conventions, age and arthritis limited her travel in her later years. One of her sons, Todd McCaffrey, is also a genre writer.

  


  
    WEYR SEARCH, by Ann McCaffrey


    First published in Analog Science Fiction Science Fact, October 1967


    When is a legend legend? Why is a myth a myth? How old and disused must a fact be for it to be relegated to the category: Fairy tale? And why do certain facts remain incontrovertible, while others lose their validity to assume a shabby, unstable character?


    Rukbat, in the Sagittarian sector, was a golden G-type star. It had five planets, plus one stray it had attracted and held in recent millennia. Its third planet was enveloped by air man could breathe, boasted water he could drink, and possessed a gravity which permitted man to walk confidently erect. Men discovered it, and promptly colonized it, as they did every habitable planet they came to and then—whether callously or through collapse of empire, the colonists never discovered, and eventually forgot to ask—left the colonies to fend for themselves.


    When men first settled on Rukbat’s third world, and named it Pern, they had taken little notice of the stranger-planet, swinging around its primary in a wildly erratic elliptical orbit. Within a few generations they had forgotten its existence. The desperate path the wanderer pursued brought it close to its stepsister every two hundred [Terran] years at perihelion.


    When the aspects were harmonious and the conjunction with its sister-planet close enough, as it often was, the indigenous life of the wanderer sought to bridge the space gap to the more temperate and hospitable planet.


    It was during the frantic struggle to combat this menace dropping through Pern’s skies like silver threads, that Pern’s contact with the mother-planet weakened and broke. Recollections of Earth receded further from Pernese history with each successive generation until memory of their origins degenerated past legend or myth, into oblivion.


    To forestall the incursions of the dreaded Threads, the Pernese, with the ingenuity of their forgotten Yankee forebears and between first onslaught and return, developed a highly specialized variety of a life form indigenous to their adopted planet—the winged, tailed, and fire-breathing dragons, named for the Earth legend they resembled. Such humans as had a high empathy rating and some innate telepathic ability were trained to make use of and preserve this unusual animal whose ability to teleport was of immense value in the fierce struggle to keep Pern bare of Threads.


    The dragons and their dragonmen, a breed apart, and the shortly renewed menace they battled, created a whole new group of legends and myths.


    As the menace was conquered the populace in the Holds of Pern settled into a more comfortable way of life. Most of the dragon Weyrs eventually were abandoned, and the descendants of heroes fell into disfavor, as the legends fell into disrepute.


    This, then, is a tale of legends disbelieved and their restoration. Yet—how goes a legend? When is myth?


    Drummer, beat, and piper, blow,


    Harper, strike, and soldier, go.


    Free the flame and sear the grasses


    Till the dawning Red Star passes.


    Lessa woke, cold. Cold with more than the chill of the everlastingly clammy stone walls. Cold with the prescience of a danger greater than when, ten full Turns ago, she had run, whimpering, to hide in the watch-wher’s odorous lair.


    Rigid with concentration, Lessa lay in the straw of the redolent cheese room, sleeping quarters shared with the other kitchen drudges. There was an urgency in the ominous portent unlike any other forewarning. She touched the awareness of the watch-wher, slithering on its rounds in the courtyard. It circled at the choke-limit of its chain. It was restless, but oblivious to anything unusual in the pre-dawn darkness.


    The danger was definitely not within the walls of Hold Ruath. Nor approaching the paved perimeter without the Hold where relentless grass had forced new growth through the ancient mortar, green witness to the deterioration of the once stone-clean Hold. The danger was not advancing up the now little used causeway from the valley, nor lurking in the craftsmen’s stony holdings at the foot of the Hold’s cliff. It did not scent the wind that blew from Tillek’s cold shores. But still it twanged sharply through her senses, vibrating every nerve in Lessa’s slender frame. Fully roused, she sought to identify it before the prescient mood dissolved. She cast outward, towards the Pass, farther than she had ever pressed. Whatever threatened was not in Ruatha…yet. Nor did it have a familiar flavor. It was not, then, Fax.


    Lessa had been cautiously pleased that Fax had not shown himself at Hold Ruath in three full Turns. The apathy of the craftsmen, the decaying farmholds, even the green-etched stones of the Hold infuriated Fax, self-styled Lord of the High Reaches, to the point where he preferred to forget the reason why he had subjugated the once proud and profitable Hold.


    Lessa picked her way among the sleeping drudges, huddled together for warmth, and glided up the worn steps to the kitchen-proper. She slipped across the cavernous kitchen to the stable-yard door. The cobbles of the yard were icy through the thin soles of her sandals and she shivered as the predawn air penetrated her patched garment.


    * * * *


    The watch-wher slithered across the yard to greet her, pleading, as it always did, for release. Glancing fondly down at the awesome head, she promised it a good rub presendy. It crouched, groaning, at the end of its chain as she continued to the grooved steps that led to the rampart over the Hold’s massive gate. Atop the tower, Lessa stared towards the east where the stony breasts of the Pass rose in black relief against the gathering day.


    Indecisively she swung to her left, for the sense of danger issued from that direction as well. She glanced upward, her eyes drawn to the red star which had recently begun to dominate the dawn sky. As she stared, the star radiated a final ruby pulsation before its magnificence was lost in the brightness of Pern’s rising sun.


    For the first time in many Turns, Lessa gave thought to matters beyond Pern, beyond her dedication to vengeance on the murderer Fax for the annihilation of her family. Let him but come within Ruath Hold now and he would never leave.


    But the brilliant ruby sparkle of the Red Star recalled the Disaster Ballads—grim narratives of the heroism of the dragon-riders as they braved the dangers of between to breathe fiery death on the silver Threads that dropped through Pern’s skies. Not one Thread must fall to the rich soil, to burrow deep and multiply, leaching the earth of minerals and fertility. Straining her eyes as if vision would bridge the gap between peril and person, she stared intently eastward. The watch-wher’s thin, whistled question reached her just as the prescience waned.


    Dawnlight illumined the tumbled landscape, the unplowed fields in the valley below. Dawnlight fell on twisted orchards, where the sparse herds of milchbeasts hunted stray blades of spring grass. Grass in Ruatha grew where it should not, died where it should flourish. An odd brooding smile curved Lessa’s lips. Fax realized no profit from his conquest of Ruatha…nor would he, while she, Lessa, lived. And he had not the slightest suspicion of the source of this undoing.


    Or had he? Lessa wondered, her mind still reverberating from the savage prescience of danger. East lay Fax’s ancestral and only legitimate Hold. Northeast lay little but bare and stony mountains and Benden, the remaining Weyr, which protected Pern.


    Lessa stretched, arching her back, inhaling the sweet, untainted wind of morning.


    A cock crowed in the stableyard. Lessa whirled, her face alert, eyes darting around the outer Hold lest she be observed in such an uncharacteristic pose. She unbound her hair, letting it fall about her face con-cealingly. Her body drooped into the sloppy posture she affected. Quickly she thudded down the stairs, crossing to the watch-wher. It lurred piteously, its great eyes blinking against the growing daylight. Oblivious to the stench of its rank breath, she hugged the scaly head to her, scratching its ears and eye ridges. The watch-wher was ecstatic with pleasure, its long body trembling, its clipped wings rustling. It alone knew who she was or cared. And it was the only creature in all Pern she trusted since the day she had blindly sought refuge in its dark stinking lair to escape Fax’s thirsty swords that had drunk so deeply of Ruathan blood.


    Slowly she rose, cautioning it to remember to be as vicious to her as to all should anyone be near. It promised to obey her, swaying back and forth to emphasize its reluctance.


    The first rays of the sun glanced over the Hold’s outer wall. Crying out, the watch-wher darted into its dark nest. Lessa crept back to the kitchen and into the cheese room.


    From the Weyr and from the Bowl


    Bronze and brown and blue and green


    Rise the dragonmen of Pern,


    Aloft, on wing, seen, then unseen.


    F’lar on bronze Mnementh’s great neck appeared first in the skies above the chief Hold of Fax, so-called Lord of the High Reaches. Behind him, in proper wedge formation, the wingmen came into sight. F’lar checked the formation automatically; as precise as at the moment of entry to between.


    As Mnementh curved in an arc that would bring them to the perimeter of the Hold, consonant with the friendly nature of this visitation, F’lar surveyed with mounting aversion the disrepair of the ridge defenses. The firestone pits were empty and the rock-cut gutters radiating from the pits were green-tinged with a mossy growth.


    Was there even one lord in Pern who maintained his Hold rocky in observance of the ancient Laws? F’lar’s lips tightened to a thinner line. When this Search was over and the Impression made, there would have to be a solemn, punitive Council held at the Weyr. And by the golden shell of the queen, he, F’lar, meant to be its moderator. He would replace lethargy with industry. He would scour the green and dangerous scum from the heights of Pern, the grass blades from its stoneworks. No verdant skirt would be condoned in any farmhold. And the tithings which had been so miserly, so grudgingly presented would, under pain of firestoning, flow with decent generosity into the Dragonweyr.


    Mnementh rumbled approvingly as he vaned his pinions to land lightly on the grass-etched flagstones of Fax’s Hold. The bronze dragon furled his great wings, and F’lar heard the warning claxon in the Hold’s Great Tower. Mnementh dropped to his knees as F’lar indicated he wished to dismount. The bronze rider stood by Mnementh’s huge wedge-shaped head, politely awaiting the arrival of the Hold lord, F’lar idly gazed down the valley, hazy with warm spring sunlight. He ignored the furtive heads that peered at the dragonman from the parapet slits and the cliff windows.


    F’lar did not turn as a rush of air announced the arrival of the rest of the wing. He knew, however, when F’nor, the brown rider, his half-brother, took the customary position on his left, a dragon-length to the rear. F’lar caught a glimpse of F’nor’s boot-heel twisting to death the grass crowding up between the stones.


    An order, muffled to an intense whisper, issued from within the great court, beyond the open gates. Almost immediately a group of men marched into sight, led by a heavy-set man of medium height.


    Mnementh arched his neck, angling his head so that his chin rested on the ground. Mnementh’s many faceted eyes, on a level with F’lar’s head, fastened with disconcerting interest on the approaching party. The dragons could never understand why they generated such abject fear in common folk. At only one point in his life span would a dragon attack a human and that could be excused on the grounds of simple ignorance. F’lar could not explain to the dragon the politics behind the necessity of inspiring awe in the holders, lord and craftsman alike. He could only observe that the fear and apprehension showing in the faces of the advancing squad which troubled Mnementh was oddly pleasing to him, F’lar.


    “Welcome, Bronze Rider, to the Hold of Fax, Lord of the High Reaches. He is at your service,” and the man made an adequately respectful salute.


    The use of the third person pronoun could be construed, by the meticulous, to be a veiled insult. This fit in with the information F’lar had on Fax; so he ignored it. His information was also correct in describing Fax as a greedy man. It showed in the restless eyes which flicked at every detail of F’lar’s clothing, at the slight frown when the intricately etched sword-hilt was noticed.


    F’lar noticed, in his own turn, the several rich rings which flashed on Fax’s left hand. The overlord’s right hand remained slightly cocked after the habit of the professional swordsman. His tunic, of rich fabric, was stained and none too fresh. The man’s feet, in heavy wher-hide boots, were solidly planted, weight balanced forward on his toes. A man to be treated cautiously, F’lar decided, as one should the conqueror of five neighboring Holds. Such greedy audacity was in itself a revelation. Fax had married into a sixth…and had legally inherited, however unusual the circumstances, the seventh. He was a lecherous man by reputation.


    Within these seven Holds, F’lar anticipated a profitable Search. Let R’gul go southerly to pursue Search among the indolent, if lovely, women there. The Weyr needed a strong woman this time; Jora had been worse than useless with Nemorth. Adversity, uncertainty: those were the conditions that bred the qualities F’lar wanted in a weyrwoman.


    “We ride in Search,” F’lar drawled softly, “and request the hospitality of your Hold, Lord Fax.”


    Fax’s eyes widened imperceptibly at mention of Search.


    “I had heard Jora was dead,” Fax replied, dropping the third person abruptly as if F’lar had passed some sort of test by ignoring it. “So Nemorth has a new queen, hm-m-m?” he continued, his eyes darting across the rank of the ring, noting the disciplined stance of the riders, the healthy color of the dragons.


    F’lar did not dignify the obvious with an answer.


    “And, my Lord—?” Fax hesitated, expectantly inclining his head slightly towards the dragonman.


    For a pulse beat, F’lar wondered if the man were deliberately provoking him with such subtle insults. The name of bronze riders should be as well known throughout Pern as the name of the Dragonqueen and her Weyrwoman. F’lar kept his face composed, his eyes on Fax’s.


    Leisurely, with the proper touch of arrogance, F’nor stepped forward, stopping slightly behind Mnementh’s head, one hand negligently touching the jaw hinge of the huge beast.


    “The Bronze Rider of Mnementh, Lord F’lar, will require quarters for himself. I, F’nor, brown rider, prefer to be lodged with the wing-men. We are, in number, twelve.”


    F’lar liked that touch of F’nor’s, totting up the wing strength, as if Fax were incapable of counting. F’nor had phrased it so adroitly as to make it impossible for Fax to protest the insult.


    “Lord F’lar,” Fax said through teeth fixed in a smile, “the High Reaches are honored with your Search.”


    “It will be to the credit of the High Reaches,” F’lar replied smoothly, “if one of its own supplies the Weyr.”


    “To our everlasting credit,” Fax replied as suavely. “In the old days, many notable weyrwomen came from my Holds.”


    “Your Holds?” asked F’lar, politely smiling as he emphasized the plural. “Ah, yes, you are now overlord of Ruatha, are you not? There have been many from that Hold.”


    A strange tense look crossed Fax’s face. “Nothing good comes from Ruath Hold.” Then he stepped aside, gesturing F’lar to enter the Hold.


    * * * *


    Fax’s troop leader barked a hasty order and the men formed two lines, their metal-edged boots flicking sparks from the stones.


    At unspoken orders, all the dragons rose with a great churning of air and dust. F’lar strode nonchalantly past the welcoming files. The men were rolling their eyes in alarm as the beasts glided above to the inner courts. Someone on the high tower uttered a frightened yelp as Mnementh took his position on that vantage point. His great wings drove phosphoric-scented air across the inner court as he maneuvered his great frame onto the inadequate landing space.


    Outwardly oblivious to the consternation, fear and awe the dragons inspired, F’lar was secretly amused and rather pleased by the effect. Lords of the Holds needed this reminder that they must deal with dragons, not just with riders, who were men, mortal and murderable. The ancient respect for dragonmen as well as dragonkind must be rein-stilled in modern breasts.


    “The Hold has just risen from table, Lord F’lar, if…” Fax suggested. His voice trailed off at F’lar’s smiling refusal.


    “Convey my duty to your lady, Lord Fax,” F’lar rejoined, noticing with inward satisfaction the tightening of Fax’s jaw muscles at the ceremonial request.


    “You would prefer to see your quarters first?” Fax countered.


    F’lar flicked an imaginary speck from his soft wher-hide sleeve and shook his head. Was the man buying time to sequester his ladies as the old time lords had?


    “Duty first,” he said with a rueful shrug.


    “Of course,” Fax all hut snapped and strode smartly ahead, his heels pounding out the anger he could not express otherwise. F’lar decided he had guessed correctly.


    Flar and Fnor followed at a slower pace through the double-doored entry with its massive metal panels, into the great hall, carved into the cliffside.


    “They eat not badly,” F’nor remarked casually to F’lar, appraising the remnants still on the table.


    “Better than the Weyr, it would seem,” Flar replied dryly.


    “Young roasts and tender,” F’nor said in a bitter undertone, “while the stringy, barren beasts are delivered up to us.”


    “The change is overdue,” F’lar murmured, then raised his voice to conversational level. “A well-favored hall,” he was saying amiably as they reached Fax. Their reluctant host stood in the portal to the inner Hold, which, like all such Holds, burrowed deep into stone, traditional refuge of all in time of peril.


    Deliberately, F’lar turned back to the banner-hung Hall. “Tell me, Lord Fax, do you adhere to the old practices and mount a dawn guard?”


    Fax frowned, trying to grasp F’lar’s meaning.


    “There is always a guard at the Tower.”


    “An easterly guard?”


    Fax’s eyes jerked towards F’lar, then to F’nor.


    “There are always guards,” he answered sharply, “on all the approaches.”


    “Oh, just the approaches,” and F’lar nodded wisely to F’nor.


    “Where else?” demanded Fax, concerned, glancing from one dragon-man to the other.


    “I must ask that of your harper. You do keep a trained harper in your Hold?”


    “Of course. I have several trained harpers,” and Fax jerked his shoulders straighter.


    F’lar affected not to understand.


    “Lord Fax is the overlord of six other Holds,” F’nor reminded his wingleader.


    “Of course,” F’lar assented, with exactly the same inflection Fax had used a moment before.


    The mimicry did not go unnoticed by Fax but as he was unable to construe deliberate insult out of an innocent affirmative, he stalked into the glow-lit corridors. The dragonmen followed.


    The women’s quarters in Fax’s Hold had been moved from the traditional innermost corridors to those at cliff -face. Sunlight poured down from three double-shuttered, deep-casement windows in the outside wall. F’lar noted that the bronze hinges were well oiled, and the sills regulation spear-length. Fax had not, at least, diminished the protective wall.


    The chamber was richly hung with appropriately gentle scenes of women occupied in all manner of feminine tasks. Doors gave off the main chamber on both sides into smaller sleeping alcoves and from these, at Fax’s bidding, his women hesitantly emerged. Fax sternly gestured to a blue-gowned woman, her hair white-streaked, her face lined with disappointments and bitterness, her body swollen with pregnancy. She advanced awkwardly, stopping several feet from her lord. From her attitude, F’lar deduced that she came no closer to Fax than was absolutely necessary.


    “The Lady of Crom, mother of my heirs,” Fax said without pride or cordiality.


    “My Lady—” F’lar hesitated, waiting for her name to be supplied.


    She glanced warily at her lord.


    “Gemma,” Fax snapped curtly.


    F’lar bowed deeply. “My Lady Gemma, the Weyr is on Search and requests the Hold’s hospitality.”


    “My Lord F’lar,” the Lady Gemma replied in a low voice, “you are most welcome.”


    F’lar did not miss the slight slur on the adverb nor the fact that Gemma had no trouble naming him. His smile was warmer than courtesy demanded, warm with gratitude and sympathy. Looking at the number of women in these quarters, F’lar thought there might be one or two Lady Gemma could bid farewell without regret.


    Fax preferred his women plump and small. There wasn’t a saucy one in the lot. If there once had been, the spirit had been beaten out of her. Fax, no doubt, was stud, not lover. Some of the covey had not all winter long made much use of water, judging by the amount of sweet oil gone rancid in their hair. Of them all, if these were all, the Lady Gemma was the only willful one; and she, too old.


    The amenities over, Fax ushered his unwelcome guests outside, and led the way to the quarters he had assigned the bronze rider.


    “A pleasant room,” F’lar acknowledged, stripping off gloves and wher-hide tunic, throwing them carelessly to the table. “I shall see to my men and the beasts. They have been fed recently,” he commented, pointing up Fax’s omission in inquiring. “I request liberty to wander through the crafthold.”


    Fax sourly granted what was a dragonman’s traditional privilege.


    “I shall not further disrupt your routine, Lord Fax, for you must have many demands on you, with seven Holds to supervise.” F’lar inclined his body slightly to the overlord, turning away as a gesture of dismissal. He could imagine the infuriated expression on Fax’s face from the stamping retreat.


    * * * *


    F’nor and the men had settled themselves in a hastily vacated barrackroom. The dragons were perched comfortably on the rocky ridges above the Hold. Each rider kept his dragon in light, but alert, charge. There were to be no incidents on a Search.


    As a group, the dragonmen rose at F’lar’s entrance.


    “No tricks, no troubles, but look around closely,” he said laconically. “Return by sundown with the names of any likely prospects.” He caught F’nor’s grin, remembering how Fax had slurred over some names. “Descriptions are in order and craft affiliation.”


    The men nodded, their eyes glinting with understanding. They were flatteringly confident of a successful Search even as F’lar’s doubts grew now that he had seen Fax’s women. By all logic, the pick of the High Reaches should be in Fax’s chief Hold—but they were not. Still, there were many large craftholds not to mention the six other High Holds to visit. All the same…


    In unspoken accord F’lar and F’nor left the barracks. The men would follow, unobtrusively, in pairs or singly, to reconnoiter the crafthold and the nearer farmholds. The men were as overtly eager to be abroad as F’lar was privately. There had been a time when dragonmen were frequent and favored guests in all the great Holds throughout Pern, from southern Fort to high north Igen. This pleasant custom, too, had died along with other observances, evidence of the low regard in which the Weyr was presently held. F’lar vowed to correct this.


    He forced himself to trace in memory the insidious changes. The Records, which each Weyrwoman kept, were proof of the gradual, but perceptible, decline, traceable through the past two hundred full Turns. Knowing the facts did not alleviate the condition. And Flar was of that scant handful in the Weyr itself who did credit Records and Ballad alike. The situation might shordy reverse itself radically if the old tales were to be believed.


    There was a reason, an explanation, a purpose, F’lar felt, for every one of the Weyr laws from First Impression to the Firestones: from the grass-free heights to ridge-running gutters. For elements as minor as controlling the appetite of a dragon to limiting the inhabitants of the Weyr. Although why the other five Weyrs had been abandoned, F’lar did not know. Idly he wondered if there were records, dusty and crumbling, lodged in the disused Weyrs. He must contrive to check when next his wings flew patrol. Certainly there was no explanation in Benden Weyr.


    “There is industry but no enthusiasm,” F’nor was saying, drawing Flar’s attention back to their tour of the crafthold.


    They had descended the guttered ramp from the Hold into the craft-hold proper, the broad roadway lined with cottages up to the imposing stone crafthalls. Silendy F’lar noted moss-clogged gutters on the roofs, the vines clasping the walls. It was painful for one of his calling to witness the flagrant disregard of simple safety precautions. Growing things were forbidden near the habitations of mankind.


    “News travels fast,” F’nor chuckled, nodding at a hurrying craftsman, in the smock of a baker, who gave them a mumbled good day.


    “Not a female in sight.”


    His observation was accurate. Women should be abroad at this hour, bringing in supplies from the storehouses, washing in the river on such a bright warm day, or going out to the farmholds to help with planting. Not a gowned figure in sight.


    “We used to be preferred mates,” F’nor remarked caustically.


    “We’ll visit the Clothmen’s Hall first. If my memory serves me right…”


    “As it always does…” F’nor interjected wryly. He took no advantage of their blood relationship but he was more at ease with the bronze rider than most of the dragonmen, the other bronze riders included. Flar was reserved in a close-knit society of easy equality. He flew a tightly disciplined wing but men maneuvered to serve under him. His wing always excelled in the Games. None ever floundered in between to disappear forever and no beast in his wing sickened, leaving a man in dragonless exile from the Weyr, a part of him numb forever. “L’tol came this way and setded in one of the High Reaches,” Flar continued.


    “L’tol?”


    “Yes, a green rider from S’lel’s wing. You remember.”


    An ill-timed swerve during the Spring Games had brought L’tol and his beast into the full blast of a phosphene emission from S’lel’s bronze Tuenth. L’tol had been thrown from his beast’s neck as the dragon tried to evade the blast. Another wingmate had swooped to catch the rider but the green dragon, his left wing crisped, his body scorched, had died of shock and phosphene poisoning.


    “L’tol would aid our Search,” F’nor agreed as the two dragonmen walked up to the bronze doors of the Clothmen’s Hall. They paused on the threshold, adjusting their eyes to the dimmer light within. Glows punctuated the wall recesses and hung in clusters above the larger looms where the finer tapestries and fabrics were woven by mas-ter craftsmen. The pervading mood was one of quiet, purposeful industry.


    Before their eyes had adapted, however, a figure glided to them, with a polite, if curt, request for them to follow him.


    * * * *


    They were led to the right of the entrance, to a small office, curtained from the main hall. Their guide turned to them, his face visible in the wallglows. There was that air about him that marked him indefinably as a dragonman. But his face was lined deeply, one side seamed with old burnmarks. His eyes, sick with a hungry yearning, dominated his face. He blinked constantly.


    “I am now Lytol,” he said in a harsh voice.


    F’lar nodded acknowledgment.


    “You would be F’lar,” Lytol said, “and you, F’nor. You’ve both the look of your sire.”


    F’lar nodded again.


    Lytol swallowed convulsively, the muscles in his face twitching as the presence of dragonmen revived his awareness of exile. He essayed a smile.


    “Dragons in the sky! The news spread faster than Threads.”


    “Nemorth has a new queen.”


    “Jora dead?” Lytol asked concernedly, his face cleared of its nervous movement for a second.


    F’lar nodded.


    Lytol grimaced bitterly. “R’gul again, huh.” He stared off in the middle distance, his eyelids quiet but the muscles along his jaw took up the constant movement. “You’ve the High Reaches? All of them?” Lytol asked, turning back to the dragonman, a slight emphasis on “all.”


    F’lar gave an affirmative nod again.


    “You’ve seen the women.” Lytol’s disgust showed through the words. It was a statement, not a question, for he hurried on. “Well, there are no better in all the High Reaches,” and his tone expressed utmost disdain.


    “Fax likes his women comfortably fleshed and docile,” Lytol rattled on “Even the Lady Gemma has learned. It’d be different if he didn’t need her family’s support. Ah, it would be different indeed. So he keeps her pregnant, hoping to kill her in childbed one day. And he will. He will.”


    Lytol drew himself up, squaring his shoulders, turning full to the two dragonmen. His expression was vindictive, his voice low and tense.


    “Kill that tyrant, for the sake and safety of Pern. Of the Weyr. Of the queen. He only bides his time. He spreads discontent among the other lords. He”—Lytol’s laughter had an hysterical edge to it now—“he fancies himself as good as dragonmen.”


    “There are no candidates then in this Hold?” F’lar said, his voice sharp enough to cut through the man’s preoccupation with his curious theory.


    Lytol stared at the bronze rider. “Did I not say it?”


    “What of Ruath Hold?”


    * * * *


    Lytol stopped shaking his head and looked sharply at F’lar, his lips curling in a cunning smile. He laughed mirthlessly.


    “You think to find a Torene, or a Moreta, hidden at Ruath Hold in these times? Well, all of that Blood are dead. Fax’s blade was thirsty that day. He knew the truth of those harpers’ tales, that Ruathan lords gave full measure of hospitality to dragonmen and the Ruathan were a breed apart. There were, you know,” Lytol’s voice dropped to a confiding whisper, “exiled Weyrmen like myself in that Line.”


    F’lar nodded gravely, unable to contradict the man’s pitiful attempt at self-esteem.


    “No,” and Lytol chuckled softly. “Fax gets nothing from that Hold but trouble. And the women Fax used to take…” his laugh turned nasty in tone. “It is rumored he was impotent for months afterwards.”


    “Any families in the holdings with Weyr blood?”


    Lytol frowned, glanced surprised at F’lar. He rubbed the scarred side of his face thoughtfully.


    “There were,” he admitted slowly. “There were. But I doubt if any live on.” He thought a moment longer, then shook his head emphatically.


    F’lar shrugged.


    “I wish I had better news for you,” Lytol murmured.


    “No matter,” F’lar reassured him, one hand poised to part the hanging in the doorway.


    Lytol came up to him swiftly, his voice urgent.


    “Heed what I say, Fax is ambitious. Force R’gul, or whoever is Weyr-leader next, to keep watch on the High Reaches.”


    Lytol jabbed a finger in the direction of the Hold. “He scoffs openly at tales of the Threads. He taunts the harpers for the stupid nonsense of the old ballads and has banned from their repertoire all dragonlore. The new generation will grow up totally ignorant of duty, tradition and precaution.”


    Flar was not surprised to hear that on top of Lytol’s other disclosures. Yet the Red Star pulsed in the sky and the time was drawing near when they would hysterically reavow the old allegiances in fear for their very lives,


    “Have you been abroad in the early morning of late?” asked F’nor, grinning maliciously.


    “I have,” Lytol breathed out in a hushed, choked whisper. “I have…” A groan was wrenched from his guts and he whirled away from the dragonmen, his head bowed between hunched shoulders. “Go,” he said, gritting his teeth. And, as they hesitated, he pleaded, “Go!”


    F’lar walked quickly from the room, followed by Fnor. The bronze rider crossed the quiet dim Hall with long strides and exploded into the startling sunlight. His momentum took him into the center of the square. There he stopped so abruptly that F’nor, hard on his heels, nearly collided with him.


    “We will spend exactly the same time within the other Halls,” he announced in a tight voice, his face averted from F’nor’s eyes. F’lar’s throat was constricted. It was difficult, suddenly, for him to speak. He swallowed hard, several times.


    “To be dragonless…” murmured F’nor, pityingly. The encounter with Lytol had roiled his depths in a mournful way to which he was unaccustomed. That F’lar appeared equally shaken went far to dispel F’nor’s private opinion that his half-brother was incapable of emotion.


    “There is no other way once First Impression has been made. You know that,” F’lar roused himself to say curdy. He strode off to the Hall bearing the Leathermen’s device.


    The Hold is barred


    The Hall is bare.


    And men vanish.


    The soil is barren,


    The rock is bald.


    All hope banish.


    Lessa was shoveling ashes from the hearth when the agitated messenger staggered into the Great Hall. She made herself as inconspicuous as possible so the Warder would not dismiss her. She had contrived to be sent to the Great Hall that morning, knowing that the Warder intended to brutalize the Head Clothman for the shoddy quality of the goods readied for shipment to Fax.


    “Fax is coming! With dragonmen!” the man gasped out as he plunged into the dim Great Hall.


    The Warder, who had been about to lash the Head Clothman, turned, stunned, from his victim. The courier, a farmholder from the edge of Ruatha, stumbled up to the Warder, so excited with his message that he grabbed the Warder’s arm.


    “How dare you leave your Hold?” and the Warder aimed his lash at the astonished holder. The force of the first blow knocked the man from his feet. Yelping, he scrambled out of reach of a second lashing. “Dragonmen indeed! Fax? Ha! He shuns Ruatha. There!” The Warder punctuated each denial with another blow, kicking the helpless wretch for good measure, before he turned breathless to glare at the clothman and the two underwarders. “How did he get in here with such a threadbare lie?” The Warder stalked to the great door. It was flung open just as he reached out for the iron handle. The ashen-faced guard officer rushed in, nearly toppling the Warder.


    “Dragonmen! Dragons! All over Ruatha!” the man gibbered, arms flailing wildly. He, too, pulled at the Warder’s arm, dragging the stupefied official towards the outer courtyard, to bear out the truth of his statement.


    Lessa scooped up the last pile of ashes. Picking up her equipment, she slipped out of the Great Hall. There was a very pleased smile on her face under the screen of matted hair.


    A dragonman at Ruatha! She must somehow contrive to get Fax so humiliated, or so infuriated, that he would renounce his claim to the Hold, in the presence of a dragonman. Then she could claim her birthright.


    But she would have to be extraordinarily wary. Dragonriders were men apart. Anger did not cloud their intelligence. Greed did not sully their judgment. Fear did not dull their reactions. Let the dense-witted believe human sacrifice, unnatural lusts, insane revel. She was not so gullible. And those stories went against her grain. Dragonmen were still human and there was Weyr blood in her veins. It was the same color as that of anyone else; enough of hers had been spilled to prove that.


    She halted for a moment, catching a sudden shallow breath. Was this the danger she had sensed four days ago at dawn? The final encounter in her struggle to regain the Hold? No—there had been more to that portent than revenge.


    * * * *


    The ash bucket banged against her shins as she shuffled down the low ceilinged corridor to the stable door. Fax would find a cold welcome. She had laid no new fire on the hearth. Her laugh echoed back unpleasantly from the damp walls. She rested her bucket and propped her broom and shovel as she wrestled with the heavy bronze door that gave into the new stables.


    They had been built outside the cliff of Ruatha by Fax’s first Warder, a subtler man than all eight of his successors. He had achieved more than all the others and Lessa had honestly regretted the necessity of his death. But he would have made her revenge impossible. He would have caught her out before she had learned how to camouflage herself and her little interferences. What had his name been? She could not recall. Well, she regretted his death.


    The second man had been properly greedy and it had been easy to set up a pattern of misunderstanding between Warder and craftsmen. That one had been determined to squeeze all profit from Ruathan goods so that some of it would drop into his pocket before Fax suspected a shortage. The craftsmen who had begun to accept the skillful diplomacy of the first Warder bitterly resented the second’s grasping, highhanded ways. They resented the passing of the Old Line and, even more so, the way of its passing. They were unforgiving of the insult to Ruatha; its now secondary position in the High Reaches; and they resented the individual indignities that holders, craftsmen and farmers alike, suffered under the second Warder. It took little manipulation to arrange for matters at Ruatha to go from bad to worse.


    The second was replaced and his successor fared no better. He was caught diverting goods, the best of the goods at that. Fax had had him executed. His bony head still hung in the main firepit above the great Tower.


    The present incumbent had not been able to maintain the Hold in even the sorry condition in which he had assumed its management. Seemingly simple matters developed rapidly into disasters. Like the production of cloth…Contrary to his boasts to Fax, the quality had not improved, and the quantity had fallen off.


    Now Fax was here. And with dragonmen! Why dragonmen? The import of the question froze Lessa, and the heavy door closing behind her barked her heels painfully. Dragonmen used to be frequent visitors at Ruatha, that she knew, and even vaguely remembered. Those memories were like a harpers’ tale, told of someone else, not something within her own experience. She had limited her fierce attention to Ruatha only. She could not even recall the name of Queen or Weyr-woman from the instructions of her childhood, nor could she recall hearing mention of any queen or weyrwoman by anyone in the Hold these past ten Turns.


    Perhaps the dragonmen were finally going to call the lords of the Holds to task for the disgraceful show of greenery about the Holds. Well, Lessa was to blame for much of that in Ruatha but she defied even a dragonman to confront her with her guilt. Did all Ruatha fall to the Threads it would be better than remaining dependent to Fax! The heresy shocked Lessa even as she thought it.


    Wishing she could as easily unburden her conscience of such blasphemy, she ditched the ashes on the stable midden. There was a sudden change in air pressure around her. Then a fleeting shadow caused her to glance up.


    From behind the cliff above glided a dragon, its enormous wings spread to their fullest as he caught the morning updraft. Turning effortlessly, he descended. A second, a third, a full wing of dragons followed in soundless flight and patterned descent, graceful and awesome. The claxon rang belatedly from the Tower and from within the kitchen there issued the screams and shrieks of the terrified drudges.


    Lessa took cover. She ducked into the kitchen where she was instantly seized by the assistant cook and thrust with a buffet and a kick toward the sinks. There she was put to scrubbing grease-encrusted serving bowls with cleansing sand.


    The yelping canines were already lashed to the spitrun, turning a scrawny herdbeast that had been set to roast. The cook was ladling seasonings on the carcass, swearing at having to offer so poor a meal to so many guests, and some of them high-rank. Winter-dried fruits from the last scanty harvest had been set to soak and two of the oldest drudges were scraping roots.


    An apprentice cook was kneading bread; another, carefully spicing a sauce. Looking fixedly at him, she diverted his hand from one spice box to a less appropriate one as he gave a final shake to the concoction. She added too much wood to the wall oven, insuring ruin for the breads. She controlled the canines deftly, slowing one and speeding the other so that the meat would be underdone on one side, burned on the other. That the feast should be a fast, the food presented found inedible, was her whole intention.


    Above in the Hold, she had no doubt that certain other measures, undertaken at different times for this exact contingency, were being discovered.


    Her fingers bloodied from a beating, one of the Warder’s women came shrieking into the kitchen, hopeful of refuge there.


    “Insects have eaten the best blankets to shreds! And a canine who had littered on the best linens snarled at me as she gave suck! And the rushes are noxious, the best chambers full of debris driven in by the winter wind. Somebody left the shutters ajar. Just a tiny bit, but it was enough…” the woman wailed, clutching her hand to her breast and rocking back and forth.


    Lessa bent with great industry to shine the plates.


    Watch-wher, watch-wher,


    In your lair,


    Watch well, watch-wher!


    Who goes there?


    “The watch-wher is hiding something,” F’lar told F’nor as they consulted in the hastily cleaned Great Hall. The room delighted to hold the wintry chill although a generous fire now burned on the hearth.


    “It was but gibbering when Canth spoke to it,” Pnor remarked. He was leaning against the mantel, turning slightly from side to side to gather some warmth. He watched his wingleader’s impatient pacing.


    “Mnementh is calming it down,” F’lar replied. “He may be able to sort out the nightmare. The creature may be more senile than aware but…”


    “I doubt it,” Pnor concurred helpfully. He glanced with apprehension up at the webhung ceiling. He was certain he’d found most of the crawlers, but he didn’t fancy their sting. Not on top of the discomforts already experienced in this forsaken Hold. If the night stayed mild, he intended curling up with Canth on the heights. “That would be more reasonable than anything Fax or his Warder have suggested.”


    “Hm-m-m,” F’lar muttered, frowning at the brown rider.


    “Well, it’s unbelievable that Ruatha could have fallen to such disrepair in ten short Turns. Every dragon caught the feeling of power and it’s obvious the watch-wher has been tampered with. That takes a good deal of control.”


    “From someone of the Blood,” F’lar reminded him.


    F’nor shot his wingleader a quick look, wondering if he could possibly be serious in the light of all information to the contrary.


    “I grant you there is power here, F’lar,” F’nor conceded. “It could easily be a hidden male of the old Blood. But we need a female. And Fax made it plain, in his inimitable fashion, that he left none of the old Blood alive in the Hold the day he took it. No, no.” The brown rider shook his head, as if he could dispel the lack of faith in his wingleader’s curious insistence that the Search would end in Ruath with Ruathan blood.


    “That watch-wher is hiding something and only someone of the Blood of its Hold can arrange that,” F’lar said emphatically. He gestured around the Hall and towards the walls, bare of hangings. “Ruatha has been overcome. But she resists…Subtly. I say it points to the old Blood, and power. Not power alone.”


    The obstinate expression in F’lar’s eyes, the set of his jaw, suggested that F’nor seek another topic.


    “The pattern was well-flown today,” F’nor suggested tentatively. “Does a dragonman good to ride a flaming beast. Does the beast good, too. Keeps the digestive process in order.”


    F’lar nodded sober agreement “Let R’gul temporize as he chooses. It is fitting and proper to ride a fire-spouting beast and these holders need to be reminded of Weyr power.”


    “Right now, anything would help our prestige,” F’nor commented sourly. “What had Fax to say when he hailed you in the Pass?” F’nor knew his question was almost impertinent but if it were, F’lar would ignore it.


    F’lar’s slight smile was unpleasant and there was an ominous glint in his amber eyes.


    “We talked of rule and resistance.”


    “Did he not also draw on you?” F’nor asked.


    F’lar’s smile deepened. “Until he remembered I was dragonmounted.”


    “He’s considered a vicious fighter,” F’nor said.


    “I am at some disadvantage?” F’lar asked, turning sharply on his brown rider, his face too controlled.


    “To my knowledge, no,” F’nor reassured his leader quickly. Flar had tumbled every man in the Weyr, efficiently and easily. “But Fax kills often and without cause.”


    “And because we dragonmen do not seek blood, we are not to be feared as fighters?” snapped Flar. “Are you ashamed of your heritage?”


    “I? No!” F’nor sucked in his breath. “Nor any of our wing!” he added proudly. “But there is that in the attitude of the men in this progression of Fax’s that…that makes me wish some excuse to fight.”


    “As you observed today, Fax seeks some excuse. And,” Flar added thoughtfully, “there is something here in Ruatha that unnerves our noble overlord.”


    He caught sight of Lady Tela, whom Fax had so courteously assigned him for comfort during the progression, waving to him from the inner Hold portal.


    “A case in point. Fax’s Lady Tela is some three months gone.” F’nor frowned at that insult to his leader.


    “She giggles incessantly and appears so addlepated that one cannot decide whether she babbles out of ignorance or at Fax’s suggestion. As she has apparently not bathed all winter, and is not, in any case, my ideal, I have”—F’lar grinned maliciously—”deprived myself of her kind offices.”


    F’nor hastily cleared his throat and his expression as Lady Tela approached them. He caught the unappealing odor from the scarf or handkerchief she waved constantly. Dragonmen endured a great deal for the Weyr. He moved away, with apparent courtesy, to join the rest of the dragonmen entering the Hall.


    * * * *


    Flar turned with equal courtesy to Lady Tela as she jabbered away about the terrible condition of the rooms which Lady Gemma and the other ladies had been assigned.


    “The shutters, both sets, were ajar all winter long and you should have seen the trash on the floors. We finally got two of the drudges to sweep it all into the fireplace. And then that smoked something fearful ’til a man was sent up.” Lady Tela giggled. “He found the access blocked by a chimney stone fallen aslant. The rest of the chimney, for a wonder, was in good repair.”


    She waved her handkerchief. Flar held his breath as the gesture wafted an unappealing odor in his direction.


    He glanced up the Hall towards the inner Hold door and saw Lady Gemma descending, her steps slow and awkward. Some subtle difference about her gait attracted him and he stared at her, trying to identify it.


    “Oh, yes, poor Lady Gemma,” Lady Tela babbled, sighing deeply. ‘We are so concerned. Why Lord Fax insisted on her coming, I do not know. She is not near her time and yet…” The lighthead’s concern sounded sincere.


    F’lar’s incipient hatred for Fax and his brutality matured abruptly. He left his partner chattering to thin air and courteously extended his arm to Lady Gemma to support her down the steps and to the table. Only the brief tightening of her fingers on his forearm betrayed her gratitude. Her face was very white and drawn, the lines deeply etched around mouth and eyes, showing the effort she was expending.


    “Some attempt has been made, I see, to restore order to the Hall,” she remarked in a conversational tone.


    “Some,” F’lar admitted dryly, glancing around the grandly proportioned Hall, its rafter festooned with the webs of many Turns. The inhabitants of those gossamer nests dropped from time to time, with ripe splats, to the floor, onto the table and into the serving platters. Nothing replaced the old banners of the Ruathan Blood, which had been removed from the stark brown stone walls. Fresh rushes did obscure the greasy flagstones. The trestle tables appeared recently sanded and scraped, and the platters gleamed dully in the refreshed glows. Unfortunately, the brighter light was a mistake for it was much too unflattering.


    “This was such a graceful Hall,” Lady Gemma murmured for F’lar’s ears alone.


    “You were a friend?” he asked, politely.


    “Yes, in my youth,” her voice dropped expressively on the last word, evoking for F’lar a happier girlhood. “It was a noble line!”


    “Think you one might have escaped the sword?”


    Lady Gemma flashed him a startled look, then quickly composed her features, lest the exchange be noted. She gave a barely perceptible shake of her head and then shifted her awkward weight to take her place at the table. Graciously she inclined her head towards Flar, both dismissing and thanking him.


    F’lar returned to his own partner and placed her at the table on his left. As the only person of rank who would dine that night at Ruath Hold, Lady Gemma was seated on his right; Fax would be beyond her. The dragonmen and Fax’s upper soldiery would sit at the lower tables. No guildmen had been invited to Ruatha. Fax arrived just then with his current lady and two underleaders, the Warder bowing them effusively into the Hall. The man, F’lar noticed, kept a good distance from his overlord—as well a Warder might whose responsibility was in this sorry condition. F’lar flicked a crawler away. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Lady Gemma wince and shudder.


    * * * *


    Fax stamped up to the raised table, his face black with suppressed rage. He pulled back his chair roughly, slamming it into Lady Gemma’s before he seated himself. He pulled the chair to the table with a force that threatened to rock the none too stable trestle-top from its supporting legs. Scowling, he inspected his goblet and plate, fingering the surface, ready to throw them aside if they displeased him.


    “A roast and fresh bread, Lord Fax, and such fruits and roots as are left. Had I but known of your arrival, I could have sent to Crom for…”


    “Sent to Crom?” roared Fax, slamming the plate he was inspecting onto the table so forcefully the rim bent under his hands. The Warder winced again as if he himself had been maimed.


    “The day one of my Holds cannot support itself or the visit of its rightful overload, I shall renounce it.”


    Lady Gemma gasped. Simultaneously the dragons roared. F’lar felt the unmistakable surge of power. His eyes instinctively sought F’nor at the lower table. The brown rider—all the dragonmen—had experienced that inexplicable shaft of exultation.


    “What’s wrong, Dragonman?” snapped Fax.


    F’lar, affecting unconcern, stretched his legs under the table and assumed an indolent posture in the heavy chair.


    “Wrong?”


    “The dragons!”


    “Oh, nothing. They often roar…at the sunset, at a flock of passing wherries, at mealtimes,” and F’lar smiled amiably at the Lord of the High Reaches. Beside him his tablemate gave a squeak.


    “Mealtimes? Have they not been fed?”


    “Oh, yes. Five days ago.”


    “Oh. Five…days ago? And are they hungry…now?” Her voice trailed into a whisper of fear, her eyes grew round.


    “In a few days,” F’lar assured her. Under cover of his detached amusement, F’lar scanned the Hall. That surge had come from nearby. Either in the Hall or just outside. It must have been from within. It came so soon upon Fax’s speech that his words must have triggered it. And the power had had an indefinably feminine touch to it.


    One of Fax’s women? F’lar found that hard to credit. Mnementh had been close to all of them and none had shown a vestige of power. Much less, with the exception of Lady Gemma, any intelligence.


    One of the Hall women? So far he had seen only the sorry drudges and the aging females the Warder had as housekeepers. The Warder’s personal woman? He must discover if that man had one. One of the Hold guards’ women? F’lar suppressed an intense desire to rise and search.


    “You mount a guard?” he asked Fax casually.


    “Double at Ruath Hold!” he was told in a tight, hard voice, ground out from somewhere deep in Fax’s chest.


    “Here?” F’lar all but laughed out loud, gesturing around the sadly appointed chamber.


    “Here! Food!” Fax changed the subject with a roar.


    * * * *


    Five drudges, two of them women in brown-gray rags such that F’lar hoped they had had nothing to do with the preparation of the meal, staggered in under the emplattered herdbeast. No one with so much as a trace of power would sink to such depths, unless…


    The aroma that reached him as the platter was placed on the serving table distracted him. It reeked of singed bone and charred meat. The Warder frantically sharpened his tools as if a keen edge could somehow slice acceptable portions from this unlikely carcass.


    Lady Gemma caught her breath again and F’lar saw her hands curl tightly around the armrests. He saw the convulsive movement of her throat as she swallowed. He, too, did not look forward to this repast.


    The drudges reappeared with wooden trays of bread. Burnt crusts had been scraped and cut, in some places, from the loaves before serving. As other trays were borne in, F’lar tried to catch sight of the faces of the servitors. Matted hair obscured the face of the one who presented a dish of legumes swimming in greasy liquid. Revolted, F’lar poked through the legumes to find properly cooked portions to offer Lady Gemma. She waved them aside, her face ill-concealing her discomfort.


    As F’lar was about to turn and serve Lady Tela, he saw Lady Gemma’s hand clutch convulsively at the chair arms. He realized that she was not merely nauseated by the unappetizing food. She was seized with labor contractions.


    F’lar glanced in Fax’s direction. The overlord was scowling blackly at the attempts of the Warder to find edible portions of meat to serve.


    F’lar touched Lady Gemma’s arm with light fingers. She turned just enough to look at F’lar from the corner of her eye. She managed a socially correct half-smile.


    “I dare not leave just now, Lord F’lar. He is always dangerous at Ruatha. And it may only be false pangs.”


    F’lar was dubious as he saw another shudder pass through her frame. The woman would have been a fine weyrwoman, he thought ruefully, were she but younger.


    The Warder, his hands shaking, presented Fax the sliced meats. There were slivers of overdone flesh and portions of almost edible meats, but not much of either.


    One furious wave of Fax’s broad fist and the Warder had the plate, meats and juice, square in the face. Despite himself, F’lar sighed, for those undoubtedly constituted the only edible portions of the entire beast.


    “You call this food? You call this food?” Fax bellowed. His voice boomed back from the bare vault of the ceiling, shaking crawlers from their webs as the sound shattered the fragile strands. “Slop! Slop!”


    F’lar rapidly brushed crawlers from Lady Gemma who was helpless in the throes of a very strong contraction.


    “It’s all we had on such short notice,” the Warder squealed, juices streaking down his cheeks. Fax threw the goblet at him and the wine went streaming down the man’s chest. The steaming dish of roots followed and the man yelped as the hot liquid splashed over him. “My lord, my lord, had I but known!”


    “Obviously, Ruatha cannot support the visit of its Lord. You must renounce it,” F’lar heard himself saying.


    His shock at such words issuing from his mouth was as great as that of everyone else in the Hall. Silence fell, broken by the splat of falling crawlers and the drip of root liquid from the Warder’s shoulders to the rushes. The grating of Fax’s boot-heel was clearly audible as he swung slowly around to face the bronze rider.


    * * * *


    As F’lar conquered his own amazement and rapidly tried to predict what to do next to mend matters, he saw F’nor rise slowly to his feet, hand on dagger hilt.


    “I did not hear you correctly?” Fax asked, his face blank of all expression, his eyes snapping.


    Unable to comprehend how he could have uttered such an arrant challenge, F’lar managed to assume a languid pose.


    “You did mention,” he drawled, “that if any of your Holds could not support itself and the visit of its rightful overlord, you would renounce it.”


    Fax stared back at F’lar, his face a study of swiftly suppressed emotions, the glint of triumph dominant. F’lar, his face stiff with the forced expression of indifference, was casting swiftly about in his mind. In the name of the Egg, had he lost all sense of discretion?


    Pretending utter unconcern, he stabbed some vegetables onto his knife and began to munch on them. As he did so, he noticed F’nor glancing slowly around the Hall, scrutinizing everyone. Abruptly F’lar realized what had happened. Somehow, in making that statement, he, a dragonman, had responded to a covert use of the power. F’lar, the bronze rider, was being put into a position where he would have to fight Fax. Why? For what end? To get Fax to renounce the Hold? Incredible! But, there could be only one possible reason for such a turn of events. An exultation as sharp as pain swelled within F’lar. It was all he could do to maintain his pose of bored indifference, all he could do to turn his attention to thwarting Fax, should he press for a duel. A duel would serve no purpose. He, F’lar, had no time to waste on it.


    A groan escaped Lady Gemma and broke the eye-locked stance of the two antagonists. Irritated, Fax looked down at her, fist clenched and half-raised to strike her for her temerity in interrupting her lord and master. The contraction that contorted the swollen belly was as obvious as the woman’s pain. F’lar dared not look towards her but he wondered if she had deliberately groaned aloud to break the tension.


    Incredibly, Fax began to laugh. He threw back his head, showing big, stained teeth, and roared.


    “Aye, renounce it, in favor of her issue, if it is male…and lives!” he crowed, laughing raucously.


    “Heard and witnessed!” F’lar snapped, jumping to his feet and pointing to his riders. They were on their feet in the instant. “Heard and witnessed!” they averred in the traditional manner.


    With that movement, everyone began to babble at once in nervous relief. The other women, each reacting in her way to the imminence of birth, called orders to the servants and advice to each other. They converged towards Lady Gemma, hovering undecidedly out of Fax’s range, like silly wherries disturbed from their roosts. It was obvious they were torn between their fear of their lord and their desire to reach the laboring woman.


    He gathered their intentions as well as their reluctance and, still stridently laughing, knocked back his chair. He stepped over it, strode down to the meatstand and stood hacking off pieces with his knife, stuffing them, juice dripping, into his mouth without ceasing his guffawing.


    As F’lar bent towards Lady Gemma to assist her out of her chair, she grabbed his arm urgently. Their eyes met, hers clouded with pain. She pulled him closer.


    “He means to kill you, Bronze Rider. He loves to kill,” she whispered.


    “Dragonmen are not easily killed, but I am grateful to you,”


    “I do not want you killed,” she said, softly, biting at her lip. “We have so few bronze riders.”


    F’lar stared at her, startled. Did she, Fax’s lady, actually believe in the Old Laws?


    F’lar beckoned to two of the Warder’s men to carry her up into the Hold. He caught Lady Tela by the arm as she fluttered past him.


    “What do you need?”


    “Oh, oh,” she exclaimed, her face twisted with panic; she was distractedly wringing her hands, “Water, hot. Clean cloths. And a birthing-woman. Oh, yes, we must have a birthing-woman.”


    F’lar looked about for one of the Hold women, his glance sliding over the first disreputable figure who had started to mop up the spilled food. He signaled instead for the Warder and peremptorily ordered him to send for the woman. The Warder kicked at the drudge on the floor.


    “You…you! Whatever your name is, go get her from the craft-hold. You must know who she is.”


    The drudge evaded the parting kick the Warder aimed in her direction with a nimbleness at odds with her appearance of extreme age and decrepitude. She scurried across the Hall and out the kitchen door.


    Fax sliced and speared meat, occasionally bursting out with a louder bark of laughter as his inner thoughts amused him. F’lar sauntered down to the carcass and, without waiting for invitation from his host, began to carve neat slices also, beckoning his men over. Fax’s soldiers however, waited until their lord had eaten his fill.


    Lord of the Hold, your charge is sure


    In thick walls, metal doors and no verdure.


    Lessa sped from the Hall to summon the birthing-woman, seething with frustration. So close! So close! How could she come so close and yet fail? Fax should have challenged the dragonman. And the dragonman was strong and young, his face that of a fighter, stem and controlled. He should not have temporized. Was all honor dead in Pern, smothered by green grass?


    And why, oh why, had Lady Gemma chosen that precious moment to go into labor? If her groan hadn’t distracted Fax, the fight would have begun and not even Fax, for all his vaunted prowess as a vicious fighter, would have prevailed against a dragonman who had her—Lessa’s—support! The Hold must be secured to its rightful Blood again. Fax must not leave Ruatha, alive, again!


    Above her, on the High Tower, the great bronze dragon gave forth a weird croon, his many-faceted eyes sparkling in the gathering darkness.


    Unconsciously she silenced him as she would have done the watch-wher. Ah, that watch-wher. He had not come out of his den at her passing. She knew the dragons had been at him. She could hear him gibbering in panic.


    The slant of the road toward the crafthold lent impetus to her flying feet and she had to brace herself to a sliding stop at the birthing-woman’s stone threshold. She banged on the closed door and heard the frightened exclamation within.


    “A birth. A birth at the Hold,” Lessa cried.


    “A birth?” came the muffled cry and the latches were thrown up on the door. “At the Hold?”


    “Fax’s lady and, as you love life, hurry! For if it is male, it will be Ruatha’s own lord.”


    That ought to fetch her, thought Lessa, and in that instant, the door was flung open by the man of the house. Lessa could see the birthing-woman gathering up her things in haste, piling them into her shawl. Lessa hurried the woman out, up the steep road to the Hold, under the Tower gate, grabbing the woman as she tried to run at the sight of a dragon peering down at her. Lessa drew her into the Court and pushed her, resisting, into the Hall.


    The woman clutched at the inner door, balking at the sight of the gathering there. Lord Fax, his feet up on the trestle table, was paring his fingernails with his knife blade, still chuckling. The dragonmen in their wher-hide tunics, were eating quietly at one table while the soldiers were having their turn at the meat.


    The bronze rider noticed their entrance and pointed urgently towards the inner Hold. The birthing-woman seemed frozen to the spot. Lessa tugged futilely at her arm, urging her to cross the Hall. To her surprise, the bronze rider strode to them.


    “Go quickly, woman, Lady Gemma is before her time,” he said, frowning with concern, gesturing imperatively towards the Hold entrance. He caught her by the shoulder and led her, all unwilling, Lessa tugging away at her other arm.


    When they reached the stairs, he relinquished his grip, nodding to Lessa to escort her the rest of the way. Just as they reached the massive inner door, Lessa noticed how sharply the dragonman was looking at them—at her hand, on the birthing-woman’s arm. Warily, she glanced at her hand and saw it, as if it belonged to a stranger: the long fingers, shapely despite dirt and broken nails; her small hand, delicately boned, gracefully placed despite the urgency of the grip. She blurred it and hurried on.


    Honor those the dragons heed,


    In thought and favor, word and deed.


    Worlds are lost or worlds are saved


    By those dangers dragon-braved.


    Dragonman, avoid excess;


    Greed will bring the Weyr distress;


    To the ancient Laws adhere,


    Prospers thus the Dragonweyr.


    An unintelligible ululation raised the waiting men to their feet, startled from private meditations and the diversion of Bonethrows. Only Fax remained unmoved at the alarm, save that the slight sneer, which had settled on his face hours past, deepened to smug satisfaction.


    “Dead-ed-ed,” the tidings reverberated down the rocky corridors of the Hold. The weeping lady seemed to erupt out of the passage from the Inner Hold, flying down the steps to sink into an hysterical heap at Fax’s feet. “She’s dead. Lady Gemma is dead. There was too much blood. It was too soon. She was too old to bear more children.”


    F’lar couldn’t decide whether the woman was apologizing for, or exulting in, the woman’s death. She certainly couldn’t be criticizing her Lord for placing Lady Gemma in such peril. F’lar, however, was sincerely sorry at Gemma’s passing. She had been a brave, fine woman.


    And now, what would be Fax’s next move? F’lar caught F’nor’s identically quizzical glance and shrugged expressively.


    “The child lives!” a curiously distorted voice announced, penetrating the rising noise in the Great Hall. The words electrified the atmosphere. Every head slewed round sharply towards the portal to the Inner Hold where the drudge, a totally unexpected messenger, stood poised on the top step.


    “It is male!” This announcement rang triumphantly in the still Hall.


    Fax jerked himself to his feet, kicking aside the wailer at his feet, scowling ominously at the drudge. “What did you say, woman?”


    “The child lives. It is male,” the creature repeated, descending the stairs.


    Incredulity and rage suffused Fax’s face. His body seemed to coil up.


    “Ruatha has a new lord!” Staring intently at the overlord, she advanced, her mien purposeful, almost menacing.


    The tentative cheers of the Warder’s men were drowned by the roaring of the dragons.


    Fax erupted into action. He leaped across the intervening space, bellowing. Before Lessa could dodge, his fist crashed down across her face. She fell heavily to the stone floor, where she lay motionless, a bundle of dirty rags.


    “Hold, Fax!” F’lar’s voice broke the silence as the Lord of the High Reaches flexed his leg to kick her.


    Fax whirled, his hand automatically closing on his knife hilt.


    “It was heard and witnessed, Fax,” F’lar cautioned him, one hand outstretched in warning, “by dragonmen. Stand by your sworn and witnessed oath!”


    “Witnessed? By dragonmen?” cried Fax with a derisive laugh. “Dragonwomen, you mean,” he sneered, his eyes blazing with contempt, as he made one sweeping gesture of scorn.


    He was momentarily taken aback by the speed with which the bronze rider’s knife appeared in his hand.


    “Dragonwomen?” F’lar queried, his lips curling back over his teeth, his voice dangerously soft. Glowlight flickered off his circling knife as he advanced on Fax.


    “Women! Parasites on Pern. The Weyr power is over. Over!” Fax roared, leaping forward to land in a combat crouch.


    The two antagonists were dimly aware of the scurry behind them, of tables pulled roughly aside to give the duelists space. F’lar could spare no glance at the crumpled form of the drudge. Yet he was sure, through and beyond instinct sure, that she was the source of power. He had felt it as she entered the room. The dragons’ roaring confirmed it. If that fall had killed her…He advanced on Fax, leaping high to avoid the slashing blade as Fax unwound from the crouch with a powerful lunge.


    F’lar evaded the attack easily, noticing his opponent’s reach, deciding he had a slight advantage there. But not much. Fax had had much more actual hand-to-hand killing experience than had he whose duels had always ended at first blood on the practice floor. F’lar made due note to avoid closing with the burly lord. The man was heavy-chested, dangerous from sheer mass. F’lar must use agility as his weapon, not brute strength.


    Fax feinted, testing F’lar for weakness, or indiscretion. The two crouched, facing each other across six feet of space, knife hands weaving, their free hands, spread-fingered, ready to grab.


    Again Fax pressed the attack. F’lar allowed him to close, just near enough to dodge away with a back-handed swipe. Fabric ripped under the tip of his knife. He heard Fax snarl. The overlord was faster on his feet than his bulk suggested and F’lar had to dodge a second time, feeling Fax’s knife score his wher-hide jerkin.


    Grimly the two circled, each looking for an opening in the other’s defense. Fax plowed in, trying to corner the lighter, faster man between raised platform and wall.


    F’lar countered, ducking low under Fax’s flailing arm, slashing obliquely across Fax’s side. The overlord caught at him, yanking savagely, and F’lar was trapped against the other man’s side, straining desperately with his left hand to keep the knife arm up. F’lar brought up his knee, and ducked away as Fax gasped and buckled from the pain in his groin, but Fax struck in passing. Sudden fire laced F’lar’s left shoulder.


    Fax’s face was red with anger and he wheezed from pain and shock. But the infuriated lord straightened up and charged. F’lar was forced to sidestep quickly before Fax could close with him. F’lar put the meat table between them, circling warily, flexing his shoulder to assess the extent of the knife’s slash. It was painful, but the arm could be used.


    Suddenly Fax scooped up some fatty scraps from the meat tray and hurled them at F’lar. The dragonman ducked and Fax came around the table with a rush. F’lar leaped sideways. Fax’s flashing blade came within inches of his abdomen, as his own knife sliced down the outside of Fax’s arm. Instantly the two pivoted to face each other again, but Fax’s left arm hung limply at his side.


    F’lar darted in, pressing his luck as the Lord of the High Reaches staggered. But F’lar misjudged the man’s condition and suffered a terrific kick in the side as he tried to dodge under the feinting knife. Doubled with pain, F’lar rolled frantically away from his charging adversary. Fax was lurching forward, trying to fall on him, to pin the lighter dragonman down for a final thrust. Somehow F’lar got to his feet, attempting to straighten to meet Fax’s stumbling charge. His very position saved him. Fax overreached his mark and staggered off balance. F’lar brought his right hand over with as much strength as he could muster and his blade plunged through Fax’s unprotected back until he felt the point stick in the chest plate.


    The defeated lord fell flat to the flagstones. The force of his descent dislodged the dagger from his chestbone and an inch of bloody blade re-emerged.


    F’lar stared down at the dead man. There was no pleasure in killing, he realized, only relief that he himself was still alive. He wiped his forehead on his sleeve and forced himself erect, his side throbbing with the pain of that last kick and his left shoulder burning. He half-stumbled to the drudge, still sprawled where she had fallen.


    He gently turned her over, noting the terrible bruise spreading across her cheek under the dirty skin. He heard F’nor take command of the tumult in the Hall.


    The dragonman laid a hand, trembling in spite of an effort to control himself, on the woman’s breast to feel for a heartbeat…It was there, slow but strong.


    A deep sigh escaped him for either blow or fall could have proved fatal. Fatal, perhaps, for Pern as well.


    Relief was colored with disgust. There was no telling under the filth how old this creature might be. He raised her in his arms, her light body no burden even to his battle-weary strength. Knowing F’nor would handle any trouble efficiently, F’lar carried the drudge to his own chamber.


    Putting the body on the high bed, he stirred up the fire and added more glows to the bedside bracket. His gorge rose at the thought of touching the filthy mat of hair but nonetheless and gently, he pushed it back from the face, turning the head this way and that. The features were small, regular. One arm, clear of rags, was reasonably clean above the elbow but marred by bruises and old scars. The skin was firm and unwrinkled. The hands, when he took them in his, were filthy but well-shaped and delicately boned.


    F’lar began to smile. Yes, she had blurred that hand so skillfully that he had actually doubted what he had first seen. And yes, beneath grime and grease, she was young. Young enough for the Weyr. And no bom drab. There was no taint of common blood here. It was pure, no matter whose the line, and he rather thought she was indeed Ruathan. One who had by some unknown agency escaped the massacre ten Turns ago and bided her time for revenge. Why else force Fax to renounce the Hold?


    Delighted and fascinated by this unexpected luck, F’lar reached out to tear the dress from the unconscious body and found himself constrained not to. The girl had roused. Her great, hungry eyes fastened on his, not fearful or expectant; wary.


    A subtle change occurred in her face. F’lar watched, his smile deepening, as she shifted her regular features into an illusion of disagreeable ugliness and great age.


    “Trying to confuse a dragonman, girl?” he chuckled. He made no further move to touch her but settled against the great carved post of the bed. He crossed his arms sternly on his chest, thought better of it immediately, and eased his sore arm. “Your name, girl, and rank, too.” She drew herself upright slowly against the headboard, her features no longer blurred. They faced each other across the high bed.


    “Fax?”


    “Dead. Your name!”


    A look of exulting triumph flooded her face. She slipped from the bed, standing unexpectedly tall. “Then I reclaim my own. I am of the Ruathan Blood. I claim Ruath,” she announced in a ringing voice.


    F’lar stared at her a moment, delighted with her proud bearing. Then he threw back his head and laughed.


    “This? This crumbling head?” He could not help but mock the disparity between her manner and her dress. “Oh, no. Besides, Lady, we dragonmen heard and witnessed Fax’s oath renouncing the Hold in favor of his heir. Shall I challenge the babe, too, for you? And choke him with his swaddling cloths?”


    Her eyes flashed, her lips parted in a terrible smile.


    “There is no heir. Gemma died, the babe unborn. I lied.”


    “Lied?” F’lar demanded, angry.


    “Yes,” she taunted him with a toss of her chin. “I lied. There was no babe born. I merely wanted to be sure you challenged Fax.”


    He grabbed her wrist, stung that he had twice fallen to her prodding.


    “You provoked a dragonman to fight? To kill? When he is on Search?”


    “Search? Why should I care about a Search? I’ve Ruatha as my Hold again. For ten Turns, I have worked and waited, schemed and suffered, for that. What could your Search mean to me?”


    F’lar wanted to stake that look of haughty contempt from her face He twisted her arm savagely, bringing her to his feet before he released his grip. She laughed at him, and scuttled to one side. She was on her feet and out the door before he could give chase.


    Swearing to himself, he raced down the rocky corridors, knowing she would have to make for the Hall to get out of the Hold. However, when he reached the Hall, there was no sign of her fleeing figure among those still loitering.


    “Has that creature come this way?” he called to F’nor who was, by chance, standing by the door to the Court.


    “No. Is she the source of power after all?”


    “Yes, she is,” F’lar answered, galled all the more. “And Ruathan Blood at that!”


    “Oh ho! Does she depose the babe, then?” F’nor asked, gesturing towards the birthing-woman who occupied a seat close to the now blazing hearth.


    * * * *


    F’lar paused, about to return to search the Hold’s myriad passages. He stared, momentarily confused, at this brown rider.


    “Babe? What babe?”


    “The male child Lady Gemma bore,” F’nor replied, surprised by F’lar’s uncomprehending look.


    “It lives?”


    “Yes. A strong babe, the woman says, for all that he was premature and taken forcibly from his dead dame’s belly.”


    F’lar threw back his head with a shout of laughter. For all her scheming, she had been outdone by truth.


    At that moment, he heard Mnementh roar in unmistakable elation and the curious warble of other dragons.


    “Mnementh has caught her,” F’lar cried, grinning with jubilation. He strode down the steps, past the body of the former Lord of the High Reaches and out into the main court.


    He saw that the bronze dragon was gone from his Tower perch and called him. An agitation drew his eyes upward. He saw Mnementh spiraling down into the Court, his front paws clasping something. Mnementh informed F’lar that he had seen her climbing from one of the high windows and had simply plucked her from the ledge, knowing the dragonman sought her. The bronze dragon settled awkwardly onto his hind legs, his wings working to keep him balanced. Carefully he set the girl on her feet and formed a precise cage around her with his huge talons. She stood motionless within that circle, her face toward the wedge-shaped head that swayed above her.


    The watch-wher, shrieking terror, anger and hatred, was lunging violently to the end of its chain, trying to come to Lessa’s aid. It grabbed at F’lar as he strode to the two.


    “You’ve courage enough, girl,” he admitted, resting one hand casually on Mnementh’s upper claw. Mnementh was enormously pleased with himself and swiveled his head down for his eye ridges to be scratched.


    “You did not lie, you know,” F’lar said, unable to resist taunting the girl.


    Slowly she turned towards him, her face impassive. She was not afraid of dragons, F’lar realized with approval.


    “The babe lives. And it is male.”


    She could not control her dismay and her shoulders sagged briefly before she pulled herself erect.


    “Ruatha is mine,” she insisted in a tense low voice.


    “Aye, and it would have been, had you approached me directly when the wing arrived here.”


    Her eyes widened. “What do you mean?”


    “A dragonman may champion anyone whose grievance is just. By the time we reached Ruath Hold, I was quite ready to challenge Fax given any reasonable cause, despite the Search.” This was not the whole truth but F’lar must teach this girl the folly of trying to control dragonmen. “Had you paid any attention to your harper’s songs, you’d know your rights. And,” F’lar’s voice held a vindictive edge that surprised him, “Lady Gemma might not now lie dead. She suffered far more at that tyrant’s hand than you.”


    Something in her manner told him that she regretted Lady Gemma’s death, that it had affected her deeply.


    “What good is Ruatha to you now?” he demanded, a broad sweep of his arm taking in the ruined court yard and the Hold, the entire unproductive valley of Ruatha. “You have indeed accomplished your ends; a profitless conquest and its conqueror’s death.” F’lar snorted: “All seven Holds will revert to their legitimate Blood, and time they did. One Hold, one lord. Of course, you might have to fight others, infected with Fax’s greed. Could you hold Ruatha against attack…now…in her decline?”


    “Ruatha is mine!”


    “Ruatha?” F’lar’s laugh was derisive. “When you could be Weyrwoman?”


    “Weyrwoman?” she breathed, staring at him.


    “Yes, little fool. I said I rode in Search…it’s about time you attended to more than Ruatha. And the object of my Search is…you!”


    She stared at the finger he pointed at her as if it were dangerous.


    “By the First Egg, girl, you’ve power in you to spare when you can turn a dragonman, all unwitting, to do your bidding. Ah, but never again, for now I am on guard against you.”


    Mnementh crooned approvingly, the sound a soft rumble in his throat. He arched his neck so that one eye was turned directly on the girl, gleaming in the darkness of the court.


    F’lar noticed with detached pride that she neither flinched nor blanched at the proximity of an eye greater than her own head.


    “He likes to have his eye ridges scratched,” F’lar remarked in a friendly tone, changing tactics.


    “I know,” she said softly and reached out a hand to do that service.


    “Nemorth’s queen,” F’lar continued, “is close to death. This time we must have a strong Weyrwoman.”


    ‘This time—the Red Star?” the girl gasped, turning frightened eyes to F’lar.


    “You understand what it means?”


    “There is danger…” she began in a bare whisper, glancing apprehensively eastward.


    * * * *


    F’lar did not question by what miracle she appreciated the imminence of danger. He had every intention of taking her to the Weyr by sheer force if necessary. But something within him wanted very much for her to accept the challenge voluntarily. A rebellious Weyrwoman would be even more dangerous than a stupid one. This girl had too much power and was too used to guile and strategy. It would be a calamity to antagonize her with injudicious handling.


    “There is danger for all Pern. Not just Ruatha,” he said, allowing a note of entreaty to creep into his voice. “And you are needed. Not by Ruatha,” a wave of his hand dismissed that consideration as a negligible one compared to the total picture. “We are doomed without a strong Weyrwoman. Without you.”


    “Gemma kept saying all the bronze riders were needed,” she murmured in a dazed whisper.


    What did she mean by that statement? F’lar frowned. Had she heard a word he had said? He pressed his argument, certain only that he had already struck one responsive chord.


    “You’ve won here. Let the babe,” he saw her startled rejection of that idea and ruthlessly qualified it, “…Gemma’s babe…be reared at Ruatha. You have command of all the Holds as Weyrwoman, not ruined Ruatha alone. You’ve accomplished Fax’s death. Leave off vengeance.”


    She stared at F’lar with wonder, absorbing his words.


    “I never thought beyond Fax’s death,” she admitted slowly. “I never thought what should happen then.”


    Her confusion was almost childlike and struck F’lar forcibly. He had had no time, or desire, to consider her prodigious accomplishment. Now he realized some measure of her indomitable character. She could not have been much over ten Turns of age herself when Fax had murdered her family. Yet somehow, so young, she had set herself a goal and managed to survive both brutality and detection long enough to secure the usurper’s death. What a Weyrwoman she would be! In the tradition of those of Ruathan blood. The light of the paler moon made her look young and vulnerable and almost pretty.


    “You can be Weyrwoman,” he insisted gently.


    “Weyrwoman,” she breathed, incredulous, and gazed round the inner court bathed in soft moonlight. He thought she wavered.


    “Or perhaps you enjoy rags?” he said, making his voice harsh, mocking. “And matted hair, dirty feet and cracked hands? Sleeping in straw, eating rinds? You are young…that is, I assume you are young,” and his voice was frankly skeptical. She glared at him, her lips firmly pressed together. “Is this the be-all and end-all of your ambition? What are you that this little corner of the great world is all you want?” He paused and with utter contempt added, “The blood of Ruatha has thinned, I see. You’re afraid!”


    “I am Lessa, daughter of the Lord of Ruath,” she countered, stung. She drew herself erect. Her eyes flashed. “I am afraid of nothing!”


    F’lar contented himself with a slight smile.


    Mnementh, however, threw up his head, and stretched out his sinuous neck to its whole length. His full-throated peal rang out down the valley. The bronze communicated his awareness to F’lar that Lessa had accepted the challenge. The other dragons answered back, their warbles shriller than Mnementh’s bellow. The watch-wher which had cowered at the end of its chain lifted its voice in a thin, unnerving screech until the Hold emptied of its startled occupants.


    “F’nor,” the bronze rider called, waving his wingleader to him. “Leave half the flight to guard the Hold. Some nearby lord might think to emulate Fax’s example. Send one rider to the High Reaches with the glad news. You go directly to the Cloth Hall and speak to L’to…Lytol.” F’lar grinned. “I think he would make an exemplary Warder and Lord Surrogate for this Hold in the name of the Weyr and the babe.”


    The brown rider’s face expressed enthusiasm for his mission as he began to comprehend his leader’s intentions. With Fax dead and Ruatha under the protection of dragonmen, particularly that same one who had dispatched Fax, the Hold would have wise management.


    “She caused Ruatha’s deterioration?” he asked.


    “And nearly ours with her machinations,” F’lar replied but having found the admirable object of his Search, he could now be magnanimous. “Suppress your exultation, brother,” he advised quickly as he took note of F’nor’s expression. “The new queen must also be Impressed.”


    “I’ll settle arrangements here. Lytol is an excellent choice,” F’nor said.


    “Who is this Lytol?” demanded Lessa pointedly. She had twisted the mass of filthy hair back from her face. In the moonlight the dirt was less noticeable. F’lar caught F’nor looking at her with an all too easily read expression. He signaled F’nor, with a peremptory gesture, to carry out his orders without delay.


    * * * *


    “Lytol is a dragonless man,” F’lar told the girl, “no friend to Fax. He will ward the Hold well and it will prosper.” He added persuasively with a quelling stare full on her. “Won’t it?”


    She regarded him somberly, without answering, until he chuckled softly at her discomfiture.


    “We’ll return to the Weyr,” he announced, proffering a hand to guide her to Mnementh’s side.


    The bronze one had extended his head toward the watch-wher who now lay panting on the ground, its chain limp in the dust.


    “Oh,” Lessa sighed, and dropped beside the grotesque beast. It raised its head slowly, lurring piteously.


    “Mnementh says it is very old and soon will sleep itself to death.”


    Lessa cradled the bestial head in her arms, scratching it behind the ears.


    “Come, Lessa of Pern,” F’lar said, impatient to be up and away.


    She rose slowly but obediently. “It saved me. It knew me.”


    “It knows it did well,” F’lar assured her, brusquely, wondering at such an uncharacteristic show of sentiment in her.


    He took her hand again, to help her to her feet and lead her back to Mnementh. As they turned, he glimpsed the watch-wher, launching itself at a dead run after Lessa. The chain, however, held fast. The beast’s neck broke, with a sickeningly audible snap.


    Lessa was on her knees in an instant, cradling the repulsive head in her arms.


    “Why, you foolish thing, why?” she asked in a stunned whisper as the light in the beast’s green-gold eyes dimmed and died out.


    Mnementh informed F’lar that the creature had lived this long only to preserve the Ruathan line. At Lessa’s imminent departure, it had welcomed death.


    A convulsive shudder went through Lessa’s slim body. F’lar watched as she undid the heavy buckle that fastened the metal collar about the watch-wher’s neck. She threw the tether away with a violent motion. Tenderly she laid the watch-wher on the cobbles. With one last caress to the clipped wings, she rose in a fluid movement and walked resolutely to Mnementh without a single backward glance. She stepped calmly to the dragon’s raised leg and seated herself, as F’lar directed, on the great neck.


    F’lar glanced around the courtyard at the remainder of his wing which had reformed there. The Hold folk had retreated back into the safety of the Great Hall. When his wingmen were all astride, he vaulted to Mnementh’s neck, behind the girl.


    “Hold tightly to my arms,” he ordered her as he took hold of the smallest neck ridge and gave the command to fly.


    Her fingers closed spasmodically around his forearm as the great bronze dragon took off, the enormous wings working to achieve height from the vertical takeoff. Mnementh preferred to fall into flight from a cliff or tower. Like all dragons, he tended to indolence. F’lar glanced behind him, saw the other dragonmen form the flight line, spread out to cover those still on guard at Ruatha Hold.


    When they had reached a sufficient altitude, he told Mnementh to transfer, going between to the Weyr.


    Only a gasp indicated the girl’s astonishment as they hung between. Accustomed as he was to the sting of the profound cold, to the awesome utter lack of light and sound, F’lar still found the sensations unnerving. Yet the uncommon transfer spanned no more time than it took to cough thrice.


    Mnementh rumbled approval of this candidate’s calm reaction as they flicked out of the eerie between.


    And then they were above the Weyr, Mnementh setting his wings to glide in the bright daylight, half a world away from night-time Ruatha.


    * * * *


    As they circled above the great stony trough of the Weyr, F’lar peered at Lessa’s face, pleased with the delight mirrored there; she showed no trace of fear as they hung a thousand lengths above the high Benden mountain range. Then, as the seven dragons roared their incoming cry, an incredulous smile lit her face.


    The other wingmen dropped into a wide spiral, down, down while Mnementh elected to descend in lazy circles. The dragonmen peeled off smartly and dropped, each to his own tier in the caves of the Weyr. Mnementh finally completed his leisurely approach to their quarters whistling shrilly to himself as he braked his forward speed with a twist of his wings, dropping lightly at last to the ledge. He crouched as F’lar swung the girl to the rough rock, scored from thousands of clawed landings.


    “This leads only to our quarters,” he told her as they entered the corridor, vaulted and wide for the easy passage of great bronze dragons.


    As they reached the huge natural cavern that had been his since Mnementh achieved maturity, F’lar looked about him with eyes fresh from his first prolonged absence from the Weyr. The huge chamber was unquestionably big, certainly larger than most of the halls he had visited in Fax’s procession. Those halls were intended as gathering places for men, not the habitations of dragons. But suddenly he saw his own quarters were nearly as shabby as all Ruatha. Benden was, of a certainty, one of the oldest dragonweyrs, as Ruatha was one of the oldest Holds, but that excused nothing. How many dragons had bedded in that hollow to make solid rock conform to dragon proportions! How many feet had worn the path past the dragon’s weyr into the sleeping chamber, to the bathing room beyond where the natural warm spring provided everfresh water! But the wall hangings were faded and unraveling and there were grease stains on lintel and floor that should be sanded away.


    He noticed the wary expression on Lessa’s face as he paused in the sleeping room.


    “I must feed Mnementh immediately. So you may bathe first,” he said, rummaging in a chest and finding clean clothes for her, discards of other previous occupants of his quarters, but far more presentable than her present covering. He carefully laid back m the chest the white wool robe that was traditional Impression garb. She would wear that later. He tossed several garments at her feet and a bag of sweetsand, gesturing to the hanging that obscured the way to the bath.


    He left her, then, the clothes in a heap at her feet, for she made no effort to catch anything.


    Mnementh informed him that F’nor was feeding Canth and that he, Mnementh, was hungry, too. She didn’t trust F’lar but she wasn’t afraid of himself.


    “Why should she be afraid of you?” F’lar asked. “You’re cousin to the watch-wher who was her only friend.”


    Mnementh informed F’lar that he, a fully matured bronze dragon, was no relation to any scrawny, crawling, chained, and wing-clipped watch-wher.


    F’lar, pleased at having been able to tease the bronze one, chuckled to himself. With great dignity, Mnementh curved down to the feeding ground.


    Ey the Golden Egg of Faranth


    By the Weyrwoman wise and true,


    Breed a flight of bronze and brown wings,


    Breed a flight of green and blue.


    Breed riders, strong and daring,


    Dragon-laving, born as hatched,


    Flight of hundreds soaring skyward,


    Man and dragon fully matched.


    Lessa waited until the sound of the dragonmen’s footsteps proved he had really gone away. She rushed quickly through the big cavern, heard the scrape of claw and the whoosh of the mighty wings. She raced down the short passageway, right to the edge of the yawning entrance. There was the bronze dragon circling down to the wider end of the mile-long barren oval that was Benden Weyr. She had heard of the Weyrs, as any Pernese had, but to be in one was quite a different matter.


    She peered up, around, down that sheer rock face. There was no way off but by dragon wing. The nearest cave mouths were an unhandy distance above her, to one side, below her on the other, She was neatly secluded here.


    Weyrwoman, he had told her. His woman? In his weyr? Was that what he had meant? No, that was not the impression she got from the dragon. It occurred to her, suddenly, that it was odd she had understood the dragon. Were common folk able to? Or was it the dragonman blood in her line? At all events, Mnementh had inferred something greater, some special rank. She remembered vaguely that, when dragon-men went on Search, they looked for certain women. Ah, certain women. She was one, then, of several contenders. Yet the bronze rider had offered her the position as if she and she, alone, qualified. He had his own generous portion of conceit, that one, Lessa decided. Arrogant he was, though not a bully like Fax.


    She could see the bronze dragon swoop down to the running herd-beasts, saw the strike, saw the dragon wheel up to settle on a far ledge to feed. Instinctively she drew back from the opening, back into the dark and relative safety of the corridor.


    The feeding dragon evoked scores of horrid tales. Tales at which she had scoffed but now…Was it true, then, that dragons did eat human flesh? Did…Lessa halted that trend of thought. Dragonkind was no less cruel than mankind. The dragon, at least, acted from bestial need rather than bestial greed.


    Assured that the dragonman would be occupied a while, she crossed the larger cave into the sleeping room. She scooped up the clothing and the bag of cleansing sand and proceeded to the bathing room.


    To be clean! To be completely clean and to be able to stay that way. With distaste, she stripped off the remains of the rags, kicking them to one side. She made a soft mud with the sweetsand and scrubbed her entire body until she drew blood from various half-healed cuts. Then she jumped into the pool, gasping as the warm water made the sweet-sand foam in the lacerations.


    It was a ritual cleansing of more than surface soil. The luxury of cleanliness was ecstasy.


    Finally satisfied she was as clean as one long soaking could make her, she left the pool, reluctantly. Wringing out her hair she tucked it up on her head as she dried herself. She shook out the clothing and held one garment against her experimentally. The fabric, a soft green, felt smooth under her water-shrunken fingers, although the nap caught on her roughened hands. She pulled it over her head. It was loose but the darker-green over-tunic had a sash which she pulled in tight at the waist. The unusual sensation of softness against her bare skin made her wriggle with voluptuous pleasure. The skirt, no longer a ragged hem of tatters, swirled heavily around her ankles. She smiled. She took up a fresh drying cloth and began to work on her hair.


    A muted sound came to her ears and she stopped, hands poised, head bent to one side. Straining, she listened. Yes, there were sounds without. The dragonman and his beasts must have returned. She grimaced to herself with annoyance at his untimely interruption and rubbed harder at her hair. She ran fingers through the half-dry tangles, the motions arrested as she encountered snarls. Vexed, she rummaged on the shelves until she found, as she had hoped to, a coarse-toothed metal comb.


    Dry, her hair had a life of its own suddenly, crackling about her hands and clinging to face and comb and dress. It was difficult to get the silky stuff under control. And her hair was longer than she had thought, for, clean and unmatted, it fell to her waist—when it did not cling to her hands.


    She paused, listening, and heard no sound at all. Apprehensively, she stepped to the curtain and glanced warily into the sleeping room. It was empty. She listened and caught the perceptible thoughts of the sleepy dragon. Well, she would rather meet the man in the presence of a sleepy dragon than in a sleeping room. She started across the floor and, out of the corner of her eye, caught sight of a strange woman as she passed a polished piece of metal hanging on the wall.


    Amazed, she stopped short, staring, incredulous, at the face the metal reflected. Only when she put her hands to her prominent cheekbones in a gesture of involuntary surprise and the reflection imitated the gesture, did she realize she looked at herself.


    Why, that girl in the reflector was prettier than Lady Tela, than the clothman’s daughter! But so thin. Her hands of their own volition dropped to her neck, to the protruding collarbones, to her breasts which did not entirely accord with the gauntness of the rest of her. The dress was too large for her frame, she noted with an unexpected emergence of conceit born in that instant of delighted appraisal. And her hair…it stood out around her head like an aureole. It wouldn’t lie contained. She smoothed it down with impatient fingers, automatically bringing locks forward to hang around her face. As she irritably pushed them back, dismissing a need for disguise, the hair drifted up again.


    * * * *


    A slight sound, the scrape of a boot against stone, caught her back from her bemusement. She waited, momentarily expecting him to appear. She was suddenly timid. With her face bare to the world, her hair behind her ears, her body outlined by a clinging fabric, she was stripped of her accustomed anonymity and was, therefore, in her estimation, vulnerable.


    She controlled the desire to run away—the irrational fear. Observing herself in the looking metal, she drew her shoulders back, tilted her head high, chin up; the movement caused her hair to crackle and cling and shift about her head. She was Lessa of Ruatha, of a fine old Blood. She no longer needed artifice to preserve herself; she must stand proudly bare-faced before the world…and that dragonman.


    Resolutely she crossed the room, pushing aside the hanging on the doorway to the great cavern.


    He was there, beside the head of the dragon, scratching its eye ridges, a curiously tender expression on his face. The tableau was at variance with all she had heard of dragonmen.


    She had, of course, heard of the strange affinity between rider and dragon but this was the first time she realized that love was part of that bond. Or that this reserved, cold man was capable of such deep emotion.


    He turned slowly, as if loath to leave the bronze beast. He caught sight of her and pivoted completely round, his eyes intense as he took note of her altered appearance. With quick, light steps, he closed the distance between them and ushered her back into the sleeping room, one strong hand holding her by the elbow.


    “Mnementh has fed lightly and will need quiet to rest,” he said in a low voice. He pulled the heavy hanging into place across the opening.


    Then he held her away from him, turning her this way and that, scrutinizing her closely, curious and slightly surprised.


    “You wash up…pretty, yes, almost pretty,” he said, amused condescension in his voice. She pulled roughly away from him, piqued. His low laugh mocked her. “After all, how could one guess what was under the grime of…ten full Turns?”


    At length he said, “No matter. We must eat and I shall require your services.” At her startled exclamation, he turned, grinning maliciously now as his movement revealed the caked blood on his left sleeve. “The least you can do is bathe wounds honorably received fighting your battle.”


    He pushed aside a portion of the drape that curtained the inner wall. “Food for two!” he roared down a black gap in the sheer stone.


    She heard a subterranean echo far below as his voice resounded down what must be a long shaft.


    “Nemorth is nearly rigid,” he was saying as he took supplies from another drape-hidden shelf, “and the Hatching will soon begin anyhow.”


    A coldness settled in Lessa’s stomach at the mention of a Hatching. The mildest tales she had heard about that part of dragonlore were chilling, the worst dismayingly macabre. She took the things he handed her numbly.


    “What? Frightened?” the dragonman taunted, pausing as he stripped off his torn and bloodied shirt.


    With a shake of her head, Lessa turned her attention to the wide-shouldered, well-muscled back he presented her, the paler skin of his body decorated with random bloody streaks. Fresh blood welled from the point of his shoulder for the removal of his shirt had broken the tender scabs.


    “I will need water,” she said and saw she had a flat pan among the items he had given her. She went swiftly to the pool for water, wondering how she had come to agree to venture so far from Ruatha. Ruined though it was, it had been hers and was familiar to her from Tower to deep cellar. At the moment the idea had been proposed and insidiously prosecuted by the dragonman, she had felt capable of anything, having achieved, at last, Fax’s death. Now, it was all she could do to keep the water from slopping out of the pan that shook unaccountably in her hands.


    She forced herself to deal only with the wound. It was a nasty gash, deep where the point had entered and torn downward in a gradually shallower slice. His skin felt smooth under her fingers as she cleansed the wound. In spite of herself, she noticed the masculine odor of him, compounded not unpleasantly of sweat, leather, and an unusual muskiness which must be from close association with dragons.


    She stood back when she had finished her ministration. He flexed his arm experimentally in the constricting bandage and the motion set the muscles rippling along side and back.


    When he faced her, his eyes were dark and thoughtful.


    “Gently done. My thanks.” His smile was ironic.


    She backed away as he rose but he only went to the chest to take out a clean, white shirt.


    * * * *


    A muted rumble sounded, growing quickly louder.


    Dragons roaring? Lessa wondered, trying to conquer the ridiculous fear that rose within her. Had the Hatching started? There was no watch-wher’s lair to secrete herself in, here.


    As if he understood her confusion, the dragonman laughed good-humoredly and, his eyes on hers, drew aside the wall covering just as some noisy mechanism inside the shaft propelled a tray of food into sight.


    Ashamed of her unbased fright and furious that he had witnessed it, Lessa sat rebelliously down on the fur-covered wall seat, heartily wishing him a variety of serious and painful injuries which she could dress with inconsiderate hands. She would not waste future opportunities.


    He placed the tray on the low table in front of her, throwing down a heap of furs for his own seat. There was meat, bread, a tempting yellow cheese and even a few pieces of winter fruit. He made no move to eat nor did she, though the thought of a piece of fruit that was ripe, instead of rotten, set her mouth to watering. He glanced up at her, and frowned.


    “Even in the Weyr, the lady breaks bread first,” he said, and inclined his head politely to her.


    Lessa flushed, unused to any courtesy and certainly unused to being first to eat. She broke off a chunk of bread. It was like nothing she remembered having tasted before. For one thing, it was fresh-baked. The flour had been finely sifted, without trace of sand or hull. She took the slice of cheese he proffered her and it, too, had an uncommonly delicious sharpness. Made bold by this indication of her changed status, Lessa reached for the plumpest piece of fruit.


    “Now,” the dragonman began, his hand touching hers to get her attention.


    Guiltily she dropped the fruit, thinking she had erred. She stared at him, wondering at her fault. He retrieved the fruit and placed it back in her hand as he continued to speak. Wide-eyed, disarmed, she nibbled, and gave him her full attention.


    “Listen to me. You must not show a moment’s fear, whatever happens on the Hatching Ground. And you must not let her overeat.” A wry expression crossed his face. “One of our main functions is to keep a dragon from excessive eating.”


    Lessa lost interest in the taste of the fruit. She placed it carefully back in the bowl and tried to sort out not what he had said, but what his tone of voice implied. She looked at the dragonman’s face, seeing him as a person, not a symbol, for the first time.


    There was a blackness about him that was not malevolent; it was a brooding sort of patience. Heavy black hair, heavy black brows; his eyes, a brown light enough to seem golden, were all too expressive of cynical emotions, or cold hauteur. His lips were thin but well-shaped and in repose almost gentle. Why must he always pull his mouth to one side in disapproval or in one of those sardonic smiles? At this moment, he was completely unaffected.


    He meant what he was saying. He did not want her to be afraid. There was no reason for her, Lessa, to fear.


    He very much wanted her to succeed. In keeping whom from overeating what? Herd animals? A newly hatched dragon certainly wasn’t capable of eating a full beast. That seemed a simple enough task to Lessa.…Main function? Our main function?


    The dragonman was looking at her expectantly.


    “Our main function?” she repeated, an unspoken request for more information inherent in her inflection.


    “More of that later. First things first,” he said, impatiently waving off other questions.


    “But what happens?” she insisted.


    “As I was told so I tell you. No more, no less. Remember these two points. No fear, and no overeating.”


    “But…”


    “You, however, need to eat. Here.” He speared a piece of meat on his knife and thrust it at her, frowning until she managed to choke it down. He was about to force more on her but she grabbed up her half-eaten fruit and bit down into the firm sweet sphere instead. She had already eaten more at this one meal than she was accustomed to having all day at the Hold.


    “We shall soon eat better at the Weyr,” he remarked, regarding the tray with a jaundiced eye.


    Lessa was surprised. This was a feast, in her opinion.


    “More than you’re used to? Yes, I forgot you left Ruatha with bare bones indeed.”


    She stiffened.


    “You did well at Ruatha. I mean no criticism,” he added, smiling at her reaction. “But look at you,” and he gestured at her body, that curious expression crossing his face, half-amused, half-contemplative. “I should not have guessed you’d clean up pretty,” he remarked. “Nor with such hair.” This time his expression was frankly admiring.


    Involuntarily she put one hand to her head, the hair crackling over her fingers. But what reply she might have made him, indignant as she was, died aborning. An unearthly keening filled the chamber.


    * * * *


    The sounds set up a vibration that ran down the bones behind her ear to her spine. She clapped both hands to her ears. The noise rang through her skull despite her defending hands. As abruptly as it started, it ceased.


    Before she knew what he was about, the dragonman had grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her over to the chest.


    “Take those off,” he ordered, indicating dress and tunic. While she stared at him stupidly, he held up a loose white robe, sleeveless and beltless, a matter of two lengths of fine cloth fastened at shoulder and side seams. “Take it off, or do I assist you?” he asked, with no patience at all.


    The wild sound was repeated and its unnerving tone made her fingers fly faster. She had no sooner loosened the garments she wore, letting them slide to her feet, than he had thrown the other over her head. She managed to get her arms in the proper places before he grabbed her wrist again and was speeding with her out of the room, her hair whipping out behind her, alive with static.


    As they reached the outer chamber, the bronze dragon was standing in the center of the cavern, his head turned to watch the sleeping room door. He seemed impatient to Lessa; his great eyes, which fascinated her so, sparkled iridescently. His manner breathed an inner excitement of great proportions and from his throat a high-pitched croon issued, several octaves below the unnerving cry that had roused them all.


    With a yank that rocked her head on her neck, the dragonman pulled her along the passage. The dragon padded beside them at such speed that Lessa fully expected they would all catapult off the ledge. Somehow, at the crucial stride, she was a-perch the bronze neck, the dragonman holding her firmly about the waist. In the same fluid movement, they were gliding across the great bowl of the Weyr to the higher wall opposite. The air was full of wings and dragon tails, rent with a chorus of sounds, echoing and re-echoing across the stony valley.


    Mnementh set what Lessa was certain would be a collision course with other dragons, straight for a huge round blackness in the cliff-face, high up. Magically, the beasts filed in, the greater wingspread of Mnementh just clearing the sides of the entrance.


    The passageway reverberated with the thunder of wings. The air compressed around her thickly. Then they broke into a gigantic cavern.


    Why, the entire mountain must be hollow, thought Lessa, incredulous. Around the enormous cavern, dragons perched in serried ranks, blues, greens, browns and only two great bronze beasts like Mnementh, on ledges meant to accommodate hundreds. Lessa gripped the bronze neck scales before her, instinctively aware of the imminence of a great event.


    Mnementh wheeled downward, disregarding the ledge of the bronze ones. Then all Lessa could see was what lay on the sandy floor of the great cavern; dragon eggs. A clutch of ten monstrous, molded eggs, their shells moving spasmodically as the fledglings within tapped their way out. To one side, on a raised portion of the floor, was a golden egg, larger by half again the size of the mottled ones. Just beyond the golden egg lay the motionless ochre hulk of the old queen.


    Just as she realized Mnementh was hovering over the floor in the vicinity of that egg, Lessa felt the dragonman’s hands on her, lifting her from Mnementh’s neck.


    Apprehensively, she grabbed at him. His hands tightened and inexorably swung her down. His eyes, fierce and gray, locked with hers.


    “Remember, Lessa!”


    Mnementh added an encouragement, one great compound eye turned on her. Then he rose from the floor. Lessa half-raised one hand in entreaty, bereft of all support, even that of the sure inner compulsion which had sustained her in her struggle for revenge on Fax. She saw the bronze dragon settle on the first ledge, at some distance from the other two bronze beasts. The dragonman dismounted and Mnementh curved his sinuous neck until his head was beside his rider. The man reached up absently, it seemed to Lessa, and caressed his mount.


    * * * *


    Loud screams and wailings diverted Lessa and she saw more dragons descend to hover just above the cavern floor, each rider depositing a young woman until there were twelve girls, including Lessa. She remained a little apart from them as they clung to each other. She regarded them curiously. The girls were not injured in any way she could see, so why such weeping? She took a deep breath against the coldness within her. Let them be afraid. She was Lessa of Ruatha and did not need to be afraid.


    Just then, the golden egg moved convulsively. Gasping as one, the girls edged away from it, back against the rocky wall. One, a lovely blonde, her heavy plait of golden hair swinging just above the ground, started to step off the raised floor and stopped, shrieking, backing fearfully towards the scant comfort of her peers.


    Lessa wheeled to see what cause there might be for the look of horror on the girl’s face. She stepped back involuntarily herself.


    In the main section of the sandy arena, several of the handful of eggs had already cracked wide open. The fledglings, crowing weakly, were moving towards…and Lessa gulped…the young boys standing stolidly in a semi-circle. Some of them were no older than she had been when Fax’s army had swooped down on Ruath Hold.


    The shrieking of the women subsided to muffled gasps. A fledgling reached out with claw and beak to grab a boy.


    Lessa forced herself to watch as the young dragon mauled the youth, throwing him roughly aside as if unsatisfied in some way. The boy did not move and Lessa could see blood seeping onto the sand from dragon-inflicted wounds.


    A second fledgling lurched against another boy and halted, flapping its damp wings impotently, raising its scrawny neck and croaking a parody of the encouraging croon Mnementh often gave. The boy uncertainly lifted a hand and began to scratch the eye ridge. Incredulous, Lessa watched as the fledgling, its crooning increasingly more mellow, ducked its head, pushing at the boy. The child’s face broke into an unbelieving smile of elation,


    Tearing her eyes from this astounding sight, Lessa saw that another fledgling was beginning the same performance with another boy. Two more dragons had emerged in the interim. One had knocked a boy down and was walking over him, oblivious to the fact that its claws were raking great gashes. The fledgling who followed its hatchmate stopped by the wounded child, ducking its head to the boy’s face, crooning anxiously. As Lessa watched, the boy managed to struggle to his feet, tears of pain streaming down his cheeks. She could hear him pleading with the dragon not to worry, that he was only scratched a little.


    It was over very soon. The young dragons paired off with hoys. Green riders dropped down to carry off the unacceptable. Blue riders settled to the floor with their beasts and led the couples out of the cavern, the young dragons squealing, crooning, flapping wet wings as they staggered off, encouraged by their newly acquired weyrmates.


    * * * *


    Lessa turned resolutely back to the rocking golden egg, knowing what to expect and trying to divine what the successful boys had, or had not done, that caused the baby dragons to single them out.


    A crack appeared in the golden shell and was greeted by the terrified screams of the girls. Some had fallen into little heaps of white fabric, others embraced tightly in their mutual fear. The crack widened and the wedge head broke through, followed quickly by the neck, gleaming gold. Lessa wondered with unexpected detachment how long it would take the beast to mature, considering its by no means small size at birth. For the head was larger than that of the male dragons and they had been large enough to overwhelm sturdy boys of ten full Turns.


    Lessa was aware of a loud hum within the Hall. Glancing up at the audience, she realized it emanated from the watching bronze dragons, for this was the birth of their mate, their queen. The hum increased in volume as the shell shattered into fragments and the golden, glistening body of the new female emerged. It staggered out, dipping its sharp beak into the soft sand, momentarily trapped. Flapping its wet wings, it righted itself, ludicrous in its weak awkwardness. With sudden and unexpected swiftness, it dashed towards the terror-stricken girls.


    Before Lessa could blink, it shook the first girl with such violence, her head snapped audibly and she fell limply to the sand. Disregarding her, the dragon leaped towards the second girl but misjudged the distance and fell, grabbing out with one claw for support and raking the girl’s body from shoulder to thigh. The screaming of the mortally injured girl distracted the dragon and released the others from their horrified trance. They scattered in panicky confusion, racing, running, tripping, stumbling, falling across the sand towards the exit the boys had used.


    As the golden beast, crying piteously, lurched down from the raised arena towards the scattered women, Lessa moved. Why hadn’t that silly clunk-headed girl stepped aside, Lessa thought, grabbing for the wedge-head, at birth not much larger than her own torso. The dragon’s so clumsy and weak she’s her own worst enemy.


    Lessa swung the head round so that the many-faceted eyes were forced to look at her…and found herself lost in that rainbow regard. A feeling of joy suffused Lessa, a feeling of warmth, tenderness, unalloyed affection and instant respect and admiration flooded mind and heart and soul. Never again would Lessa lack an advocate, a defender, an intimate, aware instantly of the temper of her mind and heart, of her desires. How wonderful was Lessa, the thought intruded into Lessa’s reflections, how pretty, how kind, how thoughtful, how brave and clever!


    Mechanically, Lessa reached out to scratch the exact spot on the soft eye ridge.


    The dragon blinked at her wistfully, extremely sad that she had distressed Lessa. Lessa reassuringly patted the slightly damp, soft neck that curved trustingly towards her. The dragon reeled to one side and one wing fouled on the hind claw. It hurt. Carefully, Lessa lifted the erring foot, freed the wing, folding it back across the dorsal ridge with a pat.


    The dragon began to croon in her throat, her eyes following Lessa’s every move. She nudged at Lessa and Lessa obediently attended the other eye ridge.


    The dragon let it be known she was hungry.


    “We’ll get you something to eat directly,” Lessa assured her briskly and blinked back at the dragon in amazement. How could she be so callous? It was a fact that this little menace had just now seriously injured, if not killed, two women.


    She wouldn’t have believed her sympathies could swing so alarmingly towards the beast. Yet it was the most natural thing in the world for her to wish to protect this fledgling.


    The dragon arched her neck to look Lessa squarely in the eyes. Ramoth repeated wistfully how exceedingly hungry she was, confined so long in that shell without nourishment.


    Lessa wondered how she knew the golden dragon’s name and Ramoth replied: Why shouldn’t she know her own name since it was hers and no one else’s? And then Lessa was lost again in the wonder of those expressive eyes.


    Oblivious to the descending bronze dragons, uncaring of the presence of their riders, Lessa stood caressing the head of the most wonderful creature on all Pern, fully prescient of troubles and glories, but most immediately aware that Lessa of Pern was Weyrwoman to Ramoth the Golden, for now and forever.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1967, 1995 by Anne McCaffrey; first appeared in Analog; from DRAGONFLIGHT; reprinted by permission of the author and the Virginia Kidd Agency, Inc.

  


  
    FAN FICTION, by Karen Hellekson


    Most people start out writing fan fiction without knowing that what they’re doing has a name, and more importantly, a long history. Fan fiction is a story written about some other text, like a TV show or film, and thus falls under the rubric of derivative fiction. Texting someone in a TV character’s voice, posting a quick paragraph of a new plot that’s a sequel to your favorite film, writing a full-length story or even a novel about other people’s characters—all these forms of creativity fall under the rubric of fan fiction. Fan fic, and derivative artworks in general, by definition require a primary work by someone else to exist. Certainly professionally published derivative fiction is out there. One famous example is The Wind Done Gone (2001), by Alice Randall, which retells Margaret Mitchell’s Civil War story Gone With the Wind (1936) from the point of view of a slave. But the output of fan fiction dwarfs the production of derivative pro fic: writers publish fan fic online, for free, and they create communities with each other people interested in the same media property, called fandoms, that engage with each other, often online, by writing, consuming, and commenting.


    Even though fan activity takes a wide variety of expression, written fan fiction remains among the most visible and popular of fan artworks. Media fandom, including fan fiction, started in the late 1960s and early 1970s around two important American television shows: science fiction classic Star Trek (1966–1969) and stylish secret-agent drama The Man from U.N.C.L.E. (1964–1968). Women mostly comprised the fans, a demographic that hasn’t changed much over the years; even today, women make up the majority of writers and vidders. Early fan fiction appeared in mimeographed or photocopied fanzines, which editors compiled and sold for the cost of materials. Joan Marie Verba’s 1996 history of Star Trek zines, Boldly Writing, provides much more detail about the editors and writers of these early texts, and several university libraries—notably those of the University of Iowa and the University of California–Riverside—hold huge collections of original fanzines from a wide variety of fandoms, dating back to the 1960s. In addition, fans also circulated apas (apa stands for “amateur press association”). This form of document, which originated in the late 1860s and which was picked up by science fiction/fantasy fans in the late 1930s and then co-opted by media fans in the 1970s, comprises a core group of writers who send their texts to a central editor, who collects and arranges them, then mails all the contributors a copy. Despite the advent of the Internet and its associated blogs, bulletin boards, listservs, and other modes of instantaneous targeted distribution, hard-copy fanzines and apas are both still created and disseminated.


    The study of derivative literature has a far longer history than fan studies. It’s safe to say that as long as there have been stories, there have been people retelling them, embellishing them, and inserting themselves into them. But today, in the context of an interactive Web 2.0, fan activity about creative texts (as opposed to fan activity around activities like sports or coin collecting) tends to be centered around forms of media, such as film, TV, video games, novels, and anime, and much of the activity occurs online. Writing creatively about these sources can be in any sort of format imaginable: blog entries, Web pages, fan fiction archives, Twitter accounts or blogs set up in characters’ names, hard-copy fanzines, wikis, comics. But fans don’t limit themselves to textual expressions. Fans create image-based fan expressions, like paintings and drawings, fan videos (with recuttings of the primary text, often set to music, arranged to tell a new story), image manipulations, and avatar artwork (small images meant to be used to identify a user online). In addition to creating content and sharing it online with a virtual group, fans also might meet face to face to create costumes, role-play, or attend conventions.


    Although many fans begin creating in the privacy of their own home, unaware that an audience exists to consume their artwork, many others find fan activity online. Fans may stumble across FanFiction.net or ArchiveOfOurOwn.org, both large multifandom fan fiction archives that permit comments and other forms of engagement with the text. They may find a wonderful fan vid posted at YouTube.com. They may find sewing instructions for an anime costume. Or they may find a convention schedule and decide to attend because their favorite actor or actress will be a guest. Many fans prefer to simply post at an online forum, like TelevisionWithoutPity.com, and leave their engagement at that—and of course far more simply lurk, poking around and reading but rarely commenting. Others find a community of like-minded fans, often organized around a particular media source—the 2009 film Star Trek, or the TV show Supernatural, or some version of the Harry Potter universe, all of which have large, active fandoms—and engage in the blogosphere at LiveJournal.com or some other fan-friendly site.


    Although fan practice ranges widely and things acceptable in, say, Buffy the Vampire Slayer fandom may not be welcomed in Harry Potter fandom, it’s possible to make some generalizations. One is that fan artworks, including fan fiction, cannot be sold for profit. This is partially the result of perceived copyright concerns: fans are worried that if they make money, the owners of the properties might sue them or forbid their activities. Individual pieces of fan fiction thus often include a disclaimer that names the copyright holder and remarks that no money was made. In actuality, derivative artworks such as fan fiction fall legally under notions of transformation and parody that permit their creation, but the “no money made” aspect of fandom has become so engrained that it has nudged fan practice into what is known as a gift culture, where nonmonetary forms of exchange are used to cement the fan community’s cohesiveness and exclusivity. Another form of consistent fan practice involves labeling fan artworks with indications of genre and content. Often these artworks are given a rating that hints at its content and permits the consumer to gauge its appropriateness. The most common labels in the header that precedes the piece of fiction include title, author, contact information (so people can write feedback), fandom, romantic pairing, rating, summary, disclaimer, and any warnings. Subject lines for fan fiction delivered via a Google group or a listserv are densely meaningful: one might read, “VOY ‘It’s Alive!’ [P/K; R].” This indicates a story in the Voyager fandom entitled “It’s Alive!” that romantically pairs the characters of Tom Paris and Harry Kim and that is rated R.


    As my example hints, much fan fiction is given over to explicating, inferring, or inventing intimate relationships between the characters, including relationships not overtly presented in the media text. Many TV shows in particular are actually workplace dramas, and fans are eager to know more about what goes on at home, behind the scenes, or behind closed doors. If the canon source doesn’t provide it, fans will create it. Thus, fans of, say, Star Trek: The Next Generation may write a story exploring the reasons why Jean-Luc Picard, in canon, can’t date Beverly Crusher, then follow it up with a story that finally gets the two of them together; they may explore a sexual relationship between Data and Geordi LaForge; or they may write an entire series about Wesley Crusher’s exploits at Starfleet Academy, when the character was absent from the show. The presence or absence of a romantic pairing is one of the primary ways fan fiction is organized. Some fans read exclusively according to pairing. Many fans focus on their fandom’s one true pairing (OTP). This can be a canonical pairing, like Mulder and Scully in The X-Files, or it can be an obvious one, like Starsky and Hutch in Starsky and Hutch, although some fandoms have OTPs that result from a lot of fan fic being written about a particular couple, like John Sheppard and Rodney McKay in Stargate Atlantis.


    This focus on relationships is one important way that fans organize the genres of fan fiction, resulting in three major divisions: gen stories, or generic stories (that is, no romantic pairing); het or ship stories (het from “heterosexual,” ship from “relationship”), which posit an opposite-sex romantic pairing; and slash, which posits a same-sex romantic pairing. (Although the term slash is often used generically, regardless of the sex of the characters, some fans use femslash or femmeslash for female–female pairings and slash for male–male pairings.) Stories can suggest the existence of a romantic relationship without being sexually explicit: marking a story as slash simply means that the author is placing two men in a romantic relationship. Fandom was an early adopter of giving portmanteau names to pairings: Brangelina has nothing on Spuffy (the Spike–Buffy pairing in Buffy the Vampire Slayer) or Clex (the Clark–Lex pairing in Smallville).


    The genre of slash has generated quite a bit of interest and scholarship. The genre is so named because in early fanzine ads, the summaries of tables of contents would use a slash symbol as shorthand to indicate a romantic relationship: the use of a slash in listing Kirk/Spock (or K/S) in a catalog meant that the fic was a Kirk/Spock pairing, as opposed to the use of an ampersand or comma, which meant simply that those characters were the major ones and the story was about them. The genre became known as slash. Academic work in the 1980s analyzed slash in particular as concerned with feminist issues of desire and representation, because most slash writers were (and are) straight women. Writer-critic Joanna Russ sees slash as feminist pornography, as the title of a 1985 essay makes clear: “Pornography by Women, for Women, with Love.” Other theorists of the era see slash as a way for women to write out their desire for a love relationship between equals, without the power dynamics inherent in male–female pairings. More recent work sees slash as concerned not with homosexuality but with queerness (as opposed to normativity), a broader reading that sees reading and writing slash as a queer activity that permits a much greater range of representation and play.


    In addition to categorizing fan fiction on the basis of the presence or absence of pairings, it is also organized according to how closely it sticks to canon. Unless specifically marked otherwise, most fan fiction is canonical—that is, it assumes the existence of the world as presented in the media source. To this might be added fanon, or a fan consensus of how something might be, but that is not explicitly addressed in canon. And of course fan fiction writers worry about being jossed, a term named after Joss Whedon, which means that something happens in canon that provides new information that in turn invalidates a piece of fan fiction. Two common types of fan fiction story are related to canonicity. Crossovers combine two or more fandoms in one text (for example, Primeval and Torchwood), which means that the author has to reconcile two canons; and alternate universe (AU) stories, where characters are thrown into some other milieu (for example, Stargate SG-1 characters are sent to the Wild West).


    The stories themselves run a huge gamut of content, although some categories are so well known that they have been named. The hurt/comfort story is a classic, as is the PWP, which stands for, depending on whom you ask, “plot? what plot?” or “porn without plot.” In episode tag or missing scene stories, authors fill in a perceived gap in content by showing what happened after an episode, or they show something that was elided between scenes. In episode fixes, an episode of a TV show may be rewritten to correct perceived flaws in the canonical text. In a deathfic, the author kills off a major character. In an mpreg fic, a man gets pregnant. In the often derided Mary Sue story, an author-created original character, usually a stunningly attractive woman and a stand-in for the author herself, single-handedly saves the day as the canonical characters look on in admiration. Sometimes fans come together to write long-story-arc virtual seasons, as when a TV show is canceled and the fans want closure.


    These elements of categorizing fan fiction demonstrate its breadth and range, although fans may disagree on some organization conventions: some Xena fans, for example, might object to labeling Xena/Gabrielle fics as slash or femslash because they perceive the same-sex pairing as canonical, and slash, at least initially, had the connotation of being outside canon. However, the category of slash as a shorthand for “same-sex romantic relationship” has proven too useful to omit, canonicity notwithstanding. The standardization in labeling is partly the result of fan practice and partly the result of organizational systems imposed by fan fiction archiving software, which organizes fic first according to fandom, next according to relationship status (gen, het/ship, slash) and romantic pairing, and finally according to any other sort criteria or warning label, such as crossover, AU, or deathfic.


    Fan artworks, including fan fiction, have been of interest to academics since the 1980s, when important academic analyses of slash were published. But the single most important analysis of fan artworks remains Henry Jenkins’s 1992 book Textual Poachers, in which Jenkins, himself a fan, argued that fans were not passive consumers of media, but rather active fans who made meaning out of things, such as TV shows, that others thought were trivial. Fans are metaphorical “poachers” (the term is Michel de Certeau’s) who sneak onto someone else’s land, take what they want or need, and sneak back out. In this case, the fans are taking elements from a media source without the permission of the copyright holder, and making something new out of it that they then disseminate. Fans are thus placed into opposition with The Powers That Be (TPTB)—that is, the people who create the original media source that the fans then co-opt—but they are hardly powerless bystanders. They have the power to rewrite the text to a preferred reading, to get something out of the text that they think TPTB are not providing.


    Fan studies scholarship includes analyses of the fraught relationship and power differential between fans and TPTB, ethnographic studies of the organization and structure of fan groups and communities, articulations of fans’ strategies for constructing meaning, and close studies of the fan artworks themselves. But I would argue that all this scholarly interpretation is mirrored by the fans’ work: their creative artworks are interpretations of the canonical source and are themselves a form of textual criticism. For example, positing a homosexual love relationship between Kirk and Spock rejects Spock’s presentation in the original Star Trek as emotionally void, even as it critiques Kirk’s girl-of-the-week love interests by providing him with an equal partner worthy of him. Moving the characters to a new time or setting, as in a crossover or AU, throws them into a new milieu that they must navigate and that must be examined—and that navigation will reveal something new about the characters. Even apparently pointless PWPs provide insight into the characters and their desires—and those of the author, of course. Fan activity is concerned with the endless making of meaning—making their own texts, critiquing the canonical texts, and creating a community to disseminate and consume these meanings.


    * * * *


    Karen Hellekson is an independent scholar in science fiction and media studies and has published work on the alternate history, Cordwainer Smith, Fandom Wank, and soap operas. She is a founding coeditor of the online-only fan studies journal Transformative Works and Cultures.

  


  
    VONDA N. MCINTYRE


    (1948– )


    I had originally asked to include Vonda N. McIntyre’s Nebula Award–winning signature story, “Of Mist, and Grass, and Sand” (1973) which became the opening of the Hugo and Nebula–winning novel Dreamsnake. It’s a beautiful story, and my favorite of hers, but she correctly pointed out that it’s been reprinted, well, everywhere, and wouldn’t my students rather see a more recent piece of writing? “Little Faces,” like “Mist” has an incredibly distinctive voice, and characters you like and identify with even though you don’t understand them. And both are extraordinarily sensual stories, although this one has alien sexuality and “Mist” has… snakes.


    McIntyre was one of the first Clarion graduates (1970) to become a successful SF writer, and she helped found Clarion West in the early seventies. McIntyre’s first story sale was “Breaking Point” (1970), and by 1975 her first novel, The Exile Waiting, was published. She’s still best remembered for Dreamsnake, but subsequent novels include Superluminal (1983) and the four-book Starfarers series, Starfarers (1989), Transition (1990), Metaphase (1992), and Nautilus (1994). She won a Nebula for her lavish The Moon and the Sun (1997), a novel set in a seventeenth-century France that straddles the line between alternate history and fantasy. She is also well-known to Star Trek and Star Wars fans for novelizations and original tie-in novels.


    McIntyre is a founding member of Book View Café, a prominent ebook website.

  


  
    LITTLE FACES, by Vonda N. McIntyre


    First published in SciFiction, February 2005


    The blood woke Yalnis. It ran between her thighs, warm and slick, cooling, sticky. She pushed back from the stain on the silk, bleary with sleep and love, rousing to shock and stabbing pain.


    She flung off the covers and scrambled out of bed. She cried out as the web of nerves tore apart. Her companions shrieked a chaotic chorus.


    Zorargul’s small form convulsed just below her navel. The raw edges of a throat wound bled in diminishing gushes. Her body expelled the dying companion, closing off veins and vesicles.


    Zorargul was beyond help. She wrapped her hand around the small broken body as it slid free. She sank to the floor. Blood dripped onto the cushioned surface. The other companions retreated into her, exposing nothing but sharp white teeth that parted and snapped in defense and warning.


    Still in bed, blinking, yawning, Seyyan propped herself on her elbow. She gazed at the puddle of blood. It soaked in, vanishing gradually from edge to center, drawn away to be separated into its molecules and stored.


    A smear of blood marked Seyyan’s skin. Her first companion blinked its small bright golden eyes. It snapped its sharp teeth, spattering scarlet droplets. It shrieked, licked its bloody lips, cleaned its teeth with its tongue. The sheet absorbed the blood spray.


    Seyyan lay back in the soft tangled nest, elegantly lounging, her luxuriant brown hair spilling its curls around her bare shoulders and over her delicate perfect breasts. She shone like molten gold in the starlight. Her other companions pushed their little faces from her belly, rousing themselves and clacking their teeth, excited and jealous.


    “Zorargul,” Yalnis whispered. She had never lost a companion. She chose them carefully, and cherished them, and Zorargul had been her first, the gift of her first lover. She looked up at Seyyan, confused and horrified, shocked by loss and pain.


    “Come back.” Seyyan spoke with soft urgency. She stretched out her graceful hand. “Come back to bed.” Her voice intensified. “Come back to me.”


    Yalnis shrank from her touch. Seyyan followed, sliding over the fading bloodstain in the comfortable nest of ship silk. Her first companion extruded itself, just below her navel, staring intently at Zorargul’s body.


    Seyyan stroked Yalnis’s shoulder. Yalnis pushed her away with her free hand, leaving bloody fingerprints on Seyyan’s golden skin.


    Seyyan grabbed her wrist and held her, moved to face her squarely, touched her beneath her chin and raised her head to look her in the eyes. Baffled and dizzy, Yalnis blinked away tears. Her remaining companions pumped molecular messages of distress and anger into her blood.


    “Come back to me,” Seyyan said again. “We’re ready for you.”


    Her first companion, drawing back into her, pulsed and muttered. Seyyan caught her breath.


    “I never asked for this!” Yalnis cried.


    Seyyan sat back on her heels, as lithe as a girl, but a million years old.


    “I thought you wanted me,” she said. “You welcomed me—invited me—took me to your bed—”


    Yalnis shook her head, though it was true. “Not for this,” she whispered.


    “It didn’t even fight,” Seyyan said, dismissing Zorargul’s remains with a quick gesture. “It wasn’t worthy of its place with you.”


    “Who are you to decide that?”


    “I didn’t,” Seyyan said. “It’s the way of companions.” She touched the reddening bulge of a son-spot just below the face of her first companion. “This one will be worthy of you.”


    Yalnis stared at her, horrified and furious. Seyyan, the legend, had come to her, exotic, alluring, and exciting. All the amazement and attraction Yalnis felt washed away in Zorargul’s blood.


    “I don’t want it,” she said. “I won’t accept it.”


    Seyyan’s companion reacted to the refusal, blinking, snarling. For a moment Yalnis feared Seyyan too would snarl at her, assault her and force a new companion upon her.


    Seyyan sat back, frowning in confusion. “But I thought—did you invite me, just to refuse me? Why—?”


    “For pleasure,” Yalnis said. “For friendship. And maybe for love—maybe you would offer, and I would accept—”


    “How is this different?” Seyyan asked.


    Yalnis leaped to her feet in a flare of fury so intense that her vision blurred. Cradling Zorargul’s shriveling body against her with one hand, she pressed the other against the aching bloody wound beneath her navel.


    “Get out of my ship,” she said.


    The ship, responding to Yalnis’s wishes, began to resorb the nest into the floor.


    Seyyan rose. “What did you think would happen,” she said, anger replacing the confusion in her tone, “when you announced the launch of a daughter? What do you think everyone is coming for? I was just lucky enough to be first. Or unfortunate enough.” Again, she brushed her long fingertips against the son-spot. It pulsed, a red glow as hot and sore as infection. It must find a place, soon, or be stillborn. “And what am I to do with this?”


    Yalnis’s flush of anger drained away, leaving her pale and shocked.


    “I don’t care.” All the furnishings and softness of the room vanished, absorbed into the pores of Yalnis’s ship, leaving bare walls and floor, and the cold stars above. “You didn’t even ask me,” Yalnis said softly.


    “You led me to believe we understood each other. But you’re so young—” Seyyan reached toward her. Yalnis drew back, and Seyyan let her hand fall with a sigh. “So young. So naïve.” She caught up her purple cloak from the floor and strode past Yalnis. Though the circular chamber left plenty of room, she brushed past close to Yalnis, touching her at shoulder and hip, bare skin to bare skin. A lock of her hair swept across Yalnis’s belly, stroking low like a living hand, painting a bloody streak.


    Seyyan entered the pilus that connected Yalnis’s ship with her own craft. As soon as Seyyan crossed the border, Yalnis’s ship disconnected and closed and healed the connection.


    Yalnis’s ship emitted a few handsful of plasma in an intemperate blast, moving itself to a safer distance. Seyyan’s craft gleamed and glittered against the starfield, growing smaller as Yalnis’s ship moved away, coruscating with a pattern of prismatic color.


    Yalnis sank to the floor again, humiliated and grief-stricken. Without her request or thought, her ship cushioned her from its cold living bones, growing a soft surface beneath her, dimming the light to dusk. Dusk, not the dawn she had planned.


    She gazed down at Zorargul’s small body. Its blood pooled in her palm. She drew her other hand from the seeping wound where Zorargul had lived and cradled the shriveling tendril of the companion’s penis. A deep ache, throbbing regularly into pain, replaced the potential for pleasure as her body knit the wound of Zorargul’s passing. Behind the wound, a sore, soft mass remained.


    “Zorargul,” she whispered, “you gave me such


    pleasure.”


    Of her companions, Zorargul had most closely patterned the lovemaking of its originator. Her pleasure always mingled with a glow of pride, that Zorar thought enough of her to offer her a companion.


    Yalnis wondered where Zorar was, and if she would come to Yalnis’s daughter’s launching. They had not communicated since they parted. Zorar anticipated other adventures, and her ship yearned for deep space. She might be anywhere, one star system away, or a dozen, or setting out to another cluster, voyaging through vacuum so intense and a region so dark she must conserve every molecule of mass and every photon of energy, using none to power a message of acceptance, or regret, or goodwill.


    Yalnis remained within parallax view of her own birthplace. She had grown up in a dense population of stars and people. She had taken a dozen lovers in her life, and accepted five companions: Zorargul, Vasigul, Asilgul, Hayaligul, and Bahadirgul. With five companions, she felt mature enough, wealthy enough, to launch a daughter with a decent, even lavish, settlement. After that, she could grant her ship’s need—and her own desire—to set out on adventures and explorations.


    Zorar, she thought—


    She reached for Zorar’s memories and reeled into loss and emptiness. The memories ended with Zorargul’s murder. Zorar, much older than Yalnis, had given her the gift of her own long life of journeys and observations. They brought her the birth of stars and worlds, the energy storm of a boomerang loop around a black hole, skirting the engulfing doom of its event horizon. They brought her the most dangerous adventure of all, a descent through the thick atmosphere of a planet to its living surface.


    All Yalnis had left were her memories of the memories, dissolving shadows of the gift. All the memories left in Zorargul had been wiped out by death.


    By murder.


    The walls and floor of her living space changed again as her ship re-created her living room. She liked it plain but luxurious, all softness and comfort. The large circular space lay beneath a transparent dome. It was a place for one person alone. She patted the floor with her bloodstained hand.


    “Thank you,” she said.


    “True,” her ship whispered into her mind.


    Its decisions often pleased her and anticipated her wishes. Strange, for ships and people seldom conversed. When they tried, the interaction too easily deteriorated into misunderstanding. Their consciousnesses were of different types, different evolutionary lineages.


    She rose, lacking her usual ease of motion. Anger and pain and grief drained her, and exhaustion trembled in her bones.


    She carried Zorargul’s body down through the ship, down into its heart, down to the misty power plant. Blood, her own and her companion’s, spattered and smeared her hands, her stomach, her legs, the defending teeth or withdrawn crowns of her remaining companions, and Zorargul’s pale and flaccid corpse. Its nerve ends dried to silver threads. Expulsion had reduced the testicles to wrinkled empty sacs.


    Water ran in streams and pools through the power plant’s housing, cold as it came in, steaming too hot to touch as it led away. Where steam from the hot pool met cold air, mist formed. Yalnis knelt and washed Zorargul’s remains in the cold pool. When she was done, a square of scarlet ship silk lay on the velvety floor, flat and new where it had formed. She wrapped Zorargul in its shining folds.


    “Good-bye,” she said, and gave the small bundle tenderly to the elemental heat.


    A long time later, Yalnis made her way to the living space and climbed into the bath, into water hot but not scalding. The bath swirled around her, sweeping away flecks of dried blood. She massaged the wound gently, making sure the nerve roots were cleanly ejected. She let the expulsion lump alone, though it was already hardening.


    The remaining companions opened their little faces, protruding from the shelter of her body. They peered around, craning themselves above her skin, glaring at each other and gnashing their teeth in a great show, then closing their lips, humming to attract her attention.


    She attended each companion in turn, stroking the little faces, flicking warm drops of water between their lips, quieting and calming them, murmuring, “Shh, shh.” They felt no sympathy for her loss, no grief for Zorargul, only the consciousness of opportunity. She felt a moment of contempt for the quartet, each member jostling for primacy.


    They are what they are, she thought, and submerged herself and them in the bath, drawing their little faces beneath the surface. They fell silent, holding their breaths and closing their eyes and mouths, reaching to draw their oxygen as well as their sustenance from her blood. A wash of dizziness took her; she breathed deep till it passed.


    Each of the companions tried to please her—no, Bahadirgul held back. Her most recent companion had always been restrained in its approaches, fierce in its affections when it achieved release. Now, instead of squirming toward her center, it relaxed and blew streams of delicate bubbles from the air in its residual lungs.


    Yalnis smiled, and when she closed herself off from the companions, she shut Bahadirgul away more gently than the others. She did not want to consider any of the companions now. Zorargul had been the best, the most deeply connected, as lively and considerate as her first lover.


    Tears leaked from beneath her lashes, hot against her cheeks, washing away when she submerged. She looked up at the stars through the shimmering surface, through the steam.


    She lifted her head to breathe. Water rippled and splashed; air cooled her face. The companions remained underwater, silent. Yalnis’s tears flowed again and she sobbed, keening, grieving, wishing to take back the whole last time of waking. She wanted to change all her plans. If she did, Seyyan might take it as a triumph. She might make demands. Yalnis sneaked a look at the messages her ship kept ready for her attention. She declined to reply or even to acknowledge them. She felt it a weakness to read them. After she had, she wished she had resisted.


    Why did you tantalize and tease me? Seyyan’s message asked. You know this was what you wanted. I’m what you wanted.


    Yalnis eliminated everything else Seyyan had sent her.


    “Please refuse Seyyan’s messages,” she said to her ship.


    “True,” it replied.


    “Disappear them, destroy them. No response.”


    “True.”


    “Seyyan, you took my admiration and my awe, and you perverted it,” she said, as if Seyyan stood before her. “I might have accepted you. I might have, if you’d given me a chance. If you’d given me time. What do we have, but time? I’ll never forgive you.”


    The bath flowed away, resorbing into the ship’s substance. Warm air dried her and drew off the steam. She wrapped herself in a new swath of ship silk without bothering to give it a design. Some people went naked at home, but Yalnis liked clothes. For now, though, a cloak sufficed.


    She wandered through her ship, visiting each chamber in the current configuration, looking with amazement and apprehension at the daughter ship growing in the ship’s lower flank. What would the person be like, this new being who would accompany this new ship into the universe? She thought she had known, but everything had changed.


    She returned, finally, to her living chamber.


    “Please defend yourself,” she said.


    “True.”


    Yalnis snuggled into the ship’s substance, comforted by its caress. She laid her hand over her belly, pressing her palm against the hot, healing wound, then petting each of the little faces. They bumped against her palm, yearning, stretching from their shafts so she could tickle behind Asilgul’s vestigial ears, beneath Vasigul’s powerful lower jaw. Even Bahadirgul advanced from its reserve, blinking its long-lashed eyelids to caress her fingers, touching her palm with its sharp hot tongue.


    Each one wished to pleasure her, but she felt no wish for pleasure. Even the idea of joy vanished, in grief and guilt.


    The nest drew around her, covering her legs, her sex, her stomach. It flowed over the faces and extruded a nipple for each sharp set of teeth. The ship took over feeding the companions so they would not drain Yalnis as she slept.


    “Please, a thousand orbits,” she said.


    “True,” said the ship, making her aware it was content to have time to complete and polish the daughter ship, to prepare for the launch. But, afterward, it wanted to stretch and to explore. She accepted its need, and she would comply.


    For now she would sleep for a thousand orbits. If anyone besides Seyyan accepted the invitation to her daughter’s launch, they would arrive in good time, and then they could wait for her, as she waited for them. Perhaps a thousand orbits—a thousand years in the old way of speaking—would give her time to dream of a proper revenge. Perhaps a thousand years of sleep would let her dream away the edges of her grief. The ship’s support extensions grew against her, into her. She accepted the excretion extensions and swallowed the feeding extension. The monitor gloved one hand and wrist.


    The view through the dome swept the orbit’s plane, facing outward toward the thick carpet of multicolored stars, the glowing gas clouds.


    Yalnis slept for a thousand years.


    The kiss of her ship woke her. Water exuded from the feeding extension, moistening her lips and tongue. The tangy fragrance touched her consciousness. She drifted into the last, hypnopompic layer of sleep, finding and losing dreams.


    She thought: It would be good if… I would like…


    Loss hit her unaware. A chill of regret and grief swept through her and to her four remaining companions; they woke from their doze and released the nipples and squeaked and shrilled. The ship, after a thousand orbits of the irritation of their little sharp teeth, drew away its fabric.


    The ship made Yalnis aware of everything around them: the ship’s own safety, the star and its planets, the astronomical landscape glowing through the transparent dome.


    And it displayed to her the swarm of other ships, sending to her in their individual voices that ships and people had come to celebrate the launch of her daughter and her ship’s daughter. She recognized friends and acquaintances, she noted strangers. She looked for former lovers, and found, to her joy and apprehension, that Zorar’s ship sailed nearby.


    And, of course, Seyyan remained.


    During Yalnis’s long rest, Seyyan had never approached, never tried to attach or attack. Yalnis felt glad of this. Her ship would have surrounded itself with an impermeable shell, one that induced a severe allergic reaction in other ships. A defensive shell drew heavily on a ship’s resources. Her ship was sleek and well-provisioned, but growing defenses while developing a daughter ship would strain any resources.


    Instead of approaching, Seyyan’s craft’s course had closely paralleled her own for all this time, as if it were herding and protecting Yalnis.


    Annoyed that she had not anticipated such a move—she had expected aggression, not a show of protection—Yalnis nudged her ship to a different course, to a mathematical center along the long curved line of other craft. Her ship agreed and complied, even to skirting the bounds of safety and good manners, in moving itself into a position where Seyyan would have difficulty acting as their shadow.


    Yalnis stretched. The ship, understanding that she wished to rise, withdrew its extensions from her body. She gagged a little, as she always did, when the nutrient extension slid up her throat, across her tongue, between her lips, leaving a trace of sweetness. The extension collapsed; the ship’s skin absorbed it. Excretion extensions and the monitor followed, and disappeared.


    She raised her head slowly. The weight of her hair, grown long, held her down. She turned the dome reflective and gazed up.


    Her hair spread in a wide shining fan across the floor, covering the whole diameter of the living room, drawn out by the living carpet as it lengthened. Its color ranged in concentric circles. The outer circle, spread out so wide that each hair was a single ray, glowed an attenuated platinum blond, the color she had worn her hair when she first met Seyyan. It changed dramatically to black, then progressed from honey to auburn to dark brown, and the sequence started over. She removed the palest color from the growth sequence for the future. It would only remind her.


    Instead of cutting her hair to the short and easy length she usually favored, she asked the ship to sever it at a length that would touch the ground when she stood.


    * * * *


    Despite the ship’s constant care when she slept, she always had difficulty rising after a long hibernation. The ship eased the gravity to help her. She rose on shaky legs, and stumbled when she left the nest. The companions squealed with alarm.


    “Oh, be quiet,” she said. “What cause have I ever given you, to fear I’d fall on you?” Besides, their instincts would pull them inside her if she ever did fall, and the only bruises would form on her own body.


    But even if I’ve never fallen on them, she thought, I have left them reason to fear. To doubt my protection.


    Her hair draped around her shoulders, over her breasts, along her hips and legs to the ground. The companions peered through the thick curtain, chittering with annoyance. Bahadirgul sneezed. In sudden sympathy, she pushed her hair back to leave them free.


    The wound beneath her navel had healed, leaving a pale white scar. Beneath her skin, the sperm packet Zorargul emitted as its last living action made a jagged capsule, invisible, but perceptible to her fingers and vaguely painful to her nerves. She had to decide whether to use it, or to finish encapsulating it and expel it in turn.


    Without being asked, the ship absorbed the shorn ends of her hair. She and the ship had been born together; despite the mysteries each species kept from the other, each knew the other’s habits. It produced a length of ship silk formed into comfortable and neutral garments: loose pants with a filmy lace panel to obscure the companions, a sleeveless shirt with a similar lace panel. She wore clothes that allowed the companions some view of the world, for they could be troublesome when bored. She left the silk its natural soft beige, for the horizontal stripes of her hair gave plenty of drama. She twisted her hair into a thick rope to keep it from tangling as she dressed, then let it loose again. It lay heavy on her neck and shoulders.


    I may reconsider this haircut, she thought. But not till after the launch. I can be formal for that long, at least.


    Messages flowed in from the other ships. It pleased her that so many had accepted her invitation. Still she did not reply, even to welcome them. Her ship looked out a long distance, but no other craft approached. The party was complete.


    Yalnis closed her eyes to inspect her ship’s status and records. The ship ran a slight fever, reflecting its increasing metabolism. Its flank, smooth before her sleep, now bulged. The daughter ship lay in its birth pouch, shiny-skinned and adorned with a pattern of small knots. The knots would sink into the new ship’s skin, giving it the potential of openings, connections, ports, antennae, undifferentiated tissue for experiment and play.


    “It’s beautiful,” she whispered to the ship.


    “True.”


    The companions squeaked with hunger, though they had spent the last thousand years dozing and feeding without any exertion. They were fat and sleek. They were always hungry, or always greedy, rising for a treat or a snack, though they connected directly to her bloodstream as well as to her nerves and could draw their sustenance from her without ever opening their little mouths or exposing their sharp little teeth.


    But Yalnis had been attached to the ship’s nutrients for just as long, and she too was ravenous.


    She left the living room and descended to the garden. The light was different, brighter and warmer. The filter her ship used to convey light to the garden mimicked a blanket of atmosphere.


    She arrived at garden’s dawn. Birds chirped and sang in the surrounding trees, and a covey of quail foraged along borders and edges. Several rabbits, nibbling grass in the pasture, raised their heads when she walked in, then, unafraid, went back to grazing. They had not seen a person for thousands of their generations.


    The garden smelled different from the rest of the ship, the way she believed the surface of a planet might smell. She liked it, but it frightened her, too, for it held living organisms she would never see. The health of the garden demanded flotillas of bacteria, armies of worms, swarms of bugs. She thought it might be safer to grow everything in hydroponic tanks, as had been the fashion last time she paid attention, but she liked the spice of apprehension. Besides, the ship preferred this method. If it thought change necessary, it would change.


    She walked barefoot into the garden, trying not to step on any adventurous worm or careless bug. The bacteria would have to look out for themselves.


    She captured a meal of fruit, corn, and a handful of squash blossoms. She liked the blossoms. When she was awake, and hunted regularly, she picked them before they turned to vegetables. The neglected plants emitted huge squashes of all kinds, some perfect, some attacked and nibbled by vegetarian predators.


    The companions, reacting to the smell of food, fidgeted and writhed, craning their thick necks to snap at each other. She calmed and soothed them, and fed them bits of apple and pomegranate seeds.


    They had already begun to jostle for primacy, each slowly moving toward her center, migrating across skin and muscle toward the spot where Zorargul had lived, as if she would not notice. Her skin felt stretched and sore. No companion had the confidence or nerve to risk detaching from its position to reinsert itself in the primary spot.


    A good thing, too, she thought. I wouldn’t answer for my temper if one of them did that without my permission.


    Leaving her garden, she faced the task of welcoming her guests.


    I don’t want to, she thought, like a whiny girl: I want to keep my privacy, I want to enjoy my companions. I want to be left alone. To grieve alone.


    In the living room, beneath the transparent dome, the ship created a raised seat. She slipped in among the cushions, sat on her hair, cursed at the sharp pull, swept the long locks out from under her and coiled them—bits of dirt and leaves tangled in the ends; she shook them off with a shudder and left the detritus for the carpet to take away. She settled herself again.


    “I would like to visit Zorar,” she said to her ship.


    “True.”


    She dozed until the two ships matched, extruded, connected. A small shiver ran through Yalnis’s ship, barely perceptible.


    Yalnis hesitated at the boundary, took a deep breath, and entered the pilus where the fabric of her ship and the fabric of Zorar’s met, mingled, and communicated, exchanging unique bits of genetic information to savor and explore.


    At the border of Zorar’s ship, she waited until her friend appeared.


    “Zorar,” she said.


    Zorar blinked at her, in her kindly, languorous way. She extended her hand to Yalnis and drew her over the border, a gesture of trust that broke Yalnis’s heart. She wanted to throw herself into Zorar’s arms.


    Do I still have the right? she thought.


    She burst into tears.


    Zorar enfolded Yalnis, murmuring, “Oh, my dear, oh, what is it?”


    Between sobs and sniffles, and an embarrassing bout of hiccups, Yalnis told her. Zorar held her hand, patting it gently, and fell still and silent.


    “I’m so sorry,” Yalnis whispered. “I was so fond of Zorargul. I could always remember you, when… I feel so empty.”


    Zorar glanced down. The lace of Yalnis’s clothes modestly concealed the companions.


    “Let me see,” she said. Her voice remained calm. Yalnis had always admired her serenity. Now, though, tears brightened her brown eyes.


    Yalnis parted the lace panels. The four remaining companions blinked and squirmed in the increased light, the unfamiliar gaze. Bahadirgul retreated, the most modest of them all, but the others stretched and extended and stared and bared their teeth.


    “You haven’t chosen a replacement.”


    “How could I replace Zorargul?”


    Zorar shook her head. “You can’t duplicate. But you can replace.”


    Yalnis gripped Zorar’s hands. “Do you mean…” She stopped, confused and embarrassed, as inarticulate as the girl she had been when she first met Zorar. That time, everything that happened was her choice. This time, by rights, it should be Zorar’s.


    “A daughter between us,” Zorar said. “She would be worth knowing.”


    “Yes,” Yalnis said. Zorar laid her palm against Yalnis’s cheek.


    Instead of leaning into her touch, Yalnis shivered.


    Zorar immediately drew back her hand and gazed at Yalnis.


    “What do you want, my dear?” she asked.


    “I want…” She sniffled, embarrassed. “I want everything to be the way it was before I ever met Seyyan!” She took Zorar’s hand and held it, clutched it. “I wanted a daughter with Zorargul, but Zorargul is gone, and I…” She stopped. She did not want to inflict her pain on Zorar.


    “You aren’t ready for another lover,” Zorar said. “I understand entirely.”


    Zorar glanced at Yalnis’s bare stomach, at the one shy and three bold little faces, at the scar left from Zorargul’s murder.


    “It wasn’t meant to be,” Zorar said


    Yalnis touched the scar, where Zorargul’s jagged remains pricked her skin from underneath.


    “Maybe I should—”


    “No.” Zorar spoke sharply.


    Discouraged, Yalnis let the lacy panels slip back into place.


    “It’s our memories Seyyan killed,” Zorar said. “Would you send out a daughter with only one parent’s experience?”


    Zorar was kind; she refrained from saying that the one parent would be Yalnis, young and relatively inexperienced. Yalnis’s tears welled up again. She struggled to control them, but she failed. She fought the knowledge that Zorar was right. Zorar was mature and established, with several long and distant adventures to her credit. Her memories were an irreplaceable gift, to be conveyed to a daughter through Zorargul. The sperm packet alone could not convey those memories. “Let time pass,” Zorar said. “We might see each other again, in some other millennium.”


    Yalnis scrubbed at her eyes with her sleeve. “I’m so angry!” she cried. “How could Seyyan betray me like this?”


    “How did you find her?” Zorar asked, as if to change the subject. “She’s not been heard of for…” She paused to think, to shrug. “Sixty or eighty millennia, at least. I thought she was lost.”


    “Did you hope it?”


    Zorar gave her a quizzical glance. “Don’t you remember?”


    Yalnis looked away, ashamed. “I don’t have all Zorargul’s memories,” she said. “I savored them—anticipated them. I didn’t want to gobble them all up at once. It would be too greedy.”


    “How old are you now?” Zorar asked gently, as if to change the subject.


    “My ship is eleven millennia,” she replied. “In waking time, I’m twenty-five years old.”


    “You young ones always have to find out everything for yourselves,” Zorar said with a sigh. “Didn’t you ask Zorargul, when you took up with Seyyan?”


    Yalnis stared at her, deeply shocked. “Ask Zorargul about Seyyan?” Zorar might as well have suggested she make love in a cluster of ships with the dome transparent, everyone looking in. It had never occurred to Yalnis to tell the companions each others’ names, or even to wonder if they would understand her if she did. She had a right to some privacy, as did her other lovers.


    “You young ones!” Zorar said with impatience. “What do you think memories are for? Are they just a toy for your entertainment?”


    “I was trying to treat them respectfully!” Yalnis exclaimed.


    Zorar snorted.


    Yalnis wondered if she would ever be so confident, so well-established, that she could dispense with caring what others thought about her. She yearned for such audacity, such bravery.


    “I asked about her, of course!” she exclaimed, trying to redeem herself. “Not the companions, but Shai and Kinli and Tasmin were all near enough to talk to. They all said, Oh, is she found? Or, She’s a legend, how lucky you are to meet her! Or, Give her my loving regard.”


    “Tasmin has a daughter with her. She’d never hear anything against her. I suppose Seyyan never asked anything of Tasmin that she wasn’t willing to give. Kinli wasn’t even born last time anyone heard anything from Seyyan, and Shai…” She glanced down at her hands and slowly, gradually, unclenched her fists. “Shai fears her.”


    “She could have warned me.”


    “Seyyan terrifies her. Is she here?” She closed her eyes, a habitual movement that Yalnis did, too, when she wanted information from her ship’s senses.


    “No,” Yalnis said, as Zorar said, “No, I see she’s not.”


    “She said she would, but she changed her mind. It hurt my feelings when she disappeared without a word, and she never replied when I asked her what was wrong.”


    “She changed her mind after you mentioned Seyyan.”


    Yalnis thought back. “Yes.”


    “Would you have believed her, if she’d warned you?”


    Yalnis remembered Seyyan’s word and touch and beauty, the flush Yalnis felt just to see her, the excitement when she knew Seyyan looked at her. She shivered, for now all that had changed.


    “I doubt it,” she said. “Oh, you’re right, I wouldn’t have believed her. I would have suspected jealousy.”


    Zorar brushed away Yalnis’s tears.


    “What did she do to you?” Yalnis whispered.


    Zorar took a deep breath, and drew up the gauzy hem of her shirt.


    She carried the same companions as when she and Yalnis first met: five, the same number Yalnis had accepted. Yalnis would have expected someone of Zorar’s age and status to take a few more. Five was the right number for a person of Yalnis’s age and minor prosperity.


    “You noticed this scar,” Zorar said, tracing an erratic line of pale silver that skipped from her breastbone to her navel, nearly invisible against her translucently delicate skin. “And I shrugged away your question.”


    “You said it happened when you walked on the surface of a planet,” Yalnis said. “You said a flesh-eating plant attacked you.”


    “Yes, well, one did,” Zorar said, unabashed. “But it didn’t leave that scar.” She stroked the chin of her central little face. Just below her navel, the companion roused itself, blinking and gnashing its teeth. It neither stretched up aggressively nor retreated defensively. Yalnis had never seen its face; like the others, it had remained nearly concealed, only the top of its head showing, while Yalnis and Zorar made love. Yalnis had thought the companions admirably modest, but now she wondered if their reaction had been fear.


    Zorar pressed her fingers beneath the companion’s chin, scratching it gently, revealing its neck.


    The scar did not stop at Zorar’s navel. It continued, crossing the back of the companion’s neck and the side of its throat. “Seyyan claimed she behaved as she’d been taught. As she thought was proper, and right. She was horrified at my distress.”


    She stroked the companion’s downy scalp. It closed its eyes.


    Her voice hardened.


    “I had to comfort her, she acted so distraught. I had to comfort her.“


    “She accused me of teasing and deceiving her,” Yalnis said. “And she killed Zorargul.”


    Under Zorar’s gentle hand, the scarred companion relaxed and slept, its teeth no longer bared.


    “Perhaps she’s learned efficiency,” Zorar whispered, as if the companion might hear and understand her. “Or… mercy.”


    “Mercy!” Yalnis exclaimed. “Cruelty and sarcasm, more likely.”


    “She killed Zorargul,” Zorar said. “This one, mine, she left paralyzed. Impotent.”


    Yalnis imagined: Zorargul, cut off from her, unable to communicate with either pleasure or memory, parasitic, its pride destroyed. She gazed at Zorar with astonishment and pity, and she flushed with embarrassment. She had felt piqued when Zorar created Zorargul with a secondary little face, instead of with her first companion. Now Yalnis knew why.


    Yalnis laid her hand on Zorar’s. Her own fingers touched the downy fur of the damaged companion. Involuntarily, she shuddered. Zorar glanced away.


    Could I have kept Zorargul? Yalnis wondered. No matter how much I loved Zorar…


    She thought Zorar was the bravest person she had ever met.


    Would it be right to say so? She wondered. Any more right than to ask the questions I know not to ask: How could you—? Why didn’t you—?


    “What do you think, now?” Zorar said.


    “I’m outraged!” Yalnis said.


    “Outraged enough to tell?”


    “I told you.”


    “You confessed to me. You confessed the death of Zorargul, as if it were your fault. Do you believe Seyyan, that you deceived her? Are you outraged enough to accuse her, instead of yourself?”


    Yalnis sat quite still, considering. After a long while, she patted Zorar’s hand again, collected herself, and brushed her fingertips across Zorar’s companion’s hair with sympathy. She kissed Zorar quickly and returned to her own ship.


    * * * *


    Preparations, messages of welcome to old acquaintances, greetings to new ones, occupied her. Zorar’s question always hovered in the back of her mind, and sometimes pushed itself forward to claim her attention:


    What do you think, now?


    While she prepared, the ships moved closer, extruded connections, grew together. Yalnis’s ship became the center, till the colony obscured her wide vistas of space and clouds of stars and glowing dust. She felt her ship’s discomfort at being so constricted; she shared it. She felt her ship’s exhilaration at intense genetic exchange: those sensations, she avoided.


    She continued to ignore Seyyan, but never rescinded her invitation. Yalnis’s ship allowed no direct connection to Seyyan’s glittering craft. Seyyan remained on the outskirts of the colony, forming her own connections with others. The ships floated in an intricately delicate dance of balance and reciprocity. As the people exchanged greetings, reminiscences, gifts, the ships exchanged information and new genetic code.


    Most of their communications were cryptic. Oftentimes even the ships had no idea what the new information would do, but they collected and exchanged it promiscuously, played with it, rearranged it, tested it. The shimmery pattern of rainbow reflections spread from Seyyan’s craft’s skin to another, and another, and the pattern mutated from solid to stripes to spots.


    Yalnis’s ship remained its customary reflective silver.


    “The ships have chosen a new fashion,” Yalnis said.


    “True,” her ship said. Then, “False.”


    Yalnis frowned, confused, as her ship displayed a genetic sequence and its genealogy tag. Yalnis left all those matters to the ship, so she took a moment to understand that her ship rejected the pattern because it descended from Seyyan’s craft. Her ship led her further into its concerns, showing how many new sequences it had considered but rejected and stopped taking in when it encountered Seyyan’s tag.


    “Thank you,” Yalnis said.


    “True.”


    That was a long conversation, between ship and human. She was glad it had ended without misunderstanding.


    The ship did understand “Thank you,” Yalnis believed, and Yalnis did understand its response of appreciation.


    Maybe Seyyan was right, Yalnis said to herself. Maybe I am naïve. I feared direct assault, but never thought of a sneak attack on my ship.


    She wondered if her encounter with Seyyan had changed the balance between the two ships, or if their estrangement had its own source. She wondered if she should try to exclude Seyyan’s craft from the colony. But that would be an extreme insult, and Seyyan had more friends than Yalnis, and many admirers. She was older, wealthier, more experienced and accomplished, more limber of voice and of body.


    * * * *


    “I trust your judgment,” she said, remaining within the relative safety of simple declarative statements. She would leave decisions about Seyyan’s craft to her own ship.


    “True.”


    The shimmering new fashion continued to extend from Seyyan’s to other craft, each vying with the next to elaborate upon her pattern.


    Seyyan’s popularity created a second center for the colony, decreasing the stability of the delicate rotation, but there was nothing to be done about it. It was ships’ business, not people’s.


    Yalnis was ready. She made her last decisions, dressed in intricate lace, took a deep, shaky breath, and welcomed her guests.


    Zorar arrived first, too well-established to concern herself with being fashionably late. Yalnis embraced her, grateful for her presence. Zorar kissed her gently and handed her a sealed glass ampoule.


    “For your daughter’s vineyard,” she said. “I think the culture’s improved even over what I gave your mother, when she launched you and your ship.”


    “Thank you,” Yalnis said, honored by the gift. She put it on the central table, in a place of distinction.


    More guests arrived; an hour passed in a blur of greetings, reunions, introductions, gifts. People brought works of art, stories, and songs. They brought ship silk as refined as fog, seeds of newly adapted plants, embryos of newly discovered creatures, unique cultures of yeast and bacteria. Yalnis accepted them all with thanks and gratitude. Her daughter would be well and truly launched; her ship would be rich, and unique.


    Her guests ate and drank, wished each other long life and adventures, congratulated voyagers on their safe return. They exchanged compliments and gossip, they flirted, they told tales, they even bragged: Kinli had, of course, been on another great adventure that made all others pale by comparison. Guests complimented Yalnis’s ship’s cooking, especially the savory rabbit, and the complexity and quality of her wine. Everyone wore their best ship silk, and most, like Yalnis, wore lace so their companions could remain decently modest while watching the party. A few guests wore opaque garments to enforce a complete modesty; Yalnis thought the choice a little cruel. The very youngest people, recently debuted from solitary girl to adult, revealed their virgin midriffs.


    Yalnis found herself always aware of the new connections leading from other ships to her living space. The openings, glowing in the cool pastels of biological light, changed her living area from one of comfortable intimacy to one of open vulnerability.


    Zorar handed her a glass of wine. Yalnis had based the vintage on the yeast Zorar gave her ship when it and Yalnis were born and launched.


    Yalnis sipped it, glanced around, swallowed a whole mouthful. The effects spread through her. The companions squeaked with pleasure, leaning into her, absorbing the alcohol, yearning. She brushed her hand across the lace of her shirt. She had been neglecting the companions since Zorargul’s murder. She drank more wine, and Zorar refilled their glasses.


    Yalnis blocked out the rising level of conversation. She was unused to noise, and it tired her.


    “What do you think?” she said.


    Zorar raised one eyebrow. “That’s the question I want you to answer.”


    “Oh,” said Yalnis. “Yes, of course.” She blushed at her misstep. “But I meant, about the wine.”


    “It’s excellent,” Zorar said, “as you well know. Your ship is of a line that seldom makes a recombinant error, and I can only approve of the changes. What about Seyyan? Did you ban her?”


    “No. I want her here. So she knows she failed. Maybe she banned herself.”


    “Maybe she’s trying to unnerve you. Or to wait till you drink too much.”


    Yalnis drained her glass again.


    “Maybe if I do, I’ll be ready for her.”


    She was ignoring the noise, but she noticed the sudden silence.


    “And then I—” Kinli said, and stopped.


    Seyyan stood in the largest new entryway, silhouetted by golden bioluminescence, her face shadowed, dramatized, by the softer party light. Yalnis’s heart pounded; her face flushed.


    “I thought she was so beautiful,” Yalnis whispered to Zorar, amazed, appalled. She thought she whispered: a few people nearby glanced toward her, most amused, but one at least pale with jealousy for her relationship with the renowned adventurer.


    If you only knew, Yalnis thought. I wonder what you’d think then?


    Yalnis mourned the loss of the joy she had felt when Seyyan chose her, but she mourned the loss of Zorargul much more.


    Seyyan strode into the party, greeting allies, her gaze moving unchecked past the few who had rejected her craft’s fashionable offerings. Misty ship silk flowed around her legs and hips, shimmering with the pattern that newly decorated the flanks of so many craft. No one else had thought to apply it to clothing. She wore a shawl of the same fabric around her shoulders, over her breasts, across her companions.


    But her hands were empty of gifts. Yalnis declined to notice, but others did, and whispered, shocked.


    Then she flung back the end of the shawl, revealing herself from breastbone to pubis.


    She had accepted more companions since she was with Yalnis. She bore so many Yalnis could not count them without staring, and she would not stare. Her gaze hesitated only long enough to see that the son-spot had erupted and healed over.


    The other guests did stare.


    How could any person support so many companions? And yet Seyyan displayed health and strength, an overwhelming physical wealth.


    She turned to draw another guest from the shadows behind her. Ekarete stepped shyly into the attention of the party. Ekarete, one of the newly debuted adults, already wore new lace. Seyyan bent to kiss her, to slip her hand beneath the filmy panel of her shirt, so everyone would know that if she had neglected a launching gift for Yalnis’s daughter, she had given a more intimate one to Ekarete.


    Seyyan wanted Yalnis to know what had happened to the new companion, that she had easily found someone to accept it.


    Seyyan whispered to Ekarete, drew her hand down her cheek, and continued toward Yalnis and Zorar. Ekarete followed, several steps behind, shy and attentive, excited and intimidated by her first adult gathering.


    Seyyan’s first companion, the assassin, protruded all the way to the base of his neck, eyes wide, teeth exposed and snapping sharply. Her other companions, responding to him, gnashed their teeth and blinked their eyes.


    “What a pleasant little party,” Seyyan said. “I so admire people who aren’t caught up in the latest fashion.”


    “Do have some wine,” Yalnis said. She meant to speak in a pleasant tone. Her voice came out flat, and hard.


    Seyyan accepted a glass, and sipped, and nodded. “As good as I remember.”


    Yalnis wished for the ancient days Seyyan came from, when poison could still wreak havoc with a person’s biochemistry, undetected till too late. She wished for a poisoned apple, a single bite, and no one ever to kiss Seyyan again.


    Maybe I can have that last wish, she thought, and took action on her decision.


    She let Zorargul’s wound break open. The stab of pain struck through her. Her companions shrieked, crying like terrified birds, reacting to her distress. Blood blossomed through the lace panel of her shirt. All around her, people gasped.


    Yalnis reached beneath the scarlet stain. Her hand slid across the blood on her skin. The wound gaped beneath her fingers.


    Her body had treated Zorargul’s sperm packet like an intrusion, an irritation, as something to encapsulate like the seed of a pearl. At the same time, the packet struggled for its own survival, extending spines to remain in contact with her flesh. As it worked its way out, scraping her raw, she caught her breath against a whimper.


    Finally the capsule dropped into her hand. She held it up. Her body had covered the sperm packet’s extrusions with shining white enamel. All that remained of Zorargul was a sphere of bloody fangs. “This is your work, Seyyan,” she said. Blood flowed over her stomach, through her pubic hair, down her legs, dripping onto the rug, which absorbed it and carried it away. Yalnis went cold, light-headed, pale. She took courage from Zorar, standing at her elbow.


    “You took me as your lover,” Seyyan said. “I thought you wanted me. I thought you wanted a companion from me. My lineage always fought for place and position.”


    “I wasn’t at war with you,” Yalnis said. “I loved you. If you’d asked, instead of…” She glanced down at the gory remains.


    “Asked?” Seyyan whispered. “But you asked me.”


    Whispers, exclamations, agreement, objections all quivered around them.


    Tasmin moved to stand near Seyyan, taking her side.


    “You must have been neglectful,” she said to Yalnis. “I think you’re too young to support so many companions.”


    Seyyan glanced at Tasmin, silencing her. Anyone could see that Yalnis was healthy and well supplied with resources. She was her own evidence, and her ship the final proof.


    As they confronted each other, the guests sorted themselves, most in a neutral circle, some behind Yalnis, more flanking Seyyan. Yalnis wished Shai had remained for the gathering. She might have sided with Seyyan, but the others might have seen her fear.


    Ekarete, in her new lace shirt, moved shyly between the opponents.


    “Seyyan was very gentle with me,” she whispered. “She acceded to my choice.” She twitched the hem of her shirt aside, just far enough, just long enough, to reveal the fading inflammation of a new attachment, and the golden skin and deep brown eyes of Seyyan’s offspring, Ekarete’s first little face.


    “Very gentle,” Ekarete said again. “Very kind. I love her.”


    “For giving you a cast-off?” Yalnis said. “For inducing you to take the companion I refused?”


    Ekarete stared at her. Yalnis felt sorry for her, sorry to have humiliated her.


    Tasmin stood forward with Ekarete. “Yalnis, you’re speaking out of grief,” she said. “You lost a companion—I grieve with you. But don’t blame Seyyan or embarrass Ekarete. We all know Seyyan for her generosity. My daughter by her launched gloriously.”


    “You’re hardly disinterested,” said Yalnis.


    “But I am,” said Kinli, “and I know nothing against her.”


    Yalnis started to say, When did you ever listen to anyone but yourself?


    Zorar yanked up the hem of her shirt, revealing the scar and her emasculated companion with its drooping mouth and dull eyes. It roused far enough to bare its teeth. It drooled.


    The older people understood; the younger ones started in horror at the mangled thing, heard quick whispers of explanation, and stared at Seyyan.


    “I loved you, too,” Zorar said. “I told myself, it must have been my fault. I should have understood. I consoled you. After you did this.”


    “I came for a celebration,” Seyyan said, holding herself tall and aloof. “I expect to be taken as I am—not ambushed with lies and insults.”


    She spun, the hem of her dress flaring dramatically, and strode away.


    Ekarete ran after her. Seyyan halted, angry in the set of her shoulders; she paused, softened, bent to speak, kissed Ekarete, and continued away, alone. The main entrance silhouetted her formidable figure as she left Yalnis’s ship.


    Ekarete stood shivering, gazing after her, pulling the hem of her shirt down all the way around. Finally she scurried after her. Tasmin glared at Yalnis, heaved a heavy sigh, and followed.


    The others, even Kinli, clustered around Yalnis and Zorar.


    “You’ve spoiled your own party,” Kinli said, petulant. “What now? A permanent break? A feud?”


    “I shun her,” Yalnis said.


    “That’s extreme!”


    Yalnis hesitated, hoping for support if not acclaim. She shrugged into the silence. “If the community doesn’t agree, why should she care if only I shun her?”


    “And I,” Zorar said, which made more difference to more people.


    The light of the connecting corridors faded as she spoke. The openings slowly ensmalled. No one had to be told the party had ended. The guests hurried to slip through the connections before they vanished. Their finery went dim.


    All around, the tables resorbed into the floor, leaving crumbs and scraps and disintegrating utensils. The rug’s cilia carried them away in a slow-motion whirlpool of dissolving bits, into pores, to be metabolized. The gifts all sank away, to be circulated to the new ship.


    Only Zorar remained. Yalnis’s knees gave out. She crouched, breathing hard, dizzy. Zorar knelt beside her.


    “I’m— I have to—”


    “Hush. Lie back.”


    “But—”


    “It’s waited this long. It can wait longer.”


    Yalnis let Zorar ease her down. The ship received her, nestling her, creeping around and over her with its warm skin. The pain eased and the flow of blood ceased. The blood she had shed moved from her skin, from her clothes, red-brown drying specks flowing in tiny lines across the comforter, and disappeared.


    She dozed, for a moment or an hour. When she woke, Zorar remained beside her.


    “Thank you,” Yalnis whispered. She closed her eyes again. She desperately wanted to be alone.


    Zorar kissed Yalnis and slipped through the last exit. It sealed itself and disappeared.


    Yalnis wanted only to go back to sleep. A thousand years might not be enough this time. She had never been among so many people for so long, and she had never been in such a confrontation. Exhaustion crept over her, but she must stay awake a little longer.


    “I shun Seyyan,” she said. Her companions quivered at her distress.


    “True,” the ship said, and let all its connections to all the other ships shrivel and drop away. The primary colony broke apart, resolving into individual ships. They moved to safer distances, and the stars reappeared above Yalnis’s living space.


    Seyyan’s glittering secondary colony remained, with her craft protected in its center. None broke away to shun her. Yalnis turned her back on the sight. She no longer had anything to do with Seyyan.


    “It’s time,” she said aloud.


    “True,” her ship replied. It created a nest for her, a luxurious bed of ship silk. It dimmed the light and mirrored the outer surface of the transparent dome. The stars took on a ghostly appearance. Yalnis could see out, but no one could see inside.


    Yalnis pulled off her shirt. Her long hair tangled in it. Annoyed, she shook her hair free. She stepped out of her loose trousers. Naked, she reclined in the nest.


    “Please, cut my hair.”


    “True,” the ship said. The nest cropped her hair, leaving a cap of dark brown. The weight fell away; the strands moved across the carpet, fading to a dust of molecules.


    Yalnis relaxed, gazed at her companions, and let her hand slide down her body. The little faces knew her intent. Each stretched itself to its greatest extent, into her and out of her, whispering and offering.


    She made her choice.


    Bahadirgul stretched up to seek her hand, moaning softly through its clenched sharp teeth. The other companions contracted, hiding their little faces in modesty or disappointment till they nearly disappeared. Yalnis stroked Bahadirgul’s head, its nape, and caressed its neck and shaft. She opened herself to her companion.


    The pleasure started slowly, spreading from Bahadirgul’s attachment point deeper into her body. It reached the level of their ordinary couplings, which always gave Yalnis joy, and gave the companion days of pride and satiation. It continued, and intensified. Yalnis cried out, panting, arching her back. Bahadirgul shivered and extended. Yalnis and her companion released, and combined.


    Their daughter formed. Yalnis curled up, quivering occasionally with a flush of pleasure, listening to their daughter grow. The pleasure faded to a background throb.


    Inside her, her daughter grew.


    Content, she nestled deeper into the ship silk and prepared to sleep.


    Instead, the dome went transparent. Seyyan’s colony of connected ships gleamed in the distance. The connecting pili stretched thin, preparing to detach and resorb.


    Yalnis sighed. Seyyan was none of her concern anymore. She had sworn to take no more notice of her.


    What happened next, Yalnis would never forget, no matter how many millennia she lived or how many adventures filled her memory.


    The connections deformed, shifted, arched in waves. They contracted, forcing the craft closer even as they tried to separate and depart.


    Seyyan commanded her supporters, and they discovered the limits of their choices. They tried to free their ships, tried to dissolve the connections, but Seyyan drew them ever nearer.


    Seyyan’s craft had infected their ships not only with beauty, but with obedience.


    Tasmin’s craft, old and powerful, broke free. Its pilus tore, shredding and bleeding. Yalnis’s ship quivered in response to the sight or to a cry of distress imperceptible to people. The destruction and distraction allowed a few other people to overcome the wills of their craft and wrench away, breaking more connections. After the painful and distressing process, the freed craft fled into a wider orbit, or set a course to escape entirely from the star system and from Seyyan.


    Person and ship alike suffered when fighting the illness of a malignant genetic interchange. Yalnis hoped they would all survive.


    “What’s she doing?” Yalnis whispered. Her ship interpreted her words, correctly, as a question for people, not for ships. It opened all her silenced message ports and let in exclamations, cries of outrage, excuses, argument, wild speculation.


    Seyyan’s craft gleamed and shimmered and proclaimed its ascension and gathered the remaining captives into a shield colony. With its imprisoned allies, it moved toward Yalnis and her ship.


    Yalnis went cold with fear, shock, and the responsibility for all that had happened: she had brought all the others here; she had succumbed to Seyyan and then challenged her; she had forced people to take sides.


    “Seyyan infected their defenses,” Yalnis said. That’s what the fashionable pattern was for, she thought. A temptation, and a betrayal.


    “True,” her ship replied.


    Yalnis’s ship moved toward Seyyan’s craft. It quivered around her, like the companions within her. It had made its decision, a decision that risked damage. This was ship’s business. Yalnis could fight it, or she could add her will to her ship’s and join the struggle. She chose her ship.


    Zorar followed, and, reluctantly, so did Tasmin’s craft, its torn pili leaking fluid that broke into clouds of mist and dissipated in sunlit sparkles. The skin of the craft dulled to its former blue sheen, but patches of shimmering infection broke out, spread, contracted.


    After all too brief a time, the stars vanished again, obscured by the coruscating flanks of Seyyan’s shield. Yalnis’s ship pushed dangerously into the muddle. Yalnis crouched beneath the transparent dome, overcome with claustrophobia. No escape remained, except perhaps for Seyyan.


    Seyyan forced her captive allies to grow extensions, but when they touched Yalnis’s ship, they withdrew abruptly, stung by its immune response. In appreciation, Yalnis stroked the fabric of her ship.


    “True,” her ship whispered.


    Please, Yalnis thought, Seyyan, please, just flee. Let everyone go. Announce a new adventure. Declare that you’ve shamed me enough already, that you won our altercation.


    She had no wish to speak to Seyyan, but she had an obligation. She created a message port. Seyyan answered, and smiled.


    “Your shunning didn’t last long,” she said. “Shall I tell my friends to withdraw?”


    Yalnis flushed, embarrassed and angry, but refused to let Seyyan divert her.


    “What do you want?” Yalnis cried. “Why do you care anymore what I think? Leave us all alone. Go on more of your marvelous and legendary adventures—”


    “Flee?” Seyyan said. “From you?”


    Ekarete’s craft, willingly loyal to Seyyan, interposed itself between Seyyan and Yalnis. A pore opened in its skin. A spray of scintillating liquid exploded outward, pushed violently into vacuum by the pressure behind it. The fluid spattered over the dome of Yalnis’s ship. It spread, trying to penetrate, trying to infect. Yalnis flinched, as if the stuff could reach her.


    Her ship shuddered. Yalnis gasped. The temperature in her living space rose: her ship’s skin reacted to the assault, marshalling a powerful immune response, fighting off the infection. The foreign matter sublimated, rose in a foggy sparkle, and dispersed.


    Seyyan lost patience. The flank of her craft bulged outward, touching Ekarete’s. It burst, like an abscess, exploding ship’s fluids onto the flank of Ekarete’s craft. The lines of fluid solidified in the vacuum and radiation of space, then contracted, pulling the captive craft closer, drawing it in to feed upon. Ekarete’s craft, its responses compromised, had no defense.


    “Seyyan!” Ekarete cried. “I never agreed— How—” And then, “Help us!”


    Seyyan’s craft engulfed Ekarete’s, overwhelming the smaller ship’s pattern variations with the stronger design. The captive ship matched the captor, and waves of color and light swept smoothly from one across the other.


    “You must be put away,” Yalnis said to Seyyan, and ended their communication forever.


    Tasmin’s craft, its blue skin blotched with shimmer, its torn connections hovering and leaking, approached Seyyan’s craft.


    “Don’t touch it again!” Yalnis cried. “You’ll be caught too!”


    “She must stop,” Tasmin said, with remarkable calm.


    Yalnis took a deep breath.


    “True,” she said. Her ship responded to her assent, pressing forward.


    To Tasmin, she said, “Yes. But you can’t stop her. You can only destroy yourself.”


    Tasmin’s ship decelerated and hovered, for Seyyan had already damaged it badly.


    A desperate pilus stretched from the outer flank of Ekarete’s ship. Yalnis allowed it to touch, her heart bounding with apprehension. Her ship reached for it, and the connecting outgrowths met. Her ship declined to fuse, but engulfed the tip to create a temporary connection. It opened its outgrowth, briefly, into Yalnis’s living room.


    The outlines of the younger craft blurred as Seyyan’s ship incorporated it, dissolved it, and took over its strength. The pilus ripped free of Yalnis’s ship and sank into the substance of Seyyan’s craft.


    Air rushed past Yalnis in a quick blast; the wind fell still as her ship clenched its pilus and resorbed it.


    The shrinking pilus pulled Ekarete inside. Naked, crying, her hair flying, she held her hand over her stomach for modesty. Her palm hid the little face of her companion, muffling its squeals and the clash of its sharp teeth.


    Maybe it will bite her, Yalnis thought, distracted, and chided herself for the uncharitable thought.


    “How could she, how could she?” Ekarete said.


    “Yalnis,” Zorar said from the depths of her own ship, “what are you doing? What should I do?”


    “Come and get me if we dissolve,” Yalnis said. And then she wondered, Could I leave my ship, if Seyyan bests us? Should I?


    If Seyyan had been patient, Yalnis thought, she might have persuaded her friends to defend her willingly. If she’d asked them, they might have agreed I’d outraged her unjustly. If she’d trusted them, they might have joined her out of love.


    No shield colony had existed in Yalnis’s lifetime, or in the memories of the lovers whose companions she had accepted: no great danger had threatened any group of people. A shield was a desperate act, a last effort, an assault. Extricating and healing the ships afterward was a long and expensive task. But Seyyan’s friends might have done it willingly, for Seyyan’s love. Instead they tore themselves away from her, one by one, desperately damaging themselves to avoid Ekarete’s fate, but weakening Seyyan as well.


    They dispersed, fleeing. Seyyan’s craft loomed, huge and old, sucking in the antennae desperately growing outward from the vestiges of Ekarete’s craft.


    Ekarete cried softly as her ship vanished.


    “Do be quiet,” Yalnis said.


    Until the last moment of possibility, Yalnis hoped Seyyan would relent. Yalnis and Zorar and Tasmin, and a few others, hovered around her, but she had room to escape. Seyyan’s former allies gathered beyond the first rank of defense, fearful of being trapped again but resolving to defend themselves.


    Yalnis’s ship emitted the first wave of ship silk, a silver plume of sticky fibers that caught against the other ship and wrapped around its skin. Yalnis’s ship balanced itself: action and reaction.


    The other ships followed her lead, spraying Seyyan’s craft with plume after plume: silver, scarlet, midnight blue, ultraviolet, every color but the holographic pattern their defenses covered. Seyyan’s craft reacted, but the concerted effort overwhelmed it. It drew inward, shrinking from the touch of the silk to avoid allergic reaction. Gradually it disappeared beneath the layers of solidifying color.


    Yalnis listened for a plea, a cry for mercy, even a shout of defiance. But Seyyan maintained a public silence.


    Is she secretly giving orders to her allies? Yalnis wondered. Does she have allies anymore? She glanced over her shoulder at Ekarete.


    Ekarete, creeping up behind her, launched herself at Yalnis, her teeth bared in an eerie mirror of her angry companion’s. She reached for Yalnis’s face, her hand pouring blood, and they fell in a tangle. Yalnis struggled, fending off Ekarete’s fists and fingernails, desperate to protect her tiny growing daughter, desperate to defend her companions against Ekarete’s, which was after all the spawn of Seyyan and her murderous first companion.


    All the companions squealed and gnashed their teeth, ready to defend themselves, as aware of danger as they were of opportunity.


    “Why are you doing this?” Yalnis cried. “I’m not your enemy!”


    “I want my ship! I want Seyyan!”


    “It’s gone! She’s gone!” Yalnis wrestled Ekarete and grabbed her, holding tight and ducking her head as Ekarete slapped and struck her. The companions writhed and lunged at their opponent. Their movements gave Yalnis weird sensations of sexual arousal and pleasure in the midst of anger and fear.


    The floor slipped beneath her, startling her as it built loose lobes of ship silk. She grabbed one and flung herself forward, pulling the gossamer fabric over Ekarete, letting go, rolling free, leaving Ekarete trapped. The silk closed in. Yalnis struggled to her feet, brushing her hand across her stomach to reassure herself that her companions and her daughter remained uninjured. She wiped sweat from her face and realized it was not sweat, but blood, not Ekarete’s but her own, flowing from a stinging scratch down her cheek.


    Both she and her ship had been distracted. Seyyan’s craft struggled against a thin spot that should have been covered by more silver silk from Yalnis’s ship. The tangled shape rippled and roiled, and the craft bulged to tear at the restraint. Glowing plasma from the propulsion system spurted in tiny jets beneath the surface of the silk. The craft convulsed. Yalnis flinched to think of the searing plasma trapped between the craft’s skin and the imprisoning cover.


    “Finish it,” Yalnis said to her ship. “Please, finish it.” Tears ran hot down her face. Ekarete’s muffled cries and curses filled the living space, and Yalnis’s knees shook.


    “True,” her ship said. A cloak of silver spread to cover the weak spot, to seal in the plasma.


    The roiling abruptly stopped.


    Yalnis’s friends flung coat after coat of imprisoning silk over Seyyan’s craft, until they were all exhausted.


    When it was over, Yalnis’s ship accelerated away with the last of its strength. Her friends began a slow dispersal, anxious to end the gathering. Seyyan’s craft drifted alone and silent, turning in a slow rotation, its glimmer extinguished by a patchwork of hardening colors


    Yalnis wondered how much damage the plasma had done, how badly Seyyan’s craft had been hurt, and whether it and Seyyan had survived.


    “Tasmin,” she said, quietly, privately, “will you come for Ekarete? She can’t be content here.”


    Ekarete was a refugee, stripped of all her possessions, indigent and pitiable, squeaking angrily beneath ship silk like a completely hidden companion.


    After a hesitation Yalnis could hardly believe, or forgive, Tasmin replied.


    “Very well.”


    Yalnis saw to her ship. Severely depleted, it arced through space in a stable enough orbit. It had expended its energy and drawn on its structural mass. Between defending itself and the demands of its unborn daughter ship, it would need a long period of recovery.


    She sent one more message, a broadcast to everyone, but intended for Seyyan’s former friends.


    “I haven’t the resources to correct her orbit.” She felt too tired even to check its stability, and reluctant to ask her ship to exert itself. “Someone who still cares for her must take that responsibility.”


    “Let me up!” Ekarete shouted. Yalnis gave her a moment of attention.


    “Tasmin will be here soon,” Yalnis said. “She’ll help you.”


    “We’re bleeding.”


    Yalnis said, “I don’t care.”


    She pulled her shirt aside to see to her own companions. Three of the four had retracted, showing only their teeth. She stroked around them till they relaxed, dozed, and exposed the tops of their downy little heads, gold and copper and softly freckled. Only Bahadirgul, ebony against Yalnis’s pale skin, remained bravely awake and alert.


    Drying blood slashed its mouth, but the companion itself had sustained only a shallow scratch. Yalnis petted the soft black fur of Bahadirgul’s hair.


    “You’re gallant,” Yalnis said. “Yes, gallant. I made the right choice, didn’t I?” Bahadirgul trembled with pleasure against her fingers, within her body.


    When Bahadirgul slept, exhausted and content, Yalnis saw to her daughter, who grew unmolested and unconcerned; she saw to herself and to her companions, icing the bruises of Ekarete’s attack, washing her scratches and the companion’s. She looked in the mirror and wondered if she would have a scar down her cheek, across her perfect skin.


    And, if I do, will I keep it? she wondered. As a reminder?


    As she bathed and put on new clothes, Tasmin’s ship approached, sent greetings, asked for permission to attach. Yalnis let her ship make that decision and felt relieved when the ship approved. A pilus extended from Tasmin’s ship; Yalnis’s ship accepted it. Perhaps it carried some risk, but they were sufficiently exhausted that growing a capsule for Ekarete’s transport felt beyond their resources.


    As the pilus widened into a passage, Zorar whispered to her through a message port, “Shall I come and help? I think I should.”


    “No, my friend,” Yalnis whispered in reply. “Thank you, but no.”


    Tasmin entered, as elegant and perfect as ever. Yalnis surprised herself by taking contrary pride in her own casual appearance. Zorar’s concern and worry reached her. Yalnis should be afraid, but she was not.


    “Please release Ekarete,” she said to her ship.


    “True,” it said, its voice soft. The net of silk withdrew, resorbed. As soon as one hand came free, Ekarete clutched and scratched and dragged herself loose. She sprang to her feet, blood-smeared and tangle-haired.


    She took one step toward Yalnis, then stopped, staring over Yalnis’s shoulder.


    Yalnis glanced quickly back.


    As if deliberately framed, Seyyan’s craft loomed beyond the transparent dome of the living space, bound in multicolored layers of the heaviest ship silk, each layer permeated with allergens particular to the ship that had created it. Seyyan’s craft lay cramped within the sphere, shrinking from its painful touch, immobilized and put away until time wore the restraints to dust.


    Ekarete keened with grief. The wail filled Yalnis’s hearing and thickened the air.


    Tasmin hurried to her, putting one arm around her shaking shoulders, covering her with a wing of her dress.


    “Take her,” Yalnis said to Tasmin. “Please, take her.”


    Tasmin turned Ekarete and guided her to the pilus. The connection’s rim had already begun to swell inward as Yalnis’s ship reacted to the touch of Tasmin’s with inflammation. Tasmin and Ekarete hurried through and disappeared.


    Seyyan’s former friends would have to decide how to treat Ekarete. They might abandon her, adopt her, or spawn a new craft for her. Yalnis had no idea what they would choose to do, whether they would decide she was pure fool for her loyalty or pure hero for the same reason.


    When the connector had healed over, leaving the wall a little swollen and irritated, when Tasmin’s ship moved safely away, Yalnis took a long deep breath and let it out slowly. Silence and solitude calmed her.


    “It’s time, I think,” she said aloud.


    “True,” replied her ship.


    Yalnis descended to the growing chamber, where the daughter ship lay fat and sleek, bulging toward the outer skin. It had formed as a pocket of Yalnis’s ship, growing inward. A thick neck connected the two craft, but now the neck was thinning, with only an occasional pulse of nutrients and information. The neck would part, healing over on the daughter’s side, opening wide on the outer skin of Yalnis’s ship.


    Yalnis stepped inside for the first, and perhaps the only, time.


    The living space was very plain, very beautiful in its elegant simplicity, its walls and floor a black as deep and vibrant as space without stars. Its storage bulged with the unique gifts Yalnis’s guests had brought: new foods, new information, new bacteria, stories, songs, and maps of places unimaginably distant.


    The soft silver skin of Yalnis’s ship hugged it close, covering its transparent dome.


    The new ship awoke to her presence. It created a nest for her. She cuddled into its alien warmth, and slept.


    * * * *


    She woke to birth pangs, her own and her ship’s. Extensions and monitors retracted from her body.


    “Time for launch,” she said to her ship.


    “True,” it said, without hesitation or alternation. It shuddered with a powerful labor pang. It had recovered its strength during the long rest.


    “Bahadirgul,” Yalnis said, “it’s time.”


    Bahadirgul yawned hugely, blinked, and came wide awake.


    Yalnis and Bahadirgul combined again. The pleasure of their mental combining matched that of their physical combining, rose in intensity, and exceeded it. At the climax, they presented their daughter with a copy of Yalnis’s memories and the memories of her lover Bahadir.


    A moment of pressure, a stab of pain—


    Yalnis picked up the blinking gynuncula. Her daughter had Bahadir’s ebony skin and hair of deepest brown, and Yalnis’s own dark blue eyes. Delighted, she showed her to Bahadirgul, wondering, as she always did, how much the companion understood beyond pleasure, satiation, and occasional fear or fury. It sighed and retreated to its usual position, face exposed, calm. The other companions hissed and blinked and looked away. Yalnis let the mesh of her shirt slip over their faces.


    Yalnis carried her daughter through the new ship, from farm space to power plant, pausing to wash away the stickiness of birth in the pretty little bathing stream. The delicate fuzz on her head dried as soft as fur.


    The daughter blinked at Yalnis. Everyone said a daughter always knew her mother from the beginning. Yalnis believed it, looking into the new being’s eyes, though neither she nor anyone she knew could recall that first moment of life and consciousness.


    By the time she returned to the living space at the top of the new ship, the connecting neck had separated, one end healing against the daughter ship in a faint navel pucker, the other slowly opening to the outside. Yalnis’s ship shuddered again, pushing at the daughter ship. The transparent dome pressed out, to reveal space and the great surrounding web of stars.


    Yalnis’s breasts ached. She sank cross-legged on the warm midnight floor and let her daughter suck, giving her a physical record of dangers and attractions as she and Bahadirgul had given her a mental record of the past.


    “Karime,” Yalnis whispered, as her daughter fell asleep. Above them the opening widened. The older ship groaned. The new ship quaked as it pressed out into the world.


    “Karime, daughter, live well,” Yalnis said.


    She gave her daughter to her ship’s daughter, placing the chubby sleeping creature in the soft nest. She petted the ship-silk surface.


    “Take good care of her,” she said.


    “True,” the new ship whispered.


    Yalnis smiled, stood up, watched the new ship cuddle the new person for a moment, then hurried through the interior connection before it closed.


    She slipped out, glanced back to be sure all was well, and returned to her living space to watch.


    Yalnis’s ship gave one last heavy shudder. The new ship slipped free.


    It floated nearby, getting its bearings, observing its surroundings. Soon—staying near another ship always carried an element of danger, as well as opportunity—it whispered into motion, accelerating itself carefully toward a higher, more distant orbit.


    Yalnis smiled at its audacity. Farther from the star, moving through the star’s dust belt, it could collect mass and grow quickly. In a thousand, perhaps only half a thousand, orbits, Karime would emerge to take her place as a girl of her people.


    “We could follow,” Yalnis said. “Rest, recoup…”


    “False,” her ship whispered, displaying its strength, and its desire, and its need. “False, false.”


    “We could go on our adventure.”


    “True,” her ship replied, and turned outward toward the web of space, to travel forever, to feast on stardust.


    * * * *
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    NEUTRON STAR, by Larry Niven


    First published in If, October 1966


    I


    The Skydiver dropped out of hyperspace an even million miles above the neutron star. I needed a minute to place myself against the stellar background and another to find the distortion Sonya Laskin had mentioned before she died. It was to my left, an area the apparent size of the Earth’s moon. I swung the ship around to face it.


    Curdled stars, muddled stars, stars that had been stirred with a spoon.


    The neutron star was in the center, of course, though I couldn’t see it and hadn’t expected to. It was only eleven miles across, and cool. A billion years had passed since BVS-1 burned by fusion fire. Millions of years, at least, since the cataclysmic two weeks during which BVS-1 was an X-ray star, burning at a temperature of five billion degrees Kelvin. Now it showed only by its mass.


    The ship began to turn by itself. I felt the pressure of the fusion drive. Without help from me, my faithful metal watchdog was putting me in hyperbolic orbit that would take me within one mile of the neutron star’s surface. Twenty-four hours to fall, twenty-four hours to rise…and during that time, something would try to kill me. As something had killed the Laskins.


    The same type of autopilot, with the same program, had chosen the Laskins’ orbit. It had not caused their ship to collide with the star. I could trust the autopilot. I could even change its program.


    I really ought to.


    How did I get myself into this hole?


    The drive went off after ten minutes of maneuvering. My orbit was established, in more ways than one. I knew what would happen if I tried to back out now.


    All I’d done was walk into a drugstore to get a new battery for my lighter!


    * * * *


    Right in the middle of the store, surrounded by three floors of sales counters, was the new 2,603 Sinclair intrasystem yacht. I’d come for a battery, but I stayed to admire. It was a beautiful job, small and sleek and streamlined and blatantly different from anything that’s ever been built. I wouldn’t have flown it for anything, but I had to admit it was pretty. I ducked my head through the door to look at the control panel. You never saw so many dials. When I pulled my head out, all the customers were looking in the same direction. The place had gone star-tlingly quiet.


    I can’t blame them for staring. A number of aliens were in the store, mainly shopping for souvenirs, but they were staring too. A puppeteer is unique. Imagine a headless, three-legged centaur wearing two Cecil the Seasick Sea Serpent puppets on his arms, and you’ll have something like the right picture. But the arms are weaving necks, and the puppets are real heads, flat and brainless, with wide flexible lips. The brain is under a bony hump set between the bases of the necks. This puppeteer wore only its own coat of brown hair, with a mane that extended all the way up its spine to form a thick mat over the brain. I’m told that the way they wear the mane indicates their status in society, but to me it could have been anything from a dock worker to a jeweler to the president of General Products.


    I watched with the rest as it came across the floor, not because I’d never seen a puppeteer, but because there is something beautiful about the dainty way they move on those slender legs and tiny hooves. I watched it come straight toward me, closer and closer. It stopped a foot away, looked me over and said, “You are Beowulf Shaeffer, former chief pilot for Nakamura Lines.”


    Its voice was a beautiful contralto with not a trace of accent. A puppeteer’s mouths are not only the most flexible speech organs around, but also the most sensitive hands. The tongues are forked and pointed, the wide, thick lips have little fingerlike knobs along the rims. Imagine a watchmaker with a sense of taste in his fingertips…


    I cleared my throat. ‘That’s right.”


    It considered me from two directions. “You would be interested in a high-paying job?”


    “I’d be fascinated in a high-paying job.”


    “I am our equivalent of the regional president of General Products. Please come with me, and we will discuss this elsewhere.”


    I followed it into a displacement booth. Eyes followed me all the way. It was embarrassing, being accosted in a public drugstore by a two-headed monster. Maybe the puppeteer knew it. Maybe it was testing me to see how badly I needed money.


    My need was great. Eight months had passed since Nakamura Lines folded. For some time before that, I had been living very high on the hog, knowing that my back pay would cover my debts. I never saw that back pay. It was quite a crash, Nakamura Lines. Respectable middle-aged businessmen took to leaving their hotel windows without their lift belts. Me, I kept spending. If I’d started living frugally, my creditors would have done some checking…and I’d have ended in debtor’s prison.


    The puppeteer dialed thirteen fast digits with its tongue. A moment later we were elsewhere. Air puffed out when I opened the booth door, and I swallowed to pop my ears.


    “We are on the roof of the General Products building.” The rich contralto voice thrilled along my nerves, and I had to remind myself that it was an alien speaking, not a lovely woman. “You must examine this spacecraft while we discuss your assignment.”


    I stepped outside a little cautiously, but it wasn’t the windy season. The roof was at ground level. That’s the way we build on We Made It. Maybe it has something to do with the fifteen-hundred-mile-an-hour winds we get in summer and winter, when the planet’s axis of rotation runs through its primary, Procyon. The winds are our planet’s only tourist attraction, and it would be a shame to slow them down by planting skyscrapers in their path. The bare, square concrete roof was surrounded by endless square miles of desert, not like the deserts of other inhabited worlds, but an utterly lifeless expanse of fine sand just crying to be planted with ornamental cactus. We’ve tried that. The wind blows the plants away.


    The ship lay on the sand beyond the roof. It was a #2 General Products hull: a cylinder three hundred feet long and twenty feet through, pointed at both ends and with a slight wasp-waist constriction near the tail. For some reason it was lying on its side, with the landing shocks still folded in at the tail.


    Ever notice how all ships have begun to look the same? A good ninety-five percent of today’s spacecrafts are built around one of the four General Products hulls. It’s easier and safer to build that way, but somehow all ships end as they began: mass-produced look-alikes.


    The hulls are delivered fully transparent, and you use paint where you feel like it. Most of this particular hull had been left transparent. Only the nose had been painted, around the life-system. There was no major reaction drive. A series of retractable attitude jets had been mounted in the sides, and the hull was pierced with smaller holes, square and round—for observational instruments. I could see them gleaming through the hull.


    * * * *


    The puppeteer was moving toward the nose, but something made me turn toward the stern for a closer look at the landing shocks.


    They were bent. Behind the curved, transparent hull panels, some tremendous pressure had forced the metal to flow like warm wax, back and into the pointed stern.


    “What did this?” I asked.


    “We do not know. We wish strenuously to find out.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Have you heard of the neutron star BVS-1?”


    I had to think a moment. “First neutron star ever found, and so far the only. Someone located it two years ago by stellar displacement.”


    “BVS-1 was found by the Institute of Knowledge on Jinx. We learned through a go-between that the Institute wished to explore the star. They needed a ship to do it. They had not yet sufficient money. We offered to supply them with a ship’s hull, with the usual guarantees, if they would turn over to us all data they acquired through using our ship.”


    “Sounds fair enough.” I didn’t ask why they hadn’t done their own exploring. Like most sentient vegetarians, puppeteers find discretion to be the only part of valor.


    “Two humans named Peter Laskin and Sonya Laskin wished to use the ship. They intended to come within one mile of the surface in a hyperbolic orbit. At some point during their trip, an unknown force apparently reached through the hull to do this to the landing shocks. The unknown force also seems to have killed the pilots.”


    “But that’s impossible. Isn’t it?”


    “You see the point. Come with me.” The puppeteer trotted toward the bow.


    I saw the point, all right. Nothing, but nothing can get through a General Products hull. No kind of electromagnetic energy except visible light. No kind of matter, from the smallest subatomic particle to the fastest meteor. That’s what the company’s advertisements claim, and the guarantee backs them up. I’ve never doubted it, and I’ve never heard of a General Products hull being damaged by a weapon or by anything else.


    On the other hand, a General Products hull is as ugly as it is functional. The puppeteer-owned company could be badly hurt if it got around that something could get through a company hull. But I didn’t see where I came in.


    We rode an escalladder into the nose.


    The lifesystem was in two compartments. Here the Laskins had heat-reflective paint. In the conical control cabin the hull had been divided into windows. The relaxation room behind it was a windowless reflective silver. From the back wall of the relaxation room an access tube ran aft, opening on various instruments and the hyperdrive motors.


    There were two acceleration couches in the control cabin. Both had been torn loose from their mountings and wadded into the nose like so much tissue paper, crushing the instrument panel. The backs of the crumpled couches were splashed with rust brown. Flecks of the same color were all over everything, the walls, the windows, the viewscreens. It was as if something had hit the couches from behind: something like a dozen paint-filled toy balloons, striking with tremendous force.


    “That’s blood,” I said.


    “That is correct. Human circulatory fluid.”


    II


    Twenty-four hours to fall.


    I spent most of the first twelve hours in the relaxation room, trying to read. Nothing significant was happening, except that a few times I saw the phenomenon Sonya Laskin had mentioned in her last report. When a star went directly behind the invisible BVS-1, a halo formed. BVS-1 was heavy enough to bend light around it, displacing most stars to the sides; but when a star went directly behind the neutron star, its light was displaced to all sides at once. Result: a tiny circle which flashed once and was gone almost before the eye could catch it.


    I’d known next to nothing about neutron stars the day the puppeteer picked me up. Now I was an expert. But I still had no idea what was waiting for me when I got down there.


    All the matter you’re ever likely to meet will be normal matter, composed of a nucleus of protons and neutrons surrounded by electrons in quantum energy states. In the heart of any star there is a second kind of matter: for there, the tremendous pressure is enough to smash the electron shells. The result is degenerate matter: nuclei forced together by pressure and gravity, but held apart by the mutual repulsion of the more or less continuous electron ‘gas’ around them. The right circumstances may create a third type of matter.


    Given: a burnt-out white dwarf with a mass greater than 1.44 times the mass of the Sun— Chandrasekhar’s Limit, named for an Indian-American astronomer of the nineteen hundreds. In such a mass the electron pressure alone would not be able to hold the electrons back from the nuclei. Electrons would be forced against protons—to make neutrons. In one blazing explosion most of the star would change from a compressed mass of degenerate matter to a closely packed lump of neutrons: neutronium, theoretically the densest matter possible in this universe. Most of the remaining normal and degenerate matter would be blown away by the liberated heat.


    For two weeks the star would give off X rays, as its core temperature dropped from five billion degrees Kelvin to five hundred million. After that it would be a light-emitting body perhaps ten to twelve miles across: the next best thing to invisible. It was not strange that BVS-1 was the first neutron star ever found.


    Neither is it strange that the Institute of Knowledge on Jinx would have spent a good deal of time and trouble looking. Until BVS-1 was found, neutronium and neutron stars were only theories. The examination of an actual neutron star could be of tremendous importance. Neutron stars could give us the key to true gravity control.


    Mass of BVS-1 : 1.3 times the mass of Sol, approximately.


    Diameter of BVS-1 (estimated): eleven miles of neutronium, covered by half a mile of degenerate matter, covered by maybe twelve feet of ordinary matter.


    Escape velocity: 130,000 mps, approximately.


    Nothing else was known of the tiny black star until the Laskins went in to look. Now the Institute knew one thing more. The star’s spin.


    * * * *


    “A mass that large can distort space by its rotation,” said the puppeteer. “The Institute ship’s projected hyperbola was twisted across itself in such a way that we can deduce the star’s period of rotation to be two minutes, twenty-seven seconds.”


    The bar was somewhere in the General Products building. I don’t know just where, and with the transfer booths it doesn’t matter. I kept staring at the puppeteer bartender. Naturally only a puppeteer would be served by a puppeteer bartender, since any biped would resent knowing that somebody made his drink with his mouth. I had already decided to get dinner somewhere else.


    “I see your problem,” I said. “Your sales will suffer if it gets out that something can reach through one of your hulls and smash a crew to bloody smears. But where do I fit in?”


    “We wish to repeat the experiment of Sonya Laskin and Peter Laskin. We must find—”


    “With me?”


    “Yes. We must find out what it is that our hulls cannot stop. Naturally you may—”


    “But I won’t.”


    “We are prepared to offer one million stars.”


    I was tempted, but only for a moment. “Forget it.”


    “Naturally you will be allowed to build your own ship, starting with a #2 General Products hull.”


    “Thanks, but I’d like to go on living.”


    “You would dislike being confined. I find that We Made It has reestablished the debtor’s prison. If General Products made public your accounts…”


    “Now, just a—”


    “You owe money in the close order of five hundred thousand stars. We will pay your creditors before you leave. If you return—” I had to admire the creature’s honesty in not saying when—“we will pay you the remainder. You may be asked to speak to news commentators concerning the voyage, in which case there will be more stars.”


    “You say I can build my own ship?”


    “Naturally. This is not a voyage of exploration. We want you to return safely.”


    “It’s a deal,” I said.


    After all, the puppeteer had tried to blackmail me. What happened next would be its own fault.


    * * * *


    They built my ship in two weeks flat. They started with a #2 General Products hull, just like the one around the Institute of Knowledge ship, and the lifesystem was practically a duplicate of the Laskins’, but there the resemblance ended. There were no instruments to observe neutron stars. Instead, there was a fusion motor big enough for a Jinx warliner. In my ship, which I now called Skydiver, the drive would produce thirty gees at the safety limit. There was a laser cannon big enough to punch a hole through We Made It’s moon. The puppeteer wanted me to feel safe, and now I did, for I could fight and I could run. Especially I could run.


    I heard the Laskins’ last broadcast through half a dozen times. Their unnamed ship had dropped out of hyperspace a million miles above BVS-1. Gravity warp would have prevented their getting closer in hyperspace. While her husband was crawling through the access tube for an instrument check, Sonya Laskin had called the Institute of Knowledge. “…we can’t see it yet, not with the naked eye. But we can see where it is. Every time some star or other goes behind it, there’s a little ring of light. Just a minute. Peter’s ready to use the telescope…”


    Then the star’s mass had cut the hyperspacial link. It was expected, and nobody had worned—then. Later, the same effect must have stopped them from escaping whatever attacked them, into hyperspace.


    When would-be rescuers found the ship, only the radar and the cameras were still running. They didn’t tell us much. There had been no camera in the cabin. But the forward camera gave us, for one instant, a speed-blurred view of the neutron star. It was a featureless disc the orange color of perfect barbecue coals, if you know someone who can afford to burn wood. This object had been a neutron star a long time.


    “There’ll be no need to paint the ship,” I told the president.


    “You should not make such a trip with the walls transparent. You would go insane.”


    “I’m no flatlander. The mind-wrenching sight of naked space fills me with mild, but waning interest. I want to know nothing’s sneaking up behind me.”


    * * * *


    The day before I left, I sat alone in the General Products bar letting the puppeteer bartender make me drinks with his mouth. He did it well. Puppeteers were scattered around the bar in twos and threes, with a couple of men for variety; but the drinking hour had not yet arrived. The place felt empty.


    I was pleased with myself. My debts were all paid, not that that would matter where I was going. I would leave with not a mini-credit to my name; with nothing but the ship…


    All told, I was well out of a sticky situation. I hoped I’d like being a rich exile.


    I jumped when the newcomer sat down across from me. He was a foreigner, a middle-aged man wearing an expensive night-black business suit and a snow-white asymmetric beard. I let my face freeze and started to get up.


    “Sit down, Mr. Shaeffer.”


    “Why?”


    He told me by showing me a blue disc. An Earth-government ident. I looked it over to show I was alert, not because I’d know an ersatz from the real thing.


    “My name is Sigmund Ausfaller,” said the government man. “I wish to say a few words concerning your assignment on behalf of General Products.”


    I nodded, not saying anything.


    “A record of your verbal contract was sent to us as a matter of course. I noticed some peculiar things about it. Mr. Shaeffer, will you really take such a risk for only five hundred thousand stars?”


    “I’m getting twice that.”


    “But you only keep half of it. The rest goes to pay debts. Then there are taxes. But never mind. What occurred to me was that a spaceship is a spaceship, and yours is very well armed and has powerful legs. An admirable fighting ship, if you were moved to sell it.”


    “But it isn’t mine.”


    “There are those who would not ask. On Canyon, for example, or the Isolationist party of Wonderland.”


    I said nothing.


    “Or, you might be planning a career of piracy. A risky business, piracy, and I don’t take the notion seriously.”


    I hadn’t even thought about piracy. But I’d have to give up on Wonderland…


    “What I would like to say is this, Mr. Shaeffer. A single entrepreneur, if he were sufficiently dishonest, could do terrible damage to the reputation of all human beings everywhere. Most species find it necessary to police the ethics of their own members, and we are no exception. It occurred to me that you might not take your ship to the neutron star at all; that you would take it elsewhere and sell it. The puppeteers do not make invulnerable war vessels. They are pacifists. Your Sky-diver is unique.


    “Hence I have asked General Products to allow me to install a remote control bomb in the Skydiver. Since it is inside the hull, the hull cannot protect you. I had it installed this afternoon.


    “Now, notice! If you have not reported within a week I will set off the bomb. There are several worlds within a week’s hyperspace flight of here, but all recognize the dominion of Earth. If you flee, you must leave your ship within a week, so I hardly think you will land on a non-habitable world. Clear?”


    “Clear.”


    “If I am wrong, you may take a lie-detector test and prove it. Then you may punch me in the nose, and I will apologize handsomely.”


    I shook my head. He stood up, bowed and left me sitting there cold sober.


    * * * *


    Four films had been taken from the Laskins’ cameras. In the time left to me, I ran through them several times, without seeing anything out of the way. If the ship had run through a gas cloud, the impact could have killed the Laskins. At perihelion they were moving at better than half the speed of light. But there would have been friction, and I saw no sign of heating in the films. If something alive had attacked them, the beast was invisible to radar and to an enormous range of light frequencies. If the attitude jets had fired accidentally—I was clutching at straws—the light showed on none of the films.


    There would be savage magnetic forces near BVS-1, but that couldn’t have done any damage. No such force could penetrate a General Products hull. Neither could heat, except in special bands of radiated light, bands visible to at least one of the puppeteers’ alien customers. I hold adverse opinions on the General Products hull, but they all concern the dull anonymity of the design. Or maybe I resent the fact that General Products holds a near-monopoly on spacecraft hulls and isn’t owned by human beings. But if I’d had to trust my life to, say, the Sinclair yacht I’d seen in the drugstore, I’d have chosen jail.


    Jail was one of my three choices. But I’d be there for life. Ausfaller would see to that.


    Or I could run for it in the Skydiver. But no world within reach would have me, that is. Of course, if I could find an undiscovered Earthlike world within a week of We Made It …


    Fat chance. I preferred BVS-1 to that any day.


    III


    I thought that flashing circle of light was getting bigger, but it flashed so seldom I couldn’t be sure. BVS-1 wouldn’t show even in my telescope. I gave that up and settled for just waiting.


    Waiting, I remembered a long-ago summer I spent on Jinx. There were days when, unable to go outside because a dearth of clouds had spread the land with raw blue-white sunlight, we amused ourselves by filling party balloons with tap water and dropping them on the sidewalk from three stories up. They made lovely splash patterns—which dried out too fast. So we put a little ink in each balloon before filling it. Then the patterns stayed.


    Sonya Laskin had been in her chair when the chairs collapsed. Blood samples showed that it was Peter, who had struck them from behind, like a water balloon dropped from a great height.


    What could get through a General Products hull?


    Ten hours to fall.


    I unfastened the safety net and went for an inspection tour. The access tunnel was three feet wide, just right to push through in free fall. Below me was the length of the fusion tube; to the left, the laser cannon; to the right, a set of curved side tubes leading to inspection points for the gyros, the batteries and generator, the air plant hyperspace shunt motors. All was in order—except me. I was clumsy. My jumps were always too short or too long. There was no room to turn at the stern end, so I had to back fifty feet to a side tube.


    Six hours to go, and still I couldn’t find the neutron star. Probably I would see it only for an instant, passing at better than half the speed of light. Already my speed must be enormous.


    Were the stars turning blue?


    Two hours to go, I was sure they were turning blue. Was my speed that high? Then the stars behind should be red. Machinery blocked the view behind me, so I used the gyros. The ship turned with peculiar sluggishness. And the stars behind were blue, not red. All around me were blue-white stars.


    Imagine light falling into a savagely steep gravitational well. It won’t accelerate. Light can’t move faster than light. But it can gain in energy, in frequency. The light was falling on me, harder and harder as I dropped.


    I told the dictaphone about it. That dictaphone was probably the best protected item on the ship. I had already decided to earn my money by using it, just as if I expected to collect. Privately I wondered just how intense the light would get.


    Skydiver had drifted back to vertical, with its axis through the neutron star, but now it faced outward. I’d thought I had the ship stopped horizontally. More clumsiness. I used the gyros. Again the ship moved rnushily, until it was halfway through the swing. Then it seemed to fall automatically into place. It was as if the Skydiver preferred to have its axis through the neutron star.


    I didn’t like that in the least.


    I tried the maneuver again, and again the Skydiver fought back. But this time there was something else. Something was pulling at me.


    So I unfastened my safety net and fell headfirst into the nose.


    * * * *


    The pull was light, about a tenth of a gee. It felt more like sinking I through honey than falling. I climbed back into my chair, tied myself in with the net, now hanging face down, turned on the dictaphone. I told my story in such nitpicking detail that my hypothetical listeners could not but doubt my hypothetical sanity. “I think this is what happened to the Laskins,” I finished. “If the pull increases, I’ll call back.”


    Think? I never doubted it. This strange, gentle pull was inexplicable. Something inexplicable had killed Peter and Sonya Laskin. Q.E.D.


    Around the point where the neutron star must be, the stars were like smeared dots of oilpaint, smeared radially. They glared with an angry, painful light. I hung face down in the net and tried to think.


    It was an hour before I was sure. The pull was increasing. And I still had an hour to fall.


    Something was pulling on me, but not on the ship.


    No, that was nonsense. What could reach out to me through a General Products hull? It must be the other way around. Something was pushing on the ship, pushing it off course.


    If it got worse I could use the drive to compensate. Meanwhile, the ship was being pushed away from BVS-1, which was fine by me.


    But if I was wrong, if the ship were not somehow being pushed away from BVS-1, the rocket motor would send the Skydiver crashing into eleven miles of neutronium.


    And why wasn’t the rocket already firing? If the ship was being pushed off course, the autopilot should be fighting back. The accelerometer was in good order. It had looked fine when I made my inspection tour down the access tube.


    Could something be pushing on the ship and on the accelerometer, but not on me?


    It came down to the same impossibility. Something that could reach through a General Products hull.


    To hell with theory, said I to myself, said I. I’m getting out of here. To the dictaphone I said, “The pull has increased dangerously. I’m going to try to alter my orbit.”


    Of course, once I turned the ship outward and used the rocket, I’d be adding my own acceleration to the X force. It would be a strain, but I could stand it for a while. If I came within a mile of BVS-1, I’d end like Sonya Laskin.


    She must have waited face down in a net like mine, waited without a drive unit, waited while the pressure rose and the net cut into her iesh, waited until the net snapped and dropped her into the nose, to lie crushed and broken until the X force tore the very chairs loose and dropped them on her.


    I hit the gyros.


    The gyros weren’t strong enough to turn me. I tried it three times. Each time the ship rotated about fifty degrees and hung there, motionless, while the whine of the gyros went up and up. Released, the ship immediately swung back to position. I was nose down to the neutron star, and I was going to stay that way.


    * * * *


    Half an hour to fall, and the X force was over a gee. My sinuses were in agony. My eyes were ripe and ready to fall out. I don’t know if I could have stood a cigarette, hut I didn’t get the chance. My pack of Fortunados had fallen out of my pocket, when I dropped into the nose. There it was, four feet beyond my fingers, proof that the X force acted on other objects besides me. Fascinating.


    I couldn’t take any more. If it dropped me shrieking into the neutron star, I had to use the drive. And I did. I ran the thrust up until I was approximately in free fall. The blood which had pooled in my extremities went back where it belonged. The gee dial registered one point two gee. I cursed it for a lying robot.


    The soft-pack was bobbing around in the nose, and it occurred to me that a little extra nudge on the throttle would bring it to me. I tried it. The pack drifted toward me, and I reached, and like a sentient thing it speeded up to avoid my clutching hand. I snatched at it again as it went past my ear, but again it was moving too fast. That pack was going at a hell of a clip, considering that here I was, practically in free fall. It dropped through the door to the relaxation room, still picking up speed, blurred and vanished as it entered the access tube. Seconds later I heard a solid Thump.


    But that was crazy. Already the X force was pulling blood into my face. I pulled my lighter out, held it at arm’s length and let go. It fell gently into the nose. But the pack of Fortunados had hit like I’d dropped it from a building.


    Well.


    I nudged the throttle again. The mutter of fusing hydrogen reminded me that if I tried to keep this up all the way, I might well put the General Products hull to its toughest test yet: smashing it into a neutron star at half lightspeed. I could see it now: a transparent hull containing only a few cubic inches of dwarf star matter wedged into the tip of the nose.


    At one point four gee, according to that lying gee dial, the lighter came loose and drifted toward me. I let it go. It was clearly falling when it reached the doorway. I pulled the throttle back. The loss of power jerked me violently forward, but I kept my face turned. The lighter slowed and hesitated at the entrance to the access tube. Decided to go through. I cocked my ears for the sound, then jumped as the whole ship rang like a gong.


    And the accelerometer was right at the ship’s center of mass. Otherwise the ship’s mass would have thrown the needle off. The puppeteers were fiends for ten-decimal-point accuracy.


    I favored the dictaphone with a few fast comments, then got to work reprogramming the autopilot. Luckily what I wanted was simple. The X force was but an X force to me, but now I knew how it behaved. I might actually live through this.


    * * * *


    The stars were fiercely blue, warped to streaked lines near that special point. I thought I could see it now, very small and dim and red; but it might have been imagination. In twenty minutes, I’d be rounding the neutron star. The drive grumbled behind me. In effective free fall, I unfastened the safety net and pushed myself out of the chair.


    A gentle push aft—and ghostly hands grasped my legs. Ten pounds of weight hung by my fingers from the back of the chair. The pressure should drop fast. I’d programmed the autopilot to reduce the thrust from two gees to zero during the next two minutes. All I had to do was be at the center of mass, in the access tube, when the thrust went to zero.


    Something gripped the ship through a General Products hull. A psychokinetic life form stranded on a sun twelve miles in diameter? But how could anything alive stand such gravity?


    Something might be stranded in orbit. There is life in space: outsiders and sailseeds and maybe others we haven’t found yet. For all I knew or cared, BVS-1 itself might be alive. It didn’t matter. I knew what the X force was trying to do. It was trying to pull the ship apart.


    There was no pull on my fingers. I pushed aft and landed on the back wall, on bent legs. I knelt over the door, looking aft/down. When free fall came, I pulled myself through and was in the relaxation room looking down/forward into the nose.


    Gravity was changing faster than I liked. The X force was growing as zero hour approached, while the compensating rocket thrust dropped. The X force tended to pull the ship apart; it was two gee forward at the nose, two gee backward at the tail and diminished to zero at the center of mass. Or so I hoped. The pack and lighter had behaved as if the force pulling them had increased for every inch they moved sternward.


    The dictaphone was fifty feet below, utterly unreachable. If I had anything more to say to General Products, I’d have to say it in person. Maybe I’d get the chance. Because I knew what force was trying to tear the ship apart.


    It was the tide.


    * * * *


    The motor was off, and I was at the ship’s midpoint. My spread-eagled position was getting uncomfortable. It was four minutes to perihelion.


    Something creaked in the cabin below me. I couldn’t see what it was, but I could clearly see a red point glaring among blue radial lines, like a lantern at the bottom of a well. To the sides, between the fusion tube and the tanks and other equipment, the blue stars glared at me with a light that was almost violet. I was afraid to look too long. I actually thought they might blind me.


    There must have been hundreds of gravities in the cabin. I could even feel the pressure change. The air was thin at this height, one hundred and fifty feet above the control room.


    And now, almost suddenly, the red dot was more than a dot. My time was up. A red disc leapt up at me; the ship swung around me; and I gasped and shut my eyes tight. Giants’ hands gripped my arms and legs and head, gently but with great firmness, and tried to pull me in two. In that moment it came to me that Peter Laskin had died like this. He’d made the same guesses I had, and he’d tried to hide in the access tube. But he’d slipped. As I was slipping…


    When I got my eyes open the red dot was shrinking into nothing.


    IV


    The puppeteer president insisted I be put in a hospital for observation. I didn’t fight the idea. My face and hands were flaming red, with blisters rising, and I ached like I’d been beaten. Rest and tender loving care, that’s what I wanted.


    I was floating between a pair of sleeping plates, hideously uncomfortable, when the nurse came to announce a visitor. I knew who it was from her peculiar expression.


    “What can get through a General Products hull?” I asked it.


    “I hoped you would tell me.” The president rested on its single back leg, holding a stick that gave off green, incense-smelling smoke.


    “And so I will. Gravity.”


    “Do not play with me, Beowulf Shaeffer. This matter is vital.”


    “I’m not playing. Does your world have a moon?”


    “That information is classified.” The puppeteers are cowards. Nobody knows where they come from, and nobody is likely to find out.


    “Do you know what happens when a moon gets too close to its primary?”


    “It falls apart.”


    “Why?”


    “I do not know.”


    “Tides.”


    “What is a tide?”


    Oho, said I to myself, said I. “I’m going to try to tell you. The Earth’s moon is almost two thousand miles in diameter and does not rotate with respect to Earth. I want you to pick two rocks on the Moon, one at the point nearest the Earth, one at the point furthest away.”


    “Very well.”


    “Now, isn’t it obvious that if those rocks were left to themselves they’d fall away from each other? They’re in two different orbits, mind you, concentric orbits, one almost two thousand miles outside the other. Yet those rocks are forced to move at the same orbital speed.”


    “The one outside is moving faster.”


    “Good point. So there is a force trying to pull the Moon apart. Gravity holds it together. Bring the Moon close enough to Earth, and those two rocks would simply float away.”


    “I see. Then this tide tried to pull your ship apart. It was powerful enough in the lifesystem of the Institute ship to pull the acceleration chairs out of their mounts.”


    “And to crush a human being. Picture it. The ship’s nose was just seven miles from the center of BVS-1. The tail was three hundred feet further out. Left to themselves they’d have gone in completely different orbits. My head and feet tried to do the same thing, when I got close enough.”


    “I see. Are you moulting?”


    “What?”


    “I noticed you are losing your outer integument in spots.”


    “Oh, that. I got a bad sunburn from exposure to starlight.”


    Two heads stared at each other for an eyeblink. A shrug? The puppeteer said, “We have deposited the remainder of your pay with the Bank of We Made It. One Sigmund Ausfaller, human, has frozen the account until your taxes are computed.”


    “Figures.”


    “If you will talk to reporters now, explaining what happened to the Institute ship, we will pay you ten thousand stars. We will pay cash so that you may use it immediately. It is urgent. There have been rumors.”


    “Bring ’em in.” As an afterthought I added, “I can also tell them that your world is moonless. That should be good for a footnote somewhere.”


    “I do not understand.” But two long necks had drawn back, and the puppeteer was watching me like a pair of pythons.


    “You’d know what a tide was if you had a moon. You couldn’t avoid it.”


    “Would you be interested in…”


    “… a million stars? I’d be fascinated. I’ll even sign a contract if it includes what we’re hiding. How do you like being blackmailed?”


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1966 by Galaxy Publishing Corp.

  


  
    KIT REED


    (1932– )


    Kit Reed and I had a difference of opinion about what story to use in this anthology. I love some of her earliest stories, like “The Wait,” and suggested one of them for the book. “Can’t you please,” she asked, “use something from this century?” She won the argument when she sent me the haunting “What Wolves Know.”


    Born Lillian Craig Reed, Kit is mainly thought of as an author of feminist SF or literary fiction, but she’s had success in a number of genres (and a number of names, such as pseudonyms Kit Craig and Shelley Hyde). After graduating from Notre Dame, Kit worked as a reporter in Florida and Connecticut, where she was named New England Newspaperwoman of the Year in both 1958 and 1959. At the same time she began selling fiction (Anthony Boucher bought her first SF story in 1958) and receiving literary recognition from sources that usually ignored SF writers. She received a Guggenheim Fellowship in 1964 and was the first American recipient of a five-year international literary grant from the Abraham Woursell Foundation the following year. She began teaching and running writing workshops at Wesleyan University in 1974, and is now Resident Writer.


    Although Kit’s work has strong genre overtones (and unlike some writers, she never disavowed her SF roots as a price for literary acceptance) her themes are primarily social and she has helped push the field in some directions others were reluctant to go, such as when she edited Fat (1974) an anthology of stories and essays about food and compulsive eating. Her stories have appeared in a wide range of publications, from The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction to the Yale Review and Kenyon Review. She served on the board of the National Book Critics Circle for five years in the 1990s, and is a board member of the Author’s League Fund. Probably her best-known book (and my favorite) is the story collection Weird Women, Wired Women (1997), but she continues to write and win awards in a variety of genres. (Her 2004 young adult novel Thinner Than Thou won the Alex Award, for instance.)


    Kit and her husband Joe live in Connecticut with their Scotties, Tig and Bridey (McTeague and MacBride of Frankenstein).

  


  
    WHAT WOLVES KNOW, by Kit Reed


    First published in Asimov’s Science Fiction, September 2007


    When you have been raised by wolves people expect better of you, but you have no idea what they mean by better.


    Happy comes out of the crate panting and terrified.


    When you have been raised by wolves, you expect better of people.


    Injured in the struggle before the dart bit him and his world went away, Happy blinks into the white glare.


    A dark shape moves into the blinding light. Sound explodes, a not-quite bark. “Welcome home!”


    This is nothing like home. Then why is the smell of this place so familiar? Troubled, Happy backs away, sucking his torn paw.


    He hears a not-quite purr. “Is that him?”


    “Back off Susan, you’re scaring him. Handsome bastard, under all the filth.” The dark shape gets bigger. “Hold still so we can look at you.”


    Happy scrambles backward.


    “Wait, dammit. What’s the matter with your hand?”


    The not-quite bark-er is not quite a wolf. Pink, he is, and naked, except for fur on top, with all his pink parts wrapped like a package in tan cloth. A… Hunter is the first thought that comes. Happy has never been this close to one, not that he chooses to remember. He looks down. His body is choking. There is cloth on Happy too! It won’t come off no matter how hard he shakes. He tears at it with his teeth.


    The not-wolf yaps, “Stop that! We want you looking good for the press conference.”


    Happy does not know what this means. With his back hairs rising, he gives the wolf’s first warning. He grrrs at the man. Man. That’s one of Happy’s words. And the other? Woman. The rest, he will not parse. The man grabs for him even though Happy rolls back his lips to show his fangs. The wolf’s second warning. Now, wolves, wolves know when close is too close, and they keep their distance. With wolves, you always know where you are.


    Wolves don’t stare like that unless they are about to spring and rip your throat out, but unlike the wolf, man has no code. If Happy bolts, will this one bring him down and close those big square teeth in him?


    “Hold still! What happened to your hand?”


    Happy does as taught; he snarls. The wolf’s last warning.


    “Now, stop. I didn’t bring you all this way to hurt you.”


    “Brent, he’s hurt.” The other voice is not at all like barking. “Oh, you poor thing, you’re bleeding.”


    The man growls, “Come here. We can’t let the people see blood.”


    Happy bunches his shoulders and drops to a crouch, but the man keeps on coming. Happy backs and backs. Oh, that thing he does with his face, too many teeth showing. Just stop! The more Happy scrambles away the more the man crowds him. At his back the walls meet like the jaws of a trap. He tips back his and howls. “Ah-whooooooo…”


    “Quiet! What will people think?”


    “Ah-whoooooo.” Happy stops breathing. He is listening. Not one wolf responds. There is an unending din in this bright place but there are no wolves anywhere. Even though he was running away when the humans caught him, Happy’s heart shudders. He is separated from his pack.


    “Shut up. Shut up and I’ll get you a present.”


    There are words Happy knows and words he doesn’t know, but he remembers only one of them well enough to speak. “Oh,” he barks bravely, even though he is cornered. “Oh, oh!”


    “That’s better. Now, hold still.” When a human shows its teeth at you it means something completely different from what you are taught to watch out for, but you had better watch out for it.


    The woman purrs, “Brent, you’re scaring him!”


    Woman. Another of Happy’s words. The sound she makes is nothing like a howl, but he thinks they are kindred.


    “Are you going to help me or what?” The man lunges. Should Happy attack? Other words rush in. Clothes. Arms. Clothes cover the man’s stiff arms and he is waving them madly. How can Happy tear out the throat with all that in the way? Can he bring the man down before he pulls out his…


    Another of Happy’s words comes back. Gun. It makes him shudder.


    “Brent, he’s shaking.”


    “I’m only trying to help him!”


    “Oh, you poor thing.” Sweet, that voice. She sounds like his… Another word he used to know. Mother. Parts of Happy change in ways he does not understand. She says, “Look at him Brent, he’s shaking!”


    “Oh,” Happy barks hysterically. “Oh, oh!”


    “Come on, now. Calm down or I’ll give you another shot.”


    The man makes a grab for him. In another minute those hands will close in his fur. Grief touches Happy like a feather, for like the man with his grasping fingers and not-quite barking, Happy is more pink than fur. It is confusing.


    “Don’t be afraid,” the woman says. “Come on, sweetie, come to Mother.”


    Happy will not know exactly who he means when he thinks, This is nothing like Mother. It does not explain, but measures the extent of his confusion. In this and every other circumstance, Happy’s position is ambiguous.


    This is not one of Happy’s words: ambiguous. He has been pulled out of a place he can’t explain into a world he doesn’t understand and it makes him sick with grief.


    He doesn’t belong anywhere.


    “Oh,” Happy yelps. Then more words come. “Oh, don’t!” Although he has outlived his mother Sonia and half his litter-mates, in wolf years, Happy is still a puppy.


    He does what any puppy does when cornered and outnumbered. He rolls over and shows his throat.


    “For God’s sake, kid, get up. What will people think? Get him up, Susan, they’re staring.”


    Others come. Men. Women. People with—how does he know this—cameras! People are pointing their cameras. Kept out by the rope that protects the live baggage claim area, strangers jostle, straining to see.


    There are words Happy knows and words he does not choose to understand. She growls, “You should have thought about that before you snatched him.”


    “Not snatched,” the man says firmly. He says in a loud voice because they are not alone here, “Rescued. This is not what you think,” he shouts to the onlookers. “This is my long-lost brother, I went through hell to save him.”


    “Stuff it, Brent. They don’t care who he is or what you did.”


    “I rescued him from a wolf pack in the wild!”


    She says, “They aren’t interested, they’re embarrassed.”


    He shouts, “They stole him from our family!” He is trying to get Happy on his feet but Happy flops every whichway, like any puppy. Brent tells the crowd, “When they found him, the police called me.”


    Happy gnashes at his hand.


    “Ow!” Brent shouts over Happy’s head, “Olmstead. My name is on the dogtag!”


    Dogtag. It is confusing. Is he less wolf than dog?


    “Hush, Brent,” the woman says. “Let me do this.”


    Flat on his back with his paws raised, Happy lifts his head. Unlike the pink man, the woman is gentle and she smells good. Hair. Not fur. Nice hair. Clothes like flowers.


    “Sweetie, are you all right?


    Oh, that soft purr. Happy wriggles, hoping to be stroked, but there will be no stroking. What was that word he used to have?


    Ma’am. It doesn’t come out of his throat the way it’s supposed to. At least this part comes back: if you can’t speak when they make a question, you nod. Happy nods. She shows all her teeth (“See, Brent?”) and he shows all his teeth right back to her in…Oh! This is a smile. You do it because they expect it. You always did. From nowhere Happy can name, there comes a string of words: Songs my mother taught me. Now, why does this make his heart break? He doesn’t know what it means and he doesn’t want to know where it’s coming from. Songs my mother…


    She touches his hair. Parts of Happy go soft and— oh! Another gets hard. Smile for her, she is soft in interesting places. At eighteen Happy feels like a puppy, but he isn’t, not really.


    Then she prods him with her toe. Her voice drops so he will know she is serious. “OK then, get up.”


    Slowly Happy rolls over and rises on his hind legs, although he is not all that accustomed. Susan shows her teeth at him, but in a nice way, and her voice lightens. “That’s better. Let’s get him in the car.”


    * * * *


    With wolves, you are always certain. Your wolf mother loves you. Get out of line and she will swat you. Grey Sonia did it as needed. Get too far out of line and your father will kill you. Happy bears the marks of Timbo’s fangs in his tender hide— this torn ear, that spot on his flank where the gash is healing.


    If you are male and live long enough, you will have to kill your father. It is the way of the pack.


    The wolves aren’t Happy’s real parents. In a way this is news to him, but from the beginning he had suspicions. Happy’s captor—er, rescuer—doesn’t know what Happy knows, and what the boy knows is buried so deep in early childhood that it only now coming to the surface. All his life Happy has run after the hope that the next thing will be better.


    He only left the woods after Timbo tried to kill him.


    He thought his real family would be kinder, although for reasons he only partially understands, he had forgotten them.


    In fact, he was the last child in a big family. Happy made one too many, and the mother put him in clean clothes when they went out but at home he was forgotten, sitting for hours in his own messes. She yelled at him for being in the way. One did things that hurt, but he will not remember which person. When he cried nobody cared. They didn’t much notice. He wasn’t supposed to hear his mother snap, “And this one’s my mistake.”


    Words are like weapons, no wonder he forgot.


    The night the wolves took him, Happy was alone in his little stroller in a mall parking lot, hours after the family car pulled out with everyone else inside. He was so thoroughly combed and scrubbed that it may have been accident, not neglect that found him there in the dark, crying. A central fact about Happy is that he doesn’t know.


    He cried and cried. Then the wolves swarmed down on Happy in his stroller and the bawling toddler lifted his arms to them. The big males paced, slavering. The child didn’t read their watchful eyes but Sonia knew. She turned on them, bunched and snarling. They backed away. Then she nosed Happy. He looked into her yellow eyes and clamped his arms around her magnificent neck.He buried his face deep in her thick white ruff. Timbo picked Happy out of the stroller and dropped him at Sonia’s feet. The pack took the message and backed off. He has been running with them ever since.


    The first thing Sonia did was rip off his little outfit with her teeth and lick him raw so he would smell of her and not the other pack, the one he quickly forgot. The only thing left of them was the scrap of metal dangling from his neck. Timbo wanted that off too. Even though he was the leader, Sonia rolled back her lips and snarled. It stayed. Happy ran with the wolves but the cold square tap-tapped on naked flesh, a sign that he was different. Sonia fed her new pup off her sagging belly and licked his tears away. Then she dragged him through dirt and rotting dead things until he was fit to run with the other cubs and from that night on she was his mother. The rule of the pack is: never get between a cub and its mother. He knew he was loved.


    Timbo did not love Happy, but he protected him.


    In time the pack forgot that he was not one of them. Howling to stay in touch, they ran at night, ah-whooo, ranging wide, ah-whoooooo, and with the knife he found on a dead man, Happy was as good a hunter as any. Even Timbo came to respect him. This, he thought, was all there was to life. The howling and the hunting, Happy and his litter-mates running free in the night.


    When you are raised by wolves but are not one of them, time is never what you think. You do not age at the same rate.


    Happy he was, yet living with the wolves, nursing injuries when his litter-mates grew up and the challenges began, Happy thought: This can’t be my real family. Some day my father the duke and my mother the movie star will come for me. Where did these words come from? Who were his people, really?


    The litters he ran with grew up much, much faster than Happy.


    It was a mystery. The other cubs grew tall and rangy while he was still an awkward pup. They flirted and rutted, things Happy thought he understood and longed for vaguely but was not built to do. He was shaped all wrong, too young in ways Sonia would not explain to him; she was, after all, a mother and there are things mothers keep from you until it’s time. His litter-mates frolicked and did things Happy was not yet old enough to do. When he tried to play they snapped: don’t bother me. In time, he played with their cubs. Their cubs grew up. Sonia got old. Then Sonia died, and with Sonia gone, craggy Timbo began stalking him, licking his chops.


    Now Happy was old enough to do all those things he had been too young to do before, and Timbo?


    Timbo had to die. Happy had reached the age of kill or be killed. Wolves know that when you are grown, you have to kill your father. Kill him before he kills you.


    He thought he could take Timbo in a fight and so he scent-marked a tree, making clear his intentions. The wolf’s challenge!


    He bunched himself as Timbo circled, snarling. Imagine his surprise. The gouge in his flank goes all the way from here down to here. Now, a wolf can lick all the hurt places, but Happy wasn’t built to reach the places wolves can reach without trying. Pain drove him sobbing out of the woods.


    When you have been raised by wolves, you know what to expect.


    Foolish to expect better of people.


    Nursing the fresh gash in his flank, he watched the building, men walking back in front of lighted windows. He heard a sound like a forgotten lullaby: human voices. He limped out of the woods, whimpering, “Oh, oh, oh.” Then, when he least expected it, a word came to him. He pointed his nose at the sky. “Oh, help!”


    He expected helping hands, kind words, but big men clattered out shouting, “Stop where you are!” They were nothing like he expected. Happy froze.


    Somebody yelled, “What is that?”


    Somebody else yelled, “Some kind of animal.”


    They were so angry! This is nothing like I thought.


    Happy did what wolves do when they are in trouble. He howled. Ah-whoooo. One by one his brothers responded but the howls were scattered, the howlers far away. Wolves know never to come out of the woods, no matter who is calling. Ah-whooooooooo!


    The men pulled shields over their faces and raised their guns. Guns: a word Happy didn’t quite know. In the struggle, the chain around his neck parted and the only scrap of his old life fell into their hands. Why did he imagine it made him special?


    He limped back into the woods. The other wolves— his brothers!— smelled men on him. He was ruined for life in the woods and there was as well… what? The curiosity. When the men fell on Happy, he felt his flesh smacking into human flesh and there was no difference between them. Even clothed, his attackers were more like Happy than Happy was like the wolves. Like the missing limb that hurts at night, he felt the ghost family. Wolves run in packs or they prowl alone; they kill and are killed and that’s the end of it. Men have families.


    Night after night Happy doubled back on the clearing. He was drawn by half-remembered smells— hot food, the scent of bulky, not-wolf bodies— and sounds: music and forks clattering, the buddabuddabudda of low, not-wolf voices. Circling, Happy yearned for something he missed terribly. As for what… He was not certain.


    Alone, Happy howled to the heavens. He wanted to bring out Timbo, even though he knew Timbo would kill him. Ah-whooooo. If they fought to the death, one way or the other it would end his confusion. Happy’s howling filled the woods but not one wolf howled in reply. Ah-whooooooo!


    The loneliness was intense.


    This is why Happy did what wolves never do. For the second time, he left the woods. For a long time, he circled the police station. Then he dropped to his haunches on the front walk and howled to heaven. He howled for all he was worth. Unless he was howling for everything he was losing.


    Now look.


    * * * *


    The needle Brent used to get him out of the airport left Happy inert, but aware. They are riding along, he and Brent and this Susan, he can smell her. The car is much smaller than the van that took him to the hospital after the fight at the police station. They sewed him up and Brent came. Happy did not know him, but he knew him. He rolled off the bed and fell into a crouch, ready to lunge. Guards came. He struggled but the doctors gave him to Brent anyway. They said he was next of kin. Family.


    …Brent?


    It was on the dogtag. That’s Brent’s word for it. But why was Brent’s name on the dogtag? Am I his pet? Happy wonders. Do I belong to him? He is no dog. He runs with wolves.


    He does not like Brent. Keep your eyes shut, Happy. Keep them closed and he won’t know you’re in here.


    He is riding along between them. The nice soft woman is soft, but not as nice as he thought. She says over Happy’s head, “Why in hell didn’t you hose him down before we got in the car?”


    “It’s not my fault he stinks.”


    “You could have put him in the trunk!”


    Smelly breath mists Happy’s face as Brent peers at him, but he keeps his eyes clenched. “Lie down with wolves and you smell like one. You hear?”


    “Save your breath, he’s out cold.” The woman riding along next to him, what does this Brent call her? Susan. Susan gives Happy a little shake; his head rolls back and settles on her arm. “If you want him smiling on TV, you’d better revive him.”


    “Not now, Suze. Live at Five next Thursday.”


    “Like they aren’t already waiting at Chateau Marmont?”


    “No way! We can’t go public until Dad makes the deal.” Dad. The word Happy refused to remember. His teeth clash and his hackles rise. It is hard to keep from growling.


    “You should have thought of that at the airport. Mr. Show biz.” She goes on in Brent’s voice, “‘I rescued him.’ Like you didn’t see the camcorders. Screen shots. Everybody knows!”


    “Well, tough. Nobody sees him until the press conference. Dad is talking eight figures.”


    Happy’s insides shift. He is confused. Wolves don’t think in figures.


    Brent barks, “Driver, get off at National.”


    “What are you thinking?”


    “Gonna hide him!”


    “Not in this town,” Susan says. Distracted, she’s let parts of herself flow into Happy. She thinks he is asleep. Parts of him flow back and she lets him.


    “Outskirts. Inland empire. The valley.”


    She says, “Too close.” Happy leans a little closer; she shrugs him off, but he slips back and she lets him. It is hard for him to keep from smiling. They ride along like this for a while. At last she says thoughtfully, “Your mom stayed back in Caverness, right?”


    “She did,” Brent says and then he just stops talking.


    The car rounds a corner and Happy leans into the body next to his, but only a little bit. He can feel her voice vibrating in his bones. “Then take him to your mom’s.”


    Warm, she is so warm.


    “No way. She hasn’t forgiven me for losing him.”


    Something changes in the car. “You lost him?”


    Happy’s ears prick.


    The woman has asked a question that Brent won’t answer. He says instead, “Come on, Susan. What are we going to do?”


    “You lost your very own brother?”


    “Not really. Well, sort of.”


    Happy is trying to make his mouth into the right shape to frame the big question. Even if he could, he knows not to bring it out. It is disturbing.


    “Brent, what were you thinking?”


    The fat man whines, “Mom said he was a mistake. I thought she would thank me, but she freaked.”


    Mom. Another word Happy can’t parse. Oh. Same as mother. That word. Soft, he remembers. Other things. He will not remember other things.


    “She never forgave Dad either.”


    “So he lives in L.A. Got that.” Susan adds drily, “Too bad you can’t divorce your kids.”


    “Could we not talk about this please?”


    She stiffens— is it something I did? “Back there.” Her voice goes up a notch. “Look. Tell me that’s not a mobile unit.”


    “Holy crap, it’s TV Eight. Driver, take Laurel Canyon.”


    The car goes around many curves and up, up, higher than Happy remembers being, and whenever they round a curve too fast he bumps against Susan’s soft parts like a sleeper with no control over what he is doing, but in all the uphill and downhill and veering around corners he never, ever bumps Brent, not even accidentally.


    He is aware of a hand waving in front of his closed eyes. A pinch. He wants to play dead but he can’t stop himself from flinching. The needle bites. The world goes away again. He can’t be sure about the days or the nights, which they are or how many.


    Happy sleeps and he wakes up, then he sleeps again and in the hours they drive he can never be certain which is which, or whether the woman is touching him by accident or because she intends it.


    At last the car crunches uphill and stops for the last time. Happy’s head comes up. The smells when Brent hustles him out of the car and hauls him to his feet on the hard, hard street are terrible and familiar. They are climbing steps to a wooden… porch. Happy knows almost all the words now. Brent slaps the door and a remote bell rings. Footsteps come.


    Terrified, he begins to struggle.


    “Brent, he’s waking up!”


    “Not for long.”


    Happy yips as the needle goes into his butt. What they do and say when the door opens is forever lost to him.


    


    When he wakes everything is as it was and nothing is the same. Will his life always be like this? Happy is curled up in his room. He knows it is his room because it used to be his room in the old life, and he knows from the sights and smells that nothing has changed here. It feels good and bad, lying in the old place. From here he can see the pretend bearskin rug in the center of the room with its plastic fangs and empty glass eyes, and lodged in the corner, the faded pink volleyball that he remembers from his very first time on the floor in this room and his very last day here.


    When wolves quit the lair they stalk away leaving it untouched because they are done with it forever; they do not expect to come this way again. Is this what not-wolf mothers do?


    Not-wolf mothers leave the lost son’s room exactly as it was in hopes he will come back, but there is no way Happy can know this. He has no idea who he is or why he feels both good and bad about being back here, although he is a little frightened. He doesn’t know why all this makes him miss Sonia so terribly or why, on that night so long ago, his hateful big brother slammed the door to the family car and let them drive away without him.


    Brother. That’s what Brent is.


    Oh.


    Happy would throw back his head and howl for Sonia but his hideout is constricted, the woods are lost to him and Sonia is dead now. He could howl for this other mother but before, when he was small and crying out lonely, she was a long time coming and when she did… There are things you don’t remember and things you don’t want to know.


    Can you want to belong in two places at once and know you don’t belong in either?


    At least Happy is safe. When he came to, instinct sent him off the bed where they’d dumped him and under here, where they won’t see him before he sees them. Holed up, he counts the cobwebs hanging from rusting springs. He wants to weep for the blue dogs and pink teddies cavorting on the plastic mattress cover. He is under his old crib.


    When you can’t go back to being what you used to be, you go back to what you were in the beginning. You were safe because she loved you, and Happy does not know whether he means the old mother, or Sonia.


    The sounds in the house are so different from the crackle and whisper of the woods that it takes time to name them. The hum of the refrigerator, the washing machine grinding because— Happy looks down— they have changed his hospital rags for grey stuff like the clothes — clothes!— he used to wear when he was a… The bark of the furnace kicking in. A telephone ringing, ringing ringing and soft voices: women talking, a strange man’s voice downstairs in the hall. Brent is arguing with the other.


    The smells in this house at this moment in his life are enough to break Happy’s heart. He can smell mold in the foundations, laundry products; dust, in this room in particular; there is the residue of memory and oh, God… —God?— there is the smell of something cooking. Whatever else is going on in this place he used to know so well and had forgotten completely, Mom is baking brownies. Everything waters. Happy’s mouth, his nose, his eyes.


    * * * *


    It’s getting dark, but nobody comes. Cramped as he is, stuck under the crib for too long when he is used to running free in the woods, Happy is restless and twitching. He thought by this time Brent would be in here raging; they could have fought. He could have killed the brother. Unless Brent put another dart into Happy and dragged him out from under here. Instead the shouting stayed downstairs, sliding into the low, grating whine of a long argument. Then doors slammed and the cars roared away. Now there is no more talking. The machines have stopped. There is almost-silence in the house, except for the stir of a body he knows, approaching. What does he remember from the last time he heard her footsteps? Nothing he chooses to remember. Trembling, he pulls himself out from under the crib just long enough to run his hand along the bedroom door. He finds the lock. He loves the click.


    There is a long silence in the hall outside his room. Then there is the soft footfall as she goes away.


    * * * *


    Alone in the tight space he has created, Happy considers. Wolves are taught to lay back in this situation, and he is more wolf than anything else. He’s been out cold for a long time, and there are problems. Wolves wake up ravenous. Happy hasn’t fed since he came to in the crate and emptied his dish. Another thing: a wolf never fouls the den where he is sleeping. When the old house has been still for a long time he eases out from under the crib, unlocks the door and leaves the room.


    Where Happy loped along on all fours when he ran with the pack, race memory kicks in, now that he is here. This place he hoped to forget was not built for wolves. He stands and prowls the house on bare feet. She has left food: some kind of meat on the kitchen table, brownies. He empties the plate, pulling strings of plastic wrap out of the half-chewed chocolate squares before he swallows them. Now, the other thing? As Sonia’s cub he never fouled the lair. There is a bathroom just off the kitchen. Happy cringes. What was he supposed to do back then, when he was small and trapped in here? Who used to hit him and hit him for forgetting?


    He touches the nail where the belt used to hang and the ghost family rises up like the missing limb miraculously restored. Growling, he quits the house.


    Can you ever walk out of your old skin and back into the woods where you were so happy, running with the wolves? There are no woods outside this house, just streets and cement sidewalks and metal fences around house after house after identical house; there are few trees and no hillside which means no caves, no undergrowth and noplace to dig, where he can pull in brush to cover himself; it is worrisome and sad. The urban sky is like a cup with Happy trapped under it. He relieves himself and goes back inside. The old room is safe, now that he knows he can lock it.


    * * * *


    His days don’t change.


    At night he goes out to eat what she leaves and to relieve himself. One night it was a meat pie, another, a whole ham.


    People come. Sometimes they call outside his room, but Happy will not answer. The wolf doesn’t howl unless there is another like him out there, howling or yipping the reply. Brent comes, but not Susan. In the long periods he spends curled under the crib, Happy thinks about this. Her body, expanding with every breath as they rode along in the car. The way it felt, and how he misses it.


    If he can’t do what wolves do, he understands, he wants to do what he can do with Brent’s woman. How the parts go together remains a mystery; he only knows what he needs. Brent comes with a doctor, a talking-doctor, he says through the locked door. The doctor talks for a long time, but wolves have no need for words. The doctor goes away. Brent comes with a man who promises money. When you have nothing, you need nothing. Brent comes with another man, who makes threats. Wolves will not be threatened. When you are threatened, you go to ground and stay there. They go away. Brent comes back. He shouts through the locked door. “Just tell us what you want and I’ll bring it! Anything, I promise, if you’ll just come out so we can get started.”


    There is one thing, but Happy will not say it.


    The brother hits a whine that Happy remembers from the time he refuses to remember. Oh. That Brent. This one. Same as he ever was, just older.


    Brent snarls, “Dammit to hell, are you in there?”


    No words needed here, either. None spoken.


    Brent comes back with a woman. The scent brings Happy’s head up. It is a woman. “He’s in there? Why is he in there when he knows I’m out here?” She goes on in a loud, harsh voice. Do you know who I am?”


    It’s the wrong woman.


    “Listen, baby brother. This is your new agent standing out here in the cold. If you know what’s good for you, come out and say hello to Marla Parterre. She can make or break you.”


    Time passes.


    “She’s from C.A.A.!”


    The agent goes away.


    The mother comes. Mhmhmmm.


    Brent shouts. “How can we sell this story if he won’t come out? Dammit, Mom…”


    She says in the old tone that makes Happy tremble, “Don’t you dare talk to your mother like that.” He knows her voice, but he always did. He just doesn’t know what she used to say to him.


    “I’m calling Dad,” Brent says. “Dad will get him out.”


    Then his mother says, “Your father is not coming back here, Brent.”


    “But Mom, he got us front money in six figures, and we have to…” Figures. Happy is troubled by the figures. Skaters, he thinks, short skirts, girls gliding in circles, and wonders how he knows. Women, he thinks, trembling. With their pretty figures.


    “No.” Her voice is huge. “Not after what he did. No!”


    Brent brings a locksmith. There is talk of breaking in. She says, No. She says, over her dead body. Will Brent kill her? Happy shivers. They argue. She uses that huge voice on Brent and they go away. She bakes. Sometimes now, she leaves the food outside his door, hoping he’ll come out to see. Happy lies low until she sighs and takes the untouched tray back to the kitchen.


    At night she lingers in the hallway outside the room. She does not speak. He won’t, or can’t. Sometimes he hears her crying.


    Happy waits. Sooner or later she always goes away. She leaves things on the kitchen table. Meat, which Happy devours. Fruit, which he ignores. Something she baked. She leaves the door to that old, bad bathroom open so he won’t have to go outside to relieve himself. What’s the matter with her, did she forget? The sight of the toilet, the naked hook where the belt hung, makes Happy tremble.


    Outside is worse than inside. Nights like these make Happy want to throw back his head and howl. Alone in these parts, he could howl to the skies and never hear their voices. The other wolves are deep in the old woods, and he is far, far away. He wants to cry out for Sonia, for the past, when everything was simple, but one sound will bring police down on him with their bats and rifles, visors on bug helmets covering their faces.


    Happy knows what wolves know. You never, ever break cover.


    Wolves know what Happy is only now learning. He can’t go back! Happy’s feet are soft and his muscles are slack from days under the crib. He’d never make it and if he did, Timbo would outrun him in seconds. Timbo would kill him in one lunge, and even if he could kill Timbo? His parts and the bitch wolves’ parts don’t match. They have forgotten he was ever one of them.


    He sits on his haunches and tries to think. He is distracted by the buzz of blue lights on poles overhead, where he is used to looking up and seeing trees; by a sky so milky with reflected glare that stars don’t show; by the play of strident human voices in the houses all around, the mechanical sounds of a hundred household objects and the rush of cars on the great road that brought them here. Looking up at the house, he groans.


    He doesn’t belong in there.


    He doesn’t belong out here, either.


    He gets up. Sighs. Stands back. Upstairs in the house, there is a single light. She is awake. Now he knows, and knowing hurts somehow. She doesn’t go into her lair and sleep after she leaves Happy’s door the way he thought she did. She sits up all night waiting. He steals back inside and goes upstairs to his room. Inside, he closes the door. Tonight, he will not turn the lock.


    * * * *


    After not very long— did she hear or does she just know?— the bedroom door opens. She says his name.


    “Happy?”


    He always knew Happy was his name. This is just the first time he’s heard it spoken since he joined the wolves and made Sonia his mother. Does Brent not know? The name Brent calls him is different. Is this big, leaden woman who smells like despair the only one who knows who he really is? In the hospital where the police took him, Brent shouted at the doctor like a pet owner claiming a dog that had strayed. “Olmstead. It’s right here on his tag! Olmstead. Frederick.”


    Her voice is soft as the darkness. “Oh, Happy. I’m so glad you came back.”


    There is another of those terrible long silences in which he hears her shifting from foot to foot in the dark, pretending she’s not crying.


    She says, “You don’t have to come out from under there if you don’t want to.”


    She says, “Are you OK?”


    It’s been a long time since words came out of Happy; he only had a few when they lost him. He isn’t ready. Will he ever be?


    She says, “Is it OK if I sit down on the bed? I mean, since you’re not using it?”


    Words. He is thinking about words. He knows plenty now, all that talk going on outside his locked door. He has heard dozens. He could spit out a word for her if he wanted, but which one? He waits until she gets tired of him waiting.


    She says softly, “I’m sorry about everything.”


    Then she says, all in a rush, “Oh Happy. Can you ever forgive me?”


    This is not a question Happy can answer.


    There is a lot of nothing in the silence that follows. She is breathing the way Sonia did before she died. It’s a rasp of pain, but the mother smells all right to Happy. Wolves know nothing of the pain of waiting, nor do they know anything about the pain of guilt.


    Her voice shakes in a way he is not used to. “Son?”


    Son. It does not parse. Happy rummages through all his words, but there is no right one.


    The first morning light is showing in the window; Happy sees it touch the fake fur of the ruggy bear; he sees it outlining the hands she keeps folded on her plump knees and he watches as it picks out every vein in her sad, swelling ankles. She says, “It’s all my fault, you know.”


    What should he do now, bare all his teeth the way they do, to show her he’s friendly? Beg her to go on? Howl until she stops? He doesn’t know.


    She says, “I never should have had you.” Slumped on the edge of the bed she leans sideways and tilts her head, trying to see under the crib where Happy’s green eyes glint. He makes no expression a human could recognize, although Sonia would know it without question. She says, “Poor little thing.”


    A sound stirs the air, a kind of shudder. He wonders but does not ask, Mother, did you sob?


    Her head comes up. “Happy?”


    Startled, Happy looks inside himself. —Did I? There is nothing he has to say to her.


    Then she just begins. “You don’t know what it’s like living with a man who beats you. I was pregnant with Brent and our parents forced the marriage, crazy thing to happen in this day and time, like it ruined his life to marry me, we had too many babies, and who— who got me pregnant every time? Do you see what I mean?”


    Happy won’t speak. The words come so fast that he chooses not to understand them. 0w, it hurts!


    Never mind, nothing he says or does not say will stop her. “Hal hated his life so he drank, and the more he drank the more he hated it so he drank some more and the more he drank, the madder he got and nothing I could do or say would make him happy. Every little thing I did used to make him mad at me. The madder he got the more he hit me, but he never hit me when I was pregnant. Oh, Happy, do you understand?”


    For another long time, they are both silent.


    A long sigh comes ripping out of her. “You do what you have to, just to keep it from happening again. When anger takes hold like that, it has to come out somewhere. Look.” She holds up a crooked wrist; even from here it looks wrong. She touches a spot on the temple; she doesn’t have to tell Happy about the long white scar under the hair.


    He tried so hard not to remember, but he remembers. On his belly under the crib, Happy watches her over ridged knuckles.


    Again. She says it again. “He never hit me when I was pregnant.” Her breath shudders. “So I had you. I’m so sorry!”


    Happy strains to make out what she’s trying to tell him but there is no way of translating it.


    “I tried. I even named you after him!”


    Frederick, he supposes. He supposes it was on the dogtag, but Brent says his name was on the dogtag, and Happy? Frederick is not his name.


    In the still air of the bedroom, her voice is sad and thin. “My four big boys fought back when he hit them, so I had you. Anything to stop him. But this time.” That sigh. “He didn’t. Forgive me, Happy. I did what you do to make it through. I couldn’t take it!”


    The story she is telling is sad, but it’s only a story. Wolves know that fathers aren’t the only ones that hurt you.


    “You cried. you cried so much. He got so mad. He came at me. He kept coming at me and oh God, oh, Happy. I put you in front of me.”


    Happy flinches.


    “I couldn’t watch. I left him to it.” Relieved, she says in a light voice, “And that was it.” As if it’s all she needs to do.


    Fine. If she is done, then, she’ll leave. As soon as she leaves he’ll get up and lock the door.


    Then, just when he thinks it’s over and he can forget this, she groans. “I’m so sorry, Son.”


    There is another of the long, painful pauses that wolves prefer to using words. Silence is clear, where words are ambiguous.


    She says, “I never knew what he was doing. I didn’t want to know.”


    She says, “I know, I know, I should have left him, but where can a woman go with four little boys and a baby? I should have kicked him out, but how would I feed my children then?”


    The silence.


    “So you do forgive me, right?”


    Forgive is not a word wolves know.


    “Right?”


    He won’t move or speak. Why should he?”


    “These things happen, son. Things happen when people are stretched too far and their love is stretched too thin. Oh, please try to understand.”


    There is a long silence while she thinks and Happy thinks.


    Just when he’s beginning to hope she’s run out of words forever, she says in a voice so light that it floats far over his head, “Then you got lost. And everything changed. He got himself a nice new wife and moved to Hollywood. After everything I did to make him happy. The others grew up and moved away. Until you came, I didn’t have anything.”


    Happy doesn’t expect to speak, but he does. The words that have been stacked in his head for years pop out like quarters out of a coin return.


    “You didn’t look for me, did you.” It is not a question.


    She sobs. “You don’t know what it’s like.”


    He does.


    After a while she goes away.


    Happy slinks to the door and locks it even before he hears her stumbling downstairs, sobbing.


    * * * *


    “Can I come in?” Her voice is sweet. Just the way he remembers her. Even through the door, Susan is soft and he will always remember that body. He almost forgets himself and answers. Happy is stopped by the fact that except for the slip with the mother, he hasn’t spoken. There are too many words backed up in him. He can’t get them in order, much less let them out. He just doesn’t have the equipment.


    Instead he hitches across the floor the way he did when he was two and sits with his back against the door, putting his head to the wood. Feeling her. He feels her outline pressed to the other side of the panel, her heart beating. Susan, breathing.


    “Don’t worry,” she says, “I understand. I just want you to come out so we can be together and be happy.”


    His fingers creep along the door.


    “Happy,” she says, and he will not know whether she is talking about their future or using his name, which is his secret. “You know, you’re really a very lovely man. It’s a shame for you to be shut up in there when you could come out and enjoy the world!”


    Swaying slightly in time with that musical voice, he toys with the lock. He can’t, he could, he wants to open that door and do something about the way he is feeling. With Susan, he won’t have to wonder how the parts fit together.


    Like a gifted animal trainer she goes on, about his bright hair, about how lucky she felt when she first saw him; she is lilting now. “It’s sunny today, perfect weather, and oh, sweetie, there’s going to be a party in the garden!”


    Then he hears a little stir in the hall. Someone else out there with her, breathing.


    “A party in your honor. Cake, sweetie, and champagne, have you ever had champagne? You’re going to love it…” He does indeed hear music. Someone tapping a microphone. Voices in the garden. Behind Susan, someone is muttering. She breaks off. “Brent, I am not going to tell him about the people from Miramax! Not until we get him out of there!”


    The brother. Happy shuts down. What else would he do after what Brent did to him? Things in this room, he realizes; Brent was that much older. Brent giving him a mean, sly look on his last night in this world he outgrew, letting their father hit the gas on the minivan and drive away without him.


    After a long time, when it becomes clear that there’s no change in the situation, Susan gets up off her knees— he can feel every move she makes— and leans the whole of that soft body against the wood. He stands too, so that in a way, they are together. She says in a tone that makes clear that they will indeed lie down together too, “Champagne, and when it’s over, you and I…”


    There is the sound of a little struggle. Brent barks a warning. “Ten minutes, Frederick Olmstead. Ten minutes more and we break down the door and drag you out.”


    He does not have to go to the window to hear the speech Brent makes to the people assembled. He can hear them muttering. He smells them all. He hears their secret body parts moving. They are drinking champagne in the garden. Then it changes. There is a new voice. Ugly. Different from the buddabuddabudda of ordinary people talking.


    “Thank you for coming and thank you for your patience. OK, Brent. Where is he?”


    It’s him.


    Brett whines, “I told you, Dad, I couldn’t…”


    “Then I will.”


    Another voice. The mother. “No, Fred. Not this time.”


    There is a smack. A thud. Under the window, the father raises his head and howls, “Two minutes, son. I’m warning you.”


    Happy’s hackles rise. His lips curl back from bared fangs as in the garden under the window the mother cries, “I told you never to come here!”


    There is a stir; something happens and the mother is silenced.


    Him.


    He commands the crowd. “Give me a minute and I’ll bring the wolf boy down for his very first interview.”


    * * * *


    His father comes.


    He will find that Happy has unlocked the door for him.


    Big man, but not as big as Happy remembers him. Big smile on his face, which has been surgically enhanced, although Happy will not know it. Smooth, beautifully tanned under the expensively cropped hair, it is nothing like the angry face Happy remembers. The big, square teeth are white, whiter than Timbo’s fangs. Even the eyes are a fresh, technically augmented color. Blue shirt, open at the collar. Throat exposed, as wolves will do when they want you to know that they do not intend to harm you. Nice suit, although Happy has no way of knowing.


    “Son,” he says in a smooth, glad tone that has sealed deals and gotten meetings with major players all over greater Los Angeles. “You know your father loves you.”


    This is nothing like love.


    Caught between then and now, between what he was and what he thinks he is, Happy does what he has to.


    He knows what all wolves know. If you are male and live long enough, you will have to kill your father.


    It doesn’t take long.


    * * * *


    Brent finds the door locked when he comes upstairs to find out how it’s going. He says through the closed door, “Everything OK in there?”


    Although Happy has not spoken in all these days, he has listened carefully. Now he says in the father’s voice, “This is going to take longer than I thought. Reschedule for tomorrow. My place.”


    There is a little silence while Brent considers.


    Happy is stronger than Timbo now. Louder. “Now clear out, and take everybody with you.”


    * * * *


    It is night again. The mother knocks. Happy has mauled the body, as Timbo would, but he will not eat. There is no point to it.


    “Can I come in?”


    He allows it.


    There will be no screaming and no reproaches. She stands quietly, studying the body.


    After a long time she says, “OK. Yes. He deserved it.”


    When you remember old hurts you remember them all, not just the ones people want you to. Therefore Happy says the one thing about this that he will ever say to her:


    “He wasn’t the only one.”


    “Oh, Happy,” she says. “Oh God.” She isn’t begging for her life, she is inquiring.


    It is a charged moment.


    There are memories that you can’t prevent and then there are memories you refuse to get back, and over these, you have some power. This is the choice Happy has to make but he is confused now by memories of Sonia. Her tongue was rough. She was firm, but loving. This mother waits. What will he do? She means no harm. She wants to protect him. Poised between this room and freedom in the woods, between the undecided and the obvious, he doesn’t know.


    What he does know is that no matter what she did to you and no matter how hard to forgive, you will forget what your mother did to you because she is your mother.


    * * * *
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    THE LADY MARGARET, by Keith Roberts


    First published in Impulse 2, 1966 as “The Lady Ann.” Revised version published in Pavane, 1968


    Durnovaria, England, 1968.


    The appointed morning came, and they buried Eli Strange. The coffin, black and purple drapes twitched aside, eased down into the grave; the white webbings slid through the hands of the bearers in nomine Patris, et Fili, et Spiritus Sancti…The earth took back her own. And miles away Iron Margaret cried cold and wreathed with steam, drove her great sea-voice across the hills.


    * * * *


    At three in the afternoon the engine sheds were already gloomy with the coming night. Light, blue and vague, filtered through the long strips of the skylights, showing the roof ties stark like angular metal bones. Beneath, the locomotives waited brooding, hulks twice the height of a man, their canopies brushing the rafters. The light gleamed in dull spindle shapes, here from the strappings of a boiler, there from the starred boss of a flywheel. The massive road wheels stood in pools of shadow.


    Through the half-dark a man came walking. He moved steadily, whistling between his teeth, boot studs rasping on the worn brick floor. He wore the jeans and heavy reefer jacket of a haulier; the collar of the jacket was turned up against the cold. On his head was a woollen cap, once red, stained now with dirt and oil. The hair that showed beneath it was thickly black. A lamp swung in his hand, sending cusps of light flicking across the maroon livery of the engines.


    He stopped by the last locomotive in line and reached up to hang the lamp from her hornplate. He stood a moment gazing at the big shapes of the engines, chafing his hands unconsciously, sensing the faint ever-present stink of smoke and oil. Then he swung onto the footplate of the loco and opened the firebox doors. He crouched, working methodically. The rake scraped against the fire bars; his breath jetted from him, rising in wisps over his shoulder. He laid the fire carefully, wadding paper, adding a crisscrossing of sticks, shovelling coal from the tender with rhythmic swings of his arms. Not too much fire to begin with, not under a cold boiler. Sudden heat meant sudden expansion and that meant cracking, leaks round the fire tube joints, endless trouble. For all their power the locos had to be cosseted like children, coaxed and persuaded to give of their best.


    The haulier laid the shovel aside and reached into the firebox mouth to sprinkle paraffin from a can. Then a soaked rag, a match…The lucifer flared brightly, sputtering. The oil caught with a faint wkoomph. He closed the doors, opened the damper handles for draught. He straightened up, wiped his hands on cotton waste, then dropped from the footplate and began mechanically rubbing the brightwork of the engine. Over his head, long nameboards carried the style of the firm in swaggering, curlicued letters; Strange and Sons of Dorset, Hauliers. Lower, on the side of the great boiler, was the name of the engine herself. The Lady Margaret. The hulk of rag paused when it reached the brass plate; then it polished it slowly, with loving care.


    The Margaret hissed softly to herself, cracks of flame light showing round her ash pan. The shed foreman had filled her boiler and the belly and tender tanks that afternoon; her train was linked up across the yard, waiting by the warehouse loading bays. The haulier added more fuel to the fire, watched the pressure building slowly towards working head; lifted the heavy oak wheel scotches, stowed them in the steamer alongside the packaged water gauge glasses. The barrel of the loco was warming now, giving out a faint heat that radiated towards the cab.


    The driver looked above him broodingly at the skylights. Mid-December; and it seemed as always God was stinting the light itself so the days came and vanished like the blinking of a dim grey eye. The frost would come down hard as well, later on. It was freezing already; in the yard the puddles had crashed and tinkled under his boots, the skin of ice from the night before barely thinned. Bad weather for the hauliers, many of them had packed up already. This was the time for the wolves to leave their shelter, what wolves there were left. And the routiers…this was their season right enough, ideal for quick raids and swoopings, rich hauls from the last road trains of the winter. The man shrugged under his coat. This would be the last run to the coast for a month or so at least, unless that old goat Serjeantson across the way tried a quick dash with his vaunted Fowler triple compound. In that case the Margaret would go out again; because Strange and Sons made the last run to the coast. Always had, always would…


    Working head, a hundred and fifty pounds to the inch. The driver hooked the hand lamp over the push pole bracket on the front of the smokebox, climbed back to the footplate, checked gear for neutral, opened the cylinder cocks, inched the regulator across. The Lady Margaret woke up, pistons thumping, crossheads sliding in their guides; exhaust beating sudden thunder under the low roof. Steam whirled back and smoke, thick and cindery, catching at the throat. The driver grinned faintly and without humour. The starting drill was a part of him, burned on his mind. Gear check, cylinder cocks, regulator…He’d missed out just once, years back when he was a boy, opened up a four horse Roby traction with her cocks shut, let the condensed water in front of the piston knock the end out of the bore. His heart had broken with the cracking iron; but old Eli had still taken a studded belt, and whipped him till he thought he was going to die. He closed the cocks, moved the reversing lever to forward full, and opened the regulator again. Old Dickon the yard foreman had materialised in the gloom of the shed; he hauled back on the heavy doors as the Margaret, jetting steam, rumbled into the open air, swung across the yard to where her train was parked.


    Dickon, coatless despite the cold, snapped the linkage onto the Lady Margaret’s drawbar, clicked the brake unions into place. Three waggons, and the water tender; a light enough haul this time. The foreman stood, hands on hips, in breeches and grubby, ruffed shirt, grizzled hair curling over his collar. “Best let I come with ’ee, Master Jesse…”


    Jesse shook his head sombrely, jaw set. They’d been through this before. His father had never believed in overstaffing; he’d worked his few men hard for the wages he paid, and got his money’s worth out of them. Though how long that would go on was anybody’s guess with the Guild of Mechanics stiffening its attitude all the time. Eli had stayed on the road himself up until a few days before his death; Jesse had steered for him not much more than a week before, taking the Margaret round the hill villages topside of Bridport to pick up serge and worsted from the combers there; part of the load that was now outward bound for Poole. There’d been no sitting back in an office chair for old Strange, and his death had left the firm badly shorthanded; pointless taking on fresh drivers now, with the end of the season only days away. Jesse gripped Dickon’s shoulder. “We can’t spare thee, Dick. Run the yard, see my mother’s all right. That’s what he’d have wanted.” He grimaced briefly. “If I can’t take Margaret out by now, ’tis time I learned.”


    He walked back along the train pulling at the lashings of the tarps. The tender and numbers one and two were shipshape, all fast. No need to check the trail load; he’d packed it himself the day before, taken hours over it. He checked it all the same; saw the tail-lights and number plate lamp were burning before taking the cargo manifest from Dickon. He climbed back to the footplate, working his hands into the heavy driver’s mitts with their leather-padded palms. The foreman watched him stolidly.


    “Take care for the routiers. Norman bastards…”


    Jesse grunted. “Let ’em take care for themselves. See to things, Dickon. Expect me tomorrow.”


    “God be with ’ee…” Jesse eased the regulator forward, raised an arm as the stocky figure fell behind. The Margaret and her train clattered under the arch of the yard gate and into the rutted streets of Durnovaria.


    Jesse had a lot to occupy his mind as he steered his load into the town; for the moment, the routiers were the least of his worries. Now, with the first keen grief just starting to lose its edge, he was beginning to realise how much they’d all miss Eli. The firm was a heavy weight to have hung round his neck without warning; and it could be there were awkward times ahead. With the Church openly backing the clamour of the Guilds for shorter hours and higher pay it looked as if the haulage companies were going to have to tighten their belts again, though God knew profit margins were thin enough already. And there were rumours of more restrictions on the road trains themselves; a maximum of six trailers it would be this time, and a water cart. Reason given had been the increasing congestion round the big towns. That, and the state of the roads; but what else could you expect, Jesse asked himself sourly, when half the tax levied in the country went to buy gold plate for its churches? Maybe though this was just the start of a new trade recession like the one engineered a couple of centuries back by Gisevius. The memory of that still rankled in the West at least. The economy of England was stable now, for the first time in years; stability meant wealth, gold reserves. And gold, stacked anywhere but in the half-legendary coffers of the Vatican, meant danger…


    Months back Eli, swearing blue fire, had set about getting round the new regulations. He’d had a dozen trailers modified to carry fifty gallons of water in a galvanised tank just abaft the drawbar. The tanks took up next to no space and left the rest of the bed for payload; but they’d be enough to satisfy the sheriff’s dignity. Jesse could imagine the old devil cackling at his victory; only he hadn’t lived to see it. His thoughts slid back to his father, as irrevocably as the coffin had slid into the earth. He remembered his last sight of him, the grey wax nose peeping above the drapes as the visitors, Eli’s drivers among them, filed through the morning room of the old house. Death hadn’t softened Eli Strange; it had ravaged the face but left it strong, like the side of a quarried hill.


    Queer how when you were driving you seemed to have more time to think. Even driving on your own when you had to watch the boiler gauge, steam head, fire…Jesse’s hands felt the familiar thrilling in the wheel rim, the little stresses that on a long run would build and build till countering them brought burning aches to the shoulders and back. Only this was no long run; twenty, twenty-two miles, across to Wool then over the Great Heath to Poole. An easy trip for the Lady Margaret, with an easy load; thirty tons at the back of her, and flat ground most of the way. The loco had only two gears; Jesse had started off in high, and that was where he meant to stay. The Margaret’s nominal horsepower was ten, but that was on the old rating; one horsepower to be deemed equal of ten circular inches of piston area. Pulling against the brake the Burrell would clock seventy, eighty horse; enough to shift a rolling load of a hundred and thirty tons, old Eli had pulled a train that heavy once for a wager. And won…


    Jesse checked the pressure gauge, eyes performing their work nearly automatically. Ten pounds under max. All right for a while; he could stoke on the move, he’d done it times enough before, but as yet there was no need. He reached the first crossroads, glanced right and left and wound at the wheel, looking behind him to see each waggon of the train turning sweetly at the same spot. Good; Eli would have liked that turn. The trail load would pull across the road crown he knew, but that wasn’t his concern. His lamps were burning, and any drivers who couldn’t see the bulk of Margaret and her load deserved the smashing they would get. Forty-odd tons, rolling and thundering; bad luck on any butterfly cars that got too close.


    Jesse had all the hauliers’ ingrained contempt for internal combustion, though he’d followed the arguments for and against it keenly enough. Maybe one day petrol propulsion might amount to something and there was that other system, what did they call it, diesel…But the hand of the Church would have to be lifted first. The Bull of 1910, Petroleum Veto, had limited the capacity of IC engines to 150 cc’s, and since then the hauliers had had no real competition. Petrol vehicles had been forced to fit gaudy sails to help tow themselves along; load hauling was a singularly bad joke.


    Mother of God, but it was cold! Jesse shrugged himself deeper into his jacket. The Lady Margaret carried no spectacle plate; a lot of other steamers had installed them now, even one or two in the Strange fleet, but Eli had sworn not the Margaret, not on the Margaret…She was a work of art, perfect in herself; as her makers had built her, so she would stay. Decking her out with gewgaws, the old man had been half sick at the thought. It would make her look like one of the railway engines Eli so despised. Jesse narrowed his eyes, forcing them to see against the searing bite of the wind. He glanced down at the tachometer. Road speed fifteen miles an hour, revs one fifty. One gloved hand pulled back on the reversing lever. Ten was the limit through towns, fixed by the laws of the realm; and Jesse had no intention of being run in for exceeding it. The firm of Strange had always kept well in with the J. P. s and Serjeants of police; it partially accounted for their success.


    Entering the long High Street, he cut his revs again. The Margaret, baulked, made a frustrated thunder; the sound echoed back, clapping from the fronts of the grey stone buildings. Jesse felt through his boot soles the slackening pull on the drawbar and spun the brake wheel; a jack-knifed train was about the worst blot on a driver’s record. Reflectors behind the tail lamp flames clicked upward, momentarily doubling their glare. The brakes bit; compensators pulled the trail load first, straightening the waggons. He eased back another notch on the reversing lever; steam admitted in front of the pistons checked Margaret’s speed. Ahead were the gas lamps of town centre, high on their standards; beyond, the walls and the East Gate.


    The serjeant on duty saluted easily with his halberd, waving the Burrell forward. Jesse shoved at the lever; wound the brakes away from the wheels. Too much stress on the shoes and there could be a fire somewhere in the train; that would be bad, most of the load was inflammable this time.


    He ran through the manifest in his mind. The Margaret was carrying bale on bale of serge; bulkwise it accounted for most of her cargo. English woollens were famous on the Continent; correspondingly, the serge combers were among the most powerful industrial groups in the Southwest. Their manufactories and storing sheds dotted the villages for miles around; monopoly of the trade had helped keep old Eli out ahead of his rivals. Then there were dyed silks from Anthony Harcourt at Mells; Harcourt shifts were sought after as far abroad as Paris. And crate after crate of turned ware, products of the local bodgers, Erasmus Cox and Jed Roberts of Durnovaria, Jeremiah Stringer out at Martinstown. Specie, under the county lieutenant’s seal; the last of the season’s levies, outward bound for Rome. And machine parts, high grade cheeses, all kinds. of oddments. Clay pipes, horn buttons, ribbons and tape; even a shipment of cherrywood Madonnas from that Newworld-financed firm over at Beaminster. What did they call themselves, Calmers of the Soul, Inc…? Woollens and worsteds atop the water tender and in waggon number one, turned goods and the rest in number two. The trail load needed no consideration. That would look after itself.


    The East Gate showed ahead, and the dark bulk of the wall. Jesse slowed in readiness. There was no need; the odd butterfly cars that were still braving the elements on this bitter night were already stopped, held back out of harm’s way by the signals of the halberdiers. The Margaret hooted, left behind a cloud of steam that hung glowing against the evening sky. Passed through the ramparts to the heath and hills beyond.


    Jesse reached down to twirl the control of the injector valve. Water, preheated by its passage through an extension of the smoke-box, swirled into the boiler. He allowed the engine to build up speed. Durnovaria vanished, lost in the gloom astern; the light was fading fast now. To right and left the land was featureless, dark; in front of him was the half-seen whirling of the crankshaft, the big thunder of the engine. The haulier grinned, still exhilarated by the physical act of driving. Flame light striking round the firebox doors showed the wide, hard jaw, the deep-set eyes under brows that were level and thickly black. Just let old Serjeantson try and sneak in a last trip. The Margaret would take his Fowler, uphill or down; and Eli would churn with glee in his fresh-made grave…


    The Lady Margaret. A scene came unasked into Jesse’s mind. He saw himself as a boy, voice half broken. How long ago was that, eight seasons, ten? The years had a way of piling themselves one atop the next, unnoticed and uncounted; that was how young men turned into old ones. He remembered the morning the Margaret first arrived in the yard. She’d come snorting and plunging through Durnovaria, fresh from Burrell’s works in far-off Thetford, paintwork gleaming, whistle sounding, brasswork a-twinkle in the sun; a compound locomotive often N. H. P., all her details specified from flywheel decoration to static discharge chains. Spud pan, belly pan, water lifts; Eli had got what he wanted all right, one of the finest steamers in the West. He’d fetched her himself, making the awkward journey across many counties to Norfolk; nobody else had been trusted to bring back the pride of the fleet. And she’d been his steamer ever since; if the old granite shell that had called itself Eli Strange ever loved anything on earth, it had been the huge Burrell.


    Jesse had been there to meet her, and his kid brother Tim and the others; James and Micah, dead now—God rest their souls—of the Plague that had taken them both that time in Bristol. He remembered how his father had swung off the footplate, looked up at the loco standing shaking like a live thing still and spewing steam. The firm’s name had been painted there already, the letters glowing along the canopy edge, but as yet the Burrell had no name of her own. “What be ’ee g’wine call ’en?” his mother had shouted, over the noise of her idling; and Eli had rumpled his hair, pucked his red face. “Danged if I knows…” They had Thunderer already and Apocalypse, Oberon and Ballard Down and Western Strength; big-sounding names, right for the machines that carried them. “Danged if I knows,” said old Eli, grinning; and Jesse’s voice had spoken without his permission, faltering up in its adolescent yodel “The Lady Margaret, sir…Lady Margaret…”


    A bad thing that, speaking without being addressed. Eli had glared, shoved up his cap, scrubbed at his hair again and burst into a roar of laughter. “I like ’en…bugger me if I don’t like ’en…” And the Lady Margaret she had become, over the protests of his drivers, even over old Dickon’s head. He claimed it “were downright luck” to call a loco after “some bloody ’oman…” Jesse remembered his ears burning, he couldn’t tell whether with shame or pride. He’d unwished the name a thousand times, but it had stuck. Eli liked it; and nobody crossed old Strange, not in the days of his strength.


    So Eli was dead. There’d been no warning; just the coughing, the hands gripping the chair arms, the face that suddenly wasn’t his father’s face, staring. Quick dark spattering of blood, the lungs sighing and bubbling; and a clay-coloured old man lying abed, one lamp burning, the priest in attendance, Jesse’s mother watching empty-faced. Father Thomas had been cold, disapproving of the old sinner; the wind had soughed round the house vicious with frost while the priest’s lips absolved and mechanically blessed…but that hadn’t been death. A death was more than an ending; it was like pulling a thread from a richly patterned cloth. Eli had been a part of Jesse’s life, as much a part as his bedroom under the eaves of the old house. Death disrupted the processes of memory, jangled old chords that were maybe best left alone. It took so little imagination for Jesse to see his father still, the craggy face, weathered hands, haulier’s greasy buckled cap pulled low over his eyes. The knotted muffler, ends anchored round the braces, the greatcoat, old thick working corduroys. It was here he missed him, in the clanking and the darkness, with the hot smell of oil, smoke blowing back from the tall stack to burn his eyes. This was how he’d known it would be. Maybe this was what he’d wanted.


    Time to feed the brute. Jesse took a quick look at the road stretching out straight in front of him. The steamer would hold her course, the worm steering couldn’t kick back. He opened the firebox doors, grabbed the shovel. He stoked the fire quickly and efficiently, keeping it dished for maximum heat. Swung the doors shut, straightened up again. The steady thunder of the loco was part of him already, in his bloodstream. Heat struck up from the metal of the footplate, working through his boots; the warmth from the firebox blew back, breathed against his face. Time later for the frost to reach him, nibbling at his bones.


    Jesse had been born in the old house on the outskirts of Durnovaria soon after his father started up in business there with a couple of ploughing engines, a thresher, and an Aveling and Porter tractor. The third of four brothers, he’d never seriously expected to own the fortunes of Strange and Sons. But God’s ways were as inscrutable as the hills; two Strange boys had gone black-faced to Abraham’s bosom, now Eli himself.…Jesse thought back to long summers spent at home, summers when the engine sheds were boiling hot and reeking of smoke and oil. He’d spend his days there, watching the trains come in and leave, helping unload on the warehouse steps, climbing over the endless stacks of crates and bales. There too were scents; richness of dried fruits in their boxes, apricots and figs and raisins; sweetness of fresh pine and deal, fragrance of cedarwood, thick headiness of twist tobacco cured in rum. Champagne and Oporto for the luxury trade, cognac, French lace; tangerines and pineapples, rubber and saltpetre, jute and hemp…


    Sometimes he’d cadge rides on the locos, down to Poole or Bourne Mouth, across to Bridport, Wey Mouth; or west down to Isca, Lindinis. He went to Londinium once, and northeast again to Camulodunum. The Burrells and Claytons and Fodens ate miles; it was good to sit on the trail load of one of those old trains, the engine looking half a mile away, hooting and jetting steam. Jesse would pant on ahead to pay the toll keepers, stay behind to help them close the gates with their long white and red striped bars. He remembered the rumbling of the many wheels, the thick rising of dust from the rutted trackways. The dust lay on the verges and hedges, making the roads look like white scars crossing the land. Odd nights he’d spend away from home, squatting in some corner of a tavern bar while his father caroused. Sometimes Eli would turn morose, and cuff Jesse upstairs to bed; at others he’d get expansive and sit and spin tall tales about when he himself was a boy, when the locos had shafts in front of their boilers and horses between them to steer. Jesse had been a brakeboy at eight, a steersman at ten for some of the shorter runs. It had been a wrench when he’d been sent away to school.


    He wondered what had been in Eli’s mind. “Get some bliddy eddycation” was all the old man had said. “That’s what counts, lad…” Jesse remembered how he’d felt; how he’d wandered in the orchards behind the house, seeing the cherry plums hanging thick on the old trees that were craggy and leaning, just right to climb. The apples, Bramleys and Lanes and Haley’s Orange; Commodore pears hanging like rough-skinned bombs against walls mellow with September sunlight. Always before, Jesse had helped bring in the crop; but not this year, not any more. His brothers had learned to write and read and figure in the little village school, and that was all; but Jesse had gone to Sherborne, and stayed on to college in the old university town. He’d worked hard at his languages and sciences, and done well; only there had been something wrong. It had taken him years to realise his hands were missing the touch of oiled steel, his nostrils needed the scent of steam. He’d packed up and come home and started work like any other haulier; and Eli had said not a word. No praise, no condemnation. Jesse shook his head. Deep down he’d always known without any possibility of doubt just what he was going to do. At heart, he was a haulier; like Tim, like Dickon, like old Eli. That was all; and it would have to be enough.


    The Margaret topped a rise and rumbled onto a down-slope. Jesse glanced at the long gauge glass by his knee and instinct more than vision made him open the injectors, valve water into the boiler. The loco had a long chassis; that meant caution descending hills. Too little water in her barrel and the forward tilt would uncover the firebox crown, melt the fusable plug there. All the steamers carried spares, but fitting one was a job to avoid. It meant drawing the fire, a crawl into a baking-hot firebox, an eternity of wrestling overhead in darkness. Jesse had burned his quota of plugs in his time, like any other tyro; it had taught him to keep his firebox covered. Too high a level on the other hand meant water reaching the steam outlets, descending from the stack in a scalding cloud. He’d had that happen too.


    He spun the valve and the hissing of the injectors stopped. The Margaret lumbered at the slope, increasing her speed. Jesse pulled back on the reversing lever, screwed the brakes on to check the train; heard the altered beat as the loco felt the rising gradient, and gave her back her steam. Light or dark, he knew every foot of the road; a good driver had to.


    A solitary gleam ahead of him told him he was nearing Wool. The Margaret shrieked a warning to the village, rumbled through between the shuttered cottages. A straight run now, across the heath to Poole. An hour to the town gates, say another half to get down to the quay. If the traffic holdups weren’t too bad…Jesse chafed his hands, worked his shoulders inside his coat. The cold was getting to him now, he could feel it settling in his joints.


    He looked out to either side of the road. It was full night, and the Great Heath was pitch black. Far off he saw or thought he saw the glimmer of a will-o’-the-wisp, haunting some stinking bog. A chilling wind moaned in from the emptiness. Jesse listened to the steady pounding of the Burrell and as often before the image of a ship came to him. The Lady Margaret, a speck of light and warmth, forged through the waste like some vessel crossing a vast and inimical ocean.


    This was the twentieth century, the age of reason; but the heath was still the home of superstitious fears. The haunt of wolves and witches, were-things and Fairies; and the routiers…Jesse curled his lip. “Norman bastards” Dickon had called them. It was as accurate a description as any. True, they claimed Norman descent; but in this Catholic England of more than a thousand years after the Conquest bloodlines of Norman, Saxon, and original Celt were hopelessly mixed. What distinctions existed were more or less arbitrary, re-introduced in accordance with the racial theories of Gisevius the Great a couple of centuries ago. Most people had at least a smattering of the five tongues of the land; the Norman French of the ruling classes, Latin of the Church, Modern English of commerce and trade, the outdated Middle English and Celtic of the churls. There were other languages of course; Gaelic, Cornish, and Welsh, all fostered by the Church, kept alive centuries after their use had worn thin. But it was good to chop a land piecemeal, set up barriers of language as well as class. “Divide and rule” had long been the policy, unofficially at least, of Rome.


    The routiers themselves were surrounded by a mass of legend. There had always been gangs of footpads in the Southwest, probably always would be; they smuggled, they stole, they looted the road trains. Usually, but not invariably, they stopped short at murder. Some years the hauliers suffered worse than others; Jesse could remember the Lady Margaret limping home one black night with her steersman dead from a crossbow quarrel, half her train ablaze and old Eli swearing death and destruction. Troops from as far off as Sorviodunum had combed the heath for days, but it had been useless. The gang had dispersed; gone to their homes if Eli’s theories had been correct, turned back into honest God-fearing citizens. There’d been nothing on the heath to find; the rumoured strongholds of the outlaws just didn’t exist.


    Jesse stoked again, shivering inside his coat. The Margaret carried no guns; you didn’t fight the routiers if they came, not if you wanted to stay alive. At least not by conventional methods; Eli had had his own ideas on the matter though he hadn’t lived long enough to see them carried out. Jesse set his mouth. If they came, they came; but all they’d get from the firm of Strange they’d be welcome to keep. The business hadn’t been built on softness; in this England, haulage wasn’t a soft trade.


    A mile or so ahead a brook, a tributary of the Frome, crossed the road. On this run the hauliers usually stopped there to replenish their tanks. There were no waterholes on the heath, the cost of making them would be prohibitive. Water standing in earth hollows would turn brackish and foul, unsafe for the boilers; the splashes would have to be concrete lined, and a job like that would set somebody back half a year’s profits. Cement manufacture was controlled rigidly by Rome, its price prohibitive. The embargo was deliberate of course; the stuff was far too handy for the erection of quick strong-points. Over the years there had been enough revolts in the country to teach caution even to the Popes.


    Jesse, watching ahead, saw the sheen of water or ice. His hand went to the reversing lever and the train brakes. The Margaret stopped on the crown of a little bridge. Its parapets bore solemn warnings about “ponderous carriages” but few of the hauliers paid much attention to them after dark at least. He swung down and unstrapped the heavy armoured hose from the side of the boiler, slung its end over the bridge. Ice broke with a clatter. The water lifts hissed noisily, steam pouring from their vents. A few minutes and the job was done. The Margaret would have made Poole and beyond without trouble; but no haulier worth his salt ever felt truly secure with his tanks less than brimming full. Specially after dark, with the ever-present chance of attack. The steamer was ready now if needs be for a long, hard flight.


    Jesse recoiled the hose and took the running lamps out of the tender. Four of them, one for each side of the boiler, two for the front axle. He hung them in place, turning the valves over the carbide, lifting the front glasses to sniff for acetylene. The lamps threw clear white fans of light ahead and to each side, making the frost crystals on the road surface sparkle. Jesse moved off again. The cold was bitter; he guessed several degrees of frost already and the worst of the night was still to come. This was the part of the journey where you started to think of the cold as a personal enemy. It caught at your throat, drove glassy claws into your back; it was a thing to be fought, continuously, with the body and brain. Cold could stun a man, freeze him on the footplate till his fire burned low and he lost steam and hadn’t the sense to stoke. It had happened before; more than one haulier had lost his life like that out on the road. It would happen again.


    The Lady Margaret bellowed steadily; the wind moaned in across the heath.


    On the landward side, the houses and cottages of Poole huddled behind a massive rampart and ditch. Along the fortifications, cressets burned; their light was visible for miles across the waste ground. The Margaret raised the line of twinkling sparks, closed with them slowly. In sight of the West Gate Jesse spun the brake wheel and swore. Stretching out from the walls, dimly visible in torchlight was a confusion of traffic; Burrows, Avelings, Claytons, Fowlers, each loco with a massive train. Officials scurried about; steam plumed into the air; the many engines made a muted thundering. The Lady Margaret slowed, jetting white clouds like exhaled breath, edged into the turmoil alongside a ten horse Fowler liveried in the colours of the Merchant Adventurers.


    Jesse was fifty yards from the gates, and the jam looked like taking an hour or better to sort out. The air was full of din; the noise of the engines, shouts from the steersmen and drivers, the bawling of town marshalls and traffic wardens. Bands of Pope’s Angels wound between the massive wheels, chanting carols and holding up their cups for offerings. Jesse hailed a harassed-looking peeler. The Serjeant grounded his halberd, looked back at the Lady Margaret’s load and grinned.


    “Bishop Blaize’s benison again, friend?”


    Jesse grunted an affirmative; alongside, the Fowler let fly a deafening series of hoots.


    “Belay that,” roared the policeman. “What’ve ye got up there, that needs so much hurry?”


    The driver, a little sparrow of a man muffled in scarf and greatcoat, spat a cigarette butt overboard. “Shellfish for ’Is ’Oliness, he quipped. “They’re burning Rome tonight…” The story of Pope Orlando dining on oysters while his mercenaries sacked Florence had already passed into legend.


    “Any more of that,” shouted the Serjeant furiously, “and you’ll find the gates shut in your face. You’ll lie on the heath all night, and the routiers can have their pick of you. Now roll that pile of junk, roll it I say…”


    A gap had opened ahead; the Fowler thundered contemptuously and moved into it. Jesse followed. An age of shunting and hooting and he was finally past the bottleneck, guiding his train down the long main street of Poole.


    Strange and Sons maintained a bonded store on the quay, not far from the old customs house. The Margaret threaded her way to it, inching between piles of merchandise that had overflowed from loading bays. The docks were busy for so late in the season; Jesse passed a Scottish collier, a big German freighter, a Frenchman; a Newworlder, an ex-slaver by her raking lines, a handsome Swedish clipper still defiantly under sail; and an old Dutch tramp, the Groningen, that he knew to be still equipped with the antiquated and curious mercury boilers. He swung his train eventually into the company warehouse, nearly an hour overdue.


    The return load had already been made up; Jesse ditched the down-waggons thankfully, handed over the manifest to the firm’s agent and backed onto the new haul. He saw again to the securing of the trail load, built steam, and headed out. The cold was deep inside him now, the windows of the waterfront pubs tempting with their promise of warmth, drink, and hot food; but tonight the Margaret wouldn’t lie in Poole. It was nearly eight of the clock by the time she reached the ramparts, and the press of traffic was gone. The gates were opened by a surly-faced Serjeant; Jesse guided his train through to the open road. The moon was high now, riding a clear sky, and the cold was intense.


    A long drag southwest, across the top of Poole harbour to where the Wareham turn branched left from the road to Durnovaria. Jesse coaxed the waggons round it. He gave the Margaret her head, clocking twenty miles an hour on the open road. Then into Wareham, the awkward bend by the railway crossing; past the Black Bear with its monstrous carved sign and over the Frome where it ran into the sea, limning the northern boundary of Purbeck Island. After that the heaths again; Stoborough, Slepe, Middlebere, Norden, empty and vast, full of droning wind. Finally a twinkle of light showed ahead, high off the road and to the right; the Margaret thundered into Corvesgeat, the ancient pass through the Purbeck hills. Foursquare in the cutting and commanding the road, the great castle of Corfe squatted atop its mound, windows blazing light like eyes. My Lord of Purbeck must be in residence then, receiving his guests for Christmas.


    The steamer circled the high flanks of the motte, climbed to the village beyond. She crossed the square, wheels and engine reflecting a hollow clamour from the front of the Greyhound Inn, climbed again through the long main street to where the heath was waiting once more, flat and desolate, haunted by wind and stars.


    The Swanage road. Jesse, doped by the cold, fought the idea that the Margaret had been running through this void fuming her breath away into blackness like some spirit cursed and bound in a frozen hell. He would have welcomed any sign of life, even of the routiers; but there was nothing. Just the endless bitterness of the wind, the darkness stretching out each side of the road. He swung his mittened hands, stamping on the footplate, turning to see the tall shoulders of the load swaying against the night, way back the faint reflection of the tail lamps. He’d long since given up cursing himself for an idiot. He should have laid up at Poole, moved out again with the dawn; he knew that well enough. But tonight he felt obscurely that he was not driving but being driven.


    He valved water through the preheater, stoked, valved again. One day they’d swap these solid-burners for oil-fuelled machines. The units had been available for years now; but oil firing was still a theory in limbo, awaiting the Papal verdict. Might be a decision next year, of the year after; or maybe not at all. The ways of Mother Church were devious, not to be questioned by the herd.


    Old Eli would have fitted oil burners and damned the priests black to their faces, but his drivers and steersmen would have baulked at the excommunication that would certainly have followed. Strange and Sons had bowed the knee there, not for the first time and not for the last. Jesse found himself thinking about his father again while the Margaret slogged upwards, back into the hills. It was odd; but now he felt he could talk to the old man. Now he could explain his hopes, his fears.…Only now was too late; because Eli was dead and gone, six foot of Dorset muck on his chest. Was that the way of the world? Did people always feel they could talk, and talk, when it was just that bit too late?


    The big mason’s yard outside Long Tun Matravers. The piles of stone thrust up, dimly visible in the light of the steamer’s lamps, breaking at last the deadly emptiness of the heath. Jesse hooted a warning; the voice of the Burrell rushed across the housetops, mournful and huge. The place was deserted, like a town of the dead. On the right the King’s Head showed dim lights; its sign creaked uneasily, rocking in the wind. The Margaret’s wheels hit cobbles, slewed; Jesse spun the brakes on, snapping back the reversing lever to cut the power from the pistons. The frost had gathered thickly here, in places the road was like glass. At the crest of the hill into Swanage he twisted the control that locked his differentials. The loco steadied and edged down, groping for her haven. The wind skirled, lifting a spray of snow crystals across her headlights.


    The roofs of the little town seemed to cluster under their mantle of frost. Jesse hooted again, the sound enormous between the houses. A gang of kids appeared from somewhere, ran yelling alongside the train. Ahead was a crossroads, and the yellow lamps on the front of the George Hotel. Jesse aimed the loco for the yard entrance, edged forward. The smokestack brushed the passageway overhead. Here was where he needed a mate; the steam from the Burrell, blowing back in the confined space, obscured his vision. The children had vanished; he gentled the reversing lever, easing in. The exhaust beats thrashed back from the walls, then the Margaret was clear, rumbling across the yard. The place had been enlarged years back to take the road trains; Jesse pulled across between a Garrett and a six horse Clayton and Shuttleworth, neutralised the reversing lever and closed the regulator. The pounding stopped at last.


    * * * *


    The haulier rubbed his face and stretched. The shoulders of his coat were beaded with ice; he brushed at it and got down stiffly, shoved the scotches under the engine’s wheels, valved off her lamps. The hotel yard was deserted, the wind booming in the surrounding roofs; the boiler of the loco seethed gently. Jesse blew her excess steam, banked his fire and shut the dampers, stood on the front axle to set a bucket upside down atop the chimney. The Margaret would lie the night now safely. He stood back and looked at the bulk of her still radiating warmth, the faint glint of light from round the ash pan. He took his haversack from the cab and walked to the George to check in.


    They showed him his room and left him. He used the loo, washed his face and hands, and left the hotel. A few yards down the street the windows of a pub glowed crimson, light seeping through the drawn curtains. Its sign proclaimed it the Mermaid Inn. He trudged down the alley that ran alongside the bars. The back room was full of talk, the air thick with the fumes of tobacco. The Mermaid was a hauliers’ pub; Jesse saw half a score of men he knew, Tom Skinner from Powerstock, Jeff Holroyd from Wey Mouth, two of old Serjeantson’s boys. On the road, news travels fast; they crowded round him, talking against each other. He grunted answers, pushing his way to the bar. Yes, his father had had a sudden haemorrhage; no, he hadn’t lived long after it. Five of the clock the next afternoon…He pulled his coat open to reach his wallet, gave his order, took the pint and the double Scotch. A poker, thrust glowing into the tankard, mulled the ale; creamy froth spilled down the sides of the pot. The spirit burned Jesse’s throat, made his eyes sting. He was fresh off the road; the others made room for him as he crouched knees apart in front of the fire. He swigged at the pint feeling heat invade his crotch, move into his stomach. Somehow his mind could still hear the pounding of the Burrell, the vibration of her wheel was still in his fingers. Time later for talk and questioning; first the warmth. A man had to be warm.


    She managed somehow to cross and stand behind him, spoke before he knew she was there. He stopped chafing his hands and straightened awkwardly, conscious now of his height and bulk.


    “Hello, Jesse…”


    Did she know? The thought always came. All those years back when he’d named the Burrell; she’d been a gawky stripling then, all legs and eyes, but she was the Lady he’d meant. She’d been the ghost that haunted him those hot, adolescent nights, trailing her scent among the scents of the garden flowers. He’d been on the steamer when Eli took that monstrous bet, sat and cried like a fool because when the Burrell breasted the last slope she wasn’t winning fifty golden guineas for his father, she was panting out the glory of Margaret. But Margaret wasn’t a stripling now, not any more; the lamps put bright highlights on her brown hair, her eyes flickered at him, the mouth quirked…


    He grunted at her. “Evenin’, Margaret…”


    She brought him his meal, set a corner table, sat with him awhile as he ate. That made his breath tighten in his throat; he had to force himself to remember it meant nothing. After all you don’t have a father die every week of your life. She wore a chunky costume ring with a bright blue stone; she had a habit of turning it restlessly between her fingers as she talked. The fingers were thin with flat, polished nails, the hands wide across the knuckles like the hands of a boy. He watched her hands now touching her hair, drumming at the table, stroking the ash of a cigarette sideways into a saucer. He could imagine them sweeping, dusting, cleaning, as well as doing the other things, the secret things women must do to themselves.


    She asked him what he’d brought down. She always asked that. He said “Lady” briefly, using the jargon of the hauliers. Wondering again if she ever watched the Burrell, if she knew she was the Lady Margaret; and whether it would matter to her if she did. Then she brought him another drink and said it was on the house, told him she must go back to the bar now and that she’d see him again.


    He watched her through the smoke, laughing with the men. She had an odd laugh, a kind of flat chortle that drew back the top lip and showed the teeth while the eyes watched and mocked. She was a good barmaid, was Margaret; her father was an old haulier, he’d run the house this twenty years. His wife had died a couple of seasons back, the other daughters had married and moved out but Margaret had stayed. She knew a soft touch when she saw one; leastways that was the talk among the hauliers. But that was crazy, running a pub wasn’t an easy life. The long hours seven days a week, the polishing and scrubbing, mending and sewing and cooking…though they did have a woman in the mornings for the rough work. Jesse knew that like he knew most other things about his Margaret. He knew her shoe size, and that her birthday was in May; he knew she was twenty-four inches round the waist and that she liked Chanel and had a dog called Joe. And he knew she’d sworn never to marry; she’d said running the Mermaid had taught her as much about men as she wanted to learn, five thousand down on the counter would buy her services but nothing else. She’d never met anybody that could raise the half of that, the ban was impossible. But maybe she hadn’t said it at all; the village air swam with gossip, and amongst themselves the hauliers yacked like washerwomen.


    Jesse pushed his plate away. Abruptly he felt the rising of a black self-contempt. Margaret was the reason for nearly everything; she was why he’d detoured miles out of his way, pulled his train to Swanage for a couple of boxes of iced fish that wouldn’t repay the hauling back. Well, he’d wanted to see her and he’d seen her. She’d talked to him, sat by him; she wouldn’t come to him again. Now he could go. He remembered again the raw sides of a grave, the spattering of earth on Eli’s coffin. That was what waited for him, for all God’s so-called children; only he’d wait for his death alone. He wanted to drink now, wash out the image in a warm brown haze of alcohol. But not here, not here…He headed for the door.


    He collided with the stranger, growled an apology, walked on. He felt his arm caught; he turned back, stared into liquid brown eyes set in a straight-nosed, rakishly handsome face. “No,” said the newcomer. “No, I don’t believe it. By all tha’s unholy, Jesse Strange…”


    For a moment the other’s jaunty fringe of a beard baffled him; then Jesse started to grin in spite of himself. “Colin,” he said slowly. “Col de la Haye…”


    Col brought his other arm round to grip Jesse’s biceps. “Well, hell,” he said. “Jesse, you’re lookin’ well. This calls f’r a drink, ol’ boy. What you bin doin’ with yourself? Hell, you’re lookin’ well…”


    They leaned in a corner of the bar, full pints in front of them. “God damn, Jesse, tha’s lousy luck. Los’ your ol’ man, eh? Tha’s rotten…” He lifted his tankard. “To you, ol’ Jesse. Happier days…”


    At college in Sherborne Jesse and Col had been fast friends. It had been the attraction of opposites; Jesse slow-talking, studious, and quiet, de la Haye the rake, the man-about-town. Col was the son of a West Country businessman, a feminist and rogue at large; his tutors had always sworn that like the Fielding character he’d been born to be hanged. After college Jesse had lost touch with him. He’d heard vaguely Col had given up the family business; importing and warehousing just hadn’t been fast enough for him. He’d apparently spent a time as a strolling jongleur, working on a book of ballads that had never got written, had six months on the boards in Londinium before being invalided home, the victim of a brawl in a brothel. A’d show you the scar,” said Col, grinning hideously, “but it’s a bit bloody awkward in mixed comp’ny, ol’ boy…” He’d later become, of all things, a haulier for a firm in Isca. That hadn’t lasted long; halfway through his first week he’d howled into Bristol with an eight horse Clayton and Shuttleworth, unreeled his hose and drained the corporation horse trough in town centre before the peelers ran him in. The Clayton hadn’t quite exploded but it had been a near go. He’d tried again, up in Aquae Sulis where he wasn’t so well known; that time he lasted six months before a broken gauge glass stripped most of the skin from his ankles. De la Haye had moved on, seeking as he put it “less lethal employment’. Jesse chuckled and shook his head. “So what be ’ee doin’ now?”


    The insolent eyes laughed back at him. “A’ trade,” said Col breezily. “A’ take what comes; a li’l there.…Times are hard, we must all live how we can. Drink up, ol’Jesse, the next one’s mine…”


    They chewed over old times while Margaret served up pints and took the money, raising her eyebrows at Col. The night de la Haye, pot-valiant, had sworn to strip his professor’s cherished walnut tree…“A’ remember that like it was yes’day,” said Col happily. “Lovely ol’ moon there was, bright as day…” Jesse had held the ladder while Col climbed; but before he reached the branches the tree was shaken as if by a hurricane. “Nuts comin’ down like bloody hailstones,” chortled Col. “Y’remember, Jesse, y’must remember…An’ there was that…that bloody ol’ rogue of a peeler Toby Warrilow sittin’ up there with his big ol’ boots stuck out, shakin’ the hell out of that bloody tree…” For weeks after that, even de la Haye had been able to do nothing wrong in the eyes of the law; and a whole dormitory had gorged themselves on walnuts for nearly a month.


    There’d been the business of the two nuns stolen from Sherborne Convent; they’d tried to pin that on de la Haye and hadn’t quite managed it, but it had been an open secret who was responsible. Girls in Holy Orders had been removed odd times before, but only Col would have taken two at once. And the affair of the Poet and Peasant. The landlord of that inn, thanks to some personal quirk, kept a large ape chained in the stables; Col, evicted after a singularly rowdy night, had managed to slit the creature’s collar. The Godforsaken animal caused troubles and panics for a month; men went armed, women stayed indoors. The thing had finally been shot by a militiaman who caught it in his room drinking a bowl of soup.


    “So what you goin’ to do now?” asked de la Haye, swigging back his sixth or seventh beer. “Is your firm now, no?”


    “Aye.” Jesse brooded, hands clasped, chin touching his knuckles. “Goin’ to run it, I guess…”


    Col draped an arm round his shoulders. “You be OK,” he said. “You be O K pal, why so sad? Hey, tell you what. You get a li’l girl now, you be all right then. Tha’s what you need, ol’ Jesse; a’ know the signs.” He punched his friend in the ribs and roared with laughter. “Keep you warm nights better’n a stack of extra blankets. An’ stop you getting fat, no?”


    Jesse looked faintly startled. “Dunno ’bout that…”


    “Ah, hell,” said de la Haye. “Tha’s the thing though. Ah, there’s nothin’ like it. Mmmmyowwhh…” He wagged his hips, shut his eyes, drew shapes with his hands, contrived to look rapturous and lascivious at the same time. “Is no trouble now, ol’ Jesse,” he said, “You loaded now, you know that? Hell, man, you’re eligible…They come runnin’ when they hear, you have to fight ’em off with a…a pushpole couplin’, no?” He dissolved again in merriment.


    Eleven of the clock came round far too quickly. Jesse struggled into his coat, followed Col up the alley beside the pub. It was only when the cold air hit him he realised how stoned he was. He stumbled against de la Haye, then ran into the wall. They reeled along the street laughing, parted company finally at the George. Col, roaring out promises, vanished into the night.


    Jesse leaned against the Margaret’s rear wheel, head laid back on its struts, and felt the beer fume in his brain. When he closed his eyes a slow movement began; the ground seemed to tilt forward and back under his feet. Man, but that last hour had been good. It had been college all over again; he chuckled helplessly, wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. De la Haye was a no-good bastard all right but a nice guy, nice guy…Jesse opened his eyes blearily, looked up at the road train. Then he moved carefully, hand over hand along the engine, to test her boiler temperature with his palm. He hauled himself to the footplate, opened the firebox doors, spread coal, checked the dampers and water gauge. Everything secure. He tacked across the yard, feeling the odd snow crystals sting his face.


    He fiddled with his key in the lock, swung the door open. His room was black and icily cold. He lit the single lantern, left its glass ajar. The candle flame shivered in a draught. He dropped across the bed heavily, lay watching the one point of yellow light sway forward and back. Best get some sleep, make an early start tomorrow…His haversack lay where he’d slung it on the chair but he lacked the strength of will to unpack it now. He shut his eyes.


    Almost instantly the images began to swirl. Somewhere in his head the Burrell was pounding; he flexed his hands, feeling the wheel rim thrill between them. That was how the locos got you, after a while; throbbing and throbbing hour on hour till the noise became a part of you, got in the blood and brain so you couldn’t live without it. Up at dawn, out on the road, driving till you couldn’t stop; Londinium, Aquae Sulis, Isca; stone from the Purbeck quarries, coal from Kimmeridge, wool and grain and worsted, flour and wine, candlesticks, Madonnas, shovels, butter scoops, powder and shot, gold, lead, tin; out on contract to the Army, the Church…Cylinder cocks, dampers, regulator, reversing lever; the high iron shaking of the footplate…


    He moved restlessly, muttering. The colours in his brain grew sharper. Maroon and gold of livery, red saliva on his father’s chin, flowers bright against fresh earth; steam and lamplight, flames, the hard sky clamped against the hills.


    His mind toyed with memories of Col, hearing sentences, hearing him laugh; the little intake of breath, squeaky and distinctive, then the sharp machine gun barking while he screwed his eyes shut and hunched his shoulders, pounded with his fist on the counter. Col had promised to look him up in Durnovaria, reeled away shouting he wouldn’t forget. But he would forget; he’d lose himself, get involved with some woman, forget the whole business, forget the meeting. Because Col wasn’t like Jesse. No planning and waiting for de la Haye, no careful working out of odds; he lived for the moment, vividly. He would never change.


    The locos thundered, cranks whirling, crossheads dipping, brass gleaming and tinkling in the wind.


    Jesse half sat up, shaking his head. The lamp burned steady now, its flame thin and tall, just vibrating slightly at the tip. The wind boomed, carrying with it the striking of a church clock. He listened, counting. Twelve strokes. He frowned. He’d slept, and dreamed; he’d thought it was nearly dawn. But the long, hard night had barely begun. He lay back with a grunt, feeling drunk but queerly wide awake. He couldn’t take his beer any more; he’d had the horrors. Maybe there were more to come.


    He started revolving idly the things de la Haye had said. The crack about getting a woman. That was crazy, typical of Col. No trouble maybe for him, but for Jesse there had only ever been one little girl. And she was out of reach.


    His mind, spinning, seemed to check and stop quite still. Now, he told himself irritably, forget it. You’ve got troubles enough, let it go…but a part of him stubbornly refused to obey. It turned the pages of mental ledgers, added, subtracted, thrust the totals insistently into his consciousness. He swore, damning de la Haye. The idea, once implanted, wouldn’t leave him. It would haunt him now for weeks, maybe years.


    He gave himself up, luxuriously, to dreaming. She knew all about him, that was certain; women knew such things unfailingly. He’d given himself away a hundred times, a thousand; little things, a look, a gesture, a word, were all it needed. He’d kissed her once, years back. Only the one time; that was maybe why it had stayed so sharp and bright in his mind, why he could still relive it. It had been a nearly accidental thing; a New Year’s Eve, the pub bright and noisy, a score or more of locals seeing the new season in. The church clock striking, the same clock that marked the hours now, doors in the village street popping undone, folk eating mince pies and drinking wine, shouting to each other across the dark, kissing; and she’d put down the tray she was holding, watching him. “Let’s not be left out, Jesse,” she said. “Us too…”


    He remembered the sudden thumping of his heart, like the fussing of a loco when her driver gives her steam. She’d turned her face up to him, he’d seen the lips parting; then she was pushing hard, using her tongue, making a little noise deep in her throat. He wondered if she made the sound every time automatically, like a cat purring when you rubbed its fur. And somehow too she’d guided his hand to her breast; it lay cupped there, hot under her dress, burning his palm. He’d tightened his arm across her back then, pulling her onto her toes till she wriggled away gasping. “Whoosh,” she said. “Well done, Jesse. Ouch…well done…” Laughing at him again, patting her hair; and all past dreams and future visions had met in one melting point of Time.


    He remembered how he’d stoked the loco all the long haul back, tireless, while the wind sang and her wheels crashed through a glowing landscape of jewels. The images were back now; he saw Margaret at a thousand sweet moments, patting, touching, undressing, laughing. And he remembered, suddenly, a hauliers’ wedding; the ill-fated marriage of his brother Micah to a girl from Sturminster Newton. The engines burnished to their canopies, be-ribboned and flag draped, each separate plank of their flatbed trailers gleaming white and scoured; drifts of confetti like bright-coloured snow, the priest standing laughing with his glass of wine, old Eli, hair plastered miraculously flat, incongruous white collar clamped round his neck, beaming and red-faced, waving from the Margaret’s footplate a quart of beer. Then, equally abruptly, the scene was gone; and Eli, in his Sunday suit, with his pewter mug and his polished hair, was whirled away into a dark space of wind.


    “Father…!”


    Jesse sat up, panting. The little room showed dim, shadows flicking as the candle flame guttered. Outside, the clock chimed for twelve-thirty. He stayed still, squatting on the edge of the bed with his head in his hands. No weddings for him, no gayness. Tomorrow he must go back to a dark and still mourning house; to his father’s unsolved worries and the family business and the same ancient, dreary round…


    In the darkness, the image of Margaret danced like a solitary spark.


    He was horrified at what his body was doing. His feet found the flight of wooden stairs, stumbled down them. He felt the cold air in the yard bite at his face. He tried to reason with himself but it seemed his legs would no longer obey him. He felt a sudden gladness, a lightening. You didn’t stand the pain of an aching tooth forever; you took yourself to the barber, changed the nagging for a worse quick agony and then for blessed peace. He’d stood this long enough; now it too was to be finished. Instantly, with no more waiting. He told himself ten years of hoping and dreaming, of wanting dumbly like an animal, that has to count. He asked himself, what had he expected her to do? She wouldn’t come running to him pleading, throw herself across his feet, women weren’t made like that, she had her dignity too…He tried to remember when the gulf between him and Margaret had been fixed. He told himself, never; by no token, no word…He’d never given her a chance, what if she’d been waiting too all these years? Just waiting to be asked…It had to be true. He knew, glowingly, it was true. As he tacked along the street, he started to sing.


    The watchman loomed from a doorway, a darker shadow, gripping a halberd short.


    “You all right, sir?”


    The voice, penetrating as if from a distance, brought Jesse up short. He gulped, nodded, grinned. “Yeah. Yeah, sure…” He jerked a thumb behind him. “Brought a…train down. Strange, Durnovaria.


    The man stood back. His attitude said plainly enough “One o’ they beggars…” He said gruffly, “Best get along then, sir, don’t want to have to run ’ee in. ‘Tis well past twelve o’ the clock, y’know…”


    “On m’way, officer,” said Jesse. “On m’way…” A dozen steps along the street he turned back. “Officer…you m-married?”


    The voice was uncompromising. “Get along now, sir…” Its owner vanished in blackness.


    The little town, asleep. Frost glinting on the rooftops, puddles in the road ruts frozen to iron, houses shuttered blind. Somewhere an owl called; or was it the noise of a far-off engine, out there somewhere on the road…The Mermaid was silent, no lights showing. Jesse hammered at the door. Nothing. He knocked louder. A light flickered on across the street. He started to sob for breath. He’d done it all wrong, she wouldn’t open. They’d call the watch instead.. But she’d know, she’d know who was knocking, women always knew. He beat at the wood, terrified. “Margaret…”


    A shifting glint of yellow; then the door opened with a suddenness that sent him sprawling. He straightened up still breathing hard, trying to focus his eyes. She was standing holding a wrap across her throat, hair tousled. She held a lamp high; then, “You…!” She shut the door with a thump, snatched the bolt across and turned to face him. She said in a low, furious voice, “What the devil do you think you’re doing?”


    He backed up. “I…,” he said, “I…” He saw her face change. “Jesse,” she said, “what’s wrong? Are you hurt, what happened?”


    “I…sorry,” he said. “Had to see you, Margaret. Couldn’t leave it no more…”


    “Hush,” she said. Hissed. “You’ll wake my father, if you haven’t done it already. What are you talking about?”


    He leaned on the wall, trying to stop the spinning in his head. “Five thousand,” he said thickly. “It’s…nothing, Margaret. Not any more. Margaret, I’m…rich, God help me. It don’t matter no more…”


    “What?”


    “On the roads,” he said desperately. “The…hauliers’ talk. They said you wanted five thousand. Margaret, I can do ten…”


    A dawning comprehension. And for God’s sake, she was starting to laugh. “Jesse Strange,” she said, shaking her head. “What are you trying to say?”


    And it was out, at last. “I love you, Margaret,” he said simply. “Reckon I always have. And I…want you to be my wife.”


    She stopped smiling then, stood quite still and let her eyes close as if suddenly she was very tired. Then she reached forward quietly and took his hand. “Come on,” she said. “Just for a little while. Come and sit down.”


    In the back bar the firelight was dying. She sat by the hearth curled like a cat, watching him, her eyes big in the dimness; and Jesse talked. He told her everything he’d never imagined himself speaking. How he’d wanted her, and hoped, and known it was no use: how he’d waited so many years he’d nearly forgotten a time when she hadn’t filled his mind. She stayed still, holding his fingers, stroking the back of his hand with her thumb, thinking and brooding. He told her how she’d be mistress of the house and have the gardens, the orchards of cherry plums, the rose terraces, the servants, her drawing account in the bank; how she’d have nothing to do any more ever but be Margaret Strange, his wife.


    The silence lengthened when he’d finished, till the ticking of the big bar clock sounded loud. She stirred her foot in the warmth of the ashes, wriggling her toes; he gripped her instep softly, spanning it with finger and thumb. “I do love you, Margaret,” he said. “I truly do…”


    She still stayed quiet, staring at nothing visible, eyes opaque. She’d let the shawl fall off her shoulders; he could see her breasts, the nipples pushing against the flimsiness of the nightdress. She frowned, pursed her mouth, looked back at him. “Jesse,” she said, “when I’ve finished talking, will you do something for me? Will you promise?”


    Quite suddenly, he was no longer drunk. The whirling and the warmth faded, leaving him shivering. Somewhere he was sure the loco hooted again. “Yes, Margaret,” he said “If that’s what you want.”


    She came and sat by him. “Move up,” she whispered. “You’re taking all the room.” She saw the shivering; she put her hand inside his jacket, rubbed softly. “Stop it,” she said. “Don’t do that, Jesse. Please…”


    The spasm passed; she pulled her arm back, flicked at the shawl, gathered her dress round her knees. “When I’ve said what I’m going to, will you promise to go away? Very quietly, and not…make trouble for me? Please, Jesse. I did let you in…”


    “That’s all right,” he said. “Don’t worry, Margaret, that’s all right.” His voice, talking, sounded like the voice of a stranger. He didn’t want to hear what she had to say; but listening to it meant he could stay close just a little longer. He felt suddenly he knew what it would be like to be given a cigarette just before you were hanged; how every puff would mean another second’s life.


    She twined her fingers together, looked down at the carpet. “I…want to get this just right,” she said. “I want to…say it properly, Jesse, because I don’t want to hurt you. I…like you too much for that.


    “I…knew about it of course, I’ve known all the time. That was why I let you in. Because I…like you very much, Jesse, and didn’t want to hurt. And now you see I’ve…trusted you, so you mustn’t let me down. I can’t marry you, Jesse, because I don’t love you. I never will. Can you understand that? It’s terribly hard knowing…well, how you feel and all that and still having to say it to you but I’ve got to because it just wouldn’t work. I…knew this was going to happen sometime, I used to lie awake at night thinking about it, thinking all about you, honestly I did, but it wasn’t any good. It just…wouldn’t work, that’s all. So…no. I’m terribly sorry but…no.”


    How can a man balance his life on a dream, how can he be such a fool? How can he live, when the dream gets knocked apart…?


    She saw his face alter and reached for his hand again. “Jesse. please…I…think you’ve been terribly sweet waiting all this time and I…know about the money, I know why you said that, I know you just wanted to give me a…good life. It was terribly sweet of you to think like that about me and I…know you’d do it. But it just wouldn’t work…Oh God, isn’t this awful…”


    You try to wake from what you know is a dream, and you can’t. Because you’re awake already, this is the dream they call life. You move in the dream and talk, even when something inside you wants to twist and die.


    He rubbed her knee, feeling the firm smoothness. “Margaret,” he said. “I don’t want you to rush into anything. Look, in a couple of months I shall be comin’ back through…”


    She bit her lip. “I knew you were…going to say that as well. But…no, Jesse. It isn’t any use thinking about it, I’ve tried to and it wouldn’t work. I don’t want to…have to go through this again and hurt you all over another time. Please don’t ask me again. Ever.”


    He thought dully, he couldn’t buy her. Couldn’t win her, and couldn’t buy. Because he wasn’t man enough, and that was the simple truth. Just not quite what she wanted. That was what he’d known all along, deep down, but he’d never faced it; he’d kissed his pillows nights, and whispered love for Margaret, because he hadn’t dared bring the truth into the light. And now he’d got the rest of time to try and forget…this.


    She was still watching him. She said, “Please understand…”


    And he felt better. God preserve him, some weight seemed to shift suddenly and let him talk. “Margaret,” he said, “this sounds damn stupid, don’t know how to say it…”


    “Try”


    He said, “I don’t want to…hold you down. It’s…selfish, like somehow having a…bird in a cage, owning it…Only I didn’t think on it that way before. Reckon I…really love you because I don’t want that to happen to you. I wouldn’t do anything to hurt. Don’t you worry, Margaret, it’ll be all right. It’ll be all right now. Reckon I’ll just…well, get out o’ your way like…”


    She put a hand to her head. “God this is awful, I knew it would happen…Jesse don’t just…well, vanish. You know, go off an’…never come back. You see I…like you so very much, as a friend, I should feel terrible if you did that. Can’t things be like they…were before, I mean can’t you just sort of…come in and see me, like you used to? Don’t go right away, please…”


    Even that, he thought. God, I’ll do even that.


    She stood up. “And now go. Please…”


    He nodded dumbly. “It’ll be all right…”


    “Jesse,” she said. “I don’t want to…get in any deeper. But—” she kissed him, quickly. There was no feeling there this time. No fire. He stood until she let him go; then he walked quickly to the door.


    He heard, dimly, his boots ringing on the street. Somewhere a long way off from him was a vague sighing, a susurration; could have been the blood in his ears, could have been the sea. The house doorways and the dark-socketed windows seemed to lurch towards him of their own accord, fall away behind. He felt as a ghost might feel grappling with the concept of death, trying to assimilate an idea too big for its consciousness. There was no Margaret now, not any more. No Margaret. Now he must leave the grown-up world where people married and loved and mated and mattered to each other, go back for all time to his child’s universe of oil and steel. And the days would come, and the days would go, till on one of them he would die.


    He crossed the road outside the George; then he was walking under the yard entrance, climbing the stairs, opening again the door of his room. Putting out the light, smelling Goody Thompson’s fresh-sour sheets.


    The bed felt cold as a tomb.


    * * * *


    The fishwives woke him, hawking their wares through the streets. Somewhere there was a clanking of milk churns; voices crisped in the cold air of the yard. He lay still, face down, and there was an empty time before the cold new fall of grief. He remembered he was dead; he got up and dressed, not feeling the icy air on his body. He washed, shaved the blue-chinned face of a stranger, went out to the Burrell. Her livery glowed in weak sunlight, topped by a thin bright icing of snow. He opened her firebox, raked the embers of the fire and fed it. He felt no desire to eat; he went down to the quay instead, haggled absentmindedly for the fish he was going to buy, arranged for its delivery to the George. He saw the boxes stowed in time for late service at the church, stayed on for confession. He didn’t go near the Mermaid; he wanted nothing now but to leave, get back on the road. He checked the Lady Margaret again, polished her nameplates, hubs, flywheel boss. Then he remembered seeing something in a shop window, something he’d intended to buy; a little tableau, the Virgin, Joseph, the Shepherds kneeling, the Christ-child in the manger. He knocked up the storekeeper, bought it and had it packed; his mother set great store by such things, and it would look well on the sideboard over Christmas.


    By then it was lunchtime. He made himself eat, swallowing food that tasted like string. He nearly paid his bill before he remembered. Now, it went on account; the account of Strange and Sons of Dorset. After the meal he went to one of the bars of the George, drank to try and wash the sour taste from his mouth. Subconsciously, he found himself waiting; for footsteps, a remembered voice, some message from Margaret to tell him not to go, she’d changed her mind. It was a bad state of mind to get into but he couldn’t help himself. No message came.


    It was nearly three of the clock before he walked out to the Burrell and built steam. He uncoupled the Margaret and turned her, shackled the load to the push pole lug and backed it into the road. A difficult feat but he did it without thinking. He disconnected the loco, brought her round again, hooked on, shoved the reversing lever forward and inched open on the regulator. The rumbling of the wheels started at last. He knew once clear of Purbeck he wouldn’t come back. Couldn’t, despite his promise. He’d send Tim or one of the others: the thing he had inside him wouldn’t stay dead, if he saw her again it would have to be killed all over. And once was more than enough.


    He had to pass the pub. The chimney smoked but there was no other sign of life. The train crashed behind him, thunderously obedient. Fifty yards on he used the whistle, over and again, waking Margaret’s huge iron voice, filling the street with steam. Childish, but he couldn’t stop himself. Then he was clear. Swanage dropping away behind as he climbed towards the heath. He built up speed. He was late; in that other world he seemed to have left so long ago, a man called Dickon would be worrying.


    Way off on the left a semaphore stood stark against the sky. He hooted to it, the two pips followed by the long call that all the hauliers used. For a moment the thing stayed dead; then he saw the arms flip an acknowledgement. Out there he knew Zeiss glasses would be trained on the Burrell. The Guildsmen had answered; soon a message would be streaking north along the little local towers. The Lady Margaret, locomotive, Strange and Sons, Durnovaria; out of Swanage routed for Corvesgeat, fifteen thirty hours. All well…


    Night came quickly; night, and the burning frost. Jesse swung west well before Wareham, cutting straight across the heath. The Burrell thundered steadily, gripping the road with her seven-foot drive wheels, leaving thin wraiths of steam behind her in the dark. He stopped once, to fill his tanks and light the lamps, then pushed on again into the heathland. A light mist or frost smoke was forming now; it clung to the hollows of the rough ground, glowing oddly in the light from the side lamps. The wind soughed and threatened. North of the Purbecks, off the narrow coastal strip, the winter could strike quick and hard; come morning the heath could be impassable, the trackways lost under two feet or more of snow.


    An hour out from Swanage, and the Margaret still singing her tireless song of power. Jesse thought, blearily, that she at least kept faith. The semaphores had lost her now in the dark; there would be no more messages till she made her base. He could imagine old Dickon standing at the yard gate under the flaring cressets, worried, cocking his head to catch the beating of an exhaust miles away. The loco passed through Wool. Soon be home, now; home, to whatever comfort remained…


    The boarder took him nearly by surprise. The train had slowed near the crest of a rise when the man ran alongside, lunged for the footplate step. Jesse heard the scrape of a shoe on the road; some sixth sense warned him of movement in the darkness. The shovel was up, swinging for the stranger’s head, before it was checked by an agonised yelp. “Hey ol’ boy, don’ you know your friends?”


    Jesse, half off balance, grunted and grabbed at the steering. “Col…What the hell are you doin’ here?”


    De la Haye, still breathing hard, grinned at him in the reflection of the sidelights. “Jus’ a fellow traveller, my friend. Happy to see you come along there, I tell you. Had a li’l bit of trouble, thought a’d have to spend the night on the bloody heath…”


    “What trouble?”


    “Oh, I was ridin’ out to a place a’ know,” said de la Haye. “Place out by Culliford, li’l farm. Christmas with friends. Nice daughters. Hey, Jesse, you know?” He punched Jesse’s arm, started to laugh. Jesse set his mouth. “What happened to your horse?”


    “Bloody thing foundered, broke its leg.”


    “Where?”


    “On the road back there,” said de la Haye carelessly. “A’ cut its throat an’ rolled it in a ditch. Din’ want the damn routiers spottin’ it, gettin’ on my tail…” He blew his hands, held them out to the firebox, shivered dramatically inside his sheepskin coat. “Damn cold, Jesse, cold as a bitch…How far you go?”


    “Home. Durnovaria.”


    De la Haye peered at him. “Hey, you don’ sound good. You sick, ol’Jesse?”


    “No.”


    Col shook his arm insistently. “Whassamatter, ol’ pal? Anythin’ a friend can do to help?”


    Jesse ignored him, eyes searching the road ahead. De la Haye bellowed suddenly with laughter. “Was the beer. The beer, no? OF Jesse, your stomach has shrunk!” He held up a clenched fist. “Like the stomach of a li’l baby, no? Not the old Jesse any more; ah, life is hell…”


    Jesse glanced down at the gauge, turned the belly tank cocks, heard water splash on the road, touched the injector controls, saw the burst of steam as the lifts fed the boiler. The pounding didn’t change its beat. He said steadily, “Reckon it must have bin the beer that done it. Reckon I might go on the waggon. Gettin’ old.”


    De la Haye peered at him again, intently. “Jesse,” he said. “You got problems, my son. You got troubles. What gives? C’mon, spill…”


    That damnable intuition hadn’t left him then. He’d had it right through college; seemed somehow to know what you were thinking nearly as soon as it came into your head. It was Col’s big weapon; he used it to have his way with women. Jesse laughed bitterly; and suddenly the story was coming out. He didn’t want to tell it; but he did, down to the last word. Once started, he couldn’t stop.


    Col heard him in silence; then he started to shake. The shaking was laughter. He leaned back against the cab side, holding onto a stanchion. “Jesse, Jesse, you are a lad. Christ, you never change…Oh, you bloody Saxon…” He went off into fresh peals, wiped his eyes. “So…so she show you her pretty li’l scut, he? Jesse, you are a lad; when will you learn? What, you go to her with…with this…” He banged the Margaret’s hornplate. “An’ your face so earnest an’ black, oh, Jesse, a’ can see that face of yours. Man, she don’ want your great iron destrier. Christ above, no…But a’…a’ tell you what you do…”


    Jesse turned down the corners of his lips. “Why don’t you just shut up…”


    De la Haye shook his arm. “Nah, listen. Don’ get mad, listen. You…woo her, Jesse; she like that, that one. You know? Get the ol’ glad rags on, man, get a butterfly car, mak’ its wings of cloth of gold. She like that…Only don’ stand no shovin’, ol’Jesse. An’ don’ ask her nothin’, not no more. You tell her what you want, say you goin’ to get it…Pay for your beer with a golden guinea, tell her you’ll tak’ the change upstairs, no? She’s worth it, Jesse, she’s worth havin’ is that one. Oh but she’s nice…”


    “Go to hell…”


    “You don’ want her?” De la Haye looked hurt. “A’jus’ try to help, ol’ pal…You los’ interest now?”


    “Yeah,” said Jesse. “I lost interest.”


    “Ahhh…” Col sighed. “Ah, but is a shame. Young love all blighted…Tell you what though.” He brightened. “You given me a great idea, ol’ Jesse. You don’ want her, a’ have her myself. Okay?”


    When you hear the wail that means your father’s dead your hands go on wiping down a crosshead guide. When the world turns red and flashes, and drums roll inside your skull, your eyes watch ahead at the road, your fingers stay quiet on the wheel. Jesse heard his own voice speak dryly. “You’re a lying bastard, Col, you always were. She wouldn’t fall for you…”


    Col snapped his fingers, danced on the footplate. “Man, a’ got it halfway made. Oh but she’s nice…Those li’l eyes, they were flashin’ a bit las’ night, no? Is easy, man, easy…A’ tell you what, a’ bet she be sadistic in bed. But nice, ahhh, nice…” His gestures somehow suggested rapture. “I tak’ her five ways in a night,” he said. “An’ send you proof. Okay?”


    Maybe he doesn’t mean it. Maybe he’s lying. But he isn’t. I know Col; and Col doesn’t lie. Not about this. What he says he’ll do, he’ll do…Jesse grinned, just with his teeth. “You do that, Col. Break her in. Then I take her off you. Okay?”


    De la Haye laughed and gripped his shoulder. “Jesse, you are a lad. Eh…? Eh…?”


    A light flashed briefly, ahead and to the right, way out on the heathland. Col spun round, stared at where it had been, looked back to Jesse. “You see that?”


    Grimly. “I saw.”


    De la Haye looked round the footplate nervously. “You got a gun?”


    “Why?”


    “The bloody light. The routiers…”


    “You don’t fight the routiers with a gun.”


    Col shook his head. “Man, I hope you know what you’re doin’…”


    Jesse wrenched at the firebox doors, letting out a blaze of light and heat. “Stoke…”


    “What?”


    “Stoke!”


    “Okay, man,” said de la Haye. “All right, Okay…” He swung the shovel, building the fire. Kicked the doors shut, straightened up. “A’ love you an’ leave you soon,” he said. “When we pass the light. If we pass the light…”


    The signal, if it had been a signal, was not repeated. The heath stretched out empty and black. Ahead was a long series of ridges; the Lady Margaret bellowed heavily, breasting the first of them. Col stared round again uneasily, hung out the cab to look back along the train. The high shoulders of the tarps were vaguely visible in the night. “What you carryin’, Jesse?” he asked. “You got the goods?”


    Jesse shrugged. “Bulk stuff. Cattle cake, sugar, dried fruit. Not worth their trouble.”


    De la Haye nodded worriedly. “Wha’s in the trail load?” “Brandy, some silks. Bit of tobacco. Veterinary supply. Animal castrators.” He glanced sideways. “Cord grip. Bloodless.”


    Col looked startled again, then started to laugh. “Jesse, you are a lad. A right bloody lad…But tha’s a good load, ol’ pal. Nice pickings…”


    Jesse nodded, feeling empty. “Ten thousand quid’s worth. Give or take a few hundred.”


    De la Haye whistled. “Yeah. Tha’s a good load…”


    They passed the point where the light had appeared, left it behind. Nearly two hours out now, not much longer to run. The Margaret came off the downslope, hit the second rise. The moon slid clear of a cloud, showed the long ribbon of road stretching ahead. They were almost off the heath now, Durnovaria just over the horizon. Jesse saw a track running away to the left before the moon, veiling itself, gave the road back to darkness.


    De la Haye gripped his shoulder. “You be fine now,” he said. “We passed the bastards…You be all right. I drop off now, ol’ pal; thanks for th’ ride. An’ remember, ‘bout the li’l girl. You get in there punchin’, you do what a’ say. Okay, ol’Jesse?”


    Jesse turned to stare at him. “Look after yourself, Col,” he said.


    The other swung onto the step. “A’ be Okay. A’ be great.” He let go, vanished in the night.


    He’d misjudged the speed of the Burrell. He rolled forward, somersaulted on rough grass, sat up grinning. The lights on the steamer’s trail load were already fading down the road. There were noises round him; six mounted men showed dark against the sky. They were leading a seventh horse, its saddle empty. Col saw the quick gleam of a gun barrel, the bulky shape of a crossbow. Routiers…He got up still laughing, swung onto the spare mount. Ahead the train was losing itself in the low fogbanks. De la Haye raised his arm. “The last waggon…” He rammed his heels into the flanks of his horse, and set off at a flat gallop.


    Jesse watched his gauges. Full head, a hundred and fifty pounds in the boiler. His mouth was still grim. It wouldn’t be enough; down this next slope, halfway up the long rise beyond, that was where they would take him. He moved the regulator to its farthest position; the Lady Margaret started to build speed again, swaying as her wheels found the ruts. She hit the bottom of the slope at twenty-five, slowed as her engine felt the dead pull of the train.


    Something struck the nearside hornplate with a ringing crash. An arrow roared overhead, lighting the sky as it went. Jesse smiled, because nothing mattered any more. The Margaret seethed and bellowed; he could see the horsemen now, galloping to either side. A pale gleam that could have been the edge of a sheepskin coat. Another concussion, and he tensed himself for the iron shock of a crossbow bolt in his back. It never came. But that was typical of Col de la Haye; he’d steal your woman but not your dignity, he’d take your trail load but not your life. Arrows flew again, but not at the loco. Jesse, craning back past the shoulders of the waggons, saw flames running across the sides of the last tarp.


    Halfway up the rise; the Lady Margaret labouring, panting with rage. The fire took hold fast, tongues of flame licking forward. Soon they would catch the next trailer in line. Jesse reached down. His hand closed slowly, regretfully, round the emergency release. He eased upward, felt the catch disengage, heard the engine beat slacken as the load came clear. The burning truck slowed, faltered, and began to roll back away from the rest of the train. The horsemen galloped after it as it gathered speed down the slope, clustered round it in a knot of whooping and beating upward with their cloaks at the fire. Col passed them at the run, swung from the saddle and leaped. A scramble, a shout; and the routiers bellowed their laughter. Poised on top of the moving load, gesticulating with his one free hand, their leader was pissing valiantly onto the flames.


    The Lady Margaret had topped the rise when the cloud scud overhead lit with a white glare. The explosion cracked like a monstrous whip; the shock wave slapped at the trailers, skewed the steamer off course. Jesse fought her straight, hearing echoes growl back from distant hills. He leaned out from the footplate, stared down past the shoulders of the load. Behind him twinkled spots of fire where the hell-burner, two score kegs of fine-grain powder packed round with bricks and scrap iron, had scythed the valley clear of life.


    Water was low. He worked the injectors, checked the gauge. “We must live how we can,” he said, not hearing the words. “We must all live how we can.” The firm of Strange had not been built on softness; what you stole from it, you were welcome to keep.


    Somewhere a semaphore clacked to Emergency Attention, torches lighting its arms. The Lady Margaret, with her train behind her, fled to Durnovaria, huddled ahead in the dim silver elbow of the Frome.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1966, 1968 by Keith Roberts.

  


  
    SPIDER ROBINSON


    (1948– )


    Although I’ve certainly enjoyed the company of Spider and his late wife (and sometime co-author) Jeanne now and again, I wouldn’t say I know them. How do you know someone who’s done everything? As a kid I thought of Spider mainly as the author of the humorous and pun-filled Callahan’s Crosstime Saloon stories for which he’s probably best-known. As an adult I’ve had much more of a sense of the breadth of his writing, and how much he’s contributed to the field through his essays and criticism and other ways beyond his fiction.


    Born Paul Robinson to a Catholic family in the Bronx, Robinson spent a year in a seminary and “several years in the woods, deliberately trying to live without technology” before switching to SUNY Stony Brook in the 1960s. There he earned an English degree while honing his guitar and singing skills in coffee houses. When the best that degree landed him was a night job guarding sewers in New York City, Spider turned to writing, selling his first story to Analog in 1972.


    He met his wife Jeanne, a choreographer, dancer, and Zen monk, in the woods of Nova Scotia in 1975. By that time Spider had already won the Campbell Award for best new writer, begun the Callahan series, and was reviewing for Galaxy. Relocating to Canada permanently (he became a Canadian citizen in 2002), Spider continued to write prolifically, mixing science fiction, reviews and criticism, essays on politics and technology, and occasionally poetry. He’s primarily known for his shorter fiction, winning three Hugos and a Nebula (for “Stardance,” co-written with Jeanne) as well as the Robert A. Heinlein Award for lifetime achievement in 2008.


    Jeanne died of cancer in 2010, shortly after the birth of their first grandchild.


    Although Spider is best known for lighter stories and an optimistic view of the universe, “Melancholy Elephants” has a much darker undercurrent. The subject of intellectual property rights has become even more contentious in the years since he wrote this prophetic story, which won a Hugo in 1983.

  


  
    MELANCHOLY ELEPHANTS, by Spider Robinson


    First published in Analog Science Fiction/Science Fact, June 1982


    This story is dedicated to Virginia Heinlein


    She sat zazen, concentrating on not concentrating, until it was time to prepare for the appointment. Sitting seemed to produce the usual serenity, put everything in perspective. Her hand did not tremble as she applied her make-up; tranquil features looked back at her from the mirror. She was mildly surprised, in fact, at just how calm she was, until she got out of the hotel elevator at the garage level and the mugger made his play. She killed him instead of disabling him. Which was obviously not a measured, balanced action—the official fuss and paperwork could make her late. Annoyed at herself, she stuffed the corpse under a shiny new Westinghouse roadable whose owner she knew to be in Luna, and continued on to her own car. This would have to be squared later, and it would cost. No help for it—she fought to regain at least the semblance of tranquillity as her car emerged from the garage and turned north. Nothing must interfere with this meeting, or with her role in it.


    Dozens of man-years and God knows how many dollars, she thought, funneling down to perhaps a half hour of conversation. All the effort, all the hope. Insignificant on the scale of the Great Wheel, of course…but when you balance it all on a half hour of talk, it’s like balancing a stereo cartridge on a needlepoint. It only takes a gram or so of weight to wear out a piece of diamond. I must be harder than diamond.


    Rather than clear a window and watch Washington, D.C. roll by beneath her car, she turned on the television. She absorbed and integrated the news, on the chance that there might be some late-breaking item she could turn to her advantage in the conversation to come; none developed. Shortly the car addressed her: “Grounding, ma’am. I.D. eyeball request.” When the car landed she cleared and then opened her window, presented her pass and I.D. to a Marine in dress blues, and was cleared at once. At the Marine’s direction she re-opaqued the window and surrendered control of her car to the house computer, and when the car parked itself and powered down she got out without haste. A man she knew was waiting to meet her, smiling.


    “Dorothy, it’s good to see you again.”


    “Hello, Phillip. Good of you to meet me.”


    “You look lovely this evening.”


    “You’re too kind.” She did not chafe at the meaningless pleasantries. She needed Phil’s support, or she might. But she did reflect on how many, many sentences have been worn smooth with use, rendered meaningless by centuries of repetition. It was by no means a new thought.


    “If you’ll come with me, he’ll see you at once.”


    “Thank you, Phillip.” She wanted to ask what the old man’s mood was, but knew it would put Phil in an impossible position.


    “I rather think your luck is good; the old man seems to be in excellent spirits tonight.”


    She smiled her thanks, and decided that if and when Phil got around to making his pass she would accept him. The corridors through which he led her then were broad and high and long; the building dated back to a time of cheap power. Even in Washington, few others would have dared to live in such an energy-wasteful environment. The extremely spare decor reinforced the impression created by the place’s very dimensions: bare space from carpet to ceiling, broken approximately every forty meters by some exquisitely simple objet d’art of at least a megabuck’s value, appropriately displayed. An unadorned, perfect, white porcelain bowl, over a thousand years old, on a rough cherrywood pedestal. An arresting colour photograph of a snow-covered country road, silkscreened onto stretched silver foil; the time of day changed as one walked past it. A crystal globe, a meter in diameter, within which danced a hologram of the immortal Shara Drummond; since she had ceased performing before the advent of holo technology, this had to be an expensive computer reconstruction. A small sealed glassite chamber containing the first vacuum-sculpture ever made, Nakagawa’s legendary Starstone. A visitor in no hurry could study an object at leisure, then walk quite a distance in undistracted contemplation before encountering another. A visitor in a hurry, like Dorothy, would not quite encounter peripherally astonishing stimuli often enough to get the trick of filtering them out. Each tugged at her attention, intruded on her thoughts; they were distracting both intrinsically and as a reminder of the measure of their owner’s wealth. To approach this man in his own home, whether at leisure or in haste, was to be humbled. She knew the effect was intentional, and could not transcend it; this irritated her, which irritated her. She struggled for detachment. At the end of the seemingly endless corridors was an elevator. Phillip handed her into it, punched a floor button, without giving her a chance to see which one, and stepped back into the doorway. “Good luck, Dorothy.”


    “Thank you, Phillip. Any topics to be sure and avoid?”


    “Well…don’t bring up hemorrhoids.”


    “I didn’t know one could.”


    He smiled. “Are we still on for lunch Thursday?”


    “Unless you’d rather make it dinner.”


    One eyebrow lifted. “And breakfast?”


    She appeared to consider it. “Brunch,” she decided. He haIf-bowed and stepped back. The elevator door closed and she forgot Phillip’s existence.


    Sentient beings are innumerable; I vow to save them all. The deluding passions are limitless; I vow to extinguish them all. The truth is limitless; I—


    The elevator door opened again, truncating the Vow of the Bodhisattva. She had not felt the elevator stop—yet she knew that she must have descended at least a hundred meters. She left the elevator. The room was larger than she had expected; nonetheless the big powered chair dominated it easily. The chair also seemed to dominate—at least visually—its occupant. A misleading impression, as he dominated all this massive home, everything in it and, to a great degree, the country in which it stood. But he did not look like much.


    A scent symphony was in progress, the cinnamon passage of Bulachevski’s “Childhood.” It happened to be one of her personal favourites, and this encouraged her.


    “Hello, Senator.”


    “Hello, Mrs. Martin. Welcome to my home. Forgive me for not rising.”


    “Of course. It was most gracious of you to receive me.”


    “It is my pleasure and privilege. A man my age appreciates a chance to spend time with a woman as beautiful and intelligent as yourself.”


    “Senator, how soon do we start talking to each other?”


    He raised that part of his face which had once held an eyebrow.


    “We haven’t said anything yet that is true. You do not stand because you cannot. Your gracious reception cost me three carefully hoarded favours and a good deal of folding cash. More than the going rate; you are seeing me reluctantly. You have at least eight mistresses that I know of, each of whom makes me look like a dull matron. I concealed a warm corpse on the way here because I dared not be late; my time is short and my business urgent. Can we begin?”


    She held her breath and prayed silently. Everything she had been able to learn about the Senator told her that this was the correct way to approach him. But was it?


    The mummy-like face fissured in a broad grin. “Right away. Mrs. Martin, I like you and that’s the truth. My time is short, too. What do you want of me?”


    “Don’t you know?”


    “I can make an excellent guess. I hate guessing.”


    “I am heavily and publicly committed to the defeat of S.4217896.”


    “Yes, but for all I know you might have come here to sell out.”


    “Oh.” She tried not to show her surprise. “What makes you think that possible?”


    “Your organization is large and well-financed and fairly efficient, Mrs. Martin, and there’s something about it I don’t understand.”


    “What is that?”


    “Your objective. Your arguments are weak and implausible, and whenever this is pointed out to one of you, you simply keep on pushing. Many times I have seen people take a position without apparent logic to it—but I’ve always been able to see the logic, if I kept on looking hard enough. But as I see it, S. ‘896 would work to the clear and lasting advantage of the group you claim to represent, the artists. There’s too much intelligence in your organization to square with your goals. So I have to wonder what you are working for, and why. One possibility is that you’re willing to roll over on this copyright thing in exchange for whatever it is that you really want. Follow me?”


    “Senator, I am working on behalf of all artists—and in a broader sense—”


    He looked pained, or rather, more pained. “…for all mankind,’ oh my God, Mrs. Martin, really now.”


    “I know you have heard that countless times, and probably said it as often.” He grinned evilly. “This is one of those rare times when it happens to be true. I believe that if S. ‘896 does pass, our species will suffer significant trauma.”


    He raised a skeletal hand, tugged at his lower lip. “Now that I have ascertained where you stand, I believe 1 can save you a good deal of money. By concluding this audience, and seeing that the squeeze you paid for half an hour of my time is refunded pro rata.”


    Her heart sank, but she kept her voice even. “Without even hearing the hidden logic behind our arguments?”


    “It would be pointless and cruel to make you go into your spiel, ma’am. You see, I cannot help you.”


    She wanted to cry out, and savagely refused herself permission. Control, whispered a part of her mind, while another part shouted that a man such as this did not lightly use the words “I cannot.” But he had to be wrong. Perhaps the sentence was only a bargaining gambit…


    No sign of the internal conflict showed; her voice was calm and measured. “Sir, I have not come here to lobby. I simply wanted to inform you personally that our organization intends to make a no-strings campaign donation in the amount of—”


    “Mrs. Martin, please! Before you commit yourself, I repeat, I cannot help you. Regardless of the sum offered.”


    “Sir, it is substantial.”


    “I’m sure. Nonetheless it is insufficient.”


    She knew she should not ask. “Senator, why?”


    He frowned, a frightening sight.


    “Look,” she said, the desperation almost showing through now, “keep the pro rata if it buys me an answer! Until I’m convinced that my mission is utterly hopeless, I must not abandon it: answering me is the quickest way to get me out of your office. Your scanners have watched me quite thoroughly, you know that I’m not abscamming you.”


    Still frowning, he nodded “Very well. I cannot accept your campaign donation because I have already accepted one from another source.”


    Her very worst secret fear was realized. He had already taken money from the other side. The one thing any politician must do, no matter how powerful, is stay bought. It was all over.


    All her panic and tension vanished, to be replaced by a sadness so great and so pervasive that for a moment she thought it might literally stop her heart.


    Too late! Oh my darling, I was too late!


    She realized bleakly that there were too many people in her life, too many responsibilities and entanglements. It would be at least a month before she could honourably suicide.


    “—you all right, Mrs. Martin?” the old man was saying, sharp concern in his voice.


    She gathered discipline around her like a familiar cloak. “Yes, sir, thank you. Thank you for speaking plainly.” She stood up and smoothed her skirt. “And for your—”


    “Mrs. Martin.”


    “—gracious hos—Yes?”


    “Will you tell me your arguments? Why shouldn’t I support ‘896?”


    She blinked sharply. “You just said it would be pointless and cruel.”


    “If I held out the slightest hope, yes, it would be. If you’d rather not waste your time, I will not compel you. But I am curious.”


    “Intellectual curiosity?”


    He seemed to sit up a little straighter—surely an illusion, for a prosthetic spine is not motile. “Mrs. Martin, I happen to be committed to a course of action. That does not mean I don’t care whether the action is good or bad.”


    “Oh.” She thought for a moment. “If I convince you, you will not thank me.”


    “I know. I saw the look on your face a moment ago, and…it reminded me of a night many years ago. Night my mother died. If you’ve got a sadness that big, and I can take on a part of it, I should try. Sit down.”


    She sat.


    “Now tell me: what’s so damned awful about extending copyright to meet the realities of modern life? Customarily I try to listen to both sides before accepting a campaign donation—but this seemed so open and shut, so straightforward…”


    “Senator, that bill is a short-term boon, to some artists—and a long-term disaster for all artists, on Earth and off.”


    “‘In the long run, Mr. President—’,” he began, quoting Keynes.


    “—we are some of us still alive,” she finished softly and pointedly. “Aren’t we? You’ve put your finger on part of the problem.”


    “What is this disaster you speak of?” he asked.


    “The worst psychic trauma the race has yet suffered.”


    He studied her carefully and frowned again. “Such a possibility is not even hinted at in your literature or materials.”


    “To do so would precipitate the trauma. At present only a handful of people know, even in my organization. I’m telling you because you asked, and because I am certain that you are the only person recording this conversation. I’m betting that you will wipe the tape.”


    He blinked, and sucked at the memory of his teeth. “My, my,” he said mildly. “Let me get comfortable.” He had the chair recline sharply and massage his lower limbs; she saw that he could still watch her by overhead mirror if he chose. His eyes were closed. “All right, go ahead.”


    She needed no time to choose her words. “Do you know how old art is, Senator?”


    “As old as man, I suppose. In fact, it may be part of the definition.”


    “Good answer,” she said. “ Remember that. But for all present-day intents and purposes, you might as well say that art is a little over 15,600 years old. That’s the age of the oldest surviving artwork, the cave paintings at Lascaux. Doubtless the cave-painters sang, and danced, and even told stories—but these arts left no record more durable than the memory of a man. Perhaps it was the story tellers who next learned how to preserve their art. Countless more generations would pass before a workable method of musical notation was devised and standardized. Dancers only learned in the last few centuries how to leave even the most rudimentary record of their art.


    “The racial memory of our species has been getting longer since Lascaux. The biggest single improvement came with the invention of writing: our memory-span went from a few generations to as many as the Bible has been around. But it took a massive effort to sustain a memory that long: it was difficult to hand-copy manuscripts faster than barbarians, plagues, or other natural disasters could destroy them. The obvious solution was the printing press: to make and disseminate so many copies of a manuscript or art work that some would survive any catastrophe.


    “But with the printing press a new idea was born. Art was suddenly mass-marketable, and there was money in it. Writers decided that they should own the right to copy their work. The notion of copyright was waiting to be born.


    “Then in the last hundred and fifty years came the largest quantum jumps in human racial memory. Recording technologies. Visual: photography, film, video, Xerox, holo. Audio: low-fi, hi-fi, stereo, and digital. Then computers, the ultimate in information storage. Each of these technologies generated new art forms, and new ways of preserving the ancient art forms. And each required a reassessment of the idea of copyright.


    “You know the system we have now, unchanged since the mid-twentieth-century. Copyright ceases to exist fifty years after the death of the copyright holder. But the size of the human race has increased drastically since the l900s—and so has the average human lifespan. Most people in developed nations now expect to live to be a hundred and twenty; you yourself are considerably older. And so, naturally, S. ‘896 now seeks to extend copyright into perpetuity.”


    “Well,” the senator interrupted, “what is wrong with that? Should a man’s work cease to be his simply because he has neglected to keep on breathing? Mrs. Martin, you yourself will be wealthy all your life if that bill passes. Do you truly wish to give away your late husband’s genius?”


    She winced in spite of herself.


    “Forgive my bluntness, but that is what I understand least about your position.”


    “Senator, if I try to hoard the fruits of my husband’s genius, I may cripple my race. Don’t you see what perpetual copyright implies? It is perpetual racial memory! That bill will give the human race an elephant’s memory. Have you ever seen a cheerful elephant?”


    He was silent for a time. Then: “I’m still not sure I understand the problem.”


    “Don’t feel bad, sir. The problem has been directly under the nose of all of us for at least eighty years, and hardly anyone has noticed.”


    “Why is that?”


    “I think it comes down to a kind of innate failure of mathematical intuition, common to most humans. We tend to confuse any sufficiently high number with infinity.”


    “Well, anything above ten to the eighty-fifth might as well be infinity.”


    “Beg pardon?”


    “Sorry—I should not have interrupted. That is the current best-guess for the number of atoms in the Universe. Go on.”


    She struggled to get back on the rails. “Well, it takes a lot less than that to equal ‘infinity’ in most minds. For millions of years we looked at the ocean and said, ‘That is infinite. It will accept our garbage and waste forever.’ We looked at the sky and said, ‘That is infinite: it will hold an infinite amount of smoke.’ We like the idea of infinity. A problem with infinity in it is easily solved. How long can you pollute a planet infinitely large? Easy: forever. Stop thinking.


    “Then one day there are so many of us that the planet no longer seems infinitely large.


    “So we go elsewhere. There are infinite resources in the rest of the solar system, aren’t there? I think you are one of the few people alive wise enough to realize that there are not infinite resources in the solar system, and sophisticated enough to have included that awareness in your plans.”


    The senator now looked troubled. He sipped something from a straw. “Relate all this to your problem.”


    “Do you remember a case from about eighty years ago, involving the song ‘My Sweet Lord,’ by George Harrison?”


    “Remember it? I did research on it. My firm won.”


    “Your firm convinced the court that Harrison had gotten the tune for that song from a song called ‘He’s So Fine,’ written over ten years earlier. Shortly thereafter Yoko Ono was accused of stealing ‘You’re My Angel’ from the classic ‘Makin’ Whoopee,’ written more than thirty years earlier. Chuck Berry’s estate eventually took John Lennon’s estate to court over ‘Come Together.’ Then in the late ‘80s the great Plagiarism Plague really got started in the courts. From then on it was open season on popular composers, and still is. But it really hit the fan at the turn of the century, when Brindle’s Ringsong was shown to be ‘substantially similar’ to one of Corelli’s concertos.


    “There are eighty-eight notes. One hundred and seventy-six, if your ear is good enough to pick out quarter tones. Add in rests and so forth, different time signatures. Pick a figure for maximum number of notes a melody can contain. I do not know the figure for the maximum possible number of melodies—too many variables—but I am sure it is quite high.


    “I am certain that is not infinity.


    “For one thing, a great many of those possible arrays of eighty-eight notes will not be perceived as music, as melody, by the human ear. Perhaps more than half. They will not be hummable, whistleable, listenable—some will be actively unpleasant to hear. Another large fraction will be so similar to each other as to be effectively identical: if you change three notes of the Moonlight Sonata, you have not created something new.


    “I do not know the figure for the maximum number of discretely appreciable melodies, and again I’m certain it is quite high, and again I am certain that it is not infinity. There are sixteen billion of us alive, Senator, more than all the people that have ever lived. Thanks to our technology, better than half of us have no meaningful work to do; fifty-four percent of our population is entered on the tax rolls as artists. Because the synthesizer is so cheap and versatile, a majority of those artists are musicians, and a great many are composers. Do you know what it is like to be a composer these days, Senator?”


    “I know a few composers.”


    “Who are still working?”


    “Well…three of ‘em.”


    “How often do they bring out a new piece?”


    Pause. “I would say once every five years on the average. Hmmm. Never thought of it before, but—”


    “ Did you know that at present two out of every five copyright submissions to the Music Division are rejected on the first computer search?”


    The old man’s face had stopped registering surprise, other than for histrionic purposes, more than a century before; nonetheless, she knew she had rocked him. “No, I did not.”


    “Why would you know? Who would talk about it? But it is a fact nonetheless. Another fact is that, when the increase in number of working composers is taken into account, the rate of submissions to the Copyright Office is decreasing significantly. There are more composers than ever, but their individual productivity is declining. Who is the most popular composer alive?”


    “Uh…I suppose that Vachandra fellow.”


    “Correct. He has been working for a little over fifty years. If you began now to play every note he ever wrote, in succession, you would be done in twelve hours. Wagner wrote well over sixty hours of music—the Ring alone runs twenty-one hours. The Beatles—essentially two composers—produced over twelve hours of original music in less than ten years. Why were the greats of yesteryear so much more prolific?


    “There were more enjoyable permutations of eighty-eight notes for them to find..”


    “Oh my,” the senator whispered.


    “Now go back to the 1970s again. Remember the Roots plagiarism case? And the dozens like it that followed? Around the same time a writer named van Vogt sued the makers of a successful film called Alien, for plagiarism of a story forty years later. Two other writers named Bova and Ellison sued a television studio for stealing a series idea. All three collected.


    “That ended the legal principle that one does not copyright ideas but arrangements of words. The number of word arrangements is finite, but the number of ideas is much smaller. Certainly, they can be retold in endless ways—West Side Story is a brilliant reworking of Romeo and Juliet. But it was only possible because Romeo and Juliet was in the public domain. Remember too that of the finite number of stories that can be told, a certain number will be bad stories.


    “As for visual artists—well, once a man demonstrated in the laboratory an ability to distinguish between eighty-one distinct shades of colour accurately. I think that’s an upper limit. There is a maximum amount of information that the eye is capable of absorbing, and much of that will be the equivalent of noise—”


    “But…but…” This man was reputed never to have hesitated in any way under any circumstances. “But there’ll always be change…there’ll always be new discoveries, new horizons, new social attitudes, to infuse art with new—”


    “Not as fast as artists breed. Do you know about the great split in literature at the beginning of the twentieth century? The mainstream essentially abandoned the Novel of Ideas after Henry James, and turned its collective attention to the Novel of Character. They had sucked that dry by mid-century, and they’re still chewing on the pulp today. Meanwhile a small group of writers, desperate for something new to write about, for a new story to tell, invented a new genre called science fiction. They mined the future for ideas. The infinite future—like the infinite coal and oil and copper they had then too. In less than a century they had mined it out; there hasn’t been a genuinely original idea in science fiction in over fifty years. Fantasy has always been touted as the ‘literature of infinite possibility’—but there is even a theoretical upper limit to the ‘meaningfully impossible,’ and we are fast reaching it.”


    “We can create new art forms,” he said.


    “People have been trying to create new art forms for a long time, sir. Almost all fell by the wayside. People just didn’t like them.”


    “We’ll learn to like them. Damn it, we’ll have to.”


    “And they’ll help, for a while. More new art forms have been born in the last two centuries than in the previous million years — though none in the last fifteen years. Scent-symphonies, tactile sculpture, kinetic sculpture, zero-gravity dance—they’re all rich new fields, and they are generating mountains of new copyrights. Mountains of finite size. The ultimate bottleneck is this: that we have only five senses with which to apprehend art, and that is a finite number. Can I have some water, please? “


    “Of course.”


    The old man appeared to have regained his usual control, but the glass which emerged from the arm of her chair contained apple juice. She ignored this and continued.


    “But that’s not what I’m afraid of, Senator. The theoretical heat-death of artistic expression is something we may never really approach in fact. Long before that point, the game will collapse.”


    She paused to gather her thoughts, sipped her juice. A part of her mind noted that it harmonized with the recurrent cinnamon motif of Bulachevski’s scent-symphony, which was still in progress.


    “Artists have been deluding themselves for centuries with the notion that they create. In fact they do nothing of the sort. They discover. Inherent in the nature of reality are a number of combinations of musical tones that will be perceived as pleasing by a human central nervous system. For millennia we have been discovering them, implicit in the universe—and telling ourselves that we ‘created’ them. To create implies infinite possibility, to discover implies finite possibility. As a species I think we will react poorly to having our noses rubbed in the fact that we are discoverers and not creators.”


    She stopped speaking and sat very straight. Unaccountably her feet hurt. She closed her eyes, and continued speaking.


    “My husband wrote a song for me, on the occasion of our fortieth wedding anniversary. It was our love in music, unique and special and intimate, the most beautiful melody I ever heard in my life. It made him so happy to have written it. Of his last ten compositions he had burned five for being derivative, and the others had all failed copyright clearance. But this was fresh, special—he joked that my love for him had inspired him. The next day he submitted it for clearance, and learned that it had been a popular air during his early childhood, and had already been unsuccessfully submitted fourteen times since its original registration. A week later he burned all his manuscripts and working tapes and killed himself.”


    She was silent for a long time, and the senator did not speak.


    “‘Ars longa, vita brevis est,’“ she said at last. “There’s been comfort of a kind in that for thousands of years. But art is Iong, not infinite. ‘The Magic goes away.’ One day we will use it up—unless we can learn to recycle it like any other finite resource.” Her voice gained strength. “Senator, that bill has to fail, if I have to take you on to do it. Perhaps I can’t win— but I’m going to fight you! A copyright must not be allowed to last more than fifty years—after which it should be flushed from the memory banks of the Copyright Office. We need selective voluntary amnesia if Discoverers of Art are to continue to work without psychic damage. Facts should be remembered—but dreams?” She shivered. “…Dreams should be forgotten when we wake. Or one day we will find ourselves unable to sleep. Given eight billion artists with effective working lifetimes in excess of a century, we can no longer allow individuals to own their discoveries in perpetuity. We must do it the way the human race did it for a million years—by forgetting, and rediscovering. Because one day the infinite number of monkeys will have nothing else to write except the complete works of Shakespeare. And they would probably rather not know that when it happens.”


    Now she was finished, nothing more to say. So was the scent-symphony, whose last motif was fading slowly from the air. No clock ticked, no artifact hummed. The stillness was complete, for perhaps half a minute.


    “If you live long enough,” the senator said slowly at last, “there is nothing new under the sun.” He shifted in his great chair. “If you’re lucky, you die sooner than that. I haven’t heard a new dirty joke in fifty years.” He seemed to sit up straight in his chair. “I will kill S.4217896.”


    She stiffened in shock. After a time, she slumped slightly and resumed breathing. So many emotions fought for ascendancy that she barely had time to recognize them as they went by. She could not speak.


    “Furthermore,” he went on, “I will not tell anyone why I’m doing it. It will begin the end of my career in public life, which I did not ever plan to leave, but you have convinced me that I must. I am both…glad, and—” His face tightened with pain. “—and bitterly sorry that you told me why I must.”


    “So am I, sir,” she said softly, almost inaudibly.


    He looked at her sharply. “Some kinds of fight, you can’t feel good even if you win them. Only two kinds of people take on fights like that: fools, and remarkable people. I think you are a remarkable person, Mrs. Martin.”


    She stood, knocking over her juice. “I wish to God I were a fool,” she cried, feeling her control begin to crack at last.


    “Dorothy!” he thundered.


    She flinched as if he had struck her. “Sir?” she said automatically.


    “Do not go to pieces! That is an order. You’re wound up too tight; the pieces might not go back together again.”


    “So what?” she asked bitterly.


    He was using the full power of his voice now, the voice which had stopped at least one war. “So how many friends do you think a man my age has got, damn it? Do you think minds like yours are common? We share this business now, and that makes us friends. You are the first person to come out of that elevator and really surprise me in a quarter of a century. And soon, when the word gets around that I’ve broken faith, people will stop coming out of the elevator. You think like me, and I can’t afford to lose you.” He smiled, and the smile seemed to melt decades from his face. “Hang on, Dorothy,” he said, “and we will comfort each other in our terrible knowledge. All right?”


    For several moments she concentrated exclusively on her breathing, slowing and regularizing it. Then, tentatively, she probed at her emotions.


    “Why,” she said wonderingly, “It is better…shared.”


    “Anything is.”


    She looked at him then, and tried to smile and finally succeeded. “Thank you, Senator.”


    He returned her smile as he wiped all recordings of their conversation. “Call me Bob.”


    “Yes, Robert.”


    * * * *
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    SOULS, by Joanna Russ


    First published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, January 1982


    Deprived of other Banquet


    I entertained Myself—


    —Emily Dickinson


    This is the tale of the Abbess Radegunde and what happened when the Norsemen came. I tell it not as it was told to me but as I saw it, for I was a child then and the Abbess had made a pet and errand-boy of me, although the stern old Wardress, Cunigunt, who had outlived the previous Abbess, said I was more in the Abbey than out of it and a scandal. But the Abbess would only say mildly, “Dear Cunigunt, a scandal at the age of seven?” which was turning it off with a joke, for she knew how harsh and disliking my new stepmother was to me and my father did not care and I with no sisters or brothers. You must understand that joking and calling people “dear” and “my dear” was only her manner; she was in every way an unusual woman. The previous Abbess, Herrade, had found that Radegunde, who had been given to her to be fostered, had great gifts and so sent the child south to be taught, and that has never happened here before. The story has it that the Abbess Herrade found Radegunde seeming to read the great illuminated book in the Abbess’s study; the child had somehow pulled it off its stand and was sitting on the floor with the volume in her lap, sucking her thumb and turning the pages with her other hand just as if she were reading.


    “Little two-years,” said the Abbess Herrade, who was a kind woman, “what are you doing?” She thought it amusing, I suppose, that Radegunde should pretend to read this great book, the largest and finest in the Abbey, which had many, many books, more than any other nunnery or monastery I have ever heard of: a full forty then, as I remember. And then little Radegunde was doing the book no harm.


    “Reading, Mother,” said the little girl.


    “Oh, reading?” said the Abbess, smiling; “Then tell me what are you reading,” and she pointed to the page.


    “This,” said Radegunde, “is a great D with flowers and other beautiful things about it, which is to show that Dominus, our Lord God, is the greatest thing and the most beautiful and makes everything to grow and be beautiful, and then it goes on to say Domine nobis pacem, which means Give peace to us, O Lord.”


    Then the Abbess began to be frightened but she said only, “Who showed you this?” thinking that Radegunde had heard someone read and tell the words or had been pestering the nuns on the sly.


    “No one,” said the child; “Shall I go on?” and she read page after page of the Latin, in each case telling what the words meant.


    There is more to the story, but I will say only that after many prayers the Abbess Herrade sent her foster-daughter far southwards, even to Poitiers, where Saint Radegunde had ruled an Abbey before, and some say even to Rome, and in these places Radegunde was taught all learning, for all the learning there is in the world remains in these places. Radegunde came back a grown woman and nursed the Abbess through her last illness and then became Abbess in her turn. They say that the great folk of the Church down there in the south wanted to keep her because she was such a prodigy of female piety and learning, there where life is safe and comfortable and less rude than it is here, but she said that the gray skies and flooding winters of her birthplace called to her very soul. She often told me the story when I was a child: how headstrong she had been and how defiant, and how she had sickened so desperately for her native land that they had sent her back, deciding that a rude life in the mud of a northern village would be a good cure for such a rebellious soul as hers.


    “And so it was,” she would say, patting my cheek or tweaking my ear; “See how humble I am now?” for you understand, all this about her rebellious girlhood, twenty years back, was a kind of joke between us. “Don’t you do it,” she would tell me and we would laugh together, I so heartily at the very idea of my being a pious monk full of learning that I would hold my sides and be unable to speak.


    She was kind to everyone. She knew all the languages, not only ours, but the Irish too and the tongues folks speak to the north and south, and Latin and Greek also, and all the other languages in the world, both to read and write. She knew how to cure sickness, both the old women’s way with herbs or leeches and out of books also. And never was there a more pious woman! Some speak ill of her now she’s gone and say she was too merry to be a good Abbess, but she would say, “Merriment is God’s flowers,” and when the winter wind blew her headdress awry and showed the gray hair—which happened once; I was there and saw the shocked faces of the Sisters with her—she merely tapped the band back into place, smiling and saying, “Impudent wind! Thou showest thou hast power which is more than our silly human power, for it is from God”—and this quite satisfied the girls with her.


    No one ever saw her angry. She was impatient sometimes, but in a kindly way, as if her mind were elsewhere. It was in Heaven, I used to think, for I have seen her pray for hours or sink to her knees—right in the marsh!—to see the wild duck fly south, her hands clasped and a kind of wild joy on her face, only to rise a moment later, looking at the mud on her habit and crying half-ruefully, half in laughter, “Oh, what will Sister Laundress say to me? I am hopeless! Dear child, tell no one; I will say I fell,” and then she would clap her hand to her mouth, turning red and laughing even harder, saying, “I am hopeless, telling lies!”


    The town thought her a saint, of course. We were all happy then, or so it seems to me now, and all lucky and well, with this happiness of having her amongst us burning and blooming in our midst like a great fire around which we could all warm ourselves, even those who didn’t know why life seemed so good. There was less illness; the food was better; the very weather stayed mild; and people did not quarrel as they had before her time and do again now. Nor do I think, considering what happened at the end, that all this was nothing but the fancy of a boy who’s found his mother, for that’s what she was to me; I brought her all the gossip and ran errands when I could and she called me Boy News in Latin; I was happier than I have ever been.


    And then one day those terrible beaked prows appeared in our river.


    I was with her when the warning came, in the main room of the Abbey tower just after the first fire of the year had been lit in the great hearth; we thought ourselves safe, for they had never been seen so far south and it was too late in the year for any sensible shipman to be in our waters. The Abbey was host to three Irish priests, who turned pale when young Sister Sibihd burst in with the news, crying and wringing her hands; one of the brothers exclaimed a thing in Latin which means “God protect us!” for they had been telling us stories of the terrible sack of the monastery of Saint Columbanus and how everyone had run away with the precious manuscripts or had hidden in the woods, and that was how Father Cairbre and the two others had decided to go “walk the world,” for this (the Abbess had been telling it all to me for I had no Latin) is what the Irish say when they leave their native land to travel elsewhere.


    “God protects our souls, not our bodies,” said the Abbess Radegunde briskly. She had been talking with the priests in their own language or in the Latin, but this she said in ours so even the women workers from the village would understand. Then she said, “Father Cairbre, take your friends and the younger Sisters to the underground passages; Sister Diemud, open the gates to the villagers; half of them will be trying to get behind the Abbey walls and the others will be fleeing to the marsh. You, Boy News, down to the cellars with the girls.” But I did not go and she never saw it; she was up and looking out one of the window slits instantly. So was I. I had always thought the Norsemen’s big ships came right up on land—on legs, I supposed—and was disappointed to see that after they came up our river they stayed in the water like other ships and the men were coming ashore by wading in the water, just as if they had been like all other folk. Then the Abbess repeated her order—“Quickly! Quickly!”—and before anyone knew what had happened she was gone from the room. I watched from the tower window; in the turmoil nobody bothered about me. Below, the Abbey grounds and gardens were packed with folk, all stepping on the herb plots and the Abbess’s paestum roses, and great logs were being dragged to bar the door set in the stone walls round the Abbey, not high walls, to fell truth, and Radegunde was going quickly through the crowd, crying, Do this! Do that! Stay, thou! Go, thou! and like things.


    Then she reached the door and motioned Sister Oddha, the doorkeeper, aside—the old Sister actually fell to her knees in entreaty—and all this, you must understand, was wonderfully pleasant to me. I had no more idea of danger than a puppy. There was some tumult by the door—I think the men with the logs were trying to get in her way—and Abbess Radegunde took out from the neck of her habit her silver crucifix, brought all the way from Rome, and shook it impatiently at those who would keep her in. So of course they let her through at once.


    I settled into my corner of the window, waiting for the Abbess’s crucifix to bring down God’s lightning on those tall, fair men who defied Our Savior and the law and were supposed to wear animal horns on their heads, though these did not (and I found out later that’s just a story; that is not what the Norse do). I did hope that the Abbess or Our Lord would wait just a little while before destroying them, for I wanted to get a good look at them before they all died, you understand. I was somewhat disappointed, as they seemed to be wearing breeches with leggings under them and tunics on top, like ordinary folk, and cloaks also, though some did carry swords and axes and there were round shields piled on the beach at one place But the long hair they had was fine, and the bright colors of their clothes, and the monsters growing out of the heads of the ships were splendid and very frightening, even though one could see that they were only painted, like the pictures in the Abbess’s books.


    I decided that God had provided me with enough edification and could now strike down the impious strangers.


    But He did not.


    Instead the Abbess walked alone towards these fierce men, over the stony river bank, as calmly as if she were on a picnic with her girls. She was singing a little song, a pretty tune that I repeated many years later, and a well-traveled man said it was a Norse cradle-song. I didn’t know that then, but only that the terrible, fair men, who had looked up in surprise at seeing one lone woman come out of the Abbey (which was barred behind her; I could see that), now began a sort of whispering astonishment among themselves. I saw the Abbess’s gaze go quickly from one to the other—we often said that she could tell what was hidden in the soul from one look at the face—and then she picked the skirt of her habit up with one hand and daintily went among the rocks to one of the men—one older than the others, as it proved later, though I could not see so well at the time—and said to him, in his own language:


    “Welcome, Thorvald Einarsson, and what do you, good farmer, so far from your own place, with the harvest ripe and the great autumn storms coming on over the sea?” (You may wonder how I knew what she said when I had no Norse; the truth is that Father Cairbre, who had not gone to the cellars after all, was looking out the top of the window while I was barely able to peep out the bottom, and he repeated everything that was said for the folk in the room, who all kept very quiet.)


    Now you could see that the pirates were dumbfounded to hear her speak their own language and even more so that she called one by his name; some stepped backwards and made strange signs in the air and others unsheathed axes or swords and came running towards the Abbess. But this Thorvald Einarsson put up his hand for them to stop and laughed heartily.


    “Think!” he said; “There’s no magic here, only cleverness—what pair of ears could miss my name with the lot of you bawling out ‘Thorvald Einarsson, help me with this oar’; ‘Thorvald Einarsson, my leggings are wet to the knees’; ‘Thorvald Einarsson, this stream is as cold as a Fimbulwinter!’”


    The Abbess Radegunde nodded and smiled. Then she sat down plump on the river bank. She scratched behind one ear, as I had often seen her do when she was deep in thought. Then she said (and I am sure that this talk was carried on in a loud voice so that we in the Abbey could hear it):


    “Good friend Thorvald, you are as clever as the tale I heard of you from your sister’s son, Ranulf, from whom I learnt the Norse when I was in Rome, and to show you it was he, he always swore by his gray horse, Lamefoot, and he had a difficulty in his speech; he could not say the sounds as we do and so spoke of you always as ‘Torvald.’ Is not that so?”


    I did not realize it then, being only a child, but the Abbess was—by this speech—claiming hospitality from the man, and had also picked by chance or inspiration the cleverest among these thieves and robbers, for his next words were:


    “I am not the leader. There are no leaders here.”


    He was warning her that they were not his men to control, you see. So she scratched behind her ear again and got up. Then she began to wander, as if she did not know what to do, from one to the other of these uneasy folk—for some backed off and made signs at her still, and some took out their knives—singing her little tune again and walking slowly, more bent over and older and infirm-looking than we had ever seen her, one helpless little woman in black before all those fierce men. One wild young pirate snatched the headdress from her as she passed, leaving her short gray hair bare to the wind; the others laughed and he that had done it cried out:


    “Grandmother, are you not ashamed?”


    “Why, good friend, of what?” said she mildly.


    “Thou art married to thy Christ,” he said, holding the headdress covering behind his back, “but this bridegroom of thine cannot even defend thee against the shame of having thy head uncovered! Now if thou wert married to me—”


    There was much laughter. The Abbess Radegunde waited until it was over. Then she scratched her bare head and made as if to turn away, but suddenly she turned back upon him with the age and infirmity dropping from her as if they had been a cloak, seeming taller and very grand, as if lit from within by some great fire. She looked directly into his face. This thing she did was something we had all seen, of course, but they had not, nor had they heard that great, grand voice with which she sometimes read the Scriptures to us or talked with us of the wrath of God. I think the young man was frightened, for all his daring. And I know now what I did not then: that the Norse admire courage above all things and that—to be blunt—everyone likes a good story, especially if it happens right in front of your eyes.


    “Grandson!”—and her voice tolled like the great bell of God; I think folk must have heard her all the way to the marsh!—”Little grandchild, thinkest thou that the Creator of the World who made the stars and the moon and the sun and our bodies, too, and the change of the seasons and the very earth we stand on—yea, even unto the shit in thy belly!—thinkest thou that such a being has a big house in the sky where he keeps his wives and goes in to fuck them as thou wouldst thyself or like the King of Turkey? Do not dishonor the wit of the mother who bore thee! We are the servants of God, not his wives, and if we tell our silly girls they are married to the Christ it is to make them understand that they must not run off and marry Otto Farmer or Ekkehard Blacksmith, but stick to their work, as they promised. If I told them they were married to an Idea they would not understand me, and neither dost thou.”


    (Here Father Cairbre, above me in the window, muttered in a protesting way about something.)


    Then the Abbess snatched the silver cross from around her neck and put it into the boy’s hand, saying: “Give this to thy mother with my pity. She must pull out her hair over such a child.”


    But he let it fall to the ground. He was red in the face and breathing hard.


    “Take it up,” she said more kindly, “take it up, boy, it will not hurt thee and there’s no magic in it. It’s only pure silver and good workmanship; it will make thee rich.” When she saw that he would not—his hand went to his knife—she tched to herself in a motherly way (or I believe she did, for she waved one hand back and forth as she always did when she made that sound) and got down on her knees—with more difficulty than was truth, I think—saying loudly, “I will stoop, then; I will stoop,” and got up, holding it out to him, saying, “Take. Two sticks tied with a cord would serve me as well.”


    The boy cried, his voice breaking, “My mother is dead and thou art a witch!” and in an instant he had one arm around the Abbess’s neck and with the other his knife at her throat. The man Thorvald Einarsson roared “Thorfinn!” but the Abbess only said clearly, “Let him be. I have shamed this man but did not mean to. He is right to be angry.”


    The boy released her and turned his back. I remember wondering if these strangers could weep. Later I heard—and I swear that the Abbess must have somehow known this or felt it, for although she was no witch, she could probe at a man until she found the sore places in him and that very quickly—that this boy’s mother had been known for an adulteress and that no man would own him as a son. It is one thing among those people for a man to have what the Abbess called a concubine and they do not hold the children of such in scorn as we do, but it is a different thing when a married woman has more than one man. Such was Thorfinn’s case; I suppose that was what had sent him viking. But all this came later; what I saw then—with my nose barely above the window-slit—was that the Abbess slipped her crucifix over the hilt of the boy’s sword—she really wished him to have it, you see—and then walked to a place near the walls of the Abbey but far from the Norsemen. I think she meant them to come to her. I saw her pick up her skirts like a peasant woman, sit down with legs crossed, and say in a loud voice:


    “Come! Who will bargain with me?”


    A few strolled over, laughing, and sat down with her.


    “All!” she said, gesturing them closer.


    “And why should we all come?” said one who was farthest away.


    “Because you will miss a bargain,” said the Abbess.


    “Why should we bargain when we can take?” said another.


    “Because you will only get half,” said the Abbess. “The rest you will not find.”


    “We will ransack the Abbey,” said a third.


    “Half the treasure is not in the Abbey,” said she.


    “And where is it then?” said yet another.


    She tapped her forehead. They were drifting over by twos and threes. I have heard since that the Norse love riddles and this was a sort of riddle; she was giving them good fun.


    “If it is in your head,” said the man Thorvald, who was standing behind the others, arms crossed, “we can get it out, can we not?” And he tapped the hilt of his knife.


    “If you frighten me, I shall become confused and remember nothing,” said the Abbess calmly. “Besides, do you wish to play that old game? You saw how well it worked the last time. I am surprised at you, Ranulf’s mother’s-brother.”


    “I will bargain then,” said the man Thorvald, smiling.


    “And the rest of you?” said Radegunde. “It must be all or none; decide for yourselves whether you wish to save yourselves trouble and danger and be rich,” and she deliberately turned her back on them. The men moved down to the river’s edge and began to talk among themselves, dropping their voices so that we could not hear them any more. Father Cairbre, who was old and short-sighted, cried, “I cannot hear them. What are they doing?” and I cleverly said, “I have good eyes, Father Cairbre,” and he held me up to see, so it was just at the time that the Abbess Radegunde was facing the Abbey tower that I appeared in the window. She clapped one hand across her mouth. Then she walked to the gate and called (in a voice I had learned not to disregard; it had often got me a smacked bottom), “Boy News, down! Come down to me here at once! And bring Father Cairbre with you.”


    I was overjoyed. I had no idea that she might want to protect me if anything went wrong. My only thought was that I was going to see it all from wonderfully close by, so I wormed my way, half-suffocated, through the folk in the tower room, stepping on feet and skirts, and having to say every few seconds, “But I have to! The Abbess wants me,” and meanwhile she was calling outside like an Empress, “Let that boy through! Make a place for that boy! Let the Irish priest through!” until I crept and pushed and complained my way to the very wall itself—no one was going to open the gate for us, of course—and there was a great fuss and finally someone brought a ladder. I was over at once, but the old priest took a longer time, although it was a low wall, as I’ve said, the builders having been somewhat of two minds about making the Abbey into a true fortress.


    Once outside it was lovely, away from all that crowd, and I ran, gloriously pleased, to the Abbess, who said only, “Stay by me, whatever happens,” and immediately turned her attention away from me. It had taken so long to get Father Cairbre outside the walls that the tall foreign men had finished their talking and were coming back—all twenty or thirty of them—towards the Abbey and the Abbess Radegunde, and most especially of all, me. I could see Father Cairbre tremble. They did look grim, close by, with their long, wild hair and the brightness of their strange clothes. I remember that they smelled different from us, but cannot remember how after all these years. Then the Abbess spoke to them in that outlandish language of theirs, so strangely light and lilting to hear from their bearded lips, and then she said something in Latin to Father Cairbre, and he said to us, with a shake in his voice:


    “This is the priest, Father Cairbre, who will say our bargains aloud in our own tongue so that my people may hear. I cannot deal behind their backs. And this is my foster-baby, who is very dear to me and who is now having his curiosity rather too much satisfied, I think.” (I was trying to stand tall like a man but had one hand secretly holding on to her skirt; so that was what the foreign men had chuckled at!) The talk went on, but I will tell it as if I had understood the Norse, for to repeat everything twice would be tedious.


    The Abbess Radegunde said, “Will you bargain?”


    There was a general nodding of heads, with a look of: After all, why not?


    “And who will speak for you?” said she,


    A man stepped forward; I recognized Thorvald Einarsson.


    “Ah yes,” said the Abbess dryly. “The company that has no leaders. Is this leaderless company agreed? Will it abide by its word? I want no treachery-planners, no Breakwords here!”


    There was a great mutter at this. The Thorvald man (he was big, close up!) said mildly, “I sail with none such. Let’s begin.”


    We all sat down.


    “Now,” said Thorvald Einarsson, raising his eyebrows, “according to my knowledge of this thing, you begin. And according to my knowledge you will begin by saying that you are very poor.”


    “But no,” said the Abbess, “we are rich.” Father Cairbre groaned. A groan answered him from behind the Abbey walls. Only the Abbess and Thorvald Einarsson seemed unmoved; it was as if these two were joking in some way that no one else understood. The Abbess went on, saying, “We are very rich. Within is much silver, much gold, many pearls, and much embroidered cloth, much line-woven cloth, much carved and painted wood, and many books with gold upon their pages and jewels set into their covers. All this is yours. But we have more and better: herbs and medicines, ways to keep food from spoiling, the knowledge of how to cure the sick; all this is yours. And we have more and better even than this; we have the knowledge of Christ and the perfect understanding of the soul, which is yours, too, any time you wish; you have only to accept it.”


    Thorvald Einarsson held up his hand. “We will stop with the first,” he said, “and perhaps a little of the second. That is more practical.”


    “And foolish,” said the Abbess politely, “in the usual way.” And again I had the odd feeling that these two were sharing a joke no one else even saw. She added, “There is one thing you may not have, and that is the most precious of all.”


    Thorvald Einarsson looked inquiring.


    “My people. Their safety is dearer to me than myself. They are not to be touched, not a hair on their heads, not for any reason. Think: you can fight your way into the Abbey easily enough, but the folk in there are very frightened of you and some of the men are armed. Even a good fighter is cumbered in a crowd. You will slip and fall upon each other without meaning to or knowing that you do so. Heed my counsel. Why play butcher when you can have treasure poured into your laps like kings, without work? And after that there will be as much again, when I lead you to the hidden place. An earl’s mountain of treasure. Think of it! And to give all this up for slaves, half of whom will get sick and die before you get them home—and will need to be fed if they are to be any good. Shame on you for bad advice-takers! Imagine what you will say to your wives and families: Here are a few miserable bolts of cloth with blood spots that won’t come out, here are some pearls and jewels smashed to powder in the fighting, here is a torn piece of embroidery which was whole until someone stepped on it in the battle, and I had slaves but they died of illness and I fucked a pretty young nun and meant to bring her back, but she leapt into the sea. And oh yes, there was twice as much again and all of it whole but we decided not to take that. Too much trouble, you see.”


    This was a lively story and the Norsemen enjoyed it. Radegunde held up her hand.


    “People!” she called in German, adding, “Sea-rovers, hear what I say; I will repeat it for you in your tongue,” (and so she did): “People, if the Norsemen fight us, do not defend yourselves but smash everything! Wives, take your cooking knives and shred the valuable cloth to pieces! Men, with your axes and hammers hew the altars and the carved wood to fragments! All, grind the pearls and smash the jewels against the stone floors! Break the bottles of wine! Pound the gold and silver to shapelessness! Tear to pieces the illuminated books! Tear down the hangings and burn them!


    “But” (she added, her voice suddenly mild) “if these wise men will accept our gifts, let us heap untouched and spotless at their feet all that we have and hold nothing back, so that their kinsfolk will marvel and wonder at the shining and glistering of the wealth they bring back, though it leave us nothing but our bare stone walls.”


    If anyone had ever doubted that the Abbess Radegunde was inspired by God, their doubts must have vanished away, for who could resist the fiery vigor of her first speech or the beneficent unction of her second? The Norsemen sat there with their mouths open. I saw tears on Father Cairbre’s cheeks. Then Thorvald Einarsson said, “Abbess—”


    He stopped. He tried again but again stopped. Then he shook himself, as a man who has been under a spell, and said:


    “Abbess, my men have been without women for a long time.”


    Radegunde looked surprised. She looked as if she could not believe what she had heard. She looked the pirate up and down, as if puzzled, and then walked around him as if taking his measure. She did this several times, looking at every part of his big body as if she were summing him up while he gotredder and redder. Then she backed off and surveyed him again, and with her arms akimbo like a peasant, announced very loudly in both Norse and German:


    “What! Have they lost the use of their hands?”


    It was irresistible, in its way. The Norse laughed. Our people laughed. Even Thorvald laughed. I did too, though I was not sure what everyone was laughing about. The laughter would die down and then begin again behind the Abbey walls, helplessly, and again die down and again begin. The Abbess waited until the Norsemen had stopped laughing and then called for silence in German until there were only a few snickers here and there. She then said:


    “These good men—Father Cairbre, tell the people—these good men will forgive my silly joke. I meant no scandal, truly, and no harm, but laughter is good; it settles the body’s waters, as the physicians say. And my people know that I am not always as solemn and good as I ought to be. Indeed I am a very great sinner and scandal-maker. Thorvald Einarsson, do we do business?”


    The big man—who had not been so pleased as the others, I can tell you!—looked at his men and seemed to see what he needed to know. He said: “I go in with five men to see what you have. Then we let the poor folk on the grounds go, but not those inside the Abbey. Then we search again. The gate will be locked and guarded by the rest of us; if there’s any treachery, the bargain’s off.”


    “Then I will go with you,” said Radegunde. “That is very just and my presence will calm the people. To see us together will assure them that no harm is meant. You are a good man, Torvald—forgive me; I call you as your nephew did so often. Come, Boy News, hold on to me.


    “Open the gate!” she called then; “All is safe!” and with the five men (one of whom was that young Thorfinn who had hated her so) we waited while the great logs were pulled back. There was little space within, but the people shrank back at the sight of those fierce warriors and opened a place for us.


    I looked back and the Norsemen had come in and were standing just inside the walls, on either side the gate, with their swords out and their shields up. The crowd parted for us more slowly as we reached the main tower, with the Abbess repeating constantly, “Be calm, people, be calm. All is well,” and deftly speaking by name to this one or that. It was much harder when the people gasped upon hearing the big logs pushed shut with a noise like thunder, and it was very close on the stairs; I heard her say something like an apology in the queer foreign tongue, something that probably meant, “I’m sorry that we must wait.” It seemed an age until the stairs were even partly clear and I saw what the Abbess had meant by the cumbering of a crowd; a man might swing a weapon in the press of people but not very far and it was more likely he would simply fall over someone and crack his head. We gained the great room with the big crucifix of painted wood and the little one of pearls and gold, and the scarlet hangings worked in gold thread that I had played robbers behind so often before I learned what real robbers were: these tall, frightening men whose eyes glistened with greed at what I had fancied every village had. Most of the Sisters had stayed in the great room, but somehow it was not so crowded, as the folk had huddled back against the walls when the Norsemen came in. The youngest girls were all in a corner, terrified—one could smell it, as one can in people—and when that young Thorfinn went for the little gold-and-pearl cross, Sister Sibihd cried in a high, cracked voice, “It is the body of our Christ!” and leapt up, snatching it from the wall before he could get to it.


    “Sibihd!” exclaimed the Abbess, in as sharp a voice as I had ever heard her use; “Put that back or you will feel the weight of my hand, I tell you!”


    Now it is odd, is it not, that a young woman desperate enough not to care about death at the hands of a Norse pirate should nonetheless be frightened away at the threat of getting a few slaps from her Abbess? But folk are like that. Sister Sibihd returned the cross to its place (from whence young Thorfinn took it) and fell back among the nuns, sobbing, “He desecrates Our Lord God!”


    “Foolish girl!” snapped the Abbess. “God only can consecrate or desecrate; man cannot. That is a piece of metal.”


    Thorvald said something sharp to Thorfinn, who slowly put the cross back on its hook with a sulky look which said, plainer than words: Nobody gives me what I want. Nothing else went wrong in the big room or the Abbess’s study or the storerooms, or out in the kitchens. The Norsemen were silent and kept their hands on their swords but the Abbess kept talking in a calm way in both tongues; to our folk she said, “See? It is all right but everyone must keep still. God will protect us.” Her face was steady and clear and I believed her a saint, for she had saved Sister Sibihd and the rest of us.


    But this peacefulness did not last, of course. Something had to go wrong in all that press of people; to this day I do not know what. We were in a corner of the long refectory, which is the place where the Sisters or Brothers eat in an Abbey, when something pushed me into the wall and I fell, almost suffocated by the Abbess’s lying on top of me. My head was ringing and on all sides there was a terrible roaring sound with curses and screams, a dreadful tumult as if the walls had come apart and were falling on everyone. I could hear the Abbess whispering something in Latin over and over in my ear. There were dull, ripe sounds, worse than the rest, which I know now to have been the noise steel makes when it is thrust into bodies. This all seemed to go on forever and then it seemed to me that the floor was wet. Then all became quiet, I felt the Abbess Radegunde get off me. She said:


    “So this is how you wash your floors up north.” When I lifted my head from the wet rushes and saw what she meant, I was very sick into the corner. Then she picked me up in her arms and held my face against her bosom so that I would not see but it was no use; I had already seen: all the people lying about sprawled on the floor with their bellies coming out, like heaps of dead fish, old Walafrid with an axe-handle standing out of his chest—he was sitting up with his eyes shut in a press of bodies that gave him no room to lie down—and the young beekeeper, Uta, from the village, who had been so merry, lying on her back with her long braids and her gown all dabbled in red dye and a great stain of it on her belly. She was breathing fast and her eyes were wide open. As we passed her, the noise of her breathing ceased.


    The Abbess said mildly, “Thy people are thorough housekeepers, Earl Split-gut.”


    Thorvald Einarsson roared something at us and the Abbess replied softly, “Forgive me, good friend. You protected me and the boy and I am grateful. But nothing betrays a man’s knowledge of the German like a word that bites, is it not so? And I had to be sure.”


    It came to me then that she had called him “Torvald” and reminded him of his sister’s son so that he would feel he must protect us if anything went wrong. But now she would make him angry, I thought, and I shut my eyes tight. Instead he laughed and said in odd, light German, “I did no housekeeping but to stand over you and your pet. Are you not grateful?”


    “Oh very, thank you,” said the Abbess with such warmth as she might show to a Sister who had brought her a rose from the garden, or another who copied her work well, or when I told her news, or if Ita the cook made a good soup. But he did not know that the warmth was for everyone and so seemed satisfied. By now we were in the garden and the air was less foul; she put me down, although my limbs were shaking, and I clung to her gown, crumpled, stiff, and blood-reeking though it was. She said, “Oh, my God, what a deal of washing hast Thou given us!” She started to walk towards the gate and Thorvald Einarsson took a step towards her. She said, without turning round: “Do not insist, Thorvald, there is no reason to lock me up. I am forty years old and not likely to be running away into the swamp, what with my rheumatism and the pain in my knees and the folk needing me as they do.”


    There was a moment’s silence. I could see something odd come into the big man’s face. He said quietly:


    “I did not speak, Abbess.”


    She turned, surprised. “But you did. I heard you.”


    He said strangely, “I did not.”


    Children can guess sometimes what is wrong and what to do about it without knowing how; I remember saying, very quickly, “Oh, she does that sometimes. My stepmother says old age has addled her wits,” and then, “Abbess, may I go to my stepmother and my father?”


    “Yes, of course,” she said, “run along, Boy News—” and then stopped, looking into the air as if seeing in it something we could not. Then she said very gently, “No, my dear, you had better stay here with me,” and I knew, as surely as if I had seen it with my own eyes, that I was not to go to my stepmother or my father because both were dead.


    She did things like that, too, sometimes.


    * * * *


    For a while it seemed that everyone was dead. I did not feel grieved or frightened in the least, but I think I must have been, for I had only one idea in my head: that if I let the Abbess out of my sight, I would die. So I followed her everywhere. She was let to move about and comfort people, especially the mad Sibihd, who would do nothing but rock and wail, but towards nightfall, when the Abbey had been stripped of its treasures, Thorvald Einarsson put her and me in her study, now bare of its grand furniture, on a straw pallet on the floor, and bolted the door on the outside. She said:


    “Boy News, would you like to go to Constantinople, where the Emperor is and the domes of gold and all the splendid pagans? For that is where this man will take me to sell me.”


    “Oh yes!” said I, and then, “But will he take me, too?”


    “Of course,” said the Abbess, and so it was settled. Then in came Thorvald Einarsson, saying:


    “Thorfinn is asking for you.” I found out later that they were waiting for him to die: none other of the Norse had been wounded but a farmer had crushed Thorfinn’s chest with an axe and he was expected to die before morning. The Abbess said:


    “Is that a good reason to go?” She added, “I mean that he hates me; will not his anger at my presence make him worse?”


    Thorvald said slowly, “The folk here say you can sit by the sick and heal them. Can you do that?”


    “To my knowledge, not at all,” said the Abbess Radegunde, “but if they believe so, perhaps that calms them and makes them better. Christians are quite as foolish as other people, you know. I will come if you want,” and though I saw that she was pale with tiredness, she got to her feet. I should say that she was in a plain brown gown taken from one of the peasant women because her own was being washed clean, but to me she had the same majesty as always. And for him too, I think.


    Thorvald said, “Will you pray for him or damn him?” She said, “I do not pray, Thorvald, and I never damn anybody; I merely sit.” She added, “Oh let him; he’ll scream your ears off if you don’t,” and this meant me for I was ready to yell for my life if they tried to keep me from her. They had put Thorfinn in the chapel, a little stone room with nothing left in it now but a plain wooden cross, not worth carrying off. He was lying, his eyes closed, on the stone altar with furs under him, and his face was gray. Every time he breathed there was a bubbling sound, a little, thin, reedy sound, and as I crept closer I saw why, for in the young man’s chest was a great red hole with pink things sticking out of it, all crushed, and in the hole one could see something jump and fall, jump and fall, over and over again. It was his heart beating. Blood kept coming from his lips in a froth. I do not know, of course, what either said, for they spoke in the Norse, but I saw what they did and heard much of it talked of between the Abbess and Thorvald Einarsson later, so I will tell it as if I knew.


    The first thing the Abbess did was to stop suddenly on the threshold and raise both hands to her mouth as if in horror. Then she cried furiously to the two guards:


    “Do you wish to kill your comrade with the cold and damp? Is this how you treat one another? Get fire in here and some woollen cloth to put over him! No, not more skins, you idiots, wool to mold to his body and take up the wet. Run now!”


    One said sullenly, “We don’t take orders from you, grandma.”


    “Oh no?” said she. “Then I shall strip this wool dress from my old body and put it over that boy and then sit here all night in my flabby naked skin! What will this child’s soul say to God when it departs this flesh? That his friends would not give up a little of their booty so that he might fight for life? Is this your fellowship? Do it, or I will strip myself and shame you both for the rest of your lives!”


    “Well, take it from his share,” said the one in a low voice, and the other ran out. Soon there was a fire on the hearth and russet-colored woollen cloth—“From my own share,” said one of them loudly, though it was a color the least costly, not like blue or red—and the Abbess laid it loosely over the boy, carefully putting it close to his sides but not moving him. He did not look to be in any pain, but his color got no better. But then he opened his eyes and said in such a little voice as a ghost might have, a whisper as thin and reedy and bubbling as his breath:


    “You…old witch. But I beat you…in the end.”


    “Did you, my dear?” said the Abbess. “How?”


    “Treasure,” he said, “for my kinfolk. And I lived as a man at last. Fought…and had a woman…the one here with the big breasts, Sibihd…Whether she liked it or not. That was good.”


    “Yes, Sibihd,” said the Abbess mildly. “Sibihd has gone mad. She hears no one and speaks to no one. She only sits and rocks and moans and soils herself and will not feed herself, although if one puts food in her mouth with a spoon, she will swallow.”


    The boy tried to frown. “Stupid,” he said at last. “Stupid nuns. The beasts do it.”


    “Do they?” said the Abbess, as if this were a new idea to her. “Now that is very odd. For never yet heard I of a gander that blacked the goose’s eye or hit her over the head with a stone or stuck a knife in her entrails when he was through. When God puts it into their hearts to desire one another, she squats and he comes running. And a bitch in heat will jump through the window if you lock the door. Poor fools! Why didn’t you camp three hours’ downriver and wait? In a week half the young married women in the village would have been slipping away at night to see what the foreigners were like. Yes, and some unmarried ones, and some of my own girls, too. But you couldn’t wait, could you?”


    “No,” said the boy, with the ghost of a brag. “Better…this way.”


    “This way,” said she. “Oh yes, my dear, old granny knows about this way! Pleasure for the count of three or four and the rest of it as much joy as rolling a stone uphill.”


    He smiled a ghostly smile. “You’re a whore, grandma.”


    She began to stroke his forehead. “No, grandbaby,” she said, “but all Latin is not the Church Fathers, you know, great as they are. One can find a great deal in those strange books written by the ones who died centuries before Our Lord was born. Listen,” and she leaned closer to him and said quietly:


    “Syrian dancing girl, how subtly you sway


    those sensuous limbs,


    Half-drunk in the smoky tavern, lascivious


    and wanton,


    Your long hair bound back in the Greek way,


    clashing the castanets in your hands—”


    The boy was too weak to do anything but look astonished. Then she said this:


    “I love you so that anyone permitted to sit near you and talk to you seems to me like a god; when I am near you my spirit is broken, my heart shakes, my voice dies, and I can’t even speak. Under my skin I flame up all over and I can’t see; there’s thunder in my ears and I break out in a sweat, as if from fever; I turn paler than cut grass and feel that I am utterly changed; I feel that Death has come near me.”


    He said, as if frightened, “Nobody feels like that.”


    “They do,” she said.


    He said, in feeble alarm, “You’re trying to kill me!”


    She said, “No, my dear. I simply don’t want you to die a virgin.”


    It was odd, his saying those things and yet holding on to her hand where he had got at it through the woollen cloth; she stroked his head and he whispered, “Save me, old witch.”


    “I’ll do my best,” she said. “You shall do your best by not talking and I by not tormenting you any more, and we’ll both try to sleep.”


    “Pray,” said the boy.


    “Very well,” said she, “but I’ll need a chair,” and the guards—seeing, I suppose, that he was holding her hand—brought in one of the great wooden chairs from the Abbey, which were too plain and heavy to carry off, I think. Then the Abbess Radegunde sat in the chair and closed her eyes. Thorfinn seemed to fall asleep. I crept nearer her on the floor and must have fallen asleep myself almost at once, for the next thing I knew a gray light filled the chapel, the fire had gone out, and someone was shaking Radegunde, who still slept in her chair, her head leaning to one side. It was Thorvald Einarsson and he was shouting with excitement in his strange German, “Woman, how did you do it! How did you do it!”


    “Do what?” said the Abbess thickly. “Is he dead?”


    “Dead?” exclaimed the Norseman. “He is healed! Healed! The lung is whole and all is closed up about the heart and the shattered pieces of the ribs are grown together! Even the muscles of the chest are beginning to heal!”


    “That’s good,” said the Abbess, still half asleep. “Let me be.”


    Thorvald shook her again. She said again, “Oh, let me sleep.” This time he hauled her to her feet and she shrieked, “My back, my back! Oh, the saints, my rheumatism!” and at the same time a sick voice from under the woollens—a sick voice but a man’s voice, not a ghost’s—said something in Norse.


    “Yes, I hear you,” said the Abbess; “you must become a follower of the White Christ right away, this very minute. But Dominus noster, please do You put it into these brawny heads that I must have a tub of hot water with pennyroyal in it? I am too old to sleep all night in a chair and I am one ache from head to foot.”


    Thorfinn got louder.


    “Tell him,” said the Abbess Radegunde to Thorvald in German, “that I will not baptize him and I will not shrive him until he is a different man. All that child wants is someone more powerful than your Odin god or your Thor god to pull him out of the next scrape he gets into. Ask him: Will he adopt Sibihd as his sister? Will he clean her when she soils herself and feed her and sit with his arm about her, talking to her gently and lovingly until she is well again? The Christ does not wipe out our sins only to have us commit them all over again and that is what he wants and what you all want, a God that gives and gives and gives, but God does not give; He takes and takes and takes. He takes away everything that is not God until there is nothing left but God, and none of you will understand that! There is no remission of sins; there is only change and Thorfinn must change before God will have him.”


    “Abbess, you are eloquent,” said Thorvald, smiling, “but why do you not tell him all this yourself?”


    “Because I ache so!” said Radegunde, “Oh, do get me into some hot water!” and Thorvald half led and half supported her as she hobbled out. That morning, after she had had her soak—when I cried, they let me stay just outside the door—she undertook to cure Sibihd, first by rocking her in her arms and talking to her, telling her she was safe now, and promising that the Northmen would go soon, and then when Sihihd became quieter, leading her out into the woods with Thorvald as a bodyguard to see that we did not run away, and little dark Sister Hedwic, who had stayed with Sibihd and cared for her. The Abbess would walk for a while in the mild autumn sunshine and then she would direct Sihihd’s face upwards by touching her gently under the chin and say, “See? There is God’s sky still,” and then, “Look, there are God’s trees; they have not changed,” and telling her that the world was just the same and God still kindly to folk, only a few more souls had joined the Blessed and were happier waiting for us in Heaven than we could ever be, or even imagine being, on the poor earth. Sister Hedwic kept hold of Sibihd’s hand. No one paid more attention to me than if I had been a dog, but every time poor Sister Sibihd saw Thorvald she would shrink away and you could see that Hedwic could not bear to look at him at all; every time he came in her sight she turned her face aside, shut her eyes hard, and bit her lower lip. It was a quiet, almost warm day, as autumn can be sometimes, and the Abbess found a few little blue late flowers growing in a sheltered place against a log and put them into Sibihd’s hand, speaking of how beautifully and cunningly God had made all things. Sister Sibihd had enough wit to hold on to the flowers, but her eyes stared and she would have stumbled and fallen if Hedwic had not led her.


    Sister Hedwic said timidly, “Perhaps she suffers because she has been defiled, Abbess,” and then looked ashamed. For a moment the Abbess looked shrewdly at young Sister Hedwic and then at the mad Sibihd. Then she said: “Dear daughter Sibihd and dear daughter Hedwic, I am now going to tell you something about myself that I have never told to a single living soul but my confessor. Do you know that as a young woman I studied at Avignon and from there was sent to Rome, so that I might gather much learning? Well, in Avignon I read mightily our Christian Fathers but also in the pagan poets, for as it has been said by Ermenrich of Ellwangen: ‘As dung spread upon a field enriches it to good harvest, thus one cannot produce divine eloquence without the filthy writings of the pagan poets.’ This is true but perilous; only I thought not so, for I was very proud and fancied that if the pagan poems of love left me unmoved that was because I had the gift of chastity right from God Himself and I scorned sensual pleasures and those tempted by them. I had forgotten, you see, that chastity is not given once and for all like a wedding ring that is put on never to be taken off, but is a garden which each day must be weeded, watered, and trimmed anew, or soon there will be only brambles and wilderness.


    “As I have said, the words of the poets did not tempt me, for words are only marks on the page with no life save what we give them. But in Rome there were not only the old books, daughters, but something much worse.


    “There were statues. Now you must understand that these are not such as you can imagine from our books, like Saint John or the Virgin; the ancients wrought so cunningly in stone that it is like magic; one stands before the marble holding one’s breath, waiting for it to move and speak. They are not statues at all but beautiful naked men and women. It is a city of sea-gods pouring water, daughter Sibihd and daughter Hedwic, of athletes about to throw the discus, and runners and wrestlers and young emperors, and the favorites of kings, but they do not walk the streets like real men, for they are all of stone.


    “There was one Apollo, all naked, which I knew I should not look on but which I always made some excuse to my companions to pass by, and this statue, although three miles distant from my dwelling, drew me as if by magic. Oh, he was fair to look on! Fairer than any youth alive now in Germany, or in the world, I think. And then all the old loves of the pagan poets came back to me: Dido and Aeneas, the taking of Venus and Mars, the love of the moon, Diana, for the shepherd boy—and I thought that if my statue could only come to life, he would utter honeyed love-words from the old poets and would be wise and brave, too, and what woman could resist him?”


    Here she stopped and looked at Sister Sibihd but Sibihd only stared on, holding the little blue flowers. It was Sister Hedwic who cried, one hand pressed to her heart:


    “Did you pray, Abbess?”


    “I did,” said Radegunde solemnly, “and yet my prayers kept becoming something else. I would pray to be delivered from the temptation that was in the statue and then, of course, I would have to think of the statue itself, and then I would tell myself that I must run, like the nymph Daphne, to be armored and sheltered within a laurel tree, but my feet seemed to be already rooted to the ground, and then at the last minute I would flee and be back at my prayers again. But it grew harder each time and at last the day came when I did not flee.”


    “Abbess, you?” cried Hedwic with a gasp. Thorvald, keeping his watch a little way from us, looked surprised. I was very pleased—I loved to see the Abbess astonish people; it was one of her gifts—and at seven I had no knowledge of lust except that my little thing felt good sometimes when I handled it to make water, and what had that to do with statues coming to life or women turning into laurel trees? I was more interested in mad Sibihd, the way children are; I did not know what she might do, or if I should be afraid of her, or if I should go mad myself, what it would be like. But the Abbess was laughing gently at Hedwic’s amazement.


    “Why not me?” said the Abbess. “I was young and healthy and had no special grace from God any more than the hens or the cows do! Indeed I burned so with desire for that handsome young hero—for so I had made him in my mind, as a woman might do with a man she has seen a few times on the street—that thoughts of him tormented me waking and sleeping. It seemed to me that because of my vows I could not give myself to this Apollo of my own free will, so I would dream that he took me against my will, and oh, what an exquisite pleasure that was!”


    Here Hedwic’s blood came all to her face and she covered it with her hands. I could see Thorvald grinning, back where he watched us.


    “And then,” said the Abbess, as if she had not seen either of them, “a terrible fear came to my heart that God might punish me by sending a ravisher who would use me unlawfully, as I had dreamed my Apollo did, and that I would not even wish to resist him, and would feel the pleasures of a base lust, and would know myself a whore and a false nun forever after. This fear both tormented and drew me. I began to steal looks at young men in the streets, not letting the other Sisters see me do it, thinking: Will it be he? Or he? Or he?


    “And then it happened. I had lingered behind the others at a melon-seller’s, thinking of no Apollos or handsome heroes but only of the convent’s dinner, when I saw my companions disappearing round a corner. I hastened to catch up with them—and made a wrong turning—and was suddenly lost in a narrow street—and at that very moment a young fellow took hold of my habit and threw me to the ground! You may wonder why he should do such a mad thing, but as I found out afterwards, there are prostitutes in Rome who affect our way of dress to please the appetites of certain men who are depraved enough to—Well, really, I do not know how to say it! Seeing me alone, he had thought I was one of them and would be glad of a customer and a bit of play. So there was a reason for it.


    “Well, there I was on my back with this young fellow, sent as a vengeance by God, as I thought, trying to do exactly what I had dreamed, night after night, my statue should do. And do you know, it was nothing in the least like my dream! The stones at my back hurt me, for one thing. And instead of melting with delight, I was screaming my head off in terror and kicking at him as he tried to pull up my skirts, and praying to God that this insane man might not break any of my bones in his rage!


    “My screams brought a crowd of people and he went running, so I got off with nothing worse than a bruised back and a sprained knee. But the strangest thing of all was that, while I was cured forever of lusting after my Apollo, instead I began to be tormented by a new fear—that I had lusted after him, that foolish young man with the foul breath and the one tooth missing!—and I felt strange creepings and crawlings over my body that were half like desire and half like fear and half like disgust and shame with all sorts of other things mixed in—I know that is too many halves, but it is how I felt—and nothing at all like the burning desire I had felt for my Apollo. I went to see the statue once more before I left Rome and it seemed to look at me sadly, as if to say: Don’t blame me, poor girl; I’m only a piece of stone. And that was the last time I was so proud as to believe that God had singled me out for a special gift, like chastity—or a special sin, either—or that being thrown down on the ground and hurt had anything to do with any sin of mine, no matter how I mixed the two together in my mind. I dare say you did not find it a great pleasure yesterday, did you?”


    Hedwic shook her head. She was crying quietly. She said, “Thank you, Abbess,” and the Abbess embraced her. They both seemed happier, but then all of a sudden Sibihd muttered something, so low that one could not hear her.


    “The—” she whispered and then she brought it out but still in a whisper: “The blood.”


    “What, dear, your blood?” said Radegunde.


    “No mother,” said Sibihd, beginning to tremble, “the blood. All over us. Walafrid and—and Uta—and Sister Hildegarde—and everyone broken and spilled out like a dish! And none of us had done anything but I could smell it all over me and the children screaming because they were being trampled down, and those demons come up from Hell though we had done nothing and—and—I understand, mother, about the rest, but I will never, ever forget it, oh Christ, it is all around me now, oh mother, the blood!”


    Then Sister Sibihd dropped to her knees on the fallen leaves and began to scream, not covering her face as Sister Hedwic had done, but staring ahead with her wide eyes as if she were blind or could see something we could not. The Abbess knelt down and embraced her, rocking her back and forth, saying, “Yes, yes, dear, but we are here; we are here now; that is gone now,” but Sibihd continued to scream, covering her ears as if the scream were someone else’s and she could hide herself from it.


    Thorvald said, looking, I thought, a little uncomfortable, “Cannot your Christ cure this?”


    “No,” said the Abbess. “Only by undoing the past. And that is the one thing He never does, it seems. She is in Hell now and must go back there many times before she can forget.”


    “She would make a bad slave,” said the Norseman, with a glance at Sister Sibihd, who had fallen silent and was staring ahead of her again; “You need not fear that anyone will want her.”


    “God,” said the Abbess Radegunde calmly, “is merciful.”


    Thorvald Einarsson said, “Abbess, I am not a bad man.”


    “For a good man,” said the Abbess Radegunde, “you keep surprisingly bad company.”


    He said angrily, “I did not choose my shipmates. I have had bad luck!”


    “Ours has,” said the Abbess, “been worse, I think.”


    “Luck is luck,” said Thorvald, clenching his fists. “It comes to some folk and not to others.”


    “As you came to us,” said the Abbess mildly. “Yes, yes, I see, Thorvald Einarsson; one may say that luck is Thor’s doing or Odin’s doing, but you must know that our bad luck is your own doing and not some god’s. You are our bad luck, Thorvald Einarsson. It’s true that you’re not as wicked as your friends, for they kill for pleasure and you do it without feeling, as a business, the way one hews down grain. Perhaps you have seen today some of the grain you have cut. If you had a man’s soul, you would not have gone viking, luck or no luck, and if your soul were bigger still, you would have tried to stop your shipmates, just as I talk honestly to you now, despite your anger, and just as Christ Himself told the truth and was nailed on the cross. If you were a beast, you could not break God’s law and if you were a man you would not, but you are neither and that makes you a kind of monster that spoils everything it touches and never knows the reason, and that is why I will never forgive you until you become a man, a true man with a true soul. As for your friends—”


    Here Thorvald Einarsson struck the Abbess on the face with his open hand and knocked her down. I heard Sister Hedwic gasp in horror, and behind us Sister Sibihd began to moan. But the Abbess only sat there, rubbing her jaw and smiling a little. Then she said:


    “Oh, dear, have I been at it again? I am ashamed of myself. You are quite right to be angry, Torvald; no one can stand me when I go on in that way, least of all myself; it is such a bore. Still, I cannot seem to stop it; I am too used to being the Abbess Radegunde, that is clear. I promise never to torment you again, but you, Thorvald, must never strike me again, because you will be very sorry if you do.”


    He took a step forward.


    “No, no, my dear man,” the Abbess said merrily, “I mean no threat—how could I threaten you?—I mean only that I will never tell you any jokes, my spirits will droop, and I will become as dull as any other woman. Confess it now: I am the most interesting thing that has happened to you in years and I have entertained you better, sharp tongue and all, than all the skalds at the Court of Norway. And I know more tales and stories than they do—more than anyone in the whole world—for I make new ones when the old ones wear out.


    “Shall I tell you a story now?”


    “About your Christ?” said he, the anger still in his face.


    “No,” said she, “about living men and women. Tell me, Torvald, what do you men want from us women?”


    “To be talked to death,” said he, and I could see there was some anger in him still, but he was turning it to play also.


    The Abbess laughed in delight. “Very witty!” she said, springing to her feel and brushing the leaves off her skirt. “You are a very clever man, Torvald. I beg your pardon, Thorvald. I keep forgetting. But as to what men want from women, if you asked the young men, they would only wink and dig one another in the ribs, but that is only how they deceive themselves. That is only body calling to body. They themselves want something quite different and they want it so much that it frightens them. So they pretend it is anything and everything else: pleasure, comfort, a servant in the home. Do you know what it is that they want?”


    “What?” said Thorvald.


    “The mother,” said Radegunde, “as women do, too; we all want the mother. When I walked before you on the riverbank yesterday, I was playing the mother. Now you did nothing, for you are no young fool, but I knew that sooner or later one of you, so tormented by his longing that he would hate me for it, would reveal himself. And so he did: Thorfinn, with his thoughts all mixed up between witches and grannies and whatnot. I knew I could frighten him, and through him, most of you. That was the beginning of my bargaining. You Norse have too much of the father in your country and not enough mother, with all your honoring of your women; that is why you die so well and kill other folk so well—and live so very, very badly.”


    “You are doing it again,” said Thorvald, but I think he wanted to listen all the same.


    “Your pardon, friend,” said the Abbess. “You are brave men; I don’t deny it. But I know your sagas and they are all about fighting and dying and afterwards not Heavenly happiness but the end of the world: everything, even the gods, eaten by the Fenris-wolf and the Midgard snake! What a pity, to die bravely only because life is not worth living! The Irish knew better. The pagan Irish were heroes, with their Queens leading them to battle as often as not, and Father Cairbre, God rest his soul, was complaining only two days ago that the common Irish folk were blasphemously making a goddess out of God’s mother, for do they build shrines to Christ or Our Lord or pray to them? No! It is Our Lady of the Rocks and Our Lady of the Sea and Our Lady of the Grove and Our Lady of this or that from one end of the land to the other. And even here it is only the Abbey folk who speak of God the Father and of Christ. In the village if one is sick or another in trouble it is: Holy Mother, save me! and: Mariam Virginem, intercede for me, and: Blessed Virgin, blind my husband’s eyes! and: Our Lady, preserve my crops, and so on, men and women both. We all need the mother.”


    “You, too?”


    “More than most,” said the Abbess.


    “And I?”


    “Oh no,” said the Abbess, stopping suddenly, for we had all been walking slowly back towards the village as she spoke. “No, and that is what drew me to you at once. I saw it in you and knew you were the leader. It is followers who make leaders, you know, and your shipmates have made you leader, whether you know it or not. What you want is—how shall I say it? You are a clever man, Thorvald, perhaps the cleverest man I have ever met, more even than the scholars I knew in my youth. But your cleverness has had no food. It is a cleverness of the world and not of books. You want to travel and know about folk and their customs, and what strange places are like, and what has happened to men and women in the past. If you take me to Constantinople, it will not be to get a price for me but merely to go there; you went seafaring because this longing itched at you until you could bear it not a year more; I know that.”


    “Then you are a witch,” said he, and he was not smiling.


    “No, I only saw what was in your face when you spoke of that city,” said she. “Also there is gossip that you spent much time in Göteborg as a young man, idling and dreaming and marveling at the ships and markets when you should have been at your farm.”


    She said, “Thorvald, I can feed that cleverness. I am the wisest woman in the world. I know everything—everything! I know more than my teachers; I make it up or it comes to me, I don’t know how, but it is real—real!—and I know more than anyone. Take me from here, as your slave if you wish but as your friend also, and let us go to Constantinople and see the domes of gold, and the walls all inlaid with gold, and the people so wealthy you cannot imagine it, and the whole city so gilded it seems to be on fire, and pictures as high as a wall, set right in the wall and all made of jewels so there is nothing else like them, redder than the reddest rose, greener than the grass, and with a blue that makes the sky pale!”


    “You are indeed a witch,” said he, “and not the Abbess Radegunde.”


    She said slowly, “I think I am forgetting how to be the Abbess Radegunde.”


    “Then you will not care about them any more,” said he and pointed to Sister Hedwic, who was still leading the stumbling Sister Sibihd.


    The Abbess’s face was still and mild. She said, “I care. Do not strike me, Thorvald, not ever again, and I will be a good friend to you. Try to control the worst of your men and leave as many of my people free as you can—I know them and will tell you which can be taken away with the least hurt to themselves or others—and I will feed that curiosity and cleverness of yours until you will not recognize this old world any more for the sheer wonder and awe of it; I swear this on my life.”


    “Done,” said he, adding, “but with my luck, your life is somewhere else, locked in a box on top of a mountain, like the troll’s in the story, or you will die of old age while we are still at sea.”


    “Nonsense,” she said, “I am a healthy mortal woman with all my teeth, and I mean to gather many wrinkles yet.”


    He put his hand out and she took it; then he said, shaking his head in wonder, “If I sold you in Constantinople, within a year you would become Queen of the place!”


    The Abbess laughed merrily and I cried in fear, “Me, too! Take me too!” and she said, “Oh yes, we must not forget little Boy News,” and lifted me into her arms. The frightening tall man, with his face close to mine, said in his strange sing-song German:


    “Boy, would you like to see the whales leaping in the open sea and the seals barking on the rocks? And cliffs so high that a giant could stretch his arms up and not reach their tops? And the sun shining at midnight?”


    “Yes!” said I.


    “But you will be a slave,” he said, “and may be ill-treated and will always have to do as you are bid. Would you like that?”


    “No!” I cried lustily, from the safety of the Abbess’s arms; “I’ll fight!” He laughed a mighty, roaring laugh and tousled my head—rather too hard, I thought—and said, “I will not be a bad master, for I am named for Thor Red-beard and he is strong and quick to fight but good-natured, too, and so am I,” and the Abbess put me down and so we walked back to the village, Thorvald and the Abbess Radegunde talking of the glories of this world and Sister Hedwic saying softly, “She is a saint, our Abbess, a saint, to sacrifice herself for the good of the people,” and all the time behind us, like a memory, came the low, witless sobbing of Sister Sibihd, who was in Hell.


    * * * *


    When we got back we found that Thorfinn was better and the Norsemen were to leave in the morning. Thorvald had a second pallet brought into the Abbess’s study and slept on the floor with us that night. You might think his men would laugh at this, for the Abbess was an old woman, but I think he had been with one of the young ones before he came to us. He had that look about him. There was no bedding for the Abbess but an old brown cloak with holes in it, and she and I were wrapped in it when he came in and threw himself down, whistling, on the other pallet. Then he said:


    “Tomorrow, before we sail, you will show me the old Abbess’s treasure.”


    “No,” said she. “That agreement was broken.”


    He had been playing with his knife and now ran his thumb along the edge of it. “I can make you do it.”


    “No,” said she patiently, “and now I am going to sleep.”


    “So you make light of death?” he said. “Good! That is what a brave woman should do, as the skalds sing, and not move, even when the keen sword cuts off her eyelashes. But what if I put this knife here not to your throat but to your little boy’s? You would tell me then quick enough!”


    The Abbess turned away from him, yawning and saying, “No, Thorvald, because you would not. And if you did, I would despise you for a cowardly oathbreaker and not tell you for that reason. Good night.”


    He laughed and whistled again for a bit. Then he said:


    “Was all that true?”


    “All what?” said the Abbess. “Oh, about the statue. Yes, but there was no ravisher. I put him in the tale for poor Sister Hedwic.”


    Thorvald snorted, as if in disappointment. “Tale? You tell lies, Abbess!”


    The Abbess drew the old brown cloak over her head and closed her eyes. “It helped her.”


    Then there was a silence, but the big Norseman did not seem able to lie still. He shifted this way and that, stared at the ceiling, turned over, shifted his body again as if the straw bothered him, and again turned over. He finally burst out, “But what happened!”


    She sat up. Then she shut her eyes. She said, “Maybe it does not come into your man’s thoughts that an old woman gets tired and that the work of dealing with folk is hard work, or even that it is work at all. Well!


    “Nothing ‘happened,’ Thorvald. Must something happen only if this one fucks that one or one bangs in another’s head? I desired my statue to the point of such foolishness that I determined to find a real, human lover, but when I raised my eyes from my fancies to the real, human men of Rome and unstopped my ears to listen to their talk, I realized that the thing was completely and eternally impossible. Oh, those younger sons with their skulking, jealous hatred of the rich, and the rich ones with their noses in the air because they thought themselves of such great consequence because of their silly money, and the timidity of the priests to their superiors, and their superiors’ pride, and the artisans’ hatred of the peasants, and the peasants being worked like animals from morning until night, and half the men I saw beating their wives and the other half out to cheat some poor girl of her money or her virginity or both—this was enough to put out any fire! And the women doing less harm only because they had less power to do harm, or so it seemed to me then. So I put all away, as one does with any disappointment. Men are not such bad folk when one stops expecting them to be gods, but they are not for me. If that state is chastity, then a weak stomach is temperance, I think. But whatever it is, I have it, and that’s the end of the matter.”


    “All men?” said Thorvald Einarsson with his head to one side, and it came to me that he had been drinking, though he seemed sober.


    “Thorvald,” said the Abbess, “what you want with this middle-aged wreck of a body I cannot imagine, but if you lust after my wrinkles and flabby breasts and lean, withered flanks, do whatever you want quickly and then for Heaven’s sake, let me sleep. I am tired to death.”


    He said in a low voice, “I need to have power over you.”


    She spread her hands in a helpless gesture. “Oh Thorvald, Thorvald, I am a weak little woman over forty years old! Where is the power? All I can do is talk!”


    He said, “That’s it. That’s how you do it. You talk and talk and talk and everyone does just as you please; I have seen it!”


    The Abbess said, looking sharply at him, “Very well. If you must. But if I were you, Norseman, I would as soon bed my own mother. Remember that as you pull my skirts up.”


    That stopped him. He swore under his breath, turning over on his side, away from us. Then he thrust his knife into the edge of his pallet, time after time. Then he put the knife under the rolled-up cloth he was using as a pillow. We had no pillow so I tried to make mine out of the edge of the cloak and failed. Then I thought that the Norseman was afraid of God working in Radegunde, and then I thought of Sister Hedwic’s changing color and wondered why. And then I thought of the leaping whales and the seals, which must be like great dogs because of the barking, and then the seals jumped on land and ran to my pallet and lapped at me with great icy tongues of water so that I shivered and jumped and then I woke up.


    The Abbess Radegunde had left the pallet—it was her warmth I had missed—and was walking about the room. She would step and pause, her skirts making a small noise as she did so. She was careful not to touch the sleeping Thorvald. There was a dim light in the room from the embers that still glowed under the ashes in the hearth, but no light came from between the shutters of the study window, now shut against the cold. I saw the Abbess kneel under the plain wooden cross which hung on the study wall and heard her say a few words in Latin; I thought she was praying. But then she said in a low voice:


    “‘Do not call upon Apollo and the Muses, for they are deaf things and vain.’ But so are you, Pierced Man, deaf and vain.”


    Then she got up and began to pace again. Thinking of it now frightens me, for it was the middle of the night and no one to hear her—except me, but she thought I was asleep—and yet she went on and on in that low, even voice as if it were broad day and she were explaining something to someone, as if things that had been in her thoughts for years must finally come out. But I did not find anything alarming in it then, for I thought that perhaps all Abbesses had to do such things, and besides she did not seem angry or hurried or afraid; she sounded as calm as if she were discussing the profits from the Abbey’s beekeeping—which I had heard her do—or the accounts for the wine cellars— which I had also heard—and there was nothing alarming in that. So I listened as she continued walking about the room in the dark. She said:


    “Talk, talk, talk, and always to myself. But one can’t abandon the kittens and puppies; that would be cruel. And being the Abbess Radegunde at least gives one something to do. But I am so sick of the good Abbess Radegunde; I have put on Radegunde every morning of my life as easily as I put on my smock, and then I have had to hear the stupid creature praised all day!—sainted Radegunde, just Radegunde who is never angry or greedy or jealous, kindly Radegunde who sacrifices herself for others and always the talk, talk, talk, bubbling and boiling in my head with no one to hear or understand, and no one to answer. No, not even in the south, only a line here or a line there, and all written by the dead. Did they feel as I do? That the world is a giant nursery full of squabbles over toys and the babes thinking me some kind of goddess because I’m not greedy for their dolls or bits of straw or their horses made of tied-together sticks?


    “Poor people, if only they knew! It’s so easy to be temperate when one enjoys nothing, so easy to be kind when one loves nothing, so easy to be fearless when one’s life is no better than one’s death. And so easy to scheme when the success or failure of the scheme doesn’t matter.


    “Would they be surprised, I wonder, to find out what my real thoughts were when Thorfinn’s knife was at my throat? Curiosity! But he would not do it, of course; he does everything for show. And they would think I was twice holy, not to care about death.


    “Then why not kill yourself, impious Sister Radegunde? Is it your religion which stops you? Oh, you mean the holy wells, and the holy trees, and the blessed saints with their blessed relics, and the stupidity that shamed Sister Hedwic and the promises of safety that drove poor Sibihd mad when the blessed body of her Lord did not protect her and the blessed love of the blessed Mary turned away the sharp point of not one knife? Trash! Idle leaves and sticks, reeds and rushes, filth we sweep off our floors when it grows too thick. As if holiness had anything to do with all of that. As if every place were not as holy as every other and every thing as holy as every other, from the shit in Thorfinn’s bowels to the rocks on the ground. As if all places and things were not clouds placed in front of our weak eyes, to keep us from being blinded by that glory, that eternal shining, that blazing all about us, that torrent of light that is everything and is in everything! That is what keeps me from the river, but it never speaks to me or tells me what to do, and to it good and evil are the same—no, it is something else than good or evil; it is, only—so it is not God. That I know.


    “So, people, is your Radegunde a witch or a demon? Is she full of pride or is Radegunde abject? Perhaps she is a witch. Once, long ago, I confessed to Old Gerbertus that I could see things that were far away merely by closing my eyes, and I proved it to him, too, and he wept over me and gave me much penance, crying, ‘If it come of itself it may be a gift of God, daughter, but it is more likely the work of a demon, so do not do it!’ And then we prayed and I told him the power had left me, to make the poor old puppy less troubled in its mind, but that was not true, of course. I could still see Turkey as easily as I could see him, and places far beyond: the squat wild men of the plains on their ponies, and the strange tall people beyond that with their great cities and odd eyes, as if one pulled one’s eyelid up on a slant, and then the seas with the great wild lands and the cities more full of gold than Constantinople, and then the water again until one comes back home, for the world’s a ball, as the ancients said.


    “But I did stop somehow, over the years. Radegunde never had time, I suppose. Besides, when I opened that door it was only pictures, as in a book, and all to no purpose, and after a while I had seen them all and no longer cared for them. It is the other door that draws me, when it opens itself but a crack and strange things peep through, like Ranulf sister’s-son and the name of his horse. That door is good but very heavy; it always swings back after a little. I shall have to be on my deathbed to open it all the way, I think.


    “The fox is asleep. He is the cleverest yet; there is something in him so that at times one can almost talk to him. But still a fox, for the most part. Perhaps in time…


    “But let me see; yes, he is asleep. And the Sibihd puppy is asleep, though it will be having a bad dream soon, I think, and the Thorfinn kitten is asleep, as full of fright as when it wakes, with its claws going in and out, in and out, lest something strangle it in its sleep.”


    Then the Abbess fell silent and moved to the shuttered window as if she were looking out, so I thought that she was indeed looking out—but not with her eyes—at all the sleeping folk, and this was something she had done every night of her life to see if they were safe and sound. But would she not know that I was awake? Should I not try very hard to get to sleep before she caught me? Then it seemed to me that she smiled in the dark, although I could not see it. She said in that same low, even voice: “Sleep or wake, Boy News; it is all one to me. Thou hast heard nothing of any importance, only the silly Abbess talking to herself, only Radegunde saying goodbye to Radegunde, only Radegunde going away—don’t cry, Boy News; I am still here—but there: Radegunde has gone. This Norseman and I are alike in one way: our minds are like great houses with many of the rooms locked shut. We crowd in a miserable huddled few, like poor folk, when we might move freely among them all, as gracious as princes. It is fate that locked away so much of the Norseman from the Norseman—see, Boy News, I do not say his name, not even softly, for that wakes folk—but I wonder if the one who bolted me in was not Radegunde herself, she and Old Gerbertus—whom I partly believed—they and the years and years of having to be Radegunde and do the things Radegunde did and pretend to have the thoughts Radegunde had and the endless, endless lies Radegunde must tell everyone, and Radegunde’s utter and unbearable loneliness.” She fell silent again. I wondered at the Abbess’s talk this time: saying she was not there when she was, and about living locked up in small rooms—for surely the Abbey was the most splendid house in all the world and the biggest—and how could she be lonely when all the folk loved her? But then she said in a voice so low that I could hardly hear it:


    “Poor Radegunde! So weary of the lies she tells and the fooling of men and women with the collars round their necks and bribes of food for good behavior and a careful twitch of the leash that they do not even see or feel. And with the Norseman it will be all the same: lies and flattery and all of it work that never ends and no one ever even sees, so that finally Radegunde will lie down like an ape in a cage, weak and sick from hunger, and will never get up.


    “Let her die now. There: Radegunde is dead. Radegunde is gone. Perhaps the door was heavy only because she was on the other side of it, pushing against me. Perhaps it will open all the way now. I have looked in all directions: to the east, to the north and south, and to the west, but there is one place I have never looked and now I will: away from the ball, straight up. Let us see—”


    She stopped speaking all of a sudden. I had been falling asleep, but this silence woke me. Then I heard the Abbess gasp terribly, like one mortally stricken, and then she said in a whisper so keen and thrilling that it made the hair stand up on my head: Where art thou? The next moment she had torn the shutters open and was crying out with all her voice: Help me! Find me! Oh come, come, come, or I die!


    This waked Thorvald. With some Norse oath he stumbled up and flung on his sword-belt, and then put his hand to his dagger; I had noticed this thing with the dagger was a thing Norsemen liked to do. The Abbess was silent. He let out his breath in an oof! and went to light the tallow dip at the live embers under the hearth ashes; when the dip had smoked up, he put it on its shelf on the wall.


    He said in German, “What the devil, woman! What has happened?”


    She turned round. She looked as if she could not see us, as if she had been dazed by a joy too big to hold, like one who has looked into the sun and is still dazzled by it so that everything seems changed, and the world seems all God’s and everything in it like Heaven. She said softly, with her arms around herself, hugging herself: “My people. The real people.”


    “What are you talking of!” said he.


    She seemed to see him then, but only as Sibihd had beheld us; I do not mean in horror as Sibihd had, but beholding through something else, like someone who comes from a vision of bliss which still lingers about her. She said in the same soft voice, “They are coming for me, Thorvald. Is it not wonderful? I knew all this year that something would happen, but I did not know it would be the one thing I wanted in all the world.”


    He grasped his hair. “Who is coming?”


    “My people,” she said, laughing softly. “Do you not feel them? I do. We must wait three days, for they come from very far away. But then—oh, you will see!”


    He said, “You’ve been dreaming. We sail tomorrow.”


    “Oh no,” said the Abbess simply. “You cannot do that for it would not be right. They told me to wait; they said if I went away, they might not find me.”


    He said slowly, “You’ve gone mad. Or it’s a trick.”


    “Oh no, Thorvald,” said she. “How could I trick you? I am your friend. And you will wait these three days, will you not, because you are my friend also.”


    “You’re mad,” he said, and started for the door of the study, but she stepped in front of him and threw herself on her knees. All her cunning seemed to have deserted her, or perhaps it was Radegunde who had been the cunning one. This one was like a child. She clasped her hands and tears came out of her eyes; she begged him, saying:


    “Such a little thing, Thorvald, only three days! And if they do not come, why then we will go anywhere you like, but if they do come you will not regret it, I promise you; they are not like the folk here and that place is like nothing here. It is what the soul craves, Thorvald!”


    He said, “Get up, woman, for your God’s sake!”


    She said, smiling in a sly, frightened way through her blubbered face, “If you let me stay, I will show you the old Abbess’s buried treasure, Thorvald.”


    He stepped back, the anger clear in him. “So this is the brave old witch who cares nothing for death!” he said. Then he made for the door, but she was up again, as quick as a snake, and had flung herself across it.


    She said, still with that strange innocence, “Do not strike me. Do not push me. I am your friend!”


    He said, “You mean that you lead me by a string round the neck, like a goose. Well, I am tired of that!”


    “But I cannot do that any more,” said the Abbess breathlessly, “not since the door opened. I am not able now.” He raised his arm to strike her and she cowered, wailing, “Do not strike me! Do not push me! Do not, Thorvald!”


    He said, “Out of my way then, old witch!”


    She began to cry in sobs and gulps. She said, “One is here but another will come! One is buried but another will rise! She will come, Thorvald!” and then in a low, quick voice, “Do not push open this last door. There is one behind it who is evil and I am afraid”—but one could see that he was angry and disappointed and would not listen. He struck her for a second time and again she fell, but with a desperate cry, covering her face with her hands. He unbolted the door and stepped over her and I heard his footsteps go down the corridor. I could see the Abbess clearly—at that time I did not wonder how this could be, with the shadows from the tallow dip half hiding everything in their drunken dance—but I saw every line in her face as if it had been full day and in that light I saw Radegunde go away from us at last.


    Have you ever been at some great King’s court or some Earl’s and heard the story-tellers? There are those so skilled in the art that they not only speak for you what the person in the tale said and did, but they also make an action with their faces and bodies as if they truly were that man or woman, so that it is a great surprise to you when the tale ceases, for you almost believe that you have seen the tale happen in front of your very eyes and it is as if a real man or woman had suddenly ceased to exist, for you forget that all this was only a teller and a tale.


    So it was with the woman who had been Radegunde. She did not change; it was still Radegunde’s gray hairs and wrinkled face and old body in the peasant woman’s brown dress, and yet at the same time it was a stranger who stepped out of the Abbess Radegunde as out of a gown dropped to the floor. This stranger was without feeling, though Radegunde’s tears still stood on her cheeks, and there was no kindness or joy in her. She got up without taking care of her dress where the dirty rushes stuck to it; it was as if the dress were an accident and did not concern her. She said in a voice I had never heard before, one with no feeling in it, as if I did not concern her or Thorvald Einarsson either, as if neither of us were worth a second glance: “Thorvald, turn around.” Far up in the hall something stirred. “Now come back. This way.”


    There were footsteps, coming closer. Then the big Norseman walked clumsily into the room—jerk! jerk! jerk! at every step as if he were being pulled by a rope. Sweat beaded his face. He said, “You—how?”


    “By my nature,” she said. “Put up the right arm, fox. Now the left. Now both down. Good.”


    “You—troll! “he said.


    “That is so,” she said. “Now listen to me, you. There’s a man inside you but he’s not worth getting at; I tried moments ago when I was new-hatched and he’s buried too deep, but now I have grown beak and claws and care nothing for him. It’s almost dawn and your boys are stirring; you will go out and tell them that we must stay here another three days. You are weather-wise; make up some story they will believe. And don’t try to tell anyone what happened here tonight; you will find that you cannot.”


    “Folk—come,” said he, trying to turn his head, but the effort only made him sweat.


    She raised her eyebrows. “Why should they? No one has heard anything. Nothing has happened. You will go out and be as you always are and I will play Radegunde. For three days only. Then you are free.”


    He did not move. One could see that to remain still was very hard for him; the sweat poured and he strained until every muscle stood out. She said:


    “Fox, don’t hurt yourself. And don’t push me; I am not fond of you. My hand is light upon you only because you still seem to me a little less unhuman than the rest; do not force me to make it heavier. To be plain: I have just broken Thorfinn’s neck, for I find that the change improves him. Do not make me do the same to you.”


    “No worse…than death,” Thorvald brought out.


    “Ah no?” said she, and in a moment he was screaming and clawing at his eyes. She said, “Open them, open them; your sight is back,” and then, “I do not wish to bother myself thinking up worse things, like worms in your guts. Or do you wish dead sons and a dead wife? Now go.


    “As you always do,” she added sharply, and the big man turned and walked out. One could not have told from looking at him that anything was wrong.


    I had not been sorry to see such a bad man punished, one whose friends had killed our folk and would have taken them for slaves—yet I was sorry, too, in a way, because of the seals barking and the whales—and he was splendid, after a fashion—and yet truly I forgot all about that the moment he was gone, for I was terrified of this strange person or demon or whatever it was, for I knew that whoever was in the room with me was not the Abbess Radegunde. I knew also that it could tell where I was and what I was doing, even if I made no sound, and was in a terrible riddle as to what I ought to do when soft fingers touched my face. It was the demon, reaching swiftly and silently behind her.


    And do you know, all of a sudden everything was all right! I don’t mean that she was the Abbess again—I still had very serious suspicions about that—but all at once I felt light as air and nothing seemed to matter very much because my stomach was full of bubbles of happiness, just as if I had been drunk, only nicer. If the Abbess Radegunde were really a demon, what a joke that was on her people! And she did not, now that I came to think of it, seem a bad sort of demon, more the frightening kind than the killing kind, except for Thorfinn, of course, but then Thorfinn had been a very wicked man. And did not the angels of the Lord smite down the wicked? So perhaps the Abbess was an angel of the Lord and not a demon, but if she were truly an angel, why had she not smitten the Norsemen down when they first came and so saved all our folk? And then I thought that, whether angel or demon, she was no longer the Abbess and would love me no longer, and if I had not been so full of the silly happiness which kept tickling about inside me, this thought would have made me weep.


    I said, “Will the bad Thorvald get free, demon?”


    “No,” she said. “Not even if I sleep.”


    I thought: But she does not love me.


    “I love thee,” said the strange voice, but it was not the Abbess Radegunde’s and so was without meaning, but again those soft fingers touched me and there was some kindness in them, even if it was a stranger’s kindness.


    Sleep, they said.


    So I did.


    The next three days I had much secret mirth to see the folk bow down to the demon and kiss its hands and weep over it because it had sold itself to ransom them. That is what Sister Hedwic told them. Young Thorfinn had gone out in the night to piss and had fallen over a stone in the dark and broken his neck, which secretly rejoiced our folk, and his comrades did not seem to mind much either, save for one young fellow who had been Thorfinn’s friend, I think, and so went about with a long face. Thorvald locked me up in the Abbess’s study with the demon every night and went out—or so folk said—to one of the young women, but on those nights the demon was silent and I lay there with the secret tickle of merriment in my stomach, caring about nothing.


    On the third morning I woke sober. The demon—or the Abbess—for in the day she was so like the Abbess Radegunde that I wondered—took my hand and walked us up to Thorvald, who was out picking the people to go aboard the Norsemen’s boats at the riverbank to be slaves. Folk were standing about weeping and wringing their hands; I thought this strange, because of the Abbess’s promise to pick those whose going would hurt least, but I know now that least is not none. The weather was bad, cold rain out of mist, and some of Thorvald’s companions were speaking sourly to him in the Norse, but he talked them down—bluff and hearty—as if making light of the weather. The demon stood by him and said, in German, in a low voice so that none might hear: “You will say we go to find the Abbess’s treasure and then you will go with us into the woods.”


    He spoke to his fellows in Norse and they frowned; but the end of it was that two must come with us, for the demon said it was such a treasure as three might carry. The demon had the voice and manner of the Abbess Radegunde, all smiles, so they were fooled. Thus we started out into the trees behind the village, with the rain worse and the ground beginning to soften underfoot. As soon as the village was out of sight the two Norsemen fell behind, but Thorvald did not seem to notice this; I looked back and saw the first man standing in the mud with one foot up, like a goose, and the second with his head lifted and his mouth open so that the rain fell in it. We walked on, the earth sucking at our shoes and all of us getting wet: Thorvald’s hair stuck fast against his face and the demon’s old brown cloak clinging to its body. Then suddenly the demon began to breathe harshly and it put its hand to its side with a cry. Its cloak fell off and it stumbled before us between the wet trees, not weeping but breathing hard. Then I saw, ahead of us through the pelting rain, a kind of shining among the bare tree-trunks, and as we came nearer the shining became more clear until it was very plain to see, not a blazing thing like a fire at night but a mild and even brightness as though the sunlight were coming through the clouds pleasantly but without strength, as it often does at the beginning of the year.


    And then there were folk inside the brightness, both men and women, all dressed in white, and they held out their arms to us and the demon ran to them, crying out loudly and weeping, but paying no mind to the tree-branches which struck it across the face and body. Sometimes it fell but it quickly got up again. When it reached the strange folk they embraced it and I thought that the filth and mud of its gown would stain their white clothing, but the foulness dropped off and would not cling to those clean garments. None of the strange folk spoke a word, nor did the Abbess—I knew then that she was no demon, whatever she was—but I felt them talk to one another, as if in my mind, although I know not how this could be nor the sense of what they said. An odd thing was that as I came closer I could see they were not standing on the ground, as in the way of nature, but higher up, inside the shining, and that their white robes were nothing at all like ours, for they clung to the body so that one might see the people’s legs all the way up to the place where the legs joined, even the women’s. And some of the folk were like us, but most had a darker color and some looked as if they had been smeared with soot—there are such persons in the far parts of the world, you know, as I found out later; it is their own natural color—and there were some with the odd eyes the Abbess had spoken of—but the oddest thing of all I will not tell you now. When the Abbess had embraced and kissed them all and all had wept, she turned and looked down upon us: Thorvald standing there as if held by a rope and I, who had lost my fear and had crept close in pure awe, for there was such a joy about these people, like the light about them, mild as spring light and yet as strong as in a spring where the winter has gone forever.


    “Come to me, Thorvald,” said the Abbess, and one could not see from her face if she loved or hated him. He moved closer—jerk! jerk!—and she reached down and touched his forehead with her fingertips, at which one side of his lip lifted, as a dog’s does when it snarls.


    “As thou knowest,” said the Abbess quietly, “I hate thee and would be revenged upon thee. Thus I swore to myself three days ago, and such vows are not lightly broken.”


    I saw him snarl again and he turned his eyes from her.


    “I must go soon,” said the Abbess, unmoved, “for I could stay here long years only as Radegunde and Radegunde is no more; none of us can remain here long as our proper selves or even in our true bodies, for if we do we go mad like Sibihd or walk into the river and drown or stop our own hearts, so miserable, wicked, and brutish does your world seem to us. Nor may we come in large companies, for we are few and our strength is not great and we have much to learn and study of thy folk so that we may teach and help without marring all in our ignorance. And ignorant or wise, we can do naught except thy folk aid us.


    “Here is my revenge,” said the Abbess, and he seemed to writhe under the touch of her fingers, for all they were so light; “Henceforth be not Thorvald Farmer nor yet Thorvald Seafarer but Thorvald Peacemaker, Thorvald War-hater, put into anguish by bloodshed and agonized at cruelty. I cannot make long thy life—that gift is beyond me—but I give thee this: to the end of thy days, long or short, thou wilt know that it is neither good nor evil, as I do, and this knowing will trouble and frighten thee always, as it does me, and so about this one thing, as about many another, Thorvald Peacemaker will never have peace.


    “Now, Thorvald, go back to the village and tell thy comrades I was assumed into the company of the saints, straight up to Heaven. Thou mayst believe it, if thou will. That is all my revenge.”


    Then she took away her hand and he turned and walked from us like a man in a dream, holding out his hands as if to feel the rain and stumbling now and again, as one who wakes from a vision.


    Then I began to grieve, for I knew she would be going away with the strange people and it was to me as if all the love and care and light in the world were leaving me. I crept close to her, meaning to spring secretly onto the shining place and so go away with them, but she spied me and said, “Silly Radulphus, you cannot,” and that you hurt me more than anything else, so that I began to bawl.


    “Child,” said the Abbess, “come to me,” and loudly weeping I leaned against her knees. I felt the shining around me, all bright and good and warm, that wiped away all grief, and then the Abbess’s touch on my hair.


    She said, “Remember me. And be…content.”


    I nodded, wishing I dared to look up at her face, but when I did, she had already gone with her friends. Not up into the sky, you understand, but as if they moved very swiftly backwards among the trees—although the trees were still behind them somehow—and as they moved, the shining and the people faded away into the rain until there was nothing left.


    Then there was no rain. I do not mean that the clouds parted or the sun came out; I mean that one moment it was raining and cold and the next the sky was clear blue from side to side and it was splendid, sunny, breezy, bright, sailing weather. I had the oddest thought that the strange folk were not agreed about doing such a big miracle—and it was hard for them, too—but they had decided that no one would believe this more than all the other miracles folk speak of, I suppose. And it would surely make Thorvald’s lot easier when he came back with wild words about saints and Heaven, as indeed it did, later.


    Well, that is the tale, really. She said to me “Be content” and so I am; they call me Radulf the Happy now. I have had my share of trouble and sickness but always somewhere in me there is a little spot of warmth and joy to make it all easier, like a traveler’s fire burning out in the wilderness on a cold night. When I am in real sorrow or distress I remember her fingers touching my hair and that takes part of the pain away, somehow. So perhaps I got the best gift, after all. And she said also, “Remember me,” and thus I have, every little thing, although it all happened when I was the age my own grandson is now, and that is how I can tell you this tale today.


    And the rest? Three days after the Norsemen left, Sibihd got back her wits and no one knew how, though I think I do! And as for Thorvald Einarsson, I have heard that after his wife died in Norway he went to England and ended his days there as a monk, but whether this story be true or not I do not know.


    I know this: they may call me Happy Radulf all they like, but there is much that troubles me. Was the Abbess Radegunde a demon, as the new priest says? I cannot believe this, although he called half her sayings nonsense and the other half blasphemy when I asked him. Father Cairbre, before the Norse killed him, told us stories about the Sidhe, that is the Irish fairy people, who leave changelings in human cradles, and for a while it seemed to me that Radegunde must be a woman of the Sidhe when I remembered that she could read Latin at the age of two and was such a marvel of learning when so young, for the changelings the fairies leave are not their own children, you understand, but one of the fairy-folk themselves, who are hundreds upon hundreds of years old, and the other fairy-folk always come back for their own in the end. And yet this could not have been, for Father Cairbre said also that the Sidhe are wanton and cruel and without souls, and neither the Abbess Radegunde nor the people who came for her were one blessed bit like that, although she did break Thorfinn’s neck—but then it may be that Thorfinn broke his own neck by chance, just as we all thought at the time, and she told this to Thorvald afterwards, as if she had done it herself, only to frighten him. She had more of a soul with a soul’s griefs and joys than most of us, no matter what the new priest says. He never saw her or felt her sorrow and lonesomeness, or heard her talk of the blazing light all around us—and what can that be but God Himself? Even though she did call the crucifix a deaf thing and vain, she must have meant not Christ, you see, but only the piece of wood itself, for she was always telling the Sisters that Christ was in Heaven and not on the wall. And if she said the light was not good or evil, well, there is a traveling Irish scholar who told me of a holy Christian monk named Augustinus who tells us that all which is, is good, and evil is only a lack of the good, like an empty place not filled up. And if the Abbess truly said there was no God, I say it was the sin of despair, and even saints may sin, if only they repent, which I believe she did at the end.


    So I tell myself and yet I know the Abbess Radegunde was no saint, for are the saints few and weak, as she said? Surely not! And then there is a thing I held back in my telling, a small thing and it will make you laugh and perhaps means nothing one way or the other but it is this:


    Are the saints bald?


    These folk in white had young faces but they were like eggs; there was not a stitch of hair on their domes! Well, God may shave his saints if He pleases, I suppose.


    But I know she was no saint. And then I believe that she did kill Thorfinn and the light was not God and she not even a Christian or maybe even human and I remember how Radegunde was to her only a gown to step out of at will, and how she truly hated and scorned Thorvald until she was happy and safe with her own people. Or perhaps it was like her talk about living in a house with the rooms shut up; when she stopped being Radegunde first one part of her came back and then the other—the joyful part that could not lie or plan and then the angry part—and then they were all together when she was back among her own folk. And then I give up trying to weigh this matter and go back to warm my soul at the little fire she lit in me, that one warm, bright place in the wide and windy dark.


    But something troubles me even there, and will not be put to rest by the memory of the Abbess’s touch on my hair. As I grow older it troubles me more and more. It was the very last thing she said to me, which I have not told you but will now. When she had given me the gift of contentment, I became so happy that I said, “Abbess, you said you would be revenged on Thorvald, but all you did was change him into a good man. That is no revenge!”


    What this saying did to her astonished me, for all the color went out of her face and left it gray. She looked suddenly old, like a death’s head, even standing there among her own true folk with love and joy coming from them so strongly that I myself might feel it. She said, “I did not change him. I lent him my eyes; that is all.” Then she looked beyond me, as if at our village, at the Norsemen loading their boats with weeping slaves, at all the villages of Germany and England and France where the poor folk sweat from dawn to dark so that the great lords may do battle with one another, at castles under siege with the starving folk within eating mice and rats and sometimes each other, at the women carried off or raped or beaten, at the mothers wailing for their little ones, and beyond this at the great wide world itself with all its battles which I had used to think so grand, and the misery and greediness and fear and jealousy and hatred of folk one for the other, save—perhaps—for a few small bands of savages, but they were so far from us that one could scarcely see them. She said: No revenge? Thinkest thou so, boy? And then she said as one who believes absolutely, as one who has seen all the folk at their living and dying, not for one year but for many, not in one place but in all places, as one who knows it all over the whole wide earth:


    Think again.…


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1982 by Mercury Press, Inc.

  


  
    NAMING THE UNNAMED: TABOOS AND DANGEROUS IDEAS IN MODERN SCIENCE FICTION, by Liberty Stanavage


    In 1896, H.G. Wells published The Island of Dr. Moreau. In contrast to the warm reception of his earlier novel, The Time Machine, Moreau was critically savaged by reviewers who found it sensationalist and blasphemous. His protagonist Prendick’s description of Dr. Moreau’s inter-species vivisection, which rendered its subjects “so cut and mutilated as I pray I may never see living flesh again,” graphically highlighted the bloody nature of vivisection as a scientific technique (73). Even more shocking, however, was his description of the hybrid beast-men that technique created and their pseudo-religious rituals attributing divine powers to Moreau. Many reviewers saw the beast-men’s unthinking worship of Moreau as an undisguised critique of Western religion. As Mark Hillegas notes, the reading of the novel as an attack on a Christian God is “consistent, too, with the interpretation, frequent since the earliest reviews, of Dr. Moreau as a caricature, most often a ‘blasphemous’ caricature of God” (37). Although the main scientific technique that the novel dealt with, vivisection, was widely considered unethical within the scientific community of his day, Wells’ extrapolation of its dangers and ethical problems seemed to many to enter forbidden territory, both theological and scientific. Touching on contemporary fears of human degeneration and anxieties about the newly propounded theory of evolution, Wells’ novel was criticized as broaching taboo subjects and ideas.


    Modern science fiction has, from its earliest origins, led authors to question the limits of human potential. And in exploring these limits, some authors have, like Wells, ventured into taboo or dangerous territory. These forays into taboo subjects, however, were rare until the late 1960s, as a generic tendency to take social structures as innate and a lack of markets for edgy material maintained a more conservative tenor to the field. Science fiction novels and stories could question the humanity of machines (The Caves of Steel) or explore the dangerous ethical choices created by the harsh environment of space (“The Cold Equations”), but gender roles and sexual identities were largely depicted as unchanging. Stories that suggested that robots might be able to attain humanity nevertheless depicted women as secondary love interests or housewives, and it seemed (as in Asimov’s “Robbie”) that a robot might more easily display a complex understanding of the human condition than a woman who had been born into it. Similarly, depictions of religion remained predominantly Christian and stories maintained, by and large, an understanding of human supremacy in the broader universe. The bulk of science fiction from the first half of the twentieth century celebrated human (particularly white male) potential and the inevitable victory of human (generally Western) culture. Stories that questioned social or religious structures or that anticipated an irredeemably dystopian future were few and far between and often controversial.


    However, as the example of Wells suggests, there were authors who did touch on these dangerous territories. Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World excited widespread criticism at its publication in 1931. While inherently conservative in its outlook, its depiction of a totalitarian society characterized by joyless casual sex, rampant drug-addiction, and artificial reproduction was met with almost universal criticism at the time of publication. The “savage” protagonist of the book has been raised on a reservation where babies are still conceived and born naturally and marriage still exists. His horrified reaction to the society in which he finds himself after being removed from the reservation culminates in his eventual suicide as he refuses to live in this more “civilized” world. Huxley’s story has since received critical acclaim, but its engagement with socially sensitive subjects created significant controversy at the time of its publication. Subsequent cultural shifts have rendered much of this sensitive matter considerably less scandalous.


    In contrast to the reception of Brave New World, Robert Heinlein’s 1961 Stranger in a Strange Land (a book that deals at length with similar taboo subjects) was both popular and critically well received (winning the 1962 Hugo award and appearing on the New York Times best-seller list). The novel describes the return to Earth of a human orphan raised by Martians, his initial government confinement, and his dissemination of Martian religion and philosophy to humans. Valentine Michael Smith, the protagonist of the novel, promotes a religion in which a central tenet is an absolute understanding of others (to “grok” another is to have a full knowledge of him or her). This kind of absolute knowledge of other living things is the route to divinity in Martian belief, in which the idea of God translates as “one who groks.” The book deals, in a much more positive way than Brave New World, with topics like sexual license that had made Huxley’s text so negatively received. In addition, Heinlein’s book discusses issues of religion and its influence on society, including the concept of ritual cannibalism, described in the text in Eucharistic terms. In fact, while the book’s contents made and continue to make it controversial, over one quarter of the original manuscript was cut, in part to trim more objectionable material. The full manuscript was not published until 1991. However, despite coverage of taboo or sensitive subjects, books like Brave New World and Stranger in a Strange Land nevertheless largely retained traditional gender roles and stereotypes.


    This changed, however, with the publication of Dangerous Visions in 1967, an anthology edited by New Wave author Harlan Ellison that addressed a number of taboo subjects in ways that fundamentally expanded the scope of science fiction (or Ellison’s preferred term, speculative fiction) as a genre. Notably, it was a collection of all original stories, the largest all-original anthology published in a field where anthologies had predominantly collected already extant works in a second wave of publication. Stories in reprint anthologies had thus already had to find a print market in the SF magazines of the era, a requirement that largely prevented short stories from addressing the kinds of taboo subjects that longer novels had sometimes been able to broach. Dangerous Visions, Ellison notes in its introduction, was “intended to shake things up.” He collected stories that authors had either not been able to sell or had not written due to the stories’ controversial nature with the intent to create a collection that would push the boundaries of existing speculative fiction and provide “new horizons and styles and forms and challenges” to revitalize the genre (xix). Although the text was thus actively intended to represent a break with existing forms, it nevertheless included works from established authors. Its foreword, written by Isaac Asimov, characterizes the collection as marking a “second revolution” in science fiction that echoes an earlier paradigm shift in the 1940s as the field evolved, a movement that included some earlier authors but consisted largely of a new wave of authors with entirely different ideas and expectations; Dangerous Visions, he notes contains the field “at its most daring and experimental” (xi).


    The anthology includes stories that deal radically with a range of sensitive or controversial subjects. Samuel R. Delany’s “Aye and Gomorrah,” the final story in the anthology, describes the inherently unfulfillable desire between human astronauts, “Spacers,” who have been surgically rendered genderless and asexual at puberty, and the fetishist subculture that sexually desires them, “Frelks.” While the spacers profess disdain for the frelks, they nevertheless prostitute themselves to frelks in order to both obtain extra finances and, more fundamentally, attempt to assuage their own inarticulate and unconsummatable desire. Read by many critics as a commentary on homosexual male experience in the 1960s, the story is described instead by Delany in his afterword as “basically a horror story” in its depiction of desire that cannot be satisfied. Delany highlights the potential science fiction has for exploring this kind of concept, claiming that “s-f” is the best medium “in which to integrate clearly the disparate and technical with the desperate and human” (520). Philip K. Dick’s “Faith of Our Fathers” depicts a future ruled by a communist totalitarian government that maintains its control over the population through the use of hallucinogenic drugs. The protagonist of Dick’s story, Tung Chien, takes an illegal anti-hallucinogenic drug while viewing a television appearance of the party leader, the “absolute benefactor,” and has a vision of the leader’s horrific non-human nature. Prompted by a group of other people who have experienced similar visions, Chien discovers that the absolute benefactor is not human but an all-destroying, all-devouring God. Dick’s story engages with theology, government control, and illegal drug use (particularly central to the story in light of both Ellison and Dick’s comments on Dick’s experience with LSD as a part of the creative process) (174, 205).


    Some stories in the collection promote their primary goal as intentionally inspiring controversy, such as Theodore Sturgeon’s “If All Men Were Brothers, Would You Let One Marry Your Sister?” The story dramatizes the encounter between an man from Earth who visits a paradisical planet, Vexvelt, shunned by other human colonies, to investigate the possibilities of trade. He at first is horrified to discover that the Vexveltian culture encourages incest, only to discover that the promotion of incest is the root of its utopian society. Returning to his own world, he encounters irrational prejudices in those he reports to who reject as unthinkable the adoption of “ecological sexuality” despite its proven ability to prevent war, disease, and other social ills. Sturgeon intentionally selects an “unsettling” topic in order to stimulate his reader to question the bases of social “truths.” He notes in his afterword that he has waited twenty years to write the story, which he intends to “star[t] some fruitful argument” (370).


    In accordance with Ellison’s hopes, the collection did prove to be a major intervention in the field, both demonstrating the market for and possibilities of some of these controversial topics. Both the anthology itself and a number of individual stories received critical acclaim and awards, and Ellison followed up the success of the anthology with a larger sequel, Again Dangerous Visions, in 1972. Again, Ellison invited authors to contribute stories on edgy or “unpublishable” subjects.


    Authors responded with material that continued to push the boundaries of cultural taboos. Joanna Russ’ “When it Changed” explores the reestablishing of contact between Earth and “Whileaway,” a colony where a gender-specific plague has killed off all men several generations before. The remaining female settlers use artificial technology to create female children from fused ova, raised by female married couples. The astronauts anticipate an enthusiastic response from the inhabitants to resuming “normal” lives with the addition of men from Earth. However, the colonists, who have done away with established gender roles, resist the transformation of their culture, threatening the men with firearms. Russ’ story questions cultural assumptions about gender and sexuality, asserting the validity of an all-female culture and the limitations of gendered roles and expectations. Ursula K. LeGuin’s “The Word For World in Forest” critiques imperialist practices and attitudes. The story follows the exploitation by Earthlings of the smaller peaceful natives of the planet Athshe, who the Earthlings enslave and brutalize. After a number of atrocities, including the brutal rape of one native woman who later dies of her wounds, the Athsheans develop the idea of armed resistance and retaliate against the Terrans, culminating in their final slaughter of many of the human colonists, especially human women whom they see as particularly threatening to their long term society in their ability to produce new human colonists. The story criticizes military occupation and control as well as wartime atrocities, hotly debated topics in the late 1960s and early 1970s during the height of the Vietnam War.


    In addition to stories that examine aspects of society that prove harmful or constraining for humans, the anthology contains a polemic endorsement of animal rights, Piers Anthony’s “In the Barn.” Anthony’s story advocates for animal rights by dramatizing the cultivation of human beings as domestic animals. In the story, Hitch, an investigator from Earth Prime travels to a newly discovered parallel Earth (#722) that seems to contain no animals, but a large number of barns. Working as a farmhand, Hitch discovers that on this Earth, a slave class of humans are reduced to near-animal intelligence through a program of sensory deprivation in infancy along with the removal of their thumbs and tongues. Females are raised primarily as milk animals, maintained in conditions similar to large commercial dairy farms, while males are culled as useless except for a small number kept for breeding purposes. Hitch is horrified and disgusted, returning to Earth only to be confronted with the parallel conditions in which animals are kept on Earth Prime. The story has been described by Anthony as “a message story intended to be an animal-rights shocker.”


    Again Dangerous Visions also received critical acclaim within the Science Fiction community and Ellison announced plans for a third collection, The Last Dangerous Visions. This final collection has never seen print, although Ellison continues to retain copyright on the stories collected for the anthology. The influence of the first two collections, however, strongly influenced the shape of the field, expanding markets for edgy science fiction stories and encouraging continued experimentation with socially taboo subjects. These explorations are more frequent and more readily published.


    In more recent years, controversy has often accompanied young adult science fiction that explores these themes. Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials trilogy (The Golden Compass, The Subtle Knife, The Amber Spyglass) explores theological issues through the inter-dimensional explorations of its protagonist Lyra and her “demon” (her embodied soul), calling into question organized religion, a theme that has led to large-scale outcry from some Christian groups. Sexual content has provoked calls to ban Garth Nix’s Shade’s Children, a 1997 young adult novel, set in a dystopian future in which adults have disappeared and the children who remain are confined in dormitories until the age of 14, when they are “harvested” for raw materials. While these kinds of topics have become more widely accepted in adult science fiction, the perceived influence of these texts on younger readers has led many of the same arguments of earlier decades to be revisited in this more restricted arena.


    Science fiction authors are unlikely to stop pushing and crossing social boundaries in their attempts to explore human potential. Although the “blasphemous and sensationalist” ideas of Wells and the “scandalous” sexual content of Huxley have become relatively commonplace, texts that lead us to question our beliefs and attitudes in new ways continue to create controversy. What has changed from the days of Wells or Huxley, however, is that these explorations are, in the wake of the New Wave, more likely to be heard and seriously considered as the dangerous, but exciting, visions that they are.


    * * * *
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    ROBERT SILVERBERG


    (1935– )


    While I don’t think you can be too talented or too prolific, Bob Silverberg has pushed the envelope, writing literally hundreds of books and burning out repeatedly only to come back to the field an even stronger writer. He’s best known for a tremendous run of brooding science fiction in the 1960s and early 1970s and for the lavish fantasy series begun with Lord Valentine’s Castle in 1980, but he was already a prolific SF writer as a twenty-year-old in the mid-1950s, and he continues to write stories and edit anthologies today.


    As a student at Columbia, Bob rented an apartment that turned out to be next door to SF writer Randall Garrett, and in the same building as Harlan Ellison. Garrett mentored Bob and introduced him to other writers and editors; they ended up collaborating on a number of works as well, usually writing as Robert Randall. Writing more than a million words a year, Bob published (using various names) more than 220 short works and 11 novels, most notably Recalled to Life (1958).


    He then retired from SF until 1966, when the combination of editor Fred Pohl and the New Wave emphasis on the craft of writing lured him back. In the next five years he wrote dozens of dark-edged stories and 25 novels, including the Hugo winner Nightwings (1969), Dying Inside (1972), Tower of Glass (1970), Thorns (1967), Downward to the Earth (1970), and The Book of Skulls (1971). He also served a term as president of SFWA, moved to California, and suffered a series of personal disasters. Not surprisingly another burnout and retirement followed.


    Since his return to the field he’s written at a more sustainable pace, remarried (to author Karen Haber), and done some terrific writing and editing. He’s won five Hugos, five Nebulas, and in 2004 was presented with the Damon Knight Memorial Grand Master Award.

  


  
    PASSENGERS, by Robert Silverberg


    First published in Orbit 4, December 1968


    There are only fragments of me left now. Chunks of memory have broken free and drifted away like calved glaciers. It is always  like that when a Passenger leaves us. We can never be sure of all the things our borrowed bodies did. We have only the lingering traces,  the imprints.


    Like sand clinging to an ocean-tossed bottle. Like the throbbings of amputated legs.


    I rise. I collect myself. My hair is rumpled; I comb it. My face is creased from too little sleep. There is sourness in my mouth. Has my Passenger been eating dung with my mouth? They do that. They do anything.


    It is morning.


    A gray, uncertain morning. I stare at it awhile, and then, shuddering, I opaque the window and confront instead the gray, uncertain surface of the inner panel. My room looks untidy. Did I have a woman here? There are ashes in the trays. Searching for butts, I find several with lipstick stains. Yes, a woman was here.


    I touched the bedsheets. Still warm with shared warmth. Both  pillows tousled. She has gone, though, and the Passenger is gone, and I am alone.


    How long did it last, this time?


    I pick up the phone and ring Central. “What is the date?”


    The computer’s bland feminine voice replies, “Friday, December fourth, nineteen eighty-seven.”


    “The time?”


    “Nine fifty-one, Eastern Standard Time.”


    “The weather forecast?”


    “Predicted temperature range for today thirty to thirty-eight. Current temperature, thirty-one. Wind from the north, sixteen miles an hour. Chances of precipitation slight.”


    “What do you recommend for a hangover?”


    “Food or medication?”


    “Anything you like,” I say.


    The computer mulls that one over for a while. Then it decides on both, and activates my kitchen. The spigot yields cold tomato juice. Eggs begin to fry. From the medicine slot comes a purplish liquid. The Central Computer is always so thoughtful. Do the Passengers ever ride it, I wonder? What thrills could that hold for them? Surely it must be more exciting to borrow the million minds of Central than to live awhile in the short-circuited soul of a corroding human being!


    December fourth, Central said. Friday. So the Passenger had me for three nights.


    I drink the purplish stuff and probe my memories in a gingerly way, as one might probe a festering sore.


    I remember Tuesday morning. A bad time at work. None of the charts will come out right. The section manager irritable; he has been taken by Passengers three times in five weeks, and his section is in disarray as a result, and his Christmas bonus is jeopardized. Even though it is customary not to penalize a person for lapses due to Passengers, according to the system, the section manager seems to feel he will be treated unfairly. So he treats us unfairly. We have a hard time. Revise the charts, fiddle with the program, check the fundamentals ten times over. Out they come: the detailed forecasts for price variations of public utility securities, February-April 1988. That afternoon we are to meet and discuss the charts and what they tell us.


    I do not remember Tuesday afternoon.


    That must have been when the Passenger took me. Perhaps at work; perhaps in the mahogany-paneled boardroom itself, during the conference. Pink concerned faces all about me; I cough, I lurch, I stumble from my seat. They shake their heads sadly. No one reaches for me. No one stops me. It is too dangerous to interfere with one who has a Passenger. The chances are great that a second Passenger lurks nearby in the discorporate state, looking for a mount. So I am avoided. I leave the building.


    After that, what?


    Sitting in my room on bleak Friday morning, I eat my scrambled eggs and try to reconstruct the three lost nights.


    Of course it is impossible. The conscious mind functions during the period of captivity, but upon withdrawal of the Passenger nearly every recollection goes too. There is only a slight residue, a gritty film of faint and ghostly memories. The mount is never precisely the same person afterwards; though he cannot recall the details of his experience, he is subtly changed by it.


    I try to recall.


    A girl? Yes: lipstick on the butts. Sex, then, here in my room. Young? Old? Blonde? Dark? Everything is hazy. How did my borrowed body behave? Was I a good lover? I try to be, when I am myself. I keep in shape. At thirty-eight, I can handle three sets of tennis on a summer afternoon without collapsing. I can make a woman glow as a woman is meant to glow. Not boasting; just categorizing. We have our skills. These are mine.


    But Passengers, I am told, take wry amusement in controverting our skills. So would it have given my rider a kind of delight to find me a woman and force me to fail repeatedly with her?


    I dislike that thought.


    The fog is going from my mind now. The medicine prescribed by Central works rapidly. I eat, I shave, I stand under the vibrator until my skin is clean. I do my exercises. Did the Passenger exercise my body Wednesday and Thursday mornings? Probably not. I must make up for that. I am close to middle age, now; tonus lost is not easily regained.


    I touch my toes twenty times, knees stiff.


    I kick my legs in the air.


    I lie flat and lift myself on pumping elbows.


    The body responds, maltreated though it has been. It is the first bright moment of my awakening: to feel the inner tingling, to know that I still have vigor.


    Fresh air is what I want next. Quickly I slip into my clothes and leave. There is no need for me to report to work today. They are aware that since Tuesday afternoon I have had a Passenger; they need not be aware that before dawn on Friday the Passenger departed. I will have a free day. I will walk the city’s streets, stretching my limbs, repaying my body for the abuse it has suffered.


    I enter the elevator. I drop fifty stories to the ground. I step out into the December dreariness.


    The towers of New York rise about me.


    In the street the cars stream forward. Drivers sit edgily at their wheels. One never knows when the driver of a nearby car will be borrowed, and there is always a moment of lapsed coordination as the Passenger takes over. Many lives are lost that way on our streets and highways; but never the life of a Passenger.


    I begin to walk without purpose. I cross Fourteenth Street, heading north, listening to the soft violet purr of the electric engines. I see a  boy jigging in the street and know he is being ridden. At Fifth and Twenty-second a prosperous-looking paunchy man approaches, his necktie askew, this morning’s Wall Street Journal jutting from an overcoat pocket. He giggles. He thrusts out his tongue. Ridden. Ridden. I avoid him. Moving briskly, I come to the underpass that carries traffic below Thirty-fourth Street toward Queens, and pause for a moment to watch two adolescent girls quarreling at the rim of the pedestrian walk. One is a Negro. Her eyes are rolling in terror. The other pushes her closer to the railing. Ridden. But the Passenger does not have murder on its mind, merely pleasure. The Negro girl is released and falls in a huddled heap, trembling. Then she rises and runs. The other girl draws a long strand of gleaming hair into her mouth, chews on it, seems to awaken. She looks dazed.


    I avert my eyes. One does not watch while a fellow sufferer is awakening. There is a morality of the ridden; we have so many new tribal mores in these dark days.


    I hurry on.


    Where am I going so hurriedly? Already I have walked more than a mile. I seem to be moving toward some goal, as though my Passenger still hunches in my skull, urging me about. But I know that is not so. For the moment, at least, I am free.


    Can I be sure of that?


    Cogito ergo sum no longer applies. We go on thinking even while we are ridden, and we live in quiet desperation, unable to half halt our courses no matter how ghastly, no matter how self-destructive. I am certain that I can distinguish between the condition of bearing a Passenger and the condition of being free. But perhaps not. Perhaps I bear a particularly devilish Passenger which has not quitted me at all, but which merely has receded to the cerebellum, leaving me the illusion of freedom while all the time surreptitiously driving me onward to some purpose of its own.


    Did we ever have more than that: the illusion of freedom?


    But this is disturbing, the thought that I may be ridden without realizing it. I burst out in heavy perspiration, not merely from the exertion of walking. Stop. Stop here. Why must you walk? You are at Forty-second Street. There is the library. Nothing forces you onward. Stop a while, I tell myself. Rest on the library steps.


    I sit on the cold stone and tell myself that I have made this decision for myself.


    Have I? It is the old problem, free will versus determinism, translated into the foulest of forms. Determinism is no longer a philosopher’s abstraction; it is cold alien tendrils sliding between the cranial sutures. The Passengers arrived three years ago. I have been ridden five times since then. Our world is quite different now. But we have adjusted even to this. We have adjusted. We have our mores. Life goes on. Our governments rule, our legislatures meet, our stock exchanges transact business as usual, and we have methods for compensating for the random havoc. It is the only way. What else can we do? Shrivel in defeat? We have an enemy we cannot fight; at best we can resist through endurance. So we endure.


    The stone steps are cold against my body. In December few people sit here.


    I tell myself that I made this long walk of my own free will, that I halted of my own free will, that no Passenger rides my brain now. Perhaps. Perhaps. I cannot let myself believe that I am not free.


    Can it be, I wonder, that the Passenger left some lingering command in me? Walk to this place, halt at this place? That is possible too.


    I look about me at the others on the library steps.


    An old man, eyes vacant, sitting on newspaper. A boy of thirteen or so with flaring nostrils. A plump woman. Are all of them ridden? Passengers seem to cluster about me today. The more I study the ridden ones, the more convinced I become that I am, for the moment, free. The last time, I had three months of freedom between rides. Some people, they say, are scarcely ever free. Their bodies are in great demand, and they know only scattered bursts of freedom, a day here, a week there, an hour. We have never been able to determine how many Passengers infest our world. Millions, maybe. Or maybe five. Who can tell?


    A wisp of snow curls down out of the gray sky. Central had said the chance of precipitation was slight. Are they riding Central this morning too?


    I see the girl.


    She sits diagonally across from me, five steps up and a hundred feet away, her black skirt pulled up on her knees to reveal handsome legs. She is young. Her hair is deep, rich auburn. Her eyes are pale; at this distance, I cannot make out the precise color. She is dressed simply. She is younger than thirty. She wears a dark green coat and her lipstick has a purplish tinge. Her lips are full, her nose slender, high-bridged, her eyebrows carefully plucked.


    I know her.


    I have spent the past three nights with her in my room. She is the one. Ridden, she came to me, and ridden, I slept with her. I am certain of this. The veil of memory opens; I see her slim body naked on my bed.


    How can it be that I remember this?


    It is too strong to be an illusion. Clearly this is something that I have been permitted to remember for reasons I cannot comprehend. And I remember more. I remember her soft gasping sounds of pleasure. I know that my own body did not betray me those three nights, nor did I fail her need.


    And there is more. A memory of sinuous music; a scent of youth in her hair; the rustle of winter trees. Somehow she brings back to me a time of innocence, a time when I am young and girls are mysterious, a time of parties and dances and warmth and secrets.


    I am drawn to her now.


    There is an etiquette about such things, too. It is in poor taste to approach someone you have met while being ridden. Such an encounter gives you no privilege; a stranger remains a stranger, no matter what you and she may have done and said during your involuntary time together.


    Yet I am drawn to her.


    Why this violation of taboo? Why this raw breach of etiquette? I have never done this before. I have been scrupulous.


    But I get to my feet and walk along the step on which I have been sitting, until I am below her, and I look up, and automatically she folds her ankles together and angles her knees as if in awareness that her position is not a modest one. I know from that gesture that she is not ridden now. My eyes meet hers. Her eyes are hazy green. She is beautiful, and I rack my memory for more details of our passion.


    I climb step by step until I stand before her.


    “Hello,” I say.


    She gives me a neutral look. She does not seem to recognize me. Her eyes are veiled, as one’s eyes often are, just after the Passenger has gone. She purses her lips and appraises me in a distant way.


    “Hello,” she replies coolly. “I don’t think I know you.”


    “No. You don’t. But I have the feeling you don’t want to be alone just now. And I know I don’t.” I try to persuade her with my eyes that my motives are decent. “There’s snow in the air,” I say. “We can find a warmer place. I’d like to talk to you.”


    “About what?”


    “Let’s go elsewhere , and I’ll tell you. I’m Charles Roth.”


    “Helen Martin.”


    She gets to her feet. She still has not cast aside her cool neutrality; she is suspicious, ill at ease. But at least she is willing to go with me. A good sign.


    “Is it too early in the day for a drink?” I ask.


    “I’m not sure. I hardly know what time it is.”


    “Before noon.”


    “Let’s have a drink anyway,” she says, and we both smile.


    We go to a cocktail lounge across the street. Sitting face to face in the darkness, we sip drinks, daiquiri for her, bloody mary for me. She relaxes a little. I ask myself what it is I want from her. The pleasure of her company, yes. Her company in bed? But I have already had that pleasure, three nights of it, though she does not know that. I want something more. Something more. What?


    Her eyes are bloodshot. She has had little sleep these past three nights.


    I say, “Was it very unpleasant for you?”


    “What?”


    “The Passenger.”


    A whiplash of reaction crosses her face. “How did you know I’ve had a Passenger?”


    “I know.”


    “We aren’t supposed to talk about it.”


    “I’m broadminded,” I tell her. `My Passenger left me some time during the night. I was ridden since Tuesday afternoon.”


    “Mine left me about two hours ago, I think.” Her cheeks color. She is doing something daring, talking like this. “I was ridden since Monday night.”


    We toy with our drinks. Rapport is growing, almost without the need of words. Our recent experiences with Passengers give us something in common, although Helen does not realize how intimately we shared those experiences.


    We talk. She is a designer of display windows. She has a small apartment several blocks from here. She lives alone. She asks me what I do. “Securities analyst,” I tell her. She smiles. Her teeth are flawless. We have a second round of drinks. I am positive, now, that this is the girl who was in my room while I was ridden.


    A seed of hope grows in me. It was a happy chance that brought us together again, so soon after we parted as dreamers. A happy chance, too, that some vestige of the dream lingered in my mind.


    We have shared something, who knows what, and it must have been good to leave such a vivid imprint on me, and now I want to come to her conscious, aware, my own master, and renew that relationship, making it a real one this time. It is not proper, for I am trespassing on a privilege that is not mine except by virtue of our Passengers’ brief presence in us. Yet I need her. I want her.


    She seems to need me, too, without realizing who I am. But fear holds her back.


    I am frightened of frightening her, and I do not try to press my advantage too quickly. Perhaps she would take me to her apartment with her now, perhaps not, but I do not ask. We finish our drinks. We arrange to meet by the library steps again tomorrow. My hand momentarily brushes hers. Then she is gone.


    I fill three ashtrays that night. Over and over I debate the wisdom of what I am doing. But why not leave her alone? I have no right to follow her. In the place our world has become, we are wisest to remain apart.


    And yet— there is that stab of half-memory when I think of her. The blurred lights of lost chances behind the stairs, of girlish laughter in second-floor corridors, of stolen kisses, of tea and cake. I remember the girl with the orchid in her hair, and the one in the spangled dress, and the one with the child’s face and the woman’s eyes, all so long ago, all lost, all gone, and I tell myself that this one I will not lose, I will not permit her to be taken from me.


    Morning comes, a quiet Saturday. I return to the library, hardly expecting to find her there, but she is there, on the steps, and the sight of her is like a reprieve. She looks wary, troubled; obviously she has done much thinking, little sleeping. Together we walk along Fifth Avenue. She is quite close to me, but she does not take my arm. Her steps are brisk, short, nervous.


    I want to suggest that we go to her apartment instead of to the cocktail lounge. In these days we must move swiftly while we are free. But I know it would be a mistake to think of this as a matter of tactics. Coarse haste would be fatal, bringing me perhaps an ordinary victory, a numbing defeat within it. In any event her mood hardly seems promising. I look at her, thinking of string music and new snowfalls, and she looks toward the gray sky.


    She says, “I can feel them watching me all the time. Like vultures swooping overhead, waiting, waiting. Ready to pounce.”


    “But there’s a way of beating them. We can grab little scraps of life when they’re not looking.”


    “They’re always looking.”


    “No,” I tell her. “There can’t be enough of them for that. Sometimes they’re looking the other way. And while they are, two people can come together and try to share warmth.”


    “But what’s the use?”


    “You’re too pessimistic, Helen. They ignore us for months at a time. We have a chance. We have a chance.”


    But I cannot break through her shell of fear. She is paralyzed by the nearness of the Passengers, unwilling to begin anything for fear it will be snatched away by our tormentors. We reach the building where she lives, and I hope she will relent and invite me in. For an instant she wavers, but only for an instant: she takes my hand in both of hers, and smiles, and the smile fades, and she is gone, leaving me only with the words, “Let’s meet at the library again tomorrow. Noon.”


    I make the long chilling walk home alone.


    Some of her pessimism seeps into me that night. It seems futile for us to try to salvage anything. More than that: wicked for me to seek her out, shameful to offer a hesitant love when I am not free. In this world, I tell myself, we should keep well clear of others, so that we do not harm anyone when we are seized and ridden.


    I do not go to meet her in the morning.


    It is best this way, I insist. I have no business trifling with her. I imagine her at the library, wondering why I am late, growing tense, impatient, then annoyed. She will be angry with me for breaking our date, but her anger will ebb, and she will forget me quickly enough.


    Monday comes. I return to work.


    Naturally, no one discusses my absence. It is as though I have never been away. The market is strong that morning. The work is challenging; it is mid-morning before I think of Helen at all. But once I think of her, I can think of nothing else. My cowardice in standing her up. The childishness of Saturday night’s dark thoughts. Why accept fate so passively? Why give in? I want to fight, now, to carve out a pocket of security despite the odds. I feel a deep conviction that it can be done. The Passengers may never bother the two of us again, after all. And that flickering smile of hers outside her building Saturday, that momentary glow—it should have told me that behind her wall of fear she felt the same hopes. She was waiting for me to lead the way. And I stayed home instead.


    At lunchtime I go to the library, convinced it is futile.


    But she is there. She paces along the steps; the wind slices at her slender figure. I go to her.


    She is silent a moment. “Hello,” she says finally.


    “I’m sorry about yesterday.”


    “I waited a long time for you.”


    I shrug. “I made up my mind that it was no use to come. But then I changed my mind again.”


    She tries to look angry. But I know she is pleased to see me again—else why did she come here today? She cannot hide her inner pleasure. Nor can I. I point across the street to the cocktail lounge.


    “A daiquiri?” I say. “As a peace offering?”


    “All right.”


    Today the lounge is crowded, but we find a booth somehow. There is a brightness in her eyes that I have not seen before. I sense that a barrier is crumbling within her.


    “You’re less afraid of me, Helen,” I say.


    “I’ve never been afraid of you. I’m afraid of what could happen if we take the risks.”


    “Don’t be. Don’t be.”


    “I’m trying not to be afraid. But sometimes it seems so hopeless. Since they came here—”


    “We can still try to live our own lives.”


    “Maybe.”


    “We have to. Let’s make a pact, Helen. No more gloom. No more worrying about the terrible things that might just happen. All right?”


    A pause. Then a cool hand against mine.


    “All right.”


    We finish our drinks, and I present my Credit Central to pay for them, and we go outside. I want her to tell me to forget about this afternoon’s work and come home with her. It is inevitable, now, that she will ask me, and better sooner than later.


    We walk a block. She does not offer the invitation. I sense the struggle inside her, and I wait, letting that struggle reach its own resolution without interference from me. We walk a second block. Her arm is through mine, but she talks only of her work, of the weather, and it is a remote, arm’s-length conversation. At the next corner she swings around, away from her apartment, back toward the cocktail lounge. I try to be patient with her.


    I have no need to rush things now, I tell myself. Her body is not a secret to me. We have begun our relationship topsy-turvy, with the physical part first; now it will take time to work backward to the more difficult part that some people call love.


    But of course she is not aware that we have known each other that way. The wind blows swirling snowflakes in our faces, and somehow the cold sting awakens honesty in me. I know what I must say. I must relinquish my unfair advantage.


    I tell her, “While I was ridden last week, Helen, I had a girl in my room.”


    “Why talk of such things now?”


    “I have to, Helen. You were the girl.”


    She halts. She turns to me. People hurry past us in the street. Her face is very pale, with dark red spots growing in her cheeks.


    “That’s not funny, Charles.”


    “It wasn’t meant to be. You were with me from Tuesday night to early Friday morning.”


    “How can you possibly know that?”


    “I do. I do. The memory is clear. Somehow it remains, Helen. I see your whole body.”


    “Stop it, Charles.”


    “We were very good together,” I say. “We must have pleased our Passengers because we were so good. To see you again—it was like waking from a dream, and finding that the dream was real, the girl right there—”


    “No!”


    “Let’s go to your apartment and begin again.”


    She says, “You’re being deliberately filthy, and I don’t know why, but there wasn’t any reason for you to spoil things. Maybe I was with you and maybe I wasn’t, but you wouldn’t know it, and if you did know it you should keep your mouth shut about it, and—”


    “You have a birthmark the size of a dime,” I say, “about two inches below your left breast.”


    She sobs and hurls herself at me, there in the street. Her long silvery nails rake my cheeks. She pummels me. I seize her. Her knees assail me. No one pays attention; those who pass by assume we are ridden, and turn their heads. She is all fury, but I have my arms around hers like metal bands, so that she can only stamp and snort, and her body is close against mine. She is rigid, anguished.


    In a low, urgent voice I say, “We’ll defeat them, Helen. We’ll finish what they started. Don’t fight me. There’s no reason to fight me. I know, it’s a fluke that I remember you, but let me go with you and I’ll prove that we belong together.”


    “Let—go—”


    “Please. Please. Why should we be enemies? I don’t mean you any harm. I love you, Helen. Do you remember, when we were kids, we could play at being in love? I did; you must have done it too. Sixteen, seventeen years old. The whispers, the conspiracies—all a big game, and we knew it. But the game’s over. We can’t afford to tease and run. We have so little time, when we’re free—we have to trust, to open ourselves—”


    “It’s wrong.”


    “No. Just because it’s the stupid custom for two people brought together by Passengers to avoid one another, that doesn’t mean we have to follow it. Helen—Helen—”


    Something in my tone registers with her. She ceases to struggle. Her rigid body softens. She looks up at me, her tearstreaked face thawing, her eyes blurred.


    “Trust me,” I say. “Trust me, Helen!”


    She hesitates. Then she smiles.


    * * * *


    In that moment I feel the chill at the back of my skull, the sensation as of a steel needle driven deep through bone. I stiffen. My arms drop away from her. For an instant, I lose touch, and when the mists clear all is different.


    “Charles?” she says. “Charles?”


    Her knuckles are against her teeth. I turn, ignoring her, and go back into the cocktail lounge. A young man sits in one of the front booths. His dark hair gleams with pomade; his cheeks are smooth. His eyes meet mine.


    I sit down. He orders drinks. We do not talk.


    My hand falls on his wrist, and remains there. The bartender, serving the drinks, scowls but says nothing. We sip our cocktails and put the drained glasses down.


    “Let’s go,” the young man says.


    I follow him out.


    * * * *
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    “But I once did succeed in stuffing it all back in Pandora’s box,” Richarson said, taking another hit. “You remember Pandora Deutchman, don’t you, Will? Everybody in the biochemistry department stuffed it all in Pandora’s box at one time or another, I seem to vaguely remember one party when you did it yourself.”


    “Oh you’re a real comedian, Dave,” Goldberg said, stubbing out his roach and jamming a cork into the glass vial which he had been filling from the petcock; at the end of the apparatus’ run. “Any day now, I expect you to start slipping strychnine into the goods. That’d be pretty good for a yock, too.”


    “You know, I never thought of that before. Maybe you got something there. Let a few people go out with a smile, satisfaction guaranteed. Christ, Will, we could tell them exactly what it was and still sell some of the stuff.”


    “That’s not funny, man,” Goldberg said, handing the vial to Richarson, who carefully snugged it away with the others in the excelsior-packed box. “It’s not funny because it’s true.”


    “Hey, you’re not getting an attack of morals, are you? Don’t move, I’ll be right back with some methalin—that oughta get your head straight.”


    “My head is straight already. Canabinolic acid, our own invention.”


    “Canabinolic acid? Where did you get that, in a drugstore? We haven’t bothered with it for three years.”


    Goldberg placed another empty vial in the rack under the petcock and opened the valve. “Bought it on the street for kicks,” he said. “Kids are brewing it in their bathtubs now.” He shook his head, almost a random gesture. “Remember what a bitch the original synthesis was?”


    “Science marches on!”


    “Too bad we couldn’t have patented the stuff,” Goldberg said as he contemplated the thin stream of clear green liquid entering the open mouth of the glass vial. “We could’ve retired off the royalties by now.”


    “If we had the Mafia to collect for us.”


    “That might be arranged.”


    “Yeah, well maybe I should look into it,” Richarson said as Goldberg handed him another full vial. “We shouldn’t be pigs about it, though. Just about ten percent off the top at the manufacturing end. I don’t believe in stifling private enterprise.”


    “No really, Dave,” Goldberg said, “maybe we made a mistake in not trying to patent the stuff. People do patent combo psychedelics, you know.”


    “You don’t mean people, man, you mean outfits like American Marijuana and Psychedelics, Inc. They can afford the lawyers and grease. They can work the FDA’s head. We can’t.”


    Goldberg opened the petcock valve. “Yeah, well at least it’ll be six months or so before the Dope Industry or anyone else figures out how to synthesize this new crap, and by that time I think I’ll have just about licked the decay problem in the cocanol extraction process. We should be one step ahead of the squares for at least another year.”


    “You know what I think, Will?” Richarson said, patting the side of the half-filled box of vials. “I think we got a holy mission, is what. I think we’re servants of the evolutionary process. Every time we come up with a new psychedelic, we’re advancing the evolution of human consciousness. We develop the stuff and make our bread off it for a while, and then the Dope Industry comes up with our synthesis and mass produces it, and then we gotta come up with the next drug out so we can still set our tables in style. If it weren’t for the Dope Industry and the way the drug laws are set up, we could stand still and become bloated plutocrats just by putting out the same old dope year after year. This way, we’re doing some good in the world, we’re doing something to further human evolution.”


    Goldberg handed him another full vial. “Screw human evolution,” he said. “What has human evolution ever done for us?”


    * * * *


    “As you know, Dr. Taller, we’re having some unforeseen side-effects with eucomorfamine,” General Carlyle said, stuffing his favorite Dunhill with rough-cut burley. Taller took out a pack of Golds, extracted a joint, and lit it with a lighter bearing an Air Force rather than a Psychedelics, Inc. ensignia. Perhaps this had been a deliberate gesture, perhaps not.


    “With a psychedelic as new as eucomorfamine, General,” Taller said, “no side-effects can quite be called ‘unforeseen’. After all, even Project Groundhog itself is an experiment.”


    Carlyle lit his pipe and sucked in a mouthful of smoke which was good and carcinogenic; the General believed that a good soldier should cultivate at least one foolhardy minor vice. “No word-games, please, Doctor,” he said. “Eucomorfamine is supposed to help our men in the Groundhog moonbase deal with the claustrophobic conditions; it is not supposed to promote faggotry in the ranks. The reports I’ve been getting indicate that the drug is doing both. The Air Force does not want it to do both. Therefore, by definition, eucomorfamine has an undesirable side-effect. Therefore, your contract is up for review.”


    “General, General, psychedelics are not uniforms, after all. You can’t expect us to tailor them to order. You asked for a drug that would combat claustrophobia without impairing alertness or the sleep cycle or attention-span or initiative. You think this is easy? Eucomorfamine produces claustrophilia without any side-effect but a raising of the level of sexual energy. As such, I consider it one of the minor miracles of psychedelic science.”


    “That’s all very well, Taller, but surely you can see that we simply cannot tolerate violent homosexual behavior among our men in the moonbase.”


    Taller smiled, perhaps somewhat fatuously. “But you can’t very well tolerate a high rate of claustrophobic breakdown, either,” he said, “You have only four obvious alternatives, General Carlyle: continue to use eucomorfamine and accept a certain level of homosexual incidents, discontinue eucomorfamine and accept a very high level of claustrophobic breakdown, or cancel Project Groundhog. Or…“


    It dawned upon the General that he had been the object of a rather sophisticated sales pitch. “Or go to a drug that would cancel out the side-effect of eucomorfamine,” he said. “Your company just wouldn’t happen to have such a drug in the works, would it?”


    Dr. Taller gave him a we’re-all-men-of-the-world grin. “Psychedelics, Inc. has been working on a sexual suppressant,” he admitted none too grudgingly. “Not an easy psychic spec to fill. The problem is that if you actually decrease sexual energy, you tend to get impaired performance in the higher cerebral centers, which is all very well in penal institutions, but hardly acceptable in Project Groundhog’s case. The trick is to channel the excess energy elsewhere. We decided that the only viable alternative was to siphon it off into mystical fugue-states. Once we worked it out, the biochemistry became merely a matter of detail. We’re about ready to bring the drug we’ve developed—trade name nadabrin—into the production stage.”


    The general’s pipe had gone out. He did not bother to relight it. Instead, he took 5 mg. of lebemil, which seemed more to the point at the moment. “This nadabrin,” he said very deliberately, “it bleeds off the excess sexuality into what? Fugue-states? Trances? We certainly don’t need a drug that makes our men psychotic.”


    “Of course not. About three hundred micrograms of nadabrin will give a man a mystical experience that lasts less than four hours. He won’t be much good to you during that time, to be sure, but his sexual energy level will be severely depressed for about a week. Three hundred micrograms to each man on eucomorfamine, say every five days, to be on the safe side.”


    General Carlyle relit his pipe and ruminated. Things seemed to be looking up. “Sounds pretty good,” he finally admitted. “But what about the content of the mystical experiences? Nothing that would impair devotion to duty?”


    Taller snubbed out his roach. “I’ve taken nadabrin myself,” he said. “No problems.”


    “What was it like?”


    Taller once again put on his fatuous smile. “That’s the best part of nadabrin,” he said. “I don’t remember what it was like. You don’t retain any memories of what happens to you under nadabrin. Genuine fugue-state. So you can be sure the mystical experiences don’t have any undesirable content, can’t you? Or at any rate, you can be sure that the experience can’t impair a man’s military performance.”


    “What the men don’t remember can’t hurt them, eh?”


    “What was that, General?”


    “I said I’d recommend that we give it a try.”


    * * * *


    They sat together in a corner booth back in the smoke, sizing each other up while the crowd in the joint yammered and swirled around them in some other reality, like a Bavarian merrygoround.


    “What are you on?” he said, noticing that her hair seemed black and seamless like a beetle’s carapace, a dark metal helmet framing her pale face in glory. Wow.


    “Peyotadrene,” she said, her lips moving like incredibly jeweled and articulated metal flower-petals. “Been up for about three hours. What’s your trip?”


    “Canabinolic acid,” he said, the distortion of his mouth’s movement casting his face into an ideogramic pattern which was barely decipherable to her perception as a foreshadowing of energy release. Maybe they would make it.


    “I haven’t tried any of that stuff for months,” she said. “I hardly remember what that reality feels like.” Her skin luminesced from within, a translucent white china mask over a yellow candle-flame. She was a magnificent artifact, a creation of jaded and sophisticated gods.


    “It feels good,” he said, his eyebrows forming a set of curves which, when considered as part of a pattern containing the movement of his lips against his teeth, indicated a clear desire to donate energy to the filling of her void. They would make it. “Call me old-fashioned maybe, but I still think canabinolic acid is groovy stuff.”


    “Do you think you could go on a sex-trip behind it?” she asked. The folds and wrinkles of her ears had been carved with microprecision out of pink ivory.


    “Well, I suppose so, in a peculiar kind of way,” he said, hunching his shoulders forward in a clear gesture of offering, an alignment with the pattern of her movement through space-time that she could clearly perceive as intersecting her trajectory. “I mean, if you want me to ball you, I think I can make it.”


    The tiny gold hairs on her face were a microscopic field of wheat shimmering in a shifting summer breeze as she said: “That’s the most meaningful thing anyone has said to me in hours.”


    The convergence of every energy configuration in the entire universe toward complete identity with the standing wave pattern of its maximum ideal structure was brightly mirrored for the world to see in the angle between the curves of his lips as he spoke.


    * * * *


    Cardinal McGavin took a peyotadrene-mescamil combo and 5 mg. of metadrene an hour and a half before his meeting with Cardinal Rillo; he had decided to try to deal with Rome on a mystical rather than a political level, and that particular prescription made him feel most deeply Christian. And the Good Lord knew that it could become very difficult to feel deeply Christian when dealing with a representative of the Pope.


    Cardinal Rillo arrived punctually at three, just as Cardinal McGavin was approaching his mystical peak; the man’s punctuality was legend. Cardinal McGavin felt pathos in that: the sadness of a Prince of the Church whose major impact on the souls of his fellows lay in his slavery to the hands of a clock. Because the ascetic-looking old man, with his colorless eyes and pencil-thin lips, was so thoroughly unloveable, Cardinal McGavin found himself cherishing the man for his very existential hopelessness. He sent forth a silent prayer that he, or if not he then at least someone, might be chosen as an instrument through which this poor cold creature might be granted a measure of Divine Grace.


    Cardinal Rillo accepted the amenities with cold formality, and in the same spirit agreed to share some claret. Cardinal McGavin knew better than to offer a joint; Cardinal Rillo had been in the forefront of the opposition which had caused the Pope to delay his inevitable encyclical on marijuana for long ludicrous years. That the Pope had chosen such an emissary in this matter was not a good sign.


    Cardinal Rillo sipped at his wine in sour silence for long moments while Cardinal McGavin was nearly overcome with sorrow at the thought of the loneliness of the soul of this man, who could not even break the solemnity of his persona to share some Vatican gossip over a little wine with a fellow Cardinal. Finally, the Papal emissary cleared his throat—a dry, archaic gesture—and got right to the point.


    “The Pontiff has instructed me to convey his concern at the addition of psychedelics to the composition of the communion host in the Archdiocese of New York,” he said, the tone of his voice making it perfectly clear that he wished the Holy Father had given him a much less cautious warning to deliver. But if the Pope had learned anything at all from the realities of this schismatic era, it was caution. Especially when dealing with the American hierarchy, whose allegiance to Rome was based on nothing firmer than nostalgia and symbolic convenience. The Pope had been the last to be convinced of his own fallibility, but in the last few years events seemed to have finally brought the new refinement of Divine Truth home.


    “I acknowledge and respect the Holy Father’s concern,” Cardinal McGavin said. “I shall pray for divine resolution of his doubt.”


    “I didn’t say anything about doubt!” Cardinal Rillo snapped, his lips moving with the crispness of pincers. “How can you impute doubt to the Holy Father?”


    Cardinal McGavin’s spirit soared over a momentary spark of anger at the man’s pigheadedness; he tried to give Cardinal Rillo’s soul a portion of peace. “I stand corrected,” he said. “I shall pray for the alleviation of the Holy Father’s concern.”


    But Cardinal Rillo was implacable and inconsolable; his face was a membrane of control over a musculature of rage. “You can more easily relieve the Holy Father’s concern by removing the peyotadrene from your hosts!” he said.


    “Are those the words of the Holy Father?” Cardinal Mo-Gavin asked, knowing the answer.


    “Those are my words, Cardinal McGavin,” Cardinal Rillo said, “and you would do well to heed them. The fate of your immortal soul may be at stake.”


    A flash of insight, a sudden small satori, rippled through Cardinal McGavin: Rillo was sincere. For him, the question of a chemically-augmented host was not a matter of Church politics, as it probably was to the Pope; it touched on an area of deep religious conviction. Cardinal Rillo was indeed concerned for the state of his soul and it behooved him, both as a Cardinal and as a Catholic, to treat the matter seriously on that level. For after all, chemically-augmented communion was a matter of deep religious conviction for him as well. He and Cardinal Rillo faced each other across a gap of existentially-meaningful theological disagreement.


    “Perhaps the fate of yours as well, Cardinal Rillo,” he said.


    “I didn’t come here all the way from Rome to seek spiritual guidance from a man who is skating on the edge of heresy, Cardinal McGavin. I came here to deliver the Holy Father’s warning that an encyclical may be issued against your position. Need I remind you that if you disobey such an encyclical, you may be excommunicated?”


    “Would you be genuinely sorry to see that happen?” Cardinal McGavin asked, wondering how much of the threat was Rillo’s wishful thinking, and how much the instructions of the Pope. “Or would you simply feel that the Church had defended itself properly?”


    “Both,” Cardinal Rillo said without hesitation.


    “I like that answer,” Cardinal McGavin said, tossing down the rest of his glass of claret. It was a good answer—sincere on both counts. Cardinal Rillo feared both for the Church and for the soul of the Archbishop of New York, and there was no doubt that he quite properly put the Church first. His sincerity was spiritually refreshing, even though he was thoroughly wrong all around. “But you see, part of the gift of Grace that comes with a scientifically-sound chemical augmentation of communion is a certainty that no one, not even the Pope, can do anything to cut you off from communion with God. In psychedelic communion, one experiences the love of God directly. It’s always just a host away; faith is no longer even necessary.”


    Cardinal Rillo grew somber. “It is my duty to report that to the Pope,” he said. “I trust you realize that.”


    “Who am I talking to, Cardinal Rillo, you or the Pope?”


    “You are talking to the Catholic Church, Cardinal McGavin,” Rillo said. “I am an emissary of the Holy Father.” Cardinal McGavin felt an instant pang of guilt: his sharpness had caused Cardinal Rillo to imply an untruth out of anger, for surely his Papal mission was far more limited than he had tried to intimate. The Pope was too much of a realist to make the empty threat of excommunication against a Prince of the Church who believed that his power of excommunication was itself meaningless.


    But again, a sudden flash of insight illuminated the Cardinal’s mind with truth: in the eyes of Cardinal Rillo, in the eyes of an important segment of the Church hierarchy, the threat of excommunication still held real meaning. To accept their position on chemically augmented communion was to accept the notion that the word of the Pope could withdraw a man from Divine Grace. To accept the sanctity and validity of psychedelic communion was to deny the validity of excommunication.


    “You know, Cardinal Rillo,” he said, “I firmly believe that if I am excommunicated by the Pope, it will threaten my soul not one iota.”


    “That’s merely cheap blasphemy!”


    “I’m sorry,” Cardinal McGavin said sincerely, “I meant to be neither cheap nor blasphemous. All I was trying to do was explain that excommunication can hardly be meaningful when God through the psychedelic sciences has seen fit to grant us a means of certain direct experience of his countenance. I believe with all my heart that this is true. You believe with all your heart that it is not.”


    “I believe that what you experience in your psychedelic communion is nothing less than a masterstroke of Satan, Cardinal McGavin. Evil is infinitely subtle; might not it finally masquerade as the ultimate good? The Devil is not known as the Prince of Liars without reason. I believe that you are serving Satan in what you sincerely believe is the service of God. Is there any way that you can be sure that I am wrong?”


    “Can you be sure that I’m not right?” Cardinal McGavin said. “If I am, you are attempting to stifle the will of God and willfully removing yourself from His Grace.”


    “We cannot both be right…” Cardinal Rillo said.


    And the burning glare of a terrible and dark mystical insight filled Cardinal McGavin’s soul with terror, a harsh illumination of his existential relationship to the Church and to God: they both couldn’t be right, but there was no reason why they both couldn’t be wrong. Apart from both God and Satan, existed the Void.


    * * * *


    Dr. Braden gave Johnny a pat-on-the-head smile and handed him a mango-flavored lollypop from the supply of goodies in his lower-left desk drawer. Johnny took the lollypop, unwrapped it quickly, popped it into his mouth, leaned back in his chair, and began to suck the sweet avidly, oblivious to the rest of the world. It was a good sign—a preschooler with a proper reaction to a proper basic prescription should focus strongly and completely on the most interesting element in its environment, should be fond of unusual flavors. In the first four years of its life, a child’s sensorium should be tuned to accept the widest possible spectrum of sensual stimulation.


    Braden turned his attention to the boy’s mother, who sat rather nervously on the edge of her chair smoking a joint. “Now, now, Mrs. Lindstrom, there’s nothing to worry about,” he said. “Johnny has been responding quite normally to his prescription. His attention-span is suitably short for a child of his age, his sensual range slightly exceeds the optimum norm, his sleep pattern is regular and properly deep. And as you requested, he has been given a constant sense of universal love.”


    “But then why did the school doctor ask me to have his basic prescription changed, Dr. Braden? He said that Johnny’s prescription was giving him the wrong personality pattern for a school-age child.”


    Dr. Braden was rather annoyed, though of course he would never betray it to the nervous young mother. He knew the sort of failed G.P. who usually occupied a school doctor’s position; a faded old fool who knew about as much about psychedelic pediatrics as he did about brain surgery. What he did know was worse than nothing—a smattering of half-assed generalities and pure rubbish that was just enough to convince him that he was an expert. Which entitled him to go around frightening the mothers of other people’s patients, no doubt.


    “I’m… ah, certain you misunderstood, what the school doctor said, Mrs. Lindstrom,” Dr. Braden said. “At least I hope you did, because if you didn’t, then the man is mistaken. You see, modern psychedelic pediatrics recognizes that the child needs to have his consciousness focused in different areas at different stages of his development, if he is to grow up to be a healthy, maximized individual. A child of Johnny’s age is in a transitional stage. In order to prepare him for schooling, I’ll simply have to alter his prescription so as to increase his attention-span, lower his sensory intensity a shade, and increase his interest in abstractions. Then he’ll do fine in school, Mrs. Lindstrom.” Dr. Braden gave the young woman a moderately-stern admonishing frown. “You really should have brought Johnny in for a check-up before he started school, you know.”


    Mrs. Lindstrom puffed nervously on her joint while Johnny continued to suck happily on his lollypop. “Well… I was sort of afraid to, Dr. Braden,” she admitted. “I know it sounds silly, but I was afraid that if you changed his prescription to what the school wanted, you’d stop the paxum. I didn’t want that—I think it’s more important for Johnny to continue to feel universal love than increasing his attention-span or any of that stuff. You’re not going to stop the paxum, are you?”


    “Quite the contrary, Mrs. Lindstrom,” Dr. Braden said. “I’m going to increase his dose slightly and give him 10 mg. of orodalamine daily. He’ll submit to the necessary authority of his teachers with a sense of trust and love, rather than out of fear.”


    For the first time during the visit, Mrs. Lindstrom smiled. “Then it all really is all right, isn’t it?” She radiated happiness born of relief.


    Dr. Braden smiled back at her, basking in the sudden surge of good vibrations. This was his peak-experience in pediatrics: feeling the genuine gratitude of a worried mother whose fears he had thoroughly relieved. This was what being a doctor was all about. She trusted him. She put the consciousness of her child in his hands, trusting that those hands would not falter or fail. He was proud and grateful to be a psychedelic pediatrician. He was maximizing human happiness.


    “Yes, Mrs. Lindstrom,” he said soothingly, “everything is going to be all right.”


    In the chair in the comer, Johnny Lindstrom sucked on his lollypop, his face transfigured with boyish bliss.


    * * * *


    There were moments when Bill Watney got a soul-deep queasy feeling about psychedelic design, and lately he was getting those bad flashes more and more often. He was glad to have caught Spiegelman alone in the designers’ lounge; if anyone could do anything for his head, Lennie was it. “I dunno,” he said, washing down 15 mg. of lebemil with a stiff shot of bourbon, “I’m really thinking of getting out of this business.”


    Leonard Spiegelman lit a Gold with his 14-carat gold lighter—nothing but the best for the best in the business-smiled across the coffee-table at Watney, and said quite genially: “You’re out of your mind, Bill.”


    Watney sat hunched slightly forward in his easy chair, studying Spiegelman, the best artist Psychedelics, Inc. had, and envying the older man. Envying not only his talent, but his attitude towards his work. Lennie Spiegelman was not only certain that what he was doing was right, he enjoyed every minute of it. Watney wished he could be like Spiegelman. Spiegelman was happy; he radiated the contented aura of a man who really did have everything he wanted.


    Spiegelman opened his arms in a gesture that seemed to make the whole designers’ lounge his personal property. “We’re the world’s best-pampered artists,” he said. “We come up with two or three viable drug designs a year, and we can live like kings. And we’re practising the world’s ultimate artform: creating realities. We’re the luckiest mothers alive! Why would anyone with your talent want out of psychedelic design?”


    Watney found it difficult to put into words, which was ridiculous for a psychedelic designer, whose work it was to describe new possibilities in human consciousness well enough for the biochemists to develop psychedelics which would transform his specs into styles of reality. It was humiliating to be at a loss for words in front of Lennie Spiegelman, a man he both envied and admired. “I’m getting bad flashes lately,” he finally said. “Deep flashes that go through every style of consciousness that I try, flashes that tell me I should be ashamed and disgusted about what I’m doing.”


    Oh, oh, Lennie Spiegehnan thought, the kid is coming up with his first case of designer’s cafard. He’s floundering around with that no direction home syndrome and he thinks it’s the end of the world. “I know what’s bothering you, Bill,” he said. “It happens to all of us at one time or another. You feel that designing psychedelic specs is a solipsistic occupation, right? You think there’s something morally wrong about designing new styles of consciousness for other people, that we’re playing God, that continually altering people’s consciousness in ways only we fully understand is a thing that mere mortals have no right to do, like hubris, eh?”


    Watney flashed admiration for Spiegelman—his certainty wasn’t based on a thick ignorance of the existential doubt of their situation. There was hope in that, too, “How can you understand all that, Lennie,” he said, “and still dig psychedelic design the way you do?”


    “Because it’s a load of crap, that’s why,” Spiegelman said. “Look kid, we’re artists, commercial artists at that. We design psychedelics, styles of reality; we don’t tell anyone what to think. If people like the realities we design for them, they buy the drugs, and if they don’t like our art, they don’t. People aren’t going to buy food that tastes lousy, music that makes their ears hurt, or drags that put them in bummer realities. Somebody is going to design styles of consciousness for the human race, if not artists like us, then a lot of crummy politicians and power-freaks.”


    “But what makes us any better than them? Why do we have any more right to play games with the consciousness of the human race than they do?”


    The kid is really dense, Spiegelman thought. But then he smiled, remembering that he had been on the same stupid trip when he was Watney’s age. “Because we’re artists, and they’re not,” he said. “We’re not out to control people. We get our kicks from carving something beautiful out of the void. All we want to do is enrich people’s lives. We’re creating new styles of consciousness that we think are improved realities, but we’re not shoving them down people’s throats. We’re just laying out our wares for the public—right doesn’t even enter into it. We have a compulsion to practice our art. Right and wrong are arbitrary concepts that vary with the style of consciousness, so how on earth can you talk about the right and wrong of psychedelic design? The only way you can judge is by an esthetic criterion—are we producing good art or bad?”


    “Yeah, but doesn’t that vary with the style of consciousness too? Who can judge in an absolute sense whether your stuff is artistically pleasing or not?”


    “Jesus Christ, Bill, I can judge, can’t I?” Spiegelman said. “I know when a set of psychedelic specs is a successful work of art. It either pleases me or it doesn’t.”


    It finally dawned on Watney that that was precisely what was eating at him. A psychedelic designer altered his own reality with a wide spectrum of drugs and then designed other psychedelics to alter other people’s realities. Where was anyone’s anchor?


    “But don’t you see, Lennie?” he said. “We don’t know what the hell we’re doing. We’re taking the human race on an evolutionary trip, but we don’t know where we’re going. We’re flying blind.”


    Spiegelman took a big drag on his joint. The kid was starting to get to him; he was whining too much. Watney didn’t want anything out of line—just certainty! “You want me to tell you there’s a way you can know when a design is right or wrong in some absolute evolutionary framework, right?” he said. “Well I’m sorry, Bill, there’s nothing but us and the void and whatever we carve out of it. We’re our own creations, our realities are our own works of art. We’re out here all alone.”


    Watney was living through one of his flashes of dread, and he saw that Spiegelman’s words described its content exactly. “But that’s exactly what’s eating at me!” he said. “Where in hell is our basic reality?”


    “There is no basic reality. I thought they taught that in kindergarten these days.”


    “But what about the basic state? What about the way our reality was before the art of psychedelic design? What about the consciousness-style that evolved naturally over millions of years? Damn it, that was the basic reality, and we’ve lost it!”


    “The hell it was!” Spiegelman said. “Our pre-psychedelic consciousness evolved on a mindless random basis. What makes that reality superior to any other? Just because it was first? We may be flying blind, but natural evolution was worse—it was an idiot process without an ounce of consciousness behind it.”


    “Goddamn it, you’re right all the way down the line, Lennie!” Watney cried in anguish. “But why do you feel so good about it while I feel so rotten? I want to be able to feel the way you do, but I can’t.”


    “Of course you can, Bill,” Spiegelman said. He abstractly remembered that he had felt like Watney years ago, but there was no existential reality behind it. What more could a man want than a random universe that was anything he could make of it and nothing else? Who wouldn’t rather have a style of consciousness created by an artist than one that was the result of a lot of stupid evolutionary accidents?


    He says it with such certainty, Watney thought. Christ, how I want him to be right! How I’d like to face the uncertainty of it all, the void, with the courage of Lennie Spiegelman! Spiegelman had been in the business for fifteen years; maybe he had finally figured it all out


    “I wish I could believe that,” Watney said.


    Spiegelman smiled, remembering what a solemn jerk he had been ten years ago himself. “Ten years ago, I felt just like you feel now,” he said. “But I got my head together and now here I am, fat and happy and digging what I’m doing.”


    “How, Lennie, for chrissakes, how?”


    “50 mikes of methalin, 40 mg. of lebemil and 20 mg. of peyotadrene daily,” Spiegelman said. “It made a new man out of me, and it’ll make a new man out of you.”


    * * * *


    “How do you feel, man?” Kip said, taking the joint out of his mouth and peering intently into Jonesy’s eyes. Jonesy looked really weird—pale, manic, maybe a little crazed. Kip was starting to feel glad that Jonesy hadn’t talked him into taking the trip with him.


    “Oh wow,” Jonesy croaked, “I feel strange, I feel really strange, and it doesn’t feel so good…”


    The sun was high in the cloudless blue sky; a golden fountain of radiant energy filling Kip’s being. The wood-and-bark of the tree against which they sat was an organic reality connecting the skin of his back to the bowels of the earth in an unbroken circuit of protoplasmic electricity. He was a flower of his planet, rooted deep in the rich soul, basking in the cosmic nectar of the sunshine.


    But behind Jonesy’s eyes was some kind of awful gray vortex. Jonesy looked really bad. Jonesy was definitely floating on the edges of a bummer.


    “I don’t feel good at all,” Jonesy said. “Man, you know the ground is covered with all kinds of hard dead things and the grass is filled with mindless insects and the sun is hot, man, I think I’m burning…”


    “Take it easy, don’t freak, you’re on a trip, that’s all,” Kip said from some asshole superior viewpoint. He just didn’t understand, he didn’t understand how heavy this trip was, what it felt like to have your head raw and naked out here. Like cut off from every energy flow in the universe—a construction of fragile matter, protoplasmic ooze is all, isolated in an energy-vacuum, existing in relationship to nothing but empty void and horrible mindless matter.


    “You don’t understand, Kip,” he said. “This is reality, the way it really is, and man it’s horrible, just a great big ugly machine made up of lots of other machines, you’re a machine, I’m a machine, it’s all mechanical clockwork. We’re just lumps of dead matter run by machinery, kept alive by chemical and electric processes.”


    Golden sunlight soaked through Kip’s skin and turned the core of his being into a miniature stellar phoenix. The wind, through random blades of grass, made love to the bare soles of his feet. What was all this machinery crap? What the hell was Jonesy gibbering about? Man, who would want to put himself in a bummer reality like that?


    “You’re just on a bummer, Jonesy,” he said. “Take it easy. You’re not seeing the universe the way it really is, as if that meant anything. Reality is all in your head. You’re just freaking out behind nothing.”


    “That’s it, that’s exactly it, I’m freaking out behind nothing. Like zero. Like cipher. Like the void. Nothing is where we’re really at.”


    How could he explain it? That reality was really just a lot of empty vacuum that went on to infinity in space and time. The perfect nothingness had minor contaminations of dead matter here and there. A little of this matter had fallen together through a complex series of random accidents to contaminate the universal deadness with trace elements of lift, protoplasmic slime, biochemical clockwork. Some of this clockwork was complicated enough to generate thought, consciousness. And that was all there ever was or would ever be anywhere in space and time. Clockwork mechanisms rapidly running down in the cold black void. Everything that wasn’t dead matter already would end up that way sooner or later.


    “This is the way it really is,” Jonesy said. “People used to live in this bummer all the time. It’s the way it is, and nothing we can do can change it.”


    “I can change it,” Kip said, taking his pillbox out of a pocket. “Just say the word. Let me know when you’ve had enough and I’ll bring you out of it. Lebemil, peyotadrene, mescamil, you name it.”


    “You don’t understand, man, it’s real. That’s the trip I’m on, I haven’t taken anything at all for twelve hours, remember? It’s the natural state, it’s reality itself, and man, it’s awful. It’s a horrible bummer. Christ, why did I have to talk myself into this? I don’t want to see the universe this way, who needs it?”


    Kip was starting to get pissed off—Jonesy was becoming a real bring-down. Why did he have to pick a beautiful day like this to take his stupid nothing trip?


    “Then take something already,” he said, offering Jonesy the pillbox.


    Shakily, Jonesy scooped out a cap of peyotadrene and a 15 mg. tab of lebemil and wolfed them down dry. “How did people live before psychedelics?” he said. “How could they stand it?”


    “Who knows?” Kip said, closing his eyes and staring straight at the sun, diffusing his consciousness into the universe of golden orange light encompassed by his eyelids. “Maybe they had some way of not thinking about it.”


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1971 by Michael Moorcock.

  


  
    JAMES TIPTREE JR.


    (1915–1987)


    There’s a certain irony that a woman who craved privacy as much as Alice Sheldon did is now one of the most studied figures in genre fiction. James Tiptree Jr. was a pseudonym for the late Dr. Alice Sheldon, who wrote under that name from 1967 until her murky suicide in 1987. Unlike most writers who use pseudonyms, her identity was not widely known to writers and knowledgeable fans until well into her career. Post-mortem, she’s become widely known for her contributions to writing about gender in science fiction; the Tiptree Award named for her is given to the writer who most contributes to the understanding of gender each year, in light of Sheldon’t work in breaking down the idea of stories being inherently “male” or “female.”


    Born Alice Hastings Bradley to an attorney father and a mother who wrote travel literature, Tiptree was born in Chicago but traveled widely with her parents and spent much of her childhood in Africa and India. She was a divorced graphic artist at the outbreak of World War II, when she joined the U.S. Army Air Force, where she went to work in photo intelligence. By the end of the war she was a major (and married again, to Hugh Sheldon). Both of them were involved in the development of the CIA after the war.


    After “retiring” in 1955, Tiptree earned a BA at American University in 1959 and a doctorate in experimental psychology from George Washington University in 1967. Opportunities for women with doctorates were sparse, so Tiptree turned to writing SF. (She’d been published before, beginning with a 1946 story in the New Yorker written as Alice Bradley.) She sold her first SF story to Astounding in 1968, and by the 1970s was an established short story writer. Though she kept her identity private, she did correspond with other writers and fans, which eventually led to her identity becoming known. (In an introduction to a 1975 collection of her short stories, Robert Silverberg wrote, “It has been suggested that Tiptree is female, a theory that I find absurd, for there is to me something ineluctably masculine about Tiptree’s writing.”)


    Tiptree wrote some astonishingly powerful stories, winning a Nebula for “Love is the Plan, the Plan is Death” in 1973, a Hugo for “The Girl Who Was Plugged In” the following year, another Nebula for “The Screwfly Solution” (written as Raccoona Smith), and both awards for “Houston, Houston, Do You Read?” She had a knack for dark stories that took readers to uncomfortable places emotionally, even while some of them (like “The Only Neat Thing to Do,” the last story she wrote before her death) had surprisingly upbeat tones. In 1987, Tiptree shot her husband and then herself in the head in what may have been a suicide pact. Both had been suffering from health problems (she needed heart surgery; he was blind).


    “Her Smoke Rose Up Forever” is one of the darkest Tiptree stories, if not the darkest. Although it’s not cyberpunk exactly (sort of proto-cyberpunk), it shares a lot structurally with the cyberpunk stories that came after it, including its nonlinear structure.

  


  
    HER SMOKE ROSE UP FOREVER, by James Tiptree Jr.


    First published in Final Stage: The Ultimate Science Fiction Anthology, 1974


    —Deliverance quickens, catapults him into his boots on mountain gravel, his mittened hand on the rusty 1935 International truck. Cold rushes into his young lungs, his eyelashes are knots of ice as he peers down at the lake below the pass. He is in a bare bleak bowl of mountains just showing rusty in the dawn; not one scrap of cover anywhere, not a tree, not a rock.


    The lake below shines emptily, its wide rim of ice silvered by the setting moon. It looks small, everything looks small from up here. Is that scar on the edge his boat? Yes—it’s there, it’s all okay! The black path snaking out from the boat to the patch of tulegrass is the waterway he broke last night. Joy rises in him, hammers his heart. This is it. This—is—it.


    He squints his lashes, can just make out the black threads of the tules. Black knots among them—sleeping ducks. Just you wait! His grin crackles the ice in his nose. The tules will be his cover—that perfect patch out there. About eighty yards, too far to hit from shore. That’s where he’ll be when the dawn flight comes over. Old Tom said he was loco. Loco Petey. Just you wait. Loco Tom.


    The pickup’s motor clanks, cooling, in the huge silence. No echo here, too dry. No wind. Petey listens intently: a thin wailing in the peaks overhead, a tiny croak from the lake below. Waking up. He scrapes back his frozen canvas cuff over the birthday watch, is oddly, fleetingly puzzled by his own knobby fourteen-year-old wrist. Twenty-five—no, twenty-four minutes to the duck season. Opening day! Excitement ripples down his stomach, jumps his dick against his scratchy longjohns. Gentlemen don’t beat the gun. He reaches into the pickup, reverently lifts out the brand-new Fox CE double-barrel twelve-gauge.


    The barrels strike cold right through his mitts. He’ll have to take one off to shoot, too: it’ll be fierce. Petey wipes his nose with his cuff, pokes three fingers through his cut mitten and breaks the gun. Ice in the sight. He checks his impulse to blow it out, dabs clumsily. Shouldn’t have taken it in his sleeping bag. He fumbles two heavy sixes from his shell pocket, loads the sweet blue bores, is hardly able to breathe for joy. He is holding a zillion dumb bags of the Albuquerque Herald, a whole summer of laying adobe for Mr. Noff—all transmuted into this: his perfect, agonizingly chosen OWN GUN. No more borrowing old Tom’s stinky over-and-under with the busted sight. His own gun with his initials on the silver stock-plate.


    Exaltation floods him, rises perilously. Holding his gun, Petey takes one more look around at the enormous barren slopes. Empty, only himself and his boat and the ducks. The sky has gone cold gas-pink. He is standing on a cusp of the Great Divide at ten thousand feet, the main pass of the western flyway. At dawn on opening day…What if Apaches came around now? Mescalero Apaches own these mountains, but he’s never seen one out here. His father says they all have TB or something. In the old days, did they come here on horses? They’d look tiny; the other side is ten miles at least.


    Petey squints at a fuzzy place on the far shore, decides it’s only sagebrush, but gets the keys and the ax out of the pickup just in case. Holding the ax away from his gun, he starts down to the lake. His chest is banging, his knees wobble, he can barely feel his feet skidding down the rocks. The whole world seems to be brimming up with tension.


    He tells himself to calm down, blinking to get rid of a funny blackness behind his eyes. He stumbles, catches himself, has to stop to rub at his eyes. As he does so everything flashes black-white—the moon jumps out of a black sky like a locomotive headlight, he is sliding on darkness with a weird humming all around. Oh, Jeeze—mustn’t get an altitude blackout, not now! And he makes himself breathe deeply, goes on down with his boots crunching hard like rhythmic ski turns, the heavy shell pockets banging his legs, down, going quicker now, down to the waiting boat.


    As he gets closer he sees the open water-path has iced over a little during the night. Good job he has the ax. Some ducks are swimming slow circles right by the ice. One of them rears up and quack-flaps, showing the big raked head: canvasback!


    “Ah, you beauty,” Petey says aloud, starting to run now, skidding, his heart pumping love, on fire for that first boom and rush. “I wouldn’t shoot a sitting duck.” His nose-drip has frozen, he is seeing himself hidden in those tules when the flights come over the pass, thinking of old Tom squatting in the rocks back by camp. Knocking back his brandy with his old gums slobbering, dreaming of dawns on World War I airdromes, dreaming of shooting a goose, dying of TB. Crazy old fool. Just you wait. Petey sees his plywood boat heaped with the great pearly breasts and red-black Roman noses of the canvasbacks bloodied and stiff, the virgin twelve-gauge lying across them, fulfilled.


    And suddenly he’s beside the boat, still blinking away a curious unreal feeling. Mysterious to see his own footprints here. The midget boat and the four frosted decoys are okay, but there’s ice in the waterway, all right. He lays the gun and ax inside and pushes the boat out from the shore. It sticks, bangs, rides up over the new ice.


    Jeeze, it’s really thick! Last night he’d kicked through it easily and poled free by gouging in the paddle. Now he stamps out a couple of yards, pulling the boat. The ice doesn’t give. Darn! He takes a few more cautious steps—and suddenly hears the whew-whew, whew-whew of ducks coming in. Coming in—and he’s out here in the open! He drops beside the boat, peers into the bright white sky over the pass.


    Oh Jeeze—there they are! Ninety miles an hour, coming downwind, a big flight! And he hugs his gun to hide the glitter, seeing the hurtling birds set their wings, become bloodcurdling black crescent-shapes, webs dangling, dropping like dive-bombers—but they’ve seen him, they veer in a great circle out beyond the tules, all quacking now, away and down. He hears the far rip of water and stands up aching toward them. You wait. Just wait till I get this dumb boat out there!


    He starts yanking the boat out over the creaking ice in the brightening light, cold biting at his face and neck. The ice snaps, shivers, is still hard. Better push the boat around ahead of him so he can fall in it when it goes. He does so, makes another two yards, three—and then the whole sheet tilts and slides under with him floundering, and grounds on gravel. Water slops over his boot tops, burns inside his three pair of socks.


    But it’s shallow. He stamps forward, bashing ice, slipping and staggering. A yard, a yard, a yard more—he can’t feel his feet, he can’t get purchase. Crap darn, this is too slow! He grabs the boat, squats, throws himself ahead and in with all his might. The boat rams forward like an icebreaker. Again! He’ll be out of the ice soon now. Another lunge! And again!


    But this time the boat recoils, doesn’t ram. Darn shit, the crappy ice is so thick! How could it get this thick when it was open water last night?


    ‘Cause the wind stopped, that’s why, and it’s ten above zero. Old Tom knew, darn him to hell. But there’s only about thirty yards left to go to open water, only a few yards between him and the promised land. Get there. Get over it or under it or through it, go!


    He grabs the ax, wades out ahead of the boat, and starts hitting ice, trying to make cracks. A piece breaks, he hits harder. But it doesn’t want to crack, the axhead keeps going in, thunk. He has to work it out of the black holes. And it’s getting deep, he’s way over his boots now. So what? Thunk! Work it loose. Thunk!


    But some remaining sanity reminds him he really will freeze out here if he gets his clothes soaked. Shee-it! He stops, stands panting, staring at the ducks, which are now tipping up, feeding peacefully well out of range, chuckling paducah, paducah at him and his rage.


    Twenty more yards, shit darn, God-darn. He utters a caw of fury and hunger and at that moment hears a tiny distant crack. Old Tom, firing. Crack!


    Petey jumps into the boat, jerking off his canvas coat, peeling off the two sweaters, pants, the gray longjohns. His fingers can barely open the icy knots of his bootlaces, but his body is radiant with heat, it sizzles the air, only his balls are trying to climb back inside as he stands up naked. Twenty yards!


    He yanks the sodden boots back on and crashes out into the ice, whacking with the ax-handle, butting whole sheets aside. He’s making it! Ten more feet, twenty! He rams with the boat, bangs it up and down like a sledgehammer. Another yard! Another! His teeth are clattering, his shins are bleeding, and it’s cutting his thighs now, but he feels nothing, only joy, joy!—until suddenly he is slewing full-length under water with the incredible cold going up his ass and into his armpits like skewers and ice cutting his nose.


    His hands find the edge, and he hauls himself up on the side of the boat. The bottom has gone completely. His ax—his ax is gone.


    The ice is still there.


    A black hand grabs him inside, he can’t breathe. He kicks and flails, dragging himself up into the boat to kneel bleeding, trying to make his ribs work and his jaws stop banging. The first sunray slicks him with ice and incredible goose bumps; he gets a breath and can see ahead, see the gleaming ducks. So close!


    The paddle. He seizes it and stabs at the ice in front of the boat. It clatters, rebounds, the boat goes backward. With all his force he flails the ice, but it’s too thick, the paddle stem is cracking. No bottom to brace on. Crack! And the paddle blade skitters away across the ice. He has nothing left.


    He can’t make it.


    Rage, helpless rage, vomits through him, his eyes are crying hot ice down his face. So close! So close! And sick with fury he sees them come—whew-whew! whew-whew-whew-whew!—a torrent of whistling wings in the bright air, the ducks are pouring over the pass. Ten thousand noble canvasbacks hurtling down the sky at him silver and black, the sky is wings beating above him, but too high, too high—they know the range, oh, yes!


    He has never seen so many, he will never see it again—and he is standing up in the boat now, a naked bleeding loco ice-boy, raging, sweeping the virgin twelve-gauge, firing—BAM-BAM! both barrels at nothing, at the ice, at the sky, spilling out the shells, ramming them in with tearing frozen hands. A drake bullets toward him, nearer—it has to be near enough! BAM! BAM!


    But it isn’t, it isn’t, and the air-riders, the magic bodies of his love beat over him yelling—canvasback, teal, widgeon, pintails, redheads, every duck in the world rising now, he is in a ten-mile swirl of birds, firing, firing, a weeping maniac under the flashing wings, white-black, black-white. And among the flashing he sees not only ducks but geese, cranes, every great bird that ever rode this wind: hawks, eagles, condors, pterodactyls—BAM! BAM! BAM-BAM!! in the crazy air, in the gale of rage and tears exploding in great black pulses—black! light! black!—whirling unbearably, rushing him up—


    * * * *


    —And he surfaces suddenly into total calm and dimness, another self with all fury shrunk to a tiny knot below his mind and his eyes feasting in the open throat of a girl’s white shirt. He is in a room, a cool cave humming with secret promise. Behind the girl the windows are curtained with sheer white stuff against the glare outside.


    “Your mother said you went to Santa Fe.” He hears his throat threaten soprano and digs his fists into the pockets of his Levi’s.


    The girl Pilar—Pee-lar, crazy-name-Pilar—bends to pick at her tanned ankle, feathery brown bob swinging across her cheek and throat.


    “Um-m.” She is totally absorbed in a thin gold chain around her ankle, crouching on a big red leather thing her parents got in where, Morocco—Pilar of the urgently slender waist curving into her white Levi’s, the shirt so softly holding swelling softness; everything so white against her golden tan, smelling of soap and flowers and girl. So clean. She has to be a virgin, his heart knows it; a marvelous slow-motion happiness is brimming up in the room. She likes me. She’s so shy, even if she’s a year older, nearly seventeen, she’s like a baby. The pathos of her vulnerable body swells in him, he balls his fists to hide the bulge by his fly. Oh, Jeeze, I mean Jesus, let her not look, Pilar. But she does look up then, brushing her misty hair back, smiling dreamily up at him.


    “I was at the La Fonda, I had a dinner date with René.”


    “Who’s René?”


    “I told you, Pe-ter.” Not looking at him, she uncurls from the hassock, drifts like a child to the window, one hand rubbing her arm. “He’s my cousin. He’s old, he’s twenty-five or thirty. He’s a lieutenant now.”


    “Oh.”


    “An older man.” She makes a face, grins secretly, peeking out through the white curtains.


    His heart fizzes with relief, with the exultance rising in the room. She’s a virgin, all right. From the bright hot world outside comes the sound of a car starting. A horse whickers faintly down at the club stables, answered by the double wheeze of a donkey. They both giggle. Peter flexes his shoulders, opens and grips his hand around an imaginary mallet.


    “Does your father know you were out with him?”


    “Oh, yes.” She’s cuddling her cheek against her shoulder, pushing the immaculate collar, letting him see the creamy mounds. She wants me, Peter thinks. His guts jump. She’s going to let me do it to her. And all at once he is calm, richly calm like that first morning at the corral, watching his mare come to him; knowing.


    “Pa-pa doesn’t care, it’s nineteen forty-four. René is my cousin.”


    Her parents are so terribly sophisticated; he knows her father is some kind of secret war scientist: they are all here because of the war, something over at Los Alamos. And her mother talking French, talking about weird places like Dee-jon and Tan-jay. His own mother doesn’t know French, his father teaches high school, he never would be going around with these sophisticated strangers except they need him for their sandlot polo. And he can play rings around them all, too, Peter thinks, grinning, all those smooth sweating old young men—even with his one mare for four chukkers and her tendons like big hot balloons, even with his spliced mallet he can cut it over their heads! If he could only get an official rating. Three goals, sure. Maybe four, he muses, seeing himself riding through that twerp Drexel with his four remounts, seeing Pilar smile, not looking at him. She’s shy. That time he let her ride the mare she was really frightened, incredibly awkward; he could feel her thighs tremble when he boosted her up.


    His own thighs tremble, remembering the weak tenderness of her in his hands. Always before your voice my soul is as some smooth and awkward foal—it doesn’t sound so wet now, his mother’s nutty line. His foal, his velvety vulnerable baby mare. Compared to her he’s a gorilla, even if he’s technically a virgin too, men are different. And he understands suddenly that weird Havelock Ellis book in her father’s den. Gentle. He must be gentle. Not like—a what?—a baboon playing a violin.


    “You shouldn’t fool around with older men,” he says and is gratified by the gruffness. “You don’t know.”


    She’s watching him now under the fall of her hair, coming close, still hugging herself with her hand going slowly up and down her arm, caressing it. A warm soap smell fills his nose, a sharp muskiness under it. She doesn’t know what she’s doing, he thinks choking, she doesn’t know about men. And he grunts something like “Don’t,” or “Can it,” trying to hold down the leaping heat between them, but is confused by her voice whispering.


    “It hurts, Pe-ter.”


    “What, your arm?”


    “Here, do-pee,” and his hand is suddenly taken hold of by cool small fingers pulling it not to her arm but in wonder to her side, pressed in the rustling shirt under which he feels at first nothing and then shockingly too far in not his own wide ribs but the warm stem of her, and as his paralyzed hand fumbles, clasps, she half turns around so that his ignited hand rides onto a searing soft unnatural swelling—her breast—and the room blanks out, whirls up on a brimming, drumming tide as if all the dead buffalo were pounding back. And the window blinks once with lemon light shooting around their two bodies where her hip is butting into his thigh making it wholly impossible to continue standing there with his hands gentle on her tits.


    “You don’t know what you’re doing, Pilar. Don’t be a dope, your mother—”


    “She’s a-way now.” And there is a confused interval of mouths and hands trying to be gentle, trying to hold her away from his fly, trying to stuff her into himself in total joy, if he had six hands he couldn’t cope with electric all of her—until suddenly she pulls back, is asking inanely, “Pe-ter, don’t you have a friend?”


    The subtle difference in her voice makes him blink, answering stupidly, “Sure, Tom Ring,” while her small nose wrinkles.


    “Dopee Pe-ter, I mean a boyfriend. Somebody smooth.”


    He stands trying to pant dignifiedly, thinking Jeeze, I mean Christ, she knows I don’t have any smooth friends; if it’s for a picnic maybe Diego Martine? But before he can suggest this she has leaned into the window bay, cuddling the silky curtain around her, peeking at him so that his hands go pawing in the cloth.


    “René has a friend.”


    “Uh.”


    “He’s older too, he’s twen-tee,” she breathes teasingly. “Lieutenant Shar-lo. That’s Charles to you, see?” And she turns around full into his arms, curtain and all, and from the press of silk and giggles comes a small voice saying forever, “And Re-né and Shar-lo and Pee-lar all went to bed together and they played with me, oh, for hours and hours, Pe-ter, it was too marvelous. I will ne-ver do it with just one boy again.”


    Everything drops then except her face before him horribly heavy and exalted and alien, and just as his heart knows it’s dead and an evil so generalized he can hardly recognize it as fury starts tearing emptily at him inside, her hand comes up over her mouth and she is running doubled over past him.


    “I’m going to be sick, Peter help me!”


    And he stumbles after down the dim cool hall to find her crumpled down, her brown hair flowing into the toilet as she retches, retches, whimpering, convulses unbearably. The white shirt has ridden up to expose her pathetically narrow back, soft knobs of her spine curving down into her pants, her tender buttocks bumping his knees as he stands helplessly strangling a sopping towel instead of her neck, trying to swab at her hidden forehead. His own gullet is retching too, his face feels doughy, and water is running down into his open mouth while one of her hands grips his, shaking him with her spasms there in the dim hospital-like bathroom. The world is groaning, he is seeing not her father’s bay rum bottle but the big tiled La Fonda bedroom, the three bodies writhing on the bed, performing unknown horrors. Playing with her…


    His stomach heaves, only what it is, he is coming in his Levi’s in a dreadful slow unrelieving ooze like a red-hot wire dragging through his crotch, while he stands by her uselessly as he will stand helplessly by in some near future he can’t imagine or remember—and the tension keeps building, pounding, the light flickers—a storm is coming or maybe his eyes are going bad, but he can see below him her pure profile resting spent on the edge of the toilet, oblivious to his furious towel; in the flashing dimness sees the incomprehensible letters S-E-P-T-I-C A-B-O-R-T-I-O-N snaking shadowy down the spine of his virgin love, while the universe beats Black! Flash! Black! Drumming with hooves harsher than any storm—hurling him through lightning-claps of blinding darkness to a thrumming stasis in which what exists of him senses—something—but is instantly shot away on unimaginable energies—


    * * * *


    —And achieves condensement, blooms into the green and open sunlight of another world, into a mellow springtime self—in which a quite different girl is jostling his hip.


    “Molly,” he hears his older voice say vaguely, seeing with joy how the willow fronds trail in the friendly, dirty Potomac. The bars and caduceus on his collar are pricking his neck.


    “Yes, sir, Doctor sir.” She spins around, kneels down in the scruffy grass to open Howard Johnson boxes. “Oh, god, the coffee.” Handing him up a hot dog, swinging back .her fair hair. Her arm is so female with its tender pale armpit, her whole body is edible, even her dress is like lemonade so fresh and clean—no, radiant, he corrects himself. That’s the word, radiant. His radiant woman. He shrugs away a tiny darkness, thinking of her hair sliding on his body in the Roger Smith hotel bedroom.


    “C’mon sit, Pete. It’s only a little dirty.”


    “Nothing’s dirty anymore.” He flops down beside her, one arm finding its natural way around the opulence of her buttocks on the grass. She chuckles down at him, shaking her head.


    “You’re a hard case, Pete.” She takes a big bite of hot dog with such lips that he considers flinging himself upon her then and there, barely remembers the cars tearing by above them. “I swear,” she says, chewing, “I don’t think you ever screwed anybody you were friends with before.”


    “Something like that.” He puts his hot dog down to loosen his GI tie.


    “Thirty days to civvies, you’ll be in Baltimore.” She licks her fingers happily. “Oh, wow, Pete, I’m so glad you got your fellowship. Try the coleslaw, it’s all right. Will you remember us poor slaves when you’re a big old pathologist?”


    “I’ll remember.” To distract himself he pokes in the boxes, spills coleslaw on a book. “What you reading?”


    “Oh, Whately Carington.”


    “Whatly what?”


    “No, Whate-ly. Carington. A Limey. Psychical research man, they do that veddy seddiously, the Limies.”


    “Uh?” He beams at the river, blinks to get rid of a flicker back of his eyes. Amphetamine withdrawal, after six months?


    “He has this theory, about K-objects. Whatever thing you feel most intense about, part of you lives on—Pete, what’s wrong?”


    “Nothing.”


    But the flicker won’t quit, it is suddenly worse; through it he can just make out her face turned nurse-wary, coming close, and he tries to hang on through a world flashing black—green—BLACK!—is trapped for unbreathing timelessness in dark nowhere, a phantom landscape of gray tumbled ash under a hard black sky, seeing without eyes a distant tangle of wreckage on the plain so menacing that his unbodied voice screams at the shadow of a metal scrap beside him in the ashes, 2004 the ghostly unmeaning numbers—STOP IT!—And he is back by the river under Molly’s springtime eyes, his hands gripping into the bones of her body.


    “Hey-y-y, honey, the war’s over.” Sweet sensual pixie-smile now watchful, her nurse’s hand inside his shirt. “Korea’s ten thousand miles away, you’re in good old D.C., Doctor.”


    “I know. I saw a license plate.” He laughs unconvincingly, makes his hands relax. Will the ghosts of Seoul never let him go? And his body guiltily intact, no piece of him in the stained waste cans into which he has—Stop it! Think of Molly. I like Ike. Johns Hopkins research fellowship. Some men simply aren’t cut out for surgical practice.


    “I’m a gutless wonder, Molly. Research.”


    “Oh, for Christ’s sake, Pete,” she says with total warmth, nurse-hand satisfied, changing to lover’s on his chest. “We’ve been over all that.”


    And of course they have, he knows it and only mutters, “My Dad wanted me to be an Indian doctor,” which they have been over too; and the brimming gladness is back now, buoyantly he seizes the coleslaw, demands entertainment, demonstrating reality-grasp.


    “So what about Whatly?”


    “It’s serious-s-s,” she protests, snickering, and is mercurially almost serious too. “I mean, I’m an atheist, Pete, I don’t believe there’s anything afterward, but this theory.…” And she rattles on about K-objects and the pool of time, intense energic structures of the mind undying—sweet beddable girl in the springtime who has taught him unclaiming love. His friend. Liberated him.


    He stretches luxuriously, relishes a coleslaw belch. Free male beside a willing woman. No problems. What is it man in woman doth require? The lineaments of gratified desire. The radiance of her. He has gratified her. Will gratify her again.…


    “It’s kind of spooky, though.” She flings the box at the river with tremendous effort, it flies twenty feet. “Damn! But think of parts of yourself whirling around forever sticking to whatever you loved!” She settles against the willow, watching the box float away. “I wonder if part of me is going to spend eternity hanging around a dumb cat. I loved that old cat. Henry. He died, though.”


    The ghost of a twelve-gauge fires soundlessly across his mind, a mare whickers. He sneezes and rolls over onto her lap with his nose in her warm scented thighs. She peers dreamily down at him over her breasts, is almost beautiful.


    “Whatever you love, forever. Be careful what you love.” She squints wickedly. “Only with you I think it’d be whatever you were maddest at—no, that’s a horrible thought. Love has to be the most intense.”


    He doubts it but is willing to be convinced, rooting in her lap while she pretends to pound on him and then squirms, stretching up her arms, giving herself to the air, to him, to life.


    “I want to spend eternity whirling around you.” He heaves up to capture her, no longer giving a damn about the cars, and as the sweet familiar body comes pliantly under him he realizes it’s true, he’s known it for some time. Not friendship at all, or rather, the best of friendships. The real one. “I love you, Molly. We love.”


    “Ooh, Pete.”


    “You’re coming to Baltimore with me. We’ll get married,” he tells her warm neck, feeling the flesh under her skirt heavy in his hand, feeling also an odd stillness that makes him draw back to where he can see her face, see her lips whispering, “I was afraid of that.”


    “Afraid?” His heart jumps with relief, jumps so hard that the flicker comes back in the air, through which he sees her lying too composed under his urgency. “Don’t be afraid, Molly. I love you.”


    But she is saying softly, “Oh, damn, damn, Pete, I’m so sorry, it’s a lousy thing women do. I was just so happy, because.…” She swallows, goes on in an absurd voice. “Because someone very dear to me is coming home. He called me this morning from Honolulu.”


    This he cannot, will not, understand among the flashing pulses, but repeats patiently, “You love me, Molly. I love you. We’ll get married in Baltimore,” while she fights gently away from him, saying, “Oh, I do, Pete, I do, but it’s not the same.”


    “You’ll be happy with me. You love me.”


    They are both up crouching now in the blinking, pounding sunlight.


    “No, Pete, I never said. I didn’t—” Her hands are out seeking him, like knives.


    “I can’t marry you, honey. I’m going to marry a man called Charlie McMahon.”


    McMahon—Maaa—honn—aa—on-n-n the idiot sound flaps through the universe, his carotids are hammering, the air is drumming with his hurt and rage as he stands foolishly wounded, unable to believe the treachery of everything-which is now strobing in great blows of blackness as his voice shouts “Whore!” shouts “Bitch-bitch-bitch…” into a dwindling, flashing chaos—


    —And explodes silently into a nonbeing which is almost familiar, is happening this time more slowly as if huge energy is tiding to its crest so slowly that some structure of himself endures to form in what is no longer a brain the fear that he is indeed dead and damned to live forever in furious fragments. And against this horror his essence strains to protest But I did love! at a horizon of desolation—a plain of endless, lifeless rubble under a cold black sky, in which he or some pattern of energies senses once more that distant presence: wreckage, machines, huge structures incomprehensibly operative, radiating dark force in the nightmare world, the force which now surges—


    * * * *


    —To incorporate him anew within familiar walls, with the words “But I did love” meaninglessly on his lips. He leans back in his familiarly unoiled swivel chair, savoring content. Somewhere within him weak darkness stirs, has power only to send his gaze to the three-di portraits behind the pile of printouts on his desk.


    Molly smiles back at him over the computer sheets, her arm around their eldest daughter. For the first time in years the thought of poor Charlie McMahon crosses his mind, triggers the automatic incantation: Molly-never-would-have-been-happy-with-him. They had a bad time around there, but it worked out. Funny how vividly he recalls that day by the river, in spite of all the good years since. But I did love, his mind murmurs uneasily, as his eyes go lovingly to the computer printouts.


    The lovely, elegant results. All confirmed eight ways now, the variance all pinned down. Even better than he’d hoped. The journal paper can go in the mail tomorrow. Of course the pub-lag is nearly three years now; never mind: the AAAS panel comes next week. That’s the important thing. Lucky timing, couldn’t be neater. The press is bound to play it up.…Going to be hard not to watch Gilliam’s face, Peter muses, his own face ten years younger, sparkling, all lines upturned.


    “I do love it, that’s what counts,” he thinks, a jumble of the years of off-hours drudgery in his mind.…Coffee-ringed clipboards, the new centrifuge, the animal mess, a girl’s open lab coat, arguments with Ferris in Analysis, arguments about space, about equipment, about costs—and arching over it like a laser-grid the luminous order of his hypothesis. His proven—no, mustn’t say it—his meticulously tested hypothesis. The lucky lifetime break. The beauty one. Never do it again, he hasn’t another one like this left in him; no matter! This is it, the peak. Just in time. Don’t think of what Nathan said, don’t think the word. (Nobel)—That’s stupid. (Nobel) Think of the work itself, the explanatory power, the clarity.


    His hand has been wandering toward the in-basket under the printouts where his mail has been growing moss (he’ll get a secretary out of this, that’s for sure!), but the idea of light turns him to the window. The room feels tense, brimming with a tide of energy. Too much coffee, he thinks, too much joy. I’m not used to it. Too much of a loner. From here in I share. Spread it around, encourage younger men. Herds of assistants now…


    Across his view of tired Bethesda suburbs around the NIH Annex floats the train of multiple-author papers, his name as senior, a genial myth; sponsoring everybody’s maiden publication. A fixture in the mainstream…Kids playing down there, he sees, shooting baskets by a garage, will some of them live to have a myeloma cured by the implications of his grubby years up here? If the crystallization can be made easier. Bound to come. But not by me, he thinks, trying to focus on the running figures through a faint stroboscopic blink which seems to arise from the streets below, although he knows it must be in his retinae.


    Really too much caffeine, he warns himself. Let’s not have a hypertensive episode, not now, for god’s sake. Exultation is almost tangible in the room, it’s not distracting but integrative; as if he were achieving some higher level of vitality, a norepinephrinelike effect. Maybe I really will live on a higher level, he muses, rubbing the bridge of his nose between two fingers to get rid of a black afterimage which seems almost like an Apollo moonscape behind his eyes, a trifle unpleasant.


    Too much doom, he tells himself, vigorously polishing his glasses, too much bomb-scare, ecology-scare, fascism-scare, race-war-scare, death-of-everything scare. He jerks his jaw to stop the tinnitis thrumming in his inner ear, glancing at the big 1984 desk calendar with its scrawled joke: If everything’s okay why are we whispering? Right. Let’s get at it and get home. To Molly and Sue and little Pete, their late-born.


    He grins, thinking of the kid running to him, and thrusts his hand under the printouts to his packet of stale mail—and as his hand touches it an icicle rams into his heart.


    For an instant he thinks he really is having a coronary. But it isn’t his real heart, it’s a horrible cold current of knowledge striking from his fingers to his soul, from that hideous sleazy tan-covered foreign journal which he now pulls slowly out to see the penciled note clipped to the cover, the personally delivered damned journal which has been lying under there like a time bomb, for how long? Weeks?


    Pete, you better look at this. Sorry as hell.


    But he doesn’t need to look, riffling through the wretchedly printed pages with fingers grown big and cold as clubs; he already knows what he’ll find inside there published so neatly, so sweetly, and completely, with the confirmation even stronger and more elegant, the implication he hadn’t thought of—and all so modest and terse. So young. Despair takes him as the page opens. Djakarta University for Jesus Christ’s sake? And some Hindu’s bloody paradigm—


    Sick fury fulminates, bile and ashes rain through his soul as his hands fumble the pages, the gray unreal unreadable pages which are now strobing—Flash! Black! Flash! Black!—swallowing the world, roaring him in or up or out on a phantom whirlwind—


    —Till unsensation crescendos past all limit, bursts finally into the silence of pure energy, where he—or what is left of him, or momentarily reconstituted of him—integrates to terrified insight, achieves actual deathly awareness of its extinct self immaterially spinning in the dust of an eons-gone NIH Annex on a destroyed planet. And comprehends with agonized lucidity the real death of everything that lived—excepting only that in himself which he would most desperately wish to be dead.


    What happened? He does not know, can never know, which of the dooms or some other had finally overtaken them, nor when; only that he is registering eternity, not time, that all that lived here has been gone so long that even time is still. Gone, all gone; centuries or millennia gone, all gone to ashes under pulseless stars in the icy dark, gone forever. Saving him alone and his trivial pain.


    He alone…But as the mercilessly reifying force floods higher there wakes in him a dim uncomforting sense of presence; a bodiless disquiet in the dust tells him he is companioned, is but a node in a ghostly film of dead life shrouding the cold rock-ball. Unreachable, isolate—he strains for contact and is incorporeally stricken by new dread. Are they too in pain? Was pain indeed the fiercest fire in our nerves, alone able to sustain its flame through death? What of love, of joy?…There are none here.


    He wails voicelessly as conviction invades him, he who had believed in nothing before. All the agonies of Earth, uncanceled? Are broken ghosts limping forever from Stalingrad and Salamis, from Gettysburg and Thebes and Dunkirk and Khartoum? Do the butchers’ blows still fall at Ravensbruck and Wounded Knee? Are the dead of Carthage and Hiroshima and Cuzco burning yet? Have ghostly women waked again only to resuffer violation, only to watch again their babies slain? Is every nameless slave still feeling the iron bite, is every bomb, every bullet and arrow and stone that ever flew, still finding its screaming mark—atrocity without end or comfort, forever?


    Molly. The name forms in his canceled heart. She who was love. He tries to know that she or some fragment of her is warm among her children, but can summon only the image of her crawling forever through wreckage to Charlie McMahon’s bloody head.


    Let it not be! He would shriek defiance at the wastes, finding himself more real as the strange energy densens; he struggles bodilessly, flails perished nonlimbs to conjure love out of extinction to shield him against hell, calling with all his obliterated soul on the ultimate talisman: the sound of his little son’s laugh, the child running to him, clasping his leg in welcome home.


    For an instant he thinks he has it—he can see the small face turn up, the mouth open—but as he tries to grasp, the ghost-child fades, frays out, leaving in his destroyed heart only another echo of hurt—I want Mommy, Mommy, my Mommy. And he perceives that what he had taken for its head are forms. Presences intrusive, alien as the smooth, bleak regard of sharks met under water.


    They move, precess obscurely—they exist here on this time-lost plain! And he understands with loathing that it is from them or those—machines or beings, he cannot tell—that the sustaining energy flows. It is their dark potency which has raised him from the patterns of the dust.


    Hating them he hungers, would sway after them to suck his death-life, as a billion other remnants are yearning, dead sunflowers thirsting toward their black sun—but finds he cannot, can only crave helplessly as they recede.


    They move, he perceives, toward those black distant cenotaphs, skeletal and alien, which alone break the dead horizon. What these can be, engines or edifices, is beyond his knowing. He strains sightlessly, sensing now a convergence, an inflowing as of departure like ants into no earthly nest. And at this he understands that the energy upbuoying him is sinking, is starting to ebb. The alien radiance that raised him is going, and he is guttering out. Do you know? he voicelessly cries after them, Do you know? Do you move oblivious among our agonies?


    But he receives no answer, will never receive one; and as his tenuous structure fails he has consciousness only to wonder briefly what unimaginable errand brought such beings here to his dead cinder. Emissaries, he wonders, dwindling; explorers, engineers? Or is it possible that they are only sightseers? Idling among our ruins, perhaps even cognizant of the ghosts they raise to wail—turning us on, recreating our dead-show for their entertainment?


    Shriveling, he watches them go in, taking with them his lacerating life, returning him to the void. Will they return? Or—his waning self forms one last desolation—have they returned already on their millennial tours? Has this recurred, to recur and recur again? Must he and all dead life be borne back each time helplessly to suffer, to jerk anew on the same knives and die again until another energy exhumes him for the next performance?


    Let us die! But his decaying identity can no longer sustain protest, knows only that it is true, is unbearably all true, has all been done to him before and is all to do again and again and again without mercy forever.


    And as he sinks back through the collapsing levels he can keep hold only of despair, touching again the deadly limp brown journal—Djakarta University? Flash—and he no longer knows the cause of the terror in his soul as he crumbles through lost springtime—I don’t love you that way, Pete—and is betrayed to aching joy as his hand closes over the young breast within her white shirt—Pe-ter, don’t you have a friend?—while his being shreds out, disperses among a myriad draining ghosts of anguish as the alien life deserts them, strands them lower and lower toward the final dark—until with uncomprehending grief he finds himself, or a configuration that was himself, for a last instant real—his boots on gravel in the dawn, his hand on a rusty pickup truck.


    A joy he cannot bear rises in his fourteen-year-old heart as he peers down at the magic ducks, sees his boat safe by the path he’s cut; not understanding why the wind shrieks pain through the peaks above as he starts leaping down the rocks holding his ax and his first own gun, down to the dark lake under the cold stars, forever.


    * * * *
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    JOHN VARLEY


    (1947– )


    John Varley was a popular writer in the 1970s and 1980s, with this one of his best known stories. Never a prolific writer, he’s produced only 11 novels and a number of short stories over more than 30 years of writing, but many were influential, or at least though-provoking. I first encountered his work with Titan (1979) and its sequels, set on a compellingly living world and filled with interesting ideas and characters, and read everything else I could find of his writing. That was the reaction of a lot of SF readers had at the time: Varley won both the Hugo and Nebula for “The Persistence of Vision” and “Press Enter []” (1984), as well as a Hugo for his 1982 story “The Pusher.”


    Even for a SF writer, Varley had a nontraditional entry into the field. After dropping out of the University of Michigan in 1967, Varley wandered to San Francisco, where he supported himself by menial labor, soup kitchens, and panhandling. He spent the next six years as a vagabond, passing through New York, Los Angeles, and Tucson, among other places. Accustomed to living without a steady means of support after years on the road, Varley apparently decided that writing science fiction was a viable career, and he turned out to be correct; his first short story (“Scoreboard”) and novelette (“Picnic on Nearside”) both came out that August.


    Varley took a ten-year break from SF while working on films in Hollywood. (The one film to emerge from that effort was Millenium, a bad film based on a good Varley novel.) He still lives in California with longtime partner Lee Emmett, and most recently has been working on young adult science fiction. Varley does not use a computer; he writes all his fiction on an old IMBM electric typewriter.


    Like this story, much of his work has a very sexualized quality to it—although the sex is less explicit than the norm in fiction today, sexuality was a more open subject in many ways in the 1970s, with writers crossing boundaries that are taboo now.

  


  
    THE PERSISTENCE OF VISION, by John Varley


    First published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, March 1978


    It was the year of the fourth non-depression. I had recently joined the ranks of the unemployed. The President had told me that I had nothing to fear but fear itself. I took him at his word, for once, and set out to backpack to California.


    I was not the only one. The world’s economy had beep writhing like a snake on a hot griddle for the last twenty years, since the early seventies. We were in a boom-and-bust cycle that seemed to have no end. It had wiped out the sense of security the nation had so painfully won in the golden years after the thirties. People were accustomed to the fact that they could be rich one year and on the breadlines the next. I was on the breadlines in ’81, and again in ’88. This time I decided to use my freedom from the time clock to see the world. I had ideas of stowing away to Japan. I was forty-seven years old and might not get another chance to be irresponsible.


    This was in late summer of the year. Sticking out my thumb along the interstate, I could easily forget that there were food riots back in Chicago. I slept at night on top of my bedroll and saw stars and listened to crickets.


    I must have walked most of the way from Chicago to Des Moines. My feet toughened up after a few days of awful blisters. The rides were scarce, partly competition from other hitchhikers and partly the times we were living in. The locals were none too anxious to give rides to city people, who they had heard were mostly a bunch of hunger-crazed potential mass murderers. I got roughed up once and told never to return to Sheffield, Illinois.


    But I gradually learned the knack of living on the road. I had started with a small supply of canned goods from the welfare and by the time they ran out, I had found that it was possible to work for a meal at many of the farmhouses along the way.


    Some of it was hard work, some of it was only a token from people with a deeply ingrained sense that nothing should come for free. A few meals were gratis, at the family table, with grandchildren sitting around while grandpa or grandma told oft-repeated tales of what it had been like in the Big One back in ’29, when people had not been afraid to help a fellow out when he was down on his luck. I found that the older the person, the more likely I was to get a sympathetic ear. One of the many tricks you learn. And most older people will give you anything if you’ll only sit and listen to them. I got very good at it.


    The rides began to pick up west of Des Moines, then got bad again as I neared the refugee camps bordering the China Strip. This was only five years after the disaster, remember, when the Omaha nuclear reactor melted down and a hot mass of uranium and plutonium began eating its way into the earth, headed for China, spreading a band of radioactivity six hundred kilometers downwind. Most of Kansas City, Missouri, was still living in plywood and sheet-metal shantytowns till the city was rendered habitable again.


    The refugees were a tragic group. The initial solidarity people show after a great disaster had long since faded into the lethargy and disillusionment of the displaced person. Many of them would be in and out of hospitals for the rest of their lives. To make it worse, the local people hated them, feared them, would not associate with them. They were modern pariahs, unclean. Their children were shunned. Each camp had only a number to identify it, but the local populace called them all Geigertowns.


    I made a long detour to Little Rock to avoid crossing the Strip, though it was safe now as long as you didn’t linger. I was issued a pariah’s badge by the National Guard—a dosimeter—and wandered from one Geigertown to the next. The people were pitifully friendly once I made the first move, and I always slept indoors. The food was free at the community messes.


    Once at Little Rock, I found that the aversion to picking up strangers—who might be tainted with “radiation disease”—dropped off, and I quickly moved across Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Texas. I worked a little here and there, but many of the rides were long. What I saw of Texas was through a car window.


    I was a little tired of that by the time I reached New Mexico. I decided to do some more walking. By then I was leas interested in California than in the trip itself.


    I left the roads and went cross-country where there were no fences to stop me. I found that it wasn’t easy, even in New Mexico, to get far from signs of civilization.


    Taos was the center, back in the ’60’s, of cultural experiments in alternative living. Many communes and cooperatives were set up in the surrounding hills during that time. Most of them fell apart in a few months or years, but a few survived. In later years, any group with a new theory of living and a yen to try it out seemed to gravitate to that part of New Mexico. As a result, the land was dotted with ramshackle windmill, solar heating panels, geodesic domes, group marriages, nudists, philosophers, theoreticians, messiahs, hermits, and more than a few just plain nuts.


    Taos was great. I could drop into most of the communes and stay for a day or a week, eating organic rice and beans and drinking goat’s milk. When I got tired of one, a few hours’ walk in any direction would bring me to another. There, I might be offered a night of prayer and chanting or a ritualistic orgy. Some of the groups had spotless barns with automatic milkers for the herds of cows. Others didn’t even have latrines; they just squatted. In some, the members dressed like nuns, or Quakers in early Pennsylvania. Elsewhere, they went nude and shaved all their body hair and painted themselves purple. There were all-male and all-female groups. I was urged to stay at most of the former; at the latter, the responses ranged from a bed for the night and good conversation to being met at a barbed-wire fence with a shotgun.


    I tried not to make judgments. These people were doing something important, all of them. They were testing ways whereby people didn’t have to live in Chicago. That was a wonder to me. I had thought Chicago was inevitable, like diarrhea.


    This is not to say they were all successful. Some made Chicago look like Shangri-La. There was one group who seemed to feel that getting back to nature consisted of sleeping in pigshit and eating food a buzzard wouldn’t touch. Many were obviously doomed. They would leave behind a group of empty hovels and the memory of cholera.


    So the place wasn’t paradise, not by a long way. But there were successes. One or two had been there since ’63 or ’64 and were raising their third generation. I was disappointed to see that most of these were the ones that departed least from established norms of behavior, though some of the differences could be startling. I suppose the most radical experiments are the least likely to bear fruit.


    I stayed through the winter. No one was surprised to see me a second time. It seems that many people came to Taos and shopped around. I seldom stayed more than three weeks at any one place, and always pulled my weight. I made many friends and picked up skills that would serve me if I stayed off the roads. I toyed with the idea of staying at one of them forever. When I couldn’t make up my mind, I was advised that there was no hurry. I could go to California and return. They seemed sure I would.


    So when spring came I headed west over the hills. I stayed off the roads and slept in the open. Many nights I would stay at another commune, until they finally began to get farther apart, then tapered off entirely. The country was not as pretty as before.


    Then, three days’ leisurely walking from the last commune, I came to a wall.


    * * * *


    In 1964, in the United States, there was an epidemic of German measles, or rubella. Rubella is one of the mildest of infectious diseases. The only time it’s a problem is when a woman contracts it in the first four months of her pregnancy. It is passed to the fetus, which usually develops complications. These complications include deafness, blindness, and damage to the brain.


    In 1964, in the old days before abortion became readily available, there was nothing to be done about it. Many pregnant women caught rubella and went to term. Five thousand deaf-blind children were born in one year. The normal yearly incidence of deaf-blind children in the United States is one hundred and forty.


    In 1970 these five thousand potential Helen Kellers were all six years old. It was quickly seen that there was a shortage of Anne Sullivans. Previously, deaf-blind children could be sent to a small number of special institutions.


    It was a problem. Not just anyone can cope with a deaf-blind child. You can’t tell them to shut up when they moan; you can’t reason with them, tell them that the moaning is driving you crazy. Some parents were driven to nervous breakdowns when they tried to keep their children at home.


    Many of the five thousand were badly retarded and virtually impossible to reach, even if anyone had been trying. These ended up, for the most part, warehoused in the hundreds of anonymous nursing homes and institutes for “special” children. They were put into beds, cleaned up once a day by a few overworked nurses, and generally allowed the full blessings of liberty: they were allowed to rot freely in their own dark, quiet, private universes. Who can say if it was bad for them? None of them were heard to complain.


    Many children with undamaged brains were shuffled in among the retarded because they were unable to tell anyone that they were in there behind the sightless eyes. They failed the batteries of tactile tests, unaware that their fates hung in the balance when they were asked to fit round pegs into round holes to the ticking of a clock they could not see or hear. As a result, they spent the rest of their lives in bed, and none of them complained, either. To protest, one must be aware of the possibility of something better. It helps to have a language, too.


    Several hundred of the children were found to have IQ’s within the normal range. There were news stories about them as they approached puberty and it was revealed that there were not enough good people to properly handle them. Money was spent, teachers were trained. The education expenditures would go on for a specified period of time, until the children were grown, then things would go back to normal and everyone could congratulate themselves on having dealt successfully with a tough problem.


    And indeed, it did work fairly well. There are ways to reach and teach such children. They involve patience, love, and dedication, and the teachers brought all that to their jobs. All the graduates of the special schools left knowing how to speak with their hands. Some could talk. A few could write. Most of them left the institutions to live with parents or relatives, or, if neither was possible, received counseling and help in fitting themselves into society. The options were limited, but people can live rewarding lives under the most severe handicaps. Not everyone, but most of the graduates, were as happy with their lot as could reasonably be expected. Some achieved the almost saintly peace of their role model, Helen Keller. Others became bitter and withdrawn. A few had to be put in asylums, where they became indistinguishable from the others of their group who had spent the last twenty years there. But for the most part, they did well.


    But among the group, as in any group, were some misfits. They tended to be among the brightest, the top ten percent in the IQ scores. This was not a reliable rule. Some had unremarkable test scores and were still infected with the hunger to do something, to change things, to rock the boat. With a group of five thousand, there were certain to be a few geniuses, a few artists, a few dreamers, hell-raisers, individualists, movers and shapers, a few glorious maniacs.


    There was one among them who might have been President but for the fact that she was blind, deaf, and a woman. She was smart, but not one of the geniuses. She was a dreamer, a creative force, an innovator. It was she who dreamed of freedom. But she was not a builder of fairy castles. Having dreamed it, she had to make it come true.


    * * * *


    The wall was made of carefully fitted stone and was about five feet high. It was completely out of context with anything I had seen in New Mexico, though it was built of native rock. You just don’t build that kind of wall out there. You use barbed wire if something needs fencing in; but many people still made use of the free range and brands. Somehow it seemed transplanted from New England.


    It was substantial enough that I felt it would be unwise to crawl over it. I had crossed many wire fences in my travels and had not gotten in trouble for it yet, though I had some talks with some ranchers. Mostly they told me to keep moving, but didn’t seem upset about it. This was different. I set out to walk around it. From the lay of the land, I couldn’t tell how far it might reach, but I had time.


    At the top of the next rise I saw that I didn’t have far to go. The wall made a right-angle turn just ahead. I looked over it and could see some buildings. They were mostly domes, the ubiquitous structure thrown up by communes because of the combination of ease of construction and durability. There were sheep behind the wall, and a few cows. They grazed on grass so green I wanted to go over and roll in it. The wall enclosed a rectangle of green. Outside, where I stood, it was all scrub and sage. These people had access to Rio Grande irrigation water.


    I rounded the corner and followed the wall west again.


    I saw a man on horseback about the same time he spotted me. He was south of me, outside the wall, and he turned and rode in my direction.


    He was a dark man with thick features, dressed in denim and boots with a gray battered stetson. Navaho, maybe. I don’t know much about Indians, but I’d heard they were out here.


    “Hello,” I said when he’d stopped. He was looking me over. “Am I on your land?”


    “Tribal land,” he said. “Yeah, you’re on it.”


    “I didn’t see any signs.” He shrugged.


    “It’s okay, bud. You don’t look like you out to rustle cattle.” He grinned at me. His teeth were large and stained with tobacco. “You be camping out tonight?”


    “Yes. How much farther does the, uh, tribal land go? Maybe I’ll be out of it before tonight?”


    He shook his head gravely. “Nah. You won’t be off it tomorrow. ’S all right. You make a fire, you be careful, huh?” He grinned again and started to ride off.


    “Hey, what is this place?” I gestured to the wall, and he pulled his horse up and turned around again. It raised a lot of dust.


    “Why you asking?” He looked a little suspicious.


    “I dunno. Just curious. It doesn’t look like the other places I’ve been to. This wall…”


    He scowled. “Damn wall.” Then he shrugged. I thought that was all he was going to say. Then he went on.


    “These people, we look out for ’em, you hear? Maybe we don’t go for what they’re doin’. But they got it rough, you know?” He looked at me, expecting something. I never did get the knack of talking to these laconic Westerners. I always felt that I was making my sentences too long. They use a shorthand of grunts and shrugs and omitted parts of speech, and I always felt like a dude when I talked to them.


    “Do they welcome guests?” I asked. “I thought I might see if I could spend the night.” He shrugged again, and it was a whole different gesture.


    “Maybe. They all deaf and blind, you know?” And that was all the conversation he could take for the day. He made a clucking sound and galloped away.


    I continued down the wall until I came to a dirt road that wound up the arroyo and entered the wall. There was a wooden gate, but it stood open. I wondered why they took all the trouble with the wall only to leave the gate like that. Then I noticed a circle of narrow-gauge train tracks that came out of the gate, looped around outside it, and rejoined itself. There was a small siding that ran along the outer wall for a few yards.


    I stood there a few moments. I don’t know what entered into my decision. I think I was a little tired of sleeping out, and I was hungry for a home-cooked meal. The sun was getting closer to the horizon. The land to the west looked like more of the same. If the highway had been visible, I might have headed that way and hitched a ride. But I turned the other way and went through the gate.


    I walked down the middle of the tracks. There was a wooden fence on each side of the road, built of horizontal planks, like a corral. Sheep grazed on one side of me. There was a Shetland sheepdog with them, and she raised her ears and followed me with her eyes as I passed, but did not come when I whistled.


    It was about half a mile to the cluster of buildings ahead. There were four or five domes made of something translucent, like greenhouses, and several conventional square buildings. There were two windmills turning lazily in the breeze. There were several banks of solar water heaters. These are flat constructions of glass and wood, held off the ground so they can tilt to follow the sun. They were almost vertical now, intercepting the oblique rays of sunset. There were a few trees, what might have been an orchard.


    About halfway there I passed under a wooden footbridge. It arched over the road, giving access from the east pasture to the west pasture. I wondered, What was wrong with a simple gate?


    Then I saw something coming down the road in my direction. It was traveling on the tracks and it was very quiet. I stopped and waited.


    It was a sort of converted mining engine, the sort that pulls loads of coal up from the bottom of shafts. It was battery-powered, and it had gotten quite close before I heard it. A small man was driving it. He was pulling a car behind him and singing as loud as he could with absolutely no sense of pitch.


    He got closer and closer, moving about five miles per hour, one hand held out as if he was signaling a left turn. Suddenly I realized what was happening, as he was bearing down on me. He wasn’t going to stop. He was counting fenceposts with his hand. I scrambled up the fence just in time. There wasn’t more than six inches of clearance between the train and the fence on either side. His palm touched my leg as I squeezed close to the fence, and he stopped abruptly.


    He leaped from the car and grabbed me and I thought I was in trouble. But he looked concerned, not angry, and felt me all over, trying to discover if I was hurt. I was embarrassed. Not from the examination; because I had been foolish. The Indian had said they were all deaf and blind but I guess I hadn’t quite believed him.


    He was flooded with relief when I managed to convey to him that I was all right. With eloquent gestures he made me understand that I was not to stay on the road. He indicated that I should climb over the fence and continue through the fields. He repeated himself several times to be sure I understood, then held on to me as I climbed over to assure himself that I was out of the way. He reached over the fence and held my shoulders, smiling at me. He pointed to the road and shook his head, then pointed to the buildings and nodded. He touched my head and smiled when I nodded. He climbed back onto the engine and started up, all the time nodding and pointing where he wanted me to go. Then he was off again.


    I debated what to do. Most of me said to turn around, go back to the wall by way of the pasture and head back into the hills. These people probably wouldn’t want me around. I doubted that I’d be able to talk to them, and they might even resent me. On the other hand, I was fascinated, as who wouldn’t be? I wanted to see how they managed it. I still didn’t believe that they were all deaf and blind. It didn’t seem possible.


    The Sheltie was sniffing at my pants. I looked down at her and she backed away, then daintily approached me as I held out my open hand. She sniffed, then licked me. I patted her on the head, and she hustled back to her sheep.


    I turned toward the buildings.


    * * * *


    The first order of business was money.


    None of the students knew much about it from experience, but the library was full of Braille books. They started reading.


    One of the first things that became apparent was that when money was mentioned, lawyers were not far away. The students wrote letters. From the replies, they selected a lawyer and retained him.


    They were in a school in Pennsylvania at the time. The original pupils of the special schools, five hundred in number, had been narrowed down to about seventy as people left to live with relatives or


    found other solutions to their special problems. Of those seventy, some had places to go but didn’t want to go there; others had few alternatives. Their parents were either dead or not interested in living with them. So the seventy had been gathered from the schools around the country into this one, while ways to deal with them were worked out. The authorities had plans, but the students beat them to it.


    Each of them had been entitled to a guaranteed annual income since 1980. They had been under the care of the government, so they had not received it. They sent their lawyer to court. He came back with a ruling that they could not collect. They appealed, and won. The money was paid retroactively, with interest, and came to a healthy sum. They thanked their lawyer and retained a real estate agent. Meanwhile, they read.


    They read about communes in New Mexico, and instructed their agent to look for something out there. He made a deal for a tract to be leased in perpetuity from the Navaho nation. They read about the land, found that it would need a lot of water to be productive in the way they wanted it to be.


    They divided into groups to research what they would need to be self-sufficient.


    Water could be obtained by tapping into the canals that carried it from the reservoirs on the Rio Grande into the reclaimed land in the south. Federal money was available for the project through a labyrinthine scheme involving HEW, the Agriculture Department, and the Bureau of Indian Affairs. They ended up paying little for their pipeline.


    The land was arid. It would need fertilizer to be of use in raising sheep without resorting to open range techniques. The cost of fertilizer could be subsidized through the Rural Resettlement Program. After that, planting clover would enrich the soil with all the nitrates they could want.


    There were techniques available to farm ecologically, without worrying about fertilizers or pesticides. Everything was recycled. Essentially, you put sunlight and water into one end and harvested wool, fish, vegetables, apples, honey, and eggs at the other end. You used nothing but the land, and replaced even that as you recycled your waste products back into the soil. They were not interested in agribusiness with huge combine harvesters and crop dusters. They didn’t even want to turn a profit. They merely wanted sufficiency.


    The details multiplied. Their leader, the one who had had the original idea and the drive to put it into action in the face of overwhelming obstacles, was a dynamo named Janet Reilly. Knowing nothing about the techniques generals and executives employ to achieve large objectives, she invented them herself and adapted them to the peculiar needs and limitations of her group. She assigned task forces to look into solutions of each aspect of their project: law, science, social planning, design, buying, logistics, construction. At any one time, she was the only person who knew everything about what was happening. She kept it all in her head; without notes of any kind.


    It was in the area of social planning that she showed herself to be a visionary and not just a superb organizer. Her idea was not to make a place where they could lead a life that was a sightless, soundless imitation of their unafflicted peers. She wanted a whole new start, a way of living that was by and for the deaf-blind, a way of living that accepted no convention just because that was the way it had always been done. She examined every human cultural institution from marriage to indecent exposure to see how it related to her needs and the needs of her friends. She was aware of the peril of this approach, but was undeterred. Her Social Task Force read about every variant group that had ever tried to make it on its own anywhere, and brought her reports about how and why they had failed or succeeded. She filtered this information through her own experiences to see how it would work for her unusual group with its own set of needs and goals.


    The details were endless. They hired an architect to put their ideas into Braille blueprints. Gradually the plans evolved. They spent more money. The construction began, supervised on the site by their architect, who by now was so fascinated by the scheme that she donated her services. It was an important break, for they needed someone there whom they could trust. There is only so much that can be accomplished at such a distance.


    When things were ready for them to move, they ran into bureaucratic trouble. They had anticipated it, but it was a setback Social agencies charged with overseeing their welfare doubted the wisdom of the project. When it became apparent that no amount of reasoning was going to stop it, wheels were set in motion that resulted in a restraining order, issued for their own protection, preventing them from leaving the school. They were twenty-one years old by then, all of them, but were judged mentally incompetent to manage their own affairs. A hearing was scheduled.


    Luckily, they still had access to their lawyer. He also had become infected with the crazy vision, and put on a great battle for them. He succeeded in getting a ruling concerning the rights of institutionalized persons, later upheld by the Supreme Court, which eventually had severe repercussions in state and county hospitals. Realizing the trouble they were already in regarding the thousands of patients in inadequate facilities across the country, the agencies gave in.


    By then, it was the spring of 1988, one year after their target date. Some of their fertilizer had washed away already for lack of erosion-preventing clover. It was getting late to start crops, and they were running short of money. Nevertheless, they moved to New Mexico and began the backbreaking job of getting everything started. There were fifty-five of them, with nine children aged three months to six years.


    * * * *


    I don’t know what I expected. I remember that everything was a surprise, either because it was so normal or because it was so different. None of my idiot surmises about what such a place might be like proved to be true. And of course I didn’t know the history of the place; I learned that later, picked up in bits and pieces.


    I was surprised to see lights in some of the buildings. The first thing I had assumed was that they would have no need of them. That’s an example of something so normal that it surprised me.


    As to the differences, the first thing that caught my attention was the fence around the rail line. I had a personal interest in it, having almost been injured by it. I struggled to understand, as I must if I was to stay even for a night.


    The wood fences that enclosed the rails on their way to the gate continued up to a barn, where the rails looped back on themselves in the same way they did outside the wall. The entire line was enclosed by the fence. The only access was a loading platform by the barn, and the gate to the outside. It made sense. The only way a deaf-blind person could operate a conveyance like that would be with assurances that there was no one on the track. These people would never go on the tracks; there was no way they could be warned of an approaching train.


    There were people moving around me in the twilight as I made my way into the group of buildings. They took no notice of me, as I had expected. They moved fast; some of them were actually running. I stood still, eyes searching all around me so no one would come crashing into me. I had to figure out how they kept from crashing into each other before I got bolder.


    I bent to the ground and examined it. The light was getting bad, but I saw immediately that there were concrete sidewalks crisscrossing the area. Each of the walks was etched with a different sort of pattern in grooves that had been made before the stuff set lines, waves, depressions, patches of rough and smooth. I quickly saw that the people who were in a hurry moved only on those walkways, and they were all barefoot. It was no trick to see that it was some sort of traffic pattern read with the feet. I stood up. I didn’t need to know how it worked. It was sufficient to know what it was and stay off the paths.


    The people were unremarkable. Some of them were not dressed, but I was used to that by now. They came in all shapes and sizes, but all seemed to be about the same age except for the children. Except for the fact that they did not stop and talk or even wave as they approached each other, I would never have guessed they were blind. I watched them come to intersections in the pathways—I didn’t know how they knew they were there, but could think of several ways—and slow down as they crossed. It was a marvelous system.


    I began to think of approaching someone. I had been there for almost half an hour, an intruder. I guess I had a false sense of these people’s vulnerability; I felt like a burglar.


    I walked along beside a woman for a minute. She was very purposeful in her eyes-ahead stride, or seemed to be. She sensed something, maybe my footsteps. She slowed a little, and I touched her on the shoulder, not knowing what else to do. She stopped instantly and turned toward me. Her eyes were open but vacant. Her hands were all over me, lightly touching my face, my chest, my hands, fingering my clothing. There was no doubt in my mind that she knew me for a stranger, probably from the first tap on the shoulder. But she smiled warmly at me, and hugged me. Her hands were very delicate and warm. That’s funny, because they were calloused from hard work But they felt sensitive.


    She made me to understand—by pointing to the building, making eating motions with an imaginary spoon, and touching a number on her watch—that supper was served in an hour, and that I was invited. I nodded and smiled beneath her hands; she kissed me on the cheek and hurried off.


    Well. It hadn’t been so bad. I had worried about my ability to communicate. Later I found out she learned a great deal more about me than I had known.


    I put off going into the mess hall or whatever it was. I strolled around in the gathering darkness looking at their layout. I saw the little Sheltie bringing the sheep back to the fold for the night. She herded them expertly through the open gate without any instructions, and one of the residents closed it and locked them in. The man bent and scratched the dog on the head and got his hand licked. Her chores done for the night, the dog hurried over to me and sniffed my pant leg. She followed me around the rest of the evening.


    Everyone seemed so busy that I was surprised to see one woman sitting on a rail fence, doing nothing. I went over to her.


    Closer, I saw that she was younger than I had thought. She was thirteen, I learned later. She wasn’t wearing any clothes. I touched her on the shoulder, and she jumped down from the fence and went through the same routine as the other woman had, touching me all over with no reserve. She took my hand and I felt her fingers moving rapidly in my palm. I couldn’t understand it, but knew what it was. I shrugged, and tried out other gestures to indicate that I didn’t speak hand talk. She nodded, still feeling my face with her hands.


    She asked me if I was staying to dinner. I assured her that I was. She asked me if I was from a university. And if you think that’s easy to ask with only body movements, try it. But she was so graceful and supple in her movements, so deft at getting her meaning across. It was beautiful to watch her. It was speech and ballet at the same time.


    I told her I wasn’t from a university, and launched into an attempt to tell her a little about what I was doing and how I got there. She listened to me with her hands, scratching her head graphically when I failed to make my meanings clear. All the time the smile on her face got broader and broader, and she would laugh silently at my antics. All this while standing very close to me, touching me. At last she put her hands on her hips.


    “I guess you need the practice,” she said, “but if it’s all the same to you, could we talk mouthtalk for now? You’re cracking me up.”


    I jumped as if stung by a bee. The touching, while something I could ignore for a deaf-blind girl, suddenly seemed out of place. I stepped back a little, but her hands returned to me. She looked puzzled, then read the problem with her hands.


    “I’m sorry,” she said. “You thought I was deaf and blind. If I’d known I would have told you right off.”


    “I thought everyone here was.”


    “Just the parents. I’m one of the children. We all hear and see quite well. Don’t be so nervous. If you can’t stand touching, you’re not going to like it here. Relax, I won’t hurt you.” And she kept her hands moving over me, mostly my face. I didn’t understand it at the time, but it didn’t seem sexual. Turned out I was wrong, but it wasn’t blatant.


    “You’ll need me to show you the ropes,” she said, and started for the domes. She held my hand and walked close to me. Her other hand kept moving to my face every time I talked.


    “Number one, stay off the concrete paths. That’s where—” “I already figured that out.”


    “You did? How long have you been here?” Her hands searched my face with renewed interest. It was quite dark.


    “Less than an hour. I was almost run over by your train.”


    She laughed, then apologized and said she knew it wasn’t funny to me.


    I told her it was funny to me now, though it hadn’t been at the time. She said there was a warning sign on the gate, but I had been unlucky enough to come when the gate was open—they opened it by remote control before a train started up—and I hadn’t seen it.


    “What’s your name?” I asked her as we neared the soft yellow lights coming from the dining room.


    Her hand worked reflexively in mine, then stopped. “Oh, I don’t know. I have one; several, in fact. But they’re in bodytalk. I’m… Pink. It translates as Pink, I guess.”


    There was a story behind it. She had been the first child born to the school students. They knew that babies were described as being pink, so they called her that. She felt pink to them. As we entered the hall, I could see that her name was visually inaccurate. One of her parents had been black She was dark, with blue eyes and curly hair lighter than her skin. She had a broad nose, but small lips.


    She didn’t ask my name, so I didn’t offer it. No one asked my name, in speech, the entire time I was there. They called me many things in bodytalk, and when the children called me it was “Hey, you!” They weren’t big on spoken words.


    The dining hall was in a rectangular building made of brick It connected to one of the large domes. It was dimly lighted. I later learned that the lights were for me alone. The children didn’t need them for anything but reading. I held Pink’s hand, glad to have a guide. I kept my eyes and ears open.


    “We’re informal,” Pink said. Her voice was embarrassingly loud in the large room. No one else was talking at all there were just the sounds of movement and breathing. Several of the children looked up. “I won’t introduce you around now. Just feel like part of the family. People will feel you later, and you can talk to them. You can take your clothes off here at the door.”


    I had no trouble with that. Everyone else was nude, and I could easily adjust to household customs by that time. You take your shoes off in Japan, you take your clothes off in Taos. What’s the difference?


    Well, quite a bit, actually. There was all the touching that went on. Everybody touched everybody else, as routinely as glancing. Everyone touched my face first, then went on with what seemed like total innocence to touch me everywhere else. As usual, it was not quite what it seemed. It was not innocent, and it was not the usual treatment they gave others in their group. They touched each other’s genitals a lot more than they touched mine. They were holding back with me so I wouldn’t be frightened. They were very polite with strangers.


    There was a long, low table, with everyone sitting on the floor around it. Pink led me to it.


    “See the bare strips on the floor? Stay out of them. Don’t leave anything in them. That’s where people walk. Don’t ever move anything. Furniture, I mean. That has to be decided at full meetings, so we’ll all know where everything is. Small things, too. If you pick up something, put it back exactly where you found it.”


    “I understand.”


    People were bringing bowls and platters of food from the adjoining kitchen. They set them on the table, and the diners began feeling them. They ate with their fingers, without plates, and they did it


    slowly and lovingly. They smelled things for a long time before they took a bite. Eating was very sensual to these people.


    They were terrific cooks. I have never, before or since, eaten as well as I did at Keller. (That’s my name for it, in speech, though their bodytalk name was something very like that. When I called it Keller, everyone knew what I was talking about.) They started off with good, fresh produce, something that’s hard enough to find in the cities, and went at the cooking with artistry and imagination. It wasn’t like any national style I’ve eaten. They improvised, and seldom cooked the same thing the same way twice.


    I sat between Pink and the fellow who had almost run me down earlier. I stuffed myself disgracefully. It was too far removed from beef jerky and the organic dry cardboard I had been eating for me to be able to resist. I lingered over it, but still finished long before anyone else. I watched them as I sat back carefully and wondered if I’d be sick. (I wasn’t, thank God.) They fed themselves and each other, sometimes getting up and going clear around the table to offer a choice morsel to a friend on the other side. I was fed in this way by all too many of them, and nearly popped until I learned a pidgin phrase in handtalk, saying I was full to the brim. I learned from Pink that a friendlier way to refuse was to offer something myself.


    Eventually I had nothing to do but feed Pink and look at the others. I began to be more observant. I had thought they were eating in solitude, but soon saw that lively conversation was flowing around the table. Hands were busy, moving almost too fast to see. They were spelling into each other’s palms, shoulders, legs, arms, bellies; any part of the body. I watched in amazement as a ripple of laughter spread like falling dominoes from one end of the table to the other as some witticism was passed along the line. It was fast. Looking carefully, I could see the thoughts moving, reaching one person, passed on while a reply went in the other direction and was in turn passed on, other replies originating all along the line and bouncing back and forth. They were a wave form, like water.


    It was messy. Let’s face it; eating with your fingers and talking with your hands is going to get you smeared with food. But no one minded, I certainly didn’t. I was too busy feeling left out. Pink talked to me, but I knew I was finding out what it’s like to be deaf. These people were friendly and seemed to like me, but could do nothing about it. We couldn’t communicate.


    Afterwards, we all trooped outside, except the cleanup crew, and took a shower beneath a set of faucets that gave out very cold water. I told Pink I’d like to help with the dishes, but she said I’d just be in the way. I couldn’t do anything around Keller until I learned their very specific ways of doing things. She seemed to be assuming already that I’d be around that long.


    Back into the building to dry off, which they did with their usual puppy dog friendliness, making a game and a gift of toweling each other, and then we went into the dome.


    It was warm inside, warm and dark. Light entered from the passage to the dining room, but it wasn’t enough to blot out the stars through the lattice of triangular panes overhead. It was almost like being out in the open.


    Pink quickly pointed out the positional etiquette within the dome. It wasn’t hard to follow, but I still tended to keep my arms and legs pulled in close so I wouldn’t trip someone by sprawling into a walk space.


    My misconceptions got me again. There was no sound but the soft whisper of flesh against flesh, so I thought I was in the middle of an orgy. I had been at them before, in other communes, and they looked pretty much like this. I quickly saw that I was wrong, and only later found out I had been right. In a sense.


    What threw my evaluations out of whack was the simple fact that group conversation among these people had to look like an orgy. The much subtler observation that I made later was that with a hundred naked bodies sliding, rubbing, kissing, caressing, all at the same time, what was the point in making a distinction? There was no distinction.


    I have to say that I use the noun “orgy” only to get across a general idea of many people in close contact. I don’t like the word, it is too ripe with connotations. But I had these connotations myself at the time, so I was relieved to see that it was not an orgy. The ones I had been to had been tedious and impersonal, and I had hoped for better from these people.


    Many wormed their way through the crush to get to me and meet me. Never more than one at a time; they were constantly aware of what was going on and were waiting their turn to talk to me. Naturally, I didn’t know it then. Pink sat with me to interpret the hard thoughts. I eventually used her words less and less, getting into the spirit of tactile seeing and understanding. No one felt they really knew me until they had touched every part of my body, so there were hands on me all the time. I timidly did the same.


    What with all the touching, I quickly got an erection, which embarrassed me quite a bit. I was berating myself for being unable to keep sexual responses out of it, for not being able to operate on the same intellectual plane I thought they were on, when I realized with some shock that the couple next to me was making love. They had been doing it for the last ten minutes, actually, and it had seemed such a natural part of what was happening that I had known it and not known it at the same time.


    No sooner had I realized it than I suddenly wondered if I was right. Were they ? It was very slow and the light was bad. But her legs were up, and he was on top of her, that much I was sure of. It was foolish of me, but I really had to know. I had to find out what the hell I was in. How could I give the proper social responses if I didn’t know the situation?


    I was very sensitive to polite behavior after my months at the various communes. I had become adept at saying prayers before supper in one place, chanting Hare Krishna at another, and going happily nudist at still another. It’s called “when in Rome,” and if you can’t adapt to it you shouldn’t go visiting. I would kneel to Mecca, burp after my meals, toast anything that was proposed, eat organic rice and compliment the cook; but to do it right, you have to know the customs. I had thought I knew them, but had changed my mind three times in as many minutes.


    They were making love, in the sense that he was penetrating her. They were also deeply involved with each other. Their hands fluttered like butterflies all over each other, filled with meanings I couldn’t see or feel. But they were being touched by and were touching many other people around them. They were talking to all these people, even if the message was as simple as a pat on the forehead or arm.


    Pink noticed where my attention was. She was sort of wound around me, without really doing anything I would have thought of as provocative. I just couldn’t decide. It seemed so innocent, and yet it wasn’t.


    “That’s (—) and (—),” she said, the parentheses indicating a series of hand motions against my palm. I never learned a sound word as a name for any of them but Pink, and I can’t reproduce the bodytalk names they had. Pink reached over, touched the woman with her foot, and did some complicated business with her toes. The woman smiled and grabbed Pink’s foot, her fingers moving.


    “(—) would like to talk with you later,” Pink told me. “Right after she’s through talking to (—). You met her earlier, remember? She says she likes your hands.”


    Now this is going to sound crazy, I know. It sounded pretty crazy to me when I thought of it. It dawned on me with a sort of revelation that her word for talk and mine were miles apart. Talk, to her, meant a complex interchange involving all parts of the body. She could read words or emotions in every twitch of my muscles, like a lie detector. Sound, to her, was only a minor part of communication. It was something she used to speak to outsiders. Pink talked with her whole being.


    I didn’t have the half of it, even then, but it was enough to turn my head entirely around in relation to these people. They talked with their bodies. It wasn’t all hands, as I’d thought. Any part of the body in contact with any other was communication, sometimes a very simple and basic sort think of McLuhan’s light bulb as the basic medium of information—perhaps saying no more than “I am here.” But talk was talk, and if conversation evolved to the point where you needed to talk to another with your genitals, it was still a part of the conversation. What I wanted to know was what were they saying ? I knew, even at that dim moment of realization, that it was much more than I could grasp. Sure, you’re saying. You know about talking to your lover with your body as you make love. That’s not such a new idea. Of course it isn’t, but think how wonderful that talk is even when you’re not primarily tactile-oriented. Can you carry the thought from there, or are you doomed to be an earthworm thinking about sunsets?


    While this was happening to me, there was a woman getting acquainted with my body. Her hands were on me, in my lap when I felt myself ejaculating. It was a big surprise to me, but to no one else. I had been telling everyone around me for many minutes, through signs they could feel with their hands, that it was going to happen. Instantly, hands were all over my body. I could almost understand them as they spelled tender thoughts to me. I got the gist, anyway, if not the words. I was terribly embarrassed for only a moment, then it passed away in the face of the easy acceptance. It was very intense. For a long time I couldn’t get my breath.


    The woman who had been the cause of it touched my lips with her fingers. She moved them slowly, but meaningfully I was sure. Then she melted back into the group.


    “What did she say?” I asked Pink.


    She smiled at me. “You know, of course. If you’d only cut loose from your verbalizing. But, generally, she meant ‘How nice for you.’ It also translates as ‘How nice for me.’ And ‘me,’ in this sense, means all of us. The organism.”


    I knew I had to stay and learn to speak.


    * * * *


    The commune had its ups and downs. They had expected them, in general, but had not known what shape they might take.


    Winter killed many of their fruit trees. They replaced them with hybrid strains. They lost more fertilizer and soil in windstorms because the clover had not had time to anchor it down. Their schedule had been thrown off by the court actions, and they didn’t really get things settled in a groove for more than a year.


    Their fish all died. They used the bodies for fertilizer and looked into what might have gone wrong. They were using a three-stage ecology of the type pioneered by the New Alchemists in the seventies. It consisted of three domed ponds: one containing fish, another with crushed shells and bacteria in one section and algae in another, and a third full of daphnids. The water containing fish waste from the first pond was pumped through the shells and bacteria, which detoxified it and converted the ammonia it contained into fertilizer for the algae. The algae water was pumped into the second pond to feed the daphnids. Then daphnids and algae were pumped to the fish pond as food and the enriched water was used to fertilize greenhouse plants in all of the domes.


    They tested the water and the soil and found that chemicals were being leached from impurities in the shells and concentrated down the food chain. After a thorough cleanup, they restarted and all went well. But they had lost their first cash crop.


    They never went hungry. Nor were they cold; there was plenty of sunlight year-round to power the pumps and the food cycle and to heat their living quarters. They had built their buildings half-buried with an eye to the heating and cooling powers of convective currents. But they had to spend some of their capital. The first year they showed a loss.


    One of their buildings caught fire during the first winter. Two men and a small girl were killed when a sprinkler system malfunctioned. This was a shock to them. They had thought things would operate as advertised. None of them knew much about the building trades, about estimates as opposed to realities. They found that several of their installations were not up to specifications, and instituted a program of periodic checks on everything. They learned to strip down and repair anything on the farm. If something contained electronics too complex for them to cope with, they tore it out and installed something simpler.


    Socially, their progress had been much more encouraging. Janet had wisely decided that there would be only two hard and fast objectives in the realm of their relationships. The first was that she refused to be their president, chairwoman, chief, or supreme commander. She had seen from the start that a driving personality was needed to get the planning done and the land bought and a sense of purpose fostered from their formless desire for an alternative. But once at the promised land, she abdicated. From that point they would operate as a democratic communism. If that failed, they would adopt a new approach. Anything but a dictatorship with her at the head. She wanted no part of that.


    The second principle was to accept nothing. There had never been a deaf-blind community operating on its own. They had no expectations to satisfy, they did not need to live as the sighted did. They were alone. There was no one to tell them not to do something simply because it was not done.


    They had no clearer idea of what their society would be than anyone else. They had been forced into a mold that was not relevant to their needs, but beyond that they didn’t know. They would search out the behavior that made sense, the moral things for deaf-blind people to do. They understood the basic principles of morals: that nothing is moral always, and anything is moral under the right circumstances. It all had to do with social context. They were starting from a blank slate, with no models to follow.


    By the end of the second year they had their context. They continually modified it, but the basic pattern was set. They knew themselves and what they were as they had never been able to do at the school. They defined themselves in their own terms.


    * * * *


    I spent my first day at Keller in school. It was the obvious and necessary step. I had to learn handtalk.


    Pink was kind and very patient. I learned the basic alphabet and practiced hard at it. By the afternoon she was refusing to talk to me, forcing me to speak with my hands. She would speak only when pressed hard, and eventually not at all. I scarcely spoke a single word after the third day.


    This is not to say that I was suddenly fluent. Not at all. At the end of the first day I knew the alphabet and could laboriously make myself understood. I was not so good at reading words spelled into my own palm. For a long time I had to look at the hand to see what was spelled. But like any language, eventually you think in it. I speak fluent French, and I can recall my amazement when I finally reached the point where I wasn’t translating my thoughts before I spoke. I reached it at Keller in about two weeks.


    I remember one of the last things I asked Pink in speech. It was something that was worrying me.


    “Pink, am I welcome here?”


    “You’ve been here three days. Do you feel rejected?”


    “No, it’s not that. I guess I just need to hear your policy about outsiders. How long am I welcome?”


    She wrinkled her brow. It was evidently a new question.


    “Well, practically speaking, until a majority of us decide we want you to go. But that’s never happened. No one’s stayed here much longer than a few days. We’ve never had to evolve a policy about what to do, for instance, if someone who sees and hears wants to join us. No one has, so far, but I guess it could happen. My guess is that they wouldn’t accept it. They’re very independent and jealous of their freedom, though you might not have noticed it. I don’t think you could ever be one of them. But as long as you’re willing to think of yourself as a guest, you could probably stay for twenty years.”


    “You said ‘they.’ Don’t you include yourself in the group?”


    For the first time she looked a little uneasy. I wish I had been better at reading body language at the time. I think my hands could have told me volumes about what she was thinking.


    “Sure,” she said. “The children are part of the group. We like it. I sure wouldn’t want to be anywhere else, from what I know of the outside.”


    “I don’t blame you.” There were things left unsaid here, but I didn’t know enough to ask the right questions. “But it’s never a problem, being able to see when none of your parents can? They don’t… resent you in any way?”


    This time she laughed. “Oh, no. Never that. They’re much too independent for that. You’ve seen it. They don’t need us for anything they can’t do themselves. We’re part of the family. We do exactly the same things they do. And it really doesn’t matter. Sight, I mean. Hearing, either. Just look around you. Do I have any special advantages because I can see where I’m going?”


    I had to admit that she didn’t. But there was still the hint of something she wasn’t saying to me.


    “I know what’s bothering you. About staying here.” She had to draw me back to my original question; I had been wandering.


    “What’s that?”


    “You don’t feel a part of the daily life. You’re not doing your share of the chores. You’re very conscientious and you want to do your part. I can tell.”


    She read me right, as usual, and I admitted it.


    “And you won’t be able to until you can talk to everybody. So let’s get back to your lessons. Your fingers are still very sloppy.”


    * * * *


    There was a lot of work to be done. The first thing I had to learn was to slow down. They were slow and methodical workers, made few mistakes, and didn’t care if a job took all day so long as it was done well. When I was working by myself I didn’t have to worry about it: sweeping, picking apples, weeding in the gardens. But when I was on a job that required teamwork I had to learn a whole new pace. Eyesight enables a person to do many aspects of a job at once with a few quick glances. A blind person will take each aspect of the job in turn if the job is spread out. Everything has to be verified by touch. At a bench job, though, they could be much faster than I. They could make me feel as though I was working with my toes instead of fingers.


    I never suggested that I could make anything quicker by virtue of my sight or hearing. They quite rightly would have told me to mind my own business. Accepting sighted help was the first step to dependence, and after all, they would still be here with the same jobs to do after I was gone.


    And that got me to thinking about the children again. I began to be positive that there was an undercurrent of resentment, maybe unconscious, between the parents and children. It was obvious that there was a great deal of love between them, but how could the children fail to resent the rejection of their talent? So my reasoning went, anyway.


    I quickly fit myself into the routine. I was treated no better or worse than anyone else, which gratified me. Though I would never become part of the group, even if I should desire it, there was absolutely no indication that I was anything but a full member. That’s just how they treated guests: as they would one of their own number.


    Life was fulfilling out there in a way it has never been in the cities. It wasn’t unique to Keller, this pastoral peace, but the people there had it in generous helpings. The earth beneath your bare feet is something you can never feel in a city park.


    Daily life was busy and satisfying. There were chickens and hogs to feed, bees and sheep to care for, fish to harvest, and cows to milk. Everybody worked: men, women, and children. It all seemed to fit together without any apparent effort. Everybody seemed to know what to do when it needed doing. You could think of it as a well-oiled machine, but I never liked that metaphor, especially for people. I thought of it as an organism. Any social group is, but this one worked. Most of the other communes I’d visited had glaring flaws. Things would not get done because everyone was too stoned or couldn’t be bothered or didn’t see the necessity of doing it in the first place. That sort of ignorance leads to typhus and soil erosion and people freezing to death and invasions of social workers who take your children away. I’d seen it happen.


    Not here. They had a good picture of the world as it is, not the rosy misconceptions so many other Utopians labor under. They did the jobs that needed doing.


    I could never detail all the nuts and bolts (there’s that machine metaphor again) of how the place worked. The fish-cycle ponds alone were complicated enough to overawe me. I killed a spider in one of the greenhouses, then found out it had been put there to eat a specific set of plant predators. Same for the frogs. There were insects in the water to kill other insects; it got to a point where I was afraid to swat a mayfly without prior okay.


    As the days went by I was told some of the history of the place. Mistakes had been made, though surprisingly few.


    One had been in the area of defense. They had made no provision, for it at first, not knowing much about the brutality and random violence that reaches even to the out-of-the-way corners. Guns were the logical and preferred choice out here, but were beyond their capabilities.


    One night a carload of men who had had too much to drink showed up. They had heard of the place in town. They stayed for two days, cutting the phone lines and raping many of the women.


    The people discussed all the options after the invasion was over, and settled on the organic one. They bought five German shepherds. Not the psychotic wretches that are marketed under the description of “attack dogs,” but specially trained ones from a firm recommended by the Albuquerque police. They were trained as both Seeing-Eye and police dogs. They were perfectly harmless until an outsider showed overt aggression, then they were trained, not to disarm, but to go for the throat.


    It worked, like most of their solutions. The second invasion resulted in two dead and three badly injured, all on the other side. As a backup in case of a concerted attack, they hired an ex-marine to teach them the fundamentals of close-in dirty fighting. These were not dewy-eyed flower children.


    There were three superb meals a day. And there was leisure time, too. It was not all work.


    There was time to take a friend out and sit in the grass under a tree, usually around sunset, just before the big dinner. There was time for someone to stop working for a few minutes, to share same special treasure. I remember being taken by the hand by one woman whom I must call Tall-one-with-green-eyes to a spot where mushrooms were growing in the cool crawl space beneath the barn. We wriggled under until our faces were buried in the patch, picked a few, and smelled them. She showed me how to smell. I would have thought a few weeks before that we had ruined their beauty, but after all it was only visual. I was already beginning to discount that sense, which is so removed from the essence of an object. She showed me that they were still beautiful to touch and smell after we had apparently destroyed them. Then she was off to the kitchen with the pick of the bunch in her apron. They tasted all the better that night.


    And a man—I will call him Baldy—who brought me a plank he and one of the women had been planing in the woodshop. I touched its smoothness and smelled it and agreed with him how good it was.


    And after the evening meal, the Together.


    * * * *


    During my third week there I had an indication of my status with the group. It was the first real test of whether I meant anything to them. Anything special, I mean. I wanted to see them as my friends, and I suppose I was a little upset to think that just anyone who wandered in here would be treated the way I was. It was childish and unfair to them, and I wasn’t even aware of the discontent until later.


    I had been hauling water in a bucket into the field where a seedling tree was being planted. There was a hose for that purpose, but it was in use on the other side of the village. This tree was not in reach of the automatic sprinklers and it was drying out. I had been carrying water to it until another solution was found.


    It was hot, around noon. I got the water from a standing spigot near the forge. I set the bucket down on the ground behind me and leaned my head into the flow of water. I was wearing a shirt made of cotton, unbuttoned in the front. The water felt good running through my hair and soaking into the shirt. I let it go on for almost a minute.


    There was a crash behind me and I bumped my head when I raised it up too quickly under the faucet. I turned and saw a woman sprawled on her face in the dust. She was turning over slowly, holding her knee. I realized with a sinking feeling that she had tripped over the bucket I had carelessly left on the concrete express lane. Think of it: ambling along on ground that you trust to be free of all obstruction, suddenly you’re sitting on the ground. Their system would only work with trust, and it had to be total; everybody had to be responsible all the time. I had been accepted into that trust and I had blown it. I felt sick.


    She had a nasty scrape on her left knee that was oozing blood. She felt it with her hands, sitting there on the ground, and she began to howl. It was weird, painful. Tears came from her eyes, then she pounded her fists on the ground, going “Hunnnh, hunnnh, hunnnh!” with each blow. She was angry, and she had every right to be.


    She found the pail as I hesitantly reached out for her. She grabbed my hand and followed it up to my face. She felt my face, crying all the time, then wiped her nose and got up. She started off for one of the buildings. She limped slightly.


    I sat down and felt miserable. I didn’t know what to do.


    One of the men came out to get me. It was Big Man. I called him that because he was the tallest person at Keller. He wasn’t any sort of policeman, I found out later he was just the first one the injured woman had met. He took my hand and felt my face. I saw tears start when he felt the emotions there. He asked me to come inside with him.


    An impromptu panel had been convened. Call it a jury. It was made up of anyone who was handy, including a few children. There were ten or twelve of them. Everyone looked very sad. The woman I had hurt was there, being consoled by three or four people. I’ll call her Scar, for the prominent mark on her upper arm.


    Everybody kept talking to me in handtalk, you understand how sorry they were for me. They petted and stroked me, trying to draw some of the misery away.


    Pink came racing in. She had been sent for to act as a translator if needed. Since this was a formal proceeding it was necessary that they be sure I understood everything that happened. She went to Scar and cried with her for a bit, then came to me and embraced me fiercely, telling me with her hands how sorry she was that this had happened. I was already figuratively packing my bags. Nothing seemed to be left but the formality of expelling me.


    Then we all sat together on the floor. We were close, touching on all aides. The hearing began.


    Most of it was in handtalk, with Pink throwing in a few words here and there. I seldom knew who said what, but that was appropriate. It was the group speaking as one. No statement reached me without already having become a consensus.


    “You are accused of having violated the rules,” said the group, “and of having been the cause of an injury to (the one I called Scar). Do you dispute this? Is there any fact that we should know”


    “No,” I told them. “I was responsible. It was my carelessness.”


    “We understand. We sympathize with you in your remorse, which is evident to all of us. But carelessness is a violation. Do you understand this? This is the offense for which you are (——).” It was a set of signals in shorthand.


    “What was that?” I asked Pink.


    “Uh… ‘brought before us’? ‘Standing trial’?” She shrugged, not happy with either interpretation.


    “Yes. I understand.”


    “The facts not being in question, it is agreed that you are guilty.” (“‘Responsible,’” Pink whispered in my ear.) “Withdraw from us a moment while we come to a decision.”


    I got up and stood by the wall, not wanting to look at them as they went back and forth through the joined hands.


    There was a burning lump in my throat that I could not swallow. Then I was asked to rejoin the circle.


    “The penalty for your offense is set by custom. If it were not so, we would wish we could rule otherwise. You now have the choice of accepting the punishment designated and having the offense wiped away, or of refusing our jurisdiction and withdrawing your body from our land. What is your choice?”


    I had Pink repeat this to me, because it was so important that I know what was being offered. When I was sure I had read it right, I accepted their punishment without hesitation. I was very grateful to have been given an alternative.


    “Very well. You have elected to be treated as we would treat one of our own who had done the same act. Come to us.”


    Everyone drew in closer. I was not told what was going to happen. I was drawn in and nudged gently from all directions.


    Scar was sitting with her legs crossed more or less in the center of the group. She was crying again, and so was I, I think. It’s hard to remember. I ended up face down across her lap. She spanked me.


    I never once thought of it as improbable or strange. It flowed naturally out of the situation. Everyone was holding on to me and caressing me, spelling assurances into my palms and legs and neck and cheeks. We were all crying. It was a difficult thing that had to be faced by the whole group.


    Others drifted in and joined us. I understood that this punishment came from everyone there, but only the offended person, Scar, did the actual spanking. That was one of the ways I had wronged her, beyond the fact of giving her a scraped knee. I had laid on her the obligation of disciplining me and that was why she had sobbed so loudly, not from the pain of her injury, but from the pain of knowing she would have to hurt me.


    Pink later told me that Scar had been the staunchest advocate of giving me the option to stay. Some had wanted to expel me outright, but she paid me the compliment of thinking I was a good enough person to be worth putting herself and me through the ordeal. If you can’t understand that, you haven’t grasped the feeling of community I felt among these people.


    It went on for a long time. It was very painful, but not cruel. Nor was it primarily humiliating. There was some of that, of course. But it was essentially a practical lesson taught in the most direct terms. Each of them had undergone it during the first months, but none recently. You learned from it, believe me.


    I did a lot of thinking about it afterward. I tried to think of what else they might have done. Spanking grown people is really unheard of, you know, though that didn’t occur to me until long after it had happened. It seemed so natural when it was going on that the thought couldn’t even enter my mind that this was a weird situation to be in.


    They did something like this with the children, but not as long or as hard. Responsibility was lighter for the younger ones. The adults were willing to put up with an occasional bruise or scraped knee while the children learned.


    But when you reached what they thought of as adulthood—which was whenever a majority of the adults thought you had or when you assumed the privilege yourself—that’s when the spanking really got serious.


    They had a harsher punishment, reserved for repeated or malicious offenses. They had not had to invoke it often. It consisted of being sent to Coventry. No one would touch you for a specified period of time. By the time I heard of it, it sounded like a very tough penalty. I didn’t need it explained tome.


    I don’t know how to explain it, but the spanking was administered in such a loving way that I didn’t feel violated. This hurts me as much as it hurts you. I’m doing this for your own good. I love you, that’s why I’m spanking you. They made me understand those old cliches by their actions.


    When it was over, we all cried together. But it soon turned to happiness. I embraced Scar and we told each other how sorry we were that it had happened. We talked to each other—made love if you like—and I kissed her knee and helped her dress it.


    We spent the rest of the day together, easing the pain.


    * * * *


    As I became more fluent in handtalk, “the scales fell from my eyes.” Daily, I would discover a new layer of meaning that had eluded me before; it was like peeling the skin of an onion to find a new skin beneath it. Each time I thought I was at the core, only to find that there was another layer I could not yet see.


    I had thought that learning handtalk was the key to communication with them. Not so. Handtalk was baby talk. For a long time I was a baby who could not even say goo-goo clearly. Imagine my surprise when, having learned to say it, I found that there were syntax, conjunctions, parts of speech, nouns, verbs, tense, agreement, and the subjunctive mood. I was wading in a tide pool at the edge of the Pacific Ocean.


    By handtalk I mean the International Manual Alphabet. Anyone can learn it in a few hours or days. But when you talk to someone in speech, do you spell each word? Do you read each letter as you read this? No, you grasp words as entities, hear groups of sounds and see groups of letters as a gestalt full of meaning.


    Everyone at Keller had an absorbing interest in language. They each knew several languages—spoken languages—and could read and spell them fluently.


    While still children they had understood the fact that handtalk was a way for deaf-blind people to talk to outsiders. Among themselves it was much too cumbersome. It was like Morse Code: useful when you’re limited to on-off modes of information transmission, but not the preferred mode. Their ways of speaking to each other were much closer to our type of written or verbal communication, and—dare I say it?—better.


    I discovered this slowly, first by seeing that though I could spell rapidly with my hands, it took much longer for me to say something than it took anyone else. It could not be explained by differences in dexterity. So I asked to be taught their shorthand speech. I plunged in, this time taught by everyone, not just Pink.


    It was hard. They could say any word in any language with no more than two moving hand positions. I knew this was a project for years, not days. You learn the alphabet and you have all the tools you need to spell any word that exists. That’s the great advantage in having your written and spoken speech based on the same set of symbols. Shorthand was not like that at all. It partook of none of the linearity or commonality of handtalk; it was not code for English or any other language; it did not share construction or vocabulary with any other language. It was wholly constructed by the Kellerites according to their needs. Each word was something I had to learn and memorize separately from the handtalk spelling.


    For months I sat in the Togethers after dinner saying things like “Me love Scar much much well,” while waves of conversation ebbed and flowed and circled around me, touching me only at the edges. But I kept at it, and the children were endlessly patient with me. I improved gradually. Understand that the rest of the conversations I will relate took place in either handtalk or shorthand, limited to various degrees by my fluency. I did not speak nor was I spoken to orally from the day of my punishment


    * * * *


    I was having a lesson in bodytalk from Pink. Yes, we were making love. It had taken me a few weeks to see that she was a sexual being, that her caresses, which I had persisted in seeing as innocent—as I had defined it at the time—both were and weren’t innocent. She understood it as perfectly natural that the result of her talking to my penis with her hands might be another sort of conversation. Though still in the middle flush of puberty, she was regarded by all as an adult and I accepted her as such. It was cultural conditioning that had blinded me to what she was saying.


    So we talked a lot. With her, I understood the words and music of the body better than with anyone else. She sang a very uninhibited song with her hips and hands, free of guilt, open and fresh with discovery in every note she touched.


    “You haven’t told me much about yourself,” she said. “What did you do on the outside?” I don’t want to give the impression that this speech was in sentences, as I have presented it. We were bodytalking, sweating and smelling each other. The message came through from hands, feet, mouth.


    I got as far as the sign for pronoun, first person singular, and was stopped.


    How could I tell her of my life in Chicago? Should I speak of my early ambition to be a writer, and how that didn’t work out? And why hadn’t it? Lack of talent, or lack of drive? I could tell her about my profession, which was meaningless shuffling of papers when you got down to it, useless to anything but the Gross National Product. I could talk of the economic ups and downs that had brought me to Keller when nothing else could dislodge me from my easy sliding through life. Or the loneliness of being forty-seven years old and never having found someone worth loving, never having been loved in return. Of being a permanently displaced person in a stainless-steel society. One-night stands, drinking binges, nine-to-five, Chicago Transit Authority, dark movie houses, football games on television, sleeping pills, the John Hancock Tower where the windows won’t open so you can’t


    breathe the smog or jump out. That was me, wasn’t it? “I see,” she said. “I travel around,” I said, and suddenly realized that it was the truth.


    “I see,” she repeated. It was a different sign for the same thing. Context was everything. She had heard and understood both parts of me, knew one to be what I had been, the other to be what I hoped I was.


    She lay on top of me, one hand lightly on my face to catch the quick interplay of emotions as I thought about my life for the first time in years. And she laughed and nipped my ear playfully when my face told her that for the first time I could remember, I was happy about it. Not just telling myself I was happy, but truly happy. You cannot lie in bodytalk any more than your sweat glands can lie to a polygraph.


    I noticed that the room was unusually empty. Asking around in my fumbling way, I learned that only the children were there.


    “Where is everybody?” I asked.


    “They are all out ***,” she said. It was like that: three sharp slaps on the chest with the fingers spread. Along with the finger configuration for “verb form, gerund,” it meant that they were all out ***ing. Needless to say, it didn’t tell me much.


    What did tell me something was her bodytalk as she said it. I read her better than I ever had. She was upset and sad. Her body said something like “Why can’t I join them? Why can’t I (smell-taste-touch-hear-see) sense with them?” That is exactly what she said. Again, I didn’t trust my understanding enough to accept that interpretation. I was still trying to force my conceptions on the things I experienced there. I was determined that she and the other children be resentful of their parents in some way, because I was sure they had to be. They must feel superior in some way, they must feel held back


    * * * *


    I found the adults, after a short search of the area, out in the north pasture. All the parents, none of the children. They were standing in a group with no apparent pattern. It wasn’t a circle, but it was almost round. If there was any organization, it was in the fact that everybody was about the same distance from everybody else.


    The German shepherds and the Sheltie were out there, sitting on the cool grass facing the group of people. Their ears were perked up, but they were not moving.


    I started to go up to the people. I stopped when I became aware of the concentration. They were touching, but their hands were not moving. The silence of seeing all those permanently moving people standing that still was deafening to me.


    I watched them for at least an hour. I sat with the dogs and scratched them behind the ears. They did that chop-licking thing that dogs do when they appreciate it, but their full attention was on the group.


    It gradually dawned on me that the group was moving. It was very slow, just a step here and another there, over many minutes. It was expanding in such a way that the distance between any of the individuals was the same. Like the expending universe, where all galaxies move away from all others. Their arms were extended now; they were touching only with fingertips, in a crystal lattice arrangement.


    Finally they were not touching at all. I saw their fingers straining to cover distances that were too far to bridge. And still they expanded equilaterally. One of the shepherds began to whimper a little. I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Chilly out here, I thought.


    I closed my eyes, suddenly sleepy.


    I opened them, shocked. Then I forced them shut. Crickets were chirping in the grass around me.


    There was something in the darkness behind my eyeballs. I felt that if I could turn my eyes around I would see it easily, but it eluded me in a way that made peripheral vision seem like reading headlines. If there was ever anything impossible to pin down, much less describe, that was it. It tickled at me for a while as the dogs whimpered louder, but I could make nothing of it. The best analogy I could think of was the sensation a blind person might feel from the sun on a cloudy day.


    I opened my eyes again.


    Pink was standing there beside me. Her eyes were screwed shut, and she was covering her ears with her hands. Her mouth was open and working silently. Behind her were several of the older children. They were all doing the same thing.


    Some quality of the night changed. The people in the group were about a foot away from each other now, and suddenly the pattern broke. They all swayed for a moment, then laughed in that eerie, unselfconscious noise deaf people use for laughter. They fell in the grass and held their bellies, rolled over and over and roared.


    Pink was laughing, too. To my surprise, so was 1.1 laughed until my face and sides were hurting, like I remembered doing sometimes when I’d smoked grass.


    And that was ***ing.


    * * * *


    I can see that I’ve only given a surface view of Keller. And there are some things I should deal with, lest I foster an erroneous view.


    Clothing, for instance. Most of them wore something most of the time. Pink was the only one who seemed temperamentally opposed to clothes. She never wore anything.


    No one ever wore anything I’d call a pair of pants. Clothes were loose: robes, shirts, dresses, scarves and such. Lots of men wore things that would be called women’s clothes. They were simply more comfortable.


    Much of it was ragged. It tended to be made of silk or velvet or something else that felt good. The stereotyped Kellerite would be wearing a Japanese silk robe, hand-embroidered with dragons, with many gaping holes and loose threads and tea and tomato stains all over it while she sloshed through the pigpen with a bucket of slop. Wash it at the end of the day and don’t worry about the colors running.


    I also don’t seem to have mentioned homosexuality. You can mark it down to my early conditioning that my two deepest relationships at Keller were with women: Pink and Scar. I haven’t said anything about it simply because I don’t know how to present it. I talked to men and women equally, on the same terms. I had surprisingly little trouble being affectionate with the men.


    I could not think of the Kellerites as bisexual, though clinically they were. It was much deeper than that. They could not even recognize a concept as poisonous as a homosexuality taboo. It was one of the first things they learned. If you distinguish homosexuality from heterosexuality you are cutting yourself off from communication—full communication—with half the human race. They were pansexual; they could not separate sex from the rest of their lives. They didn’t even have a word in shorthand that could translate directly into English as sex. They had words for male and female in infinite variation, and words for degrees and varieties of physical experience that would be impossible to express in English, but all those words included other parts of the world of experience also; none of them walled off what we call sex into its own discrete cubbyhole.


    There’s another question I haven’t answered. It needs answering, because I wondered about it myself when I first arrived. It concerns the necessity for the commune in the first place. Did it really have to be like this? Would they have been better off adjusting themselves to our ways of living?


    All was not a peaceful idyll. I’ve already spoken of the invasion and rape. It could happen again, especially if the roving gangs that operate around the cities start to really rove. A touring group of motorcyclists could wipe them out in a night.


    There were also continuing legal hassles. About once a year the social workers descended on Keller and tried to take their children away. They had been accused of everything possible, from child abuse to contributing to delinquency. It hadn’t worked so far, but it might someday.


    And after all, there are sophisticated devices on the market that allow a blind and deaf person to see and hear a little. They might have been helped by some of those.


    I met a deaf-blind woman living in Berkeley once. I’ll vote for Keller. As to those machines…


    In the library at Keller there is a seeing machine. It uses a television camera and a computer to vibrate a closely set series of metal pins. Using it, you can feel a moving picture of whatever the camera is pointed at. It’s small and light, made to be carried with the pinpricker touching your back. It cost about thirty-five thousand dollars.


    I found it in the corner of the library. I ran my finger over it and left a gleaming streak behind as the thick dust came away.


    * * * *


    Other people came and went, and I stayed on.


    Keller didn’t get as many visitors as the other places I had been. It was out of the way.


    One man showed up at noon, looked around, and left without a word.


    Two girls, sixteen-year-old runaways from California, showed up one night. They undressed for dinner and were shocked when they found out I could see. Pink scared the hell out of them. Those poor kids had a lot of living to do before they approached Pink’s level of sophistication. But then Pink might have been uneasy in California. They left the next day, unsure if they had been to an orgy or not. All that touching and no getting down to business, very strange.


    There was a nice couple from Santa Fe who acted as a sort of liaison between Keller and their lawyer. They had a nine-year-old boy who chattered endlessly in handtalk to the other kids. They came up about every other week and stayed a few days, soaking up sunshine and participating in the Together every night. They spoke halting shorthand and did me the courtesy of not speaking to me in speech.


    Some of the Indians came around at odd intervals. Their behavior was almost aggressively chauvinistic. They stayed dressed at all times in their Levis and boots. But it was evident that they had a respect for the people, though they thought them strange. They had business dealings with the commune. It was the Navahos who trucked away the produce that was taken to the gate every day, sold it, and took a percentage. They would sit and powwow in sign language spelled into hands. Pink said they were scrupulously honest in their dealings.


    And about once a week all the parents went out in the field and ***ed.


    * * * *


    I got better and better at shorthand and bodytalk. I had been breezing along for about five months and winter was in the offing. I had not examined my desires as yet, not really thought about what it was I wanted to do with the rest of my life. I guess the habit of letting myself drift was too ingrained. I was there, and constitutionally unable to decide whether to go or to face up to the problem if I wanted to stay for a long, long time.


    Then I got a push.


    For a long time I thought it had something to do with the economic situation outside. They were aware of the outside world at Keller. They knew that isolation and ignoring problems that could easily be dismissed as not relevant to them was a dangerous course, so they subscribed to the Braille New York Times and most of them read it. They had a television set that got plugged in about once a month. The kids would watch it and translate for their parents.


    So I was aware that the non-depression was moving slowly into a more normal inflationary spiral. Jobs were opening up, money was flowing again. When I found myself on the outside again shortly afterward, I thought that was the reason.


    The real reason was more complex. It had to do with peeling off the onion layer of shorthand and discovering another layer beneath it.


    I had learned handtalk in a few easy lessons. Then I became aware of shorthand and bodytalk, and of how much harder they would be to learn. Through five months of constant immersion, which is the only way to learn a language, I had attained the equivalent level of a five- or six-year-old in shorthand. I knew I could master it, given time. Bodytalk was another matter. You couldn’t measure progress as easily in bodytalk. It was a variable and highly interpersonal language that evolved according to the person, the time, the mood. But I was learning.


    Then I became aware of Touch. That’s the best I can describe it in a single, unforced English noun. What they called this fourth-stage language varied from day to day, as I will try to explain.


    I first became aware of it when I tried to meet Janet Reilly. I now knew the history of Keller, and she figured very prominently in all the stories. I knew everyone at Keller, and I could find her nowhere. I knew everyone by names like Scar, and She-with-the-missing-front-tooth, and Man-with-wiry-hair. These were shorthand names that I had given them myself, and they all accepted them without question. They had abolished their outside names within the commune. They meant nothing to them; they told nothing and described nothing.


    At first I assumed that it was my imperfect command of shorthand that made me unable to clearly ask the right question about Janet Reilly. Then I saw that they were not telling me on purpose. I saw why, and I approved, and thought no more about it. The name Janet Reilly described what she had been on the outside, and one of her conditions for pushing the whole thing through in the first place had been that she be no one special on the inside. She melted into the group and disappeared. She didn’t want to be found. All right.


    But in the course of pursuing the question I became aware that each of the members of the commune had no specific name at all. That is, Pink, for instance, had no less than one hundred and fifteen names, one from each of the commune members. Each was a contextual name that told the story of Pink’s relationship to a particular person. My simple names, based on physical descriptions, were accepted as the names a child would apply to people. The children had not yet learned to go beneath the outer layers and use names that told of themselves, their lives, and their relationships to others.


    What is even more confusing, the names evolved from day to day. It was my first glimpse of Touch, and it frightened me. It was a question of permutations. Just the first simple expansion of the problem meant there were no less than thirteen thousand names in use, and they wouldn’t stay still so I could memorize them. If Pink spoke to me of Baldy, for instance, she would use her Touch name for him, modified by the fact that she was speaking to me and not Short-chubby-man.


    Then the depths of what I had been missing opened beneath me and I was suddenly breathless with fear of heights.


    Touch was what they spoke to each other. It was an incredible blend of all three other modes I had learned, and the essence of it was that it never stayed the same. I could listen to them speak to me in shorthand, which was the real basis for Touch, and be aware of the currents of Touch flowing just beneath the surface.


    It was a language of inventing languages. Everyone spoke their own dialect because everyone spoke with a different instrument: a different body and set of life experiences. It was modified by everything. It would not stand still.


    They would sit at the Together and invent an entire body of Touch responses in a night; idiomatic, personal, totally naked in its honesty. And they used it only as a building block for the next night’s language.


    I didn’t know if I wanted to be that naked. I had looked into myself a little recently and had not been satisfied with what I found. The realization that every one of them knew more about it than I, because my honest body had told what my frightened mind had not wanted to reveal, was shattering. I was naked under a spotlight in Carnegie Hall, and all the no-pants nightmares I had ever had came out to haunt me. The fact that they all loved me with all my warts was suddenly not enough. I wanted to curl up in a dark closet with my ingrown ego and let it fester.


    I might have come through this fear. Pink was certainly trying to help me. She told me that it would only hurt for a while, that I would quickly adjust to living my life with my darkest emotions written in fire across my forehead. She said Touch was not as hard as it looked at first, either. Once I learned shorthand and bodytalk, Touch would flow naturally from it like sap rising in a tree. It would be unavoidable, something that would happen to me without much effort at all.


    I almost believed her. But she betrayed herself. No, no, no. Not that, but the things in her concerning ***ing convinced me that if I went through this I would only bang my head hard against the next step up the ladder.


    ***


    I had a little better definition now. Not one that I can easily translate into English, and even that attempt will only convey my hazy concept of what it was.


    “It is the mode of touching without touching,” Pink said, her body going like crazy in an attempt to reach me with her own imperfect concept of what it was, handicapped by my illiteracy. Her body denied the truth of her shorthand definition, and at the same time admitted to me that she did not know what it was herself.


    “It is the gift whereby one can expand oneself from the eternal quiet and dark into something else.” And again her body denied it. She beat on the floor in exasperation.


    “It is an attribute of being in the quiet and dark all the time, touching others. All I know for sure is that vision and hearing preclude it or obscure it. I can make it as quiet and dark as I possibly can and be aware of the edges of it, but the visual orientation of the mind persists. That door is closed to me, and to all the children.”


    Her verb “to touch” in the first part of that was a Touch amalgam, one that reached back into her memories of me and what I had told her of my experiences. It implied and called up the smell and feel of broken mushrooms in soft earth under the barn with Tall-one-with-green-eyes, she who taught me to feel the essence of an object. It also contained references to our bodytalking while I was penetrating into the dark and wet of her, and her running account to me of what it was like to receive me into herself. This was all one word.


    I brooded on that for a long time. What was the point of suffering through the nakedness of Touch, only to reach the level of frustrated blindness enjoyed by Pink?


    What was it that kept pushing me away from the one place in my life where I had been happiest?


    One thing was the realization, quite late in coming, that can be summed up as “What the hell am I doing here?” The question that should have answered that question was “What the hell would I do if I left?”


    I was the only visitor, the only one in seven years to stay at Keller for longer than a few days. I brooded on that. I was not strong enough or confident enough in my opinion of myself to see it as anything but a flaw in me, not in those others. I was obviously too easily satisfied, too complacent to see the flaws that those others had seen.


    It didn’t have to be flaws in the people of Keller, or in their system. No, I loved and respected them too much to think that. What they had going certainly came as near as anyone ever has in this imperfect world to a sane, rational way for people to exist without warfare and with a minimum of politics. In the end, those two old dinosaurs are the only ways humans have yet discovered to be social animals. Yes, I do see war as a way of living with another; by imposing your will on another in terms so unmistakable that the opponent has to either knuckle under to you, die, or beat your brains out. And if that’s a solution to anything, I’d rather live without solutions. Politics is not much better. The only thing going for it is that it occasionally succeeds in substituting talk for fists.


    Keller was an organism. It was a new way of relating, and it seemed to work. I’m not pushing it as a solution for the world’s problems. It’s possible that it could only work for a group with a common self-interest as binding and rare as deafness and blindness. I can’t think of another group whose needs are so interdependent.


    The cells of the organism cooperated beautifully. The organism was strong, flourishing, and possessed of all the attributes I’ve ever heard used in defining life except the ability to reproduce. That might have been its fatal flaw, if any. I certainly saw the seeds of something developing in the children.


    The strength of the organism was communication. There’s no way around it. Without the elaborate and impossible-to-falsify mechanisms for communication built into Keller, it would have eaten itself in pettiness, jealousy, possessiveness, and any dozen other “innate” human defects.


    The nightly Together was the basis of the organism. Here, from after dinner till it was time to fall asleep, everyone talked in a language that was incapable of falsehood. If there was a problem brewing, it presented itself and was solved almost automatically. Jealousy? Resentment? Some little festering wrong that you’re nursing? You couldn’t conceal it at the Together, and soon everyone was clustered around you and loving the sickness away. It acted like white corpuscles, clustering around a sick cell, not to destroy it, but to heal it. There seemed to be no problem that couldn’t be solved if it was attacked early enough, and with Touch, your neighbors knew about it before you did and were already laboring to correct the wrong, heal the wound, to make you feel better so you could laugh about it. There was a lot of laughter at the Togethers.


    I thought for a while that I was feeling possessive about Pink. I know I had done so a little at first. Pink was my special friend, the one who had helped me out from the first, who for several days was the only one I could talk to. It was her hands that had taught me handtalk. I know I felt stirrings of territoriality the first time she lay in my lap while another man made love to her. But if there was any signal the Kellerites were adept at reading, it was that one. It went off like an alarm bell in Pink, the man, and the women and men around me. They soothed me, coddled me, told me in every language that it was all right, not to feel ashamed. Then the man in question began loving me. Not Pink, but the man. An observational anthropologist would have had subject matter for a whole thesis. Have you seen the films of baboons’ social behavior? Dogs do it, too. Many male mammals do it. When males get into dominance battles, the weaker can defuse the aggression by submitting, by turning tail and surrendering. I have never felt so defused as when that man surrendered the object of our clash of wills—Pink—and turned his attention to me. What could I do? What I did was laugh, and he laughed, and soon we were all laughing, and that was the end of territoriality.


    That’s the essence of how they solved most “human nature” problems at Keller. Sort of like an oriental martial art; you yield, roll with the blow so that your attacker takes a pratfall with the force of the aggression. You do that until the attacker sees that the initial push wasn’t worth the effort, that it was a pretty silly thing to do when no one was resisting you. Pretty soon he’s not Tarzan of the Apes, but Charlie Chaplin. And he’s laughing.


    So it wasn’t Pink and her lovely body and my realization that she could never be all mine to lock away in my cave and defend with a gnawed-off thighbone. If I’d persisted in that frame of mind she would have found me about as attractive as an Amazonian leech, and that was a great incentive to confound the behaviorists and overcome it.


    So I was back to those people who had visited and left, and what did they see that I didn’t see?


    Well, there was something pretty glaring. I was not part of the organism, no matter how nice the organism was to me. I had no hopes of ever becoming a part, either. Pink had said it in the first week. She felt it herself, to a lesser degree. She could not ***, though that fact was not going to drive her away from Keller. She had told me that many times in shorthand and confirmed it in bodytalk. If I left, it would be without her.


    Trying to stand outside and look at it, I felt pretty miserable. What was I trying to do, anyway? Was my goal in life really to become a part of a deaf-blind commune? I was feeling so low by that time that I actually thought of that as denigrating, in the face of all the evidence to the contrary. I should be out in the real world where the real people lived; not these freakish cripples.


    I backed off from that thought very quickly. I was not totally out of my mind, just on the lunatic edges. These people were the best friends I’d ever had, maybe the only ones. That I was confused enough to think that of them even for a second worried me more than anything else. It’s possible that it’s what pushed me finally into a decision. I saw a future of growing disillusion and unfulfilled hopes. Unless I was willing to put out my eyes and ears, I would always be on the outside. I would be the blind and deaf one. I would be the freak. I didn’t want to be a freak.


    * * * *


    They knew I had decided to leave before I did. My last few days turned into a long goodbye, with a loving farewell implicit in every word touched to me. I was not really sad, and neither were they. It was nice, like everything they did. They said goodbye with just the right mix of wistfulness and life-must-go-on, and hope-to-touch-you-again.


    Awareness of Touch scratched on the edges of my mind. It was not bad, just as Pink had said. In a year or two I could have mastered it.


    But I was set now. I was back in the life groove that I had followed for so long. Why is it that once having decided what I must do, I’m afraid to reexamine my decision? Maybe because the original decision cost me so much that I didn’t want to go through it again.


    I left quietly in the night for the highway and California. They were out in the fields, standing in that circle again. Their fingertips were farther apart than ever before. The dogs and children hung around the edges like beggars at a banquet. It was hard to tell which looked more hungry and puzzled.


    * * * *


    The experiences at Keller did not fail to leave their mark on me. I was unable to live as I had before. For a while I thought I could not live at all, but I did. I was too used to living to take the decisive stop of ending my life. I would wait. Life had brought one pleasant thing to me; maybe it would bring another.


    I became a writer. I found I now had a better gift for communicating than I had before. Or maybe I had it now for the first time. At any rate, my writing came together and I sold. I wrote what I wanted to write, and was not afraid of going hungry. I took things as they came.


    I weathered the non-depression of ’97, when unemployment reached twenty percent and the government once more ignored it as a temporary downturn. It eventually upturned, leaving the jobless rate slightly higher than it had been the time before, and the time before that. Another million useless persons had been created with nothing better to do than shamble through the streets looking for beatings in progress, car smashups, heart attacks, murders, shootings, arson, bombings, and riots: the endlessly inventive street theater. It never got dull.


    I didn’t become rich, but I was usually comfortable. That is a social disease, the symptoms of which are the ability to ignore the fact that your society is developing weeping pustules and having its brains eaten out by radioactive maggots. I had a nice apartment in Matin County, out of sight of the machine-gun turrets. I had a car, at a time when they were beginning to be luxuries.


    I had concluded that my life was not destined to be all I would like it to be. We all make some sort of compromise, I reasoned, and if you set your expectations too high you are doomed to disappointment. It did occur to me that I was settling for something far from “high,” but I didn’t know what to do about it. I carried on with a mixture of cynicism and optimism that seemed about the right mix for me. It kept my motor running, anyway.


    I even made it to Japan, as I had intended in the first place.


    I didn’t find someone to share my life. There was only Pink for that, Pink and all her family, and we were separated by a gulf I didn’t dare cross. I didn’t even dare think about her too much. It would have been very dangerous to my equilibrium. I lived with it, and told myself that it was the way I was. Lonely.


    The years rolled on like a caterpillar tractor at Dachau, up to the penultimate day of the millennium.


    San Francisco was having a big bash to celebrate the year 2000. Who gives a shit that the city is slowly falling apart, that civilization is disintegrating into hysteria? Let’s have a party!


    I stood on the Golden Gate Dam on the last day of 1999 The sun was setting in the Pacific, on Japan, which had turned out to be more of the same but squared and cubed with neo-samurai. Behind me the first bombshells of a firework celebration of holocaust tricked up to look like festivity competed with the flare of burning buildings as the social and economic basket cases celebrated the occasion in their own way. The city quivered under the weight of misery, anxious to slide off along the fracture lines of some sub-cortical San Andrews Fault. Orbiting atomic bombs twinkled in my mind, up there somewhere, ready to plant mushrooms when we’d exhausted all the other possibilities.


    I thought of Pink.


    I found myself speeding through the Nevada desert, sweating, gripping the steering wheel. I was crying aloud but without sound, as I had learned to do at Keller.


    Can you go back?


    * * * *


    I slammed the citicar over the potholes in the dirt road. The car was falling apart. It was not built for this kind of travel. The sky was getting light in the east. It was the dawn of a new millennium. I stepped harder on the gas pedal and the car bucked savagely. I didn’t care. I was not driving back down that road, not ever. One way or another, I was here to stay.


    I reached the wall and sobbed my relief. The last hundred miles had been a nightmare of wondering if it had been a dream. I touched the cold reality of the wall and it calmed me. Light snow had drifted over everything, grey in the early dawn.


    I saw them in the distance. All of them, out in the field where I had left them. No, I was wrong. It was only the children. Why had it seemed like so many at first?


    Pink was there. I knew her immediately, though I had never seen her in winter clothes. She was taller, filled out. She would be nineteen years old. There was a small child playing in the snow at her feet, and she cradled an infant in her arms. I went to her and talked to her hand.


    She turned to me, her face radiant with welcome, her eyes staring in a way I had never seen. Her hands flitted over me and her eyes did not move.


    “I touch you, I welcome you,” her hands said. “I wish you could have been here just a few minutes ago. Why did you go away, darling? Why did you stay away so long?” Her eyes were stones in her head. She was blind. She was deaf.


    All the children were. No, Pink’s child sitting at my feet looked up at me with a smile.


    “Where is everybody?” I asked when I got my breath. “Scar? Baldy? Green-eyes? And what’s happened? What’s happened to you?” I was tottering on the edge of a heart attack or nervous collapse or something. My reality felt in danger of dissolving.


    “They’ve gone,” she said. The word eluded me, but the context put it with the Mary Celeste and Roanoke, Virginia. It was complex, the way she used the word gone. It was like something she had said before: unattainable, a source of frustration like the one that had sent me running from Keller. But now her word told of something that was not hers yet, but was within her grasp. There was no sadness in it.


    “Gone?”


    “Yes. I don’t know where. They’re happy. They ***ed. It was glorious. We could only touch a part of it.”


    I felt my heart hammering to the sound of the last train pulling away from the station. My feet were pounding along the ties as it faded into the fog. Where are the Brigadoons of yesterday? I’ve never yet heard of a fairy tale where you can go back to the land of enchantment. You wake up, you find that your chance is gone. You threw it away. Fool! You only get one chance; that’s the moral, isn’t it?


    Pink’s hands laughed along my face.


    “Hold this part-of-me-who-speaks-mouth-to-nipple,” she said, and handed me her infant daughter. “I will give you a gift.”


    She reached up and lightly touched my ears with her cold fingers. The sound of the wind was shut out, and when her hands came away it never came back. She touched my eyes, shut out all the light, and I saw no more.


    We live in the lovely quiet and dark.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1978 by Mercury Press, Inc.

  


  
    NEWS MAGAZINES OF THE SCIENCE FICTION FIELD, by Ian Randal Strock


    Industry news, trade journals, inside information: every field of endeavor and business has its own, and speculative fiction is no different. But where speculative fiction may differ from the rest is in the sense of community it engenders, both in its practitioners and its fans.


    So, while Variety focuses exclusively on the business of film, leaving the gossip and personal news to the general circulation magazines like Entertainment Weekly, in SF, our news sources combine both aspects.


    The SF community made its first appearance in the letter columns of the early SF pulp magazines, where discussions of the stories lead to the formation of in-person fan clubs. And soon thereafter came the first fanzine (fan-published magazine), called The Comet, which, according to Bob Tucker’s The Neo-Fan’s Guide (1955) was published during the birth of fandom in 1930. Soon after that came the first newszines, which were small and fairly frequent fanzines containing news of SF and fandom.


    Newszines broke out of their fanzine home, becoming full-fledged news magazines, starting in the 1960s, with Algol and Locus.


    Andrew I. Porter published Algol: The Magazine About Science Fiction from 1963 to 1984 (he changed its name to Starship in 1979).


    In 1968, to support the 1971 Boston WorldCon bid, a group of fans started Locus. The magazine outlived its initial raison d’etre, and one of the co-founders, Charles N. Brown, took over the whole operation, publishing it as “The Magazine of the Science Fiction & Fantasy Field” until his death in 2009, when Liza Groen Trombi took over as publisher. Though production methods have evolved, the magazine’s content has remained fairly consistent: some brief news articles about the SF fields, a few longer pieces, one or two interviews, and a lot of book reviews. The magazine is published monthly.


    In 1979, Porter started Science Fiction Chronicle, which grew to emulate Locus, though with a greater proportion of news to reviews. The main difference between the two was the much larger staff running Locus, keeping it a professional (though low-circulation) publication, while Porter’s nearly one-man operation eventually fell victim to the vicissitudes of his personal life, having difficulty keeping to its supposed monthly schedule. In 2000, he sold it to DNA Publications, and parted ways with the magazine and company two years later. SFC continued until 2006, when it was shut down, along with most of DNA’s other projects.


    Also in 1979, British fan David Langford started publishing Ansible. It ran until 1987, and then Langford relaunched in 1991. This monthly newszine also appears online, with all of its back issues also freely available from its website, http://news.ansible.co.uk/Ansible.html.


    In 1997, Locus launched its online version, www.locusmag.com, which at first mimicked the print magazine’s news format. But publishing the news for free endangered the print magazine’s viability, and the amount of news appearing on the site dropped off. Both the print and electronic versions continue today.


    While Locus may have damaged the market for print SF news magazines with its online appearance, it also paved the way for other online newszines. For instance, I was the last News Editor of Science Fiction Chronicle, and after the magazine’s demise, I took my news gathering and dissemination efforts on-line with SFScope (www.SFScope.com), reasoning that a monthly print magazine has a lead-time of two months (fine for fiction), while an electronic magazine has a lead-time of two hours (much better for news). One of the web’s prime purposes is the role of an instant newspaper, whether general interest or specific.


    There are currently several respected, long-running SF newszines online, some set up as websites and others as blogs. In addition to Locus, Ansible, and SFScope, Steven H Silver is the editor and reporter for SFSite’s news page (www.SFSite.com/News). John DeNardo and JP Frantz (with a large and growing list of “Irregulars”) produce SFSignal (www.SFSignal.com). Stephen Hunt’s SFCrowsnest (www.SFCrowsNest.com) is a British-based monthly that started life in print, though editor Geoff Willmetts now says the site’s most popular section is its search engine.


    Every publisher (both the majors and the small presses) has its own website and blog, talking about their productions. Some of them are trying to expand beyond the confines of their own houses. Most notably, Tor Books (www.Tor.com), which was launched as a “community”, but also carries news.


    Finally, as it is the age of mass two-way communication on the internet, just about every author has his own web site or blog as well. A quick web search will take you to the correct page, assuming you haven’t already found it in the author’s latest book.


    Where the newszines and sites excel is in giving an overview of the industry. For the beginning writer, they offer market reports, lists of books sold (frequently with the agents’ and editors’ names, to give the beginning writer some pointers for their own marketing efforts), news of writing contests, awards, the bookselling business, and more. For the reader, there’s news of your favorite author’s latest plans, personal news they care to share with the public, and more. Most of the zines and sites also offer some media (film and television) news, and all of them have reviews (books, films, television, comics, and more).


    SF news magazines:


    Locus Magazine ($34 for six monthly issues, $60 for twelve; P.O. Box 13305, Oakland CA 94661). Monthly magazine (70-100) pages, a typical issue contains two interviews with authors and/or artists, a feature article, four pages of brief news items, four pages of longer news stories, lists of books and magazines received, obituaries, and ten review columns covering about forty books.


    Locus Magazine Online (www.LocusMag.com). Posts three–five news stories per week (updates almost daily), reprints review, opinion, and listing pieces from the print magazine, offers links to other sites. Maintains online databases of awards and the Locus Index to Science Fiction.


    SFScope (www.SFScope.com). Posts 15–40 news stories and reviews per week (updates daily), archives all old pieces (searchable). Focus on written fiction, with news on book sales, publisher and author activities, obituaries, listings, reviews of books, films, and television programs, and more.


    SF Site (www.SFSite.com/news). SF Site is a monthly electronic review zine (news updates almost daily). It hosts a news column which posts 10–15 news stories per week, including book sales, obituaries, awards news, and more.


    SF Signal (www.SFSignal.com). News aggregator site (updates daily). Daily posts include links to interviews, news, feature articles, art, and “more fun stuff.” Also publishes original reviews and a regular podcast.


    SF Crowsnest (www.SFCrowsnest.com). Publishes about 20 features stories per month (updates monthly). Mostly opinion and review pieces. Occasional news articles.


    Ansible (http://news.Ansible.co.uk/Ansible.html). Publishes one issue per month (updates monthly). Issues include author news, convention listings, award news, obituaries, fannish news (mostly UK), and commentaries on the public perception of sf.


    The Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America (www.SFWA.org). Publishes occasional news pieces, mostly focusing on the activities of the organization’s members. Also has feature articles on the craft and business of writing.


    The Internet Speculative Fiction Database (www.isfdb.org/cgi-bin/index.cgi) is just what it sounds like. Good reference source.


    Publishers whose websites have more than just marketing for their own books:


    Del Rey/Spectra (Random House): www.suvudu.com


    Juno Books: http://juno-books.com/blog


    Pyr: www.PyrSF.com/blogpage.html


    Tor Books: www.tor.com


    Non-genre specific news sites of interest:


    Publishers Lunch: www.PublishersMarketplace.com/lunch/free


    Publishers Weekly: www.PublishersWeekly.com


    * * * *


    Ian Randal Strock is the editor and publisher of SFScope.com, and the publisher of Fantastic Books (www.FantasticBooks.biz). He is also a writer of science fiction and nonfiction. Random House’s Villard imprint published his first book, the nonfiction The Presidential Book of Lists: from Most to Least, Elected to Rejected, Worst to Cursed—Fascinating Facts About Our Chief Executives in 2008.

  


  
    VERNOR VINGE


    (1944– )


    Although he’s been writing groundbreaking hard science fiction for decades, Vernor Vinge is probably best known for a concept he first explored in one of his first stories, in 1966. “Bookworm Run” dealt with the idea of the technological singularity, a point where accelerating technology coupled with the development of artificial intelligence would make the future impossible to predict. (He didn’t use the term “singularity” except in the ordinary math/physics sense of the word until 1982, at an AI conference at Carnegie-Mellon University.) Vinge expanded the concept of the technological singulariy in works like “True Names” (1981), The Peace War (1984), and the Hugo Award–winning A Fire Upon the Deep (1992). “True Names” was just as influential for its early vision of cyberspace, which was drawn on heavily by Cyberpunk writers. Vinge has also been a leader in the free software movement.


    Vinge was born in Wisconsin to a family of geographers. Raised in Michigan, he attended Michigan State University, then earned his PhD in mathematics from the University of California at San Diego. He spent nearly thirty years as a professor at San Diego State University before retiring to write full-time in 2000. In the 1970s he was married to Joan Vinge, also a notable science fiction writer. He is a five time Hugo winner.


    When I contacted Vinge for this anthology, I suggested we use the novella “True Names.” He asked that I use this more recent story instead, and when I read it I instantly agreed. The high tech view of the future of education here is dark and idealistic and compelling and not a little bit terrifying; like many of Vinge’s looks at technology, the story goes in some very unexpected directions. Not surprisingly, it won a Hugo Award for best novella in 2002.

  


  
    FAST TIMES AT FAIRMONT HIGH, by Vernor Vinge


    First published in The Collected Stories of Vernor Vinge, November 2001


    Juan kept the little blue pills in an unseen corner of his bedroom. They really were tiny, the custom creation of a lab that saw no need for inert fillers, or handsome packaging. And Juan was pretty sure they were blue, except that as a matter of principle he tried not to look at them, even when he was off-line. Just one pill a week gave him the edge he needed.…


    * * * *


    Final exam week was always chaos at Fairmont Junior High. The school’s motto was “Trying hard not to become obsolete”—and the kids figured that applied to the faculty more than anyone else. This semester they got through the first morning—Ms. Wilson’s math exam—without a hitch, but already in the afternoon the staff was tweaking things around: Principal Alcalde scheduled a physical assembly during what should have been student prep time.


    Almost all the eighth grade was piled into the creaky wooden meeting hall. Once this place had been used for horse shows. Juan thought he could still smell something of that. Tiny windows looked out on the hills surrounding the campus. Sunlight spiked down through vents and skylights. In some ways, the room was weird even without enhancement.


    Principal Alcalde marched in, looking as dire and driven as ever. He gestured to his audience, requesting visual consensus. In Juan’s eyes, the room lighting mellowed and the deepest shadows disappeared.


    “Betcha the Alcalde is gonna call off the nakedness exam.” Bertie Todd was grinning the way he did when someone else had a problem. “I hear there are parents with Big Objections.”


    “You got a bet,” said Juan. “You know how Mr. Alcalde is about nakedness.”


    “Heh. True.” Bertie’s image slouched back in the chair next to Juan.


    Principal Alcalde was into a long speech, about the fast-changing world and the need for Fairmont to revolutionize itself from semester to semester. At the same time they must never forget the central role of modern education which was to teach the kids how to learn, how to pose questions, how to be adaptable—all without losing their moral compass.


    It was very old stuff. Juan listened with a small part of his attention; mostly, he was looking around the audience. This was a physical assembly, so almost everybody except Bertie Todd was really here. Bertie was remote from Chicago, one of the few commuter students. His parents paid a lot more for virtual enrollment, but Fairmont Schools did have a good reputation. Of the truly present—well, the fresh thirteen-year-old faces were mostly real. Mr. Alcalde’s consensus imagery didn’t allow cosmetics or faked clothes. And yet…such rules could not be perfectly enforced. Juan widened his vision, allowed deviations and defacements in the view. There couldn’t be too much of that or the Alcalde would have thrown a fit, but there were ghosts and graffiti floating around the room. The scaredy-cat ones flickered on-and-off in a fraction of a second, or were super-subtle perversions. But some of them—the two-headed phantom that danced behind the Principal’s podium—lasted gloating seconds. Mr. Alcalde could probably see some of the japery, but his rule seemed to be that as long as the students didn’t appear to see the disrespect, then he wouldn’t either.


    Okay, platitudes taken care of, Mr. Alcalde got down to business: “This morning, you did the math exam. Most of you have already received your grades. Ms. Wilson tells me that she’s pleased with your work; the results will make only small changes in the rest of this week’s schedule. Tomorrow morning will be the vocational exam.” Oh yeah. Be ready to learn something dull, but learn it very, very fast. Most kids hated that, but with the little blue pills, Juan knew he could whack it. “Soon you’ll begin the two concurrent exams. You’ll have the rest of finals week to work on them. I’ll make the details public later in this assembly. In general terms: There will be an unlimited exam, where you may use any legally available resources—”


    “All right!” Bertie’s voice came softly in Juan’s ear. All across the hall similar sentiments were expressed, a kind of communal sigh.


    Mr. Alcalde’s dark features creased in a rare smile. “That just means we expect something extraordinarily good from you.” To pass the exam, a team had to bring in three times tuition per team member. So even though they could use any help they could recruit, most students didn’t have the money to buy their way to a passing grade.


    “The two concurrent exams will overlap the usual testing in visual communication, language, and unaided skills. Some of your parents have asked for more concurrency, but all the teachers feel that when you’re thirteen years old, it’s better to concentrate on doing a few things well. You’ll have plenty of time for jumble lore in the future. Your other concurrent exam will be—Miss Washington?”


    Patsy Washington came to her feet, and Juan realized that she—like Bertie—was only present as imagery. Patsy was a San Diego student so she had no business being virtual at a physical assembly. Hmm. “Look,” she said. “Before you go on about these concurrent exams, I want to ask you about the naked skills test.”


    Bertie gave Juan a grin. “This should be interesting.”


    The Alcalde’s gaze was impassive. “The ‘unaided skills’ test, Miss Washington. There is nothing whatsoever naked about it.”


    “It might as well be, Mister.” Patsy was speaking in English now, and with none of the light mocking tone that made her a minor queen in her clique. It was her image and voice, but the words and body language were very un-Patsy. Juan probed the external network traffic. There was lots of it, but mostly simple query/response stuff, like you’d expect. A few sessions had been around for dozens of seconds; Bertie’s remote was one of the two oldest. The other belonged Patsy Washington—at least it was tagged with her personal certificate. Identity hijacking was a major no-no at Fairmont, but if a parent was behind it there wasn’t much the school could do. And Juan had met Patsy’s father. Maybe it was just as well the Alcalde didn’t have to talk to him in person. Patsy’s image leaned clumsily through the chair in front of her. “In fact,” she continued, “it’s worse than naked. All their lives, these—we—have had civilization around us. We’re damned good at using that civilization. Now you theory-minded intellectuals figure it would be nice to jerk it all away and put us at risk.”


    “We are putting no one at risk…Miss Washington.” Mr. Alcalde was still speaking in Spanish. In fact, Spanish was the only language their principal had ever been heard to speak; the Alcalde was kind of a bizarre guy. “We at Fairmont consider unaided skills to be the ultimate fallback protection. We’re not Amish here, but we believe that every human being should be able to survive in reasonable environments—without networks, even without computers.”


    “Next you’ll be teaching rock-chipping!” said Patsy.


    The Alcalde ignored the interruption. “Our graduates must be capable of doing well in outages, even in disasters. If they can’t, we have not properly educated them!” He paused, glared all around the room. “But this is no survivalist school. We’re not dropping you into a jungle. Your unaided skills test will be at a safe location our faculty have chosen—perhaps an Amish town, perhaps an obsolete suburb. Either way, you’ll be doing good, in a safe environment. You may be surprised at the insights you get with such complete, old-fashioned simplicity.”


    Patsy had crossed her arms and was glaring back at the Alcalde. “That’s nonsense, but okay. There’s still the question. Your school brochure brags modern skills, and these concurrent exams are supposed to demonstrate that you’ve delivered. So how can you call an exam concurrent, if part of the time your students are stripped of all technology? Huh?”


    Mr. Alcalde stared at Patsy for a moment, his fingers tapping on the podium. Juan had the feeling that some intense discussion was going on between them. Patsy’s Pa—assuming that’s who it was—had gone considerably beyond the limits of acceptable behavior. Finally, the principal shook his head. “You miss-take our use of the word ‘concurrent’. We don’t mean that all team members work at the same time all the time, but simply that they multitask the exam in the midst of their other activities—just as people do with most real-world work nowadays.” He shrugged. “In any case, you are free to skip the final examinations, and take your transcript elsewhere.”


    Patsy’s image gave a little nod and abruptly sat down, looking very embarrassed; evidently her Pa had passed control back to her—now that he had used her image and made a fool of her. Geez.


    Bertie looked faintly miffed, though Juan doubted this had anything to do with sympathy for Patsy.


    After a moment, Mr. Alcalde continued, “Perhaps this is a good time to bring up the subject of body piercings and drugs.” He gave a long look all around. It seemed to Juan that his gaze hung an instant in his direction. Caray, he suspects about the pills! “As you know, all forms of body piercings are forbidden at Fairmont Schools. When you’re grown, you can decide for yourself—but while you are here, no piercings, not even ear- or eye-rings, are allowed. And internal piercings are grounds for immediate dismissal. Even if you are very frightened of the unaided skills test, do not try to fool us with implants or drugs.”


    No one raised a question about this, but Juan could see the flicker of communications lasers glinting off dust in the air, muttered conversation and private imagery being exchanged. The Alcalde ignored it all. “Let me describe the second of the concurrent exams, and then you’ll be free to go. We call this exam a ‘local’ project: You may use your own computing resources and even a local network. However, your team members must work physically together. Remote presence is not allowed. External support—contact with the global net—is not permitted.”


    “Damn,” said Bertie, totally dipped. “Of all the artificial, unworkable, idiotic—”


    “So we can’t collaborate, Bertie.”


    “We’ll see about that!” Bertie bounced to his feet and waved for recognition.


    “Ah, Mr. Todd?”


    “Yes, sir.” Bertie’s public voice was meek and agreeable. “As you know, I’m a commuter student. I have lots of friends here, people I know as well as anyone. But of course, almost none of that is face to face since I live in Chicago. How can we handle my situation? I’d really hate to be excused from this important part of the finals just because I lack a physical presence here in San Diego. I’d be happy to accept a limited link, and do my best even with that handicap.”


    Mr. Alcalde nodded. “There will be no need, Mr. Todd. You are at a disadvantage, and we’ll take that into account. We’ve negotiated a collaboration with the Andersen Academy at Saint Charles. They will—”


    Andersen Academy at Saint Charles? Oh, in Illinois, a short automobile drive for Bertie. The Andersen people had long experience with team projects…back into prehistory in fact, the twentieth century. In principle they were far superior to Fairmont, but their academy was really more like a senior high school. Their students were seventeen, eighteen years old. Poor Bertie.


    Juan picked up the thread of Mr. Alcalde’s speech:—“They will be happy to accomodate you.” Glimmer of a smile. “In fact, I think they are very interested in learning what our better students can do.”


    Bertie’s face twisted into a taut smile, and his image dropped back onto the chair beside Juan. He made no additional comment, not even privately to Juan.…


    The rest of the assembly was mostly about changes in exam content, mainly caused by the current state of outside resources—experts and technologies—that the school was importing for the nonconcurrent exams. All of it could have been done without this assembly; the Alcalde just had this thing about face-to-face meetings. Juan filed away all the announcements and changes, and concentrated on the unhappy possibility that now loomed over his week: Bertie Todd had been his best friend for almost two semesters now. Mostly he was super fun and an amazing team partner. But sometimes he’d go into a tight-lipped rage, often about things that Juan had no control over. Like now. If this were one of Bertie’s Great Freeze Outs, he might not talk to Juan at all—for days.


    * * * *


    The eighth-grade mob broke out of the assembly just before 4:00pm, way past the end of the normal class day. The kids milled about on the lawn outside the meeting hall. It was so near the end of the semester. There was warm sunlight. Summer and the new movie-game season were just a few days off. But caray, there were still finals to get through and everyone knew that, too. So while they joked and gossiped and goofed around, they were also reading the exam changes and doing some heavy planning.


    Juan tagged along behind Bertie Todd’s image as the other moved through the crowd. Bertie was dropping hints all around about the unlimited project he was planning. The communication link from Bertie to Juan was filled with cold silence, but he was being all charming toward kids who’d never helped him a tenth as much as Juan Orozco. Juan could hear part of what was going on; the other boys weren’t freezing him out. They thought Juan was part of the party. And most of them were more than pleased by Bertie’s interest. For no-holds-barred collaboration, Bertram Todd was the best there was at Fairmont Junior High. Bertie was claiming high-level contacts, maybe with Intel’s idea farm, maybe with software co-ops in China. He had something for everyone, and a hint that they might score far more than a good grade.


    Some of them even asked Juan for details. They just assumed that he was already part of Bertie’s scheme for the unlimited. Juan smiled weakly, and tried to seem knowing and secretive.


    Bertie stopped at the corner of the lawn, where the junior high abutted the driveway and the elementary school. The eighth graders carefully kept off the little kids’ territory; you don’t mess with fifth graders.


    Along the driveway, cars were pulling up for students. Down by the bikestand, others were departing on bikes and unicycles. Everyone seemed to be laughing and talking and planning.


    At the corner of the lawn, Juan and Bertie were all alone for a moment. In fact, it was Juan all alone. For an instant, he considered turning off the consensus that made Bertie seem so visibly here. Caray, why not turn it all off: There. The sun was still bright and warm, the day still full of springtime. Bertie was gone, but there was still the other kids, mainly down by the bikestand. Of course, now the fancy towers of Fairmont School were the ordinary wood buildings of the old horse yard and the plascrete of the new school, all brown and gray against the tans and greens of the hills around.


    But he hadn’t bothered to down the audio link, and out of the thin air, there was Bertie’s voice, finally acknowledging Juan’s existence. “So, have you decided who you’re gonna team with for the local project?” The question shocked Juan into bringing back full imagery. Bertie had turned back to face him, and was grinning with good humor—a gaze that might have fooled anyone who didn’t really know him. “Look, Bertie, I’m really sorry you can’t be on a local team out here. Mr. Alcalde is a mutha for sticking you with the Andersen crowd. But—” Inspiration struck. “You could fly out here for the exam! See, you could stay at my house. We’d whack that local exam dead!” Suddenly a big problem was a great opportunity. If I can just sell Ma on this.


    But Bertie dismissed the idea with an offhand wave. “Hey, don’t worry about it. I can put up with those Andersen guys. And in the meantime, I bet I can help you with the local exam.” His face took on a sly look. “You know what I got on Wilson’s math exam.”


    “Y-yeah, an A. That’s great. You got all ten questions.”


    Ten questions, most of them harder than the old Putnam exam problems had ever been. And in Ms. Wilson’s exam, you weren’t allowed to collaborate, or search beyond the classroom. Juan had gotten a C+, knocking down four of the questions. The little blue pills didn’t help much with pure math, but it was kind of neat how all Ms. Wilson’s talk about heuristics and symbol software finally paid off. Those problems would have stumped some of the smartest twentieth-century students, but with the right kind of practice and good software even an ordinary kid like Juan Orozco had a good chance of solving them. Two Fairmont students had cracked all ten problems.


    Bertie’s grin broadened, a morph that stretched his face into a cartoonish leer. Juan knew that Bertie Todd was a dud at abstract problem solving. It was in getting the right answers out of other people that he was a star. “…Oh. You slipped out of isolation.” That wouldn’t be hard to do, considering that Bertie was already coming in from outside.


    “I would never say that, Juan my boy. But if I did, and I didn’t get caught…wouldn’t that just prove that all this ‘isolated skills’ stuff is academic crap?”


    “I-I guess,” said Juan. In some ways, Bertie had unusual notions about right and wrong. “But it would be more fun if you could just come out here to San Diego.”


    Bertie’s smile faded a fraction; the Great Freeze Out could be reinstated in an instant.


    Juan shrugged, and tried to pretend that his invitation had never been made. “Okay, but can I still be on your unlimited team?”


    “Ah, let’s see how things work out. We’ve got at least twelve hours before the unlimited team selections have to be final, right? I think it’s more important that…you get yourself a good start on the local team exercise.”


    Juan should have seen it coming. Bertie was Mister Quid Pro Quo, only sometimes it took a while to figure out what he was demanding. “So who you do you think I should be matching up with?” Hopefully, someone dumb enough that they wouldn’t guess Juan’s special edge. “The Rackhams are good, and we have complementary skills.”


    Bertie looked judicious. “Don and Brad are okay, but you’ve read the grading spec. Part of your score in the local test depends on face-to-face cooperation with someone really different.” He made as though he was looking across the campus lawn.


    Juan turned to follow his gaze. There was some kind of soccer variant being played beyond the assembly hall—senior high students who wouldn’t have finals for another two weeks. There were still a few clumps of junior high kids, probably planning for the locals. None of them were people Juan knew well. “Look over by the main entrance,” said Bertie. “I’m thinking you should break out of narrow thinking. I’m thinking you should ask Miriam Gu.”


    Ay caray! “Gu?” Miss Stuckup Perfection.


    “Yes, c’mon. See, she’s already noticed you.”


    “But—” In fact, Gu and her friends were looking in their direction.


    “Look, Juan, I’ve collaborated with all sorts—from Intel engineers in geriatric homes to full-time members of Pratchett belief circles. If I can do that, you—”


    “But that’s all virtual. I can’t worked face to face with—”


    Bertie was already urging him across the lawn. “View it as a test of whether you belong on my unlimited team. Miri Gu doesn’t have your, ah, quickness with interfaces,” he looked significantly at Juan. “But I’ve been watching her. She max’d Ms. Wilson’s exam and I don’t think she cheated to do it. She’s a whiz at languages. Yes, she’s just as much of a snob as you think. Heh, even her friends don’t really like her. But she has no special reason to be hostile, Juan. After all, you’re no boyo. You’re a ‘well-socialized, career-oriented student’, just the sort she knows she should like. And see, she’s walking this way.”


    True enough, though Gu and company were walking even more slowly than Juan. “Yeah, and she’s not happy about it either. What’s going on?”


    “Heh. See that little video-geek behind her? She dared Miri Gu to ask you.”


    Juan was guessing now: “And you put her up to that, didn’t you?”


    “Sure. But Annette—the video-geek—doesn’t know it was me. She and I collaborate a lot, but she thinks I’m some old lady in Armonk.…Annette likes to gossip a lot about us kids, and my ‘little old lady’ character plays along.” Bertie’s voice went high-pitched and quavery: “‘Oh, that sweet Orozco boy, I do think your friend Miriam would like him so.’“


    Geez, Bertie!


    They walked toward each other, step by painful step, until they were almost in arms’ reach. Juan had turned off all imagery for a moment. Shed of fantasy, they were pretty ordinary-looking kids: Annette the video-geek was short and pimply-faced, with hair that hadn’t seen a comb so far this month. Miriam Gu was about three inches taller than Juan. Too tall. Her skin was as dark as Juan’s, but with a golden undertone. Close-cut black hair framed a wide face and very symmetrical features. She wore an expensive, Epiphany-brand blouse. The high-rate laser ports were perfectly hidden in the embroidery. Rich kids had clothes like this, usually with broad gaming stripes. This blouse had no gaming stripes; it was light and simple and probably had more computing power than all the clothes Juan owned. You had to be sharp to wear a shirt like this properly.


    Just now, Miri looked as though she was tasting something bad. You don’t like what you see either, huh? But Miri got in the first word: “Juan Orozco. People say you’re a clever kid, quick with interfaces.” She paused and gave a little shrug. “So, wanna collaborate on the local exam?”


    Bertie pulled a monstrous face at her, and Juan realized that Bertie was sending only to him. “Okay,” said Bertie, “just be nice, Juan. Say how you were thinking she and you would make a team with grade points right from the start.”


    The words caught in Juan’s throat. Miriam Gu was just too much. “Maybe,” he replied to her. “Depends on what you can bring to it. Talents? Ideas?”


    Her eyes narrowed. “I have both. In particular, my project concept is a killer. It really could make Fairmont Schools ‘the rose of North County’.” That was the school board’s phrase. The Alcalde and the board wanted these local projects to show that Fairmont was a good neighbor, not like some of the schools in Downtown and El Cajon.


    Juan shrugged. “Well, um, that’s good. We’d be the kind of high-contrast team the Alcalde likes.” I really don’t want to do this. “Let’s talk about it more some time.”


    Annette the video-geek put in: “That won’t do at all! You need to team up soonest!” She flickered through various pop-culture images as she spoke, finally settled on the heroine student from Spielberg/Rowling. She grabbed the background imagery at the same time, and Fairmont Schools was transformed into a fairytale castle. It was the same set they had used at last fall’s Hallowe’en pageant. Most of the parents had been enchanted, though as far as the kids were concerned, Fairmont Schools failed the fantasy test in one big way: Here in real-life Southern California, the muggles ran the show.


    Miriam turned to glare at her friend, now a brown-haired little English witch. “Will you shut down, Annette!” Then back to Juan: “But she’s right, Orozco. We gotta decide tonight. How about this: You come by my place at 6pm tonight and we talk.”


    Bertie was smiling with smug satisfaction.


    “Well, yuh,” said Juan. “But…in person?”


    “Of course. This is a local-team project.”


    “Yeah, okay then. I’ll come over.” There must be some way out of this. What was Bertie up to?


    She took a step forward and held out her hand. “Shake.”


    He reached out and shook it. The little electric shock was surely his imagination, but the sudden burst of information was not: two emphatic sentences sparkling across his vision.


    Miriam Gu and her friends turned away, and walked back along the driveway. There was the sound of muffled giggling. He watched them for a moment. The video-geek was going full-tilt, picture and sound from a million old movies and news stories. Annette could retrieve and arrange video archives so easily that imaging came as naturally to her as speech. Annette was a type of genius. Or maybe there are other flavors of little blue pills.


    Dumboso. Juan turned away from them and started toward the bikestand.


    “So what did Miri Gu tell you?” when she shook hands. Bertie’s tone was casual.


    How could he answer that question without getting Bertie dipped all over again? “It’s strange. She said if she and I team, she doesn’t want anyone remote participating.”


    “Sure, it is a local exam. Just show me the message.”


    “That’s the strange part. She guessed that you were still hanging around. She said, in particular, if I show you the message or let you participate, she’ll find out and she’ll drop the exam, even if it means getting an F.” And in fact, that was the entire content of the message. It had a kind of nonnegotiable flavor that Juan envied.


    They walked in silence the rest of the way to Juan’s bicycle. Bertie’s face was drawn down disapprovingly. Not a good sign. Juan hopped on his bike and pedaled off on New Pala, up over the ridge, and onto the long downslope toward home. Bertie’s image conjured up a flying carpet, clambered aboard and ghosted along beside him. It was nicely done, the shadow following perfectly along over the gravel of the road shoulder. Of course, Bertie’s faerie overlay blocked a good bit of Juan’s visual field, including the most natural line of sight to see real traffic. Why couldn’t he float along on Juan’s other shoulder, or just be a voice? Juan shifted the image toward transparency and hoped Bertie would not guess at the change.


    “C’mon, Bertie. I did what you asked. Let’s talk about the unlimited exam. I’m sure I can be a help with that.” If you’ll just let me on the team.


    Bertie was silent a second longer, considering. Then he nodded and gave an easy laugh. “Sure, Juan. We can use you on the unlimited team. You’ll be a big help.”


    Suddenly the afternoon was a happy place.


    They coasted down the steepening roadway. The wind that blew through Juan’s hair and over his arms was something that was impossible to do artificially, at least without gaming stripes. The whole of the valley was spread out before him now, hazy in the bright sun. It was almost two miles to the next rise, the run up to Fallbrook. And he was on Bertie’s unlimited team. “So what’s our unlimited project going to be, Bertie?”


    “Heh. How do you like my flying carpet, Juan?” He flew a lazy loop around Juan. “What really makes it possible?”


    Juan squinted at him. “My contact lenses? Smart clothes?” Certainly the lense displays would be useless without a wearable computer to do the graphics.


    “That’s just the final output device. But how does my imaging get to you almost wherever you are?” He looked expectantly at Juan.


    C’mon, Bertie! But aloud, Juan said: “Okay, that’s the worldwide network.”


    “Yeah, you’re essentially right, though the long-haul networks have been around since forever. What gives us flexibility are the network nodes that are scattered all through the environment. See, look around you!” Bertie must have pinged on the sites nearest Juan: There were suddenly dozens of virtual gleams, in the rocks by the road, in the cars as they passed closest to him, on Juan’s own clothing.


    Bertie gestured again, and the hills were alive with thousands of gleams, nodes that were two or three forwarding hops away. “Okay, Bertie! Yes, the local nets are important.”


    But Bertie was on a roll. “Darn right they are. Thumb-sized gadgets with very-low power wireless, just enough to establish location—and then even lower power shortrange lasers, steered exactly on to the targeted receivers. Nowadays, it’s all so slick that unless you look close—or have a network sniffer—you almost can’t even see that it’s going on. How many free-standing nodes do you think there are in an improved part of town, Juan?”


    That sort of question had a concrete answer. “Well, right now, the front lawn of Fairmont schools has…247 loose ones.”


    “Right,” said Bertie. “And what’s the most expensive thing about that?”


    Juan laughed. “Cleaning up the network trash, of course!” The gadgets broke, or wore out, or they didn’t get enough light to keep their batteries going. They were cheap; setting out new ones was easy. But if that’s all you did, after a few months you’d have metallic garbage—hard, ugly, and generally toxic—all over the place.


    Juan abruptly stopped laughing “Wow, Bertie. That’s the project? Bio-degradable network nodes? That’s off-scale!”


    “Yup! Any progress toward organic nodes would be worth an A. And we might luck out. I’m plugged into all the right groups. Kistler at MIT, he doesn’t know it, but one of his graduate students is actually a committee—and I’m on the committee.” The Kistler people were cutting edge in organic substitution research, but just now they were stalled. The other relevant pieces involved idea markets in India, and some Siberian guys who hardly talked to anyone.


    Juan thought a moment. “Hey, Bertie, I bet that literature survey I did for you last month might really help on this!” Bertie looked blank. “You remember, all my analysis on electron transfer during organic decay.” It had been just a silly puzzle Bertie proposed, but it had given Juan a low-stress way to try out his new abilities.


    “Yes!” said Bertie, slapping his forehead. “Of course! It’s not directly related, but it might give the other guys some ideas.”


    Talking over the details took them through the bottom of the valley, past the newer subdivisions and then down the offramp that led to the old casinos. Bertie and his flying carpet flickered for a second, and then the overlay vanished as his friend lost the battle to find a handoff link.


    “Dunno why you have to live in an unimproved part of town,” Bertie grumbled in his ear.


    Juan shrugged. “The neighborhood has fixed lasers and wireless.” Actually, it was kind of nice to lose the flying carpet. He let his bike’s recycler boost him up the little hill and then off into Las Mesitas. “So how are we going to work the concurrency on the unlimited test?”


    “Easy. I’ll chat up the Siberians in a couple of hours—then shuffle that across to my other groups. I don’t know how fast things will break; it may be just you and me on the Fairmont side. Synch up with me after you get done with Miri Gu tonight, and we’ll see about using your ‘magical memory’.”


    Juan frowned and pedaled fast along white sidewalks and turn-of-the-century condos. His part of town was old enough that it looked glitzy even without virtual enhancements.


    Bertie seemed to notice his lack of response. “So is there a problem?”


    Yes! He didn’t like Bertie’s unsubtle reference to what the little blue pills did for him. But that was just Bertie’s way. In fact, today was all Bertie’s way, both the good and the bad of it. “It’s just that I’m a little worried about the local test. I know Miri gets good grades, and you say she is smart, but does she really have any traction?” What he really wanted to ask was why Bertie had pushed him into this, but he knew that any sort of direct question along those lines might provoke a Freeze Out.


    “Don’t worry, Juan. She’d do good work on any team. I’ve been watching her.”


    That last was news to Juan. Aloud he said, “I know she has a stupid brother over in senior high.”


    “Heh! William the Goofus? He is a dud, but he’s not really her brother, either. No, Miri Gu is smart and tough. Did you know she grew up at Asilomar?”


    “In a detention camp?”


    “Yup. Well, she was only a baby. But her parents knew just a bit too much.”


    That had happened to lots of Chinese-Americans during the war, the ones who knew the most about military technologies. But it was also ancient history. Bertie was being more shocking than informative.


    “Well, okay.” No point in pushing. At least, Bertie let me on his unlimited team.


    Almost home. Juan coasted down a short street and up his driveway, ducking under the creaking garage door that was just opening for him. “I’ll get over to Miri’s this evening and start the local team stuff while you’re in East Asia.”


    “Fine. Fine,” said Bertie.


    Juan leaned his bike against the family junk, and walked to the back of the garage. He stopped at the door to the kitchen. Bertie had gotten every single thing he had wanted. Maybe not. I bet he still plans on messing with my local exam. “But one thing. Miri’s handshake—she was real definite, Bertie. She doesn’t want you coming along, even passively. Okay?”


    “Sure. Fine. I’m off to Asia. Ta!” Bertie’s voice ended with an exaggerated click.


    * * * *


    Juan’s father was home, of course. Luis Orozco was puttering around the kitchen. He gave his son a vague wave as the boy came in the room. The house had a good internal network, fed from a fixed station in the roof. Juan ignored the fantasy images almost automatically. He had no special interest in knowing what Pa was seeing, or where he thought he was.


    Juan eeled past his father, into the living room. Pa was okay. Luis Orozco’s own father had been an illegal back in the 1980s. Grandpa had lived in North County, but in the cardboard shacks and dirt tunnels that had hid amid the canyons in those days. The Orozco grandparents had worked hard for their only son, and Luis Orozco had worked hard to learn to be a software engineer. Sometimes, when he came down to earth, Pa would laugh and say he was one of the world’s greatest experts in Regna 5. And maybe for a year or two that had been an employable skill. So three years of education had been spent for a couple years of income. That sort of thing had happened to a lot of people; Pa was one of those who just gave up because of it.


    “Ma, can you talk?” Part of the wall and ceiling went transparent. Isabel Orozco was at work, upstairs. She looked down at him curiously.


    “Hey, Juan! I thought you were going to be at finals until very late.”


    Juan bounced up the stairs, talking all the while. “Yes. I have a lot to do.”


    “Ah, so you’ll be working from here.”


    Juan came into her work room and gave her a quick hug. “No, I was just gonna get supper and then visit the student I’m doing the local project with.”


    She was looking right at him now, and he could tell he had her full attention. “I just saw about the local exam; it seems like a great idea.” Ma thought it was so important to get down on the real ground. When Juan was younger, she always dragged him along when she went on her field trips around the county.


    “Oh, yes,” said Juan. “We’ll learn a lot.”


    Her look sharpened. “And Bertram is not in this, correct?”


    “Um. No, Ma.” No need to mention the unlimited exam.


    “He’s not here in the house, is he?”


    “Ma! Of course not.” Juan denied all snoop access to his friends when he was in the house. Mother knew that. “When he’s here, you see him, just like when my other friends visit.”


    “Okay.” She looked a little embarrassed, but at least she didn’t repeat her opinion that “little Bertie is too slippery by half”. Her attention drifted for a moment, and her fingers tapped a quick tattoo on the table top. He could see that she was off in Borrego Springs, shepherding some cinema people from LA.


    “Anyway, I was wondering if I could take a car tonight. My team mate lives up in Fallbrook.”


    “Just a second.” She finished the job she was working on. “Okay, who is your team-mate?”


    “A really good student.” He showed her.


    Ma grinned uncertainly, a little surprised. “Good for you.…Yes, she is an excellent student, strong where you are weak—and vice versa, of course.” She paused, checking out the Gu’s. “They are a private sort of family, but that’s okay.”


    “And it’s a safe part of town.”


    She chuckled. “Yes, very safe.” She respected the school rules and didn’t ask about the team project. That was just as well, since Juan still had no idea what Miri Gu was planning. “But you stay out of Camp Pendleton, hear me?”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “Okay, you’re cleared to go as soon as you have supper. I’ve got some big-money customers running, so I can’t take a break just now. Go on downstairs and get your father and yourself something to eat. And learn something from this local project, huh? There are many careers you can have without knowing airy-fairy nonsense.” “Yes, ma’am.” He grinned and patted her shoulder. Then he was running down the stairs. After Pa’s programming career had crashed, Mother had worked harder and harder at her 411 information services. By now, she knew San Diego County and its data as well as anyone in the world. Most of her jobs were just a few seconds or a few minutes long, guiding people, answering the hard questions. Some jobs—like the Migración historical stuff—were ongoing. Ma made a big point that her work was really hundreds of little careers, and that almost none of them depended on high-tech fads. Juan could do much worse; that was her message, both spoken and unspoken.


    And looking at Pa across the kitchen table, Juan understood the alternative that his mother had in mind; Juan had understood that since he was six years old. Luis Orozco ate in the absent-minded way of a truly hard worker, but the images that floated around the room were just passive soaps. Later in the night he might spend money on active cinema, but even that would be nothing with traction. Pa was always in the past or on another world. So Ma was afraid that Juan would end up the same way. But I won’t. Whatever the best is, I’ll learn it, and learn it in days not years. And when that best is suddenly obsolete, I’ll learn whatever new thing gets thrown at me.


    Ma worked hard and she was a wonderful person, but her 411 business was…such a dead end. Maybe God was kind to her that she never realized this. Certainly Juan could never break her heart by telling her such a thing. But the local world sucked. San Diego County, despite all its history and industry and universities, was just a microscopic speck compared to the world of people and ideas that swirled around them every minute. Once upon a time, Juan’s father had wanted to be part of that wider world, but he hadn’t been fast enough or adaptable enough. It will be different for me. The little blue pills would the difference. The price might be high; sometimes Juan’s mind went so blank he couldn’t remember his own name. It was a kind of seizure, but in a moment or two it always went away. Always. So far. With custom street drugs you could never be absolutely sure of such things.


    Juan had one jaw-clenched resolve: I will be adaptable. He would not fail as his father had failed.


    * * * *


    Juan had the car drop him off a couple of blocks short of the Gu’s house. He told himself he did this so he could get a feel for the neighborhood; after all, it was not a very public place. But that wasn’t the real reason. In fact, the drive had been just too quick. He wasn’t ready to face his local team-mate.


    West Fallbrook wasn’t super-wealthy, but it was richer and more modern than Las Mesitas. Most of its money came from the fact that it was right next to Camp Pendleton’s east entrance. Juan walked through the late afternoon light, looking in all directions. There were a few people out—a jogger, some little kids playing an inscrutable game.


    With all enhancements turned off, the houses were low and stony-looking, set well back from the street. Some of the yards were beautifully kept, succulents and dwarf pines arranged like large-scale bonsai. Others were workaday neat, with shade trees and lawns that were raked gravel or auto-mowed drygrass.


    Juan turned on consensus imagery. No surprise, the street was heavily prepped. The augmented landscape was pretty, in an understated way: the afternoon sunlight sparkled off fountains and lush grass lawns. Now the low, stony houses were all windows and airy patios, some places in bright sunlight, others half-hidden in shadows. But there were no public sensors. There was no advertising and no graffiti. The neighborhood was so perfectly consistent, a single huge work of art. Juan felt a little shiver. In most parts of San Diego, you could find homeowners who’d opt out of the community image—or else demand to be included, but in some grotesque contradiction of their neighbors. West Fallbrook had tighter control than even most condo communities. You had the feeling that some single interest was watching over everything here, ready to act against intruders. In fact, that single interest went by the initials USMC.


    Above him, his guide arrow had brightened. Now it turned onto a side street and swooped to the third house on the right. Caray. He wanted to slow down, maybe walk around the block. I haven’t even figured out how to talk to her parents. Chinese-American grownups were an odd lot, especially the ones who had been Detained. When they were released, some of them had left the USA, gone to Mexico or Canada or Europe. Most of the others just went back to their lives—even to government jobs—but with varying degrees of bitterness. And some had helped finish the war, and made the government look very foolish in the process.


    He walked up the Gu’s driveway, at the same time snooping one last time for information on Miri’s family.…So, if William the Goofus wasn’t really Miri’s brother, who was he? William had never attracted that much attention; there were no ready-made rumors. And Fairmont’s security on student records was pretty strong. Juan poked around, found some good public camera data. Given a few minutes he’d have William all figured out—


    But now he was standing at the Gu’s front door.


    * * * *


    Miriam Gu was at the entrance. For a moment Juan thought she was going to complain that he was late, but she just waved him inwards.


    Past the doorway, the street imagery cut off abruptly. They were standing in a narrow hallway with closed doors at both ends. Miri paused at the inner door, watching him.


    There were little popping noises, and Juan felt something burn his ankle. “Hey, don’t fry my gear!” He had other clothes, but the Orozco family wasn’t rich enough to waste them.


    Miri stared at him. “You didn’t know?”


    “Know what?”


    “That’s not your equipment I trashed; I was very careful. You were carrying hitchhikers.” She opened the inner door and her gestures were suddenly polite and gracious. There must be grownups watching.


    As he followed her down the hall, Juan rebooted his wearable. The walls became prettier, covered with silk hangings. He saw he had visitor privileges in the Gu’s house system, but he couldn’t find any other communications paths out of the building. All his equipment was working fine, including the little extras like 360 peripheral vision and good hearing. So what about those popping sounds, the heat? That was somebody else’s equipment. Juan had been walking round like a fool with a KICK ME sign on his back. In fact, it was worse than that. He remembered assuring his mother that she would see any friends he brought to the house. Somebody had made that a lie. Fairmont had its share of unfunny jokesters, but this was gross. Who would do such a thing…yeah, who indeed.


    Juan stepped from the hallway into a high-ceilinged living room. Standing by a real fireplace was a chunky Asian with buzzcut hair. Juan recognized the face from one of the few pictures he had of the guy. This was William Gu: Miriam’s father, not the Goofus. Apparently the two had the same first name.


    Miriam danced ahead of him. She was smiling now. “Bill, I’d like you to meet Juan Orozco. Juan and I are doing the local project together. Juan, this is my father.”


    Bill? Juan couldn’t imagine addressing his own Pa by his first name. These people were strange.


    “Pleased to meet you, Juan.” Gu’s handshake was firm, his expression mild and unreadable. “Are you enjoying the final exams so far?”


    Enjoying?? “Yes, sir.”


    Miri had already turned away. “Alice? Do you have a minute? I’d like you to meet—”


    A woman’s voice: “Yes, Dear. Just a moment.” Not more than two seconds passed, and a lady with a pleasant round face stepped into the room. Juan recognized her, too…except for the clothes: This evening, Alice Gu wore the uniform of a timeshare Lieutenant Colonel in the United State Marines. As Miri made the introductions, Juan noticed Mr. Gu’s fingers tapping on his belt.


    “Oops. Sorry!” Alice Gu’s Marine Corps uniform was abruptly replaced by a business suit. “Oh, dear.” And the business suit morphed into the matronly dress that Juan remembered from the photos. When she shook his hand, she looked entirely innocent and motherly. “I hear that you and Miriam have a very interesting local project.”


    “I hope so.” Mainly I hope Miriam will get around to telling me what it is. But he no longer doubted that Miriam Gu had traction.


    “We’d really like to know more about it.”


    Miri pulled a face. “Bill! You know we’re not supposed to talk about it. Besides, if it goes right we’ll be all done with it tonight.”


    Huh?


    But Mr. Gu was looking at Juan. “I know the school rules. I wouldn’t dream of breaking them.” Almost a smile. “But I think as parents we should at least know where you plan to be physically. If I understand the local exam, you can’t do it remotely.”


    “Yes, sir,” said Juan. “That is true. We—”


    Miriam picked up smoothly where Juan had run out of words. “We’re just going down to Torrey Pines Park.”


    Col. Gu tapped at her belt, and was quiet for a moment: “Well, that looks safe.”


    Mr. Gu nodded. “But you’re supposed to do the local project without outside connectivity—”


    “Except if an emergency comes up.”


    Mr. Gu just tapped his fingers thoughtfully. Juan turned off all the house imagery, and zoomed in on Miriam’s pa. The guy was dressed casually, but with better clothes sense than most grownups had. In the house enhancement, he looked soft and sort of heavy. In the plain view, he just looked hard and solid. Come to think of it, the edge of his hand had felt calloused, just like in the movies.


    Col. Gu glanced at her husband, nodded slightly at him. She turned back to Juan and Miri. “I think it will be okay,” she said. “But we do ask a couple things of you.”


    “Nothing against the exam rules,” said Miri.


    “I don’t think so. First, since the park has no infrastructure and doesn’t allow visitors to put up camping networks, please take some of the old standalone gear we have in the basement.”


    “Hey, that’s great, Alice! I was going to ask you about that.”


    Juan could hear someone coming down the stairs behind him. He looked without turning, but there was no one visible yet, and his visitor’s privilege did not allow him to see through walls.


    “And second,” Col. Gu continued, “we think William should go along with you.”


    Miri’s father? No…the Goofus. Ug.


    This time, Miri Gu did not debate. She nodded, and said softly. “Well…if you think that is best.”


    Juan spoke without thinking, “But…” then more diffidently: “But wouldn’t that violate the exam rules?”


    The voice came from behind him. “No. Read the rules, Orozco.” It was William.


    Juan turned to acknowledge the other. “You mean, you won’t be a team member?”


    “Yeah, I’d just be your escort.” The Goofus had the same broad features, the same coloring as the rest of the family. He was almost as tall as Bill Gu, but scrawny. His face had a sweaty sheen like maybe—Oh. Suddenly Juan realized that while Bill and William were father and son, it was not in the order he had thought.


    “It’s really your call, Dad,” said Mr. Gu.


    William nodded. “I don’t mind.” He smiled. “The munchkin has been telling me how strange things are in junior high school. Now I’ll get to see what she means.”


    Miri Gu’s smile was a little weak. “Well, we’d be happy to have you come along. Juan and I want to look at Alice’s gear, but we should be ready in half an hour or so.”


    “I’ll be around.” William gave a twitchy wave and left the room.


    “Alice and I will let you make your plans now,” Mr. Gu said. He nodded at Juan. “It was nice to meet you, Juan.”


    Juan mumbled appropriate niceties to Mr. and Col. Gu, and allowed Miri to maneuver him out of the room and down a steep stairway.


    “Huh,” he said, looking over her shoulder, “you really do have a basement.” It wasn’t what Juan really wanted to say; he’d get to that in a minute.


    “Oh, yeah. All the newer homes in West Fallbrook do.”


    Juan noticed that this fact didn’t show up in the county building permits.


    There was a brightly lit room at the bottom of the stairs. The enhanced view was of warm redwood paneling with an impossibly high ceiling. Unenhanced, the walls and ceiling were gray plastic sheeting. Either way, the room was crowded with cardboard boxes filled with old children’s games, sports equipment, and unidentifiable junk. This might be one of the few basements in Southern California, but it was clearly being used the way Juan’s family used the garage. “It’s great we can take the surplus sensor gear. The only problem will be the stale emrebs—” Miri was already rummaging around in the boxes.


    Juan hung back at the doorway. He stood with his arms crossed and glared at the girl.


    She looked at him and some of the animation left her face. “What?”


    “I’ll tell you ‘what’!” The words popped out, sarcastic and loud. He bit down on his anger, and messaged her point-to-point. “I’ll tell you what. I came over here tonight because you were going to propose a local team project.”


    Miri shrugged. “Sure.” She replied out loud, speaking in a normal voice. “But if we hustle, we can nail the whole project tonight! It will be one less background task—”


    Still talking silently, directly: “Hey! This is supposed to be a team project! You’re just pushing me around.”


    Now Miri was frowning. She jabbed a finger in his direction and continued speaking out loud, “Look. I’ve got a great idea for the local exam. You’re ideal for the second seat on it. You and me are about as far apart in background and outlook as anybody in eighth grade. They like that in a team. But that’s all I need you for, just to hold down the second seat. You won’t have to do anything but tag along.”


    Juan didn’t reply for a second. “I’m not your doormat.”


    “Why not? You’re Bertie Todd’s doormat.”


    “I’m gone.” Juan turned for the stairs. But now the stairwell was dark. He stumbled on the first step, but then Miri Gu caught up with him, and the lights came on. “Just a minute. I shouldn’t have said that. But one way or another, we both gotta get through finals week.”


    Yeah. And by now, most of the local teams were probably already formed. Even more, they probably were into project planning. If he couldn’t make this work, Juan might have to kiss off the local test entirely. Doormat! “Okay,” Juan said, walking back into the basement room. “But I want to know all about your ‘proposed project,’ and I want some say in it.”


    “Yes. Of course.” She took a deep breath, and he got ready for still more random noise. “Let’s sit down.…Okay. You already know I want to go down on the ground to Torrey Pines Park.”


    “Yeah.” In fact, he had been reading up on the park ever since she mentioned it to her parents. “I’ve also noticed that there are no recent rumorings hanging over the place.…If you know something’s going on there, I guess you’d have an edge.”


    She smiled in a way that seemed more pleased than smug. “That’s what I figure, too. By the way, it’s okay to talk out loud, Juan, even to argue. As long as we keep our voices down, Bill and Alice are not going to hear. Sort of a family honor thing.” She saw his skeptical look, and her voice sharpened a little bit. “Hey, if they wanted to snoop, your point-to-point comm wouldn’t be any protection at all. They’ve never said so, but I bet that inside the house, my parents could even eavesdrop on a handshake.”


    “Okay,” Juan resumed speaking out loud. “I just want some straight answers. What is it that you’ve noticed at Torrey Pines?”


    “Little things, but they add up. Here’s the days the park rangers kept it closed this spring. Here’s the weather for the same period. They’ve got no convincing explanation for all those closures. And see how during the closure in January, they still admitted certain tourists from Cold Spring Harbor.”


    Juan watched the stats and pictures play across the space between them. “Yes, yes,…yes. But the tourists were mainly vips attending a physicality conference at UCSD.”


    “But the conference itself was scheduled with less than eighteen hours lead time.”


    “So? ‘Scientists must be adaptable in these modern times’.”


    “Not like this. I’ve read the meeting proceedings. It’s very weak stuff. In fact, that’s what got me interested.” She leaned forward. “Digging around, I discovered that the meeting was just a prop—paid for by Foxwarner and gameHappenings.”


    Juan looked at the abstracts. It would be really nice to talk to Bertie about this; he always had opinions or knew who to ask. Juan had to suppress the urge to call-out to him. “Well, I guess. I, um, I thought the UCSD people were more professional than this.” He was just puffing vapor. “You figure this is all a publicity conspiracy?”


    “Yup. And just in time for the summer movie season. Think how quiet the major studios have been this spring. No mysteries. No scandals. Nothing obvious started on April First. They’ve fully faked out the second-tier studios, but they’re also driving the small players nuts, because we know that Foxwarner, Spielberg/Rowling, Sony—all the majors—must be going after each other even harder than last year. About a week ago, I figured out that Foxwarner has cinema fellowship agreements with Marco Feretti and Charles Voss.” Who? Oh. World-class biotech guys at Cold Spring Harbor. Both had been at the UCSD conference. “I’ve been tracking them hard ever since. Once you guess what to look for, it’s hard for a secret to hide.”


    And movie teasers were secrets that wanted to be found out.


    “Anyway,” Miri continued, “I think Foxwarner is pinning their summer season on some bioscience fantasy. And last year, gameHappenings turned most of Brazil inside out.”


    “Yeah, the Dinosauria sites.” For almost two months, the world had haunted Brazilian towns and Brazil-oriented websites, building up the evidence for their “Invasion from the Cretaceous”. The echoes of that were still floating around, a secondary reality that absorbed the creative attention of millions. Over the last twenty years, the worldwide net had come to be a midden of bogus sites and recursive fraudulence. Until the copyrights ran out, and often for years afterwards, a movie’s on-line presence would grow and grow, becoming more elaborate and consistent than serious databases. Telling truth from fantasy was often the hardest thing about using the web. The standard joke was that if real “space monsters” should ever visit Earth, they would take one look at the nightmares documented on the worldwide net, and flee screaming back to their home planet.


    Juan looked at Miri’s evidence and followed some of the major links. “You make a good case that this summer is going to be interesting, but the movie people have all cislunar space to play with. What’s to think a Summer Movie will break out in San Diego County, much less at Torrey Pines Park?”


    “They’ve actually started the initial sequence. You know, what will attract hardcore early participants. The last few weeks there have been little environment changes in the park, unusual animal movements.”


    The evidence was very frail. Torrey Pines Park was unimproved land. There was no local networking. But maybe that was the point. Miri had rented time on tourist viewpoints in Del Mar Heights, and then she had done a lot of analysis. So maybe she had that most unlikely and precious commodity, early warning. Or maybe she was puffing vapor. “Okay, something is going on in Torrey Pines, and you have an inside track on it. There’s still only the vaguest connection with the movie people.”


    “There’s more. Last night my theory moved from ‘tenuous’ to ‘plausible’, maybe even ‘compelling’. I learned that Foxwarner has brought an advance team to San Diego.”


    “But that’s way out at Borrego Springs, in the desert.”


    “How did you know? I really had to dig for that.”


    “My mother, she’s doing 411 work for them.” Oops. Come to think of it, what he had seen of Ma’s work this afternoon was probably privileged.


    Miri was watching him with genuine interest. “She’s working with them? That’s great! Knowing the connection would put us way ahead. If you could ask your mother…?”


    “I dunno.” Juan leaned back and looked at the schedule his mother had posted at home. All her desert work was under a ten-day embargo. Even that much information would not have been visible to outsiders. He checked out the privilege certificates. Juan knew his mother pretty well. He could probably guess how she had encrypted the details. And maybe get some solid corroboration. He really wanted to pass this exam, but…Juan hunched forward a little. “I’m sorry. It’s under seal.”


    “Oh.” Miri watched him speculatively. Being the first to discover a Foxwarner movie setup, a Summer Movie, would give Fairmont the inside track on story participation. It would be a sure-fire A in the exam; the size of such a win wouldn’t be clear until well into the movie season, but there would be some income for at least the five years of the movie’s copyright.


    If this issue had come up with Bertie Todd, there’d now be intense pleadings for him to think of his future and the team and do what his Ma would certainly want him to do if she only knew, namely break into her data space. But after a moment, the girl just nodded. “That’s okay, Juan. It’s good to have respect.”


    She moved back to the boxes and began rummaging again. “Let’s go with what I’ve already got, namely that Foxwarner is running an operation in San Diego, and some of their Cinema Fellows have been fooling around in Torrey Pines Park.” She pulled out a rack of…they looked like milk cartons, and set them on top of another box. “Emrebs,” she explained opaquely. She reached deeper into the open box and retrieved a pair of massive plastic goggles. For a moment he thought this was scuba gear, but they wouldn’t cover the nose or mouth. They didn’t respond to info pings; he searched on their physical appearance.


    “In any case,” she continued, even as she pulled out two more pairs of goggles, “the background research will fit with my unlimited team’s work. We’re trying to scope out the movie season’s big secrets. So far, we’re not focusing on San Diego, but Annette reached some of the same conclusions about Foxwarner that I did. You wanna be on my unlimited, too? If this works tonight, we can combine the results.”


    Oh. That was really quite a generous offer. Juan didn’t answer immediately. He pretended to be fully distracted by all the strange equipment. In fact, he recognized the gadgets now; there was a good match in the 2005 Jane’s Sensors. But he couldn’t find a user’s manual. He picked up the first pair of goggles and turned it this way and that. The surface of the plastic was a passive optical lacquer, like cheap grocery wrap in reverse; instead of reflecting bright rainbow colors, the colors flowed as he turned it, always blending with the true color of the gray plastic walls behind it. It amounted to crude camo-color, pretty useless in an environment this smart. Finally, he replied, kind of incidentally, “I can’t be on your unlimited team. I’m already on Bertie’s. Maybe it doesn’t matter. You know Annette’s working with Bertie on the side.”


    “Oh really?” Her stare locked on him for a moment. Then, “I should have guessed; Annette is just not that bright by herself. So Bertie has been jerking all of us around.”


    Yeah. Juan shrugged and lowered his head. “So how do these goggles work, anyway?”


    Miri seemed to stew over Annette for a few seconds more. Then she shrugged too. “Remember, this equipment is old.” She held up her pair of goggles and showed him some slide controls in the headstrap. “There’s even a physical ‘on’ button, right here.”


    “Okay.” Juan slipped the goggles over his head and pulled the strap tight. The headset must have weighed two or three ounces. It was an awkward lump compared to contact lenses. Watching himself from the outside, he looked fully bizarre. The whole top of his face was a bulbous, gray-brown tumor. He could see Miriam was trying not to laugh. “Okay, let’s see what it can do.” He pressed the “on” button.


    Nothing. His enhanced view was the same as before. But when he cleared his contact lenses and looked out with his naked eyes—“It’s pitch dark from inside, can’t see a thing.”


    “Oh!” Miri sounded a little embarrassed. “Sorry. Take off your goggles for a minute. We need an emreb.” She picked up one of the heavy-looking “milk cartons.”


    “Meaning?”


    “MRE/B.” She spelled the word.


    “Oh.” Meal Ready to Eat, with Battery.


    “Yes, one of the little pluses of military life.” She twisted it in the middle, and the carton split in two. “The top half is food for the Marine, and the bottom half is power for the Marine’s equipment.” There were letters physically stenciled on the food container: something about chicken with gravy, and dehydrated ice cream. “I tried eating one of these once.” She made a face. “Fortunately, that won’t be necessary tonight.”


    She picked up the bottom half of the emreb, and drew out a fine wire. “This is a weak point in my planning. These batteries are way stale.”


    “The goggles may be dead anyway.” Juan’s own clothes often wore out before he outgrew them. Sometimes a few launderings was enough to zap them.


    “Oh, no. They built this milspec junk to be tough.” Miri set down the battery pack and bent Juan’s goggles into a single handful. “Watch this.” She wound up like a softball pitcher and threw the goggles into the wall.


    The gear smashed upwards into the wall and caromed loudly off the ceiling.


    Miriam ran across the room to pick up what was left.


    Col. Gu’s voice wafted down the stairwell. “Hey! What are you kids doing down there?”


    Miri stood up and giggled behind her hand. Suddenly she looked about ten years old. “It’s okay, Alice!” She shouted back. “I just, um, dropped something.”


    “On the ceiling?”


    “Sorry! I’ll be more careful.”


    She walked back to Juan and handed him the goggles. “See,” she said. “Hardly a scratch. Now we supply power,”—She plugged the wire from the battery into the goggles’ headband.—“and you try them again.”


    He slid the goggles over his eyes and pressed “on.” Monochrome reds wavered for a moment, and then he was looking at a strange, grainy scene. The view was not wraparound, just slightly fisheye. In it, Miri’s face loomed large, peering in at him. Her skin was the color of a hot oven, and her eyes and mouth glowed bluish-white.


    “This looks like thermal infrared,” except that the color scheme wasn’t standard.


    “Yup. That’s the default startup. Notice how the optics are built right into the gear? It’s kind of like camping clothes: you don’t have to depend on a local network. That’s going to be a win when we get to Torrey Pines. Try some other sensors; you can get help by sliding the ‘on’ button.”


    “Hey, yes!”


    BAT: LOW SENSORS BAT2: NA


    PASSIVE ACTIVE


    VISAMP OK GPR NA


    NIR OK SONO NA


    >TIR OK XECHO NA


    SNIFF NA GATED VIS NA


    AUDIO NA GATED NIR NA


    SIG NA


    The tiny menu floated in the corner of his right eye’s view. The battery warning was blinking. He fiddled with his head band and found a pointing device. “Okay, now I’m seeing in full color, normal light. Boogers resolution, though.” Juan turned around and then back to Miri. He laughed. “The menu window is fully bizarre, you know. It just hangs there at the edge of my view. How can I tag it to the wall or a fixed object?”


    “You can’t. I told you this gear is old. It can’t orient worth zip. And even if it could, its little pea-brain isn’t fast enough to do image slews.”


    “Huh.” Juan knew about obsolete systems, but he didn’t use them much. With equipment like this, there could be no faerie overlays. Even ordinary things like interior decoration would all have to be real.


    There were lots of other boxes, but no inventory data. Some of them must have belonged to the Goofus; they had handwritten labels, like “Prof. and Mrs. William Gu, Dept of English, UC Davis” and “William Gu Sr., Rainbow’s End, Irvine, CA”. Miri carefully moved these out of the way. “Someday William will know what do to with all this. Or maybe grandmother will change her mind, and come visit us again.”


    They opened more of the USMC boxes and poked around. There were wild equipment vests, more pockets than you ever saw around school. The vests weren’t documented anywhere. The pockets were for ammunition, Juan speculated. For emrebs, Miri claimed; and they might need a lot of the batteries tonight, since even the best of them tested “WARNING: LOW CHARGE”. They dismembered the emrebs and loaded batteries onto two of the smallest vests. There were also belt-mount keypads for the equipment. “Hah. Before this is over, we’ll be wiggling our fingers like grownups.”


    They were down to the last few boxes. Miri tore open the first. It was filled with dozens of camo-colored egg shapes. Each of them sprouted a triple of short antenna spikes. “Feh. Network nodes. A million times worse than what we have, and just as illegal to use in Torrey Pines Park.”


    Miri pushed aside several boxes that were stenciled with the same product code as the network nodes. Behind them was one last box, bigger than the others. Miri opened it…and stood back with exaggerated satisfaction. “Ah so. I was hoping Bill hadn’t thrown these out.” She pulled out something with a stubby barrel and a pistol grip.


    “A gun!” But it didn’t match anything in Jane’s Small Arms.


    “Nah, look under ‘sensor systems’.” She grabbed a loose battery and snugged it under the barrel. “Even point blank, I bet this couldn’t hurt a fly. It’s an all-purpose active probe. Ground penetrating radar and sonography. Surface reflection xray. Gated laser. We couldn’t get this at a sporting goods store. It’s just too perfect for offensive snooping.”


    “…It’s got attachments, too.”


    Miri peered into the box and retrieved a metal rod with a flared end. “Yeah, that’s for the radar; it fits on right here. Supposedly it’s great for scoping out tunnels.” She noticed Juan’s eyeing this latest find and smiled teasingly. “Boys…! There’s another one in the box. Help yourself. Just don’t try it out here. It would set off alarms big time.”


    In a few minutes they were both loaded down with batteries, plugged into the probe equipment, and staring at each other through their goggles. They both started laughing. “You look like a monster insect!” she said. In the infra-red, the goggles were big, black bugeyes, and the equipment vests looked like chitinous armor, glowing brightly where there was an active battery.


    Juan waved his probe gun in the air. “Yeah. Killer insects.” Hmm. “You know, we look so bizarre.…I bet if we find Foxwarner down in Torrey Pines, we might end up in the show.” That sort of thing happened, but most consumer participation was in the form of contributed content and plot ideas.


    Miri laughed. “I told you this was a good project.”


    * * * *


    Miri called a car to take them to Torrey Pines. They clumped up the stairs and found Mr. Gu standing with William the Goofus. Mr. Gu looked like he was trying to hide a smile. “You two look charming.” He glanced at William. “Are you ready to go?”


    William might have been smiling, too. “Any time, Bill.”


    Mr. Gu walked the three of them to the front door. Miri’s car was already pulling up. The sun had slipped behind a climbing wall of coastal fog, and the afternoon was cooling off.


    They pulled their goggles off and walked down the lawn, Juan in front. Behind him, Miri walked hand in hand with William. Miriam Gu was respectful of her parents, but flippant too. With her grandfather it was different, though Juan couldn’t tell if her look up at William was trusting or protective. It was bizarre either way.


    The three of them piled into the car, William taking the back-facing seat. They drove out through East Fallbrook. The neighborhood enhancements were still pretty, though they didn’t have the coordinated esthetic of the homes right by Camp Pendleton. Here and there, homeowners showed advertising.


    Miri looked back at the ragged line of the coastal fog, silhouetted against the pale bright blue of the sky. “‘The fog is brazen here,’“ she quoted.


    “‘Reaching talons across our land’,” said Juan.


    “‘Pouncing.’“ she completed, and they both laughed. That was from the Hallowe’en show last year, but to the Fairmont students it had a special meaning. There was none of that twentieth century wimpiness about the fog’s “little cat feet.” Evening fog was common near the coast, and when it happened laser comm got whacked—and The World Changed. “Weather says that most of Torrey Pines Park will be under fog in an hour.”


    “Spooky.”


    “It’ll be fun.” And since the park was unimproved, it wouldn’t make that much difference anyway.


    The car turned down Reche Road and headed east, toward the expressway. Soon the fog was just an edge of low clouds beneath a sunny afternoon.


    William hadn’t said a word since they got aboard. He had accepted a pair of goggles and couple of batteries, but not an equipment vest. Instead, he carried an old canvas bag. His skin looked young and smooth, but with that sweaty sheen. William’s gaze wandered around, kind of twitchy. Juan could tell that the guy had contacts and a wearable, but his twitchiness was not like a grownup trying to input to smart clothes. It was more like he had some kind of disease.


    Juan searched on the symptoms he was seeing AND’ed with gerontology. The strange-looking skin was a regeneration dressing; that was a pretty common thing. As for the tremors.…Parkinson’s? Maybe, but that was a rare disease nowadays. Alzheimer’s? No, the symptoms didn’t match. Aha: “Alzheimer’s Recovery Syndrome.” Ol’ William must have been a regular vegetable before his treatments kicked in. Now his whole nervous system was regrowing. The result would be a pretty healthy person even if the personality was randomly different from before. The twitching was the final reconnect with the peripheral nervous system. There were about fifty thousand recovering Alzheimer’s patients these days. Bertie had even collaborated with some of them. But up close and in person…it made Juan queasy. So okay that William went to live with his kids during his recovery. But their enrolling him at Fairmont High was gross. His major was listed as “hardcopy media—nongraded status”; at least that kept him out of people’s way.


    Miri had been staring out the window, though Juan had no idea what she was seeing. Suddenly she said, “You know, this is your friend Bertie Toad Vomit.” She pulled an incredible face, a fungus-bedecked toad that drooled nicely realistic slime all the way to the seat between them.


    “Oh, yeah? Why is that?”


    “He’s been on my case all semester, jerking me around, spreading rumors about me. He tricked that idiot Annette, so she’d push me into teaming with you—not that I’m complaining about you, Juan. This is working out pretty well.” She looked a little embarrassed. “It’s just that Bertie is pushy as all get out.”


    Juan certainly couldn’t argue against that. But then he suddenly realized: “You two are alike in some ways.”


    “What!”


    “Well, you’re both as pushy as all get out.”


    Miri stared at him open-mouthed, and Juan waited for an explosion. But he noticed that William was watching her with a strange smile on his face. She shut her mouth and glared at Juan. “Yeah. Well. You’re right. Alice says it may be my strongest talent, if I can ever put a cork in it. In the meantime, I guess I can be pretty unpleasant.” She looked away for a moment. “But besides us both being up-and-coming dictators, I don’t see any similarities between me and Bertie. I’m loud. I’m a loner. Bertie Toad is sneaky and mean. He has his warty hands into everything. And no one knows what he really is.”


    “That’s not true. I’ve known Bertie since sixth grade; I’ve known him well for almost two semesters. He’s a remote student, is all. He lives in Evanston.”


    She hesitated, maybe looking up “Evanston”. “So have you ever been to Chicago? Have you ever met Bertie in person?”


    “Well, not exactly. But last Thanksgiving I visited him for almost a week.” That had been right after the pills really started giving Juan results. “He showed me around the museums piggyback, like a 411 tour. I also met his parents, saw their house. Faking all that would be next to impossible. Bertie’s a kid just like us.” Though it was true that Bertie hadn’t introduced Juan to many of his friends. Sometimes it seemed like Bertie was afraid that if his friends got together, they might cut him out of things. Bertie’s great talent was making connections, but he seemed to think of those connections as property that could be stolen from him. That was sad.


    Miri wasn’t buying any it: “Bertie is not like us, Juan. You know about Annette. I know he’s wormed into a lot of groups at school. He’s everything to everyone, a regular Mr. Fixit.” Her face settled into a look of brooding contemplation, and she was silent for a moment.


    They were off Reche now, and on the southbound. The true view was of rolling hills covered by endless streets and houses and malls. If you accepted the roadway’s free enhancements, you got placid wilderness, splashed with advertising. Here and there were subtle defacements, the largest boulders morphing into trollishness; that was probably the work of some Pratchett belief circle. Their car passed the Pala off-ramp and started up the first of several miles-long ridges that separated them from Escondido and the cut across to the coast.


    “Last fall,” Miri said, “Bertram Todd was just another too-smart kid in my language class. But this semester, he’s caused me lots of inconvenience, lots of little humiliations. Now he has Attracted My Attention.” That did not sound like a healthy thing to do. “I’m gonna figure out his secret. One slip is all it takes.”


    That was the old saying: Once your secret is outed anywhere, however briefly, it is outed forever. “Oh, I don’t know,” said Juan. “The way to cover a slip is to embellish it, hide it in all sorts of fake secrets.”


    “Hah. Maybe he is something weird. Maybe he’s a corporate team.”


    Juan laughed. “Or maybe he’s something really weird!” Over the next few miles, he and Miri hit on all the cinema clichés: Maybe Bertie was an artificial boy, or a superbrain stuck in a bottle under Fort Meade. Maybe Bertie was a front for alien invaders, even now taking over the worldwide net. Maybe he was an old Chinese war program, suddenly growing to sentience, or the worldwide net itself that had finally awakened with superhuman—and certainly malignant—powers.


    Or maybe Bertie was a subconscious creation of Juan’s imagination, and Juan was—all unknowing—the monster. This one was Miri’s idea. In a way it was the funniest all, though there was something a little unsettling about it, at least for Juan.


    The car had turned onto Highway 56, and they were going back toward the coast. There was more real open space here, and the hills were green with a gold-edging of spring flowers. The subdivisions were gone, replaced by mile after mile of industrial parks: the automated genomics and proteomics labs spread like gray-green lithops, soaking up the last of the sunlight. People could live and work anywhere in the world. But some things have to happen in a single real place, close enough together that superspeed data paths can connect their parts. These low buildings drove San Diego’s physical economy; inside, the genius of humans, machines, and biological nature collided to make magic.


    The sun sank back behind coastal fog as they entered the lagoon area north of Torrey Pines Park. Off the expressway, they turned south along the beach. The pale cliffs of the main part of the park rose ahead of them, the hilltops shrouded by the incoming fog.


    The Goofus had remained silent through all their laughter and silly talk. But when Miri got back into her speculation about how this all fit with the fact that Bertie was bothering her so much, he suddenly interrupted. “I think part of it is very simple. Why is Bertie bothering you, Miriam? It seems to me there’s one possibility so fantastic that neither of you have even imagined it.”


    William delivered this opinion with that faintly amused tone adults sometimes use with little kids. But Miri didn’t make a flip response. “Oh.” She looked at William as though he were hinting at some great insight. “I’ll think about this some more.”


    * * * *


    The road wound upwards through the fog. Miri had the car drop them off at the far side of the driveway circle at the top. “Let’s scope things out as we walk toward the ranger station.” Juan stepped down onto weedy asphalt. The sun had finally, truly, set. Geez, the air was cold. He flapped his arms in discomfort. He noticed that William had worn a jacket.


    “You two should think ahead a little more,” said the Goofus.


    Juan pulled a face. “I can stand a little evening cool.” Ma was often onto him like this, too. Plan-ahead addons were cheap, but he had convinced her that they made stupid mistakes of their own. He grabbed his sensor “gun” out of the car and slid it into the long pocket in the back of his vest—and tried to ignore his shivering.


    “Here, Miriam.” William handed the girl an adult-sized jacket, big enough to fit over her equipment vest.


    “Oh, thank you!” She snugged it on, making Juan feel even more chilly and stupid.


    “One for you, too, champ.” William tossed a second jacket at Juan.


    It was bizarre to feel so irritated and so grateful at the same time. He took off the probe holster, and slipped on the jacket. Suddenly the evening felt a whole lot more pleasant. This would block about half his high-rate data ports, but hey, in a few minutes we’ll be back in the fog anyway.


    The car departed as they started off in the direction of the ranger station. And Juan realized that some of his park information was very out of date. There were the restrooms behind him, but the parking lot in the pictures was all gone except at the edges, where it had become this driveway circle. He groped around for more recent information.


    Of course, no one was parked up here. There were no cars dropping people off, either. Late April was not the height of the physical tourist season—and for Torrey Pines Park, that was the only kind of tourist season there was.


    They were just barely above the fog layer. The tops of the clouds fluffed out below them, into the west. On a clear day, there would have been a great direct view of the ocean. Now there were just misty shapes tossed up from the fog and above that, a sky of deepening twilight blue. There was still a special brightness at the horizon, where the sun had set. Venus hung above that glow, along with Sirius and the brighter stars of Orion.


    Juan hesitated. “That’s strange.”


    “What?”


    “I’ve got mail.” He set a pointer in the sky for the others to see: a ballistic FedEx package with a Cambridge return address. It was coming straight down, and from very high up.


    At about a thousand feet, the mailer slowed dramatically, and a sexy voice spoke in Juan’s ear. “Do you accept delivery, Mr. Orozco?”


    “Yes, yes.” He indicated a spot on the ground nearby.


    All this time, William had been staring into the sky. Now he gave a little start and Juan guessed the guy had finally seen Juan’s pointer. A second after that, the package was visible to the naked eye: a dark speck showing an occasional bluish flare, falling silently toward them.


    It slowed again at ten feet, and they had a glimpse of the cause of the light: dozens of tiny landing jets around the edge of the package. Animal rights campaigners claimed the micro-turbines were painfully loud to some kinds of bats, but to humans and even dogs and cats, the whole operation was silent.…until the very last moment: Just a foot off the ground, there was a burst of wind and a scattering of pine needles.


    “Sign here, Mr. Orozco,” said the voice.


    Juan did so and started toward the mailer. William was already there, kneeling awkwardly. The Goofus spazzed at just the wrong instant and lurched forward, putting his knee through the mailer carton.


    Miri rushed over to him. “William! Are you okay?”


    William rolled back on his rear and sat there, massaging his knee. “Yes, I’m fine, Miriam. Damn.” He glanced at Juan. “I’m really sorry, kid.” For once, he didn’t sound sarcastic.


    Juan kept his mouth shut. He squatted down by the box: it was a standard twenty-ounce mailer, now with a big bend in the middle. The lid was jammed, but the material was scarcely stronger than cardboard, and he had no trouble prying it open. Inside…he pulled out a clear bag, held it up for the others to see.


    William leaned forward, squinting. The bag was filled with dozens of small, irregular balls. “They look like rabbit droppings to me.”


    “Yes. Or health food,” said Juan. Whatever they were, it didn’t look like William’s accident had done them any harm.


    “Toad Vomit! What are you doing here?” Miriam’s voice was sharp and loud.


    Juan looked up and saw a familiar figure standing beside the mailer. Bertie. As usual, he had a perfect match on the ambient lighting; the twilight gleamed dimly off his grin. He gave Juan a little wave. “You can all thank me later. This FedEx courtesy link is only good for two minutes, so I have just enough time to clue you in.” He pointed at the bag in Juan’s hand. “These could be a big help once you get in the park.”


    Miri: “You don’t have any time. Go away!”


    Juan: “You’re trashing our local exam just by being here, Bertie.”


    Bertie looked from from one indignant face to the other. He gave Miri a little bow, and said, “You wound me!” Then he turned to Juan: “Not at all, my dear boy. The exam proctors don’t show you as embargoed. Technically, you haven’t started your local exam. And I’m simply calling to check in with my loyal unlimited team member—namely you.”


    Juan ground his teeth. “Okay. What’s the news?”


    Bertie’s grin broadened to slightly wider than humanly possible. “We’ve made great progress, Juan! I lucked out with the Siberian group—they had just the insight Kistler was needing. We’ve actually built prototypes!” He waved again at the bag in Juan’s hand. “You’ve got the first lot.” His tone slipped into persuasion mode. “I’m not on your local team, but our unlimited exam is concurrent, now isn’t it, Juan?”


    “Okay.” This was extreme even for Bertie. I bet he had the prototypes ready this afternoon! “So we need these ‘breadcrumbs’ tested, and since I noticed that my loyal team-mate is incidentally on a field trip through Torrey Pines Park, well, I thought…”


    Miri glared at the intruder’s image. “So what have you stuck us with? I’ve got my own plans here.”


    “Totally organic network nodes, good enough to be field-tested. We left out the communication laser and recharge-capability, but the wee morsels have the rest of the standard function suite: basic sensors, a router, a localizer. And they’re just proteins and sugars, no heavy metals. Come the first heavy rain, they’ll be fertilizer.”


    Miri came over to Juan and popped open the plastic bag. She sniffed. “These things stink…I bet they’re toxic.”


    “Oh, no,” said Bertie. “We sacrificed a lot of functionality to make them safe. You could probably eat the darn things, Miri.” Bertie chuckled at the look on her face. “But I suggest not; they’re kind of heavy on nitrogen compounds.…


    Juan stared at the little balls. Nitrogen compounds? That sounded like the summary work Juan had done earlier this semester! Juan choked on outrage, but all he could think to say was, “This—this is everything we were shooting for, Bertie.”


    “Yup.” Bertie preened. “Even if we don’t get all the standard function suite, our share of the rights will be some good money.” And a sure A grade on the unlimited exam. “So. Juan. These came off the MIT organo-fab about three hours ago. In a nice clean laboratory, they work fine. Now how about if you sneak them into the park, and give them a real field test? You’ll be serving your unlimited team at the same time you’re working on your local project. Now, that’s concurrency.”


    “Shove off, Bertie,” said Miri.


    He gave her a little bow. “My two minutes are almost up, anyway. I’m gone.” His image vanished.


    Miri frowned at the empty space where Bertie had been. “Do what you want with Bertie’s dungballs, Juan. But even if they’re totally organic, I’ll bet they’re still banned by park rules.”


    “Yes, but that would just be a technicality, wouldn’t it? These things won’t leave trash.”


    She just gave an angry shrug.


    William had picked up the half-crushed mailing carton. “What are we going to do with this?”


    Juan motioned him to set it down. “Just leave it. There’s a FedEx mini-hub in Jamul. The carton should have enough fuel to fly over there.” Then he noticed the damage tag floating beside the box. “Caray. It says it’s not airworthy.” There were also warnings about flammable fuel dangers and a reminder that he, Juan Orozco, had signed for the package and was responsible for its proper disposal.


    William flexed the carton. Empty, the thing was mostly plastic fluff, not more than two or three pounds. “I bet I could bend it back into its original shape.”


    “Um,” Juan said.


    Miri spelled things out for the Goofus: “That would probably not work, William. Also, we don’t have the manual. If we broke open the fuel system…”


    William nodded. “A good point, Miriam.” He slipped the carton into his bag, then shook his head wonderingly. “It flew here all the way from Cambridge.”


    Yeah, yeah.


    The three of them resumed their walk down to the ranger station, only now they were carrying a bit more baggage, both mental and physical. Miri grumbled, arguing mainly with herself about whether to use Bertie’s gift.


    Even with the fog, Bertie’s “breadcrumbs” could give them a real edge in surveilling the park—if they could get them in. Juan’s mind raced along that line, trying to figure what he should say at the ranger station. At the same time he was watching William. The guy had brought a flashlight. The circle of light twitched this way and that, casting tree roots and brush into sharp relief. Come to think of it, without Miri’s Marine Corps gear, a flashlight would have been even more welcome than the jackets. In some ways, William was not a complete fool. In others…


    Juan was just glad that William hadn’t pushed the FedEx mailer back at him. Juan would have been stuck with carrying it around all night; the carton counted as toxic waste, and it would surely rat on him if he left it in an ordinary trash can. Ol’ William had been only mildly interested in the breadcrumbs—but the package they came in, even busted, that fascinated the guy.


    * * * *


    The park’s entrance area still had fairly good connectivity, but the ranger station was hidden by the hillside and Juan couldn’t get a view on it. Unfortunately, the State Parks web site was under construction. Juan browsed around, but all he could find were more out-of-date pictures. The station might be uncrewed. On an off-season Monday night like this, a single 411 operator might be enough to cover all the state parks in Southern California.


    As they came off the path, into direct sight of the station, they saw that it wasn’t simply a rest point or even a kiosk. In fact, it was an enclosed office with bright, real lighting and a physically-present ranger—a middle-aged guy, maybe thirty-five years old.


    The ranger stood and stepped out into the puddle of light. “Evening,” he said to William; then he noticed the heavily bundled forms of Miriam and Juan. “Hi, kids. What can I do for you all?”


    Miri glanced significantly at William. Something almost like panic came into William’s eyes. He mumbled, “Sorry, Munchkin, I don’t remember what you do at places like this.”


    “S’okay.” Miri turned to the ranger. “We just want to buy a night pass, no camping. For three.”


    “You got it.” A receipt appeared in the air between them, along with a document: a list of park regulations.


    “Wait one.” The ranger ducked back into his office and came out with some kind of search wand; this setup was really old-fashioned. “I shoulda done this first.” He walked over to William, but was talking to all three of them, essentially hitting the high points of the park regs. “Follow the signs. No cliff climbing is allowed. If you go out on the seaside cliff face, we will know and you will be fined. Are you vision equipped?”


    “Yes, sir.” Miriam raised her goggles into the light. Juan opened his jacket so his equipment vest was visible.


    The ranger laughed. “Wow. I haven’t seen those in a while. Just don’t leave the batteries lying around in the park. That’s—” he turned away from William and swept his wand around Miriam and Juan “— That’s very important here, folks. Leave the park as you found it. No littering, and no networking. Loose junk just piles up, and we can’t clean it out like you can other places.”


    The wand made a faint whining sound as it passed over Juan’s jacket pocket. Boogers. It must have gotten a ping back. Most likely Bertie’s prototypes didn’t have a hard off-state.


    The ranger heard the noise, too. He held the wand flat against Juan’s jacket and bent to listen. “Damn false alarm, I bet. What do you have in there, Son?”


    Juan handed him the bag of dark, brownish balls. The ranger held it up to the light. “What are these things?”


    “Trail mix.” William spoke before Juan could even look tongue-tied.


    “Hey, really? Can I try one?” He popped the bag open as Juan watched in wide-eyed silence. “They look nice and chocolaty.” He picked one out of the bag, and squeezed it appraisingly. Then the smell hit him. “Dios!” He threw the ball at the ground and stared at the brown stain that remained on his fingers. “That smells like…that smells awful.” He jammed the bag back into Juan’s hands. “I don’t know, kid. You have odd tastes.”


    But he didn’t question their story further. “Okay, folks. I think you’re good to go. I’ll show you the trailhead. I—” He stopped, stared vacantly for a second. “Oops. I see some people just coming into Mount Cuyamaca Park, and I’m covering there tonight, too. You wanna go on ahead?” He pointed at a path that led northward from his station. “You can’t miss the trailhead; even if it’s down, there’s a big sign.” He waved them on, and then turned to talk to whoever he was seeing at the park in the mountains.


    * * * *


    Beyond the trailhead, the park was completely unimproved, a wilderness. For a hundred feet or so, Juan had wireless connectivity but even that was fading. Miri checked in with the exam proctor service to certify that their team was going local; since the wilderness was very soon going to isolate them from the worldwide net, they might as well get official credit for the fact!


    But yuk. Just knowing you can’t go out in the wide world for answers was a pain. It was like having a itch you can’t scratch or a sock with lump in it, only much worse. “I’ve cached a lot of stuff about the park, Miri…but some of it is kinda old.”—which would have been no problem, but now he couldn’t just go out and search for better information.


    “Don’t worry about it, Juan. Last week, I spent a little money and used a 411 service. See?” A few gigabytes flickered on laser light between them.…She was prepared. The maps and pictures looked very up-to-date.


    Miri confidently picked one of several trails and got them on a gentle path that zigzagged downward toward the northwest. She even persuaded William to use the third pair of goggles instead of his flashlight. The Goofus moved awkwardly along. He seemed limber enough, but every four or five paces there was random spikey twitching.


    It made Juan uncomfortable just to watch the guy. He looked away, played with his goggles’ menu. “Hey, Miri. Try ‘VIS AMP.’ It’s pretty.”


    They walked silently for a while. Juan had never been to Torrey Pines Park except with his parents, and that was when he was little. And in the daytime. Tonight, with VIS AMP…the light of Venus and Sirius and Betelguese came down through the pine boughs, casting colored shadows every which way. Most of the flowers had closed, but there were glints of yellows and reds bobbing among the manzanita and the low, pale cactus. The place was peaceful, really beautiful. And so what if the goggles’ low-res pics only showed the direction you were looking at. That was part of the charm. They were getting this view without any external help, a step closer to true reality.


    “Okay, Juan. Try laying out some of Bertie’s dungballs.”


    The breadcrumbs? “Sure.” Juan opened the bag and tossed one of the balls off to the side of the path.… Nothing. He popped up some low-layer wireless diagnostics. Wow. “This is a quiet place.”


    “What do you expect?” said Miri. “No networks, remember.”


    Juan leaned down to inspect the breadcrumb. The park ranger had gotten a faint response with his wand, but now that Juan wanted a ping response, there was nothing. And Bertie hadn’t told them an enable-protocol. Well, maybe it doesn’t matter. Juan was a packrat; he had all the standard enablers squirreled away on his wearable. He blasted the breadcrumb with one startup call after another. Partway through the sequence, there was a burst of virtual light in his contacts. “Hah. This one’s live!” He turned and caught up with Miri and William.


    “Good going, Juan.” For once, Miri Gu sounded pleased with him.


    The path was still wide and sandy, the gnarled pines hanging fists of long needles right above his head—and right in the Goofus’s face. Amid the park trivia that Juan had downloaded was the claim that this was the last place on earth these pines existed. They rooted in the steep hillsides and hung on for years and years against erosion and draught and cold ocean breezes. Juan glanced back at William’s gangly form shambling along behind them. Yeah. Ol’ William was kind of like a human ‘Torrey Pine.’


    They were in the top of the fog now. Towering and silent, pillars of haze drifted by on either side of them. Starlight dimmed and brightened.


    Behind them, the node Juan had left was dimming toward a zero data rate. He picked out a second breadcrumb, gave it correct startup call, and dropped it to the side of the trail. The low-layer diagnostics showed its pale glow, and after a second it had picked up on the first node, now bright again. “They linked…I’m getting data forwarded from the first node.” Hah. Normally you didn’t think about details like that. The gadgets kind of reminded Juan of the toy network his father had bought him, back when Pa still had a job. Juan had been only five years old, and the toy nodes had been enormous clunkers, but laying them down around the house had engaged father and son for several happy days—and given Juan an intuition about random networks that some grownups still seemed to lack.


    “Okay, I see them,” said Miri. “We’re not getting any communication from beyond the dungballs, are we? I don’t want anything forwarded out to the world.”


    Yeah, yeah. This is a local exam. “We’re isolated, unless we punch out with something really loud.” He threw out five or six more breadcrumbs, enough so they could figure their relative positions accurately; in his diagnostic view, the locator gleams sharpened from misty guesstimates to diamond-sharp points of light. Fog curled more thickly over them, and the starlight grew hazy. Ahead of him, Miri stumbled. “Watch your step.…You know, there’s really not enough light anymore.”


    In patches, the fog was so thick that VIS AMP was just colorful noise.


    “Yeah, I guess we should switch back to thermal IR.”


    They stopped and stood like idiots, fiddling with manual controls to do something that should have been entirely automatic. Near infrared was as bad as visual: for a moment he watched the threads of NIR laser light that flickered sporadically between the data ports on their clothes; in this fog, the tiny lasers were only good for about five feet.


    Miri was ahead of him. “Okay, that’s a lot better,” she said.


    Juan finally got his goggles back to their thermal infrared default. Miri’s face glowed furnace-red except for the cool blackness of her goggles. Most plants were just faintly reddish. The stairstep timber by his feet had three dark holes in the top. Juan reached down and discovered that the holes felt cold and metallic. Ha, metal spikes holding the timber in place.


    “C’mon,” said Miri. “I want to get down near the bottom of the canyon.”


    The stairs were steep, with a heavy wood railing on the dropoff side. The fog was still a problem, but with TIR, you could see out at least ten yards. Dim reddish lights floated up through the dark, blobs of slightly warmer air. The bottom was way down, farther than you’d ever guess. He threw out a few more breadcrumbs and looked back up the path, at the beacons of the other nodes. What a bizarre setup. The light of the breadcrumb diagnostics was showing on his contact lenses, where he normally saw all enhancements. But it was the USMC goggles that were providing most of the augmentation. And beyond them? He stopped, turned off his wearable enhancement, and slipped the goggles up from his face for a moment. Darkness, absolute darkness, and chill wet air on his face. Talk about isolation!


    He heard William coming up behind him. The guy stopped and for a second they stood silent, listening.


    Miri’s voice came from further down the steps. “Are you okay, William?”


    “Sure, no problems.”


    “Okay. Would you and Juan come down by me? We wanna stay close enough to keep a good data rate between us. Are you getting any video off the dungballs, Juan?” Bertie had said they contained basic sensors. “Nope,” Juan replied. He slipped the goggles back on and walked down to her. Any breadcrumb video would have shown up on his contacts, but all he was getting was diagnostics. He started another breadcrumb and tossed it far out, into the emptiness. Its location showed in his contacts. It fell and fell and fell, until he was seeing its virtual gleam “through” solid rock.


    He studied the diagnostics a moment more. “You know, I think they are sending low data rate video—”


    “That’s fine. I’ll settle for wireless rate.” Miri was leaning out past the railing, staring downwards.


    “— but it’s not a format I know.” He showed her what he had. Bertie’s Siberian pals must be using something really obscure. Ordinarily, Juan could have put out some queries and had the format definition in a few seconds; but down here in the dark, he was just stuck.


    Miri made an angry gesture. “So Bertie gave you something that could be useful, but only if we punch out a loud call for help? No way. Bertie is not getting his warty hands on my project!”


    Hey, Miri, you and I are supposed to be a team here. It would be nice if she would stop treating him like dirt. But she was right about Bertie’s tactics. Bertie had given them something wonderful—and was holding back all the little things that would make it useable. First it was the enable-protocol, now it was this screwball video format. Sooner or later, Bertie figured they’d come crawling to him, begging him to be a shadow member of the team. I could call out to him. His clothes had enough power that he could easily punch wireless as far as network nodes in Del Mar Heights, at least for a few minutes. Getting caught was a real risk; Fairmont used a good proctor service—but it was impossible for them to cover all the paths all the time. This afternoon, Bertie had as much as bragged they would cheat that way. Damn you, Bertie, I’m not going to break isolation. Juan reviewed the mystery data from the breadcrumbs. There seemed to be real content; so given the darkness, the pictures were probably thermal infrared. And I have lots of known video I can compare them to, everything that has been seen through my goggles during the last few minutes! Maybe it was time for some memory magic, the edge he got from his little blue pills: If he could remember which blocks of imagery might match what the breadcrumbs could see, and pass that to his wearable, then conventional reverse engineering would be possible.…Juan’s mind went blank for a few seconds, and there was a moment of awesome panic…but then he remembered himself. He fed the picture pointers back to his wearable. It began crunching out solutions almost immediately. “Try this, Miri.” He showed her his best guess-image, and sharpened it over the next five seconds as his wearable found more correlation spikes.


    “Yes!” The picture showed the roots of the big pine a dozen yards behind them. A few seconds passed and there was another picture, black sky and faintly glowing branches. In fact, each breadcrumb was generating a low-resolution TIR image every five seconds or so, even though they couldn’t all be forwarded that fast. “What are those numbers all about?” Numbers that clustered where the picture detail was most complex.


    Oops. “Those are just graphical hierarchy pointers.” That was true, but exactly how Juan used them was something he didn’t want pursued. He made a note to delete them from all future pics.


    Miri was silent for several seconds as she watched the pictures coming in from the crumbs above them on the trail, and from the one that he’d dropped way down. Juan was on the point of asking for payback, like some straight talk about exactly what they were looking for. But then she said, “This picture format is one of those Siberian puzzles, isn’t it?”


    “Looks like.”


    Those formats were all different, created by antisocials who seemed to get a kick out of not being interoperable. “And you untangled it in fifteen seconds?”


    Sometimes Juan just didn’t think ahead: “Yup,” he said, blissfully proud.


    The uncovered part of her face flared. “You lying weasel! You’re talking to the outside!”


    Now Juan’s face got hot too. “Don’t you call me a liar! You know I’m good with interfaces.”


    “Not. That. Good.” Her voice was deadly.


    Caray. The right lie occurred to Juan a few seconds too late: He should have said he’d seen the Siberian picture format before! Now the only safe thing to do was ‘confess’ that he was talking to Bertie. But Juan couldn’t bear to tell that lie, even if it meant she would figure out what he had really done.


    Miri stared at him for several seconds.


    William’s begoggled face had turned from one of them to other like a spectator at a tennis game. He spoke into the silence, and for once sounded a little surprised: “So what are you doing now, Miriam?”


    Juan had already guessed: “She’s watching the fog, and listening.”


    Miri nodded. “If Orozco is sneaking out on wireless, I’d hear it. If he’s using something directional, I’d see sidescatter from the fog. I don’t see anything just now.”


    “So maybe I’m squirting micro pulses.” Juan’s words came out all choked, but he was trying to sound sarcastic; any laser bright enough to get through the fog would have left an afterglow.


    “Maybe. If you are, Juan Orozco, I will figure it out—and I’ll get you kicked out of school.” She turned back to look over the drop off. “Let’s get going.”


    * * * *


    The steps got even steeper; eventually they reached a turn and walked on almost level ground for about sixty feet. The other side of the gorge was less than fifteen feet away.


    “We must be close to the bottom,” said William.


    “No, William. These canyons go awfully deep and narrow.” Miri motioned them to stop. “My darn battery has died.” She fumbled around beneath her jacket, replacing a dead battery with one that was only half dead.


    She adjusted her goggles and looked over the railing. “Huh. We have a good view from here.” She waved at the depths. “You know, Orozco, this might be the place to do some active probing.”


    Juan pulled the probe gun from the sling on his back. He plugged it into his equipment vest. With the gun connected, most of the options were live:


    BAT: LOW SENSORS BAT2: LOW


    PASSIVE ACTIVE


    VIS AMP OK GPR OK


    NIR OK SONO OK


    >TIR OK XECHO OK


    SNIFF NA GATED VIS OK


    AUDIO NA GATED NIR OK


    SIG NA


    “What do you want to try?”


    “The ground penetrating radar.” She pointed her own gun at the canyon wall. “Use your power, and we’ll both watch.”


    Juan fiddled with the controls; the gun made a faint click as it shot a radar pulse into the rock wall. “Ah!” The USMC goggles showed the pulse’s backscatter as lavender shading on top of the thermal IR. In the daylight pictures that Juan had downloaded, these rocks were white sandstone, fluted and scalloped into shapes that water or wind could not carve alone. The microwave revealed what could only be guessed at from the visible light: moisture that etched and weakened the rock from the inside.


    “Aim lower.”


    “Okay.” He fired again.


    “See, way down? It Looks like little tunnels cut in the rock.”


    Juan stared at the pattern of lavender streaks. They did look different than the ones higher up, but—“I think that’s just where the rock is soaking wet.”


    Miri was already hurrying down the steps. “Toss out more dungballs.”


    * * * *


    Down and around another thirty feet, they came to a place where the path was just a tumble of large boulders. The going got very slow. William stopped and pointed at the far wall. “Look, a sign.”


    There was a square wooden plate spiked into the sandstone. William lit his flashlight and leaned out from the path. Juan raised his goggles for a moment—and got the dubious benefit of William’s light: everything beyond ten feet was hidden behind the pearly white fog. But the faded lettering on the sign was now visible: “FAT MAN’S MISERY.”


    William chuckled—and then almost lost his footing. “Did you ever think? Old-fashioned writing is the ultimate in context tagging. It’s passive, informative, and present exactly where you need it.”


    “Yeah, sure. But can I point through it and find out what it thinks it means?”


    William doused his flashlight. “I guess it means the gorge gets even narrower further on.”


    Which we already knew from Miri’s maps. At the trailhead, this had looked like a valley, one hundred feet across. It had narrowed and narrowed, till now the far wall was about ten feet away. And from here.…


    “Scatter some more dungballs,” said Miri. She was pointing straight down.


    “Okay.” They still had plenty of them. He carefully dropped six breadcrumbs where Miri indicated. They stood silently for a moment, watching the network diagnostics: the position guesstimate on one crumb was twenty-five to thirty feet further down. That was darn near the true bottom of the gorge. Juan took a breath. “So, are you ever going to tell us what precisely we’re looking for, Miri?”


    “I don’t precisely know.”


    “But this is where you saw the UCSD people poking around?”


    “Some, but they were mainly south of this valley.”


    “Geez, Miri. So you brought us here instead?”


    “Look you! I’m not keeping secrets! I could see the hills above this canyon from the tourist scopes on Del Mar Heights. In the weeks after the UCSD guys left, there were small changes in the vegetation, mostly over this valley. At night, the bats and owls were at first more active and then less active than before.…And now tonight we’ve spotted some kind of tunnels in the rocks.”


    William sounded mystified. “That’s all, Miriam?”


    The girl didn’t blow up when it was William asking. Instead she seemed almost abashed. “Well…there’s context. Feretti and Voss were behind the trips to the park in January. One is into synthetic ethology; the other is a world-class proteomics geek. They both got called to San Diego all at once, just like you’d expect for a movie teaser. And I’m sure…almost sure…they’re both consulting for Foxwarner.”


    Juan sighed. That wasn’t much more than she’d said in the beginning. Maybe Miri’s biggest problem wasn’t that she was bossy—it was that she was too darn good at projecting certainty. Juan made a disgusted noise, “And you figure if we just poke around carefully enough, solid clues will show up?” Whatever they may be.


    “Yes! Somebody has to be the first to catch on. Using our probe gear and—yeah—Bertie’s dungballs, we’re not going to miss much. My theory is Foxwarner is trying to top what Spielberg/Rowling did last year with the magma monsters. This will be something that starts small, and is overtly plausible. With Feretti and Voss as advisors, I’ll bet they’ll play it as an escape from a bioscience lab.” That would certainly fit the San Diego scene.


    The new breadcrumbs had located their nearest neighbors. Now the extended network showed as diamond-sharp virtual gleams scattered through the spaces both above and below. In effect, they had twenty little ‘eyeballs,’ watching from all over the canyon. The pictures were all low-resolution stuff, but taken together that was too much data to forward all at once across the breadcrumb net to their wearables. They would have to pick through the viewpoints carefully.


    “Okay then,” said Juan. “Let’s just sit and watch for a bit.”


    The Goofus remained standing. He seemed to be staring upward. Juan guessed that he was having some trouble with the video Juan was forwarding to him. Things were going to get pretty dull for him. Abruptly, William said, “Do either of you smell something burning?”


    “Fire?” Juan felt a flash of alarm. He sniffed carefully at the damp air. “…Maybe.” Or it might just be something flowering in the night. Smells were a hard thing to search on and learn about.


    “I smell it too, William,” Miri said. “But I think things are still too wet for it to be a danger.”


    “Besides,” said Juan, “if there was fire anywhere close, we’d see the hot air in our goggles.” Maybe someone had a fire down on the beach.


    William shrugged, and sniffed at the air again. Trust the Goofus to have one superior sense—and that one useless. After a moment, he sat down beside them, but as far as Juan could tell, he still wasn’t paying attention to the pictures Juan was sending him. William reached into his bag and pulled out the FedEx mailer; the guy was still fascinated by the thing. He flexed the carton gently, then rested the box on his knees. Despite all Miri’s warnings, it looked like the Goofus wanted to knock it back into shape. He’d carefully poise one hand above the middle of the carton, as if preparing a precise poke…and then his hand would start shaking and he would have to start all over again.


    Juan looked away from him. Geez the ground was hard. And cold. He wriggled back against the rock wall and cycled through the pictures he was getting from the breadcrumbs. They were pretty uninspiring.…But sitting here quietly, not talking…there were sounds. Things that might have been insects. And behind it all, a faint, regular throbbing. Automobile traffic? Maybe. Then he realized that it was the sound of ocean surf, muffled by fog and the zigzag walls of the canyon. It was really kind of peaceful.


    There was a popping sound very nearby. Juan looked up and saw that William had done it again, smashed the mailer. Only now, it didn’t look so bent—and a little green light had replaced the warning tag.


    “You fixed it, William!” said Miri.


    William grinned. “Hah! Every day in every way, I’m getting better and better.” He was silent for a second and his shoulders slumped a little. “Well, different anyway.”


    Juan looked at the gap in the canyon walls above them. There should be enough room. “Just set it on the ground and it will fly away to Jamul,” he said.


    “No,” said William. He put the carton back in his bag.


    O-kay, so the box is cool. Have a ball, William.


    They sat listening to the surf, cycling through the video from the breadcrumbs. There were occasional changes in the pictures, quick blurs that might have been moths. Once, they saw something bigger, a glowing snout and a blurry leg.


    “I bet that was a fox,” said Miri. “But the picture was from above us. Route us more pictures from the bottom of the canyon.”


    “Right.” There was even less action down there. Maybe her movie theories were vapor, after all. He didn’t pay as much attention to the movies as most people did—and just now, he couldn’t do any background research. Dumb. On the way to the park, he had cached all sorts of stuff, but almost nothing about movie rumors.


    “Hey, a snake,” said Miri.


    The latest picture was from a breadcrumb that had landed in a bush just a few inches above the true bottom of the canyon. It was a very good viewpoint, but he didn’t see any snake. There was a pine cone and, beside it, a curved pattern in the dark sand. “Oh. A dead snake.” Viewed in thermal IR, the body was a barely visible as a change in texture. “Or maybe it’s just a shed skin.”


    “There are tracks all around it,” said Miri. “I think they’re mouse tracks.”


    Juan ran the image through some filters, and pulled up a half dozen good foot prints. He had cached pictures from nature studies. He stared at them all, transforming and correlating. “They’re mouse tracks, but they aren’t pocket mice or white foot. The prints are too big, and the angle of the digits is wrong.”


    “How can you tell?” suspicion was in her voice.


    Juan was not about to repeat his recent blunder: “I downloaded nature facts earlier,” he said truthfully, “and some fully cool analysis programs,” which was a lie.


    “Okay. So what kind of mice—”


    A new picture arrived from the breadcrumb in question.


    “Whoa!”


    “Wow!”


    “What is it?” said William. “I see the snake carcass now.” Apparently he was a couple of pictures behind them.


    “See, William? A mouse, right below our viewpoint—”


    “—staring straight up at us!”


    Glowing beady eyes looked into the imager.


    “I bet mice can’t see in the dark!” said Juan.


    “Well, Foxwarner has never been strong on realism.”


    Juan gave top routing priority to pics from the same breadcrumb. C’mon, c’mon! Meantime, he stared at the picture they had, analyzing. In thermal IR, the mouse’s pelt was dim red, shading in the shorter fur to orange. Who knew what it looked like in natural light? Ah, but the shape of the head looked—


    A new picture came in. Now there were three mice looking up at them. “Maybe they’re not seeing the dungball. Maybe they’re smelling the stink!”


    “Shhh!” William whispered.


    Miri leaned forward, listening. Juan pushed up his hearing and listened, too, his fists tightening. Maybe it was just his imagination: were there little scrabbling noises from below? The gleam of the breadcrumb beacon was almost thirty feet below where they were sitting.


    The breadcrumb gleam moved.


    Juan heard Miri’s quick, indrawn breath. “I think they’re shaking the bush it’s on,” she said softly.


    And the next picture they saw seemed to be from right on the ground. There was a blur of legs, and a very good head shot.


    Juan sharpened the image, and did some more comparisons. “You know what color those mice are?”


    “Of course not.”


    “White—maybe? I mean, lab mice would be neat.”


    In fact, Juan had only just saved himself. He’d been about to say: “White, of course. Their head shape matches Generic 513 lab mice.” The conclusion was based on applying conventional software to his cached nature information—but no normal person could have set up the comparisons as fast as he had just done.


    Fortunately, Miri had some distractions: The breadcrumb’s locator gleam was moving horizontally in little jerks. A new picture came up, but it was all blurred.


    “They’re rolling it along. Playing with it.”


    “Or taking it somewhere.”


    Both kids bounced to their feet, and then William stood up too. Miri forced her voice down to a whisper. “Yeah, lab mice would be neat. Escaped super-mice.…This could be a re-remake of Secret of NIMH!”


    “Those were rats in NIMH.”


    “A detail.” She was already moving down the trail. “The timing would be perfect. The copyright on the second remake just lapsed. And did you see how real those things looked? Up till a few months ago, you couldn’t make animatronics that good.”


    “Maybe they are real?” said William.


    “You mean like trained mice? Maybe. At least for parts of the show.”


    The latest picture showed cold darkness. The imaging element must be pointing into the dirt.


    They climbed down and down, trying their best not to make noise. Maybe it didn’t matter; the surf sound was much louder here. In any case, the fake mice were still rolling along their stolen breadcrumb.


    But while the three humans were moving mainly downward, the breadcrumb had moved horizontally almost fifteen feet. The pictures were coming less and less frequently. “Caray. It’s getting out of range.” Juan took three more breadcrumbs from his bag and threw them one at a time, as hard as he could. A few seconds passed, and the new crumbs registered with the net. One had landed on a ledge forward and above them. Another had fallen between the humans and the mice. The third—hah—its locator gleamed from beyond the mice. Now there were lots of good possibilities. Juan grabbed a picture off the farthest crumb. The view was looking back along the path, in the direction the mice would be coming from. Without any sense of scale, it looked like a picture from some fantasy Yosemite Valley.


    They had finally reached the bottom, and could make some speed. From behind them, William said, “Watch your head, Munchkin.”


    “Oops,” said Miri, and stopped short. “We got carried away there.” This might be a big valley for mice, but just ahead, the walls arched to within inches of each other. She bent down. “It’s wider at the bottom. I bet I could wiggle through. I know you could, Juan.”


    “Maybe,” Juan said brusquely. He pushed past her and stepped up into the cleft. He got the active probe off his back, and held it in one hand as he slid into the gap. If he stood sideways and tilted his upper body, he could fit. He didn’t even have to take off his jacket. He sidled a foot or two further, dragging the probe gun behind him. Then the passage widened enough for him to turn and walk forward.


    Miri followed a moment later. She looked up. “Huh. This is almost like a cave with a hole running along the ceiling.”


    “I don’t like this, Miriam,” said William, who was left behind; no way could he squeeze through.


    “Don’t worry, William. We’ll be careful not to get jammed.” In any real emergency, they could always punch out a call to 911.


    The two kids moved forward another fifteen feet, to where the passage narrowed again, even more than before.


    “Caray. The stolen breadcrumb is off the net.”


    “Maybe we should have just stayed up top and watched.”


    It was a little late for her to be saying that! Juan surveyed the crumb net. There was not even a hazy guesstimate on the lost node. But there were several pictures from the crumb he had tossed beyond all this: every one of them showed an empty path. “Miri! I don’t think the mice ever got to the next viewpoint.”


    “Hey, did you hear that, William? The mice have taken off down a hole somewhere.”


    “Okay, I’ll look around back here.”


    Juan and Miri moved back along the passage, looking for bolt-holes. Of course there were no shadows. The fine sand of the path was almost black, the fallen pine needles scarcely brighter. On either side, the rock walls showed dark and mottled red as the sandstone cooled in the night air. “You’d think their nest would show a glow.”


    “So they’re in deep.” Miri held up her probe gun, and slipped the radar attachment back onto the barrel. “USMC to the rescue.”


    They traversed the chamber from one narrowness to the other. When they put the GPR snout of the guns right up to the rock, the lavender echograms were much more detailed than before. There really were tunnels, mouse-sized and extending back into the rock. They went through three batteries in about five minutes, but—“But we still haven’t found an entrance!”


    “Keep looking. We know there is one.”


    “Caray, Miri! It’s just not here.”


    “You’re right.” That was William. He had crawled part way in to look at them. “Come back here. The critters jumped off the trail before it got narrow.”


    “What? How do you know?”


    William backed out, and the kids wriggled out after him. Ol’ William had been busy. He had swept the pine cones and needles away from the edges of the path. His little flashlight lay on the ground.


    But they didn’t need a flashlight to see what William had discovered. The edge of the path, which should have been black and cold, was a dim red, a redness that spread across the rock face like weird, upward-dripping blood.


    Miri dropped flat and poked around where the heat red was brightest. “Ha. I got my finger into something! Can’t find an end to it.” She pulled back…and a plume of orange followed her hand and then drifted up, its color cooling to red as it swelled and rose above them.


    There was the faint smell of burning wood.


    For a moment, they just stared at each other, the big black goggle eyes a true reflection of their inner shock.


    No more warm air rose from the hole. “We must have found an in-draft,” William said.


    Both Miri and Juan were on their knees now. They looked carefully, but the goggles didn’t have the resolution to let them see the hole clearly—it was simply a spot that glowed a bit redder than anything else.


    “Use the gun, Juan.”


    He probed the rock above the hole and on either side. The tiny passage extended two feet down from the entrance, branching several times before it reached the main network of tunnels and chambers.


    “So what happened to the dungball they grabbed? It would be nice to get some pictures from in there.”


    Juan shrugged, and fed his probe gun still another battery. “They must have it in one of the farther chambers, behind several feet of rock. The crumb doesn’t have the power to get through that.”


    Juan and Miri looked at each other, and laughed. “But we have lots more breadcrumbs!” Juan felt around for the entrance hole and rolled a crumb into it. It lit up about six inches down, just past the first tunnel branch.


    “Try another.”


    Juan studied the tunnel layout for a moment. “If I throw one in just right, I bet I can carom it a couple of feet.” The crumb’s light disappeared for a moment…and then appeared as data forwarded via the first one. Yes!


    “Still no word from the one they stole,” said Miri. There were just the two locator gleams, about six inches and thirty-six inches down their respective tunnels.


    Juan touched the gun here and there to the rock face. With the GPR at high power, he could probe through a lot of sandstone. How much could he figure out from what came back? “I think I can refine this even more,” he said. Though that would surely make Miri suspicious. “That third fork in the tunnel. Something…soft…is blocking it.” A brightly reflecting splotch, coming slowly toward them.


    “It looks like a mouse.”


    “Yeah. And it’s moving between two breadcrumbs,” effectively a two-station wireless tomograph. Maybe I can combine it all. For a moment, Juan’s whole universe was the problem of meshing the “breadcrumb tomography” with the GPR backscatter. The image showed more and more detail. He blanked out for a just a second, and for a moment after that forgot to be cautious.


    It was a mouse all right. It was facing up the tunnel, toward the entrance the three humans were watching. They could even see its guts, and the harder areas that were skull and ribs and limbs. There was something stuck in its forepaw.


    The whole thing looked like some cheap graphics trick. Too bad Miri didn’t take it that way. “Okay! I’ve had it with you, Juan! One person could never work that fast. You doormat! You let Bertie and his committee—”


    “Honest, Miri, I did this myself!” said Juan, defending where he should not defend.


    “We’re getting an F on account of you, and Bertie will own all of this!”


    William had been watching with the same detachment as during Miri’s earlier accusations. But this time: “I see the picture, Munchkin, but…I don’t think he’s lying. I think he did it himself.”


    “But—”


    William turned to Juan, “You’re on drugs, aren’t you, kid?” he said mildly.


    Once a secret is outed—


    “No!” Make the accusation look absurd. But Juan floundered, wordless.


    For an instant, Miri stared open-mouthed. And then she did something that Juan thought about a lot in the times that followed. She raised her hands, palms out, trying to silence them both.


    William smiled gently. “Miriam, don’t worry. I don’t think Foxwarner is patching us into their summer release. I don’t think anyone but us knows what we’re saying here at the bottom of a canyon in thick fog.”


    She slowly lowered her hands. “But…William.” She waved at the warmth that spread up the rock face. “None of this could be natural.”


    “But what kind of unnatural is it, Munchkin? Look at the picture your friend Juan just made. You can see the insides of the mouse. It’s not animatronic.” William ran a twitchy hand through his hair. “I think somebody in the bioscience labs hereabouts really did have an accident. Maybe these creatures aren’t as smart as humans…but they were smart enough to escape, and fool—who was it that was poking around here in January?”


    “Feretti and Voss,” Miri said in a small voice.


    “Yes. Maybe just hiding down here when the bottom was under water was enough to fool them. I’ll bet these creatures have just a little edge over ordinary lab mice. But a little edge can be enough to change the world.”


    And Juan realized William wasn’t talking about just the mice. “I don’t want to change the world,” he said in a choked voice. “I just want to have my chance in it.”


    William nodded. “Fair enough.”


    Miri looked back and forth at them. What Juan could see of her expression was very solemn.


    Juan shrugged. “It’s okay, Miri. I think William is right. We’re all alone here.”


    She leaned a little toward him. “Was it Bertie who got you into this?”


    “Some. My mother has our family in one of the distributed framinghams. I showed my part of it to Bertie last spring, after I flunked Adaptability. Bertie shopped it around as an anonymous challenge. He came back with a custom drug. What it does—” Juan tried to laugh, but it sounded more like a rattle. “— most people would think that what it does is a joke. See,” he tapped the side of his head, “it makes my memory very very good. Everyone thinks human memory doesn’t count for much anymore. People say, ‘No need for eidetic memory when your clothes’ data storage is a billion times bigger.’ But that’s not the point. Now I can remember big data blocks perfectly, and I have my wearable put hierarchial tags on all the stuff I see. So I can communicate patterns back to my wearable just by citing a few numbers. It gives me this incredible advantage in setting up problems.”


    “So Bertie is your great friend because you are his super tool?” Her voice was quiet and outraged, but the anger was no longer directed at Juan. “No! I’ve studied the memory effect. The idea itself came from analysis of my own medical data. Even now that we have the gimmick, only one person in a thousand could be affected by it at all. There’s no way Bertie could have known beforehand that I was special.”


    “Ah. Of course,” she said, and was silent. Juan hated it when people did that, agreed with what you said and then waited for you to figure out why you had just made a fool of yourself.…Bertie is just very good with connections. He had connections everywhere, to research groups, idea markets, challenge boards. But maybe Bertie had figured out how to do even better: How many casual friends did Bertie have? How many did he offer to help with custom drug improvements? Most of that would turn out to be minor stuff, and maybe those friendships would remain casual. But sometimes, Bertie would hit the jackpot. Like with me.


    “But Bertie is my best friend!” I will not blubber.


    “You could find other friends, son,” said William. He shrugged. “Back before I lost my marbles, I had a gift. I could make words sing. I would give almost anything to get that back. And you? Well, however you came by it, the talent you have now is a marvelous gift. You are beholden to no one other than yourself for it.”


    Miri said softly. “I—I don’t know, Juan. Custom meds aren’t illegal like twentieth century drugs—but they are off-limits for a reason. There’s no way to do full testing on them. This stuff you’re taking could—”


    “I know. It could fry my mind.” Juan put his hands to his face, and ran into the cold plastic of his goggles. For a moment, Juan’s mind turned inward. All the old fear and shame rose up…and balanced against the strange surprise that out of the whole world, this old man could understand him.


    But even here, even with his eyes closed, his contacts were still on, and Juan saw the virtual gleam of the breadcrumbs. He stared passively for several seconds, and then surprise began to eat through his funk. “Miri…they’re moving.”


    “Huh?” She had been paying even less attention than he had. “Yes! Down the tunnels, away from us.”


    William moved close to the mouse hole, and pressed his ear against the stone wall. “I’ll bet our little friends are taking your dungballs to wherever the first one went.”


    “Can you get some pictures from them, Juan?”


    “…Yes. Here’s one.” A thermal glimpse of a glowing tunnel floor. Frothy piles of something that looked like finely shredded paper. Seconds passed, and a virtual gleam showed dimly through the rock. “There’s the locator beacon of the first crumb.” It was five feet deeper in the rock. “Now it has a node to forward through.”


    “We could lose them, too.”


    Juan pushed past William, and tossed two more breadcrumbs down the hole. One rolled a good three feet. The other stopped after six inches—and then began moving “on its own.”


    “The mice are stringing nodes for us!” All but the farthest locator beacon were glowing high-rate bright. Now there were lots of pictures, but the quality was poor. As the crumbs warmed in the hot air of the tunnels, the images showed very little detail except for the mice themselves: paws and snouts and glowing eyes. “Hey, did you see the splinter sticking out of that poor thing’s paw?”


    “Yes, I think that’s the one I saw before. Wait, we’re getting a picture from the crumb they stole to begin with.” At first, the data was a jumble. Still another picture format? Not exactly. “This picture is normal vision, Miri!” He finished the transformation.


    “How—?” Then she gave a sharp little gasp.


    There was no scale marker, but the chamber couldn’t have been more than a couple of feet across. To the eye of the breadcrumb it was a wide, high-ceilinged meeting room, crowded with dozens of white-furred mice, their dark eyes glittering by the light of a…fire…in the middle of the hall.


    “I think you have your ‘A,’ Miriam,” William said softly.


    Miri didn’t answer.


    Rank upon rank of mice, crouched around the fire. Three mice stood at the center, higher up—tending the flame? It wobbled and glowed, more like a candle than a bonfire. But the mice didn’t seem to be watching the fire as much as they were the breadcrumb. Bertie’s little breadcrumb was the magical arrival at their meeting.


    “See!” Miri hunched forward, her elbows on her knees. “Foxwarner strikes again. A slow flame in a space like that…those ‘mice’ should all be dead of carbon monoxide poisoning.”


    The breadcrumbs were not sending spectral data, so who could say? Juan visualized the tunnel system. There were other passages a little higher up, and he had data on the capacity of the inlets and outlets. He thought a few seconds more and gave the problem to his wearable. “No…actually, there is enough ventilation to be safe.”


    Miri looked up at him. “Wow. You are fast.”


    “Your Epiphany outfit could do it in a instant.”


    “But it would’ve taken me five minutes to pose the problem to my Epiphany.”


    Another picture came in, firelight on a ceiling.


    “The mice are rolling it closer to the fire.”


    “I think they’re just poking at it.”


    Another picture. The crumb had been turned again, and now was looking outwards, to where three more mice had just come in from a large side entrance…rolling another breadcrumb.


    But the next picture was a blur of motion, a glimpse of a mostly empty meeting chamber, in thermal colors. The fire had been doused.


    “Something’s stirred them up,” said William, listening again at the stone wall. “I can actually hear them chittering.”


    “The dungballs are coming back this way!” said Miri.


    “The mice are smart enough to understand the idea of poison.” William’s voice was soft and wondering. “Up to a point, they grabbed our gifts like small children. Then they noticed that the dungballs just kept coming…and someone raised an alarm.”


    There were still pictures, lots of them, but they were all thermal IR, chaotic blurs; the mice were hustling. The locator gleams edged closer together, some moving toward an entrance about three feet above the gully floor. The others were approaching the first hole.


    Juan touched the probe gun against the wall and pulsed the rock in several places. He was getting pretty good at identifying the flesh-and-blood reflections. “Most of the mice have moved away from us. It’s just a rearguard that’s pushing out the breadcrumbs. There’s a crowd of them behind the crumbs that are coming out by your head, William.”


    “William, quick! The FedEx mailer. Maybe we can trap some when they come out!”


    “I…yes!” William stood and pulled the FedEx mailer from his bag. He tilted the open carton toward the mouse hole.


    A second later there was a faint scrabbling noise, and William’s arms moved with that twitchy speed of his. Juan had a glimpse of fur and flying breadcrumbs.


    William slapped the container shut, and then stumbled backwards as three more mice came racing out of the lower hole. For a fleeting instant, their glowing blue eyes stared up at the humans. Miri made a dive for them, but they had already fled down the path, oceanward. She picked herself up and looked at William. “How many did you get?”


    “Four! The little guys were in such a rush they just jumped out at me.” He held the mailer close. Juan could hear tiny thumping noises from inside it.


    “That’s great,” said Miri. “Physical evidence!”


    William didn’t reply. He just stood there, staring at the carton. Abruptly he turned and walked a little way up the trail, to where the path widened out and the brush and pines didn’t cover the sky. “I’m sorry, Miriam.” He tossed the mailer high into the air.


    The box was almost invisible for a moment, and then its ring of jets lit up. Tiny, white-hot spikes of light traced the mailer’s path as it wobbled and swooped within a foot of the rock wall. It recovered, and slowly climbed, still wobbling. Juan could imagine four very live cargo items careening around inside it. Silent to human ears, the mailer rose and rose, jets dimming in the fog. The light was a pale smudge when it drifted out of sight behind the canyon wall.


    Miri stood, her arms reaching out as if pleading. “Grandfather, why?”


    For a moment, William Gu’s shoulders slumped. Then he looked across at Juan. “I bet you know, don’t you, kid?”


    Juan stared in the direction the mailer had taken. Four mice, rattling around in a half-broken mailer. He had no idea just now what security was like at the FedEx minihub, but it was at the edge of the back country, where the mail launchers didn’t cause much complaint. Out beyond Jamul…the mice could have their chance in the world. He looked back at William and just gave a single quick nod.


    * * * *


    There was very little talk as they climbed back out of the canyon. Near the top, the path was wide and gentle. Miri and William walked hand in hand. There were spatters of coldness on her face that might have been tears, but there was no quaver in her voice. “If the mice are real, we’ve done a terrible thing, William.”


    “Maybe. I’m sorry, Miriam.”


    “…But I don’t think they are real, William.”


    William made no reply. After a moment, Miri said, “You know why? Look at that first picture we got from the mouse meeting hall. It’s just too perfectly dramatic. The chamber doesn’t have furniture or wall decorations, but it clearly is a meeting hall. Look how all the mice are positioned, like humans at an old town meeting. And then at the center—”


    Juan’s eyes roamed the picture as she spoke. Yes. There in the center—almost at though they were on stage—stood three large white mice. The biggest one had reared up as it looked at the imager. It had one paw extended…and the paw grasped something sharp and long. They had seen things like that in other pictures and never quite figured them out. In this natural-light picture, the tool—a spear?—was unmistakable.


    Miri continued on, “See, that’s the tip-off, Foxwarner’s little joke. A real, natural breakthrough in animal intelligence would never be such a perfect movie poster. So. Later tonight, Juan and I will turn in our local team report, and Foxwarner will ’fess up. By dinnertime at the latest, we’ll be famous.”


    And my own little secret will be outed.


    Miri must have understood Juan’s silence. She reached out and took his hand, dragging the three of them close together. “Look,” she said softly. “We don’t know what—if anything—Foxwarner recorded of us. Even now, we’re in thick fog. Except for the mice themselves, our gear saw no sensors. So either Foxwarner is impossibly good, or they weren’t close snooping us.” She gestured up the path. “Now in a few more minutes we’ll be back in the wide world. Bertie and maybe Foxwarner will be wisping around. But no matter what you think really happened tonight—” her voice trailed off.…


    And Juan finished, “— no matter what really happened, we’re all best to keep our mouths shut about certain things.”


    She nodded.


    * * * *


    Bertie followed Juan home from Miri’s house, arguing, wheedling, demanding all the way. He wanted to know what Miri had been up to, what all they had done and seen. When Juan wouldn’t give him more than the engineering data from the dungballs, Bertie had got fully dipped, kicked Juan off their unlimited team, and rejected all connections. It was a total Freeze Out. By the time Juan got home, he could barely put up a good front for his Ma.


    But strangely enough, Juan slept well that night. He woke to morning sunlight splashing across his room. Then he remembered: Bertie’s total Freeze Out. I should be frantic. This could mean he’d fail the unlimited and lose his best friend. Instead, more than anything else, Juan felt like…he was free.


    Juan slipped on his clothes and contacts, and wandered downstairs. Usually, he’d be all over the net about now, synching with the world, finding out what his friends had done while he was wasting time asleep. He’d get to that eventually; it would be just as much fun as ever. But just now the silence was a pleasure. There were a dozen red “please reply” lights gleaming in front of his eyes—mostly from Bertie. The message headers were random flails. This was the first time one of Bertie’s Freeze Outs had not ended because Juan came groveling.


    Ma looked up from her breakfast. “You’re off-line,” she said.


    “Yeah.” He slouched onto a chair and started eating cereal. His father smiled absently at him and went on eating. Pa’s eyes were very far away, his posture kind of slumped.


    Ma looked back and forth between them, and a shadow crossed her face. Juan straightened up a little and made sure she saw his smile. “I’m just tired out from all the hiking around.” Suddenly, he remembered something. “Hey, thanks for the maps, Ma.”


    She looked puzzled.


    “Miri used 411 for recent information on Torrey Pines.”


    “Oh!” Ma’s face lit up. There were a number of 411 services in San Diego County, but this was her kind of thing. “Did the test go well?”


    “Dunno yet.” They ate in silence for a moment. “I expect I’ll know later today.” He looked across the table at her. “Hey, you’re off-line, too.”


    She grimaced and gave him a little grin. “An unintended vacation. The movie people dropped their reservations for tour time.”


    “…Oh.” Just what you’d expect if the operation in East County was related to what they’d found in Torrey Pines. Miri would have seen the cancellation as significant evidence. Maybe it was. But he and Miri had turned in their project report last night, the first local exam to complete. If she were right about the mice, Foxwarner was sure to know by now that their project had been outed, and you’d think they’d have launched publicity. And yet, there were no bulletins; just Bertie and a few other students pinging away at him.


    Give it till dinnertime. That’s how long Miri said it might take for a major cinema organization to move into action. Real or movie, they should know by then. And his own secret? It would be outed…or not.


    Juan had a second serving of cereal.


    * * * *


    Since he had a morning exam, Ma let him take a car to Fairmont. He made it to school with time to spare.


    The vocational exam was for individuals, and you weren’t allowed to search beyond the classroom. As with Ms. Wilson’s math exam, the faculty had dug up some hoary piece of business that no reasonable person would ever bother with. For the vocational test, the topic would be a work specialty.


    And today…it was Regna 5.


    When Regna had been hot, back in Pa’s day, tech schools had taken three years of training to turn out competent Regna practitioners.


    It was a snap. Juan spent a couple of hours scanning through the manuals, integrating the skills…and then he was ready for the programming task, some cross-corporate integration nonsense.


    He was out by noon, with an A.


    * * * *
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    Everything was perfectly swell.


    There were no prisons, no slums, no insane asylums, no cripples, no poverty, no wars.


    All diseases were conquered. So was old age.


    Death, barring accidents, was an adventure for volunteers.


    The population of the United States was stabilized at forty-million souls.


    One bright morning in the Chicago Lying-in Hospital, a man named Edward K. Wehling, Jr., waited for his wife to give birth. He was the only man waiting. Not many people were born a day any more.


    Wehling was fifty-six, a mere stripling in a population whose average age was one hundred and twenty-nine.


    X-rays had revealed that his wife was going to have triplets. The children would be his first.


    Young Wehling was hunched in his chair, his head in his hand. He was so rumpled, so still and colorless as to be virtually invisible. His camouflage was perfect, since the waiting room had a disorderly and demoralized air, too. Chairs and ashtrays had been moved away from the walls. The floor was paved with spattered dropcloths.


    The room was being redecorated. It was being redecorated as a memorial to a man who had volunteered to die.


    A sardonic old man, about two hundred years old, sat on a stepladder, painting a mural he did not like. Back in the days when people aged visibly, his age would have been guessed at thirty-five or so. Aging had touched him that much before the cure for aging was found.


    The mural he was working on depicted a very neat garden. Men and women in white, doctors and nurses, turned the soil, planted seedlings, sprayed bugs, spread fertilizer.


    Men and women in purple uniforms pulled up weeds, cut down plants that were old and sickly, raked leaves, carried refuse to trash-burners.


    Never, never, never—not even in medieval Holland nor old Japan—had a garden been more formal, been better tended. Every plant had all the loam, light, water, air and nourishment it could use.


    A hospital orderly came down the corridor, singing under his breath a popular song:


    If you don’t like my kisses, honey,


    Here’s what I will do:


    I’ll go see a girl in purple,


    Kiss this sad world toodle-oo.


    If you don’t want my lovin’,


    Why should I take up all this space?


    I’ll get off this old planet,


    Let some sweet baby have my place.


    The orderly looked in at the mural and the muralist. “Looks so real,” he said, “I can practically imagine I’m standing in the middle of it.”


    “What makes you think you’re not in it?” said the painter. He gave a satiric smile. “It’s called ‘The Happy Garden of Life,’ you know.”


    “That’s good of Dr. Hitz,” said the orderly.


    * * * *


    He was referring to one of the male figures in white, whose head was a portrait of Dr. Benjamin Hitz, the hospital’s Chief Obstetrician. Hitz was a blindingly handsome man.


    “Lot of faces still to fill in,” said the orderly. He meant that the faces of many of the figures in the mural were still blank. All blanks were to be filled with portraits of important people on either the hospital staff or from the Chicago Office of the Federal Bureau of Termination.


    “Must be nice to be able to make pictures that look like something,” said the orderly.


    The painter’s face curdled with scorn. “You think I’m proud of this daub?” he said. “You think this is my idea of what life really looks like?”


    “What’s your idea of what life looks like?” said the orderly.


    The painter gestured at a foul dropcloth. “There’s a good picture of it,” he said. “Frame that, and you’ll have a picture a damn sight more honest than this one.”


    “You’re a gloomy old duck, aren’t you?” said the orderly.


    “Is that a crime?” said the painter.


    The orderly shrugged. “If you don’t like it here, Grandpa—” he said, and he finished the thought with the trick telephone number that people who didn’t want to live any more were supposed to call. The zero in the telephone number he pronounced “naught.”


    The number was: “2 B R 0 2 B.”


    It was the telephone number of an institution whose fanciful sobriquets included: “Automat,” “Birdland,” “Cannery,” “Catbox,” “De-louser,” “Easy-go,” “Good-by, Mother,” “Happy Hooligan,” “Kiss-me-quick,” “Lucky Pierre,” “Sheepdip,” “Waring Blendor,” “Weep-no-more” and “Why Worry?”


    “To be or not to be” was the telephone number of the municipal gas chambers of the Federal Bureau of Termination.


    * * * *


    The painter thumbed his nose at the orderly. “When I decide it’s time to go,” he said, “it won’t be at the Sheepdip.”


    “A do-it-yourselfer, eh?” said the orderly. “Messy business, Grandpa. Why don’t you have a little consideration for the people who have to clean up after you?”


    The painter expressed with an obscenity his lack of concern for the tribulations of his survivors. “The world could do with a good deal more mess, if you ask me,” he said.


    The orderly laughed and moved on.


    Wehling, the waiting father, mumbled something without raising his head. And then he fell silent again.


    A coarse, formidable woman strode into the waiting room on spike heels. Her shoes, stockings, trench coat, bag and overseas cap were all purple, the purple the painter called “the color of grapes on Judgment Day.”


    The medallion on her purple musette bag was the seal of the Service Division of the Federal Bureau of Termination, an eagle perched on a turnstile.


    The woman had a lot of facial hair—an unmistakable mustache, in fact. A curious thing about gas-chamber hostesses was that, no matter how lovely and feminine they were when recruited, they all sprouted mustaches within five years or so.


    “Is this where I’m supposed to come?” she said to the painter.


    “A lot would depend on what your business was,” he said. “You aren’t about to have a baby, are you?”


    “They told me I was supposed to pose for some picture,” she said. “My name’s Leora Duncan.” She waited.


    “And you dunk people,” he said.


    “What?” she said.


    “Skip it,” he said.


    “That sure is a beautiful picture,” she said. “Looks just like heaven or something.”


    “Or something,” said the painter. He took a list of names from his smock pocket. “Duncan, Duncan, Duncan,” he said, scanning the list. “Yes—here you are. You’re entitled to be immortalized. See any faceless body here you’d like me to stick your head on? We’ve got a few choice ones left.”


    She studied the mural bleakly. “Gee,” she said, “they’re all the same to me. I don’t know anything about art.”


    “A body’s a body, eh?” he said, “All righty. As a master of fine art, I recommend this body here.” He indicated a faceless figure of a woman who was carrying dried stalks to a trash-burner.


    “Well,” said Leora Duncan, “that’s more the disposal people, isn’t it? I mean, I’m in service. I don’t do any disposing.”


    The painter clapped his hands in mock delight. “You say you don’t know anything about art, and then you prove in the next breath that you know more about it than I do! Of course the sheave-carrier is wrong for a hostess! A snipper, a pruner—that’s more your line.” He pointed to a figure in purple who was sawing a dead branch from an apple tree. “How about her?” he said. “You like her at all?”


    “Gosh—” she said, and she blushed and became humble—”that—that puts me right next to Dr. Hitz.”


    “That upsets you?” he said.


    “Good gravy, no!” she said. “It’s—it’s just such an honor.”


    “Ah, You admire him, eh?” he said.


    “Who doesn’t admire him?” she said, worshiping the portrait of Hitz. It was the portrait of a tanned, white-haired, omnipotent Zeus, two hundred and forty years old. “Who doesn’t admire him?” she said again. “He was responsible for setting up the very first gas chamber in Chicago.”


    “Nothing would please me more,” said the painter, “than to put you next to him for all time. Sawing off a limb—that strikes you as appropriate?”


    “That is kind of like what I do,” she said. She was demure about what she did. What she did was make people comfortable while she killed them.


    * * * *


    And, while Leora Duncan was posing for her portrait, into the waitingroom bounded Dr. Hitz himself. He was seven feet tall, and he boomed with importance, accomplishments, and the joy of living.


    “Well, Miss Duncan! Miss Duncan!” he said, and he made a joke. “What are you doing here?” he said. “This isn’t where the people leave. This is where they come in!”


    “We’re going to be in the same picture together,” she said shyly.


    “Good!” said Dr. Hitz heartily. “And, say, isn’t that some picture?”


    “I sure am honored to be in it with you,” she said.


    “Let me tell you,” he said, “I’m honored to be in it with you. Without women like you, this wonderful world we’ve got wouldn’t be possible.”


    He saluted her and moved toward the door that led to the delivery rooms. “Guess what was just born,” he said.


    “I can’t,” she said.


    “Triplets!” he said.


    “Triplets!” she said. She was exclaiming over the legal implications of triplets.


    The law said that no newborn child could survive unless the parents of the child could find someone who would volunteer to die. Triplets, if they were all to live, called for three volunteers.


    “Do the parents have three volunteers?” said Leora Duncan.


    “Last I heard,” said Dr. Hitz, “they had one, and were trying to scrape another two up.”


    “I don’t think they made it,” she said. “Nobody made three appointments with us. Nothing but singles going through today, unless somebody called in after I left. What’s the name?”


    “Wehling,” said the waiting father, sitting up, red-eyed and frowzy. “Edward K. Wehling, Jr., is the name of the happy father-to-be.”


    He raised his right hand, looked at a spot on the wall, gave a hoarsely wretched chuckle. “Present,” he said.


    “Oh, Mr. Wehling,” said Dr. Hitz, “I didn’t see you.”


    “The invisible man,” said Wehling.


    “They just phoned me that your triplets have been born,” said Dr. Hitz. “They’re all fine, and so is the mother. I’m on my way in to see them now.”


    “Hooray,” said Wehling emptily.


    “You don’t sound very happy,” said Dr. Hitz.


    “What man in my shoes wouldn’t be happy?” said Wehling. He gestured with his hands to symbolize care-free simplicity. “All I have to do is pick out which one of the triplets is going to live, then deliver my maternal grandfather to the Happy Hooligan, and come back here with a receipt.”


    * * * *


    Dr. Hitz became rather severe with Wehling, towered over him. “You don’t believe in population control, Mr. Wehling?” he said.


    “I think it’s perfectly keen,” said Wehling tautly.


    “Would you like to go back to the good old days, when the population of the Earth was twenty billion—about to become forty billion, then eighty billion, then one hundred and sixty billion? Do you know what a drupelet is, Mr. Wehling?” said Hitz.


    “Nope,” said Wehling sulkily.


    “A drupelet, Mr. Wehling, is one of the little knobs, one of the little pulpy grains of a blackberry,” said Dr. Hitz. “Without population control, human beings would now be packed on this surface of this old planet like drupelets on a blackberry! Think of it!”


    Wehling continued to stare at the same spot on the wall.


    “In the year 2000,” said Dr. Hitz, “before scientists stepped in and laid down the law, there wasn’t even enough drinking water to go around, and nothing to eat but sea-weed—and still people insisted on their right to reproduce like jackrabbits. And their right, if possible, to live forever.”


    “I want those kids,” said Wehling quietly. “I want all three of them.”


    “Of course you do,” said Dr. Hitz. “That’s only human.”


    “I don’t want my grandfather to die, either,” said Wehling.


    “Nobody’s really happy about taking a close relative to the Catbox,” said Dr. Hitz gently, sympathetically.


    “I wish people wouldn’t call it that,” said Leora Duncan.


    “What?” said Dr. Hitz.


    “I wish people wouldn’t call it ‘the Catbox,’ and things like that,” she said. “It gives people the wrong impression.”


    “You’re absolutely right,” said Dr. Hitz. “Forgive me.” He corrected himself, gave the municipal gas chambers their official title, a title no one ever used in conversation. “I should have said, ‘Ethical Suicide Studios,’“ he said.


    “That sounds so much better,” said Leora Duncan.


    “This child of yours—whichever one you decide to keep, Mr. Wehling,” said Dr. Hitz. “He or she is going to live on a happy, roomy, clean, rich planet, thanks to population control. In a garden like that mural there.” He shook his head. “Two centuries ago, when I was a young man, it was a hell that nobody thought could last another twenty years. Now centuries of peace and plenty stretch before us as far as the imagination cares to travel.”


    He smiled luminously.


    The smile faded as he saw that Wehling had just drawn a revolver.


    Wehling shot Dr. Hitz dead. “There’s room for one—a great big one,” he said.


    And then he shot Leora Duncan. “It’s only death,” he said to her as she fell. “There! Room for two.”


    And then he shot himself, making room for all three of his children.


    Nobody came running. Nobody, seemingly, heard the shots.


    The painter sat on the top of his stepladder, looking down reflectively on the sorry scene.


    * * * *


    The painter pondered the mournful puzzle of life demanding to be born and, once born, demanding to be fruitful…to multiply and to live as long as possible—to do all that on a very small planet that would have to last forever.


    All the answers that the painter could think of were grim. Even grimmer, surely, than a Catbox, a Happy Hooligan, an Easy Go. He thought of war. He thought of plague. He thought of starvation.


    He knew that he would never paint again. He let his paintbrush fall to the dropcloths below. And then he decided he had had about enough of life in the Happy Garden of Life, too, and he came slowly down from the ladder.


    He took Wehling’s pistol, really intending to shoot himself.


    But he didn’t have the nerve.


    And then he saw the telephone booth in the corner of the room. He went to it, dialed the well-remembered number: “2 B R 0 2 B.”


    “Federal Bureau of Termination,” said the very warm voice of a hostess.


    “How soon could I get an appointment?” he asked, speaking very carefully.


    “We could probably fit you in late this afternoon, sir,” she said. “It might even be earlier, if we get a cancellation.”


    “All right,” said the painter, “fit me in, if you please.” And he gave her his name, spelling it out.


    “Thank you, sir,” said the hostess. “Your city thanks you; your country thanks you; your planet thanks you. But the deepest thanks of all is from future generations.”


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1962 by Galaxy Publishing Corp.

  


  
    ROGER ZELAZNY


    (1937–1995)


    My first encounter with Roger Zelazny’s science fiction was in the 1980s, when I was in high school. It was a big time for fantasy, and he’d become very popular on the strength of the Amber novels, which I liked but wasn’t overwhelmed by. Then a lot of his earlier science fiction was reissued in new paperbacks, and I was overwhelmed. In quick succession I devoured This Immortal (1966), Lord of Light (1967), Damnation Alley (1969), and the newer Roadmarks (1979) and Eye of Cat (1982). Then I set about hunting down all the rest of his SF that I could find. It wasn’t just the ideas, evocative as they were. The writing itself was masterful, especially to an aspiring student of the craft. His spare, tight writing, blended into a deceptively simple style. He managed to pack in an incredible array of images and ideas with very straightforward-sounding prose.


    I didn’t get to know him until years later (and we never did meet face-to-face), but Roger was one of the true gentlemen of the field; I remember how he went out of his way to help me when I was a struggling editorial assistant in my first publishing job—and many people have stories like that, about how he was always helping people in small, unexpected ways.


    Born in Ohio, Roger became a fan of the genre young and was writing stories by his early teens, but felt he needed to hone his craft before trying to write seriously. After a degree in English from Western Reserve University and an MA in Elizabethan and Jacobean drama from Columbia University, he felt ready. His first SF story was “Passion Play,” which appeared in Amazing in 1962, the same year he finished at Columbia. He had nineteen more stories in print by the end of 1963. “A Rose for Ecclesiastes” was nominated for a Hugo, and he won his first Hugo in 1966, with …And Call Me Conrad (later retitled This Immortal). By 1969 he was able to quite his job at the Social Security Administration and write full-time. Roger eventually sold fifty books and about 150 shorter works. In all he would win six Hugos and three Nebulas.


    Roger was married twice, though toward the end of his life his partner was writer Jane Lindskold, who he’d been a mentor to. He died in 1995, after telling almost no one he was fighting a losing battle with colon cancer.

  


  
    A ROSE FOR ECCLESIASTES, by Roger Zelazny


    First published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, November 1963


    I


    I was busy translating one of my Madrigals Macabre into Martian on the morning I was found acceptable. The intercom had buzzed briefly, and I dropped my pencil and flipped on the toggle in a single motion.


    “Mister G,” piped Morton’s youthful contralto, “the old man says I should ‘get hold of that damned conceited rhymer’ right away, and send him to his cabin. Since there’s only one damned conceited rhymer…”


    “Let not ambition mock thy useful toil.” I cut him off.


    So, the Martians had finally made up their minds! I knocked an inch and a half of ash from a smoldering butt, and took my first drag since I had lit it. The entire month’s anticipation tried hard to crowd itself into the moment, but could not quite make it. I was frightened to walk those forty feet and hear Emory say the words I already knew he would say; and that feeling elbowed the other one into the background.


    So I finished the stanza I was translating before I got up.


    It took only a moment to reach Emory’s door. I knocked twice and opened it, just as he growled, “Come in.”


    “You wanted to see me?” I sat down quickly to save him the trouble of offering me a seat.


    “That was fast. What did you do, run?”


    I regarded his paternal discontent:


    Little fatty flecks beneath pale eyes, thinning hair, and an Irish nose; a voice a decibel louder than anyone else’s.….


    Hamlet to Claudius: “I was working.”


    “Hah!” he snorted. “Come off it. No one’s ever seen you do any of that stuff.”


    I shrugged my shoulders and started to rise.


    “If that’s what you called me down here—”


    “Sit down!”


    He stood up. He walked around his desk. He hovered above me and glared down. (A hard trick, even when I’m in a low chair.)


    “You are undoubtably the most antagonistic bastard I’ve ever had to work with!” he bellowed, like a belly-stung buffalo. “Why the hell don’t you act like a human being sometime and surprise everybody? I’m willing to admit you’re smart, maybe even a genius, but—oh, hell!” He made a heaving gesture with both hands and walked back to his chair.


    “Betty has finally talked them into letting you go in.” His voice was normal again. “They’ll receive you this afternoon. Draw one of the jeepsters after lunch, and get down there.”


    “Okay,” I said.


    “That’s all, then.”


    I nodded, got to my feet. My hand was on the doorknob when he said:


    “I don’t have to tell you how important this is. Don’t treat them the way you treat us.”


    I closed the door behind me.


    * * * *


    I don’t remember what I had for lunch. I was nervous, but I knew instinctively that I wouldn’t muff it. My Boston publishers expected a Martian Idyll, or at least a Saint-Exupery job on space flight. The National Science Association wanted a complete report on the Rise and Fall of the Martian Empire.


    They would both be pleased. I knew.


    That’s the reason everyone is jealous—why they hate me. I always come through, and I can come through better than anyone else.


    I shoveled in a final anthill of slop, and made my way to our car barn. I drew one jeepster and headed it toward Tirellian.


    Flames of sand, lousy with iron oxide, set fire to the buggy. They swarmed over the open top and bit through my scarf; they set to work pitting my goggles.


    The jeepster, swaying and panting like a little donkey I once rode through the Himalayas, kept kicking me in the seat of the pants. The Mountains of Tirellian shuffled their feet and moved toward me at a cockeyed angle.


    Suddenly I was heading uphill, and I shifted gears to accommodate the engine’s braying. Not like Gobi, not like the Great Southwestern Desert, I mused. Just red, just dead…without even a cactus.


    I reached the crest of the hill, but I had raised too much dust to see what was ahead. It didn’t matter, though; I have a head full of maps. I bore to the left and downhill, adjusting the throttle. A crosswind and solid ground beat down the fires. I felt like Ulysses in Malebolge—with a terza-rima speech in one hand and an eye out for Dante.


    I rounded a rock pagoda and arrived.


    Betty waved as I crunched to a halt, then jumped down.


    “Hi,” I choked, unwinding my scarf and shaking out a pound and a half of grit. “Like, where do I go and who do I see?”


    She permitted herself a brief Germanic giggle—more at my starting a sentence with “like” than at my discomfort—then she started talking. (She is a top linguist, so a word from the Village Idiom still tickles her!)


    I appreciate her precise, furry talk; informational, and all that. I had enough in the way of social pleasantries before me to last at least the rest of my life. I looked at her chocolate-bar eyes and perfect teeth, at her sun-bleached hair, close-cropped to the head (I hate blondes!), and decided that she was in love with me.


    “Mr. Gallinger, the Matriarch is waiting inside for you to be introduced. She has consented to open the Temple records for your study.” She paused here to pat her hair and squirm a little. Did my gaze make her nervous?


    “They are religious documents, as well as their only history,” she continued, “sort of like the Mahabharata. She expects you to observe certain rituals in handling them, like repeating the sacred words when you turn pages—she will teach you the system.”


    I nodded quickly, several times.


    “Fine, let’s go in.”


    “Uh—” She paused. “Do not forget their Eleven Forms of Politeness and Degree. They take matters of form quite seriously—and do not get into any discussions over the equality of the sexes—”


    “I know all about their taboos,” I broke in. “Don’t worry. I’ve lived in the Orient, remember?”


    She dropped her eyes and seized my hand. I almost jerked it away.


    “It will look better if I enter leading you.”


    I swallowed my comments, and followed her, like Samson in Gaza.


    * * * *


    Inside, my last thought met with a strange correspondence. The Matriarch’s quarters were a rather abstract version of what I might imagine the tents of the tribes of Israel to have been like. Abstract, I say, because it was all frescoed brick, peaked like a huge tent, with animal-skin representations like gray-blue scars, that looked as if they had been laid on the walls with a palette knife.


    The Matriarch, M’Cwyie, was short, white-haired, fifty-ish, and dressed like a queen. With her rainbow of voluminous skirts she looked like an inverted punch bowl set atop a cushion.


    Accepting my obeisances, she regarded me as an owl might a rabbit. The lids of those blank, black eyes jumped upwards as she discovered my perfect accent. —The tape recorder Betty had carried on her interviews had done its part, and I knew the language reports from the first two expeditions, verbatim. I’m all hell when it comes to picking up accents.


    “You are the poet?”


    “Yes,” I replied.


    “Recite one of your poems, please.”


    “I’m sorry, but nothing short of a thorough translating job would do justice to your language and my poetry, and I don’t know enough of your language yet.”


    “Oh?”


    “But I’ve been making such translations for my own amusement, as an exercise in grammar,” I continued. “I’d be honored to bring a few of them along one of the times that I come here.”


    “Yes. Do so.”


    Score one for me!


    She turned to Betty.


    “You may go now.”


    Betty muttered the parting formalities, gave me a strange sideways look, and was gone. She apparently had expected to stay and “assist” me. She wanted a piece of the glory, like everyone else. But I was the Schliemann at this Troy, and there would be only one name on the Association report!


    M’Cwyie rose, and I noticed that she gained very little height by standing. But then I’m six-six and look like a poplar in October; thin, bright red on top, and towering above everyone else.


    “Our records are very, very old,” she began. “Betty says that your word for that age is ‘millennia.’”


    I nodded appreciatively.


    “I’m very anxious to see them.”


    “They are not here. We will have to go into the Temple—they may not be removed.”


    I was suddenly wary.


    “You have no objections to my copying them, do you?”


    “No. I see that you respect them, or your desire would not be so great.”


    “Excellent.”


    She seemed amused. I asked her what was so funny.


    “The High Tongue may not be so easy for a foreigner to learn.”


    It came through fast.


    No one on the first expedition had gotten this close. I had had no way of knowing that this was a double-language deal—a classical as well as a vulgar. I knew some of their Prakrit, now I had to learn all their Sanskrit.


    “Ouch, and damn!”


    “Pardon, please?”


    “It’s non-translatable, M’Cwyie. But imagine yourself having to learn the High Tongue in a hurry, and you can guess at the sentiment.”


    She seemed amused again, and told me to remove my shoes.


    She guided me through an alcove…


    …and into a burst of Byzantine brilliance!


    * * * *


    No Earthman had ever been in this room before, or I would have heard about it. Carter, the first expedition’s linguist, with the help of one Mary Allen, M.D., had learned all the grammar and vocabulary that I knew while sitting cross-legged in the antechamber.


    We had had no idea this existed. Greedily, I cast my eyes about. A highly sophisticated system of esthetics lay behind the decor. We would have to revise our entire estimation of Martian culture.


    For one thing, the ceiling was vaulted and corbeled; for another, there were side-columns with reverse flutings; for another—oh hell! The place was big. Posh. You could never have guessed it from the shaggy outsides.


    I bent forward to study the gilt filigree on a ceremonial table. M’Cwyie seemed a bit smug at my intentness, but I’d still have hated to play poker with her.


    The table was loaded with books.


    With my toe, I traced a mosaic on the floor.


    “Is your entire city within this one building?”


    “Yes, it goes far back into the mountain.”


    “I see,” I said, seeing nothing.


    I couldn’t ask her for a conducted tour, yet.


    She moved to a small stool by the table.


    “Shall we begin your friendship with the High Tongue?”


    I was trying to photograph the hall with my eyes, knowing I would have to get a camera in here, somehow, sooner or later. I tore my gaze from a statuette and nodded, hard.


    “Yes, introduce me.”


    I sat down.


    For the next three weeks alphabet-bugs chased each other behind my eyelids whenever I tried to sleep. The sky was an unclouded pool of turquoise that rippled calligraphies whenever I swept my eyes across it. I drank quarts of coffee while I worked and mixed cocktails of Benzedrine and champagne for my coffee breaks.


    M’Cwyie tutored me two hours every morning, and occasionally for another two in the evening. I spent an additional fourteen hours a day on my own, once I had gotten up sufficient momentum to go ahead alone.


    And at night the elevator of time dropped me to its bottom floors.…


    * * * *


    I was six again, learning my Hebrew, Greek, Latin, and Aramaic. I was ten, sneaking peeks at the Iliad. When Daddy wasn’t spreading hellfire brimstone, and brotherly love, he was teaching me to dig the Word, like in the original.


    Lord! There are so many originals and so many words! When I was twelve I started pointing out the little differences between what he was preaching and what I was reading.


    The fundamentalist vigor of his reply brooked no debate. It was worse than any beating. I kept my mouth shut after that and learned to appreciate Old Testament poetry.


    —Lord, I am sorry! Daddy—Sir—I am sorry! —It couldn’t be! It couldn’t be.…


    On the day the boy graduated from high school, with the French, German, Spanish, and Latin awards, Dad Gallinger had told his fourteen-year old, six-foot scarecrow of a son that he wanted him to enter the ministry. I remember how his son was evasive:


    “Sir,” he had said, “I’d sort of like to study on my own for a year or so, and then take pre-theology courses at some liberal arts university. I feel I’m still sort of young to try a seminary, straight off.”


    The Voice of God: “But you have the gift of tongues, my son. You can preach the Gospel in all the lands of Babel. You were born to be a missionary. You say you are young, but time is rushing by you like a whirlwind. Start early, and you will enjoy added years of service.”


    The added years of service were so many added tails to the cat repeatedly laid on my back. I can’t see his face now; I never can. Maybe it was because I was always afraid to look at it then.


    And years later, when he was dead, and laid out, in black, amidst bouquets, amidst weeping congregationalists, amidst prayers, red faces, handkerchiefs, hands patting your shoulders, solemn faced comforters…I looked at him and did not recognize him.


    We had met nine months before my birth, this stranger and I. He had never been cruel—stern, demanding, with contempt for everyone’s shortcomings—but never cruel. He was also all that I had had of a mother. And brothers. And sisters. He had tolerated my three years at St. John’s, possibly because of its name, never knowing how liberal and delightful a place it really was.


    But I never knew him, and the man atop the catafalque demanded nothing now; I was free not to preach the Word. But now I wanted to, in a different way. I wanted to preach a word that I never could have voiced while he lived.


    I did not return for my senior year in the fall. I had a small inheritance coming, and a bit of trouble getting control of it, since I was still under eighteen. But I managed.


    It was Greenwich Village I finally settled upon.


    Not telling any well-meaning parishioners my new address, I entered into a daily routine of writing poetry and teaching myself Japanese and Hindustani. I grew a fiery beard, drank espresso, and learned to play chess. I wanted to try a couple of the other paths to salvation.


    After that, it was two years in India with the Old Peace Corps—which broke me of my Buddhism, and gave me my Pipes of Krishna lyrics and the Pulitzer they deserved.


    Then back to the States for my degree, grad work in linguistics, and more prizes.


    Then one day a ship went to Mars. The vessel settling in its New Mexico nest of fires contained a new language. —It was fantastic, exotic, and esthetically overpowering. After I had learned all there was to know about it, and written my book, I was famous in new circles:


    “Go, Gallinger. Dip your bucket in the well, and bring us a drink of Mars. Go, learn another world—but remain aloof, rail at it gently like Auden—and hand us its soul in iambics.


    And I came to the land where the sun is a tarnished penny, where the wind is a whip, where two moons play at hot rod games, and a hell of sand gives you incendiary itches whenever you look at it.


    * * * *


    I rose from my twisting on the bunk and crossed the darkened cabin to a port. The desert was a carpet of endless orange, bulging from the sweepings of centuries beneath it.


    “I am a stranger, unafraid—This is the land—I’ve got it made!”


    I laughed.


    I had the High Tongue by the tail already—or the roots, if you want your puns anatomical, as well as correct.


    The High and Low tongues were not so dissimilar as they had first seemed. I had enough of the one to get me through the murkier parts of the other. I had the grammar and all the commoner irregular verbs down cold; the dictionary I was constructing grew by the day, like a tulip, and would bloom shortly. Every time I played the tapes the stem lengthened.


    Now was the time to tax my ingenuity, to really drive the lessons home. I had purposely refrained from plunging into the major texts until I could do justice to them. I had been reading minor commentaries, bits of verse, fragments of history. And one thing had impressed me strongly in all that I read.


    They wrote about concrete things: rock, sand, water, winds; and the tenor couched within these elemental symbols was fiercely pessimistic. It reminded me of some Buddhists texts, but even more so, I realized from my recent recherches, it was like parts of the Old Testament. Specifically, it reminded me of the Book of Ecclesiastes.


    That, then, would be it. The sentiment, as well as the vocabulary, was so similar that it would be a perfect exercise. Like putting Poe into French. I would never be a convert to the Way of Malann, but I would show them that an Earthman had once thought the same thoughts, felt similarly.


    I switched on my desk lamp and sought King James amidst my books.


    Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher, vanity of vanities; all if vanity. What profit hath a man…


    * * * *


    My progress seemed to startle M’Cwyie. She peered at me, like Sartre’s Other, across the tabletop. I ran through a chapter in the Book of Locar. I didn’t look up, but I could feel the tight net her eyes were working about my head, shoulders, and rapid hands. I turned another page.


    Was she weighing the net, judging the size of the catch? And what for? The books said nothing of fishers on Mars. Especially of men. They said that some god named Malann had spat, or had done something disgusting (depending on the version you read), and that life had gotten underway as a disease in inorganic matter. They said that movement was its first law, its first law, and that the dance was the only legitimate reply to the inorganic…the dance’s quality its justification,—fication…and love is a disease in organic matter—Inorganic matter?


    I shook my head. I had almost been asleep.


    “M’narra.”


    I stood and stretched. Her eyes outlined me greedily now. So I met them, and they dropped.


    “I grow tired. I want to rest for awhile. I didn’t sleep much last night.”


    She nodded, Earth’s shorthand for “yes,” as she had learned from me.


    “You wish to relax, and see the explicitness of the doctrine of Locar in its fullness?”


    “Pardon me?”


    “You wish to see a Dance of Locar?”


    “Oh.” Their damned circuits of form and periphrasis here ran worse than the Korean! “Yes. Surely. Any time it’s going to be done I’d be happy to watch.”


    I continued, “In the meantime, I’ve been meaning to ask you whether I might take some pictures-”


    “Now is the time. Sit down. Rest. I will call the musicians.”


    She bustled out through a door I had never been past.


    Well now, the dance was the highest art, according to Locar, not to mention Havelock Ellis, and I was about to see how their centuries-dead philosopher felt it should be conducted. I rubbed my eyes and snapped over, touching my toes a few times.


    The blood began pounding in my head, and I sucked in a couple deep breaths. I bent again and there was a flurry of motion at the door.


    To the trio who entered with M’Cwyie I must have looked as if I were searching for the marbles I had just lost, bent over like that.


    I grinned weakly and straightened up, my face red from more than exertion. I hadn’t expected them that quickly.


    Suddenly I thought of Havelock Ellis again in his area of greatest popularity.


    The little redheaded doll, wearing, sari-like, a diaphanous piece of the Martian sky, looked up in wonder—as a child at some colorful flag on a high pole.


    “Hello,” I said, or its equivalent.


    She bowed before replying. Evidently I had been promoted in status.


    “I shall dance,” said the red wound in that pale, pale cameo, her face. Eyes, the color of dream and her dress, pulled away from mine.


    She drifted to the center of the room.


    Standing there, like a figure in an Etruscan frieze, she was either meditating or regarding the design on the floor.


    Was the mosaic symbolic of something? I studied it. If it was, it eluded me; it would make an attractive bathroom floor or patio, but I couldn’t see much in it beyond that.


    The other two were paint-spattered sparrows like M’Cwyie, in their middle years. One settled to the floor with a triple-stringed instrument faintly resembling a samisen. The other held a simple woodblock and two drumsticks.


    M’Cwyie disdained her stool and was seated upon the floor before I realized it. I followed suit.


    The samisen player was still tuning it up, so I leaned toward M’Cwyie.


    “What is the dancer’s name?”


    “Braxa,” she replied, without looking at me, and raised her left hand, slowly, which meant yes, and go ahead, and let it begin.


    The stringed-thing throbbed like a toothache, and a tick-tocking, like ghosts of all the clocks they had never invented, sprang from the block.


    Braxa was a statue, both hands raised to her face, elbows high and outspread.


    The music became a metaphor for fire.


    Crackle, purr, snap…


    She did not move.


    The hissing altered to splashes. The cadence slowed. It was water now, the most precious thing in the world, gurgling clear then green over mossy rocks.


    Still she did not move.


    Glissandos. A pause.


    Then, so faint I could hardly be sure at first, the tremble of winds began. Softly, gently, sighing and halting, uncertain. A pause, a sob, then a repetition of the first statement, only louder,


    Were my eyes completely bugged from my reading, or was Braxa actually trembling, all over, head to foot.


    She was.


    She began a microscopic swaying. A fraction of an inch right, then left. Her fingers opened like the petals of a flower, and I could see that her eyes were closed.


    Her eyes opened. They were distant, glassy, looking through me and the walls. Her swaying became more pronounced, merged with the beat.


    The wind was sweeping in from the desert now, falling against Tirellian like waves on a dike. Her fingers moved, they were the gusts. Her arms, slow pendulums, descended, began a counter-movement.


    The gale was coming now. She began an axial movement and her hands caught up with the rest of her body, only now her shoulders commenced to writhe out a figure-eight.


    The wind! The wind, I say. O wild, enigmatic! O muse of St. John Perse!


    The cyclone was twisting around those eyes, its still center. Her head was thrown back, but I knew there was no ceiling between her gaze, passive as Buddha’s, and the unchanging skies. Only the two moons, perhaps, interrupted their slumber in that elemental Nirvana of uninhabited turquoise.


    Years ago, I had seen the Devadasis is India, the street-dancers, spinning their colorful webs, drawing in the male insect. But Braxa was more than this: she was a Ramadjany, like those votaries of Rama, incarnation of Vishnu, who had given the dance to man: the sacred dancers.


    The clicking was monotonously steady now; the whine of the strings made me think of the stinging rays of the sun, their heat stolen by the wind’s halations; the blue was Sarasvati and Mary, and a girl named Laura. I heard a sitar from somewhere, watched this statue come to life, and inhaled a divine afflatus.


    I was again Rimbaud with his hashish, Baudelaire with his laudanum, Poe, De Quincy, Wilde, Mallarme and Aleister Crowley. I was, for a fleeting second, my father in his dark pulpit and darker suit, the hymns and the organ’s wheeze transmuted to bright wind.


    She was a spun weather vane, a feathered crucifix hovering in the air. a clothes-line holding one bright garment lashed parallel to the ground. Her shoulder was bare now, and her right breast moved up and down like a moon in the sky, its red nipple appearing momentarily above a fold and vanishing again. The music was as formal as Job’s argument with God. Her dance was God’s reply.


    The music slowed, settled; it had been met, matched, answered. Her garment, as if alive, crept back into the more sedate folds it originally held.


    She dropped low, lower, to the floor. Her head fell upon her raised knees. She did not move.


    There was silence.


    * * * *


    I realized, from the ache across my shoulders, how tensely I had been sitting. My armpits were wet. Rivulets had been running down my sides. What did one do now? Applaud?


    I sought M’Cwyie from the corner of my eye. She raised her right hand.


    As if by telepathy the girl shuddered all over and stood. The musicians also rose. So did M’Cwyie.


    I got to my feet, with a Charley Horse in my left leg, and said, “It was beautiful,” inane as that sounds.


    I received three different High Forms of “thank you.”


    There was a flurry of color and I was alone again with M’Cwyie.


    “That is the one hundred-seventeenth of the two thousand, two hundred-twenty-four danced of Locar.”


    I looked down at her.


    “Whether Locar was right or wrong, he worked out a fine reply to the inorganic.”


    She smiled.


    “Are the dances of your world like this?”


    “Some of them are similar. I was reminded of them as I watched Braxa-but I’ve never seen anything exactly like hers.”


    “She is good,” M’Cwyie said. “She knows all the dances.”


    A hint of her earlier expression which had troubled me…


    It was gone in an instant.


    “I must tend my duties now.” She moved to the table and closed the books. “M’narra.”


    “Good-bye.” I slipped into my boots.


    “Good-bye, Gallinger.”


    I walked out the door, mounted the jeepster, and roared across the evening into night, my wings of risen desert flapping slowly behind me.


    II


    I had just closed the door behind Betty, after a brief grammar session, when I heard the voices in the hall. My vent was opened a fraction, so I stood there and eavesdropped;


    Morton’s fruity treble: “Guess what? He said ‘hello’ to me awhile ago.”


    “Hmmph!” Emory’s elephant lungs exploded. “Either he’s slipping, or you were standing in his way and he wanted you to move.”


    “Probably didn’t recognize me. I don’t think he sleeps any more, now he has that language to play with. I had night watch last week, and every night I passed his door at 0300—I always heard that recorder going. At 0500 when I got off, he was still at it.”


    “The guy is working hard,” Emory admitted, grudgingly. “In fact, I think he’s taking some kind of dope to keep awake. He looks sort of glassy-eyed these days. Maybe that’s natural for a poet, though.”


    Betty had been standing there, because she broke in then:


    “Regardless of what you think of him, it’s going to take me at least a year to learn what he’s picked up in three weeks. And I’m just a linguist, not a poet.”


    Morton must have been nursing a crush on her bovine charms. It’s the only reason I can think of for his dropping his guns to say what he did.


    “I took a course in modern poetry when I was back at the university,” he began. “We read six authors—Yeats, Pound, Eliot, Crane, Stevens, and Gallinger—and on the last day of the semester, when the prof was feeling a little rhetorical, he said, ‘These six names are written on the century, and all the gates of criticism and hell shall not prevail on them.’


    “Myself,” he continued, “I thought his Pipes of Krishna and his Madrigals were great. I was honored to be chosen for an expedition he was going on.


    “I think he’s spoken two dozen words to me since I met him,” he finished.


    The Defense: “Did it ever occur to you,” Betty said, “that he might be tremendously self-conscious about his appearance? He was also a precocious child, and probably never even had school friends. He’s sensitive and very introverted.”


    “Sensitive? Self-conscious?” Emory choked and gagged. “The man is as proud as Lucifer, and he’s a walking insult machine. You press a button like ‘Hello’ or ‘Nice day’ and he thumbs his nose at you. He’s got it down to a reflex.”


    They muttered a few other pleasantries and drifted away.


    Well bless you, Morton boy. You little pimple-faced, Ivy-bred connoisseur! I’ve never taken a course in my poetry, but I’m glad someone said that. The Gates of Hell. Well now! Maybe Daddy’s prayers got heard somewhere, and I am a missionary, after all!


    Only…


    …Only a missionary needs something to convert people to. I have my private system of esthetics, and I suppose it oozes an ethical by-product somewhere. But if I ever had anything to preach, really, even in my poems, I wouldn’t care to preach it to such low-lifes as you. If you think I’m a slob, I’m also a snob, and there’s no room for you in my Heaven—it’s a private place, where Swift, Shaw, and Petronius Arbiter come to dinner.


    And oh, the feasts we have! The Trimalchio’s, the Emory’s we dissect!


    We finish you with the soup, Morton!


    * * * *


    I turned and settled at my desk. I wanted to write something. Ecclesiastes could take a night off. I wanted to write a poem, a poem about the one hundred-seventeenth dance of Locar; about a rose following the light, traced by the wind, sick, like Blake’s rose, dying…


    I found a pencil and began.


    When I had finished I was pleased. It wasn’t great—at least, it was no greater than it needed to be—High Martian not being my strongest tongue. I groped, and put it into English, with partial rhymes. Maybe I’d stick it in my next book. I called it Braxa:


    In a land of wind and red, where the icy evening of Time


    freezes milk in the breasts of Life, as two moons overhead—


    cat and dog in alleyways of dream—scratch and scramble


    agelessly my flight…


    his final flower turns a burning head.


    I put it away and found some phenobarbitol. I was suddenly tired. When I showed my poem to M’Cwyie the next day, she read it through several times, very slowly.


    “It is lovely,” she said. “But you used three words from your own language. ‘Cat’ and ‘dog,’ I assume, are two small animals with a hereditary hatred for one another. But what is ‘flower’?”


    “Oh,” I said. “I’ve never come across your word for ‘flower,’ but I was actually thinking of an Earth flower, the rose.”


    “What is it like?”


    “Well, its petals are generally bright red. That’s what I meant, on one level, by ‘burning heads.’ I also wanted it to imply fever, though, and red hair, and the fire of life. The rose, itself, has a thorny stem, green leaves, and a distinct, pleasing aroma.”


    “I wish I could see one.”


    “I suppose it could be arranged. I’ll check.”


    “Do it, please. You are a—” She used the word for “prophet,” or religious poet, like Isaias or Locar. “—and your poem is inspired. I shall tell Braxa of it.”


    I declined the nomination, but felt flattered.


    This, then, I decided, was the strategic day, the day on which to ask whether I might bring in the microfilm machine and the camera. I wanted to copy all their texts, I explained, and I couldn’t write fast enough to do it.


    She surprised me by agreeing immediately. But she bowled me over with her invitation.


    “Would you like to come and stay here while you do this thing? Then you can work day and night, any time you want—except when the Temple is being used, of course.”


    I bowed.


    “I should be honored.”


    “Good. Bring your machines when you want, and I will show you a room.”


    “Will this afternoon be all right?”


    “Certainly.”


    “Then I will go now and get things ready. Until this afternoon…”


    “Good-bye.” I anticipated a little trouble from Emory, but not much. Everyone back at the ship was anxious to see the Martians, poke needles in the Martians, ask them about Martian climate, diseases, soil chemistry, politics, and mushrooms (our botanist was a fungus nut, but a reasonably good guy)—and only four or five had actually gotten to see them. The crew had been spending most of its time excavating dead cities and their acropolises. We played the game by strict rules, and the natives were as fiercely insular as the nineteenth-century Japanese. I figured I would meet with little resistance, and I figured right.


    In fact, I got the distinct impression that everyone was happy to see me move out.


    I stopped in the hydroponics room to speak with our mushroom master.


    “Hi, Kane. Grow any toadstools in the sand yet?”


    He sniffed. He always sniffs. Maybe he’s allergic to plants.


    “Hello, Gallinger. No, I haven’t had any success with toadstools, but look behind the car barn next time you’re out there. I’ve got a few cacti going.”


    “Great,” I observed. Doc Kane was about my only friend aboard, not counting Betty.


    “Say, I came down to ask you a favor.”


    “Name it.”


    “I want a rose.”


    “A what?”


    “A rose. You know, a nice red American Beauty job—thorns, pretty smelling—”


    “I don’t think it will take in this soil. Sniff, sniff.”


    “No, you don’t understand. I don’t want to plant it, I just want the flower.”


    “I’d have to use the tanks.” He scratched his hairless dome. “It would take at least three months to get you flowers, even under forced growth.”


    “Will you do it?”


    “Sure, if you don’t mind the wait.”


    “Not at all. In fact, three months will just make it before we leave.” I looked about at the pools of crawling slime, at the trays of shoots. “—I’m moving up to Tirellian today, but I’ll be in and out all the time. I’ll be here when it blooms.”


    “Moving up there, eh? Moore said they’re an in-group.”


    “I guess I’m ‘in’ then.”


    “Looks that way—I still don’t see how you learned their language, though. Of course, I had trouble with French and German for my Ph.D, but last week I heard Betty demonstrate it at lunch. It just sounds like a lot of weird noises. She says speaking it is like working a Times crossword and trying to imitate birdcalls at the same time.”


    I laughed, and took the cigarette he offered me.


    “It’s complicated,” I acknowledged. “But, well, it’s as if you suddenly came across a whole new class of mycetae here—you’d dream about it at night.”


    His eyes were gleaming.


    “Wouldn’t that be something! I might, yet, you know.”


    “Maybe you will.”


    He chuckled as we walked to the door.


    “I’ll start your roses tonight. Take it easy down there.”


    “You bet. Thanks.”


    Like I said, a fungus nut, but a fairly good guy.


    * * * *


    My quarters in the Citadel of Tirellian were directly adjacent to the Temple, on the inward side and slightly to the left. They were a considerable improvement over my cramped cabin, and I was pleased that Martian culture had progressed sufficiently to discover the desirability of the mattress over the pallet. Also, the bed was long enough to accommodate me, which was surprising.


    So I unpacked and took sixteen 35 mm. shots of the Temple, before starting on the books.


    I took ‘stats until I was sick of turning pages without knowing what they said. So I started translating a work of history.


    “Lo. In the thirty-seventh year of the Process of Cillen the rains came, which gave way to rejoicing, for it was a rare and untoward occurrence, and commonly construed a blessing.


    “But it was not the life-giving semen of Malann which fell from the heavens. It was the blood of the universe, spurting from an artery. And the last days were upon us. The final dance was to begin.


    “The rains brought the plague that does not kill, and the last passes of Locar began with their drumming.…”


    I asked myself what the hell Tamur meant, for he was an historian and supposedly committed to fact. This was not their Apocalypse.


    Unless they could be one and the same…?


    Why not? I mused. Tirellian’s handful of people were the remnant of what had obviously once been a highly developed culture. They had had wars, but no holocausts; science, but little technology. A plague, a plague that did not kill…? Could that have done it? How, if it wasn’t fatal?


    I read on, but the nature of the plague was not discussed. I turned pages, skipped ahead, and drew a blank.


    M’Cwyie! M’Cwyie! When I want to question you most, you are not around!


    Would it be a faux pas to go looking for her? Yes, I decided. I was restricted to the rooms I had been shown, that had been an implicit understanding. I would have to wait to find out.


    So I cursed long and loud, in many languages, doubtless burning Malann’s sacred ears, there in his Temple.


    He did not see fit to strike me dead, so I decided to call it a day and hit the sack.


    * * * *


    I must have been asleep for several hours when Braxa entered my room with a tiny lamp. She dragged me awake by tugging at my pajama sleeve.


    I said hello. Thinking back, there is not much else I could have said.


    “Hello.”


    “I have come,” she said, “to hear the poem.”


    “What poem?”


    “Yours.”


    “Oh.”


    I yawned, sat up, and did things people usually do when awakened in the middle of the night to read poetry.


    “That is very kind of you, but isn’t the hour a trifle awkward?”


    “I don’t mind,” she said.


    Someday I am going to write an article for the Journal of Semantics, called “Tone of Voice: An Insufficient Vehicle for Irony.”


    However, I was awake, so I grabbed my robe.


    “What sort of animal is that? she asked, pointing at the silk dragon on my lapel.


    “Mythical,” I replied. “Now look, it’s late. I am tired. I have much to do in the morning. And M’Cwyie just might get the wrong idea if she learns you were here.”


    “Wrong idea?”


    “You know damned well what I mean!” It was the first time I had had an opportunity to use Martian profanity, and it failed.


    “No,” she said, “I do not know.”


    She seemed frightened, like a puppy dog being scolded without knowing what it has done wrong.


    I softened. Her red cloak matched her hair and lips so perfectly, and those lips were trembling.


    “Here now, I didn’t mean to upset you. On my world there are certain, uh, mores, concerning people of different sex alone together in bedrooms, and not allied by marriage.…Um, I mean, you see what I mean?”


    They were jade, her eyes.


    “Well, it’s sort of…Well, it’s sex, that’s what it is.”


    A light was switched on in those jade eyes.


    “Oh, you mean having children!”


    “Yes. That’s it! Exactly!”


    She laughed. It was the first time I had heard laughter in Tirellian. It sounded like a violinist striking his high strings with the bow, in short little chops. It was not an altogether pleasant thing to hear, especially because she laughed too long.


    When she had finished she moved closer.


    “I remember, now,” she said. “We used to have such rules. Half a Process ago, when I was a child, we had such rules. But—” she looked as if she were ready to laugh again—”there is no need for them now.”


    My mind moved like a tape recorder playing at triple speed.


    Half a Process! HalfaProcessa—ProcessaProcess! No! Yes! Half a Process was two hundred-forty-three years, roughly speaking!


    —Time enough to learn the 2224 dances of Locar.


    —Time enough to grow old, if you were human.


    —Earth-style human, I mean.


    I looked at her again, pale as the white queen in an ivory chess set.


    She was human, I’d stake my soul—alive, normal, healthy. I’d stake my life—woman, my body…


    But she was two and a half centuries old, which made M’Cwyie Methusala’s grandma. It flattered me to think of their repeated complimenting of my skills, as linguist, as poet. These superior beings!


    But what did she mean “there is no such need for them now”? Why the near-hysteria? Why all those funny looks I’d been getting from M’Cwyie?


    I suddenly knew I was close to something important, besides a beautiful girl.


    “Tell me,” I said, in my Casual Voice, “did it have anything to do with ‘the plague that does not kill,’ of which Tamur wrote?”


    “Yes,” she replied, “the children born after the Rains could have no children of their own, and—”


    “And what?” I was leaning forward, memory set at “record.”


    “—and the men had no desire to get any.”


    I sagged backward against the bedpost. Racial sterility, masculine impotence, following phenomenal weather. Had some vagabond cloud of radioactive junk from God knows where penetrated their weak atmosphere one day? One day long before Shiaparelli saw the canals, mythical as my dragon, before those “canals” had given rise to some correct guesses for all the wrong reasons, had Braxa been alive, dancing, here—damned in the womb since blind Milton had written of another paradise, equally lost?


    I found a cigarette. Good thing I had thought to bring ashtrays. Mars had never had a tobacco industry either. Or booze. The ascetics I had met in India had been Dionysiac compared to this.


    “What is that tube of fire?”


    “A cigarette. Want one?”


    “Yes, please.”


    She sat beside me, and I lighted it for her.


    “It irritates the nose.”


    “Yes. Draw some into your lungs, hold it there, and exhale.”


    A moment passed.


    “Ooh,” she said.


    A pause, then, “Is it sacred?”


    “No, it’s nicotine,” I answered, “a very ersatz form of divinity.”


    Another pause.


    “Please don’t ask me to translate ‘ersatz’.”


    “I won’t. I get this feeling sometimes when I dance.”


    “It will pass in a moment.”


    “Tell me your poem now.”


    An idea hit me.


    “Wait a minute,” I said. “I may have something better.”


    I got up and rummaged through my notebooks, then I returned and sat beside her.


    “These are the first three chapters of the Book of Ecclesiastes,” I explained. “It is very similar to your own sacred books.”


    I started reading.


    I got through eleven verses before she cried out, “Please don’t read that! Tell me one of yours!”


    I stopped and tossed the notebook onto a nearby table. She was shaking, not as she had quivered that day she danced as the wind, but with the jitter of unshed tears. She held her cigarette awkwardly, like a pencil. Clumsily, I put my arm about her shoulders.


    “He is so sad,” she said, “like all the others.”


    So I twisted my mind like a bright ribbon, folded it, and tied the crazy Christmas knots I love so well. From German to Martian, with love, I did an impromptu paraphrasal of a poem about a Spanish dancer. I thought it would please her. I was right.


    “Ooh,” she said again. “Did you write that?”


    “No, it’s by a better man than I.”


    “I don’t believe it. You wrote it yourself.”


    “No, a man named Rilke did.”


    “But you brought it across to my language. Light another match, so I can see how she danced.”


    I did.


    “The fires of forever,” she mused, “and she stamped them out, ‘with small, firm feet.’ I wish I could dance like that.”


    “You’re better than any Gypsy,” I laughed, blowing it out.


    “No, I’m not. I couldn’t do that.”


    “Do you want me to dance for you?”


    Her cigarette was burning down, so I removed it from her fingers and put it out, along with my own.


    “No,” I said. “Go to bed.”


    She smiled, and before I realized it, had unclasped the fold of red at her shoulder.


    And everything fell away.


    And I swallowed, with some difficulty.


    “All right,” she said.


    So I kissed her, as the breath of fallen cloth extinguished the lamp.


    III


    The days were like Shelley’s leaves: yellow, red, brown, whipped in bright gusts by the west wind. They swirled past me with the rattle of microfilm. Almost all of the books were recorded now. It would take scholars years to get through them, to properly assess their value. Mars was locked in my desk.


    Ecclesiastes, abandoned and returned to a dozen times, was almost ready to speak in the High Tongue.


    I whistled when I wasn’t in the Temple. I wrote reams of poetry I would have been ashamed of before. Evenings I would walk with Braxa, across the dunes or up into the mountains. Sometimes she would dance for me; and I would read something long, and in dactylic hexameter. She still thought I was Rilke, and I almost kidded myself into believing it. Here I was, staying at the Caste Duino, writing his Elegies.


    …It is strange to inhabit the Earth no more,


    to use no longer customs scarce acquired,


    nor interpret roses…


    No! Never interpret roses! Don’t. Smell them (sniff, Kane!), pick them, enjoy them. Live in the moment. Hold to it tightly. but charge not the gods to explain. So fast the leaves go by, are blown…


    And no one ever noticed us. Or cared.


    Laura. Laura and Braxa. They rhyme, you know, with a bit of clash. Tall, cool, and blonde was she (I hate blondes!), and Daddy had turned me inside out, like a pocket, and I thought she could fill me again. But the big, beat work-slinger, with Judas-beard and dog-trust in his eyes, oh, he had been a fine decoration at her parties. And that was all.


    How the machine cursed me in the Temple! It blasphemed Malann and Gallinger. And the wild west wind went by and something was not far behind.


    The last days were upon us. A day went by and I did not see Braxa, and a night.


    And a second. And a third.


    I was half-mad. I hadn’t realized how close we had become, how important she had been. With the dumb assurance of presence, I had fought against questioning the roses.


    I had to ask. I didn’t want to, but I had no choice.


    “Where is she, M’Cwyie? Where is Braxa?”


    “She is gone,” she said.


    “Where?”


    “I do not know.”


    I looked at those devil-bird eyes. Anathema maranatha rose to my lips.


    “I must know.”


    She looked through me.


    “She has left us. She is gone. Up into the hills, I suppose. Or the desert. It does not matter. What does anything matter? The dance draws itself to a close. The Temple will soon be empty.”


    “Why? Why did she leave?”


    “I do not know.”


    “I must see her again. We lift off in a matter of days.”


    “I am sorry, Gallinger.”


    “So am I,” I said, and slammed shut a book without saying “m’narra.”


    I stood up.


    “I will find her.”


    I left the Temple. M’Cwyie was a seated statue. My boots were still where I had left them.


    * * * *


    All day I roared up and down the dunes, going nowhere. To the crew of the Aspic I must have looked like a sandstorm, all by myself. Finally, I had to return for more fuel.


    Emory came stalking out.


    “Okay, make it good. You look like the abominable dust man. Why the rodeo?”


    “Why, I, uh, lost something.”


    “In the middle of the desert? Was it one of your sonnets? They’re the only thing I can think of that you’d make such a fuss over.”


    “No, dammit! It was something personal.”


    George had finished filling the tank. I started to mount the jeepster again.


    “Hold on there!” he grabbed my arm.


    “You’re not going back until you tell me what this is all about.”


    I could have broken his grip, but then he could order me dragged back by the heels, and quite a few people would enjoy doing the dragging. So I forced myself to speak slowly, softly:


    “It’s simply that I lost my watch. My mother gave it to me and it’s a family heirloom. I want to find it before we leave.”


    “You sure it’s not in your cabin, or down in Tirellian?”


    “I’ve already checked.”


    “Maybe somebody hid it to irritate you. You know you’re not the most popular guy around.”


    I shook my head.


    “I thought of that. But I always carry it in my right pocket. I think it might have bounced out going over the dunes.”


    He narrowed his eyes.


    “I remember reading on a book jacket that your mother died when you were born.”


    “That’s right,” I said, biting my tongue. “The watch belonged to her father and she wanted me to have it. My father kept it for me.”


    “Hmph!” he snorted. “That’s a pretty strange way to look for a watch, riding up and down in a jeepster.”


    “I could see the light shining off it that way,” I offered, lamely.


    “Well, it’s starting to get dark,” he observed. “No sense looking any more today.


    “Throw a dust sheet over the jeepster,” he directed a mechanic.


    He patted my arm.


    “Come on in and get a shower, and something to eat. You look as if you could use both.”


    Little fatty flecks beneath pale eyes, thinning hair, and an Irish nose; a voice a decibel louder than anyone else’s…


    His only qualification for leadership!


    I stood there, hating him. Claudius! If only this were the fifth act!


    But suddenly the idea of a shower, and food, came through to me. I could use both badly. If I insisted on hurrying back immediately I might arouse more suspicion.


    So I brushed some sand from my sleeve.


    “You’re right. That sounds like a good idea.”


    “Come on, we’ll eat in my cabin.”


    The shower was a blessing, clean khakis were the grace of God, and the food smelled like Heaven.


    “Smells pretty good,” I said.


    We hacked up our steaks in silence. When we got to the dessert and coffee he suggested:


    “Why don’t you take the night off? Stay here and get some sleep.”


    I shook my head.


    “I’m pretty busy. Finishing up. There’s not much time left.”


    “A couple of days ago you said you were almost finished.”


    “Almost, but not quite.”


    “You also said they’re be holding a service in the Temple tonight.”


    “That’s right. I’m going to work in my room.”


    He shrugged his shoulders.


    Finally, he said, “Gallinger,” and I looked up because my name means trouble.


    “It shouldn’t be any of my business,” he said, “but it is. Betty says you have a girl down there.”


    There was no question mark. It was a statement hanging in the air. Waiting.


    Betty, you’re a bitch. You’re a cow and a bitch. And a jealous one, at that. Why didn’t you keep your nose where it belonged, shut your eyes? You mouth?


    “So?” I said, a statement with a question mark.


    “So,” he answered it, “it is my duty, as head of this expedition, to see that relations with the natives are carried on in a friendly, and diplomatic, manner.”


    “You speak of them,” I said, “as though they are aborigines. Nothing could be further from the truth.”


    I rose.


    “When my papers are published everyone on Earth will know that truth. I’ll tell them things Doctor Moore never even guessed at. I’ll tell the tragedy of a doomed race, waiting for death, resigned and disinterested. I’ll write about it, and they will give me more prizes, and this time I won’t want them.


    “My God!” I exclaimed. “They had a culture when our ancestors were clubbing the saber-tooth and finding out how fire works!”


    “Do you have a girl down there?”


    “Yes!” I said. Yes, Claudius! Yes, Daddy! Yes, Emory! “I do. but I’m going to let you in on a scholarly scoop now. They’re already dead. They’re sterile. In one more generation there won’t be any Martians.”


    I paused, then added, “Except in my papers, except on a few pieces of microfilm and tape. And in some poems, about a girl who did give a damn and could only bitch about the unfairness of it all by dancing.”


    “Oh,” he said.


    After awhile:


    “You have been behaving differently these past couple months. You’ve even been downright civil on occasion, you know. I couldn’t help wondering what was happening. I didn’t know anything mattered that strongly to you.”


    I bowed my head.


    “Is she the reason you were racing around the desert?”


    I nodded.


    “Why?”


    I looked up.


    “Because she’s out there, somewhere. I don’t know where, or why. And I’ve got to find her before we go.”


    “Oh,” he said again.


    Then he leaned back, opened a drawer, and took out something wrapped in a towel. He unwound it. A framed photo of a woman lay on the table.


    “My wife,” he said.


    It was an attractive face, with big, almond eyes.


    “I’m a Navy man, you know,” he began. “Young officer once. Met her in Japan.”


    “Where I come from it wasn’t considered right to marry into another race, so we never did. But she was my wife. When she died I was on the other side of the world. They took my children, and I’ve never seen them since. I couldn’t learn what orphanage, what home, they were put into. That was long ago. Very few people know about it.”


    “I’m sorry,” I said.


    “Don’t be. Forget it. But”—he shifted in his chair and looked at me—”if you do want to take her back with you—do it. It’ll mean my neck, but I’m too old to ever head another expedition like this one. So go ahead.”


    He gulped cold coffee.


    “Get your jeepster.”


    He swiveled the chair around.


    I tried to say “thank you” twice, but I couldn’t. So I got up and walked out.


    “Sayonara, and all that,” he muttered behind me. “Here it is, Gallinger!” I heard a shout.


    I turned on my heel and looked back up the ramp.


    “Kane!”


    He was limned in the port, shadow against light, but I had heard him sniff.


    I returned the few steps.


    “Here what is?”


    “Your rose.”


    He produced a plastic container, divided internally. The lower half was filled with liquid. The stem ran down into it. The other half, a glass of claret in this horrible night, was a large, newly opened rose.


    “Thank you,” I said, tucking it in my jacket.


    “Going back to Tirellian, eh?”


    “Yes.”


    “I saw you come aboard, so I got it ready. Just missed you at the Captain’s cabin. He was busy. Hollered out that I could catch you at the barns.”


    “Thanks again.”


    “It’s chemically treated. It will stay in bloom for weeks.”


    I nodded. I was gone.


    * * * *


    Up into the mountains now. Far. Far. The sky was a bucket of ice in which no moons floated. The going became steeper, and the little donkey protested. I whipped him with the throttle and went on. Up. Up. I spotted a green, unwinking star, and felt a lump in my throat. The encased rose beat against my chest like an extra heart. The donkey brayed, long and loudly, then began to cough. I lashed him some more and he died.


    I threw the emergency brake on and got out. I began to walk.


    So cold, so cold it grows. Up here. At night? Why? Why did she do it? Why flee the campfire when night comes on?


    And I was up, down, around, and through every chasm, gorge, and pass, with my long-legged strides and an ease of movement never known on Earth.


    Barely two days remain, my love, and thou hast forsaken me. Why?


    I crawled under overhangs. I leaped over ridges. I scraped my knees, an elbow. I heard my jacket tear.


    No answer, Malann? Do you really hate your people this much? Then I’ll try someone else. Vishnu, you’re the Preserver. Preserve her, please! Let me find her.


    Jehovah?


    Adonis? Osiris? Thammuz? Manitou? Legba? Where is she?


    I ranged far and high, and I slipped.


    Stones ground underfoot and I dangled over an edge. My fingers so cold. It was hard to grip the rock.


    I looked down.


    Twelve feet or so. I let go and dropped, landed rolling.


    Then I heard her scream.


    * * * *


    I lay there, not moving, looking up. Against the night, above, she called.


    “Gallinger!”


    I lay still.


    “Gallinger!”


    And she was gone.


    I heard stones rattle and knew she was coming down some path to the right of me.


    I jumped up and ducked into the shadow of a boulder.


    She rounded a cut-off, and picked her way, uncertainly, through the stones.


    “Gallinger?”


    I stepped out and seized her by the shoulders.


    “Braxa.”


    She screamed again, then began to cry, crowding against me. It was the first time I had ever heard her cry.


    “Why?” I asked. “Why?”


    But she only clung to me and sobbed.


    Finally, “I thought you had killed yourself.”


    “Maybe I would have,” I said. “Why did you leave Tirellian? And me?”


    “Didn’t M’Cwyie tell you? Didn’t you guess?”


    “I didn’t guess, and M’Cwyie said she didn’t know.”


    “Then she lied. She knows.”


    “What? What is it she knows?”


    She shook all over, then was silent for a long time. I realized suddenly that she was wearing only her flimsy dancer’s costume. I pushed her from me, took off my jacket, and put it about her shoulders.


    “Great Malann!” I cried. “You’ll freeze to death!”


    “No,” she said, “I won’t.”


    I was transferring the rose-case to my pocket.


    “What is that?” she asked.


    “A rose,” I answered. “You can’t make it out in the dark. I once compared you to one. Remember?”


    “Yes—Yes. May I carry it?”


    “Sure.” I stuck it in the jacket pocket.


    “Well? I’m still waiting for an explanation.”


    “You really do not know?” she asked.


    “No!”


    “When the Rains came,” she said, “apparently only our men were affected, which was enough.…Because I—wasn’t—affected—apparently—”


    “Oh,” I said. “Oh.”


    We stood there, and I thought.


    “Well, why did you run? What’s wrong with being pregnant on Mars? Tamur was mistaken. Your people can live again.”


    She laughed, again that wild violin played by a Paginini gone mad. I stopped her before it went too far.


    “How?” she finally asked, rubbing her cheek.


    “Your people can live longer than ours. If our child is normal it will mean our races can intermarry. There must still be other fertile women of your race. Why not?”


    “You have read the Book of Locar,” she said, “and yet you ask me that? Death was decided, voted upon, and passed, shortly after it appeared in this form. But long before, before the followers of Locar knew. They decided it long ago. ‘We have done all things,’ they said, ‘we have seen all things, we have heard and felt all things. The dance was good. Now let it end.’“


    “You can’t believe that.”


    “What I believe does not matter,” she replied. “M’Cwyie and the Mothers have decided we must die. Their very title is now a mockery, but their decisions will be upheld. There is only one prophecy left, and it is mistaken. We will die.”


    “No,” I said.


    “What, then?”


    “Come back with me, to Earth.”


    “No.”


    “All right, then. Come with me now.”


    “Where?”


    “Back to Tirellian. I’m going to talk to the Mothers.”


    “You can’t! There is a Ceremony tonight!”


    I laughed.


    “A Ceremony for a god who knocks you down, and then kicks you in the teeth?”


    “He is still Malann,” she answered. “We are still his people.”


    “You and my father would have gotten along fine,” I snarled. “But I am going, and you are coming with me, even if I have to carry you—and I’m bigger than you are.”


    “But you are not bigger than Ontro.”


    “Who the hell is Ontro?”


    “He will stop you, Gallinger. He is the Fist of Malann.”


    IV


    I scudded the jeepster to a halt in front of the only entrance I knew, M’Cwyie’s. Braxa, who had seen the rose in a headlamp, now cradled it in her lap, like our child, and said nothing. There was a passive, lovely look on her face.


    “Are they in the Temple now?” I wanted to know.


    The Madonna-expression did not change. I repeated the question. She stirred.


    “Yes,” she said, from a distance, “but you cannot go in.”


    “We’ll see.”


    I circled and helped her down.


    I led her by the hand, and she moved as if in a trance. In the light of the new-risen moon, her eyes looked as they had the day I had met her, when she had danced. I snapped my fingers. Nothing happened.


    So I pushed the door open and led her in. The room was half-lighted.


    And she screamed for the third time that evening:


    “Do not harm him, Ontro! It is Gallinger!”


    I had never seen a Martian man before, only women. So I had no way of knowing whether he was a freak, though I suspected it strongly.


    I looked up at him.


    His half-naked body was covered with moles and swellings. Gland trouble, I guessed.


    I had thought I was the tallest man on the planet, but he was seven feet tall and overweight. Now I knew where my giant bed had come from!


    “Go back,” he said. “She may enter. You may not.”


    “I must get my books and things.”


    He raised a huge left arm. I followed it. All my belonging lay neatly stacked in the corner.


    “I must go in. I must talk with M’Cwyie and the Mothers.”


    “You may not.”


    “The lives of your people depend on it.”


    “Go back,” he boomed. “Go home to your people, Gallinger. Leave us!”


    My name sounded so different on his lips, like someone else’s. How old was he? I wondered. Three hundred? Four? Had he been a Temple guardian all his life? Why? Who was there to guard against? I didn’t like the way he moved. I had seen men who moved like that before.


    “Go back,” he repeated.


    If they had refined their martial arts as far as they had their dances, or worse yet, if their fighting arts were a part of the dance, I was in for trouble.


    “Go on in,” I said to Braxa. “Give the rose to M’Cwyie. Tell her that I sent it. Tell her I’ll be there shortly.”


    “I will do as you ask. Remember me on Earth, Gallinger. Good-bye.”


    I did not answer her, and she walked past Ontro and into the next room, bearing her rose.


    “Now will you leave?” he asked. “If you like, I will tell her that we fought and you almost beat me, but I knocked you unconscious and carried you back to your ship.”


    “No,” I said, “either I go around you or go over you, but I am going through.”


    He dropped into a crouch, arms extended.


    “It is a sin to lay hands on a holy man,” he rumbled, “but I will stop you, Gallinger.”


    My memory was a fogged window, suddenly exposed to fresh air. Things cleared. I looked back six years.


    I was a student of the Oriental Languages at the University of Tokyo. It was my twice-weekly night of recreation. I stood in a thirty-foot circle in the Kodokan, the judogi lashed about my high hips by a brown belt. I was Ik-kyu, one notch below the lowest degree of expert. A brown diamond above my right breast said “Jiu-Jitsu” in Japanese, and it meant atemiwaza, really, because of the one striking-technique I had worked out, found unbelievably suitable to my size, and won matches with.


    But I had never used it on a man, and it was five years since I had practiced. I was out of shape, I knew, but I tried hard to force my mind tsuki no kokoro, like the moon, reflecting the all of Ontro.


    Somewhere, out of the past, a voice said “Hajime, let it begin.”


    I snapped into my neko-ashi-dachi cat-stance, and his eyes burned strangely. He hurried to correct his own position—and I threw it at him!


    My one trick!


    My long left leg lashed up like a broken spring. Seven feet off the ground my foot connected with his jaw as he tried to leap backward.


    His head snapped back and he fell. A soft moan escaped his lips. That’s all there is to it, I thought. Sorry, old fellow.


    And as I stepped over him, somehow, groggily, he tripped me, and I fell across his body. I couldn’t believe he had strength enough to remain conscious after that blow, let alone move. I hated to punish him any more.


    But he found my throat and slipped a forearm across it before I realized there was a purpose to his action.


    No! Don’t let it end like this!


    It was a bar of steel across my windpipe, my carotids. Then I realized that he was still unconscious, and that this was a reflex instilled by countless years of training. I had seen it happen once, in shiai. The man had died because he had been choked unconscious and still fought on, and his opponent thought he had not been applying the choke properly. He tried harder.


    But it was rare, so very rare!


    I jammed my elbow into his ribs and threw my head back in his face. The grip eased, but not enough. I hated to do it, but I reached up and broke his little finger.


    The arm went loose and I twisted free.


    He lay there panting, face contorted. My heart went out to the fallen giant, defending his people, his religion, following his orders. I cursed myself as I had never cursed before, for walking over him, instead of around.


    I staggered across the room to my little heap of possessions. I sat on the projector case and lit a cigarette.


    I couldn’t go into the Temple until I got my breath back, until I thought of something to say.


    How do you talk a race out of killing itself?


    Suddenly—


    —Could it happen! Would it work that way? If I read them the Book of Ecclesiastes—if I read them a greater piece of literature than any Locar ever wrote—and as somber—and as pessimistic—and showed them that our race had gone on despite one man’s condemning all of life in the highest poetry—showed them that the vanity he had mocked had borne us to the Heavens—would they believe it—would they change their minds?


    I ground out my cigarette on the beautiful floor, and found my notebook. A strange fury rose within me as I stood.


    And I walked into the Temple to preach the Black Gospel according to Gallinger, from the Book of Life.


    * * * *


    There was silence all about me.


    M’Cwyie had been reading Locar, the rose set at her right hand, target of all eyes.


    Until I entered.


    Hundreds of people were seated on the floor, barefoot. The few men were as small as the women, I noted.


    I had my boots on.


    Go all the way, I figured. You either lose or you win—everything!


    A dozen crones sat in a semicircle behind M’Cwyie. The Mothers.


    The barren earth, the dry wombs, the fire-touched.


    I moved to the table.


    “Dying yourselves, you would condemn your people,” I addressed them, “that they may not know the life you have known—the joys, the sorrows, the fullness. —But it is not true that you all must die.” I addressed the multitude now. “Those who say this lie. Braxa knows, for she will bear a child—”


    They sat there, like rows of Buddhas. M’Cwyie drew back into the semicircle.


    “—my child!” I continued, wondering what my father would have thought of this sermon.


    “…And all the women young enough may bear children. It is only your men who are sterile. —And if you permit the doctors of the next expedition to examine you, perhaps even the men may be helped. But if they cannot, you can mate with the men of Earth.


    “And ours is not an insignificant people, an insignificant place,” I went on. “Thousands of years ago, the Locar of our world wrote a book saying that it was. He spoke as Locar did, but we did not lie down, despite plagues, wars, and famines. We did not die. One by one we beat down the diseases, we fed the hungry, we fought the wars, and, recently, have gone a long time without them. We may finally have conquered them. I do not know.


    “But we have crossed millions of miles of nothingness. We have visited another world. And our Locar had said ‘Why bother? What is the worth of it? It is all vanity, anyhow.’


    “And the secret is,” I lowered my voice, as at a poetry reading, “he was right! It is vanity, it is pride! It is the hubris of rationalism to always attack the prophet, the mystic, the god. It is our blasphemy which has made us great, and will sustain us, and which the gods secretly admire in us. —All the truly sacred names of God are blasphemous things to speak!”


    I was working up a sweat. I paused dizzily.


    “Here is the Book of Ecclesiastes,” I announced, and began:


    “‘Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher, vanity of vanities; all if vanity. What profit hath a man…’“


    I spotted Braxa in the back, mute, rapt.


    I wondered what she was thinking.


    And I wound the hours of the night about me, like black thread on a spool. Oh, it was late! I had spoken till day came, and still I spoke. I finished Ecclesiastes and continued Gallinger.


    And when I finished there was still only a silence.


    The Buddhas, all in a row, had not stirred through the night. And after a long while M’Cwyie raised her right hand. One by one the Mothers did the same.


    And I knew what that meant.


    It meant, no, do not, cease, and stop.


    It meant that I had failed.


    I walked slowly from the room and slumped beside my baggage.


    Ontro was gone. Good that I had not killed him.…


    After a thousand years M’Cwyie entered.


    She said, “Your job is finished.”


    I did not move.


    “The prophecy is fulfilled,” she said. “My people are rejoicing. You have won, holy man. Now leave us quickly.”


    My mind was a deflated balloon. I pumped a little air back into it.


    “I’m not a holy man,” I said, “just a second-rate poet with a bad case of hubris.”


    I lit my last cigarette.


    Finally, “All right, what prophecy?”


    “The Promise of Locar,” she replied, as though the explaining were unnecessary, “that a holy man would come from the Heavens to save us in our last hours, if all the dances of Locar were completed. He would defeat the Fist of Malann and bring us life.”


    “How?”


    “As with Braxa, and as the example in the Temple.”


    “Example?”


    “You read us his words, as great as Locar’s. You read to us how there is ‘nothing new under the sun.’ And you mocked his words as you read them—showing us a new thing.


    “There has never been a flower on Mars,” she said, “but we will learn to grow them.


    “You are the Sacred Scoffer,” she finished. “He-Who-Must-Mock-in-the-Temple—you go shod on holy ground.”


    “But you voted ‘no,’” I said.


    “I voted not to carry out our original plan, and to let Braxa’s child live instead.”


    “Oh.” The cigarette fell from my fingers. How close it had been! How little I had known!


    “And Braxa?”


    “She was chosen half a Process ago to do the dances—to wait for you.”


    “But she said that Ontro would stop me.”


    M’Cwyie stood there for a long time.


    “She had never believed the prophecy herself. Things are not well with her now. She ran away, fearing it was true. When you completed it, and we voted, she knew.”


    “Then she does not love me? Never did?”


    “I am sorry, Gallinger. It was the one part of her duty she never managed.”


    “Duty,” I said flatly.…Dutydutyduty! Tra-la!


    “She has said good-bye, she does wish to see you again.


    “…and we will never forget your teachings,” she added.


    “Don’t,” I said automatically, suddenly knowing the great paradox which lies at the heart of all miracles. I did not believe a word of my own gospel, never had.


    I stood, like a drunken man, and muttered “M’narra.”


    I went outside, into my last day on Mars.


    I have conquered thee, Malann—and the victory is thine! Rest easy on thy starry bed. God damned!


    I left the jeepster there and walked back to the Aspic, leaving the burden of life so many footsteps behind me. I went to my cabin, locked the door, and took forty-four sleeping pills.


    * * * *


    But when I awakened I was in the dispensary, and alive.


    I felt the throb of engines as I slowly stood up and somehow made it to the port.


    Blurred Mars hung like a swollen belly above me, until it dissolved, brimmed over, and streamed down my face.


    * * * *
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    PART 6: The Paperback Heyday


    (1975–1990)


    Unlike the New Wave that dominated the 1960s, science fiction in the 1970s and 1980s defied simple characterization. The Cyberpunk movement deservedly drew a lot of attention, but just as important were new hard-SF writers like Greg Bear, Gregory Benford, David Brin, the space opera revival led by C. J. Cherryh, Mike Resnick, and Lois McMaster Bujold, historians like Harry Turtledove and Kim Stanley Robinson, storytellers like Connie Willis and S. P. Somtow, and difficult-to-characterize writers like Gene Wolfe, John Kessel, and Michael Swanwick.


    Genre publishing was at its height. New SF publishers like Tor Books and Bluejay Books emerged, and bigger publishers started up their own SF imprints. Independent bookstores were everywhere, and bookstore chains like Waldenbooks, Barnes & Noble, and B. Dalton grew rapidly as well. By the late 1980s, an upstart chain called Borders had begun opening what they called “superstores”—giant bookstores that encouraged browsing and featured music and food as well as books. Despite competition from bookstores, the rack system was holding up well. Many of the old magazines had fallen by the wayside, but old stalwarts like Astounding (now renamed Analog), Fantasy & Science Fiction, and Weird Tales remained, and new magazines like Asimov’s had emerged to fill in gaps in the marketplace.


    But the seeds of decay were already in place. Bigger publishers began absorbing small and medium-sized publishers, including most of the science fiction publishers. With size came corporate structure and a need for higher profits; risky publishing choices became harder to justify. At the same time, a wave of consolidations among book and comic distributors devastated the rack system, wiping out many non-bookstore outlets for books and magazines. This hurt sales of genre books significantly, but it really devastated SF magazines, which never had a big newsstand presence and depended on the rack system and on subscribers for most of their sales. The slow decline of SF magazines became a much quicker decline, leaving a few of the better established magazines still standing but most of the others gone or reduced to much smaller status.


    New entertainment forms competed with books as well. The rise of cable television meant dozens of channels instead of three networks, and videocassette recorders meant people could watch movies from their own homes. Video games spread from pinball arcades to home systems. And while Star Wars revitalized science fiction as a movie genre, SF literature found itself competing with an increasingly high-tech present.
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    BLOOD MUSIC, by Greg Bear


    First published in Analog Science Fiction/Science Fact, June 1983


    There is a principle in nature I don’t think anyone has pointed out before. Each hour, a myriad of trillions of little live things—bacteria, microbes, “animalcules”—are born and die, not counting for much except in the bulk of their existence and the accumulation of their tiny effects. They do not perceive deeply. They don’t suffer much. A hundred billion, dying, would not begin to have the same importance as a single human death.


    Within the ranks of magnitude of all creatures, small as microbes or great as humans, there is an equality of “elan,” just as the branches of a tall tree, gathered together, equal the bulk of the limbs below, and all the limbs equal the bulk of the trunk.


    That, at least, is the principle. I believe Vergil Ulam was the first to violate it.


    It had been two years since I’d last seen Vergil. My memory of him hardly matched the tan, smiling, well-dressed gentleman standing before me. We had made a lunch appointment over the phone the day before, and now faced each other in the wide double doors of the employee’s cafeteria at the Mount Freedom Medical Center.


    “Vergil?” I asked. “My God, Vergil!”


    “Good to see you, Edward.” He shook my hand firmly. He had lost ten or twelve kilos and what remained seemed tighter, better proportioned. At university, Vergil had been the pudgy, shock-haired, snaggle-toothed whiz kid who hot-wired doorknobs, gave us punch that turned our piss blue, and never got a date except with Eileen Termagent, who shared many of his physical characteristics.


    “You look fantastic,” I said. “Spend a summer in Cabo San Lucas?”


    We stood in line at the counter and chose our food. “The tan,” he said, picking out a carton of chocolate milk, “is from spending three months under a sunlamp. My teeth were straightened just after I last saw you. I’ll explain the rest, but we need a place to talk where no one will listen close.”


    I steered him to the smoker’s corner, where three die-hard puffers were scattered among six tables.


    “Listen, I mean it,” I said as we unloaded our trays. “You’ve changed. You’re looking good.”


    “I’ve changed more than you know.” His tone was motion-picture ominous, and he delivered the line with a theatrical lift of his brows. “How’s Gail?”


    Gail was doing well, I told him, teaching nursery school. We’d married the year before. His gaze shifted down to his food—pineapple slice and cottage cheese, piece of banana cream pie—and he said, his voice almost cracking, “Notice something else?”


    I squinted in concentration. “Uh.”


    “Look closer.”


    “I’m not sure. Well, yes, you’re not wearing glasses. Contacts?”


    “No. I don’t need them anymore.”


    “And you’re a snappy dresser. Who’s dressing you now? I hope she’s as sexy as she is tasteful.”


    “Candice isn’t—wasn’t—responsible for the improvement in my clothes,” he said. “I just got a better job, more money to throw around. My taste in clothes is better than my taste in food, as it happens.” He grinned the old Vergil self-deprecating grin, but ended it with a peculiar leer. “At any rate, she’s left me, I’ve been fired from my job, I’m living on savings.”


    “Hold it,” I said. “That’s a bit crowded. Why not do a linear breakdown? You got a job. Where?”


    “Genetron Corp.,” he said. “Sixteen months ago.”


    “I haven’t heard of them.”


    “You will. They’re putting out common stock in the next month. It’ll shoot off the board. They’ve broken through with MABs. Medical—”


    “I know what MABs are,” I interrupted. “At least in theory. Medically Applicable Biochips.”


    “They have some that work.”


    “What?” It was my turn to lift my brows.


    “Microscopic logic circuits. You inject them into the human body, they set up shop where they’re told and troubleshoot. With Dr. Michael Bernard’s approval.”


    That was quite impressive. Bernard’s reputation was spotless. Not only was he associated with the genetic engineering biggies, but he had made news at least once a year in his practice as a neurosurgeon before retiring. Covers on Time, Mega, Rolling Stone.


    “That’s supposed to be secret—stock, breakthrough, Bernard, everything.” He looked around and lowered his voice. “But you do whatever the hell you want. I’m through with the bastards.”


    I whistled. “Make me rich, huh?”


    “If that’s what you want. Or you can spend some time with me before rushing off to your broker.”


    “Of course.” He hadn’t touched the cottage cheese or pie. He had, however, eaten the pineapple slice and drunk the chocolate milk. “So tell me more.”


    “Well, in med school I was training for lab work. Biochemical research. I’ve always had a bent for computers, too. So I put myself through my last two years—”


    “By selling software packages to Westinghouse,” I said.


    “It’s good my friends remember. That’s how I got involved with Genetron, just when they were starting out. They had big money backers, all the lab facilities I thought anyone would ever need. They hired me, and I advanced rapidly.


    “Four months and I was doing my own work. I made some breakthroughs,” he tossed his hand nonchalantly, “then I went off on tangents they thought were premature. I persisted and they took away my lab, handed it over to a certifiable flatworm. I managed to save part of the experiment before they fired me. But I haven’t exactly been cautious…or judicious. So now it’s going on outside the lab.”


    I’d always regarded Vergil as ambitious, a trifle cracked, and not terribly sensitive. His relations with authority figures had never been smooth. Science, for him, was like the woman you couldn’t possibly have, who suddenly opens her arms to you, long before you’re ready for mature love—leaving you afraid you’ll forever blow the chance, lose the prize, screw up royally. Apparently, he had. “Outside the lab? I don’t get you.”


    “Edward, I want you to examine me. Give me a thorough physical. Maybe a cancer diagnostic. Then I’ll explain more.”


    “You want a five-thousand-dollar exam?”


    “Whatever you can do. Ultrasound, NMR, thermogram, everything.”


    “I don’t know if I can get access to all that equipment. NMR full-scan has only been here a month or two. Hell, you couldn’t pick a more expensive way—”


    “Then ultrasound. That’s all you’ll need.”


    “Vergil, I’m an obstetrician, not a glamor-boy lab-tech. OB-GYN, butt of all jokes. If you’re turning into a woman, maybe I can help you.”


    He leaned forward, almost putting his elbow into the pie, but swinging wide at the last instant by scant millimeters. The old Vergil would have hit it square. “Examine me closely and you’ll…” He narrowed his eyes and shook his head. “Just examine me.”


    “So I make an appointment for ultrasound. Who’s going to pay?” “I’m on Blue Shield.” He smiled and held up a medical credit card.


    “I messed with the personnel files at Genetron. Anything up to a hundred thousand dollars’ medical, they’ll never check, never suspect.”


    * * * *


    He wanted secrecy, so I made arrangements. I filled out his forms myself. As long as everything was billed properly, most of the examination could take place without official notice. I didn’t charge for my services. After all, Vergil had turned my piss blue. We were friends.


    He came in late at night. I wasn’t normally on duty then, but I stayed late, waiting for him on the third floor of what the nurses called the Frankenstein wing. I sat on an orange plastic chair. He arrived, looking olive-colored under the fluorescent lights.


    He stripped, and I arranged him on the table. I noticed, first off, that his ankles looked swollen. But they weren’t puffy. I felt them several times. They seemed healthy, but looked odd. “Hm,” I said.


    I ran the paddles over him, picking up areas difficult for the big unit to hit, and programed the data into the imaging system. Then I swung the table around and inserted it into the enameled orifice of the ultrasound diagnostic unit, the hum-hole, so-called by the nurses.


    I integrated the data from the hum-hole with that from the paddle sweeps and rolled Vergil out, then set up a video frame. The image took a second to integrate, then flowed into a pattern showing Vergil’s skeleton.


    Three seconds of that—my jaw gaping—and it switched to his thoracic organs, then his musculature, and finally, vascular system and skin.


    “How long since the accident?” I asked, trying to take the quiver out of my voice.


    “I haven’t been in an accident,” he said. “It was deliberate.”


    “Jesus, they beat you, to keep secrets?”


    “You don’t understand me, Edward. Look at the images again. I’m not damaged.”


    “Look, there’s thickening here,” I indicated the ankles, “and your ribs—that crazy zigzag pattern of interlocks. Broken sometime, obviously. And—”


    “Look at my spine,” he said. I rotated the image in the video frame.


    Buckminster Fuller, I thought. It was fantastic. A cage of triangular projections, all interlocking in ways I couldn’t begin to follow, much less understand. I reached around and tried to feel his spine with my fingers. He lifted his arms and looked off at the ceiling.


    “I can’t find it,” I said. “It’s all smooth back there.” I let go of him and looked at his chest, then prodded his ribs. They were sheathed in something rough and flexible. The harder I pressed, the tougher it became. Then I noticed another change.


    “Hey,” I said. “You don’t have any nipples.” There were tiny pigment patches, but no nipple formations at all.


    “See?” Vergil asked, shrugging on the white robe. “I’m being rebuilt from the inside out.”


    * * * *


    In my reconstruction of those hours, I fancy myself saying, “So tell me about it.” Perhaps mercifully, I don’t remember what I actually said.


    He explained with his characteristic circumlocutions. Listening was like trying to get to the meat of a newspaper article through a forest of sidebars and graphic embellishments.


    I simplify and condense.


    Genetron had assigned him to manufacturing prototype biochips, tiny circuits made out of protein molecules. Some were hooked up to silicon chips little more than a micrometer in size, then sent through rat arteries to chemically keyed locations, to make connections with the rat tissue and attempt to monitor and even control lab-induced pathologies.


    “That was something,” he said. “We recovered the most complex microchip by sacrificing the rat, then debriefed it—hooked the silicon portion up to an imaging system. The computer gave us bar graphs, then a diagram of the chemical characteristics of about eleven centimeters of blood vessel…then put it all together to make a picture. We zoomed down eleven centimeters of rat artery. You never saw so many scientists jumping up and down, hugging each other, drinking buckets of bug juice.” Bug juice was lab ethanol mixed with Dr. Pepper.


    Eventually, the silicon elements were eliminated completely in favor of nucleoproteins. He seemed reluctant to explain in detail, but I gathered they found ways to make huge molecules—as large as DNA, and even more complex—into electrochemical computers, using ribosomelike structures as “encoders” and “readers,” and RNA as “tape.” Vergil was able to mimic reproductive separation and reassembly in his nucleoproteins, incorporating program changes at key points by switching nucleotide pairs. “Genetron wanted me to switch over to supergene engineering, since that was the coming thing everywhere else. Make all kinds of critters, some out of our imagination. But I had different ideas.” He twiddled his finger around his ear and made theremin sounds. “Mad scientist time, right?” He laughed, then sobered. “I injected my best nucleoproteins into bacteria to make duplication and compounding easier. Then I started to leave them inside, so the circuits could interact with the cells. They were heuristically programed; they taught themselves more than I programed them. The cells fed chemically coded information to the computers, the computers processed it and made decisions, the cells became smart. I mean, smart as planaria, for starters. Imagine an E. coli as smart as a planarian worm!”


    I nodded. “I’m imagining.”


    “Then I really went off on my own. We had the equipment, the techniques; and I knew the molecular language. I could make really dense, really complicated biochips by compounding the nucleoproteins, making them into little brains. I did some research into how far I could go, theoretically. Sticking with bacteria, I could make a biochip with the computing capacity of a sparrow’s brain. Imagine how jazzed I was! Then I saw a way to increase the complexity a thousandfold, by using something we regarded as a nuisance—quantum chit-chat between the fixed elements of the circuits. Down that small, even the slightest change could bomb a biochip. But I developed a program that actually predicted and took advantage of electron tunneling. Emphasized the heuristic aspects of the computer, used the chit-chat as a method of increasing complexity.”


    “You’re losing me,” I said.


    “I took advantage of randomness. The circuits could repair themselves, compare memories and correct faulty elements. The whole schmeer. I gave them basic instructions: Go forth and multiply. Improve. By God, you should have seen some of the cultures a week later! It was amazing. They were evolving all on their own, like little cities. I destroyed them all. I think one of the petri dishes would have grown legs and walked out of the incubator if I’d kept feeding it.”


    “You’re kidding.” I looked at him. “You’re not kidding.”


    “Man, they knew what it was like to improve! They knew where they had to go, but they were just so limited, being in bacteria bodies, with so few resources.”


    “How smart were they?”


    “I couldn’t be sure. They were associating in clusters of a hundred to two hundred cells, each cluster behaving like an autonomous unit. Each cluster might have been as smart as a rhesus monkey. They exchanged information through their pili, passed on bits of memory and compared notes. Their organization was obviously different from a group of monkeys. Their world was so much simpler, for one thing. With their abilities, they were masters of the petri dishes. I put phages in with them; the phages didn’t have a chance. They used every option available to change and grow.”


    “How is that possible?”


    “What?” He seemed surprised I wasn’t accepting everything at face value.


    “Cramming so much into so little. A rhesus monkey is not your simple little calculator, Vergil.”


    “I haven’t made myself clear,” he said, obviously irritated. “I was using nucleoprotein computers. They’re like DNA, but all the information can interact. Do you know how many nucleotide pairs there are in the DNA of a single bacteria?”


    It had been a long time since my last biochemistry lesson. I shook my head.


    “About two million. Add in the modified ribosome structures—fifteen thousand of them, each with a molecular weight of about three million— and consider the combinations and permutations. The RNA is arranged like a continuous loop paper tape, surrounded by ribosomes ticking off instructions and manufacturing protein chains…” His eyes were bright and slightly moist. “Besides, I’m not saying every cell was a distinct entity. They cooperated.”


    “How many bacteria in the dishes you destroyed?”


    “Billions. I don’t know.” He smirked. “You got it, Edward. Whole planetsful of E. coli.”


    “But they didn’t fire you then?”


    “No. They didn’t know what was going on, for one thing. I kept compounding the molecules, increasing their size and complexity. When bacteria were too limited, I took blood from myself, separated out white cells, and injected them with the new biochips. I watched them, put them through mazes and little chemical problems. They were whizzes. Time is a lot faster at that level—so little distance for the messages to cross, and the environment is much simpler. Then I forgot to store a file under my secret code in the lab computers. Some managers found it and guessed what I was up to. Everybody panicked. They thought we’d have every social watchdog in the country on our backs because of what I’d done. They started to destroy my work and wipe my programs. Ordered me to sterilize my white cells. Christ.” He pulled the white robe off and started to get dressed. “I only had a day or two. I separated out the most complex cells—”


    “How complex?”


    “They were clustering in hundred-cell groups, like the bacteria. Each group as smart as a ten-year-old kid, maybe.” He studied my face for a moment. “Still doubting? Want me to run through how many nucleotide pairs there are in a mammalian cell? I tailored my computers to take advantage of the white cells’ capacity. Ten billion nucleotide pairs, Edward. Ten E-fucking ten. And they don’t have a huge body to worry about, taking up most of their thinking time.”


    “Okay,” I said. “I’m convinced. What did you do?”


    “I mixed the cells back into a cylinder of whole blood and injected myself with it.” He buttoned the top of his shirt and smiled thinly at me. “I’d programed them with every drive I could, talked as high a level as I could using just enzymes and such. After that, they were on their own.”


    “You programed them to go forth and multiply, improve?” I repeated.


    “I think they developed some characteristics picked up by the biochips in their E. coli phases. The white cells could talk to each other with extruded memories. They almost certainly found ways to ingest other types of cells and alter them without killing them.”


    “You’re crazy.”


    “You can see the screen! Edward, I haven’t been sick since. I used to get colds all the time. I’ve never felt better.”


    “They’re inside you, finding things, changing them.”


    “And by now, each cluster is as smart as you or I.”


    “You’re absolutely nuts.”


    He shrugged. “They fired me. They thought I was going to get revenge for what they did to my work. They ordered me out of the labs, and I haven’t had a real chance to see what’s been going on inside me until now. Three months.”


    “So…” My mind was racing. “You lost weight because they improved your fat metabolism. Your bones are stronger, your spine has been completely rebuilt—”


    “No more backaches even if I sleep on my old mattress.”


    “Your heart looks different.”


    “I didn’t know about the heart,” he said, examining the frame image from a few inches. “About the fat—I was thinking about that. They could increase my brown cells, fix up the metabolism. I haven’t been as hungry lately. I haven’t changed my eating habits that much—I still want the same old junk—but somehow I get around to eating only what I need. I don’t think they know what my brain is yet. Sure, they’ve got all the glandular stuff—but they don’t have the big picture, if you see what I mean. They don’t know I’m in there. But boy, they sure did figure out what my reproductive organs are.”


    I glanced at the image and shifted my eyes away.


    “Oh, they look pretty normal,” he said, hefting his scrotum obscenely. He snickered. “But how else do you think I’d land a real looker like Candice? She was just after a one-night stand with a techie. I looked okay then, no tan but trim, with good clothes. She’d never screwed a techie before. Joke time, right? But my little geniuses kept us up half the night. I think they made improvements each time. I felt like I had a goddamned fever.”


    His smile vanished. “But then one night my skin started to crawl. It really scared me. I thought things were getting out of hand. I wondered what they’d do when they crossed the blood-brain barrier and found out about me—about the brain’s real function. So I began a campaign to keep them under control. I figured, the reason they wanted to get into the skin was the simplicity of running circuits across a surface. Much easier than trying to maintain chains of communication in and around muscles, organs, vessels. The skin was much more direct. So I bought a quartz lamp.” He caught my puzzled expression. “In the lab, we’d break down the protein in biochip cells by exposing them to ultraviolet light. I alternated sunlamp with quartz treatments. Keeps them out of my skin, so far as I can tell, and gives me a nice tan.”


    “Give you skin cancer, too,” I commented.


    “They’ll probably take care of that. Like police.”


    “Okay, I’ve examined you, you’ve told me a story I still find hard to believe…what do you want me to do?”


    “I’m not as nonchalant as I act, Edward. I’m worried. I’d like to find some way to control them before they find out about my brain. I mean, think of it, they’re in the trillions by now, each one smart. They’re cooperating to some extent. I’m probably the smartest thing on the planet, and they haven’t even begun to get their act together yet. I don’t really want them to take over.” He laughed very unpleasantly. “Steal my soul, you know? So think of some treatment to block them. Maybe we can starve the little buggers. Just think on it.” He buttoned his shirt. “Give me a call.” He handed me a slip of paper with his address and phone number. Then he went to the keyboard and erased the image on the frame, dumping the memory of the examination. “Just you,” he said. “Nobody else for now. And please…hurry.”


    It was three o’clock in the morning when Vergil walked out of the examination room. He’d allowed me to take blood samples, then shaken my hand—his palm damp, nervous—and cautioned me against ingesting anything from the specimens.


    Before I went home, I put the blood through a series of tests. The results were ready the next day.


    I picked them up during my lunch break in the afternoon, then destroyed all the samples. I did it like a robot. It took me five days and nearly sleepless nights to accept what I’d seen. His blood was normal enough, though the machines diagnosed the patient as having an infection. High levels of leucocytes—white blood cells—and histamines. On the fifth day, I believed.


    Gail was home before I, but it was my turn to fix dinner. She slipped one of the school’s disks into the home system and showed me video art her nursery kids had been creating. I watched quietly, ate with her in silence.


    I had two dreams, part of my final acceptance. The first that evening— which had me up thrashing in my sheets—I witnessed the destruction of the planet Krypton, Superman’s home world. Billions of superhuman geniuses went screaming off in walls of fire. I related the destruction to my sterilizing the samples of Vergil’s blood.


    The second dream was worse. I dreamed that New York City was raping a woman. By the end of the dream, she was giving birth to little embryo cities, all wrapped up in translucent sacs, soaked with blood from the difficult labor.


    I called him on the morning of the sixth day. He answered on the fourth ring. “I have some results,” I said. “Nothing conclusive. But I want to talk with you. In person.”


    “Sure,” he said. “I’m staying inside for the time being.” His voice was strained; he sounded tired.


    Vergil’s apartment was in a fancy high-rise near the lake shore. I took the elevator up, listening to little advertising jingles and watching dancing holograms display products, empty apartments for rent, the building’s hostess discussing social activities for the week.


    Vergil opened the door and motioned me in. He wore a checked robe with long sleeves and carpet slippers. He clutched an unlit pipe in one hand, his fingers twisting it back and forth as he walked away from me and sat down, saying nothing.


    “You have an infection,” I said.


    “Oh?”


    “That’s all the blood analyses tell me. I don’t have access to the electron microscopes.”


    “I don’t think it’s really an infection,” he said. “After all, they’re my own cells. Probably something else…some sign of their presence, of the change. We can’t expect to understand everything that’s happening.”


    I removed my coat. “Listen,” I said, “you have me worried now.” The expression on his face stopped me: a kind of frantic beatitude. He squinted at the ceiling and pursed his lips.


    “Are you stoned?” I asked.


    He shook his head, then nodded once, very slowly. “Listening,” he said.


    “To what?”


    “I don’t know. Not sounds…exactly. Like music. The heart, all the blood vessels, friction of blood along the arteries, veins. Activity. Music in the blood.” He looked at me plaintively. “Why aren’t you at work?”


    “My day off. Gail’s working.”


    “Can you stay?”


    I shrugged. “I suppose.” I sounded suspicious. I was glancing around the apartment, looking for ashtrays, packs of papers.


    “I’m not stoned, Edward,” he said. “I may be wrong, but I think something big is happening. I think they’re finding out who I am.”


    I sat down across from Vergil, staring at him intently. He didn’t seem to notice. Some inner process was involving him. When I asked for a cup of coffee, he motioned to the kitchen. I boiled a pot of water and took a jar of instant from the cabinet. With cup in hand, I returned to my seat. He was twisting his head back and forth, eyes open. “You always knew what you wanted to be, didn’t you?” he asked me.


    “More or less.”


    “A gynecologist. Smart moves. Never false moves. I was different. I had goals, but no direction. Like a map without roads, just places to be. I didn’t give a shit for anything, anyone but myself. Even science. Just a means. I’m surprised I got so far. I even hated my folks.”


    He gripped his chair arms.


    “Something wrong?” I asked.


    “They’re talking to me,” he said. He shut his eyes.


    For an hour he seemed to be asleep. I checked his pulse, which was strong and steady, felt his forehead—slightly cool—and made myself more coffee. I was looking through a magazine, at a loss what to do, when he opened his eyes again. “Hard to figure exactly what time is like for them,” he said. “It’s taken them maybe three, four days to figure out language, key human concepts. Now they’re on to it. On to me. Right now.”


    “How’s that?”


    He claimed there were thousands of researchers hooked up to his neurons. He couldn’t give details. “They’re damned efficient, you know,” he said. “They haven’t screwed me up yet.”


    “We should get you into the hospital now.”


    “What in hell could they do? Did you figure out any way to control them? I mean, they’re my own cells.”


    “I’ve been thinking. We could starve them. Find out what metabolic differences—”


    “I’m not sure I want to be rid of them,” Vergil said. “They’re not doing any harm.”


    “How do you know?”


    He shook his head and held up one finger. “Wait. They’re trying to figure out what space is. That’s tough for them. They break distances down into concentrations of chemicals. For them, space is like intensity of taste.”


    “Vergil—”


    “Listen! Think, Edward!” His tone was excited but even. “Observe! Something big is happening inside me. They talk to each other across the fluid, through membranes. They tailor something—viruses?—to carry data stored in nucleic acid chains. I think they’re saying ‘RNA.’ That makes sense. That’s one way I programed them. But plasmiclike structures, too. Maybe that’s what your machines think is a sign of infection—all their chattering in my blood, packets of data. Tastes of other individuals. Peers. Superiors. Subordinates.”


    “Vergil, I’m listening, but I still think you should be in a hospital.”


    “This is my show, Edward,” he said. “I’m their universe. They’re amazed by the new scale.” He was quiet again for a time. I squatted by his chair and pulled up the sleeve to his robe. His arm was crisscrossed with white lines. I was about to go to the phone and call for an ambulance when he stood and stretched. “Do you realize,” he said, “how many body cells we kill each time we move?”


    “I’m going to call for an ambulance,” I said.


    “No, you aren’t.” His tone stopped me. “I told you, I’m not sick; this is my show. Do you know what they’d do to me in a hospital? They’d be like cavemen trying to fix a computer the same way they fix a stone axe. It would be a farce.”


    “Then what the hell am I doing here?” I asked, getting angry. “I can’t do anything. I’m one of those cavemen.”


    “You’re a friend,” Vergil said, fixing his eyes on me. I had the impression I was being watched by more than just Vergil. “I want you here to keep me company.” He laughed. “But I’m not exactly alone.”


    He walked around the apartment for two hours, fingering things, looking out windows, making himself lunch slowly and methodically. “You know, they can actually feel their own thoughts,” he said about noon. “I mean, the cytoplasm seems to have a will of its own, a kind of subconscious life counter to the rationality they’ve only recently acquired. They hear the chemical ‘noise’ or whatever of the molecules fitting and unfitting inside.”


    At two o’clock, I called Gail to tell her I would be late. I was almost sick with tension but I tried to keep my voice level. “Remember Vergil Ulam? I’m talking with him right now.”


    “Everything okay?” she asked.


    Was it? Decidedly not. “Fine,” I said.


    “Culture!” Vergil said, peering around the kitchen wall at me. I said good-bye and hung up the phone. “They’re always swimming in that bath of information. Contributing to it. It’s a kind of gestalt thing, whatever. The hierarchy is absolute. They send tailored phages after cells that don’t interact properly. Viruses specified to individuals or groups. No escape. One gets pierced by the virus, the cell blebs outward, it explodes and dissolves. But it’s not just a dictatorship. I think they effectively have more freedom than in a democracy. I mean, they vary so differently from individual to individual. Does that make sense? They vary in different ways than we do.”


    “Hold it,” I said, gripping his shoulders. “Vergil, you’re pushing me close to the edge. I can’t take this much longer. I don’t understand, I’m not sure I believe—”


    “Not even now?”


    “Okay, let’s say you’re giving me the, the right interpretation. Giving it to me straight. The whole thing’s true. Have you bothered to figure out all the consequences yet? What all this means, where it might lead?”


    He walked into the kitchen and drew a glass of water from the tap, then returned and stood next to me. His expression had changed from childish absorption to sober concern. “I’ve never been very good at that.”


    “Aren’t you afraid?”


    “I was. Now I’m not sure.” He fingered the tie of his robe. “Look, I don’t want you to think I went around you, over your head or something. But I met with Michael Bernard yesterday. He put me through his private clinic, took specimens. Told me to quit the lamp treatments. He called this morning, just before you did. He says it all checks out. And he asked me not to tell anybody.” He paused and his expression became dreamy again. “Cities of cells,” he continued. “Edward, they push pili-like tubes through the tissues, spread information—”


    “Stop it!” I shouted. “Checks out? What checks out?”


    “As Bernard puts it, I have ‘severely enlarged macrophages’ throughout my system. And he concurs on the anatomical changes. So it’s not just our common delusion.”


    “What does he plan to do?”


    “I don’t know. I think he’ll probably convince Genetron to reopen the lab.”


    “Is that what you want?”


    “It’s not just having the lab again. I want to show you. Since I stopped the lamp treatments. I’m still changing.” He undid his robe and let it slide to the floor. All over his body, his skin was crisscrossed with white lines. Along his back, the lines were starting to form ridges.


    “My God,” I said


    “I’m not going to be much good anywhere else but the lab soon. I won’t be able to go out in public. Hospitals wouldn’t know what to do, as I said.”


    “You’re…you can talk to them, tell them to slow down,” I said, aware how ridiculous that sounded.


    “Yes, indeed I can, but they don’t necessarily listen.”


    “I thought you were their god or something.”


    “The ones hooked up to my neurons aren’t the big wheels. They’re researchers, or at least serve the same function. They know I’m here, what I am, but that doesn’t mean they’ve convinced the upper levels of the hierarchy.”


    “They’re disputing?”


    “Something like that. It’s not all that bad, anyway. If the lab is reopened, I have a home, a place to work.” He glanced out the window, as if looking for someone. “I don’t have anything left but them. They aren’t afraid, Edward. I’ve never felt so close to anything before.” The beatific smile again. “I’m responsible for them. Mother to them all.”


    “You have no way of knowing what they’re going to do.”


    He shook his head.


    “No, I mean it. You say they’re like a civilization—”


    “Like a thousand civilizations.”


    “Yes, and civilizations have been known to screw up. Warfare, the environment—”


    I was grasping at straws, trying to restrain a growing panic. I wasn’t competent to handle the enormity of what was happening. Neither was Vergil. He was the last person I would have called insightful and wise about large issues.


    “But I’m the only one at risk.”


    “You don’t know that. Jesus, Vergil, look what they’re doing to you!”


    “To me, all to me!” he said. “Nobody else.”


    I shook my head and held up my hands in a gesture of defeat. “Okay, so Bernard gets them to reopen the lab, you move in, become a guinea pig. What then?”


    “They treat me right. I’m more than just good old Vergil Ulam now. I’m a goddamned galaxy, a supermother.”


    “Super-host, you mean.” He conceded the point with a shrug.


    I couldn’t take any more. I made my exit with a few flimsy excuses, then sat in the lobby of the apartment building, trying to calm down. Somebody had to talk some sense into him. Who would he listen to? He had gone to Bernard…


    And it sounded as if Bernard were not only convinced, but very interested. People of Bernard’s stature didn’t coax the Vergil Ulams of the world along, not unless they felt it was to their advantage.


    I had a hunch, and I decided to play it. I went to a pay phone, slipped in my credit card, and called Genetron.


    “I’d like you to page Dr. Michael Bernard,” I told the receptionist.


    “Who’s calling, please?”


    “This is his answering service. We have an emergency call and his beeper doesn’t seem to be working.”


    A few anxious minutes later, Bernard came on the line. “Who the hell is this?” he asked quietly. “I don’t have an answering service.”


    “My name is Edward Milligan. I’m a friend of Vergil Ulam’s. I think we have some problems to discuss.”


    We made an appointment to talk the next morning.


    I went home and tried to think of excuses to keep me off the next day’s hospital shift. I couldn’t concentrate on medicine, couldn’t give my patients anywhere near the attention they deserved.


    Guilty, anxious, angry, afraid.


    * * * *


    That was how Gail found me. I slipped on a mask of calm and we fixed dinner together. After eating, we watched the city lights come on in late twilight through the bayside window, holding on to each other. Odd winter starlings pecked at the yellow lawn in the last few minutes of light, then flew away with a rising wind which made the windows rattle.


    “Something’s wrong,” Gail said softly. “Are you going to tell me, or just act like everything’s normal?”


    “It’s just me,” I said. “Nervous. Work at the hospital.”


    “Oh, lord,” she said, sitting up. “You’re going to divorce me for that Baker woman.” Mrs. Baker weighed three hundred and sixty pounds and hadn’t known she was pregnant until her fifth month.


    “No,” I said, listless.


    “Rapturous relief,” Gail said, touching my forehead lightly. “You know this kind of introspection drives me crazy.”


    “Well, it’s nothing I can talk about yet, so…”I patted her hand.


    “That’s disgustingly patronizing,” she said, getting up. “I’m going to make some tea. Want some?” Now she was miffed, and I was tense with not telling.


    Why not just reveal all? I asked myself. An old friend of mine was turning himself into a galaxy.


    I cleared away the table instead. That night, unable to sleep, I looked down on Gail in bed from my sitting position, pillow against the wall, and tried to determine what I knew was real, and what wasn’t.


    I’m a doctor, I told myself. A technical, scientific profession. I’m supposed to be immune to things like future shock.


    Vergil Ulam was turning into a galaxy.


    How would it feel to be topped off with a trillion Chinese? I grinned in the dark, and almost cried at the same time. What Vergil had inside him was unimaginably stranger than Chinese. Stranger than anything I—or Vergil—could easily understand. Perhaps ever understand.


    But I knew what was real. The bedroom, the city lights faint through gauze curtains. Gail sleeping. Very important. Gail, in bed, sleeping.


    The dream came again. This time the city came in through the window and attacked Gail. It was a great, spiky lighted-up prowler and it growled in a language I couldn’t understand, made up of auto horns, Crowd noises, construction bedlam. I tried to fight it off, but it got to her—and turned into a drift of stars, sprinkling all over the bed, all over everything. I jerked awake and stayed up until dawn, dressed with Gail, kissed her, savored the reality of her human, unviolated lips.


    And went to meet with Bernard. He had been loaned a suite in a big downtown hospital; I rode the elevator to the sixth floor, and saw what fame and fortune could mean.


    The suite was tastefully furnished, fine serigraphs on wood-paneled walls, chrome and glass furniture, cream-colored carpet, Chinese brass, and wormwood-grain cabinets and tables.


    He offered me a cup of coffee, and I accepted. He took a seat in the breakfast nook, and I sat across from him, cradling my cup in moist palms. He was dapper, wearing a gray suit; had graying hair and a sharp profile. He was in his mid-sixties and he looked quite a bit like Leonard Bernstein.


    “About our mutual acquaintance,” he said. “Mr. Ulam. Brilliant. And, I won’t hesitate to say, courageous.”


    “He’s my friend. I’m worried about him.”


    Bernard held up one finger. “Courageous—and a bloody damned fool. What’s happening to him should never have been allowed. He may have done it under duress, but that’s no excuse. Still, what’s done is done. He’s talked to you, I take it.”


    I nodded. “He wants to return to Genetron.”


    “Of course. That’s where all his equipment is. Where his home probably will be while we sort this out.”


    “Sort it out—how? What use is it?” I wasn’t thinking too clearly. I had a slight headache.


    “I can think of a large number of uses for small, super-dense computer elements with a biological base. Can’t you? Genetron has already made breakthroughs, but this is something else again.”


    “What do you envision?”


    Bernard smiled. “I’m not really at liberty to say. It’ll be revolutionary. We’ll have to get him in lab conditions. Animal experiments have to be conducted. We’ll have to start from scratch, of course. Vergil’s…um…colonies can’t be transferred. They’re based on his white blood cells. So we have to develop colonies that won’t trigger immune reactions in other animals.”


    “Like an infection?” I asked.


    “I suppose there are comparisons. But Vergil is not infected.”


    “My tests indicate he is.”


    “That’s probably the bits of data floating around in his blood, don’t you think?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Listen, I’d like you to come down to the lab after Vergil is settled in. Your expertise might be useful to us.”


    Us. He was working with Genetron hand-in-glove. Could he be objective? “How will you benefit from all this?”


    “Edward, I have always been at the forefront of my profession. I see no reason why I shouldn’t be helping here. With my knowledge of brain and nerve functions, and the research I’ve been conducting in neurophysiology—”


    “You could help Genetron hold off an investigation by the government,” I said.


    “That’s being very blunt. Too blunt, and unfair.”


    “Perhaps. Anyway, yes: I’d like to visit the lab when Vergil’s settled in. If I am still welcome, bluntness and all.” He looked at me sharply. I wouldn’t be playing on his team; for a moment, his thoughts were almost nakedly apparent.


    “Of course,” Bernard said, rising with me. He reached out to shake my hand. His palm was damp. He was as nervous as I was, even if he didn’t look it.


    * * * *


    I returned to my apartment and stayed there until noon, reading, trying to sort things out. Reach a decision. What was real, what I needed to protect.


    There is only so much change anyone can stand. Innovation, yes, but slow application. Don’t force. Everyone has the right to stay the same until they decide otherwise.


    The greatest thing in science since…


    And Bernard would force it. Genetron would force it. I couldn’t handle the thought. “Neo-Luddite,” I said to myself. A filthy accusation.


    When I pressed Vergil’s number on the building security panel, Vergil answered almost immediatly. “Yeah,” he said. He sounded exhilarated now. “Come on up. I’ll be in the bathroom. Door’s unlocked.”


    I entered his apartment and walked through the hallway to the bathroom. Vergil was in the tub, up to his neck in pinkish water. He smiled vaguely at me and splashed his hands. “Looks like I slit my wrists, doesn’t it?” he said softly. “Don’t worry. Everything’s fine now. Genetron’s going to take me back. Bernard just called.” He pointed to the bathroom phone and intercom.


    I sat down on the toilet and noticed the sunlamp fixture standing unplugged next to the linen cabinets. The bulbs sat in a row on the edge of the sink counter. “You’re sure that’s what you want,” I said, my shoulders slumping.


    “Yeah, I think so,” he said. “They can take better care of me. I’m getting cleaned up, go over there this evening. Bernard’s picking me up in his limo. Style. From here on in, everything’s style.”


    The pinkish color in the water didn’t look like soap. “Is that bubble bath?” I asked. Some of it came to me in a rush then and I felt a little weaker: what had occured to me was just one more obvious and necessary insanity.


    “No,” Vergil said. I knew that already.


    “No,” he repeated, “it’s coming from my skin. They’re not telling me everything, but I think they’re sending out scouts. Astronauts.” He looked at me with an expression that didn’t quite equal concern; more like curiosity as to how I’d take it.


    The confirmation made my stomach muscles tighten as if waiting for a punch. I had never even considered the possibility until now, perhaps because I had been concentrating on other aspects. “Is this the first time?” I asked.


    “Yeah,” he said. He laughed. “I’ve half a mind to let the little buggers down the drain. Let them find out what the world’s really about.”


    “They’d go everywhere,” I said.


    “Sure enough.”


    “How…how are you feeling?”


    “I’m feeling pretty good now. Must be billions of them.” More splashing with his hands. “What do you think? Should I let the buggers out?”


    Quickly, hardly thinking, I knelt down beside the tub. My fingers went for the cord on the sunlamp and I plugged it in. He had hot-wired doorknobs, turned my piss blue, played a thousand dumb practical jokes and never grown up, never grown mature enough to understand that he was just brilliant enough to really affect the world; he would never learn caution.


    He reached for the drain knob. “You know, Edward, I—”


    He never finished. I picked up the fixture and dropped it into the tub, jumping back at the flash of steam and sparks. Vergil screamed and thrashed and jerked and then everything was still, except for the low, steady sizzle and the smoke wafting from his hair.


    I lifted the toilet lid and vomited. Then I clenched my nose and went into the living room. My legs went out from under me and I sat abruptly on the couch.


    After an hour, I searched through Vergil’s kitchen and found bleach, ammonia, and a bottle of Jack Daniel’s. I returned to the bathroom, keeping the center of my gaze away from Vergil. I poured first the booze, then the bleach, then the ammonia into the water. Chlorine started bubbling up and I left, closing the door behind me.


    The phone was ringing when I got home. I didn’t answer. It could have been the hospital. It could have been Bernard. Or the police. I could envision having to explain everything to the police. Genetron would stonewall; Bernard would be unavailable.


    I was exhausted, all my muscles knotted with tension and whatever name one can give to the feelings one has after—


    Committing genocide?


    That certainly didn’t seem real. I could not believe I had just murdered a hundred trillion intelligent beings. Snuffed a galaxy. It was laughable. But I didn’t laugh.


    It was not at all hard to believe I had just killed one human being, a friend. The smoke, the melted lamp rods, the drooping electrical outlet and smoking cord.


    Vergil.


    I had dunked the lamp into the tub with Vergil.


    I felt sick. Dreams, cities raping Gail (and what about his girl friend, Candice?). Letting the water filled with them out. Galaxies sprinkling over us all. What horror. Then again, what potential beauty—a new kind of life, symbiosis and transformation.


    Had I been through enough to kill them all? I had a moment of panic. Tomorrow, I thought, I will sterilize his apartment. Somehow. I didn’t even think of Bernard.


    When Gail came in the door, I was asleep on the couch. I came to, groggy, and she looked down at me.


    “You feeling okay?” she asked, perching on the edge of the couch. I nodded.


    “What are you planning for dinner?” My mouth wasn’t working properly. The words were mushy. She felt my forehead.


    “Edward, you have a fever,” she said. “A very high fever.”


    I stumbled into the bathroom and looked in the mirror. Gai was close behind me. “What is it?” she asked.


    There were lines under my collar, around my neck. White lines, like freeways. They had already been in me a long time, days.


    “Damp palms,” I said. So obvious.


    * * * *


    I think we nearly died. I struggled at first, but within minutes I was too weak to move. Gail was just as sick within an hour.


    I lay on the carpet in the living room, drenched in sweat. Gail lay on the couch, her face the color of talcum, eyes closed, like a corpse in an embalming parlor. For a time I thought she was dead. Sick as I was, I raged—hated, felt tremendous guilt at my weakness, my slowness to understand all the possibilities. Then I no longer cared. I was too weak to blink, so I closed my eyes and waited.


    There was a rhythm in my arms, my legs. With each pulse of blood, a kind of sound welled up within me. A sound like an orchestra thousands strong, but not playing in unison; playing whole seasons of symphonies at once. Music in the blood. The sound or whatever became harsher, but more coordinated, wave-trains finally canceling into silence, then separating into harmonic beats.


    The beats seemed to melt into me, into the sound of my own heart.


    First, they subdued our immune responses. The war—and it was a war, on a scale never before known on Earth, with trillions of combatants— lasted perhaps two days.


    By the time I regained enough strength to get to the kitchen faucet, I could feel them working on my brain, trying to crack the code and find the god within the protoplasm. I drank until I was sick, then drank more moderately and took a glass to Gail. She sipped at it. Her lips were cracked, her eyes bloodshot and ringed with yellowish crumbs. There was some color in her skin. Minutes later, we were eating feebly in the kitchen.


    “What in hell was that?” was the first thing she asked. I didn’t have the strength to explain, so I shook my head. I peeled an orange and shared it with her. “We should call a doctor,” she said. But I knew we wouldn’t. I was already receiving messages; it was becoming apparent that any sensation of freedom we had was illusory.


    The messages were simple at first. Memories of commands, rather than the commands themselves, manifested themselves in my thoughts. We were not to leave the apartment—a concept which seemed quite abstract to those in control, even if undesirable—and we were not to have contact with others. We would be allowed to eat certain foods, and drink tap water, for the time being.


    With the subsidence of the fevers, the transformations were quick and drastic. Almost simultaneously, Gail and I were immobilized. She was sitting at the table, I was kneeling on the floor. I was able barely to see her in the corner of my eye.


    Her arm was developing pronounced ridges.


    They had learned inside Vergil; their tactics within the two of us were very different. I itched all over for about two hours—two hours in hell—before they made the breakthrough and found me. The effort of ages on their timescale paid off and they communicated smoothly and directly with this great, clumsy intelligence which had once controlled their universe.


    They were not cruel. When the concept of discomfort and its undesirability was made clear, they worked to alleviate it. They worked too effectively. For another hour, I was in a sea of bliss, out of all contact with them.


    With dawn the next day, we were allowed freedom to move again; specifically, to go to the bathroom. There were certain waste products they could not deal with. I voided those—my urine was purple—and Gail followed suit. We looked at each other vacantly in the bathroom. Then she managed a slight smile. “Are they talking to you?” she asked. I nodded. “Then I’m not crazy.”


    For the next twelve hours, control seemed to loosen on some levels. During that time, I managed to pencil the majority of this manuscript. I suspect there was another kind of war going on in me. Gail was capable of our previous limited motion, but no more.


    When full control resumed; we were instructed to hold each other. We did not hesitate.


    “Eddie…” she whispered. My name was the last sound I ever heard from the outside.


    Standing, we grew together. In hours, our legs expanded and spread out. Then extensions grew to the windows to take in sunlight, and to the kitchen to take water from the sink. Filaments soon reached to all corners of the room, stripping paint and plaster from the walls, fabric and stuffing from the furniture.


    By the next dawn, the transformation was complete.


    I no longer have any clear view of what we look like. I suspect we resemble cells—large, flat and filamented cells, draped purposefully across most of the apartment. The great shall mimic the small.


    I have been asked to carry on recording, but soon that will not be possible. Our intelligence fluctuates daily as we are absorbed into the minds within. Each day, our individuality declines. We are, indeed, great clumsy dinosaurs. Our memories have been taken over by billions of them, and our personalities have been spread through the transformed blood.


    Soon there will be no need for centralization.


    I am informed that already the plumbing has been invaded. People throughout the building are undergoing transformation.


    Within the old time-frame of weeks, we will reach the lakes, rivers, and seas in force.


    I can barely begin to guess the results. Every square inch of the planet will teem with thought. Years from now, perhaps much sooner, they will subdue their own individuality—what there is of it.


    New creatures will come, then. The immensity of their capacity for thought will be inconceivable.


    All my hatred and fear is gone now.


    I leave them—us—with only one question.


    How many times has this happened elsewhere? Travelers never came through space to visit the Earth. They had no need.


    They had found universes in grains of sand.


    * * * *
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    GERMS IN SCIENCE FICTION, by Laurel Bollinger


    Shortly after telescopes first offered us up-close views of the planets, microscopes let us look deep into ourselves—where we were surprised to find smaller beings moving independently inside our blood. James Alan Garner’s story “Three Hearings on the Existence of Snakes in the Human Bloodstream” (1997) proposes an alternate history of Anton Leeuwenhoek’s discovery of such “animalcules” in the early 1600s, imagining a world where the discovery contradicted scripture and thus led to debates over original sin. The religious specifics of the debate, of course, are fictional, but the invention of microscopes did lead to scientific disputes in actual history, with scientists arguing over the nature and function of the microscopic organisms they saw (not termed “germs” or “microbes” until the 1870s). By the late 1800s, however, a series of experiments by figures such as Robert Koch of Germany and Louis Pasteur of France combined to produce the new “Germ Theory,” proposing that the “animalcules” actually cause illness. From that point forward, the germ theory became the dominant medical understanding of the source of disease, and almost at the same time science fiction began responding to its possibilities.


    Perhaps the most noteworthy early example is H. G. Wells’ War of the Worlds (1898), in which Wells postulates an attack by Martians foiled not by human effort, but by the Martians’ vulnerability to Earth’s microbe population. Describing bacteria as “the humblest things that God, in his wisdom, has put upon this earth,” Wells (who trained as a science teacher and whose first book was a biology textbook) accounts for the Martians’ total annihilation by disease as resulting from the evolution of human immune systems:


    These germs of disease have taken toll of humanity since the beginning of things—taken toll of our prehuman ancestors since life began here. But by virtue of this natural selection of our kind we have developed resisting power; to no germs do we succumb without a struggle…But there are no bacteria in Mars. (187)


    Wells’ novel, like so many first-contact narratives, echoes historical encounters among human cultures, but Wells revises the impact of disease—particularly compared to the European colonization of the “new world,” where indigenous peoples of the Americas, who had limited resistance to European diseases such as smallpox, were reduced to as little as 20% of their original populations after the encounter, in essence conquered as much by germs as by superior technology. Wells’ novel, then, is unusual not only in its inversion of historical experience, but in its casting of germs as heroes rather than as villains.


    For half a century after the germ theory took hold, however, scientists and doctors offered only rather undramatic solutions to the threats germs posed: good hygiene, and sterilization of medical instruments. Such techniques did not tend to inspire science fiction writers, and science fiction focused on germs did not become a central feature of the SF genre either during its heyday in the pulps (the 1920s and 1930s), or during its so-called “Golden Age” (the 1930s through 1950). However, once medical scientists moved from the most basic of vaccines to more sophisticated and powerful antibiotics in the 1940s and ‘50s, germs once again became prominent in science fiction, in novels such as Richard Matheson’s I Am Legend (1954, with multiple movie versions following) and perhaps most famously in Michael Crichton’s The Andromeda Strain (1969; movie 1971). With the possibility of curing rather than simply preventing disease, doctors could take the center stage occupied by scientists in other subgenres of SF, with medicines or vaccines substituting for more engineering-based forms of technology. The doctor-against-disease plotline also entered mainstream fiction and nonfiction with such bio-thrillers as Robin Cook’s Outbreak (1987 book, 1995 movie) or Robert Preston’s nonfiction work The Hot Zone (1994), and the plotline continues its popularity in mainstream television series centered on doctors or hospitals.


    One feature of The Andromeda Strain reflected in other SF as well as early space science lay in the extraterrestrial origin of the initial pathogen. Early astronauts were quarantined following space missions—including moon missions—to prevent inadvertent spread of any extraterrestrial microbes they might encounter (modern astronauts are now more often quarantined before lift-off to make certain they themselves do not fall ill while in space, or transmit earth pathogens to other environments). But the premise—that astronauts might carry deadly plagues back to earth—became a feature in a number of science fiction novels, including Harry Harrison’s Plague from Space (1965), Octavia Butler’s Patternist Series (Patternmaster, 1976; Mind of My Mind, 1977; Survivor, 1979; Wild Seed, 1980; Clay’s Ark, 1984), or more recently Paul McAuley’s The Secret of Life (2001) and Bill Clem’s Microbe (2007).


    In Butler’s novels, the plague from Alpha Centauri produces not simply biological change, but social evolution as well—or perhaps devolution, as many stories see post-plague society adjusting backward to earlier models of political and social structures. This feature tends to appear even in the earliest post-plague apocalypse novels such as Mary Shelley’s The Last Man (1826), Jack London’s The Scarlet Plague (1912), and George R. Stewart’s Earth Abides (1949). Diseases producing social transformations became a standard trope in feminist science fiction as well, but feminist stories often imagine more positive social outcomes. Stories such Joanna Russ’s “When It Changed” (1972) and The Female Man (1975), James Tiptree Jr.’s “Houston, Houston, Do You Read?” (1976), and more recently Nicola Griffith’s Ammonite (1992) posit worlds in which infection has eradicated men, clearing the way for women to step outside of confining gender roles or even to create utopian societies. Of course, such stories have not always required disease per se, even when microbes are involved. Joan Slonczewski (herself a practicing microbiologist) writes A Door into Ocean (1986) and Daughter of Elysium (1993) about the Sharers, an all-female community living on an ocean-moon, who create a nonviolent, eco-sustainable society in part due to their symbiosis with a microbe that enables them to process oxygen more efficiently (and also to enter into a trance state where they cannot be made to feel pain).


    While such fictional microbes may produce either positive or negative outcomes for the populations that experience them, real-life plagues tend to be less benign—and SF has certainly addressed actual diseases as well as fictional ones. Connie Willis’ The Doomsday Book (1992) imagines a time-traveling medieval historian stuck in a past ravaged by bubonic plague even as her own time combats an influenza epidemic, while Kim Stanley Robinson’s Years of Rice and Salt (2002) offers an alternate history in which the Black Death destroys almost the entire population of Europe, leaving Asia and the Americas to create cultures without Christian or European influences. HIV/AIDS has generated a literary response as well; in fact, scholars theorize that science fiction’s increased focus on disease since the 1980s emerges directly from the HIV/AIDS pandemic, and certainly many SF novels and stories make explicit use of its transmission patterns. Greg Bear’s story “Blood Music” (1983, expanded to the novel Blood Music 1985) offers a transmission pattern similar to HIV/AIDS but more virulent; the microbes move between victims through any bodily fluid, including sweat, and so are repeatedly described as only “one handshake” away from any other person in the world. Peter Watts’ Rifters series (Starfish [2000], Maelstrom [2002], βehemoth: β-Max [2004], βehemoth: Seppuku [2004]) proposes a similarly aggressive disease that passes through blood or mucus and threatens to destroy life on Earth unless somehow stopped.


    Watts’ novels also evoke the idea of germ-based bioterrorism. While humans initially become infected by the biological entity βehemoth by accident when they approach a deep-ocean thermal vent, the central character continues to spread the disease deliberately once she reaches land. Such bioterrorism plots also appear in other novels, even predating 9/11: Chelsea Quinn Yarbro’s Time of the Fourth Horseman (1976) imagines governments releasing disease as a response to global overpopulation, while in Stephen King’s The Stand (1978, film 1994) a weaponized super-flu accidentally escapes the laboratory to destroy most of humanity. Frank Herbert’s The White Plague (1982) describes a biochemist releasing a deadly plague targeting only women, producing a worldwide scramble to avoid humanity’s extinction. More recently, Greg Bear’s Quantico (2008) has FBI agents chasing a terrorist who responds to contemporary geopolitics with a germ-based “final solution” to religious and cultural differences. Such bioterrorism or government-induced artificial plagues emerge in many recent novels, including Wil McCarthy’s Bloom (1999), Gary Naiman’s PPM—Our Worst Nightmare (2006), its sequel Omega (2009), and Paulo Bacigalupi’s The Windup Girl (2009), and in films ranging from 12 Monkeys (1995) to Death Without Consent (2007). In some cases, the bio-threat becomes little more than a plot device for a story more thriller than science fiction, as in Mission Impossible: II (2000) or the third season of the television show 24 (2003–2004). But clearly a concern with bioterrorism has long figured in SF generally.


    Not all SF addressing microbes assumes disease to be the only possible effect of germs; microbes have also been seen as agents of creativity and evolution. Theodore Sturgeon’s fine story “Microcosmic God” (1941) describes the creation of artificial microbe-like beings who view their inventor-creator as a god, but themselves evolve into remarkable inventors; a similar premise where the inventive microbes are carriers of human culture informs James Blish’s “Surface Tension” (1951). Blish’s microbes are essentially miniaturized humans, a premise that also appears in stories such as Madeline L’Engle’s The Wind in the Door (1973), or the movie Fantastic Voyage (1966, directed by Richard Fleisher; novelization by Isaac Asimov). Other writers have imagined alien life as intelligent microbes with their own culture; James Tiptree Jr.’s “The Only Neat Thing to Do” suggests that such microbes might be a threat to humanity, while Joan Slonczewski’s The Children Star (1998) and Brain Plague (2001) offers microbial inhabitants who may also support human creativity. Both Tiptree and Slonczewski imagine microscopic organisms that live in cavities inside the human brain and communicate with their human carriers directly, but Slonczewki’s “Micros” can use their multiple minds and rapid lifespans to solve creative and intellectual problems their human carrier sets before them, fusing with the carrier to create what is functionally a new kind of human. Her new novel, The High Frontier (2011), also posits diseases such as HIV and anthrax harnessed to useful purposes. Greg Bear’s Darwin’s Radio (2000) and Darwin’s Children (2004) offer a vision of microbe- induced evolution: in his near-future earth, what initially appears to be a disease is actually an evolutionary leap caused by retroviruses activating within the human genetic code. While the novels initially seem to hearken back to the doctors-against-disease model of early germ-based SF, Bear instead asks his readers to reflect on the extent to which human evolution may have always been intertwined with bacteria or viruses.


    In such novels, we can see science fiction moving, along with the science itself, beyond the simplest form of the germ theory and toward a more sophisticated understanding of our relation to germs. Indeed, the Human Genome Project suggests that nearly half of our genetic code may derive from viruses, and other research reveals that the very cells in our body depend upon mitochondria, once free-living microbes closely related to the modern bacteria Typhus. Bear and Slonczewski thus suggest that human life depends on our successful interaction with germs, not simply on our efforts to eradicate them. As science’s understanding of germs continues to advance, we can expect the science fiction responding to such theories to advance alongside it—as science fiction always has, sometimes anticipating and sometimes responding to the scientific understandings of its era.


    * * * *


    Laurel Bollinger is an associate professor of English at the University of Alabama in Huntsville, where she teaches American literature at the graduate and undergraduate levels. She has published articles on microbes in science fiction in Extrapolation and Science-Fiction Studies.
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    Even after more than forty years as a successful hard SF writer, Gregory Benford remains a working scientist. A faculty member at the University of California at Irvine since 1971, and a full professor since 1979, Benford researches plasma turbulence and astrophysics. One thing readers particularly identify with in his stories is that the characters who are scientists think and act like real scientists, which is less common in SF than you might suspect.


    An Army brat who mostly grew up in Alabama, but also spent time in Japan and Germany, Benford created the SF fanzine Void with his identical twin brother James when they were fourteen.He sold his first story, “Stand-In” to F&SF while he was finishing his PhD at the University of California at San Diego. From that point on he has published regularly, both on his own and in frequent collaboration with other writers, including Gordon Eklund, William Rotsler, David Brin, and Arthur C. Clarke. One of those collaborations, “If the Stars Are Gods” with Gordon Eklund, won a Nebula in 1974. In addition to his fiction, Benford has published over 150 scientific papers and regularly wrote popular science essays for Amazing from 1969–76.


    Benford’s breakthrough novel was Timescape in 1980, which won a Nebula, a Campbell Award, a British Science Fiction Award, and the Ditmar (Australian) Award for Best International Fiction. Like most of Benford’s work, it’s built around a hard science concept, in this case communication through time using tachyons.


    A recipient of the United Nations Medal for Literature, Benford has been Visiting Fellow at Cambridge University, and in 1995 received the Lord Prize for contributions to science. He is a fellow of the American Physical Society and a member of the World Academy of Arts and Sciences.


    Benford was married for thirty-five years to art educator Joan Abbe, who died in 2002.

  


  
    BOW SHOCK, by Gregory Benford


    First published in Jim Baen’s Universe, June 2006


    Ralph slid into the booth where Irene was already waiting, looking perky and sipping on a bottle of Snapple iced tea. “How’d it…” she let the rest slide away, seeing his face.


    “Tell me something really awful, so it won’t make today seem so bad.”


    She said carefully, “Yes sir, coming right up, sir. Um…” A wicked grin. “Once I had a pet bird that committed suicide by sticking his head between the cage bars.”


    “W-what…?”


    “Okay, you maybe need worse? Can do.” A flash of dazzling smile. “My sister forgot to feed her pet gerbils, so one died. Then, the one that was alive ate its dead friend.”


    Only then did he get that she was kidding, trying to josh him out of his mood. He laughed heartily. “Thanks, I sure needed that.”


    She smiled with relief and turned her head, swirling her dirty-blonde hair around her head in a way that made him think of a momentary tornado. Without a word her face gave him sympathy, concern, inquiry, stiff-lipped support—all in a quick gush of expressions that skated across her face, her full, elegantly lipsticked red mouth collaborating with the eggshell blue eyes.


    Her eyes followed him intently as he described the paper he had found that left his work in the dust.


    “Astronomy is about getting there first?” she asked wonderingly.


    “Sometimes. This time, anyway.” After that he told her about the talk with the department chairman—the whole scene, right down to every line of dialog, which he would now remember forever, apparently—and she nodded.


    “It’s time to solicit letters of recommendation for me, but to who? My work’s already out of date. I…don’t know what to do now,” he said. Not a great last line to a story, but the truth.


    “What do you feel like doing?”


    He sighed. “Redouble my efforts—“


    “When you’ve lost sight of your goal?” It was, he recalled, a definition of fanaticism, from a movie.


    “My goal is to be an astronomer,” he said stiffly.


    “That doesn’t have to mean academic, though.”


    “Yeah, but NASA jobs are thin these days.” An agency that took seven years to get to the moon the first time, from a standing start, was now spending far more dollars to do it again in fifteen years.


    “You have a lot of skills, useful ones.”


    “I want to work on fundamental things, not applied.”


    She held up the cap of her Snapple iced tea and read from the inner side with a bright, comically forced voice, “Not a winner, but here’s your Real Fact # 237. The number of times a cricket chirps in 15 seconds, plus 37, will give you the current air temperature.”


    “In Fahrenheit, I’ll bet,” he said, wondering where she was going with this.


    “Lots of ‘fundamental’ scientific facts are just that impressive. Who cares?”


    “Um, have we moved on to a discussion of the value of knowledge?”


    “Valuable to who, is my point.”


    If she was going to quote stuff, so could he. “Look, Mark Twain said that the wonder of science is the bounty of speculation that comes from a single hard fact.”


    “Can’t see a whole lot of bounty from here.” She gave him a wry smile, another hair toss. He had to admit, it worked very well on him.


    “I like astronomy.”


    “Sure, it just doesn’t seem to like you. Not as much, anyway.”


    “So I should…?” Let her fill in the answer, since she was full of them today. And he doubted the gerbil story.


    “Maybe go into something that rewards your skills.”


    “Like…?”


    “Computers. Math. Think big! Try to sign on with a hedge fund, do their analysis.”


    “Hedge funds…” He barely remembered what they did. “They look for short-term trading opportunities in the market?”


    “Right, there’s a lot of math in that. I read up on it online.” She was sharp, that’s what he liked about her. “That data analysis you’re doing, it’s waaay more complicated than what Herb Linzfield does.”


    “Herb…?”


    “Guy I know, eats in the same Indian buffet place some of us go for lunch.” Her eyes got veiled and he wondered what else she and Herb had talked about. Him? “He calculates hedges on bonds.”


    “Corporate or municipal?” Just to show he wasn’t totally ignorant of things financial.


    “Uh, I think corporate.” Again the veiled eyes.


    “I didn’t put in six years in grad school and get a doctorate to—”


    “I know, honey,” eyes suddenly warm, “but you’ve given this a real solid try now.”


    “A try? I’m not done.”


    “Well, what I’m saying, you can do other things. If this doesn’t…work out.”


    Thinking, he told her about the labyrinths of academic politics. The rest of the UC Irvine astro types did nearby galaxies, looking for details of stellar evolution, or else big scale cosmological stuff. He worked in between, peering at exotic beasts showing themselves in the radio and microwave regions of the spectrum. It was a competitive field and he felt it fit him. So he spelled out what he thought of as The Why. That is, why he had worked hard to get this far. For the sake of the inner music it gave him, he had set aside his personal life, letting affairs lapse and dodging any longterm relationship.


    “So that’s why you weren’t…connected?…when you got here.” She pursed her lips appraisingly.


    “Yeah. Keep my options open, I figured.”


    “Open for…?”


    For this—“ he swept a rueful, ironic hand in the air at his imaginary assets. For a coveted appointment, a heady way out of the gray postdoc grind—an Assistant Professorship at UC Irvine, smack on the absurdly pricey, sun-bleached coast of Orange County. He had beaten out over a hundred applicants. And why not? He was quick, sure, with fine-honed skills and good connections, plus a narrow-eyed intensity a lot of women found daunting, as if it whispered: careerist, beware. The skies had seemed to open to him, for sure…


    But that was then.


    He gave her a crinkled smile, rueful, and yet he felt it hardening. “I’m not quitting. Not now.”


    “Well, just think about it.” She stroked his arm slowly and her eyes were sad now. “That’s all I meant…”


    “Sure.” He knew the world she inhabited, had seen her working spreadsheets, reading biographies of the founding fathers and flipping through books on “leadership,” seeking clues about rising in the buoyant atmosphere of business.


    “Promise?” Oddly plaintive.


    He grinned without mirth. “You know I will.” But her words had hurt him, all the same. Mostly by slipping cool slivers of doubt into his own mind.


    * * * *


    Later that night, he lay in her bed and replayed the scene. It now seemed to define the day, despite Irene’s strenuous efforts.


    Damn, Ralph had thought. Scooped!


    And by Andy Lakehurst, too. He had bit his lip and focused on the screen, where he had just gotten a freshly posted paper off the Los Alamos library web site, astro-ph.


    The radio map was of Ralph’s one claim to minor fame, G369.23–0.82. The actual observations were stunning. Brilliant, clear, detailed. Better than his work.


    He had slammed his fist on his disk, upsetting his coffee. “Damn!” Then he sopped up the spill—it had spattered some of the problem sets he’d grading earlier.


    Staring at the downloaded preprint, fuming, he saw that Andy and his team had gotten really detailed data on the—on his—hot new object, G369.23–0.82. They must have used a lot of observing time, and gotten it pronto.


    Where? His eyes ran down the usual Observations section and—Arecibo! He got observing time there?


    That took pull or else a lucky cancellation. Arecibo was the largest dish in the world, a whole scooped bowl set amid a tropical tangle, but fixed in position. You had to wait for time and then synchronize with dishes around the planet to make a map.


    And good ol’ ex-classmate Andy had done it. Andy had a straightforward, no-nonsense manner to him, eased by a ready smile that got him through doors and occasionally into bedrooms. Maybe he had connections to Beth Conway at Arecibo?


    No, Ralph had thought to himself, that’s beneath me. He jumped on G369.23–0.82 and did the obvious next step, that’s all.


    Further, Andy was at Harvard, and that helped. Plenty. But it still galled. Ralph was still waiting to hear from Harkin at the Very Large Array about squeezing in some time there. Had been waiting for six weeks, yes.


    And on top of it all, he then had his conference with the department chairman in five minutes. He glanced over Andy’s paper again. It was excellent work. Unfortunately.


    * * * *


    He sighed in the dark of Irene’s apartment, recalling the crucial hour with the department chairman. This long day wouldn’t be done until he had reviewed it, apparently.


    * * * *


    He had started with a fixed smile. Albert Gossian was an avuncular sort, an old fashioned chairman who wore a suit when he was doing official business. This unconscious signal did not bode well. Gossian gave him a quick, jowly smile and gestured Ralph into a seat.


    “I’ve been looking at your Curriculum Vitae,” Gossian said. He always used the full Latin, while others just said “CV.” Slow shake of head. “You need to publish more, Ralph.”


    “My grant funding’s kept up, I—”


    “Yes, yes, very nice. The NSF is putting effort into this field, most commendable—” a quick glance up from reading his notes, over the top of his glasses—“and that’s why the department decided to hire in this area. But—can you keep the funding?”


    “I’m two years in on the NSF grant, so next year’s mandatory review is the crunch.”


    “I’m happy to say your teaching rating is high, and university service, but…” The drawn out vowels seemed to be delivering a message independent of the actual sentences.


    All Assistant Professors had a review every two years, tracking their progress toward the Holy Grail of tenure. Ralph had followed a trajectory typical for the early century: six years to get his doctorate, a postdoc at Harvard—where Andy Lakehurst was the rising star, eclipsing him and a lot of others. Ralph got out of there after a mutually destructive affair with a biologist at Tufts, fleeing as far as he could when he saw that UC Irvine was growing fast and wanted astrophysicists. UCI had a mediocre reputation in particle theory, but Fred Reines had won a Nobel there for showing that neutrinos existed and using them to detect the spectacular 1987 supernova.


    The plasma physics group was rated highest in the department and indeed they proved helpful when he arrived. They understood that 99% of the mass in the universe was roasted, electrons stripped away from the nuclei—plasma. It was a hot, rough universe. The big dramas played out there. Sure, life arose in the cool, calm planets, but the big action flared in their placid skies, telling stories that awed him.


    But once at UCI, he had lost momentum. In the tightening Federal budgets, proposals didn’t get funded, so he could not add poctdocs to get some help and leverage. His carefully teased-out observations gave new insights only grudgingly. Now five years along, he was three months short of the hard wall where tenure had to happen, or became impossible: the cutoff game.


    Were the groves of academe best for him, really? He liked the teaching, fell asleep in the committee meetings, found the academic cant and paperwork boring. Life’s sure erosions…


    Studying fast-moving neutron stars had been fashionable a few years back, but in Gossian’s careful phrasings he heard notes of skepticism. To the Chairman fell the task of conveying the senior faculty’s sentiments.


    Gossian seemed to savor the moment. “This fast-star fad—well, it is fading, some of your colleagues think.”


    He bit his lip. Don’t show anger. “It’s not a ‘fad’—it’s a set of discoveries.”


    “But where do they lead?”


    “Too early to tell. We think they’re ejected from supernova events, but maybe that’s just the least imaginative option.”


    “One of the notes here says the first ‘runaway pulsar’, called the Mouse, is now well understood. The other, recent ones will probably follow the same course.”


    “Too early to tell,” Ralph persisted. “The field needs time—”


    “But you do not have time.”


    There was the crux of it. Ralph was falling behind in paper count. Even in the small ‘runaway pulsar’ field, he was outclassed by others with more resources, better computers, more time. California was in a perpetual budget crisis, university resources were declining, so pressure was on to Bring In the (Federal) Bucks. Ralph’s small program supported two graduate students, sure, but that was small potatoes.


    “I’ll take this under advisement,” Ralph said. The utterly bland phrase did nothing to help his cause, as was clear from the chairman’s face—but it got him out of that office.


    * * * *


    He did not get much sleep that night. Irene had to leave early and he got a double coffee on the way into his office. Then he read Andy’s paper carefully and thought, sipping.


    Few astronomers had expected to find so many runaway neutron stars.


    Their likely origin began with two young, big stars, born circling one another. One went supernova, leaving a neutron star still in orbit. Later, its companion went off, too, spitting the older neutron star out, free into interstellar space.


    Ralph had begun his UCI work by making painstaking maps in the microwave frequency range. This took many observing runs on the big radio antennas, getting dish time where he could around the world. In these maps he found his first candidate, G369.23–0.82. It appeared as a faint finger in maps centered on the plane of the galaxy, just a dim scratch. A tight knot with a fuzzy tail.


    He had found it with software that searched the maps, looking for anything that was much longer than it was wide. This retrieved quite a few of the jets that zoomed out of regions near black holes, and sometimes from the disks orbiting young stars. He spent months eliminating these false signatures, looking for the telltales of compact stellar runaways. He then got time on the Very Large Array—not much, but enough to pull G369.23–0.82 out of the noise a bit better. This was quite satisfying.


    Ralph got more coffee and went back and studied his paper, published less than half a year ago. Until today, that was the best data anybody had. He had looked for signs of rotation in the point-like blob in front, but there were none. The first runaway seen, the Mouse, discovered many years before, was finally shown to be a rotating neutron star—a pulsar, beeping its right radio beams out at the cupped ears of radio telescopes.


    Then he compared in detail with Andy’s new map:


    Clean, smooth, beautiful. He read the Conclusions section over again, mind jittery and racing.


    We thus fail to confirm that G369.23–0.82 is a pulsar. Clearly it has a bow shock, creating a wind nebula, undoubtedly powered by a neutron star. Yet at highest sensitivity there is no trace of a pulsed signal in microwaves or optical, within the usual range of pulsar periods. The nebular bow shock cone angle implies that G369.23–0.82 is moving with a Mach number of about 80, suggesting a space velocity ≈ 120 km/s through a local gas of density ≈ 0.3 per cubic cm. We use the distance estimate of Eilek et.al. for the object, which is halfway across the galaxy. These dynamics and luminosity are consistent with a distant neutron star moving at a velocity driven by ejection from a supernova. If it is a pulsar, it is not beaming in our direction.


    Beautiful work. Alas.


    The bright region blazed forth, microwave emission from high energy electrons. The innermost circle was not the neutron star, just the unresolved zone too small for even Arecibo to see. At the presumed distance, that circle was still bigger than a solar system. The bow shock was a perfect, smooth curve. Behind that came the microwave emission of gas driven back, heated and caught up in what would become the wake. At the core was something that could shove aside the interstellar gas with brute momentum. A whole star, squeezed by gravity into a ball about as big as the San Francisco Bay area.


    But how had Andy gotten such fine resolution?


    Ralph worked through the numbers and found that this latest map had picked up much more signal than his earlier work. The object was brighter. Why? Maybe it was meeting denser gas, so had more radiating electrons to work with?


    For a moment he just gazed at the beauty of it. He never lost his sense of awe at such wonders. That helped a bit to cool his disgruntlement. Just a bit.


    * * * *


    There wasn’t much time between Andy’s paper popping up on the astro-ph web site and his big spring trip.


    Before leaving, he retraced his data and got ahead on his teaching.


    He and Irene finessed their problems, or at least delayed them. He got through a week of classes, put in data-processing time with his three graduate students, and found nothing new in the radio maps they worked on.


    Then came their big, long-planned excursion. Irene was excited, but he now dreaded it.


    His startup money had some travel funds left in it, and he had made the mistake of mentioning this to Irene. She jumped at the chance, even though it was a scientific conference in a small town—“But it’s in France,” she said, with a touch of round-eyed wonder he found endearing.


    So off they jetted to the International Astronomical Union meeting in Briancon, a pleasant collection of stone buildings clinging to the French Alps. Off season, crouching beneath sharp snowy peaks in late May, it was charming and uncrowded and its delights went largely ignored by the astronomers. Some of the attendees went on hikes in the afternoon but Ralph stayed in town, talking, networking like the ambitious workaholic he was. Irene went shopping.


    The shops were featuring what she called the Hot New Skanky Look, which she showed off for him in their cramped hotel room that evening. She flounced around in an off-the-shoulder pink blouse, artfully showing underwear and straps. Skanky certainly caught the flavor, but still he was distracted.


    In their cramped hotel room, jet-lagged, she used some of her first-date skills, overcoming his distance. That way he got some sleep a few hours later. Good hours, they were.


    The morning session was interesting, the afternoon a little slow. Irene did sit in on some papers. He couldn’t tell if she was interested in the science itself, or just because it was part of his life. She lasted a few hours and went shopping again, saying, “It’s my way of understanding their culture.”


    The conference put on a late afternoon tour of the vast, thick-walled castles that loomed at every sharp peak. At the banquet inside one of the cold, echoing fortresses they were treated to local specialties, a spicy polenta and fresh-caught trout. Irene surveyed the crowd, half of them still wearing shorts and T-shirts, and remarked, “Y’know, this is a quirky profession. A whole room of terribly smart people, and it never occurred to them to try to get by on their looks.”


    He laughed; she had a point. She was a butterfly among the astro-drones, turning heads, smiles blossoming in her wake. He felt enhanced to have her on his arm. Or maybe it was the wine, a Vin Local red that went straight to his head, with some help from the two kilometer altitude.


    They milled around the high, arched reception room after the dessert. The crowd of over 200 was too energized to go off to bed, so they had more wine. Ralph caught sight of Andy Lakehurst then. Irene noted his look and said, “Uh oh.”


    “Hey, he’s an old friend.”


    “Oh? You’re glaring at him.”


    “Okay, let’s say there’s some leftover baggage.”


    She gave him a veiled look, yawned, and said. “I’ll wander off to the room, let you boys play.”


    Ralph nodded, barely listening. He eavesdropped carefully to the crowd gathered around Andy. Lanky and with broad shoulders, the man’s booming voice carried well, over the heads of just about everybody in the room. Andy was going on about good ol’ G369.23–0.82. Ralph edged closer.


    “—I figure maybe another, longer look at it, at G—”


    “The Bullet,” Ralph broke in.


    “What?” Andy had a high forehead and it wrinkled as he stopped in mid-sentence.


    “It looks like a bullet, why not call it that, instead of that long code?”


    “Well,” Andy began brightly, “people might mistake—”


    “There’s even the smoke trailing behind it, the wake,” Ralph said, grinning. “Use that, if you want it to get into Scientific American.”


    “Y’know, Ralph, you haven’t changed.”


    “Poorer, is all.”


    “Hey, none of us went into this to get rich.”


    “Tenure would be nice.”


    “Damn right, buddy.” Andy clapped him on the shoulder. “I’m going up for it this winter, y’know.”


    He hadn’t, but covered with, “Well deserved. I’m sure you’ll get it,” and couldn’t resist adding, “Harvard’s a tough sell, though. Carl Sagan didn’t make it there.”


    “Really?” Andy frowned, then covered with, “So, uh, you think we should call it the Rifle?”


    “The Bullet,” Ralph said again. “It’s sure going fast, and we don’t really know it’s a neutron star.”


    “Hey, it’s a long way off, hard to diagnose.”


    “Maybe it’s distant, I kinda wonder—”


    “And it fits the other parameters.”


    “Except you couldn’t find a pulse, so maybe it’s not a pulsar.”


    “Gotta be,” Andy said casually, and someone interrupted with a point Ralph couldn’t hear and Andy’s gaze shifted to include the crowd again. That gave Ralph a chance to think while Andy worked the room.


    There were nearly a thousand pulsars now known, rotating neutron stars that flashed their lighthouse beams across the galaxy. Some spun a thousand times in a second, others were old and slow, all sweeping their beams out as they rotated. All such collapsed stars told their long tale of grinding decay; the slower were older. Some were ejected after their birth in bright, flashy supernovas—squashed by catastrophic compression in nuclear fire, all in a few minutes.


    Here in Briancon, Ralph reflected, their company of smart, chattering chimpanzees—all evolved long after good ol’ G369.23–0.82 had emerged from its stellar placenta—raptly studied the corpses of great calamities, the murder of stars by remorseless gravity.


    Not that their primate eyes would ever witness these objects directly. They actually saw, with their football-field sized dishes, the brilliant emissions of fevered electrons, swirling in celestial concert around magnetic fields. Clouds of electrons cruised near the speed of light itself, squeezing out their waves—braying to the whole universe that they were alive and powerful and wanted everyone to know it. Passing gaudy advertisements, they were, really, for the vast powers wrecking silent violences in the slumbering night skies.


    “We’re out of its beam, that’s got to be the answer,” Andy said, turning back to Ralph and taking up their conversation again, his smile getting a little more rigid. “Not pointed at us.”


    Ralph blinked, taken unaware; he had been vaguely musing. “Uh, I’m thinking maybe we should consider every possibility, is all.” Maybe he had taken one glass too many of the Vin Local.


    “What else could it be?” Andy pressed his case, voice tightening. “It’s compact, moving fast, bright at the leading edge, luminosity driven by its bow shock. A neutron star, charging on out of the galaxy.”


    “If it’s as far away as we think. What if it isn’t?”


    “We don’t know anything else that can put out emissions like that.”


    He could see nearby heads nodding. “We have to think…” grasping for something…“uh, outside the box.” Probably the Vin Local talking.


    Smiling, Andy leaned close and whispered through his tight, no-doubt-soon-to-be tenured lips, “Ol’ buddy, you need an idea, to beat an idea.”


    * * * *


    Definitely the Vin Local, yes.


    He awoke next morning with a traffic accident inside his skull. Only now did he remember that he had exchanged polite words with Harkin, the eminence gris of the Very Large Array, but there was no news about getting some observing time there. And he still had to give his paper.


    It was a botch.


    He had a gaudy Powerpoint presentation. And it even ran right on his laptop, a minor miracle. But the multicolored radio maps and graphics failed to conceal a poverty of ideas. If they could see a pulsed emission from it, they could date the age and then look back along the track of the runaway to see if a supernova remnant was there—a shell of expanding hot gas, a celestial bull’s eye, confirming the whole theory.


    He presented his results on good ol’ G369.23–0.82. He had detailed microwave maps of it, plenty of calculations—but Andy had already given his talk, showing that it wasn’t a pulsar. And G369.23–0.82—Ralph insisted on calling it the Bullet, but puzzled looks told him that nobody much liked the coinage—was the pivot of the talk, alas.


    “There are enough puzzling aspects here,” he said gamely, “to suspend judgment, I think. We have a habit of classifying objects because they superficially resemble others.”


    The rest was radio maps of various blobby radio-emitting clouds he had thought could be other runaways…but weren’t. Using days of observing time at the VLA, and on other dish systems in the Netherlands and Bologna, Italy, he had racked up a lot of time.


    And found…nothing. Sure, plenty of supernova remnants, some shredded fragments of lesser catastrophes, mysterious leftovers fading fast in the radio frequencies—but no runaways with the distinctive tails first found in the famous Mouse. He tried to cover the failure by riffing through quick images of these disappointments, implying without saying that these were open possibilities. The audience seemed to like the swift, color-enhanced maps. It was a method his mother had taught him while playing bridge: finesse when you don’t have all the tricks.


    His talk came just before lunch and the audience looked hungry. He hoped he could get away with just a few questions. Andy rose at the back and asked innocently, “So why do you think the, uh, Bullet is not a neutron star?”


    “Where’s the supernova remnant it came from?” Ralph shot back. “There’s nothing at all within many light years behind it.”


    “It’s faded away, probably,” Andy said.


    A voice from the left, one of the Grand Old Men, said, “Remember, the, ah, Bullet is all the way across the galaxy. An old, faint remnant it might have escaped is hard to see at that distance. And—” a shrewd pursing of lips—“did you look at a sufficiently deep sensitivity?”


    “I used all the observing time I had,” Ralph answered, jumping his Powerpoint slides back to a mottled field view—random flecks, no structure obvious. “The region in the far wake of the Bullet is confusion limited.”


    Astronomers described a noisy background with that term, meaning that they could not tell signal from noise. But as he fielded a few more quick questions he thought that maybe the jargon was more right than they knew. Confusion limited what they could know, taking their mayfly snapshots.


    Then Andy stood again and poked away at details of the data, a bit of tit for tat, and finishing with a jibe: “I don’t understand your remark about not jumping to classify objects just because they superficially resemble other ones.”


    He really had no good reason, but he grinned and decided to joke his way through. “Well, the Bullet doesn’t have the skewed shape of the Duck…”—which was another oddly shaped pulsar wake, lopsided fuzz left behind by a young pulsar Andy had discovered two years ago. “Astronomers forget that the public likes descriptive terms. They’re easier to remember than, say, G369.23–0.82.” Some laughter. “So I think it’s important to keep our options open. And not succumb to the sweet temptation to go sensational, y’know—” He drew a deep breath and slipped into a falsetto trill he had practiced in his room. “Runaway star! High speeds! It will escape our galaxy entirely!”


    —and it got a real laugh.


    Andy’s mouth twisted sourly and, too late, Ralph remembered that Andy had been interviewed by some flak and then featured in the supermarket tabloid National Enquirer, with wide-eyed headlines not much different.


    Oops.


    Irene had been a hit at Briancon, though she was a bit too swift for some of his colleagues. She was kooky, or as some would say, annoying. But at her side he felt he had fully snapped to attention. Sometimes, she made it hard to concentrate; but he did. When he got back to UCI there was teaching to catch up on, students to coach, and many ideas to try out. He settled in.


    Some thought that there were only two kinds of science: stamp collecting and physics. Ernest Rutherford had said that, but then, he also thought the atomic nucleus had no practical uses.


    Most scientific work began with catalogs. Only later did the fine distinctions come to suggest greater, looming laws. Newton brought Galileo’s stirrings into differential laws, ushering forth the modern world.


    Astronomers were fated to mostly do astro-botany, finding varieties of deep space objects, framing them into categories, hoping to see if they had a common cause. Stamp collecting.


    Once the theory boys decided, back in the 1970s, that pulsars were rotating neutron stars, they largely lost interest and moved onto quasars and jets and then to gamma-ray bursters, to dark energy—an onward marching through the botany, to find the more basic physics. Ralph didn’t mind their blithe inattention. He liked the detective story aspects, always alive to the chance that just because things looked similar didn’t mean they had to be the same.


    So he prowled through all the data he had, comparing with other maps he had gotten at Briancon. There were plenty of long trails in the sky, jets galore—but no new candidates for runaway neutron stars. So he had to go back to the Bullet to make progress. For that he needed more observing time.


    * * * *


    For him and Irene, a good date had large portions of honesty and alcohol. Their first night out after the French trip he came armed with attention span and appetite. He kept an open mind to chick flicks—rented and hauled back to her place, ideally—and even to restaurants that played soft romantic background music, which often did the same job as well as a chick flick.


    He had returned to news, both good and bad. The department wasn’t interested in delaying his tenure decision, as he had fleetingly asked (Irene’s suggestion) before leaving. But: Harkin had rustled up some observing time for him on the VLA. “Wedges, in between the big runs,” he told Irene.


    “Can you get much with just slices of time?”


    “In astronomy, looking hard and long is best. Choppy and short can do the same job, if you’re lucky.”


    It was over a weekend, too, so he would not have to get someone to cover his classes.


    So he was definitely up when they got to the restaurant. He always enjoyed squiring Irene around, seeing other guys’ eyeballs follow them to their table—and telling her about it. She always got a round-eyed, raised eyebrow flash out of that. Plus, they both got to look at each other and eat. And if things went right this night, toward the dessert it might be like that scene in the Tom Jones movie.


    They ordered: her, the caramelized duck breasts, and for him, tender Latin chicken with plantains. “A yummy start,” she said, eyeing the upscale patrons. The Golden Coast abounded with Masters of the Universe, with excellently cut hair and bodies that were slim, casually elegant, carefully muscled (don’t want to look like a laborer), the women running from platinum blonde through strawberry. “Ummm, quite soigné, Irene judged, trying out her new French vocabulary.


    Ralph sensed some tension in her, so he took his time, glancing around at the noisy crowd. They carried themselves with that look not so much of energetic youth but rather of expert maintenance, like a Rolls with the oil religiously changed every 1,500 miles. Walking in their wake made most working stiffs feel just a touch shabby.


    He said, “Livin’ extra-large in OC,” with a rueful smile, and wondered if she saw this, the American Dream Extreme, as he did. They lived among dun-colored hills covered by pseudo-Spanish stucco splendor, McMansions sprawled across tiny lots. “Affluenza,” someone had called it, a disease of always wanting more: the local refrain was ‘It’s all about you,’ where the homes around yacht-ringed harbors and coves shone like filigree around a gemstone. He respected people like her, in business, as the drivers who created the wealth that made his work possible. But just today he had dropped her at the Mercedes dealership to pick up her convertible, in for an oil change. Pausing, he saw that the place offered free drop-in car washes, and while you waited with your cinnamon-topped decaf cappuccino you could get a manicure, or else work on your putting at a green around the back. Being an academic scientist around here felt like being the poor country cousin.


    He watched her examine all the flatware and polish it with her napkin. This was not routine; she was not a control freak who obsessed over the organization of her entire life, or who kept color-coded files, though, yes, she was a business MBA.


    “That was a fun trip,” Irene said in the pensive tones that meant she was being diplomatic. “Ah…do you want to hang out with those people all your life?”


    “They’re pretty sophisticated, I think,” he said defensively, wondering where she was going with this.


    “They—how to put this pleasantly?—work too damn hard.”


    “Scientists do.”


    “Business types, too—but they don’t talk about nothing else.”


    “It was a specialist’s conference. That’s all they have in common.”


    “That, and being outrageously horny.”


    He grinned. “You never thought that was a flaw before.”


    “I keep remembering the M.I.T guy who believed he could wow me with—” she made the quote marks with her fingers—“a ‘meaningful conversation’ that included quoting the Simpsons, gangsta flicks, and some movie trilogy.”


    “That was Tolkein.”


    “Elves with swords. I thought you guys were scientists.”


    “We have…hobbies.”


    “Obsessions, seems like.”


    “Our work included?”


    She spread her hands. “I respect that you’re deeply involved in astronomy, sure.” She rolled her eyes. “But it pays so little! And you’re headed into a tough tenure decision. After all these years!”


    “Careers take time.”


    “Lives do, too. Recall what today is?”


    He kept his face impassive, the only sure way to not get the deer-in-headlights expression he was prone to. “Uh, no…”


    “Six months ago.”


    “Oh, yes. We were going to discuss marriage again.”


    Her eyes glinted. “And you’ve been hiding behind your work…again.”


    “Hey, that’s not fair—”


    “I’m not waiting forever.”


    “I’m in a crunch here. Relationships don’t have a ‘sell-by’ date stamped on them—”


    “Time waits for no man. I don’t either.”


    Bottom line time, then. He asked firmly, “So instead I should…?”


    She handed him a business card.


    “I should have known.”


    “Herb Linzfield. Give him a call.”


    “What inducement do I have?” He grinned to cover his concern.


    She answered obliquely by ordering dessert, with a sideways glance and flickering little smile on her big, rich lips. On to Tom Jones.


    * * * *


    To get to the VLA from UC Irvine means flying out of John Wayne airport—there’s a huge, looming bronze statue of him in cowboy duds that somehow captures the gait—and through Phoenix to Albuquerque. Ralph did this with legs jammed up so he couldn’t open his laptop, courtesy of Southwest Airlines—and then drove a Budget rental west through Socorro.


    The crisp heat faded as he rose up the grade to the dry plateau, where the Array sprawls on railroad lines in its long valley. Along the Y-shaped rail line the big dishes could crawl, ears cupped toward the sky, as they reconfigured to best capture in their “equivalent eye” distant radiating agonies. The trip through four-lane blacktop edged with sagebrush took most of a day. When Ralph arrived Harkin had been observing a radio galaxy for eight hours.


    “Plenty more useful than my last six hours,” he said, and Harkin grinned.


    Harkin wore jeans, a red wool shirt and boots and this was not an affectation. Locals described most of the astronomers as “all hat and no cattle,” a laconic indictment of fake westerners. Harkin’s face seemed to have been crumpled up and then partly smoothed out—the effect of twenty years out here.


    The radio galaxy had an odd, contorted look. A cloud of radio emitting electrons wrapped around Harkin’s target—a brilliant jet. Harkin was something of a bug about jets, maintaining that they had to be shaped by the magnetic fields they carried along. Fields and jets alike all were offhand products of the twirling disk far down in the galactic center. The black holes that caused all this energy release were hard to discover, tiny and cloaked in gas. But the jets carried out to the universe striking advertisements, so they were the smoking gun. Tiny graveyards where mass died had managed to scrawl their signatures across the sky.


    Ralph looked at the long, spindly jet in Harkin’s radio images. It was like a black-and-white of an arrow. There was a lot of work here. Hot-bright images from deep down in the churning glory of the galactic core, then the long slow flaring as the jet moved above the galactic disk and met the intergalactic winds.


    Still, it adamantly kept its direction, tightly arrowing out into the enveloping dark. It stretched out for many times the size of its host galaxy, announcing its presence with blaring radio emission. That came from the spiraling of high-energy electrons around magnetic field lines, Ralph knew, yet he always felt a thrill at the raw radio maps, the swirls and helical vortices bigger than swarms of stars, self-portraits etched by electrons alive with their mad energies.


    At the very end, where it met the intergalactic gas, the jet got brighter, saturating the images. “It’s turned toward us, I figure,” Harkin said. “Bouncing off some obstruction, maybe a molecular cloud.”


    “Big cloud,” Ralph said.


    “Yeah. Dunno what it could be.”


    Mysteries. Many of them would never be solved. In the murder of stars, only tattered clues survived.


    Harkin was lean and sharp-nosed, of sturdy New England stock. Ralph thought Harkin looked a lot like the jets he studied. His bald head narrowed to a crest, shining as it caught the overhead fluorescents. Harkin was always moving from the control boards of the ganged dishes to the computer screens where images sharpened. Jets moved with their restless energies, but all astronomers got were snapshots. Black holes spewed out their advertisements for around a hundred million years, so Harkin’s jet was as old as the dinosaurs. To be an astronomer was to realize one’s mayfly nature.


    “Hope I haven’t gotten you to come all this way for nothing.” Harkin brought up on a screen the total file on G369.23–0.82.


    He recognized one image from the first observations a year before, when Feretti from Bologna had picked it up in the background of some jet observations. Over the last three years came others, Andy’s and Ralph’s extensive maps, polarization data files, the works. All digital; nobody kept much on paper anymore.


    “Y’see here?” An observing schedule sheet. “The times when G369.23–0.82 is in the sky, I’ve only got three slices when we’re reconfiguring the dishes. Each maybe half an hour long.”


    “Damn!” He grimaced. “Not much.”


    “No.” Harkin looked a bit sheepish. “When I made that promise to you, well, I thought better of it the next day. But you’d already left for your flight in Geneva.”


    “Vin Local,” Ralph said. “It hit me pretty hard, too.”


    Harkin nodded at his feet, embarrassed. “Uh, okay, so about G369.23–0.82—”


    “I call it the Bullet. Easier than G369.23–0.82.”


    “Oh yeah.” Hankin shrugged. “You said that in Briancon.”


    But what could he do in half hour fragments? He was thinking this through when Harkin asked the same question.


    “Andy pretty well showed there was no pulsar beam,” Harkin said helpfully, “so…?”


    Ralph thumbed through his notes. “Can I get good clarity at the front end? The Bullet’s bow shock?”


    Harkin shook his head, looking disappointed. “No way, with so little observing time. Look, you said you had some out of the box ideas.”


    Ralph thought furiously. “How about the Bullet’s tail, then?”


    Harkin looked doubtful, scribbled a few numbers on a yellow lined pad. “Nope. It’s not that luminous. The wake dies off pretty fast behind. Confusion limited. You’d get nothing but noise.”


    Ralph pointed. “There’s a star we can see at the edge of the Bullet.”


    Harkin nodded. “A foreground star. Might be useful in narrowing down how far away it is.”


    “The usual methods say it’s a long way off, maybe halfway across the galaxy.”


    “Um. Okay, leave that for later.”


    Ralph searched his mind. “Andy looked for pulses in what range?” He flipped through his notes from Briancon. “Short ones, yes—and nothing slower than a ten second period.”


    Harkin nodded. “This is a young neutron star. It’ll be spinning fast.”


    Ralph hated looking like an amateur in Harkin’s eyes, but he held his gaze firmly. “Maybe. Unless plowing through all that gas slows it faster.”


    Harkin raised his eyebrows skeptically. “The Mouse didn’t slow down. It’s spinning at about a tenth of a second period. Yusef-Zadeh and those guys say it’s maybe 25,000 years old.”


    Twenty-five thousand years was quite young for a pulsar. The Mouse pulsar was a sphere of nothing but neutrons, a solar mass packed into a ball as small as San Francisco, spinning around ten times a second. In the radio-telescope maps that lighthouse beam came, from a dot at the very tip of a snout, with a bulging body right behind, and a long, thin tail: mousy. The Mouse discovery had set the paradigm. But just being first didn’t mean it was typical.


    Ralph set his jaw, flying on instinct—“Let’s see.”


    So in the half hours when the dish team, instructed by Harkin, was slewing the big white antennas around, chugging them along the railroad tracks to new positions, and getting them set for another hours-long observation—in those wedges, Ralph worked furiously. With Harkin overseeing the complex hand-offs, he could command two or three dishes. For best use of this squeezed schedule, he figured to operate in the medium microwave band, around 1 or 2 Ghz. They had been getting some interference the last few days, Harkin said, maybe from cell phone traffic, even out here in the middle of a high desert plateau—but that interference was down around 1 Ghz, safely far below in frequency. He need not worry about callers ringing each other up every few minutes and screwing up his data.


    He took data carefully, in a way biased for looking at very long time fluctuations. In pulsar theory, a neutron star was in advanced old age by the time the period of its rotation, and so the sweeping of its lighthouse beam was a second long. They harnessed their rotation to spew out their blaring radiation—live fast, die young. Teenage agonies. Only they didn’t leave beautiful corpses—they were corpses. Pulsars should fade away for even slower rates; only a handful were known out in the two or three minute zone.


    So this search was pretty hopeless. But it was all he could think of, given the half hour limit.


    He was dragging by the time he got his third half hour. The dish team was crisp, efficient, but the long observing runs between his slices got tedious. So he used their ample computing resources to process his own data—big files of numbers that the VLA software devoured as he watched the screens. Harkin’s software had fractured the Bullet signal into bins, looking for structure in time. It caressed every incoming microwave, looking for repeating patterns. The computers ran for hours.


    Hash, most of it. But then…


    “What’s that?” He pointed to a blip that stuck up in the noisy field. The screen before him and Harkin was patchy, a blizzard of harmonics that met and clashed and faded. But as the Bullet data ran and filtered, a peak persisted.


    Harkin frowned. “Some pattern repeating in the microwaves.” He worked the data, peering at shifting patterns on the screen. “Period of…lessee…47 seconds. Pretty long for a young pulsar.”


    “That’s got to be wrong. Much too long.”


    In astronomy it paid to be a skeptic about your work. Everybody would be ready to pounce on an error. Joe Weber made some false detections of gravitational waves, using methods he invented. His reputation never fully recovered, despite being a brilliant, original scientist.


    Harkin’s face stiffened. “I don’t care. That’s what it is.”


    “Got to be wrong.”


    “Damn it, Ralph, I know my own codes.”


    “Let’s look hard at this.”


    Another few hours showed that it wasn’t wrong.


    “Okay—funny, but it’s real.” Ralph thought, rubbing his eyes. “So let’s look at the pulse itself.”


    Only there wasn’t one. The pattern didn’t spread over a broad frequency band. Instead, it was there in the 11 gigaHertz range, sharp and clear—and no other peaks at all.


    “That’s not a pulsar,” Harkin said.


    Ralph felt his pulse quicken. “A repeating brightness. From something peaking out of the noise and coming around to our point of view every 47 seconds.”


    “Damn funny.” Harkin looked worried. “Hope it’s not a defect in the codes.”


    Ralph hadn’t thought of that. “But these are the best filter codes in the world.”


    Harkin grinned, brown face rumpling like leather. “More compliments like that and you’ll turn my pretty little head.”


    * * * *


    So Harkin spent two hours in deep scrutiny of the VLA data processing software—and came up empty. Ralph didn’t mind because it gave him to think. He took a break partway through—Harkin was not the sort to take breaks at all—and watched a Cubs game with some of the engineers in the Operations room. They had a dish down for repairs but it was good enough to tip toward the horizon and pick up the local broadcast from Chicago. The Cubs weren’t on any national ’cast and two of the guys came from UC, where the C was for Chicago. The Cubs lost but they did it well, so when he went back Ralph felt relaxed. He had also had an idea. Or maybe half of one.


    “What if it’s lots bigger than a neutron star?” he asked Harkin, who hadn’t moved from his swivel chair in front of the six-screen display.


    “Then what’s the energy source?”


    “I dunno. Point is, maybe it’s something more ordinary, but still moving fast.”


    “Like what?”


    “Say, a white dwarf—but a really old, dead one.”


    “So we can’t see it in the visible?” The Hubble telescope had already checked at the Bullet location and seen nothing.


    “Ejected from some stellar system, moving fast, but not a neutron star—maybe?”


    Harkin looked skeptical. “Um. Have to think about it. But…what makes the relativistic electrons, to give us the microwaves?”


    That one was harder to figure. Elderly white dwarfs couldn’t make the electrons, certainly. Ralph paused and said, “Look, I don’t know. And I have to get back to UCI for classes. Can I get some more time wedged in between your reconfigs?”


    Harkin looked skeptical. “I’ll have to see.”


    “Can you just send the results to me, when you can find some time?”


    “You can process it yourself?”


    “Give me the software and, yeah, sure.”


    Harkin shrugged. “That 47 second thing is damn funny. So…okay, I suppose…”


    “Great!” Ralph was tired but he at least had his hand in the game. Wherever it led.


    * * * *


    Ralph spent hours the next day learning the filter codes, tip-toeing through the labyrinth of Harkin’s methods. Many thought Harkin was the best big-dish observer in the world, playing the electronics like a violin.


    Harkin was a good teacher because he did not know how to teach. Instead he just showed. With it came stories and examples, some of them even jokes, and some puzzling until Harkin changed a viewing parameter or slid a new note into the song and it all came clear. This way Harkin showed him how to run the programs, to see their results skeptically. From the angular man he had learned to play a radio telescope as wide as a football field like a musical instrument, to know its quirks and deceptions, and to draw from it a truth it did not know. This was science, scrupulous and firm, but doing it was an art. In the end you had to justify every move, every conclusion, but the whole argument slid forward on intuition, like an ice cube skating on its own melt.


    * * * *


    “Say, Andy,” Ralph said casually into his cell phone, looking out the big windows at New Mexico scrub and the white radio dishes cupped toward the sky. “I’m trying to remember if you guys looked at long periods in your Bullet data. Remember? We talked about it at Briancon.”


    “Bullet? Oh, G369.23–0.82.”


    “Right, look, how far out did you go on period?”


    A long pause. Ralph thought he could hear street noise. “Hey, catch you at a bad time?”


    “No, just walking down Mass Ave., trying to remember. I think we went out to around 30 second periods. Didn’t see a damn thing.”


    “Oh, great. I’ve been looking at the Bullet again and my preliminary data shows something that, well, I thought I’d check with you.”


    “Wow.” Another pause. “Uh, how slow?”


    Ralph said cautiously, “Very. Uh, we’re still analyzing the data.”


    “A really old pulsar, then. I didn’t think they could still radiate when they were old.”


    “I didn’t, either. They’re not supposed to.” Ralph reminded himself to check with the theorists.


    “Then no wonder we couldn’t find its supernova remnant. That’s faded, or far away.”


    “Funny, isn’t it, that we can pick up such weak signals from a pulsar that’s halfway across the galaxy. Though it has been getting brighter, I noticed.”


    Andy sounded puzzled. “Yeah, funny. Brighter, um. I wonder if it shows up in any earlier survey.”


    “Yeah, well I thought I’d let you know.”


    Andy said slowly, “You know, I may have glimpsed something, but will get back to you.”


    They exchanged a few personal phrases and Ralph signed off.


    Harkin was working the screens but turned with eyebrows raised.


    Ralph said, “Bingo.”


    * * * *


    As soon as Irene came into the coffee shop and they kissed in greeting, he could see the curiosity in her eyes. She was stunning in her clingy blue dress, while he strutted in his natty suit. He had told her to dress up and she blinked rapidly, expectant. “Where are we going tonight?”


    He said, not even sitting down, “Y’know, the only place where I can sing and people don’t throw rotten fruit at me is church.”


    Irene looked startled. “I didn’t think you were religious.”


    “Hey, it’s a metaphor. I pay for a place to dance, too, so—let’s go. To the Ritz.”


    Her eyebrows arched in surprise. “What an oblique invitation. Puttin’ on the Ritz?”


    As they danced on the patio overlooking sunset surfers, he pulled a loose strand of hair aside for her, tucking it behind her ear. She was full of chatter about work. He told her about his work on the Bullet and she was genuinely interested, asking questions. Then she went back to tales of her office intrigues. Sometimes she seemed like a woman who could survive on gossip alone. He let it run down a bit and then said, as the band struck up Begin the Beguine, “I need more time.”


    She stiffened. “To contemplate the abyss of the M word?”


    “Yes. I’m hot on the trail of something.”


    “You didn’t call Herb Linzfield, either, did you.” Not a question.


    “No.”


    “Oh, fine.”


    He pulled back and gazed at her lips. Lush, as always, but twisted askew and scrunched. He knew the tone. Fine. Yeah, okay, right. Fine. Go. Leave. See. If. I. Care.


    * * * *


    He settled into it then, the rhythm: of thickets of detail, and of beauty coming at you, unannounced. You had to get inside the drumroll of data, hearing the software symphonies, shaped so that human eyes could make some hominid sense of it. These color-coded encrustations showed what was unseeable by the mere human eye—the colors of the microwaves. Dry numbers cloaked this beauty, hid the ferocious glory.


    When you thought about it, he thought, the wavelengths they were “seeing” with, through the enormous dish eyes, were the size of their fingers. The waves came oscillating across the blunt light years, messages out of ancient time. They slapped down on the hard metal of a radio dish and excited electrons that had been waiting there to be invited into the dance. The billions of electrons trembled and sang and their answering oscillations called forth capturing echoes in the circuits erected by men and women. More electrons joined the rising currents, fashioned by the 0s and 1s of computers into something no one had ever seen: pictures for eyes the size of mountains. These visions had never existed in the universe. They were implied by the waves, but it took intelligence to pull them out of the vagrant sizzle of radio waves, the passing microwave blizzard all life lived in but had never seen. Stories, really, or so their chimpanzee minds made of it all. Snapshots. But filling in the plot was up to them.


    In the long hours he realized that, when you narrow your search techniques tuned to pick up exactly what you’re looking for, there’s a danger. The phrase astronomers use for that is, “I wouldn’t have seen it if I hadn’t believed it.”


    * * * *


    The paper on the astro-ph web site was brief, quick, three pages.


    Ralph stared at it, open-mouthed, for minutes. He read it over twice. Then he called Harkin. “Andy’s group is claiming a 47 second peak in their data.”


    “Damn.”


    “He said before that they didn’t look out that far in period.”


    “So he went back and looked again.”


    “This is stealing.” Ralph was still reeling, wondering where to go with this.


    “You can pull a lot out of the noise when you know what to look for.”


    Whoosh—He exhaled, still stunned. “Yeah, I guess.”


    “He scooped us,” Harkin said flatly.


    “He’s up for tenure.”


    Harkin laughed dryly. “That’s Harvard for you.” A long pause, then he rasped, “But what is the goddamn thing?”


    * * * *


    The knock on his apartment door took him by surprise. It was Irene, eyes intent and mouth askew. “It’s like I’m off your radar screen in one swift sweep.”


    “I’m…”


    “Working. Too much—for what you get.”


    “Y’know,” he managed, “art and science aren’t a lot different. Sometimes. Takes concentration.”


    “Art,” she said, “is answers to which there are no questions.”


    He blinked. “That sounds like a quotation.”


    “No, that was me.”


    “Uh, oh.”


    “So you want a quick slam bam, thank you Sam?”


    “Well, since you put it that way.”


    An hour later she leaned up on an elbow and said, “News.”


    He blinked at her sleepily “Uh…what?”


    “I’m late. Two weeks.”


    “Uh. Oh.” An anvil out of a clear blue sky.


    “We should talk about—”


    “Hoo boy.”


    “—what to do.”


    “Is that unusual for you?” First, get some data.


    “One week is tops for me.” She shaped her mouth into an astonished O. “Was.”


    “You were using…we were…”


    “The pill has a small failure rate, but…”


    “Not zero. And you didn’t forget one?”


    “No.”


    Long silence. “How do you feel about it?” Always a good way to buy time while your mind swirled around.


    “I’m thirty-two. It’s getting to be time.”


    “And then there’s us.”


    “Us.” She gave him a long, soulful look and flopped back down, staring at the ceiling, blinking.


    He ventured, “How do you feel about…”


    “Abortion?”


    She had seen it coming. “Yes.”


    “I’m easy, if it’s necessary.” Back up on the elbow, looking at him “Is it?”


    “Look, I could use some time to think about this.”


    She nodded, mouth aslant. “So could I.”


    Ralph had asked the Bologna group—through his old friends, the two Fantis—to take a scan of the location. They put the Italian ’scopes on the region and processed the data and send it by internet. It was waiting the next morning, 47 megs as an zipped attachment. He opened the attachment with a skittering anxiety. The Bologna group was first rate, their work solid.


    On an internet visual phone call he asked, “Roberto, what’s this? It can’t be the object I’m studying. It’s a mess.”


    On-screen, Roberto looked puzzled, forehead creased. “We wondered about that, yes. I can improve the resolution in a few days. We could very well clear up features with more observing time.”


    “Yes, could you? This has got to be wrong.”


    A head-bob. “We will look again, yes.”


    * * * *


    47 seconds…


    The chairman kept talking but Ralph was looking out his window at the eucalyptus weaving in the vagrant coastal winds. Gossian was listing hurdles to meet before Ralph would be “close to tenure”—two federal grants, placing his Ph.D. students in good jobs, more papers. All to get done in a few months. The words ran by, he could hear them, but he had gone into that place he knew and always welcomed, where his own faith dwelled. The excitement came up in him, first stirrings, the instinct burning, his own interior state of grace. The idea swarmed up in thick his nostrils, he blinked—


    “Ralph? You listening?”


    “Oh, uh, yeah.” But not to you, no.


    * * * *


    He came into the physics building, folding his umbrella from a passing rain storm, distracted. There were black umbrellas stacked around like a covey of drunken crows. His cell phone cawed.


    Harkin said, “Thought I’d let you know there’s not much time I can use coming up. There’s an older image, but I haven’t cleaned it up yet.”


    “I’d appreciate anything at all.”


    “I can maybe try for a new image tomorrow, but I’m pretty damn busy. There’s a little slot of time while the Array reconfigures.”


    “I sent you the Fantis’ map—”


    “Yeah, gotta be wrong. No source can change that much so fast.”


    Ralph agreed but added, “Uh, but we should still check. The Fantis are very good.”


    “If I have time,” Harkin said edgily.


    * * * *


    Between classes and committees and the long hours running the filter codes, he completely forgot about their dinner date. So at 9 P.M. his office phone rang and it was Irene. He made his apologies, distracted, fretting. He looked tired, her forehead gray and lined, and he asked, “No…change?”


    “No.”


    They sat in silence and finally he told her about the Fanti map.


    She brightened visibly, glad to have some distraction. “These things can change, can’t they?”


    “Sure, but so fast! They’re big, the whole tail alone is maybe light years long.”


    “But you said the map is all different, blurred.”


    “The whole object, yes.”


    “So maybe it’s just a mistake?”


    “Could be, but the Fantis are really good…”


    “Could we get together later?”


    He sighed. “I want to look at this some more.” To her silence he added more apologies, ending with, “I don’t want to lose you.”


    “Then remember where you put me.”


    * * * *


    The night wore on.


    Wouldn’t have seen it if I hadn’t believed it.


    The error, he saw, might well lie in their assumptions. In his.


    It had to be a runaway neutron star. It had to be a long way off, halfway across the galaxy. They knew that because the fraying of the signal said there was a lot of plasma in the way.


    His assumptions, yes. It had to be.


    Perfectly reasonable. Perfectly wrong?


    He had used up a lot of his choppy VLA time studying the oblong shroud of a once-proud star, seen through the edge of the Bullet. It was fuzzy with the debris of gas it threw off, a dying sun. In turn, he could look at the obscuration—how much the emission lines were absorbed and scattered by intervening dust, gas and plasma. Such telltales were the only reliable way to tell if a radio image came from far away or nearby. It was tricky, using such wobbly images, glimpsed through an interstellar fog.


    What if there was a lot more than they thought, of the dense plasma in between their big-eyed dishes and the object?


    Then they would get the distance wrong. Just a like a thick cloud between you and the sun. Dispersing the image, blurring it beyond recognition—but the sun was, on the interstellar scale, still quite close.


    Maybe this thing was nearer, much nearer.


    Then it would have to be surrounded by an unusually dense plasma—the cloud of ionized particles that it made, pushing on hard through the interstellar night. Could it have ionized much more of the gas it moved through, than the usual calculations said? How? Why?


    But what was the goddamn thing?


    * * * *


    He blinked at the digital arrays he had summoned up, through a thicket of image and spectral processors. The blurred outlines of the old star were a few pixels, and nearby was an old, tattered curve of a supernova remnant—an ancient spherical tombstone of a dead sun. The lines had suffered a lot of loss on their way through the tail of the Bullet. From this he could estimate the total plasma density near the Bullet itself.


    Working through the calculation, he felt a cold sensation creep into him, banishing all background noise. He turned the idea over, feeling its shape, probing it. Excitement came, tingling but laced with caution.


    * * * *


    Andy had said, I wonder if it shows up in any earlier survey.


    So Ralph looked. On an Italian radio map of the region done eleven years before there was a slight scratch very near the Bullet location. But it was faint, an order of magnitude below the luminosity he was seeing now. Maybe some error in calibration? But a detection, yes.


    He had found it because it was bright now. Hitting a lot of interstellar plasma, maybe, lighting up?


    Ralph called Harkin to fill him in on this and the Fanti map, but got an answering machine. He summed up briefly and went off to teach a mechanics class.


    * * * *


    Harkin said on his voice mail, “Ralph, I just sent you that map I made two days ago, while I had some side time on a 4.8 GHz observation.”


    “Great, thanks!” he called out before he realized Harkin couldn’t hear him. So he called and when Harkin picked up, without even a hello, he said, “Is it like the Fanti map?”


    “Not at all.”


    “Their work was pretty recent.”


    “Yeah, and what I’m sending you is earlier than theirs. I figure they screwed up their processing.”


    “They’re pretty careful…”


    “This one I’m sending, it sure looks some different from what we got before. Kinda pregnant with possibility.”


    The word, pregnant, stopped him for a heartbeat. When his attention returned, Harkin’s voice was saying, “—I tried that 47 second period filter and it didn’t work. No signal this time. Ran it twice. Don’t know what’s going on here.”


    The email attachment map was still more odd.


    Low in detail, because Harkin had not much observing time, but clear enough. The Bullet was frayed, longer, with new features. Plunging on, the Bullet was meeting a fresh environment, perhaps.


    But this was from two days ago.


    The Bologna map was only 14 hours old.


    He looked back at the messy Bologna view and wondered how this older picture could possibly fit with the 4.8 GHz map. Had the Fantis made some mistake?


    * * * *


    “Can you get me a snapshot right now?” Ralph asked. “It’s important.”


    He listened to the silence for a long moment before Harkin said, “I’ve got a long run on right now. Can’t it wait?”


    “The Fantis at Bologna, they’re standing by that different looking map. Pretty strange.”


    “Ummm, well…”


    “Can you get me just a few minutes? Maybe in the download interval—“


    “Hey, buddy, I’ll try, but—“


    “I’ll understand,” but Ralph knew he wouldn’t.


    * * * *


    His home voicemail from Irene said, fast and with rising voice tone, “Do onto others, right? So, if you’re not that into me, I can stop returning your calls, emails—not that there are any—and anyway, blocking is so dodge ball in sixth grade, right? I’ll initiate the phase-out, you’ll get the lead-footed hint, and that way, you can assume the worst of me and still feel good about yourself. You can think, hey, she’s not over her past. Social climber. Shallow business mind. Workaholic, maybe. Oh, no, that’s you, right? And you’ll have a wonderful imitation life.”


    A long pause, time’s nearly up, and she gasped, paused, then: “Okay, so maybe this isn’t the best idea.”


    He sat, deer in the headlights, and played it over.


    They were close, she was wonderful, yes.


    He loved her, sure, and he had always believed that was all it took.


    But he might not have a job here inside a year.


    And he couldn’t think of anything but the Bullet.


    While she was wondering if she was going to be a mother.


    Though, he realized, she had not really said what she thought about it all.


    He had no idea what to say. At a talk last year about Einstein, the speaker quoted Einstein’s wife’s laconic comment, that sometimes when the great man was working on a problem he would not speak to anyone for days. She had left him, of course. But now Ralph could feel a certain kinship with that legendary genius. Then he told himself he was being fatuous, equating this experience…


    Still, he let it all slide for now.


    * * * *


    His eighth cup of coffee tasted bitter. He bit into a donut for a sugar jolt. When had he eaten last?


    He took a deep breath and let it out to clear his head.


    He was sure of his work now, the process—but still confused.


    The earlier dispersion measure was wrong. That was clear from the broadening of the pulses he had just measured. Andy and everybody else had used the usual interstellar density numbers to get the Bullet’s distance. That had worked out to about five thousand light years away.


    From his pulse measurements he could show that the Bullet was much closer, about 30 light years away. They were seeing it through the ionized and compressed plasma ahead and around the…what? Was it a neutron star at all?


    And a further consequence—if the Bullet was so close, it was also much smaller, and less intrinsically luminous.


    While the plume was huge, the Bullet itself—the unresolved circle at the center of it all, in Andy’s high-resolution map—need only be a few hundred kilometers long. Or much less; that was just an upper limit.


    Suppose that was the answer, that it was much closer. Then its energy output—judging that it was about equal to the radiated power—was much less, too. He jotted down some numbers. The object was emitting power comparable to a nation’s on Earth. Ten gigaWatts or so.


    Far, far below the usual radiated energies for runaway neutron stars.


    He stared into space, mind whirling.


    And the 47 second period…


    He worked out that if the object was rotating and had an acceleration of half an Earth gravity at its edge, it was about 30 meters across.


    Reasonable.


    But why was the shape of its radio image changing so quickly? In days, not the years typical of big astronomical objects. Days.


    * * * *


    Apprehensively he opened the email from Irene.


    You’re off the hook!


    So am I.


    Got my period. False alarm.


    Taught us a lot, though. Me, anyway. I learned the thoroughly useful information (data, to you) that you’re an asshole. Bye.


    He sat back and let the relief flood through him.


    You’re off the hook. Great.


    False alarm. Whoosh!


    And asshole. Um.


    But…


    Was he about to do the same thing she had done? Get excited about nothing much?


    * * * *


    Ralph came into his office, tossed his lecture notes onto the messy desk, and slumped in his chair. The lecture had not gone well. He couldn’t seem to focus. Should he keep his distance from Irene for a while, let her cool off? What did he really want, there?


    Too much happening at once. The phone rang.


    Harkin said, without even a hello, “I squeezed in some extra observing time. The image is on the way by email.”


    “You sound kind of tired.”


    “More like…confused. ” He hung up.


    It was there in the email.


    Ralph stared at the image a long time. It was much brighter than before, a huge outpouring of energy.


    His mind seethed. The Fanti result, and now this. Harkin’s 4.8 Ghz map was earlier than either of these, so it didn’t contradict either the Fantis or this. A time sequence of something changing fast—in days, in hours.


    This was no neutron star.


    It was smaller, nearer, and they had watched it go to hell.


    He leaned over his desk, letting the ideas flood over him. Whoosh.


    * * * *


    Irene looked dazed. “You’re kidding.”


    “No. I know we’ve got a lot to talk through, but—“


    “You bet.”


    “—I didn’t send you that email just to get you to meet me.” Ralph bit his lip and felt the room whirl around.


    “What you wrote,” she said wonderingly. “It’s a…


    star ship?”


    “Was. It got into trouble of some kind these last few days. That’s why the wake behind it—” he tapped the Fantis’ image—“got longer. Then, hours later, it got turbulent, and—it exploded.”


    She sipped her coffee. “This is…was…light years away?”


    “Yes, and headed somewhere else. It was sending out a regular beamed transmission, one that swept around as the ship rotated, every 47 seconds.”


    Her eyes widened. “You’re sure?”


    “Let’s say it’s a working hypothesis.”


    “Look, you’re tired, maybe put this aside before jumping to conclusions.”


    He gazed at her and saw the lines tightened around the mouth. “You’ve been through a lot yourself. I’m sorry.”


    She managed a brave, thin smile. “It tore me up. I do want a child.”


    He held his breath, then went ahead. “So…so do I.”


    “Really?” They had discussed this before but her eyelids fluttered in surprise.


    “Yes.” He paused, sucked in a long breath, and said, “With you.”


    “Really?” She closed her eyes a long time. “I…always imagined this.”


    He grinned. “Me too. Time to do it.”


    “Yes?”


    “Yes.” Whoosh.


    They talked on for some moments, ordered drinks to celebrate. Smiles, goofy eyes, minds whirling.


    Then, without saying anything, they somehow knew that they had said enough for now. Some things should not be pestered, just let be.


    They sat smiling at each other and in a soft sigh she said, “You’re worried. About…”


    Ralph nodded. How to tell her that this seemed pretty clear to him and to Harkin, but it was big, gaudy trouble in the making. “It violates a basic assumption we always make, that everything in the night sky is natural.”


    “Yeah, so?”


    “The astronomy community isn’t like Hollywood, y’know. It’s more like…a priesthood.”


    He sipped his coffee and stared out the window. An airplane’s wing lights winked as it coasted down in the distance toward the airport. Everybody had seen airplanes, so seeing them in the sky meant nothing. Not so for the ramscoop ship implied by his radio maps.


    There would be rampant skepticism. Science’s standards were austere, and who would have it differently? The angles of attack lived in his hands, and he now faced the long labor of calling forth data and calculations. To advance the idea would take strict logic, entertaining all other ideas fairly. Take two steps forward, one back, comparing and weighing and contrasting—the data always leading the skeptical mind. It was the grand dance, the gavotte of reason, ever-mindfull of the eternal possibility that one was wrong.


    Still…when serendipity strikes…let it. Then seize it.


    “You need some sleep.” Her eyes crinkled with concern. “Come home with me.”


    He felt a gush of warm happiness. She was here with him and together they could face the long battle to come.


    “Y’know, this is going to get nasty. Look what happened to Carl Sagan when he just argued there might be intelligent life elsewhere.”


    “You think it will be that hard to convince people?”


    “Look at it this way. Facing up to the limits of our knowledge, to the enormity of our ignorance, is an acquired skill—to put it mildly. People want certainty.”


    He thought, If we don’t realize where the shoreline of reasonably well established scientific theory ends, and where the titanic sea of undiscovered truth begins, how can we possibly hope to measure our progress?


    Irene frowned. Somehow, after long knowledge of her, he saw that she was glad of this chance to talk about something larger than themselves. She said slowly, “But…why is it that your greatest geniuses—the ones you talk about, Hawking, Feynman, Newton—humbly concede how pitifully limited our reach is?”


    “That’s why they’re great,” he said wryly. And the smaller spirits noisily proclaim the certainty of their conclusions. Well, here comes a lot of dissent, doubt, and skepticism.


    “And now that ship is gone. We learned about them by watching them die.”


    She stared at him. “I wonder…how many?”


    “It was a big, powerful ship. It probably made the plasma ahead of it somehow. Then with magnetic fields it scooped up that plasma and cooked it for energy. Then shot it out the back for propulsion. Think of it as like a jet plane, a ramscoop. Maybe it was braking, using magnetic fields—I dunno.”


    “Carrying passengers?”


    “I…hadn’t thought of that.”


    “How big is it?…was it?”


    “Maybe like…the Titanic.”


    She blinked. “That many people.”


    “Something like people. Going to a new home.”


    “Maybe to…here?”


    He blinked, his mind cottony. “No, it was in the plane of the sky. Otherwise we’d have seen it as a blob, head on, no tail. Headed somewhere fairly near, though.”


    She sat back, gazing at him with an expression he had not seen before. “This will be in the papers, won’t it.” Not a question.


    “Afraid so.” He managed a rueful smile. “Maybe I’ll even get more space in National Enquirer than Andy did.”


    She laughed, a tinkling sound he liked so much.


    But then the weight of it all descended on him. So much to do…“I’ll have to look at your idea, that they were headed here. At least we can maybe backtrack, find where they came from.”


    “And look at the earlier maps, data?” she ventured, her lip trembling. “From before…”


    “They cracked up. All that life, gone.” Then he understood her pale, tenuous look. Things living, then not. She nodded, said nothing.


    He reached out and took her hand. A long moment passed and he had no way to end it but went on anyway. “The SETI people could jump on this. Backtrack this ship. They can listen to the home star’s emissions…”


    Irene smiled without humor. “And we can send them a message. Condolences.”


    “Yeah.” The room had stopped whirling and she reached out to take his hand.


    “Come on.”


    As he got up wearily, Ralph saw that he was going to have to fight for this version of events. There would always be Andys who would triangulate their way to advantage. And the chairman, Gossian…


    Trying for tenure—supposedly a cool, analytic process—in the shouting match of a heated, public dispute, a howling media firestorm—that was almost a contradiction in terms. But this, too, was what science was about. His career might survive all that was to come, and it might not—but did that matter, standing here on the shores of the titanic ocean he had peered across?


    * * * *


    Copyright © 2005 by Gregory Benford.

  


  
    HARD SCIENCE FICTION, by C. W. Johnson


    How much of the science in science fiction is science? And how much is fiction?


    Jules Verne, after reading First Men in the Moon by the other great father of science fiction, complained:


    “I sent my characters to the moon with gunpowder, a thing one may see every day. Where does M. Wells find his cavourite? Let him show it to me!”


    Ever since, writers and readers have argued over the veracity of the science in SF—and its necessity. Indeed, famed SF author and editor Ben Bova defines science fiction stories as “those in which some aspect of future science or technology is so integral to the plot that if you remove that element, the story falls apart.”1 But the lines are not always easy to draw.


    Consider the three giants of the Golden Age, Asimov, Clarke, and Heinlein, all of whom trained in science or engineering. Of the three, Clarke, a physicist, paid the most careful attention to the science and its ramifications, in the exploration of the alien spacecraft in Rendezvous with Rama, the engineering of the space elevator in The Fountains of Paradise, and most famously in the space voyage in 2001: A Space Odyssey. Asimov was a professor of biochemistry, but the science in his stories was mostly hand-waving and jargon: psychohistory and the positronic brain. Heinlein had a background in math, physics, and engineering but nonetheless paid the least amount of detail on the science, often using juvenile or working-class protagonists who simply accepted technology as given.


    All three were, however, deeply concerned with how people react to scientific and technological changes, in line with critic James Gunn’s description of science fiction as the ‘literature of change.’ Many of Clarke’s novels (adding Childhood’s End to the above cited) revolve around how meeting alien species would change human self-conception. Asimov explored the interaction, for good and for ill, of humans with their robot servants. Heinlein pondered social disruptions brought about through accident, war, immortality, and, in Stranger in a Strange Land, new and alien cultures.


    Since the Golden Age of the 1940s, science fiction blossomed into a bewildering tangle of subgenres. Many stories perceived as SF have little or no science, while in others the science is central and crushingly dominant. It is to the latter stories, often termed ‘hard’ science fiction, that Bova’s definition more closely applies. But how important is the science, and the accuracy of the science, to hard SF? To answer this, I must first discuss in depth some examples and counter examples.


    The author of Timescape (1980), Gregory Benford, is a professor of physics at the University of California, Irvine, and the novel is one of the most accurate and passionate representations of scientific discovery. Much of the action occurs in laboratories; the protagonist, Gordon Bernstein, a young assistant professor at UC La Jolla (later San Diego), works on nuclear magnetic resonance and is faced with irritating noise in his experiment. Slowly, methodically, he eliminates potential sources of noise, until he finally realizes it is not noise at all, but a message in Morse code from the future.


    Although there are of course improbably speculative elements, namely tachyons that can be used to send messages back in time, and the consequences for quantum mechanics and causality, Benford’s science is mostly solid.


    More importantly, however, Benford’s characters reflect the motives and thought processes of working scientists:


    “He loved this thinking, correcting, and searching for the unseen flaw that could destroy the whole effect he wanted.”


    “There might be a new structure hiding behind the data like big game in a dense thicket. He was going to find out; he was sure of that.”


    “Every result in science has to stand up to criticism every day. Results have to be checked and rechecked… are they going to try to cut me off at the knees.”


    Benford is careful to include the human side of scientists as well:


    “It wasn’t a cool intellectual discourse between men of reason, as the layman so often pictured… They were arguing over ideas, but beneath the surface personalities clashed.”


    “…all that about [scientists] suppressing emotion is mostly a convenient legend.”


    Ursula LeGuin’s The Dispossessed (1974) also revolves around a scientist’s journey. Her hero Shevek, who invents a means of faster-than-light communication, is a vividly memorable character, and the book, encompassing emotional, scientific, and political arcs, deserves its place among the great SF novels. But the physics in it is, frankly, gobbledygook:


    “…the Saeba variables and the theory of infinite velocities and complex cause…”


    There is almost no reference to experiment. LeGuin bravely tries to imagine alien science, science in a non-Western mode, full of philosophy and ethics. On one hand I applaud her attempt. On the other hand, she misses that leaving out philosophy is the key step that made Western-style science exponentially successful. (I should mention, however, that the novel is a brilliant thought-experiment in political and social science, offering a new lens on old arguments over economic philosophies.)


    Not all cases are so easy to classify. Larry Niven is considered a quintessential hard SF writer, and many of his stories, in particular his early stories, appear heavily informed by science.


    In “Neutron Star” (1966), an explorer travels via hyperdrive to a neutron star in a ship with a ‘General Products’ hull, guaranteed to be impervious to radiation and all sorts of hazards. At the last moment he realizes the General Products hull is nevertheless not impervious to gravity and barely escapes from being torn apart by tidal forces. The narrator of “Wait It Out” (1968), trapped on Pluto with rescue years away, decides to flash-freeze himself on the surface. But instead of the dreamless stasis he expects, his brain has turned superconducting, and he has to wait a near eternity, awake but immobile.


    Both stories are deft and fluent with their science, but also shallow and glib. The mechanism that allows a General Products hull to shield from radiation is never explained, so ultimately the fact that gravity gets through (while entirely plausible) seems arbitrary. And even in 1968 biologists knew that neurons transmit signals, including thoughts, not by straight current but through a bucket-brigade of neurochemicals.


    Niven’s most famous work is his novel Ringworld (1970), a rip-roaring novel about an utterly strange world, a ribbon of land stretched all the way around a sun. The book is full of futuristic technology: faster-than-light hyperspace drives, teleportation disks, impenetrable stasis fields, automatic medical machines, immortality drugs, and more alien species than you can count. At first glance it seems the very essence of hard SF.


    But Niven’s technology is all smoke and mirrors. It is based not on known science, but on the assumption that science is a miracle worker; most of his technology, in fact, violates known science.


    Contrast this with Kim Stanley Robinson’s Mars trilogy (Red Mars, Green Mars, and Blue Mars), about the colonization and terraforming of Mars. Robinson is a premier humanist SF author, with a Ph.D in literature and novels obsessed with history and the foibles of human nature.


    And yet, his Mars books are full of science. Most of his characters, and certainly his heroes, are scientists and explorers. The novels are meticulously researched and full of detailed information about the Martian environment, about how one would live on Mars, how one would change Mars. In any point-by-point analysis of accurate and realistic science, Robinson’s Mars novels would win over Niven’s Ringworld hands down. Yet most readers would identify Niven, not Robinson, as the ‘hard SF’ writer.


    Now we get to the central issue. The point is not to chastise Niven (or LeGuin for that matter) for `bad’ or `wrong’ science, but to realize that hard SF stories are not really about scientific content, that is about valid or invalid scientific facts and theories, but rather about narratives about science.


    Let’s put this a different way. Fiction is not a cold intellectual argument, but a kind of machine to provoke an emotional response in the reader. In most fiction, including in ‘soft’ SF, the response is to the characters and their situation. In hard science fiction the emotional response is primarily to the science and technology in the story. This concept seems paradoxical, and is sometimes hard to tease out because the emotion provoked is often subtle: the sense of relief and surprise as the solution to the puzzle is revealed (much the same as at the punch line of a joke), or the sense of wonder and awe that is a hallmark of much of science fiction. For such stories to provoke a strong response they need a plausible verisimilitude of science, but the simulation of science itself is only a secondary concern and only needs to be sufficient to transport the reader to accepting the punch line.


    Now let’s go back and look again at our examples.


    Clarke was arguably the “hardest” of the Golden Age giants; what we retain from his novels are the spaceships and vast engineering projects, while virtually the only Clarke character anyone remembers is the homicidal computer. Heinlein, who soft-pedaled the details of the science, wrote the most vivid and memorable characters.


    Nonetheless, all three Golden Age giants wrote powerful narratives on science. In particular they helped pioneer the classic theme of the unintended consequences of technology and choices, one used countless times by later generations of hard SF writers. Niven showcased it in “Wait It Out,” where the reader feels horror at the fate of the trapped astronaut. And “Neutron Star” is about the dangers of making unwarranted assumptions (in this case that a General Products hull will shield against gravity as well as electromagnetism), and the reader feels relief when the answer to the puzzle is revealed—or self-congratulation if she figured it out in advance. While the characters of Ringworld are colorful, they are ultimately dispensable; the true protagonist of his novel is the Ringworld itself, a massive, awe-inspiring artifact that demonstrates both the triumphs and drawbacks of high technology.


    Robinson’s mission in his Mars trilogy, for all his careful research, is not about how we would colonize Mars, but rather about how we make history and our identities. The Martian colonists are divided into two camps: the Greens, who terraform Mars and who psychologically wish to reinvent themselves; and the Reds, who wish to keep Mars pristine, and who subconsciously hope to discover their ‘true selves.’


    Even though LeGuin’s protagonist Shevek is a physicist, The Dispossessed is more about his attempts to find political and personal meaning in his life. “Even pain counts,” Shevek tells himself, after spending years separated from his lover Takver, and throughout the novel we share in his pain and his passion.


    Finally, in Timescape, the central concern is the tension between the joys of discovery and the positive and negative effects of science. Even Ian Peterson, the womanizing politician who backs the desperate effort to send a message back in time, is seduced by science:


    “He wondered for a moment if this was what it was like to be a scientist, to make a discovery, to see the world unlocked, if only for an instant.”


    This gets to the true essence of hard SF. While good, successful hard SF will attempt to make its science at least sound plausible (and Niven, for example, is very good at making the most outlandish and unlikely technology sound very reasonable), the most important characteristic of hard SF is that science and technology play the most prominent role and that the central theme of the story is a narrative about science; not the content of science but how science works, and how we, as readers, respond to science.


    Many science fiction readers and writers enjoy spirited debates about the plausibility of science in SF stories, and indeed this is one of the pleasures of hard SF. But as molecular biologist, essayist, and author of The Biology of Star Trek, Athena Andreadis quips, “Hard SF is mostly sciency and its relation to science is the same as truthiness to truth.”2 While many authors and fans would feel slighted by this statement, it gets at the heart of how hard SF works: even as it bowdlerizes the content of science, hard SF is primarily concerned with how we think, how we feel about science and technology.


    Exercise


    When you read a story you think is hard SF, afterwards ask yourself: why did you think this was hard SF? Upon reflection, did the science content seem very plausible? Why or why not? And, most importantly: what was the narrative about science, and how did that narrative make you feel?)


    Notes


    1 http://baens-universe.com/articles/Why_Science_Fiction_


    2 http://www.starshipnivan.com/blog/?p=3336


    * * * *


    C. W. Johnson is a physics professor at San Diego State University, where he also has taught a course on science and science fiction. He has had several SF stories published, including in Analog, the flagship magazine of hard SF.

  


  
    DAVID BRIN


    (1950– )


    When I was working in a bookstore in Philadelphia as a college student, I happened on a copy of Startide Rising (1983), a thick book which had recently won both the Hugo and Nebula Awards. It was one of the densest books I’ve ever read, and I couldn’t put it down; Brin asks his readers to follow a huge cast of characters, more of whom are dolphins than humans, and understanding the plot requires a reasonably high comfort level with both physics and poetry. And it’s probably one of the best novels I’ve ever read.


    At his best David Brin packs as much content as will possibly fit into a book; once in a while there’s a little too much. He’s also a terrific science writer, who was a working scientist for many years.


    A California native, Brin earned his BS in astronomy from the California Institute of Technology, and his MS (in applied physics) and PhD (in space science) are both from the University of California at San Diego. For years he taught both astrophyics and creative writing at the college level, but he now writes full-time.


    Much of his fiction is set in the Uplift universe established in Brin’s first novel, Sundiver (1980), in which humans and “uplifted” dolphins and chimps that have been given sapience and equality face a hostile universe. Startide Rising is in the same universe, along with the Hugo winning The Uplift War (1987). Althogether, Brin has published nearly twenty books and about fifty stories, as well as scientific papers on a wide variety of topics, such as optics, astonautics, and the nature of comets. His non-uplift post-apocalyptic novel The Postman (1985) was made into a movie featuring Kevin Costner.


    Brin is married to fellow scientist Dr. Cheryl Brigham. They have three children and live in southern California.

  


  
    SENSES THREE AND SIX, by David Brin


    First Published in The River of Time, June 1986


    I lean here against this polished wooden surface—while the drums pound and smoke blows around—and my mind feels like a wild thing, completely out of control.


    Clawing sensations scrape at me from the inside, like something living, alien, desperate to escape. And to make matters worse, for weeks I’ve hardly slept, dreading the dream images that come…


    …eyes in the sky. And a fiery mountainside.


    * * * *


    Even as I stand here, this damned day keeps throwing memories at me, like soggy rags dragged out of a pile of old discarded clothes—things I thought I’d buried away for good. Right now, for instance, I can’t help remembering how weird I thought my old man was, when I was a kid.


    Oh, he was a pip, he was. For example, whenever he caught me in a lie, he would beat me twice.


    The first thing he’d do was he’d take me into the house and lecture me, reasonable-like, about how it was immoral to tell lies, how a real man would face the truth, and all that kind of stuff. Then he’d make me bend over and take my licking like a man. That part was okay, I guess. I didn’t like the lecture, but he didn’t hit very hard.


    It was later in the day he’d scare me half to death. And all the time in between I’d be so frightened I couldn’t hardly breathe.


    I think, now that you get right down to it, he punished me three times each time he found out I’d lied…a spanking indoors for being unethical, a Chinese water torture of a wait, and then a terrific pasting out next to the garage for getting caught.


    I think the wait was so I could think about how I could have talked my way out of it without lying…or come up with a better lie, one without holes in it.


    When he knocked me around outside he kept telling me how stupid it was to waste an untruth—how a man’s credibility was as important to his survival as his wind, his stamina, or his ability to make friends.


    My father was like that. Indoors he talked as if he were trying to teach me how to be moral and upright. Outside, in the twilight, he acted as if tomorrow I was going to be dumped into the Amazon, or Devil’s Island, or deepest darkest Wall Street, and it was his job to see to it I could make it in a jungle.


    One good thing I can say about him—he never got mad when I told him, to his face, that he was nuts. He just laughed and said it was an interesting proposition—and that his duty to teach me to survive didn’t include policing my opinions.


    In all this smoke and noise and stream-of-consciousness rambling tonight, it occurs to me for the first time that maybe the old man may have been right after all.


    Maybe he had a feeling I’d wind up in a place like this, hunted, trapped, my survival depending on the credibility of a lie.


    * * * *


    These eyes in the sky keep coming back. And the picture of a burning mountain. I try to shrug them aside, but another image comes, uninvited, unwelcome…


    A closeup of the moon…


    * * * *


    Hey, I’m not illiterate. Though my life depends on seeming as if I am. Like Bogart said to Bacall, I’ve looked at a book, maybe two. It’s just that I adapt real good. And right now I’ve got to adapt to being Chuck Magun.


    Chuck. Yeah. Cut this memory crap and think about Chuck. Reinforce Chuck.


    Chuck looks a lot like I used to look, naturally. I couldn’t change that. He’s a big guy with shoulders and everything heaped up six three or so. He looks kind of mean. Chuck lifts weights every day and runs a few miles along the riverfront.


    He’s got an old Harley torn apart in his living room, and either the TV or a country station is on all the time. Chuck drinks in local bars, curses at all the bad plays when football is on, and likes tearing up some back road with his dirt bike,. Profanity is a natural part of breathing to Chuck,, but he never loses his temper.


    He reads motorcycle magazines and maintenance manuals with a guilty, hungry nervousness. He can’t scan more than six or eight sentences without suddenly looking up with a shy grin on his face, as if expecting to be kidded, or maybe killed. Mostly he doesn’t read. He’s a fully qualified member of the Great Unwashed. At least I hope so.


    Chuck may be getting married soon…


    * * * *


    (… A closeup of the moon…the stars bitterly bright…purple cat-slitted eyes …)


    * * * *


    What was that? A quake? Did the bar shake? Why is my hand trembling?


    Maybe I should stay away from provocative topics for a little while. As long as I’m standing here mumbling to a pretend listener in my own mind, I might as well do some background. Take up the time.


    Ever been a bouncer?


    You say no, my imagined friend? Well, let me explain. It’s not a trivial trade.


    Bouncers meet all the chicks. There seems to be a sort of fascination towards that husky bearded type of guy who stands alone with watchful eyes at the edge of the bar with a big flashlight in his pocket and a beer that hardly gets touched during the night. Maybe it’s that here’s a big stud whose whole purpose in life is to make sure women don’t get bothered in or around the Yankee Dollar. That is, if they don’t want to be.


    The ladies here keep flirting with Chuck. He doesn’t mind, but I hate it. Their attentions make me nervous. I don’t like strangers looking too close. Sure, none of them could disguise himself as a young woman—especially the way fashions reveal so much these days. Still, I have Chuck’s girlfriend join him here each night to shake the chicks loose.


    Hell, it’s not their fault. Neither is it Chuck’s. So much for bouncer lesson number one.


    * * * *


    Lesson number two is pick a place where kids hang out. You get a hell of a lot more aggravation, minute by minute, but it’s a damn sight better than working bored sick in some topless place when some drunk jumps onto the runway to dance with the stripper, and now you’ve got to jump up there to friendly-like ask him to join you in beer while the poor girl has a terrified smile on her face and just a little bikini bottom on her ass, and everyone in the house can see that big weighted flashlight you’re holding behind your back, and you’re wondering if your sphincter’s going to hold because that drunk has got six friends at the bar just as “friendly” .


    That happened twice in Weed. I damn near broke character, as well as some poor lumberjack’s head, before I quit.


    Weed was a lot like Crescent City, wet and pungent. Only here the fog is made of ocean spray and clouds crawling upriver on their way to skirmish with the mountains. In Weed the morning haze was pure mosquitoes.


    The kids who come to the Yankee Dollar to hear bluegrass and chivy sips of beer from their older brothers and sisters don’t know how to be mean yet. They’re so tied up in teenage smells and teenage aggravation. I remember when I was that age so I try to be tolerant.


    It’s funny how tonight I can recollect things like that from twenty years ago, but until recently I had trouble thinking much more than a week either way. Today I saw a jet flying high overhead. A fast little navy fighter, I guess. It got me thinking…


    * * * *


    …The growl of engines…launching to a fanfare from Beethoven…laughter and clean flight…


    * * * *


    Stop that! Divert! What is the matter with me? Where are these visions coming from?


    Ignore ’em. That’s what I’ll do. Nothing like that ever happened…Think about something else. Think about the kids. Think about the kids and bouncer lessons.


    * * * *


    I guess I like the kids enough. I watch ‘em close, though. The worst they usually do is try to sneak pitchers outside or do J’s in the corner. I put a stop to that fast, and have a rep for the sharpest eye in bouncerdom.


    No way I’m gettin’ hauled up before a judge for “contributing to delinquency.” A judge might be one of the ones They are watching. They catch wind of me, and pfff! There goes both Chuckie and me.


    “Hey, Chuck!”


    “Yeah, what! What you want?” I bellow. Full Chuck bellow from the edge of the bar.


    They stand in the doorway ten feet away, three underage lodgepoles in denim—scraggly Thin scraggly moustaches and zits. They want to pull something I’d catch them at easy. So they’re about to appeal to Chuck’s sense of camaraderie. I gotta smile.


    “Hey, Chuck, can we bring in some beers? You’re cool, man. We’ll keep it under the table …”


    Turn grin to grimace.


    “Hell, no. You guys get that stuff out of here! Drink it at home and then come back. Or better yet, don’t come back!”


    They cuss me, laughing. I cuss back to maintain image, but my heart really isn’t in it tonight.


    Five minutes later they’re back. Must have chugged the whole six-pack from the way they slosh and giggle as they come in, giving me a wink. Jesus! Can you remember chugging just to get a stomach full of beer? Doing it because a boy’s got to have some sort of rite of passage when the girls just won’t put out and we don’t send young men after eagle feathers anymore?


    That’s bouncer lesson number three. Like your clientele. Establish empathy. But never identify too closely. It’ll drive you nuts.


    * * * *


    The surface of the bar is smooth, like ivory keys, like the smooth-rubbed stick in a trusty airplane…With my eyes closed, the pounding of the drums blends with the crowd noises and seems to become the growling of engines. A red haze under my eyelids turns into a fire…fire on a mountainside.


    My fingers press into the bar, the tendons humming momentarily as if to something from Stravinsky…


    And Parmin did have purple eyes.


    


    Agh! Ignore it. Ignore it!


    The Blue Ridge Mountain Boys are picking up a fast number beneath the spots, in a swirling haze of tobacco smoke. I imagine the smoke contains other things, as well, but it’s hard to tell as my sense of smell isn’t what it was. In fact, for reasons I’d rather not go into, it’s pretty well nonexistent. I do a quick scan around the room to make sure no one’s passing around a J too obviously. I’m no party pooper. Like I said, I have this thing about being busted.


    I’ll give the Boys credit. They sure do give that hillbilly music a shitkicking beat. The dancers on the floor are capering and screaming “Eeee-Haw!” … that city-boy version of the mountain yell.


    Chuck likes this band. He’s gotten drunk with them a few times and he fixes their bikes for less than he usually charges. Once, though, when he’d had a bit too much, Chuck let them persuade him to join them with a borrowed harmonica. He’d intended just to clown around, but got carried away. He bent over that mouth organ and played.


    By the time I came to my senses the crowd was whooping it up, the Boys thumping me on the back, and I was blinking in the spotlight, wondering what I had let happen.


    I almost left town then and there. But that’s when Elise had just broken her arm dirt-biking with Chuck for the first time. I guess he felt guilty, so I stayed.


    * * * *


    Strange purple eyes, hooded and cat-slitted…a smile as subtle as any man’s…A look of ages. You don’t hide from eyes like those.


    “You are a Protector,” he said. “A fraction of your species cannot help themselves in this respect. Without something or someone to protect, they wither and die.”


    “Parmin, you are full of it.”


    Again that smile. A voice like a reed organ. “Do you think I don’t know what you are, soul-nephew? Why were you, after all, among the first chosen for our Cabal…?”


    * * * *


    There’s dancing out on the sawdust now. Pairs of girls prance around the edges as if it’s some tribal custom to let hetero couples have the center. I always found that an interesting phenomenon. No male-male dancing—not at a bar like this one, though it’s all open at Farrell’s down the block. Times’ve changed.


    Despite recent trendiness, few of these kids know anything about bluegrass, though some of the boys affect harmonicas. No matter. If it’s country it must be salubrious, so they hop around with thumbs in suspenders and fingers splayed to give their dance a superficial country air.


    I can’t believe it. Did I just subvocalize the word “salubrious” ? Oh, damn, damn, damn!


    What have I been doing, letting myself think like that? How long did I lapse? I look at my watch.


    No watch. Wait, I don’t wear one anymore. What’s wrong with me!


    Calm down. You’ve only been intellectualizing since the beginning of the set. Too little time to do any real harm. It’s never been proved that They can put a tracer on subvocalized thought. That was just a theory. Still, maybe they can. So cut the two-dollar words, hmmm? When did philosophy ever do anybody any good anyway?


    Joey asks me to help him move a keg. Sure. Anything’s better than standing here thinking. The crowd is too well behaved to serve as a distraction.


    Down at the other end of the bar we heave the monster beer-barrel onto the platform and connectthe tap. Straightening up, I rub the grease off my hands and look around the room. That’s when I see her.


    She stands by the door and the coldness comes over me like an Amarillo norther. I cringe a little, briefly driven to make myself invisible as she peers around, blinking in the sharp light of the stage spots. But there’s no dignified way to make two meters of hair and muscle transparent. She sees Chuck, smiles and starts to walk over. And while she’s between there and here the magic thing happens again.


    The coldness leaves me.


    She’s pretty. She moves well. She’s what Chuck needs.


    I try to look busy for a second, checking the place as she comes up beside me. Joey says hello. She answers him in a low alto voice—friendly, but with a hesitant sort of nervousness to it.


    I didn’t put the nervousness there. She had it when I met her, so don’t blame me.


    * * * *


    I’m not bothered by sky-eyes or fiery mountains now. The Boys are picking out one of my favorite silly tunes, “Old Joe Clark.”


    I went down to Old Joe Clark’s, Never been there before.


    He slept on a feather bed, And I slept on the floor.


    Oh, fare thee well, Old Joe Clark, Fare thee well, I’m gone.


    Fare thee well, Old Joe Clark, Better be movin’ on!


    She looks up at me.


    “Hi.”


    I look back down at her. “Hi, yourself. How’s the nursery?”


    “Pretty good today, but we had a late afternoon rush. I hurried home and changed, but this saleslady came by and I couldn’t resist letting her show me some things. I bought some nice scents so…so…that’s why I’m late.”


    She suddenly looks a little scared, as if she’s said something she shouldn’t have.


    Oh, yes. Chuck hasn’t got a sense of smell and hates to be reminded of it.


    Well, true I haven’t been able to pick up anything weaker than a six-day-dead steer in almost two years, but has Chuck really been so irritable that Elise should be frightened by a passing remark?


    I shrug. “Have you eaten yet?”


    “I had a snack earlier.” She looks relieved. “I can fry us up a couple of steaks when we get home, if you want me to.”


    She wears her light brown hair in a permanent—swept around the ears like Doris Day. I always hated that style so Chuck tells her he likes it. She’s too damn pretty anyway. A flaw helps.


    “Come on.” I grab her elbow and nod at Joey to take over watching the door. He’s flirting with a teenybopper but I take the hand stamp with me. No one gets brew here unless he’s been stamped. By me.


    Elise steps a little ahead of me. She knows her walk drives me crazy, even after seven months or so of living together. It’s like the way she is in bed. Totally committed. Every move is a caress. If it’s not me or her plants she’s stroking, it’s the air, her clothes, the sawdust she’s walking on.


    She’ll do. She’s unsophisticated and decorative. Ideally, I’d have found someone without any education, but hell, everyone’s been to college these days. At least she doesn’t remind me of things, and she tries awful hard to please me.


    The thing I guess I feel guilty about is leading her on. She obviously thinks she’s going to work on me real hard and maybe I’ll ask her to marry me. She’s wrong.


    I’ve already decided to marry her. But I have to keep up appearances. I’m the strong, silent type, remember? Chuck will have to be coaxed.


    Damn it, I’ve got to stay in character! Would it do her any good to have Them catch up with me?


    Old Joe Clark has got a house, Sixteen storeys high,


    And every storey in that house, Is filled with chicken pie.


    “Tell me what you’re thinking.”


    Her hand is on my arm, playing with the thick hairs that gather under the shirt cuff. Those deep brown eyes of hers—she uses them like fingertips to touch my face lightly, shyly, as if to make sure I’m really there—they show concern. Is it obvious I’m not myself tonight?


    That jet, flying so high in the sunshine…young Allan Fowler coming by later, to pester me with his foolishness…then all this philosophical crap I’ve been internalizing all night. Yeah, I’m going to have to pay attention to the old facade.


    The secret of lying well is to do as little as possible.


    “Oh, I was just thinking about that song they’re doing now. We used to sing it when I was a kid. There’s about a thousand verses.”


    I take a long pull from my beer.


    “I didn’t know you used to sing, too. Is that when you learned the harmonica?” Her voice trembles just a bit, but the part of me controlling the mouth doesn’t seem to notice. I’m on automatic.


    “Um, yeah. Some of the other kids with folks at the Institute and I, we formed the Stygian Stegosaurus Band. Thought we were pretty hot shit. We played frat houses and the like. Nothing serious. Father bought me a banjo, but it never really took like the piano.”


    My next exhalation feels like a sigh. The song ends and so does the set. I look around and everything is peaceful, but I still check twice. When I was in the service I used to be able to smell trouble. Now I have to use my eyes.


    Now, stop that. Don’t think about the service! What’s gotten into you, anyway?


    I’m tired of yelling at myself. What a rotten day.


    I turn to talk to Elise…Now, what’s she got that look on her face for? What is it, amazement? Hope? Fear?


    Oh, boy. What I just said.


    Think…Father…I never mentioned my father before, though she used to try to draw me out about my past.


    And the Institute! And music, my childhood…the piano.


    There is a haze in front of me, a barrier of palpable grief. It hangs like a portcullis, cutting off escape. By touch I grab up the beer and swallow to hide the turmoil on my face. Think. Think.


    The band’s name she’ll bleep out. Probably thinks it’s dirty. Must recoup the rest. How? Make the Institute…“the Institution” ?…A place for delinquents? Father could become “Father Murphy,” a kindly priest…


    I can envision my old man grinning at me now. “See?” he’d say. “See how hard it is to maintain a good lie?”


    I put the beer down without looking at her. “I’m going for a walk. Get some air. Tell Joey I’ll be right back, okay?”


    I can see out the corner of my eye that she nods. I try to walk straight on my way out the door.


    * * * *


    …Her eyes were gray…When she laughed it felt like my chest was a kite and I’d light up into the sky…Parmin introduced us—I never knew a woman like her could exist…


    “Go,” he said.


    “But Parmin, Janie has her own work to do, and my team is expecting those B-1 and Trident parts to be integrated into the ships …”


    “No. Your deputies can take over for a time, while the two of you go for a honeymoon. Am I not the expert? Have I not been watching your species for twenty of your generations? I will not have two of my department heads distracted later, while things are approaching completion.


    “Go, Brad. Look into each other’s eyes, make love, get a baby started. The child will be born on a new world…”


    * * * *


    I rest my head against the cool, damp bricks. Around back of the Yankee Dollar, near the garbage cans, I try to keep from crying out loud.


    The pain is hot. A searing, almost hormonal rejection, as if my body were trying to throw off a revolting insertion…a transplanted organ, or an alien idea. The agony is dull and sweaty, with a faint delusional quality, and the rejected organ, I realize, is my own mind.


    My hands grope against the wall. Fingers dig into the recessed lines of mortar that surround each of the bricks, my anchors. The texture is hard, yet crumbly. Little fragments break off under my fingernails.


    The gritty coolness crackles against my brow as I roll it against the masonry…feeling the solidity of the building.


    It is comforting, that solidity. Good heavy brick. Bound by steel rods and thick goops of cement that permeate and bond—to hold up the roof. To stand. It’s comforting to think about bricks.


    Think about bricks.


    Bricks are hard because the constituent molecules are bound. They all hold together and gravity is defied. Randomness, too, is held off. Chaos is stopped so long as the molecules don’t leave their assigned places.


    And they can’t do that. The vibrational energy they’d need would be too high. No way over that barrier, except if they all decided to tunnel. And brick molecules can’t all decide to tunnel at once, can they? Without someone to tell them to?


    My fingers claw harder into the gritty mortar and a layer of skin scrapes away painfully. Don’t tunnel, I cry silently to the molecules. Don’t. Stay here and be content as a brick. A simple honorable brick among bricks, which holds up roofs and keeps the cold wind off people…


    I plead desperately…and somehow I sense agreement. At least the wall doesn’t seem to be going anywhere. In a momentary shiver, the fit is over. I’m left standing here feeling drained and a bit silly, with a dusty brow and filthy hands. I let the latter drop and turn to rest my back against the wall with a sigh.


    It is a damp evening. Faint tendrils of fog creep across the twenty yards of parking lot between me and the far fence. The fog curls past like the fingers of an old blind woman—touching lightly the corner wall, the parked cars, the overflowing garbage cans—and moving on.


    I start to cringe as a vaporous flagellum drifts along the wall to brush me. Don’t. It’s only fog. That’s all. Just fog.


    I used to like fog. It always smelled good. Lots of negative ions, I suppose. Still, here next to the garbage cans the stench must be pretty bad. I wish I could tell.


    Laughter feels dry and artificial, yet I laugh. Here I am, suffering something akin to a psychotic break, and I’m worried about my damned sense of smell!


    * * * *


    Parmin spoke so slowly toward the end, but cheerfully in spite of the pain.


    “… The machines I have shown you how to build will do their part. My former masters, those who hold your world in secret quarantine, will be taken by surprise. They believe you will be incapable of any such constructs for hundreds of your years. You are all to be congratulated for making them so quietly and so well.


    “Using these machines will be another matter entirely, however. These devices must be talked to. They must be coaxed. Their operators must deal with them on a plane that is at the meeting of physics and metaphysics—at the juncture of mathematics and meditation.


    “That is why I selected men such as you, Brad. You fly jet aircraft, to be sure. But more importantly, you fly the same way you play the piano. All of our pilots must learn to play their ships, for persuading them to tunnel between the stars will require the same empathy as the pianist, who coaxes hammer strokes on metal wires to tunnel glory into a human brain.”


    * * * *


    My diver’s license says I am Charles L. Magun. For well over a year I’ve repaired motorcycles for a living, and brought in a few extra bucks on the side keeping kids from wrecking themselves too badly in places like the Yankee. I have a live-in girlfriend who’s been to college, I guess, but is no threat. She’s quiet and nice to have around. I have some redneck pals who I bike and lift weights with and everyone calls me Chuck.


    But I remember forging Chuck’s birth certificate almost two years ago. I set him up as a role, I recall, someone They’d never find because They were looking for somebody else. I remember diving into Chuck and burning everything that came before, old habits, old ways, and most of all the old memories.


    Until tonight, that is.


    Okay, let’s be rational about this. What are the possibilities?


    One is that I’m crazy. I really am Charles L. Magun, and all that shit about having once upon a time played the piano, done calculus, piloted jet planes, piloted…other things…that’s all a crock of madman’s dreams.


    It’s amazing. For the first time in two years I can actually stand here and dispassionately remember doing some of those things. Some of them. Stuff not directly associated with the breakout. They seem so vivid. I can set up a hyperdimensional integral in my head, for instance. Could Chuck do that?


    But I also remember, from long ago when I was a boy, those weird old men who used to come to the Institute bugging Dad and the other profs, to try to get someone to listen to their ideas for perpetual motion machines and the like. Their fantasies seemed sophisticated and correct to Them, too, didn’t they?


    The irony isn’t lost on me—using a memory of the Institute to demonstrate that it’s possible for me to falsely remember learning calculus.


    Droll.


    All right, perhaps I did construct Chuck. Maybe I was someone like who I think I was. But maybe everything that I’m currently afraid of is a fantasy. Maybe I simply went crazy some years back.


    Look at me, spending an entire evening in a nonstop internal monologue, describing everything I think and feel as it happens, and every whimper and moan is out of some goddamn psychodrama, I swear. Like this paranoid delusion of vengeful creatures I call Them…


    Oh, something terrible must have happened to me two years ago or so. But might it be something more mundane, like an accident? Or a murder? Maybe I created a terrifying and romantic fantasy to cover memories of the real trauma…something of this Earth, hidden under a bizarre mask of science fiction.


    No one I know has even heard of the Cabal, or the Arks, or Canaan, or even a fiery crash on a mountainside just a hundred miles from here. I remember we Broke Out a bit early because elections were coming and the old administration was sure to lose. We thought the new crowd would be sure to blow the whistle. But not a word of any “secret project under the Tennessee hills” has ever hit the press. There wouldn’t be any point in secrecy any longer, but there’s been no word.


    When you get right down to it, the story I remember is pretty damn preposterous.


    * * * *


    A cool breeze is blowing now. The last drifts of fog fall away in tatters, fleeing into the gloom just past the streetlamps. The wind feels fresh on my face.


    A third possibility is that I didn’t make any of it up. I’m the hunted last survivor of a secret plot against a powerful outsider civilization, and my enemies will stop at nothing to catch me.


    Hmmm. I never put it quite that way before. The next question, I now see, is obvious.


    So what?


    A smile? Is that what my answer is? A smile?


    Yeah. So what? I want to shout. Who cares if they catch me? All they can do is kill me!


    Why, in god’s name, have I been making myself so miserable?


    Wow.


    All right, then. Chuck is a little bit overdone. Hiding as a macho motorcycle repairman is smart, sure. But Chuck doesn’t have to belch in disgust every time a snatch of classical music comes on over the radio. He doesn’t have to watch motorcross on the TV or make snide remarks every time Elise makes a pathetic little attempt at philosophizing.


    Amazing I didn’t think of this before. All I have left to lose is my worthless life. Small potatoes. Maybe I really can ease up a bit. Why didn’t I think of this before?


    The clouds part and suddenly there is the moon. It is beautiful, like an opal in the night. I can play subjective tricks with it, make it small, a pearl held up at arm’s length, or go zooming in with my imagination, filling the sky with craters and maria much as…much as it might look from the portal of a ship.


    I can see the Lunar Appenines, trace one of the ridges all the way to a little valley that twists and turns and dives into rocky depth. I can follow that cleft to the lip of a cave, a cave where there’s buried…


    Where there’s buried…


    No!


    I refuse! Uh-uh! No fair.


    I’ve done enough this evening, now leave me alone! I’ve agreed to be more reasonable, to let myself relax a bit and enjoy what’s left of my life. But you can’t make me remember, Brad. I won’t do it!


    Chuck hunches his shoulders and shoves his hands into his pockets. He shakes his head vigorously and walks toward the sound of drums and guitars, toward the door to the Yankee Dollar.


    * * * *


    Imagine a blockade…a quarantine.


    The stars are as numerous as specks of pollen blowing across a prairie. Life blossoms everywhere, and yet the glimmer of intelligence is rare.


    Imagine an ancient civilization that cherishes the openness, the emptiness. They are reflective and refined—and selfish. They do not want space filled with clamorous young neighbors.


    Imagine that one day a new species emerges, bright, curious, vigorous. The Old Ones set up a blockade as they have done in the past. With a severe kindness the fact of the quarantine is kept secret from the newcomers. A merciful discretion.


    But now, imagine a traitor, an Old One who disagrees with Policy…And imagine a few precocious natives…


    * * * *


    The set is over. A slow song plays over the FM and Elise waits at our table, moving her lips to the words of the song. I watch her as I walk along the dim bar and motion for Joey to give me a fresh beer.


    Every so often, when I let her, Elise sings to me. Softly, holding my head on her lap and running her hands through my thinning hair, she croons her gentle country melodies and helps me sleep.


    Right now her eyes are focused out beyond the bandstand somewhere. I suppose she’s just staring out into space, but there’s something in her expression…She does that sometimes. When she’s puttering with her plants and I’m trying to adjust a jammed sprocket, suddenly she’ll stop and look intently at nothing. At times like that I worry that she might actually be thinking.


    Then she snaps out of it and makes some reassuringly benign remark about a stupid woman who wanted to buy azaleas out of season.


    She is nervous, though she’s calmed down considerably lately. I don’t know where the nervousness comes from and I’ve avoided thinking about it. There was a time when I could have tried…but Chuck doesn’t know anything about psychology. He thinks it’s bullshit.


    Hell, I give her strength and stability and loving and a good deal more. It’s a fair trade.


    * * * *


    Gray eyes, her eyes, laughing at me over her bright silver flute, making me grin and stumble over the chords—my fingers made schoolboy clumsy by the lightness of my heart…


    Gray eyes—cool ivory keys and a silvery flute…


    Duet…


    * * * *


    As I approach the table she looks up and smiles shyly. “Did you have a nice walk?”


    “Yeah, it was fine.”


    There are questions in her brown eyes. No denying I did act unusual, earlier. But now I realize that I don’t have to explain anything. Give it a rest and in a few days or weeks I’ll start giving in a little to her curiosity. Chuck will explain a little. Minor stuff. No hurry.


    Why not?


    We talk about little things and spend a lot of time not talking at all. I check IDs and make sure nobody’s molesting anyone in the men’s room.


    The Boys are back on stage playing quiet songs, as I return from one of my rounds and find Elise talking to Alan Fowler at our table.


    Damn.


    Alan’s a nice, friendly grad student who’s much too bright for his own good. He met Chuck at a dirt-bike race and sort of adopted him and Elise. Chuck insults him all the time, calling him a useless egghead, but he never seems to get the hint.


    I come up behind Elise. She is very animated.


    “… not sure I understand what they hope to accomplish, Alan. You mean you could actually mine asteroids efficiently enough to make a profit selling refined metals back to Earth?”


    “That’s what the figures show, Lise.” Alan winks at me but Elise doesn’t notice.


    “You mean even after transportation costs are taken into account? Can you amortize costs over a reasonable period?”


    Chuck frowns. What is this? He doesn’t like hearing words like these from Elise. Who does she think she’s fooling?


    Alan grins. “Easily, Lise. Less than a decade, I’d guess. Of course, in the beginning it’ll be water for propellants we’ll be after. But later? Well, imagine twenty years’ worldwide platinum production coming from just one small asteroid! Why, we could easily go back to the days of the sixties and seventies when there was so much of a surplus that liberal ideas could flower …”


    I can’t help snorting in disgust. Chuck votes redneck.


    * * * *


    The secret Ark Project was responsible for over half of the mysterious inflation that hit the nation in the late seventies…Big endeavors, pipelines, bombers, space shuttles, went through design change after design change, all attributed to poor planning.


    And yet the engineers involved were the very same who had brought the Apollo Program in ahead of schedule and under budget.


    How could such incompetence appear out of nowhere? Bungled, rebuilt nuclear power plants, reworked and retooled factories, new equipment wasted and tossed away.


    Nobody bothered to check what happened to the original parts…the “flawed” equipment that had to be replaced…no one knew but a few in the highest places that the leftovers were taken to a cavern in Tennessee. Pieces of experimental windmills and redesigned submarines, prototype bombers and cancelled shuttles, the bits all cleverly fitted together into…into great globes…into beauty and eventually…


    Sure, Alan, look to space for salvation from economic woes.


    The Project was responsible for most of the mysterious inflation that hit in the late seventies…A great nation’s wealth, thrown in secret down a rat hole.


    Dream on…


    * * * *


    Elise notices me and her words stumble to a stop. But she recovers quickly. She grabs my arm as I sit down beside her.


    “Why didn’t you tell me Alan got accepted!” She tries to sound accusing but is too excited to make it stick.


    I shrug. The kid had only told me about his “good luck” this morning. Chuck had offered perfunctory congratulations but had better things to do than spend all day gushing over the young idiot’s long-range suicide plan.


    “Aw, come on, Lise.” Alan grins. “It’s only a preliminary acceptance. They’re going to put me through a wringer like boot camp and final exams put together. Probably the only result will be three months lost from my research, and a permanent empathy with my experimental rats!”


    “Don’t be silly!” Elise glances at me quickly and gives in to her natural instinct to touch his sleeve in encouragement. “You’ll make it all the way. Just think how proud we’ll all be to say we knew you when!”


    Alan laughs. “I’ll tell you what would help. What I really need is some coaching from the Zen master here.”


    He jerks his thumb in my direction.


    Elise takes a fraction of a second to check the expression on my face. To me it feels stony, numb. I’m irked by this need of hers to constantly worry about my reaction, even if she’s been doing it less lately.


    I’ve never abused her. So Chuck growls! So what! She can do or say anything she wants, for crissake!


    She laughs a bit nervously. “My bear, a Zen master? What do you mean, Alan?”


    Alan grins. “I mean that one of the reasons I hang around this big grump is because he’s the closest thing to a real guru I’ve ever met.” Alan looks at Elise. “Have you ever watched him while he’s fixing bike?”


    “Are you kidding? He has a Harley torn apart in the living room. I’ve tried and tried—“


    “No. I mean really watched him! Closely! He touches every piece and meditates on it before he does anything at all to it. No part is in its place out of tempo. I used to ask him to describe what he feels when he’s in that state, but he’d just get mad and tell me to go away. Finally, I realized that the yelling was a sermon! It’s suchness he’s concentrating on. Or Tao or Wu or whatever you want to name it, only naming isn’t where it’s at, either.”


    I shake my head, muttering, “Crock of shit.” And I mean it, too. Chuck and I are in total agreement.


    Alan just laughs. “I once read a book about a meditation system just like the one Chuck uses. It was pretty popular about a decade or so back. Only I never believed it until I met Chuck. I don’t suppose he ever read the book. He just does it.”


    Alan sighs. “And that’s what I have to learn, to pass those tests in Houston. If I could move with grace and concentration like he does when he’s fixing bikes, I’d be a shoo-in. I tell you, Chuck should be the one trying for astronaut!”


    * * * *


    And that will be quite enough! Elise’s smile fades as I growl.


    “What a load of bull, Alan. I’m no…Zan master, if that’s what you call it, and I sure have better things to do than get fried in one of those money-wasting, man-killing bombs they keep setting off down at Vandenberg! If you want to be popped up like a piece of toast you just go right ahead, but don’t “enthuse” all over me, okay?”


    The damned kid just keeps grinning.


    “There! There it is again! That expression on his face. It’s the same one he had this morning when I stopped by to tell him I might get a crew slot on the space station.”


    Alan’s expression turns inward a bit, puzzled and not afraid at all to show it.


    “It’s as if he knew something I didn’t,” he murmurs. “As if he though all that was somehow child’s play.”


    If Alan were sitting just a little closer, I know I’d strangle him. If a bright young idiot like Alan Fowler can see through Chuck…what about Them?


    My face is made of sleet-swept granite. I don’t move, but let the world turn beneath me.


    Child’s play. Indeed.


    * * * *


    Imagine a year of rumors…of strange lights in the sky…


    The supermarket magazines carry a spate of UFO headlines. Several famous psychics report getting severe headaches along with alternating feelings of claustrophobia and exaltation.


    An amateur astronomer reports another of those mysterious “ventings” on the moon…


    Imagine flashes in the sky…


    * * * *


    The mental processes are slow. I feel tired and cranky. It’s been a long night and only at intervals have I had relief from this ridiculous internal monologue…describing everything I think or feel to an unseen audience. It’s an audience I’d rather show my backside, but that’s physiologically impossible.


    It’s just past one. I help Joey close up while over by the door Elise flirts with Dan and Jase of the band. Thank heavens the role never required that Chuck be the jealous sort. It’s good to hear her laugh. She has a nice laugh.


    When I’ve finished, I say good night to Joey and meet her at the door. The fog has disappeared, leaving a starry night that’s cool and slightly damp. I sniff, picking up the faintest strange touch of musk from the street.


    We walk slowly to my car, around back past the garbage cans. I let her in and like clockwork she leans over to unlock my side. The cold upholstery squeaks as I slide across the bench seat to put my arm around her. She shivers slightly, slipping down a little and looking up at me as if all the world depends upon my kissing her here and now.


    Her lips are soft and they move with an infectious hunger, drawing passion out of me. My hands have a volition all their own, and she responds to every caress—matching the effect on me with the little things she does with her fingernails on my back.


    Our loving has been good in the past, but never quite like this. Even with Janie it was different, but…


    I jerk my head up and moan, squeezing her against me. I pray that she thinks it’s the loving.


    My eyes squeeze shut to block out memory. Yet they fail even to stop simple tears.


    * * * *


    Imagine flashes in the sky…


    Parmin suggests the group’s orchestra hold a farewell concert for the entire Cabal. He asks specifically for a Beethoven concerto.


    Then it is time.


    The Arks lift in battle formation, and take the picket ships completely by surprise, high above the jagged highlands of the moon’s limb. The jailers barely get out a distress call before they are annihilated.


    One Ark developed engine trouble, didn’t it? Its crew and supplies were transhipped and it was buried in a cave…Then, one by one, the Arks peeled off to seek their diverse destinations…


    * * * *


    Imagine a young pilot who locks his controls, then rises to face the woman standing behind his chair.


    “Marry me, pretty lady. Will you? I’ll put the stars in your ring. You shall have a galaxy for a tiara.” He takes her by the waist and raises her high, to the cheers of his crewmates.


    Laughing gray eyes…She strokes his hair and bends over to kiss him. “Silly boy. We’re already married. Besides, I don’t want galaxies. Just one planet. That’s all.”


    He lowers her and holds her close.


    “Then a planet you shall have …”


    * * * *


    Her breath against my neck is very warm. Her breast rolls silkily against my side.


    I chose Elise because she seemed the antithesis of my former life. No one would expect to find me—to find my former self—with her, just as They would not look for someone fixing motorcycles in his living room and watching pimply kids in a country bar.


    Yet she is life to me now, is she not? Where would I be without you, Elise, to anchor me to this world?


    By their own laws They are sworn not to harm the innocent, though they would kill me on sight. Perhaps, though, when the manhunt ends and I am found, they may find it expedient to bend their rules and eliminate her as well, in case I had talked.


    I shudder at the thought. That was one of the reasons for Chuck’s antiintellectualism in the first place, to keep from letting even a word slip. Perhaps the best thing to do, the most honorable thing, would be simply to leave.


    I seem to be oscillating between flashes of painful memory and numbing calmness. Right now the pendulum is swinging back again. Suddenly everything is stark and shimmering. My head feels light, like crystal.


    Over the night sounds of the suburbs I can hear horns of the boats on the distant river. I can feel Elise’s heartbeats as I hold her. The textures that I see, in the car, in the brick wall outside my window, are vivid and intricate…like a pattern of hieroglyphs whose meanings dance at the edges of understanding.


    Would reliving the past help Janie? Or Parmin or Walter, or any of the others? How would it help to remember a terrible, useless, one-sided battle that stretched over kiloparsecs and climaxed in smoke and stench and roiling flames under a lonely mountain?


    Calmness settles in for real. The unwelcome acuity drifts away, unlamented. Holding Elise in the dark, I hardly sense the passage of time.


    * * * *


    After a nameless interval I return, cursed still with this compulsion to narrate. It is getting a bit chilly in here, and I long for sleep.


    Gently I disengage Elise and fumble the keys into the ignition lock. She, with her eyes far away, straightens her clothes. “We ought to get some of the other bikers together and throw some kind of going-away party for Alan,” she suggests. I nod and grunt amiably as I turn the keys.


    Nothing. “What the …?”


    Check neutral, try again.


    Zilch.


    My gaze drops to the headlights switch. They were left on six hours ago, when I came in for work. Now, why did I do a fool thing like that?


    There’s Elise’s old Peugeot across the lot. Typically on Fridays we come to the Yankee separately and go home together. The Yankee’s lot is safe.


    “Come on, we’ll have to use your car tonight, Elise.” I open my door.


    She looks up with a sleepy smile, then her eyes widen. “But…but my car is a mess!”


    For as long as I’ve known her she’s always been reluctant to let me near her car. When we use it she always has to “straighten it up” first. She finds excuses to keep me from driving it.


    Can you beat that? She’d give me her entire bank account if I asked for it, but I don’t have a key to her frigging car. She stands up to me there, though while she’s making excuses her voice quavers. I can’t figure it, but I recognize guts when I see it. Maybe that’s why I went along with it until now. For standing up to Chuck on this one small point I think I love her a little.


    But tonight has been hell and I’m in no mood to walk six miles.


    “Come on, Elise. You can drive but we’ve got to use your car. I’m exhausted and I want to got to bed.”


    She hesitates. Her brown eyes dart from me to the Peugeot. Then she jumps out with a forced laugh. “I’ll race you there!”


    Hell, she knows I always let her win. Except when we’re playing “catch me and ravish me.” But this isn’t one of those times.


    When I arrive she’s already behind the wheel. “Beat you again!” She giggles.


    I shrug and get in, much too numb to try figuring her out. I’ll make this as painless as possible for her by slumping down and pretending to go to sleep.


    Unfortunately, the images await me. Nowhere can I find peace.


    * * * *


    Clouds part on greens and blues and browns…a lake-speckled forest that almost stings with beauty…creatures of a million shapes, all strange and new, fill the air and land and seas…


    Like a bubble blown across light-years, a ship settles down—gently, as if loath to disturb the loveliness.


    It is a good omen, to be arriving in peace…


    * * * *


    There is a feeling I used to get quite often when I was young, that I was being watched by omniscient beings.


    It wasn’t the same as the shadow I have lived under in recent times. Though powerful, my enemies are not all-seeing.


    No. Back then, when I was a boy, it seemed as if the universe possessed a Big Eye, and a distinct taste for drama. Always I felt as if I were the central character in a great play.


    To the Big Eye it wasn’t important that you actually did anything. Even standing still watching the seagulls could be dramatic. Noble thoughts and grand unseen gestures were what it valued most of all—the secret unrewarded honesties—the anonymous charities and the unrequited loves.


    For a time, when I was a kid, it was very clear to me that the proverbial tree falling in the unpeopled forest was, indeed, heard.


    Maybe it was crap like that that got me into this mess. Hell, Freud took the whole thing apart long ago.


    But long after I’d dismissed the Big Eye as an ego-displacement dream—a pseudo-Jamesian experience—I found it still beside me, hovering nearby as I agonized over every major decision in my life.


    Where has it gone? I wonder. Did it leave me before the Breakout? Or did it follow me to Canaan, and experience with us our lovely doomed joy?


    The rumble of the car massages my back as we pull out of the lot and onto the damp streets. I’m feeling sad, but peaceful. Maybe I would go to sleep if only Elise would drive less erratically. She seems to be in a godawful hurry to get home. I sense a shift from green to amber through my closed lids, and the brakes suddenly come on.


    I have to put my hand to the dashboard as several items tumble out from beneath my seat.


    “Hey! Take it easy!”


    She laughs. But there seems to be a new level of panic in her eyes. “What’s the matter? Don’t you trust an expert driver?”


    “Ha ha. Just try not to kill us within a mile of home, okay?” I look down at the junk that came out from under the seat. There’s a little stereo playback and headphones, and a small bound notebook. I look up. The light is still red. Elise faces ahead, her face pale.


    “What are these?”


    She jerks her head, half looking at me. “What are what?”


    “This tape player. Is this your deep, dark secret?” I smile, trying to put her at ease.


    “N—no. It—it belongs to a friend. She left it in the car when we went to lunch. I’ve got to get them back to her on Monday.”


    “What has she got on the tape?”


    “Nothing. Just some classical music, I guess. She likes that sort of thing.”


    Oh, yeah. Curiouser and curiouser. I look up and see that the light has changed and nod at the road ahead. She turns to start the car rolling again, woodenly staring ahead of her.


    As Elise drives I sit there with the incriminating items on my lap. It’s a bit embarrassing. I’m tempted to put the recorder and notebook back under the seat, despite my curiosity.


    She’s driving slowly now, concentrating on the road. At this rate it will be a while before we arrive. Elise doesn’t appear to be watching so I slip on the headphones and start the player. There is a faint hissing as the tape leader passes the heads. I settle down and close my eyes. After months of avoiding anything that even vaguely resembles “highbrow” music, it might be nice to hear anything Elise might choose to call classical, even if it’s just a violin rendition of “Yellow Submarine.”


    There is the sound of a phonograph needle coming down. Then gently, a piano begins to play. Before the third note is struck my back is a mass of goose bumps and my breath is frozen in my chest…a wave of alienation overwhelms me…I cannot move, even to turn the machine off.


    The Fourth Concerto.


    Beethoven.


    It’s the von Karajan production I’ve listened to a thousand times.


    The Fourth Concerto. It was the last piece performed by the group orchestra just before we broke up to board the Arks. Parmin had specifically requested it.


    I protested. I was out of practice. But he would have his way, always. And Janie…(Gray eyes laughing over a silver flute …) she insisted as well. During those last two weeks, while we waited for the last ship parts, we practiced.


    I can feel them now, the keys. The crafty idiosyncracies of that old Steinway. The loving clarity that could be coaxed from her. And in the orchestra, Janie’s flute was like a soft unjealous wind, forgiving me the infidelity of this other great love…


    Out of practice or not, it was like nothing else—that last night on Earth—except, perhaps, the glory of flying.


    Parmin was very kind afterward, though I don’t imagine I’ll ever know what our benefactor really thought of the performance. His was the Ark that rose first. The one bound for far Andromeda. The only one, I think, that got away.


    The others? Three I know were tracked and destroyed. Two others They claimed to have found. I believe them.


    Did any other survivors make it back here, to hide like rats among people who have no idea what happened in secret in their own skies?


    We left after a night of Beethoven, a fleet. We won a battle in space and then I watched the Arks veer off, one by one, like seeds blown free from a stem, scattered by the wind.


    I returned alone, like the Ancient Mariner, with a ship filled with corpses and an albatross of terror and guilt dragging at my neck.


    * * * *


    “… Human pilot! Surrender, please! We have already killed far more than we can bear! Do not force us to add to the toll! The traitors who aided Parmin have been rounded up. All the other blockade runners are captured or destroyed!”


    The voice lists the colonies besides Canaan they have captured. A voice filled with compassion and sensitivity, so similar to Parmin’s that I almost cry…


    But the bridge is filled with the stench of burning wiring and decaying bodies…I send the ship into a screaming dive Earthward, evading their best interceptors with tricks that I had learned far too late…My seat buckles underneath me, but somehow I hold on to the controls…My nostrils are filled with the odors of death.


    “We realize that your conspiracy was kept secret from the vast majority of Earthlings. That is good. Can you not agree that, having failed, you don’t want to see your fellows suffer prematurely? They don’t have to find out about their quarantine for another two hundred years! Let them dream on, of an infinite playground in space! Surrender now, and spare the children below their dream!”


    So compassionate! The murdering alien hypocrite! Jailor! Zookeeper!


    I shout the hateful words and his image on the screen recoils…until the ionization trail of my reentry vaporizes the picture in a cloud of static.


    The Ark screams…I scream…


    * * * *


    They tried to shoot me down, like They shot down Walter in his modified F-15 that afternoon on Canaan, when I was so late getting the Ark into the air.


    There were too many of Them anyway. I told myself that a thousand times as the fight ravelled all the way back to Earth. It took time to get the Ark warmed up, and when They did what we never had expected—bombed the noncombatants in the settlement—I tarried to take on gassed and wounded survivors.


    I watched Them fry the house I had just built. Janie had been in the cellar, packing preserves for the winter…


    How did they find us so soon? We had counted on more time. How did it happen?


    * * * *


    Smoldering wreckage steams within a new-crater on an Oregon mountainside. Fires spread through the forest in all directions from a reawakened volcano.


    I set charges in what remains and run…and run and run and run, but I cannot outrun the wind. It envelopes me from behind and chokes me with the stench of burning flesh…I run from the smell…I run…


    * * * *


    There is a tear on my cheek. The soloist enters his cadenza and it is more sweet and sad than I can bear. The headphones slip off and slide from my lap to the floor, followed by the tape player. The sounds of the Fourth Concerto die away into muffled silence.


    I’m sure the Big Eye will understand. I cannot afford music.


    The blessed numbness returns in force. I open my eyes to look at my hands. They seem miles away. Yet I can make out every wrinkle, every pore and crevice. I glance at Elise. She drives slowly, her expression stony.


    My hands fall on something cool and smooth. I look down and see the notebook that I had forgotten.


    * * * *


    There have been times in my life when the Big Eye has come down off my shoulder to actually meddle around. Strange things have happened which I could not explain, like finding a live black rabbit on my doorstep at midnight, the evening I finished reading Watership Down. Or when I was considering giving up flying, and found that a sparrow hawk was perched on my windowsill, looking at me, staring at me until I found my confidence again.


    I’ve been a scientist, too. But science doesn’t welcome the Big Surprises. Only little ones that can be comfortably chewed and swallowed. When the unknown comes in out of the borderline and grabs you by the jewels, that is when the Universe has chosen to gently remind you that a change of perspective is due. It is showing you who is boss.


    Science tells us not to expect personal messages from the Cosmos, either. But they happen, sometimes.


    The notebook is smooth and cool.


    Are you friend or foe? What shall I do with you, symbol in my lap?


    In a rush the panicky commands go out to my body. Get up! Throw the cursed book down. Open the door and jump out. Start running. Start another lie…life in another town.


    MOVE!


    My treasonous body does not obey. The mutiny is shocking.


    Okay…we’ll try something else. I command these hands to open this book so that I can look inside.


    With a sense of betrayal I watch as they obey. The scratchy paper riffles as my fingers pick a place at random.


    By the moonlight there is no mistake. She wrote this. There’s no mythical “friend” who left a notebook in her car. I never noticed before,but Elise has lovely penmanship, even if the lines do waver a bit, trembling across the page.


    * * * *


    It’s ridiculous, really. I moved out here to get some peace and quiet. To get a summer job that didn’t feel like a Summer Job—and to get away from that crazy rat race of briefs, moot courts, and exams. I thought it would be amusing to live in the hicks for a while.


    I realize now that I hated law school! Oh, not the learning. That was wonderful. But all the rest—the backbiting, the atmosphere of cynicism and suspicion. Ideals got you nothing but derisive laughter.


    All those using, abusing men, so glib about respecting modern women, then turning and cutting them first chance. As if we “modern women” were any more kind, of course.


    I’m never going back. Here it’s peaceful and quiet. I’ve landed a job I wanted more than that damned clerkship. Can you imagine? It’s tending and selling plants! I’m beginning to see why some Eastern peoples put gardening on a higher level than politics. I love it.


    These are real people, not money- and status-grubbing yuppies. I’m terrified they’ll reject me if they find out I’m a refugee from the world of polyester and gold chains.


    Especially my new man. He doesn’t talk much. I still haven’t been able to define what it is that draws me so to him. But I’m desperate not to drive him off.


    I think, maybe, he’s the most real thing I’ve ever had to hold on to.


    * * * *


    Two minutes ago I was surprised. Now it’s as if I’ve known this all along. I flip to a later entry…


    * * * *


    When am I going to learn? How many women have ruined their lives trying to change their men into something they’re not?


    He is gentle and kind and strong—such a lovable grouch. So what if he hates just about everything artistic or scientific. What has art and science ever done for me, anyway?


    Oh, I’m so confused! What is this indefinable feeling I have about him? Why do I keep risking it all by trying to change him?


    I think I’m actually starting to relax, sometimes. Whatever he’s doing for me, I can’t surrender it now. Better to give up this journal, the other hidden indulgences, rather than take any more chances…


    * * * *


    So. Another refugee, albeit from a more mundane sort of crisis. Oh, Elise, I’m sorry I never knew.


    I’m glad I never knew, for I would have run away.


    I understand now why she encouraged that bright young idiot Alan Fowler to hang around. Her patient probing worked better than she’ll ever know. Along with a series of incredible coincidences. And time.


    The car is slowing down, coming to a stop. I look up and see we’re on a side street a few blocks from home.


    She is looking at me, shaking her head slowly, hopelessly. Her lips tremble and there are thin pulsing rivulets on her cheeks.


    I let the book slip from my hands and close my eyes to breathe deeply of the night. I can smell her from a few feet away. She comes to me as musk and perfumes and sawdust from the Yankee.


    I can also smell the dampness of the streets, and the pine forest south of town.


    What else? Ah, yes. There is salt water. I swear. I can even smell the ocean from here.


    She is crying silently, head lowered.


    What am I going to do with you, Elise? How can I thank you, now that Chuck is gone, for taking care of him while I healed? How can I make you understand when I go away, as I must very soon.


    I reach over and pull her to me.


    It doesn’t matter, Lise. It doesn’t matter because I knew it all along. From the very first, I suppose, a part of me knew you’d be trying, without knowing exactly what you were doing, to summon me back. Don’t cry because you succeeded!


    I must spend a long time comforting her—holding her and gentling away the fear. I can see Andromeda faintly through the open window behind her, a stroke of light against the sparkling of the stars. I whisper to her and can feel the planet turn slowly beneath us.


    * * * *


    I think I’m finished subvocalizing, this evening. It’s not necessary anymore. Doors are opening. Long unused feelings and ideas are stepping out.


    The opening traces of a plan are forming. They must have been gestating for months…designs for a lockpick for a very large cage. Lessons to be taught to Old Joe Clark.


    There’s a lot of work ahead, some of it quite dangerous. I’m not sure exactly how to get started and it may wind up taking me a long, long way from here.


    But I promise you, Lise—if you want me to—I’ll take you with me when I go.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1986 by David Brin.
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    Miles heard the woman weeping as he was climbing the hill from the long lake. He hadn’t dried himself after his swim, as the morning already promised shimmering heat. Lake water trickled cool from his hair onto his naked chest and back, more annoyingly down his legs from his ragged shorts. His leg braces chafed on his damp skin as he pistoned up the faint trail through the scrub, military double-time. His feet squished in his old wet shoes. He slowed curiously as he became conscious of the voices.


    The woman’s voice grated with grief and exhaustion. “Please, lord, please. All I want is m’justice.…”


    The front gate guard’s voice was irritated and embarrassed. “I’m no lord. C’mon, get up, woman. Go back to the village and report it at the district magistrate’s office.”


    “I tell you, I just came from there!” The woman did not move from her knees as Miles emerged from the bushes and paused to take in the tableau across the paved road. “The magistrate’s not to return for weeks, weeks. I walked four days to get here. I only have a little money.…” A desperate hope rose in her voice, and her spine bent and straightened as she scrabbled in her skirt pocket and held out her cupped hands to the guard. “A mark and twenty pence, it’s all I have, but—”


    The exasperated guard’s eye fell on Miles, and he straightened abruptly, as if afraid Miles might suspect him of being tempted by so pitiful a bribe. “Be off, woman!” he snapped.


    Miles quirked an eyebrow, and limped across the road to the main gate. “What’s all this about, Corporal?” he inquired easily.


    The guard corporal was on loan from Imperial Security, and wore the high-necked dress greens of the Barrayaran Service. He was sweating and uncomfortable in the bright morning light of this southern district, but Miles fancied he’d be boiled before he’d undo his collar on this post. His accent was not local; he was a city man from the capital, where a more-or-less efficient bureaucracy absorbed such problems as the one on her knees before him.


    The woman, now, was local and more than local—she had backcountry written all over her. She was younger than her strained voice had at first suggested. Tall, fever-red from her weeping, with stringy blond hair hanging down across a ferret-thin face and protuberant gray eyes. If she were cleaned up, fed, rested, happy and confident, she might achieve a near-prettiness, but she was far from that now, despite her remarkable figure. Lean but full-breasted—no, Miles revised himself as he crossed the road and came up to the gate. Her bodice was all blotched with dried milk leaks, though there was no baby in sight. Only temporarily full-breasted. Her worn dress was factory-woven cloth, but handsewn, crude and simple. Her feet were bare, thickly callused, cracked and sore.


    “No problem,” the guard assured Miles. “Go away,” he hissed to the woman.


    She lurched off her knees and sat stonily.


    “I’ll call my sergeant”—the guard eyed her, wary—“and have her removed.”


    “Wait a moment,” said Miles.


    She stared up at Miles from her cross-legged position, clearly not knowing whether to identify him as hope or not. His clothing, what there was of it, offered her no clue as to what he might be. The rest of him was all too plainly displayed. He jerked up his chin and smiled thinly. Too-large head, too-short neck, back thickened with its crooked spine, crooked legs with their brittle bones too-often broken, drawing the eye in their gleaming chromium braces. Were the hill woman standing, the top of his head would barely be even with the top of her shoulder. He waited in boredom for her hand to make the backcountry hex sign against evil mutations, but it only jerked and clenched into a fist.


    “I must see my lord Count,” she said to an uncertain point halfway between Miles and the guard. “It’s my right. My daddy, he died in the Service. It’s my right.”


    “Prime Minister Count Vorkosigan,” said the guard stiffly, “is on his country estate to rest. If he were working, he’d be back in Vorbarr Sultana.” The guard looked as if he wished he were back in Vorbarr Sultana.


    The woman seized the pause. “You’re only a city man. He’s my count. My right.”


    “What do you want to see Count Vorkosigan for?” asked Miles patiently.


    “Murder,” growled the girl/woman. The security guard spasmed slightly. “I want to report a murder.”


    “Shouldn’t you report to your village speaker first?” inquired Miles, with a hand-down gesture to calm the twitching guard.


    “I did. He’ll do nothing.” Rage and frustration cracked her voice. “He says it’s over and done. He won’t write down my accusation, says it’s nonsense. It would only make trouble for everybody, he says. I don’t care! I want my justice!”


    Miles frowned in thought, looking the woman over. The details checked, corroborated her claimed identity, added up to a solid if subliminal sense of authenticity which perhaps escaped the professionally paranoid security man. “It’s true, Corporal,” Miles said. “She has a right to appeal, first to the district magistrate, then to the Count’s Court. And the district magistrate won’t be back for two weeks.”


    This sector of Count Vorkosigan’s native district had only one overworked district magistrate, who rode a circuit that included the lakeside village of Vorkosigan Surleau but one day a month. Since the region of the Prime Minister’s country estate was crawling with Imperial Security when the great lord was in residence, and loosely monitored even when he was not, prudent troublemakers took their troubles elsewhere.


    “Scan her, and let her in,” said Miles. “On my authority.”


    The guard was one of Imperial Security’s best, trained to look for assassins in his own shadow. He now looked scandalized, and lowered his voice to Miles. “Sir, if I let every country lunatic wander the estate at will—”


    “I’ll take her up. I’m going that way.”


    The guard shrugged helplessly, but stopped short of saluting; Miles was decidedly not in uniform. The gate guard pulled a scanner from his belt and made a great show of going over the woman. Miles wondered if he’d have been inspired to harass her with a strip-search without Miles’s inhibiting presence. When the guard finished demonstrating how alert, conscientious, and loyal he was, he palmed open the gate’s lock, entered the transaction, including the woman’s retina scan, into the computer monitor, and stood aside in a pose of rather pointed parade rest. Miles grinned at the silent editorial, and steered the bedraggled woman by the elbow through the gates and up the winding drive.


    She twitched away from his touch at the earliest opportunity, yet still refrained from superstitious gestures, eyeing him with a strange and hungry curiosity. Time was, such openly repelled fascination with the peculiarities of his body had driven Miles to grind his teeth; now he could take it with a serene amusement only slightly tinged with acid. They would learn, all of them. They would learn.


    “Do you serve Count Vorkosigan, little man?” she asked cautiously.


    Miles thought about that one a moment. “Yes,” he answered finally. The answer was, after all, true on every level of meaning but the one she’d asked it. He quelled the temptation to tell her he was the court jester. From the look of her, this one’s troubles were much worse than his own.


    She had apparently not quite believed in her own rightful destiny, despite her mulish determination at the gate, for as they climbed unimpeded toward her goal a nascent panic made her face even more drawn and pale, almost ill. “How—how do I talk to him?” she choked. “Should I curtsey…?” She glanced down at herself as if conscious for the first time of her own dirt and sweat and squalor.


    Miles suppressed a facetious set-up starting with, Kneel and knock your forehead three times on the floor before speaking; that’s what the General Staff does, and said instead, “Just stand up straight and speak the truth. Try to be clear. He’ll take it from there. He does not, after all”—Miles’s lip twitched—“lack experience.”


    She swallowed.


    A hundred years ago, the Vorkosigans’ summer retreat had been a guard barracks, part of the outlying fortifications of the great castle on the bluff above the village of Vorkosigan Surleau. The castle was now a burnt-out ruin, and the barracks transformed into a comfortable low stone residence, modernized and re-modernized, artistically landscaped and bright with flowers. The arrow slits had been widened into big glass windows overlooking the lake, and comlink antennae bristled from the roof. There was a new guard barracks concealed in the trees downslope, but it had no arrow slits.


    A man in the brown-and-silver livery of the Count’s personal retainers exited the residence’s front door as Miles approached with the strange woman in tow. It was the new man, what was his name? Pym, that was it.


    “Where’s m’lord Count?” Miles asked him.


    “In the upper pavilion, taking breakfast with m’lady.” Pym glanced at the woman, waited on Miles in a posture of polite inquiry.


    “Ah. Well, this woman has walked four days to lay an appeal before the district magistrate’s court. The court’s not here, but the Count is, so she now proposes to skip the middlemen and go straight to the top. I like her style. Take her up, will you?”


    “During breakfast?” said Pym.


    Miles cocked his head at the woman. “Have you had breakfast?”


    She shook her head mutely.


    “I thought not.” Miles turned his hands palm-out, dumping her, symbolically, on the retainer. “Now, yes.”


    “My daddy, he died in the Service,” the woman repeated faintly. “It’s my right.” The phrase seemed as much to convince herself as anyone else, now.


    Pym was, if not a hill man, district-born. “So it is.” He sighed, gesturing her to follow him without further ado. Her eyes widened, as she trailed him around the house, and she glanced back nervously over her shoulder at Miles. “Little man…?”


    “Just stand straight,” he called to her. He watched her round the corner, grinned, and took the steps two at a time into the residence’s main entrance.


    * * * *


    After a shave and cold shower, Miles dressed in his own room overlooking the long lake. He dressed with great care, as great as he’d expended on the Service Academy ceremonies and Imperial Review two days ago. Clean underwear, long-sleeved cream shirt, dark green trousers with the side piping. High-collared green tunic tailor-cut to his own difficult fit. New pale blue plastic ensign’s rectangles aligned precisely on the collar and poking most uncomfortably into his jaw. He dispensed with the leg braces and pulled on mirror-polished boots to the knee, and swiped a bit of dust from them with his pajama pants, ready-to-hand on the floor where he’d dropped them before going swimming.


    He straightened and checked himself in the mirror. His dark hair hadn’t even begun to recover from that last cut before the graduation ceremonies. A pale, sharp-featured face, not too much dissipated bag under the gray eyes, nor too bloodshot—alas, the limits of his body compelled him to stop celebrating well before he could hurt himself.


    Echoes of the late celebration still boiled up silently in his head, crooking his mouth into a grin. He was on his way now, had his hand clamped firmly around the lowest rung of the highest ladder on Barrayar, Imperial Service itself. There were no giveaways in the Service even for sons of the Old Vor. You got what you earned. His brother-officers could be relied on to know that, even if outsiders wondered. He was in position at last to prove himself to all doubters. Up and away and never look down, never look back.


    One last look back. As carefully as he’d dressed, Miles gathered up the necessary objects for his task. The white cloth rectangles of his former Academy cadet’s rank. The hand-calligraphied second copy, purchased for this purpose, of his new officer’s commission in the Barrayaran Imperial Service. A copy of his Academy three-year scholastic transcript on paper, with all its commendations (and demerits). No point in anything but honesty in this next transaction. In a cupboard downstairs he found the brass brazier and tripod, wrapped in its polishing cloth, and a plastic bag of very dry juniper bark. Chemical firesticks.


    Out the back door and up the hill. The landscaped path split, right going up to the pavilion overlooking it all, left forking sideways to a garden-like area surrounded by a low fieldstone wall. Miles let himself in by the gate. “Good morning, crazy ancestors,” he called, then quelled his humor. It might be true, but lacked the respect due the occasion.


    He strolled over and around the graves until he came to the one he sought, knelt, and set up the brazier and tripod, humming. The stone was simple, General Count Piotr Pierre Vorkosigan, and the dates. If they’d tried to list all the accumulated honors and accomplishments, they’d have had to go to microprint.


    He piled in the bark, the very expensive papers, the cloth bits, a clipped mat of dark hair from that last cut. He set it alight and rocked back on his heels to watch it burn. He’d played a hundred versions of this moment over in his head, over the years, ranging from solemn public orations with musicians in the background, to dancing naked on the old man’s grave. He’d settled on this private and traditional ceremony, played straight. Just between the two of them.


    “So, Grandfather,” he purred at last. “And here we are after all. Satisfied now?”


    All the chaos of the graduation ceremonies behind, all the mad efforts of the last three years, all the pain, came to this point; but the grave did not speak, did not say, Well done; you can stop now. The ashes spelled out no messages, there were no visions to be had in the rising smoke. The brazier burned down all too quickly. Not enough stuff in it, perhaps.


    He stood, and dusted his knees, in the silence and the sunlight. So what had he expected? Applause? Why was he here, in the final analysis? Dancing out a dead man’s dreams—who did his service really serve? Grandfather? Himself? Pale Emperor Gregor? Who cared?


    “Well, old man,” he whispered, then shouted: “ARE YOU SATISFIED YET?” The echoes rang from the stones.


    A throat cleared behind him, and Miles whirled like a scalded cat, heart pounding.


    “Uh…my lord?” said Pym carefully. “Pardon me, I did not mean to interrupt…anything. But the Count your father requires you to attend on him in the upper pavilion.”


    Pym’s expression was perfectly bland. Miles swallowed, and waited for the scarlet heat he could feel in his face to recede. “Quite.” He shrugged. “The fire’s almost out. I’ll clean it up later. Don’t…let anybody else touch it.”


    He marched past Pym and didn’t look back.


    * * * *


    The pavilion was a simple structure of weathered silver wood, open on all four sides to catch the breeze, this morning a few faint puffs from the west. Good sailing on the lake this afternoon, maybe. Only ten days of precious home leave left, and much Miles wanted to do, including the trip to Vorbarr Sultana with his cousin Ivan to pick out his new lightflyer. And then his first assignment would be coming through—ship duty, Miles prayed. He’d had to overcome a major temptation, not to ask his father to make sure it was ship duty. He would take whatever assignment fate dealt him, that was the first rule of the game. And win with the hand he was dealt.


    The interior of the pavilion was shady and cool after the glare outside. It was furnished with comfortable old chairs and tables, one of which bore the remains of a noble breakfast—Miles mentally marked two lonely-looking oil cakes on a crumb-scattered tray as his own. Miles’s mother, lingering over her cup, smiled across the table at him.


    Miles’s father, casually dressed in an open-throated shirt and shorts, sat in a worn armchair. Aral Vorkosigan was a thick-set, gray-haired man, heavy-jawed, heavy-browed, scarred. A face that lent itself to savage caricature—Miles had seen some, in Opposition press, in the histories of Barrayar’s enemies. They had only to draw one lie, to render dull those sharp penetrating eyes, to create everyone’s parody of a military dictator.


    And how much is he haunted by Grandfather? Miles wondered. He doesn’t show it much. But then, he doesn’t have to. Admiral Aral Vorkosigan, space master strategist, conqueror of Komarr, hero of Escobar, for sixteen years Imperial Regent and supreme power on Barrayar in all but name. And then he’d capped it, confounded history and all self-sure witnesses and heaped up honor and glory beyond all that had gone before by voluntarily stepping down and transferring command smoothly to Emperor Gregor upon his majority. Not that the prime ministership hadn’t made a dandy retirement from the regency, and he was showing no signs yet of stepping down from that.


    And so Admiral Aral’s life took General Piotr’s like an overpowering hand of cards, and where did that leave Ensign Miles? Holding two deuces and the joker. He must surely either concede or start bluffing like crazy.…


    The hill woman sat on a hassock, a half-eaten oil cake clutched in her hands, staring openmouthed at Miles in all his power and polish. As he caught and returned her gaze, her lips pressed closed and her eyes lit. Her expression was strange—anger? Exhilaration? Embarrassment? Glee? Some bizarre mixture of all? And what did you think I was, woman?


    Being in uniform (showing off his uniform?), Miles came to attention before his father. “Sir?”


    Count Vorkosigan spoke to the woman. “That is my son. If I send him as my Voice, would that satisfy you?”


    “Oh,” she breathed, her wide mouth drawing back in a weird, fierce grin, the most expression Miles had yet seen on her face, “yes, my lord.”


    “Very well. It will be done.”


    What will be done? Miles wondered warily. The Count was leaning back in his chair, looking satisfied himself, but with a dangerous tension around his eyes hinting that something had aroused his true anger. Not anger at the woman, clearly they were in some sort of agreement, and—Miles searched his conscience quickly—not at Miles himself. He cleared his throat gently, cocking his head and baring his teeth in an inquiring smile.


    The Count steepled his hands and spoke to Miles at last. “A most interesting case. I can see why you sent her up.”


    “Ah…” said Miles. What had he got hold of? He’d only greased the woman’s way through security on a quixotic impulse, for God’s sake, and to tweak his father at breakfast. “…ah?” he continued noncommittally.


    Count Vorkosigan’s brows rose. “Did you not know?”


    “She spoke of a murder, and a marked lack of cooperation from her local authorities about it. Figured you’d give her a lift on to the district magistrate.”


    The Count settled back still further, rubbing his hand thoughtfully across his scarred chin. “It’s an infanticide case.”


    Miles’s belly went cold. I don’t want anything to do with this. Well, that explained why there was no baby to go with the breasts. “Unusual…for it to be reported.”


    “We’ve fought the old customs for twenty years and more,” said the Count. “Promulgated, propagandized…In the cities, we’ve made good progress.”


    “In the cities,” murmured the Countess, “people have access to alternatives.”


    “But in the backcountry—well—little has changed. We all know what’s going on, but without a report, a complaint—and with the family invariably drawing together to protect its own—it’s hard to get leverage.”


    “What”—Miles cleared his throat, nodded at the woman—“what was your baby’s mutation?”


    “The cat’s mouth.” The woman dabbed at her upper lip to demonstrate. “She had the hole inside her mouth, too, and was a weak sucker, she choked and cried, but she was getting enough, she was.…”


    “Harelip,” the Count’s off-worlder wife murmured half to herself, translating the Barrayaran term to the galactic standard, “and a cleft palate, sounds like. Harra, that’s not even a mutation. They had that back on Old Earth. A…a normal birth defect, if that’s not a contradiction in terms. Not a punishment for your Barrayaran ancestors’ pilgrimage through the Fire. A simple operation could have corrected—” Countess Vorkosigan cut herself off. The hill woman was looking anguished.


    “I’d heard,” the woman said. “My lord had made a hospital to be built at Hassadar. I meant to take her there, when I was a little stronger, though I had no money. Her arms and legs were sound, her head was well shaped, anybody could see—surely they would have”—her hands clenched and twisted, her voice went ragged—“but Lem killed her first.”


    A seven-day walk, Miles calculated, from the deep Dendarii Mountains to the lowland town of Hassadar. Reasonable, that a woman newly risen from childbed might delay that hike a few days. An hour’s ride in an aircar…


    “So one is reported as a murder at last,” said Count Vorkosigan, “and we will treat it as exactly that. This is a chance to send a message to the farthest corners of my own district. You, Miles, will be my Voice, to reach where it has not reached before. You will dispense count’s justice upon this man—and not quietly, either. It’s time for the practices that brand us as barbarians in galactic eyes to end.”


    Miles gulped. “Wouldn’t the district magistrate be better qualified…?”


    The Count smiled slightly. “For this case, I can think of no one better qualified than yourself.”


    The messenger and the message all in one: Times have changed. Indeed. Miles wished himself elsewhere, anywhere—back sweating blood over his final examinations, for instance. He stifled an unworthy wail, My home leave…!


    Miles rubbed the back of his neck. “Who, ah…who is it killed your little girl?” Meaning, who is it I’m expected to drag out, put up against a wall, and shoot?


    “My husband,” she said tonelessly, looking at—through—the polished silvery floorboards.


    I knew this was going to be messy.…


    “She cried and cried,” the woman went on, “and wouldn’t go to sleep, not nursing well—he shouted at me to shut her up—”


    “Then?” Miles prompted, sick to his stomach.


    “He swore at me, and went to go sleep at his mother’s. He said at least a working man could sleep there. I hadn’t slept either.…”


    This guy sounds like a real winner. Miles had an instant picture of him, a bull of a man with a bullying manner—nevertheless, there was something missing in the climax of the woman’s story.


    The Count had picked up on it too. He was listening with total attention, his strategy-session look, a slit-eyed intensity of thought you could mistake for sleepiness. That would be a grave mistake. “Were you an eyewitness?” he asked in a deceptively mild tone that put Miles on full alert. “Did you actually see him kill her?”


    “I found her dead in the midmorning, lord.”


    “You went into the bedroom—” Count Vorkosigan led her on.


    “We’ve only got one room.” She shot him a look as if doubtful for the first time of his total omniscience. “She had slept, slept at last. I went out to get some brillberries, up the ravine a way. And when I came back…I should have taken her with me, but I was so glad she slept at last, didn’t want to risk waking her—” Tears leaked from the woman’s tightly closed eyes. “I let her sleep when I came back, I was glad to eat and rest, but I began to get full”—her hand touched a breast—“and I went to wake her…”


    “What, were there no marks on her? Not a cut throat?” asked the Count. That was the usual method for these backcountry infanticides, quick and clean compared to, say, exposure.


    The woman shook her head. “Smothered, I think, lord. It was cruel, something cruel. The village Speaker said I must have overlain her, and wouldn’t take my plea against Lem. I did not, I did not! She had her own cradle, Lem made it with his own hands when she was still in my belly.…” She was close to breaking down.


    The Count exchanged a glance with his wife, and a small tilt of his head. Countess Vorkosigan rose smoothly.


    “Come, Harra, down to the house. You must wash and rest before Miles takes you home.”


    The hill woman looked taken aback. “Oh, not in your house, lady!”


    “Sorry, it’s the only one I’ve got handy. Besides the guard barracks. The guards are good boys, but you’d make ’em uncomfortable…” The Countess eased her out.


    “It is clear,” said Count Vorkosigan as soon as the women were out of earshot, “that you will have to check out the medical facts before, er, popping off. And I trust you will also have noticed the little problem with a positive identification of the accused. This could be the ideal public-demonstration case we want, but not if there’s any ambiguity about it. No bloody mysteries.”


    “I’m not a coroner,” Miles pointed out immediately. If he could wriggle off this hook.…


    “Quite. You will take Dr. Dea with you.”


    Lieutenant Dea was the Prime Minister’s physician’s assistant. Miles had seen him around—an ambitious young military doctor, in a constant state of frustration because his superior would never let him touch his most important patient—oh, he was going to be thrilled with this assignment, Miles predicted morosely.


    “He can take his osteo kit with him, too,” the Count went on, brightening slightly, “in case of accidents.”


    “How economical,” said Miles, rolling his eyes. “Look, uh—suppose her story checks out and we nail this guy. Do I have to, personally…?”


    “One of the liveried men will be your bodyguard. And—if the story checks—the executioner.”


    That was only slightly better. “Couldn’t we wait for the district magistrate?”


    “Every judgment the district magistrate makes, he makes in my place. Every sentence his office carries out, is carried out in my name. Someday, it will be done in your name. It’s time you gained a clear understanding of the process. Historically, the Vor may be a military caste, but a Vor lord’s duties were never only military ones.”


    No escape. Damn, damn, damn. Miles sighed. “Right. Well…we could take the aircar, I suppose, and be up there in a couple of hours. Allow some time to find the right hole. Drop out of the sky on ’em, make the message loud and clear…be back before bedtime.” Get it over with quickly.


    The Count had that slit-eyed look again. “No…” he said slowly, “not the aircar, I don’t think.”


    “No roads for a groundcar, up that far. Just trails.” He added uneasily—surely his father could not be thinking of—“I don’t think I’d cut a very impressive figure of central Imperial authority on foot, sir.”


    His father glanced up at his crisp dress uniform and smiled slightly. “Oh, you don’t do so badly.”


    “But picture this after three or four days of beating through the bushes,” Miles protested. “You didn’t see us in Basic. Or smell us.”


    “I’ve been there,” said the Admiral dryly. “But no, you’re quite right. Not on foot. I have a better idea.”


    * * * *


    My own cavalry troop, thought Miles ironically, turning in his saddle, just like Grandfather. Actually, he was pretty sure the old man would have had some acerbic comments about the riders now strung out behind Miles on the wooded trail, once he’d got done rolling on the ground laughing at the equitation being displayed. The Vorkosigan stables had shrunk sadly since the old man was no longer around to take an interest, the polo string sold off, the few remaining ancient and ill-tempered ex-cavalry beasts put permanently out to pasture. The handful of riding horses left were retained for their sure-footedness and good manners, not their exotic bloodlines, and kept exercised and gentle for the occasional guest by a gaggle of girls from the village.


    Miles gathered his reins, tensed one calf, and shifted his weight slightly, and Fat Ninny responded with a neat half turn and two precise back steps. The thick-set roan gelding could not have been mistaken by the most ignorant urbanite for a fiery steed, but Miles adored him, for his dark and liquid eye, his wide velvet nose, his phlegmatic disposition equally unappalled by rushing streams or screaming aircars, but most of all for his exquisite dressage-trained responsiveness. Brains before beauty. Just being around him made Miles calmer; the beast was an emotional blotter, like a purring cat. Miles patted Fat Ninny on the neck. “If anybody asks,” he murmured, “I’ll tell them your name is Chieftain.” Fat Ninny waggled one fuzzy ear, heaving a whooshing, barrel-chested sigh.


    Grandfather had a great deal to do with the unlikely parade Miles now led. The great guerilla general had poured out his youth in these mountains, fighting the Cetagandan invaders to a standstill and then reversing their tide. Anti-flyer heatless seeker-strikers smuggled in at bloody cost from off-planet had a lot more to do with the final victory than cavalry horses, which, according to Grandfather, had saved his forces through the worst winter of that campaign mainly by being edible. But through retroactive romance, the horse had become the symbol of that struggle.


    Miles thought his father was being overly optimistic, if he thought Miles was going to cash in thusly on the old man’s residual glory. The guerilla caches and camps were shapeless lumps of rust and trees, dammit, not just weeds and scrub anymore—they had passed some, earlier in today’s ride—the men who had fought that war had long since gone to ground for the last time, just like Grandfather. What was he doing here? It was jump ship duty he wanted, taking him high, high above all this. The future, not the past, held his destiny.


    Miles’s meditations were interrupted by Dr. Dea’s horse, which, taking exception to a branch lying across the logging trail, planted all four feet in an abrupt stop and snorted loudly. Dr. Dea toppled off with a faint cry.


    “Hang onto the reins,” Miles called, and pressed Fat Ninny back down the trail.


    Dr. Dea was getting rather better at falling off; he’d landed more or less on his feet this time. He made a lunge at the dangling reins, but his sorrel mare shied away from his grab. Dea jumped back as she swung on her haunches and then, realizing her freedom, bounced back down the trail, tail bannering, horse body-language for Nyah, nyah, ya can’t catch me! Dr. Dea, red and furious, ran swearing in pursuit. She broke into a canter.


    “No, no, don’t run after her!” called Miles.


    “How the hell am I supposed to catch her if I don’t run after her?” snarled Dea. The space surgeon was not a happy man. “My medkit’s on that bloody beast!”


    “How do you think you can catch her if you do?” asked Miles. “She can run faster than you can.”


    At the end of the little column, Pym turned his horse sideways, blocking the trail. “Just wait, Harra,” Miles advised the anxious hill woman in passing. “Hold your horse still. Nothing starts a horse running faster than another running horse.”


    The other two riders were doing rather better. The woman Harra Csurik sat her horse wearily, allowing it to plod along without interference, but at least riding on balance instead of trying to use the reins as a handle like the unfortunate Dea. Pym, bringing up the rear, was competent if not comfortable.


    Miles slowed Fat Ninny to a walk, reins loose, and wandered after the mare, radiating an air of calm relaxation. Who, me? I don’t want to catch you. We’re just enjoying the scenery, right. That’s it, stop for a bite. The sorrel mare paused to nibble at a weed, but kept a wary eye on Miles’s approach.


    At a distance just short of starting the mare bolting off again, Miles stopped Fat Ninny and slid off. He made no move toward the mare, but instead stood still and made a great show of fishing in his pockets. Fat Ninny butted his head against Miles eagerly, and Miles cooed and fed him a bit of sugar. The mare cocked her ears with interest. Fat Ninny smacked his lips and nudged for more. The mare snuffled up for her share. She lipped a cube from Miles’s palm as he slid his other arm quietly through the loop of her reins.


    “Here you go, Dr. Dea. One horse. No running.”


    “No fair,” wheezed Dea, trudging up. “You had sugar in your pockets.”


    “Of course I had sugar in my pockets. It’s called foresight and planning. The trick of handling horses isn’t to be faster than the horse, or stronger than the horse. That pits your weakness against his strengths. The trick is to be smarter than the horse. That pits your strength against his weakness, eh?”


    Dea took his reins. “It’s snickering at me,” he said suspiciously.


    “That’s nickering, not snickering.” Miles grinned. He tapped Fat Ninny behind his left foreleg, and the horse obediently grunted down onto one knee. Miles clambered up readily to his conveniently lowered stirrup.


    “Does mine do that?” asked Dr. Dea, watching with fascination.


    “Sorry, no.”


    Dea glowered at his horse. “This animal is an idiot. I shall lead it for a while.”


    As Fat Ninny lurched back to his four feet Miles suppressed a riding-instructorly comment gleaned from his grandfather’s store such as, Be smarter than the horse, Dea. Though Dr. Dea was officially sworn to Lord Vorkosigan for the duration of this investigation, Space Surgeon Lieutenant Dea certainly outranked Ensign Vorkosigan. To command older men who outranked one called for a certain measure of tact.


    The logging road widened out here, and Miles dropped back beside Harra Csurik. Her fierceness and determination of yesterday morning at the gate seemed to be fading even as the trail rose toward her home. Or perhaps it was simply exhaustion catching up with her. She’d said little all morning, been sunk in silence all afternoon. If she was going to drag Miles all the way up to the back of beyond and then wimp out on him…


    “What, ah, branch of the Service was your father in, Harra?” Miles began conversationally.


    She raked her fingers through her hair in a combing gesture more nervousness than vanity. Her eyes looked out at him through the straw-colored wisps like skittish creatures in the protection of a hedge.


    “District Militia, m’lord. I don’t really remember him, he died when I was real little.”


    “In combat?”


    She nodded. “In the fighting around Vorbarr Sultana, during Vordarian’s Pretendership.”


    Miles refrained from asking which side he had been swept up on—most foot soldiers had had little choice, and the amnesty had included the dead as well as the living.


    “Ah…do you have any sibs?”


    “No, lord. Just me and my mother left.”


    A little anticipatory tension eased in Miles’s neck. If this judgment indeed drove all the way through to an execution, one misstep could trigger a blood feud among the in-laws. Not the legacy of justice the Count intended him to leave behind. So the fewer in-laws involved, the better. “What about your husband’s family?”


    “He’s got seven. Four brothers and three sisters.”


    “Hm.” Miles had a mental flash of an entire team of huge, menacing hill hulks. He glanced back at Pym, feeling a trifle understaffed for his task. He had pointed out this factor to the Count, when they’d been planning this expedition last night.


    “The village Speaker and his deputies will be your backup,” the Count had said, “just as for the district magistrate on court circuit.”


    “What if they don’t want to cooperate?” Miles had asked nervously.


    “An officer who expects to command Imperial troops,” the Count had glinted, “should be able to figure out how to extract cooperation from a backcountry headman.”


    In other words, his father had decided this was a test, and wasn’t going to give him any more clues. Thanks, Da.


    “You have no sibs, lord?” said Harra, snapping him back to the present.


    “No. But surely that’s known, even in the back-beyond.”


    “They say a lot of things about you.” Harra shrugged.


    Miles bit down on the morbid question in his mouth like a wedge of raw lemon. He would not ask it, he would not…he couldn’t help himself. “Like what?” forced out past his stiff lips.


    “Everyone knows the Count’s son is a mutant.” Her eyes flicked defiant-wide. “Some said it came from the off-worlder woman he married. Some said it was from radiation from the wars, or a disease from, um, corrupt practices in his youth among his brother-officers—”


    That last was a new one to Miles. His brow lifted.


    “—but most say he was poisoned by his enemies.”


    “I’m glad most have it right. It was an assassination attempt using soltoxin gas, when my mother was pregnant with me. But it’s not—” a mutation, his thought hiccoughed through the well-worn grooves—how many times had he explained this?—it’s teratogenic, not genetic, I’m not a mutant, not…What the hell did a fine point of biochemistry matter to this ignorant, bereaved woman? For all practical purposes—for her purposes—he might as well be a mutant. “—important,” he finished.


    She eyed him sideways, swaying gently in the clop-a-clop rhythm of her mount. “Some said you were born with no legs, and lived all the time in a float chair in Vorkosigan House. Some said you were born with no bones—”


    “—and kept in a jar in the basement, no doubt,” Miles muttered.


    “But Karal said he’d seen you with your grandfather at Hassadar Fair, and you were only sickly and undersized. Some said your father had got you into the Service, but others said no, you’d gone off-planet to your mother’s home and had your brain turned into a computer and your body fed with tubes, floating in a liquid—”


    “I knew there’d be a jar turn up in this story somewhere.” Miles grimaced. You knew you’d be sorry you asked, too, but you went and did it anyway. She was baiting him, Miles realized suddenly. How dare she…but there was no humor in her, only a sharp-edged watchfulness.


    She had gone out, way out on a limb to lay this murder charge, in defiance of family and local authorities alike, in defiance of established custom. And what had her Count given her for a shield and support, going back to face the wrath of all her nearest and dearest? Miles. Could he handle this? She must be wondering indeed. Or would he botch it, cave and cut and run, leaving her to face the whirlwind of rage and revenge alone?


    He wished he’d left her weeping at the gate.


    The woodland, fruit of many generations of terraforming forestry, opened out suddenly on a vale of brown native scrub. Down the middle of it, through some accident of soil chemistry, ran a half-kilometer-wide swathe of green and pink—feral roses, Miles realized with astonishment as they rode nearer. Earth roses. The track dove into the fragrant mass of them and vanished.


    He took turns with Pym, hacking their way through with their Service bush knives. The roses were vigorous and studded with thick thorns, and hacked back with a vicious elastic recoil. Fat Ninny did his part by swinging his big head back and forth and nipping off blooms and chomping them down happily. Miles wasn’t sure just how many he ought to let the big roan eat—just because the species wasn’t native to Barrayar didn’t mean it wasn’t poisonous to horses. Miles sucked at his wounds and reflected upon Barrayar’s shattered ecological history.


    The fifty thousand Firsters from Earth had only meant to be the spearhead of Barrayar’s colonization. Then, by a gravitational anomaly, the wormhole jump through which the colonists had come had shifted closed—violently, irrevocably, and without warning. The terraforming which had begun, so careful and controlled in the beginning, collapsed along with everything else. Imported Earth plant and animal species had escaped everywhere to run wild, as the humans turned their attention to the most urgent problems of survival. Biologists still mourned the mass extinctions of native species that had followed, the erosions and droughts and floods, but really, Miles thought, over the centuries of the Time of Isolation the fittest of both worlds had fought it out to a perfectly good new balance. If it was alive and covered the ground who cared where it came from?


    We are all here by accident. Like the roses.


    * * * *


    They camped that night high in the hills, and pushed on in the morning to the flanks of the true mountains. They were now out of the region Miles was personally familiar with from his childhood, and he checked Harra’s directions frequently on his orbital survey map. They stopped only a few hours short of their goal at sunset of the second day. Harra insisted she could lead them on in the dusk from here, but Miles did not care to arrive after nightfall, unannounced, in a strange place of uncertain welcome.


    He bathed the next morning in a stream, and unpacked and dressed carefully in his new officer’s Imperial dress greens. Pym wore the Vorkosigan brown-and-silver livery, and pulled the Count’s standard on a telescoping aluminum pole from the recesses of his saddlebag and mounted it on his left stirrup. Dressed to kill, thought Miles joylessly. Dr. Dea wore ordinary black fatigues and looked uncomfortable. If they constituted a message, Miles was damned if he knew what it was.


    They pulled the horses up at midmorning before a two-room cabin set on the edge of a vast grove of sugar maples, planted who-knew-how-many centuries ago but now raggedly marching up the vale by self-seeding. The mountain air was cool and pure and bright. A few chickens stalked and bobbed in the weeds. An algae-choked wooden pipe from the woods dribbled water into a trough, which overflowed into a squishy green streamlet and away.


    Harra slid down and smoothed her skirt and climbed the porch. “Karal?” she called. Miles waited high on horseback for the initial contact. Never give up a psychological advantage.


    “Harra? Is that you?” came a man’s voice from within. He banged open the door and rushed out. “Where have you been, girl? We’ve been beating the bushes for you! Thought you’d broke your neck in the scrub somewhere—” He stopped short before the three silent men on horseback.


    “You wouldn’t write down my charges, Karal,” said Harra rather breathlessly. Her hands kneaded her skirt. “So I walked to the district magistrate at Vorkosigan Surleau to Speak them myself.”


    “Oh, girl,” Karal breathed in regret, “that was a stupid thing to do.…” His head lowered and swayed, as he stared uneasily at the riders. He was a balding man of maybe sixty, leathery and worn, and his left arm ended in a stump. Another veteran.


    “Speaker Serg Karal?” began Miles sternly. “I am the Voice of Count Vorkosigan. I am charged to investigate the crime Spoken by Harra Csurik before the Count’s Court, namely the murder of her infant daughter Raina. As Speaker of Silvy Vale, you are requested and required to assist me in all matters pertaining to the Count’s justice.”


    At this point Miles ran out of prescribed formalities, and was on his own. That hadn’t taken long. He waited. Fat Ninny snuffled. The silver-on-brown cloth of the standard made a few soft snapping sounds, lifted by a vagrant breeze.


    “The district magistrate wasn’t there,” put in Harra, “but the Count was.”


    Karal was gray-faced, staring. He pulled himself together with an effort, came to a species of attention, and essayed a creaking half-bow. “Who—who are you, sir?”


    “Lord Miles Vorkosigan.”


    Karal’s lips moved silently. Miles was no lip reader, but he was pretty sure it came to a dismayed variant of Oh, shit. “This is my liveried man, Armsman Pym, and my medical examiner, Lieutenant Dea of the Imperial Service.”


    “You are my lord Count’s son?” Karal croaked.


    “The one and only.” Miles was suddenly sick of the posing. Surely that was a sufficient first impression. He swung down off Ninny, landing lightly on the balls of his feet. Karal’s gaze followed him down, and down. Yeah, so I’m short. But wait’ll you see me dance. “All right if we water our horses in your trough here?” Miles looped Ninny’s reins through his arm and stepped toward it.


    “Uh, that’s for the people, m’lord,” said Karal. “Just a minute and I’ll fetch a bucket.” He hitched up his baggy trousers and trotted off around the side of the cabin. A minute’s uncomfortable silence, then Karal’s voice floating faintly, “Where’d you put the goat bucket, Zed?”


    Another voice, light and young. “Behind the woodstack, Da.” The voices fell to a muffled undertone. Karal came trotting back with a battered aluminum bucket, which he placed beside the trough. He knocked out a wooden plug in the side, letting a bright stream arc out to splash and fill. Fat Ninny flickered his ears and snuffled and rubbed his big head against Miles, smearing his tunic with red and white horsehairs and nearly knocking him off his feet. Karal glanced up and smiled at the horse, though his smile fell away as his gaze passed on to the horse’s owner. As Fat Ninny gulped his drink Miles caught a glimpse of the source of the second voice, a boy of around twelve who flitted off into the woods behind the cabin.


    Karal fell to, assisting Miles and Harra and Pym in securing the horses. Miles left Pym to unsaddle and feed, and followed Karal into his house. Harra stuck to Miles like glue. Dr. Dea unpacked his medical kit and trailed along. Miles’s boots rang loud and unevenly on the wooden floorboards.


    “My wife, she’ll be back in the nooning,” said Karal, moving uncertainly around the room as Miles and Dea settled themselves on a bench and Harra curled up with her arms around her knees on the floor beside the fieldstone hearth. “I’ll…I’ll make some tea, m’lord.” He skittered back out the door to fill a kettle at the trough before Miles could say, No, thank you. No, let him ease his nerves in ordinary movements. Then maybe Miles could begin to tease out how much of this static was social nervousness and how much was—perhaps—guilty conscience. By the time Karal had the kettle on the coals he was noticeably better controlled, so Miles began.


    “I’d prefer to commence this investigation immediately, Speaker. It need not take long.”


    “It need not…take place at all, m’lord. The baby’s death was natural—there were no marks on her. She was weakly, she had the cat’s mouth, who knows what else was wrong with her? She died in her sleep, or by some accident.”


    “It is remarkable,” said Miles dryly, “how often such accidents happen in this district. My father the Count himself has…remarked on it.”


    “There was no call to drag you up here.” Karal looked in exasperation at Harra. She sat silent, unmoved by his persuasion.


    “It was no problem,” said Miles blandly.


    “Truly, m’lord”—Karal lowered his voice—“I believe the child might have been overlain. ’S no wonder, in her grief, that her mind rejected it. Lem Csurik, he’s a good boy, a good provider. She really doesn’t want to do this, her reason is just temporarily overset by her troubles.”


    Harra’s eyes, looking out from her hair-thatch, were poisonously cold.


    “I begin to see.” Miles’s voice was mild, encouraging.


    Karal brightened slightly. “It all could still be all right. If she will just be patient. Get over her sorrow. Talk to poor Lem. I’m sure he didn’t kill the babe. Not rush to something she’ll regret.”


    “I begin to see”—Miles let his tone go ice cool—“why Harra Csurik found it necessary to walk four days to get an unbiased hearing. ‘You think.’ ‘You believe.’ ‘Who knows what?’ Not you, it appears. I hear speculation—accusation—innuendo—assertion. I came for facts, Speaker Karal. The Count’s justice doesn’t turn on guesses. It doesn’t have to. This isn’t the Time of Isolation. Not even in the back-beyond.


    “My investigation of the facts will begin now. No judgment will be—rushed into, before the facts are complete. Confirmation of Lem Csurik’s guilt or innocence will come from his own mouth, under fast-penta, administered by Dr. Dea before two witnesses—yourself and a deputy of your choice. Simple, clean, and quick.” And maybe I can be on my way out of this benighted hole before sundown. “I require you, Speaker, to go now and bring Lem Csurik for questioning. Armsman Pym will assist you.”


    Karal killed another moment pouring the boiling water into a big brown pot before speaking. “I’m a travelled man, lord. A twenty-year Service man. But most folks here have never been out of Silvy Vale. Interrogation chemistry might as well be magic to them. They might say it was a false confession, got that way.”


    “Then you and your deputy can say otherwise. This isn’t exactly like the good old days, when confessions were extracted under torture, Karal. Besides, if he’s as innocent as you guess—he’ll clear himself, no?”


    Reluctantly, Keral went into the adjoining room. He came back shrugging on a faded Imperial Service uniform jacket with a corporal’s rank marked on the collar, the buttons of which did not quite meet across his middle anymore. Preserved, evidently, for such official functions. Even as in Barrayaran custom one saluted the uniform, and not the man in it, so might the wrath engendered by an unpopular duty fall on the office and not the individual who carried it out. Miles appreciated the nuance.


    Karal paused at the door. Harra still sat wrapped in silence by the hearth, rocking slightly.


    “M’lord,” said Karal. “I’ve been Speaker of Silvy Vale for sixteen years now. In all that time nobody has had to go to the district magistrate for a Speaking, not for water rights or stolen animals or swiving or even the time Neva accused Bors of tree piracy over the maple sap. We’ve not had a blood feud in all that time.”


    “I have no intention of starting a blood feud, Karal. I just want the facts.”


    “That’s the thing, m’lord. I’m not so in love with facts as I used to be. Sometimes, they bite.” Karal’s eyes were urgent.


    Really, the man was doing everything but stand on his head and juggle cats—one-handed—to divert Miles. How overt was his obstruction likely to get?


    “Silvy Vale cannot be permitted to have its own little Time of Isolation,” said Miles in warning. “The Count’s justice is for everyone, now. Even if they’re small. And weakly. And have something wrong with them. And cannot even speak for themselves—Speaker.”


    Karal flinched, white about the lips—point taken, evidently. He trudged away up the trail, Pym following watchfully, one hand loosening the stunner in his holster.


    They drank the tea while they waited, and Miles pottered about the cabin, looking but not touching. The hearth was the sole source of heat for cooking and washwater. There was a beaten metal sink for washing up, filled by hand from a covered bucket but emptied through a drainpipe under the porch to join the streamlet running down out of the trough. The second room was a bedroom, with a double bed and chests for storage. A loft held three more pallets; the boy around back had brothers, apparently. The place was cramped, but swept, things put away and hung up.


    On a side table sat a government-issue audio receiver, and a second and older military model, opened up, apparently in the process of getting minor repairs and a new power pack. Exploration revealed a drawer full of old parts, nothing more complex than for simple audio sets, unfortunately. Speaker Karal must double as Silvy Vale’s comlink specialist. How appropriate. They must pick up broadcasts from the station in Hassadar, maybe the high-power government channels from the capital as well.


    No other electricity, of course. Powersat receptors were expensive pieces of precision technology. They would come even here, in time; some communities almost as small, but with strong economic co-ops, already had them. Silvy Vale was obviously still stuck in subsistence-level, and must needs wait till there was enough surplus in the district to gift them, if the surplus was not grabbed off first by some competing want. If only the city of Vorkosigan Vashnoi had not been obliterated by Cetagandan atomics, the whole district could be years ahead, economically.…


    Miles walked out on the porch and leaned on the rail. Karal’s son had returned. Down at the end of the cleared yard Fat Ninny was standing tethered, hip-shot, ears aflop, grunting with pleasure as the grinning boy scratched him vigorously under his halter. The boy looked up to catch Miles watching him, and scooted off fearfully to vanish again in the scrub downslope. “Huh,” muttered Miles.


    Dr. Dea joined him. “They’ve been gone a long time. About time to break out the fast-penta?”


    “No, your autopsy kit, I should say. I fancy that’s what we’ll be doing next.”


    Dea glanced at him sharply. “I thought you sent Pym along to enforce the arrest.”


    “You can’t arrest a man who’s not there. Are you a wagering man, Doctor? I’ll bet you a mark they don’t come back with Csurik. No, hold it—maybe I’m wrong. I hope I’m wrong. Here are three coming back.…”


    Karal, Pym, and another were marching down the trail. The third was a hulking young man, big-handed, heavy-browed, thick-necked, surly. “Harra,” Miles called, “is this your husband?” He looked the part, by God, just what Miles had pictured. And four brothers just like him—only bigger, no doubt…


    Harra appeared by Miles’s shoulder, and let out her breath. “No, m’lord. That’s Alex, the Speaker’s deputy.”


    “Oh.” Miles’s lips compressed in silent frustration. Well, I had to give it a chance to be simple.


    Karal stopped beneath him and began a wandering explanation of his empty-handed state. Miles cut him off with a lift of his eyebrows. “Pym?”


    “Bolted, m’lord,” said Pym laconically. “Almost certainly warned.”


    “I agree.” He frowned down at Karal, who prudently stood silent. Facts first. Decisions, such as how much deadly force to pursue the fugitive with, second. “Harra. How far is it to your burying place?”


    “Down by the stream, lord, at the bottom of the valley. About two kilometers.”


    “Get your kit, Doctor, we’re taking a walk. Karal, fetch a shovel.”


    “M’lord, surely it isn’t needful to disturb the peace of the dead,” began Karal.


    “It is entirely needful. There’s a place for the autopsy report right in the Procedural I got from the district magistrate’s office. Where I will file my completed report upon this case when we return to Vorkosigan Surleau. I have permission from the next-of-kin—do I not, Harra?”


    She nodded numbly.


    “I have the two requisite witnesses, yourself and your,” gorilla, “deputy, we have the doctor and the daylight—if you don’t stand there arguing till sundown. All we need is the shovel. Unless you’re volunteering to dig with your hand, Karal.” Miles’s voice was flat and grating and getting dangerous.


    Karal’s balding head bobbed in his distress. “The—the father is the legal next-of-kin, while he lives, and you don’t have his—”


    “Karal,” said Miles.


    “M’lord?”


    “Take care the grave you dig is not your own. You’ve got one foot in it already.”


    Karal’s hand opened in despair. “I’ll…get the shovel, m’lord.”


    * * * *


    The midafternoon was warm, the air golden and summer-sleepy. The shovel bit with a steady scrunch-scrunch through the soil at the hands of Karal’s deputy. Downslope, a bright stream burbled away over clean rounded stones. Harra hunkered watching, silent and grim.


    When big Alex levered out the little crate—so little!—Armsman Pym went off for a patrol of the wooded perimeter. Miles didn’t blame him. He hoped the soil at that depth had been cool, these last eight days. Alex pried open the box, and Dr. Dea waved him away and took over. The deputy too went off to find something to examine at the far end of the graveyard.


    Dea looked the cloth-wrapped bundle over carefully, lifted it out, and set it on his tarp laid out on the ground in the bright sun. The instruments of his investigation were arrayed upon the plastic in precise order. He unwrapped the brightly patterned cloths in their special folds, and Harra crept up to retrieve them, straighten and fold them ready for reuse, then crept back.


    Miles fingered the handkerchief in his pocket, ready to hold over his mouth and nose, and went to watch over Dea’s shoulder. Bad, but not too bad. He’d seen and smelled worse. Dea, filter-masked, spoke procedurals into his recorder, hovering in the air by his shoulder, and made his examination first by eye and gloved touch, then by scanner.


    “Here, my lord,” said Dea, and motioned Miles closer. “Almost certainly the cause of death, though I’ll run the toxin tests in a moment. Her neck was broken. See here on the scanner where the spinal cord was severed, then the bones twisted back into alignment.”


    “Karal, Alex.” Miles motioned them up to witness; they came reluctantly.


    “Could this have been accidental?” said Miles.


    “Very remotely possible. The realignment had to be deliberate, though.”


    “Would it have taken long?”


    “Seconds only. Death was immediate.”


    “How much physical strength was required? A big man’s or…”


    “Oh, not much at all. Any adult could have done it, easily.”


    “Any sufficiently motivated adult.” Miles’s stomach churned at the mental picture Dea’s words conjured up. The little fuzzy head would easily fit under a man’s hand. The twist, the muffled cartilaginous crack—if there was one thing Miles knew by heart, it was the exact tactile sensation of breaking bone, oh yes.


    “Motivation,” said Dea, “is not my department.” He paused. “I might note, a careful external examination could have found this. Mine did. An experienced layman”—his gaze fell cool on Karal—“paying attention to what he was doing, should not have missed it.”


    Miles too stared at Karal, waiting.


    “Overlain,” hissed Harra. Her voice was ragged with scorn.


    “M’lord,” said Karal carefully, “it’s true I suspected the possibility—”


    Suspected, hell. You knew.


    “But I felt—and still feel, strongly”—his eye flashed a wary defiance—“that only more grief would come from a fuss. There was nothing I could do to help the baby at that point. My duties are to the living.”


    “So are mine, Speaker Karal. As, for example, my duty to the next small Imperial subject in mortal danger from those who should be his or her protectors, for the grave fault of being”— Miles flashed an edged smile—“physically different. In Count Vorkosigan’s view this is not just a case. This is a test case, fulcrum of a thousand cases. Fuss…” He hissed the sibilant; Harra rocked to the rhythm of his voice, “you haven’t begun to see fuss yet.”


    Karal subsided as if folded.


    There followed an hour of messiness yielding mainly negative data; no other bones were broken, the infant’s lungs were clear, her gut and bloodstream free of toxins except those of natural decomposition. Her brain held no secret tumors. The defect for which she had died did not extend to spina bifida, Dea reported. Fairly simple plastic surgery would indeed have corrected the cat’s mouth, could she somehow have won access to it. Miles wondered what comfort this confirmation was to Harra; cold, at best.


    Dea put his puzzle back together, and Harra rewrapped the tiny body in intricate, meaningful folds. Dea cleaned his tools and placed them in their cases and washed his hands and arms and face thoroughly in the stream, for rather a longer time than needed for just hygiene, Miles thought, while the gorilla reburied the box.


    Harra made a little bowl in the dirt atop the grave and piled in some twigs and bark scraps and a sawed-off strand of her lank hair.


    Miles, caught short, felt in his pockets. “I have no offering on me that will burn,” he said apologetically.


    Harra glanced up, surprised at even the implied offer. “No matter, m’lord.” Her little pile of scraps flared briefly and went out, like her infant Raina’s life.


    But it does matter, thought Miles.


    Peace to you, small lady, after our rude invasions. I will give you a better sacrifice, I swear by my word as Vorkosigan. And the smoke of that burning will rise and be seen from one end of these mountains to the other.


    * * * *


    Miles charged Karal and Alex straightly with producing Lem Csurik, and gave Harra Csurik a ride home up behind him on Fat Ninny. Pym accompanied them.


    They passed a few scattered cabins on the way. At one a couple of grubby children playing in the yard loped alongside the horses, giggling and making hex signs at Miles, egging each other on to bolder displays, until their mother spotted them and ran out and hustled them indoors with a fearful look over her shoulder. In a weird way it was almost relaxing to Miles, the welcome he’d expected, not like Karal’s and Alex’s strained, self-conscious, careful not-noticing. Raina’s life would not have been an easy one.


    Harra’s cabin was at the head of a long draw, just before it narrowed into a ravine. It seemed very quiet and isolated, in the dappled shade.


    “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather go stay with your mother?” asked Miles dubiously.


    Harra shook her head. She slid down off Ninny, and Miles and Pym dismounted to follow her in.


    The cabin was of a standard design, a single room with a field-stone fireplace and a wide roofed front porch. Water apparently came from the rivulet in the ravine. Pym held up a hand and entered first behind Harra, his hand on his stunner. If Lem Csurik had run, might he have run home first? Pym had been making scanner checks of perfectly innocent clumps of bushes all the way here.


    The cabin was deserted. Although not long deserted; it did not have the lingering, dusty silence one would expect of eight days’ mournful disoccupation. The remains of a few hasty meals sat on the sinkboard. The bed was slept-in, rumpled and unmade. A few man’s garments were scattered about. Automatically Harra began to move about the room, straightening it up, reasserting her presence, her worth. If she could not control the events of her life, at least she might control one small room.


    The one untouched item was a cradle that sat beside the bed, little blankets neatly folded. Harra had fled for Vorkosigan Surleau just a few hours after the burial.


    Miles wandered about the room, checking the view from the windows. “Will you show me where you went to get your brillberries, Harra?”


    She led them up the ravine; Miles timed the hike. Pym divided his attention unhappily between the brush and Miles, alert to catch any bone-breaking stumble. After flinching away from about three aborted protective grabs Miles was ready to tell him to go climb a tree. Still, there was a certain understandable self-interest at work here; if Miles broke a leg, it would be Pym who’d be stuck with carrying him out.


    The brillberry patch was nearly a kilometer up the ravine. Miles plucked a few seedy red berries and ate them absently, looking around, while Harra and Pym waited respectfully. Afternoon sun slanted through green and brown leaves, but the bottom of the ravine was already gray and cool with premature twilight. The brillberry vines clung to the rocks and hung down invitingly, luring one to risk one’s neck reaching. Miles resisted their weedy temptations, not being all that fond of brillberries. “If someone called out from your cabin, you couldn’t hear them up here, could you?” remarked Miles.


    “No, m’lord.”


    “About how long did you spend picking?”


    “About”— Harra shrugged—“a basketful.”


    The woman didn’t own a chrono. “An hour, say. And a twenty-minute climb each way. About a two hour time window, that morning. Your cabin was not locked?”


    “Just a latch, m’lord.”


    “Hm.”


    Method, motive, and opportunity, the district magistrate’s Procedural had emphasized. Damn. The method was established, and almost anybody could have used it. The opportunity angle, it appeared, was just as bad. Anyone at all could have walked up to that cabin, done the deed, and departed, unseen and unheard. It was much too late for an aura detector to be of use, tracing the shining ghosts of movements in and out of that room, even if Miles had brought one.


    Facts, hah. They were back to motive, the murky workings of men’s minds. Anybody’s guess.


    Miles had, as per the instructions in the Procedural, been striving to keep an open mind about the accused, but it was getting harder and harder to resist Harra’s assertions. She’d been proved right about everything so far.


    They left Harra reinstalled in her little home, going through the motions of order and the normal routine of life as if they could somehow recreate it, like an act of sympathetic magic.


    “Are you sure you’ll be all right?” Miles asked, gathering Fat Ninny’s reins and settling himself in the saddle. “I can’t help but think that if your husband’s in the area, he could show up here. You say nothing’s been taken, so it’s unlikely he’s been here and gone before we arrived. Do you want someone to stay with you?”


    “No, m’lord.” She hugged her broom, on the porch. “I’d…I’d like to be alone for a while.”


    “Well…all right. I’ll, ah, send you a message if anything important happens.”


    “Thank you, m’lord.” Her tone was unpressing; she really did want to be left alone. Miles took the hint.


    At a wide place in the trail back to Speaker Karal’s, Pym and Miles rode stirrup to stirrup. Pym was still painfully on the alert for boogies in the bushes.


    “My lord, may I suggest that your next logical step be to draft all the able-bodied men in the community for a hunt for this Csurik? Beyond doubt, you’ve established that the infanticide was a murder.”


    Interesting turn of phrase, Miles thought dryly. Even Pym doesn’t find it redundant. Oh, my poor Barrayar. “It seems reasonable at first glance, Armsman Pym, but has it occurred to you that half the able-bodied men in this community are probably relatives of Lem Csurik’s?”


    “It might have a psychological effect. Create enough disruption, and perhaps someone would turn him in just to get it over with.”


    “Hm, possibly. Assuming he hasn’t already left the area. He could have been halfway to the coast before we were done at the autopsy.”


    “Only if he had access to transport.” Pym glanced at the empty sky.


    “For all we know one of his subcousins had a rickety lightflyer in a shed somewhere. But…he’s never been out of Silvy Vale. I’m not sure he’d know how to run, where to go. Well, if he has left the district it’s a problem for Imperial Civil Security, and I’m off the hook.” Happy thought. “But—one of the things that bothers me, a lot, are the inconsistencies in the picture I’m getting of our chief suspect. Have you noticed them?”


    “Can’t say I have, m’lord.”


    “Hm. Where did Karal take you, by the way, to arrest this guy?”


    “To a wild area, rough scrub and gullies. Half a dozen men were out searching for Harra. They’d just called off their search and were on their way back when we met up with them. By which I concluded our arrival was no surprise.”


    “Had Csurik actually been there, and fled, or was Karal just ring-leading you in a circle?”


    “I think he’d actually been there, m’lord. The men claimed not, but as you point out they were relatives, and besides, they did not, ah, lie well. They were tense. Karal may begrudge you his cooperation, but I don’t think he’ll quite dare disobey your direct orders. He is a twenty-year man, after all.”


    Like Pym himself, Miles thought. Count Vorkosigan’s personal guard was legally limited to a ceremonial twenty men, but given his political position their function included very practical security. Pym was typical of their number, a decorated veteran of the Imperial Service who had retired to this elite private force. It was not Pym’s fault that when he had joined he had stepped into a dead man’s shoes, replacing the late Sergeant Bothari. Did anyone in the universe besides himself miss the deadly and difficult Bothari? Miles wondered sadly.


    “I’d like to question Karal under fast-penta,” said Miles morosely. “He displays every sign of being a man who knows where the body’s buried.”


    “Why don’t you, then?” asked Pym logically.


    “I may come to that. There is, however, a certain unavoidable degradation in a fast-penta interrogation. If the man’s loyal it may not be in our best long-range interest to shame him publicly.”


    “It wouldn’t be in public.”


    “No, but he would remember being turned into a drooling idiot. I need…more information.”


    Pym glanced back over his shoulder. “I thought you had all the information, by now.”


    “I have facts. Physical facts. A great big pile of—meaningless, useless facts.” Miles brooded. “If I have to fast-penta every back-beyonder in Silvy Vale to get to the bottom of this, I will. But it’s not an elegant solution.”


    “It’s not an elegant problem, m’lord,” said Pym dryly.


    * * * *


    They returned to find Speaker Karal’s wife back and in full possession of her home. She was running in frantic circles, chopping, beating, kneading, stoking, and flying upstairs to change the bedding on the three pallets, driving her three sons before her to fetch and run and carry. Dr. Dea, bemused, was following her about trying to slow her down, explaining that they had brought their own tent and food, thank you, and that her hospitality was not required. This produced a most indignant response from Ma Karal.


    “My lord’s own son come to my house, and I to turn him out in the fields like his horse! I’d be ashamed!” And she returned to her work.


    “She seems rather distraught,” said Dea, looking over his shoulder.


    Miles took him by the elbow and propelled him out onto the porch. “Just get out of her way, Doctor. We’re doomed to be Entertained. It’s an obligation on both sides. The polite thing to do is sort of pretend we’re not here till she’s ready for us.”


    Dea lowered his voice. “It might be better, in light of the circumstances, if we were to eat only our packaged food.”


    The chatter of a chopping knife, and a scent of herbs and onions, wafted enticingly through the open window. “Oh, I would imagine anything out of the common pot would be all right, wouldn’t you?” said Miles. “If anything really worries you, you can whisk it off and check it, I suppose, but—discreetly, eh? We don’t want to insult anyone.”


    They settled themselves in the homemade wooden chairs, and were promptly served tea again by a boy draftee of ten, Karal’s youngest. He had apparently already received private instructions in manners from one or the other of his parents, for his response to Miles’s deformities was the same flickering covert not-noticing as the adults, not quite as smoothly carried off.


    “Will you be sleeping in my bed, m’lord?” he asked. “Ma says we got to sleep on the porch.”


    “Well, whatever your ma says, goes,” said Miles. “Ah…do you like sleeping on the porch?”


    “Naw. Last time, Zed kicked me and I rolled off in the dark.”


    “Oh. Well, perhaps, if we’re to displace you, you would care to sleep in our tent by way of trade.”


    The boy’s eyes widened. “Really?”


    “Certainly. Why not?”


    “Wait’ll I tell Zed!” He danced down the steps and shot away around the side of the house. “Zed, hey, Zed…!”


    “I suppose,” said Dea, “we can fumigate it, later.…”


    Miles’s lips twitched. “They’re no grubbier than you were at the same age, surely. Or than I was. When I was permitted.” The late afternoon was warm. Miles took off his green tunic and hung it on the back of his chair, and unbuttoned the round collar of his cream shirt.


    Dea’s brows rose. “Are we keeping shopman’s hours, then, m’lord, on this investigation? Calling it quits for the day?”


    “Not exactly.” Miles sipped tea thoughtfully, gazing out across the yard. The trees and treetops fell away down to the bottom of this feeder valley. Mixed scrub climbed the other side of the slope. A crested fold, then the long flanks of a backbone mountain, beyond, rose high and harsh to a summit still flecked with dwindling dirty patches of snow.


    “There’s still a murderer loose out there somewhere,” Dea pointed out helpfully.


    “You sound like Pym.” Pym, Miles noted, had finished with their horses and was taking his scanner for another walk. “I’m waiting.”


    “What for?”


    “Not sure. The piece of information that will make sense of all this. Look, there’s only two possibilities. Csurik’s either innocent or he’s guilty. If he’s guilty, he’s not going to turn himself in. He’ll certainly involve his relations, hiding and helping him. I can call in reinforcements by comlink from Imperial Civil Security in Hassadar, if I want to. Any time. A squad of men, plus equipment, here by aircar in a couple of hours. Create a circus. Brutal, ugly, disruptive, exciting—could be quite popular. A manhunt, with blood at the end.


    “Of course, there’s also the possibility that Csurik’s innocent, but scared. In which case…”


    “Yes?”


    “In which case, there’s still a murderer out there.” Miles drank more tea. “I merely note, if you want to catch something, running after it isn’t always the best way.”


    Dea cleared his throat, and drank his tea too.


    “In the meantime, I have another duty to carry out. I’m here to be seen. If your scientific spirit is yearning for something to do to while away the hours, try keeping count of the number of Vor-watchers that turn up tonight.”


    * * * *


    Miles’s predicted parade began almost immediately. It was mainly women, at first, bearing gifts as to a funeral. In the absence of a comlink system Miles wasn’t sure by what telepathy they managed to communicate with each other, but they brought covered dishes of food, flowers, extra bedding, and offers of assistance. They were all introduced to Miles with nervous curtseys, but seldom lingered to chat; apparently a look was all their curiosity desired. Ma Karal was polite, but made it clear that she had the situation well in hand, and set their culinary offerings well back of her own.


    Some of the women had children in tow. Most of these were sent to play in the woods in back, but a small party of whispering boys sneaked back around the cabin to peek up over the rim of the porch at Miles. Miles had obligingly remained on the porch with Dea, remarking that it was a better view, without saying for whom. For a few moments, Miles pretended not to notice his audience, restraining Pym with a hand signal from running them off. Yes, look well, look your fill, thought Miles. What you see is what you’re going to get, for the rest of your lives or at any rate mine. Get used to it.… Then he caught Zed Karal’s whisper, as self-appointed tour guide to his cohort—“That big one’s the one that’s come to kill Lem Csurik!”


    “Zed,” said Miles.


    There was an abrupt frozen silence from under the edge of the porch. Even the animal rustlings stopped.


    “Come here,” said Miles.


    To a muted background of dismayed whispers and nervous giggles, Karal’s middle boy slouched warily up onto the porch.


    “You three”—Miles’s pointing finger caught them in mid-flight—“wait there.” Pym added his frown for emphasis, and Zed’s friends stood paralyzed, eyes wide, heads lined up at the level of the porch floor as if stuck up on some ancient battlement as a warning to kindred malefactors.


    “What did you just say to your friends, Zed?” asked Miles quietly. “Repeat it.”


    Zed licked his lips. “I jus’ said you’d come to kill Lem Csurik, lord.” Zed was clearly now wondering if Miles’s murderous intent included obnoxious and disrespectful boys as well.


    “That is not true, Zed. That is a dangerous lie.”


    Zed looked bewildered. “But Da—said it.”


    “What is true, is that I’ve come to catch the person who killed Lem Csurik’s baby daughter. That may be Lem. But it may not. Do you understand the difference?”


    “But Harra said Lem did it, and she ought to know; he’s her husband and all.”


    “The baby’s neck was broken by someone. Harra thinks Lem, but she didn’t see it happen. What you and your friends here have to understand is that I won’t make a mistake. I can’t condemn the wrong person. My own truth drugs won’t let me. Lem Csurik has only to come here and tell me the truth to clear himself, if he didn’t do it.


    “But suppose he did. What should I do with a man who would kill a baby, Zed?”


    Zed shuffled. “Well, she was only a mutie.…” then shut his mouth and reddened, not looking at Miles.


    It was, perhaps, a bit much to ask a twelve-year-old boy to take an interest in any baby, let alone a mutie one…no, dammit. It wasn’t too much. But how to get a hook into that prickly defensive surface? And if Miles couldn’t even convince one surly twelve-year-old, how was he to magically transmute a whole district of adults? A rush of despair made him suddenly want to rage. These people were so bloody impossible. He checked his temper firmly.


    “Your Da was a twenty-year man, Zed. Are you proud that he served the Emperor?”


    “Yes, lord.” Zed’s eyes sought escape, trapped by these terrible adults.


    Miles forged on. “Well, these practices—mutie-killing—shame the Emperor, when he stands for Barrayar before the galaxy. I’ve been out there. I know. They call us all savages, for the crimes of a few. It shames the Count my father before his peers, and Silvy Vale before the District. A soldier gets honor by killing an armed enemy, not a baby. This matter touches my honor as a Vorkosigan, Zed. Besides”—Miles’s lips drew back on a mirthless grin, and he leaned forward intently in his chair—Zed recoiled as much as he dared—“you will all be astonished at what only a mutie can do. That I have sworn on my grandfather’s grave.”


    Zed looked more suppressed than enlightened, his slouch now almost a crouch. Miles slumped back in his chair and released him with a weary wave of his hand. “Go play, boy.”


    Zed needed no urging. He and his companions shot away around the house as though released from springs.


    Miles drummed his fingers on the chair arm, frowning into the silence that neither Pym nor Dea dared break.


    “These hill-folk are ignorant, lord,” offered Pym after a moment.


    “These hill-folk are mine, Pym. Their ignorance is…a shame upon my house.” Miles brooded. How had this whole mess become his anyway? He hadn’t created it. Historically, he’d only just got here himself. “Their continued ignorance, anyway,” he amended in fairness. It still made a burden like a mountain. “Is the message so complex? So difficult? ‘You don’t have to kill your children anymore.’ It’s not like we’re asking them all to learn—5-Space navigational math.” That had been the plague of Miles’s last Academy semester.


    “It’s not easy for them,” shrugged Dea. “It’s easy for the central authorities to make the rules, but these people have to live every minute of the consequences. They have so little, and the new rules force them to give their margin to marginal people who can’t pay back. The old ways were wise, in the old days. Even now you have to wonder how many premature reforms we can afford, trying to ape the galactics.”


    And what’s your definition of a marginal person, Dea? “But the margin is growing,” Miles said aloud. “Places like this aren’t up against famine every winter anymore. They’re not isolated in their disasters, relief can get from one district to another under the Imperial seal…we’re all getting more connected, just as fast as we can. Besides,” Miles paused, and added rather weakly, “perhaps you underestimate them.”


    Dea’s brows rose ironically. Pym strolled the length of the porch, running his scanner in yet another pass over the surrounding scrubland. Miles, turning in his chair to pursue his cooling teacup, caught a slight movement, a flash of eyes, behind the casement-hung front window swung open to the summer air—Ma Karal, standing frozen, listening. For how long? Since he’d called her boy Zed, Miles guessed, arresting her attention. She raised her chin as his eyes met hers, sniffed, and shook out the cloth she’d been holding with a snap. They exchanged a nod. She turned back to her work before Dea, watching Pym, noticed her.


    * * * *


    Karal and Alex returned, understandably, around suppertime.


    “I have six men out searching,” Karal reported cautiously to Miles on the porch, now well on its way to becoming Miles’s official HQ. Clearly, Karal had covered ground since midafternoon. His face was sweaty, lined with physical as well as the underlying emotional strain. “But I think Lem’s gone into the scrub. It could take days to smoke him out. There’s hundreds of places to lie low out there.”


    Karal ought to know. “You don’t think he’s gone to some relative’s?” asked Miles. “Surely, if he intends to evade us for long, he has to take a chance on resupply, on information. Will they turn him in when he surfaces?”


    “It’s hard to say.” Karal turned his hand palm-out. “It’s…a hard problem for ’em, m’lord.”


    “Hm.”


    How long would Lem Csurik hang around out there in the scrub, anyway? His whole life—his blown-to-bits life—was all here in Silvy Vale. Miles considered the contrast. A few weeks ago, Csurik had been a young man with everything going for him; a home, a wife, a family on the way, happiness; by Silvy Vale standards, comfort and security. His cabin, Miles had not failed to note, though simple, had been kept with love and energy, and so redeemed from the potential squalor of its poverty. Grimmer in the winter, to be sure. Now Csurik was a hunted fugitive, all the little he had torn away in the twinkling of an eye. With nothing to hold him, would he run away and keep running? With nothing to run to, would he linger near the ruins of his life?


    The police force available to Miles a few hours away in Hassadar was an itch in his mind. Was it not time to call them in, before he fumbled this into a worse mess? But…if he were meant to solve this by a show of force, why hadn’t the Count let him come by aircar on the first day? Miles regretted that two-and-a-half-day ride. It had sapped his forward momentum, slowed him down to Silvy Vale’s walking pace, tangled him with time to doubt. Had the Count foreseen it? What did he know that Miles didn’t? What could he know? Dammit, this test didn’t need to be made harder by artificial stumbling blocks, it was bad enough all on its own. He wants me to be clever, Miles thought morosely. Worse, he wants me to be seen to be clever, by everyone here. He prayed he was not about to be spectacularly stupid instead.


    “Very well, Speaker Karal. You’ve done all you can for today. Knock off for the night. Call your men off too. You’re not likely to find anything in the dark.”


    Pym held up his scanner, clearly about to volunteer its use, but Miles waved him down. Pym’s brows rose, editorially. Miles shook his head.


    Karal needed no further urging. He dispatched Alex to call off the night search with torches. He remained wary of Miles. Perhaps Miles puzzled him as much as he puzzled Miles? Dourly, Miles hoped so.


    Miles was not sure at what point the long summer evening segued into a party. After supper the men began to drift in, Karal’s cronies, Silvy Vale’s elders. Some were apparently regulars who shared the evening government news broadcasts on Karal’s audio set. Too many names, and Miles daren’t forget a one. A group of amateur musicians arrived with their homemade mountain instruments, rather breathless, obviously the band tapped for all the major weddings and wakes in Silvy Vale; this all seemed more like a funeral to Miles every minute.


    The musicians stood in the middle of the yard and played. Miles’s porch-HQ now became his aristocratic box seat. It was hard to get involved with the music when the audience was all so intently watching him. Some songs were serious, some—rather carefully at first—funny. Miles’s spontaneity was frequently frozen in mid-laugh by a faint sigh of relief from those around him; his stiffening froze them in turn, self-stymied like two people trying to dodge each other in a corridor.


    But one song was so hauntingly beautiful—a lament for lost love—that Miles was struck to the heart. Elena.… In that moment, old pain transformed to melancholy, sweet and distant; a sort of healing, or at least the realization that a healing had taken place, unwatched. He almost had the singers stop there, while they were perfect, but feared they might think him displeased. But he remained quiet and inward for a time afterward, scarcely hearing their next offering in the gathering twilight.


    At least the piles of food that had arrived all afternoon were thus accounted for. Miles had been afraid Ma Karal and her cronies had expected him to get around that culinary mountain all by himself.


    At one point Miles leaned on the rail and glanced down the yard to see Fat Ninny at tether, making more friends. A whole flock of pubescent girls were clustered around him, petting him, brushing his fetlocks, braiding flowers and ribbons in his mane and tail, feeding him tidbits, or just resting their cheeks against his warm silky side. Ninny’s eyes were half-closed in smug content.


    God, thought Miles in jealousy, if I had half the sex-appeal of that bloody horse I’d have more girlfriends than my cousin Ivan. Miles considered, very briefly, the pros and cons of making a play for some unattached female. The striding lords of old and all that…no. There were some kinds of stupid he didn’t have to be, and that was definitely one of them. The service he had already sworn to one small lady of Silvy Vale was surely all he could bear without breaking; he could feel the strain of it all around him now, like a dangerous pressure in his bones.


    He turned to find Speaker Karal presenting a woman to him, far from pubescent; she was perhaps fifty, lean and little, work-worn. She was carefully clothed in an aging best-dress, her graying hair combed back and bound at the nape of her neck. She bit at her lips and cheeks in quick tense motions, half-suppressed in her self-consciousness.


    “ ’S Ma Csurik, m’lord. Lem’s mother.” Speaker Karal ducked his head and backed away, abandoning Miles without aid or mercy—Come back, you coward!


    “Ma’am,” Miles said. His throat was dry. Karal had set him up, dammit, a public play—no, the other guests were retreating out of earshot too, most of them.


    “M’lord,” said Ma Csurik. She managed a nervous curtsey.


    “Uh…do sit down.” With a ruthless jerk of his chin Miles evicted Dr. Dea from his chair and motioned the hill woman into it. He turned his own chair to face hers. Pym stood behind them, silent as a statue, tight as a wire. Did he imagine the old woman was about to whip a needler-pistol from her skirts? No—it was Pym’s job to imagine things like that for Miles, so that Miles might free his whole mind for the problem at hand. Pym was almost as much an object of study as Miles himself. Wisely, he’d been holding himself apart, and would doubtless continue to do so till the dirty work was over.


    “M’lord,” said Ma Csurik again, and stumbled again to silence. Miles could only wait. He prayed she wasn’t about to come unglued and weep on his knees or some damn thing. This was excruciating. Stay strong, woman, he urged silently.


    “Lem, he…”—she swallowed—“I’m sure he didn’t kill the babe. There’s never been any of that in our family, I swear it! He says he didn’t, and I believe him.”


    “Good,” said Miles affably. “Let him come say the same thing to me under fast-penta, and I’ll believe him, too.”


    “Come away, Ma,” urged a lean young man who had accompanied her and now stood waiting by the steps, as if ready to bolt into the dark at a motion. “It’s no good, can’t you see.” He glowered at Miles.


    She shot the boy a quelling frown—another of her five sons?—and turned back more urgently to Miles, groping for words. “My Lem. He’s only twenty, lord.”


    “I’m only twenty, Ma Csurik,” Miles felt compelled to point out. There was another brief impasse.


    “Look, I’ll say it again,” Miles burst out impatiently. “And again, and again, till the message penetrates all the way back to its intended recipient. I cannot condemn an innocent person. My truth drugs won’t let me. Lem can clear himself. He has only to come in. Tell him, will you? Please?”


    She went stony, guarded. “I…haven’t seen him, m’lord.”


    “But you might.”


    She tossed her head. “So? I might not.” Her eyes shifted to Pym and away, as if the sight of him burned. The silver Vorkosigan logos embroidered on Pym’s collar gleamed in the twilight like animal eyes, moving only with his breathing. Karal was now bringing lighted lamps onto the porch, but keeping his distance still.


    “Ma’am,” said Miles tightly. “The Count my father has ordered me to investigate the murder of your granddaughter. If your son means so much to you, how can his child mean so little? Was she…your first grandchild?”


    Her face was sere. “No, lord. Lem’s older sister, she has two. They’re all right,” she added with emphasis.


    Miles sighed. “If you truly believe your son is innocent of this crime, you must help me prove it. Or—do you doubt?”


    She shifted uneasily. There was doubt in her eyes—she didn’t know, blast it. Fast-penta would be useless on her, for sure. As Miles’s magic wonder drug, much counted-upon, fast-penta seemed to be having wonderfully little utility in this case so far.


    “Come away, Ma,” the young man urged again. “It’s no good. The mutie lord came up here for a killing. They have to have one. It’s a show.”


    Damn straight, thought Miles acidly. He was a perceptive young lunk, that one.


    Ma Csurik let herself be persuaded away by her angry and embarrassed son plucking at her arm. She paused on the steps, though, and shot bitterly over her shoulder, “It’s all so easy for you, isn’t it?”


    My head hurts, thought Miles.


    There was worse to come before the evening ended.


    The new woman’s voice was grating, low and angry. “Don’t you talk down to me, Serg Karal. I got a right for one good look at this mutie lord.”


    She was tall and stringy and tough. Like her daughter, Miles thought. She had made no attempt to freshen up. A faint reek of summer sweat hung about her working dress. And how far had she walked? Her gray hair hung in a switch down her back, a few strands escaping the tie. If Ma Csurik’s bitterness had been a stabbing pain behind the eyes, this one’s rage was a wringing knot in the gut.


    She shook off Karal’s attempted restraint and stalked up to Miles in the lamplight. “So.”


    “Uh…this is Ma Mattulich, m’lord,” Karal introduced her. “Harra’s mother.”


    Miles rose to his feet, managed a short formal nod. “How do you do, madam.” He was very conscious of being a head shorter. She had once been of a height with Harra, Miles estimated, but her aging bones were beginning to pull her down.


    She merely stared. She was a gum-leaf chewer, by the faint blackish stains around her mouth. Her jaw worked now on some small bit, tiny chomps, grinding too hard. She studied him openly, without subterfuge or the least hint of apology, taking in his head, his neck, his back, his short and crooked legs. Miles had the unpleasant illusion that she saw right through to all the healed cracks in his brittle bones as well. Miles’s chin jerked up twice in the twitchy, nervous-involuntary tic that he was sure made him look spastic, before he controlled it with an effort.


    “All right,” said Karal roughly, “you’ve seen. Now come away, for God’s sake, Mara.” His hand opened in apology to Miles. “Mara, she’s been pretty distraught over all this, m’lord. Forgive her.”


    “Your only grandchild,” said Miles to her, in an effort to be kind, though her peculiar anguish repelled kindness with a scraped and bleeding scorn. “I understand your distress, ma’am. But there will be justice for little Raina. That I have sworn.”


    “How can there be justice now?” she raged, thick and low. “It’s too late—a world too late—for justice, mutie lordling. What use do I have for your damned justice now?”


    “Enough, Mara!” Karal insisted. His brows drew down and his lips thinned, and he forced her away and escorted her firmly off his porch.


    The last lingering remnant of visitors parted for her with an air of respectful mercy, except for two lean teenagers hanging on the fringes who drew away as if avoiding poison. Miles was forced to revise his mental image of the Brothers Csurik. If those two were another sample, there was no team of huge menacing hill hulks after all. They were a team of skinny menacing hill squirts instead. Not really an improvement; they looked as if they could move as fast as striking ferrets if they had to. Miles’s lips curled in frustration.


    * * * *


    The evening’s entertainments ended finally, thank God, close to midnight. Karal’s last cronies marched off into the woods by lantern light. The repaired and re-powered audio set was carried off by its owner with many thanks to Karal. Fortunately it had been a mature and sober crowd, even somber, no drunken brawls or anything. Pym got the Karal boys settled in the tent, took a last patrol around the cabin, and joined Miles and Dea in the loft. The pallets’ stuffing had been spiked with fresh scented native herbs, to which Miles hoped devoutly he was not allergic. Ma Karal had wanted to turn her own bedroom over to Miles’s exclusive lordly use, exiling herself and her husband to the porch, too, but fortunately Pym had been able to persuade her that putting Miles in the loft, flanked by Dea and himself, was to be preferred from a security standpoint.


    Dea and Pym were soon snoring, but sleep eluded Miles. He tossed on his pallet as he turned his ploys of the day, such as they had been, over and over in his mind. Was he being too slow, too careful, too conservative? This wasn’t exactly good assault tactics, surprise with a superior force. The view he’d gained of the terrain from Karal’s porch tonight had been ambiguous at best.


    On the other hand, it did no good to charge off across a swamp, as his fellow cadet and cousin Ivan Vorpatril had demonstrated so memorably once on summer maneuvers. It had taken a heavy hovercab with a crane to crank the six big, strong, healthy, fully field-equipped young men of Ivan’s patrol out of the chest-high gooey black mud. Ivan had got his revenge simultaneously, though, when the cadet ‘sniper’ they had been attacking fell out of his tree and broke his arm while laughing hysterically as they sank slowly and beautifully into the ooze. Ooze that a little guy, with his laser rifle wrapped in his loincloth, could swim across like a frog. The war games umpire had ruled it a draw. Miles rubbed his forearm and grinned in memory, and faded out at last.


    * * * *


    Miles awoke abruptly and without transition deep in the night with a sense of something wrong. A faint orange glow shimmered in the blue darkness of the loft. Quietly, so as not to disturb his sleeping companions, he rose on his pallet and peered over the edge into the main room. The glow was coming through the front window.


    Miles swung onto the ladder and padded downstairs for a look outdoors. “Pym,” he called softly.


    Pym shot awake with a snort. “M’lord?” he said, alarmed.


    “Come down here. Quietly. Bring your stunner.”


    Pym was by his side in seconds. He slept in his trousers with his stunner holster and boots by his pillow. “What the hell—?” Pym muttered, looking out too.


    The glow was from fire. A pitchy torch, flung to the top of Miles’s tent set up in the yard, was burning quietly. Pym lurched toward the door, then controlled his movements as the same realization came to him as had to Miles. Theirs was a Service-issue tent, and its combat-rated synthetic fabric would neither melt nor burn.


    Miles wondered if the person who’d heaved the torch had known that. Was this some arcane warning, or a singularly inept attack? If the tent had been ordinary fabric, and Miles in it, the intended result might not have been trivial. Worse with Karal’s boys in it—a bursting blossom of flame—Miles shuddered.


    Pym loosened his stunner in his holster and stood poised by the front door. “How long?”


    “I’m not sure. Could have been burning like that for ten minutes before it woke me.”


    Pym shook his head, took a slight breath, raised his scanner, and vaulted into the fire-gilded darkness.


    “Trouble, m’lord?” Speaker Karal’s anxious voice came from his bedroom door.


    “Maybe. Wait—” Miles halted him as he plunged for the door. “Pym’s running a patrol with a scanner and a stunner. Wait’ll he calls the all-clear, I think. Your boys may be safer inside the tent.”


    Karal came up to the window, caught his breath, and swore.


    Pym returned in a few minutes. “There’s no one within a kilometer, now,” he reported shortly. He helped Karal take the goat bucket and douse the torch. The boys, who had slept through the fire, woke at its quenching.


    “I think maybe it was a bad idea to lend them my tent,” said Miles from the porch in a choked voice. “I am profoundly sorry, Speaker Karal. I didn’t think.”


    “This should never…”—Karal was spluttering with anger and delayed fright—“this should never have happened, m’lord. I apologize for…for Silvy Vale.” He turned helplessly, peering into the darkness. The night sky, star-flecked, lovely, was threatening now.


    The boys, once the facts penetrated their sleepiness, thought it was all just great, and wanted to return to the tent and lie in wait for the next assassin. Ma Karal, shrill and firm, herded them indoors instead and made them bed down in the main room. It was an hour before they stopped complaining at the injustice of it and went back to sleep.


    Miles, keyed up nearly to the point of gibbering, did not sleep at all. He lay stiffly on his pallet, listening to Dea, who slept breathing heavily, and Pym, feigning sleep for courtesy and scarcely seeming to breathe at all.


    Miles was about to suggest to Pym that they give up and go out on the porch for the rest of the night when the silence was shattered by a shrill squeal, enormously loud, pain-edged, from outside.


    “The horses!” Miles spasmed to his feet, heart racing, and beat Pym to the ladder. Pym cut ahead of him by dropping straight over the side of the loft into an elastic crouch, and beat him to the door. There, Pym’s trained bodyguard’s reflexes compelled him to try to thrust Miles back inside. Miles almost bit him. “Go, dammit! I’ve got a weapon!”


    Pym, good intentions frustrated, swung out the cabin door with Miles on his heels. Halfway down the yard they split to each side as a massive snorting shape loomed out of the darkness and nearly ran them down; the sorrel mare, loose again. Another squeal pierced the night from the lines where the horses were tethered.


    “Ninny?” Miles called, panicked. It was Ninny’s voice making those noises, the like of which Miles had not heard since the night a shed had burned down at Vorkosigan Surleau with a horse trapped inside. “Ninny!”


    Another grunting squeal, and a thunk like someone splitting a watermelon with a mallet. Pym staggered back, inhaling with difficulty, a resonant deep stutter, and tripped to the ground where he lay curled up around himself. Not killed outright, apparently, because between gasps he was managing to swear lividly. Miles dropped to the ground beside him, checked his skull—no, thank God, it had been Pym’s chest Ninny’s hoof had hit with that alarming sound. The bodyguard only had the wind knocked out of him, maybe a cracked rib. Miles more sensibly ran around to the front of the horse lines. “Ninny!”


    Fat Ninny was jerking his head against his rope, attempting to rear. He squealed again, his white-rimmed eyes gleaming in the darkness. Miles ran to his head. “Ninny, boy! What is it?” His left hand slid up the rope to Ninny’s halter, his right stretched to stroke Ninny’s shoulder soothingly. Fat Ninny flinched, but stopped trying to rear, and stood trembling. The horse shook his head. Miles’s face and chest were suddenly spattered with something hot and dark and sticky.


    “Dea!” Miles yelled. “Dea!”


    Nobody slept through this uproar. Six people tumbled off the porch and down the yard, and not one of them thought to bring a light…no, the brilliant flare of a cold light sprang from between Dr. Dea’s fingers, and Ma Karal was struggling even now to light a lantern. “Dea, get that damn light over here!” Miles demanded, and stopped to choke his voice back down an octave to its usual carefully cultivated deeper register.


    Dea galloped up and thrust the light toward Miles, then gasped, his face draining. “My lord! Are you shot?” In the flare the dark liquid soaking Miles’s shirt glowed suddenly scarlet.


    “Not me,” Miles said, looking down at his chest in horror. A flash of memory turned his stomach over, cold at the vision of another blood-soaked death, that of the late Sergeant Bothari whom Pym had replaced. Would never replace.


    Dea spun. “Pym?”


    “He’s all right,” said Miles. A long inhaling wheeze rose from the grass a few meters off, the exhalation punctuated with obscenities. “But he got kicked by the horse. Get your medkit!” Miles peeled Dea’s fingers off the cold light, and Dea dashed back to the cabin.


    Miles held the light up to Ninny, and swore in a sick whisper. A huge cut, a third of a meter long and of unknown depth, scored Ninny’s glossy neck. Blood soaked his coat and runneled down his foreleg. Miles’s fingers touched the wound fearfully; his hands spread on either side, trying to push it closed, but the horse’s skin was elastic and it pulled apart and bled profusely as Fat Ninny shook his head in pain. Miles grabbed the horse’s nose—”Hold still, boy!” Somebody had been going for Ninny’s jugular. And had almost made it; Ninny—tame, petted, friendly, trusting Ninny—would not have moved from the touch until the knife bit deep.


    Karal was helping Pym to his feet as Dr. Dea returned. Miles waited while Dea checked Pym over, then called, “Here, Dea!”


    Zed, looking quite as horrified as Miles, helped to hold Ninny’s head as Dea made inspection of the cut. “I took tests,” Dea complained sotto voce as he worked. “I beat out twenty-six other applicants, for the honor of becoming the Prime Minister’s personal physician. I have practiced the procedures of seventy separate possible medical emergencies, from coronary thrombosis to attempted assassination. Nobody—nobody—told me my duties would include sewing up a damned horse’s neck in the middle of the night in the middle of a howling wilderness.…” But he kept working as he complained, so Miles didn’t quash him, but kept gently petting Ninny’s nose, and hypnotically rubbing the hidden pattern of his muscles, to soothe and still him. At last Ninny relaxed enough to rest his slobbery chin on Miles’s shoulder.


    “Do horses get anesthetics?” asked Dea plaintively, holding his medical stunner as if not sure just what to do with it.


    “This one does,” said Miles stoutly. “You treat him just like a person, Dea. This is the last animal that the Count my grandfather personally trained. He named him. I watched him get born. We trained him together. Grandfather had me pick him up and hold him every day for a week after he was foaled, till he got too big. Horses are creatures of habit, Grandfather said, and take first impressions to heart. Forever after Ninny thought I was bigger than he was.”


    Dea sighed and made busy with anesthetic stun, cleansing solution, antibiotics, muscle relaxants, and biotic glue. With a surgeon’s touch, he shaved the edges of the cut and placed the reinforcing net. Zed held the light anxiously.


    “The cut is clean,” said Dea, “but it will undergo a lot of flexing—I don’t suppose it can very well be immobilized, in this position? No, hardly. This should do. If he were a human, I’d tell him to rest at this point.”


    “He’ll be rested,” Miles promised firmly. “Will he be all right now?”


    “I suppose so. How the devil should I know?” Dea looked highly aggrieved, but his hand sneaked out to recheck his repairs.


    “General Piotr,” Miles assured him, “would have been very pleased with your work.” Miles could hear him in his head now, snorting, Damned technocrats. Nothing but horse doctors with a more expensive set of toys. Grandfather would have loved being proved right. “You, ah…never met my grandfather, did you?”


    “Before my time, my lord,” said Dea. “I’ve studied his life and campaigns, of course.”


    “Of course.”


    Pym had a hand-light now, and was limping with Karal in a slow spiral around the horse lines, inspecting the ground. Karal’s eldest boy had recaptured the sorrel mare and brought her back to re-tether her. Her tether had been torn loose, not cut; had the mysterious attacker’s choice of equine victim been random, or calculated? How calculated? Was Ninny attacked as a mere symbol of his master, or had the person known how passionately Miles loved the animal? Was this vandalism, a political statement, or an act of precisely directed, subtle cruelty?


    What have I ever done to you? Miles’s thought howled silently to the surrounding darkness.


    “They got away, whoever it was,” Pym reported. “Out of scanner range before I could breathe again. My apologies, m’lord. They don’t seem to have dropped anything on the ground.”


    There had to have been a knife, at least. A knife, its haft gory with horse blood in a pattern of perfect fingerprints, would have been extremely convenient just now. Miles sighed.


    Ma Karal drifted up and eyed Dea’s medkit, as he cleaned and repacked it. “All that,” she muttered under her breath, “for a horse.…”


    Miles refrained, barely, from leaping to a hot defense of the value of this particular horse. How many people in Silvy Vale had Ma Karal seen suffer and die, in her lifetime, for lack of no more medical technology than what Dea was carrying under his arm just now?


    * * * *


    Guarding his horse, Miles watched from the porch as dawn crept over the landscape. He had changed his shirt and washed off. Pym was inside getting his ribs taped. Miles sat with his back to the wall and a stunner on his lap as the night mists slowly grew gray. The valley was a blur, fog-shrouded, the hills darker rolls of fog beyond. Directly overhead, gray thinned to a paling blue. The day would be fine and hot once the fog burned away.


    It was surely time now to call out the troops from Hassadar. This was getting just too weird. His bodyguard was half out of commission—true, it was Miles’s horse that had rendered him so, not the mystery attacker. But just because the attacks hadn’t been fatal didn’t mean they hadn’t been intended so. Perhaps a third attack would be brought off more expertly. Practice makes perfect.


    Miles felt unstrung with nervous exhaustion. How had he let a mere horse become such a handle on his emotions? Bad, that, almost unbalanced—yet Ninny’s was surely one of the truly innocent pure souls Miles had ever known. Miles remembered the other innocent in the case then, and shivered in the damp. It was cruel, lord, something cruel.…Pym was right, the bushes could be crawling with Csurik assassins right now.


    Dammit, the bushes were crawling—over there, a movement, a damping wave of branch lashing in recoil from—what? Miles’s heart lurched in his chest. He adjusted his stunner to full power, slipped silently off the porch, and began his stalk, crouching low, taking advantage of cover wherever the long grasses of the yard had not been trampled flat by the activities of the last day, and night. Miles froze like a predatory cat as a shape seemed to coalesce out of the mist.


    A lean young man, not too tall, dressed in the baggy trousers that seemed to be standard here, stood wearily by the horse lines, staring up the yard at Karal’s cabin. He stood so for a full two minutes without moving. Miles held a bead on him with his stunner. If he dared make one move toward Ninny…


    The young man walked back and forth uncertainly, then crouched on his heels, still gazing up the yard. He pulled something from the pocket of his loose jacket—Miles’s finger tightened on the trigger—but he only put it to his mouth and bit. An apple. The crunch carried clearly in the damp air, and the faint perfume of its juices. He ate about half, then stopped, seeming to have trouble swallowing. Miles checked the knife at his belt, made sure it was loose in its sheath. Ninny’s nostrils widened, and he nickered hopefully, drawing the young man’s attention. He rose and walked over to the horse.


    The blood pulsed in Miles’s ears, louder than any other sound. His grip on the stunner was damp and white-knuckled. The young man fed Ninny his apple. The horse chomped it down, big jaw rippling under his skin, then cocked his hip, dangled one hind hoof, and sighed hugely. If he hadn’t seen the man eat off the fruit first Miles might have shot him on the spot. It couldn’t be poisoned.… The man made to pet Ninny’s neck, then his hand drew back in startlement as he encountered Dea’s dressing. Ninny shook his head uneasily. Miles rose slowly and stood waiting. The man scratched Ninny’s ears instead, looked up one last time at the cabin, took a deep breath, stepped forward, saw Miles, and stood stock-still.


    “Lem Csurik?” said Miles.


    A pause, a frozen nod. “Lord Vorkosigan?” said the young man. Miles nodded in turn.


    Csurik swallowed. “Vor lord,” he quavered, “do you keep your word?”


    What a bizarre opening. Miles’s brows climbed. Hell, go with it. “Yes. Are you coming in?”


    “Yes and no, m’lord.”


    “Which?”


    “A bargain, lord. I must have a bargain, and your word on it.”


    “If you killed Raina…”


    “No, lord. I swear it. I didn’t.”


    “Then you have nothing to fear from me.”


    Lem Csurik’s lips thinned. What the devil could this hill man find ironic? How dare he find irony in Miles’s confusion? Irony, but no amusement.


    “Oh, lord,” breathed Csurik, “I wish that were so. But I have to prove it to Harra. Harra must believe me—you have to make her believe me, lord!”


    “You have to make me believe you first. Fortunately, that isn’t hard. You come up to the cabin and make that same statement under fast-penta, and I will rule you cleared.”


    Csurik was shaking his head.


    “Why not?” said Miles patiently. That Csurik had turned up at all was strong circumstantial indication of his innocence. Unless he somehow imagined he could beat the drug. Miles would be patient for, oh, three or four seconds at least. Then, by God, he’d stun him, drag him inside, tie him up till he came round, and get to the bottom of this before breakfast.


    “The drug—they say you can’t hold anything back.”


    “It would be pretty useless if you could.”


    Csurik stood silent a moment.


    “Are you trying to conceal some lesser crime on your conscience? Is that the bargain you wish to strike? An amnesty? It…might be possible. If it’s short of another murder, that is.”


    “No, lord. I’ve never killed anybody!”


    “Then maybe we can deal. Because if you’re innocent, I need to know as soon as possible. Because it means my work isn’t finished here.”


    “That’s…that’s the trouble, m’lord.” Csurik shuffled, then seemed to come to some internal decision and stood sturdily. “I’ll come in and risk your drug. And I’ll answer anything about me you want to ask. But you have to promise—swear!—you won’t ask me about…about anything else. Anybody else.”


    “Do you know who killed your daughter?”


    “Not for sure.” Csurik threw his head back defiantly. “I didn’t see it. I have guesses.”


    “I have guesses, too.”


    “That’s as may be, lord. Just so’s they don’t come from my mouth. That’s all I ask.”


    Miles bolstered his stunner, and rubbed his chin. “Hm.” A very slight smile turned one corner of his lip. “I admit, it would be more—elegant—to solve this case by reason and deduction than brute force. Even so tender a force as fast-penta.”


    Csurik’s head lowered. “I don’t know elegant, lord. But I don’t want it to be from my mouth.”


    Decision bubbled up in Miles, straightening his spine. Yes. He knew, now. He had only to run through the proofs, step by chained step. Just like 5-Space math. “Very well. I swear by my word as Vorkosigan, I shall confine my questions to the facts to which you were an eyewitness. I will not ask you for conjectures about persons or events for which you were not present. There, will that do?”


    Csurik bit his lip. “Yes, lord. If you keep your word.”


    “Try me,” suggested Miles. His lips wrinkled back on a vulpine smile, absorbing the implied insult without comment.


    Csurik climbed the yard beside Miles as if to an executioner’s block. Their entrance created a tableau of astonishment among Karal and his family, clustered around their wooden table where Dea was treating Pym. Pym and Dea looked rather blanker, till Miles made introduction: “Dr. Dea, get out your fast-penta. Here’s Lem Csurik come to talk with us.”


    Miles steered Lem to a chair. The hill man sat with his hands clenched. Pym, a red and purpling bruise showing at the edges of the white tape circling his chest, took up his stunner and stepped back.


    Dr. Dea muttered under his breath to Miles as he got out the hypospray. “How’d you do that?”


    Miles’s hand brushed his pocket. He pulled out a sugar cube and held it up, and grinned through the C of his thumb and finger. Dea snorted, but pursed his lips with reluctant respect.


    Lem flinched as the hypospray hissed on his arm, as if he expected it to hurt.


    “Count backwards from ten,” Dea instructed. By the time Lem reached three, he had relaxed; at zero, he giggled.


    “Karal, Ma Karal, Pym, gather round,” said Miles. “You are my witnesses. Boys, stay back and stay quiet. No interruptions, please.”


    Miles ran through the preliminaries, half a dozen questions designed to set up a rhythm and kill time while the fast-penta took full effect. Lem Csurik grinned foolishly, lolling in his chair, and answered them all with sunny goodwill. Fast-penta interrogation had been part of Miles’s military intelligence course at the Service Academy. The drug seemed to be working exactly as advertised, oddly enough.


    “Did you return to your cabin that morning, after you spent the night at your parents?”


    “Yes, m’lord.” Lem smiled.


    “About what time?”


    “Midmorning.”


    Nobody here had a chrono; that was probably as precise an answer as Miles was likely to get. “What did you do when you got there?”


    “Called for Harra. She was gone, though. It frightened me that she was gone. Thought she might’ve run out on me.” Lem hiccoughed. “I want my Harra.”


    “Later. Was the baby asleep?”


    “She was. She woke up when I called for Harra. Started crying again. It goes right up your spine.”


    “What did you do then?”


    Lem’s eyes widened. “I got no milk. She wanted Harra. There’s nothing I could do for her.”


    “Did you pick her up?”


    “No, lord, I let her lay. There was nothing I could do for her. Harra, she’d hardly let me touch her, she was that nervous about her. Told me I’d drop her or something.”


    “You didn’t shake her, to stop her screaming?”


    “No, lord, I let her lay. I left to look down the path for Harra.”


    “Then where did you go?”


    Lem blinked. “My sister’s. I’d promised to help haul wood for a new cabin. Bella—m’other sister—is getting married, y’see, and—”


    He was beginning to wander, as was normal for this drug. “Stop,” said Miles. Lem fell silent obediently, swaying slightly in his chair. Miles considered his next question carefully. He was approaching the fine line, here. “Did you meet anyone on the path? Answer yes or no.”


    “Yes.”


    Dea was getting excited. “Who? Ask him who!”


    Miles held up his hand. “You can administer the antagonist now, Dr. Dea.”


    “Aren’t you going to ask him? It could be vital!”


    “I can’t. I gave my word. Administer the antagonist now, Doctor!”


    Fortunately, the confusion of two interrogators stopped Lem’s mumbled willing reply to Dea’s question. Dea, bewildered, pressed his hypospray against Lem’s arm. Lem’s eyes, half-closed, snapped open within seconds. He sat up straight and rubbed his arm, and his face.


    “Who did you meet on the path?” Dea asked him directly.


    Lem’s lips pressed tight; he looked for rescue to Miles.


    Dea looked too. “Why won’t you ask him?”


    “Because I don’t need to,” said Miles. “I know precisely who Lem met on the path, and why he went on and not back. It was Raina’s murderer. As I shall shortly prove. And—witness this, Karal, Ma Karal—that information did not come from Lem’s mouth. Confirm!”


    Karal nodded slowly. “I…see, m’lord. That was…very good of you.”


    Miles gave him a direct stare, his mouth set in a tight smile. “And when is a mystery no mystery at all?”


    Karal reddened, not replying for a moment. Then he said, “You may as well keep on like you’re going, m’lord. There’s no stopping you now, I suppose.”


    “No.”


    * * * *


    Miles sent runners to collect the witnesses, Ma Karal in one direction, Zed in a second, Speaker Karal and his eldest in a third. He had Lem wait with Pym, Dea, and himself. Having the shortest distance to cover, Ma Karal arrived back first, with Ma Csurik and two of her sons in tow.


    His mother fell on Lem, embracing him and then looking fearfully over her shoulder at Miles. The younger brothers hung back, but Pym had already moved between them and the door.


    “It’s all right, Ma.” Lem patted her on the back. “Or…anyway, I’m all right. I’m clear. Lord Vorkosigan believes me.”


    She glowered at Miles, still holding Lem’s arm. “You didn’t let the mutie lord give you that poison drug, did you?”


    “Not poison,” Miles denied. “In fact, the drug may have saved his life. That damn near makes it a medicine, I’d say. However.” He turned toward Lem’s two younger brothers, folding his arms sternly. “I would like to know which of you young morons threw the torch on my tent last night?”


    The younger one whitened; the elder, hotly indignant, noticed his brother’s expression and cut his denial off in midsyllable. “You didn’t!” he hissed in horror.


    “Nobody,” said the white one. “Nobody did.”


    Miles raised his eyebrows. There followed a short, choked silence.


    “Well, nobody can make his apologies to Speaker and Ma Karal, then,” said Miles, “since it was their sons who were sleeping in the tent last night. I and my men were in the loft.”


    The boy’s mouth opened in dismay. The youngest Karal stared at the pale Csurik brother, his age-mate, and whispered importantly, “You, Dono! You idiot, didn’t ya know that tent wouldn’t burn? It’s real Imperial Service issue!”


    Miles clasped his hands behind his back, and fixed the Csuriks with a cold eye. “Rather more to the point, it was attempted assassination upon your Count’s heir, which carries the same capital charge of treason as an attempt upon the Count himself. Or perhaps Dono didn’t think of that?”


    Dono was thrown into flummoxed confusion. No need for fast-penta here; the kid couldn’t carry off a lie worth a damn. Ma Csurik now had hold of Dono’s arm too, without letting go of Lem’s; she looked as frantic as a hen with too many chicks, trying to shelter them from a storm.


    “I wasn’t trying to kill you, lord!” cried Dono.


    “What were you trying to do, then?”


    “You’d come to kill Lem. I wanted to…make you go away. Frighten you away. I didn’t think anyone would really get hurt—I mean, it was only a tent!”


    “You’ve never seen anything burn down, I take it. Have you, Ma Csurik?”


    Lem’s mother nodded, lips tight, clearly torn between a desire to protect her son from Miles, and a desire to beat Dono till he bled for his potentially lethal stupidity.


    “Well, but for a chance, you could have killed or horribly injured three of your friends. Think on that, please. In the meantime, in view of your youth and ah, apparent mental defectiveness, I shall hold the treason charge. In return, Speaker Karal and your parents shall be responsible for your good behavior in future, and decide what punishment is appropriate.”


    Ma Csurik melted with relief and gratitude. Dono looked as if he’d rather have been shot. His brother poked him, and whispered, “Mental defective!” Ma Csurik slapped the taunter on the side of his head, suppressing him effectively.


    “What about your horse, m’lord?” asked Pym.


    “I…do not suspect them of the business with the horse,” Miles replied slowly. “The attempt to fire the tent was plain stupidity. The other was…a different order of calculation altogether.”


    Zed, who had been permitted to take Pym’s horse, returned then with Harra up behind him. Harra entered Speaker Karal’s cabin, saw Lem, and stopped with a bitter glare. Lem stood openhanded, his eyes wounded, before her.


    “So, lord,” Harra said. “You caught him.” Her jaw was clenched in joyless triumph.


    “Not exactly,” said Miles. “He came here and turned himself in. He’s made his statement under fast-penta, and cleared himself. Lem did not kill Raina.”


    Harra turned from side to side. “But I saw he’d been there! He’d left his jacket, and took his good saw and wood planer away with him. I knew he’d been back while I was out! There must be something wrong with your drug!”


    Miles shook his head. “The drug worked fine. Your deduction was correct as far as it went; Lem did visit the cabin while you were out. But when he left, Raina was still alive, crying vigorously. It wasn’t Lem.”


    She swayed. “Who, then?”


    “I think you know. I think you’ve been working very hard to deny that knowledge, hence your excessive focus on Lem. As long as you were sure it was Lem, you didn’t have to think about the other possibilities.”


    “But who else would care?” Harra cried. “Who else would bother?”


    “Who, indeed?” sighed Miles. He walked to the front window and glanced down the yard. The fog was clearing in the full light of morning. The horses were moving uneasily. “Dr. Dea, would you please get a second dose of fast-penta ready?” Miles turned, pacing back to stand before the fireplace, its coals still banked for the night. The faint heat was pleasant on his back.


    Dea was staring around, the hypospray in his hand, clearly wondering to whom to administer it. “My lord?” he queried, brows lowering in demand for explanation.


    “Isn’t it obvious to you, Doctor?” Miles asked lightly.


    “No, my lord.” His tone was slightly indignant.


    “Nor to you, Pym?”


    “Not…entirely, m’lord.” Pym’s glance, and stunner aim, wavered uncertainly to Harra.


    “I suppose it’s because neither of you ever met my grandfather,” Miles decided. “He died just about a year before you entered my father’s service, Pym. He was born at the very end of the Time of Isolation, and lived through every wrenching change this century has dealt to Barrayar. He was called the last of the Old Vor, but really, he was the first of the new. He changed with the times, from the tactics of horse cavalry to that of flyer squadrons, from swords to atomics, and he changed successfully. Our present freedom from the Cetagandan Occupation is a measure of how fiercely he could adapt, then throw it all away and adapt again. At the end of his life he was called a conservative, only because so much of Barrayar had streamed past him in the direction he had led, prodded, pushed, and pointed all his life.


    “He changed, and adapted, and bent with the wind of the times. Then, in his age—for my father was his youngest and sole surviving son, and did not himself marry till middle-age—in his age, he was hit with me. And he had to change again. And he couldn’t.


    “He begged for my mother to have an abortion, after they knew more or less what the fetal damage would be. He and my parents were estranged for five years after I was born. They didn’t see each other or speak or communicate. Everyone thought my father moved us to the Imperial Residence when he became Regent because he was angling for the throne, but in fact it was because the Count my grandfather denied him the use of Vorkosigan House. Aren’t family squabbles jolly fun? Bleeding ulcers run in my family, we give them to each other.” Miles strolled back to the window and looked out. Ah, yes. Here it came.


    “The reconciliation was gradual, when it became quite clear there would be no other son,” Miles went on. “No dramatic denouement. It helped when the medics got me walking. It was essential that I tested out bright. Most important of all, I never let him see me give up.”


    Nobody had dared interrupt this lordly monologue, but it was clear from several expressions that the point of it was escaping them. Since half the point was to kill time, Miles was not greatly disturbed by their failure to track. Footsteps sounded on the wooden porch outside. Pym moved quietly to cover the door with an unobscured angle of fire.


    “Dr. Dea,” said Miles, sighting through the window, “would you be so kind as to administer that fast-penta to the first person through the door, as they step in?”


    “You’re not waiting for a volunteer, my lord?”


    “Not this time.”


    The door swung inward, and Dea stepped forward, raising his hand. The hypospray hissed. Ma Mattulich wheeled to face Dea, the skirts of her work dress swirling around her veined calves, hissing in return—“You dare!” Her arm drew back as if to strike him, but slowed in mid-swing and failed to connect as Dea ducked out of her way. This unbalanced her, and she staggered. Speaker Karal, coming in behind, caught her by the arm and steadied her. “You dare!” she wailed again, then turned to see not only Dea but all the other witnesses waiting: Ma Csurik, Ma Karal, Lem, Harra, Pym. Her shoulders sagged, and then the drug cut in and she just stood, a silly smile fighting with anguish for possession of her harsh face.


    The smile made Miles ill, but it was the smile he needed. “Sit her down, Dea, Speaker Karal.”


    They guided her to the chair lately vacated by Lem Csurik. She was fighting the drug desperately, flashes of resistance melting into flaccid docility. Gradually the docility became ascendant, and she sat draped in the chair, grinning helplessly. Miles sneaked a peek at Harra. She stood white and silent, utterly closed.


    For several years after the reconciliation Miles had never been left with his grandfather without his personal bodyguard. Sergeant Bothari had worn the Count’s livery, but been loyal to Miles alone, the one man dangerous enough—some said, crazy enough—to stand up to the great General himself. There was no need, Miles decided, to spell out to these fascinated people just what interrupted incident had made his parents think Sergeant Bothari a necessary precaution. Let General Piotr’s untarnished reputation serve—Miles, now. As he willed. Miles’s eyes glinted.


    Lem lowered his head. “If I had known—if I had guessed—I wouldn’t have left them alone together, m’lord. I thought—Harra’s mother would take care of her. I couldn’t have—I didn’t know how—”


    Harra did not look at him. Harra did not look at anything.


    “Let us conclude this.” Miles sighed. Again, he requested formal witness from the crowd in the room, and cautioned against interruptions, which tended to unduly confuse a drugged subject. He moistened his lips and turned to Ma Mattulich.


    Again, he began with the standard neutral questions, name, birthdate, parents’ names, checkable biographical facts. Ma Mattulich was harder to lull than the cooperative Lem had been, her responses scattered and staccato. Miles controlled his impatience with difficulty. For all its deceptive ease, fast-penta interrogation required skill, skill and patience. He’d come too far to risk a stumble now. He worked his questions up gradually to the first critical ones.


    “Were you there, when Raina was born?”


    Her voice was low and drifting, dreamy. “The birth came in the night. Lem, he went for Jean the midwife. The midwife’s son was supposed to go for me, but he fell back to sleep. I didn’t get there till morning, and then it was too late. They’d all seen.”


    “Seen what?”


    “The cat’s mouth, the dirty mutation. Monsters in us. Cut them out. Ugly little man.” This last, Miles realized, was an aside upon himself. Her attention had hung up on him, hypnotically. “Muties make more muties, they breed faster, overrun…I saw you watching the girls. You want to make mutie babies on clean women, poison us all.…”


    Time to steer her back to the main issue. “Were you ever alone with the baby after that?”


    “No, Jean she hung around. Jean knows me, she knew what I wanted. None of her damn business. And Harra was always there. Harra must not know. Harra must not…why should she get off so soft? The poison must be in her. Must have come from her Da, I lay only with her Da and they were all wrong but the one.”


    Miles blinked. “What were all wrong?” Across the room Miles saw Speaker Karal’s mouth tighten. The headman caught Miles’s glance and stared down at his own feet, absenting himself from the proceedings. Lem, his lips parted in absorption, and the rest of the boys were listening with alarm. Harra hadn’t moved.


    “All my babies,” Ma Mattulich said.


    Harra looked up sharply at that, her eyes widening.


    “Was Harra not your only child?” Miles asked. It was an effort to keep his voice cool, calm; he wanted to shout. He wanted to be gone from here.…


    “No, of course not. She was my only clean child, I thought. I thought, but the poison must have been hidden in her. I fell on my knees and thanked God when she was born clean, a clean one at last, after so many, so much pain.… I thought I had finally been punished enough. She was such a pretty baby, I thought it was over at last. But she must have been mutie after all, hidden, tricksy, sly.…”


    “How many,” Miles choked, “babies did you have?”


    “Four, besides Harra my last.”


    “And you killed all four of them?” Speaker Karal, Miles saw, gave a slow nod to his feet.


    “No!” said Ma Mattulich. Indignation broke through the fast-penta wooze briefly. “Two were born dead already, the first one, and the twisted-up one. The one with too many fingers and toes, and the one with the bulgy head, those I cut. Cut out. My mother, she watched over me to see I did it right. Harra, I made it soft for Harra. I did it for her.”


    “So you have in fact murdered not one infant, but three?” said Miles frozenly. The younger witnesses in the room, Karal’s boys and the Csurik brothers, looked horrified. The older ones, Ma Mattulich’s contemporaries, who must have lived through the events with her, looked mortified, sharing her shame. Yes, they all must have known.


    “Murdered?” said Ma Mattulich. “No! I cut them out. I had to. I had to do the right thing.” Her chin lifted proudly, then drooped. “Killed my babies, to please, to please…I don’t know who. And now you call me a murderer? Damn you! What use is your justice to me now? I needed it then—where were you then?” Suddenly, shockingly, she burst into tears, which wavered almost instantly into rage. “If mine must die then so must hers! Why should she get off so soft? Spoiled her…I tried my best, I did my best, it’s not fair.…”


    The fast-penta was not keeping up with this…no, it was working, Miles decided, but her emotions were too overwhelming. Upping the dose might level her emotional surges, at some risk of respiratory arrest, but it would not elicit any more complete a confession. Miles’s belly was trembling, a reaction he trusted he concealed. It had to be completed now.


    “Why did you break Raina’s neck, instead of cutting her throat?”


    “Harra, she must not know,” said Ma Mattulich. “Poor baby. It would look like she just died.…”


    Miles eyed Lem, Speaker Karal. “It seems a number of others shared your opinion that Harra should not know.”


    “I didn’t want it to be from my mouth,” repeated Lem sturdily.


    “I wanted to save her double grief, m’lord,” said Karal. “She’d had so much.…”


    Miles met Harra’s eyes at that. “I think you all underestimate her. Your excessive tenderness insults both her intelligence and will. She comes from a tough line, that one.”


    Harra inhaled, controlling her own trembling. She gave Miles a short nod, as if to say Thank you, little man. He returned her a slight inclination of the head, Yes, I understand.


    “I’m not sure yet where justice lies in this case,” said Miles, “but this I swear to you, the days of cooperative concealment are over. No more secret crimes in the night. Daylight’s here. And speaking of crimes in the night”—he turned back to Ma Mattulich—“was it you who tried to cut my horse’s throat last night?”


    “I tried,” said Ma Mattulich, calmer now in a wave of fast-penta mellowness, “but it kept rearing up on me.”


    “Why my horse?” Miles could not keep exasperation from his voice, though a calm, even tone was enjoined upon fast-penta interrogators by the training manual.


    “I couldn’t get at you,” said Ma Mattulich simply.


    Miles rubbed his forehead. “Retroactive infanticide by proxy?” he muttered.


    “You,” said Ma Mattulich, and her loathing came through even the nauseating fast-penta cheer, “you are the worst. All I went through, all I did, all the grief, and you come along at the end. A mutie made lord over us all, and all the rules changed, betrayed at the end by an off-worlder woman’s weakness. You make it all for nothing. Hate you. Dirty mutie…” Her voice trailed off in a drugged mumble.


    Miles took a deep breath, looking around the room. The stillness was profound, and no one dared break it.


    “I believe,” he said, “that concludes my investigation into the facts of this case.”


    The mystery of Raina’s death was solved.


    The problem of justice, unfortunately, remained.


    * * * *


    Miles took a walk.


    The graveyard, though little more than a crude clearing in the woodland, was a place of peace and beauty in the morning light. The stream burbled endlessly, shifting green shadows and blinding brilliant reflections. The faint breeze that had shredded away the last of the night fog whispered in the trees, and the tiny short-lived creatures that everyone on Barrayar but biologists called bugs sang and twittered in the patches of native scrub.


    “Well, Raina,” Miles sighed, “and what do I do now?” Pym lingered by the borders of the clearing, giving Miles room. “It’s all right,” Miles assured the tiny grave. “Pym’s caught me talking to dead people before. He may think I’m crazy, but he’s far too well trained to say so.”


    Pym in fact did not look happy, nor altogether well. Miles felt rather guilty for dragging him out; by rights the man should be resting in bed, but Miles had desperately needed this time alone. Pym wasn’t just suffering the residual effect of having been kicked by Ninny. He had been silent ever since Miles had extracted the confession from Ma Mattulich. Miles was unsurprised. Pym had steeled himself to play executioner to their imagined hill bully; the substitution of a mad grandmother as his victim had clearly given him pause. He would obey whatever order Miles gave him, though, Miles had no doubt of that.


    Miles considered the peculiarities of Barrayaran law as he wandered about the clearing, watching the stream and the light, turning over an occasional rock with the toe of his boot. The fundamental principle was clear; the spirit was to be preferred over the letter, truth over technicalities. Precedent was held subordinate to the judgment of the man on the spot. Alas, the man on the spot was himself. There was no refuge for him in automated rules, no hiding behind the law says as if the law were some living overlord with a real Voice. The only voice here was his own.


    And who would be served by the death of that half-crazed old woman? Harra? The relationship between mother and daughter had been wounded unto death by this, Miles had seen that in their eyes, yet still Harra had no stomach for matricide. Miles rather preferred it that way; having her standing by his ear crying for bloody revenge would have been enormously distracting just now. The obvious justice made a damn poor reward for Harra’s courage in reporting the crime. Raina? Ah. That was more difficult.


    “I’d like to lay the old gargoyle right there at your feet, small lady,” Miles muttered to her. “Is it your desire? Does it serve you? What would serve you?” Was this the great burning he had promised her?


    What judgment would reverberate along the entire Dendarii mountain range? Should he indeed sacrifice these people to some larger political statement, regardless of their wants? Or should he forget all that, make his judgment serve only those directly involved? He scooped up a stone and flung it full force into the stream. It vanished invisibly in the rocky bed.


    He turned to find Speaker Karal waiting by the edge of the graveyard. Karal ducked his head in greeting and approached cautiously.


    “So, m’lord,” said Karal.


    “Just so,” said Miles.


    “Have you come to any conclusion?”


    “Not really.” Miles gazed around. “Anything less than Ma Mattulich’s death seems…inadequate justice, and yet…I cannot see who her death would serve.”


    “Neither could I. That’s why I took the position I did in the first place.”


    “No…” said Miles slowly, “no, you were wrong in that. For one thing, it very nearly got Lem Csurik killed. I was getting ready to pursue him with deadly force at one point. It almost destroyed him with Harra. Truth is better. Slightly better. At least it isn’t a fatal error. Surely I can do…something with it.”


    “I didn’t know what to expect of you, at first,” admitted Karal.


    Miles shook his head. “I meant to make changes. A difference. Now…I don’t know.”


    Speaker Karal’s balding forehead wrinkled. “But we are changing.”


    “Not enough. Not fast enough.”


    “You’re young yet, that’s why you don’t see how much, how fast. Look at the difference between Harra and her mother. God—look at the difference between Ma Mattulich and her mother. There was a harridan.” Speaker Karal shuddered. “I remember her, all right. And yet, she was not so unusual, in her day. So far from having to make change, I don’t think you could stop it if you tried. The minute we finally get a powersat receptor up here, and get on the comnet, the past will be done and over. As soon as the kids see the future—their future—they’ll be mad after it. They’re already lost to the old ones like Ma Mattulich. The old ones know it, too, don’t believe they don’t know it. Why d’you think we haven’t been able to get at least a small unit up here yet? Not just the cost. The old ones are fighting it. They call it off-planet corruption, but it’s really the future they fear.”


    “There’s so much still to be done.”


    “Oh, yes. We are a desperate people, no lie. But we have hope. I don’t think you realize how much you’ve done, just by coming up here.”


    “I’ve done nothing,” said Miles bitterly. “Sat around, mostly. And now, I swear, I’m going to end up doing more nothing. And then go home. Hell!”


    Speaker Karal pursed his lips, looked at his feet, at the high hills. “You are doing something for us every minute. Mutie lord. Do you think you are invisible?”


    Miles grinned wolfishly. “Oh, Karal, I’m a one-man band, I am. I’m a parade.”


    “As you say, just so. Ordinary people need extraordinary examples. So they can say to themselves, well, if he can do that, I can surely do this. No excuses.”


    “No quarter, yes, I know that game. Been playing it all my life.”


    “I think,” said Karal, “Barrayar needs you. To go on being just what you are.”


    “Barrayar will eat me, if it can.”


    “Yes,” said Karal, his eyes on the horizon, “so it will.” His gaze fell to the graves at his feet. “But it swallows us all in the end, doesn’t it? You will outlive the old ones.”


    “Or in the beginning.” Miles pointed down. “Don’t tell me who I’m going to outlive. Tell Raina.”


    Karal’s shoulders slumped. “True. S’truth. Make your judgment, lord. I’ll back you.”


    * * * *


    Miles assembled them all in Karal’s yard for his Speaking, the porch now having become his podium. The interior of the cabin would have been impossibly hot and close for this crowd, suffocating with the afternoon sun beating on the roof, though outdoors the light made them squint. They were all here, everyone they could round up, Speaker Karal, Ma Karal, their boys, all the Csuriks, most of the cronies who had attended last night’s funereal festivities, men, women, and children. Harra sat apart. Lem kept trying to hold her hand, though from the way she flinched it was clear she didn’t want to be touched. Ma Mattulich sat displayed by Miles’s side, silent and surly, flanked by Pym and an uncomfortable-looking Deputy Alex.


    Miles jerked up his chin, settling his head on the high collar of his dress greens, as polished and formal as Pym’s batman’s expertise could make him. The Imperial Service uniform that Miles had earned. Did these people know he had earned it, or did they all imagine it a mere gift from his father, nepotism at work? Damn what they thought. He knew. He stood before his people, and gripped the porch rail.


    “I have concluded the investigation of the charges laid before the Count’s Court by Harra Csurik of the murder of her daughter Raina. By evidence, witness, and her own admission, I find Mara Mattulich guilty of this murder, she having twisted the infant’s neck until it broke, and then attempted to conceal that crime. Even when that concealment placed her son-in-law Lem Csurik in mortal danger from false charges. In light of the helplessness of the victim, the cruelty of the method, and the cowardly selfishness of the attempted concealment, I can find no mitigating excuse for the crime.


    “In addition, Mara Mattulich by her own admission testifies to two previous infanticides, some twenty years ago, of her own children. These facts shall be announced by Speaker Karal in every corner of Silvy Vale, until every subject has been informed.”


    He could feel Ma Mattulich’s glare boring into his back. Yes, go on and hate me, old woman. I will bury you yet, and you know it. He swallowed and continued, the formality of the language a sort of shield before him.


    “For this unmitigated crime, the only proper sentence is death. And I so sentence Mara Mattulich. But in light of her age and close relation to the next-most-injured party in the case, Harra Csurik, I choose to hold the actual execution of that sentence. Indefinitely.” Out of the corner of his eye Miles saw Pym let out, very carefully and covertly, a sigh of relief. Harra combed at her straw-colored bangs with her fingers and listened intently.


    “But she shall be as dead before the law. All her property, even to the clothes on her back, now belongs to her daughter Harra, to dispose of as she wills. Mara Mattulich may not own property, enter contracts, sue for injuries, nor exert her will after death in any testament. She shall not leave Silvy Vale without Harra’s permission. Harra shall be given power over her as a parent over a child, or as in senility. In Harra’s absence Speaker Karal will be her deputy. Mara Mattulich shall be watched to see she harms no other child.


    “Further. She shall die without sacrifice. No one, not Harra nor any other, shall make a burning for her when she goes into the ground at last. As she murdered her future, so her future shall return only death to her spirit. She will die as the childless do, without remembrance.”


    A low sigh swept the older members of the crowd before Miles. For the first time, Mara Mattulich bent her stiff neck.


    Some, Miles knew, would find this only spiritually symbolic. Others would see it as literally lethal, according to the strength of their beliefs. The literal-minded, such as those who saw mutation as a sin to be violently expiated. But even the less superstitious, Miles saw in their faces, found the meaning clear. So.


    Miles turned to Ma Mattulich, and lowered his voice. “Every breath you take from this moment on is by my mercy. Every bite of food you eat, by Harra’s charity. By charity and mercy—such as you did not give—you shall live. Dead woman.”


    “Some mercy. Mutie lord.” Her growl was low, weary, beaten.


    “You get the point,” he said through his teeth. He swept her a bow, infinitely ironic, and turned his back on her. “I am the Voice of Count Vorkosigan. This concludes my Speaking.”


    * * * *


    Miles met Harra and Lem afterward, in Speaker Karal’s cabin.


    “I have a proposition for you.” Miles controlled his nervous pacing and stood before them. “You’re free to turn it down, or think about it for a while. I know you’re very tired right now.” As are we all. Had he really been in Silvy Vale only a day and a half? It seemed like a century. His head ached with fatigue. Harra was red-eyed, too. “First of all, you can read and write?”


    “Some,” Harra admitted. “Speaker Karal taught us some, and Ma Lannier.”


    “Well, good enough. You wouldn’t be starting completely blind. Look. A few years back Hassadar started a teacher’s college. It’s not very big yet, but it’s begun. There are some scholarships. I can swing one your way, if you will agree to live in Hassadar for three years of intense study.”


    “Me!” said Harra. “I couldn’t go to a college! I barely know…any of that stuff.”


    “Knowledge is what you’re supposed to have coming out, not going in. Look, they know what they’re dealing with in this district. They have a lot of remedial courses. It’s true, you’d have to work harder, to catch up with the town-bred and the lowlanders. But I know you have courage, and I know you have will. The rest is just picking yourself up and ramming into the wall again and again until it falls down. You get a bloody forehead, so what? You can do it, I swear you can.”


    Lem, sitting beside her, looked worried. He captured her hand again. “Three years?” he said in a small voice. “Gone away?”


    “The school stipend isn’t that much,” said Miles. “But Lem, I understand you have carpenter’s skills. There’s a building boom going on in Hassadar right now. Hassadar’s going to be the next Vorkosigan Vashnoi, I think. I’m certain you could get a job. Between you, you could live.”


    Lem looked at first relieved, then extremely worried. “But they all use power tools—computers—robots.…”


    “By no means. And they weren’t all born knowing how to use that stuff, either. If they can learn it, you can. Besides, the rich pay well for hand-work, unique one-off items, if the quality’s good. I can see you get a start, which is usually the toughest moment. After that you should be able to figure it out all right.”


    “To leave Silvy Vale…” said Harra in a dismayed tone.


    “Only in order to return. That’s the other half of the bargain. I can send a com unit up here, a small one with a portable power pack that lasts a year. Somebody’d have to hump down to Vorkosigan Surleau to replace it annually, no big problem. The whole setup wouldn’t cost much more than oh, a new lightflyer.” Such as the shiny red one Miles had coveted in a dealer’s showroom in Vorbarr Sultana, very suitable for a graduation present, he had pointed out to his parents. The credit chit was sitting in the top drawer of his dresser in the lake house at Vorkosigan Surleau right now. “It’s not a massive project like installing a powersat receptor for the whole of Silvy Vale or anything. The holovid would pick up the educational satellite broadcasts from the capital; set it up in some central cabin, add a couple of dozen lap-links for the kids, and you’ve got an instant school. All the children would be required to attend, with Speaker Karal to enforce it, though once they’d discovered the holovid you’d probably have to beat them to make them go home. I, ah”—Miles cleared his throat—“thought you might name it the Raina Csurik Primary School.”


    “Oh,” said Harra, and began to cry for the first time that grueling day. Lem patted her clumsily. She returned the grip of his hand at last.


    “I can send a lowlander up here to teach,” said Miles. “I’ll get one to take a short-term contract, till you’re ready to come back. But he or she won’t understand Silvy Vale like you do. Wouldn’t understand why. You—you already know. You know what they can’t teach in any lowland college.”


    Harra scrubbed her eyes, and looked up—not very far up—at him. “You went to the Imperial Academy.”


    “I did.” His chin jerked up.


    “Then I,” she said shakily, “can manage…Hassadar Teacher’s College.” The name was awkward in her mouth. At first. “At any rate—I’ll try, m’lord.”


    “I’ll bet on you,” Miles agreed. “Both of you. Just, ah”—a smile sped across his mouth and vanished—“stand up straight and speak the truth, eh?”


    Harra blinked understanding. An answering half-smile lit her tired face, equally briefly. “I will. Little man.”


    * * * *


    Fat Ninny rode home by air the next morning, in a horse van, along with Pym. Dr. Dea went along with his two patients, and his nemesis the sorrel mare. A replacement bodyguard had been sent with the groom who flew the van from Vorkosigan Surleau, and stayed with Miles to help him ride the remaining two horses back down. Well, Miles thought, he’d been considering a camping trip in the mountains with his cousin Ivan as part of his home leave anyway. The liveried man was the laconic veteran Esterhazy, whom Miles had known most of his life; excellent company for a man who didn’t want to talk about it, unlike Ivan you could almost forget he was there. Miles wondered if Esterhazy’s assignment had been random chance, or a mercy of the Count’s. Esterhazy was good with horses.


    They camped overnight by the river of roses. Miles walked up the vale in the evening light, desultorily looking for the spring of it; indeed, the floral barrier did seem to peter out a couple of kilometers upstream, merging into slightly less impassable scrub. Miles plucked a rose, checked to make sure that Esterhazy was nowhere in sight, and bit into it curiously. Clearly, he was not a horse. A cut bunch would probably not survive the trip back as a treat for Ninny. Ninny could settle for oats.


    Miles watched the evening shadows flowing up along the backbone of the Dendarii range, high and massive in the distance. How small those mountains looked from space! Little wrinkles on the skin of a globe he could cover with his hand, all their crushing mass made invisible. Which was illusory, distance or nearness? Distance, Miles decided. Distance was a damned lie. Had his father known this? Miles suspected so.


    He contemplated his urge to throw all his money, not just a lightflyer’s worth, at those mountains; to quit it all and go teach children to read and write, to set up a free clinic, a powersat net, or all of these at once. But Silvy Vale was only one of hundreds of such communities buried in these mountains, one of thousands across the whole of Barrayar. Taxes squeezed from this very district helped maintain the very elite military school he’d just spent—how much of their resources in? How much would he have to give back just to make it even, now? He was himself a planetary resource, his training had made him so, and his feet were set on their path.


    What God means you to do, Miles’s theist mother claimed, could be deduced from the talents He gave you. The academic honors, Miles had amassed by sheer brute work. But the war games, outwitting his opponents, staying one step ahead—a necessity, true, he had no margin for error—the war games had been an unholy joy. War had been no game here once, not so long ago. It might be so again. What you did best, that was what was wanted from you. God seemed to be lined up with the Emperor on that point, at least, if no other.


    Miles had sworn his officer’s oath to the Emperor less than two weeks ago, puffed with pride at his achievement. In his secret mind he had imagined himself keeping that oath through blazing battle, enemy torture, what-have-you, even while sharing cynical cracks afterwards with Ivan about archaic dress swords and the sort of people who insisted on wearing them.


    But in the dark of subtler temptations, those which hurt without heroism for consolation, he foresaw, the Emperor would no longer be the symbol of Barrayar in his heart.


    Peace to you, small lady, he thought to Raina. You’ve won a twisted poor modern knight, to wear your favor on his sleeve. But it’s a twisted poor world we were both born into, that rejects us without mercy and ejects us without consultation. At least I won’t just tilt at windmills for you. I’ll send in sappers to mine the twirling suckers, and blast them into the sky.…


    He knew who he served now. And why he could not quit. And why he must not fail.


    * * * *
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    DISABILITY IN SCIENCE FICTION, by Breyan Strickler


    The term disability suggests that a person can be defined as either “normally abled” or “disabled,” a perfunctory definition that, while helping us categorize the complex world we live in, is nevertheless a fallacy. And what a strange logic to rely upon, especially given our creativity and adaptability, and especially considering our clear lack of understanding of what “normal” really means. Consider, for example, the athlete who runs in marathons on prosthetics: Should he rightly be classified as “disabled”? Or perhaps he is “enhanced”? “Disabled athletes” compete in different arenas to ensure fairness and equality. Similarly, “enhanced athletes”—those who use steroids, for example—would be disqualified from competition to ensure equality and fair play. Who, then, is more fully “human”—more “normal”? Are we looking to classify based on the idea of purity? If so, why? Won’t reliance on outmoded notions of human purity limit us, especially if we explore worlds beyond ours? Where should we draw the line? Indeed, should a line be drawn at all? Disability Studies explores this boundary in terms of science, ethics, sociology, psychology, and philosophy; science fiction affords us an opportunity to explore the consequences of what will become arbitrary definitions of “normal” and “human.” In Lois McMaster Bujold’s Paladin of Souls the inferior body is a trap or prison for the soul; in John Varley’s “The Persistence of Vision” we see an alternative to the faulty logic of purity and impurity; we bear witness to a more fluid idea of what it means to be human as we watch the metamorphoses of Jodahs in Octavia Butler’s Imago; we see difference, even though it can’t literally be seen, and the processes of enforcing normalcy, in the cyborgs of Maureen McHugh’s “Nekropolis” and Robert Heinlein’s Friday. These examples point toward the unreliability of vision and an increasing awareness of the dis-utility of the body—schemas that have heretofore occupied a privileged place in our toolkit for creating identity.


    So how do humans enforce ideas about “normalcy” in their cultures? We rely predominantly on sight—on visual markers—to categorize ourselves in a set of relational differences from other entities out there. The purer we are as humans, the more we differentiate ourselves from those other entities. We see Frankenstein’s monster as different—measurably different from a pure vision of what a human should look like. Similarly, tourists went to see difference in the freak shows in the early decades of the 1900s. By making these people “spectacles” and locating them as the Other through the act of gazing upon them, we defined difference as something physical, failing to “see” the characteristics that made them human.


    In a study of freak shows, literary theorist Rosemarie Garland Thomson argues that the “disabled body transgresses individualism’s codes of work and autonomy by enacting patterns that differ from the norm,” thereby “threaten[ing] to disrupt the ritualized behavior upon which social relations turn.” These bodies “seem dangerous because they are perceived as out of control” (Thomson 37). Freud suggested in his essay on “The Exceptions” that “‘deformities of character’ are the results of physical disability.” This idea, shocking though it may seem, stems from the feudal concern for efficiency and the work of the body to keep a community alive; in the seventeenth century we became so concerned about “normal” functioning of the body relative to labor that we “confined beggars, the poor, and the idle in hospitals. [According to Michel Foucault in Madness and Civilization,] these hospitals were, however, not medical facilities but poorhouses, institutions established by the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie to segregate, assist, and punish a great ‘undifferentiated mass’ of economically unproductive people” (Thomson 39). Thus, the economically powerful were granted the privilege of defining who was “Other”—able or unable to be economically productive.


    These Others could become economically productive by staging their bodies as commodities in freak shows, a form of entertainment that played on our fascination with the visually monstrous that flourished in the United States between 1840 and 1940. Our fascination with the monstrous is predicated on visual markers; indeed, the “Latin word monstra, ‘monster,’ also means ‘sign’ and forms the root of our word demonstrate, meaning ‘to show’ (Thomson 56). Displayed on “elevated platforms” or in “pits,” the “freaks” held “the observer’s gaze like a magnet, not only foregrounding the body on display, but exposing it in such a way that the physical traits presented as extraordinary dominated the entire person on exhibit” (Thomson 60-61). In other words, a body that displayed difference in any way was labeled as Other and dis-abled in a variety of ways, whether that body was literally disabled or not. The Hairy Woman, for example, would not be considered “disabled” in contemporary culture, yet she was presented as an Other in the freak show. At the same time, the act of gazing upon an Other and enforcing the Other’s difference also enforced the spectator’s “normalcy.” While this gives the onlooker a sense of power, it also enslaves the onlooker to his or her own body.


    The normally-abled often misperceive the “disabled” body as a trap, a metaphor used in Lois McMaster Bujold’s Hugo and Nebula award winning fantasy novel Paladin of Souls. This novel directly addresses both the power and limits of the gaze, along with the power and limits of the body. The act of seeing in this novel is the purview of the gifted and socially powerful. On the one hand, those touched by Gods are granted a kind of second sight so as to ascertain the purity of souls. On the other hand, the socially powerful use their gaze more traditionally, as a method of control and enforcement of order. The protagonist, Ista, is both God-touched and ruler: while she travels on a pilgrimage her gaze as a ruler is reshaped by the Gods to the point that she is known first as saint and then as ruler. Her powerful gaze allows her to see not only the purity of souls but also the demons that seek to corrupt both soul and body. Furthermore, the Gods have gifted her with the ability to control the demons through her second sight. We learn in Chapter 3’s creation story that this dual vision engenders the idea that the body is a trap. The World-Soul had to “split in two, that it might so perceive itself” and beget life—thus the act of seeing creates but also controls (41). We also learn that spirits yearn for the paradox of the body which gives them life but imprisons them: demons, by definition soulless, seek out bodies so as to “gain a soul”; in so doing, they also gain a self-awareness that they are “trapped in the horror of [the] self” (42). Ista works to bring peace to these spirits, which can only be achieved through the transcendence of the trap of the body, uniting with the Mother god and gaining “agency over both spirit and matter” (43). In our culture, identity stems from agency; in this case, however, agency demands that one must free oneself of the limits of the body.


    Those in the deaf community articulate a similar stance: when ability is understood outside of the limits that a body imposes, the label “disabled” becomes moot. In deaf culture, disability in fact engenders “abilities,” even “enhancements,” that many in the “hearing” community fail to even recognize. John Varley’s short science fiction story “The Persistence of Vision,” which won the Hugo award in 1979, describes the story of a normally-abled drop out who wanders into the society of Keller, organized around the abilities (rather than the disabilities) of the deaf and blind. A nuclear accident renders a whole generation of infants “disabled” by “normal” standards and denied the rights of “normal” people. In fact, these mutants are feared and ghettoized; thus the gaze of the observer enforces their isolation and violation of human rights. Yet the story focuses on the reorganization of a society around a schema not situated in perception. The “normally” functioning narrator learns the extent of the limitations that we create for ourselves when we rely so heavily on vision to organize our world. In his dystopian world, cities have become sites of violence and alienation, rendering communication useless and collaboration obsolete. In the process of learning how to be in this place that does not rely on sight, the narrator reconceptualizes himself and his assumptions, first by recognizing how “handicapped” he is—“illiterate” is so many ways (295). He understands the community of Keller very differently from old notions of cities and how to live: he describes Keller as “an organism” whose strength came from the inhabitants’ ever evolving form of “communication” (296)—a kind of communication that transcends the limits of speech and biases of the body, particularly the eyes, and relies instead on multiple dialects of touching, “handtalk” (sign language), and “bodytalk” (293). Instead of defining people by what they wore or how they looked, or even by defining people through names (294), this culture recognized the worth of each person’s abilities and, because their culture depended on collaboration, they recognized problems early and dealt with them collaboratively. Ultimately, they transcended the limitations of the body altogether; when the narrator returns years later he finds most of the community has simply disappeared. They had spent years engaging in a form of communication that the narrator could not translate and that the reader knows only as “***ing.” This “is the gift whereby one can expand oneself from the eternal quiet and dark into something else”—something beyond the human (295).


    The alternate literacies described by Varley and Bujold transcend the body, echoing feminist theorist Donna Haraway’s insistence that the revisioning of the body’s limits—our reunderstanding of what makes us human—will demand new modes of communication. In the “Cyborg Manifesto,” Haraway addresses the limits that our language places upon us and suggests that our contemporary world is a world of “transgressed boundaries”—a world of the “cyborg”—in which we need to reimagine our human story. Our stories should not look back to mourn the loss of purity; rather, they should seize tools to help us expand our notion of human identity (175). For Haraway, to be “cyborg” is to be “resolutely committed to partiality, irony, intimacy, and perversity”—to embrace “ambiguity” and reject the dichotomies that reliance on sight imprisons us within (154). Our focus in terms of identity construction should not be on keeping the integrity of the body but on creating rates of flow across body boundaries (163). In other words, to be cyborg is to be monstrous—those same identities that were seen as Other in the freak shows of a visually centered world.


    The revisioning of the body and a reconsideration of what defines our humanness stemmed from the experience of veterans of World War I and victims of industrial accidents who encouraged the passing of the vocational rehabilitation acts of the 1920s; however the biggest leap in our perception of disability came with the civil rights movement when, as a culture, we reconsidered the utility of visual-only markers such as color. Despite these gains, it wasn’t until 1973 that the civil rights of people with disabilities were protected by law. Those with mental health disabilities were not accorded their due legal rights until 1986. The Americans with Disabilities Act was passed on July 26, 1990 and was last amended on September 25, 2008. Essentially, we failed to recognize or see people with disabilities as worthy of “normal” rights, in some cases up until two years ago! In all of these stories, the creation of an identity depends on a sense of agency perceived by other agents—other creatures grant another creature the status of an identity, or can deny a person an identity based on visual markers. An identity does not emerge in isolation but the system privileges the granting agent who is understood to be “normal.” But what happens when the grantor is not human? Or what happens when the act of conferring an identity no longer really matters?


    Science fiction gives us numerous examples of agents whose bodies are neither human nor fixed. For example, Octavia Butler’s Xenogenesis trilogy (now retitled as Lilith’s Blood) addresses the repercussions of nuclear holocaust and the genetic survival of the human race. The survival of humans depends on their genetic integration with the alien Oankali through the ooloi—a creature of Oankali origin that engages with both the humans and Oankali, manipulating the genes to create the diversity required to maintain both species. The ooloi can both create and destroy: their touch disrupts genetic patterns. Despite their revulsion, the Oankali, who view humans as monstrous, need the humans who have survived the holocaust to help diversify the Oankali gene pool. The hybrid children are plagued by fears that the violence encoded in human genes might break through at any moment, but the quest for purity of form is clearly defined as a dead-end—in this case the pure Oankali and pure humans are both sterile.


    In contrast, the hybrid children might metamorphose at puberty to become ooloi. The third story in the trilogy, Imago, describes one of Lilith’s children, Jodahs, as he undergoes this transformation. Desperate to be recognized as an agent by something, Jodahs changes shape depending on the weather or his surroundings, seeking some kind of context and communion. Like Varley’s “Persistence of Vision,” this story emphasizes the necessity of collaboration in the creation of agency rather than relying on the act of observation. Imago, however, suggests that our reliance on the visual and physical-subject-centered understandings of community may not always be applicable.


    Posthumanists such as Niklas Luhmann and Cary Wolfe argue that “the fundamental elements of social systems are not people” who observe, but rather “communications” (Wolfe 115). In this sense, their ideas are closely related to systems theory. Communications systems rely on diversity, in terms of physical attributes and capabilities, mental cognizance, and subject contexts. Indeed, posthumanists argue that how we understand communities and identity must stem not from agency—what some thing is able to do—but from “passivity” resulting from compassion—“the non-power at the heart of power” as Derrida puts it” (Wolfe 141). This is the “sense of…mortality and vulnerability that we share” with other humans and even with animals (Wolfe 74).


    In other words, agency and observation are violent, resulting in dichotomous relationships. Systems that create identity through an emphasis on communication instead ask entities to be aware of characteristics that do not engage in power struggles, such as an awareness of our shared vulnerability. Wolfe quotes Derrida’s ending of Memoirs of the Blind: “The blindness that opens the eye is not one that darkens vision. The revelatory or apocalyptic blindness, the blindness that reveals the very truth of the eyes, would be the gaze veiled by tears (Derrida 126–127, Wolfe 142).”


    Note that we have moved away from the term human; indeed, participants in the system proposed by Derrida and Wolfe need not be human at all. Furthermore, the body, particularly the eye, may not be useful. Instead, they advocate that identity should be based on “different ways of being in the world” rather than on systems of recognition (162). As Wolfe suggests, meaning is found “precisely where the viewer does not see—not “refuses to look,” or even “is prevented from seeing,” but rather cannot see” (166, Wolfe’s emphasis). In so doing, they understand the task of posthumanists as decentering the bias toward humans and production systems that are products of humans.


    This suggests another problem, however: we do not have an adequate theory of persons or humans; rather we have a system of discrimination against or preference for certain traits and our moral code—our understanding of rights, for example—are derived from that system.


    While the concept of the ooloi frees an entity from the trap of the body and luxuriates in the ambiguity and alternative literacies that Donna Haraway advocates, the “new age of genetic manipulation” asks us to address the problem of the human more directly, particularly given the strictures of language (Wolfe 161). When we privilege the human body as Agent we “are locked into a model of justice in which a being does or does not have rights on the basis of its possession (or lack) of morally significant characteristics” (Wolfe 75). Can an animal have morally significant characteristics? What about a “corrupted” animal, such as the progeny of a sheep and a goat? Is this “unnatural”? What about cloned animals? Or cloned humans? Wolfe writes and quotes Cora Diamond that:


    ‘when genuine issues of justice and injustice are framed in terms of rights, they are thereby distorted and trivialized,’ because the language of rights still bears the imprint of the context in which it was shaped: Roman law and its codification of property rights—not least, of course, property rights over slaves.’ (Diamond 120) (Wolfe 73)


    Hugo award–winning author Maureen McHugh’s short story “Nekropolis” describes the conditioned response to the cloned humans (harni) who function as slaves even to humans who choose to sell their own bodies into slavery. Although cloned from human genes, the harni live in a context that denies their humanity and hence, denies them their freedom, thus creating an appreciation and understanding of freedom that is more “humane” than the humans’ very limited understanding, blinded as they are to something they cannot see. Robert Heinlein’s novel Friday addresses a similar theme: Friday, a genetically engineered human, cannot be defined by visual markers as “unnatural” at all; yet Friday creates loving relationships and understands love—a “human” emotion—in a way that most of the humans in the novel cannot hope to achieve.


    The novels and short stories suggest that perhaps humans today need to rely more on a “philosophy of immigrancy, of the human as stranger” (Wolfe 173 quoting Cavell 30) so as to see ourselves with fresh eyes. Indeed, science fiction and fantasy afford us an opportunity to view ourselves from the outside, to see that which we have not seen. When we imagine ourselves outside of our familiar contexts, including the contexts of the body, we can interrogate a whole set of assumptions that has limited us in a variety of ways. Thus, rather than supplying us with answers to the question of subjectivity and the body, a study of science fiction from a disability studies and posthumanist perspective presents us with a different set of questions: how do our ideas of justice and rights change when the boundaries of the body no longer matter? How do we construct identity beyond the processes of vision? What do our communities look like if our assumptions linked to vision are disturbed? Indeed, what do our communities—our architecture, our institutions such as families or schools—look like if our assumptions about the primacy of humans are disturbed? In what new ways are borders crossed and to what effect? What kinds of symbols become important in this new world and why? What kinds of communications take precedence in these new communities? How are our values resituated—how do we revalue the natural world; our understanding of resources as tools for our benefit; or our understanding of rights for animals and other entities? And, perhaps most importantly, we can ask ourselves what it is that makes us human, and whether or not that question is even relevant anymore.


    * * * *
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    Although she’s best known for writing some of the key cyberpunk stories (including this one), Pat Cadigan is much harder to define than that. A fan for many years (she edited the award-winning semiprozine Shayol with her second husband, Arnie Fenner, for the entire 1977–1985 run) and a writer and editor at Hallmark Cards in Kansas City for a decade before she was able to write full-time, Pat has incredible control over language and nuance in her works. And who else can write a story that questions whether it’s better to be watched than to be loved and makes you honestly unsure of the answer?


    Born in Massachusetts, Pat grew up in poverty, but managed to get a full scholarship to the University of Massachusetts, where she studied theater. She met her first husband there, and followed him to the University of Kansas, where she graduated in 1975. She published her first story, “Death from Exposure” in 1978, and her first novel, Mindplayers, in 1987, the year she became a full-time writer. Pat primarily works in short forms;


    she’s published more than eighty short stories, but fewer than ten books, both fiction and nonfiction. She’s won two Arthur C. Clarke Awards, for Synners and Fools.


    Cadigan moved to England in 1996, where she now lives with her third husband, Chris Fowler, and her son, Bob Fenner.

  


  
    PRETTY BOY CROSSOVER, by Pat Cadigan


    First published in Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine, January 1986


    First you see video. Then you wear video. Then you eat video. Then you be video.


    The Gospel According to Visual Mark


    Watch or Be watched.


    Pretty Boy Credo


    * * * *


    “Who made you?”


    “You mean recently?”


    Mohawk on the door smiles and takes his picture. “You in. But only you, okay? Don’t try to get no friends in, hear that?”


    “I hear. And I ain’t no fool, fool. I got no friends.”


    Mohawk leers, leaning forward. “Pretty Boy like you, no friends?”


    “Not in this world.” He pushes past the Mohawk, ignoring the kissy-kissy sounds. He would like to crack the bridge of the Mohawk’s nose and shove bone splinters into his brain but he is lately making more effort to control his temper and besides, he’s not sure if any of that bone splinters in the brain stuff is really true. He’s a Pretty Boy, all of sixteen years old, and tonight could be his last chance.


    * * * *


    The club is Noise. Can’t sneak into the bathroom for quiet, the Noise is piped in there, too. Want to get away from Noise? Why? No reason. But this Pretty Boy has learned to think between the beats. Like walking between the raindrops to stay dry, but he can do it. This Pretty Boy thinks things all the time—all the time. Subversive (and, he thinks so much that he knows that word subversive, sixteen, Pretty, or not). He thinks things like how many Einsteins have died of hunger and thirst under a hot African sun and why can’t you remember being born and why is music common to every culture and especially how much was there going on that he didn’t know about and how could he find out about it.


    And this is all the time, one thing after another running in his head, you can see by his eyes. It’s for def not much like a Pretty Boy but it’s one reason why they want him. That he is a Pretty Boy is another and one reason why they’re halfway home getting him.


    He knows all about them. Everybody knows about them and everybody wants them to pause, look twice, and cough up a card that says, Yes, we see possibilities, please come to the following address during regular business hours on the next regular business day for regular further review. Everyone wants it but this Pretty Boy, who once got five cards in a night and tore them all up. But here he is, still a Pretty Boy. He thinks enough to know this is a failing in himself, that he likes being Pretty and chased and that is how they could end up getting him after all and that’s b-b-b-bad. When he thinks about it, he thinks it with the stutter. B-b-b-bad. B-b-b-bad for him because he doesn’t God help him want it, no, no n-n-n-no. Which may make him the strangest Pretty Boy still live tonight and every night.


    Still live and standing in the Club where only the Prettiest Pretty Boys can get in any more. Pretty Girls are too easy, they’ve got to be better than Pretty and besides, Pretty Boys like to be Pretty all alone, no help thank you so much. This Pretty Boy doesn’t mind Pretty Girls or any other kind of girls. Lately, though he has begun to wonder how much longer it will be for him. Two years? Possibly a little longer? By three it will be for def over and Mohawk on the door will as soon spit on his face as leer in it.


    If they don’t get to him.


    And if they do get to him, then it’s never over and he can be wherever he chooses to be and wherever that is will be the center of the universe. They promise it, unlimited access in your free hours and endless hot season, endless youth. Pretty Boy Heaven, and to get there, they say, you don’t even really have to die.


    He looks up to the dj’s roost, far above the bobbing, boogieing crowd on the dance floor. They still call them djs even though they aren’t discs any more, they’re chips and there’s more than just sound on a lot of them. The great hyper-program, he’s been told, the ultimate of ultimates, a short walk from there to the fourth dimension. He suspects this stuff comes from low-steppers shilling for them, hoping they’ll get auditioned if they do a good enough shuck job. Nobody knows what it’s really like except the ones who are there and you can’t trust them, he figures. Because maybe they aren’t, any more. Not really.


    The dj sees his Pretty upturned face, recognizes him even though it’s been awhile since he’s come back here. Part of it was wanting to stay away from them and part of it was that the thug on the door might not let him in. And then, of course, he had to come, to see if he could get in, to see if anyone still wanted him. What was the point of Pretty if there was nobody to care and watch and pursue? Even now, he is almost sure he can feel the room rearranging itself around his presence in it and the dj confirms this is true by holding up a chip and pointing it to the left.


    They are squatting on the make-believe stairs by the screen, reminding him of pigeons plotting to take over the world. He doesn’t look too long, doesn’t want to give them the idea he’d like to talk. But as he turns away, one, the younger man, starts to get up. The older man and the woman pull him back.


    He pretends a big interest in the figures lining the nearest wall. Some are Pretty, some are female, some are undecided, some are very bizarre, or wealthy, or just charity cases. They all notice him and adjust themselves for his perusal.


    Then one end of the room lights up with the color and new noise. Bodies dance and stumble back from the screen where images are forming to rough music.


    It’s Bobby, he realizes.


    A moment later, there’s Bobby’s face on the screen, sixteen feet high, even Prettier than he’d been when he was loose among the mortals. The sight of Bobby’s Pretty-Pretty face fills him with anger and dismay and a feeling of loss so great he would strike anyone who spoke Bobby’s name without his permission.


    Bobby’s lovely slate-gray eyes scan the room. They’ve told him senses are heightened after you make the change and go over but he’s not so sure how that’s supposed to work. Bobby looks kind of blind up there on the screen. A few people wave at Bobby—the dorks they let in so the rest can have someone to be hip in front of—but Bobby’s eyes move slowly back and forth, back and forth, and then stop, looking right at him.


    “Ah…” Bobby whispers it, long and drawn out. “Aaaaaahhhh.”


    He lifts his chin belligerently and stares back at Bobby.


    “You don’t have to die any more,” Bobby says silkily. Music bounces under his words. “It’s beautiful in here. The dreams can be as real as you want them to be. And if you want to be, you can be with me.”


    He knows the commercial is not aimed only at him but it doesn’t matter. This is Bobby. Bobby’s voice seems to be pouring over him, caressing him, and it feels too much like a taunt. The night before Bobby went over, he tried to talk him out of it, knowing it wouldn’t work. If they’d actually refused him, Bobby would have killed himself, like Franco had.


    But now Bobby would live forever and ever, if you believed what they said. The music comes up louder but Bobby’s eyes are still on him. He sees Bobby mouth his name.


    “Can you really see me, Bobby?” he says. His voice doesn’t make it over the music but if Bobby’s senses are so heightened, maybe he hears it anyway. If he does, he doesn’t choose to answer. The music is a bumped-up remix of a song Bobby used to party-till-he-puked to. The giant Bobby-face fades away to be replaced with a whole Bobby, somewhat larger than life, dancing better than the old Bobby ever could, whirling along changing scenes of streets, rooftops and beaches. The locales are nothing special but Bobby never did have all that much imagination, never wanted to go to Mars or even to the South Pole, always just to the hottest club. Always he liked being the exotic in plain surroundings and he still likes it. He always loved to get the looks. To be watched, worshiped, pursued. Yeah. He can see this is Bobby-heaven. The whole world will be giving him the looks now.


    The background on the screen goes from street to the inside of a club; this club, only larger, better, with an even hipper crowd, and Bobby shaking it with them. Half the real crowd is forgetting to dance now because they’re watching Bobby, hoping he’s put some of them into his video. Yeah, that’s the dream, get yourself remixed in the extended dance version.


    His own attention drifts to the fake stairs that don’t lead anywhere. They’re still perched on them, the only people who are watching him instead of Bobby. The woman, looking overaged in a purple plastic sac-suit, is fingering a card.


    He looks up at Bobby again. Bobby is dancing in place and looking back at him, or so it seems. Bobby’s lips move soundlessly but so precisely he can read the words: This can be you. Never get old, never get tired, it’s never last call, nothing happens unless you want it to and it could be you. You. You. Bobby’s hands point to him on the beat. You. You. You. Bobby. Can you really see me?


    Bobby suddenly breaks into laughter and turns away, shaking it some more.


    He sees the Mohawk from the door pushing his way through the crowd, the real crowd, and he gets anxious. The Mohawk goes straight for the stairs, where they make room for him, rubbing the bristly red strip of hair running down the center of his head as though they were greeting a favored pet. The Mohawk looks as satisfied as a professional glutton after a foodrace victory. He wonders what they promised the Mohawk for letting him in. Maybe some kind of limited contract. Maybe even a try-out.


    Now they are all watching him together. Defiantly, he touches a tall girl dancing nearby and joins her rhythm. She smiles down at him, moving between him and them purely by chance but it endears her to him anyway. She is wearing a flap of translucent rag over secondskins, like an old-time showgirl. Over six feet tall, not beautiful with that nose, not even pretty, but they let her in so she could be tall. She probably doesn’t know that; she probably doesn’t know anything that goes on and never really will. For that reason, he can forgive her the hard-tech orange hair.


    A Rude Boy brushes against him in the course of a dervish turn, asking acknowledgement by ignoring him. Rude Boys haven’t changed in more decades than anyone’s kept track of, as though it were the same little group of leathered and chained troopers buggering their way down the years. The Rude Boy isn’t dancing with anyone. Rude Boys never do. But this one could be handy, in case of an emergency.


    The girl is dancing hard, smiling at him. He smiles back, moving slightly to her right, watching Bobby possibly watching him. He still can’t tell if Bobby really sees anything. The scene behind Bobby is still a double of the club, getting hipper and hipper if that’s possible. The music keeps snapping back to its first peak passage. Then Bobby gestures like God and he sees himself. He is dancing next to Bobby, Prettier than he ever could be, just the way they promise. Bobby doesn’t look at the phantom but at him where he really is, lips moving again. If you want to be, you can be with me. And so can she.


    His tall partner appears next to the phantom himself. She is also much improved, though still not Pretty, or even pretty. The real girl turns and sees herself and there’s no mistaking the delight in her face. Queen of the Hop for a minute or two. Then Bobby sends her image away so that it’s just the two of them, two Pretty Boys dancing the night away, private party, stranger go find your own time. How it used to be sometimes in real life, between just the two of them. He remembers hard.


    “B-b-b-bobby!” he yells, the old stutter reappearing. Bobby’s image seems to give a jump, as though he finally heard. He forgets everything, the girl, the Rude Boy, the Mohawk, them on the stairs, and plunges through the crowd toward the screen. People fall away from him as though they were re-enacting the Red Sea. He dives for the screen, for Bobby, not caring how it must look to anyone. What would they know about it, any of them. He can’t remember in his whole sixteen years ever hearing one person say, I love my friend. Not Bobby, not even himself.


    He fetches up against the screen like a slap and hangs there, face pressed to the glass. He can’t see it now but on the screen Bobby would seem to be looking down at him. Bobby never stops dancing.


    The Mohawk comes and peels him off. The others swarm up and take him away. The tall girl watches all this with the expression of a woman who lives upstairs from Cinderella and wears the same shoe size. She stares longingly at the screen. Bobby waves bye-bye and turns away.


    * * * *


    “Of course, the process isn’t reversible,” says the older man. The steely hair has a careful blue tint; he had sense enough to stay out of hip clothes.


    They have laid him out on a lounger with a tray of refreshments right by him. Probably slap his hand if he reaches for any, he thinks.


    “Once you’ve distilled something to pure information, it just can’t be reconstituted in a less efficient form,” the woman explains, smiling. There’s no warmth to her. A less efficient form. If that’s what she really thinks, he knows he should be plenty scared of these people. Did she say things like that to Bobby? And did it make him even more eager?


    “There may be no more exalted a form of existence than to live as sentient information,” she goes on. “Though a lot more research must be done before we can offer conversation on a larger scale.”


    “Yeah?” he says. “Do they know that, Bobby and the rest?”


    “Oh, there’s nothing to worry about,” says the younger man. He looks as though he’s still getting over the pain of having outgrown his boogie shoes. “The system’s quite perfected. What Grethe means is we want to research more applications for this new form of existence.”


    “Why not go over yourselves and do that, if it’s so exalted.”


    “There are certain things that need to be done on this side,” the woman says bitchily. “Just because—”


    “Grethe.” The older man shakes his head. She pats her slicked-back hair as though to soothe herself and moves away.


    “We have other plans for Bobby when he gets tired of being featured in clubs,” the older man says. “Even now, we’re educating him, adding more data to his basic information configuration—”


    “That would mean he ain’t really Bobby any more, then, huh?”


    The man laughs. “Of course he’s Bobby. Do you change into someone else every time you learn something new?”


    “Can you prove I don’t?”


    The man eyes him warily. “Look. You saw him. Was that Bobby?”


    “I saw a video of Bobby dancing on a giant screen.”


    “That is Bobby and it will remain Bobby no matter what, whether he’s poured into a video screen in a dot pattern or transmitted the length of the universe.”


    “That what you got in mind for him? Send a message to nowhere and the message is him?”


    “We could. But we’re not going to. We’re introducing him to the concept of higher dimensions. The way he is now, he could possibly break out of the three-dimensional level of existence, pioneer a whole new plane of reality.”


    “Yeah? And how do you think you’re gonna get Bobby to do that?”


    “We convince him it’s entertaining.”


    He laughs. “That’s a good one. Yeah. Entertainment. You get to a high level of existence and you’ll open a club there that only the hippest can get into. It figures.”


    The older man’s face gets hard. “That’s what all you Pretty Boys are crazy for, isn’t it? Entertainment?”


    He looks around. The room must have been a dressing room or something back in the days when bands had been live. Somewhere overhead he can hear the faint noise of the club but he can’t tell if Bobby’s still on. “You call this entertainment?”


    “I’m tired of this little prick,” the woman chimes in. “He’s thrown away opportunities other people would kill for—”


    He makes a rude noise. “Yeah, we’d all kill to be someone’s data chip. You think I really believe Bobby’s real just because I can see him on a screen?”


    The older man turns to the younger one. “Phone up and have them pipe Bobby down here.” Then he swings the lounger around so it faces a nice modern screen implanted in a shored-up cement-block wall.


    “Bobby will join us shortly. Then he can tell you whether he’s real or not himself. How will that be for you?”


    He stares hard at the screen, ignoring the man, waiting for Bobby’s image to appear. As though they really bothered to communicate regularly with Bobby this way. Feed in that kind of data and memory and Bobby’ll believe it. He shifts uncomfortably, suddenly wondering how far he could get if he moved fast enough.


    “My boy,” says Bobby’s sweet voice from the speaker on either side of the screen and he forces himself to keep looking as Bobby fades in, presenting himself on the same kind of lounger and looking mildly exerted, as though he’s just come off the dance floor for real. “Saw you shakin’ it upstairs awhile ago. You haven’t been here for such a long time. What’s the story?”


    He opens his mouth but there’s no sound. Bobby looks at him with boundless patience and indulgence. So Pretty, hair the perfect shade now and not a bit dry from the dyes and lighteners, skin flawless and shining like a healthy angel. Overnight angel, just like the old song.


    “My boy,” says Bobby. “Are you struck, like, shy or dead?”


    He closes his mouth, takes one breath. “I don’t like it, Bobby. I don’t like it this way.”


    “Of course not, lover. You’re the Watcher, not the Watchee, that’s why. Get yourself picked up for a reason or two and your disposition will change.”


    “You really like it, Bobby, being a blip on a chip?”


    “Blip on a chip, your ass. I’m a universe now. I’m, like, everything. And, hey, dig - I’m on every channel.” Bobby laughed. “I’m happy I’m sad!”


    “S-A-D,” comes in the older man. “Self-Aware Data.”


    “Ooo-eee,” he says. “Too clever for me. Can I get out of here now?”


    “What’s your hurry?” Bobby pouts. “Just because I went over you don’t love me any more?”


    “You always were screwed up about that, Bobby. Do you know the difference between being loved and being watched?”


    “Sophisticated boy,” Bobby says. “So wise, so learned. So fully packed. On this side, there is no difference. Maybe there never was. If you love me, you watch me. If you don’t look, you don’t care and if you don’t care I don’t matter. If I don’t matter, I don’t exist. Right?”


    He shakes his head.


    “No, my boy, I am right.” Bobby laughs. “You believe I’m right, because if you didn’t, you wouldn’t come shaking your Pretty Boy ass in a place like this, now, would you? You like to be watched, get seen. You see me, I see you. Life goes on.”


    He looks up at the older man, needing relief from Bobby’s pure Prettiness. “How does he see me?”


    “Sensors in the equipment. Technical stuff, nothing you care about.”


    He sighs. He should be upstairs or across town, shaking it with everyone else, living Pretty for as long as he could. Maybe in another few months, this way would begin to look good to him. By then they might be off Pretty Boys and looking for some other type and there he’d be, out in the cold-cold, sliding down the other side of his peak and no one would want him. Shut out of something going on that he might want to know about after all. Can he face it? He glances at the younger man. All grown up and no place to glow. Yeah, but can he face it?


    He doesn’t know. Used to be there wasn’t much of a choice and now that there is, it only seems to make it worse. Bobby’s image looks like it’s studying him for some kind of sign, Pretty eyes bright, hopeful.


    The older man leans down and speaks low into his ear. “We need to get you before you’re twenty-five, before the brain stops growing. A mind taken from a still-growing brain will blossom and adapt. Some of Bobby’s predecessors have made marvellous adaptation to their new medium. Pure video: there’s a staff that does nothing all day but watch and interpret their symbols for breakthroughs in thought. And we’ll be taking Pretty Boys for as long as they’re publicly sought-after. It’s the most efficient way to find the best performers, go for the ones everyone wants to see or be. The top of the trend is closest to heaven. And even if you never make a breakthrough, you’ll still be entertainment. Not such a bad way to live for a Pretty Boy. Never have to age, to be sick, to lose touch. You spent most of your life young, why learn how to be old? Why learn how to live without all the things you have now—”


    He puts his hands over his ears. The older man is still talking and Bobby is saying something and the younger man and the woman come over to try to do something about him. Refreshments are falling off the tray. He struggles out of the lounger and makes for the door.


    “Hey, my boy,” Bobby calls after him. “Gimme a minute here, gimme what the problem is.”


    He doesn’t answer. What can you tell someone made of pure information anyway?


    * * * *


    There’s a new guy on the front door, bigger and meaner than His Mohawkness but he’s only there to keep people out, not to keep anyone in. You want to jump ship, go to, you poor un-hip asshole. Even if you are a Pretty Boy. He reads it in the guy’s face as he passes from noise into the 3 a.m. quiet of the street.


    They let him go. He doesn’t fool himself about that part. They let him out of the room because they know all about him. They know he lives like Bobby lived, they know he loves what Bobby loved - the clubs, the admiration, the lust of strangers for his personal magic. He can’t say he doesn’t love that, because he does. He isn’t even sure if he loves it more than he ever loved Bobby, or if he loves it more than being alive. Than being live.


    And here it is 3 a.m., clubbing prime time, and he is moving toward home. Maybe he is a poor up-hip asshole after all, no matter what he loves. Too stupid even to stay in the club, let alone grab a ride to heaven. Still he keeps moving, unbothered by the chill but feeling it. Bobby doesn’t have to go home in the cold any more, he thinks. Bobby doesn’t even have to get through the hours between the club-times if he doesn’t want to. All times are now prime time for Bobby. Even if he gets unplugged, he’ll never know the difference. Poof, it’s a day later, poof, it’s a year later, poof, you’re out for good. Painlessly.


    Maybe Bobby has the right idea, he thinks, moving along the empty sidewalk. If he goes over tomorrow, who will notice? Like when he left the dance floor—people will come and fill up the space. Ultimately, it wouldn’t make any difference to anyone.


    He smiles suddenly. Except them. As long as they don’t have him, he makes a difference. As long as he has flesh to shake and flaunt and feel with, he makes a pretty goddamn big difference to them. Even after they don’t want him any more, he will still be the one they didn’t get. He rubs his hands together against the chill, feeling the skin rubbing skin, really feeling it for the first time in a long time, and he thinks about sixteen million things all at once, maybe one thing for every brain cell he’s using, or maybe one thing for every brain cell yet to come.


    He keeps moving, holding to the big thought, making a difference, and all the little things they won’t be making a program out of. He’s lightheaded with joy - he doesn’t know what’s going to happen.


    Neither do they.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1986 by Davis Publications, Inc.

  


  
    CYBERPUNK, by Don Riggs


    In the 1980s, a group of rebellious young writers set out to rejuvenate science fiction. Some of these writers knew each other, worked together, and called themselves The Movement. Others were doing something similarly different on their own, and when they went to conferences, mutual friends told them, You should really get to know these guys—using guys to refer to people in either gender, though Pat Cadigan was the only woman to join The Movement at this point. These writers soon were called the Cyberpunks. They used a lot of virtuoso pyrotechnics in their literary style, mixing the noir hard-boiled detective cynical prose of Raymond Chandler with scientific and technological terms from manuals describing the next generation of hardware and software. This gave readers a giddy feeling of a future unfolding around them, punctuated by abrupt shifts modeled on the jump cuts between scenes in the then-cutting edge medium of MTV music videos.


    The contrast between the unreachable vast powers that really controlled things—multinational corporations—and the alienated individual on the street—usually the narrator or main character—seemed right to readers who had grown up in Marshall McLuhan’s “electronic village”: events were ultimately out of the control of the individual. Their generation had been told by Vance Packard’s study The Hidden Persuaders (1957) just how marketing media manipulated the consciousness of the man in the street. At the same time, real-world technology was inserted into people’s bodies, in the form of heart implants—the first artificial heart was implanted in 1969, and by the 1980s, this had become a relatively frequent operation—hearing aids, and increasingly biocompatible soft contact lenses. Cyberpunk fiction takes such devices to the next level: prosthetic arms with “real-limb” sensivity, artificial eyes that facilitate computer-brain interfaces through the optic nerve, and miniature but powerful hard drives inserted in the occipital ridge of the skull. All of this is shot through with a much moodier tone than earlier science fiction has, which is, after all, often narrated by a confident maverick scientist or a bold, capable space pilot. The narrator of many cyberpunk stories is the bitter, seemingly washed-up hacker or music-video synthesizer whose instrument is her brain playing its imaginings into the recording company’s consoles.


    This group of writers had grown up reading Golden Age sci-fi in the pulps, they had seen science fiction in the movies, and they had seen it on TV (which they were the first generation to watch from a very early age). Tales of the strange, stretching their concepts of reality, could be seen in The Twilight Zone and The Outer Limits, both the Stone Age and the Future were available in the weekly animated series The Flintstones and The Jetsons, and, during the fabled Sixties, the New Wave of science fiction and its TV incarnation, Star Trek, as well as the theatrical releases of 2001: A Space Odyssey, The Fantastic Voyage, and Planet of the Apes all shaped their view of the genre as one where the setting could be in interplanetary space, within the human body, or on an Earth inhabited by civilized simians rather than homo sapiens. However, by the 1980s, when the New Wave had ossified into the Permanent Wave, this group of writers wanted to assert their own view of future reality in a way that departed from the Far Future optimism of the Golden Age and the dystopian bleakness of much of the New Wave. These writers’ view of the future was less that of a reality distinct from the present, than an extension of that present, in which computers were just starting to be made available for individuals to use in their own homes, in the form of Word Processors, but their fictional future reality was sped up on amphetamines and adrenaline to match the near-instantaneous speed of those computers.


    Just as the cyberpunk authors looked to Japan as a leader in technological innovation and romanticized Japanese organized crime “families,” the Yakuza—or Yak, as cyberpunk authors affectionately abbreviate the term—cyberpunk had a reciprocal influence on Anime and Manga. The Manga, or comic-book, versions of Akira and Ghost in the Shell, influenced by the post-Apocalyptic and cyborgizing elements in cyberpunk, inspired the anime films Akira (1988) and Ghost in the Shell (1995) and their sequels, which have in turn gained devoted audiences in the United States. Serial Experiments: Lain (1998) was a Japanese television series involving an adolescent girl and her interactions with the Wired, a virtual reality highly influenced by the cyberpunk realm known as cyberspace, Artificial Reality, or the Metaverse. Its parallels to the simultaneous Pat Cadigan novel Tea from an Empty Cup are eerie in their synchronicity.


    Cyberpunk was the first significant movement in science fiction to emerge since the decline of the New Wave of the late 1960s and 1970s. Arguably, the first published story in the subgenre was William Gibson’s “The Gernsback Continuum” (1981), although the term “cyberpunk” itself originated in a short story Bruce Bethke wrote in 1980; his “Cyberpunk” was not published, however, until 1983. Gibson’s groundbreaking novel Neuromancer (1984) established that small group of writers who initially had referred to themselves simply as “the Movement” as the Cyberpunks, and established Cyberpunk as a genre of science fiction that soon penetrated literature, film, graphic art, video games, and the world of fashion. By the time the documentary Cyberpunk was released by Mystic Arts Video in 1991, the movement qua movement had diffused out into the culture at large, with original cyberpunk author Pat Cadigan stating in 1992 that cyberpunk was dead, reidentifying herself as a “technofeminist.” However, it was in 1992 that one of the most significant cyberpunk novels was published—Neal Stephenson’s Snow Crash. Then, in 1999, one of the films most heavily indebted to cyberpunk elements, The Matrix, was released, with two sequels appearing in 2003. Finally—and I use that word advisedly—a “Post-Cyberpunk Anthology,” Rewired, was published in 2007. For a movement that was first officially pronounced dead in 1986—by Vincent Omniaveritas, a.k.a. Bruce Sterling, in Cheap Truth, a cyberpunk periodical—cyberpunk is demonstrating a remarkable postmortem longevity.


    The word “cyberpunk” itself was derived by Bethke from the Greek ⌡∑〉


    


    ⌠, or “steersman,” via Norbert Weiner’s coinage “cybernetics,” combined with “punk,” as in Punk Rock. The two elements thus combined are computer technology and the hard-edged youthful rebellion characterizing that particular style in popular music, and these two elements can be seen threaded through much of the literature. The sources of the aesthetic lie in much of the earlier science fiction, and Sterling, in the Preface to his 1986 Mirrorshades, the first cyberpunk anthology, lists such influences as Olaf Stapledon, Robert Heinlein, Alfred Bester, Philip K. Dick, and Poul Anderson.


    However, two films released in 1982—Blade Runner and Tron—either influenced or anticipated major aspects of that aesthetic. Blade Runner, based on but parting significantly from Philip K. Dick’s novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, focuses on the near-future relations between humans and androids who have illegally returned to Earth to live posing as humans, and uses a very complexly textured surface style, blending antique, futuristic, and trashy exteriors for the Los Angeles in which it is set. William Gibson recounted walking out of a showing of Blade Runner, because the look—the complex mix of eclectic architectures and decay, the street people scavenging among the garbage, the giant holographic images of geishas advertising cigarettes—was so much like what was running through his mind in composing Neuromancer, which is what he was writing at the time. Years later, he and director Ridley Scott found that both of them had been visually influenced by the work of French comics artist Moebius (Jean Giraud), which had appeared in Métal Hurlant, the French original of Heavy Metal magazine. Blade Runner was a failure both among critics and in the box office after its initial release, but it influenced cyberpunk writers greatly and soon became a cult film. Tron, although initially set in a human reality, has most of its action unfold in the virtual reality within a video game, where one of the characters has been actually transformed into one of the programmed players racing around in what would soon come to be called “cyberspace.” Tron owes more, perhaps, visually to the 1926 German film Metropolis, and its programs or players racing around inside cyberspace—prefiguring the motorcycle race through the Metaverse in Stephenson’s 1992 Snow Crash—are dressed like 1920s Art Deco spacemen. While Blade Runner would influence the look of many video games, Tron was a film explicitly set in a game, and the Tron game was released soon after the film.


    William Gibson is credited with inventing the term “cyberspace,” allegedly because he hated to write transition scenes, and jacking into cyberspace is an instantaneous jump into another reality. The only appearance of the word “cyberspace” itself in his 1982 short story “Burning Chrome” is as part of a nickname for a computer setup: “your workaday Ono-Sendai VII, the ‘Cyberspace Seven’” (168). Throughout the story, the narrator, Automatic Jack, reminds us repeatedly of both how the physical setup of equipment looks “out here” and how the hacker experiences it “in there.” This dualism will run through many of the cyberpunk works, from Gibson’s 1984 Neuromancer, in which the hacker Case alternates between an embodied existence in actual reality, a “disembodied” existence floating—or flying—through cyberspace, and a “trans-embodied” state where he feels the kinesthetic experience of a woman who is wired for “simstim,” or simulated stimulus. Other levels of consciousness in the novel include various different types of computer awareness and the downloaded consciousness of another hacker, since deceased, stored as a ROM construct. What is happening in this novel and its two sequels is an exploration of the definition and boundaries of consciousness itself insofar as artificial intelligence and embodiment are concerned.


    Variations on these themes will be found in other cyberpunk works, particularly those of Pat Cadigan, whose novel Mindplayers (1987) features a future in which “mind on mind” contacts are possible through a computer interface; the protagonist, Deadpan Allie, specializes in a therapeutic form of mindplay as a “pathosfinder,” or someone who enters a shared imagined space with another person to identify the source of the individual’s particular psychopathology. Other types of mindplay in the novel include dreamfeeding and neurosis peddling, and at one point Allie is hired to go mind-on-mind with the preserved brain of a deceased character. One of Allie’s instructors is an artificial intelligence, although nothing in particular is made of that circumstance in the way that Gibson’s emerging A.I.s set off alarms in Neuromancer.


    Pat Murphy’s 1987 story “Rachel in Love” shares the “projected consciousness” motif with some cyberpunk authors, in that Rachel’s scientist father has discovered how to copy the electronic pattern constituting a person’s mind, and then projects his daughter’s mental configuration onto the brain of a chimpanzee when his wife and daughter are killed in a car crash; however, Murphy is not usually classified as “cyberpunk,” quite possibly because her story lacks the defiantly assertive and rebellious qualities going with the “punk” aspect of the movement, and the setting of the story lacks all of the gritty eclecticism of Movement settings. In post-cyberpunk fiction, Cory Doctorow will explore variations on such (dis)embodiments of consciousness in “I, Row-Boat” (2006).


    Greg Bear’s 1983 short story “Blood Music” was expanded into novel form, Blood Music (1985), and presents another theme frequently used by cyberpunk authors, that of the implications of genetic engineering. Sterling pairs that theme with the theme of cyborgization, or the grafting of cybernetic and robotic parts into a human body, ostensibly to replace or enhance damaged or inadequate biological parts, in his Schismatrix stories, published between 1982 and 1984, followed by the novel Schismatrix in 1985. In the Schismatrix universe, two branches of Posthumans, known as the Shapers and the Mechanists, represent these two possible paths of future human development, the genetic and the biomechanical. Both Bear and Sterling explore the implications of research and technological developments that they see as possible in their near futures, or as extensions of research already under way in the present. In this, they, along with Gibson, Cadigan, and others, are more interested in near-future realities than in the Golden Age science fiction fascination with deep-space far-future settings.


    Sterling’s abovementioned anthology Mirrorshades (1986) presents ten cyberpunk authors in twelve stories, with two of the stories being co-authored by two writers each. These authors are: Sterling, Gibson, Cadigan, Bear, Rudy Rucker, Tom Maddox, Marc Laidlaw, James Patrick Kelly, and Lewis Shiner. Sterling’s “Preface” acts as a manifesto for the movement, listing sources, publications, and principles, with the caveat that the writers all resist such categorization, even in the interest of presenting a common front to whatever literary and societal rigidities they are writing against. Two years after Mirrorshades appeared, a double issue of the Mississippi Review 47–48 (1988) devoted to Cyberpunk was published, containing mostly new stories by the Mirrorshades authors and others, and also essays and criticism; this has since been enlarged and reprinted as Storming the Reality Studio (McCaffery 1991). Two of the writers from Mirrorshades, Sterling and Maddox, contributed essays to an anthology on library science entitled Thinking Robots, an Aware Internet, and Cyberpunk Librarians (Miller 1992), showing how quickly cyberpunk started to infiltrate the culture at large.


    Cyberpunk was a movement involving a dozen or score of authors, depending on who is counting and what criteria are being used for inclusion. One instance of the sharing among members of the original group is the invention of ICE, an acronym for “Intrusions Countermeasures Electronics,” referring to protective software designed to block unauthorized access to databanks; these are now referred to as “firewalls.” Maddox used the term in a story that he never completed; Gibson told him that he’d have to steal it. Maddox said fine, the story’s not going anywhere anyway. Gibson acknowledges the provenance of the term in Neuromancer (273). Michael Swanwick, who was not among the authors in Mirrorshades, nonetheless co-authored the story “Dogfight” (1985) with William Gibson, and his 1987 novel Vacuum Flowers is numbered among the outstanding cyberpunk novels.


    Many of the original group of writers have branched off into other realms—Sterling, for example, the historian and theorist of the movement, has written a novel, The Zenith Angle (2004) with a contemporary setting and contemporary computer technologies—while Gibson and Sterling together have written a Steampunk novel, The Difference Engine (1990), set in an alternate Victorian England. Cadigan’s output has diminished in recent years, as her energies have been devoted to caring for her aging mother, but her most recent novels—Tea from an Empty Cup (1998) and Dervish Is Digital (2001)—have many cyberpunk hallmarks familiar to readers of her earlier works: The boundaries between “AR” or Artificial Reality and the physical world “out here” are breaking down in certain respects, so that special officers of the police are called in to solve murders that apparently occurred in AR but have resulted in deaths “out here”; these are in essence tightly plotted detective novels set in cyberspace. Kelly, as mentioned above, has joined with a non-cyberpunk contemporary, John Kessell, to edit the “Post-Cyberpunk Anthology” Rewired. Cory Doctorow is a post-cyberpunk author whose experience working as a sysadmin, or systems administrator in a computer network’s infrastructure, has so informed some of his work that, were it not set in the present and apparently theoretically possible, it would read as futuristic science fiction. Which, perhaps, estranged from most readers by its richly complex techie lingo, it still is. Meanwhile, in England, Charles Stross, with degrees in Pharmacy and Computer Science, writes in a number of genres, including a neo-cyberpunk where the electronically connected lifestyle is in tension with the old-fashioned, fleshly biological layer of being. Finally, Bear has joined with Neal Stephenson and others to create The Mongoliad, a series of stories advertised, as of this writing, as an experiment in interactive “post-book” literature. So, the Movement has experienced the fractal evolutions described in Chaos Theory, and has moved into various other realms, but retained elements of its original nature and drive.
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    ORSON SCOTT CARD


    (1951– )


    After receiving wide critical acclaim for his novella “Ender’s Game” (1977) about a boy involved without his knowledge in an interstellar war, Orson Scott Card was able to turn critical success into financial success. He turned the novella into the Worthing Saga, a series of best-selling books beginning with the novel version of Ender’s Game (1985). But focusing on the best-sellers is misleading in that Card has excelled in many areas of the field, from the cyberpunk of “Dogwalker” to his excellent nonfiction on the craft of writing.


    Born into a family of six children, Card was raised in Richmond, Virginia with a strong taste for both literature and the Mormon religion. Card discovered his interest in science fiction early, but was also widely read in history, war, and politics. As a boy Card gained a love of performance: singing, playing the French horn and the tuba, marching in school bands, and admiring the greats of Broadway.


    Card won a thousand dollar scholarship from Great Books and a presidential scholarship to Brigham Young University. Though Card went to BYU as an archaeology major, he graduated as a theater major and studied poetry with Clinton F. Larson. During Card’s theater studies he began “doctoring” scripts, eventually writing his own one-act and full-length plays, several of which were produced by faculty directors at BYU. Soon after he turned to writing fiction stories that would evolve into The Worthing Saga. Card served a two-year mission for The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in Brazil in the early 1970s before his graduation from college.


    When Card found himself unable to pay expenses from a failed repertory theater company and debts from his time at the BYU Press, he tried his hand at writing science fiction. Card’s first published fiction piece was the short story “Gert Fram,” which appeared in the July 1977 issue of The Ensign (the official magazine of the LDS church), where Card would later work as a staff editor. “Ender’s Game” came out that same year in the August issue of Analog.


    Once Card became a full time writer he moved with his wife Kristine and three children to Sandy, Utah, and then Orem. They now reside in Greensboro North Carolina, an environment that has played a significant role in Ender’s Game and many other works. (Card moved there in 1983 to work with Computel magazine for a short period before his return to freelancing.)


    Card has written under the pen names Byron Walley, Noam D. Pellume, and Brother Orson, producing the Ender, Shadow, and Homecoming Sagas, as well as The Tales of Alvin Maker, the Pastwatch, Mithermages, Worthing, and Empire series, the Mayflower trilogy and a number of stand-alone novels and short story collections. Along the way, he’s won four Hugos and many other awards. Card has also published plays, nonfiction, and books on creative writing.

  


  
    DOGWALKER, by Orson Scott Card


    first published in Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine, November 1989


    I was an innocent pedestrian. Only reason I got in this in the first place was I got a vertical way of thinking and Dogwalker thought I might be useful, which was true, and also he said I might enjoy myself, which was a prefabrication, since people done a lot more enjoying on me than I done on them.


    When I say I think vertical, I mean to say I’m metaphysical, that is, simular, which is to say, I’m dead but my brain don’t know it yet and my feet still move. I got popped at age nine just lying in my own bed when the goat next door shot at his lady and it went through the wall and into my head. Everybody went to look at them cause they made all the noise, so I was a quart low before anybody noticed I been poked.


    They packed my head with supergoo and light pipe, but they didn’t know which neutron was supposed to butt into the next so my alchemical brain got turned from rust to diamond. Goo Boy. The Crystal Kid.


    From that bright electrical day I never grew another inch, anywhere. Bullet went nowhere near my gonadicals. Just turned off the puberty switch in my head. Saint Paul said he was a eunuch for Jesus, but who am I a eunuch for?


    Worst thing about it is here I am near thirty and I still have to take barkeepers to court before they’ll sell me beer. And it ain’t hardly worth it even though the judge prints out in my favor and the barkeep has to pay costs, because my corpse is so little I get toxed on six ounces and pass out pissing after twelve. I’m a lousy drinking buddy. Besides, anybody hangs out with me looks like a pederast.


    No, I’m not trying to make you drippy-drop for me—I’m used to it, OK? Maybe the homecoming queen never showed me True Love in a four-point spread, but I got this knack that certain people find real handy and so I always made out. I dress good and I ride the worm and I don’t pay much income tax. Because I am the Password Man. Give me five minutes with anybody’s curriculum vitae, which is to say their autopsychoscopy, and nine times out of ten I’ll spit out their password and get you into their most nasty sticky sweet secret files. Actually it’s usually more like three times out of ten, but that’s still a lot better odds than having a computer spend a year trying to push out fifteen characters to make just the right P-word, specially since after the third wrong try they string your phone number, freeze the target files, and call the dongs.


    Oh, do I make you sick? A cute little boy like me, engaged in critical unspecified dispopulative behaviors? I may be half glass and four feet high, but I can simulate you better than your own mama, and the better I know you, the deeper my books. I not only know your password now, I can write a word on a paper, seal it up, and then you go home and change your password and then open up what I wrote and there it’ll be, your new password, three times out of ten. I am vertical, and Dogwalker knowed it. Ten percent more supergoo and I wouldn’t even be legally human, but I’m still under the line, which is more than I can say for a lot of people who are a hundred percent zoo inside their head.


    Dogwalker comes to me one day at Carolina Circle, where I’m playing pinball standing on a stool. He didn’t say nothing, just gave me a shove, so naturally he got my elbow in his balls. I get a lot of twelve-year-olds trying to shove me around at the arcades, so I’m used to teaching them lessons. Jack the Giant Killer. Hero of the fourth graders. I usually go for the stomach, only Dogwalker wasn’t a twelve-year-old, so my elbow hit low.


    I knew the second I hit him that this wasn’t no kid. I didn’t know Dogwalker from God, but he gots the look, you know, like he been hungry before, and he don’t care what he eats these days.


    Only he got no ice and he got no slice, just sits there on the floor with his back up against the Eat Shi’ite game, holding his boodle and looking at me like I was a baby he had to diaper. “I hope you’re Goo Boy,” he says, “cause if you ain’t, I’m gonna give you back to your mama in three little tupperware bowls.” He doesn’t sound like he’s making a threat, though. He sounds like he’s chief weeper at his own funeral.


    “You want to do business, use your mouth, not your hands,” I says. Only I say it real apoplectic, which is the same as apologetic except you are still pissed.


    “Come with me,” he says. “I got to go buy me a truss. You pay the tax out of your allowance.”


    So we went to Ivey’s and stood around in children’s wear while he made his pitch. “One P-word,” he says, “only there can’t be no mistake. If there’s a mistake, a guy loses his job and maybe goes to jail.”


    So I told him no. Three chances in ten, that’s the best I can do. No guarantees. My record speaks for itself, but nobody’s perfect, and I ain’t even close.


    “Come on,” he says, “you got to have ways to make sure, right? If you can do three times out of ten, what if you find out more about the guy? What if you meet him?”


    “OK, maybe fifty-fifty.”


    “Look, we can’t go back for seconds. So maybe you can’t get it. But do you know when you ain’t got it?”


    “Maybe half the time when I’m wrong, I know I’m wrong.”


    “So we got three out of four that you’ll know whether you got it?”


    “No,” says I. “Cause half the time when I’m right, I don’t know I’m right.”


    “Shee-it,” he says. “This is like doing business with my baby brother.”


    “You can’t afford me anyway,” I says. “I pull two dimes minimum, and you barely got breakfast on your gold card.”


    “I’m offering a cut.”


    “I don’t want a cut. I want cash.”


    “Sure thing,” he says. He looks around, real careful. As if they wired the sign that said Boys Briefs Sizes 10–12. “I got an inside man at Federal Coding,” he says.


    “That’s nothing,” I says. “I got a bug up the First Lady’s ass, and forty hours on tape of her breaking wind.”


    I got a mouth. I know a got a mouth. I especially know it when he jams my face into a pile of shorts and says, “Suck on this, Goo Boy.”


    I hate it when people push me around. And I know ways to make them stop. This time all I had to do was cry. Real loud, like he was hurting me. Everybody looks when a kid starts crying. “I’ll be good.” I kept saying it. “Don’t hurt me no more! I’ll be good.”


    “Shut up,” he says. “Everybody’s looking.”


    “Don’t you ever shove me around again,” I says. “I’m at least ten years older than you, and a hell of a lot more than ten years smarter. Now I’m leaving this store, and if I see you coming after me, I’ll start screaming about how you zipped down and showed me the pope, and you’ll get yourself a child-molesting tag so they pick you up every time some kid gets jollied within a hundred miles of Greensboro.” I’ve done it before, and it works, and Dogwalker was no dummy. Last thing he needed was extra reasons for the dongs to bring him in for questioning. So I figured he’d tell me to get poked and that’d be the last of it.


    Instead he says, “Goo Boy, I’m sorry, I’m too quick with my hands.”


    Even the goat who shot me never said he was sorry. My first thought was, what kind of sister is he, abjectifying right out like that. Then I reckoned I’d stick around and see what kind of man it is who emulsifies himself in front of a nine-year-old-looking kid. Not that I figured him to be purely sorrowful. He still just wanted me to get the P-word for him, and he knew there wasn’t nobody else to do it. But most street pugs aren’t smart enough to tell the right lie under pressure. Right away I knew he wasn’t your ordinary street hook or low arm, pugging cause they don’t have the sense to stick with any kind of job. He had a deep face, which is to say his head was more than a hairball, by which I mean he had brains enough to put his hands in his pickets without seeking an audience with the pope. Right then was when I decided he was my kind of no-good lying son-of-a-bitch.


    “What are you after at Federal Coding?” I asked him. “A record wipe?”


    “Ten clean greens,” he says. “Coded for unlimited international travel. The whole ID, just like a real person.”


    “The President has a green card,” I says. “The Joint Chiefs have clean greens. But that’s all. The U.S. Vice-President isn’t even cleared for unlimited international travel.”


    “Yes he is,” he says.


    “Oh, yeah, you know everything.”


    “I need a P. My guy could do us reds and blues, but a clean green has to be done by a burr-oak rat two levels up. My guy knows how it’s done.”


    “They won’t just have it with a P-word,” I says. “A guy who can make green cards, they’re going to have his finger on it.”


    “I know how to get the finger,” he says. “It takes the finger and the password.”


    “You take a guy’s finger, he might report it. And even if you persuade him not to, somebody’s gonna notice that it’s gone.”


    “Latex,” he says. “We’ll get a mold. And don’t start telling me how to do my part of the job. You get P-words, I get fingers. You in?”


    “Cash,” I says.


    “Twenty percent,” says he.


    “Twenty percent of pus.”


    “The inside guy gets twenty, the girl who brings me the finger, she gets twenty, and I damn well get forty.”


    “You can’t just sell these things on the street, you know.”


    “They’re worth a meg apiece,” says he, “to certain buyers.” By which he meant Orkish Crime, of course. Sell ten, and my twenty percent grows up to be two megs. Not enough to be rich, but enough to retire from public life and maybe even pay for some high-level medicals to sprout hair on my face. I got to admit that sounded good to me.


    So we went into business. For a few hours he tried to do it without telling me the baroque rat’s name, just giving me data he got from his guy at Federal Coding. But that was real stupid, giving me secondhand face like that, considering he needed me to be a hundred percent sure, and pretty soon he realized that and brought me in all the way. He hated telling me anything, because he couldn’t stand to let go. Once I knew stuff on my own, what was to stop me from trying to go into business for myself? But unless he had another way to get the P-word, he had to get it from me, and for me to do it right, I had to know everything I could. Dogwalker’s got a brain in his head, even it if is all biodegradable, and so he knows there’s times when you got no choice but to trust somebody. When you just got to figure they’ll do their best even when they’re out of your sight.


    He took me to his cheap condo on the old Guilford College campus, near the worm, which was real congenital for getting to Charlotte or Winston or Raleigh with no fuss. He didn’t have no soft floor, just a bed, but it was a big one, so I didn’t reckon he suffered. Maybe he bought it back in his old pimping days, I figured, back when he got his name, running a string of bitches with names like Spike and Bowser and Prince, real hydrant leg-lifters for the tweeze trade. I could see that he used to have money, and he didn’t anymore. Lots of great clothes, tailor-tight fit, but shabby, out of sync. The really old ones, he tore all the wiring out, but you could still see where the diodes used to light up. We’re talking neanderthal.


    “Vanity, vanity, all is profanity,” says I, while I’m holding out the sleeve of a camisa that used to light up like an airplane coming in for a landing.


    “They’re too comfortable to get rid of,” he says. But there’s a twist in his voice so I know he don’t plan to fool nobody.


    “Let this be a lesson to you,” says I. “This is what happens when a walker don’t walk.”


    “Walkers do steady work,” says he. “But me, when business was good, it felt bad, and when business was bad, it felt good. You walk cats, maybe you can take some pride in it. But you walk dogs, and you know they’re getting hurt every time—”


    “They got a built-in switch, they don’t feel a thing. That’s why the dongs don’t touch you, walking dogs, cause nobody gets hurt.”


    “Yeah, so tell me, which is worse, somebody getting tweezed till they scream so some old honk can pop his pimple, or somebody getting half their brain replaced so when the old honk tweezes her she can’t feel a thing? I had these women’s bodies around me and I knew that they used to be people.”


    “You can be glass,” says I, “and still be people.”


    He saw I was taking it personally. “Oh, hey,” says he, “you’re under the line.”


    “So are dogs.” says I.


    “Yeah well,” says he. “You watch a girl come back and tell about some of the things they done to her, and she’s laughing, you draw your own line.”


    I look around his shabby place. “Your choice,” says I.


    “I wanted to feel clean,” says he. “That don’t mean I got to stay poor.”


    “So you’re setting up this grope so you can return to the old days of peace and prosperity.”


    “Prosperity,” says he. “What the hell kind of word is that? Why do you keep using words like that?”


    “Cause I know them,” says I.


    “Well you don’t know them,” says he, “because half the time you get them wrong.”


    I shows him my best little-boy grin. “I know,” says I. What I don’t tell him is that the fun comes from the fact that almost nobody ever knows I’m using them wrong. Dogwalker’s no ordinary pimp. But then the ordinary pimp doesn’t bench himself halfway through the game because of a sprained moral qualm, by which I mean that Dogwalker had some stray diagonals in his head, and I began to think it might be fun to see where they all hooked up.


    Anyway we got down to business. The target’s name was Jesse H. Hunt, and I did a real job on him. The Crystal Kid really plugged in on this one. Dogwalker had about two pages of stuff—date of birth, place of birth, sex at birth (no changes since), education, employment history. It was like getting an armload of empty boxes. I just laughed at it. “You got a jack to the city library?” I asked him, and he shows me the wall outlet. I plugged right in, visual onto my pocket sony, with my own little crystal head for ee-i-ee-io-h. Not every goo-head can think clear enough to do this, you know, put out clean type just by thinking the right stuff out of my left ear interface port.


    I shows Dogwalker a little bit about research. Took me ten minutes. I know my way right through the Greensboro Public Library. I have P-words for every single librarian and I’m so ept that they don’t even guess I’m stepping upstream through their access channels. From the Public Library you can get all the way into North Carolina Records Division in Raleigh, and from there you can jumble into federal personnel records anywhere in the country. Which meant that by nightfall on that most portentous day we had hardcopy of every document in Jesse H. Hunt’s whole life, from his birth certificate and first grade report card to his medical history and security clearance reports when he first worked for the feds.


    Dogwalker knew enough to be impressed. “If you can do all that,” he says, “you might as well pug his P-word straight out.”


    “No puedo, putz,” says I as cheerful as can be. “Think of the fed as a castle. Personnel files are floating in the moat—there’s a few alligators but I swim real good. Hot data is deep in the dungeon. You can get in there, but you can’t get out clean. And P-words—P-words are kept up the queen’s ass.”


    “No system is unbeatable,” he says.”


    “Where’d you learn that, from graffiti in a toilet stall? If the P-word system was even a little bit breakable, Dogwalker, the gentlemen you plan to sell these cards to would already be inside looking out at us, and they wouldn’t need to spend a meg to get clean greens from a street pug.”


    Trouble was that after impressing Dogwalker with all the stuff I could find out about Jesse H., I didn’t know that much more than before. Oh, I could guess at some P-words, but that was all it was—guessing. I couldn’t even pick a P most likely to succeed. Jesse was one ordinary dull rat. Regulation good grades in school, regulation good evaluations on the job, probably gave his wife regulation lube jobs on a weekly schedule.


    “You don’t really think you girl’s going to get his finger,” says I with sickening scorn.


    “You don’t know the girl,” says he. “If we needed his flipper she’d get molds in five sizes.”


    “You don’t know this guy,” says I. “This is the straightest opie in Mayberry. I don’t see him cheating on his wife.”


    “Trust me,” says Dogwalker. “She’ll get his finger so smooth he won’t even know she took the mold.”


    I didn’t believe him. I got a knack for knowing things about people, and Jesse H. wasn’t faking. Unless he started faking when he was five, which is pretty unpopulated. He wasn’t going to bounce the first pretty girl who made his zipper tight. Besides which he was smart. His career path showed that he was always in the right place. The right people always seemed to know his name. Which is to say he isn’t the kind whose brain can’t run if his jeans get hot. I said so.


    “You’re really a marching band.” says Dogwalker. “You can’t tell me his P-word, but you’re obliquely sure that he’s a limp or a wimp.”


    “Neither one,” says I. “He’s hard and straight. But a girl starts rubbing up to him, he isn’t going to think it’s because she heard that his crotch is cantilevered. He’s going to figure she wants something, and he’ll give her string till he finds out what.”


    He just grinned at me. “I got me the best Password Man in the Triass, didn’t I? I got me a miracle worker named Goo-Boy, didn’t I? The ice-brain they call Crystal Kid, I got him, didn’t I?”


    “Maybe,” says I.


    “I got him or I kill him,” he says, showing more teeth than a primate’s supposed to have.


    “You got me,” says I. “But don’t go thinking you can kill me.”


    He just laughs. “I got you and you’re so good, you can bet I got me a girl who’s at least as good at what she does.”


    “No such,” says I.


    “Tell me his P-word and then I’ll be impressed.”


    “You want quick results? Then go ask him to give you his passwords himself.”


    Dogwalker isn’t one of those guys who can hide it when he’s made. “I want quick results,” he says. “And if I start thinking you can’t deliver, I’ll pull your tongue out of your head. Through your nose.”


    “Oh, that’s good,” says I. “I always do my best thinking when I’m being physically threatened by a client. You really know how to bring out the best in me.”


    “I don’t want to bring out the best.” he says. “I just want to bring out his password.”


    “I got to meet him first,” says I.


    He leans over me as I can smell his musk, which is to say I’m very olfactory and so I can tell you he reeked of testosterone, by which I mean ladies could fill up with babies just from sniffing his sweat. “Meet him?” he asks me. “Why don’t we just ask him to fill out a job application.”


    “I’ve read all his job applications,” says I.


    “How’s a glass-head like you going to meet Mr. Fed?” says he. “I bet you’re always getting invitations to the same parties as guys like him.”


    “I don’t get invited to grown-up parties,” says I. “But on the other hand, grown-ups don’t pay much attention to sweet little kids like me.”


    He sighed. “You really have to meet him?”


    “Unless fifty-fifty on a P-word is good enough odds for you.”


    All of a sudden he goes nova. Slaps a glass off the table and it breaks against the all, and then he kicks the table over, and all the time I’m thinking about ways to get out of there unkilled. But it’s me he’s doing the show for, so there’s no way I’m leaving, and he leans in close to me and screams in my face. “That’s the last of your fifty-fifty and sixty-forty and three times in ten I want to hear about, Goo Boy, you hear me?”


    And I’m talking real meek and sweet, cause this boy’s twice my size and three times my weight and I don’t exactly have no leverage. So I says to him, “I can’t help talking in odds and percentages, Dogwalker, I’m vertical, remember? I’ve got glass channels in here, they spit out percentages as easy as other people sweat.”


    He slapped his hand against his own head. “This ain’t exactly a sausage biscuit, either, but you know and I know that when you give me all them exact numbers it’s all guesswork anyhow. You don’t know the odds on this beakrat anymore than I do.”


    “I don’t know the odds on him, Walker, but I know the odds on me. I’m sorry you don’t like the way I sound so precise, but my crystal memory his every P-word I ever plumbed, which is to say I can give you exact to the third decimal percentages on when I hit it right on the first try after meeting the subject, and how many times I hit it right on the first try just from his curriculum vitae, and right now if I don’t meet him and I go on just what I’ve got here you have a 48.838 percent chance I’ll be right on my P-word first time and a 66.667 chance I’ll be right with one out of three.”


    Well that took him down, which was fine I must say because he loosened up my sphincters with that glass-smashing table-tossing hot-breath-in-my-face routine he did. He stepped back and put his hands in his pockets and leaned against the wall “Well I chose the right P-man, then, didn’t I,” he says, but he doesn’t smile, no, he says the back-down words but his eyes don’t back down, his eyes say don’t try to flash my face because I see through you, I got most excellent inward shades all polarized to keep out your glitz and see you straight and clear. I never saw eyes like that before. Like he knew me. Nobody ever knew me, and I didn’t think he really knew me either, but I didn’t like him looking at me as if he thought he knew me cause the fact is I didn’t know me all that well and it worried me to think he might know me better than I did, if you catch my drift.


    “All I have to do is be a little lost boy in a store,”


    I says.


    “What if he isn’t the kind who helps little lost boys?”


    “Is he the kind who lets them cry?”


    “I don’t know. What if he is? What then? Think you can get away with meeting him a second time?”


    “So the lost boy in the story won’t work. I can crash my bicycle on his front lawn. I can try to sell him cable magazines.”


    But he was ahead of my already. “For the cable magazines he slams the door in your face, if he even comes to the door at all. For the bicycle crash, you’re out of your little glass brain. I got my inside girl working on him right now, very complicated, because he’s not the playing around kind, so she has to make his a real emotional come-on, like she’s breaking up with a boyfriend and he’s the only shoulder she can cry on, and his wife is so lucky to have a man like him. This much he can believe. But then suddenly he has the little boy crashing in his yard, and because he’s paranoid, he begins to wonder if some weird rain isn’t falling, right? I know he’s paranoid because you don’t get to his level in the fed without you know how to watch behind you and kill the enemy even before they know they’re out to get you. So he even suspects, for one instant, that somebody’s setting him up for something, and what does he do?”


    I knew what Dogwalker was getting at now, and he was right, and so I let him have his victory and I let the words he wanted march out all in a row. “He changes all his passwords, all his habits, and watches over his shoulder all the time.”


    “And my little project turns into compost. No clean greens.”


    So I saw for the first time why this street boy, this ex-pimp, why he was the one to do this job. He wasn’t vertical like me, and he didn’t have the inside hook like his fed boy, and he didn’t have bumps in his sweater so he couldn’t do the girl part, but he had eyes in his elbows, ears in his knees, by which I mean he noticed everything there was to notice and then he thought of new things that weren’t even noticeable yet and noticed them. He earned his forty percent. And he earned part of my twenty, too.


    Now while we waited around for the girl to fill Jesse’s empty aching arms and get a finger off him, and while we were still working on how to get me to meet him slow and easy and sure, I spent a lot of time with Dogwalker. Not that he ever asked me, but I found myself looping his bus route every morning till he picked me up, or I’d be eating at Bojangle’s when he came in to throw cajun chicken down into his ulcerated organs. I watched to make sure he didn’t mind, cause I didn’t want to piss this boy, having once beheld the majesty of his wrath, but if he wanted to shiver me he gave me no shiv.


    Even after a few days, when the ghosts of the cold hard street started haunting us, he didn’t shake me, and that includes when Bellbottom says to him, “Looks like you stopped walking dogs. Now you pimping little boys, right? Little catamites, we call you Catwalker, now, that so? Or maybe you just keep him for private use, is that it? You be Boypoker now?” Well like I always said, someday somebody’s going to kill Bellbottom just to flay him and use his skin for a convertible roof, but Dogwalker just waved and walked on by while I made little pissy bumps at Bell. Most people shake me right off when they start getting splashed on about liking little boys, but Doggy, he didn’t say we were friends or nothing, but he didn’t give me no Miami howdy, neither, which is to say I didn’t find myself floating in the Bermuda Triangle with my ass pulled down around my ankles, by which I mean he wasn’t ashamed to be seen with me on the street, which don’t sound like a six-minute orgasm to you but to me it was like a breeze in August, I didn’t ask for it and I don’t trust it to last but as long as it’s there I’m going to like it.


    How I finally got to meet Jesse H. was dervish, the best I ever thought of. Which made me wonder why I never thought of it before, except that I never before had Dogwalker like a parrot saying “stupid idea” every time I thought of something. By the time I finally got a plan that he didn’t say “stupid idea,” I was almost drowned in the deepest lightholes of my lucidity. I mean I was going at a hundred watts by the time I satisfied him.


    First we found out who did babysitting for them when Jesse H. and Mrs. Jesse went out on the town (which for Nice People in G-boro means walking around the mall wishing there was something to do and then taking a piss in the public john). They had two regular teenage girls who usually came over and ignored their children for a fee, but when these darlettes were otherwise engaged, which meant they had a contract to get squeezed and poked by some half-zipped boy in exchange for a hambuger and a vid, they called upon Mother Hubbard’s Homecare Hotline. So I most carefully assinuated myself into Mother Hubbard’s estimable organization by passing myself off as a lamentably prepubic fourteen-year-old, specializing in the northwest section of town and on into the county. All this took a week, but Walker was in no hurry. Take the time to do it right, he said, if we hurry somebody’s going to notice the blur of motion and look our way and just by looking at us they’ll undo us. A horizontal mind that boy had.


    Came a most delicious night when the Hunts went out to play, and both their diddle-girls were busy being squeezed most delectably (and didn’t we have a lovely time persuading two toddle-boys to do the squeezing that very night). This news came to Mr. and Mrs. Jesse at the very last minute, and they had no choice but to call Mother Hubbard’s, and isn’t it lovely that just a half hour before, sweet little Stevie Queen, being moi, called in and said that he was available for baby-stomping after all. Ein and ein made zwei, and there I was being dropped off by a Mother’s Hubbard’s driver at the door of the Jesse Hunt house, whereupon I not only got to look upon the beatific face of Mr. Fed himself, I also got to have my dear head patted by Mrs. Fed, and then had the privilege of preparing little snacks for fussy Fed Jr. and foul-mouthed Fedene, the five-year-old and the three-year-old, while Microfed, the one-year-old (not yet human and, if I am any judge of character, not likely to live long enough to become such) sprayed uric acid in my face while I was diapering him. A good time was had by all.


    Because of my heroic efforts, the small creatures were in their truckle beds quite early, and being a most fastidious baby-tucker, I browsed the house looking for burglars and stumbling, quite by chance, upon the most useful information about the beak-rat whose secret self-chosen name I was trying to learn. For one thing, he had set a watchful hair upon each of his bureau drawers, so that if I had been inclined to steal, he would know that unlawful access of his drawers had been attempted. I learned that he and his wife had separate containers of everything in the bathroom, even when they used the same brand of toothpaste, and it was he, not she, who took care of all their prophylactic activities (and not a moment too soon, thought I, for I had come to know their children). He was not the sort to use lubrificants or little pleasure-giving ribs, either. Only the regulation government-issue hard-as-concrete rubber rafts for him, which suggested to my most pernicious mind that he had almost as much fun between the sheets as me.


    I learned all kinds of joyful information, all of it trivial, all of it vital. I never know which of the threads I grasp are going to make connections deep within the lumens of my brightest caves. But I never before had the chance to wander unmolested through a person’s own house when searching for his P-word. I saw the notes his children brought home from school, the magazines his family received, and more and more I began to see that Jesse H. Hunt barely touched his family at any pont. He stood like a waterbug on the surface of life, without ever getting his feet wet. He could die, and if nobody tripped over the corpse it would be weeks before they noticed. And yet this was not because he did not care. It was because he was so very very careful. He examined everything, but through the wrong end of the microscope, so that it all became very small and far away. I was a sad little boy by the end of that night, and I whispered to Microfed that he should practice pissing in male faces, because that’s the only way he would ever sink a hook into his daddy’s face.


    “What if he wants to take you home?” Dogwalker asked me, and I said, “No way he would, nobody does that,” but Dogwalker made sure I had a place to go all the same, and sure enough, it was Doggy who got voltage and me who went limp. I ended up riding in a beak-rat buggy, a genuine made-in-America rattletrap station wagon, and he took me to the for-sale house where Mama Pimple was waiting crossly for me and made Mr. Hunt go away because he kept me out too late. Then when the door was closed Mama Pimple giggled her gig and chuckled her chuck, and Walker himself wandered out of the back room and said, “That’s one less favor you owe me, Mama Pimple,” and she said, “No, my dear boyoh, that’s one more favor you owe me” and then they kissed a deep passionate kiss if you can believe it. Did you imagine anybody ever kissed Mama Pimple that way? Dogwalker is a boyful of shocks.


    “Did you get all you needed?” he asks me.


    “I have P-words dancing upward,” says I, “and I’ll have a name for you tomorrow in my sleep.”


    “Hold onto it and don’t tell me,” says Dogwalker. “I don’t want to hear a name until after we have a finger.”


    That magical day was only hours away, because the girl—whose name I never knew and whose face I never saw—was to cast her spell over Mr. Fed the very next day. As Dogwalker said, this was no job for lingeree. The girl did not dress pretty and pretended to be lacking int he social graces, but she was a good little clerical who was going through a most distressing period in her private life, because she had undergone a premature hysterectomy, poor lass, or so she told Mr. Fed, and here she was losing her womanhood and she never really felt like a woman at all. But he was so kind to her, for weeks he had ben so kind, and Dogwalker told me afterward how he locked the door of his office for just a few minutes, and held her and kissed her to make her feel womanly, and once his fingers had all made their little impressions on the thin electrified plastic microcoating all over her lovely naked back and breasts, she began to cry and most gratefully informed him that she did not want him to be unfaithful to his wife for her sake, the he had already given her such a much of a lovely gift by being so kind and understanding, and she felt better thinking that a man like him could bear to touch her knowing she was defemmed inside, and now she thought she had the confidence to go on. A very convincing act, and one calculated to get his hot naked handprints without giving him a crisis of conscience that might change his face and give him a whole new set of possible Ps.


    The microsheet got all of his fingers from several angles, and so Walker was able to dummy out a finger mask for our inside man within a single night. Right index. I looked at it most skeptically, I fear, because I had my doubts already dancing in the little lightpoints of my inmost mind. “Just one finger?”


    “All we got is one shot,” said Dogwalker. “One single try.”


    “But if he makes a mistake, if my first password isn’t right, then he could use the middle finger on the second try.”


    “Tell me, my vertical pricket, whether you think Jesse H. Hunt is the sort of burr oak rat who makes mistake?”


    To which I had to answer that he was not, and yet I had my misgivings and my misgivings all had to do with needing a second finger, and yet I am vertical, not horizontal, which means that I can see the present as deep as you please but the future’s not mine to see, que sera, sera.


    From what Doggy told me, I tried to imagine Mr. Fed’s reaction to this nubile flesh that he had pressed. If he had poked as well as pecked, I think it would have changed his P-word, but when she told him that she would not want to compromise his uncompromising virtue, it reinforced him as a most regular or even regulation fellow and his name remained pronouncedly the same, and his P-word also did not change. “InvictusXYZrwr,” quoth I to Dogwalker, for that was his veritable password, I knew it with more certainty than I had ever had before.


    “Where in hell did you come up with that?” says he.


    “If I knew how I did it, Walker, I’d never miss at all,” says I. “I don’t even know if it’s in the goo or in the zoo. All the facts go down, and it all gets mixed around, and up come all these dancing P-words, little pieces of P.”


    “Yeah but you don’t just make it up, what does it mean?”


    “Invictus is an old poem in a frame stuck in his bureau drawer, which his mama gave him when he was still a little fed-to-be. XYZ is his idea of randomizing, and rwr is the first U.S. President that he admired. I don’t know why he chose these words now. Six weeks ago he was using a different P-word with a lot of numbers in it, and six weeks from now he’ll change again, but right now—”


    “Sixty percent sure?” asked Doggy.


    “I give no percents this time,” says I. “I’ve never roamed through the bathroom of my subject before. But this or give me an assectomy, I’ve never been more sure.”


    Now that he had the P-word, the inside guy began to wear his magic finger every day, looking for a chance to be alone in Mr. Fed’s office. He had already created the preliminary files, like any routine green card requests, and buried them within his work area. All he needed was to go in, sign on as Mr. Fed, and then if the system accepted his name and P-word and finger he could call up the files, approve them, and be gone within a minute. But he had to have that minute.


    And on that wonderful magical day he had it. Mr. Fed had a meeting and his secretary sprung a leak a day early, and in went Inside Man with a perfectly legitimate note to leave for Hunt. He sat before the terminal, typed name and P-word and laid down his phony finger, and the machine spread wide its lovely legs and bid him enter. He had the files processed in forty seconds, laying down his finger for each green, then signed off and went on out. No sign, no sound that anything was wrong. As sweet as summertime, as smooth as ice, and all we had to do was sit and wait for green cards to come in the mail.


    “Who you going to sell them to?” says I.


    “I offer them to no one till I have clean greens in my hand,” says he. Because Dogwalker is careful. What happened was not because he was not careful.


    Every day we walked to the ten places where the envelopes were supposed to come. We knew they wouldn’t be there for a week—the wheels of government grind exceeding slow, for good or ill. Every day we checked with Inside Man, whose name and face I have already given you, much good it will do, since both are no doubt different by now. He told us every time that all was the same, nothing was changed, and he was telling the truth, for the fed was most lugubrious and palatial and gave no leaks that anything was wrong. Even Mr. Hunt himself did not know that aught was amiss in his little kingdom.


    Yet even with no sign that I could name, I was jumpy every morning and sleepless every night. “You walk like you got to use the toilet,” says Walker to me, and it is verily so. Something is wrong, I say to myself, something is most deeply wrong, but I cannot find the name for it even though I know, and so I say nothing, or I lie to myself and try to invent a reason for my fear. “It’s my big chance,” says I. “To be twenty percent of rich.”


    “Rich,” says he, “not just a fifth.”


    “Then you’ll be double rich.”


    And he just grins at me, being the strong and silent type.


    “But then why don’t you sell nine,” says I, “and keep the other green? Then you’ll have the money to pay for it, and the green to go where you want in all the world.”


    But he just laughs at me and says, “Silly boy, my dear sweet pinheaded lightbrained little friend. If someone sees a pimp like us passing a green, he’ll tell a fed, because he’ll know there’s been a mistake. Greens don’t go to boys like me.”


    “But you won’t be dressed like a pimp,” says I, “and you won’t stay in pimp hotels.”


    “I’m a low-class pimp,” he says again, “and so however I dress that day, that’s just the way pimps dress. And whatever hotel I go to, that’s a low-class pimp hotel until I leave.”


    “Pimping isn’t some disease,” says I. “It isn’t in your gonads and it isn’t in your genes. If your daddy was a Kroc and your mama was an Iacocca, you wouldn’t be a pimp.”


    “The hell I wouldn’t,” says he. “I’d just be a high-class pimp, like my mama and my daddy. Who do you think gets green cards? You can’t sell no virgins on the street.”


    I thought that he was wrong and I still do. If anybody could go from low to high in a week, it’s Dogwalker. He could be anything and do anything and that’s the truth. Or almost anything. If he could do anything then his story would have a different ending. But it was not his fault. Unless you blame pigs because they can’t fly. I was the vertical one, wasn’t I? I should have named my suspicions and we wouldn’t have passed those greens.


    I held them in my hands, there in his little room, all ten of them when he spilled them on the bed. To celebrate he jumped up so high he smacked his head on the ceiling again and again, which made them ceiling tiles dance and flip over and spill dust all over the room. “I flashed just one, a single one,” says he, “and a cool million was what he said, and then I said what if ten? And he laughs and says fill in the check yourself.”


    “We should test them,” says I.


    “We can’t test them,” he says. “The only way to test it is to use it, and if you use it then your print and face are in its memory forever and so we could never sell it.”


    “Then sell one, and make sure it’s clean.”


    “A package deal,” he says. “If I sell one, and they think I got more by I’m holding out to raise the price, then I may not live to collect for the other nine, because I might have an accident and lose these little babies. I sell all ten at once, and then I’m out of the green card business for life.”


    But more than ever that night I am afraid, he’s out selling those greens to those sweet gentlebodies who are commonly referred to as Organic Crime, and there I am on his bed, shivering and dreaming because I know that something will go most deeply wrong but I still don’t know what and I still don’t know why. I keep telling myself, You’re only afraid because nothing could ever go so right for you, you can’t believe that anything could ever make you rich and safe. I say this stuff so much that I believe it, and I don’t really, not down deep, and so I shiver again and finally I cry, because after all my body still believes I’m nine, and nine-year-olds have tear ducts very easy of access, no password required. Well he comes in late that night, and I’m asleep he thinks, and so he walks quiet instead of dancing, but I can hear the dancing in his little sounds, I know he has the money all safely in the bank, and so when he leans over to make sure if I’m asleep, I say, “Could I borrow a hundred thou?”


    So he slaps me and he laughs and dances and sings, and I try to go along, you bet I do, I know I should be happy, but then at the end he says, “You just can’t take it, can you? You just can’t handle it,” and then I cry all over again, and he just puts his arm around me like a movie dad and gives me play-punches on the head and says, “I’m gonna marry me a wife, I am, maybe even Mama Pimple herself, and we’ll adopt you and have a little spielberg family in Summerfield, with a riding mower on a real grass lawn.”


    “I’m older than you or Mama Pimple,” says I, but he just laughs. Laughs and hugs me until he think I’m all right. Don’t go home, he says to me that night, but home I got to go, because I know I’ll cry again, from fear or something, anyway, and I don’t want him to think his cure wasn’t permanent. “No thanks,” says I, but he just laughs at me. “Stay here and cry all you want to, Goo Boy, but don’t go home tonight. I don’t want to be alone tonight, and sure as hell you don’t either.” And so I slept between his sheets, like with a brother, him punching and tickling and pinching and telling dirty jokes about his whores, the most good and natural night I spent in all my life, with a true friend, which I know you don’t believe, snickering and nickering and ickering your filthy little thoughts, there was no holes plugged that night because nobody was out to take pleasure from nobody else, just Dogwalker being happy and wanting me not to be so sad.


    And after he was asleep, I wanted so bad to know who it was he sold them to, so I could call them up and say, “Don’t use those greens, cause they aren’t clean. I don’t know how, I don’t know why, but the feds are onto this, I know they are, and if you use those cards they’ll nail your fingers to your face.” But if I called would they believe me? They were careful too. Why else did it take a week? They had one of their nothing goons use a card to make sure it had no squeaks or leaks, and it came up clean. Only then did they give the cards to seven big boys, and two held in reserve. Even Organic Crime, the All-seeing Eye, passed those cards same as we did.


    I think maybe Dogwalker was a little bit vertical too. I think he knew same as me that something was wrong with this. That’s why he kept checking back with the inside man, cause he didn’t trust how good it was. That’s why he didn’t spend any of his share. We’d sit there eating the same old schlock, out of his cut from some leg job or my piece from a data wipe, and every now and then he’d say, “Rich mans’ food sure tastes good.” Or maybe even though he wasn’t vertical he still thought maybe I was right when I thought something was wrong. Whatever he thought, though, it just kept getting worse and worse for me, until the morning when we went to see the inside man and the inside man was gone.


    Gone clean. Gone like he never existed. His apartment for rent, cleaned out floor to ceiling. A phone call to the fed, and he was on vacation, which meant they had him, he wasn’t just moved to another house with his newfound wealth. We stood there in his empty place, his shabby empty hovel that was ten times better than anywhere we ever lived, and Doggy says to me, real quiet, he says, “What was it? What did I do wrong? I thought I was like Hunt, I thought I never made a single mistake in this job. in this one job.”


    And that was it, right then I knew. Not a week before, not when it would do any good. Right then I finally knew it all, knew what Hunt had done. Jesse Hunt never made mistakes. But he was also so paranoid that he haired his bureau to see if the babysitter stole from him. So even though he would never accidentally enter the wrong P-word, he was just the kind who would do it on purpose. “He doublefingered every time,” I says to Dog. “He’s so damn careful he does his password wrong the first time every time, and then comes in on his second finger.”


    “So one time he comes in on the first try, so what?” He says this because he doesn’t know computers like I do, being half-glass myself.


    “The system knew the pattern, that’s what. Jesse H. is so precise he never changed a bit, so when we came in on the first try, that set off alarms. It’s my fault, Dog. I knew how crazy paranoidical he is, I knew that something was wrong, but not till this minute I didn’t know what it was. I should have known it when I got his password, I should have known. I’m sorry, you never should have gotten me into this, I’m sorry, you should have listened to me when I told you something was wrong. I should have known, I’m sorry.”


    What I done to Doggy that I never meant to do. What I done to him! Anytime, I could have thought of it, it was all there inside my glassy little head, but no, I didn’t think of it till after it was way too late. And maybe it’s because I didn’t want to think of it, maybe it’s because I really wanted to be wrong about the green cards, but however it flew, I did what I do, which is to say I’m not the pontiff in his fancy chair, by which I mean I can’t be smarter than myself.


    Right away he called the gentlebens of Ossified Crime to warn them, but I was already plugged into the library sucking news as fast as I could and so I knew it wouldn’t do no good, cause they got all seven of the big boys and their nitwit taster, too, locked up good and tight for card fraud.


    And what they said on the phone to Dogwalker made things real clear. “We’re dead,” says Doggy.


    “Give them time to cool.” says I.


    “They’ll never cool,” says he. “There’s no chance, they’ll never forgive this even if they knew the whole truth, because look at the names they gave the cards to, it’s like they got them for their biggest boys on the borderline, the habibs who bribe presidents of little countries and take off cash from octopods like Shell and ITT and every now and then kill somebody and walk away clean. Now they’re sitting there in jail with the whole life story of the organization in their brains, so they don’t care of we meant to do it or not. They’re hurting, and the only way they know to make the hurt go away is to pass it on to somebody else. And that’s us. They want to make us hurt, and hurt real bad, and for a long long time.”


    I never saw Dog so scared. That’s the only reason we went to the feds ourselves. We didn’t ever want to stool, but we needed their protection plan, it was our only hope. So we offered to testify how we did it, not even for immunity, just so they’d change our faces and put us in a safe jail somewhere to work off the sentence and come out alive, you know? That’s all we wanted.


    But the feds, they laughed at us. They had the inside guy, see, and he was going to get immunity for testifying. “We don’t need you,” they says to us, “and we don’t care if you go to jail or not. It was the big guys we wanted.”


    “If you let us walk,” says Doggy, “then they’ll think we set them up.”


    “Make us laugh,” says the feds. “Us work with street pools like you? They know that we don’t stoop so low.”


    “They bought from us,” says Doggy. “If we’re big enough for them, we’re big enough for the dongs.”


    “Do you believe this?” says one fed to his identical junior officer. “These jollies are begging us to take them into jail. Well listen tight, my jolly boys, maybe we don’t want to add you to the taxpayers’ expense account, did you think of that? Besides, all we’d give you is time, but on the street, those boys will give you time and a half, and it won’t cost us a dime.”


    So what could we do? Doggy just looks like somebody sucked out six pints, he’s so white. On the way out of the fedhouse, he says, “Now we’re going to find out what it’s like to die.”


    And I says to him, “Walker, they stuck no gun in your mouth yet, they shove no shiv in your eye. We still breathing, we got legs, so let’s walk out of here.”


    “Walk,” he says. “You walk out of G-boro, glasshead, and you bump into trees.”


    “So what?” says I. “I can plug in and pull out all the data we want about how to live in the woods. Lots of empty land out there. Where do you think the marijuana grows?”


    “I’m a city boy,” he says. “I’m a city boy.” Now we’re standing out in front, and he’s looking around. “In the city I got a chance, I know the city.”


    “Maybe in New York or Dallas,” says I, “but G-boro’s just too small, not even half a million people, you can’t lose yourself deep enough here.”


    “Yeah, well,” he says, still looking around. “It’s none of your business now anyway, Goo Boy. They aren’t blaming you, they’re blaming me.”


    “But it’s my fault,” says I, “and I’m staying with you to tell them so.”


    “You think they’re going to stop and listen?” says he.


    “I’ll let them shoot me up with speakeasy so they know I’m telling the truth.”


    “It’s nobody’s fault,” says he. “And I don’t give a twelve-inch poker whose fault it is anyway. You’re clean, but if you stay with me you’ll get all muddy, too. I don’t need you around, and you sure as hell don’t need me. Job’s over. Done. Get lost.”


    But I couldn’t do that. The same way he couldn’t go on walking dogs. I couldn’t just run off and leave him to eat my mistake. “They know I was your P-word man,” says I. “They’ll be after me, too.”


    He’s right but I don’t care. “I was in for twenty percent of rich,” says I. “So I’m in for fifty percent of trouble.”


    All of a sudden he sees what he’s looking for. “There they are, Goo Boy, the dorks they sent to hit me. In that Mercedes.” I look but all I see are electrics. Then his hand is on my back and he gives me a shove that takes me right off the portico and into the bushes, and by the time I crawl out, Doggy’s nowhere in sight. For about a minute I’m pissed about getting scratched up in the plants, until I realize he was getting me out of the way, so I wouldn’t get shot down or hacked up or lased out, whatever it is they planned to do him to get even.


    I was safe enough, right? I should’ve walked away, I should’ve ducked right out of the city. I didn’t even have to refund the money. I had enough to go clear out of the country and live the rest of my life where even Occipital Crime couldn’t find me.


    And I thought about it. I stayed the night in Mama Pimple’s flophouse because I knew somebody would be watching my own place. All that night I thought about places I could go. Australia. New Zealand. Or even a foreign place, I could afford a good vocabulary crystal so picking up a new language would be easy.


    But in the morning I couldn’t do it. Mama Pimple didn’t exactly ask me but she looked so worried and all I could say was, “He pushed me into the bushes and I don’t know where he is.”


    And she just nods at me and goes back to fixing breakfast. Her hands are shaking she’s so upset. Because she knows Dogwalker doesn’t stand a chance against Orphan Crime.


    “I’m sorry,” says I.


    “What can you do?” she says. “When they want you, they get you. If the feds don’t give you a new face, you can’t hide.”


    “What if they didn’t want him?” says I.


    She laughs at me. The story’s all over the street. The arrests were in the news, and now everybody knows the big boys are looking for Walker. They want him so bad the whole street can smell it.”


    “What if they knew it wasn’t his fault?” says I. “What if they knew it was an accident? A mistake?”


    Then Mama Pimple squints at me—not many people can tell when she’s squinting, but I can—and she says, “Only one boy can tell them that so they’ll believe it.”


    “Sure, I know,” says I.


    “And if that boy walks in and says, Let me tell you why you don’t want to hurt my friend Dogwalker—”


    “Nobody said life was safe,” says I. “Besides, what could they do to me that’s worse than what already happened to me when I was nine?”


    She comes over and just puts hare hand on my head, just lets her hand lie there for a few minutes, and I know what I’ve got to do.


    So I did it. Went to Fat Jack’s and told him I wanted to talk to Junior Mint about Dogwalker, and it wasn’t thirty seconds before I was hustled on out to the alley and driven somewhere with my face mashed into the floor of the car so I couldn’t tell where it was. Idiots didn’t know that somebody as vertical as me can tell the number of wheel revolutions and the exact trajectory of every curve. I could’ve drawn a freehand map of where they took me. But if I let them know that, I’d never come home, and since there was a good chance I’d end up dosed with speakeasy, I went ahead and erased the memory. Good thing I did—that was the first thing they asked me as soon as they had the drug in me.


    Gave me a grown-up dose, they did, so I practically told them my whole life story and my opinion of them and everybody and everything else, so the whole session took hours, felt like forever, but at the end they knew, they absolutely knew that Dogwalker was straight with them, and when it was over and I was coming up so I had some control over what I said, I asked them, I begged them, let Dogwalker live. Just let him go. He’ll give back the money, and I’ll give back mine, just let him go.


    “OK,” says the guy.


    I didn’t believe it.


    “No, you can believe me, we’ll let him go.”


    “You got him?”


    “Picked him up before you even came in. It wasn’t hard.”


    “And you didn’t kill him?”


    “Kill him? We had to get the money back first, didn’t we, so we needed him alive till morning, and then you came in, and your little story changed our minds, it really did, you made us feel all sloppy and sorry for that poor old pimp.”


    For a few seconds there I actually believed that it was going to be all right. But then I knew from the way they looked, from the way they acted, I knew the same way I knew about passwords.


    They brought in Dogwalker and handed me a book. Dogwalker was very quiet and stiff and he didn’t look like he recognized me at all. I didn’t even have to look at the book to know what it was. They scooped out his brain and replaced it with glass, like me only way over the line, way way over, there was nothing of Dogwalker left inside his head, just glass pipe and goo. The book was a User’s Manuel, with all the instructions about how to program him and control him.


    I looked at him and he was Dogwalker, the same face, the same hair, everything. Then he moved or talked and he was dead, he was somebody else living in Dogwalker’s body. And I says to them, “Why? Why didn’t you just kill him, if you were going to do this?”


    “This one was too big,” says the guy. “Everybody in G-boro knew what happened, everybody in the whole country, everybody in the world. Even if it was a mistake, we couldn’t let it go. No hard feelings, Goo Boy. He is alive. And so are you. And you both stay that way, as long as you follow a few simple rules. Since he’s over the line, he has to have an owner, and you’re it. You can use him however you want—rent out data storage, pimp him as a jig or a jaw—but he stays with you always. Every day, he’s on the street here in G-boro, so we can bring people here and show them what happens to boys who make mistakes. You can even keep your cut from the job, so you don’t have to scramble at all if you don’t want to. That’s how much we like you Goo Boy. But if he leaves this town or doesn’t come out, even one single solitary day, you’ll be very sorry for the last six hours of your life. Do you understand?”


    I understood. I took him with me. I bought this place, these clothes, and that’s how it’s been ever since. That’s why we go out on the street every day. I read the whole manual, and I figure there’s maybe ten percent of Dogwalker left inside. The part that’s Dogwalker can’t ever get to the surface, can’t even talk or move or anything like that, can’t ever remember or even consciously think. But maybe he can still wander around inside what used to be his head, maybe he can sample the data stored in all that goo. Maybe somebody he’ll even run across this story and he’ll know what happened to him, and he’ll know that I tried to save him.


    In the meantime this is my last will and testament. See, I have us doing all kinds of research on Orgasmic Crime, so that someday I’ll know enough to reach inside the system and unplug it. Unplug it all, and make those bastards lose everything, the way they took everything away from Dogwalker. Trouble is, some places there ain’t no way to look without leaving tracks. Goo is as goo do, I always say. I’ll find out I’m not as good as I think I am when somebody comes along and puts a hot steel putz in my face. Knock my brains out when it comes. But there’s this, lying in a few hundred places in the system. Three days after I don’t lay down my code in a certain program in a certain place, this story pops into view. The fact you’re reading this means I’m dead.


    Or it means I paid them back, and so I quit suppressing this because I don’t care anymore. So maybe this is my swan song, and maybe this is my victory song. You’ll never know, will you, mate?


    But you’ll wonder. I like that. You wondering about us, whoever you are, you thinking about old Goo Boy and Dogwalker, you guessing whether the fangs who scooped Doggy’s skull and turned him into self-propelled property paid for it down to the very last delicious little drop.


    And in the meantime, I’ve got this goo machine to take care of. Only ten percent a man, he is, but then I’m only forty percent myself. All added up together we make only half a human. But that’s the half that counts. That’s the half that still wants things. The goo in me and the goo in him is all just light pipes and electricity. Data without desire. Lightspeed trash. But I have some desires left, just a few, and maybe so does Dogwalker, even fewer. And we’ll get what we want. Every speck. Every sparkle. Believe it.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1989 by Davis Publications, Inc.
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    CrazyCharlie: Got your message, Unicorn: Meet for lunch?


    Dutchman: Charlie, what year?


    CrazyCharlie: Not you, Dutchman. Talking to the pretty lady.


    T_Rex: Unicorn’s not a lady.


    CrazyCharlie: Shut up. Pay no attention to them, Unicorn. They’re all jealous.


    T_Rex: Unicorn’s not answering. Must be asleep.


    CrazyCharlie: Beauty sleep.


    Unicorn: Just watching you guys. Having lunch.


    Lover18: What’s for lunch, pretty baby?


    Unicorn: Chocolate. Loads of chocolate.


    T_Rex: Don’t do that to us. You haven’t got chocolate.


    Unicorn: I’m eating it now. Dark chocolate. Mmmm.


    T_Rex: Cruel.


    CrazyCharlie: Told you she’d show for lunch. Fudge icing, Unicorn…


    CrazyCharlie:…With ice cream.


    Dutchman: I remember ice cream.


    T_Rex: Chocolate ice cream.


    FrogPrince: Stuff like they’ve got on B-dock. There’s this little shop…


    T_Rex: With poofy white stuff.


    Dutchman: Strawberry ice cream.


    FrogPrince:…that serves five different flavors.


    CrazyCharlie: Unicorn in chocolate syrup.


    Unicorn: You wish.


    Hawk29: With poofy white stuff.


    Unicorn: Shut up, you guys.


    Lover18: Yeah, shut up, you guys. Unicorn and I are going to go off somewhere.


    CrazyCharlie: In a thousand years, guy.


    Ping. Ping-ping. Ping.


    Sandwich was done. Sandman snagged it out of the cooker, everted the bag, and put it in for a clean. Tuna san and a coffee fizz, ersatz. He couldn’t afford the true stuff, which, by the time the freight ran clear out here, ran a guy clean out of profit—which Sandman still hoped to make but it wasn’t the be-all and end-all. Being out here was.


    He had a name. It was on the records of his little two-man op, which was down to one, since Alfie’d had enough and gone in for food. Which was the first time little BettyB had ever made a profit. No mining. Just running the buoy. Took a damn long time running in, a damn long time running out, alternate with PennyGirl. Which was how the unmanned buoys that told everybody in the solar system where they were kept themselves going. Dozens of buoys, dozens of little tenders making lonely runs out and back, endless cycle. The buoy was a robot. For all practical purposes BettyB was a robot, too, but the tenders needed a human eye, a human brain, and Sandman was that. Half a year running out and back, half a year in the robot-tended, drop-a-credit pleasures of Beta Station, half the guys promising themselves they’d quit the job in a couple more runs, occasionally somebody doing the deed and going in. But most didn’t. Most grew old doing it. Sandman wasn’t old yet, but he wasn’t young. He’d done all there was to do at Beta, and did his favorites and didn’t think about going in permanently, because when he was going in and had Beta in BettyB’s sights, he’d always swear he was going to stay, and by the time six months rolled around and he’d seen every vid and drunk himself stupid and broke, hell, he was ready to go back to the solitude and the quiet.


    He was up on three months now, two days out from Buoy 17, and the sound of a human voice—his own—had gotten odder and more welcome to him. He’d memorized all the verses to Matty Groves and sang them to himself at odd moments. He was working on St. Mark and the complete works of Jeffrey Farnol. He’d downloaded Tennyson and Kipling and decided to learn French on the return trip—not that any of the Outsiders ever did a damn thing with what they learned and he didn’t know why French and not Italian, except he thought his last name, Ives, was French, and that was reason enough in a spacescape void of reasons and a spacetime hours remote from actual civilization.


    He settled in with his sandwich and his coffee fizz and watched the screen go.


    He lurked, today. He usually lurked. The cyber-voices came and went. He hadn’t heard a thing from BigAl or Tinman, who’d been in the local neighborhood the last several years. He’d asked around, but nobody knew, and nobody’d seen them at Beta. Which was depressing. He supposed BigAl might have gone off to another route. He’d been a hauler, and sometimes they got switched without notice, but there’d been nothing on the boards. Tinman might’ve changed handles. He was a spooky sort, and some guys did, or had three or four. He wasn’t sure Tinman was sane—some weren’t, that plied the system fringes. And some ran afoul of the law, and weren’t anxious to be tracked. Debts, maybe. You could get new ID on Beta, if you knew where to look, and the old hands knew better than the young ones, who sometimes fell into bodacious difficulties. Station hounds had broken up a big ring a few months back, forging bank creds as well as ID—just never trust an operation without bald old guys in it, that was what Sandman said, and the Lenny Wick ring hadn’t, just all young blood and big promises.


    Which meant coffee fizz was now pricey and scarce, since the Lenny Wick bunch had padded the imports and siphoned off the credits, which was how they got caught.


    Sandman took personal exception to that situation: anything that got between an Outsider and his caffeine ought to get the long, cold walk in the big dark, so far as that went. So Lenny Wick hadn’t got a bit of sympathy, but meanwhile Sandman wasn’t too surprised if a few handles out in the deep dark changed for good and all.


    Nasty trick, though, if Tinman was Unicorn. No notion why anybody ever assumed Unicorn was a she. They just always had.


    FrogPrince: So what are you doing today, Sandman? I see you…


    Sandman ate a bite of sandwich. Input:


    Sandman: Just thinking about Tinman. Miss him.


    FrogPrince:…lurking out there.


    Sandman: Wonder if he got hot ID. If he’s lurking, he can leave me word.


    T_Rex: Haven’t heard, Sandman, sorry.


    Unicorn: Won’t I do, Sandman?


    Sandman: Sorry, Unicorn. Your voice is too high.


    Unicorn: You female, Sandman?


    T_Rex: LMAO.


    FrogPrince: LL&L.


    Sandman: No.


    Dutchman: Sandman is a guy.


    Unicorn: You don’t like women, Sandman?


    T_Rex: Shut up, Unicorn.


    Sandman: Going back to my sandwich now.


    Unicorn: What are you having, Sandman?


    Sandman: Steak and eggs with coffee. Byebye.


    He ate his tuna san and lurked, sipped the over-budget coffee fizz. They were mostly young. Well, FrogPrince wasn’t. But mostly young and on the hots for money. They were all going to get rich out here at the far side of the useful planets and go back to the easy life at Pell. The cyberchat mostly bored him, obsessive food and sex. Occasionally he and FrogPrince got on and talked mechanics or, well-coded, what the news was out of Beta, what miners had made a find, what contracts were going ahead or falling through.


    Tame, nowadays. Way tame. Unicorn played her games. Dutchman laid his big plans on the stock market. They were all going to eat steak and eggs every meal, in the fanciest restaurant on Pell.


    Same as when the war ended, the War to end all wars, well, ended at least for the next year or so, before the peace heated up. Everybody was going to live high and wide and business was just going to take off like the proverbial bat out of the hot place.


    Well, it might take off for some, and it had, but Dutchman’s guesses were dependably wrong, and what mattered to them out here was the politics that occasionally flared through Beta, this or that company deciding to private-enterprise the old guys out of business. They’d privatized mining. That was no big surprise.


    But—Sandman finished the coffee fizz and cycled the container—they didn’t privatize the buoys. Every time they tried, the big haulers threatened no-show at Pell, because they knew the rates would go sky-high. More, the privatizers also knew they’d come under work-and-safety rules, which meant they’d actually have to provide quality services to the tenders, and bring a tender-ship like BettyB up to standard—or replace her with a robot, which hadn’t worked the last time they’d tried it, and which, to do the job a human could, cost way more than the privatizers wanted to hear about.


    So Sandman and BettyB had their job, hell and away more secure than, say, Unicorn, who was probably a kid, probably signed on with one of the private companies, probably going to lose her shirt and her job the next time a sector didn’t pan out as rich with floating junk as the company hoped.


    But the Unicorns of the great deep were replaceable. There were always more. They’d assign them out where the pickings were supposed to be rich and the kids, after doing the mapping, would get out of the job with just about enough to keep them fed and bunked until the next big shiny deal…the next time the companies found themselves a field of war junk.


    Just last year the companies had had a damn shooting war, for God’s sake, over the back end of a wrecked warship. They’d had Allied and Paris Metals hiring on young fools who’d go in there armed and stupid, each with a district court order that had somehow, between Beta and Gamma sectors, ended up in the Supreme Court way back on Pell—but not before several young fools had shot each other. Then Hazards had ruled the whole thing was too hot to work.


    Another bubble burst. Another of Dutchman’s hot stock tips gone to hell.


    And a raft of young idiots got themselves stranded at Beta willing to work cheap, no safety questions asked.


    So the system rolled on.


    T_Rex: Gotta go now. Hot date.


    FrogPrince: Yeah. In your dreams, T_Rex.


    You made the long run out from Beta, you passed through several cyberworlds—well, transited. Blended through them. You traveled, and the cyberflow from various members of the net just got slower and slower in certain threads of the converse. He could key up the full list of participants and get some conversations that would play out over hours. He’d rather not. Murphy’s law said the really vital, really interesting conversations were always on the edges, and they mutated faster than your input could reach them. It just made you crazy, wishing you could say something timely and knowing you’d be preempted by some dim-brain smartass a little closer. So you held cyberchats of the mind, imagining all the clever things you could have said to all the threads you could have maintained, and then you got to thinking how far out and lonely you really were.


    He’d rather not. Even if the local chat all swirled about silly Unicorn. Even if he didn’t know most of them: space was bigger, out here. Like dots on an inflated balloon, the available number of people was just stretched thin, and the ones willing to do survey and mine out here weren’t necessarily the sanest.


    Like buoy-tenders, who played chess with ghost-threads out of the dark and read antique books.


    Last of the coffee fizz. He keyed up the French lessons. Comment allez-vous, mademoiselle? And listened and sketched, a Teach Yourself Art course, correspondence school, that wanted him to draw eggs and put faces on them: he multitasked. He filled his screen with eggs and turned them into people he knew, some he liked, some he didn’t, while he muttered French. It was the way to stay sane and happy out here, while BettyB danced her way along the prescribed—


    Alarm blipped. Usually the racket was the buoy noting an arrival, but this being an ecliptic buoy, it didn’t get action itself, just relayed from the network, time-bound, just part of the fabric of knowledge—a freighter arrived at zenith. Somebody left at nadir.


    Arrival, it said. Arrival within its range and coming—


    God, coming fast. He scrambled to bring systems up and listen to Number 17. Number 17, so far as a robot could be, was in a state of panic, sending out a warning. Collision, collision, collision.


    There was an object out there. Something Number 17 had heard, as it waited to hear—but Number 17 didn’t expect trouble anymore. Peacetime ships didn’t switch off their squeal. Long-range scan on the remote buoys didn’t operate, wasn’t switched on these days—power-saving measure, saving the corporations maintenance and upkeep. Whatever it picked up was close. Damned close.


    Maintenance keys. Maintenance could test it. He keyed, a long, long way from it receiving: turn on, wake up longscan, Number 17, Number 17.


    He relayed Number 17’s warning on, system-wide, hear and relay, hear and relay.


    He sent into the cyberstream:


    Sandman: Collision alert from Number 17. Heads up.


    But it was a web of time-stretch. A long time for the nearest authority to hear his warning. Double that to answer.


    Number 17 sent an image, at least part of one. Then stopped sending.


    Wasn’t talking now. Wasn’t talking, wasn’t talking.


    Hours until Beta Station even noticed. Until Pell noticed. Until the whole buoy network accounted that Number 17 wasn’t transmitting, and that that section of the system chart had frozen. Stopped.


    The image was shadowy. Near-black on black.


    “Damn.” An Outsider didn’t talk much, didn’t use voice, just the key-taps that filled the digital edges of the vast communications web. And he keyed.


    Sandman: Number 11 stopped transmitting. Nature of object…


    Sandman:…unknown. Vectors from impact unknown…


    Sandman:…Impact one hour fifteen minutes before my location.


    The informational wavefront, that was. The instant of spacetime with 17’s warning had rolled past him and headed past FrogPrince and Unicorn and the rest, before it could possibly reach Beta. They lived in a spacetime of subsequent events that widened like ripples in a tank, until scatter randomized the information into a universal noise.


    And BettyB was hurtling toward Number 17, and suddenly wasn’t going anywhere useful. She might get the order to go look-see, in which case braking wasn’t a good idea. She might get the order to return, but he doubted it would come for hours. Decision-making took time in boardrooms. Decision-making had to happen hell and away faster out here, with what might be pieces loose.


    He shifted colors on the image, near-black for green. Nearer black for blue. Black stayed black.


    Ball with an inward or outward dimple and a whole bunch of planar surfaces. He didn’t like what he saw. He transmitted his raw effort as he built it. Cigar-shape. Gray scale down one side of the image, magnification in the top line. Scan showed a flock of tiny blips in the same location. Scan was foxed. Totally.


    “God.”


    Sandman: Transmitting image. Big mother.


    A keystroke switched modes. A button-click rotated the colorized image. Not a ball. Cigar-shape head-on. Cigar-shape with deflecting planes all over it.


    Sandman: It’s an inert. An old inert missile, inbound. It’s blown Buoy 17…


    Sandman:…Trying to determine v. Don’t know class or mass. Cylindrical.


    Sandman:…Buoy gone silent. May have lost antenna. May have lost orientation…


    Sandman:…May have been destroyed. Warn traffic of possible buoy fragments…


    Sandman:…originating at buoy at 1924h, fragments including…


    Sandman:…high-mass power plant and fuel.


    Best he could do. The wavefront hadn’t near reached Beta. And the buoy that could have given him longscan wasn’t talking—or no longer existed. The visual out here in the dark, where the sun was a star among other stars, gave him a few scattered flashes of gray that might be buoy fragments. He went on capturing images.


    BettyB went hurtling on toward the impact-point. Whatever was out there might have clipped the buoy, or might have plowed through the low-mass girder-structures like a bullet through a snowball, sending solid pieces of the buoy flying in all directions, themselves dangerous to small craft. The inert, the bullet coming their way, was high-v and high-mass, a solid chunk of metal that might have been traveling for fifty years and more, an iron slug fired by a long-lost warship in a decades-ago war. Didn’t need a warhead. Inerts tended to be far longer than wide because the fire mechanism in the old carriers stored them in bundles and fired them in swarms, but no matter how it was oriented when it hit, it was a killer—and if it tumbled, it was that much harder to predict, cutting that much wider a path of destruction. Mass and velocity were its destructive power. An arrow out of a crossbow that, at starship speeds, could take out another ship, wreck a space station, cheap and sure, nothing fragile about it.


    After the war, they’d swept the lanes—Pell system had been a battle zone. Ordnance had flown every which way. They’d worked for years. And the last decade—they’d thought they had the lanes clear.


    Clearly not. He had a small scattering of flashes. He thought they might be debris out of the buoy, maybe the power plant, or one of the several big dishes. He ran calculations, trying to figure what was coming, where the pieces were going, and he could use help—God, he could use help. He transmitted what he had. He kept transmitting.


    FrogPrince: Sandman, I copy. Are you all right?


    Sandman: FrogPrince, spread it out. I need some help here…


    Unicorn: Is this a joke, Sandman?


    Sandman: I’m sending raw feed, all the data I’ve got. Help.


    Mayday.


    Lover18: Sandman, what’s up?


    Sandman: Unicorn, this is serious.


    Dutchman: I copy, Sandman. My numbers man is on it.


    Didn’t even know Dutchman had a partner. A miner’s numbers man was damned welcome on the case. Desperately welcome.


    Meanwhile Sandman had his onboard encyclopedia. He had his histories. He hunted, paged, ferreted, trying to find a concrete answer on the mass of the antique inerts—which was only part of the equation. Velocity and vector depended on the ship that, somewhere out there, fifty and more years ago, had fired what might be one, or a dozen inerts. There could be a whole swarm inbound, a decades-old broadside that wouldn’t decay, or slow, or stop, forever, until it found a rock to hit or a ship full of people, or a space station, or a planet.


    Pell usually had one or another of the big merchanters in. Sandman searched his news files, trying to figure. The big ships had guns. Guns could deal with an inert, at least deflecting it—if they had an armed ship in the system. A big ship could chase it down, even grab it and decelerate it. He fed numbers into what was becoming a jumbled thread of inputs, speculations, calculations.


    Hell of it was—there was one thing that would shift an inert’s course. One thing that lay at the heart of a star system, one thing that anchored planets, that anchored moons and stations: that gravity well that led straight to the system’s nuclear heart—the sun itself. A star collected the thickest population of planets, and people, and vulnerable real estate to the same place as it collected stray missiles. And no question, the old inert was infalling toward the sun, increasing in v as it went, a man-made comet with a comet-sized punch, that could crack planetary crust, once it gathered all the v the sun’s pull could give it.


    T_Rex: Sandman, possible that thing’s even knocked about the Oort Cloud.


    T_Rex: Perturbed out of orbit.


    Unicorn: Perturbing us.


    Lover18: I’ve got a trajectory on that buoy debris chunk…


    Lover18: …no danger to us.


    Alarm went off. BettyB fired her automated avoidance system. Sandman hooked a foot and both arms and clung to the counter, stylus punching a hole in his hand as his spare styluses hit the bulkhead. The bedding bunched up in the end of the hammock. It was usually a short burst. It wasn’t. Sandman clung and watched the camera display, as something occluded the stars for a long few seconds.


    “Hell!” he said aloud, alone in the dark. Desperately, watching a juggernaut go by him. “Hell!” One human mote like a grain of dust.


    Then he saw stars. It was past him. What had hit the buoy was past him and now—now, damn, he and the buoy were two points on a straight line: he had the vector; and he had the camera and with that, God, yes, he could calculate the velocity.


    He calculated. He transmitted both, drawing a simple straight line in the universe, calamity or deliverance reduced to its simplest form.


    He extended the line toward the sun.


    Calamity. Plane of the ecliptic, with Pell Station and its heavy traffic on the same side of the sun as Beta. The straight line extended, bending at the last, velocity accelerating, faster, faster, faster onto the slope of a star’s deep well.


    Dutchman: That doesn’t look good, Sandman.


    Unicorn: :(


    Dutchman: Missing Pell. Maybe not missing me…


    Dutchman:…Braking. Stand by.


    Unicorn: Dutchman, take care.


    Lover18: Letting those damn things loose in the first place…


    T_Rex: Not liking your calculations, Sandman.


    Lover18:…what were they thinking?


    FrogPrince: I’m awake. Sandman, Dutchman, you all right out there?


    Dutchman: I can see it…


    Unicorn: Dutchman, be all right.


    Dutchman: I’m all right…


    Dutchman:…it’s going past now. It’s huge.


    Hawk29: What’s going on?


    Lover18: Read your damn transcript, Hawkboy.


    CrazyCharlie: Lurking and running numbers.


    Dutchman: It’s clear. It’s not that fast.


    Sandman: Not that fast *yet.*


    Dutchman: We’re running numbers, too. Not good.


    Sandman: Everybody crosscheck calculations. Not sure…


    Sandman:…about gravity slope…


    CrazyCharlie: Could infall the sun.


    Unicorn: We’re glad you’re all right, Dutchman.


    Sandman: If it infalls, not sure how close to Pell.


    WillWisp: Lurking and listening. Relaying to my local net.


    T_Rex: That baby’s going to come close.


    Sandman reached, punched a button for the fragile long-range dish. On BettyB’s hull, the arm made a racket, extending, working the metal tendons, pulling the silver fan into a metal flower, already aimed at Beta.


    “Warning, warning, warning. This is tender BettyB calling all craft in line between Pell and Buoy 17. A rogue inert has taken out Buoy 17 and passed my location, 08185 on system schematic. Looks like it’s infalling the sun. Calculations incomplete. Buoy 17 destroyed, trajectory of fragments including power plant all uncertain, generally toward Beta. Mass and velocity sufficient to damage. Relay, relay, relay and repeat to all craft in system. Transmission of raw data follows.”


    He uploaded the images and data he had. He repeated it three times. He tried to figure the power plant’s course. It came up headed through empty space.


    CrazyCharlie: It’s going to come damn close to Pell…


    CrazyCharlie:…at least within shipping lanes and insystem hazard.


    Dutchman: I figure same. Sandman?


    Unicorn: I’m transmitting to Beta.


    WillWisp: Still relaying your flow.


    Hawk29: Warn everybody.


    Unicorn: It’s months out for them.


    Dutchman: Those things have a stealth coating. Dark…


    Dutchman:…Hard to find. Easy to lose.


    Unicorn: Lot of metal. Pity we can’t grab it…


    FrogPrince: Don’t try it, Unicorn. You and your engines…


    Unicorn:…But it’s bigger than I am.


    FrogPrince:…couldn’t mass big enough.


    Unicorn: I copy that, Froggy…


    Dutchman: It’s going to be beyond us. All well and good if it goes…


    Unicorn:…Thanks for caring.


    Dutchman:…without hitting anything. Little course change here…


    Dutchman:…and Pell’s going to have real trouble tracking it.


    Hawk29: I feel a real need for a sandwich and a nap…


    Unicorn: Hawk, that doesn’t make sense.


    Hawk29:…We’ve sent our warning. Months down, Pell will fix it…


    Hawk29:…All we can do. It’s relayed. Passing out of our chat soon.


    T_Rex: Sandman, how sure your decimals?


    FrogPrince: We can keep transmitting, Hawk. We can tell Sandman…


    FrogPrince:…we’re sorry he’s off his run. His buoy’s destroyed…


    FrogPrince:…He’s got to find a new job…


    Unicorn: They’ll be running construction and supply out. I’ll apply, too.


    FrogPrince: Use a little damn compassion.


    Sandman: T_Rex, I’m sure. I was damned careful.


    T_Rex: You braked.


    Dutchman: We both braked.


    Sandman: I’ve got those figures in. Even braking, I’m sure of the numbers.


    T_Rex: That’s real interesting from where I sit.


    FrogPrince: T_Rex, where are you?


    T_Rex: About an hour from impact.


    Unicorn: Brake, T_Rex!


    Sandman: T_Rex, it’s 5 meters wide, no tumble.


    T_Rex: Sandman, did I ever pay you that 52 credits?


    Tinman?


    Damn. Damn! Fifty-two cred in a Beta downside bar. Fifty-two cred on a tab for dinner and drinks, the last time they’d met. Tinman had said, at the end, that things had gone bad. Crazy Tinman. Big wide grin hadn’t been with them that supper. He’d known something was wrong.


    He’d paid the tab when Tinman’s bank account turned up not answering.


    The Lenny Wick business. The big crunch that took down no few that had thought Beta was a place to get rich, and it wasn’t, and never would be.


    Sandman: Dutchman, you copy that? T_Rex owes me 52c.


    Dutchman: Sandman, we meet on dockside, I owe you a drink…


    Dutchman:…for the warning.


    Dutchman didn’t pick up on it. Or didn’t want to, having fingers anywhere on the Lenny Wick account not being popular with the cops. Easy for Pell to say it was all illegal. Pell residents didn’t have a clue how it was on Beta Station payroll. Didn’t know how rare jobs were, that weren’t.


    The big score. The way out. Unicorns by the shipload fell into that well. And a few canny Tinmen got caught trying to skirt it just close enough to catch a few of the bennies before it all imploded.


    Sandman: I copy that, T_Rex. If you owe me money…


    Sandman: …get out of there.


    T_Rex: Going to be busy for a few minutes.


    Unicorn: T_Rex, we love you.


    T_Rex: Flattery, flattery, Unicorn. I know your heart’s…


    Dutchman: You take care, T_Rex.


    T_Rex:…for FrogPrince. (((Poof.)))


    Unicorn: He’s vanished.


    Lover18: This isn’t a damn sim, Unicorn.


    Unicorn: :(


    FrogPrince: T_Rex, can we help you?


    Unicorn: Don’t distract him, Froggy. He’s figuring.


    Good guess, that was. Sandman called up the system chart—the buoys produced it, together, constantly talking, over a time lag of hours; but theirs wasn’t accurate anymore. The whole Pell System chart was out of date now, because their buoy wasn’t talking anymore. The other buoys hadn’t missed it yet, and Pell wouldn’t know it for hours, but the information wasn’t updating, and the source he had right now wasn’t Buoy 17 anymore.


    They all had numbers on that chart. But the cyberchat never admitted who was Sandman and who was Unicorn. It never had mattered.


    They all knew who Sandman was, now. He’d transmitted his chart number. He could look down the line and figure that Dutchman, most recently near that juggernaut’s path, was 80018.


    He drew his line on the flat-chart and knew where T_Rex was, and saw what his azimuth was, and saw the arrow that was his flatchart heading and rate.


    He made the chart advance.


    Tick.


    Tick.


    Tick.


    Sandman: I’ve run the chart, T_Rex. Brake to nadir…


    Sandman: … Best bet.


    The cyberflow had stopped for a moment. Utterly stopped. Then:


    Unicorn: I’ve run the chart, too, T_Rex. If you can brake now, please do it.


    Sandman: I second Unicorn.


    What the hell size operations had Tinman signed on to? A little light miner that could skitter to a new heading?


    Some fat company supply ship, like BettyB, that would slog its v lower only over half a critical hour?


    Sandman: T_Rex, Dutchman, I’m dumping my cargo…


    Sandman:…I’m going after him.


    Hawk29: BetaControl’s going to have a cat.


    Unicorn: Shut Up, Hawk. I’m going, too.


    Sandman: T_Rex, if you can’t brake in time, have you got a pod?…


    Sandman:…I’m coming after you. Go to the pod if you’ve got one…


    Sandman:…Use a suit if not. Never mind the ETA…


    Sandman:…I’ll get there in time.


    FrogPrince: Sandman, go.


    Sandman: I’m going to full burn, hard as I can…


    Sandman: …Right down that line.


    Button pushes. One after the other. Hatches open, all down BettyB’s side. Shove to starboard. Shove to port. Shove to nadir. Sandman held to the counter, then buckled in fast as the scope erupted with little blips.


    T_Rex: It’s coming. I’ve got it on the scope. Going to full burn…


    T_Rex:…It’s not getting past me.


    FrogPrince: T_Rex, that thing’s a ship-killer. You can’t…


    FrogPrince:…deflect it. Get away from the console.


    FrogPrince: T_Rex, time to ditch! Listen to Sandman.


    T_Rex: Accelerating to 2.3. Intercept.


    Unicorn: T_Rex, you’re crazy.


    T_Rex: I’m not crazy, lady. I’m a friggin ore-hauler…


    T_Rex:…with a full bay.


    FrogPrince: You’ll scatter like a can of marbles.


    T_Rex: Nope. She’s coming too close and she’s cloaked…


    T_Rex:…If station can’t spot her, she can take out a freighter…


    T_Rex:…Going to burn that surface off so they can see…


    T_Rex:…that mother coming.


    T_Rex: ((Poof))


    Unicorn: Not funny, T_Rex.


    Sandman pushed the button. BettyB shoved hard, hard, hard.


    Sandman: I’m on my way, T_Rex. Get out of there.


    WillWisp: I’m still here. Relaying.


    CrazyCharlie: I’m coming after you, Sandman, you and him.


    Sandman: By the time I get there, I’ll be much less mass…


    Sandman T_Rex, you better get yourself to a pod.


    Sandman:…I’m going to be damn mad if I come out there…


    Sandman:…and you didn’t.


    Faster and faster. Faster than BettyB ever had gone. Calculations changed. Sandman kept figuring, kept putting it into nav.


    The cyberflow kept going, talk in the dark. Eyes and ears that took in a vast, vast tract of space.


    Unicorn: I know you’re busy, Sandman. But we’re here.


    LOVER18: I’ve run the numbers. Angle of impact…


    LOVER18: …will shove the main mass outsystem to nadir.


    FrogPrince: Fireball will strip stealth coat…


    FrogPrince: T_Rex, you’re right.


    Hawk29: T_Rex, Sandman and Charlie are coming…


    Hawk29: …fast as they can.


    Nothing to do but sit and figure, sit and figure, with an eye to the cameras. Forward now. Forward as they bore.


    “APIS 19 BettyB, this is Beta Control. We copy re damage to Buoy 17. Can you provide more details?”


    The wavefront had gotten to Beta. They were way behind the times.


    “Beta Control, this is APIS 19 BettyB, on rescue. Orehauler on chart as 80912 imminent for impact. Inert stealth coating prevents easy intercept if it clears our district. Local neighborhood has a real good fix on it right now. May be our last chance to grab it, so the orehauler’s trying, BetaControl. We’re hoping he’s going to survive impact. Right now I’m running calculations. Don’t want to lose track of it. BettyB will go silent now. Ending send.”


    FrogPrince: I’ll talk to them for you, Sandman…


    FrogPrince: I’ll keep them posted.


    Numbers came closer. Closer. Sandman punched buttons, folded and retracted the big dish.


    Numbers…numbers…coincided.


    Fireball. New, brief star in the deep dark.


    Only the camera caught it. Streaks, incandescent, visible light shooting off from that star, most to nadir, red-hot slag.


    The wavefront of that explosion was coming. BettyB was a shell, a structure of girders without her containers. Girders and one small cabin. Everything that could tuck down, she’d tucked. Life within her was a small kernel in a web of girders.


    Wavefront hit, static noise. Light. Heat.


    BettyB waited. Plowed ahead on inertia. Lost a little, disoriented.


    Her hull whined. Groaned.


    Sandman looked at his readouts, holding his breath.


    The whine stopped. Sandman checked his orientation, trimmed up on gentle, precise puffs, kicked the throttle up.


    Bang! Something hit, rattled down the frame. Bang! Another.


    Then a time of quiet. Sandman braked, braked hard, harder.


    Then touched switches, brought the whip antennae up. Uncapped lenses and sensors.


    In all that dark, he heard a faint, high-pitched ping-ping-ping.


    “Tinman?” Sandman transmitted on low output, strictly local. Search and rescue band. “Tinman, this is BettyB. This is Sandman. You hear me? I’m coming after that fifty-two credits.”


    “Bastard,” came back to him, not time-lagged. “I’ll pay, I’ll pay. Get your ass out here. And don’t use that name.”


    Took a while. Took a considerable while, tracking down that blip, maneuvering close, shielding the pickup from any stray bits and pieces that might be in the area.


    Hatch opened, however. Sandman had his clipline attached, sole lifesaving precaution. He flung out a line and a wrench that served as a miniature missile, a visible guide that flashed in the searchlight.


    Tinman flashed, too, white on one side, sooted non-reflective black on the other, like half a man.


    Sandman was ever so relieved when a white glove reached out and snagged that line. They were three hours down on Tinman’s life-support. And Sandman was oh, so tired.


    He hauled at the line. Hauled Tinman in. Grabbed Tinman in his arms and hugged him suit and all into the safety of the little air lock.


    Then he shut the hatch. Cycled it.


    Tinman fumbled after the polarizing switch on the faceplate shield. It cleared, and Tinman looked at him, a graying, much thinner Tinman.


    Lips moved. “Hey, man,” came through static. “Hate to tell you. My funds were all on my ship.”


    “The hell,” Sandman said. “The hell.” Then: “I owe you, man. Some freighter next month or so—owes you their necks.”


    “Tell that to Beta Ore,” the Tinman said. “It was their hauler I put in its path.”


    CrazyCharlie: I’ve got you spotted, Sandman.


    Sandman: Charlie, thanks. Got a real chancy reading…


    Sandman:…on the number three pipe…


    Sandman:…think it got dinged. I really don’t want…


    Sandman:…to fire that engine again…


    Sandman:…I think we’re going to need a tow.


    CrazyCharlie: Sandman, I’ll tow you from here to hell and back…


    CrazyCharlie: …How’s T_Rex?


    Sandman: This is T_Rex, on Sandman’s board.


    Unicorn: Yay! T_Rex is talking.


    FrogPrince: Tracking that stuff…


    FrogPrince:…nadir right now. Clear as clear, T_Rex…


    FrogPrince:…You know you *bent* that bastard?


    Sandman: T_Rex here. Can you see it, FrogPrince?


    FrogPrince: T_Rex, I can see it clear.


    WillWisp: Word’s going out. Pell should know soon what they missed.


    Unicorn: Or what missed *them*.:)


    Sandman: This is Sandman. Thanks, guys…


    Sandman:…You tell Pell the story, WillWisp, Unicorn. Gotta go…


    Sandman:…I’m hooking up with Charlie…


    Sandman:…Talk tomorrow.


    Unicorn: You’re the best, Sandman. T_Rex, you are so beautiful.


    Sandman: …going to get a tow.


    CrazyCharlie: You can come aboard my cabin, Sandman.


    CrazyCharlie:…Got a bottle waiting for you.


    CrazyCharlie:…A warm nook by the heater.


    Sandman: Deal, Charlie. Me and my partner…


    Sandman:…somewhere warm.


    FrogPrince: Didn’t know you had a partner, Sandman…


    FrogPrince:…Thought you were all alone out here.


    Sandman: I’m not, now, am I?


    Sandman: T_Rex speaking again. T_Rex says…


    Sandman:…This is one tired T_Rex ((Bowing.)) Thanks, all…


    Sandman:…Thanks, Sandman. Thanks, Charlie.


    Sandman: … ((Poof))


    * * * *


    Copyright © 2002 by C. J. Cherryh.
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    LITTLE WORKER, by Paul Di Filippo


    First published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, December 1989


    Little Worker came awake instantly. Lying curled on the red-and-black-figured carpet before Mister Michael’s bedroom door, she stretched her limbs beneath her plain beige sleeveless shift, then stood on bare feet. Mister Michael, she could sense, was still asleep. Mister Michael deserved to sleep, for Mister Michael worked hard. Little Worker worked hard too, but she never slept late in the mornings, for there was too much, to be done. (If Mister Michael stayed put in his office today, Little Worker would nap at his feet.) But in the mornings. Little Worker always awoke before Mister Michael. She always would. It was her way.


    Little Worker appeared unwontedly reluctant to leave her nightly station. Something, this morning, did not smell right. She sniffed the air intently, nostrils twitching. The troublesome odor was nothing she could identify. It was new. This was not necessarily bad, but might be. The new smell emanated from behind Mister Michael’s door. It was not a dangerous smell, so Little Worker could not bring herself to knock or otherwise disturb Mister Michael. He would be up and about soon enough, for Mister Michael had a busy schedule. Perhaps then the source of the new smell would be revealed. Perhaps not. In either case, Mister Michael would instruct her about anything she needed to know.


    Little Worker tucked strands of her moderate-length, stiff brown hair behind her ears. She brushed the wrinkles out of her shift. They disappeared swiftly from the dull utilitarian fabric. She curried the short fur on her face and licked beneath her arms. Her morning grooming completed, she set out for the kitchen.


    First Little Worker had to go down a long hall. The long hall had a veined marble floor, down the center of which ran the red and black carpet with its oriental design. The long hall had large mullioned windows in its stone walls. Some of these windows had panes of stained glass. Through the eastern windows came bright winter sunlight. When it passed through the colored panes, it made lozenges of various hues on the carpet. Little Worker admired these dapples, for they reminded her of dabs of jelly on toast. Little Worker liked jelly on toast. She would have some this morning. She usually had some every morning, except when she took an egg to add glossiness to her coat. Little Worker, with the aid of the food-center, could cook whatever she wanted for herself. This was one of her privileges. Mister Michael himself had said, when first she came to live here, “Little Worker, you may order the food-center to prepare whatever you want for yourself.” This had made her proud. In the Training School, she had had to eat whatever the trainers set out for her. But Mister Michael trusted her.


    The next door down the long hall from Mister Michael’s belonged to the bedroom of Mister Michael’s wife. Little Worker lifted her nose as she came abreast of the door, intent on passing without stopping. However, noises from beyond the door made her stop. The noises were thrashings and moanings and grunts. Little Worker suspected what the noises were, but curiosity impelled her to look anyway.


    The handle of the door was shaped like a thick curled gold leaf. Above the handle was a security keypad. Below was an old-fashioned keyhole. Little Worker put one big hazel eye to the hole.


    It was as Little Worker had suspected. Mister Michael’s naked wife was draped bellydown over a green plush hassock, being covered by her latest andromorph, a scion of the Bull line. Little Worker could smell mixed male and female sweat and a sexual musk.


    The sight disturbed Little Worker. Mister Michael’s wife was not the kind of wife he deserved. Little Worker ceased her spying and continued on toward the kitchen.


    At the end of the long hall was a curving flight of wide marble stairs. Here the runner ended. The marble was cold beneath Little Worker’s feet. She went down the stairs quickly.


    On the ground floor, Little Worker first crossed a broad reception hall along the walls of which were ranged busts on plinths, potted plants, and gold-framed paintings. She passed through a huge salon used for formal affairs, then through Mister Michael’s study, with its big walnut desk and shelves of books and wall-sized plasma screen. Several more chambers intervened before the kitchen, but finally Little Worker reached that chrome and tile room.


    Most mornings, as now, the large kitchen was empty. On the mornings of those days when there were to be state dinners, the kitchen was bustling early with hired chefs, who prepared the more complex dishes the food-center could not handle. Little Worker disliked such interruptions of her normal schedule. However, this was not such a morning. The kitchen was empty.


    Little Worker advanced to the food-center.


    “Food-center, prepare me toast with jelly,” she said.


    “There is no more bread,” replied the food-center.


    No more bread. Littte Worker was disconcerted. She had had her heart set on toast and jelly. What could have happened to the supply of bread? Yesterday there had been plenty.


    “What has happened to the bread?” asked Little Worker.


    “Last night Mister Michael’s wife fed it all to the Bull andromorph. He ate three loaves. There were only three loaves. Thus there are no more.”


    Mister Michael’s wife had fed all of Little Worker’s toast to her Bull. It was the fault of Mister Michael’s wife that there was no toast this morning for Little Worker.


    “The bakery delivery occurs at ten o’clock this morning,” offered the food-center helpfully.


    “I will be gone with Mister Michael by then. I will not be home at ten o’clock. I must eat something different.” Little Worker paused to reflect. “I will have hot cereal with a spoon of jelly on it.”


    “There is no jelly. The Bull ate that also. With peanut butter.”


    Little Worker tensed her fingers reflexively. Her morning, disturbed already by the new odor coming from Mister Michael’s bedroom, was not getting better. The change in routine upset her. It felt like a morning when chefs came. But no chefs were here.


    “I will have an egg then,” said Little Worker.


    “There are eggs,” said the food-center.


    “There is no jelly for an egg?” hopefully asked Little Worker one last time.


    “There is no jelly even for an egg.”


    “Then I will have an egg alone.”


    Little Worker sat at a table with metal legs and white tile top. When her egg came she ate it, licking the plate to get all the yolk. It would serve to make her fur glossy. But it did not taste as good as jelly.


    When she was done. Little Worker ordered the food-center to prepare and serve breakfast for Mister Michael and his wife in the south dining room. Then she walked through halls and storage rooms until she arrived at the south dining room.


    Mister Michael was already there, seated at one end of a long polished table, reading a newspaper and sipping coffee.


    “Good morning, Mister Michael,” said Little Worker.


    “Morning,” said Mister Michael somewhat gruffly.


    Little Worker quivered inside. Mister Michael did not seem himself this morning. He worked too hard, thought Little Worker. He had too much on his mind. The state demanded too much of him. He should be better to himself.


    Little Worker coiled up at Mister Michael’s feet beside the table, where she could watch everything that happened.


    Breakfast was served. Mister Michael’s wife did not arrive on time. Mister Michael began to eat anyway. Only when the fine Canadian ham and scrambled eggs and poached fish were cold did she come through the door.


    Mister Michael’s wife was dressed for shopping. She wore an ivory jacket short in front but with long tails that hung to her knees in back, over a pale blue silk blouse and tulip-hemmed ivory skirt. She wore blue metallic stockings and creamy high heels. She smelled heavily of expensive perfume, winch failed to conceal entirely from Little Worker’s keen nose the aromas of her recent mating.


    Sitting gingerly, as if sore, Mister Michael’s wife picked idly at the food set before her. Neither she nor Mister Michael spoke for some time. Finally, though, setting down his paper, which rustled loudly to Little Worker’s ears, Mister Michael said, “There are some important people coming up today from Washington. They’ll want to meet you.”


    “How very tedious. And what time would that be?”


    Mister Michael seemed to be restraining his anger. “Around two.”


    “I’ll try to be there.”


    Mister Michael’s anger escaped. “Try! You’d damn well better be there. As my wife, you have certain official responsibilities, just as I do.”


    “No one elected me to be the prime minister’s wife.”


    “You elected yourself when you married me. You can’t pretend you didn’t. You knew quite well that I might end up as prime minister someday. I told you so from the outset. God, what do I ask of you, other than to show up for a few ceremonial occasions? Do you imagine I’ve got it any easier? It’s not a part-time job, governing a whole bloody continent!”


    “You wanted the job. I didn’t.”


    Mister Michael folded his hands, as if afraid of what they might do. Little Worker’s hands clenched in sympathy.


    “Let’s not argue, shall we? Please make every effort to be at the Ministry by two.”


    “I’ll simply rush through the stores then.”


    “Good. I appreciate it,” Mister Michael looked down at Little Worker. “It’s time to go. Would you please get my briefcase? I left it by the bed.”


    Little Worker quickly gained her feet, eager to please. “I will get your briefcase. Where will you be?”


    “Just inside the front door. Oh, have the car pull around also.”


    “I will have the car pull around,” agreed Little Worker.


    On the way to the garage, Little Worker considered the argument she had overheard. She reached the same conclusion she had arrived at while standing before Mister Michael’s wife’s bedroom door: Mister Michael’s wife was not a good one for him.


    In the garage. Little Worker confronted the sleek, low-slung car. “Mister Michael wishes you to idle at the front entrance.”


    “I will exit the garage, after opening the door. I will proceed down the drive, through the gate, after opening that also, and around to the front entrance. There I will await further orders.”


    “Good.”


    The car started its ceramic engine and opened the garage door. Little Worker left it. She took the back stairs to the second floor and approached Mister Michael’s bedroom from a direction different than that by which she had gone earlier.


    The door was ajar. Little Worker entered.


    The room was not empty.


    Lying languidly on the bed among the rumpled sheets was a naked gynomorph. When she heard Little Worker enter, she opened her eyes.


    “Hello,” said the gynomorph. “I am a hetaera, of the Lyrical line. Do you wish to hear me sing?”


    Little Worker was stunned. “No. I do not wish to hear you sing. What are you doing here?”


    “I am now owned by Mister Michael. He brought me here. Do you wish to know my pedigree?”


    “No.”


    “I will recite it anyway. I am comprised of five species, with three percent being human. My skeletal structure is avian, insuring a lightness and appealing fragility. I weigh only forty kilos. My musculature is feline, my skin a derivative of chamois. My brain is based on that of a mink. I have a vaginal contractile index of ninety. My pheromones are tailored specifically to arouse Mister Michael.”


    The gynomorph moved her legs and arms luxuriously and arched her back slightly, elevating her pubis. Little Worker stared furiously, her mind in turmoil.


    “I am comprised of twelve species, with a full ten percent being human,” she finally countered.


    “My measurements, in centimeters, are one hundred, forty, eighty. What are yours?”


    Little Worker looked down at her stocky, compact, and muscled form beneath her shift. “I do not know my measurements,” she said.


    The gynomorph smiled, revealing delicate pointed teeth. She ran a tongue over her lips. Little Worker could hear it rasp.


    “Well,” said the hetaera, “I guess you don’t knew much, do you?”


    “It seems not,” said Little Worker.


    * * * *


    Now they were at the office. The office was different from home: different noises, different smells. There were no windows in Mister Michael’s office, no blots of jelly-light on the tan carpet, into which Little Worker’s garment nearly blended. At home, Little Worker could do pretty much as she pleased, as long as she was there should Mister Michael need her. At the office—and in other public places—she had to be more circumspect and diligent. Little Worker was on duty here, in a way that was more intense than behind the electrified fence and active sensors of the estate. Little Worker normally prided herself on her diligence. (Once, one of the men at the Training School had said: “Little Worker, you are the most diligent companion I’ve ever trained.” The men of the school had been nice, in their stern way. But no one was like Mister Michael.)


    Today, however, Little Worker’s mind was not on her work.


    Mister Michael’s first afternoon appointment had been shown in. Little Worker lay quietly behind Mister Michael’s big brown leather chair with the brass studs. Mister Michael was meeting with the people from Washington. Little Worker paid scant attention to them. They had been cleared by Security and smelled harmless. Little Worker couldn’t even see the visitors from her vantage. They were just a collection of mildly annoying voices, which interfered with her contemplation of the new and disturbing events at home.


    When Little Worker and Mister Michael had gotten into the car, Little Worker had circumspectly sniffed Mister Michael to see if any of the hetaera’s odors still clung to him. She was relieved to find that none did. Mister Michael must have washed. For a moment she felt heartened. But as the car accelerated down the front drive, picking up its entourage of armored outriders on cycles at the security station on the periphery of the estate, Little Worker realized that her relief was wrong. Mister Michael might smell normal, but his attitude was disturbed. He was not his usual self.


    Little Worker wished she could somehow make everything right for poor Mister Michael, who worked so hard and whose wife was so bad that he had to seek relief in the arms of that disturbing gynomorph.


    Little Worker would do anything to make Mister Michael happy.


    The visitors continued to talk. Little Worker was hungry. Mister Michael had worked straight through their regular lunch hour. She would have toast with jelly for her belated midday meal, the first chance she got. Surely the Ministry’s kitchens would be able to supply some. Perhaps she could convince the home food-center—which was rather stupid—not to dispense any more bread or jelly to the Bull andromorph. It would be worth a try.


    Little Worker was suddenly bored with her own problems, since no easy solutions presented themselves. She decided to listen to the conversation.


    “—tell you that you can’t ignore them,” said a visitor. “The Sons of Dixie may seem like just another fringe group to you up here in Toronto, but back home, they command a lot of sympathy—some of it from powerful folks.”


    The man had a funny way of speaking. He sounded emotional. Mister Michael, to the contrary, spoke calmly and in the proper way.


    “I’m not proposing that we ignore them. All I said was that we cannot afford to cater to extremist elements in the Union. The whole political structure is still too fragile, too new. Naturally, for the first decade or so, there’s bound to be a bit of confusion and uneasy integration, as people settle down to a new way of being governed. But we’ve had quite a bit of experience with our own separatist element over in Quebec, and the major lesson we’ve learned is that one must be firm. In fact, I intended to sound out you gentlemen on how your constituency would react to a ban on such groups as the Sons of Dixie.”


    There was shocked silence for a moment. Then one of the visitors spoke. “Why, that’s outrageous. It’s—it’s unconstitutional!”


    “I’ll have to remind you that the Union no longer functions under that document. New times call for new measures. Unless you can convince me there would be outright revolt, I believe I’m going to propose such a measure to Parliament. No group which advocates the overthrow of the Union—by violent or peaceful means—will be permitted to function.”


    Confused grumbles and mutters and chopped-off phrases issued from the visitors. Mister Michael let them babble for a moment, before cutting through their objections.


    “Gentlemen, I’m afraid you’ll have to consider it done. Let’s turn to more important matters. The Brazilians are pushing us on the boundary negotiations. Do we want to let them north of Chiapas, or don’t we?”


    Little Worker tuned out the unimportant talk. She was more concerned with her delayed meal.


    At last Mister Michael, consulting his watch, said, “Well, enough of work. We have a few more days during your stay to discuss such things. I believe you expressed a desire to meet my charming wife. She should be here any moment.”


    Everyone waited. Little Worker shifted positions to ease a cramp in her right haunch. Mister Michael’s wife never arrived.


    When the vistors had been shown out with many apologies, Mister Michael returned to his seat. He was silent for a time. Then he banged his fist on the desk. “Something has to be done about that woman,” he said. “Something has to be done.”


    Little Worker silently agreed.


    * * * *


    One day not long after this time. Little Worker found herself home alone.


    This was highly unusual, for she was seldom separated from Mister Michael. In public or private, Little Worker was always by his side. Even when he traveled abroad, Little Worker went with him. (Little Worker had been to a lot of places with odd names, mostly other cities; aside from a few curious smells here and there, they all seemed alike.) But today Mister Michael was at the doctor’s, getting his anti-aging treatment. He had just started the treatments six months ago, when they became available. The location of the doctor’s clinic was secret, even from Little Worker. Mister Michael had explained to her that it was for her own protection, so that no one could capture her and force her to reveal where the clinic was. Little Worker had to smile at the thought of anyone capturing her. For one thing, no one ever paid any attention to her. Who would think she knew anything worth knowing? Little Worker felt it would have been all right for her to go with Mister Michael, but he wouldn’t hear of it. It was just him and the car, and the car would have its short-term memory wiped clean after the trip.


    As for Mister Michael’s wife—Little Worker didn’t know where she was and didn’t really wonder. After the trouble she had caused, Little Worker couldn’t have cared what happened to her.


    All that mattered was that for the first time in six months—and only the second time since she had become Mister Michael’s companion—she was without him.


    It made Little Worker very uneasy.


    So Little Worker wandered through the big empty house, searching for something to occupy her until Mister Michael should return.


    Upstairs, a fleeting impression made her pause outside the door of the bedroom of Mister Michael’s wife. Aromas of Bull seeped out to her. Impulsively, Little Worker tried the golden handle of the door. It turned without resistance, and the door opened. Little Worker entered.


    The Bull was lying on a couch. He wore nothing but a spandex thong that held his large genitals as in a pouch. He was flipping the pages of a colored picture book. When he heard Little Worker enter, he laid the book on his hard muscled stomach, pictures up. Little Worker could see that the pictures were of matings, illustrating various positions.


    “Hello,” said Bull. “Do you wish to have sex?”


    “No, I do not wish to have sex. I am Little Worker. I do not have sex with anyone. I wish to talk.”


    “I can talk.”


    “Very good. Would you like something to eat while we talk?”


    “Peanut butter is good.”


    Little Worker went to an intercom. “Food-center?”


    “Yes?”


    “Please send a jar of peanut butter to the bedroom of Mister Michael’s wife.”


    “With a spoon?”


    Bull looked guilty, as if doing something wrong. “No spoon.”


    “No spoon,” repeated Little Worker into the intercom.


    When the peanut butter arrived, Bull greedily unscrewed the cap and, dipping blunt fingers in, began to eat. Little Worker watched with approval. She knew very well how nice it was to feast on one’s favorite food.


    “Do you enjoy making sex with Mister Michael’s wife?”


    Bull looked confused. “What do you mean? It is what I do. Sex is sex. Peanut butter is what I enjoy. Am I supposed to enjoy sex also?”


    “I do not know. Perhaps you would enjoy it more with someone else.”


    “Someone else? I don’t understand. You said you did not wish to have sex with me—”


    Little Worker was suddenly inspired. “I am not the only one home.”


    “There is another in the house who desires sex?”


    “Yes. Would you go to her?”


    “I am not supposed to leave this room—”


    “You are supposed to provide sex when asked.”


    “That is true. You have stated a fact which contradicts the order not to leave the room. What am I to do?”


    “I tell you that you may leave this room.”


    “Who are you again?”


    “Little Worker, Mister Michael’s companion.”


    “Then I suppose I must listen to you.”


    “Very good. Please come with me.”


    “Let me finish this peanut butter first—there. Show me to the one who desires to have sex.”


    Little Worker led Bull out into the corridor and up to Mister Michael’s bedroom door, which was locked. However, Little Worker knew that code.


    Inside, the Lyrical gynomorph was found taking a bath. Amid the welter of sudsy bubbles in the large sunken tub, only her delicate face and one knee were visible.


    When the gynomorph saw Bull, her eyes widened and her nostrils flared. Bull developed an immediate erection.


    “You are the one who wishes to have sex,” said Bull.


    “It is my nature.”


    “Mine also. Is it convenient to have sex in the bath?”


    “Yes, it is.”


    Bull tore off his thong.


    Little Worker left the pair of morphs together.


    Mister Michael’s wife was the first to return home, five hours after Little Worker had arranged the illicit introduction. Soon, she discovered Bull’s absence and his current whereabouts. Little Worker watched from the corridor as Mister Michael’s wife attempted in vain to separate the two morphs, who had ended up on the floor beside the bed, soaking the carpet with bathwater. Even striking at the pair with the sharp heel of her removed shoe failed to end the coupling. Eventually, special handlers had to be summoned. They too failed to halt the couple’s pistoning.


    “It’s no use, miz, they’ve developed a destructive feedback loop. We’ll have to take them in to be put down.”


    “Just do it, then!” shouted Mister Michael’s wife. “It’s disgusting!”


    “Yes, miz.”


    The morphs were loaded still interlocked and bucking into the back of a truck and driven off.


    Little Worker was secretly happy.


    But within days, Mister Michael’s wife had procured a Stallion, while Mister Michael solaced himself with a Moon Moth.


    * * * *


    Little Worker came awake instantly. She had not been sleeping well lately anyway. Her life had not been right since that long-ago morning of no toast and jelly. (One good thing about the Stallion was that he prefered oatmeal.) Mister Michael was always preoccupied and distant. At times Little Worker almost resented having to be in constant attendance on him. When she had such feelings, she became violently sick, for the bad thoughts conflicted with her lessons from the Training School. Then she had to remind herself that Mister Michael and his welfare were all her reasons for being.


    And now there was noise from downstairs.


    There should have been no noise from downstairs. It was the middle of the night. Oh, yes, once there had been noise in the middle of the night from downstairs. Guards from the security booth had come in to check on a possible breach of the perimeter. But it had been only a sensor failure. Perhaps there had been another sensor failure tonight. Little Worker would go see.


    She got as far as the head of the marble stairs.


    There she confronted four men. The men wore optical-distorting garments and infrared goggles. They carried light-rifles and had other weapons slung from their hips. They were not security men.


    “Well, well,” said one intruder. “Lookee here. It’s one o’ them fuckin’ cultivars. I’m gonna blow its head off.”


    “Don’t get cocky, son,” said a man who appeared to be their leader. “Just cuz we took out the local boys, don’t mean we can make all the noise we want. No shooting unless I say so. Anyway, maybe this thing can save us some time. You there—where’s the Pee Em sleep?”


    Little Worker was not afraid. She carefully considered the terrorists before replying.


    “I will show you. But you must collect his wife too, or she might summon help.”


    One terrorist whistled softly. Another said, “Shee-it, these vars ain’t got no loyalty at-tall!”


    “Okay, Beautiful, lead on.”


    Little Worker conducted the men to the bedroom door behind which slept Mister Michael’s wife. They slapped an illegal unscrambler to the lock. The device ran through all the possible combinations in three seconds, and they were in.


    Mister Michael’s wife lay sleeping in the arms of the Stallion. The men made various apparently honest grunts of shock, which awoke Mister Michael’s wife and her bedmate.


    Soon, she and the Stallion had been herded into Mister Michael’s room, where the Prime Minister was found in a similar situation with his new gynomorph.


    One of the terrorists flicked on the lights, which seemed unnaturally bright at this forlorn hour. The men removed their goggles and shut off their suits, which had begun to hurt Little Worker’s eyes. She was grateful.


    The two human captives and their morphs stood shivering in the center of the room, the morphs naked and Mister Michael and his wife in robes. Three of the terrorists seemed calm, but one swiveled his gun nervously from side to side.


    Little Worker curled unconcernedly at Mister Michael’s feet. She knew that Mister Michael was trying to catch her eye, but she ignored him.


    “Who—who are you from?” at last demanded Mister Michael.


    “Sons of Dixie, folks. We felt our point of view wasn’t reaching the proper ears. So we’re aimin’ to change things. Ain’t that right, boys?”


    “You’re—you’re all wired on something.”


    “Mebbe so, boss. But that don’t prevent us from shooting straight. ’Zact opposite, in fact. So let’s just follow orders, if you don’t want to get hurt.”


    “What do you intend?” asked Mister Michael’s wife.


    “We’re taking you ’n’ the Pee Em on a little vacation. You’ll go free when the gummint listens to us and does somethin’.”


    A second terrorist spoke. “What about these friggin’ vars?”


    “Slag those sex toys,” said the boss. “Make it quiet though. But save the one that helped us—it might come in handy again.”


    One of the men unholstered a pistol. Before anyone could react, it spat twice.


    Gelatin capsules hit the morphs and burst, releasing lysis catalysts. In under a minute, the two morphs were a single mingled puddle of thick slime, atop which for a minute floated the Moon Moth’s tougher gemmed wings.


    “Okay, folks—” began the leader.


    Unnoticed, Little Worker had slyly extended an arm toward the bare ankle of Mister Michael’s wife. Now, she pricked it deeply with a newly unsheathed razored claw.


    Mister Michael’s wife screamed.


    The terrorist with unsteady nerves shot her through the eye.


    Before the man’s trigger-finger could relax, or any of the others could tighten theirs, Little Worker moved.


    The part of her inheritance that was 30 percent wolverine took over.


    The four intruders soon lay dead with their throats torn out, soaking the carpet with their blood where once the Bull and Lyrical had coupled.


    Little Worker calmly licked the blood from her lips. She really preferred the taste of jelly. Wetting her palms repeatedly with her tongue, she meticulously cleaned the fur on her face. When she was done, she turned toward Mister Michael.


    He had collapsed across the body of his wife and lay sobbing.


    Little Worker gently approached. She touched him tenderly. He jumped.


    “Mister Michael,” said Little Worker, “everything is all right now.”


    “You and I are alone.”


    * * * *
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    RANKS OF BRONZE, by David Drake


    First published in Galaxy, August 1975


    The rising sun is a dagger point casting long shadows toward Vibulenus and his cohort from the native breastworks. The legion had formed ranks an hour before; the enemy is not yet stirring. A playful breeze with a bitter edge skitters out of the south, and the Tribune swings his shield to his right side against it.


    “When do we advance, sir?” his First Centurion asks. Gnaeus Clodius Calvus, promoted to his present position after a boulder had pulped his predecessor during the assault on a granite fortress far away. Vibulenus only vaguely recalls his first days with the cohort, a boy of eighteen in titular command of four hundred and eighty men whose names he had despaired of learning. Well, he knows them now. Of course, there are only two hundred and ninety-odd left to remember.


    Calvus’ bearded, silent patience snaps Vibulenus back to the present. “When the cavalry comes up, they told me. Some kinglet or other is supposed to bring up a couple thousand men to close our flanks. Otherwise, we’re hanging….”


    The Tribune’s voice trails off. He stares across the flat expanse of gravel toward the other camp, remembering another battle plain of long ago.


    “Damn Parthians,” Calvus mutters, his thought the same.


    Vibulenus nods. “Damn Crassus, you mean. He put us there, and that put us here. The stupid bastard. But he got his, too.”


    The legionaries squat in their ranks, talking and chewing bits of bread or dried fruit. They display no bravado, very little concern. They have been here too often before. Sunlight turns their shield-facings green: not the crumbly fungus of verdigris but the shimmering sea-color of the harbor of Brundisium on a foggy morning.


    Oh, Mother Vesta, Vibulenus breathes to himself. He is five foot two, about average for the legion. His hair is black where it curls under the rim of his helmet and he has no trace of a beard. Only his eyes make him appear more than a teenager; they would suit a tired man of fifty.


    A trumpet from the command group in the rear sings three quick bars. “Fall in!” the Tribune orders, but his centurions are already barking their own commands. These too are lost in the clash of hobnails on gravel. The Tenth Cohort could form ranks in its sleep.


    Halfway down the front, a legionary’s cloak hooks on a notch in his shield rim. He tugs at it, curses in Oscan as Calvus snarls down the line at him. Vibulenus makes a mental note to check with the centurion after the battle. That fellow should have been issued a replacement shield before disembarking. He glances at his own. How many shields has he carried? Not that it matters. Armor is replaceable. He is wearing his fourth cuirass, now, though none of them have fit like the one his father had bought him the day Crassus granted him a tribune’s slot. Vesta.…


    A galloper from the command group skids his beast to a halt with a needlessly brutal jerk on its reins. Vibulenus recognizes him—Pompilius Falco. A little swine when he joined the legion, an accomplished swine now. Not bad with animals, though. “We’ll be advancing without the cavalry,” he shouts, leaning over in his saddle. “Get your line dressed.”


    “Osiris’ bloody dick we will!” the Tribune snaps. “Where’s our support?”


    “Have to support yourself, I guess,” shrugs Falco. He wheels his mount. Vibulenus steps forward and catches the reins.


    “Falco,” he says with no attempt to lower his voice, “you tell our deified Commander to get somebody on our left flank if he expects the Tenth to advance. There’s too many natives—they’ll hit us from three sides at once.”


    “You afraid to die?” the galloper sneers. He tugs at the reins.


    Vibulenus holds them. A gust of wind whips at his cloak. “Afraid to get my skull split?” he asks. “I don’t know. Are you, Falco?” Falco glances at where the Tribune’s right hand rests. He says nothing. “Tell him we’ll fight for him,” Vibulenus goes on. “We won’t let him throw us away. We’ve gone that route once.” He looses the reins and watches the galloper scatter gravel on his way back.


    The replacement gear is solid enough, shields that do not split when dropped and helmets forged without thin spots. But there is no craftsmanship in them. They are heavy, lifeless. Vibulenus still carries a bone-hilted sword from Toledo that required frequent sharpening but was tempered and balanced—poised to slash a life out, as it has a hundred times already. His hand continues to caress the palm-smoothed bone, and it calms him somewhat.


    “Thanks, sir.”


    The thin-featured tribune glances back at his men. Several of the nearer ranks give him a spontaneous salute. Calvus is the one who spoke. He is blank-faced now, a statue of mahogany and strap-bronze. His stocky form radiates pride in his leader. Leader—no one in the group around the standards can lead a line soldier, though they may give commands that will be obeyed. Vibulenus grins and slaps Calvus’ burly shoulder. “Maybe this is the last one and we’ll be going home,” he says.


    * * * *


    Movement throws a haze over the enemy camp. At this distance it is impossible to distinguish forms, but metal flashes in the viridian sunlight. The shadow of bodies spreads slowly to right and left of the breastworks as the natives order themselves. There are thousands of them, many thousands.


    “Hey-yip!” Twenty riders of the general’s bodyguard pass behind the cohort at an earthshaking trot. They rein up on the left flank, shrouding the exposed depth of the infantry. Pennons hang from the lances socketed behind their right thighs, gay yellows and greens to keep the lance heads from being driven too deep to be jerked out. The riders’ faces are sullen under their mesh face guards. Vibulenus knows how angry they must be at being shifted under pressure—under his pressure—and he grins again. The bodyguards are insulted at being required to fight instead of remaining nobly aloof from the battle. The experience may do them some good.


    At least it may get a few of the snotty bastards killed.


    “Not exactly a regiment of cavalry,” Calvus grumbles.


    “He gave us half of what was available,” Vibulenus replies with a shrug. “They’ll do to keep the natives off our back. Likely nobody’ll come near, they look so mean.”


    The centurion taps his thigh with his knobby swagger stick. “Mean? We’ll give ’em mean.”


    All the horns in the command group sound together, a cacophonous bray. The jokes and scufflings freeze, and only the south wind whispers. Vibulenus takes a last look down his ranks—each of them fifty men abreast and no more sway to it than a tight-stretched cord would leave. Five feet from shield boss to shield boss, room to swing a sword. Five feet from nose guard to the nose guards of the next rank, men ready to step forward individually to replace the fallen or by ranks to lock shields with the front line in an impenetrable wall of bronze. The legion is a restive dragon, and its teeth glitter in its spears; one vertical behind each legionary’s shield, one slanted from each right hand to stab or throw.


    The horns blare again, the eagle standard slants forward, and Vibulenus’ throat joins three thousand others in a death-rich bellow as the legion steps off on its left foot. The centurions are counting cadence and the ranks blast it back to them in the crash-jingle of boots and gear.


    Striding quickly between the legionaries, Vibulenus checks the dress of his cohort. He should have a horse, but there are no horses in the legion now. The command group rides rough equivalents which are…very rough. Vibulenus is not sure he could accept one if his parsimonious employers offered it.


    His men are a smooth bronze chain that advances in lock step. Very nice. The nine cohorts to the right are in equally good order, but Hercules! there are so few of them compared to the horde swarming from the native camp. Somebody has gotten overconfident. The enemy raises its own cheer, scattered and thin at first. But it goes on and on, building, ordering itself to a blood-pulse rhythm that moans across the intervening distance, the gap the legion is closing at two steps a second. Hercules! there is a crush of them.


    The natives are close enough to be individuals now: lanky, long-armed in relations to a height that averages greater than that of the legionaires. Ill-equipped, though. Their heads are covered either by leather helmets or beehives of their own hair. Their shields appear to be hide and wicker affairs. What could live on this gravel waste and provide that much leather? But of course Vibulenus has been told none of the background, not even the immediate geography. There is some place around that raises swarms of warriors, that much is certain.


    And they have iron. The black glitter of their spearheads tightens the Tribune’s wounded chest as he remembers.


    “Smile, boys,” one of the centurions calls cheerfully, “here’s company.” With his words a javelin hums down at a steep angle to spark on the ground. From a spear-thrower, must have been. The distance is too long for any arm Vibulenus has seen, and he has seen his share.


    “Ware!” he calls as another score of missiles arc from the native ranks. Legionaries judge them, raise their shields or ignore the plunging weapons as they choose. One strikes in front of Vibulenus and shatters into a dozen iron splinters and a knobby shaft that looks like rattan. One or two of the men have spears clinging to their shield faces. Their clatter syncopates the thud of boot heels. No one is down.


    Vibulenus runs two paces ahead of his cohort, his sword raised at an angle. It makes him an obvious target: a dozen javelins spit toward him. The skin over his ribs crawls, the lumpy breadth of scar tissue scratching like a rope over the bones. But he can be seen by every man in his cohort, and somebody has to give the signal….


    “Now!” he shouts vainly in the mingling cries. His arm and sword cut down abruptly. Three hundred throats give a collective grunt as the cohort heaves its own massive spears with the full weight of its rush behind them. Another light javelin glances from the shoulder of Vibulenus’ cuirass, staggering him. Calvus’ broad right palm catches the Tribune, holds him upright for the instant he needs to get his balance.


    The front of the native line explodes as the Roman spears crash into it.


    Fifty feet ahead there are orange warriors shrieking as they stumble over the bodies of comrades whose armor has shredded under the impact of the heavy spears. “At ‘em!” a front-rank file-closer cries, ignoring his remaining spear as he drags out his short sword. The trumpets are calling something but it no longer matters what: tactics go hang, the Tenth is cutting its way into another native army.


    In a brief spate of fury, Vibulenus holds his forward position between a pair of legionaries. A native, orange-skinned with bright carmine eyes, tries to drag himself out of the Tribune’s path. A Roman spear has gouged through his shield and arm, locking all three together. Vibulenus’ sword takes the warrior alongside the jaw. The blood is paler than a man’s.


    The backward shock of meeting has bunched the natives. The press of undisciplined reserves from behind adds to their confusion. Vibulenus jumps a still-writhing body and throws himself into the wall of shields and terrified orange faces. An iron-headed spear thrusts at him, misses as another warrior jostles the wielder. Vibulenus slashes downward at his assailant. The warrior throws his shield up to catch the sword, then collapses when a second-rank legionary darts his spear through the orange abdomen.


    Breathing hard with his sword still dripping in his hand, Vibulenus lets the pressing ranks flow around him. Slaughter is not a tribune’s work, but increasingly Vibulenus finds that he needs the swift violence of the battle line to release the fury building within him. The cohort is advancing with the jerky sureness of an ox-drawn plow in dry soil.


    A window of native bodies lies among the line of first contact, now well within the Roman formation. Vibulenus wipes his blade on a fallen warrior, leaving two sluggish runnels filling on the flesh. He sheathes the sword. Three bodies are sprawled together to form a hillock. Without hesitation the Tribune steps onto it to survey the battle.


    The legion is a broad awl punching through a belt of orange leather. The cavalry on the left stand free in a scatter of bodies, neither threatened by the natives nor making any active attempt to drive them back. One of the mounts, a hairless brute combining the shape of a wolfhound with the bulk of an ox, is feeding on a corpse his rider has lanced. Vibulenus was correct in expecting the natives to give them a wide berth; thousands of flanking warriors tremble in indecision rather than sweep forward to surround the legion. It would take more discipline than this orange rabble has shown to attack the toad-like riders on their terrible beasts.


    Behind the lines, a hundred paces distant from the legionaries whose armor stands in hammering contrast to the naked autochthones, is the Commander and his remaining score of guards. He alone of the three thousand who have landed from the starship knows why the battle is being fought, but he seems to stand above it. And if the silly bastard still has half his bodyguard with him—Mars and all the gods, what must be happening on the right flank?


    The inhuman shout of triumph that rises half a mile away gives Vibulenus an immediate answer.


    “Prepare to disengage!” he orders the nearest centurion. The swarthy non-com, son of a North African colonist, speaks briefly into the ears of two legionaries before sending them to the ranks forward and back of his. The legion is tight for men, always has been. Tribunes have no runners, but the cohort makes do.


    Trumpets blat in terror. The native warriors boil whooping around the Roman right flank. Legionaries in the rear are facing about with ragged suddenness, obeying instinct rather than the orders bawled by their startled officers. The command group suddenly realizes the situation. Three of the bodyguard charge toward the oncoming orange mob. The rest of the guards and staff scatter into the infantry.


    The iron-bronze clatter has ceased on the left flank. When the cohort halts its advance, the natives gain enough room to break and flee for their encampment. Even the warriors who have not engaged are cowed by the panic of those who have; by the panic, and the sprawls of bodies left behind them.


    “About face!” Vibulenus calls through the indecisive hush, “and pivot on your left flank. There’s some more barbs want to fight the Tenth!”


    The murderous cheer from his legionaries overlies the noise of the cohort executing his order.


    As it swings Vibulenus runs across the new front of his troops, what had been the rear rank. The cavalry, squat-bodied and grim in their full armor, shows sense enough to guide their mounts toward the flank of the Ninth Cohort as Vibulenus rotates his men away from it. Only a random javelin from the native lines appears to hinder them. Their comrades who remained with the Commander have been less fortunate.


    A storm of javelins has disintegrated the half-hearted charge. Two of the mounts have gone down despite their heavy armor. Behind them, the Commander lies flat on the hard soil while his beast screams horribly above him. The shaft of a stray missile projects from its withers. Stabbing up from below, the orange warriors fell the remaining lancer and gut his companions as they try to rise. Half a dozen of the bodyguards canter nervously back from their safe bolthole among the infantry to try to rescue their employer. The wounded mount leaps at one of the lancers. The two beasts tangle with the guard between them. A clawed hind leg flicks his head. Helmet and head rip skyward in a spout of green ichor.


    “Charge!” Vibulenus roars. The legionaries who can not hear him follow his running form. The knot of cavalry and natives is a quarter mile away. The cohorts of the right flank are too heavily engaged to do more than defend themselves against the new thrust. Half the legion has become a bronze worm, bristling front and back with spearpoints against the surging orange flood. Without immediate support, the whole right flank will be squeezed until it collapses into a tangle of blood and scrap metal. The Tenth Cohort is their support, all the support there is.


    “Rome!” the fresh veterans leading the charge shout as their shields rise against the new flight of javelins. There are gaps in the back ranks, those just disengaged. Behind the charge, men hold palms clamped over torn calves or lie crumpled around a shaft of alien wood. There will be time enough for them if the recovery teams land—which they will not do in event of a total disaster on the ground.


    The warriors snap and howl at the sudden threat. Their own success has fragmented them. What had been a flail slashing into massed bronze kernels is now a thousand leaderless handfuls in sparkling contact with the Roman line. Only the leaders bunched around the command group have held their unity.


    One mount is still on its feet and snarling. Four massively equipped guards try to ring the Commander with their maces. The Commander, his suit a splash of blue against the gravel, tries to rise. There is a flurry of mace strokes and quickly riposting spears, ending in a clash of falling armor and an agile orange body with a knife leaping the crumpled guard. Vibulenus’ sword, flung overarm, takes the native in the throat. The inertia of its spin cracks the hilt against the warrior’s forehead.


    The Tenth Cohort is on the startled natives. A moment before the warriors were bounding forward in the flush of victory. Now they face the cohort’s meat-axe suddenness—and turn. At swordpoint and shield edge, as inexorable as the rising sun, the Tenth grinds the native retreat into panic while the cohorts of the right flank open order and advance. The ground behind them is slimy with blood.


    Vibulenus rests on one knee, panting. He has retrieved his sword. Its stickiness bonds it to his hand. Already the air keens with landing motors. In minutes the recovery teams will be at work on the fallen legionaries, building life back into all but the brain-hacked or spine-severed. Vibulenus rubs his own scarred ribs in aching memory.


    A hand falls on the Tribune’s shoulder. It is gloved in a skin-tight blue material; not armor, at least not armor against weapons. The Commander’s voice comes from the small plate beneath his clear, round helmet. Speaking in Latin, his accents precisely flawed, he says, “You are splendid, you warriors.”


    Vibulenus sneers though he does not correct the alien. Warriors are capering heroes, good only for dying when they meet trained troops, when they meet the Tenth Cohort.


    “I thought the Federation Council had gone mad,” the flat voice continues, “when it ruled that we must not land weapons beyond the native level in exploiting inhabited worlds. All very well to talk of the dangers of introducing barbarians to modern weaponry, but how else could my business crush local armies and not be bled white by transportation costs?”


    The Commander shakes his head in wonder at the carnage about him. Vibulenus silently wipes his blade. In front of him, Falco gapes toward the green sun. A javelin points from his right eyesocket. “When we purchased you from your Parthian captors it was only an experiment. Some of us even doubted it was worth the cost of the longevity treatments. In a way you are more effective than a Guard Regiment with lasers; outnumbered, you beat them with their own weapons. They can’t even claim ‘magic’ as a salve to their pride. And at a score of other job sites you have done as well. And so cheaply!”


    “Since we have been satisfactory,” the Tribune says, trying to keep the hope out of his face, “will we be returned home now?”


    “Oh, goodness, no,” the alien laughs, “you’re far too valuable for that. But I have a surprise for you, one just as pleasant I’m sure—females.”


    “You found us real women?” Vibulenus whispers.


    “You really won’t be able to tell the difference,” the Commander says with paternal confidence.


    * * * *


    A million suns away on a farm in the Sabine hills, a poet takes the stylus from the fingers of a nude slave girl and writes, very quickly, And Crassus’ wretched soldier takes a barbarian wife from his captors and grows old waging war for them.


    The poet looks at the line with a pleased expression. “It needs polish, of course,” he mutters. Then, more directly to the slave, he says, “You know, Leuconoe, there’s more than inspiration to poetry, a thousand times more; but this came to me out of the air.”


    Horace gestures with his stylus toward the glittering night sky. The girl smiles back at him.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1975 by UPD.

  


  
    JIM BAEN, by Henry T. Davis with Toni Weisskopf


    Jim Baen was born October 22, 1943 and died of a massive stroke on June 28, 2006. In the time between, he had an career as a major editor in science fiction during the last three decades of the twentieth century and most of the first decade of the twenty-first, during which time, he edited one of the field’s most important magazines, went on to become editor of the field’s major paperback publisher, moved from there to be editor of a new publishing company, and finally founded his own publishing company, as publisher and editor in chief, which he led to great success for twenty years. Like John W. Campbell, he was the kind of editor everyone had an anecdote about, who inspired strong feelings (in many directions, some conflicting), among both fans and professionals in the field.


    Baen’s first encounter with science fiction was at the age of nine when he read Fire-Hunter by Jim Kjelgaard, a story of the stone age, about which he said in an interview for the Chicon program book, “though I didn’t realize it was SF then.” (Much later, he arranged with David Drake to expand the novel in a posthumous collaboration, published as The Hunter Returns.)


    In addition to the Kjelgaard young adult novel, another book which hooked eleven-year-old Jim Baen on science fiction was Arthur C. Clarke’s Against the Fall of Night. In the Chicon interview, he called it the first “totally Science Fiction story” which he read, and “it really knocked me over. That got me into reading the stuff, and I was fairly intense about SF from the age of eleven until my late twenties, as a reader. After a misspent youth, if you will, I decided to go into publishing.”


    David Drake, one of the authors most closely identified with Baen and perhaps his closest friend, has commented that, “The theme of both [Fire-Hunter and Against the Fall of Night] is that a youth from a decaying culture escapes the trap of accepted wisdom and saves his people despite themselves. This is a fair description of Jim’s life in SF; he was always his own man, always a maverick, and very often brilliantly successful because he didn’t listen to what other people thought.”


    After service in the U.S. Army and subsequently attending City College of New York on the G.I. Bill, his first job in publishing was in the complaints department of Ace Books. When he was offered a promotion to head of the department, however, he declined because he wanted to be an SF editor.


    He got his wish in 1973 when he was hired as assistant editor of Galaxy and If magazines. Both magazines had an illustrious history. When Galaxy debuted in 1950, it immediately became one of the “big three” science fiction magazines, along with Astounding (later renamed Analog) and The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction in a boom time for SF magazines, with 20 or more such publications on the stands. If had been one of the most popular magazines in the 1960s, repeatedly winning the Hugo Award for best SF magazine. By the 1970s, however, both titles had been acquired by a publisher who was slow to pay writers, and the best writers had gone elsewhere.


    The magazines’ editor, Ejler Jakobson, eventually departed, and Baen was promoted to editor. He refurbished Galaxy, getting novels by Roger Zelazny, Larry Niven and Jerry Pournelle (both individually and in collaboration), Frank Herbert and Frederik Pohl, and adding a science column by Jerry Pournelle and a very personal book review column by Spider Robinson. Galaxy published the first of David Drake’s Hammer’s Slammers stories, and a story by Ursula K. LeGuin, “The Day Before the Revolution,” which won the Nebula award for best short story of the year. Ironically, both stories had been rejected by Jakobson, then hastily recovered and bought by Jim Baen, upon becoming editor. If was similarly being upgraded when the publisher decided to cancel it, “combining” it with Galaxy. Then a new opportunity arose.


    Ace Books was probably the leading book publisher of science fiction in the 1950s and 1960s; it was certainly publishing the most SF books in the field. Like Galaxy, it had been sold to a company which was slow to pay authors, and its knowledgeable editors, Donald A. Wollheim and Terry Carr, had gone elsewhere. When Ace was again sold, this time to Charter Communications, Tom Doherty was hired as publisher, and in 1978 he hired Jim Baen as editor. Baen immediately began another program of refurbishing, bringing back books which the previous administration had let go out of print, as well as excellent SF books which other publishers had let go out of print, such as H. Beam Piper, and publishing promising new writers. Most important to the imprint’s owners, if not the readers, was that he made Ace profitable again. He also started Destinies, a “magazine in book form,” in which he did much of what he wanted to do in Galaxy, but had been stymied by a small budget. Another significant change he brought to Ace was paying writers all the royalties which the previous regime had owed them.


    By this time, Jim Baen’s name was well known to the readers, and when Doherty and Baen left Ace a few years later to start up Tor Books, many of the Tor SF books had “Jim Baen Presents” at the top of the cover. However, Baen’s stay at Tor was rather short. Pocket Books, which had become a Simon & Schuster imprint, needed an SF editor, and asked Jim Baen to take the position. However, he made a counteroffer: start up his own company, with himself as publisher, and let Simon & Schuster distribute the books. Simon & Schuster agreed, and Baen Books was born in 1983, shipping its first books in 1984.


    The new company at first offered a mixture of books which had appeared previously under the Pocket Books imprint (notably, several novels by Keith Laumer) and new books, many of them by new writers. The first important new writer who was “discovered” by Baen Books was Lois McMaster Bujold, who had been rejected by nearly every other publisher in SF. Bujold went on to be a multiple Hugo and Nebula Award winner, and a New York Times best-selling author. Not long afterward, Baen Books published the first novels of David Weber, who became one of the most popular writers in SF today. Other best-selling authors whose career began with Baen Books under Jim Baen include Elizabeth Moon, Eric Flint, and John Ringo, with more best-sellers.


    In the Chicon interview, Jim Baen was asked if there is such a thing as a “Baen writer,” as at one time readers spoke of “John W. Campbell writers.” He commented that, “Baen writers are interested in the story. And in the SF aspect of it…SF is what they want to be writing, by God.” He also distinguished himself as editor and publisher from those who were only editors. “Any editor you work with is just as likely to be at another house in two years. So they have a disincentive to keeping faith with the writer, or thinking beyond the next dollar. Whereas in our case, the goal is way down the road with many books in between, each of which is a stop on the staircase to heaven.”


    One impact on the field which Jim Baen achieved was taking military science fiction from an occasional rare appearance to a full-fledged subgenre, spearheaded by his publishing Hammer’s Slammers, a collection of David Drake’s stories of a future company of mercenary soldiers at Ace. The Drake collection was one of the most successful Ace books that year, leading to other works of military SF by Drake published by Jim, at Ace, then at Tor, then at Baen Books, where Drake continued the Slammers series, and began a new military SF/space opera series about Lieutenant (later Captain) Leary of the Republic of Cinnabar’s space navy. Other Baen writers (notably, John Ringo) made their writing debuts in the military SF category. And other publishers began publishing more military SF.


    Baen was conscious of carrying on a certain conservative and libertarian (in the older meanings, not necessarily today’s politicized sense) strain in the field that had been represented by Heinlein and others but was in danger of being marginalized in the 1970s. Regardless of where folks are politically, the field has always been strongest with a broad spectrum of ideas in play, and he did a lot to keep that spectrum wider than it would have been. The field is richer because it’s so much wider today, but at a moment when it was widening in one direction, it really might have narrowed in the other if not for Baen giving opportunities to a lot of writers who weren’t “fashionable” but were commercial and had interesting ideas. One of the few big missteps he had as a publisher was by trying too hard to widen the field, as with the alternate history novel, 1945, conceived and cowritten by politician Newt Gingrich.


    Readers tended to have a very personal relationship with Baen books, which was typical with SF magazines but not with publishers, and nurtured by Baen at the start of the Internet era by Jim’s personal forums on BIX (the Byte Information Exchange) and later at Baen’s website with the creation of a reader’s forum called “Baen’s Bar.” Baen had a specific talent for making readers feel they had a personal relationship with him and what he edited and published (even though they’d likely never met him). His favorite forms of communication were the pontification and the argument, both of which he shone at online. He would also attend science fiction conventions when asked, but was an essentially shy man, so both the pontification and argument aspects of his discourse were heightened in person.


    Baen acted as his own art director, and the covers he chose helped keep alive an illustrator’s approach to SF and fantasy that went back to the pulps, using such illustrators as Steve Hickman, David Mattingly, Larry Elmore, Tom Kidd, Bob Eggleton, Gary Ruddell, and other award-winning artists. Baen covers have a very specific and personal relationship to the book’s contents. If what was on the cover was appealing, you weren’t going to be disappointed by what was inside.


    Baen also pioneered selling books in electronic form. Unlike most other e-publishers, Baen used no encryption. Jim Baen’s opinion was that if a publisher made its books hard to read, sales would suffer. Unlike most other publishers’ e-lines, Baen’s ebooks made significant money from the start in 1999, providing evidence for Baen’s argument. In fact, some Baen titles were made available online for free, since Jim Baen felt that free samples helped sales—if a reader read a free book and liked it, he would want to read more by the same author. He might even want to buy the same book he had just read online. Over 120 titles are available in the Baen Free Library as of January 2011.


    The offer demonstrably hasn’t hurt sales, which are still booming as Baen approaches the end of its third decade. It might be that Jim Baen’s championing of unencrypted e-books will be his most significant effect on the publishing industry. In any case, the publishing company bearing his name is still going strong under the leadership of his long-time friend, executive editor, and now publisher, Toni Weisskopf, who shares his editorial approach, and will likely still be going strong well into the twenty-first century.


    * * * *


    Henry T. Davis, Baen Senior Editor, was born in the heart of coal country in the tiny town of Benham, KY, in 1944. Whether it’s science fiction, mystery, jazz or classical music, he brings insight, knowledge and wit to those subjects which are his passion. Hank had stories published in both Frederik Pohl’s If and John W. Campbell’s Analog in 1968 a few months before being drafted into the Army. While in uniform, he sold an ill-fated tale to Harlan Ellison for The Last Dangerous Visions. On his return he sold two more stories to Orbit and F&SF, then bounced back and forth between Kentucky and New York City on various jobs, including a brief stint at the Scott Meredith Literary Agency. He has been an editor with Baen Books for more than twenty years. His latest project for Baen has been the compilation of Poul Anderson’s Technic Civilization series in a seven-volume set.


    * * * *


    Toni Weisskopf succeeded Jim Baen as publisher of Baen Books, a leading publisher of SF and fantasy, in 2006. She has worked with such authors as David Weber, David Drake, Lois McMaster Bujold, Eric Flint, John Ringo, Sarah A. Hoyt, Larry Corriea, and many others. With Josepha Sherman she compiled and annotated the definitive volume of subversive children’s folklore, Greasy Grimy Gopher Guts, published by August House. For Baen she’s edited three original hard SF anthologies: Cosmic Stories: Adventures in Sol System, Cosmic Stories: Adventures in Far Futures, and Transhuman, with SF author Mark L. Van Name. Weisskopf is a graduate of Oberlin College with a degree in anthropology. The widow of Southern fan and swordmaster Hank Reinhardt, she is the mother of a delightful teenaged daughter.

  


  
    ALAN DEAN FOSTER


    (1946– )
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    THE MUFFIN MIGRATION, by Alan Dean Foster


    First published in Star Colonies, June 2000


    It was a beautiful day on Hedris. But then, Bowman reflected as he stood on the little covered porch he and LeCleur had fashioned from packing scrap, every day for the past four months had been beautiful. Not overwhelming like the spectacular mornings on Barabas, or stunningly evocative like the sunsets on New Riviera: just tranquil, temperate, and bursting with the crisp fresh tang of unpolluted air, green growing grasses, and a recognition of the presence of unfettered, unfenced life-force.


    In addition to the all-pervasive, piquant musk of millions of muffins, of course.


    The muffins, as the two advance agents had come to call them, were by incalculable orders of magnitude the dominant lifeform on Hedris. They swarmed in inconceivable numbers over its endless grassy plains, burrowed deep into its unbelievably rich topsoil, turned streams and rivers brown with their bathing, frolicking bodies. Fortunately for Bowman and LeCleur, the largest of them stood no more than six inches high, not counting the few thicker, lighter-hued bristles that protruded upward and beyond the otherwise concise covering of soft brown fur. A muffin had two eyes, two legs, a short furry blob of a tail, and an oval mouth filled with several eruptions of tooth-like bone designed to make short work of the diverse assortment of foot-high grass in which they lived. They communicated, fought, and cooed to one another via appealing sequences of chirruping, high-pitched peeping sounds.


    It was a good thing, Bowman reflected as he inhaled deeply of the fresh air that swept over the benign plains of Hedris, that the local grasses were as fecund as the muffins, or the planet would have been stripped bare of anything edible millions of years ago. Even though a patient observer could actually watch the grass grow, it remained a constant source of amazement to him and his partner that the local vegetation managed to keep well ahead of the perpetually foraging muffins.


    The uncountable little balls of brown and beige fur were not the only browsers, of course. On a world as fertile as Hedris, there were always niches to fill. But for every kodout, pangalta, and slow-moving, thousand-toothed jerabid, there were a thousand muffins. No, he corrected himself. Ten thousand, maybe more. Between the higher grass and the deeper burrows it was impossible to get an accurate account, even with the aid of mini-satellite recordings.


    With such qualified stats were his and LeCleur’s reports filled. They had another five months in which to refine and perfect their figures, hone their observations, and condense their opinions. The House of Novy Churapcha, the industrial-commercial concern that had set them up on Hedris, was anxious to formulate a bid and stake its claim in front of the Commonwealth concession courts before any of the other great trading Houses or public companies got wind of the new discovery. By keeping their outpost on Hedris tiny and isolated, and without contact for almost a year, the managers hoped to avoid the unwanted attention of curious competitors.


    So far the strategy seemed to have worked. In the seven months since the fabrication crew, working around the clock, had erected the outpost, not even a stray communication had come the way of the two agents. That was fine with Bowman. He didn’t mind the isolation. He and LeCleur were trained to deal with it. And they were very well compensated for maintaining their lack of offworld contact.


    A few clouds were gathering. There might an afternoon rain shower, he decided. If it materialized it would be gentle, of course, like everything else on Hedris. No dangerous lightning, and just enough distant thunder to be atmospheric. Then the sun would come out, attended by the inevitable rainbow.


    The sweet smell of muffin on the grill reached him from inside and he turned away from the brightening panorama. It was LeCleur’s week to do the cooking, and his partner had long since mastered different ways of preparing the eminently edible indigene. Not only were the multitudinous muffins harmless, cute beyond words, and easy to catch, their seared flesh was tender and highly palatable, with a sugary, almost honeyed flavor to the whitish flesh that was nothing at all like chicken. Tastewise, it far surpassed anything in their inventory of prepackaged concentrates and dehydrates. There wasn’t a lot of meat on a muffin, but then, neither was there a shortage of the hopping, preoccupied, two-legged creatures.


    The slim, diminutive humanoid natives virtually lived on them, and lived well. Only their metabolism kept them thin, Bowman reflected as he closed the front door of the station behind him. Overawed by the much larger humans, the native Akoe were occasional visitors to the outpost. They were invariably polite, courteous, and quietly eager to learn about their extraordinary visitors. Their language was a simple one and with the aid of electronic teaching devices, both experienced agents had soon mastered enough of it to carry on a rudimentary conversation. The Akoe were always welcome at the outpost, though sometimes their quiet staring got on Bowman’s nerves. An amused LeCleur never missed an opportunity to chide him about it.


    “How’s it look outside?” LeCleur was almost as tall as Bowman, but not nearly as broad or muscular. “Let me guess: clear and warm, with a chance of a sprinkle later in the day.”


    “What are you, psychic?” Grinning, Bowman sat down opposite his friend and partner. The platter of grilled muffin, neatly sliced, sizzled in a warmer in the center, ringed by reconstituted bread, butter, jams, scrambled rehydrated eggs from three different kinds of fowl, and two tall self-chilling pitchers containing juice. Coffee and tea arrived in the form of the self-propelled carafes that followed the men whenever they verbally expressed their individual thirst.


    “Thought we might run a predator census between rivers Six EW and Eight NS today.” Having finished his meal, LeCleur was adding sweetener to his mug of hot high-grown tea.


    Bowman was amenable to the suggestion. “Maybe we’ll see another volute.” They’d only encountered one of the pig-sized, loop-tailed carnivores so far, and that from a distance. He was smearing rehydrated blackberry jam on his toast when the perimeter alarm went off. Neither man was alarmed.


    “I’ll get it.” LeCleur rose from his seat. “My turn.”


    While Bowman finished the last of his breakfast, LeCleur activated the free-ranging headsup. A cylindrical image appeared in the middle of the room, a perfect floating replica in miniature of a 360º view outside the outpost. A spoken command from LeCleur caused the image to enlarge and focus on the source of the alarm. This was followed by an order to shut down the soft but insistent whine.


    The agent chuckled into the ensuing silence as he recognized the slim, standing figure that had set off the alert. Its image looked, as always, slightly bewildered. “It’s only old Malakotee.”


    Wiping his mouth, Bowman rose. “Let him in and we’ll see what he wants.” It was always interesting and instructive to observe the elderly native’s reaction to the many miracles the outpost contained. Also fun. He and LeCleur had few enough diversions.


    Precisely enunciated directives caused the circumferential viewer to be replaced by a floating command board. In seconds LeCleur had shut down the station’s external defenses, rotated the bridge to cross the excavated ravine that encircled the outpost, and opened the front door. By the time Bowman was finishing up the dishes, the Akoe elder had arrived at the front door.


    Old Malakotee was a leader among his people, wizened and much respected. The Akoe were led by not one chief, but a group of chosen seniors. Decisions were made by group vote. All very democratic, LeCleur mused as he greeted the alien in its own language. Malakotee responded in kind, but declined to enter, though he could not keep his eyes from roving. Nor did he accept the offer of one of the chairs that sat invitingly on the porch. His much slighter, smaller body and backside tended to find themselves engulfed by the massive human furniture. Also, he never knew what to do with his tail. It switched back and forth as he chattered, the tuft of kinky black hair at the tip swatting curious flying arthropods away.


    Dark, intelligent eyes peered out from beneath smooth brows. The alien’s face was hairless, but the rest of his body was covered with a fine charcoal-gray fuzz. When he opened his mouth, an orifice that was proportionately much wider than that of a comparably sized human, LeCleur could see how the pointed incisors alternated with flattened grinding teeth. In place of a nose was a small trunk with three flexible tips that the Akoe could employ as a third, if very short, hand.


    A cloak comprising the skins of many native animals, especially the ubiquitous muffin, was draped elegantly over his slim form. It was decorated with bits of carved bone, hand-made beads of exceptional quality (the two humans had already traded for examples), and shiny bits of cut and worked shell. The Akoe were very dexterous and of reasonable artistic skill. Necklaces hung from Old Malakotee’s throat, and bracelets jangled on his wrists. He leaned on a ceremonial kotele staff, the wood elaborately garnished with feathers, beads, and paint.


    “Thanking you for offer to come into your hut,” the native explained to LeCleur, having to crane his neck to meet the much taller human’s eyes, “but I not stay long today. Come to tell you my people, they are moving now.”


    The agent was openly surprised. Recovering from their initial shock and stupefaction at the humans’ arrival, the Akoe had been a fixture on the shores of river One NS ever since. Calling for his partner to join them, LeCleur queried their visitor.


    “The Akoe are moving? But where, and why?”


    Raising his primitively florid staff, the elder pointed. “Go north and west soon. Long trek.” Bowman appeared on the porch, wiping his hands against his pants as Malakotee finished, “Find safety in deep caves.”


    “Safety?” Bowman made a face. “What’s this about ‘safety’? Safety from what?”


    The elder turned solemn eyes to the even bigger human. “From migration, of course. Is time of year. When migration over, Akoe come back to river.”


    The two men exchanged a glance. “What migration?” LeCleur asked their pensive visitor. “What’s migrating?” Uncertainly, he scanned the vast, barely undulating plain beyond the outpost’s perimeter.


    “The muffins. Is the time of year. Soon now, they migrate.”


    A modest herd of less than a hundred thousand of the small brown browsers was clustered in the grass in front of the outpost, grazing peacefully. Their familiar soft peep-peeping filled the morning air. LeCleur watched as several, each no bigger than his closed fist, hopped as close as they dared to the edge of the perpendicular-sided ravine that surrounded the station to graze on the ninicumb flowers that were growing there.


    “We’ll see you when you come back, then.”


    “No, no!” Old Malakotee was surprisingly insistent. “I come warn you.” He gestured emphatically. “You come with Akoe. You big skypeople good folk. Come with us. We keep you safe during migration.”


    Bowman smiled condescendingly at the native, whose appearance never failed to put him in mind of an anorexic munchkin. “That’s very kind of you and your people, Malakotee, but Gerard and I are quite comfortable here. We have protections you can’t see and wouldn’t understand if I tried to explain them to you.”


    The miniature snout in the center of the Akoe’s face twitched uneasily. “Malakotee know you skypeople got many wondrous things. You show Malakotee plenty. But you no understand. This is ixtex,” he explained, using the native word for the bipedal muffins, “migration!”


    “So you’ve told us. I promise you, we’ll be all right. Would you like some tea?” The chemical brew that was Terran tea had been shown to produce interesting, wholly pleasurable reactions within the Akoe body.


    Ordinarily, Old Malakotee, like any Akoe, would have jumped at the offer. But not this morning. Starting off the porch, he gestured purposefully with his staff. Beads jangled and bounced against the light-colored, streaky wood.


    “I tell you. You come with Akoe, we take care of you. You stay here,” he rendered the Akoe gesture for despair, “no good.” Reaching the ground, he promptly launched into a slow-spinning, head-bending, tail-flicking tribal chant-dance. When he was through, he saluted one final time with his ornamented staff before turning his back on them and striding deliberately away from the outpost.


    As LeCleur called forth the headsup and rotated the bridge shut behind the retreating native, Bowman contemplated what they had just seen. “Interesting performance. Wonder if it had any special significance?’


    LeCleur, who was more of a xenologist than his partner, banished the command panel display with a word and nodded. “That was the ‘Dance for the Dead’. He was giving us a polite send-off.”


    “Oh.” Bowman squinted at the sky. Just another lovely day, as always. “I’ll get the skimmer ready for the census.”


    * * * *


    The Akoe had been gone for just over a week when LeCleur was bitten. Bowman looked up from his work as his partner entered. The bite was not deep, but the bright blood streak running down the other man’s leg was clearly visible beneath the hem of his field shorts, staining his calf. Plopping himself down in another chair, LeCleur put the first-aid kit on the table and flicked it open. As he applied antiseptic spray and then coagulator, Bowman watched with casual interest.


    “Step on something?”


    A disgruntled, slightly embarrassed LeCleur finished treating the wound with a dose of color-coded epidermase. “Like hell. A damn muffin bit me.”


    His partner grunted. “Like I said; step on something?”


    “I did not step on it. I was hunting for burrowing arthropods in the grass in the east quad when I felt something sharp. I looked back, and there was this little furry shitball gnawing on my calf. I had to swat it off. It bounced once, scrambled back onto its feet, and shot off into the grass.” He closed the first-aid kit. “Freakish.”


    “An accident, yeah.” Bowman couldn’t keep himself from grinning. “It must have mistaken your leg for the mother of all casquak seeds.”


    “It wasn’t the incident that was freaky.” LeCleur was not smiling. “It was the muffin. It had sharp teeth.”


    Bowman’s grin faded. “That’s impossible. We’ve examined, not to mention eaten, hundreds of muffins since we’ve been here. Not one of them had sharp teeth. Their chewing mechanism is strictly molaric dentition, for grinding up and processing vegetation.”


    His partner shook his head slowly. “I saw them, Jamie. Sharp and pointed. Saw them and felt them. And there was something funny about its eyes, too.”


    “That’s a description that’ll look nice and scientific in the record. Funny how?”


    Clearly distressed, LeCleur pursed his lips. “I don’t know. I didn’t get a good look. They just struck me as funny.” He tapped his leg above the now hermetized bite. “This didn’t.”


    “Well, we know they’re not poisonous.” Bowman turned back to his work. “So it was a freak muffin. A break in the muffin routine. An eclectic muffin. I’m sure it was an isolated incident and won’t happen again.”


    “It sure won’t.” LeCleur rose and extended his mended leg. “Because next time, you do the arthropod survey.”


    It was a week later when Bowman, holding his coffee, walked out onto the porch, sat down in one of the chairs, and had the mug halfway to his lips when he paused. Lowering the container, he stared for a long moment before activating the com button attached to the collar of his shirt.


    “Gerard, I think you’d better come here. I’m on the porch.”


    A drozy mumble responded. The other agent was sleeping in. Bowman continued to nag him until he finally appeared, rubbing at his eyes and grumbling. His vision and mind cleared quickly enough as soon as he was able to share his partner’s view.


    On the far edge of the ravine, muffins were gathering. Not in the familiar, tidily spaced herd cluster in which they spent the night for protection from roving carnivores, nor in the irregular pattern they employed for browsing, but in dense knots of wall-to-wall brown fur. More muffins were arriving every minute, filling in the gaps. And from the hundreds going on thousands rose an unexpectedly steady, repetitive peep-peeping that was somehow intimidating in its idiosyncratic sonority.


    “What the hell is going on?” LeCleur finally murmured.


    Bowman remembered to take a drink of his coffee before pulling the scope from its pocket on the side of the chair. What he saw through the lens was anything but reassuring. He passed it to his partner. “Take a look for yourself.”


    LeCleur raised the instrument. The view it displayed resolved into groups of two to three muffins, bunched so tightly together it seemed impossible they could breathe, much less peep. They had swollen slightly, their compact bodies puffed up about an additional ten percent, brown hair bristling. Their eyes—LeCleur had seen harbingers of that wild, collective red glare in the countenance of the one that had bit him a week ago. When they opened their mouths to peep, the change that had taken place within was immediately apparent. Instead of a succession of smooth, white eruptions of bone, the diminutive jaws were now filled with a mixture of grinding projections and triangular, assertively sharp-edged canines.


    He lowered the scope. “Christ—they’re metamorphosing. And moving. I wonder how much?”


    Bowman already had the command headsup in place. A few verbal directives were sufficient to materialize an image. Atop the single-story station, remote instrumentation was responding efficiently.


    The surface around the outpost was swarming with rustling, stirring movement. By mid-day, they no longer needed the instruments to show them what was happening. The two men stood on the porch, observing manually.


    All around them, as far as they could see and beyond, the grass was coming down, mown flat by a suddenly ravenous, insatiable hoard. Within that seething ocean of brown fur, red eyes, and snapping teeth, nothing survived. Grass, other plants, anything living was overwhelmed, to disappear down a sea of brown gullets. From the depths of the feeding frenzy arose a relentless, ostinato peeping that drowned out everything from the wind to the soft hum of the outpost’s hydrogen generator.


    Bowman and LeCleur watched, recorded, and made notes, usually without saying a word. By evening the entire boundless mass of muffins, like a moving carpet, had begun advancing as one being in a southeasterly direction. The Akoe, Bowman recalled, had gone north. The two agents needed no explanation of the phenomenon they were observing.


    The migration was under way.


    “I suppose we could have offered to let the Akoe stay here,” he commented to his partner.


    LeCleur was tired from work and looking forward to a good night’s sleep. It had been a busy day. “Don’t believe it would’ve mattered. I think they would’ve gone anyway. Besides, such an offer would have constituted unsupported interference with native ritual. Expressly forbidden by the xenological protocols.”


    Bowman nodded. “You check the systems?”


    His friend smiled. “Everything’s working normally. Wake-up alarm the same time tomorrow?”


    Bowman shrugged. “That works for me.” He glanced out at the heaving, rippling sea of brown. “They’ll still be here. How long you estimate it will take them to move on through?”


    LeCleur considered. “Depends how widespread the migration is.” Raising a hand, he pointed. “Check that out.”


    So dense had the swarm become that a number of the muffins at its edge were being jostled off into the ravine. The protective excavation was thirty feet deep, with walls that had been heat-treated to unclimbable slickness. A spider would have had trouble ascending those artificial perpendicularities. The agents retired, grateful for the outpost sound-proofing that shut out all but the faintest trace of mass peeping.


    The station’s pleasant, synthesized female voice woke Bowman slightly before his partner.


    “Wha…?” he mumbled. “What’s going on?”


    “Perimeter violation,” the outpost replied, in the same tone of voice it used to announce when a tridee recording was winding up, or when mechanical food pre-prep had been completed. “You are advised to observe and react.”


    “Observe and react, hell,” Bowman bawled as he struggled into a sitting position. Save for the dim light provided by widely-spaced night illuminators, it was dark in his room. “What time is it, anyway?”


    “Four a.m., corrected Hedris time.” The outpost voice was not abashed by this pronouncement.


    Muttering under his breath, Bowman shoved himself into shorts and shirt. LeCleur was waiting for him in the hall.


    “I don’t know. I just got out of bed myself,” he mumbled in response to his partner’s querulous gaze.


    As they made their way toward outpost central, Bowman queried the voice. “What kind of perimeter violation? Elaborate.”


    “Why don’t you just look outside?” soft artificial tones responded. “I’ve put on the lights.”


    Both men headed for the main entrance. As soon as the door opened, Bowman had to shield his eyes. LeCleur adapted faster. What he exclaimed was not scientific, but it was descriptive.


    Bathed in the bright automated beams positioned atop the roof of the outpost was a Dantean vision of glaring red eyes, gnashing teeth, and spattering blood; a boiling brown stew of muffins whole, bleeding, dismembering, and scrambling with their two tiny legs for a foothold among their seething brethren. Presumably the rest of the darkened plain concealed a similar vision straight from Hell. Presumably, because the astounded agents could not see it. Their view was blocked by the thousands upon thousands of dead, dying, and frenetic muffins that had filled the outpost-encircling ravine to the brim with their bodies. At the same time, the reason for the transformation in the aliens’ dentition was immediately apparent.


    Having consumed everything green that grew on the plains, they had turned to eating flesh. And each other.


    Bulging eyes flared, tiny feet kicked, razor-sharp teeth flashed and tore. The curdling miasma of gore, eviscerated organs, and engorged muffin musk verged on overpowering. Rising above it all was the odor of cooked meat. Holding his hand over mouth and nose, LeCleur saw the reason why the outpost had awakened them.


    Lining the interior wall of the artificial ravine was a double fence of waved air. Frenzied with instinct, the muffins were throwing themselves heedlessly onto the lethal barrier, moving always in a southeasterly direction. The instant it contacted the electrically waved air, a scrambling muffin body was immediately electrocuted. As was the one following behind it, and the next, and the next. In their dozens, in their hundreds, their wee corpses were piling up at such a rate that those advancing from behind would soon be able to cross unhindered into the compound. Those that didn’t pause to feast on the bodies of their own dead, that is.


    “I think we’d better get inside and lock down until this is over,” LeCleur murmured quietly as he stood surveying the surging sea of southward-flowing carnage.


    An angry Bowman was already heading for the master console. Though it held an unmistakable gruesome fascination, the migration would mean extra work for him and his partner. The perimeter fence would have to be repaired, and even with mechanical help it would take weeks to clear out and dispose of the tens of thousands of muffin corpses that filled the ravine, turning it into a moat full of meat. They would have to do all that while keeping up with their regular work schedule. He was more than a little pissed.


    Oh well, he calmed himself. Everything had gone so smoothly, Hedris had been so accommodating, from the first day they had occupied the outpost, that it would be churlish of him to gripe about one small, unforeseen difficulty. They would deal with it in the morning. Which wasn’t that far off, he noted irritably. As soon as the greater part of the migration had passed them by, or settled down to a more manageable frenzy, he and LeCleur could retire for an extended rest and leave the cleaning-up to the automatics. Surely, despite the muffins’ numbers, such furious activity could not be sustained for more than a day or two.


    His lack of concern stemmed from detailed knowledge of the station’s construction. It had been designed, and built, to handle and ride out anything from three hundred mile-an-hour winds, to temperatures down to a hundred and fifty below and the same above. The prefab duralloy walls and metallic glass ports were impervious to wind-blown grit, flying acid, ordinary laser cutters, micrometeorites up to a diameter of one inch, and solid stone avalanches. The interior was sealed against smoke, toxic gases, volcanic emissions, and flash floods of water, liquid methane, and anything else a planet could puke up.


    Moving to a port, he watched as the first wave of migrating muffins to crest the wave fence raced toward the now impervious sealed structure. Their small feet, adapted for running and darting about on the flat plains, did not allow them to climb very well, but before long sufficient dead and dying bodies had piled high enough against the north side of the outpost to reach the port. Raging, berserk little faces gazed hungrily in at him. Metamorphosed teeth gnawed and bit at the port, their frantic scratching sounds penetrating only faintly. They were unable even to scratch the high-tech transparency. He watched as dozens of muffins smothered one another in their haste to sustain their southeasterly progress, stared as tiny teeth snapped and broke off in futile attempts to penetrate the glass and get at the food within.


    Once again, LeCleur made breakfast, taking more time than usual. The sun was rising, casting its familiar benign light over a panorama of devastation and death the two team members could not have imagined at the height of the worst day during past four halcyon, pastoral months. As for the migration itself, it gave no indication of abating, or of even slowing down.


    “I don’t care how many millions of muffins there are inhabiting this part of the world.” Seated on the opposite side of the table, LeCleur betrayed an uncharacteristic nervousness no doubt abetted by his lack of sleep. “It has to slow down soon.”


    Bowman nodded absently. He ate mechanically, without his usual delight in the other man’s cooking. “It’s pitiful, watching the little critters mass asphyxiate themselves like this, and then to be reduced to feeding on each other’s corpses.” He remembered cuddling and taking the measurements of baby muffins while others looked on, curious but only mildly agitated, peeping querulously. Now that peeping had risen to a tyrannical, pestilential drone not even the outpost’s soundproofing could mute entirely.


    “It’s not pitiful to me.” Eyes swollen from lack of sleep, LeCleur scratched his right leg where he had been assaulted. “You didn’t get bit.”


    Holding his coffee, Bowman glanced to his right, in the direction of the nearest port. Instruments and the time told them the sun was up. They could not observe it directly because every port was now completely blocked by a mass of accumulated muffin cadavers.


    Still, both men were capable of surprise when the voice of the outpost announced that evening that it was switching over to canned air. Neither man had to ask why, though Bowman did so, just to confirm.


    The station was now buried beneath a growing mountain of dead muffins. Their accumulated tiny bodies had blocked every one of the shielded air intakes.


    Still, neither agent was worried. They had enough bottled air for weeks, ample food, and could recycle their waste water. In an emergency, the station was almost as self-sufficient a closed system as a starship, though quite immobile. Their only real regret was the absence of information, since the swarming bodies now obstructed all the outpost’s external sensors.


    Three days later a frustrated LeCleur suggested cracking one of the doors to see if the migration had finally run its course. Bowman was less taken with the idea.


    “What if it’s not?” he argued.


    “Then we use the emergency door close. That’ll shut it by itself. How else are we going to tell if the migration’s finally moved on and passed us by?” He gestured broadly. “Until we can get up top with some of the cleaning gear and clear off the bodies, we’re sitting blind in here.”


    “I know.” Bowman found himself succumbing to his partner’s enticing logic. Not that his own objections were vociferous. He knew they would have to try and look outside sooner or later. He just wasn’t enthusiastic about the idea. “I don’t like the thought of letting any of the little monsters get inside.”


    “Who would?” LeCleur’s expression was grim. “We’ll draw a couple of rifles from stores and be ready when the door opens, even though the only thing that might spill in are dead bodies. Remember, the live muffins are all up top, migrating southeastward. They’re traveling atop the ones who’ve been suffocated.”


    Bowman nodded. LeCleur was right, of course. They had nothing to fear from the hundreds of compressed muffins that now formed a wall enclosing the outpost. And if anything living presented itself at the open door, the automatic hinges would slam it tight at a word from either man, without them having to go near it.


    With a nod, Bowman rose from the table. After months of freely roaming the plains and rivers beyond the outpost, he was sick and tired of being cooped up in the darkened station. “Right. We’ll take it slow and careful, but we have to see what’s going on out there.”


    “Migration’s probably been over and done with for days, and we’ve been wasting our time squatting here whining about it.”


    The rifles fired needle-packed shells specifically designed to stop dangerous small animals in their tracks. The spray pattern that resulted subsequent to ignition meant that those wielding the weapons did not have to focus precisely on a target. Aiming the muzzles of the guns in the approximate direction would be sufficient to ensure the demise of any creature in the general vicinity of the shot. It was not an elegant weapon, but it was effective. Though they had been carried on field trips away form the outpost by both Bowman and LeCleur as protection against endemic carnivores both known and unknown, neither man had yet been compelled to fire one of the versatile weapons in anger. As they positioned themselves fifteen feet in from the front door, Bowman hoped they would be able to maintain that record of non-use.


    Responding to a curt nod from his partner signifying that he was in position and ready, LeCleur gave the command to open the door exactly two inches. Rifles raised, they waited to see what would materialize in response.


    Seals releasing, the door swung inward slightly. Spilling into the room came a stench of rotting, decaying flesh that the outpost’s atmospheric scrubbers promptly whirred to life to deal with. A line of solid brown showed itself between door and reinforced jamb. Half a dozen or so crushed muffin corpses tumbled into the room. Several exhibited signs of having been partially consumed.


    After a glance at his partner, LeCleur uttered a second command. Neither man had lowered the muzzle of his weapon. The door resumed opening. More tiny, smashed bodies spilled from the dike of tiny carcasses, forming a small, sad mound at its base. The stink grew worse, but not unbearably so. From floor to lintel, the doorway was blocked with dead muffins.


    Lowering his rifle, Bowman moved forward, bending to examine several of the bodies that had tumbled into the room. Some had clearly been dead longer than others. Not one so much as twitched a leg.


    “Poor little bastards. I wonder how often this migration takes place?”


    “Often enough for population control.” LeCleur was standing alongside his partner, the unused rifle now dangling from one hand. “We always wondered why the muffins didn’t overrun the whole planet. Now we know. They regulate their own numbers. Probably store up sufficient fat and energy from cannibalizing themselves during migration for enough to survive until the grasses can regenerate themselves.


    “We need to record the full cycle: duration of migration, variation by continent and specific locale, influencing variables such as weather, availability of water, and so on. This is important stuff.” He grinned. “Can you imagine trying to run a grain farm here under these conditions? I know that’s one of the operations the company had in mind for this place.”


    Bowman nodded thoughtfully. “It can be done. This is just the primary outpost. Armed with the right information, I don’t see why properly prepared colonists can’t handle something even as far ranging as this migration.”


    LeCleur agreed. That was when the wall of cadavers exploded in their faces. Or rather, its center did.


    Still sensing the presence of live food beyond the door, the muffins had dug a tunnel through their own dead to get at it. As they came pouring into the room, Bowman and LeCleur commenced firing frantically. Hundreds of tiny needles bloomed from dozens of shells as the rapid-fire rifles took their toll on the rampaging intruders. Dozens, hundreds of red-eyed, onrushing muffins perished in the storm of needles, their diminutive bodies shredded beyond recognition. A frantic LeCleur screamed the command to close the door, and the outpost did its best to comply. Unfortunately, a combination of deceased muffins and live muffins had filled the gap. Many died between the heavy-duty hingers, crushed to death, as the door swung closed. But—it did not, could not, shut all the way.


    A river of ravenous brown poured into the room, swarming over chairs and tables, knocking over equipment, snapping and biting at everything and anything within reach. Above the fermenting chaos rose a single horrific, repetitive, incessant sound.


    “PEEP PEEP PEEP PEEP…!”


    “The storeroom!” Firing as fast as he could pull the trigger, heedless of the damage to the installation stray needle-shells might be doing, Bowman retreated as fast as he could. He glanced down repeatedly. Trip here, now, and he would go down beneath a wave of teeth and tiny, stamping feet. LeCleur was right behind him.


    Stumbling into the storeroom, they shut the door manually, neither man wanting to take the time to issue the necessary command to the omnipresent outpost pickups. Besides, they didn’t know if the station voice would respond anymore. In their swarming, the muffins had already shorted out a brace of unshielded, sensitive equipment. The agents backed away from the door as dozens of tiny thudding sounds reached them from the other side. The storeroom was the most solidly built internal component of the station, but its door was not made of duralloy like the exterior walls. Would it hold up against the remorseless, concerted assault? And if so, for how long?


    Then the lights went out.


    “They’ve cut or shorted internal connectors,” Bowman commented unnecessarily. Being forced to listen to the rapid-fire pounding on the other side of the door and not being able to do anything about it was nerve-wracking enough. Having to endure it in the dark was ten times worse.


    There was food in the storeroom in the form of concentrates, and bottled water to drink. They would live, LeCleur reflected—at least until the air was cut off, or the climate control shut down.


    Bowman was contemplating similar possibilities. “How many shells you have left, Gerard?”


    The other man checked the illuminated readout on the side of the rifle that provided the only light in the sealed storeroom. “Five. “ When preparing to open the front door, neither man had, reasonably enough at the time, considered it necessary to pocket extra ammunition. “You?”


    His partner’s reply was glum. “Three. We’re not going to shoot our way out of here.”


    Trying to find some additional light in the darkness, LeCleur commented as calmly as he could manage, “The door seems to be holding.”


    “Small teeth.” Bowman was surprised to note that his voice was trembling slightly.


    “Too many teeth,” LeCleur responded. Feeling around in the darkness, he found a solid container and sat down, cradling the rifle across his legs. He discovered that he was really thirsty, and tried not to think about it. They would feel around for the food and water containers later, after the thudding against the door had stopped. Assuming it would.


    “Maybe they’ll get bored and go away,” he ventured hopefully.


    Bowman tried to find some confidence in the darkness. “Maybe instinct will overpower hunger and they’ll resume the migration. All we have to do is wait them out.”


    “Yeah.” LeCleur grunted softly. “That’s all.” After several moments of silence broken only by the steady thump-thumping against the door, he added, “Opening up was a dumb idea.”


    “No it wasn’t,” Bowman contended. “We just didn’t execute smartly. After the first minute, we assumed everything was all right and relaxed.”


    LeCleur shifted his position on his container. “It won’t be repeated, but it doesn’t matter. I don’t care what the situation: I’ll never be able to relax on this world again.”


    “I hope we’ll both have the opportunity not to.” Bowman’s fingers fidgeted against the trigger of the rifle.


    Eventually they found the water, and the food. The latter tasted awful without machine pre-prep, but the powder was filling, and nourishing. Unwilling to go to sleep and unable to stay awake, their exhausted bodies finally forced them into unconsciousness.


    LeCleur sat up sharply in the darkness, the hard length of the rifle threatening to slip off his chest until he grabbed it to keep it from falling. He listened intently for a long, long moment before whispering loudly.


    “Jamie. Jamie, wake up!”


    “Huh? Wuzzat…?” In the dim light provided by the illuminated rifle gauges, the other man bestirred himself.


    “Listen.” Licking his lips, LeCleur slid off the pile of containers on which he had been sleeping. His field shorts squeaked sharply against the smooth polyastic.


    Bowman said nothing. It was silent in the storeroom. More significantly, it was equally silent on the other side of the door. The two men huddled together, the faces barely discernible in the feeble glow of the gauge-lights.


    “What do we do now?” LeCleur kept glancing at the darkened door.


    Bowman considered the situation as purposefully as his sore back and unsatisfied belly would permit. “We can’t stay cooped up in here forever.” He hesitated. “Anyway, I’d rather go down fighting than suffocate when the air goes out or is cut off.”


    LeCleur nodded reluctantly. “Who’s first?”


    “I’ll do it.” Bowman took a deep breath, the soft wheeze of inbound air sounding abnormally loud in the darkness. “Cover me as best you can.”


    His partner nodded and raised the rifle. Positioning himself at the most efficacious angle to the door, he waited silently. In the darkness, he could hear his own heart pounding.


    Holding his own weapon tightly in his left hand, Bowman undid the seals. They clicked like the final ticks of his own internal clock counting down the remainder of his life. Light and fresher air entered the room as the door swung inward. Exhaling softly, Bowman opened it further. No miniscule brown demons flew at his face, no nipping tiny teeth assailed his ankles. Taking a deep breath, he wrenched sharply on the door and leaped back, raising the muzzle of his weapon as the badly dented barrier pivoted inward. Light from the interior of the station made him blink repeatedly.


    It was silent inside the outpost. A ridge of dead muffins two feet high was piled up against the door. None of the little horrors moved. Together, the two men emerged from the storeroom.


    Light poured down from the overheads. They still had power. The interior of the outpost was heaped high with tiny cadavers. There were dead muffins everywhere: on the dining table, in opened storage cabinets, under benches, beneath exposed supplies, and all over the kitchen area. They were crammed impossibly tight together in corners, in the living quarters, on shelves. Their flattened, furry, motionless bodies had clogged the food prep area and the toilets, filled the showers and every empty container and tube.


    Bright daylight poured through the still open front door. Scavengers, or wind, or marauding muffins had reduced the avalanche of dead muffins on the porch to the same height of two feet that had accumulated against the storeroom portal. The wasted agents could go outside, if they wished. After weeks of unending peep-peeping, the ensuing silence was loud enough to hurt Bowman’s ears.


    “It’s over.” LeCleur was brushing dead muffins off the kitchen table. “How about some tea and coffee? If I can get any of the appliances to work, that is.”


    Setting his rifle aside , Bowman slumped into a chair and dropped his head onto his crossed forearms. “I don’t give a damn what it is or if it’s ice cold. Right now my throat will take anything.”


    Nodding, LeCleur waded through dunes comprised of dead muffins and began a struggle to coax the beverage maker to life. Every so often, he would pause to shove or throw dead muffins out of his way, not caring where they landed. The awful smell was no better, but by now their stressed bodies had come to tolerate it without comment.


    A large, mobile shape came gliding through the gaping front door.


    Forgetting the beverage maker, LeCleur threw himself toward where he had left his rifle standing against a counter. Bowman reached for his own weapon, caught one leg against the chair on which he was sitting, and crashed to the floor with the chair tangled up in his legs.


    Gripping his staff, Old Malakotee paused to stare at them both. “You alive. I surprised.” His alien gaze swept the room, taking in the thousands of deceased muffins, the destruction of property, and the stench. “Very surprised. But glad.”


    “So are we.” Untangling himself from the chair, a chagrined Bowman rose to greet their visitor. “Both of those things. What are you doing back here?”


    “I know!” A wide smile broke out on the jubilant LeCleur’s face: the first smile of any kind he had shown for days. “It’s over. The migration’s over, and the Akoe have come back!”


    Old Malakotee regarded the exultant human somberly. “The migration is not over, skyman Le’leur. It still continue.” He turned to regard the uncertain Bowman. “But we like you people. I tell my tribe: we must try to help.” He gestured outside. Leaning to look, both men could see a small knot of Akoe males standing and waiting in the stinking sunshine. They looked competent, but uneasy. Their postures were alert, their gazes wary.


    “You come with us now.” The elder gestured energetically. “Not much time. Akoe help you.”


    “It’s okay.” Bowman gestured to take in their surroundings. “We’ll clear all this out. We have machines to help us. You’ll see. In a week or two everything here will be cleaned up and back to normal. Then you can visit us again, and try our food and drink as you did before, and we can talk.”


    The agent was feeling expansive. They had suffered through everything the muffin migration could throw at them, and had survived. Next time, maybe next year, the larger, better equipped team that would arrive to relieve them would be properly informed of the danger and appropriately equipped to deal with it. What he and LeCleur had experienced was just one more consequence of being the primary survey and sampling team on a new world. It came with the job.


    “Not visit!” Old Malakotee was emphatic. “You come with us now! Akoe protect you, show you how to survive migration. Go to deep caves and hide.”


    LeCleur joined in. “We don’t have to hide, Malakotee. Not anymore. Even if the migration’s not over, it’s obviously passed this place by.”


    “Juvenile migration passed.” Stepping back, Old Malakotee eyed them flatly. Outside, the younger Akoe were already clamoring to leave. “Now adults come.”


    Bowman blinked, uncertain he had heard correctly. “Adults?” He looked back at LeCleur, whose expression reflected the same bewilderment his partner was feeling. “But—the muffins.” He kicked at the half dozen quiescent bodies scattered around his feet. “These aren’t the adults?”


    “They juveniles.” Malakotee stared at him unblinkingly. His demeanor was assurance enough this was not a joke.


    “Then if every muffin we’ve been seeing these past seven months has been a juvenile or an infant…” LeCleur was licking his lips nervously. “Where are the adults?”


    The native tapped the floor with the butt of his staff. “In ground. Hibernating.” Bowman struggled to get the meaning of the alien words right. “Growing. Once a year, come out.”


    The agent swallowed. “They come out—and then what?”


    Old Malakotee’s alien gaze met that of the human. “Migrate.” Raising a multi-fingered hand, he pointed. To the southeast. “That way.”


    “No wonder.” LeCleur was murmuring softly. “No wonder the juvenile muffins flee in such a frenzy. We’ve already seen that the species is cannibalistic. If the juveniles eat one another, then the adults….” His voice trailed off.


    “I take it,” Bowman inquired of the native, surprised at how calm his voice had become, “that the adults are a little bigger than the juveniles?”


    Old Malakotee made the Akoe gesture signifying concurrence. “Much bigger. Also hungrier. Been in ground long, long time. Very hungry when come out.” He started toward the doorway. “Must go quickly now. You come—or stay.”


    Weak from fatigue, Bowman turned to consider the interior of the outpost; the ruined instrumentation, the devastated equipment, the masses of dead muffins. Juvenile muffins, he reminded himself. He contemplated the havoc they had wrought. What would the adults be like? Bigger, Old Malakotee had told them. Bigger, and hungrier. But not, he told himself, necessarily cuter.


    Outside, the little band of intrepid Akoe was already moving off, heading at a steady lope for the muffin-bridged ravine, their tails switching rhythmically behind them. Standing at the door, Bowman and LeCleur watched them go. What would the temperature in the deep caves to the north be like? How long could they survive on Akoe food? Could they even keep up with the well-conditioned, fast-moving aliens, who were in their element running for days on end over the grassy plains? The two men exchanged a glance. At least they had a choice. Didn’t they? Well, didn’t they?


    Beneath their feet, something moved. The ground quivered, ever so slightly.


    * * * *
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    MADONNA OF THE MAQUILADORA, by Gregory Frost


    First published in Asimov’s Science Fiction, May 2002


    You first hear of Gabriel Perea and the Virgin while covering the latest fire at the Chevron refinery in El Paso. The blaze is under control, the water cannon hoses still shooting white arches into the scorched sky.


    You’ve collected some decent shots, but you would still like to capture something unique even though you know most of it won’t get used. The Herald needs only one all-inclusive shot of this fire, and you got that hours ago. The rest is out of love. You like to think there’s a piece of W. Eugene Smith in you, an aperture in your soul always seeking the perfect image.


    The two firemen leaning against one of the trucks is a good natural composition. Their plastic clothes are grease-smeared; their faces, with the hoods off, are pristine. Both the men are Hispanic, but the soot all around them makes them seem pallid and angelic and strange. And both of them are smoking. It’s really too good to ignore. You set up the shot without them knowing, without seeming to pay them much attention, and that’s when you catch the snippet of their conversation.


    “I’m telling you, cholo, the Virgin told Perea this explosion would happen. Mrs. Delgado knew all about it.”


    “She tells him everything. She’s telling us all. The time is coming, I think.”


    Click. “What time is that?” you ask, capping the camera.


    The two men stare at you a moment. You spoke in Spanish—part of the reason the paper hired you. Just by your inflection, though, they know you’re not a native. You may understand all right, but you are an outsider.


    The closest fireman smiles. His teeth are perfect, whiter than the white bar of the Chevron insignia beside him. Mexicans have good tooth genes, you think. His smile is his answer: He’s not going to say more.


    “All right, then. Who’s Gabriel Perea?”


    “Oh, he’s a prophet. The prophet, man.”


    “A seer.”


    “He knows things. The Virgin tells him.”


    “The Virgin Mary?” Your disbelief is all too plain.


    The first fireman nods and flicks away his cigarette butt, the gesture transforming into a cross—“Bless me, father…”


    “Does he work for Chevron?”


    The firemen look at each other and laugh. “You kidding, man? They’d never hire him, even if he made it across the Rio Bravo with a green card between his teeth.”


    Rio Bravo is what they call the Rio Grande. You turn and look, out past the refinery towers, past the scrub and sand and the Whataburger stand, out across the river banks to the brown speckled bluffs, the shapes that glitter and ripple like a mirage in the distance.


    Juarez.


    “He’s over there?”


    “Un esclavo de la maquiladora.”


    A factory slave. Already you’re imagining the photo essay. “The Man Who Speaks to the Virgin,” imagining it in The Smithsonian, The National Geographic. An essay on Juarez, hell on earth, and smack in the middle of hell, the Virgin Mary and her disciple. It assembles as if it’s been waiting for you to find it.


    “How about,” you say, “I buy you guys a few beers when you’re finished and you tell me more about him.”


    The second guy stands up, grinning. “Hey, we’re finished now, amigo.”


    “Yeah, that fire’s drowning. Nothing gonna blow today. The Virgin said so.”


    You follow them, then, with a sky black and roiling on all sides like a Biblical plague settling in for a prolonged stay.


    * * * *


    You don’t believe in her. You haven’t since long ago, decades, childhood. Lapsed Catholics adopt the faith of opposition. The Church lied to you all the time you were growing up. Manipulated your fears and guilts. You don’t plan to forgive them for this. The ones who stay believers are the ones who didn’t ask questions, who accepted the rules, the restrictions, on faith. Faith, you contend, is all about not asking the most important questions. Most people don’t think; most people follow in their hymnals. It takes no more than a fingernail to scrape the gilt from the statues and see the rot below. Virgin Mary didn’t exist for hundreds of years after the death of Jesus. She was fashioned by an edict, by a not very bright emperor. She had a cult following and they gained influence and the ear of Constantine. It was all politics. Quid pro quo. Bullshit. This is not what you tell the firemen, but it does make the Virgin the perfect queen for Juarez: that place is all politics and bullshit, too. Reality wrapped in a shroud of the fantastic and the grotesque. Just like the Church itself.


    You went across the first time two years ago, right after arriving. The managing editor, a burly, bearded radical in a sportcoat and tie named Joe Baum took you in. He knew how you felt about the power of photography, and after all you’re the deputy art director. One afternoon he just walked over to your desk and said, “Come on, we’re gonna take the afternoon, go visit some people you need to see.” You didn’t understand until later that he was talking about the ones on film. Most of them were dead.


    Baum covered El Paso cultural events, which meant he mingled with managers and owners of the maquiladoras. “We’ll have to get you into the loop. Always need pictures of the overlords in their tuxes to biff up the society pages.” He didn’t like them too much.


    In his green Ford you crossed over on the Puente Libre, all concrete and barbed wire. He talked the whole time he drove. “What you’re gonna see here is George Bush’s New World Order, and don’t kid yourself that it isn’t. Probably you won’t want to see it. Hell, I don’t want to see it, and America doesn’t want to see it with a vengeance.”


    He took you to the apartment of a man named Jaime Pollamano. Baum calls him the Chicken Man. Mustache, dark hair, tattoos. A face like a young Charles Bronson. Chicken Man is a street photographer. “We buy some of his photos, and we buy some from the others.” There were six or seven in the little apartment that day, one of them, unexpectedly, a woman. The windows were covered, and an old sheet had been stuck up on the wall. They’d been expecting you. Baum had arranged in advance for your edification. “What you’re gonna see today,” he promised, “is the photos we don’t buy.”


    The slide show began. Pictures splashed across the sheet on the wall.


    First there were the female corpses, all in various states of decay and decomposition. Most were nude, but they weren’t really bodies as much as sculptures now in leather and wood. The photographers had made them strange and haunting and terrifying, all at the same time. In the projector light you can see their eyes—squinting, hard, glancing down, here and there a look of pride, something almost feral. The woman is different. She stares straight at death.


    “Teenage girls,” Baum told you while the images kept coming. “They get up at like 4 a.m. to walk for miles to catch a bus to take them to a factory by six. They live in colonias, little squatter villages made of pallet wood and trash. Most of these girls here were kidnapped on the way to work. Tortured, raped, murdered. Nobody goes looking for them much. Employee turnover in the maquiladoras is between fifty and a hundred and fifty percent annually, so they’re viewed as just another runaway chica who has to be replaced. The pandillas, the local gangs, get them, or federales on patrol, or even the occasional serial murderer. Who knows who? No one’s looking for her anyway, save maybe her family.”


    All you could think to say was, “They’ve lost their breadwinner.”


    Baum snorted. “That’s right. She worked a forty-eight hour week, six days, for about twenty-five dollars.”


    “A day?”


    “A week. Per day they make about four dollars and fifty cents. Not just these girls, you understand. All of ’em. All the workers.”


    You tried to work that out, how they live on so little money. Finally you suggested, “The cost of living here is cheaper?” The handsome woman photographer’s eyes shifted to you, cold with disgust.


    The pictures never stopped coming. You finally passed the gauntlet of dead women. Now it was a man dangling like a piñata from a power line. He’d been electrocuted while trying to run a line from a transformer to his home. Then other dead men. Some dying in the street with people all around them. Others dead like the women, executed, tortured, burned alive. You tried to look elsewhere as the images just kept slamming the wall. How many deaths could there be? Baum suddenly said, “Let me put the cost of living thing in perspective for you. You’re seventeen, you live in El Paso, you work six days a week all day and you buy your groceries and pay your bills on your thirty-five dollar paycheck. That’s adjusted gross to compensate for the differences in cost on our side of the river.


    “On this side along the river there are over three hundred factories. Big names you know: RCA, Motorola, Westinghouse, GE. We use their products, we all do. They employ almost 200,000 workers, mostly female, living crammed into the colonias, altogether about two million people. That’s eighty percent unemployment, by the way.”


    Between the images and the facts, you’re lost and grasping for some sort of reality. This is what a series of smiling presidents promised the world? Even as you flounder, the photos change course. A severed arm dangles from the big face of Mickey Mouse, both nailed to a wall; a clown head tops a barbed wire fence post, with laundry drying on the wire; a six-year-old holds a Coca-Cola can, only the straw’s going up his nose, and you can tell by his slack face that whatever’s in that can is fucking him up severely. The power of these images is in their simplicity: This isn’t art, it just is. All you could do was repeat the mantra that this is what art is supposed to do—shake you up, make you think differently. Make you sweat. Doing its job. God, yes.


    Afterwards Baum introduced you to the photographers but the room stayed dark. You walked through the line, shaking hands, nodding, dazed. One man was drunk. Another, the feral one, had the jittery sheen of an addict. The woman hung back. Reality after that onslaught barely touched you.


    Baum bought some of the pictures in spite of what he’d told you, paying far too much for them. Maybe he collected them—you were sure they weren’t going to get into the paper. You know what the paper will print. He walked you out, across the street, past his car and through the Plaza de Armas, the main square. It was a Friday night and there must have been a thousand people milling about. The ghosts of all those photos tagged along, bleeding into the world. The cathedral across the plaza was lit in neon reds, greens and golds, looking more like a casino than a church. Everywhere, people were selling something. Most of it was trash collected and reassembled into trinkets, earrings, belts, whatever their skill allowed. There were clowns on stilts wandering around. A man selling flavored ice chips. Baum bought two. Others sold tortillas, drugs, themselves. All of it smelled desperate. A lot of the crowd, Baum told you as you drove home after, were actually Americans. “They come across the border on Friday nights for a little action. The factory girls sell themselves for whatever extra dollars they can get from the party boys.”


    You remember at some point in the drive asking him why the workers don’t unionize, and provoking the biggest laugh of all. “No union organizer would have a job by day’s end, is why. Some of them don’t make it home alive, either, although you can’t tie anything to the corporations that fire them. Just as likely they pissed off their co-workers by threatening the status quo. It’s happened before—whole shifts have been fired, everyone blamed for the actions of one or two. When you’re an ant, it doesn’t take a very big rock to squash you. My, what a glorious testament to American greed—and we’ve even kept it from crossing the border, too. So far.”


    * * * *


    That conversation comes back to you now, driving away from your drinks with the firemen. Gabriel Perea was an activist. In Baum’s terms, he was a dangerous man to himself and anyone who knew him. The Virgin turned him, saved him. She’s protecting him for something important. The firemen expect something between Armageddon and Rapture. Transcendence. All you know is that you want to get there before the Kingdom of Heaven opens for business.


    * * * *


    “Pura guasa,” Baum says when you tell him what you want to do. “Just a lot of superstitious chatter. Nonsense. I’ve heard about this guy before. He’s like an urban legend over there. They need for him to exist, just like her.”


    Nevertheless, you say, it’s a great story—the kind of thing that could garner attention. Awards. The human spirit finding the means to survive in the maquiladora even if that means is a fantasy. Baum concedes it could be terrific.


    “If there’s anything to it.”


    There’s only one way to find that out. In c. de Juarez, all roads lead to the Chicken Man.


    * * * *


    On the outside of his apartment someone has sprayed the words “Dios Está Aquí.” Chicken Man has moved three times since you first met him. Most of the street photographers move routinely, just to stay alive, to stay ahead of the narcotraficante, or the cops or anyone else they’ve pissed off with their pictures. Of the six you met that first day, only five are still living. Now Pollamano’s holed up just off the Pasea Triunfa de la Republica. And holed up is the right term. The cinder block building has chicken wire over the windows and black plastic trash bags on the inside of them. You knock once and slide your business card under the door.


    After awhile the door opens slightly and you go in. It’s hot inside, and the air smells like chemicals, like fixer and developer. The only light on is a single red bulb. Chicken Man wears a Los Lobos tank top, shorts and sandals. He’s been breathing this air forever. He should have mutated by now. “¿Quiubo, Deputy?” Deputy is the street photographers’ name for you. Titles are better than names here anyway. They call Joe Baum “La Bamba.”


    He invites you to sit. You tell him what the firemen told you. What you want to do with it.


    “El Hombre de la Madona. I know the stories. A lot of ’em circulating round.”


    “So, what’s the truth? He isn’t real? Doesn’t see her?”


    “Oh, he’s real. And he maybe sees her.” He crosses to the shelves made of cinder blocks and boards, rummages around in one of thirty or so cardboard boxes, returns with a 4x5 print. In the red light, it’s difficult to see. Chicken Man turns on a maglight and hands it to you.


    You’re looking at a man in dark coveralls. He’s standing at a crazy, Elvis Presley kind of angle, feet splayed and legs twisted. His hands are up in front of him, the fingers curled. There are big protective goggles over his eyes. He has a long square jaw and a mustache. Behind him other figures in goggles and coveralls stand, out of focus. They’re co-workers and this is inside a factory someplace. Fluorescent lights overhead are just greenish smears. The expression on his face is fierce—wide-eyed, damn near cross-eyed.


    “He was seein’ her right then,” says the Chicken Man.


    “You took this?”


    “Me? I don’t set foot in the maquilas. Factory owners don’t like us, don’t want us taking pictures in there. Some of the young ones get in for a day, shoot and get out. I’m too old to try that kind of crap.”


    “Who, then?”


    “Doncella loca.”


    He holds out his hand, takes the photo back. When he hands it back, there’s writing on it in grease pencil. A name, Margarita Espinada, and the words “Colonia Universidad.” He describes how to drive there. “You met her,” he says, “the very first time La Bamba brought you over. She lives in her car mostly. Auto loco. I let her use my chemicals when she needs to. And the sink. She’s shooting the Tarahumara kids now. Indians. They don’t trust nobody, but they trust her. Same with the maquilas. Most of the workers are women. She gets in where I can’t. She’s kinda like you, Deputy. Only smart.” He grins.


    You grin back and hand him a twenty and three rolls of film. He slides the money into his pocket but kisses the plastic canisters. “Gracias, amigo.”


    * * * *


    Colonia Universidad is easy to find because half of it has just burned to the ground and the remains are still smoking. Blackened oil drums, charcoal that had defined shacks the day before, naked bed springs and a few bicycle frames twisted into Salvador Dali forms. Margarita Espinada is easy to find, too. She wears a camera around her neck, and black jeans, boots, and a blue work shirt. The jeans are dirty, the shirt stained dark under the arms and down the back. Her black hair is short. The other women around her are wearing dresses and have long hair, and scarves on their heads. At a quick glance you might mistake her for a man.


    They’re all watching you before the car even stops. When you stride toward them, the women all back up, spread apart, move away. Margarita stands her ground. She raises her camera and takes your picture, as though in an act of defiance. From a distance she looks to be about twenty, but up close you can see the lines around the eyes and mouth. More like early thirties. Lean. There’s a thin scar across the bridge of her nose and one cheek.


    If she remembers you from the Chicken Man’s, there’s no sign of it in her eyes. You hand her the photo. She looks at it, at her name on the back, then wipes it down her thigh. “You want a drink, Deputy?” There’s the tiniest suggestion of amusement in the question.


    “I’m not really a deputy, you know. It’s just a nickname.”


    “Hey, at least they don’t call you pendejo.”


    “I don’t know that they don’t.”


    She laughs, and for a moment that resolute, defiant face becomes just beautiful.


    The shack she takes you to is barely outside the fire line. The frame is held together by nails driven through bottle caps. The walls are cut up shipping cartons for Three Musketeers candy bars. No floor, only dirt. There’s an old, rust-stained mattress and a couple of beat-up suitcases. She comes up with a bottle of tequila from God knows where, apologizes for the lack of ice and glasses. Then she takes a long swig from the mouth of the bottle. Her eyes are watering as she passes it to you. You smell her then, the odor of a woman mixed in with the smoke smell, sweat and flesh and dirt. You almost want to ask her why she does this, lives this way, but you haven’t any right. Instead you say his name as a question.


    She lays down the photo. “Gabriel Perea is real, he exists. He’s what they call an assembler, on a production line. The maquila is about twenty miles from here. The story of him grows as it travels. All around.”


    You recite the firemen’s version: great prophet, seer who will lead them into the kingdom of Heaven.


    “Pura guasa,” is her answer. Pure foolishness—exactly what Baum said.


    “But the picture. He is seeing the Virgin?”


    She shrugs. “Yes, I know. From your eyes—how could I take the picture and not say it’s true?” She pushes her thumb against the image, covering the face. “This says it’s real. Not true. I know that he tells everyone what the Virgin wants them to know.”


    “And what’s that?”


    “To be patient. To wait. To endure their hardships. To remember that they will all find Grace in Heaven more beautiful than anything they can imagine.”


    “That wouldn’t take much of a heaven. Has anyone else seen her?”


    “No one in the factory now.”


    “But someone else?”


    Again, she shrugs. “Maybe. There are stories. Someone saw her in a bathroom. In a mirror. There are always stories once it starts. People who don’t want to be left out, who need to hear from her. That can be a lot of people.


    “In Colonia El Mirador, a Sacred Heart shrine begins to bleed. It’s a cheap little cardboard picture, and they say it bleeds, so I go and take its picture.”


    “Does it? Does it bleed?”


    “I look in the picture I take, at how this piece of cardboard is nailed up, and I think, ah, the nailhead has rusted, the rust has run down the picture. That’s all. But I don’t say so.”


    “So, you lied to them, the people who made the claims about it?”


    She snatches back the bottle. Her nostrils are flared in defiance, anger; but she laughs at your judgment, dismissing it. “I take the picture and it says what is what. If you don’t see, then what good is there in telling you how to see?”


    The anger, contained, burns off her like radiation. You flip open your Minox and take her picture. She stares at you in the aftermath of the flash, as if in disbelief.


    Breaking the tension, you ask, “Is he crazy?”


    She squats down in the dirt, her back pressed against the far wall, takes off the camera and sets it on the mattress. “Listen, I got a job in a factory because I heard there was a dangerous man there. A Zapatista brother, someone of the Reality. He had workers stirred up.


    “And I thought, I want to be there when they have him killed. I want to document it. The bosses there will pay workers to turn in their co-workers. Pay them more money than they can earn in a month, so it’s for sure someone will turn him in. But this Perea, he sought out those people and he convinced them not to do this. He offered hope. ‘The Dream we can all dream, so that when we awaken it will remain with us.’ That’s what he promised. When I learned that, then I knew I had to photograph him. And his murder.”


    “Except the Virgin showed up.”


    She grins. “I hadn’t even gotten my first exciting twenty dollar paycheck. The rumor circulated that he was going to confront the managers. Everyone was breathing this air of excitement. And I have my camera, I’m ready. Only all of a sudden, right on the factory floor, Gabriel Perea has a vision. He points and he cries, “Oh, Mother of God! See her? Can you see her? Can you hear her, good people?” Of course we can’t. No one can. They try, they look all around, but you know they don’t see. He has to tell it. She says, ‘Wait.’ She says, ‘There will be a sign.’ She’ll come again and talk to us.”


    “Did she? Did she come back?”


    “About once every week. She came in and spoke to him when he was working. People started crowding around him, waiting for the moment. It’s always when he doesn’t expect. Pretty soon there are people clustering outside the factory and following Gabriel Perea home. The managers in their glass booths just watch and watch.”


    “They didn’t try to stop it?”


    “No. And no one got into trouble for leaving their position, or for trespassing. Trying to see him. To hear his message. And I begin to think, these men are at least afraid of God. There is something greater and more powerful than these Norte Americanos.”


    “Yet you don’t believe it?”


    In answer, she gets up and takes the larger suitcase and throws it open on the mattress. Inside are photos, some in sleeves, some loose, some in folders. You see a color shot of a mural of a Mayan head surrounded by temples, photos of women like those you scared off outside, one of a man lying peacefully sleeping on a mattress in a shack like this one. She glances at it and says, “He’s dead. His heater malfunctioned and carbon monoxide killed him. Or maybe he did it on purpose.”


    She pulls out a manila folder and opens it. There’s a picture of an assembly line—a dozen women in hairnets and surgical gowns and rubber gloves, seated along an assembly line.


    “What’s this place make?”


    “Motion controller systems.” You stare at a photo sticking out from the pack, of Gabriel Perea head-on, preaching, in that twisted martial arts pose of his. This time she has crouched behind equipment to get this shot, but in the background you can see the managers all gathered. Most of them are grainy shadows, but the three faces that are visible are clearly not frightened of what’s happening here.


    “They look almost bored.”


    She nods.


    “You think he’s a fake. Comes in as an agitator to catch workers who’d be inclined to organize, and then he catches them in a big net, a phony appearance by the Virgin Mary, promising them a wonderful afterlife if they just grind themselves down like good little girls and boys in this one.”


    She glances at you oddly, then says, “Maybe they don’t call you names, Deputy.”


    You meet her eyes, smile, thinking that you’d be willing to fall in love with this other photographer; but the idea fades almost as fast as it arrives. She lives with nothing and takes all the risks while you have everything and take no risks at all. Her dreams are all of her people. Yours are of awards and recognition.


    She offers you the bottle again and you drink and wheeze and wonder why it is you can’t have both dreams. Why yours seems petty and cheap. You don’t believe in the Virgin, either. The two of you should be able to support each other. Ignoring the delusions of a few people over their rusting shrine is a far cry from ignoring this kind of scam.


    She agrees to get you an interview with Gabriel Perea. It will take some days. He is a very reluctant holy man, more shy than the Tarahumara.


    “Come back in three days.” To this colonia, to this shack, to wait for her. All right, you think, that’s good. It gives you time to get information.


    You give her five film canisters and she kisses you on the cheek for it. You can feel her lips all the way home.


    * * * *


    When you tell Baum what you’ve found, he sends you down to see Andy Jardin. Andy’s a walking encyclopedia of corporate factology—if it’s listed on the DJI, Nasdaq or the S&P 500, he’s got a profile in his computer if not in his head.


    He barely acknowledges you when you show up. The two of you had one conversation on the day you were hired—Baum introduced you. Andy said, “Hey.” You take pictures, he babbles in stocks—two languages that don’t recognize each other without a translator. He has carrot-colored hair that might have been in dreadlocks the last time it was mowed, and wears black plastic frame glasses through which he peers myopically at his computer screen.


    You clear your throat, ask him if he knows of the company. Immediately you get his undivided attention. He reels off everything—no one has ever accused this kid of trying to hold back.


    They manufacture control systems, have government contracts, probably fall into someone’s black budget, like most of the military manufacturers. Their stock is hot, a good investment, sound and steady. They don’t actually manufacture anything in the maquiladora, which is a common story. They just assemble parts, which are shipped up to Iowa, where the company’s based. That’s where the controllers are made. He says they’re developing what are called genetic algorithms. When you look blank, he happily sketches in the details: genetic algorithms are the basis for lots of artificial intelligence research. Of course, he adds, there is no such thing currently as AI—not in the evil, computer mind bent on world domination sense. It’s all about learning circuits, routines that adjust when conditions change, that can refine themselves based on past experience. Not brains, not thinking—a kind of mathematical awareness.


    Before you leave, he invites you to buy some of their stock. This is a really good time for them, he says.


    Later on, Baum tells you that Andy’s never invested a cent in his life, he just loves to watch, the ultimate investment voyeur. “And you can expect to get every article that even mentions your company from now on. He’ll probably forward you their S&P daily, too.


    “You’re into something here?” he asks, as if that’s the last thing that concerned him. The real question he’s asking is “How long is this going to take?”


    All you can do is shrug and say, “I really don’t know. This woman—this photographer—she has a notion he’s a ringer, someone the company threw in to manipulate the workers, keep them docile. I want to interview him, take his picture, get inside the factory and get some pictures there, too. You know, get what I can before they know that I’m looking at him specifically.”


    “Is it a Catholic thing—I mean, your interest?”


    “It’s not about me.”


    Whether or not he believes you, he doesn’t say.


    As you’re leaving he adds, “You’ve seen enough to know that weird and bizarre are the norms over there, right?” Again, he’s not saying it outright. Beneath his camaraderie lies the real edginess: He’s worried about you and this story—how you fit together.


    “I won’t forget. Hecho in Mexico is Hecho in Hell.”


    Baum laughs. It’s his saying, after all.


    * * * *


    Perea speaks so quietly and so fast that you can’t catch half of it. He sits in the corner away from the lantern, on the ground. He bows his head when he speaks as if he’s ashamed to admit what’s happening to him. This is not, to your thinking, the behavior of a man who is playing a role. Still, how could anyone be certain? You take pictures of him bathed in lantern light, looking like a medieval pilgrim who has made his journey, found his God.


    Margarita kneels beside you, leaning forward to hear clearly, translating his murmured Spanish. “‘I don’t know why the Virgin picked me. I’m just a Chamula.’ That’s an Indian from Chiapas, Deputy,” she explains. ‘I believe that things need to change. People need their dignity as much as their income. I thought I could do this on my own—change things in this factory, I mean. The other workers would trust me and together we would break the cycle in which the neoliberals keep us.’”


    “What does she look like?”


    “‘She has blue robes, a cloth over her head. I can sort of see through her, too. And her voice, it fills my head like a bell ringing. But it’s soft, like she’s whispering to me. No one else sees her. No one else hears her.’” He looks up at you, his eyes pleading for understanding. “‘She stopped me from doing a terrible thing. If we had protested as I planned, many people would have been killed. They would bring in the federales and the federales would beat us. There would be people waiting for us when we got home—people the federales won’t see. Some of us would have been tortured and killed. It might have been me. But I was willing to take that risk, to make this change.’”


    “She stopped you.”


    He nods. “‘Someone said my very first day that the factory is built on a sacred place. In the San Cristóbals we have these places. Maybe she heard our fear. There is a shrine nearby there where a picture of Jesus weeps. And another with tears of blood.’” Margarita glances sharply at you as she repeats this. You nod.


    “‘She tells us to live. To endure what life gives us, no matter how hard. She knew what was in my heart. She said that the greatest dignity could be found in the grace of god. To us finally the kingdom will be opened for all we suffer. It will be closed to those who oppress us.’” He is seeing her again as he speaks, his eyes looking at a memory instead of at you.


    Afterwards, you ride in your car alone—Margarita insists on driving her own, an old Chevy Impala that rumbles without a muffler. She won’t ride with anyone; it’s one of those things about her that makes it clear she’s crazy. Your tape recorder plays, Margarita’s translation fills the night.


    Perea’s telling the truth so far as he knows it. In a moment of extreme danger, the Virgin appeared. That’s happened before—in fact, she usually manifests where the climate’s explosive, people are strained, fragmented, minds desperate for escape. It’s religion to some, mental meltdown to you. So why do you resist even that explanation now? “A Catholic thing?” Baum asked. That’s not it, though. You recollect something you once heard Carl Sagan say in an interview: Extraordinary events require extraordinary proof. “So, Carl,” you ask the dark interior, “how do you pull proof out of a funhouse mirror?”


    * * * *


    By the time Margarita returns, you know what you’re going to do. You tell her to see what she thinks. She sits back on the mattress. You can hear her pulling off her boots. “You might get away with it,” she answers, and there’s anger in her voice. “If they don’t pay too much attention to your very Castilian Español. You still talk like a gringo. And you still think like one, too. You listen to what he says, and you see it all in black and white, Norte Americano versus us. La Bamba’s the same way. You guys see what most of your people won’t, but you see it with old eyes.”


    “How are we—I don’t understand. The Zapatistas you mean? What— ?”


    She makes a noise to dismiss you, and there’s the sound of the bottle being opened. Not sharing. Then suddenly she’s talking, close enough now you can almost feel the heat of her breath.


    “It’s not north against south anymore, rich whites against poor Mexicans. That’s only a thing, a speck. It’s the whole world, Deputy. The maquiladora is the whole world now. Japan is here, Korea is here, anyone who wants to make things without being watched, without having to answer to anyone, without having to pay fairly. They’re here and everywhere else, too. Ya, basta! You understand? Enough! It’s not about NAFTA, about whose treaty promises what. Whoever’s treaty, it will be just the same. Here right now in Mexico the drug dealers invest, buy factories, take their money and grind their own people to make more money, clean money. Clean! And it’s no different here than anywhere else, it’s even, dios mio, better here than some places. It’s a new century and the countries bleed together, and the only borders, the only fences, are all made of bodies. All the pictures you’ve seen, but if you don’t see this in all of them, then you’re seeing nothing!”


    Clearly it’s time to leave. “I’m sorry,” is all you can think to say, and you turn to go. And suddenly she’s blocking your way. Her hands close on your arms. For all your fantasies you didn’t see this coming. Here in a shack with a cardboard door is not where you’d have chosen. Only this isn’t your choice, it’s entirely hers. Anybody could come by, but no one does. She works your clothes off, at the same time tugging at her own in hasty, angry, near-violent action. Sex out of anger. You keep thinking, she’s as crazy as they said she was, she’s furious with you for your stupidity, how can she possibly want to fuck you, too? For all of which, you don’t fight, of course you don’t, it’s your fantasy however unexpected and inexplicable


    You fall asleep with your arms around her, her breasts warm against you, almost unsure that any of it happened.


    * * * *


    The Virgin only visits Perea in the factory. That’s where you get a job. Driving a fork lift. It’s something you used to do, so at least you don’t look like an idiot even if they’re suspicious of your accent. If they are, they say nothing. They’re hiring—from what Baum said, they’re always hiring.


    You get assigned a small locker. In it are your work things—coveralls and safety glasses. There are signs up in every room in bright red Spanish: “Protective Gear Must Be Worn At All Times!” and “Wear Your Goggle. Protect Your Eyes.” Your guide points to one of these and says, “Don’t think they’re kidding. They’ll fire you on the spot if they catch you not wearing the correct apparel.”


    The lift is articulated. It can take you almost to the ceiling with a full pallet. It has control buttons for your left hand like those found on computer game devices. Working it is actually a pleasure at first.


    The day is long and dull. Breaks are almost non-existent. One in the morning, one in the afternoon, both about as long as it takes to smoke a cigarette. The other workers ask where you’re from, how you got here. Margarita helped you work out a semi-plausible story about being fired from dock work in Veracruz when you got caught drunk. At least you’ve been to Veracruz. A few people laugh at the story and commiserate. Drunk, yeah. Nobody pries—there’s hardly time for questions, even over lunch, which is the only place you get to take off the safety glasses and relax—but you see suspicion in a few eyes. You can tell any story you want, but you can’t hide the way you tell it. Your voice isn’t from Veracruz. Nevertheless, no one challenges you. Maybe they think you’re a company ringer, a spy. That would give them good reason to steer clear of you. Whatever you are, they don’t want trouble—that’s what Baum said. This job is all they’ve got. And at week’s end, just like them, you’ll collect your $22.50, too.


    * * * *


    The second day you’re there, the Virgin appears to Gabriel Perea.


    You’re unloading a shipment of circuit boards and components off the back of a semi, when suddenly you find yourself all alone. It’s too strange. You climb down and wander out of the loading bay and into the warehouse itself. Everyone’s gathered there. A circle of hundreds. Right in the middle Perea stands at that crazy angle like a man with displaced hips. His hands are out, palms wide, and he’s repeating her words for everyone: “She loves us all. We are all her children. We are all of us saved and our children are saved. Our blood is His blood!” The atmosphere practically crackles. Every eye is riveted to him. You move around the outside perimeter, looking for the masters. There are two up on a catwalk. One looks at you as if you’re a bigger spectacle than Perea. You turn away quickly and stare like the others are doing, trying to make like you were looking for a better view of the event. From somewhere in the crowd comes the clicking of a shutter. Someone is taking shots. You could take out your tiny Minox now and shoot a couple yourself, but there’s nothing to see that Margarita didn’t capture already. Nothing worth drawing any more attention to yourself. Nada que ver, the words echo in your head.


    For a long time you stare at him. “The niño loves us all. His is the pure love of a child. Care for Him, for it’s all He asks of you.” People murmur, “Amen,” and “Yes.”


    Eventually you chance another look at the two on the catwalk. One of them seems to be talking, but not to the other. You think: He’s either schizophrenic or he’s got a microphone.


    In a matter of minutes the spectacle is over. She had nothing remarkable to say; she was just dropping in to remind everyone of her love for them and theirs for her. Now she won’t come again for days, another week.


    Except for the first two nights you eat alone in the shack. Margarita is somewhere else, living out of her car, photographing things, capturing moments. How does she do this? How does she live forever on the edge, capturing death, surrounded, drenched in it? How can anybody live this way? It’s hopeless. The end of the world.


    You lay alone in the shack, as cold at night as you are scalding in the afternoon when you walk down the dirt path from the bus drop. You’d like to fall into a swimming pool and just float. The closest you can come is communal rain barrels outside—which were once chemical barrels and God knows whether there’s benzene or something worse floating in them, death in the water. Little kids are splashing it over themselves, drinking from it. Watching makes you yearn for a cold drink but you wouldn’t dare. Margarita’s friends there cook you dinner on their makeshift stoves, for which you gladly pay. By week’s end, they’ve made more from the dinners than you’ll take home from the factory.


    Friday you drive home for the weekend, exhausted.


    You flop down on your bed, so tired that your eyes ache. All you can think about is Margarita. Gabriel Perea’s Virgin has melted into a mad photographer who is using you for sex. That’s how it feels, that’s how it is, too. A part of her clings to you, drowns with you in that dark and dirty shack, at the same time as she dismisses your simplistic comprehension of the complexities of life where she lives. A week now and you’ve begun maybe to understand it better—at least, you’ve begun taking pictures around the colonia—it’s as though she’s given you permission to participate. It would be hard not to find strange images: the dead ground outside a shack where someone has stuck one little, pathetic plant in a coffee can; another plywood shack with a sign dangling beside the door proclaiming “Siempre Coke!” The factory, too. A couple of rolls of film so far, as surreptitiously as possible. The machinery is too interesting not to photograph, even though you feel somehow complicitous in making it seem beautiful and exotic. Even in ugliness and cruelty, there is beauty. Even in the words of an apparition there are lies and deceit. You finally drift off on the thought that the reason you despise the Virgin is that she sells accommodation. It’s always been her message and it’s the message of the elite, the rich, a recommendation that no one who actually endures the misery would make.


    The phone wakes you at noon. Baum has an invitation to a reception for a Republican Senator on the stump. “All our best people will be there. I could use a good photographer and you can use the contacts.”


    “Sure,” you say.


    “You’ll need a tux.”


    “Got one.”


    “You’ll need a shower, too.”


    How he figured that out over the phone, you can’t imagine; but he’s right, you do smell bad, and it’s only been a week. When you get up, your whole body seems to be knitted of broken joints. It’s a test of will to stand up to the spray. Being pummeled by water feels like the Rapture, pleasure meeting pain.


    * * * *


    It’s an outdoor patio party with three Weber Platinum grills big enough to feed the Dallas Cowboys, half a dozen chefs and one waiter for every three people. Everybody wants to have their picture taken with the Senator, who is wearing tan makeup to cover the fact that he looks like he’s been stumping for two weeks without sleep, much less sunlight, and you’re glad it’s not your job to make him look good.


    As it is, you end up taking dozens of pictures anyway. Baum calls most of the shots, who he wants with the Senator, whose faces will grace the paper in the morning. He introduces you to too many people for you to keep track of them—all the corporate executives and spouses have turned out for this gala event. When he introduces you to the head of the Texas Republican Party, just the way he says it makes it sound as if you are beholding a specifically Texan variety of Republican. For a week you’ve been living in a shack with dirt floors among people who cook their food on stoves made from bricks and flat hunks of iron, and here you are in a bow tie and cummerbund, hobnobbing with the richest stratum of society in El Paso and munching on shrimp bigger than your thumb, a spread that would feed an entire colonia for days. It’s not just the disparity, it’s the displacement, the fragmentation of reality into razor-edged jigsaw puzzle pieces.


    And then Baum hauls you before a thin, balding man wearing glasses too small for his face, the kind that have no frames, just pins to hold the earpieces on. “This is Stuart Coopersmith.” He beams at you—a knowing smile if ever there was one. To Coopersmith, he says, “He’s the guy I told you about who’s into image manipulation.” He withdraws before he has to explain anything to either of you.


    “So, you’re Joe’s new photo essayist,” he says.


    A smile to hide your panic. “I like that title better than the one they gave me at the paper. Mind if I use it?”


    “Be my guest.” If he recognizes you, he shows no indication.


    “So, what do you do that I should consider taking your picture, Mr. Coopersmith?”


    He touches his tie as he names his company. It seems to be a habit. “Across the river?”


    “La maquiladora. You guys make what—”


    “Control devices. We’re all about control.” There’s a nice, harmless word for someone in the big black budget of government bureaucracy, flying under the public radar.


    “It’s more than that, though, right? Someone told me, your devices actually learn.”


    “Pattern recognition is not quite learning, not like most people think of it. Something occurs, our circuit notices, and predicts the likelihood of it recurring, and then if it does as predicted, the circuit loops, and the more often the event occurs when it’s supposed to, the more certain the circuit becomes, the more reliable the information and, ah, the more it seems like there’s an intelligence at work. What we know to be feedback looks like behavior, which is where people start saying that the things are alive and thinking.”


    “I’m not sure I—“


    “Well, it’s no matter, is it? You can still take pictures without understanding something this complex.” Coopersmith says this so offhandedly, you can’t be certain whether you’ve been put down. He flutters his hand through the air as if brushing the subject away. “We just manufacture parts down here. We do employ lots of people—we’re very popular in the maquiladora. Like to help out the folks over there.”


    You nod. “So, what’s on deck now?”


    He looks at his champagne glass, then glances sidelong, like Cassius conspiring to kill Caesar. “Oh, some work for NASA. For a Mars flight they’re talking about. Using GAs to predict stress, breakdown—things they can’t afford in the middle of the solar system. The software will actually measure the individual’s stress from moment to moment, and weigh in with a protective environment if that stress jumps at all. It’s still pattern recognition, you know, but not the same as on an assembly line. I suppose it’s really very exciting.”


    “Amazing.” It’s probably even important work.


    “In fact you all should do a story on it—I mean, not right this second, but in a few months, maybe, when the program’s a little further along and NASA’s happy, you and Joe should come over to the factory, shoot some pictures. Write this thing up. I’d give you the exclusive. You guys beat out all the other papers, get a little glory. We’d sure love the PR. That never hurts. You come and I’ll give you the guided tour of the place, how’s that?”


    He adjusts his tie again on the way to reaching into his coat and coming up with a business card. The card has a spinning globe on it, with tiny lights flashing here and there as the world spins. Coopersmith smiles. “Cool, isn’t it? The engine’s embedded in the card. Doesn’t take much to drive a little animation. You be sure and have Joe give me a call real soon.”


    He turns his back, striking up another conversation almost immediately. You’ve been dismissed. Heading over to where Joe stands balancing a plate of ribs, you glance back.


    Coopersmith with eyes downcast listens to another man talk, his hand fiddling with the knot on his tie again.


    You might not have been sure at first, but you are now: He was the one on the catwalk, watching as you edged around the factory floor while the Virgin paid her visit.


    Joe says, “So?”


    “He offered us the exclusive on their new program for NASA.”


    “You have been blessed, my son. An overlord has smiled upon you.” He tips his glass.


    * * * *


    When you tell Margarita what you suspected, she isn’t surprised so much as hurt. Even though she’d been certain of the fraud, the fact of it stings her. By association, you’re part of her pain. Although she welcomed you back with a kiss, after the news she doesn’t want to touch at all. She withdraws into smoke and drink, and finally wanders off with her cold black camera into the colonia, disgusted, she says, with the human race and God himself. You begin to realize that despite her tough cynical skin, there’s at least a kernel of Margarita that wanted the miracle in all its glory. Beneath your rejection, does some part of you want it, too? Once in awhile in seeking for truth it would be nice to find something better than truth.


    Later, in the dark, she comes back, slides down beside you on the mattress and starts to cry. From her that’s an impossible sound, so terrifying that it paralyzes you. It’s the sound of betrayal, the very last crumb of purity floating away.


    You reach over to hold her, and she pushes your hand away. So you lie there, unable to take back the knowledge, the doubt, the truth, and knowing that the betrayal will always be tied to you. There’s nothing you can do.


    * * * *


    The first opportunity you have, you swap your goggles with Gabriel Perea. The only place you can do this is at lunch. You have to wait for a day when he carries the goggles off the assembly line straight to the lunch area. You sit with him, listening to other workers ask him things about the Virgin. He looks at you edgily. He knows he’s supposed to pretend that you’ve never met, but you’re making this impossible by sitting there beside him. Making the switch is child’s play. Everyone’s staring at him, hanging on his every word. You set your goggles beside his, and then pick up the wrong pair a minute later and walk away.


    Close up, you can see that his goggles have a slight refractive coating. He’s going to know immediately what’s happened, but with luck he won’t be able to do anything about it. He won’t want to be seen talking to you in the middle of the factory.


    If Perea remotely shares your suspicions, he hasn’t admitted it even to himself. This makes you think of Margarita, and your face burns with still more betrayal. It’s too late, you tell yourself. This is what you came here to do.


    Two days later, ten feet up in the forklift, you get what you wanted: The Virgin Mary appears to you.


    It’s a bare wall, concrete brick and metal conduits, and suddenly there she is. She floats in the air and when you look through the cage front of the forklift she is floating beyond it. The cage actually cuts her off. It’s incredible. Wherever you look, she has a fixed location, an anchored spot in space. If you look up, her image remains fixed, sliding down the glasses. Somehow the circuit monitors your vision, tracks the turn of your head. “Feedback loops”—wasn’t that what Coopersmith said? It must be automatic, though. She may recognize the geometry, but not the receiver, because the first thing out of her mouth is: “Te amo, Gabriel, mi profeta.” So much for divinity. She doesn’t know you’ve swapped goggles even if the goggles themselves do.


    She is beautiful. Her hair, peeking out beneath a white wimple, is black. The blue of her robes is almost painful to see. No sky could match it. Her oval face is serene, a distillation of a million tender mothers. Oh, they’re good, whoever created her. Who wouldn’t want to believe in this Mary? Gabriel couldn’t help but succumb.


    The camera in your pocket is useless.


    She reminds you of your duty to your flock. She promises that you will all live in glory and comfort in Heaven after this life of misery and toil, and not to blame—


    In the middle of her speech, she vanishes.


    It’s so quick that you almost keel forward out of your seat, thank God for the harness.


    You can guess what happened. Management came out for their afternoon show, and things were wrong. Gabriel Perea, the poor bastard, didn’t respond. He’s still somewhere, attaching diodes to little green boards, unaware that divinity has dropped by to see him again.


    You lower the forklift, and get out, unable to help one last glance up into the air, looking for her. A mere scintilla, a Tinkerbell of light would do, but there is nothing.


    Nothing.


    The last hour and a half you go about your business as usual. Nothing has changed, nothing can have changed. Your hope is they think their circuits or the goggles malfunctioned, something failed to project. Who knows what sort of feedback system was at work there—it has to be sophisticated to have dodged every solid shape in front of you. They’ll want to see his goggles at the end of his shift. No one seems to be watching you yet. No one calls you in off the floor. So at the end of the day you drop the goggles in the trash and leave with the others in your shift. Everyone’s talking about going home, how hot it is, how much they’d like a bath or a beer. Everything’s so normal it sets your teeth on edge. You ride the bus down the highway and get off with a dozen others at your colonia and head for home.


    It’s on the dusty cowpath of a road, on foot, that they grab you. Three of them. They know who they’re looking for, and everyone else knows to stay out of it. These guys are las pandillas, the kind who’d kill someone for standing too close to you. A dozen people are all moving away, down the road, and the looks they give you are looks of farewell. Adios, amigo. Won’t be seeing you again. They know it and so do you. You’ve seen the photos. The thousand merciless ways people don’t come home, and you’re about to become one.


    The first guy walks straight up as if he’s going to walk by, but suddenly his elbow swings right up into your nose, and the sky goes black and shiny at the same time, and time must have jumped because you’re on your knees, blood flowing out between your fingers, but you don’t remember getting there. And then you’re on your back, looking at the sky, and still it seems no one’s said a word to you, but your head is ringing, blood roaring like a waterfall. Someone laid you out. Each pose is a snapshot of pain. Each time there’s less of you to shoot. They’ll compress you, maybe for hours, maybe for days—that’s how it works, isn’t it? How long before gasoline and a match? Will you feel anything by then?


    You stare up at the sky, at the first few stars, and wait for the inevitable continuation. The bodies get buried in the Lote Bravo. At least you know where you’re going. In a couple of months someone might find you. Will Joe come looking?


    Someone yells, “¡Aguila!” and a door slams. Or is that in your head, too?


    Footsteps approach. Here it comes, you think. Is there anything you can do to prepare for the pain? Probably not, no.


    The face that peers down at you doesn’t help. Hispanic, handsome, well-groomed. This could be any business man in Mexico, but you know it isn’t, and you remember someone telling you about the narcotraficantes investing in the maquiladora, taking their drug money and buying into international trade. Silent partners.


    “Not going to hurt you, keemo sabe,” he’s saying with a sly grin, as though your broken nose and battered skull don’t exist. “Couldn’t do that. No, no. Questions would be asked about you—you’re not just some factory cunt, are you?” His grin becomes a sneer—you’ve never actually seen anyone sneer before. This guy hates women for a hobby. “No, no,” he says again, “you’re a second rate wedding photographer who thought he was Dick fucking Tracy. What did you do, hang out with the Juarez photo-locos and get all righteous? Sure, of course you did, .” He kneels, clucking his tongue. You notice that he’s holding your Minox. “Listen, cholo, you print what you’ve uncovered, and Señor Perea will die. You think that’s a threat, hey? But it’s not. You’ll make him out a fool to his own people. They trust him, you know? It’s all they got, so you go ahead and take it from them and see what you get. We care so much, we’re lettin’ you go home. Here.” He tosses the camera into the dirt. “You’re only a threat to the people who think like you do, man.” Now he grabs your arm and pulls you upright. The world threatens to flip on you, and your stomach promises to go with it if it does. Close up, he smells of citrus cologne. He whispers to you, “Go home, cholo, go take pictures of little kids in swimming pools and cats caught in trees and armadillos squashed on the highway. Amateurs don’t survive. Neither do the professionals, here. Next time, you gonna meet some of them.” Then he just walks away. You’re left wobbling on the road. The gang of three are gone, too. Nobody’s around. Behind you, you hear a car door and the rev of an engine. A silver SUV shoots off down the dirt road, back to the pavement and away.


    You stumble along the path to the colonia. Your head feels as tender as the skin of a plum. Your sinuses are clogged with blood and your nose creaks when you inhale. People watch in awe as you approach your shack. In that moment you’re as much a miracle to them as Gabriel Perea. They probably think they’re seeing a ghost. And they’re right, aren’t they? You aren’t here any longer.


    Margarita’s not inside. Her camera’s gone. There’s no one to comfort you, no one to hear how you were written off. The heat inside is like the core of the sun. Back outside you walk to the water barrel, no longer concerned with what contaminants float in the water. You splash it on your face, over your head. Benzene? Who cares? You’re dead anyway. You touch your nose and it’s swollen up the size of a saguaro. Embarrassing how easily you’ve been persuaded to leave. It didn’t take anything at all, did it? One whack and a simple “Go away, Señor, you’re a fool.” What, did you think you could change the world? Make a difference? Not a second rate wedding photographer like you. Not someone with an apartment and a bed and an office and a car. Compromised by the good life. Nobody who leads your life is going to make the difference over here. It takes a breed of insanity you can’t even approach.


    Baum was dead wrong about everything. He simplified the problems to fit, but they aren’t simple. Answers aren’t simple. You, you’re simple.


    Two little girls kneel not far from the barrel, cooking their meal in tin pans on top of an iron plate mounted over an open flame. There’s a rusted electrical box beside them, with outlet holes like eyes and a wide slit for a switch. It’s a robot face silently screaming. The girls watch you even when they’re not looking.


    Long after it gets dark you’re still alone inside. Margarita must be off on some adventure, doing what she does best, what you can’t do. You’ve had hours to build upon your inadequacy. Run your story and they’ll tear Perea apart. He was doomed the moment he believed in the possibility of her. Just like the Church and the little Catholic boy you were once. When you see that, you don’t want to see Margarita. You don’t want to have to explain why you aren’t going any further. All you can do is hurt her. Only a threat.


    You pack up your few things, leaving the dozen film canisters you didn’t use. Let the real photojournalist have them. “Nada que ver,” you tell the empty room.


    Back across the border before midnight, before your life turns back into a pumpkin—better she should think you’re lying under three feet of dirt.


    * * * *


    A month rolls by in a sort of fog. Booze, pain killers and the hell-bent desire to forget your own name. Your nose is healing. It’s a little crooked, has a bluish bump in the middle. Baum keeps his distance and doesn’t ask you anything about your story, though at first you’re too busy to notice. Then one day you find out from the sports editor that Joe got a package while you were gone, and although nobody knows what was in it, when he opened it, he turned white as a ghost and just packed up his office and went home. Called in sick the next three days.


    When you do try and talk to him about what happened, he interrupts with an angry “Don’t think you’re the first person who’s been smashed on the rocks of old Juarez.” Then he walks away. They got to him somehow. If they wanted to, they could get to both of you. Like the wind, this can blow across the river. That message was for you.


    Then one day while you’re placing ad graphics, Joe Baum comes over and sits beside you. He won’t look you in the eye. Very softly he says, “Got a call from Chicken Man. Margarita Espinada’s dead.”


    You stare at the page on the monitor so hard you’re seeing the pixels. Finally, you ask him, “What happened?”


    “Don’t know. Don’t know who did it. She’s been gone for weeks and weeks, but he said that wasn’t unusual. She lived mostly in her car.”


    “Auto loco.”


    “Yeah.” He starts to get up, but as if his weight is too much for him, he drops back onto the chair. “Um, he says she left a package for you. Addressed to him, so maybe whatever happened, she had some warning.” With every word he puts more distance between himself and her death. “There’s gonna be a funeral tomorrow.”


    “So soon?”


    Baum makes a face, lips pressed tight. Defiantly he meets your gaze. “She was dumped in the Lote Bravo awhile ago.”


    * * * *


    Pollamano nods sadly as he lets you in. “¿Quiubo, Deputy?” he asks, but not with any interest. His eyes are bloodshot, drunk or crying, maybe both. Some others are there inside. A few nod—some you remember. Most of them pretend you aren’t there. Her body lies in la Catedral, three blocks from Chicken Man’s current abode. You shouldn’t see it. Their newest member took pictures. Ernesto. He was there, following the cops with his police band radio the way he always does, always trying to get to the scene before they do. He’d taken half a dozen shots before he saw the black boots and realized whose body he was photographing. They’d torn off most of her clothes but left the boots. You remember the one who warned you off. The boots were left on so everyone would know who she was.


    Everyone drinks, toasting her memory. One of them begins weeping and someone else throws an arm around him and mutters. One of the others spits. None of them seems to suspect that you and she spent time together. In any case, you’re an interloper on their private grief. Not one of them.


    Margarita must have known you weren’t dead—otherwise, why send a package for you?


    Late in the afternoon, everyone has shown up, almost two dozen photographers, and some unseen sign passes among you all, and everyone rises up and goes out together. You move in a line through the crowds, between white buses in a traffic snarl and across the square to the neon cathedral. Orange lights bathe you all. Ernesto with his nothing mustache runs up to the door and snaps a picture. Even in this solemn moment, his instinct is for the image. A few glare at him, but no one chastises him. You gather in the front pews, kneel, pray, go up one by one and light your candles for her soul. Your hand is shaking so hard you can hardly ignite the wick.


    * * * *


    After everyone else has left he gives you the package. It’s nearly the size of a suitcase. He says, “She left it for you, and I don’t violate her wishes. She was here a couple times when I wasn’t around. Using the darkroom.”


    You pull out a folder of photos. On top is the picture of you she took the first day you arrived in Colonia Universidad. You look like you could take on anything. Just looking at it is humiliating.


    Underneath is her collection of shots inside the factory. The top photo is Gabriel Perea standing all twisted and pointing. Foam on his mouth, eyes bugging out. The image is spoiled because of some fogging on the left side of it as if there was a light leak. Whatever caused it lit up Perea, too.


    You almost miss the thing that’s different: He’s not wearing his goggles.


    You go on to the next shot, but it’s a picture of the crowd behind him, all staring, wide-eyed. She’s not using a flash, but there’s some kind of light source. In the third, fourth and fifth shots you see it. It shines straight at Perea. There are lens flares in each image. The light is peculiar, diffuse, as if a collection of small bulbs are firing off, making a sort of ring. The middle is hard to make out until the sixth picture. She must have slid on her knees between all the onlookers to get it. Perea’s feet are close by and out of focus. The light is the center of the image, the light which is different in each shot.


    “Jaime,” you say, “do you have a loupe?”


    “Of course.” He gives it to you. You hold it over the image, over the light. Back in the lab at the Herald, you’ll blow the image up poster size to see the detail without the lens—the outline, and at the top of it a bunch of smudges, a hint of eye sockets and mouth, a trace of nose and cheek. Can an AI break loose from its handlers? you wonder. Does it have a will? Or is this the next step in their plan?


    You give the loupe back.


    He says, “That Perea is gone. Disappeared. People are looking all over for him. They say he was called up to heaven.”


    One way or another, that’s probably true. If the Virgin can float on the air now, then they don’t need an interpreter. Belief itself will do the work hereafter, hope used as a halter.


    “That crazy girl, she went right back into that factory even after he was gone.”


    You wipe at your eyes, and a half-laugh escapes you. That crazy girl.


    You close the folder. You can’t let anyone have these. That’s the ultimate, wrenching realization. Margarita died because of this and no one can see it. The story can’t be told, because it’s a lie. She knew it, too, but she went ahead.


    This is your Sacred Heart. Your rusting nail. Gabriel Perea was called up to heaven or killed—for you it doesn’t matter which. By revealing nothing you let him go on living.


    Under the top folder there are others full of negatives, hundreds of inverted images of the world—black teeth and faces, black suns and black clouds. The world made new. Made hers. There is a way you can keep her alive.


    Jaime pats you on the shoulder as you leave with your burden. “You go home, deputy,” he tells you. “Even the devil won’t live here.”


    —for Sycamore Hill 1999


    * * * *


    Afterword


    Second person is a strange viewpoint. I did not start out intending to use it for this story. But nothing else felt right. I had read a novella called “Aura” by Carlos Fuentes some years ago, and was struck by the wonderful, jagged dreamlike quality he evoked by using that POV. The more I learned about Juarez and the plight of the women who work in the factories along the border, the more that kind of disorienting perspective seemed necessary.


    Writing is to a great extent working very hard to make something look as if it was easy to create. This story, once written, had to walk a gauntlet where fourteen other, astonishingly fine writers pummeled and lashed it. Then the blood was rinsed off and it was patched up. Because of their combined critical skills, every break was stronger after it healed… which is why it’s dedicated to all of them.


    * * * *
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    My absolute favorite Lisa Goldstein story wouldn’t quite fit in this anthology: “Breadcrumbs and Stones,” from the fairy tale anthology Snow White, Blood Red (1993), a mother uses the story of Hansel and Gretel as a Holocaust allegory in an attempt to come to grips with her survivor guilt and explain the unexplainable to her children. Much of her writing defies genre—science fiction, fantasy, literay fiction, and Jewish mysticism all mix freely. It reads beautifully, and the neither-fish-nor-fowl nature of her prose hasn’t kept her from recognition within the field: She’s been nominated for a Hugo, four Nebulas, and four World Fantasy Awards.
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    SPLIT LIGHT, by Lisa Goldstein


    First published in Travellers in Magic, December 1994


    SHABBETAI ZEVI (1626–1676), the central figure of the largest and most momentous messianic movement in Jewish history subsequent to the destruction of the Temple…


    —Encyclopedia Judaica


    * * * *


    He sits in a prison in Constantinople. The room is dark, his mind a perfect blank, the slate on which his visions are written. He waits.


    He sees the moon. The moon spins like a coin through the blue night sky. The moon splinters and falls to earth. Its light is the shattered soul of Adam, dispersed since the fall. All over the earth the shards are falling; he sees each one, and knows where it comes to rest.


    He alone can bind the shards together. He will leave this prison, become king. He will wear the circled walls of Jerusalem as a crown. All the world will be his.


    His name is Shabbetai Zevi. “Shabbetai” for the Sabbath, the seventh day, the day of rest. The seventh letter in the Hebrew alphabet is zayin. In England they call the Holy Land “Zion.” He is the Holy Land, the center of the world. If he is in Constantinople, then Constantinople is the center of the world.


    He has never been to England, but he has seen it in his visions. He has ranged through the world in his visions, has seen the past and fragments of the future. But he does not know what will happen to him in this prison.


    When he thinks of his prison the shards of light grow faint and disappear. The darkness returns. He feels the weight of the stone building above him; it is as heavy as the crown he felt a moment ago. He gives in to despair.


    * * * *


    A year ago, he thinks, he was the most important man in the world. Although he is a Jew in a Moslem prison he gives the past year its Christian date: it was 1665. It was a date of portent; some Christians believe that 1666 will be the year of the second coming of Christ. Even among the Christians he has his supporters.


    But it was to the Jews, to his own people, that he preached. As a child he had seen the evidence of God in the world, the fiery jewels hidden in gutters and trash heaps; he could not understand why no one else had noticed them, why his brother had beaten him and called him a liar. As a young man he had felt his soul kindle into light as he prayed. He had understood that he was born to heal the world, to collect the broken shards of light, to turn mourning into joy.


    When he was in his twenties he began the mystical study of Kabbalah. He read, with growing excitement, about the light of God, how it had been scattered and hidden throughout the world at Adam’s fall, held captive by the evil that resulted from that fall. The Jews, according to the Kabbalist Isaac Luria, had been cast across the world like sand, like sparks, and in their dispersal they symbolized the broken fate of God.


    One morning while he was at prayer he saw the black letters in his prayer book dance like flame and translate themselves into the unpronounceable Name of God. He understood everything at that moment, saw the correct pronunciation of the Name, knew that he could restore all the broken parts of the world by simply saying the Name aloud.


    He spoke. His followers say he rose into midair. He does not remember; he rarely remembers what he says or does in his religious trances. He knows that he was shunned in his town of Smyrna, that the people there began to think him a lunatic or a fool.


    Despite their intolerance he grew to understand more and more. He saw that he was meant to bring about an end to history, and that with the coming of the end all things were to be allowed. He ate pork. He worked on the Sabbath, the day of rest, the day that he was named for or that was named for him.


    Finally the townspeople could stand it no longer and banished him. He blessed them all before he went, “in the name of God who allows the forbidden.”


    As he left the town of his birth, though, the melancholy that had plagued him all his life came upon him again. He wandered through Greece and Thrace, and ended finally in Constantinople. In Constantinople he saw a vision of the black prison, the dungeon in which he would be immured, and in his fear the knowledge that had sustained him for so long vanished. God was lost in the world, broken into so many shards no one could discover him.


    In his frantic search for God he celebrated the festivals of Passover, Shavuot and Sukkot all in one week. He was exiled again and resumed his wandering, traveling from Constantinople to Rhodes to Cairo.


    In Cairo he dreamed he was a bridegroom, about to take as his bride the holy city of Jerusalem. The next day the woman Sarah came, unattended, to Cairo.


    * * * *


    The door to his prison opens and a guard comes in, the one named Kasim. “Stand up!” Kasim says.


    Shabbetai stands. “Come with me,” Kasim says.


    Shabbetai follows. The guard takes him through the dungeon and out into Constantinople. It is day; the sun striking the domes and minarets of the city nearly blinds him.


    Kasim leads him through the crowded streets, saying nothing. They pass covered bazaars and slave markets, coffee houses and sherbet shops. A caravan of camels forces them to stop.


    When they continue on Shabbetai turns to study his guard. Suddenly he sees to the heart of the other man, understands everything. He knows that Kasim is under orders to transfer him to the fortress at Gallipoli, that the sultan himself has given him this order before leaving to fight the Venetians on Crete. “How goes the war, brother?” Shabbetai asks.


    Kasim jerks as if he has been shot. He hurries on toward the wharf, saying nothing.


    At the harbor Kasim hands Shabbetai to another man and goes quickly back to the city. Shabbetai is stowed in the dark hold of a ship, amid sour-smelling hides and strong spices and ripe oranges. Above him he hears someone shout, and he feels the ship creak and separate from the wharf and head out into the Sea of Marmara.


    Darkness again, he thinks. He is a piece of God, hidden from the world. It is only by going down into the darkness of the fallen world that he can find the other fragments, missing since the Creation. Everything has been ordained, even this trip from Constantinople to Gallipoli.


    Visions of the world around him encroach upon the darkness. He sees Pierre de Fermat, a mathematician, lying dead in France; a book is open on the table in which he has written, “I have discovered a truly remarkable proof which this margin is too small to contain.” He sees Rembrandt adding a stroke of bright gold to a painting he calls “The Jewish Bride.” He sees a great fire destroy London; a killing wind blows the red and orange flames down to the Thames.


    He is blinded again, this times by the vast inrushing light of the world. He closes his eyes, a spark of light among many millions of others, and rocks to the motion of the ship.


    * * * *


    Sarah’s arrival in Cairo two years ago caused a great deal of consternation. No one could remember seeing a woman traveling by herself. She stood alone on the dock, a slight figure with long red hair tumbling from her kerchief, gazing around her as if at Adam’s Eden.


    Finally someone ran for the chief rabbi. He gave the order to have her brought to his house, and summoned all the elders as well.


    “Who are you?” he asked. “Why are you traveling alone in such a dangerous part of the world?”


    “I’m an orphan,” Sarah said. “But I was raised in a great castle by a Polish nobleman. I had one servant just to pare my nails, and another to brush my hair a hundred times before I went to bed.”


    None of the elders answered her, but each one wore an identical expression of doubt. Why would a Polish nobleman raise a Jewish orphan? And what on earth was she doing in Cairo?


    Only Shabbetai saw her true nature; only he knew that what the elders suspected was true. He had been the nobleman’s mistress, passed among his circle of friends when he grew tired of her. The prophet Hosea married a prostitute, he thought. “I will be your husband,” he said. “If you will have me.”


    He knew as he spoke that she would marry him, and his heart rejoiced.


    They held the wedding at night and out of doors. The sky was dark blue silk, buttoned by a moon of old ivory. Stars without number shone.


    After the ceremony the elders came to congratulate him. For Sarah’s sake he pretended not to see the doubt in their eyes. “I cannot tell you how happy I am tonight,”


    he said.


    When they left he brought her to his house and led her to the bedroom, not bothering to light the candles. He lay on the bed and drew her to him. Her hair was tangled; perhaps she never brushed it.


    They lay together for a long time. “Shall I undress?” she asked finally. Her breath was warm on his face.


    “The angels sang at my birth,” he said. “I have never told anyone this. Only you.”


    She ran her fingers through her hair, then moved to lift her dress. He held her tightly. “We must be like the angels,” he said. “Like the moon. We must be pure.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “I cannot fall into sin. If I am stained like Adam I will not be able to do the work for which I was sent here.”


    “The—work?”


    “I was born to heal the world,” he said.


    The moon appeared before him in the darkened room. Its sliver-white light cast everything in shadow.


    The moon began to spin. No, he thought. He watched as it shattered and plummeted to earth, saw the scattered fragments hide themselves in darkness.


    He cried aloud. He felt the great sadness of the world, and the doubt he had struggled with all his life returned.


    “It’s broken,” he said. “It can never be repaired. I’ll never be able to join all the pieces together.”


    Sarah kissed him lightly on the cheek. “Let us join together, then,” she said. “Let two people stand for the entire world.”


    “No—”


    “I heard you tell your followers that everything is permitted. Why are we not permitted to come together as husband and wife?”


    “I can’t,” he said simply. “I have never been able to.”


    He expected scorn, or pity. But her expression did not change. She held him in her arms, and eventually he drifted off to sleep.


    * * * *


    With Sarah at his side he was able to begin the mission for which he was born. Together they traveled toward Jerusalem, stopping so that he could preach along the way.


    He spoke in rough huts consecrated only by the presence of ten men joined by prayer. He spoke in ancient synagogues, with lamps of twisted silver casting a wavering light on the golden letters etched into the walls. Sometimes he stood at a plain wooden table, watched by unlettered rustics who knew nothing of the mysteries of Kabbalah; sometimes he preached from an altar of faded white and gold.


    His message was the same wherever they went. He was the Messiah, appointed by God. He proclaimed an end to fast days; he promised women that he would set them free from the curse of Eve. He would take the crown from the Turkish sultan without war, he said, and he would make the sultan his servant.


    The lost ten tribes of Israel had been found, he told the people who gathered to hear him. They were marching slowly as sleepwalkers toward the Sahara desert, uncertain of the way or of their purpose, waiting for him to unite them.


    When he reached Jerusalem he circled the walls seven times on horseback, like a king. Once inside the city he won over many of the rabbis and elders. Letters were sent out to the scattered Jewish communities all over the world, to England, Holland and Italy, proclaiming that the long time of waiting was over; the Messiah had come.


    A great storm shook the world. Families sold their belongings and traveled toward Jerusalem. Others set out with nothing, trusting in God to provide for them. Letters begging for more news were sent back to Jerusalem, dated from “the first year of the renewal of the prophecy and the kingdom.” Shabbetai signed the answering letters “the firstborn son of God,” and even “I am the Lord your God Shabbetai Zevi,” and such was the fervor of the people that very few of them were shocked.


    * * * *


    The boat docks at Gallipoli and Shabbetai is taken to the fortress there. Once inside he sees that he has been given a large and well-lit suite of rooms, and he understands that his followers have succeeded in bribing the officials.


    The guards leave him and lock the door. However comfortable his rooms are, he is still in a prison cell. He paces for several minutes, studying the silver lamps and deep carpets and polished tables and chairs. Mosaics on the wall, fragments of red, green and black, repeat over and over in a complex pattern.


    He sits on the plump mattress and puts his head in his hands. His head throbs. With each pulse, it seems, the lamps in the room dim, grow darker, until, finally, they go out.


    He is a letter of light. He is the seventh letter, the zayin. Every person alive is a letter, and together they make up the book of the world, all things past, present and to come.


    He thinks he can read the book, can know the future of the world. But as he looks on the book’s pages turn; the letters form and reshape. Futures branch off before him.


    He watches as children are born, as some die, as others grow to adulthood. Some stay in their villages, farm their land, sit by their hearths with their families surrounding them. Others disperse across the world and begin new lives.


    The sight disturbs him; he does not know why. A page turns and he sees ranks of soldiers riding to wars, and men and women lying dead in the streets of plague. Kingdoms fall to sword and gun and cannon.


    Great wars consume the world. The letters twist and sharpen, become pointed wire. He sees millions of people herded beyond the wire, watches as they go toward their deaths.


    The light grown brighter. He wants to close his eyes, to look away, but he cannot. He watches as men learn the secrets of the light, as they break it open and release the life concealed within it. A shining cloud flares above a city, and thousands more die.


    No, he thinks. But the light shines out again, and this time it seems to comfort him. Here is the end of history that he has promised his followers. Here is the end of everything, the world cleansed, made anew.


    The great book closes, and the light goes out.


    * * * *


    In Jerusalem he preached to hundreds of people. They filled the synagogue, dressed in their best clothes, the men on his right hand and the women on his left. Children played and shouted in the aisles.


    He spoke of rebuilding the temple, of finding the builder’s stone lost since the time of Solomon. As he looked out over his audience he saw Sarah stand and leave the congregation. One of his followers left as well, a man named Aaron.


    He stopped, the words he had been about to speak dying before they left his mouth. For a moment he could not go on. The people stirred in their seats.


    He hurried to an end. After the service he ran quickly to the house the rabbis had given him. Sarah was already there.


    “What were you doing here?” he asked.


    “What do you mean?” she said. Her expression was innocent, unalarmed.


    “I saw you leave with Aaron.”


    “With Aaron? I left to come home. I didn’t feel well.”


    “You were a whore in Poland, weren’t you?” he asked harshly. “Was there a single man in the country you didn’t sleep with?”


    “I was a nobleman’s daughter,” she said. Her voice was calm. He could not see her heart; she held as many mysteries as the Kabbalah.


    “A nobleman’s—” he said. “You were his mistress. And what did you do with Aaron? What did you do with all of them, all of my followers?”


    “I told you—”


    “Don’t lie to me!”


    “Listen. Listen to me. I did nothing. I have not known a man since I came to Cairo.”


    “Then you admit that in Poland—”


    “Quiet. Yes. Yes, I was his mistress.”


    “And Aaron? You want him, don’t you? You whore—you want them all, every man you have ever known.”


    “Listen,” she said angrily. “You know nothing of women, nothing at all. I was his mistress in Poland, yes. But I did not enjoy it—I did it because I was an orphan, and hungry, and I needed to eat. I hated it when he came to me, but I managed to hide my feelings. I had to, or I would have starved.”


    “But you wanted me. On our wedding night, you said—”


    “Yes. You are the only man who has ever made me feel safe.”


    A great pity moved him. He felt awed at the depths to which her life had driven her, the sins she had been forced to take upon herself. Could she be telling the truth? But why would she stay with him, a man of no use to her or any other woman?


    “You lied to your nobleman,” he said carefully. “Are you lying to me now?”


    “No,” she said.


    He believed her. He felt free, released from the jealousy that had bound him. “You may have Aaron, you know,” he said.


    “What?”


    “You may have Aaron, or any man you want.”


    “I don’t—haven’t you heard me at all? I don’t want Aaron.”


    “I understand everything now. You were a test, but through the help of God I have passed it. With the coming of the kingdom of God all things are allowed. Nothing is forbidden. You may have any man, any woman, any one of God’s creatures.”


    “I am not a test! I am a woman, your wife! You are the only man I want!”


    He did not understand why she had become angry. His own anger had gone. He left the house calmly.


    From Jerusalem he traveled with his followers to Smyrna, the place where he was born. There are those who say that he was banished from Jerusalem too, that the rabbis there declared him guilty of blasphemy. He does not remember. He remembers only the sweetness of returning to his birthplace in triumph.


    Thousands of men and women turned out to greet him as he rode through the city gates. Men on the walls lifted ram’s horns to their lips and sounded notes of welcome. People crowded the streets, cheering and singing loudly; they raised their children to their shoulders and pointed him out as he went past.


    He nodded to the right and left as he rode. A man left the assembly and stepped out in front of the procession.


    Shabbetai’s horse reared. “Careful, my lord!” Nathan said, hurrying to his side. Nathan was one of the many who had joined him in Jerusalem, who had heard Shabbetai’s message and given up all his worldly goods.


    But Shabbetai had recognized the fat, worried-looking man, and he reined in his horse. “This is my brother Joseph,” he said. “A merchant.”


    To his surprise Joseph bowed to him. “Welcome, my lord,” he said. “We hear great things of you.”


    Shabbetai laughed. When they were children he had told Joseph about his visions, and Joseph had beaten him for lying. Seeing his brother bent before him was more pleasing than Shabbetai could have imagined. “Rise, my friend,” he said.


    In the days that followed the city became one great festival. Business came to a standstill as people danced in the streets, recited psalms to one another when they met, fell into prophetic trances proclaiming the kingdom of God.


    Only Sarah did not join in the city’s riot. He urged her to take a lover, as so many people in the city were doing, but she refused. When he called for an end to fast days she became the only one in the city to keep the old customs.


    Despite her actions he felt more strongly than ever that he was traveling down the right road, that he was close to the fulfillment of his mission. He excommunicated those who refused to believe in him. He sang love songs during prayer, and explained to the congregation the mystical meaning behind the words of the song. He distributed the kingdoms of the earth among his followers.


    His newly-made kings urged him to take the crown intended for him, to announce the date of his entrance into Constantinople. He delayed, remembering the evil vision of the dark prison.


    But in his euphoria he began to see another vision, one in which he took the crown from the sultan. He understood that history would be split at Constantinople, would travel down one of two diverging paths. He began to make arrangements to sail.


    Two days before they were to leave Sarah came to him. “I’m not going with you,” she said.


    “What do you mean?” he asked. “I will be king, ruler of the world, and you will be at my side, my queen. This is what I have worked for all these years. How can you give that up?”


    “I don’t want to be queen.”


    “You don’t—why not?”


    “I don’t feel safe with you any longer. I don’t like the things you ask me to do.”


    “What things?”


    “What things? How can you ask me that when you tell me to lie with every one of your followers? You’re like the nobleman, passing me around when you get tired of me.”


    “I did nothing. It was you who lusted after Aaron.”


    “I didn’t—”


    “And others too,” he said, remembering the glances she had given men in the congregation. She had pitied him, and hated him too, just as he had always thought. “Do you think I didn’t notice?”


    “I’ve done nothing,” she said. “I—”


    “I won’t grant you a divorce, you know.”


    “Of course not. If we’re married you still own me, even if I’m not there. That dream you told me about, where you took Jerusalem as your bride—you want to master Jerusalem, make her bow to your will. You want to control the entire world. But have you ever thought about how you will govern once you have the sultan’s crown? You want to be ruler of the earth, but what kind of ruler will you be?”


    “What do you know about statecraft, about policy? I have been ordained by God to be king. And you—you have been chosen to be queen.”


    “No,” she said. “I have not.”


    She turned to leave. “I excommunicate you!” he said, shouting after her. “I call upon God to witness my words—you are excommunicated!”


    She continued walking as if she did not hear him.


    He watched her go. Perhaps it was just as well that she was leaving. He had known for a long time that she could not grasp the vastness of the task he had been given; she had never studied Kabbalah, or had visions of the light of God. His work in the world was far more important than her private feelings, or his.


    He and his followers set sail on December 30, 1665. Word of his departure had gone before him. His boat was intercepted in the Sea of Marmara, and he was brought ashore in chains.


    * * * *


    He sits in his prison in Gallipoli and waits for the light. He has not had a vision in many days; perhaps, he thinks, they have left him. He wonders if they have been consumed by the great fires he has seen in the future.


    What had gone wrong? He and his followers had been so certain; he had seen the signs, read all the portents. He was destined to be the ruler of the world.


    He puts his head in his hands and laughs harshly. Ruler of the world! And instead he sits in prison, waiting to be killed or released at the whim of the Turkish sultan.


    The light of God is broken, dispersed throughout the world. And like the light his own mind is broken, splitting.


    There is a knock on the door, and Nathan enters. “How did you find me?” Shabbetai asks.


    Nathan appears surprised. “Don’t you know?” he asks.


    Shabbetai says nothing.


    “I bribed a great many people to get you here,” Nathan says. “Are you comfortable?”


    “I—yes. Quite comfortable.”


    “The sultan has returned from Crete,” Nathan says. “There are rumors that he will want to see you.”


    “When?”


    “I don’t know. Soon, I think. He is alarmed by the support you have among the people of Turkey.” Nathan pauses and then goes on. “Some of your followers are worried. They don’t believe that we can hold out against the combined armies of the sultan.”


    “Tell them not to fear,” Shabbetai says. He is surprised at how confident he sounds. But there is no reason to worry Nathan and the others, and perhaps the visions will return. “Tell them that God watches over me.”


    Nathan nods, satisfied.


    * * * *


    A few days later Shabbetai is taken by guards from Gallipoli to Adrianople. They pass through the city and come to a strong high wall. Men look down at them from the watchtowers.


    Soldiers with plumed helmets stand at the wall’s gate. The soldiers nod to them and motion them through. Beyond the gate is a courtyard filled with fountains and cypress trees and green plots of grass where gazelles feed.


    They turn left, and come to a door guarded by soldiers. They enter through this door and are shown before the sultan and his council.


    “Do you claim to be the Messiah?” a councilor asks Shabbetai.


    “No,” he says.


    “What?” the councilor says, astonished.


    “No. Perhaps I was the Messiah once. But the light has left me—I see no more and no less than other people.”


    The sultan moves his hand. The councilor nods to him and turns toward Shabbetai. “I see,” he says. “You understand that we cannot just take your word for this. We cannot say, Very well, you may go now. Your followers outside are waiting for you—you have become a very dangerous man.”


    “We are prepared to offer you a choice,” the sultan says. “Either convert to Islam or be put to death immediately.”


    The light returns, filling the room. Shabbetai gasps; he had begun to think it lost forever. The light breaks. Two paths branch off before him.


    On one path he accepts death. His followers, stunned, sit in mourning for him for the required seven days. Then Nathan pronounces him a martyr, and others proclaim that he has ascended to heaven.


    His following grows. Miracles are seen, and attested to by others. An army forms; they attack the Turks. A long and bloody war follows. The sultan, the man sitting so smugly before him, is killed by one of his own people, a convert to what is starting to be called Sabbatarianism.


    After a decade the Turks surrender, worn out by the fighting against the Sabbatarians on one side and the Venetians on the other. Shabbetai’s followers take Constantinople; Hagia Sophia, once a church and then a mosque, is converted a third time by the victorious army.


    The Sabbatarians consolidate their power, and spread across Europe and Asia. First hundreds and then thousands of heretics are put to death. Holy wars flare. Men hungry for power come to Constantinople and are given positions in the hierarchy of the new religion.


    Finally, using the terrifying tools of the far future, the Sabbatarians set out to kill everyone who is not a believer. The broken light that Shabbetai saw in his vision shines across the sky as city after city is laid waste. Poisons cover the earth. At the end only a few thousand people are left alive.


    Shabbetai turns his gaze away from the destruction and looks down the other path. Here he becomes a convert to Islam; he changes his name to Aziz Mehmed Effendi. The sultan, pleased at his decision, grants him a royal pension of 150 piasters a day.


    His followers are shocked, but they soon invent reasons for his apostasy. Nathan explains that the conversion was necessary, that the Messiah must lose himself in darkness in order to find all the shards of God hidden in the world.


    Over the years his followers begin to lose hope. Sarah dies in 1674. Two years later he himself dies. Several groups of Sabbatarians continue to meet in secret; one group even survives to the mid-twentieth century.


    He turns back to the first path. Once again he is drawn to the vision of annihilation. An end to breeding and living and dying, an end to the mad ceaseless activity that covers the earth. Perhaps this is what God requires of him.


    He remembers Sarah, her desire to lie with him. She thought him powerless; very well, he will show her something of power. Flame will consume her descendants, all the children he had been unable to give her.


    The moon spins before him, fragments into a thousand pieces. He understands that his vision is not an allegory but real, that people will become so strong they can destroy the moon.


    His head pounds. He is not powerless at all. He is the most powerful man in the world. All the people he has seen in his travels, the bakers and learned men and farmers and housewives and bandits, all of them depend for their lives on his next word.


    He thinks of Sarah again, her tangled hair, her breath warm on his cheek. If he lets the world live all her children will be his, although she will not know it. Every person in the world will be his child. He can choose life, for himself and for everyone; he can do what he was chosen to do and heal the world.


    The light blazes and dies. He looks up at the sultan and his men and says, calmly, “I will choose Islam.”


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1994 by Lisa Goldstein.
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    THINK LIKE A DINOSAUR, by James Patrick Kelly


    First published in Asimov’s Science Fiction, June 1995


    Kamala Shastri came back to this world as she had left it—naked. She tottered out of the assembler, trying to balance in Tuulen Station’s delicate gravity. I caught her and bundled her into a robe with one motion, then eased her onto the float. Three years on another planet had transformed Kamala. She was leaner, more muscular. Her fingernails were now a couple of centimeters long and there were four parallel scars incised on her left cheek, perhaps some Gendian’s idea of beautification. But what struck me most was the darting strangeness in her eyes. This place, so familiar to me, seemed almost to shock her. It was as if she doubted the walls and was skeptical of air. She had learned to think like an alien.


    “Welcome back.” The float’s whisper rose to a whoosh as I walked it down the hallway.


    She swallowed hard and I thought she might cry. Three years ago, she would have. Lots of migrators are devastated when they come out of the assembler; it’s because there is no transition. A few seconds ago Kamala was on Gend, fourth planet of the star we call epsilon Leo, and now she was here in lunar orbit. She was almost home; her life’s great adventure was over.


    “Matthew?” she said.


    “Michael.” I couldn’t help but be pleased that she remembered me. After all, she had changed my life.


    * * * *


    I’ve guided maybe three hundred migrations—comings and goings—since I first came to Tuulen to study the dinos. Kamala Shastri’s is the only quantum scan I’ve ever pirated. I doubt that the dmos care; I suspect this is a trespass they occasionally allow themselves. I know more about her—at least, as she was three years ago—than I know about myself. When the dinos sent her to Gend, she massed 50,391.72 grams and her red cell count was 4.81 million per mm3. She could play the nagas-varam, a kind of bamboo flute. Her father came from Thana, near Bombay, and her favorite flavor of chewyfrute was watermelon and she’d had five lovers and when she was eleven she had wanted to be a gymnast but instead she had become a biomaterials engineer who at age twenty-nine had volunteered to go to the stars to learn how to grow artificial eyes. It took her two years to go through migrator training; she knew she could have backed out at any time, right up until the moment Sillom translated her into a superluminal signal. She understood what it meant to balance the equation.


    I first met her on June 22, 2069. She shuttled over from Lunex’s L1 port and came through our airlock at promptly 10:15, a small, roundish woman with black hair parted in the middle and drawn tight against her skull. They had darkened her skin against epsilon Leo’s UV; it was the deep blue-black of twilight. She was wearing a striped clingy and velcro slippers to help her get around for the short time she’d be navigating our .2 micrograv.


    “Welcome to Tuulen Station.” I smiled and offered my hand. “My name is Michael.” We shook. “I’m supposed to be a sapientologist but I also moonlight as the local guide.”


    “Guide?” She nodded distractedly. “Okay.” She peered past me, as if expecting someone else.


    “Oh, don’t worry,” I said, “the dinos are in their cages.”


    Her eyes got wide as she let her hand slip from mine. “You call the Hanen dinos?”


    “Why not?” I laughed. “They call us babies. The weeps, among other things.”


    She shook her head in amazement. People who’ve never met a dino tended to romanticize them: the wise and noble reptiles who had mastered superluminal physics and introduced Earth to the wonders of galactic civilization. I doubt Kamala had ever seen a dino play poker or gobble down a screaming rabbit. And she had never argued with Linna, who still wasn’t convinced that humans were psychologically ready to go to the stars.


    “Have you eaten?” I gestured down the corridor toward the reception rooms. “Yes…I mean, no.” She didn’t move. “I am not hungry.”


    “Let me guess. You’re too nervous to eat. You’re too nervous to talk, even. You wish I’d just shut up, pop you into the marble, and beam you out. Let’s just get this part the hell over with, eh?”


    “I don’t mind the conversation, actually.”


    “There you go. Well, Kamala, it is my solemn duty to advise you that there are no peanut butter and jelly sandwiches on Gend. And no chicken vindaloo. What’s my name again?”


    “Michael?”


    “See, you’re not that nervous. Not one taco, or a single slice of eggplant pizza. This is your last chance to eat like a human.”


    “Okay.” She did not actually smile—she was too busy being brave—but a corner of her mouth twitched. “Actually, I would not mind a cup of tea.”


    “Now, tea they’ve got.” She let me guide her toward reception room D; her slippers snicked at the velcro carpet. “Of course, they brew it from lawn clippings.”


    “The Gendians don’t keep lawns. They live underground.”


    “Refresh my memory.” I kept my hand on her shoulder; beneath the clingy, her muscles were rigid. “Are they the ferrets or the things with the orange bumps?”


    “They look nothing like ferrets.”


    We popped through the door bubble into reception D, a compact rectangular space with a scatter of low, unthreatening furniture. There was a kitchen station at one end, a closet with a vacuum toilet at the other. The ceiling was blue sky; the long wall showed a live view of the Charles River and the Boston skyline, baking in the late June sun. Kamala had just finished her doctorate at MIT.


    I opaqued the door. She perched on the edge of a couch like a wren, ready to flit away.


    While I was making her tea, my fingernail screen flashed. I answered it and a tiny Silloin came up in discreet mode. She didn’t look at me; she was too busy watching arrays in the control room. =A problem,= her voice buzzed in my earstone, =most negligible, really. But we will have to void the last two from today’s schedule. Save them at Lunex until first shift tomorrow. Can this one be kept for an hour?=


    “Sure,” I said. “Kamala, would you like to meet a Hanen?” I transferred Silloin to a dino-sized window on the wall. “Silloin, this is Kamala Shastri. Silloin is the one who actually runs things. I’m just the doorman.”


    Silloin looked through the window with her near eye, then swung around and peered at Kamala with her other. She was short for a dino, just over a meter tall, but she had an enormous head that teetered on her neck like a watermelon balancing on a grapefruit. She must have just oiled herself because her silver scales shone. =Kamala, you will accept my happiest intentions for you?= She raised her left hand, spreading the skinny digits to expose dark crescents of vestigial webbing.


    “Of course, I.…”


    =And you will permit us to render you this translation?=


    She straightened. “Yes.”


    =Have you questions ?=


    I’m sure she had several hundred, but at this point was probably too scared to ask. While she hesitated, I broke in. “Which came first, the lizard or the egg?”


    Silloin ignored me. =It will be excellent for you to begin when?=


    “She’s just having a little tea,” I said, handing her the cup. “I’ll bring her along when she’s done. Say an hour?”


    Kamala squirmed on the couch. “No, really, it will not take me.…”


    Sillom showed us her teeth, several of which were as long as piano keys. =That would be most appropriate, Michael. = She closed; a gull flew through the space where her window had been.


    “Why did you do that?” Kamala’s voice was sharp.


    “Because it says here that you have to wait your turn. You’re not the only migrator we’re sending this morning.” This was a lie, of course; we had had to cut the schedule because Jodi Latchaw, the other sapientologist assigned to Tuulen, was at the University of Hipparchus presenting our paper on the Hanen concept of identity. “Don’t worry, I’ll make the time fly.”


    For a moment, we looked at each other. I could have laid down an hour’s worth of patter; I’d done that often enough. Or I could have drawn her out on why she was going: no doubt she had a blind grandma or second cousin just waiting for her to bring home those artificial eyes, not to mention potential spin-offs which could well end tuberculosis, famine, and premature ejaculation, blah, blah, blah. Or I could have just left her alone in the room to read the wall. The trick was guessing how spooked she really was.


    “Tell me a secret,” I said.


    “What?”


    “A secret, you know, something no one else knows.”


    She stared as if I’d just fallen off Mars.


    “Look, in a little while you’re going someplace that’s what…three hundred and ten light years away? You’re scheduled to stay for three years. By the time you come back, I could easily be rich, famous, and elsewhere; we’ll probably never see each other again. So what have you got to lose? I promise not to tell.”


    She leaned back on the couch, and settled the cup in her lap. “This is another test, right? After everything they have put me through, they still have not decided whether to send me.”


    “Oh no, in a couple of hours you’ll be cracking nuts with ferrets in some dark Gendian burrow. This is just me, talking.”


    “You are crazy.”


    “Actually, I believe the technical term is logomaniac. It’s from the Greek: logos meaning word, mania meaning two bits short of a byte. I just love to chat is all. Tell you what, I’ll go first. If my secret isn’t juicy enough, you don’t have tell me anything.”


    Her eyes were slits as she sipped her tea. I was fairly sure that whatever she was worrying about at the moment, it wasn’t being swallowed by the big blue marble.


    “I was brought up Catholic,” I said, settling onto a chair in front of her. “I’m not anymore, but that’s not the secret. My parents sent me to Mary, Mother of God High School; we called it Moogoo. It was run by a couple of old priests, Father Thomas and his wife, Mother Jennifer. Father Tom taught physics, which I got a ‘D’ in, mostly because he talked like he had walnuts in his mouth. Mother Jennifer taught theology and had all the warmth of a marble pew; her nickname was Mama Moogoo.


    “One night, just two weeks before my graduation, Father Tom and Mama Moogoo went out in their Chevy Minimus for ice cream. On the way home, Mama Moogoo pushed a yellow light and got broadsided by an ambulance. Like I said, she was old, a hundred and twenty something; they should’ve lifted her license back in the ’50s. She was killed instantly. Father Tom died in the hospital.


    “Of course, we were all supposed to feel sorry for them and I guess I did a little, but I never really liked either of them and I resented the way their deaths had screwed things up for my class. So I was more annoyed than sorry, but then I also had this edge of guilt for being so uncharitable. Maybe you’d have to grow up Catholic to understand that. Anyway, the day after it happened they called an assembly in the gym and we were all there squirming on the bleachers and the cardinal himself telepresented a sermon. He kept trying to comfort us, like it had been our parents that had died. When I made a joke about it to the kid next to me, I got caught and spent the last week of my senior year with an in-school suspension.”


    Kamala had finished her tea. She slid the empty cup into one of the holders built into the table.


    “Want some more?” I said.


    She stirred restlessly. “Why are you telling me this?”


    “It’s part of the secret.” I leaned forward in my chair. “See, my family lived down the street from Holy Spirit Cemetery and in order to get to the carryvan line on McKinley Ave., I had to cut through. Now this happened a couple of days after I got in trouble at the assembly. It was around midnight and I was coming home from a graduation party where I had taken a couple of pokes of insight, so I was feeling sly as a philosopher-king. As I walked through the cemetery, I stumbled across two dirt mounds right next to each other. At first I thought they were flower beds, then I saw the wooden crosses. Fresh graves: here lies Father Tom and Mama Moogoo. There wasn’t much to the crosses: they were basically just stakes with crosspieces, painted white and hammered into the ground. The names were hand printed on them. The way I figure it, they were there to mark the graves until the stones got delivered. I didn’t need any insight to recognize a once in a lifetime opportunity. If I switched them, what were the chances anyone was going to notice? It was no problem sliding them out of their holes. I smoothed the dirt with my hands and then ran like hell.”


    Until that moment, she’d seemed bemused by my story and slightly condescending toward me. Now there was a glint of alarm in her eyes. “That was a terrible thing to do,” she said.


    “Absolutely,” I said, “although the dinos think that the whole idea of planting bodies in graveyards and marking them with carved rocks is weepy. They say there is no identity in dead meat, so why get so sentimental about it? Linna keeps asking how come we don’t put markers over our shit. But that’s not the secret. See, it’d been a warmish night in the middle of June, only as I ran, the air turned cold. Freezing, I could see my breath. And my shoes got heavier and heavier, like they had turned to stone. As I got closer to the back gate, it felt like I was fighting a strong wind, except my clothes weren’t flapping. I slowed to a walk. I know I could have pushed through, but my heart was thumping and then I heard this whispery seashell noise and I panicked. So the secret is I’m a coward. I switched the crosses back and I never went near that cemetery again. As a matter of fact,” I nodded at the walls of reception room D on Tuulen Station, “when I grew up, I got about as far away from it as I could.”


    She stared as I settled back in my chair. “True story,” I said and raised my right hand. She seemed so astonished that I started laughing. A smile bloomed on her dark face and suddenly she was giggling too. It was a soft, liquid sound, like a brook bubbling over smooth stones; it made me laugh even harder. Her lips were full and her teeth were very white.


    “Your turn,” I said, finally.


    “Oh, no, I could not.” She waved me off. “I don’t have anything so good.…” She paused, then frowned. “You have told that before?”


    “Once,” I said. “To the Hanen, during the psych screening for this job. Only I didn’t tell them the last part. I know how dinos think, so I ended it when I switched the crosses. The rest is baby stuff.” I waggled a finger at her. “Don’t forget, you promised to keep my secret.”


    “Did I?”


    “Tell me about when you were young. Where did you grow up?”


    “Toronto.” She glanced at me, appraisingly. “There was something, but not funny. Sad.”


    I nodded encouragement and changed the wall to Toronto’s skyline dominated by the CN Tower, Toronto-Dominion Centre, Commerce Court, and the King’s Needle.


    She twisted to take in the view and spoke over her shoulder. “When I was ten we moved to an apartment, right downtown on Bloor Street so my mother could be close to work.” She pointed at the wall and turned back to face me. “She is an accountant, my father wrote wallpaper for Imagineering. It was a huge building; it seemed as if we were always getting into the elevator with ten neighbors we never knew we had. 1 was coming home from school one day when an old woman stopped me in the lobby. ‘Little girl,’ she said, ‘how would you like to earn ten dollars?’ My parents had warned me not to talk to strangers but she obviously was a resident. Besides, she had an ancient pair of exolegs strapped on, so I knew I could outrun her if I needed to. She asked me to go to the store for her, handed me a grocery list and a cash card, and said I should bring everything up to her apartment, 10W. I should have been more suspicious because all the downtown groceries deliver but, as I soon found out, all she really wanted was someone to talk to her. And she was willing to pay for it, usually five or ten dollars, depending on how long I stayed. Soon I was stopping by almost every day after school. I think my parents would have made me stop if they had known; they were very strict. They would not have liked me taking her money. But neither of them got home until after six, so it was my secret to keep.”


    “Who was she?” I said. “What did you talk about?”


    “Her name was Margaret Ase. She was ninety-seven years old and I think she had been some kind of counselor. Her husband and her daughter had both died and she was alone. I didn’t find out much about her; she made me do most of the talking. She asked me about my friends and what 1 was learning in school and my family. Things like that.…”


    Her voice trailed off as my fingernail started to flash. 1 answered it.


    =Michael, I am pleased to call you to here.= Silloin buzzed in my ear. She was almost twenty minutes ahead of schedule.


    “See, I told you we’d make the time fly.” 1 stood; Kamala’s eyes got very wide. “I’m ready if you are.”


    I offered her my hand. She took it and let me help her up. She wavered for a moment and I sensed just how fragile her resolve was. I put my hand around her waist and steered her into the corridor. In the micrograv of Tuulen Station, she already felt as insubstantial as a memory. “So tell me, what happened that was so sad?”


    At first 1 thought she hadn’t heard. She shuffled along, said nothing.


    “Hey, don’t keep me in suspense here, Kamala,” I said. “You have to finish the story.”


    “No,” she said. “I don’t think I do.”


    I didn’t take this personally. My only real interest in the conversation had been to distract her. If she refused to be distracted, that was her choice. Some migrators kept talking right up to the moment they slid into the big blue marble, but lots of them went quiet just before. They turned inward. Maybe in her mind she was already on Gend, blinking in the hard white light.


    We arrived at the scan center, the largest space on Tuulen Station. Immediately in front of us was the marble, containment for the quantum nondemolition sensor array—QNSA for the acronymically inclined. It was the milky blue of glacial ice and big as two elephants. The upper hemisphere was raised and the scanning table protruded like a shiny gray tongue. Kamala approached the marble and touched her reflection, which writhed across its polished surface. To the right was a padded bench, the fogger, and a toilet. I looked left, through the control room window. Silloin stood watching us, her impossible head cocked to one side.


    =She is docile?= she buzzed in my earstone.


    I held up crossed fingers.


    =Welcome, Kamala Shastri.= Silloin’s voice came over the speakers with a soothing hush. =You are ready to open your translation ?=


    Kamala bowed to the window. “This is where I take my clothes off?”


    =If you would be so convenient.=


    She brushed past me to the bench. Apparently I had ceased to exist; this was between her and the dino now. She undressed quickly, folding her clingy into a neat bundle, tucking her slippers beneath the bench. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see tiny feet, heavy thighs, and the beautiful, dark smooth skin of her back. She stepped into the fogger and closed the door.


    “Ready,” she called.


    From the control room, Silloin closed circuits which filled the fogger with a dense cloud of nanolenses. The nano stuck to Kamala and deployed, coating the surface of her body. As she breathed them, they passed from her lungs into her bloodstream. She only coughed twice; she had been well trained. When the eight minutes were up, Silloin cleared the air in the fogger and she emerged. Still ignoring me, she again faced the control room.


    =Now you must arrange yourself on the scanning table,= said Silloin, =and enable Michael to fix you.=


    She crossed to the marble without hesitation, climbed the gantry beside it, eased onto the table and laid back.


    I followed her up. “Sure you won’t tell me the rest of the secret?”


    She stared at the ceiling, unblinking.


    “Okay then.” I took the canister and a sparker out of my hip pouch. “This is going to happen just like you’ve practiced it.” I used the canister to respray the bottoms of her feet with nano. I watched her belly rise and fall, rise and fall. She was deep into her breathing exercise. “Remember, no skipping rope or whistling while you’re in the scanner.”


    She did not answer. “Deep breath now,” I said and touched a sparker to her big toe. There was a brief crackle as the nano on her skin wove into a net and stiffened, locking her in place. “Bark at the ferrets for me.” I picked up my equipment, climbed down the gantry, and wheeled it back to the wall.


    With a low whine, the big blue marble retracted its tongue. 1 watched the upper hemisphere close, swallowing Kamala Shastri, then joined Silloin in the control room.


    I’m not of the school who thinks the dinos stink, another reason 1 got assigned to study them up close. Parikkal, for example, has no smell at all that 1 can tell. Normally Silloin had the faint but not unpleasant smell of stale wine. When she was under stress, however, her scent became vinegary and biting. It must have been a wild morning for her. Breathing through my mouth, I settled onto the stool at my station.


    She was working quickly, now that the marble was sealed. Even with all their training, migrators tend to get claustrophobic fast. After all, they’re lying in the dark, in nanobondage, waiting to be translated. Waiting. The simulator at the Singapore training center makes a noise while it’s emulating a scan. Most compare it to a light rain pattering against the marble; for some, it’s low volume radio static. As long as they hear the patter, the migrators think they’re safe. We reproduce it for them while they’re in our marble, even though scanning takes about three seconds and is utterly silent. From my vantage I could see that the sagittal, axial, and coronal windows had stopped blinking, indicating full data capture. Silloin was skirring busily to herself; her comm didn’t bother to interpret. Wasn’t saying anything baby Michael needed to know, obviously. Her head bobbed as she monitored the enormous spread of readouts; her claws clicked against touch screens that glowed orange and yellow.


    At my station, there was only a migration status screen—and a white button.


    I wasn’t lying when I said I was just the doorman. My field is sapientology, not quantum physics. Whatever went wrong with Kamala’s migration that morning, there was nothing I could have done. The dinos tell me that the quantum nondemoliton sensor array is able to circumvent Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle by measuring spacetime’s most crogglingly small quantities without collapsing the wave/particle duality. How small? They say that no one can ever “see” anything that’s only 1.62 x 10-33 centimeters long, because at that size, space and time come apart. Time ceases to exist and space becomes a random probablistic foam, sort of like quantum spit. We humans call this the Planck-Wheeler length. There’s a Planck-Wheeler time, too: 10-45 of a second. If something happens and something else happens and the two events are separated by an interval of a mere 10-45 of a second, it is impossible to say which came first. It was all dino to me—and that’s just the scanning. The Hanen use different tech to create artificial wormholes, hold them open with electromagnetic vacuum fluctuations, pass the superluminal signal through and then assemble the migrator from elementary particles at the destination.


    On my status screen I could see that the signal which mapped Kamala Shastri had already been compressed and burst through the wormhole. All that we had to wait for was for Gend to confirm acquisition. Once they officially told us that they had her, it would be my job to balance the equation.


    Pitter-patter, pitter-pat.


    Some Hanen technologies are so powerful that they can alter reality itself. Wormholes could be used by some time traveling fanatic to corrupt history; the scanner/assembler could be used to create a billion Silloins—or Michael Burrs. Pristine reality, unpolluted by such anomalies, has what the dinos call harmony. Before any sapients get to join the galactic club, they must prove total commitment to preserving harmony.


    Since I had come to Tuulen to study the dinos, I had pressed the white button over two hundred times. It was what I had to do in order to keep my assignment. Pressing it sent a killing pulse of ionizing radiation through the cerebral cortex of the migrator’s duplicated, and therefore unnecessary, body. No brain, no pain; death followed within seconds. Yes, the first few times I’d balanced the equation had been traumatic. It was still…unpleasant. But this was the price of a ticket to the stars. If certain unusual people like Kamala Shastri had decided that price was reasonable, it was their choice, not mine.


    =This is not a happy result, Michael. = Silloin spoke to me for the first time since I’d entered the control room. = Discrepancies are unfolding.= On my status screen I watched as the error-checking routines started turning up hits.


    “Is the problem here?” I felt a knot twist suddenly inside me. “Or there?” If our original scan checked out, then all Silloin would have to do is send it to Gend again.


    There was a long, infuriating silence. Silloin concentrated on part of her board as if it showed her first-born hatchling chipping out of its egg. The respirator between her shoulders had ballooned to twice its normal size. My screen showed that Kamala had been in the marble for four minutes plus.


    =It may be fortunate to recalibrate the scanner and begin over.=


    “Shit.” I slammed my hand against the wall, felt the pain tingle to my elbow. “I thought you had it fixed.” When error-checking turned up problems, the solution was almost always to retransmit. “You’re sure, Silloin? Because this one was right on the edge when I tucked her in.”


    Silloin gave me a dismissive sneeze and slapped at the error readouts with her bony little hand, as if to knock them back to normal. Like Linna and the other dinos, she had little patience with what she regarded as our weepy fears of migration. However, unlike Linna, she was convinced that someday, after we had used Hanen technologies long enough, we would learn to think like dinos. Maybe she’s right. Maybe when we’ve been squirting through wormholes for hundreds of years, we’ll cheerfully discard our redundant bodies. When the dinos and other sapients migrate, the redundants zap themselves—very harmonious. They tried it with humans but it didn’t always work. That’s why I’m here. =The need is most clear. It will prolong about thirty minutes,= she said.


    Kamala had been alone in the dark for almost six minutes, longer than any migrator I’d ever guided. “Let me hear what’s going on in the marble.”


    The control room filled with the sound of Kamala screaming. It didn’t sound human to me—more like the shriek of tires skidding toward a crash.


    “We’ve got to get her out of there,” I said.


    =That is baby thinking, Michael.=


    “So she’s a baby, damn it.” I knew that bringing migrators out of the marble was big trouble. I could have asked Silloin to turn the speakers off and sat there while Kamala suffered. It was my decision.


    “Don’t open the marble until I get the gantry in place.” I ran for the door. “And keep the sound effects going.”


    At the first crack of light, she howled. The upper hemisphere seemed to lift in slow motion; inside the marble she bucked against the nano. Just when I was sure it was impossible that she could scream any louder, she did. We had accomplished something extraordinary, Silloin and I; we had stripped the brave biomaterials engineer away completely, leaving in her place a terrified animal.


    “Kamala, it’s me. Michael.”


    Her frantic screams cohered into words. “Stop…don’t…oh my god, someone help!” If I could have, I would’ve jumped into the marble to release her, but the sensor array is fragile and I wasn’t going to risk causing any more problems with it. We both had to wait until the upper hemisphere swung fully open and the scanning table offered poor Kamala to me.


    “It’s okay. Nothing’s going to happen, all right? We’re bringing you out, that’s all. Everything’s all right.”


    When I released her with the sparker, she flew at me. We pitched back and almost toppled down the steps. Her grip was so tight I couldn’t breathe.


    “Don’t kill me, don’t, please, don’t.”


    I rolled on top of her. “Kamala!” I wriggled one arm free and used it to pry myself from her. I scrabbled sideways to the top step. She lurched clumsily in the micro-gravity and swung at me; her fingernails raked across the back of my hand, leaving bloody welts. “Kamala, stop!” It was all I could do not to strike back at her. I retreated down the steps.


    “You bastard. What are you assholes trying to do to me?” She drew several shuddering breaths and began to sob.


    “The scan got corrupted somehow. Silloin is working on it.”


    =The difficulty is obscure,= said Silloin from the control room.


    “But that’s not your problem.” I backed toward the bench.


    “They lied,” she mumbled and seemed to fold in upon herself as if she were ]ust skin, no flesh or bones. “They said I wouldn’t feel anything and…do you know what it’s like…it’s…”


    I fumbled for her clingy. “Look, here are your clothes. Why don’t you get dressed? We’ll get you out of here.”


    “You bastard,” she repeated, but her voice was empty.


    She let me coax her down off the gantry. I counted nubs on the wall while she fumbled back into her clingy. They were the size of the old dimes my grandfather used to hoard and they glowed with a soft golden biolummescence. I was up to forty-seven before she was dressed and ready to return to reception D.


    Where before she had perched expectantly at the edge of the couch, now she slumped back against it. “So what now?” she said.


    “I don’t know.” I went to the kitchen station and took the carafe from the distiller. “What now, Silloin?” I poured water over the back of my hand to wash the blood off. It stung. My earstone was silent. “I guess we wait,” I said finally.


    “For what?”


    “For her to fix…”


    “I’m not going back in there.”


    I decided to let that pass. It was probably too soon to argue with her about it, although once Silloin recalibrated the scanner, she’d have very little time to change her mind. “You want something from the kitchen? Another cup of tea, maybe?”


    “How about a gin and tonic—hold the tonic?” She rubbed beneath her eyes. “Or a couple of hundred milliliters of serentol?”


    I tried to pretend she’d made a joke. “You know the dinos won’t let us open the bar for migrators. The scanner might misread your brain chemistry and your visit to Gend would be nothing but a three-year drunk.”


    “Don’t you understand?’ She was right back at the edge of hysteria, “I am not going!” I didn’t really blame her for the way she was acting but, at that moment, all I wanted was to get rid of Kamala Shastri. I didn’t care if she went on to Gend or back to Lunex or over the rainbow to Oz, just as long as I didn’t have to be in the same room with this miserable creature who was trying to make me feel guilty about an accident I had nothing to do with.


    “I thought I could do it.” She clamped hands to her ears as if to keep from hearing her own despair. “I wasted the last two years convincing myself that I could just lie there and not think and then suddenly I’d be far away. I was going someplace wonderful and strange.” She made a strangled sound and let her hands drop into her lap. “I was going to help people see.”


    “You did it, Kamala. You did everything we asked.”


    She shook her head. “I couldn’t not think. That was the problem. And then there she was, trying to touch me. In the dark. 1 had not thought of her since.…” She shivered. “It’s your fault for reminding me.”


    “Your secret friend,” I said.


    “Friend?” Kamala seemed puzzled by the word. “No, I wouldn’t say she was a friend. I was always a little bit scared of her, because I was never quite sure of what she wanted from me.” She paused. “One day I went up to 10W after school. She was in her chair, staring down at Bloor Street. Her back was to me. I said, ‘Hi, Ms. Ase.’ I was going to show her a genie I had written, only she didn’t say anything. I came around. Her skin was the color of ashes. I took her hand. It was like picking up something plastic. She was stiff, hard—not a person anymore. She had become a thing, like a feather or a bone. I ran; I had to get out of there. I went up to our apartment and I hid from her.”


    She squinted, as if observing—judging—her younger self through the lens of time. “I think 1 understand now what she wanted. I think she knew she was dying; she probably wanted me there with her at the end, or at least to find her body afterward and report it. Only I could not. If I told anyone she was dead, my parents would find out about us. Maybe people would suspect me of doing something to her—I don’t know. I could have called security but I was only ten; I was afraid somehow they might trace me. A couple of weeks went by and still nobody had found her. By then it was too late to say anything. Everyone would have blamed me for keeping quiet for so long. At night I imagined her turning black and rotting into her chair like a banana. It made me sick; I couldn’t sleep or eat. They had to put me in the hospital, because I had touched her. Touched death.”


    =Michael,= Silloin whispered, without any warning flash. =An impossibility has formed.=


    “As soon as I was out of that building, I started to get better. Then they found her. After I came home, I worked hard to forget Ms. Ase. And I did, almost.” Kamala wrapped her arms around herself. “But just now she was with me again, inside the marble…I couldn’t see her but somehow I knew she was reaching for me.”


    =Michael, Parikkal is here with Linna.=


    “Don’t you see?” She gave a bitter laugh. “How can I go to Gend? I’m hallucinating.”


    =It has broken the harmony. Join us alone.=


    I was tempted to swat at the annoying buzz in rny ear.


    “You know, I’ve never told anyone about her before.”


    “Well, maybe some good has come of this after all.” I patted her on the knee. “Excuse me for a minute?” She seemed surprised that I would leave. I slipped into the hall and hardened the door bubble, sealing her in.


    “What impossibility?” I said, heading for the control room.


    =She is pleased to reopen the scanner?=


    “Not pleased at all. More like scared shitless.”


    =This is Parikkal.= My earstone translated his skirring with a sizzling edge, like bacon frying. =The confusion was made elsewhere. No mishap can be connected to our station. =


    I pushed through the bubble into the scan center. I could see the three dinos through the control window. Their heads were bobbing furiously. “Tell me,” I said.


    =Our communications with Gend were marred by a transient falsehood,= said Silloin. =Kamala Shastri has been received there and reconstructed. =


    “She migrated?” I felt the deck shifting beneath my feet. “What about the one we’ve got here?”


    =The simplicity is to load the redundant into the scanner and finalize.…=


    “I’ve got news for you. She’s not going anywhere near that marble.”


    =Her equation is not in balance.= This was Linna, speaking for the first time. Linna was not exactly in charge of Tuulen Station; she was more like a senior partner. Parikkal and Silloin had overruled her before—at least I thought they had.


    “What do you expect me to do? Wring her neck?”


    There was a moment’s silence—which was not as unnerving as watching them eye me through the window, their heads now perfectly still.


    “No,” I said.


    The dinos were skirring at each other; their heads wove and dipped. At first they cut me cold and the comm was silent, but suddenly their debate crackled through my earstone.


    =This is just as I have been telling,= said Linna. =These beings have no realization of harmony. It is wrongful to further unleash them on the many worlds. =


    =You may have reason,= said Parikkal. =But that is a later discussion. The need is for the equation to be balanced. =


    =There is no time. We will have to discard the redundant ourselves.= Silloin bared her long brown teeth. It would take her maybe five seconds to rip Kamala’s throat out. And even though Silloin was the dino most sympathetic to us, I had no doubt she would enjoy the kill.


    =I will argue that we adjourn human migration until this world has been rethought, = said Linna.


    This was the typical dino condescension. Even though they appeared to be arguing with each other, they were actually speaking to me, laying the situation out so that even the baby sapient would understand. They were informing me that I was jeopardizing the future of humanity in space. That the Kamala in reception D was dead whether I quit or not. That the equation had to be balanced and it had to be now.


    “Wait,” I said. “Maybe I can coax her back into the scanner.” I had to get away from them. I pulled my earstone out and slid it into my pocket. I was in such a hurry to escape that I stumbled as I left the scan center and had to catch myself in the hallway. I stood there for a second, staring at the hand pressed against the bulkhead. I seemed to see the splayed fingers through the wrong end of a telescope. I was far away from myself.


    She had curled into herself on the couch, arms clutching knees to her chest, as if trying to shrink so that nobody would notice her.


    “We’re all set,” I said briskly. “You’ll be in the marble for less than a minute, guaranteed.”


    “No, Michael.”


    I could actually feel myself receding from Tuulen Station. “Kamala, you’re throwing away a huge part of your life.”


    “It is my right.” Her eyes were shiny.


    No, it wasn’t. She was redundant; she had no rights. What had she said about the dead old lady? She had become a thing, like a bone.


    “Okay, then,” I jabbed at her shoulder with a stiff forefinger. “Let’s go.”


    She recoiled. “Go where?”


    “Back to Lunex. I’m holding the shuttle for you. It just dropped off my afternoon list; I should be helping them settle in, instead of having to deal with you.”


    She unfolded herself slowly.


    “Come on.” I jerked her roughly to her feet. “The dinos want you off Tuulen as soon as possible and so do I.” I was so distant, I couldn’t see Kamala Shastri anymore.


    She nodded and let me march her to the bubble door.


    “And if we meet anyone in the hall, keep your mouth shut.”


    “You’re being so mean.” Her whisper was thick.


    “You’re being such a baby.”


    When the inner door glided open, she realized immediately that there was no umbilical to the shuttle. She tried to twist out of my grip but I put my shoulder into her, hard. She flew across the airlock, slammed against the outer door and caromed onto her back. As I punched the switch to close the door, I came back to myself. I was doing this terrible thing—me, Michael Burr. I couldn’t help myself: I giggled. When I last saw her, Kamala was scrabbling across the deck toward me but she was too late. I was surprised that she wasn’t screaming again; all I heard was her ferocious breathing.


    As soon as the inner door sealed, I opened the outer door. After all, how many ways are there to kill someone on a space station? There were no guns. Maybe someone else could have stabbed or strangled her, but not me. Poison how? Besides, I wasn’t thinking, I had been trying desperately not to think of what I was doing. I was a sapientologist, not a doctor. I always thought that exposure to space meant instantaneous death. Explosive decompression or something like. I didn’t want her to suffer. I was trying to make it quick. Painless.


    I heard the whoosh of escaping air and thought that was it; the body had been ejected into space. I had actually turned away when thumping started, frantic, like the beat of a racing heart. She must have found something to hold onto. Thump, thump, thump! It was too much. I sagged against the inner door—thump, thump—slid down it, laughing. Turns out that if you empty the lungs, it is possible to survive exposure to space for at least a minute, maybe two. I thought it was funny. Thump! Hilarious, actually. I had tried my best for her—risked my career—and this was how she repaid me? As I laid my cheek against the door, the thumps started to weaken. There were just a few centimeters between us, the difference between life and death. Now she knew all about balancing the equation. I was laughing so hard I could scarcely breathe. Just like the meat behind the door. Die already, you weepy bitch!


    I don’t know how long it took. The thumping slowed. Stopped. And then I was a hero. I had preserved harmony, kept our link to the stars open. I chuckled with pride; I could think like a dinosaur.


    * * * *


    I popped through the bubble door into reception D. “It’s time to board the shuttle.”


    Kamala had changed into a clingy and velcro slippers. There were at least ten windows open on the wall; the room filled with the murmur of talking heads. Friends and relatives had to be notified; their loved one had returned, safe and sound. “I have to go,” she said to the wall. “I will call you when I land.”


    She gave me a smile that seemed stiff from disuse. “I want to thank you again, Michael.” I wondered how long it took migrators to get used to being human. “You were such a help and I was such a…I was not myself.” She glanced around the room one last time and then shivered. “I was really scared.”


    “You were.”


    She shook her head. “Was it that bad?”


    I shrugged and led her out into the hall.


    “I feel so silly now. I mean, I was in the marble for less than a minute and then—” she snapped her fingers—”there I was on Gend, just like you said.” She brushed up against me as we walked; her body was hard under the clingy. “Anyway, I am glad we got this chance to talk. I really was going to look you up when I got back. I certainly did not expect to see you here.”


    “I decided to stay on.” The inner door to the airlock glided open. “It’s a job that grows on you.” The umbilical shivered as the pressure between Tuulen Station and the shuttle equalized.


    “You have got migrators waiting,” she said.


    “Two.”


    “I envy them.” She turned to me. “Have you ever thought about going to the stars?”


    “No,” I said.


    Kamala put her hand to my face. “It changes everything.” I could feel the prick of her long nails—claws, really. For a moment I thought she meant to scar my cheek the way she had been scarred.


    “I know,” I said.


    * * * *
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    I’d never met John Kessel before I started working on this book, which didn’t stop him from being generous in his comments and story suggestions. Not only was he extraordinarily well-read on the writers whose work I knew least well, he had a knack for making me want to ignore all my deadlines and read all sorts of interesting things I had never come across until he mentioned them. I suspect his students at NC State are very lucky.


    Born in Buffalo, New York, John earned a BA in English and Physics from the University of Rochester before going on to get his MA and PhD from the University of Kansas, where he worked with James Gunn. After several years as an editor for Commodity News Services in Kansas, in 1982 John became a faculty member at North Carolina State University in Raleigh, teaching American literature, science fiction, fantasy, and fiction writing.


    All of those subjects intersect in his writing, and the deeper one’s literary knowledge, the more one tends to appreciate John’s work (he primarily writes short fiction and essays). His stories are filled with literary what ifs and exploring roads not taken, like “Pride and Prometheus,” a 2008 Nebula winner that explores the intersection of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice and Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. Or “The Pure Product” (1986) which, in a turnabout from all of the stories of time travelers who take advantage of backward people in the past, looks at jaded travelers from the future for whom we are the pitiable playthings. Or the brutal “Invaders” (1990), which uses the motif of the Spanish conquest of the Americas to make a decidedly science fictional point. Or the haunting story below, part science fiction, part meta-science fiction, and part memoir for a past that wasn’t quite, but might have been. Many of his stories have been assembled into three collections, Meeting in Infinity (1992), The Pure Product (1997), and The Baum Plan for Financial Independence and Other Stories (2008).


    John writes plays and essays as well as stories. He won a Paul Green Playwright’s prize in 1994 for his play “Faustfeathers” (he has acted as well). John’s best-known work of criticism is probably his 2004 essay on Orson Scott Card’s novel Ender’s Game, “Creating the Innocent Killer: Ender’s Game, Intention, and Morality,” but his criticism has appeared in Short Form, Science Fiction Eye, The Los Angeles Times Book Review, The New York Review of Science Fiction, Science Fiction Age, The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Foundation, and elsewhere. He’s also edited or co-edited some terrific anthologies. John’s won two Nebulas, a Sturgeon Award, a Tiptree Award, a Shirley Jackson Award, a National Endowment for the Arts Literature Fellowship, and many other honors.

  


  
    BUFFALO, by John Kessel


    First published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, January 1991


    In April of 1934 H.G. Wells traveled to the United States, where he visited Washington, D.C. and met with President Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Wells, sixty-eight years old, hoped the New Deal might herald a revolutionary change in the U.S. economy, a step forward in an “Open Conspiracy” of rational thinkers that would culminate in a world socialist state. For forty years he’d subordinated every scrap of his artistic ambition to promoting this vision. But by 1934 Wells’s optimism, along with his energy for saving the world, was waning.


    While in Washington he asked to see something of the new social welfare agencies, and Harold Ickes, Roosevelt’s Interior Secretary, arranged for Wells to visit a Civilian Conservation Corps camp at Fort Hunt, Virginia.


    It happens that at that time my father was a CCC member at that camp. From his boyhood he had been a reader of adventure stories; he was a big fan of Edgar Rice Burroughs, and of H.G. Wells. This is the story of their encounter, which never took place.


    * * * *


    In Buffalo it’s cold, but here the trees are in bloom, the mockingbirds sing in the mornings, and the sweat the men work up clearing brush, planting dogwoods and cutting roads is wafted away by warm breeze. Two hundred of them live in the Fort Hunt barracks high on the bluff above the Virginia side of the Potomac. They wear surplus army uniforms. In the morning, after a breakfast of grits, Sgt. Sauter musters them up in the parade yard, they climb onto trucks and are driven by forest service men out to wherever they’re to work that day.


    For several weeks Kessel’s squad has been working along the river road, clearing rest stops and turnarounds. The tall pines have shallow root systems, and spring rain has softened the earth to the point where wind is forever knocking trees across the road. While most of the men work on the ground, a couple are sent up to cut off the tops of the pines adjoining the road, so if they do fall, they won’t block it. Most of the men claim to be afraid of heights. Kessel isn’t. A year or two ago back in Michigan he worked in a logging camp. It’s hard work, but he is used to hard work. And at least he’s out of Buffalo.


    The truck rumbles and jounces out the river road, that’s going to be the George Washington Memorial Parkway in our time, once the WPA project that will build it gets started. The humid air is cool now, but it will be hot again today, in the 80s. A couple of the guys get into a debate about whether the feds will ever catch Dillinger. Some others talk women. They’re planning to go into Washington on the weekend and check out the dance halls. Kessel likes to dance; he’s a good dancer. The fox trot, the lindy hop. When he gets drunk he likes to sing, and has a ready wit. He talks a lot more, kids the girls.


    When they get to the site the foreman sets most of the men to work clearing the roadside for a scenic overlook. Kessel straps on a climbing belt, takes an axe and climbs his first tree. The first twenty feet are limbless, then climbing gets trickier. He looks down only enough to estimate when he’s gotten high enough. He sets himself, cleats biting into the shoulder of a lower limb, and chops away at the road side of the trunk. There’s a trick to cutting the top so that it falls the right way. When he’s got it ready to go he calls down to warn the men below. Then a few quick bites of the axe on the opposite side of the cut, a shove, a crack and the top starts to go. He braces his legs, ducks his head and grips the trunk. The treetop skids off and the bole of the pine waves ponderously back and forth, with Kessel swinging at its end like an ant on a metronome. After the pine stops swinging he shinnies down and climbs the next tree.


    He’s good at this work, efficient, careful. He’s not a particularly strong man—slender, not burly—but even in his youth he shows the attention to detail that, as a boy, I remember seeing when he built our house.


    The squad works through the morning, then breaks for lunch from the mess truck. The men are always complaining about the food, and how there isn’t enough of it, but until recently a lot of them were living in Hoovervilles—shack cities—and eating nothing at all. As they’re eating a couple of the guys rag Kessel for working too fast. “What do you expect from a yankee?” one of the southern boys says.


    “He ain’t a yankee. He’s a polack.”


    Kessel tries to ignore them.


    “Whyn’t you lay off him, Turkel?” says Cole, one of Kessel’s buddies.


    Turkel is a big blond guy from Chicago. Some say he joined the CCCs to duck an armed robbery rap. “He works too hard,” Turkel says. “He makes us look bad.”


    “Don’t have to work much to make you look bad, Lou,” Cole says. The others laugh, and Kessel appreciates it. “Give Jack some credit. At least he had enough sense to come down out of Buffalo.” More laughter.


    “There’s nothing wrong with Buffalo,” Kessel says.


    “Except fifty thousand out-of-work polacks,” Turkel says.


    “I guess you got no out-of-work people in Chicago,” Kessel says. “You just joined for the exercise.”


    “Except he’s not getting any exercise, if he can help it!” Cole says.


    The foreman comes by and tells them to get back to work. Kessel climbs another tree, stung by Turkel’s charge. What kind of man complains if someone else works hard? It only shows how even decent guys have to put up with assholes dragging them down. But it’s nothing new. He’s seen it before, back in Buffalo.


    Buffalo, New York, is the symbolic home of this story. In the years preceding the First World War it grew into one of the great industrial metropolises of the United States. Located where Lake Erie flows into the Niagara river, strategically close to cheap electricity from Niagara Falls and cheap transportation by lakeboat from the Midwest, it was a center of steel, automobiles, chemicals, grain milling and brewing. Its major employers—Bethlehem Steel, Ford, Pierce Arrow, Gold Medal Flour, the National Biscuit Company, Ralston Purina, Quaker Oats, National Aniline—drew thousands of immigrants like Kessel’s family. Along Delaware Avenue stood the imperious and stylized mansions of the city’s old money, ersatz-Renaissance homes designed by Stanford White, huge Protestant churches, and a Byzantine synagogue. The city boasted the first modern skyscraper, designed by Louis Sullivan in the 1890s. From its productive factories to its polyglot work force to its class system and its boosterism, Buffalo was a monument to modern industrial capitalism. It is the place Kessel has come from—almost an expression of his personality itself—and the place he, at times, fears he can never escape. A cold, grimy city dominated by church and family, blinkered and cramped, forever playing second fiddle to Chicago, New York and Boston. It offers the immigrant the opportunity to find steady work in some factory or mill, but, though Kessel could not have put it into these words, it also puts a lid on his opportunities. It stands for all disappointed expectations, human limitations, tawdry compromises, for the inevitable choice of the expedient over the beautiful, for an American economic system that turns all things into commodities and measures men by their bank accounts. It is the home of the industrial proletariat.


    It’s not unique. It could be Youngstown, Akron, Detroit. It’s the place my father, and I, grew up.


    The afternoon turns hot and still; during a work break Kessel strips to the waist. About two o’clock a big black de Soto comes up the road and pulls off onto the shoulder. A couple of men in suits get out of the back, and one of them talks to the Forest Service foreman, who nods deferentially. The foreman calls over to the men.


    “Boys, this here’s Mr. Pike from the Interior Department. He’s got a guest here to see how we work, a writer, Mr. H.G. Wells from England.”


    Most of the men couldn’t care less, but the name strikes a spark in Kessel. He looks over at the little, pot-bellied man in the dark suit. The man is sweating; he brushes his mustache.


    The foreman sends Kessel up to show them how they’re topping the trees. He points out to the visitors where the others with rakes and shovels are leveling the ground for the overlook. Several other men are building a log rail fence from the treetops. From way above, Kessel can hear their voices between the thunks of his axe. H.G. Wells. He remembers reading The War of the Worlds in Amazing Stories. He’s read The Outline of History, too. The stories, the history, are so large, it seems impossible that the man who wrote them could be standing not thirty feet below him. He tries to concentrate on the axe, the tree.


    Time for this one to go. He calls down. The men below look up. Wells takes off his hat and shields his eyes with his hand. He’s balding, and looks even smaller from up here. Strange that such big ideas could come from such a small man. It’s kind of disappointing. Wells leans over to Pike and says something. The treetop falls away. The pine sways like a bucking bronco, and Kessel holds on for dear life.


    He comes down with the intention of saying something to Wells, telling him how much he admires him, but when he gets down the sight of the two men in suits and his awareness of his own sweaty chest make him timid. He heads down to the next tree. After another ten minutes the men get back in the car, drive away. Kessel curses himself for the opportunity lost.


    * * * *


    That evening at the New Willard hotel, Wells dines with his old friends Clarence Darrow and Charles Russell. Darrow and Russell are in Washington to testify before a congressional committee on a report they have just submitted to the administration concerning the monopolistic effects of the National Recovery Act. The right wing is trying to eviscerate Roosevelt’s program for large scale industrial management, and the Darrow Report is playing right into their hands. Wells tries, with little success, to convince Darrow of the short-sightedness of his position.


    “Roosevelt is willing to sacrifice the small man to the huge corporations,” Darrow insists, his eyes bright.


    “The small man? Your small man is a romantic fantasy,” Wells says. “It’s not the New Deal that’s doing him in—it’s the process of industrial progress. It’s the twentieth century. You can’t legislate yourself back into 1870.”


    “What about the individual?” Russell asks.


    Wells snorts. “Walk out into the street. The individual is out on the street corner selling apples. The only thing that’s going to save him is some co-ordinated effort, by intelligent, selfless men. Not your free market.”


    Darrow puffs on his cigar, exhales, smiles. “Don’t get exasperated, H.G. We’re not working for Standard Oil. But if I have to choose between the bureaucrat and the man pumping gas at the filling station, I’ll take the pump jockey.”


    Wells sees he’s got no chance against the American mythology of the common man. “Your pump jockey works for Standard Oil. And the last I checked, the free market hasn’t expended much energy looking out for his interests.”


    “Have some more wine,” Russell says.


    Russell refills their glasses with the excellent bordeaux. It’s been a first rate meal. Wells finds the debate stimulating even when he can’t prevail; at one time that would have been enough, but as the years go on the need to prevail grows stronger in him. The times are out of joint, and when he looks around he sees desperation growing. A new world order is necessary—it’s so clear that even a fool ought to see it—but if he can’t even convince radicals like Darrow, what hope is there of gaining the acquiescence of the shareholders in the utility trusts?


    The answer is that the changes will have to be made over their objections. As Roosevelt seems prepared to do. Wells’s dinner with the President has heartened him in a way that this debate cannot negate.


    Wells brings up an item he read in the Washington Post. A lecturer for the communist party—a young Negro—was barred from speaking at the University of Virginia. Wells’s question is, was the man barred because he was a communist or because he was Negro?


    “Either condition,” Darrow says sardonically, “is fatal in Virginia.”


    “But students point out the University has allowed communists to speak on campus before, and has allowed Negroes to perform music there.”


    “They can perform, but they can’t speak,” Russell says. “This isn’t unusual. Go down to the Paradise Ballroom, not a mile from here. There’s a Negro orchestra playing there, but no Negroes are allowed inside to listen.”


    “You should go to hear them anyway,” Darrow says. “It’s Duke Ellington. Have you heard of him?”


    “I don’t get on with the titled nobility,” Wells quips.


    “Oh, this Ellington’s a noble fellow, all right, but I don’t think you’ll find him in the peerage,” Russell says.


    “He plays jazz, doesn’t he?”


    “Not like any jazz you’ve heard,” Darrow says. “It’s something totally new. You should find a place for it in one of your utopias.”


    All three of them are for helping the colored peoples. Darrow has defended Negroes accused of capital crimes. Wells, on his first visit to America almost thirty years ago, met with Booker T. Washington and came away impressed, although he still considers the peaceable co-existence of the white and colored races problematical.


    “What are you working on now, Wells?” Russell asks. “What new improbability are you preparing to assault us with? Racial equality? Sexual liberation?”


    “I’m writing a screen treatment based on The Shape of Things to Come,” Wells says.


    He tells them about his screenplay, sketching out for them the future he has in his mind. An apocalyptic war, a war of unsurpassed brutality that will begin, in his film, in 1939. In this war, the creations of science will be put to the services of destruction in ways that will make the horrors of the Great War pale in comparison. Whole populations will be exterminated. But then, out of the ruins will arise the new world. The orgy of violence will purge the human race of the last vestiges of tribal thinking. Then will come the organization of the directionless and weak by the intelligent and purposeful. The new man. Cleaner, stronger, more rational. Wells can see it. He talks on, supplely, surely, late into the night. His mind is fertile with invention, still. He can see that Darrow and Russell, despite their Yankee individualism, are caught up by his vision. The future may be threatened, but it is not entirely closed.


    * * * *


    Friday night, back in the barracks at Fort Hunt, Kessel lies on his bunk reading a second-hand Wonder Stories. He’s halfway through the tale of a scientist who invents an evolution chamber that progresses him through fifty thousand years of evolution in an hour, turning him into a big-brained telepathic monster. The evolved scientist is totally without emotions and wants to control the world. But his body’s atrophied. Will the hero, a young engineer, be able to stop him?


    At a plank table in the aisle a bunch of men are playing poker for cigarettes. They’re talking about women and dogs. Cole throws in his hand and comes over to sit on the next bunk. “Still reading that stuff, Jack?”


    “Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it.”


    “Are you coming into D.C. with us tomorrow? Sgt. Sauter says we can catch a ride in on one of the trucks.”


    Kessel thinks about it. Cole probably wants to borrow some money. Two days after he gets his monthly pay he’s broke. He’s always looking for a good time. Kessel spends his leave more quietly; he usually walks into Alexandria—about six miles—and sees a movie or just walks around town. Still, he would like to see more of Washington. “Okay.”


    Cole looks at the sketchbook poking out from beneath Kessel’s pillow. “Any more hot pictures?”


    Immediately Kessel regrets trusting Cole. Yet there’s not much he can say—the book is full of pictures of movie stars he’s drawn. “I’m learning to draw. And at least I don’t waste my time like the rest of you guys.”


    Cole looks serious. “You know, you’re not any better than the rest of us,” he says, not angrily. “You’re just another polack. Don’t get so high-and-mighty.”


    “Just because I want to improve myself doesn’t mean I’m high-and-mighty.”


    “Hey, Cole, are you in or out?” Turkel yells from the table.


    “Dream on, Jack,” Cole says, and returns to the game.


    Kessel tries to go back to the story, but he isn’t interested anymore. He can figure out that the hero is going to defeat the hyper-evolved scientist in the end. He folds his arms behind his head and stares at the knots in the rafters.


    It’s true, Kessel does spend a lot of time dreaming. But he has things he wants to do, and he’s not going to waste his life drinking and whoring like the rest of them.


    Kessel’s always been different. Quieter, smarter. He was always going to do something better than the rest of them; he’s well spoken, he likes to read. Even though he didn’t finish high school he reads everything: Amazing, Astounding, Wonder Stories. He believes in the future. He doesn’t want to end up trapped in some factory his whole life.


    Kessel’s parents immigrated from Poland in 1913. Their name was Kisiel, but his got Germanized in Catholic school. For ten years the family moved from one to another middle-sized industrial town, as Joe Kisiel bounced from job to job. Springfield. Utica. Syracuse. Rochester. Kessel remembers them loading up a wagon in the middle of the night with all their belongings in order to jump the rent on the run-down house in Syracuse. He remembers pulling a cart down to the Utica Club brewery, a nickel in his hand, to buy his father a keg of beer. He remembers them finally settling in the First Ward of Buffalo. The First Ward, at the foot of the Erie Canal, was an Irish neighborhood as far back as anybody could remember, and the Kisiels were the only Poles there. That’s where he developed his chameleon ability to fit in, despite the fact he wanted nothing more than to get out. But he had to protect his mother, sister and little brothers from their father’s drunken rages. When Joe Kisiel died in 1924 it was a relief, despite the fact that his son ended up supporting the family.


    For ten years Kessel has strained against the tug of that responsibility. He’s sought the free and easy feeling of the road, of places different from where he grew up, romantic places where the sun shines and he can make something entirely American of himself.


    Despite his ambitions, he’s never accomplished much. He’s been essentially a drifter, moving from job to job. Starting as a pinsetter in a bowling alley, he moved on to a flour mill. He would have stayed in the mill only he developed an allergy to the flour dust, so he became an electrician. He would have stayed an electrician except he had a fight with a boss and got blacklisted. He left Buffalo because of his father; he kept coming back because of his mother. When the Depression hit he tried to get a job in Detroit at the auto factories, but that was plain stupid in the face of the universal collapse, and he ended up working up in the peninsula as a farm hand, then as a logger. It was seasonal work, and when the season was over he was out of a job. In the winter of 1933, rather than freeze his ass off in northern Michigan, he joined the CCC. Now he sends twenty-five of his thirty dollars a month back to his mother and sister back in Buffalo. And imagines the future.


    When he thinks about it, there are two futures. The first one is the one from the magazines and books. Bright, slick, easy. We, looking back on it, can see it to be the fifteen-cent utopianism of Hugo Gernsback’s Science and Invention that flourished in the midst of the Depression. A degradation of the marvelous inventions that made Wells his early reputation, minus the social theorizing that drove Wells’s technological speculations. The common man’s boosterism. There’s money to be made telling people like Jack Kessel about the wonderful world of the future.


    The second future is Kessel’s own. That one’s a lot harder to see. It contains work. A good job, doing something he likes, using his skills. Not working for another man, but making something that would be useful for others. Building something for the future. And a woman, a gentle woman, for his wife. Not some cheap dancehall queen.


    So when Kessel saw H.G. Wells in person, that meant something to him. He’s had his doubts. He’s twenty-nine years old, not a kid anymore. If he’s ever going to get anywhere, it’s going to have to start happening soon. He has the feeling that something significant is going to happen to him. Wells is a man who sees the future. He moves in that bright world where things make sense. He represents something that Kessel wants.


    But the last thing Kessel wants is to end up back in Buffalo.


    He pulls the sketchbook, the sketchbook he was to show me twenty years later, from under his pillow. He turns past drawings of movie stars: Jean Harlow, Mae West, Carole Lombard—the beautiful, unreachable faces of his longing—and of natural scenes: rivers, forests, birds—to a blank page. The page is as empty as the future, waiting for him to write upon it. He lets his imagination soar. He envisions an eagle, gliding high above the mountains of the west that he has never seen, but that he knows he will visit some day. The eagle is America; it is his own dreams. He begins to draw.


    * * * *


    Kessel did not know that Wells’s life has not worked out as well as he planned. At that moment Wells is pining after the Russian émigré Moura Budberg, once Maxim Gorky’s secretary, with whom Wells has been carrying on an off-and-on affair since 1920. His wife of thirty years, Amy Catherine “Jane” Wells, died in 1927. Since that time Wells has been adrift, alternating spells of furious pamphleteering with listless periods of suicidal depression. Meanwhile, all London is gossiping about the recent attack published in Time and Tide by his vengeful ex-lover Odette Keun. Have his mistakes followed him across the Atlantic to undermine his purpose? Does Darrow think him a jumped-up cockney? A moment of doubt overwhelms him. In the end, the future depends as much on the open mindedness of men like Darrow as it does on a reorganization of society. What good is a guild of samurai if no one arises to take the job?


    Wells doesn’t like the trend of these thoughts. If human nature lets him down, then his whole life has been a waste.


    But he’s seen the president. He’s seen those workers on the road. Those men climbing the trees risk their lives without complaining, for minimal pay. It’s easy to think of them as stupid or desperate or simply young, but it’s also possible to give them credit for dedication to their work. They don’t seem to be ridden by the desire to grub and clutch that capitalism demands; if you look at it properly that may be the explanation for their ending up wards of the state. And is Wells any better? If he hadn’t got an education he would have ended up a miserable draper’s assistant.


    Wells is due to leave for New York Sunday. Saturday night finds him sitting in his room, trying to write, after a solitary dinner in the New Willard. Another bottle of wine, or his age, has stirred something in Wells, and despite his rationalizations he finds himself near despair. Moura has rejected him. He needs the soft, supportive embrace of a lover, but instead he has this stuffy hotel room in a heat wave.


    He remembers writing The Time Machine, he and Jane living in rented rooms in Sevenoaks with her ailing mother, worried about money, about whether the landlady would put them out. In the drawer of the dresser was a writ from the court that refused to grant him a divorce from his wife Isabel. He remembers a warm night, late in August—much like this one—sitting up late after Jane and her mother went to bed, writing at the round table before the open window, under the light of a paraffin lamp. One part of his mind was caught up in the rush of creation, burning, following the Time Traveller back to the sphinx, pursued by the Morlocks, only to discover that his machine is gone and he is trapped without escape from his desperate circumstance. At the same moment he could hear the landlady, out in the garden, fully aware that he could hear her, complaining to the neighbor about his and Jane’s scandalous habits. On the one side, the petty conventions of a crabbed world; on the other, in his mind—the future, their peril and hope. Moths fluttering through the window beat themselves against the lampshade and fell onto the manuscript; he brushed them away unconsciously and continued, furiously, in a white heat. The time traveler, battered and hungry, returning from the future with a warning, and a flower.


    He opens the hotel windows all the way but the curtains aren’t stirred by a breath of air. Below, in the street, he hears the sound of traffic, and music. He decides to send a telegram to Moura, but after several false starts he finds he has nothing to say. Why has she refused to marry him? Maybe he is finally too old, and the magnetism of sex or power or intellect that has drawn women to him for forty years has finally all been squandered. The prospect of spending the last years remaining to him alone fills him with dread.


    He turns on the radio, gets successive band shows: Morton Downey, Fats Waller. Jazz. Paging through the newspaper, he comes across an advertisement for the Ellington orchestra Darrow mentioned: it’s at the ballroom just down the block. But the thought of a smoky room doesn’t appeal to him. He considers the cinema. He has never been much for the “movies.” Though he thinks them an unrivaled opportunity to educate, that promise has never been properly seized—something he hopes to do in Things to Come. The newspaper reveals an uninspiring selection: “20 Million Sweethearts,” a musical at the Earle, “The Black Cat,” with Boris Karloff and Bela Lugosi at the Rialto, and “Tarzan and His Mate” at the Palace. To these Americans he is the equivalent of this hack, Edgar Rice Burroughs. The books I read as a child, that fired my father’s imagination and my own, Wells considers his frivolous apprentice work. His serious work is discounted. His ideas mean nothing.


    Wells decides to try the Tarzan movie. He dresses for the sultry weather—Washington in Spring is like high summer in London—and goes down to the lobby. He checks his street guide and takes the streetcar to the Palace Theater, where he buys an orchestra seat, for twenty-five cents, to see “Tarzan and His Mate.”


    It is a perfectly wretched movie, comprised wholly of romantic fantasy, melodrama and sexual innuendo. The dramatic leads perform with wooden idiocy surpassed only by the idiocy of the screenplay. Wells is attracted by the undeniable charms of the young heroine, Maureen O’Sullivan, but the film is devoid of intellectual content. Thinking of the audience at which such a farrago must be aimed depresses him. This is art as fodder. Yet the theater is filled, and the people are held in rapt attention. This only depresses Wells more. If these citizens are the future of America, then the future of America is dim.An hour into the film the antics of a comic chimpanzee, a scene of transcendent stupidity which nevertheless sends the audience into gales of laughter, drives Wells from the theater. It is still mid-evening. He wanders down the avenue of theaters, restaurants and clubs. On the sidewalk are beggars, ignored by the passersby. In an alley behind a hotel Wells spots a woman and child picking through the ashcans beside the restaurant kitchen.


    Unexpectedly, he comes upon the marquee announcing “Duke Ellington and his Orchestra.” from within the open doors of the ballroom wafts the sound of jazz. Impulsively, Wells buys a ticket and goes in.


    * * * *


    Kessel and his cronies have spent the day walking around the mall, which the WPA is re-landscaping. They’ve seen the Lincoln Memorial, the Capitol, the Washington Monument, the Smithsonian, the White House. Kessel has his picture taken in front of a statue of a soldier—a photo I have sitting on my desk. I’ve studied it many times. He looks forthrightly into the camera, faintly smiling. His face is confident, unlined.


    When night comes they hit the bars. Prohibition was lifted only last year and the novelty has not yet worn off. The younger men get plastered, but Kessel finds himself uninterested in getting drunk. A couple of them set their minds on women and head for the Gayety Burlesque; Cole, Kessel and Turkel end up in the Paradise Ballroom listening to Duke Ellington.


    They have a couple of drinks, ask some girls to dance. Kessel dances with a short girl with a southern accent who refuses to look him in the eyes. After thanking her he returns to the others at the bar. He sips his beer. “Not so lucky, Jack?” Cole says.


    “She doesn’t like a tall man,” Turkel says.


    Kessel wonders why Turkel came along. Turkel is always complaining about “niggers,” and his only comment on the Ellington band so far has been to complain about how a bunch of jigs can make a living playing jungle music while white men sleep in barracks and eat grits three times a day. Kessel’s got nothing against the colored, and he likes the music, though it’s not exactly the kind of jazz he’s used to. It doesn’t sound much like dixieland. It’s darker, bigger, more dangerous. Ellington, resplendent in tie and tails, looks like he’s enjoying himself up there at his piano, knocking out minimal solos while the orchestra plays cool and low.


    Turning from them to look across the tables, Kessel sees a little man sitting alone beside the dance floor, watching the young couples sway in the music. To his astonishment he recognizes Wells. He’s been given another chance. Hesitating only a moment, Kessel abandons his friends, goes over to the table and introduces himself.


    “Excuse me, Mr. Wells. You might not remember me, but I was one of the men you saw yesterday in Virginia working along the road. The CCC?”


    Wells looks up at a gangling young man wearing a khaki uniform, his olive tie neatly knotted and tucked between the second and third buttons of his shirt. His hair is slicked down, parted in the middle. Wells doesn’t remember anything of him. “Yes?”


    “I—I been reading your stories and books a lot of years. I admire your work.”


    Something in the man’s earnestness affects Wells. “Please sit down,” he says.


    Kessel takes a seat. “Thank you.” He pronounces “th” as “t” so that “thank” comes out “tank.” He sits tentatively, as if the chair is mortgaged, and seems at a loss for words.


    “What’s your name?”


    “John Kessel. My friends call me Jack.”


    The orchestra finishes a song and the dancers stop in their places, applauding. Up on the bandstand, Ellington leans into the microphone. “Mood Indigo,” he says, and instantly they swing into it: the clarinet moans in low register, in unison with the muted trumpet and trombone, paced by the steady rhythm guitar, the brushed drums. The song’s melancholy suits Wells’s mood.


    “Are you from Virginia?”


    “My family lives in Buffalo. That’s in New York.”


    “Ah—yes. Many years ago I visited Niagara Falls, and took the train through Buffalo.” Wells remembers riding along a lakefront of factories spewing waste water into the lake, past heaps of coal, clouds of orange and black smoke from blast furnaces. In front of dingy rowhouses, ragged hedges struggled through the smoky air. The landscape of laissez faire. “I imagine the Depression has hit Buffalo severely.”


    “Yes sir.”


    “What work did you do there?”


    Kessel feels nervous, but he opens up a little. “A lot of things. I used to be an electrician until I got blacklisted.”


    “Blacklisted?”


    “I was working on this job where the super told me to set the wiring wrong. I argued with him but he just told me to do it his way. So I waited until he went away, then I sneaked into the construction shack and checked the blueprints. He didn’t think I could read blueprints, but I could. I found out I was right and he was wrong. So I went back and did it right. The next day when he found out, he fired me. Then the so-and-so went and got me blacklisted.”


    Though he doesn’t know how much credence to put in this story, Wells’s sympathies are aroused. It’s the kind of thing that must happen all the time. He recognizes in Kessel the immigrant stock that, when Wells visited the U.S. in 1906, made him skeptical about the future of America. He’d theorized that these Italians and Slavs, coming from lands with no democratic tradition, unable to speak English, would degrade the already corrupt political process. They could not be made into good citizens; they would not work well when they could work poorly, and given the way the economic deal was stacked against them would seldom rise high enough to do better.


    But Kessel is clean, well-spoken despite his accent, and deferential. Wells realizes that this is one of the men who was topping trees along the river road.


    Meanwhile, Kessel detects a sadness in Wells’s manner. He had not imagined that Wells might be sad, and he feels sympathy for him. It occurs to him, to his own surprise, that he might be able to make Wells feel better. “So—what do you think of our country?” he asks.


    “Good things seem to be happening here. I’m impressed with your President Roosevelt.”


    “Roosevelt’s the best friend the working man ever had.” Kessel pronounces the name “Roozvelt.” “He’s a man that—” he struggles for the words, “—that’s not for the past. He’s for the future.”


    It begins to dawn on Wells that Kessel is not an example of a class, or a sociological study, but a man like himself with an intellect, opinions, dreams. He thinks of his own youth, struggling to rise in a class-bound society. He leans forward across the table. “You believe in the future? You think things can be different?”


    “I think they have to be, Mr. Wells.”


    Wells sits back. “Good. So do I.”


    Kessel is stunned by this intimacy. It is more than he had hoped for, yet it leaves him with little to say. He wants to tell Wells about his dreams, and at the same time ask him a thousand questions. He wants to tell Wells everything he has seen in the world, and to hear Wells tell him the same. He casts about for something to say.


    “I always liked your writing. I like to read scientifiction.”


    “Scientifiction?”


    Kessel shifts his long legs. “You know—stories about the future. Monsters from outer space. The Martians. The Time Machine. You’re the best scientifiction writer I ever read, next to Edgar Rice Burroughs.” Kessel pronounces “Edgar,” “Eedgar.”


    “Edgar Rice Burroughs?”


    “Yes.”


    “You like Burroughs?”


    Kessel hears the disapproval in Wells’s voice. “Well—maybe not as much as, as The Time Machine,” he stutters. “Burroughs never wrote about monsters as good as your Morlocks.”


    Wells is nonplussed. “Monsters.”


    “Yes.” Kessel feels something’s going wrong, but he sees no way out. “But he does put more romance in his stories. That princess—Dejah Thoris?”


    All Wells can think of is Tarzan in his loincloth on the movie screen, and the moronic audience. After a lifetime of struggling, a hundred books written to change the world, in the service of men like this, is this all his work has come to? To be compared to the writer of pulp trash? To “Eedgar Rice Burroughs?” He laughs aloud.


    At Wells’s laugh, Kessel stops. He knows he’s done something wrong, but he doesn’t know what.


    Wells’s weariness has dropped down onto his shoulders again like an iron cloak. “Young man—go away,” he says. “You don’t know what you’re saying. Go back to Buffalo.”


    Kessel’s face burns. He stumbles from the table. The room is full of noise and laughter. He’s run up against that wall again. He’s just an ignorant polack after all; it’s his stupid accent, his clothes. He should have talked about something else—The Outline of History, politics. But what made him think he could talk like an equal with a man like Wells in the first place? Wells lives in a different world. The future is for men like him. Kessel feels himself the prey of fantasies. It’s a bitter joke.


    He clutches the bar, orders another beer. His reflection in the mirror behind the ranked bottles is small and ugly.


    “Whatsa matter, Jack?” Turkel asks him. “Didn’t he want to dance neither?”


    * * * *


    And that’s the story, essentially, that never happened.


    Not long after this, Kessel did go back to Buffalo. During the Second World War he worked as a crane operator in the 40-inch rolling mill of Bethlehem Steel. He met his wife, Angela Giorlandino, during the war, and they married in June 1945. After the war he quit the plant and became a carpenter. Their first child, a girl, died in infancy. Their second, a boy, was born in 1950. At that time Kessel began building the house that, like so many things in his life, he was never to entirely complete. He worked hard, had two more children. There were good years and bad ones. He held a lot of jobs. The recession of 1958 just about flattened him; our family had to go on welfare. Things got better, but they never got good. After the 1950s, the economy of Buffalo, like that of all U.S. industrial cities caught in the transition to a post-industrial age, declined steadily. Kessel never did work for himself, and as an old man was no more prosperous than he had been as a young one.


    In the years preceding his death in 1946 Wells was to go on to further disillusionment. His efforts to create a sane world met with increasing frustration. He became bitter, enraged. Moura Budberg never agreed to marry him, and he lived alone. The war came, and it was, in some ways, even worse than he had predicted. He continued to propagandize for the socialist world state throughout, but with increasing irrelevance. The new leftists like Orwell considered him a dinosaur, fatally out of touch with the realities of world politics, a simpleminded technocrat with no understanding of the darkness of the human heart. Wells’s last book, Mind at the End of its Tether, proposed that the human race faced an evolutionary crisis that would lead to its extinction unless humanity leapt to a higher state of consciousness; a leap about which Wells speculated with little hope or conviction.


    Sitting there in the Washington ballroom in 1934, Wells might well have understood that for all his thinking and preaching about the future, the future had irrevocably passed him by.


    * * * *


    But the story isn’t quite over yet. Back in the Washington ballroom Wells sits humiliated, a little guilty for sending Kessel away so harshly. Kessel, his back to the dance floor, stares humiliated into his glass of beer. Gradually, both of them are pulled back from dark thoughts of their own inadequacies by the sound of Ellington’s orchestra.


    Ellington stands in front of the big grand piano, behind him the band: three saxes, clarinet, two trumpets, trombones, a drummer, guitarist, bass. “Creole Love Call,” Ellington whispers into the microphone, then sits again at the piano. He waves his hand once, twice, and the clarinets slide into a low, wavering theme. The trumpet, muted, echoes it. The bass player and guitarist strum ahead at a deliberate pace, rhythmic, erotic, bluesey. Kessel and Wells, separate across the room, each unaware of the other, are alike drawn in. The trumpet growls a chorus of raucous solo. The clarinet follows, wailing. The music is full of pain and longing—but pain controlled, ordered, mastered. Longing unfulfilled, but not overpowering.


    As I write this, it plays on my stereo. If anyone has a right to bitterness at thwarted dreams, a black man in 1934 has that right. That such men could, in such conditions, make this music opens a world of possibilities.


    Through the music speaks a truth about art that Wells does not understand, but that I hope to: that art doesn’t have to deliver a message in order to say something important. That art isn’t always a means to an end but sometimes an end in itself. That art may not be able to change the world, but it can still change the moment.


    Through the music speaks a truth about life that Kessel, sixteen years before my birth, doesn’t understand, but that I hope to: that life constrained is not life wasted. That despite unfulfilled dreams, peace is possible.


    Listening, Wells feels that peace steal over his soul. Kessel feels it too.


    And so they wait, poised, calm, before they move on into their respective futures, into our own present. Into the world of limitation and loss. Into Buffalo.


    * * * *


    for my father


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1991 by Mercury Press, Inc.

  


  
    JAMES GUNN AND THE CENTER FOR THE STUDY OF SCIENCE FICTION, by Christopher McKitterick


    James Gunn: Shaping Science Fiction


    During his still-lively, 60-year career, James E. Gunn has been a major force in shaping science fiction. Author of 26 books, more than 100 stories, and hundreds of articles and introductions appearing in all the major SF publications, Gunn’s writing has permeated the field. He also edited 18 books including the essential Road to Science Fiction series. Four of his works were adapted to radio (for X Minus One, 1956-1957), one play to live theater at the University of Kansas (KU’s first student-produced play, 1947), and two to television (Desilu Playhouse, 1959; ABC Movie of the Week, 1969; plus a later television series). Most of his fiction has been reprinted - some as many as a dozen times - in Australia, China, England, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, Poland, Romania, Scandinavia, South America, Spain, Taiwan, the Soviet Union, and Yugoslavia. As of this writing, Gunn nears completion on a twenty-seventh book, a novel entitled Transcendental, chapters of which have already seen print.


    At least as influential as his writing and editing is Gunn’s teaching. Over the years, he has touched the lives of almost everyone involved in SF, from the millions who read his stories and books to the thousands who have been his students. Dozens of his students have gone on to enjoy success as authors, editors, scholars, and educators in their own rights, including Pat Cadigan, Bradley Denton, Kij Johnson, John Kessel, and Ann Tonsor Zeddies.


    Despite prolific output, Gunn only wrote full-time for four years prior to retirement. He served in the United States Navy from 1943–1946, and when he returned from the war as a Lieutenant he earned a B.A. in Journalism in 1947 then an M.A. in English in 1951 from the University of Kansas, and did graduate work in theater at KU and Northwestern. He spent a couple of years working as an editor in Racine, Wisconsin, before his period of writing full-time in Kansas City. In 1955, Gunn returned to KU as first an assistant instructor, then managing editor of the Alumni Association, then assistant to the Chancellor for University Relations during the turbulent years of 1958-1970. He taught his first SF class in 1969, and began teaching full-time in 1970. He was named Professor of English in 1974 and continued in this role until 1993, when he officially retired—though he continues to serve KU in a variety of capacities to this day as Emeritus Professor. Gunn also served as President of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America (SFWA) from 1971–72 and was President of the Science Fiction Research Association (SFRA) from 1980-82, the first ever to preside over both organizations.


    In 1970, Gunn began filming the Literature of Science Fiction (now available on DVD), a series of interviews with and lectures from a variety of important SF personalities, to assist his teaching. Most important, “Gunn was embarked on an even larger quest,” says Paul DiFilippo in a review of the series, “preserving a vast horde of knowledge locked up in the brains of these men… In effect, Gunn was creating an oral history and exegesis of the genre that would preserve seminal information and critical thoughts about the field for all who came after.”


    Also in 1970, the KU libraries made their first major SF acquisition, which James Gunn needed for his new class. Gunn collected his lectures, along with images from the KU Spencer Research Library, into the 1975 book, Alternate Worlds: The Illustrated History of Science Fiction, which was honored with the Special Award during the 1976 Hugos.


    SF Programs and Awards at the University of Kansas


    In 1975, Gunn held his first Intensive Institute on the Teaching of Science Fiction (originally co-teaching with Steve Goldman, later with Chris McKitterick). In 1977, the Institute became an annual event that continues to this day as a two-week course offered each summer at KU for undergraduate or graduate credit, alternating each year between the SF novel and the SF short story. In 2006, these courses became available to distance-learners via KU Continuing Education.


    The Institute begins with an event called the Campbell Conference, held each July at the University of Kansas in Lawrence. In 1979, the John W. Campbell Memorial Award for the best science fiction novel of the year was presented for the first time at KU as part of this weekend conference devoted to teaching and writing SF. The Conference has since grown to three and sometimes four days, twice held in conjunction with the SFRA Conference and once with the Heinlein Centennial.


    The Campbell Award was created in 1973 and previously presented in various venues around the world, including Oxford, Dublin, and Stockholm, to honor the late editor of Astounding Science Fiction magazine (now named Analog). Writers and critics Harry Harrison and Brian W. Aldiss established the award in Campbell’s name as a way of continuing his efforts to encourage writers to produce their best possible work. This juried award remains one of the genre’s most-respected honors.


    The Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award for the best short SF of the year was added to the Conference’s award ceremony in 1987. Gunn and the heirs of Theodore Sturgeon, including his widow Jayne Sturgeon and Sturgeon’s children, saw this as an appropriate memorial to one of the great short-story writers in a field distinguished by its short fiction. Sturgeon’s connection with KU continues to this day, not only through the annual award in his name (also juried), but also through the deposit of his papers with KU’s Spencer Research Library.


    The Conference brings winners of both awards to Lawrence, along with other professionals in the field. The guest list reads like a “Who‘s Who“ of the world’s top SF writers, a record of whom is available on the Center for the Study of Science Fiction’s website (<http://www2.ku.edu/~sfcenter>). Related events include signings, readings, talks, receptions, and more.


    From 1996–2004, the Science Fiction and Fantasy Hall of Fame recognition was also presented during the Conference’s award ceremony. In 2005, the inductions moved to Seattle’s Science Fiction Museum and Hall of Fame.


    In 1985, Gunn held the first annual Writer’s Workshop in Science Fiction, and in 1996, authors Chris McKitterick and Kij Johnson joined him in teaching the workshop as well as assisting with Gunn’s other SF projects. This intensive workshop continues to run during the two weeks prior to the Campbell Conference, with Bradley Denton joining the teaching team starting in 2011. Workshoppers enjoy the unique opportunity to meet and often work with the Campbell and Sturgeon award-winning authors, as well as other professionals attending the Conference. Many students who attend the Workshop have gone on to publish their work and win awards, including three recent graduates who won the grand prize in the Writers of the Future contest.


    Starting in 2003, Johnson began teaching a new Science Fiction & Fantasy Novel Writers Workshop during the two weeks of the short-fiction Writing Workshop. She has since added a follow-up “Repeat Offenders” workshop, which runs during the first week of the Institute.


    In 2006, Gunn and McKitterick teamed with Philip Baringer (Professor of Physics) and other KU professors to create a cross-curriculum course entitled, “Science, Technology, and Society: Examining the Future Through a Science-Fiction Lens.” This course is offered every spring semester at KU.


    Throughout the year, Gunn and McKitterick both serve as undergraduate and graduate SF thesis advisors, and McKitterick offers directed-study opportunities for SF scholars and writers. Other professors occasionally offer courses suitable for scholars wishing to expand their understanding of the genre.


    Since 2005, the Center for the Study of Science Fiction offers a writing prize to the author of an outstanding SF story written for an English class. The James E. Gunn Award for Science Fiction Writing is named in honor of the man who has worked tirelessly to establish KU as a locus for SF education.


    Finally, starting in 2009, the Center offers a substantial scholarship for studying or writing SF at KU. The Scholarship in Science Fiction Studies is given by a KU alumnae friendly to the Center and the English Department.


    During the summer, a serious student of science fiction could participate in three different writing workshops, the Campbell Conference, and the Intensive SF Institute for a month of total immersion in the genre. Remaining in Lawrence, this same student could continue SF studies every semester, possibly supported by scholarship.


    The Center for the Study of Science Fiction


    As a focus for the growing diversity of SF-related programs and activities at KU, Gunn founded the Center for the Study of Science Fiction in 1982, which he serves as Founding Director. In 1991, Dr. Richard W. Gunn, a retired physician in Kansas City and James Gunn’s brother, created an endowment for the Center, and it was renamed the J. Wayne and Elsie M. Gunn Center for the Study of Science Fiction in honor of their parents. This initial gift was followed by half of the residue of his estate.


    The other half endowed the Richard W. Gunn Memorial Lecture series. This annual lecture has sponsored speakers including scholar Fredric Jameson, the William A. Lane Professor at Duke University; Bill Brown, the Edgar Carson Waller Professor at the University of Chicago; China Miéville, the British author who launched the “New Weird” genre; and Shakespeare scholar and author James Shapiro.


    When Johnson and McKitterick moved to Lawrence in 2002 to work with Gunn, he named them the Center’s Associate Directors. Johnson serves on the Sturgeon Award jury, McKitterick (now Center Director) on the Campbell Award jury, and Gunn chairs both juries.


    About SF


    In 2005, the Center established AboutSF, a resource center designed to coordinate volunteer activities promoting reading, teaching, and understanding science fiction. It is supported by donations used to fund two half-time students: the AboutSF Coordinator whose mission focuses on educational outreach, and the Web Developer/Designer responsible for developing the website (<http://www.aboutsf.com/>) and promoting AboutSF’s mission.


    AboutSF is a joint project of the Center, SFWA, and SFRA, with generous support from Tor Books, The Heinlein Prize Trust, Kansas City’s ConQuesT convention, and several individual donors.


    Projects include resources and workshops to help educators learn more about teaching SF at all levels, a speaker search to help educators find authors and thinkers willing to present on speculative literature, and tools for facilitating literature donations to libraries and youth centers as well as coordinating volunteer efforts across the field - especially to increase SF readership among young people.


    AboutSF’s mission continues to grow, with new audio, video, and other materials appearing on the website almost every week.


    CSSF Library Collections


    Since 1970, KU’s Spencer Research Library has served as the North American repository for World SF, SFRA, SFWA, and the Science Fiction Oral History Association. Since then SF has become the fastest-growing special collection at Spencer Research Library, mostly through gifts. Spencer now houses more than 200 linear feet of manuscripts and papers from Brian W. Aldiss, Lloyd Biggle, Algis Budrys, Thomas Easton, James Gunn, Hunter Holly, Lee Killough, P. Schuyler Miller, T.L. Sherred, Cordwainer Smith, Theodore Sturgeon, A.E. van Vogt, Donald A. Wollheim, the Robert Mills Agency and the Richard Curtis Agency, and SFRA. Spencer also houses approximately 20,000 SF-related books, including fiction, reference works, and critical volumes. Other print holdings include more than 120 separate magazine titles going back to the first issues of Astounding, a large collection of fanzines and convention literature, and official papers from the SFWA presidencies of James Gunn, Frederik Pohl, and Jack Williamson. In addition to print materials, the collection holds at least 500 audio recordings and original films, as well as miscellaneous items such as buttons, posters, prospectuses, and a Nebula award statuette. Current efforts are focused on acquiring manuscripts, papers, award-winning volumes, and pre-1950 books and magazines. Parts of the collection may be browsed via the library website at <http://spencer.lib.ku.edu>.


    In 2007 when Spencer narrowed its acquisition efforts, the Center moved for the first time to a physical space at KU. In 2009 it opened a comprehensive lending library of SF books and magazines that is now in process of being catalogued. Here SF scholars visiting campus also have access to materials and work space, including a private desk and computer, across the street from Spencer. The CSSF collection began with donations from its directors and grew by some 8000 books thanks to a 2009 donation by Anna England in honor of John H. Beyer Jr., who had built the collection. This donation expanded the available magazine collection to many thousands of issues, ranging from the 1940s through today. The Center’s library also holds many years of audio and video recordings from the Campbell Conference and Awards Banquet, author-interview DVDs, a collection of photographs from the files of Science Fiction Chronicle contributed by Andrew I. Porter, miscellaneous papers, photos, art, and more.


    The Center’s space also displays the permanent John W. Campbell Memorial Award and Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award trophies as well as samples of the trophies that the winners take home.


    KU’s Watson Library is the main campus library, and its collection circulates. Watson houses thousands of SF-related books and magazines, including a nearly complete collection of Astounding/Analog, Galaxy, The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, and more, dating from the 1940s through the present. Like most major lending libraries, Watson can acquire almost any volume within 24 hours. Watson also makes a diversity of materials digitally available to users with appropriate access. All holdings are searchable via the library‘s website (www.lib.ku.edu/).


    Grand Master James Gunn


    In recognition of Gunn’s wide and ever-growing influence on SF, SFWA honored him as Damon Knight Memorial Grand Master during the 2007 Nebula Awards Weekend. This is the highest honor in the field, given for lifetime achievement.


    Gunn’s prior awards include the 1976 Pilgrim Award given by SFRA for lifetime achievement in SF scholarship; the 1976 World SF Convention Special Award for his book, Alternate Worlds; the 1983 Hugo Award for Isaac Asimov: The Foundations of Science Fiction; and the 1992 Eaton Award for lifetime achievement as an SF scholar.


    During the 2007 Nebula Awards ceremony, SFWA then-President Robin Wayne Bailey asked the audience of SF authors and other professionals how many were former students of Gunn. A significant percentage of the room stood.


    In his comments during that ceremony, John Kessel noted that Gunn’s “career has represented, in some ways, the main thread of the development of science fiction. As a boy, he shook hands with H. G. Wells. In the late 1940s he sold fiction to John W. Campbell, and throughout the 1950s he was a regular in Horace Gold’s Galaxy, becoming a mainstay of the movement toward ‘sociological SF.‘ He was one of the first people ever to study SF in the academy, writing an M.A. thesis on SF.“


    Gunn’s course on SF literature was also one of the first ever offered at a university.


    Saving the World Through Science Fiction


    In recent years, Gunn has signed his correspondence with the phrase, “Let‘s save the world through science fiction.“ He explained this in his Grand Master acceptance speech:


    It’s hyperbole, of course: I’m not sure the world is in danger of destruction, though it may be, and if it is I’m not sure anyone or anything can save it. But I think we need to try, not in any specific way but in the spreading of SF’s capabilities as far as we can. From my earliest contacts with SF I recognized qualities that I did not find in other kinds of fiction: a realization of the continuity of existence from the remote past to the distant future, the relationship of present decisions and actions to the futures we and our descendants will inhabit, a recognition of mutual humanity that emphasizes species concerns above those of individuals or tribes or nations, a willingness to work together for a better world, and general good will. H.G. Wells said that the world was in a race between education and catastrophe, and called for an “open conspiracy“ of people of good will to create a better world. I think SF is a major part of that education, and we all can help by introducing more people into its charms and values, particularly young people.


    He went on to say:


    I think we all have the responsibility to care and to act upon our caring, because of what science fiction has done for us and because of the power science fiction shares with us, to give back to the culture that gave us birth, to share what we have with others, particularly the young who are most capable of being transformed, to save the world if we can. Not to pay back, but to pay forward, as Heinlein urged. I‘m not sure we can do it. I‘m not sure the world is capable of being saved, and I‘m not sure we are the ones to save it. But I think we should try.


    In large part because of James Gunn, SF is now a legitimate field of study, and his tireless work at KU in building the Center’s programs ensures that future generations will reap the rewards of his efforts.


    Pay it forward.


    * * * *


    Christopher McKitterick’s short work has appeared in Analog, Artemis, Captain Proton, Extrapolation, Mythic Circle, Ruins: Extraterrestrial, Sentinels: In Honor of Arthur C. Clarke, Synergy SF, Tomorrow SF, Visual Journeys, and elsewhere, and he was honored to edit the special science fiction issue of World Literature Today. Chris recently finished a far-future novel, Empire Ship, and his first novel, Transcendence, was published in November by Hadley Rille Books. He is Associate Director of the Center for the Study of Science Fiction (http://www2.ku.edu/~sfcenter) and lives in Lawrence, Kansas, where he teaches writing and SF, restores old vehicles, and watches the sky.

  


  
    ELIZABETH MOON


    (1945– )


    A major part of the military SF resurgence of the 1980s and 1990s, Elizabeth Moon draws heavily on her own military experiences (as a Marine officer in Vietnam, at a time when women were a rarity in the military) as well as her experience as a rider, fencer, and photographer in her work. While military themes are common in her writing, the tone of her work varies a lot, from the somber story here to the lighthearted (though with serious undertones) romp of the foxhunting-in-space of Hunting Party (1993) and its sequels. She’s probably best known for her Paksenarrion series, and for the Planet Pirates series she co-wrote with Anne McCaffrey.


    A Texas native, Moon earned degrees in history and biology from Rice University before joining the Marines in 1968, where she worked on early computers. She married Richard Sloan Moon, a former classmate who was serving in the Army, and they moved back to a small town in Texas after finishing their enlistments. Moon’s first paid writing was a county newspaper column in the early 1980s. She made her first fiction sale in 1986—”ABCs in Zero-G,” to Analog—and her first novel, The Sheepfarmer’s Daughter, came out the next year. Since then she’s written prolifically, primarily in long form (although a collection of shorter work, Lunar Activity, came out in 1990). The Speed of Dark (2003) won a Nebula for best novel, and Moon was awarded the 2007 Robert A. Heinlein Award.


    Moon is one of several SF writers who are trained in emergency medical services. She and her husband live in Texas with their son.

  


  
    HAND TO HAND, by Elizabeth Moon


    First published in Women at War, December 1995


    Ereza stood in the shadows at the back of the concert hall. She had promised to be silent, to be motionless; interrupting the final rehearsal would, she had been told, cause untold damage.


    Damage. She had survived the bombing of her barracks; she had survived being buried in the rubble for two days, the amputation of an arm, the loss of friends and all her gear, and they thought interrupting a rehearsal caused damage? Had it not been her twin onstage, she might have said something. But for Arlashi, she would ignore such narrow-minded silliness, and do as she was told.


    She had seen concerts, of course; she had even attended the first one in which Arlashi soloed. This was somewhat different. From the clear central dome the muted light of a rainy day lay over the rows of seats, dulling the rich colors of the upholstery. The stage, by contrast, looked almost garish under its warm-toned lights. Musicians out of uniform wore all sorts of odd clothes; it looked as if someone had collected rabble from a street fair and handed them instruments. Ereza had expected them to wear the kinds of things Arlashi wore, casual but elegant; here, Arlashi looked almost too formal in purple jersey and gray slacks. Instead of attentive silence before the music, she could hear scuffing feet, coughs and cleared throats, vague mutters. The conductor leaned down, pointing out something to Arlashi on the music; she pointed back; their heads finally moved in unison.


    The conductor moved back to his podium, and tapped it with his baton. “From measure 60,” he said. Pages rustled, though most of the musicians seemed to be on the right one. Silence, then a last throat-clearing, then silence again. Ereza shifted her weight to the other leg. Her stump ached savagely for a moment, then eased. Arla, she could see, was poised, her eyes on the conductor.


    His hand moved; music began. Ereza listened for the bits she knew, from having heard Arla practice them at home. Arla had tried to explain, but it made no sense, not like real things. Music was either pretty or not; it either made her feel like laughing, or crying, or jumping around. You couldn’t say, as with artillery, what would work and what wouldn’t. This wasn’t one she knew without a program. It sounded pretty enough, serene as a spring evening in the garden. Arla’s right arm moved back and forth, the fingers of her left hand shifting up and down. Ereza watched her, relaxing into the sweetness of the music. This was the new cello, one of only four wooden cellos on the planet, made of wood from Scavel, part of the reparations payment imposed after the Third Insurrection. Cravor’s World, rich in military capacity, had far too few trees to waste one on a musical instrument. Ereza couldn’t hear the difference between it and the others Arla had played, but she knew Arla thought it important.


    Her reverie shattered as something went drastically wrong with the music. She couldn’t tell what, but Arla’s red face and the conductor’s posture suggested who had caused the problem. Other instruments had straggled to a halt gracelessly, leaving silence for the conductor’s comment.


    “Miss Fennaris!” Ereza was glad he wasn’t her commanding officer; she’d heard that tone, and felt a pang of sympathy for Arla. Somehow she’d thought musicians were more lenient than soldiers.


    “So sorry,” Arla said. Her voice wavered; Ereza could tell she was fighting back tears. Poor dear; she hadn’t ever learned toughness. Behind her twin, two others leaned together, murmuring. Across the stage, someone standing behind a group of drums leaned forward and fiddled with something on the side of one of them.


    “From measure 82,” said the conductor, this time not looking at Arla. Arla had the stubborn, withdrawn expression that Ereza knew well; she wasn’t going to admit anything was wrong, or share what was bothering her. Well, musicians were different, like all artists. It would go into her art, that’s what everyone said.


    Ereza had no idea what measure 82 was, but she did recognize the honeyed sweetness of the opening phrase. Quickly, it became less sweet, brooding, as summer afternoons could thicken into menacing storms. She felt breathless, and did not know why. Arla’s face gave no clue, her expression almost sullen. Her fingers flickered up and down the neck of the cello, and reminded Ereza of the last time she’d played “Flight-test” with her twin, last leave. Before the reopening of hostilities, before some long-buried agent put a bomb in the barracks and cost her her arm. Arla had won, she remembered, those quick fingers as nimble on the controls as on her instrument.


    Suddenly the impending storm broke; the orchestra was off at full speed and volume, Arla’s cello nearly drowned in a tumult of sound. Ereza watched, wondering why it didn’t sound pretty any more. Surely you could make something stormy that was also good to listen to. Besides, she wanted to hear Arla, not all these other people. Arla was leaning into her bowing; Ereza knew what that would mean at home. But the cello couldn’t dominate this group, not by sheer volume. The chaos grew and grew, very much like a summer storm, and exploded in a series of crashes; the man with the drums was banging away on them.


    The music changed again, leaving chaos behind. Arla, she noted, had a moment to rest, and wiped her sweaty face. She had a softer expression now, and gazed at the other string players, across from her. Ereza wondered what she thought at times like this. Was she thinking ahead to her own next move? Listening to the music itself? What?


    Brasses blared, a wall of sound that seemed to sweep the lighter strings off the stage. Ereza liked horns as a rule, but these seemed pushy and arrogant, not merely jubilant. She saw Arla’s arm move, and the cello answered the horns like a reproving voice. The brasses stuttered and fell silent, while the cello sang on. Now Arla’s face matched the music, serenity and grace. Other sections returned, but the cello this time rose over them, collecting them into a seamless web of harmony.


    When the conductor cut off the final chord, Ereza realized she’d been holding her breath and let it out with a whoof. She would be able to tell Arla how much it meant to listen to her and mean it. She was no musical expert, and knew it, but she could see why her sister was considered an important cultural resource. Not for the first time, she breathed a silent prayer of thanks that it had been her less-talented right arm lost to trauma. When her new prosthesis came in, she’d be able to retrain for combat; even without it, there were many things she could do in the military. But the thought of Arla without an arm was obscene.


    The rehearsal continued to a length which bored Ereza and numbed her ears. She could hear no difference between the first and fifth repetition of something, even though the conductor, furious with first the woodwinds and then the violas, threw a tantrum about it and explained in detail what he wanted. Arla caused no more trouble—in fact, the conductor threw her a joke once, at which half the cello section burst out laughing. Ereza didn’t catch it. At the end, he dismissed the orchestra, and told Arla to stay. She nodded, and carried her cello over to its case; the conductor made notes on his papers and shuffled through them. While the others straggled offstage, she wiped the cello with a cloth and put the bow neatly into its slot, then closed the case and latched it.


    Ereza wondered if she should leave now, but she had no idea where Arla would go next, and she wanted to talk to her. She waited, watching the conductor’s back, the other musicians, Arla’s care with her instrument. Finally all the others had gone, and the conductor turned to Arla.


    “Miss Fennaris, I know this is a difficult time for you—” In just such a tone had Ereza’s first flight officer reamed her out for failing to check one of the electronic subsystems in her ship. Her own difficult time had been a messy love affair; she wondered why Arla wasn’t past that. Arla wisely said nothing. “You are the soloist, and that’s quite a responsibility under the circumstances—” Arla nodded, while Ereza wondered again what circumstances. “We have to know you will be able to perform; this is not a trivial performance.”


    “I will,” Arla said. She had been looking at the floor, but now she raised her eyes to the conductor’s face—and past them, to Ereza, standing in the shadows. She turned white, as if she’d lost all her blood, and staggered.


    “What—?” The conductor swung around, then, and saw that single figure in the gloom at the back of the hall. “Who’s there! Come down here, damn you!”


    Ereza shrugged to herself as she came toward the lighted stage. She did not quite limp, though the knee still argued about downward slopes. She watched her footing, with glances to Arla who now stood panting like someone who had run a race. What ailed the child—did she think her sister was a ghost? Surely they’d told her things were coming along. The conductor, glaring and huffing, she ignored. She’d had permission, from the mousy little person at the front door, and she had not made one sound during rehearsal. “Who told you you could barge in here—!” the conductor began. Ereza gave him her best smile, as she saw recognition hit. She and Arla weren’t identical, but the family resemblance was strong enough.


    “I’m Ereza Fennaris, Arla’s sister. I asked out front, and they said she was in rehearsal, but if I didn’t interrupt—”


    “You just did.” He was still angry, but adjusting to what he already knew. Wounded veteran, another daughter of a powerful family, his soloist’s twin sister…there were limits to what he could do. To her, at least; she hoped he wouldn’t use this as an excuse to bully Arla.


    She smiled up at her sister. “Hello again, Arlashi! You didn’t come to see me, so I came to see you.”


    “Is she why—did you see her back there when you—?” the conductor had turned away from Ereza to her sister.


    “No.” Arla drew a long breath. “I did not see her until she came nearer. I haven’t seen her since—”


    “Sacred Name of God! Artists!” The conductor threw his baton to the floor and glared from one to the other. “A concert tomorrow night, and you had to come now!” That for Ereza. “Your own sister wounded, and you haven’t seen her?” That for Arla. He picked up his baton and pointed it at her. “You thought it would go away, maybe? You thought you could put it directly into the music, poof, without seeing her?”


    “I thought—if I could get through the concert—”


    “Well, you can’t. You showed us that, by God.” He whirled and pointed his finger at Ereza. “You—get up here! I can’t be talking in two directions.”


    Ereza stifled an impulse to giggle. He acted as if he had real authority; she could just see him trying that tone on a platoon commander and finding out that he didn’t. She picked her way to a set of small steps up from the floor of the hall, and made her way across the stage, past the empty chairs. Arla stared at her, still breathing too fast. She would faint if she kept that up, silly twit.


    “What a mess!” the conductor was saying. “And what an ugly thing that is—is that the best our technology can do for you?” He was staring at her temporary prosthesis, with its metal rods and clips.


    “Tactful, aren’t you?” She wasn’t exactly angry, not yet, but she was moving into a mood where anger would be easy. He would have to realize that while he could bully Arlashi, he couldn’t bully her. If being blown apart, buried for a day, and reassembled with bits missing hadn’t crushed her, no mere musician could.


    “This is not about tact,” the conductor said. “Not that I’d expect you to be aware of that…arriving on the eve of this concert to upset my soloist, for instance, is hardly an expression of great tact.”


    Ereza resisted an urge to argue. “This is a temporary prosthesis,” she said, holding it up. “Right now, as you can imagine, they’re short-handed; it’s going to take longer than it would have once to get the permanent one. However, it gives me some practice in using one.”


    “I should imagine.” He glared at her. “Now sit down and be quiet. I have something to say to your sister.”


    “If you’re planning to scold her, don’t bother. She’s about to faint—”


    “I am not,” Arla said. She had gone from pale to a dull red that clashed with her purple tunic.


    “You have no rights here,” said the conductor to Ereza.


    “You’re just upsetting her—and I’ll have to see her later. But for now—” He made a movement with his hands, tossing her the problem, and walked offstage. From that distance, he got the last word in. “Miss Fennaris—the cellist Miss Fennaris—see me in my office this afternoon at fourteen-twenty.”


    “You want lights?” asked a distant voice from somewhere overhead.


    “No,” said Arla, still not looking at Ereza. “Cut ‘em.” The brilliant stage lighting disappeared; Arla’s dark clothes melted into the gloom onstage, leaving her face—older, sadder—to float above it. “Damn you, Ereza—why did you have to come now?”


    Ereza couldn’t think of anything to say. That was not what she’d imagined Arla saying. Anger and disappointment struggled; what finally came out was, “Why didn’t you come to see me? I kept expecting you.…was it just this concert?” She could—almost—understand that preparing for a major appearance might keep her too busy to visit the hospital.


    “No. Not…exactly.” Arla looked past her. “It was—I couldn’t practice without thinking about it. Your hand. My hand. If I’d seen you, I couldn’t have gone on making music. I should have—after I beat you at Flight-test I should have enlisted. If I’d been there—”


    “You’d have been asleep, like the rest of us. It wasn’t slow reflexes that did it, Arlashi, it was a bomb. While we slept. Surely they told you that.” But Arla’s face had that stubborn expression again. Ereza tried again. “Look—what you’re feeling—I do understand that. When I woke up and found Reia’d been killed, and Aristide, I hated myself for living. You wish I hadn’t been hurt, and because you’re not a soldier—”


    “Don’t start that!” Arla shifted, and a music stand went over with a clatter. “Dammit!” She crouched and gathered the music in shaking hands, then stabbed the stand upright. “If I get this out of order, Kiel will—”


    Ereza felt a trickle of anger. “It’s only sheets of paper—surely this Kiel can put it back in order. It’s not like…what do you mean ‘Don’t start that’?”


    “That ‘you’re not a soldier’ rigmarole. I know perfectly well I’m not, and you are. Everyone in the family is, except me, and I know how you all feel about it.”


    “Nonsense.” They had had this out before; Ereza thought she’d finally got through, but apparently Arla still worried. Typical of the civilian mind, she thought, to fret about what couldn’t be helped. “No one blames you; we’re proud of you. Do you think we need another soldier? We’ve told you—”


    “Yes. You’ve told me.” Ereza waited, but Arla said nothing more, just stood there, staring at the lighter gloom over the mid-hall, where the skylight was.


    “Well, then. You don’t want to be a soldier; you never did. And no need, with a talent like yours. It’s what we fight for, anyway—”


    “Don’t say that!”


    “Why not? It’s true. Gods be praised, Arlashi, we’re not like the Metiz, quarrelling for the pure fun of it, happy to dwell in a wasteland if only it’s a battlefield. Or the Gennar Republic who care only for profit. Our people have always valued culture: music, art, literature. It’s to make a society in which culture can flourish—where people like you can flourish—that we go to war at all.”


    “So it’s my fault.” That in a quiet voice. “You would lay the blame for this war—for that bomb—on me?”


    “Of course not, ninny! How could it be your fault, when a Gavalan terrorist planted that bomb?” Musicians, Ereza thought, were incapable of understanding issues. If poor Arla had thought the bombing was her fault, no wonder she came apart—and how useless someone so fragile would be in combat, for all her hand-eye coordination and dexterity. “You aren’t to blame for the misbegotten fool who did it, or the pigheaded political leadership that sent him.”


    “But you said—”


    “Arlashi, listen. Your new cello—you know where the wood came from?”


    “Yes.” That sounded sullen, even angry. “Reparations from Scavel; the Military Court granted the Music Council first choice for instruments.”


    “That’s what I mean. We go to war to protect our people—physical and economic protection. Do you think a poor, helpless society could afford wood for instruments? A concert hall to play in? The stability in which the arts flourish?” Arla stirred, but Ereza went on quickly before she could interrupt. “I didn’t intend to lose a hand—no one does—but I would have done it gladly to give you your music—”


    “I didn’t ask you for that! You didn’t have to lose anything to give me music. I could give myself music!”


    “Not that cello,” Ereza said, fighting to keep a reasonable tone. She could just imagine Arla out in the stony waste, trying to string dry grass across twigs and make music. Surely even musicians realized how much they needed the whole social structure that depended on the military’s capacity to protect both the physical planet and its trade networks. “Besides—war has to be something more than killing, more than death against death. We aren’t barbarians. It has to be for something.”


    “It doesn’t have to be for me.”


    “Yes, you. I can’t do it. You could fight—” She didn’t believe that, but saying it might get Arla’s full attention.


    “Anyone can fight, who has courage, and you have that. But I can’t make music. If I had spent the hours at practice you have, I still couldn’t make your music. If I die, there are others as skilled as I am who could fight our wars. But if you die, there will be no music. In all the generations since Landing, ourfamily has given one soldier after another. You—you’re something different—”


    “But I didn’t ask for it.”


    Ereza shrugged, annoyed. “No one asks for their talent, or lack of it.”


    “That’s not what I mean.” Arla struggled visibly, then shrugged. “Look—we can’t talk here; it’s like acting, being on this stage. Come to my rehearsal room.”


    “Now? But I thought we’d go somewhere for lunch. I have to leave soon.”


    “Now. I have to put my precious war-won wood cello away.” Arla led the way to her instrument, then offstage and down a white-painted corridor. Ereza ignored the sarcastic tone of that remark and followed her. Doors opened on either side; from behind some of them music leaked out, frail ghosts of melody.


    Arla’s room had two chairs, a desk-mounted computer, and a digital music stand. Arla waved her to one of the chairs; Ereza sat down and looked over at the music stand’s display.


    “Why don’t you have this kind onstage? Why that paper you spilled?”


    Her attempt to divert Arla’s attention won a wry grin. “Maestro Bogdan won’t allow it. Because the tempo control’s usually operated by foot, he’s convinced the whole orchestra would be tapping its toes. Even if we were, it’d be less intrusive than reaching out and turning pages, but he doesn’t see it that way. Traditionally, even good musicians turn pages, but only bad musicians tap their feet. And we live for tradition—like my cello.” Arla had opened the case again, and tapped her cello with one finger. It made a soft tock that sounded almost alive. With a faint sigh she turned away and touched her computer. The music stand display came up, with a line of music and the measure numbers above it. She turned it to give Ereza a better view.


    “Do you know what that is?”


    Ereza squinted and read aloud. “Artruud’s Opus 27, measure 79?”


    “Do you know what that is?”


    Ereza shook her head. “No—should I? I might if you hummed it.”


    Arla gave a short, ugly laugh. “I doubt that. We just played it, the whole thing. This—” She pointed at the display, which showed ten measures at a time. “This is where I blew up. Eighty-two to eighty-six.”


    “Yes, but I don’t read music.”


    “I know.” Arla turned and looked directly at her. “Did you ever think about that? The fact that I can play Flight-test as well as you, that my scores in TacSim—the tests you had me take as a joke—were enough to qualify me for officers’ training if I’d wanted it…but not one of you in the family can read music well enough to pick out a tune on the piano?”


    “It’s not our talent. And you, surrounded by a military family—of course you’d pick up something—”


    “Is war so easy?” That in a quiet voice, washed clean of emotion. Ereza stared at her, shocked.


    “Easy! Of course it’s not easy.” She still did not want to think about her first tour, the near-disaster of that patrol on Sardon, when a training mission had gone sour. It was nothing she could discuss with Arla. Her stump throbbed, reminding her of more recent pain. How could Arla ask that question? She started to ask that, but Arla had already spoken


    “But you think I picked it up, casually, with no training?”


    “Well…our family…and besides, what you did was only tests, not real combat.”


    “Yes. And do you think that if you’d been born into a musical family, you’d have picked up music so casually? Would you be able to play the musical equivalent of Flight-test?”


    “I’d have to know more, wouldn’t I?” Ereza wondered where this conversation was going. Clearly Arla was upset about something, something to do with her own wound. It’s my arm that’s missing, she thought. I’m the one who has a right to be upset or not upset. “I’d still have no talent for it, but I would probably know more music when I heard it.”


    “Yet I played music in the same house, Eri, four to six hours a day when we were children. You had ears; you could have heard. We slept in the same room; you could have asked questions. You told me if you liked something, or if you were tired of hearing it; you never once asked a musical question. You heard as much music as many musicians’ children. The truth is that you didn’t care. None of our family cared.”


    Ereza knew the shock she felt showed on her face; Arla nodded at her and went on talking. “Dari can tell you how his preschool training team pretended to assault the block fortress, and you listen to him. You listen carefully, you admire his cleverness or point out where he’s left himself open for a counterattack. But me—I could play Hohlander’s first cello concerto backwards, and you’d never notice. It’s not important to you—it’s beneath your notice.”


    “That’s not true.” Ereza clenched the fingers of her left hand on the arm of the chair. “Of course we care; of course we notice. We know you’re good; that’s why you had the best teachers. It’s just that it’s not our field—we’re not supposed to be experts.”


    “But you are about everything else.” Arla, bracing herself on the desk, looked almost exultant. Ereza could hardly believe what she was hearing. The girl must have had this festering inside for years, to bring it out now, to someone wounded in her defense. “You talk politics as if it were your field—why this war is necessary, why that legislation is stupid. You talk about manufacturing, weapons design, the civilian economy—all that seems to be your area of expertise. If music and art and poetry are so important—if they’re the reason you fight—then why don’t you know anything about them? Why don’t you bother to learn even the basics, the sort of stuff you expect Dari to pick up by the time he’s five or six?”


    “But—we can’t do it all,” Ereza said, appalled at the thought of all the children, talented or untalented, forced to sit through lessons in music. Every child had to know something about drill and survival techniques; Cravor’s World, even in peacetime, could be dangerous. But music? You couldn’t save yourself in a sandstorm or grass fire by knowing who wrote which pretty tune, or how to read musical notation. “We found you teachers who did—”


    “Whom you treated like idiots,” Arla said. “Remember the time Professor Rizvi came over, and talked to Grandmother after my lesson? No—of course you wouldn’t; you were in survival training right then, climbing up cliffs or something like that. But it was just about the time the second Gavalan rebellion was heating up, and he told Grandmother the sanctions against the colonists just made things worse. She got that tone in her voice—you know what I mean—and silenced him. After that he wouldn’t come to the house; I went into the city for my lessons. She told the story to Father, and they laughed together about the silly, ineffectual musician who wouldn’t stand a chance against real power—with me standing there—and then they said ‘But you’re a gifted child, Arlashi, and we love it.’“


    “They’re right.” Ereza leaned forward. “What would a composer and musician know about war? And it doesn’t take much of a weapon to smash that cello you’re so fond of.” She knew that much, whatever she didn’t know about music. To her surprise, Arla gave a harsh laugh.


    “Of course it doesn’t take much weaponry to smash a cello. It doesn’t take a weapon at all. I could trip going down the stairs and fall on it; I could leave it flat on the floor and step on it. You don’t need to be a skilled soldier to destroy beauty: any clumsy fool can manage that.”


    “But—”


    Arla interrupted her. “That’s my point. You take pride in your skill, in your special, wonderful knowledge. And all you can accomplish with it is what carelessness or stupidity or even the normal path of entropy will do by itself. If you want a cello smashed, you don’t need an army: just turn it over to a preschool class without a teacher present. If you want to ruin a fine garden, you don’t have to march an expensive army through it—just let it alone. If you want someone to die, you don’t have to kill them: just wait. We’ll all die, Ereza. We don’t need your help.”


    “It’s not about that!” But Ereza felt a cold chill. If Arla could think that.… “It’s not about killing. It’s protecting—”


    “You keep saying that, but—did you ever consider asking me? Asking any artist, any writer, any musician? Did you ever consider learning enough of our arts to guess how we might feel?”


    Ereza stared at her, puzzled. “But we did protect you. We let you study music from the beginning; we’ve never pushed you into the military. What more do you want, Arlashi?”


    “To be myself, to be a musician just because I am, not because you needed someone to prove that you weren’t all killers.”


    That was ridiculous. Ereza stared at her twin, wondering if someone had mindwiped her. Would one of the political fringe groups have thought to embarrass the Pennaris family, with its rich military history, by recruiting its one musician? “I don’t understand,” she said, aware of the stiffness in her voice. She would have to tell Grandmother as soon as she got out of here, and find out if anyone else had noticed how strange Arla had become.


    Arla leaned forward. “Ereza, you cannot have me as a tame conscience…someone to feel noble about. I am not a simple musician, all full of sweet melody, to soothe your melancholy hours after battle.” She plucked a sequence of notes, pleasant to the ear.


    “Not that I mind your being soldiers,” Arla went on, now looking past Ereza’s head into some distance that didn’t belong in that small room. Ereza had seen that look on soldiers; it shocked her on Arla’s face. “It’s not that I’m a pacifist, you see. It’s more complicated than that. I want you to be honest soldiers. If you like war, admit it. If you like killing, admit that. Don’t make me the bearer of your nobility, and steal my own dark initiative. I am a person—a whole person—with my own kind of violence.”


    “Of course you’re a whole person—everyone is—”


    “No. You aren’t. You aren’t because you know nothing about something you claim is important to you.”


    “What do you want me to do?” Ereza asked. She felt grumpy. Her stump hurt, now, and she wanted to be back with people who didn’t make ridiculous emotional arguments or confuse her.


    “Quit thinking of me as sweet little Arlashi, your pet twin, harmless and fragile and impractical. Learn a little music, so you’ll know what discipline really is. Or admit you don’t really care, and quit condescending to me.”


    “Of course I care.” She cared that her sister had gone crazy, at least. Then a thought occurred to her. “Tell me—do the other musicians feel as you do?”


    Arla cocked her head and gave her an unreadable look. “Come to the concert tomorrow, Eri.”


    “I don’t know if I can—” She didn’t know if she wanted to. A long journey into the city, hours crammed into a seat with others, listening to music that didn’t (if she was honest) interest her that much. She’d already heard it, parts of it over and over. “How about tomorrow’s rehearsal?”


    “No. The concert. I can get you in. If you want to know how musicians think, and why…then come.”


    “Are the others—?”


    “I don’t know. Grandmother usually comes to my performances, but the others less often. I wish you would, Eri.”


    * * * *


    Ereza sat in the back row of the concert hall, surrounded by people in formal clothes and dress uniforms. Onstage the orchestra waited, in formal black and white, for the soloist and conductor. She saw a stir at the edge of the stage. Arla, in her long swirling dress, with the cello. The conductor—she looked quickly at her program for his name. Mikailos Bogdan.


    Applause, which settled quickly as the house lights went down. Now the clear dome showed a dark night sky with a thick wedge of stars, the edge of the Cursai Cluster. The conductor lifted his arms. Ereza watched; the musicians did not stir. His arms came down.


    Noise burst from speakers around the hall. As if conducting music, Bogdan’s arms moved, but the noise had nothing to do with his direction. Grinding, squealing, exploding—all the noises that Ereza finally recognized as belonging to an armored ground unit in battle. Rattle and clank of treads, grinding roar of engines, tiny voices yelling, screaming, the heavy thump of artillery and lighter crackling of small arms. Around her the others stirred, looked at each other in amazement, then horror.


    Onstage, no one moved. The musicians stared ahead, oblivious to the noise; Ereza, having heard the rehearsal, wondered how they could stand it. And why? Why work so for perfection in rehearsal if they never meant to play? Toward the front, someone stood—someone in uniform—and yelled. Ereza could not hear it over the shattering roar that came from the speakers then—low-level aircraft strafing, she thought. She remembered that sound. Another two or three people stood up; the first to stand began to push his way out of his row. One of the others was hauled back down by those sitting near him.


    The sound changed, this time to the repetitive crump-crump-crump-crump of bombardment. Vague, near-human sounds, too…Ereza shivered, knowing before it came clear what that would be. Screams, moans, sobs…it went on far too long. She wanted to get up and leave, but she had no strength.


    Silence, when it finally came, was welcome. Ereza could hear, as her ears regained their balance, the ragged breathing of the audience. Silence continued, the conductor still moving his arms as if the orchestra were responding. Finally, he brought the unnerving performance to a close, turned and bowed to them. A few people clapped, uncertainly; no one else joined them and the sound died away.


    “Disgracefully bad taste,” said someone to Ereza’s right. “I don’t know what they think they’re doing.”


    “Getting us ready to be ravished by Fennaris, no doubt. Have you heard her before?”


    “Only on recordings. I’ve been looking forward to this for decads.”


    “She’s worth it. I heard her first in a chamber group two years ago, and—” The conductor beckoned, and Arla stood; the gossipers quieted. Intent curiosity crackled around the hall, silent but alive.


    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Arla said. She had an untrained voice, but even so it carried to the back of the hall. “You may be wondering what happened to the Goldieri Concerto. We chose to make another statement about music.”


    The conductor bowed to her, and signaled the orchestra. Each musician held an instrument at arm’s length; at the flick of his baton they all dropped to the floor, the light rattling cases of violins, the softer boom of violas, the clatter and thud and tinkle of woodwinds, brasses, percussion. A tiny round drum rolled along the floor until it ran into someone’s leg and fell over with a final loud tap. Louder than that was the indrawn breath of the audience.


    “I’m Arla,” she said, standing alone, facing a crowd whose confusion was slowly turning to hostility. Ereza felt her skin tingling. “Most of you know me as Arla Fennaris, but tonight I’m changing my name. I want you to know why.”


    She turned and picked up her cello, which she had left leaning against her chair. No, Ereza thought, don’t do it. Not that one. Please.


    “You think of me as a cellist,” Arla said, and plucked three notes with one hand. “A cellist is a musician, and a musician—I have this from my own sister, a wounded veteran, as many of you know—a musician is to most of you an impractical child. A fool.” She ran her hand down the strings, and the sound echoed in Ereza’s bones. She shivered, and so did the people sitting next to her. “She tells me, my sister, that the reason we’re at war right now—the reason she lost her arm—is that I am a mere musician, and need protection. I can’t protect myself; I send others out to die, to keep me and my music alive.” Another sweeping move across the strings, and a sound that went through Ereza like a jagged blade. All she could think was No, no, don’t…no… but she recognized the look on Arla’s face, the tone of her voice. Here was someone committed beyond reason to whatever she was doing.


    But Arla had turned, and found her chair again. She was sitting as she would for any performance, the cello nestled in the hollow of her skirt, the bow in her right hand. “It is easy to make noise,” Arla said. With a move Ereza did not understand, she made an ugly noise explode from the cello. “It takes skill to make music.” She played a short phrase as sweet as spring sunshine. “It is easy to destroy—” She held the cello up, as if to throw it, and again Ereza heard the indrawn breath as the audience waited. Then she put it down. “It takes skill to make—in this case, millenia of instrument designers, and Barrahesh, here on Cravor’s World, with a passion for the re-creation of classic instruments. I have no right to destroy his work—but it would be easy.” She tapped the cello’s side, and the resonant sound expressed fragility. “As with my cello, with everything. It is easy to kill; it takes skill to nurture life.” Again she played a short phrase, this one a familiar child’s song about planting flower seeds in the desert.


    “My sister,” Arla said, and her eyes found Ereza’s, and locked onto them. “My sister is a soldier, a brave soldier, who was wounded…she would say protecting me. Protection I never asked for, and did not need. Her arm the price of this one—” She held up her right arm. “It is difficult to make music when you are using your sister’s arm. An arm taught to make war, not music. An arm which does not respect music.”


    She lowered her arm. “I can make music only with my own arm, because it’s my arm that learned it. And to play with my arm means throwing away my sister’s sacrifice. Denying it. Repudiating it.” No, Ereza thought at her again. Don’t do this. I will understand; I will change. Please. But she knew it was too late, as it had been too late to change things when she woke after surgery and found her own arm gone. “If my sister wants music, she must learn to make it. If you want music, you must learn to make it. We will teach you; we will play with you—but we will not play for you. Good evening.”


    Again the conductor signaled; the musicians picked up their instruments from the floor, stood, and walked out. For a moment, the shuffling of their feet onstage was the only sound, as shock held the audience motionless. Ereza felt the same confusion, the same hurt, the same realization that they would get no music. Then the catcalls began, the hissing, the programs balled up angrily and thrown; some hit the stage and a few hit a musician. But none of them hurried, none of them looked back. Arla and the conductor waited, side by side, as the orchestra cleared the stage. Ereza sat frozen, unable to move even as people pushed past her, clambered over her legs. She wanted to go and talk to Arla; she knew it would do no good. She did not speak Arla’s language. She never had. Now she knew what Arla meant: she had never respected her sister before. Now she did. Too late, too late cried her mind, struggling to remember something, anything, of the music.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1995 by Elizabeth Moon.
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    CITY OF TRUTH, by James Morrow


    First published as a chapterbook in January, 1991


    One


    I no longer live in the City of Truth. I have exiled myself from Veritas, from all cities—from the world. The room in which I’m writing is cramped as a county jail and moist as the inside of a lung, but I’m learning to call it home. My only light is a candle, a fat, butter-colored stalk from which nets of melted wax hang like cobwebs. I wonder what it would be like to live in that candle—in the translucent crannies that surround the flame: a fine abode, warm, safe, and snug. I imagine myself spending each day wandering waxen passageways and sitting in paraffin parlors, each night lying in bed listening to the steady drip-drip-drip of my home consuming itself.


    My name is Jack Sperry, and I am thirty-eight years old. I was born in truth’s own city, Veritas, on the last day of its bicentennial year. Like many boys of my generation, I dreamed of becoming an art critic one day: the pure primal thrill of attacking a painting, the sheer visceral kick of savaging a movie or a poem. In my case, however, the dream turned into reality, for by my twenty-second year I was employed as a deconstructionist down at the Wittgenstein Museum in Plato Borough, giving illusion its due.


    Other dreams—wife, children, happy home—came harder. From the very first Helen and I wrestled with the thorny Veritasian question of whether love was a truthful term for how we felt about each other—such a misused notion, love, a kind of one-word lie—a problem we began ignoring once a more concrete crisis had taken its place.


    His sperm are lazy, she thought. Her eggs are duds, I decided. But at last we found the right doctor, the proper pill, and suddenly there was Toby, flourishing inside Helen’s redeemed womb: Toby the embryo; Toby the baby; Toby the toddler; Toby the preschool carpenter, forever churning out crooked birdhouses, lopsided napkin holders, and asymmetrical bookends; Toby the boy naturalist, befriending every slithery, slimy, misbegotten creature ever to wriggle across the face of the Earth. This was a child with a maggot farm. A roach ranch. A pet slug. “I think I love him,” I told Helen one day. “Let’s not get carried away,” she replied.


    The morning I met Martina Coventry, Toby was off at Camp Ditch-the-Kids in the untamed outskirts of Kant Borough. He sent us a picture postcard every day, a routine that, I realize in retrospect, was a kind of smuggling operation; once Toby got home, the postcards would all be there, waiting to join his vast collection.


    To wit:


    Dear Mom and Dad: Today we learned how to survive in case we’re ever lost in the woods—what kind of bark to eat and stuff. Counselor Rick says he never heard of anybody actually using these skills. Your son, Toby.


    And also:


    Dear Mom and Dad: There’s a big rat trap in the pantry here, and guess who always sneaks in at night and finds out what animal got caught and then sets it free? Me! Counselor Rick says we’re boring. Your son, Toby.


    It was early, barely 7 A.M., but already Booze Before Breakfast was jammed to its crumbling brick walls. I made my way through a conglomeration of cigarette smoke and beer fumes, through frank sweat and honest halitosis. A jukebox thumped out Probity singing “Copingly Ever After.” The saloon keeper, Jimmy Breeze, brought me the usual—a raspberry Danish and a Bloody Mary—setting them on the splintery cedar bar. I told him I had no cash but would pay him tomorrow. This was Veritas. I would.


    I spotted only one free chair—at a tiny, circular table across from a young woman whose wide face and plump contours boasted, to this beholder’s eye, the premier sensuality of a Rubens model. Peter Paul Rubens was much on my mind just then, for I’d recently criticized not only The Garden of Love but also The Raising of the Cross.


    “Come here often?” she asked as I approached, my plastic-wrapped Danish poised precariously atop my drink. Her abundant terra-cotta hair was compacted into a modest bun. Her ankle-length green dress was made of guileless cambric.


    I sat down. “Uh-huh,” I mumbled, pushing aside the sugar bowl, the napkin dispenser, and the woman’s orange peels to make room for my Bloody and Danish. “I always stop in on my way to the Wittgenstein.”


    “You a critic?” Even in the endemic gloom of Booze Before Breakfast, her smooth, unpainted skin glowed.


    I nodded. “Jack Sperry.”


    “Can’t say I’m impressed. It doesn’t take much intellectual prowess, does it?”


    She could be as honest as she liked, provided I could watch her voluptuous lips move. “What line are you in?” I asked.


    “I’m a writer.” Her eyes expanded: limpid, generous eyes, the cobalt blue of Salome’s So-So Contraceptive Cream. “It has its dangers, of course. There’s always that risk of falling into…what’s it called?”


    “Metaphor?”


    “Metaphor.”


    There were no metaphors in Veritas. Metaphors were lies. Flesh could be like grass, but it never was grass. Use a metaphor in Veritas, and your conditioning instantly possessed you, hammering your skull, searing your heart, dropping you straight to hell in a bucket of pain. So to speak.


    “What do you write?” I asked.


    “Doggerel. Greeting-card messages, advertising jingles, inspirational verses like you see in—”


    “Sell much?”


    A grimace distorted her luminous face. “I should say I’m an aspiring writer.”


    “I’d like to read some of your doggerel,” I asserted. “And I’d like to have sex with you,” I added, wincing at my candor. It wasn’t easy being a citizen.


    Her grimace intensified.


    “Sorry if I’m being offensive,” I said. “Am I being offensive?”


    “You’re being offensive.”


    “Offensive only in the abstract, or offensive to you personally?”


    “Both.” She slid a wedge of orange into her wondrous mouth. “Are you married?”


    “Yes.”


    “A good marriage?”


    “Pretty good.” To have and to hold, to love and to cherish, to the degree that these mischievous and sentimental abstractions possess any meaning: Helen and I had opted for a traditional ceremony. “Our son is terrific. I think I love him.”


    “If we had an affair”—a furtive smile—“wouldn’t you feel guilty?”


    “I’ve never cheated.” An affair, I mused. Scary stuff. “Guilt? Yes, of course.” I sipped my Bloody Mary. “I believe I could tolerate it.”


    “Well, you can drop the whole fantasy, Mr. Sperry,” the young woman said, a declaration that filled me with an odd mixture of relief and disappointment. “You can put the entire thought out of your—”


    “Call me Jack.” I unpackaged my Danish; the wrapper dragged away clots of vanilla icing like a Band-Aid pulling off a scab. “And you’re…?”


    “Martina Coventry, and at the moment I feel only a mild, easily controlled desire to copulate with you.”


    “‘At the moment,’” I repeated, marveling at how much ambiguity could be wedged into a prepositional phrase. In a fashionably gauche move I licked the icing off the Danish wrapper (The Mendacity of Manners had recently hit the top slot on the Times best-seller list). “Will you show me your doggerel?” I asked.


    “It’s bad doggerel.”


    “Doggerel is by definition bad.”


    “Mine’s worse.”


    “Please.”


    Martina’s pliant features contracted into a bemused frown. ‘There’s a great deal of sexual tension occurring between us now, wouldn’t you say?”


    “Correct.”


    She reached into her purse and pulled out a folded sheet of crisp white typing paper, pressing it into my palm with a sheepish smile.


    First came a Valentine’s Day message.


    I find you somewhat interesting,


    You’re not too short or tall,


    And if you’d be my Valentine,


    I wouldn’t mind at all.


    A birthday greeting followed.


    Roses drop dead,


    Violets do too,


    With each day life gets shorter,


    Happy birthday to you.


    “I have no illusions about earning a living from my doggerel,” said Martina, understating the case radically. “What I’d really like is a career writing political speeches. My borough rep almost hired me to run his re-election campaign. ‘Cold in person, but highly efficient’—that was the slogan I worked out. In the end, his girlfriend got the job. Do you like my verses, Jack?”


    “They’re awful.”


    “I’m going to burn them.” Martina kissed an orange slice, sucked out the juice.


    “No. Don’t. I’d like to have them.”


    “You would? Why?”


    “Because I’m anticipating you’ll write something else on the page.” From my shirt pocket I produced a ballpoint pen (Paradox Pen Company—Random Leaks Common). “Like, say, the information I’ll need to find you again.”


    “So we can have an affair?”


    “The thought terrifies me.”


    “You are fairly attractive,” Martina observed, taking the pen. Indeed. It’s the eyebrows that do it, great bushy extrusions suggesting a predatory mammal of unusual prowess—wolf, bear, leopard—though they draw plenty of support from my straight nose and square jaw. Only when you get to my chin, a pointy, pimply knoll forever covered with stubble, does the illusion of perfection dissolve. “I’m warning you, Jack, I have my own Smith and Wesson Liberalstopper.” She signed her name in bold curlicues across the bottom of the page, added her address and phone number. “Try to force yourself on me, and I’ll shoot to kill.”


    I lifted the doggerel from the table, flicking a Danish crumb from the word Valentine. “Funny—you’ve almost told a lie here. Roses don’t drop dead, they—”


    “They wither.”


    “If I were you, Martina, I wouldn’t take such chances with my sanity.”


    “If you were me,” she replied, “you would take such chances with your sanity, because otherwise you’d be someone else.”


    “True enough,” I said, pocketing Martina Coventry’s stultifying verses.


    * * * *


    Galileo Square was clogged with traffic, a dense metallic knot betokening a delay of at least twenty minutes. I flipped on my Plymouth Adequate’s radio, tuned in WTRU, and began waiting it out. Eighteenth Street, Nineteenth Street, Twentieth…


    “…fact that I accepted a fifty-thousand-dollar kickback during the Avelthorpe Tariff Scandal should not, I feel, detract from my record on education, the environment, and medical…”


    Twenty-fifth Street, Twenty-sixth Street, Twenty-seventh…


    “…for while we do indeed divert an enormous amount of protein that might help relieve world hunger, the psychological benefits of dogs and cats have been proved almost beyond the shadow of a…”


    Thirtieth Street, Thirty-first…


    “…displeased with the unconscionable quantities of sugar we were putting into children’s cereals, and so we’re happy to announce a new policy of…”


    At last: the Wittgenstein Museum, a one-story brick building sprawling across a large concrete courtyard, flanked by a Brutality Squad station on the north side and a café called the Dirty Dog on the south. The guard, a toothy, clean-cut young man with a Remington Meta-penis strapped to his waist, waved me through the iron gates. I headed for the parking lot. Derrick Popkes of the Egyptian Relics Division had beaten me to my usual space, usurping it with his Ford Sufficient, so I had to drive all the way to the main incinerator and park by the coal bin.


    “Channel your violent impulses in a salutary direction—become a Marine. Purge your natural tendency toward—” I silenced the radio, killed the engine.


    What had life been like during the Age of Lies? How had the human mind endured a world where politicians misled, advertisers overstated, clerics exaggerated, women wore makeup, and people professed love at the drop of a tropological hat? How had humanity survived the epoch we’d all read about in the history books, those nightmare centuries of casuistic customs and fraudulent rites? The idea confounded me. It rattled me to the core. The Easter Bunny, the Tooth Fairy, Santa Claus, Frosty the Snowman, Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer: staggering.


    “You’re late,” observed the chief curator, bald and portly Arnold Cook, as I strolled into the front office. “Heavy traffic?”


    “Yes.” I slid my card into the time clock, felt the jolt of its mechanism imprinting my tardiness. “Bumper to bumper.” Every so often, you’d experience an urge to stop short of total candor. But then suddenly it would come: a dull neurological throb that, if you didn’t tell the whole truth, would quickly bloom into a psychosomatic explosion in your skull. “I also wasted a lot of time getting a young woman’s address.”


    “Do you expect to copulate with her?” Mr. Cook asked, following me to the changing room. Early morning, yet already he was coated with characteristic sweat, droplets that, as I once told him in a particularly painful exercise of civic duty, put me in mind of my cat’s litter box.


    Denim overalls drooped from the lockers. I selected a pair that looked about my size. “Adultery is deceitful,” I reminded the curator.


    “So is fidelity,” he replied. “In its own way.”


    “In its own way,” I agreed, donning my overalls.


    I followed a nonliteral rat-maze of dark, dusty corridors to my workshop. It was packed. As usual, the items I was supposed to analyze that day divided equally into the authentic objets d’artifice unearthed by the archaeologists and the ersatz output of the city’s furtive malcontents—its “dissemblers.” For every statue from ancient Greece, there was a clumsy forgery. For every Cezanne, a feeble imitation. For every eighteenth-century novel, the effluvium of a vanity press.


    The dissemblers. Even now, after all I’ve been through, the word sends a cold wind through my bones. The dissemblers: Veritas’s own enemy within, defacing its walls with their oil paintings, befouling its air with their songs, and, most daringly, turning its pristine streets into forums for Sophocles, Shakespeare, Ibsen, and Shaw, each production a ragged, jerry-built affair frantically staged before the Brutality Squad could arrive and chase the outlaw actors into their holes and hideouts. Only once had a dissembler been caught, and then the Squad had bungled it, clubbing the woman to death before they could ask the crucial question.


    How do you tell lies without going mad?


    How?


    What I loved about this job was the way it got my head and my hands working together. True, the raw existential act of deconstruction was rather crude, but before that moment you had to use your mind; you had to decide that the piece in question, whether original or forgery, was indeed inimical to the public good.


    I turned toward a piece of classical mendacity labeled Nike of Samothrace. A lie? Yes, manifestly: those wings. Merely to behold such a creature nauseated me. No wonder Plato had banned artists and playwrights from his hypothetical Utopia. “Three removes from nature,” he’d called them, three removes from factuality. art is a lie, the electric posters in Circumspect Park reminded us. Truth might be beauty, but it simply didn’t work the other way around.


    Like an agoraphobic preparing for an indoor picnic, I spread my canvas dropcloth on the concrete floor. I took down a No. 7 sledgehammer. The Nike had arrived headless, and now, as I wielded my critical apparatus against her, she became wingless as well—now breastless, now hipless. Amorphous chunks of marble littered the dropcloth. My overalls stank of sweat, my tongue felt like a dried fig wedged into my mouth. An exhausting enterprise, criticism; grueling work, analysis. I deserved a break.


    A note lay on the desk in my coffee cubicle. “Dear Mr. Sperry: Last Friday, you might recall, you offered to write a letter on my behalf,” I read as the water boiled. “I hope Mr. Cook might receive it by the end of the week. Fairly sincere regards, Stanley Marcus.”


    I took down my mug, dumped in a heaping teaspoonful of semi-instant crystals—Donaldson’s Drinkable Coffee, my favorite brand—added hot water from my kettle, and began mentally composing a recommendation for Stanley. He’d been assisting in my sector for over a year now, servicing a dozen of us critics—sharpening our axes, fueling our blowtorches, faithfully sweeping up our workshops and cubicles—and now he was looking to get promoted. “In all honesty, I believe Stanley would prove reasonably competent at running the main incinerator. Of course, he is something of a drudge and a toady, but those qualities may actually serve him well. One thing you’ll notice about Stanley is that he farts a great deal, but here again we’re not talking about a characteristic that would hinder…”


    I glanced at my Beatoff Magazine calendar—and a good thing, or I might have forgotten about meeting my wife for lunch. “Helen,” said the July 9th square, “1 p.m., No Great Shakes.” No Great Shakes on Twenty-ninth Street had marvelous submarine sandwiches and terrific Waldorf salads. Its shakes were not so great.


    Miss July—Wendy Warren, according to the accompanying profile—leered at me from the glossy paper. “Being an intellectual,” ran her capsule biography, “Wendy proved most articulate on the subject of posing for us. ‘It’s at once tawdry and exhilarating, humiliating and energizing,’ she said. ‘If not for the quick five thousand, I never would’ve considered it.’ When we learned how smart she was—that Interborough Chess Championship and everything—we almost disqualified her. However, we knew that many of you would enjoy masturbating to…”


    Good old Wendy. My hypothetical id was ticking. And suddenly I realized there’d be a minor but irrefutable thrill in simply looking at Martina Coventry’s handwriting, as if its twists and turns were the lines of her Rubensian flesh. I took a long sip of Donaldson’s Drinkable and, pulling Martina’s doggerel from my pocket, flattened the crumpled sheet on the desk.


    The verses were as terrible as ever, but the signature indeed held a certain eroticism. I even got a mild charge from the contours of the subsequent information. “7 Lackluster Lane, Descartes Borough,” she’d written. “Phone 610-400.”


    Something caught my eye, a web of thin shallow grooves in the paper, occupying the space between the Valentine message and the birthday greeting, and I realized that the object in my possession had backstopped one of Martina’s earlier creative convulsions. Curious, I seized the nearest pencil and began rubbing graphite across the page, causing the older verses to materialize like a photographic image appearing in a tray of developer. Within seconds the entire composition lay before me, and my nervous system vibrated with intermingled disbelief, horror, and fascination.


    Lies.


    Gruesome and poetic lies.


    In Martina Coventry’s own hand.


    I hide my wings inside my soul,


    Their feathers soft and dry,


    And when the world’s not looking,


    I take them out and fly.


    Sweat erupted in my palms and along my brow. Wings. Martina didn’t have wings. No one did. Who did she think she was, the Nike of Samothrace? One might as well assert the reality of Santa Glaus or Lewis Carroll’s Alice. As for the soul, that soggy construct…


    Perhaps my eyes were deceiving me. I resolved to read the poem aloud—hearing is believing; to sense these astonishing words resounding in my head would be to know they in fact existed. “I hide my wings,” I said in a hoarse whisper, but I couldn’t go on. A primordial terror surged up, bringing a migraine so severe I almost fainted.


    My critical instincts took hold. I seized Martina’s poem, dashed out of the museum and ran across the courtyard to the main incinerator. Skull throbbing, I thrust the page toward the same seething pit where the day before I had deconstructed a dozen books on reincarnation and the last two hundred issues of The Journal of Psychic Healing.


    I stopped.


    Was I in fact ready to cast Martina Coventry out of my life? Was I truly willing to consign her identity to the flames? No. I wasn’t. I fixed on her address, massaging it into my memory.


    How did she tell lies without going mad?


    How?


    Phone 610-400. No problem. For his sixth birthday we’d given Toby a ten-speed bike, but four months went by before I put it together, and he hardly ever rode it, so the whole experience was rather null, a zero—two, in fact. 6…1…0…4…0…0.


    My fingers parted, and the poems floated toward their fate, joining the Homer epics, the Racine plays, the Dickens novels, and the mushy, gushy, pseudoscientific rantmgs of The Journal of Psychic Healing.


    * * * *


    “It’s absolutely incredible,” I told Helen as we sat in No Great Shakes burrowing into the day’s special: murdered cow sandwich, wilted hearts of lettuce, high-cholesterol fries—a quite reasonable $5.99. “Four hours ago I was having breakfast with a dissembler. I could’ve reached out and touched her.”


    “But you didn’t,” said Helen in a tone more apprehensive than assured. She slid her sunglasses upward into her frothy, graying hair, the better to scrutinize my face.


    “I didn’t.”


    “She’s definitely one of them?”


    “I’m positive. More or less.”


    My wife looked straight at me, a shred of lettuce drooping over her lips like a green tongue. “Let’s not get carried away,” she said.


    Let’s not get carried away. That was Helen’s motto; it belonged on her tombstone. She was a woman who’d devoted her life to not getting carried away—in her career, in our bed, anywhere. It was her job, I believe, that made her so sedate. As a stringer for the celebrated supermarket tabloid, Sweet Reason, Helen moved among the skeptics and logicians of the world, collecting scoops: controlled study negates new arthritis cure, slain bigfoot revealed as schizophrenic in suit, top psychics’ predictions fall flat. Ten years of writing such stories, and you acquire a bit of a chill.


    I said, “You have a better interpretation, ostensible darling?”


    “Maybe she found the paper on the street, supposed sweetheart,” Helen replied. A beautiful woman, I’d always thought: large pleading eyes, soft round cheeks you wanted to rub against your hands like balm. “Maybe somebody else composed the poem.”


    “It was in Martina’s handwriting.”


    Helen bit into her murdered cow. “Let me guess. She gave you her name and address, right?”


    “Yes. She wrote them on the page.”


    “Did she say she wanted to have sex with you?”


    “Not in so many words.”


    “Did you say you wanted to have sex with her?”


    “Yes.”


    “You think you will?”


    “I don’t know,” I said. “I hope so, I hope not—you know how it is.” I licked the grease from a French fry. “I’d hate to hurt you,” I added.


    Helen’s eyes became as dark and narrow as slots in a gun turret. “I probably feel as conflicted as you. Part of me wants you to turn this Martina over to the Brutality Squad, the better to get her out of our lives forever. The other part, the woman who feels a certain undeniable affection for you, knows that would be a stupid thing to do, because if the lady senses the police are on her trail, well, she might also sense how they got there, right? These dissemblers, I’ve heard, are no nonliteral pussycats. They’ve got assassins in their ranks.”


    “Assassins,” I concurred. “Assassins, terrorists, lunatics. You want me to burn the paper?”


    “Burn it, critic.”


    “I did.”


    My wife smiled. In Veritas, one never asked, Really? Are you kidding? Do you mean that? She finished her cow and said, “You’re a somewhat better man than I thought.”


    We filled the rest of the hour with the usual marital battles—such ironically allied words, marital, martial. Helen and I loved to fight. My erections were becoming increasingly less substantive, she asserted, truthfully. The noises she made when chewing her food were disgusting, I reported, honestly. She told me she had no intention of procuring the obligatory gift for my niece’s brainburn party on Saturday—Connie wasn’t her niece. I didn’t want her to get the gift, I retorted, because she’d buy something cheap, obvious, and otherwise emblematic of the contempt in which she held my sister. And so we continued, straight through coffee and dessert, nibbling at each other like mice, picking each other off like snipers. Such fun, such pathological fun.


    Helen reached into her handbag and pulled out a crisp sheet of computer paper speckled with dot-matrix characters. “This came this morning,” she explained. “A rabbit bit Toby,” she announced evenly.


    “A what? Rabbit? What are you talking about?”


    “He’s probably forgotten the whole thing by now.”


    “It bit him?”


    Ralph Kitto


    Executive Director


    Camp Ditch-the-Kids


    Box 145


    Kant Borough


    Mr. and Mrs. Sperry:


    As you may know, your son makes it his annoying mission to release all the animals caught in our rat trap. Yesterday, in performing one such act of ambiguous compassion, he was attacked by a rare species called Hob’s hare. We dressed his wound immediately and, checking his medical records, confirmed that his tetanus immunizations are up to date.


    As a safety precaution, we retained the rabbit and placed it under quarantine. I am moderately sorry to report that today the animal died. We forthwith froze the corpse then shipped it to the Kraft Epidemiological Institute. The Kraft doctors will contact you if there’s anything to worry about, though I suspect you’ve started worrying already.


    Yours up to a point,


    Ralph Kitto


    “Why didn’t you show me this right away?”


    Helen shrugged. “It’s not a big deal.”


    Smooth, nervy Helen. There were times when I wondered whether she liked Toby. “Aren’t you bothered that the rabbit died?”


    “Maybe it was old.”


    My teeth came together in a tight, dense grid. The thought of Toby’s pain troubled rne. Not his physical pain—it might have even done him some good, toughening him up for his brainburn. What distressed me was the sense of betrayal he must have felt; my son had always negotiated with the world in good faith, and now the world had bitten him. “There’s something I should tell you,” I admitted to my wife. “Before burning Martina’s doggerel, I memorized her address and phone number.”


    Helen appeared to be experiencing a bad odor. “How readily you exhibit the same disgusting qualities one associates with anuses. Honestly, Jack, sometimes I wonder why we got married.”


    “Sometimes I wonder the same thing. I wish that rabbit hadn’t died.”


    “Forget the rabbit. We’re talking about why I married you.”


    “You married me,” I said, telling the truth, “because you thought I was your last chance.”


    Two


    Saturday: pigs have wings, dogs can talk, money grows on trees—like some mindless and insistent song the litany wove through me, rolling amid the folds of my cerebrum as it always did when one of my nieces was scheduled to get burned. Stones are alive, rats chase cats—ten lies all told, a decalogue of deceit, resting at our city’s core like a dragon sleeping beside a subterranean treasure. Salt is sweet, the Pope is Jewish—and suddenly the child has done it, suddenly she’s thrown off the corrupt mantle of youth and put on the innocence of adulthood. Suddenly she’s a woman.


    I awoke aggressively that morning, tearing the blankets away as if nothing else stood between myself and total alertness. Across the room, my wife slept peacefully, indifferent to the world’s sad truths, its dead rabbits. Ours was a two-bed marriage. The symbolism was not lost on me. Often we made love on the floor—in the narrow, neutral territory between our mattresses, our conjugal Geneva.


    Yawning, I charged into the shower stall, where warm water poured forth the instant the sensors detected me. The TV receiver winked on—the Enduring Another Day program. Grimacing under the studio lights, our Assistant Secretary of Imperialism discussed the city’s growing involvement in the Hegelian Civil War. “So far, over four thousand Veritasian combat troops have died,” the interviewer noted as I lathered up with Bourgeois Soap. “A senseless loss,” the secretary replied cheerfully. “Our policy is impossible to justify on rational grounds, which is why we’ve started invoking national security and other shibboleths.”


    I left the shower and padded bare-assed into the bedroom. Clothes per se were deceitful, of course, but nudity carried its own measure of compromise, a continual tacit message of provocation and come-hither. I dressed. Nothing disingenuous: underwear, a collarless shirt, a gray Age-of-Lies suit with the lapels cut off. Our apartment was similarly sparse, peeled to a core of rectitude. Many of our friends had curtains, wall hangings, and rugs, but not Helen and I. We were patriotic.


    The odor of stale urine hit me as I approached the elevator. How unfortunate that some people translated the ban on sexually segregated rest rooms—privacy is a lie, the huge flashing billboard on Voltaire Avenue reminded us—into a general fear of toilets. Hadn’t they heard of public health? Public health was guileless.


    I descended, crossed the lobby, encapsulated myself in the revolving door, and exited into Veritas’s thick and gritty air. Sprinkled with soot, my Adequate lay on the far side of Eighty-second Street. In the old days, I’d heard, you never knew for sure that your car would be unmolested, or even there, when you left it overnight. Dishonesty was so rampant, you started your engine with a key.


    I zoomed past the imperially functional cinderblocks that constituted City Hall, reaching the market district shortly before noon. Bless my luck, a parking spot lay directly in front of Molly’s Rather Expensive Toy Store— such joy in emptiness, I mused, such satisfaction in a void.


    “My, aren’t you a pretty fellow?” a hawk-faced female clerk sang out as I strode through Molly’s door. Pricey marionettes dangled from the ceiling like victims of a mass lynching. “Except, of course, for that chin.”


    “Your body’s arousing enough,” I replied, casting a candid eye up and down the clerk. A Bertrand Russell University T-shirt molded itself around her breasts. Grimy white slacks encased her thighs. “But that nose,” I added forlornly. A demanding business, citizenship.


    She tapped my wedding ring and glowered. “What brings you here? Something for your mistress’s kid sister?”


    “My niece is getting burned today.”


    “And you’re waiting till the last minute to buy her a present?”


    “True.”


    “Roller skates are popular. We sold fifteen pairs last month. Three were returned as defective.”


    “Lead the way.”


    I followed her past racks of baseball gloves and stuffed animals and up to a bin filled with roller skates, the new six-wheeler style with miniature jets in the heels. “The laces break in ten percent of cases,” the clerk confessed. “Last April an engine exploded—maybe you saw the story on TV—and the poor girl, you know what happened? She got pitched into a culvert and cracked her skull and died.”


    “I believe Connie likes yellow,” I said, taking down a pair of skates the color of Mom’s Middling Margarine. “One size fits all?”


    “More or less.”


    “Your price as good as anybody’s else?”


    “You can get the same thing for two dollars less at Marquand’s.”


    “Haven’t the time. Can you gift-wrap them?”


    “Not skillfully.”


    “Sold.”


    * * * *


    I’d promised Gloria I wouldn’t just go to Connie’s post-treatment party—I would attend the burn as well, doing what I could to keep the kid’s morale up. Normally both parents were present, but that deplorable person Peter Raymond couldn’t be bothered. “I’ve seen better parenting at the zoo,” Helen liked to say of my ex-brother-in-law. “I know alligators who are better fathers.”


    You could find a burn hospital in practically every neighborhood, but Gloria had insisted on the best, Veteran’s Shock Institute in Spinoza Borough, a smoke-stained pile of bricks overlooking the Giordano Bruno Bridge. Entering, I noticed a crowd of ten-year-olds jamming the central holding area; it seemed more like the platform of a train station than the waiting room of a hospital, the girls hanging together in nervous, chattering clusters, trying to comfort each other, the boys engaged in mock gunfights around the potted palms, distracting themselves with pseudo violence, pretending not to be terrified of what the day would bring.


    Securing the indifferently wrapped skates under my arm, I ascended to the second floor. warning: this elevator maintained by people who hate their jobs. ride at your own risk.


    My niece was already in her glass cell, dressed in a green smock and bound to the chair via leather thongs, one electrode strapped to her left arm, another to her right leg. Black wires trailed from the copper terminals like threads spun by some vile and poisonous spider Toby would have adopted. She welcomed me with a brave smile, and I pointed to her gift, hoping to raise her spirits, however briefly.


    Clipboard in hand, a short, cherubic doctor with merrick affixed to his tunic entered the cell and snugged a copper helmet over my niece’s cranium. I gave her a thumbs-up signal. Soon it’ll be over, kid—snow is hot, grass is purple, all of it.


    “Thanks for coming,” said Gloria, taking my arm and guiding me into the observation booth. “How’s the family?”


    “A rabbit attacked Toby.”


    “A rabbit?”


    “And then it died.”


    “I’m glad somebody besides me has problems,” she admitted.


    My sister was a rather attractive woman—glossy black hair, pristine skin, a better chin than mine—but today she looked terrible: the anticipation, the fear. I was actually present when her marriage collapsed. The three of us were sitting in Booze Before Breakfast, and suddenly she said to Peter, “I sometimes worry that you copulate with Ellen Lambert—do you?”


    And Peter said yes, he did. And Gloria said you fucker. And Peter said right. And Gloria asked how many others. And Peter said lots. Gloria asked why—did he do it to strengthen the marriage? Peter replied no, he just liked to ejaculate inside other women.


    After patting Connie on her rust-colored bangs, Merrick joined us in the booth. “Morning, folks,” he said, his cheer a precarious mix of the genuine and the forced. “How’re we doing here?”


    “Do you care?” my sister asked.


    “Hard to say.” The doctor fanned me with his clipboard. “Your husband?”


    “Brother,” Gloria explained.


    “Jack Sperry,” I said.


    “Glad you could make it, Sperry,” said the doctor. “When there’s only one family member out here, the kid’ll sometimes go catatonic on us.” Merrick shoved the clipboard toward Gloria. “Informed consent, right?”


    ‘They told me the possibilities.” She studied the clipboard. “Cardiac—”


    “Cardiac arrest, cerebral hemorrhage, respiratory failure, kidney damage,” Merrick recited.


    Gloria scrawled her signature. “When was the last time anything like that happened?”


    “They killed a boy over at Veritas Memorial on Tuesday,” said Merrick, edging toward the control panel. “A freak thing, but now and then we really screw up. Everybody ready?”


    “Not really,” said my sister.


    Merrick pushed a button, and pigs have wings materialized before my niece on a Lucite tachistoscope screen. Seeing the falsehood, the doctor, Gloria, and I shuddered in unison.


    “Can you hear me, lassie?” Merrick inquired into the microphone.


    Connie opened her mouth, and a feeble “Yes” dribbled out of the loudspeaker.


    “You see those words?” Merrick asked. The lurid red characters hovered in the air like weary butterflies.


    “Y-yes.”


    “When I give the order, read them aloud.”


    “Is it going to hurt?” my niece quavered.


    “It’s going to hurt a lot. Will you read the words when I say so?”


    “I’m scared. Do I have to?”


    “You have to.” Merrick rested a pudgy finger on the switch. “Now!”


    “‘P-pigs have wings.’”


    And so it began, this bris of the human conscience, this electroconvulsive rite of passage. Merrick nudged the switch. The volts ripped through Connie. She let out a sharp scream and turned the color of cottage cheese.


    “But they don’t,” she gasped. “Pigs don’t…”


    My own burn flooded back. The outrage, the agony.


    “You’re right, lass—they don’t.” Merrick gave the voltage regulator a subtle twist, and Gloria flinched. “You did reasonably well, girl,” the doctor continued, handing the mike to my sister.


    “Oh, yes, Connie,” she said. “Keep up the awfully good work.”


    “It’s not fair.” Sweat speckled Connie’s forehead. “I want to go home.”


    As Gloria surrendered the mike, the tachistoscope projected snow is hot. My brain reeled with the lie.


    “Now, lass! Read it!”


    “‘S-s-snow is…h-hot.’” Lightning struck. Connie howled. Blood rolled over her lower lip. During my own burn, I’d practically bitten my tongue off. “I don’t want this any more,” she wailed.


    “It’s not a choice, lass.”


    “Snow is cold.” Tears threaded Connie’s freckles together. “Please stop hurting me.”


    “Cold. Right. Smart girl.” Merrick cranked up the voltage. “Ready, Connie? Here it comes.”


    HORSES HAVE SIX LEGS.


    “Why do I have to do this? Why?”


    “Everybody does it. All your friends.”


    “‘H-h-horses have…have…’ They have four legs, Dr. Merrick.”


    “Read the words, Connie!”


    “I hate you! I hate all of you!”


    “Connie!”


    She raced through it. Zap. Two hundred volts. The girl coughed and retched. A coil of thick white mucus shot from her mouth.


    “Too much,” gasped Gloria. “Isn’t that too much?”


    “You want the treatment to take, don’t you?” said Merrick.


    “Mommy! Where’s my mommy?”


    Gloria tore the mike away. “Right here, dear!”


    “Mommy, make them stop!”


    “I can’t, dear. You must try to be brave.”


    The fourth lie arrived. Merrick upped the voltage. “Read it, lass!”


    “No!”


    “Read it!”


    “Uncle Jack! I want Uncle Jack!” My throat constricted, my stomach went sour. “You’re doing quite well, Connie,” I said, grabbing the mike. “I think you’ll like your present.”


    “Take me home!”


    “I got you a pretty nice one.”


    Connie balled her face into a mass of wrinkles. “‘Stones—’!” she screamed, spitting blood. “‘Are’!” she persisted. “‘Alive’!” She jerked like a gaffed flounder, spasm after spasm. A broad urine stain bloomed on her smock, and despite the mandatory enema a brown fluid dripped from the hem.


    “Excellent!” Merrick increased the punishment to three hundred volts. “The end is in sight, child!”


    “No! Please! Please! Enough!” Foam leaked from Connie’s mouth.


    “You’re almost halfway there!”


    “Please!”


    The tachistoscope kept firing, Connie kept lying: falsehood after falsehood, shock after shock—like a salvo of armed missiles cruising along her nerves, detonating inside her mind. My niece asserted that rats chase cats. She lied about money, saying it grew on trees. The Pope is Jewish, Connie insisted. Grass is purple. Salt is sweet.


    As the final lie appeared, she fainted. Even before Gloria could scream, Merrick was inside the glass cell, checking the child’s heartbeat. A begrudging admiration seeped through me. The doctor had a job to do, and he did it.


    A single dose of ammonium carbonate brought Connie around. Easing her face toward the screen, Merrick turned to me. “Ready?”


    “Huh? You want me…?”


    “Hit it when I tell you.”


    Reluctantly I rested my finger on the switch. “I’d rather not.” True. I wasn’t inordinately fond of Connie, but I had no wish to give her pain.


    “Read, Connie,” muttered Merrick.


    “I c-can’t.” Blood and spittle mingled on Connie’s chin. “You all hate me! Mommy hates me!”


    “I like you almost as much as I like myself,” said Gloria, leaning over my shoulder. “You’re going to have a satisfactory party.”


    “One more, Connie,” I told her. “Just one more and you’ll be a citizen.” The switch felt sharp and hot against my finger. “A highly satisfactory party.”


    A single droplet rolled down Connie’s cheek, staining it like a trail left by one of Toby’s beloved slugs. This was, I realized, the last time she would ever cry. Brainburns did that to you; they drained you of all those destructive and chaotic juices: sentiments, illusions, myths, tears.


    “‘Dogs can talk,’” she said, right before I pierced her heart with alternating current.


    * * * *


    And it truly was a highly satisfactory party, filling the entire visitors’ lounge and overflowing into the hall. All four of Connie’s older sisters came, along with her reading teacher and eight of her girlfriends, half of whom had been cured that month, one on the previous day. They danced the Upright while a compact disc of the newest Probity hit wafted through the ward:


    When skies are gray, and it starts to rain,


    I like to stand by the windowpane,


    And watch each raindrop bounce and fall,


    Then smile, ’cause I’m not getting wet at all.


    The hospital supplied the refreshments—a case of Olga’s OK Orangeade, a tub of ice cream from No Great Shakes, and a slab of chocolate cake the size of a welcome mat. All the girls, I noticed, ate in moderation, letting their ice cream turn to soup. Artificially induced slenderness was, of course, disingenuous, but that was no reason to be a glutton.


    The gift-giving ceremony contained one disturbing moment. After opening the expected succession of galoshes, reference books, umbrellas, and cambric blouses, Connie unwrapped a fully working model of an amusement park—Happy Land, it was called, complete with roller coaster, Ferris wheel, and merry-go-round. She blanched, seized by the panic that someone who’s just been brainburned invariably feels in the presence of anything electric. Slamming her palm against her lips, she rushed into the bathroom. The friend who’d bought her the Happy Land, a stumpy, frizzy-haired girl named Beth, reddened with remorse. “I should’ve realized,” she moaned.


    Was the Happy Land a lie? I wondered. It purported to be an amusement park, but it wasn’t.


    “I’m so stupid,” whined Beth.


    No, I decided, it merely purported to be a replica of an amusement park, which it was.


    Connie hobbled out of the bathroom. Silence descended like a sudden snowfall—not the hot snow of a brainburn but the cold, dampening snow of the objective world. Feet were shuffled, throats cleared. The party, obviously, had lost its momentum. Someone said, “We all had a reasonably good time, Connie,” and that was that.


    As her friends and sisters filed out, Connie hugged them with authentic affection (all except Alice Lawrence, whom she evidently disliked) and offered each a highly personalized thank-you, never forgetting who’d given what. Such a grown-up young lady, I thought. But her greatest display of maturity occurred when I said my own good-bye.


    “Take care, Connie.”


    “Thanks for coming, Unc, and thanks for the roller skates. Thing is, I already have a pair, better than these. I’ll probably swap them for a sweater.”


    A citizen now. I was proud of her.


    * * * *


    Back at the apartment, the phone-answering machine was blinking. Three flashes, pause, three flashes, pause, three flashes, pause. I grabbed a bottle of Paul’s Passable Ale from the fridge and snapped off the top. Three flashes, pause. I took a sizable swallow. Another. The late-afternoon light poured through the kitchen window and bathed our major appliances in the iridescent orange you see when facing the sun with eyes closed. I finished my beer.


    Three flashes, pause, three flashes, pause: a staccato, insistent signal—a cry of distress, I realize in retrospect, like a call beamed semaphorically from a sinking ship.


    I pushed play. Toby had written and produced our outgoing message, and he also starred in it: My folks and I just want to say / We’d like to talk with you today / So speak up when you hear the beep / And we might call back before we sleep.


    Beep, and a harsh male voice zagged into the kitchen. “Amusing message, sort of—about what I’d expect from a seven-year-old. This is Dr. Bamford at the Kraft Institute, and I presume I’m addressing the parents of Toby Sperry. Well, the results are in. The Hob’s hare that bit your son was carrying high levels of Xavier’s Plague, an uncommon and pathogenic virus. We shipped the specimen to Dr. Prendergorst at the Center for the Palliative Treatment of Hopeless Diseases in Locke Borough. If you have any questions, I’ll be only mildly irritated if you call me. From now on, though, the matter is essentially in the Center’s synecdochic hands.” Beep. “John Prendergorst speaking, Center for the Palliative Treatment of Hopeless Diseases. You’ve probably heard Bamford’s preliminary report by now, and we’ve just now corroborated it down here at Hopeless. Please call my office at your earliest convenience, and we’ll arrange for you to come by and talk, but I’m afraid no amount of talk can change the fact that Xavier’s is one hundred percent fatal. We’ll show you the statistics.” Beep. “Hi. It’s Helen. I’m at the office, working on that neuropathology of spiritual possession piece. Looks like it’ll be a long day and a longer night. There’s some chicken in the freezer.”


    My reaction was immediate and instinctual. I ran into the study, grabbed Helen’s unabridged dictionary, and looked up “fatal,” bent on discovering some obscure usage peculiar to Prendergorst’s profession. When the doctor said “fatal,” I decided, he didn’t mean fatal, he meant something far more ambiguous and benign.


    Fast


    Fasten


    Fat


    Fatal Adjective. Causing death; mortal; deadly.


    Fatalism


    Fatality Fatally


    No. The dictionary was lying. Just because Prendergorst’s forecast was pessimistic, that didn’t make it true.


    Fata Morgana Noun. A mirage consisting of multiple images.


    And, indeed, a vision now presented itself to my vibrating brain: one of the few copies of The Journal of Psychic Healing that I’d elected to spare, a special issue on psychoneuroimmunology, its cover displaying a pair of radiant hands massaging a human heart.


    * * * *


    Fatuous Adjective. Silly, unreal, illusory.


    * * * *


    Psychoneuroimmunology wasn’t fatuous, I’d decided—not entirely. Even the peripatetic prose of The Journal of Psychic Healing hadn’t concealed the scientific validity of cures spawned by the mind-body connection.


    So there was hope. Oh, yes, hope. I would scour the city’s data banks, I vowed. I would learn about anyone who’d ever beaten a fatal illness by tapping into the obscure powers of his own nervous system. I would tutor myself in sudden remissions, unexpected recoveries, and the taxonomy of miracles.


    * * * *


    Fault


    Faust


    Favor


    Fawn Noun. A young deer.


    * * * *


    Because, you see, it was like this: on his fifth birthday we’d taken Toby to the Imprisoned Animals Garden in Spinoza Borough. Fawns roamed the petting zoo at will, prancing about on their cloven hoofs, noses thrust forward in search of handouts. Preschoolers swarmed everywhere, feeding the creatures peanut brittle, giggling as the eager tongues stroked their palms. Whenever another person’s child laughed upon being so suckled, I was not especially moved. Whenever my own did the same, I felt something else entirely, something difficult to describe.


    I believe I saw the alleged God.


    Three


    Appropriately, the Center for the Palliative Treatment of Hopeless Diseases occupied a terminal location, a rocky promontory extending from the southern end of Locke Borough into the choppy, gunmetal waters of Becket Bay. We arrived at noon on Sunday, Helen driving, me navigating, the map of Veritas spread across my knees, its surface so mottled by rips and holes it seemed to depict the aftermath of a bombing raid. A fanfolded mile of computer paper lay on the back seat, the fruit of my researches into psychoneuroimmunology and the mind-body link. I knew all about miracles now. I was an expert on the impossible.


    We parked in the visitors’ lot. Tucking the printout under my arm, I followed Helen across the macadam. The structure looming over us was monumental and menacing, tier upon tier of diminishing concrete levels frosted with grimy stucco, as if Prendergorst’s domain were a wedding cake initiating a marriage destined to end in wife abuse and murder.


    In the lobby, a stark sign greeted us. attention: we realize the decor here does nothing to ameliorate your sorrow and despair. write your borough representative. we’d like to put in decent lighting and paint the walls. A bristle-jawed nurse told us that Dr. Prendergorst—“You’ll know him by his eyes, they look like pickled onions”—was expecting us on the eleventh floor.


    We entered the elevator, a steamy box crowded with morose men and women, like a cattle boat bearing war refugees from one zone of chaos and catastrophe to another. I reached out to take Helen’s hand. The gesture failed. Oiled by sweat, my fingers slipped from her grasp.


    No one was waiting in the eleventh-floor waiting room, a gloomy niche crammed with overstuffed armchairs and steel engravings of famous cancer victims, a gallery stretching as far back in history as Jonathan Swift. Helen gave our names to the receptionist, a spindly young man with flourishing gardens of acne on his cheeks, who promptly got on the intercom and announced our arrival to Prendergorst, adding, “They look pale and scared.”


    We sat down. Best-selling self-help books littered the coffee table. You Can Have Somewhat Better Sex. How to Find a Certain Amount of Inner Peace. The Heisenberg Uncertainty Diet. “It’s a mean system, isn’t it?” the receptionist piped up from behind his desk. “He’s in there, you’re out here. He seems to matter, you don’t. He keeps you waiting—you wait. The whole thing’s set up to intimidate you.”


    I grunted my agreement. Helen said nothing.


    A door opened. A short, round, onion-eyed man in a white lab coat came out, accompanied by a fiftyish couple—a blobby woman in a shabby beige dress and her equally fat, equally disheveled husband: rumpled golf cap, oversized polyester polo shirt, baggy corduroy pants; they looked like a pair of bookends they’d failed to unload at their own garage sale. “There’s nothing more I can say,” Prendergorst informed them in a low, tepid voice. “A Hickman catheter is our best move at this point.”


    “She’s our only child,” moaned the wife.


    “Leukemia’s a tough one,” said Prendergorst.


    “Shouldn’t you do more tests?” asked the husband.


    “Medically—no. But if it would make you feel better…”


    The couple exchanged terse, pained glances. “It wouldn’t,” said the wife, shambling off.


    “True,” said the husband, following.


    A minute later we were in Prendergorst’s office, Helen and I seated on metal folding chairs, the doctor positioned regally behind a mammoth desk of inlaid cherry. “Would you like to put some sugar in your brain?” he asked, proffering a box of candy.


    “No,” said Helen tonelessly.


    “I guess the first step is to confirm the diagnosis, right?” I said, snatching up a dark chocolate nugget. I bit through the outer shell. Brandy trickled into my throat.


    “When your son gets back from camp, I’ll draw a perfunctory blood sample,” said Prendergorst, sliding an open file folder across his desk. Beneath Toby’s name, a gruesome photograph of the deceased Hob’s hare lay stapled to the inside front cover, its body reduced by the autopsy to a gutted pelt. “The specimen they sent us was loaded with the virus,” said the doctor. “Absolutely loaded. The chances of Toby not being infected are perhaps one in a million.” He whisked the file away, slipping it into his top desk drawer. “A rabbit killing your child, it’s all faintly absurd, don’t you think? A snake would make more sense, or a black widow spider, even one of those poisonous toads—can’t remember what they’re called. But a rabbit…”


    “So what sort of therapy are we looking at?” I asked. “I hope it’s not too debilitating.”


    “We aren’t looking at any therapy, Mr. Sperry. At best, we’ll relieve your son’s pain until he dies.”


    ‘Toby’s only seven,” I said, as if I were a lawyer asking a governor to reprieve an underage client. “He’s only seven years old.”


    “I think I’ll sue that damn camp,” Helen grunted.


    “You’d lose,” said Prendergorst, handing her a stark pamphlet, white letters on black paper: Xavier’s Plague and Xavier’s-Related Syndrome—The News Is All Bad. “I wish I could remember what those toads are called.”


    Had my brainburn not purged me of sentimentality and schmaltz, had it not, as it were, atrophied my tear ducts, I think I would have wept right then. Instead I did something almost as unorthodox. “Dr. Prendergorst,” I began, my hands trembling in my lap like two chilly tarantulas, “I realize that, from your perspective, our son’s chances are nil.”


    “Quite so.”


    I deposited the computer printout on Prendergorst’s desk. “Look here, over twenty articles from The Holistic Health Bulletin, plus the entire Proceedings of the Eighth Annual Conference on Psychoneuroimmunology and The Collected Minutes of the Fifth International Mind-Body Symposium. Story after story of people thinking their way past heart disease, zapping malignant cells with mental bullets—you name it. Surely you’ve heard of such cases.”


    “Indeed,” said Prendergorst icily.


    “Jack…please” groaned Helen, wincing with embarrassment. My wife, the Sweet Reason reporter.


    “Miracles happen,” I persisted. “Not commonly, not reliably, but they happen.”


    “Miracles happened,” said Prendergorst, casting a cold eye on the printout. “These incidents all come from the Nightmare Era—they’re all from the Age of Lies. We’re adults now.”


    “It’s basically a matter of giving the patient a positive outlook,” I explained.


    “Please,” hissed Helen.


    “People can cure themselves,” I asserted.


    “I believe it’s time we returned to the real world, Mr. Sperry.” Prendergorst shoved the printout away as if it were contaminated with Xavier’s. “Your wife obviously agrees with me.”


    “Maybe we should bring Toby home next week,” Helen suggested, fanning herself with the pamphlet. “The sooner he knows,” she sighed, “the better.”


    Prendergorst slid a pack of Canceroulettes from the breast pocket of his lab coat. “When’s your son scheduled to leave?”


    “On the twenty-seventh,” said Helen.


    “The symptoms won’t start before then. I’d keep him where he is. Why spoil his summer?”


    “But he’ll be living a lie. He’ll go around thinking he’s not dying.”


    “We all go around thinking we’re not dying,” said the doctor with a quick little smile. He removed a cigarette, set the pack on the edge of the desk. warning: the surgeon general’s crusade against this product may distract you from the myriad ways your government fails to protect your health. “God, what a depraved species we are. I’m telling you that Toby is mortally ill, and all the while I’m thinking, ‘Hey, my life is really pretty good, isn’t it? No son of mine is dying. Fact is, I take a certain pleasure in these people’s suffering.’”


    “And when the symptoms do start?” Helen folded the pamphlet into queer, tortured origami shapes. “What then?”


    “Nothing dramatic at first. Headaches, joint pains, some hair loss. His skin may acquire a bluish tint.”


    Helen said, “And then?”


    “His lymph nodes will become painful and swollen. His lungs will probably fill with Pneumocystis carinii. His temperature—”


    “Don’t go on,” I said.


    The doctor ignited his cigarette. “Each case is different. Some Xaviers linger for a year, some go in less than a month. In the meantime, we’ll do everything we can, which isn’t much. Demerol, IV nourishment, antibiotics for the secondary infections.”


    “We’ve heard enough,” I said.


    “The worst of it is probably the chills.” Prendergorst took a drag on his cigarette. “Xaviers, they just can’t seem to get warm. We wrap them in electric blankets, and it doesn’t make any—”


    “Please stop,” I pleaded.


    “I’m merely telling the truth,” said the doctor, exhaling a jagged smoke ring.


    * * * *


    All the way home, Helen and I said nothing to each other. Nothing about Toby, nothing about Xavier’s, nothing about miracles—nothing.


    Weirdly, cruelly, my thoughts centered on rabbits. How I would no longer be able to abide their presence in my life. How I would tremble with rage whenever my career required me to criticize a copy of Peter Rabbit or an Easter card bearing some grinning bunny. I might even start seeking the animals out, leaving a trail of mysterious, mutilated corpses in my wake, whiskers plucked, ears torn off, tails severed from their rumps and stuffed down their throats.


    Total silence. Not one word.


    We entered the elevator, pushed 30. The car made a sudden, rapid ascent, like a pearl diver clambering toward the air: second floor, seventh, twelfth…


    “How are you feeling?” I said at last.


    “Not good,” Helen replied.


    “‘Not good’—is that all? ‘Not good’? I feel horrible.”


    “In my case, ‘horrible’ would not be a truthful word.”


    “I feel all knotted and twisted. Like I’m a glove, and somebody’s pulled me inside out”—a bell rang, the numeral 30 flashed above our heads—“and my vital parts, my heart and lungs, they’re naked and—”


    “You’ve been reading too many of the poems you deconstruct.”


    “I hate your coldness, Helen.”


    “You hate my candor.”


    I left the car, started down the hall. Imagined exchanges haunted me—spectral words, ghostly vocables, scenes from an intolerable future.


    Dad, what are these lumps under my arms?


    Swollen lymph nodes, Toby.


    Am I sick, Dad?


    Sicker than you can imagine. You have Xavier’s Plague.


    Will I get better?


    No.


    Will I get warm?


    No.


    Will I die?


    Yes.


    What happens when you die, Dad? Do you wake up somewhere else?


    There’s no objective evidence for an afterlife, and anecdotal reports of heaven cannot be distinguished from wishful thinking, self-delusion, and the effects of oxygen loss on the brain.


    The apartment had turned against me. Echoes of Toby were everywhere, infecting the living room like the virus now replicating in his cells—a child-sized boot, a dozen stray checkers, the miniature Crusaders’ castle he’d built out of balsa wood the day before he went to camp. “How do you like it, Dad?” he’d asked as he set the last turret in place. “It’s somewhat ugly,” I’d replied, flinching at the truth. “It’s pretty lopsided,” I’d added, sadly noting the tears welling up in my son’s eyes.


    On the far wall, the picture window beckoned. I crossed our rugless floor, pressed my palms against the glass. A mile away, a neon sign blazed atop the cathedral in Galileo Square. assuming god exists, jesus may have been his son.


    Helen went to the bar and made herself a dry martini, flavoring it with four olives skewered on a toothpick like kabobs. “I wish our son weren’t dying,” she said. “I truly wish it.”


    An odd, impossible sentence formed on my tongue. “Whatever happens, Toby won’t learn the truth.”


    “Huh?”


    “You heard Prendergorst—in the Nightmare Era, terminal patients sometimes tapped their bodies’ natural powers of regeneration. It’s all a matter of attitude. If Toby believes there’s hope, he might have a remission.”


    “But there isn’t any hope.”


    “Maybe.”


    “There isn’t.”


    “I’ll go to him, and I’ll say, ‘Buddy, soon the doctors will…the doctors, any day now, they’ll…they’ll c-c…’”


    Cure you—but instead my conditioning kicked in, a hammerblow in my skull, a hot spasm in my chest.


    “I know the word, Jack. Stop kidding yourself. It’s uncivilized to carry on like this.” Helen sipped her martini. “Want one?”


    “No.”


    I fixed on the metropolis, its bright towers and spangled skyscrapers rising into a misty, starless night. Within my disordered brain, a plan was taking shape, as palpable as any sculpture I’d ever deconstructed at the Wittgenstein.


    “They’re out there,” I said.


    “Who?”


    “They can lie. And maybe they can teach me to lie.”


    “You’re talking irrationally, Jack. I wish you wouldn’t talk irrationally.”


    It was all clear now. “Helen, I’m going to become one of them—I’m going to become a dissembler.” I pulled my hand away, leaving my palm imprinted on the glass like a fortune-teller’s logo. “And then I’m going to convince Toby he has a chance.”


    “I don’t think that’s a very good idea.”


    “Somehow they’ve gotten around the burn. And if they can, I can.”


    Helen lifted the toothpick from her martini glass and sucked the olives into her mouth. “Toby’s hair will start shedding in two weeks. He’s certain to ask what that means.”


    Two weeks. Was that all I had? “I’ll say it means n-n-nothing.” A common illness, I’d tell him. A disease easily licked.


    “Jack—don’t.”


    A mere two weeks. A feeble fourteen days.


    I ran to the kitchen, snatched up the phone. I need to see you, I’d tell her. This isn’t about sex, Martina.


    610-400.


    It rang three times, then came a distant click, ominous and hollow. “The number you have reached,” ran the recorded operator in a harsh, gravelly voice, “is out of service.” My bowels became as hard and cold as a glacier. “Probably an unpaid bill,” the taped message continued. “We’re pretty quick to disconnect in such cases.”


    “Out of service,” I told Helen.


    “Good,” she said.


    7 Lackluster Lane, Descartes Borough.


    Helen polished off her martini. “Now let’s forget this ridiculous notion,” she said. “Let’s face the future with honesty, clearheadedness, and…”


    But I was already out the door.


    * * * *


    Girding the gray and oily Pathogen River, Lackluster Lane was alive with smells: scum, guano, sulphur, methane, decaying eels—a cacophony of stench blaring through the shell of my Adequate. “And, of course, at the center of my opposition to abortion,” said the somber priest on my car radio, “is my belief that sexual intercourse is a fundamentally disgusting practice to begin with.” This was the city’s frankest district, a mass of defunct fishmarkets and abandoned warehouses piled together like dead cells waiting to be sloughed off. “You might even say that, like many of my ilk, I have an instinctive horror of the human body.”


    And suddenly there it was, Number 7, a corrugated tin shanty sitting on a cluster of pylons rising from the Pathogen like mortally ill trees. Gulls swung through the summer air, dropping their guileless excrement on the dock; water lapped against the moored hull of a houseboat, the Average Josephine—a harsh, sucking sound, as if a pride of invisible lions were drinking there. I pulled over.


    A series of narrow, jackknifing gangplanks rose from the nearest pier like a sliding board out of The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari—one of my most memorable forays into film criticism—eventually reaching the landing outside Martina’s door. I climbed. I knocked. Nothing. I knocked again, harder. The door drifted open. I called, “Martina?”


    The place had been stripped, emptied out like the Hob’s hare whose photo I’d seen that morning in Prendergorst’s office. The front parlor contained a crumpled beer can, a mousetrap baited with calcified cheddar, some cigarette butts—and nothing else. I went to the kitchen. The sink held a malodorous broth of water, soap, grease, and cornflakes. The shelves were empty. “Martina?


    Martina?”


    In the back room, a naked set of rusting bedsprings sat on a pinewood frame so crooked it might have come from Toby’s workshop.


    I returned to the hot, sour daylight, paused on Martina’s landing. A wave of nausea rolled through me, straight to my putative soul.


    Out on the river, a Brutality Squad cutter bore down on an outboard motorboat carrying two men in green ponchos. Evidently they were attempting to escape—every paradise will have its dissidents, every Utopia its defectors—an ambition abruptly thwarted as a round of machine-gun fire burst from the cutter, killing both fugitives instantly. Their corpses fell into the Pathogen, reddening it like dye markers. I felt a quick rush of qualified sympathy. Such fools. Didn’t they know that for most intents and a majority of purposes Veritas was as good as it gets?


    “Some people…”


    I looked toward the dock. A tall, fortyish, excruciatingly thin man in hip boots and a tattered white sweatshirt stood on the foredeck of Average Josephine.


    “…are so naive,” he continued. “Imagine, trying to run the channel in broad daylight.” He reached through a hole in his shirt and scratched his hairy chest. “Your girlfriend’s gone.”


    “Are you referring to Martina Coventry?” I asked.


    “Uh-huh.”


    “She’s not my girlfriend.”


    “The little synecdochic cunt owes me two hundred dollars in rent.”


    I descended through the maze of gangplanks. “You’re her landlord?”


    “Mister, in my wretched life I’ve acquired three things of value—this houseboat, that shanty, and my good name.” Martina’s landlord stomped his boot on the deck. He had an extraordinarily chaotic and unseemly beard, like a bird’s nest constructed under a bid system. “You know how much a corporation vice president typically pulls down in a month? Twelve thousand. I’m lucky to see that in a year. Clamming’s a pathetic career.”


    “Clamming?”


    “Well, you can’t make a living renting out a damn shanty, that’s for sure,” said Martina’s landlord. “Of course, you can’t make one clamming either. You from the Squad? Is Coventry wanted by the law?”


    “I’m not from the Squad.”


    “Good.”


    “But I have to find her. It’s vital.” I approached within five feet of the landlord. He smelled like turtle food. “Can you give me any leads?”


    “Not really. Want some clam chowder? I raked ’em up myself.”


    “You seem like a highly unsanitary person. How do I know your chowder won’t make me ill?”


    He smiled, revealing a severe shortage of teeth. “You’ll have to take your chances.”


    And that’s how I ended up in the snug galley of Average Josephine, savoring the best clam chowder I’d ever eaten.


    His name was Boris—Boris the Clamdigger—and he knew almost as little about Martina as I did. They’d had sex once, in lieu of the rent. Afterwards, he’d read some of her doggerel, and thought it barely suitable for equipping an outhouse. Evidently she’d been promised a job writing greeting-card verses for Cloying and Coy: they’d reneged; she’d run out of cash; she’d panicked and fled.


    “‘Vital,’” Boris muttered. “You said ‘vital,’ and I can tell from your sad eyes, which are a trifle beady, a minor flaw in your moderately handsome face—I can tell ‘vital’ was exactly what you meant. It’s a heavy burden you’re carrying around, something you’d rather not discuss. Don’t worry, Jack, I won’t pry. You see, I rather like you, even though you probably make a lot of money. How much do you make?”


    I stared at my chowder, lumpy with robust clams and bulbous potatoes. “Two thousand a month.”


    “I knew it,” said Boris. “Of course, that’s nothing next to what a real estate agent or a borough rep pulls down. What field?”


    “Art criticism.”


    “I’ve got to get out of clams. I’ve got to get out of Veritas, actually—a dream I don’t mind sharing with somebody who’s not a Squad officer. It’s a big planet, Jack. One day I’ll just pull up anchor and whoosh—I’m gone.”


    The shock and indignation I should have felt at such perverse musings would not come. “Boris, do you believe in miracles?” I asked.


    “There are times when I don’t believe in anything else. How’s the chowder?”


    “Terrific.”


    “I know.”


    “May I have some more?”


    “No—I want to save the rest for myself.”


    “I don’t see how you’d ever escape,” I said. “The Squad would shoot you down.”


    “Probably.” My host swallowed a large spoonful of his exquisite chowder. “At least I’d be getting out of clams.”


    Four


    Monday: back to work, my flesh like lead, my blood like liquid mercury. I’d spent the previous week locked in the Wittgenstein’s tiny screening room, scrutinizing the fruit of Hollywood’s halcyon days and confirming the archaeologists’ suspicions that these narratives contained not one frame of truth, and now it was time to deconstruct them, Singin’ in the Rain, Doctor Zhivago, Rocky, the whole deceiving lot. Hour followed hour, day melded into day, but my routine never varied: filling the bathtubs, dumping in the 35mm negatives, watching the triumph of Clorox over illusion. Like souls leaving bodies, the Technicolor emulsions floated free of their bases, disintegrating in the potent, purifying bleach.


    My heart wasn’t in it. Cohn, Warner, Mayer, Thalberg, Selznick—these men were not my enemies. Au contraire, I wanted to be like them; I wanted to be them. Whatever one might say against Hollywood’s moguls, they could all have blessed their ailing children with curative encouragement and therapeutic falsehoods.


    Stanley Marcus stayed away until Thursday, when he suddenly appeared in my coffee cubicle as I was dispiritedly consuming a tuna-fish sandwich and attempting, without success, to drown my sorrows in caffeine. Saying nothing, he took up his broom and swept the floor with slow, morose strokes.


    “That recommendation letter was pretty nasty,” he said at last, sweating in the July heat. “I wish you hadn’t called me a toady.”


    “I had a choice?”


    “I didn’t get the promotion.”


    “It’s not easy for me to pity you,” I said through a mouthful of tuna, mayo, and Respectable Rye. “I have a sick son. Only lies can cure him.”


    Stanley rammed his broom into the floor. “Look, I’m a ridiculous person, we all know that. Women want nothing to do with me. I’m a loner. Don’t talk to me about your home life, Mr. Sperry. Don’t talk about your lousy son.”


    I blanched and trembled. “Fuck you figuratively, Stanley Marcus!”


    “Fuck you figuratively, Jack Sperry!” He clutched the broom against his bosom, pivoted on his heel, and fled.


    I finished my coffee and decided to make some more, using a double helping of crystals from my Donaldson’s Drinkable jar.


    Back in the shop, yet another stack of 35mm reels awaited my review, a celluloid tower stretching clear to the ceiling. As Donaldson’s Drinkable cavorted, so to speak, through my neurons, I rolled up my sleeves and got to work. I dissolved The Wizard of Oz and Gone With the Wind, stripped Citizen Kane and King Kong down to the acetate, rid the world of Top Hat, A Night at the Opera, and—how blatant can a prevaricator get?—It’s a Wonderful Life.


    The end-of-day whistle blew, a half-dozen steamy squeals echoing throughout the Wittgenstein. As the sixth cry faded away, a seventh arose, human, female—familiar.


    “Way to go, critic!”


    I glanced up from my tub of Clorox, where Casablanca, was currently burbling toward oblivion. The doorway framed her.


    “Martina? Martina?”


    “Hello, Jack.” Her silver lamé dress hugged her every contour like some elaborate skin graft. A matching handbag swung from her shoulder. I’d never seen a Veritasian outfitted so dishonestly before—but then, of course, Martina was evidently much more than a Veritasian.


    ‘The guard let you through?” I asked, astonished.


    “After I agreed to copulate with him tomorrow, yes.”


    The truth? A half-truth? There was no way, I realized with a sudden pang of anxiety, to gauge this woman’s sincerity. “I’m extraordinarily happy to see you,” I said. “I went to that address you gave me, but—”


    “Just once I’d like to meet a man whose genitalia didn’t rule his life.”


    “I wanted to talk with you, that’s all. A talk. I ran into Boris the Clamdigger.”


    Opening her silver handbag, Martina retrieved a one-liter bottle of Charlie’s Cheapdrunk and a pair of Styrofoam cups. “Did he mention anything about two hundred bucks?”


    “Uh-huh.”


    “He’s not going to get it.” She set the cups on my workbench and filled them with mud-colored wine. “I suppose he told you we had sex?”


    “Yes.”


    “Hell, Jack, you know more about my private life than I do.” She seized her cup of Charlie’s and sashayed around the shop, breasts rolling like channel buoys on Becket Bay, hips swaying like mounds of dough being hefted by a pizza chef.


    It was all lost on me, every bounce and bob. My urges had died when Prendergorst said fatal; I’d been gelded by an adjective.


    Grabbing my wine, I swilled it down in one gulp.


    “So this is where it all happens.” Martina stopped before my tool rack, massaging my axes, fondling my tin snips, running her fingers over my saws, pliers, and drills. “Impressive…”


    “Where are you living now?” I asked, refilling my cup.


    “With my girlfriend. I can’t afford anything better— Cloying and Coy turned down my Mother’s Day series.” She finished off her Charlie’s. “Which reminds me—you know that page of doggerel I gave you?”


    Like a chipmunk loading up on acorns, I inflated my cheeks with wine. I swallowed. “Those verses have never left my mind. As it were.”


    Martina frowned severely, apparently puzzled by the notion that her doggerel was in any way memorable. “I want them back. You never liked them in the first place.”


    The wine was everywhere now, warming my hands and feet, massaging my brain. “They’re somewhat appealing, in their own vapid way.”


    Hips in high gear, she moved past the seething remains of Casablanca, reached the door, and snapped the deadbolt into place. “I don’t know what I was thinking when I let them go. I always save my original manuscripts. I’ll gladly give you a copy.”


    So there it was, the final proof of Martina’s true colors. The cunning little liar had deduced the poems were dangerous—in her justified paranoia, she’d imagined me spotting the flagrant falsehoods embedded in the page.


    Buzzing with Cheapdrunk, I didn’t resist when Martina ushered me across the shop to my assignment for the upcoming week—a mountainous pile of Cassini gowns, Saint Laurent shirts, and Calvin Klein jeans.


    “So anyway,” she said as we eased into the fraudulent fabrics, “if you could give me those verses…”


    Her full wet lips came toward me, her eager puppyish tongue emerged. She kissed me all over; it was like being molested by a marshmallow. We hugged and fondled, clutched and tussled, poked and probed.


    My genitalia, to use Martina’s word, might as well have been on the moon, for all they cared. I said, “Martina, I know why you want that doggerel.”


    “Oh?”


    Icy vibrations passed through her, the tremors of her guilt. “You want it because the paper’s riddled with lies,” I said. The skin tightened on her bones. “You’re a dissembler.”


    “No,” she insisted, extricating herself from our embrace.


    “How do you counteract the conditioning?” I persisted.


    She stood up. “I’m not one.”


    “You wrote about having wings. You wrote about a soul.” Scrambling to my feet, I squeezed her large, Rubensian hand. “My son means a great deal to me. Love, even. He’s just a boy. Ever hear of Xavier’s Plague? He mustn’t learn the truth. If he doesn’t realize it’s fatal, he might go into remission or even—”


    She ran to the door as if fleeing some act of the alleged God, a forest fire, tidal wave, cyclone. “You’ve got the wrong woman!” she shouted, throwing back the bolt.


    “I won’t go to the Squad—I promise. Please, Martina, teach me how you do it!”


    She tore open the door, started into the hot dusk. “I tell only the truth!”


    “Liar!”


    Sweating and shaking, she fumbled into her shiny Toyota Functional and backed out of the parking lot. Her rubbery face was bloodless. Her eyes flashed with fear. Martina Coventry: dissembler. Oh, yes, truer words had never been spoken.


    She will not escape, I silently vowed, clasping my hands together in that most dangerous of postures and disingenuous of gestures. With God as my witness, I added with a nod to the late, great Gone With the Wind.


    Heaven answered me with a traffic jam, the full glory of the Veritasian rush hour. I ran into its dense screeching depths, weaving around pedestrians like a skier following a slalom course, never letting Martina’s Functional out of my sight. She crawled down Voltaire Avenue, turned east onto River Lane. By the time she reached the bridge, the traffic had halted completely, like a wave of molten lava solidifying on the slope of a volcano.


    She pulled into a parking space, started the meter, and ducked into a seedy-looking bar-and-grill called Dolly’s Digestibles.


    A pay telephone stood at the Schopenhauer Avenue intersection. The thing worked perfectly. In the Age of Lies, I’d heard, public phones were commonly the targets of criminal behavior.


    I told Helen I wouldn’t be home for supper. “I’m tracking a dissembler,” I explained.


    “The Coventry woman?”


    “Yes.” I peered through the bar’s grubby window. Martina sat in the back, sipping an Olga’s OK Orangeade and eating a murdered cow.


    Helen said, “Did you have sex with her?”


    “No.” A mild but undeniable pain arose in my temples. “We kissed.”


    “On the lips?”


    “Yes. We also hugged.”


    “Come home, Jack.”


    “Not before I’m one of them.”


    “Jack!”


    Click. I stood in the silvery, sulfurous rain and waited.


    * * * *


    Within the hour Martina left Dolly’s Digestibles and set out on foot, striding eastward into the twilit depths of Nietzsche Borough. Once the linchpin of the Veritas Trolley Company, an enterprise that in its heyday shuttled both freight and humans around the metropolis, Nietzsche had of late fallen victim to the revolution in private transportation, becoming underpopulated and inert, an urban moonscape. I followed Martina to a depot, its tracks now deserted but for the occasional rusting Pullman or decaying boxcar. How stealthy I was, how furtive—how like a dissembler already.


    A roundhouse loomed up, its turntable lying before the switchyard like an enormous lazy Susan, its barns sealed with slabs of corrugated steel. A diesel switch engine sat on the nearest siding, hulking into the wet summer air like the fossilized remains of some postindustrial dinosaur.


    Martina drummed on the door—a swift, snappy para-diddle—and a tall, devil-bearded man answered, his gaunt features softened by the dusk. “I’m Spartacus, come to free the slaves,” she told him—a code phrase, evidently. I flinched at the falsehood.


    “This way, brave Thracian,” he replied, stepping aside to let her pass.


    Sneaking around back, I groped along the sooty, rust-stained walls. A high, open window beckoned. I was all instinct now, piling the handiest junk together (pickle barrel, apple crate, fifty-five-gallon drum), scrambling upward like the swashbuckling hero of some Cinemascope illusion. I reached the sill and peered in.


    Liars—everywhere, liars. There were over four hundred of them, chattering among themselves as they gripped kerosene lanterns and drifted amid the empty rails, gradually converging upon a makeshift wooden podium suspended several feet above the ground on stilts. The women were dressed outrageously, in low-cut sequined blouses and spangled stretch pants, like chorus girls out of a Fred Astaire movie; Martina fit right in. The men’s attire was equally antisocial. They wore tuxedos with white gloves; riding cloaks and jodhpurs; lavender jackets that might have been stolen from pimps.


    A burly man in a zoot suit mounted the steps of the podium, carrying a battery-powered bullhorn. “Settle down, everybody!” came his electrified bellow.


    The mob grew quiet. “Take it away, Sebastian!” somebody called from the floor.


    The liars’ leader—Sebastian—strutted back and forth on the podium, flashing a jack-o’-lantern grin. “What is snow?” he shouted.


    I fixed on Martina. “Snow is hot!” she screamed along with her peers.


    A dull ache wove through my belly. I closed my eyes and jumped into the thick, creosote-clogged air.


    “What chases cats?” Sebastian demanded.


    “Rats chase cats!” the liars responded in a single voice—a mighty shout drowning out the thud of my boots striking the roundhouse floor. Rats chase cats: God. My discomfort increased, nausea pounding deep within me. I backed against a rivet-studded girder, my body camouflaged by shadows, my footfalls masked by the rumble of the crowd.


    “Now,” said Sebastian, “down to business…”


    Gradually the sickness passed, and I was able to monitor the schemes now unfolding before me.


    The dissemblers—I quickly learned—were planning yet another attack on Veritas’s domestic tranquillity. For one astonishingly disruptive afternoon, they would revive what Sebastian called “that vanished and miraculous festival known as Christmas.” Anything to demoralize the city, evidently, anything to rot it from within. At 2 p.m. on December 25, when Circumspect Park was packed with families out for a jolly afternoon of skating on the duck pond and drinking hot chocolate by bonfires, the liars would strike. Costumed as angels, elves, gnomes, and sugarplum fairies, they would swoop into the park and cordon it off with snow fences, discreetly taking a dozen hostages to discourage police intervention. Sebastian’s forces would next erect a so-called Christmas tree on the north shore of the pond—a Scotch pine as big as a windmill—immediately inviting Veritas’s presumably awestruck children to decorate it with colored glass balls and tinsel. Then, as evening drew near, the dissemblers would perform a three-act adaptation of a Charles Dickens story called A Christmas Carol. I knew all about that story, and not just because I’d read a copy of the first edition prior to burning it. A Christmas Carol had entered history as one of the falsest fables of all time, a glib embodiment of the lie that the wicked can be made to see the errors of their ways.


    Finally: the climax. A loading gantry would appear on the scene and suddenly—look—here comes old Santa Claus himself, descending from the sky in a shiny red sleigh harnessed to eight audio-animatronic reindeer and jammed with gifts wrapped in glittery gold paper. As the children gathered around—their hearts pounding with delight, their faces aglow with glee, their poor defenseless minds dizzy with delusion—the elves would shower them with the stuff of their dreams, with scooters and ten-speeds, doll houses and electric trains, teddy bears and toy soldiers.


    Sebastian held up the red suit, pillow, and fake beard he intended to wear as Santa Claus, and the roundhouse broke into instant, thunderous applause.


    I studied the crowd, shuddering each time I came upon a familiar face. Good heavens: Jimmy Breeze, the bartender from Booze Before Breakfast. Who would have picked him for a liar? Or my plumber, Paul Irving? Or my barber, Bill Mumford?


    Sebastian divided his legions into the necessary task forces. Jimmy Breeze ended up on the Ornaments Committee; my plumber was cast as Ebenezer Scrooge; my barber volunteered to be an elf; Martina agreed to write Santa’s opening oration.


    The closing litany caught me by surprise.


    “What can dogs do?” Sebastian shouted abruptly.


    “They can talk!” answered the mob.


    My brain began to throb.


    “What color is grass?”


    “Purple!”


    The pounding in my skull intensified.


    “Stones are…”


    “Alive!”


    “Stop!” I cried, squeezing my head between my palms. “Stop! Please stop!”


    Four hundred faces turned toward me. Eight hundred eyes blazed with anger and indignation.


    “Who’s that?” someone asked.


    “Spy!” a voice called.


    Another voice: “Brutality Squad!”


    Another: “Get him!”


    I raised my open palms. “Listen! I want to join you!” The liars rushed toward me like the hordes in the most impressive Renaissance oil I’d deconstructed during my apprenticeship, Altdorfer’s Battle of Issus. “I want to become a dissembler!”


    A leathery hand curled around my mouth. I bit into it, tasting the liar’s salty blood. A boot jabbed my side, snapping one of my ribs like a dry twig. Groaning, reeling with fear, I dropped to my knees. I’d never before felt so much of that ultimate truth, that quintessential fact, pain.


    The last thing I saw before losing consciousness was my tax adviser’s fist moving swiftly toward my jaw.


    * * * *


    I woke up alive. Alive—and no better. My lips felt like two fat snails grafted onto my face. My torso, it seemed, had recently been employed as the ball in some particularly violent contact sport. Pain chewed at my side.


    Gradually the gooey film slid from my eyes. I took stock. Foam mattress, eiderdown pillow, the adamant odor of rubbing alcohol. Adhesive tape encircled my chest, as if it were the handle of a tennis racket.


    A middle-aged doctor in a white lab coat fidgeted beside me, stethoscope dangling from her neck. “Good morning,” she said, apparently meaning it. A thin, vivid face: beaky nose, sharp chin, high cheeks—a face that, while not beautiful, would probably always retain a certain fascination for anybody obliged to behold it regularly.


    “Morning? Is it Friday already?”


    “Very good,” the doctor answered merrily. Her smile was as crisp and bright as a gibbous moon. “I’m Felicia Krakower, and I truly, sincerely hope you’re feeling better.”


    Across the room, an old man with skin the color of oolong tea sat upright on his mattress, his head wrapped in a turban of brilliant white bandages. “My rib hurts,” I said.


    “I’m terribly sorry to hear that,” said Dr. Krakower. “Don’t fret. You’re in Satirev now.”


    “Satirev?”


    “Off the map.” Dr. Krakower waved a thermometer around as if conducting an orchestra.


    “Spell it backwards,” my roommate suggested. “I’m Louie, by the way. Brain cancer. No big deal. It just grows and grows up there, like moss, and then one day— pfttt—I’m gone. Death is an extraordinary adventure.”


    I slid the thermometer between my lips. Satirev…Veritas…Satirev…Veritas…


    My accommodations were coated with lurid yellow paint and equally lurid lies—a poster-sized edition of Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” a reproduction of Van Gogh’s Sunflowers, a print of Salvador Dali’s notorious landscape of trees fruited with pocket watches. I glanced through a rose-tinted window. Outside, a rank of Corinthian columns supported a carved lintel reading center for creative wellness.


    As Felicia Krakower removed the thermometer, I pressed my staved-in side and said, “Doctor, you’ve heard of psychoneuroimmunology, haven’t you?”


    “The mind-body connection?”


    “Right. The patient adopts such a cheerful outlook that his sickness never takes hold. Does that ever happen?”


    “Of course it happens,” the doctor replied, sliding her index finger along the bright yellow tubing of her stethoscope. “Miracles happen every day—the sun comes up, a baby gets born—and don’t you ever forget it, Jack Sperry.”


    How marvelous to be among people who weren’t afraid of hope. “Bless you, doctor—am I running a fever?”


    “Maybe a tiny one. Not to worry. In Satirev, one never stays ill for long.”


    “I should call my wife.”


    Against all odds, the doctor’s smile grew even larger.


    “You have a wife? Wonderful. Lovely. I’ll relay your request to Internal Security immediately. Open your mouth, would you?”


    “Why?”


    “Something for your own good.”


    I moved my wounded lips apart. The doctor deposited a sugary, kidney-shaped capsule on my tongue, handed me a glass of water. “How do I know it’s for my own good?”


    “Trust me,” said Dr. Krakower.


    “In Satirev people trust each other,” said Louie.


    “Sleeping pill?” I asked, swallowing.


    “Could be,” said the doctor.


    Sleeping pill…


    * * * *


    When I returned to awareness, Martina Coventry was leaning over me, still packaged in her lascivious silver dress. Beside her stood a tall, lanky, coarse-skinned man in a green dinner jacket fitted over a sweatshirt that said, when life gives you lemons, make lemonade. He looked like a cactus.


    “Martina!”


    She laid a plump hand on my forehead. “Say hello to Franz Beauchamp.”


    “Hello,” I said to the cactoid man.


    “I’m in charge of making sure you don’t wander off,” Franz explained in a voice that seemed to enter the room after first traveling through a vat of honey. “It’s no big deal. Just give me your Veritasian word you won’t wander off.”


    “I won’t wander off.”


    “Good for you.” My guardian’s grin was as spectacular as Felicia Krakower’s; I’d fallen in with a community of smilers. “I have a feeling we’re going to be great friends,” he said.


    Martina was gaudier than ever. She’d worked her terra-cotta hair into a sculpted object, a thick braid that lay on her shoulder like a loaf of challah. Her eyes had become cartoons of themselves, boldly outlined and richly shaded. “Even though this is Satirev,” she said, “I am Veritasian enough to speak frankly. I saved your ass, Jack. You’re alive because good old Martina Coventry argued your case back at the roundhouse.”


    “I’m grateful,” I said.


    “You should be.”


    “You told them about Toby?”


    She nodded. “Yes, and I must say, the story was an instant hit. A Xavier’s child with a shot at remission—you have no idea what appeal that sort of situation holds down here.”


    “It’s all so amazingly touching,” said Franz. “A father fighting for his son’s life—my goodness, that’s touching.”


    “Can you teach me to lie?” I asked.


    “It depends,” said Martina.


    “On what?”


    “On whether you’re accepted into the program—on whether the treatment takes. Not everyone has the stuff to become a dissembler.”


    “It it were up to me, I’d let you in”—Franz snapped his fingers—“like that.”


    “Unfortunately, it’s not up to us,” said Martina. “You’re going to need some luck.” She reached into her madras bag and took out, of all things, a horseshoe. Opening the drawer in my nightstand, she dropped in the shoe, thud. “Horses have six legs,” she said, matter-of-factly.


    I gritted my teeth. “Good-luck charms are lies,” I countered.


    “Perhaps,” said Martina.


    “I understand you wish to make a phone call,” said Franz brightly. “Speaking on behalf of Internal Security, I must tell you we’re delighted to grant that particular request.”


    Franz and Martina helped me to my feet, inch by painful inch. I’d never realized I owned so many vulnerable muscles, so many assaultable bones. At last I stood, the cold floor nipping at my bare feet, my baggy and absurdly short hospital gown brushing my rump.


    The Center for Creative Wellness was a modest affair. A dozen paces down a hall hung with photographs of ecstatic children, a dozen more across a lobby loaded with Monet’s paintings of water lilies, and suddenly we were moving through the main entrance and into a small private park. Graffiti coated the smooth brick walls: jesus loves you…everything is beautiful in its own way…today is the first day of the rest of your life. I looked up. No sun, no clouds—no sky. The whole park was covered by a concrete arch suggesting the vaulted dome of a cathedral; three mercury-vapor searchlights lay suspended from the roof, technological suns.


    “We’re under the ground,” Martina explained, noting the confusion on my face. “We’re under Veritas,” she said, launching her index finger upward; her nails were painted a fluorescent green. “So far we’ve colonized only a hundred acres, but we’re expanding all the time.”


    Compact, enclosed—and yet the park was not claustrophobic. Indeed, I had never before stood in such a soothing and airy space. It smelled of pine sap. The omnipresent birdsong boasted the exhilarating intricacy of a fugue. Butterflies representing a dozen species, each more colorful than the next, fluttered about like patches attempting to fuse themselves into a crazy quilt. A flagstone footpath meandered amid neat little gardens planted with zinnias, gladioli, tulips, and peonies.


    Martina said, “We’ll never grow as big as Veritas, of course. But that’s not the point.”


    I studied the ceiling, its curving surface crisscrossed with Veritas’s innards—her concrete intestines, gushing lead veins, buzzing nerves of steel and gutta-percha. Something peculiar glided over my head.


    “The point is that Satirev is here,” Martina continued, “and that it works.”


    A pig. A pig? Yes, there it was, sailing through the air like a miniature dirigible, flapping its little cherub-wings. A machine of some kind, a child’s bizarre toy? No, its squeal was disconcertingly organic.


    “Pigs have wings,” said Franz. His lie sent a chill through my flesh.


    A scrawny yellow cat sidled out from behind a forsythia bush, its hairs erect with feline anxiety. It molded itself into an oblong of fur and shot toward the Center for Creative Wellness. An instant later, its pursuer appeared. A dog, I assumed at first. But no. Wrong shape. And that tail, long and ropelike.


    The shudder began in my lower spine and expanded. A rat. A rat the size of a pregnant badger.


    Chasing a cat.


    “This is a very strange place,” I said, staring into Martina’s exotically adorned eyes. “Wouldn’t you say?”


    “Strangeness is relative,” she replied.


    “I’m bewildered,” I said.


    “It’s not hard to make a lie. Avant-garde microbiology will give you a flying pig, an outsized rat—anything you want.”


    “I’m still bewildered.”


    “Satirev takes some getting used to,” said Franz, smiling prolifically. “I’m sure you’ll be able to master it. You look like a champ to me, Jack.”


    The telephone booth sat on a knoll smothered in purple grass and five-leaf clovers. Slowly I limped through the odd flora—my body felt like a single gigantic bruise— and pushed the sliding door against the jamb. Martina and Franz stood beside me, well within earshot.


    “Do you understand how you must conduct yourself?” my guardian asked.


    “I think so.”


    “Drop the slightest hint and, bang, you’re back in Veritas, awash in scopolamine—you’ll never remember you’ve been here, not one detail. That would be most unfortunate, wouldn’t it?”


    The phone was a deceitful affair, secretly wired into the Veritas system, blatantly looting its services. I extended my index finger, pressed the appropriate buttons.


    Helen didn’t answer till the seventh ring. Obviously I’d awakened her. “Hello?” she said groggily.


    “Did I wake you?”


    “Of course you woke me,” she mumbled, “whoever you are.”


    “Listen,” I told her abruptly. “Don’t ask me anything.”


    “Jack? Is that you?”


    “It’s me. Don’t ask me where I am, Helen. Everything depends on it.”


    My wife exhaled in frustration. “I…er, it’s good to hear your voice, Jack.”


    “I’m among them. Do you know what I’m talking about?”


    “I think so.”


    “They’re considering my case, Helen. They might let me in. I hope you’re not still against me on this.”


    “I’m against you,” she grunted.


    I looped the phone cord around my arm, forcing it tight against my skin like a phylactery strap. “Have you heard anything from Toby?”


    “Postcard came today.”


    “Did he mention his health—joint pains or anything?”


    “He simply said he was in a canoe race. I’m supposed to pick him up at the bus station on the twenty-seventh.”


    “Nothing about headaches?”


    “No.”


    I kissed the plastic mouthpiece. “I’ll call you back as soon as I can. Good-bye, Helen. I’m terribly fond of you.”


    “I’m terribly fond of you too, Jack—but please get out of there. Please.”


    I hung up and turned toward Martina and Franz. Behind them, a shaggy black rat pinned a Siamese cat to the ground and began tearing out its throat.


    “You did fine,” said my guardian.


    Five


    The weather engineers had just turned up their rheostats, flooding the Saturday morning sky with a dazzling emerald sunrise, when Martina came bouncing into my hospital room. She opened the drawer of my nightstand and removed her ludicrous horseshoe. “It worked,” she insisted, holding out the shoe as if it were a wishbone we’d agreed to split.


    “Oh?” I said sneeringly, skeptically: I refused to descend into superstition—psychoneuroimmunology was for real.


    She dropped the horseshoe into her handbag. I was lucky, she told me. The typical supplicant was commonly sequestered for a full month in the Hotel Paradise while the government decided his fate—but not I. Instead, assuming Dr. Krakower agreed to release me, I would meet that very afternoon with Manny Ginsburg himself.


    “Imagine, Jack—you’ve been granted an audience with the Pope!”


    Twenty minutes later Dr. Krakower appeared, accompanied by the eternally unctuous Franz Beauchamp. As Martina looked on with seemingly genuine concern, Franz with a kind of smarmy pity, the doctor inspected my infirmities. She removed the bandage from my head wound, palpated my broken rib through the adhesive tape—“This might hurt a bit,” she warned before sending me into paroxysms of pain—and cheerily pronounced me fit to travel, though she wanted me back by sundown for another checkup.


    I got into the denim overalls I’d worn to work on Thursday: how far away that Thursday seemed, how remote and unreal. Martina and Franz guided me through the hospital lobby and across the park to the banks of a wide canal labeled Jordan River, its waters clean, clear, and redolent of some happy mixture of root beer and maple syrup. Golden trout flashed beneath the surface like reflected moonbeams.


    Sparkling with fresh paint, a red gondola lay moored to the wharf. We got on board. As my guardian poled us forward, pushing his oar into the sweet waters, Martina briefed me on the intricacies of dealing with Pope Manny.


    “To begin with, he’s a year-rounder. Lives here all the time.” For most dissemblers, Martina elaborated, Satirev was a pied-a-terre, locus of the periodic pilgrimages through which one renewed one’s talent for mendacity, whereas Manny Ginsburg never left. “It’s made him a little nuts,” she explained.


    “I’m not surprised,” I said as an aquatic ferret leaped out of the Jordan and snatched an unsuspecting polka-dotted frog from the shore.


    “Play up your devotion to your kid,” Martina advised. “How you’d move heaven and earth to cure him. The man’s a sucker for sentiment.”


    “And don’t look him in the eyes,” said Franz. “He hates directness.”


    My guardian landed us at a trim, sturdy, immaculately whitewashed dock, its pilings decorated with ceramic replicas of pelicans and sea gulls. An equally clean and appealing structure rose from the shore—a bait shack or possibly a fisherman’s hut. A German shepherd sprawled on the welcome mat, head bobbing in languid circles as it tracked a dragonfly.


    “The Holy See,” said Martina, pointing.


    “It’s a bait shack,” I corrected her.


    “It’s the Holy See,” said Franz as he lashed his gondola to the dock.


    “Maybe we don’t have the budget we’d like around here,” said the dog, “but it’s still the Holy See.”


    I didn’t bat an eye. I was getting used to this sort of thing.


    The door swished open on well-oiled hinges, and a short, nervous, wall-eyed man in his sixties stepped onto the dock wearing a brilliant white polyester suit and a yarmulke. He told Martina and Franz to come back for me in an hour.


    “Care for a cup of fresh-perked coffee?”asked Manny Ginsburg as he led me into his one-room riverfront abode. The German shepherd followed, claws clicking on the wooden floor. “It’s quite tasty.”


    “Sure,” I said, glancing around. Manny’s shack was as spotless within as without.


    “Pull up a chair.”


    There were no chairs. I sat on the rug.


    “I’m Ernst, by the way,” said the dog, offering me his paw.


    “Jack Sperry,” I said, shaking limb extremities with Ernst. “You talk,” I observed.


    “A bioelectronic implant, modifying my larynx.”


    Manny sidled into the kitchenette. Lifting a copper kettle from his kerosene stove, he filled a pair of earthenware mugs with boiling water then added heaping spoonfuls of Donaldson’s Drinkable Coffee crystals.


    “You said fresh,” I noted with Veritasian candor.


    “It’s fresh to us,” said the Pope.


    “Want to hear a talking dog joke?” Ernst inquired.


    “No,” I replied, truthfully.


    “Oh,” said the dog, evidently wounded by my frankness.


    Manny returned from the kitchenette with a Coca-Cola tray bearing the coffee mugs plus a cream pitcher and a canister marked Salt.


    “It’s a sterile world up there. Sterile, stifling, spiritually depleting.” Manny set the tray beside me and rolled his eyes heavenward. “And before long it will all be ours. You doubt me? Listen—already we’ve placed twenty dissemblers in the legislature. A person with our talents has no trouble getting elected.”


    “You mean—you’re going to conquer Veritas?” I asked, making a point of not looking Manny in the eye.


    The Pope slammed his palms against his ears. “Please.”


    “Don’t say ‘conquer,’” admonished the dog.


    “We’re going to reform Veritas,” said Manny.


    I stared at the rug. “Truth is beauty, your Holiness.” Splaying my fingers, I ticked off a familiar litany. “In the Age of Lies, politicians misled, advertisers overstated, clerics exaggerated—”


    “Satirev’s founders had nothing had nothing against telling the truth.” Manny tapped his yarmulke. “But they hated their inability to do otherwise. Honesty without choice, they said, is slavery with a smile.” He pointed toward the ceiling with his coffee mug. “Truth above…” He set his mug on the floor. “Dignity below.” He chuckled softly. “In Satirev, we opt for the latter. Do you like it sweet?”


    “Huh?”


    “Your coffee. Sweet?”


    “I would like some sugar, matter of fact.”


    The Pope handed me the salt canister. I shook some grains into my palm and licked. It was sugar.


    “My heart is broken,” said Manny, laying a hand on his chest. “I feel absolutely devastated about your Toby.”


    “You do?” I asked, adding Satirevian salt to my coffee.


    “I’m crushed.”


    “You don’t even know him.”


    “What you’re doing is so noble.”


    “I think so too,” said Ernst. “And I’m only a dog.”


    “I have just one question,” said Manny. “Listen carefully. Do you love your son?”


    “That would depend on—”


    “I don’t mean love him, I mean love him. Crazy, unconditional, non-Veritasian love.”


    Surprisingly—to myself if not the Pope—I didn’t have to think about my answer. “I love him,” I asserted, looking Manny in the eye. “Crazy, unconditional, non-Veritasian…”


    “Then you’re in,” said Manny.


    “Congratulations,” said the dog.


    “I must warn you—the treatment doesn’t take in all cases.” Manny sipped his Donaldson’s. “I advise you to throw everything you’ve got into it, your very soul, even if you’re convinced you don’t have one. Please don’t look me in the eye.”


    I turned away, uncertain whether to rejoice at being admitted or to brood over the possibility of failure. “What are my chances, would you say?”


    “First-rate,” said Manny.


    “Truly excellent,” Ernst agreed.


    “I’d bet money on it,” the Pope elaborated.


    “Of course,” said the dog, “we could be lying.”


    * * * *


    On Sunday morning Martina and I hiked through the flurry of five-leaf clovers outside the Center for Creative Wellness and, reaching the top of the hill, placed a call to Arnold Cook at his home in Locke Borough. After claiming to be my wife, Martina told him I’d been diagnosed with double pneumonia and wouldn’t be coming to work for at least a week. Her fabulation gave me a terrible headache and also, truth to tell, a kind of sexual thrill.


    The chief curator offered his qualified sympathy, and that was that. What a marvelous tool, lying, I thought: so practical and uncomplicated. I was beginning to understand its pervasive popularity in eras gone by.


    Together Martina and I strolled through the park, Franz Beauchamp hovering blatantly in the background. She grasped my right hand; my fingers became five erogenous zones. Today she would return to Veritas, she explained, where she’d finally lined up a job writing campaign speeches for Doreen Hutter, a Descartes Borough representative.


    “I’ll miss you,” I said.


    “I’ll be back,” she said, massaging her baroque braid with her free hand. “Like all dissemblers, I’m obliged to immerse myself in Satirev ninety days a year. I’ll be spending next Friday on the Jordan, fishing for ferrets.”


    “Will you visit me?” I asked this zaftig and exotic woman.


    She stared into the sky and nodded. “With luck you’ll be a liar by then,” she said, tracking a pig with her decorous eyes. “If you have any words of truth for me, you’d better spill them now.”


    “Truth?”


    “We dissemblers can handle it, every now and then.”


    “Well, I suppose I’d have to say…” The reality of my condition dawned on me even as I spoke it. “I’d have to say I’m a little bit in love with you, Martina.”


    “Only a little bit?” she asked, leading me to the riv-erbank, Franz at our heels.


    “These things are hard to quantify.” Two gondolas were lashed to the dock, riding the wake of a passing outboard motorboat. “May I ask how you feel about me?”


    “I’d prefer not to say.” Martina splayed her fingers, working free of my grasp. “Ultimately there’d be nothing in it for either of us, nothing but grief.” She climbed into her gondola and, assuming the pilot’s position in the stern, lowered her oar. “I’m certain you’ll become a Satirevian,” she said, casting off. “I have great faith in you, Jack,” she called as she vanished into the three-thousand-watt sunrise.


    * * * *


    The current carried Franz and me south, past a succession of riverfront cottages encrusted with casuistry: welcome mats, flower boxes, plaster lawn ornaments in the forms of Cupids and little Dutch girls. My guardian landed the gondola before a two-story clapboard building painted a bright pink and surmounted by the words hotel paradise in flashing neon. A stone wall hemmed the grounds, broken by a massive gateway in which was suspended an iron portcullis, also painted pink. Bars of pink iron crisscrossed the hotel windows like strokes of a censor’s pen.


    A sudden skreee: the portcullis, ascending with the grinding gracelessness of an automated garage door. Franz led me beneath the archway, up a pink cement path, and through the central portal to the front desk. He gave my name to the clerk—Leopold, according to his badge—a horse-faced, overweight, fortyish man dressed in a loud Hawaiian shirt. After confirming that they were indeed expecting a Jack Sperry from Plato Borough, Leopold issued me a pink tunic with novitiate stamped on the chest. It was as baggy as a gown from the Center for Creative Wellness, and I had no trouble slipping it on over my street clothes.


    “You look real spiffy in that,” said Leopold.


    “You’re one of the homeliest people I’ve ever met,” I felt bound to inform him.


    The chief bellhop, a spidery old man whose skin resembled a cantaloupe rind, guided me down a long hallway decorated with Giotto and Rembrandt reproductions, Franz following as always, my eternal shadow. We paused before a pink, riveted door that seemed more likely to lead to a bank vault than to a hotel room—it even had a combination lock. “Your suite,” the bellhop said as the three of us stepped inside.


    Suite. Sure. It was smaller than the Holy See, and sparser: no rugs, no chairs, no windows. The walls were clean and predictably pink. Two male novitiates, one tall, one short, rested on adjacent cots, smoking cigarettes. “Your roommates,” said the bellhop as he and Franz exited. The door thudded shut, then came the muffled clicks of the tumblers being randomized.


    “I’m William,” said my tall roommate; he could have been a power forward with the Plato Borough Competents. “William Bell.”


    “Ira Temple,” said his scrawny companion.


    “Jack Sperry,” I said.


    We spent the next hour swapping life stories.


    Ira, I learned, was a typical dissembler-in-training. He hated Veritas. He had to get out. Anything, he argued, even dishonesty, was superior to what he called his native city’s confusion of the empirical with the true.


    William’s story was closer to my own. His older sister, Charlotte, the one person on Earth who mattered to him, had recently landed on Amaranth, a planet that existed only in her mind. By learning to lie, William reasoned, he might travel to Charlotte’s mythic world and either release her from its mad gravity or take up residence there himself.


    The door swung open and in came a small, dusky, stoop-shouldered man with a bald head and a style of walking that put me in mind of a duck with osteoporosis. “During the upcoming week, you’re all going to fall in love with me,” he said abruptly, waving his clipboard. “I’m going to treat you so well, you’ll think you’ve died and gone to heaven.” He issued a wicked little wink. “That’s a lie. I’m Gregory Harness, Manny Ginsburg’s liaison. You may call me Lucky,” he said with an insistent, rapid-fire bonhomie. “The Pope deeply regrets not being here to orient you personally, but his busy schedule did not permit…anyhow, you get the drift of his bullshit. Which one of you’s Sperry?”


    I raised my hand.


    “I heard about your sick child,” said Lucky. “Heartrending. Tragic. Believe me, Sperry, I’ll be rooting for you all the way.”


    * * * *


    And so it was upon us, our absorption in lies, our descent into deception, our headlong, brainfirst plunge into Satirevian reality.


    At the crack of dawn Lucky herded us into his pickup truck and took us to a place where money grew on trees, a pecuniary orchard so vast it could have paid the interest on Veritas’s national debt. We spent a sweaty, grueling day under the celestial lamps, harvesting basket after basket of five-dollar bills.


    On Tuesday morning the weather engineers contrived a fearsome blizzard, squall upon squall of molten snow bringing Satirev to a total standstill and inspiring Lucky to issue us broad-scooped shovels. “Clean it up,” he demanded, “every highway, street, alley, path, sidewalk, and wharf.” And so we did, our skin erupting in second-degree burns as we carried great heaps of steaming precipitate to the Jordan and dropped them over the banks. Lucky mopped our brows with towels dipped in ice water, slaked our thirst with lemonade, soothed our blistered backs with eucalyptus oil—but he kept us on the job all day.


    Wednesday: a tedious morning of shoeing six-legged horses, a wearying afternoon of arranging and rearranging the contents of a Satirevian rock garden. My companions and I felt that, for stones, these creatures were extraordinarily loquacious and singularly self-pitying. The stones lamented their lack of mobility and prestige. They said it was hell being a stone. Cut them, they claimed, and they would bleed.


    Further lies, Thursday’s lies—our taskmaster loaded his truck with cans of spray paint and shunted us across Satirev, stopping at every public park along the way and ordering us to turn the grass purple, the roses blue, and the violets red, an ordeal that left my co-apprentices and me so speckled we looked like amalgams of all the Jackson Pollocks I’d ever criticized. That night, as I lay on my cot in the Paradise, my stunned brain swirled with deceptions—with lavender cabbages and crimson potatoes, with indigo jungles and chartreuse icebergs, with square baseballs, skinny whales, tall dwarves, and snakes with long, pale, supple legs.


    More lies—lies, lies, lies. On Friday, Lucky gave us .22-caliber hunting rifles, instructed us in their use and, exploiting the handicap of our Veritasian upbringings, made us swear we wouldn’t use them to escape. “Before the day is out, you must each bring down a flying pig. Don’t let the low comedy of their anatomy fool you—they’re smarter than they look.” Thus did I find myself crouched behind a forest of cat-o’-nine-tails on the banks of the Jordan, my .22 poised on my knees, my mind turning over the manifest rationale behind my deconditioning. A black, bulbous shape glided across the river, like the shadow that might be cast by a gigantic horsefly, and I recalled the perusal I’d made of Alice in Wonderland before criticizing it. “The time has come,” the Walrus said, “to talk of many things.” I grabbed the rifle, took aim; the shape flew along the equator of my telescopic sight, eastward to the axis. “Of shoes—and ships—and sealing wax—of cabbages and kings.” I fired. “And why the sea is boiling hot.” The bewildered animal fell squealing. “And whether pigs have wings.” My bleeding prey hit the water.


    When your every muscle aches with the effects of a currency harvest, you do not doubt that money grows on trees. When your entire epidermis is branded with the aftermath of two-hundred-degree snowflakes, you cannot but accept their reality. When every ounce of your concentration is fixed upon blasting a winged pig out of the sky, you do not question its species’ ontological status.


    * * * *


    The Hotel Paradise had only one eatery, an immaculate malt shop called the Russian Tea Room, and on Friday night Lucky took us there for dinner. Brilliant white tiles covered the walls. The stools—red vinyl cushions poised on glistening steel stalks—resembled Art Deco mushrooms. The menu featured murdered cows, euphemistically named “cheese steaks,” “hot dogs,” “hamburgers,” and “beef tacos.” Lucky told us to order whatever we liked.


    “I’ve been driving you all pretty hard,” he confessed after our meals arrived.


    “An understatement,” I replied.


    Lucky twisted the cap off a bottle of Quasitomato Ketchup from Veritas. “Tell me, men, do you feel any different?”


    “Different?” said Ira Temple, voraciously consuming a “beef taco.” “Not really.”


    William Bell bit into his “cheeseburger.” “I’m the same man I always was.”


    “Saturday’s schedule is pretty intense,” said Lucky, shaking blobs of ketchup onto his French fries. “You’ll be digging sugar out of the salt mines, attending a linguistics seminar with some golden retrievers, carrying steer haunches over to the Pope for him to bless. In my experience, though, if you’re not a liar by now, you never will be.” With a directness rarely found in Satirev, Lucky looked William in the eye. “What do pigs have, son?”


    “Huh?”


    “Pigs. What do they have? You’ve been dealing with pigs lately—you know about them.”


    William stared at his half-eaten cow. He pondered the question for nearly a minute. At last he raised his head, closed his eyes tightly, and let out the sort of delighted yelp an Age-of-Lies child might have issued on Christmas morning. “Pigs have w-wings!”


    “What did you say?”


    “W-w-wings!” William leaped from his chair and danced around the table. “Wings!” he sang. “Wings! Pigs have wings!”


    “Good job, William!” Ira shouted, his face betraying a mixture of envy and anxiety.


    Lucky smiled, ate a fry, and thrust his fork toward Ira. “Now—you. Tell me about money, Ira. Where does money grow?”


    Ira took a deep breath. “Well, that’s not an easy question. Some people would say it doesn’t grow at all. Others might argue…”


    “Money, son. Where does money grow?”


    “On trees!” Ira suddenly screamed.


    “On what?”


    “Money grows on trees!”


    “And I’m the Queen of Sheba!” said William.


    “I’m the King of France!” said Ira.


    “I can fly!” said William.


    “I can walk on water!” said Ira.


    “God protects the innocent!”


    “The guilty never go free!”


    “Love is eternal!”


    “Life is too!”


    Lucky laid his knobbly hand on my shoulder. “What’s the deal with snow, Jack?” he asked. “What is snow like?”


    The appropriate word formed in my brain. I could sense it riding the tip of my tongue like a grain of sand. “It’s…it’s…”


    “Is it hot, for example?” asked Lucky.


    “Snow is h-h-h—”


    “Hot?”


    “Cold!” I shrieked. “Snow is cold,” I moaned.


    William shot me an agonized glance. “Jack, you’ve got it all wrong.”


    “Don’t you remember that blizzard?” asked Ira.


    I quivered with nausea, reeled with defeat. Damn. Shit. “The stuff they make here is a fraud.” Jack Sperry versus Xavier’s Plague—and now the disease would win. “It’s not snow at all.”


    “Snow is hot,” said Ira.


    “It’s cold!” Rising from my chair, I stumbled blindly around the Russian Tea Room. “Pigs don’t fly! Dogs don’t talk! Truth is beauty!”


    I left.


    The hotel lobby was dark and pungent, suffused with the Jordan’s sugary aroma. The night clerk slept at his post. Franz Beauchamp sat in a wicker chair beside a potted palm, his long face shadowed by a Panama hat.


    I staggered to the front door. It was locked. But of course: one left Satirev filled with either lies or scopolamine, illusion or amnesia; there was no third path.


    “Treatment isn’t taking, huh?” said Franz as he approached. “Don’t be discouraged.”


    “I’m beaten,” I groaned.


    “Now, now—you still have tomorrow.” Franz removed his Panama, placing it over his heart—a gesture of grief, I decided, anticipatory mourning for Toby Sperry. “Someone wants to see you,” he said.


    “Huh?”


    “You have a visitor.”


    “Who?”


    “This way.”


    He led me past the sleeping clerk and down the east corridor to a steel door uncharacteristically free of catches, bolts, and locks. The sign said, video games. Franz turned the handle.


    There were no video games in the Video Games Room.


    There was a blood-red billiard table.


    A print of Picasso’s The Young Women of Avignon.


    Martina Coventry.


    “Hi, critic. We had a date, remember?”


    “To tell you the truth, I’d forgotten.”


    “‘To tell you the truth’? What kind of talk is that for a Satirevian?” Martina came toward me, her extended hand fluttering like a hummingbird. “You look unhappy, dear.”


    “I’m no Satirevian.” I reached out and captured her plump fingers. “Never will be.”


    Martina tapped the brim of Franz’s Panama. “Mr. Sperry and I require privacy,” she told him. “Don’t worry, we’re not going to have sex or anything.”


    Though convulsed with misery and self-loathing, I nevertheless noticed how Martina was dressed. If employed as a lampshade, her miniskirt wouldn’t have reached the socket. The strap of her madras bag lay along her cleavage, pulling her life is a banquet T-shirt tight against her body and making her breasts seem like two adjacent spinnakers puffed full of wind.


    Franz tipped his hat and ducked out of the room.


    “Let’s get your mind off your deconditioning.” Martina hopped onto the table and stretched out. She looked like a relief map of some particularly lewd and mountainous nation. “Lie down next to me.”


    “Not a good idea,” I said. True: a roll on the felt wasn’t going to solve my problems. I should be pumping Martina’s mind and no other part of her; I should be trying to learn how she herself had managed the crucial transition from Veritasian to liar.


    She said, “You don’t want to?”


    I gulped loudly. “No, I don’t.” My blood lurched toward the temperature of Satirevian snow.


    “No?”


    “I’m married, remember? I don’t want to have sex with you.”


    I did, of course. In my heart of hearts, I did—and now came the correlative of my desire, drawing both Martina’s attention and my own.


    I don’t want to have sex with you, I’d said.


    Yet here was the resolute little hero, shaping the crotch of my overalls into a denim sculpture.


    So I’d lied! For the first time since my brainburn, I’d lied!


    I pulled off my tunic, slipped out of my overalls. “‘I hide my wings inside my soul,’” I quoted, climbing atop Martina.


    Deftly she removed my undershorts; my erection broke free, a priapic jailbreak. I’d done it, by damn. I might have a Veritasian penis, but I’d finally acquired a Satirevian tongue.


    “‘Their feathers soft and dry’!” I cried, shucking off Martina’s skirt.


    “‘And when the world’s not looking’!” she whooped.


    “‘I take them out and fly’!”


    * * * *


    I had to apply the brakes on my Adequate almost a dozen times as I descended the southern face of Mount Prosaic and headed into the lush green valley below. Cabin after cabin, tent after tent, Camp Ditch-the-Kids was strung along a strip of pine barren midway between the swiftly flowing Wishywashy and a placid oxbow lake. For the first time, it occurred to me that Toby might not like the idea of leaving two days early. With its fearsome dedication to frivolity, its endless amusements and diversions, Ditch-the-Kids was the sort of place a seven-year-old could easily imagine living in forever.


    As I pulled up behind the administration building, a gang of preadolescent children in yellow Ditch-the-Kids T-shirts marched by, clutching fishing rods. I studied their faces. No Toby. Snatches of the counselor’s pep talk drifted toward me, something to the effect that acid rain was sterilizing Lake Commonplace so it really didn’t matter how much they caught, the fish were all doomed anyway.


    I entered the building, a slapdash pile of tar paper and cedar shingles. A grizzled man with a three-day beard sat behind the desk, reading the August issue of Beatoff. “I’m Toby Sperry’s father,” I said. “And you’re…?”


    “Ralph Kitto.” The camp director eyed me suspiciously. “Look, Mr. Sperry, there’s no question we were pretty irresponsible, leaving that rat trap out in the open as we did, but I don’t believe you have a criminal case against us.”


    “It’s not my intention to sue you,” I told him, savoring the spectacle of joy and relief blossoming on his face. Little did he know I could have been lying.


    “Will Toby be okay? I’ve been feeling a certain amount of guilt about this matter. Nothing I can’t handle, but—”


    “I’m here to bring him home,” I said. “He’s going into the hospital tomorrow.”


    “Life is a tough business, isn’t it?” Ralph Kitto fanned himself with Beatoff. “Take me, for example. Sure wish I could find a better line of work.”


    “I imagine these kids drive you crazy—figuratively crazy.”


    “Vodka helps. I get drunk frequently.”


    Kitto consulted his master schedule and told me Toby was probably still on the archery field, a half-mile south down the Wishywashy. I paid the balance due on my son’s tuition, thanked the director for his willingness to take on such an unrewarding job, and set out along the river.


    When I reached the field, my son had just missed the bull’s-eye by less than an inch.


    “Nice shooting, Toby, old buddy!”


    He maintained his bowman’s stance, transfixed not only by the fact of my arrival but also, no doubt, by the content of my greeting. “Dad, what are you doing here?”


    I hadn’t seen him in a month. He seemed taller, leaner, swarthier—older—standing there in his grimy yellow T-shirt and the blue jeans he’d shredded into shorts last spring.


    “I’ve come for you,” I told him, moving as close as I could without making it obvious I was scanning him for symptoms. His hair was as thick, dark, and healthy-looking as ever. His eyes sparkled, his frame looked firm, his tanned skin held no trace of blue.


    “No, I’m taking the bus Sunday.” He nocked an arrow. “Mom’s picking me up.”


    “The plan’s been changed. She had to go out of town—there’s a big UFO story breaking in the Hegelian Desert.” I experienced a small but irrefutable pleasure, the sweet taste of truth bending in my mouth. “We’d better get your stuff packed. Where’s your cabin?”


    Toby unnocked the arrow and used it to indicate a cluster of yurts about twenty yards from the targets.


    The archery instructor approached, a woodsy, weathered fellow with a mild limp. Toby introduced me as the best father a boy’d ever had. He said he loved me. So strange, I thought, the spontaneous little notions that run through the heads of pre-burn children.


    My son turned in his bow, and we started toward his cupcake-shaped cabin.


    “You’ve got a nice tan, Toby. You look real healthy. Gosh, it’s good to see you.”


    “Dad, you’re talking so funny.”


    “I’ll bet you feel healthy too.”


    “Lately I’ve been getting headaches.”


    I gritted my teeth. “I’m sure that’s nothing to worry about.”


    “Wish I wasn’t leaving so soon,” he said as we climbed the crooked wooden steps to his room. “Barry Maxwell and I were supposed to hunt snakes tomorrow.”


    “Listen, Toby, this is a better deal than you think. You’re going to get an entire second vacation.” The space was only slightly more chaotic than I’d anticipated— clothes in ragged heaps, Encyclopedia Britannica comics in amorphous piles. “We’re going to live in a magic kingdom under the ground. Just you and me.”


    “What sort of magic kingdom?” he asked skeptically.


    “Oh, you’ll love it, Toby. We’ll go fishing and eat ice cream.”


    Toby smiled hugely, brightly—a Satirevian smile. “That sounds neat.” He opened his footlocker and started cramming it full: crafts projects, T-shirts, dungarees, poncho, comics, flashlight, canteen, mess kit. “Will Mom be coming?”


    “No.”


    “She’ll miss all the fun.”


    “She’ll miss all the fun,” I agreed.


    My son held up a hideous and lopsided battleship, proudly announcing that he’d made it in woodworking class.


    “How do you like it, Dad?”


    “Why, Toby,” I told him, “it’s absolutely beautiful.”


    Six


    Twelve gates lead to the City of Lies. Every year, as his commitment to mendacity becomes increasingly clear, his dishonesty more manifestly reliable, the Satirevian convert is told the secret location of yet another entrance. Mere novitiates like myself knew only one: the storm drainage tunnel near the corner of Third and Hume in Nietzsche Borough.


    So many ways to descend, I thought as Toby and I negotiated the dank, mossy labyrinth beneath Veritas. Ladders, sloping sewer pipes, narrow stone stairways—we used them all, our flashlights cutting through the darkness like machetes clearing away underbrush. My son loved every minute of it. “Wow!” he exclaimed whenever some disgusting wonder appeared—a slug the size of a banana, a subterranean lake filled with frogs, a spider’s web as large and sturdy as a trampoline. “Neat!”


    Reaching our destination, we settled into the Hotel Paradise. Unlike my previous accommodations, our assigned suite was sunny and spacious, with glass doors opening onto a wrought-iron balcony from which one could readily glimpse the local fauna. “Dad, the horses around here have six legs!” Toby hopped up and down with excitement. “The rats chase the cats! The pigs have wings! This really is a magic kingdom!”


    It soon became obvious that the whole of Satirev had been anticipating our arrival. We were the men of the hour. The Paradise guards immediately learned our faces, letting us come and go as we pleased. Franz and Lucky gushed over Toby as if he were a long-lost brother. Whenever we strolled around the community, total strangers would come up to us and, confirming our identities, give Satirev’s tragic child a candy bar or a small toy, his father a hug of encouragement and affirmation.


    Even Felicia Krakower was prepared. After drawing a sample of Toby’s blood—we told him the kingdom had to make certain the tourists weren’t carrying germs—she retired to her office and came back holding a stuffed animal, an astonishingly comical baboon with acrobatic eyes and a squarish, doglike snout.


    “This is for you, Rainbow Boy,” she said.


    Toby’s face grew knotted and tense; he gulped audibly. He was not too old for stuffed animals, merely too old to enjoy them without shame.


    “He needs a name, don’t you think?” said Dr. Krakower. “Not a silly name, I’d say. Something dignified.”


    I performed my survey, the one I took every hour. The facts were becoming irrefutable—the bluish cast of his skin, the thinness of his hair.


    Toby relaxed, smiled. “Dignified,” he said. “Not silly. Oh, yes.” Clearly, he’d sensed the truth of his new home: in Satirev everything was permitted; in Satirev no boy grew up before his time. “His name is Barnaby. Barnaby Baboon.” Frowning, Toby rammed the tip of his tongue into the corner of his mouth. “I think he might be carrying some germs.”


    “Rainbow Boy, you’re absolutely right.” Dr. Krakower pried a wad of cotton batting out of Barnabys arm with her syringe. “We’d better take a stuffing sample.”


    That night, the minute my son fell asleep, I ran to the phone booth outside the Paradise and called the Center for Creative Wellness. Krakower told me exactly what I expected to hear: the Xavier’s test was positive.


    “There’s still plenty of hope,” she insisted.


    “I know what you mean,” I said, shivering in the hot summer darkness. Positive. Positive. “If we give Toby the right outlook, his immune system will kick in and bang—remission.”


    “Exactly.”


    “How many years might a remission last?”


    “You can’t tell about remissions, Jack. Some of them last a long, long time.”


    I placed a call to Veritas.


    “Hi, Helen.”


    “Jack? Now you call? Now, after ten whole days?”


    “I’ve been busy.”


    “Your curator sent a get-well card. Are you sick?”


    “I’m feeling better.”


    “This is a bad time to talk,” she said. “I’m due at the bus station.”


    “No, you’re not. I picked up Toby on Sunday.”


    “You what?”


    “He’s got to be with me now. I can give him the right outlook.”


    “You mean—you’re one of them?”


    “Dogs can talk, Helen.”


    I pictured her turning white, cringing. “Shut up!” she screamed. “I want my son back! Bring me my son, you tropological shithead!”


    “I love him.”


    “Bring him back!”


    “I can cure him.”


    “Jack!”


    * * * *


    As the hot, soggy July melded into a hotter, soggier August, my son and I began spending long hours in the outdoors—or, rather, in those open spaces that in Satirev functioned as the outdoors. Together we explored the community’s swampy frontiers, collecting bugs and amphibians for Toby’s scale-model zoo. The money orchards, meanwhile, proved excellent for archery—we would nock our arrows and aim at the five-dollar bills—while the broiling snowfields soon became littered with the results of our sculpting efforts: snowmen, snowdogs, snowcows, snowbaboons. It was all a matter of having a good pair of insulated gloves.


    Finally there was the Jordan, perfect for swimming and, when we could borrow a gondola, fishing. “Do you like this place?” I asked Toby as I threaded my line with a double-barbed hook.


    “It’s pretty weird.” Furiously he worked his reel, hauling an aquatic armadillo on board.


    “You’re having a terrific time, though, aren’t you, buddy? You’re feeling cheerful.”


    “Oh, yeah,” he said evenly.


    “What do you like? Do you like making snowmen?”


    “The snowmen are great.”


    “And the fishing?”


    “I like the fishing.” Placing his boot on the armadillo’s left gill, Toby yanked the hook out of its mouth.


    “And you like our archery tournaments too, don’t you?” I marveled at the armadillo’s design—its lozenge-shaped body, sleek scales, dynamic fins. “And the swimming?”


    “Uh-huh. I wish Mom were here.”


    I baited my own hook with a Satirevian snail. “So do I. What else do you like?”


    “I don’t know.” In a spasmodic act of mercy, he tossed the armadillo overboard. “I like the way strangers give me candy.”


    “And you like the fishing too, right?”


    “I already said that,” Toby replied patiently. “Dad, why is my hair falling out?”


    “W-what?”


    “My hair. And my skin looks funny too.”


    I shuddered, pricking my thumb with the fishhook. “Buddy, there’s something we should talk about. Remember that blood sample Dr. Krakower took? It seems you’ve got a few germs in you. Nothing serious—Xavier’s Plague, it’s called.”


    “Whose plague?”


    “Xavier’s.”


    “Then how come I got it instead of Mr. Xavier?”


    “Lots of people get it.”


    Toby impaled a snail on his fishhook. “Is that why my hair…?”


    “Probably. They might have to give you some medicine. You’re not really sick.” God, how I loved being able to say that. Such power. “The thing is to stay cheerful. Just say to yourself, ‘Those bad old Xavier’s germs can’t hurt me. My immune system’s too strong.’”


    “My what?”


    “Immune system. Say it, Toby. Say, ‘Those bad old Xavier’s germs can’t hurt me.’ Go ahead.”


    “‘Those bad old Xavier’s germs can’t hurt me,’” he repeated haltingly. “Is that true, Dad?”


    “You bet. You aren’t worried, are you?”


    Toby rubbed his blue forehead. “I guess not.”


    “That’s my buddy.”


    * * * *


    If my son wasn’t too old for stuffed animals, then he wasn’t too old for bedtime stories. We read together every night, snuggling amid the Paradise’s soft buttery sheets and smooth cotton blankets, working our way through a stack of volumes that had somehow escaped the Wittgenstein’s predations—Tom Sawyer, Treasure Island, Corbeau the Pirate, and, best of all, a leatherbound, gilt-edged collection of fairy tales. Perusing the Brothers Grimm, I trembled not only with the thrill of forbidden fruit—how daring I felt, acting out material I’d normally be reading only in prelude to burning it—but with the odd amoralities and psychosexual insights of the stories themselves. Toby’s favorite was “Rumpelstiltskin,” with its unexpected theme of an old man’s hunger for a baby. My own preference was “Sleeping Beauty.” I roundly identified with the father—with his mad, Herodlike campaign to circumvent his daughter’s destiny by destroying every spinning wheel in the kingdom. I thought him heroic.


    “Why did Rumpelstiltskin want a baby?” Toby asked.


    “A baby is the best thing there is,” I replied. I felt I was telling the truth. “Rumpelstiltskin knew what he needed.”


    Whenever Martina was in Satirev, she joined our expeditions—hiking, swimming, fishing, bug collecting— and I couldn’t quite decide what Toby made of her. They got along famously, even to the point of scatalogical private jokes involving Barnaby Baboon, but occasionally I caught a glimmer of unease in my son’s eyes. Were he a post-burn kid, of course, he would have been frank. Dad, is Martina your mistress? Dad, do you and Martina have sex?


    To which the truthful answer would have been: no. Since Toby’s arrival, I had lost my urge for erotic adventures. Martina did not protest; like me, she rather regretted our romp on the billiard table: adultery was wrong, after all—even a dissembler knew that. Thus had Martina and I entered that vast population of men and women whose friendship has crossed the copulation barrier but once, followed by retrenchment and retreat, an entire affair compacted into one memorable screw.


    Most nights, the three of us went to dinner in the Russian Tea Room. The staff doted on Toby; he got all the hamburgers he could eat, all the hot dogs, all the French fries, all the milkshakes. Nobody could say the Tea Room wasn’t doing its part to keep Toby cheerful, nobody could say it wasn’t putting him in a salubrious mood. The manager was a thin, wiry, exuberant man in his early fifties named Norbert Vore (evidently he did not partake of his own fattening and enervating menu), and upon sensing that from the boy’s viewpoint the restaurant was deficient in desserts, he immediately read up on the matter, soon learning how to prepare transcendent strawberry shortcake and ambrosial lemon-meringue pie. Herbert’s baked Alaska, fudge brownies, and Bing-cherry tarts kept Toby grinning ear to ear. His chocolate parfaits were so lush and uplifting they seemed in themselves a cure.


    It was in the Russian Tea Room that Toby and I first noted a curious fashion among Satirevians. About a quarter of them wore sweatshirts emblazoned with a Valentine-style heart poised above the initials H.E.A.R.T. “HEART, what’s that?” my son asked Martina one evening as we were plowing through a particularly outrageous ice-cream treat—a concoction Norbert had dubbed “A Month of Sundaes.”


    “It’s a kind of club—the members get together and talk about philosophy,” Martina replied. “You know what philosophy is, Toby?”


    “No.”


    “The H stands for Happiness, the E for Equals.”


    “And the A, R, and T?” asked Toby.


    “Art, Reason, and Truth.”


    H.E.A.R.T. It was, Martina explained after Toby went to bed, an organization the year-rounders had formed for the sake of, as she put it, “thinking good thoughts about your son and thereby hastening his cure.” HEART, the Healing and Ecstasy Association for the Recovery of Toby. They met every Tuesday evening. They were planning to start a newsletter.


    I had never been so profoundly moved, so totally touched, in my life. My soul sang, my throat got hard as a crab apple. “Martina, that’s terrific. Why didn’t you tell me about HEART?”


    “Because it gives me the creeps, that’s why.”


    “The creeps?”


    “Your son is sick, Jack. Sick. He’s going to need more than HEART. He’s going to need…well, a miracle.”


    “HEART is a miracle, Martina. Don’t you get it? It is a miracle.”


    * * * *


    There is nothing quite so exhilarating as spending large amounts of time with your child, and nothing quite so tedious. I’ll be honest: when Martina offered to relieve me of Toby for an hour or two—she wanted to help him find specimens for his miniature zoo—I told her to take all day. Even Sleeping Beauty’s father, I’m sure, grew bored with her on occasion.


    It was an hour past his bedtime when Toby returned to the Paradise, laden with the day’s haul—a dozen bottles and cages filled with rubbery newts, glutinous salamanders, spiky centipedes, and disgruntled tree frogs whose cries sounded like bicycle bells.


    He could not enjoy them.


    “Dad, I don’t feel so good,” he said, setting the various terrariums on the coffee table.


    “Oh?” So here it comes, I thought. Now it begins. “What do you mean?”


    “My head hurts.” Toby clutched his belly. “And my stomach. Is it those germs, Dad?”


    “Just remember, in the long run they can’t hurt you.”


    “ ’Cause of my immune system?”


    “Smart boy.”


    Toby woke up repeatedly that night, his temperature lurching toward 103, flesh trembling, bones rattling, teeth chattering. He sweated like a bill-picker laboring in the money orchards. I had to change the sheets four times. They stank of brine.


    “I think we’d better drop by the hospital tomorrow,” I told him.


    “Hospital? I thought I wasn’t really sick.”


    “You aren’t really sick.” Oh, the power, the power. “Dr. Krakower wants to give you some medicine, that’s all.”


    “I don’t think I can sleep, Dad. Will you read to me about Rumpelstiltskin or pirates or something?”


    “Of course. Sure. Just stay happy, and you’ll be fine.”


    The next morning, I took Toby to the Center for Creative Wellness, where he was assigned a place in the children’s ward, a large private room that despite its spaciousness quickly seemed to fill with my son’s disease, a sickly, sallow aura radiating from the bedframe, covering the nightstand, smothering the swaybacked parent’s cot in the far corner. His skin got bluer; his temperature climbed: 103, 104, 104.5, 105, 105.5. By nightfall the lymph nodes under his arm had grown to resemble clusters of ossified grapes.


    “We can get the fever down with acetaminophen and alcohol baths,” said Dr. Krakower as she guided me into her office. “And I think we should put him on pentamidine. It’s been known to work wonders against Pneumocystis carinii.”


    “Genuine wonders?”


    “Oh, yes. We’d better set him up for intravenous feeding. I want to try pure oxygen too, maybe an inhalator. It’ll keep his mind clear.”


    “Doctor, if there’s no remission…”


    “We shouldn’t talk like that.”


    “If there’s no remission, how long will he live?”


    “Don’t know.”


    “Two weeks?”


    “Oh, yes, two weeks for sure, Jack. I can practically promise you two weeks.”


    Although Martina’s speech-writing job for Borough Representative Doreen Hutter consumed all her mornings, she arranged to spend each afternoon at Toby’s bedside, infusing him with happy thoughts. She invited him to imagine he was gradually entering a state of suspended animation, so that he could become the first boy ever sent beyond our solar system in a spaceship: hence the inhalator squeezing and expanding his chest, conditioning his lungs for interstellar travel; hence the plastic tube flowing into his left arm, giving him enough food for a year in hibernation; hence the plastic mask—the “rocket jockey’s oxygen supply”—strapped over his mouth and nose.


    “When you wake up, Toby, you’ll be on another planet—the magical world of Lulaloon!”


    “Lulaloon?” The oxygen mask made him sound distant, as if he were already in space. “Is it as good as Satirev?”


    “Better.”


    “As good as summer camp?”


    “Twice as good.”


    Toby stretched out, putting a crimp in his glucose tube, stopping the flow of what Martina had told him were liquid French fries. “I like your games,” he said.


    I stroked my son’s balding scalp. “How’s your imagination working?” I asked him.


    “Pretty good, I guess.”


    “Can you picture Mr. Medicine zapping those nasty old Xavier’s germs?”


    “Sure.”


    “‘Zap ’em, Mr. Medicine. Zap ’em dead!’ Right, Toby?”


    “Right,” he wheezed.


    For over a week, Toby remained appropriately chipper, but then a strange Veritasian skepticism crept over him, darkening his spirits as relentlessly as the Pneumocystis carinii were darkening his lungs. “I feel sick,” he told Dr. Krakower one afternoon as she prepared to puncture him with a second IV needle, in the right arm this time. “I don’t think that medicine’s any good. I’m cold.”


    “Well, Rainbow Boy,” she said, “Xavier’s isn’t any fun—I’ll be the first to admit that—but you’ll be up and running before you know it.”


    “My head still hurts, and my—”


    “When one medicine doesn’t work,” I hastily inserted, “there’s always another we can try—right, Dr. Krakower?”


    “Oh, yes.”


    Martina took Toby’s hand, giving it a hard squeeze as Krakower slid the needle into his vein.


    Toby winced and asked, “Do children ever die?”


    “That’s a strange question, Rainbow Boy,” said Krakower.


    “Do they?”


    “It’s very, very rare.” The doctor opened the stopcock on Toby’s meperidine drip.


    “She means never,” I explained. “Don’t even think about it, Toby. It’s bad for your immune system.”


    “He’s really cold,” said Martina, her hand still clasped in Toby’s. “Can we turn up the heat?”


    “It’s up all the way,” said Krakower. “His electric blanket’s on full.”


    The narcotic seeped into Toby’s neurons. “I’m cold,” he said woozily.


    “You’ll be warm soon,” I lied. “Say, ‘Zap ’em, Mr. Medicine. Zap ’em.’”


    “Zap ’em, Mr. Medicine,” said Toby, fading. “Zap…zap…zap…”


    So it was time to get serious; it was time for Sleeping Beauty’s father to track down every last spinning wheel and chop it to bits. The minute Krakower left, I turned to Martina and asked her to put me in touch with the president of the Healing and Ecstasy Association for the Recovery of Toby.


    Instead of complying, Martina merely snorted. “Jack, I can’t help feeling you’re riding for a fall.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “A fall, Jack.”


    “Such pessimism. Don’t you know that psychoneuroimmunology is one of the key sciences of our age?”


    “Just look at him, for Christ’s sake. Look at Toby. He’s living on borrowed time. You know that, don’t you?”


    “No, I don’t know that.” I cast her a killing glance. “Even if the time is borrowed, Martina, that doesn’t mean it won’t be the best time a boy’s ever had.”


    She gave me the facts I needed. Anthony Raines, Suite 42, Hotel Paradise.


    I marched up the hill outside the Center for Creative Wellness and placed the call. HEART’s president answered on the first ring.


    “Jack Sperry?” he gasped after I identified myself. “The Jack Sperry? Really? Goodness, what a coincidence. We’ve been hoping to interview you for The Toby Times.”


    “For the what?”


    “Our first issue comes out tomorrow. We’ll be running stories about the fun you and Toby are having down here, his favorite toys and sports, what analgesics and antibiotics he’s taking—all the things our members want to hear about.”


    The Toby Times. I found the idea simultaneously inspiring and distasteful. “Mr. Raines, my son just entered the hospital, and I was hoping—”


    “I know—it’s our lead story. A setback, sure, but no reason to give up hope. Listen, Jack—may I call you Jack?—we people of the HEART know you’re on the right track. Once Toby tunes in the cosmic pulse, his energy field will reintegrate, and then he’s home free.”


    The more Anthony Raines spoke in his calm, mellow voice, the better I felt—and the sharper my image of him became: a tall, raffish, golden-haired bohemian with bright blue eyes and a drooping, slightly disreputable mustache. “Mr. Raines, I want you to mobilize your forces.”


    “Call me Anthony. What’s up?”


    “Just this—for the next two weeks, Toby Sperry’s going to be the happiest child on Earth.” No spinning wheel would escape my notice, ran my silent, solemn pledge. “Don’t worry about the cost,” I added. “We’ll put it on my MasterDebt card.”


    I pictured Anthony Raines organizing his buddhalike features into a resolute smile. “Mr. Sperry, the HEART stands ready to help your cause in every way it can.”


    * * * *


    The next evening, Santa Claus visited the Center for Creative Wellness.


    His red suit glowed like an ember. His white beard lay on his chest like a frozen waterfall.


    “Who are you?” Toby asked, struggling to sit up amid the tangle of rubber. Every day he seemed to acquire yet another IV need: glucose, meperidine, saline, Ringer’s lactate, the various tubes swirling around him like an external circulatory system. “Do I know you?” With a bold flourish he pulled off his plastic mask, as if this bulbous saint’s mere presence had somehow unclogged his lungs.


    “Hi, there, fella,” said Santa, chuckling heartily: Sebastian, of course—Sebastian Arboria—the fat and affable dissembler who’d led the meeting in the roundhouse; I’d empowered Anthony Raines to hire him for eighty dollars an hour. “Call me Santa Claus. Saint Nicholas, if you prefer. Know what, Toby? Christmas is coming. Ever heard of Christmas?”


    “I think we studied that in school. Isn’t it supposed to be silly?”


    “Silly?” said Sebastian with mock horror. “Christmas is the most wonderful thing there is. If I were a young lad, I’d feel absolutely great about Christmas. I’d be looking forward to it with every cell of my body. I’d be so full of happiness there wouldn’t be any room left for Xavier’s Plague.”


    “Is Christmas a warm time?” Toby was wholly without hair now. He was bald as an egg.


    “The night before Christmas, I fly around the world in my sleigh, visiting every boy and girl, leaving good things behind.”


    “Will you visit me?”


    “Of course I’ll visit you. What do you want for Christmas, Toby?”


    “You can have anything,” I said. “Right, Santa?”


    “Yep, anything,” said Sebastian.


    “I want to see my mother,” said Toby.


    Felicia Krakower shuddered. “That’s not exactly Santa’s department.”


    “I want to get warm.”


    Sebastian said, “What I mean is…like a toy. I’ll bring you a toy.”


    “Pick something special,” I insisted. “Say, that Power Pony you’ve been asking about.”


    “No, that’s for my birthday,” Toby corrected me.


    “Why don’t you get it for Christmas?” Martina suggested.


    Toby slipped his rocket jockey’s oxygen supply back on. “Well…okay, I guess I would like a Power Pony.” His words bounced off the smooth green plastic.


    Sebastian said, “A Power Pony, eh? Well, well—we’ll see what we can do. Any particular kind of Power Pony?”


    “The kind for a big kid.” Toby’s inhalator thumped like a car riding on flat tires. “Maybe I look short to you, lying here in bed, but I’m really seven. Can he be brown?”


    “So—a brown Power Pony for a seven-year-old, eh? I think we can manage that, and maybe a couple of surprises too.”


    Toby’s delighted giggle reverberated inside his mask. “How long do I have to wait?”


    “Christmas will be here before you know it,” I told him. “It’s just a couple of days away, right, Santa?”


    “Right.”


    “Will I be better by then?” Toby asked.


    “There’s a good chance of it, Rainbow Boy,” said Krakower, twisting the stopcock on Toby’s meperidine drip. He was getting the stuff almost continually now, as if he had two hearts, one pumping blood, the other pumping narcotics. “It’s highly likely.”


    Furtively I opened my wallet and drew out my MasterDebt card. “For Anthony Raines,” I whispered, pushing the plastic rectangle toward Sebastian. “Everything goes on this.”


    Sebastian extended his palm like a Squad officer stopping traffic. “Keep your card,” he said. “The HEART’S picking up the tab, including my fee.” He stood fully erect, the pillow shifting under his wide black belt, and backed out of the room. “So long, Toby—Merry Christmas!


    “Merry Christmas,” said Toby, coughing. He threw off his mask and turned to me. “Did you hear that, Dad? Santa’s coming back. I’m so excited.” His plum-colored skin was luminous. “He’s going to bring me a Power Pony, and some surprises too. I can’t wait for him to come back—I just can’t wait.”


    * * * *


    Martina said, “We have to talk.”


    “About what?”


    “I think you know.”


    She escorted me into the first-floor visitation lounge, a kind of indoor jungle. Everywhere, exotic pink blossoms sat amid lush green fronds the size of elephant ears. Fake, all of it: each petal was porcelain, each leaf was glass.


    “Jack, what you’re doing simply isn’t right.”


    “In your opinion, Martina.” I flipped on the television—a variety show from Veritas called The Tits and Ass Hour. “In your private opinion.”


    “It’s ugly, in fact. Wrong and ugly.”


    “What is? Christmas?”


    “Lying to Toby. He wants to know the truth.”


    “What truth?”


    “He’s going to die soon.”


    “He’s not going to die soon.” I realized Martina meant well, but I still felt betrayed. “Whose side are you on, anyway?”


    “Toby’s.”


    I shuddered. “Indeed. Well even if he is really, really sick, he certainly shouldn’t hear about it.”


    “He’s dying, Jack. He’s dying, and he wants someone to be honest with him.”


    On the TV screen, a toothy woman removed the bikini top of her bathing suit, faced the camera, and said, “Here it is, guys! Here’s why you all tuned in!”


    I shut off the set. The image imploded to a point of light and vanished. “All this negativism, Martina—you sound like my wife.”


    “Don’t be a coward.”


    “Coward? Coward? No coward would put up with the shit I’ve been through.” I chopped at the nearest plant with the edge of my hand, breaking off a glass frond. “Besides, he doesn’t even know what death is. He wouldn’t understand.”


    “He would.”


    “Let’s get something straight. Toby’s going to have the greatest Christmas a boy could possibly imagine. Do you understand? The absolute greatest, bar none.”


    “Fine, Jack. And then…”


    And then…


    The truth hit me like something cold, quick, and heavy—a tidal wave or a falling sack of nails. My knees buckled. I dropped to the floor and pounded my fists into the severed frond, shattering it. “This can’t be happening,” I moaned. I shook like a child being brainburned. “It can’t be, it can’t be…”


    “It is.”


    “I love him so much.”


    “I know.”


    “Help me,” I cried as I worked the bits of glass into my palms.


    “Help Toby,” said Martina, bending down and enfolding me with her deep, genuine, useless sympathy.


    Seven


    On the last day of August, at the height of a seething and intractable heat wave, Christmas came to the Center for Creative Wellness. Sleigh bells jangled crisply in the hallway; the triumphant strains of “Hark, the Herald Angels Sing” flowed forth from a portable CD player; the keen verdant odor of evergreen boughs filled the air. I’ll never forget the smile that beamed from Toby’s dry, cyan face when his friend Saint Nicholas waddled into the room dragging a huge sack, a canvas mass of tantalizing bulges and auspicious bumps.


    “Hi, Santa.”


    “Look, Toby, these are for you!” Sebastian Arboria opened the sack, and the whole glorious lot flowed out, everything I’d told Anthony Raines to bring down from the City of Truth: the plush giraffe and the android clown, the snare drum and the ice skates, the backgammon set and the Steve Carlton baseball glove.


    “Wow! Oh, wow!” Bravely, wincingly, Toby tore off his oxygen mask. “For me—they’re all for me?” “All for you,” said Sebastian.


    Toby held his stuffed baboon over the edge of the bed. “Look, Barnaby. Look what we got.”


    An entourage of HEART members appeared, a score of pixies, fairies, elves, and gnomes festooned with holly wreaths and mistletoe sprigs, streaming toward Toby’s bed. One of Santa’s helpers arrived pushing a hospital gurney on which sat a Happy Land even more elaborate than the layout my niece received after her burn (Toby’s included a funhouse and a parachute jump, plus a steam-powered passenger train running around the perimeter). Three other helpers bore an enormous tree—a bushy Scotch pine hung with glassy ornaments, sparkling tinsel, and dormant electric lights, shedding its needles everywhere.


    “Hi, everybody—I’m Toby,” he mumbled as the helpers patted his naked head. “I’ve got Xavier’s Plague, but I won’t die. Children don’t die, Dr. Krakower said.”


    “Of course you won’t die,” said the elf behind the gurney.


    A tall pixie in a feather cap, holly necklace, and lederhosen marched toward me. “Anthony Raines,” he said. I had anticipated his physiognomy in every particular but one; far from sporting a mustache, his lip was as hairless as a sentient Satirevian stone. “It’s a privilege to meet someone of your spiritual intensity, Jack.”


    A gnome connected plug to socket, and the Christmas tree ignited—a joyous burst, a festive explosion, a spray of fireworks frozen against a green sky. As Toby clapped his hands—an effort that left him breathless and doubled over with pain—the HEART members began caroling.


    Oh, Toby, we’re so sad


    To hear you’re feeling bad,


    But we can tell


    You’ll soon be well,


    ’Cause you’re a spunky lad…


    “Santa, I have a question,” said Toby. “Yes?”


    “Did you remember that, er…that Power Pony?”


    “Power Pony, what Power Pony?” said Sebastian with fabricated distress. He smacked his mittens together. “Oh, yes—the Power Pony.”


    Hearing her cue, a slender female elf rode into the room on a magnificent chestnut-hued Power Pony, its bridle studded with rubies, its saddle inlaid with hand-tooled cacti, a mane of genuine horsehair spilling down its neck.


    ‘What’s his name?” Toby asked.


    Sebastian, God bless him, was prepared. “Down on Santa’s Power Pony Ranch, we called him Chocolate.”


    “That’s a weird name,” said Toby as the machine loped over and nuzzled his cheek. “Look, Dad, I got a brown Power Pony called Chocolate.” He coughed and added, “I wanted a black one.”


    A sharp ache zagged through my belly. “Huh? Black?”


    “Black.”


    “You said brown,” I rasped. These final weeks—days, hours—must be perfect. “You definitely said brown.”


    “I changed my mind.”


    “Brown’s a great color, Toby. It’s a great color.”


    Toby combed the pony’s mane with his pencil-thin ringers. “I don’t think I’ll ride him just yet.”


    “Sure, buddy.”


    “I think I’ll ride him later. I’m tired right now.”


    “You’ll feel better in the morning.”


    Toby slipped his mask back on. “Could I see how that Happy Land works?”


    As Dr. Krakower operated the mattress crank, raising Toby’s head and chest and giving him an unobstructed, God’s-eye view of Happy Land, Sebastian twisted the dials on the control panel. The toy lurched to life, the whole swirling, spinning, eternally upbeat world.


    “Faster,” Toby muttered as the carousel, Ferris wheel, and roller coaster sent their invisible passengers on dizzying treks. “Make them go faster!”


    “Here, you do it.” Sebastian handed my son the control panel.


    “Faster…” Toby increased the amperage. “Faster, faster…” I sensed a trace of innocuous preadolescent sadism in his voice. “Step right up, folks,” he said. “Ride the merry-go-round, ride our amazing colossal roller coaster.” In his mind, I knew, the Ferris wheel customers were now puking their guts out; the roller coaster was hurtling its patrons into space; the carousel horses had thrown off their riders and were trampling them underfoot. “Step right up.”


    It was then that I observed an odd phenomenon among Santa and his helpers. Their eyes were leaking. Tears. Yes, tears—children’s tears.


    “What’s the matter with everyone?” I asked Martina.


    “What do you mean?”


    “Their eyes.”


    “Step right up,” said Toby.


    Martina regarded me as she might a singularly mute and unintelligent dog. “They’re crying.”


    “I’ve never seen it before.” I pressed my desiccated tear ducts. “Not in grown-ups.”


    “Ride the parachute jump,” said Toby.


    “In Satirev,” said Martina, “grown-ups cry all the time.”


    Indeed. I surveyed the gathered grown-ups, their dripping eyes, their wistful smiles, their self-serving grimaces of concern. I surveyed them—and understood them. Yes, no question, they were enjoying this grotesque soap opera. They were loving every minute of it.


    Toby was no longer saying, “Step right up.” He was no longer saying anything. The only sound coming from him was a low, soft moan, like wind whistling down the Jordan River.


    A flurry of grim, efficient movement: Krakower cranking Toby’s mattress to a horizontal position, turning on his inhalator, opening the meperidine stopcock. Anthony Raines took my son’s knobby hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze.


    “Will I see you people again?” asked Toby as the drug soaked into his brain. “Will you come next Christmas?”


    “Of course.”


    “Promise?”


    “We’ll be back, Toby. You bet.”


    “I don’t think there’ll be a next Christmas,” my son said.


    “You mustn’t believe that,” said Anthony.


    I lurched away, staring at the tree ornaments. A Styro-foam snowman held a placard saying, get well, toby. A ceramic angel waved a banner declaring, we’re with you, son. A plastic icicle skewered an index card reading, with pain comes wisdom.


    Turning, I tracked a large, silvery tear as it rolled down Santa Claus’s cheek. “Of course there’ll be a next Christmas,” I said mechanically.


    Toby’s blue skin, stretched tight over cheek and jawbone, crinkled when he yawned. “I love Christmas,” he said. “I really love it. Will I die today, Santa? I’m so cold.”


    Sebastian said, “That’s no way to talk, Toby.”


    “You’re crying, Santa. You’re…”


    “I’m not crying,” said Sebastian, wiping his tears with his mittens.


    “Thank you so much, Santa,” Toby mumbled, adrift in meperidine. “This was the greatest day of my whole life. I love you, Santa. I wish my Power Pony were black…”


    My son slept, snoring and wheezing. I turned to Martina. Our gazes met, fused. “Tell them to get out,” I said in a quavering voice. Martina frowned. “These HEART vultures,” I elaborated. “I want them out. Now.”


    “I don’t think you get it, Jack. They’re here for the long haul. They came to—”


    “I know why they came.” They’d come to see my child suffocate; they’d come to revel in the maudlin splendor of his death. “Tell them to leave,” I said. “Tell them.”


    Martina moved among Santa’s helpers, explaining that I needed some private time with Toby. They responded like wronged, indignant ten-year-olds: pouty lips, clenched teeth, tight fists. They stomped their feet on the bright yellow floor.


    Slowly the HEART filed out, offering me their ersatz support, sprinkling their condolences with Satirevian remarks. “It’s a journey, Mr. Sperry, not an ending.” “He’s entering the next phase of the great cycle.” “Reincarnation, we now know, occurs at the exact moment of passing.”


    As Anthony Raines reached the door, I brushed his holly necklace and said, “Thanks for hunting down those toys.”


    “We think you’re being selfish,” he replied snappishly, twisting the feather in his cap. “We’ve done so much for you, and now you’re going to—”


    “Cheat you out of his death? Yes, that’s perfectly true. I’m going to cheat you.”


    “I thought you wanted us to synch your son’s immune system with the cosmic pulse. I thought we were supposed to—”


    “I don’t believe that business any more,” I confessed. “I probably never did. I was lying to myself.”


    “Let’s leave him alone.” Sebastian pressed his amplified belly against Anthony. “I don’t think he needs us right now.”


    “Some people are so fickle,” said Anthony, following Santa Claus out of the room. “Some people…”


    At last I was alone, standing amid the grotesquely merry clutter, my ears vibrating with the ominous tomtom of Toby’s inhalator. Christmas tree, Power Pony, Happy Land, plush giraffe, android clown, snare drum, ice skates, backgammon set, Steve Carlton baseball glove—foolish, worthless, impotent; but now, finally, I would give him what he wanted.


    * * * *


    Toby awoke at midnight, coughing and shivering, gripped by a 105-degree fever.


    The August air was moist, heavy, coagulated; it felt like warm glue. Rising from the cot, I hugged my son, rapped my knuckles on his rocket jockey’s oxygen supply, and said, “Buddy, I have something to tell you. Something bad.”


    “Huh?” Toby tightened his grip on Barnaby Baboon.


    I chewed my inner cheeks. “About this Xavier’s Plague. The thing is, it’s a very, very bad disease. Very bad.” Pain razored through my tongue as I bit down. “You’re not going to get well, Toby. You’re simply not.”


    “I don’t understand.” His eyes lay deep in their bony canyons; the brows and lashes had grown sparse, making his stare even larger, sadder, more fearful. “You said Mr. Medicine would fix me.”


    “I lied.”


    “Lied? What do you mean?”


    “I wanted you to be happy.”


    “You lied? How could you even do that?”


    ‘This Satirev—it’s different from our old city, very different. If you stay down here long enough, you can learn to say anything.”


    Anger rushed to his face, red blood pounding against blue skin. “But—but Santa Claus brought me a Power Pony!”


    “I know. I’m sorry, Toby. I’m so terribly, terribly sorry.”


    “I want to ride my Power Pony!” He wept—wept like the betrayed seven-year-old he was. His tears hit his mask, flowing along the smooth plastic curves. “I want to ride Chocolate!”


    “You can’t ride him, Toby. I’m so sorry.”


    “I knew it!” he screamed. “I just knew it!”


    “How did you know?”


    “I knew it!”


    A protracted, intolerable minute passed, broken by the poundings of the inhalator interlaced with Toby’s sobs. He kissed his baboon. He asked, “When?”


    “Soon.” A hard, gristly knot formed in my windpipe. “Maybe this week.”


    “You lied to me. I hate you. I didn’t want Santa to get me a brown Power Pony, I wanted a black one. I hate you!”


    “Don’t be mean to me, Toby.”


    “Chocolate is a stupid name for a Power Pony.”


    “Please, Toby…”


    “I hate you.”


    “Why are you being mean to me? Please don’t be mean.”


    Another wordless minute, marked by the relentless throb of the inhalator. “I can’t tell you why,” he said at last.


    “Tell me.”


    He pulled off his mask. “No.”


    Absently I unhooked a plaster Wise Man from my son’s Christmas tree. “I’m so stupid,” I said.


    “You’re not stupid, Dad.” Mucus dribbled from Toby’s nose. “What happens after somebody dies?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “What do you think happens?”


    “Well, I suppose everything stops. It just…stops.”


    Toby ran a finger along the sleek rubbery curve of his meperidine tube. “Dad, there’s something I never told you. You know my baboon here, Barnaby? He’s got Xavier’s Plague too.”


    “Oh? That’s sad.”


    “As a matter of fact, he’s dead from it. He’s completely dead. Barnaby just…stopped.”


    “I see.”


    “He wants to be buried pretty soon. He’s dead. He wants to be buried at sea.”


    I crushed the Wise Man in my palm. “At sea? Sure, Toby.”


    “Like in that book we read. He wants to be buried like Corbeau the Pirate.”


    “Of course.”


    Toby patted the baboon’s corpse. “Can I see Mom before I die? Can I see her?”


    “We’ll go see Mom tomorrow.”


    “Are you lying?”


    “No.”


    A smile formed on Toby’s fissured lips. “Can I play with Happy Land now?”


    “Sure.” I closed my eyes so tightly I half expected to push them into my brain. “Do you want to hold the control panel?”


    “I don’t feel strong enough. I’m so cold. I love you, Dad. I don’t hate you. When I’m mean to you, it’s for a reason.”


    “What reason?”


    “I don’t want you to miss me too much.”


    It would happen to me now, I knew: the tear business. Reaching under his bed, I worked the crank, gradually bringing Toby’s vacant gaze within range of his amusement park. Such a self-referential reality, that toy—how like Veritas, I thought, how like Satirev. Anyone who inhabited such a circumscribed world, who actually took up residence, would certainly, in the long run, go mad.


    “You won’t miss me too much, will you?”


    “I’ll miss you, Toby. I’ll miss you every single minute I’m alive.”


    “Dad—you’re crying.”


    “You can play with Happy Land as long as you like,” I said, operating the dials on the control panel. “I love you so much, Toby.” The carousel turned, the Ferris wheel spun, the roller coaster dipped and looped. “I love you so much.”


    “Faster, Dad. Make them go faster.”


    And I did.


    * * * *


    We spent the morning after Christmas outfitting a litter with the necessities of Xavier’s amelioration, turning it into a traveling Center for the Palliative Treatment of Hopeless Diseases: tubing, aluminum stands, oxygen tank, inhalator. Dr. Krakower placed a vial of morphine in our carton of IV bottles, just in case the pain became more than meperidine could handle. “I’d be happy to come with you,” she said.


    “The truth of the matter,” I replied, “is that in a day or two Toby will be dead—am I right? He’s beyond medical science.”


    “You can’t put a timetable on these things,” said Krakower.


    “He’ll be dead before the week’s out. You might as well stay.”


    Martina and I carried Toby through Satirev to the Third and Hume storm tunnel, Ira Temple riding close behind on the Power Pony, then came William Bell, dragging my son’s Christmas presents in Santa’s canvas sack. Toby was so thin the blankets threatened to swallow him whole; his little head, lolling on the pillow, seemed disembodied, a sideshow freak, a Grand Guignol prop. He clutched his stuffed baboon with a strange paternal desperation: Rumpelstiltskin finally gets his baby.


    By noon Toby was with his stalwart, Veritasian mother, drooping over her arms like a matador’s cape.


    “Does he know how sick he is?” she asked me.


    “I told him the truth,” I admitted.


    “This will sound strange, Jack, but…I wish he didn’t know.” Helen gasped in astonishment as a drop of salt water popped from her eye, rolled down her cheek, and hit the floor. “I wish you’d lied to him.”


    “On the whole, truth is best,” I asserted. “That’s a tear,” I noted.


    “Of course it’s a tear,” Helen replied testily.


    “It means—”


    “I know what it means.”


    Weeping, we bore Toby to his room and set his marionette-like body on the mattress. “Mom, did you see my Power Pony?” he gasped as William and Ira rigged up his meperidine drip. “Isn’t he super? His name’s Chocolate.”


    “It’s quite a nice toy,” Helen said.


    “I’m cold, Mom. I hurt all over.”


    “This will help,” I said, opening the stopcock.


    “I got a Happy Land, too. Santa brought it.”


    Helen’s face darkened with the same bewilderment she’d displayed on seeing her tear. “Who?”


    “Santa Claus. Saint Nicholas. The fat man who goes around the world giving children toys.”


    “That doesn’t happen, Toby. There is no Santa Claus.”


    “There is. He visited me. Am I going to die, Mom?”


    “Yes.”


    “Forever?”


    “Yes. Forever. I’d give almost anything to make you well, Toby. Almost anything.”


    “I know, Mom. It’s…all right. I’m…tired. So…sleepy.”


    I sensed his mind leaking away, his soul flowing out of him. Don’t die, Toby, I thought. Oh, please, please, don’t…


    “If you want,” said Martina, “I’ll watch over him awhile.”


    “Yes,” I replied. “Good.”


    Stunned, drained, the rest of us wandered into the living room, a space now clogged with terrible particulars, the Power Pony, the plush giraffe, all of it. Helen offered to make some lunch—sliced Edible Cheddar on Respectable Rye—but no one was hungry. Collecting by the picture window, we looked down at the City of Truth. Veritas, the vera-city; curiously, the pun had never occurred to me before.


    I followed William and Ira to the elevator, mumbling my incoherent gratitude. Unlike the HEART members, they sympathized tastefully; their melancholy was measured, their tears small and rationed. Only as the elevator door slammed shut did I hear William cry out, “It isn’t fair!”


    Indeed.


    I staggered into Toby’s room. He shivered as he slept: cold dreams. Helen and Martina stood over him, my wife fidgeting with a glass of Scotch, my one-time lover rooted like a moneytree. “Stay,” I told Martina. “That’s all right, isn’t it, Helen? She’s Toby’s friend.”


    Instead of answering, Helen simply stared at Martina and said, “You’re exactly as I imagined you’d be. I guess you can’t help looking like a slut.”


    “Helen, we’re all very upset,” I said, “but that sort of talk isn’t necessary.”


    My wife finished her Scotch and slumped onto the floor. “I’m upset,” she agreed.


    “Toby was so happy to see you,” Martina told her. “I’ll bet he’ll start doing a lot better now that you’re with him.”


    “Don’t lie to me, Miss Coventry. I’m sorry I was rude, but—don’t lie.”


    Martina was lying, and yet as evening drew near, Toby indeed seemed to rally. His fever dropped to 101. He began making demands of us—Helen must bring his Power Pony into the room, Martina must tell him the story of Rumpelstiltskin. I suspected that the infusion of familiarity—these precious glimpses of his wallpaper, closet door, postcard collection, and benighted carpentry projects—was having a placebo effect.


    Placebos were lies.


    While Martina entertained Toby with a facetious retelling of Rumpelstiltskin, a version in which the miller’s daughter had to spin bellybutton lint into peanut-butter sandwiches, Helen and I made coffee in the kitchen.


    “Do you love her?” she asked.


    “Martina? No.” I didn’t. Not any more.


    “How can I know if you’re telling the truth?”


    “You’ll have to trust me.”


    We agreed to keep the marriage going. We sensed we would need each other in the near future: the machinery of grief was new to us, our tears were still foreign and scary.


    At five o’clock the next morning, Toby died. During his final hour, Helen and I positioned him on Chocolate and let him pretend to ride. We rocked him back and forth, telling him we loved him. He said it was a great Power Pony. He died in the saddle, like a cowboy. The final cause was asphyxiation, I suppose; his lungs belonged to Pneumocystis carinii and not to Veritas’s soiled and damaged air. His penultimate word, coughed into the cavity of his mask, was “cold.” His last word was “Rumpelstiltskin.”


    We set him back in bed and tucked Barnaby Baboon under his arm.


    Guiding Martina into the hallway, I gave her a goodbye hug. No doubt our paths would cross again, I told her. Perhaps I’d see her at the upcoming Christmas assault on Circumspect Park.


    “Your wife loved him,” Martina said, pushing the down button.


    “More than she knew.” Bong, the elevator arrived. “I made him happy for a while, didn’t I? For a few weeks, he was happy.”


    Behind Martina, the door slid open. “You made him happy,” she said, stepping out of my life.


    I shuffled into the kitchen and telephoned my sister.


    “I wish my nephew hadn’t died,” she reported. “Though I will say this—I’m counting my blessings right now: Connie, my good health, my job. Yes, sir, something like this, it really makes you count your blessings.”


    “Meet us in an hour. Seven Lackluster Lane. Descartes Borough.”


    Helen and I sealed Toby’s corpse in a large-size Tenuous Trash Bag—Barnaby Baboon was part of him now, fastened by rigor mortis—then eased him into Santa’s sack. We hauled him onto the elevator, brought him down to street level, and loaded him into the back of my Adequate. As we drove across town, political campaign ads leaped from the radio, including one for Doreen Hutter. “While one of my teenage boys is undeniably a drug addict and a car thief,” she said, “the other spends his after-school hours reading to the blind and…”


    I pictured Martina writing those lines, scribbling them down in the margins of her doggerel.


    Reaching the waterfront district, I pulled up beside the wharf where Average Josephine was moored. Boris sat on the foredeck, wrapping duct tape around the fractured handle of a clamming rake, chatting with Gloria and Connie. I fixed on my sister’s eyes—dry, obscenely dry—shifted to my niece’s—dry.


    Thank the alleged God: Boris grasped the situation at once. So Toby wanted to be buried at sea? All right, no problem—the canvas sack would work fine: a few bricks, a few rocks…


    He brought Average Josephine into the channel at full speed, dropping anchor near the north shore, below a sheer cliff pocked with tern rookeries. Wheeling across the water, the birds scolded us fiercely, defending their airy turf like angry, outsized bees.


    Boris dragged Santa’s sack to the stern and set it on the grubby, algae-coated deck. “I hear you were quite a lad, little Toby,” he said, cinching the sack closed with a length of waterproof hemp. “I’m sorry I never knew you.”


    “Even though you can’t hear me, I am at this moment moved to bid you good-bye,” said Gloria. “I feel rather guilty about not paying more attention to you.”


    “The fact of the matter is I’m bored,” said Connie. “Not that I didn’t like Toby. Indeed, I’m somewhat sorry we hardly ever played together.”


    Boris lifted the Santa sack, balancing it on the transom with his hairy, weatherworn hand.


    “I miss you, son,” I said. “I miss you so much.”


    “Quite bored,” said Connie.


    Boris raised his palm, and the sack lurched toward the water like the aquatic armadillo Toby had caught and freed on the Jordan. As it hit the channel, Helen said, simply, “I love you, Toby.” She said it over and over, long after the sack had sunk from view.


    “It’ll be dark in an hour,” Boris told me. “How about we just keep on going?”


    “Huh?”


    “You know—keep on going. Get out of this crazy city.”


    “Leave?”


    “Think it over.”


    I didn’t need to.


    * * * *


    I’m a liar now. I could easily fill these final passages with a disingenuous account of what befell us after we set Gloria and Connie back on shore and returned to the river: our breathless shoot-out with the Brutality Squad, our narrow escape up the inlet, our daring flight to the sea. But the simple fact is that no such melodrama occurred. Through some bright existential miracle we cruised free of Veritas that night without encountering a single police cutter, shore battery, or floating mine.


    We’ve been sailing the broad and stormy Caribbean for nearly four years now, visiting the same landfalls Columbus once touched—Trinidad, Tobago, Barbados—filling up on fruit and fresh water, course uncharted, future unmapped, destination unsettled. We have no wish to root ourselves. At the moment Average Josephine is home enough.


    My syndrome, I’m told, is normal. The nightmares, the sudden rages, the out-of-context screams, the time I smashed the ship-to-shore radio—all these behaviors, I’ve heard, are to be expected.


    You see, I want him back.


    It’s getting dark. I’m composing by candlelight, in our gloomy galley, my pen nib scuttling across the page like a cockroach scavenging a greasy fragment of tinfoil. My wife and the clamdigger come in. Boris asks me if I want coffee. I tell him no.


    “Hi, Daddy.” Little Andrea sits on Helen’s shoulders like a yoke.


    “Hi, darling,” I say. “Will you sing me a song?” I ask my daughter.


    Before I destroyed the radio, a startling bit of news came through. I’m still trying to deal with it. Last October, some bright young research chemist at Voltaire University discovered a cure for Xavier’s Plague.


    Andrea climbs down. “I’d be deee-lighted to sing you a song.” She’s only two and a half, but she talks as well as any four-year-old.


    Boris makes himself a cup of Donaldson’s Drinkable Coffee.


    Out of the blue, Helen asks, “Did you copulate with that woman?”


    “With what woman?”


    “Martina Coventry. Did you?”


    I can answer however I wish. “Why are you asking now?”


    “Because I want to know now. Did you ever…?”


    “Yes,” I say. “Once. Are you upset?”


    “I’m upset,” Helen says. “But I’d be more upset if you’d lied.”


    Andrea scrambles into my lap. Her face, I note with great pleasure, is a perfect conjunction of Helen’s features and my own. “‘I hide my wings inside my soul,’” she sings, lyrics by Martina Coventry, music by Andrea Sperry.


    “‘Their feathers soft and dry,’” my daughter and I sing together. Her melody is part lament, part hymn.


    Now Helen and Boris join in, as if my Satirevian training has somehow rubbed off on them. The lies cause them no apparent pain.


    “‘And when the world’s not looking…’”


    We’re in perfect harmony, the four of us. I don’t love the lies, I realize as we trill the final line—our cloying denial of gravity—but I don’t hate them either.


    “‘We take them out and fly,’” we all sing, and even though I’m wingless as a Veritasian pig, I feel as if I’m finally getting somewhere.


    * * * *
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    UTOPIAN SCIENCE FICTION, by Samuel Gerald Collins


    The apical ancestor for utopian science fiction is, of course, Thomas More’s Utopia (1516), a story-within-a-story where a Portuguese sailor, Ralph Hythloday, tells the (fictional) Thomas More all about an island in the New World where people live an idyllic existence without many of the cares and worries that vexed sixteenth-century European society. People take what they need to live on and do not accumulate wealth. There are few laws and no lawyers. People rotate living between the country and the city. Marital infidelity is punished by slavery. Men and women undertake continuous military drills to protect against invasion. And so on: a menagerie of heterogeneous, descriptive detail. Is this the perfect society? Would it have seemed perfect to you if you’d read More’s work in the sixteenth century?


    Following More, many other writers and philosophers have written their own utopias, all of which, as Darko Suvin has suggested, share a common characteristic in their definition of a “community where sociopolitical institutions, norms, and individual relationships are organized according to a more perfect principle than the author’s community” (1979: 49). But by the twentieth century, many cultural critics were dismissive of utopias. New York Times critic Edward Rothstein shares a typical sentiment when he suggests that “the best we can hope for when it comes to utopias is that they be held at arm’s length” (2003: 23). After all, isn’t utopia, literally, “no Place” (from the Latin “outopia”)?


    What to make, then, of the continued popularity of Utopia? My foray into Amazon.com suggests that there has been at least one new edition of the English translation of Utopia every year. Even more interesting: searches through the online Korean bookstore, Kyobo Books, suggest the same for Korean translations.


    What makes utopia popular may be one of the characteristics that makes SF attractive—the desire for alternatives to the perceived present, that sense of “cognitive estrangement” that Suvin identifies as the chief characteristic of SF as a genre. It may be, in fact, that it is the intimation of utopia itself that accounts for the popularity of SF, not only with readers, but with critics eager to draw out alternatives to our world of deep inequalities.


    Utopia can said to begin with the first stirrings of modernity, with the kinds of curiosity about other people and the questioning of the present that, a short 200 years or so after More, had flowered into the Enlightenment itself. Not surprisingly, utopian SF has been some of the most intellectually dense SF produced, and, accordingly, a long-time favorite for academic critics. Heir to modernity, utopias describe a break with the present, an “other” that is the product of a critical reflection on the present. The first literary utopias were islands of various sorts—distant lands like “Australia” (in Gabriel de Foigny’s 1676 La Terre Australe Commue) where returning visitors would report on the perfect lives of the utopian inhabitants.


    Of course, the other way to create distance from our contemporary present is through time. By the end of the seventeenth century, essayists like Bernard de Fontenelle had begun to popularize the idea of progress—of things getting better and better through the passage of time. With this logic, if one waited long enough, things would be much better than they are now, a conceit that carries through several nineteenth-century utopias, including Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward, 2000–1887 (1888), where the narrator awakens from a hypnotized sleep to find the world transformed into an ultra-rational paradise.


    But, all of these utopias, whether islands separated from the mainland or island in time, generally extrapolate on some central novum—some central difference from the present—that, taken to its logical extreme, results in utopia. Those novums include the abolition of private property (More), the establishment of a scientific oligarchy (Bacon), and the elimination of poverty (Morris).


    Whatever the novum, the intent is to critique the present. Much of the animus behind utopian speculations in the nineteenth century came from the decidedly mixed experiences people were having with modernity in general—capitalism, urbanization, alienation—and the social and cultural alternatives they could come up with. Marx and Engels famously critiqued these efforts at “utopian socialism” in their Communist Manifesto as so much wishful thinking, but this critique of the present is one of the more enduring characteristics of the utopian imagination—one shared, incidentally, by Marx and Engels themselves.


    But extrapolating on some novum into the future also opens up the possibility for “dystopia”—the reverse to the utopian coin—where it was imperfection that is “perfected,” with nightmarish results. In Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932), the perfection of eugenics allows for the state to engineer a rigid caste of citizens, each with a different physique and intelligence. While in George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), it is the capacity of the state to control information itself (through language and media) that has been perfected.


    It’s worth asking why someone would write a utopia or a dystopia in the first place. Are utopian writers really advocating the worlds they described? And are dystopian writers really predicting such awful futures? One of the foremost theorists of the utopian, Frederic Jameson, has written that the function of utopia “lies not in helping us imagine a better future but rather in demonstrating our utter incapacity to imagine such a future—our imprisonment in a non-utopian present without historicity or future—so as to reveal the ideological closure of the system in which we are somehow trapped and confined” (2005:46). Here, utopia and dystopia reveal the limits of the present to imagine its Other. Bounded by the genre conventions, the language, and the ideas of the present—including the culture which, to paraphrase Clifford Geertz, we have both authored and been authored by—our utopian sketches can only suggest something different. Not a blueprint, then, but a sketch.


    By the end of WWII, there seems to have been a falling off of utopian writing in SF (with, of course, many notable exceptions like Kurt Vonnegut’s Player Piano (1952) and Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 (1953)). Certainly, many of the writers who dominated the post-war SF scene tended to eschew utopian themes. Or, rather, they were motivated by what Sargent called “anti-utopia”—the projection of a United States–inflected present into the distant future, where armies of soldiers and white-collar bureaucrats populate the stars looking for new planets to suburbanize, a theme parodied in Fredrick Pohl’s and C. M. Kornbluth’s The Space Merchants (1958) (Sargent 1975).


    However, with the social activism of the 1960s, there came a new emphasis on imagining radically different alternatives to the present, as well as confronting the shortcomings of our imaginations. Unlike previous writers who utilized the utopian or dystopian form as a kind of laboratory for their visions of the good (or bad) life, the utopian SF produced from the 1960s on was a good deal murkier. It is no mistake that Le Guin’s The Dispossessed (1974) is subtitled “an ambiguous utopia”: Not only was the strident tone of the classical utopian tradition no longer appropriate in a more relativist age, but the emphasis of the post-1960’s utopia shifted from the “guided tour” to more anthropological themes: everyday relationships between people (Le Guin 2008).


    Perhaps it was the “novums” themselves that had shifted. While the concern for evoking human freedom from repressive control remains a theme of utopian SF, works like Marge Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of Time (1976) and Joanna Russ’s The Female Man (1975) evoke societies free of heterosexism and patriarchy; imagining such a utopia requires that writers re-think every aspect of human existence—even language itself must be different. However: our capacity to imagine such radical difference is difficult, perhaps impossible within the genre form of the SF novel. Indeed, that failure itself is one of the chief characteristics of what Tom Moylan calls “critical utopias”—utopias (and dystopias) that acknowledge their limits and use those limits to question contemporary society (Moylan 2000). Even the form of the critical utopia is different from that of more conventional utopian fictions, from the stereotypical “there and back again” of the visitor to utopia to a protagonist who shifts uneasily between utopian or dystopian alternatives, as in Le Guin’s “Stone Telling” in her Always Coming Home (1985).


    This is the work that James Morrow undertakes in his utopian fiction; the imaginative journeys he takes beyond our status quo are rarely comfortable, whether it’s to a world without deceit (City of Truth) or a post-theistic world where people are left to formulate their own, Kantian imperatives without the moral intercession of divinity (Towing Jehovah). If Morrow’s work sometimes verges on the intellectual, it’s because it sketches real mental labor: Going beyond what we know means, at some level, subverting the entire structure of feeling in which we live. Like other, contemporary, utopians, the lines between utopia, dystopia and satire are never quite clear. Ultimately, this has as much to do with the apparent intransigence our present reality as it does with our precarious imaginations of the future.


    Another important characteristic of critical utopian works is their insistence on multiple alternatives. This even has real-life parallels, as in Gerard O’Neill’s 1976 plan for human settlements around Lagrange Point 5. With near-infinite space, and nearly unlimited (solar) energy, there could be an exponential growth of human communities of every type, a Dyson sphere filled with human diversity.


    While more critical of (and more interesting than) O’Neill’s plans for what amount to what Kilgore (2003) calls a “suburban diaspora,” writers like Kim Stanley Robinson and Ken MacLeod have rejected what Jameson calls “monological” utopias for a “polyphonic” approach that emphasizes the tensions within and between intentional communities—the process of building a society free of contemporary oppressions (2005: 410). Kim Stanley Robinson’s Mars trilogy (Red Mars, Green Mars, Blue Mars) is about the process of exploring alternatives. As he said in an interview, one of the roles of utopian SF is to critique and subvert current beliefs that the present is inevitable and “that it is possible to improve conditions for humanity over time” (Robinson 2004: 186). McLeod, Robinson, and others explore the oftentimes cacophonous developments that transpire when society undergoes radical change, while Octavia Butler takes on the birth pangs of a new, less destructive, human-alien hybrid in her Xenogenesis (1989).


    Seen in this light, much of contemporary SF engages in what might be called “utopian thinking”—that is, an interest in challenging some taken for granted assumption and extrapolating alternative societies defined by difference. The work of Greg Egan, China Miéville, and others are hardly “utopian” in any traditional sense of the term, but still employ their respective novums to undermine our status quo thinking and point in the direction of better lives (if never actually elaborating on full-blown utopias themselves). For example, M. John Harrison’s Light (2002) revolves around the questions of postmodernity in a quantum universe, with decidedly utopian/dystopian overtones. Like so much in contemporary SF, it isn’t so much of a prediction of a transformative “singularity” that will upload our consciousnesses to the hive mind than an ironic gloss on information technologies in the present that, far from emancipating us from corporeality and oppressive identities, seem to immobilize us physically and mentally. That is, in Harrison’s novel, as in much of contemporary SF, exploring the limits of freedom and oppression also gestures beyond the limits of our imaginations to other more utopian possibilities.


    Broadening our inquiry on utopian sf also means moving beyond the Eurocentric focus of much of academic criticism. Many non-western writers have produced utopian SF that simultaneously works through the contradictions of Western colonization. For example, Pok Geo-il’s Beneath a Blue Moon (1992) recounts the formation of a unified Korea on the Moon through the transcendence (and rejection) of terrestrial politics and national boundaries, while Chen Guanzhong’s The Gilded-Age: China 2013 (2009), simultaneously explores the limits of a bankrupt capitalism and a superannuated authoritarianism. Here, the novum means imagining (or failing to imagine) realities different than a Western-style modernity that has been imposed on other societies through both colonization and through cultural imperialism.


    Other, non-western examples may not even register as SF works—one thinks of utopian SF elements in some of the move to “magic realism” in twentieth-century Latin American fiction. Finally, things we don’t even think about as “fiction” may have a certain, utopian content. This was Ernst Bloch’s point in The Principle of Hope (originally published in 1959 as Das Prinzip Hoffnung) (Zipes 1997). Religion, advertising, fashion—even quotidian, resolutely non-utopian forms may gesture at a better life outside of what we experience now. What’s certain is that the dissonance people feel about the ways things should work and the realities they perceive will continue to generate thoughtful SF well into the future. That is, trends in utopian SF today point to the near-universality of the utopian function, not just as a special way of writing SF, but as a way of imagining the impossible. In the future, it seems likely that SF will continue to challenge us, not through a series of proscriptions and prognostications about the future, but through the demands it places upon us to imagine difference.
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    PAT MURPHY


    (1955– )


    There are two sides to Pat Murphy’s writing, the deeply nuanced writing she does under her own name and the playful romps she writes as Max Merriwell (for instance, the 1999 There And Back Again, which was The Hobbit retold as space opera)


    Murphy’s first short story sale was “No Mother Near” to Galaxy in 1975, while she was still completing her degrees in biology and general science from the University of California at Santa Cruz. Her first novel was The Shadow Hunter in 1982. That same year, Murphy started editing the journal of the Exploratorium, a hands-on museum of “science, art, and human perception” in San Francisco. Her novel The City, Not Long After (1988) shows the influence of her work there.


    In 1991, Murphy and Karen Joy Fowler co-founded the James Tiptree Jr. Award, given to the genre work that most advances understanding of gender. The two of them, along with Pat Cadigan, make up the “Brazen Hussies” who share a website and jointly promote their works. Murphy has taught writing at UC-Santa Cruz, Stanford, and Clarion, along with several other writing workshops.


    Murphy is an editor at Klutz Press in Palo Alto. She holds a black belt in Kenpo Karate.


    “Rachel in Love,” with its quirky use of viewpoint and its she’s-not-really-going-to-go-there-is-she? moments, won Murphy a Nebula and a Sturgeon Award. It was her second Nebula that year (the other was for The Falling Woman). She also won a Philip K. Dick Award for her short story collection Points of Departure (1990) and a World Fantasy Award for the 1991 novella “Bones.”

  


  
    RACHEL IN LOVE, by Pat Murphy


    First published in Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine, April 1987


    It is a Sunday morning in summer and a small brown chimpanzee named Rachel sits on the living room floor of a remote ranch house on the edge of the Painted Desert. She is watching a Tarzan movie on television. Her hairy arms are wrapped around her knees and she rocks back and forth with suppressed excitement. She knows that her father would say that she’s too old for such childish amusements—but since Aaron is still sleeping, he can’t chastise her.


    On the television, Tarzan has been trapped in a bamboo cage by a band of wicked Pygmies. Rachel is afraid that he won’t escape in time to save Jane from the ivory smugglers who hold her captive. The movie cuts to Jane, who is tied up in the back of a jeep, and Rachel whimpers softly to herself. She knows better than to howl: she peeked into her father’s bedroom earlier, and he was still in bed. Aaron doesn’t like her to howl when he is sleeping.


    When the movie breaks for a commercial, Rachel goes to her father’s room. She is ready for breakfast and she wants him to get up. She tiptoes to the bed to see if he is awake.


    His eyes are open and he is staring at nothing. His face is pale and his lips are a purplish color. Dr. Aaron Jacobs, the man Rachel calls father, is not asleep. He is dead, having died in the night of a heart attack.


    When Rachel shakes him, his head rocks back and forth in time with her shaking, but his eyes do not blink and he does not breathe. She places his hand on her head, nudging him so that he will waken and stroke her. He does not move. When she leans toward him, his hand falls limply to dangle over the edge of the bed.


    In the breeze from the open bedroom window, the fine wisps of grey hair that he had carefully combed over his bald spot each morning shift and flutter, exposing the naked scalp. In the other room, elephants trumpet as they stampede across the jungle to rescue Tarzan. Rachel whimpers softly, but her father does not move.


    Rachel backs away from her father’s body. In the living room, Tarzan is swinging across the jungle on vines, going to save Jane. Rachel ignores the television. She prowls through the house as if searching for comfort— stepping into her own small bedroom, wandering through her father’s laboratory. From the cages that line the walls, white rats stare at her with hot red eyes. A rabbit hops across its cage, making a series of slow dull thumps, like a feather pillow tumbling down a flight of stairs.


    She thinks that perhaps she made a mistake. Perhaps her father is just sleeping. She returns to the bedroom, but nothing has changed. Her father lies open-eyed on the bed. For a long time, she huddles beside his body, clinging to his hand.


    He is the only person she has ever known. He is her father, her teacher, her friend. She cannot leave him alone.


    The afternoon sun blazes through the window, and still Aaron does not move. The room grows dark, but Rachel does not turn on the lights. She is waiting for Aaron to wake up. When the moon rises, its silver light shines through the window to cast a bright rectangle on the far wall.


    Outside, somewhere in the barren rocky land surrounding the ranch house, a coyote lifts its head to the rising moon and wails, a thin sound that is as lonely as a train whistling through an abandoned station. Rachel joins in with a desolate howl of loneliness and grief. Aaron lies still and Rachel knows that he is dead.


    * * * *


    When Rachel was younger, she had a favorite bedtime story. —Where did I come from? she would ask Aaron, using the abbreviated gestures of ASL, American Sign Language. —Tell me again.


    “You’re too old for bedtime stories,” Aaron would say.


    Please, she signed. —Tell me the story.


    In the end, he always relented and told her. “Once upon a time, there was a little girl named Rachel,” he said. “She was a pretty girl, with long golden hair like a princess in a fairy tale. She lived with her father and her mother and they were all very happy.”


    Rachel would snuggle contentedly beneath her blankets. The story, like any good fairy tale, had elements of tragedy. In the story, Rachel’s father worked at a university, studying the workings of the brain and charting the electric fields that the nervous impulses that an active brain produced. But the other researchers at the university didn’t understand Rachel’s father; they distrusted his research and cut off his funding. (During this portion of the story, Aaron’s voice took on a bitter edge.) So he left the university and took his wife and daughter to the desert, where he could work in peace.


    He continued his research and determined that each individual brain produced its own unique pattern of fields, as characteristic as a fingerprint. (Rachel found this part of the story quite dull, but Aaron insisted on including it.) The shape of this “Electric Mind,” as he called it, was determined by habitual patterns of thoughts and emotions. Record the Electric Mind, he postulated, and you could capture an individual’s personality.


    Then one sunny day, the doctor’s wife and beautiful daughter went for a drive. A truck barreling down a winding cliffside road lost its brakes and met the car head-on, killing both the girl and her mother. (Rachel clung to Aaron’s hand during this part of the story, frightened by the sudden evil twist of fortune.)


    But though Rachel’s body had died, all was not lost. In his desert lab, the 428doctor had recorded the electrical patterns produced by his daughter’s brain. The doctor had been experimenting with the use of external magnetic fields to impose the patterns from one animal onto the brain of another. From an animal supply house, he obtained a young chimpanzee. He used a mixture of norepinephrin-based transmitter substances to boost the speed of neural processing in the chimp’s brain, and then he imposed the pattern of his daughter’s mind upon the brain of this young chimp, combining the two after his own fashion, saving his daughter in his own way. In the chimp’s brain was all that remained of Rachel Jacobs.


    The doctor named the chimp Rachel and raised her as his own daughter. Since the limitations of the chimpanzee larynx made speech very difficult, he instructed her in ASL. He taught her to read and to write. They were good friends, the best of companions.


    By this point in the story, Rachel was usually asleep. But it didn’t matter—she knew the ending. The doctor, whose name was Aaron Jacobs, and the chimp named Rachel lived happily ever after.


    Rachel likes fairy tales and she likes happy endings. She has the mind of a teenage girl, but the innocent heart of a young chimp.


    * * * *


    Sometimes, when Rachel looks at her gnarled brown fingers, they seem alien, wrong, out of place. She remembers having small, pale, delicate hands. Memories lie upon memories, layers upon layers, like the sedimentary rocks of the desert buttes.


    Rachel remembers a blonde-haired fair-skinned woman who smelled sweetly of perfume. On a Halloween long ago, this woman (who was, in these memories, Rachel’s mother) painted Rachel’s fingernails bright red because Rachel was dressed as a gypsy and gypsies liked red. Rachel remembers the woman’s hands: white hands with faintly blue veins hidden just beneath the skin, neatly clipped nails painted rose pink.


    But Rachel also remembers another mother and another time. Her mother was dark and hairy and smelled sweetly of overripe fruit. She and Rachel lived in a wire cage in a room filled with chimps and she hugged Rachel to her hairy breast whenever any people came into the room. Rachel’s mother groomed Rachel constantly, picking delicately through her fur in search of lice that she never found.


    Memories upon memories: jumbled and confused, like random pictures clipped from magazines, a bright collage that makes no sense. Rachel remembers cages: cold wire mesh beneath her feet, the smell of fear around her. A man in a white lab coat took her from the arms of her hairy mother and pricked her with needles. She could hear her mother howling, but she could not escape from the man.


    Rachel remembers a junior high school dance where she wore a new dress: she stood in a dark corner of the gym for hours, pretending to admire the crepe paper decorations because she felt too shy to search among the crowd for her friends.


    She remembers when she was a young chimp: she huddled with five other adolescent chimps in the stuffy freight compartment of a train, frightened by the alien smells and sounds.


    She remembers gym class: gray lockers and ugly gym suits that revealed her skinny legs. The teacher made everyone play softball, even Rachel who was unathletic and painfully shy. Rachel at bat, standing at the plate, was terrified to be the center of attention. “Easy out,” said the catcher, a hard-edged girl who ran with the wrong crowd and always smelled of cigarette smoke. When Rachel swung at the ball and missed, the outfielders filled the air with malicious laughter.


    Rachel’s memories are as delicate and elusive as the dusty moths and butterflies that dance among the rabbit brush and sage. Memories of her girlhood never linger; they land for an instant, then take flight, leaving Rachel feeling abandoned and alone.


    * * * *


    Rachel leaves Aaron’s body where it is, but closes his eyes and pulls the sheet up over his head. She does not know what else to do. Each day she waters the garden and picks some greens for the rabbits. Each day, she cares for the rats and the rabbits, bringing them food and refilling their water bottles. The weather is cool, and Aaron’s body does not smell too bad, though by the end of the week, a wide line of ants runs from the bed to the open window.


    At the end of the first week, on a moonlit evening, Rachel decides to let the animals go free. She releases the rabbits one by one, climbing on a stepladder to reach down into the cage and lift each placid bunny out. She carries each one to the back door, holding it for a moment and stroking the soft warm fur. Then she sets the animal down and nudges it in the direction of the green grass that grows around the perimeter of the fenced garden.


    The rats are more difficult to deal with. She manages to wrestle the large rat cage off the shelf, but it is heavier than she thought it would be. Though she slows its fall, it lands on the floor with a crash and the rats scurry to and fro within. She shoves the cage across the linoleum floor, sliding it down the hall, over the doorsill, and onto the back patio. When she opens the cage door, rats burst out like popcorn from a popper, white in the moonlight and dashing in all directions.


    * * * *


    Once, while Aaron was taking a nap, Rachel walked along the dirt track that led to the main highway. She hadn’t planned on going far. She just wanted to see what the highway looked like, maybe hide near the mailbox and watch a car drive past. She was curious about the outside world and her fleeting fragmentary memories did not satisfy that curiosity.


    She was halfway to the mailbox when Aaron came roaring up in his old jeep. “Get in the car,” he shouted at her. “Right now!” Rachel had never seen him so angry. She cowered in the jeep’s passenger seat, covered with dust from the road, unhappy that Aaron was so upset. He didn’t speak until they got back to the ranch house, and then he spoke in a low voice, filled with bitterness and suppressed rage.


    “You don’t want to go out there,” he said. “You wouldn’t like it out there. The world is filled with petty, narrow-minded, stupid people. They wouldn’t understand you. And anyone they don’t understand, they want to hurt. They hate anyone who’s different. If they know that you’re different, they punish you, hurt you. They’d lock you up and never let you go.”


    He looked straight ahead, staring through the dirty windshield. “It’s not like the shows on TV, Rachel,” he said in a softer tone. “It’s not like the stories in books.”


    He looked at her then and she gestured frantically. —I’m sorry. I’m sorry.


    “I can’t protect you out there,” he said. “I can’t keep you safe.”


    Rachel took his hand in both of hers. He relented then, stroking her head. “Never do that again,” he said. “Never.”


    Aaron’s fear was contagious. Rachel never again walked along the dirt track and sometimes she had dreams about bad people who wanted to lock her in a cage.


    * * * *


    Two weeks after Aaron’s death, a black-and-white police car drives slowly up to the house. When the policemen knock on the door, Rachel hides behind the couch in the living room. They knock again, try the knob, then open the door, which she had left unlocked.


    Suddenly frightened, Rachel bolts from behind the couch, bounding toward the back door. Behind her, she hears one man yell, “My God! It’s a gorilla!”


    By the time he pulls his gun, Rachel has run out the back door and away into the hills. From the hills she watches as an ambulance drives up and two men in white take Aaron’s body away. Even after the ambulance and the police car drive away, Rachel is afraid to go back to the house. Only after sunset does she return.


    Just before dawn the next morning, she wakens to the sound of a truck jouncing down the dirt road. She peers out the window to see a pale green pickup. Sloppily stenciled in white on the door are the words: primate research center. Rachel hesitates as the truck pulls up in front of the house. By the time she has decided to flee, two men are getting out of the truck. One of them carries a rifle.


    She runs out the back door and heads for the hills, but she is only halfway to hiding when she hears a sound like a sharp intake of breath and feels a painful jolt in her shoulder. Suddenly, her legs give way and she is tumbling backward down the sandy slope, dust coating her red-brown fur, her howl becoming a whimper, then fading to nothing at all. She falls into the blackness of sleep.


    * * * *


    The sun is up. Rachel lies in a cage in the back of the pickup truck. She is partially conscious and she feels a tingling in her hands and feet. Nausea grips her stomach and bowels. Her body aches.


    Rachel can blink, but otherwise she can’t move. From where she lies, she can see only the wire mesh of the cage and the side of the truck. When she tries to turn her head, the burning in her skin intensifies. She lies still, wanting to cry out, but unable to make a sound. She can only blink slowly, trying to close out the pain. But the burning and nausea stay.


    The truck jounces down a dirt road, then stops. It rocks as the men get out. The doors slam. Rachel hears the tailgate open.


    A woman’s voice: “Is that the animal the County Sheriff wanted us to pick up?” A woman peers into the cage. She wears a white lab coat and her brown hair is tied back in a single braid. Around her eyes, Rachel can see small wrinkles, etched by years of living in the desert. The woman doesn’t look evil. Rachel hopes that the woman will save her from the men in the truck.


    “Yeah. It should be knocked out for at least another half hour. Where do you want it?”


    “Bring it into the lab where we had the rhesus monkeys. I’ll keep it there until I have an empty cage in the breeding area.”


    Rachel’s cage scrapes across the bed of the pickup. She feels each bump and jar as a new pain. The man swings the cage onto a cart and the woman pushes the cart down a concrete corridor. Rachel watches the walls pass just a few inches from her nose.


    The lab contains rows of cages in which small animals sleepily move. In the sudden stark light of the overhead fluorescent bulbs, the eyes of white rats gleam red.


    With the help of one of the men from the truck, the woman manhandles Rachel onto a lab table. The metal surface is cold and hard, painful against Rachel’s skin. Rachel’s body is not under her control; her limbs will not respond. She is still frozen by the tranquilizer, able to watch, but that is all. She cannot protest or plead for mercy.


    Rachel watches with growing terror as the woman pulls on rubber gloves and fills a hypodermic needle with a clear solution. “Mark down that I’m giving her the standard test for tuberculosis; this eyelid should be checked before she’s moved in with the others. I’ll add thiabendazole to her feed for the next few days to clean out any intestinal worms. And I suppose we might as well de-flea her as well,” the woman says. The man grunts in response.


    Expertly, the woman closes one of Rachel’s eyes. With her open eye, Rachel watches the hypodermic needle approach. She feels a sharp pain in her eyelid. In her mind, she is howling, but the only sound she can manage is a breathy sigh.


    The woman sets the hypodermic aside and begins methodically spraying Rachel’s fur with a cold, foul-smelling liquid. A drop strikes Rachel’s eye and burns. Rachel blinks, but she cannot lift a hand to rub her eye. The woman treats Rachel with casual indifference, chatting with the man as she spreads Rachel’s legs and sprays her genitals. “Looks healthy enough. Good breeding stock.”


    Rachel moans, but neither person notices. At last, they finish their torture, put her in a cage, and leave the room. She closes her eyes, and the darkness returns.


    * * * *


    Rachel dreams. She is back at home in the ranch house. It is night and she is alone. Outside, coyotes yip and howl. The coyote is the voice of the desert, wailing as the wind wails when it stretches itself thin to squeeze through a crack between two boulders. The people native to this land tell tales of Coyote, a god who was a trickster, unreliable, changeable, mercurial.


    Rachel is restless, anxious, unnerved by the howling of the coyotes. She is looking for Aaron. In the dream, she knows he is not dead, and she searches the house for him, wandering from his cluttered bedroom to her small room to the linoleum-tiled lab.


    She is in the lab when she hears something tapping: a small dry scratching, like a wind-blown branch against the window, though no tree grows near the house and the night is still. Cautiously, she lifts the curtain to look out.


    She looks into her own reflection: a pale oval face, long blonde hair. The hand that holds the curtain aside is smooth and white with carefully clipped fingernails. But something is wrong. Superimposed on the reflection is another face peering through the glass: a pair of dark brown eyes, a chimp face with red-brown hair and jug-handle ears. She sees her own reflection and she sees the outsider; the two images merge and blur. She is afraid, but she can’t drop the curtain and shut the ape face out.


    She is a chimp looking in through the cold, bright windowpane; she is a girl looking out; she is a girl looking in; she is an ape looking out. She is afraid and the coyotes are howling all around.


    * * * *


    Rachel opens her eyes and blinks until the world comes into focus. The pain and tingling has retreated, but she still feels a little sick. Her left eye aches. When she rubs it, she feels a raised lump on the eyelid where the woman pricked her. She lies on the floor of a wire mesh cage. The room is hot and the air is thick with the smell of animals.


    In the cage beside her is another chimp, an older animal with scruffy dark brown fur. He sits with his arms wrapped around his knees, rocking back and forth, back and forth. His head is down. As he rocks, he murmurs to himself, a meaningless cooing that goes on and on. On his scalp, Rachel can see a gleam of metal: a permanently implanted electrode protrudes from a shaven patch. Rachel makes a soft questioning sound, but the other chimp will not look up.


    Rachel’s own cage is just a few feet square. In one corner is a bowl of monkey pellets. A water bottle hangs on the side of the cage. Rachel ignores the food, but drinks thirstily.


    Sunlight streams through the windows, sliced into small sections by the wire mesh that covers the glass. She tests her cage door, rattling it gently at first, then harder. It is securely latched. The gaps in the mesh are too small to admit her hand. She can’t reach out to work the latch.


    The other chimp continues to rock back and forth. When Rachel rattles the mesh of her cage and howls, he lifts his head wearily and looks at her. His red-rimmed eyes are unfocused; she can’t be sure he sees her.


    —Hello, she gestures tentatively. —What’s wrong?


    He blinks at her in the dim light. —Hurt, he signs in ASL. He reaches up to touch the electrode, fingering skin that is already raw from repeated rubbing.


    Who hurt you? she asks. He stares at her blankly and she repeats the question. —Who?


    Men, he signs.


    As if on cue, there is the click of a latch and the door to the lab opens. A bearded man in a white coat steps in, followed by a clean-shaven man in a suit. The bearded man seems to be showing the other man around the lab. “…only preliminary testing, so far,” the bearded man is saying. “We’ve been hampered by a shortage of chimps trained in ASL.” The two men stop in front of the old chimp’s cage. “This old fellow is from the Oregon center. Funding for the language program was cut back and some of the animals were dispersed to other programs.” The old chimp huddles at the back of the cage, eying the bearded man with suspicion.


    —Hungry? the bearded man signs to the old chimp. He holds up an orange where the old chimp can see it.


    —Give orange, the old chimp gestures. He holds out his hand, but comes no nearer to the wire mesh than he must to reach the orange. With the fruit in hand, he retreats to the back of his cage.


    The bearded man continues, “This project will provide us with the first solid data on neural activity during use of sign language. But we really need greater access to chimps with advanced language skills. People are so damn protective of their animals.”


    “Is this one of yours?” the clean-shaven man asks, pointing to Rachel. She cowers in the back of the cage, as far from the wire mesh as she can get.


    “No, not mine. She was someone’s household pet, apparently. The county sheriff had us pick her up.” The bearded man peers into her cage. Rachel does not move; she is terrified that he will somehow guess that she knows ASL. She stares at his hands and thinks about those hands putting an electrode through her skull. “I think she’ll be put in breeding stock,” the man says as he turns away.


    Rachel watches them go, wondering at what terrible people these are. Aaron was right: they want to punish her, put an electrode in her head.


    After the men are gone, she tries to draw the old chimp into conversation, but he will not reply. He ignores her as he eats his orange. Then he returns to his former posture, hiding his head and rocking himself back and forth.


    Rachel, hungry despite herself, samples one of the food pellets. It has a strange medicinal taste, and she puts it back in the bowl. She needs to pee, but there is no toilet and she cannot escape the cage. At last, unable to hold it, she pees in one corner of the cage. The urine flows through the wire mesh to soak the litter below, and the smell of warm piss fills her cage. Humiliated, frightened, her head aching, her skin itchy from the flea spray, Rachel watches as the sunlight creeps across the room.


    The day wears on. Rachel samples her food again, but rejects it, preferring hunger to the strange taste. A black man comes and cleans the cages of the rabbits and rats. Rachel cowers in her cage and watches him warily, afraid that he will hurt her too.


    When night comes, she is not tired. Outside, coyotes howl. Moonlight filters in through the high windows. She draws her legs up toward her body, then rests with her arms wrapped around her knees. Her father is dead, and she is a captive in a strange place. For a time, she whimpers softly, hoping to awaken from this nightmare and find herself at home in bed. When she hears the click of a key in the door to the room, she hugs herself more tightly.


    A man in green coveralls pushes a cart filled with cleaning supplies into the room. He takes a broom from the cart, and begins sweeping the concrete floor. Over the rows of cages, she can see the top of his head bobbing in time with his sweeping. He works slowly and methodically, bending down to sweep carefully under each row of cages, making a neat pile of dust, dung, and food scraps in the center of the aisle.


    * * * *


    The janitor’s name is Jake. He is a middle-aged deaf man who has been employed by the Primate Research Center for the past seven years. He works night shift. The personnel director at the Primate Research Center likes Jake because he fills the federal quota for handicapped employees, and because he has not asked for a raise in five years. There have been some complaints about Jake—his work is often sloppy—but never enough to merit firing the man.


    Jake is an unambitious, somewhat slow-witted man. He likes the Primate Research Center because he works alone, which allows him to drink on the job. He is an easy-going man, and he likes the animals. Sometimes, he brings treats for them. Once, a lab assistant caught him feeding an apple to a pregnant rhesus monkey. The monkey was part of an experiment on the effect of dietary restrictions on fetal brain development, and the lab assistant warned Jake that if he would be fired if he was ever caught interfering with the animals again. Jake still feeds the animals, but he is more careful about when he does it, and he has never been caught again.


    As Rachel watches, the old chimp gestures to Jake. —Give banana, the chimp signs. —Please banana. Jake stops sweeping for a minute and reaches down to the bottom shelf of his cleaning cart. He returns with a banana and offers it to the old chimp. The chimp accepts the banana and leans against the mesh while Jake scratches his fur.


    When Jake turns back to his sweeping, he catches sight of Rachel and sees that she is watching him. Emboldened by his kindness to the old chimp, Rachel timidly gestures to him. —Help me.


    Jake hesitates, then peers at her more closely. Both his eyes are shot with a fine lacework of red. His nose displays the broken blood vessels of someone who has been friends with the bottle for too many years. He needs a shave. But when he leans close, Rachel catches the scent of whiskey and tobacco. The smells remind her of Aaron and give her courage.


    —Please help me, Rachel signs. —I don’t belong here.


    For the last hour, Jake has been drinking steadily. His view of the world is somewhat fuzzy. He stares at her blearily.


    Rachel’s fear that he will hurt her is replaced by the fear that he will leave her locked up and alone. Desparately she signs again. —Please please please. Help me. I don’t belong here. Please help me go home.


    He watches her, considering the situation. Rachel does not move. She is afraid that any movement will make him leave. With a majestic speed dictated by his inebriation, Jake leans his broom on the row of cages behind him and steps toward Rachel’s cage again. —You talk? he signs.


    —I talk, she signs.


    —Where did you come from?


    —From my father’s house, she signs. —Two men came and shot me and put me here. I don’t know why. I don’t know why they locked me in jail.


    Jake looks around, willing to be sympathetic, but puzzled by her talk of jail. —This isn’t jail, he signs. —This is a place where scientists raise monkeys.


    Rachel is indignant. —I am not a monkey, she signs. —I am a girl.


    Jake studies her hairy body and her jug-handle ears. —You look like a monkey.


    Rachel shakes her head. —No. I am a girl.


    Rachel runs her hands back over her head, a very human gesture of annoyance and unhappiness. She signs sadly, —I don’t belong here. Please let me out.


    Jake shifts his weight from foot to foot, wondering what to do. —I can’t let you out. I’ll get in big trouble.


    —Just for a little while? Please?


    Jake glances at his cart of supplies. He has to finish off this room and two corridors of offices before he can relax for the night.


    —Don’t go, Rachel signs, guessing his thoughts.


    —I have work to do.


    She looks at the cart, then suggests eagerly, —Let me out and I’ll help you work.


    Jake frowns. —If I let you out, you will run away.


    —No, I won’t run. I will help. Please let me out.


    —You promise to go back?


    Rachel nods.


    Warily he unlatches the cage. Rachel bounds out, grabs a whisk broom from the cart, and begins industriously sweeping bits of food and droppings from beneath the row of cages. —Come on, she signs to Jake from the end of the aisle. —I will help.


    When Jake pushes the cart from the room filled with cages, Rachel follows him closely. The rubber wheels of the cleaning cart rumble softly on the linoleum floor. They pass through a metal door into a corridor where the floor is carpeted and the air smells of chalk dust and paper.


    Offices let off the corridor, each one a small room furnished with a desk, bookshelves, and a blackboard. Jake shows Rachel how to empty the wastebaskets into a garbage bag. While he cleans the blackboards, she wanders from office to office, trailing the trash-filled garbage bag.


    At first, Jake keeps a close eye on Rachel. But after cleaning each blackboard, he pauses to sip whiskey from a paper cup. At the end of the corridor, he stops to refill the cup from the whiskey bottle that he keeps wedged between the Saniflush and the window cleaner. By the time he is halfway through the second cup, he is treating her like an old friend, telling her to hurry up so that they can eat dinner.


    Rachel works quickly, but she stops sometimes to gaze out the office windows. Outside, moonlight shines on a sandy plain, dotted here and there with scrubby clumps of rabbit brush.


    At the end of the corridor is a larger room in which there are several desks and typewriters. In one of the wastebaskets, buried beneath memos and candybar wrappers, she finds a magazine. The title is Love Confessions and the cover has a picture of a man and woman kissing. Rachel studies the cover, then takes the magazine, tucking it on the bottom shelf of the cart.


    Jake pours himself another cup of whiskey and pushes the cart to another hallway. Jake is working slower now, and as he works he makes humming noises, tuneless sounds that he feels only as pleasant vibrations. The last few blackboards are sloppily done, and Rachel, finished with the wastebaskets, cleans the places that Jake missed.


    They eat dinner in the janitor’s storeroom, a stuffy windowless room furnished with an ancient grease-stained couch, a battered black-and-white television, and shelves of cleaning supplies. From a shelf, Jake takes the paper bag that holds his lunch: a baloney sandwich, a bag of barbequed potato chips, and a box of vanilla wafers. From behind the gallon jugs of liquid cleanser, he takes a magazine. He lights a cigarette, pours himself another cup of whiskey, and settles down on the couch. After a moment’s hesitation, he offers Rachel a drink, pouring a shot of whiskey into a chipped ceramic cup.


    Aaron never let Rachel drink whiskey, and she samples it carefully. At first the smell makes her sneeze, but she is fascinated by the way that the drink warms her throat, and she sips some more.


    As they drink, Rachel tells Jake about the men who shot her and the woman who pricked her with a needle, and he nods. —The people here are crazy, he signs.


    I know, she says, thinking of the old chimp with the electrode in his head. —You won’t tell them I can talk, will you?


    Jake nods. —I won’t tell them anything.


    —They treat me like I’m not real, Rachel signs sadly. Then she hugs her knees, frightened at the thought of being held captive by crazy people. She considers planning her escape: she is out of the cage and she is sure she could outrun Jake. As she wonders about it, she finishes her cup of whiskey. The alcohol takes the edge off her fear. She sits close beside Jake on the couch, and the smell of his cigarette smoke reminds her of Aaron. For the first time since Aaron’s death she feels warm and happy.


    She shares Jake’s cookies and potato chips and looks at the Love Confessions magazine that she took from the trash. The first story that she reads is about a woman named Alice. The headline reads: “I became a Go-go dancer to pay off my husband’s gambling debts, and now he wants me to sell my body.”


    Rachel sympathizes with Alice’s loneliness and suffering. Alice, like Rachel, is alone and misunderstood. As Rachel slowly reads, she sips her second cup of whiskey. The story reminds her of a fairy tale: the nice man who rescues Alice from her terrible husband replaces the handsome prince who rescued the princess. Rachel glances at Jake and wonders if he will rescue her from the wicked people who locked her in the cage.


    She has finished the second cup of whiskey and eaten half Jake’s cookies when Jake says that she must go back to her cage. She goes reluctantly, taking the magazine with her. He promises that he will come for her again the next night, and with that she must be content. She puts the magazine in one corner of the cage and curls up to sleep.


    * * * *


    She wakes early in the afternoon. A man in a white coat is wheeling a low cart into the lab.


    Rachel’s head aches with hangover and she feels sick. As she crouches in one corner of her cage, he stops the cart beside her cage and then locks the wheels. “Hold on there,” he mutters to her, then slides her cage onto the cart.


    The man wheels her through long corridors, where the walls are cement blocks, painted institutional green. Rachel huddles unhappily in the cage, wondering where she is going and whether Jake will ever be able to find her.


    At the end of a long corridor, the man opens a thick metal door and a wave of warm air strikes Rachel. It stinks of chimpanzees, excrement, and rotting food. On either side of the corridor are metal bars and wire mesh. Behind the mesh, Rachel can see dark hairy shadows. In one cage, five adolescent chimps swing and play. In another, two females huddle together, grooming each other. The man slows as he passes a cage in which a big male is banging on the wire with his fist, making the mesh rattle and ring.


    “Now, Johnson,” says the man. “Cool it. Be nice. I’m bringing you a new little girlfriend.”


    With a series of hooks, the man links Rachel’s cage with the cage next to Johnson’s and opens the doors. “Go on, girl,” he says. “See the nice fruit.” In the new cage is a bowl of sliced apples with an attendant swarm of fruit flies.


    At first, Rachel will not move into the new cage. She crouches in the cage on the cart, hoping that the man will decide to take her back to the lab. She watches him get a hose and attach it to a water facet. But she does not understand his intention until he turns the stream of water on her. A cold blast strikes her on the back and she howls, fleeing into the new cage to avoid the cold water. Then the man closes the doors, unhooks the cage, and hurries away.


    The floor is bare cement. Her cage is at one end of the corridor and two walls are cement block. A door in one of the cement block walls leads to an outside run. The other two walls are wire mesh: one facing the corridor; the other, Johnson’s cage.


    Johnson, quiet now that the man has left, is sniffing around the door in the wire mesh wall that joins their cages. Rachel watches him anxiously. Her memories of other chimps are distant, softened by time. She remembers her mother; she vaguely remembers playing with other chimps her age. But she does not know how to react to Johnson when he stares at her with great intensity and makes a loud huffing sound. She gestures to him in ASl, but he only stares harder and huffs again. Beyond Johnson, she can see other cages and other chimps, so many that the wire mesh blurs her vision and she cannot see the other end of the corridor.


    To escape Johnson’s scrutiny, she ducks through the door into the outside run, a wire mesh cage on a white concrete foundation. Outside there is barren ground and rabbit brush. The afternoon sun is hot and all the other runs are deserted until Johnson appears in the run beside hers. His attention disturbs her and she goes back inside.


    She retreats to the side of the cage farthest from Johnson. A crudely built wooden platform provides her with a place to sit. Wrapping her arms around her knees, she tries to relax and ignore Johnson. She dozes off for a while, but wakes to a commotion across the corridor.


    In the cage across the way is a female chimp in heat. Rachel recognizes the smell from her own times in heat. Two keepers are opening the door that separates the female’s cage from the adjoining cage, where a male stands, watching with great interest. Johnson is shaking the wire mesh and howling as he watches.


    “Mike here is a virgin, but Susie knows what she’s doing,” one keeper was saying to the other. “So it should go smoothly. But keep the hose ready.”


    “Yeah?”


    “Sometimes they fight. We only use the hose to break it up if it gets real bad. Generally, they do okay.”


    Mike stalks into Susie’s cage. The keepers lower the cage door, trapping both chimps in the same cage. Susie seems unalarmed. She continues eating a slice of orange while Mike sniffs at her genitals with every indication of great interest. She bends over to let Mike finger her pink bottom, the sign of estrus.


    Rachel finds herself standing at the wire mesh, making low moaning noises. She can see Mike’s erection, hear his grunting cries. He squats on the floor of Susie’s cage, gesturing to the female. Rachel’s feelings are mixed: she is fascinated, fearful, confused. She keeps thinking of the description of sex in the Love Confessions story: When Alice feels Danny’s lips on hers, she is swept away by the passion of the moment. He takes her in his arms and her skin tingles as if she were consumed by an inner fire.


    Susie bends down and Mike penetrates her with a loud grunt, thrusting violently with his hips. Susie cries out shrilly and suddenly leaps up, knocking Mike away. Rachel watches, overcome with fascination. Mike, his penis now limp, follows Susie slowly to the corner of the cage, where he begins grooming her carefully. Rachel finds that the wire mesh has cut her hands where she gripped it too tightly.


    * * * *


    It is night, and the door at the end of the corridor creaks open. Rachel is immediately alert, peering through the wire mesh and trying to see down to the end of the corridor. She bangs on the wire mesh. As Jake comes closer, she waves a greeting.


    When Jake reaches for the lever that will raise the door to Rachel’s cage, Johnson charges toward him, howling and waving his arms above his head. He hammers on the wire mesh with his fists, howling and grimacing at Jake. Rachel ignores Johnson and hurries after Jake.


    Again Rachel helps Jake clean. In the laboratory, she greets the old chimp, but the animal is more interested in the banana that Jake has brought than in conversation. The chimp will not reply to her questions, and after several tries, she gives up.


    While Jake vacuums the carpeted corridors, Rachel empties the trash, finding a magazine called Modern Romance in the same wastebasket that had provided Love Confessions.


    Later, in the janitor’s lounge, Jake smokes a cigarette, sips whiskey, and flips through one of his own magazines. Rachel reads love stories in Modern Romance.


    Every once in a while, she looks over Jake’s shoulder at grainy pictures of naked women with their legs spread wide apart. Jake looks for a long time at a picture of a blonde woman with big breasts, red fingernails, and purple-painted eyelids. The woman lies on her back and smiles as she strokes the pinkness between her legs. The picture on the next page shows her caressing her own breasts, pinching the dark nipples. The final picture shows her looking back over her shoulder. She is in the position that Susie took when she was ready to be mounted.


    Rachel looks over Jake’s shoulder at the magazine, but she does not ask questions. Jake’s smell began to change as soon as he opened the magazine; the scent of nervous sweat mingles with the aromas of tobacco and whiskey. Rachel suspects that questions would not be welcome just now.


    At Jake’s insistence, she goes back to her cage before dawn.


    * * * *


    Over the next week, she listens to the conversations of the men who come and go, bringing food and hosing out the cages. From the men’s conversation, she learns that the Primate Research Center is primarily a breeding facility that supplies researchers with domestically bred apes and monkeys of several species. It also maintains its own research staff. In indifferent tones, the men talk of horrible things. The adolescent chimps at the end of the corridor are being fed a diet high in cholesterol to determine cholesterol’s effects on the circulatory system. A group of pregnant females are being injected with male hormones to determine how that will affect the female offspring. A group of infants is being fed a low protein diet to determine adverse effects on their brain development.


    The men look through her as if she were not real, as if she were a part of the wall, as if she were no one at all. She cannot speak to them; she cannot trust them.


    Each night, Jake lets her out of her cage and she helps him clean. He brings treats: barbequed potato chips, fresh fruit, chocolate bars, and cookies. He treats her fondly, as one would treat a precocious child. And he talks to her.


    At night, when she is with Jake, Rachel can almost forget the terror of the cage, the anxiety of watching Johnson pace to and fro, the sense of unreality that accompanies the simplest act. She would be content to stay with Jake forever, eating snack food and reading confessions magazines. He seems to like her company. But each morning, Jake insists that she must go back to the cage and the terror. By the end of first week, she has begun plotting her escape.


    Whenever Jake falls asleep over his whiskey, something that happens three nights out of five, Rachel prowls the center alone, surreptiously gathering things that she will need to survive in the desert: a plastic jug filled with water, a plastic bag of food pellets, a large beach towel that will serve as a blanket on the cool desert nights, a discarded plastic shopping bag in which she can carry the other things. Her best find is a road map on which the Primate Center is marked in red. She knows the address of Aaron’s ranch and finds it on the map. She studies the roads and plots a route home. Cross country, assuming that she does not get lost, she will have to travel about fifty miles to reach the ranch. She hides these things behind one of the shelves in the janitor’s storeroom.


    Her plans to run away and go home are disrupted by the idea that she is in love with Jake, a notion that comes to her slowly, fed by the stories in the confessions magazines. When Jake absent-mindedly strokes her, she is filled with a strange excitement. She longs for his company and misses him on the weekends when he is away. She is happy only when she is with him, following him through the halls of the center, sniffing the aroma of tobacco and whiskey that is his own perfume. She steals a cigarette from his pack and hides it in her cage, where she can savor the smell of it at her leisure.


    She loves him, but she does not know how to make him love her back. Rachel knows little about love: she remembers a high school crush where she mooned after a boy with a locker near hers, but that came to nothing. She reads the confessions magazines and Ann Landers’ column in the newspaper that Jake brings with him each night, and from these sources, she learns about romance. One night, after Jake falls asleep, she types a badly punctuated, ungrammatical letter to Ann. In the letter, she explains her situation and asks for advice on how to make Jake love her. She slips the letter into a sack labelled “Outgoing Mail,” and for the next week she reads Ann’s column with increased interest. But her letter never appears.


    Rachel searches for answers in the magazine pictures that seem to fascinate Jake. She studies the naked women, especially the big-breasted woman with the purple smudges around her eyes.


    One night, in a secretary’s desk, she finds a plastic case of eyeshadow. She steals it and takes it back to her cage. The next evening, as soon as the Center is quiet, she upturns her metal food dish and regards her reflection in the shiny bottom. Squatting, she balances the eye shadow case on one knee and examines its contents: a tiny makeup brush and three shades of eye shadow—indian blue, forest green, and wildly violet. Rachel chooses the shade labeled wildly violet.


    Using one finger to hold her right eye closed, she dabs her eyelid carefully with the makeup brush, leaving a gaudy orchid-colored smudge on her brown skin. She studies the smudge critically, then adds to it, smearing the color beyond the corner of her eyelid until it disappears in her brown fur. The color gives her eye a carnival brightness, a lunatic gaiety. Working with great care, she matches the effect on the other side, then smiles at herself in the glass, blinking coquettishly.


    In the other cage, Johnson bares his teeth and shakes the mesh. She ignores him.


    When Jake comes to let her out, he frowns at her eyes. —Did you hurt yourself? he asks.


    No, she says. Then, after a pause, —Don’t you like it?


    Jake squats beside her and stares at her eyes. Rachel puts a hand on his knee and her heart pounds at her own boldness. —You are a very strange monkey, he signs.


    Rachel is afraid to move. Her hand on his knee closes into a fist; her face folds in on itself, puckering around the eyes.


    Then, straightening up, he signs, —I liked your eyes better before.


    He likes her eyes. She nods without taking her eyes from his face. Later, she washes her face in the women’s restroom, leaving dark smudges the color of bruises on a series of paper towels.


    * * * *


    Rachel is dreaming. She is walking through the Painted Desert with her hairy brown mother, following a red rock canyon that Rachel somehow knows will lead her to the Primate Research Center. Her mother is lagging behind: she does not want to go to the Center; she is afraid. In the shadow of a rock outcropping, Rachel stops to explain to her mother that they must go to the Center because Jake is at the Center.


    Rachel’s mother does not understand sign language. She watches Rachel with mournful eyes, then scrambles up the canyon wall, leaving Rachel behind. Rachel climbs after her mother, pulling herself over the edge in time to see the other chimp loping away across the wind-blown red cinder-rock and sand.


    Rachel bounds after her mother, and as she runs she howls like an abandoned infant chimp, wailing her distress. The figure of her mother wavers in the distance, shimmering in the heat that rises from the sand. The figure changes. Running away across the red sands is a pale blonde woman wearing a purple sweatsuit and jogging shoes, the sweet-smelling mother that Rachel remembers. The woman looks back and smiles at Rachel. “Don’t howl like an ape, daughter,” she calls. “Say Mama.”


    Rachel runs silently, dream running that takes her nowhere. The sand burns her feet and the sun beats down on her head. The blonde woman vanishes in the distance, and Rachel is alone. She collapses on the sand, whimpering because she is alone and afraid.


    She feels the gentle touch of fingers grooming her fur, and for a moment, still half asleep, she believes that her hairy mother has returned to her. In the dream, she opens her eyes and looks into a pair of dark brown eyes, separated from her by wire mesh. Johnson. He has reached through a gap in the fence to groom her. As he sorts through her fur, he makes soft cooing sounds, gentle comforting noises.


    Still half asleep, she gazes at him and wonders why she was so fearful. He does not seem so bad. He grooms her for a time, and then sits nearby, watching her through the mesh. She brings a slice of apple from her dish of food and offers it to him. With her free hand, she makes the sign for apple. When he takes it, she signs again: apple. He is not a particularly quick student, but she has time and many slices of apple.


    * * * *


    All Rachel’s preparations are done, but she cannot bring herself to leave the Center. Leaving the Center means leaving Jake, leaving potato chips and whiskey, leaving security. To Rachel, the thought of love is always accompanied by the warm taste of whiskey and potato chips.


    Some nights, after Jake is asleep, she goes to the big glass doors that lead to the outside. She opens the doors and stands on the steps, looking down into the desert. Sometimes a jackrabbit sits on its haunches in the rectangles of light that shine through the glass doors. Sometimes she sees kangeroo rats, hopping through the moonlight like rubber balls bouncing on hard pavement. Once, a coyote trots by, casting a contemptuous glance in her direction.


    The desert is a lonely place. Empty. Cold. She thinks of Jake snoring softly in the janitor’s lounge. And always she closes the door and returns to him.


    Rachel leads a double life: janitor’s assistant by night, prisoner and teacher by day. She spends her afternoons drowsing in the sun and teaching Johnson new signs.


    On a warm afternoon, Rachel sits in the outside run, basking in the sunlight. Johnson is inside, and the other chimps are quiet. She can almost imagine she is back at her father’s ranch, sitting in her own yard. She naps and dreams of Jake.


    She dreams that she is sitting in his lap on the battered old couch. Her hand is on his chest: a smooth pale hand with red-painted fingernails. When she looks at the dark screen of the television set, she can see her reflection. She is a thin teenager with blonde hair and blue eyes. She is naked.


    Jake is looking at her and smiling. He runs a hand down her back and she closes her eyes in ecstasy.


    But something changes when she closes her eyes. Jake is grooming her as her mother used to groom her, sorting through her hair in search of fleas. She opens her eyes and sees Johnson, his diligent fingers searching through her fur, his intent brown eyes watching her. The reflection on the television screen shows two chimps, tangled in each others’ arms.


    Rachel wakes to find that she is in heat for the first time since she came to the Center. The skin surrounding her genitals is swollen and pink.


    For the rest of the day, she is restless, pacing to and fro in her cage. On his side of the wire mesh wall, Johnson is equally restless, following her when she goes outside, sniffing long and hard at the edge of the barrier that separates him from her.


    That night, Rachel goes eagerly to help Jake clean. She follows him closely, never letting him get far from her. When he is sweeping, she trots after him with the dustpan and he almost trips over her twice. She keeps waiting for him to notice her condition, but he seems oblivious.


    As she works, she sips from a cup of whiskey. Excited, she drinks more than usual, finishing two full cups. The liquor leaves her a little disoriented, and she sways as she follows Jake to the janitor’s lounge. She curls up close beside him on the couch. He relaxes with his arms resting on the back of the couch, his legs stretching out before him. She moves so that she pressed against him.


    He stretches, yawns, and rubs the back of his neck as if trying to rub away stiffness. Rachel reaches around behind him and begins to gently rub his neck, reveling in the feel of his skin, his hair against the backs of her hands. The thoughts that hop and skip though her mind are confusing. Sometimes it seems that the hair that tickles her hands is Johnson’s; sometimes, she knows it is Jake’s. And sometimes it doesn’t seem to matter. Are they really so different? They are not so different.


    She rubs his neck, not knowing what to do next. In the confessions magazines, this is where the man crushes the woman in his arms. Rachel climbs into Jake’s lap and hugs him, waiting for him to crush her in his arms. He blinks at her sleepily. Half asleep, he strokes her, and his moving hand brushes near her genitals. She presses herself against him, making a soft sound in her throat. She rubs her hip against his crotch, aware now of a slight change in his smell, in the tempo of his breathing. He blinks at her again, a little more awake now. She bares her teeth in a smile and tilts her head back to lick his neck. She can feel his hands on her shoulders, pushing her away, and she knows what he wants. She slides from his lap and turns, presenting him with her pink genitals, ready to be mounted, ready to have him penetrate her. She moans in anticipation, a low inviting sound.


    He does not come to her. She looks over her shoulder and he is still sitting on the couch, watching her through half-closed eyes. He reaches over and picks up a magazine filled with pictures of naked women. His other hand drops to his crotch and he is lost in his own world.


    Rachel howls like an infant who has lost its mother, but he does not look up. He is staring at the picture of the blonde woman.


    Rachel runs down dark corridors to her cage, the only home she has. When she reaches the corridor, she is breathing hard and making small lonely whimpering noises. In the dimly lit corridor, she hesitates for a moment, staring into Johnson’s cage. The male chimp is asleep. She remembers the touch of his hands when he groomed her.


    From the corridor, she lifts the gate that leads into Johnson’s cage and enters. He wakes at the sound of the door and sniffs the air. When he sees Rachel, he stalks toward her, sniffing eagerly. She lets him finger her genitals, sniff deeply of her scent. His penis is erect and he grunts in excitement. She turns and presents herself to him and he mounts her, thrusting deep inside. As he penetrates, she thinks, for a moment, of Jake and of the thin blonde teenage girl named Rachel, but then the moment passes. Almost against her will she cries out, a shrill exclamation of welcoming and loss.


    After he withdraws his penis, Johnson grooms her gently, sniffing her genitals and softly stroking her fur. She is sleepy and content, but she knows that they cannot delay.


    Johnson is reluctant to leave his cage, but Rachel takes him by the hand and leads him to the janitor’s lounge. His presence gives her courage. She listens at the door and hears Jake’s soft breathing. Leaving Johnson in the hall, she slips into the room. Jake is lying on the couch, the magazine draped over his legs. Rachel takes the equipment that she has gathered and stands for a moment, staring at the sleeping man. His baseball cap hangs on the arm of a broken chair, and she takes that to remember him by.


    Rachel leads Johnson through the empty halls. A kangaroo rat, collecting seeds in the dried grass near the glass doors, looks up curiously as Rachel leads Johnson down the steps. Rachel carries the plastic shopping bag slung over her shoulder. Somewhere in the distance, a coyote howls, a long yapping wail. His cry is joined by others, a chorus in the moonlight.


    Rachel takes Johnson by the hand and leads him into the desert.


    * * * *


    A cocktail waitress, driving from her job in Flagstaff to her home in Winslow, sees two apes dart across the road, hurrying away from the bright beams of her headlights. After wrestling with her conscience (she does not want to be accused of drinking on the job), she notifies the county sheriff.


    A local newspaper reporter, an eager young man fresh out of journalism school, picks up the story from the police report and interviews the waitress. Flattered by his enthusiasm for her story and delighted to find a receptive ear, she tells him details that she failed to mention to the police: one of the apes was wearing a baseball cap and carrying what looked like a shopping bag.


    The reporter writes up a quick humorous story for the morning edition, and begins researching a feature article to be run later in the week. He knows that the newspaper, eager for news in a slow season, will play a human-interest story up big—kind of Lassie, Come Home with chimps.


    * * * *


    Just before dawn, a light rain begins to fall, the first rain of spring. Rachel searches for shelter and finds a small cave formed by three tumbled boulders. It will keep off the rain and hide them from casual observers. She shares her food and water with Johnson. He has followed her closely all night, seemingly intimidated by the darkness and the howling of distant coyotes. She feels protective toward him. At the same time, having him with her gives her courage. He knows only a few gestures in ASL, but he does not need to speak. His presence is comfort enough.


    Johnson curls up in the back of the cave and falls asleep quickly. Rachel sits in the opening and watches dawnlight wash the stars from the sky. The rain rattles against the sand, a comforting sound. She thinks about Jake. The baseball cap on her head still smells of his cigarettes, but she does not miss him. Not really. She fingers the cap and wonders why she thought she loved Jake.


    The rain lets up. The clouds rise like fairy castles in the distance and the rising sun tints them pink and gold and gives them flaming red banners. Rachel remembers when she was younger and Aaron read her the story of Pinnochio, the little puppet who wanted to be a real boy. At the end of his adventures, Pinnochio, who has been brave and kind, gets his wish. He becomes a real boy.


    Rachel had cried at the end of the story and when Aaron asked why, she had rubbed her eyes on the backs of her hairy hands. —I want to be a real girl, she signed to him. —A real girl.


    “You are a real girl,” Aaron had told her, but somehow she had never believed him.


    The sun rises higher and illuminates the broken rock turrets of the desert. There is a magic in this barren land of unassuming grandeur. Some cultures send their young people to the desert to seek visions and guidance, searching for true thinking spawned by the openness of the place, the loneliness, the beauty of emptiness.


    Rachel drowses in the warm sun and dreams a vision that has the clarity of truth. In the dream, her father comes to her. “Rachel,” he says to her, “it doesn’t matter what anyone thinks of you. You’re my daughter.”


    I want to be a real girl, she signs.


    “You are real,” her father says. “And you don’t need some two-bit drunken janitor to prove it to you.” She knows she is dreaming, but she also knows that her father speaks the truth. She is warm and happy and she doesn’t need Jake at all. The sunlight warms her and a lizard watches her from a rock, scurrying for cover when she moves. She picks up a bit of loose rock that lies on the floor of the cave. Idly, she scratches on the dark red sandstone wall of the cave. A lopsided heart shape. Within it, awkwardly printed: Rachel and Johnson. Between them, a plus sign. She goes over the letters again and again, leaving scores of fine lines on the smooth rock surface. Then, late in the morning, soothed by the warmth of the day, she sleeps.


    * * * *


    Shortly after dark, an elderly rancher in a pickup truck spots two apes in a remote corner of his ranch. They run away and lose him in the rocks, but not until he has a good look at them. He calls the police, the newspaper, and the Primate Center.


    The reporter arrives first thing the next morning, interviews the rancher, and follows the men from the Primate Research Center as they search for evidence of the chimps. They find monkey shit near the cave, confirming that the runaways were indeed nearby. The news reporter, an eager and curious young man, squirms on his belly into the cave and finds the names scratched on the cave wall. He peers at it. He might have dismissed them as the idle scratchings of kids, except that the names match the names of the missing chimps. “Hey,” he called to his photographer, “Take a look at this.”


    The next morning’s newspaper displays Rachel’s crudely scratched letters. In a brief interview, the rancher mentioned that the chimps were carrying bags. “Looked like supplies,” he said. “They looked like they were in for the long haul.”


    * * * *


    On the third day, Rachel’s water runs out. She heads toward a small town, marked on the map. They reach it in the early morning—thirst forces them to travel by day. Beside an isolated ranch house, she find a faucet. She is filling her bottle when Johnson grunts in alarm.


    A dark-haired woman watches from the porch of the house. She does not move toward the apes, and Rachel continues filling the bottle. “It’s all right, Rachel,” the woman, who has been following the story in the papers, calls out. “Drink all you want.”


    Startled, but still suspicious, Rachel caps the bottle and, keeping her eyes on the woman, drinks from the faucet. The woman steps back into the house. Rachel motions Johnson to do the same, signaling for him to hurry and drink. She turns off the faucet when he is done.


    They are turning to go when the woman emerges from the house carrying a plate of tortillas and a bowl of apples. She sets them on the edge of the porch and says, “These are for you.”


    The woman watches through the window as Rachel packs the food into her bag. Rachel puts away the last apple and gestures her thanks to the woman. When the woman fails to respond to the sign language, Rachel picks up a stick and writes in the sand of the yard. “THANK YOU,” Rachel scratches, then waves good-bye and sets out across the desert. She is puzzled, but happy.


    * * * *


    The next morning’s newspaper includes an interview with the dark-haired woman. She describes how Rachel turned on the faucet and turned it off when she was through, how the chimp packed the apples neatly in her bag and wrote in the dirt with a stick.


    The reporter also interviews the director of the Primate Research Center. “These are animals,” the director explains angrily. “But people want to treat them like they’re small hairy people.” He describes the Center as “primarily a breeding center with some facilities for medical research.” The reporter asks some pointed questions about their acquisition of Rachel.


    But the biggest story is an investigative piece. The reporter reveals that he has tracked down Aaron Jacobs’ lawyer and learned that Jacobs’ left a will. In this will, he bequeathed all his possessions—including his house and surrounding land—to “Rachel, the chimp I acknowledge as my daughter.”


    * * * *


    The reporter makes friends with one of the young women in the typing pool at the research center, and she tells him the office scuttlebutt: people suspect that the chimps may have been released by a deaf and drunken janitor, who was subsequently fired for negligence. The reporter, accompanied by a friend who can communicate in sign language, finds Jake in his apartment in downtown Flagstaff.


    Jake, who has been drinking steadily since he was fired, feels betrayed by Rachel, by the Primate Center, by the world. He complains at length about Rachel: they had been friends, and then she took his baseball cap and ran away. He just didn’t understand why she had run away like that.


    “You mean she could talk?” the reporter asks through his interpreter.


    —Of course she can talk, Jake signs impatiently. —She is a smart monkey.


    The headlines read: “Intelligent chimp inherits fortune!” Of course, Aaron’s bequest isn’t really a fortune and she isn’t just a chimp, but close enough. Animal rights activists rise up in Rachel’s defense. The case is discussed on the national news. Ann Landers reports receiving a letter from a chimp named Rachel; she had thought it was a hoax perpetrated by the boys at Yale. The American Civil Liberties Union assigns a lawyer to the case.


    * * * *


    By day, Rachel and Johnson sleep in whatever hiding places they can find: a cave; a shelter built for range cattle; the shell of an abandoned car, rusted from long years in a desert gully. Sometimes Rachel dreams of jungle darkness, and the coyotes in the distance become a part of her dreams, their howling becomes the cries of fellow apes.


    The desert and the journey have changed her. She is wiser, having passed through the white-hot love of adolescence and emerged on the other side. She dreams, one day, of the ranch house. In the dream, she has long blonde hair and pale white skin. Her eyes are red from crying and she wanders the house restlessly, searching for something that she has lost. When she hears coyotes howling, she looks through a window at the darkness outside. The face that looks in at her has jug-handle ears and shaggy hair. When she sees the face, she cries out in recognition and opens the window to let herself in.


    By night, they travel. The rocks and sands are cool beneath Rachel’s feet as she walks toward her ranch. On television, scientists and politicians discuss the ramifications of her case, describe the technology uncovered by investigation of Aaron Jacobs’ files. Their debates do not affect her steady progress toward her ranch or the stars that sprinkle the sky above her.


    It is night when Rachel and Johnson approach the ranchhouse. Rachel sniffs the wind and smells automobile exhaust and strange humans. From the hills, she can see a small camp beside a white van marked with the name of a local television station. She hesitates, considering returning to the safety of the desert. Then she takes Johnson by the hand and starts down the hill. Rachel is going home.


    * * * *
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    LGBT THEMES IN SCIENCE FICTION, by Wendy Gay Pearson


    In 1980, Eric Garber and Lyn Paleo published Uranian Worlds: A Guide to Alternative Sexuality in Science Fiction, Fantasy, and Horror, followed by a second edition in 1990. This ground-breaking work provided an annotated bibliography of texts in these three genres which dealt with alternative sexualities, particularly homosexuality. The length of this work and the extent to which it traced a history of representation of alternative sexualities in science fiction, in particular, flew in the face of two extant discourses about the relationship between sexuality and science fiction: first, that homosexuality was completely absent from SF; and, second, that SF was, in general, an adolescent boys’ genre from which sex itself was, naturally, absent. The peculiarity of the assumption that teenage boys are interested only in technology and not at all in sex deserves at least a brief mention, but the primary point is that Hall and Garber’s work was the first step in creating a kind of genealogy of LGBT representation in the genre, one which recognized the extent to which such work already existed and the breadth of the ground which it covered, both in thematic and in generic terms. And, as Samuel Delany notes in his “Introduction,” “Without the energy and purpose of its compilers, this book might simply have been a dreary listing of stereotypes.…But the compilers…have put most of their energy into detailing the positive and/or astereotypical portrayals of gay men and women throughout the range of science fiction and fantasy. …They would seem to have the sense that we cannot change the way we write without changing the way we read” (xxi). It is unusual, as Joanna Russ also notes in her own “Introduction” (the book has two), for a bibliography to be received with excitement—but, as Russ also points out, “When I was sixteen I would have given a great deal for it” (xxiii). The reason for this is that Uranian Worlds made visible in an organized and comprehensive way something we had been told did not exist: science fiction that transcended stereotypes and that was even written by LGBT people.


    Garber and Paleo point out a number of things that should probably have been common knowledge, but that were largely ignored in discussions of the genre. Insofar as issues around sexuality were mentioned at all in criticism prior to the publication of Uranian Worlds, it was almost entirely within the field of feminist SF. Feminist SF criticism, paying attention to works such as Joanna Russ’s The Female Man, Suzy McKee Charnas’s Walk to the End of the World (and its sequels), Marge Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of Time, and Ursula Le Guin’s extraordinarily generative The Left Hand of Darkness, was able to take note of the presence of lesbians in Russ’s and Charnas’s work, of bisexuality in Piercy’s, and of the deconstruction of the sex/gender binary through the figure of the hermaphroditic alien in Le Guin’s. These observations, however, did not—and still do not—equate to a study of homosexuality in SF, much less a study of LGBT issues more broadly within the genre. This is one of the reasons why Garber and Paleo’s work is such an important foundational document for anyone who wants to study the ways in which science fiction has handled queer sexualities in the past and also how these issues are being represented today. While Garber’s death in 1995 forestalled the possibility of a third edition of Uranian Worlds, the advent of the internet has to some extent addressed that lacuna. For example, Mary Anne Mohanraj has long maintained a list of SF and fantasy works dealing with homosexuality or including LGBT characters (A Guide to Alternative Sexuality in Science Fiction, Fantasy, and Horror); it is up-to-date until June 2006. A similar, but more current, list with links to a wide variety of non-scholarly resources is maintained by Dusk Peterson as a web directory of GLBT Science Fiction and Fantasy Literature. There are also a number of LGBT SF-specific awards, notably the Spectrum Awards given by the Gaylactic Network in the categories of best SF novel, best SF short fiction and best other work (which includes anthologies, comics, tv shows and films), the James Tiptree Jr. Award, whose focus is primarily on explorations of gender but which is often won by queer-themed fiction, and the Lambda Literary Award for the best book-length publication in LGBT SF/Fantasy/Horror (this is, curiously, the only genre where lesbian and gay are not separate categories).


    This brings us to the question, however, of what we mean when we say LGBT SF. Are we referring to work written by LGBT people? Are we referring to work which represents LGBT people in ways that are completely congruent with how we understand both sexuality and gender identity issues today? What do we do with the body of work that Garber and Paleo delineate which uses the homosexual character as a figure of evil (the obvious example being the sadistic pederastic Baron Harkonnen in Frank Herbert’s Dune)? How should we think about fiction that extrapolates new and different forms of sexuality, such as Samuel Delany’s “Aye and Gomorrah…,” where sexual desire for castrated spacers produces the new and perverse category of the ‘frelk’? Should we divide the terms (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender) into separate categories? What about the many works which do not fit into these decidedly contemporary ways of thinking about sexuality, but are more generally ‘queer’? And how do we think about ‘queer,’ which is often used as an umbrella term to avoid saying LGBTTTQQIIAA1 or some such, but which, certainly in academic circles, more accurately refers to an approach that questions the naturalness and illuminates the historical specificity of categories such as heterosexual and homosexual, as well as embracing a binary-breaking fluidity that critiques and, at least in fiction, often circumvents Western cultural beliefs in the clear separation of male and female and the wilful ignorance of the existence of intersex people (people who are biologically between female and male)?


    Certainly the issue of sexual identity is a theme of LGBT science fiction, although often in the form of somehow transcending or getting beyond identity categories and arriving in a world where one’s sexual orientation is an unimportant and even trivial aspect of one’s character. One of the staples if one talks about the history of homosexuality in science fiction, particularly in the fan community, is the idea that the representation of homosexuality as an acceptable identity began with the 1953 publication of Theodore Sturgeon’s short story “The World Well Lost.” Sturgeon’s story features both an alien pair, the Loverbirds, who turn out to be gay lovers and a human pairing which consists of a closeted gay male crewman in love with his oblivious straight superior. The story takes for granted the homophobia of human society (indeed, it is the discovery that the refugee Loverbirds are the same sex that leads Earth to return them to their own planet, where they will be executed), but also calls that homophobia into question both through the sympathetic characterization of Grunty and through the irony that the reason the Dirbanu refuse to trade with Earth is that all humans, since female and male humans look very similar, appear queer to them. The Dirbanu know that we are not a wholly homosexual society, but we look it to them and they are unable to overcome their prejudices. In numerous short stories from this period and in the novel Venus Plus X, Sturgeon makes a point of criticizing the bigotry that arises from fear of difference. In Venus Plus X, that bigotry is not homophobia so much as what has come to be known as transphobia: the more or less contemporary protagonist, Charlie Johns, is extremely accepting of the Ledom’s hermaphroditic society until he discovers that the Ledom surgically alter infants to produce hermaphroditism. Johns can accept hermaphroditism as a result of evolutionary processes, but not as a deliberate choice.


    In point of fact, “The World Well Lost” was simply the story that attracted the most attention after its publication, in part because of stories that circulated about attempts by a highly influential magazine editor to suppress its publication. The 1960s was a period when a number of writers were attempting to make SF as a genre more accepting of ‘adult’ depictions of human relationships, as well as of works of the imagination which used variously gendered (or non-gendered) aliens to think about different ways of understanding desire and its potentials. The was a period that produced sexually explicit work by Philip Jose Farmer, Robert Silverberg, Norman Sprinrad, and others that was predominantly heterosexual, yet often imagined wildly diverse forms of sexuality. Many of these stories were controversial when they were published although their supposed explicitness about sex is generally tame by contemporary standards. Nevertheless, they represented SF’s need to reflect the mood of the sixties, including the civil rights and second wave feminist movements, counter-cultural expressions of “free love,” experiments with drugs, and the willingness to at least consider the possibility that homosexuality or bisexuality might be viable human options (it is notable that the 1960s was when most English-speaking countries reversed the late nineteenth-century criminalization of male homosexuality, with the primary exception of the USA2). While only a few of these works dealt with LGBT issues, their emphasis on the need for SF to recognize sex and sexuality as important factors in the development of characters, the description of cultures, and the portrayal of human (or human/alien) relationships helped to open up the genre to new approaches and ideas. Nevertheless, much SF writing in this period either strictly ignored the existence of alternative sexualities or included homosexual characters only as stock figures of effeminacy (if male), comedy, and/or of evil.


    The LGBT SF that arose in the 1960s and 70s included early works by Marion Zimmer Bradley, Suzy McKee Charnas, Samuel R. Delany, Thomas Disch, Ursula K. Le Guin, Vonda McIntyre, Marge Piercy, Joanna Russ, and James Tiptree Jr. Although heterosexual women, both Le Guin and Tiptree (the story of Tiptree’s “outing” as female is well-known3) produced work that was important in terms of considering the operations of gender and sexuality and of potentials for re-thinking the heteronormativity4 of contemporary Western societies. Le Guin’s The Left Hand of Darkness is one of the most influential (and certainly the most-studied) SF novels of all time; in its depiction of an alien but humanoid species made up entirely of hermaphrodites, The Left Hand of Darkness pushed readers to imagine gender differently and to think about alternative possibilities for culturally gender-bound activities. Amongst the Gethenians, there is no rationale for limiting activities to a particular category of human: anyone can do anything. Everyone is human and no one is ‘male’ or ‘female.’


    This notion of freeing humanity from the constraints of gender also underlies both Samuel Delany’s Triton and Joanna Russ’s The Female Man. In The Female Man and in her short story “When It Changed,” Russ presents readers with an all-female world. Without men, women are free to become human: they experience the full range of human emotions and have, of necessity, to take on all roles in their society. Women raise children, repair farm equipment, hunt—women also fight duels and kill each other. Women in Russ’s Whileaway reproduce through a technology of merging ova, rather than parthenogenetically (as in Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s classic early feminist, but asexual, utopian novel, Herland). One question that Whileaway implicitly raises, however, is whether these women who have sex and form families with each other are lesbians, as we understand the term. This is a reflection of the extent to which the categories of ‘homosexuality’ and ‘heterosexuality’ are only made meaningful by their existence as opposites within a system of binary classifications. Since there is no heterosexual option to make the Whileawayans all-female sexual relations ‘lesbian’ by contrast, it is possible to think of the novel as describing a world in which women are simply sexual.


    Often the point of these alternative societies is to use futuristic or alien worlds to make the reader think differently about their own society. This is an approach that SF critic Darko Suvin has referred to as “cognitive estrangement,” a process of alienating us from what we think we know. Much LGBT SF proceeds by introducing cognitive estrangement to the ways in which we understand gender and sexuality to function in the world. This can include the ways in which desire circulates between individuals, the ways in which relationships are formed, and possibilities for reproduction and child-rearing. In Delany’s Triton, for example, a similar pattern of cognitive estrangement around gender and sexuality occurs as in the works of Le Guin and Russ. Nevertheless, Delany produces this effect by a diametrically opposed strategy: Rather than limiting his world to a single type of sexed body (whether hermaphrodite or female), he proliferates genders and sexualities. Triton is a society which recognizes 40 or 50 genders and nine basic sexualities. It is also a society in which, if you are bored with or frustrated by your current life, you can have every aspect of it changed, including your biological sex and your sexual orientation. For Delany, a gay African American SF writer, Triton provides a space in which he can investigate the current workings of gender, sexuality, and race and where he can also imagine different possibilities for the ways in which those very contemporary categories might change, both in themselves and in the ways in which they intersect. A similar sense of fluid identities and bodily plasticity can be found in the short stories of John Varley, a straight author whose Nine Worlds stories take for granted the practice of easy, cheap, and reversible sex changes. While Varley never really explores the bisexual potential that his stories create, nevertheless his vision of gender fluidity and of a world in which sexuality is decoupled from biological sex and reproduction (everyone in the Nine Worlds has the right to bear one and only one child) opens up interesting spaces for imagining a world of different bodily potentials.


    By the 1980s, the possibility of including LGBT characters and themes in SF was well-established and new work in the area started to proliferate. Suzy McKee Charnas continued her explorations of a dystopian gender segregated world that began in Walk to the End of the World, where a post-apocalyptic future produces a misogynist culture in which men exist in a homosocial (and homosexual) society where women, considered subhuman and called ‘fems,’ are enslaved and used for breeding purposes. The fem protagonist, Alldera, escapes the men’s territory and crosses the desert to find a colony of escaped slaves. In the first sequel, Motherlines, Charnas presents the reader with two all-women cultures, including the world of escaped slaves whose society is marked by patriarchy in negative ways, and which is contrasted to the non-hierarchical world of free Riding Women who have lived outside the men’s territory since the holocaust and are completely self-sufficient, including in reproducing without men. The Riding Women organize their society along kinship lines based on consensual non-monogamous relationships, whereas the Free Fems see sex as possession of another human being.


    Another even more prolific writer whose work, like Charnas’s, has received little critical attention is Marion Zimmer Bradley. Many of Bradley’s novels and short stories are set on the planet Darkover, where human settlers have interbred with the telepathic Indigenes, producing an aristocratic, feudal society. Several of the novels in this series explore either gay male or lesbian sexuality. The Heritage of Hastur involves the protagonist Regis Hastur’s homosexual affair with another young man; when he tries to suppress his homosexuality, he ends up also repressing his telepathic abilities. In other Darkover novels, however, Bradley explores the world of the Free Amazons, who exist outside of Darkover’s male-dominated culture. In The Shattered Chain, the female protagonist, Jaelle, meets and becomes the partner of Magda; their relationship and their search for a rumored city of telepathic Amazons continues through Thendara House and City of Sorcery.


    Nicola Griffith’s Ammonite is another novel which involves a female protagonist traveling into an all-female world. Griffith plays the changes quite deliberately on a number of feminist utopias, such as Sally Miller Gearhart’s The Wanderground, as well as on works by Le Guin, Russ, and Charnas. Griffith’s all-female world is the result of a plague that kills all men arriving on the planet Jeep. In a riff on Russ’s “When It Changed,” a short but powerful story about the re-introduction of men to Whileaway after 600 years, Griffith’s protagonist, Marghe Taishan, has the job of trying to discover how the women on Jeep survived both the plague and 300 years without contact with other humans. Ammonite is a powerful adventure story that does such a thorough job of depicting its all-woman world as filled with complex real humans that the reader may not really notice the complete absence of men.


    Another important lesbian writer is Melissa Scott. Scott has written one of the most interesting explorations of biological sex in Shadow Man, where she literalizes biologist Anne Fausto-Sterling’s argument that there are really five sexes, not two. She is probably best known for her cyberpunk novel, Trouble and Her Friends. Trouble is the central character, along with her lover, Cerise. Trouble and Cerise are very good hackers, but what they do has just been criminalized by the government, as has the use of the brainworm that links human and computer. Scott makes the point that only some people are willing to take the risks of having the brainworm surgically implanted: “the underclasses, the women, the people of color, the gay people, the ones who were already stigmatized as being vulnerable, available, trapped by the body” (129). In Trouble’s world, despite the multiple potentials and confusions of cybersex, being gay is still stigmatized, as are other minoritarian identities. A future that stigmatizes homosexuality is also the background for Maureen McHugh’s China Mountain Zhang, a novel which intertwines several narratives, the main one of which features a half-Chinese half-Hispanic gay protagonist trying to find a way to survive and thrive in Communist Chinese-controlled twenty-second-century America. This is a novel that, again, ties Zhang’s abilities to his sexuality: While being gay makes his life difficult and anxious, particularly around love and sex, it also produces an alternative perspective which enables him to see the world differently.


    The reader encounters an even more different world in Eleanor Arnason’s Ring of Swords, a novel about the war between humans and the Hwarhath. Arnason’s aliens consider heterosexuality to be an animalistic practice and avoid it except for procreation, a process controlled by women in a society that is deeply divided by gender: women make the administrative decisions and men practice particular professions, notably war. Ring of Swords includes the perspective of Nicholas Sanders, a human who was captured and who has since formed a relationship with the Hwarhath general. The other humans are dumfounded that a “perfectly ordinary heterosexual male twenty years ago” would experience sexual desire for a furry grey male alien (79), though Nick makes the point that his sexuality should really be called “‘homeosexual’ from the Latin for ‘sex’ and the Greek for ‘similar’” and concludes that, “There’s something pleasant about the idea of inventing a new form of sexual activity and the word for it” (252–53). The Hwarhath are a particularly interesting representation of homosexuality, precisely because they valorize same-sex relations and feel queasy about the human devotion to heterosexuality. Indeed, human heterosexuality is one of the reasons the Hwarhath think they should perhaps treat humans as “very clever animals, who can mimic the behavior of people” (130). From an LGBT perspective, this is a refreshing and challenging re-imagining of how sexual orientation might be understood.


    Indeed, this is the strength of science fiction for LGBT readers and writers: it provides space to imagine that gender and sexuality could function differently. Really differently or just a little differently, but certainly in ways that unsettle contemporary heteronormative complacency. In Geoff Ryman’s The Child Garden, Milena is the only surviving lesbian in a world which has cured both homosexuality and cancer, but at the cost of halving human lifespans. The Child Garden is, in part, an allegory about the dangers of medicalization and the ways in which we think about disease. As such it is an obvious allegory for AIDS. Similarly, Nalo Hopkinson uses fiction to consider the intersections of race and queer desire in both her novels and her short stories. Sometimes the queerness of this desire does not involve LGBT people or identities, but rather a subversion of gender norms, as in the short story “Ganger,” where the heterosexual protagonists swap their virtual reality sex suits, each finding out something about how the other experiences sex.


    In the long run, the extent to which SF is able to examine LGBT themes and issues is a function primarily of the writer’s imagination and the reader’s willingness to go along with it. It is important to note, however, that this is, at the moment, only true of SF literature; SF cinema remains mostly mired in an unquestioned heteronormativity and the great gay or lesbian SF film has yet to be made.
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    Notes


    1 Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transgender Transsexual Two-Spirit Queer Questioning Intersex Asexual and Allies.


    2 In England, homosexuality was decriminalized in 1967, in Canada in 1969, and in Australia on a state by state basis between 1975 and 1996. In the USA, sodomy laws, which effectively criminalized homosexual and, indeed, many heterosexual acts, were also a matter of state jurisdiction. In 2003, the US Supreme Court ruled the sodomy laws unconstitutional in the case of Lawrence v. Texas.


    3 Tiptree was the pseudonym of Alice Sheldon, who was widely regarded as a particularly successful and masculine writer until her unveiling in 1977. There is a significant body of work looking at the gender issues raised not only by Tiptree’s fiction but also by the controversies that arose after his outing.


    4 ‘Heteronormativity’ is a term that indicates the social expectation that one should not only be heterosexual, but be heterosexual in specifically limited ways, including valorizing the monogamous married child-rearing sexually-unadventurous couple.
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    TERRY PRATCHETT


    (1948– )


    Humorous genre fiction tends to be very time-sensitive; most of the SF writers who have been known primarily for humor, like R. A. Lafferty, Douglas Adams, Ron Goulart, and Keith Laumer, have had relatively short careers or been forced to move away from humor as readers’ tastes changed. Terry Pratchett, on the other hand, has been at it for more than four decades and remains as popular as ever. Pratchett, best known for his Discworld novels, sold his first story to Science Fantasy in 1963, when he was fifteen. Sincethen he has written or co-written 100 books, which have sold over 70 million copies.


    In 2007, Pratchett was diagnosed with early-onset Alzheimers, and has since used his celebrity and fortune to help foster research into the disease, while continuing to write. He was knighted for his services to literature in 2009.


    He lives in Wiltshire, not too far from Stonehenge, with his wife Lyn. Their daughter Rhianna is also a writer.

  


  
    DEATH AND WHAT COMES NEXT, by Terry Pratchett


    A Discworld short story


    Written for Timehunt, a game website


    When Death met the philosopher, the philosopher said, rather excitedly: “At this point, you realise, I’m both dead and not dead.”


    There was a sigh from Death. Oh dear, one of those, he thought. This is going to be about quantum again. He hated dealing with philosophers. They always tried to wriggle out of it.


    “You see,” said the philosopher, while Death, motionless, watched the sands of his life drain through the hourglass, “everything is made of tiny particles, which have the strange property of being in many places at one time. But things made of tiny particles tend to stay in one place at one time, which does not seem right according to quantum theory. May I continue?”


    Yes, but not indefinitely, said Death, Everything is transient. He did not take his gaze away from the tumbling sand.


    “Well, then, if we agreed that there are an infinite number of universes, then the problem is solved! If there are an unlimited number of universes, this bed can be in millions of them, all at the same time!”


    Does it move?


    “What?


    Death nodded at the bed. Can you feel it moving? he said.


    “No, because there are a million versions of me, too, And…here is the good bit…in some of them I am not about to pass away! Anything is possible!”


    Death tapped the handle of his scythe as he considered this.


    And your point is…?


    “Well, I’m not exactly dying, correct? You are no longer such a certainty.”


    There was a sigh from Death. Space he thought. That was the trouble. It was never like this on worlds with everlastingly cloudy skies. But once humans saw all that space, their brains expanded to try and fill it up.


    “No answer, eh?” said the dying philosopher. “Feel a bit old-fashioned, do we?”


    This is a conundrum certainly, said Death. Once they prayed, he thought. Mind you, he’d never been sure that prayer worked, either. He thought for a while. And i shall answer it in this manner, he added. You love your wife?


    “What?”


    The lady who has been looking after you. You love her?


    “Yes. Of course.”


    Can you think of any circumstances where, without your personal history changing in any way you would at this moment pick up a knife and stab her? said Death. For example?


    “Certainly not!”


    But your theory says that you must. It is easily possible within the physical laws of the universe, and therefore must happen, and happen many times. Every moment is a billion, billion moments, and in those moments all things that are possible are inevitable. All time sooner or later, boils down to a moment.


    “But of course we can make choices between—”


    Are there choices? Everything that can happen, must happen. Your theory says that for every universe that’s formed to accommodate your ‘no,’ there must be one to accommodate your ‘yes.’ But you said you would never commit murder. The fabric of the cosmos trembles before your terrible certainty. Your morality becomes a force as strong as gravity. And, thought Death, space certainly has a lot to answer for.


    “Was that sarcasm?”


    Actually, no. I am impressed and intrigued, said Death. The concept you put before me proves the existence of two hitherto mythical places. Somewhere, there is a world where everyone made the right choice, the moral choice, the choice that maximised the happiness of their fellow creatures, of course, that also means that somewhere else is the smoking remnant of the world where they did not…


    “Oh, come on! I know what you’re implying, and I’ve never believed in any of that Heaven and Hell nonsense!”


    The room was growing darker. The blue gleam along the edge of the reaper’s scythe was becoming more obvious.


    Astonishing, said Death. Really astonishing. Let me put forward another suggestion: That you are nothing more than a lucky species of ape that is trying to understand the complexities of creation via a language that evolved in order to tell one another where the ripe fruit was?


    Fighting for breath, the philosopher managed to say: “Don’t be silly.”


    The remark was not intended as derogatory, said Death. Under the circumstances, you have achieved a great deal.


    “We’ve certainly escaped from outmoded superstitions!”


    Well done, said Death. That’s the spirit. I just wanted to check.


    He leaned forward.


    And are you aware of the theory that the state of some tiny particles is indeterminate until the moment they are observed? A cat in a box is often mentioned.


    “Oh, yes,” said the philosopher.


    Good, said Death. He got to his feet as the last of the light died, and smiled.


    I see you…


    * * * *


    Copyright © 2002 by Terry Pratchett.

  


  
    CRAIG RAINE


    (1944– )


    Because he’s such an established literary figure now, as a poet, academic, editor, critic, and media personality, it’s easy to forget how much of a splash Craig Raine made early in his career, with collections like The Onion, Memory (1978) and A Martian Sends a Postcard Home (1979). Fellow poet James Fenton joked about “The Martian School” of poetry, because of the influence Raine’s deeply visual images that rendered familiar objects strange had on other writers. Retired from a post at Oxford, Raine now devotes much of his time to Areté, a literary magazine he founded in 1999.

  


  
    A MARTIAN SENDS A POSTCARD HOME, by Craig Raine


    First published in A Martian Sends a Postcard Home, 1979


    Caxtons are mechanical birds with many wings


    and some are treasured for their markings—


    they cause the eyes to melt


    or the body to shriek without pain.


    I have never seen one fly, but


    sometimes they perch on the hand.


    Mist is when the sky is tired of flight


    and rests its soft machine on ground:


    then the world is dim and bookish


    like engravings under tissue paper.


    Rain is when the earth is television.


    It has the property of making colours darker.


    Model T is a room with the lock inside—


    a key is turned to free the world


    for movement, so quick there is a film


    to watch for anything missed.


    But time is tied to the wrist


    or kept in a box, ticking with impatience.


    In homes, a haunted apparatus sleeps,


    that snores when you pick it up.


    If the ghost cries, they carry it


    to their lips and soothe it to sleep


    with sounds. And yet they wake it up


    deliberately, by tickling with a finger.


    Only the young are allowed to suffer


    openly. Adults go to a punishment room


    with water but nothing to eat.


    They lock the door and suffer the noises


    alone. No one is exempt


    and everyone’s pain has a different smell.


    At night when all the colours die,


    they hide in pairs


    and read about themselves—


    in colour, with their eyelids shut.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1979 by Craig Raine.

  


  
    MIKE RESNICK


    (1942– )


    Considering SF is his second (or possibly third) career, it’s fairly astonishing what Mike Resnick has accomplished. Actually, it would be pretty astonishing if it was his only career. Despite a late start he’s written more than 60 novels and 250 stories, and edited another 40 or so anthologies. Even more impressive, he’s been nominated a record 35 times for Hugo Awards (and won five of them, plus a Nebula and many other awards). Mike is also incredibly helpful; he came up through fandom and is very conscious of the history of the field. When I sold this book to Wildside Press, Mike was one of the first peopl I approached to talk about how to structure contributor contracts. He immediately lent his support to the project, and was the first person I actually bought a story from (and a beautifully haunting story, at that).


    Although Mike sold his first story in 1959, while he was at the University of Chicago, he wasn’t actually a genre fan until several years later. His first SF story was the Burroughs pastiche, “The Forgotten Sea of Mars” (1965). He sold three more SF novels in the 1960s, to no great acclaim, and then left the genre for the more lucrative field of writng soft-core pornography (he sold an impressive 2,500 stories, articles, and books from 1964–1976) along with editing various tabloids and men’s magazines. At the same time, Mike and Carol Resnick and his wife were avid collie breeders and exhibitors, among the nation’s best. In 1976, they bought the Briarwood Pet Motel in Cincinnati, the country’s “second largest boarding and grooming establishment.” Working the motel full time for a few years made them financially stable enough for Resnick to return to SF and begin writing full time in 1980.


    Mike and Carol travel widely, especially in Africa; African themes often infuse his work, either literally or allegorically. He has incredible range as a writer; his stories range from the sprawling space opera of Santiago (1986, the first book I read by Mike and still a favorite) to the sentimentality of “Travels with My Cats” (a Hugo winner in 2005) to the transplanted African vistas of the Kirinyaga stories. He’s also active in helping protect writers from exploitation, and has written quite a bit of nonfiction geared to writers, most recently in the Hugo-nominated The Business of Science Fiction: Two Insiders Discuss Writing and Publishing (2011)


    Mike and Carol have been married for nearly fifty years. Their daughter, Laura, is also an award-winning SF writer.

  


  
    FOR I HAVE TOUCHED THE SKY, by Mike Resnick


    First published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, December 1989


    There was a time when men had wings.


    Ngai, who sits alone on His throne atop Kirinyaga, which is now called Mount Kenya, gave men the gift of flight, so that they might reach the succulent fruits on the highest branches of the trees. But one man, a son of Gikuyu, who was himself the first man, saw the eagle and the vulture riding high upon the winds, and spreading his wings, he joined them. He circled higher and higher, and soon he soared far above all other flying things.


    Then, suddenly, the hand of Ngai reached out and grabbed the son of Gikuyu.


    “What have I done that you should grab me thus?” asked the son of Gikuyu.


    “I live atop Kirinyaga because it is the top of the world,” answered Ngai, “and no one’s head may be higher than my own.”


    And so saying, Ngai plucked the wings from the son of Gikuyu, and then took the wings away from all men, so that no man could ever again rise higher than His head.


    And that is why all of Gikuyu’s descendants look at the birds with a sense of loss and envy, and why they no longer eat the succulent fruits from the highest branches of the trees.


    * * * *


    We have many birds on the world of Kirinyaga, which was named for the holy mountain where Ngai dwells. We brought them along with our other animals when we received our charter from the Eutopian Council and departed from a Kenya that no longer had any meaning for true members of the Kikuyu tribe. Our new world is home to the maribou and the vulture, the ostrich and the fish eagle, the weaver and the heron, and many other species. Even I, Koriba, who am the mundumugu—the witch doctor—delight in their many colors, and find solace in their music. I have spent many afternoons seated in front of my boma, my back propped up against an ancient acacia tree, watching the profusion of colors and listening to the melodic songs as the birds come to slake their thirst in the river that winds through our village.


    It was on one such afternoon that Kamari, a young girl who was not yet of circumcision age, walked up the long, winding path that separates my boma from the village, holding something small and gray in her hands.


    “Jambo, Koriba,” she greeted me.


    “Jambo, Kamari,” I answered her. “What have you brought to me, child?”


    “This,” she said, holding out a young pygmy falcon that struggled weakly to escape her grasp. “I found him in my family’s shamba. He cannot fly.”


    “He looks fully-fledged,” I noted, getting to my feet. Then I saw that one of his wings was held at an awkward angle. “Ah!” I said. “He has broken his wing.”


    “Can you make him well, mundumugu?” asked Kamari.


    I examined the wing briefly, while she held the young falcon’s head away from me. Then I stepped back.


    “I can make him well, Kamari,” I said. “But I cannot make him fly. The wing will heal, but it will never be strong enough to bear his weight again. I think we will destroy him.”


    “No!” she exclaimed, pulling the falcon back. “You will make him live, and I will care for him!”


    I stared at the bird for a moment, then shook my head. “He will not wish to live,” I said at last.


    “Why not?”


    “Because he has ridden high upon the warm winds.”


    “I do not understand,” said Kamiri, frowning.


    “Once a bird has touched the sky,” I explained, “he can never be content to spend his days on the ground.”


    “I will make him content,” she said with determination. “You will heal him and I will care for him, and he will live.”


    “I will heal him and you will care for him,” I said. “But,” I added, “he will not live.”


    “What is your fee, Koriba?” she asked, suddenly businesslike.


    “I do not charge children,” I answered. “I will visit your father tomorrow, and he will pay me.”


    She shook her head adamantly. “This is my bird. I will pay the fee.”


    “Very well,” I said, admiring her spirit, for most children—and all adults—are terrified of their mundumugu, and would never openly contradict or disagree with him. “For one month you will clean my boma every morning and every afternoon. You will lay out my sleeping blankets, and keep my water gourd filled, and you will see that I have kindling for my fire.”


    “That is fair,” she said after a moment’s consideration. Then she added: “What if the bird dies before the month is over?”


    “Then you will learn that a mundumugu knows more than a little Kikuyu girl,” I said.


    She set her jaw. “He will not die.” She paused. “Will you fix his wing now?”


    “Yes.”


    “I will help.”


    I shook my head. “You will build a cage in which to confine him, for if he tries to move his wing too soon, he will break it again and then I will surely have to destroy him.”


    She handed the bird to me. “I will be back soon,” she promised, racing off toward her shamba.


    I took the falcon into my hut. He was too weak to struggle very much, and he allowed me to tie his beak shut. Then I began the slow task of splinting his broken wing and binding it against his body to keep it motionless. He shrieked in pain as I manipulated the bones together, but otherwise he simply stared unblinking at me, and within ten minutes the job was finished.


    Kamari returned an hour later, holding a small wooden cage in her hands.


    “Is this large enough, Koriba?” she asked.


    I held it up and examined it.


    “It is almost too large,” I replied. “He must not be able to move his wing until it has healed.”


    “He won’t,” she promised. “I will watch him all day long, every day.”


    “You will watch him all day long, every day?” I repeated, amused.


    “Yes.”


    “Then who will clean my hut and my boma, and who will fill my gourd with water?”


    “I will carry his cage with me when I come,” she replied.


    “The cage will be much heavier when the bird is in it,” I pointed out.


    “When I am a woman, I will carry far heavier loads on my back, for I shall have to till the fields and gather the firewood for my husband’s boma,” she said. “This will be good practice.” She paused. “Why do you smile at me, Koriba?”


    “I am not used to being lectured to by uncircumcised children,” I replied with a smile.


    “I was not lecturing,” she answered with dignity. “I was explaining.”


    I held a hand up to shade my eyes from the afternoon sun.


    “Are you not afraid of me, little Kamari?” I asked.


    “Why should I be?”


    “Because I am the mundumugu.”


    “That just means you are smarter than the others,” she said with a shrug. She threw a stone at a chicken that was approaching her cage, and it raced away, squawking its annoyance. “Someday I shall be as smart as you are.”


    “Oh?”


    She nodded confidently. “Already I can count higher than my father, and I can remember many things.”


    “What kind of things?” I asked, turning slightly as a hot breeze blew a swirl of dust about us.


    “Do you remember the story of the honey bird that you told to the children of the village before the long rains?”


    I nodded.


    “I can repeat it,” she said.


    “You mean you can remember it.”


    She shook her head vigorously. “I can repeat every word that you said.”


    I sat down and crossed my legs. “Let me hear,” I said, staring off into the distance and idly watching a pair of young men tending their cattle.


    She hunched her shoulders, so that she would appear as bent with age as I myself am, and then, in a voice that sounded like a youthful replica of my own, she began to speak, mimicking my gestures.


    “There is a little brown honey bird,” she began. “He is very much like a sparrow, and as friendly. He will come to your boma and call to you, and as you approach him he will fly up and lead you to a hive, and then wait while you gather grass and set fire to it and smoke out the bees. But you must always”—she emphasized the word, just as I had done—”leave some honey for him, for if you take it all, the next time he will lead you into the jaws of fisi, the hyena, or perhaps into the desert where there is no water and you will die of thirst.” Her story finished, she stood upright and smiled at me. “You see?” she said proudly.


    “I see,” I said, brushing away a large fly that had lit on my cheek.


    “Did I do it right?” she asked.


    “You did it right.”


    She stared at me thoughtfully. “Perhaps when you die, I will become the mundumugu.”


    “Do I seem that close to death?” I asked.


    “Well,” she answered, “you are very old and bent and wrinkled, and you sleep too much. But I will be just as happy if you do not die right away.”


    “I shall try to make you just as happy,” I said ironically. “Now take your falcon home.”


    I was about to instruct her concerning his needs, but she spoke first.


    “He will not want to eat today. But starting tomorrow, I will give him large insects, and at least one lizard every day. And he must always have water.”


    “You are very observant, Kamari.”


    She smiled at me again, and then ran off toward her boma.


    * * * *


    She was back at dawn the next morning, carrying the cage with her. She placed it in the shade, then filled a small container with water from one of my gourds and set it inside the cage.


    “How is your bird this morning?” I asked, sitting close to my fire, for even though the planetary engineers of the Eutopian Council had given Kirinyaga a climate identical to Kenya’s, the sun had not yet warmed the morning air.


    Kamari frowned. “He has not eaten yet.”


    “He will, when he gets hungry enough,” I said, pulling my blanket more tightly around my shoulders. “He is used to swooping down on his prey from the sky.”


    “He drinks his water, though,” she noted.


    “That is a good sign.”


    “Can you not cast a spell that will heal him all at once?”


    “The price would be too high,” I said, for I had foreseen her question. “This way is better.”


    “How high?”


    “Too high,” I repeated, closing the subject. “Now, do you not have work to do?”


    “Yes, Koriba.”


    She spent the next few minutes gathering kindling for my fire and filling my gourd from the river. Then she went into my hut to clean it and straighten my sleeping blankets. She emerged a moment later with a book in her hand.


    “What is this, Koriba?” she asked.


    “Who told you that you could touch your mundumugu’s possessions?” I asked sternly.


    “How can I clean them without touching them?” she replied with no show of fear. “What is it?”


    “It is a book.”


    “What is a book, Koriba?”


    “It is not for you to know,” I said. “Put it back.”


    “Shall I tell you what I think it is?” she asked.


    “Tell me,” I said, curious to hear her answer.


    “Do you know how you draw signs on the ground when you cast the bones to bring the rains? I think that a book is a collection of signs.”


    “You are a very bright little girl, Kamari.”


    “I told you that I was,” she said, annoyed that I had not accepted her statement as a self-evident truth. She looked at the book for a moment, then held it up. “What do the signs mean?”


    “Different things,” I said.


    “What things?”


    “It is not necessary for the Kikuyu to know.”


    “But you know.”


    “I am the mundumugu.”


    “Can anyone else on Kirinyaga read the signs?”


    “Your own chief, Koinnage, and two other chiefs can read the signs,” I answered, sorry now that she had charmed me into this conversation, for I could foresee its direction.


    “But you are all old men,” she said. “You should teach me, so when you all die someone can read the signs.”


    “These signs are not important,” I said. “They were created by the Europeans. The Kikuyu had no need for books before the Europeans came to Kenya; we have no need for them on Kirinyaga, which is our own world. When Koinnage and the other chiefs die, everything will be as it was long ago.”


    “Are they evil signs, then?” she asked.


    “No,” I said. “They are not evil. They just have no meaning for the Kikuyu. They are the white man’s signs.”


    She handed the book to me. “Would you read me one of the signs?”


    “Why?”


    “I am curious to know what kind of signs the white men made.”


    I stared at her for a long minute, trying to make up my mind. Finally I nodded my assent.


    “Just this once,” I said. “Never again.”


    “Just this once,” she agreed.


    I thumbed through the book, which was a Swahili translation of Shakespeare’s poems, selected one at random, and read it to her:


    Live with me, and be my love,


    And we will all the pleasures prove


    That hills and valleys, dales and fields,


    And all the craggy mountains yields.


    There will we sit upon the rocks,


    And see the shepherds feed their flocks,


    By shallow rivers, by whose falls


    Melodious birds sing madrigals.


    There will I make thee a bed of roses,


    With a thousand fragrant posies,


    A cap of flowers, and a kirtle


    Embroider’d all with leaves of myrtle.


    A bed of straw and ivy buds,


    With coral clasps and amber studs;


    And if these pleasures may thee move,


    Then live with me and be my love.


    Kamari frowned. “I do not understand.”


    “I told you that you would not,” I said. “Now put the book away and finish cleaning my hut. You must still work in your father’s shamba, along with your duties here.”


    She nodded and disappeared into my hut, only to burst forth excitedly a few minutes later.


    “It is a story!” she exclaimed.


    “What is?”


    “The sign you read! I do not understand many of the words, but it is a story about a warrior who asks a maiden to marry him!” She paused. “You would tell it better, Koriba. The sign doesn’t even mention fisi, the hyena, and mamba, the crocodile, who dwell by the river and would eat the warrior and his wife. Still, it is a story! I had thought it would be a spell for mundumugus.”


    “You are very wise to know that it is a story,” I said.


    “Read another to me!” she said enthusiastically.


    I shook my head. “Do you not remember our agreement? Just that once, and never again.”


    She lowered her head in thought, then looked up brightly. “Then teach me to read the signs.”


    “That is against the law of the Kikuyu,” I said. “No woman is permitted to read.”


    “Why?”


    “It is a woman’s duty to till the fields and pound the grain and make the fires and weave the fabrics and bear her husband’s children,” I answered.


    “But I am not a woman,” she pointed out. “I am just a little girl.”


    “But you will become a woman,” I said, “and a woman may not read.”


    “Teach me now, and I will forget how when I become a woman.”


    “Does the eagle forget how to fly, or the hyena to kill?”


    “It is not fair.”


    “No,” I said. “But it is just.”


    “I do not understand.”


    “Then I will explain it to you,” I said. “Sit down, Kamari.”


    She sat down on the dirt opposite me and leaned forward intently.


    “Many years ago,” I began, “the Kikuyu lived in the shadow of Kirinyaga, the mountain upon which Ngai dwells.”


    “I know,” she said. “Then the Europeans came and built their cities.”


    “You are interrupting,” I said.


    “I am sorry, Koriba,” she answered. “But I already know this story.”


    “You do not know all of it,” I replied. “Before the Europeans came, we lived in harmony with the land. We tended our cattle and plowed our fields, we produced just enough children to replace those who died of old age and disease, and those who died in our wars against the Maasai and the Wakamba and the Nandi. Our lives were simple but fulfilling.”


    “And then the Europeans came!” she said.


    “Then the Europeans came,” I agreed, “and they brought new ways with them.”


    “Evil ways.”


    I shook my head. “They were not evil ways for the Europeans,” I replied. “I know, for I have studied in European schools. But they were not good ways for the Kikuyu and the Maasai and the Wakamba and the Embu and the Kisi and all the other tribes. We saw the clothes they wore and the buildings they erected and the machines they used, and we tried to become like Europeans. But we are not Europeans, and their ways are not our ways, and they do not work for us. Our cities became overcrowded and polluted, and our land grew barren, and our animals died, and our water became poisoned, and finally, when the Eutopian Council allowed us to move to the world of Kirinyaga, we left Kenya behind and came here to live according to the old ways, the ways that are good for the Kikuyu.” I paused. “Long ago the Kikuyu had no written language, and did not know how to read, and since we are trying to create a Kikuyu world here on Kirinyaga, it is only fitting that our people do not learn to read or write.”


    “But what is good about not knowing how to read?” she asked. “Just because we didn’t do it before the Europeans came doesn’t make it bad.”


    “Reading will make you aware of other ways of thinking and living, and then you will be discontented with your life on Kirinyaga.”


    “But you read, and you are not discontented.”


    “I am the mundumugu,” I said. “I am wise enough to know that what I read are lies.”


    “But lies are not always bad,” she persisted. “You tell them all the time.”


    “The mundumugu does not lie to his people,” I replied sternly.


    “You call them stories, like the story of the lion and the hare, or the tale of how the rainbow came to be, but they are lies.”


    “They are parables,” I said.


    “What is a parable?”


    “A type of story.”


    “Is it a true story?”


    “In a way.”


    “If it is true in a way, then it is also a lie in a way, is it not?” she replied, and then continued before I could answer her. “And if I can listen to a lie, why can I not read one?”


    “I have already explained it to you.”


    “It is not fair,” she repeated.


    “No,” I agreed. “But it is true, and in the long run it is for the good of the Kikuyu.”


    “I still don’t understand why it is good,” she complained.


    “Because we are all that remain. Once before the Kikuyu tried to become something that they were not, and we became not city-dwelling Kikuyu, or bad Kikuyu, or unhappy Kikuyu, but an entirely new tribe called Kenyans. Those of us who came to Kirinyaga came here to preserve the old ways—and if women start reading, some of them will become discontented, and they will leave, and then one day there will be no Kikuyu left.”


    “But I don’t want to leave Kirinyaga!” she protested. “I want to become circumcised, and bear many children for my husband, and till the fields of his shamba, and someday be cared for by my grandchildren.”


    “That is the way you are supposed to feel.”


    “But I also want to read about other worlds and other times.”


    I shook my head. “No.”


    “But—”


    “I will hear no more of this today,” I said. “The sun grows high in the sky, and you have not yet finished your tasks here, and you must still work in your father’s shamba and come back again this afternoon.”


    She arose without another word and went about her duties. When she finished, she picked up the cage and began walking back to her boma.


    I watched her walk away, then returned to my hut and activated my computer to discuss a minor orbital adjustment with Maintenance, for it had been hot and dry for almost a month. They gave their consent, and a few moments later I walked down the long winding path into the center of the village. Lowering myself gently to the ground, I spread my pouchful of bones and charms out before me and invoked Ngai to cool Kirinyaga with a mild rain, which Maintenance had agreed to supply later in the afternoon.


    Then the children gathered about me, as they always did when I came down from my boma on the hill and entered the village.


    “Jambo, Koriba!” they cried.


    “Jambo, my brave young warriors,” I replied, still seated on the ground.


    “Why have you come to the village this morning, Koriba?” asked Ndemi, the boldest of the young boys.


    “I have come here to ask Ngai to water our fields with His tears of compassion,” I said, “for we have had no rain this month, and the crops are thirsty.”


    “Now that you have finished speaking to Ngai, will you tell us a story?” asked Ndemi.


    I looked up at the sun, estimating the time of day.


    “I have time for just one,” I replied. “Then I must walk through the fields and place new charms on the scarecrows, that they may continue to protect your crops.”


    “What story will you tell us, Koriba?” asked another of the boys.


    I looked around, and saw that Kamari was standing among the girls.


    “I think I shall tell you the story of the Leopard and the Shrike,” I said.


    “I have not heard that one before,” said Ndemi.


    “Am I such an old man that I have no new stories to tell?” I demanded, and he dropped his gaze to the ground. I waited until I had everyone’s attention, and then I began:


    “Once there was a very bright young shrike, and because he was very bright, he was always asking questions of his father.


    “‘Why do we eat insects?’ he asked one day.


    “‘Because we are shrikes, and that is what shrikes do,’ answered his father.


    “‘But we are also birds,’ said the shrike. ‘And do not birds such as the eagle eat fish?’


    “‘Ngai did not mean for shrikes to eat fish,’ said his father, ‘and even if you were strong enough to catch and kill a fish, eating it would make you sick.”


    “‘Have you ever eaten a fish?’ asked the young shrike.


    “‘No,’ said his father.


    “‘Then how do you know?’ said the young shrike, and that afternoon he flew over the river, and found a tiny fish. He caught it and ate it, and he was sick for a whole week.


    “‘Have you learned your lesson now?’ asked the shrike’s father, when the young shrike was well again.


    “‘I have learned not to eat fish,’ said the shrike. ‘But I have another question.”


    “‘What is your question?’ asked his father.


    “‘Why are shrikes the most cowardly of birds?” asked the shrike. ‘Whenever the lion or the leopard appears, we flee to the highest branches of the trees and wait for them to go away.’


    “Lions and leopards would eat us if they could,’ said the shrike’s father. ‘Therefore, we must flee from them.’


    “‘But they do not eat the ostrich, and the ostrich is a bird,’ said the bright young shrike. ‘If they attack the ostrich, he kills them with his kick.’


    “‘You are not an ostrich,’ said his father, tired of listening to him.


    “‘But I am a bird, and the ostrich is a bird, and I will learn to kick as the ostrich kicks,’ said the young shrike, and he spend the next week practicing kicking any insects and twigs that were in his way.


    “Then one day he came across chui, the leopard, and as the leopard approached him, the bright young shrike did not fly to the highest branches of the tree, but bravely stood his ground.


    “‘You have great courage to face me thus,’ said the leopard.


    “‘I am a very bright bird, and I not afraid of you,’ said the shrike. ‘I have practiced kicking as the ostrich does, and if you come any closer, I will kick you and you will die.’


    “‘I am an old leopard, and cannot hunt any longer,’ said the leopard. ‘I am ready to die. Come kick me, and put me out of my misery.’


    “The young shrike walked up to the leopard and kicked him full in the face. The leopard simply laughed, opened his mouth, and swallowed the bright young shrike.


    “‘What a silly bird,’ laughed the leopard, ‘to pretend to be something that he was not! If he had flown away like a shrike, I would have gone hungry today—but by trying to be what he was never meant to be, all he did was fill my stomach. I guess he was not a very bright bird after all.”


    I stopped and stared straight at Kamari.


    “Is that the end?” asked one of the other girls.


    “That is the end,” I said.


    “Why did the shrike think he could be an ostrich?” asked one of the smaller boys.


    “Perhaps Kamari can tell you,” I said.


    All the children turned to Kamari, who paused for a moment and then answered.


    “There is a difference between wanting to be an ostrich, and wanting to know what an ostrich knows,” she said, looking directly into my eyes. “It was not wrong for the shrike to want to know things. It was wrong for him to think he could become an ostrich.”


    There was a momentary silence while the children considered her answer.


    “Is that true, Koriba?” asked Ndemi at last.


    “No,” I said, “for once the shrike knew what the ostrich knew, it forgot that it was a shrike. You must always remember who you are, and knowing too many things can make you forget.”


    “Will you tell us another story?” asked a young girl.


    “Not this morning,” I said, getting to my feet. “But when I come to the village tonight to drink pombe and watch the dancing, perhaps I will tell you the story about the bull elephant and the wise little Kikuyu boy. Now,” I added, “do none of you have chores to do?”


    The children dispersed, returning to their shambas and their cattle pastures, and I stopped by Juma’s hut to give him an ointment for his joints, which always bothered him just before it rained. I visited Koinnage and drank pombe with him, and then discussed the affairs of the village with the Council of Elders. Finally I returned to my own boma, for I always take a nap during the heat of the day, and the rain was not due for another few hours.


    Kamari was there when I arrived. She had gathered more wood and water, and was filling the grain buckets for my goats as I entered my boma.


    “How is your bird this afternoon?” I asked, looking at the pygmy falcon, whose cage had been carefully placed in the shade of my hut.


    “He drinks, but he will not eat,” she said in worried tones. “He spends all his time looking at the sky.”


    “There are things that are more important to him than eating,” I said.


    “I am finished now,” she said. “May I go home, Koriba?”


    I nodded, and she left as I was arranging my sleeping blanket inside my hut.


    She came every morning and every afternoon for the next week. Then, on the eighth day, she announced with tears in her eyes that the pygmy falcon had died.


    “I told you that this would happen,” I said gently. “Once a bird has ridden upon the winds, he cannot live on the ground.”


    “Do all birds die when they can no longer fly?” she asked.


    “Most do,” I said. “A few like the security of the cage, but most die of broken hearts, for having touched the sky they cannot bear to lose the gift of flight.”


    “Why do we make cages, then, if they do not make the birds feel better?”


    “Because they make us feel better,” I answered.


    She paused, and then said: “I will keep my word and clean your hut and your boma, and fetch your water and kindling, even though the bird is dead.”


    I nodded. “That was our agreement,” I said.


    True to her word, she came back twice a day for the next three weeks. Then, at noon on the twenty-ninth day, after she had completed her morning chores and returned to her family’s shamba, her father, Njoro, walked up the path to my boma.


    “Jambo, Koriba,” he greeted me, a worried expression on his face.


    “Jambo, Njoro,” I said without getting to my feet. “Why have you come to my boma?”


    “I am a poor man, Koriba,” he said, squatting down next to me. “I have only one wife, and she has produced no sons and only two daughters. I do not own as large a shamba as most men in the village, and the hyenas killed three of my cows this past year.”


    I could not understand his point, so I merely stared at him, waiting for him to continue.


    “As poor as I am,” he went on, “I took comfort in the thought that at least I would have the bride prices from my two daughters in my old age.” He paused. “I have been a good man, Koriba. Surely I deserve that much.”


    “I have not said otherwise,” I replied.


    “Then why are you training Kamari to be a mundumugu?” he demanded. “It is well known that the mundumugu never marries.”


    “Has Kamari told you that she is to become a mundumugu?” I asked.


    He shook his head. “No. She does not speak to her mother or myself at all since she has been coming here to clean your boma.”


    “Then you are mistaken,” I said. “No woman may be a mundumugu. What made you think that I am training her?”


    He dug into the folds of his kikoi and withdrew a piece of cured wildebeest hide. Scrawled on it in charcoal was the following inscription:


    I AM KAMARI


    I AM TWELVE YEARS OLD


    I AM A GIRL


    “This is writing,” he said accusingly. “Women cannot write. Only the mundumugu and great chiefs like Koinnage can write.”


    “Leave this with me, Njoro,” I said, taking the hide, “and send Kamari to my boma.”


    “I need her to work on my shamba until this afternoon.”


    “Now,” I said.


    He sighed and nodded. “I will send her, Koriba.” He paused. “You are certain that she is not to be a mundumugu?”


    “You have my word,” I said, spitting on my hands to show my sincerity.


    He seemed relieved, and went off to his boma. Kamari came up the path a few minutes later.


    “Jambo, Koriba,” she said.


    “Jambo, Kamari,” I replied. “I am very displeased with you.”


    “Did I not gather enough kindling this morning?” she asked.


    “You gathered enough kindling.”


    “Were the gourds not filled with water?”


    “The gourds were filled.”


    “Then what did I do wrong?” she asked, absently pushing one of my goats aside as it approached her.


    “You broke your promise to me.”


    “That is not true,” she said. “I have come every morning and every afternoon, even though the bird is dead.”


    “You promised not to look at another book,” I said.


    “I have not looked at another book since the day you told me that I was forbidden to.”


    “Then explain this,” I said, holding up the hide with her writing on it.


    “There is nothing to explain,” she said with a shrug. “I wrote it.”


    “And if you have not looked at books, how did you learn to write?” I demanded.


    “From your magic box,” she said. “You never told me not to look at it.”


    “My magic box?” I said, frowning.


    “The box that hums with life and has many colors.”


    “You mean my computer?” I said, surprised.


    “Your magic box,” she repeated.


    “And it taught you how to read and write?”


    “I taught me—but only a little,” she said unhappily. “I am like the shrike in your story—I am not as bright as I thought. Reading and writing is very difficult.”


    “I told you that you must not learn to read,” I said, resisting the urge to comment on her remarkable accomplishment, for she had clearly broken the law.


    Kamari shook her head.


    “You told me I must not look at your books,” she replied stubbornly.


    “I told you that women must not read,” I said. “You have disobeyed me. For this you must be punished.” I paused. “You will continue your chores here for three more months, and you must bring me two hares and two rodents, which you must catch yourself. Do you understand?”


    “I understand.”


    “Now come into my hut with me, that you may understand one thing more.”


    She followed me into the hut.


    “Computer,” I said. “Activate.”


    “Activated,” said the computer’s mechanical voice.


    “Computer, scan the hut and tell me who is here with me.”


    The lens of the computer’s sensor glowed briefly.


    “The girl, Kamari wa Njoro, is here with you,” replied the computer.


    “Will you recognize her if you see her again?”


    “Yes.”


    “This is a Priority Order,” I said. “Never again may you converse with Kamari wa Njoro verbally or in any known language.”


    “Understood and logged,” said the computer.


    “Deactivate.” I turned to Kamari. “Do you understand what I have done, Kamari?”


    “Yes,” she said, “and it is not fair. I did not disobey you.”


    “It is the law that women may not read,” I said, “and you have broken it. You will not break it again. Now go back to your shamba.”


    She left, head held high, youthful back stiff with defiance, and I went about my duties, instructing the young boys on the decoration of their bodies for their forthcoming circumcision ceremony, casting a counterspell for old Siboki (for he had found hyena dung within his shamba, which is one of the surest signs of a thahu, or curse), instructing Maintenance to make another minor orbital adjustment that would bring cooler weather to the western plains.


    By the time I returned to my hut for my afternoon nap, Kamari had come and gone again, and everything was in order.


    For the next two months, life in the village went its placid way. The crops were harvested, old Koinnage took another wife and we had a two-day festival with much dancing and pombe-drinking to celebrate the event, the short rains arrived on schedule, and three children were born to the village. Even the Eutopian Council, which had complained about our custom of leaving the old and the infirm out for the hyenas, left us completely alone. We found the lair of a family of hyenas and killed three whelps, then slew the mother when she returned. At each full moon I slaughtered a cow—not merely a goat, but a large, fat cow—to thank Ngai for His generosity, for truly He had graced Kirinyaga with abundance.


    During this period I rarely saw Kamari. She came in the mornings when I was in the village, casting the bones to bring forth the weather, and she came in the afternoons when I was giving charms to the sick and conversing with the Elders—but I always knew she had been there, for my hut and my boma were immaculate, and I never lacked for water or kindling.


    Then, on the afternoon after the second full moon, I returned to my boma after advising Koinnage about how he might best settle an argument over a disputed plot of land, and as I entered my hut I noticed that the computer screen was alive and glowing, covered with strange symbols. When I had taken my degrees in England and America I had learned English and French and Spanish, and of course I knew Kikuyu and Swahili, but these symbols represented no known language, nor, although they used numerals as well as letters and punctuation marks, were they mathematical formulas.


    “Computer, I distinctly remember deactivating you this morning,” I said, frowning. “Why does your screen glow with life?”


    “Kamari activated me.”


    “And she forgot to deactivate you when she left?”


    “That is correct.”


    “I thought as much,” I said grimly. “Does she activate you every day?”


    “Yes.”


    “Did I not give you a Priority Order never to communicate with her in any known language?” I said, puzzled.


    “You did, Koriba.”


    “Can you then explain why you have disobeyed my directive?”


    “I have not disobeyed your directive, Koriba,” said the computer. “My programming makes me incapable of disobeying a Priority Order.”


    “Then what is this that I see upon your screen?”


    “This is the Language of Kamari,” replied the computer. “It is not among the 1,732 languages and dialects in my memory banks, and hence does not fall under the aegis of your directive.”


    “Did you create this language?”


    “No, Koriba. Kamari created it.”


    “Did you assist her in any way?”


    “No, Koriba, I did not.”


    “Is it a true language?” I asked. “Can you understand it?”


    “It is a true language. I can understand it.”


    “If she were to ask you a question in the Language of Kamari, could you reply to it?”


    “Yes, if the question were simple enough. It is a very limited language.”


    “And if that reply required you to translate the answer from a known language to the Language of Kamari, would doing so be contrary to my directive?”


    “No, Koriba, it would not.”


    “Have you in fact answered questions put to you by Kamari?”


    “Yes, Koriba, I have,” replied the computer.


    “I see,” I said. “Stand by for a new directive.”


    “Waiting…”


    I lowered my head in thought, contemplating the problem. That Kamari was brilliant and gifted was obvious: she had not only taught herself to read and write, but had actually created a coherent and logical language that the computer could understand and in which it could respond. I had given orders, and without directly disobeying them she had managed to circumvent them. She had no malice within her, and wanted only to learn, which in itself was an admirable goal. All that was on the one hand.


    On the other hand was the threat to the social order we had labored so diligently to establish on Kirinyaga. Men and women knew their responsibilities and accepted them happily. Ngai had given the Maasai the spear, and He had given the Wakamba the arrow, and He had given the Europeans the machine and the printing press, but to the Kikuyu He had given the digging-stick and the fertile land surrounding the sacred fig tree on the slopes of Kirinyaga.


    Once before we had lived in harmony with the land, many long years ago. Then had come the printed word. It turned us first into slaves, and then into Christians, and then into soldiers and factory workers and mechanics and politicians, into everything that the Kikuyu were never meant to be. It had happened before; it could happen again.


    We had come to the world of Kirinyaga to create a perfect Kikuyu society, a Kikuyu Utopia: could one gifted little girl carry within her the seeds of our destruction? I could not be sure, but it was a fact that gifted children grew up. They became Jesus, and Mohammed, and Jomo Kenyata—but they also became Tippoo Tib, the greatest slaver of all, and Idi Amin, butcher of his own people. Or, more often, they became Frederich Neitzsche and Karl Marx, brilliant men in their own right, but who influenced less brilliant, less capable men. Did I have the right to stand aside and hope that her influence upon our society would be benign when all history suggested that the opposite was more likely to be true?


    My decision was painful, but it was not a difficult one.


    “Computer,” I said at last, “I have a new Priority Order that supercedes my previous directive. You are no longer allowed to communicate with Kamari under any circumstances whatsoever. Should she activate you, you are to tell her that Koriba has forbidden you to have any contact with her, and you are then to deactivate immediately. Do you understand?”


    “Understood and logged.”


    “Good,” I said. “Now deactivate.”


    * * * *


    When I returned from the village the next morning, I found my water gourds empty, my blanket unfolded, my boma filled with the dung of my goats.


    The mundumugu is all-powerful among the Kikuyu, but he is not without compassion. I decided to forgive this childish display of temper, and so I did not visit Kamari’s father, nor did I tell the other children to avoid her.


    She did not come again in the afternoon. I know, because I waited beside my hut to explain my decision to her. Finally, when twilight came, I sent for the boy, Ndemi, to fill my gourds and clean my boma, and although such chores are woman’s work, he did not dare disobey his mundumugu, although his every gesture displayed contempt for the tasks I had set for him.


    When two more days had passed with no sign of Kamari, I summoned Njoro, her father.


    “Kamari has broken her word to me,” I said when he arrived. “If she does not come to clean my boma this afternoon, I will be forced to place a thahu upon her.”


    He looked puzzled. “She says that you have already placed a curse on her, Koriba. I was going to ask you if we should turn her out of our boma.”


    I shook my head. “No,” I said. “Do not turn her out of your boma. I have placed no thahu on her yet—but she must come to work this afternoon.”


    “I do not know if she is strong enough,” said Njoro. “She has had neither food nor water for three days, and she sits motionless in my wife’s hut.” He paused. “Someone has placed a thahu on her. If it was not you, perhaps you can cast a spell to remove it.”


    “She has gone three days without eating or drinking?” I repeated.


    He nodded.


    “I will see her,” I said, getting to my feet and following him down the winding path to the village. When we reached Njoro’s boma he led me to his wife’s hut, then called Kamari’s worried mother out and stood aside as I entered. Kamari sat at the farthest point from the door, her back propped against a wall, her knees drawn up to her chin, her arms encircling her thin legs.


    “Jambo, Kamari,” I said.


    She stared at me but said nothing.


    “Your mother worries for you, and your father tells me that you no longer eat or drink.”


    She made no answer.


    “You also have not kept your promise to tend my boma.”


    Silence.


    “Have you forgotten how to speak?” I said.


    “Kikuyu women do not speak,” she said bitterly. “They do not think. All they do is bear babies and cook food and gather firewood and till the fields. They do not have to speak or think to do that.”


    “Are you that unhappy?”


    She did not answer.


    “Listen to my words, Kamari,” I said slowly. “I made my decision for the good of Kirinyaga, and I will not recant it. As a Kikuyu woman, you must live the life that has been ordained for you.” I paused. “However, neither the Kikuyu nor the Eutopian Council are without compassion for the individual. Any member of our society may leave if he wishes. According to the charter we signed when we claimed this world, you need only walk to that area known as Haven, and a Maintenance ship will pick you up and transport you to the location of your choice.”


    “All I know is Kirinyaga,” she said. “How am I to chose a new home if I am forbidden to learn about other places?”


    “I do not know,” I admitted.


    “I don’t want to leave Kirinyaga!” she continued. “This is my home. These are my people. I am a Kikuyu girl, not a Maasai girl or a European girl. I will bear my husband’s children and till his shamba, I will gather his wood and cook his meals and weave his garments, I will leave my parents’ shamba and live with my husband’s family. I will do all this without complaint, Koriba, if you will just let me learn to read and write!”


    “I cannot,” I said sadly.


    “Buy why?”


    “Who is the wisest man you know, Kamari?” I asked.


    “The mundumugu is always the wisest man in the village.”


    “Then you must trust to my wisdom.”


    “But I feel like the pygmy falcon,” she said, her misery reflected in her voice. “He spent his life dreaming of soaring high upon the winds. I dream of seeing words upon the computer screen.”


    “You are not like the falcon at all,” I said. “He was prevented from being what he was meant to be. You are prevented from being what you are not meant to be.”


    “You are not an evil man, Koriba,” she said solemnly. “But you are wrong.”


    “If that is so, then I shall have to live with it,” I said.


    “But you are asking me to live with it,” she said, “and that is your crime.”


    “If you call me a criminal again,” I said sternly, for no one may speak thus to the mundumugu, “I shall surely place a thahu on you.”


    “What more can you do?” she said bitterly.


    “I can turn you into a hyena, an unclean eater of human flesh who prowls only in the darkness. I can fill your belly with thorns, so that your every movement will be agony. I can—”


    “You are just a man,” she said wearily, “and you have already done your worst.”


    “I will hear no more of this,” I said. “I order you to eat and drink what your mother brings to you, and I expect to see you at my boma this afternoon.”


    I walked out of the hut and told Kamari’s mother to bring her banana mash and water, then stopped by old Benima’s shamba. Buffalo had stampeded through his fields, destroying his crops, and I sacrificed a goat to remove the thahu that had fallen upon his land.


    When I was finished I stopped at Koinnage’s boma, where he offered me some freshly-brewed pombe and began complaining about Kibo, his newest wife, who kept taking sides with Shumi, his second wife, against Wambu, his senior wife.


    “You can always divorce her and return her to her family’s shamba,” I suggested.


    “She cost twenty cows and five goats!” he complained. “Will her family return them?”


    “No, they will not.”


    “Then I will not send her back.”


    “As you wish,” I said with a shrug.


    “Besides, she is very strong and very lovely,” he continued. “I just wish she would stop fighting with Wambu.”


    “What do they fight about?” I asked.


    “They fight about who will fetch the water, and who will mend my garments, and who will repair the thatch on my hut.” He paused. “They even argue about whose hut I should visit at night, as if I had no choice in the matter.”


    “Do they ever fight about ideas?” I asked.


    “Ideas?” he repeated blankly.


    “Such as you might find in books.”


    He laughed. “They are women, Koriba. What need have they for ideas?” He paused. “In fact, what need have any of us for them?”


    “I do not know,” I said. “I was merely curious.”


    “You look disturbed,” he noted.


    “It must be the pombe,” I said. “I am an old man, and perhaps it is too strong.”


    “That is because Kibo will not listen when Wambu tells her how to brew it. I really should send her away”—he looked at Kibo as she carried a load of wood on her strong, young back—”but she is so young and so lovely.” Suddenly his gaze went beyond his newest wife to the village. “Ah!” he said. “I see that old Siboki has finally died.”


    “How do you know?” I asked.


    He pointed to a thin column of smoke. “They are burning his hut.”


    I stared off in the direction he indicated. “That is not Siboki’s hut,” I said. “His boma is more to the west.”


    “Who else is old and infirm and due to die?” asked Koinnage.


    And suddenly I knew, as surely as I knew that Ngai sits on His throne atop the holy mountain, that Kamari was dead.


    I walked to Njoro’s shamba as quickly as I could. When I arrived, Kamari’s mother and sister and grandmother were already wailing the death chant, tears streaming down their faces.


    “What happened?” I demanded, walking up to Njoro.


    “Why do you ask, when it is you who destroyed her?” he replied bitterly.


    “I did not destroy her,” I said.


    “Did you not threaten to place a thahu on her just this morning?” he persisted. “You did so, and now she is dead, and I have but one daughter to bring the bride price, and I have had to burn Kamari’s hut.”


    “Stop worrying about bride prices and huts and tell me what happened, or you shall learn what it means to be cursed by a mundumugu!” I snapped.


    “She hung herself in her hut with a length of buffalo hide.”


    Five women from the neighboring shamba arrived and took up the death chant.


    “She hung herself in her hut?” I repeated.


    He nodded. “She could at least have hung herself from a tree, so that her hut would not be unclean and I would not have to burn it.”


    “Be quiet!” I said, trying to collect my thoughts.


    “She was not a bad daughter,” he continued. “Why did you curse her, Koriba?”


    “I did not place a thahu upon her,” I said, wondering if I spoke the truth. “I wished only to save her.”


    “Who has stronger medicine than you?” he asked fearfully.


    “She broke the law of Ngai,” I answered.


    “And now Ngai has taken His vengeance!” moaned Njoro fearfully. “Which member of my family will He strike down next?”


    “None of you,” I said. “Only Kamari broke the law.”


    “I am a poor man,” said Njoro cautiously, “even poorer now than before. How much must I pay you to ask Ngai to receive Kamari’s spirit with compassion and forgiveness?”


    “I will do that whether you pay me or not,” I answered.


    “You will not charge me?” he asked.


    “I will not charge you.”


    “Thank you, Koriba!” he said fervently.


    I stood and stared at the blazing hut, trying not to think of the smoldering body of the little girl inside it.


    “Koriba?” said Njoro after a lengthy silence.


    “What now?” I asked irritably.


    “We did not know what to do with the buffalo hide, for it bore the mark of your thahu, and we were afraid to burn it. Now I know that the marks were made by Ngai and not you, and I am afraid even to touch it. Will you take it away?”


    “What marks?” I said. “What are you talking about?”


    He took me by the arm and led me around to the front of the burning hut. There, on the ground, some ten paces from the entrance, lay the strip of tanned hide with which Kamari had hanged herself, and scrawled upon it were more of the strange symbols I had seen on my computer screen three days earlier.


    I reached down and picked up the hide, then turned to Njoro. “If indeed there is a curse on your shamba,” I said, “I will remove it and take it upon myself, by taking Ngai’s marks with me.”


    “Thank you, Koriba!” he said, obviously much relieved.


    “I must leave to prepare my magic,” I said abruptly, and began the long walk back to my boma. When I arrived I took the strip of buffalo hide into my hut.


    “Computer,” I said. “Activate.”


    “Activated.”


    I held the strip up to its scanning lens.


    “Do you recognize this language?” I asked.


    The lens glowed briefly.


    “Yes, Koriba. It is the Language of Kamari.”


    “What does it say?”


    “It is a couplet:


    I know why the caged birds die—


    For, like them, I have touched the sky.”


    The entire village came to Njoro’s shamba in the afternoon, and the women wailed the death chant all night and all of the next day, but before long Kamari was forgotten, for life goes on and she was just a little Kikuyu girl.


    Since that day, whenever I have found a bird with a broken wing I have attempted to nurse it back to health. It always dies, and I always bury it next to the mound of earth that marks where Kamari’s hut had been.


    It is on those days, when I place the birds in the ground, that I find myself thinking of her again, and wishing that I was just a simple man, tending my cattle and worrying about my crops and thinking the thoughts of simple men, rather than a mundumugu who must live with the consequences of his wisdom.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1989 by Mike Resnick.
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    (1952– )


    My earliest encounter with Stan Robinson was through his first novel, The Wild Shore, a flawed but extraordinarily evocative tale of post-apocalyptic California, which I read over and over. Years later we finally met at a Readercon, where we did a panel on history and science fiction together: one of those amazing panels where the information content is amazingly high but it feels like a relaxed conversation with someone you’ve known for years. Stan’s writing is a lot like that, rich in information content but so lyrically written that you don’t really think of it as hard science fiction, even when he’s writing about terraforming Mars, or the Spanish Armada, or (in this case) an alternate World War II.


    Although born in Illinois, Stan has strong ties to California, where he grew up. He earned his BA (in literature) and PhD at the University of California at San Diego, with an MA in English from Boston University sandwiched between them. An avid hiker, Stan met his wife, environmental chemist Lisa Howland Nowell, while hiking in 1981.


    A 1975 graduate of the Clarion workshop, Stan’s first SF stories were published in the mid-1970s. The Wild Shore came out in 1984, but Stan became much more prolific in the late 1980s, when his wife’s work took them to Switzerland and he began to write full time. Two more novels of future Californias, The Gold Coast (1988) and Pacific Edge (1990) completed the Orange County Trilogy. Returning physically to California in 1991, he moved thematically to Mars, with Red Mars (1992), Green Mars (1994), and Blue Mars (1996), two of which won Hugo Awards. He has also won a Campbell Award (for Pacific Edge) and Nebula and World Fantasy Awards for his short fiction.


    In addition to fiction, Stan has written criticism (his dissertation was published as The Novels of Philip K. Dick) and mentored many future SF writers. He’s been an instructor at Clarion and was a key figure in bringing the workshop to its current home at UCSD when it was in danger of shutting down. Stan also does work with the National Science Foundation. He and Lisa have two sons.


    One characteristic of Stan’s writing is the rich level of detail in the worlds he creates, and the sense of history, real or imagined, that resonates through his writing. That’s vividly apparent in the Hugo and Nebula Award nominated story that follows.

  


  
    THE LUCKY STRIKE, by Kim Stanley Robinson


    First published in Universe 14, June 1984


    War breeds strange pastimes. In July of 1945 on Tinian Island in the North Pacific, Captain Frank January had taken to piling pebble cairns on the crown of Mount Lasso—one pebble for each B-29 takeoff, one cairn for each mission. The largest cairn had four hundred stones in it. It was a mindless pastime, but so was poker. The men of the 509th had played a million hands of poker, sitting in the shade of a palm around an upturned crate sweating in their skivvies, swearing and betting all their pay and cigarettes, playing hand after hand after hand, until the cards got so soft and dog-eared you could have used them for toilet paper. Captain January had gotten sick of it, and after he lit out for the hilltop a few times some of his crewmates started trailing him. When their pilot Jim Fitch joined them it became an official pastime, like throwing flares into the compound or going hunting for stray Japs. What Captain January thought of the development he didn’t say. The others grouped near Captain Fitch, who passed around his battered flask. “Hey, January,” Fitch called. “Come have a shot.”


    January wandered over and took the flask. Fitch laughed at his pebble. “Practicing your bombing up here, eh Professor?”


    “Yah,” January said sullenly. Anyone who read more than the funnies was Professor to Fitch. Thirstily January knocked back some rum. He could drink it any way he pleased up here, out from under the eye of the group psychiatrist. He passed the flask on to Lieutenant Matthews, their navigator.


    “That’s why he’s the best,” Matthews joked. “Always practicing. “


    Fitch laughed. “He’s best because I make him be best right, Professor?”


    January frowned. Fitch was a bulky youth, thick-featured pig-eyed—a thug, in January’s opinion. The rest of the crew were all in their mid-twenties like Fitch, and they liked the captain’s bossy roughhouse style. January, who was thirty-seven, didn’t go for it. He wandered away, back to the cairn he had been building. From Mount Lasso they had an overview of the whole island, from the harbor at Wall Street to the north field in Harlem. January had observed hundreds of B-29s roar off the four parallel runways of the north field and head for Japan. The last quartet of this particular mission buzzed across the width of the island, and January dropped four more pebbles, aiming for crevices in the pile. One of them stuck nicely.


    “There they are!” said Matthews. “They’re on the taxiing strip.”


    January located the 509th’s first plane. Today, the first of August, there was something more interesting to watch than the usual Superfortress parade. Word was out that General Le May wanted to take the 509th’s mission away from it. Their commander Colonel Tibbets had gone and bitched to Le May in person, and the general had agreed the mission was theirs, but on one condition: one of the general’s men was to make a test flight with the 509th, to make sure they were fit for combat over Japan. The general’s man had arrived, and now he was down there in the strike plane, with Tibbets and the whole first team. January sidled back to his mates to view the takeoff with them.


    “Why don’t the strike plane have a name, though?” Haddock was saying.


    Fitch said, “Lewis won’t give it a name because it’s not his plane, and he knows it.” The others laughed. Lewis and his crew were naturally unpopular, being Tibbets’ favorites.


    “What do you think he’ll do to the general’s man?” Matthews asked.


    The others laughed at the very idea. “He’ll kill an engine at takeoff, I bet you anything,” Fitch said. He pointed at the wrecked B-29s that marked the end of every runway, planes whose engines had given out on takeoff. “He’ll want to show that he wouldn’t go down if it happened to him.”


    “ ’Course he wouldn’t!” Matthews said.


    “You hope,” January said under his breath.


    “They let those Wright engines out too soon,” Haddock said seriously. “They keep busting under the takeoff load.”


    “Won’t matter to the old bull,” Matthews said. Then they all started in about Tibbets’ flying ability, even Fitch. They all thought Tibbets was the greatest. January, on the other hand, liked Tibbets even less than he liked Fitch. That had started right after he was assigned to the 509th. He had been told he was part of the most important group in the war, and then given a leave. In Vicksburg a couple of fliers just back from England had bought him a lot of whiskies, and since January had spent several months stationed near London they had talked for a good long time and gotten pretty drunk. The two were really curious about what January was up to now, but he had stayed vague on it and kept returning the talk to the blitz. He had been seeing an English nurse, for instance, whose flat had been bombed, family and neighbors killed.…But they had really wanted to know. So he had told them he was onto something special, and they had flipped out their badges and told him they were Army Intelligence, and that if he ever broke security like that again he’d be transferred to Alaska. It was a dirty trick. January had gone back to Wendover and told Tibbets so to his face, and Tibbets had turned red and threatened him some more. January despised him for that. The upshot was that January was effectively out of the war, because Tibbets really played his favorites. January wasn’t sure he really minded, but during their year’s training he had bombed better than ever, as a way of showing the old bull he was wrong to write January off. Every time their eyes had met it was clear what was going on. But Tibbets never backed off no matter how precise January’s bombing got. Just thinking about it was enough to cause January to line up a pebble over an ant and drop it.


    “Will you cut that out?” Fitch complained. “I swear you must hang from the ceiling when you take a shit so you can practice aiming for the toilet.” The men laughed.


    “Don’t I bunk over you?” January asked. Then he pointed. “They’re going.”


    Tibbets’ plane had taxied to runway Baker. Fitch passed the flask around again. The tropical sun beat on them, and the ocean surrounding the island blazed white. January put up a sweaty hand to aid the bill of his baseball cap.


    The four props cut in hard, and the sleek Superfortress quickly trundled up to speed and roared down Baker. Three-quarters of the way down the strip the outside right prop feathered.


    “Yow!” Fitch crowed. “I told you he’d do it!” The plane nosed off the ground and slewed right, then pulled back on course to cheers from the four young men around January. January pointed again. “He’s cut number three, too.”


    The inside right prop feathered, and now the plane was pulled up by the left wing only, while the two right props windmilled uselessly. “Holy smoke!” Haddock cried. “Ain’t the old bull something?”


    They whooped to see the plane’s power, and Tibbets’ nervy arrogance.


    “By God, Le May’s man will remember this flight,” Fitch hooted. “Why, look at that! He’s banking!”


    Apparently taking off on two engines wasn’t enough for Tibbets; he banked the plane right until it was standing on its dead wing, and it curved back toward Tinian.


    Then the inside left engine feathered.


    War tears at the imagination. For three years Frank January had kept his imagination trapped, refusing to give it any play whatsoever. The dangers threatening him, the effects of the bombs, the fate of the other participants in the war, he had refused to think about any of it. But the war tore at his control. That English nurse’s flat. The missions over the Ruhr. The bomber just below him blown apart by flak. And then there had been a year in Utah, and the viselike grip that he had once kept on his imagination had slipped away.


    So when he saw the number two prop feather, his heart gave a little jump against his sternum and helplessly he was up there with Ferebee, the first team bombardier. He would be looking over the pilots’ shoulders.…


    “Only one engine?” Fitch said.


    “That one’s for real,” January said harshly. Despite himself he saw the panic in the cockpit, the frantic rush to power the two right engines. The plane was dropping fast and Tibbets leveled it off, leaving them on a course back toward the island. The two right props spun, blurred to a shimmer. January held his breath. They needed more lift; Tibbets was trying to pull it over the island. Maybe he was trying for the short runway on the south half of the island.


    But Tinian was too tall, the plane too heavy. It roared right into the jungle above the beach, where 42nd Street met their East River. It exploded in a bloom of fire. By the time the sound of the explosion struck them they knew no one in the plane had survived.


    Black smoke towered into white sky. In the shocked silence on Mount Lasso insects buzzed and creaked. The air left January’s lungs with a gulp. He had been with Ferebee there at the end, he had heard the desperate shouts, seen the last green rush, been stunned by the dentist-drill-all-over pain of the impact.


    “Oh my God,” Fitch was saying. “Oh my God.” Matthews was sitting January picked up the flask, tossed it at Fitch.


    “C-come on,” he stuttered. He hadn’t stuttered since he was sixteen. He led the others in a rush down the hill. When they got to Broadway a jeep careened toward them and skidded to a halt. It was Colonel Scholes, the old bull’s exec. “What happened?”


    Fitch told him.


    “Those damned Wrights,” Scholes said as the men piled in. This time one had failed at just the wrong moment; some welder stateside had kept flame to metal a second less than usual—or something equally minor, equally trivial—and that had made all the difference.


    They left the jeep at 42nd and Broadway and hiked east over a narrow track to the shore. A fairly large circle of trees was burning. The fire trucks were already there.


    Scholes stood beside January, his expression bleak. “That was the whole first team,” he said.


    “I know,” said January. He was still in shock, in imagination crushed, incinerated, destroyed. Once as a kid he had tied sheets to his arms and waist, jumped off the roof and landed right on his chest; this felt like that had. He had no way of knowing what would come of this crash, but he had a suspicion that he had indeed smacked into something hard.


    Scholes shook his head. A half hour had passed, the fire was nearly out. January’s four mates were over chattering with the Seabees. “He was going to name the plane after his mother,” Scholes said to the ground. “He told me that just this morning. He was going to call it Enola Gay.”


    * * * *


    At night the jungle breathed, and its hot wet breath washed over the 509th’s compound. January stood in the doorway of his Quonset barracks hoping for a real breeze. No poker tonight. Voices were hushed, faces solemn. Some of the men had helped box up the dead crew’s gear. Now most lay on their bunks. January gave up on the breeze, climbed onto his top bunk to stare at the ceiling.


    He observed the corrugated arch over him. Cricketsong sawed through his thoughts. Below him a rapid conversation was being carried on in guilty undertones, Fitch at its center.


    “January is the best bombardier left,” he said. “And I’m as good as Lewis was.”


    “But so is Sweeney,” Matthews said. “And he’s in with Scholes.”


    They were figuring out who would take over the strike. January scowled. Tibbets and the rest were less than twelve hours dead, and they were squabbling over who would replace them.


    January grabbed a shirt, rolled off his bunk, put the shirt on.


    “Hey, Professor,” Fitch said. “Where you going?”


    “Out.”


    Though midnight was near it was still sweltering. Crickets shut up as he walked by, started again behind him. He lit a cigarette. In the dark the MPs patrolling their fenced-in compound were like pairs of walking armbands. The 509th, prisoners in their own army. Fliers from other groups had taken to throwing rocks over the fence. Forcefully January expelled smoke, as if he could expel his disgust with it. They were only kids, he told himself. Their minds had been shaped in the war, by the war, and for the war. They knew you couldn’t mourn the dead for long; carry around a load like that and your own engines might fail. That was all right with January. It was an attitude that Tibbets had helped to form, so it was what he deserved. Tibbets would want to be forgotten in favor of the mission, all he had lived for was to drop the gimmick on the Japs, he was oblivious to anything else, men, wife, family, anything.


    So it wasn’t the lack of feeling in his mates that bothered January. And it was natural of them to want to fly the strike they had been training a year for. Natural, that is, if you were a kid with a mind shaped by fanatics like Tibbets, shaped to take orders and never imagine consequences. But January was not a kid, and he wasn’t going to let men like Tibbets do a thing to his mind. And the gimmick…the gimmick was not natural. A chemical bomb of some sort, he guessed. Against the Geneva Convention. He stubbed his cigarette against the sole of his sneaker, tossed the butt over the fence. The tropical night breathed over him. He had a headache.


    For months now he had been sure he would never fly a strike. The dislike Tibbets and he had exchanged in their looks (January was acutely aware of looks) had been real and strong. Tibbets had understood that January’s record of pinpoint accuracy in the runs over the Salton Sea had been a way of showing contempt, a way of saying you can’t get rid of me even though you hate me and I hate you. The record had forced Tibbets to keep January on one of the four second-string teams, but with the fuss they were making over the gimmick January had figured that would be far enough down the ladder to keep him out of things.


    Now he wasn’t so sure. Tibbets was dead. He lit another cigarette, found his hand shaking. The Camel tasted bitter. He threw it over the fence at a receding armband, and regretted it instantly. A waste. He went back inside.


    Before climbing onto his bunk he got a paperback out of his footlocker. “Hey, Professor, what you reading now?” Fitch said, grinning.


    January showed him the blue cover. Winter’s Tales, by an Isak Dinesen. Fitch examined the little wartime edition. “Pretty racy, eh?”


    “You bet,” January said heavily. “This guy puts sex on every page.” He climbed onto his bunk, opened the book. The stories were strange, hard to follow. The voices below bothered him. He concentrated harder.


    As a boy on the farm in Arkansas, January had read everything he could lay his hands on. On Saturday afternoons he would race his father down the muddy lane to the mailbox (his father was a reader too), grab The Saturday Evening Post and run off to devour every word of it. That meant he had another week with nothing new to read, but he couldn’t help it. His favorites were the Hornblower stories, but anything would do. It was a way off the farm, a way into the world. He had become a man who could slip between the covers of a book whenever he chose.


    But not on this night.


    * * * *


    The next day the chaplain gave a memorial service, and on the morning after that Colonel Scholes looked in the door of their hut right after mess. “Briefing at eleven,” he announced. His face was haggard. “Be there early.” He looked at Fitch with bloodshot eyes, crooked a finger. “Fitch, January, Matthews—come with me.”


    January put on his shoes. The rest of the men sat on their bunks and watched them wordlessly. January followed Fitch and Matthews out of the hut.


    “I’ve spent most of the night on the radio with General Le May,” Scholes said. He looked them each in the eye. “We’ve decided you’re to be the first crew to make a strike.”


    Fitch was nodding, as if he had expected it.


    “Think you can do it?” Scholes said


    “Of course,” Fitch replied. Watching him January understood why they had chosen him to replace Tibbets: Fitch was like the old bull, he had that same ruthlessness. The young bull.


    “Yes, sir,” Matthews said.


    Scholes was looking at him “Sure,” January said, not wanting to think about it. “Sure.” His heart was pounding directly on his sternum. But Fitch and Matthews looked serious as owls, so he wasn’t going to stick out by looking odd. It was big news, after all; anyone would be taken aback by it. Nevertheless, January made an effort to nod.


    “Okay,” Scholes said. “McDonald will be flying with you as copilot.” Fitch frowned. “I’ve got to go tell those British officers that Le May doesn’t want them on the strike with you. See you at the briefing.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    As soon as Scholes was around the corner Fitch swung a fist at the sky. “Yow!” Matthews cried. He and Fitch shook hands. “We did it!” Matthews took January’s hand and wrung it, his face plastered with a goofy grin. “We did it!”


    “Somebody did it, anyway,” January said.


    “Ah, Frank,” Matthews said. “Show some spunk. You’re always so cool.”


    “Old Professor Stoneface “ Fitch said, glancing at January with a trace of amused contempt. “Come on, let’s get to the briefing.”


    The briefing hut, one of the larger Quonsets, was completely surrounded by MPs holding carbines. “Gosh,” Matthews said, subdued by the sight Inside it was already smoky. The walls were covered by the usual maps of Japan. Two blackboards at the front were draped with sheets. Captain Shepard, the naval officer who worked with the scientists on the gimmick, was in back with his assistant Lieutenant Stone, winding a reel of film onto a projector. Dr. Nelson, the group psychiatrist, was already seated on a front bench near the wall. Tibbets had recently sicced the psychiatrist on the group—another one of his great ideas, like the spies in the bar. The man’s questions had struck January as stupid. He hadn’t even been able to figure out that Easterly was a flake, something that was clear to anybody who flew with him, or even played him in a single round of poker. January slid onto a bench beside his mates.


    The two Brits entered, looking furious in their stiff-upper-lip way. They sat on the bench behind January. Sweeney’s and Easterly’s crews filed in, followed by the other men, and soon the room was full. Fitch and the rest pulled out Lucky Strikes and lit up; since they had named the plane only January had stuck with Camels.


    Scholes came in with several men January didn’t recognize, and went to the front. The chatter died, and all the smoke plumes ribboned steadily into the air.


    Scholes nodded, and two intelligence officers took the sheets off the blackboards, revealing aerial reconnaissance photos.


    “Men,” Scholes said, “these are the target cities.”


    Someone cleared his throat.


    “In order of priority they are Hiroshima, Kokura, and Nagasaki. There will be three weather scouts: Straight Flush to Hiroshima, Strange Cargo to Kokura, and Full House to Nagasaki. The Great Artiste and Number 91 will be accompanying the mission to take photos. And Lucky Strike will fly the bomb.”


    There were rustles, coughs. Men turned to look at January and his mates, and they all sat up straight. Sweeney stretched back to shake Fitch’s hand, and there were some quick laughs. Fitch grinned.


    “Now listen up,” Scholes went on. “The weapon we are going to deliver was successfully tested stateside a couple of weeks ago. And now we’ve got orders to drop it on the enemy.” He paused to let that sink in. “I’ll let Captain Shepard tell you more.”


    Shepard walked to the blackboard slowly, savoring his entrance. His forehead was shiny with sweat, and January realized he was excited or nervous. He wondered what the psychiatrist would make of that.


    “I’m going to come right to the point,” Shepard said. “The bomb you are going to drop is something new in history. We think it will knock out everything within four miles.”


    Now the room was completely still. January noticed that he could see a great deal of his nose, eyebrows, and cheeks; it was as if he were receding back into his body, like a fox into its hole. He kept his gaze rigidly on Shepard, steadfastly ignoring the feeling. Shepard pulled a sheet back over a blackboard while someone else turned down the lights.


    “This is a film of the only test we have made,” Shepard said. The film started, caught, started again. A wavery cone of bright cigarette smoke speared the length of the room, and on the sheet sprang a dead gray landscape: a lot of sky, a smooth desert floor, hills in the distance. The projector went click-click-click-click, click-click-click-click. “The bomb is on top of the tower,” Shepard said, and January focused on the pinlike object sticking out of the desert floor, off against the hills. It was between eight and ten miles from the camera, he judged; he had gotten good at calculating distances. He was still distracted by his face.


    Click-click-click-click, click—then the screen went white for a second, filling even their room with light. When the picture returned the desert floor was filled with a white bloom of fire. The fireball coalesced and then quite suddenly it leaped off the earth all the way into the stratosphere, by God, like a tracer bullet leaving a machine gun, trailing a whitish pillar of smoke behind it. The pillar gushed up and a growing ball of smoke billowed outward, capping the pillar. January calculated the size of the cloud, but was sure he got it wrong. There it stood. The picture flickered, and then the screen went white again, as if the camera had melted or that part of the world had come apart. But the flapping from the projector told them it was the end of the film.


    January felt the air suck in and out of his open mouth. The lights came on in the smoky room and for a second he panicked, he struggled to shove his features into an accepted pattern, the psychiatrist would be looking around at them all—and then he glanced around and realized he needn’t have worried, that he wasn’t alone. Faces were bloodless, eyes were blinky or bug-eyed with shock, mouths hung open or were clamped whitely shut. For a few moments they all had to acknowledge what they were doing. January, scaring himself, felt an urge to say, “Play it again, will you?” Fitch was pulling his curled black hair off his thug’s forehead uneasily. Beyond him January saw that one of the Limeys had already reconsidered how mad he was about missing the flight. Now he looked sick. Someone let out a long whew, another whistled. January looked to the front again, where the psychiatrist watched them, undisturbed.


    Shepard said, “It’s big, all right. And no one knows what will happen when it’s dropped from the air. But the mushroom cloud you saw will go to at least thirty thousand feet, probably sixty. And the flash you saw at the beginning was hotter than the sun.”


    Hotter than the sun. More licked lips, hard swallows, readjusted baseball caps. One of the intelligence officers passed out tinted goggles like welder’s glasses. January took his and twiddled the opacity dial.


    Scholes said, “You’re the hottest thing in the armed forces, now. So no talking, even among yourselves.” He took a deep breath. “Let’s do it the way Colonel Tibbets would have wanted us to. He picked every one of you because you were the best, and now’s the time to show he was right. So—so let’s make the old man proud.”


    The briefing was over. Men filed out into the sudden sunlight. Into the heat and glare. Captain Shepard approached Fitch. “Stone and I will be flying with you to take care of the bomb,” he said.


    Fitch nodded. “Do you know how many strikes we’ll fly?”


    “As many as it takes to make them quit.” Shepard stared hard at all of them. “But it will only take one.”


    * * * *


    War breeds strange dreams. That night January writhed over his sheets in the hot wet vegetable darkness, in that frightening half sleep when you sometimes know you are dreaming but can do nothing about it, and he dreamed he was walking…


    …walking through the streets when suddenly the sun swoops down, the sun touches down and everything is instantly darkness and smoke and silence, a deaf roaring. Walls of fire. His head hurts and in the middle of his vision is a bluewhite blur as if God’s camera went off in his face. Ah—the sun fell, he thinks. His arm is burned. Blinking is painful. People stumbling by, mouths open, horribly burned—


    He is a priest, he can feel the clerical collar, and the wounded ask him for help. He points to his ears, tries to touch them but can’t. Pall of black smoke over everything, the city has fallen into the streets. Ah, it’s the end of the world. In a park he finds shade and cleared ground. People crouch under bushes like frightened animals. Where the park meets the river red and black figures crowd into steaming water. A figure gestures from a copse of bamboo. He enters it, finds five or six faceless soldiers huddling. Their eyes have melted, their mouths are holes. Deafness spares him their words. The sighted soldier mimes drinking. The soldiers are thirsty. He nods and goes to the river in search of a container. Bodies float downstream.


    Hours pass as he hunts fruitlessly for a bucket. He pulls people from the rubble. He hears a bird screeching and he realizes that his deafness is the roar of the city burning, a roar like the blood in his ears but he is not deaf, he only thought he was deaf because there are no human cries. The people are suffering in silence. Through the dusky night he stumbles back to the river, pain crashing through his head. In a field men are pulling potatoes out of the ground that have been baked well enough to eat. He shares one with them. At the river everyone is dead—


    —and he struggled out of the nightmare drenched in rank sweat, the taste of dirt in his mouth, his stomach knotted with horror. He sat up and the wet rough sheet clung to his skin. His heart felt crushed between lungs desperate for air. The flowery rotting jungle smell filled him and images from the dream flashed before him so vividly that in the dim hut he saw nothing else. He grabbed his cigarettes and jumped off the bunk, hurried out into the compound. Trembling he lit up, started pacing around. For a moment he worried that the idiot psychiatrist might see him, but then he dismissed the idea. Nelson would be asleep. They were all asleep. He shook his head, looked down at his right arm and almost dropped his cigarette—but it was just his stove scar, an old scar, he’d had it most of his life, since the day he’d pulled the frypan off the stove and onto his arm, burning it with oil. He could still remember the round O of fear that his mother’s mouth had made as she rushed in to see what was wrong. Just an old burn scar, he thought, let’s not go overboard here. He pulled his sleeve down.


    For the rest of the night he tried to walk it off, cigarette after cigarette. The dome of the sky lightened until all the compound and the jungle beyond it was visible. He was forced by the light of day to walk back into his hut and lie down as if nothing had happened.


    * * * *


    Two days later Scholes ordered them to take one of Le May’s men over Rota for a test run. This new lieutenant colonel ordered Fitch not to play with the engines on takeoff. They flew a perfect run. January put the dummy gimmick right on the aiming point just as he had so often in the Salton Sea, and Fitch powered the plane down into the violent bank that started their 150-degree turn and flight for safety. Back on Tinian the lieutenant colonel congratulated them and shook each of their hands. January smiled with the rest, palms cool, heart steady. It was as if his body were a shell, something he could manipulate from without, like a bombsight. He ate well, he chatted as much as he ever had, and when the psychiatrist ran him to earth for some questions he was friendly and seemed open.


    “Hello, doc.”


    “How do you feel about all this, Frank?”


    “Just like I always have, sir. Fine.”


    “Eating well?”


    “Better than ever.”


    “Sleeping well?”


    “As well as I can in this humidity. I got used to Utah, I’m afraid.” Dr. Nelson laughed. Actually January had hardly slept since his dream. He was afraid of sleep. Couldn’t the man see that?


    “And how do you feel about being part of the crew chosen to make the first strike?”


    “Well, it was the right choice, I reckon. We’re the b—the best crew left.”


    “Do you feel sorry about Tibbets’ crew’s accident?”


    “Yes, sir, I do.” You better believe it.


    After the jokes and firm handshakes that ended the interview January walked out into the blaze of the tropical noon and lit a cigarette. He allowed himself to feel how much he despised the psychiatrist and his blind profession at the same time he was waving good-bye to the man. Ounce brain. Why couldn’t he have seen? Whatever happened it would be his fault.…With a rush of smoke out of him January realized how painfully easy it was to fool someone if you wanted to. All action was no more than a mask that could be perfectly manipulated from somewhere else. And all the while in that somewhere else January lived in a click-click-click of film, in the silent roaring of a dream, struggling against images he couldn’t dispel. The heat of the tropical sun—ninety-three million miles away, wasn’t it?—pulsed painfully on the back of his neck.


    As he watched the psychiatrist collar their tail-gunner Kochenski, he thought of walking up to the man and saying I quit. I don’t want to do this. In imagination he saw the look that would form in the man’s eye, in Fitch’s eye, in Tibbets’ eye, and his mind recoiled from the idea. He felt too much contempt for them. He wouldn’t for anything give them a means to despise him, a reason to call him coward. Stubbornly he banished the whole complex of thought. Easier to go along with it.


    And so a couple of disjointed days later, just after midnight of August 9th, he found himself preparing for the strike. Around him Fitch and Matthews and Haddock were doing the same. How odd were the everyday motions of getting dressed when you were off to demolish a city, to end a hundred thousand lives! January found himself examining his hands, his boots, the cracks in the linoleum. He put on his survival vest, checked the pockets abstractedly for fishhooks, water kit, first aid package, emergency rations. Then the parachute harness, and his coveralls over it all. Tying his bootlaces took minutes; he couldn’t do it when watching his fingers so closely.


    “Come on, Professor!” Fitch’s voice was tight. “The big day is here.”


    He followed the others into the night. A cool wind was blowing. The chaplain said a prayer for them. They took jeeps down Broadway to runway Able. Lucky Strike stood in a circle of spotlights and men, half of them with cameras, the rest with reporter’s pads. They surrounded the crew; it reminded January of a Hollywood premiere. Eventually he escaped up the hatch and into the plane. Others followed. Half an hour passed before Fitch joined them, grinning like a movie star. They started the engines, and January was thankful for their vibrating, thought-smothering roar. They taxied away from the Hollywood scene and January felt relief for a moment until he remembered where they were going. On runway Able the engines pitched up to their twenty-three hundred rpm whine, and looking out the clear windscreen he saw the runway paint-marks move by ever faster. Fitch kept them on the runway till Tinian had run out from under them, then quickly pulled up. They were on their way.


    * * * *


    When they got to altitude January climbed past Fitch and McDonald to the bombardier’s seat and placed his parachute on it. He leaned back. The roar of the four engines packed around him like cotton batting. He was on the flight, nothing to be done about it now. The heavy vibration was a comfort, he liked the feel of it there in the nose of the plane. A drowsy, sad acceptance hummed through him.


    Against his closed eyelids flashed a black eyeless face and he jerked awake, heart racing. He was on the flight, no way out. Now he realized how easy it would have been to get out of it. He could have just said he didn’t want to. The simplicity of it appalled him. Who gave a damn what the psychiatrist or Tibbets or anyone else thought, compared to this? Now there was no way out. It was a comfort, in a way. Now he could stop worrying, stop thinking he had any choice.


    Sitting there with his knees bracketing the bombsight January dozed, and as he dozed he daydreamed his way out. He could climb the step to Fitch and McDonald and declare he had been secretly promoted to major and ordered to redirect the mission. They were to go to Tokyo and drop the bomb in the bay. The Jap War Cabinet had been told to watch this demonstration of the new weapon, and when they saw that fireball boil the bay and bounce into heaven they’d run and sign surrender papers as fast as they could write, kamikazes or not. They weren’t crazy, after all. No need to murder a whole city. It was such a good plan that the generals back home were no doubt changing the mission at this very minute, desperately radioing their instructions to Tinian, only to find out it was too late…so that when they returned to Tinian January would become a hero for guessing what the generals really wanted, and for risking all to do it. It would be like one of the Homblower stories in The Saturday Evening Post.


    Once again January jerked awake. The drowsy pleasure of the fantasy was replaced with desperate scorn. There wasn’t a chance in hell that he could convince Fitch and the rest that he had secret orders superseding theirs. And he couldn’t go up there and wave his pistol around and order them to drop the bomb in Tokyo Bay, because he was the one who had to actually drop it, and he couldn’t be down in front dropping the bomb and up ordering the others around at the same time. Pipe dreams.


    Time swept on, slow as a second hand. January’s thoughts, however, matched the spin of the props; desperately they cast about, now this way now that, like an animal caught by the leg in a trap. The crew was silent. The clouds below were a white scree on the black ocean. January’s knee vibrated against the squat stand of the bombsight. He was the one who had to drop the bomb. No matter where his thoughts lunged they were brought up short by that. He was the one, not Fitch or the crew, not Le May, not the generals and scientists back home, not Truman and his advisors. Truman—suddenly January hated him. Roosevelt would have done it differently. If only Roosevelt had lived! The grief that had filled January when he learned of Roosevelt’s death reverberated through him again, more strongly than ever. It was unfair to have worked so hard and then not see the war’s end. And FDR would have ended it differently. Back at the start of it all he had declared that civilian centers were never to be bombed, and if he had lived, if, if, if. But he hadn’t. And now it was smiling bastard Harry Truman, ordering him, Frank January, to drop the sun on two hundred thousand women and children. Once his father had taken him to see the Browns play before twenty thousand, a giant crowd—“I never voted for you,” January whispered viciously, and jerked to realize he had spoken aloud. Luckily his microphone was off. But Roosevelt would have done it differently, he would have.


    The bombsight rose before him, spearing the black sky and blocking some of the hundreds of little cruciform stars. Lucky Strike ground on toward Iwo Jima, minute by minute flying four miles closer to their target. January leaned forward and put his face in the cool headrest of the bombsight, hoping that its grasp might hold his thoughts as well as his forehead. It worked surprisingly well.


    His earphones crackled and he sat up. “Captain January.” It was Shepard. “We’re going to arm the bomb now, want to watch?”


    “Sure thing.” He shook his head, surprised at his own duplicity. Stepping up between the pilots, he moved stiffly to the roomy cabin behind the cockpit. Matthews was at his desk taking a navigational fix on the radio signals from Iwo Jima and Okinawa, and Haddock stood beside him. At the back of the compartment was a small circular hatch, below the larger tunnel leading to the rear of the plane. January opened it, sat down and swung himself feet first through the hole.


    The bomb bay was unheated, and the cold air felt good. He stood facing the bomb. Stone was sitting on the floor of the bay; Shepard was laid out under the bomb, reaching into it. On a rubber pad next to Stone were tools, plates, several cylindrical blocks. Shepard pulled back, sat up, sucked a scraped knuckle. He shook his head ruefully: “I don’t dare wear gloves with this one.”


    “I’d be just as happy myself if you didn’t let something slip,” January joked nervously. The two men laughed.


    “Nothing can blow till I change those green wires to the red ones,” Stone said.


    “Give me the wrench,” Shepard said. Stone handed it to him, and he stretched under the bomb again. After some awkward wrenching inside it he lifted out a cylindrical plug. “Breech plug,” he said, and set it on the mat.


    January found his skin goose-pimpling in the cold air. Stone handed Shepard one of the blocks. Shepard extended under the bomb again. “Red ends toward the breech.” “I know.” Watching them January was reminded of auto mechanics on the oily floor of a garage, working under a car. He had spent a few years doing that himself, after his family moved to Vicksburg. Hiroshima was a river town. One time a flatbed truck carrying bags of cement powder down Fourth Street hill had lost its brakes and careened into the intersection with River Road, where despite the driver’s efforts to turn it smashed into a passing car. Frank had been out in the yard playing, had heard the crash and saw the cement dust rising. He had been one of the first there. The woman and child in the passenger seat of the Model T had been killed. The woman driving was okay. They were from Chicago. A group of folks subdued the driver of the truck, who kept trying to help at the Model T, though he had a bad cut on his head and was covered with white dust.


    “Okay, let’s tighten the breech plug.” Stone gave Shepard the wrench. “Sixteen turns exactly,” Shepard said. He was sweating even in the bay’s chill, and he paused to wipe his forehead. “Let’s hope we don’t get hit by lightning.” He put the wrench down and shifted onto his knees, picked up a circular plate. Hubcap, January thought. Stone connected wires, then helped Shepard install two more plates. Good old American know-how, January thought, goose pimples rippling across his skin like cat’s paws over water. There was Shepard, a scientist, putting together a bomb like he was an auto mechanic changing oil and plugs. January felt a tight rush of rage at the scientists who had designed the bomb. They had worked on it for over a year down there in New Mexico, had none of them in all that time ever stopped to think what they were doing?


    But none of them had to drop it. January turned to hide his face from Shepard, stepped down the bay. The bomb looked like a big long trash can, with fins at one end and little antennae at the other. Just a bomb, he thought, damn it, it’s just another bomb.


    Shepard stood and patted the bomb gently. “We’ve got a live one now.” Never a thought about what it would do. January hurried by the man, afraid that hatred would crack his shell and give him away. The pistol strapped to his belt caught on the hatchway and he imagined shooting Shepard—shooting Fitch and McDonald and plunging the controls forward so that Lucky Strike tilted and spun down into the sea like a spent tracer bullet, like a plane broken by flak, following the arc of all human ambition. Nobody would ever know what had happened to them, and their trash can would be dumped at the bottom of the Pacific where it belonged. He could even shoot everyone and parachute out, and perhaps be rescued by one of the Superdumbos following them.…


    The thought passed and remembering it January squinted with disgust. But another part of him agreed that it was a possibility. It could be done. It would solve his problem. His fingers explored his holster snap.


    “Want some coffee?” Matthews asked.


    “Sure,” January said, and took his hand from the gun to reach for the cup. He sipped: hot. He watched Matthews and Benton tune the loran equipment. As the beeps came in Matthews took a straightedge and drew lines from Okinawa and Iwo Jima on his map table. He tapped a finger on the intersection. “They’ve taken the art out of navigation,” he said to January. “They might as well stop making the navigator’s dome,” thumbing up at the little Plexiglas bubble over them.


    “Good old American know-how,” January said.


    Matthews nodded. With two fingers he measured the distance between their position and Iwo Jima. Benton measured with a ruler.


    “Rendezvous at five thirty-five, eh?” Matthews said. They were to rendezvous with the two trailing planes over Iwo.


    Benton disagreed: “I’d say five-fifty.”


    “What? Check again, guy, we’re not in no tugboat here.”


    “The wind—”


    “Yah, the wind. Frank, you want to add a bet to the pool?”


    “Five thirty-six,” January said promptly.


    They laughed. “See, he’s got more confidence in me,” Matthews said with a dopey grin.


    January recalled his plan to shoot the crew and tip the plane into the sea, and he pursed his lips, repelled. Not for anything would he be able to shoot these men, who, if not friends, were at least companions. They passed for friends. They meant no harm.


    Shepard and Stone climbed into the cabin. Matthews offered them coffee. “The gimmick’s ready to kick their ass, eh?” Shepard nodded and drank.


    January moved forward, past Haddock’s console. Another plan that wouldn’t work. What to do? All the flight engineer’s dials and gauges showed conditions were normal. Maybe he could sabotage something? Cut a line somewhere?


    Fitch looked back at him and said, “When are we due over Iwo?”


    “Five-forty, Matthews says.”


    “He better be right.”


    A thug. In peacetime Fitch would be hanging around a pool table giving the cops trouble. He was perfect for war. Tibbets had chosen his men well—most of them, anyway. Moving back past Haddock, January stopped to stare at the group of men in the navigation cabin. They joked, drank coffee. They were all a bit like Fitch: young toughs, capable and thoughtless. They were having a good time, an adventure. That was January’s dominant impression of his companions in the 509th; despite all the bitching and the occasional moments of overmastering fear, they were having a good time. His mind spun forward and he saw what these young men would grow up to be like as clearly as if they stood before him in businessmen’s suits, prosperous and balding. They would be tough and capable and thoughtless, and as the years passed and the great war receded in time they would look back on it with ever-increasing nostalgia, for they would be the survivors and not the dead. Every year of this war would feel like ten in their memories, so that the war would always remain the central experience of their lives—a time when history lay palpable in their hands, when each of their daily acts affected it, when moral issues were simple, and others told them what to do—so that as more years passed and the survivors aged, bodies falling apart, lives in one rut or another, they would unconsciously push harder and harder to thrust the world into war again, thinking somewhere inside themselves that if they could only return to world war then they would magically be again as they were in the last one—young, and free, and happy. And by that time they would hold the positions of power, they would be capable of doing it.


    So there would be more wars, January saw. He heard it in Matthews’ laughter, saw it in their excited eyes. “There’s Iwo, and it’s five thirty-one. Pay up! I win!” And in future wars they’d have more bombs like the gimmick, hundreds of them no doubt. He saw more planes, more young crews like this one, flying to Moscow no doubt or to wherever, fireballs in every capital, why not? And to what end? To what end? So that the old men could hope to become magically young again. Nothing more sane than that.


    They were over Iwo Jima. Three more hours to Japan. Voices from The Great Artiste and Number 91 crackled on the radio. Rendezvous accomplished, the three planes flew northwest, toward Shikoku, the first Japanese island in their path. January went aft to use the toilet. “You okay, Frank?” Matthews asked. “Sure. Terrible coffee, though.” “Ain’t it always.” January tugged at his baseball cap and hurried away. Kochenski and the other gunners were playing poker. When he was done he returned forward. Matthews sat on the stool before his maps, readying his equipment for the constant monitoring of drift that would now be required. Haddock and Benton were also busy at their stations. January maneuvered between the pilots down into the nose. “Good shooting,” Matthews called after him.


    Forward it seemed quieter. January got settled, put his headphones on and leaned forward to look out the ribbed Plexiglas.


    Dawn had turned the whole vault of the sky pink. Slowly the radiant shade shifted through lavender to blue, pulse by pulse a different color. The ocean below was a glittering blue plane, marbled by a pattern of puffy pink cloud. The sky above was a vast dome, darker above than on the horizon. January had always thought that dawn was the time when you could see most clearly how big the earth was, and how high above it they flew. It seemed they flew at the very upper edge of the atmosphere, and January saw how thin it was, how it was just a skin of air really, so that even if you flew up to its top the earth still extended away infinitely in every direction. The coffee had warmed January, he was sweating. Sunlight blinked off the Plexiglas. His watch said six. Plane and hemisphere of blue were split down the middle by the bombsight. His earphones crackled and he listened in to the reports from the lead planes flying over the target cities. Kokura, Nagasaki, Hiroshima, all of them had six-tenths cloud cover. Maybe they would have to cancel the whole mission because of weather. “We’ll look at Hiroshima first,” Fitch said. January peered down at the fields of miniature clouds with renewed interest. His parachute slipped under him. Readjusting it he imagined putting it on, sneaking back to the central escape hatch under the navigator’s cabin, opening the hatch…he could be out of the plane and gone before anyone noticed. Leave it up to them. They could bomb or not but it wouldn’t be January’s doing. He could float down onto the world like a puff of dandelion, feel cool air rush around him, watch the silk canopy dome hang over him like a miniature sky, a private world.


    An eyeless black face. January shuddered; it was as though the nightmare could return any time. If he jumped nothing would change, the bomb would still fall—would he feel any better, floating on his Inland Sea? Sure, one part of him shouted; maybe, another conceded; the rest of him saw that face.…


    Earphones crackled. Shepard said, “Lieutenant Stone has now armed the bomb, and I can tell you all what we are carrying. Aboard with us is the world’s first atomic bomb.”


    Not exactly, January thought. Whistles squeaked in his earphones. The first one went off in New Mexico. Splitting atoms: January had heard the term before. Tremendous energy in every atom, Einstein had said. Break one, and—he had seen the result on film. Shepard was talking about radiation, which brought back more to January. Energy released in the form of X rays. Killed by X rays! It would be against the Geneva Convention if they had thought of it.


    Fitch cut in. “When the bomb is dropped Lieutenant Ben-ton will record our reaction to what we see. This recording is being made for history, so watch your language.” Watch your language! January choked back a laugh. Don’t curse or blaspheme God at the sight of the first atomic bomb incinerating a city and all its inhabitants with X rays!


    Six-twenty. January found his hands clenched together on the headrest of the bombsight. He felt as if he had a fever. In the harsh wash of morning light the skin on the backs of his hands appeared slightly translucent. The whorls in the skin looked like the delicate patterning of waves on the sea’s surface. His hands were made of atoms. Atoms were the smallest building block of matter, it took billions of them to make those tense, trembling hands. Split one atom and you had the fireball. That meant that the energy contained in even one hand…he turned up a palm to look at the lines and the mottled flesh under the transparent skin. A person was a bomb that could blow up the world. January felt that latent power stir in him, pulsing with every hard heart-knock. What beings they were, and in what a blue expanse of a world! —And here they spun on to drop a bomb and kill a hundred thousand of these astonishing beings.


    When a fox or raccoon is caught by the leg in a trap, it lunges until the leg is frayed, twisted, perhaps broken, and only then does the animal’s pain and exhaustion force it to quit. Now in the same way January wanted to quit. His mind hurt. His plans to escape were so much crap—stupid, useless. Better to quit. He tried to stop thinking, but it was hopeless. How could he stop? As long as he was conscious he would be thinking. The mind struggles longer in its traps than any fox.


    Lucky Strike tilted up and began the long climb to bombing altitude. On the horizon the clouds lay over a green island. Japan. Surely it had gotten hotter, the heater must be broken, he thought. Don’t think. Every few minutes Matthews gave Fitch small course adjustments. “Two seventy-five, now. That’s it.” To escape the moment January recalled his childhood. Following a mule and plow. Moving to Vicksburg (rivers). For a while there in Vicksburg, since his stutter made it hard to gain friends, he had played a game with himself. He had passed the time by imagining that everything he did was vitally important and determined the fate of the world. If he crossed a road in front of a certain car, for instance, then the car wouldn’t make it through the next intersection before a truck hit it, and so the man driving would be killed and wouldn’t be able to invent the flying boat that would save President Wilson from kidnappers—so he had to wait for that car because everything afterward depended on it. Oh damn it, he thought, damn it, think of something different. The last Hornblower story he had read—how would he get out of this? The round O of his mother’s face as she ran in and saw his arm— The Mississippi, mud-brown behind its levees— Abruptly he shook his head, face twisted in frustration and despair, aware at last that no possible avenue of memory would serve as an escape for him now, for now there was no part of his life that did not apply to the situation he was in, and no matter where he cast his mind it was going to shore up against the hour facing him.


    Less than an hour. They were at thirty thousand feet, bombing altitude. Fitch gave him altimeter readings to dial into the bombsight. Matthews gave him windspeeds. Sweat got in his eye and he blinked furiously. The sun rose behind them like an atomic bomb, glinting off every corner and edge of the Plexiglas, illuminating his bubble compartment with a fierce glare. Broken plans jumbled together in his mind, his breath was short, his throat dry. Uselessly and repeatedly he damned the scientists, damned Truman. Damned the Japanese for causing the whole mess in the first place, damned yellow killers, they had brought this on themselves. Remember Pearl. American men had died under bombs when no war had been declared; they had started it and now it was coming back to them with a vengeance. And they deserved it. And an invasion of Japan would take years, cost millions of lives—end it now, end it, they deserved it, they deserved it steaming river full of charcoal people silently dying damned stubborn race of maniacs!


    “There’s Honshu,” Fitch said, and January returned to the world of the plane. They were over the Inland Sea. Soon they would pass the secondary target, Kokura, a bit to the south. Seven-thirty. The island was draped more heavily than the sea by clouds, and again January’s heart leaped with the idea that weather would cancel the mission. But they did deserve it. It was a mission like any other mission. He had dropped bombs on Africa, Sicily, Italy, all Germany.…He leaned forward to take a look through the sight. Under the X of the crosshairs was the sea, but at the lead edge of the sight was land. Honshu. At two hundred and thirty miles an hour that gave them about a half hour to Hiroshima. Maybe less. He wondered if his heart could beat so hard for that long.


    Fitch said, “Matthews, I’m giving over guidance to you. Just tell us what to do.”


    “Bear south two degrees,” was all Matthews said. At last their voices had taken on a touch of awareness, even fear.


    “January, are you ready?” Fitch asked.


    “I’m just waiting,” January said. He sat up, so Fitch could see the back of his head. The bombsight stood between his legs. A switch on its side would start the bombing sequence; the bomb would not leave the plane immediately upon the flick of the switch, but would drop after a fifteen-second radio tone warned the following planes. The sight was adjusted accordingly.


    “Adjust to a heading of two sixty-five,” Matthews said. “We’re coming in directly upwind.” This was to make any side-drift adjustments for the bomb unnecessary. “January, dial it down to two hundred and thirty-one miles per hour.”


    “Two thirty-one.”


    Fitch said, “Everyone but January and Matthews, get your goggles on.”


    January took the darkened goggles from the floor. One needed to protect one’s eyes or they might melt. He put them on, put his forehead on the headrest. They were in the way. He took them off. When he looked through the sight again there was land under the crosshairs. He checked his watch. Eight o’clock. Up and reading the papers, drinking tea.


    “Ten minutes to AP,” Matthews said. The aiming point was Aioi Bridge, a T-shaped bridge in the middle of the delta-straddling city. Easy to recognize.


    “There’s a lot of cloud down there,” Fitch nodded. “Are you going to be able to see?”


    “I won’t be sure until we try it,” January said.


    “We can make another pass and use radar if we need to,” Matthews said.


    Fitch said. “Don’t drop it unless you’re sure, January.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Through the sight a grouping of rooftops and gray roads was just visible between broken clouds. Around it green forest. “All right,” Matthews exclaimed, “here we go! Keep it right on this heading, Captain! January, we’ll stay at two thirty-one.”


    “And same heading,” Fitch said. “January, she’s all yours. Everyone make sure your goggles are on. And be ready for the turn.”


    January’s world contracted to the view through the bomb-sight. A stippled field of cloud and forest. Over a small range of hills and into Hiroshima’s watershed. The broad river was mud brown, the land pale hazy green, the growing network of roads flat gray. Now the tiny rectangular shapes of buildings covered almost all the land, and swimming into the sight came the city proper, narrow islands thrusting into a dark blue bay. Under the crosshairs the city moved island by island, cloud by cloud. January had stopped breathing, his fingers were rigid as stone on the switch. And there was Aioi Bridge. It slid right under the crosshairs, a tiny T right in a gap in the clouds. January’s fingers crushed the switch. Deliberately he took a breath, held it. Clouds swam under the crosshairs, then the next island. “Almost there,” he said calmly into his microphone. “Steady.” Now that he was committed his heart was humming like the Wrights. He counted to ten. Now flowing under the crosshairs were clouds alternating with green forest, leaden roads. “I’ve turned the switch, but I’m not getting a tone!” he croaked into the mike. His right hand held the switch firmly in place. Fitch was shouting something—Matthews’ voice cracked across it— “Flipping it b-back and forth,” January shouted, shielding the bombsight with his body from the eyes of the pilots. “But still—wait a second—”


    He pushed the switch down. A low hum filled his ears. “That’s it! It started!”


    “But where will it land?” Matthews cried.


    “Hold steady!” January shouted.


    Lucky Strike shuddered and lofted up ten or twenty feet. January twisted to look down and there was the bomb, flying just below the plane. Then with a wobble it fell away.


    The plane banked right and dove so hard that the centrifugal force threw January against the Plexiglas. Several thousand feet lower Fitch leveled it out and they hurtled north.


    “Do you see anything?” Fitch cried.


    From the tailgun Kochenski gasped “Nothing.” January struggled upright. He reached for the welder’s goggles, but they were no longer on his head. He couldn’t find them. “How long has it been?” he said.


    “Thirty seconds,” Matthews replied.


    January clamped his eyes shut.


    The blood in his eyelids lit up red, then white.


    On the earphones a clutter of voices: “Oh my God. Oh my God.” The plane bounced and tumbled, metallically shrieking. January pressed himself off the Plexiglas. “Nother Shockwave!” Kochenski yelled. The plane rocked again, bounced out of control, this is it, January thought, end of the world, I guess that solves my problem.


    He opened his eyes and found he could still see. The engines still roared, the props spun. “Those were the shock-waves from the bomb,” Fitch called. “We’re okay now. Look at that! Will you look at that sonofabitch go!”


    January looked. The cloud layer below had burst apart, and a black column of smoke billowed up from a core of red fire. Already the top of the column was at their height. Exclamations of shock clattered painfully in January’s ears. He stared at the fiery base of the cloud, at the scores of fires feeding into it. Suddenly he could see past the cloud, and his fingernails cut into his palms. Through a gap in the clouds he saw it clearly, the delta, the six rivers, there off to the left of the tower of smoke: the city of Hiroshima, untouched.


    “We missed!” Kochenski yelled. “We missed it!”


    January turned to hide his face from the pilots; on it was a grin like a rictus. He sat back in his seat and let the relief fill him.


    Then it was back to it. “God damn it!” Fitch shouted down at him. McDonald was trying to restrain him. “January, get up here!”


    “Yes, sir.” Now there was a new set of problems.


    January stood and turned, legs weak. His right fingertips throbbed painfully. The men were crowded forward to look out the Plexiglas. January looked with them.


    The mushroom cloud was forming. It roiled out as if it might continue to extend forever, fed by the inferno and the black stalk below it. It looked about two miles wide, and a half mile tall, and it extended well above the height they flew at, dwarfing their plane entirely. “Do you think we’ll all be sterile?” Matthews said.


    “I can taste the radiation,” McDonald declared. “Can you? It tastes like lead.”


    Bursts of flame shot up into the cloud from below, giving a purplish tint to the stalk. There it stood: lifelike, malignant, sixty thousand feet tall. One bomb. January shoved past the pilots into the navigation cabin, overwhelmed.


    “Should I start recording everyone’s reactions, Captain?” asked Benton.


    “To hell with that,” Fitch said, following January back. But Shepard got there first, descending quickly from the navigation dome. He rushed across the cabin, caught January on the shoulder, “You bastard!” he screamed as January stumbled back. “You lost your nerve, coward!”


    January went for Shepard, happy to have a target at last, but Fitch cut in and grabbed him by the collar, pulled him around until they were face to face—


    “Is that right?” Fitch cried, as angry as Shepard. “Did you screw up on purpose?”


    “No,” January grunted, and knocked Fitch’s hands away from his neck. He swung and smacked Fitch on the mouth, caught him solid. Fitch staggered back, recovered, and no doubt would have beaten January up, but Matthews and Benton and Stone leaped in and held him back, shouting for order. “Shut up! Shut up!” McDonald screamed from the cockpit, and for a moment it was bedlam, but Fitch let himself be restrained, and soon only McDonald’s shouts for quiet were heard. January retreated to between the pilot seats, right hand on his pistol holster.


    “The city was in the crosshairs when I flipped the switch,” he said. “But the first couple of times I flipped it nothing happened—”


    “That’s a lie!” Shepard shouted. “There was nothing wrong with the switch, I checked it myself. Besides, the bomb exploded miles beyond Hiroshima, look for yourself! That’s minutes.” He wiped spit from his chin and pointed at January. “You did it.”


    “You don’t know that,” January said. But he could see the men had been convinced by Shepard, and he took a step back. “You just get me to a board of inquiry, quick. And leave me alone till then. If you touch me again,” glaring venomously at Fitch and then Shepard, “I’ll shoot you.” He turned and hopped down to his seat, feeling exposed and vulnerable, like a treed raccoon.


    “They’ll shoot you for this,” Shepard screamed after him. “Disobeying orders—treason—” Matthews and Stone were shutting him up.


    “Let’s get out of here,” he heard McDonald say. “I can taste the lead, can’t you?”


    January looked out the Plexiglas. The giant cloud still burned and roiled. One atom…Well, they had really done it to that forest. He almost laughed but stopped himself, afraid of hysteria. Through a break in the clouds he got a clear view of Hiroshima for the first time. It lay spread over its islands like a map, unharmed. Well, that was that. The inferno at the base of the mushroom cloud was eight or ten miles around the shore of the bay and a mile or two inland. A certain patch of forest would be gone, destroyed—utterly blasted from the face of the earth. The Japs would be able to go out and investigate the damage. And if they were told it was a demonstration, a warning—and if they acted fast— well, they had their chance. Maybe it would work.


    The release of tension made January feel sick. Then he recalled Shepard’s words and he knew that whether his plan worked or not he was still in trouble. In trouble! It was worse than that. Bitterly he cursed the Japanese, he even wished for a moment that he had dropped it on them. Wearily he let his despair empty him.


    A long while later he sat up straight. Once again he was a trapped animal. He began lunging for escape, casting about for plans. One alternative after another. All during the long grim flight home he considered it, mind spinning at the speed of the props and beyond. And when they came down on Tinian he had a plan. It was a long shot, he reckoned, but it was the best he could do.


    * * * *


    The briefing hut was surrounded by MPs again. January stumbled from the truck with the rest and walked inside. He was more than ever aware of the looks given him, and they were hard, accusatory. He was too tired to care. He hadn’t slept in more than thirty-six hours, and had slept very little since the last time he had been in the hut, a week before. Now the room quivered with the lack of engine vibration to stabilize it, and the silence roared. It was all he could do to hold on to the bare essentials of his plan. The glares of Fitch and Shepard, the hurt incomprehension of Matthews, they had to be thrust out of his focus. Thankfully he lit a cigarette. In a clamor of question and argument the others described the strike. Then the haggard Scholes and an intelligence officer led them through the bombing run. January’s plan made it necessary to hold to his story: “…and when the AP was under the crosshairs I pushed down the switch, but got no signal. I flipped it up and down repeatedly until the tone kicked in. At that point there was still fifteen seconds to the release.”


    “Was there anything that may have caused the tone to start when it did?”


    “Not that I noticed immediately, but—”


    “It’s impossible,” Shepard interrupted, face red. “I checked the switch before we flew and there was nothing wrong with it. Besides, the drop occurred over a minute—”


    “Captain Shepard,” Scholes said. “We’ll hear from you presently.”


    “But he’s obviously lying—”


    “Captain Shepard! It’s not at all obvious. Don’t speak unless questioned.”


    “Anyway,” January said, hoping to shift the questions away from the issue of the long delay, “I noticed something about the bomb when it was falling that could explain why it stuck. I need to discuss it with one of the scientists familiar with the bomb’s design.”


    “What was that?” Scholes asked suspiciously.


    January hesitated. “There’s going to be an inquiry, right?”


    Scholes frowned. “This is the inquiry, Captain January. Tell us what you saw.”


    “But there will be some proceeding beyond this one?”


    “It looks like there’s going to be a court-martial, yes, Captain.”


    “That’s what I thought. I don’t want to talk to anyone but my counsel, and some scientist familiar with the bomb.”


    “I’m a scientist familiar with the bomb,” Shepard burst out. “You could tell me if you really had anything, you—”


    “I said I need a scientist!” January exclaimed, rising to face the scarlet Shepard across the table. “Not a G-God damned mechanic.” Shepard started to shout, others joined in and the room rang with argument. While Scholes restored order January sat down, and he refused to be drawn out again.


    “I’ll see you’re assigned counsel, and initiate the court-martial,” Scholes said, clearly at a loss. “Meanwhile you are under arrest, on suspicion of disobeying orders in combat.” January nodded, and Scholes gave him over to the MPs.


    “One last thing,” January said, fighting exhaustion. “Tell General Le May that if the Japs are told this drop was a warning, it might have the same effect as—”


    “I told you!” Shepard shouted. “I told you he did it on purpose!”


    Men around Shepard restrained him. But he had convinced most of them, and even Matthews stared at him with surprised anger.


    January shook his head wearily. He had the dull feeling that his plan, while it had succeeded so far, was ultimately not a good one. “Just trying to make the best of it.” It took all of his remaining will to force his legs to carry him in a dignified manner out of the hut.


    * * * *


    His cell was an empty NCO’s office. MPs brought his meals. For the first couple of days he did little but sleep. On the third day he glanced out the office’s barred window, and saw a tractor pulling a tarpaulin-draped trolley out of the compound, followed by jeeps filled with MPs. It looked like a military funeral. January rushed to the door and banged on it until one of the young MPs came.


    “What’s that they’re doing out there?” January demanded.


    Eyes cold and mouth twisted, the MP said, “They’re making another strike. They’re going to do it right this time.”


    “No!” January cried. “No!” He rushed the MP, who knocked him back and locked the door. “No!” He beat the door until his hands hurt, cursing wildly. “You don’t need to do it, it isn’t necessary.” Shell shattered at last, he collapsed on the bed and wept. Now everything he had done would be rendered meaningless. He had sacrificed himself for nothing.


    * * * *


    A day or two after that the MPs led in a colonel, an iron-haired man who stood stiffly and crushed January’s hand when he shook it. His eyes were a pale, icy blue.


    “I am Colonel Dray,” he said. “I have been ordered to defend you in court-martial.” January could feel the dislike pouring from the man. “To do that I’m going to need every fact you have, so let’s get started.”


    “I’m not talking to anybody until I’ve seen an atomic scientist.”


    “I am your defense counsel—”


    “I don’t care who you are,” January said. “Your defense of me depends on you getting one of the scientists here. The higher up he is, the better. And I want to speak to him alone.”


    “I will have to be present.”


    So he would do it. But now January’s lawyer, too, was an enemy.


    “Naturally,” January said. “You’re my lawyer. But no one else. Our atomic secrecy may depend on it.”


    “You saw evidence of sabotage?”


    “Not one word more until that scientist is here.”


    Angrily the colonel nodded and left.


    * * * *


    Late the next day the colonel returned with another man. “This is Dr. Forest.”


    “I helped develop the bomb,” Forest said. He had a crew cut and dressed in fatigues, and to January he looked more Army than the colonel. Suspiciously he stared back and forth at the two men.


    “You’ll vouch for this man’s identity on your word as an officer?” he asked Dray.


    “Of course,” the colonel said stiffly, offended.


    “So,” Dr. Forest said. “You had some trouble getting it off when you wanted to. Tell me what you saw.”


    “I saw nothing,” January said harshly. He took a deep breath; it was time to commit himself. “I want you to take a message back to the scientists. You folks have been working on this thing for years, and you must have had time to consider how the bomb should have been used. You know we could have convinced the Japs to surrender by showing them a demonstration—”


    “Wait a minute,” Forest said. “You’re saying you didn’t see anything? There wasn’t a malfunction?”


    “That’s right,” January said, and cleared his throat. “It wasn’t necessary, do you understand?”


    Forest was looking at Colonel Dray. Dray gave him a disgusted shrug. “He told me he saw evidence of sabotage.”


    “I want you to go back and ask the scientists to intercede for me,” January said, raising his voice to get the man’s attention. “I haven’t got a chance in that court-martial. But if the scientists defend me then maybe they’ll let me live, see? I don’t want to get shot for doing something every one of you scientists would have done.”


    Dr. Forest had backed away. Color rising, he said, “What makes you think that’s what we would have done? Don’t you think we considered it? Don’t you think men better qualified than you made the decision?” He waved a hand—“God damn it—what made you think you were competent to decide something as important as that!”


    January was appalled at the man’s reaction; in his plan it had gone differently. Angrily he jabbed a finger at Forest. “Because I was the man doing it, Doctor Forest. You take even one step back from that and suddenly you can pretend it’s not your doing. Fine for you, but I was there.”


    At every word the man’s color was rising. It looked like he might pop a vein in his neck. January tried once more. “Have you ever tried to imagine what one of your bombs would do to a city full of people?”


    “I’ve had enough!” the man exploded. He turned to Dray. “I’m under no obligation to keep what I’ve heard here confidential. You can be sure it will be used as evidence in Captain January’s court-martial.” He turned and gave January a look of such blazing hatred that January understood it. For these men to admit he was right would mean admitting that they were wrong—that every one of them was responsible for his part in the construction of the weapon January had refused to use. Understanding that, January knew he was doomed.


    The bang of Dr. Forest’s departure still shook the little office. January sat on his cot, got out a smoke. Under Colonel Dray’s cold gaze he lit one shakily, took a drag. He looked up at the colonel, shrugged. “It was my best chance,” he explained. That did something—for the first and only time the cold disdain in the colonel’s eyes shifted to a little, hard, lawyerly gleam of respect.


    * * * *


    The court-martial lasted two days. The verdict was guilty of disobeying orders in combat and of giving aid and comfort to the enemy. The sentence was death by firing squad.


    * * * *


    For most of his remaining days January rarely spoke, drawing ever further behind the mask that had hidden him for so long. A clergyman came to see him, but it was the 509th’s chaplain, the one who had said the prayer blessing the Lucky Strike’s mission before they took off. Angrily January sent him packing.


    Later, however, a young Catholic priest dropped by. His name was Patrick Getty. He was a little pudgy man, bespectacled and, it seemed, somewhat afraid of January. January let the man talk to him. When he returned the next day January talked back a bit, and on the day after that he talked some more. It became a habit.


    Usually January talked about his childhood. He talked of plowing mucky black bottom land behind a mule. Of running down the lane to the mailbox. Of reading books by the light of the moon after he had been ordered to sleep, and of being beaten by his mother for it with a high-heeled shoe. He told the priest the story of the time his arm had been burnt, and about the car crash at the bottom of Fourth Street. “It’s the truck driver’s face I remember, do you see, Father?”


    “Yes,” the young priest said. “Yes.”


    And he told him about the game he had played in which every action he took tipped the balance of world affairs. “When I remembered that game I thought it was dumb. Step on a sidewalk crack and cause an earthquake—you know, it’s stupid. Kids are like that.” The priest nodded. “But now I’ve been thinking that if everybody were to live their whole lives like that, thinking that every move they made really was important, then…it might make a difference.” He waved a hand vaguely, expelled cigarette smoke. “You’re accountable for what you do.”


    “Yes,” the priest said. “Yes, you are.”


    “And if you’re given orders to do something wrong, you’re still accountable, right? The orders don’t change it.”


    “That’s right.”


    “Hmph.” January smoked a while. “So they say, anyway. But look what happens.” He waved at the office. “I’m like the guy in a story I read—he thought everything in books was true, and after reading a bunch of westerns he tried to rob a train. They tossed him in jail.” He laughed shortly. “Books are full of crap.”


    “Not all of them,” the priest said. “Besides, you weren’t trying to rob a train.”


    They laughed at the notion. “Did you read that story?”


    “No.”


    “It was the strangest book—there were two stories in it, and they alternated chapter by chapter, but they didn’t have a thing to do with each other! I didn’t get it.”


    “…Maybe the writer was trying to say that everything connects to everything else.”


    “Maybe. But it’s a funny way to say it.”


    “I like it.”


    And so they passed the time, talking.


    * * * *


    So it was the priest who was the one to come by and tell January that his request for a Presidential pardon had been refused. Getty said awkwardly, “It seems the President approves the sentence.”


    “That bastard,” January said weakly. He sat on his cot.


    Time passed. It was another hot, humid day.


    “Well,” the priest said. “Let me give you some better news. Given your situation I don’t think telling you matters, though I’ve been told not to. The second mission—you know there was a second strike?’’


    “Yes.”


    “Well, they missed too.”


    “What?” January cried, and bounced to his feet. “You’re kidding!”


    “No. They flew to Kokura, but found it covered by clouds. It was the same over Nagasaki and Hiroshima, so they flew back to Kokura and tried to drop the bomb using radar to guide it, but apparently there was a—a genuine equipment failure this time, and the bomb fell on an island.”


    January was hopping up and down, mouth hanging open,


    “So we n-never—”


    “We never dropped an atom bomb on a Japanese city. That’s right.” Getty grinned. “And get this—I heard this from my superior—they sent a message to the Japanese government tellng them that the two explosions were warnings, and that if they didn’t surrender by September first we would drop bombs on Kyoto and Tokyo, and then wherever else we had to. Word is that the Emperor went to Hiroshima to survey the damage, and when he saw it he ordered the Cabinet to surrender. So…”


    “So it worked,” January said. He hopped around, “It worked, it worked!”


    “Yes.”


    “Just like I said it would!” he cried, and hopping before the priest he laughed.


    Getty was jumping around a little too, and the sight of the priest bouncing was too much for January. He sat on his cot and laughed till the tears ran down his cheeks.


    “So—” he sobered quickly. “So Truman’s going to shoot me anyway, eh?”


    “Yes,” the priest said unhappily. “I guess that’s right.”


    This time January’s laugh was bitter. “He’s a bastard, all right. And proud of being a bastard, which makes it worse.” He shook his head. “If Roosevelt had lived…”


    “It would have been different,” Getty finished. “Yes. Maybe so. But he didn’t.” He sat beside January. “Cigarette?” He held out a pack, and January noticed the white wartime wrapper. He frowned. “You haven’t got a Camel?”


    “Oh. Sorry.”


    “Oh well. That’s all right.” January took one of the Lucky Strikes, lit up. “That’s awfully good news.” He breathed out. “I never believed Truman would pardon me anyway, so mostly you’ve brought good news. Ha. They missed. You have no idea how much better that makes me feel.”


    “I think I do.”


    January smoked the cigarette.


    “…So I’m a good American after all. I am a good American,” he insisted, “no matter what Truman says.”


    “Yes,” Getty replied, and coughed. “You’re better than Truman any day.”


    “Better watch what you say, Father.” He looked into the eyes behind the glasses, and the expression he saw there gave him pause. Since the drop every look directed at him had been filled with contempt. He’d seen it so often during the court-martial that he’d learned to stop looking; and now he had to teach himself to see again. The priest looked at him as if he were…as if he were some kind of hero. That wasn’t exactly right. But seeing it…


    January would not live to see the years that followed, so he would never know what came of his action. He had given up casting his mind forward and imagining possibilities, because there was no point to it. His planning was ended. In any case he would not have been able to imagine the course of the post-war years. That the world would quickly become an armed camp pitched on the edge of atomic war, he might have predicted. But he never would have guessed that so many people would join a January Society. He would never know of the effect the Society had on Dewey during the Korean crisis, never know of the Society’s successful campaign for the test ban treaty, and never learn that thanks in part to the Society and its allies, a treaty would be signed by the great powers that would reduce the number of atomic bombs year by year, until there were none left.


    Frank January would never know any of that. But in that moment on his cot looking into the eyes of young Patrick Getty, he guessed an inkling of it—he felt, just for an instant, the impact on history.


    And with that he relaxed. In his last week everyone who met him carried away the same impression, that of a calm, quiet man, angry at Truman and others, but in a withdrawn, matter-of-fact way. Patrick Getty, a strong force in the January Society ever after, said January was talkative for some time after he learned of the missed attack on Kokura. Then he became quieter and quieter, as the day approached. On the morning that they woke him at dawn to march him out to a hastily constructed execution shed, his MPs shook his hand. The priest was with him as he smoked a final cigarette, and they prepared to put the hood over his head. January looked at him calmly. “They load one of the guns with a blank cartridge, right?”


    “Yes, “Getty said.


    “So each man in the squad can imagine he may not have shot me?”


    “Yes. That’s right.”


    A tight, unhumorous smile was January’s last expression. He threw down the cigarette, ground it out, poked the priest in the arm. “But I know.” Then the mask slipped back into place for good, making the hood redundant, and with a firm step January went to the wall. One might have said he was at peace.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1984 by Terry Carr.

  


  
    LUCIUS SHEPARD


    (1947– )


    No matter who you are, Lucius Shepard has a more interesting life than you do. He lives in Portland, Oregon, these days, but I’m never surprised to see a Facebook post from, say, Australia or a jungle in Guatemala, brilliantly discussing a film that I wish I’d seen. As a teenager, Shepard went to Ireland in a freighter, then bounced around Europe, North Africa, and Asia, supporting himself by working in (for instance) a cigarette factory in Germany, a black market bazaar in Egypt, and a nightclub in Spain. After returning to the U.S., Shepard sporadically attended the University of North Carolina (between various international adventures) where he met his wife, Joy Wolf. A cross-country drive in the 1970s left them stranded in the Midwest, where Shepard supported them in part by joining a rock and roll band. In the early 1980s he worked as a freelance journalist covering civil war in Honduras.


    Shepard’s poetry was first published in the late 1960s, but he didn’t publish prose SF until after he attended Clarion in 1980. He was already well-known as a short story writer by 1984 when his first novel, Green Eyes (about zombies created by bacterial injection), was published. He won a Campbell Award for best new writer in 1985, and since then has won two World Fantasy Awards, a Nebula, and many other awards. “Barnacle Bill the Spacer” won a best novella Hugo, while “White Trains” won the Rhysling Award for SF poetry.

  


  
    BARNACLE BILL THE SPACER, by Lucius Shepard


    First published in Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine, July 1992


    The way things happen, not the great movements of time but the ordinary things that make us what we are, the savage accidents of our births, the simple lusts that because of whimsy or a challenge to one’s pride become transformed into complex tragedies of love, the heartless operations of change, the wild sweetness of other souls that intersect the orbits of our lives, travel along the same course for a while, then angle off into oblivion, leaving no formal shape for us to consider, no easily comprehensible pattern from which we may derive enlightenment…I often wonder why it is when stories are contrived from such materials as these, the storyteller is generally persuaded to perfume the raw stink of life, to replace bloody loss with talk of noble sacrifice, to reduce the grievous to the wistfully sad. Most people, I suppose, want their truth served with a side of sentiment; the perilous uncertainty of the world dismays them, and they wish to avoid being brought hard against it. Yet by this act of avoidance they neglect the profound sadness that can arise from a contemplation of the human spirit in extremis and blind themselves to beauty. That beauty, I mean, which is the iron of our existence. The beauty that enters through a wound, that whispers a black word in our ears at funerals, a word that causes us to shrug off our griever’s weakness and say, No more, never again. The beauty that inspires anger, not regret, and provokes struggle, not the idle aesthetic of a beholder. That, to my mind, lies at the core of the only stories worth telling. And that is the fundamental purpose of the storyteller’s art, to illumine such beauty, to declare its central importance and make it shine forth from the inevitable wreckage of our hopes and the sorry matter of our decline.


    This, then, is the most beautiful story I know.


    * * * *


    It all happened not so along ago on Solitaire Station, out beyond the orbit of Mars, where the lightships are assembled and launched, vanishing in thousand-mile-long shatterings, and it happened to a man by the name of William Stamey, otherwise known as Barnacle Bill.


    Wait now, many of you are saying, I’ve heard that story. It’s been told and retold and told again. What use could there be in repeating it?


    But what have you heard, really?


    That Bill was a sweet, balmy lad, I would imagine. That he was a carefree sort with a special golden spark of the Creator in his breast and the fey look of the hereafter in his eye, a friend to all who knew him. That he was touched not retarded, moonstruck and not sick at heart, ill-fated rather than violated, tormented, sinned against.


    If that’s the case, then you would do well to give a listen, for there were both man and boy in Bill, neither of them in the least carefree, and the things he did and how he did them are ultimately of less consequence than why he was so moved and how this reflects upon the spiritual paucity and desperation of our age.


    Of all that, I would suspect, you have heard next to nothing.


    Bill was thirty-two years old at the time of my story, a shambling, sour-smelling unkempt fellow with a receding hairline and a daft, moony face whose features—weak-looking blue eyes and Cupid’s bow mouth and snub nose—were much too small for it, leaving the better part of a vast round area unexploited. His hands were always dirty, his station jumpsuit mapped with stains, and he was rarely without a little cloth bag in which he carried, among other items, a trove of candy and pornographic VR crystals. It was his taste for candy and pornography that frequently brought us together—the woman with whom I lived, Arlie Quires, operated the commissary outlet where Bill would go to replenish his supplies, and on occasion, when my duties with Security Section permitted, I would help Arlie out at the counter. Whenever Bill came in he would prefer to have me wait on him; he was, you understand, intimidated by everyone he encountered, but by pretty women most of all. And Arlie, lithe and brown and clever of feature, was not only pretty but had a sharp mouth that put him off even more.


    There was one instance in particular that should both serve to illustrate Bill’s basic circumstance and provide a background for all that later transpired. It happened one day about six months before the return of the lightship Perseverance. The shift had just changed over on the assembly platforms, and the commissary bar was filled with workers. Arlie had run off somewhere, leaving me in charge, and from my vantage behind the counter, located in an ante-room whose walls were covered by a holographic photomural of a blue-sky day in the now-defunct Alaskan wilderness, and furnished with metal tables and chairs, all empty at that juncture, I could see coloured lights playing back and forth within the bar, and hear the insistent rhythms of a pulse group. Bill, as was his habit, peeked in from the corridor to make sure none of his enemies were about, then shuffled on in, glancing left and right, ducking his head, hunching his shoulders, the very image of a guilty party. He shoved his moneymaker at me, three green telltales winking on the slim metal cylinder, signifying the amount of credit he was releasing to the commissary, and demanded in that grating, adenoidal voice of his that I give him “new stuff,” meaning by this new VR crystals.


    “I’ve nothing new for you,” I told him.


    “A ship came in.” He gave me a look of fierce suspicion. “I saw it. I was outside, and I saw it!”


    Arlie and I had been quarrelling that morning, a petty difference concerning whose turn it was to use the priority lines to speak with relatives in London that had subsequently built into a major battle; I was in no mood for this sort of exchange. “Don’t be an ass,” I said. “You know they won’t have unloaded the cargo yet.”


    His suspicious look flickered, but did not fade. They unloaded already,” he said. “Sleds were going back and forth.” His eyes went a bit dreamy and his head wobbled, as if he were imagining himself back out on the skin of the station, watching the sleds drifting in and out of the cargo bays; but he was, I realized, fixed upon a section of the holographic mural in which a brown bear had just ambled out of the woods and was sniffing about a pile of branches and sapling trunks at the edge of a stream that might have been a beaver dam. Though he had never seen a real one, the notion of animals fascinated Bill, and when unable to think of anything salient to say, he would recite facts about giraffes and elephants, kangaroos and whales, and beasts even more exotic, all now receded into legend.


    “Bloody hell!” I said. “Even if they’ve unloaded, with processing and inventory, it’ll be a week or more before we see anything from it. If you want something, give me a specific order. Don’t just stroll in here and say”—I tried to imitate his delivery—“‘Gimme some new stuff.’”


    Two men and a woman stepped in from the corridor as I was speaking; they fell into line, keeping a good distance between themselves and Bill, and on hearing me berating him, they established eye contact with me, letting me know by their complicitors’ grins that they supported my harsh response. That made me ashamed of having yelled at him.


    “Look here,” I said, knowing that he would never be able to manage the specific. “Shall I pick you out something? I can probably find one or two you haven’t done.”


    He hung his great head and nodded, bulled into submissiveness. I could tell by his body language that he wanted to turn and see whether the people behind him had witnessed his humiliation, but he could not bring himself to do so. He twitched and quivered as if their stares were pricking him, and his hands gripped the edge of the counter, fingers kneading the slick surface.


    By the time I returned from the stockroom several more people had filtered in from the corridor, and half a dozen men and women were lounging about the entrance to the bar, laughing and talking, among them Braulio Menzies, perhaps the most dedicated of Bill’s tormentors, a big, balding, sallow man with sleek black hair and thick shoulders and immense forearms and a Mephistophelean salt-and-pepper goatee that lent his generous features a thoroughly menacing aspect. He had left seven children, a wife and a mother behind in Sao Paolo to take a position as foreman in charge of a metalworkers’ unit, and the better part of his wages were sent directly to his family, leaving him little to spend on entertainment; if he was drinking, and it was apparent he had been, I could think of nothing that would have moved him to this end other than news from home. As he did not look to be in a cheerful mood, chances were the news had not been good.


    Hostility was thick as cheap perfume in the room. Bill was still standing with his head hung down, hands gripping the counter, but he was no longer passively maintaining that attitude—he had gone rigid, his neck was corded, his fingers squeezed the plastic, recognizing himself to be the target of every disparaging whisper and snide laugh. He seemed about to explode, he was so tightly held. Braulio stared at him with undisguised loathing, and as I set Bill’s goods down on the counter, the skinny blonde girl who was clinging to Braulio’s arm sang, “He can’t get no woman, least not one that’s human, he’s Barnacle Bill the Spacer.”


    There was a general outburst of laughter, and Bill’s face grew flushed; an ugly, broken noise issued from his throat. The girl, her smallish breasts half-spilling out from a skimpy dress of bright blue plastic, began to sing more of her cruel song.


    “Oh, that’s brilliant, that is!” I said. “The creative mind never ceases to amaze!” But my sarcasm had no effect upon her.


    I pushed three VR crystals and a double handful of hard candy, Bill’s favourite, across to him. “There you are,” I said, doing my best to speak in a kindly tone, yet at the same time hoping to convey the urgency of the situation. “Don’t be hanging about, now.”


    He gave a start. His eyelids fluttered open, and he lifted his gaze to meet mine. Anger crept into his expression, hardening the simple terrain of his face. He needed anger, I suppose, to maintain some fleeting sense of dignity, to hide from the terror growing inside him, and there was no one else whom he dared confront.


    “No!” he said, swatting at the candy, scattering much of it on to the floor. “You cheated! I want more!”


    “Gon’ mek you a pathway, boog man!” said a gangly black man, leaning in over Bill’s shoulder. “Den you best travel!” Others echoed him, and one gave Bill a push toward the corridor.


    Bill’s eyes were locked on mine. “You cheated me, you give me some more! You owe me more!”


    “Right!” I said, my temper fraying. “I’m a thoroughly dishonest human being. I live to swindle gits like yourself.” I added a few pieces of candy to his pile and made to shoo him away. Braulio came forward, swaying, his eyes none too clear.


    “Let the son’beetch stay, man,” he said, his voice burred with rage. “I wan’ talk to heem.”


    I came out from behind the counter and took a stand between Braulio and Bill. My actions were not due to any affection for Bill—though I did not wish him ill, neither did I wish him well; I suppose, I perceived him as less a person than an unwholesome problem. In part, I was still motivated by the residue of anger from my argument with Arlie, and of course it was my duty as an officer in the Security Section to maintain order. But I think the actual reason I came to his defence was that I was bored. We were all of us bored on Solitaire. Bored and bad-tempered and despairing, afflicted with the sort of feverish malaise that springs from a sense of futility.


    “That’s it,” I said wearily to Braulio. “That’s enough from all of you. Bugger off.”


    “I don’t wan’ hort you, John,” said Braulio, weaving a bit as he tried to focus on me. “Joos’ you step aside.”


    A couple of his co-workers came to stand beside him. Jammers with silver nubs protruding from their crewcut scalps, the tips of receivers that channelled radio waves, solar energy, any type of signal, into their various brain centres, producing a euphoric kinaesthesia. I had a philosophical bias against jamming, no doubt partially the result of some vestigial Christian reflex. The sight of them refined my annoyance.


    “You poor sods are tuned to a dark channel,” I said. “No saved by the bell. Not today. No happy endings.”


    The jammers smiled at one another. God only knows what insane jangle was responsible for their sense of well-being. I smiled, too. Then I kicked the nearer one in the head, aiming at but missing his silver stub; I did for his friend with a smartly delivered backfist. They lay motionless, their smiles still in place. Perhaps, I thought, the jamming had turned the beating into a stroll through the park. Braulio faded a step and adopted a defensive posture. The onlookers edged away. The throb of music from the bar seemed to be giving a readout of the tension in the room.


    There remained a need in me for violent release, but I was not eager to mix it with Braulio; even drunk, he would be formidable, and in any case, no matter how compelling my urge to do injury, I was required by duty to make a show of restraint.


    “Violence,” I said, affecting a comical lower-class accent, hoping to defuse the situation. “The wine of the fucking underclass. It’s like me father used to say, son, ’e’d say, when you’re bereft of reason and the wife’s sucked up all the cooking sherry, just amble on down to the pub and have a piss in somebody’s face. There’s nothing so sweetly logical as an elbow to the throat, no argument so poignant as that made by grinding somebody’s teeth beneath your heel. The very cracking of bones is in itself a philosophical language. And when you’ve captioned someone’s beezer with a nice scar, it provides them a pleasant ’omily to read each time they look in the mirror. Aristotle, Plato, Einstein. All the great minds got their start brawling in the pubs. Groin punches. Elbows to the throat. These are often a first step toward the expression of the most subtle mathematical concepts. It’s a fantastic intellectual experience we’re embarking upon ’ere, and I for one, ladies and gents, am exhilarated by the challenge.”


    Among the onlookers there was a general slackening of expression and a few titters. Braulio, however, remained focused, his eyes pinned on Bill.


    “This is ridiculous,” I said to him. “Come on, friend. Do me the favour and shut it down.”


    He shook his head, slowly, awkwardly, like a bear bothered by a bee.


    “What’s the point of it all, man?” I nodded at Bill. “He only wants to vanish. Why don’t you let him?”


    The blonde girl shrilled, “Way you huffin’ this bombo’s shit, you two gotta be flatbackin’, man!”


    “I didn’t catch your name, darling,” I said. “Tarantula, was it? You’d do well to feed her more often, Braulio. Couple of extra flies a day ought to make her more docile.”


    I ignored her curses, watching Braulio’s shoulders; when the right one dropped a fraction, I tried a round kick; but he ducked under it and rolled away, coming up into the fluid, swaying stance of a capoeirista. We circled one another, looking for an opening. The crowd cleared a space around us. Then someone—Bill, I think—brushed against me. Braulio started what appeared to be a cartwheel, but as he braced on one hand at the midpoint of the move, his long left leg whipped out and caught me a glancing blow on the temple. Dazed, I reeled backward, took a harder blow on the side of my neck and slammed into the counter. If he had been sober, that would have done for me; but he was slow to follow, and as he moved in, I kicked him in the liver. He doubled over, and I drove a knee into his face, then swept his legs from under him. He fell heavily, and I was on him, no longer using my techniques, but punching in a frenzy like a streetfighter, venting all my ulcerated emotions. Somebody was clawing at my neck, my face. The blonde girl. She was screaming, sobbing, saying, “No, no, stop it, you’re killin’ him.” Then somebody else grabbed me from behind, pinned my arms, and I saw what I had wrought. Braulio’s cheekbone was crushed, one eye was swollen shut, his upper lip had been smashed into a pulp.


    “He’s grievin’, man!” The blonde girl dropped to her knees beside him. “That’s all he be doin’! Grievin’ his little ones!” Her hands fluttered about his face. Most of the others stood expressionless, mute, as if the sight of violence had mollified their resentments.


    I wrenched free of the man holding me.


    “Fuckin’ Security bitch!” said the blonde. “All he’s doin’s grievin’.”


    “I don’t give a fat damn what he was doing. There’s no law says”—I laboured for breath—“says he can exorcise it this way. Is there now?”


    This last I addressed to those who had been watching, and though some refused to meet my eyes, from many I received nods and a grumbling assent. They cared nothing about my fate or Braulio’s; they had been willing to witness whatever end we might have reached. But now I understood that something had happened to Braulio’s children, and I understood too why he had chosen Bill to stand in for those who were truly culpable, and I felt sore in my heart for what I had done.


    “Take him to the infirmary,” I said, and then gestured at the jammers, who were still down, eyes closed, their smiles in place. “Them, too.” I put a hand to my neck; a lump had materialized underneath my right ear and was throbbing away nicely.


    Bill moved up beside me, clutching his little cloth sack. His smell and his softness and his witling ways, every facet of his being annoyed me. I think he was about to say something, but I had no wish to hear it; I saw in him then what Braulio must have seen: a pudgy monstrosity, a uselessness with two legs.


    “Get out of here!” I said, disgusted with myself for having interceded on his behalf. “Go back to your goddamn crawl and stay there.”


    His shoulders hitched as if he were expecting a blow, and he started pushing his way through the press at the door. Just before he went off along the corridor, he turned back. I believe he may have still wanted to say something, perhaps to offer thanks or—just as likely—to drive home the point that he was dissatisfied with the quantity of his goods. In his face was a mixture of petulant defiance and fear, but that gave me no clue to his intent. It was his usual expression, one that had been thirty-two years in the making, for due to his peculiar history, he had every cause to be defiant and afraid.


    * * * *


    Bill’s mother had been a medical technician assigned to the station by the Seguin Corporation, which owned the development contract for the lightship programme, and so, when his pre-natal scan displayed evidence of severe retardation, she was able to use her position to alter computer records in order to disguise his condition; otherwise, by station law—in effect, the law of the corporation—the foetus would have been aborted. Why she did this, and why she then committed suicide seventeen months after Bill’s birth, remains a mystery, though it is assumed that her irrational actions revolved around the probability that Bill’s father, a colonist aboard the lightship Perseverance, would never more be returning.


    The discovery that Bill was retarded incited a fierce controversy. A considerable plurality of the station’s workforce insisted that the infant be executed, claiming that since living space was at a premium, to allow this worthless creature to survive would be an affront to all those who had made great personal sacrifices in order to come to Solitaire. This group consisted in the main of those whose lives had been shaped by or whose duty it was to uphold the quota system: childless women and administrators and—the largest element of the plurality and of the population in general—people who, like Braulio, had won a job aboard the station and thus succeeded in escaping the crushing poverty and pollution of Earth, but who had not been sufficiently important to have their families sent along, and so had been forced to abandon them. In opposition stood a vocal minority comprised of those whose religious or philosophical bias would not permit such a callous act of violence; but this was, I believe, a stance founded almost entirely on principle, and I doubt that many of those involved were enthusiastic about Bill in the specific. Standing apart from the fray was a sizeable group who, for various social and political reasons, maintained neutrality; yet I imagine that at least half of them would, if asked, have expressed their distaste for the prospect of Bill’s continued existence. Fistfights and shouting matches soon became the order of the day. Meetings were held; demands made; ultimatums presented. Finally, though, it was not politics or threats of force or calls to reason that settled the issue, but rather a corporate decision.


    Among Seguin’s enormous holdings was a company that supplied evolved animals to various industries and government agencies, where they were utilized in environments that had been deemed too stressful or physically challenging for human workers. The difficulty with such animals lay in maintaining control over them—the new nanotechnologies were considered untrustworthy and too expensive, and computer implants, though serviceable, inevitably failed. There were a number of ongoing research programmes whose aim it was to perfect the implants, and thus Seguin, seeing an opportunity for a rigorous test, not to mention a minor public-relations coup that would speak to the deeply humane concerns of the corporation, decided—in a reversal of traditional scientific methodology—to test on Bill a new implant that would eventually be used to govern the behaviour of chimpanzees and dogs and the like.


    The implant, a disc of black alloy about the size of a soy wafer, contained a personality designed to entertain and jolly and converse with its host; it was embedded just beneath the skin behind the ear, and it monitored emotional levels, stimulating appropriate activity by means of electrical charges capable of bestowing both pleasure and pain. According to Bill, his implant was named Mister C, and it was—also according to Bill—his best friend, this despite the fact that it would hurt him whenever he was slow to obey its commands. I could always tell when Mister C was talking to him. His face would empty, and his eyes dart about as if trying to see the person who was speaking, and his hands would clench and unclench. Not a pleasant thing to watch. Still I suppose that Mister C was, indeed, the closest thing Bill had to a friend. Certainly it was attentive to him and was never too busy to hold a conversation; more importantly, it enabled him to perform the menial chores that had been set him: janitorial duties, fetch and carry, and, once he had reached the age of fifteen, the job that eventually earned him the name Barnacle Bill. But none of this assuaged the ill feeling toward him that prevailed throughout the station, a sentiment that grew more pronounced following the incident with Braulio. Two of Braulio’s sons had been killed by a death squad who had mistaken them for members of a gang, and this tragedy caused people to begin talking about what an injustice it was that Bill should have so privileged an existence while others more worthy should be condemned to hell on Earth. Before long, the question of Bill’s status was raised once again, and the issue was seized upon by Menckyn Samuelson, one of Solitaire’s leading lights and—to my shame, because he was such a germ—a fellow Londoner. Samuelson had emigrated to the station as a low-temperature physicist and since had insinuated himself into a position of importance in the administration. I did not understand what he stood to gain from hounding Bill—he had, I assumed, some hidden political agenda—but he flogged the matter at every opportunity to whomever would listen and succeeded in stirring up a fiercely negative reaction toward Bill. Opinion came to be almost equally divided between the options of executing him, officially or otherwise, and shipping him back to an asylum on Earth, which—as everyone knew—was only a slower and more expensive form of the first option.


    There was a second development resulting from my fight with Braulio, one that had a poignant effect on my personal life, this being that Bill and I began spending a good deal of time together.


    It seemed the old Chinese proverb had come into play, the one that states if you save somebody’s life you become responsible for them. I had not saved his life, perhaps, but I had certainly spared him grievous injury; thus he came to view me as his protector, and I…well, initially I had no desire to be either his protector or his apologist, but I was forced to adopt both these roles. Bill was terrified. Everywhere he went he was cursed or cuffed or ill-treated in some fashion, a drastic escalation of the abuse he had always suffered. And then there was the blonde girl’s song: “Barnacle Bill the Spacer.” Scarcely a day passed when I did not hear a new verse or two. Everyone was writing them. Whenever Bill passed in a corridor or entered a room people would start to sing. It harrowed him from place to place, that song. He woke to it and fell asleep to it, and whatever self-esteem he had possessed was soon reduced to ashes.


    When he first began hanging about me, dogging me on my rounds, I tried to put him off, but I could not manage it. I held myself partly to blame for the escalation of feeling against him; if I had not been so vicious in my handling of Braulio, I thought, Bill might not have come to this pass. But there was another, more significant reason behind my tolerance. I had, it appeared, developed a conscience. Or at least so I chose to interpret my growing concern for him. I have had cause to wonder if those protective feelings that emerged from some corner of my spirit were not merely a form of perversity, if I were using my relationship with Bill to demonstrate to the rest of the station that I had more power than most, that I could walk a contrary path without fear of retribution; but I remain convinced that the compassion I came to feel toward him was the product of a renewal of the ideals I had learned in the safe harbour of my family’s home back in Chelsea, conceptions of personal honour and trust and responsibility that I had long believed to be as extinct as the tiger and the dove. It may be there was a premonitory force at work in me, for it occurs to me now that the rebirth of my personal hopes was the harbinger of a more general rebirth; and yet because of all that has happened, because of how my hopes were served, I have also had reason to doubt the validity of every hope, every renewal, and to consider whether the rebirth of hope is truly possible for such diffuse, heartless, and unruly creatures as ourselves.


    One day, returning from my rounds with Bill shuffling along at my shoulder, I found a black crescent moon with a red star tipping its lower horn painted on the door of Bill’s quarters: the symbol used by the Strange Magnificence, the most prominent of the gang religions flourishing back on Earth, to mark their intended victims. I doubt that Bill was aware of its significance. Yet he seemed to know instinctively the symbol was a threat, and no ordinary one at that. He clung to my arm, begging me to stay with him, and when I told him I had to leave, he threw a tantrum, rolling about on the floor, whimpering, leaking tears, wailing that bad things were going to happen. I assured him that I would have no trouble in determining who had painted the symbol; I could not believe that there were more than a handful of people on Solitaire with ties to the Magnificence. But this did nothing to soothe him. Finally, though I realized it might be a mistake, I told him he could spend the night in my quarters.


    “Just this once,” I said. “And you’d better keep damn quiet, or you’ll be out on your bum.”


    He nodded, beaming at me, shifting his feet, atremble with eagerness. Had he a tail he would have wagged it. But by the time we reached my quarters, his mood had been disrupted by the dozens of stares and curses directed his way. He sat on a cushion, rocking back and forth, making a keening noise, completely unmindful of the decor, which had knocked me back a pace on opening the door. Arlie was apparently in a less than sunny mood herself, for she had slotted in a holographic interior of dark greens and browns, with heavy chairs and a sofa and tables whose wood had been worked into dragons’ heads and clawed feet and such; the walls were adorned with brass light fixtures shaped like bestial masks with glowing eyes, and the rear of the room had been transformed into a receding perspective of sequentially smaller, square segments of black delineated by white lines, like a geometric tunnel into nowhere, still leading, I trusted, to something resembling a bedroom. The overall atmosphere was one of derangement, of a cramped magical lair through whose rear wall a hole had been punched into some negative dimension. Given this, I doubted that she would look kindly upon Bill’s presence, but when she appeared in the far reaches of the tunnel—her chestnut hair done up, wearing a white Grecian-style robe, walking through an infinite black depth, looking minute at first, then growing larger by half with each successive segment she entered—she favoured him with a cursory nod and turned her attention to me.


    “ ’Ave you eaten?” she asked, and before I could answer she told me she wasn’t hungry, there were some sandwiches, or I could do for myself, whatever I wanted, all in the most dispirited of tones. She was, as I have said, a pretty woman, with a feline cast of feature and sleek, muscular limbs; having too many interesting lines in her face, perhaps, to suit the prevailing standards of beauty, but sensual to a fault. Ordinarily, sexual potential surrounded her like an aura. That day, however, her face had settled into a dolorous mask, her shoulders had slumped and she seemed altogether drab.


    “What’s the matter?” I asked.


    She shook her head. “Nuffin’.”


    “Nothing?” I said. “Right! You look like the Queen just died, and the place is fixed up like the death of philosophy. But everything’s just bloody marvellous, right?”


    “Do you mind?” she snapped. “It’s personal!”


    “Personal, is it? Well, excuse me. I certainly wouldn’t want to be getting personal with you. What the hell’s the matter? You been struck by the monthlies?”


    She pinned me with a venomous stare. “God, you’re disgustin’! What is it? You ’aven’t broken any ’eads today, so you’ve decided to bash me around a bit?”


    “All right, all right,” I said. I’m sorry.”


    “Nao,” she said. “G’wan with it. Oi fuckin’ love it when you’re masterful. Really, Oi do!” She turned and started back along the tunnel. “Oi’ll just await your pleasure, shall Oi?” she called over her shoulder. “Oi mean, you will let me know what more Oi can do to serve?”


    “Christ!” I said, watching her ass twitching beneath the white cloth, thinking that I would have to make a heartfelt act of contrition before I laid hands on it again. I knew, of course, why I had baited her. It was for the same reason that had brought on her depression, that provoked the vast majority of our aberrant behaviours. Frustration, anger, despair, all feelings that—no matter their immediate causes—in some way arose from the fact that Solitaire had proved to be an abject failure. Of the twenty-seven ships assembled and launched, three had thus far returned. Two of the ships had reported no hospitable environments found. The crew of the third ship had been unable to report anything, being every one of them dead, apparently by each other’s hands.


    We had gotten a late start on the colonization of space, far too late to save the home planet, and it was unclear whether the piddling colonies on Mars and Europa and in the asteroids would allow us to survive. Perhaps it should have been clear, perhaps we should have realized that despite the horror and chaos of Earth, the brush wars, the almost weekly collapse of governments, our flimsy grasp of the new technologies, despite the failure of Solitaire and everything else…perhaps it should have been more than clear that our species possessed a root stubbornness capable of withstanding all but the most dire of cataclysms, and that eventually our colonies would thrive. But they would never be able to absorb the desperate population of Earth, and the knowledge that our brothers and sisters and parents were doomed to a life of diminishing expectations, to famines and wars and accidents of industry that would ultimately kill off millions, it caused those of us fortunate enough to have escaped to become dazed and badly weighted in our heads, too heavy with a sense of responsibility to comprehend the true moral requisites of our good fortune. Even if successful the lightship programme would only bleed off a tiny percentage of Earth’s population, and most, I assumed, would be personnel attached to the Seguin Corporation and those whom the corporation or else some corrupt government agency deemed worthy; yet we came to perceive ourselves as the common people’s last, best hope, and each successive failure struck at our hearts and left us so crucially dismayed, we developed astonishing talents for self-destruction. Like neurotic Prometheans, we gnawed at our own livers and sought to despoil every happy thing that fell to us. And when we grew too enervated to practise active self-destruction, we sank into clinical depression, as Arlie was doing now.


    I sat thinking of these things for a long while, watching Bill rock back and forth, now and then popping a piece of hard candy into his mouth, muttering, and I reached no new conclusions, unless an evolution of distaste for the corporation and the world and the universe could be considered new and conclusive. At length, weary of the repetitive circuit of my thoughts, I decided it was time I tried to make my peace with Arlie. I doubted I had the energy for prolonged apology, but I hoped that intensity would do the trick.


    “You can sleep on the couch,” I said to Bill, getting to my feet. “The bathroom”—I pointed off along the corridor—“is down there somewhere.”


    He bobbed his head, but as he kept his eyes on the floor, I could not tell if it had been a response or simply a random movement.


    “Did you hear me?” I asked.


    “I gotta do somethin’,” he said.


    “Down there.” I pointed again. “The bathroom.”


    “They gonna kill me ’less I do somethin’.”


    He was not, I realized, referring to his bodily functions.


    “What do you mean?”


    His eyes flicked up to me, then away. “ ’Less I do somethin’ good, really good, they gonna kill me.”


    “Who’s going to kill you?”


    “The men,” he said.


    The men, I thought, sweet Jesus! I felt unutterably sad for him.


    “I gotta find somethin’,” he said with increased emphasis. “Somethin’ good, somethin’ makes ’em like me.”


    I had it now—he had seized on the notion that by some good deed or valuable service he could change people’s opinion of him.


    “You can’t do anything, Bill. You just have to keep doing your job, and this will all wash away, I promise you.”


    “Mmn-mn.” He shook his head vehemently like a child in denial. “I gotta find somethin’ good to do.”


    “Look,” I said. “Anything you try is very likely to backfire. Do you understand me? If you do something and you bugger it, people are going to be more angry at you than ever.”


    He tucked his lower lip beneath the upper and narrowed his eyes and maintained a stubborn silence.


    “What does Mister C say about this?” I asked.


    That was, apparently, a new thought. He blinked; the tightness left his face. “I don’t know.”


    “Well, ask him. That’s what he’s there for…to help you with your problems.”


    “He doesn’t always help. Sometimes he doesn’t know stuff.”


    “Try, will you? Just give it a try.”


    He did not seem sure of this tactic, but after a moment he pawed at his head, running his palm along the crewcut stubble, then squeezed his eyes shut and began to mumble, long, pattering phrases interrupted by pauses for breath, like a child saying his prayers as fast as he can. I guessed that he was outlining the entire situation for Mister C. After a minute his face went blank, the tip of his tongue pushed out between his lips, and I imagined the cartoonish voice—thus I had been told the implant’s voice would manifest—speaking to him in rhymes, in silly patter. Then, after another few seconds, his eyes snapped open and he beamed at me.


    “Mister C says good deeds are always good,” he announced proudly, obviously satisfied that he had been proven right, and popped another piece of candy into his mouth.


    I cursed the simplicity of the implant’s programming, sat back down, and for the next half-hour or so I attempted to persuade Bill that his best course lay in doing absolutely nothing, in keeping a low profile. If he did, I told him, eventually the dust would settle and things would return to normal. He nodded and said, yes, yes, uh-huh, yet I could not be certain that my words were having an effect. I knew how resistant he could be to logic, and it was quite possible that he was only humouring me. But as I stood to take my leave of him, he did something that went some way toward convincing me that I had made an impression: he reached out and caught my hand, held it for a second, only a second, but one during which I thought I felt the sorry hits of his life, the dim vibrations of all those sour, loveless nights and lonely ejaculations. When he released my hand he turned away, appearing to be embarrassed. I was embarrassed myself. Embarrassed and, I must admit, a bit repelled at having this ungainly lump display affection toward me. Yet I was also moved, and trapped between those two poles of feeling, I hovered above him, not sure what to do or say. There was, however, no need for me to deliberate the matter. Before I could summon speech he began mumbling once again, lost in a chat with Mister C.


    “Good night, Bill,” I said.


    He gave no response, as still as a Buddha on his cushion.


    I stood beside him for a while, less observing him than cataloguing my emotions, then, puzzling more than a little over their complexity, I left him to his candy and his terror and his inner voices.


    * * * *


    Apology was not so prickly a chore as I had feared. Arlie knew as well as I the demons that possessed us, and once I had submitted to a token humiliation, she relented and we made love. She was demanding in the act, wild and noisy, her teeth marked my shoulder, my neck; but as we lay together afterward in the dark, some trivial, gentle music trickling in from the speakers above us, she was tender and calm and seemed genuinely interested in the concerns of my day.


    “God ’elp us!” she said. “You don’t actually fink the Magnificence is at work ’ere, do you?”


    “Christ, no!” I said. “Some miserable dwight’s actin’ on mad impulse, that’s all. Probably done it ’cause his nanny wiped his bum too hard when he’s a babe.”


    “Oi ’ope not,” she said. “Oi’ve seen their work back ’ome too many toimes to ever want to see it again.”


    “You never told me you’d had dealings with the Magnificence.”


    “Oi never ’ad what you’d call dealin’s with ’em, but they was all over our piece of ’eaven, they were. ’Alf the bloody houses sported some kind of daft mark. It was a bleedin’ fertile field for ’em, with nobody ’avin’ a job and the lads just ’angin’ about on the corners and smokin’ gannie. ’Twas a rare day the Bills didn’t come ’round to scrape up some yobbo wearing his guts for a necktie and the mark of his crime carved into his fore’ead. Nights you’d hear ’em chantin’ down by the stadium. ’Orrid stuff they was singin’. Wearin’ that cheap black satin gear and those awrful masks. But it ’ad its appeal. All the senile old ’ooligans were diggin’ out their jackboots and razors, and wantin’ to go marchin’ again. And in the pubs the soaks would be sayin’, yes, they do the odd bad thing, the Magnificence, but they’ve got the public good to ’eart. The odd bad thing! Jesus! Oi’ve seen messages written on the pavement in ’uman bones. Coloured girls with their ’ips broken and their legs lashed back behind their necks. Still breathin’ and starin’ at you with them ’ollow eyes, loike they were mad to die. You were lucky, John, to be living up in Chelsea.”


    “Lucky enough, I suppose,” I said stiffly, leery of drawing such distinctions; the old British class wars, though somewhat muted on Solitaire, were far from dormant, and even between lovers, class could be a dicey subject. “Chelsea’s not exactly the Elysian Fields.”


    “Oi don’t mean nuffin’ by it, luv. You don’t have to tell me the ’ole damn world’s gone rotten long ago. Oi remember how just a black scrap of a life looked loike a brilliant career when Oi was livin’ there. Now Oi don’t know how Oi stood it.”


    I pulled her close against me and we lay without speaking for a long while. Finally Arlie said, “You know, it’s ’alf nice ’avin’ ’im ’ere.”


    “Bill, you mean?”


    “Yeah, Bill.”


    “I hope you’ll still feel that way if he can’t find the loo,” I said.


    Arlie giggled. “Nao, I’m serious. It’s loike ’avin’ family again. The feel of somebody snorin’ away in the next room. That’s the thing we miss ’avin’ here. We’re all so bloody isolated. Two’s a crowd and all that. We’re missin’ the warmth.”


    “I suppose you’re right.”


    I touched her breasts, smoothed my hand along the swell of her hip, and soon we were involved again, more gently than before, more giving to the other, as if what Arlie had said about family had created a resonance in our bodies. Afterward I was so fatigued, the darkness seemed to be slowly circulating around us, pricked by tiny bursts of actinic light, the way a djinn must circulate within its prison bottle, a murky cloud of genius and magic. I was at peace lying there, yet I felt strangely excited to be so peaceful and my thoughts, too, were strange, soft, almost formless, the kind of thoughts I recalled having had as a child when it had not yet dawned on me that all my dreams would eventually be hammered flat and cut into steely dies so they could withstand the dreadful pressures of a dreamless world.


    Arlie snuggled closer to me, her hand sought mine, clasped it tightly. “Ah, Johnny,” she said. “Toimes loike this, Oi fink Oi was born to forget it all.”


    * * * *


    The next day I was able to track down the villain who had painted the menacing symbol on Bill’s door. The cameras in the corridor outside his door had malfunctioned, permitting the act of vandalism to go unobserved; but this was hardly surprising—the damned things were always failing, and should they not fail on their own, it was no great feat to knock them out by using an electromagnet. Lacking a video record, I focused my attention on the personnel files. Only nine people on Solitaire proved to have had even minimal ties with the Strange Magnificence; by process of elimination I was able to reduce the number of possible culprits to three. The first of them I interviewed, Roger Thirwell, a pale, rabbity polymath in his mid-twenties who had emigrated from Manchester just the year before, admitted his guilt before I had scarcely begun his interrogation.


    “I was only tryin’ to do the wise and righteous,” he said, squaring his shoulders and puffing out his meagre chest. “Samuelson’s been tellin’ us we shouldn’t sit back and allow things to just happen. We should let our voices be heard. Solitaire’s our home. We should be the ones who decide how it’s run.”


    “And so, naturally,” I said, “when it came time to let your majestic voice resound, the most compelling topic you could find upon which to make a statement was the fate of a halfwit.”


    “It’s not that simple and you know it. His case speaks to a larger issue. Samuelson says…”


    “Fuck you,” I said. “And fuck Samuelson.” I was sick of him, sick of his Midlands accent, sick especially of his references to Samuelson. What possible service, I wondered, could a dwight such as he have provided for the Magnificence? Something to do with logistics, probably. Anticipating police strategies or solving computer defences. Yet from what I knew of the Magnificence, it was hard to imagine them putting up with this nit for very long. They would find a hard use for him and then let him fall off the edge of the world.


    “Why in hell’s name did you paint that thing on his door?” I asked. “And don’t tell me Samuelson ordered you to do it.”


    The light of hope came into his face, and I would have sworn he was about to create some fantasy concerning Samuelson and himself in order to shift the guilt to broader shoulders. But all he said was, “I wanted to scare him.”


    “You could have achieved that with a bloody stick figure,” I said.


    “Yeah, but no one else would have understood it. Samuelson says we ought to try to influence as many people as possible whenever we state our cause, no matter how limited our aims. That way we enlist others in our dialogue.”


    I was starting to have some idea of what Samuelson’s agenda might be, but I did not believe Thirwell could further enlighten me on the subject. “All you’ve succeeded in doing,” I told him, “is to frighten other people. Or is it your opinion that there are those here who would welcome a chapter of the Magnificence?” He ducked his eyes and made no reply. “If you’re homesick for them, I can easily arrange for you to take a trip back to Manchester,” I said.


    This elicited from Thirwell a babble of pleas and promises. I saw that I would get no more out of him, and I cautioned him that if he were ever to trouble Bill again I would not hesitate to make good on my threat, I then sent him on his way and headed off to pay a call on Menckyn Samuelson.


    * * * *


    Samuelson’s apartment, like those belonging to most corporate regals, was situated in a large module adjoining the even larger module that housed the station’s propulsion controls, and was furnished with antiques and pictures that would have fetched a dear price back on Earth, but here were absolutely priceless, less evidence of wealth than emblems of faith…the faith we were all taught to embrace, that one day life would be as once it had been, a vista of endless potential and possibility. The problem with Samuelson’s digs, however, was that his taste was abysmally bad: he had assembled a motley collection of items, Guilford chests and blond Finnish chairs, a Jefferson corner cabinet and freeform video sculptures, Victorian sideboard and fibre-optic chandelier, that altogether created the impression one had stumbled into a pawn shop catering to millionaires. It may be that my amusement at this appalling display showed in my face, for though he presented a smile and an outstretched hand, I sensed a certain stiffness in his manner. Nevertheless the politician in him brought him through that awkward moment. Soon he was nattering away, pouring me a glass of whisky, ushering me to an easy chair, plopping himself down into another, giving out with an expansive sigh, and saying, “I’m so awfully glad you’ve come, John. I’ve been meaning to have you in for a cup of reminiscence, you know. Two old Londoners like ourselves, we can probably find a few choice topics to bang around.”


    He lifted his chin, beaming blandly, eyes half-lidded, as if expecting something pleasant to be dashed into his face. It was such a thespian pose, such a clichéd take on upper-class manners, so redolent of someone trying to put on airs, I had to restrain a laugh. Everything about him struck me as being just the slightest bit off. He was a lean, middle-aged man, dressed in a loose cotton shirt and moleskin trousers, alert in manner, almost handsome, but the nose was a tad sharp, the eyes set a fraction too close together, the cheekbones not sufficiently prominent, the chin a touch insubstantial, too much forehead and not enough hair. He had the essential features of good breeding, yet none of the charming detail, like the runt of a pedigree litter.


    “Yes,” I said, “we must do that sometime. However, today I’ve come on station business.”


    “I see.” He leaned back, crossed his legs, cradled his whisky in his lap. “Then p’rhaps after we’ve concluded your business, there’ll be time for a chat, eh?”


    “Perhaps.” I had a swallow of whisky, savoured the smoky flavour. I’d like to talk with you about William Stamey.”


    “Ah, yes. Old Barnacle Bill.” Samuelson’s brow was creased by a single furrow, the sort of line a cartoonist would use to indicate a gently rolling sea. “A bothersome matter.”


    “It might be considerably less bothersome if you left it alone.”


    Not a crack in the veneer. He smiled, shook his head. “I should dearly love to, old fellow. But I’m afraid you’ve rather a short-sighted view of the situation. The question we must settle is not the question of Bill per se, but of general policy. We must develop clear guide…”


    “Come on! Give it up!” I said. “I’m not one of your damned pint and kidney pies boy who get all narky and start to drool at the thought of their rights being abused. Their rights! Jesus Christ! The poor scuts have been buggered more times than a Sydney whore, and they still think it feels good. You wouldn’t waste a second on this if it were merely a question of policy. I want to know what you’re really after.”


    “Oh my God,” Samuelson said, bemused. “You’re not going to be an easy lay, are you?”


    “Not for you, darling. I’m saving myself for the one I love.”


    “And just who is that, I wonder.” He swirled the whisky in his glass, watched it settle. “What do you think I’m after?”


    “Power. What else is it makes your toby stiffen?”


    He made a dry noise. “A simplistic answer. Not inaccurate, I’ll admit. But simplistic all the same.”


    “I’m here for an education,” I told him, “not to give a lecture.”


    “And I may enlighten you,” Sarnuelson said. “I very well may. But let me ask you something first. What’s your interest in all this?”


    “I’m looking after Bill’s interests.”


    He arched his eyebrow. “Surely there’s more to it than that.”


    “That’s the sum of it. Aside from the odd deep-seated psychological motive, of course.”


    “Of course.” His smile could have sliced an onion; when it vanished, his cheeks hollowed. “I should imagine there’s an element of noblesse oblige involved.”


    “Call it what you like. The fact remains, I’m on the case.”


    “For now,” he said. “These things have a way of changing.”


    “Is that a threat? Don’t waste your time. I’m the oldest slut on the station, Samuelson. I know where all the big balls have been dragging, and I’ve made certain I’m protected. Should anything happen to me or mine, it’s your superiors who’re going to start squealing. They’ll be most perturbed with you.”


    “You’ve nothing on me.” This said with, I thought, forced confidence.


    “True enough,” I said. “But I’m working on it, don’t you worry.”


    Samuelson drained his glass, got to his feet, went to the sideboard and poured himself a fresh whisky. He held up the bottle, gave me an enquiring look.


    “Why not?” I let him fill my glass, which I then lifted in a toast. “To England. May the seas wash over her and make her clean.”


    He gave an amused snort. “England,” he said, and drank. He sat back down, adjusted his bottom. “You’re an amazing fellow, John. I’ve been told as much, but now, having had some firsthand experience, I believe my informants may have underestimated you.” He pinched the crease of one trouserleg. “Let me put something to you. Not as a threat, but as an item for discussion. You do understand, don’t you, that the sort of protection you’ve developed is not proof against every circumstance?”


    “Absolutely. In the end it all comes down to a question of who’s got the biggest guns and the will to use them. Naturally I’m prepared along those lines.”


    “I don’t doubt it. But you’re not seeking a war, are you?”


    I knocked back half my whisky, rested the glass on my lap. “Look here, I’m quite willing to live as one with you, no matter. Until lately, you’ve done nothing to interfere with my agenda. But this dust-up over Bill, and now this bit with your man Thirwell and his paint gun, I won’t have it. Too many people here, Brits and Yanks alike, have a tendency to soil their nappy when they catch a scent of the Magnificence. I’ve no quarrel with you making a power play. And that’s what you’re doing, old boy. You’re stirring up the groundlings, throwing a few scraps to the hounds so they’ll be eager for the sound of your voice. You’re after taking over the administrative end of things, and you’ve decided to give climbing the ladder of success a pass in favour of scaling the castle walls. A bloodless coup, perhaps. Or maybe a spot of blood thrown in to slake the fiercest appetites. Well, that’s fine. I don’t give a fuck who’s sitting in the big chair, and I don’t much care how they get there, so long as we maintain the status quo. But one thing I won’t have is you frightening people.”


    “People are forever being frightened,” he said. “Whether there’s a cause for fear or not. But that’s not my intent.”


    “Perhaps not. But you’ve frightened the bejesus out of Bill, and now you’ve frightened a good many others by bringing the Magnificence into the picture.”


    “Thirwell’s not my responsibility.”


    “The hell he’s not! He’s the walking Book of Samuelson. Every other sentence begins, ‘Samuelson says…’ Give him a pretty smile, and he’ll be your leg-humper for life.”


    “Leg-humper?” Samuelson looked bewildered.


    “A little dog,” I said impatiently. “You know the kind. Randy all the time. Jumps up on you and goes to having his honeymoon with your calf.”


    “I’ve never heard the term. Not British, is it?”


    “American, I think. I heard it somewhere. I don’t know.”


    “Marvellous expression. I’ll have to remember it.”


    “Remember this, too,” I said, trying to pick up the beat of my tirade. “I’m holding you responsible for any whisper I hear of the Magnificence. Before we had this heart-to-heart I was inclined to believe you had no part in what Thirwell did. Now I’m not altogether sure. I think you’re quite capable of using fear to manipulate the public. I think you may have known something of Thirwell’s history and given him a nudge.”


    “Even if that were true,” he said, “I don’t understand the depth of your reaction. We’re a long way from the Magnificence here. A daub of paint or two can’t have much effect.”


    My jaw dropped a fraction on hearing that. “You’re not from London. You couldn’t be and still say that.”


    “Oh, I’m from London all right,” he said coldly. “And I’m no virgin where the Magnificence is concerned. They left my brother stretched on King’s Road one morning with the Equation of Undying Love scrawled in his own blood on the sidewalk beneath him. They mailed his private parts to his wife in a plastic container. But I’ve come a very long way from those days and those places. I’d be terrified of the Magnificence if they were here. But they’re not here, and I’ll be damned if I’ll treat them like the bogeyman just because some sad little twit with too much brain and the social skills of a ferret paints the Magelantic Exorcism on somebody’s door.”


    His statement rang true, but nevertheless I made a mental note to check on his brother. “Wonderful,” I said. “It’s good you’ve come to terms with all that. But not everyone here has managed to put as much distance between themselves and their old fears as you seem to have done.”


    “That may be, but I’m…’ He broke off, clicked his tongue against his teeth. “All right. I see your point.” He tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair. “Let’s see if we can’t reach an accord. It’s not in my interests at the moment to break off my campaign against Bill, but”—he held up a hand to stop me from interrupting—“but I will acknowledge that I’ve no real axe to grind where he’s concerned. He’s serving a strictly utilitarian purpose. So here’s what I’ll do. I will not allow him to be shipped back to Earth. At a certain juncture, I’ll defuse the campaign. Perhaps I’ll even make a public apology. That should help return him to grace. In addition, I’ll do what I can to prevent further incidents involving the Magnificence. Frankly I very much doubt there’ll be further problems. If there are, it won’t be because I’m encouraging them.”


    “All well and good,” I said. “Very magnanimous, I’m sure. But nothing you’ve promised guarantees Bill’s safety during the interim.”


    “You’ll have to be his guarantee. I’ll try to maintain the temper of the station at a simmer. The rest is up to you.”


    “Up to me? No, you’re not going to avoid responsibility that way. I’ll do my best to keep him from harm, but if he gets hurt, I’ll hurt you. That much I can guarantee.”


    “Then let’s hope that nothing happens to him, shall we? For both our sakes.” His smile was so thin, such a sideways stretching of the lip muscles, I thought it must be making his gums ache. “Funny. I can’t decide whether we’ve established a working relationship or declared war.”


    “I don’t think it matters,” I said.


    “No, probably not.” He stood, straightened the fall of his trousers, and again gave me that bland, beaming, expectant look. “Well, I won’t keep you any longer. Do drop around once the dust has settled. We’ll have that chat.”


    “About London.”


    “Right.” He moved to the door.


    “I don’t know as I’d have very much to say about London,” I told him. “Nothing fit for reminiscence, at any rate.”


    “Really?” he said, ushering me out into the corridor. “The old girl’s petticoats have gotten a trifle bloody, I’ll admit. Terrible, the things that go on nowadays. The hunting parties, hive systems, knife dances. And of course, the Magnificence. But here, you know”—he patted his chest—“in her heart, I firmly believe there’s still a bit of all right. Or maybe it’s just I’m the sentimental sort. Like the song says, ‘call ’er a satan, call ’er a whore, she’ll always be Mother to me.’”


    * * * *


    Unlike Samuelson, I no longer thought of London as mother or home, or in any framework that smacked of the wholesome. Even “satan” would have been a euphemism. London for me was a flurry of night visions: a silhouetted figure standing in the window of a burning building, not waving its arms, not leaning out, but calm, waiting to be taken by the flames; men and women in tight black satin, white silk masks all stamped with the same feral, exultant expression, running through the streets, singing; moonlight painting the eddies of the Thames into silk, water lapping at a stone pier, and floating just beyond the shadow of the pier, the enormous bulk of a man I had shot only a minute before, nearly four hundred pounds of strangler, rapist, cannibal, brought down by a bullet weighing no more than one of his teeth; the flash of a shotgun from around a dark corner, like the flash of heat lightning; the charge of poisonous light flowing along the blade of a bloody macro-knife just removed from the body of a fellow detective; a garbage bag resting on a steel table that contained the neatly butchered remains of seven infants; the facade of St Paul’s dyed into a grooved chaos of vermilion, green, and purple by stone-destroying bacteria released by the artist, Miralda Hate; the wardrobe of clothing sewn of human skin and embroidered in gilt and glitter with verses from William Blake that we found in a vacant Brixton flat; the blind man who begged each evening on St Martin’s Lane, spiders crawling in the hollow globes of his glass eyes; the plague of saints, young men and women afflicted by a drug that bred in them the artificial personalities of Biblical characters and inspired them to martyr themselves during certain phases of the moon; the eyes of wild dogs in Hyde Park gleaming in the beam of my torch like the flat discs of highway reflectors; those and a thousand equally blighted memories, that was my London. Nightmare, grief, and endless fever.


    It was Solitaire that was home and mother to me, and I treated it with the appropriate respect. Though I was an investigative officer, not a section guard, I spent a portion of nearly every day patrolling various areas, searching less for crime than for symptoms of London, incidences of infection that might produce London-like effects. The station was not one place, but many: one hundred and forty-three modules, several of which were larger than any of the Earth orbit stations, connected by corridors encased in pressure shells that could be disengaged by means of the Central Propulsion Control and—as each module was outfitted with engines—moved to a new position in the complex, or even to a new orbit; should the Central Propulsion Control (CPC) be destroyed or severely damaged, disengagement was automatic, and the modules would boost into preprogrammed orbits. I hardly ever bothered to include places such as the labs, tank farms, infirmaries, data management centres, fusion modules, and such on my unofficial rounds; nor did I include the surface of the station, the electronic and solar arrays, radiator panels, communications and tracking equipment; those areas were well maintained and had no need of a watchman. I generally limited myself to entertainment and dwelling modules like East Louie, where Bill’s quarters and mine were located, idiosyncratic environments decorated with holographic scenarios so ancient that they had blanked out in patches and you would often see a coded designation or a stretch of metal wall interrupting the pattern of, say, a hieroglyphic mural; and from time to time I also inspected those sections of the station that were rarely visited and were only monitored via recordings several times a day—storage bays and transport hangars and the CPC (the cameras in those areas were supposed to transmit automatic alarms whenever anyone entered, but the alarm system was on the fritz at least half the time, and due to depleted staff and lack of materials, repairs such as that were not a high priority).


    The CPC was an immense, white, portless room situated, as I’ve said, in the module adjoining that which housed Samuelson’s digs and the rest of the corporate dwelling units. The room was segmented by plastic panels into work stations, contained banks of terminals and control panels, and was of little interest to me; but Bill, once he learned its function, was fascinated by the notion that his world could separate into dozens of smaller worlds and arrow off into the nothing, and each time we visited it, he would sit at the main panel and ask questions about its operation. There was never anyone else about, and I saw no harm in answering the questions. Bill did not have sufficient mental capacity to understand the concept of launch codes, let alone to program a computer so it would accept them. Solitaire was the only world he would ever know, and he was eager to accumulate as much knowledge about it as possible. Thus I encouraged his curiosity and showed him how to call up pertinent information on his own computer.


    Due to Arlie’s sympathetic response, Bill took to sleeping in our front room nearly every night, this in addition to tagging along on my rounds, and therefore it was inevitable that we became closer; however, closeness is not a term I happily apply to the relationship. Suffice it to say that he grew less defiant and petulant, somewhat more open and, as a consequence, more demanding of attention. Because his behaviour had been modified to some degree, I found his demands more tolerable. He continued to cling to the notion that in order to save himself he would have to perform some valuable service to the community, but he never insisted that I help him in this; he appeared satisfied merely to hang about and do things with me. And to my surprise I found there were some things I actually enjoyed doing with him. I took especial pleasure in going outside with him, in accompanying him on his rounds and watching as he cleared barnacles away from communications equipment and other delicate mechanisms.


    Sauter’s Barnacle was, of course, not a true barnacle, yet it possessed certain similarities to its namesake, the most observable of which was a supporting structure that consisted of a hard exoskeleton divided into plates so as to allow movement. They bore a passing resemblance to unopened buds, the largest about the size of a man’s fist, and they were variously coloured, some streaked with metallic shades of red, green, gold, and silver (their coloration depended to a great extent on the nature of the substrate and their nutrient sources), so that when you saw a colony of them from a distance, spreading over the surface of a module—and all the modules were covered by hundreds of thousands of them—they had the look of glittering beds of moss or lichen. I knew almost nothing about them, only that they fed on dust, that they were sensitive to changes in light, that they were not found within the orbit of Mars, and that wherever there was a space station, they were, as my immediate superior, the Chief of Security, Gerald Sessions, put it, “thick as flies on shit.” Once it had been learned that they did no harm, that, indeed, their excretions served to strengthen the outer shells of the modules, interest in them had fallen off sharply. There was, I believe, some ongoing research into their physical characteristics, but it was not of high priority. Except with Bill.


    To Bill the barnacles were purpose, a reason for being. They were, apart from Mister C, the most important creatures in the universe, and he was obsessive in his attentiveness toward them. Watching him stump about over the skin of the station, huge and clumsy in his pressure suit, a monstrous figure made to appear even more monstrous by the light spraying up around him from this or that port, hosing offending clumps of barnacles with bursts of oxygen from the tank that floated alongside him, sending them drifting up from their perches, I had the impression not of someone performing a menial task, but of a gardener tending his prize roses or—more aptly—a shepherd his flock. And though according to the best information, the barnacles were mindless things, incapable of any activity more sophisticated than obeying the basic urges of feeding and reproduction, it seemed they responded to him; even after he had chased them away they would wobble about him like strange pets, bumping against his faceplate and sometimes settling on him briefly, vivid against the white material of the pressure suit, making it appear that he was wearing jewelled rosettes on his back and shoulders. (I did not understand at the time that these were females which, unable to affect true mobility, had been stimulated to detach from the station by the oxygen and now were unable to reattach to the colony.)


    With Bill’s example before me, I was no longer able to take the barnacles for granted, and I began reading about them whenever I had a spare moment. I discovered that the exoskeleton was an organic-inorganic matrix composed of carbon compounds and silicate minerals, primarily olivine, pyroxene, and magnetite, substances commonly found in meteorites. Changes in light intensity were registered by iridescent photo-phores that dotted the plates; even the finest spray of dust passing between the barnacle and a light source would trigger neurological activity and stimulate the opening of aperture plates, permitting the egress of what Jacob Sauter (the barnacles’ Linnaeus, an amateur at biology) had called the “tongue,” an organ utilized both in feeding and in the transmission of seminal material from the male to the female. I learned that only the males could move about the colony, and that they did so by first attaching to the substrate with their tongues, which were coated with adhesive material, then detaching at one of their upper plate segments, and finally re-attaching to the colony with the stubby segmented stalks that depended from their bottom plates. “In effect,” Sauter had written, “they are doing cartwheels.”


    The most profound thing I discovered, however, had nothing to do with the barnacles, or rather had only peripherally to do with them, and was essentially a rediscovery, a reawakening of my wonderment at the bleak majesty surrounding us. The cold diamond chaos of the stars, shining so brightly they might have just been finished that day; the sun, an old god grown small and tolerable to the naked eye; the surreal brilliance and solidity that even the most mundane object acquired against the backdrop of that black, unvarying distance; that blackness itself, somehow managing to seem both ominous and serene, absence and presence, metal-hard and soft as illusion, like a fold in God’s magisterial robe; the station with its spidery complexes of interconnecting corridors and modules, all coated with the rainbow swirls and streaks of the barnacles’ glittering colours, and beams of light spearing out from it at every angle, like some mad, gay, rickety toy, the sight of which made me expect to hear calliope music; the Earth transport vessels, grey and bulky as whales, berthed in the geometric webs of their docks; the remote white islands of the assembly platforms, and still more remote, made visible by setting one’s faceplate for maximum visual enhancement, the tiny silver needle we were soon to hurl into the haystack of the unknown. It was glorious, that vista. It made a comprehensible map of our endeavours and led me to understand that we had not botched it completely. Not yet. I had seen it all before, but Bill’s devotion to the barnacles had rekindled the embers of my soul, my cognizance of the scope of our adventure, and looking out over the station, I would think I could feel the entire blast and spin of creation inside my head, the flood of particles from a trillion suns, the crackling conversations of electric clouds to whom the frozen seas of ammonia above which they drifted were repositories of nostalgia, the endless fall of matter through the less-than-nothing of a pure anomaly, the white face of Christ blurred and streaming within the frost-coloured fire of a comet’s head, the quasars not yet congealed into dragons and their centuries, the unerring persistence of meteors that travel for uncounted millennia through the zero dark to scoot and burn across the skies onto the exposure plates of mild astronomers and populate the legends of a summer night and tumble into cinders over the ghosted peaks of the Karakorum and then are blown onto the back porches of men who have never turned their faces to the sky and into the dreams of children. I would have a plunderous sense of my own destiny, and would imagine myself hurling through the plenum at the speed of thought, of wish, accumulating a momentum that was in itself a charge to go, to witness, to take, and I was so enlivened I would believe for an instant that, like a hero returning from war, I could lift my hand and let shine a blessing down upon everyone around me, enabling them to see and feel all I had seen and felt, to know as I knew that despite everything we were closer to heaven than we had ever been before.


    It was difficult for me to regain my ordinary take on life following these excursions, but after the departure of the lightship Sojourner, an event that Bill and I observed together from a catwalk atop the solar array in East Louie, it was thrust hard upon me that I had best set a limit on my woolgathering and concentrate on the matters at hand, for it was coming more and more to look as if the Strange Magnificence had gained a foothold on Solitaire. Scraps of black satin had been found tied to several crates in one of the storage bays, one of them containing drugs; copies of The Book of Inexhaustible Delirium began turning up; and while I was on rounds with Bill one day, I discovered a cache of packet charges in the magnetism lab, each about half the size of a flattened soccer ball, any one of which would have been sufficient to destroy a module. Gerald Sessions and I divided them up and stored them in our apartments, not trusting our staff with the knowledge of their existence. Perhaps the most troubling thing of all, the basic question of whether or not the Magnificence had the common good to heart was being debated in every quarter of the station, an argument inspired by fear and fear alone, and leading to bloody fights and an increase in racial tension and perversion of every sort. The power of the Strange Magnificence, you see, lay in the subversive nihilism of their doctrine, which put forward the idea that it was man’s duty to express all his urges, no matter how dark or violent, and that from the universal exorcism of these black secrets would ultimately derive a pure consensus, a vast averaging of all possible behaviours that would in turn reveal the true character of God and the manifest destiny of the race. Thus the leaders of the Magnificence saw nothing contradictory in funding a group in York, say, devoted to the expulsion of Pakistanis from Britain by whatever means necessary while simultaneously supporting a Sufi cult. They had no moral or philosophical problem with anything because according to them the ultimate morality was a work-in-progress. Their tracts were utter tripe, quasi-intellectual homilies dressed up in the kind of adjective-heavy, gothic prose once used to give weight to stories of ghosts and ancient evil; their anthems were even less artful, but the style suited the product, and the product was an easy sell to the disenfranchised, the desperate and the mad, categories into one of which almost everyone alive would fit to some extent, and definitely were one or another descriptive of everyone on Solitaire. As I had promised him, once these symptoms started to manifest, I approached Samuelson again, but he gave every evidence of being as concerned about the Magnificence as was I, and though I was not certain I believed his pose, I was too busy with my official duties and my unofficial one—protecting Bill, who had become the target of increased abuse—to devote much time to him. Then came the day of the launch.


    It was beautiful, of course. First a tiny stream of fire, like a scratch made on a wall painted black, revealing a white undercoat. This grew smaller and smaller, and eventually disappeared; but mere seconds after its disappearance, what looked to be an iridescent crack began to spread across the blackness, reaching from the place where Sojourner had gone superluminal to its point of departure, widening to a finger’s breadth, then a hands, and more, like an all-coloured piece of lightning hardened into a great jagged sword that was sundering the void, and as it swung toward us, widening still, I thought I saw in it intimations of faces and forms and things written, as one sees the images of circuitry and patterns such as might be found on the skin of animals when staring at the grain of a varnished board, and the sight of these half-glimpsed faces and the rest, not quite decipherable yet familiar in the way a vast and complex sky with beams of sunlight shafting down through dark clouds appears to express a familiar glory…those sights were accompanied by a feeling of instability, a shivery apprehension of my own insubstantiality which, although it shook me to my soul, disabling any attempt to reject it, was also curiously exalting, and I yearned for that sword to swing through me, to bear me away into a thundering genesis where I would achieve completion, and afterward, after it had faded, leaving me bereft and confused, my focus upon it had been so intent, I felt I had witnessed not an exercise of intricate technology but a simple magical act of the sort used to summon demons from the ready rooms of Hell or to wake a white spirit in the depths of an underground lake. I turned to Bill. His faceplate was awash in reflected light, and what I could make out of his face was coloured an eerie green by the read-outs inside his helmet. His mouth was opened, his eyes wide. I spoke to him, saying I can’t recall what, but wanting him to second my amazement at the wonderful thing we had seen.


    “Somethin’s wrong,” he said.


    I realized then that he was gazing in another direction; he might have seen Sojourner’s departure, but only out of the corner of his eye. His attention was fixed upon one of the modules—the avionics lab, I believe—from which a large number of barnacles had detached and were drifting off into space.


    “Why’re they doin’ that?” he asked. “Why’re they leavin’?”


    “They’re probably sick of it here,” I said, disgruntled by his lack of sensitivity. “Like the rest of us.”


    “No,” he said. “No, must be somethin’ wrong. They wouldn’t leave ’less somethin’s wrong.”


    “Fine,” I said. “Something’s wrong. Let’s go back in.”


    He followed me reluctantly into the airlock, and once we had shucked off our suits, he talked about the barnacles all the way back to my quarters, insisting that they would not have vacated the station if there had been nothing wrong.


    “They like it here,” he said. “There’s lots of dust, and nobody bothers ’em much. And they…”


    “Christ!” I said. “If something’s wrong, figure it out and tell me! Don’t just blither on!”


    “I can’t.” He ducked his eyes, swung his arms in exaggerated fashion, as if he were getting ready to skip. “I don’t know how to figure it out.”


    “Ask Mister C.” We had reached my door, and I punched out the entry code.


    “He doesn’t care.” Bill pushed out his lower lip to cover the upper, and he shook his head back and forth, actually not shaking it so much as swinging it in great slow arcs. “He thinks it’s stupid.”


    “What?” The door cycled open, the front room was pitch-dark.


    “The barnacles,” Bill said “He thinks everything I like is stupid. The barnacles and the CPC and…”


    Just then I heard Arlie scream, and somebody came hurtling out of the dark, knocking me into a chair and down onto the floor. In the spill of light from the corridor, I saw Arlie getting to her feet, covering her breasts with her arms. Her blouse was hanging in tatters about her waist; her jeans were pushed down past her hips; her mouth was bloody. She tried to speak, but only managed a sob.


    Sickened and terrified at the sight of her, I scrambled out into the corridor. A man dressed all in black was sprinting away, just turning off into one of the common rooms. I ran after him. Each step spiked the boil of my emotions with rage, and by the time I entered the common room, done up as the VR version of a pub, with dart boards and dusty, dark wood, and a few fraudulent old red-cheeked men slumped at corner tables, there was murder in my heart. I yelled at people taking their ease to call Security, then raced into the next corridor. Not a sign of the man in black.


    The corridor was ranged by about twenty doors, the panel of light above most showing blue, signalling that no one was within. I was about to try one of the occupied apartments when I noticed that the telltale beside the airlock hatch was winking red. I went over to the hatch, switched on the closed-circuit camera. On the screen above the control panel appeared a grainy black-and-white picture of the airlock’s interior; the man I had been chasing was pacing back and forth, making an erratic humming noise. A pale, twitchy young man with a malnourished look and bones that seemed as frail as a bird’s, the product of some row-house madonna and her pimply king, of not enough veggies and too many cigarettes, of centuries of a type of ignorance as peculiarly British as the hand-rolled lawns of family estates. I recognized him at once. Roger Thirwell. I also recognized his clothes. The tight black satin trousers and shirt of the Strange Magnificence, dotted with badges proclaiming levels of spiritual attainment and attendance at this or that function. “Hello, Roger,” I said into the intercom. “Lovely day for a rape, isn’t it, you filthy bastard?”


    He glanced around, then up to the monitor. Fear came into his face, then was washed away by hostility, which in turn was replaced by a sort of sneering happiness. “Send me to Manchester, will you?” he said. “Send me down the tube to bloody Manchester! I think not! Perhaps you realize now I’m not the sort to take threats lying down.”


    “Yeah, you’re a fucking hero! Why don’t you come out and show me how much of a man you are.”


    He appeared distracted, as if he had not heard me. I began to suspect that he was drugged, but drugged or not, I hated him.


    “Come on out of there!” I said. “I swear to God, I’ll be gentle.”


    “I’ll show you,” he said. “You want to see the man I am, I’ll show you.”


    But he made no move.


    “I had her in the mouth,” he said quietly. “She’s got a lovely, lovely mouth.”


    I didn’t believe him, but the words afflicted me nevertheless. I pounded on the hatch. “You beady-eyed piece of shit! Come out, damn you!”


    Voices talking excitedly behind me, then somebody put an arm on my shoulder and said in a carefully enunciated baritone, “Let me handle this one, John.”


    It was Gerald Sessions, my superior, a spindly black man with a handsome, open face and freckly light complexion and spidery arms that possessed inordinate strength. He was a quiet, private sort, not given to displays of emotion, understated in all ways, possessed of the glum manner of someone who continually feels themselves put upon; yet because of our years together, he was a man for whom I had developed some affection, and though I trusted no one completely, he was one of the few people whom I was willing to let watch my back. Standing beside him were four guards, among them his bodyguard and lover, Ernesto Carbajal, a little fume of a fellow with thick, oily yet well-tended black hair and a prissy cast to his features; and behind them, at a remove, was a grave-looking Menckyn Samuelson, nattily attired in dinner jacket and white trousers. Apparently he had been called away from a social occasion.


    “No, thank you,” I told Gerald. “I plan to hurt the son of a bitch. Send someone round to check on Arlie, will you?”


    “It’s been taken care of.” He studied me a moment. “All right. Just don’t kill him.”


    I turned back to the screen just as Thirwell, who had moved to the outer hatch and was gazing at the control panel, burst into song.


    “Night, my brother, gather round me,


    Breed the reign of violence,


    And with temptations of the spi-i-rit


    Blight the curse of innocence.


    Oh, supple daughters of the twilight,


    Will we have all our pleasures spent,


    When God emerges from the shadows,


    Blinding in his Strange Magni-i-fi-i-cence…”


    He broke off and let out a weak chuckle. I was so astounded by this behaviour that my anger was muted and my investigative sensibilities engaged.


    “Who’re your contacts on Solitaire?” I asked. “Talk to me, and maybe things will go easier for you.”


    Thirwell continued staring at the panel, seemingly transfixed by it.


    “Give it up, Roger,” I said. “Tell us about the Magnificence. You help us, and we’ll do right by you, I swear.”


    He lifted his face to the ceiling and, in a shattered tone, verging on tears, said, “Oh, God!”


    “I may be wrong,” I said, “but I don’t believe he’s going to answer you. You’d best brace it up in there, get your head clear.”


    “I don’t know,” he said.


    “Sure you do. You know. It was your brains got you here. Now use them. Think. You have to make the best of this you can.” It was hard to make promises of leniency to this little grout who’d had his hands on Arlie, but the rectitude of the job provided me a framework in which I was able to function. “Look here, I can’t predict what’s going to happen, but I can give you this much. You tell us what you know, chapter and verse, and I’ll speak up for you. There could be mitigating circumstances. Drugs. Coercion. Blackmail. That strike a chord, Roger? Hasn’t someone been pushing you into this? Yeah, yeah, I thought so. Mitigating circumstances. That being the case, it’s likely the corporation will go lightly with you. And one thing I can promise for certain sure. We’ll keep you safe from the Magnificence.”


    Thirwell turned to the monitor. From the working of his mouth and the darting of his eyes, I could see he was close to falling apart.


    “That’s it, there’s the lad. Come along home.”


    “The Magnificence.” He glanced about, as if concerned that someone might be eavesdropping. “They told me…uh…I…” He swallowed hard and peered at the camera as if trying to see through to the other side of the lens. “I’m frightened,” he said in a whispery, conspiratorial tone.


    “We’re all frightened, Roger. It’s shit like the Magnificence keeps us frightened. Time to stop being afraid, don’t you think? Maybe that’s the only way to stop. Just to do it, I mean. Just to say, the hell with this! I’m…”


    “P’rhaps if I had a word with him,” said Samuelson, leaning in over my shoulder. “You said I had some influence with the boy. P’rhaps…”


    I shoved him against the wall; Gerald caught him on the rebound and slung him along the corridor, holding a finger up to his lips, indicating that Samuelson should keep very quiet. But the damage was done. Thirwell had turned back to the control panel and was punching in the code that would break the seal on the outer hatch.


    “Don’t be an ass!” I said. That way’s no good for anyone.”


    He finished punching in the code and stood staring at the stud that would cycle the lock open. The Danger lights above the inner hatch were winking, and a computer voice had begun repeating, Warning, Warning. The outer hatch has been unsealed, the airlock has not been depressurized. Warning, Warning…


    “Don’t do it, Roger!”


    “I have to,” he said. “I realize that now. I was confused, but now it’s okay. I can do it.”


    “Nobody wants this to happen, Roger.”


    “I do, I want it.”


    “Listen to me!”


    Thirwell’s hand went falteringly toward the stud. “Lord of the alley mouths,” he said, “Lord of the rifles, Lord of the inflamed, Thou who hath committed every vileness…”


    “For Christ’s sake, man!” I said. “Nobody’s going to hurt you. Not the Magnificence, not anyone. I’ll guarantee your safety.”


    “…every sin, every violence, stand with me now, help me shape this dying into an undying love…’ His voice dropped in volume, becoming too low to hear.


    “Goddamn it, Thirwell! You silly bastard. Will you stop jabbering that nonsense! Don’t give in to it! Don’t listen to what they’ve taught you. It’s all utter rot!”


    Thirwell looked up at the camera, at me. Terror warped his features for a moment, but then the lines of tension softened and he giggled. “He’s right,” he said. “The man’s dead on right. You’ll never understand.”


    “Who’s right? What won’t I understand?”


    “Watch,” said Thirwell gleefully. “Watch my face.” I kept silent, trying to think of the perfect thing to say, something to foil his demented impulse. “Are you watching?”


    “I want to understand,” I said. “I want you to help me understand. Will you help me, Roger? Will you tell me about the Magnificence?”


    “I can’t. I can’t explain it.” He drew a deep breath, let it out slowly. “But I’ll show you.”


    He smiled blissfully at the camera as he pushed the stud. Explosive decompression, even when viewed on a black-and-white monitor, is not a good thing to see. I looked away. Inadvertently, my eyes went to Samuelson. He was standing about fifteen feet away, hands behind his back, expressionless, like a minister composing himself before delivering his sermon; but there was something else evident in that lean, blank face, something happening beneath the surface, some slight engorgement, and I knew, knew, that he was not distressed in the least by the death, that he was pleased by it. No one of his position, I thought, would be so ingenuous as to interrupt a security man trying to talk in a potential suicide. And if what he had done to Thirwell had been intentional, a poorly disguised threat, if he had that much power and menace at his command, then he might well be responsible for what Thirwell had done to Arlie.


    I strolled over to him. His eyes tracked my movements. I stopped about four feet away and studied him, searching for signs of guilt, for hints of a black satin past, of torchlight and blood and group sing-alongs. There was weakness in his face, but was it a weakness bred by perversion and brutality, or was it simply a product of fear? I decided that for Arlie’s sake, for Thirwell’s, I should assume the worst. “Guess what I’m going to do next?” I asked him. Before he could answer I kicked him in the pit of the stomach, and as he crumpled, I struck him a chopping left to the jaw that twisted his head a quarter-turn. Two of the guards started toward me, but I warned them back. Carbajal fixed me with a look of prim disapproval.


    “That was a stupid damn thing to do,” said Gerald, ambling over and gazing down at Samuelson, who was moaning, stirring.


    “He deserves worse,” I said. “Thirwell was coming out. I’m certain of it. And then this bastard opened his mouth.”


    “Yeah.” Gerald leaned against the wall, crossed his legs. “So how come you figure he did it?”


    “Why don’t you ask him? Be interesting to see how he responds.”


    Gerald let out a sardonic laugh. “Man’s an altruist. He was trying to help.” He picked at a rough place on one of his knuckles. “The real question I got is how deep he’s in it. Whether he’s involved with the Magnificence, or if he’s just trying to convince everyone he is, I need to know so I can make an informed decision.”


    I did not much care for the edge of coldness in his voice. “And what decision is that, pray?”


    Carbajal, staring at me over his shoulder, flashed me a knowing smile.


    “He already don’t like you, John,” said Gerald. “Man told me so. Now he’s gonna want your ass on a plaque. And I have to decide whether or not I should let him have you.”


    “Oh, really?”


    “This is some serious crap, man. I defy Samuelson, we’re gonna have us one helluva situation. Security lined up against Administration.”


    Samuelson was trying to sit up; his jaw was swollen and discoloured. I hoped it was broken.


    “We could be talkin’ about a war,” Gerald said.


    “I think you’re exaggerating,” I said. “Even so, a civil war wouldn’t be the worst thing that could happen, not so long as the right side won. There are a number of assholes on station who would make splendid casualties.”


    Gerald said, “No comment.”


    Samuelson had managed to prop himself up on an elbow. “I want you to arrest him,” he said to Gerald.


    I looked at Gerald. “Might I have a few words with him before you decide?”


    He met my eyes for a few beats, then shook his head in dismay. “Aw, fuck it,” he said.


    “Thanks, friend,” I said.


    “Fuck you, too,” he said; he walked a couple of paces away and stood gazing off along the corridor; Carbajal went with him, whispered in his ear and rubbed his shoulders.


    “Did you hear what I told you?” Samuelson heaved himself up into a sitting position, cupping his jaw. “Arrest him. Now!”


    “Here, let me help you up.” I grabbed a fistful of Samuelson’s jacket, hauled him to his feet, and slammed him into the wall. There. All better, are we?”


    Samuelson’s eyes darted left to right, hoping for allies. I bashed his head against the wall to get his attention, and he struggled against my hold.


    “Such a tragedy,” I said in my best upper-crust accent. The death of young Thirwell, what?”


    The fight went out of him; his eyes held on mine.


    “That was as calculated a bit of murder as I’ve seen in many a year,” I told him.


    “I haven’t the foggiest notion what you’re talking about!”


    “Oh, yes you do! I had him walking the tightrope back. Then you popped in and reminded him of the consequences he’d be facing should he betray the Magnificence. God only knows what he thought you had in store for him.”


    “I did no such thing! I was…”


    I dug the fingers of my left hand in behind his windpipe; I would have liked to squeeze until thumb and fingers touched, but I only applied enough force to make him squeak. “Shut your gob! I’m not finished.” I adjusted my grip to give him more air. “You’re dirty, Samuelson. You’re the germ that’s causing all the pale looks around here. I don’t know how you got past the screens, but that’s not important. Sooner or later I’m going to have your balls for breakfast. And when I’ve cleaned my plate, I’ll send what’s left of you to the same place you chased Thirwell. Of course you could tell me the names of everyone on Solitaire who’s involved with the Magnificence. That might weaken my resolve. But don’t be too long about it, because I am fucking lusting for you. I can scarcely wait for you to thwart me. My saliva gets all thick and ropy when I think of the times we could have together.” I gave him a shake, listened to him gurgle. “I know what you are, and I know what you want. You’ve got a dream, don’t you? A vast, splendid dream of men in black satin populating the stars. New planets to befoul. Well, it’s just not going to happen. If it ever comes to pass that a ship returns with good news, you won’t be on it, son. Nor will any of your tribe. You’ll be floating out there in the black grip of Jesus, with your blood all frozen in sprays around you and your hearts stuffed in your fucking mouths.” I released him, gave him a cheerful wink. “All right. Go ahead. Your innings.”


    Samuelson scooted away along the wall, holding his throat. “You’re mad!” He glanced over at Gerald. “The both of you!”


    Gerald shrugged, spread his hands. “It’s part of the job description.”


    “May we take it,” I said to Samuelson, “that you’re not intending to confess at this time?”


    Samuelson noticed, as had I, that a number of people had come out of the common room and were watching the proceedings. “I’ll tell you what I intend,” he said, pulling himself erect in an attempt to look impressive. “I intend to make a detailed report concerning your disregard for authority and your abuse of position.”


    “Now, now,” Gerald said, walking toward him. “Let’s have no threats. Otherwise somebody”—his voice built into a shout-“somebody might lose their temper!” He accompanied the shout by slapping his palm against the wall, and this sent Samuelson staggering back another dozen feet or so.


    Several of the gathering laughed.


    “Come clean, man,” I said to Samuelson. “Do the right thing. I’m told it’s better than sex once those horrid secrets start spilling out.”


    “If it’ll make you feel any easier, you can dress up in your black satins first,” Gerald said. “Having that smooth stuff next to your skin, that’ll put a nice wiggle on things.”


    “You know, Gerald,” I said. “Maybe these poofs are onto something. Maybe the Magnificence has a great deal to offer.”


    “I’m always interested in upgrading my pleasure potential,” he said. “Why don’t you give us the sales pitch, Samuelson?”


    “Yeah,” I said. “Let’s hear about all the snarky quivers you get from twisting the arms off a virgin.”


    The laughter swelled in volume, inspired by Samuelson’s expression of foolish impotence.


    “You don’t understand who you’re dealing with,” he said. “But you will, I promise.”


    There, I said to myself, there’s his confession. Not enough to bring into court, but for a moment it was there in his face, all the sick hauteur and corrupted passion of his tribe.


    “I bet you’re a real important man with the Magnificence,” said Gerald. “Bet you even got a title.”


    “Minister of Scum and Delirium,” I suggested.


    “I like it,” said Gerald. “How ’bout Secretary of the Inferior?”


    “Grand High Salamander,” said Carbajal, and tittered.


    “Master of the Excremental.”


    “Stop it,” said Samuelson, clenching his fists; he looked ready to stamp his foot and cry.


    Several other titular suggestions came from the crowd of onlookers, and Gerald offered, “Queen of the Shitlickers.”


    “I’m warning you,” said Samuelson, then he shouted, “I am warning you!” He was flushed, trembling. All the twitchy material of his inner core exposed. It had been fun bashing him about, but now I wanted to put my heel on him, feel him crunch underfoot.


    “Go on,” Gerald said. “Get along home. You’ve done all you can here.”


    Samuelson shot him an unsteady look, as if not sure what Gerald was telling him.


    Gerald waved him off. “We’ll talk soon.”


    “Yes,” said Samuelson, straightening his jacket, trying to muster a shred of dignity. “Yes, indeed, we most certainly will.” He delivered what I suppose he hoped was a withering stare and stalked off along the corridor.


    “There goes an asshole on a mission,” said Gerald, watching him round the bend.


    “Not a doubt in my mind,” I said.


    “Trouble.” Gerald scuffed his heel against the steel floor, glanced down as if expecting to see a mark. “No shit, the man’s trouble.”


    “So are we,” I said.


    “Yeah, uh-huh.” He sounded unconvinced.


    We exchanged a quick glance. We had been through a lot together, Gerald and I, and I knew by the tilt of his head, the wry set of his mouth, that he was very worried. I was about to make a stab at boosting his spirits when I remembered something more pressing.


    “Oh, Christ!” I said. “Arlie! I’ve got to get back.”


    “Forgot about her, huh?” He nodded gloomily, as if my forgetfulness were something he had long decried. “You know you’re an asshole, don’t you? You know you don’t deserve the love of woman or the friendship of man.”


    “Yeah, yeah,” I said. “Can you handle things here?”


    He made a gesture of dismissal. Another morose nod. “Just so you know,” he said.


    * * * *


    There were no seasons on Solitaire, no quick lapses into cold, dark weather, no sudden transformations into flowers and greenery; yet it seemed that in those days after Thirwell’s suicide the station passed through an autumnal dimming, one lacking changes in foliage and temperature, but having in their stead a flourishing of black satin ribbons and ugly rumours, a gradual decaying of the spirit of the place into an oppressive atmosphere of sullen wariness, and the slow occlusion of all the visible brightness of our lives, a slump of patronage in the bars, the common rooms standing empty, incidences of decline that reminded me in sum of the stubborn resistance of the English oaks to their inevitable change, their profuse and solemn green surrendering bit by bit to the sparse imperatives of winter, like a strong man’s will gradually being eroded by grief.


    War did not come immediately, as Gerald had predicted, but the sporadic violences continued, along with the arguments concerning the true intentions and nature of the Strange Magnificence, and few of us doubted that war, or something akin to it, was in the offing. Everyone went about their duties hurriedly, grimly—everyone, that is, except for Bill. He was so absorbed by his own difficulties, I doubted he noticed any of this, and though the focus of hostility had shifted away from him to an extent, becoming more diffuse and general, he grew increasingly agitated and continued to prattle on about having to “do something” and—this a new chord in his simple symphony -that something must be terribly wrong because the barnacles were leaving.


    That they were leaving was undeniable. Every hour saw the migration of thousands more, and large areas of the station’s surface had been laid bare. Not completely bare, mind you. There remained a layer of the substrate laid down by the females, greenish silver in colour, but nonetheless it was a shock to see the station so denuded. I gave no real credence to Bill’s contention that we were in danger, but neither did I totally disregard it, and so, partly to calm him, to reassure him that the matter was being investigated, I went back to Jacob Sauter’s notes to learn if such migrations were to be expected.


    According to the notes, pre-adult barnacles—Sauter called them “larvae”—free-floated in space, each encapsulated in its own segment of a tube whose ends had been annealed so as to form a ring. Like the adult barnacle, the exterior of the ring was dotted with light-sensitive photophores, and when a suitable place for attachment was sensed, the ring colony was able to orient itself by means of excretions sprayed through pores in the skin of the tube, a method not dissimilar to that utilized by orbital vessels when aligning themselves for re-entry. The slightest change in forward momentum induced secretions to occur along the edge of the colony oriented for imminent attachment, and ultimately the colony stuck to its new home, whereupon the females excreted an acidic substrate that bonded with the metal. The barnacles were hermaphroditic, and the initial metamorphitosis always resulted in female barnacles alone. Once the female colony grew dense, some of the females would become male. When the colony reached a certain density it reproduced en masse. As the larval tubes were secreted, they sometimes intertwined, and this would result in braided ring-colonies, which helped insure variation in the gene pool. And that was all I could find on the subject of migration. If Sauter were to be believed, by giving up their purchase on the station, the barnacles were essentially placing their fate in the hands of God, taking the chance—and given the vastness of space, the absence of ring secretions, it was an extremely slim chance—that they would happen to bump into something and be able to cling long enough to attach themselves. If one were to judge their actions in human terms, it would appear that they must be terrified of something, otherwise they would stay where they were; but it would require an immense logical leap for me to judge them according to those standards and I had no idea what was responsible for their exodus.


    Following my examination of Sauter’s notes I persuaded Gerald to accompany me on an inspection tour of Solitaire’s surface. I thought seeing the migration for himself might affect him more profoundly than had the camera views, and that he might then join me in entertaining the suspicion that—as unlikely a prospect as it was—Bill had stumbled onto something. But Gerald was not moved to agreement.


    “Man, I don’t know,” he said as we stood on the surface of East Louie, looking out toward the CPC and the administration module. There were a few sparse patches of barnacles around us, creatures that for whatever reason—impaired sensitivity, some form of silicate stubbornness—had not abandoned the station. Now and then one or several would drift up toward the glittering clouds of their fellows that shone against the blackness like outcroppings of mica in anthracite. “What do I know about these damn things! They could be doing anything. Could be they ran out of food, and that’s why they’re moving. Shit! You giving the idiot way too much credit! He’s got his own reasons for wanting this to mean something.”


    I could not argue with him. It would be entirely consistent with Bill’s character for him to view the migration as part of his personal apocalypse, and his growing agitation might stem from the fact that he saw his world being whittled down; his usefulness reduced, and thus his existence menaced all the more.


    “Still,” I said, “it seems odd.”


    “‘Odd’ ain’t enough. Weird, now, that might carry some weight. Crazy. Run amok. They qualify for my attention. But ‘odd’ I can live with. You want to worry about this, I can’t stop you. Me, I got more important things to do. And so do you.”


    “I’m doing my job, don’t you worry.”


    “Okay. Tell me about it.”


    Through the glaze of reflection on his faceplate, I could only make out his eyes and his forehead, and these gave no clue to his mood.


    “There’s not very much to tell. As far as I can determine Samuelson’s pure through and through. There’s a curious lack of depth to the background material, a few dead ends in the investigative reports. Deceased informants. Vanished employers. That sort of thing. It doesn’t feel quite right to me, but it’s nothing I could bring to the corporation. And it does appear that his elder brother was murdered by the Magnificence, which establishes at least one of his bona fides.”


    “If Samuelson’s part of the Magnificence, I…”


    “‘If,’ my ass!” I said. “You know damned well he is.”


    “I was going to say, his brother’s murder is just the kind of tactic they like to use in order to draw suspicion away from one of their own. Hell, he may have hated his brother.”


    “Or he may have loved him and wanted the pain.”


    Gerald grunted.


    “I’ve isolated fourteen files that have a sketchiness reminiscent of Samuelson’s,” I said. “Of course that doesn’t prove anything. Most of them are administration and most are relatively new on Solitaire. But only a couple are his close associates.”


    “That makes it more likely they’re all dirty. They don’t believe in bunching up. I’ll check into it.” I heard a burst of static over my earphones, which meant that he had let out a heavy sigh. “The damn thing is,” he went on, “Samuelson might not be the lead dog. Whoever’s running things might be keeping in the shadows for now.”


    “No, not a chance,” I said. “Samuelson’s too lovely in the part.”


    A construction sled, a boxy thing of silver struts powered by a man in a rocket pack, went arcing up from the zero physics lab and boosted toward one of the assembly platforms; all manner of objects were lashed to the struts, some of them—mostly tools, vacuum welders and such—trailing along in its wake, giving the sled a raggedy, gypsy look.


    “Those explosives you got stashed,” Gerald said, staring after the sled.


    “They’re safe.”


    “I hope so. We didn’t have ’em, they might have moved on us by now. Done a hostage thing. Or maybe just blown something up. I’m pretty sure nothing else has been brought on station, so you can just keep a close watch on that shit. That’s our hole card.”


    “I don’t like waiting for them to make the first move.”


    “I know you don’t. Was up to you, we’d be stiffening citizens right and left, and figuring out later if they guilty or not. That’s how come you got the teeth, and I’m holding the leash.”


    Though his face was hidden, I knew he was not smiling.


    “Your way’s not always the right of it, Gerald,” I said. “Sometimes my way’s the most effective, the most secure.”


    “Yeah, maybe. But not this time. This is too bullshit, this mess. Too many upper-level people involved. We scratch the wrong number off the page, we be down the tube in a fucking flash. You don’t want to be scuffling around back on Earth, do you? I sure as hell don’t.”


    “I’d prefer it to having my lungs sucked out through my mouth like Thirwell.”


    “Would you, now? Me, I’m not so sure. I want a life that’s more than just gnawing bones, John. I ain’t up to that kind of hustle no more. And I don’t believe you are, either.”


    We stood without speaking for a minute or so. It was getting near time for a shift change, and everywhere bits of silver were lifting from the blotched surface of the station, flocking together in the brilliant beams of light shooting from the transport bays, their movements as quick and fitful as the play of dust in sunlight.


    “You’re thinking too much these days, man,” Gerald said. “You’re not sniffing the air, you’re not feeling things here.” He made a slow, ungainly patting motion above his gut.


    “That’s rot!”


    “Is it? Listen to this. ‘Life has meaning but no theme. There is no truth we can assign to it that does not in some way lessen the bright flash of being that is its essential matter. There is no lesson learned that does not signal a misapprehension of our stars. There is no moral to this darkness.’ That’s some nice shit. Extremely profound. But the man who wrote that, he’s not watching the water for sharks. He’s too busy thinking.”


    “I’m so pleased,” I said, “you’ve been able to access my computer once again. I know the childlike joy it brings you. And I’m quite sure Ernesto is absolutely thrilled at having a peek.”


    “Practice makes perfect.”


    “Any further conclusions you’ve drawn from poking around in my personal files?”


    “You got one helluva fantasy life. Or else that Arlie, man, she’s about half some kind of beast. How come you write all that sex stuff down?”


    “Prurience,” I said. “Damn! I don’t know why I put up with this shit from you.”


    “Well, I do. I’m the luckiest Chief of Security in the system, see, “cause I’ve got me a big, bad dog who’s smart and loyal, and”—he lifted one finger of his gauntleted hand to signify that this was key—“who has no ambition to take my job.”


    “Don’t be too sure.”


    “No, man, you don’t want my job. I mean, you’d accept it if it was handed to you, but you like things the way they are. You always running wild and me trying to cover your ass.”


    “I hope you’re not suggesting that I’m irresponsible.”


    “You’re responsible, all right. You just wouldn’t want the kind of responsibility I’ve got. It’d interfere with your style. The way you move around the station, talking bullshit to the people, everything’s smooth, then all of a sudden you go Bam! Bam! and take somebody down, then the next second you’re talking about Degas or some shit, and then, Bam! somebody else on the floor, you say, Oops, shit, I guess I messed up, will you please forgive me, did I ever tell you ’bout Paris in the springtime when all the poets turn into cherryblossoms, Bam! It’s fucking beautiful, man. You got half the people so scared they crawl under the damn rug when they see you coming, and the other half loves you to death, and most all of ’em would swear you’re some kind of Robin Hood, you whip ’em ’cause you love ’em and it’s your duty, and you only use your powers for goodness and truth. They don’t understand you like I do. They don’t see you’re just a dangerous, amoral son of a bitch.”


    “Is this the sort of babble that goes into your personnel reports?”


    “Not hardly. I present you as a real citizen. A model of integrity and courage and resourcefulness.”


    “Thanks for that,” I said coldly.


    “Just don’t ever change, man. Don’t ever change.”


    The sleds that had lifted from the station had all disappeared, but others were materializing from the blackness, tiny points of silver and light coming home from the assembly platforms, looking no more substantial than the clouds of barnacles. Finally Gerald said, “I got things to take care of.” He waved at the barnacles. “Leave this shit alone, will you? After everything else gets settled, maybe then we’ll look into it. Right now all you doing is wasting my fucking time.”


    I watched him moving off along the curve of the module toward the airlock, feeling somewhat put off by his brusque reaction and his analysis. I respected him a great deal as a professional, and his clinical assessment of my abilities made me doubt that his respect for me was so unqualified.


    There was a faint click against the side of my helmet. I reached up and plucked off a barnacle. Lying in the palm of my gauntlet, its plates closed, its olive surface threaded with gold and crimson, it seemed cryptic, magical, rare, like something one would find after a search lasting half a lifetime, a relic buried with a wizard king, lying in his ribcage in place of a heart. I had shifted my position so that the light from the port behind me cast my shadow over the surface, and, a neurological change having been triggered by the shift in light intensity, some of the barnacles in the shadow were opening their plates and probing the vacuum with stubby grey “tongues,” trying to feed. It was an uncanny sight, the way their “tongues” moved, stiffly, jerkily, like bad animation, like creatures in a grotesque garden hallucinated by Hawthorne or Baudelaire, and standing there among them, with the technological hodgepodge of the station stretching away in every direction, I felt as if I were stranded in a pool of primitive time, looking out onto the future. It was, I realized, a feeling akin to that I’d had in London whenever I thought about the space colonies, the outposts strung across the system.


    Gnawing bones.


    As my old Classics professor would have said, Gerald’s metaphor was “a happy choice.”


    And now I had time to consider, I realized that Gerald was right: after all the years on Solitaire, I would be ill-suited for life in London, my instincts rusty, incapable of readjusting to the city’s rabid intensity. But I did not believe he was right to wait for Samuelson to move against us. Once the Magnificence set their sights on a goal, they were not inclined to use half-measures. I was too disciplined to break ranks with Gerald, but there was nothing to prevent me from preparing myself for the day of judgement. Samuelson might bring us down, I told myself, but I would see to it that he would not outlive us. I was not aware, however, that judgement day was almost at hand.


    * * * *


    Perhaps it was the trouble of those days that brought Arlie and me closer together, that reawakened us to the sweetness of our bodies and the sharp mesh of our souls, to all those things we had come to take for granted. And perhaps Bill had something to do with it. As dismal an item as he was, it may be his presence served—as Arlie had suggested—to supply us with some missing essential of warmth or heart. But whatever the cause, it was a great good time for us, and I came once again to perceive her not merely as someone who could cure a hurt or make me stop thinking for a while, but as the embodiment of my hopes. After everything I had witnessed, all the shabby, bloody evidence I had been presented of our kind’s pettiness and greed, that I could feel anything so pure for another human being…Christ, it astounded me! And if that much could happen, then why not the fulfilment of other, more improbable hopes? For instance, suppose a ship were to return with news of a habitable world. I pictured the two of us boarding, flying away, landing, being washed clean in the struggle of a stern and simple life. Foolishness, I told myself. Wild ignorance. Yet each time I fell into bed with Arlie, though the darkness that covered us seemed always imbued with a touch of black satin, with the sticky patina of the Strange Magnificence, I would sense in the back of my mind that in touching her I was flying away again, and in entering her I was making landfall on some perfect blue-green sphere. There came a night, however, when to entertain such thoughts seemed not mere folly but the height of indulgence.


    It was close upon half-eleven, and the three of us, Bill, Arlie, and I, were sitting in the living room, the walls playing a holographic scenario of a white-capped sea and Alps of towering cumulus, with whales breeching and a three-masted schooner coasting on the wind, vanishing whenever it reached the corner, then reappearing on the adjoining wall. Bill and Arlie were on the sofa, and she was telling him stories about Earth, lies about the wonderful animals that lived there, trying to distract him from his obsessive nattering about the barnacles. I had just brought out several of the packet charges that Gerald and I had hidden away, and I was working at reshaping them into smaller units, a project that had occupied me for several nights. Bill had previously seemed frightened by them and had never mentioned them. That night, however, he pointed at the charges and said, “ ’Splosives?”


    “Very good,” I said. “The ones we found, you and I. The ones I was working with yesterday. Remember?”


    “Uh-huh.” He watched me re-insert a timer into one of the charges and then asked what I was doing.


    “Making some presents,” I told him.


    “Birthday presents?”


    “More like Guy Fawkes Day presents.”


    He had no clue as to the identity of Guy Fawkes, but he nodded sagely as though he had. “Is one for Gerald?”


    “You might say they’re all for Gerald.”


    He watched me a while longer, then said, “Why is it presents? Don’t ’splosives hurt?”


    “ ’E’s just havin’ a joke,” Arlie said.


    Bill sat quietly for a minute or so, his eyes tracking my fingers, and at last he said, “Why won’t you talk to Gerald about the barnacles? You should tell him it’s important.”


    “Give it a rest, Billy,” Arlie said, patting his arm.


    “What do you expect Gerald to do?” I said. “Even if he agreed with you, there’s nothing to be done.”


    “Leave,” he said. “Like the barnacles.”


    “What a marvellous idea! We’ll just pick up and abandon the place.”


    “No, no!” he shrilled. “CPC! CPC!”


    “Listen ’ere,” said Arlie. “There’s not a chance in ’ell the corporation’s goin’ to authorize usin’ the CPC for somethin’ loike that. So put it from mind, dear, won’t you?”


    “Don’t need the corporation,” Bill said in a whiny tone.


    “He’s got the CPC on the brain,” I said. “Every night I come in here and find him running the file.”


    Arlie shushed me and asked, “What’s that you said, Bill?”


    He clamped his lips together, leaned back against the wall, his head making a dark, ominous-looking interruption in the path of the schooner; a wave of bright water appeared to crash over him, sending up a white spray.


    “You ’ave somethin’ to tell us, dear?”


    “Be grateful for the silence,” I said.


    A few seconds later Bill began to weep, to wail that it wasn’t fair, that everyone hated him.


    We did our best to soothe him, but to no avail. He scrambled to his feet and went to beating his fists against his thighs, hopping up and down, shrieking at the top of his voice, his face gone as red as a squalling infant’s. Then of a sudden he clutched the sides of his head. His legs stiffened, his neck cabled. He fell back on the sofa, twitching, screaming, clawing at the lump behind his ear. Mister C had intervened and was punishing him with electric shocks. It was a hideous thing to see, this enormous, babyish man jolted by internal lightnings, strings of drool braiding his chin, the animation ebbing from his face, his protests growing ever more feeble, until at last he sat staring blankly into nowhere, an ugly, outsized doll in a stained white jumpsuit.


    Arlie moved close to him, mopped his face with a tissue. Her mouth thinned; the lines bracketing the corners of her lips deepened. “God, ’e’s a disgustin’ object,” she said. “I don’t know what it is about ’im touches me so.”


    “Perhaps he reminds you of your uncle.”


    “I realize this is hard toimes for you, luv,” she said, continuing to mop Bill’s face. “But do you really find it necessary to treat me so sarcastic, loike I was one of your culprits?”


    “Sorry,” I said.


    She gave an almost imperceptible shrug. Something shifted in her face, as if an opaque mask had slid aside, revealing her newly vulnerable. “What you fink’s goin’ to ’appen to ’im?”


    “Same as’ll happen to us, probably. It appears our fates have become intertwined.” I picked up another charge. “Anyway, what’s it matter, the poor droob? His best pal is a little black bean that zaps him whenever he throws a wobbler. He’s universally loathed, and his idea of a happy time is to pop a crystal and flog the bishop all night long. As far as I can tell, his fate’s already bottomed out.”


    She clicked her tongue against her teeth. “Maybe it’s us Oi see in ’im.”


    “You and me? That’s a laugh.”


    “Nao, I mean all of us. Don’t it seem sometimes we’re all ’elpless loike ’im? Just big, loopy animals without a proper sense of things.”


    “I don’t choose to think that way.”


    Displeasure came into her face, but before she could voice it, a loud buzzer went off in the bedroom—Gerald’s private alarm, a device he would only use if unable to communicate with me openly. I jumped to my feet and grabbed a hand laser from a drawer in the table beside the sofa.


    “Don’t let anyone in,” I told Arlie. “Not under any circumstances.”


    She nodded, gave me a brisk hug. “You ’urry back.”


    The corridors of East Louie were thronged, hundreds of people milling about the entrances of the common rooms and the commissaries. I smelled hashish, perfume, pheromone sprays. Desperate with worry, I pushed and elbowed my way through the crowds toward Gerald’s quarters, which lay at the opposite end of the module. When I reached his door, I found it part way open and the concerned brown face of Ernesto Carbajal peering out at me. He pulled me into the foyer. The room beyond was dark; a slant of light fell across the carpet from the bedroom door, which was open a foot or so; but I could make out nothing within.


    “Where’s Gerald?” I asked.


    Carbajal’s hands made delicate, ineffectual gestures in the air, as if trying to find a safe hold on something with a lot of sharp edges. “I didn’t know what to do,” he said. “I didn’t know…I…”


    I watched him flutter and spew. He was Gerald’s man, and Gerald claimed he was trustworthy. For my part, I had never formed an opinion. Now, however, I saw nothing that made me want to turn my back on him. And so, of course, I determined that I would do exactly that as soon as a suitable opportunity presented itself.


    “You gave the alarm?” I asked him.


    “Yes, I didn’t want anyone to hear…the intercom. You know, it…I…”


    “Yeah, yeah, I know. Calm down!” I pushed him against the wall, kept my hand flat against his chest. “Where’s Gerald?”


    His eyes flicked toward the bedroom; for an instant the flesh of his face seemed to sag away from the bone, to lose all its firmness. “There,” he said. “Back there. Oh God!”


    It was at that moment I knew Gerald was dead, but I refused to let the knowledge affect me. No matter how terrible the scene in the bedroom, Carbajal’s reactions—though nicely done—were too flighty for a professional; even considering his involvement with Gerald, he should have been able to manage a more businesslike facade.


    “Let’s have a look, shall we?”


    “No, I don’t want to go back in there!”


    “All right, then,” I said. “You wait here.”


    I crossed to the bedroom, keeping an ear out for movement behind me. I swallowed, held my breath. The surface of the door seemed hot to the touch, and when I slid it open, I had the thought that the heat must be real, that all the glare off the slick red surfaces within had permeated the metal. Gerald was lying on the bed, the great crimson hollow of his stomach and chest exposed and empty, unbelievably empty, cave empty, with things like glistening, pulpy red fruit resting by his head, hands and feet; but I did not admit to the sight, I kept a distant focus. I heard a step behind me and turned, throwing up my guard as Carbajal, his face distorted by a grimace, struck at me with a knife. I caught his knife arm, bent the elbow backward against the doorframe; I heard it crack as he screamed and shoved him back into the living room. He staggered off-balance, but did not fall. He righted himself, began to move in a stealthy crouch, keeping his shattered elbow toward me, willing to accept more pain in order to protect his good left hand. Disabled or not, he was still very fast, dangerous with his kicks. But I knew I had him so long as I was careful, and I chose to play him rather than end it with the laser. The more I punished him, I thought, the less resistant he would be to interrogation. I feinted, and when he jumped back, I saw him wince. A chalky wash spread across his skin. Every move he made was going to hurt him.


    “You might as well hazard it all on one throw, Ernesto,” I told him. “If you don’t, you’re probably going to fall over before I knock you down.”


    He continued to circle me, unwilling to waste energy on a response; his eyes looked all dark, brimming with concentrated rage. Passing through the spill of light from the bedroom, he seemed ablaze with fury, a slim little devil with a crooked arm.


    “It’s not your karate let you down, Ernesto. It’s that ridiculous drama-queen style of acting. Absolutely vile! I thought you might start beating your breast and crying out to Jesus for succour. Of course that’s the weakness all you yobbos in the Magnificence seem to have. You’re so damned arrogant, you think you can fool everyone with the most rudimentary tactics. I wonder why that is. Never mind. In a moment I’m going to let you tell me all about it.”


    I gave him an opening, a good angle of attack. I’m certain he knew it was a trap, but he was in so much pain, so eager to stop the pain, that his body reacted toward the opening before his mind could cancel the order. He swung his right leg in a vicious arc, I stepped inside the kick, executed a hip throw; as he flew into the air and down, I wrenched his good arm out of the socket with a quick twist. He gave a cry, but wriggled out of my reach and bridged to his feet, both arms dangling. I took him back down with a leg sweep and smashed his right kneecap with my heel. Once his screaming had subsided I sat down on the edge of a coffee table and showed him the laser.


    “Now we can talk undisturbed,” I said brightly. “I hope you feel like talking, because otherwise…”


    He cursed in Spanish, spat toward me.


    “I can see there’s no fooling you, Ernesto. You obviously know you’re not leaving here alive, not after what you’ve done. But you do have one life choice remaining that might be of some interest. Quickly”—I flourished the laser—“or slowly. What’s your pleasure?”


    He lay without moving, his chest heaving, blinking from time to time, a neutral expression on his face, perhaps trying to think of something he could tell me that would raise the stakes. His breath whistled in his throat; sweat beaded his forehead. My thoughts kept pulling me back into that red room, and as I sat there the pull became irresistible. I saw it clearly this time. The heart lying on the pillow above Gerald’s head, the other organs arranged neatly beside his hands and feet; the darkly crimson hollow with its pale flaps. Things written in blood on the wall. It made me weary to see it, and the most wearisome thing of all was the fact that I was numb, that I felt almost nothing. I knew I would have to rouse myself from this spiritual malaise and go after Samuelson. I could trust no one to help me wage a campaign—quick retaliation was the best chance I had. Perhaps the only chance. The Magnificence had a number of shortcomings. Their arrogance, a crudeness of tactics, an infrastructure that allowed unstable personalities to rise to power. To be truthful, the fear and ignorance of their victims was their greatest strength. But their most pertinent flaw was that they tended to give their subordinates too little autonomy. With Samuelson out of the picture, the rest might very well scatter. And then I realized there was something I could do that would leave nothing to chance.


    “Ernesto,” I said, “now I’ve considered it, there’s really not a thing you can tell me that I want to know.”


    “No,” he said. “No, I have something. Please!”


    I shrugged. “All right. Let’s hear it.”


    “The bosses,” he said. “I know where they are.”


    “The Magnificence, you mean? Those bosses?”


    A nod. “Administration. They’re all there.”


    “They’re there right this moment?”


    Something must have given a twinge, for he winced and said, “Dios!” When he recovered he added, “Yes. They’re waiting…” Another pain took him away for a moment.


    “Waiting for the revolution to be won?” I suggested.


    “Yes.”


    “And just how many bosses are we speaking about?”


    “Twenty. Almost twenty, I think.”


    Christ, I thought, nearly half of administration gone to black satin and nightmare.


    I got to my feet, pocketed the laser.


    “Wha…” Ernesto said, and swallowed; his pallor had increased, and I realized he was going into shock. His dark eyes searched my face.


    “I’m going, Ernesto,” I said. “I don’t have the time to treat you as you did Gerald. But my fervent hope is that someone else with more time on their hands will find you. Perhaps one of your brothers in the Magnificence. Or one of Gerald’s friends. Neither, I suspect, will view your situation in a favourable light. And should no one come upon you in the foreseeable future, I suppose I shall have to be satisfied with knowing you died a lingering death.” I bent to him. “Getting cold, isn’t it? You’ve had the sweet bit, Ernesto. There’ll be no more pretending you’ve a pretty pair of charlies and playing sweet angelina to the hard boys. No more gobble-offs for you, dearie. It’s all fucking over.”


    I would have loved to hurt him some more, but I did not believe I would have been able to stop once I got started. I blew him a kiss, told him that if the pain got too bad he could always swallow his tongue, and left him to what would almost certainly be the first of his final misgivings.


    * * * *


    When I returned to my quarters Arlie threw her arms about me and held me tight while I gave her the news about Gerald. I still felt nothing. Telling her was like hearing my own voice delivering a news summary.


    “I’ve got work to do,” I said. “I can’t protect you here. They’re liable to pay a visit while I’m away. You’ll have to come with me.”


    She nodded, her face buried in my shoulder.


    “We have to go outside,” I said. “We can use one of the sleds. Just a short hop over to Administration, a few minutes there, and we’re done. Can you manage?”


    Arlie liked having something solid underfoot; going outside was a dread prospect for her, but she made no objection.


    “What are you intendin’?” she asked, watching me gather the packet charges I had left scattered about the floor.


    “Nothing nice,” I said, peering under the sofa; I was, it appeared, short four charges. “Don’t worry about it.”


    “Don’t you get cheeky with me! Oi’m not some low-heel Sharon you’ve only just met. Oi’ve a right to know what you’re about.”


    “I’m going to blow up the damned place,” I said, moving the sofa away from the wall.


    She stared at me, open-mouthed. “You’re plannin’ to blow up Admin? ’Ave you done your crust? What you finkin’ of?”


    I told her about the suspicious files and what Ernesto had said, but this did little to soothe her.


    There’s twenty other people livin’ in there!” she said. “What about them?”


    “Maybe they won’t be at home,” I pushed the sofa back against the wall. “I’m missing four charges here. You seen ’em?”


    “It’s almost one o’clock. Some of ’em might be out, Oi grant you. But whether it’s twenty or fifteen, you’re talkin’ about the murder of innocent people.”


    “Look here,” I said, continuing my search, heaving chairs about to bleed off my anger. “First of all, they’re not people. They’re corporation deadlegs. Using the word ‘innocent’ to describe them makes as much sense as using the word ‘dainty’ to describe a pig’s eating habits. At one time or another they’ve every one put the drill to some poor joey’s backside and made it bleed. And they’d do it again in a flicker, because that’s all they fucking know how to do. Secondly, if they were in my shoes, if they had a chance to rid the station of the Magnificence with only twenty lives lost, they wouldn’t hesitate. Thirdly”—I flipped up the cushions on the sofa—“and most importantly, I don’t have a bloody choice! Do you understand me? There’s no one I can trust to help. I don’t have a loyal force with which to lay siege to them. This is the only way I can settle things. I’m not thrilled with the idea of murdering—as you say—twenty people in order to do what’s necessary. And I realize it allows you to feel morally superior to think of me as a villain. But if I don’t do something soon there’ll be hearts and livers strewn about the station like party favours, and twenty dead is going to seem like nothing!” I hurled a cushion into the corner. “Shit! Where are they?”


    Arlie was still staring at me, but the outrage had drained from her face. “Oi ’aven’t seen ’em.”


    “Bill,” I said, struck by a notion. “Where he’d get to?”


    “Bill?”


    “Yeah, Bill. The fuckwit. Where is he?”


    “ ’E’s away somewhere,” she said. “ ’E was in the loo for a while, then Oi went in the bedroom, and when Oi come out ’e was gone.”


    I crossed to the bathroom, hoping to find the charges there. But when the door slid open, I saw only that the floor was spattered with bright, tacky blood; there was more blood in the sink, along with a kitchen knife, matted hair, handfuls of wadded, becrimsoned paper towels. And something else: a thin black disc about the size of a soy wafer. It took me a while to absorb all this, to put it together with Bill’s recent obsessions, and even after I had done so, my conclusion was difficult to credit. Yet I could think of no other explanation that would satisfy the conditions.


    “Arlie,” I called. “You seen this?”


    “Nao, what?” she said, coming up behind me; then: “Holy Christ!”


    That’s his implant, isn’t it?” I said, pointing to the disc.


    “Yeah, I s’pose it is. My God! Why’d he do that?” She put a hand to her mouth. “You don’t fink ’e took the charges…”


    “The CPC,” I said. “He knew he couldn’t do anything with Mister C along for the ride, so he cut the bastard out. And now he’s gone for the CPC. Jesus! That’s just what we needed, isn’t it! Another fucking maniac on the loose!”


    “It must ’ave ’urt ’im somethin’ fierce!” Arlie said wonderingly. “I mean, he ’ad to ’ave done it quick and savage, or else Mister C would ’ave ’ad time to stop ’im. And I never heard a peep.”


    “I wouldn’t worry about Bill if I were you. You think twenty dead’s a tragedy? Think what’ll happen if he blows the CPC. How many do you reckon will be walking between modules when they disengage? How many others will be killed by falling things? By other sorts of accidents?”


    I went back into the living room, shouldered my pack; I handed Arlie a laser. “If you see anyone coming after us, use it. Burn them low if that’s all you can bear, but burn them. All right?”


    She gave a tight, anxious nod and looked down at the weapon in her hand.


    “Come on,” I said. “Once we get to the airlock we’ll be fine.”


    But I was none too confident of our chances. Thanks to the greed of madmen and the single-mindedness of our resident idiot, it seemed that the chances of everyone on Solitaire were growing slimmer by the second.


    * * * *


    I suppose some of you will say at this juncture that I should have known bad things were going to happen, and further will claim that many of the things that did happen might have been forestalled had I taken a few basic precautions and shown the slightest good sense. What possessed me, you might ask, to run out of my quarters leaving explosives scattered about the floor where Bill could easily appropriate them? And couldn’t I have seen that his fascination with the CPC might lead to some perilous circumstance? And why had I not perceived his potential for destructiveness? Well, what had possessed me was concern for a friend, the closest to a friend that I had ever known. And as to Bill, his dangerous potentials, he had never displayed any sign that he was capable of enduring the kind of pain he must have endured, or of employing logic sufficiently well so as to plan even such a simple act as he perpetrated. It was desperation, I’m certain, that fathered the plan, and how was I to factor in desperation with the IQ of a biscuit and come up with the sum of that event? No, I reject guilt and credit both. My part in things was simpler than demanded by that complex twist of fate. I was only there, it seems, to finish things, to stamp out a few last fires, and—in the end—to give a name to the demons of that place and time. And yet perhaps there was something in that whole fury of moments that was mine. Perhaps I saw an opportunity to take a step away from the past, albeit a violent step, and moved by a signal of some sort, one too slight to register except in my cells, I took it. I would like to think I had a higher purpose in mind, and was not merely acting out the imperatives of some fierce vanity.


    We docked the sled next to an airlock in the administration module, my reasoning being that if we were forced to flee, it would take less time to run back to Administration than it would to cycle the CPC airlock; but instead of entering there, we walked along the top of the corridor that connected Administration and the CPC, working our way along moulded troughs of plastic covered with the greenish-silver substrate left by the barnacles, past an electric array, beneath a tree of radiator panels thirty times as tall as a man, and entered the emergency lock at its nether end. There was a sled docked beside it, and realizing that Bill must have used it, I thought how terrified he must have been to cross even that much of the void without Mister C to lend him guidance. Before entering, I set the timer of one of the charges in the pack to a half-second delay and stuck it in the hip pouch of my pressure suit. I would be able to trigger the switch with just the touch of my palm against the pouch. A worst-case eventuality.


    The cameras inside the CPC were functioning, but since there were no security personnel in evidence, I had to assume that the automatic alarms had failed and that—as usual—no one was bothered to monitor the screens. We had not gone twenty feet into the main room when we saw Bill, dressed in a pressure suit, helmet in hand, emerge from behind a plastic partition, one of many which—as I have said—divided the cavernous white space into a maze of work stations. He looked stunned, lost, and when he noticed us he gave no sign of recognition; the side of his neck was covered with dried blood, and he held his head tipped to that side, as one might when trying to muffle pain by applying pressure to the injured spot. His mouth hung open, his posture was slack, and his eyes were bleary. Under the trays of cold light his complexion was splotchy and dappled with the angry red spots of pimples just coming up.


    “The explosives,” I said. “Where are they? Where’d you put them?”


    His eyes wandered up, grazed my face, twitched toward Arlie, and then lowered to the floor. His breath made an ugly glutinous noise.


    He was a pitiable sight, but I could not afford pity; I was enraged at him for having betrayed my trust. “You miserable fucking stain!” I said. “Tell me where they are!” I palmed the back of his head with my left hand; with my right I knuckled the ragged wound behind his ear. He tried to twist away, letting out a wail; he put his hands up to his chest and pushed feebly at me. Tears leaked from his eyes. “Don’t!” he bawled. “Don’t! It hurts!”


    Tell me where the explosives are,” I said, “or I’ll hurt you worse. I swear to Christ, I won’t ever stop hurting you.”


    “I don’t remember!” he whined.


    “I take you into my house,” I said. “I protect you, I feed you, I wash your messes up. And what do you do? You steal from me.” I slapped him, eliciting a shriek. “Now tell me where they are!”


    Arlie was watching me, a hard light in her eyes; but she said nothing.


    I nodded toward the labyrinth of partitions. “Have a fucking look round, will you? We don’t have much time!” She went off, and I turned again to Bill. “Tell me,” I said, and began cuffing him about the face, not hard, but hurtful, driving him back with the flurries, setting him to stagger and wail and weep. He fetched up against a partition, eyes popped, that tiny pink mouth pursed in a moue. “Tell me,” I repeated, and then said it again, said it every time I hit him, “Tell me, tell me, tell me…” until he dropped to his knees, cowering, shielding his head with his arms, and yelled. “Over there! It’s over there!”


    “Where?” I said, hauling him to his feet. “Take me to it.” I pushed him ahead of me, keeping hold of the neck ring of his suit, yanking, jerking, not wanting to give him a second to gather himself, to make up a lie. He yelped, grunted, pleaded, saying, “Don’t!” “Stop it!” until at last he bumped and spun round a corner, and there, resting atop a computer terminal, was one of the charges, a red light winking on the timer, signalling that it had been activated. I picked it up and punched in the deactivation code. The read-out showed that fifty-eight seconds had remained before detonation. “Arlie!” I shouted. “Get back here! Now!” I grabbed Bill by the neck ring, pulled him close. “Did you set all the timers the same?” He gazed at me, uncomprehending. “Answer me, damn you! How did you set the timers?” He opened his mouth, made a scratchy noise in the back of his throat; runners of saliva bridged between his upper and lower teeth.


    My interior clock was ticking down, 53, 52, 51…Given the size of the room, there was no hope of locating the other three charges in less than a minute. I would have risked a goodly sum on the proposition that Bill had been inconsistent, but I was not willing to risk my life.


    Arlie came trotting up and smiled. “You found one!” “We’ve got fifty seconds,” I told her. “Or less. Run!” I cannot be certain how long it took us to negotiate the distance between where we had stood and the hatch of the administration module; it seemed an endless time, and I kept expecting to feel the corridor shake and sway and tear loose from its fittings, and to go whirling out into the vacuum. Having to drag Bill along slowed us considerably, and I spent perhaps ten seconds longer opening the hatch with my pass key; but altogether, I would guess we came very near to the fifty-second limit. And I am certain that as I sealed the hatch behind us, that limit was exceeded. Bill had, indeed, proved inconsistent.


    As I stepped in through the inner hatch, I found that Admin had been transformed into a holographic rendering of a beautiful starfield spread across a velvety black depth in which—an oddly charming incongruity—fifteen or twenty doors were visible, a couple of them open, slants of white light spilling out, it seemed, from God’s office space behind the walls of space and time. We were walking on gas clouds, nebulae, and constellate beings. Then I noticed the body of a woman lying some thirty feet away, blood pooled wide as a table beneath her. No one else was in sight, but as we proceeded toward the airlock, the outlines of the hatch barely perceptible beneath the astronomical display, three men in black gear stepped out from a doorway farther along the passage. I fired at them, as did Arlie, but our aim was off. Strikes of ruby light smoked the starry expanse beside them as they ducked back into cover. I heard shouts, then shouted answers. The next second, as I fumbled with the hatch, laser fire needled from several doorways, pinning us down. Whoever was firing could have killed us easily, but they satisfied themselves by scoring near misses. Above Bill’s frightened cries and the sizzle of burning metal, I could hear laughter. I tossed my laser aside and told Arlie to do the same. I touched the charge in my hip pouch. I believed if necessary I would be able to detonate it, but the thought made me cold.


    A group of men and women, some ten or eleven strong, came along the corridor toward us, Samuelson in the lead. Like the rest, he wore black satin trousers and a blouse of the same material adorned with badges. Creatures, it appeared, wrought from the same mystic stuff as the black walls and ceiling and floor. He was smiling broadly and nodding, as if our invasion were a delightful interlude that he had been long awaiting.


    “How kind of you to do your dying with us, John,” he said as we came to our feet; they gathered in a semi-circle around us, hemming us in against the hatch. “I never expected to have this opportunity. And with your lady, too. We’re going to have such fun together.”


    “Bet she’s a real groaner,” said a muscular, black-haired man at his shoulder.


    “Well, we’ll find out soon enough, won’t we?” said Samuelson.


    “Try it,” said Arlie, “and Oi’ll squeeze you off at the knackers!”


    Samuelson beamed at her, then glanced at Bill. “And how are you today, sir? What brings you along, I wonder, on this merry outing?”


    Bill returned a look of bewilderment that after a moment, infected by Samuelson’s happy countenance, turned into a perplexed smile.


    “Do me a favour,” I said to Samuelson, moving my hand so that the palm was almost touching the switch of the charge at my hip. “There’s something I’ve been yearning to know. Does that gear of yours come with matching underwear? I’d imagine it must. Bunch of ginger-looking poofs and lizzies like you got behind you, I suppose wearing black nasties is de rigueur.”


    “For somebody who’s ’bout to major in high-pitched screams,” said a woman at the edge of the group, a heavyset blonde with a thick American accent and an indecipherable tattoo on her bicep, “you gotta helluva mouth on you, I give ya that.”


    “That’s just John’s unfortunate manner,” Samuelson said. “He’s not very good at defeat, you see. It should be interesting to watch him explore the boundaries of this particular defeat.”


    My hand had begun to tremble on the switch; I found myself unable to control it.


    “What is it with you, Samuelson?” said the blonde woman. “Every time you chop someone, you gotta play Dracula? Let’s just do ’em and get on with business.”


    There was a brief argument concerning the right of the woman to speak her mind, the propriety of mentally preparing the victim, of “tasting the experience,” and other assorted drivel. Under different circumstances, I would have laughed to see how ludicrous and inept a bunch were these demons; I might have thought how their ineptitude spoke to the terminal disarray back on Earth, that such a feeble lot could have gained so much power. But I was absorbed by the trembling of my hand, the sweat trickling down my belly, and the jellied weakness of my legs. I imagined I could feel the cold mass of explosives turning, giving a kick, like a dark and fatal child striving to break free of the womb. Before long I would have to reveal the presence of the charge and force a conclusion, one way or another, and I was not sure I was up to it. My hand wanted to slap the switch, pushed against, it seemed, by all the weighty detritus of my violent life.


    Finally Samuelson brought an end to the argument. “This is my show, Amy. I’ll do as I please. If you want to discuss method during Retreat, I’ll be happy to satisfy. Until then, I’d appreciate your full cooperation.”


    He said all this with the mild ultra-sincerity of a priest settling a squabble among the Ladies’ Auxiliary concerning a jumble sale; but when he turned to me, all the anger that he must have repressed came spewing forth.


    “You naff little scrote!” he shouted. “I’m sick to death of you getting on my tits! When I’ve done working over your slippery and that great dozy blot beside you, I’m going to paint you red on red.”


    I did not see what happened at that moment with Arlie. Somebody tried to fondle her, I believe, and there was a commotion beside me, too brief to call a struggle, and then she had a laser in her hand and was firing. A beam of crimson light no thicker than a knitting needle spat from the muzzle and punched its way through the temple of a compact, greying man, exiting through the top of his skull, dropping him in a heap. Another beam spitted the shoulder of the blonde woman. All this at close quarters, people shrieking, stumbling, pushing together, nudging me, nearly causing me to set off the charge. Then the laser was knocked from Artie’s hand, and she was thrown to the floor. Samuelson came to stand astraddle her, his laser aimed at her chest.


    “Carve the bitch up!” said the blonde woman, holding her shoulder.


    “Splendid idea,” Samuelson said, adjusting the setting of his laser. “I’ll just do a little writing to begin with. Start with an inspirational saying, don’t you think? Or maybe”—he chuckled—“John Loves Arlie.”


    “No,” I said, my nerves steadied by this frontal assault; I pulled out the packet charge. “No, you’re not going to do that. Because unless you do the right thing, in about two seconds the best part of you is going to be sliding all greasylike down the walls. I’ll give you to three to put down your weapons.” I drew a breath and tried to feel Arlie beside me. “One.” I stared at Samuelson, coming hard at him with all the fire left in me. “You best tell ’em how mad I am for you.” I squared my shoulders; I prayed I had the guts to press the switch on three. “That’s two.”


    “Do it!” he said to his people. “Do it now!”


    They let their weapons fall.


    “Back it off,” I said, feeling relief, but also a ghostly momentum as if the count had continued on in some alternate probability and I was now blowing away in fire and ruin. I picked up my pack, grabbed Samuelson by the shirtfront as the rest retreated along the corridor. “Open the hatch,” I told Arlie, who had scrambled up from the floor.


    I heard her punching out the code, and a moment later, I heard the hatch swing open. I backed around the door, slung Samuelson into the airlock, slamming him up against Bill, who had wandered in on his own. At that precise moment, the CPC exploded.


    The sound of the explosion was immense, a great wallop of pressure and noise that sent me reeling into the airlock, reeling and floating up, the artificial gravity systems no longer operative; but what was truly terrifying was the vented hiss that followed the explosion, signalling disengagement from the connecting corridors, and the sickening sway of the floor, and then the roar of ignition as the module’s engines transformed what had been a habitat into a ship. I pictured the whole of Solitaire coming apart piece by piece, each one igniting and moving off into the nothing, little glowing bits, like the break-up of an electric reef. Arlie had snatched up one of the lasers and she was now training it at Samuelson, urging him into his pressure suit—a difficult chore considering the acceleration. But he was managing. I helped Bill on with his helmet and fitted mine in place just as the boost ended and we drifted free. Then I broke the seal on the outer hatch, started the lock cycling.


    Once the lock had opened, I told Arlie she would have to drive the sled. I watched as she fitted herself into the harness of the rocket pack, then I lashed Samuelson to one of the metal struts, Bill to another. I set the charge I had been carrying on the surface of the station, took two more out of the pack. I set the timers for ninety seconds. I had no thoughts in my head as I was doing this; I might have been a technician stripping a wire, a welder joining a seam. Yet as I prepared to activate the charges, I realized that I was not merely ridding the station of the Strange Magnificence, but of the corporation’s personnel. I had, of course, known this before, but I had not understood what it meant. Within a month, probably considerably less, the various elements of the station would be a free place, without a corporate presence to strike the fear of God and Planet Earth into the hearts and minds of the workers. Oh, it was true, some corporates might have been in other modules when the explosion occurred, but most of them were gone, and the survivors would not be able to wield much power; it would be six months at least before their replacements arrived and a new administration could be installed. A lot could happen in that time. My comprehension of this was much less linear than I am reporting; it came to me as a passion, a hope, and as I activated the timers, I had a wild sense of freedom that, though I did not fathom it then, seems now to have been premonitory and inspired.


    I lashed and locked myself onto a strut close to Arlie and told her to get the hell gone, pointing out as a destination the web of a transport dock that we were passing. I did not see the explosion, but I saw the white flare of it in Arlie’s faceplate as she turned to watch; I kept my eyes fixed for a time on the bits and pieces of Solitaire passing silently around us, and when I turned to her, as the reflected fire died away and her eyes were revealed, wide and lovely and dark, I saw no hatred in her, no disgust. Perhaps she had already forgiven me for being the man I was. Not kindly, and yet not without kindness. Merely someone who had learned to do the necessary and live with it. Someone whose past had burned a shadow that stretched across his future.


    I told her to reverse the thrusters and stop the sled. There was one thing left to do, though I was not so eager to have done with it as once I had been. Out in the dark, in the nothing, with all those stars pointing their hot eyes at you and trying to spear your mind with their secret colours, out in that absolute desert the questions of villainy and heroism grow remote. The most terrible of sins and sweetest virtues often become compressed in the midst of all that sunless cold; compared to the terrible inhumanity of space, they both seem warmly human and comprehensible. And thus when I approached the matter of ending Samuelson’s life I did so without relish, without the vindictive spirit that I might have expressed had we been back on Solitaire.


    I inched my way back to where I had tied him and locked onto a strut; I trained the laser on the plastic rope that lashed him to the sled and burned it through. His legs floated up, and he held onto a strut with his gauntleted hands.


    “Please, God! Don’t!” he said, the panic in his voice made tinny and comical by my helmet speaker; he stared down through the struts that sectioned off the void into which he was about to travel—silver frames each enclosing a rectangle of unrelieved black, some containing a few scraps of billion-year-old light. “Please!”


    “What do you expect from me?” I asked. “What do you expect from life? Mercy? Or the accolade? Here.” I pointed at the sweep of stars and poetry, the iron puzzle of the dock beginning to loom, to swell into a massive crosshatching of girders, each strung with white lights, with Mars a phantom crescent below and the sun a yellow coal. “You longed for God, didn’t you? Where is He if not here? Here’s your strange magnificence.” I gestured with the laser. “Push off. Hard. If you don’t push hard enough, we’ll come after you and give you a nudge. You can open your faceplate whenever you want it to end.”


    He began to plead, to bargain. “I can make you wealthy,” he said. “I can get you back to Earth. Not London. Nova Sibersk. One of the towers.”


    “Of course you can,” I said. “And I would be a wise man, indeed, to trust that promise, now wouldn’t I?”


    “There are ways,” Samuelson said. “Ways to guarantee it. It’s not that difficult. Really. I can…”


    “Thirwell smiled at me,” I reminded him. “He sang. Are your beliefs so shallow you won’t even favour us with a tune?”


    “Do you want me to sing? Do you want me to be humiliated? If that’s what it’ll take to get you to listen to me, I’ll do it. I’ll do anything.”


    “No,” I said. “That’s not what I want.” His eyes were big with the idea of death. I knew what he was feeling: all his life was suddenly thrilling, precious, new; and he was almost made innocent by the size and intensity of his fear; almost cleansed and converted by the knowledge that all this sensey splendour was about to go on forever and ever without him. It was a hard moment, and he did not do well by it.


    When he began to weep I burned a hole in his radio housing to silence him. He put a hand up to shield his face, fearing I would burn the helmet; I kicked his other hand loose from the sled, sending him spinning away slowly, head over heels toward the sun, a bulky white figure growing toylike and clever against the black ground of his future, like one of those little mechanical monkeys that spins round and round on a plastic bar. I knew he would never open his faceplate—the greater the villain, the greater their inability to accept fate. He would be a long time dying.


    I checked on Bill—he was sleeping!—and returned to my place beside Arlie. We boosted again toward the dock. I thought about Gerald, about the scattered station, about Bill, but I could not concentrate on them. It was as if what I saw before me had gone inside my skull, and my mind was no longer a storm of electric impulse, but an immense black emptiness lit by tiny stars and populated by four souls, one of whom was only now beginning to know the terrible loneliness of his absent god.


    * * * *


    We entrusted Bill to the captain of the docked transport, Steel City, a hideous name for a hideous vessel, pitted and grey and ungainly in form, like a sad leviathan. There was no going back to Solitaire for Bill. They had checked the recordings taken in the CPC, and they knew who had been responsible for the break-up of the station, for the nearly one hundred and thirty lives that had been lost, for the billions in credit blown away. Even under happier circumstances, without Master C to guide him, he would not be able to survive. Nor would he survive on Earth. But there he would at least have a slight chance. The corporation had no particular interest in punishing him. They were not altogether dissatisfied with the situation, being pleased to learn that their failsafe system worked, and they would, they assured us, see to it that he was given institutional care. I knew what that portended. Shunted off to some vast dark building with a Catholic statue centring a seedy garden out front, and misplaced, lost among the howling damned and terminally feeble, and eventually, for want of any reason to do otherwise, going dark himself, lying down and breathing, perhaps feeding from time to time, for a while, and then, one day, simply giving up, giving out, going away on a rattle of dishes on the dinner cart or a wild cry ghosting up from some nether region or a shiver of winter light on a cracked linoleum floor, some little piece of brightness to which he could attach himself and let go of the rest. It was horrible to contemplate, but we had no choice. Back on the station he would have been torn apart.


    The Steel City was six hours from launching inbound when Arlie and I last saw Bill. He was in a cell lit by a bilious yellow tray of light set in the ceiling, wearing a grey ship’s jumpsuit; his wound had been dressed, and he was clean, and he was terrified. He tried to hold us, he pleaded with us to take him back home, and when we told him that was impossible, he sat cross-legged on the floor, rocking back and forth, humming a tune that I recognized as “Barnacle Bill the Spacer.” He had apparently forgotten its context and the cruel words. Arlie kneeled beside him and told stories of the animals he would soon be seeing. There were tigers sleek as fire, she said, and elephants bigger than small towns, and birds faster than rain, and wolves with mysterious lights in their eyes. There were serpents too, she said, green ones with ruby tongues that told the most beautiful stories in the world, and cries so musical had been heard in the Mountains of the Moon that no one dared seek out the creature who had uttered them for fear of being immolated by the sight of such beauty, and the wind, she said, the wind was also an animal, and to those who listened carefully to it, it would whisper its name and give them a ride around the world in a single day. Birds as bright as the moon, great lizards who roared when it thundered as if answering questions, white bears with golden claws and magical destinies. It was a wonderland to which he was travelling, and she expected him to call and tell us all the amazing things that he would do and see.


    Watching them, I had a clearer sense of him than ever before. I knew he did not believe Arlie, that he was only playing at belief, and I saw in this his courage, the stubborn, clean drive to live that had been buried under years of abuse and denial. He was not physically courageous, not in the least, but I for one knew how easy that sort of courage was to sustain, requiring only a certain careless view of life and a few tricks to inspire a red madness. And I doubted I could have withstood all he had suffered, the incessant badgering and humiliation, the sharp rejection, the sexual defeats, the monstrous loneliness. Years of it. Decades. God knows, he had committed an abysmal stupidity, but we had driven him to it, we had menaced and tormented him, and in return—an act of selfishness and desperation, I admit, yet selfishness in its most refined form, desperation in its most gentle incarnation—he had tried to save us, to make us love him.


    It is little enough to know of a man or a woman, that he or she has courage. Perhaps there might have been more to know about Bill had we allowed him to flourish, had we given his strength levers against which to test itself and thus increase. But at the moment knowing what I knew seemed more than enough, and it opened me to all the feeling I had been repressing, to thoughts of Gerald in particular. I saw that my relationship with him—in fact most of my relationships—was similar to the one I’d had with Bill; I had shied away from real knowledge, real intimacy. I felt like weeping, but the pity of it was, I would only be weeping for myself.


    Finally it was time for us to leave. Bill pawed us, gave us clumsy hugs, clung to us, but not so desperately as he might have; he realized, I am fairly certain, that there would be no reprieve. And, too, he may not have thought he deserved one. He was ashamed, he believed he had done wrong, and so it was with a shameful attitude, not at all demanding, that he asked me if they would give him another implant, if I would help him get one.


    “Yeah, sure, Bill,” I said. “I’ll do my best.”


    He sat back down on the floor, touched the wound on his neck. “I wish he was here,” he said.


    “Mister C?” said Arlie, who had been talking to a young officer; he had just come along to lead us back to our sled. “Is that who you’re talkin’ about, dear?”


    He nodded, eyes on the floor.


    “Don’t you fret, luv. You’ll get another friend back ’ome. A better one than Mister C. One what won’t ’urt you.”


    “I don’t mind he hurts me,” Bill said. “Sometimes I do things wrong.”


    “We all of us do wrong, luv. But it ain’t always necessary for us to be ’urt for it.”


    He stared up at her as if she were off her nut, as if he could not imagine a circumstance in which wrong was not followed by hurt.


    “That’s the gospel,” said the officer. “And I promise, we’ll be takin’ good care of you, Bill.” He had been eyefucking Arlie, the officer had, and he was only saying this to impress her with his humanity. Chances were, as soon as we were out of sight, he would go to kicking and yelling at Bill. Arlie was not fooled by him.


    “Goodbye, Bill,” she said, taking his hand, but he did not return her pressure, and his hand slipped out of her grasp, flopped onto his knee; he was already retreating from us, receding into his private misery, no longer able to manufacture a brave front. And as the door closed on him, that first of many doors, leaving him alone in that sticky yellow space, he put his hands to the sides of his head as if his skull could not contain some terrible pain, and began rocking back and forth, and saying, almost chanting the words, like a bitter monk his hopeless litany, “Oh, no…oh, no…oh, no…”


    Some seventy-nine hours after the destruction of the CPC and the dispersal of Solitaire, the lightship Perseverance came home…came home with such uncanny accuracy, that had the station been situated where it should have been, the energies released by the ship’s re-entry from the supraluminal would have annihilated the entire facility and all on board. The barnacles, perhaps sensing some vast overload of light through their photophores…the barnacles and an idiot man had proved wiser than the rest of us. And this was no ordinary homecoming in yet another way, for it turned out that the voyage of the Perseverance had been successful. There was a new world waiting on the other side of the nothing, unspoiled, a garden of possibility, a challenge to our hearts and a beacon to our souls.


    I contacted the corporation. They, of course, had heard the news, and they also recognized that had Bill not acted the Perseverance and all aboard her would have been destroyed along with Solitaire. He was, they were delighted to attest, a hero, and they would treat him as such. How’s that? I asked. Promotions, news specials, celebrations, parades, was their answer. What he really wants, I told them, is to come back to Solitaire. Well, of course, they said, we’ll see what we can do. When it’s time, they said. We’ll do right by him, don’t you worry. How about another implant? I asked. Absolutely, no problem, anything he needs. By the time I broke contact, I understood that Bill’s fate would be little different now he was a hero than it would have been when he was a mere fool and a villain. They would use him, milk his story for all the good it could do them, and then he would be discarded, misplaced, lost, dropped down to circulate among the swirling masses of the useless, the doomed and the forgotten.


    Though I had already—in concert with others—formed a plan of action, it was this duplicity on the corporation’s part that hardened me against them, and thereafter I threw myself into the implementation of the plan. A few weeks from now, the Perseverance and three other starships soon to be completed will launch for the new world. Aboard will be the population of Solitaire, minus a few unsympathetic personnel who have been rendered lifeless, and the population of other, smaller stations in the asteroid belt and orbiting Mars. Solitaire itself, and the other stations, will be destroyed. It will take the corporation decades, perhaps a century, to rebuild what has been lost, and by the time they are able to reach us, we hope to have grown strong, to have fabricated a society free of corporations and Strange Magnificences, composed of those who have learned to survive without the quotas and the dread consolations of the Earth. It is an old dream, this desire to say, No more, never again, to build a society cleansed of the old compulsions and corruptions, the ancient, vicious ways, and perhaps it is a futile one, perhaps the fact that men like myself, violent men, men who will do the necessary, who will protect against all enemies with no thought for moral fall-out, must be included on the roster, perhaps this pre-ordains that it will fail. Nevertheless, it needs to be dreamed every so often, and we are prepared to be the dreamers.


    So that is the story of Barnacle Bill. My story, and Arlie’s as well, yet his most of all, though his real part in it, the stuff of his thoughts and hopes, the pain he suffered and the fear he overcame, those things can never be told. Perhaps you have seen him recently on the HV, or even in person, riding in an open car at the end of a parade with men in suits, eating an ice and smiling, but in truth he is already gone into history, already part of the past, already half-forgotten, and when the final door has closed on him, it may be that his role in all this will be reduced to a mere footnote or simply a mention of his name, the slightest token of a life. But I will remember him, not in memorial grace, not as a hero, but as he was, in all his graceless ways and pitiable form. It is of absolute importance to remember him thus, because that, I have come to realize, the raw and the deformed, the ugly, the miserable miracles of our days, the unalloyed baseness of existence, that is what we must learn to love, to accept, to embrace, if we are to cease the denials that weaken us, if we are ever to admit our dismal frailty and to confront the natural terror and heartbreak weather of our lives and live like a strong light across the sky instead of retreating into darkness.


    The barnacles have returned to Solitaire. Or rather, new colonies of barnacles have attached to the newly reunited station, not covering it completely, but dressing it up in patches. I have taken to walking among them, weeding them as Bill once did; I have become interested in them, curious as to how they perceived a ship coming from light years away, and I intend to carry some along with us on the voyage and make an attempt at a study. Yet what compels me to take these walks is less scientific curiosity than a kind of furious nostalgia, a desire to remember and hold the centre of those moments that have so changed the direction of our lives, to think about Bill and how it must have been for him, a frightened lump of a man with a clever voice in his ear, alone in all that daunting immensity, fixing his eyes on the bright clots of life at his feet. Just today Arlie joined me on such a walk, and it seemed we were passing along the rim of an infinite dark eye flecked with a trillion bits of colour, and that everything of our souls and of every other soul could be seen in that eye, that I could look down to Earth through the haze and scum of the ocean air and see Bill where he stood looking up and trying to find us in that mottled sky, and I felt all the eerie connections a man feels when he needs to believe in something more than what he knows is real, and I tried to tell myself he was all right, walking in his garden in Nova Sibersk, taking the air with an idiot woman so beautiful it nearly made him wise. But I could not sustain the fantasy. I could only mourn, and I had no right to mourn, having never loved him—or if I did, even in the puniest of ways, it was never his person I loved, but what I had from him, the things awakened in me by what had happened. Just the thought that I could have loved him, maybe that was all I owned of right.


    We were heading back toward the East Louie airlock, when Arlie stooped and plucked up a male barnacle. Dark green as an emerald, it was, except for its stubby appendage. Glowing like magic, alive with threads of colour like a potter’s glaze.


    “That’s a rare one,” I said. “Never saw one that colour before.”


    “Bill would ’ave fancied it,” she said.


    “Fancied, hell. He would have hung the damned thing about his neck.”


    She set it back down, and we watched as it began working its way across the surface of the barnacle patch, doing its slow, ungainly cartwheels, wobbling off-true, lurching in flight, nearly missing its landing, but somehow making it, somehow getting there. It landed in the shadow of some communications gear, stuck out its tongue and tried to feed. We watched it for a long, long while, with no more words spoken, but somehow there was a little truth hanging in the space between us, in the silence, a poor thing not worth naming, and maybe not even having a name, it was such an infinitesimal slice of what was, and we let it nourish us as much as it could, we took its lustre and added it to our own. We sucked it dry, we had its every flavour, and then we went back inside arm in arm, to rejoin the lie of the world.

  


  
    WHITE TRAINS, by Lucius Shepard


    First published in Night Cry, Spring 1987


    White trains with no tracks


    have been appearing on the outskirts


    of small anonymous towns,


    picket fence towns in Ohio, say,


    or Iowa, places rife with solid American values,


    populated by men with ruddy faces and weak hearts,


    and women whose thoughts slide


    like swaths of gingham through their minds.


    They materialize from vapor or a cloud,


    glide soundlessly to a halt in some proximate meadow,


    old-fashioned white trains with pot-bellied smokestacks,


    their coaches adorned with filigrees of palest ivory,


    packed with men in ice cream suits and bowlers,


    and lovely dark-haired women in lace gowns.


    The passengers disembark, form into rows,


    facing one another as if preparing for a cotillion,


    and the men undo their trouser buttons,


    their erections springing forth like lean white twigs,


    and they enter the embrace of the women,


    who lift their skirts to enfold them,


    hiding them completely, making it appear


    that strange lacy cocoons have dropped from the sky


    to tremble and whisper on the bright green grass.


    And when at last the women let fall their skirts,


    each of them bears a single speck of blood


    at the corner of their perfect mouths.


    As for the men, they have vanished


    like snow on a summer’s day.


    I myself was witness to one such apparition


    on the outskirts of Parma, New York,


    home to the Castle Monosodium Glutimate Works,


    a town whose more prominent sophisticates


    often drive to Buffalo for the weekend.


    I had just completed a thirty-day sentence


    for sullying the bail bondsman’s beautiful daughter


    (They all said she was a good girl


    but you could find her name on every bathroom wall


    between Nisack and Mitswego),


    and having no wish to extend my stay


    I headed for the city limits.


    It was early morning, the eastern sky


    still streaked with pink, mist threading


    the hedgerows, and upon a meadow bordering


    three convenience stores and a laundromat,


    I found a number of worthies gathered,


    watching the arrival of a white train.


    There was Ernest Cardwell, the minister


    of the Church of the Absolute Solstice,


    whose congregation alone of all the Empire State


    has written guarantee of salvation,


    and there were a couple of cops big as bears


    in blue suits, carrying standard issue golden guns,


    and there was a group of scientists huddled


    around the machines with which they were


    attempting to measure the phenomenon,


    and the mayor, too, was there, passing out


    his card and declaring that he had no hand


    in his unnatural business, and the scientists


    were murmuring, and Cardwell was shouting


    “Abomination,” at the handsome men


    and lovely women filing out of the coaches,


    and as for me, well, thirty days and the memory


    of the bail bondsman’s beautiful daughter


    had left me with a more pragmatic attitude,


    and ignoring the scientists’ cries of warning and


    Cardwell’s predictions of eternal hellfire,


    the mayor’s threats, and the cops’ growling,


    I went toward the nearest of the women


    and gave her male partner a shove and was amazed


    to see him vanish in a haze of sparkles


    as if he had been made of something insubstantial


    like Perrier or truth.


    The woman’s smile was cool and enigmatic


    and as I unzipped, her gown enfolded me


    in an aura of perfume and calm,


    and through the lacework the sun acquired


    a dim red value, and every sound was faraway,


    and I could not feel the ground beneath my feet,


    only the bright sensation of slipping inside her.


    Her mouth was such a simple curve, so pure


    a crimson, it looked to be a statement of principle,


    and her dark brown eyes had no pupils.


    Looking into them, I heard a sonorous music;


    heavy German stuff, with lots of trumpet fanfares


    and skirling crescendos, and the heaviness


    of the music transfigured my thoughts,


    so that it seemed what followed was a white act,


    that I had become a magical beast with golden eyes,


    coupling with an ephemera, a butterfly woman,


    a creature of lace and beat and silky muscle…


    though in retrospect I can say with assurance


    that I’ve had better in my time.


    I think I expected to vanish, to travel


    on a white train through some egoless dimension,


    taking the place of the poor soul I’d pushed aside,


    (although it may be he never existed, that only


    the women were real, or that from those blood drops


    dark and solid as rubies at the corners of their mouths,


    they bred new ranks of insubstantial partners),


    but I only stood there jelly-kneed watching


    the women board the train, still smiling.


    The scientists surrounded me, asking questions,


    offering great sums if I would allow them to do tests


    and follow-ups to determine whether or not


    I bad contracted some sort of astral social disease,


    and Cardwell was supplicating God to strike me down,


    and the mayor was bawling at the cops to take me


    in for questioning, but I was beyond the city limits


    and they had no rights in the matter, and I walked


    away from Parma, bearing signed contracts


    from the scientists, and another presented me


    by a publisher who, disguised as a tree stump,


    had watched the entire proceeding, and now


    owned the rights to the lie of my life story.


    My future, it seemed, was assured.


    White trains with no tracks


    continue to appear on the outskirts


    of small anonymous towns, places


    whose reasons have dried up, towns


    upon which dusk settles


    like a statement of intrinsic greyness,


    and some will tell you these trains


    signal an Apocalyptic doom, and


    others will say they are symptomatic


    of mass hysteria, the reduction of culture


    to a fearful and obscure whimsey, and


    others yet will claim that the vanishing men


    are emblematic of the realities of sexual politics


    in this muddled, weak-muscled age.


    But I believe they are expressions of a season


    that occurs once every millennium or so,


    a cosmic leap year, that they are merely


    a kind of weather, as unimportant and unique


    as a sun shower or a spell of warmth in mid-winter,


    a brief white interruption of the ordinary


    into which we may walk and emerge somewhat


    refreshed, but nothing more.


    I lecture frequently upon this subject


    in towns such as Parma, towns whose lights


    can be seen glittering in the dark folds of lost America


    like formless scatters of stars, ruined constellations


    whose mythic figure has abdicated to a better sky,


    and my purpose is neither to illuminate nor confound,


    but is rather to engage the interest of those women


    whose touch is generally accompanied by


    thirty days durance on cornbread and cold beans,


    a sentence against which I have been immunized


    by my elevated status, and perhaps my usage


    of the experience is a measure of its truth,


    or perhaps it is a measure of mine.


    Whatever the case, white trains move silent as thought


    through the empty fields, voyaging from nowhere


    to nowhere, taking on no passengers, violating


    no regulation other than the idea of order,


    and once they have passed we shake our heads,


    returning to the mild seasons of our lives,


    and perhaps for a while we cling more avidly


    to love and loves, realizing we inhabit a medium


    of small magical transformations that like overcoats


    can insulate us against the onset of heartbreak weather,


    hoping at best to end in a thunder of agony


    and prayer that will move us down through


    archipelagoes of silver light to a morbid fairy tale


    wherein we will labor like dwarves at the question


    of forever, and listen to a grumbling static from above


    that may or may not explain in some mystic tongue


    the passage of white trains.


    * * * *


    “Barnacle Bill the Spacer” copyright © 1992 by Davis Publications, Inc.


    “White Trains” copyright © 1987 by Lucius Shepard.

  


  
    GRAPHIC NOVELS AND SCIENCE FICTION, by Peter J. Ingrao


    Rod Serling’s prologue to The Twilight Zone directs our attention to a “signpost up ahead,” to a point of intersection vital to science fiction where parallel worlds intersect ours to offer social commentary, and beings such as robots explore the intersection of “human” and “artificial” and question the definition of both categories. It seems natural that the media of the graphic novel, itself an intersection and interdependence of prose and visual art, draws from and expresses so eloquently the intersecting stories and concerns of science fiction, as well as a related concern for legitimacy as a recognized artistic form.


    Richard Kyle mentions the term “graphic novel” in the 1964 newsletter for the Comic Amateur Press Alliance, but artist and writer Will Eisner’s 1978 “invention” of the same—due to the obscurity of Kyle’s usage it is well possible that Eisner was correct in his assessment of himself as fathering the term—speaks directly to anxiety surrounding the legitimacy of comics as more than tripe consumed by adolescents. In seeking a “serious” publisher for his Contract with God, Eisner pitched the book to Bantam as a “graphic novel.” Bantam passed on the project, but when Eisner’s honest and heartbreaking account of lower-class Brooklyn appeared later in 1978, the graphic novel moniker appeared on its cover.1


    Difficulty exists in distilling a singular definition of the graphic novel as introduced by Eisner. Art Spielgman, writer and artist of MAUS (2003), offers the following playful definition: “A comic book that you need a bookmark for.”2 Spielgman’s definition reveals the graphic novel as longer than a monthly comic title. A graphic novel, for example, might consist of a single, long, independent story; it might offer an original story over a limited run of several longer than average issues; or, it might collect several issues of a monthly comic into a consistent thematic storyline. Moreover, in “The Myth of Superman,” the restrictive serial continuity that Umberto Eco argues serves an essential role in the longevity of a monthly title3 need not exist in a graphic novel and offers writers and artists dealing with a traditional character more latitude in their exploration of ideas as in Grant Morrison’s and Dave McKean’s treatment of Batman in the prestige format Arkham Asylum (1989). McKean’s use of collage landscapes and Francis Bacon-inspired character details emphasize Morrison’s narrative in a story where the Dark Knight faces his own dark night of the soul and his inner demons eclipse the standard battle with a rogues gallery. In addition to the expansion of page count and latitude in the treatment of art and subject matter, graphic novels further offer an expansion of genre to include nonfiction, history, biography and autobiography in addition to fiction.4 The student might consider not only Spielgman’s treatment of his father’s experience in Nazi-occupied Europe in MAUS, but also Harvey Pekar’s American Splendor (2003) and Peter Kuper’s Stop Forgetting to Remember (2007).


    It Rhymes with Lust by Arnold Drake, Leslie Waller and Matt Baker, may arguably be considered one of the first attempts at a graphic novel. Predating Eisner’s use of the term by more than two decades, It Rhymes with Lust draws inspiration from the school of Raymond Chandler and Dashiell Hammett, as well as film noir, to detail the ascent of a woman named Rust through the criminal underworld of Copper City.5 A plot informed more by science fiction appears in 1968 with Gil Kane’s and Archie Goodwin’s His Name is…Savage in which the title character must save the world from an insidious cyborg who, in his intent for humanity’s utter destruction, descends from the robots of American pulps in the first half of the twentieth century. 1968 also bears witness to the formation of Robert Crumb’s Zap Comics and the underground comix movement.6 Crumb marketed his Comics to an audience of adult intellectuals interested in the questioning of social norms, a traditional role of science fiction as evidenced the same year by Philip K. Dick’s novel, Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? In a 2009 act of thematic homage demonstrating the overlapping concerns of science fiction and graphic novels, Boom! Studios began its release of Do Androids Dream as a series of graphic novels.


    The rise of “fandom”—defined in Bradford W. Wright’s Comic Book Nation as a “subculture of postindustrial societies that ‘selects from the repertoire of mass-produced and mass-distributed entertainment certain performers, narratives, or genres’ and reworks them into ‘an…intensely satisfying popular culture that is both similar to, yet significantly different from the culture of more normal popular audiences’”7—in the late 1960s and early ‘70s, as well as the advent of direct marketing to fan-driven “comic book stores” in the mid-’70s, provided additional boosts to the success and distribution of graphic novels aimed at adult readers. One of the first to take advantage of direct marketing was Mike Friedrich’s comic book series Star Reach. Though not a graphic novel, the success of Star Reach allowed Friedrich to publish such books as Jim Starlin’s The Birth of Death and Howard Chaykin’s Cody Starbuck.8 Chaykin’s work on the comic books series American Flagg during the consumerist ‘80s represents an important contribution to the graphic novel that capitalizes upon the ability of science fiction to offer social commentary. Wright cites a reviewer for Atlantic who notes that American Flagg is a shallow appraisal of American culture but then goes on to legitimize this same perspective with the statement that the shallowness is part of the point.9 Set in 2031, Chaykin presents a technologically advanced but morally corrupt world in which the American government operates from a Mars base. The Plex Corporation rules what is left of the United States on Earth. The world of American Flagg has been collected into a series of graphic novels, all of which follow the adventures of Reuben Flagg in his fight to set right the tatters of the American dream.


    Bryan Talbot’s 1978 The Adventures of Luther Arkwright furthers the trope of a parallel world to produce social critique in the ability of the title hero to move between worlds as he fights the Disruptors who have prolonged the English Civil War for several centuries.10 Graphic novels collected from the work of Alan Moore on such titles as 2000 AD, Watchmen and V for Vendetta, continue the trend of the parallel world though the 1980s. Each of these works present anti-heroes and a strong questioning of the motivations of government. In the early 1980s, 2000 AD introduced the grim but moral and politically-complex Judge Dredd who serves as judge, jury and executioner in Mega City One.11 V for Vendetta (collected as a graphic novel, 1990) tells the story of an alternate dystopian world in which Evy Hammond and the mysterious anarchist known as “V” bring down the fascist government of the United Kingdom in a plot to destroy the houses of Parliament.12 Concerning Watchmen (collected as a graphic novel, 1987), Danny Fingeroth argues that this title in particular “did more than any other publication before it to popularize the graphic novel format [within mainstream culture]. It has thus far been the only novel to win science fiction’s Hugo Award, and in 2005 was selected by Time magazine critics as one of the hundred best English-language novels from 1923 to the present.”13 Dr. Manhattan is of particular interest as a reinvention of the superhumanly powerful but conflicted characters, such as the Hulk, developed for the Marvel stable by Stan Lee with Jack Kirby and Steve Ditko in the 1960s. A physicist given godlike powers when he is trapped inside his Intrinsic Field Subtractor, Dr. Manhattan speaks to the corruption of an American government that uses him both as a tool to win the Vietnam War and as a Cold War nuclear deterrent. Developed simultaneously with Moore’s message concerning the corrupting influence of power is Dr. Manhattan’s own status as a bored deity who grows increasingly distanced from humanity and disinterested in using his power to intervene in human affairs.


    Larry Young’s, Charles Adlard’s and Matt Smith’s Astronauts in Trouble: Live from the Moon (1999) continues the trend of social examination in the 1990s. Set in 2019, Astronauts is a story of intrigue that examines the role of the media who, in this case, are along for the ride during the first privately funded moon mission.14 Paul Pope’s Heavy Liquid (2001) returns to the hardboiled underworld of It Rhymes with Rust—in much the same manner as Ridley Scott’s film Blade Runner references film noir—in Pope’s presentation of “S” (Stooge) a “finder” hired by a wealthy client to secure a large quantity of heavy liquid. No one knows exactly what heavy liquid is, but all respect its power. In his pursuit of the substance, S loses his partner and must track down his former girlfriend through an urban American landscape that is full of great technological wonder and terrifying urban decay.15


    Where titles such as American Flagg, Watchmen and Heavy Liquid direct our gaze outward at society, Raymond Briggs’s 1982 When the Wind Blows looks inward at the mental deterioration of ordinary couple Jim and Hilda Bloggs as they attempt to survive following a nuclear war.16 In a twist reminiscent of the best writing of The Twilight Zone, the isolation that Jim and Hilda embraced before the war becomes their greatest enemy.


    Katsuhiro Otomo’s manga AKIRA (1987) conflates social critique with self examination and anxiety in the presentation of Tetsuo, a member of a motorcycle gang in futuristic neo-Tokyo whose emerging telekinesis invokes Akira, a mysterious power that previously decimated Tokyo and triggered World War III.17 Roger Sabin speaks to the popularity and commercial success of Akira in terms of the story’s remaking of “old-fashioned Japanese science fiction” and appeal to “the vogue for ‘cyberpunk’ among comics and science fiction fans, which had long made reference to an ‘Asiatized future’ and to Japan’s status as a technological superpower [as also seen in the neon-lit canyons of Los Angeles in Blade Runner].”18 Masamune Shirow’s Ghost in the Shell, originally published from 1989-1991 and collected in graphic novel format by Dark Horse Comics in 1995, follows a similar trajectory in making the psyche the scene of the most important action. Motoko Kusanagi is a cyborg special agent, more machine than human, pursuing a cyber-criminal guilty of controlling the actions of selected individuals by “ghost hacking” their minds. Fingeroth assesses Ghost as Shirow’s exploration of “the philosophical and ethical implications of artificial intelligence and the merging of humanity and technology.”19 As manga, Akira and Ghost both owe a great debt to the work of Osamu Tezuka on Astro Boy, published over thirty years from 1951–1981.20 Though not a graphic novel, Astro Boy, which Sabin argues “started the robot craze in earnest,”21 quells the development of a potential “Frankenstein Complex”—to reference Isaac Asimov—by presenting a friendly robot boy who fights evil and pursues co-operation between robot and human. Graphic novels derived from manga also explore ecological issues in such works as Hayao Miyazaki’s Nausicca of the Valley of the Wind.22


    Akira, Ghost in the Shell, and Astro Boy concern the intersection of humanity and artificiality. Neil Gaiman’s The Sandman concerns the intersection of humanity and art. Running from 1989–1996, The Sandman fantasy series was created for DC Comics and later became the flagship title of the company’s “Vertigo” line for “mature readers.” Following the last issue, DC collected The Sandman in a series of ten graphic novels. The original Sandman was Wesley Dodds, a 1940s crusader for The Justice Society of America who watched through the lenses of his gas mask as criminals succumbed to a blast from his sleeping gas gun. Gaiman recast the Sandman as the Lord of Dreams, “a pale-faced immortal who inhabits the realm of the unconscious.”23 The Sandman: Dream Country, published in 1991, stands out as a collection of graphic short stories based on the series. “A Midsummer Night’s Dream” examines the intersection of art and artist on a metafictional level in its account of a story in which the year is 1593 and the king and queen of the fairies, Auberon and Titania, commission a performance from a troupe of actors lead by Shakespeare. “Midsummer” won the 1991 World Fantasy Award for Best Short Fiction. Shortly after, the rules were changed to ensure that a story in a comics media would no longer qualify for consideration.24


    Despite this change in regulations, the quantity and quality of current critical publications attest that graphic novels are winning the battle for legitimacy. Danny Fingeroth’s sturdy and informative The Rough Guide to Graphic Novels (Rough Guides Ltd., 2008) includes an entire chapter devoted to resources for further exploration of graphic novels. Among the sources cited by Fingeroth is a must-read for literature courses: Scott McCloud’s Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art (HarperCollins Publishers, 1993). Other print resources cited by Fingeroth include Roger Sabin’s lavishly illustrated and well-researched Comics, Comix and Graphic Novels: A History of Comic Art (Phaidon, 1996), and Rocco Versaci’s analysis of key graphic novel creators including Gaiman, Spielgman, and Moore—This Book Contains Graphic Language: Comics as Literature (Continuum, 2007).25


    As mentioned, Versaci’s text treats several key graphic novel creators. Fingeroth offers the following books focused on particular creators mentioned in this introduction: Will Eisner’s Will Eisner’s Talk Shop (Dark Horse, 2001), Joe McCabe’s Hanging Out with the Dream King: Interviews with Neil Gaiman and His Collaborators (Fantagraphics, 2005), George Khoury’s The Extraordinary Works of Alan Moore: The Indispensible Edition (TwoMorrows, 2007), and Timothy Callahan’s Grant Morrison: The Early Years (Sequart.com Books, 2007).26


    Dr. Gene Kannenberg, Jr.’s comicsresearch.org represents an excellent, researched, and solid online source for researching the creators, content, and context of graphic novels.


    * * * *
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    JOAN SLONCZEWSKI


    (1956– )


    While SF writers nowadays are more likely to have a literary background than a scientific one, Joan Slonczewski is very much a working scientist. With a BA in biology from Bryn Mawr and a PhD in molecular biophysics and biochemistry from Yale, Slonczewski is a professor at Kenyon College in Ohio, where her recent research has examined how bacteria respond to environmental stress.


    While still in grad school, Slonczewski published Still Forms on Foxfield (1980), a book about Quakers colonizing an inhabited alien planet. (Slonczewski is a Quaker.) Her second book, A Door into Ocean (1987) won the John W. Campbell Memorial Award; Slonczewski was the first woman to win the award.


    She is married to Michael Barich, who teaches classics at Kenyon. They have two children.


    Although she’s now published by Tor Books, I first came across Slonczewski’s work when I worked at Avon Books, which published A Door into Ocean, The Wall Around Eden (1989), and Daughter of Elysium (1993). We never met face to face, but when I started work on this book, she was one of the first people I contacted, to talk about biology in science fiction. Her response came in the form of this piece of hard SF problem-solving.

  


  
    MICROBE, by Joan Slonczewski


    First published in Analog, August 1995


    “The rat didn’t die.” Andra walked around the holostage. Before her, projected down from the geodesic dome, shone the planet’s image: Iota Pavonis Three, the first new world approved for settlement in over four centuries. As Andra walked around, the swirl of a mysterious continent peered out through a swathe of cloud. She stopped, leaning forward on her elbows to watch. What name of its own would the Free Fold Federation ultimately bestow on IP3, Andra wondered; such a lovely, terrifying world.


    “Not the last time, the rat didn’t.” The eyespeaker was perched on her shoulder. It belonged to Skyhook, the sentient shuttle craft that would soon carry Andra from the study station down to land on the new world. A reasonable arrangement: The shuttle craft would carry the human xenobiologist through space for her field work, then she would carry his eye on the planet surface, as she did inside the station. “The rat only died down there the first eight times.”


    “Until we got its `skin’ right.” The “skin” was a suit of nanoplast, containing billions of microscopic computers, designed to filter out all the local toxins—arsenic, lanthanides, bizarre pseudoalkaloids. All were found in local flora and fauna; inhaling them would kill a human within hours. In the old days, planets had been terraformed for human life, like Andra’s own home world Valedon. Today they would call that ecocide. Instead, millions of humans would be lifeshaped to live here on planet IP3, farming and building—the thought of it made her blood race.


    “We got the skin right for the rat,” Skyhook’s eyespeaker pointed out. “But you’re notexactly a rat.”


    From across the holostage, an amorphous blob of nanoplast raised a pseudopod. “Not exactly a rat,” came a voice from the nanoplast. It was the voice of Pelt, the skinsuit that would protect Andra on the alien planet surface. “Not exactly a rat—just about nine-tenths, I’d say. Your cell physiology is practically the same as a rat; why, you could even take organ grafts. Only a few developmental genes make the difference.”


    Andra smiled. “Thank the Spirit for a few genes. Life would be so much less interesting.”


    Pelt’s pseudopod wiggled. “The rat lived, and so will you. But our nanoservos completely jammed.” The microscopic nanoservos had swarmed into sample life forms from IP3 to test their chemical structure. But for some reason they could barely begin to send back data before they broke down. “Nobody cares about them.”


    “Of course we care,” Andra said quickly. Pelt never let anyone value human life above that of sentient machines. “That’s why we cut short the analysis, until we can bring samples back to the station. That’s why we’re sending me.”


    “Us,” he corrected.


    “All right, enough already,” said Skyhook. “Why don’t we review our data one last time?”


    “Very well.” A third sentient voice boomed out of the hexagonal panel in the dome directly overhead. It was the explorer station herself, Quantum. Quantum was considered female, the others male; Andra could never tell why, although sentients would laugh at any human who could not tell the difference. “Here are some microbial cells extracted from the soil by the last probe,” said Quantum.


    The planet’s image dissolved. In its place appeared the highly magnified shapes of the microbes. The cells were round and somewhat flattened, rather like red blood cells. But if one looked closer, one could see that each flattened cell was actually pinched in straight through like a bagel.


    “The toroid cell shape has never been observed on other planets,” said Quantum. “Otherwise, the cell’s structure is simple. No nuclear membranes surround the chromosomes; so, these cells are like bacteria, prokaryotes.”


    Skyhook said, “The chromosome might be circular, too, as in bacteria.”


    “Who knows?” said Pelt. “On Urulan, all the chromosomes are branched. It took us decades to do genetics there.”


    “We just don’t know yet,” said Quantum. “All we know is, the cells contain DNA.”


    “The usual double helix?” asked Skyhook. The double helix is a ladder of DNA nucleotide pairs, always adenine with thymine or guanine with cytosine, for the four different “letters” of the DNA code. When a cell divides to make two cells, the entire helix unzips, then fills in a complementary strand for each daughter cell.


    “The nanoservos failed before they could tell for sure. But it does have all four nucleotides.”


    Andra watched the magnified microbes as their images grew, their ring shapes filling out like bagel dough rising. “I’ll bet their chromosomes run right around the hole.”


    At her shoulder Skyhook’s eyespeaker laughed. “That would be a neat trick.”


    Quantum added, “We identified fifteen amino acids in its proteins, including the usual six.” All living things have evolved to use six amino acids in common, the ones that form during the birth of planets. “But three of the others are toxic—”


    “Look,” exclaimed Andra. “The cell is starting to divide.” One of the bulging toroids had begun to pucker in, all along its circumference. The puckered line deepened into a furrow all the way around the cell. Along the inside of the “hole,” a second furrow deepened, eventually to meet the furrow from the outer rim.


    “So that’s how the cell divides,” said Skyhook. “Not by pinching in across the hole; instead it slices through.”


    “The better to toast it.”


    At that Pelt’s pseudopod made a rude gesture. “Pinching the hole in wouldn’t make sense, if your chromosome encircles the hole; you’d pinch off half of it.”


    Andra squinted and leaned forward on her elbows. “I say—that cell has three division furrows.”


    “The daughter cells are dividing again already?” Skyhook suggested.


    “No, it’s a third furrow in the same generation. All three furrows are meeting up in the middle.”


    “That’s right,” boomed Quantum’s voice. “These cells divide in three, not two,” she explained. “Three daughter cells in each generation.”


    Sure enough, the three daughter cells appeared, filling themselves out as they separated. Other cells too had puckered in by now, at various stages of division, and all made their daughters in triplets. “How would they divide their chromosomes to make three?” Andra wondered. “They must copy each DNA helix twice before dividing. Why would that have evolved?”


    “Never mind the DNA,” said Pelt. “It’s those toxic amino acids you should worry about.”


    “Not with you protecting me. The rat survived.”


    Quantum said, “We’ve discussed every relevant point. We’ve established, based on all available data, that Andra’s chance of survival approaches one hundred percent.”


    “Uncertainties remain,” Skyhook cautioned.


    Andra stood back and spread her hands. “Of course we need more data—that’s why we’re going down.”


    “All right,” said Skyhook. “Let’s go.”


    “I’m ready.” Pelt’s pseudopod dissolved, and the nanoplast formed a perfect hemisphere.


    Andra unhooked Skyhook’s eyespeaker from her shoulder. Then she walked back around the holostage to lift the hemisphere of Pelt onto her head. Pelt’s nanoplast began to melt slowly down over her black curls, leaving a thin transparent film of nanoprocessors covering her hair, her dark skin, and her black eyes. It formed a special breather over her nose and mouth. Everywhere the nanoplast would filter the air that reached her skin, keeping planetary dust out while letting oxygen through. The film covered the necklace of pink andradites around her neck, spreading down her shirt and trousers. She lifted each foot in turn to allow the complete enclosure. Now she would be safe from any chemical hazard she might encounter.


    * * * *


    In Skyhook’s viewport, the surface of planet IP3 expanded and rose to meet them. Numerous tests had established its physical parameters as habitable—gravity of nine-tenths g, temperatures not too extreme, oxygen sufficient and carbon dioxide low enough, water plentiful. The ozone layer could have been denser, but human colonists would have their eyes and skin lifeshaped for extra enzymes to keep their retina and chromosomes repaired.


    At a distance the planet did not look remarkably different from Andra’s home world. A brilliant expanse of ocean met a mottled brown shore, rotating slowly down beneath the craft. Beyond, in the upper latitudes, rolled the blue-brown interior of a continent, broken only by a circle of mountains.


    As Skyhook fell swiftly toward the land, curious patterns emerged. Long dark bands ran in parallel, in gently winding rows like a string picture. The lines were bands of blue vegetation; the probe had sent back footage of them, wide arching structures tall as trees. Each band alternated with a band of yellow, which gave way to the next band of blue. Over and over the same pattern repeated, ceasing only at the mountains.


    “I’ve never seen patterns like that on uncolonized worlds,” Andra mused.


    “They do look like garden rows,” Skyhook admitted. “Perhaps the native farmers will come out to greet us.”


    If there were intelligent life forms, they had yet to invent radio. A year of monitoring the planet at every conceivable frequency had yielded nothing, not so much as a calculation of pi.


    Skyhook landed gently in a field of dense vegetation. The wall of the cabin opened, the door pulling out into an arch of nanoplast. A shaft of brilliant light entered.


    “All systems check,” crackled Quantum’s voice on the radio in her ear. “Go ahead.”


    Andra gathered her field equipment and set Skyhook’s eye upon her shoulder again. Then she stepped outside.


    The field was a riot of golden ringlets, like wedding bands strewn out. Her gaze followed the cascade of gold down to the edge of the field, where taller dark trunks arose in shallow curves, arching overhead. From the taller growth came a keening sound, perhaps some living thing singing, or perhaps the wind vibrating somehow through its foliage. “It’s beautiful,” she exclaimed at last.


    Beneath the golden ringlets grew dense blue-brown vegetation, reaching to Andra’s waist. She bent closer for a look. “These look like plants, `phycoids.’ The ringlets might be flowers.”


    “They could just as well be snakes ready to snap,” warned Skyhook. “Watch your step.”


    She looked back at the shuttlecraft, planted in the field like a four-legged insect. Then she lifted her leg through the foliage, Pelt’s nanoplastic “skin” flexing easily. Immediately her foot snagged. She tried to pull out some of the growth, but found it surprisingly tough and had to cut it with a knife. “The leaves and stems are all looped,” she observed in surprise. “All looped, just like the `flowers;’ I’ll never get through this stuff.”


    Pelt said, “They are phycoid. I detect products of photosynthesis.”


    “They could be carnivorous plants,” Skyhook insisted.


    Andra collected some more cuttings into her backpack. “I wish I could smell them,” she said wistfully. Pelt’s skin filtered out all volatile organics. She aimed her laser pen to dig one out by the roots. The phycoid came up, but nearby stems sparked and smoldered.


    “Watch out!” squeaked the eyespeaker.


    She winced. “Don’t deafen me; I’ll put it out.” She stamped the spot with her boots and sprinkled some water from her drinking jet. “This planet’s a fire trap.” The phycoid roots, she noted, were long twisted loops, tightly pressed together, but loops nonetheless. All the living structures seemed to be bagels squashed and stretched.


    “Great Spirit, we’ve got company,” Skyhook exclaimed.


    Andra looked up. She blinked her eyes. A herd of brown-striped truck tires were rolling slowly across the field. To get a closer look, she pressed through the phycoids, stopping every so often to extricate her feet from the looped foliage. She made about ten meters progress before stopping to catch her breath.


    “No need to get too close,” Skyhook reminded her. His eye had telephoto.


    “Yes, but I might pick up droppings, or some fallen hair or scales.”


    Some of the rolling “tires” were heading toward her. Each one had several round cranberry-colored spots set in its “tread.” The “tread” was composed of suckers that stretched and extended to push in back, or pull in front. “They must be animal-like, `zoöids,’“ suggested Andra. “Those red things—could they be eyes?” She counted them, two, three, four in all, before the first came up again. Those eyes must be tough, not to mind getting squashed down.


    “If these creatures are zoöids,” Pelt wanted to know, “how do they feed?”


    Skyhook said, “Their suckers ingest the phycoids.”


    Andra stopped again to pull out her foot. “They sure know how to travel,” she wryly observed. “No wonder they never evolved legs.” One four-eyed zoöid got excited, and took off with remarkable speed; then it suddenly reversed, heading backwards just as fast. These zoöids had no “backwards” or “forwards,” she thought.


    Quantum radioed again. “Andra, how are you holding up? Is your breathing okay?”


    She took a deep breath. “I think so.” Most of the rats had died from inhaling toxic dust. She resumed her attempt to make headway through the phycoids, and searched the ground for anything that looked like droppings. Overhead, she heard a strange whirring sound. A flock of little things were flying, their movements too fast for her to make out.


    “Their wings are turning full around, like propellers,” Skyhook exclaimed in amazement. “Why, all these creatures are built of wheels, one way or another.”


    “Sh,” said Andra. “A zoöid is coming up close.”


    The creature rolled slowly over the phycoids, squashing the golden ringlets beneath it. Andra took a closer look. “There’s a smaller ring structure, just sitting inside the bagel hole. I’ll bet it’s a baby zoöid.” The clinging little one rolled over and over inside as its parent traveled. The parent did not seem to notice Andra at all; neither her shape nor her smell would resemble a native predator, she guessed.


    The radio crackled again. “We must attempt contact,” Quantum reminded her. Any zoöid might be intelligent.


    Andra held out her communicator, a box that sent out flashing lights and sound bursts in various mathematical patterns, strings of primes and various representations of pi and other constants. It even emitted puffs of volatile chemicals, to alert any chemosensing creature with a hint of intelligence. Not that she expected much; their probes had broadcast such information over the past year.


    Then she saw it: A giant zoöid was approaching, five times taller than the others and perhaps a hundred times their weight. As it barreled along, picking up speed, the small striped ones took off, zigzagging crazily before it. The ground rumbled beneath her feet.


    “Get back to my cabin!” urged Skyhook. “We’ll all get run over.”


    “Wait,” said Pelt. “Do you think it heard us? What if it wants to talk?”


    “I don’t think so,” said Andra, prudently backing off. “I think the smaller zoöids attracted it, not us.”


    A small zoöid went down under the giant one, then another. That seemed to be the giant’s strategy, to run down as many little ones as it could. At last it slowed and turned back, coming to rest upon one of the squashed carcasses.


    “It’s extending its suckers to feed,” observed Skyhook. “Let’s get back before it gets hungry again.”


    “I think that will be a while,” said Andra. “It’s got several prey to feed on.” The rest of the smaller zoöids seemed to have calmed down, as if they knew the predator was satisfied and would not attack again soon. Definitely a herd mentality; no sign of higher intelligence here.


    Andra resumed collecting phycoids and soil samples, recording the location of each. Deeper into the field, she saw something thrashing about in the phycoids. She made her way toward it through the tangle of looped foliage.


    “It’s a baby zoöid,” she exclaimed. The poor little bagel must have fallen out when its parent ran off. Or perhaps the parent had expelled it, as a mother kangaroo sometimes did. At any rate, there it was, squirming and stretching its little suckers ineffectually, only tangling itself in the phycoids.


    “Watch out; it might bite,” said Skyhook.


    “Nonsense. I have to collect it.” Andra stuffed her hands into a pair of gloves, then approached warily. With one hand she held out an open collecting bag; with the other, she grabbed the little zoöid. It hung limply, twisting a bit.


    Suddenly it squirted something. An orange spray landed on the phycoids, some of it reaching her leg. Andra frowned. She plunged the creature into her bag, which sealed itself tight. “Sorry about that, Pelt.”


    “You’re the one who would have been sorry,” Pelt replied. “That stuff is caustic, as strong as lye. No problem for me, but your skin would not have liked it.”


    “Thanks a lot. I guess we should head back now; I’ve got more than I can hold.”


    She turned back toward Skyhook, some hundred meters off, his spidery landing gear splayed out into the phycoids. Methodically she made her way back, with more difficulty now that she had so much to carry. She was sweating now, but Pelt handled it beautifully, keeping her skin cool and refreshed. The distant forest of tall blue phycoids sang in her ears. The Singing Planet, they should call it, she thought.


    “Andra…something’s not right,” Pelt said suddenly.


    “What is it?” She was having more trouble plowing through the foliage; her legs were getting stiff.


    “Something that baby zoöid sprayed is blocking my nanoprocessors. Not the chemicals; I can screen out anything. I’m not sure what it is.”


    “What else could it be?”


    Skyhook said, “Just get back to my cabin. We’ll wash you down.”


    “I’m trying,” said Andra, breathing hard. “My legs are so stiff.” The shuttle craft stood hopefully ahead of her. Only about ten meters to go, she thought.


    “It’s not your legs,” Pelt’s voice said dully. “It’s my nanoplast. I’m losing control over the lower part, where the spray hit. I can’t flex at your joints any more.”


    Her scalp went cold, then hot again. “What about your air filter?”


    “So far it’s okay. The disruption has not reached your face yet.”


    “Just get back here,” Skyhook urged again. “You’re almost here.” Obligingly the doorway appeared on the craft’s surface, molding itself open in a rim of nanoplast.


    “I’m trying, but my legs just won’t bend.” She pushed as hard as she could.


    “Drop your backpack,” Skyhook added.


    “I won’t give up my samples. How else will we learn what’s going on here?” She fell onto her stomach and tried to drag herself through.


    “It’s microbes,” Pelt exclaimed suddenly. “Some kind of microbes—they’re cross-linking my processors.”


    “What? How?” she demanded. “Microbes infecting nanoplast—I’ve never heard of it.”


    “They messed up the probe before.”


    “Quantum?” called Andra. “What do you think?”


    “It could be,” the radio voice replied. “The nanoprocessors store data in organic polymers—which might be edible to a truly omnivorous microbe. There’s always a first time.”


    “Microbes eating nanoplast!” Skyhook exclaimed. “What about other sentients? Are the microbes contagious?”


    “You’ll have to put us in isolation,” said Andra.


    “Andra,” said Pelt, “the cross-linking is starting to disrupt my entire system.” His voice came lower and fainter. “I don’t know how long I can keep my filters open.”


    Andra stared desperately at the door of the shuttle, so near and yet so far. “Quantum, how long could I last breathing unfiltered air?”


    “That’s hard to say. An hour should be okay; we’ll clean your lungs out later.”


    She tried to recall how long the first rat had lived. Half a day?


    “I’m shutting down,” Pelt warned her. “I’m sorry, Andra…. “


    Skyhook said, “Pelt, you’ll last longer in rest mode. We’ll save you yet—there’s got to be an antibiotic that will work. They’ve got DNA—we’ll throw every DNA analogue we’ve got at them.”


    The nanoplastic skin opened around Andra’s mouth, shrinking back around her head and neck. An otherworldly scent filled her lungs, a taste of ginger and other unnameable things, as beautiful as the vision of golden ringlets. Planet Ginger, she thought, smelled as lovely as it looked. She was the first human to smell it; but would these breaths be her last?


    Pelt’s skin shriveled down her arms, getting stuck at her waist near the spot that got sprayed. She tried again to pull herself through the phycoids, grabbing their tough loops. Suddenly she had another idea. Pulling in her arms, she sank down and rolled herself over and over, just like the zoöids. This worked much better, for the phycoid foliage proved surprisingly elastic, bending easily beneath her and bouncing back again. Perhaps those zoöids were not quite so silly after all.


    At the door, Skyhook had already extruded sheets of quarantine material, to isolate her and protect his own nanoplast from whatever deadly infection Pelt harbored. The doorway extended and scooped her up into the cabin.


    As the doorway constricted, at last closing out the treacherous planet, Andra let out a quick sigh of relief. “Skyhook, we’ve got to save Pelt. Have you got anything to help him?”


    Two long tendrils were already poking into the quarantine chamber, to probe the hapless skinsuit. “I’m spreading what antibiotics we have on board,” said Skyhook, from the cabin speaker now. “Nucleotide analogues, anything likely to block DNA synthesis and stop the microbes growing. It’s bizarre, treating a sentient for infection.”


    Andra carefully peeled off the remaining nanoplast, trying to keep as much of it together as possible, although she had no idea whether it was beyond repair. “Pelt,” she whispered. “You did your best for me.”


    By the time they returned to the station, there was still no sign that any of the antibiotics had curbed the microbes. Quantum was puzzled. “I have a few more to try,” she said, “but really, if the chromosomes are regular DNA, something should have worked.”


    “Maybe the microbes’ DNA is shielded by proteins.”


    “That wouldn’t help during replication, remember? The double helix has to open and unzip down the middle, to let the new nucleotides pair. There’s no way around it.”


    Andra frowned. Something was missing; there was still something wrong, about the growing microbes with their three daughter cells. How could they unzip their DNA, fill in each complementary strand, and end up with three helices? She thought she had figured it out before, but now it did not add up. She coughed once, then again harder. Her lungs were starting to react to the dust—she had to start treatment now.


    “We’ve got some data on your samples,” Quantum added. “The microbial cells concentrate acid inside, instead of excreting it, like most of our cells do. I still find only fifteen amino acids, but some of them—”


    “I’ve got it!” Andra leapt to her feet. “Don’t you see? The chromosome is a triple helix. That’s why each cell divides in three—each daughter strand synthesizes two complements, and you end up with three new triple helices, one for each cell.” A fit of coughing caught up with her.


    “It could be,” Quantum said slowly. “There are many ways to make a DNA triple helix. One found in human regulatory genes alternates A-T-T triplets with G-C-C.”


    “Then it has a two-letter code, not four.” Double-helical DNA has four possible pairs, since A-T is distinguished from T-A; likewise G-C differs from C-G.


    Quantum added, “The triple helix is most stable in acid, just what we found in these cells.”


    “Just hurry up and design some triplet analogues.” Quantum’s sentient brain could do this far faster than any human. “Triple helix,” Andra repeated. “It would resist ultraviolet damage much better, with the planet’s thin ozone layer. But how to encode proteins, with only two `letters’?” The triple helix had only two possible triplets; its three-letter “words” could only specify eight amino acids to build protein. “Maybe it uses words of four letters. With two possible triplets at each position, that would encode two to the fourth power, that is, sixteen possible amino acids.”


    “Fifteen,” corrected Quantum, “if one is a stop signal.”


    * * * *


    The next day, after an exhaustive medical workout, Andra felt as if a vacuum cleaner had gone through her lungs. Pelt still had a long way to recover, but at least the pesky microbes were cleaned out.


    “It’s hopeless,” complained Skyhook’s eyespeaker. “If even sentients aren’t safe, we’ll never explore that planet.”


    “Don’t worry,” said Quantum’s voice above the holostage. “Pelt’s nanoplast has an exceptionally high organic content. A slight redesign will eliminate the problem. Machines have that advantage.”


    Still, Pelt had nearly died, thought Andra.


    “Your phycoid and zoöid samples all have toroid cells, too,” Quantum added. “They have circular chromosomes, with no nuclear membranes: They’re all prokaryotes. Just wait till the Free Fold hears about this,” Quantum added excitedly. “I’ve got the perfect name for the planet.”


    Andra looked up. “Planet of the Bagels?”


    “Planet Prokaryon.”


    Prokaryon—yes, thought Andra, it sounded just pompous enough that the Fold would buy it.


    Still, she thought uneasily about those regular garden rows of phycoid forest and fields, with all kinds of creatures yet to be discovered. “I wonder,” she mused. “Some one else just might have named it first.”


    * * * *
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    FIDDLING FOR WATERBUFFALOES, by S. P. Somtow


    First published in Analog Science Fiction and Fact, April 1986


    When my brother Lek and I were children we were only allowed to go to Prasongburi once a week. That was the day our mothers went to the marketplace and went to make merit at the temple. Our grandmother, our mothers’ mother, spent the days chewing betelnut and fashioning intricate mobiles out of dried palm leaves; not just the usual fish-shapes, dozens of tiny baby fish swinging from a big mother fish lacquered in bright red or orange, but also more elaborate shapes: lions and tigers and mythical beasts, nagas that swallowed their own tails. It was our job to sell them to the thaokae who owned the only souvenir shop in the town…the only store with one of those aluminum gratings that you pull shut to lock up at night, just like the ones in Bangkok.


    It was always difficult to get him to take the ones that weren’t fish. Once we took in a mobile made entirely of spaceships, which our grandmother had copied from one of the American TV shows. (In view of our later experiences, this proved particularly prophetic.) “Everyone knows,” the thaokae said (that was the time he admitted us to his inner sanctum, where he would smoke opium from an impressive bong and puff it in our faces) “that a plataphien mobile has fish in it. Everyone wants sweet little fishies to hang over their baby’s cradle. I mean, those spaceships are a tribute to your grandmother’s skill at weaving dried palm leaves, but as far as the tourists are concerned, it’s just fiddling for waterbuffaloes.” He meant there was no point in doing such fine work because it would be wasted on his customers.


    We ended up with maybe ten baht apiece for my grandmother’s labors, and we’d carefully tuck away two of the little blue banknotes (this was in the year 2504 b.e., long before they debased the baht into a mere coin) so that we could go to the movies. The American ones were funniest—especially the James Bond ones—because the dubbers had the most outrageous ad libs. I remember that in Goldfinger the dubbers kept putting in jokes about the fairy tale of Jao Ngo, which is about a hideous monster who falls into a tank of gold paint and becomes very handsome. The audience became so wild with laughter that they actually stormed the dubbers’ booth and started improvising their own puns. I particularly remember that day because we were waiting for the monsoon to burst, and the heat had been making everyone crazy.


    Seconds after we left the theater it came all at once, and the way home was so impassable we had to stay at the village before our village, and then we had to go home by boat, rowing frantically by the side of the drowned road. The fish were so thick you could pull them from the water in handfulls.


    That was when my brother Lek said to me, “You know, Noi, I think it would be grand to be a movie dubber.”


    “That’s silly, Phii Lek,” I said. “Someone has to herd the waterbuffaloes and sell the mobiles and—”


    “That’s what we both should do. So we don’t have to work on the farm anymore.” Our mothers, who were rowing the boat, pricked up their ears at that. Something to report back to our father, perhaps. “We could live in the town. I love that town.”


    “It’s not so great,” my mother said.


    My senior mother (Phii Lek’s mother) agreed. “We went to Chiangmai once, for the beauty contest. Now there was a town. Streets that wind on and on…and air-conditioning in almost every public building!”


    “We didn’t win the beauty contest, though,” my mother said sadly. She didn’t say it, but she implied that that was how they’d both ended up marrying my father. “Our stars were bad. Maybe in my next life—”


    “I’m not waiting till my next life,” my brother said. “When I’m grown up they’ll have air-conditioning in Prasongburi, and I’ll be dubbing movies every night.”


    The sun was beating down, blinding, sizzling. We threw off our clothes and dived from the boat. The water was cool, mudflecked; we pushed our way through the reeds.


    The storm had blown the village’s TV antenna out into the paddy field. We watched Star Trek at the headsman’s house, our arms clutching the railings on his porch, our feet dangling, slipping against the stilts that were still soaked with rain. It was fuzzy and the sound was off, so Phii Lek put on a magnificent performance, putting discreet obscenities into the mouths of Kirk and Spock while the old men laughed and the coils of mosquito incense smoked through the humid evening. At night, when we were both tucked in under our mosquito netting, I dreamed about going into space and finding my grandmother’s palm-leaf mobiles hanging from the points of the stars.


    * * * *


    Ten years later they built a highway from Bangkok to Chiangmai, and there were no more casual tourists in Prasongburi. Some American archaeologists started digging at the site of an old Khmer city nearby. The movie theater never did get air-conditioning, but my grandmother got into faking antiques; it turned out to be infinitely more lucrative than fish mobiles, and when the thaokae died, she and my two mothers were actually able to buy the place from his intransigent nephew. The three of them turned it into an “antique” place (fakes in the front, the few genuine pieces carefully hoarded in the air-conditioned back room) and our father set about looking for a third wife as befit his improved station in life.


    My family were also able to buy a half-interest in the movie theater, and that was how my brother and I ended up in the dubbing booth after all. Now, the fact of the matter was, sound projection systems in theaters had become prevalent all over the country by then, and Lek and I both knew that live movie dubbing was a dying art. Only the fact that the highway didn’t come anywhere near Prasongburi prevented its citizens from positively demanding talkies. But we were young and, relatively speaking, wealthy; we wanted to have a bit of fun before having the drudgery of marriage and earning a real living thrust upon us. Lek did most of the dubbing—he was astonishingly convincing at female voices as well as male—while I contributed the sound effects and played background music from the library of scratched records we’d inherited from the previous regime.


    Since we two were the only purveyors of, well, foreign culture in the town, you’d think we would be the ones best equipped to deal with an alien invasion.


    Apparently the aliens thought so too.


    Aliens were furthest from my mind the day it happened, though. I was putting in some time at the shop and trying to pacify my three honored parents, who were going at it like cats and dogs in the back.


    “If you dare bring that bitch into our house,” Elder Mother was saying, fanning herself feverishly with a plastic fan—for our air-conditioning had broken down, as usual—“I’ll leave.”


    “Well,” Younger Mother (my own) said, “I don’t mind as long as you make sure she’s a servant. But if you marry her—”


    “Well, I mind, I’m telling you!” my other mother shouted. “If the two of us aren’t enough for you, I’ve three more cousins up north, decent, hardworking girls who’ll bring in money, not use it up.”


    “Anyway, if you simply have to spend money,” Younger Mother said, “what’s wrong with a new pick-up truck?”


    “I’m not dealing with that usurious thaokae in Ban Kraduk,” my father said, taking another swig of his Mekong whiskey, and “and there’s no other way of coming up with a down payment…and besides, I happen to be a very horny man.”


    “All of you shut up,” my grandmother said from somewhere out back, where she had been meticulously aging some pots into a semblance of twelfth-century Sawankhalok ware. “All this chatter disturbs my work.”


    “Yes, khun mae,” the three of them chorused back respectfully.


    My Elder Mother hissed, “But watch out, my dear husband. I read a story in Siam Rath about a woman who castrated her unfaithful husband and fed his eggs to the ducks!”


    My father sucked in his breath and took a comforting gulp of whiskey as I went to the front to answer a customer.


    She was one of those archaeologists or anthropologists or something. She was tall and smelly, as all farangs are (they have very active sweat glands); she wore a sort of safari outfit, and she had long hair, stringy from her digging and the humidity. She was scrutinizing the spaceship mobile my grandmother had made ten years ago—it still had not sold, and we had kept it as a memento of hard times—and muttering to herself words that sounded like, “Warp factor five!”


    My brother and I know some English, and I was preparing to embarrass myself by exercising that ungrateful, toneless tongue, when she addressed me in Thai.


    “Greetings to you, honored sir,” she said, and brought her palms together in a clumsy but heartfelt wai. I couldn’t suppress a laugh. “Why, didn’t I do that right?” she demanded.


    “You did it remarkably well,” I said. “But you shouldn’t go to such lengths. I’m only a shopkeeper, and you’re not supposed to wai first. But I suppose I should give you ‘E for effort,’” (I said this phrase in her language, having learned it from another archaeologist the previous year) “since few would even try as hard as you.”


    “Oh, but I’m doing my Ph.D. in Southeast Asian aesthetics at UCLA,” she said. “By all means, correct me.” She started to pull out a notebook.


    I had never, as we say, “arrived” in America, though my sexual adventures had recently included an aging, overwhelmingly odoriferous Frenchwoman and the daughter of the Indian babu who sold cloth in the next town, and the prospect suddenly seemed rather inviting. Emboldened, I said, “But to really study our culture, you might consider—” and eyed her with undisguised interest.


    She laughed. Farang women are exceptional, in that one need not make overtures to them subtly, but may approach the matter in a no-nonsense fashion, as a plumber might regard a sewage pipe. “Jesus,” she said in English, “I think he’s asking me for a date!”


    “I understood that,” I said.


    “Where will we go?” she said in Thai, giggling. “I’ve got the day off. And the night, I might add. Oh, that’s not correct, is it? You should send a go-between to my father, or something.”


    “Only if the liaison is intended to be permanent,” I said quickly, lest anthropology get the better of lust. “Well, we could go to a movie.”


    “What’s showing?” she said. “Why, this is just like back home, and me a teenager again.” She bent down, anxious to please, and started to deliver a sloppy kiss to my forehead. I recoiled. “Oh, I forgot,” she said. “You people frown on public displays.”


    “Star Wars,” I said.


    “Oh, but I’ve seen that twenty times.”


    “Ah, but have you seen it—dubbed live, in a provincial Thai theater without air-conditioning? Think of the glorious field notes you could write.”


    “You Thai men are all alike,” she said, intimating that she had had a vast experience of them. “Very well. What time? By the way, my name is Mary, Mary Mason.”


    * * * *


    We were an hour late getting the show started, which was pretty normal, and the audience was getting so restless that some of them had started an impromptu bawdy-rhyming contest in the front rows. My brother and I had manned the booth and were studying the script. He would do all the main characters, and I would do such meaty roles as the Second Stormtrooper.


    “Let’s begin,” Phii Lek said. “She won’t come anyway.”


    Mary turned up just as we were lowering the house lights. She had bathed (my brother sniffed appreciatingly as she entered the dubbing booth) and wore a clean sarong, which did not look too bad on her.


    “Can I do Princess Leia?” she said, wai-ing to Phii Lek as though she were already his younger sibling by virtue of her as-yet-unconsummated association with me.


    “You can read Thai?” Phii Lek said in astonishment.


    “I have my Masters’ in Siamese from Michigan U,” she said huffily, “and studied under Bill Gedney.” We shrugged.


    “Yes, but you can’t improvise,” my brother said.


    She agreed, pulled out her notebook, and sat down in a corner. My brother started to put on a wild performance, while I ran hither and thither putting on records and creating sound effects out of my box of props. We began the opening chase scene with Tchaikovsky’s Piano Concerto, which kept skipping; at last the needle got stuck and I turned the volume down hastily just as my brother (in the tones of the heroic Princess Leia) was supposed to murmur, “Help me, Obiwan Kenobi. You’re my only hope.” Instead, he began to moan like a harlot in heat, screeching out, “Oh, I need a man, I do, I do! These robots are no good in bed!”


    At that point Mary became hysterical with laughter. She fell out of her chair and collided with the shoe rack. I hastened to rescue her from the indignity of having her face next to a stack of filthy flipflops, and could not prevent myself from grabbing her. She put her arms around my waist and indecorously refused to let go, while my brother, warming to the audience reaction, began to ad lib ever more outrageously.


    It was only after the movie, when I had put on the 45 of the Royal Anthem and everyone had stood up to pay homage to the Sacred Majesty of the King, that I noticed something wrong with my brother. For one thing, he did not rise in respect, even though he was ordinarily the most devout of people. He sat bunched up in a comer of the dubbing booth, with his eyes darting from side to side like window wipers.


    I watched him anxiously but dared not move until the Royal Anthem had finished playing.


    Then, tentatively, I tapped him on the shoulder. “Phii Lek,” I said, “it’s time we went home.”


    He turned on me and snarled…then he fell on the floor and began dragging himself forward in a very strange manner, propelling himself with his chin and elbows along the woven-rush matting at our feet.


    Mary said, “Is that something worth reporting on?” and began scribbling wildly in her notebook.


    “Phii Lek,” I said to my brother in terms of utmost respect, for I thought he might be punishing me for some imagined grievance, “are you ill?” Suddenly I thought I had it figured out. “If you’re playing ‘putting on the anthropologists,’ Elder Sibling, I don’t think this one’s going to be taken in.”


    “You are part of a rebel alliance, and a traitor!” my brother intoned—in English—in a harsh, unearthly voice. “Take her away!”


    “That’s… my God, that’s James Earl Jones’s voice,” Mary said, forgetting in her confusion to speak Thai. “That’s from the movie we just saw.”


    “What are we going to do?” I said, panicking. My older brother was crawling around at my feet, making me feel distinctly uncomfortable because of the elevation of my head over the head of a person of higher status, so I dropped down on my hands and knees so as to maintain my head at the properly respectful level. Meanwhile, he was wriggling around on his belly.


    Amid all this, Mary’s notebook and pens clattered to the floor and she began to scream.


    At that moment, my grandmother entered the booth and stared about wildly. I attempted, from my prone position, to perform the appropriate wai, but Phii Lek was rolling around and making peculiar hissing noises. Mary started to stutter, “Khun yaai, I don’t what happened, they just suddenly started acting this way—”


    “Don’t you khun yaai me,” grandmother snapped. “I’m no kin to any foreigners, thank you!” She surveyed the spectacle before her with mounting horror. “Oh, my terrible karma!” she cried. “Demons have transformed my grandsons into dogs!”


    * * * *


    On the street, there were crowds everywhere. I could hear people babbling all about mysterious lights in the sky…portents and celestial signs. Someone said something about the spectacle outside being more impressive than the Star Wars effects inside the theater. Apparently the main pagoda of the temple had seemed on fire for a few minutes and they’d called in a fire-fighting squad from the next town. “Who’d have thought of it?” my grandmother was complaining. “A demon visits Prasongburi—and makes straight for my own grandson!”


    When we got to the shop—Mary still tagging behind and furiously taking notes on our social customs—the situation was even worse. The skirmish between my father and mothers had crescendoed to an all-out war.


    “That’s why I came to fetch you, children,” my grandmother said. “Maybe you can referee this boxing match.” A hefty celadon pot came whistling through the air and shattered on the overhead electric fan. We scurried for cover…all except my brother, who obliviously crawled about on his hands and knees, occasionally spouting lines from Star Wars.


    Shrieking, Mary ran after the pot-shards. “My god, that thing’s eight hundred years old—”


    “Bah! I faked it last week,” my grandmother said, forcing the farang woman to gape in mingled horror and admiration.


    “All right, all right,” my father said, fleeing from the back room with my mothers in hot pursuit. “I won’t marry her…but I want a little more kindness out of the two of you…oh, my terrible karma.”


    He tripped over my brother and went sprawling to the floor. “What’s wrong with him?”


    “You fool!” my grandmother said. “Your own son has become possessed by demons…and it’s all because of your sexual excesses.”


    My father stopped and stared at my brother. Then, murmuring a brief prayer to the Lord Buddha, he retired cowering behind the shop counter. “What must I do?”


    His wives came marching out behind him. Elder Mother hastened to succor Phii Lek. Younger Mother took in the situation and said, “I haven’t seen anyone this possessed since my cousin Phii Daeng spent the night in a graveyard trying to get a vision of a winning lottery ticket number.”


    “It’s all your fault,” Phi Lek’s mother said, turning wrathfully on my father. “You’re all too eager to douse your staff of passion, and now my grandson has been turned into a monster!” The logic of this accusation escaped me, but my father seemed convinced.


    “I’ll go and buat phra for three months,” he said, affecting a tone of deep piety. “I’ll cut my hair off tomorrow and enter the nearest monastery. That ought to do the trick. Oh, my son, my son, what have I done?”


    “Well,” my grandmother said, “a little abstinence should do you good. I always thought you were unwise not to enter the monkhood at twenty like an obedient son should…cursing me to be reborn on Earth instead of spending my next life in heaven as I ought, considering how I’ve worked my fingers to the bone for you! It’s about time, that’s what I say. A twenty-year-old belongs in a temple, not in the village scouts killing communists. Time for that when you’ve done your filial duty…well, twenty-five years late is better than nothing.”


    Seeing himself trapped between several painful alternatives, my father bowed his head, raised his palms in a gesture of respect, and said, “All right, khun mae yaai, if that’s what you want.”


    * * * *


    When my father and the elder females of the family had left to pack his things, I was left with my older brother and with the bizarre American woman, in the antique shop in the middle of the night. They had taken the truck back to the village (which now boasted a good half-dozen motor vehicles, one of them ours) and we were stranded. In the heat of their argument and my father’s repentance, they seemed to have forgotten all about us.


    It was at that moment that my brother chose to snap out of whatever it was that possessed him.


    Calmly he rose from the floor, wiped a few foamflecks from his mouth with his sleeve, and sat down on the stool behind the counter. It took him a minute or two to recognize us, and then he said, “Well, well, Ai Noi! I gave the family quite a scare, didn’t I?”


    I was even more frightened now than I had been before. I knew very well that night is the time of spirits, and I was completely convinced that some spirit or another had taken hold of Phii Lek, though I was unsure about the part about my father being punished for his roving eyes and hands. I said, “Yes, Khun Phii, it was the most astonishing performance I’ve ever seen. Indeed, a bit too astonishing, if you don’t mind your Humble Younger Sibling saying so. I mean, do you think they really appreciated it? If you ask me, you were just fiddling for waterbuffaloes.”


    “The most amazing thing is this…they weren’t even after me!” He pointed at Mary. “They’re in the wrong brain! It was her they wanted. But we all look alike to them. And I was imitating a woman’s voice when they were trying to get a fix on the psychic transference. So they made an error of a few decimal places, and—poof!—here I am!”


    “Pen baa pai laew!” I whispered to Mary Mason.


    “I heard that!” my brother riposted. “But I am not mad. I am quite, quite sane, and I have been taken over by a manus tang dao.”


    “What’s that?” Mary asked me.


    “A being from another star.”


    “Far frigging out! An extraterrestrial!” she said in English. I didn’t understand a word of it; I thought it must be some kind of anthropology jargon.


    “Look, I can’t talk long, but…you see, they’re after Mary. One of them is trying to send a message to America…something to do with the Khmer ruins…some kind of artifact…to another of these creatures who is walking around in the body of a professor at UCLA. This farang woman seemed ideal; she could journey back without causing any suspicion. But, you see, we all look alike to them, and—”


    “Well, can’t you tell whatever it is to stop inhabiting your body and transfer itself to—?”


    “Hell, no!” Mary said, and started to back away. “Native customs are all very well, but this is a bit more than I bargained for.”


    “Psychic transference too difficult…additional expenditure of energy impractical at present stage…but message must get through…” Suddenly he clawed at his throat for a few moments, and then fell writhing to the floor in another fit. “Can’t get used to this gravity,” he moaned. “Legs instead of pseudopods—and the contents of the stomach make me sick—there’s at least fifty whole undigested chilies down here—oh, I’m going to puke—”


    “By Buddha, Dharma and Sang-kha!” I cried. “Quick, Mary, help me with him. Give me something to catch his vomit.”


    “Will this do?” she said, pulling down something from the shelf. Distractedly I motioned her to put it up to his mouth.


    Only when he had begun regurgitating into the bowl did I realize what she’d done. “You imbecile!” I said. “That’s a genuine Ming spittoon!”


    “I thought they were all fakes,” she said, holding up my brother as he slowly turned green.


    “We do have some genuine items here,” I said disdainfully, “for those who can tell the difference.”


    “You mean, for Thai collectors,” she said, hurt.


    “Well, what can you expect?” I said, becoming furious. “You come here, you dig up all our ancient treasures, violate the chastity of our women—”


    “Look who’s talking!” Mary said gently. “Male chauvinist pig,” she added in English.


    “Let’s not fight,” I said. “He seems better now…what are we going to do with him?”


    “Here. Help me drag him to the back room.”


    We lifted him up and laid him down on the couch.


    We looked at each other in the close, humid, mosquito-infested room. Suddenly, providentially almost, the air-conditioning kicked on. “I’ve been trying to get it to work all day,” I whispered.


    “Does this mean—”


    “Yes! Soon it will cool enough to—”


    She kissed me on the lips. By morning I had “arrived” in America several delicious times, and Mary was telephoning the hotel in Ban Kraduk so she could get her things moved into my father’s house.


    * * * *


    The next morning, over dinner, I tried to explain it all to my elders. On the one hand there was this farang woman sitting on the floor, clumsily rolling rice balls with one hand and attempting to address my mothers as khun mae, much to their discomfiture; on the other there was the mystery of my brother, who was now confined to his room and refused to eat anything with any chilies in it.


    “It’s your weird Western ways,” my grandmother said, eyeing my latest conquest critically. “No chilies indeed! He’ll be demanding hamburgers next.”


    “It’s nothing to do with Western ways,” I said.


    “It’s a manus tang dao,” Mary said, proudly displaying her latest lexical gem, “and it’s trying to get a message to America, and there’s some kind of artifact in the ruins that they need, and they travel by some kind of psychic transference—”


    “You Americans are crazy!” my grandmother said, spitting out her betelnut so she could take a few mouthfuls of curried fish. “Any fool can see the boy’s possessed. I remember my great-uncle had fits like this when he promised a donation of five hundred baht to the Sacred Pillar of the City and then reneged on his offer. My parents had to pay off the Brahmins—with interest!—before the curse was lifted. Oh, my karma, my karma!”


    “Shouldn’t we call in some scientists, or something? A psychiatrist?” Mary said.


    “Nothing of the sort!” said my grandmother. “If we can’t take care of this in the home, we’ll not take care of it at all. No one’s going to say my grandson is crazy. Possessed, maybe…everyone can sympathize with that…but crazy, never! The family honor is at stake.”


    “Well, what should we do?” I said helplessly. As the junior member of the family, I had no say in the matter at all. I was annoyed at Mary for mentioning psychiatrists, but I reminded myself that she was, after all, a barbarian, even though she could speak a human tongue after a fashion.


    “We’ll wait,” grandmother said, “and see whether your father’s penance will do the trick. If not…well, our stars are bad, that’s all.”


    * * * *


    During the weeks to come, my brother became increasingly odd. He would enter the house without even removing his sandals, let alone washing his feet. When my Uncle Eed came to dinner one night, my brother actually pointed his left foot at our honored uncle’s head. I would be most surprised if Uncle Eed ever came to dinner again after such unforgivable rudeness. I was forced to go into town every evening to dub the movies, which I did in so lackluster a manner that our usual audience began walking the two hours to Ban Kraduk for their entertainment. My heart sank when a passing visitor to the shop told me that the Ban Kraduk cinema had actually installed a projection sound-system and could show talkies…not only the foreign films, with sound and subtitles, but the new domestic talkies…so you could actually find out what great actors like Mitr and Petchara sounded like! I knew we’d never compete with that. I knew the days of live movie dubbing were numbered. Maybe I could go to Bangkok and get a job with Channel Seven, dubbing Leave it to Beaver and Charlie’s Angels. But Bangkok was just about as distant as another galaxy, and I could imagine the fun those city people would have with my hick northern accent.


    One night about two weeks later, Mary and I were awakened by my brother, moaning from the mosquito net next to ours. I went across.


    “Oh, there you are,” Phii Lek said. “I’ve been trying to attract your attention for hours.”


    “I was busy,” I said, and my brother leered knowingly. “Are you all right? Are you recovered?”


    “Not exactly,” he said. “But I’m, well, off-duty. The alien’ll come back any minute, though, so I can’t talk long.” He paused. “Maybe that girlfriend of yours should hear this,” he said. At that moment Mary crept in beside us, and we crouched together under the netting. The electric fan made the nets billow like ghosts.


    “You have to take me to that archaeological dig of yours,” he said. “There’s an artifact…it’s got some kind of encoded information…you have to take it back to Professor Ubermuth at UCLA—”


    “I’ve heard of him!” Mary whispered. “He’s in a loony bin. Apparently he became convinced he was an extraterre—oh, Jesus!” she said in English.


    “He is one,” Phii Lek said. “So am I. There are hundreds of us on this planet. But my controlling alien’s resting right now. Look, Ai Noi, I want you to go down to the kitchen and get me as many chili peppers as you can find. On the manus tang dao’s home planet the food is about as bland as rice soup.”


    I hurried to obey. When I got back, he wolfed down the peppers until he started weeping from the influx of spiciness. Suspiciously I said, “If you’re really an alien, what about spaceships?”


    “Spaceships…we do have them, but they are drones, taking millennia to reach the center of the galaxy. We ourselves travel by tachyon psychic transference. But the device is being sent by drone.”


    “Device?”


    “From the excavation! Haven’t you been listening? It’s got to be dug up and secretly taken to America and…I’m not sure what or why, but I get the feeling there’s danger if we don’t make our rendezvous. Something to do with upsetting the tachyon fields.”


    “I see,” I said, humoring him.


    “You know what I look like on the home planet, up there? I look like a giant mangdaa.”


    “What’s that?” said Mary.


    “It’s sort of a giant cockroach,” I said. “We use its wings to flavor some kinds of curry.”


    “Yech!” she squealed. “Eating insects. Gross!”


    “What do you mean? You’ve been enjoying it all week, and you’ve never complained about eating insects,” I said. She started to turn slightly bluish. A farang’s complexion, when he or she is about to be sick, is one of the few truly indescribable hues on the face of this earth.


    “Help me…” Phii Lek said. “The sooner this artifact is unearthed and loaded onto the drone, the sooner I’ll be released from this—oh, no, it’s coming back!” Frantically he gobbled down several more chilies. But it was too late. They came right back up again, and he was scampering around the room on all fours and emitting pigeonlike cooing noises.


    “Come to think of it,” I said, “he is acting rather like a cockroach, isn’t he?”


    * * * *


    A week later our home was invaded by nine monks. My mothers had been cooking all the previous day, and when I came into the main living room they had already been chanting for about an hour, their bass voices droning from behind huge prayer fans. The house was fragrant with jasmine and incense.


    I prostrated myself along with the other members of the family. My brother was there too, wriggling around on his belly; his hands were tied up with a sacred rope which ran all the way around the house and through the folded palms of each of the monks. Among them was my father, who looked rather self-conscious and didn’t seem to know all the words of the chants yet…now and then he seemed to be opening his mouth at random, like a goldfish.


    “This isn’t going to work,” I whispered to my grandmother, who was kneeling in the phraphrieb position with her palms folded, her face frozen in an expression of beatific piety. “Mary and I have found out what the problem is, and it’s not possession.”


    “Buddhang sarnang gacchami,” the monks intoned in unison.


    “What are they talking about?” Mary said. She was properly prostrate, but seemed distracted. She was probably uncomfortable without her trusty notebook.


    “I haven’t the faintest idea. It’s all in Pali or Sanskrit or something,” I said.


    “Namodasa phakhavato arahato—” the monks continued inexorably.


    At length they laid their prayer fans down and the chief luangphoh doused a spray of twigs in a silver dipper of lustral water and began to sprinkle Phii Lek liberally.


    “It’s got to be over soon,” I said to Mary. “It’s getting toward noon, and you know monks are not allowed to eat after twelve o’clock.”


    As the odor of incense wafted over me and the chanting continued, I fell into a sort of trance. These were familiar feelings, sacred feelings. Maybe my brother was in the grip of some supernatural force that could be driven out by the proper application of Buddha, Dharma and Sangkha. However, as the luangphoh became ever more frantic, waving the twigs energetically over my writhing brother to no avail, I began to lose hope.


    Presently the monks took a break for their one meal of the day, and we took turns presenting them with trays of delicacies. After securing my brother carefully to the wall with the sacred twine, I went to the kitchen, where my grandmother was grinding fresh betelnut with a mortar and pestle. To my surprise, my father was there too. It was rather a shock to see him bald and wearing a saffron robe, when I was so used to seeing him barechested with a phakhoma loosely wrapped about his loins, and with a whiskey bottle rather than a begging bowl in his arms. I did not know whether to treat him as father or monk. To be on the safe side, I fell on my knees and placed my folded palms reverently at his feet.


    My father was complaining animatedly to my grandmother in a weird mixture of normal talk and priestly talk. Sometimes he’d remember to refer to himself as atma, but at other times he’d speak like anyone off the street. He was saying, “But mother, atma is miserable, they only feed you once a day, and I’m hornier than ever! It’s obviously not going to work, so why don’t I just come home?”


    My grandmother continued to pound vigorously at her betelnut.


    “Anyway, atma thinks that it’s time for more serious measures. I mean, calling in a professional exorcist.”


    At this, my grandmother looked up. “Perhaps you’re right, holy one,” she said. I could see that it galled her to have to address her wayward son-in-law in terms of such respect. “But can we afford it?”


    “Phra Boddhisatphalo, atma’s guru, is an astrologer on the side, and he says that the stars for the movie theater are exceptionally bad. Well, atma was thinking, why not perform an act of merit while simultaneously ridding ourselves of a potential financial liability? I say sell out the half-share of the cinema and use the proceeds to hire a really competent exorcist. Besides,” he added slyly, “with the rest of the cash I could probably obtain me one of those nieces of yours, the ones whose beauty your daughters are always bragging about.”


    “You despicable cad,” my grandmother began, and then added, “holy one,” to be on the safe side of the karmic balance.


    “Honored father and grandmother,” I ventured, “have you not considered the notion that Phii Lek’s body might indeed be inhabited by an extraterrestrial being?”


    “I fail to see the difference,” my father said, “between a being from another planet and one from another spiritual plane. It is purely a matter of attitude. You and your brother, whose wits have been addled by exposure to too many American movies, think in terms of visitations from the stars; your grandmother and I, being older and wiser, know that ‘alien’ is merely another word for spirit. Earthly or unearthly, we are all spokes in the wheel of karma, no? Exorcism ought to work on both.”


    I didn’t like my father’s new approach at all; I thought his drunkenness far more palatable than his piety. But of course this would have been an unconscionably disrespectful thing to say, so I merely wai-ed in obeisance and waited for the ordeal to end.


    My grandmother said, “Well, son-in-law, I can see a certain progress in you after all.” My father turned around and winked at me. “Very well,” she said, sighing heavily, “perhaps your mentor can find us a decent exorcist. But none of those foreigners, mind you,” she added pointedly as Mary entered the kitchen to fetch another tray of comestibles for the monks’ feast.


    * * * *


    The interview with the spirit doctor was set for the following week. By that time the wonder of my brother’s possession had attracted tourists from a radius of some ten kilometers; his performances were so spectacular as to outdraw even the talking cinema in Ban Kraduk.


    It turned out to be a Brahmin, tall, dark, white-robed, with a long white beard that trailed all the way down to the floor. He wore a necklace of bones—they looked suspiciously human—and several flower wreaths over his uncut, wispy hair; moreover he had an elaborate third eye painted in the middle of his forehead.


    “Narayana, Narayana,” he said, with the portentousness of a paunchy deva in one of those Indian historical movies. This, I realized, was a sham to impress the credulous populace, who were swarming around the stilts of our house. One or two children were peering from behind the horns of waterbuffaloes, and one was even peeping from a huge rainwater jar. The Brahmin had an accolyte just for the purpose of removing his sandals and splashing his feet from the foot-washing trough, an occupation of such ignominy that I was surprised even a boy would stoop to it. He surveyed my family (which had been suddenly expanded by visiting cousins, aunts, uncles, and several other grandmothers junior to my own) and inquired haughtily, “And which of you is the possessed one?”


    “He can’t even tell?” my grandmother whispered to me. Then she pointed at Phii Lek, who was crawling around the front porch moaning “tachyon, tachyon.”


    “Ah,” said the exorcist. “A classic case of possession by a phii krasue. Dire measures are indicated, I’m afraid.”


    At the mention of the dreaded phii krasue, the entire family recoiled as a single entity. For the phii krasue is, as everyone knows, a spirit who looks like a normal enough creature in the daytime, but at night detaches its head from its body and, dragging its entrails behind it, propels itself forward by its tongue. It also lives on human excrement. It is, in short, one of the most loathsome and feared of spirits. The idea that we might have been harboring one in our very house sent chills of terror through me.


    Presently I heard dissenting voices. “But a phii krasue can’t act this way in the daytime!” one said. “Anyway, Where’s the trail of guts?” said another. “This fellow’s obviously a quack…never trust a Brahmin exorcist, I tell you.” “Well, let’s give him the benefit. See if he comes up with anything.”


    The Brahmin spirit doctor took a good look at us, clearly appraising our finances. “Can he be cured?” my Elder Mother asked him.


    “Given your very secure monetary standing,” the Brahmin said, “I see no reason why not. You can take him inside now; I shall discuss the—ah, your merit-making donation—with the head of the household.”


    My grandmother came forward, her palms uplifted in supplication. “Fetch him a drink,” she muttered to my mothers.


    My mother said, “Does the than mo phii want a glass of water? Or would he prefer Coca-Cola?”


    “A glass of Mekong whiskey,” said the spirit doctor firmly. “Better yet, bring the whole bottle. We’ll probably be haggling all night.”


    * * * *


    Since Phii Lek was no longer the center of attention, Mary and I obeyed the spirit doctor and brought him inside. He chose that moment to snap back into a state of relative sanity. We knew he had come to because he immediately began demanding chili peppers.


    “All right,” he said at last. “I’ve been authorized to tell you a few more things, since it seems to be the only hope.”


    “What about that monstrous charlatan out there?” Mary said. “He’s only going to delay your plans, isn’t he?”


    “Not necessarily. I want you to insist that he perform the exorcism at the archaeological dig. Once there, I’ll be able to home in on the device and get rid of the giant cockroach at the same time. You know, that exorcist wasn’t far wrong when he said I’d been possessed by a phii krasue. Would you be interested in knowing what my alien overlords like for dinner?”


    “I take it they’re scavengers?” Mary said.


    “Exactly,” said my brother. “But no more of this excremental subject. You have to convince that exorcist of yours. Unless the device is returned, there will be awful consequences. You see…the aliens were here once before, about eight hundred years ago. They planted a number of these devices as…well, tachyon calibration beacons. Well, this one is going dangerously out of synch, and some of the aliens aren’t ending up in the bodies they were destined for. I mean, this psychic transference business is expensive, and the military ruler of nine star systems doesn’t want to get thrust into the body of a leprous janitor from Milwaukee. That is precisely what happened last week, and the diplomatic consequences happen to be rippling through the entire galaxy at this very minute. Anyway, if the beacon isn’t sent back post-haste for deactivation, guess who gets it?”


    “You?” I said.


    “Worse. They call it a preventative measure. They randomize the solar system.”


    “I think that’s a euphemism for—” Mary began.


    “That’s right, Beloved Younger Siblings! No more Planet Earth.”


    “Can they really do that?” I said.


    “They do it all the time.” My brother reverted for a moment to cockroachlike behavior, then jerked back into a human pose with great effort. “They might not, though. All the xenobiologists, primitive cult fetishists, and so on are up in arms. So it might happen today…it might happen in a couple of years…it might never happen. Who knows? But galactic central thinks that no world, no matter how puny or insignificant, should be randomized without due process. But…I don’t think we should risk it, do you?”


    “Maybe not,” I said. The theory that my brother had contracted one of those American mental diseases, like schizophrenia, was becoming more and more attractive to me. But I had to do what he said. To be on the safe side.


    Mary and I left Phii Lek and went out to the porch where the spirit doctor had consumed half the whiskey and they had lit the anti-mosquito tapers, whose smoke perfumed the dense night air.


    “Excuse me, honored grandmother,” I said, trying to sound as unassuming as I could, “but Phii Lek says he wants the exorcism done at Mary’s archaeological dig.”


    “Ha!” the exorcist said. “One must always do the opposite of what a possessed person says, for the evil spirit in him strives always to delude us!” His sentiments were expressed with such resounding ferocity that there was a burst of applause from the crowd downstairs. “Besides,” he added, “there’s probably a whole army of phii krasue out there, just waiting to swallow us up. It’s a trap, I tell you! This possession is merely the vanguard of a wholesale demonic invasion!”


    I looked despairingly at Mary. “Now what’ll we do?” I said. “Sit around waiting for the Earth to disappear?”


    It was Mary who came to the rescue…and I realized how much she had absorbed by quietly observing us and taking all those notes. She said, speaking in a Thai far more heavily accented than she normally used, “But please, honored spirit doctor, the field study group would be most interested in seeing a real live exorcism!”


    The spirit doctor looked decidedly uncertain at being addressed in Thai by a farang. I could tell the questions racing through his mind: what status should the woman be accorded? She wasn’t related to any of these people, nor was her social position immediately obvious. How could he respond without accidentally using the wrong pronoun, and giving her too much or little status—and perhaps rendering himself the laughingstock of these potential clients?


    Taking advantage of his confusion, Mary pursued relentlessly. “Or does the honored spirit doctor perhaps klua phii?”


    “Of course I’ m not afraid of spirits!” the exorcist said.


    “Then why would a few extra ones bother the honored spirit doctor?” Mary contrived to speak in so unprepossessing an accent that it was impossible to tell whether her polite words were ingenuous or insulting.


    “Bah!” said the spirit doctor. “A few phii krasue are nothing. It’s just a matter of convenience, that’s all—”


    “I’m sure that the foundation that’s sponsoring our field research here would be more than happy to make a small donation toward ameliorating the inconvenience—”


    “Since you put it that way—” the exorcist said, defeated.


    “Hmpf!” my grandmother said, triumphantly yanking the half-bottle of whiskey away and sending my mother back to the kitchen with it. “These farangs might be some use after all. They’re as ugly as elephants, of course—and albino elephants at that—but who knows? One day their race may yet amount to something.”


    The whole street opera of an exorcism was in full swing by the time my brother, Mary, and I parked her official Landrover about a half hour’s walk away from the site. It had taken a week to make the preparations, with my brother’s moments of lucidity getting briefer and his eschatological claims wilder each time.


    By the time we had trudged through fields of young rice, squishing knee-deep in mud, several hundred people had gathered to watch. A good hundred or so were relatives of mine. Mary introduced me to some colleagues of hers, professors and suchlike, and they eyed me with curiosity as I fumbled around in their intractable language.


    Four broken pagodas were silhouetted in the sunset. A waterbuffalo nuzzled at the pediment of an enormous stone Buddha, to whom I instinctively raised my palms in respect. Here and there, erupting from the brilliant green of the fields of young rice, were fragments of fortifications and walls topped with complex friezes that depicted grim, barbaric gods and garlanded, singing apsaras. A row of trunkless stucco elephants guarded a gateway to another paddy field.


    Every part of the ruined city had been girded round with a saisin, a sacred rope that had been strung up along the walls and along the stumps of the elephant trunks and through the stone portals and finally into the folded palms of the spirit doctor himself, who sat, in the lotus position, on a woven rush mat, surrounded by a cloud of incense.


    “You’re late,” he said angrily as we hastened to seat ourselves within the protected circle. “Get inside, inside. Or do you want to be swallowed up by spirits?”


    If I had thought Phii Lek’s actions bizarre before, his performance now shifted into an even more hyperbolic gear. He groaned. He danced about, his body coiling and coiling like a serpent.


    I heard my grandmother cry out, “Ui ta then! Nuns dropping into the basement!” It was the strongest language I’d ever heard her use.


    Mary clutched my hand. Some of my relatives stared disapprovingly at the impropriety, but I decided that they were just jealous.


    “And now we’ll see which it is to be,” Mary said. “Science fiction or fantasy.”


    “He’s mumbling himself into a trance now,” I said, pointing to the exorcist, who had closed his eyes and from whose lips a strange buzzing issued.


    “Are you sure he’s not snoring?” one of my mothers said maliciously.


    “What tranquillity! What perfect samadhi!” my other mother said admiringly, for the spirit doctor hadn’t moved a muscle in some ten minutes.


    Phii Lek’s contortions became positively unnerving. He darted about the sacred circle, now and then flapping his arms as though to fly. Suddenly a bellow—like the cry of an angry waterbuffalo—burst from his lips. He flapped again and again—and then rose into the air!


    “Be still, I command thee!” the exorcist’s voice thundered, and he waved a rattle at my levitating brother and made mysterious passes. “I tell thee, be still!”


    A ray of light shot upward from the earth, dazzlingly bright. The pagodas were lit up eerily. The ground opened up under Phii Lek as he hovered. There he was, brilliantly lit up in the pillar of radiance, with an iridescent aura around him whose outlines vaguely resembled an enormous cockroach…


    The crowd was going wild now. They clamored, they cheered; some of the children were disobeying the sacred cord and having to be restrained by their elders. My brother was sitting, in lotus position, in the middle of the air with his palms folded, looking just like a postcard of the Emerald Buddha in Bangkok.


    The flaming apparition that had been my brother descended into the pit. We all rushed to the edge. The light from the abyss burned our eyes; we were blinded. Mary took advantage of the confusion to embrace me tightly; I was too overwhelmed to castigate her.


    We waited.


    The earth rumbled.


    At last a figure crawled out. He was covered in mud and filth. He was clutching something under his arm…something very much like a Ming spittoon.


    “Phii Lek!” I cried out, overcome with relief that he was still alive.


    “The tachyon calibrator—” he gasped, holding aloft the spittoon and waving it dramatically in the air. “You must get it to—”


    He fainted, still clasping the alien device firmly to his bosom.


    The light shifted…the ghostly, rainbow-fringed giant cockroach seemed to drift slowly across the field, toward the unmoving figure of the exorcist…it danced grotesquely above his head, and he began to twitch and foam at the mouth… .


    “I’ll be dead!” my grandmother shouted. “The spirit is transferring itself into the body of the exorcist!”


    In a moment the exorcist too fainted, and the sacred cord fell from his hands. The circle was broken. Whatever was done was done.


    I rushed to the side of my brother, still lying prone by the side of the abyss.


    “Wake up!” I said, shaking him. “Please wake up!”


    He got up and grinned. Applause broke out. The exorcist, too, seemed to be recovering from his ordeal.


    “And now,” my brother said, holding out the alien artifact, “I can return this thing to the person who was sent to fetch it.”


    A small, white, palpitating hand was stretched forward to receive it. I turned to see who it was. “Oh, no,” I said softly.


    For it was Mary who had taken the artifact…and Mary who was now gyrating about the paddy field in a most unfeminine, most cockroachlike manner.


    * * * *


    Later that night, Phii Lek and I sat on the floor of our room, waiting for Mary to snap out of her extraterrestrial seizure so we could find out what had happened.


    Toward dawn the alien gave her her first break. “I can talk now,” she said, suddenly, calmly.


    “Do you need chilies?” I said.


    “I think a good hamburger would be more my style,” she said.


    “We can probably fake it,” my brother said, “if you don’t mind having it on rice instead of a bun.”


    “Well,” she said, when my brother had finished clattering about the kitchen fixing this unorthodox meal, and she was sitting cross-legged on my bedding munching furiously. “I suppose I should tell you what I’m allowed to tell you.”


    “Take your time,” I said, not meaning it.


    “Okay. Well, as you know, the exorcist is a total fake, a charlatan, a mountebank. But he does enter a passable state of samadhi, and apparently this was close enough to the psychic null state necessary for psychic transference to enable a mindswap to occur over a short distance. His blank mind was a sort of catalyst, if you will, through which, under the influence of the tachyon calibrator, I could leave Phii Lek’s mind and enter Mary’s.”


    “So you’ll be taking the spittoon back to America?”


    I said.


    “Right on schedule. And it’s not a spittoon. That happens to be a very clever disguise.”


    “So…” It suddenly occurred to me that she would soon be leaving. I was irritated at that. I didn’t know why. I should have been pleased, because, after all, I had essentially traded her for my brother, and family always comes first.


    “Look,” she said, noticing my unease, “do you think…maybe…one last time?” She caressed my arm.


    “But you’re a giant cockroach!” I said.


    She kissed me.


    “You’ve been bragging to your friends all month about ‘arriving’ in America,” she said. “How’d you like to ‘arrive’ on another planet?”


    * * * *


    In the middle of the act I became aware that someone else was there with us. I mean, I was used to the way Mary moved, the delicious abandon with which she made her whole body shudder. I thought, “The alien’s here too! Well, I’m really going to show it how a Thai can drive. Here we go!”


    The next morning, I said, “How was it?”


    She said, “It was a fascinating activity, but frankly I prefer mitosis.”


    Fiddling for waterbuffaloes.


    * * * *


    In a day or so I saw her off; I went back to the antique store; I found my grandmother hard at work in her antique faking studio. A perfect Ming spittoon lay beside her where she squatted. She saw me, spat out her betelnut, and motioned me to sit.


    “Why, grandmother,” I said, “That’s a perfect copy of whatever it was the alien took to America.”


    “Look again, my grandson,” she said, and chuckled to herself as she rocked back and forth kneading clay.


    I picked it up. The morning light shone on it through the window. I had an inkling that…no. Surely not. “You didn’t!” I said.


    She didn’t answer.


    “Grandmother—”


    No answer.


    “But the solar system is at stake!” I blurted out. “If they find out that they’ve got the wrong tachyon calibrator—”


    “Maybe, maybe not,” said my grandmother. “The way I think is this: it’s obviously very important to someone, and anything that valuable is worth faking. You say these interstellar diplomats will be arguing the question for years, perhaps. Well, as the years go by, the price will undoubtedly go up.”


    “But khun yaai, how can you possibly play games with the destiny of the entire human race like this?”


    “Oh, come, come. I’m just an old woman looking out for her family. The movie house has been sold, and we’ve lost maybe 50,000 baht on the exorcism and the feast. Besides, your father will insist on another wife, I’m afraid, and after all this brouhaha I can’t blame him. We’ll be out 100,000 baht by the time we’re through. I have a perfect right to some kind of recompense. Hopefully, by the time they come looking for this thing, we’ll be able to get enough for it to open a whole antique factory…who knows, move to Bangkok…buy up Channel Seven so your brother can dub movies to his heart’s content.”


    “But couldn’t the alien tell?” I said.


    “Of course not. How many experts on disguised tachyon calibrators do you think there are, anyway?” My grandmother paused to turn the electric fan so that it blew exclusively on herself. The air-conditioning, as usual, was off. “Anyway, manus tang dao are only another kind of foreigner, and anyone can tell you that all foreigners are suckers.”


    I heard the bell ring in the front.


    “Go on!” she said. “There’s a customer!”


    “But what if—” I got up with some trepidation. At the partition I hesitated.


    “Courage!” she whispered. “Be a luk phuchai!”


    I remembered that I had the family honor to think of. Boldly, I marched out to meet the next customer.


    * * * *
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    (1954– )


    While I’m glad that Bruce Sterling is now popular enough as a best-selling writer and technology expert that there are huge demands on his time, it did make including him in this book slightly more complicated. Four months after he’d agreed that Sense of Wonder needed a bicycle repairman, I still hadn’t received a contract back and was getting a bit panicked. My wife was about to go into labor with our first child, and Sterling was nowhere to be found. Finally I received an email saying that he was in the Brazilian jungle where printers and post offices were a bit thin on the ground so he wouldn’t be returning the contract yet, but in the meantime, he promised not to sue me, my wife, or our unborn daughter. Five months later still no contract, and the publisher is getting antsy and threatening to pull the story. I send another forlorn email, asking if he’s in a part of the world with post offices. A week before the book is due at the printer I receive back an emailed picture of Sterling holding up a signed copy of the contract, with the caption “Don’t give up hope!” Apparently this contract had traveled to far more interesting parts of the world than I’d ever been. But it did, in fact, arrive before the deadline.


    Sterling was born and mostly raised in Texas, until his family moved to India at when he was fifteen for his father’s work on a fertilizer plant. Returning to the U.S. for college at the University of Texas, Sterling attended the Turkey City Writer’s Workshop and started writing science fiction. Sterling graduated in 1976 with a degree in journalism and the same year sold his first SF story, “Man-Made Self,” in an anthology of Texan SF.


    His first novel was Involution Ocean in 1977. Like other cyberpunk writers, Sterling took a strong knowledge and comfort level with technology and extrapolated it into dissonant (yet somehow appealing) near futures. Sterling’s work was generally less bleak than that of, for instance, William Gibson (with whom Sterling co-wrote the best-selling The Difference Engine in 1990), but they both had wide appeal to both genre and mainstream audiences. In 1986, Sterling edited the seminal Mirrorshades: The Cyberpunk Anthology. In all he’s written a dozen novels and had seven collections of his stories published, including Schismatrix Plus, which collects the Shaper/Mechanist series of stories (started in 1982), and the related future history novel Schismatrix (1985). He’s won two Hugos (including one for “Bicycle Repairman”), a John W. Campbell Memorial Award for Islands in the Net (1989), and an Arthur C. Clarke Award for Distraction (2000).


    Sterling was one of the first authors to get behind electronic formats for books. He wrote The Hacker Crackdown: Law and Disorder on the Electronic Frontier in 1992 and (after it was published in print) distributed it via the internet and disk. He also started the Dead Media Project, an attempt to study obsolete forms of media. He occasionally teaches science fiction and Internet studies at the European Graduate School of Saas-Fee, Switzerland.


    When not in the Brazilian jungle, Sterling lives in Austin, Texas.

  


  
    BICYCLE REPAIRMAN, by Bruce Sterling


    First published in Intersections: The Sycamore Hill Anthology, January 1996


    Repeated tinny banging woke Lyle in his hammock. Lyle groaned, sat up, and slid free into the tool-crowded aisle of his bike shop.


    Lyle hitched up the black elastic of his skintight shorts and plucked yesterday’s grease-stained sleeveless off the workbench. He glanced Wearily at his chronometer as he picked his way toward the door. It was 10:04.38 in the morning, June 27, 2037.


    Lyle hopped over a stray can of primer and the floor boomed gently beneath his feet. With all the press of work, he’d collapsed into sleep without properly cleaning the shop. Doing custom enameling paid okay, but it ate up time like crazy. Working and living alone was wearing him out.


    Lyle opened the shop door, revealing a long sheer drop to dusty tiling far below. Pigeons darted beneath the hull of his shop through a soot-stained hole in the broken atrium glass, and wheeled off to their rookery somewhere in the darkened guts of the high-rise.


    More banging. Far below, a uniformed delivery kid stood by his cargo tricycle, yanking rhythmically at the long dangling string of Lyle’s spot-welded doorknocker.


    Lyle waved, yawning. From his vantage point below the huge girders of the cavernous atrium, Lyle had a fine overview of three burnt-out interior levels of the old Tsatanuga Archiplat. Once-elegant handrails and battered pedestrian overlooks fronted on the great airy cavity of the atrium. Behind the handrails was a three-floor wilderness of jury-rigged lights, chicken coops, water tanks, and squatters’ flags. The fire-damaged floors, walls, and ceilings were riddled with handmade descent-chutes, long coiling staircases, and rickety ladders.


    Lyle took note of a crew of Chattanooga demolition workers in their yellow detox suits. The repair crew was deploying vacuum scrubbers and a high-pressure hose-off by the vandal-proofed western elevators of Floor 34. Two or three days a week, the city crew meandered into the damage zone to pretend to work, with a great hypocritical show of sawhorses and barrier tape. The lazy sons of bitches were all orj the take.


    Lyle thumbed the brake switches in their big metal box by the flywheel. The bike shop slithered, with a subtle hiss of cable-clamps, down three stories, to dock with a grating crunch onto four concrete-filled metal drums.


    The delivery kid looked real familiar. He was in and out of the zone pretty often. Lyle had once done some custom work on the kid’s cargo trike, new shocks and some granny-gearing as he recalled, but he couldn’t remember the kid’s name. Lyle was terrible with names. “What’s up, zude?”


    “Hard night, Lyle?”


    “Just real busy.”


    The kid’s nose wrinkled at the stench from the shop. “Doin’ a lot of paint work, huh?” He glanced at his palmtop notepad. “You still taking deliveries for Edward Dertouzas?”


    “Yeah. I guess so.” Lyle rubbed the gear tattoo on one stub-bled cheek. “If I have to.”


    The kid offered a stylus, reaching up. “Can you sign for him?”


    Lyle folded his bare arms warily. “Naw, man, I can’t sign for Deep Eddy. Eddy’s in Europe somewhere. Eddy left months ago. Haven’t seen Eddy in ages.”


    The delivery kid scratched his sweating head below his billed fabric cap. He turned to check for any possible sneak-ups by snatch-and-grab artists out of the squatter warrens. The government simply refused to do postal delivery on the Thirty-second, Thirty-third, and Thirty-fourth floors. You never saw many cops inside the zone, either. Except for the city demolition crew, about the only official functionaries who ever showed up in the zone were a few psychotically empathetic NAFTA social workers.


    “I’ll get a bonus if you sign for this thing.” The kid gazed up in squint-eyed appeal. “It’s gotta be worth something, Lyle. It’s a really weird kind of routing, they paid a lot of money to send it just that way.”


    Lyle crouched down in the open doorway. “Let’s have a look at it.”


    The package was a heavy shockproof rectangle in heat-sealed plastic shrink-wrap, with a plethora of intra-European routing stickers. To judge by all the overlays, the package had been passed from postal system to postal system at least eight times before officially arriving in the legal custody of any human being. The return address, if there had ever been one, was completely obscured. Someplace in France, maybe.


    Lyle held the box up two-handed to his ear and shook it. Hardware.


    “You gonna sign, or not?”


    “Yeah.” Lyle scratched illegibly at the little signature panel, then looked at the delivery trike. “You oughta get that front wheel trued.”


    The kid shrugged. “Got anything to send out today?”


    “Naw,” Lyle grumbled, “I’m not doing mail-order repair work anymore; it’s too complicated and I get ripped off too much.”


    “Suit yourself.” The kid clambered into the recumbent seat of his trike and pedaled off across the heat-cracked ceramic tiles of the atrium plaza.


    Lyle hung his hand-lettered open for business sign outside the door. He walked to his left, stamped up the pedaled lid of a jumbo garbage can, and dropped the package in with the rest of Dertouzas’s stuff.


    The can’s lid wouldn’t close. Deep Eddy’s junk had finally reached critical mass. Deep Eddy never got much mail at the shop from other people, but he was always sending mail to himself. Big packets of encrypted diskettes were always arriving from Eddy’s road jaunts in Toulouse, Marseilles, Valencia, and Nice. And especially Barcelona. Eddy had sent enough gigabyte-age out of Barcelona to outfit a pirate data-haven.


    Eddy used Lyle’s bike shop as his safety-deposit box. This arrangement was okay by Lyle. He owed Eddy; Eddy had installed the phones and virching in the bike shop, and had also wangled the shop’s electrical hookup. A thick elastic curly-cable snaked out the access-crawlspace of Floor 35, right through the ceiling of Floor 34, and directly through a ragged punch-hole in the aluminum roof of Lyle’s cable-mounted mobile home. Some unknown contact of Eddy’s was paying the real bills on that electrical feed. Lyle cheerfully covered the expenses by paying cash into an anonymous post-office box. The setup was a rare and valuable contact with the world of organized authority.


    During his stays in the shop, Eddy had spent much of his time buried in marathon long-distance virtuality sessions, swaddled head to foot in lumpy strap-on gear. Eddy had been painfully involved with some older woman in Germany. A virtual romance in its full-scale thumping, heaving, grappling progress, was an embarrassment to witness. Under the circumstances, Lyle wasn’t too surprised that Eddy had left his parents’ condo to set up in a squat.


    Eddy had lived in the bicycle repair shop, off and on, for almost a year. It had been a good deal for Lyle, because Deep Eddy had enjoyed a certain clout and prestige with the local squatters. Eddy had been a major organizer of the legendary Chattanooga Wende of December ’35, a monster street-party that had climaxed in a spectacular looting-and-arson rampage that had torched the three floors of the Archiplat.


    Lyle had gone to school with Eddy and had known him for years; they’d grown up together in the Archiplat. Eddy Der-touzas was a deep zude for a kid his age, with political contacts and heavy-duty network connections. The squat had been a good deal for both of them, until Eddy had finally coaxed the German woman into coming through for him in real life. Then Eddy had jumped the next plane to Europe.


    Since they’d parted friends, Eddy was welcome to mail his European data-junk to the bike shop. After all, the disks were heavily encrypted, so it wasn’t as if anybody in authority was ever gonna be able to read them. Storing a few thousand disks was a minor challenge, compared to Eddy’s complex, machine-assisted love life.


    After Eddy’s sudden departure, Lyle had sold Eddy’s possessions, and wired the money to Eddy in Spain. Lyle had kept the screen TV, Eddy’s mediator, and the cheaper virching helmet. The way Lyle figured it—the way he remembered the deal—any stray hardware of Eddy’s in the shop was rightfully his, for disposal at his own discretion. By now it was pretty clear that Deep Eddy Dertouzas was never coming back to Tennessee. And Lyle had certain debts.


    Lyle snicked the blade from a roadkit multitool and cut open Eddy’s package. It contained, of all things, a television cable settop box. A laughable infobahn antique. You’d never see a cablebox like that in NAFTA; this was the sort of primeval junk one might find in the home of a semiliterate Basque grandmother, or maybe in the armed bunker of some backward Albanian.


    Lyle tossed the archaic cablebox onto the beanbag in front of the wallscreen. No time now for irrelevant media toys; he had to get on with real life. Lyle ducked into the tiny curtained privy and urinated at length into a crockery jar. He scraped his teeth with a flossing spudger and misted some fresh water onto his face and hands. He wiped clean with a towelette, then smeared his armpits, crotch, and feet with deodorant.


    Back when he’d lived with his mom up on Floor 41, Lyle had used old-fashioned antiseptic deodorants. Lyle had wised up about a lot of things once he’d escaped his mom’s condo. Nowadays, Lyle used a gel roll-on of skin-friendly bacteria that greedily devoured human sweat and exuded as their metabolic byproduct a pleasantly harmless reek rather like ripe bananas. Life was a lot easier when you came to proper terms with your microscopic flora.


    Back at his workbench, Lyle plugged in the hot plate and boiled some Thai noodles with flaked sardines. He packed down breakfast with 400 cc’s of Dr. Breasaire’s Bioactive Bowel Putty. Then he checked last night’s enamel job on the clamped frame in the workstand. The frame looked good. At three in the morning, Lyle was able to get into painted detail work with just the right kind of hallucinatory clarity.


    Enameling paid well, and he needed the money bad. But this wasn’t real bike work. It lacked authenticity. Enameling was all about the owner’s ego—that was what really stank about enameling. There were a few rich kids up in the penthouse levels who were way into “street aesthetic,” and would pay good money to have some treadhead decorate their machine. But flash art didn’t help the bike. What helped the bike was frame alignment and sound cable-housings and proper tension in the derailleurs.


    Lyle fitted the chain of his stationary bike to the shop’s flywheel, straddled up, strapped on his gloves and virching helmet, and did half an hour on the 2033 Tour de France. He stayed back in the pack for the uphill grind, and then, for three glorious minutes, he broke free from the domestiques in the peloton and came right up at the shoulder of Aldo Cipollini. The champion was a monster, posthuman. Calves like cinderblocks. Even in a cheap simulation with no full-impact bodysuit, Lyle knew better than to try to take Cipollini.


    Lyle devirched, checked his heart-rate record on the chronometer, then dismounted from his stationary trainer and drained a half-liter squeezebottle of antioxidant carbo refresher. Life had been easier when he’d had a partner in crime. The shop’s flywheel was slowly losing its storage of inertia power these days, with just one zude pumping it.


    Lyle’s disastrous second roommate had come from the biking crowd. She was a criterium racer from Kentucky named Brigitte Rohannon. Lyle himself had been a wannabe criterium racer for a while, before he’d blown out a kidney on steroids. He hadn’t expected any trouble from Brigitte, because Brigitte knew about bikes, and she needed his technical help for her racer, and she wouldn’t mind pumping the flywheel, and besides, Brigitte was lesbian. In the training gym and out at racing events, Brigitte came across as a quiet and disciplined little politicized treadhead person.


    Life inside the zone, though, massively fertilized Brigitte’s eccentricities. First, she started breaking training. Then she stopped eating right. Pretty soon the shop was creaking and rocking with all-night girl-on-girl hot-oil sessions, which degenerated into hooting pill-orgies with heavily tattooed zone chyx who played klaxonized bongo music and beat each other up, and stole Lyle’s tools. It had been a big relief when Brigitte finally left the zone to shack up with some well-to-do admirer on Floor 37. The debacle had left Lyle’s tenuous finances in ruin.


    Lyle laid down a new tracery of scarlet enamel on the bike’s chainstay, seat post and stem. He had to wait for the work to cure, so he left the workbench, picked up Eddy’s settopper and popped the shell with a hexkey. Lyle was no electrician, but the insides looked harmless enough: lots of bit-eating caterpillars and cheap Algerian silicon.


    He flicked on Eddy’s mediator, to boot the wallscreen. Before he could try anything with the cablebox, his mother’s mook pounced upon the screen. On Eddy’s giant wallscreen, the mook’s waxy, computer-generated face looked like a plump satin pillowcase. Its bowtie was as big as a racing shoe.


    “Please hold for an incoming vidcall from Andrea Schweik of Carnac Instruments,” the mook uttered unctuously.


    Lyle cordially despised all low-down, phone-tagging, artificially intelligent mooks. For a while, in his teenage years, Lyle himself had owned a mook, an off-the-shelf shareware job that he’d installed in the condo’s phone. Like most mooks, Lyle’s mook had one primary role: dealing with unsolicited phone calls from other people’s mooks. In Lyle’s case these were the creepy mooks of career counselors, school psychiatrists, truancy cops, and other official hindrances. When Lyle’s mook launched and ran, it appeared online as a sly warty dwarf that drooled green ichor and talked in a basso grumble.


    But Lyle hadn’t given his mook the properly meticulous care and debugging that such fragile little constructs demanded, and eventually his cheap mook had collapsed into artificial insanity.


    Once Lyle had escaped his mom’s place to the squat, he had gone for the low-tech gambit and simply left his phone unplugged most of the time. But that was no real solution. He couldn’t hide from his mother’s capable and well-financed corporate mook, which watched with sleepless mechanical patience for the least flicker of video dialtone off Lyle’s number.


    Lyle sighed and wiped the dust from the video nozzle on Eddy’s mediator.


    “Your mother is coming online right away,” the mook assured him.


    “Yeah, sure,” Lyle muttered, smearing his hair into some semblance of order.


    “She specifically instructed me to page her remotely at any time for an immediate response. She really wants to chat with you, Lyle.”


    “That’s just great.” Lyle couldn’t remember what his mother’s mook called itself. “Mr. Billy,” or “Mr. Ripley,” or something else really stupid….


    “Did you know that Marco Cengialta has just won the Liege Summer Classic?”


    Lyle blinked and sat up in the beanbag. “Yeah?”


    “Mr. Cengialta used a three-spoked ceramic wheel with internal liquid weighting and buckyball hubshocks.” The mook paused, politely awaiting a possible conversational response. “He wore breathe-thru kevlar microlock cleatshoes,” it added.


    Lyle hated the way a mook cataloged your personal interests and then generated relevant conversation. The machine-made intercourse was completely unhuman and yet perversely interesting, like being grabbed and buttonholed by a glossy magazine ad. It had probably taken his mother’s mook all of three seconds to snag and download every conceivable statistic about the summer race in Liege.


    His mother came on. She’d caught him during lunch in her office. “Lyle?”


    “Hi, Mom.” Lyle sternly reminded himself that this was the one person in the world who might conceivably put up bail for him. “What’s on your mind?”


    “Oh, nothing much, just the usual.” Lyle’s mother shoved aside her platter of sprouts and tilapia. “I was idly wondering if you were still alive.”


    “Mom, it’s a lot less dangerous in a squat than landlords and cops would have you believe. I’m perfectly fine. You can see that for yourself.”


    His mother lifted a pair of secretarial half-spex on a neck-chain, and gave Lyle the computer-assisted once-over.


    Lyle pointed the mediator’s lens at the shop’s aluminum door. “See over there, Mom? I got myself a shock-baton in here. If I get any trouble from anybody, I’ll just yank that club off the doormount and give the guy fifteen thousand volts!”


    “Is that legal, Lyle?”


    “Sure. The voltage won’t kill you or anything, it just knocks you out a good long time. I traded a good bike for that shock-baton, it’s got a lot of useful defensive features.”


    “That sounds really dreadful.”


    “The baton’s harmless, Mom. You should see what the cops carry nowadays.”


    “Are you still taking those injections, Lyle?” “Which injections?” She frowned. “You know which ones.”


    Lyle shrugged. “The treatments are perfectly safe. They’re a lot safer than a lifestyle of cruising for dates, that’s for sure.”


    “Especially dates with the kind of girls who live down there in the riot zone, I suppose.” His mother winced. “I had some hopes when you took up with that nice bike-racer girl. Brigitte, wasn’t it? Whatever happened to her?”


    Lyle shook his head. “Someone with your gender and background oughta understand how important the treatments are, Mom. It’s a basic reproductive-freedom issue. Antilibidinals give you real freedom, freedom from the urge to reproduce. You should be glad I’m not sexually involved.”


    “I don’t mind that you’re not involved, Lyle, it’s just that it seems like a real cheat that you’re not even interested.”


    “But, Mom, nobody’s interested in me, either. Nobody. No woman is banging at my door to have sex with a self-employed fanatical dropout bike mechanic who lives in a slum. If that ever happens, you’ll be the first to know.”


    Lyle grinned cheerfully into the lens. “I had girlfriends back when I was in racing. I’ve been there, Mom. I’ve done that. Unless you’re coked to the gills with hormones, sex is a major waste of your time and attention. Sexual Deliberation is the greatest civil-liberties movement of modern times.”


    “That’s really weird, Lyle. It’s just not natural.”


    “Mom, forgive me, but you’re not the one to talk about natural, okay? You grew me from a zygote when you were fifty-five.” He shrugged. “I’m too busy for romance now. I just want to learn about bikes.”


    “You were working with bikes when you lived here with me. You had a real job and a safe home where you could take regular showers.”


    “Sure, I was working, but I never said I wanted a job, Mom. I said I wanted to learn about bikes. There’s a big difference! I can’t be a loser wage-slave for some lousy bike franchise.”


    His mother said nothing.


    “Mom, I’m not asking you for any favors. I don’t need any bosses, or any teachers, or any landlords, or any cops. It’s just me and my bike work down here. I know that people in authority can’t stand it that a twenty-four-year-old man lives an independent life and does exactly what he wants, but I’m being very quiet and discreet about it, so nobody needs to bother about me.”


    His mother sighed, defeated. “Are you eating properly, Lyle? You look peaked.”


    Lyle lifted his calf muscle into camera range. “Look at this leg! Does that look like the gastrocnemius of a weak and sickly person?”


    “Could you come up to the condo and have a decent meal with me sometime?”


    Lyle blinked. “When?”


    “Wednesday, maybe? We could have pork chops.”


    “Maybe, Mom. Probably. I’ll have to check. I’ll get back to you, okay? Bye.” Lyle hung up.


    Hooking the mediator’s cable to the primitive settop box was a problem, but Lyle was not one to be stymied by a merely mechanical challenge. The enamel job had to wait as he resorted to miniclamps and a cable cutter. It was a handy thing that working with modern brake cabling had taught him how to splice fiber optics.


    When the settop box finally came online, its array of services was a joke. Any decent modern mediator could navigate through vast information spaces, but the settop box offered nothing but “channels.” Lyle had forgotten that you could even obtain old-fashioned “channels” from the city fiber-feed in Chattanooga. But these channels were government-sponsored media, and the government was always quite a ways behind the curve in network development. Chattanooga’s huge fiber-bandwidth still carried the ancient government-mandated “public access channels,” spooling away in their technically fossilized obscurity, far below the usual gaudy carnival of popular virching, infobahnage, demo-splintered comboards, public-service rants, mudtrufflage, remsnorkeling, and commercials.


    The little settop box accessed nothing but political channels. Three of them: Legislative, Judicial, and Executive. And that was the sum total, apparently. A settop box that offered nothing but NAFTA political coverage. On the Legislative Channel there was some kind of parliamentary debate on proper land use in Manitoba. On the Judicial Channel, a lawyer was haranguing judges about the stock market for air-pollution rights. On the Executive Channel, a big crowd of hicks were idly standing around on windblown tarmac somewhere in Louisiana waiting for something to happen.


    The box didn’t offer any glimpse of politics in Europe or the Sphere or the South. There were no hotspots or pips or index tagging. You couldn’t look stuff up or annotate it—you just had to passively watch whatever the channel’s masters chose to show you, whenever they chose to show it. This media setup was so insultingly lame and halt and primitive that it was almost perversely interesting. Kind of like peering through keyholes.


    Lyle left the box on the Executive Channel, because it looked conceivable that something might actually happen there. It had swiftly become clear to him that the intolerably monotonous fodder on the other two channels was about as exciting as those channels ever got. Lyle retreated to his workbench and got back to enamel work.


    At length, the President of NAFTA arrived and decamped from his helicopter on the tarmac in Louisiana. A swarm of presidential bodyguards materialized out of the expectant crowd, looking simultaneously extremely busy and icily unperturbable.


    Suddenly a line of text flickered up at the bottom of the screen. The text was set in a very old-fashioned computer font, chalk-white letters with little visible jagged pixel-edges. “Look at him hunting for that camera mark,” the subtitle read as it scrolled across the screen. “Why wasn’t he briefed properly? He looks like a stray dog!”


    The President meandered amiably across the sun-blistered tarmac, gazing from side to side, and then stopped briefly to shake the eager outstretched hand of a local politician. “That must have hurt,” commented the text. “That Cajun dolt is poison in the polls.” The President chatted amiably with the local politician and an elderly harridan in a purple dress who seemed to be the man’s wife. “Get him away from those losers!” raged the subtitle. “Get the Man up to the podium, for the love of Mike! Where’s the Chief of Staff? Doped up on so-called smart drugs as usual? Get with your jobs, people!”


    The President looked well. Lyle had noticed that the President of NAFTA always looked well, it seemed to be a professional requirement. The big political cheeses in Europe always looked somber and intellectual, and the Sphere people always looked humble and dedicated, and the South people always looked angry and fanatical, but the NAFTA prez always looked like he’d just done a few laps in a pool and had a brisk rubdown. His large, glossy, bluffly cheerful face was discreetly stenciled with tattoos: both cheeks, a chorus line of tats on his forehead above both eyebrows, plus a few extra logos on his rocklike chin. A President’s face was the ultimate billboard for major backers and interest groups.


    “Does he think we have all day?” the text demanded. “What’s with this dead air time? Can’t anyone properly arrange a media event these days? You call this public access? You call this informing the electorate? If we’d known the infobahn would come to this, we’d have never built the thing!”


    The President meandered amiably to a podium covered with ceremonial microphones. Lyle had noticed that politicians always used a big healthy cluster of traditional big fat microphones, even though nowadays you could build working microphones the size of a grain of rice.


    “Hey, how y’all?” asked the President, grinning.


    The crowd chorused back at him, with ragged enthusiasm.


    “Let these fine folks up a bit closer,” the President ordered suddenly, waving airily at his phalanx of bodyguards. “Y’all come on up closer, everybody! Sit right on the ground, we’re all just folks here today.” The President smiled benignly as the sweating, straw-hatted summer crowd hustled up to join him, scarcely believing their luck.


    “Marietta and I just had a heck of a fine lunch down in Opelousas,” commented the President, patting his flat, muscular belly. He deserted the fiction of his official podium to energetically press the Louisianan flesh. As he moved from hand to grasping hand, his every word was picked up infallibly by an invisible mike, probably implanted in one of his molars. “We had dirty rice, red beans—were they hot!—and crawdads big enough to body-slam a Maine lobster!” He chuckled. “What a sight them mudbugs were! Can y’all believe that?”


    The President’s guards were unobtrusively but methodically working the crowd with portable detectors and sophisticated spex equipment. They didn’t look very concerned by the President’s supposed change in routine.


    “I see he’s gonna run with the usual genetics malarkey,” commented the subtitle.


    “Y’all have got a perfect right to be mighty proud of the agriculture in this state,” intoned the President. “Y’all’s agro-science know-how is second to none! Sure, I know there’s a few pointy-headed Luddites up in the snowbelt, who say they prefer their crawdads dinky.” Everyone laughed.


    “Folks, I got nothin’ against that attitude. If some jasper wants to spend his hard-earned money buyin’ and peelin’ and shuckin’ those little dinky ones, that’s all right by me and Marietta. Ain’t that right, honey?”


    The First Lady smiled and waved one power-gloved hand. “But folks, you and I both know that those whiners who waste our time complaining about ‘natural food’ have never sucked a mudbug head in their lives! ‘Natural,’ my left elbow! Who are they tryin’ to kid? Just ’cause you’re country, don’t mean you can’t hack DNA!”


    “He’s been working really hard on the regional accents,” commented the text. “Not bad for a guy from Minnesota. But look at that sloppy, incompetent camera work! Doesn’t anybody care anymore? What on earth is happening to our standards?”


    By lunchtime, Lyle had the final coat down on the enameling job. He ate a bowl of triticale mush and chewed up a mineral-rich handful of iodized sponge.


    Then he settled down in front of the wallscreen to work on the inertia brake. Lyle knew there was big money in the inertia brake—for somebody, somewhere, sometime. The device smelled like the future.


    Lyle tucked a jeweler’s loupe in one eye and toyed methodically with the brake. He loved the way the piezoplastic clamp and rim transmuted braking energy into electrical battery storage. At last, a way to capture the energy you lost in braking and put it to solid use. It was almost, but not quite, magical.


    The way Lyle figured it, there was gonna be a big market someday for an inertia brake that captured energy and then fed it back through the chaindrive in a way that just felt like human pedaling energy, in a direct and intuitive and muscular way, not chunky and buzzy like some loser battery-powered moped. If the system worked out right, it would make the rider feel completely natural and yet subtly superhuman at the same time. And it had to be simple, the kind of system a shop guy could fix with hand tools. It wouldn’t work if it was too brittle and fancy, it just wouldn’t feel like an authentic bike.


    Lyle had a lot of ideas about the design. He was pretty sure he could get a real grip on the problem, if only he weren’t being worked to death just keeping the shop going. If he could get enough capital together to assemble the prototypes and do some serious field tests.


    It would have to be chip-driven, of course, but true to the biking spirit at the same time. A lot of bikes had chips in them nowadays, in the shocks or the braking or in reactive hubs, but bicycles simply weren’t like computers. Computers were black boxes inside, no big visible working parts. People, by contrast, got sentimental about their bike gear. People were strangely reticent and traditional about bikes. That’s why the bike market had never really gone for recumbents, even though the recumbent design had a big mechanical advantage. People didn’t like their bikes too complicated. They didn’t want bicycles to bitch and complain and whine for attention and constant upgrading the way that computers did. Bikes were too personal. People wanted their bikes to wear.


    Someone banged at the shop door.


    Lyle opened it. Down on the tiling by the barrels stood a tall brunette woman in stretch shorts, with a short-sleeve blue pullover and a ponytail. She had a bike under one arm, an old lacquer-and-paper-framed Taiwanese job. “Are you Edward Dertouzas?” she said, gazing up at him.


    “No,” Lyle said patiently. “Eddy’s in Europe.”


    She thought this over. “I’m new in the zone,” she confessed. “Can you fix this bike for me? I just bought it secondhand and I think it kinda needs some work.”


    “Sure,” Lyle said. “You came to the right guy for that job, ma’am, because Eddy Dertouzas couldn’t fix a bike for hell. Eddy just used to live here. I’m the guy who actually owns this shop. Hand the bike up.”


    Lyle crouched down, got a grip on the handlebar stem and hauled the bike into the shop. The woman gazed up at him respectfully. “What’s your name?”


    “Lyle Schweik.”


    “I’m Kitty Casaday.” She hesitated. “Could I come up inside there?”


    Lyle reached down, gripped her muscular wrist, and hauled her up into the shop. She wasn’t all that good looking, but she was in really good shape—like a mountain biker or triathlon runner. She looked about thirty-five. It was hard to tell, exactly. Once people got into cosmetic surgery and serious bio-maintenance, it got pretty hard to judge their age. Unless you got a good, close medical exam of their eyelids and cuticles and internal membranes and such.


    She looked around the shop with great interest, brown ponytail twitching. “Where you hail from?” Lyle asked her. He had already forgotten her name.


    “Well, I’m originally from Juneau, Alaska.”


    “Canadian, huh? Great. Welcome to Tennessee.”


    “Actually, Alaska used to be part of the United States.”


    “You’re kidding,” Lyle said. “Hey, I’m no historian, but I’ve seen Alaska on a map before.”


    “You’ve got a whole working shop and everything built inside this old place! That’s really something, Mr. Schweik. What’s behind that curtain?”


    “The spare room,” Lyle said. “That’s where my roommate used to stay.”


    She glanced up. “Dertouzas?”


    “Yeah, him.”


    “Who’s in there now?”


    “Nobody,” Lyle said sadly. “I got some storage stuff in there.”


    She nodded slowly, and kept looking around, apparently galvanized with curiosity. “What are you running on that screen?”


    “Hard to say, really,” Lyle said. He crossed the room, bent down and switched off the settop box. “Some kind of weird political crap.”


    He began examining her bike. All its serial numbers had been removed. Typical zone bike.


    “The first thing we got to do,” he said briskly, “is fit it to you properly: set the saddle height, pedal stroke, and handlebars. Then I’ll adjust the tension, true the wheels, check the brakepads and suspension valves, tune the shifting, and lubricate the drive-train. The usual. You’re gonna need a better saddle than this—this saddle’s for a male pelvis.” He looked up. “You got a charge card?”


    She nodded, then frowned. “But I don’t have much credit left.”


    “No problem.” He flipped open a dog-eared catalog. “This is what you need. Any halfway decent gel-saddle. Pick one you like, and we can have it shipped in by tomorrow morning. And then”—he flipped pages—“order me one of these.”


    She stepped closer and examined the page. “The ‘cotterless crank-bolt ceramic wrench set,’ is that it?”


    “That’s right. I fix your bike, you give me those tools, and we’re even.”


    “Okay. Sure. That’s cheap!” She smiled at him. “I like the way you do business, Lyle.”


    “You’ll get used to barter, if you stay in the zone long enough.”


    “I’ve never lived in a squat before,” she said thoughtfully. “I like the attitude here, but people say that squats are pretty dangerous.”


    “I dunno about the squats in other towns, but Chattanooga squats aren’t dangerous, unless you think anarchists are dangerous, and anarchists aren’t dangerous unless they’re really drunk.” Lyle shrugged. “People will steal your stuff all the time, that’s about the worst part. There’s a couple of tough guys around here who claim they have handguns. I never saw anybody actually use a handgun. Old guns aren’t hard to find, but it takes a real chemist to make working ammo nowadays.” He smiled back at her. “Anyway, you look to me like you can take care of yourself.”


    “I take dance classes.”


    Lyle nodded. He opened a drawer and pulled a tape measure. “I saw all those cables and pulleys you have on top of this place. You can pull the whole building right up off the ground, huh? Kind of hang it right off the ceiling up there.”


    “That’s right, it saves a lot of trouble with people breaking and entering.” Lyle glanced at his shock-baton, in its mounting at the door. She followed his gaze to the weapon and then looked at him, impressed.


    Lyle measured her arms, torso length, then knelt and measured her inseam from crotch to floor. He took notes. “Okay,” he said. “Come by tomorrow afternoon.”


    “Lyle?”


    “Yeah?” He stood up.


    “Do you rent this place out? I really need a safe place to stay in the zone.”


    “I’m sorry,” Lyle said politely, “but I hate landlords and I’d never be one. What I need is a roommate who can really get behind the whole concept of my shop. Someone who’s qualified, you know, to develop my infrastructure or do bicycle work. Anyway, if I took your cash or charged you for rent, then the tax people would just have another excuse to harass me.”


    “Sure, okay, but…” She paused, then looked at him under lowered eyelids. “I’ve gotta be a lot better than having this place go empty.”


    Lyle stared at her, astonished.


    “I’m a pretty useful woman to have around, Lyle. Nobody’s ever complained before.”


    “Really?”


    “That’s right.” She stared at him boldly.


    “I’ll think about your offer,” Lyle said. “What did you say your name was?”


    “I’m Kitty. Kitty Casaday.”


    “Kitty, I got a whole lot of work to do today, but I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”


    “Okay, Lyle.” She smiled. “You think about me, all right?” Lyle helped her down out of the shop. He watched her stride away across the atrium until she vanished through the crowded doorway of the Crowbar, a squat coffeeshop. Then he called his mother.


    “Did you forget something?” his mother said, looking up from her workscreen.


    “Mom, I know this is really hard to believe, but a strange woman just banged on my door and offered to have sex with me.”


    “You’re kidding, right?”


    “In exchange for room and board, I think. Anyway, I said you’d be the first to know if it happened.”


    “Lyle—” His mother hesitated. “Lyle, I think you better come right home. Let’s make that dinner date for tonight, okay? We’ll have a little talk about this situation.”


    “Yeah, okay. I got an enameling job I gotta deliver to Floor 41, anyway.”


    “I don’t have a positive feeling about this development, Lyle.”


    “That’s okay, Mom. I’ll see you tonight.”


    Lyle reassembled the newly enameled bike. Then he set the flywheel onto remote, and stepped outside the shop. He mounted the bike, and touched a password into the remote control. The shop faithfully reeled itself far out of reach and hung there in space below the fire-blackened ceiling, swaying gently.


    Lyle pedaled away, back toward the elevators, back toward the neighborhood where he’d grown up.


    He delivered the bike to the delighted young idiot who’d commissioned it, stuffed the cash in his shoes, and then went down to his mother’s. He took a shower, shaved, and shampooed thoroughly. They had pork chops and grits and got drunk together. His mother complained about the breakup with her third husband and wept bitterly, but not as much as usual when this topic came up. Lyle got the strong impression she was thoroughly on the mend and would be angling for number four in pretty short order.


    Around midnight, Lyle refused his mother’s ritual offers of new clothes and fresh leftovers, and headed back down to the zone. He was still a little clubfooted from his mother’s sherry, and he stood breathing beside the broken glass of the atrium wall, gazing out at the city-smeared summer stars. The cavernous darkness inside the zone at night was one of his favorite things about the place. The queasy 24-hour security lighting in the rest of the Archiplat had never been rebuilt inside the zone.


    The zone always got livelier at night when all the normal people started sneaking in to cruise the zone’s unlicensed dives and nightspots, but all that activity took place behind discreetly closed doors. Enticing squiggles of red and blue chemglow here and there only enhanced the blessed unnatural gloom.


    Lyle pulled his remote control and ordered the shop back down.


    The door of the shop had been broken open. Lyle’s latest bike-repair client lay sprawled on the floor of the shop, unconscious. She was wearing black military fatigues, a knit cap, and rappelling gear.


    She had begun her break-in at Lyle’s establishment by pulling his shock-baton out of its glowing security socket beside the doorframe. The booby-trapped baton had immediately put fifteen thousand volts through her, and sprayed her face with a potent mix of dye and street-legal incapacitants.


    Lyle turned the baton off with the remote control, and then placed it carefully back in its socket. His surprise guest was still breathing, but was clearly in real metabolic distress. He tried clearing her nose and mouth with a tissue. The guys who’d sold him the baton hadn’t been kidding about the “indelible” part. Her face and throat were drenched with green and her chest looked like a spin-painting.


    Her elaborate combat spex had partially shielded her eyes. With the spex off she looked like a viridian-green raccoon.


    Lyle tried stripping her gear off in conventional fashion, realized this wasn’t going to work, and got a pair of metal-shears from the shop. He snipped his way through the eerily writhing power-gloves and the kevlar laces of the pneumoreactive combat boots. Her black turtleneck had an abrasive surface and a cuirass over chest and back that looked like it could stop small-arms fire. The trousers had nineteen separate pockets and they were loaded with all kinds of eerie little items: a matte-black electrode stun-weapon, flash capsules, fingerprint dust, a utility pocket-knife, drug adhesives, plastic handcuffs, some pocket change, worry beads, a comb, and a makeup case.


    Close inspection revealed a pair of tiny microphone amplifiers inserted in her ear canals. Lyle fetched the tiny devices out with needlenose pliers, Lyle was getting pretty seriously concerned by this point. He shackled her arms and legs with bike security cable, in case she regained consciousness and attempted something superhuman.


    Around four in the morning she had a coughing fit and began shivering violently. Summer nights could get pretty cold in the shop. Lyle thought over the design problem for some time, and then fetched a big heat-reflective blanket out of the empty room. He cut a neat poncho-hole in the center of it, and slipped her head through it. He got the bike cables off her—she could probably slip the cables anyway—and sewed all four edges of the blanket shut from the outside, with sturdy monofilament thread from his saddle-stitcher. He sewed the poncho edges to a tough fabric belt, cinched the belt snugly around her neck, and padlocked it. When he was done, he’d made a snug bag that contained her entire body, except for her head, which had begun to drool and snore.


    A fat blob of superglue on the bottom of the bag kept her anchored to the shop’s floor. The blanket was cheap but tough upholstery fabric. If she could rip her way through blanket fabric with her fingernails alone, then he was probably a goner anyway. By now, Lyle was tired and stone sober. He had a squeezebottle of glucose rehydrator, three aspirins, and a canned chocolate pudding. Then he climbed in his hammock and went to sleep.


    Lyle woke up around ten. His captive was sitting up inside the bag, her green face stony, eyes red-rimmed and brown hair caked with dye. Lyle got up, dressed, ate breakfast, and fixed the broken door-lock. He said nothing, partly because he thought that silence would shake her up, but mostly because he couldn’t remember her name. He was almost sure it wasn’t her real name anyway.


    When he’d finished fixing the door, he reeled up the string of the doorknocker so that it was far out of reach. He figured the two of them needed the privacy.


    Then Lyle deliberately fired up the wallscreen and turned on the settop box. As soon as the peculiar subtitles started showing up again, she grew agitated.


    “Who are you really?” she demanded at last.


    “Ma’am, I’m a bicycle repairman.”


    She snorted.


    “I guess I don’t need to know your name,” he said, “but I need to know who your people are, and why they sent you here, and what I’ve got to do to get out of this situation.”


    “You’re not off to a good start, mister.”


    “No,” he said, “maybe not, but you’re the one who’s blown it. I’m just a twenty-four-year-old bicycle repairman from Tennessee. But you, you’ve got enough specialized gear on you to buy my whole place five times over.”


    He flipped open the little mirror in her makeup case and showed her her own face. Her scowl grew a little stiffer below the spattering of green.


    “I want you to tell me what’s going on here,” he said.


    “Forget it.”


    “If you’re waiting for your backup to come rescue you, I don’t think they’re coming,” Lyle said. “I searched you very thoroughly and I’ve opened up every single little gadget you had, and I took all the batteries out. I’m not even sure what some of those things are or how they work, but hey, I know what a battery is. It’s been hours now. So I don’t think your backup people even know where you are.”


    She said nothing.


    “See,” he said, “you’ve really blown it bad. You got caught by a total amateur, and now you’re in a hostage situation that could go on indefinitely. I got enough water and noodles and sardines to live up here for days. I dunno, maybe you can make a cellular phone-call to God off some gizmo implanted in your thighbone, but it looks to me like you’ve got serious problems.”


    She shuffled around a bit inside the bag and looked away.


    “It’s got something to do with the cablebox over there, right?”


    She said nothing.


    “For what it’s worth, I don’t think that box has anything to do with me or Eddy Dertouzas,” Lyle said. “I think it was probably meant for Eddy, but I don’t think he asked anybody for it. Somebody just wanted him to have it, probably one of his weird European contacts. Eddy used to be in this political group called CAPCLUG, ever heard of them?”


    It looked pretty obvious that she’d heard of them. “I never liked ’em much either,” Lyle told her. “They kind of snagged me at first with their big talk about freedom and civil liberties, but then you’d go to a CAPCLUG meeting up in the penthouse levels, and there were all these potbellied zudes in spex yapping off stuff like, ‘We must follow the technological imperatives or be jettisoned into the history dump-file.’ They’re a bunch of useless blowhards who can’t tie their own shoes.”


    “They’re dangerous radicals subverting national sovereignty.”


    Lyle blinked cautiously. “Whose national sovereignty would that be?”


    “Yours, mine, Mr. Schweik. I’m from NAFTA, I’m a federal agent.”


    “You’re a fed? How come you’re breaking into people’s houses, then? Isn’t that against the Fourth Amendment or something?”


    “If you mean the Fourth Amendment to the Constitution of the United States, that document was superseded years ago.”


    “Yeah…okay, I guess you’re right.” Lyle shrugged. “I missed a lot of civics classes.…No skin off my back anyway. I’m sorry, but what did you say your name was?”


    “I said my name was Kitty Casaday.”


    “Right. Kitty. Okay, Kitty, just you and me, person to person. We obviously have a mutual problem here. What do you think I ought to do in this situation? I mean, speaking practically.”


    Kitty thought it over, surprised. “Mr. Schweik, you should release me immediately, get me my gear, and give me the box and any related data, recordings, or diskettes. Then you should escort me from the Archiplat in some confidential fashion so I won’t be stopped by police and questioned about the dye-stains. A new set of clothes would be very useful.”


    “Like that, huh?”


    “That’s your wisest course of action.” Her eyes narrowed. “I can’t make any promises, but it might affect your future treatment very favorably.”


    “You’re not gonna tell me who you are, or where you came from, or who sent you, or what this is all about?”


    “No. Under no circumstances. I’m not allowed to reveal that. You don’t need to know. You’re not supposed to know. And anyway, if you’re really what you say you are, what should you care?”


    “Plenty. I care plenty. I can’t wander around the rest of my life wondering when you’re going to jump me out of a dark corner.”


    “If I’d wanted to hurt you, I’d have hurt you when we first met, Mr. Schweik. There was no one here but you and me, and I could have easily incapacitated you and taken anything I wanted. Just give me the box and the data and stop trying to interrogate me.”


    “Suppose you found me breaking into your house, Kitty?


    What would you do to me?”


    She said nothing.


    “What you’re telling me isn’t gonna work. If you don’t tell me what’s really going on here,” Lyle said heavily, “I’m gonna have to get tough.”


    Her lips thinned in contempt.


    “Okay, you asked for this.” Lyle opened the mediator and made a quick voice call. “Pete?”


    “Nah, this is Pete’s mook,” the phone replied. “Can I do something for you?”


    “Could you tell Pete that Lyle Schweik has some big trouble, and I need him to come over to my bike shop immediately? And bring some heavy muscle from the Spiders.”


    “What kind of big trouble, Lyle?”


    “Authority trouble. A lot of it. I can’t say any more. I think this line may be tapped.”


    “Right-o. I’ll make that happen. Hoo-ah, zude.” The mook hung up.


    Lyle left the beanbag and went back to the workbench. He took Kitty’s cheap bike out of the repair stand and angrily threw it aside. “You know what really bugs me?” he said at last. “You couldn’t even bother to charm your way in here, set yourself up as my roommate, and then steal the damn box. You didn’t even respect me that much. Heck, you didn’t even have to steal anything, Kitty. You could have just smiled and asked nicely and I’d have given you the box to play with. I don’t watch media, I hate all that crap.”


    “It was an emergency. There was no time for more extensive investigation or reconnaissance. I think you should call your gangster friends immediately and tell them you’ve made a mistake. Tell them not to come here.”


    “You’re ready to talk seriously?”


    “No, I won’t be talking.”


    “Okay, we’ll see.”


    After twenty minutes, Lyle’s phone rang. He answered it cautiously, keeping the video off. It was Pete from the City Spiders. “Zude, where is your doorknocker?”


    “Oh, sorry, I pulled it up, didn’t want to be disturbed. I’ll bring the shop right down.” Lyle thumbed the brake switches.


    Lyle opened the door and Pete broad-jumped into the shop. Pete was a big man but he had the skeletal, wiry build of a climber, bare dark arms and shins and big sticky-toed jumping shoes. He had a sleeveless leather bodysuit full of clips and snaps, and he carried a big fabric shoulderbag. There were six vivid tattoos on the dark skin of his left cheek, under the black stubble.


    Pete looked at Kitty, lifted his spex with wiry callused fingers, looked at her again bare-eyed, and put the spex back in place. “Wow, Lyle.”


    “Yeah.”


    “I never thought you were into anything this sick and twisted.”


    “It’s a serious matter, Pete.”


    Pete turned to the door, crouched down, and hauled a second person into the shop. She wore a beat-up air-conditioned jacket and long slacks and zipsided boots and wire-rimmed spex. She had short ratty hair under a green cloche hat. “Hi,” she said, sticking out a hand. “I’m Mabel. We haven’t met.”


    “I’m Lyle.” Lyle gestured. “This is Kitty here in the bag.”


    “You said you needed somebody heavy, so I brought Mabel along,” said Pete. “Mabel’s a social worker.”


    “Looks like you pretty much got things under control here,” said Mabel liltingly, scratching her neck and looking about the place. “What happened? She break into your shop?”


    “Yeah.”


    “And,” Pete said, “she grabbed the shock-baton first thing and blasted herself but good?”


    “Exactly.”


    “I told you that thieves always go for the weaponry first,” Pete said, grinning and scratching his armpil. “Didn’t I tell you that? Leave a weapon in plain sight, man, a thief can’t stand it, it’s the very first thing they gotta grab.” He laughed. “Works every time.”


    “Pete’s from the City Spiders,” Lyle told Kitty. “His people built this shop for me. One dark night, they hauled this mobile home right up thirty-four stories in total darkness, straight up the side of the Archiplat without anybody seeing, and they cut a big hole through the side of the building without making any noise, and they hauled the whole shop through it. Then they sank explosive bolts through the girders and hung it up here for me in midair. The City Spiders are into sport-climbing the way I’m into bicycles, only, like, they are very seriously into climbing and there are lots of them. They were some of the very first people to squat the zone, and they’ve lived here ever since, and they are pretty good friends of mine.”


    Pete sank to one knee and looked Kitty in the eye. “I love breaking into places, don’t you? There’s no thrill like some quick and perfectly executed break-in.” He reached casually into his shoulderbag. “The thing is”—he pulled out a camera—“to be sporting, you can’t steal anything. You just take trophy pictures to prove you were there.” He snapped her picture several times, grinning as she flinched.


    “Lady,” he breathed at her, “once you’ve turned into a little wicked greedhead, and mixed all that evil cupidity and possessiveness into the beauty of the direct action, then you’ve prostituted our way of life. You’ve gone and spoiled our sport.” Pete stood up. “We City Spiders don’t like common thieves. And we especially don’t like thieves who break into the places of clients of ours, like Lyle here. And we thoroughly, especially, don’t like thieves who are so brickhead dumb that they get caught red-handed on the premises of friends of ours.”


    Pete’s hairy brows knotted in thought. “What I’d like to do here, Lyle ol’ buddy,” he announced, “is wrap up your little friend head to foot in nice tight cabling, smuggle her out of here down to Golden Gate Archiplat—you know, the big one downtown over by MLK and Highway Twenty-seven?—and hang her head-down in the center of the cupola.”


    “That’s not very nice,” Mabel told him seriously.


    Pete looked wounded. “I’m not gonna charge him for it or anything! Just imagine her, spinning up there beautifully with all those chandeliers and those hundreds of mirrors.”


    Mabel knelt and looked into Kitty’s face. “Has she had any water since she was knocked unconscious?”


    “No.”


    “Well, for heaven’s sake, give the poor woman something to drink, Lyle.”


    Lyle handed Mabel a bike-tote squeezebottle of electrolyte refresher. “You zudes don’t grasp the situation yet,” he said. “Look at all this stuff I took off her.” He showed them the spex, and the boots, and the stun-gun, and the gloves, and the carbon-nitride climbing plectra, and the rappelling gear.


    “Wow,” Pete said at last, dabbing at buttons on his spex to study the finer detail, “this is no ordinary burglar! She’s gotta be, like, a street samurai from the Mahogany Warbirds or something!”


    “She says she’s a federal agent.”


    Mabel stood up suddenly, angrily yanking the squeezebottle from Kitty’s lips. “You’re kidding, right?”


    “Ask her.”


    “I’m a grade-five social counselor with the Department of Urban Redevelopment,” Mabel said. She presented Kitty with an official ID. “And who are you with?”


    “I’m not prepared to divulge that information at this time.”


    “I can’t believe this,” Mabel marveled, tucking her dog-eared hologram ID back in her hat. “You’ve caught somebody from one of those nutty reactionary secret black-bag units. I mean, that’s gotta be what’s just happened here.” She shook her head slowly. “Y’know, if you work in government, you always hear horror stories about these right-wing paramilitary wackos, but I’ve never actually seen one before.”


    “It’s a very dangerous world out there, Miss Social Counselor.”


    “Oh, tell me about it,” Mabel scoffed. “I’ve worked suicide hotlines! I’ve been a hostage negotiator! I’m a career social worker, girlfriend! I’ve seen more horror and suffering than you ever will. While you were doing push-ups in some comfy cracker training-camp, I’ve been out here in the real world!” Mabel absently unscrewed the top from the bike bottle and had a long glug. “What on earth are you doing trying to raid the squat of a bicycle repairman?”


    Kitty’s stony silence lengthened. “It’s got something to do with that settop box,” Lyle offered. “It showed up here in delivery yesterday, and then she showed up just a few hours later. Started flirting with me, and said she wanted to live in here. Of course I got suspicious right away.”


    “Naturally,” Pete said. “Real bad move, Kitty. Lyle’s on antilibidinals.”


    Kitty stared at Lyle bitterly. “I see,” she said at last. “So that’s what you get, when you drain all the sex out of one of them.…You get a strange malodorous creature that spends all its time working in the garage.”


    Mabel flushed. “Did you hear that?” She gave Kitty’s bag a sharp angry yank. “What conceivable right do you have to question this citizen’s sexual orientation? Especially after cruelly trying to sexually manipulate him to abet your illegal purposes? Have you lost all sense of decency? You…you should be sued.”


    “Do your worst,” Kitty muttered.


    “Maybe I will,” Mabel said grimly. “Sunlight is the best disinfectant.”


    “Yeah, let’s string her up somewhere real sunny and public and call a bunch of news crews,” Pete said. “I’m way hot for this deep ninja gear! Me and the Spiders got real mojo uses for these telescopic ears, and the tracer dust, and the epoxy bugging devices. And the press-on climbing-claws. And the carbon-fiber rope. Everything, really! Everything except these big-ass military shoes of hers, which really suck.”


    “Hey, all that stuff’s mine,” Lyle said sternly. “I saw it first.”


    “Yeah, I guess so, but.…Okay, Lyle, you make us a deal on the gear, we’ll forget everything you still owe us for doing the shop.”


    “Come on, those combat spex are worth more than this place all by themselves.”


    “I’m real interested in that settop box,” Mabel said cruelly. “It doesn’t look too fancy or complicated. Let’s take it over to those dirty circuit zudes who hang out at the Blue Parrot, and see if they can’t reverse-engineer it. We’ll post all the schematics up on twenty or thirty progressive activist networks, and see what falls out of cyberspace.”


    Kitty glared at her. “The terrible consequences from that stupid and irresponsible action would be entirely on your head.”


    “I’ll risk it,” Mabel said airily, patting her cloche hat. “It might bump my soft little liberal head a bit, but I’m pretty sure it would crack your nasty little fascist head like a coconut.”


    Suddenly Kitty began thrashing and kicking her way furiously inside the bag. They watched with interest as she ripped, tore and lashed out with powerful side and front kicks. Nothing much happened.


    “All right,” she said at last, panting in exhaustion. “I’ve come from Senator Creighton’s office.”


    “Who?” Lyle said.


    “Creighton! Senator James P. Creighton, the man who’s been your Senator from Tennessee for the past thirty years!”


    “Oh,” Lyle said. “I hadn’t noticed.”


    “We’re anarchists,” Pete told her.


    “I’ve sure heard of the nasty old geezer,” Mabel said, “but I’m from British Columbia, where we change senators the way you’d change a pair of socks. If you ever changed your socks, that is. What about him?”


    “Well, Senator Creighton has deep clout and seniority! He was a United States Senator even before the first NAFTA Senate was convened! He has a very large, and powerful, and very well seasoned personal staff of twenty thousand hardworking people, with a lot of pull in the Agriculture, Banking, and Telecommunications Committees!”


    “Yeah? So?”


    “So,” Kitty said miserably, “there are twenty thousand of us on his staff. We’ve been in place for decades now, and naturally we’ve accumulated lots of power and importance. Senator Creighton’s staff is basically running some quite large sections of the NAFTA government, and if the Senator loses his office, there will be a great deal of…of unnecessary political turbulence.” She looked up. “You might not think that a senator’s staff is all that important politically. But if people like you bothered to learn anything about the real-life way that your government functions, then you’d know that Senate staffers can be really crucial.”


    Mabel scratched her head. “You’re telling me that even a lousy senator has his own private black-bag unit?”


    Kitty looked insulted. “He’s an excellent senator! You can’t have a working organization of twenty thousand staffers without taking security very seriously! Anyway, the Executive wing has had black-bag units for years! It’s only right that there should be a balance of powers.”


    “Wow,” Mabel said. “The old guy’s a hundred and twelve or something, isn’t he?”


    “A hundred and seventeen.”


    “Even with government health care, there can’t be a lot left of him.”


    “He’s already gone,” Kitty muttered. “His frontal lobes are burned out.…He can still sit up, and if he’s stoked on stimulants he can repeat whatever’s whispered to him. So he’s got two permanent implanted hearing aids, and basically…well…he’s being run by remote control by his mook.”


    “His mook, huh?” Pete repeated thoughtfully.


    “It’s a very good mook,” Kitty said. “The coding’s old, but it’s been very well looked-after. It has firm moral values and excellent policies. The mook is really very much like the Senator was. It’s just that…well, it’s old. It still prefers a really old-fashioned media environment. It spends almost all its time watching old-fashioned public political coverage, and lately it’s gotten cranky and started broadcasting commentary.”


    “Man, never trust a mook,” Lyle said. “I hate those things.”


    “So do I,” Pete offered, “but even a mook comes off pretty good compared to a politician.”


    “I don’t really see the problem,” Mabel said, puzzled. “Senator Hirschheimer from Arizona has had a direct neural link to his mook for years, and he has an excellent progressive voting record. Same goes for Senator Marmalejo from Tamaulipas; she’s kind of absentminded, and everybody knows she’s on life support, but she’s a real scrapper on women’s issues.”


    Kitty looked up. “You don’t think it’s terrible?”


    Mabel shook her head. “I’m not one to be judgmental about the intimacy of one’s relationship to one’s own digital alter-ego. As far as I can see it, that’s a basic privacy issue.”


    “They told me in briefing that it was a very terrible business, and that everyone would panic if they learned that a high government official was basically a front for a rogue artificial intelligence.”


    Mabel, Pete, and Lyle exchanged glances. “Are you guys surprised by that news?” Mabel said.


    “Heck no,” said Pete. “Big deal,” Lyle added.


    Something seemed to snap inside Kitty then. Her head sank. “Disaffected emigres in Europe have been spreading boxes that can decipher the Senator’s commentary. I mean, the Senator’s mook’s commentary.…The mook speaks just like the Senator did, or the way the Senator used to speak, when he was in private and off the record. The way he spoke in his diaries. As far as we can tell, the mook was his diary.…It used to be his personal laptop computer. But he just kept transferring the files, and upgrading the software, and teaching it new tricks like voice recognition and speechwriting, and giving it power of attorney and such.…And then, one day the mook made a break for it. We think that the mook sincerely believes that it’s the Senator.”


    “Just tell the stupid thing to shut up for a while, then.”


    “We can’t do that. We’re not even sure where the mook is, physically. Or how it’s been encoding those sarcastic comments into the video-feed. The Senator had a lot of friends in the telecom industry back in the old days. There are a lot of ways and places to hide a piece of distributed software.”


    “So that’s all?” Lyle said. “That’s it, that’s your big secret? Why didn’t you just come to me and ask me for the box? You didn’t have to dress up in combat gear and kick my door in. That’s a pretty good story, I’d have probably just given you the thing.”


    “I couldn’t do that, Mr. Schweik.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because,” Pete said, “her people are important government functionaries, and you’re a loser techie wacko who lives in a slum.”


    “I was told this is a very dangerous area,” Kitty muttered.


    “It’s not dangerous,” Mabel told her.


    “No?”


    “No. They’re all too broke to be dangerous. This is just a kind of social breathing space. The whole urban infrastructure’s dreadfully overplanned here in Chattanooga. There’s been too much money here too long. There’s been no room for spontaneity. It was choking the life out of the city. That’s why everyone was secretly overjoyed when the rioters set fire to these three floors.”


    Mabel shrugged. “The insurance took care of the damage. First the looters came in. Then there were a few hideouts for kids and crooks and illegal aliens. Then the permanent squats got set up. Then the artist’s studios, and the semilegal workshops and redlight places. Then the quaint little coffeehouses, then the bakeries. Pretty soon the offices of professionals will be filtering in, and they’ll restore the water and the wiring. Once that happens, the real-estate prices will kick in big-time, and the whole zone will transmute right back into gentryville. It happens all the time.”


    Mabel waved her arm at the door. “If you knew anything about modern urban geography, you’d see this kind of, uh, spontaneous urban renewal happening all over the place. As long as you’ve got naive young people with plenty of energy who can be suckered into living inside rotten, hazardous dumps for nothing, in exchange for imagining that they’re free from oversight, then it all works out just great in the long run.”


    “Oh.”


    “Yeah, zones like this turn out to be extremely handy for all concerned. For some brief span of time, a few people can think mildly unusual thoughts and behave in mildly unusual ways. All kinds of weird little vermin show up, and if they make any money then they go legal, and if they don’t then they drop dead in a place really quiet where it’s all their own fault. Nothing dangerous about it.” Mabel laughed, then sobered. “Lyle, let this poor dumb cracker out of the bag.”


    “She’s naked under there.”


    “Okay,” she said impatiently, “cut a slit in the bag and throw some clothes in it. Get going, Lyle.”


    Lyle threw in some biking pants and a sweatshirt.


    “What about my gear?” Kitty demanded, wriggling her way into the clothes by feel.


    “I tell you what,” said Mabel thoughtfully. “Pete here will give your gear back to you in a week or so, after his friends have photographed all the circuitry. You’ll just have to let him keep all those knickknacks for a while, as his reward for our not immediately telling everybody who you are and what you’re doing here.”


    “Great idea,” Pete announced, “terrific, pragmatic solution!” He began feverishly snatching up gadgets and stuffing them into his shoulderbag. “See, Lyle? One phone-call to good ol’ Spider Pete, and your problem is history, zude! Me and Mabel-the-Fed have crisis negotiation skills that are second to none! Another potentially lethal confrontation resolved without any bloodshed or loss of life.” Pete zipped the bag shut. “That’s about it, right, everybody? Problem over! Write if you get work, Lyle buddy. Hang by your thumbs.” Pete leapt out the door and bounded off at top speed on the springy soles of his reactive boots.


    “Thanks a lot for placing my equipment into the hands of sociopathic criminals,” Kitty said. She reached out of the slit in the bag, grabbed a multitool off the corner of the workbench, and began swiftly slashing her way free.


    “This will help the sluggish, corrupt, and underpaid Chattanooga police to take life a little more seriously,” Mabel said, her pale eyes gleaming. “Besides, it’s profoundly undemocratic to restrict specialized technical knowledge to the coercive hands of secret military elites.”


    Kitty thoughtfully thumbed the edge of the multitool’s ceramic blade and stood up to her full height, her eyes slitted. “I’m ashamed to work for the same government as you.”


    Mabel smiled serenely. “Darling, your tradition of deep dark government paranoia is far behind the times! This is the postmodern era! We’re now in the grip of a government with severe schizoid multiple-personality disorder.”


    “You’re truly vile. I despise you more than I can say.” Kitty jerked her thumb at Lyle. “Even this nut-case eunuch anarchist kid looks pretty good, compared to you. At least he’s self-sufficient and market-driven.”


    “I thought he looked good the moment I met him,” Mabel replied sunnily. “He’s cute, he’s got great muscle tone, and he doesn’t make passes. Plus he can fix small appliances and he’s got a spare apartment. I think you ought to move in with him, sweetheart.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean? You don’t think I could manage life here in the zone like you do, is that it? You think you have some kind of copyright on living outside the law?”


    “No, I just mean you’d better stay indoors with your boyfriend here until that paint falls off your face. You look like a poisoned raccoon.” Mabel turned on her heel. “Try to get a life, and stay out of my way.” She leapt outside, unlocked her bicycle and methodically pedaled off.


    Kitty wiped her lips and spat out the door. “Christ, that baton packs a wallop.” She snorted. “Don’t you ever ventilate this place, kid? Those paint fumes are gonna kill you before you’re thirty.”


    “I don’t have time to clean or ventilate it. I’m real busy.”


    “Okay, then I’ll clean it. I’ll ventilate it. I gotta stay here a while, understand? Maybe quite a while.”


    Lyle blinked. “How long, exactly?”


    Kitty stared at him. “You’re not taking me seriously, are you? I don’t much like it when people don’t take me seriously.”


    “No, no,” Lyle assured her hastily. “You’re very serious.”


    “You ever heard of a small-business grant, kid? How about venture capital, did you ever hear of that? Ever heard of federal research-and-development subsidies, Mr. Schweik?” Kitty looked at him sharply, weighing her words. “Yeah, I thought maybe you’d heard of that one, Mr. Techie Wacko. Federal R and D backing is the kind of thing that only happens to other people, right? But Lyle, when you make good friends with a senator, you become ‘other people.’ Get my drift, pal?”


    “I guess I do,” Lyle said slowly.


    “We’ll have ourselves some nice talks about that subject, Lyle. You wouldn’t mind that, would you?”


    “No. I don’t mind it now that you’re talking.”


    “There’s some stuff going on down here in the zone that I didn’t understand at first, but it’s important.” Kitty paused, then rubbed dried dye from her hair in a cascade of green dandruff. “How much did you pay those Spider gangsters to string up this place for you?”


    “It was kind of a barter situation,” Lyle told her.


    “Think they’d do it again if I paid ’em real cash? Yeah? I thought so.” She nodded thoughtfully. “They look like a heavy outfit, the City Spiders. I gotta pry ’em loose from that leftist gorgon before she finishes indoctrinating them in socialist revolution.” Kitty wiped her mouth on her sleeve. “This is the Senator’s own constituency! It was stupid of us to duck an ideological battle, just because this is a worthless area inhabited by reckless sociopaths who don’t vote. Hell, that’s exactly why it’s important. This could be a vital territory in the culture war. I’m gonna call the office right away, start making arrangements. There’s no way we’re gonna leave this place in the hands of the self-styled Queen of Peace and Justice over there.”


    She snorted, then stretched a kink out of her back. “With a little self-control and discipline, I can save those Spiders from themselves and turn them into an asset to law and order! I’ll get ’em to string up a couple of trailers here in the zone. We could start a dojo.”


    * * * *


    Eddy called, two weeks later. He was in a beachside cabana somewhere in Catalunya, wearing a silk floral-print shirt and a new and very pricey looking set of spex. “How’s life, Lyle?”


    “It’s okay, Eddy.”


    “Making out all right?” Eddy had two new tattoos on his cheekbone.


    “Yeah. I got a new paying roommate. She’s a martial artist.”


    “Girl roommate working out okay this time?”


    “Yeah, she’s good at pumping the flywheel and she lets me get on with my bike work. Bike business has been picking up a lot lately. Looks like I might get a legal electrical feed and some more floorspace, maybe even some genuine mail delivery. My new roomie’s got a lot of useful contacts.”


    “Boy, the ladies sure love you, Lyle! Can’t beat ’em off with a stick, can you, poor guy? That’s a heck of a note.”


    Eddy leaned forward a little, shoving aside a silver tray full of dead gold-tipped zigarettes. “You been getting the packages?”


    “Yeah. Pretty regular.”


    “Good deal,” he said briskly, “but you can wipe ’em all now. I don’t need those backups anymore. Just wipe the data and trash the disks, or sell ’em. I’m into some, well, pretty hairy opportunities right now, and I don’t need all that old clutter. It’s kid stuff anyway.”


    “Okay, man. If that’s the way you want it.” Eddy leaned forward. “D’you happen to get a package lately? Some hardware? Kind of a settop box?”


    “Yeah, I got the thing.”


    “That’s great, Lyle. I want you to open the box up, and break all the chips with pliers.”


    “Yeah?


    “Then throw all the pieces away. Separately. It’s trouble, Lyle, okay? The kind of trouble I don’t need right now.”


    “Consider it done, man.”


    “Thanks! Anyway, you won’t be bothered by mailouts from now on.” He paused. “Not that I don’t appreciate your former effort and goodwill, and all.”


    Lyle blinked, “How’s your love life, Eddy?”


    Eddy sighed. “Frederika! What a handful! I dunno, Lyle, it was okay for a while, but we couldn’t stick it together. I don’t know why I ever thought that private cops were sexy. I musta been totally out of my mind.…Anyway, I got a new girlfriend now.”


    “Yeah?”


    “She’s a politician, Lyle. She’s a radical member of the Spanish Parliament. Can you believe that? I’m sleeping with an elected official of a European local government.” He laughed. “Politicians are sexy, Lyle. Politicians are hot! They have charisma. They’re glamorous. They’re powerful. They can really make things happen! Politicians get around. They know things on the inside track. I’m having more fun with Violeta than I knew there was in the world.”


    “That’s pleasant to hear, zude.”


    “More pleasant than you know, my man.”


    “Not a problem,” Lyle said indulgently. “We all gotta make our own lives, Eddy.”


    “Ain’t it the truth.”


    Lyle nodded. “I’m in business, zude!”


    “You gonna perfect that inertial whatsit?” Eddy said.


    “Maybe. It could happen. I get to work on it a lot now. I’m getting closer, really getting a grip on the concept. It feels really good. It’s a good hack, man. It makes up for all the rest of it. It really does.”


    Eddy sipped his mimosa. “Lyle.”


    “What?”


    “You didn’t hook up that settop box and look at it, did you?”


    “You know me, Eddy,” Lyle said. “Just another kid with a wrench.”


    * * * *
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    Part of a richly talented group of Philadelphia-area writers, Mike Swanwick is a remarkable writer, but also one who writes very slowly. He has a unique ability to combine surreal and gritty in counterintuitive ways which produce stories that feel both utterly real and utterly absurd. His marvelous novel The Iron Dragon’s Daughter (1993), for instance, straddles a line between fantasy and science fiction and includes a Dickensian vision of a hideous factory complex where various fey creatures are forced to make powerful war machines for Italian-suited elven executives. He’s also got an ear for the cruelty and pettiness underlying ordinary interactions and speech.


    Born in Schenectady, New York, Swanwick went to college in Virginia before arriving in Philadelphia in the early 1970s; by 1980 he was writing full time. In a field that breeds insecurities, Mike Swanwick has always come off as supremely confident in his talent and his writing, but he also takes remarkable care over his craft. I remember a Lunacon panel we did together on Dickensian fantasy in which he described how he reread all of Dickens before writing Iron Dragon’s Daughter. (He wanted to find out Dickens’s formula, which in his words amounted to “take an attractive child and then torture her for 400 pages, then give her a pat on the head and an ice cream cone and send her on her way.”)


    While his writing output has always been sparse, its consistent quality is remarkable. Swanwick is a five-time Hugo winner, and has also won the Nebula, World Fantasy Award, and other honors. He is married to microbiologist Marianne Catherine Porter, with whom he has a son.


    “The Edge of the World,” a Sturgeon Award winner in 1990, highlights the ordinary qualities we give to special things. While most writers emphasize the reader’s sense of wonder in discovering unusual things, Swanwick reminds us of our ability to stop noticing remarkable things that are a part of our everyday lives.

  


  
    THE EDGE OF THE WORLD, by Michael Swanwick


    First published in Full Spectrum 2, April 1989


    The day that Donna and Piggy and Russ went to see the Edge of the World was a hot one. They were sitting on the curb by the gas station that noontime, sharing a Coke and watching the big Starlifters lumber up into the air, one by one, out of Toldenarba AFB. The sky rumbled with their passing. There’d been an incident in the Persian Gulf, and half the American forces in the Twilight Emirates were on alert.


    “My old man says when the Big One goes up, the base will be the first to go,” Piggy said speculatively. “Treaties won’t allow us to defend it. One bomber comes in high and whaboom—” he made soft nuclear explosion noises—“it’s all gone.” He was wearing camouflage pants and a khaki teeshirt with an iron-on reading kill ’em all and let god sort ’em out. Donna watched as he took off his glasses to polish them on his shirt. His face went slack and vacant, then livened as he put them back on again, as if he were playing with a mask.


    “You should be so lucky,” Donna said. “Mrs. Khashoggi is still going want that paper done on Monday morning, Armageddon or not.”


    “Yeah, can you believe her?” Piggy said. “That weird accent! And all that memorization! Cut me some slack. I mean, who cares whether Ackronnion was part of the Mezentian Dynasty?”


    “You ought to care, dipshit,” Russ said. “Local history’s the only decent class the school’s got.” Russ was the smartest boy Donna had ever met, never mind the fact that he was flunking out. He had soulful eyes and a radical haircut, short on the sides with a dyed-blond punklock down the back of his neck. “Man, I opened the Excerpts from Epics text that first night, thinking it was going to be the same old bullshit, and I stayed up ‘til dawn. Got to school without a wink of sleep, but I’d managed to read every last word. This is one weird part of the world; its history is full of dragons and magic and all kinds of weird monsters. Do you realize that in the eighteenth century three members of the British legation were eaten by demons? That’s in the historical record!”


    Russ was an enigma to Donna. The first time they’d met, hanging with the misfits at an American School dance, he’d tried to put a hand down her pants, and she’d slugged him good, almost breaking his nose. She could still hear his surprised laughter as blood ran down his chin. They’d been friends ever since. Only there were limits to friendship, and now she was waiting for him to make his move and hoping he’d get down to it before her father was rotated out.


    In Japan she’d known a girl who had taken a razor blade and carved her boyfriend’s name in the palm of her hand. How could she do that, Donna had wanted to know? Her friend had shrugged, said, “As long as it gets me noticed.” It wasn’t until Russ that Donna understood.


    “Strange country,” Russ said dreamily. “The sky beyond the Edge is supposed to be full of demons and serpents and shit. They say that if you stare into it long enough, you’ll go mad.”


    They all three looked at one another.


    “Well, hell,” Piggy said. “What are we waiting for?”


    * * * *


    The Edge of the World lay beyond the railroad tracks. They bicycled through the American enclave into the old native quarter. The streets were narrow here, the sideyards crammed with broken trucks, rusted out buses, even yachts up in cradles with stoven-in sides. Garage doors were black mouths hissing and spitting welding sparks, throbbing to the hammered sound of worked metal. They hid their bikes in a patch of scrub apricot trees where the railroad crossed the industrial canal and hiked across.


    Time had altered the character of the city where it bordered the Edge. Gone were the archers in their towers, vigilant against a threat that never came. Gone were the rose quartz palaces with their thousand windows, not a one of which overlooked the Edge. The battlements where blind musicians once piped up the dawn now survived only in Mrs. Khashoggi’s texts. Where they had been was now a drear line of weary factory buildings, their lower windows cinderblocked or bricked up and those beyond reach of vandals’ stones painted over in patchwork squares of grey and faded blue.


    A steam whistle sounded and lines of factory workers shambled back inside, brown men in chinos and white shirts, Syrian and Lebanese laborers imported to do work no native Toldenarban would touch. A shredded net waved forlornly from a basketball hoop set up by the loading dock.


    There was a section of hurricane fence down. They scrambled through.


    As they cut across the grounds, a loud whine arose from within the factory building. Down the way another plant lifted its voice in a solid wham-wham-wham as rhythmic and unrelenting as a headache. One by one the factories shook themselves from their midday drowse and went back to work. “Why do they locate these things along the Edge?” Donna asked.


    “It’s so they can dump their chemical waste over the Edge,” Russ explained. “These were all erected before the Emir nationalized the culverts that the Russian Protectorate built.”


    Behind the factory was a chest-high concrete wall, rough-edged and pebbly with the slow erosion of cement. Weeds grew in clumps at its foot. Beyond was nothing but sky.


    Piggy ran ahead and spat over the Edge. “Hey, remember what Nixon said when he came here? It is indeed a long way down. What a guy!”


    Donna leaned against the wall. A film of haze tinted the sky grey, intensifying at the focal point to dirty brown, as if a dead spot were burned into the center of her vision. When she looked down, her eyes kept grabbing for ground and finding more sky. There were a few wispy clouds in the distance and nothing more. No serpents coiled in the air. She should have felt disappointed but, really, she hadn’t expected better. This was of a piece with all the natural wonders she had ever seen, the waterfalls, geysers and scenic vistas that inevitably included power lines, railings and parking lots absent from the postcards. Russ was staring intently ahead, hawklike, frowning. His jaw worked slightly, and she wondered what he saw.


    “Hey, look what I found!” Piggy whooped. “It’s a stairway!”


    They joined him at the top of an institutional-looking concrete and iron stairway. It zigzagged down the cliff toward an infinitely distant and nonexistent Below, dwindling into hazy blue. Quietly, as if he’d impressed himself, Piggy said, “What do you suppose is down there?”


    “Only one way to find out, isn’t there?” Russ said.


    * * * *


    Russ went first, then Piggy, then Donna, the steps ringing dully under their feet. Graffiti covered the rocks, worn spraypaint letters in yellow and black and red scrawled one over the other and faded by time and weather into mutual unreadability, and on the iron railings, words and arrows and triangles had been markered onto or dug into the paint with knife or nail: jurgen bin scheisskopf. motley crue. death to satan america imperialist. Seventeen steps down, the first landing was filthy with broken brown glass, bits of crumbled concrete, cigarette butts, soggy, half-melted cardboard. The stairway folded back on itself and they followed it down.


    “You ever had fugu?” Piggy asked. Without waiting for an answer, he said, “It’s Japanese poisonous blowfish. It has to be prepared very carefully—they license the chefs—and even so, several people die every year. It’s considered a great delicacy.”


    “Nothing tastes that good,” Russ said.


    “It’s not the flavor,” Piggy said enthusiastically. “It’s the poison. Properly prepared, see, there’s a very small amount left in the sashimi and you get a threshhold dose. Your lips and the tips of your fingers turn cold. Numb. That’s how you know you’re having the real thing. That’s how you know you’re living right on the edge.”


    “I’m already living on the edge,” Russ said. He looked startled when Piggy laughed.


    A fat moon floated in the sky, pale as a disk of ice melting in blue water. It bounced after them as they descended, kicking aside loose soda bottles in styrofoam sleeves, crushed Marlboro boxes, a scattering of carbonized sparkplugs. On one landing they found a crumpled shopping cart, and Piggy had to muscle it over the railing and watch it fall. “Sure is a lot of crap here,” he observed. The landing smelled faintly of urine.


    “It’ll get better farther down,” Russ said. “We’re still near the top, where people can come to get drunk after work.” He pushed on down. Far to one side they could see the brown flow from the industrial canal where it spilled into space, widening and then slowly dispersing into rainbowed mist, distance glamoring it beauty.


    “How far are we planning to go?” Donna asked apprehensively.


    “Don’t be a weak sister,” Piggy sneered. Russ said nothing.


    The deeper they went, the shabbier the stairway grew, and the spottier its maintenance. Pipes were missing from the railing. Where patches of paint had fallen away the bolts anchoring the stair to the rock were walnut-sized lumps of rust.


    Needle-clawed marsupials chittered warningly from niches in the rock as they passed. Tufts of grass and moth-white gentians grew in the loess-filled cracks.


    Hours passed. Donna’s feet and calves and the small of her back grew increasingly sore, but she refused to be the one to complain. By degrees she stopped looking over the side and out into the sky, and stared instead at her feet flashing in and out of sight while one hand went slap grab tug on the rail. She felt sweaty and miserable.


    Back home she had a half-finished paper on the Three Days Incident of March, 1810, when the French Occupation, by order of Napoleon himself, had fired cannonade after cannonade over the Edge into nothingness. They had hoped to make rainstorms of devastating force that would lash and destroy their enemies, and created instead only a gunpowder haze, history’s first great failure in weather control. This descent was equally futile, Donna thought, an endless and wearying exercise in nothing. Just the same as the rest of her life. Every time her father was reposted, she had resolved to change, to be somebody different this time around, whatever the price, even if—no, especially if—it meant playacting something she was not. Last year in Germany when she’d gone out with that local boy with the Alfa Romeo and instead of jerking him off had used her mouth, she had thought: Everything’s going to be different now. But no.


    Nothing ever changed.


    “Heads up!” Russ said. “There’s some steps missing here!” He leaped, and the landing gonged hollowly under his sneakers. Then again as Piggy jumped after.


    Donna hesitated. There were five steps gone and a drop of twenty feet before the stairway cut back beneath itself. The cliff bulged outward here, and if she slipped she’d probably miss the stairs altogether.


    She felt the rock draw away from her to either side, and was suddenly aware that she was connected to the world by the merest speck of matter, barely enough to anchor her feet. The sky wrapped itself about her, extending to infinity, depthless and absolute. She could extend her arms and fall into it forever. What would happen to her then, she wondered. Would she die of thirst and starvation, or would the speed of her fall grow so great that the oxygen would be sucked from her lungs, leaving her to strangle in a sea of air? “Come on, Donna!” Piggy shouted up at her. “Don’t be a pussy!”


    “Russ—” she said quaveringly.


    But Russ wasn’t looking her way. He was frowning downward, anxious to be going. “Don’t push the lady,” he said. “We can go on by ourselves.”


    Donna choked with anger and hurt and desperation all at once. She took a deep breath and, heart scudding, leaped. Sky and rock wheeled over her head. For an instant she was floating, falling, totally lost and filled with a panicky awareness that she was about to die. Then she crashed onto the landing. It hurt like hell, and at first she feared she’d pulled an ankle. Piggy grabbed her shoulders and rubbed the side of her head with his knuckles. “I knew you could do it, you wimp.”


    Donna knocked away his arm. “Okay, wiseass. How are you expecting to get us back up?”


    The smile disappeared from Piggy’s face. His mouth opened, closed. His head jerked fearfully upward. An acrobat could leap across, grab the step and flip up without any trouble at all. “I—I mean, I—”


    “Don’t worry about it,” Russ said impatiently. “We’ll think of something.” He started down again.


    It wasn’t natural, Donna realized, his attitude. There was something obsessive about his desire to descend the stairway. It was like the time he’d brought his father’s revolver to school along with a story about playing Russian roulette that morning before breakfast. “Three times!” he’d said proudly.


    He’d had that same crazy look on him, and she hadn’t the slightest notion then or now how she could help him.


    * * * *


    Russ walked like an automaton, wordlessly, tirelessly, never hurrying up or slowing down. Donna followed in concerned silence, while Piggy scurried between them, chattering like somebody’s pet Pekinese. This struck Donna as so apt as to be almost allegorical: the two of them together yet alone, the distance between filled with noise. She thought of this distance, this silence, as the sun passed behind the cliff and the afternoon heat lost its edge.


    The stairs changed to cement-jacketed brick with small buttresses cut into the rock. There was a pile of stems and cherry pits on one landing, and the railing above them was white with bird droppings. Piggy leaned over the rail and said, “Hey, I can see seagulls down there. Flying around.”


    “Where?” Russ leaned over the railing, then said scornfully, “Those are pigeons. The Ghazoddis used to release them for rifle practice.”


    As Piggy turned to follow Russ down again, Donna caught a glimpse into his eyes, liquid and trembling with helplessness and despair. She’d seen that fear in him only once before, months ago when she’d stopped by his house on the way to school, just after the Emir’s assassination.


    The living room windows were draped and the room seemed unnaturally gloomy after being out in the morning sun. Blue television light flickered over shelves of shadowy ceramic figurines: Dresden milkmaids, Chantilly Chinamen, Meissen pug-dogs connected by a gold chain held in their champed jaws, naked Delft nymphs dancing.


    Piggy’s mother sat in a limp dressing gown, hair unbrushed, watching the funeral. She held a cup of oily looking coffee in one hand. Donna was surprised to see her up so early. Everyone said that she had a bad problem with alcohol, that even by service wife standards she was out of control.


    “Look at them,” Piggy’s mother said. On the screen were solemn processions of camels and Cadillacs, sheikhs in jellaba, keffigeh and mirrorshades, European dignitaries with wives in tasteful grey Parisian fashions. “They’ve got their nerve.”


    “Where did you put my lunch?” Piggy said loudly from the kitchen.


    “Making fun of the Kennedys, like that!” The Emir’s youngest son, no more than four years old, salaamed his father’s casket as it passed before him. “That kid’s bad enough, but you should see the mother, crying as if her heart were broken. It’s enough to turn your stomach. If I were Jackie, I’d—”


    Donna and Piggy and Russ had gone bowling the night the Emir was shot. This was out in the ruck of cheap joints that surrounded the base, catering almost exclusively to servicemen. When the Muzak piped through overhead speakers was interrupted for the news bulletin, everyone had stood up and cheered. Up we go someone had begun singing, and the rest had joined in, into the wild blue yonder . . . Donna had felt so sick with fear and disgust she had thrown up in the parking lot. “ I don’t think they’re making fun of anyone,” Donna said. “They’re just—”


    “Don’t talk to her!” The refrigerator door slammed shut. A cupboard door slammed open.


    Piggy’s mother smiled bitterly. “This is exactly what you’d expect from these ragheads. Pretending they’re white people, deliberately mocking their betters. Filthy brown animals.”


    “Mother! Where is my fucking lunch?”


    She looked at him then, jaw tightening. “Don’t you use that kind of language on me, young man.”


    “All right!” Piggy shouted. “All right, I’m going to school without lunch! Shows how much you care!”


    He turned to Donna and in the instant before he grabbed her wrist and dragged her out of the house, Donna could no longer hear the words, could only see that universe of baffled futility haunting Piggy’s eyes. That same look she glimpsed today.


    * * * *


    The railings were wooden now, half the posts rotting at their bases, with an occasional plank missing, wrenched off and thrown over the side by previous visitors. Donna’s knees buckled and she stumbled, almost lurching into the rock. “I have to stop,” she said, hating herself for it. “I cannot go one more step.”


    Piggy immediately collapsed on the landing. Russ hesitated, then climbed up to join them. They three sat staring out into nothing, legs over the Edge, arms clutching the rail.


    Piggy found a Pepsi can, logo in flowing Arabic, among the rubble. He held it in his left hand and began sticking holes in it with his butterfly knife, again and again, cackling like a demented sex criminal. “Exterminate the brutes!” he said happily. Then, with absolutely no transition he asked, “How are we ever going to get back up?” so dolorously Donna had to bite back her laughter.


    “Look, I just want to go on down a little bit more,” Russ said. “Why?” Piggy sounded petulant.


    “So I can get down enough to get away from this garbage.” He gestured at the cigarette butts, the broken brown glass, sparser than above but still there. “Just a little further, okay guys?” There an edge to his voice, and under that the faintest hint of a plea. Donna felt helpless before those eyes. She wished they were alone, so she could ask him what was wrong.


    Donna doubted that Russ himself knew what he expected to find down below. Did he think that if he went down far enough, he’d never have to climb back? She remembered the time in Mr. Herriman’s algebra class when a sudden tension in the air had made her glance across the room at Russ, and he was, with great concentration, tearing the pages out of his math text and dropping them one by one on the floor. He’d taken a five-day suspension for that, and Donna had never found out what it was all about. But there was a kind of glorious arrogance to the act; Russ had been born out of time. He really should have been a medieval prince, a Medici or one of the Sabakan pretenders.


    “Okay,” Donna said, and Piggy of course had to go along.


    Seven flights farther down the modern stairs came to an end. The wooden railing of the last short, septambic flight had been torn off entire, and laid across the steps. They had to step carefully between the uprights and the rails. But when they stood at the absolute bottom, they saw that there were stairs beyond the final landing, steps that had been cut into the stone itself. They were curving swaybacked things that millenia of rain and foot traffic had worn so uneven they were almost unpassable.


    Piggy groaned. “Man, you can’t expect us to go down that thing.”


    “Nobody’s asking you,” Russ said.


    * * * *


    They descended the old stairway backwards and on all fours. The wind breezed up, hitting them with the force of an unexpected shove first to one side and then the other. There were times when Donna was so frightened she thought she was going to freeze up and never move again. But at last the stone broadened and became a wide, even ledge, with caves leading back into the rock.


    The cliff face here was greenwhite with lichen, and had in ancient times been laboriously smoothed and carved. Between each cave (their mouths alone left in a natural state, unaltered) were heavy-thighed women—goddesses, perhaps, or demons or sacred dancers—their breasts and faces chipped away by the image-hating followers of the Prophet at a time when Mohammed yet lived. Their hands held loops of vines in which were entangled moons, cycling from new through waxing quarter and gibbous to full and then back through gibbous and waning quarter to dark. Piggy was gasping, his face bright with sweat, but he kept up his blustery front. “What the fuck is all this shit, man?”


    “It was a monastery,” Russ said. He walked along the ledge dazedly, a wondering half smile on his lips. “I read about this.” He stopped at a turquoise automobile door someone had flung over the Edge to be caught and tossed by fluke winds, the only piece of trash that had made it down this far. “Give me a hand.”


    He and Piggy lifted the door, swung it back and forth three times to build up momentum, then lofted it over the lip of the rock. They all three lay down on their stomachs to watch it fall away, turning end over end and seeming finally to flicker as it dwindled smaller and smaller, still falling. At last it shrank below the threshold of visibility and became one of a number of shifting motes in the downbelow, part of the slow, mazy movement of dead blood cells in the eyes’ vitreous humors. Donna turned over on her back, drew her head back from the rim, stared upward. The cliff seemed to be slowly tumbling forward, all the world inexorably, dizzyingly leaning down to crush her.


    “Let’s go explore the caves,” Piggy suggested.


    They were empty. The interiors of the caves extended no more than thirty feet into the rock, but they had all been elaborately worked, arched ceilings carved with thousands of faux tesserae, walls adorned with bas-relief pillars. Between the pillars the walls were taken up with long shelves carved into the stone. No artifacts remained, not so much as a potsherd or a splinter of bone. Piggy shone his pocket flash into every shadowy niche. “Somebody’s been here before us and taken everything,” he said.


    “The Historic Registry people, probably.” Russ ran a hand over one shelf. It was the perfect depth and height for a line of three-pound coffee cans. “This is where they stowed the skulls. When a monk grew so spiritually developed he no longer needed the crutch of physical existence, his fellows would render the flesh from his bones and enshrine his skull. They poured wax in the sockets, then pushed in opals while it was still warm. They slept beneath the faintly gleaming eyes of their superiors.”


    When they emerged it was twilight, the first stars appearing from behind a sky fading from blue to purple. Donna looked down on the moon. It was as big as a plate, full and bright. The rilles, dry seas and mountain chains were preternaturally distinct. Somewhere in the middle was Tranquility Base, where Neil Armstrong had planted the American flag.


    “Jeez, it’s late,” Donna said. “If we don’t start home soon, my mom is going to have a cow.”


    “We still haven’t figured a way to get back up,” Piggy reminded her. Then, “We’ll probably have to stay here. Learn to eat owls and grow crops sideways on the cliff face. Start our own civilization. Our only serious problem is the imbalance of sexes, but even that’s not insurmountable.” He put an arm around Donna’s shoulders, grabbed at her breast. “You’d pull the train for us, wouldn’t you, Donna?”


    Angrily she pushed him away and said, “You keep a clean mouth! I’m so tired of your juvenile talk and behavior.”


    “Hey, calm down, it’s cool.” That panicky look was back in his eyes, the forced knowledge that he was not in control, could never be in control, that there was no such thing as control. He smiled weakly, placatingly.


    “No, it is not. It is most emphatically not ‘cool.’“ Suddenly she was white and shaking with fury. Piggy was a spoiler. His simple presence ruined any chance she might have had to talk with Russ, find out just what was bugging him, get him to finally, really notice her. “I am sick of having to deal with your immaturity, your filthy language and your crude behavior.”


    Piggy turned pink and began stuttering.


    Russ reached a hand into his pocket, pulled out a chunk of foil-wrapped hash, and a native tin pipe with a carved coral bowl. The kind of thing the local beggar kids sold for twenty-nine cents. “Anybody want to get stoned?” he asked suavely.


    “You bastard!” Piggy laughed. “You told me you were out!”


    Russ shrugged. “I lied.” He lit the pipe carefully, drew in, passed it to Donna. She took it from his fingers, felt how cold they were to her touch, looked up over the pipe and saw his face, thin and ascetic, eyelids closed, pale and Christlike through the blue smoke. She loved him intensely in that instant and wished she could sacrifice herself for his happiness. The pipe’s stem was overwarm, almost hot, between her lips. She drew in deep.


    The smoke was raspy in her throat, then tight and swirling in her lungs. It shot up into her head, filled it with buzzing harmonics: the air, the sky, the rock behind her back all buzzing, ballooning her skull outward in a visionary rush that forced wide open first her eyes and then her mouth. She choked and spasmodically coughed. More smoke than she could imagine possibly holding in her lungs gushed out into the universe.


    “Hey, watch that pipe!” Piggy snatched it from her distant fingers. They tingled with pinpricks of pain like tiny stars in the darkness of her flesh. “You were spilling the hash!” The evening light was abuzz with energy, the sky swarming up into her eyes. Staring out into the darkening air, the moon rising below her and the stars as close and friendly as those in a children’s book illustration, she felt at peace, detached from worldly cares. “Tell us about the monastery, Russ,” she said, in the same voice she might have used a decade before to ask her father for a story.


    “Yeah, tell us about the monastery, Unca Russ,” Piggy said, but with jeering undertones. Piggy was always sucking up to Russ, but there was tension there too, and his sarcastic little challenges were far from rare. It was classic beta male jealousy, straight out of Primate Psychology 101.


    “It’s very old,” Russ said. “Before the sufis, before Mohammed, even before the Zoroastrians crossed the gulf, the native mystics would renounce the world and go to live in cliffs on the Edge of the World. They cut the steps down, and once down, they never went back up again.”


    “How did they eat then?” Piggy asked skeptically.


    “They wished their food into existence. No, really! It was all in their creation myth: In the beginning all was Chaos and Desire. The world was brought out of Chaos—by which they meant unformed matter—by Desire, or Will. It gets a little inconsistent after that, because it wasn’t really a religion, but more like a system of magic. They believed that the world wasn’t complete yet, that for some complicated reason it could never be complete. So there’s still traces of the old Chaos lingering just beyond the Edge, and it can be tapped by those who desire it strongly enough, if they have distanced themselves from the things of the world. These mystics used to come down here to meditate against the moon and work miracles.


    “This wasn’t sophisticated stuff like the Tantric monks in Tibet or anything, remember. It was like a primitive form of animism, a way to force the universe to give you what you wanted. So the holy men would come down here and they’d wish for . . . like riches, you know? Filigreed silver goblets with rubies, mounds of moonstones, elfinbone daggers sharper than Damascene steel. Only once they got them they weren’t supposed to want them. They’d just throw them over the Edge. There were these monasteries all along the cliffs. The farther from the world they were, the more spiritually advanced.”


    “So what happened to the monks?”


    “There was a king—Althazar? I forget his name. He was this real greedhead, started sending his tax collectors down to gather up everything the monks brought into existence. Must’ve figured, hey, the monks weren’t using them. Which as it turned out was like a real major blasphemy, and the monks got pissed. The boss mystics, all the real spiritual heavies, got together for this big confab. Nobody knows how. There’s one of the classics claims they could run sideways on the cliff just like it was the ground, but I don’t know. Doesn’t matter. So one night they all of them, every monk in the world, meditated at the same time. They chanted together, they said, It is not enough that Althazar should die, for he has blasphemed. He must suffer a doom such as has been visited on no man before. He must be unmade, uncreated, reduced to less than has ever been. And they prayed that there be no such king as Althazar, that his life and history be unmade, so that there never had been such king as Althazar.


    “And he was no more.


    “But so great was their yearning for oblivion that when Althazar ceased to be, his history and family as well, they were left feeling embittered and did not know why. And not knowing why, their hatred turned upon themselves, and their wish for destruction, and they too all of a single night, ceased to be.” He fell silent.


    At last Piggy said, “You believe that crap?” Then, when there was no answer, “It’s none of it true, man! Got that? There’s no magic, and there never was.” Donna could see that he was really angry, threatened on some primal level by the possibility that someone he respected could even begin to believe in magic. His face got pink, the way it always did when he lost control.


    “No, it’s all bullshit,” Russ said bitterly. “Like everything else.”


    They passed the pipe around again. Then Donna leaned back, stared straight out, and said, “If I could wish for anything, you know what I’d wish for?”


    “Bigger tits?”


    She was so weary now, so pleasantly washed out, that it was easy to ignore Piggy. “I’d wish I knew what the situation was.”


    “What situation?” Piggy asked. Donna was feeling langorous, not at all eager to explain herself, and she waved away the question. But he persisted. “What situation?”


    “Any situation. I mean, all the time, I find myself talking with people and I don’t know what’s really going on. What games they’re playing. Why they’re acting the way they are. I wish I knew what the situation was.”


    The moon floated before her, big and fat and round as a griffin’s egg, shining with power. She could feel that power washing through her, the background radiation of decayed chaos spread across the sky at a uniform three degrees Kelvin. Even now, spent and respent, a coin fingered and thinned to the worn edge of nonexistence, there was power out there, enough to flatten planets.


    Staring out at that great fat boojum snark of a moon, she felt the flow of potential worlds, and within the cold silver disk of that jester’s skull, rank with magic, sensed the invisible presence of Russ’s primitive monks, men whose minds were nowhere near comprehensible to her, yet vibrated with power, existing as matrices of patterned stress, no more actual than Donald Duck, but no less powerful either. She was caught in a waking fantasy, in which the sky was full of power and all of it accessible to her. Monks sat empty handed over their wishing bowls, separated from her by the least fictions of time and reality. For an eternal instant all possibilities fanned out to either side, equally valid, no one more real than any other. Then the world turned under her, and her brain shifted back to realtime.


    “Me,” Piggy said, “I just wish I knew how to get back up the stairs.”


    They were silent for a moment. Then it occurred to Donna that here was the perfect opportunity to find out what was bugging Russ. If she asked cautiously enough, if the question hit him just right, if she were just plain lucky, he might tell her everything. She cleared her throat. “Russ? What do you wish?”


    In the bleakest voice imaginable, Russ said, “I wish I’d never been born.”


    She turned to ask him why, and he wasn’t there.


    “Hey,” Donna said. “Where’d Russ go?”


    Piggy looked at her oddly. “Who’s Russ?”


    * * * *


    It was a long trip back up. They carried the length of wooden railing between them, and every now and then Piggy said, “Hey, wasn’t this a great idea of mine? This’ll make a swell ladder.”


    “Yeah, great,” Donna would say, because he got mad when she didn’t respond. He got mad too, whenever she started to cry, but there wasn’t anything she could do about that. She couldn’t even explain why she was crying, because in all the world—of all his friends, acquaintances, teachers, even his parents—she was the only one who remembered that Russ had ever existed.


    The horrible thing was that she had no specific memories of him, only a vague feeling of what his presence had been like, and a lingering sense of longing and frustration.


    She no longer even remembered his face.


    “Do you want to go first or last?” Piggy had asked her.


    When she’d replied, “Last. If I go first, you’ll stare at my ass all the way up,” he’d actually blushed. Without Russ to show off in front of, Piggy was a completely different person, quiet and not at all abusive. He even kept his language clean.


    But that didn’t help, for just being in his presence was enough to force understanding on her: That his bravado was fueled by his insecurities and aspirations, that he masturbated nightly and with self-loathing, that he despised his parents and longed in vain for the least sign of love from them. That the way he treated her was the sum and total of all of this and more.


    She knew exactly what the situation was.


    Dear God, she prayed, let it be that I won’t have this kind of understanding when I reach the top. Or else make it so that situations won’t be so painful up there, that knowledge won’t hurt like this, that horrible secrets won’t lie under the most innocent word.


    They carried their wooden burden upward, back toward the world.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1989 by Michael Swanwick; this story first appeared in Full Spectrum 2.
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    A chilly January night in Roswell. Joe Bauman has discovered that’s normal for eastern New Mexico. It gets hot here in the summer, but winters can be a son of a bitch. That Roswell’s high up—3,600 feet—only makes the cold colder. Makes the sky clearer, too. A million stars shine down on Joe.


    One of those stars is his: the big red one marking the Texaco station at 1200 West Second Street. He nods to himself in slow satisfaction. He’s had a good run, a hell of a good run, here in Roswell. The way it looks right now, he’ll settle down here and run the gas station full time when his playing days are done.


    Won’t be long, either. He’ll turn thirty-two in April, about when the season starts. Ballplayers, even ones like him who never come within miles of the big time, know how sharply mortal their careers are. If he doesn’t, the ache in his knees when he turns on a fastball will remind him.


    He glances down at his watch, which he wears on his right wrist—he’s a lefty all the way. It’s getting close to nine o’clock. He looks up Second Street. Then he looks down the street. No traffic either way. People here make jokes about rolling up the sidewalks after the sun goes down. With maybe 20,000 people, Roswell seems plenty big and bustling to Joe. It’s a damn sight bigger than Welch, Oklahoma, the pissant village where he was born, that’s for sure.


    He could close up and go home. Chances that he’ll have any more business are pretty slim. But the sign in the rectangular iron frame says open ’til midnight. He’ll stick around. You never can tell.


    And it’s not as if he’s never done this before. Dorothy will be amazed if he does come home early. He’s got a TV set—a Packard Bell, just a year old—in a back room, and a beat-up rocking chair she was glad to see the last of, and a shelf with a few books in case he doesn’t feel like staring at the television. He’s got an old, humming refrigerator in there, too (he thinks of it as an icebox more often than not), with some beer. Except for a bed, all the comforts of home.


    When he goes in there, he ducks to make sure he doesn’t bang his head. He’s a great big buy—six-five, maybe 235. Maybe more like 250 now, when he’s not in playing shape. Lots and lots of afternoons in the sun have weathered the skin on his face and his forearms and especially his hands.


    He leaves the door to the back room open so headlights will warn him in case anybody does come in. When he turns on the TV, the picture is snowy. He needs a tall antenna to bring it in at all, because Roswell doesn’t have a station of its own, though there’s talk of getting one. It isn’t nine yet. Milton Berle isn’t on. Joe can’t stand the program that runs ahead of him. He turns the sound down to nothing. He doesn’t turn the set off: then it would have to warm up again, and he might miss something. But he does ignore it for the time being.


    To kill time till Uncle Miltie’s inspired lunacy, he pulls a book off the shelf. “Oh, yeah—the weird one,” he mutters. Something called The Supernatural Reader, a bunch of stories put together by Groff and Lucy Conklin. Groff—there’s a handle for you.


    Brand-new book, or near enough. Copyright 1953. He found it in a Salvation Army store. Cost him a dime. How can you go wrong?


    Story he’s reading is called “Pickup from Olympus,” by a fellow named Pangborn. The guy in the story runs a gas station, which makes it extra interesting for Joe. And there’s a ’37 Chevy pickup in it, and damned if he didn’t learn to drive on one of those before he went into the Navy.


    But the people, if that’s what you’d call them, in the pickup…Joe shakes his head. “Weird,” he says again. “Really weird.” He’s the kind of guy who likes things nailed down tight.


    He puts The Supernatural Reader back on the shelf. With a grunt, he heaves his bulk out of the rocker, walks over to the television, and twists the volume knob to the right. When he plops himself down in the chair once more, it creaks and kind of shudders. One of these days, it’ll fall apart when he does that, and leave him with his ass on the floor. But not yet. Not yet.


    A chorus of men dressed the way he would be if he really spiffed himself up—dressed like actors playing service-station jockeys instead of real ones, in other words—bursts into staticky song:


    “Oh, we’re the men of Texaco.


    We work from Maine to Mexico.


    There’s nothing like this Texaco of ours;


    Our show tonight is powerful,


    We’ll wow you with an hourful


    of howls from a showerful of stars;


    We’re the merry Texaco-men!


    Tonight we may be showmen;


    Tomorrow we’ll be servicing your cars!”


    Joe sings along, even if he can’t carry a tune in a pail. Texaco is his outfit, too, even more than the Roswell Rockets are. If you’re not a big-leaguer—and sometimes even if you are—baseball is only a part-time job. He’ll get six hundred dollars a month to swing the bat this year, and a grand as a signing bonus. For a guy in a Class C league, that’s great money. But a gas station, now, a gas station is a living for the rest of his life. You get into your thirties, you start worrying about stuff like that. You’d goddamn well better, anyhow.


    Out comes Milton Berle. He’s in a dress. Joe guffaws. Christ on His crutch, but Milton Berle makes an ugly broad. Joe remembers how horny he got when he was in the Navy and didn’t even see a woman for months at a time. If he’d seen one who looked like that, he would have kept right on being horny.


    Or maybe not. When you’re twenty years old, what the hell are you but a hard-on with legs?


    Uncle Miltie starts strumming a ukulele. If that’s not scary, his singing is. It’s way worse than Joe’s. Joe laughs fit to bust a gut. He hope the picture stays halfway decent. This is gonna be a great show.


    * * * *


    There’s a sudden glow of headlights against the far wall of the back room. “Well, shit,” Joe mutters. He didn’t think it was real likely he’d get a customer this time of night. But he didn’t go home. Unlikely doesn’t mean impossible. Anybody who’s spent years on a baseball field will tell you that. Play long enough and you’ll see everything.


    Out of the chair he comes—one more time. He doesn’t want to turn his back on Milton Berle, but he does. When you’re there to do a job, you’ve got to do it. Anybody who made it through the Depression has learned that the hard way.


    Parked by the pumps is…Joe shakes his head, wondering about himself. Why the hell should he expect a ’37 Chevy pickup? That damn book, he thinks. That crazy story.


    But the story wouldn’t get to him the way it does if he lived in Santa Fe or Lubbock. Something funny happened in Roswell a few years before he got here. He doesn’t exactly know what. The locals don’t talk about it much, not where he can overhear. They like him and everything. He knocks enough balls over the right-field fence for the ballclub, they’d better like him. Still and all, he remains half a stranger. Roswell may be bigger than Welch, Oklahoma, but it’s still a small town.


    Nobody here laughs about flying-saucer yarns, though. They do in Midland and Odessa and Artesia and the other Longhorn League towns, but not in Roswell.


    Anyway, in spite of his jimjams, it’s not a ’37 Chevy pickup stopped in front of the pumps, engine ticking as it cools down. It’s an Olds Rocket 88, so new it might have just come off the floor in Albuquerque or El Paso, the two nearest cities with Oldsmobile dealerships.


    As he walks around to the driver’s side, the jingle that started off the TV show pops back into his head, God knows why. We’ll wow you with an hourful of howls from a showerful of stars. That’s what he’s singing under his breath before the guy in the Oldsmobile rolls down the window so they can talk.


    Warmer air gusts out of the car; Joe feels it against his cheek. Well, of course a baby like this will come with a heater. He’s already noticed it sports a radio antenna. Probably has an automatic transmission, too, he thinks. All the expensive options.


    Whoever’s in there, it’s not one of his regulars. He’s never seen this car before. And besides, his regulars are home at this time of night. If they’ve got TVs, they’re watching Uncle Miltie, same as he was. If they don’t, they’re listening to the radio or playing cards or reading a book. Or maybe they’ve already gone to bed. Not much to keep you up late in Roswell.


    “What can I do for you?” he asks, trying not to sound pissed off because he’s missing his show. “Just gas? Or do you want me to look under the hood and check your tires, too?”


    For a long moment, there’s no answer. He wonders if the driver savvies English. Old Mexico’s less than a hundred miles away. Roswell has a barrio. Some of the greasers are wild Rockets fans. Some of them bring their jalopies here because he plays for the team.


    Because they do, he can make a stab at asking his question in Spanish. It’s crappy Spanish, sure, but maybe the guy will comprende. He’s just about to when the driver says, “Just gas, please. Five gallons of regular.”


    Joe frowns. It’s a funny voice, half rasp, half squeak. And he wants to dig a finger into his ear. It’s as if he’s hearing the other guy inside his head, someplace way down deep. And…“You sure, Mister? You got a V-8 in there, you know. You really ought to feed it ethyl. Yeah, costs a couple cents more a gallon, but you make it back in performance and then some. Less engine wear, too.”


    Another pause. Maybe the driver’s thinking it over. Joe eyes him, trying to pretend he’s not doing it. The fellow’s funny-looking, which is putting it mildly. Joe wonders if he is a guy. He’s sure not very big—he’s got the seat shoved all the way forward. His face is smooth as a girl’s, maybe even smoother. But he’s got on a white shirt, a jacket with lapels, sunglasses even though it’s nighttime, and a fedora with no hair—no hair at all—sticking out from under it. Joe sees there are two more in the car with him, one in front and one in back. They both look and dress like the fellow behind the wheel, poor bastards.


    This pause lasts so long, Joe gets ready to try his half-assed Spanish again. Before he can, the driver says, “Regular, please. Less lead goes into the air that way.”


    “Huh?” Joe says. Then he remembers ethyl is short for tetraethyl lead. It’s what they put in gas to make it knock less.


    “Less lead,” the driver repeats. “Less air pollution.” He reaches out the window to point at the Texaco sign. His hand is tiny. It’s as smooth as his face. And it has only three fingers to go with the thumb. It doesn’t look as if he’s lost one in an accident or during the war. It looks as if he was born that way. He goes on, “You are a man of the star. You have the emblem. You have the song. You should understand such things.”


    Was Joe singing the jingle loud enough for the guy to hear him? He doesn’t think so, especially since the Olds’ window was closed then. He’s not a hundred percent sure, though, so he doesn’t push it.


    To hide his unease—that voice still seems to form in the middle of his head—he tries to turn it into a joke: “I’m not just a man of the star, Mac.” He also points to the Texaco sign. “I’m a man of the Rockets.”


    The guy behind the wheel takes off his sunglasses. His eyes are enormous. They reflect light like a cat’s. Human eyes don’t do that. When they meet Joe’s, he tries to look away, but finds he can’t. They peer into him, as if through a window. He knows he should be scared, but he isn’t.


    “A man of the star, and of the Rockets!” the little guy says. His eyes get bigger yet. Joe hasn’t believed they could. “Why, so you are! What a pleasant coincidence! In this vehicle, so are we.”


    His two buddies wriggle and twitch as if he’s just come out with something way funnier than any Milton Berle one-liner. “What are you doing to me?” Joe hears his own voice as if from very far away—certainly from farther away than the driver’s. That should be impossible. But unlikely isn’t the same thing, a thought he’s had not long before. He tries again: “What are you going to do to me?”


    One more pause from inside the Oldsmobile. It’s as if the driver has to translate even the simplest English into something he can understand. Martian? Joe wonders. His feet want to run, but they can’t. He’s frozen where he stands, even more than he would be by a wicked curveball.


    “I am buying five gallons of regular from you,” the driver eventually answers. “That is what I am doing to you. And you are a man of the star, and of the Rockets. It is only right that you should be far-traveled in your trade, and so you shall be. And no, since you are curious, we do not speak Martian.” His friends wriggle and twitch again. He adds, “We are from farther away than that ourselves.”


    What’s farther away than Mars? That thought fills Joe’s mind as the driver puts his sunglasses back on. The second he does, most of what they’ve been talking about falls right out of Joe’s mind. He finds himself staring up at the stars, the way he was before he went in to watch Milton Berle. Boy, they look a long way off tonight! He wonders why—but not for long.


    “Five gallons of regular, you said, sir?” he asks the little bald guy behind the wheel.


    “That’s right,” the driver answers after a hesitation Joe should find odd but somehow doesn’t. It’s almost as if he’s used to it.


    He pumps the gas. It comes to a dollar thirty-five. The little guy gives him a ten-spot. He has to go inside to make change: he knows he’s only got six bucks in his own wallet. He’s just coming out when the Rocket 88 drives off. “Hey, wait!” Joe yells, money clenched in his big, beefy fist. “You forgot your…” His voice trails off. The car isn’t coming back. He gets a tip every once in a while, but he’s never got one like this before.


    Shaking his head, he goes back in to finish watching his TV show. Uncle Miltie is spoofing The Shadow, which still runs on the radio. “I am Lamont Creampuff!” he intones. “I have the power to crowd men’s minds!” He shoves, uselessly, at two enormous actors who are crowding him. With a pathetic shrug, he goes, “Well, sometimes.”


    Joe should be falling out of the chair laughing. He knows he should. For some reason he can’t fathom, though, he doesn’t find the sketch funny.


    * * * *


    Not much to spring training, not when you play for an independent team in a Class C league. On weekends, the guys go out to Park Field to hit and to field grounders and shag flies. Joe puts in as much time as he can. He usually gets off to a slow start. Maybe this year he won’t. He can hope. You can always hope, even if you’re in the Longhorn League.


    He doesn’t remember much of what happened that cold January night. Most of what he does remember is missing part of Milton Berle and getting the nice tip. Sometimes he thinks there’s more to it, but less and less as the days go by.


    He doesn’t talk about it. What’s to say? Nothing that makes sense. Nothing anybody will believe. He can’t even joke about it, the way Berle made a joke out of Lamont Cranston. People in Roswell don’t laugh at jokes about flying saucers.


    He boots a ground ball. It goes right between his legs. “What the hell’s the matter with you?” says the guy who hit it. “You shoulda snagged that one in your sleep.”


    “Musta been thinking about something else,” Joe answers sheepishly. Why is he worrying about flying saucers? He’s never seen one in his life. He’s seen the two red taillights of that Oldsmobile receding down Second Street, though.


    “Don’t think, for Chrissakes,” the other Rocket tells him. “You’ll only screw yourself up.”


    He’s not wrong. You can’t think when you’re playing ball. You’ll be a split second late, half a step slow, if you do. You have to play and play and play till your body automatically knows what to do, and your head backs off and lets it.


    Joe’s swing is like that. He’s always been a hard hitter. This year, he’s something extra special. The ball jumps off his bat, in the practices and after the season starts. Some of the shots he hits go farther than Professor Goddard’s prewar experiments that give the Roswell Rockets their name.


    He hits ’em long. He hits ’em early. He hits ’em often. The Longhorn League belongs to the hitters. So do the West Texas-New Mexico League, the Big State League, and the Arizona-Texas League, all in the same part of the country. The air is thin. The weather’s hot. Pitching staffs are small, and wear down as summer grinds along. Lots of guys run up big old numbers here. But even by the inflated standards people in these parts are used to, Joe has a season to remember.


    They play mostly night games. During the day, when the Rockets are home, Joe pumps gas. At night, he takes dead aim at the whitewashed planks of the right-field fence at Park Field. It’s only 329 down the line. He’s smacking ’em way farther than that. He knocks one into the rodeo grounds next to the ballpark, which interrupts the calf-roping.


    He gets a free ham every time he hits one out, too: the team has a deal with a local meat packer. He doesn’t keep most of them. Some of the Cuban kids who play for the Rockets praying a big-league organization will notice them are hungry all the time. They don’t get paid the way he does, and they need the meat.


    He passes fifty homers early in August. By the end of the month, with the season winding down, he has sixty-four. That means he’s passed Babe Ruth, whose sixty have stood as the major-league mark since 1927. But the record in the minors is sixty-nine. Joe Hauser did it in 1933, and Bob Crues tied it in 1949 playing for Amarillo in the West Texas-New Mexico League. Joe Bauman played with him there a couple of years earlier.


    One the night of September 1, Joe gets close. Real close. The Sweetwater Spudders are in Roswell. Their franchise is spuddering; they moved from Wichita Falls in June. And Joe has a game for the ages. Four homers. A double. Ten RBIs. Oh, yeah. The Rockets win, 15-9.


    Sixty-eight. One to tie the record. Two to bust it wide open. Nobody in history has ever hit seventy, not since Abner Doubleday said “Let there be bases” and there were bases. All of a sudden, Joe’s a big story. Oh, he’s been a big story in Roswell the whole season, and in the other Longhorn League towns, too. But now he’s a story across the whole country. AP lines carry news of what he’s doing from coast to coast. When’s the last time that happened in Roswell?


    Oh. The thing back in ’47, the one people don’t care to talk about. Whenever Joe thinks about that, he shies away from it like a cat that just got a squirt in the face from a water pistol. So he doesn’t think about it much. It’s not as if he hasn’t got other things on his mind.


    The next day, Pat Stasey, the manager, moves him from cleanup to the leadoff spot so he’ll get more chances to hit. But he doesn’t connect on the second. The record sits on his shoulders, heavy as a piano. He hates the flash bulbs going off every time he comes up. It’s not just the local photographers, either. Sports Illustrated has sent a guy to Roswell. So has Life. He is big news, and kind of wishes he weren’t.


    The game on the third, against Midland, is the Rockets’ last one at Park Field. Joe ties the record in the seventh inning. The piano falls off. But if he’s gonna break it, he’ll have to break it on the road. Along with the rest of the guys, he climbs into the bus for the long, hot haul to Big Spring, Texas. The national shutterbugs and reporters bum lifts from the gentlemen of the Fourth Estate who usually cover Longhorn League games. A little convoy rolls east along US 380.


    Not quite knowing why, Joe wonders if he’ll see a Rocket 88 pacing the rickety old bus, but he doesn’t. Is that good news or bad? He’s not even sure it’s news at all.


    Big Spring is bad news. The Broncs won’t pitch to him. Time after time, he has to toss the bat aside and trot down to first base. Even the Big Spring fans boo. The Rockets have nothing else to play for. They won’t win the pennant. Artesia has already clinched it. And that’s where they head next, for a Sunday doubleheader to close out the season.


    Joe played for Artesia for a couple of years before moving up to Roswell ahead of the ’53 season because he could get the Texaco station there. The fans of the NuMexers (they were the Drillers when he played for them) razz him whenever he comes back to town.


    “Whoever made this schedule’s just plain squirrely,” Stasey complains. “Two hundred miles from Roswell to Big Spring, two hundred more from Big Spring back to Artesia. But Artesia’s only forty miles south of Roswell. We shoulda gone there first, then into Texas.”


    “You want things to make sense, you shouldn’t play this game,” says Vallie Eaves, the pitching coach. He’s past forty, but he still goes out on the mound every once in a while. When he was younger, he made it to the bigs—the only Rocket who can say that. He wasn’t very good, but he made it. Stasey and Joe nod.


    Before the game, the Artesia manager walks over to Joe. “I heard what they done to you in Big Spring,” he says, and spits a stream of tobacco juice onto the hard-baked ground. “I think that was chickenshit. We’ll pitch to you. We won’t groove one, but we’ll give you your chance. Fair’s fair.”


    “Obliged,” Joe answers. “That’s white of you.” Would the other manager say the same thing if he didn’t have the pennant sewed up? Not likely! But Joe will take what he can get.


    He happens to notice three little bald guys in fedoras and sunglasses sitting in the grandstand back of first base. They look so strange, he almost points them out to the guys he plays with. Somehow, though, it slips his mind. As a matter of fact, it slips right out his mind. So do they, which is odd, because they’re down by the front. And none of the other Rockets seems to see them at all.


    Joe still feels funny batting leadoff, but whatthehell, whatthehell. Though Artesia hasn’t liked him since he bailed for Roswell, the crowd cheers and stomps when the PA announcer calls his name. That, or something, makes him feel easier as he steps to the plate.


    On the hill for the NuMexers is a Cuban kid, José Galardo. Their manager wasn’t kidding—he pitches to Joe. Joe takes a couple, fouls off a couple. Artesia has a big ballpark. It’s over 350 to right, and the wind blows toward the plate. If Joe breaks the record, he won’t break it with a cheap shot.


    The kid comes in with a fastball on the 2-2 pitch. Joe swings. Nothing sweeter than bat hitting ball squarely. He knows it’s gone before he finishes his follow-through. No, it’s no cheap home run. It’s way the hell out of there.


    “Number seventy!” the PA man yells. Like a man in a dream, Joe rounds the bases. His feet hardly seem to touch the ground. If hitting number sixty-nine was getting the piano off his back, seventy is the piano stool. When his spikes come down on the plate, he’s grinning just like Christmas.


    And it’s just like Christmas another way, too. When you do something special in the Longhorn League, the fans let you know they appreciate it. They shove cash out through the chicken-wire screening that keeps foul line drives from murdering them. Joe walks down the first- and third-base lines, gathering it in.


    He doesn’t count it as he collects, but it’s got to be a month’s pay, maybe more. Certainly more in effect. Because it’s cash, the IRS won’t have to hear about it.


    One of the bills is a C-note. The hand that thrusts it at Joe is very small, and has only four fingers. “Well done, man of the star,” says a strange voice—half growly, half squeaky—that seems to come from inside his head. Joe blinks, like a man trying to awaken from a dream. But the dream is too sweet. He walks on down the line, grabbing more greenbacks. Photographers follow, clicking away. By the time he gets back to the dugout, he doesn’t care about the voice any more. Still a game—no, two games—to play.


    Roswell wins the first one. And the Rockets murder the NuMexers, 17-0, in the nightcap. Joe launches two more in the second game, one off a guy named John Goodell and one off Frank Galardo, who happens to be José’s uncle. That lets the Rockets slide into second, half a game ahead of the Carlsbad Potashers.


    So it’s a busful of happy ballplayers who go back up US 285 to Roswell. Happy reporters and photographers, too—they have their story. And the national guys are doubly happy. They can get the hell out of New Mexico and back to the big city.


    When Joe comes home, Dorothy shows him a fistful of wires. They’re all congratulating him, telling him what a great guy he is. That’s nice, sure. Then he shows her all the money the Artesia fans gave him. That’s way nicer.


    More wires the next morning. By then, he’s back at Joe Bauman’s Texaco, pumping gas. Almost the first thing that happens when he gets there is, a Rocket 88 Olds pulls up to the pump. In it are…a guy with greasy hair and kind of a cute redhead. They congratulate him, too. They were at the game when he hit his sixty-ninth. He fills the Olds’ tank. He takes their money and makes change. He feels disappointed, and can’t say why.


    * * * *


    He hopes something big will come from his record, but it doesn’t. No major-league team cares about an old first baseman who hit a ton and a half of homers in the low minors. The San Francisco Seals from the PCL call, but that doesn’t pan out, either. He plays two more years for Roswell, then hangs ’em up for good. Pumping gas, fixing cars…Yeah, you can make a lifetime living at that. And he does.


    He always wonders if he could have hacked it. Anybody good enough to play the game for money does. Joe has better reason than most. If he’d done some things differently back in the Forties…Too late now.


    Years go by. That thing people in Roswell didn’t talk about? Some folks decide they can make money off it. Before long, people sell funny-looking aliens with big eyes in every gift shop, every drug store, every Seven-Eleven. Even in gas stations.


    Joe won’t sell them. The first time he sees one, he studies it for a second, then shakes his head. “Nah,” he says. “They don’t look quite like that.”


    “Oh, yeah? And how do you know?” asks the poker buddy he’s with—they’re on a beer run.


    He has no idea. “I just know, that’s all,” he says. The poker buddy gives him the horselaugh. He takes it. What else can he do? But, the rest of his days, he never laughs at a flying-saucer joke. Never once.


    * * * *
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    THE UGLY CHICKENS, by Howard Waldrop


    First published in Universe 10, August 1980


    My car was broken, and I had a class to teach at eleven. So I took the city bus, something I rarely do.


    I spent last summer crawling through The Big Thicket with cameras and tape recorder, photographing and taping two of the last ivory-billed woodpeckers on the earth. You can see the films at your local Audubon Society showroom.


    This year I wanted something just as flashy but a little less taxing. Perhaps a population study on the Bermuda cahow, or the New Zealand takahe. A month or so in the warm (not hot) sun would do me a world of good. To say nothing of the advance of science.


    I was idly leafing through Greenway’s Extinct and Vanishing Birds of the World. The city bus was winding its way through the ritzy neighborhoods of Austin, stopping to let off the chicanas, black women, and Vietnamese who tended the kitchens and gardens of the rich.


    “I haven’t seen any of those ugly chickens in a long time,” said a voice close by.


    A grey-haired lady was leaning across the aisle toward me.


    I looked at her, then around. Maybe she was a shopping-bag lady. Maybe she was just talking. I looked straight at her. No doubt about it, she was talking to me. She was waiting for an answer.


    “I used to live near some folks who raised them when I was a girl,” she said. She pointed.


    I looked down at the page my book was open to.


    What I should have said was: “That is quite impossible, madam. This is a drawing of an extinct bird of the island of Mauritius. It is perhaps the most famous dead bird in the world. Maybe you are mistaking this drawing for that of some rare Asiatic turkey, peafowl, or pheasant. I am sorry, but you are mistaken.”


    I should have said all that.


    What she said was, “Oops, this is my stop,” and got up to go.


    My name is Paul Linberl. I am twenty-six years old, a graduate student in ornithology at the University of Texas, a teaching assistant. My name is not unknown in the field. I have several vices and follies, but I don’t think foolishness is one of them.


    The stupid thing for me to do would have been to follow her.


    She stepped off the bus.


    I followed her.


    * * * *


    I came into the departmental office, trailing scattered papers in the whirlwind behind me. “Martha! Martha!” I yelled.


    She was doing something in the supply cabinet.


    “Jesus, Paul! What do you want?”


    “Where’s Courtney?”


    “At the conference in Houston. You know that. You missed your class. What’s the matter?”


    “Petty cash. Let me at it!”


    “Payday was only a week ago. If you can’t…”


    “It’s business! It’s fame and adventure and the chance of a lifetime! It’s a long sea voyage that leaves…a plane ticket. To either Jackson, Mississippi or Memphis. Make it Jackson, it’s closer. I’ll get receipts! I’ll be famous. Courtney will be famous. You’ll even be famous! This university will make even more money! I’ll pay you back. Give me some paper. I gotta write Courtney a note. When’s the next plane out? Could you get Marie and Chuck to take over my classes Tuesday and Wednesday? I’ll try to be back Thursday unless something happens. Courtney’ll be back tomorrow, right? I’ll call him from, well, wherever. Do you have some coffee?…”


    And so on and so forth. Martha looked at me like I was crazy. But she filled out the requisition anyway.


    “What do I tell Kemejian when I ask him to sign these?”


    “Martha, babe, sweetheart. Tell him I’ll get his picture in Scientific American.”


    “He doesn’t read it.”


    “Nature, then!”


    “I’ll see what I can do,” she said.


    * * * *


    The lady I had followed off the bus was named Jolyn (Smith) Jimson. The story she told me was so weird that it had to be true. She knew things only an expert, or someone with firsthand experience, could know. I got names from her, and addresses, and directions, and tidbits of information. Plus a year: 1927.


    And a place: northern Mississippi.


    I gave her my copy of the Greenway book. I told her I’d call her as soon as I got back into town. I left her standing on the corner near the house of the lady she cleaned for twice a week. Jolyn Jimson was in her sixties.


    * * * *


    Think of the dodo as a baby harp seal with feathers. I know that’s not even close, but it saves time.


    In 1507, the Portuguese, on their way to India, found the (then unnamed) Mascarene Islands in the Indian Ocean—three of them a few hundred miles apart, all east and north of Madagascar.


    It wasn’t until 1598, when that old Dutch sea captain Cornelius van Neck bumped into them, that the islands received their names—names which changed several times through the centuries as the Dutch, French, and English changed them every war or so. They are now know as Rodriguez, Réunion, and Mauritius.


    The major feature of these islands were large flightless birds, stupid, ugly, bad-tasting birds. Van Neck and his men named them dod-aarsen, stupid ass, or dodars, silly birds, or solitaires.


    There were three species—the dodo of Mauritius, the real grey-brown, hooked-beak clumsy thing that weighed twenty kilos or more; the white, somewhat slimmer dodo of Réunion; and the solitaires of Rodriguez and Réunion, which looked like very fat, very dumb light-colored geese.


    The dodos all had thick legs, big squat bodies twice as large as a turkey’s, naked faces, and big long downcurved beaks ending in a hook like a hollow linoleum knife. They were flightless. Long ago they had lost the ability to fly, and their wings had degenerated to flaps the size of a human hand with only three or four feathers in them. Their tails were curly and fluffy, like a child’s afterthought at decoration. They had absolutely no natural enemies. They nested on open ground. They probably hatched their eggs wherever they happened to lay them.


    No natural enemies until van Neck and his kind showed up. The Dutch, French, and Portuguese sailors who stopped at the Mascarenes to replenish stores found that besides looking stupid, dodos were stupid. They walked right up to them and hit them on the head with clubs. Better yet, dodos could be herded around like sheep. Ship’s logs are full of things like: “Party of ten men ashore. Drove half-a-hundred of the big turkey-like birds into the boat. Brought to ship where they are given the run of the decks. Three will feed a crew of 150.”


    Even so, most of the dodo, except for the breast, tasted bad. One of the Dutch words for them was walghvogel, disgusting bird. But on a ship three months out on a return from Goa to Lisbon, well, food was where you found it. It was said, even so, that prolonged boiling did not improve the flavor.


    That being said, the dodos might have lasted, except that the Dutch, and later the French, colonized the Mascarenes. These islands became plantations and dumping-places for religious refugees. Sugar cane and other exotic crops were raised there.


    With the colonists came cats, dogs, hogs, and the cunning Rattus norvegicus and the Rhesus monkey from Ceylon. What dodos the hungry sailors left were chased down (they were dumb and stupid, but they could run when they felt like it) by dogs in the open. They were killed by cats as they sat on their nests. Their eggs were stolen and eaten by monkeys, rats, and hogs. And they competed with the pigs for all the low-growing goodies of the islands.


    The last Mauritius dodo was seen in 1681, less than a hundred years after man first saw them. The last white dodo walked off the history books around 1720. The solitaires of Rodriguez and Réunion, last of the genus as well as the species, may have lasted until 1790. Nobody knows.


    Scientists suddenly looked around and found no more of the Didine birds alive, anywhere.


    * * * *


    This part of the country was degenerate before the first Snopes ever saw it. This road hadn’t been paved until the late fifties, and it was a main road between two county seats. That didn’t mean it went through civilized country. I’d traveled for miles and seen nothing but dirt banks red as Billy Carter’s neck and an occasional church. I expected to see Burma Shave signs, but realized this road had probably never had them.


    I almost missed the turn-off onto the dirt and gravel road the man back at the service station had marked. It led onto the highway from nowhere, a lane out of a field. I turned down it and a rock the size of a golf ball flew up over the hood and put a crack three inches long in the windshield of the rent-a-car I’d gotten in Grenada.


    It was a hot muggy day for this early. The view was obscured in a cloud of dust every time the gravel thinned. About a mile down the road, the gravel gave out completely. The roadway turned into a rutted dirt pathway, just wider than the car, hemmed in on both sides by a sagging three-strand barbed-wire fence.


    In some places the fenceposts were missing for a few meters. The wire lay on the ground and in some places disappeared under it for long stretches.


    The only life I saw was a mockingbird raising hell with something under a thorn bush the barbed wire had been nailed to in place of a post. To one side now was a grassy field which had gone wild, the way everywhere will look after we blow ourselves off the face of the planet. The other was fast becoming woods—pine, oak, some black gum and wild plum, fruit not out this time of the year.


    I began to ask myself what I was doing here. What if Ms. Jimson were some imaginative old crank who—but no. Wrong, maybe, but even the wrong was worth checking. But I knew she hadn’t lied to me. She had seem incapable of lies—good ol’ girl, backbone of the South, of the earth. Not a mendacious gland in her being.


    I couldn’t doubt her, or my judgment, either. Here I was, creeping and bouncing down a dirt path in Mississippi, after no sleep for a day, out on the thin ragged edge of a dream. I had to take it on faith.


    The back of the car sometimes slid where the dirt had loosened and gave way to sand. The back tire stuck once, but I rocked out of it. Getting back out again would be another matter. Didn’t anyone ever use this road?


    The woods closed in on both sides like the forest primeval, and the fence had long since disappeared. My odometer said six miles and it had been twenty minutes since I’d turned off the highway. In the rearview mirror, I saw beads of sweat and dirt in the wrinkles of my neck. A fine patina of dust covered everything inside the car. Clots of it came through the windows.


    The woods reached out and swallowed the road. Branches scraped against the windows and the top. It was like falling down a long dark leafy tunnel. It was dark and green in there. I fought back an atavistic urge to turn on the headlights. The roadbed must have been made of a few centuries of leaf mulch. I kept constant pressure on the accelerator and bulled my way through.


    Half a log caught and banged and clanged against the car bottom. I saw light ahead. Fearing for the oil pan, I punched the pedal and sped out.


    I almost ran through a house.


    It was maybe ten yards from the trees. The road ended under one of the windows. I saw somebody waving from the corner of my eye.


    I slammed on the brakes.


    A whole family was on the porch, looking like a Walker Evans Depression photograph, or a fever dream from the mind of a Hee Haw producer. The house was old. Strips of peeling paint a yard long tapped against the eaves.


    “Damned good thing you stopped,” said a voice. I looked up. The biggest man I had ever seen in my life leaned down into the driver’s-side window.


    “If we’d have heard you sooner, I’d’ve sent one of the kids down to the end of the driveway to warn you,” he said.


    Driveway?


    His mouth was stained brown at the corners. I figured he chewed tobacco until I saw the sweet-gum snuff brush sticking from the pencil pocket in the bib of his overalls. His hands were the size of catchers’ mitts. They looked like they’d never held anything smaller than an axe handle.


    “How y’all?” he said, by the way of introduction.


    “Just fine,” I said. I got out of the car.


    “My name’s Lindberl,” I said, extending my hand. He took it. For an instant, I thought of bear traps, sharks’ mouths, closing elevator doors. The thought went back to wherever it is they stay.


    “This is the Gudger place?” I asked.


    He looked at me blankly with his grey eyes. He wore a diesel truck cap, and had on a checked lumberjack shirt beneath his overalls. His rubber boots were the size of the ones Karloff wore in Frankenstein.


    “Naw, I’m Jim Bob Krait. That’s my wife Jenny, and there’s Luke and Skeeno and Shirl.” He pointed to the porch.


    The people on the porch nodded.


    “Lessee? Gudger? No Gudgers round here I know of. I’m sorta new here,” I took that to mean he hadn’t lived here for more than twenty years or so.


    “Jennifer!” he yelled. “You know of anybody named Gudger?” To me he said, “My wife’s lived around here all her life.”


    His wife came down onto the second step of the porch landing. “I think they used to be the ones what lived on the Spradlin place before the Spradlins. But the Spradlins left around the Korean War. I didn’t know any of the Gudgers myself. That’s while we was living over to Water Valley.”


    “You an insurance man?” asked Mr. Krait.


    “Uh…no,” I said. I imagined the people on the porch leaning toward me, all ears. “I’m a…I teach college.”


    “Oxford?” asked Krait.


    “Uh, no. University of Texas.”


    “Well, that’s a damn long way off. You say you’re looking for the Gudgers?”


    “Just their house. The area. As your wife said, I understand they left during the Depression, I believe.”


    “Well, they musta had money,” said the gigantic Mr. Krait. “Nobody around here was rich enough to leave during the Depression.”


    “Luke!” he yelled. The oldest boy on the porch sauntered down. He looked anemic and wore a shirt in vogue with the Twist. He stood with his hands in his pockets.


    “Luke, show Mr. Lindbergh—”


    “Lindberl.”


    “Mr. Lindberl here the way up to the old Spradlin place. Take him a far as the old log bridge, he might get lost before then.”


    “Log bridge broke down, daddy.”


    “When?”


    “October, daddy.”


    “Well, hell, somethin’ else to fix! Anyway, to the creek.”


    He turned to me. “You want him to go along on up there, see you don’t get snakebit?”


    “No, I’m sure I’ll be fine.”


    “Mind if I ask what you’re going up there for?” he asked. He was looking away from me. I could see having to come right out and ask was bothering him. Such things usually came up in the course of conversation.


    “I’m a—uh, bird scientist. I study birds. We had a sighting—someone told us the old Gudger place—the area around here—I’m looking for a rare bird. It’s hard to explain.”


    I noticed I was sweating. It was hot.


    “You mean like a goodgod? I saw a goodgod about twenty-five years ago, over next to Bruce,” he said.


    “Well, no.” (A goodgod was one of the names for an ivory-billed woodpecker, one of the rarest in the world. Any other time I would have dropped my jaw. Because they were thought to have died out in Mississippi by the teens, and by the fact that Krait knew they were rare.)


    I went to lock my car up, then thought of the protocol of the situation. “My car be in your way?” I asked.


    “Naw. It’ll be just fine,” said Jim Bob Krait. “We’ll look for you back by sundown, that be all right?”


    For a minute, I didn’t know whether that was a command or an expression of concern.


    “Just in case I get snakebit,” I said. “I’ll try to be careful up there.”


    “Good luck on findin’ them rare birds,” he said. He walked up to the porch with his family.


    “Les go,” said Luke.


    * * * *


    Behind the Krait house was a henhouse and pigsty where hogs lay after their morning slop like islands in a muddy bay, or some Zen pork sculpture. Next we passed broken farm machinery gone to rust, though there was nothing but uncultivated land as far as the eye could see. How the family made a living I don’t know. I’m told you can find places just like this throughout the South.


    We walked through woods and across fields, following a sort of path. I tried to memorize the turns I would have to take on the way back. Luke didn’t say a word the whole twenty minutes he accompanied me, except to curse once when he stepped into a bull nettle with his tennis shoes.


    We came to a creek which skirted the edge of a woodsy hill. There was a rotted log forming a small dam. Above it the water was nearly three feet deep, below it, half that much.


    “See that path?” he asked.


    “Yes.”


    “Follow it up around the hill, then across the next field. Then you cross the creek again on the rocks, and over the hill. Take the left-hand path. What’s left of the house is about three quarters the way up the next hill. If you come to a big bare rock cliff, you’ve gone too far. You got that?”


    I nodded.


    He turned and left.


    * * * *


    The house had once been a dog-run cabin, like Ms. Jimson had said. Now it was fallen in on one side, what they call sigoglin (or was it antisigoglin?). I once heard a hymn on the radio called “The Land Where No Cabins Fall.” This was the country songs like that were written in.


    Weeds grew everywhere. There were signs of fences, a flattened pile of wood that had once been a barn. Further behind the house were the outhouse remains. Half a rusted pump stood in the backyard. A flatter spot showed where the vegetable garden had been; in it a single wild tomato, pecked by birds, lay rotting. I passed it. There was lumber from three outbuildings, mostly rotten and green with algae and moss. One had been a smokehouse and woodshed combination. Two had been chicken roosts. One was larger than the other. It was there I started to poke around and dig.


    Where? Where? I wish I’d been on more archaeological digs, knew the places to look. Refuse piles, midden heaps, kitchen scrap piles, compost boxes. Why hadn’t I been born on a farm so I’d know instinctively where to search?


    I prodded around the grounds. I moved back and forth like a setter casting for the scent of quail. I wanted more, more. I still wasn’t satisfied.


    * * * *


    Dusk. Dark, in fact. I trudged into the Kraits’ front yard. The toe sack I carried was full to bulging. I was hot, tired, streaked with fifty years of chicken shit. The Kraits were on their porch. Jim Bob lumbered down like a friendly mountain.


    I asked him a few questions, gave them a Xerox of one of the dodo pictures, left them addresses and phone numbers where they could reach me.


    Then into the rent-a-car. Off to Water Valley, acting on information Jennifer Krait gave me. I went to the postmaster’s house at Water Valley. She was getting ready for bed. I asked questions. She got on the phone. I bothered people until one in the morning. Then back into the trusty rent-a-car.


    On to Memphis as the moon came up on my right. Interstate 55 was a glass ribbon before me. WLS from Chicago was on the radio.


    I hummed along with it, I sang at the top of my voice.


    The sack full of dodo bones, beaks, feet and eggshell fragments kept me company on the front seat.


    Did you know a museum once traded an entire blue whale skeleton for one of a dodo?


    Driving. Driving.


    THE DANCE OF THE DODOS


    I used to have a vision sometimes—I had it long before this madness came up. I can close my eyes and see it by thinking hard. But it comes to me most often, most vividly when I am reading and listening to classical music, especially Pachelbel’s Canon in D.


    It is near dusk in The Hague and the light is that of Frans Hals, of Rembrandt. The Dutch royal family and their guests eat and talk quietly in the great dining hall. Guards with halberds and pikes stand in the corners of the room. The family is arranged around the table; the King, Queen, some princesses, a prince, a couple of other children, and invited noble or two. Servants come out with plates and cups but they do not intrude.


    On a raised platform at one end of the room an orchestra plays dinner music—a harpsichord, viola, cello, three violins, and woodwinds. One of the royal dwarfs sits on the edge of the platform, his foot slowly rubbing the back of one of the dogs sleeping near him.


    As the music of Pachelbel’s Canon in D swells and rolls through the hall, one of the dodos walks in clumsily, stops, tilts its head, its eyes bright as a pool of tar. It sways a little, lifts its foot tentatively, one then another, rocks back and forth in time to the cello.


    The violins swirl. The dodo begins to dance, its great ungainly body now graceful. It is joined by the other two dodos who come into the hall, all three in sort of a circle.


    The harpsichord begins its counterpoint. The fourth dodo, the white one from Réunion, comes from its place under the table and joins the circle with the others.


    It is most graceful of all, making complete turns where the others only sway and dip on the edge of the circle they have formed.


    The music rises in volume; the first violinist sees the dodos and nods to the King. But he and the others at the table have already seen. They are silent, transfixed—even the servants stand still, bowls, pots and, kettles in their hands forgotten.


    Around the dodos dance with bobs and weaves of their ugly heads. The white dodo dips, takes half a step, pirouettes on one foot, circles again.


    Without a word the King of Holland takes the hand of the Queen, and they come around the table, children before the spectacle. They join in the dance, waltzing (anachronism) among the dodos while the family, the guests, the soldiers watch and nod in time with the music.


    Then the vision fades, and the afterimage of a flickering fireplace and a dodo remains.


    * * * *


    The dodo and its kindred came by ships to the ports of civilized men. The first we have record of is that of Captain van Neck who brought back two in 1599—


    one for the King of Holland, and one which found its way through Cologne to the menagerie of Emperor Rudolf II.


    This royal aviary was at Schloss Neugebau, near Vienna. It was here the first paintings of the dumb old birds were done by Georg and his son Jacob Hoefnagel, between 1602 and 1610. They painted it among more than ninety species of birds which kept the Emperor amused.


    Another Dutch artist named Roelandt Savery, as someone said, “made a career out of the dodo.” He drew and painted them many times, and was no doubt personally fascinated by them. Obsessed, even. Early on, the paintings are consistent; the later ones have inaccuracies. This implies he worked from life first, then from memory as his model went to that place soon to be reserved for all its species. One of his drawings has two of the Raphidae scrambling for some goodie on the ground. His works are not without charm.


    Another Dutch artist (they seemed to sprout up like mushrooms after a spring rain) named Peter Withoos also stuck dodos in his paintings, sometimes in odd and exciting places—wandering around during their owner’s music lessons, or with Adam and Eve in some Edenic idyll.


    The most accurate representation, we are assured, comes from half a world away from the religious and political turmoil of the seafaring Europeans. There is an Indian miniature painting of the dodo which now rests in a museum in Russia. The dodo could have been brought by the Dutch or Portuguese in their travels to Goa and the coasts of the Indian subcontinent. Or they could have been brought centuries before by the Arabs who plied the Indian Ocean in their triangular-sailed craft, and who may have discovered the Mascarenes before the Europeans cranked themselves up for the First Crusade.


    * * * *


    At one time early in my bird-fascination days (after I stopped killing them with BB guns but before I began to work for a scholarship), I once sat down and figured out where all the dodos had been.


    Two with van Neck in 1599, one to Holland, one to Austria. Another was in Count Solm’s park in 1600. An account speaks of “one in Italy, one in Germany, several to England, eight or nine to Holland.” William Boentekoe van Hoorn knew of “one shipped to Europe in 1640, another in 1685” which he said was “also painted by Dutch artists.” Two were mentioned as “being kept in Surrat House in India as pets,” perhaps one of which is the one in the painting. Being charitable, and considering “several” to mean at least three, that means twenty dodos in all.


    There had to be more, when boatloads had been gathered at the time.


    What do we know of the Didine birds? A few ships’ logs, some accounts left by travelers and colonists. The English were fascinated by them. Sir Hamon L’Estrange, a contemporary of Pepys, saw exhibited “a Dodar from the Island of Mauritius … it is not able to flie, being so bigge.” One was stuffed when it died, and was put in the Museum Tradescantum in South Lambeth. It eventually found its way into the Ashmolean Museum. It grew ratty and was burned, all but a leg and the head, in 1750. By then there were no more dodos, but nobody had realized that yet.


    Francis Willughby got to describe it before its incineration. Earlier, old Carolus Clusius in Holland studied the one in Count Solm’s park. He collected everything known about the Raphidae, describing a dodo leg Pieter Pauw kept in his natural history cabinet, in Exoticarium libri decem in 1605, eight years after their discovery.


    François Leguat, a Huguenot who lived on Réunion for some years, published an account of his travels in which he mentioned the dodos. It was published in 1690 (after the Mauritius dodo was extinct) and included the information that “some of the males weigh forty-five pounds. One egg, much bigger than that of a goose, is laid by the female, and takes seven weeks’ hatching time.”


    The Abbe Pingre visited the Mascarenes in 1761. He saw the last of the Rodriguez solitaires, and collected what information he could about the dead Mauritius and Réunion members of the genus.


    After that, only memories of the colonists, and some scientific debate as to where the Raphidae belonged in the great taxonomic scheme of things—some said pigeons, some said rails—were left. Even this nitpicking ended. The dodo was forgotten.


    When Lewis Carroll wrote Alice in Wonderland in 1865, most people thought he invented the dodo.


    * * * *


    The service station I called from in Memphis was busier than a one-legged man in an ass-kicking contest. Between bings and dings of the bell, I finally realized the call had gone through.


    The guy who answered was named Selvedge. I got nowhere with him. He mistook me for a real estate agent, then a lawyer. Now he was beginning to think I was some sort of a con man. I wasn’t doing too well, either. I hadn’t slept in two days. I must have sounded like a speed freak. My only progress was that I found that Ms. Annie Mae Gudger (childhood playmate of Jolyn Jimson) was now, and had been, the respected Ms. Annie Mae Radwin. This guy Selvedge must have been a secretary or toady or something.


    We were having a conversation comparable to that between a shrieking macaw and a pile of mammoth bones. Then there was another click on the line.


    “Young man?” said the other voice, an old woman’s voice, Southern, very refined but with a hint of the hills in it.


    “Yes? Hello! Hello!”


    “Young man, you say you talked to a Jolyn somebody? Do you mean Jolyn Smith?”


    “Hello! Yes! Ms. Radwin, Ms. Annie Mae Radwin who used to be Gudger? She lives in Austin now. Texas. She used to live near Water Valley, Mississippi. Austin’s where I’m from. I…”


    “Young man,” asked the voice again, “are you sure you haven’t been put up to this by my hateful sister Alma?”


    “Who? No, ma’am. I met a woman named Jolyn…”


    “I’d like to talk to you, young man,” said the voice. Then offhandedly, “Give him directions to get here, Selvedge.”


    Click.


    * * * *


    I cleaned out my mouth as best I could in the service station restroom, tried to shave with an old clogged Gillette disposable in my knapsack and succeeded in gapping up my jawline. I changed into a clean pair of jeans, the only other shirt I had with me, and combed my hair. I stood in front of the mirror.


    I still looked like the dog’s lunch.


    * * * *


    The house reminded me of Presley’s mansion, which was somewhere in the neighborhood. From a shack on the side of a Mississippi hill to this, in forty years. There are all sorts of ways of making it. I wondered what Annie Mae Gudger’s had been. Luck? Predation? Divine intervention? Hard work? Trover and replevin?


    Selvedge led me toward the sun room. I felt like Philip Marlowe going to meet a rich client. The house was filled with that furniture built sometime between the turn of the century and the 1950s—the ageless kind. It never looks great, it never looks ratty, and every chair is comfortable.


    I think I was expecting some formidable woman with sleeve blotters and a green eyeshade hunched over a roll-top desk with piles of paper whose acceptance or rejection meant life or death for thousands.


    Who I met was a charming lady in a green pantsuit. She was in her sixties, her hair still a straw wheat color. It didn’t look dyed. Her eyes were blue as my first-grade teacher’s had been. She was wiry and looked as if the word fat was not in her vocabulary.


    “Good morning, Mr. Lindberl.” She shook my hand. “Would you like some coffee? You look as if you could use it.”


    “Yes, thank you.”


    “Please sit down.” She indicated a white wicker chair at a glass table. A serving tray with coffeepot, cups, tea bags, croissants, napkins, and plates lay on the tabletop.


    After I swallowed half a cup of coffee at a gulp, she said, “What you wanted to see me about must be important?”


    “Sorry about my manners,” I said. “I know I don’t look it, but I’m a biology assistant at the University of Texas. An ornithologist. Working on my master’s. I met Ms. Jolyn Jimson two days ago…”


    “How is Jolyn? I haven’t seen her in oh, Lord, it must be on to fifty years. The times gets away.”


    “She seemed to be fine. I only talked to her half an hour or so. That was…”


    “And you’ve come to see me about?…”


    “Uh. The … about some of the poultry your family used to raise, when they lived near Water Valley.”


    She looked at me a moment. Then she began to smile.


    “Oh, you mean the ugly chickens?” she said.


    I smiled. I almost laughed. I knew what Oedipus must have gone through.


    * * * *


    It is now 4:30 in the afternoon. I am sitting at the downtown Motel 6 in Memphis. I have to make a phone call and get some sleep and catch a plane.


    Annie Mae Gudger Radwin talked for four hours, answering my questions, setting me straight on family history, having Selvedge hold all her calls.


    The main problem was that Annie Mae ran off in 1928, the year before her father got his big break. She went to Yazoo City, and by degrees and stages worked her way northward to Memphis and her destiny as the widow of a rich mercantile broker.


    But I get ahead of myself.


    Grandfather Gudger used to be the overseer for Colonel Crisby on the main plantation near McComb, Mississippi. There was a long story behind that. Bear with me.


    Colonel Crisby himself was the scion of a seafaring family with interests in both the cedars of Lebanon (almost all cut down for masts for His Majesty’s and others’ navies) and Egyptian cotton. Also teas, spices, and any other salable commodity which came their way.


    When Colonel Crisby’s grandfather reached his majority in 1802, he waved good-bye to the Atlantic Ocean at Charleston, S.C. and stepped westward into the forest. When he stopped, he was in the middle of the Chickasaw Nation, where he opened a trading post and introduced slaves to the Indians.


    And he prospered, and begat Colonel Crisby’s father, who sent back to South Carolina for everything his father owned. Everything—slaves, wagons, horses, cattle, guinea fowl, peacocks, and dodos, which everybody thought of as atrociously ugly poultry of some kind, one of the seafaring uncles having bought them off a French merchant in 1721. (I surmised these were white dodos from Réunion, unless they had been from even earlier stock. The dodo of Mauritius was already extinct by then.)


    All this stuff was herded out west to the trading post in the midst of the Chickasaw Nation. (The tribes around there were of the confederation of the Dancing Rabbits.)


    And Colonel Crisby’s father prospered, and so did the guinea fowl and the dodos. Then Andrew Jackson came along and marched the Dancing Rabbits off up the Trail of Tears to the heaven of Oklahoma. And Colonel Crisby’s father begat Colonel Crisby, and put the trading post in the hands of others, and moved his plantation westward still to McComb.


    Everything prospered but Colonel Crisby’s father, who died. And the dodos, with occasional losses to the avengin’ weasel and the egg-sucking dog, reproduced themselves also.


    Then along came Granddaddy Gudger, a Simon Legree role model, who took care of the plantation while Colonel Crisby raised ten companies of men and marched off to fight the War of the Southern Independence.


    Colonel Crisby came back to the McComb plantation earlier than most, he having stopped much of the same volley of Minié balls that caught his commander, General Beauregard Hanlon, on a promontory bluff during the Siege of Vicksburg.


    He wasn’t dead, but death hung around the place like a gentlemanly bill collector for a month. The colonel languished, went slap-dab crazy and freed all his slaves the week before he died (the war lasted another two years after that). Not having any slaves, he didn’t need an overseer.


    Then comes the Faulkner part of the tale, straight out of As I Lay Dying, with the Gudger family returning to the area of Water Valley (before there was a Water Valley), moving through the demoralized and tattered displaced persons of the South, driving their dodos before them. For Colonel Crisby had given them to his former overseer for his faithful service. Also followed the story of the bloody murder of Granddaddy Gudger at the hands of the Freedman’s militia during the rising of the first Klan, and of the trials and tribulations of Daddy Gudger in the years between 1880 and 1910, when he was between the ages of four and thirty-four.


    * * * *


    Alma and Annie Mae were the second and fifth of Daddy Gudger’s brood, born three years apart. They seemed to have hated each other from the very first time Alma looked into little Annie Mae’s crib. They were kids by Daddy Gudger’s second wife (his desperation had killed the first) and their father was already on his sixth career. He had been a lumberman, a stump preacher, a plowman-for-hire (until his mules broke out in farcy buds and died of the glanders), a freight hauler (until his horses died of overwork and the hardware store repossessed the wagon), a politician’s roadie (until the politician lost the election). When Alma and Annie Mae were born, he was failing as a sharecropper. Somehow Gudger had made it through the Depression of 1898 as a boy, and was too poor after that to notice more about economics than the price of Beech-Nut tobacco at the store.


    Alma and Annie Mae fought, and it helped none at all that Alma, being the oldest daughter, was both her mother and father’s darling. Annie Mae’s life was the usual unwanted poor-white-trash-child’s hell. She vowed early to run away, and recognized her ambition at thirteen.


    All this I learned this morning. Jolyn (Smith) Jimson was Annie Mae’s only friend in those days—from a family even poorer than the Gudgers. But somehow there was food, and an occasional odd job. And the dodos.


    “My family hated those old birds,” said the cultured Annie Mae Radwin, née Gudger, in the solarium. “He always swore he was going to get rid of them someday, but just never seemed to get around to it. I think there was more to it than that. But they were so much trouble. We always had to keep them penned up at night, and go check for their eggs. They wandered off to lay them, and forgot where they were. Sometimes no new ones were born at all in a year.


    “And they got so ugly. Once a year. I mean, terrible-looking, like they were going to die. All their feathers fell off, and they looked like they had mange or something. Then the whole front of their beaks fell off, or worse, hung halfway on for a week or two. They looked like big old naked pigeons. After that they’d lose weight, down to twenty or thirty pounds, before their new feathers grew back.


    “We were always having to kill foxes that got after them in the turkey house. That’s what we called their roost, the turkey house. And we found their eggs all sucked out by cats and dogs. They were so stupid we had to drive them into their roost at night. I don’t think they could have found it standing ten feet from it.”


    She looked at me.


    “I think much as my father hated them, they meant something to him. As long as he hung on to them, he knew he was as good as Granddaddy Gudger. You may not know it, but there was a certain amount of family pride about Granddaddy Gudger. At least in my father’s eyes. His rapid fall in the world has a sort of grandeur to it. He’d gone from a relatively high position in the old order, and maintained some grace and stature after the Emancipation, and though he lost everything, he managed to keep those ugly old chickens the colonel had given him as sort of a symbol.


    “And as long as he had them, too, my daddy thought himself as good as his father. He kept his dignity, even when he didn’t have anything else.”


    I asked what happened to them. She didn’t know, but told me who did and where I could find her.


    That’s why I’m going to make a phone call.


    * * * *


    “Hello. Dr. Courtney. Dr. Courtney? This is Paul. Memphis. Tennessee. It’s too long to go into. No, of course not, not yet. But I’ve got evidence. What? Okay, how do trochanters, coracoids, tarsometatarsi, and beak sheaths sound? From their henhouse, where else? Where would you keep your dodos, then?


    “Sorry. I haven’t slept in a couple of days. I need some help. Yes, yes. Money. Lots of money.


    “Cash. Three hundred dollars, maybe. Western Union, Memphis, Tennessee. Whichever one’s closest to the airport. Airport. I need the department to set up reservations to Mauritius for me.…


    “No. No. Not wild goose chase, wild dodo chase. Tame dodo chase. I know there aren’t any dodos on Mauritius! I know that. I could explain. I know it’ll mean a couple of grand…if…but…


    “Look, Dr. Courtney. Do you want your picture in Scientific American, or don’t you?”


    * * * *


    I am sitting in the airport cafe in Port Louis, Mauritius. It is now three days later, five days since that fateful morning my car wouldn’t start. God bless the Sears Diehard people. I have slept sitting up in a plane seat, on and off, different planes, different seats, for twenty-four hours, Kennedy to Paris, Paris to Cairo, Cairo to Madagascar. I felt like a brand-new man when I got here.


    Now I feel like an infinitely sadder and wiser brand-new man. I have just returned from the hateful sister Alma’s house in the exclusive section of Port Louis, where all the French and British officials used to live.


    Courtney will get his picture in Scientific American, me too, all right. There’ll be newspaper stories and talk shows for a few weeks for me, and I’m sure Annie Mae Gudger Radwin on one side of the world and Alma Chandler Gudger Molière on the other will come in for their share of the glory.


    I am putting away cup after cup of coffee. The plane back to Tananarive leaves in an hour. I plan to sleep all the way back to Cairo, to Paris, to New York, pick up my bag of bones, sleep back to Austin.


    Before me on the table is a packet of documents, clippings and photographs. I have come half the world for this. I gaze from the package, out the window across Port Louis to the bulk of Mt. Pieter Boothe, which overshadows the city and its famous racecourse.


    Perhaps I should do something symbolic. Cancel my flight. Climb the mountain and look down on man and all his handiworks. Take a pitcher of martinis with me. Sit in the bright semitropical sunlight (it’s early dry winter here). Drink the martinis slowly, toasting Snuffo, God of Extinction. Here’s one for the Great Auk. This is for the Carolina Parakeet. Mud in your eye, Passenger Pigeon. This one’s for the Heath Hen. Most importantly, here’s one each for the Mauritius dodo, the white dodo of Réunion, the Réunion solitaire, the Rodriguez solitaire. Here’s to the Raphidae, great Didine birds that you were.


    Maybe I’ll do something just as productive, like climbing Mt. Pieter Boothe and pissing into the wind.


    How symbolic. The story of the dodo ends where it began, on this very island. Life imitates cheap art. Like the Xerox of the Xerox of a bad novel. I never expected to find dodos still alive here (this is the one place they would have been noticed). I still can’t believe Alma Chandler Gudger Molière could have lived here twenty-five years and not know about the dodo, never set foot inside the Port Louis Museum, where they have skeletons and a stuffed replica the size of your little brother.


    After Annie Mae ran off, the Gudger family found itself prospering in a time the rest of the country was going to hell. It was 1929. Gudger delved into politics again, and backed a man who knew a man who worked for Theodore “Sure Two-Handed Sword of God” Bilbo, who had connections everywhere. Who introduced him to Huey “Kingfish” Long just after that gentleman lost the Louisiana governor’s election one of the times. Gudger stumped around Mississippi, getting up steam for Long’s Share the Wealth plan, even before it had a name.


    The upshot was that the Long machine in Louisiana knew a rabble-rouser when it saw one, and invited Gudger to move to the Sportsman’s Paradise, with his family, all expenses paid, and start working for the Kingfish at the unbelievable salary of $62.50 a week. Which prospect was like turning a hog loose under a persimmon tree, and before you could say Backwoods Messiah, the Gudger clan was on its way to the land of pelicans, graft, and Mardi Gras.


    Almost. But I’ll get to that.


    Daddy Gudger prospered all out of proportion with his abilities, but many men did that during the Depression. First a little, thence to more, he rose in bureaucratic (and political) circles of the state, dying rich and well-hated with his fingers in all the pies.


    Alma Chandler Gudger became a debutante (she says Robert Penn Warren put her in his book) and met and married Jean Carl Molière, only heir to rice, indigo, and sugar cane growers. They had a happy wedded life, moving first to the West Indies, later to Mauritius, where the family sugar cane holdings were one of the largest on the island. Jean Carl died in 1959. Alma was his only survivor.


    So local family makes good. Poor sharecropping Mississippi people turn out to have a father dying with a smile on his face, and two daughters who between them own a large portion of the planet.


    I open the envelope before me. Ms. Alma Molière had listened politely to my story (the university had called ahead and arranged an introduction through the director of the Port Louis Museum, who knew Ms. Molière socially) and told me what she could remember. Then she sent a servant out to one of the storehouses (large as a duplex) and he and two others came back with boxes of clippings, scrapbooks and family photos.


    “I haven’t looked at any of this since we left St. Thomas,” she said. “Let’s go through it together.”


    Most of it was about the rise of Citizen Gudger.


    “There’s not many pictures of us before we came to Louisiana. We were so frightfully poor then, hardly anyone we knew had a camera. Oh, look. Here’s one of Annie Mae. I thought I threw all those out after Mamma died.”


    This is the photograph. It must have been taken about 1927. Annie Mae is wearing some unrecognizable piece of clothing that approximates a dress. She leans on a hoe, smiling a snaggle-toothed smile. She looks to be ten or eleven. Her eyes are half hidden by the shadow of the brim of a gapped straw hat she wears. The earth she is standing in barefoot has been newly turned. Behind her is one corner of the house, and the barn beyond has its upper hay-windows open. Out-of-focus people are at work there.


    A few feet behind her, a huge male dodo is pecking at something on the ground. The front two-thirds of it shows, back to the stupid wings and the edge of the upcurved tail feathers. One foot is in the photo, having just scratched at something, possibly an earthworm, in the new-plowed clods. Judging by its darkness, it is the grey, or Mauritius, dodo.


    The photograph is not very good, one of those 3 1/2 x 5 jobs box cameras used to take. Already I can see this one, and the blowup of the dodo, taking up a double-page spread in S.A. Alma told me around then they were down to six or seven of the ugly chickens, two whites, the rest grey-brown.


    Besides this photo, two clippings are in the package, one from the Bruce Banner-Times, the other from the Oxford newspaper; both are columns by the same woman dealing with “Doings in Water Valley.” Both mention the Gudger family moving from the area to seek its fortune in the swampy state to the west, and telling how they will be missed. Then there’s a yellowed clipping from the front page of the Oxford newspaper with a small story about the Gudger Farewell Party in Water Valley the Sunday before (dated October 19, 1929).


    There’s a handbill in the package, advertising the Gudger Family Farewell Party, Sunday Oct. 15, 1929 Come One Come All. (The people in Louisiana who sent expense money to move Daddy Gudger must have overestimated the costs by an exponential factor. I said as much.)


    “No,” Alma Molière said. “There was a lot, but it wouldn’t have made any difference. Daddy Gudger was like Thomas Wolfe and knew a shining golden opportunity when he saw one. Win, lose, or draw, he was never coming back there again. He would have thrown some kind of soirée whether there had been money for it or not. Besides, people were much more sociable then, you mustn’t forget.”


    I asked her how many people came.


    “Four or five hundred,” she said. “There’s some pictures here somewhere.” We searched awhile, then we found them.


    * * * *


    Another thirty minutes to my flight. I’m not worried sitting here. I’m the only passenger, and the pilot is sitting at the table next to mine talking to an RAF man. Life is much slower and nicer on these colonial islands. You mustn’t forget.


    * * * *


    I look at the other two photos in the package. One is of some men playing horseshoes and washer-toss, while kids, dogs, and women look on. It was evidently taken from the east end of the house looking west. Everyone must have had to walk the last mile to the old Gudger place. Other groups of people stand talking. Some men in shirtsleeves and suspenders stand with their heads thrown back, a snappy story, no doubt, just told. One girl looks directly at the camera from close up, shyly, her finger in her mouth. She’s about five. It looks like any snapshot of a family reunion which could have been taken anywhere, anytime. Only the clothing marks it as backwoods 1920s.


    * * * *


    Courtney will get his money’s worth. I’ll write the article, make phone calls, plan the talk show tour to coincide with publication. Then I’ll get some rest. I’ll be a normal person again; get a degree, spend my time wading through jungles after animals which will be dead in another twenty years, anyway.


    Who cares? The whole thing will be just another media event, just this year’s Big Deal. It’ll be nice getting normal again. I can read books, see movies, wash my clothes at the laundromat, listen to Jonathan Richman on the stereo. I can study and become an authority on some minor matter or other.


    I can go to museums and see all the wonderful dead things there.


    * * * *


    “That’s the memory picture,” said Alma. “They always took them at big things like this, back in those days. Everybody who was there would line up and pose for the camera. Only we couldn’t fit everybody in. So we had two made. This is the one with us in it.”


    The house is dwarfed by people. All sizes, shapes, dresses, and ages. Kids and dogs in front, women next, then men at the back. The only exceptions are the bearded patriarchs seated towards the front with the children—men whose eyes face the camera but whose heads are still ringing with something Nathan Bedford Forrest said to them one time on a smoke-filled field. This photograph is from another age. You can recognize Daddy and Mrs. Gudger if you’ve seen their photograph before. Alma pointed herself out to me.


    But the reason I took the photograph is in the foreground. Tables have been built out of sawhorses, with doors and boards nailed across them. They extend the entire width of the photograph. They are covered with food, more food than you can imagine.


    “We started cooking three days before. So did the neighbors. Everybody brought something,” said Alma.


    It’s like an entire Safeway had been cooked and set out to cool. Hams, quarters of beef, chickens by the tubful, quail in mounds, rabbit, butterbeans by the bushel, yams, Irish potatoes, an acre of corn, eggplant, peas, turnip greens, butter in five-pound molds, cornbread and biscuits, gallon cans of molasses, redeye gravy by the pot.


    And five huge birds—twice as big as turkeys, legs capped like for Thanksgiving, drumsticks the size of Schwarzenegger’s biceps, whole-roasted, lying on their backs on platters large as cocktail tables.


    The people in the crowd sure look hungry.


    “We ate for days,” said Alma.


    * * * *


    I already have the title for the Scientific American article. It’s going to be called “The Dodo Is Still Dead.”


    * * * *


    © 1980 by Howard Waldrop. Originally published in Universe 10, edited by Terry Carr, Doubleday 1980.

  


  
    AWARDS IN SCIENCE FICTION, by Lauren Cunningham


    Perhaps the most well known of all science fiction awards is the Hugo Award, named for Hugo Gernsback, the founder of the first major science fiction magazine in the United States. Winners include such notable names as Neil Gaiman, Lois McMaster Bujold, Robert A. Heinlein, Roger Zelazny, Ursula K. Le Guin, Isaac Asimov, Arthur C. Clarke, Orson Scott Card, and William Gibson, among others. Every year at the World Science Fiction Convention (more colloquially known as “WorldCon”), votes by science fiction fans determine who takes home the iconic silver rocket ship trophy in each of the fifteen categories. Hugo awards are given for a wide variety of science fiction and fantasy works, including Best Novel, Best Professional Artist, Best Dramatic Presentation (long and short form), Best Graphic Story, and even Best Fan Writer. Anyone who attends WorldCon is a member of the World SF Society for that year, and can nominate and vote for works in every category; channels are also available for those unable to attend the convention to vote. The idea behind the voting system is to maximize the number of science fictions fans with a voice in the decision, while simultaneously including a minimal barrier (convention membership fees) in order to minimize unfair spam votes. The ballots are even constructed with a “No Award” option, if voters do not believe that any nominees in a particular category deserves special recognition that year.


    By contrast, the Nebula awards are chosen by a much more selective community. The Nebulas are given in five categories—best novel, novella, novelette, short story, and script—by members of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America (SFWA). At the beginning of the nomination period, an online form provides a list of “recommended reading” to which all SFWA members can add. During this period, all active members can also nominate up to five works in each category; at the end of the nomination period, the top six works in each category are placed on the final ballot. (Previously, special Nebula juries were allowed to add one additional work per category to the final ballot, but the juries were abolished as of 2009.) All the Hugo winners previously mentioned have also won the Nebula—sometimes on multiple occasions.


    The Philip K. Dick Award acknowledges the best original science fiction paperback (not previously published as a hardcover) published in the United States that year. The Philadelphia Science Fiction Society, in conjunction with the Philip K. Dick Trust, began giving the award in 1983 (one year after death of the author it’s named for), at a time when most science fiction novels were only available in paperback. A panel of five authors with distinction in the genre present the award each year at Norwescon in Washington.


    Created in 1973 in memory of the longtime editor of Astounding Science Fiction, the John W. Campbell Memorial Award is presented by a similarly small group of judges, but unlike the rotating panel for the Philip K. Dick award, the Campbell Award jury remains relatively constant from year to year. The award goes to the best science-fiction novel published in English in the previous calendar year. First-, second-, and third-place levels of the award are distributed; a novel that wins a first-place Campbell award as well as a Hugo and a Nebula is said to have won science fiction’s “triple crown.” Also bearing Campbell’s name is the John W. Campbell Award for Best New Writer, given to an outstanding writer whose first work of science fiction or fantasy was published in the past two calendar years. Presented alongside these Campbell awards is the Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award for the best science fiction short story of the year. Named after a notable science fiction short story writer whose first story was published by Campbell, the award has been given by a jury since 1987.


    The Locus Award is chosen not by jury, but by the subscribers of Locus magazine, a news magazine of the science fiction and fantasy field (and 21-time Hugo winner in the Semiprozine category). A “recommended reading” list is published alongside the ballot in the February issue of the magazine. Readers nominate up to five ranked works in each category, which are then assigned points based on rankings. After the final tally, the work with the most points wins the award, which is given to the author as a certificate. The top four finalists are also announced as “finalists.” Awards are given in fifteen categories, including Best Science Fiction Novel, Best Fantasy Novel, Best Young Adult Novel, Best First Novel, Best Short Story, and Best Non-Fiction/Art Book.


    Other awards have eligibility criteria based not just on excellence, but on specific subject matter as well. The James Tiptree Jr. Award is given to a work of science fiction or fantasy that explores or expands the reader’s understanding of gender. The award, given since 1991, is named for writer Alice B. Sheldon, who wrote under the masculine pseudonym in the award’s title for years. Her work involved similarly thought-provoking gender-bending, so the award established in her honor celebrates ongoing innovation in the topic of gender in literary works. The Tiptree Award is given each year at the Wisconsin Science Fiction Convention (Wiscon).


    Similarly, the Lambda Literary Awards recognize works published each year in the United States that explore LGBT themes in many genres. The Lambdas are not an exclusively science fiction award—categories range from mystery to poetry to erotica—but one story is selected to receive the Lambda in Science fiction/Fantasy/Horror at the “Lammy” Awards Gala.


    The Rhysling Award, named for a spacegoing poet in Robert A. Heinlein’s story “The Green Hills of Earth,” is bestowed upon the author of the best poem of the year in either science fiction, fantasy, or horror. Members of the Science Fiction Poetry Association (SFPA) nominate works that are then compiled into an anthology; the members then vote on the winners. Two Rhysling awards are given each year, one for short poems (under 50 lines) and one for longer works (50 lines and over). While poems of between 1 and 10 lines are eligible for the short form award, they are infrequently nominated and none has ever won, so the SFPA also awards a separate Dwarf Star Award for these very short works.


    Some awards only consider works written or published within a particular geographical area, or in a particular language. Perhaps most notable of these is the Arthur C. Clark Award, given to the best science fiction novel published in the United Kingdom that year. Unlike many of these awards, novels must actually be submitted to the jury to be considered for the award, but the award comes with the largest cash prize for any science fiction award. Only Australian authors are eligible for the Aurealis Award, which gives honors to works in each genre (science fiction, horror, and fantasy) individually; similarly, only works by New Zealanders can win the Sir Julius Vogel Award. The Prix Aurora Award is given to exemplary Canadian works in both English and French. The Janusz A. Zajdel Award is a Polish fandom prize, with the best novels and short stories chosen by the members of Polcon. The Seiun Award in Japan (Japanese for “nebula,” though it is unrelated to the Nebula Awards), has some categories dedicated to foreign language works, but primarily recognizes authors writing in Japanese. The Kurd-Laßwitz-Preis, Grand Prix de l’Imaginaire, and Italia Awards are also language-based; they acknowledge the best works in German, French, and Italian SF, respectively.

  


  
    CONNIE WILLIS


    (1945– )


    Although she started writing later in life than many writers, Connie Willis came to prominence very quickly once she did get started. She has already set the record for Hugo Awards won with nine, along with seven Nebula Awards. Her characters are remarkably evocative, and Willis has the ability to convey emotional nuances to readers that few other writers can pull off.


    Born in Denver, Constance Elaine Trimmer was only twelve when she lost her mother, who died in childbirth. She tried to bury her grief in books and reading, by losing herself in other worlds. In particular, she discovered the works of Robert A. Heinlein. After graduating from Colorado State College with a degree in English, Willis taught elementary school. She sold her first story, “Santa Titicaca” to Worlds of Fantasy in 1971, but didn’t publish much for the rest of the 1970s.


    When her daughter Cordelia was born in the early 1980s, Willis decided to write full-time, and succeeded rapidly. Her novel Fire Watch won her first Hugo and Nebula in 1983.

  


  
    A LETTER FROM THE CLEARYS, by Connie Willis


    First published in Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine, July 1982


    There was a letter from the Clearys at the post office. I put it in my backpack along with Mrs. Talbot’s magazine and went outside to untie Stitch.


    He had pulled his leash out as far as it would go and was sitting around the corner, half-strangled, watching a robin. Stitch never barks, not even at birds. He didn’t even yip when Dad stitched up his paw. He just sat there the way we found him on the front porch shivering a little and holding his paw up for Dad to look at Mrs. Talbot says he’s a terrible watchdog, but I’m glad he doesn’t bark Rusty barked all the time and look where it got him.


    I had to pull Stitch back around the corner to where I could get enough slack to untie him. That took some doing, because he really liked that robin. “It’s a sign of spring, isn’t it, fella?” I said, trying to get at the knot with my fingernails. I didn’t loosen the knot but I managed to break one of my fingernails off to the quick. Great. Mom will demand to know if I’ve noticed any other fingernails breaking.


    My hands are a real mess. This winter I’ve gotten about a hundred burns on the back of my hands from that stupid wood stove of ours. One spot, just above my wrist, I keep burning over and over so it never has a chance to heal. The stove isn’t big enough, and when I try to jam a log in that’s too long, that same spot hits the inside of the stove every time. My stupid brother David won’t saw them off to the right length. I’ve asked him and asked him to please cut them shorter, but he doesn’t pay any attention to me.


    I asked Mom if she would please tell him not to saw the logs so long, but she didn’t. She never criticizes David. As far as she’s concerned he can’t do anything wrong just because he’s twenty-three and was married.


    “He does it on purpose,” I told her. “He’s hoping I’ll burn to death.”


    “Paranoia is the number-one killer of fourteen-year-old girls, “ Mom said. She always says that. It makes me so mad I feel like killing her. “He doesn’t do it on purpose. You need to be more careful with the stove, that’s all.” But all the time she was holding my hand and looking at the big burn that won’t heal like it was a time bomb set to go off.


    “We need a bigger stove,” I said, and yanked my hand away. We do need a bigger one. Dad closed up the fireplace and put the wood-stove in when the gas bill was getting out of sight, but it’s just a little one, because Mom didn’t want one that would stick way out in the living room. Anyway, we were only going to use it in the evenings.


    We won’t get a new one. They are all too busy working on the stupid greenhouse. Maybe spring will come early, and my hand will have half a chance to heal. I know better. Last winter the snow kept up till the middle of June, and this is only March. Stitch’s robin is going to freeze his little tail if he doesn’t head back south. Dad says that last year was unusual, that the weather will be back to normal this year, but he doesn’t believe it either or he wouldn’t be building the greenhouse.


    As soon as I let go of Stitch’s leash, he backed around the corner like a good boy and sat there waiting for me to stop sucking my finger and untie him. “We’d better get a move on,” I told him. “Mom’ll have a fit.” I was supposed to go by the general store to try and get some tomato seeds, but the sun was already pretty far west, and I had at least a half-hour’s walk home. If I got home after dark, I’d get sent to bed without supper, and then I wouldn’t get to read the letter. Besides, if I didn’t go to the general store today they’d have to let me go tomorrow, and I wouldn’t have to work on the stupid greenhouse.


    Sometimes I feel like blowing it up. There’s sawdust and mud on everything, and David dropped one of the pieces of plastic on the stove while they were cutting it and it melted onto the stove and stank to high heaven. But nobody else even notices the mess; they’re too busy talking about how wonderful it’s going to be to have homegrown watermelon and corn and tomatoes next summer.


    I don’t see how it’s going to be any different from last summer. The only things that came up at all were the lettuce and the potatoes. The lettuce was about as tall as my broken fingernail and the potatoes were as hard as rocks. Mrs. Talbot said it was the altitude, but Dad said it was the funny weather and this crummy Pike’s Peak granite that passes for soil around here. He went up to the little library in the back of the general store and got a do-it-yourself book on greenhouses and started tearing everything up, and now even Mrs. Talbot is crazy about the idea.


    The other day I told them, “Paranoia is the number-one killer of people at this altitude,” but they were too busy cutting slats and stapling plastic to pay any attention to me.


    Stitch walked along ahead of me, straining at his leash, and as soon as we were across the highway, I took it off. He never runs away like Rusty used to. Anyway, it’s impossible to keep him out of the road, and the times I’ve tried keeping him on his leash, he dragged me out into the middle and I got in trouble with Dad over leaving footprints. So I keep to the frozen edges of the road, and he moseys along, stopping to sniff at potholes; when he gets behind, I whistle at him and he comes running right up.


    I walked pretty fast. It was getting chilly out, and I’d only worn my sweater. I stopped at the top of the hill and whistled at Stitch. We still had a mile to go. I could see the Peak from where I was standing. Maybe Dad is right about spring coming. There was hardly any snow on the Peak, and the burned part didn’t look quite as dark as it did last fall, like maybe the trees are coming back.


    Last year at this time the whole peak was solid white. I remember because that was when Dad and David and Mr. Talbot went hunting and it snowed every day and they didn’t get back for almost a month. Mom just about went crazy before they got back. She kept going up to the road to watch for them even though the snow was five feet deep and she was leaving footprints as big as the Abominable Snowman’s. She took Rusty with her even though he hated the snow about as much as Stitch hates the dark. And she took a gun. One time she tripped over a branch and fell down in the snow. She sprained her ankle and was almost frozen stiff by the time she made it back to the house. I felt like saying, “Paranoia is the number-one killer of mothers,” but Mrs. Talbot butted in and said the next time I had to go with her and how this was what happened when people were allowed to go places by themselves, which meant me going to the post office. I said I could take care of myself, and Mom told me not to be rude to Mrs. Talbot and Mrs. Talbot was right, I should go with her the next time.


    She wouldn’t wait till her ankle was better. She bandaged it up and we went the very next day. She didn’t say a word the whole trip, just limped through the snow. She never even looked up till we got to the road. The snow had stopped for a little while, and the clouds had lifted enough so you could see the Peak. It was like a black-and-white photograph, the gray sky and the black trees and the white mountain. The Peak was completely covered with snow. You couldn’t make out the toll road at all.


    We were supposed to hike up the Peak with the Clearys.


    When we got back to the house, I said, “The summer before last the Clearys never came.”


    Mom took off her mittens and stood by the stove, pulling off chunks of frozen snow. “Of course they didn’t come, Lynn,” she said.


    Snow from my coat was dripping onto the stove and sizzling. “I didn’t mean that,” I said. “They were supposed to come the first week in June. Right after Rick graduated. So what happened? Did they just decide not to come or what?”


    “I don’t know,” she said, pulling off her hat and shaking her hair out. Her bangs were all wet.


    “Maybe they wrote to tell you they’d changed their plans,” Mrs. Talbot said. “Maybe the post office lost the letter.”


    “It doesn’t matter,” Mom said.


    “You’d think they’d have written or something,” I said.


    “Maybe the post office put the letter in somebody else’s box,” Mrs. Talbot said.


    “It doesn’t matter,” Mom said, and went to hang her coat over the line in the kitchen. She wouldn’t say another word about them. When Dad got home I asked him too about the Clearys, but he was too busy telling about the trip to pay any attention to me.


    Stitch didn’t come. I whistled again and then started back after him. He was all the way at the bottom of the hill, his nose buried in something. “Come on,” I said, and he turned around and then I could see why he hadn’t come. He’d gotten himself tangled up in one of the electric wires that was down. He’d managed to get the cable wound around his legs like he does his leash sometimes, and the harder he tried to get out, the more he got tangled up.


    He was right in the middle of the road. I stood on the edge of the road, trying to figure out a way to get to him without leaving footprints. The road was pretty much frozen at the top of the hill, but down here snow was still melting and running across the road in big rivers. I put my toe out into the mud, and my sneaker sank in a good half-inch, so I backed up, rubbed out the toe print with my hand, and wiped my hand on my jeans. I tried to think what to do. Dad is as paranoic about footprints as Mom is about my hands, but he is even worse about my being out after dark. If I didn’t make it back in time, he might even tell me I couldn’t go to the post office anymore.


    Stitch was coming as close as he ever would to barking. He’d gotten the wire around his neck and was choking himself. “All right,” I said. “I’m coming.” I jumped out as far as I could into one of the rivers and then waded the rest of the way to Stitch, looking back a couple of times to make sure the water was washing away the footprints.


    I unwound Stitch and threw the loose end of the wire over to the side of the road where it dangled from the pole, all ready to hang Stitch next time he comes along.


    “You stupid dog,” I said. “Now hurry!” and I sprinted back to the side of the road and up the hill in my sopping wet sneakers. He ran about five steps and stopped to sniff at a tree. “Come on!” I said. “It’s getting dark. Dark!”


    He was past me like a shot and halfway down the hill. Stitch is afraid of the dark. I know, there’s no such thing in dogs. But Stitch really is. Usually I tell him, “Paranoia is the number-one killer of dogs,” but right now I wanted him to hurry before my feet started to freeze. I started running, and we got to the bottom of the hill about the same time.


    Stitch stopped at the driveway of the Talbot’s house. Our house wasn’t more than a few hundred feet from where I was standing, on the other side of the hill. Our house is down in kind of a well formed by hills on all sides. It’s so deep and hidden you’d never even know it’s there. You can’t even see the smoke from our wood stove over the top of the Talbot’s hill. There’s a shortcut through the Talbot’s property and down through the woods to our back door, but I don’t take it anymore. “Dark, Stitch,” I said sharply, and started running again. Stitch kept right at my heels.


    The Peak was turning pink by the time I got to our driveway. Stitch peed on the spruce tree about a hundred times before I got it dragged back across the dirt driveway. It’s a real big tree. Last summer Dad and David chopped it down and then made it look like it had fallen across the road. It completely covers up where the driveway meets the road, but the trunk is full of splinters, and I scraped my hand right in the same place as always. Great.


    I made sure Stitch and I hadn’t left any marks on the road (except for the marks he always leaves—another dog could find us in a minute, that’s probably how Stitch showed up on our front porch, he smelled Rusty) and then got under cover of the hill as fast as I could. Stitch isn’t the only one who gets nervous after dark. And besides, my feet were starting to hurt. Stitch was really paranoic tonight. He didn’t even quit running after we were in sight of the house.


    David was outside, bringing in a load of wood. I could tell just by looking at it that they were all the wrong length. “Cutting it kind of close, aren’t you?” he said. “Did you get the tomato seeds?”


    “No,” I said. “I brought you something else, though. I brought everybody something.”


    I went on in. Dad was rolling out plastic on the living-room floor. Mrs. Talbot was holding one end for him. Mom was holding the card table, still folded up, waiting for them to finish so she could set it up in front of the stove for supper. Nobody even looked up. I unslung my backpack and took out Mrs. Talbot’s magazine and the letter.


    “There was a letter at the post office,” I said. “From the Clearys.”


    They all looked up. “Where did you find it?” Dad said.


    “On the floor, mixed in with all the third-class stuff. I was looking for a magazine for Mrs. Talbot.”


    Mom leaned the card table against the couch and sat down. Mrs. Talbot looked blank.


    “The Clearys were our best friends,” I explained to her. “From Illinois. They were supposed to come see us the summer before last. We were going to hike up Pike’s Peak and everything.”


    David banged in the door. He looked at Mom sitting on the couch and Dad and Mrs. Talbot still standing there holding the plastic like a couple of statues. “What’s wrong?” he said,


    “Lynn says she found a letter from the Clearys today,” Dad said.


    David dumped the logs on the hearth. One of them rolled onto the Carpet and stopped at Mom’s feet. Neither of them bent over to pick it up.


    “Shall I read it out loud?” I said, looking at Mrs. Talbot. I was still holding her magazine. I opened up the envelope and took out the letter.


    “‘Dear Janice and Todd and everybody,’“ I read.” ‘How are things in the glorious West? We’re raring to come out and see you, though we may not make it quite as soon as we hoped. How are Carla and David and the baby? I can’t wait to see little David. Is he walking yet? I bet Grandma Janice is so proud she’s busting her britches. Is that right? Do you westerners wear britches, or have you all gone to designer jeans?’”


    David was standing by the fireplace. He put his head down across his arms on the mantelpiece.


    “‘I’m sorry I haven’t written, but we were very busy with Rick’s graduation, and anyway I thought we would beat the letter out to Colorado. But now it looks like there’s going to be a slight change in plans. Rick has definitely decided to join the Army. Richard and I have talked ourselves blue in the face, but I guess we’ve just made matters worse. We can’t even get him to wait to join until after the trip to Colorado. He says we’d spend the whole trip trying to talk him out of it, which is true, I guess. I’m just so worried about him. The Army! Rick says I worry too much, which is true too, I guess, but what if there was a war?’”


    Mom bent over and picked up the log that David had dropped and laid it on the couch beside her.


    “‘If it’s okay with you out there in the Golden West, we’ll wait until Rick is done with basic the first week in July and then all come out. Please write and let us know if this is okay. I’m sorry to switch plans on you like this at the last minute, but look at it this way: you have a whole extra month to get into shape for hiking up Pike’s Peak. I don’t know about you, but I sure can use it.’”


    Mrs. Talbot had dropped her end of the plastic. It didn’t land on the stove this time, but it was so close to it, it was curling from the heat. Dad just stood there watching it. He didn’t even try to pick it up.


    “‘How are the girls? Sonja is growing like a weed. She’s out for track this year and bringing home lots of medals and dirty sweat socks. And you should see her knees! They’re so banged up I almost took her to the doctor. She says she scrapes them on the hurdles, and her coach says there’s nothing to worry about, but it does worry me a little. They just don’t seem to heal. Do you ever have problems like that with Lynn and Melissa?


    “‘I know, I know. I worry too much. Sonja’s fine. Rick’s fine. Nothing awful’s going to happen between now and the first week in July, and we’ll see you then. Love, the Clearys. P.S. Has anybody ever fallen off Pike’s Peak?’”


    Nobody said anything. I folded up the letter and put it back in the envelope.


    “I should have written them,” Mom said. “I should have told them, ‘Come now.’ Then they would have been here.”


    “And we would probably have climbed up Pike’s Peak that day and gotten to see it all go blooey and us with it,” David said, lifting his head up. He laughed and his voice caught on the laugh and cracked. “I guess we should be glad they didn’t come.”


    “Glad?” Mom said. She was rubbing her hands on the legs of her jeans. “I suppose we should be glad Carla took Melissa and the baby to Colorado Springs that day so we didn’t have so many mouths to feed.” She was rubbing her jeans so hard she was going to rub a hole right through them. “I suppose we should be glad those looters shot Mr. Talbot.”


    “No,” Dad said. “But we should be glad the looters didn’t shoot the rest of us. We should be glad they only took the canned goods and not the seeds. We should be glad the fires didn’t get this far. We should be glad…”


    “That we still have mail delivery?” David said. “Should we be glad about that too?” He went outside and shut the door behind him.


    “When I didn’t hear from them, I should have called or something,” Mom said.


    Dad was still looking at the ruined plastic. I took the letter over to him. “Do you want to keep it or what?” I said.


    “I think it’s served its purpose,” he said. He wadded it up, tossed it in the stove, and slammed the door shut. He didn’t even get burned. “Come help me on the greenhouse, Lynn,” he said.


    It was pitch dark outside and really getting cold. My sneakers were starting to get stiff. Dad held the flashlight and pulled the plastic tight over the wooden slats. I stapled the plastic every two inches all the way around the frame and my finger about every other time. After we finished one frame, I asked Dad if I could go back in and put on my boots.


    “Did you get the seeds for the tomatoes?” he said, as if he hadn’t even heard me. “Or were you too busy looking for the letter?”


    “I didn’t look for it,” I said. “I found it. I thought you’d be glad to get the letter and know what happened to the Clearys.”


    Dad was pulling the plastic across the next frame, so hard it was getting little puckers in it. “We already knew,” he said.


    He handed me the flashlight and took the staple gun out of my hand. “You want me to say it?” he said. “You want me to tell you exactly what happened to them? All right. I would imagine they were close enough to Chicago to have been vaporized when the bombs hit. If they were, they were lucky. Because there aren’t any mountains like ours around Chicago. So they got caught in the fire storm or they died of flashburns or radiation sickness or else some looter shot them.”


    “Or their own family,” I said.


    “Or their own family.” He put the staple gun against the wood and pulled the trigger. “I have a theory about what happened the summer before last,” he said. He moved the gun down and shot another staple into the wood. “I don’t think the Russians started it or the United States either. I think it was some little terrorist group somewhere or maybe just one person. I don’t think they had any idea what would happen when they dropped their bomb. I think they were just so hurt and angry and frightened by the way things were that they just lashed out. With a bomb.” He stapled the frame clear to the bottom and straightened up to start on the other side. “What do you think of that theory, Lynn?”


    “I told you,” I said. “I found the letter while I was looking for Mrs. Talbot’s magazine.”


    He turned and pointed the staple gun at me. “But whatever reason they did it for, they brought the whole world crashing down on their heads. Whether they meant it or not, they had to live with the consequences.”


    “If they lived,” I said. “If somebody didn’t shoot them.”


    “I can’t let you go to the post office anymore,” he said. “It’s too dangerous.”


    “What about Mrs. Talbot’s magazines?”


    “Go check on the fire,” he said.


    I went back inside. David had come back and was standing by the fireplace again, looking at the wall. Mom had set up the card table and the folding chairs in front of the fireplace. Mrs. Talbot was in the kitchen cutting up potatoes, only it looked like it was onions from the way she was crying.


    The fire had practically gone out. I stuck a couple of wadded-up magazine pages in to get it going again. The fire flared up with a brilliant blue and green. I tossed a couple of pine cones and some sticks onto the burning paper. One of the pine cones rolled off to the side and lay there in the ashes. I grabbed for it and hit my hand on the door of the stove.


    Right in the same place. Great. The blister would pull the old scab off and we could start all over again. And of course Mom was standing right there, holding the pan of potato soup. She put it on top of the stove and grabbed up my hand like it was evidence in a crime or something. She didn’t say anything. She just stood there holding it and blinking.


    “I burned it,” I said. “I just burned it.”


    She touched the edges of the old scab, as if she was afraid of catching something.


    “It’s a burn!” I shouted, snatching my hand back and cramming David’s stupid logs into the stove. “It isn’t radiation sickness. It’s a burn!”


    “Do you know where your father is, Lynn?” she asked.


    “He’s out on the back porch,” I said, “building his stupid greenhouse.”


    “He’s gone,” she said. “He took Stitch with him.”


    “He can’t have taken Stitch,” I said. “Stitch is afraid of the dark.” She didn’t say anything. “Do you know how dark it is out there?”


    “Yes,” she said, and looked out the window. “I know how dark it is.”


    I got my parka off the hook by the fireplace and started out the door.


    David grabbed my arm. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?”


    I wrenched away from him. “To find Stitch. He’s afraid of the dark.”


    “It’s too dark,” he said. “You’ll get lost.”


    “So what? It’s safer than hanging around this place,” I said and slammed the door shut on his hand.


    I made it halfway to the woodpile before he grabbed me.


    “Let me go,” I said. “I’m leaving. I’m going to go find some other people to live with.”


    “There aren’t any other people! For Christ’s sake, we went all the way to South Park last winter. There wasn’t anybody. We didn’t even see those looters. And what if you run into them, the looters who shot Mr. Talbot?”


    “What if I do? The worst they could do is shoot me. I’ve been shot at before.”


    “You’re acting crazy. You know that, don’t you?” he said. “Coming in here out of the clear blue, taking potshots at everybody with that crazy letter!”


    “Potshots!” I said, so mad I was afraid I was going to start crying. “Potshots! What about last summer? Who was taking potshots then?”


    “You didn’t have any business taking the shortcut,” David said. “Dad told you never to come that way.”


    “Was that any reason to try and shoot me? Was that any reason to kill Rusty?”


    David was squeezing my arm so hard I thought he was going to snap it right in two. “The looters had a dog with them. We found its tracks all around Mr. Talbot. When you took the shortcut and we heard Rusty barking, we thought you were the looters.” He looked at me. “Mom’s right. Paranoia’s the number-one killer. We were all a little crazy last summer. We’re all a little crazy all the time, I guess. And then you pull a stunt like bringing that letter home, reminding everybody of everything that’s happened, of everybody we’ve lost.…” He let go of my arm and looked down at his hand.


    “I told you,” I said. “I found it while I was looking for a magazine. I thought you’d all be glad I found it.”


    “Yeah,” he said. “I’ll bet.”


    He went inside and I stayed out a long time, waiting for Dad and Stitch. When I came in, nobody even looked up. Mom was still standing at the window. I could see a star over her head. Mrs. Talbot had stopped crying and was setting the table. Mom dished up the soup and we all sat down. While we were eating, Dad came in.


    He had Stitch with him. And all the magazines. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Talbot,” he said. “If you’d like, I’ll put them under the house and you can send Lynn for them one at a time.”


    “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “I don’t feel like reading them any more.”


    Dad put the magazines on the couch and sat down at the card table. Mom dished him up a bowl of soup. “I got the seeds,” he said. “The tomato seeds had gotten water-soaked, but the corn and squash were okay.” He looked at me. “I had to board up the post office, Lynn,” he said. “You understand that, don’t you? You understand that I can’t let you go there anymore? It’s just too dangerous.”


    “I told you,” I said. “I found it. While I was looking for a magazine.”


    “The fire’s going out,” he said.


    After they shot Rusty, I wasn’t allowed to go anywhere for a month for fear they’d shoot me when I came home, not even when I promised to take the long way around. But then Stitch showed up and nothing happened and they let me start going again. I went every day till the end of summer and after that whenever they’d let me. I must have looked through every pile of mail a hundred times before I found the letter from the Clearys. Mrs. Talbot was right about the post office. The letter was in somebody else’s box.


    * * * *
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    SEVEN AMERICAN NIGHTS, by Gene Wolfe


    First published in Orbit 20, 1978


    Esteemed and learned madame:


    As I last wrote you, it appears to me likely that your son Nadan (may Allah preserve him!) has left the old capital and traveled—of his own will or another’s—north into the region about the Bay of Delaware. My conjecture is now confirmed by the discovery in those regions of the notebook I enclose. It is not of American manufacture, as you see, and though it holds only the records of a single week, several suggestive items therein provide us new reason to hope.


    I have photocopied the contents to guide me in my investigations, but I am alert to the probability that you, madame, with your superior knowledge of the young man we seek, may discover implications I have overlooked. Should that be the case, I urge you to write me at once.


    Though I hesitate to mention it in connection with so encouraging a finding, your most recently due remission has not yet arrived. I assume that this tardiness results from the procrastination of the mails, which is here truly abominable. I must warn you, however, that I shall be forced to discontinue the search unless funds sufficient for my expenses are forthcoming before the advent of winter.


    With inexpressible respect, Hassan Kerbelai


    * * * *


    Here I am at last! After twelve mortal days aboard the Princess Fatimah— twelve days of cold and ennui, twelve days of bad food and throbbing engines—the joy of being on land again is like the delight a condemned man must feel when a letter from the shah snatches him from beneath the very blade of death. America! America! Dull days are no more! They say that everyone who comes here either loves or hates you, America—by Allah I love you now! Having begun this record at last, I find I do not know where to begin. I had been reading travel diaries before I left home; and so when I saw you, O Book, lying so square and thick in your stall in the bazaar—why should I not have adventures too, and write a book like Osman Aga’s? Few come to this sad country at the world’s edge after all, and most who do land farther up the coast.


    And that gives me the clue I was looking for—how to begin. America began for me as colored water. When I went out on deck yesterday morning, the ocean had changed from green to yellow. I had never heard of such a thing before, neither in my reading, nor in my talks with Uncle Mirza, who was here thirty years ago. I am afraid I behaved like the greatest fool imaginable, running about the ship babbling, and looking over the side every few minutes to make certain the rich mustard color was still there and would not vanish the way things do in dreams when we try to point them out to someone else. The steward told me he knew. Golam Gassem the grain merchant (whom I had tried to avoid meeting for the entire trip until that moment) said, “Yes, yes,” and turned away in a fashion that showed he had been avoiding me too, and that it was going to take more of a miracle than yellow water to change his feelings.


    One of the few native Americans in first class came out just then: Mr.—as the style is here—Tallman, husband of the lovely Madam Tallman, who really deserves such a tall man as myself. (Whether her husband chose that name in self-derision, or in the hope that it would erase others’ memory of his infirmity, or whether it was his father’s, and is merely one of the countless ironies of fate, I do not know. There was something wrong with his back.) As if I had not made enough spectacle of myself already, I took this Mr. Tallman by the sleeve and told him to look over the side, explaining that the sea had turned yellow. I am afraid Mr. Tallman turned white himself instead, and turned something else too—his back—looking as though he would have struck me if he dared. It was comic enough, I suppose—I heard some of the other passengers chuckling about it afterward—but I don’t believe I have seen such hatred in a human face before. Just then the captain came strolling up, and I—considerably deflated but not flattened yet, and thinking that he had not overheard Mr. Tallman and me— mentioned for the final time that day that the water had turned yellow. “I know,” the captain said. “It’s his country” (here he jerked his head in the direction of the pitiful Mr. Tallman), “bleeding to death.”


    * * * *


    Here it is evening again, and I see that I stopped writing last night before I had so much as described my first sight of the coast. Well, so be it. At home it is midnight, or nearly, and the life of the cafes is at its height. How I wish that I were there now, with you, Yasmin, not webbed among these red- and purple-clad strangers, who mob their own streets like an invading army, and duck into their houses like rats into their holes. But you, Yasmin, or Mother, or whoever may read this, will want to know of my day—only you are sometimes to think of me as I am now, bent over an old, scarred table in a decayed room with two beds, listening to the hastening feet in the streets outside.


    I slept late this morning; I suppose I was more tired from the voyage than I realized. By the time I woke, the whole of the city was alive around me, with vendors crying fish and fruits under my shuttered window, and the great wooden wains the Americans call trucks rumbling over the broken concrete on their wide iron wheels, bringing up goods from the ships in the Potomac anchorage. One sees very odd teams here, Yasmin. When I went to get my breakfast (one must go outside to reach the lobby and dining room in these American hotels, which I would think would be very inconvenient in bad weather) I saw one of these trucks with two oxen, a horse, and a mule in the traces, which would have made you laugh. The drivers crack their whips all the time.


    The first impression one gets of America is that it is not as poor as one has been told. It is only later that it becomes apparent how much has been handed down from the previous century. The streets here are paved, but they are old and broken. There are fine, though decayed, buildings everywhere (this hotel is one—the Inn of Holidays, it is called), more modern in appearance than the ones we see at home, where for so long traditional architecture was enforced by law. We are on Maine Street, and when I had finished my breakfast (it was very good, and very cheap by our standards, though I am told it is impossible to get anything out of season here) I asked the manager where I should go to see the sights of the city. He is a short and phenomenally ugly man, something of a hunchback as so many of them are. “There are no tours,” he said. “Not any more.”


    I told him that I simply wanted to wander about by myself and perhaps sketch a bit.


    “You can do that. North for the buildings, south for the theater, west for the park. Do you plan to go to the park, Mr. Jaffarzadeh?”


    “I haven’t decided yet.”


    “You should hire at least two securities if you go to the park—I can recommend an agency.”


    “I have my pistol.”


    “You’ll need more than that, sir.”


    Naturally, I decided then and there that I would go to the park, and alone. But I have determined not to spend this, the sole, small coin of adventure this land has provided me so far, before I discover what else it may offer to enrich my existence.


    Accordingly, I set off for the north when I left the hotel. I have not, thus far, seen this city, or any American city, by night. What they might be like if these people thronged the streets then, as we do, I cannot imagine. Even by clearest day, there is the impression of carnival, of some mad circus whose performance began a hundred or more years ago and has not ended yet.


    At first it seemed that only every fourth or fifth person suffered some trace of the genetic damage that destroyed the old America, but as I grew more accustomed to the streets, and thus less quick to dismiss as Americans and no more the unhappy old woman who wanted me to buy flowers and the boy who dashed shrieking between the wheels of a truck, and began instead to look at them as human beings—in other words, just as I would look at some chance-met person on one of our own streets—I saw that there was hardly a soul not marked in some way. These deformities, though they are individually hideous, in combination with the bright, ragged clothing so common here, give the meanest assemblage the character of a pageant. I sauntered along, hardly out of earshot of one group of street musicians before encountering another, and in a few strides passed a man so tall that he was taller seated on a low step than I standing; a bearded dwarf with a withered arm; and a woman whose face had been divided by some devil into halves, one large eyed and idiotically despairing, the other squinting and sneering.


    * * * *


    There can be no question about it—Yasmin must not read this. I have been sitting here for an hour at least, staring at the flame of the candle. Sitting and listening to something that from time to time beats against the steel shutters that close the window of this room. The truth is that I am paralyzed by a fear that entered me—I do not know from whence—yesterday, and has been growing ever since.


    Everyone knows that these Americans were once the most skilled creators of consciousness-altering substances the world had ever seen. The same knowledge that permitted them to forge the chemicals that destroyed them, so that they might have bread that never staled, innumerable poisons for vermin, and a host of unnatural materials for every purpose, also contrived synthetic alkaloids that produced endless feverish imaginings.


    Surely some, at least, of these skills remain. Or if they do not, then some of the substances themselves, preserved for eighty or a hundred years in hidden cabinets, and no doubt growing more dangerous as the world forgets them. I think that someone on the ship may have administered some such drug to me.


    * * * *


    That is out at last! I felt so much better at having written it—it took a great deal of effort—that I took several turns about this room. Now that I have written it down, I do not believe it at all.


    Still, last night I dreamed of that bread, of which I first read in the little schoolroom of Uncle Mirza’s country house. It was no complex, towering “literary” dream such as I have sometimes had, and embroidered, and boasted of afterward over coffee. Just the vision of a loaf of soft white bread lying on a plate in the center of a small table: bread that retained the fragrance of the oven (surely one of the most delicious in the world) though it was smeared with gray mold. Why would the Americans wish such a thing? Yet all the historians agree that they did, just as they wished their own corpses to appear living forever.


    It is only this country, with its colorful, fetid streets, deformed people, and harsh, alien language, that makes me feel as drugged and dreaming as I do. Praise Allah that I can speak Farsi to you, O Book. Will you believe that I have taken out every article of clothing I have, just to read the makers’ labels? Will I believe it, for that matter, when I read this at home?


    * * * *


    The public buildings to the north—once the great center, as I understand it, of political activity—offer a severe contrast to the streets of the still-occupied areas. In the latter, the old buildings are in the last stages of decay, or have been repaired by makeshift and inappropriate means, but they seethe with the life of those who depend upon such commercial activity as the port yet provides, and with those who depend on them, and so on. The monumental buildings, because they were constructed of the most imperishable materials, appear almost whole, though there are a few fallen columns and sagging porticos, and in several places small trees (mostly the sad Carpinus caroliniana, I believe) have rooted in the crevices of walls. Still, if it is true, as has been written, that Time’s beard is gray not with the passage of years but with the dust of ruined cities, it is here that he trails it. These imposing shells are no more than that. They were built, it would seem, to be cooled and ventilated by machinery. Many are windowless, their interiors now no more than sunless caves, reeking of decay; into these I did not venture. Others had had fixed windows that once were mere walls of glass, and a few of these remained, so that I was able to sketch their construction. Most, however, are destroyed. Time’s beard has swept away their very shards.


    Though these old buildings (with one or two exceptions) are deserted, I encountered several beggars. They seemed to be Americans whose deformities preclude their doing useful work, and one cannot help but feel sorry for them, though their appearance is often as distasteful as their importunities. They offered to show me the former residence of their Padshah, and as an excuse to give them a few coins I accompanied them, making them first pledge to leave me when I had seen it.


    The structure they pointed out to me was situated at the end of a long avenue lined with impressive buildings, so I suppose they must have been correct in thinking it once important. Hardly more than the foundation, some rubble, and one ruined wing remains now, and it cannot have been originally of an enduring construction. No doubt it was actually a summer palace or something of that kind. The beggars have now forgotten its very name, and call it merely the white house.


    When they had guided me to this relic, I pretended that I wanted to make drawings, and they left as they had promised. In five or ten minutes, however, one particularly enterprising fellow returned. He had no lower jaw, so that I had quite a bit of difficulty in understanding him at first, but after we had shouted back and forth a good deal—I telling him to depart and threatening to kill him on the spot and he protesting—I realized that he was forced to make the sound of d for b, n for m, and t for p; and after that we got along better.


    I will not attempt to render his speech phonetically, but he said that since I had been so generous, he wished to show me a great secret—something foreigners like myself did not even realize existed.


    “Clean water,” I suggested.


    “No, no. A great, great secret, Captain. You think all this is dead.” He waved a misshapen hand at the desolated structures that surrounded us.


    “Indeed I do.”


    “One still lives. You would like to see it? I will guide. Don’t worry about the others—they’re afraid of me. I will drive them away.”


    “If you are leading me into some kind of ambush, I warn you, you will be the first to suffer.”


    He looked at me very seriously for a moment, and a man seemed to stare from the eyes in that ruined face, so that I felt a twinge of real sympathy. “See there? The big building to the south, on Pennsylvania? Captain, my father’s father’s father was chief of a department” (“detartnent”) “there. I would not betray you.”


    From what I have read of this country’s policies in the days of his father’s father’s father, that was little enough reassurance, but I followed him.


    We went diagonally across several blocks, passing through two ruined buildings. There were human bones in both, and remembering his boast, I asked him if they had belonged to the workers there.


    “No, no.” He tapped his chest again—a habitual gesture, I suppose—and scooping up a skull from the floor held it beside his own head so that I could see that it exhibited cranial deformities much like his own. “We sleep here, to be shut behind strong walls from the things that come at night. We die here, mostly in wintertime. No one buries us.”


    “You should bury each other,” I said.


    He tossed down the skull, which shattered on the terrazzo floor, waking a thousand dismal echoes. “No shovel, and few are strong. But come with rne.”


    At first sight the building to which he led me looked more decayed than many of the ruins. One of its spires had fallen, and the bricks lay in the street. Yet when I looked again, I saw that there must be something in what he said. The broken windows had been closed with ironwork at least as well made as the shutters that protect my room here, and the door, though old and weathered, was tightly shut, and looked strong.


    “This is the museum,” my guide told me. “The only part left, almost, of the Silent City that still lives in the old way. Would you like to see inside?”


    I told him that I doubted that we would be able to enter.


    “Wonderful machines.” He pulled at my sleeve. “You see in, Captain. Come.”


    We followed the building’s walls around several corners, and at last entered a sort of alcove at the rear. Here there was a grille set in the weed-grown ground, and the beggar gestured toward it proudly. I made him stand some distance off, then knelt as he had indicated to look through the grille.


    There was a window of unshattered glass beyond the grille. It was very soiled now, but I could see through into the basement of the building, and there, just as the beggar had said, stood an orderly array of complex mechanisms.


    I stared for some time, trying to gain some notion of their purpose, and at length an old American appeared among them, peering at one and then another, and whisking the shining bars and gears with a rag.


    The beggar had crept closer as I watched. He pointed at the old man, and said, “Still come from north and south to study here. Someday we are great again.” Then I thought of my own lovely country, whose eclipse—though without genetic damage—-lasted twenty-three hundred years. And I gave him money, and told him that, yes, I was certain America would be great again someday, and left him, and returned here.


    I have opened the shutters so that I can look across the city to the obelisk and catch the light of the dying sun. Its fields and valleys of fire do not seem more alien to me, or more threatening, than this strange, despondent land. Yet I know that we are all one—the beggar, the old man moving among the machines of a dead age, those machines themselves, the sun, and I. A century ago, when this was a thriving city, the philosophers used to speculate on the reason that each neutron and proton and electron exhibited the same mass as all the others of its kind. Now we know that there is only one particle of each variety, moving backward and forward in time, an electron when it travels as we do, a positron when its temporal displacement is retrograde, the same few particles appearing billions of billions of times to make up a single object, and the same few particles forming all the objects, so that we are all the sketches, as it were, of the same set of pastels.


    * * * *


    I have gone out to eat. There is a good restaurant not far from the hotel, better even than the dining room here. When I came back the manager told me that there is to be a play tonight at the theater, and assured me that because it is so close to his hotel (in truth, he is very proud of this theater, and no doubt its proximity to his hotel is the only circumstance that permits the hotel to remain open) I will be in no danger if I go without an escort. To tell the truth, I am a little ashamed that I did not hire a boat today to take me across the channel to the park, so now I will attend the play, and dare the night streets.


    Here I am again, returned to this too-large, too-bare, uncarpeted room, which is already beginning to seem a second home, with no adventures to retail from the dangerous benighted streets. The truth is that the theater is hardly more than a hundred paces to the south. I kept my hand on the butt of my pistol and walked along with a great many other people (mostly Americans) who were also going to the theater, and felt something of a fool.


    The building is as old as those in the Silent City, I should think, but it has been kept in some repair. There was more of a feeling of gaiety (though to me it was largely an alien gaiety) among the audience than we have at home, and less of the atmosphere of what I may call the sacredness of Art. By that I knew that the drama really is sacred here, as the colorful clothes of the populace make clear in any case. An exaggerated and solemn respect always indicates a loss of faith.


    Having recently come from my dinner, I ignored the stands in the lobby at which the Americans—who seem to eat constantly when they can afford it— were selecting various cold meats and pastries, and took my place in the theater proper. I was hardly in my seat before a pipe-puffing old gentleman, an American, desired me to move in order that he might reach his own. I stood up gladly, of course, and greeted him as “Grandfather,” as our own politeness (if not theirs) demands. But while he was settling himself and I was still standing beside him, I caught a glimpse of his face from the exact angle at which I had seen it this afternoon, and recognized him as the old man I had watched through the grille.


    Here was a difficult situation. I wanted very much to draw him into conversation, but I could not well confess that I had been spying on him. I puzzled over the question until the lights were extinguished and the play began.


    It was Vidal’s Visit to a Small Planet, one of the classics of the old American theater, a play I have often read about but never (until now) seen performed. I would have liked it much better if it had been done with the costumes and settings of its proper period; unhappily, the director had chosen to “modernize” the entire affair, just as we sometimes present Rustam Beg as if Rustam had been a hero of the war just past. General Powers was a contemporary American soldier with the mannerisms of a cowardly bandit, Spelding a publisher of libelous broadsheets, and so on. The only characters that gave me much pleasure were the limping spaceman, Kreton, and the ingenue, Ellen Spelding, played as and by a radiantly beautiful American blonde.


    All through the first act my mind had been returning (particularly during Spelding’s speeches) to the problem of the old man beside me. By the time the curtain fell, I had decided that the best way to start a conversation might be to offer to fetch him a kebab—or whatever he might want—from the lobby, since his threadbare appearance suggested that he might be ready enough to be treated, and the weakness of his legs would provide an admirable excuse. I tried the gambit as soon as the flambeaux were relit, and it worked as well as I could have wished. When I returned with a paper tray of sandwiches and bitter drinks, he remarked to me quite spontaneously that he had noticed me flexing my right hand during the performance.


    “Yes,” I said. “I had been writing a good deal before I came here.”


    That set him off, and he began to discourse, frequently with a great deal more detail than I could comprehend, on the topic of writing machines. At last I halted the flow with some question that must have revealed that I knew less of the subject than he had supposed. “Have you ever,” he asked me, “carved a letter in a potato, and moistened it with a stamp pad, and used it to imprint paper?”


    “As a child, yes. We used a turnip, but no doubt the principle is the same.”


    “Exactly; and the principle is that of extended abstraction. I ask you—on the lowest level, what is communication?”


    “Talking, I suppose.”


    His shrill laugh rose above the hubbub of the audience. “Not at all! Smell”—here he gripped my arm—“smell is the essence of communication. Look at that word essence itself. When you smell another human being, you take chemicals from his body into your own, analyze them, and from the analysis you accurately deduce his emotional state. You do it so constantly and so automatically that you are largely unconscious of it, and say simply, ‘He seemed frightened,’ or, ‘He was angry.’ You see?”


    I nodded, interested in spite of myself.


    “When you speak, you are telling another how you would smell if you smelled as you should and if he could smell you properly from where he stands. It is almost certain that speech was not developed until the glaciations that terminated the Pliocene stimulated mankind to develop fire, and the frequent inhalation of wood smoke had dulled the olfactory organs.”


    “I see.”


    “No, you hear—unless you are by chance reading my lips, which in this din would be a useful accomplishment.” He took an enormous bite of his sandwich, spilling pink meat that had surely come from no natural animal. “When you write, you are telling the other how you would speak if he could hear you, and when you print with your turnip, you are telling him how you would write. You will notice that we have already reached the third level of abstraction.”


    I nodded again.


    “It used to be believed that only a limited number K of levels of abstraction were possible before the original matter disappeared altogether—some very interesting mathematical work was done about seventy years ago in an attempt to derive a generalized expression for K for various systems. Now we know that the number can be infinite if the array represents an open curve, and that closed curves are also possible.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “You are young and handsome—very fine looking, with your wide shoulders and black mustache—let us suppose a young woman loves you. If you and I and she were crouched now on the limb of a tree, you would scent her desire. Today, perhaps she tells you of that desire. But it is also possible, is it not, that she may write you of her desire?”


    Remembering Yasmin’s letters, I assented.


    “But suppose those letters are perfumed—a musky, sweet perfume. You understand? A closed curve—the perfume is not the odor of her body, but an artificial simulation of it. It may not be what she feels, but it is what she tells you she feels. Your real love is for a whale, a male deer, and a bed of roses.” He was about to say more, but the curtain went up for the second act.


    I found that act both more enjoyable and more painful than the first. The opening scene, in which Kreton (soon joined by Ellen) reads the mind of the family cat, was exceptionally effective. The concealed orchestra furnished music to indicate cat thoughts; I wish I knew the identity of the composer, but my playbill does not provide the information. The bedroom wall became a shadow screen, where we saw silhouettes of cats catching birds and then, when Ellen tickled the real cat’s belly, making love. As I have said, Kreton and Ellen were the play’s best characters. The juxtaposition of Ellen’s willowy beauty and high-spirited naivete and Kreton’s clear desire for her illuminated perfectly the Paphian difficulties that would confront a powerful telepath, were such persons to exist.


    On the other hand, Kreton’s summoning of the presidents, which closes the act, was as objectionable as it could possibly have been made. The foreign ruler conjured up by error was played as a Turk, and as broadly as possible. I confess to feeling some prejudice against that bloodthirsty race myself, but what was done was indefensible. When the president of the World Council appeared, he was portrayed as an American.


    By the end of that scene I was in no very good mood. I think that I have not yet shaken off the fatigues of the crossing; and they, combined with a fairly strenuous day spent prowling around the ruins of the Silent City, had left me now in that state in which the smallest irritation takes on the dimensions of a mortal insult. The old curator beside me discerned my irascibility, but mistook the reason for it, and began to apologize for the state of the American stage, saying that all the performers of talent emigrated as soon as they gained recognition and returned only when they had failed on the eastern shore of the Atlantic.


    “No, no,” I said. “Kreton and the girl are very fine, and the rest of the cast is at least adequate.”


    He seemed not to have heard me. “They pick them up wherever they can—they choose them for their faces. When they have appeared m three plays, they call themselves actors. At the Smithsonian—I am employed there; perhaps I’ve already mentioned it—we have tapes of real theater: Laurence Olivier, Orson Welles, Katharine Cornell. Spelding is a barber, or at least he was. He used to put his chair under the old Kennedy statue and shave the passersby. Ellen is a trollop, and Powers a drayman. That lame fellow Kreton used to snare sailors for a singing house on Portland Street.”


    His disparagement of his own national culture embarrassed me, though it put me in a better mood. (I have noticed that the two often go together—perhaps I am secretly humiliated to find that people of no great importance can affect my interior state with a few words or some mean service.) I took my leave of him and went to the confectioner’s stand in the lobby. The Americans have a very pretty custom of duplicating the speckled eggs of wild birds in marzipan, and I bought a box of these—not only because I wanted to try them myself, but because I felt certain they would prove a treat for the old man, who must seldom have enough money to afford luxuries of that kind. I was quite correct—he ate them eagerly. But when I sampled one, I found its odor (as though I were eating artificial violets) so unpleasant that I did not take another.


    “We were speaking of writing,” the old man said. “The closed curve and the open curve. I did not have time to make the point that both could be achieved mechanically, but the monograph I am now developing turns upon that very question, and it happens that I have examples with me. First the closed curve. In the days when our president was among the world’s ten most powerful men—the reality of the Paul Laurent you see on the stage there—each president received hundreds of requests every day for his signature. To have granted them would have taken hours of his time. To have refused them would have raised a brigade of enemies.”


    “What did they do?”


    “They called upon the resources of science. That science devised the machine that wrote this.”


    From within his clean, worn coat he drew a folded sheet of paper. I opened it and saw that it was covered with the text of what appeared to be a public address, written in a childish scrawl. Mentally attempting to review the list of the American presidents I had seen in some digest of world history long ago, I asked whose hand it was.


    “The machine’s. Whose hand is being imitated here is one of the things I am attempting to discover.”


    In the dim light of the theater it was almost impossible to make out the faded script, but I caught the word Sardinia. “Surely, by correlating the contents to historical events it should be possible to date it quite accurately.”


    The old man shook his head. “The text itself was composed by another machine to achieve some national psychological effect. It is not probable that it bears any real relationship to the issues of its day. But now look here.” He drew out a second sheet, and unfolded it for me. So far as I could see, it was completely blank. I was still staring at it when the curtain went up.


    As Kreton moved his toy aircraft across the stage, the old man took a final egg and turned away to watch the play. There was still half a carton left, and I, thinking that he might want more later, and afraid that they might be spilled from my lap and lost underfoot, closed the box and slipped it into the side pocket of my jacket.


    The special effects for the landing of the second spaceship were well done, but there was something else in the third act that gave me as much pleasure as the cat scene in the second. The final curtain hinges on the device our poets call the Peri’s asphodel, a trick so shopworn now that it is acceptable only if it can be presented in some new light. The one used here was to have John—Ellen’s lover—find Kreton’s handkerchief and, remarking that it seemed perfumed, bury his nose in it. For an instant, the shadow wall used at the beginning of the second act was illuminated again to graphically (or I should say pornographically) present Ellen’s desire, conveying to the audience that John had, for that moment, shared the telepathic abilities of Kreton, whom all of them had now entirely forgotten.


    The device was extremely effective, and left me feeling that I had by no means wasted my evening. I joined the general applause as the cast appeared to take their bows; then, as I was turning to leave, I noticed that the old man appeared very ill. I asked if he were all right, and he confessed ruefully that he had eaten too much, and thanked me again for my kindness—which must at that time have taken a great deal of resolution.


    I helped him out of the theater and, when I saw that he had no transportation but his feet, told him I would take him home. He thanked me again, and informed me that he had a room at the museum.


    Thus the half-block walk from the theater to my hotel was transformed into a journey of three or four kilometers, taken by moonlight, much of it through rubble-strewn avenues of the deserted parts of the city.


    During the day I had hardly glanced at the stark skeleton of the old highway. Tonight, when we walked beneath its ruined overpasses, they seemed inexpressibly ancient and sinister. It occurred to me then that there may be a time flaw, such as astronomers report from space, somewhere in the Atlantic. How is it that this western shore is more antiquated in the remains of a civilization not yet a century dead than we are in the shadow of Darius? May it not be that every ship that plows that sea moves through ten thousand years?


    * * * *


    For the past hour—I find I cannot sleep—I have been debating whether to make this entry. But what good is a travel journal, if one does not enter everything? I will revise it on the trip home, and present a cleansed copy for my mother and Yasmin to read.


    It appears that the scholars at the museum have no income but that derived from the sale of treasures gleaned from the past, and I bought a vial of what is supposed to be the greatest creation of the old hallucinatory chemists from the woman who helped me get the old man into bed. It is—it was—about half the height of my smallest finger. Very probably it was alcohol and nothing more, though I paid a substantial price.


    I was sorry I had bought it before I left, and still more sorry when I arrived here; but at the time it seemed that this would be my only opportunity, and I could think of nothing but to seize the adventure. After I have swallowed the drug I will be able to speak with authority about these things for the remainder of my life.


    Here is what I have done. I have soaked the porous sugar of one of the eggs with the fluid. The moisture will soon dry up. The drug—if there is a drug—will remain. Then I will rattle the eggs together in an empty drawer, and each day, beginning tomorrow night, I will eat one egg.


    * * * *


    I am writing today before I go down to breakfast, partly because I suspect that the hotel does not serve so early. Today I intend to visit the park on the other side of the channel. If it is as dangerous as they say, it is very likely I will not return to make any entry tonight. If I do return—well, I will plan for that when I am here again.


    After I had blown out my candle last night I could not sleep, though I was tired to the bone. Perhaps it was only the excitement of the long walk back from the museum, but I could not free my mind from the image of Ellen. My wandering thoughts associated her with the eggs, and I imagined myself Kreton, sitting up in bed with the cat on my lap. In my daydream (I was not asleep) Ellen brought me my breakfast on a tray and the breakfast consisted of the six candy eggs.


    When my mind had exhausted itself with this kind of imagery, I decided to have the manager procure a girl for me so that I could rid myself of the accumulated tensions of the voyage. After about an hour during which I sat up reading, he arrived with three; and when he had given me a glimpse of them through the half-open door, he slipped inside and shut it behind him, leaving them standing in the corridor. I told him I had only asked for one.


    “I know, Mr. Jaffarzadeh; I know. But I thought you might like to have a choice.”


    None of them—from the glimpse I had had—resembled Ellen, but I thanked him for his thoughtfulness and suggested that he bring them in.


    “I wanted to tell you first, sir, that you must allow me to set the price with them—I can get them for much less than you, sir, because they know they cannot deceive me, and they must depend on me to bring them to my guests in the future.” He named a sum that was in fact quite trivial.


    “That will be fine,” I said. “Bring them in.”


    He bowed and smiled, making his pinched and miserly face as pleasant as possible and reminding me very much of a picture I had once seen of an imp summoned before the court of Suleiman. “But first, sir, I wished to inform you that if you would like all three—together—you may have them for the price of two. And should you desire only two of the three, you may have them for one and one-half the price of one. All are very lovely, and I thought you might want to consider it.”


    “Very well, I have considered it. Show them in.”


    “I will light another candle,” he said, bustling about the room. “There is no charge, sir, for candles at the rate you’re paying. I can put the girls on your bill as well. They’ll be down as room service—you understand, I’m sure.”


    When the second candle was burning and he had positioned it to his liking on the nightstand between the two beds, he opened the door and waved in the girls, saying, “I’ll go now. Take what you like and send out the others.” (I feel certain this was a stratagem—he felt I would have difficulty in getting any to leave and so would have to pay for all three.)


    Yasmin must never see this—that is decided. It is not just that this entire incident would disturb her greatly, but because of what happened next. I was sitting on the bed nearest the door, hoping to decide quickly which of the three most resembled the girl who had played Ellen. The first was too short, with a wan, pinched face. The second was tall and blond, but plump. The third, who seemed to stumble as she entered, exactly resembled Yasmin.


    For a few seconds I actually believed it was she. Science has so accustomed us to devising and accepting theories to account for the facts we observe, however fantastic, that our minds must begin their manufacture before we are aware of it. Yasmin had grown lonely for me. She had booked passage a few days after my own departure, or perhaps had flown, daring the notorious American landing facilities. Arriving here, she had made inquiries at the consulate, and was approaching my door as the manager lit his candle, and not knowing what was taking place had entered with prostitutes he had engaged.


    It was all moonshine, of course. I jumped to my feet and held up the candle, and saw that the third girl, though she had Yasmin’s large, dark eyes and rounded little chin, was not she. For all her night-black hair and delicate features, she was indisputably an American; and as she came toward me (encouraged, no doubt, because she had attracted my attention) I saw that like Kreton in the play she had a clubfoot.


    * * * *


    As you see, I returned alive from the park after all. Tonight before I retire I will eat an egg, but first I will briefly set down my experiences.


    The park lies on the opposite side of the Washington Channel, between the city and the river. It can be reached by land only at the north end. Not choosing to walk so far and return, I hired a little boat with a tattered red sail to carry me to the southern tip, which is called Hains Point. Here there was a fountain, I am told, in the old times, but nothing remains of it now.


    We had clear, sunny spring weather, and made our way over exhilarating swells of wave with nothing of the deadly wallowing that oppressed me so much aboard the Princess Fatimah. I sat in the bow and watched the rolling greenery of the park on one side of the channel and the ruins of the old fort on the other, while an elderly man handled the tiller and his thin, sun-browned granddaughter, aged about eleven, worked the sail.


    When we rounded the point, the old man told me that for very little more he would take me across to Arlington to see the remains of what is supposed to be the largest building of the country’s antiquity. I refused, determined to save that experience for another time, and we landed where a part of the ancient concrete coping remained intact.


    The tracks of old roads run up either shore, but I decided to avoid them, and made my way up the center, keeping to the highest ground insofar as I could. Once, no doubt, the whole area was devoted to pleasure. Very little remains, however, of the pavilions and statuary that must have dotted the ground. There are little, worn-away hills that may once have been rockeries but are now covered with soil, and many stagnant pools. In a score of places I saw the burrows of the famous giant American rats, though I never saw the animals themselves. To judge from the holes, their size has not been exaggerated—there were several I could have entered with ease.


    The wild dogs, against which I had been warned by both the hotel manager and the old boatman, began to follow me after I had walked about a kilometer north. They are short-haired, and typically blotched with black and brown flecked with white. I would say their average weight was about twenty-five kilos. With their erect ears and alert, intelligent faces they did not seem particularly dangerous, but I soon noticed that whichever way I turned, the ones in back of me edged nearer. I sat on a stone with my back to a pool and made several quick sketches of them, then decided to try my pistol. They did not seem to know what it was, so I was able to center the red aiming laser very nicely on one big fellow’s chest before I pressed the stud for a high-energy pulse.


    For a long time afterward, I heard the melancholy howling of these dogs behind me. Perhaps they were mourning their fallen leader. Twice I came across rusting machines that may have been used to take invalids through the gardens in such fair weather as I myself experienced today. Uncle Mirza says I am a good colorist, but I despair of ever matching the green-haunted blacks with which the declining sun painted the park.


    I met no one until I had almost reached the piers of the abandoned railway bridge. Then four or five Americans who pretended to beg surrounded me. The dogs, who as I understand it live mostly upon the refuse cast up by the river, were honest in their intentions and cleaner in their persons. If these people had been like the pitiful creatures I had met in the Silent City, I would have thrown them a few coins, but they were more or less able-bodied men and women who could have worked and chose instead to rob. I told them that I had been forced to kill a countryman of theirs (not mentioning that he was a dog) who had assaulted me, and asked where I could report the matter to the police. At that they backed off, and permitted me to walk around the northern end of the channel in peace, though not without a thousand savage looks. I returned here without further incident, tired and very well satisfied with my day.


    * * * *


    I have eaten one of the eggs! I confess I found it difficult to take the first taste, but marshaling my resolution was like pushing at a wall of glass—all at once the resistance snapped, and I picked the thing up and swallowed it in a few bites. It was piercingly sweet, but there was no other flavor. Now we will see. This is more frightening than the park by far.


    * * * *


    Nothing seemed to be happening, so I went out to dinner. It was twilight, and the carnival spirit of the streets was more marked than ever—colored lights above all the shops, and music from the rooftops where the wealthier natives have private gardens. I have been eating mostly at the hotel, but was told of a “good” American-style restaurant not too far south on Maine Street.


    It was just as described—people sitting on padded benches in alcoves. The tabletops are of a substance like fine-grained, greasy artificial stone. They looked very old. I had the Number One Dinner—buff-colored fish soup with the pasty American bread on the side, followed by a sandwich of ground meat and raw vegetables doused with a tomato sauce and served on a soft, oily roll. To tell the truth, I did not much enjoy the meal, but it seems a sort of duty to sample more of the American food than I have thus far.


    I am very tempted to end the account of my day here, and in fact I laid down this pen when I had written thus far and made myself ready for bed. Still, what good is a dishonest record? I will let no one see this—just keep it to read over after I get home.


    Returning to the hotel from the restaurant, I passed the theater. The thought of seeing Ellen again was irresistible; I bought a ticket and went inside. It was not until I was in my seat that I realized that the bill had changed.


    The new play was Mary Rose. I saw it done by an English company several years ago, with great authenticity, and it struck me that (like Mary herself) it had far outlived its time. The American production was as inauthentic as the other had been correct. For that reason, it retained—or I should have said it had acquired—a good deal of interest.


    Americans are superstitious about the interior of their country, not its coasts, so Mary Rose’s island had been shifted to one of the huge central lakes. The highlander, Cameron, had accordingly become a Canadian, played by General Powers’s former aide. The Speldings had become the Morelands, and the Morelands had become Americans. Kreton was Harry, the knife-throwing wounded soldier, and my Ellen had become Mary Rose.


    The role suited her so well that I imagined the play had been selected as a vehicle for her. Her height emphasized the character’s unnatural immaturity, and her slenderness and the vulnerability of her pale complexion would have told us, I think, if the play had not, that she had been victimized unaware. More important than any of these things was a wild and innocent affinity for the supernatural, which she projected to perfection. It was that quality alone (as I now understood) that had made us believe on the preceding night that Kreton’s spaceship might land in the Speldings’ rose garden—he would have been drawn to Ellen, though he had never seen her. Now it made Mary Rose’s disappearances and reappearances plausible and even likely; it was as likely that unseen spirits lusted for Mary Rose as that Lieutenant Blake (previously John Randolf) loved her.


    Indeed it was more likely. And I had no sooner realized that than the whole mystery of Mary Rose—which had seemed at once inexplicable and banal when I had seen it well played in Tehran—lay clear before me. We of the audience were the envious and greedy spirits. If the Morelands could not see that one wall of their comfortable drawing room was but a sea of dark faces, if Cameron had never noticed that we were the backdrop of his island, the fault was theirs. By rights then, Mary Rose should have been drawn to us when she vanished. At the end of the second act I began to look for her, and in the beginning of the third I found her, standing silent and unobserved behind the last row of seats. I was only four rows from the stage, but I slipped out of my place as unobtrusively as I could, and crept up the aisle toward her.


    I was too late. Before I had gone halfway, it was nearly time for her entrance at the end of the scene. I watched the rest of the play from the back of the theater, but she never returned.


    Same night. I am having a good deal of trouble sleeping, though while I was on the ship I slept nine hours a night and was off as soon as my head touched the pillow.


    The truth is that while I lay in bed tonight I recalled the old curator’s remark that the actresses were all prostitutes. If it is true and not simply an expression of hatred for younger people whose bodies are still attractive, then I have been a fool to moan over the thought of Mary Rose and Ellen when I might have had the girl herself.


    Her name is Ardis Dahl—I just looked it up in the playbill. I am going to the manager’s office to consult the city directory there.


    * * * *


    Writing before breakfast. Found the manager’s office locked last night. It was after two. I put my shoulder against the door and got it opened easily enough. (There was no metal socket for the bolt such as we have at home—just a hole mortised in the frame.) The directory listed several Dahls in the city, but since it was nearly eight years out of date it did not inspire a great deal of confidence. I reflected, however, that in a backwater like this people were not likely to move about so much as we do at home, and that if it were not still of some utility, the manager would not be likely to retain it, so I selected the one that appeared from its address to be nearest the theater, and set out.


    The streets were completely deserted. I remember thinking that I was now doing what I had previously been so afraid to do, having been frightened of the city by reading. How ridiculous to suppose that robbers would be afoot now, when no one else was. What would they do, stand for hours at the empty corners?


    The moon was full and high in the southern sky, showering the street with the lambent white fluid of its light. If it had not been for the sharp, unclean odor so characteristic of American residential areas, I might have thought myself walking through an illustration from some old book of wonder tales, or an actor in a children’s pantomime, so bewitched by the scenery that he has forgotten the audience.


    (In writing that—which to tell the truth I did not think of at the time, but only now, as I sat here at my table—I realized that that is in fact what must happen to the American girl I have been in the habit of calling Ellen but must now learn to call Ardis. She could never perform as she does if it were not that in some part of her mind her stage became her reality.)


    The shadows about my feet were a century old, tracing faithfully the courses they had determined long before New Tabriz came to jewel the lunar face with its sapphire. Webbed with thoughts of her—my Ellen, my Mary Rose, my Ardis!— and with the magic of that pale light that commands all the tides, I was elevated to a degree I cannot well describe.


    Then I was seized by the thought that everything I felt might be no more than the effect of the drug.


    At once, like someone who falls from a tower and clutches at the very wisps of air, I tried to return myself to reality. I bit the interior of my cheeks until the blood filled my mouth, and struck the unfeeling wall of the nearest building with my fist. In a moment the pain sobered me. For a quarter hour or more I stood at the curbside, spitting into the gutter and trying to clean and bandage my knuckles with strips torn from my handkerchief. A thousand times I thought what a sight I would be if I did in fact succeed in seeing Ellen, and I comforted myself with the thought that if she were indeed a prostitute it would not matter to her—I could offer her a few additional rials and all would be well.


    Yet that thought was not really much comfort. Even when a woman sells her body, a man flatters himself that she would not do so quite so readily were he not who he is. At the very moment I drooled blood into the street, I was congratulating myself on the strong, square face so many have admired, and wondering how I should apologize if in kissing her I smeared her mouth with red.


    Perhaps it was some faint sound that brought me to myself; perhaps it was only the consciousness of being watched. I drew my pistol and turned this way and that, but saw nothing.


    Yet the feeling endured. I began to walk again, and if there was any sense of unreality remaining, it was no longer the unearthly exultation I had felt earlier. After a few steps I stopped and listened. A dry sound of rattling and scraping had followed me. It too stopped now.


    I was nearing the address I had taken from the directory. I confess my mind was filled with fancies in which I was rescued by Ellen herself, who in the end should be more frightened than I, but who would risk her lovely person to save mine. Yet I knew these were but fancies, and the thing pursuing me was not, though it crossed my mind more than once that it might be some druj made to seem visible and palpable to me.


    Another block and I had reached the address. It was a house no different from those on either side—built of the rubble of buildings that were older still, three storied, heavy doored, and almost without windows. There was a bookshop on the ground floor (to judge by an old sign), with living quarters above it. I crossed the street to see it better, and stood, wrapped again in my dreams, staring at the single thread of yellow light that showed between the shutters of a gable window.


    As I watched that light, the feeling of being watched myself grew upon me. Time passed, slipping through the waist of the universe’s great hourglass like the eroded soil of this continent slipping down her rivers to the seas. At last my fear and desire—desire for Ellen, fear of whatever it was that glared at me with invisible eyes—drove me to the door of the house. I hammered the wood with the butt of my pistol, though I knew how unlikely it was that any American would answer a knock at such a time of night, and when I had knocked several times I heard slow steps from within.


    The door creaked open until it was caught by a chain. I saw a gray-haired man, fully dressed, holding an old-fashioned long-barreled gun. Behind him a woman lifted a stub of smoking candle to let him see, and though she was clearly much older than Ellen, and was marked, moreover, by the deformities so prevalent here, there was a certain nobility in her features and a certain beauty as well, so that I was reminded of the fallen statue that is said to have stood on an island farther north, and which I have seen pictured.


    I told the man that I was a traveler—true enough!—and that I had just arrived by boat from Arlington and had no place to stay and so had walked into the city until I had noticed the light of his window. I would pay, I said, a silver rial if they would only give me a bed for the night and breakfast in the morning, and I showed them the coin. My plan was to become a guest in the house so that I might discover whether Ellen was indeed one of the inhabitants; if she was, it would have been an easy matter to prolong my stay.


    The woman tried to whisper in her husband’s ear, but save for a look of nervous irritation he ignored her. “I don’t dare let a stranger in.” From his voice I might have been a lion and his gun a trainer’s chair. “Not with no one here but my wife and myself.”


    “I see,” I told him. “I quite understand your position.”


    “You might try the house on the corner,” he said, shutting the door, “but don’t tell them Dahl sent you.” I heard the heavy bar dropped into place at the final word,


    I turned away—and then by the mercy of Allah Who is indeed compassionate happened to glance back one last time at the thread of yellow between the shutters of that high window. A flicker of scarlet higher still caught my attention, perhaps only because the light of the setting moon now bathed the rooftop from a new angle. I think the creature I glimpsed there had been waiting to leap upon me from behind, but when our eyes met it launched itself toward me. I had barely time to lift my pistol before it struck me and slammed me to the broken pavement of the street.


    For a brief period I think I lost consciousness. If my shot had not killed the thing as it fell, I would not be sitting here writing this journal this morning. After half a minute or so I came to myself enough to thrust its weight away, stand up, and rub my bruises. No one had come to my aid, but neither had anyone rushed from the surrounding houses to kill and rob me. I was as alone with the creature that lay dead at my feet as I had been when I only stood watching the window in the house from which it had sprung.


    After I found my pistol and assured myself that it was still in working order, I dragged the thing to a spot of moonlight. When I glimpsed it on the roof, it had seemed a feral dog, like the one I had shot in the park. When it lay dead before me, I had thought it a human being. In the moonlight I saw it was neither, or perhaps both. There was a blunt muzzle, and the height of the skull above the eyes, which anthropologists say is the surest badge of humanity and speech, had been stunted until it was not greater than I have seen in a macaque. Yet the arms and shoulders and pelvis—even a few filthy rags of clothing—all bespoke mankind. It was a female, with small, flattened breasts still apparent on either side of the burn channel.


    At least ten years ago I read about such things in Osman Aga’s Mystery Beyond the Sun’s Setting, but it was very different to stand shivering on a deserted street corner of the old capital and examine the thing in the flesh. By Osman Aga’s account (which no one, I think, but a few old women has ever believed) these creatures were in truth human beings—or at least the descendants of human beings. In the last century, when the famine gripped their country and the irreversible damage done to the chromosomal structures of the people had already become apparent, some few turned to the eating of human flesh. No doubt the corpses of the famine supplied their food at first, and no doubt those who ate of them congratulated themselves that by so doing they had escaped the effects of the enzymes that were then still used to bring slaughter animals to maturity in a matter of months. What they failed to realize was that the bodies of the human beings they ate had accumulated far more of these unnatural substances than were ever found in the flesh of the short-lived cattle. From them, according to Mystery Beyond the Sun’s Setting, rose such creatures as the thing I had killed.


    But Osman Aga has never been believed. So far as I know, he is a mere popular writer, with a reputation for glorifying Caspian resorts in recompense for free lodging, and for indulging in absurd expeditions to breed more books and publicize the ones he has already written—crossing the desert on a camel and the Alps on an elephant—and no one else has ever, to my knowledge, reported such things from this continent. The ruined cities filled with rats and rabid bats, and the terrible whirling dust storms of the interior, have been enough for other travel writers. Now I am sorry I did not contrive a way to cut off the thing’s head; I feel sure its skull would have been of interest to science.


    * * * *


    As soon as I had written the preceding paragraph, I realized that there might still be a chance to do what I had failed to do last night. I went to the kitchen, and for a small bribe was able to secure a large, sharp knife, which I concealed beneath my jacket.


    It was still early as I ran down the street, and for a few minutes I had high hopes that the thing’s body might still be lying where I had left it, but my efforts were all for nothing. It was gone, and there was no sign of its presence—no blood, no scar from my beam on the house. I poked into alleys and waste cans. Nothing. At last I came back to the hotel for breakfast, and I have now (it is mid-morning) returned to my room to make my plans for the day.


    Very well. I failed to meet Ellen last night—I shall not fail today. I am going to buy another ticket for the play, and tonight I will not take my seat, but wait behind the last row where I saw her standing. If she comes to watch at the end of the second act as she did last night, I will be there to compliment her on her performance and present her with some gift. If she does not come, I will make my way backstage—from what I have seen of these Americans, a quarter rial should get me anywhere, but I am willing to loosen a few teeth if I must.


    * * * *


    What absurd creatures we are! I have just reread what I wrote this morning, and I might as well have been writing of the philosophic speculations of the Congress of Birds or the affairs of the demons in Domdaniel, or any other subject on which neither I nor anyone else knows or can know a thing. O Book, you have heard what I supposed would occur; now let me tell you what actually took place.


    I set out as I had planned to procure a gift for Ellen. On the advice of the hotel manager, I followed Maine Street north until I reached the wide avenue that passes close by the obelisk. Around the base of this still-imposing monument is held a perpetual fair in which the merchants use the stone blocks fallen from the upper part of the structure as tables. What remains of the shaft is still, I should say, upward of one hundred meters high, but it is said to have formerly stood three or four times that height. Much of the fallen material has been carted away to build private homes.


    There seems to be no logic to the prices in this country, save for the general rule that foodstuffs are cheap and imported machinery—cameras and the like—costly. Textiles are expensive, which no doubt explains why so many of the people wear ragged clothes that they mend and dye in an effort to make them look new. Certain kinds of jewelry are quite reasonable; others sell for much larger prices than they would in Tehran. Rings of silver or white gold set, usually, with a single modest diamond may be had in great numbers for such low prices that I was tempted into buying a few to take home as an investment. Yet I saw bracelets that would have sold at home for no more than half a rial for which the seller asked ten times that much. There were many interesting antiques, all of which are alleged to have been dug from the ruined cities of the interior at the cost of someone’s life. When I had talked to five or six vendors of such items, I was able to believe that I knew how the country was depopulated.


    After a good deal of this pleasant, wordy shopping, during which I spent very little, I selected a bracelet made of old coins—many of them silver—as my gift to Ellen. I reasoned that women always like jewelry, and that such a showy piece might be of service to an actress in playing some part or other, and that the coins must have a good deal of intrinsic value. Whether she will like it or not—if she ever receives it—I do not know; it is still in the pocket of my jacket.


    When the shadow of the obelisk had grown long, I returned here to the hotel and had a good dinner of lamb and rice, and retired to groom myself for the evening. The five remaining candy eggs stood staring at me from the top of my dresser. I remembered my resolve, and took one. Quite suddenly I was struck by the conviction that the demon I believed I had killed the night before had been no more than a phantom engendered by the action of the drug.


    What if I had been firing my pistol at mere empty air? That seemed a terrible thought—indeed it seems so to me still. A worse one is that the drug really may have rendered visible—as some say those ancient preparations were intended to—a real but spiritual being. If such things in fact walk what we take to be unoccupied rooms and rooftops, and the empty streets of night, it would explain many sudden deaths and diseases, and perhaps the sudden changes for the worse we sometimes see in others and others in us, and even the birth of evil men. This morning I called the thing a druj; it may be true.


    Yet if the drug had been in the egg I ate last night, then the egg I held was harmless. Concentrating on that thought, I forced myself to eat it all, then stretched myself upon the bed to wait.


    Very briefly I slept and dreamed. Ellen was bending over me, caressing me with a soft, long-fingered hand. It was only for an instant, but sufficient to make me hope that dreams are prophecies.


    If the drug was in the egg I consumed, that dream was its only result. I got up and washed, and changed my clothes, sprinkling my fresh shirt liberally with our Pamir rosewater, which I have observed the Americans hold in high regard. Making certain my ticket and pistol were both in place, I left for the theater.


    The play was still Mary Rose. I intentionally entered late (after Harry and Mrs. Otery had been talking for several minutes), then lingered at the back of the last row as though I were too polite to disturb the audience by taking my seat. Mrs. Otery made her exit; Harry pulled his knife from the wood of the packing case and threw it again, and when the mists of the past had marched across the stage, Harry was gone, and Moreland and the parson were chatting to the tune of Mrs. Moreland’s knitting needles. Mary Rose would be onstage soon. My hope that she would come out to watch the opening scene had come to nothing; I would have to wait until she vanished at the end of Act II before I could expect to see her.


    I was looking for a vacant seat when I became conscious of someone standing near me. In the dim light I could tell little except that he was rather slender, and a few centimeters shorter than I.


    Finding no seat, I moved back a step or two. The newcomer touched my arm and asked in a whisper if I could light his cigarette. I had already seen that it was customary to smoke in the theaters here, and I had fallen into the habit of carrying matches to light the candles in my room. The flare of the flame showed the narrow eyes and high cheekbones of Harry—or, as I preferred to think of him, Kreton. Taken somewhat aback, I murmured some inane remark about the excellence of his performance.


    “Did you like it? It is the least of all parts—I pull the curtain to open the show, then pull it again to tell everyone it’s time to go home.”


    Several people in the audience were looking angrily at us, so we retreated to a point at the head of the aisle that was at least legally in the lobby, where I told him I had seen him in Visit to a Small Planet as well.


    “Now there is a play. The character—as I am sure you saw—is good and bad at once. He is benign; he is mischievous; he is hellish.”


    “You carried it off wonderfully well, I thought.”


    “Thank you. This turkey here—do you know how many roles it has?”


    “Well, there’s yourself, Mrs. Otery, Mr. Amy—”


    “No, no.” He touched my arm to stop me. “I mean roles, parts that require real acting. There’s one—the girl. She gets to skip about the stage as an eighteen-year-old whose brain atrophied at ten, and at least half what she does is wasted on the audience because they don’t realize what’s wrong with her until Act One is almost over.”


    “She’s wonderful,” I said. “I mean Mile. Dahl.”


    Kreton nodded and drew on his cigarette. “She is a very competent ingenue, though it would be better if she weren’t quite so tall.”


    “Do you think there’s any chance that she might come out here—as you did?”


    “Ah,” he said, and looked me up and down.


    For a moment I could have sworn that the telepathic ability he was credited with in Visit to a Small Planet was no fiction; nevertheless, I repeated my question: “Is it probable or not?”


    “There’s no reason to get angry—no, it’s not likely. Is that enough payment for your match?”


    “She vanishes at the end of the second act, and doesn’t come onstage again until near the close of the third.”


    Kreton smiled. “You’ve read the play?”


    “I was here last night. She must be off for nearly forty minutes, including the intermission.”


    “That’s right. But she won’t be here. It’s true she goes out front sometimes—as I did myself tonight—but I happen to know she has company backstage.”


    “Might I ask who?”


    “You might. It’s even possible I might answer. You’re Moslem, I suppose—do you drink?”


    “I’m not a strict Moslem, but no, I don’t. I’ll buy you a drink gladly enough, if you want one, and have coffee with you while you drink it.”


    We left by a side door and elbowed our way through the crowd in the street. A flight of narrow and dirty steps descending from the sidewalk led us to a cellar tavern that had all the atmosphere of a private club. There was a bar with a picture (now much dimmed by dirt and smoke) of the cast of a play I did not recognize behind it, three tables, and a few alcoves. Kreton and I slipped into one of these and ordered from a barman with a misshapen head. I suppose I must have stared at him, because Kreton said, “I sprained my ankle stepping out of a saucer, and now I am a convalescent soldier. Should we make up something for him too? Can’t we just say the potter is angry sometimes?”


    “The potter?” I asked.


    “‘None answered this; but after Silence spake / A Vessel of a more ungainly Make: / They sneer at me for leaning all awry; / What! Did the Hand then of the Potter shake?’“


    I shook my head. “I’ve never heard that, but you’re right; he looks as though his head had been shaped in clay, then knocked in on one side while it was still wet.”


    “This is a republic of hideousness as you have no doubt already seen. Our national symbol is supposed to be an extinct eagle; it is in fact the nightmare.”


    “I find it a very beautiful country,” I said. “Though I confess that many of your people are unsightly. Still there are the ruins, and you have such skies as we never see at home.”


    “Our chimneys have been filled with wind for a long time.”


    “That may be for the best. Blue skies are better than most of the things made in factories.”


    “And not all our people are unsightly,” Kreton murmured.


    “Oh, no. Mlle Dahl—”


    “I had myself in mind.”


    I saw that he was baiting me, but I said, “No, you aren’t hideous—in fact, I would call you handsome in an exotic way. Unfortunately, my tastes run more toward Mlle Dahl.”


    “Call her Ardis—she won’t mind.”


    The barman brought Kreton a glass of green liqueur, and me a cup of the weak, bitter American coffee.


    “You were going to tell me who she is entertaining.”


    “Behind the scenes.” Kreton smiled. “I just thought of that—I’ve used the phrase a thousand times, as I suppose everyone has. This time it happens to be literally correct, and its birth is suddenly made plain, like Oedipus’s. No, I don’t think I promised I would tell you that—though I suppose I said I might. Aren’t there other things you would really rather know? The secret hidden beneath Mount Rushmore, or how you might meet her yourself?”


    “I will give you twenty rials to introduce me to her, with some assurance that something will come of the introduction. No one need ever find out.”


    Kreton laughed. “Believe me, I would be more likely to boast of my profit than keep it secret—though I would probably have to divide my fee with the lady to fulfill the guarantee.”


    “You’ll do it then?”


    He shook his head, still laughing. “I only pretend to be corrupt; it goes with this face. Come backstage after the show tonight and I’ll see that you meet Ardis. You’re very wealthy, I presume, and if you’re not, we’ll say you are anyway. What are you doing here?”


    “Studying your art and architecture.”


    “Great reputation in your own country, no doubt?”


    “I am a pupil of Akhon Mirza Ahmak; he has a great reputation, surely. He even came here, thirty years ago, to examine the miniatures in your National Gallery of Art.”


    “Pupil of Akhon Mirza Ahmak, pupil of Akhon Mirza Ahmak,” Kreton muttered to himself. “That is very good—I must remember it. But now”—he glanced at the old clock behind the bar—“it’s time we got back. I’ll have to freshen my makeup before I go on in the last act. Would you prefer to wait in the theater, or just come around to the stage door when the play’s over? I’ll give you a card that will get you in.”


    “I’ll wait in the theater,” I said, feeling that would offer less chance for mishap, also because I wanted to see Ellen play the ghost again. “Come along then—I have a key for that side door.”


    I rose to go with him, and he threw an arm about my shoulder that I felt it would be impolite to thrust away. I could feel his hand, as cold as a dead man’s, through my clothing, and was reminded unpleasantly of the twisted hands of the beggar in the Silent City.


    We were going up the narrow stairs when I felt a gentle touch inside my jacket. My first thought was that he had seen the outline of my pistol and meant to take it and shoot me. I gripped his wrist and shouted something—I do not remember what. Bound together and struggling, we staggered up the steps and into the street.


    In a few seconds we were the center of a mob—some taking his side, some mine, most only urging us to fight, or asking each other what the disturbance was. My pocket sketch pad, which he must have thought held money, fell to the ground between us. Just then the American police arrived—not by air as the police would have come at home, but astride shaggy, hulking horses, and swinging whips. The crowd scattered at the first crackling arc from the lashes, and in a few seconds they had beaten Kreton to the ground. Even at the time I could not help thinking what a terrible thing it must be to be one of these people, whose police are so quick to prefer any prosperous-looking foreigner to one of their own citizens.


    They asked me what had happened (my questioner even dismounted to show his respect for me), and I explained that Kreton had tried to rob me, but that I did not want him punished. The truth was that seeing him sprawled unconscious with a burn across his face had put an end to any resentment I might have felt toward him; out of pity, I would gladly have given him the few rials I carried. They told me that if he had attempted to rob me he must be charged, and that if I would not accuse him they would do so themselves.


    I then said that Kreton was a friend, and that on reflection I felt certain that what he had attempted had been intended as a prank. (In maintaining this I was considerably handicapped by not knowing his real name, which I had read on the playbill but forgotten, so that I was forced to refer to him as “this poor man.”)


    At last the policeman said, “We can’t leave him in the street, so we’ll have to bring him in. How will it look if there’s no complaint?”


    Then I understood that they were afraid of what their superiors might say if it became known that they had beaten him unconscious when no charge was made against him; and when I became aware that if I would not press charges, the charges they would bring themselves would be far more serious—assault or attempted murder—I agreed to do what they wished, and signed a form alleging the theft of my sketchbook.


    When they had gone at last, carrying the unfortunate Kreton across a saddlebow, I tried to reenter the theater. The side door through which we had left was locked, and though I would gladly have paid the price of another ticket, the box office was closed. Seeing that there was nothing further to be done, I returned here, telling myself that my introduction to Ellen, if it ever came, would have to wait for another day.


    Very truly it is written that we walk by paths that are always turning. In recording these several pages I have managed to restrain my enthusiasm, though when I described my waiting at the back of the theater for Ardis, and again when I recounted how Kreton had promised to introduce me to her, I was forced for minutes at a time to lay down my pen and walk about the room singing and whistling, and—to reveal everything—jumping over the beds! But now I can conceal no longer. I have seen her! I have touched her hand, I am to see her again tomorrow, and there is every hope that she will become my mistress!


    * * * *


    I had undressed and laid myself on the bed (thinking to bring this journal up to date in the morning) and had even fallen into the first doze of sleep when there was a knock at the door. I slipped into my robe and pressed the release.


    It was the only time in my life that for even an instant I thought I might be dreaming—actually asleep—when in truth I was up and awake.


    How feeble it is to write that she is more beautiful in person than she appears on the stage. It is true, and yet it is a supreme irrelevance. I have seen more beautiful women—indeed Yasmin is, I suppose, by the formal standards of art, more lovely. It is not Ardis’s beauty that draws me to her—the hair like gold, the translucent skin that then still showed traces of the bluish makeup she had worn as a ghost, the flash-ing eyes like the clear, clean skies of America. It is something deeper than that, something that would remain if all that were somehow taken away. No doubt she has habits that would disgust me in someone else, and the vanity that is said to be so common in her profession, and yet I would do anything to possess her.


    Enough of this. What is it but empty boasting, now that I am on the point of winning her?


    She stood in my doorway. I have been trying to think how I can express what I felt then. It was as though some tall flower, a lily perhaps, had left the garden and come to tap at my door, a thing that had never happened before in all the history of the world, and would never happen again.


    “You are Nadan Jaffarzadeh?”


    I admitted that I was, and shamefacedly, twenty seconds too late, moved out of her way.


    She entered, but instead of taking the chair I indicated, turned to face me; her blue eyes seemed as large as the colored eggs on the dresser, and they were filled with a melting hope. “You are the man, then, that Bobby O’Keene tried to rob tonight.”


    I nodded.


    “I know you—I mean, I know your face. This is insane. You came to Visit on the last night and brought your father, and then to Mary Rose on the first night, and sat in the third or fourth row. I thought you were an American, and when the police told me your name I imagined some greasy fat man with gestures. Why on earth would Bobby want to steal from you?”


    “Perhaps he needed the money.”


    She threw back her head and laughed. I had heard her laugh in Mary Rose when Sirnon was asking her father for her hand, but that had held a note of childishness that (however well suited to the part) detracted from its beauty. This laugh was the merriment of houris sliding down a rainbow. “I’m sure he did. He always needs money. You’re sure, though, that he meant to rob you? You couldn’t have…”


    She saw my expression and let the question trail away. The truth is that I was disappointed that I could not oblige her, and at last I said, “If you want me to be mistaken, Ardis, then I was mistaken. He only bumped against me on the steps, perhaps, and tried to catch my sketchbook when it fell.”


    She smiled, and her face was the sun smiling upon roses. “You would say that for me? And you know my name?”


    “From the program. I came to the theater to see you—and that was not my father, who it grieves me to say is long dead, but only an old man, an American, whom I had met that day.”


    “You brought him sandwiches at the first intermission—I was watching you through the peephole in the curtain. You must be a very thoughtful person.”


    “Do you watch everyone in the audience so carefully?”


    She blushed at that, and for a moment could not meet my eyes.


    “But you will forgive Bobby, and tell the police that you want them to let him go? You must love the theater, Mr. Jef— Jaff—”


    “You’ve forgotten my name already. It is Jaffarzadeh, a very commonplace name in my country.”


    “I hadn’t forgotten it—only how to pronounce it. You see, when I came here I had learned it without knowing who you were, and so I had no trouble with it. Now you’re a real person to me and I can’t say it as an actress should.” She seemed to notice the chair behind her for the first time, and sat down.


    I sat opposite her. “I’m afraid I know very little about the theater.”


    “We are trying to keep it alive here, Mr. Jaffar, and—”


    “Jaffarzadeh. Call me Nadan—then you won’t have so many syllables to trip over.”


    She took my hand in hers, and I knew quite well that the gesture was as studied as a salaam and that she felt she was playing me like a fish, but I was beside myself with delight. To be played by her! To have her eager to cultivate my affection! And the fish will pull her in yet—wait and see!


    “I will,” she said, “Nadan. And though you may know little of the theater, you feel as I do—as we do—or you would not come. It has been such a long struggle; all the history of the stage is a struggle, the gasping of a beautiful child born at the point of death. The moralists, censorship and oppression, technology, and now poverty have all tried to destroy her. Only we, the actors and audiences, have kept her alive. We have been doing well here in Washington, Nadan.”


    “Very well indeed,” I said. “Both the productions I have seen have been excellent.”


    “But only for the past two seasons. When I joined the company it had nearly fallen apart. We revived it—Bobby and Paul and I. We could do it because we cared, and because we were able to find a few naturally talented people who can take direction. Bobby is the best of us—he can walk away with any part that calls for a touch of the sinister.…”


    She seemed to run out of breath. I said, “I don’t think there will be any trouble about getting him free.”


    “Thank God. We’re getting the theater on its feet again now. We’re attracting new people, and we’ve built up a following—people who come to see every production. There’s even some money ahead at last. But Mary Rose is supposed to run another two weeks, and after that we’re doing Faust, with Bobby as Mephistophe-les. We’ve simply no one who can take his place, no one who can come close to him.”


    “I’m sure the police will release him if I ask them to.”


    “They must. We have to have him tomorrow night. Bill—someone you don’t know—tried to go on for him in the third act tonight. It was just ghastly. In Iran you’re very polite; that’s what I’ve heard.”


    “We enjoy thinking so.”


    “We’re not. We never were, and as…”


    Her voice trailed away, but a wave of one slender arm evoked everything—the cracked plaster walls became as air, and the decayed city, the ruined continent, entered the room with us. “I understand,” I said.


    “They—we—were betrayed. In our souls we have never been sure by whom. When we feel cheated we are ready to kill, and maybe we feel cheated all the time.”


    She slumped in her chair, and I realized, as I should have long before, how exhausted she was. She had given a performance that had ended in disaster, then had been forced to plead with the police for my name and address, and at last had come here from the station house, very probably on foot. I asked when I could obtain O’Keene’s release.


    “We can go tomorrow morning, if you’ll do it.”


    “You wish to come too?”


    She nodded, smoothed her skirt, and stood. “I’ll have to know. I’ll come for you about nine, if that’s all right.”


    “If you’ll wait outside for me to dress, I’ll take you home.”


    “That’s not necessary.”


    “It will only take a moment,” I said.


    The blue eyes held something pleading again. “You’re going to come in with me—that’s what you’re thinking, I know. You have two beds here—bigger, cleaner beds than the one I have in my little apartment—if I were to ask you to push them together, would you still take me home afterward?”


    It was as though I were dreaming indeed—a dream in which everything I wanted, the cosmos purified, delivered itself to me. I said, “You won’t have to leave at all—you can spend the night with me. Then we can breakfast together before we go to release your friend.”


    She laughed again, lifting that exquisite head. “There are a hundred things at home I need. Do you think I’d have breakfast with you without my cosmetics, and in these dirty clothes?”


    “Then I will take you home—yes, though you lived in Kazvin. Or on Mount Kaf.”


    She smiled. “Get dressed, then. I’ll wait outside, and I’ll show you my apartment; perhaps you won’t want to come back here afterward.”


    She went out, her wooden-soled American shoes clicking on the bare floor, and I threw on trousers, shirt, and jacket, and jammed my feet into my boots. When I opened the door, she was gone. I rushed to the barred window at the end of the corridor, and was in time to see her disappear down a side street. A last swirl of her skirt in a gust of night wind, and she had vanished into the velvet dark.


    For a long time I stood there looking out over the ruinous buildings. I was not angry—I do not think I could be angry with her. I was, though here it is hard to tell the truth, in some way glad. Not because I feared the embrace of love—I have no doubt of my ability to suffice any woman who can be sated by man—but because an easy exchange of my cooperation for her person would have failed to satisfy my need for romance, for adventure of a certain type, in which danger and love are twined like coupling serpents. Ardis, my Ellen, will provide that, surely, as neither Yasmm nor the pitiful wanton who was her double could. I sense that the world is opening for me only now, that I am being born, that that corridor was the birth canal, and that Ardis in leaving me was drawing me out toward her.


    When I returned to my own door, I noticed a bit of paper on the floor before it. I transcribe it exactly here, though I cannot transmit its scent of lilacs:


    * * * *


    You are a most attractive man and I want very much to stretch the truth and tell you you can have me freely when Bobby is free, but I won’t sell myself, etc. Really I will sell myself for Bobby, but I have other fish to fry tonight. I’ll see you in the morning and if you can get Bobby out or even try hard you ‘II have (real) love from the vanishing


    Mary Rose


    * * * *


    Morning. Woke early and ate here at the hotel as usual, finishing about eight. Writing this journal will give me something to do while I wait for Ardis. Had an American breakfast today, the first time I have risked one. Flakes of pastry dough toasted crisp and drenched with cream, and with it strudel and the usual American coffee. Most natives have spiced pork in one form or another, which I cannot bring myself to try, but several of the people around me were having egg dishes and oven-warmed bread, which I will sample tomorrow.


    I had a very unpleasant dream last night; I have been trying to put it out of my mind ever since I woke. It was dark, and I was under an open sky with Ardis, walking over ground much rougher than anything I saw in the park on the farther side of the channel. One of the hideous creatures I shot night before last was pursuing us—or rather, lurking about us, for it appeared first to the left of us, then to the right, silhouetted against the night sky. Each time we saw it, Ardis grasped my arm and urged me to shoot, but the little indicator light on my pistol was glowing red to show that there was not enough charge left for a shot. All very silly, of course, but I am going to buy a fresh power pack as soon as I have the opportunity.


    * * * *


    It is late afternoon—after six—but we have not had dinner yet. I am just out of the tub, and sit here naked, with today’s candy egg laid (pinker even than I) beside this book on my table. Ardis and I had a sorry, weary time of it, and I have come back here to make myself presentable. At seven we will meet for dinner; the curtain goes up at eight, so it can’t be a long one, but I am going backstage to watch the play from the wings, where I will be able to talk to her when she isn’t performing.


    I just took a bite of the egg—no unusual taste, nothing but an unpleasant sweetness. The more I reflect on it, the more inclined I am to believe that the drug was in the first I ate. No doubt the monster I saw had been lurking in my brain since I read Mysteries, and the drug freed it. True, there were bloodstains on my clothes (the Peri’s asphodel!), but they could as easily have come from my cheek, which is still sore. I have had my experience, and all I have left is my candy. I am almost tempted to throw out the rest. Another bite.


    Still twenty minutes before I must dress and go for Ardis—she showed me where she lives, only a few doors from the theater. To work then.


    Ardis was a trifle late this morning, but came as she had promised. I asked where we were to go to free Kreton, and when she told me—a still-living building at the eastern end of the Silent City—I hired one of the rickety American caleches to drive us there. Like most of them, it was drawn by a starved horse, but we made good time.


    The American police are organized on a peculiar system. The national secret police (officially, the Federated Inquiry Divisions) are in a tutorial position to all the others, having power to review their decisions, promote, demote, and discipline, and, as the ultimate reward, enroll personnel from the other organizations. In addition they maintain a uniformed force of their own. Thus when an American has been arrested by uniformed police, his friends can seldom learn whether he has been taken by the local police, by the F.I.D. uniformed national force, or by members of the F.I.D. secret police posing as either of the foregoing.


    Since I had known nothing of these distinctions previously, I had no way of guessing which of the three had O’Keene, but the local police to whom Ardis had spoken the night before had given her to understand that he had been taken by them. She explained all this to me as we rattled along, then added that we were now going to the F.I.D. Building to secure his release. I must have looked as confused as I felt at this, because she added, “Part of it is a station for the Washington Police Department—they rent the space from the F.I.D.”


    My own impression (when we arrived) was that they did no such thing—that the entire apparatus was no more real than one of the scenes in Ardis’s theater, and that all the men and women to whom we spoke were in fact agents of the secret police, wielding ten times the authority they pretended to possess, and going through a solemn ritual of deception. As Ardis and I moved from office to office, explaining our simple errand, I came to think that she felt as I did, and that she had refrained from expressing these feelings to me in the cab not only because of the danger, the fear that I might betray her or the driver be a spy, but because she was ashamed of her nation, and eager to make it appear to me, a foreigner, that her government was less devious and meretricious than is actually the case.


    If this is so—and in that windowless warren of stone I was certain it was— then the very explanation she proffered in the cab (which I have given in its proper place), differentiating clearly between local police, uniformed F.I.D. police, and secret police, was no more than a children’s fable, concealing an actuality less forthright and more convoluted.


    Our questioners were courteous to me, much less so to Ardis, and (so it seemed to me) obsessed by the idea that something more lay behind the simple incident we described over and over again—so much so in fact that I came to believe it myself. I have neither time nor patience enough to describe all these interviews, but I will attempt to give a sample of one.


    We went into a small, windowless office crowded between two others that appeared empty. A middle-aged American woman was seated behind a metal desk. She appeared normal and reasonably attractive until she spoke; then her scarred gums showed that she had once had two or three times the proper number of teeth—forty or fifty, I suppose, in each jaw—and that the dental surgeon who had extracted the supernumerary ones had not always, perhaps, selected those he suffered to remain as wisely as he might. She asked, “How is it outside? The weather? You see, I don’t know, sitting in here all day.”


    Ardis said, “Very nice.”


    “Do you like it, Hajji? Have you had a pleasant stay in our great country?”


    “I don’t think it has rained since I’ve been here.”


    She seemed to take the remark as a covert accusation. “You came too late for the rains, I’m afraid. This is a very fertile area, however. Some of our oldest coins show heads of wheat. Have you seen them?” She pushed a small copper coin across the desk, and I pretended to examine it. There are one or two like it in the bracelet I bought for Ardis, and which I still have not presented to her. “I must apologize on behalf of the District for what happened to you,” the woman continued. “We are making every effort to control crime. You have not been victimized before this?”


    I shook my head, half-suffocated in that airless office, and said I had not been.


    “And now you are here.” She shuffled the papers she held, then pretended to read from one of them. “You are here to secure the release of the thief who assaulted you. A very commendable act of magnanimity. May I ask why you brought this young woman with you? She does not seem to be mentioned in any of these reports.”


    I explained that Ardis was a coworker of O’Keene’s, and that she had interceded for him.


    “Then it is you, Ms. Dahl, who are really interested in securing this prisoner’s release. Are you related to him?”


    And so on.


    At the conclusion of each interview we were told either that the matter was completely out of the hands of the person to whom we had just spent half an hour or an hour talking, that it was necessary to obtain a clearance from someone else, or that an additional deposition had to be made. About two o’clock we were sent to the other side of the river—into what my guidebooks insist is an entirely different jurisdiction—to visit a penal facility. There we were forced to look for Kreton among five hundred or so miserable prisoners, all of whom stank and had lice. Not finding him, we returned to the F.I.D. Building past the half-overturned and yet still-brooding figure called the Seated Man, and the ruins and beggars of the Silent City, for another round of interrogations. By five, when we were told to leave, we were both exhausted, though Ardis seemed surprisingly hopeful. When I left her at the door of her building a few minutes ago, I asked her what they would do tonight without Kreton.


    “Without Harry, you mean.” She smiled. “The best we can, I suppose, if we must. At least Paul will have someone ready to stand in for him tonight.” We shall see how well it goes.


    * * * *


    I have picked up this pen and replaced it on the table ten times at least. It seems very likely that I should destroy this journal instead of continuing with it, were I wise, but I have discovered a hiding place for it which I think will be secure.


    When I came back from Ardis’s apartment tonight there were only two candy eggs remaining. I am certain—absolutely certain—that three were left when I went to meet Ardis. I am almost equally sure that after I had finished making the entry in this book, I put it, as I always do, at the left side of the drawer. It was on the right side.


    It is possible that all this is merely the doing of the maid who cleans the room. She might easily have supposed that a single candy egg would not be missed, and have shifted this book while cleaning the drawer, or peeped inside out of curiosity.


    I will assume the worst, however. An agent sent to investigate my room might be equipped to photograph these pages—but he might not, and it is not likely that he himself would have a reading knowledge of Farsi. Now I have gone through the book and eliminated all the passages relating to my reason for visiting this leprous country. Before I leave this room tomorrow I will arrange indicators—hairs and other objects whose positions I shall carefully record—that will tell me if the room has been searched again.


    Now I may as well set down the events of the evening, which were truly extraordinary enough.


    I met Ardis as we had planned, and she directed me to a small restaurant not far from her apartment. We had no sooner seated ourselves than two heavy-looking men entered. At no time could I see plainly the face of either, but it appeared to me that one was the American I had met aboard the Princess Fatimah and that the other was the grain dealer I had so assiduously avoided there, Golam Gassem. It is impossible, I think, for my divine Ardis ever to look less than beautiful, but she came as near to it then as the laws of nature permit—the blood drained from her face, her mouth opened slightly, and for a moment she appeared to be a lovely corpse. I began to ask what the trouble was, but before I could utter a word she touched my lips to silence me, and then, having somewhat regained her composure, said, “They have not seen us. I am leaving now. Follow me as though we were finished eating.” She stood, feigned to pat her lips with a napkin (so that the lower half of her face was hidden), and walked out into the street.


    I followed her, and found her laughing not three doors away from the en trance to the restaurant. The change in her could not have been more startling if she had been released from an enchantment. “It is so funny,” she said. “Though it wasn’t then. Come on, we’d better go; you can feed me after the show.”


    I asked her what those men were to her.


    “Friends,” she said, still laughing.


    “If they are friends, why were you so anxious that they not see you? Were you afraid they would make us late?” I knew that such a trivial explanation could not be true, but I wanted to leave her a means of evading the question if she did not want to confide in me.


    She shook her head. “No, no. I didn’t want either to think I did not trust him. I’ll tell you more later, if you want to involve yourself in our little charade.”


    “With all my heart.”


    She smiled at that—that sun-drenched smile for which I would gladly have entered a lion pit. In a few more steps we were at the rear entrance to the theater, and there was no time to say more. She opened the door, and I heard Kreton arguing with a woman I later learned was the wardrobe mistress. “You are free,” I said, and he turned to look at me.


    “Yes. Thanks to you, I think. And I do thank you.”


    Ardis gazed on him as though he were a child saved from drowning. “Poor Bobby. Was it very bad?”


    “It was frightening, that’s all. I was afraid I’d never get out. Do you know Terry is gone?”


    She shook her head, and said, “What do you mean?” but I was certain—and here I am not exaggerating or coloring the facts though I confess I have occasionally done so elsewhere in this chronicle—that she had known it before he spoke.


    “He simply isn’t here. Paul is running around like a lunatic. I hear you missed me last night.”


    “God, yes,” Ardis said, and darted off too swiftly for me to follow. Kreton took my arm. I expected him to apologize for having tried to rob me, but he said, “You’ve met her, I see.”


    “She persuaded me to drop the charges against you.”


    “Whatever it was you offered me—twenty rials? I’m morally entitled to it, but I won’t claim it. Come and see me when you’re ready for something more wholesome—and meanwhile, how do you like her?”


    “That is something for me to tell her,” I said, “not you.”


    Ardis returned as I spoke, bringing with her a balding black man with a mustache. “Paul, this is Nadan. His English is very good—not so British as most of them. He’ll do, don’t you think?”


    “He’ll have to—you’re sure he’ll do it?”


    “He’ll love it,” Ardis said positively, and disappeared again.


    It seemed that Terry was the actor who played Mary Rose’s husband and lover, Simon, and I—who had never acted in so much as a school play—was to be pressed into the part. It was about half an hour before curtain time, so I had all of fifty minutes to learn my lines before my entrance at the end of the first act.


    Paul, the director, warned me that if my name were used, the audience would be hostile and, since the character (in the version of the play they were presenting) was supposed to be an American, they would see errors where none existed. A moment later, while I was still in frantic rehearsal, I heard him saying, “The part of Simon Blake will be taken by Ned Jefferson.”


    The act of stepping onto the stage for the first time was really the worst part of the entire affair. Fortunately I had the advantage of playing a nervous young man come to ask for the hand of his sweetheart, so that my shaky laughter and stammer became “acting.”


    My second scene—with Mary Rose and Cameron on the magic island—ought by rights to have been much more difficult than the first. I had had only the intermission in which to study my lines, and the scene called for pessimistic apprehension rather than mere anxiety. But all the speeches were short, and Paul had been able by that time to get them lettered on large sheets of paper, which he and the stage manager held up in the wings. Several times I was forced to extemporize, but though I forgot the playwright’s words, I never lost my sense of the trend of the play, and was always able to contrive something to which Ardis and Cameron could adapt their replies.


    In comparison to the first and second acts, my brief appearance in the third was a holiday, yet I have seldom been so exhausted as I was tonight when the stage darkened for Ardis’s final confrontation with Kreton, and Cameron and I, and the middle-aged people who had played the Morelands, were able to creep away.


    We had to remain in costume until we had taken our bows, and it was nearly midnight before Ardis and I got something to eat at the same small, dirty bar outside which Kreton had tried to rob me. Over the steaming plates she asked me if I had enjoyed acting, and I had to nod.


    “I thought you would. Under all that solidity you’re a very dramatic person, I think.”


    I admitted it was true, and tried to explain why I feel that what I call the romance of life is the only thing worth seeking. She did not understand me, and so I passed it off as the result of having been brought up on the Shah Namah, of which I found she had never heard.


    We went to her apartment. I was determined to take her by force if necessary—not because I would have enjoyed brutalizing her, but because I felt she would inevitably think my love far less than it was if I permitted her to put me off a second time. She showed me about her quarters (two small rooms in great disorder), then, after we had lifted into place the heavy bar that is the sigil of every American dwelling, put her arms about me. Her breath was fragrant with the arrack I had bought for her a few minutes before. I feel sure now that for the rest of my life that scent will recall this evening to me.


    When we parted, I began to unloose the laces that closed her blouse, and she at once pinched out the candle. I pleaded that she was thus depriving me of half the joy I might have had of her love, but she would not permit me to relight it, and our caresses and the embraces of our couplings were exchanged in perfect darkness. I was in ecstasy. To have seen her, I would have blinded myself, yet nothing could have increased my delight.


    When we separated for the last time, both spent utterly, and she left to wash, I sought for matches. First in the drawer of the unsteady little table beside the bed, then among the disorder of my own clothes, which I had dropped to the floor and we had kicked about. I found some eventually, but could not find the candle—Ardis, I think, had hidden it. I struck a match, but she had covered herself with a robe. I said, “Am I never to see you?”


    “You will see me tomorrow. You’re going to take me boating, and we’ll picnic by the water, under the cherry trees. Tomorrow night the theater will be closed for Easter, and you can take me to a party. But now you are going home, and I am going to go to sleep.” When I was dressed and standing in her doorway, I asked her if she loved me but she stopped my mouth with a kiss.


    I have already written about the rest—returning to find two eggs instead of three, and this book moved. I will not write of that again. But I have just— between this paragraph and the last—read over what I wrote earlier tonight, and it seems to me that one sentence should have had more weight than I gave it: when I said that in my role as Simon I never lost the trend of the play.


    What the fabled secret buried by the old Americans beneath their carved mountain may be I do not know, but I believe that if it is some key to the world of human life, it must be some form of that. Every great man, I am sure, consciously or not, in those terms or others, has grasped that secret—save that in the play that is our life we can grapple that trend and draw it to left or right if we have the will.


    So I am doing now. If the taking of the egg was not significant, yet I will make it so—indeed I already have, when I infused one egg with the drug. If the scheme in which Ardis is entangled—with Golam Gassem and Mr. Tallman if it be they—is not some affair of statecraft and dark treasure, yet I will make it so before the end. If our love is not a great love, destined to live forever in the hearts of the young and the mouths of the poets, it will be so before the end.


    * * * *


    Once again I am here, and in all truth I am beginning to wonder if I do not write this journal only to read it. No man was ever happier than I am now—so happy, indeed, that I was sorely tempted not to taste either of the two eggs that remain. What if the drug, in place of hallucination, self-knowledge, and euphoria, brings permanent and despairing madness? Yet I have eaten it nonetheless, swallowing the whole sweet lump in a few bites. I would rather risk whatever may come than think myself a coward. With equanimity I await the effects.


    The fact is that I am too happy for all the Faustian determination I penned last night. (How odd that Faust will be the company’s next production. Kreton will be Mephistopheles of course—Ardis said as much, and it would be certain in any case. Ardis herself will be Margaret. But who will play the Doctor?) Yet now, when all the teeth-gritting, table-pounding determination is gone, I know that I will carry out the essentials of the plan more surely than ever—with the ease, in fact, of an accomplished violinist sawing out some simple tune while his mind roves elsewhere. I have been looking at the ruins of the Jeff (as they call it), and it has turned my mind again to the fate of the old Americans. How often they, who chose their leaders for superficial appearances of strength, wisdom, and resolution, must have elected them only because they were as fatigued as I was last night.


    I had meant to buy a hamper of delicacies and call for Ardis about one, but she came for me at eleven with a little basket already packed. We walked north along the bank of the channel until we reached the ruins of the old tomb to which I have already referred, and the nearly circular artificial lake the Americans call the Basin. It is rimmed with flowering trees—old and gnarled, but very beautiful in their robes of white blossom. For some little American coin we were given command of a bright blue boat with a sail twice or three times the size of my handkerchief, in which to dare the halcyon waters of the lake.


    When we were well away from the people onshore, Ardis asked me, rather suddenly, if I intended to spend all my time in America here in Washington.


    I told her that my original plan had been to stay here no more than a week, then make my way up the coast to Philadelphia and the other ancient cities before I returned home, but that now that I had met her I would stay here forever if she wished it.


    “Haven’t you ever wanted to see the interior? This strip of beach we live on is kept half-alive by the ocean and the trade that crosses it, but a hundred miles inland lies the wreck of our entire civilization, waiting to be plundered.”


    “Then why doesn’t someone plunder it?” I asked.


    “They do. A year never passes without someone bringing some great prize out-—but it is so large…” I could see her looking beyond the lake and the fragrant trees. “So large that whole cities are lost in it. There was an arch of gold at the entrance to St. Louis—no one knows what became of it. Denver, the Mile High City, was nested in silver mines; no one can find them now.”


    “Many of the old maps must still be in existence.”


    Ardis nodded slowly, and I sensed that she wanted to say more than she had. For a few seconds there was no sound but the water lapping against the side of the boat.


    “I remember having seen some in the museum in Tehran—not only our maps, but some of your own from a hundred years ago.”


    “The courses of the rivers have changed,” she said. “And when they have not, no one can be sure of it.”


    “Many buildings must still be standing, as they are here, in the Silent City.”


    “That was built of stone—more solidly than anything else in the country. But yes, some, many, are still there.”


    “Then it would be possible to fly in, land somewhere, and pillage them.”


    “There are many dangers, and so much rubble to look through that anyone might search for a lifetime and only scratch the surface.”


    I saw that talking of all this only made her unhappy, and tried to change the subject. “Didn’t you say that I could escort you to a party tonight? What will that be like?”


    “Nadan, I have to trust someone. You’ve never met my father, but he lives close to the hotel where you are staying, and has a shop where he sells old books and maps.” (So I had visited the right house—almost—after all!) “When he was younger, he wanted to go into the interior. He made three or four trips, but never got farther than the Appalachian foothills. Eventually he married my mother and didn’t feel any longer that he could take the risks.…”


    “I understand.”


    “The things he had sought to guide him to the wealth of the past became his stock-in-trade. Even today, people who live farther inland bring him old papers; he buys them and resells them. Some of those people are only a step better than the ones who dig up the cemeteries for the wedding rings of the dead women.”


    I recalled the rings I had bought in the shadow of the broken obelisk, and shuddered, though I do not believe Ardis observed it.


    “I said that some of them were hardly better than the grave robbers. The truth is that some are worse—there are people in the interior who are no longer people. Our bodies are poisoned—you know that, don’t you? All of us Americans. They have adapted—that’s what Father says—but they are no longer human. He made his peace with them long ago, and he trades with them still.”


    “You don’t have to tell me this.”


    “Yes, I do—I must. Would you go into the interior, if I went with you? The government will try to stop us if they learn of it, and to confiscate anything we find.”


    I assured her with every oath I could remember that with her beside me I would cross the continent on foot if need be.


    “I told you about my father. I said that he sells the maps and records they bring him. What I did not tell you is that he reads them first. He has never given up, you see, in his heart.”


    “He has made a discovery?” I asked.


    “He’s made many—hundreds. Bobby and I have used them. You remember those men in the restaurant? Bobby went to each of them with a map and some of the old letters. He’s persuaded them to help finance an expedition into the interior, and made each of them believe that we’ll help him cheat the other—that keeps them from combining to cheat us, you see.”


    “And you want me to go with you?” I was beside myself with joy.


    “We weren’t going to go at all—Bobby was going to take the money, and go to Baghdad or Marrakesh, and take me with him. But, Nadan”—here she leaned forward, I remember, and took my hands in hers—“there really is a secret. There are many, but one better—more likely to be true, more likely to yield truly immense wealth than all the others. I know you would share fairly with me. We’ll divide everything, and I’ll go back to Tehran with you.”


    I know that I have never been more happy in my life than I was then, in that silly boat. We sat together in the stern, nearly sinking it, under the combined shade of the tiny sail and Ardis’s big straw hat, and kissed and stroked one another until we would have been pilloried a dozen times in Iran.


    At last, when I could bear no more unconsummated love, we ate the sandwiches Ardis had brought, and drank some warmish, fruit-flavored beverage, and returned to shore.


    When I took her home a few minutes ago, I very strongly urged her to let me come upstairs with her; I was on fire for her, sick to impale her upon my own flesh and pour myself into her as some mad god before the coming of the Prophet might have poured his golden blood into the sea. She would not permit it—I think because she feared that her apartment could not be darkened enough to suit her modesty. I am determined that I will yet see her.


    * * * *


    I have bathed and shaved to be ready for the party, and as there is still time I will insert here a description of the procession we passed on the way back from the lake. As you see, I have not yet completely abandoned the thought of a book of travels.


    A very old man—I suppose a priest—carried a cross on a long pole, using it as a staff, and almost as a crutch. A much younger one, fat and sweating, walked backward before him swinging a smoking censer. Two robed boys carrying large candles preceded them, and they were followed by more robed children, singing, who fought with nudges and pinches when they felt the fat man was not watching them.


    Like everyone else, I have seen this kind of thing done much better in Rome; but I was more affected by what I saw here. When the old priest was born, the greatness of America must have been a thing of such recent memory that few could have realized it had passed forever; and the entire procession—from the flickering candles in clear sunshine, to the dead leader lifted up, to his inattentive, bickering followers behind—seemed to me to incarnate the philosophy and the dilemma of these people. So I felt, at least, until I saw that they watched it as uncomprehendingly as they might if they themselves were only travelers abroad, and I realized that its ritualized plea for life renewed was more foreign to them than to me.


    * * * *


    It is very late—three, my watch says. I resolved again not to write in this book. To burn it or tear it to pieces, or to give it to some beggar; but now I am writing once again because I cannot sleep. The room reeks of my vomit, though I have thrown open the shutters and let in the night.


    How could I have loved that? (And yet a few moments ago, when I tried to sleep, visions of Ellen pursued me back to wakefulness.)


    The party was a masque, and Ardis had obtained a costume for me—a fantastic gilded armor from the wardrobe of the theater. She wore the robes of an Egyptian princess, and a domino. At midnight we lifted our masks and kissed, and in my heart I swore that tonight the mask of darkness would be lifted too.


    When we left, I carried with me the bottle we had brought, still nearly half-full, and before she pinched out the candle I persuaded her to pour out a final drink for us to share when the first frenzy of our desire was past. She—it—did as I asked, and set it on the little table near the bed. A long time afterward, when we lay gasping side by side, I found my pistol with one groping hand and fired the beam into the wide-bellied glass. Instantly it filled with blue fire from the burning alcohol. Ardis screamed, and sprang up.


    * * * *


    I ask myself now how I could have loved; but then, how could I in one week have come so near to loving this corpse-country? Its eagle is dead—Ardis is the proper symbol of its rule.


    One hope, one very small hope, remains. It is possible that what I saw tonight was only an illusion, induced by the egg. I know now that the thing I killed before Ardis’s father’s house was real, and between this paragraph and the last I have eaten the last egg. If hallucinations now begin, I will know that what I saw by the light of the blazing arrack was in truth a thing with which I have lain, and in one way or another will see to it that I never return to corrupt the clean wombs of the women of our enduring race. I might seek to claim the miniatures of our heritage after all, and allow the guards to kill me—but what if I were to succeed? I am not fit to touch them. Perhaps the best end for me would be to travel alone into this maggot-riddled continent; in that way I will die at fit hands.


    * * * *


    Later, Kreton is walking in the hall outside my door, and the tread of his twisted black shoes jars the building like an earthquake. I heard the word police as though it were thunder. My dead Ardis, very small and bright, has stepped out of the candle flame, and there is a hairy face coming through the window.


    * * * *


    The old woman closed the notebook. The younger woman, who had been reading over her shoulder, moved to the other side of the small table and seated herself on a cushion, her feet politely positioned so that the soles could not be seen. “He is alive then,” she said.


    The older woman remained silent, her gray head bowed over the notebook, which she held in both hands.


    “He is certainly imprisoned, or ill; otherwise he would have been in touch with us.” The younger woman paused, smoothing the fabric of her chador with her right hand, while the left toyed with the gem simulator she wore on a thin chain. “It is possible that he has already tried, but his letters have miscarried.”


    “You think this is his writing?” the older woman asked, opening the notebook at random. When the younger did not answer she added, “Perhaps. Perhaps.”


    Afterword


    Have you read The last camel died at noon? It’s a mystery by Elizabeth Peters, and stars a young and attractive Egyptologist named Amelia Peabody. (Do you think there are no attractive young Egyptologists? I know one.) I love those books, and I love the Victorians who probed Africa when almost nothing was known about it. Sir Samuel Baker, that hero of boys’ stories come to life, the wellborn Englishman who bought his wife at a slave auction, is a hero of mine and always will be.


    What about us? Who will probe our ruins? Who will come to Washington as we come to Athens? There are myriad ways to answer these questions. The story you have just read is only one of them.

  


  
    THE COMPUTER ITERATES THE GREATER TRUMPS, by Gene Wolfe


    First published in Speculative Poetry Review #2, 1977


    DEMENSION Trumps (21)


    Do 1969 1 = 1,22


    N = 22-1


    Trump (N)


    Trump (21)


    The Universe includes by definition all,


    That Man has seen since the great fall.


    God’s calling card this, upon our silver Disch


    On what table? In what house? In what hall?


    Trump (20)


    The L6a6s6t Judgement, and my creed betrays,


    Unlearnt foreknowledge of those coming days.


    The angels come to smite the sea and land,


    The anti-Christ for us—and slays.


    Trump (19)


    The Sun the dancing children love,


    Casts down this radiance from above.


    Fusion, fission, no remission;


    So small a house, so large a stove.


    Trump (18)


    The Moon, stillborn sister of our Earth Pale


    Faced observes the living birth.


    Soon, soon, the sister’s children come,


    to plow and plant that stoney turf.


    Trump (17)


    The Star, sky-ruler by default,


    Pours out two waters: fresh, and salt.


    Naked, bare breasted girl, and (whisper)


    Magna Mater of the Old Cult.


    Trump (16)


    The Falling Tower smote by God,


    Thunders in ruins to the sod.


    Master, it needs no wit to read this card.


    Master, you must wait his rod.


    Trump (15)


    The Devil straddles his searing throne,


    With power in his hands alone!


    He says,


    We have been shown; we have been shown; we have been shown.


    Trump (14)


    Death in this deck’s no gibb’ring shade;


    But naked peasant with a blade;


    Think on that, thou unfought people! and,


    Remember whence these cards were made.


    Trump (13)


    The Hanged Man hangs by his feet,


    Knew you that? His face, so sweet,


    Almost a boy’s.


    He hangs to bleed. Who waits to eat?


    Trump (12)


    The Wheel of Fortune; cause and effect;


    God will save his own elect;


    The wheel turns until it stops—


    The bitch within runs ’til she drops.


    Trump (11)


    Sworded Justice weighs us men,


    Then, sordid weighs us up again.


    Were’t not more justice just to slay?


    Slaying sans guilt to slay again?


    Trump (10)


    Fortitude with hands like laws,


    Clamps shut the writhing lion’s jaw;


    Ignoring his beseeching eye.


    Ignoring his imploring paws.


    Trump (9)


    Taking two hands in the Tarot game,


    Temperance, with Time her other name.


    Pouring light into a golden cup.


    Watering our wine. Drowning our fame.


    Trump (8)


    The Hermit with his lamp and staff,


    Treads all alone his lonely path.


    He who hath no one,


    Know you who he hath?


    Trump (7)


    The Lovers mean birth as well as lust,


    Read ye that riddle as ye must;


    Men from semen, O ye people!


    Dust from dust from dust from dust.


    Trump (6)


    The Chariot’s a Gypsie car,


    And we the happy drivers are,


    with whip and reins and endless pains,


    So far, so far, so far.


    Trump (5)


    The Emperor for worldly power,


    To shake and scream a fleeting hour;


    To this a bribe, to that a bullet—


    Remember, Mater, the Falling Tower?


    Trump (4)


    The Hierophant, The Pope, The Priest;


    Today we fast, tomorrow feast.


    The bridegroom was with us yesterday;


    The Hierophant remains, at least.


    Trump (3)


    The Lady Hierophant, good Pope Joan,


    Who will not let the truth alone;


    A scholar killed her yestereve,


    Today she’s sidling towards the throne.


    Trump (2)


    The Empress, Nature, loving and cruel,


    Grim mistress of the one hard school,


    Mistress of microbes,


    Breaking each tool.


    Trump (1)


    The Juggler points both down and up, in mastery of confusion;


    First in all the deck stands he, creator of illusion.


    Sword, coin, and cup before him lie,


    And on his face derision.


    Trump (0)


    *******FOOL*******


    errorerrorerrorerror


    232323232323232323


    * * * *


    “Seven American Nights” Copyright © 1978 by Gene Wolfe; first appeared in Orbit 20; from THE BEST OF GENE WOLFE; reprinted by permission of the author and the author’s agents, the Virginia Kidd Agency, Inc.


    “The Computer Iterates the Greater Trumps” Copyright © 1977, 2005 by Gene Wolfe; first appreared in Speculative Poetry Review #2.; from FOR ROSEMARY; reprinted by permission of the author and the author’s agents, the Virginia Kidd Agency, Inc.

  


  
    PART 7: Science Fiction in the Age of Consolidation


    (1990– )


    Big publishers continued to absorb small and medium publishers in the 1990s. Eventually, when nearly all the smaller publishers were gone, the big publishers began to eat each other, until a few massive global publishing conglomerates owned most of the industry. This consolidation caused some painful contractions among SF publishers, such as when Ace, DAW, and Roc Books all ended up owned by the same publisher, leading to inevitable cutbacks.


    Oddly, despite declining sales numbers and smaller incomes for genre writers, the writing quality remained as high as it had ever been. To a certain extent small press publishers began filling in gaps left by the big publishers. More science fiction was being published than ever, by a more diverse talent pool than ever. And even if individual book sales were far lower than they had been a generation before, total sales of SF books continued to grow.


    Superstores grew to dominate bookselling, nearly wiping out independent booksellers, only to find themselves becoming increasingly obsolete in the internet age. After a number of fits and starts online bookselling became a major part of the market. Bookstore chains were badly hurt by big box stores undercutting them on best-sellers as well, but that didn’t impact the SF market directly. What did have a major impact on genre fiction was the rise of print-on-demand publishing and electronic publishing, both of them significant benefits to authors with fan followings that weren’t quite big enough to be worth a large publisher’s time.


    In a field full of early adopters, science fiction writers and fandom took to the internet in a dramatic way. Almost every SF writer with internet access found their way to the popular GEnie Science Fiction RoundTable of the late 1980s and early 1990s (moderated by writer James D. Macdonald). As the internet grew (and GEnie collapsed amid corporate neglect) SF writers and fans found new homes on the web. From SFF.net to the open source writing of Cory Doctorow to the early embrace of Livejournal and blogging as a marketing and social tool to the way dying magazines migrated online (which mostly didn’t work) and were replaced by online fiction outlets that did, the internet continues to shape genre fiction. Many of my initial conversations with authors for this book took place on FaceBook.


    At a time of rapid changes in how books are sold, and a time when even the idea of what a book is seems to be changing, science fiction is both at the forefront of those changes while remaining, paradoxically, very much a genre outside the mainstream.

  


  
    AYANA R. ABDALLAH


    (1952– )


    Somehow, Ayana Abdallah and I have never met face to face. She grew up in Connecticut, but left before I moved there. She got one of her MAs at Temple University, but left just before I arrived. After that she earned a PhD at the University of Iowa and took up the semi-nomadic life of a poet and scholar in African Diaspora literature. Beyond her genre-infused poetry, she made several contributions to this book, including introducing me to Andrea Hairston, writing on black women’s SF, and several long, wonderful conversations about SF and teaching.


    In addition to her poetry (which has been collected in Feeling Fey) much of Ayana’s recent writing is focused on Octavia Butler’s SF, as in Africentric Transgressive Creativity: A Reader’s Meditation on Octavia Butler.


    “Shadow Catcher” appears here for the first time. It responds to the novel Free Enterprise, a lyrical but sometimes despairing account of the life, work, and relationships of black women involved in the slave abolition movement.

  


  
    SHADOW CATCHER, by Ayana R. Abdallah


    (response to Michelle Cliff’s Free Enterprise)


    you


    shadow catcher


    apologize for no desire to remain here


    eloquent


    but


    why


    confuse lovely meditations


    hopeful ruminations


    picturesque imagery a dark universe


    riddled with pockets of light, ostensibly


    gaseous planets, stars, mere radiating disks in space?


    you dream of a universe traveling infinite light spheres


    travel back to darkness mind numbing blackness


    a shadow catcher


    obsessed with your body


    feelings of inadequacy, fear, hopelessness


    yearning for nothingness


    that firm grasp on reality


    your own inexorable realness thriving


    inexplicably at the heart of galactic infinity


    you (unwilling to greet another day)


    forget Earth


    living is painful stretched beyond a care


    remember home


    return a shadow among infinite shadows


    floating aimlessly above oceanic waves of potassium cyanide


    poisoning blood, brain, liver, gall bladder


    every tissue you leave behind


    death


    my dear Clover


    moves quietly among multiverses


    spirits


    new beginnings


    what can’t you imagine?


    * * * *


    Copyright © 2011 by Ayana R. Abdallah.

  


  
    CATHERINE ASARO


    (1955– )


    I first got to know Catherine Asaro when we were on a panel at Philcon a few years back. No one else in the field has quite as varied a skillset as Catherine does, so you never know where conversations with her are going to end up. She uses her doctorate in physics from Harvard to write hard science fiction and she also writes steamy romances, and sometimes stories that fall on the boundary between the two, like this one. She also writes academic reviews and scientific papers for referred journals, sings professionally, founded a jazz dance company, and is trained in ballet and classical piano.


    The daughter of nuclear chemist Frank Asaro, Catherine enrolled at UCLA as a dance major before discovering she loved math and science. She earned a BS in theoretical chemical physics at UCLA, then went on to Harvard for an MA in physics and a PhD in chemical physics. While earning those degrees, she continued to dance, founding the Mainly Jazz Dancers and Harvard University Ballet. She taught physics at Kenyon College for three years before leaving in 1990 to establish Molecudyne Research; she’s also done research at the University of Toronto, the Max Planck Institut für Astrophysik, and the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics..


    Her first published work was “Dance in Blue” (1993), and “Light and Shadow” (1994) was the first story in the Skolian Empire series. Tor published Catherine’s first science fiction novel, Primary Inversion, in 1995 and since that time she has written both SF and romance regularly, with some crossover between the two. She’s won two Nebulas for her SF, as well as many awards for her romances. She also served two terms as president of Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America (SFWA).


    Recently, she’s returned to the musical side of her work. For her novel Diamond Star (2009), Catherine and the band Point Valid recorded a twelve-song soundtrack to the book. (She wrote the lyrics for most of the songs and composed several of them.) The CD, also titled Diamond Star, was released concurrently with the book.


    Catherine lives in Baltimore with her husband, NASA astrophysicist John Kendall Cannizzo; their daughter, Cathy, is a ballet dancer who studies math at Cambridge University in England.

  


  
    A ROLL OF THE DICE, by Catherine Asaro


    First published in Analog Science Fiction and Fact, July-August 2000


    I


    Quis Web


    Jeremiah’s kidnappers let him watch the delegation that came to negotiate on his behalf. The wall in front of him was one-way glass-plex; he could see the people in the room beyond, but to them the wall appeared opaque.


    He didn’t recognize the man speaking, but the fellow wore the uniform of the Foreign Affairs Corps for the Allied Worlds of Earth. Jeremiah knew the other two people in the delegation: Deborah Svenson, Dean of the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences at Harvard, and Professor Jack Brenn, Jeremiah’s thesis advisor in the anthropology department.


    One of Jeremiah’s kidnappers also stood in the room: Chankah Dahl. As Manager of Dahl, she governed one of the largest city-states in the human settlement on the planet Coba. A tall woman with gray hair, she ranked high in the power hierarchy of the Twelve Estates.


    The voice of the Foreign Affairs officer came over an audiocom set high in the wall. “You must understand, Manager Dahl,” he continued. “Jeremiah Colt-man is a citizen of the Allied Worlds. Your decision to send him to another Estate against his will is considered abduction by our people.”


    Manager Dahl remained unperturbed. “You are well aware that before Jeremiah came here, he signed an agreement to abide by our laws.” She looked around at them. “Your government has no jurisdiction here. He is ours now.”


    Jack Brenn stiffened. A large man with broad shoulders and a shock of black hair, his intensity almost crackled in the room. “You have no right to hijack him this way! He signed that agreement with the understanding that it meant you could deport him if you didn’t like him.” “But we do like him,” Chankah said mildly. “We have bestowed our highest honor on him.”


    Dean Svenson spoke. “Now that Jeremiah’s fieldwork is complete, he wishes to return home. Manager Dahl, he has his school, work, relatives.” Quietly she said, “His life.”


    The Manager said, simply, “He is Calani. Calani do not leave Coba.”


    Jeremiah touched the engraved band that circled his biceps. He had one on each arm. Made from solid gold, they symbolized his position. Calani. Dice player.


    He really, really didn’t want the honor. “I will relay your regards to him,” Chankah finished.


    Jeremiah recognized her tone. She was dismissing the delegation. He hit his fist on the glassplex. “I’m here!” he shouted. He knew it wouldn’t carry through the soundproofed wall, but he had to try. “Don’t go!”


    Only his silent reflection answered. He regarded it, seeing a man more of Coba than of Earth. Three years ago, when he arrived in Dahl, he had been soft, out of shape, plump. Now lean muscles replaced the flab, built by his job on the construction crew where he had worked until ten days ago. He would never be tall or husky, but he enjoyed a fitness now he had never known before. He loved working in the crisp air of the spectacular Teotec Mountains. During the day he labored with his muscles and at night he labored with his mind, writing his dissertation. His only “hardships” were the lack of computers and the relatively low level of technology here, where the culture had backslid. He had otherwise thoroughly enjoyed his life. Until now.


    Instead of comfortable work clothes, today he wore garb appropriate for a Calani: rich suede trousers, a suede vest, and a white shirt embroidered at the cuffs with threads made from gold. His armbands went over the shirt sleeves and heavy gold guards circled his wrists. His hair spilled over his ears and down his neck in tousled brown curls.


    Behind him, the lock mechanism on the door clicked. He turned to see a woman enter with an octet of guards. She riveted attention. At six-foot-two, she stood six inches taller than him. Her face showed the classic beauty of Coba’s highborn. She was almost twenty years his senior, just past forty, but she had the build and vibrant health of an athlete half her age. Her suede trousers dung to her long, muscular legs. A trace of silver dusted the tendrils of hair that curled at her temples, and a heavy auburn braid fell down her back to her waist. Her eyes, large and gray, had a luminous quality. Her simple clothes had no adornment and needed none: her aura of authority drew notice far more than any jewelry or bright colors.


    Jeremiah knew little more about her than her name. Khal Viasa. As Manager of Viasa, she governed a small but wealthy city-state high in the mountains. During his years here, he had seen her only at a distance when she visited Dahl. He hadn’t thought much about it, though he had always noticed her striking appearance. No one would ever describe Khal Viasa as “pretty.” Elegant perhaps, mesmerizing, stunning, regal. It had never occurred to him that so powerful a ruler would notice a simple laborer. Nor had he expected his reputation as a good Quis player to carry beyond Dahl.


    Ten days ago Manager Dahl told him the news; Manager Viasa had bought his Calani contract—a contract he hadn’t even known he owned. They seemed to find this a perfectly reasonable transaction, despite his incredulous protests.


    Be careful what you wish for. If ever a situation had earned that warning, this was it. He had wanted a chance to observe the Calanya, the elite group of dice players that lived on a Manager’s Estate. He considered his inability to study that cloistered institution a weak point in his dissertation. Calani played the strategy game of Quis. They studied for years and had to pass rigorous exams before they could apply for positions within the Calanya of the Twelve Estates. Well, he hadn’t applied for anything. If he had known his talent would lead him into this situation, he would never have let anyone find out how well he took to the game.


    Manager Viasa came over to him, moving with a natural grace. She spoke in the Teotecan language. “My greetings.”


    “They’re leaving.” Jeremiah motioned to the room beyond the glass. “Without me.”


    She put her hands on his shoulders, making him acutely aware of both her greater height and her sensuality. “Surely you know better than to speak in front of your escort. Manager Dahl told me that you spent the last tenday learning the ways of the Calanya.”


    Learning? Is that what they called it? He had spent the last ten days in a guarded suite, albeit one far more luxurious than the apartment where he had lived before. Yes, Manager Dahl had given him the Oath: never again read, write, or speak to anyone outside the Calanya. He couldn’t live that way. Scholarship was his life. When he broke the Oath, however, they put him in solitary, which he hated. So for now he remained silent.


    His thoughts must have shown on his face. Khal’s voice gentled. “Jeremiah, I realize you are unhappy with this. I am sorry it is hard for you. I hope you will feel better when we reach Viasa. We leave tonight.”


    That only made it worse. In Viasa, his chances of escape went to nil.


    * * * *


    Starlight silvered the towers of Viasa as the windrider descended in the night. The Estate rose out of the darkness like an ancient castle. The old fortress now served as the headquarters and home of Manager Viasa and her staff. A wall surrounded the Estate and city. Sharply slanted roofs came into view, their stark beauty accented by lights within arched windows. Mist wreathed Viasa, turning the lights a hazy gold and curling around shadowed arches and spines. Beyond the city, jagged mountains stepped up into the sky.


    Viasa stood near Grayrock Falls, high in the Teotec Mountains. Jeremiah knew that even if he did somehow escape his guards, no feasible way existed to leave here except by air. He had never flown a rider, and the winds that ripped through these upper ranges were inimical to all but the most seasoned pilots. Even with equipment, supplies, and luck he doubted he could survive the months-long hike out of the mountains and across the desert to the starport.


    He wondered if the delegation knew he had left Dahl. Would they go home without him? The Allied authorities had warned him that if he insisted on coming to Coba, he would lose their protection. The human settlements that had spread across the stars were splintered into three political entities. The Allied Worlds of Earth existed in the shadow of two giants, the Skolian Imperialate and the Trader empire. The Skolians claimed Coba. Earth had no wish to strain its precarious relations with the powerful, warlike Skolians, particularly not for a graduate student who, in the greater scheme of things, had little consequence.


    The wings of the windrider spread in metal pinions. Painted to resemble an al-thawk, the craft rode the gales like a giant bird. It soared over the city rooftops and landed on an airfield lit by misty lights.


    Jeremiah looked around the cabin. It seated ten: his guards, Khal Viasa, and himself. The pilot and co-pilot sat up front. As he undid his safety harness, his guards rose to their feet. All eight women were taller than him, as were most Cobans, both male and female. These wore dusky purple uniforms with the Viasa symbol on their shoulders, a stylized image of Grayrock Falls. Stunners hung on their belts, guns that fired needles with a fast-acting sedative.


    The captain opened the hatch. Accompanied by six guards, Jeremiah jumped down onto the tarmac. As he pulled his fur-lined hood tighter against the tearing gales, Khal stepped down with the other guards. Her hood framed her face, making her large eyes even more intense. She smiled slightly at him, as reserved as always, but also with discreet surprise, as if she too found it astonishing that he was her Calani.


    The icy wind at Viasa made even the gales at Dahl seem like puffs of breeze. Leaning into the rushing air, they ran across the tarmac to the Estate and entered the fortress through a graceful quartz arch in its stone wall. Relief washed over him as they reached the protection of a vaulted hall.


    Several Estate aides waited for them. As they bowed to Manager Viasa, they darted glances to where Jeremiah stood with his escort. He seemed to intrigue them just as much as his rare glimpses of a Calani in Dahl had fascinated him.


    A dark-haired woman spoke. “Welcome back, Manager Viasa.”


    “I came as soon as I received your message,” Khal said. “What is the situation at the dam now?”


    Her aide looked worn out, with dark circles under her eyes. “The electrical plant still isn’t functioning. The beacon that guides windriders in the mountains has already failed. If this continues much longer, neither Viasa nor Tehnsa will have power.”


    Jeremiah tensed. No wonder Khal had wanted to return so soon. The Viasa-Tehnsa Dam harnessed energy from the Grayrock Falls. In this remote mountain region, it provided the only continuous source of power for Viasa, and also for Tehnsa, its dependent city-state.


    Khal came over to him. She stood a fraction closer than he expected, nothing that would have been unusual in Cambridge on Earth, but a bit off-kilter here, given the famous reserve of the Viasa people. She spoke in her husky contralto. “I’m sorry, Jeremiah. It seems Viasa demands my attention. Your escort will show you to your rooms.”


    He nodded, relieved. Tired and disheartened, he needed to withdraw into privacy.


    Khal spoke to the captain of his escort. “Take him into his suite by the private door. The others can wait until later to meet him.” She smiled at Jeremiah—and it changed her entire face. Instead of classic reserved perfection, she suddenly became warm and vibrant. “The other Calani are curious about you. None have ever even seen an offworlder, let alone met one.”


    He just nodded again, glad he didn’t have to think of a response. She brushed his arm in an unexpected touch of farewell. Then his guards escorted him out of the hall. They followed marble corridors with high, arched ceilings. At first he thought the bronze claws on the walls held torches; then he realized they were electric lights. The lamps resembled flame, adding to the ancient atmosphere, a reminder of Viasa’s age and conservative nature.


    The next wing they entered, however, had genuine torches in the claws. They stopped at a wall engraved with arabesque designs. When the captain pressed a series of ridges in the design, clinks came from within the wall. She leaned against the stone and a door swung inward. Moving to the side, she bowed to Jeremiah. He looked back at her, puzzled. Then he realized she was waiting for him to enter.


    He walked into a suite of stunning luxury. The darkwood furniture gleamed with red highlights. Pale green cushions lay on divans and in piles on a plush gold rug. The walls were painted dark amber near the floor, then shaded upward through lighter golds and into ivory near the ceiling. Held by slender gold chains, lamps hung from the ceiling, spheres of delicate frosted glass hand-painted with mountain scenes. Blown glass vases graced the tables, each with a blue-green stalk topped by a spray of gold spheres the size of marbles, but airy and hollow.


    The bathroom alone was as big as his old apartment in Dahl. A pool filled most of it, fed by fountains and tiled in green, with frothy jeweled inlays. The bedroom had a canopied bed made up in blue and green velvet. Copper braziers kept the room warm. In the window seat, starlight streamed through tall panels made from unbreakable glass-plex. Looking through the windows, he realized the outside wall was a sheer cliff face that plunged far down into the mountains.


    When they returned to the living room, the captain indicated a horseshoe arch set across from the private door. Gold mosaics bordered the arch and ivory drapes hung within it. “That leads to the main common room for all the suites,” she said. Then she bowed to him. “We will leave you to rest. If you need anything, we will be Outside.”


    He nodded, knowing full well the real reason they were posted around his suite. Khal meant to ensure he stayed put.


    When Jeremiah was alone, he sunk onto a divan, too tired even to go to bed. After awhile, a tap came at the archway to the common room. He wanted to ignore it, but the same inexhaustible curiosity that had spurred him to become an anthropologist got the better of him now.


    “Come in, “he said. The hangings shifted to reveal a tall man with a husky build and broad shoulders. He looked about forty, with the classic features of the Coban highborn. Gray dusted his black curls. He stood with natural confidence, as if he took his high status for granted. His clothes resembled Jeremiah’s, but darker in color. Three bands circled each of his arms, rather than one. Jeremiah wondered why he rated more, then felt irked at himself for caring.


    “My greetings,” the man said. “I am Kev.” He took in Jeremiah’s slouched posture. “I can return another time, if you prefer.”


    Although Jeremiah didn’t feel like company, he had no wish to alienate the other dice players. He would be living with them for some time, maybe even the rest of his life, a possibility he was doing his best to forget.


    He sat up straighter. “Come in. Please.” He indicated an armchair set across a table from him. “Be comfortable.”


    Kev settled into the chair and stretched his long legs across the carpet. “Being Outside is tiring. But you need not worry. You will not have to go there often.”


    “Outside?”


    Kev gestured around them. “The Calanya, the place where we live, is Inside. All else is Outside.”


    Jeremiah stared at him. “We never leave these suites?”


    “We have this wing of the Estate. And the parks. They cover twenty square kilometers.” Kev looked apologetic. “Most Calanya have more land. These mountains limit Viasa’s space. Still, it is enough, I think, for fourteen people.”


    “Fourteen Calani live here?”


    “Counting yourself.”


    Jeremiah rubbed his eyes. “Don’t remind me.”


    Kev considered him. “The rumors are true, then? You received your Oath against your will.”


    “Yes.”


    “It is hard to imagine. Many people would give much to be where you are now.”


    Jeremiah shook his head. “I had no idea Manager Viasa wanted my contract.”


    “Normally the Calani decides what offer to accept,” Kev acknowledged. “When Khal initiated the negotiations for your contract, news of your Quis talent spread. Several Estates entered the bidding despite your lack of formal study.”


    Jeremiah stared at him. Other Managers had also bid for this clandestine dice contract of his? “How do you know?”


    Kev’s expression turned inscrutable. “Khal and I talk.”


    Khal. Kev spoke as if it were natural to call one of Coba’s most powerful leaders by her first name. Calani were among the elite who might address a Manager in such a manner. Jeremiah couldn’t imagine doing so, no more than he had ever felt comfortable using “Jack” for Professor Brenn, even after Brenn insisted. Maybe the ease came with experience.


    “How long have you been a Calani?” Jeremiah asked.


    Arrogance touched Kev’s voice. “Twenty-three years. I took the Oath at sixteen.”


    That boggled Jeremiah. Kev must have spent most of his life in seclusion, playing dice. Then a thought came to him: Is it really so different from the way I’ve studied all my life? He might as well have been in seclusion given how rarely he ventured out of the library or classroom.


    Yes, he thought. It’s different. He had chosen that life, rather than having it chosen for him.


    Jeremiah slept through the morning, something he rarely did on Coba, given its thirty-two-hour days. He didn’t feel like getting out of bed. He spent the afternoon in his robe, sitting in the window seat of his bedroom, staring out at the chasm of air and the drifting clouds below.


    Of course he tried to leave. He heaved open his private door and found guards Outside, all armed. When the captain asked if they could do anything for him, he shook his head and closed the door. Then he returned to the window seat and watched the sky.


    In the evening, he roused himself enough to bathe in his swimming pool with its fountains. He shaved using a pearl-handled razor he discovered laid out with a towel on a polished stone bench by the pool. Back in his bedroom, he changed into clothes he found in the wardrobe, garb similar to what he had worn yesterday. Then he sat by the window again.


    Kev came to ask if he wanted to join the other Calani for dinner in the common room, or would he like his meal here. Jeremiah shook his head to both suggestions.


    Finally night settled over the cliffs. He was still sitting by the window when the guards came for him.


    Blue and green mosaics tiled the halls, with gold accents that gleamed in the torchlight After following a maze of corridors, the guards took him up a tower, climbing a spiral staircase of black marble. No one explained why or spoke to him.


    At the top, they came to a horseshoe arch. The suite beyond was even more refined than his own. Soft light diffused from panels in the ceiling. Parchments on the walls glimmered with paintings of birds and branches. Dark urns as tall as Jeremiah stood in the corners, enameled with clusters of gold marble-flowers.


    His escort showed him into a room with blue-shaded walls and a pale blue rug. It had no furnishings, only a voluptuous pile of green, blue, and gold pillows heaped in one corner The captain bowed to him and then the guards withdrew. A moment later Jeremiah heard the door close, followed by the click of the lock mechanism.


    He rubbed his chin, baffled. What did they expect him to do here? For a while he paced the rooms. When he grew tired of looking for a way out, he lay among the pillows, letting their softness envelop him With no other outlet, he sought the freedom of sleep.


    Sleep, however, evaded him. Instead, tears slid down his face Damn He hated to cry The tears came anyway, for the loss of his freedom and the people he loved. After a while he did manage to drowse, but he never fully slept.


    “Jeremiah?”


    He opened his eyes. Khal Viasa was standing above him, dressed in a clinging robe of red velvet. She had unbraid-ed her hair, and it fell in glorious auburn waves to her waist. He stared at her, bewildered, aware of her long, lean curves under the robe.


    She knelt next to him among the pillows. “Your guards told me you haven’t eaten all day.”


    “I wasn’t hungry.” He rubbed his palm across his cheek, trying to erase the signs of his tears.


    “Ai, Jeremiah,” she murmured. “I am so sorry you are unhappy.”


    Her compassion caught him off guard. He had expected her to be as cold as everyone else he had met from Viasa. Maybe under that infamous reserve, they were human after all. “I don’t understand what you want from me.”


    “To eat. You will become sick if you refuse food.”


    He wanted to say no. His diet was tricky, though. He had none of the immunities that protected Cobans against the poisons and bacteria here. It limited the foods he could eat, and his water had to be treated. One reason he had lost weight so last when he first came to Coba was because he had been sick so much, until he and his doctor worked out a diet he could tolerate. If he became careless now, he risked upsetting the chemical balance his body needed to maintain.


    After a pause, he said, “All right.” Khal rose to her feet and went to an audiocom in the wall. When she touched its fingertip panel, a woman’s voice floated into the air. “Seva here “


    “Seva, this is Manager Viasa. Have the instructions for what Jeremiah can eat and drink been given to the kitchens?”


    “Yes, ma’am Last night, right after you landed.”


    “Good. Have dinner brought up for him and me. We missed the evening meal.”


    “Right away, ma’am.” Jeremiah wondered why she hadn’t eaten. She looked exhausted. “Are you all right?” he asked.


    She came back and settled next to him in the pillows. “I am fine. But it is kind of you to ask.” “Is it the Viasa-Tehnsa dam?” Khal sighed. “It took all day to repair the electrical plant. The beacon still doesn’t work. Then I had to explain to Manager Tehnsa why it all failed.” She gave him a look of apology. “But I shouldn’t bore you with mundane Estate details.”


    “It’s all right.” He preferred mundane details to thinking about his situation.


    The audiocom buzzed. Then a girl said, “Your meal is here, Manager Viasa.”


    “Ah. Good.” Khal rose gracefully to her feet and left the room. She returned with two junior aides. The boy carried a gold platter with an ornate cover, and the girl had a blue lacquered stand trimmed with gold and pearl inlays. They bowed to Jeremiah, set up the stand with the platter, and then withdrew from the room. A moment later the door closed and locked. Jeremiah blinked. “That was fast.” Khal smiled. When she lifted the cover off the platter, an aroma of spices filled the room. It made his mouth water. Maybe he was hungry after all.


    Dinner was set out on the platter. Khal filled two gold-rimmed crystal goblets with red wine and gave him one. Then she took a plate of spiced meatballs and settled next to him among the pillows. Using a small gold fork, she speared a spice ball and offered it to him.


    Jeremiah flushed. He would never have expected an Estate Manager to feed him. Self-conscious, he ate the spice ball. It tasted even better than it smelled, and he suddenly realized he was famished.


    She gave him another, then speared one for herself. They alternated eating spice balls with drinking wine, Khal feeding them both until they finished the plate.


    He took a last swallow of wine. “That was good.”


    “I am glad you liked it.” She finished her drink, then took his empty goblet and set it with hers on the rug.


    Jeremiah lay back in the pillows, relaxed now. Tipsy, in fact. Khal leaned on her elbow next to him, an intimacy that made him even more aware of her presence. The collar of her robe slipped down her shoulder, revealing smooth skin. He didn’t think she noticed, but that only made the effect more erotic. She nudged him onto his back and began to unlace the thongs that held his shirt closed.


    Jeremiah caught her hand, still sober enough to read the implications under her seduction. “What are you doing?”


    Her eyes were glossy from wine. She disengaged her hand from his and tweaked open his shirt. Then she slid her palm across his chest. “You are very beautiful, Jeremiah.”


    Beautiful? Right. What was going on, with a private den, an intimate feeding, and now this? On Earth, women had never noticed him. It hadn’t surprised him, given how he saw himself: a fat, short, boring nerd. His parents claimed his negative self-image was undeserved, that it came from taunts he had taken as a boy, when in truth he was “a charming, intelligent young man.” Well, of course they said that. They were his parents. They would think he was charming if he fell on his face in the mud.


    It was true, though, that in Dahl his shyness had become an asset. Coban women valued the trait in men. But he had never risked having a girlfriend there. The Twelve Estates operated on a double standard that could have come from the Dark Ages, except here it applied to men. A woman could do as she pleased, but a man was expected to behave with decorum. Had he taken a lover, Manager Dahl would probably have asked him to leave. In a place as conservative as Viasa, he could have been deported.


    In some ways, it had been fun. Women in Dahl considered him a challenge, an exotic treat they were convinced wanted his honor compromised. After all, he came from offworld. Surely if a single young man traveled so freely, without a chaperone, he must be free in other ways too. But even the most aggressive had never pushed this hard. The implied insult in Khal’s behavior stunned him. It also hurt, given his attraction to her, but he didn’t want her to know.


    She touched his cheek. “Your emotions flash across your face like a beacon. Why are you upset?”


    He spoke coolly. “It’s obvious why you had me brought here.”


    “I should hope so.” She smiled. “This is the Akasi suite.” Akasi? Oh, Lord. Oh, Lord. She was watching his face. “You didn’t realize?”


    “No.” He flushed. “I hardly know you.”


    Khal looked at a loss for words. “Chankah Dahl led me to believe that you knew of my proposal.”


    He thought back. Yes, the Dahl Manager had said something about an Akasi during his solitary confinement. He had been so angry at the time, he had refused to listen. “I… missed it.” “It is a big thing to miss.” No kidding. Akasi Calani. How could he be married to this stranger? “When did we, uh, have the ceremony?”


    “We were wed as soon as you signed the Calanya contract.”


    “I didn’t sign anything. Manager Dahl wrote my name.”


    “Well, yes, it did work out that way,” Khal admitted. She brushed her knuckles over his cheek. “I won’t hurt you, sweet Jeremiah.” Then she went back to unlacing his shirt.


    Flustered, he caught her hand. “Now wait a minute, Manager Viasa.” “Khal,” she murmured. He reddened. “Um, okay. Khal.” “It is all right,” she soothed. “Try to relax. “ She slipped her hand free, then finished undoing the buttons that closed the outer seams of his sleeves. As she tugged his shirt away from his body, her robe slipped more, revealing tantalizing hints of skin.


    This all felt surreal, like a dream. Real or not, though, it was a marked improvement over the last few days. With a sigh, he let go of his resistance and put his arms around her waist. Drawing her close, he inhaled her scent, a fragrant blend of spices and incense.


    Khal reached down to the outer seams of his trousers, which were held dosed by flaps. As she undid the flaps, she traced her fingertips over his skin. He finally understood why men’s trousers here had such an odd design. A woman who knew what she was doing could make taking them off intensely erotic.


    Pushing up on her elbow, Khal gazed at him. “You’ve such big eyes.” She rolled a lock of his hair between her fingers. “Our poets write soliloquies about the wind god Khozaar. They say his face has a beauty no mortal man can match. But they never saw yours, Jeremiah. You shame even the wind.”


    Good Lord. She was sweet-talking him. Before he could think of an appropriate response, if one even existed to such outrageous statements, she added, “I can’t believe the women on your Earth let you come here alone.”


    “Oh, well. You know. I had them all dazzled.” He had to laugh. “They never even knew I existed.”


    “You are modest. I like that.” She brushed her lips across his cheek.


    He pulled her closer, pressing his cheek against hers in a gesture his one and only girlfriend on Earth had called “too tender,” as if that somehow made it wrong. Khal seemed to like it, though, which pleased him.


    Had her clothes been made with the same complicated flaps and fastenings as his, he doubted he could have figured them out in his inebriated state. But it was simple to pull the braided cord of her robe and slip the velvet off her body. She wore a silk shift underneath that rippled over her toned curves. He watched with appreciation when she sat up and pulled the shift over her head, her breasts lifting as she raised her arms. The silk trailed over her nipples. He wondered if all Coban women were so well-formed, or if she took unusually good care of herself.


    She settled alongside him and touched her lips to his, but she resisted when he tried to pull her into a kiss. He hesitated, unsure if Cobans had the custom. He had never seen two Cobans kiss, and his questions had always been met with embarrassed silence or smirks. If they did kiss here, they considered it far more private than in the Wyoming culture on Earth that had produced him. Uncertain what Khal wanted, he stopped trying to push. It seemed the right response; she relaxed and brushed her mouth over his again, feather light. She slid down and touched her lips to his chest, her caress maddening in its “almost there” quality, as if she would stop teasing any moment and truly kiss him. He tried to reach for her, but she nudged him back in the pillows. Then she tickled his belly button with her tongue. Jeremiah laughed and stroked her hair, staring at the gold ceiling.


    When she went lower still, he couldn’t take any more. Grasping her arms, he tugged her back up and rolled her over until he lay on top of her. She made a deep-throated sound, a blend of surprise, protest, and pleasure. Caressing her breasts, he tried to kiss her again. This time she turned her head.


    “Come on, Khal,” he said against her ear.


    She pressed her hands against his shoulders, pushing him over onto his back again. Disconcerted, he realized that with her muscled body and greater height, she was stronger than him. She didn’t want to fight, though. When he relaxed, she touched him all over with both her mouth and hands, taking her time, until he groaned. When he tried to return her caresses, she always nudged him back into the pillows.


    Finally he grasped her shoulders and dragged her up on top of him. “Quit teasing me,” he said in a husky voice. “You’re making me crazy.”


    Her eyes had glazed with desire. “I always wondered, when I saw you in Dahl, what passions lay under that ice prince exterior of yours. Rumor said no woman could melt the ice, but I knew they were wrong.”


    The women in Dahl had talked about him? Then again, what did it matter now? He tried to kiss her again—and this time she responded, deep and full. As he stroked her, she moved her hands on him. Then she lifted her hips and slid down, filling herself with him. They made love buried in the pillows, slow and steady. When he finally climaxed, she let herself go as well.


    Afterward they lay quiet, side by side, their breath slowing to normal. Eventually Khal pushed up on her elbow. When he smiled, she traced her finger over his lips. Then she reached for her robe.


    He caught her around the waist. “Where are you going?”


    “I… have, ah, Estate business.’’


    His drowsy contentment began to fade. The histories he had read of the Twelve Estates treated love like a fine wine to savor. The idea of a Manager leaving her Akasi on their wedding night would have appalled the poets. Of course, those were all romanticized folktales, but even so, he found it hard to believe Khal’s behavior was normal.


    He drew her down next to him. “Surely it can’t be so important that you have to go now.”


    At first she lay stiff in his arms. After several moments, though, she relaxed. “Perhaps not.”


    “Khal, what’s wrong?”


    It was a moment before she answered. Finally she said, “You are a wonderful lover. But…” She touched the gold guard on his wrist. “It is unusual for an Akasi on his wedding night to show your, ah—expertise.”


    Oh, Lord. She was upset because he wasn’t a virgin. He shouldn’t have been surprised. Even so, it threw him. “You knew I wasn’t Coban.”


    Disappointment washed over her face. “I had hoped you would tell me that I erred. Your behavior in Dahl was said to be above reproach.”


    After everything else that had happened in the past few days, he didn’t think he could face a rejection now. He was tempted to tell her what she wanted to hear. But to hide the truth would be a tacit agreement that he had done something wrong. He had never dated much, but the one woman who had loved him had meant a great deal to him, despite everything, and he didn’t intend to diminish that by lying.


    “I was a guest at Dahl,” he said. “I respected the customs of my hosts. But my life was formed by a different culture. I’m not ashamed of that.”


    “In this culture of yours—were you—” She spoke with difficulty. “Free with yourself?”


    He thought of all the times he had sat around with his friend Wayland, a grad student in computer science, the two of them grumbling about their lack of a love life. Dryly he said, “No. Not at all.”


    “You bring such skill to your lovemak-ing.” A hint of mischief touched her smile. “It must be natural talent.”


    Or loneliness, he thought. He understood the question behind her compliment, though. “I was engaged years ago.”


    “Engaged?”


    “It’s an English word. It means spoken for. I suppose you could say betrothed, though that’s more formal.”


    She tensed. “A woman waits for you on Earth?”


    “No.” Even after so long it hurt to remember. Miranda had ended the engagement months before he left for Coba. She had no interest in following him to exotic places, and he had never fit in with the influential circles she traveled. What had hurt most was knowing she believed he wasn’t good enough for her crowd. He wondered what she would think when she learned that instead of her, he had married one of the most powerful women on an entire world. Let her chew on that.


    Khal was watching him again. “This woman who stole your virtue—she also broke your heart.”


    He wished his face didn’t show his emotions so clearly. “Something like that.”


    Gently she said, “Then let us make an agreement.”


    “An agreement?”


    “I will try to accept your past.”


    “And in return?”


    “You will try to accept being my Calani.”


    He exhaled. “I can’t.”


    “Try, Jeremiah. I don’t want you to be unhappy.”


    After a moment he said, “I’ll see.” He could never stop trying to return home. But while he was here, he could try to make the best of this. It was better than staring out the window all day without eating.


    That night he slept among silk pillows in the arms of his wife—a world leader, kidnapper, and enigma.


    * * * *


    The main common room in the Calanya was large and airy, with many arched windows that let in streaming sunlight. The furniture and floor were polished snowfir wood. The walls started as a rich gold near the bottom, blended into lighter hues higher up, and turned white at the top, with a ceiling as blue as Coba’s sky, a deeper shade than on Earth.


    Several men sat at a table playing Quis. Kev avoided them and led Jeremiah to an alcove. It had no benches, but the plush rug provided plenty of comfort. When Jeremiah sat among a scatter of cushions, his toes sunk in the pile.


    Kev sat across from him and untied the dice pouch on his belt. “We will start with a simple round.”


    “All right.” Jeremiah couldn’t figure out Kev. The man didn’t appear to enjoy his company at all, yet he had offered to introduce Jeremiah to the other Calani. Now he wanted to play Quis instead.


    So play Quis, he thought. Until he understood the dynamics of the Calanya, it seemed best to follow Kev’s lead.


    He untied his own pouch and poured out a colorful set of balls, cubes, rods, cones, bars, polyhedrons, disks, and other shapes. The older pieces were glass or painted wood. In contrast, the Calanya dice Khal had given him were all gems or precious metals, a full set and more, including unusual shapes he had never seen Outside. He still kept the older dice, though. He had grown attached to them.


    “What do we bet with?” he asked. As far as he had seen, Calani had no money.


    Kev spoke coolly. “We have no need of bets. It is a device created by Outsiders to hold their attention.”


    A boy of about fourteen came into the alcove and dropped onto the carpet by Kev. He spoke to Jeremiah in the rich cadences of the Viasa highborn. “Why would you want to bet?”


    Kev turned to him. “One should not interrupt a teaching session, Hevtar.” When the boy flushed, looking for all the world like a skittish colt, Kev smiled. “Perhaps you might join us?”


    Hevtar’s embarrassment vanished. “I would like that.”


    Kev glanced at Jeremiah. “My son.”


    Jeremiah nodded to the boy. Hevtar resembled his father, with the same dark hair and even features, though his eyes were gray instead of black. Apparently he also shared Kev’s talent for Quis. Jeremiah hadn’t realized a father and son might end up in a Calanya together.


    He wished he could write about the Calanya. After giving him their vow of illiteracy, the Cobans had taken all his notes and the final draft of his dissertation. When he realized they never meant to return any of it, he had gone into one of the few rages he had ever experienced in his life. To have labored for so long, with such love for his work, and then have it taken away just when he finished—it had devastated him.


    Kev was watching his face. “If you object to Hevtar joining our session, he can observe.”


    “I don’t mind at all.” Jeremiah nodded to Hevtar. “Join us, please.”


    Hevtar took out his dice, then pushed his Calanya bands higher up on his biceps. He wore one on each arm. His were thinner than Jeremiah’s, with less engraving. Kev wore both types, one like Jeremiah’s on each arm and two of the simpler style. Jeremiah wanted to ask them about it, but something stopped him. Hevtar gave him an odd sense, as if he simmered with distrust.


    Kev placed a ruby ball on the carpet. “Let us make a simple start.” He tapped the die. “Viasa.”


    Hevtar set a darkwood arch beside the ball. “Dahl.”


    Jeremiah had never played Quis this way. “We name our pieces?”


    Hevtar answered with disdain. “Of course not.”


    Kev glanced at his son with a hint of rebuke. To Jeremiah, he said, “In a sense you probably already have,” He indicated Jeremiah’s dice. “How long have you had these?”


    “Some for years.” He picked up a wooden rod. “Manager Dahl gave me a set when I arrived in Dahl.” He touched a sapphire ring. “Some are gifts from the crew I worked on, presents to…congratulate me.” It had been hard to deal with the admiration and joy his friends expressed for his “good fortune,” when for him it was a disaster.


    “They must have liked you very much,” Kev said. An undertone pulled at his voice, as if he resisted believing his own words. “Tell me about your dice. Do you associate them with people, places, objects? Thoughts? Concepts?”


    “In a way.” Jeremiah’s mind had always given color, texture, even personality traits to everything from simple mental images to abstract math concepts. With Quis, his associations became so vivid, the dice almost seemed alive.


    Kev indicated the playing area. “Let yours interact with ours.”


    Jeremiah set a silver octagon by Kev’s ruby. “Manager Dahl.”


    An amused voice sounded behind them. “Is this basic Quis?” A man with gray hair stepped past Jeremiah and knelt on the rug. He balanced an opal disk on Hevtar’s arch so it shadowed the other dice. “Minister Karn.”


    A sandy-haired man a few years older than Jeremiah sat next to Hevtar. He placed a black sphere outside the opal’s shadow. “Manager Varz.”


    Jeremiah wondered if they always barged into a game this way. Then it occurred to him that this might be what Kev had meant by introducing him to the others. With Quis.


    The older man was elegantly thin, with the tall stature common among Cobans. Meeting Jeremiah’s curious gaze, he said, “I am Savan.” Although he too had the Viasa reserve, he gave off none of the dislike the boy Hevtar emanated.


    The younger man smiled. “I am Niev.” He actually looked friendly. “Welcome to Viasa, Jeremiah.” “Thanks,” Jeremiah said. “So.” Savan surveyed the dice. “Shall we continue?”


    Kev snorted. “Only one outcome exists.” He dropped an obsidian block on the structure and it collapsed. “Varz.”


    It was an odd “move,” but Jeremiah understood what Kev meant. Karn and Varz, the two most powerful Estates, had gone to war ten years ago. To say it had disrupted the Twelve Estates was an understatement.


    Intrigued, he considered the dice. Could they tell history with the game? He set a bridge into the toppled structure so it linked the Karn and Varz cubes. Then he said, “The Karn and Varz negotiations after the war.”


    Savan nodded to him. Then they all resumed play. They soon stopped describing their dice, as the interactions among the pieces became more complex. Jeremiah had never played such Quis. They weren’t trying to beat one another with competing structures. Instead, they all worked on the same pattern, using it to describe the war.


    He already knew most of the history. However, the Viasa dice players had a different view of the war’s most famous casualty, a Calani named Sevtar. Jeremiah knew Sevtar had died in the final battle, when Varz attacked Karn, but he had never realized the war began over Sevtar. Karn and Varz went to battle for a Calani—and both ended up losing him.


    As the Quis session ended, Jeremiah sat back, enjoying a satisfaction similar to what he felt after he read a well-written history for his research.


    Savan gave him a look of approval. “You learn fast.”


    “Thanks.” Jeremiah indicated the structures sprawled across the floor. “Can you describe all history this way?”


    “Not only history,” Savan said. “We project futures, model political strategies, and design trends.”


    Jeremiah rubbed his chin. “You all seem to know everything that happens among the Twelve Estates. How? You never leave the Calanya and you receive no Outside input.”


    “I used to think they knew everything too,” Hevtar confided, warming to Jeremiah. “But they don’t, really. Even father, with three levels, can’t know everything.”


    “Three Levels?” Jeremiah glanced at Kev. “That means how many places you’ve lived, doesn’t it?”


    “Not exactly,” Kev said. “It refers to the Estates where a dice player has been in the Calanya.” He touched the top band on his arm. “I did my First Level at Ahkah.” His fingers brushed the second band. “Then Varz for a few years.” His touch lingered on the third band, the most elaborate. “Then I came here.”


    Jeremiah could see the advantage of having higher Levels in a Calanya. When a dice player switched to a new Estate, he would bring knowledge with him that no one else knew except his former Calanya and Manager. It gave the new Manager political advantage over the previous. He had no doubt the price of higher Level contracts went up exponentially. The Oath also began to make sense, at least the part about no communication with Outsiders. It provided a way to secure the knowledge contained within the Calanya.


    “You advise Manager Viasa, don’t you?” he said.


    Savan nodded. “Advise. Shape power.”


    “But the Oath makes you rely on second-hand knowledge gleaned from higher Levels,” Jeremiah pointed out. “Doesn’t that weaken your effectiveness?”


    Savan shook his head. “Quite the contrary. It is our greatest strength.”


    “We are almost a closed system,” Kev said. “The Outside touches our Quis only through Khal. Any other input-speech, reading, writing—contaminates our work. The only way to affect a Calanya is through its Manager. She must be supreme at Quis, to counter Outside players—such as other Managers—who seek to influence or infiltrate her Calanya.”


    New ideas were forming for Jeremiah. “Would you all play another session with me? I want to try something.”


    Niev grinned. “Certainly.” The others nodded with approval. Apparently an urge to play Quis and learn from more senior Calani was more acceptable to them than Jeremiah staying by himself all day. He wasn’t sure yet how he felt about living in an arrangement as communal as a Calanya, but so far it was tolerable. His suite allowed him a retreat when he needed privacy.


    Jeremiah set a silver disk with gold spirals in the playing area. As the session evolved, he wove his concepts into his moves, at first puzzling the Calani, then intriguing them. He shaped an idea: the twelve Calanya on Coba were like secured, primary nodes in a culture-spanning network analogous to a computer net. The players Outside acted as nodes and links in an ever-evolving web shaped by the Managers and Calanya.


    Everyone in the Twelve Estates played Quis, from the day they were old enough to hold the dice until age left them too frail to lift the pieces. Quis conveyed news, data, stories, gossip, trends, and more. Outsiders learned new moves and passed them along in their own game, influencing their opponents. So information spread, not through electronic, optical, or quantum machines, but in the malleable, subjective experience of Quis.


    The other Calani picked up his intent with a skill fat greater than anything he had known Outside. He had thought himself good at Quis, parlaying his knack for the gambling version into a notorious reputation. Now he felt like a novice. Even Hevtar surpassed his skill. Instead of playing against one another, though, they all worked together, reshaping Jeremiah’s ideas, challenging his moves. So he absorbed meaning from the patterns.


    He had known Calani were elite dice geniuses who gave a Manager prestige based on their reputation. However, he hadn’t realized they took such an active role in shaping their culture. With her Quis, Khal input information into the Calanya: with their Quis, the Calani studied problems and designed strategies. They output their results to Khal and she analyzed their work. She then played with selected aides, who played with others, and so on, until Viasa’s input into the general Outside web spread like ripples in water. The better a Manager played Quis and the stronger her Calanya, the greater her influence.


    Quis was power.


    Exhilaration swept over Jeremiah, the rush he always experienced with an exciting discovery. Lord, he wished he could write an article on this. He saw just how to open the paper, develop the ideas, and argue his conclusions.


    Then his excitement faded. Fine. So it would make a great paper, maybe win him grants. Unless his situation changed, he would never have a chance to do anything with this new knowledge.


    His concentration on the session began to slip. Savan finally paused in the process of placing a die. Hevtar yawned and several other Calani shifted position, rubbing their eyes or looking around.


    “Perhaps we should take a break,” Savan said.


    Agreement rippled around the players. As people stretched and rubbed kinked muscles, Kev regarded Jeremiah. With difficulty, he said, “I see now why so many Managers bid for your contract.”


    To Jeremiah’s surprise, the others made quiet sounds of agreement. Savan said, “An intriguing idea of your people, to play Quis with machines.”


    Jeremiah smiled at the comparison. He supposed, from the Coban view, computer webs were a poor imitation of Quis, dead rather than alive.


    “I’ll bet you could come up with great games on these computers of yours,” Hevtar said.


    Jeremiah laughed. “You can indeed.” More ideas for articles came to him: a comparison of top level gamers on Earth with Quis players like Hevtar; an analysis of Quis as a means of redirecting aggression from warfare to strategy games; a study of the sensual link between Quis and Coban male-female dynamics.


    It all would make a veritable gold mine of scholarship—except the same institution that so excited his interest also made it impossible for him to pursue his work.


    II


    An Oath Unasked


    Jeremiah glanced out his bedroom window at a crisp, clear morning. Pulling on a sweater, he went into the common room. Across the way, Hevtar was coming out of his own suite, rubbing sleep from his eyes.


    The boy blinked at him, “You’re going again?”


    “Every morning,” Jeremiah said.


    A group of Calani was eating breakfast at a table. Niev looked up. “I went with him yesterday,” he told Hevtar. “It was terrible. Truly terrible. I thought I would die.” Then he flashed Jeremiah a conspiratorial grin.


    Jeremiah smiled, glad for Niev’s friendly nature. In the fifteen days since he had come to Viasa, only Niev had shown any warmth. The other Calani maintained their reserve. When they played Quis, though, he became one of them. He enjoyed Calanya Quis almost as much as his research.


    Hevtar held himself even more aloof than the other Calani. Jeremiah liked him, though. The youth reminded him of himself at fourteen, fascinated with his studies to the exclusion of all else. He didn’t think he had ever been skittish or moody like Hevtar, though; he tended more toward what his friend Wayland described as “amiable stoicism with your head lost in the clouds.” That stoicism hadn’t come easy; as a child he had ached with the ridicule he endured in school because of his awkward appearance, high grades, ineptness in sports, and lack of a fighting instinct.


    In contrast, Hevtar had a fresh innocence untouched by the Outside. He had spent his youth as a prodigy sheltered from the world. Then at fourteen he entered the Calanya. Jeremiah wouldn’t have traded his youth for Hevtar’s, though. It was true the boy had never had to deal with the spirit-crushing experience of constant derision, even physical violence from his peers. Hevtar had lived with great honor since birth. Although it might give him a happier life, it also left him less socially mature. Jeremiah doubted the high-strung, handsome genius could survive Outside, whereas Jeremiah had always known he could make it on his own.


    Hevtar started to smile at him, then stopped. It wasn’t the first time he had resisted an impulse to friendship. Now he turned away and joined the group at the breakfast table as if no one else were in the room.


    Jeremiah stood for a moment, stung by the rebuff. Then he took hold of himself and went to the double doors of the common room. Opening the ornate portals, he found his escort at a round table Outside, playing Quis.


    The captain blinked at him, then looked at the others with bewilderment. “He wants to do it again.”


    “Jeremiah, you should relax,” another guard urged. “Have breakfast. Enjoy yourself.”


    With a half smile, he leaned against the doorframe and waited. Being an Akasi had its advantages. Khal gave him anything he wanted. Anything, that was, except his freedom.


    “Manager Viasa says he can go when he pleases,” the captain said. Her expression suggested Manager Viasa had lost a few Quis dice from her brain. She nodded to the guard who had tried to dissuade him. “You go, Aza. It makes me tired just watching him.”


    Aza sighed, rising to her feet. She went with Jeremiah back Inside and through a maze of halls that let them out into the parks. Then she paused, squinting as if she hoped he had changed his mind.


    He grinned at her. Then he set off for his morning run.


    The mountain air exhilarated him. The parks were ideal for running. They started out as well-tended gardens, then tangled into untamed forests that hid chill sapphire lakes. The ever-present wind rippled the forest in waves, ethereal in its wild beauty.


    Although linguists translated the Teotecan word for these trees as snow-fir, they hardly looked like firs to Jeremiah. At this high altitude they grew only about twenty feet tall. Their trunks consisted of slender white stalks that spi-raled around each other. Clusters of white or pale green fruits bobbed around them, attached to the trunk every few inches, like snowy billiard balls but delicate and hollow. The pale green needles on the trunks could jab a person like bee stings and left punctures that took days to heal.


    The path he followed wound through the edges of the forest. He had started running three years ago because his poor showing on the Dahl construction crew had embarrassed him. Overweight and out-of-shape, he had struggled through his shifts. Now he enjoyed running for its own sake. He would have liked a partner, but he had yet to convince anyone on Coba that it provided a sane form of exercise.


    Had his stay in Viasa been voluntary, he would have thrived. Calanya Quis not only fascinated him as a research subject, it was fun to play. The Calani took it far beyond what he had learned Outside. Savan’s game incorporated the wisdom of an expert who had spent decades mastering the dice. Niev’s style reflected his good-natured outlook on life. Hevtar played with a naivete that stumbled at times and soared at others.


    None of them, however, could match Kev’s formidable gift. During one session the Third Level gave every detail about the failure of a beacon that warned riders in the mountains. It was powered by the Viasa-Tehnsa dam. Yet Jeremiah knew Kev and Khal had discussed it only with dice, never words. And Kiev’s Quis brilliance only began in his ability to process huge amounts of information. With style and flair, he manipulated abstract portrayals of the political fluxes among the Twelve Estates, molding the very flow of power on Coba, for Viasa and for Khal.


    Jeremiah often found Khal in his thoughts. He had never known anyone like her. He couldn’t imagine a woman of her status on Earth paying him any attention. Even if she had, he would have been too flustered to respond. Khal, however, liked his reticence. It was, after all, a Viasa trait, and expected to some extent for men throughout the Twelve Estates.


    A massive wall enclosed the parks, with sculpted holes and ridges that let it act as a windbreak. As he ran along the wall, he left Aza behind. She was walking on top of it, watching him, her gun at her hip, the wind whipping her tawny hair around her shoulders. She made an impressive figure, towering and muscled, lean under her violet uniform. He wondered if Coban women had always been this big, or if they had bred for those traits over the generations.


    Jeremiah grinned. You can’t solve everything with brawn, he thought to Aza. Then he grabbed a handhold on the windbreak and started to climb.


    “Hey!” Aza yelled.


    Looking up, he saw her striding in his direction. As he neared the top of the wall, high above the ground, the wind picked up, ripping at his hair. Aza was running now. He smiled, wondering if she thought he would climb down the other side and vanish into the mountains. Maybe he should.


    He changed his mind when he reached the top.


    Even knowing the south and north sides of Viasa ended in cliffs, he wasn’t prepared for the reality. The builders had cut this windbreak out of the mountain. On the other side, the cliff plunged down in a vertical wall until it vanished into clouds. Far below that, mountains carpeted with mist rolled out to the horizon. He stood braced against the wind, an intense blue sky arching around him, vibrant and dark, as if he were on the pinnacle of the world.


    Aza came to a huffing stop next to him. “Are you crazy!” she shouted, her voice almost lost in the wind. Jeremiah grinned.


    “If anything happens to you,” she puffed, “Manager Viasa will throw me into prison and melt down the key.”


    With a laugh, he let himself down the inner side of the wall and started back to the parks. Aza followed, grumbling. As they descended into quieter air, her mutters resolved into words. “Crazy. Runs in circles and tries to fly. What ever happened to normal Calani?”


    “I never claimed I was normal,” he pointed out.


    She froze, then looked down, her face red. “Heh, you! Are you going to talk and get me into trouble?”


    “How will you get into trouble?” He jumped down onto a lawn of tiny snow-sphere dusters. “No one is here to see.”


    She jumped down next to him and peered through the snowfirs at the distant Estate. “So. Maybe not.” Turning back, she regarded him as if he were forbidden fruit. “I have to ask you something.”


    “Yes?”


    “It’s about the Skolian Imperialate.”


    “I’m no expert on Skolians.”


    She lowered her voice. “Is it true a man commands their military?”


    “Well, yes, it is.”


    “No! You make fun of me.”


    Jeremiah laughed. “It’s true.”


    She glowered at him. “Pah.”


    “Where did you hear about it?”


    “A whole slew of you Earth people came around here last year,” she explained. “They installed the computers Manager Viasa bought from them. One of the men told me.” She grinned. “Nice-looking fellow. like you.”


    “I didn’t know Khal bought an Allied computer system.”


    Aza shrugged. “They’ve had it a while. No one here really knows how to use it, though.” She leaned closer. “So it’s true? Imperator Valdoria is a man?”


    Mischief tugged at him. “You bet. He’s bigger than you, tougher than a clawcat, and meaner than a cheated dice player.”


    “Oh, blow.”


    “It’s true. His title is Imperator Skolia, though. Valdoria is his family name.”


    Aza scowled. “Valdoria-pootoria. Put all you offworld men in a Calanya and you wouldn’t cause so much trouble.” She pondered the thought. “Of course, none of you can play Quis worth spit.”


    “Spit, pah. I could Quis you out of your home, job, and every gold thread you own.”


    “A fledgling Calani and already he’s conceited.” She put her hands on her hips. “You think I can’t play Quis better than an offworlder? I can prove you’re wrong.”


    “I’m not supposed to play Quis with you.”


    “So now he’s a perfect Calani.”


    “I don’t have money to bet.”


    “You don’t need it.” She gave him an appraising look, her gaze traveling up his body with obvious suggestion. “I know something I’d rather win from you anyway.”


    Jeremiah’s smile vanished. Suggesting a man go to bed with a Quis opponent to pay off his debts amounted to calling him a prostitute. It floored him that she would imply such to the husband of an Estate Manager.


    His reaction must have shown on his face. She frowned. “Don’t act so traumatized. You’re the one who broke your Oath. What did you expect me to think?”


    “You thought wrong.”


    “Rumor says you weren’t a husband by choice.” Aza leaned against the windbreak. “You’re a healthy young fellow. Who could blame a body for thinking you’d want a change from a woman seventeen years your senior?”


    Jeremiah crossed his arms. The age difference made little difference to him. Khal’s formidable reserve bothered him far more. Even after fifteen days he had no idea if she felt anything for him beyond physical desire.


    “So paradise has problems, heh?” Aza made a sympathetic noise. “You can talk to me. I’m not just your guard, you know. I can be your friend too.”


    Friend? After she practically called him an adulterer?


    A defensive note crept into her voice. “I know I’m not high-level like you. But I’m no airbug either. Why, I personally saved Viasa from collapse.”


    “From collapse?” He raised his eyebrows. “So how come I never heard about it?”


    “Well,” she amended. “Maybe not full collapse. But Viasa and Bahvla don’t get along.”


    “You mean Bahvla Estate?”


    “That’s right. Manager Bahvla sent an agent here to spy on the Calanya.” She looked smug. “I caught that scuttle-slug. Stomped her out. Put her in the Med House.”


    Dryly he said, “Remind me not to spy on the Calanya.”


    “How can you spy on what you are? Besides, no one hurts Calani. If I harmed one gorgeous hair on your gorgeous self, Manager Viasa would cork me in a bottle and throw it over the cliff.” She grimaced. “That would be as bad as the time she sent me to help out at Tehnsa Estate.”


    “What’s wrong with Tehnsa?”


    “Everything.” Aza waved her hand. “Without Viasa to help her, Manager Tehnsa would self-destruct.”


    He gave her a wicked look. “If Khal finds out you talked to me, she’ll send you to Tehnsa.”


    She looked alarmed. “I’d rather fall off the cliff.”


    “I hope not.” Jeremiah felt his legs growing cold. “Aza, I have to finish my run.”


    She shook her head. “Crazy offworlder.”


    He laughed, then took off again.


    * * * *


    On a morning when frost traced patterns on the window, an octet of guards showed up at Jeremiah’s suite. He recognized none of them. As they escorted him through unfamiliar halls, he grew uneasy. Had something happened to Khal? Last night his escort had never taken him to her suite. Although he didn’t see her every night, they spent most together, and if work kept her away she sent a message.


    They left him alone in an office paneled with darkwood. Armchairs stood on bronze rugs, and a desk across the room sat by a floor-to-ceiling window. Bookshelves lined the walls. A globe of Coba spun lazily on a stand, its huge polar ice caps glinting.


    The door opened behind him. He turned as Khal entered the room. It was odd to see her wearing dark trousers and shirt, with her braid hanging down her back. At night, she unwound her hair and relaxed in a robe.


    She closed the door and came over to him. Standing with her this way made him even more aware of her height. She also looked tired, as if she hadn’t slept.


    “Is something wrong?” he asked.


    She wasted no time with formalities. “I realize the damage you caused my Estate resulted from ignorance. But understand me, Jeremiah—the sentence for a native Calani who committed such a crime would be prison.”


    He stared at her. “What are you talking about?”


    “Your Oath. And Aza.”


    So. Someone had found out he had been talking to his guard these past few days, during his runs. “I’m sorry you’re upset. But I never took the Oath of my free will. Besides, Aza and I only shared a few friendly exchanges.”


    Her voice turned to ice. “Friendly?”


    He suddenly realized at least part of the reason for her anger. Apparently Aza wasn’t the only one who had misread his desire to speak. “We only talked.”


    She pushed back disarrayed tendrils that had escaped her braid and curled around her face. “Is this truth?”


    “Of course it is. Don’t you know me well enough to see that?”


    The relief that broke through her reserve and washed over her face answered him more would have any words. In a more natural voice she said, “Kev and Savan suspected the two of you were talking several days ago. But they hesitated to speak. Such an accusation is a serious matter.” She shook her head. “I had good reason to trust Aza. A few years ago she uncovered a Bahvla plot to infiltrate my Calanya. Now it appears Bahvla arranged the episode so Aza could gain my trust.”


    He didn’t want to believe Aza had used him. Although he found her abrasive, he had thought she might help him escape. And she enjoyed talking to him. Surrounded by the reserved Viasa Calani, with his even more reticent wife for company in the evening, he missed simple conversation.


    Finally he said, “This Calanya Oath is loneliness.”


    She watched his face. “I had thought…you seemed happy.”


    “At times I am.” As much as he wanted to reach for her, to tell her how much he valued their nights together, he held back, wary of her cool nature. “But the seclusion, the constraints—it will never be natural to me.”


    She exhaled, stirring a lock of hair that curled around her cheek. “Jeremiah, I understand. But if you can’t keep the Oath, you can’t live in the Calanya or play Quis with the others. You would have to stay in a solitary suite. Input of any kind alters the patterns you build. As a Calani, you are a master of the dice. Everything that affects you goes into your Quis and from there into Viasa.”


    He shook his head. “I just don’t see how my talking to Aza could cause a problem.”


    “Which is why she homed in on you.” Khal touched his arm. Then her reserve slid back into place and she withdrew her hand, putting the invisible wall between them that always came up, except when they made love.


    “Aza would never have dared speak to a native Calani, “ Khal said. “She went after the one person vulnerable to her. She purposely misled you, as with her lie about our inability to use the new computers. That all went from your dice into the Calanya Quis, then into mine, and from there into the public net. Her patterns were subtle, but repetition on the Outside magnified them. It made Viasa look incompetent.” She paused. “Aza also encouraged you to give her information, such as your knowledge about Skolians. She took all that to Bahvla, giving Bahvla advantage over Viasa.”


    He just shook his head, feeling as if he had taken a punch in the stomach.


    Khal spoke in a subdued voice. “I feared you had chosen to sabotage Viasa, to strike at me.”


    The words surprised him. “Why? It wouldn’t have convinced you to let me go.”


    “No. But it would have given you revenge.”


    That she would even wonder if he might act out of malice bothered him. He lived by a simple principle: don’t hurt people. It didn’t work all the time, nor were his decisions always clear-cut, but he stuck to it as best he could. “I would never harm my own wife that way. Or Viasa. The people here never did anything to me. Hurting them would only make me like myself less.”


    Some of her tension eased. “If only all of us were as even-natured.”


    Bitterly he said, “Sometimes I wish I wasn’t.”


    “Eventually you will adapt to our ways.”


    “How?” He heard the betraying loneliness in his voice. “How can anyone adapt to the isolation? Look at Hevtar. I’m the Calani nearest to his age, and I’m ten years older. What kind of life is that for a fourteen-year-old boy?”


    Khal tensed. “Hevtar is unhappy? You have seen this?”


    “Well, no.” Her dismay startled him. “He seems very content.” Dryly Jeremiah added, “As long as he doesn’t have to see me.”


    Khal sighed. “Don’t judge him harshly. He has loyalty to his father. He will overcome his resentment toward you.”


    Jeremiah couldn’t imagine why Hevtar would see him as a threat to his father. No one could touch Kev at Quis, least of all him. “When I see Kev and Hevtar together, it reminds me of how much I miss my own family.”


    Her face took on an odd expression, as if he were forcing her to confront a decision she wanted to avoid.


    “What is it?” he asked.


    She pushed back her hair. Then she went to her desk and touched a panel. When a drawer slid open, she removed a silver disk. “This came in at the star-port eight days ago. Dahl serves as our contact, so a robot drone delivered it there. Manager Dahl sent it to me.”


    His pulse leapt. Without thinking through her probable reaction, he strode to the desk and reached for the disk.


    Khal drew back her arm. “Your Oath.”


    His need to hear the disk swept over him. Who sent it? His family? Maybe he could wrest it away from her. She had height and muscles to her advantage, but he was fester.


    Slow down, he told himself. Even if he managed to take the disk, it wouldn’t be long before his guards showed up and knocked him out. Then what did he have? He preferred an option that neither antagonized nor injured Khal.


    “If you weren’t going to play it,” he said, “why show it to me?”


    She hesitated. “It is difficult to know what to do.”


    “My hearing it won’t change my Quis. My wish to go home is already in every game I play.”


    To his surprise, she didn’t deny his words. “I know. I try to mute it, but I can only do so much. The people of the Twelve Estates know how you feel.”


    “Doesn’t that weaken your Estate?”


    “It does make Viasa look—barbaric,” she admitted. She spread her hands. “We live in a modern age, with legal and social restraints on how we court our men. Even Managers must operate within certain social bounds. I knew I would receive censure for giving you no choice. And I have. I wanted you enough to go through with it despite that.” Obviously self-conscious, she said, “But I’ve also found—well, I think many of our women would secretly like to return to the days when a warrior could carry off a husband for herself. They see me as an ancient warrior queen and you as the captured prince. That seems to have enhanced my image. People find it rather, well—mythical.”


    He stared at her, floored by such strange statements, especially applied to him, Jeremiah Coltman, geek of the anthropology department. Although he had lost his chubby build, he otherwise had a view of himself far different from how the Cohans saw him. Or not different, but rather, the same qualities that had made him unsuccessful with women on Earth had the opposite effect here. Unfortunately, there was such a thing as too much “success.”


    “Your world is a lot different than mine,” he said.


    “I imagine so.”


    “But Khal, given all that, you must see that my hearing the message won’t change my Quis.”


    She paused. “It is hard to judge the effect before the cause.”


    Softly he said, “Play it.”


    Khal regarded him. Then she clicked the disk into a computer port on her desk.


    His father’s voice floated into the still air. “Hello, Jeremiah. If this finds its way to you, I want you to know we are doing everything possible to free you. Your mother and I are also working with the authorities to obtain travel clearance for Coba. We won’t give up.” Then his mother spoke, her voice strained. “All our thoughts are with you. Your brother and sister send their best. We love you, Jeremiah. We will see you again, I’m sure. Love always, Mom and Dad.”


    The disk hummed into silence.


    His hands clenched the desk. He saw through their optimism. Visiting Coba shouldn’t take that much red tape—unless the authorities feared they would cause trouble. Even if his parents did make it here, the Cobans would never let them near him. He might never see his family again.


    “I am sorry,” Khal said. “I shouldn’t have told you.”


    He fought back the tears that threatened his eyes. “You would understand how they felt if you had children.”


    She froze. “What makes you think I have no children?”


    “How could you? We’ve only been married a few tendays.” Belatedly he realized he might have just made a terrible gaffe. She could have been married before. What if she had lost a husband? Or she might have illegitimate children. That seemed unlikely, though, given her conservative nature.


    “How could you think I had no husband?” Khal asked.


    “You never mentioned one.”


    She leaned against the desk. “Ah, no.”


    Jeremiah tensed. “What does that mean?”


    “How could you not know?”


    “Know what?”


    “I had another Akasi. We stopped years ago.”


    “Stopped?” What did that mean? “Where is he?”


    “In the Calanya.”


    “Still?”


    She tilted her head. “He and I are no longer Manager and Akasi. I wouldn’t be here with you otherwise. But the Oath is for life. I swore him support and protection. Our estrangement doesn’t negate my responsibility.”


    Dryly Jeremiah said, “We call it alimony.”


    “He told me that he visited you on your first night here.”


    “Yes.” She pushed her hand through her hair. “Kev.”


    “He didn’t say a word.”


    “You must have seen his Viasa armbands. They are like yours.”


    “I didn’t understand. “ He did now, though. No wonder Kev wished he would fall off a cliff. And Hevtar. How could he have missed it? Yes, the boy had many of Kev’s traits. But his resemblance to Khal was also unmistakable.


    Khal spoke softly. “I regret that you had to find out in this way. I assumed you knew. You have learned so much about us that I sometimes forget you don’t know our culture as well as we do ourselves.”


    He walked to the window and gazed out at the sky. “I need to think about all this.”


    “Would you prefer to return to your suite?”


    Relieved, he nodded.


    He spent the rest of the day in his window seat, thinking about Kev and Hevtar. He wished human relationships were as easy to understand as Quis.


    * * * *


    Hevtar walked into the common room “It’s her!” He came to the table where Jeremiah and several other Calani were playing Quis. “I saw her windrider from my window.”


    “Pah. “ Savan looked up from his dice and glared at the boy. “Calm down. I can’t concentrate.”


    “I am calm,” Hevtar said.


    Niev smiled at Hevtar. “Quite an occasion when Her comes to visit. Whoever Her is.”


    “Manager Tehnsa,” Hevtar said.


    Jeremiah was relieved for an excuse to leave the game. Since his talk with Khal yesterday, he hadn’t felt much like playing Quis. “The infamous Manager Tehnsa? This I have to see.”


    “You better hurry,” Hevtar said. “Her rider already landed.”


    It surprised Jeremiah that Hevtar didn’t rebuff him. Curious about what could convince the youth to forget his resentment, he followed the boy into his suite. Hevtar took him to a window that overlooked the airfield. Gazing down and out, Jeremiah saw Khal walking across the distant tarmac with a group of people.


    “Which one is Manager Tehnsa?” he asked.


    “The woman with the black hair,” Hevtar said.


    Jeremiah studied the graceful figure. “Woman” wasn’t really the right word. Manager Tehnsa couldn’t be more than sixteen. A waterfall of black hair fell down her willowy back, glossy in the sunlight. “She’s beautiful.”


    “Yes,” Hevtar agreed, with great emphasis. In a shy voice, he added, “She’s nice too.”


    Jeremiah smiled, wondering if Khal knew how her son felt about the Tehnsa Manager. It seemed an apt pairing, the son of one Manager with another Manager.


    Hevtar suddenly seemed to realize who he had invited into his room. He stopped smiling. “I didn’t mean to disrupt your Quis game.”


    “You didn’t. I wanted to quit.”


    “Oh.” The boy looked out at the airfield.


    “Hevtar.” Jeremiah hesitated. “I wanted to say…”


    Hevtar looked at him. “Yes?”


    “I’m sorry if I’ve caused you any difficulty by being here.”


    Hevtar shifted his feet. “It isn’t really my business.”


    Jeremiah searched for words. How did one discuss these things? “I didn’t realize before. About your parents. I hope I didn’t seem insensitive.”


    “I just can’t…” Hevtar glanced toward the common room. “I have a Quis session”


    “Of course.” Jeremiah let it go. When he was fourteen, he doubted he would have wanted to discuss such a convoluted situation either.


    They started out of the suite. Just before they entered the common room, though, Hevtar paused and gave him a shy smile. “Some time, would you like to come over and listen to Niev and me practice? He plays the lyder. I sing.”


    “Thank you,” Jeremiah said. “I’d like that.”


    In the common room, after Hevtar went to his Quis game, Jeremiah headed to his suite. Before he reached it, though, he ran into Kev coming out of another common room. They both stopped, awkward with their almost-collision. Jeremiah wished he could tele-port somewhere. Anywhere.


    After a pause, Kev said, “Do you have a moment?”


    Jeremiah shifted his feet. “Sure.”


    So for the first time, he went to Kev’s suite. It had a living room far more luxurious than anything else he had seen, even in the Calanya. The fixtures, trim, and braziers were gold. Standing lamps had silk shades with gold ribbing. The rugs, divans, windows, tables, and walls gleamed with the understated elegance of immense wealth. Apparently Khal’s “alimony” came high. Jeremiah tried not to be irked, but he didn’t succeed.


    “Would you care for some liqueur?” Kev asked.


    “Thank you, but no.” He wondered why Kev asked. Out of hospitality? Or some other motive? He had no idea if Kev knew he couldn’t drink Coban liqueurs, only certain wines, teas, and boiled water.


    Stop it, he told himself. If he tried to analyze every word Kev spoke, he would go nuts.


    The Third Level motioned him to an armchair. As Jeremiah sat down, Kev settled into a chair across the table. He spoke quietly. “Khal told me what happened.”


    Jeremiah shifted his weight “I shouldn’t have been so dense.”


    “I owe you an apology. I have been…less than courteous.”


    “It’s all right.” Jeremiah didn’t know what else to say.


    So they sat, trying not to look at each other. Then Kev went to stand at a floor-to-ceiling window that overlooked the airfield. “They’re moving Manager Tehn-sa’s rider to a hangar. She must be staying for a visit.”


    Relieved to change the subject, Jeremiah joined him. A crew was wheeling the rider across the blacktop. The craft looked like a giant bird with a bright red head, green plumage edged in black, talons black as lava, and gold eyes. “It’s hard to believe Manager Tehnsa is as inept at Managing as everyone says.”


    “She isn’t.” Kev continued to watch the crew. “Caryi had an entire Estate rolled into her lap when she was only thirteen, after her predecessor died in a rock fall. Since then she has been trying to cope. Khal helps Tehnsa is also hampered because its Calanya is small, only six Firsts and no higher Levels.”


    Jeremiah glanced at Kev’s three arm bands, wondering if he had ever considered leaving Viasa. It would solve the problem of having to see his ex-wife and her new husband every day. “How would she go about getting a higher Level?”


    Kev looked at him. “The Estate that wants him makes an offer. If he is interested, the Managers negotiate. Counteroffers are made. Other Estates may enter the bidding. The higher the Level, the steeper the price of his contract. The practical limit for most Estates is Third Level.”


    So. Maybe no one could afford Kev’s contract. “Why trade at all?” He thought of Aza. “If one of us went to Bahvla, wouldn’t that give Bahvla power over Viasa?”


    Kev snorted. “Khal would never trade with Bahvla.”


    “But she does with other Estates.”


    “Not often. High-level trades are rare.” Kev brushed his Viasa band in a gesture he often used, yet didn’t seem to notice on a conscious level. “Savan came here from Tehnsa two years ago. When he left Tehnsa, Caryi lost her best Quis player. But the settlement that Viasa paid for his contract allowed Caryi to clear many of her Estate’s debts.”


    Jeremiah could see why a player with Savan’s talent would want a position at a more powerful Estate. But going from Tehnsa to Viasa was like switching from a small to a large room in the same house. Kev had come from Varz, a powerhouse Estate having only a tenuous alliance with Viasa.


    Another thought came to him. “You must have been at Varz during the war.”


    Kev nodded. “I knew the Calani Sevtar for a short time.”


    “It’s hard to imagine a war fought over one man.”


    Kev smiled slightly. “Not if you knew Sevtar. He was bigger than life, Jeremiah, huge, powerful, strong, wild, gentle when he wanted to be, affectionate. He looked like a god and he played Quis better than anyone alive. In many ways, he was the antithesis of the Coban male, yet in others he offered everything a woman could want. It all added to his mystique.”


    “It certainly seems to have affected Karn and Varz.” Jeremiah paused. “I don’t really understand Coban women.”


    Kev gave a dry laugh. “I quit trying long ago.”


    Jeremiah smiled. Then he spoke with care. “Negotiations for your trade with Viasa must have be going on then.”


    Kev looked out the window. The airfield was clear now. “Fourteen years ago, Manager Varz wanted to enlist Viasa as an ally. So she honored Viasa with Quis. She chose me to play dice with Khal.” It was a moment before he continued. “Khal and I discovered we suited. She negotiated with Manager Varz. The settlement put Viasa into debt for years.”


    Jeremiah didn’t want to know this, that Khal had indebted her entire Estate for another man. “Doesn’t it bother you that they buy us that way?”


    “No.”


    “Never?”


    “The Calanya is the only life I have ever wanted.”


    “Don’t you want to go Outside? Climb a mountain? See the world?”


    Kev turned to him. “No.”


    “Oh.” Jeremiah didn’t know what to say to that.


    “You would have liked Sevtar.” Kev smiled. “He also had this habit, running circles in the Calanya parks. He was an offworlder, too. A Skolian.”


    Jeremiah stared at him. “You’re joking.”


    “Not at all. His ship crashed here almost thirty years ago. Now the Managers are afraid.”


    “Afraid? Why?”


    “He came from a powerful Skolian family.” Kev regarded him. “One that could cause Coba great harm if they knew what happened here. The Managers changed his name and identity. The name Sevtar is Coban, our god of the dawn. None of us knew Sevtar’s real name. We don’t make his story a secret, because its discovery would draw even more attention. However, we say very little about him to offworlders.”


    Jeremiah just looked at him, his unspoken words hanging between them like an intruder: You told me. The Viasa Calani had already accepted what Jeremiah continued to deny, that he would never leave Coba.


    III


    Mountain Passage


    The year on Coba lasted a few months longer than on Earth. It eased from winter into spring, warmed into summer, and frosted into autumn. Viasa sat so high in the mountains that when winter returned, its storms often massed below the Estate, leaving Viasa in sunshine, subzero temperatures, and ice.


    Today light poured through the windows of the morning room in Khal’s suite. She sat across the breakfast table from Jeremiah, lost in silence while they ate. The blue silk of her robe glowed against her golden skin, and her hair fell over her body in red-gold waves. It wasn’t only her striking appearance that attracted him now, but also qualities that made her unique: the slight curve of her lips that hinted at her hidden streak of mischief, the way she looked up from her work in welcome when his escort brought him to play Quis during the day, the sultry invitation in her gaze at night. He knew he had fallen in love with her. But she remained a cipher. She never spoke of her feelings, and her face rarely revealed her moods.


    “You’re quiet today,” he said.


    She looked up, focusing on him. “My apologies. I must make poor company this morning.”


    “Is something wrong?”


    She sighed. “One might say so.” After considering him, she touched an audio-com set into the table.


    The voice of her aide floated into the air. “Seva here.”


    “This is Manager Viasa. Please have the Allied files in my office sent up here.”


    “Right away, ma’am.”


    Allied files? Jeremiah gave her a questioning look, but she said nothing. From past experience, he knew that trying to draw her out would do no good. So they continued to eat.


    After a while a girl tapped at the open door arch. “An aide is here to see you, Manager Viasa.”


    “Show her in,” Khal said.


    A woman with yellow hair entered, carrying a box about six inches on a side. When Jeremiah saw the comp disks in it, his pulse jumped. He would recognize those anywhere. They held all his notes from his years of fieldwork in Dahl.


    Khal waited until the aide left. Then she regarded Jeremiah. “Yes. They are yours.”


    “What about my dissertation?” He didn’t see the labels for those disks. “Was it destroyed?”


    “Winds, no,” Khal said. “We would never do such a thing. We know the dedication you put into your work.”


    “Where is it?” He knew he shouldn’t let it wrench him this way. It didn’t look as if he would be going home any time soon. He had found no way to escape Viasa or convince Khal to let him go. If the Allied authorities had made progress in negotiating his release, he knew nothing of it. He had begun to wonder if they had given up. With Coba under Skolian protection, Earth preferred to avoid any fuss that might attract military attention from the bellicose Skolians. Yet no matter how he ended up, he cared what had happened to his work.


    “When the Council of Managers agreed to let you live in Dahl,” Khal said, “we all understood why. Minister Karn knew you intended to write about us.”


    Anger edged his voice. “Maybe it didn’t matter because she never intended to let me leave.”


    “We are not so devious, Jeremiah. Minister Karn would not lie to you.” Khal touched the box. “Because of this, we owed you a debt. I paid it as best I knew how. I sent your study to your mentor on Earth.”


    Jeremiah stared at her. “You mean Professor Brenn? You sent him my thesis?”


    Khal took a disk out of the box. A holo of the Harvard seal gleamed on its shimmering surface. “A windrider delivered this while you were still asleep.”


    He swallowed. “Khal, play it.”


    “Are you sure? It won’t change anything.”


    “Yes.” His pulse raced. What had Brenn thought? “I’m sure.”


    As she clicked the disk into a slot on the table, Jeremiah tensed. What if Brenn didn’t like the work? What if he thought it incomplete or of poor quality? Even if Jeremiah could have presented his thesis to his doctoral committee, they might have found it wanting. Maybe Khal was right. Brenn’s response might only dishearten him.


    But he had to know.


    Brenn’s voice rose into the air. “Jeremiah, hello. If you are listening to this, you probably know the Cobans sent me your work.” He paused. “To say their action surprised us would be an understatement. In any case, I submitted it to your examination committee.”


    Jeremiah blinked. Why bother giving it to the examiners when he wasn’t there for them to examine him?


    Brenn spoke as if anticipating his reaction. “A thesis without an author to defend it is unusual. However, after reading your work and considering your circumstances, the committee decided to accept the dissertation without your oral exam. In cases such as yours, the oral is only a formality anyway.” He paused. “Your committee, the department, and the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences concurred. You were granted your doctorate during the last graduation.”


    They gave him a Ph.D. without his final defense’ How? He certainly hadn’t considered the oral a formality. He had feared he wouldn’t pass.


    Brenn continued. “Your work has provoked more talk around here than I’ve seen in years.” He cleared his throat. “You raised quite a stir with the section on the evolution of the Calanya from a harem of the Managers’ husbands into a group of elite dice players who aren’t married to the Manager. Your arguments that polygamy for either sex destabilizes a society has debates going. Dean Baker claims it’s hooey, Melissa Alli thinks you’re brilliant, and Wayland is somehow running computer simulations on it, lord only knows how.” Awkwardly he added, “But perhaps you have had more chance to test your hypotheses about the Calanya than you would have preferred.”


    No kidding, Jeremiah thought.


    “You might like to know,” Brenn continued. “You were awarded the Feldman Fellowship in Anthropology. I also submitted your dissertation to the Academy of Planetary Studies.” He paused. “Jeremiah, you won the Goldstone Prize.”


    “What?” Jeremiah’s hand tightened on the stem of the crystal goblet that held his water.


    “I think this was the first time a Gold-stone winner couldn’t attend the ceremony,” Brenn said. “Your award monies will be held for you until—well, until you can claim them.”


    After a pause, Brenn said, “Your family sends their love. We are all proud of you.”


    Then the disk went silent.


    The stem of Jeremiah’s goblet suddenly snapped. He stared at the line of red that welled from the cut on his hand. Then he dropped the glass, and it shattered across the mosaic tiles on the floor.


    “Jeremiah?” Khal started to reach toward him.


    “No!” He pushed back his chair with a jerk, then rose to his feet and strode away from the table. Beyond the horseshoe arch, he entered a lofty corridor. Darkwood paneled one wall but the other was glassplex. It looked out into pure sky.


    Far below, the Teotec Mountains rolled away, wreathed in the mists and carpeted by richly growing snowfirs, the Forest of the Clouds. Lake-of-Shad-ows made a dark blue glimmer in the north and Lake-of-Tears glinted silver-blue in the south. Far to the east, the snow-covered tip of Mount Shadows Peak lifted into the sky. The panoramic view mocked him, a reminder that he lived in a gilded prison, forbidden the freedom promised by that spectacular landscape.


    The hall ended in a round chamber with its back wall and floor carved from the cliff itself. The other walls were glassplex that polarized to mute the Sun’s glare. The chamber wedged into the cliff like a bubble on that great, sheer expanse of rock.


    A bench jutted out from the back wall. Jeremiah dropped onto it, rested his elbows on his knees, and put his head in his hands.


    Boots sounded in the entrance. He looked up to see the captain of his Calanya escort. Then Khal appeared behind her.


    “You may wait in the morning room,” she told the guard.


    After the captain left, Khal sat on the bench near Jeremiah. She spoke with care. “These honors you received—they mean much, yes?”


    “What does it matter?” He stared into the sky that arched around the chamber. “I’ll never be able to accept them.”


    “It might help to talk.”


    That was a switch. Usually he was the one who wanted her to open up. Now she sat quietly, neither pushing nor withdrawing into her reserve.


    After a while, he spoke. “The doctorate is what I was working on all those years in Dahl. They don’t normally grant it without final processes I couldn’t do here. But they gave it to me anyway.” He swallowed. “The fellowship is a research grant awarded each year for work that led to a doctorate in anthropology.”


    “Given to only one person? Out of everyone?”


    “Yes. But it’s no big deal.”


    “No?” She regarded him. “I think this doctorate of yours and this prestigious Feldman Fellowship are far greater honors than you admit.”


    It had never occurred to Jeremiah that he would win the Feldman. Although he did well in research, the fellowship usually went to someone who also had a top record in academic courses. His grades were nothing to boast about. Research was what he loved, usually to the detriment of his classes.


    What dazed him, though, was the Goldstone. He had no idea what possessed the Academy to give it to him. It always went to a seasoned faculty member in a major academic department. For a graduate student to win for a doctoral dissertation was unheard of. It assured him of a good shot at any academic job he wanted. He stood on the verge of realizing his dreams—and Coba had stolen them.


    Khal was watching him. “This Goldstone, what does it mean?”


    Jeremiah swallowed. “It means that people I don’t deserve to call my colleagues think my work is the best done in our field this last year.” He turned to her. “Don’t you see? This is all I’ve ever wanted. You’ve taken my dreams.”


    Quietly she said, “It was a mistake to play the disk.”


    “Let me go, Khal. Let me go home.”


    “Even if I could take away the Calanya Oath, which I can’t, we could never let you leave now. You know too much.”


    “You don’t want me to write about the Inside.”


    “In part. It is private to us.” She paused. “But your knowledge of Sevtar is more serious. His family wields immense power among the Skolians. If they ever learned what happened to him here, they would seek vengeance.”


    He shook his head. “I’ll never mention him.”


    “I have no right to risk the safety of my people.”


    Jeremiah rose to his feet and crossed to the curving wall. A misty cloud drifted by below the chamber. “I don’t deserve the Goldstone anyway. My work was incomplete.”


    Khal came to stand behind him, sliding her arms around his waist. He saw her reflected in the glass, looking out over his head at the breathtaking view.


    She spoke quietly. “I know you, Jeremiah. You would never rest until you created perfection. Even then you would be dissatisfied. I read this work of yours before I sent it to Earth. You deserve every honor they gave you.”


    He blinked. “You read my thesis?”


    “Yes. It took some time. My English is terrible.” She tilted her head. “It is strange to see the Twelve Estates through the eyes of an offworlder. But your love of Coba came through in all you wrote.”


    It meant a great deal to him to know she had liked his work. Even so, he couldn’t tell her what she wanted to hear, that his love of her world would make up for the loss of his own. So they stood in silence, watching the sky.


    After a while she said, “I attend the Council of Managers at Karn Estate soon. I have been thinking that, if you like, I will bring you with me.”


    He knew she never traveled with Calani. This was her way of trying to ease his unhappiness. “Yes. I would like that.”


    Some of the tension in her embrace eased. She drew him around so they faced each other, her arms still around his waist. “Before we leave for Council, Manager Tehnsa is coming here to visit. I would like you to play Quis with her.”


    That surprised him. Although Khal often had her Calani sit at Quis with Caryi, she usually chose experienced players. “Are you sure you want me to do it? Not Kev or Savan?”


    Khal nodded. “I hope an infusion of new ideas will strengthen her game. You see things in a different way.”


    “How about Hevtar?”


    “Hevtar?” She gave him a puzzled smile. “He’s a child.”


    “Not really.” Jeremiah thought back to their sessions. “He has a fresh outlook and he understands Tehnsa.”


    “He does have a remarkable style, doesn’t he?” A mother’s pride warmed her voice.


    “He does. And something else, Khal.”


    “Yes?”


    “Caryi needs a higher Level Calani. And an Akasi. Hevtar might consider it.” Given what Jeremiah had seen, Hevtar would consider it paradise.


    Khal dropped her arms. “Hevtar go to another Estate? As Akasi? Of course not. He is far too young.”


    “Aren’t most highborn boys here betrothed by fifteen?”


    “Well, yes,” she admitted. “In more conservative Estates.”


    Dryly he said, “Viasa is hardly a hotbed of radicalism.”


    She smiled slightly. “No, I suppose not.”


    “You have to let him grow up.”


    She considered him, then walked over to gaze out at the sky. “I would miss him. So would his father.”


    Jeremiah understood. The deep, abiding love Kev and Khal felt for their son showed in their every word and action toward him. For all that Khal resisted the idea of a betrothal, though, he suspected she realized the match made good sense. Caryi and Hevtar were young by most standards, but the conservative upper echelons of Coban society encouraged early marriages among the highborn, to produce heirs. Tehnsa needed a Second Level, one with a fresh outlook, and Hevtar needed someone like Caryi who understood his moody, stratospheric intellect. The pairing would let him stay near Viasa, yet at the same time give him independence. He and Caryi would also have Viasa to guide them in governing Tehnsa.


    Jeremiah paused. “Khal—?”


    She turned to face him. “Yes?”


    “What happened? With Kev and you?”


    “We…had a disagreement.”


    He waited. “Yes?”


    It was several moments before she spoke. But this time she did answer. “He wanted more children. I didn’t.”


    “Hevtar is a wonderful young man.”


    “Yes. He is.” With difficulty she said, “I have always thought it important that I give my child my best personal attention. But I am also a Manager. I didn’t feel I could do both with more than one child.” She paused. “My refusal caused rancor. Kev stopped caring for… for Viasa.”


    No, Jeremiah thought. He didn’t stop caring for you. “He never left Viasa.”


    “I offered. Other Estates expressed interest, despite the immense cost of his contract. He didn’t want to go. Why should he? Viasa is a good Estate.”


    Jeremiah shook his head. “The Calanya trade—that’s the only equivalent of divorce that exists for an Akasi.”


    “I don’t understand this word ‘divorce.’“


    “I know. That’s the problem.”


    A long standing heartache showed behind her reserve. “I would never have brought you here if Kev and I still lived as Akasi and Manager.”


    “He’s still your husband.”


    “You know my people no longer practice polygamy. You wrote this yourself in your study of us.”


    “But for Managers it’s still legal. No matter how you evade the description, you have both Kev and me.” He made himself say the truth he had avoided. “Kev will always come first for you.”


    “Jeremiah, no.” She started toward him, but stopped when he put up his hands as if to hold her off. “Surely you know what you mean to me.”


    “How can I know? You never say.” Pain edged his voice. “Oh, I know, you’re proud of your young trophy husband. But I’m not a prize. What happens when you tire of your ‘exotic prince’? When the novelty wears off and you want a man who understands and values your way of life?”


    “You’re wrong if you think you mean only that to—to Viasa.”


    He gave a laugh with more pain than humor in it. “You can’t even say ‘to me.’“


    She spread her hands, her body silhouetted against the sky. “Perhaps you want more from me than I know how to give.”


    Softly he said, “That works both ways, Khal.”


    * * * *


    A loud buzzing jarred Jeremiah awake. He opened his eyes into the darkness of his suite. Fumbling on the nightstand by the bed, he switched on the audiocom.


    “What?” he mumbled.


    “Jeremiah?” Khal’s tense voice came out of the audiocom.


    Her urgency pulled him awake. “What’s wrong?”


    “Can you read starship trajectory scans?”


    Puzzled, he said, “I took some astronomy in college. We covered the basics. But that was years ago.”


    “That’s more than any of us have.” She took a breath. “We need you in the observatory tower. Hurry. Please.”


    He sat up, reaching for his robe. “What happened?”


    “A starship.” Strain crackled in her voice. “It’s out of control and headed for Viasa.”


    * * * *


    Jeremiah ran through the Estate, surrounded by his escort. When they reached the observatory tower, he raced up the spiral stairs two at a time. They strode into the observatory, a domed room with a telescope run by antique gears. In sharp contrast, the gleaming consoles in the center of the room belonged to the modern computer network Viasa had been incorporating over the past year.


    Khal stood at the central console, still in her day clothes, with a cluster of aides. They looked as if they had worked straight through the night. Kev was leaning over the console, studying its screens, his hair and clothes tousled as if he too had just run here from the Calanya. It didn’t surprise Jeremiah to see him; Kev’s mathematical gifts went hand in hand with his Quis expertise. Holographic icons glowed above one screen and data spilled across another. A third projected a holographic trajectory map for a ship already within Coba’s atmosphere.


    As Jeremiah came up to them, Khal indicated the trajectory holo. “Can you interpret the map? We’ve never had reason to work with this aspect of the system. “


    Jeremiah hesitated, aware of the Outsiders present.


    Khal spoke quietly. “Break the Oath. Lives depend on what you know.”


    He nodded, then concentrated on the map. Kev moved aside, giving him a better view.


    “You’re right,” Jeremiah said. “The ship is headed for Viasa. I don’t think it is out of control, though.” He looked over the console. “Will this respond to my voice?”


    “Tell it your name.” Khal spoke into a comm on the console. “Saje, give access to the next voice identifier.” Then she nodded to Jeremiah.


    He spoke in the comm. “Jeremiah Coltman.”


    Saje, the computer, answered. “Access granted.”


    “Give me what you have on the incoming ship,” Jeremiah said. “Use graphics as much as you can.” He had always been better at interpreting images than numerical data.


    Holos of graphs and blurred space vessels appeared above several screens. Statistics flowed across others. The longer he studied the jumble of data, the more it baffled him. It was like poorly translated text, but in images instead of words. Saje couldn’t even ID the type of craft coming in, let alone give details. It could be anything from a windrider to a military dreadnought.


    Suddenly it hit him. “Saje, you use Allied standards, don’t you?”


    “That is correct,” Saje said.


    “Can you give me the analysis using Skolian protocols?”


    “Working.” The holos reformed—and this time they made sense.


    “It’s a Skolian ship,” Jeremiah said. “Civilian, I think.” He glanced at Khal. “It looks like a scout.”


    Relief washed across her face. She must have feared the same thing he hoped for, that the ship had come for him. If it were Skolian, though, that wouldn’t be the case. More likely it was off-course for the starport.


    “Will it miss Viasa?” she asked.


    “I’m not sure.” He studied the displays. The data was scrolling in Skolian glyphs now, which he couldn’t read, but he understood the holos. Sweat beaded on his temples despite the cool air. “If it doesn’t alter course, it will hit the city.”


    Khal exhaled. “Can we contact it?”


    “I think so.” He looked around. “Is your audiocom hooked into the computer’s long-range signaler?”


    “I don’t know. What does that mean?”


    “The signaler can contact the ship,” he said. “When the techs set up your system, they should have linked your audiocom into the signaler or else installed a long range comm. Did they discuss it with you?”


    “Not really. We had no need for it. This computer system does Estate management, not starship landing.” She regarded him. “Can you set it up?”


    “I don’t know how. But the computer might.” He leaned over the console. “Saje, can you talk to the incoming ship?”


    “At the moment, no,” it answered. “However, you are right that I may be able to link the audiocom into my signaler. I need details on the audiocom technology.”


    Khal spoke. “Look in the files on the Estate electrical systems under ‘intranet connections.’“


    “Working,” Saje said.


    Jeremiah studied the holos rotating above the console. “The ship has slowed some, but it’s still coming in too fast. If it hits Viasa, it could cause a lot of damage.”


    “We’re already evacuating, into the east canyon.” Khal turned to Kev. “You better go too. My aides can take you.”


    He shook his head. “I’m staying.”


    She stiffened, her dismay at hearing his voice obvious. “You must go with them, Kev. You might be hurt if you stay.”


    “I’m not going to leave you,” he told her.


    “You mustn’t endanger yourself.” She lifted her arm and he started to move, as if to take her hand. Then they stopped, obviously aware of the people watching them. Khal lowered her arm and Kev took a breath.


    Jeremiah stood at the console, awkward and self-conscious. He felt like an interloper. Seeing Khal and Kev together, so alike in background, outlook, and power within their separate spheres of accomplishment, he knew they were the two halves of Viasa. They shared a closeness he would never have with Khal, not if he spent his entire life here and Kev left tomorrow.


    Static suddenly erupted from the comm, accompanied by a man speaking Skolian Flag, “—read me? I repeat, I’m receiving your signal. Please respond.”


    For an instant Jeremiah’s mind blanked. Although he understood some Skolian Flag, he spoke almost none, and for the past four years he had heard only Teotecan.


    Then bits of his meager Skolian vocabulary came back. He leaned over the comm. “Know English you? Spanish? French?”


    The pilot switched into heavily accented Spanish. “This is Dalstern GH3, scout class II. Viasa, I need holomaps. These mountains are much trouble. The wind make problem also.”


    “Can you link your computers to our system here?” Jeremiah asked in Spanish. “We will help guide you down.”


    “I try.” He paused. “Do you receive?”


    Saje spoke in Teotecan. “His system uses ISC standard ninety-two. I can only process some of its input.”


    Khal looked at Jeremiah. “What does that mean?”


    He raked his hand through his curls. “Your system was never set up for this. It does have a lot of what we need, but most of it uses Allied standards. Saje is having trouble with the form of the incoming data.”


    “Can you tell it the right form?” she asked.


    He spread his hands. “It’s like trying to translate one language to another, on the spur of the moment, when I don’t speak one that well and can’t say anything in the other.”


    “What about the pilot’s computers?”


    Jeremiah spoke into comm. “Dalstern, can you send your data in an Allied protocol?”


    “Which one?” the pilot asked.


    “Saje, help him figure it out.”


    “Working,” Saje said.


    The pilot paused. “Viasa, your data is incomplete.”


    “What’s missing?” Jeremiah asked.


    The pilot listed acronyms, none of which Jeremiah knew. When he paused, Jeremiah said, “Saje, do you understand that?”


    “Enough to know I’m missing some important files.”


    “Viasa,” the pilot said, “we are maybe close to what we need. Can you send the equations that transform the coordinate system in your primary nav module to the system we use?”


    Jeremiah hesitated. “Can you do that, Saje?”


    “It requires software I don’t have.”


    “It can’t be that hard to figure out.


    “Whether it is hard or easy is irrelevant,” Saje said. “I don’t know what transform to apply. If I use the wrong one, it could do more harm than good.”


    “Can’t you run comparisons with the Dalstern?”


    “We are trying. But we have incompatibilities. It hampers the procedure.”


    Khal regarded Jeremiah, her face pale. “Can you tell it the right transform?”


    He shook his head. “I’m no astronavigator.”


    “You said you studied it in school.”


    “I hardly even remember the Allied protocols, let alone Skolian. And I’ve never been that great at math.”


    Kev spoke. “Use Quis.”


    Jeremiah jerked, as startled as everyone else. It was one thing for an off-world First Level to break his Oath; another to hear one of the leading Calani among the Twelve Estates do it, not once, but several times.


    “You know more than you think,” Kev told him. “You wouldn’t do so well at Quis otherwise. Use the dice. Use the patterns in your mind.”


    Jeremiah had no idea if it would work, but he had nothing better to offer. Taking a breath, he tried to calm his mind into the meditative state that often came when he played Quis. He let the few formulas he remembered rise in his mind.


    Make them dice, he thought.


    He sat at the console and rolled out his dice on a flat screen. In the Calanya, they used Quis to study political, cultural, historical, and social relationships; now he used it to do mathematics. He chose different pieces for different symbols, then “wrote” equations by making Quis structures.


    The comm crackled with the pilot’s voice. “Viasa, where is beacon to guide aircraft in these mountains?”


    Jerked out of his concentration, Jeremiah knocked over a structure. Dice flew across the console.


    “Ah, no.” Trying to relax, he gathered up the pieces and started again.


    Khal spoke to the pilot in broken Spanish. “Say again?”


    “The warning beacon,” he said. “Where is it?”


    “Broken,” Khal told Mm. She glanced at Jeremiah, her question obvious: How does he know we have a beacon?


    “It’s probably in a Skolian file on Coba,” Jeremiah said. “Or his scanners might have found something.” When she indicated the comm, he spoke into it. “Dalstern, we have holomaps for you, but we have a mismatch in protocols. We are working on it. Please stand by.”


    “Understood,” the pilot sad.


    Concentrating on his dice, Jeremiah incorporated the rules of mathematics into the rules of Quis. He was trying to derive equations with Quis. He discovered the math was easier when he thought in terms of dice structures.


    Suddenly a concept snapped into place. Yes! He saw how the Skolian and Allied methods for describing spatial and temporal behavior related.


    As Jeremiah gave his results to Saje, he glanced at the evolving holomap that showed the ship’s progress. He could only imagine what it must be like to hurtle through the jagged Teotecs with neither maps nor a beacon. The ship obviously had sensing equipment or it wouldn’t have made it this far. But it was designed for space rather than planetary maneuvers, and the savage winds in the upper Teotecs would tear a less sturdy craft apart. The ship had slowed more, but it was still coming in too fast.


    “Viasa, I need maps,” the pilot said.


    “I’m sending what I have.” Jeremiah prayed he had derived the right transform; otherwise, he could be sending the pilot to his death.


    “Received,” the pilot said.


    Khal spoke. “Jeremiah, what can we do to help?”


    “Guidance.” He studied the holomap. “He’s about one span north and two spans above Grayrock Falls. What’s the dearest passage through there?”


    “He must avoid the Heska Cliffs,” Khal said. “He should go higher, one span, and to the east one third.”


    Jeremiah told Saje. Then he asked, “Dalstern, did that come through?”


    “Part of it,” the pilot answered. “I pull up.”


    Watching the holomap, Jeremiah spoke to Khal. “He’s up about half a span. Will he make it over the cliffs?”


    “He must go higher,” she said. “If he can’t, he should go east two spans. A small pass is there.”


    Jeremiah input the data and watched the holomap change. “That looks good—ah, no!”


    The map fragmented. In that same instant, the pilot said, “Viasa, we have problem.”


    “We too,” Jeremiah said. “Saje, what happened?”


    “You only gave me a partial transform,” Saje said.


    Jeremiah swore under his breath. What had he missed? Struggling to focus his mind, he turned back to his dice. But his mind kept coming up with images of the ship hurtling toward them, breaking his concentration.


    “Viasa, I need set-down coordinates,” the pilot said.


    “We’re working on it.” Jeremiah glanced at Khal. “Where should he land?”


    “West of Viasa. Away from the evacuation.”


    Jeremiah stared at her. “The west is sheer cliff face.” He was painfully aware of time passing. If he couldn’t solve the transform problem, the pilot would have little control over where he landed—or crashed.


    Kev spoke. “The Calanya parks. That will take him away from the city without sending him over the cliffs.”


    As soon as he saw Khal’s dismay, he understood: to let a ship destroy the Calanya would violate her sense of decency at a level so basic it was part of her. He could almost feel her weighing the pilot’s death against that destruction.


    Then she blew out a gust of air. To an aide, she said, “Double-check that the Calanya has been evacuated.” As the aide took off, Khal turned to Jeremiah. “Send him to the parks.”


    “It’s a small area for a ship without a map,” Jeremiah warned. “If he misses, he could hit the Estate.”


    “We must protect the evacuees,” Khal said. “The Estate can be rebuilt. People cannot.”


    Khal’s aide came striding back to them. “The Calanya is empty. The only person still there is a guard captain.”


    “Good.” Khal motioned to her aides. “All of you, go with the evacuation. Let them know the situation and make sure they take cover in the lower end of the canyon. Even if the ship hits on that side of Viasa, it probably can’t penetrate so narrow an area.”


    Intent on his dice, Jeremiah barely heard the aides leave. As he lifted a platinum cube, Kev said, “Wait.” He reached forward and moved several pieces. “Try this instead.”


    Jeremiah nodded, a new pattern evolving in his mind based on Kev’s moves. He continued to play. Every second that passed felt like the warning tick on an antique clock. The Observatory stood in the path of the incoming ship. If the vessel hit it, the impact could sheer off the dome and destroy everything within—including them.


    He tried to think faster, but it only made his Quis frantic. Kev made another move, then changed his mind and tried a different one. Jeremiah picked up his intent and rearranged several structures. He still couldn’t find the missing part—couldn’t make it—


    “Viasa, I have no more time,” the pilot said. “I guess coordinates.”


    Suddenly Jeremiah saw the pattern, beautiful and elegant. “Dalstern, I have it!” He gave Saje the new equations as fast as he could trace a light stylus across the screen.


    “Received.” Relief washed the pilot’s voice. “Suggest you get out of there. Over and out.”


    “Over and out,” Jeremiah said, jumping to his feet.


    With Khal and Kev, he raced across the observatory. They sped down the stairs and out into emptied halls. Then they ran out into the starlit Calanya parks. Wind pummeled them with fists of air, and thunder roared above the keening wind.


    No, not thunder. A starship engine.


    Jeremiah picked up his pace, then realized he had left Khal and Kev behind. As he whirled around, Khal stopped, staring at the sky. “No!” she shouted.


    The ship hurtled out between two peaks high above Viasa, making a giant shadow in the sky. It wasn’t big for a starship, but compared to the Estate it loomed huge. Its engines roared in the wind.


    Khal took off with Kev at her side, her hand reaching out to Jeremiah as if she sought to protect both him and Kev against these forces so far beyond her control. As they raced for the Estate, the ship skimmed over the city, dropping at an alarming rate. It snapped the spire off a tower.


    They slowed then, knowing they had no chance of making it to the canyon in time. Either the ship would miss them or it wouldn’t. As they stared upward, they backed toward the Estate, more by instinct than because it would do any good.


    The ship grazed a roof, smashing its crenellations. Then it cleared the Estate, dropping fast. It rammed down into the Calanya parks, still skimming forward. In a scream of high-pressure composite on bedrock, it tore up ground cover and blasted trees as it shot across the parks.


    With an explosive crash, the ship slammed into the windbreak—and the gigantic wall shattered like glass. Crumpled but intact, the craft came to a shuddering stop, jutting over the cliff. In a nightmare of slow motion, it began to tip over the edge.


    Without pausing to think, Jeremiah ran for the ship, pushed from behind by the wind as he dodged scorched areas of the parks. By the time he reached the craft, he had far outdistanced Khal and Kev. He pounded his fists against the unyielding hull. “You have to get out!” he shouted.


    A hand closed around his arm and someone swung him around. Even before he looked up—and up—he knew it couldn’t be Khal or Kev. Neither had such towering height. In the starlight, he couldn’t see much more of the man than his massive size.


    The Skolian released his arm and spoke in Spanish. “I’ve come for a man called Jeremiah Coltman.”


    Jeremiah took a breath. “I’m Coltman.”


    The Skolian took his chin and turned his face into the starlight, one way, then the other. Then he let go and pulled up Jeremiah’s arm to look at his armbands. “So. You are. We must hurry.” Before Jeremiah could respond, the man grasped his arm and took off, pulling Jeremiah with him.


    As they reached the airlock, Jeremiah balked. What did the Skolians want with him? If he went with this pilot, he could find himself in a worse situation than if he stayed here.


    A voice came through the wind. “Jeremiah,” Khal called. “Wait!”


    The Skolian spun around, his hand falling to his hip. With a lurch of dismay, Jeremiah saw that the man wore a Jumbler, a military sidearm that could destroy Khal as fast as antimatter annihilated matter. Khal and Kev stood a short distance away, Kev staring as if he were seeing a supernatural being.


    As the Skolian drew his weapon, Jeremiah caught his arm, praying he didn’t activate automatic reflexes that made the man shoot him instead. “Please. Don’t hurt them.”


    Khal came closer. “Don’t go, Jeremiah.”


    He swallowed, suddenly knowing he was going to trust this stranger. It might be his only chance to return home.


    His voice caught. “I have to.” After seeing Khal and Kev together tonight, he could no longer deny what he had always known at a subconscious level. They completed each other. When Hevtar left home to wed Caryi, they would probably turn to each other to fill the void. Jeremiah couldn’t bear to live with Khal knowing another man would always claim her heart.


    She came to him. “Don’t go. Viasa has come to care—” She took a breath. “I have come to care. For you.”


    Her look was achingly familiar, the one that caressed him after they made love, that held promises of affection she never spoke aloud, always leaving him in doubt. Now she added the words he had needed to hear, and even on the brink of escape he wanted to take her into his arms and promise he would stay.


    He struggled with his words, aware of the Skolian stranger listening to them. “I’m sorry. I’m truly sorry. But I can’t be what I’m not. And I could never share you. It would kill me.” He swallowed. “Oh God, Khal, don’t let pride keep you apart from the man you really love. Whatever you and Kev said to each other all those years ago… let it mend.”


    “Jeremiah,” she murmured. The silver track of a tear slid down her face, catching starlight.


    The pilot spoke with unexpected gentleness. “We must go.”


    Softly Khal said, “Good-bye, beautiful scholar.”


    Jeremiah wiped a tear off his face. “Good-bye, Khal.”


    The Skolian was already opening the airlock. As he paused to let Jeremiah enter, he looked back at Kev. “Don’t tell anyone,” he said in Teotecan. “You know why.”


    Then he closed the hatch, cutting them off from Viasa.


    * * * *


    Jeremiah sat in the co-pilot’s seat while the Skolian took them away from Coba. On the holoscreen, he watched Coba recede until she became a jeweled orb, a beautiful Quis die among stars and Stardust. Another tear rolled down his cheek. He wiped it away, not wanting the stranger to see.


    The pilot remained intent on his controls, more so than the ship probably required. His concentration gave Jeremiah a portion of privacy.


    After a time, when Jeremiah had recovered some, he looked more closely at his rescuer. The man’s skin, hair, and eyes had a gold cast. His skin flexed like tissue, but looked metallic. He had no doubt the man’s alterations improved him over a normal human. He appeared hale and fit, with a powerful physique. Jeremiah was no judge of appearance in men, but even he could see this Skolian had remarkable good looks. Gray streaked his hair. He appeared about forty, but his facial expressions had a maturity that came from many more years of life, which suggested he enjoyed the benefits of delayed aging. Taken with the engineering on his body, it made Jeremiah suspect he came from a wealthy, powerful segment of the Skolian population.


    The Jumbler gun at his hip was military issue. He also wore heavy military gauntlets embedded with conduits, picotech controls, comm meshes, and a wide gold strip around each wrist. Although the gauntlets looked solid, they flexed with his movements like a second skin.


    The man glanced at him. In Spanish, he asked, “Are you all right?”


    Jeremiah nodded. “Yes. Thank you for your trouble.”


    The man shrugged. “It is not so much trouble.”


    “You could have been killed.”


    “I have seen worse.” He paused. “I expect to have the beacon, though. It help that you know that transform.”


    Jeremiah thought of his half-panicked Quis. “I was guessing. Playing dice with your life.”


    “Such a problem take more than guesses.”


    “I was lucky.”


    The man’s face gentled. “You are not what I expect.”


    “I’m not?”


    “The genius who make history when he win this famous prize at twenty-four? I expect you to have a large opinion of yourself. But it seems not that way.”


    “I didn’t deserve the Goldstone. Besides, that is hardly reason for the Skolian military to rescue me.”


    “They didn’t. They know nothing about this.” The man paused. “1 take you to a civilian port. From there, we find you passage to Earth.”


    It made no sense. Why would this Skolian help him? Was he a wealthy eccentric? Then how did he have a Jumbler? Jeremiah considered him. “At Viasa, you used some Teotecan. You even knew how to read my name from the Calanya bands. How?”


    The man answered in perfect Teotecan, his accent heavy but easy to understand. “It doesn’t seem to bother you to speak.”


    “Well, no.” Jeremiah blinked, startled by his fluency. “Should it?”


    The man spoke quietly. “It was years before I could carry on a normal conversation with an Outsider.”


    An awareness that had been tugging at Jeremiah’s mind suddenly became clear. The gold bands in the man’s gauntlets weren’t high-tech equipment.


    They were Calanya guards.


    Jeremiah stared at him. “You were a Calani?”


    The man reached into his pocket and took out an armband. “I thought this might answer your questions.”


    Jeremiah took the band. He recognized both the insignia of Karn Estate and the Akasi symbol. The man who wore this had been Akasi to the ruler of a world. The name said Sevtar Karn.


    “You’re him. “ Jeremiah looked up. “Sevtar. The one they went to war over.”


    “Actually, my name is Kelric. They called me Sevtar.”


    “But you’re dead.”


    Kelric smiled. “I guess no one told me.”


    Jeremiah flushed. “They think you burned to death.”


    “I escaped during the fires. In all the chaos, I managed to take a windrider and fly to the port.”


    “Why do you let them think you died?” Jeremiah paused. “Did you hate Coba so much?”


    Kelric considered. “At times. But it became a home I valued. Eventually, one I loved.” He extended his hand for the armband. When Jeremiah gave it to him, he ran his thumb over the Karn symbol. Then he put the band in his pocket. “Several of my Oaths were like yours. Forced. But I gave the Oath freely to Ixpar Karn, Minister of the Twelve Estates. When I swore loyalty to her, I meant it.” He regarded Jeremiah. “I will protect Ixpar, her people, and her world as long as it is within my power to do so.”


    A chill ran up Jeremiah’s spine. He hoped this man never saw him as an enemy. “Why come for me?”


    Kelric spoke dryly. “It was obvious no one else was going to do it. Your people and mine, they’ve been playing this dance of politics for years. You got chewed up in it.” He touched the wrist guard in his gauntlet. “I spent eighteen years as a Calani. Everything in me went into the Quis. I was a Jagernaut. A starfighter pilot. It so affected the dice web that the Cobans went to war. I had no intention of leaving you in the Calanya, another cultural bomb ready to go off.”


    Jeremiah remembered how his few talks with Aza had harmed Viasa. He could barely even imagine the havoc a Jagernaut in the Calanya could create.


    Then he thought of Kev’s expression when he had seen Kelric. “You knew Kev.”


    Kelric nodded. “At Varz. Kevtar Jev Ahkah Varz. He called himself Jev then, because people mixed up our names.”


    It sobered Jeremiah to realize he had never even known Kev’s full name. “Why did you tell him not to say anything?”


    Kelric regarded him. “I don’t want my family seeking vengeance against Coba for what happened to me. They think I was a POW all those years. I intend for it to stay that way.”


    “Who is your family?’’


    “Valdoria.”


    Jeremiah swallowed. Even he knew of the Valdoria name. Powerful was an understatement.


    “Maybe someday I can return to Ixpar on my own terms,” Kelric said. “But it isn’t possible now. I don’t want her dragged into Skolian politics unless I’m secure enough in my own position to make sure neither she nor Coba comes to harm.” Wryly he added, “And believe me, if Ixpar knew I was alive, she would become involved.”


    Jeremiah thought of Khal. “Coban women are—” He searched for the right word. “Well, they certainly aren’t tentative.”


    Kelric laughed. “No, they aren’t.”


    “I thought I would never see home again.”


    “Your rescue has a price.” Flint showed in his gaze. “If you renege, you will bear the wrath of my family. And myself.”


    He could guess what Kelric required. “I’ll never reveal you were on Coba.”


    “Good.”


    “But how do I explain my escape?”


    “It’s remarkable,” Kelric commented, with a slight smile. “You managed to fly a windrider to the port on your own.” He paused. “I’ve entered the necessary records and had the port send a message about it from you to Manager Viasa.”


    “So she will tell the same story?”


    “Yes.”


    Jeremiah knew Khal would welcome the chance to explain his escape without implicating Coba in Kelric’s captivity. Softly he said, “I’ll miss her.”


    “Coban women do have that effect,” Kelric admitted. The hint of a smile showed on his face. “Gods only know why. They are surely exasperating.”


    Jeremiah smiled. “Yes,” he said, also agreeing with the unstated love beneath the words.


    “There is a favor I would ask of you,” Kelric said.


    Jeremiah wondered what he could possibly give such a powerful man. “A favor?”


    Kelric unfolded a tray from his seat arm, extending it to Jeremiah’s seat. Then he reached into his pocket—and took out a dice pouch. “I should like to play Calanya Quis again.”


    “I would like that.”


    So they rolled out their dice.


    Author’s Note


    The character Kelric first appeared in the Analog novelette, “Light and Shadow,” April 1994. The story of Kelric’s time on Coba is told in the Nebula-nominated novel The Last Hawk, and his return home in the space adventure novel Ascendant Sun.


    * * * *
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    NOBLE MOLD, by Kage Baker


    First published in Asimov’s Science Fiction, March 1997


    For a while I lived in this little town by the sea. Boy, it was a soft job. Santa Barbara had become civilized by then: no more Indian rebellions, no more pirates storming up the beach, nearly all the grizzly bears gone. Once in a while some bureaucrat from Mexico City would raise hell with us, but by and large the days of the old Missions were declining into forlorn shades, waiting for the Yankees to come.


    The Company was operating a Receiving-Storage-and Shipping terminal out of what looked like an oaken chest in my cell. I had a mortal identity as an alert little padre with an administrative career ahead of him, so the Church kept me pretty busy pushing a quill. My Company duties, though, were minor: I logged in consignments from agents in the field and forwarded communiqués.


    It was sort of a forty year vacation. There were fiestas and fandangos down in the pueblo. There were horse races along the shore of the lagoon. My social standing with the De La Guerra family was high, so I got invited out to supper a lot. And at night, when the Bishop had gone to bed and our few pathetic Indians were tucked up for the night, it was relaxing to sneak a little glass of Communion wine out on the front steps of the church. There I’d sit, listening to the night sounds, looking down the long slope to the night sea. Sometimes I’d sit there until the sky pinked up in the east and the bells rang for matins. We Old Ones don’t need much sleep.


    One August night I was sitting like that, watching the moon drop down toward the Pacific, when I picked up the signal of another immortal somewhere out there in the night. I tracked it coming along the shoreline, past the point at Goleta; then it crossed the Camino Real and came straight uphill at me. Company business. I sighed and broadcast, Quo Vadis?


    Hola, came the reply. I scanned, but I knew who it was anyway. Hi, Mendoza, I signaled back, and leaned up on my elbows to await her arrival. Pretty soon I picked her up on visual, too, climbing up out of the mists that flowed along the little stream; first the wide-brimmed hat, then the shoulders bent forward under the weight of the pack, the long walking skirt, the determined lope of the field operative without transportation.


    Mendoza is a botanist, and has been out in the field too long. At this point she’d been tramping around Alta California for the better part of twelve decades. God only knew what the Company had found for her to do out in the back of beyond; I’d have known, if I’d been nosy enough to read the Company directives I relayed to her from time to time. I wasn’t her case officer any more, though, so I didn’t.


    She raised burning eyes to me and my heart sank. She was on a Mission, and I don’t mean the kind with stuccoed arches and tile roofs. Mendoza takes her work way too seriously. “How’s it going, kid?” I greeted her in a loud whisper when she was close enough.


    “Okay.” She slung down her pack on the step beside me, picked up my wine and drank it, handed me back the empty glass and sat down.


    “I thought you were back up in Monterey these days,” I ventured.


    “No. The Ventana,” she replied. There was a silence while the sky got a little brighter. Far off, a rooster started to crow and then thought better of it.


    “Well, well. To what do I owe the pleasure, et cetera?” I prompted. She gave me a sharp look.


    “Company Directive 080444-C,” she said, as though it were really obvious.


    I’d developed this terrible habit of storing incoming Green Directives in my tertiary consciousness without scanning them first. The soft life, I guess. I accessed hastily. “They’re sending you after grapes?” I cried a second later.


    “Not just grapes.” She leaned forward and stared into my eyes. “Mission grapes. All the cultivars around here that will be replaced by the varieties the Yankees introduce. I’m to collect genetic material from every remaining vine within a twenty-five mile radius of this building.” She looked around disdainfully. “Not that I expect to find all that many. This place is a wreck. The Church has really let its agricultural program go to hell, hasn’t it?”


    “Hard to get slave labor nowadays.” I shrugged. “Can’t keep ‘em down on the farm without leg irons. We get a little help from the ones who really bought into the religion, but that’s about it.”


    “And the Holy Office can’t touch them.” Mendoza shook her head. “Never thought I’d see the day.”


    “Hey, things change.” I stretched out and crossed my sandaled feet one over the other. “Anyway. The Mexicans hate my poor little Bishop and are doing their level best to drive him crazy. In all the confusion with the Missions being closed down, a lot of stuff has been looted. Plants get dug up and moved to people’s gardens in the dark of night. There are still a few Indian families back in some of the canyons, too, and a lot of them have tiny little farms. Probably a lot of specimens out there, but you’ll really have to hunt around for them.”


    She nodded, all brisk. “I’ll need a processing credenza. Bed and board, too, and a cover identity. That’s your job. Can you arrange them by Oh-Six-Hundred Hours?”


    “Gosh, this is just like old times,” I said without enthusiasm. She gave me that look again.


    “I have work to do,” she explained with exaggerated patience. “It is very important work. I’m a good little machine and I love my work. Nothing is more important than My Work. You taught me that, remember?”


    Which I had, so I just smiled my most sincere smile as I clapped her on the shoulder. “And a damned good machine you are, too. I know you’ll do a great job, Mendoza. And I feel that your efficiency will be increased if you don’t rush this job. Take the time to do it right, you know? Mix a little rest and rec into your schedule. After all, you really deserve a holiday, a hard-working operative like you. This is a great place for fun. You could come to one of our local cascaron balls. Dance the night away. You used to like to dance.”


    Boy, was that the wrong thing to say. She stood up slowly, like a cobra rearing back.


    “I haven’t owned a ballgown since 1703. I haven’t attended a mortal party since 1555. If you’ve chosen to forget that miserable Christmas, I can assure you I haven’t. You play with the damned monkeys, if you’re so fond of them.” She drew a deep breath. “I, myself, have better things to do.” She stalked away up the steps, but I called after her:


    “You’re still sore about the Englishman, huh?”


    She didn’t deign to respond but shoved her way between the church doors, presumably to get some sleep behind the altar screen where she wouldn’t be disturbed.


    She was still sore about the Englishman.


    * * * *


    I may have a more relaxed attitude toward my job than some people I could mention, but I’m still the best at it. By the time Mendoza wandered squinting into morning light I had her station set up, complete with hardware, in one of the Mission’s guest cells. For the benefit of my fellow friars she was my cousin from Guadalajara, visiting me while she awaited the arrival of her husband from Mexico City. As befitted the daughter of an old Christian family the Senora was of a sober and studious nature, and derived much innocent pleasure from painting flowers and other subjects of natural history from life.


    She didn’t waste any time. Mendoza went straight out to what remained of the Mission vineyard and set to work, clipping specimens, taking soil samples, doing all those things you’d have to be an obsessed specialist to enjoy. By the first evening she was hard at work at her credenza, processing it all.


    When it came time to loot the private gardens of the Gentes de Razon her social introductions went okay, too, once I got her into some decent visiting clothes. I did most of the talking to the Ortegas and Carrillos and the rest, and the fact that she was a little stiff and silent while taking grape brandy with them could easily be explained away by her white skin and blue veins. If you had any Spanish blood you were sort of expected to sneer about it in that place, in those days.


    Anyway it was a relief for everybody when she’d finished in the pueblo and went roving up and down the canyons, pouncing on unclaimed vines. There were a few Indians settled back in the hills, ex-neophytes scratching out a living between two worlds, on land nobody else had wanted. What they made of this woman, white as their worst nightmares, who spoke to them in imperious and perfectly accented Barbareno Chumash, I can only imagine. However she persuaded them, though, she got samples of their vines too. I figured she’d soon be on her way back to the hinterlands, and had an extra glass of Communion wine to celebrate. Was that ever premature!


    I was hearing confessions when her scream of excitement cut through the subvocal ether, followed by delighted profanity in sixteenth-century Galician. My parishioner went on:


    “…which you should also know, Father, was that I have coveted Juana’s new pans. These are not common iron pans but enamelware, white with a blue stripe, very pretty, and they came from the Yankee trading ship. It disturbs me that such things should imperil my soul.”


    Joseph! Joseph! Joseph!


    “It is good to be concerned on that account, my child.” I shut out Mendoza’s transmission so I could concentrate on the elderly mortal woman on the other side of the screen. “To covet worldly things is very sinful indeed, especially for the poor. The Devil himself sent the Yankees with those pans, you may be certain.” But Mendoza had left her credenza and was coming down the arcade in search of me, ten meters, twenty meters, twenty-five… “For this, and for your sinful dreams, you must say thirty Paternosters and sixty Ave Marias…” Mendoza was coming up the church steps two at a time… “Now, recite with me the Act of Contrition—”


    “Hey!” Mendoza pulled back the door of the confessional. Her eyes were glowing with happiness. I gave her a stern look and continued the Act of Contrition with my somewhat disconcerted penitent, so Mendoza went out to stride up and down in front of the church in her impatience.


    “Don’t you know better than to interrupt me when I’m administering a sacrament?” I snapped when I was finally able to come out to her. “Some Spaniard you are!”


    “So report me to the Holy Office. Joseph, this is important. One of my specimens read out with an F-M Class One rating.”


    “And?” I put my hands in my sleeves and frowned at her, refusing to come out of the role of offended friar.


    “Favorable Mutation, Joseph, don’t you know what that means? It’s a Mission grape with a difference. It’s got Saccharomyces with style and Botrytis in rare bloom. Do you know what happens when a field operative discovers an F-M Class One, Joseph?”


    “You get a prize,” I guessed.


    “Si senor!” She did a little dance down the steps and stared up at me in blazing jubilation. I hadn’t seen her this happy since 1554. “I get a Discovery Bonus! Six months of access to a lab for my own personal research projects, with the very finest equipment available! Oh joy, oh rapture. So I need you to help me.”


    “What do you need?”


    “The Company wants the parent plant I took the specimen from, the whole thing, root and branch. It’s a big vine, must have been planted years ago, so I need you to get me some Indians to dig it up and bring it back here in a carreta. Six months at a Sciences Base, can you imagine?”


    “Where did you get the specimen?” I inquired.


    She barely thought about it. “Two kilometers south-southeast. Just some Indian family back in the hills, Joseph, with a hut in a clearing and a garden. Kasmali, that was what they called themselves. You know the family? I suppose we’ll have to pay them something for it. You’ll have to arrange that for me, okay?”


    I sighed. Once again the kindly padre was going to explain to the Indian why it was necessary to give up yet another of his belongings. Not my favorite role, all things considered.


    * * * *


    But there we were that afternoon, the jolly friar and his haughty cousin, paying a call on the Kasmali family.


    They were good parishioners of mine, the old abuela at Mass every day of the week, rain or shine, the rest of the family lined up there every Sunday. That was a lot to expect of our Indians in this day and age. They were prosperous, too, as Indians went: they had three walls of a real adobe house and had patched in the rest with woven brush. They had terraced their tiny hillside garden and were growing all kinds of vegetables on land not fit for grazing. There were a few chickens, there were a few little brown children chasing them, there were a few cotton garments drying on the bushes. And, on the crest of the hill, a little way from the house, there was the vineyard: four old vines, big as trees, with branches spreading out to shade most of an acre of land.


    The children saw us coming and vanished into the house without a sound. By the time we reached the top of the winding stony path, they had all come out and were staring at us: the toothless old woman from daily Mass, a toothless old man I did not know, the old son, the two grown grandsons, their wives and children of assorted ages. The elder of the grandsons came forward to greet us.


    “Good evening, little Father.” He looked uneasily at Mendoza. “Good evening, lady.”


    “Good evening, Emidio.” I paused and pretended to be catching my breath after the climb, scanning him. He was small, solidly built, with broad and very dark features; he had a stiff black moustache. His wide eyes flickered once more to Mendoza, then back to me. “You have already been introduced to my cousin, I see.”


    “Yes, little Father.” He made a slight bow in her direction. “The lady came yesterday and cut some branches off our grapevines. We did not mind, of course.”


    “It is very kind of you to permit her to collect these things.” I eyed Mendoza, hoping she’d been tactful with them.


    “Not at all. The lady speaks our language very well.”


    “That is only courtesy, my son. Now, I must tell you that one of your vines has taken her fancy, for its extraordinary fruit and certain virtues in the leaves. We have come back here today, therefore, to ask you what you will accept for that near vine at the bottom of the terrace.”


    The rest of the family stood like statues, even the children. Emidio moved his hands in a helpless gesture and said, “The lady must of course accept our gift.”


    “No, no,” said Mendoza. “We’ll pay you. How much do you want for it?” I winced.


    “She must accept the gift, please, Father.” Emidio’s smile was wretched.


    “Of course she shall,” I agreed. “And, Emidio, I have a gift I have been meaning to give you since the feast of San Juan. Two little pigs, a boar and a sow, so they may increase. When you bring down the vine for us you may collect them.”


    The wives lifted up their heads at that. This was a good deal. Emidio spread out his hands again. “Of course, little Father. Tomorrow.”


    * * * *


    “Well, that was easy,” Mendoza remarked as we picked our way down the hill through the chaparral. “You’re so good with mortals, Joseph. You just have to treat Indians like children, I guess, huh?”


    “No, you don’t,” I sighed. “But it’s what they expect you to do, so they play along.” There was more to it than that, of course, but something else was bothering me. I had picked up something more than the usual stifled resentment when I had voiced my request: someone in the family had been badly frightened for a second. Why? “You didn’t do anything to, like, scare those people when you were there before, did you, Mendoza? Didn’t threaten them or anything, did you?”


    “Heavens, no.” She stopped to examine a weed. “I was quite polite. They weren’t comfortable around me, actually, but then mortals never are. Look at this! I’ve never seen this blooming so late in the year, have you?”


    “Nice.” I glanced at it. I don’t know from plants. I know a lot about mortals, though.


    * * * *


    So I was surprised as hell next day when Emidio and his brother appeared at the Mission, trundling a cart full of swaying leaves into the open space by the fountain. I went out to greet them and Mendoza was behind me like a shadow. She must have been prowling her room, listening for the squeak of wheels.


    “This is very good, my sons, I am proud of you—” I was saying heartily, when Mendoza transmitted a blast of subvocal fury.


    Damn it, Joseph, this is wrong! These are just clippings, they haven’t brought the whole vine!


    “—but I perceive there has been a misunderstanding,” I continued. “My cousin requested the vine itself, with its roots, that she may replant it. You have brought only cut branches, apparently.” The Indians exchanged glances.


    “Please forgive us, little Father. We did not understand.” They set down the traces and Emidio reached into the back. “We did bring all the grapes that were ripe. Maybe it was these the lady wanted?” And he proffered a big woven dish of grapes. I looked close and noticed they did have a funny look to them, a bloom on the skin so heavy it was almost… furry?


    “No,” said Mendoza, in clearest Chumash. “Not just the grapes. I want the vine. The whole plant. You need to dig it up, roots and all, and bring it here. Do you understand now?”


    “Oh.” said Emidio. “We’re very sorry. We didn’t understand.”


    “But you understand now?” she demanded.


    “I am certain they do,” I said smoothly. “What remarkable grapes these are, my sons, and what a beautiful basket! Come in and rest in the shade, my sons, and have a cool drink. Then we will go catch one of the little pigs I promised you.”


    By the time we got back, Mendoza had vanished; the grapes and the vine cuttings were gone too. The brothers trudged away up the hill with their cart and one squealing shoat, his legs bound with twine. Pig Number Two remained in the mission pen, to be paid on delivery of the vine. I figured if the wives got that message they’d see to it the job got done.


    Mendoza came out when they were gone. She looked paler than usual. She handed me a sheet of paper from her credenza. “This is a Priority Order,” she told me. “I sent them the codes on the grapes and clippings anyway, but it’s not enough.”


    I read the memo. She wasn’t kidding; it was a first-class transdepartmental Priority Gold telling me I was to do everything in my power to facilitate, expedite and et cetera. “What have we got here, anyway, cancer cures from grapes?” I speculated.


    “You don’t need to know and neither do I,” said Mendoza flatly. “But the Company means business now, Joseph. We must get that vine.”


    “We’ll get it tomorrow,” I told her. “Trust me.”


    * * * *


    Next day, same hour, the brothers came with hopeful smiles and a big muddy mess of a vine trailing out of their cart. Such relief! Such heartfelt praise and thanks the kindly friar showered on his obedient sons in Christ! Mendoza heard their arrival and came tearing out into the courtyard, only to pull up short with an expression of baffled rage.


    THAT’S NOT THE VINE! she transmitted, with such intensity I thought for a second we were having an earthquake.


    “…And yet, my sons, I am afraid we have not understood each other once again,” I went on wearily. “It appears that, although you have brought us a whole vine, you have not brought the particular vine that was specifically asked for by my cousin.”


    “We are so sorry,” replied Emidio, averting his eyes from Mendoza. “How stupid we were! But, Father, this is a very good vine. It’s in much better condition than the other one and bears much prettier grapes. Also, it was very difficult to dig it all up and we have brought it a long way. Maybe the lady will be satisfied with this vine instead?”


    Mendoza was shaking her head, not trusting herself to speak, although the air around her was wavering like a mirage. Hastily I said:


    “My dearest sons, I am sure it is an excellent vine, and we would not take it from your family. You must understand that it is the other vine we want, the very one you brought cuttings from yesterday. That vine and no other, and all of that vine. Now, you have clearly worked very hard and in good faith, so I will certainly send you home with your other pig, but you must come back tomorrow with the right vine.”


    The brothers looked at each other and I picked up a flash of despair from them, and some weird kind of fear too. “Yes, little Father,” they replied.


    * * * *


    But on the next day they didn’t come at all.


    Mendoza paced the arcade until nine in the evening, alarming the other friars. Finally I went out to her and braced myself for the blast.


    “You know, you lost yourself two perfectly good pigs,” she informed me through gritted teeth. “Damned lying Indians.”


    I shook my head. “Something’s wrong here, Mendoza.”


    “You bet something’s wrong! You’ve got a three-day delay on a Priority Gold.”


    “But there’s some reason we’re not getting. Something is missing from this picture…”


    “We never should have tried to bargain with them, you know that? They offered it as a gift in the first place. We should have just taken it. Now they know it’s really worth something! I’ll go up there with a spade and dig the damned vine up myself, if I have to.”


    “No! You can’t do that, not now. They’ll know who took it, don’t you see?”


    “One more crime against the helpless Indians laid at the door of Spain. As if it mattered any more!” Mendoza turned on her heel to stare at me. Down at the other end of the arcade one of my brother friars put his head out in discreet inquiry.


    It does matter! I dropped to a subvocal hiss. It matters to them and it matters to me! I call them my beloved sons, but they know I’ve got the power to go up there and confiscate anything they have on any excuse at all because that’s how it’s always been done! Only I don’t. They know Father Rubio won’t do that to them. I’ve built up a cover identity as a kindly, honorable guy because I’ve got to live with these people for the next thirty years! You’ll get your damn specimen and go away again into the sagebrush, but I’ve got a character to maintain!


    My God, she sneered, He wants his little Indians to love him.


    Company policy, baby. It’s easier to deal with mortals when they trust you. Something you used to understand. So just you try screwing with my cover identity! Just you try it and see what happens.


    She widened her eyes at that, too furious for words, and I saw her knuckles go white; little chips of whitewash began falling from the walls. We both looked up at them and cooled down in a hurry.


    Sorry. But I mean what I say, Mendoza. We handle this my way.


    She threw her hands up in the air. What are you going to do, then, smart guy? You have to do something.


    * * * *


    Day Four of the Priority Gold, and Company Directive 081244-A anxiously inquired why no progress on previous transdepartmental request for facilitation? Situation Report follows, I responded. Please stand by. Then I put on my walking sandals and set off up the canyon alone.


    Before I had toiled more than halfway, though, I met Emidio coming in my direction. He didn’t try to avoid me, but as he approached he looked down the canyon past me in the direction of the Mission. “Good morning, little Father,” he called.


    “Good morning, my son.”


    “Is your cousin lady with you?” He dropped his voice as he drew close.


    “No, my son. We are alone.”


    “I need to speak with you, little father, about the grapevine.” He cleared his throat. “I know the lady must be very angry, and I am sorry. I don’t mean to make you angry too, little Father, because I know she is your cousin—”


    “I understand, my son, believe me. And I am not angry.”


    “Well then.” He drew a deep breath. “This is the matter. The grapevines do not belong to me, nor to my father. They belong to our grandfather Diego. And he will not let us dig up the vine the lady wants.”


    “Why will he not?”


    “He won’t tell us. He just refuses. Don’t be stupid, we told him. Father Rubio has been good to us, he has treated us fairly. Look at the fine pigs he has given us, we said. He just sits in the sun and rocks himself, and refuses us. And our grandmother came and touched his feet and cried, though she didn’t say anything, but he wouldn’t even look at her.”


    “I see.”


    “We have said everything we could say to him, but he will not let us dig up that vine. We tried to fool the lady twice by pretending to make mistakes (and that was a sin, little Father, and I’m sorry), but it didn’t work. Somehow she knew. Then our grandfather—” he paused in obvious embarrassment. “I don’t know how to say this, little Father— you know the old people are superstitious and still believe foolish things— I think he somehow has the idea that your cousin lady is a nunasis. Please don’t take this the wrong way—”


    “No, no, go on—”


    “We have an old story about a spirit who walks on the mountains and wears a hat like hers, you see, throwing a shadow cold as death. I know it’s stupid. Even so, Grandfather won’t let us dig up that vine. Now, you might say, our grandfather is only an old man and a little bit crazy now, and we’re strong, so he can be put aside as though he were a little baby; but if we did that, we would be breaking the commandment about honoring the old people. It seems to us that would be a worse sin than the white lady not getting what she wanted. What do you think, little Father?”


    Boy, oh, boy. “This is very hard, my son,” I said, and I meant it. “But you are right.”


    Emidio studied me in silence for a long moment, his eyes narrowed. “Thank you,” he said at last. After another pause he added, “Is there anything we can do that will make the lady happy? She’ll be angry with you, now.”


    I found myself laughing. “She will make my life a Purgatory, I can tell you,” I said. “But I will offer it up for my sins. Go home, Emidio, and don’t worry. Perhaps God will send a miracle.”


    * * * *


    I wasn’t laughing when I got back to the Mission, though, and when Mendoza came looking for me she saw my failure right away.


    “No dice, huh?” She squinted evilly. “Well. This is no longer a matter of me and my poor little bonus now, Joseph. The Company wants that vine. I suggest you think of something fast or there are liable to be some dead Indians around here soon, pardon my indelicate phrasing.”


    “I’m working on it,” I told her.


    And I was. I went to the big leatherbound books that held the Mission records. I sat down in a corner of the scriptorium and went over them in minute detail.


    1789, here was the baptism of Diego Kasmali, age given as thirty years. 1790, marriage to Maria Concepcion, age not given. 1791 through 1810, a whole string of baptisms of little Kasmalis: Agustin, Xavier, Pablo, Juan Bautista, Maria, Dolores, Guadalupe, Dieguito, Marta, Tomas, Luisa, Bartolomeo. First communion for Xavier Kasmali, 1796. One after the other, a string of little funerals: Agustin age two days, Pablo age three months six days, Juan Bautista age six days, Maria age two years… too sad to go on down the list, but not unusual. Confirmation for Xavier Kasmali, 1802. Xavier Kasmali married to Juana Catalina of the Dos Pueblos rancheria, age 18 years, 1812. Baptism of Emidio Kasmali, 1813. Baptism of Salvador Kasmali, 1814. Funeral of Juana Catalina, 1814. First Communions, Confirmations, Marriages, Baptisms, Last Rites… not a sacrament missed. Really good Catholics.


    Why, there was the old, old woman, at Mass every single day of the year, rain or shine, though she was propped like a bundle of sticks in the shadows at the back of the church. Maria Concepcion, wife of Diego Kasmali. But Diego never, ever at Mass. Why not? On a desperate hunch I went to my transmitter and typed in a request for something unusual.


    The reply came back: Query: first please resolution Priority Gold Status?


    Request relates Priority, I replied. Resolving now. Requisition Sim ParaN Phenom re: Priority resolution?


    That gave them pause. They verified and counterverified my authority, they re-scanned the original orders and mulled over their implications. At least, I guessed they were doing that, as the blue screen flickered. Feeling I had them on the run, I pushed for a little extra, just for my own satisfaction: Helpful Priority specify mutation. What? Why?


    Pause while they verified me again, then the bright letters crawled onscreen in a slow response:


    Patent Black Elysium.


    I fell back laughing, though it wasn’t exactly funny. The rest of the message followed in a rapid burst: S-P Requisition approved. Specify Tech support?


    I told them what I needed.


    Estimate resolution time Priority Gold?


    I told them how long it would take.


    Expecting full specimen consign & report then, was the reply, and they signed off.


    * * * *


    “Why don’t they ever put convenient handles on these things?” grumbled Mendoza. She had one end of the transport trunk and a shovel; I had the other end of the trunk and the other shovel. It was long after midnight and we were struggling up the rocky defile that led to the Kasmali residence.


    “Too much T-Field drag,” I explained.


    “Well, you would think that an all-powerful cabal of scientists and businessmen, with advance knowledge of every event in recorded history and infinite time in which to take every possible advantage of said events, and every possible technological resource at their command, and unlimited wealth—” Mendoza shifted the trunk again and we went on—“You’d think they could devise something as simple as a recessed handle.”


    “They tried it. The recess cuts down on the available transport space inside,” I told her.


    “You’re kidding me.”


    “No. I was part of a test shipment. Damn thing got me right in the third cervical vertebra.”


    “I might have known there’d be a reason.”


    “The Company has a reason for everything, Mendoza.”


    We came within earshot of the house, so conversation ended. There were three big dogs in the yard before the door. One slept undisturbed, but two put up their heads and began to growl. We set down the trunk: I opened it and from the close-packed contents managed to prize out the Hush Unit. The bigger of the dogs got to his feet, preparing to bark.


    I switched on the unit. Good dog, what a sleepy doggie, he fell over with a woof and did not move again. The other dog dropped his head on his paws. Dog Number Three would not wake at all now, nor would any of the occupants of the house, not while the Hush Field was being generated.


    I carried the unit up to the house and left it by the dogs, Mendoza dragging the trunk after me. We removed the box of golden altar vessels and set off up the hill with it.


    The amazing mutated vine was pretty sorry-looking now, with most of its branches clipped off in the attempt to appease Mendoza. I hoped to God their well-meaning efforts hadn’t killed it. Mendoza must have been thinking the same thing, but she just shrugged grimly. We began to dig.


    We made a neat hole, small but very deep, just behind the trunk and angled slightly under it. There was no way to hide our disturbance of the earth, but fortunately the ground had already been so spaded up and trampled over that our work shouldn’t be that obvious.


    “How deep does this have to be?” I panted when we had gone about six feet and I was in the bottom passing spadefuls up to Mendoza.


    “Not much deeper; I’d like it buried well below the root ball.” She leaned in and peered.


    “Well, how deep is that?” Before she could reply my spade hit something with a metallic clank. We halted. Mendoza giggled nervously.


    “Jesus, don’t tell me there’s already buried treasure down there!”


    I scraped a little with the spade. “There’s something like a hook,” I said. “And something else.” I got the spade under it and launched it up out of the hole with one good heave. The whole mass fell on the other side of the dirt heap, out of my view. “It looked kind of round,” I remarked.


    “It looks kind of like a hat—” Mendoza told me cautiously, bending down and turning it over. Abruptly she yelled and danced back from it. I scrambled up out of the hole to see what was going on.


    It was a hat, all right, or what was left of it; one of the hard-cured leather kind Spain had issued to her soldiers in the latter half of the last century. I remembered seeing them on the presidio personnel. Beside the hat, where my spade-toss had dislodged it, was the head that had been wearing it. Only a brown skull now, the eyes blind with black earth. Close to it was the hilt of a sword, the metallic thing I’d hit.


    “Oh, gross!” Mendoza wrung her hands.


    “Alas, poor Yorick,” was all I could think of to say.


    “Oh, God, how disgusting. Is the rest of him down there?”


    I peered down into the hole. I could see a jawbone and pieces of what might have been cavalry boots. “Looks like it, I’m afraid.”


    “What do you suppose he’s doing down there?” Mendoza fretted, from behind the handkerchief she had clapped over her mouth and nose.


    “Not a damn thing nowadays,” I guessed, doing a quick scan of the bones. “Take it easy: no pathogens left. This guy’s been dead a long time.”


    “Sixty years, by any chance?” Mendoza’s voice sharpened.


    “They must have planted him with the grapevine,” I agreed. In the thoughtful silence that followed I began to snicker. I couldn’t help myself. I leaned back and had myself a nice sprawling guffaw.


    “I fail to see what’s so amusing,” said Mendoza.


    “Sorry. Sorry. I was just wondering: do you suppose you could cause a favorable mutation in something by planting a dead Spaniard under it?”


    “Of course not, you idiot, not unless his sword was radioactive or something.”


    “No, of course not. What about those little wild yeast spores in the bloom on the grapes, though? You think they might be influenced somehow by the close proximity of a gentleman of Old Castile?”


    “What are you talking about?” Mendoza took a step closer.


    “This isn’t a cancer cure, you know.” I waved my hand at the vinestock, black against the stars. “I found out why the Company is so eager to get hold of your Favorable Mutation, kid. This is the grape that makes Black Elysium.”


    “The dessert wine?” Mendoza cried.


    “The very expensive dessert wine. The hallucinogenic controlled substance dessert wine. The absinthe of the 24th century. The one the Company holds the patent on. That stuff. Yeah.”


    Stunned silence from my fellow immortal creature. I went on:


    “I was just thinking, you know, about all those decadent technocrats sitting around in the Future getting bombed on an elixir produced from…”


    “So it gets discovered here, in 1844,” said Mendoza at last. “It isn’t a genetically engineered cultivar at all. And the wild spores somehow came from…?”


    “But nobody else will ever know the truth, because we’re removing every trace of this vine from the knowledge of mortal men, see?” I explained. “Root and branch


    and all.”


    “I’d sure better get that bonus,” Mendoza reflected.


    “Don’t push your luck. You aren’t supposed to know.” I took my shovel and clambered back into the hole. “Come on, let’s get the rest of him out of here. The show must go on.”


    Two hours later there was a tidy heap of brown bones and rusted steel moldering away in a new hiding place, and a tidy sum in gold plate occupying the former burial site. We filled in the hole, set up the rest of the equipment we’d brought, tested it, camouflaged it, turned it on and hurried away back down the canyon to the Mission, taking the Hush Unit with us. I made it in time for Matins.


    * * * *


    News travels fast in a small town. By nine there were Indians, and some of the Gentes de Razon too, running in from all directions to tell us that the Blessed Virgin had appeared in the Kasmalis’ garden. Even if I hadn’t known already, I would have been tipped off by the fact that old Maria Concepcion did not show up for morning Mass.


    By the time we got up there, the Bishop and I and all my fellow friars and Mendoza, a cloud of dust hung above the dirt track from all the traffic. The Kasmalis’ tomatoes and corn had been trampled by the milling crowd. People ran everywhere, waving pieces of grapevine; the other plants had been stripped as bare as the special one. The rancheros watched from horseback, or urged their mounts closer across the careful beds of peppers and beans.


    Around the one vine, the family had formed a tight circle. Some of them watched Emidio and Salvador, who were digging frantically, already about five feet down in the hole; others stared unblinking at the floating image of the Virgin of Guadalupe who smiled upon them from midair above the vine. She was complete in every detail, nicely three-dimensional and accompanied by heavenly music. Actually it was a long tape loop of Ralph Vaughn Williams’ Fantasia on a Theme by Thomas Tallis, which nobody would recognize because it hadn’t been composed yet.


    “Little Father!” One of the wives caught me by my robe. “It’s the Mother of God! She told us to dig up the vine, she said there was treasure buried underneath!”


    “Has she told you anything else?” I inquired, making the Sign of the Cross. My brother friars were falling to their knees in raptures, beginning to sing the Ave Maria; the Bishop was sobbing.


    “No, not since this morning,” the wife told me. “Only the beautiful music has gone on and on.”


    Emidio looked up and noticed me for the first time. He stopped shoveling for a moment, staring at me, and a look of dark speculation crossed his face. Then his shovel was moving again, clearing away the earth, and more earth, and more earth.


    At my side, Mendoza turned away her face in disgust. But I was watching the old couple, who stood a little way back from the rest of the family. They clung to each other in mute terror and had no eyes for the smiling Virgin. It was the bottom of the ever-deepening hole they watched, as birds watch a snake.


    And I watched them. Old Diego was bent and toothless now, but sixty years ago he’d had teeth, all right; sixty years ago his race hadn’t yet learned never to fight back against its conquerors. Maria Concepcion, what had she been sixty years ago when those vines were planted? Not a dried-up shuffling old thing back then. She might have been a beauty, and maybe a careless beauty.


    The old bones and the rusting steel could have told you, sixty years ago. Had he been a handsome young captain with smooth ways, or just a soldier who took what he wanted? Whatever he’d been, or done, he’d wound up buried under that vine, and only Diego and Maria knew he was there. All those years, through the children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren, he’d been there. Diego never coming to Mass because of a sin he couldn’t confess. Maria never missing Mass, praying for someone.


    Maybe that was the way it had happened. Nobody would ever tell the story, I was fairly sure. But it was clear that Diego and Maria, alone of all those watching, did not expect to see treasure come out of that hole in the ground.


    So when the first glint of gold appeared, and then the chalice and altar plate were brought up, their old faces were a study in confusion.


    “The treasure!” cried Salvador. “Look!”


    And the rancheros spurred their horses through the crowd to get a better look, lashing the Indians out of the way; but I touched the remote hidden in my sleeve and the Blessed Virgin spoke, in a voice as sweet and immortal as a synthesizer:


    “This, my beloved children, is the altar plate that was lost from the church at San Carlos Borromeo, long ago in the time of the pirates. My Beloved Son has caused it to be found here as a sign to you all that ALL SINS ARE FORGIVEN!”


    I touched the remote again and the Holy Apparition winked out like a soap bubble, and the beautiful music fell silent.


    Old Diego pushed his way forward to the hole and looked in. There was nothing else there in the hole now, nothing at all. Maria came timidly to his side and she looked in too. They remained there staring a long time, unnoticed by the mass of the crowd, who were watching the dispute that had already erupted over the gold.


    The Bishop had pounced on it like a duck on a June bug, as they say, asserting the right of Holy Mother Church to her lost property. Emidio and Salvador had let it be snatched from them with hard patient smiles. One of the Gentes de Razon actually got off his horse to tell the Bishop that the true provenance of the items had to be decided by the authorities in Mexico City, and until they could be contacted the treasure had better be kept under lock and key at the Alcalde’s house. Blessed Virgin? Yes, there had seemed to be an apparition of some kind; but then again, perhaps it had been a trick of the light.


    The argument moved away down the hill— the Bishop had a good grip on the gold and kept walking with it, so almost everyone had to follow him. I went to stand beside Diego and Maria, in the ruins of their garden.


    “She forgave us,” whispered Diego.


    “A great weight of sin has been lifted from you today, my children,” I told them. “Rejoice, for Christ loves you both. Come to the church with me now and I will celebrate a special Mass in your honor.”


    I led them away with me, one on either arm. Unseen behind us, Mendoza advanced on the uprooted and forgotten vine with a face like a lioness kept from her prey.


    * * * *


    Well, the old couple made out all right, anyway. I saw to it that they got new grapevines and food from the Mission supplies to tide the family over until their garden recovered. Within a couple of years they passed away, one after the other, and were buried reasonably near one another in the consecrated ground of the Mission cemetery, in which respect they were luckier than the unknown captain from Castile, or wherever he’d come from.


    They never got the golden treasure, but being Indians there had never been any question that they would. Their descendants lived on and multiplied in the area, doing particularly well after the coming of the Yankees, who (to the mortification of the Gentes de Razon) couldn’t tell an Indian from a Spanish Mexican and lumped them all together under the common designation of Greaser, treating one no worse than the other.


    Actually I never kept track of what happened to the gold. The title dispute dragged on for years, I think, with the friars swearing there had been a miracle and the rancheros swearing there hadn’t been. The gold may have been returned to Carmel, or it may have gone to Mexico City, or it may have gone into a trunk underneath the Alcalde’s bed. I didn’t care; it was all faked Company-issue reproductions anyway. The Bishop died and the Yankees came and were the new conquerors, and maybe nothing ever did get resolved either way.


    But Mendoza got her damned vine and her bonus, so she was as happy as she ever is. The Company got its patent on Black Elysium secured. I lived on at the Mission for years and years before (apparently) dying of venerable old age and (apparently) being buried in the same cemetery as Diego and Maria. God forgave us all, I guess, and I moved on to less pleasant work.


    Sometimes, when I’m in that part of the world, I stop in as a tourist and check out my grave. It’s the nicest of the many I’ve had, except maybe for that crypt in Hollywood. Well, well; life goes on.


    Mine does anyway.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1997 by Dell Magazines.

  


  
    STEAMPUNK, by Burgsbee L. Hobbs


    How might the past have looked had its “future” occurred before it was supposed to? This is the theoretical space inhabited by Steampunk, an intertextual, interdisciplinary movement that is, at once, an aesthetic, a Science-Fiction (SF) and Fantasy subgenre, and the basis for a thriving subculture. Steampunk fiction, a fantastical reimagining of the historical Victorian and Edwardian eras (1837–1910) foments an aesthetic that depicts how a pre-Great War, nineteenth century world may have appeared if “a few key technologies been developed further” and a good bit earlier (Guizzo 48). Steampunk is a neologism (Veale 58) that denotes a burgeoning subgenre of Science Fiction (SF), itself a subgenre of Speculative Fiction, and a near-relative of the well-established SF subgenre known as Alternate History. Because the background and setting of narratives in this category can be characterized as a stylized marriage between contemporary nanotechnology (Dawdy)—in the retro-tech form of steam-power and clockwork—and a revival of Victoriana (Perschon 181), i.e., accoutrements and objets d’art from the Victorian epoch, the core concepts of Steampunk have been likened to a more recent movement in academia known as “Neo-Victorianism” (Llewellyn 172).


    Since Steampunk technofantasies represent a fabricated world of pseudoscience that is neither, as James Gunn has suggested, “the world of the here and now” nor even a one of “the there and then” but rather a “fantastic world of unfamiliar events or developments” (6) it is justly cast as SF. The irony that the nineteenth-century setting of Steampunk, a contemporary subgenre, coincides with the actual nineteenth-century timeframe that scholars such as M. Keith Booker and Anne-Marie Thomas associate with the emergence of modern SF “in an identifiable form” (6) should not be ignored. To the degree that Steampunk seems to fulfill a romantic longing for a continuation of the Victorian period zeitgeist, it should be equally recognized as a creative revisitation of the SF genre’s genesis in the form of a “reboot.” In the sense that Steampunk constitutes, as is suggested by Andrew M. Gordon elsewhere in this anthology, a speculative “superhistory” that reconceives history by positing “a change in the past,” rather than in the future, it can also find common ground with the Alternate History and Alternate Universe/Reality subgenres. Most importantly, however, is the particular appeal to pathos that Steampunk tries to establish with its audience. That is, that necessary “sense of wonder” first described by SF historian Sam Moscowitz (Knight 8) for which this anthology is aptly named.


    Underlying many Steampunk narratives, on the authority of John Clute, is the influence of Charles Dickens (1812–70). Dickens’s frequently revisited “vision of a labyrinthine, subaqueous London as moronic inferno” surfaces as the same landscape used in “Gaslight Romances,” one of a number of Fantasy subgenres related to Steampunk (895). The late imperialistic and industrial age ethos of Steampunk pays a notable measure of tribute to both Jules Verne (1828–1905) and H. G. Wells (1866–1945), two later European writers who are virtually canonized by the SF community for their legacies as pioneers in the field. Their respective SF protogenres Les Voyages Extraordinaires and Scientific Romances represent a fin-de-siècle paradigm shift that attempts to put lingering enlightenment ideals to rest and modernistic thought to the fore. In a 2007 article for Steampunk Magazine, critic Cory Gross suggested that Steampunk incarnations reeking of stereotypical Victorian sentimentalities demonstrate the influence of Verne while ones that critique society using a more Marxian lens, such as the very magazine he writes for, are inspired by Wells (55). In fact, the dovish “Victorian Socialism” that Wells wrote about (152), is one of the characteristics that differentiates the Steampunk vision from Italian playwright Filippo Marinetti’s (1876–1944) more fascist-leaning and hawkish Futurism movement (1909–18), the name of which is often misappropriated in Steampunk subtitles, e.g. a 2010 art exhibition in San Diego California used the problematic word for its Steampunk: Vintage Futurism (Oceanside) as has a recent book by Korero titled Steampunk: Victorian Futurism (March 2011).


    In both the historical Victorian era (1837–1901) and the anachronistic, pseudo-historical world of Steampunk, mechanical novelties continue to be manufactured with clunky gears and cogwheels while a prophetic eye is aimed toward the engineering possibilities of electromagnetism. The technological spaces explored in Steampunk narratives reflect, for the most part, an atomic-free zone in a pre-postmodern atmosphere. In a twenty-first century world traumatized by genocide, i.e., the Holocaust, international terrorism, and a fear of planetary annihilation by either nuclear war or global warming, the Victorian era, even with its faults, seems relatively innocent by comparison and that may be part of its unique appeal.


    Theories abound to explain the interest in what Weird Tales contributor Cherie Priest has described as a “retro-tech SF via a Victorian sensibility” (12). For example, in her work “Reclaiming the Machine,” Rebecca Onion posits that Steampunk evokes “a desire to regain a human connection with the machine world” and “seeks to restore coherence to a perceived ‘lost’ mechanical world” (138). Richard Watson, author of Future Minds (2010), has stated that Steampunk “is highly relevant to our times” because it “is a response to the realities of modern life” particularly the ever-increasing reality that the individual’s sense of control has been lost. Steampunk offers “a counter-trend to the fact that life, especially in developed nations, is atomised, fast-paced, [and] over-loaded with information, choice and needless innovation.” Weird Tales editorial director Stephen H. Segal, writing for Fantasy Magazine, speculated that one appeal of Steampunk is that it tears down genderized walls. By “masculiniz[ing] romance,” writes Segal, the Steampunk narrative “takes something stereotypically feminine that most boys hate—Victorian lace and frills and tea and crumpets—and says, ‘Hey, how about some robots with that?’”


    Steampunk’s place in the blurry spectrum of SF subgenres lies among several others that emphasize the notion of “retro” or backward-looking ideals and aesthetics. Although the retro thread is there, Steampunk is detached from other retro-nostalgic styles that predicted a highly streamlined aesthetic of personal jetpacks, flying automobiles, and glass domes as epitomized, satirically, in animated serials such as Hanna-Barbera’s The Jetsons (1962) and Matt Groening’s Futurama (1999). In her book Retro, Elizabeth Guffey explains retro-futurism as an oxymoronic “discrepancy between what the future once represented and what it no longer means” (152). Steampunk, and similar SF movements, seems to have a reverse approach. Rather than celebrating the past’s hopes and speculations on the future, the “futuristic-retro” aesthetic, which may or may not prove to be a suitable term, imagines how an alternate past would have looked if a pastiche of ideas from both the present and the present’s imagined future are fused with those the past. For example, Dieselpunk, a term popularized by game designer Lewis Pollak for his SF role-playing game Children of the Sun (2002), is an evolutionary outgrowth of Steampunk that moves the time setting from the end of World War I to World War II (roughly 1920 to 1945). Prime examples of the Dieselpunk paradigm in narrative can be found in Dave Stevens’ comic book Rocketeer (1982) and Kerry Conran’s film Sky Captain and the World of Tomorrow (2004). A host of other “punk” subgenres, too long to list here, exemplify the millennial generation’s unique ability—and willingness—to unashamedly synthesize existing ideas into imaginative new concoctions.


    While much of the subject matter in the fantasies of Jane Austen, Jules Verne, H.G. Wells, Edgar Allan Poe, Mary Shelley, Charles Dickens, Arthur Conan Doyle and even Mark Twain (particularly, A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court) provides the visual modeling for Steampunk, the fact that these texts were composed in the nineteenth century—for a nineteenth century audience—precludes them from qualifying for the retro-facing Steampunk epithet. Strictly speaking, that is reserved for their twentieth and twenty-first century imitative adaptations. Nonetheless, these authors’ works are undeniably prerequisite reading for anyone who wishes to fully comprehend the inspiration behind Steampunk fiction. It would not be until English novelist Georgette Heyer (1901–74) propagated the historical romance novel (a genre-bending amalgamation of the previously established subgenres: the historical novel and the romance novel), in particular her twenty-six examples of Regency romance for which she is credited as inventor (Kloester xvi), that later writers of Steampunk fiction would have a pioneer to herald them. To a large extent, Heyer’s highly detailed narratives of the Regency era’s (1811–20) inner-workings—right down to avid descriptions of the technology used—and the Horatio Hornblower and Aubrey–Maturin series of nautical historical novels set in the Napoleonic Era (1799–1815), authored respectively by C. S. Forester (1899–1966) and Patrick O’Brien (1914–2000), created a benchmark for Steampunk which certainly demonstrates some overlap in subject matter.


    Although the parameters of Steampunk, including the very label itself, were not identified until the late 1980s, contemporary enthusiasts have (re)discovered more than a few examples of Steampunk SF and Fantasy that actually predate the existence of the term. To place Steampunk narrative into historical perspective, some twentieth century predecessors—to be cross-referenced as proto-Steampunk— include, in order of appearance: the early twentieth century pulp fiction of Edgar Rice Burroughs; The Crisis in Bulgaria, or Ibsen to the Rescue! (1956) by Jocelyn Brooke; the CBS television series The Wild, Wild West (1965–69); Queen Victoria’s Bomb (1967) by Ronald W. Clark; Pavane (1968) by Keith Roberts; The Warlord of the Air (1971) by Michael Moorcock; A Transatlantic Tunnel, Hurrah! (1972) by Harry Harrison; The Other Log of Phileas Fogg (1973) and The Adventures of the Peerless Peer (1974) both by Philip José Farmer; Into the Aether (1974) by Richard A. Lupoff; Transformations (1975) by John Mella; Sherlock Holmes’ War of the Worlds (1975) by Manly Wade Wellman; The Space Machine (1976) by Christopher Priest; the short story “Black as the Pit, from Pole to Pole” (1977) by Stephen Utley and Howard Waldrop; Fata Morgana (1977) by William Kotzwinkle; Morlock Night (1979) by K. W. Jeter; The Digging Leviathan (1984) and Homunculus (1986) by James P. Blaylock; and The Anubis Gates (1983) and On Stranger Tales (1987) by Tim Powers.


    Even though K. W. Jeter is traditionally credited for whimsically inventing the expression “Steampunk,” it is worth acknowledging that Jesse Sheidlower, a lexicographer for the Oxford English Dictionary (2003), traces the first documented usage of the word to a 1987 interview with James Blaylock from the May edition of Locus, a trade magazine dedicated to the SF and Fantasy publishing industry. Whoever said it first, according to F. Brett Cox, the word was coined to formalize a grouping, by subject matter and style, of the previously listed novels of Powers, Blaylock, and Jeter, including the latter’s Infernal Devices: A Mad Victorian Fantasy (1987). Each of these narratives bridged twentieth-century SF and Fantasy with the “early industrial landscape” of nineteenth-century London (756). Furthermore, the etymology of “Steampunk” is inextricably linked to the word “Cyberpunk,” a portmanteaux combining the word “punk” with “cybernetics,” discussed elsewhere in this anthology.


    After 1987, Steampunk SF and Fantasy gathered momentum and produced The Stress of Her Regard (1989) by Tim Powers; Gotham by Gaslight (1989), a DC Comics alternate history graphic novel by Brian Augustyn and Mike Mignola; The Hollow Earth (1990) by Rudy Rucker; The Difference Engine (1990) by William Gibson and Bruce Sterling; The Werewolves of London (1990) and The Angel of Pain (1991) by Brian Stableford; Lempriere’s Dictionary (1991) by Lawrence Norfolk; the graphic novel From Hell (1991–96) by Allan Moore and Eddie Campbell; Anno Dracula (1992) by Kim Newman; Is (1992) by Joan Aiken; Lord Kelvin’s Machine (1992) by James Blaylock; Anti-Ice (1993) by Stephen Baxter; the Nomad of the Time Streams series (1993) by Michael Moorcock; the FOX television series The Adventures of Brisco County, Jr. (1993–94); Harm’s Way (1994) by Colin Greenland; The Carnival of Destruction (1994) by Brian Stableford. In 1995, Steampunk fiction presented its reading audience with Northern Lights (known as The Golden Compass in North America) by Philip Pullman; The Time Ships by Stephen Baxter; The Steampunk Trilogy by Paul Di Filippo; and The Prestige by Christopher Priest. The end of the decade introduced The Cockatrice Boys (1996) by Joan Aiken; the short story “The Secret History of Ornithopter” (1997) by Jan Lars Jensen; To Say Nothing of the Dog (1998) by Connie Willis; and the graphic novel series The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen (1999–2003) by Alan Moore and Kevin O’Neill.


    The millennium has received the following contributions to Steampunk: the short story “Seventy-Two Letters” (2000) by Ted Chiang; Perdido Street Station (2000) by China Miéville and winner of the 2001 Arthur C. Clarke award; the graphic novel Steampunk (2000–02) by Joe Kelly and Chris Bachalo; the Sci-Fi Channel television series The Secret Adventures of Jules Verne (2001); and the short story “A Study in Emerald” (2003) by Neil Gaiman. One of the most recent validations for the Steampunk subgenre has come with Phil and Kaja Foglio’s multiple wins of the 2009 and 2010 Hugo Award for Best Graphic Story with their Gaslamp Fantasy comic book series Girl Genius, ongoing since 2001 (and available online at www.girlgeniusonline.com).


    While Steampunk narratives are well represented in short fiction, the novel, and the graphic novel, they also feature prominently in big-budget films. In addition to the television series listed previously, some cinematic narratives incorporating the Steampunk aesthetic have included Marc Caro’s and Jean-Pierre Jeunet’s La Cité des Enfants Perdus [The City of Lost Children] (1995), Barry Sonnenfeld’s Wild, Wild West (1999), Albert and Allen Hughes’s From Hell (2001), Stephen Norrington’s The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen, Katsuhiro Otomo’s animé Steamboy (2004), Stephen Sommers’s Van Helsing (2004), Terry Gilliam’s The Brothers Grimm (2005), Neil Burger’s The Illusionist (2006), Christopher Nolan’s The Prestige (2006), Tim Burton’s Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street (2007), Chris Weitz’s The Golden Compass (2007), and Guy Ritchie’s Sherlock Holmes (2009), to name only a few.


    Since the gaming industry too has latched on to the appeal of Steampunk, fans of the subgenre are not limited to a passive reading or viewing experience—they can actively engage in virtual Steampunk worlds. Traditional role-playing games using a Steampunk motif include Frank Chadwick’s Space 1889 (1988); William H. Stoddard’s GURPS Steampunk (2000); and Alejandro Melchor’s and Scott Clark’s OGL Steampunk (2004). In addition to projects based on Hollywood films, personal computer video games with Steampunk elements include Robyn and Rand Miller’s Myst (1993) and its sequels; and Looking Glass Studio’s Thief: The Dark Project (1998) and its two sequels. A Steampunk Wiki dedicated to the subject—steampunk.wikia.com—has a growing list of many more.


    The prevalence of the Steampunk aesthetic in fiction, film, and gaming has given rise to a pop subculture dedicated to the (re)creation and use of costume, jewelry, art and actual machinery inspired by its predominantly retro themes. It should be noted that retro styles, such as Steampunk, that amalgamate characteristics from the present with the iconic themes of a particular past era are not exactly new to the history of Western pop-culture. For example, the Victorian Gothic mode of architecture, a.k.a “The Gothic Revival,” had its roots in late eighteenth-century England, peaking later in the nineteenth-century. The Neo-Gothic movement, which cannot be wholly separated from the medievalist Arthurian Revival—imagine the nineteenth century homes of the British upper-class landscaped with recreations of middle age ruins—competed with other artistic trends that favored a look backward in time for inspiration. An extraordinary study of this particular chivalric revisitation—and the spin-off movements it inspired, such as “Muscular Christianity”—can be found in Mark Girouard’s The Return to Camelot: Chivalry and the English Gentleman (1981). Similar-minded movements of note included the Pre-Raphaelites and a neoclassical style of architecture, furniture, and clothing which was popular in England during the Regency period (the era just prior to the Victorian one). The Regency aesthetic corresponded with what was called “Empire” in France, “Federal” in the United States and “Biedermeier” in regions where German was spoken. In each case, a distinct revival of motifs from antiquity—whether, Greco-Roman, Egyptian (as inspired by Napoleon’s adventures there), and even Chinese—was resurrected as a fashion ideal tamed by early nineteenth century discernments. However, the Regency style, since it was fairly mainstream in its heyday, does not qualify as a subculture in the sense that it is understood today.


    In his study Subculture: The Meaning of Style, Dick Hebdige interprets a subculture “as a form of resistance in which experienced contradictions and objections to [the] ruling ideology are obliquely represented in style” (133). In his disquisition Inside Subculture: The Postmodern Meaning of Style, David Muggleton shows how many theorists see a correlation between subculture and art, especially music (69). Fast-forward to the late-twentieth century and a revival of the1950s mores-bending brand of music known as Rockabilly (a fusion of proto-rock and hillbilly musical styles) as a retro music/fashion subculture—as reinvented by groups such as The Stray Cats—merged the sensationalism of old rock-and-roll/country icons such as Elvis Presley and Johnny Cash, with their signature leather jackets, boots, pompadours, and ducktail clichés, with the anarchistic, punk rock tropes of the 1980s, e.g., tattoos, piercings, and colored hair. The international Goth subculture, which intersects with the Steampunk one, also began in the 1980s as a derivative of the punk rock scene, adding a distinctive flair for theatrical. The Goth aesthetic is a dark mélange of both horror film and bondage motifs and informed at its core by nineteenth century Gothic fiction. Consequently, a campy Goth enthusiast characterized as a tragic scientist archetype, e.g., Victor Frankenstein, complete with Victorian lab coat, rubber gloves and strapped goggles, might be able to effectively pass in Steampunk where the boundaries of these two subcultures blur.


    Much has been written—and is still being written—on the curious Millennial predilection for the so-called “mashup,” i.e., the synthesis of two or more preexisting ideas into an entirely new work that pays homage to both while still receiving credit for a fresh uniqueness. Dominant in the fields of both digital media and amateur musical endeavors, examples of the increasingly popular literary mashup can also be found in such twenty-first-century works as Seth Grahame-Smith’s Pride, Prejudice, and Zombies (2009) and its sequel, where a fantastically imagined meeting occurs between the authentically Victorian characters of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice (1813) and the apocalyptic hordes of Hollywood-esque zombies of recent pop-culture, à la director George Romero, as an alternate reality retelling of two traditions.


    Steampunk, like the gadgetry its Darwinian tinkerers devise, is an evolving work in progress. It has been criticized, for instance, for being blatantly Eurocentric. It is troubling for some to see the romanticization of an epoch when racism was an institution, women’s suffrage was still a dream, and colonialism and imperialism were mainstream conventions. However, Steampunk’s revisionary sanitization of the past, when contrasted with the genuine, unidealized past, provides the student of SF with yet one more opportunity for scholarly discourse and edification. If those mustachioed Victorian writers who wanted to right the wrongs in their own time were able to time travel to our present time, we can only hope that they might approve of, at least, some of the progress they might observe through their lorgnettes as they synchronized their pocket watches after dismounting their penny-farthings.


    * * * *
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    TERRY BISSON


    (1942– )


    When I was in my first publishing position, at the book packager Byron Preiss Visual Productions, we used to do a lot of work with Terry Bisson, because he could write just about anything quickly and reasonably well. Need a comic book script by next week? No problem. Need someone who can write in Roger Zelazny’s voice? Can do. Even more importantly to the late Byron Preiss, who owned the place, Terry worked cheaply.


    I moved on to Avon Books after about eighteen months, and by then Terry’s career had already taken a sharp upward trajectory. “Bears Discover Fire,” published in 1990, won the Hugo, Nebula, and Sturgeon Awards. He was selected to complete the sequel to Walter Miller’s classic A Canticle for Leibowitz, left unfinished when Miller killed himself. (Saint Leibowitz and the Wild Horse Woman would come out in 1997.) And T would win another Nebula for “macs” in 2000.


    Born and raised in Kentucky, Terry attended Grinnell College in Iowa and the University of Louisville. Moving to New York City, he worked on scripting comics and writing for tabloids, before retreating to a commune in the Colorado mountains, where he worked as an auto mechanic for four years. Returning to New York, he worked as an editor and copywriter at Berkley Publishing and Avon Books until 1985.


    By this time his first novel, Wyrldmaker (1981) was out, and his stories were selling. He supported himself with freelance writing (which is how I came to meet him at BPVP) and a ‘‘revolutionary mail order book service,’’ Jacobin Books, which he ran with his long-time companion Judy Jensen. In addition to his fiction, he’s written many film novelizations, and his nonfiction has appeared in The Nation, Monthly Review, Glamour, SF Age, Automotive News, New York Newsday, Writer’s Digest, Covert Action Information Bulletin, The Los Angeles Times, The Washington Post, The Whole Earth Catalog, and the Park Slope Food Coop’s Linewaiter’s Gazette.


    A number of his stories have been filmed (Stephen O’Regan’s adaptation of “They’re Made out of Meat” won the Grand Prize at the 2006 SF Short Film Festival in Seattle). “Bears Discover Fire” was adapted for the stage and performed at Georgetown College’s Kentucky Onstage series in 2002.


    He now lives in Oakland, California with Judy, his third wife and companion of forty years.

  


  
    BEARS DISCOVER FIRE, by Terry Bisson


    First published in Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine, August 1990


    I was driving with my brother, the preacher, and my nephew, the preacher’s son, on I-65 just north of Bowling Green when we got a flat. It was Sunday night and we had been to visit Mother at the Home. We were in my car. The flat caused what you might call knowing groans since, as the old-fashioned one in my family (so they tell me), I fix my own tires, and my brother is always telling me to get radials and quit buying old tires.


    But if you know how to mount and fix tires yourself, you can pick them up for almost nothing.


    Since it was a left rear tire, I pulled over to the left, onto the median grass. The way my Caddy stumbled to a stop, I figured the tire was ruined. “I guess there’s no need asking if you have any of that FlatFix in the trunk,” said Wallace.


    “Here, son, hold the light,” I said to Wallace Jr. He’s old enough to want to help and not old enough (yet) to think he knows it all. If I’d married and had kids, he’s the kind I’d have wanted.


    An old Caddy has a big trunk that tends to fill up like a shed. Mine’s a ‘56. Wallace was wearing his Sunday shirt, so he didn’t offer to help while I pulled magazines, fishing tackle, a wooden tool box, some old clothes, a comealong wrapped in a grass sack, and a tobacco sprayer out of the way, looking for my jack. The spare looked a little soft.


    The light went out. “Shake it, son,” I said.


    It went back on. The bumper jack was long gone, but I carry a little 1/4 ton hydraulic. I found it under Mother’s old Southern Livings, 1978-1986. I had been meaning to drop them at the dump. If Wallace hadn’t been along, I’d have let Wallace Jr. position the jack under the axle, but I got on my knees and did it myself. There’s nothing wrong with a boy learning to change a tire. Even if you’re not going to fix and mount them, you’re still going to have to change a few in this life. The light went off again before I had the wheel off the ground. I was surprised at how dark the night was already. It was late October and beginning to get cool. “Shake it again, son,”


    I said.


    It went back on but it was weak. Flickery.


    “With radials you just don’t have flats,” Wallace explained in that voice he uses when he’s talking to a number of people at once; in this case, Wallace Jr. and myself. “And even when you do, you just squirt them with this stuff called Flat Fix and you just drive on. $3.95 the can.”


    “Uncle Bobby can fix a tire hisself,” said Wallace Jr., out of loyalty I presume.


    “Himself,” I said from halfway under the car. If it was up to Wallace, the boy would talk like what Mother used to call “a helot from the gorges of the mountains.” But drive on radials.


    “Shake that light again,” I said. It was about gone. I spun the lugs off into the hubcap and pulled the wheel. The tire had blown out along the sidewall. “Won’t be fixing this one,” I said. Not that I cared. I have a pile as tall as a man out by the barn.


    The light went out again, then came back better than ever as I was fitting the spare over the lugs. “Much better,” I said. There was a flood of dim orange flickery light. But when I turned to find the lug nuts, I was surprised to see that the flashlight the boy was holding was dead. The light was coming from two bears at the edge of the trees, holding torches. They were big, three-hundred pounders, standing about five feet tall. Wallace Jr. and his father had seen them and were standing perfectly still. It’s best not to alarm bears.


    I fished the lug nuts out of the hubcap and spun them on. I usually like to put a little oil on them, but this time I let it go. I reached under the car and let the jack down and pulled it out. I was relieved to see that the spare was high enough to drive on. I put the jack and the lug wrench and the flat into the trunk. Instead of replacing the hubcap, I put it in there too. All this time, the bears never made a move. They just held the torches, whether out of curiosity or helpfulness, there was no way of knowing. It looked like there may have been more bears behind them, in the trees.


    Opening three doors at once, we got into the car and drove off. Wallace was the first to speak. “Looks like bears have discovered fire,” he said.


    * * * *


    When we first took Mother to the Home almost four years (forty-seven months) ago, she told Wallace and me she was ready to die. “Don’t worry about me, boys,” she whispered, pulling us both down so the nurse wouldn’t hear. “I’ve drove a million miles and I’m ready to pass over to the other shore. I won’t have long to linger here.” She drove a consolidated school bus for thirty-nine years. Later, after Wallace left, she told me about her dream. A bunch of doctors were sitting around in a circle discussing her case. One said, “We’ve done all we can for her, boys, let’s let her go.” They all turned their hands up and smiled. When she didn’t die that Fall she seemed disappointed, though as Spring came she forgot about it, as old people will.


    In addition to taking Wallace and Wallace Jr. to see Mother on Sunday nights, I go myself on Tuesdays and Thursdays. I usually find her sitting in front of the TV, even though she doesn’t watch it. The nurses keep it on all the time. They say the old folks like the flickering. It soothes them down.


    “What’s this I hear about bears discovering fire?” she said on Tuesday.


    “It’s true,” I told her as I combed her long white hair with the shell comb Wallace had brought her from Florida. Monday there had been a story in the Louisville Courier-Journal, and Tuesday one on NBC or CBS Nightly News. People were seeing bears all over the state, and in Virginia as well. They had quit hibernating, and were apparently planning to spend the winter in the medians of the interstates. There have always been bears in the mountains of Virginia, but not here in western Kentucky, not for almost a hundred years. The last one was killed when Mother was a girl. The theory in the Courier-Journal was that they were following 1-65 down from the forests of Michigan and Canada, but one old man from Allen County (interviewed on nationwide TV) said that there had always been a few bears left back in the hills, and they had come out to join the others now that they had discovered fire.


    “They don’t hibernate any more,” I said. “They make a fire and keep it going all winter.”


    “I declare,” Mother said. “What’ll they think of next!”


    The nurse came to take her tobacco away, which is the signal for bedtime.


    * * * *


    Every October, Wallace Jr. stays with me while his parents go to camp. I realize how backward that sounds, but there it is. My brother is a Minister (House of the Righteous Way, Reformed) but he makes two thirds of his living in real estate. He and Elizabeth go to a Christian Success Retreat in South Carolina, where people from all over the country practice selling things to one another. I know what it’s like not because they’ve ever bothered to tell me, but because I’ve seen the Revolving Equity Success Plan ads late at night on TV.


    The schoolbus let Wallace Jr. off at my house on Wednesday, the day they left. The boy doesn’t have to pack much of a bag when he stays with me. He has his own room here. As the eldest of our family, I hung onto the old home place near Smiths Grove. It’s getting run down, but Wallace Jr. and I don’t mind. He has his own room in Bowling Green, too, but since Wallace and Elizabeth move to a different house every three months (part of the Plan), he keeps his .22 and his comics, the stuff that’s important to a boy his age, in his room here at the home place. It’s the room his dad and I used to share.


    Wallace Jr. is twelve. I found him sitting on the back porch that overlooks the interstate when I got home from work. I sell crop insurance.


    After I changed clothes I showed him how to break the bead on a tire two ways, with a hammer, and by backing a car over it. Like making sorghum, fixing tires by hand is a dying art. The boy caught on fast, though. “Tomorrow I’ll show you how to mount your tire with the hammer and a tire iron,” I said.


    “What I wish is I could see the bears,” he said. He was looking across the field to I-65, where the northbound lanes cut off the corner of our field. From the house at night, sometimes the traffic sounds like a waterfall.


    “Can’t see their fire in the daytime,” I said. “But wait till tonight.” That night CBS or NBC (I forget which is which) did a special on the bears, which were becoming a story of nationwide interest. They were seen in Kentucky, West Virginia, Missouri, Illinois (southern), and, of course, Virginia. There have always been bears in Virginia. Some characters there were even talking about hunting them. A scientist said they were heading into the states where there is some snow but not too much, and where there is enough timber in the medians for firewood. He had gone in with a video camera, but his shots were just blurry figures sitting around a fire. Another scientist said the bears were attracted by the berries on a new bush that grew only in the medians of the interstates. He claimed this berry was the first new species in recent history, brought about by the mixing of seeds along the highway. He ate one on TV, making a face, and called it a “newberry.” A climatic ecologist said that the warm winters (there was no snow last winter in Nashville, and only one flurry in Louisville) had changed the bears’ hibernation cycle, and now they were able to remember things from year to year. “Bears may have discovered fire centuries ago,” he said, “but forgot it.” Another theory was that they had discovered (or remembered) fire when Yellowstone burned, several years ago.


    The TV showed more guys talking about bears than it showed bears, and Wallace Jr. and I lost interest. After the supper dishes were done I took the boy out behind the house and down to our fence. Across the interstate and through the trees, we could see the light of the bears’ fire. Wallace Jr. wanted to go back to the house and get his .22 and go shoot one, and I explained why that would be wrong. “Besides,” I said, “a .22 wouldn’t do much more to a bear than make it mad.


    “Besides,” I added, “it’s illegal to hunt in the medians.”


    


    The only trick to mounting a tire by hand, once you have beaten or pried it onto the rim, is setting the bead. You do this by setting the tire upright, sitting on it, and bouncing it up and down between your legs while the air goes in. When the bead sets on the rim, it makes a satisfying “pop.” On Thursday, I kept Wallace Jr. home from school and showed him how to this until he got it right. Then we climbed our fence and crossed the field to get a look at the bears.


    In northern Virginia, according to “Good Morning America,” the bears were keeping their fires going all day long. Here in western Kentucky, though, it was still warm for late October and they only stayed around the fires at night. Where they went and what they did in the daytime, I don’t know. Maybe they were watching from the newberry bushes as Wallace Jr. and I climbed the government fence and crossed the northbound lanes. I carried and axe and Wallace Jr. brought his .22, not because he wanted to kill a bear but because a boy likes to carry some kind of a gun. The median was all tangled with brush and vines under the maples, oaks and sycamores. Even though we were only a hundred yards from the house, I had never been there, and neither had anyone else that I knew of. It was like a created country. We found a path in the center and followed it down across a slow, short stream that flowed out of one grate and into another. The tracks in the gray mud were the first bear signs we saw. There was a musty, but not really unpleasant smell. In a clearing under a big hollow beech, where the fire had been, we found nothing but ashes. Logs were drawn up in a rough circle and the smell was stronger. I stirred the ashes and found enough coals to start a new flame, so I banked them back the way they had been left.


    I cut a little firewood and stacked it to one side, just to be neighborly.


    Maybe the bears were watching us from the bushes even then. There’s no way to know. I tasted the one of the newberries and spit it out. It was so sweet it was sour, just the sort of thing you would imagine a bear would like.


    


    That evening after supper I asked Wallace Jr. if he might want to go with me to visit Mother. I wasn’t surprised when he said “yes.” Kids have more consideration than folks give them credit for. We found her sitting on the concrete front porch of the Home, watching the cars go by on I-65. The nurse said she had been agitated all day. I wasn’t surprised by that, either. Every Fall as the leaves change, she gets restless, maybe the word is hopeful, again. I brought her into the dayroom and combed her long white hair. “Nothing but bears on TV anymore,” the nurse complained, flipping the channels. Wallace Jr. picked up the remote after the nurse left, and we watched a CBS or NBC Special Report about some hunters in Virginia who had gotten their houses torched. The TV interviewed a hunter and his wife whose $117,500 Shenandoah Valley home had burned. She blamed the bears. He didn’t blame the bears, but he was suing for compensation from the state since he had a valid hunting license. The state hunting commissioner came on and said that possesssion of a hunting license didn’t prohibit (enjoin, I think, was the word he used) the hunted from striking back. I thought that was a pretty liberal view for a state commissioner. Of course, he had a vested interest in not paying off. I’m not a hunter myself.


    “Don’t bother coming on Sunday,” Mother told Wallace Jr. with a wink. “I’ve drove a million miles and I’ve got one hand on the gate.” I’m used to her saying stuff like that, especially in the Fall, but I was afraid it would upset the boy. In fact, he looked worried after we left and I asked him what was wrong.


    “How could she have drove a million miles?” he asked. She had told him 48 miles a day for 39 years, and he had worked it out on his calculator to be 336,960 miles.


    “Have driven,” I said. “And it’s 48 in the morning and 48 in the afternoon. Plus there were the football trips. Plus, old folks exaggerate a little.” Mother was the first woman school bus driver in the state. She did it every day and raised a family, too. Dad just farmed.


    


    I usually get off the interstate at Smiths Grove, but that night I drove north all the way to Horse Cave and doubled back so Wallace Jr. and I could see the bears’ fires. There were not as many as you would think from the TV—one every six or seven miles, hidden back in a clump of trees or under a rocky ledge. Probably they look for water as well as wood. Wallace Jr. wanted to stop, but it’s against the law to stop on the interstate and I was afraid the state police would run us off.


    There was a card from Wallace in the mailbox. He and Elizabeth were doing fine and having a wonderful time. Not a word about Wallace Jr., but the boy didn’t seem to mind. Like most kids his age, he doesn’t really enjoy going places with his parents.


    * * * *


    On Saturday afternoon the Home called my office (Burley Belt Drought & Hail) and left word that Mother was gone. I was on the road. I work Saturdays. It’s the only day a lot of part-time farmers are home. My heart literally missed a beat when I called in and got the message, but only a beat. I had long been prepared. “It’s a blessing,” I said when I got the nurse on the phone.


    “You don’t understand,” the nurse said. “Not passed away, gone. Ran away, gone. Your mother has escaped.” Mother had gone through the door at the end of the corridor when no one was looking, wedging the door with her comb and taking a bedspread which belonged to the Home. What about her tobacco? I asked. It was gone. That was a sure sign she was planning to stay away. I was in Franklin, and it took me less than an hour to get to the Home on I-65. The nurse told me that Mother had been acting more and more confused lately. Of course they are going to say that. We looked around the grounds, which is only a half acre with no trees between the interstate and a soybean field. Then they had me leave a message at the Sheriff’s office. I would have to keep paying for her care until she was officially listed as Missing, which would be Monday.


    It was dark by the time I got back to the house, and Wallace Jr. was fixing supper. This just involves opening a few cans, already selected and grouped together with a rubber band. I told him his grandmother had gone, and he nodded, saying, “She told us she would be.” I called South Carolina and left a message. There was nothing more to be done. I sat down and tried to watch TV, but there was nothing on. Then, I looked out the back door, and saw the firelight twinkling through the trees across the northbound lane of I-65, and realized I just might know where to find her.


    


    It was definitely getting colder, so I got my jacket. I told the boy to wait by the phone in case the Sheriff called, but when I looked back, halfway across the field, there he was behind me. He didn’t have a jacket. I let him catch up. He was carrying his .22 and I made him leave it leaning against our fence. It was harder climbing the government fence in the dark, at my age, than it had been in the daylight. I am 61. The highway was busy with cars heading south and trucks heading north.


    Crossing the shoulder, I got my pants cuffs wet on the long grass, already wet with dew. It is actually bluegrass.


    The first few feet into the trees it was pitch black and the boy grabbed my hand. Then it got lighter. At first I thought it was the moon, but it was the high beams shining like moonlight into the treetops, allowing Wallace Jr. and me to pick our way through the brush. We soon found the path and its familiar bear smell.


    I was wary of approaching the bears at night. If we stayed on the path we might run into one in the dark, but if we went through the bushes we might be seen as intruders. I wondered if maybe we shouldn’t have brought the gun.


    We stayed on the path. The light seemed to drip down from the canopy of the woods like rain. The going was easy, especially if we didn’t try to look at the path but let our feet find their own way.


    Then through the trees I saw their fire.


    * * * *


    The fire was mostly of sycamore and beech branches, the kind that puts out very little heat or light and lots of smoke. The bears hadn’t learned the ins and outs of wood yet. They did okay at tending it, though. A large cinammon brown northern-looking bear was poking the fire with a stick, adding a branch now and then from a pile at his side. The others sat around in a loose circle on the logs. Most were smaller black or honey bears, one was a mother with cubs. Some were eating berries from a hubcap. Not eating, but just watching the fire, my mother sat among them with the bedspread from the Home around her shoulders.


    If the bears noticed us, they didn’t let on. Mother patted a spot right next to her on the log and I sat down. A bear moved over to let Wallace Jr. sit on her other side.


    The bear smell is rank but not unpleasant, once you get used to it. It’s not like a barn smell, but wilder. I leaned over to whisper something to Mother and she shook her head. It would be rude to whisper around these creatures that don’t possess the power of speech, she let me know without speaking. Wallace Jr. was silent too. Mother shared the bedspread with us and we sat for what seemed hours, looking into the fire.


    The big bear tended the fire, breaking up the dry branches by holding one end and stepping on them, like people do. He was good at keeping it going at the same level. Another bear poked the fire from time to time but the others left it alone. It looked like only a few of the bears knew how to use fire, and were carrying the others along. But isn’t that how it is with everything? Every once in a while, a smaller bear walked into the circle of firelight with an armload of wood and dropped it onto the pile. Median wood has a silvery cast, like driftwood.


    Wallace Jr. isn’t fidgety like a lot of kids. I found it pleasant to sit and stare into the fire. I took a little piece of Mother’s Red Man, though I don’t generally chew. It was no different from visiting her at the Home, only more interesting, because of the bears. There were about eight or ten of them. Inside the fire itself, things weren’t so dull, either: little dramas were being played out as fiery chambers were created and then destroyed in a crashing of sparks. My imagination ran wild. I looked around the circle at the bears and wondered what they saw. Some had their eyes closed. Though they were gathered together, their spirits still seemed solitary, as if each bear was sitting along in front of its own fire.


    The hubcap came around and we all took some newberries. I don’t know about Mother, but I just pretended to eat mine. Wallace Jr. made a face and spit his out. When he went to sleep, I wrapped the bedspread around all three of us. It was getting colder and we were not provided, like the bears, with fur. I was ready to go home, but not Mother. She pointed up toward the canopy of trees, where a light was spreading, and then pointed to herself. Did she think it was angels approaching from on high? It was only the high beams of some southbound truck, but she seemed mighty pleased. Holding her hand, I felt it grow colder and colder in mine.


    


    Wallace Jr. woke me up by tapping on my knee. It was past dawn, and his grandmother had died sitting on the log between us. The fire was banked up and the bears were gone and someone was crashing straight through the woods, ignoring the path. It was Wallace. Two state troopers were right behind him. He was wearing a white shirt, and I realized it was Sunday morning. Underneath his sadness on learning of Mother’s death, he looked peeved.


    The troopers were sniffing the air and nodding. The bear smell was still strong. Wallace and I wrapped Mother in the bedspread and started with her body back out to the highway. The troopers stayed behind and scattered the bears’ fire ashes and flung their firewood away into the bushes. It seemed a petty thing to do. They were like bears themselves, each one solitary in his own uniform.


    There was Wallace’s Olds 98 on the median, with its radial tires looking squashed on the grass. In front of it there was a police car with a trooper standing beside it, and behind it a funeral home hearse, also an Olds 98.


    “First report we’ve had of them bothering old folks,” the trooper said to Wallace. “That’s not hardly what happened at all,” I said, but nobody asked me to explain. They have their own procedures. Two men in suits got out of the hearse and opened the rear door. That to me was the point at which Mother departed this life. After we put her in, I put my arms around the boy. He was shivering even though it wasn’t that cold. Sometimes death will do that, especially at dawn, with the police around and the grass wet, even when it comes as a friend.


    We stood for a minute watching the cars and trucks pass. “It’s a blessing,” Wallace said. It’s surprising how much traffic there is at 6:22 a.m.


    * * * *


    That afternoon, I went back to the median and cut a little firewood to replace what the troopers had flung away. I could see the fire through the trees that night.


    I went back two nights later, after the funeral. The fire was going and it was the same bunch of bears, as far as I could tell. I sat around with them a while but it seemed to make them nervous, so I went home. I had taken a handful of newberries from the hubcap, and on Sunday I went with the boy and arranged them on Mother’s grave. I tried again, but it’s no use, you can’t eat them.


    Unless you’re a bear.

  


  
    THEY’RE MADE OUT OF MEAT, by Terry Bisson


    First published in Omni, April 1991


    “They’re made out of meat.”


    “Meat?”


    “Meat. They’re made out of meat.”


    “Meat?”


    “There’s no doubt about it. We picked up several from different parts of the planet, took them aboard our recon vessels, and probed them all the way through. They’re completely meat.”


    “That’s impossible. What about the radio signals? The messages to the stars?”


    “They use the radio waves to talk, but the signals don’t come from them. The signals come from machines.”


    “So who made the machines? That’s who we want to contact.”


    “They made the machines. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Meat made the machines.”


    “That’s ridiculous. How can meat make a machine? You’re asking me to believe in sentient meat.”


    “I’m not asking you, I’m telling you. These creatures are the only sentient race in that sector and they’re made out of meat.”


    “Maybe they’re like the orfolei. You know, a carbon-based intelligence that goes through a meat stage.”


    “Nope. They’re born meat and they die meat. We studied them for several of their life spans, which didn’t take long. Do you have any idea what’s the life span of meat?”


    “Spare me. Okay, maybe they’re only part meat. You know, like the weddilei. A meat head with an electron plasma brain inside.”


    “Nope. We thought of that, since they do have meat heads, like the weddilei. But I told you, we probed them. They’re meat all the way through.”


    “No brain?”


    “Oh, there’s a brain all right. It’s just that the brain is made out of meat! That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”


    “So…what does the thinking?”


    “You’re not understanding, are you? You’re refusing to deal with what I’m telling you. The brain does the thinking. The meat.”


    “Thinking meat! You’re asking me to believe in thinking meat!”


    “Yes, thinking meat! Conscious meat! Loving meat. Dreaming meat. The meat is the whole deal! Are you beginning to get the picture or do I have to start all over?”


    “Omigod. You’re serious then. They’re made out of meat.”


    “Thank you. Finally. Yes. They are indeed made out of meat. And they’ve been trying to get in touch with us for almost a hundred of their years.”


    “Omigod. So what does this meat have in mind?”


    “First it wants to talk to us. Then I imagine it wants to explore the Universe, contact other sentiences, swap ideas and information. The usual.”


    “We’re supposed to talk to meat.”


    “That’s the idea. That’s the message they’re sending out by radio. ‘Hello. Anyone out there. Anybody home.’ That sort of thing.”


    “They actually do talk, then. They use words, ideas, concepts?”


    “Oh, yes. Except they do it with meat.”


    “I thought you just told me they used radio.”


    “They do, but what do you think is on the radio? Meat sounds. You know how when you slap or flap meat, it makes a noise? They talk by flapping their meat at each other. They can even sing by squirting air through their meat.”


    “Omigod. Singing meat. This is altogether too much. So what do you advise?”


    “Officially or unofficially?”


    “Both.”


    “Officially, we are required to contact, welcome and log in any and all sentient races or multibeings in this quadrant of the Universe, without prejudice, fear or favor. Unofficially, I advise that we erase the records and forget the whole thing.”


    “I was hoping you would say that.”


    “It seems harsh, but there is a limit. Do we really want to make contact with meat?”


    “I agree one hundred percent. What’s there to say? ‘Hello, meat. How’s it going?’ But will this work? How many planets are we dealing with here?”


    “Just one. They can travel to other planets in special meat containers, but they can’t live on them. And being meat, they can only travel through C space. Which limits them to the speed of light and makes the possibility of their ever making contact pretty slim. Infinitesimal, in fact.”


    “So we just pretend there’s no one home in the Universe.”


    “That’s it.”


    “Cruel. But you said it yourself, who wants to meet meat? And the ones who have been aboard our vessels, the ones you probed? You’re sure they won’t remember?”


    “They’ll be considered crackpots if they do. We went into their heads and smoothed out their meat so that we’re just a dream to them.”


    “A dream to meat! How strangely appropriate, that we should be meat’s dream.”


    “And we marked the entire sector unoccupied.”


    “Good. Agreed, officially and unofficially. Case closed. Any others? Anyone interesting on that side of the galaxy?”


    “Yes, a rather shy but sweet hydrogen core cluster intelligence in a class nine star in G445 zone. Was in contact two galactic rotations ago, wants to be friendly again.”


    “They always come around.”


    “And why not? Imagine how unbearably, how unutterably cold the Universe would be if one were all alone…”


    * * * *


    “Bears Discover Fire” Copyright © 1990 by Davis Publications, Inc.


    “They’re Made Out of Meat” Copyright © 1991 by Omni Publications International Ltd.
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    HELL IS THE ABSENCE OF GOD, by Ted Chiang


    First published in Starlight 3, July 2001


    This is the story of a man named Neil Fisk, and how he came to love God. The pivotal event in Neil’s life was an occurrence both terrible and ordinary: the death of his wife Sarah. Neil was consumed with grief after she died, a grief that was excruciating not only because of its intrinsic magnitude, but because it also renewed and emphasized the previous pains of his life. Her death forced him to reexamine his relationship with God, and in doing so he began a journey that would change him forever.


    Neil was born with a congenital abnormality that caused his left thigh to be externally rotated and several inches shorter than his right; the medical term for it was proximal femoral focus deficiency. Most people he met assumed God was responsible for this, but Neil’s mother hadn’t witnessed any visitations while carrying him; his condition was the result of improper limb development during the sixth week of gestation, nothing more. In fact, as far as Neil’s mother was concerned, blame rested with his absent father, whose income might have made corrective surgery a possibility, although she never expressed this sentiment aloud.


    As a child Neil had occasionally wondered if he was being punished by God, but most of the time he blamed his classmates in school for his unhappiness. Their nonchalant cruelty, their instinctive ability to locate the weaknesses in a victim’s emotional armor, the way their own friendships were reinforced by their sadism: he recognized these as examples of human behavior, not divine. And although his classmates often used God’s name in their taunts, Neil knew better than to blame Him for their actions.


    But while Neil avoided the pitfall of blaming God, he never made the jump to loving Him; nothing in his upbringing or his personality led him to pray to God for strength or for relief. The assorted trials he faced growing up were accidental or human in origin, and he relied on strictly human resources to counter them. He became an adult who—like so many others—viewed God’s actions in the abstract until they impinged upon his own life. Angelic visitations were events that befell other people, reaching him only via reports on the nightly news. His own life was entirely mundane; he worked as a superintendent for an upscale apartment building, collecting rent and performing repairs, and as far as he was concerned, circumstances were fully capable of unfolding, happily or not, without intervention from above.


    This remained his experience until the death of his wife.


    It was an unexceptional visitation, smaller in magnitude than most but no different in kind, bringing blessings to some and disaster to others. In this instance the angel was Nathanael, making an appearance in a downtown shopping district. Four miracle cures were effected: the elimination of carcinomas in two individuals, the regeneration of the spinal cord in a paraplegic, and the restoration of sight to a recently blinded person. There were also two miracles that were not cures: a delivery van, whose driver had fainted at the sight of the angel, was halted before it could overrun a busy sidewalk; another man was caught in a shaft of Heaven’s light when the angel departed, erasing his eyes but ensuring his devotion.


    Neil’s wife Sarah Fisk had been one of the eight casualties. She was hit by flying glass when the angel’s billowing curtain of flame shattered the storefront window of the café in which she was eating. She bled to death within minutes, and the other customers in the café—none of whom suffered even superficial injuries—could do nothing but listen to her cries of pain and fear, and eventually witness her soul’s ascension toward Heaven.


    Nathanael hadn’t delivered any specific message; the angel’s parting words, which had boomed out across the entire visitation site, were the typical Behold the power of the Lord. Of the eight casualties that day, three souls were accepted into Heaven and five were not, a closer ratio than the average for deaths by all causes. Sixty-two people received medical treatment for injuries ranging from slight concussions to ruptured eardrums to burns requiring skin grafts. Total property damage was estimated at $8.1 million, all of it excluded by private insurance companies due to the cause. Scores of people became devout worshipers in the wake of the visitation, either out of gratitude or terror.


    Alas, Neil Fisk was not one of them.


    * * * *


    After a visitation, it’s common for all the witnesses to meet as a group and discuss how their common experience has affected their lives. The witnesses of Nathanael’s latest visitation arranged such group meetings, and family members of those who had died were welcome, so Neil began attending. The meetings were held once a month in a basement room of a large church downtown; there were metal folding chairs arranged in rows, and in the back of the room was a table holding coffee and doughnuts. Everyone wore adhesive name tags made out in felt-tip pen.


    While waiting for the meetings to start, people would stand around, drinking coffee, talking casually. Most people Neil spoke to assumed his leg was a result of the visitation, and he had to explain that he wasn’t a witness, but rather the husband of one of the casualties. This didn’t bother him particularly; he was used to explaining about his leg. What did bother him was the tone of the meetings themselves, when participants spoke about their reaction to the visitation: most of them talked about their newfound devotion to God, and they tried to persuade the bereaved that they should feel the same.


    Neil’s reaction to such attempts at persuasion depended on who was making it. When it was an ordinary witness, he found it merely irritating. When someone who’d received a miracle cure told him to love God, he had to restrain an impulse to strangle the person. But what he found most disquieting of all was hearing the same suggestion from a man named Tony Crane; Tony’s wife had died in the visitation too, and he now projected an air of groveling with his every movement. In hushed, tearful tones he explained how he had accepted his role as one of God’s subjects, and he advised Neil to do likewise.


    Neil didn’t stop attending the meetings—he felt that he somehow owed it to Sarah to stick with them—but he found another group to go to as well, one more compatible with his own feelings: a support group devoted to those who’d lost a loved one during a visitation, and were angry at God because of it. They met every other week in a room at the local community center, and talked about the grief and rage that boiled inside of them.


    All the attendees were generally sympathetic to one another, despite differences in their various attitudes toward God. Of those who’d been devout before their loss, some struggled with the task of remaining so, while others gave up their devotion without a second glance. Of those who’d never been devout, some felt their position had been validated, while others were faced with the near impossible task of becoming devout now. Neil found himself, to his consternation, in this last category.


    Like every other non-devout person, Neil had never expended much energy on where his soul would end up; he’d always assumed his destination was Hell, and he accepted that. That was the way of things, and Hell, after all, was not physically worse than the mortal plane.


    It meant permanent exile from God, no more and no less; the truth of this was plain for anyone to see on those occasions when Hell manifested itself. These happened on a regular basis; the ground seemed to become transparent, and you could see Hell as if you were looking through a hole in the floor. The lost souls looked no different than the living, their eternal bodies resembling mortal ones. You couldn’t communicate with them—their exile from God meant that they couldn’t apprehend the mortal plane where His actions were still felt—but as long as the manifestation lasted you could hear them talk, laugh, or cry, just as they had when they were alive.


    People varied widely in their reactions to these manifestations. Most devout people were galvanized, not by the sight of anything frightening, but at being reminded that eternity outside paradise was a possibility. Neil, by contrast, was one of those who were unmoved; as far as he could tell, the lost souls as a group were no unhappier than he was, their existence no worse than his in the mortal plane, and in some ways better: his eternal body would be unhampered by congenital abnormalities.


    Of course, everyone knew that Heaven was incomparably superior, but to Neil it had always seemed too remote to consider, like wealth or fame or glamour. For people like him, Hell was where you went when you died, and he saw no point in restructuring his life in hopes of avoiding that. And since God hadn’t previously played a role in Neil’s life, he wasn’t afraid of being exiled from God. The prospect of living without interference, living in a world where windfalls and misfortunes were never by design, held no terror for him.


    Now that Sarah was in Heaven, his situation had changed. Neil wanted more than anything to be reunited with her, and the only way to get to Heaven was to love God with all his heart.


    * * * *


    This is Neil’s story, but telling it properly requires telling the stories of two other individuals whose paths became entwined with his. The first of these is Janice Reilly.


    What people assumed about Neil had in fact happened to Janice. When Janice’s mother was eight months pregnant with her, she lost control of the car she was driving and collided with a telephone pole during a sudden hailstorm, fists of ice dropping out of a clear blue sky and littering the road like a spill of giant ball bearings. She was sitting in her car, shaken but unhurt, when she saw a knot of silver flames—later identified as the angel Bardiel—float across the sky. The sight petrified her, but not so much that she didn’t notice the peculiar settling sensation in her womb. A subsequent ultrasound revealed that the unborn Janice Reilly no longer had legs; flipper-like feet grew directly from her hip sockets.


    Janice’s life might have gone the way of Neil’s, if not for what happened two days after the ultrasound. Janice’s parents were sitting at their kitchen table, crying and asking what they had done to deserve this, when they received a vision: the saved souls of four deceased relatives appeared before them, suffusing the kitchen with a golden glow. The saved never spoke, but their beatific smiles induced a feeling of serenity in whoever saw them. From that moment on, the Reillys were certain that their daughter’s condition was not a punishment.


    As a result, Janice grew up thinking of her legless condition as a gift; her parents explained that God had given her a special assignment because He considered her equal to the task, and she vowed that she would not let Him down. Without pride or defiance, she saw it as her responsibility to show others that her condition did not indicate weakness, but rather strength.


    As a child, she was fully accepted by her schoolmates; when you’re as pretty, confident, and charismatic as she was, children don’t even notice that you’re in a wheelchair. It was when she was a teenager that she realized that the able-bodied people in her school were not the ones who most needed convincing. It was more important for her to set an example for other handicapped individuals, whether they had been touched by God or not, no matter where they lived. Janice began speaking before audiences, telling those with disabilities that they had the strength God required of them.


    Over time she developed a reputation, and a following. She made a living writing and speaking, and established a non-profit organization dedicated to promoting her message. People sent her letters thanking her for changing their lives, and receiving those gave her a sense of fulfillment of a sort that Neil had never experienced.


    This was Janice’s life up until she herself witnessed a visitation by the angel Rashiel. She was letting herself into her house when the tremors began; at first she thought they were of natural origin, although she didn’t live in a geologically active area, and waited in the doorway for them to subside. Several seconds later she caught a glimpse of silver in the sky and realized it was an angel, just before she lost consciousness.


    Janice awoke to the biggest surprise of her life: the sight of her two new legs, long, muscular, and fully functional.


    She was startled the first time she stood up: she was taller than she expected. Balancing at such a height without the use of her arms was unnerving, and simultaneously feeling the texture of the ground through the soles of her feet made it positively bizarre. Rescue workers, finding her wandering down the street dazedly, thought she was in shock until she—marveling at her ability to face them at eye level—explained to them what had happened.


    When statistics were gathered for the visitation, the restoration of Janice’s legs was recorded as a blessing, and she was humbly grateful for her good fortune. It was at the first of the support group meetings that a feeling of guilt began to creep in. There Janice met two individuals with cancer who’d witnessed Rashiel’s visitation, thought their cure was at hand, and been bitterly disappointed when they realized they’d been passed over. Janice found herself wondering, why had she received a blessing when they had not?


    Janice’s family and friends considered the restoration of her legs a reward for excelling at the task God had set for her, but for Janice, this interpretation raised another question. Did He intend for her to stop? Surely not; evangelism provided the central direction of her life, and there was no limit to the number of people who needed to hear her message. Her continuing to preach was the best action she could take, both for herself and for others.


    Her reservations grew during her first speaking engagement after the visitation, before an audience of people recently paralyzed and now wheelchair-bound. Janice delivered her usual words of inspiration, assuring them that they had the strength needed for the challenges ahead; it was during the Q&A that she was asked if the restoration of her legs meant she had passed her test. Janice didn’t know what to say; she could hardly promise them that one day their marks would be erased. In fact, she realized, any implication that she’d been rewarded could be interpreted as criticism of others who remained afflicted, and she didn’t want that. All she could tell them was that she didn’t know why she’d been cured, but it was obvious they found that an unsatisfying answer.


    Janice returned home disquieted. She still believed in her message, but as far as her audiences were concerned, she’d lost her greatest source of credibility. How could she inspire others who were touched by God to see their condition as a badge of strength, when she no longer shared their condition?


    She considered whether this might be a challenge, a test of her ability to spread His word. Clearly God had made her task more difficult than it was before; perhaps the restoration of her legs was an obstacle for her to overcome, just as their earlier removal had been.


    This interpretation failed her at her next scheduled engagement. The audience was a group of witnesses to a visitation by Nathanael; she was often invited to speak to such groups in the hopes that those who suffered might draw encouragement from her. Rather than sidestep the issue, she began with an account of the visitation she herself had recently experienced. She explained that while it might appear she was a beneficiary, she was in fact facing her own challenge: like them, she was being forced to draw on resources previously untapped.


    She realized, too late, that she had said the wrong thing. A man in the audience with a misshapen leg stood up and challenged her: was she seriously suggesting that the restoration of her legs was comparable to the loss of his wife? Could she really be equating her trials with


    his own?


    Janice immediately assured him that she wasn’t, and that she couldn’t imagine the pain he was experiencing. But, she said, it wasn’t God’s intention that everyone be subjected to the same kind of trial, but only that each person face his or her own trial, whatever it might be. The difficulty of any trial was subjective, and there was no way to compare two individuals’ experiences. And just as those whose suffering seemed greater than his should have compassion for him, so should he have compassion for those whose suffering seemed less.


    The man was having none of it. She had received what anyone else would have considered a fantastic blessing, and she was complaining about it. He stormed out of the meeting while Janice was still trying to explain.


    That man, of course, was Neil Fisk. Neil had had Janice Reilly’s name mentioned to him for much of his life, most often by people who were convinced his misshapen leg was a sign from God. These people cited her as an example he should follow, telling him that her attitude was the proper response to a physical handicap. Neil couldn’t deny that her leglessness was a far worse condition than his distorted femur. Unfortunately, he found her attitude so foreign that, even in the best of times, he’d never been able to learn anything from her. Now, in the depths of his grief and mystified as to why she had received a gift she didn’t need, Neil found her words offensive.


    In the days that followed, Janice found herself more and more plagued by doubts, unable to decide what the restoration of her legs meant. Was she being ungrateful for a gift she’d received? Was it both a blessing and a test? Perhaps it was a punishment, an indication that she had not performed her duty well enough. There were many possibilities, and she didn’t know which one to believe.


    * * * *


    There is one other person who played an important role in Neil’s story, even though he and Neil did not meet until Neil’s journey was nearly over. That person’s name is Ethan Mead.


    Ethan had been raised in a family that was devout, but not profoundly so. His parents credited God with their above-average health and their comfortable economic status, although they hadn’t witnessed any visitations or received any visions; they simply trusted that God was, directly or indirectly, responsible for their good fortune. Their devotion had never been put to any serious test, and might not have withstood one; their love for God was based in their satisfaction with the status quo.


    Ethan was not like his parents, though. Ever since childhood he’d felt certain that God had a special role for him to play, and he waited for a sign telling him what that role was. He’d liked to have become a preacher, but felt he hadn’t any compelling testimony to offer; his vague feelings of expectation weren’t enough. He longed for an encounter with the divine to provide him with direction.


    He could have gone to one of the holy sites, those places where—for reasons unknown—angelic visitations occurred on a regular basis, but he felt that such an action would be presumptuous of him. The holy sites were usually the last resort of the desperate, those people seeking either a miracle cure to repair their bodies or a glimpse of Heaven’s light to repair their souls, and Ethan was not desperate. He decided that he’d been set along his own course, and in time the reason for it would become clear. While waiting for that day, he lived his life as best he could: he worked as a librarian, married a woman named Claire, raised two children. All the while, he remained watchful for signs of a greater destiny.


    Ethan was certain his time had come when he became witness to a visitation by Rashiel, the same visitation that—miles away—restored Janice Reilly’s legs. Ethan was by himself when it happened; he was walking toward his car in the center of a parking lot, when the ground began to shudder. Instinctively he knew it was a visitation, and he assumed a kneeling position, feeling no fear, only exhilaration and awe at the prospect of learning his calling.


    The ground became still after a minute, and Ethan looked around, but didn’t otherwise move. Only after waiting for several more minutes did he rise to his feet. There was a large crack in the asphalt, beginning directly in front of him and following a meandering path down the street. The crack seemed to be pointing him in a specific direction, so he ran alongside it for several blocks until he encountered other survivors, a man and a woman climbing out of a modest fissure that had opened up directly beneath them. He waited with the two of them until rescuers arrived and brought them to a shelter.


    Ethan attended the support group meetings that followed and met the other witnesses to Rashiel’s visitation. Over the course of a few meetings, he became aware of certain patterns among the witnesses. Of course there were those who’d been injured and those who’d received miracle cures. But there were also those whose lives were changed in other ways: the man and woman he’d first met fell in love and were soon engaged; a woman who’d been pinned beneath a collapsed wall was inspired to become an EMT after being rescued. One business owner formed an alliance that averted her impending bankruptcy, while another whose business was destroyed saw it as a message that he change his ways. It seemed that everyone except Ethan had found a way to understand what had happened to them.


    He hadn’t been cursed or blessed in any obvious way, and he didn’t know what message he was intended to receive. His wife Claire suggested that he consider the visitation a reminder that he appreciate what he had, but Ethan found that unsatisfying, reasoning that every visitation—no matter where it occurred—served that function, and the fact that he’d witnessed a visitation firsthand had to have greater significance. His mind was preyed upon by the idea that he’d missed an opportunity, that there was a fellow witness whom he was intended to meet but hadn’t. This visitation had to be the sign he’d been waiting for; he couldn’t just disregard it. But that didn’t tell him what he was supposed to do.


    Ethan eventually resorted to the process of elimination: he got hold of a list of all the witnesses, and crossed off those who had a clear interpretation of their experience, reasoning that one of those remaining must be the person whose fate was somehow intertwined with his. Among those who were confused or uncertain about the visitation’s meaning would be the one he was intended to meet.


    When he had finished crossing names off his list, there was only one left: janice reilly.


    * * * *


    In public Neil was able to mask his grief as adults are expected to, but in the privacy of his apartment, the floodgates of emotion burst open. The awareness of Sarah’s absence would overwhelm him, and then he’d collapse on the floor and weep. He’d curl up into a ball, his body racked by hiccuping sobs, tears and mucus streaming down his face, the anguish coming in ever-increasing waves until it was more than he could bear, more intense than he’d have believed possible. Minutes or hours later it would leave, and he would fall asleep, exhausted. And the next morning he would wake up and face the prospect of another day without Sarah.


    An elderly woman in Neil’s apartment building tried to comfort him by telling him that the pain would lessen in time, and while he would never forget his wife, he would at least be able to move on. Then he would meet someone else one day and find happiness with her, and he would learn to love God and thus ascend to Heaven when his time came.


    This woman’s intentions were good, but Neil was in no position to find any comfort in her words. Sarah’s absence felt like an open wound, and the prospect that someday he would no longer feel pain at her loss seemed not just remote, but a physical impossibility. If suicide would have ended his pain, he’d have done it without hesitation, but that would only ensure that his separation from Sarah was permanent.


    The topic of suicide regularly came up at the support group meetings, and inevitably led to someone mentioning Robin Pearson, a woman who used to come to the meetings several months before Neil began attending. Robin’s husband had been afflicted with stomach cancer during a visitation by the angel Makatiel. She stayed in his hospital room for days at a stretch, only for him to die unexpectedly when she was home doing laundry. A nurse who’d been present told Robin that his soul had ascended, and so Robin had begun attending the support group meetings.


    Many months later, Robin came to the meeting shaking with rage. There’d been a manifestation of Hell near her house, and she’d seen her husband among the lost souls. She’d confronted the nurse, who admitted to lying in the hopes that Robin would learn to love God, so that at least she would be saved even if her husband hadn’t been. Robin wasn’t at the next meeting, and at the meeting after that the group learned she had committed suicide to rejoin her husband.


    None of them knew the status of Robin’s and her husband’s relationship in the afterlife, but successes were known to happen; some couples had indeed been happily reunited through suicide. The support group had attendees whose spouses had descended to Hell, and they talked about being torn between wanting to remain alive and wanting to rejoin their spouses. Neil wasn’t in their situation, but his first response when listening to them had been envy: if Sarah had gone to Hell, suicide would be the solution to all his problems.


    This led to a shameful self-knowledge for Neil. He realized that if he had to choose between going to Hell while Sarah went to Heaven, or having both of them go to Hell together, he would choose the latter: he would rather she be exiled from God than separated from him. He knew it was selfish, but he couldn’t change how he felt: he believed Sarah could be happy in either place, but he could only be happy with her.


    Neil’s previous experiences with women had never been good. All too often he’d begin flirting with a woman while sitting at a bar, only to have her remember an appointment elsewhere the moment he stood up and his shortened leg came into view. Once, a woman he’d been dating for several weeks broke off their relationship, explaining that while she herself didn’t consider his leg a defect, whenever they were seen in public together other people assumed there must be something wrong with her for being with him, and surely he could understand how unfair that was to her?


    Sarah had been the first woman Neil met whose demeanor hadn’t changed one bit, whose expression hadn’t flickered toward pity or horror or even surprise when she first saw his leg. For that reason alone it was predictable that Neil would become infatuated with her; by the time he saw all the sides of her personality, he’d completely fallen in love with her. And because his best qualities came out when he was with her, she fell in love with him too.


    Neil had been surprised when Sarah told him she was devout. There weren’t many signs of her devotion—she didn’t go to church, sharing Neil’s dislike for the attitudes of most people who attended—but in her own, quiet way she was grateful to God for her life. She never tried to convert Neil, saying that devotion would come from within or not at all. They rarely had any cause to mention God, and most of the time it would’ve been easy for Neil to imagine that Sarah’s views on God matched his own.


    This is not to say that Sarah’s devotion had no effect on Neil. On the contrary, Sarah was far and away the best argument for loving God that he had ever encountered. If love of God had contributed to making her the person she was, then perhaps it did make sense. During the years that the two of them were married, his outlook on life improved, and it probably would have reached the point where he was thankful to God, if he and Sarah had grown old together.


    Sarah’s death removed that particular possibility, but it needn’t have closed the door on Neil’s loving God. Neil could have taken it as a reminder that no one can count on having decades left. He could have been moved by the realization that, had he died with her, his soul would’ve been lost and the two of them separated for eternity. He could have seen Sarah’s death as a wake-up call, telling him to love God while he still had the chance.


    Instead Neil became actively resentful of God. Sarah had been the greatest blessing of his life, and God had taken her away. Now he was expected to love Him for it? For Neil, it was like having a kidnapper demand love as ransom for his wife’s return. Obedience he might have managed, but sincere, heartfelt love? That was a ransom he couldn’t pay.


    This paradox confronted several people in the support group. One of the attendees, a man named Phil Soames, correctly pointed out that thinking of it as a condition to be met would guarantee failure. You couldn’t love God as a means to an end, you had to love Him for Himself. If your ultimate goal in loving God was a reunion with your spouse, you weren’t demonstrating true devotion at all.


    A woman in the support group named Valerie Tommasino said they shouldn’t even try. She’d been reading a book published by the humanist movement; its members considered it wrong to love a God who inflicted such pain, and advocated that people act according to their own moral sense instead of being guided by the carrot and the stick. These were people who, when they died, descended to Hell in proud defiance of God.


    Neil himself had read a pamphlet of the humanist movement; what he most remembered was that it had quoted the fallen angels. Visitations of fallen angels were infrequent, and caused neither good fortune nor bad; they weren’t acting under God’s direction, but just passing through the mortal plane as they went about their unimaginable business. On the occasions they appeared, people would ask them questions: Did they know God’s intentions? Why had they rebelled? The fallen angels’ reply was always the same: Decide for yourselves. That is what we did. We advise you to do the same.


    Those in the humanist movement had decided, and if it weren’t for Sarah, Neil would’ve made the identical choice. But he wanted her back, and the only way was to find a reason to love God.


    Looking for any footing on which to build their devotion, some attendees of the support group took comfort in the fact that their loved ones hadn’t suffered when God took them, but instead died instantly. Neil didn’t even have that; Sarah had received horrific lacerations when the glass hit her. Of course, it could have been worse. One couple’s teenage son been trapped in a fire ignited by an angel’s visitation, and received full-thickness burns over eighty percent of his body before rescue workers could free him; his eventual death was a mercy. Sarah had been fortunate by comparison, but not enough to make Neil love God.


    Neil could think of only one thing that would make him give thanks to God, and that was if He allowed Sarah to appear before him. It would give him immeasurable comfort just to see her smile again; he’d never been visited by a saved soul before, and a vision now would have meant more to him than at any other point in his life.


    But visions don’t appear just because a person needs one, and none ever came to Neil. He had to find his own way toward God.


    The next time he attended the support group meeting for witnesses of Nathanael’s visitation, Neil sought out Benny Vasquez, the man whose eyes had been erased by Heaven’s light. Benny didn’t always attend because he was now being invited to speak at other meetings; few visitations resulted in an eyeless person, since Heaven’s light entered the mortal plane only in the brief moments that an angel emerged from or reentered Heaven, so the eyeless were minor celebrities, and in demand as speakers to church groups.


    Benny was now as sightless as any burrowing worm: not only were his eyes and sockets missing, his skull lacked even the space for such features, the cheekbones now abutting the forehead. The light that had brought his soul as close to perfection as was possible in the mortal plane had also deformed his body; it was commonly held that this illustrated the superfluity of physical bodies in Heaven. With the limited expressive capacity his face retained, Benny always wore a blissful, rapturous smile.


    Neil hoped Benny could say something to help him love God. Benny described Heaven’s light as infinitely beautiful, a sight of such compelling majesty that it vanquished all doubts. It constituted incontrovertible proof that God should be loved, an explanation that made it as obvious as 1+1=2. Unfortunately, while Benny could offer many analogies for the effect of Heaven’s light, he couldn’t duplicate that effect with his own words. Those who were already devout found Benny’s descriptions thrilling, but to Neil, they seemed frustratingly vague. So he looked elsewhere for counsel.


    Accept the mystery, said the minister of the local church. If you can love God even though your questions go unanswered, you’ll be the better for it.


    Admit that you need Him, said the popular book of spiritual advice he bought. When you realize that self-sufficiency is an illusion, you’ll be ready.


    Submit yourself completely and utterly, said the preacher on the television. Receiving torment is how you prove your love. Acceptance may not bring you relief in this life, but resistance will only worsen your punishment.


    All of these strategies have proven successful for different individuals; any one of them, once internalized, can bring a person to devotion. But these are not always easy to adopt, and Neil was one who found them impossible.


    Neil finally tried talking to Sarah’s parents, which was an indication of how desperate he was: his relationship with them had always been tense. While they loved Sarah, they often chided her for not being demonstrative enough in her devotion, and they’d been shocked when she married a man who wasn’t devout at all. For her part, Sarah had always considered her parents too judgmental, and their disapproval of Neil only reinforced her opinion. But now Neil felt he had something in common with them—after all, they were all mourning Sarah’s loss—and so he visited them in their suburban colonial, hoping they could help him in his grief.


    How wrong he was. Instead of sympathy, what Neil got from Sarah’s parents was blame for her death. They’d come to this conclusion in the weeks after Sarah’s funeral; they reasoned that she’d been taken to send him a message, and that they were forced to endure her loss solely because he hadn’t been devout. They were now convinced that, his previous explanations notwithstanding, Neil’s deformed leg was in fact God’s doing, and if only he’d been properly chastened by it, Sarah might still be alive.


    Their reaction shouldn’t have come as a surprise: throughout Neil’s life, people had attributed moral significance to his leg even though God wasn’t responsible for it. Now that he’d suffered a misfortune for which God was unambiguously responsible, it was inevitable that someone would assume he deserved it. It was purely by chance that Neil heard this sentiment when he was at his most vulnerable, and it could have the greatest impact on him.


    Neil didn’t think his in-laws were right, but he began to wonder if he might not be better off if he did. Perhaps, he thought, it’d be better to live in a story where the righteous were rewarded and the sinners were punished, even if the criteria for righteousness and sinfulness eluded him, than to live in a reality where there was no justice at all. It would mean casting himself in the role of sinner, so it was hardly a comforting lie, but it offered one reward that his own ethics couldn’t: believing it would reunite him with Sarah.


    Sometimes even bad advice can point a man in the right direction. It was in this manner that his in-laws’ accusations ultimately pushed Neil closer to God.


    * * * *


    More than once when she was evangelizing, Janice had been asked if she ever wished she had legs, and she had always answered—honestly—no, she didn’t. She was content as she was. Sometimes her questioner would point out that she couldn’t miss what she’d never known, and she might feel differently if she’d been born with legs and lost them later on. Janice never denied that. But she could truthfully say that she felt no sense of being incomplete, no envy for people with legs; being legless was part of her identity. She’d never bothered with prosthetics, and had a surgical procedure been available to provide her with legs, she’d have turned it down. She had never considered the possibility that God might restore her legs.


    One of the unexpected side effects of having legs was the increased attention she received from men. In the past she’d mostly attracted men with amputee fetishes or sainthood complexes; now all sorts of men seemed drawn to her. So when she first noticed Ethan Mead’s interest in her, she thought it was romantic in nature; this possibility was particularly distressing since he was obviously married.


    Ethan had begun talking to Janice at the support group meetings, and then began attending her public speaking engagements. It was when he suggested they have lunch together that Janice asked him about his intentions, and he explained his theory. He didn’t know how his fate was intertwined with hers; he knew only that it was. She was skeptical, but she didn’t reject his theory outright. Ethan admitted that he didn’t have answers for her own questions, but he was eager to do anything he could to help her find them. Janice cautiously agreed to help him in his search for meaning, and Ethan promised that he wouldn’t be a burden. They met on a regular basis and talked about the significance of visitations.


    Meanwhile Ethan’s wife Claire grew worried. Ethan assured her that he had no romantic feelings toward Janice, but that didn’t alleviate her concerns. She knew that extreme circumstances could create a bond between individuals, and she feared that Ethan’s relationship with Janice—romantic or not—would threaten their marriage.


    Ethan suggested to Janice that he, as a librarian, could help her do some research. Neither of them had ever heard of a previous instance where God had left His mark on a person in one visitation and removed it in another. Ethan looked for previous examples in hopes that they might shed some light on Janice’s situation. There were a few instances of individuals receiving multiple miracle cures over their lifetimes, but their illnesses or disabilities had always been of natural origin, not given to them in a visitation. There was one anecdotal report of a man being struck blind for his sins, changing his ways, and later having his sight restored, but it was classified as an urban legend.


    Even if that account had a basis in truth, it didn’t provide a useful precedent for Janice’s situation: her legs had been removed before her birth, and so couldn’t have been a punishment for anything she’d done. Was it possible that Janice’s condition had been a punishment for something her mother or father had done? Could her restoration mean they had finally earned her cure? She couldn’t believe that.


    If her deceased relatives were to appear in a vision, Janice would’ve been reassured about the restoration of her legs. The fact that they didn’t made her suspect something was amiss, but she didn’t believe that it was a punishment. Perhaps it had been a mistake, and she’d received a miracle meant for someone else; perhaps it was a test, to see how she would respond to being given too much. In either case, there seemed only one course of action: she would, with utmost gratitude and humility, offer to return her gift. To do so, she would go on a pilgrimage.


    Pilgrims traveled great distances to visit the holy sites and wait for a visitation, hoping for a miracle cure. Whereas in most of the world one could wait an entire lifetime and never experience a visitation, at a holy site one might only wait months, sometimes weeks. Pilgrims knew that the odds of being cured were still poor; of those who stayed long enough to witness a visitation, the majority did not receive a cure. But they were often happy just to have seen an angel, and they returned home better able to face what awaited them, whether it be imminent death or life with a crippling disability. And of course, just living through a visitation made many people appreciate their situations; invariably, a small number of pilgrims were killed during each visitation.


    Janice was willing to accept the outcome whatever it was. If God saw fit to take her, she was ready. If God removed her legs again, she would resume the work she’d always done. If God let her legs remain, she hoped she would receive the epiphany she needed to speak with conviction about her gift.


    She hoped, however, that her miracle would be taken back and given to someone who truly needed it. She didn’t suggest to anyone that they accompany her in hopes of receiving the miracle she was returning, feeling that that would’ve been presumptuous, but she privately considered her pilgrimage a request on behalf of those who were in need.


    Her friends and family were confused at Janice’s decision, seeing it as questioning God. As word spread, she received many letters from followers, variously expressing dismay, bafflement, and admiration for her willingness to make such a sacrifice.


    As for Ethan, he was completely supportive of Janice’s decision, and excited for himself. He now understood the significance of Rashiel’s visitation for him: it indicated that the time had come for him to act. His wife Claire strenuously opposed his leaving, pointing out that he had no idea how long he might be away, and that she and their children needed him too. It grieved him to go without her support, but he had no choice. Ethan would go on a pilgrimage, and at the next visitation, he would learn what God intended for him.


    * * * *


    Neil’s visit to Sarah’s parents caused him to give further thought to his conversation with Benny Vasquez. While he hadn’t gotten a lot out of Benny’s words, he’d been impressed by the absoluteness of Benny’s devotion. No matter what misfortune befell him in the future, Benny’s love of God would never waver, and he would ascend to Heaven when he died. That fact offered Neil a very slim opportunity, one that had seemed so unattractive he hadn’t considered it before; but now, as he was growing more desperate, it was beginning to look expedient.


    Every holy site had its pilgrims who, rather than looking for a miracle cure, deliberately sought out Heaven’s light. Those who saw it were always accepted into Heaven when they died, no matter how selfish their motives had been; there were some who wished to have their ambivalence removed so they could be reunited with their loved ones, and others who’d always lived a sinful life and wanted to escape the consequences.


    In the past there’d been some doubt as to whether Heaven’s light could indeed overcome all the spiritual obstacles to becoming saved. The debate ended after the case of Barry Larsen, a serial rapist and murderer who, while disposing of the body of his latest victim, witnessed an angel’s visitation and saw Heaven’s light. At Larsen’s execution, his soul was seen ascending to Heaven, much to the outrage of his victims’ families. Priests tried to console them, assuring them—on the basis of no evidence whatsoever—that Heaven’s light must have subjected Larsen to many lifetimes’ worth of penance in a moment, but their words provided little comfort.


    For Neil this offered a loophole, an answer to Phil Soames’ objection; it was the one way that he could love Sarah more than he loved God, and still be reunited with her. It was how he could be selfish and still get into Heaven. Others had done it; perhaps he could too. It might not be just, but at least it was predictable.


    At an instinctual level, Neil was averse to the idea: it sounded like undergoing brainwashing as a cure for depression. He couldn’t help but think that it would change his personality so drastically that he’d cease to be himself. Then he remembered that everyone in Heaven had undergone a similar transformation; the saved were just like the eyeless except that they no longer had bodies. This gave Neil a clearer image of what he was working toward: no matter whether he became devout by seeing Heaven’s light or by a lifetime of effort, any ultimate reunion with Sarah couldn’t re-create what they’d shared in the mortal plane. In Heaven, they would both be different, and their love for each other would be mixed with the love that all the saved felt for everything.


    This realization didn’t diminish Neil’s longing for a reunion with Sarah. In fact it sharpened his desire, because it meant that the reward would be the same no matter what means he used to achieve it; the shortcut led to precisely the same destination as the conventional path.


    On the other hand, seeking Heaven’s light was far more difficult than an ordinary pilgrimage, and far more dangerous. Heaven’s light leaked through only when an angel entered or left the mortal plane, and since there was no way to predict where an angel would first appear, light-seekers had to converge on the angel after its arrival and follow it until its departure. To maximize their chances of being in the narrow shaft of Heaven’s light, they followed the angel as closely as possible during its visitation; depending on the angel involved, this might mean staying alongside the funnel of a tornado, the wavefront of a flash flood, or the expanding tip of a chasm as it split apart the landscape. Far more light-seekers died in the attempt than succeeded.


    Statistics about the souls of failed light-seekers were difficult to compile, since there were few witnesses to such expeditions, but the numbers so far were not encouraging. In sharp contrast to ordinary pilgrims who died without receiving their sought-after cure, of which roughly half were admitted into Heaven, every single failed light-seeker had descended to Hell. Perhaps only people who were already lost ever considered seeking Heaven’s light, or perhaps death in such circumstances was considered suicide. In any case, it was clear to Neil that he needed to be ready to accept the consequences of embarking on such an attempt.


    The entire idea had an all-or-nothing quality to it that Neil found both frightening and attractive. He found the prospect of going on with his life, trying to love God, increasingly maddening. He might try for decades and not succeed. He might not even have that long; as he’d been reminded so often lately, visitations served as a warning to prepare one’s soul, because death might come at any time. He could die tomorrow, and there was no chance of his becoming devout in the near future by conventional means.


    It’s perhaps ironic that, given his history of not following Janice Reilly’s example, Neil took notice when she reversed her position. He was eating breakfast when he happened to see an item in the newspaper about her plans for a pilgrimage, and his immediate reaction was anger: how many blessings would it take to satisfy that woman? After considering it more, he decided that if she, having received a blessing, deemed it appropriate to seek God’s assistance in coming to terms with it, then there was no reason he, having received such terrible misfortune, shouldn’t do the same. And that was enough to tip him over the edge.


    * * * *


    Holy sites were invariably in inhospitable places: one was an atoll in the middle of the ocean, while another was in the mountains at an elevation of 20,000 ft. The one that Neil traveled to was in a desert, an expanse of cracked mud reaching miles in every direction; it was desolate, but it was relatively accessible and thus popular among pilgrims. The appearance of the holy site was an object lesson in what happened when the celestial and terrestrial realms touched: the landscape was variously scarred by lava flows, gaping fissures, and impact craters. Vegetation was scarce and ephemeral, restricted to growing in the interval after soil was deposited by floodwaters or whirlwinds and before it was scoured away again.


    Pilgrims took up residence all over the site, forming temporary villages with their tents and camper vans; they all made guesses as to what location would maximize their chances of seeing the angel while minimizing the risk of injury or death. Some protection was offered by curved banks of sandbags, left over from years past and rebuilt as needed. A site-specific paramedic and fire department ensured that paths were kept clear so rescue vehicles could go where they were needed. Pilgrims either brought their own food and water or purchased them from vendors charging exorbitant prices; everyone paid a fee to cover the cost of waste removal.


    Light-seekers always had off-road vehicles to better cross rough terrain when it came time to follow the angel. Those who could afford it drove alone; those who couldn’t formed groups of two or three or four. Neil didn’t want to be a passenger reliant on another person, nor did he want the responsibility of driving anyone else. This might be his final act on earth, and he felt he should do it alone. The cost of Sarah’s funeral had depleted their savings, so Neil sold all his possessions in order to purchase a suitable vehicle: a pickup truck equipped with aggressively knurled tires and heavy-duty shock absorbers.


    As soon as he arrived, Neil started doing what all the other light-seekers did: criss-crossing the site in his vehicle, trying to familiarize himself with its topography. It was on one of his drives around the site’s perimeter that he met Ethan; Ethan flagged him down after his own car had stalled on his return from the nearest grocery story, eighty miles away. Neil helped him get his car started again, and then, at Ethan’s insistence, followed him back to his campsite for dinner. Janice wasn’t there when they arrived, having gone to visit some pilgrims several tents over; Neil listened politely while Ethan—heating prepackaged meals over a bottle of propane—began describing the events that had brought him to the holy site.


    When Ethan mentioned Janice Reilly’s name, Neil couldn’t mask his surprise. He had no desire to speak with her again, and immediately excused himself to leave. He was explaining to a puzzled Ethan that he’d forgotten a previous engagement when Janice arrived.


    She was startled to see Neil there, but asked him to stay. Ethan explained why he’d invited Neil to dinner, and Janice told him where she and Neil had met. Then she asked Neil what had brought him to the holy site. When he told them he was a light-seeker, Ethan and Janice immediately tried to persuade him to reconsider his plans. He might be committing suicide, said Ethan, and there were always better alternatives than suicide. Seeing Heaven’s light was not the answer, said Janice; that wasn’t what God wanted. Neil stiffly thanked them for their concern, and left.


    During the weeks of waiting, Neil spent every day driving around the site; maps were available, and were updated after each visitation, but they were no substitute for driving the terrain yourself. On occasion he would see a light-seeker who was obviously experienced in off-road driving, and ask him—the vast majority of the light-seekers were men—for tips on negotiating a specific type of terrain. Some had been at the site for several visitations, having neither succeeded or failed at their previous attempts. They were glad to share tips on how best to pursue an angel, but never offered any personal information about themselves. Neil found the tone of their conversation peculiar, simultaneously hopeful and hopeless, and wondered if he sounded the same.


    Ethan and Janice passed the time by getting to know some of the other pilgrims. Their reactions to Janice’s situation were mixed: some thought her ungrateful, while others thought her generous. Most found Ethan’s story interesting, since he was one of the very few pilgrims seeking something other than a miracle cure. For the most part, there was a feeling of camaraderie that sustained them during the long wait.


    Neil was driving around in his truck when dark clouds began coalescing in the southeast, and the word came over the CB radio that a visitation had begun. He stopped the vehicle to insert earplugs into his ears and don his helmet; by the time he was finished, flashes of lightning were visible, and a light-seeker near the angel reported that it was Barakiel, and it appeared to be moving due north. Neil turned his truck east in anticipation and began driving at full speed.


    There was no rain or wind, only dark clouds from which lightning emerged. Over the radio other light-seekers relayed estimates of the angel’s direction and speed, and Neil headed northeast to get in front of it. At first he could gauge his distance from the storm by counting how long it took for the thunder to arrive, but soon the lightning bolts were striking so frequently that he couldn’t match up the sounds with the individual strikes.


    He saw the vehicles of two other light-seekers converging. They began driving in parallel, heading north, over a heavily cratered section of ground, bouncing over small ones and swerving to avoid the larger ones. Bolts of lightning were striking the ground everywhere, but they appeared to be radiating from a point south of Neil’s position; the angel was directly behind him, and closing.


    Even through his earplugs, the roar was deafening. Neil could feel his hair rising from his skin as the electric charge built up around him. He kept glancing in his rear-view mirror, trying to ascertain where the angel was while wondering how close he ought to get.


    His vision grew so crowded with afterimages that it became difficult to distinguish actual bolts of lightning among them. Squinting at the dazzle in his mirror, he realized he was looking at a continuous bolt of lightning, undulating but uninterrupted. He tilted the driver’s-side mirror upward to get a better look, and saw the source of the lightning bolt, a seething, writhing mass of flames, silver against the dusky clouds: the angel Barakiel.


    It was then, while Neil was transfixed and paralyzed by what he saw, that his pickup truck crested a sharp outcropping of rock and became airborne. The truck smashed into a boulder, the entire force of the impact concentrated on the vehicle’s left front end, crumpling it like foil. The intrusion into the driver’s compartment fractured both of Neil’s legs and nicked his left femoral artery. Neil began, slowly but surely, bleeding to death.


    He didn’t try to move; he wasn’t in physical pain at the moment, but he somehow knew that the slightest movement would be excruciating. It was obvious that he was pinned in the truck, and there was no way he could pursue Barakiel even if he weren’t. Helplessly, he watched the lightning storm move further and further away.


    As he watched it, Neil began crying. He was filled with a mixture of regret and self-contempt, cursing himself for ever thinking that such a scheme could succeed. He would have begged for the opportunity to do it over again, promised to spend the rest of his days learning to love God, if only he could live, but he knew that no bargaining was possible and he had only himself to blame. He apologized to Sarah for losing his chance at being reunited with her, for throwing his life away on a gamble instead of playing it safe. He prayed that she understood that he’d been motivated by his love for her, and that she would forgive him.


    Through his tears he saw a woman running toward him, and recognized her as Janice Reilly. He realized his truck had crashed no more than a hundred yards from her and Ethan’s campsite. There was nothing she could do, though; he could feel the blood draining out of him, and knew that he wouldn’t live long enough for a rescue vehicle to arrive. He thought Janice was calling to him, but his ears were ringing too badly for him to hear anything. He could see Ethan Mead behind her, also starting to run toward him.


    Then there was a flash of light and Janice was knocked off her feet as if she’d been struck by a sledgehammer. At first he thought she’d been hit by lightning, but then he realized that the lightning had already ceased. It was when she stood up again that he saw her face, steam rising from newly featureless skin, and he realized that Janice had been struck by Heaven’s light.


    Neil looked up, but all he saw were clouds; the shaft of light was gone. It seemed as if God were taunting him, not only by showing him the prize he’d lost his life trying to acquire while still holding it out of reach, but also by giving it to someone who didn’t need it or even want it. God had already wasted a miracle on Janice, and now He was doing it again.


    It was at that moment that another beam of Heaven’s light penetrated the cloud cover and struck Neil, trapped in his vehicle.


    Like a thousand hypodermic needles the light punctured his flesh and scraped across his bones. The light unmade his eyes, turning him into not a formerly sighted being, but a being never intended to possess vision. And in doing so the light revealed to Neil all the reasons he should love God.


    He loved Him with an utterness beyond what humans can experience for one another. To say it was unconditional was inadequate, because even the word “unconditional” required the concept of a condition and such an idea was no longer comprehensible to him: every phenomenon in the universe was nothing less than an explicit reason to love Him. No circumstance could be an obstacle or even an irrelevancy, but only another reason to be grateful, a further inducement to love. Neil thought of the grief that had driven him to suicidal recklessness, and the pain and terror that Sarah had experienced before she died, and still he loved God, not in spite of their suffering, but because of it.


    He renounced all his previous anger and ambivalence and desire for answers. He was grateful for all the pain he’d endured, contrite for not previously recognizing it as the gift it was, euphoric that he was now being granted this insight into his true purpose. He understood how life was an undeserved bounty, how even the most virtuous were not worthy of the glories of the mortal plane.


    For him the mystery was solved, because he understood that everything in life is love, even pain, especially pain.


    So minutes later, when Neil finally bled to death, he was truly worthy of salvation.


    And God sent him to Hell anyway.


    * * * *


    Ethan saw all of this. He saw Neil and Janice remade by Heaven’s light, and he saw the pious love on their eyeless faces. He saw the skies become clear and the sunlight return. He was holding Neil’s hand, waiting for the paramedics, when Neil died, and he saw Neil’s soul leave his body and rise toward Heaven, only to descend into Hell.


    Janice didn’t see it, for by then her eyes were already gone. Ethan was the sole witness, and he realized that this was God’s purpose for him: to follow Janice Reilly to this point and to see what she could not.


    When statistics were compiled for Barakiel’s visitation, it turned out that there had been a total of ten casualties, six among light-seekers and four among ordinary pilgrims. Nine pilgrims received miracle cures; the only individuals to see Heaven’s light were Janice and Neil. There were no statistics regarding how many pilgrims had felt their lives changed by the visitation, but Ethan counted himself among them.


    Upon returning home, Janice resumed her evangelism, but the topic of her speeches has changed. She no longer speaks about how the physically handicapped have the resources to overcome their limitations; instead she, like the other eyeless, speaks about the unbearable beauty of God’s creation. Many who used to draw inspiration from her are disappointed, feeling they’ve lost a spiritual leader. When Janice had spoken of the strength she had as an afflicted person, her message was rare, but now that she’s eyeless, her message is commonplace. She doesn’t worry about the reduction in her audience, though, because she has complete conviction in what she evangelizes.


    Ethan quit his job and became a preacher so that he too could speak about his experiences. His wife Claire couldn’t accept his new mission and ultimately left him, taking their children with her, but Ethan was willing to continue alone. He’s developed a substantial following by telling people what happened to Neil Fisk. He tells people that they can no more expect justice in the afterlife than in the mortal plane, but he doesn’t do this to dissuade them from worshiping God; on the contrary, he encourages them to do so. What he insists on is that they not love God under a misapprehension, that if they wish to love God, they be prepared to do so no matter what His intentions. God is not just, God is not kind, God is not merciful, and understanding that is essential to true devotion.


    As for Neil, although he is unaware of any of Ethan’s sermons, he would understand their message perfectly. His lost soul is the embodiment of Ethan’s teachings.


    For most of its inhabitants, Hell is not that different from Earth; its principal punishment is the regret of not having loved God enough when alive, and for many that’s easily endured. For Neil, however, Hell bears no resemblance whatsoever to the mortal plane. His eternal body has well-formed legs, but he’s scarcely aware of them; his eyes have been restored, but he can’t bear to open them. Just as seeing Heaven’s light gave him an awareness of God’s presence in all things in the mortal plane, so it has made him aware of God’s absence in all things in Hell. Everything Neil sees, hears, or touches causes him distress, and unlike in the mortal plane this pain is not a form of God’s love, but a consequence of His absence. Neil is experiencing more anguish than was possible when he was alive, but his only response is to love God.


    Neil still loves Sarah, and misses her as much as he ever did, and the knowledge that he came so close to rejoining her only makes it worse. He knows his being sent to Hell was not a result of anything he did; he knows there was no reason for it, no higher purpose being served. None of this diminishes his love for God. If there were a possibility that he could be admitted to Heaven and his suffering would end, he would not hope for it; such desires no longer occur to him.


    Neil even knows that by being beyond God’s awareness, he is not loved by God in return. This doesn’t affect his feelings either, because unconditional love asks nothing, not even that it be returned.


    And though it’s been many years that he has been in Hell, beyond the awareness of God, he loves Him still. That is the nature of true devotion.


    * * * *
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    WHEN SYSADMINS RULED THE EARTH, by Cory Doctorow


    First published in Jim Baen’s Universe, August 2006


    When Felix’s special phone rang at two in the morning, Kelly rolled over and punched him in the shoulder and hissed, “Why didn’t you turn that fucking thing off before bed?”


    “Because I’m on call,” he said.


    “You’re not a fucking doctor,” she said, kicking him as he sat on the bed’s edge, pulling on the pants he’d left on the floor before turning in. “You’re a goddamned systems administrator.”


    “It’s my job,” he said.


    “They work you like a government mule,” she said. “You know I’m right. For Christ’s sake, you’re a father now, you can’t go running off in the middle of the night every time someone’s porn supply goes down. Don’t answer that phone.”


    He knew she was right. He answered the phone.


    “Main routers not responding. BGP not responding.” The mechanical voice of the systems monitor didn’t care if he cursed at it, so he did, and it made him feel a little better.


    “Maybe I can fix it from here,” he said. He could login to the UPS for the cage and reboot the routers. The UPS was in a different netblock, with its own independent routers on their own uninterruptible power-supplies.


    Kelly was sitting up in bed now, an indistinct shape against the headboard. “In five years of marriage, you have never once been able to fix anything from here.” This time she was wrong—he fixed stuff from home all the time, but he did it discreetly and didn’t make a fuss, so she didn’t remember it. And she was right, too—he had logs that showed that after 1AM, nothing could ever be fixed without driving out to the cage. Law of Infinite Universal Perversity—AKA Felix’s Law.


    Five minutes later Felix was behind the wheel. He hadn’t been able to fix it from home. The independent router’s netblock was offline, too. The last time that had happened, some dumbfuck construction worker had driven a ditch-witch through the main conduit into the data-center and Felix had joined a cadre of fifty enraged sysadmins who’d stood atop the resulting pit for a week, screaming abuse at the poor bastards who labored 24-7 to splice ten thousand wires back together.


    His phone went off twice more in the car and he let it override the stereo and play the mechanical status reports through the big, bassy speakers of more critical network infrastructure offline. Then Kelly called.


    “Hi,” he said.


    “Don’t cringe, I can hear the cringe in your voice.”


    He smiled involuntarily. “Check, no cringing.”


    “I love you, Felix,” she said.


    “I’m totally bonkers for you, Kelly. Go back to bed.”


    “2.0’s awake,” she said. The baby had been Beta Test when he was in her womb, and when her water broke, he got the call and dashed out of the office, shouting, ‘The Gold Master just shipped!’ They’d started calling him 2.0 before he’d finished his first cry. “This little bastard was born to suck tit.”


    “I’m sorry I woke you,” he said. He was almost at the data center. No traffic at 2AM. He slowed down and pulled over before the entrance to the garage. He didn’t want to lose Kelly’s call underground.


    “It’s not waking me,” she said. “You’ve been there for seven years. You have three juniors reporting to you. Give them the phone. You’ve paid your dues.”


    “I don’t like asking my reports to do anything I wouldn’t do,” he said.


    “You’ve done it,” she said. “Please? I hate waking up alone in the night. I miss you most at night.”


    “Kelly—”


    “I’m over being angry. I just miss you is all. You give me sweet dreams.”


    “OK,” he said.


    “Simple as that?”


    “Exactly. Simple as that. Can’t have you having bad dreams, and I’ve paid my dues. From now on, I’m only going on night call to cover holidays.”


    She laughed. “Sysadmins don’t take holidays.”


    “This one will,” he said. “Promise.”


    “You’re wonderful,” she said. “Oh, gross. 2.0 just dumped core all over my bathrobe.”


    “That’s my boy,” he said.


    “Oh that he is,” she said. She hung up, and he piloted the car into the data-center lot, badging in and peeling up a bleary eyelid to let the retinal scanner get a good look at his sleep-depped eyeball.


    He stopped at the machine to get himself a guarana/medafonil power-bar and a cup of lethal robot-coffee in a spill-proof clean-room sippy-cup. He wolfed down the bar and sipped the coffee, then let the inner door read his hand-geometry and size him up for a moment. It sighed open and gusted the airlock’s load of positively pressurized air over him as he passed finally to the inner sanctum.


    It was bedlam. The cages were designed to let two or three sysadmins maneuver around them at a time. Every other inch of cubic space was given over to humming racks of servers and routers and drives. Jammed among them were no fewer than twenty other sysadmins. It was a regular convention of black tee-shirts with inexplicable slogans, bellies overlapping belts with phones and multitools.


    Normally it was practically freezing in the cage, but all those bodies were overheating the small, enclosed space. Five or six looked up and grimaced when he came through. Two greeted him by name. He threaded his belly through the press and the cages, toward the Ardent racks in the back of the room.


    “Felix.” It was Van, who wasn’t on call that night.


    “What are you doing here?” he asked. “No need for both of us to be wrecked tomorrow.”


    “What? Oh. My personal box is over there. It went down around 1:30 and I got woken up by my process-monitor. I should have called you and told you I was coming down—spared you the trip.”


    Felix’s own server—a box he shared with five other friends—was in a rack one floor down. He wondered if it was offline too.


    “What’s the story?”


    “Massive flashworm attack. Some jackass with a zero-day exploit has got every Windows box on the net running Monte Carlo probes on every IP block, including IPv6. The big Ciscos all run administrative interfaces over v6, and they all fall over if they get more than ten simultaneous probes, which means that just about every interchange has gone down. DNS is screwy, too—like maybe someone poisoned the zone transfer last night. Oh, and there’s an email and IM component that sends pretty lifelike messages to everyone in your address book, barfing up Eliza-dialog that keys off of your logged email and messages to get you to open a Trojan.”


    “Jesus.”


    “Yeah.” Van was a type-two sysadmin, over six feet tall, long pony-tail, bobbing Adam’s apple. Over his toast-rack chest, his tee said CHOOSE YOUR WEAPON and featured a row of polyhedral RPG dice.


    Felix was a type-one admin, with an extra seventy or eighty pounds all around the middle, and a neat but full beard that he wore over his extra chins. His tee said HELLO CTHULHU and featured a cute, mouthless, Hello-Kitty-style Cthulhu. They’d known each other for fifteen years, having met on Usenet, then f2f at Toronto Freenet beer-sessions, a Star Trek convention or two, and eventually Felix had hired Van to work under him at Ardent. Van was reliable and methodical. Trained as an electrical engineer, he kept a procession of spiral notebooks filled with the details of every step he’d ever taken, with time and date.


    “Not even PEBKAC this time,” Van said. Problem Exists Between Keyboard And Chair. Email trojans fell into that category—if people were smart enough not to open suspect attachments, email trojans would be a thing of the past. But worms that ate Cisco routers weren’t a problem with the lusers—they were the fault of incompetent engineers.


    “No, it’s Microsoft’s fault,” Felix said. “Any time I’m at work at 2AM, it’s either PEBKAC or Microsloth.”


    * * * *


    They ended up just unplugging the frigging routers from the Internet. Not Felix, of course, though he was itching to do it and get them rebooted after shutting down their IPv6 interfaces. It was done by a couple bull-goose Bastard Operators From Hell who had to turn two keys at once to get access to their cage—like guards in a Minuteman silo. 95 percent of the long distance traffic in Canada went through this building. It had better security than most Minuteman silos.


    Felix and Van got the Ardent boxes back online one at a time. They were being pounded by worm-probes—putting the routers back online just exposed the downstream cages to the attack. Every box on the Internet was drowning in worms, or creating worm-attacks, or both. Felix managed to get through to NIST and Bugtraq after about a hundred timeouts, and download some kernel patches that should reduce the load the worms put on the machines in his care. It was 10AM, and he was hungry enough to eat the ass out of a dead bear, but he recompiled his kernels and brought the machines back online. Van’s long fingers flew over the administrative keyboard, his tongue protruding as he ran load-stats on each one.


    “I had two hundred days of uptime on Greedo,” Van said. Greedo was the oldest server in the rack, from the days when they’d named the boxes after Star Wars characters. Now they were all named after Smurfs, and they were running out of Smurfs and had started in on McDonaldland characters, starting with Van’s laptop, Mayor McCheese.


    “Greedo will rise again,” Felix said. “I’ve got a 486 downstairs with over five years of uptime. It’s going to break my heart to reboot it.”


    “What the everlasting shit do you use a 486 for?”


    “Nothing. But who shuts down a machine with five years uptime? That’s like euthanizing your grandmother.”


    “I wanna eat,” Van said.


    “Tell you what,” Felix said. “We’ll get your box up, then mine, then I’ll take you to the Lakeview Lunch for breakfast pizzas and you can have the rest of the day off.”


    “You’re on,” Van said. “Man, you’re too good to us grunts. You should keep us in a pit and beat us like all the other bosses. It’s all we deserve.”


    * * * *


    “It’s your phone,” Van said. Felix extracted himself from the guts of the 486, which had refused to power up at all. He had cadged a spare power-supply from some guys who ran a spam operation and was trying to get it fitted. He let Van hand him the phone, which had fallen off his belt while he was twisting to get at the back of the machine.


    “Hey, Kel,” he said. There was an odd, snuffling noise in the background. Static, maybe? 2.0 splashing in the bath? “Kelly?”


    The line went dead. He tried to call back, but didn’t get anything—no ring nor voicemail. His phone finally timed out and said NETWORK ERROR.


    “Dammit,” he said, mildly. He clipped the phone to his belt. Kelly wanted to know when he was coming home, or wanted him to pick something up for the family. She’d leave voicemail.


    He was testing the power-supply when his phone rang again. He snatched it up and answered it. “Kelly, hey, what’s up?” He worked to keep anything like irritation out of his voice. He felt guilty: technically speaking, he had discharged his obligations to Ardent Financial LLC once the Ardent servers were back online. The past three hours had been purely personal—even if he planned on billing them to the company.


    There was sobbing on the line.


    “Kelly?” He felt the blood draining from his face and his toes were numb.


    “Felix,” she said, barely comprehensible through the sobbing. “He’s dead, oh Jesus, he’s dead.”


    “Who? Who, Kelly?”


    “Will,” she said.


    Will? he thought. Who the fuck is— He dropped to his knees. William was the name they’d written on the birth certificate, though they’d called him 2.0 all along. Felix made an anguished sound, like a sick bark.


    “I’m sick,” she said, “I can’t even stand anymore. Oh, Felix. I love you so much.”


    “Kelly? What’s going on?”


    “Everyone, everyone—” she said. “Only two channels left on the tube. Christ, Felix, it looks like dawn of the dead out the window—” He heard her retch. The phone started to break up, washing her puke-noises back like an echoplex.


    “Stay there, Kelly,” he shouted as the line died. He punched 911, but the phone went NETWORK ERROR again as soon as he hit SEND.


    He grabbed Mayor McCheese from Van and plugged it into the 486’s network cable and launched Firefox off the command line and googled for the Metro Police site. Quickly, but not frantically, he searched for an online contact form. Felix didn’t lose his head, ever. He solved problems and freaking out didn’t solve problems.


    He located an online form and wrote out the details of his conversation with Kelly like he was filing a bug report, his fingers fast, his description complete, and then he hit SUBMIT.


    Van had read over his shoulder. “Felix—” he began.


    “God,” Felix said. He was sitting on the floor of the cage and he slowly pulled himself upright. Van took the laptop and tried some news sites, but they were all timing out. Impossible to say if it was because something terrible was happening or because the network was limping under the superworm.


    “I need to get home,” Felix said.


    “I’ll drive you,” Van said. “You can keep calling your wife.”


    They made their way to the elevators. One of the building’s few windows was there, a thick, shielded porthole. They peered through it as they waited for the elevator. Not much traffic for a Wednesday. Where there more police cars than usual?


    “Oh my God—” Van pointed.


    The CN Tower, a giant white-elephant needle of a building loomed to the east of them. It was askew, like a branch stuck in wet sand. Was it moving? It was. It was heeling over, slowly, but gaining speed, falling northeast toward the financial district. In a second, it slid over the tipping point and crashed down. They felt the shock, then heard it, the whole building rocking from the impact. A cloud of dust rose from the wreckage, and there was more thunder as the world’s tallest freestanding structure crashed through building after building.


    “The Broadcast Centre’s coming down,” Van said. It was—the CBC’s towering building was collapsing in slow motion. People ran every way, were crushed by falling masonry. Seen through the port-hole, it was like watching a neat CGI trick downloaded from a file-sharing site.


    Sysadmins were clustering around them now, jostling to see the destruction.


    “What happened?” one of them asked.


    “The CN Tower fell down,” Felix said. He sounded far away in his own ears.


    “Was it the virus?”


    “The worm? What?” Felix focused on the guy, who was a young admin with just a little type-two flab around the middle.


    “Not the worm,” the guy said. “I got an email that the whole city’s quarantined because of some virus. Bioweapon, they say.” He handed Felix his Blackberry.


    Felix was so engrossed in the report—purportedly forwarded from Health Canada—that he didn’t even notice that all the lights had gone out. Then he did, and he pressed the Blackberry back into its owner’s hand, and let out one small sob.


    * * * *


    The generators kicked in a minute later. Sysadmins stampeded for the stairs. Felix grabbed Van by the arm, pulled him back.


    “Maybe we should wait this out in the cage,” he said.


    “What about Kelly?” Van said.


    Felix felt like he was going to throw up. “We should get into the cage, now.” The cage had microparticulate air-filters.


    They ran upstairs to the big cage. Felix opened the door and then let it hiss shut behind him.


    “Felix, you need to get home—”


    “It’s a bioweapon,” Felix said. “Superbug. We’ll be OK in here, I think, so long as the filters hold out.”


    “What?”


    “Get on IRC,” he said.


    They did. Van had Mayor McCheese and Felix used Smurfette. They skipped around the chat channels until they found one with some familiar handles.


    > pentagons gone/white house too


    > MY NEIGHBORS BARFING BLOOD OFF HIS BALCONY IN SAN DIEGO


    > Someone knocked over the Gherkin. Bankers are fleeing the City like rats.


    > I heard that the Ginza’s on fire


    Felix typed: I’m in Toronto. We just saw the CN Tower fall. I’ve heard reports of bioweapons, something very fast.


    Van read this and said, “You don’t know how fast it is, Felix. Maybe we were all exposed three days ago.”


    Felix closed his eyes. “If that were so we’d be feeling some symptoms, I think.”


    > Looks like an EMP took out Hong Kong and maybe Paris—realtime sat footage shows them completely dark, and all netblocks there aren’t routing


    > You’re in Toronto?


    It was an unfamiliar handle.


    > Yes—on Front Street


    > my sisters at UofT and i cnt reach her—can you call her?


    > No phone service


    Felix typed, staring at NETWORK PROBLEMS.


    “I have a soft phone on Mayor McCheese,” Van said, launching his voice-over-IP app. “I just remembered.”


    Felix took the laptop from him and punched in his home number. It rang once, then there was a flat, blatting sound like an ambulance siren in an Italian movie.


    > No phone service


    Felix typed again.


    He looked up at Van, and saw that his skinny shoulders were shaking. Van said, “Holy motherfucking shit. The world is ending.”


    * * * *


    Felix pried himself off of IRC an hour later. Atlanta had burned. Manhattan was hot—radioactive enough to screw up the webcams looking out over Lincoln Plaza. Everyone blamed Islam until it became clear that Mecca was a smoking pit and the Saudi Royals had been hanged before their palaces.


    His hands were shaking, and Van was quietly weeping in the far corner of the cage. He tried calling home again, and then the police. It didn’t work any better than it had the last 20 times.


    He sshed into his box downstairs and grabbed his mail. Spam, spam, spam. More spam. Automated messages. There—an urgent message from the intrusion detection system in the Ardent cage.


    He opened it and read quickly. Someone was crudely, repeatedly probing his routers. It didn’t match a worm’s signature, either. He followed the traceroute and discovered that the attack had originated in the same building as him, a system in a cage one floor below.


    He had procedures for this. He portscanned his attacker and found that port 1337 was open—1337 was “leet” or “elite” in hacker number/letter substitution code. That was the kind of port that a worm left open to slither in and out of. He googled known sploits that left a listener on port 1337, narrowed this down based on the fingerprinted operating system of the compromised server, and then he had it.


    It was an ancient worm, one that every box should have been patched against years before. No mind. He had the client for it, and he used it to create a root account for himself on the box, which he then logged into, and took a look around.


    There was one other user logged in, “scaredy,” and he checked the proccess monitor and saw that scaredy had spawned all the hundreds of processes that were probing him and plenty of other boxen.


    He opened a chat:


    > Stop probing my server


    He expected bluster, guilt, denial. He was surprised.


    > Are you in the Front Street data-center?


    > Yes


    > Christ I thought I was the last one alive. I’m on the fourth floor. I think there’s a bioweapon attack outside. I don’t want to leave the clean room.


    Felix whooshed out a breath.


    > You were probing me to get me to trace back to you?


    > Yeah


    > That was smart


    Clever bastard.


    > I’m on the sixth floor, I’ve got one more with me.


    > What do you know?


    Felix pasted in the IRC log and waited while the other guy digested it. Van stood up and paced. His eyes were glazed over.


    “Van? Pal?”


    “I have to pee,” he said.


    “No opening the door,” Felix said. “I saw an empty Mountain Dew bottle in the trash there.”


    “Right,” Van said. He walked like a zombie to the trash can and pulled out the empty magnum. He turned his back.


    > I’m Felix


    > Will


    Felix’s stomach did a slow somersault as he thought about 2.0.


    “Felix, I think I need to go outside,” Van said. He was moving toward the airlock door. Felix dropped his keyboard and struggled to his feet and ran headlong to Van, tackling him before he reached the door.


    “Van,” he said, looking into his friend’s glazed, unfocused eyes. “Look at me, Van.”


    “I need to go,” Van said. “I need to get home and feed the cats.”


    “There’s something out there, something fast-acting and lethal. Maybe it will blow away with the wind. Maybe it’s already gone. But we’re going to sit here until we know for sure or until we have no choice. Sit down, Van. Sit.”


    “I’m cold, Felix.”


    It was freezing. Felix’s arms were broken out in gooseflesh and his feet felt like blocks of ice.


    “Sit against the servers, by the vents. Get the exhaust heat.” He found a rack and nestled up against it.


    > Are you there?


    > Still here—sorting out some logistics


    > How long until we can go out?


    > I have no idea


    No one typed anything for quite some time then.


    * * * *


    Felix had to use the Mountain Dew bottle twice. Then Van used it again. Felix tried calling Kelly again. The Metro Police site was down.


    Finally, he slid back against the servers and wrapped his arms around his knees and wept like a baby.


    After a minute, Van came over and sat beside him, with his arm around Felix’s shoulder.


    “They’re dead, Van,” Felix said. “Kelly and my s— son. My family is gone.”


    “You don’t know for sure,” Van said.


    “I’m sure enough,” Felix said. “Christ, it’s all over, isn’t it?”


    “We’ll gut it out a few more hours and then head out. Things should be getting back to normal soon. The fire department will fix it. They’ll mobilize the Army. It’ll be OK.”


    Felix’s ribs hurt. He hadn’t cried since—Since 2.0 was born. He hugged his knees harder.


    Then the doors opened.


    The two sysadmins who entered were wild-eyed. One had a tee that said TALK NERDY TO ME and the other one was wearing an Electronic Frontiers Canada shirt.


    “Come on,” TALK NERDY said. “We’re all getting together on the top floor. Take the stairs.”


    Felix found he was holding his breath.


    “If there’s a bioagent in the building, we’re all infected,” TALK NERDY said. “Just go, we’ll meet you there.”


    “There’s one on the sixth floor,” Felix said, as he climbed to his feet.


    “Will, yeah, we got him. He’s up there.”


    TALK NERDY was one of the Bastard Operators >From Hell who’d unplugged the big routers. Felix and Van climbed the stairs slowly, their steps echoing in the deserted shaft. After the frigid air of the cage, the stairwell felt like a sauna.


    There was a cafeteria on the top floor, with working toilets, water and coffee and vending machine food. There was an uneasy queue of sysadmins before each. No one met anyone’s eye. Felix wondered which one was Will and then he joined the vending machine queue.


    He got a couple more energy bars and a gigantic cup of vanilla coffee before running out of change. Van had scored them some table space and Felix set the stuff down before him and got in the toilet line. “Just save some for me,” he said, tossing an energy bar in front of Van.


    By the time they were all settled in, thoroughly evacuated, and eating, TALK NERDY and his friend had returned again. They cleared off the cash-register at the end of the food-prep area and TALK NERDY got up on it. Slowly the conversation died down.


    “I’m Uri Popovich, this is Diego Rosenbaum. Thank you all for coming up here. Here’s what we know for sure: the building’s been on generators for three hours now. Visual observation indicates that we’re the only building in central Toronto with working power—which should hold out for three more days. There is a bioagent of unknown origin loose beyond our doors. It kills quickly, within hours, and it is aerosolized. You get it from breathing bad air. No one has opened any of the exterior doors to this building since five this morning. No one will open the doors until I give the go-ahead.


    “Attacks on major cities all over the world have left emergency responders in chaos. The attacks are electronic, biological, nuclear and conventional explosives, and they are very widespread. I’m a security engineer, and where I come from, attacks in this kind of cluster are usually viewed as opportunistic: group B blows up a bridge because everyone is off taking care of group A’s dirty nuke event. It’s smart. An Aum Shin Rikyo cell in Seoul gassed the subways there about 2AM Eastern—that’s the earliest event we can locate, so it may have been the Archduke that broke the camel’s back. We’re pretty sure that Aum Shin Rikyo couldn’t be behind this kind of mayhem: they have no history of infowar and have never shown the kind of organizational acumen necessary to take out so many targets at once. Basically, they’re not smart enough.


    “We’re holing up here for the foreseeable future, at least until the bioweapon has been identified and dispersed. We’re going to staff the racks and keep the networks up. This is critical infrastructure, and it’s our job to make sure it’s got five nines of uptime. In times of national emergency, our responsibility to do that doubles.”


    One sysadmin put up his hand. He was very daring in a green Incredible Hulk ring-tee, and he was at the young end of the scale.


    “Who died and made you king?”


    “I have controls for the main security system, keys to every cage, and passcodes for the exterior doors—they’re all locked now, by the way. I’m the one who got everyone up here first and called the meeting. I don’t care if someone else wants this job, it’s a shitty one. But someone needs to have this job.”


    “You’re right,” the kid said. “And I can do it every bit as well as you. My name’s Will Sario.”


    Popovich looked down his nose at the kid. “Well, if you’ll let me finish talking, maybe I’ll hand things over to you when I’m done.”


    “Finish, by all means.” Sario turned his back on him and walked to the window. He stared out of it intensely. Felix’s gaze was drawn to it, and he saw that there were several oily smoke plumes rising up from the city.


    Popovich’s momentum was broken. “So that’s what we’re going to do,” he said.


    The kid looked around after a stretched moment of silence. “Oh, is it my turn now?”


    There was a round of good-natured chuckling.


    “Here’s what I think: the world is going to shit. There are coordinated attacks on every critical piece of infrastructure. There’s only one way that those attacks could be so well coordinated: via the Internet. Even if you buy the thesis that the attacks are all opportunistic, we need to ask how an opportunistic attack could be organized in minutes: the Internet.”


    “So you think we should shut down the Internet?” Popovich laughed a little, but stopped when Sario said nothing.


    “We saw an attack last night that nearly killed the Internet. A little DoS on the critical routers, a little DNS-foo, and down it goes like a preacher’s daughter. Cops and the military are a bunch of technophobic lusers, they hardly rely on the net at all. If we take the Internet down, we’ll disproportionately disadvantage the attackers, while only inconveniencing the defenders. When the time comes, we can rebuild it.”


    “You’re shitting me,” Popovich said. His jaw literally hung open.


    “It’s logical,” Sario said. “Lots of people don’t like coping with logic when it dictates hard decisions. That’s a problem with people, not logic.”


    There was a buzz of conversation that quickly turned into a roar.


    “Shut UP!” Popovich hollered. The conversation dimmed by one Watt. Popovich yelled again, stamping his foot on the countertop. Finally there was a semblance of order. “One at a time,” he said. He was flushed red, his hands in his pockets.


    One sysadmin was for staying. Another for going. They should hide in the cages. They should inventory their supplies and appoint a quartermaster. They should go outside and find the police, or volunteer at hospitals. They should appoint defenders to keep the front door secure.


    Felix found to his surprise that he had his hand in the air. Popovich called on him.


    “My name is Felix Tremont,” he said, getting up on one of the tables, drawing out his PDA. “I want to read you something.


    “‘Governments of the Industrial World, you weary giants of flesh and steel, I come from Cyberspace, the new home of Mind. On behalf of the future, I ask you of the past to leave us alone. You are not welcome among us. You have no sovereignty where we gather.


    “‘We have no elected government, nor are we likely to have one, so I address you with no greater authority than that with which liberty itself always speaks. I declare the global social space we are building to be naturally independent of the tyrannies you seek to impose on us. You have no moral right to rule us nor do you possess any methods of enforcement we have true reason to fear.


    “‘Governments derive their just powers from the consent of the governed. You have neither solicited nor received ours. We did not invite you. You do not know us, nor do you know our world. Cyberspace does not lie within your borders. Do not think that you can build it, as though it were a public construction project. You cannot. It is an act of nature and it grows itself through our collective actions.’


    “That’s from the Declaration of Independence of Cyberspace. It was written 12 years ago. I thought it was one of the most beautiful things I’d ever read. I wanted my kid to grow up in a world where cyberspace was free—and where that freedom infected the real world, so meatspace got freer too.”


    He swallowed hard and scrubbed at his eyes with the back of his hand. Van awkwardly patted him on the shoe.


    “My beautiful son and my beautiful wife died today. Millions more, too. The city is literally in flames. Whole cities have disappeared from the map.”


    He coughed up a sob and swallowed it again.


    “All around the world, people like us are gathered in buildings like this. They were trying to recover from last night’s worm when disaster struck. We have independent power. Food. Water.


    “We have the network, that the bad guys use so well and that the good guys have never figured out.


    “We have a shared love of liberty that comes from caring about and caring for the network. We are in charge of the most important organizational and governmental tool the world has ever seen. We are the closest thing to a government the world has right now. Geneva is a crater. The East River is on fire and the UN is evacuated.


    “The Distributed Republic of Cyberspace weathered this storm basically unscathed. We are the custodians of a deathless, monstrous, wonderful machine, one with the potential to rebuild a better world.


    “I have nothing to live for but that.”


    There were tears in Van’s eyes. He wasn’t the only one. They didn’t applaud him, but they did one better. They maintained respectful, total silence for seconds that stretched to a minute.


    “How do we do it?” Popovich said, without a trace of sarcasm.


    * * * *


    The newsgroups were filling up fast. They’d announced them in news.admin.net-abuse.email, where all the spamfighters hung out, and where there was a tight culture of camaraderie in the face of full-out attack.


    The new group was alt.november5-disaster.recovery, with .recovery.goverance, .recovery.finance, .recovery.logistics and .recovery.defense hanging off of it. Bless the wooly alt. hierarchy and all those who sail in her.


    The sysadmins came out of the woodwork. The Googleplex was online, with the stalwart Queen Kong bossing a gang of rollerbladed grunts who wheeled through the gigantic data-center swapping out dead boxen and hitting reboot switches. The Internet Archive was offline in the Presidio, but the mirror in Amsterdam was live and they’d redirected the DNS so that you’d hardly know the difference. Amazon was down. Paypal was up. Blogger, Typepad and Livejournal were all up, and filling with millions of posts from scared survivors huddling together for electronic warmth.


    The Flickr photostreams were horrific. Felix had to unsubscribe from them after he caught a photo of a woman and a baby, dead in a kitchen, twisted into an agonized heiroglyph by the bioagent. They didn’t look like Kelly and 2.0, but they didn’t have to. He started shaking and couldn’t stop.


    Wikipedia was up, but limping under load. The spam poured in as though nothing had changed. Worms roamed the network.


    .recovery.logistics was where most of the action was.


    > We can use the newsgroup voting mechanism to hold regional


    > elections


    Felix knew that this would work. Usenet newsgroup votes had been running for more than twenty years without a substantial hitch.


    > We’ll elect regional representatives and they’ll pick a Prime


    > Minister.


    The Americans insisted on President, which Felix didn’t like. Seemed too partisan. His future wouldn’t be the American future. The American future had gone up with the White House. He was building a bigger tent than that.


    There were French sysadmins online from France Telecom. The EBU’s data-center had been spared in the attacks that hammered Geneva, and it was filled with wry Germans whose English was better than Felix’s. They got on well with the remains of the BBC team in Canary Wharf.


    They spoke polyglot English in .recovery.logistics, and Felix had momentum on his side. Some of the admins were cooling out the inevitable stupid flamewars with the practice of long years. Some were chipping in useful suggestions.


    Surprisingly few thought that Felix was off his rocker.


    > I think we should hold elections as soon as possible. Tomorrow


    > at the latest. We can’t rule justly without the consent of the


    > governed.


    Within seconds the reply landed in his inbox.


    > You can’t be serious. Consent of the governed? Unless I miss my


    > guess, most of the people you’re proposing to govern are puking


    > their guts out, hiding under their desks, or wandering


    > shell-shocked through the city streets. When do THEY get a vote?


    Felix had to admit she had a point. Queen Kong was sharp. Not many woman sysadmins, and that was a genuine tragedy. Women like Queen Kong were too good to exclude from the field. He’d have to hack a solution to get women balanced out in his new government. Require each region to elect one woman and one man?


    He happily clattered into argument with her. The elections would be the next day; he’d see to it.


    * * * *


    “Prime Minister of Cyberspace? Why not call yourself the Grand Poobah of the Global Data Network? It’s more dignified, sounds cooler and it’ll get you just as far.” Will had the sleeping spot next to him, up in the cafeteria, with Van on the other side. The room smelled like a dingleberry: twenty-five sysadmins who hadn’t washed in at least a day all crammed into the same room. For some of them, it had been much, much longer than a day.


    “Shut up, Will,” Van said. “You wanted to try to knock the Internet offline.”


    “Correction: I want to knock the Internet offline. Present-tense”


    Felix cracked one eye. He was so tired, it was like lifting weights.


    “Look, Sario—if you don’t like my platform, put one of your own forward. There are plenty of people who think I’m full of shit and I respect them for that, since they’re all running opposite me or backing someone who is. That’s your choice. What’s not on the menu is nagging and complaining. Bedtime now, or get up and post your platform.”


    Sario sat up slowly, unrolling the jacket he had been using for a pillow and putting it on. “Screw you guys, I’m out of here.”


    “I thought he’d never leave,” Felix said and turned over, lying awake a long time, thinking about the election.


    There were other people in the running. Some of them weren’t even sysadmins. A US Senator on retreat at his summer place in Wyoming had generator power and a satellite phone. Somehow he’d found the right newsgroup and thrown his hat into the ring. Some anarchist hackers in Italy strafed the group all night long, posting broken-English screeds about the political bankruptcy of “governance” in the new world. Felix looked at their netblock and determined that they were probably holed up in a small Interaction Design institute near Turin. Italy had been hit very bad, but out in the small town, this cell of anarchists had taken up residence.


    A surprising number were running on a platform of shutting down the Internet. Felix had his doubts about whether this was even possible, but he thought he understood the impulse to finish the work and the world. Why not? From every indication, it seemed that the work to date had been a cascade of disasters, attacks, and opportunism, all of it adding up to Gotterdammerung. A terrorist attack here, a lethal counteroffensive there from an overreactive government… Before long, they’d made short work of the world.


    He fell asleep thinking about the logistics of shutting down the Internet, and dreamed bad dreams in which he was the network’s sole defender.


    He woke to a papery, itchy sound. He rolled over and saw that Van was sitting up, his jacket balled up in his lap, vigorously scratching his skinny arms. They’d gone the color of corned beef, and had a scaly look. In the light streaming through the cafeteria windows, skin motes floated and danced in great clouds.


    “What are you doing?” Felix sat up. Watching Van’s fingernails rip into his skin made him itch in sympathy. It had been three days since he’d last washed his hair and his scalp sometimes felt like there were little egg-laying insects picking their way through it. He’d adjusted his glasses the night before and had touched the backs of his ears; his finger came away shining with thick sebum. He got blackheads in the backs of his ears when he didn’t shower for a couple days, and sometimes gigantic, deep boils that Kelly finally popped with sick relish.


    “Scratching,” Van said. He went to work on his head, sending a cloud of dandruff-crud into the sky, there to join the scurf that he’d already eliminated from his extremeties. “Christ, I itch all over.”


    Felix took Mayor McCheese from Van’s backpack and plugged it into one of the Ethernet cables that snaked all over the floor. He googled everything he could think of that could be related to this. “Itchy” yielded 40,600,000 links. He tried compound queries and got slightly more discriminating links.


    “I think it’s stress-related excema,” Felix said, finally.


    “I don’t get excema,” Van said.


    Felix showed him some lurid photos of red, angry skin flaked with white. “Stress-related excema,” he said, reading the caption.


    Van examined his arms. “I have excema,” he said.


    “Says here to keep it moisturized and to try cortisone cream. You might try the first aid kit in the second-floor toilets. I think I saw some there.” Like all of the sysadmins, Felix had had a bit of a rummage around the offices, bathrooms, kitchen and store-rooms, squirreling away a roll of toilet-paper in his shoulder-bag along with three or four power-bars. They were sharing out the food in the caf by unspoken agreement, every sysadmin watching every other for signs of gluttony and hoarding. All were convinced that there was hoarding and gluttony going on out of eyeshot, because all were guilty of it themselves when no one else was watching.


    Van got up and when his face hove into the light, Felix saw how puffed his eyes were. “I’ll post to the mailing-list for some antihistamine,” Felix said. There had been four mailing lists and three wikis for the survivors in the building within hours of the first meeting’s close, and in the intervening days they’d settled on just one. Felix was still on a little mailing list with five of his most trusted friends, two of whom were trapped in cages in other countries. He suspected that the rest of the sysadmins were doing the same.


    Van stumbled off. “Good luck on the elections,” he said, patting Felix on the shoulder.


    Felix stood and paced, stopping to stare out the grubby windows. The fires still burned in Toronto, more than before. He’d tried to find mailing lists or blogs that Torontonians were posting to, but the only ones he’d found were being run by other geeks in other data-centers. It was possible—likely, even—that there were survivors out there who had more pressing priorities than posting to the Internet. His home phone still worked about half the time but he’d stopped calling it after the second day, when hearing Kelly’s voice on the voicemail for the fiftieth time had made him cry in the middle of a planning meeting. He wasn’t the only one.


    Election day. Time to face the music.


    > Are you nervous?


    > Nope,


    Felix typed.


    > I don’t much care if I win, to be honest. I’m just glad we’re doing this. The alternative was sitting around with our thumbs up our ass, waiting for someone to crack up and open the door.


    The cursor hung. Queen Kong was very high latency as she bossed her gang of Googloids around the Googleplex, doing everything she could to keep her data center online. Three of the offshore cages had gone offline and two of their six redundant network links were smoked. Lucky for her, queries-per-second were way down.


    > There’s still China


    she typed. Queen Kong had a big board with a map of the world colored in Google-queries-per-second, and could do magic with it, showing the drop-off over time in colorful charts. She’d uploaded lots of video clips showing how the plague and the bombs had swept the world: the initial upswell of queries from people wanting to find out what was going on, then the grim, precipitous shelving off as the plagues took hold.


    > China’s still running about ninety percent nominal.


    Felix shook his head.


    > You can’t think that they’re responsible


    > No


    she typed, but then she started to key something and then stopped.


    > No of course not. I believe the Popovich Hypothesis. Every asshole in the world is using the other assholes for cover. But China put them down harder and faster than anyone else. Maybe we’ve finally found a use for totalitarian states.


    Felix couldn’t resist. He typed:


    > You’re lucky your boss can’t see you type that. You guys were pretty enthusiastic participants in the Great Firewall of China.


    > Wasn’t my idea


    she typed.


    > And my boss is dead. They’re probably all dead. The whole Bay Area got hit hard, and then there was the quake.


    They’d watched the USGS’s automated data-stream from the 6.9 that trashed northern Cal from Gilroy to Sebastapol. Soma webcams revealed the scope of the damage—gas main explosions, seismically retrofitted buildings crumpling like piles of children’s blocks after a good kicking. The Googleplex, floating on a series of gigantic steel springs, had shook like a plateful of jello, but the racks had stayed in place and the worst injury they’d had was a badly bruised eye on a sysadmin who’d caught a flying cable-crimper in the face.


    > Sorry. I forgot.


    > It’s OK. We all lost people, right?


    > Yeah. Yeah. Anyway, I’m not worried about the election. Whoever wins, at least we’re doing SOMETHING


    > Not if they vote for one of the fuckrags


    Fuckrag was the epithet that some of the sysadmins were using to describe the contingent that wanted to shut down the Internet. Queen Kong had coined it—apparently it had started life as a catch-all term to describe clueless IT managers that she’d chewed up through her career.


    > They won’t. They’re just tired and sad is all. Your endorsement will carry the day


    The Googloids were one of the largest and most powerful blocs left behind, along with the satellite uplink crews and the remaining transoceanic crews. Queen Kong’s endorsement had come as a surprise and he’d sent her an email that she’d replied to tersely: “can’t have the fuckrags in charge.”


    > gtg


    she typed and then her connection dropped. He fired up a browser and called up google.com. The browser timed out. He hit reload, and then again, and then the Google front-page came back up. Whatever had hit Queen Kong’s workplace—power failure, worms, another quake—she had fixed it. He snorted when he saw that they’d replaced the O’s in the Google logo with little planet Earths with mushroom clouds rising from them.


    * * * *


    “Got anything to eat?” Van said to him. It was mid-afternoon, not that time particularly passed in the data-center. Felix patted his pockets. They’d put a quartermaster in charge, but not before everyone had snagged some chow out of the machines. He’d had a dozen power-bars and some apples. He’d taken a couple sandwiches but had wisely eaten them first before they got stale.


    “One power-bar left,” he said. He’d noticed a certain looseness in his waistline that morning and had briefly relished it. Then he’d remembered Kelly’s teasing about his weight and he’d cried some. Then he’d eaten two power bars, leaving him with just one left.


    “Oh,” Van said. His face was hollower than ever, his shoulders sloping in on his toast-rack chest.


    “Here,” Felix said. “Vote Felix.”


    Van took the power-bar from him and then put it down on the table. “OK, I want to give this back to you and say, ‘No, I couldn’t,’ but I’m fucking hungry, so I’m just going to take it and eat it, OK?”


    “That’s fine by me,” Felix said. “Enjoy.”


    “How are the elections coming?” Van said, once he’d licked the wrapper clean.


    “Dunno,” Felix said. “Haven’t checked in a while.” He’d been winning by a slim margin a few hours before. Not having his laptop was a major handicap when it came to stuff like this. Up in the cages, there were a dozen more like him, poor bastards who’d left the house on Der Tag without thinking to snag something WiFi-enabled.


    “You’re going to get smoked,” Sario said, sliding in next to them. He’d become famous in the center for never sleeping, for eavesdropping, for picking fights in RL that had the ill-considered heat of a Usenet flamewar. “The winner will be someone who understands a couple of fundamental facts.” He held up a fist, then ticked off his bullet points by raising a finger at a time. “Point: The terrorists are using the Internet to destroy the world, and we need to destroy the Internet first. Point: Even if I’m wrong, the whole thing is a joke. We’ll run out of generator-fuel soon enough. Point: Or if we don’t, it will be because the old world will be back and running, and it won’t give a crap about your new world. Point: We’re gonna run out of food before we run out of shit to argue about or reasons not to go outside. We have the chance to do something to help the world recover: we can kill the net and cut it off as a tool for bad guys. Or we can rearrange some more deck chairs on the bridge of your personal Titanic in the service of some sweet dream about an ‘independent cyberspace.’“


    The thing was that Sario was right. They would be out of fuel in two days—intermittent power from the grid had stretched their generator lifespan. And if you bought his hypothesis that the Internet was primarily being used as a tool to organize more mayhem, shutting it down would be the right thing to do.


    But Felix’s son and his wife were dead. He didn’t want to rebuild the old world. He wanted a new one. The old world was one that didn’t have any place for him. Not anymore.


    Van scratched his raw, flaking skin. Puffs of dander and scurf swirled in the musty, greasy air. Sario curled a lip at him. “That is disgusting. We’re breathing recycled air, you know. Whatever leprosy is eating you, aerosolizing it into the air supply is pretty anti-social.”


    “You’re the world’s leading authority on anti-social, Sario,” Van said. “Go away or I’ll multi-tool you to death.” He stopped scratching and patted his sheathed multi-pliers like a gunslinger.


    “Yeah, I’m anti-social. I’ve got Asperger’s and I haven’t taken any meds in four days. What’s your fucking excuse.”


    Van scratched some more. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t know.”


    Sario cracked up. “Oh, you are priceless. I’d bet that three quarters of this bunch is borderline autistic. Me, I’m just an asshole. But I’m one who isn’t afraid to tell the truth, and that makes me better than you, dickweed.”


    “Fuckrag,” Felix said, “fuck off.”


    * * * *


    They had less than a day’s worth of fuel when Felix was elected the first ever Prime Minister of Cyberspace. The first count was spoiled by a bot that spammed the voting process and they lost a critical day while they added up the votes a second time.


    But by then, it was all seeming like more of a joke. Half the data-centers had gone dark. Queen Kong’s net-maps of Google queries were looking grimmer and grimmer as more of the world went offline, though she maintained a leader-board of new and rising queries—largely related to health, shelter, sanitation and self-defense.


    Worm-load slowed. Power was going off to many home PC users, and staying off, so their compromised PCs were going dark. The backbones were still lit up and blinking, but the missives from those data-centers were looking more and more desperate. Felix hadn’t eaten in a day and neither had anyone in a satellite Earth-station of transoceanic head-end.


    Water was running short, too.


    Popovich and Rosenbaum came and got him before he could do more than answer a few congratulatory messages and post a canned acceptance speech to newsgroups.


    “We’re going to open the doors,” Popovich said. Like all of them, he’d lost weight and waxed scruffy and oily. His BO was like a cloud coming off a trash-bags behind a fish-market on a sunny day. Felix was quite sure he smelled no better.


    “You’re going to go for a reccy? Get more fuel? We can charter a working group for it—great idea.”


    Rosenbaum shook his head sadly. “We’re going to go find our families. Whatever is out there has burned itself out. Or it hasn’t. Either way, there’s no future in here.”


    “What about network maintenance?” Felix said, thought he knew the answers. “Who’ll keep the routers up?”


    “We’ll give you the root passwords to everything,” Popovich said. His hands were shaking and his eyes were bleary. Like many of the smokers stuck in the data-center, he’d gone cold turkey this week. They’d run out of caffeine products two days earlier, too. The smokers had it rough.


    “And I’ll just stay here and keep everything online?”


    “You and anyone else who cares anymore.”


    Felix knew that he’d squandered his opportunity. The election had seemed noble and brave, but in hindsight all it had been was an excuse for infighting when they should have been figuring out what to do next. The problem was that there was nothing to do next.


    “I can’t make you stay,” he said.


    “Yeah, you can’t.” Popovich turned on his heel and walked out. Rosenbaum watched him go, then he gripped Felix’s shoulder and squeezed it.


    “Thank you, Felix. It was a beautiful dream. It still is. Maybe we’ll find something to eat and some fuel and come back.”


    Rosenbaum had a sister whom he’d been in contact with over IM for the first days after the crisis broke. Then she’d stopped answering. The sysadmins were split among those who’d had a chance to say goodbye and those who hadn’t. Each was sure the other had it better.


    They posted about it on the internal newsgroup—they were still geeks, after all, and there was a little honor guard on the ground floor, geeks who watched them pass toward the double doors. They manipulated the keypads and the steel shutters lifted, then the first set of doors opened. They stepped into the vestibule and pulled the doors shut behind them. The front doors opened. It was very bright and sunny outside, and apart from how empty it was, it looked very normal. Heartbreakingly so.


    The two took a tentative step out into the world. Then another. They turned to wave at the assembled masses. Then they both grabbed their throats and began to jerk and twitch, crumpling in a heap on the ground.


    “Shiii—!” was all Felix managed to choke out before they both dusted themselves off and stood up, laughing so hard they were clutching their sides. They waved once more and turned on their heels.


    “Man, those guys are sick,” Van said. He scratched his arms, which had long, bloody scratches on them. His clothes were so covered in scurf they looked like they’d been dusted with icing sugar.


    “I thought it was pretty funny,” Felix said.


    “Christ I’m hungry,” Van said, conversationally.


    “Lucky for you, we’ve got all the packets we can eat,” Felix said.


    “You’re too good to us grunts, Mr President,” Van said.


    “Prime Minister,” he said. “And you’re no grunt, you’re the Deputy Prime Minister. You’re my designated ribbon-cutter and hander-out of oversized novelty checks.”


    It buoyed both of their spirits. Watching Popovich and Rosenbaum go, it buoyed them up. Felix knew then that they’d all be going soon.


    That had been pre-ordained by the fuel-supply, but who wanted to wait for the fuel to run out, anyway?


    * * * *


    > half my crew split this morning


    Queen Kong typed. Google was holding up pretty good anyway, of course. The load on the servers was a lot lighter than it had been since the days when Google fit on a bunch of hand-built PCs under a desk at Stanford.


    > we’re down to a quarter


    Felix typed back. It was only a day since Popovich and Rosenbaum left, but the traffic on the newsgroups had fallen down to near zero. He and Van hadn’t had much time to play Republic of Cyberspace. They’d been too busy learning the systems that Popovich had turned over to them, the big, big routers that had went on acting as the major interchange for all the network backbones in Canada.


    Still, someone posted to the newsgroups every now and again, generally to say goodbye. The old flamewars about who would be PM, or whether they would shut down the network, or who took too much food—it was all gone.


    He reloaded the newsgroup. There was a typical message.


    > Runaway processes on Solaris TK


    >


    > Uh, hi. I’m just a lightweight MSCE but I’m the only one awake here and four of the DSLAMs just went down. Looks like there’s some custom accounting code that’s trying to figure out how much to bill our corporate customers and it’s spawned ten thousand threads and its eating all the swap. I just want to kill it but I can’t seem to do that. Is there some magic invocation I need to do to get this goddamned weenix box to kill this shit? I mean, it’s not as if any of our customers are ever going to pay us again. I’d ask the guy who wrote this code, but he’s pretty much dead as far as anyone can work out.


    He reloaded. There was a response. It was short, authoritative, and helpful—just the sort of thing you almost never saw in a high-caliber newsgroup when a noob posted a dumb question. The apocalypse had awoken the spirit of patient helpfulness in the world’s sysop community.


    Van shoulder-surfed him. “Holy shit, who knew he had it in him?”


    He looked at the message again. It was from Will Sario.


    He dropped into his chat window.


    > sario i thought you wanted the network dead why are you helping msces fix their boxen?


    > <sheepish grin=““> Gee Mr PM, maybe I just can’t bear to watch a computer suffer at the hands of an amateur.</sheepish>


    He flipped to the channel with Queen Kong in it.


    > How long?


    > Since I slept? Two days. Until we run out of fuel? Three days. Since we ran out of food? Two days.


    > Jeez. I didn’t sleep last night either. We’re a little short handed around here.


    > asl? Im monica and I live in pasadena and Im bored with my homework. WOuld you like to download my pic???


    The trojan bots were all over IRC these days, jumping to every channel that had any traffic on it. Sometimes you caught five or six flirting with each other. It was pretty weird to watch a piece of malware try to con another instance of itself into downloading a trojan.


    They both kicked the bot off the channel simultaneously. He had a script for it now. The spam hadn’t even tailed off a little.


    > How come the spam isn’t reducing? Half the goddamned data-centers have gone dark


    Queen Kong paused a long time before typing. As had become automatic when she went high-latency, he reloaded the Google homepage. Sure enough, it was down.


    > Sario, you got any food?


    > You won’t miss a couple more meals, Your Excellency


    Van had gone back to Mayor McCheese but he was in the same channel.


    “What a dick. You’re looking pretty buff, though, dude.”


    Van didn’t look so good. He looked like you could knock him over with a stiff breeze and he had a phlegmy, weak quality to his speech.


    > hey kong everything ok?


    > everything’s fine just had to go kick some ass


    “How’s the traffic, Van?”


    “Down 25 percent from this morning,” he said. There were a bunch of nodes whose connections routed through them. Presumably most of these were home or commercial customers in places where the power was still on and the phone company’s COs were still alive.


    Every once in a while, Felix would wiretap the connections to see if he could find a person who had news of the wide world. Almost all of it was automated traffic, though: network backups, status updates. Spam. Lots of spam.


    > Spam’s still up because the services that stop spam are failing faster than the services that create it. All the anti-worm stuff is centralized in a couple places. The bad stuff is on a million zombie computers. If only the lusers had had the good sense to turn off their home PCs before keeling over or taking off


    > at the rate were going well be routing nothing but spam by dinnertime


    Van cleared his throat, a painful sound. “About that,” he said. “I think it’s going to hit sooner than that. Felix, I don’t think anyone would notice if we just walked away from here.”


    Felix looked at him, his skin the color of corned-beef and streaked with long, angry scabs. His fingers trembled.


    “You drinking enough water?”


    Van nodded. “All frigging day, every ten seconds. Anything to keep my belly full.” He pointed to a refilled Pepsi Max bottle full of water by his side.


    “Let’s have a meeting,” he said.


    * * * *


    There had been forty-three of them on D-Day. Now there were fifteen. Six had responded to the call for a meeting by simply leaving. Everyone knew without having to be told what the meeting was about.


    “So that’s it, you’re going to let it all fall apart?” Sario was the only one with the energy left to get properly angry. He’d go angry to his grave. The veins on his throat and forehead stood out angrily. His fists shook angrily. All the other geeks went lids-down at the site of him, looking up in unison for once at the discussion, not keeping one eye on a chat-log or a tailed service log.


    “Sario, you’ve got to be shitting me,” Felix said. “You wanted to pull the goddamned plug!”


    “I wanted it to go clean,” he shouted. “I didn’t want it to bleed out and keel over in little gasps and pukes forever. I wanted it to be an act of will by the global community of its caretakers. I wanted it to be an affirmative act by human hands. Not entropy and bad code and worms winning out. Fuck that, that’s just what’s happened out there.”


    Up in the top-floor cafeteria, there were windows all around, hardened and light-bending, and by custom, they were all blinds-down. Now Sario ran around the room, yanking down the blinds. How the hell can he get the energy to run? Felix wondered. He could barely walk up the stairs to the meeting room.


    Harsh daylight flooded in. It was a fine sunny day out there, but everywhere you looked across that commanding view of Toronto’s skyline, there were rising plumes of smoke. The TD tower, a gigantic black modernist glass brick, was gouting flame to the sky. “It’s all falling apart, the way everything does.


    “Listen, listen. If we leave the network to fall over slowly, parts of it will stay online for months. Maybe years. And what will run on it? Malware. Worms. Spam. System-processes. Zone transfers. The things we use fall apart and require constant maintenance. The things we abandon don’t get used and they last forever. We’re going to leave the network behind like a lime-pit filled with industrial waste. That will be our fucking legacy—the legacy of every keystroke you and I and anyone, anywhere ever typed. You understand? We’re going to leave it to die slow like a wounded dog, instead of giving it one clean shot through the head.”


    Van scratched his cheeks, then Felix saw that he was wiping away tears.


    “Sario, you’re not wrong, but you’re not right either,” he said. “Leaving it up to limp along is right. We’re going to all be limping for a long time, and maybe it will be some use to someone. If there’s one packet being routed from any user to any other user, anywhere in the world, it’s doing its job.”


    “If you want a clean kill, you can do that,” Felix said. “I’m the PM and I say so. I’m giving you root. All of you.” He turned to the white-board where the cafeteria workers used to scrawl the day’s specials. Now it was covered with the remnants of heated technical debates that the sysadmins had engaged in over the days since the day.


    He scrubbed away a clean spot with his sleeve and began to write out long, complicated alphanumeric passwords salted with punctuation. Felix had a gift for remembering that kind of password. He doubted it would do him much good, ever again.


    * * * *


    > Were going, kong. Fuels almost out anyway


    > yeah well thats right then. it was an honor, mr prime minister


    > you going to be ok?


    > ive commandeered a young sysadmin to see to my feminine needs and weve found another cache of food thatll last us a coupel weeks now that were down to fifteen admins—im in hog heaven pal


    > youre amazing, Queen Kong, seriously. Dont be a hero though. When you need to go go. Theres got to be something out there


    > be safe felix, seriously—btw did i tell you queries are up in Romania? maybe theyre getting back on their feet


    > really?


    > yeah, really. we’re hard to kill—like fucking roaches


    Her connection died. He dropped to Firefox and reloaded Google and it was down. He hit reload and hit reload and hit reload, but it didn’t come up. He closed his eyes and listened to Van scratch his legs and then heard Van type a little.


    “They’re back up,” he said.


    Felix whooshed out a breath. He sent the message to the newsgroup, one that he’d run through five drafts before settling on, “Take care of the place, OK? We’ll be back, someday.”


    Everyone was going except Sario. Sario wouldn’t leave. He came down to see them off, though.


    The sysadmins gathered in the lobby and Felix made the safety door go up, and the light rushed in.


    Sario stuck his hand out.


    “Good luck,” he said.


    “You too,” Felix said. He had a firm grip, Sario, stronger than he had any right to be. “Maybe you were right,” he said.


    “Maybe,” he said.


    “You going to pull the plug?”


    Sario looked up at the drop-ceiling, seeming to peer through the reinforced floors at the humming racks above. “Who knows?” he said at last.


    Van scratched and a flurry of white motes danced in the sunlight.


    “Let’s go find you a pharmacy,” Felix said. He walked to the door and the other sysadmins followed.


    They waited for the interior doors to close behind them and then Felix opened the exterior doors. The air smelled and tasted like a mown grass, like the first drops of rain, like the lake and the sky, like the outdoors and the world, an old friend not heard from in an eternity.


    “Bye, Felix,” the other sysadmins said. They were drifting away while he stood transfixed at the top of the short concrete staircase. The light hurt his eyes and made them water.


    “I think there’s a Shopper’s Drug Mart on King Street,” he said to Van. “We’ll throw a brick through the window and get you some cortisone, OK?”


    “You’re the Prime Minister,” Van said. “Lead on.”


    They didn’t see a single soul on the fifteen minute walk. There wasn’t a single sound except for some bird noises and some distant groans, and the wind in the electric cables overhead. It was like walking on the surface of the moon.


    “Bet they have chocolate bars at the Shopper’s,” Van said.


    Felix’s stomach lurched. Food. “Wow,” he said, around a mouthful of saliva.


    They walked past a little hatchback and in the front seat was the dried body of a woman holding the dried body of a baby, and his mouth filled with sour bile, even though the smell was faint through the rolled-up windows.


    He hadn’t thought of Kelly or 2.0 in days. He dropped to his knees and retched again. Out here in the real world, his family was dead. Everyone he knew was dead. He just wanted to lie down on the sidewalk and wait to die, too.


    Van’s rough hands slipped under his armpits and hauled weakly at him. “Not now,” he said. “Once we’re safe inside somewhere and we’ve eaten something, then and then you can do this, but not now. Understand me, Felix? Not fucking now.”


    The profanity got through to him. He got to his feet. His knees were trembling.


    “Just a block more,” Van said, and slipped Felix’s arm around his shoulders and led him along.


    “Thank you, Van. I’m sorry.”


    “No sweat,” he said. “You need a shower, bad. No offense.”


    “None taken.”


    The Shoppers had a metal security gate, but it had been torn away from the front windows, which had been rudely smashed. Felix and Van squeezed through the gap and stepped into the dim drug-store. A few of the displays were knocked over, but other than that, it looked OK. By the cash-registers, Felix spotted the racks of candy bars at the same instant that Van saw them, and they hurried over and grabbed a handful each, stuffing their faces.


    “You two eat like pigs.”


    They both whirled at the sound of the woman’s voice. She was holding a fire-axe that was nearly as big as she was. She wore a lab-coat and comfortable shoes.


    “You take what you need and go, OK? No sense in there being any trouble.” Her chin was pointy and her eyes were sharp. She looked to be in her forties. She looked nothing like Kelly, which was good, because Felix felt like running and giving her a hug as it was. Another person alive!


    “Are you a doctor?” Felix said. She was wearing scrubs under the coat, he saw.


    “You going to go?” She brandished the axe.


    Felix held his hands up. “Seriously, are you a doctor? A pharmacist?”


    “I used to be a RN, ten years ago. I’m mostly a Web-designer.”


    “You’re shitting me,” Felix said.


    “Haven’t you ever met a girl who knew about computers?”


    “Actually, a friend of mine who runs Google’s data-center is a girl. A woman, I mean.”


    “You’re shitting me,” she said. “A woman ran Google’s data-center?”


    “Runs,” Felix said. “It’s still online.”


    “NFW,” she said. She let the axe lower.


    “Way. Have you got any cortisone cream? I can tell you the story. My name’s Felix and this is Van, who needs any anti-histamines you can spare.”


    “I can spare? Felix old pal, I have enough dope here to last a hundred years. This stuff’s going to expire long before it runs out. But are you telling me that the net’s still up?”


    “It’s still up,” he said. “Kind of. That’s what we’ve been doing all week. Keeping it online. It might not last much longer, though.”


    “No,” she said. “I don’t suppose it would.” She set the axe down. “Have you got anything to trade? I don’t need much, but I’ve been trying to keep my spirits up by trading with the neighbors. It’s like playing civilization.”


    “You have neighbors?”


    “At least ten,” she said. “The people in the restaurant across the way make a pretty good soup, even if most of the veg is canned. They cleaned me out of Sterno, though.”


    “You’ve got neighbors and you trade with them?”


    “Well, nominally. It’d be pretty lonely without them. I’ve taken care of whatever sniffles I could. Set a bone—broken wrist. Listen, do you want some Wonder Bread and peanut butter? I have a ton of it. Your friend looks like he could use a meal.”


    “Yes please,” Van said. “We don’t have anything to trade, but we’re both committed workaholics looking to learn a trade. Could you use some assistants?”


    “Not really.” She spun her axe on its head. “But I wouldn’t mind some company.”


    They ate the sandwiches and then some soup. The restaurant people brought it over and made their manners at them, though Felix saw their noses wrinkle up and ascertained that there was working plumbing in the back room. Van went in to take a sponge bath and then he followed.


    “None of us know what to do,” the woman said. Her name was Rosa, and she had found them a bottle of wine and some disposable plastic cups from the housewares aisle. “I thought we’d have helicopters or tanks or even looters, but it’s just quiet.”


    “You seem to have kept pretty quiet yourself,” Felix said.


    “Didn’t want to attract the wrong kind of attention.”


    “You ever think that maybe there’s a lot of people out there doing the same thing? Maybe if we all get together we’ll come up with something to do.”


    “Or maybe they’ll cut our throats,” she said.


    Van nodded. “She’s got a point.”


    Felix was on his feet. “No way, we can’t think like that. Lady, we’re at a critical juncture here. We can go down through negligence, dwindling away in our hiding holes, or we can try to build something better.”


    “Better?” She made a rude noise.


    “OK, not better. Something though. Building something new is better than letting it dwindle away. Christ, what are you going to do when you’ve read all the magazines and eaten all the potato chips here?”


    Rosa shook her head. “Pretty talk,” she said. “But what the hell are we going to do, anyway?”


    “Something,” Felix said. “We’re going to do something. Something is better than nothing. We’re going to take this patch of the world where people are talking to each other, and we’re going to expand it. We’re going to find everyone we can and we’re going to take care of them and they’re going to take care of us. We’ll probably fuck it up. We’ll probably fail. I’d rather fail than give up, though.”


    Van laughed. “Felix, you are crazier than Sario, you know it?”


    “We’re going to go and drag him out, first thing tomorrow. He’s going to be a part of this, too. Everyone will. Screw the end of the world. The world doesn’t end. Humans aren’t the kind of things that have endings.”


    Rosa shook her head again, but she was smiling a little now. “And you’ll be what, the Pope-Emperor of the World?”


    “He prefers Prime Minister,” Van said in a stagey whisper. The anti-histamines had worked miracles on his skin, and it had faded from angry red to a fine pink.


    “You want to be Minister of Health, Rosa?” he said.


    “Boys,” she said. “Playing games. How about this. I’ll help out however I can, provided you never ask me to call you Prime Minister and you never call me the Minister of Health?”


    “It’s a deal,” he said.


    Van refilled their glasses, upending the wine bottle to get the last few drops out.


    They raised their glasses. “To the world,” Felix said. “To humanity.” He thought hard. “To rebuilding.”


    “To anything,” Van said.


    “To anything,” Felix said. “To everything.”


    “To everything,” Rosa said.


    They drank. He wanted to go see the house—see Kelly and 2.0, though his stomach churned at the thought of what he might find there. But the next day, they started to rebuild. And months later, they started over again, when disagreements drove apart the fragile little group they’d pulled together. And a year after that, they started over again. And five years later, they started again.


    It was nearly six months before he went home. Van helped him along, riding cover behind him on the bicycles they used to get around town. The further north they rode, the stronger the smell of burnt wood became. There were lots of burnt-out houses. Sometimes marauders burnt the houses they’d looted, but more often it was just nature, the kinds of fires you got in forests and on mountains. There were six choking, burnt blocks where every house was burnt before they reached home.


    But Felix’s old housing development was still standing, an oasis of eerily pristine buildings that looked like maybe their somewhat neglectful owners had merely stepped out to buy some paint and fresh lawnmower blades to bring their old homes back up to their neat, groomed selves.


    That was worse, somehow. He got off the bike at the entry of the subdivision and they walked the bikes together in silence, listening to the sough of the wind in the trees. Winter was coming late that year, but it was coming, and as the sweat dried in the wind, Felix started to shiver.


    He didn’t have his keys anymore. They were at the data-center, months and worlds away. He tried the door-handle, but it didn’t turn. He applied his shoulder to the door and it ripped away from its wet, rotted jamb with a loud, splintering sound. The house was rotting from the inside.


    The door splashed when it landed. The house was full of stagnant water, four inches of stinking pond-scummed water in the living room. He splashed carefully through it, feeling the floor-boards sag spongily beneath each step.


    Up the stairs, his nose full of that terrible green mildewy stench. Into the bedroom, the furniture familiar as a childhood friend.


    Kelly was in the bed with 2.0. The way they both lay, it was clear they hadn’t gone easy—they were twisted double, Kelly curled around 2.0. Their skin was bloated, making them almost unrecognizable. The smell—God, the smell.


    Felix’s head spun. He thought he would fall over and clutched at the dresser. An emotion he couldn’t name—rage, anger, sorrow?—made him breathe hard, gulp for air like he was drowning.


    And then it was over. The world was over. Kelly and 2.0—over. And he had a job to do. He folded the blanket over them—Van helped, solemnly. They went into the front yard and took turns digging, using the shovel from the garage that Kelly had used for gardening. They had lots of experience digging graves by then. Lots of experience handling the dead. They dug, and wary dogs watched them from the tall grass on the neighboring lawns, but they were also good at chasing off dogs with well-thrown stones.


    When the grave was dug, they laid Felix’s wife and son to rest in it. Felix quested after words to say over the mound, but none came. He’d dug so many graves for so many men’s wives and so many women’s husbands and so many children—the words were long gone.


    Felix dug ditches and salvaged cans and buried the dead. He planted and harvested. He fixed some cars and learned to make biodiesel. Finally he fetched up in a data-center for a little government—little governments came and went, but this one was smart enough to want to keep records and needed someone to keep everything running, and Van went with him.


    They spent a lot of time in chat rooms and sometimes they happened upon old friends from the strange time they’d spent running the Distributed Republic of Cyberspace, geeks who insisted on calling him PM, though no one in the real world ever called him that anymore.


    It wasn’t a good life, most of the time. Felix’s wounds never healed, and neither did most other people’s. There were lingering sicknesses and sudden ones. Tragedy on tragedy.


    But Felix liked his data-center. There in the humming of the racks, he never felt like it was the first days of a better nation, but he never felt like it was the last days of one, either.


    > go to bed, felix


    > soon, kong, soon—almost got this backup running


    > youre a junkie, dude.


    > look whos talking


    He reloaded the Google homepage. Queen Kong had had it online for a couple years now. The Os in Google changed all the time, whenever she got the urge. Today they were little cartoon globes, one smiling the other frowning.


    He looked at it for a long time and dropped back into a terminal to check his backup. It was running clean, for a change. The little government’s records were safe.


    > ok night night


    > take care


    Van waved at him as he creaked to the door, stretching out his back with a long series of pops.


    “Sleep well, boss,” he said.


    “Don’t stick around here all night again,” Felix said. “You need your sleep, too.”


    “You’re too good to us grunts,” Van said, and went back to typing.


    Felix went to the door and walked out into the night. Behind him, the biodiesel generator hummed and made its acrid fumes. The harvest moon was up, which he loved. Tomorrow, he’d go back and fix another computer and fight off entropy again. And why not?


    It was what he did. He was a sysadmin.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 2006 by Cory Doctorow

  


  
    SURVIVALISM, by Kyle William Bishop


    When the United States destroyed Hiroshima, Japan, on August 6, 1945, modern warfare changed forever and the Atomic Age officially began. Science and technology, which had been contributing to the general improvement of human life, suddenly proved to be a major global threat. Superpowers such as the United States, the Soviet Union, and China entered into a dangerous and ever-escalating arms race, investing billions to make weapons more efficient, accurate, and destructive. As a result, many across the globe grew increasingly paranoid about the prospect of worldwide devastation, and the more radical and affluent individuals began taking the necessary steps to insure their protection and survival. Bunkers, fallout shelters, vast food stores, off-the-grid power and water supplies, private arsenals, and survivalist training grew in popularity and frequency as the threats of the twentieth century mounted, and science fiction visionaries matched this cultural trend by producing more and more narratives addressing the apocalypse in response. Yet thanks to the popularity of the survivalist credo, many of these end-of-the-world stories focus not on death and destruction, but rather on ingenuity, preparation, and staying alive.


    This optimistic survivalist fantasy, which has become so ubiquitous in the twenty-first century, actually had it beginnings almost four hundred years ago. Whereas people today take pains to protect themselves from nuclear war, global pandemics, natural disasters, and political collapse, explorers and adventurers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were similarly cautious about insuring their survival while abroad. In response, contemporary writers enthralled audiences with tales of danger and isolation that featured the tenacious fortitude of enlightened individuals, steadfast adventurers, and dedicated survivalists. Over the past century, science fiction narratives have modernized these early tales, exploring how tenacious and forward-thinking heroes overcome the trials of global destruction or the annihilation of modern society. Admittedly a subgenre of the more common apocalypse narrative, survivalism should nonetheless be understood as a literary mode in its own right, either as the core defining feature of a narrative or as a central trope essential to the larger plot. Such stories can be classified as either survival in an unexplored territory or survival at home, but regardless of the specifics, survivalism itself has become an important staple of modern science fiction.


    The earliest tales of human survivalism explore the hardiness and ingenuity of white, European explorers and adventurers who withstand the dangers of an unfamiliar natural environment by civilizing their harsh surroundings. This transformative power of enlightened imperialism was most famously pioneered by Daniel Defoe in his landmark Robinson Crusoe (1719). Undoubtedly the most famous “castaway” story ever written—and the font of numerous imitators, if not the entire survivalism subgenre itself—Robinson Crusoe presents the fictional autobiography of its title character, a successful plantation owner and trader who spends 28 years of his life stranded on an uncharted island. Inspired by the real-life experiences of the Scottish sailor Alexander Selkirk (Ross 16), Defoe crafted not only an exciting tale of adventure, but also one of realistic ingenuity and diligent perseverance. Rather than succumbing to the elements or to neighboring cannibals, Crusoe elects to survive by taming the wilderness and transforming his island into a place of safety and comfort. Over the years, the stoic survivalist builds an enclosed habitation, plants a garden, keeps a crude calendar, makes pottery, and fashions his own tools. In many ways, Defoe’s castaway not only survives, but thrives.


    Robinson Crusoe became an instant and worldwide sensation, and its popularity lead to a host of translations, spin-offs, and imitations; indeed, the influence of this foundational castaway tale can still be seen today. In fact, one of the most famous Crusoe “knockoffs” came to experience a similar level of popularity and influence in its own right: The Swiss Family Robinson (1812). Published almost a century after Defoe’s novel, Johann David Wyss’s didactic tale emphasizes family values, environmental responsibility, and self-reliance. Written more as an educational tool for the young than a realistic depiction of a family’s struggle to stay alive on an isolated island, the novel’s sense of adventure nonetheless resonated with readers young and old alike, inspiring two sequels (including Jules Verne’s The Castaways of the Flag [1900]) and dozens of cinematic adaptations. Other young-adult variations on Defoe’s initial concept appeared over the years as well, including R.M. Ballantyne’s The Coral Island (1857) and William Golding’s Lord of the Flies (1954). Both of these later works center on the shipwrecking of young boys, and their plots detail not only their successes at survival, but also the dangers of rugged and untamed environments—including each other.


    The prospect of struggling against a savage wilderness has also been appropriated by mainstream science fiction, with distant and unexplored planets taking on the role of the deserted island, as in Robert A. Heinlein’s Tunnel in the Sky. Published in 1955, thus following closely on the heels of Lord of the Flies, Heinlein’s book similarly tracks the struggles of teenage protagonists, although this time the dysfunctional adolescents are marooned on a strange and hostile planet. Tunnel in the Sky envisions a future in which space travel will take place instantly via teleportation; unfortunately, cost restrictions mandate one-way travel only, not unlike early colonial undertakings.i Protagonist Rod Walker volunteers to take the final exam for his Advanced Survival course, which requires him to teleport to a nearby planet to prove he can survive on his own. Reminiscent of earlier survival narratives, Rod elects to rely on traditional tools, such as knives and basic survival gear, instead of advanced technology, and his preparations prove well founded when he discovers other teenagers on the planet who tell him a solar flare has temporarily cut them off from Earth. The remainder of the novel explores the difficulties the new society has with both survival and self-governance.


    The science-fiction “shipwreck” narrative has also, and perhaps more famously, drawn on The Swiss Family Robinson for inspiration. In 1962, Gold Key Comics began publishing Space Family Robinson, an original comic series created by Del Connell and artist Dan Spiegle that overtly transplants the premise of Wyss’s novel to outer space. Just three years later, producer Irwin Allen began a very similar project for CBS television, and the first episode of Lost in Space (1965–68) premiered on September 15, 1965. Both narratives, which were produced simultaneously and independently from one another, follow the adventures of astronaut families traveling through the uncharted reaches of space, encountering life-threatening problems and struggling to stay alive. Unlike their Swiss predecessors, however, these interstellar Robinsons find their survival to be more a matter of technology than ingenuity, as their space ships, computers, laser guns, and—in the television series—utilitarian robot provide them with the resources, and even the comforts, needed to survive despite being stranded many light years from Earth.


    Although Stephen Hopkins’ film version of Lost in Space enjoyed moderate success in 1998, most recent tales of marooned travelers more closely resemble Robinson Crusoe. For example, in Barry B. Longyear’s 1979 novella Enemy Mine, along with Wolfgang Petersen’s 1985 film version, the human fighter pilot Willis Davidge finds himself stuck on a dangerous and hostile planet with the antagonistic alien Jeriba Shigan, clearly mirroring Crusoe and Friday. However, perhaps reflecting a modern-day enlightenment missing from Defoe’s colonialism, the two mortal enemies must learn to work together to survive their perilous conditions. Most recently, science-fiction has returned to the direct roots of “shipwreck survivalism” with J. J. Abrams’s television sensation Lost (2004–10). In this variation, an airplane crashes onto a mysterious and obstinately unchartable island; and although a healthy number of travelers survive, at least initially, their exploits and adventures mirror Defoe’s storyline. The Lost survivors build defensible shelters, recycle and reuse salvage from the crash, and learn to hunt and grown their own food—but they also struggle against a tribe of hostile “natives.” Like most of the shipwreck narratives described so far, the primary goal of Lost is not necessarily survival itself, but rescue, and the series charts numerous attempts to escape the confines of the island.


    Although the survivalism subgenre regularly emphasizes protagonists stranded in faraway locations, the same tropes are also strong components of apocalypse narratives. As with many sci-fi subgenres, tales of global destruction originated in the nineteenth century, specifically with Mary Shelley’s The Last Man (1826) and H. G. Wells’ The War of the Worlds (1898). Shelley’s novel describes the results of a devastating plague, but her story focuses more on the deaths and social collapse associated with the pandemic than on Lionel Verney’s efforts to survive. In fact, The Last Man ends once Verney realizes he’s the only one left alive—the point when most apocalyptic survival narratives begin. Wells’ novel has a similar trajectory, emphasizing the destruction associated with an alien invasion rather than survivalism, but at the heart of the novel is a section in which the narrator and an unstable curate take refuge in an abandoned building. This chilling sequence not only features the active survival efforts of the novel’s protagonist, but it also establishes some key tropes of the apocalyptic survivalism subgenre: a loose alliance between antagonistic characters, hiding out inside a remote and somewhat fortified location, and the careful application of survival skills and supplies.


    Many survivalism narratives of the past fifty years understandably explore the tragic results of nuclear warfare, as the Cold War convinced many that the world would likely end in an atomic holocaust. One of the earliest, Pat Frank’s Alas, Babylon (1959) follows the exploits of Randy Bragg, a Korean War veteran who lives in a small town in central Florida. After the Soviet Union launches a preemptive nuclear attack on the United States, Randy finds himself the leader of the Fort Repose militia, and his training and level head help to organize the community. He successfully addresses housing concerns, finds and distributes food and water, and rallies his new “troops” against roaming marauders. Another key example of this subgenre is Ray Milland’s 1962 film Panic in Year Zero. Harry Baldwin’s (Milland) family serendipitously survives a nuclear assault on Los Angeles because of a camping trip, but they find survival in the backwoods to be harrowing and dangerous. Harry takes drastic steps to keep his family safe, including stealing supplies, abandoning their camper for a secluded cave, and resorting to violence against murderous teenage rapists. Both of these narratives chart the tactics necessary to survive an atomic war,ii but other significant tales feature global devastation as a result of biological rather than nuclear assault.


    Many stories of survival thus feature pandemics, plagues, and other forms of infection, threats that became all the more real and terrifying after the use of chemical and biological weapons during the first half of the twentieth century. One of the first modern examples is George R. Stewart’s 1949 novel Earth Abides, an alternative history of Berkeley, California, in which the majority of the population have died from some variation of the measles. The protagonist Ish Williams tries to rebuild civilized society upon an agrarian model, but the young survivors of the plague grow up to be both primitive and superstitious. Richard Matheson’s I Am Legend (1954) picks up thematically where Shelley’s The Last Man leaves off, as Robert Neville is the only living person in a world inhabited by vampires. Matheson’s novella does much to establish the tropes of the small-scale survivalism narrative, as Neville lives inside a heavily fortified home, roaming the city streets during the day in search of food, fuel, and other essential supplies. Using science in the face of superstition, Neville determines the biological nature of the vampire plague, and he makes a valiant attempt to cure the disease. Unfortunately, his efforts fail, and he is eventually killed by the new vampire race—the true “survivors”—as a monstrous outcast and murderer.


    Not all plague narratives are as pessimistic as those from Stewart and Matheson; in fact, some of the more influential have decidedly positive resolutions. Stephen King’s The Stand (1978), for example, not only narrates in exquisite detail the destruction of US society because of a human-made biological weapon, but it also tracks the efforts of the survivors to rebuild civilization. Led by the messianic Mother Abigail, the righteous remnants of the nation make a pilgrimage to Boulder, Colorado, where they must relearn the difficulties of democratic government, reestablish the electrical grid, and find more primitive ways of feeding and clothing themselves. They also launch a war of faith against the evil Randall Flagg, a demon whose efforts at destruction are eventually overcome by the literal hand of god. David Brin’s 1985 novel The Postman, along with Kevin Costner’s 1997 film adaptation, similarly recounts a post-viral apocalypse society struggling to reestablish both the symbols and institutions of government and civilization. Although Gordon Krantz initially only pretends to be a postal employee, his scavenged uniform becomes a symbol and a rallying point for beleaguered survivors, who find the courage to stand up against a dangerous sect of “hypersurvivalist” and, as the end of the novel implies, unite with other communities to reform a healthy society.


    The next category of apocalyptic survivalism narratives reacts not to modern warfare or dangerous technology but to natural disasters and environmental collapse. An early example of this is The Death of Grass (1956) by Samuel Youd, a novel about a global famine that forces John Custance and Roger Buckley to compromise their values as they struggle to protect and provide for their families. Jerry Pournelle and Larry Niven’s 1977 novel Lucifer’s Hammer weaves a similar tale of survival in the wake of a comet colliding with the Earth. Before the global devastation of the impact and the resulting tsunamis, people begin hoarding foodstuffs and making preparations for survival. After the “Hammerfall,” the survivors of the flooding gravitate into different communities and strongholds, and an entirely new social order is created that values useable skills and resorts to violence to protect not only people but also supplies. Kevin Reynolds’ rather infamous film Waterworld (1995) represents another example of environmental destruction, this time a world that has been transformed because of extreme global warming. With the melting of the polar ice caps, the entire planet is covered by water, and a new civilization has arisen composed exclusively of ships, boats, and rafts. The Mariner (Kevin Costner) is a mutant dirt trader who fights the sinister Smokers and leads a group of survivors to the dry land of Mount Everest.3


    Finally, three exemplary post-apocalypse survivalism narratives that explore brutal survivalism after the end of modern civilization include Harlan Ellison’s A Boy and His Dog (1969), George Miller’s 1979 film Mad Max, and Cormac McCarthy’s award-winning 2006 novel The Road. Ellison’s tale, as well as the L.Q. Jones movie from 1975 starring Don Johnson, charts the violent and sexual survivalist adventures of Vic, a teenage boy with no conscience or sense of morality. Guided only by his psychic dog Blood, Vic must avoid marauders, androids, and genetic mutants in his seemingly never-ending quest for food and women. In Mad Max, Australia has become a dystopian wasteland in which Max Rockatansky (Mel Gibson) strives not only to keep his family safe but also to combat lawless biker gangs as a member of the Main Force Patrol. Tragically, Max’s wife and son are murdered as part of gang retaliation, and the movie becomes more of a revenge picture than a survivalism narrative. McCarthy’s The Road, in contrast, is hardly anything but a tale of survival, the story of a bleak road trip undertaken to keep the unnamed protagonist’s son alive. The two struggle through sterile landscapes and erratic weather, running from roaming gangs of cannibals and scavenging the most meager of provisions to keep themselves going.


    Survivalism has clearly thrived in both castaway adventures and in apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic tales, but one of the most popular survivalism subgenres, if the least likely or realistic, is the zombie invasion narrative. Although many of these stories simply emphasize the destruction of society at the rotting hands of the reanimated dead, the more sophisticated texts focus on the needs of the struggling survivors both to remain alive and to reestablish and rebuild society. The first of the apocalyptic zombie films, George A. Romero’s Night of the Living Dead (1968), is at its heart a survivalist narrative, being based primarily on Matheson’s I Am Legend (Martin). Over the course of the movie, the antihero Ben (Duane Jones) systematically fortifies the rustic farmhouse where he and the other survivors of the zombie invasion are hiding, nailing boards across the windows and doors, fashioning crude Molotov cocktails, and shooting at the encroaching monsters with a rifle. As the film takes place over the course of one night only, the plot focuses not on eliminating all the zombies or finding a cure for their infection, but simply on staying alive until morning. Unfortunately, things go badly for the rag-tag group of antagonistic survivors: their efforts to refuel a truck fail disastrously, the men turn violently against one another, the house’s fortifications fail, and everyone in the house is eventually killed.


    Later zombie movies expand the scope of their narratives beyond survival on the short term and instead address efforts at long-term existence. In Romero’s third zombie film, 1985’s Day of the Dead, a group of dysfunctional survivalists, including both soldiers and scientists, hide in a Cold War-era bunker, filled with food, weapons, medicine, and other supplies. Rather than being content with just waiting the apocalypse out, however, the survivors work diligently to locate other survivors and to find a way to domesticate the walking dead. Sadly, their efforts on both fronts fail, and the film ends with only a glimmer of hope for the future. Romero’s Land of the Dead (2005), on the other hand, depicts a community that appears to be thriving despite the raging zombie apocalypse. Residents of the Fiddler’s Green apartment building enjoy most of the luxuries of their former existence; unfortunately, their opulent lifestyle is only made possible by the desperate efforts of an impoverished, proletarian labor force, and the entire façade eventually collapses against an invading army of quasi-sentient zombies. Only Robert Kirkman’s sprawling The Walking Dead graphic novel series (2003– ) has managed to look at the long-term survivalist efforts that would be necessary to outlast a global zombie pandemic. His series, now also a television program on AMC, explores what humans would have to be willing to do to secure the food, fuel, shelter, and safety necessary for survival.


    Survivalism exists across the literary spectrum, from action adventure to science fiction to horror, but what accounts for the popularity and longevity of this subgenre and its associated tropes? On the one hand, survivalist narratives provide the catharsis we need to face an uncertain future and potential social, political, and global destruction. On the other, watching others survive against terrible odds is both exciting and fun—in many ways, we wish we could be there with them. The survivalist fantasy thus indulges our hubris that we are smart enough, advanced enough, and strong enough to overcome any challenge or obstacle, but the post-apocalyptic scenario also gives us a world in which anything and everything we may want or need is ripe for the taking. A. Loudermilk calls this idealized depiction of the apocalypse the “Mall Fantasia” (93), a kind of capitalist utopia with commodities but no currency. Boris Sagal’s 1971 film version of I Am Legend, The Ωmega Man, includes a famous scene in which Robert Neville (Charlton Heston), in need of a new sports car, simply takes one from a dealership, driving it nonchalantly through the showroom’s plate-glass window. Such a consumerist fantasy is repeated, with minor variations, in Romero’s Dawn of the Dead (1978), Thom Eberhardt’s Night of the Comet (1984), and most recently in Zack Snyder’s Dawn of the Dead (2004).


    Of course, the popularity of the survivalist fantasy is not limited to the realm of fiction alone; a real-world obsession can be seen in the number of survivalist guides, handbooks, training courses, clubs, and online communities that exist today. Real people can prove themselves in the manner of Robinson Crusoe on a number of reality television shows, including the Swedish Expedition Robinson (1997– ) and the US series Survivor (2000– ), and a post-apocalyptic community of survivors can test their mettle and resourcefulness on the Discovery Channel’s televised “experiment, The Colony (2009–10). Even those convinced a real zombie apocalypse is just days away can diligently prepare themselves by devouring the pages of Max Brooks’ bestselling The Zombie Survival Guide (2003). The bottom line is that we as a society love stories of perseverance, struggle, and survival, and although this trope can most often be found within the bounds of science fiction narratives, our world resembles such scenarios more and more with each passing year. In fact, these fictions may just be the very things that save our lives someday, as long as we have been paying close attention.


    Works Cited


    Klotz, Irene. “Journeying to Mars—on a One-Way Ticket.” Discovery News. Discovery Communications, 1 Nov. 2010. Web. 27 Nov. 2010.


    Loudermilk, A. “Eating Dawn in the Dark.” Journal of Consumer Culture 3.1 (2003): 83–108.


    Martin, Perry, dir. The Dead Will Walk. Disc 4. Dawn of the Dead ultimate ed. Anchor Bay Entertainment, 2004. DVD.


    Ross, Angus. Introduction. Robinson Crusoe. By Daniel Defoe. New York: Penguin Classics, 1985. 7–21. Print.


    Notes


    1In fact, Heinlein may soon be proven prescient, as scientists Dirk Schulze-Makuch and Paul Davies reason that “sending astronauts—particularly ones past their reproductive years—on one-way journeys to Mars is the most economical way to pioneer the space frontier and establish humans as a multi-planet species” (Klotz).


    2This microgenre continues despite the end of the Cold War, as evidenced by the short-lived CBS television series Jericho (2006–2008).


    3In recent years, such tales of environmental destruction and the resultant struggles for survival have become popular in young adult literature as well, as with Susan Beth Pfeffer’s Life as We Knew It (2006).


    * * * *
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    DEBRA DOYLE AND JAMES D. MACDONALD


    (1952– and 1954– )


    Jim and Debra were two of the first writers I worked with in my first publishing job. They had a reputation for being good storytellers who were fast and professional if you were in a crunch and needed, say, a new Tom Swift book by next Thursday. Over the years I found they weren’t just good at rescuing books, but seem to have a unique ability to show up in a crisis with genuinely helpful skills. Perhaps as a result of all this rescuing, Jim has become a widely known expert on publishing scams, has been a sysop and moderator for many genre-related internet sites, and spends his non-writing time as an EMT on rescue crews in mountainous northern New Hampshire.


    When they met through Philadelphia-area fandom and married, Jim was a Navy man from New York State and Debra was a Texas-born Ivy League grad student finishing her doctorate in Medieval and Icelandic literature. Jim’s military career took them to Panama, where their transition to the writing life started in an odd way: during the “torture” phase of jungle school training, Jim resisted by writing a werewolf story in his head. While recovering afterward, he wrote down the rough story, Debra polished it into publishability, and they sold it as “Bad Blood” (1988, eventually expanded into a three-book young adult series).


    As they made the transition into a field which did not require torture training, Jim and Debra became a major part of the space opera revival of the early 1990s, combining traditional adventure with more contemporary views of gender and society. Price of the Stars (1992) and its sequels formed the popular Mageworlds series, and they’ve written more than thirty books in all. Recently they’ve turned to historical fantasy such as Land of Mist and Snow (2006) and Lincoln’s Sword (2010). One of their four children is an editor and author herself.


    The post-apocalyptic coming of age story they chose for this book was inspired, in part, by images of soldiers in full chemical warfare gear, and wondering how they’d look to a character with no frame of reference to understand what he’s seeing. The story was later expanded into the 1996 novel Groogleman.

  


  
    UNCLE JOSHUA AND THE GROOGLEMEN, by Debra Doyle and James D. Macdonald


    First published in Bruce Coville’s Book of Monsters, 1993


    In the First Year came the Plague, and in the Tenth Year the Burning, and afterwards came the Grooglemen out of the Dead Lands….


    —A History of the New World From the Beginning to the Present Day, by Absolom Steerforth, Speaker of the Amity Crossroads Assembly.


    Groogleman, groogleman,


    Take one in three.


    Groogleman, groogleman,


    Don’t take me.


    —Children’s Counting-Out Rhyme, Foothills District.


    * * * *


    Daniel Henchard was sixteen and a bit, and Leezie Johnson was almost fourteen, when the grooglemen came down out of the mountains into the new-settled country.


    The grooglemen came between hay-making and harvest-time, on a moonless night when the lightning flashed and the thunder boomed across the hills. In the dawn, a column of smoke rose from the Johnson homestead off to the east. Those of the Henchards who were eating breakfast in the kitchen saw the smoke, and made up their minds to go have a look. They would see the trouble and help if they could, for the Henchards and the Johnsons were kin as well as neighbors.


    The Johnson place was more than an hour away to run, and longer at a walk. It was mid-morning before the farmhouse came into view, and what the Henchards saw then was as bad as could be. The whole house was burnt, and the ashes gone white from burning out without being quenched—the outbuildings too, and never a sight of living man or beast.


    The farmyard told the rest of the story: nine burned patches in a straight row, nine tidy black rectangles on the hard-packed earth, and in each rectangle, a lump of burnt bone and blackened meat. Dan Henchard said later that you could tell which one was which, almost—the big one would have been Rafe, who was tall, and at the end of the row, the little patch no more than two feet long and half that wide, that one would have been the baby. Its bones were gone entirely.


    “The grooglemen,” said Aunt Min Henchard.


    “There’s only nine here,” Sam Henchard said. He was the oldest of the Henchard brothers, and Dan’s father. “There were ten Johnsons.”


    “Sometimes the grooglemen take one back with them to their castle,” said Bartolmy Henchard—Aunt Min’s husband, and Sam’s brother. “There’s worse things than being dead, and that’s one of them. I hear sometimes the grooglemen get hungry.”


    “Who is it that’s missing?” asked young Dan Henchard.


    “Leezie,” said Uncle Joshua. He’d been standing by, saying nothing, for that was his way. “None of her size here,” he said, nodding at the row.


    Uncle Joshua wasn’t anyone’s blood uncle, but a wanderer who’d come by the Henchard farm one day two winters gone, traveling on foot from some place farther north. He wasn’t much of a farmer, but when he went off into the woods for a day or a week at a time with his long flintlock rifle, he always came back with meat. He brought in more than enough food to earn his keep, and in the evenings by the fireside he told marvelous stories of distant lands.


    So he stayed on, and became a part of the family by courtesy if not in fact. Aunt Min said he was only waiting for Leezie Johnson to grow old enough for a husband, and then they’d both be off to whatever foreign place it was whose accent still marked Joshua’s speech. Dan Henchard had always hoped that Min was wrong, because Leezie had been like a sister to him while they were young, and he would miss her sorely if she grew up to marry an outlander and leave the settlement. But even that was better than being dead, or a prisoner of the grooglemen.


    “We have to bury them,” Sam Henchard said.


    “You bury them,” said Uncle Joshua. “I’m off to find the girl.”


    “You can’t,” Aunt Min told him. “You’re a hunter, but the grooglemen leave no footprints to trace: they fly through the air by night.”


    “Min’s right,” said Bartolmy. “The grooglemen see in the dark and you can’t hide from them. No one has ever been to their castle and come back down again.”


    “That’s where you’re wrong,” said Uncle Joshua. The outlands accent was strong in his words. “One man at least has been to their stronghold and come back, for I’ve done it.”


    “Then there’s never a man done it twice!” Bartolmy said. “And when he finds where you’ve come from he’ll follow you back and kill us too.”


    Uncle Joshua shook his head. “He’ll not trace me.”


    “How can you say that?” said Aunt Min. “Everybody knows that when a groogleman asks you a question, you have to tell him the truth. Can’t help yourself.”


    But Uncle Joshua only slung his rifle over his shoulder and said, “What’s worse—being taken by the grooglemen, or knowing that nobody will ever come to win you back?”


    No one answered. Dan Henchard said afterward that his father Sam looked sad and ashamed, but Bartolmy and Aunt Min never so much as blinked an eye.


    So Dan said to Uncle Joshua, “I’ll come with you,” because he understood what the answer to the question was. It was worse, far worse, to be abandoned.


    Uncle Joshua frowned at him. “You don’t know what you’re saying. Stay home with your father.”


    “Walk beside you or follow behind you,” said Dan, “it makes no difference to me. I’m no safer at home than on the road.”


    “As you will.”


    Uncle Joshua turned without a further word and walked off to the north, and Dan walked beside him.


    The two walked a long way, over hills and through a mountain gap, past where Dan had ever heard of anyone going, or anyone coming from. For eight days they walked.


    “Whatever was going to happen to Leezie has happened by now,” Dan said. “She’s dead for sure.”


    Uncle Joshua looked at him with an angry expression. “If you want to go home, go now and never let me see your face again. Tomorrow, or the next day at the last, we’ll pass beyond the living lands, and then it will be too late to turn back.”


    They went on; but it was two more days, not one, before they crossed over the border into the dead lands.


    Dan could see why the name was given. The ground here was jumbled and broken stone, and the trees were stunted and misshapen where they grew at all. The sounds of birds and tracks of beasts were left behind as well. The air itself smelled dead, like the taste of licking metal.


    At the end of the first day, Dan asked, “Is it like this much longer?”


    “Don’t talk,” Uncle Joshua said. “The grooglemen can hear you.”


    They didn’t light a fire in the dark that night, nor was there food beyond what was in their pouches, gathered in the days when they’d been walking through fertile country. The next morning they journeyed onward—but they walked warily, and if Uncle Joshua had moved like a hunter before, now he moved doubly so, and at times vanished from Dan’s sight altogether.


    And then, without warning, a vast rushing sound filled the air. Dan looked about wildly for help, but Uncle Joshua was nowhere to be seen. Dan cowered beside a rock which rose slab- sided out of the barren dirt, and when he lifted his head again, a groogleman stood before him.


    The groogleman had a wrinkled skin all dirty white like fungus, and huge glistening eyes over a round and wrinkled mouth. It shuffled when it walked, and Dan could hear it breathing—a loud hissing noise like a teakettle on the hearth. The creature took Dan and bound him and carried him over hard and blackened fields to the castle of the grooglemen, where the great gate shut behind them.


    Then the groogleman laid its misshapen hands on Dan’s shoulders, and looked him full in the face and spoke; and Dan couldn’t understand a word of what it said.


    The dungeon cells beneath the castle were carved each from a solid piece of stone, and the air was full of whispers of far- off voices speaking too low to be understood. The groogleman took Dan there, and left him. Though he was not bound, he felt no desire to escape, and in the small part of his mind which was still his own he knew that he was under a spell.


    He didn’t move, even when the groogleman put out a claw and tasted his blood; and he didn’t try to run when the groogleman left him and the door stayed open. Nor did he move when the groogleman returned and—in a voice that was harsh and strangely accented—asked him from where he came and why.


    Dan tried to remain silent. But he answered every question that was put to him, and told of Leezie, of Uncle Joshua, of the Henchard farm, of his family and his friends. Nothing was secret, and the groogleman was quiet except for its hissing and gurgling breath as it listened.


    But what wasn’t asked, the spell couldn’t force Dan to betray. So the groogleman never asked or learned that Dan expected Uncle Joshua to come to Leezie’s rescue, and to his.


    The dungeon of the grooglemen was never dark—the light there was cold and unnatural, coming from torches which burned without smoke and never seemed to flicker or be diminished—but at last Dan slept. When he awoke, Uncle Joshua was standing at his feet.


    “You’ve come,” Dan said.


    Uncle Joshua put his finger to his lips and helped Dan to stand. They went out of the cell into a corridor lit by the weird pale fires, going past open doors and closed doors and colored lines and paintings of black and yellow flowers. The wind sighed around them and brought to their ears the muttering of far-off voices.


    “How did you find me?” Dan asked as they went.


    “You’ve not been here long,” Uncle Joshua whispered back. “Finding you was easy. It’s Leezie will be hard to find. Did you see her—or did the groogleman tell of her?”


    “No,” said Dan.


    “Then it’s up to us to find her. Can you walk faster?”


    Dan nodded.


    “Come on, then,” Uncle Joshua told him. “We’ll live as long as we’re not seen.”


    “Are we going home without Leezie?”


    “No,” said Uncle Joshua.


    They went on deeper into the castle, with Uncle Joshua walking a little way ahead, watching in all directions. He carried his rifle in both hands across his chest, with the hammer back and the flint poised above the pan like a wild animal’s sharp fang.


    “Can grooglemen be killed?” Dan asked.


    “We may yet find out,” Uncle Joshua said. “Now hush and help me search for Leezie. If she lives it will be our doing.”


    And so they walked for a long time, silent, through the maze of rooms and corridors and halls, up stairs and down ramps, in the castle of the grooglemen. Some doors were open, some were locked, and at last they came to a place where they heard a girl’s voice weeping.


    Uncle Joshua held up his hand to call a halt, and began to step carefully forward. Slowly he looked around the corner of the passageway, then gestured for Dan to come join him. He’d found a door, and the weeping voice was on the other side. But the door was locked, and it had neither latch nor keyhole.”What now?” Dan asked.


    We’ll see,” said Uncle Joshua, and cried out in a loud voice, “Leezie, is that you?”


    The weeping stopped. “Who is it?” came a girl’s voice from the other side of the door.


    “It’s us!” Dan called. “Dan Henchard and Uncle Joshua. We’re here to bring you home.”


    “Get away!” Leezie shouted back. “Get away before it’s too late for you. It’s too late for me already. The groogleman can see me here. He’ll see you, too, if you stay.”


    “Open the door!”


    “I can’t. There’s a spell on it. Only the groogleman can pass through.”


    “The groogleman,” Uncle Joshua muttered. “He’ll let me in and you out. Leezie—call the groogleman! Call him loud. Call him now.”


    “No!”


    “Yes! He gave you words to say to bring him. Say them now.”


    “How do you know what the groogleman did?” Dan asked.


    “I know,” Uncle Joshua replied. “Come now.”


    He walked back to the corner, and sat against the wall where he could look in both directions. There he waited, and Dan Henchard waited with him, until at length a shuffling noise sounded in the corridor.


    Then the groogleman appeared, walking its slow and clumsy walk, its feet barely clearing the floor and its head moving from side to side as it looked about.


    Uncle Joshua stood and raised his rifle to his shoulder. “Stand where you are!”


    The groogleman seemed to see Uncle Joshua for the first time. It halted, and its massive head shook slowly from side to side. There was no expression in its blank eyes, and its tight, wrinkled mouth never moved. But the hissing of its breath stopped, and its hands, with their fat white fingers extended, rose up to the level of the groogleman’s thick waist as if to push Uncle Joshua away.


    Uncle Joshua jerked his head in the direction of the closed door. “Open it.”


    The groogleman shook its head again.


    The rifle fired. A flash of white smoke rose up from the pan and a cloud of smoke came out of the barrel, and a noise like a thunderclap echoed in the cold stone hall. Uncle Joshua didn’t pause. He slung the rifle back on his shoulder and dashed forward, even as the gunsmoke thinned and cleared, torn away by the castle’s undying wind.


    The groogleman lay splayed out on the floor, with a huge red stain all over the white hide of its torso. Uncle Joshua reached out and grabbed the groogleman under the shoulders to pull it upright.


    “Help me!” he yelled at Dan.


    Dan took the groogleman by the arm. The dead skin was cold and slimy to his touch, and loose upon the bones beneath. He and Uncle Joshua carried the groogleman to Leezie’s cell, and Uncle Joshua threw the body forward against the closed door. Whatever spell had let the groogleman in and out still worked, and the door opened as the carcass touched it. The groogleman fell into the open doorway, and Dan saw that more blood ran from a hole in its grey-white, wrinkled back.


    “Wait here,” Uncle Joshua said, and entered the room. A moment later he reappeared carrying Leezie Johnson in his arms. Her eyes were closed and she was trembling.


    “Run,” he said.


    “But the groogleman is dead,” said Dan.


    “Run!”


    A distant voice began to chant, echoing through the corridor, speaking words Dan couldn’t understand. He ran, and Uncle Joshua ran with him, moving lightly in spite of Leezie’s extra weight. Together they headed back the way they had come, through passages and rooms, while a keening sound echoed about them, as of inhuman things mourning, and the chanting voice never stopped.


    Another groogleman appeared, coming around a corner and shambling toward them. Uncle Joshua did not slow, but instead swung Leezie to the floor and in the same movement unslung his rifle and slammed the butt of the weapon into the side of the groogleman’s head. The groogleman fell.


    “They can’t see much of anything to either side,” Uncle Joshua muttered to Dan, but he didn’t explain how he knew. “You take Leezie on ahead—a hundred paces, no more. Wait for me there.”


    “What will you do?”


    Uncle Joshua had his knife out. “A hunter wears the skin of his prey to get closer to the herd. Now go.”


    He put the knife to the groogleman’s throat and pushed it up until the red blood came.


    “Go!”


    Dan helped Leezie to her feet and supported her as they walked on, while the voices in the air mourned and chanted, and wet sounds came from behind them where Uncle Joshua worked.


    Before they had gone the hundred paces, Uncle Joshua joined them again. As he had promised, he was dressed in the skin of the groogleman—with nothing to show he wasn’t real except his face poking out of the wrinkled white neck, and a dribble of blood running along the loathsome hide. He carried the skin of the groogleman’s head, still dripping, in his hand.


    “Now we go,” Uncle Joshua said. They walked on. Later he brought them to a halt again and said “Don’t look.”


    He moved out of sight behind them, and in a moment his breath began to hiss and bubble. Dan could guess what he had done: he’d pulled on the skin of the groogleman’s head like a mask, enduring the blood and the foulness for the sake of the disguise. Dan and Leezie walked on, with Uncle Joshua shuffling clumsily behind them inside his stolen skin, until they came to the castle door.


    Yet a third groogleman stood there, and the door was closed. Uncle Joshua called aloud, speaking a strange language in a harsh and hissing voice, and the groogleman turned away.


    The door opened when Uncle Joshua touched it. Together, he and Dan and Leezie walked out of the grooglemen’s castle into the night.


    The three of them never went back to the Henchard farm. They buried the skin of the dead groogleman under a rock at the edge of the dead lands, and journeyed onward to the south, where there were towns and fishing villages all along the coast.


    Aunt Min had been right about one thing, at least: when Leezie grew a few years older she married Uncle Joshua, and the two of them started their own clan.


    Dan lived with them, and in time he brought home a wife from among the fisher folk. Later, when he was very old, he would sometimes tell children about his adventures in the castle of the grooglemen, and how Uncle Joshua won back Leezie Johnson after she had been stolen out of the living lands.


    But one thing he never did tell, that he’d learned by looking back over his shoulder when he should have been helping Leezie walk away: when you take the skin off a groogleman, what you see isn’t blood and meat and pale blue bone.


    What you see looks as human as you or me.


    * * * *
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    On Good Friday 1865, Washington, DC, was crowded with tourists and revelers. Even Willard’s, which claimed to be the largest hotel in the country, with room for 1200 guests, had been booked to capacity. Its lobbies and sitting rooms were hot with bodies. Gaslight hissed from golden chandeliers, spilled over the doormen’s uniforms of black and maroon. Many of the revelers were women. In 1865, women were admired for their stoutness and went anywhere they could fit their hoop skirts. The women at Willard’s wore garishly colored dresses with enormous skirts and resembled great inverted tulips. The men were in swallowtail coats.


    Outside it was almost spring. The forsythia bloomed, dusting the city with yellow. Weeds leapt up in the public parks; the roads melted to mud. Pigs roamed like dogs about the city, and dead cats by the dozens floated in the sewers and perfumed the rooms of the White House itself.


    The Metropolitan Hotel contained an especially rowdy group of celebrants from Baltimore, who passed the night of April 13 toasting everything under the sun. They resurrected on the morning of the 14th, pale and spent, surrounded by broken glass and sporting bruises they couldn’t remember getting.


    It was the last day of Lent. The war was officially over, except for Joseph Johnston’s Confederate army and some action out west. The citizens of Washington, DC, still began each morning reading the daily death list. If anything, this task had taken on an added urgency. To lose someone you loved now, with the rest of the city madly, if grimly, celebrating, would be unendurable.


    The guests in Mary Surratt’s boarding house began the day with a breakfast of steak, eggs and ham, oysters, grits and whiskey. Mary’s seventeen-year old daughter, Anna, was in love with John Wilkes Booth. She had a picture of him hidden in the sitting room, behind a lithograph entitled “Morning, Noon, and Night.” She helped her mother clear the table and she noticed with a sharp and unreasonable disapproval that one of the two new boarders, one of the men who only last night had been given a room, was staring at her mother.


    Mary Surratt was neither a pretty women, nor a clever one, nor was she young. Anna was too much of a romantic, too star- and stage-struck, to approve. It was one thing to lie awake at night in her attic bedroom, thinking of JW. It was another to imagine her mother playing any part in such feelings.


    Anna’s brother John once told her that five years ago a woman named Henrietta Irving had tried to stab Booth with a knife. Failing, she’d thrust the blade into her own chest instead. He seemed to be under the impression that this story would bring Anna to her senses. It had, as anyone could have predicted, the opposite effect. Anna had also heard rumors that Booth kept a woman in a house of prostitution near the White House. And once she had seen a piece of paper on which Booth had been composing a poem. You could make out the final version:


    Now in this hour that we part,


    I will ask to be forgotten never


    But, in thy pure and guileless heart,


    Consider me thy friend dear Eva.


    Anna would sit in the parlor while her mother dozed and pretend she was the first of these women, and if she tired of that, she would sometimes dare to pretend she was the second, but most often she liked to imagine herself the third.


    Flirtations were common and serious, and the women in Washington worked hard at them. A war in the distance always provides a rich context of desperation, while at the same time granting women a bit of extra freedom. They might quite enjoy it, if the price they paid were anything but their sons.


    The new men had hardly touched their food, cutting away the fatty parts of the meat and leaving them in a glistening greasy wasteful pile. They’d finished the whiskey, but made faces while they drank. Anna had resented the compliment of their eyes and, paradoxically, now resented the insult of their plates. Her mother set a good table.


    In fact, Anna did not like them and hoped they would not be staying. She had often seen men outside the Surratt boarding house lately, men who busied themselves in unpersuasive activities when she passed them. She connected these new men to those, and she was perspicacious enough to blame their boarder Louis Wiechman for the lot of them, without ever knowing the extent to which she was right. She had lived for the past year in a Confederate household in the heart of Washington. Everyone around her had secrets. She had grown quite used to this.


    Wiechman was a permanent guest at the Surratt boarding house. He was a fat, friendly man who worked in the office of the Commissary General of Prisons and shared John Surratt’s bedroom. Secrets were what Wiechman traded in. He provided John, who was a courier for the Confederacy, with substance for his covert messages south. But then Wiechman had also, on a whim, sometime in March, told the clerks in the office that a Secesh plot was being hatched against the president in the very house where he roomed.


    It created more interest than he had anticipated. He was called into the office of Captain McDavitt and interviewed at length. As a result, the Surratt boarding house was under surveillance from March through April, although it is an odd fact that no records of the surveillance or the interview could be found later.


    Anna would surely have enjoyed knowing this. She liked attention as much as most young girls. And this was the backdrop of a romance. Instead, all she could see was that something was up and that her pious, simple mother was part of it.


    The new guest, the one who talked the most, spoke with a strange lisp and Anna didn’t like this either. She stepped smoothly between the men to pick up their plates. She used the excuse of a letter from her brother to go out directly after breakfast. “Mama,” she said. “I’ll just take John’s letter to poor Miss Ward.”


    Just as her brother enjoyed discouraging her own romantic inclinations, she made it her business to discourage the affections of Miss Ward with regard to him. Calling on Miss Ward with the letter would look like a kindness, but it would make the point that Miss Ward had not gotten a letter herself.


    Besides, Booth was in town. If Anna was outside, she might see him again.


    The thirteenth had been beautiful, but the weather on the fourteenth was equal parts mud and wind. The wind blew bits of Anna’s hair loose and tangled them up with the fringe of her shawl. Around the Treasury Building she stopped to watch a carriage sunk in the mud all the way up to the axle. The horses, a matched pair of blacks, were rescued first. Then planks were laid across the top of the mud for the occupants. They debarked, a man and a woman, the woman unfashionably thin and laughing giddily as with every unsteady step her hoop swung and unbalanced her, first this way and then that. She clutched the man’s arm and screamed when a pig burrowed past her, then laughed again at even higher pitch. The man stumbled into the mire when she grabbed him, and this made her laugh, too. The man’s clothing was very fine, although now quite speckled with mud. A crowd gathered to watch the woman— the attention made her helpless with laughter.


    The war had ended, Anna thought, and everyone had gone simultaneously mad. She was not the only one to think so. It was the subject of newspaper editorials, of barroom speeches. “The city is disorderly with men who are celebrating too hilariously,” the president’s day guard, William Crook, had written just yesterday. The sun came out, but only in a perfunctory, pale fashion.


    Her visit to Miss Ward was spoiled by the fact that John had sent a letter there as well. Miss Ward obviously enjoyed telling Anna so. She was very near-sighted and she held the letter right up to her eyes to read it. John had recently fled to Canada. With the war over, there was every reason to expect he would come home, even if neither letter said so.


    There was more news, and Miss Ward preened while she delivered it. “Bessie Hale is being taken to Spain. Much against her will,” Miss Ward said. Bessie was the daughter of ex-senator John P. Hale. Her father hoped that a change of scenery would help pretty Miss Bessie conquer her infatuation for John Wilkes Booth. Miss Ward, whom no one including Anna’s brother thought was pretty, was laughing at her. “Mr. Hale does not want an actor in the family,” Miss Ward said, and Anna regretted the generous impulse that had sent her all the way across town on such a gloomy day.


    “Wilkes Booth is back in Washington,” Miss Ward finished, and Anna was at least able to say that she knew this, he had called on them only yesterday. She left the Wards with the barest of good-byes.


    Louis Wiechman passed her on the street, stopping for a courteous greeting, although they had just seen each other at breakfast. It was now about ten A.M. Wiechman was on his way to church. Among the many secrets he knew was Anna’s. “I saw John Wilkes Booth in the barbershop this morning,” he told her. “With a crowd watching his every move.”


    Anna raised her head. “Mr. Booth is a famous thespian. Naturally people admire him.”


    She flattered herself that she knew JW a little better than these idolaters did. The last time her brother had brought Booth home, he’d followed Anna out to the kitchen. She’d had her back to the door, washing the plates. Suddenly she could feel that he was there. How could she have known that? The back of her neck grew hot, and when she turned, sure enough, there he was, leaning against the doorjamb, studying his nails.


    “Do you believe our fates are already written?” Booth asked her. He stepped into the kitchen. “I had my palm read once by a gypsy. She said I would come to a bad end. She said it was the worst palm she had ever seen.” He held his hand out for her to take. “She said she wished she hadn’t even seen it,” he whispered, and then he drew back quickly as her mother entered, before she could bend over the hand herself, reassure him with a different reading, before she could even touch him.


    “JW isn’t satisfied with acting,” her brother had told her once. “He yearns for greatness on the stage of history,” and if her mother hadn’t interrupted, if Anna had had two seconds to herself with him, this is the reading she would have done. She would have promised him greatness.


    “Mr. Booth was on his way to Ford’s Theatre to pick up his mail,” Wiechman said with a wink. It was an ambiguous wink. It might have meant only that Wiechman remembered what a first love was like. It might have suggested he knew the use she would make of such information.


    Two regiments were returning to Washington from Virginia. They were out of step and out of breath, covered with dust. Anna drew a handkerchief from her sleeve and waved it at them. Other women were doing the same. A crowd gathered. A vendor came through the crowd, selling oysters. A man in a tight-fitting coat stopped him. He had a disreputable look—a bad haircut with long sideburns. He pulled a handful of coins from one pocket and stared at them stupidly. He was drunk. The vendor had to reach into his hand and pick out what he was owed.


    “Filthy place!” the man next to the drunk man said. “I really can’t bear the smell. I can’t eat. Don’t expect me to sleep in that flea-infested hotel another night.” He left abruptly, colliding with Anna’s arm, forcing her to take a step or two. “Excuse me,” he said without stopping, and there was nothing penitent or apologetic in his tone. He didn’t even seem to see her.


    Since he had forced her to start, Anna continued to walk. She didn’t even know she was going to Ford’s Theatre until she turned onto Eleventh Street. It was a bad idea, but she couldn’t seem to help herself. She began to walk faster.


    “No tickets, Miss,” James R. Ford told her, before she could open her mouth. She was not the only one there. A small crowd of people stood at the theater door. “Absolutely sold out. It’s because the President and General Grant will be attending.”


    James Ford held an American flag in his arms. He raised it. “I’m just decorating the President’s box.” It was the last night of a lackluster run. He would never have guessed they would sell every seat. He thought Anna’s face showed disappointment. He was happy, himself, and it made him kind. “They’re rehearsing inside,” he told her. “For General Grant! You just go on in for a peek.”


    He opened the doors and she entered. Three women and a man came with her. Anna had never seen any of the others before, but supposed they were friends of Mr. Ford’s. They forced themselves through the doors beside her and then sat next to her in the straight-backed cane chairs just back from the stage.


    Laura Keene herself stood in the wings awaiting her entrance. The curtain was pulled back, so that Anna could see her. Her cheeks were round with rouge.


    The stage was not deep. Mrs. Mountchessington stood on it with her daughter, Augusta, and Asa Trenchard.


    “All I crave is affection,” Augusta was saying. She shimmered with insincerity.


    Anna repeated the lines to herself. She imagined herself as an actress, married to JW, courted by him daily before an audience of a thousand, in a hundred different towns. They would play the love scenes over and over again, each one as true as the last. She would hardly know where her real and imaginary lives diverged. She didn’t suppose there was much money to be made, but even to pretend to be rich seemed like happiness to her.


    Augusta was willing to be poor, if she was loved. “Now I’ve no fortune,” Asa said to her in response, “but I’m biling over with affections, which I’m ready to pour out all over you, like apple sass, over roast pork.”


    The women exited. He was alone on the stage. Anna could see Laura Keene mouthing his line, just as he spoke it. The woman stated next to her surprised her by whispering it aloud as well.


    “Well, I guess I know enough to turn you inside out, old gal, you sockdologizing old man-trap,” the three of them said. Anna turned to her seatmate who stared back. Her accent, Anna thought, had been English. “Don’t you love theater?” she asked Anna in a whisper. Then her face changed. She was looking at something above Anna’s head.


    Anna looked, too. Now she understood the woman’s expression. John Wilkes Booth was standing in the presidential box, staring down on the actor. Anna rose. Her seatmate caught her arm. She was considerably older than Anna, but not enough so that Anna could entirely dismiss her possible impact on Booth.


    “Do you know him?” the woman asked.


    “He’s a friend of my brother’s.” Anna had no intention of introducing them. She tried to edge away, but the woman still held her.


    “My name is Cassie Streichman.”


    “Anna Surratt.”


    There was a quick, sideways movement in the woman’s eyes. “Are you related to Mary Surratt?”


    “She’s my mother.” Anna began to feel just a bit of concern. So many people interested in her dull, sad mother. Anna tried to shake loose, and found, to her surprise, that she couldn’t. The woman would not let go.


    “I’ve heard of the boarding house,” Mrs. Streichman said. It was a courtesy to think of her as a married woman. It was more of a courtesy than she deserved.


    Anna looked up at the box again. Booth was already gone. “Let me go,” she told Mrs. Streichman, so loudly that Laura Keene herself heard. So forcefully that Mrs. Streichman finally did so.


    Anna left the theater. The streets were crowded and she could not see Booth anywhere. Instead, as she stood on the bricks, looking left and then right, Mrs. Streichman caught up with her. “Are you going home? Might we walk along?”


    “No. I have errands,” Anna said. She walked quickly away. She was cross now, because she had hoped to stay and look for Booth, who must still be close by, but Mrs. Streichman had made her too uneasy. She looked back once. Mrs. Streichman stood in the little circle of her friends, talking animatedly. She gestured with her hands like an Italian. Anna saw Booth nowhere.


    She went back along the streets to St. Patrick’s Church, in search of her mother. It was noon and the air was warm in spite of the colorless sun. Inside the church, her mother knelt in the pew and prayed noisily. Anna slipped in beside her.


    “This is the moment,” her mother whispered. She reached out and took Anna’s hand, gripped it tightly enough to hurt. Her mother’s eyes brightened with tears. “This is the moment they nailed him to the cross,” she said. There was purple cloth over the crucifix. The pallid sunlight flowed into the church through colored glass.


    Across town a group of men had gathered in the Kirkwood bar and were entertaining themselves by buying drinks for George Atzerodt. Atzerodt was one of Booth’s co-conspirators. His assignment for the day, given to him by Booth, was to kidnap the Vice President. He was already so drunk he couldn’t stand. “Would you say that the Vice President is a brave man?” he asked and they laughed at him. He didn’t mind being laughed at. It struck him a bit funny himself. “He wouldn’t carry a firearm, would he? I mean, why would he?” Atzerodt said. “Are there ever soldiers with him? That nigger who watches him eat. Is he there all the time?”


    “Have another drink,” they told him, laughing. “On us,” and you couldn’t get insulted at that.


    Anna and her mother returned to the boarding house. Mary Surratt had rented a carriage and was going into the country. “Mr. Wiechman will drive me,” she told her daughter. A Mr. Nothey owed her money they desperately needed; Mary Surratt was going to collect it.


    But just as she was leaving, Booth appeared. He took her mother’s arm, drew her to the parlor. Anna felt her heart stop and then start again, faster. “Mary, I must talk to you,” he said to her mother, whispering, intimate. “Mary.” He didn’t look at Anna at all and didn’t speak again until she left the room. She would have stayed outside the door to hear whatever she could, but Louis Wiechman had had the same idea. They exchanged one cross look, and then each left the hallway. Anna went up the stairs to her bedroom.


    She knew the moment Booth went. She liked to feel that this was because they had a connection, something unexplainable, something preordained, but in fact she could hear the door. He went without asking to see her. She moved to the small window to watch him leave. He did not stop to glance up. He mounted a black horse, tipped his hat to her mother.


    Her mother boarded a hired carriage, leaning on Mr. Wiechman’s hand. She held a parcel under her arm. Anna had never seen it before. It was flat and round and wrapped in newspaper. Anna thought it was a gift from Booth. It made her envious.


    Later at her mother’s trial, Anna would hear that the package had contained a set of field glasses. A man named Lloyd would testify that Mary Surratt had delivered them to him and had also given him instructions from Booth regarding guns. It was the single most damaging evidence against her. At her brother’s trial, Lloyd would recant everything but the field glasses. He was, he now said, too drunk at the time to remember what Mrs. Surratt had told him. He had never remembered. The prosecution had compelled his earlier testimony through threats. This revision would come two years after Mary Surratt had been hanged.


    Anna stood at the window a long time, pretending that Booth might return with just such a present for her.


    John Wilkes Booth passed George Atzerodt on the street at five P.M. Booth was on horseback. He told Atzerodt he had changed his mind about the kidnapping. He now wanted the Vice President killed. At 10:15 or thereabouts. “I’ve learned that Johnson is a very brave man,” Atzerodt told him.


    “And you are not,” Booth agreed. “But you’re in too deep to back out now.” He rode away. Booth was carrying in his pocket a letter to the editor of The National Intelligencer. In it, he recounted the reasons for Lincoln’s death. He had signed his own name, but also that of George Atzerodt.


    The men who worked with Atzerodt once said he was a man you could insult and he would take no offense. It was the kindest thing they could think of to say. Three men from the Kirkwood bar appeared and took Atzerodt by the arms. “Let’s find another bar,” they suggested. “We have hours and hours yet before the night is over. Eat, drink. Be merry.”


    At six P.M. John Wilkes Booth gave the letter to John Matthews, an actor, asking him to deliver it the next day. “I’ll be out of town or I would deliver it myself,” he explained. A group of Confederate officers marched down Pennsylvania Avenue where John Wilkes Booth could see them. They were unaccompanied; they were turning themselves in. It was the submissiveness of it that struck Booth hardest. “A man can meet his fate or make it,” he told Matthews. “A man can rise to the occasion or fall beneath it.”


    At sunset, a man called Peanut John lit the big glass globe at the entrance to Ford’s Theatre. Inside, the presidential box had been decorated with borrowed flags and bunting. The door into the box had been forced some weeks ago in an unrelated incident and could no longer be locked. It was early evening when Mary Surratt returned home. Her financial affairs were still unsettled; Mr. Nothey had not even shown up at their meeting. She kissed her daughter. “If Mr. Nothey will not pay us what he owes,” she said, “I can’t think what we will do next. I can’t see a way ahead for us. Your brother must come home.” She went into the kitchen to oversee the preparations for dinner.


    Anna went in to help. Since the afternoon, since the moment Booth had not spoken to her, she had been overcome with unhappiness. It had not lessened a bit in the last hours; she now doubted it ever would. She cut the roast into slices. It bled beneath her knife and she thought of Henrietta Irving’s white skin and the red heart beating underneath. She could understand Henrietta Irving perfectly. All I crave is affection, she said to herself, and the honest truth of the sentiment softened her into tears. Perhaps she could survive the rest of her life, if she played it this way, scene by scene. She held the knife up, watching the blood slide down the blade, and this was dramatic and fit her Shakespearean mood.


    She felt a chill and when she turned around one of the new boarders was leaning against the doorjamb, watching her mother. “We’re not ready yet,” she told him crossly. He’d given her a start. He vanished back into the parlor.


    Once again, the new guests hardly ate. Louis Wiechman finished his food with many elegant compliments. His testimony in court would damage Mary Surratt almost as much as Lloyd’s. He would say that she seemed uneasy that night, unsettled, although none of the other boarders saw this. After dinner, Mary Surratt went through the house, turning off the kerosene lights one by one.


    Anna took a glass of wine and went to sleep immediately. She dreamed deeply, but her heartbreak woke her again only an hour or so later. It stabbed at her lightly from the inside when she breathed. She could see John Wilkes Booth as clearly as if he were in the room with her. “I am the most famous man in America,” he said. He held out his hand, beckoned to her. Downstairs she heard the front door open and close. She rose and looked out the window, just as she had done that afternoon. Many people, far too many people were on the street. They were all walking in the same direction. One of them was George Atzerodt. Hours before he had abandoned his knife, but he too would die, along with Mary Surratt. He had gone too far to back out. He walked with his hands over the shoulders of two dark-haired men. One of them looked up. He was of a race Anna had never seen before. The new boarders joined the crowd. Anna could see them when they passed out from under the porch overhang.


    Something big was happening. Something big enough to overwhelm her own hurt feelings. Anna dressed slowly and then quickly and more quickly. I live, she thought, in the most wondrous of times. Here was the proof. She was still unhappy, but she was also excited. She moved quietly past her mother’s door.


    The flow of people took her down several blocks. She was taking her last walk again, only backward, like a ribbon uncoiling. She went past St. Patrick’s Church, down Eleventh Street. The crowd ended at Ford’s Theatre and thickened there. Anna was jostled. To her left, she recognized the woman from the carriage, the laughing woman, though she wasn’t laughing now. Someone stepped on Anna’s hoop skirt and she heard it snap. Someone struck her in the back of the head with an elbow. “Be quiet!” someone admonished someone else. “We’ll miss it.” Someone took hold of her arm. It was so crowded, she couldn’t even turn to see, but she heard the voice of Cassie Streichman.


    “I had tickets and everything,” Mrs. Streichman said angrily. “Do you believe that? I can’t even get to the door. It’s almost ten o’clock and I had tickets.”


    “Can my group please stay together?” a woman toward the front asked. “Let’s not lose anyone,” and then she spoke again in a language Anna did not know.


    “It didn’t seem a good show,” Anna said to Mrs. Streichman. “A comedy and not very funny.”


    Mrs. Streichman twisted into the space next to her. “That was just a rehearsal. The reviews are incredible. And you wouldn’t believe the waiting list. Years. Centuries! I’ll never have tickets again.” She took a deep, calming breath. “At least you’re here, dear. That’s something I couldn’t have expected. That makes it very real. And,” she pressed Anna’s arm, “if it helps in any way, you must tell yourself later there’s nothing you could have done to make it come out differently. Everything that will happen has already happened. It won’t be changed.”


    “Will I get what I want?” Anna asked her. She could not keep the brightness of hope from her voice. Clearly, she was part of something enormous. Something memorable. How many people could say that?


    “I don’t know what you want,” Mrs. Streichman answered. She had an uneasy look. “I didn’t get what I wanted,” she added. “Even though I had tickets. Good God! People getting what they want! That’s not the history of the world, is it?”


    “Will everyone please be quiet!” someone behind Anna said. “Those of us in the back can’t hear a thing.”


    Mrs. Streichman began to cry, which surprised Anna very much. “I’m such a sap,” Mrs. Streichman said apologetically. “Things really get to me.” She put her arm around Anna.


    “All I want,” Anna began, but a man to her right hushed her angrily.


    “Shut up!” he said. “As if we came all this way to listen to you.”


    —for John Kessel


    * * * *
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    THREE HEARINGS ON THE EXISTENCE OF SNAKES IN THE HUMAN BLOODSTREAM, by James Alan Gardner


    First published in Asimov’s Science Fiction, February 1997


    1. Concerning an Arrangement of Lenses, So Fashioned as to Magnify the View of Divers Animalcules, Too Tiny to be Seen with the Unaided Eye:


    His Holiness, Supreme Patriarch Septus XXIV, was an expert on chains.


    By holy law, chains were required on every defendant brought to the Court Immaculate. However, my Lord the Jailer could exercise great latitude in choosing which chains went on which prisoners. A man possessed of a healthy fortune might buy his way into nothing more than a gold link necklace looped loosely around his throat; a beautiful woman might visit the Jailer privately in his chambers and emerge with thin and glittering silver bracelets—chains, yes, but as delicate as thread. If, on the other hand, the accused could offer neither riches nor position nor generous physical charms…well then, the prison had an ample supply of leg-irons, manacles, and other such fetters, designed to show these vermin the grim weight of God’s justice.


    The man currently standing before Patriarch Septus occupied a seldom-seen middle ground in the quantity of restraints: two solid handcuffs joined by an iron chain of business-like gauge, strong enough that the prisoner had no chance of breaking free, but not so heavy as to strain the man’s shoulders to the point of pain. Clearly, my Lord the Jailer had decided on a cautious approach to this particular case; and Septus wondered what that meant. Perhaps the accused was nobody himself but had sufficient connections to rule out unwarranted indignities…a sculptor or musician, for example, who had won favor with a few great households in the city. The man certainly had an artistic look—fierce eyes in an impractical face, the sort of high-strung temperament who could express passion but not use it.


    “Be it known to the court,” cried the First Attendant, “here stands one Anton Leeuwenhoek, a natural philosopher who is accused of heresy against God and Our Lady, the Unbetombed Virgin. Kneel, Supplicant, and pray with his Holiness, that this day shall see justice.”


    Septus waited to see what Leeuwenhoek would do. When thieves and murderers came before the court, they dropped to their knees immediately, making a gaudy show of begging God to prove their innocence. A heretic, however, might spit defiance or hurl curses at the Patriarchal throne—not a good way to win mercy, but then, many heretics came to this chamber intent on their own martyrdom. Leeuwenhoek had the eyes of such a fanatic, but apparently not the convictions; without so much as a grimace, he got to his knees and bowed his head. The Patriarch quickly closed his own eyes and intoned the words he had recited five times previously this morning: “God grant me the wisdom to perceive the truth. Blessed Virgin, grant me the judgment to serve out mete justice. Let us all act this day to the greater glory of Thy Divine Union. Amen.”


    Amens sounded around the chamber: attendants and advocates following the form. Septus glanced sideways toward Satan’s Watchboy, an ominous title for a cheerfully freckle-faced youth, the one person here excused from closing his eyes during the prayer. The Watchboy nodded twice, indicating that Leeuwenhoek had maintained a proper attitude of prayer and said Amen with everyone else. Good—this had just become a valid trial, and anything that happened from this point on had the strength of heavenly authority.


    “My Lord Prosecutor,” Septus said, “state the charges.”


    The prosecutor bowed as deeply as his well-rounded girth allowed, perspiration already beading on his powdered forehead. It was not a hot day, early spring, nothing more…but Prosecutor ben Jacob was a man famous for the quantity of his sweat, a trait that usually bothered his legal adversaries more than himself. Many an opposing counsel had been distracted by the copious flow streaming down ben Jacob’s face, thereby overlooking flaws in the prosecutor’s arguments. One could always find flaws in ben Jacob’s arguments, Septus knew—dear old Abraham was not overly clever. He was, however, honest, and could not conceive of winning personal advancement at the expense of those he prosecuted; therefore, the Patriarch had never dismissed the man from his position.


    “Your Holiness,” ben Jacob said, “this case concerns claims against the Doctrine of the, uhh…Sleeping Snake.”


    “Ah.” Septus glanced over at Leeuwenhoek. “My son, do you truly deny God’s doctrine?”


    The man shrugged. “I have disproved the doctrine. Therefore, it can hardly be God’s.”


    Several attendants gasped loudly. They perceived it as part of their job to show horror at every sacrilege. The same attendants tended to whisper and make jokes during the descriptions of true horrors: murders, rapes, maimings. “The spectators will remain silent,” Septus said wearily. He had recited those words five times this morning too. “My Lord Prosecutor, will you please read the text?”


    “Ummm…the text, yes, the text.”


    Septus maintained his composure while ben Jacob shuffled through papers and parchments looking for what he needed. It was, of course, standard procedure to read any passages of scripture that a heretic denied, just to make sure there was no misunderstanding. It was also standard procedure for ben Jacob to misplace his copy of the relevant text in a pile of other documents. With any other prosecutor, this might have been some kind of strategy; with ben Jacob, it was simply disorganization.


    “Here we are, yes, here we are,” he said at last, producing a dog-eared page with a smear of grease clearly visible along one edge. “Gospel of Susannah, chapter twenty-three, first verse.” Ben Jacob paused while the two Verification Attendants found the passage in their own scripture books. They would follow silently as he read the text aloud, ready to catch any slips of the tongue that deviated from the holy word. When the attendants were ready, ben Jacob cleared his throat and read:


    After the procession ended, they withdrew to a garden outside the walls of Jerusalem. And in the evening, it happened that Matthias beheld a serpent there, hidden by weeds. He therefore took up a stone that he might crush the beast; but Mary stayed his hand, saying, “There is no danger, for look, the beast sleeps.”


    “Teacher,” Matthias answered, “it will not sleep forever.”


    “Verily,” said Mary, “I promise it will sleep till dawn; and when the dawn comes, we will leave this place and all the serpents that it holds.”


    Yet still, Matthias kept hold of the stone and gazed upon the serpent with fear.


    “O ye of little faith,” said Mary to Matthias, “why do you concern yourself with the sleeping creature before you, when you are blind to the serpents in your own heart? For I tell you, each drop of your blood courses with a legion of serpents, and so it is for every Child of Dust. You are all poisoned with black venoms, poisoned unto death. But if you believe in me, I will sing those serpents to sleep; then will they slumber in peace until you leave this flesh behind, entering into the dawn of God’s new day.”


    Ben Jacob lowered his page and looked to the Verifiers for confirmation. The Patriarch turned in their direction too, but he didn’t need their nods to tell him the scripture had been read correctly. Septus knew the passage by heart; it was one of the fundamental texts of Mother Church, the Virgin’s promise of salvation. It was also one of the most popular texts for heretics to challenge. The presumption of original sin, of damnation being inherent in human flesh…that was anathema to many a fiery young soul. What kind of God, they asked, would damn an infant to hell merely for being born? It was a good question, its answer still the subject of much subtle debate; but the Virgin’s words were unequivocal, whether or not theologians had reasoned out all the implications.


    “Anton Leeuwenhoek,” Septus said, “you have heard the verified word of scripture. Do you deny its truth?”


    Leeuwenhoek stared directly back. “I must,” he answered. “I have examined human blood in meticulous detail. It contains no serpents.”


    The toadies in the courtroom had their mouths open, ready to gasp again at sacrilege; but even they could hear the man was not speaking in deliberate blasphemy. He seemed to be stating…a fact.


    How odd.


    Septus straightened slightly in the Patriarchal throne. This had the prospect of more interest than the usual heresy trial. “You understand,” he said to Leeuwenhoek, “this passage is about original sin. The Blessed Virgin states that all human beings are poisoned with sin and can only be redeemed through her.”


    “On the contrary, Your Holiness.” Leeuwenhoek’s voice was sharp. “The passage states there are snakes in human blood. I know there are not.”


    “The snakes are merely…” Septus stopped himself in time. He had been on the verge of saying the snakes were merely a metaphor; but this was a public trial, and any pronouncements he made would have the force of law. To declare that any part of scripture was not the literal truth…no Patriarch had ever done so in open forum, and Septus did not intend to be the first.


    “Let us be clear on this point,” Septus said to Leeuwenhoek. “Do you deny the Doctrine of Original Sin?”


    “No—I could never make heads or tails of theology. What I understand is blood; and there are no snakes in it.”


    One of the toadies ventured a small gasp of horror, but even a deaf man could have told the sound was forced.


    Prosecutor ben Jacob, trying to be helpful, said, “You must appreciate the snakes would be very, very small.”


    “That’s just it,” Leeuwenhoek answered with sudden enthusiasm. “I have created a device which makes it possible to view tiny things as if they were much larger.” He turned quickly toward Septus. “Your Holiness is familiar with the telescope? The device for viewing objects at long distances?”


    The Patriarch nodded in spite of himself.


    “My device,” Leeuwenhoek said, “functions on a similar principle—an arrangement of lenses which amplify one’s vision to reveal things too small to see with the naked eye. I have examined blood in every particular; and while it contains numerous minute animalcules I cannot identify, I swear to the court there are no snakes. Sleeping or otherwise.”


    “Mm.” Septus took a moment to fold his hands on the bench in front of him. When he spoke, he did not meet the prisoner’s eyes. “It is well-known that snakes are adept at hiding, are they not? Surely it is possible a snake could be concealed behind…behind these other minute animalcules you mention.”


    “A legion of serpents,” Leeuwenhoek said stubbornly. “That’s what the text said. A legion of serpents in every drop of blood. Surely they couldn’t all find a place to hide; and I have spent hundreds of hours searching, Your Holiness. Days and weeks and months.”


    “Mm.”


    Troublesome to admit, Septus didn’t doubt the man. The Patriarch had scanned the skies with an excellent telescope, and had seen a universe of unexpected wonders—mountains on the moon, hair on the sun, rings around the planet Cronus. He could well believe Leeuwenhoek’s magnifier would reveal similar surprises…even if it didn’t show serpents in the bloodstream. The serpents were merely a parable anyway; who could doubt it? Blessed Mary often spoke in poetic language that every educated person recognized as symbolic rather than factual.


    Unfortunately, the church was not composed of educated persons. No matter how sophisticated the clergy might be, parishioners came from humbler stock. Snakes in the blood? If that’s what Mary said, it must be true; and heaven help a Patriarch who took a less dogmatic stance. The bedrock of the church was Authority: ecclesiastic authority, scriptural authority. If Septus publicly allowed that some doctrines could be interpreted as mere symbolism—that a fundamental teaching was metaphor, not literal fact—well, all it took was a single hole in a wineskin for everything to leak out.


    On the other hand, truth was truth. If there were no snakes, there were no snakes. God made the world and all the people in it; if the Creator chose to fashion human lifeblood a certain way, it was the duty of Mother Church to accept and praise Him for it. Clinging to a lie in order to preserve one’s authority was worse than mere cowardice; it was the most damning blasphemy.


    Septus looked at Leeuwenhoek, standing handcuffed in the dock. A living man with a living soul; and with one word, Septus could have him executed as a purveyor of falsehood.


    But where did the falsehood truly lie?


    “This case cannot be decided today,” Septus announced. “Mother Church will investigate the claims of the accused to the fullest extent of her strength. We will build magnifier devices of our own, properly blessed to protect against Satan’s interference.” Septus fought back a smile at that; there were still some stuffy inquisitors who believed the devil distorted what one saw through any lens. “We shall see what is there and what is not.”


    Attendants nodded in agreement around the courtroom, just as they would nod if the sentence had been immediate acquittal or death. But ben Jacob said, “Your Holiness— perhaps it would be best if the court were to…to issue instructions that no other person build a magnification device until the church has ruled in this matter.”


    “On the contrary,” Septus replied. “I think the church should make magnifiers available to all persons who ask. Let them see for themselves.”


    The Patriarch smiled, wondering if ben Jacob understood. A decree suppressing magnifiers would simply encourage dissidents to build them in secret; on the other hand, providing free access to such devices would bring the curious into the church, not drive them away. Anyway, the question would only interest the leisured class, those with time and energy to wonder about esoteric issues. The great bulk of the laity, farmers and miners and ostlers, would never hear of the offer. Even if they did, they would hardly care. Minute animalcules might be amusing curiosities, but they had nothing to do with a peasant’s life.


    Another pause for prayer and then Leeuwenhoek was escorted away to instruct church scholars in how to build his magnification device. The man seemed happy with the outcome—more than escaping a death sentence, he would now have the chance to show others what he’d seen. Septus had met many men like that: grown-up children, looking for colorful shells on the beach and touchingly grateful when someone else took an interest in their sandy little collections.


    As for Leeuwenhoek’s original magnifier—Septus had the device brought to his chambers when the court recessed at noon. Blood was easy to come by: one sharp jab from a pin and the Patriarch had his sample to examine. Eagerly he peered through the viewing lens, adjusting the focus in the same way as a telescope.


    Animalcules. How remarkable.


    Tiny, tiny animalcules…countless schools of them, swimming in his own blood. What wonders God had made! Creatures of different shapes and sizes, perhaps predators and prey, like the fishes that swam in the ocean.


    And were there snakes? The question was almost irrelevant. And yet…very faintly, so close to invisible that it might be a trick of the eye, something as thin as a hair seemed to flit momentarily across the view.


    Then it was gone.


    2. The Origin of Serpentine Analogues in the Blood of Papist Peoples:


    Her Britannic Majesty, Anne VI, rather liked the Star Chamber. True, its power had been monstrously abused at times in the past five centuries—secret trials leading to secret executions of people who were probably more innocent than the monarchs sitting on the judgment seat—but even in the glorious Empire, there was a place for confidential hearings. The queen on this side of the table, one of her subjects on the other…it had the air of a private chat between friends: a time when difficulties could get sorted out, one way or another.


    “Well, Mr. Darwin,” she said after the tea had been poured, “it seems you’ve stirred up quite a hornet’s nest. Have you not?”


    The fiercely bearded man across the table did not answer immediately. He laid a finger on the handle of his cup as if to drink or not to drink was some momentous decision; then he said, “I have simply spoken the truth, ma’am…as I see it.”


    “Yes; but different people see different truths, don’t they? And the things you say are true have upset a great many of my loyal subjects. You are aware there has been…unpleasantness?”


    “I know about the riots, ma’am. Several times they have come uncomfortably close to me. And of course, there have been threats on my life.”


    “Indeed.” Anne lifted a tiny slice of buttered bread and took what she hoped would seem a thoughtful nibble. For some reason, she always enjoyed eating in front of the accused here in the Star Chamber; they themselves never had any appetite at all. “The threats are one reason We invited you here today. Scotland Yard is growing rather weary of protecting you; and Sir Oswald has long pondered whether your life is worth it.”


    That got the expected reaction—Darwin’s finger froze on the cup handle, the color draining away from his face. “I had not realized…” His eyes narrowed. “I perceive, ma’am, that someone will soon make a decision on this issue.”


    “Exactly,” the queen said. “Sir Oswald has turned to the crown for guidance, and now We turn to you.” She took another tiny bite of the bread. “It would be good of you to explain your theories—to lay out the train of reasoning that led to your…unsettling public statements.”


    “It’s all laid out in my book, ma’am.”


    “But your book is for scientists, not queens.” Anne set down the bread and allowed herself a small sip of tea. She took her time doing so, but Darwin remained silent. “Please,” she said at last. “We wish to make an informed decision.”


    Darwin grunted…or perhaps it was a hollow chuckle of cynicism. An ill-bred sound in either case. “Very well, Your Majesty,” he nodded. “It is simply a matter of history.”


    “History is seldom simple, Mr. Darwin; but proceed.”


    “In…1430-something, I forget the exact year, Anton Leeuwenhoek appeared before Supreme Patriarch Septus to discuss the absence of snakes in the bloodstream. You are familiar with that, ma’am?”


    “Certainly. It was the pivotal event in the Schism between Our church and the Papists.”


    “Just so.”


    Anne could see Darwin itching to leap off his chair and begin prowling about the room, like a professor lecturing to a class of dull-lidded schoolboys. His strained impetuosity amused her; but she hoped he would keep his impulses in check. “Pray continue, Mr. Darwin.”


    “It is common knowledge that the Patriarch’s decision led to a…a deluge, shall we say, of people peering at their own blood through a microscope. Only the upper classes at first, but soon enough it spread to the lower levels of society too. Since the church allowed anyone to look into a microscope without cost, I suppose it was a free source of amusement for the peasantry.”


    “An opiate for the masses,” Anne offered. She rather liked the phrase—Mr. Marx had used it when he had his little visit to the Star Chamber.


    “I suppose that must be it,” Darwin agreed. “At any rate, the phenomenon far outstripped anything Septus could have foreseen; and even worse for the Patriarchy, it soon divided the church into two camps—those who claimed to see snakes in their blood and those who did not.”


    “Mr. Darwin, We are well aware of the fundamental difference between Papists and the Redeemed.”


    “Begging your pardon, ma’am, but I believe the usual historical interpretation is…flawed. It confuses cause and effect.”


    “How can there be confusion?” Anne asked. “Papists have serpents in their blood; that is apparent to any child looking into a microscope. We Redeemed have no such contaminants; again, that is simple observational fact. The obvious conclusion, Mr. Darwin, is that Christ Herself marked the Papists with Her curse, to show one and all the error of their ways.”


    “According to the Papists,” Darwin reminded her, “the snakes are a sign of God’s blessing: a sleeping snake means sin laid to rest.”


    “Is that what you think, Mr. Darwin?”


    “I think it more practical to examine the facts before making any judgment.”


    “That is why we are here today,” Anne said with a pointed glance. “Facts…and judgment. If you could direct yourself to the heart of the matter, Mr. Darwin?”


    “The heart of the matter,” he repeated. “Of course. I agree that today any microscope will show Papists have snakes in their bloodstream…or as scientists prefer to call them, serpentine analogues, since it is highly unlikely the observed phenomena are actual reptiles—”


    “Let us not bandy nomenclature,” Anne interrupted. “We accept that the entities in Papist blood are unrelated to cobras and puff adders; but they have been called snakes for centuries, and the name is adequate. Proceed to your point, Mr. Darwin.”


    “You have just made my point for me, ma’am. Several centuries have passed since the original controversy arose. What we see now may not be what people saw then.” He took a deep breath. “If you read the literature of that long-ago time, you find there was great doubt about the snakes, even among the Papists. Serpentine analogues were extremely rare and difficult to discern…unlike the very obvious entities seen today.”


    “Surely that can be blamed on the equipment,” Anne said. “Microscopes of that day were crude contrivances compared to our fine modern instruments.”


    “That is the usual argument,” Darwin nodded, “but I believe there is a different explanation.”


    “Yes?”


    “My argument, ma’am, is based on my observations of pigeons.”


    Anne blinked. “Pigeons, Mr. Darwin?” She blinked again. “The birds?” She bit her lip. “The filthy things that perch on statues?”


    “Not wild pigeons, Your Majesty, domestic ones. Bred for show. For example, some centuries ago, a squire in Sussex took it into his head to breed a black pigeon from his stock of gray ones.”


    “Why ever would he want a black pigeon?”


    “That remains a mystery to me too, ma’am; but the historical records are clear. He set about the task by selecting pigeons of the darkest gray he could find, and breeding them together. Over many generations, their color grew darker and darker until today, the squire’s descendants boast of pigeons as black as coal.”


    “They boast of that?”


    “Incessantly.”


    Darwin seized up a piece of bread and virtually stuffed it into his mouth. The man had apparently become so engrossed in talking, he had forgotten who sat across the table. Good, Anne thought; he would be less guarded.


    “We understand the principles of animal husbandry,” Anne said. “We do not, however, see how this pertains to the Papists.”


    “For the past five centuries, Your Majesty, the Papists have been going through exactly the same process…as have the Redeemed, for that matter. Think, ma’am. In any population, there are numerous chance differences between individuals; the squire’s pigeons, for example, had varying shades of gray. If some process of selection chooses to emphasize a particular trait as desirable, excluding other traits as undesirable—if you restrict darker birds to breeding with one another and prevent lighter ones from contributing to the bloodline—the selected characteristic will tend to become more pronounced with each generation.”


    “You are still talking about pigeons, Mr. Darwin.”


    “No, ma’am,” he said triumphantly, “I am talking about Papists and the Redeemed. Let us suppose that in the times of Patriarch Septus, some people had almost imperceptible serpentine analogues in their bloodstream—a chance occurrence, just as some people may have curls in their hair while others do not.”


    Anne opened her mouth to say that curls were frequently not a chance occurrence at all; but she decided to remain silent.


    “Now,” Darwin continued, “what happened among the people of that day? Some saw those tiny, almost invisible snakes; others did not. Those who saw them proclaimed, This proves the unshakable word of Mother Church. Those who saw nothing said, The scriptures cannot be taken literally— believers must find the truth in their own hearts. And so the Schism split the world, pitting one camp against another.”


    “Yes, Mr. Darwin, We know all that.”


    “So, ma’am, you must also know what happened in subsequent generations. The rift in belief created a similar rift in the population. Papists only married Papists. The Redeemed only married the Redeemed.”


    “Of course.”


    “Consequently,” Darwin stressed the word, “those who could see so-called snakes in their blood only married those of similar condition. Those who saw nothing married others who saw nothing. Is it any wonder that, generation by generation, snakes became more and more visible in Papist blood? And less and less likely to be seen in the Redeemed? It is simply a matter of selective breeding, ma’am. The Papists are not different from us because the Virgin put her mark on them; they are different because they selected to make themselves different. To emphasize the difference. And the Redeemed have no snakes in their blood for the same reason—simply a side effect of our ancestors’ marital prejudice.”


    “Mr. Darwin!” Anne said, aghast. “Such claims! No wonder you have angered the Papists as much as your own countrymen. To suggest God’s sacred sign is a mere barnyard accident…” The Queen caught her breath. “Sir, where is your decency?”


    “I have something better than decency,” he answered in a calm voice. “I have proof.”


    “Proof? How could you prove such a thing?”


    “Some years ago, ma’am,” he said, “I took passage on a ship sailing the South Seas; and during that voyage, I saw things that completely opened my eyes.”


    “More pigeons, Mr. Darwin?”


    He waved his hand dismissively. “The birds of the Pacific Islands are hardly fit study for a scientist. What I observed were the efforts of missionaries, ma’am; both Papists and the Redeemed, preaching to the natives who lived in those isles. Have you heard of such missions?”


    “We sponsor several of those missions personally, Mr. Darwin.”


    “And the results, ma’am?”


    “Mixed,” Anne confessed. “Some tribes are open to Redemption, while others…” She shrugged. “The Papists do no better.”


    “Just so, Your Majesty. As an example, I visited one island where the Papists had been established for thirty years, yet the local priest claimed to have made no true converts. Mark that word, true. Many of the natives espoused Papist beliefs, took part in Papist worship, and so on…but the priest could find no snakes in their blood, so he told himself they had not truly embraced Mother Church.”


    “You would argue with the priest’s conclusion?”


    “Certainly,” Darwin replied. “In my eyes, the island tribe was simply a closed population which for reasons of chance never developed serpentine analogues in their blood. If you interbreed only white pigeons, you will never develop a black.”


    Anne said, “But—” then stopped stone-still, as the words of a recent mission report rose in her mind. We are continually frustrated in our work on this island; although the people bow before God’s altar, their blood continues to show the serpent-stain of the Unclean…


    “Mr. Darwin,” Anne murmured, “could there possibly be islands where all the people had snakes in their blood, regardless of their beliefs?”


    “There are indeed, ma’am,” Darwin nodded. “Almost all the island populations are isolated and homogeneous. I found some tribes with snakes, some without—no matter which missionaries ministered there. When the Papists land among a people who already have analogues in their bloodstream, they soon declare they have converted the tribe and hold great celebrations. However, when they land among a people whose blood is clear…well, they can preach all they want, but they won’t change the effects of generations of breeding. Usually, they just give up and move on to another island where the people are more receptive…which is to say, where they have the right blood to begin with.”


    “Ah.”


    Anne lowered her eyes. Darwin had been speaking about the Papists, but she knew the same was true of Redeemed missionaries. They tended to stay a year in one place, do a few blood tests, then move on if they could not show results—because results were exclusively measured in blood rather than what the people professed. If missionaries, her own missionaries, had been abandoning sincere believers because they didn’t believe the conversions were “true”…what would God think of that?


    But Darwin hadn’t stopped talking. “Our voyage visited many islands, Your Majesty, a few of which had never received missionaries of any kind. Some of those tribes had serpentine analogues in their blood, while some did not…and each island was homogeneous. I hypothesize the potential for analogues might have been distributed evenly through humankind millennia ago; but as populations grew isolated, geographically or socially—”


    “Yes, Mr. Darwin, We see your point.” Anne found she was tapping her finger on the edge of the table. She stopped herself and stood up. “This matter deserves further study. We shall instruct the police to find a place where you can continue your work without disturbance from outside sources.”


    Darwin’s face fell. “Would that be a jail, ma’am?”


    “A comfortable place of sanctuary,” she replied. “You will be supplied with anything you need—books, paper, all of that.”


    “Will I be able to publish?” he asked.


    “You will have at least one avid reader for whatever you write.” She favored him with the slightest bow of her head. “You have given us much to think about.”


    “Then let me give you one more thought, Your Majesty.” He took a deep breath, as if he was trying to decide if his next words would be offensive beyond the pale. Then, Anne supposed, he decided he had nothing to lose. “Papists and the Redeemed have been selectively breeding within their own populations for hundreds of years. There may come a time when they are too far removed from each other to be…cross-fertile. Already there are rumors of an unusually high mortality rate for children with one Papist parent and one Redeemed. In time—millennia perhaps, but in time—if we continue with segregated breeding, I believe the two populations may split into separate species.”


    “Separate species? Of humans?”


    “It may happen, Your Majesty. At this very moment, we may be witnessing the origin of two new species.”


    Queen Anne pursed her lips in distaste. “The origin of species, Mr. Darwin? If that is a joke, We are not amused.”


    3. The Efficacy of Trisulphozyymase for Preventing SA Incompatibility Reactions in Births of Mixed-Blood Parentage:


    The hearing was held behind closed doors—a bad sign. Julia Grant had asked some of her colleagues what to expect and they all said, Show trial, Show trial. Senator McCarthy loved to get his name in the papers. And yet the reporters were locked out today; just Julia and the Committee.


    A very bad sign.


    “Good afternoon, Dr. Grant,” McCarthy said after she had sworn to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. His voice had a smarmy quality to it; an unpleasant man’s attempt at charm. “I suppose you know why you’re here?”


    “No, senator.”


    “Come now, doctor,” he chided, as if speaking to a five-year-old. “Surely you must know the purpose of this Committee? And it therefore follows that we’d take great interest in your work.”


    “My work is medical research,” she replied tightly. “I have no political interests at all.” She forced herself to stare McCarthy in the eye. “I heal the sick.”


    “There’s sickness and there’s sickness,” the senator shrugged. “We can all understand doctors who deal with sniffles and sneezes and heart attacks…but that’s not your field, is it?”


    “No,” she answered. “I’m a hematologist, specializing in SA compatibility problems.”


    “Could you explain that for the Committee?”


    The doctor suspected that every man on the Committee— and they were all men—had already been briefed on her research. If nothing else, they read the newspapers. Still, why not humor them?


    “All human blood,” she began, “is either SA-positive or SA-negative—”


    “SA stands for Serpentine Analogue?” McCarthy interrupted.


    “Yes. The name comes from the outdated belief—”


    “That some people have snakes in their bloodstream,” McCarthy interrupted again.


    “That’s correct.”


    “Do some people have snakes in their bloodstream?” McCarthy asked.


    “Snake-like entities,” another senator corrected…probably a Democrat.


    “Serpentine analogues are not present in anyone’s bloodstream,” Julia said. “They don’t appear until blood is exposed to air. It’s a specialized clotting mechanism, triggered by an enzyme that encourages microscopic threads to form at the site of an injury—”


    “In other words,” McCarthy said, “SA-positive blood works differently from SA-negative. Correct?”


    “In this one regard, yes,” Julia nodded.


    “Do you think SA-positive blood is better than SA-negative?”


    “It provides slightly more effective clotting at wounds—”


    “Do you admire SA-positive blood, doctor?”


    Julia stared at him. Mentally, she counted to ten. “I am fascinated by all types of blood,” she answered at last. “SA-positive clots faster…which is useful to stop bleeding but gives a slightly greater risk of stroke. Overall, I’d say the good points and the bad even out. If they didn’t, evolution would soon skew the population strongly one way or the other.”


    McCarthy folded his hands on the table in front of him. “So you believe in evolution, Dr. Grant?”


    “I’m a scientist. I also believe in gravity, thermodynamics, and the universal gas equation.”


    Not a man on the Committee so much as smiled.


    “Doctor,” McCarthy said quietly, “what blood type are you?”


    She gritted her teeth. “The Supreme Court ruled that no one has to answer that question.”


    In sudden fury, McCarthy slammed his fist onto the table. “Do you see the Supreme Court in here with us? Do you? Because if you do, show me those black-robed faggots and I’ll boot their pope-loving asses straight out the window.” He settled back in his chair. “I don’t think you appreciate the seriousness of your situation, Dr. Grant.”


    “What situation?” she demanded. “I’m a medical researcher—”


    “And you’ve developed a new drug, haven’t you?” McCarthy snapped. “A new drug. That you want to loose on the public. I wonder if the person who invented heroin called herself a medical researcher too.”


    “Mr. McCarthy, trisulphozymase is not a narcotic. It is a carefully developed pharmaceutical—”


    “Which encourages miscegenation between Papists and the Redeemed,” McCarthy finished. “That’s what it does, doesn’t it, doctor?”


    “No!” She took a deep breath. “Trisulphozymase combats certain medical problems that occur when an SA-positive father and an SA-negative mother—”


    “When a Papist man sires his filthy whelp on a Redeemed woman,” McCarthy interrupted. “When a Papist fucks one of the Saved. That’s what you want to encourage, doctor? That’s how you’ll make the world a better place?”


    Julia said nothing. She felt her cheeks burn like a child caught in some forbidden act; and she was infuriated that her reaction was guilt rather than outrage at what McCarthy was saying.


    Yes, she wanted to say, it will make the world a better place to stop separating humanity into hostile camps. Most people on the planet had no comprehension of either Papist or Redeemed theology; but somehow, the poisonous idea of blood discrimination had spread to every country of the globe, regardless of religious faith. Insanity! And millions recognized it to be so. Yet the McCarthys of the world found it a convenient ladder on which they could climb to power, and who was stopping them? Look at Germany. Look at Ireland. Look at India and Pakistan.


    Ridiculous…and deadly, time and again throughout history. Perhaps she should set aside SA compatibility and work on a cure for the drive to demonize those who were different.


    “A doctor deals with lives, not lifestyles,” she said stiffly. “If I was confronted with a patient whose heart had stopped beating, I would attempt to start it again, whether the victim was an innocent child, a convicted murderer, or even a senator.” She leaned forward. “Has anyone here ever seen an SA incompatibility reaction? How a newborn infant dies? How the mother goes into spasm and usually dies too? Real people, gentlemen; real screams of pain. Only a monster could witness such things and still rant about ideology.”


    A few Committee members had the grace to look uncomfortable, turning away from her gaze; but McCarthy was not one of them. “You think this is all just ideology, doctor? A lofty discussion of philosophical doctrine?” He shook his head in unconvincing sorrow. “I wish it were…I truly wish it were. I wish the Papists weren’t trying to rip down everything this country stands for, obeying the orders of their foreign masters to corrupt the spirit of liberty itself. Why should I care about a screaming woman, when she’s whored herself to the likes of them? She made her decision; now she has to face the consequences. No one in this room invented SA incompatibility, doctor. God did…and I think we should take the hint, don’t you?”


    The sharp catch of bile rose in Julia’s throat. For a moment, she couldn’t find the strength to fight it; but she couldn’t be sick, not in front of these men. Swallowing hard, she forced herself to breathe evenly until the moment passed. “Senators,” she said at last, “do you actually intend to suppress trisulphozymase? To withhold life-saving treatment from those who need it?”


    “Some might say it’s a sign,” McCarthy answered, “that a Redeemed man can father a child on a Papist without complications, but it doesn’t work the other way around. Doesn’t that sound like a sign to you?”


    “Senators,” she said, ignoring McCarthy, “does this Committee intend to suppress trisulphozymase?”


    Silence. Then McCarthy gave a little smile. “How does trisulphozymase work, doctor?”


    Julia stared at him, wondering where this new question was going. Warily, she replied, “The drug dismantles the SA factor enzyme into basic amino acids. This prevents a more dangerous response from the mother’s immune system, which might otherwise produce antibodies to the enzyme. The antibodies are the real problem, because they may attack the baby’s—”


    “So what you’re saying,” McCarthy interrupted, “is that this drug can destroy the snakes from a Papist’s bloodstream?”


    “I told you, there are no snakes. Trisulphozymase temporarily eliminates the extra clotting enzyme that comes from SA-positive blood.”


    “It’s only temporary?”


    “That’s all that’s needed. One injection shortly before the moment of birth—”


    “But what about repeated doses?” McCarthy interrupted. “Or a massive dose? Could you permanently wipe out the SA factor from a person’s blood?”


    “You don’t administer trisulphozymase to an SA-positive person,” Julia said. “It’s given to an SA-negative mother to prevent—”


    “But suppose you did give it to a Papist. A big dose. Lots of doses. Could it destroy the SA factor forever?” He leaned forward eagerly. “Could it make them like us?”


    And now Julia saw it: what this hearing was all about. Because the Committee couldn’t really suppress the treatment, could they? Her results were known in the research community. Even if the drug was banned here, other countries would use it; and there would eventually be enough public pressure to force re-evaluation. This wasn’t about the lives of babies and mothers; this was about clipping the devil’s horns.


    Keeping her voice steady, she said, “It would be unconscionable to administer this drug or any other to a person whose health did not require it. Large doses or long-term use of trisulphozymase would have side effects I could not venture to guess.” The faces in front of her showed no expression. “Gentlemen,” she tried again, “in an SA-positive person, the enzyme is natural. A natural component of blood. To interfere with a body’s natural functioning when there’s no medical justification…” She threw up her hands. “Do no harm, gentlemen. The heart of the Hippocratic Oath. At the very least, doctors must do no harm.”


    “Does that mean,” McCarthy asked, “you would refuse to head a research project into this matter?”


    “Me?”


    “You’re the top expert in your field,” McCarthy shrugged. “If anybody can get rid of the snakes once and for all, it’s you.”


    “Senator,” Julia said, “have you no shame? Have you no shame at all? You want to endanger lives over this…triviality? A meaningless difference you can only detect with a microscope—”


    “Which means they can walk among us, doctor! Papists can walk among us. Them with their special blood, their snakes, their damned inbreeding—they’re the ones who care about what you call a triviality. They’re the ones who flaunt it in our faces. They say they’re God’s Chosen. With God’s Mark of Blessing. Well, I intend to erase that mark, with or without your help.”


    “Without,” Julia told him. “Definitely without.”


    McCarthy’s gaze was on her. He did not look like a man who had just received an absolute no. With an expression far too smug, he said, “Let me tell you a secret, doctor. From our agents in the enemy camp. Even as we speak, the Papists are planning to contaminate our water supply with their damned SA enzyme. Poison us or make us like them…one way or the other. We need your drug to fight that pollution; to remove the enzyme from our blood before it can destroy us. What about that, Dr. Grant? Will your precious medical ethics let you work on a treatment to keep us safe from their damned Papist toxins?”


    Julia grimaced. “You know nothing about the human metabolism. People couldn’t ‘catch’ the SA factor from drinking water; the enzyme would just break down in your stomach acid. I suppose it might be possible to produce a methylated version that would eventually work its way into the bloodstream…” She stopped herself. “Anyway, I can’t believe the Papists would be so insane as to—”


    “Right now,” McCarthy interrupted, “sitting in a committee room of some Papist hideaway, there are a group of men who are just as crazy as we are. Believe that, doctor. Whatever we are willing to do to them, they are willing to do to us; the only question is who’ll do it first.” McCarthy settled back and cradled his hands on his stomach. “Snakes all ‘round, Dr. Grant. You can make a difference in who gets bitten.”


    It was, perhaps, the only true thing McCarthy had said since he’d started speaking. Julia tried to doubt it, but couldn’t. SA-positive or negative, you could still be a ruthless bastard.


    She said nothing.


    McCarthy stared at her a few moments more, then glanced at the men on both sides of him. “Let’s consider this hearing adjourned, all right? Give Dr. Grant a little time to think things over.” He turned to look straight at her. “A little time. We’ll contact you in a few days…find out who scares you more, us or them.”


    He had the nerve to wink before he turned away.


    The other senators filed from the room, almost bumping into each other in the hurry to leave. Complicitous men…weak men, for all their power. Julia remained in the uncomfortable “Witness Chair”, giving them ample time to scurry away; she didn’t want to lay eyes on them again when she finally went out into the corridor.


    Using trisulphozymase on an SA-positive person…what would be the effect? Predictions were almost worthless in biochemistry—medical science was a vast ocean of ignorance dotted with researchers trying to stay afloat in makeshift canoes. The only prediction you could safely make was that a large enough dose of any drug would kill the patient.


    On the other hand, better to inject trisulphozymase into SA-positive people than SA-negative. The chemical reactions that broke down the SA enzyme also broke down the trisulphozymase—mutual assured destruction. If you didn’t have the SA enzyme in your blood, the trisulphozymase would build up to lethal levels much faster, simply because there was nothing to stop it. SA-positive people could certainly tolerate dosages that would kill a…


    Julia felt a chill wash through her. She had created a drug that would poison SA-negatives but not SA-positives…that could selectively massacre the Redeemed while leaving the Papists standing. And her research was a matter of public record. How long would it take before someone on the Papist side made the connection? One of those men McCarthy had talked about, just as ruthless and crazy as the senator himself.


    How long would it take before they used her drug to slaughter half the world?


    There was only one way out: put all the snakes to sleep. If Julia could somehow wave her hands and make every SA-positive person SA-negative, then the playing field would be level again. No, not the playing field—the killing field.


    Insanity…but what choice did she have? Sign up with McCarthy; get rid of the snakes before they began to bite; pray the side effects could be treated. Perhaps, if saner minds prevailed, the process would never be deployed. Perhaps the threat would be enough to force some kind of bilateral enzyme disarmament.


    Feeling twenty years older, Dr. Julia Grant left the hearing room. The corridor was empty; through the great glass entryway at the front of the building, she could see late afternoon sunlight slanting across the marble steps. A single protester stood on the sidewalk, mutely holding a sign aloft—no doubt what McCarthy would call a Papist sympathizer, traitorously opposing a duly-appointed congressional committee.


    The protester’s sign read, “Why do you concern yourself with the sleeping creature before you, when you are blind to the serpents in your own heart?”


    Julia turned away, hoping the building had a back door.


    * * * *
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    ANDREA HAIRSTON


    (1952– )


    Although she’s become a significant name in postcolonial science fiction, Andrea Hairston is still better known for her theatrical productions. Like Andrea’s plays, her stories are built on vivid dialogue and powerful visual images, which may or may not be linear. Because we’re sort of neighbors (Andrea is a professor of theater and of African American studies at Smith College while I’m in the English Department at UConn) we’re occasional guests in each other’s classes, so I’ve gotten to see how her teaching and performing interacts with her writing. Essentially, writing is tied to performance for her; books are a means of telling stories that don’t fit into a theatrical medium, but are expressions of the same creativity that produces science fictional plays such as Soul Repairs, Lonely Stardust, Hummingbird Flying Backward, and Archangels of Funk.


    Andrea entered Smith College as a math and physics major and left with a drama degree. After completing graduate work at Brown University, she returned to Smith as a professor and began winning an astonishing series of playwriting and directing awards, including a National Endowment for the Arts Grant to Playwrights, a Rockerfeller/NEA Grant for New Works, an NEA grant to work as dramaturge/director with playwright Pearl Cleage, a Ford Foundation Grant to collaborate with Senegalese Master Drummer Massamba Diop, and Shubert Fellowship for Playwriting. She is the Artistic Director of Chrysalis Theatre.


    Her fiction career started in a quirkier way. Having learned German, Andrea wrote a fan letter (in German) to Michael Ende, author of The Neverending Story, that blossomed into a long friendship. Ende encouraged her to try writing in German, which led her to finish two novels in that language before selling any in her native language. (Ironically, the German novels never sold in the U.S. even in English, since mainstream publishers felt a German-speaking African American character wasn’t realistic.)


    Andrea’s relationship with the world of publishing became much smoother when she realized that she was writing genre fiction, a meaningless distinction in the theater (where people care if a work is a musical or not but no one noticed that she’d been writing science fictional plays for more than a decade) but a crucial one in book publishing. In 2004 she had pieces published in Dark Matter: Reading The Bones (an anthology of African diasporic speculative fiction) and in So Long Been Dreaming: Postcolonial Visions of the Future. Her first novel, Mindscape, came out in 2006, and Redwood and Wildfire, her most recent novel, was published in 2011.

  


  
    GRIOTS OF THE GALAXY, by Andrea Hairston


    First published in So Long Been Dreaming: Postcolonial Science Fiction & Fantasy, September 2004


    The Griots of West Africa are musicians, oral historians, praise singers negotiating community. They stand between us and cultural amnesia. Through them we learn to hear beyond our time and understand the future.


    The first thing I knew, I was thigh-deep in swamp scum, strangling a silver and white Siberian husky with ice eyes and dead fish breath. I liked dogs, vaguely remembered being one once, and would have let him go, but he was trying to eat me. I pressed through matted hair and squeezed his windpipe. He gagged, startled out of attack-mode by my newfound vigor and the rapidly healing wounds on my neck, wounds he had just made. We wrestled in a jungle swamp, more Amazon than Florida, drenched in a chemical haze. It was high noon, but the trees gobbled up ninety percent of the photons. It might as well have been evening, except for the heavy heat hanging in the mist. A husky could die in weather like this. What was he doing here?


    What was I?


    He stood on hind legs and looked right in my eyes. I didn’t know how tall I was, but that seemed like a lot of dog to me. From the smell of my ripped pants, the body I was in had already lost control of sphincter muscles once—which explained why I didn’t piss myself looking at his bloody fangs and intelligent eyes, like people’s eyes. What had this body ever done to him, I wondered?


    He smacked his six-inch paws against my arms, clawed at my breasts, and tried to shake my hands from his throat, but I didn’t feel it. I was pumped from the drop into this body and I had him. That dawned on him too, and with a panicked look, he stopped squirming and whimpered, a tortured sound I didn’t want to hear. My new heart banged against ribs and backbone, flushed nerves and muscles with potent stimulants, and obliterated my fledgling compassion. When you dropped into a life, the story of the host body, its impulses and desires, were almost impossible to resist. But I wanted to resist.


    A body historian, working the soul mines of Earth, what the hell was wrong with me?


    The husky lunged. Turning his momentum against him, I plunged his head and shoulders into the water and grunted a cheer through clenched teeth. His struggle splashed swamp in my face. I snorted stagnant muck out of my mouth and nose. It tasted like dandelion and beet greens, like my past lives breaking out on a new tongue. Panicked, I swallowed down this old history. My skinny brown forearms trembled with hold ing one hundred fifty pounds of dog under water, and I wondered just how long my drop-in power surge would last. I’d been wrestling the husky less than a minute, but I dimly recalled whole lifetimes that seemed shorter. I was suddenly terrified:


    What kind of life was it going to be in this body?


    The lapse of killer concentration cost me a chunk of leg flesh and my balance. The husky could have chewed through bone, so I was lucky. Still, it hurt like hell, and I roared a mezzo-soprano glissando that startled me out of pain. The diva holler was definitely one of my former voices breaking out, and no way should that be happening. Body historians never let the past take over; you were now or nothing.


    No time for existential crises. Flailing under water, the husky banged into my wounded leg, and a blues holler burst from my chest. Another old voice. Loudmouth jungle fauna joined in, chattering and hooting like they were on my side. The dog thrashed up to suck in some air, his face just cracking the surface. My hands wanted to shove him back toward the bottom of the swamp, but looking at his soggy snout and mud-rimmed eyes, I couldn’t do it. The body I was in had already died once, and I could drop into another dying somebody—if complex enough and within range—risky, but the husky’s only life was on the line. I summoned the divas back to my mouth. Singing syncopated rhythms in a minor mode, I forced the hands to let go of his neck. His ears shot up. My blues aria surprised him as much as me. He gulped down air, shook the water out of his fur, and watched me scramble away without blinking. I couldn’t stop singing until the song was done. He cocked his head at the last notes, like he knew the melody. Brown saliva dripped off his tongue as his ears went flat again. I hauled butt for dry land when I saw a plan working behind his eyes.


    The mucky bottom grabbed my feet and pitched me against two dead dogs. Buttocks and hind legs dangled in the algae soup, head and shoulders slumped on the slimy shore. Dobermans. I vaguely remem bered them trying to eat me too, but I’d managed to waste them before it came to that. They had holes in their heads, and blood was attracting the bugs: crawlers, fliers, and swimmers. I recoiled, glad I hadn’t dropped in as a Doberman attack dog. I recoiled again, this time at myself. You didn’t get to choose a life; you only had minutes to find what was available. A true historian should be glad for any dying body to ride. Every story offered precious insight.


    The dog lowered his head and extended his snout. I knew huskies were quiet, not barkers or yappers. They put everything into the growl. Still, feeling the rumble from his chest forty feet away surprised me in my bones. I glimpsed a pistol just beyond the dead Dobermans, easily within reach, but I hollered out another aria and squashed the urge to grab it. Staring into the husky’s eyes, I let the melody fade. This body for his life, it seemed fair.


    We both gulped shallow breaths. I ran my fingers across the smooth skin on my neck and remembered the husky ripping out my jugular. Body historians were serial amnesiacs, conscious only of our griot’s creed and the Edges, the sliding in and out of a life. I had twice ten thousand Earth years of Edges. That and a griot’s loyalty to the soul mines. Dropping in for a quickie then suiciding out to somebody else was a total waste of resources. Griots rode a body as long as possible. In the soul mines, you collected lives; you didn’t sacrifice yourself to save one.


    The husky came at me like a flash of silver lightning. Dropping out was going to hurt like hell, but I was prepared. I focused on his eyes, not his fangs. The husky was quite beautiful, a strange presence in this jungle world, a special Edge for my memory tatters…At the last second, with astounding speed and grace, and despite my spark of rebellion, this body reached across the dead Dobermans, grabbed the gun, and shoved it down the husky’s mouth. The pistol barked five times, and he was gone before I could think, be fore I could struggle with my new self to save him. I yanked the pistol out of his mouth, and the corpse slid down my belly into the water, ice eyes gone dull gray, jaws frozen in a deadly grin. My right hand was shaking, but my gun hand was still. I threw up the meager contents of my stomach and tried for a few tears. Nada. This body didn’t want me to care about dead huskies or Edges of pain. It swallowed my distress almost before any emotion registered and directed me toward its Mission. I shivered.


    When the husky corpse floated against the other dead dogs, I stopped waiting for it to come back to life and crawled ashore. Now or nothing. I stuffed the pistol in my pants, squeezed water out of my spongy hair, and headed for a tangle of trees and vines. My drop-in power surge had faded. Solid ground wobbled under my legs, even when I stopped moving. The trees threatened to turn upside down and stick the sky under my shaky toes. Blood and white froth spurted out of the puncture wounds in my leg, and one arm looked liked mincemeat. Tatters of a taupe cotton shirt stuck to blood and muck on my belly and breasts. I ripped off a piece of pants that wasn’t swampy or piss-yellow and tied it tight around the leg wound. I tried touching my self all over to feel who I was, but I was too raggedy. Settling down in a tree root throne, I watched thin spears of sunlight bounce off my shark navel ring and cut through the haze. Glints of metal among the branches made me blink and squint.


    The trees had eyes, and they were watching me. Mechanical worms with camera heads wriggled up branches into blossoms and clumps of foliage. I should have checked them out. Instead I convinced myself I was paranoid, hallucinating, and what I needed was to sit still and gather myself, not chase spooks. Dizzy from the heat, sore and itchy from sweat, bug bites, and dog gouges, I didn’t feel excitement for a new life, just fear at a moral chasm opening before me. At each drop-out, specific memories from a finished life slipped beyond consciousness. Body historians dropped into a new life with old lives repressed, except for the Edges, the first and last moments, or there’d be no space for new experiences. Damned serial amnesia was working my last nerve—getting me all caught up in patterns I didn’t remember—or why else would I be too lazy for paranoia and morally outraged over a dog killed in self-defense?


    Because at a certain point, you get tired of being a gig slut.


    I couldn’t tell if this thought was griot creed, from past lives, or from my current body. One thing I did remember—if you got too full of life, a historian could unravel into chaos, into a jumble of nothing. That wasn’t going to happen to me. I made myself listen to the birds singing squabbles and love songs. Occasionally I heard a war.


    Sharp mechanical sounds clashed with the nature music. Bells and whistles mashed together in nag ging bursts. My new life was calling. I had to get on with it. Body historians, griots of the galaxy, we didn’t diddle ourselves in jungle paradises, we inhabited flesh to gather a genealogy of life. We sought the story behind all the stories. Collecting life’s dazzling permutations, however sweet or sour was our science, religion, and art—nothing nobler in eternity. I peered in the direction of the nasty noise. At the south end of the mucky water where the trees thinned out, I saw a leather jacket, one sleeve inside out, flung across a signpost. The sign read: “Biohazard! No Trespassing!” in English with a vividly drawn skull dead center.


    Damn!


    Everything hurt. I’d sat in the tree root throne for quite awhile. Stiff muscles and joints protested as I stood up. At least the ground stayed still and the sky didn’t fall. I limped along the shore to the sign and jacket. A cell phone jangled in the breast pocket. I didn’t want to answer, especially not knowing who I was or how I wanted to deal. And it seemed like I’d been hating phones for over a hundred years, but you got to start somewhere.


    “What’s up?” I said in full-throated mezzo irritation.


    “If you got the hot sauce, I got the stew,” a male basso said in Standard American English. I couldn’t fix a more specific point of origin.


    “Diablo sauce,” I said without thinking. “Sets your mouth on fire.”


    “You get the recipe?”


    “Yeah.” I wanted him to mention my name, what I was supposed to be doing, where I was, but somehow I knew it wasn’t the sort of operation you discussed on an open line.


    “Twenty-six hours or we lose the bonus.” His voice tickled the backs of my knees and under my arms. “You’re almost inside the white circle. How you holding up?”


    I looked at the bloody rag around my leg. Claw marks on my breasts raked over old scars. My hands slid across muscular thighs and buttocks, narrow ribcage and broad shoulders, to a big head sitting on not much neck. I tried to fill the sculpture of this woman. Something in me resisted, not her exactly, but…Fin gertips glided down high cheekbones, broad nose, and full lips to a blunt chin. The supple skin felt good. A middle-aged firebrand in great shape, scarred and battered here and there but…“Nothing significant.”


    “You sound…tired.”


    Did he hear something in my voice or was this just code? “It’s the heat, mostly.”


    “After the dinner rendezvous, can you handle an explosive situation?”


    “I can handle anything, as long as the food’s good.” That seemed the right amount of bravado for this body. “How’s the rest of the menu?”


    “Out of this world.” He chuckled, and the connection went dead.


    I felt abandoned. Rubbing my cheek against the phone, I checked through the jacket pockets and found a few ammunition clips for the pistol, a purple beanbag lizard, a fountain pen/flash light, two packets of extra-strength Frizz Ease, crushed sunglasses, menthol eucalyptus cough drops, and a slip of fortune cookie wisdom:


    The Gods who were smiling at your birth are laughing now.


    My lucky numbers were two, three, five, seven, eleven, thirteen—and somebody had scrawled “plus five backward.”


    No wallet, no name, and a pathetic bunch of random clues. I dumped one packet of Frizz Ease into my hair and worked my fingers through tight knots. The frizz didn’t ease. Feeling vigilant at last, I scanned the trees for mechanical worms with camera heads. All I saw scurrying along the branches were furry black millipedes squirting stink gland poison at ants. A bug, smudge of mold, blade of grass—they were too simple for a griot drop-in, yet still compelling. The front-runner ants got a blast of lethal funk, curled up into balls, and fell out of the trees. The other ants kept marching forward. The millipedes’ stink glands would be empty soon. I smiled. An eye trained on movement, a scientist hooked on bugs, an assassin with murder on the brain—how to read the signs of life and make a story? That was a griot’s challenge. That’s what I loved: being in a life, discovering the story, no matter how rough the ride.


    The dogs had ripped my shirt to shreds, but putting on a jacket in heavy, no-breathing heat seemed mucho loco. The sleeves were several inches too long and an odd combination of black coconut oil and seaweed smells permeated the lining. The bugs having a party on my skin finally drove me inside the leather—at least until I knew what I was doing.


    Surveying the area, I realized the swamp was actually flooded land in the oxbow of a stream, not a proper swamp. An endless relief of trees and water in every direction offered no perspective. Which way was the white circle and the damn rendezvous? From the marks in the ground at the Biohazard sign, I could see where my body had fought with the dogs. I traced the footprints to a narrow path that led north through the trees. At a flowering tree split by lightning so that it stooped over the path with innards exposed, I found a brown leather knapsack that matched the jacket. The straps were caught in scorched branches and dead vines. Here the footprint trails diverged. My host and the husky had dashed down the path until the two Dobermans jumped out of the bush, then we all high tailed it to the water.


    Thick white slugs, gorged with wounded tree flesh, oozed through black cracks in the bark, like pus. Looking at the charred trunk and boughs made old scars on my breasts and thighs throb. I stroked the man gled tree and disentangled the knapsack from split branches. It weighed almost forty pounds—heavier than I expected. In the top compartment I found a clean tee shirt, packets of dried fruit, which I gobbled down, and Soya Power Bars, which I saved for later, despite how hungry I was. Three bottles of Fluid Mineral Recharge, bug juice, antiseptics, and bandages made me feel well prepared. The bug juice smelled like millipedes’ stink glands. Remembering the curled up ants, I sprayed myself liberally.


    A thrill danced up and down my nerves as I pulled out a plastic map and an electronic compass. No aimless wandering—I had directions. I longed for a mirror to glimpse what I looked like this time. I took off the jacket and pulled on the tee shirt, which was way too big, then cleaned and bandaged my arm and leg. I splashed antiseptics on the rest of my wounds and squirmed at the sharp pains. One bottle of Recharge was all I’d allow myself before looking over the map. No global context, just local frames of reference—this was a map for somebody dealing in secrets. I wanted to find my way out of secrets. The oxbow and the path I stood on were marked in green. An arrow pointed beyond a ‘circle of death’ and a ‘forest of ancestors’ to ‘the final shore.’ I lingered over the map, memorizing its details and imaging the journey before folding it carefully and tucking it into my pants.


    The main compartment’s zipper snagged on threads from the seam, and after a few half-hearted tugs, I almost gave up. For someone hungry for clues, I was procrastinating, because I just knew…One sharp tug ripped it open and revealed thin metal cylinders bundled in groups of twelve, each held together by what I guessed were timing devices.


    A backpack of explosives with fancy detonators.


    I didn’t have to follow this body’s terror story, I could rebel, invent a new scenario or…A sound behind me, something splashing in the water, made me spin around, pull the pistol out of my pants, and throw my self to the ground. My raw skin screamed, but I ignored that and the acid sweat dripping in my eyes. In the distance, water sloshed against the swampy oxbow shore, vines swayed against one another, and a breeze in the treetops made spears of sunlight dance through the mist. Shadows played in shadows. The pistol shook in my hands and tears dribbled down my chin. I didn’t want to go back and hunt for spooks. I wanted to move forward, get on with the Mission—mine and hers. Griots were storytellers, whatever the story. The detonators and explosives made my heart race. Now or nothing: experience this life, gather its secrets, or in the chaos of memories, cease to exist. I heaved the pack onto my back and started walking the route out lined in green on the map. If I only had twenty-six hours, I shouldn’t waste time. There were worse things than being a terrorist, and I’d been them all.


    * * * *


    I tried not to think, just walk the trail. No underbrush kept me occupied, no wild animals came out to challenge me. All I had to do was put one foot in front of the other. Maybe it was the heat and swaying vines or the chemical haze that set me adrift, I couldn’t say. My feet were still on the spongy ground, but I was lost in bits of memory—from the Edges.


    I’d dropped into a tree once, somewhere cooler than this jungle. The first Edge was a sapling, shaken, uprooted, and stripped bare, then a canyon of memories too deep to reach, and finally I was a giant tree—nothing between me and the sky. I didn’t have eyes, but I could drink a trillion points of light and stroke out the right vibrations, red and violet vibrations that sent excited electrons dancing with new partners. A giga watt blast of lightning surged through my body, shattered my woody spine, and set me on fire. Miles of roots smoldered in the dirt. I fell over and burned to death in a rainstorm.


    So many fires and storms.


    I flashed on a hillside battlefield pummeled by balls of hail. A master samurai had run an enemy through with a sword. I dropped in the body, and his death wounds healed before the samurai’s eyes. With hail cracking against my skull, I picked up a curved sword and swung it through the air at no one in particular. The samurai muttered a prayer and chopped off my demon head to make sure I stayed dead. He was safe. No griot could reclaim a body twice. We only got one dance.


    “Yes, dance life!” an old priestess in a Sea Island village shouted. I can still feel her voice in my throat. “But if you trip and stumble, then sing life!” She danced down her gods, called them to ride her body, while she healed a sick child. Feet, hands, head, and belly moved to different beats, a polyrhythmic prayer that wore out her heart. With her last breath, she left her story behind, a blessing for the future. I dropped in, ready to ride clear, new flesh, but her last breath caught in my throat. She refused to leave, and we were stuck in one body—she at the edge of death and me on the verge of life. In the final moments, when I was on my way out, the priestess was still with me, a mad woman lost to herself, begging me to let her crossover, to let her be a song on the wind. Suiciding precious resources, I walked her into the sea, headed across the waves to the motherland, and the priestess blessed my future.


    Even now, I was blessed with an ache of loneliness for her, for the healing we did: my cool hands on hot cheeks, on the soft heads of newborns pressing into the light; my strong hands clutching the dry fingers of an old man no longer afraid to die and grasp ing my granddaughter’s sticky fingers when she pulled me close to whisper the secret of the tiny bird we’d rescued. “Iridescent hummers are the only ones who can fly backwards.”


    I stumbled, and the deep memory scattered. My brain was frying and so were my feet. The swampy smell was gone, and the sun blasted the blank earth from a white sky. Behind me the jungle was a thin swatch of black on the horizon. I pulled out the crushed sunglasses and cursed my laughing Gods. Not a sight, sound, or scent of life ahead of me. My nose and throat ached in the hot, dry air, and I could have used six bottles of Recharge. I scooped up a mound of white dirt, not sand. It blew away in my hands. A row of signs planted fifty feet apart warned me to turn around: “Biohazard! No Trespassing!” Still in English, but this time with an atomic symbol at the center. I wondered how contaminated I was.


    To the west, where the jungle reached a claw into the white desert, an exploded van still smoldered. Déjà vu brought me up short. The person, the body I’d been before my current terrorist self couldn’t be far, couldn’t be long dead. Sifting through the fragments of my mind, I didn’t find an Edge with an exploding van story. When very full, body historians remembered distant Edges better than one or two lives ago. I made a Mission detour to check out the site anyhow. Pieces of the driver and melted gear spiraled out from the wreck. Naked dog prints crisscrossed human boot shapes. Half of a purple beanbag lizard stared up at me with empty eye sockets. I stuffed the blind survivor in a pocket with the unscathed one. My lips trembled. Rescuing a half-dead toy made no sense.


    A coconut-sized ball of mahogany fur tugged a chunk of human gore toward the trees. It paused to gnaw and chew. I didn’t want to watch this meal, so I consulted the map. According to it, this expanse of white dirt should have been rainforest for many more miles. Not a root, bone, or fragment of life—whatever happened since the map was drawn had killed even the soil. Using the compass, I got myself back on the map’s green path, moving across dead earth toward the ‘forest of the ancestors.’ I slipped a cough drop in my mouth and took a swig of Recharge. In the whiteness, I thought I would go blind.


    The cell phone jangled in my breast pocket. When it hadn’t stopped after ten chimes, I pulled it out and answered. “What’s up?” I whispered, like somebody was spying on me.


    “Renee, I got a message for you from deep time.” A female answered, American contralto with inner city chop. She was breathless and hoarse. “Are you ready?”


    So maybe I was Renee. “Who is this?”


    “If you’re alive again.” She talked on top of me in a gurgling voice.


    “What?” I walked faster. This barren landscape made me an easy target.


    “Don’t answer, just watch out for the landmines at the Edges of things.”


    “I think you’ve got the wrong. . .”


    “Two, three, five, seven, eleven, and thirteen. Memories spilling out? Are you tired of dropping into lives and not committing to them? It’s our choice, you know.” She talked on top of me again, wheezing and chasing her words like they’d get away from her before she got everything said. “You’re bouncing across the desert, a baby in your mother’s arms, reaching for her breast, when she thought her little boy was already dead from whatever war does to babies. She couldn’t bear to leave your tiny body behind and now you’re alive again, a miracle in her arms. You feel her joy spurt hot milk onto your tongue. A taste you’ll never forget.”


    Indeed I remembered a stream of sweetness and salty sweat from under her breasts, mixed with the tangy thrill of being a miracle in someone’s arms.


    “But Mom’s still running from bombs, from men with guns, tanks, and missiles. She steps on a mine that shatters your life with hers. Of course you drop into the mother, she’s so close, so deliciously complex. What griot could resist her story? The drop-in heals her shattered flesh and then you’re running again, clutching a dead miracle against throbbing breasts.” She paused. “You’re a terrorist now, Axala.”


    “Axala?” I stopped so quickly, my muscles cramped. How could she know me when I didn’t?


    “A righteous murderer in a war that never makes the news. Griots of the galaxy dance in the dark. How long can we run around with dead miracles and do nothing? Amnesiacs—most of who we are, we don’t even know. What good is the story behind all the stories if you never really get to live fully? Never your story…” The woman struggled for breath. “What am I saying? Look, I’ve gathered the griots in the forest for the rendezvous with the mother ship…Follow the signs and don’t get blown up by mines. Across the water and you’re home.” She’d talked herself out of a voice, just a gurgling wheeze.


    “Who are you?” I walked a circle in white dirt. “How do you know…” A single note droned in my ear. A dead line. “Shit!” I said to the phone and turned it off. Rendezvous with the mother ship meant life on Earth was almost over.


    My body didn’t know enough to be scared of a voice from deep time, praise singing my former lives, questioning my future ones. For the Mission, my muscles ignored the weighty backpack and wounded leg, and shifted to top speed—as if racing through clouds of white dust would save me from a fucking griot mind field or human bombs buried in the ground. Part of me was dead certain there was nowhere to run except into a trap, but I ran until…


    Crouching on the white expanse, sparkling like dragons with diamond-crusted backs, I saw purple bean bag lizards, red felt tongues dragging in the dust. Hundreds of them, a stop-action collage, crawling in my direction. Was this toy parade a joke? I considered stepping on one, but couldn’t bring myself to crush its cheery face into the white dust. Moving carefully through them, nothing exploded under my feet. Markers. In a minefield, what more could you ask?


    The barren plain slipped into a valley. I ran down to a skinny stream. Fractals of white dust swirled out from crumbling banks, occasionally clouding the middle. The opposite shore of the fast-moving water was brilliant green. In one bound, I crossed out of the circle of death back into jungle. Standing under a tiny waterfall tributary, I swallowed a stream. As I shook the water out of my ears, I thought I heard panting and footsteps behind me, but of course when I turned to look, nada. Somebody chasing me in the white waste land would have been visible for miles. Fear made phantoms of wind and dust. I walked on.


    Under the trees, I closed my eyes and savored the cool darkness, the pungent odors of life and decay, the branches and vines drumming with the breeze. It felt like family gathering me into her bosom. After wandering for millennia, I was home. When I opened my eyes, a lanky man with a shaved head, and a few days growth on chiseled cheeks stepped out of a vine-covered hole in an enormous trunk. Without a word, he yanked me inside the tree cave, put his rough hands over my lips, and nodded toward the direction I’d been heading. Squinting through a hole in an abandoned nest, I saw a squad of soldiers hacking through dense new growth one hundred yards away. Somebody’s private army and I knew they were gunning for us.


    My companion and I crouched in the dark of the tree trunk and watched the squad cross the stream and walk up the side of the hill toward the minefield. We sat cramped against one another for several minutes, sweat and breath mingling, then explosions from the minefield knocked us on our faces.


    “Dead,” he sighed, “And we didn’t even have to kill them.” I recognized his voice, the dinner-rendezvous man. He patted the knapsack. “You’re packing a lot of heat. Perez made the transfer. She give you the map, the code?”


    I nodded, looking at myself in his deep-set eyes.


    My mind flashed on another woman warrior blowing up her lover and herself in a tight spot like the tree cave, only outside was white hot, not cool green. She’d sacrificed herself to save her community from…


    “Hey, don’t worry!”


    I’d mumbled something upsetting. His hands hovered close to my cheeks. They exuded a damp heat and made the hair on my face stand on end. I closed my eyes, relaxed into his caress, feeling myself under his rough fingers. He jerked away from me.


    “What’s the matter?” I said without opening my eyes, pressing my face into his hand, my body against his.


    “What are you doing?” He tried to pull away from me, but he didn’t want to.


    And I wouldn’t let him go. “What do you think I’m doing?”


    “It’s been…a long time.” He was trembling.


    I slid my hands along his smooth scalp. “Too long.” The whisper of growth on his head made my finger tips ache. I sucked in a breath of him through nostrils burnt and blistered from the white heat and chemicals. Even that didn’t dampen the flow of passion.


    “You miss my hair?” His voice tickled the inside of my thighs.


    “I miss all of you.” I undid his shirt to feel my face against the wiry hairs on his chest. His skin shivered and puckered under my lips.


    He lifted my face toward his. “Look at me, Renee.” I felt the words more than heard them, his chest vibrating mine, notes so low as to resonate backbone and heart. “Look at me.”


    A deep ache I didn’t understand, something from his and Renee’s past threatened to override my passion before I felt it. I opened my eyes slowly, not wanting to blur this moment with tears, Renee’s tears or twice ten thousand years of…


    “We don’t have time for…” He trailed off.


    “I am looking at you.” A weathered, moody face with high cheekbones, full lips and prominent chin. For an instant Renee’s memories came so vividly to me.


    The smell of jasmine incense filled a cramped apartment. An elevated train smashed through the night just beyond the window, shaking the floorboards under our naked bodies. Before the disaster in Juba…I ran my fingers through thick black hair that fell below his shoulders. Sharp brown eyes smiled at me from under bushy brows raised in question.


    “Is this what you like? Tell me. I want to feel you happy.” And Renee could say nothing to him. Too shy, too uncertain for words.


    “You can still see all that?” he said, holding back tears.


    I’d been talking again, without knowing what I was saying. “Of course.”


    “Is this what you want?” His words moved through my skin and opened me up, like a voice from deep time singing my code. I was flooded with ancient memories.


    I had a horse’s head, feet of a jaguar, leaves sprouted from my fingers, wings broke across my back, my mouth was in bloom, the kick of a machine gun bruised my ribs, I swallowed a harpoon, and sang with elephants on the stage of a great hall.


    “I want your best self,” I said and fell into him.


    Delicious images exploded across my body, yet I wasn’t overwhelmed. He didn’t mean to set me off. I was not who he expected at all, not his Renee. I was Axala, a griot from the stars, come for the story of life, now in the body of a dead terrorist. And who was he? What was his story? A new beard covered his coppery skin like morning frost. My fingers slid through the hard little hairs up to the lines that broke apart the edges of his eyes. I didn’t care if this moment was a lie.


    “Are you sure?” he murmured. “You’re hurt.” His fingers were tentative, careful. “There’s no time . . .”


    “We’ll steal the time. This is what I want.”


    His lips nudged mine open. My body knew exactly what to do.


    * * * *


    We snatched long moments out of nowhere and then…


    “I’m not your Renee.” He was still inside me when I said this. I felt his shock and embraced it. “I only remember bits and pieces of your Renee.”


    I flashed on Renee and her man, his long hair pulled tight against the skull, his face smooth. They were flattened against a rough wall, waiting for a blast in the village beyond, then they ran along a broken walkway.


    “Blowing up shit…the only thing I ever got a chance to get good at,” Renee shouted.


    “Not the only thing,” he argued.


    “And I was gonna do something noble…” Renee muttered as they dropped into dung and mud for a second explosion. She closed her eyes on a stream of blood.


    “Are you having one of your episodes?” He tried to pull away from me. I was stronger than he expected. “We don’t have time for you to snap out.”


    What did he mean? He had offered me his best self. I wanted him to know my story. Body historians didn’t usually reveal themselves or get involved, certainly not with pure natives. Just grab the dead miracles and run. Well, not any more.


    “My name is Axala.” I released him. “I’m from…” I didn’t remember my specific griot life, before Earth. Damn serial amnesia. “Light-years from here…”


    “Stop it!”


    We stuck together where I had started bleeding again. I winced as he moved out of my body and rolled against a tree root arching up at the entranceway.


    “You can’t snap on me, not now, not on this job.” He jerked his sweaty clothes back on his body. Clots of dirt clung to the hairs on his chest. “We could retire after this job.”


    “I’d like that.” I wanted to wipe my blood off his stomach, do something, anything, instead of waiting for him to curse me out for playing games, going insane, fucking with him.


    “You’d consider retiring, just living our lives, putting the shit behind us?” He sounded desperate.


    “Look, I don’t know how to be straight with you.” I pulled on clothes. Cool, slimy bugs crawled across my ribs. “Some of Renee is still in me. She loves you.” Stalling for time, I brushed away the bugs. They made Renee’s skin crawl. “Despite…whatever…has happened between you.”


    “What hasn’t happened? I don’t know how much more I can take.” He pressed himself further into the darkness of the tree, but I could still see his eyes, like the husky’s eyes watching wounds on my neck heal. A freak show glare, foam at the corners of his mouth. I turned away, before he started howling.


    “What I’m saying is…I know I can handle the memories. Everything I’ve been.”


    He shook his head. “But I can’t handle all that.”


    “What do you mean?” I dug my fingers into the dirt. The head of a whale breaching on a rocky beach, the hands of a samurai clutching a sword, the feet of a Maasai cow herd running from demons, the oxygen breath of an orange tree . . .I was lost.


    “We don’t have time for this.” His voice found me. “Cut it!”


    I moved close to him, felt his breath on my cheeks, smelled his sweat. We had the same smell now. That brought me back for a moment. “What’s your name, tell me your name,” I pleaded, wiping my blood off his stomach.


    A stream of gibberish, a hundred tangled languages, gestures from around the world, from sequoias, bald eagles, deep-sea divers, hostages, and nuns, all broke out of me and I was nobody, flailing inside a tree. He grabbed my shoulders and shook me like an hysterical woman who could be jerked back to reality.


    “We have a job to do, remember?”


    I found Renee and held on. Twice ten thousand years of history wouldn’t swallow me. “I didn’t screw myself.” He stopped shaking me. Even in my anger, I could taste his best self. “I want to hear your name.”


    “All the fucked up things that happened to you, aren’t my fault, Renee.”


    “I know that.”


    “For years, you don’t even let me touch you.” His grip on my shoulder softened. “And now in the middle of a job…you come on so strong. . . ”


    I dragged him down in the dirt. It smelled of us, of lovemaking. “I just want to know your name, hear you say it.”


    “I lost my name after Juba…somewhere in the goddamned desert.” He rubbed his hands against sweaty pants. “We don’t have names, causes, just a price tag. We’re gig sluts now. Not freedom fighters like in Juba, just terrorists for hire.”


    “Gig sluts?” I got a face full of sticky spider web and clawed it away. “Are you saying we’re not committed to anything?”


    “For a long time now.” He spit web from his lips also. “From the Juba fiasco on, I did every crazy revenge thing you wanted.”


    “You don’t think we’re going to make it today, do you?” Inside the tree was getting claustrophobic.


    “What difference if we do?” He stood up. “It just goes on and on . . .”


    “Yes, yes, but it doesn’t have to.” I crawled over to my knapsack, to the griot Mission, a praise song to life. “You may be pointless. I am not.”


    “Oh yeah? You’re fine now?”


    “On top of the world.” I couldn’t tell who was talking anymore. Axala, Renee, an angry tree…


    “When you lost yourself before . . .” He picked up his bag. “The amnesia thing after Juba, after they…after they . . .” He couldn’t say what they had done to me in Juba.


    “It’s not your fault,” I murmured, sucking mucous down my throat and scratching my nose. “Let’s get out of this hole. Do the job. I can’t breathe.”


    He blocked my way. “In Juba when they jumped you, I hid in the back of the plant, where they’d stashed the stolen weapons. Listening. I didn’t do anything!”


    “What could you do?”


    “They had guns, six of them. But I didn’t even…”


    I tried to wriggle past him. “So?”


    “Don’t interrupt me, let me say this!”


    My mouth clamped shut.


    “You never let me say this.” He clutched at several stringy vines.


    “Say it.” I set my face hard to listen to what Renee didn’t want to hear from him.


    He was spread-eagled against the vine mass, silhouetted by pink twilight. “They had you. I was afraid. I should have done…anything. But I didn’t want them on me too. I thought, please god, don’t let her tell them I’m here, don’t let them find me. You were screaming and screaming, but you told them nothing, then they gagged you, and I prayed, don’t let them hurt me. Praying not for you, still just about me.”


    The scars on my breasts and thighs throbbed with old pain, but I couldn’t see Juba, the story he told. Renee was suddenly desperate. She wanted to know. I balled up my fist and pounded his chest. “Tell me what I forgot.”


    “I can’t,” he whispered, fighting tears.


    “You’re all the memory I’ve got.”


    “I don’t know what they did.” He hung in the web of vines.


    “Tell me what you know or I swear to god, I’ll blow us up now.” I pointed my pistol at the explosives in the knapsack. Several vines snapped from his weight and he staggered toward me. I pointed the pistol at him. For a moment Renee wanted to shoot him down like a dog, but I didn’t. “Tell me.”


    “After they worked you over I remember you screaming my name…like a prayer, but you never betrayed me.” He stared at the gun until I finally lowered it. “For a time you forgot everything, but if somebody touched you, it was the rape happening again.” He looked far away though I was close enough to smell his fear. “Doctors said you might never remember. It was a miracle you got out alive.”


    “You call that a miracle?” My voice was hollow. I felt like a spirit unhinged, floating above this body.


    “Your mind came back without those memories, but you couldn’t stand to be touched—until now.” He shivered. “I would have told them anything, but you . . .”


    He waited for me to say something. He pleaded with his eyes, with all the tiny muscles of his face for contempt, forgiveness, something. I teetered at the edge of chaos, vertigo claiming my senses. “I gotta get out of this hole, now.” I pushed through him and the vines. The air outside was a welcome relief. I drew myself back into Renee’s flesh. The sun had disappeared behind distant hills. Birds sang love suites and battle sonatas. I took out a Soya Power Bar and chewed at it furiously.


    After a few moments he emerged from the tree, mumbling something about the Perez woman and the damn Mission. I forced myself to listen. “Blowing up a bunch of trees. She could’ve done this bizarre shit herself.”


    Shop talk. I could do that too. “Perez is a biologist or something. These trees are old souls, a couple thousand years even. Maybe Perez didn’t have the heart to blast millennia of living into nothing.”


    He stared at me. “You sounded like her just now. That was exactly her little speech, when she hired us.”


    I shrugged. “Good memory.”


    “You weren’t there.”


    “You told me.”


    “Right. But you sounded JUST LIKE HER.”


    “Your mind is playing tricks on you. How could I sound just like Perez?” Unless I’d been her, but I couldn’t share that suspicion with him.


    “Of course.” Methodically, he pulled explosives out of my pack, fussed over detonators, and every hundred feet buried a bundle in the roots of a giant tree. He didn’t ask for my assistance and I didn’t offer. So much history behind and between people, one moment was always a nasty echo of another time, most of who you were already scripted. That was Renee. Axala was outside of history, dropping in for samples, but not really taking part. Not committing to the lives she became. More of a gig slut than Renee could ever be. And sick to death of it.


    “Are you setting us up?” He looked up from the last detonator, hand on his pistol, eyes frantic. “You and Perez, setting me up? Some kind of final revenge?”


    “What are you talking about?”


    He stared at me, fighting with something inside himself. I touched his hand.


    “Sorry. You’d lay down your life for me, I know that. I’m just being paranoid.” He brushed his lips across my damp palm and headed for the dense new growth beyond the trees. “You got the map to ‘the final shore’?”


    “Like I told you.” I started after him, but stumbled over roots and fell back against a tree. The impact knocked the wind out of me, slapped my brain against the skull, and I lay a moment plastered against smooth bark, seeing stars.


    “What’s the matter? Come on!”


    I couldn’t speak or move. The tree wouldn’t let me go. It snagged me in a magnetic field, lined up my electrons, and started generating current. Energy rushed from my toes out through the fuzzy ends of my hair, like a lightning bolt sparking into the ground. The tree was a body historian, this rain forest, a jungle of galactic griots, roots intertwining underground, branches interwoven above, and their fields all lined up. Perez had gathered all the griots in the forest! I was in the home grove, the bosom of family, connected to deep time, praise singing life. All of our griot experiences, a polyphony of memories rushed through me. Together the trees and I made meaning and broadcast twice ten thousand years, the incredible story of life on Earth out to the stars. Imbedded in this polyrhythmic history, I remembered everything, the story I’d become. Axala of Earth.


    Renee’s man watched my hair catch fire and my hands and feet turn white-hot. I saw myself in his eyes. I heard his voice rumble out a warning, a prayer, I didn’t know which. His body was a blur of impulses—his legs tearing away from me, his hands reaching for mine. I wanted to share the spectacle of Earth with him, despite the danger, but I couldn’t move the inches it would take to touch him. I was caught in deep time, with all the ancestors walking through my body, making sense of the present moment from so many gone by. I felt the mother ship leave the shores of our birth world to wander through star systems and collect the genealogy of life in the galaxy. We body historians were a Diaspora of ghosts living only in borrowed bodies, collecting the wisdom of others, slaves to their appetites, lost to ourselves. After twice ten thousand years on this watery outpost, we were so full of life, the past broke out all over us. Earth had made us aliens to our former selves. We had no desire to be spirits in perpetual exile, we longed to make Earth our story.


    I heard the reply of the mother ship, as it gathered the polyphony of memories we broadcast. Renee’s man grabbed my hand. I risked his life and my griot existence and channeled our field into him. The praise song we made of his world passed through his body. He knew my story. What he made of griot longing, our love, I couldn’t say, but his mouth was in bloom, wings broke out on his back; he sang on the stage of a great hall surrounded by elephants and sequoias, and he carried me to safety:


    In Juba, Renee’s man, a coward who had abandoned her, who trembled in the shadows while six terrorists violated her, fell on his face at the first explosion. The terrorists scattered past him, grabbing more weapons and screaming. After the second explosion he crawled toward Renee. When he reached her, she was barely breathing. He scooped up her broken body and carried her through the desert to safety, certain he was too late. Certain she had died in his arms. Everybody said it was a miracle she got out alive. And he was a hero.


    A terrible ache for cowards and heroes passed between all the griots. We grieved for the lives we had collected, for the Earth beings we had studied and become. Embodying wisdom was our art, science, and religion. Yet endless new adventures on distant planets no longer excited our old souls. After eons of wandering, of losing ourselves again and again, we griots longed to make these beautiful and painful memories, this par ticular world, this Earth home. How would we bear a final death and the desolate flight to yet another star after being ripped from the body of our beloved Earth?


    Large projectiles slammed into the tree. It’s crown crashed into neighboring trees, slicing away branches and vines. Renee’s man cried out in pain. In an instant the magnetic web connecting the jungle of body historians was broken, and the light went out of my eyes. My hair fell in ashes to the ground. I slid down the trunk, my limbs locked, my backbone frozen. I thought I would die, once and for all.


    “I can’t move,” I murmured.


    Renee’s man covered my body with his. A charred mercenary charged down the path from the mine field. She hadn’t stepped on a beanbag lizard and exploded. Falling branches knocked a massive weapon from her hands and ripped flesh from her face. She pulled out a handgun.


    “Jay Silver Feather,” he whispered his name in my ear as he stood up to run toward her. My stiff body rolled against his feet, and he stumbled down to one knee. He fired several shots and my ears stopped hearing, but the lock on my muscles eased.


    This body for his life, it seemed fair.


    I was trying to stand up in the line of fire when bullets smashed in one side of his chest and out the other. He fell down on me again in a river of blood. The rain forest screamed, all the griots calling his name. I couldn’t move.


    “Jay Silver Feather,” I whispered. Cold and shivering, he put his arms around me, around his Renee. “Your great-grandfather was a Seminole, a black Indian, and he told you swamp stories, about stealing slaves into freedom, hiding with trees, making new world communities from the swamps to…across the border, and never letting white folks catch you at anything. He called you his Silver Feather, because you had a spirit that nobody could beat down. I remember your stories, even if I didn’t live them. Your spirit is safe with me.”


    Jay, his eyes a burst of light, smiled at me, Axala/Renee, and then his head lulled against my shoulder. I listened carefully to his last breaths. The mercenary stood over us with a gun at my temples, telling me to get up or die on the ground, because it didn’t matter to her. Perez wanted us alive but it didn’t have to be that way if I had some crazy cowboy notion.


    “My limbs are paralyzed.” Perez hired Jay and me, Perez hired her. Neat. Another gig slut like all of us. I couldn’t even hate her. “Kill me here. Kill me now. Get it over with.” I started singing a Seminole song for Jay.


    “Stop that singing.” She kicked Jay’s gun out of reach and stepped back to consider my twisted limbs. “Paralyzed? Cut the crap. A trick like that won’t work on me.”


    It was a huge branch, but she never saw it coming. She never had time to be shocked by death. A few inches to the right and the bough of the tree would have flattened me as well. But I was so lucky.


    Jay’s body leaned against my chest, the fuzz on his head soothing my cheeks. I waited for him or the mercenary woman to come back to life. But the griot tree she had blasted was only wounded. There was no free body historian to drop into their lives—not enough luck for that. And then I wasn’t waiting for them to come back to life. It was too late anyhow. Sitting on bloody ground, separated from the griot family and no longer remembering everything, I didn’t know what to do. My eyes settled on the detonator in Jay’s bag, the one connected to the bombs nestled in our roots. Grief overwhelmed me, muddled my impulses. Maybe I should just blow up the forest of ancestors, and we griots could fly back to the mother ship and be done with Earth. That was Renee and Axala’s Mission after all.


    * * * *


    The husky found me sleeping on the ground between two dead bodies. He licked my face awake. A spark of energy passed between us, then he stepped back while I sputtered and wiped his doggy spit into my shirt. It was night. The moon was up, almost full in a cloudless sky. The chilly air forced me back inside the jacket. The husky grumble-growled but didn’t frighten me. A griot spirit on his way to the rendezvous had dropped into the dog I shot. He was the shadow that had tracked me. Every body historian was present and accounted for. Perez had managed to collect us all. I reached out my arms, and the husky ran toward me, his silver hair and ice blue eyes easy to catch in the moonlight. Why couldn’t it have been Jay come back to life? I buried my face in the dog’s fur. A deep rumble in his chest soothed me. I pulled myself up and caressed the tree, hoping to reestablish a connection with the other griots. Nada. These crotchety old giants were waiting to see what I’d do since I could move again. They had shared their insights and feelings, written truth on my body. We were one story now, and the choice of ending was up to me. An endless quest or committing to Earth?


    Renee didn’t want to go anywhere, but if nothing else, Axala would see where Perez’ Mission took us. I checked Jay’s watch. We had six hours. I drank the last two bottles of Recharge and scanned the map with my fountain pen flashlight. The dog looked over my shoulder, panting in my ears. I gazed into his intelligent eyes and wondered at the Earth lives he’d led. Dogs couldn’t talk but . . .


    The husky/griot guided me through the night to my destination.


    The sun had been up several hours when I stood at the ‘final shore.’ Other eyes would have seen only a shallow pond, a rocky hillside, and a plain covered by enormous satellite dishes, radio telescopes listening to deep space for extra-terrestrial intelligence. I knew they were soul collectors, ready to transport griots to the mother ship when I blew up the forest of ancestors. Cut off from other complex life forms by the lifeless white desert, no griot would be enticed by a dying body to stay on Earth. Shattering the tree bodies, snuffing out a trillion points of light would release all the body historians to the stars. The mother ship would catch us on a beam of light. An elegant plan. I should have rejoiced at the approaching rendezvous, but I felt listless, a sleepwalker waking up from a journey of bad dreams.


    The husky stood on hind legs and tapped his nose against a portal set in the hillside. It rolled open, and he trotted inside. No private army prevented me from walking behind him. Inside was dim and cool: con crete, metal, and plastic held the jungle at bay. I could have been in any office/science installation in the world. The husky led me through an empty security station to a door labeled ‘control room.’ It was unlocked but the hinges wouldn’t budge. I squirted my last packet of Frizz Ease on the rusty metal, and the door opened with a touch.


    The strong smell of black coconut didn’t surprise me, nor did the clutter of video monitors, computers, and receivers. A photo of a fifty something woman with wiry grey hair, light brown skin, and high cheek bones, drew me to what I surmised was the main workstation. The woman wore a leather jacket, carried a matching knapsack, and was hugging a husky. The back of the photo read: “Crystal and Max up North.” I sat down. Several purple lizards grinned at me from atop a coffee machine. Shells, seaweed, and green memo-paper with “From the desk of Dr. Crystal Perez” were scattered everywhere. Her handwriting was unreadable except for ‘EXOBIOLOGY’ in block letters. I crumpled up the notes and let my head drop onto the desk. Using biotech weapons and nuclear death, Dr. Perez had corralled the griots of the galaxy into the forest of the ancestors, making ready to send us home.


    The husky shoved his cold nose against my neck. I sat up. Beside me, a computer monitor blinked, asking for someone to press ‘ESCAPE’ to execute or ‘ENTER’ for abort. The program was labeled with the first six prime numbers. One simple key, ‘ESCAPE,’ and I could blow the jungle of griots and twice ten thousand years of living sky-high. Jammed with poignant memories of Earth, we’d ride long radio waves back out to the mother ship. Dr. Crystal Perez stared at me from snowy hills up North and waited. I turned her picture face down.


    The phone in my jacket pocket jangled. I answered it after one ring. I knew who it would be. “Yeah?”


    “Renee? Tell me you’re alive again. Tell me the numbers.” A hoarse, gurgling voice near death.


    I didn’t say anything.


    “Renee? Tell me you’re alive again. Tell me the numbers.” It was a recording, asking for the code.


    When it repeated for the third time, I answered. “I’m alive again. Two, three, five, seven, eleven, thirteen.” The first six prime numbers.


    Silence for a moment, like the machine was waiting for something else.


    “Thirteen, ninety-two, thirty-two, ninety-one, seventy-one.” Remembering the handwritten scrawl, I quickly added the next five primes as backwards as I could.


    The entire control room came alive, whirring and hissing. The husky banged his paws against the bottom row of monitors as a close-up from a videotape dated yesterday popped on.


    “This is Axala.” The wheezing contralto spoke from Dr. Perez’ body. Crumpled up by a smoldering van at the edge of the white desert, she recorded this message as life slipped away from her. “I don’t know what to tell you.” She sputtered. “A year into Crystal Perez and deep memories, not just Edges started breaking out.”


    “A year? Deep memory started breaking out of Renee the first hour . . .” I muttered.


    “The griots were getting too full and…I thought I had it all figured out,” Perez/Axala continued.


    “Oh yeah?” I walked from the desk over to the monitors to confront the image.


    “None of the griots wanted to leave this planet, but that always happens. You leave anyhow.” Perez/Axala coughed and spit something out of the frame. “But even I couldn’t do it, couldn’t separate us from the body of Earth, couldn’t send us on our endless journey. I just didn’t have the heart to blast millennia of living into nothing.”


    I gasped at the words I had spoken to Jay.


    “So…” The sun made her eyes look white. She closed them slowly and gathered her last few breaths. “So I hired Jay and Renee to explode me and the tree griots, and release us all from life on Earth.”


    The map, the lizards, the guards blown up. An inside job to kill yourself and get back to the mother ship.


    “Renee surprised me. Blew up the van before I was ready…when Max and I got out to pee. Max didn’t like that. Chased her down.”


    Renee probably thought the good doctor would doublecross her.


    “Perez’s body is almost finished.” Perez/Axala opened her eyes and squinted at something off camera. “And from what I can see, Max is chewing up Renee, so…” She looked right into my eyes. “I guess I’m talking to myself.” Axala had jumped into Renee.


    “Each body changes us. We are the sum of all the bodies we have joined,” I said out loud. “I’m not the same Axala that you were.”


    On a second row of video screens the husky lunged at Renee’s throat. The metal worms with camera eyes captured their fatal encounter from every angle. I switched off the screens just as he would have ripped her throat out.


    “One last blast and we body historians are free to download the burden of Earth and start again.” Perez/Axala chased after her words, hoping to get everything said before it was too late. “You can release the griots and get to the mother ship or…” She looked away from me, at the ruin of her body.


    “Or stay…And what the hell will that be?” I argued out loud with the ghost on the screen, with the body I had been yesterday. “If we don’t blow up shit and run away to the stars…What the hell do we do here?”


    “A great mystery. It’s up to you.” Perez/Axala fell against a purple lizard and her image exploded on nineteen monitors, but one screen froze on a close-up, as Axala dropped out of Perez and into Renee. I had never seen myself abandon a body, never looked back at a finished life, always rushing to the next body…I switched off the monitors.


    Jay’s watch had run down to a row of zeroes. Rendezvous time. The mother ship was calling. I stumbled back into the chair at Perez’s workstation. Max put his head in my lap, his chest rumbled, his eyes searched mine. My left hand hovered over ‘ESCAPE’—one touch would blast us to the mother ship. Two right hand fingers rested on ‘ENTER’—one touch and we were Earthbound. Paralyzed, I flashed on the forest of ancestors holding Jay and me, on hot milk flowing, humming birds flying backwards, Jay inside of me, and miles of roots holding up a mountain. After twice ten thousand years I wanted to do something impossible, something noble. Instead of chasing down infinity, we could contribute our souls to Earth. A blessing on this future, not now or nothing. The voice and the body and the history.


    Axala of Earth.


    ‘ENTER’


    * * * *


    Copyright © 2004 by Andrea Hairston.
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    Like Gene Wolfe’s “Seven American Nights,” the poems in Dance Dance Revolution look at how our culture will appear to future observers. We read travel narratives about picturesque places and native customs amid lost glory, but we’re not used to being the subject of those narratives.

  


  
    DANCE DANCE REVOLUTION, by Cathy Park Hong


    Complete book first published in 2007. The excerpt here previously appeared in ActionYes, Spring 2006


    The language spoken in the Desert is an amalgamation of some 300 languages and dialects imported into this country, a rapidly evolving lingua franca. The language, while borrowing the inner structures of English grammar, also borrows from existing and extinct English dialects and other languages. In the Desert, civilian accents morph so quickly that their accents betray who they talked to that day rather than their cultural roots. Fluency is also a matter of opinion. There is no tuning fork to one’s twang. Still, dialects differ greatly depending on region. In the Southern Region, they debate whether they should even call their language English since it has transformed so completely as to be rendered unrecognizable from its origin. Following is an excerpt of a brief conversation overhead at the hotel bar.


    1. Dimfo me am him.


    Let me tell you about him.


    2. Burblim frum im


    He said


    3. withe Blodhued mout,


    With his red mouth (or bloody mouth.)


    5. G’won now, Shi’bal bato


    Leave, you homosexual asshole.


    6. So din he lip dim clout.


    So then he punched him in the mouth.


    7. Bar goons kerrim off. Exeunt.


    Bar security kicked him out.


    You will find that the customer at the bar speaks in a thicker brogue while the guide interviewed for this book has a more expansive vocabulary. I suspect that in the guide’s line of work, she gathers slang, idioms, and argot like data, appropriating them from other tour guides and tourists (which does not explain her use of the Middle English.)


    Lastly, I’ve had difficulty deciding whether to transcribe her words exactly as said or to translate it to a more “proper” English. I decided on a compromise-preserving her diction in certain sections while translating her words to a proper English when I felt clarification was needed. I must also admit that some of her stories may be inexact due to technical glitches During one unfateful day, I left my cassette tapes out in my patio during a rainstorm. It has not caused irreparable damage but the static has obscured parts of the recording so there may be some lapses to her testimonials. I have marked such lapses with


    ellipses.


    As you can see, I am something of an amateur linguist. I am also a historian of the Desert, the planned city of renewed wonders, city of state-of-the-art hotels modeled after the world’s greatest capitals, city whose decree is there is difference only in degree. The Desert is the center of elsewhere. But perhaps that is not accurate. As the world shrinks, there is no elsewhere. The Desert is the petri dish of what is to come. It is the city of rest and unrest.


    Revolutions used to exist in time capsules. Otherwise, revolutions always happened elsewhere. But we used to register elsewhere as background noise. Kwangju, for example. Kwangju is the provincial capital in the southern part of Korea. After a dictatorial takeover in 1980, the citizens of Kwangju rose up to protest the coup, only to be brutally massacred by the U.S. backed Korean government (friendly dictatorship is what the U.S. called the regime). This uprising is sometimes given global relevance by its comparison to a more major event. Kwangju was Korea’s Tiananmen, for example.


    The guide interviewed in this book was a part of this uprising. She had a pirated radio station that led thousands into the streets during the uprising. “Her radio speeches were pure and hypnotic in its urgency for us to rise up,” according to one civilian. She has long since changed.


    Revolution’s movements have long since changed. No longer the act of propulsion, of anguished, woodcut soldiers marching in cohesion. Now its pulse works in ellipses, in canny acts of sabotage. As it works here in the Desert, a city despite its bright and bold progress, is still riddled by dissatisfied locals. I have come here to mark its movements, to record the frantic changes in its language. I will begin with my interviews with the guide.


    This is how the guide presented herself when I slipped out of the airport’s sliding doors and squinted in the late afternoon sun. I could not make out any form, only refracted lobes of sunlight and the shadow flittings of tourists who have just arrived. Then she emerged, wearing a ginger colored wig and a navy pinstriped suit, out of an air-conditioned town car and invited me in. I pressed my recorder. On the hour-long ride to the hotel, she was silent until the remains of my tape squealed to its end. She then smiled, clasped my hand and gave me a complementary swim cap. When I puzzled over this gift, she hushed my question. She will give me a tour first. She introduced herself. “Chun Sujin, lest name first, first name lest. Allatime known es Moonhead, Jangnim, o zoologist Henrietta wit falsetto slang. But you, you jus’ call me guide.”


    Roles


    .…Opal of opus,


    beamy in sotto soot, neon hibiscus bloom,


    Behole! ‘Tan Hawaiian Tanya’ billboard.she your


    lucent Virgil, den I tekkum over es


    talky Virgil.want some tea? some pelehuu?


    .I tren me talk box to talk yep-pu..as you


    Merrikkens say “purdy”.no goods only phrases,


    Betta da phrase, “purdier” da experience, I tellim


    “Me vocation your vacation”


    Twenty t’ousand guides here but I’m #1.…


    once, Helsinkian comme, I’s say “I guide I guide” but Helsinkian


    say “no! Too many guide!” den I sleepim outside ‘im door,


    ‘im wake, I say calmly “I guide “y Helsinkian say


    “Goddammunt, ja okay, guide me!”.


    .a million light bulbs in Desert wit cleanest latrine


    for you to crepitate since dis desert no sin.vending


    machination of aborigini right here!.each hotel


    De McCosm of any city.Bangkok oba here, Paree oba dere.


    Hail city o rest y unrest.


    I speak sum Han-guk y Finnish, good bit o’ Latin


    y Spanish..sum toto Desert Creole in evachanging dipdong


    ‘pendable on me mood.ibid.


    …Menny ‘Merikken dumplings unhinge dim


    talk holes y ejaculate oooh y hot-diggity. dis


    Be de shee-it. …but gut ripping done to erect dis Polis,


    We expoiting menny aborigini to back tundra county.


    But betta to scrape dat fact unda history rug.


    so shh.


    I usta move around like Innuit lookim for sea pelt.now


    I’mma double migrant. Ceded from Coreo, ceded from


    ‘Merikka, ceded en ceded until now I seizem


    dis sizable Mouthpiece role.


    St. Petersburg Hotel Series:


    1. Services


    See radish turrets stuck wit tumor lights around de hotel


    like glassblown Russki kestle wit’out Pinko plight,


    only Epsolute voodka fountains. Gaggle for drink?


    Twenty rooboolas, kesh only . Step up y molest


    Hammer y chicklets studded in ruby y seppire almost


    bling badda bling. Question? No question! Prick ear.


    Coroner diagnose hotel as king of hotels ‘cos


    luxury es eberyting. Hear da sound speaker sing ‘I get laid in


    me Escalade/but I first sip gless of Crystal/den I whip out me pistol.’


    No worry. No pistol in hotel, only best surgeon feesh y beluga


    bedtime special. Deelicious. But before you tuck in king o’


    water bed, befo you watch papa-view,


    Be peripatetic y see snow bears merry on a ball or go


    Be roused by molten sauna where Babushkas bap your tush


    wit boar bristle switch. No childs allowed here. Mo mo?


    De blood rust hes been Windexed to amber shine,


    de insurrecta’s marauding soul wetted into papa-machetes,


    de looted radio back in de propa municipal hands.


    Here be city of ebening calm, da fire-rilers gone.


    If you want true heestory, go watch tailor


    maki magic. He more revolutionary den artist.


    If you dream only for Paris, dat is right outside de


    atrium, beyond de sand dunes, which form y disappear


    like mekkinations of human digestion. Sand swirl


    to otherworld land where blankets da weight of human


    bodies tatter y pill. No tatting, no pilling here. Da sand will


    be in your eye, only sometime.


    Notes from the Historian: During orientation, they give new employees a 1994 Fodor’s Guide to St. Petersburg, Ins and Outs of the St. Petersburg Hotel, Rules: What not to say to Tourists, and How To Get Around Trademark Infringement Laws. Asked why she chose to be a guide at the Petersburg Hotel, she replied that it was her calling to work as a guide for the great hotel of St. Petersburg and besides her heritage and the heritage of Russians are similar: they both love the combination of dried fish and very strong liquor.


    2. Preparation for Winter in the St. Petersburg Arboretum


    Gardenas clip leaves, mow down calla lilies


    Wit petrol-gunning motocade, sling slenda pile


    O’ white trumpet lilies ova dim shoulders,


    herdim de piddisnip flowas away like blighted demsels.


    Now Gardena squad weavil glass y dews en trees.


    Icing de trees fo winta’s memorialization.


    Lika beachwood sheltas’ wind chimes,


    De branch branch clinkity-clank wit ice.


    Now sahib, grab un gun. BB down de riving ravens,


    de vermin fatted jays, y jade headed mallards who wit


    insolence nest in botany ob our #3 prize-winnim plants,


    who dare nest in de hearts ob Russkies sculpt in shrubbery.


    Me look at me wrist clock, almost Deciembre,


    Sap be a bloodgout ooze in fall but in winta,


    trees mus’ be spare like balsam pim peck.


    Origini yaar? So we vacuum sap wit a cleva-


    Oi, oi! Mifela Gardena! You half bark up a tree


    in de wrong location, it be det tree you chop!—


    Now sahib, les be avid again. Ah! Seasons chenji,


    green turns mint, now, g’wan wit de gun.


    3. The Fountain Outside the Arboretum


    Ahoy! whitening wadder fountain. Drink. Afta cuppa-ful


    of H20, yo pissin fang transfomate to puh’ly whites


    lika Bollywood actress swole in saffron,


    Flashim her tarta molar to her coquetry man.


    Me drink gallon-a-day.( bares her teeth ) ssshhhee?


    Issshh beautiful, eh? . frum purim H20 wit flouride y


    sulfate y tu typical humectant lika xylitol


    which supa-boosta Flouride’s cavity fightim powa.


    So go’on miff, you mus’ drink. Me good-fo-nut’ing


    fadder once salem to me, “Ttalim, you mus’ habba de whitest


    I-ppal so you catchim holistic hotshot man.” Me fadder hed


    rat-hole teef, y you have it too wid dim nicotine mold


    on packiderm tusk .


    Eberyone habba de bes’ teeth! Shinier den


    ‘Merikken Colgates..’Cos me molar, me attract lusty lubbas,


    But I no likeum if dim have moss sweaters on dim teef


    Even if dim wining dining me. As me fadder salem,


    “You triumph only wit da whitest.”


    Atop the St. Petersburg Dome


    De ebening es mein, starry as himbo’s


    bubble, de ebening wit stars in grid, starry ya?


    Stars ideation in dome, me vocal twills in dome, listen—


    HULLO.hullo.hullo..


    Vaulted up y up, we reach agley,


    We reach agley.no conflict non, no embargo nimbly


    Only conflict o duration, yaar, but


    no rat-a-tat.but,


    Once unrest shatta’d desert horizon to ellipses,


    Haunted slay de flames feasted de hotels y sommelier,


    Feasted de lawn foliage y swim-pool,


    y charrum de head chumps to Malaga raisins.


    When me comeupon for tippame-turban job,


    Greyhound dogs, spectas in de dawn fog,


    Traipse de trash-boil mountains for scrap cook pork,


    Nut’ing left but skrep metal y bitterness.


    I de frosh guide maki pennies ‘cos no one to ooh-aaah.


    I guided da misbegodder fool who vacation


    In woebegone ruins. Tu, I mean, you tryim.


    To flower-arrange words so sand-piss


    ash sound like Melodious plot of


    beechen green, try, nary!.


    No money cash flow fo me ‘cos no foliage, no


    Va-va-va-boom sites to show..Me like white fes mime,


    gestulatim atta air.a gameshow lass wit


    no appliance to show.


    So I makeum up gammon, no goodfela am me,


    I makeum up.Am I yesman like me fadder y me grandfadder?


    Am I hucksta? O Sigh. Me sebum dome skin red-alert from wig rash. Excuse me? Mus’ exeunt.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 2006 by Cathy Park Hong.

  


  
    SCIENCE FICTION AND LYRIC POETRY, by Seo-Young Jennie Chu


    If lyric is so prevalent in science fiction, then why do so many discussions of SF exclude poetry?


    There are three ways of answering this question.


    The first answer: those who read, write, study, and teach poetry tend not to overlap with those who read, write, study, and teach science fiction. As I have already mentioned, discussions of poetry are nearly absent from monographs, surveys, anthologies, and collections of essays on SF. The converse is also true: discussions of SF are nearly absent from monographs, anthologies, surveys, and collections of essays on lyric poetry. One aim of Do Metaphors Dream of Literal Sleep? is to promote dialogue between those who study poetry and those who study science fiction.


    The second answer: protocols/preconceptions surrounding poetry and protocols/preconceptions surrounding SF have evolved along disparate tracks. Several generalizations are in order here. The lyric is considered high art, and lyric poems are treated (rightly so) as worthy of formal appreciation and analysis. SF, by contrast, is mostly considered sub-aesthetic pop-cultural entertainment. Rarely are SF novels, stories, and films treated as sophisticated works of compelling art. More often they are treated as pulp commodities to be consumed rather than appreciated seriously. These differing attitudes toward poetry and SF can be explained in part by historical circumstances. The lyric is an immemorially ancient institution and practice. Accordingly, it inspires reverence, even in those unfamiliar with poetry. Science fiction, meanwhile, is an institution and a practice whose very name originated (in the 1920s) in the context of lurid magazine publications literally made of pulp. Accordingly, science fiction tends to inspire less reverence than derision or apathy in those unfamiliar with SF. The differing attitudes toward poetry and SF can be explained not just by their respective histories but also by formal attributes intrinsic to each discourse. In The Fantastic, Tzvetan Todorov articulates a perspective representative of an outlook shared by many when he claims that poetic images are to be read solely “on the level of the verbal chain they constitute, not even on that of their reference. The poetic image is a combination of words, not of things, and it is pointless, even harmful, to translate this combination into sensory terms” (60). In Todorov’s view, the necessity of reading poetic images solely as incantatory chains of signifiers (rather than as referential descriptions) renders the protocols for reading poetry incompatible with the protocols for reading fantastic narratives. Todorov goes so far as to claim that the two sets of protocols are mutually hostile: “poetic reading constitutes a danger for the fantastic,” Todorov warns. “If as we read a text we reject all representation” and consider “each sentence as a pure semantic combination”—which is how Todorov idealizes the process of reading poetry—then “the fantastic could not appear: for the fantastic requires, it will be recalled, a reaction to events as they occur in the world evoked. For this reason, the fantastic can subsist only within fiction; poetry cannot be fantastic” (60). By contrast, I prefer to see no reason why readers should be forbidden to read poems as more than incantatory combinations of words. To be prohibited from reading poems as referential descriptions is to be deprived of revelatory aesthetic experiences. For example, many of Dickinson’s poems, when approached as more than “pure semantic combinations,” reveal an astonishing science-fiction cosmos where clocks are afflicted with timelessness, mathematical diagrams glow across night skies, and the specter of post-apocalypse haunts every other mindscape. However, I agree with Todorov’s assertion that the lyric entails certain kinds of reading while precluding other kinds. Due to its compressed size, the lyric is much more spatial than temporal in its proportions. In general, spatial forms such as two-dimensional photographs are limited in their representational capacity. A photograph may suffice as a mimetic account of a simple concrete object, but photography is unfit for the task of representing cognitively estranging phenomena such as cyberspace. The process through which a cognitively estranging referent becomes available for representation is a massively complicated one that requires ample time and ample space. Unlike the lyric, the novel is capable of prolongating along axes both temporal and spatial. This may be one reason why SF writers tend to write novels rather than poems.


    The third and least obvious answer: lyric qualities are so prevalent in science fiction, so thoroughly characteristic of SF, that their collective presence need not take the physical form of verse in order to make itself felt to the reader of SF narratives. By “lyric qualities,” I have in mind not just musicality, soliloquylikeness, lyric time, etc., but also—more broadly—the lyric “turn” that subsumes as its subcategories lyric time, soliloquylikeness, descriptive intensity, musicality, and eccentric/heightened perception. As Northrop Frye has remarked, “the lyric turns away, not merely from ordinary space and time, but from the kind of language we use in coping with ordinary experience” (“Approaching the Lyric” 34, emphasis added), and it is equally true that science fiction turns away from ordinary space and time and from the kind of language we use in coping with ordinary experience. The existing canon of SF may consist mostly of prose, but the straightforwardness of prose (“prose” derives etymologically from “prosum,” Latin for straightforward) is absent from science fiction. Just as verse constitutes a turn away from prose (“verse,” as noted earlier, comes from the Latin verb “vertere,” to turn), and just as poetic tropes constitute a turn from literal to figurative meaning (“trope” comes from “tropos,” Greek for “turn”), science fiction constitutes a turn away from familiar reality. The organism turned by mutation into something else; the wormhole twisting and turning through universes; the mind-turning realization that “reality” is actually a computer-generated simulation; the moment when an inanimate robot turns into a living person: each of these science fictions is literally a trope, a verse, a deviation in narrative space-time and consciousness. The “turn” that defines verse is so deeply implanted in SF that science-fiction verse nearly amounts to a redundancy. Paradoxically, then, the omnipresence of lyric poetry in SF narrative is an absent presence. This paradox explains why SF authors tend to write novels and stories as opposed to poems, and it explains why the study of SF in lyric terms remains largely unexplored territory—one that I hope to open up to investigation.


    An intriguing epiphenomenon of the paradoxically absent omnipresence of lyric in narrative science fiction is the prevalence of lyric intertexts and paratexts in SF novels and short stories. Paratexts and intertexts are themselves paradoxical spaces: a book’s title, for instance, is at once central to the book and overtly peripheral; an intertextual allusion is neither fully here nor exclusively there yet definitely present in both texts simultaneously. Such paradoxical textual spaces are frequently the same places where the absent presence of lyric manifests itself most explicitly in narrative SF. Titles of SF narratives, for example, often allude intertextually to specific poems. To cite a few cases: the title of Philip José Farmer’s 1971 novel To Your Scattered Bodies Go echoes a line from one of Donne’s Holy Sonnets; the title of Iain M. Banks’s 1987 novel Consider Phlebas echoes a line from The Waste Land; the title of Simmons’s Hyperion tetralogy echoes the title of Keats’s unfinished epic; the title of Bradbury’s short story “There Will Come Soft Rains” echoes Sara Teasdale’s poem of the same name. Moments of verse also erupt intertextually within many SF narratives. In David Brin’s novel Startide Rising, sentient dolphins, biologically uplifted by humans, communicate in haiku-shaped thoughts. In Cunningham’s Specimen Days, soulful androids compulsively recite lines by Whitman and Dickinson. This latter poet, it is worth noting, appears intertextually as a science-fiction protagonist in a growing sub-sub-set of narrative SF. In Yolen’s 1996 story “Sister Emily’s Lightship,” set in nineteenth-century Amherst, a fictional Dickinson has a mystifying nocturnal encounter with an extraterrestrial lifeform that leaves Dickinson forever mind-altered and launches decades of otherworldly creativity. In Joyce Carol Oates’s 2006 story “EDickinsonRepliLuxe,” a childless suburban couple purchases a robot designed to simulate Dickinson’s personality—with heartbreaking results. In a 1997 short-story-disguised-as-a-scholarly-article by Connie Willis entitled “‘The Soul Selects Her Own Society’: Invasion and Repulsion: A Chronological Reinterpretation of Two of Emily Dickinson’s Poems: A Wellsian Perspective,” the narrator fancifully speculates that Martians invading Earth around the turn of the century inadvertently disturbed Dickinson (d. 1886) from her slumber in the grave, thereby angering the dead poet and provoking her to relay admonitions in verse to the Martian invaders. Severely injured by Dickinson’s weapons of slant-rhyme, the Martians (Willis conjectures) hastily retreated from Earth before suffering further casualties. What exactly makes Dickinson an attractive figure to writers of SF? My guess is that there is something enticingly science-fictional about Dickinson’s idiosyncratic sensibilities. Dickinson’s poems are so hyperbolically lyrical, so acute in their lyricism, that they virtually self-literalize into recognizable science fiction.


    The absent omnipresence of lyric in SF narrative is precisely what accounts for the representational work that SF is capable of performing. Only a narrative discourse powered through and through by lyricism possesses enough torque—enough twisting force, enough verse—to convert referents ordinarily averse to representation into referents accessible to representation. Just as the “turn” that defines poetry is so deeply implanted in SF that “science-fiction verse” approaches redundancy, lyric figures and devices (apostrophe, synesthesia, the simple present, etc.) are so thoroughly and systematically literalized as features of SF narrative worlds that SF cannot be understood as narrative without concurrently being understood as lyric. Hence the moment when a humanoid robot comes alive is not only a narrative event but also a spatio-temporal trope—a twist, a turn, in space-time—charged with the lyric energies of personification. Within the narrative universe of SF, the literal and the metaphoric share ontological status. As a figurative discourse whose grammatical mood is indicative, SF can provide a representational home for referents that are themselves neither purely literal nor purely figurative in nature.


    * * * *
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    (1960– )


    Although she’d had a few stories published previously, Nalo Hopkinson burst onto the SF scene when her first novel, Brown Girl in the Ring (1998), won a contest sponsored by editor Betsy Mitchell, then at Warner Books (now at Del Rey). Since then Hopkinson’s Caribbean-edged fiction, which tends to skirt the intersection of folklore, fantasy, and SF has won her a Campbell Award for Best New Writer, a Locus Award for best first novel, a World Fantasy Award (for her 2001 short story collection, Skin Folk), the Canadian Arurora and Sunburst Awards, and the Gaylactic Spectrum Award for GLBT SF (for The Salt Roads, 2003).


    Born in Kingston Jamaica, Hopkinson grew up in Jamaica, Guyana, and Trinidad (along with a brief stint in the U.S.) before her family moved to Canada when she was sixteen. With an actor father and a librarian mother, she was encouraged toward literary pursuits: She earned a BA (with honors) in Russian and French from York University and a Masters in Writing Popular Fiction from Seton Hill University in Pennsylvania. From 1992–1996, she was a freelance journalist for various papers in Toronto while working in a SF bookstore, Bakka Books. After attending the Clarion Writer’s Workshop in 1995 she sold her first two stories, “A Habit of Waste” and “Riding the Red,” a fairy tale retelling.


    She still lives in Toronto, which has a thriving community of SF writers and fans.

  


  
    A HABIT OF WASTE, by Nalo Hopkinson


    First published in Fireweed: A Feminist Quarterly of Writing, Politics, Art & Culture, Late Spring 1996


    These are the latitudes of ex-colonised,


    of degradation still unmodified,


    imported managers, styles in art,


    second-hand subsistence of the spirit,


    the habit of waste,


    mayhem committed on the personality,


    and everywhere the wrecked or scuttled mind.


    Scholars, more brilliant than I could hope to be,


    advised that if I valued poetry,


    1 should eschew all sociology.


    —Slade Hopkinson, from “The Madwoman of Papine: Two Cartoons with Captions”


    *


    I was nodding off on the streetcar home from work when I saw the woman getting on. She was wearing the body I used to have! The shock woke me right up: It was my original, the body I had replaced two years before, same full, tarty-looking lips; same fat thighs, rubbing together with every step; same outsize ass; same narrow torso that seemed grafted onto a lower body a good three sizes bigger, as though God had glued leftover parts together.


    On my pay, I’d had to save for five years before I could afford the switch. When I ordered the catalogue from MediPerfiction, I pored over it for a month, drooling at the different options: Arrow’slim “Cindies” had long, long legs (“supermodel quality”). “Indiras” came with creamy brown skin, falls of straight, dark hair, and curvaceous bodies (“exotic grace”). I finally chose one of the “Dianas,” with their lithe muscles and small, firm breasts (“boyish beauty”). They downloaded me into her as soon as I could get the time off work. I was back on the job in four days, although my fine muscle control was still a little shaky.


    And now, here was someone wearing my old castoff. She must have been in a bad accident: too bad for the body to be salvaged. If she couldn’t afford cloning, the doctors would have just downloaded her brain into any donated discard. Mine, for instance. Poor thing, I thought. I wonder how she’s handling that chafing problem. It used to drive me mad in the summer.


    I watched her put her ticket in the box. The driver gave her a melting smile. What did he see to grin at?


    I studied my former body carefully as it made its way down the centre of the streetcar. I hated what she’d done to the hair—let it go natural, for Christ’s sake, sectioned it off, and coiled black thread tightly around each section, with a puff of hair on the end of every stalk. Man, I hated that back-to-Africa nostalgia shit. She looked like a Doctor Seuss character. There’s no excuse for that nappy-headed nonsense. She had a lot of nerve, too, wrapping that behind in a flower-print sarong miniskirt. Sort of like making your ass into a billboard. When it was my body, I always covered its butt in long skirts or loose pants. Her skirt was so short that I could see the edges of the bike shorts peeking out below it. Well, it’s one way to deal with the chafing.


    Strange, though; on her, the little peek of black shorts looked stylish and sexy all at once. Far from looking graceless, her high, round bottom twitched confidently with each step, giving her a proud sexiness that I had never had. Her upper body was sheathed in a white sleeveless T-shirt. White! Such a plain colour. To tell the truth, though, the clingy material emphasized her tiny waist, and the white looked really good against her dark skin. Had my old skin always had that glow to it? Such firm, strong arms…


    All the seats on the streetcar were taken. Good. Let the bitch stand. I hoped my fallen arches were giving her hell.


    * * * *


    Home at last, I stripped off and headed straight for the mirror. The boyish body was still slim, thighs still thin, tiny-perfect apple breasts still perky. I presented my behind to the mirror. A little flabby, perhaps? I wasn’t sure. I turned around again, got up close to the mirror so that I could inspect my face. Did my skin have that glow that my old body’s had? And weren’t those the beginning of crow’s-feet around my eyes? Shit. White people aged so quickly. I spent the evening sprawled on the sofa, watching reruns and eating pork and beans straight from the can.


    * * * *


    That Friday afternoon at work, Old Man Morris came in for the usual. I stacked his order on the counter between us and keyed the contents into the computer. It bleeped at me: “This selection does not meet the customer’s dietary requirements.” As if I didn’t know that. I tried to talk him into beefing up the carbs and beta-carotene. “All right, then,” I said heartily, “what else will you have today? Some of that creamed corn? We just got a big batch of tins in. I bet you’d like some of that, eh?” I always sounded so artificial, but I couldn’t help it. The food bank customers made me uncomfortable. Eleanor didn’t react that way, though. She was so at ease in the job, cheerful, dispensing cans of tuna with an easy goodwill. She always chattered away to the clients, knew them all by name.


    “No thanks, dear,” Mr. Morris replied with his polite smile. “I never could stomach the tinned vegetables. When I can, I eat them fresh, you know?”


    “Yeah, Cynthia,” Eleanor teased, “you know that Mr. Morris hates canned veggies. Too much like baby food, eh, Mr. Morris?”


    Always the same cute banter between those two. He’d flattened out his Caribbean accent for the benefit of us two white girls. I couldn’t place which island he was from. I sighed and overrode the computer’s objections. Eleanor and old man Morris grinned at each other while I packed up his weekend ration. Fresh, right. When could a poor old man ever afford the fresh stuff? I couldn’t imagine what his diet was like. He always asked us for the same things: soup mix, powdered milk, and cans of beans. We tried to give him his nutritional quota, but he politely refused offers of creamed corn or canned tuna. I was sure he was always constipated. His problem, though.


    I bet my parents could tell me where in the Caribbean he was from. Give them any inkling that someone’s from “back home,” and they’d be on him like a dirty shirt, badgering him with questions: Which island you from? How long you been here in Canada? You have family here? When last you go back home?


    Old Man Morris signed for his order and left. One of the volunteers would deliver it later that evening. I watched him walk away. He looked to be in his sixties, but he was probably younger; hard life wears a person down. Tallish, with a brown, wrinkled face and tightly curled salt-and-pepper hair, he had a strong, upright walk for someone in his circumstances. Even in summer, I had never seen him without that old tweed jacket, its pockets stuffed to bursting with God knew what type of scavenge; half-smoked cigarette butts that people had dropped on the street, I supposed, and pop cans he would return for the deposit money. At least he seemed clean.


    I went down to shipping to check on a big donation of food we’d received from a nearby supermarket. Someone was sure to have made a mistake sorting the cans. Someone always did.


    * * * *


    My parents had been beside themselves when they found out I’d switched bodies. I guess it wasn’t very diplomatic of me, showing up without warning on their suburban doorstep, this white woman with her flippy blond hair, claiming to be their daughter. I’d made sure my new body would have the same vocal range as the old one, so when Mom and Dad heard my voice coming out of a stranger’s body, they flipped. Didn’t even want to let me in the door, at first. Made me pass my new I.D. and the doctor’s certificate through the letter slot.


    “Mom, give me a break,” I yelled. “I told you last year that I was thinking about doing this!”


    “But Cyn-Cyn, that ain’t even look like you!” My mother’s voice was close to a shriek. Her next words were for my dad:


    “What the child want to go and do this kind of stupidness for? Nothing ain’t wrong with the way she look!”


    A giggled response from my father, “True, she behind had a way to remain in a room long after she leave, but she get that from you, sweetheart, and you know how much I love that behind!”


    He’d aimed that dig for my ears, I just knew it. I’d had enough. “So, are the two of you going to let me in, or what?” I hated it when they carried on the way they were doing. All that drama. And I really wished they’d drop the Banana Boat accents. They’d come to Canada five years before I was even born, for Christ’s sake, and I was now twenty-eight.


    They did finally open the door, and after that they just had to get used to the new me.


    1 wondered if I should start saving for another switch. It’s really a rich people’s thing. I couldn’t afford to keep doing it every few years, like some kind of vid queen. Shit.


    * * * *


    “What’s griping you?” Eleanor asked after I’d chewed out one of the volunteers for some little mistake. “You’ve been cranky for days now.”


    Damn. “Sorry. I know I’ve been bitchy. I’ve been really down, you know? No real reason. I just don’t feel like myself.”


    “Yeah. Well.” Eleanor was used to my moodiness, “I guess it is Thanksgiving weekend. People always get a little edgy around the holidays. Maybe you need a change. Tell you what; why don’t you deliver Old Man Morris’s ration, make sure he’s okay for the weekend?”


    “Morris? You want me to go to where he lives?” I couldn’t imagine anything less appealing. “Where is that, anyway? In a park or something?”


    Eleanor frowned at that. “So, even if he does, so what? You need to get over yourself, girl.”


    I didn’t say anything, just thought my peevishness at her. She strode over to the terminal at her desk, punched in Mr. Morris’s name, handed me the printout. “Just go over to this address, and take him his ration. Chat with him a little bit. This might be a lonely weekend for him. And keep the car till Tuesday. We won’t be needing it.”


    Mr. Morris lived on the creepy side of Sherbourne. I had to slow the car down to dodge the first wave of drunken suits lurching out of the strip club, on their boozy way home after the usual Friday afternoon three-hour liquid lunch. I stared at the storey-high poster that covered one outside wall of the strip club. I hoped to God they’d used a fisheye lens to make that babe’s boobs look like that. Those couldn’t be natural.


    Shit. Shouldn’t have slowed down. One of the prostitutes on the corner began to twitch her way over to the car, bending low so she could see inside, giving me a flash of her tits into the bargain: “Hey, darlin’, you wanna go out? I can swing lezzie.” I floored it out of there.


    Searching for the street helped to keep my mind off some of the more theatrical sights of Cabbagetown West on a Friday evening. I didn’t know that the police could conduct a full strip search over the hood of a car, right out in the open.


    The next street was Old Man Morris’s. Tenement row houses slumped along one side of the short street, marked by sagging roofs and knocked-out steps. There were rotting piles of garbage in front of many of the houses. I thought I could hear the flies buzzing from where I was. The smell was like clotted carrion. A few people hung out on dilapidated porches, just staring. Two guys hunched into denim jackets stopped talking as I drove by. A dirty, greasy-haired kid was riding a bicycle up and down the sidewalk, dodging the garbage. The bike was too small for him and it had no seat. He stood on the pedals and pumped them furiously.


    Mr. Morris lived in an ancient apartment building on the other side of the street. I had to double-park in front. I hauled the dolly out of the trunk and loaded Mr. Morris’s boxes onto it. I activated the car’s screamer alarm and headed into the building, praying that no weirdness would go down on the street before I could make it inside.


    Thank God, he answered the buzzer right away. “Mr. Morris? It’s Cynthia; from the food bank?”


    The party going on in the lobby was only a few gropes away from becoming an orgy. The threesome writhing and sighing on the couch ignored me. Two men, one woman. I stepped over a pungent yellow liquid that was beetling its way down one leg of the bench, creeping through the cracks in the tile floor. I hoped it was just booze. I took the elevator up to the sixth floor.


    The dingy, musty corridor walls were dark grey, peeling in places to reveal a bilious pink underneath. It was probably a blessing that there was so much dirt ground into the balding carpet. What I could glimpse of the original design made me queasy. Someone was frying Spam for dinner (“canned horse’s cock,” my dad called it). I found Mr. Morris’s door and knocked. Inside, I could hear the sound of locks turning, and the curt “quack” of an alarm being deactivated. Mr. Morris opened the door to let me in.


    “Come in quick, child,” he said, wiping his hands on a kitchen towel. “I can’t let the pot boil over. Don’t Jake does deliver my goods?” He bustled back into a room I guessed was the kitchen. I wheeled the dolly inside. “Eleanor sent Jake home early today, Mr. Morris. Holiday treat.”


    He chuckled. “That young lady is so thoughtful, oui? It ain’t have plenty people like she anymore.” “Hmm.”


    I took a quick glance around the little apartment. It was dark in there. The only light was from the kitchen, and from four candles stuck in pop bottles on the living room windowsill. The living room held one small, rump-sprung couch, two aluminum chairs, and a tiny card table. The gaudy flower-print cloth that barely covered the table was faded from years of being ironed. I was surprised; the place was spotless, if a little shabby. I perched on the edge of the love seat.


    His head poked round the corner. “Yes,” he said, “that’s right. Siddown on the settee and rest yourself.”


    Settee. Oui. In his own home, he spoke in a more natural accent. “You from Trinidad, Mr. Morris?”


    His face crinkled into an astonished grin. “Yes, doux-doux. How you know that?”


    “That’s where my parents are from. They talk just like you.”


    “You is from Trinidad?” he asked delightedly. “Is true Trini people come in all colours, but with that accent, I really take you for a Canadian, born and bred.”


    I hated explaining this, but I guess I’d asked for it, letting him know something about my life. “I was born here, but my parents are black. And so was I, but I’ve had a body switch.”


    A bemused expression came over his face. He stepped into the living room to take a closer look at me. “For true? I hear about people doin’ this thing, but I don’t think I ever meet anybody who make the switch. You mean to tell me, you change from a black woman body into this one? Lord, the things you young people does do for fashion, eh?”


    I stood up and plastered a smile on my face. “Well, you’ve got your weekend ration, Mr. Morris; just wanted to be sure you wouldn’t go hungry on Thanksgiving, okay?”


    He looked pensively at the freeze-dried turkey dinner and the cans of creamed corn (I’d made sure to put them in his ration this time). “Thanks, doux-doux. True I ain’t go be hungry, but…”


    “But what, Mr. Morris?”


    “Well, I don’t like to eat alone. My wife pass away ten years now, but you know, I does still miss she sometimes. You goin’ by you mummy and daddy for Thanksgiving?”


    The question caught me off guard. “Yes, I’m going to see them on Sunday.”


    “But you not doing anything tonight?”


    “Uh, well, a movie, maybe, something like that.”


    He gave me a sweet, wheedling smile. “You want to have a early Thanksgiving with a ol’ man from back home?”


    “I’m not from ‘back home,’” I almost said. The hope on his face was more than I could stand. “Well, I …”


    “I making a nice, nice dinner,” he pleaded.


    Eleanor would stay and keep the old man company for a few minutes, if it were her. I sat back down.


    Mr. Morris’s grin was incandescent. “You going to stay? All right, doux-doux. Dinner almost finish, you hear? Just pile up the ration out of the way for me.” He bustled back into the kitchen. I could hear humming, pots and pans clattering, water running.


    I packed the food up against one wall, a running argument playing in my head the whole time. Why was I doing this? I’d driven our pathetic excuse for a company car through the most dangerous part of town, just begging for a baseball bat through the window, and all to have dinner with an old bum. What would he serve anyway? Peanut butter and crackers? I knew the shit that man ate—I’d given it to him myself, every Friday at the food bank! And what if he pulled some kind of sleazy, toothless come-on? The police would say I asked for it!


    A wonderful smell began to waft from the kitchen. Some kind of roasting meat, with spices. Whatever Mr. Morris was cooking, he couldn’t have done it on food bank rations.


    “You need a hand, Mr. Morris?”


    “Not in here, darling. I nearly ready. Just sit yourself down at the table, and I go bring dinner out. I was going to freeze all the extra, but now I have a guest to share it with.”


    When he brought out the main course, arms straining under the weight of the platter, my mouth fell open. And it was just the beginning. He loaded the table with plate after plate of food: roasted chicken with a giblet stuffing, rich, creamy gravy, tossed salad with exotic greens; huge mounds of mashed potatoes, some kind of fruit preserve. He refused to answer my questions. “I go tell you all about it after, doux-doux. Now is time to eat.”


    It certainly was. I was so busy trying to figure out if he could have turned food bank rations into this feast, that I forgot all about calories and daily allowable grams of fat; I just ate. After the meal, though, my curiosity kicked in again.


    “So, Mr. Morris, tell me the truth; you snowing the food bank? Making some money on the side?” I grinned at him. He wouldn’t be the first one to run a scam like that, working for cash so that he could still claim welfare.


    “No, doux-doux.” He gave me a mischievous smile. “I see how it look that way to you, but this meal cost me next to nothing. You just have to know where to, um, procure your food, that is all. You see this fancy salad?” He pointed to a few frilly purple leaves that were all that remained of the salad. “You know what that is?”


    “Yeah. Flowering kale. Rich people’s cabbage.”


    Mr. Morris laughed. “Yes, but I bet you see it somewhere else, besides the grocery store.”


    I frowned, trying to think what he meant. He went on: “You know the Dominion Bank? The big one at Bathurst and Queen?” I nodded, still mystified. His smile got even broader. “You ever look at the plants they use to decorate the front?”


    I almost spat the salad out. “Ornamental cabbage? We’re eating ornamental cabbage that you stole from the front of a building?”


    His rich laugh filled the tiny room. “Not ‘ornamental cabbage,’ darlin’: ‘flowering kale.’ And I figure, I ain’t really stealin’ it; I recyclin’ it! They does pull it all up and throw it away when the weather turn cold. All that food. It does taste nice on a Sunday morning, fry-up with a piece of saltfish and some small-leaf thyme. I does grow the herbs-them on the windowsill, in the sun.


    Salted cod and cabbage. Flavoured with French thyme and hot pepper. My mother made that on Sunday mornings too, with big fried flour dumplings on the side and huge mugs of cocoa. Not the cocoa powder from the tin, either; she bought the raw chocolate in chestnut-sized lumps from the Jamaican store, and grated it into boiling water, with vanilla, cinnamon, and condensed milk. Sitting in Mr. Morris’s living room, even with the remains of dinner on the table, I could almost smell that pure chocolate aroma. Full of fat, too. I didn’t let my mom serve it to me anymore when I visited. I’d spent too much money on my tight little butt.


    Still, I didn’t believe what Old Man Morris was telling me. “So, you mean to say that you just… take stuff? From off the street?”


    “Yes.”


    “What about the chicken?”


    He laughed. “Chicken? Doux-doux, you ever see chicken with four drumstick? That is a wild rabbit I catch meself and bring home.”


    “Are you crazy? Do you know what’s in wild food? What kind of diseases it might carry? Why didn’t you tell me what we were eating?” But he was so pleased with himself, he didn’t seem to notice how upset I was. “Nah, nah, don’t worry ’bout diseases, darlin’! I been eatin’ like this for five-six years now, and I healthy like hog. De doctor say he never see a seventy-four-year-old man in such good shape.”


    He’s seventy-four! He does look pretty damned good for such an old man. I’m still not convinced, though:


    “Mr. Morris, this is nuts; you can’t just go around helping yourself to leaves off the trees, and people’s ornamental plants, and killing things and eating them! Besides, um, how do you catch a wild rabbit, anyway?”


    “Well, that is the sweet part.” He jumped up from his chair, started rummaging around in the pockets of his old tweed jacket that was hanging in the hallway. He came back to the table, clutching a fistful of small rocks and brandishing a thick, Y-shaped twig with a loose rubber strap attached. So that’s what he kept in those pockets—whatever it was.


    “This is a slingshot. When I was a small boy back home, I was aces with one of these!” He stretched the rubber strap tight with one hand, aimed the slingshot at one of his potted plants, and pretended to let off a shot. “Plai! Like so. Me and the boys-them used to practise shooting at all kind of ol’ tin can and thing, but I was the best. One time, I catch a coral snake in me mother kitchen, and I send one boulderstone straight through it eye with me first shot!” He chuckled. “The stone break the window, too, but me mother was only too glad that I kill the poison snake. Well, doux-doux, I does take me slingshot down into the ravine, and sometimes I get lucky and catch something.”


    I was horrified. “You mean, you used that thing to kill a rabbit? And we just ate it?”


    Mr. Morris’s face finally got serious. He sat back down at the table. “You mus’ understan’, Cynthia; I is a poor man. Me and my Rita, we work hard when we come to this country, and we manage to buy this little apartment, but when the last depression hit we, I get lay off at the car plant. After that, I couldn’t find no work again; I was already past fifty years old, nobody would hire me. We get by on Rita nurse work until she retire, and then hard times catch we ass. My Rita was a wonderful woman, girl; she could take a half pound of mince beef and two potatoes and make a meal that have you feelin’ like you never taste food before. She used to tell me, ‘Never mind, Johnny; so long as I have a little meat to put in this cook pot, we not goin’ to starve.’


    “Then them find out that Rita have cancer. She only live a few months after that, getting weaker till she waste away and gone. Lord, child, I thought my heart woulda break. I did wish to dead too. That first year after Rita pass away, I couldn’t tell you how I get by; I don’t even remember all of it. I let the place get dirty, dirty, and I was eatin’ any ol’ kaka from the corner store, not even self goin’ to the grocery. When I get the letter from the government, telling me that them cuttin’ off Rita pension, I didn’t know what to do. My one little pension wasn’t goin’ to support me. I put on me coat, and went outside, headin’ for the train tracks to throw myself down, oui? Is must be God did make me walk through the park.”


    “What happened?”


    “I see a ol’ woman sittin’ on a bench, wearing a tear-up coat and two different one-side boots. She was feedin’ stale bread to the pigeons, and smiling at them. That ol’ lady with she rip-up clothes could still find something to make she happy.


    “I went back home, and things start to look up a little bit from then. But pride nearly make me starve before I find meself inside the food bank to beg some bread.”


    “It’s not begging, Mr. Morris,” I interrupted.


    “I know, doux-doux, but in my place, I sure you woulda feel the same way. And too besides, even though I was eatin’ steady from the food bank, I wasn’t eatin’ good, you know? You can’t live all you days on tuna fish and tin peas!”


    I thought of all the tins of tuna I’d just brought him, I felt myself blushing. Two years in this body, and I still wasn’t used to how easily blushes showed on its pale cheeks. “So, what gave you the idea to start foraging like this?”


    “1 was eatin’ lunch one day, cheese spread and crackers and pop. One paipsy, tasteless lunch, you see? And I start thinkin’ about how I never woulda go hungry back home as a small boy, how even if I wasn’t home to eat me mother food, it always had some kinda fruit tree or something round the place. I start to remember Julie mango, how it sweet, and chataigne and peewah that me mother would boil up in a big pot a’ salt water, and how my father always had he little kitchen garden, growin’ dasheen leaf and pigeon peas and yam and thing. And I say to meself, ‘But eh-eh, Johnny, ain’t this country have plants and trees and fruit and thing too? The squirrels-them always looking fat and happy; they mus’ be eatin’ something. And the Indian people-them-self too; they must be did eat something else besides corn before the white people come and take over the place!’


    “That same day, I find my ass in the library, and I tell them I want to find out about plants that you could eat. Them sit me down with all kinda book and computer, and I come to find out it have plenty to eat, right here in this city, growing wild by the roadside. Some of these books even had recipes in them, doux-doux!


    “So I drag out all of Rita frying pan and cook spoon from the kitchen cupboard, and I teach meself to feed meself, yes!” He chuckled again. “Now I does eat fresh mulberries in the summer. I does dig up chicory root to take the bitterness from my coffee. I even make rowan-berry jam. All these things all around we for free, and people still starving, oui? You have to learn to make use of what you have.


    “But I still think the slingshot was a master stroke, though. Nobody ain’t expect a ol’ black man to be hunting with a slingshot down in the ravine!”


    * * * *


    I was still chuckling as I left Mr. Morris’s building later that evening. He’d loaded me down with a container full of stuffed rabbit and a bottle of crabapple preserves. I deactivated the screamer alarm on the car, and I was just about to open the door when I felt a hand sliding down the back of my thigh.


    “Yesss, stay just like that. Ain’t that pretty? We’ll get to that later. Where’s your money, sweetheart? In this purse here?” The press of a smelly body pinned me over the hood. I tried to turn my head, to scream, but he clamped a filthy hand across my face. I couldn’t breathe. The bottle of preserves crashed to the ground. Broken glass sprayed my calf.


    “Shit! What’d you do that for? Stupid bitch!”


    His hand tightened over my face. I couldn’t breathe! In fury and terror, I bit down hard, felt my teeth meet in the flesh of his palm. He swore, yanked his hand away, slammed a hard fist against my ear. Things started to go black, and I almost fell. I hung on to the car door, dragged myself to my feet, scrambled out of his reach. I didn’t dare turn away to run. I backed away, screaming, “Get away from me! Get away!” He kept coming, and he was big and muscular, and angry. Suddenly, he jerked, yelled, slapped one hand to his shoulder. “What the fuck…?” I could see wetness seeping through the shoulder of his grimy sweatshirt. Blood? He yelled again, clapped a hand to his knee. This time, I had seen the missile whiz through the air to strike him. Yes! I crouched down to give Mr. Morris a clear shot. My teeth were bared in a fighter’s grin. The mugger was still limping towards me, howling with rage. The next stone glanced by his head, leaving a deep gash on his temple. Behind him, I heard the sound of breaking glass as the stone crashed through the car window. He’d had enough. He ran, holding his injured leg.


    Standing in the middle of the street, I looked up to Mr. Morris’s sixth-floor window. He was on the balcony, waving frantically at me. In the dark, I could just see the Y of the slingshot in his hand. He shouted, “Go and stand in the entranceway, girl! I comin’ down!” He disappeared inside, and I headed back towards the building. By the time I got there, I was weak-kneed and shaky; reaction was setting in, and my head was spinning from the blow I’d taken. I didn’t think I’d ever get the taste of that man’s flesh out of my mouth. I leaned against the inside door, waiting for Mr. Morris. It wasn’t long before he came bustling out of the elevator, let me inside, and sat me down on the couch in the lobby, fussing the whole time.


    “Jesus Christ, child! Is a good thing I decide to watch from the balcony to make sure you reach the car safe! Lawd, look at what happen to you, eh? Just because you had the kindness to spen’ a little time with a ol’ man like me! I sorry, girl; I sorry can’t done!”


    “It’s okay, Mr. Morris; it’s not your fault. I’m all right. I’m just glad that you were watching.” I was getting a little hysterical. “I come to rescue you with my food bank freeze-dried turkey dinner, and you end up rescuing me instead! I have to ask you, though, Mr. Morris; how come every time you rescue a lady, you end up breaking her windows?”


    * * * *


    That Sunday, I drove over to my parents’ place for Thanksgiving dinner. I was wearing a beret, cocked at a chic angle over the cauliflower ear that the mugger had given me. No sense panicking my mom and dad. I had gone to the emergency hospital on Friday night, and they’d disinfected and bandaged me. I was all right; in fact, I was so happy that two days later, I still felt giddy. So nice to know that there wouldn’t be photos of my dead body on the covers of the tabloids that week.


    As I pulled up in the car, I could see my parents through the living room window, sitting and watching television. I went inside.


    “Mom! Dad! Happy Thanksgiving!” I gave my mother a kiss, smiled at my dad.


    “Cynthia, child,” he said, “I glad you reach; I could start making the gravy now.”


    “Marvin, don’t be so stupidee,” my mother scolded. “You know she won’t eat no gravy; she mindin’ she figure!”


    “It’s okay, Mom; it’s Thanksgiving, and I’m going to eat everything you put on my plate. If I get too fat, I’m just going to have to start walking to work. You’ve got to work with what you’ve got, after all.” She looked surprised, but didn’t say anything.


    I poked around in the kitchen, like I always did. Dad stood at the stove, stirring the gravy. There was another saucepan on the stove, with the remains of that


    morning’s cocoa in it. It smelt wonderful. I reached around my father to turn on the burner under the cocoa. He frowned at me.


    “Is cocoa-tea, Cyn’Cyn. You don’t drink that no more.”


    “I just want to finish what’s left in the pot, Dad. I mean, you don’t want it to go to waste, do you?”


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1996 by Nalo Hopkinson.

  


  
    POSTCOLONIAL SCIENCE FICTION, by Ericka Hoagland


    “To be a person of colour [sic] writing science fiction,” notes Nalo Hopkinson in the introduction to the anthology So Long Been Dreaming: Postcolonial Science Fiction and Fantasy, “is to be under suspicion of having internalized one’s colonization” since “one of the most familiar memes of science fiction is that of going to foreign countries and colonizing the natives” (7). For writers such as Hopkinson, who was born in Jamaica and uses Caribbean history and its storytelling traditions in her writing, science fiction “makes it possible to think about new ways of doing things,” particularly examining and critiquing the ongoing presence and practice of colonialism (9). Colonialism, simply defined, “is the conquest and control of other people’s lands and goods” (Loomba 2). Colonial practices and rule, particularly in the nineteenth century, “was legitimized by anthropological theories which increasingly portrayed the peoples of the colonized world as inferior, childlike, or feminine, incapable of looking after themselves […] and requiring the paternal rule of the west for their own best interests” (Young 2). These theories, as Robert J.C. Young points out, were rooted in racism: White, western culture was deemed inherently, naturally superior, the only source of true civilization. This belief in Western superiority is reflected in the lost world tale She, by Victorian novelist H. Rider Haggard, which depicts an African subterranean civilization, known as the Kor, who still engage in cannibalism, and are ruled by a mysterious white woman, Ayesha, or “She-who-must-be-obeyed.” The British adventurers who encounter the Kor and Ayesha represent British imperialism, and yet Ayesha herself presents a potential threat to the British Empire itself through her intentions to go to England and replace Queen Victoria. The most famous evocation and criticism of British imperialism, however, can be found in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. While Africa and its peoples are presented as barbaric and degenerate, Conrad also questions the motives and supposed civility of Western culture through the megalomaniacal behavior of the murderous station manager Kurtz. In turn, science fiction also developed a conflicted relationship towards imperialism, as can be seen in H. G. Wells’s War of the Worlds that would develop over time to a far more critical stance, as in The Martian Chronicles by Ray Bradbury, “His Vegetable Wife” by Pat Murphy, John Kessel’s “Invaders,” and Orson Scott Card’s “America.”


    As more and more writers use science fiction to not only interrogate the institution of colonialism, but also to explore questions of gender, race, and identity, a distinct subgenre has emerged: that of postcolonial science fiction. With its emphasis on presenting marginalized figures and groups, its interest in the relationship between power and identity, and, of course, its focus on colonialism, postcolonial science fiction blends the central theoretical concerns of one literary discipline—postcolonialism—with the imaginative possibilities of one of the most enduring literary genres.


    In her 2007 work Science Fiction and Empire, Patricia Kerslake poses the following intriguing question: “Is SF designed as the handmaiden, the smoking gun or the nemesis of the imperial project” (63)? Kerslake’s question identifies the contradictory positions that science fiction has taken regarding the imperialist project: on the one hand, science fiction has been a chronicle of imperialistic possibility and inevitability, a celebration of mankind’s ability to subdue and civilize beings not just on Earth, but into the far reaches of space. On the other hand, science fiction has frequently, and loudly, criticized the practices of imperialism,i both on Earth and throughout the galaxy, exposing in particular imperialism’s racism and brutality, its disregard for other cultures, and its firm belief in its own rightness and superiority. In “Invaders,” John Kessel interweaves two narratives: the Spanish conquest of the Aztecs with the arrival of drug-addicted aliens to modern-day America. The relationship between the two narratives is clear: the Spanish are no better than the cocaine junkies from another world, and while the Spanish use physical violence to subdue the Aztecs, the aliens use humanity’s own greed against them, buying priceless pieces of art and even, in one instance, offering to buy Chile. In a stunning ending, a modern-day American travels back in time in a machine provided by the aliens to shortly before the arrival of the Spanish, and alerts the Aztec to this looming threat. This knowledge allows the Aztecs to meet the Spaniards as they arrive, and slaughter them “to the last man,” resulting in a “happily ever after” (850). Pat Murphy focuses specifically on the sexual violence inherent in imperialism in “His Vegetable Wife.” A farmer purchases a “vegetable wife,” a semi-sentient plant in the form of a human woman whose express purpose is to serve him sexually. When she resists his advances, he proceeds to rape her, rationalizing his actions on two levels: first, she is his wife, so it is impossible for him to rape her, and second, her inferior status, coupled with her inability to verbally communicate with him, places the “blame” for the conflict between the farmer and his “wife” on her shoulders. The farmer firmly believes not only in his wife’s inferiority, but his superiority as a man and more civilized form of life, and as such, the vegetable wife is subjected not only to sexual violence, but physical violence, in order to subdue her. In the end, however, she successfully resists, killing the farmer, and planting him in the soil, leaving his body to rot, just like his ideas about his superiority.


    Even in texts that appear to be roundly critical of imperialism, however, one can discern a lingering ambivalence about imperialism; in other words, in certain science fiction texts, such as the popular television series Stargate: SG-1 and its spin-off, Stargate: Atlantis, one can see how science fiction is both the handmaiden and nemesis to imperialism at the same time. For eight years of the original series’ ten-year run, the stargate team protected the Earth and numerous other civilizations from the Goa’uld, a parasitical race of beings who physically invade and take over bodies. The Goa’uld are also parasites of technology; they do not create, they steal. This is in direct contrast to the Asgaard, the “little green men” whose incredibly powerful technology and benign natures are presented as clearly superior to both the villainous Goa’uld and the often clumsy, even “childish” Earthlings. While the Goa’uld are also technologically superior to Earth, because they use that technology to dominate and oppress, indeed, to enslave people who believe the Goa’uld to be powerful gods, they are hardly different than the super evil Borg from Star Trek: The Next Generation, whose rhetoric of adaptability is a thin guise for the physical and cultural genocide they commit on a regular basis. The Goa’uld are more than just villains, however; their overt imperialism serves to deflect attention away from the more subtle imperialism of the stargate team, which, in protecting civilizations from the Goa’uld, is also presenting those civilizations with an alternative that is not just preferable, but decidedly American in its ethos. Furthermore, the presence of the Goa’uld, and in the last two seasons of the show, the Ori, allows Stargate: SG-1 to “reveal things about ourselves that are intensely uncomfortable,” but without having to point the finger directly back at ourselves (Roberts 27). In other words, the Goa’uld and the Ori serve as proxies for a postcolonial reevaluation of the imperialist history of the West and its science fiction.


    What, then, does “postcolonial” mean? If, as the term more immediately suggests, “post” as in “after,” then has science fiction reached a point where it is “over” colonialism, that colonialism is finished? The obvious answer is, of course, no. Just as mankind has yet to move past colonial practices and mindsets, so too is science fiction still intimately invested in both the narrative and philosophical richness that the problem of colonialism and empire provides. Rather than think of “postcolonial” as signifying a point in time, Ella Shohat offers a more useful way to think about the “post” in “postcolonial.” Recognizing that the term is imbued with an “ambiguous spatio-temporality” that assumes shared experiences of imperialism across what are widely different colonial histories, independence movements, and cultures (102), Shohat prefers to think of “post” as referring to “beyond,” which suggests an attempt to interrogate and trouble the ideologies and assumptions that undergird colonialist practice. David Spur, in The Rhetoric of Empire, offers further clarification of the term “postcolonial:”


    I shall refer to the postcolonial in two ways: as an historical situation marked by the dismantling of traditional institutions of colonial power, and as a search for alternatives to the discourses of the colonial era…in neither the historical nor the cultural sense does the postcolonial mark a clean break with the colonial: the relations of colonizer to colonized have neither remained the same nor have they disappeared. (6-7)


    Michelle Reid, in defining “postcolonialism,” the term used to refer to the intellectual study of the “postcolonial” condition, points out that challenging “the Western-centric focus of the literary canon and academic scholarship” is a major aspect to the discipline (256). Just as important is an “examination of the colonial process, the struggle for independence by former colonies, and their creation of distinct national identities” (256).


    Finally, Uppinder Mehan, the co-editor of So Long Been Dreaming, offers a useful definition of the postcolonial individual:


    [. . .] one who is a member of a nation that has recently achieved independence from its colonizers, but by shifting from the adjective ‘postcolonial’ to the noun ‘postcoloniality’ a more inclusive and I think truer definition comes into play. Postcoloniality includes those of us who are survivors—or descendents of survivors—of sustained, racial colonial processes; the members of cultures of resistance to colonial oppression; the members of minority cultures which are essentially colonized nations within a larger nation; and those of us who identify ourselves as having Aboriginal, African, South Asian, Asian ancestry, wherever we make our homes. (269)


    Postcolonial literature and science fiction actually share much in common, from the genres’ use and refashioning of other genres to suit their own purposes, questions regarding their literary merit as well as those who write in these genres and to what end, to the deeply moral and ethical concerns in which each engage. Both postcolonial literature and science fiction are linked by their engagement with otherness, or alterity. In postcolonial studies, the “Other” is not only situated as the aberrant of the imperialist norm (a norm that is the same as that which marks difference in SF), but significantly by the denial of the “individuation” that is the right of the norm only (Loomba 52). The function of the “Other” is intriguingly similar in both genres: the “Other” consolidates difference as well as solidifies the norm; as both a theoretical concept and a tangible object, the “Other” is used to justify the exploitation and annihilation of peoples, whether red, black, or green; it is used to explain how repulsion and desire can exist concurrently; and it signifies an ever-looming threat of contamination (by sex or disease) as well as violence. As Michelle Reid usefully points out


    Postcolonialism interrogates the complex Self/Other relationships created by the colonial encounter. SF imagines encounters with the Other (the alien, the strange newness brought about by change), typically from the perspective of the dominant Self. It perpetuates images of pioneering spaceship crews landing on other planets and exterminating bug-eyed aliens, but also questions and undermines the supposed manifest destiny of space exploration and the oppression of the Other as alien. (257)


    It is clear that identification with the “Other” is a significant marker of postcolonial science fiction. In The Martian Chronicles, Ray Bradbury offers the reader the voice of the Other in several stories, a voice in some ways more familiar than strange, that encourages identification with the Martians: they have families, engage in silly domestic spats, and even enjoy boating. At the same time, he points out to the reader what makes the Martians different: they wear masks to show emotions, they have golden skin, six fingers, and are shorter than humans. In this complex mixture of similar and alien, Bradbury moves away from H. G. Wells’ more one-note presentation of invading Martians in War of the Worlds as insectlike, technologically advanced menaces. The Martians are not the only counter-voices Bradbury provides, however. In “And the Moon be Still as Bright,” a member of the Fourth Expedition, Spender, learns that the majority of the Martian population has been decimated by the chicken pox brought by the Third Expedition. His response is sympathetic, and, I would suggest, postcolonial: he describes to his captain how the cities, mountains, and canals will lose their “proper” Martian names in an attempt to “change [Mars] to fit ourselves” (54). But “no matter how we touch Mars, we’ll never touch it” (54). His captain does not understand Spender’s shame at what is to come, and as such, disagrees with Spender who states “I imagine they hate us” (54). “They accepted what came to them,” Captain Wilder tells Spender, and “they probably don’t mind us being here any more than they’d mind children playing on the lawn” (54). This conversation, and Spender’s refusal to participate any further in the expedition (he retreats to the hills and kills some of his former comrades in an attempt to protect what is left of Mars, only to be killed himself by his captain) is one of several examples in the Chronicles of the melding of postcolonial concerns with science fiction tropes.


    The texts discussed so far suggest that there are two basic “types” of postcolonial science fiction: 1) science fiction created by postcolonial artists, as in the So Long Been Dreaming anthology; and 2) science fiction in which postcolonial concerns are an integral part of the plot and theme of the narrative. In the former type, postcolonial issues may or may not be integrated into the narrative; in the latter, postcolonial artists as well as non-postcolonial artists may use science fiction as the medium through which postcolonial concerns are addressed. “The Ice Age Cometh” by noted Indian SF writer Jayant Narlikar, is set in Bombay, which is experiencing a blizzard brought about by a sudden ice age. An Indian scientist had long warned of the event, and it is this scientist to whom the superpowers of the world turn for a solution. This story is actually an example of both basic types of postcolonial science fiction: a science fiction story produced by a postcolonial writer, and a science fiction story in which challenges to Western intellectual and scientific superiority is presented in the form of an Indian scientist who saves the day and the planet. Similarly, in Amitav Ghosh’s 1995 novel The Calcutta Chromosome the superiority of Western science is once again under fire: The discovery of malarial transmission no longer belongs to Nobel Prize winner Ronald Ross, but to the work of the Indians who guided him throughout the process.


    Finally, the 2009 film District 9 provides another clear example of postcolonial science fiction. A group of aliens, derogatorily referred to as “prawns” because of their resemblance to large shrimp, are stranded in a shanty town in Johannesburg, South Africa, after their ship breaks down in the skies above. For twenty years the skyline of Johannesburg has been dominated by the aliens’ ship, and below, the refugees struggle to survive in makeshift shelters. The refugees are to be relocated to another camp outside of the city; the human residents have grown increasingly wary of the aliens’ presence, despite the fact that the violence to be found in District 9 is primarily the work of an opportunistic Nigerian warlord. A government representative, Wikus van de Merwe is given the task of relocating the aliens, and in his attempts to do so, he is exposed to an alien substance that begins to reshape his DNA, turning him into another “prawn.” His firsthand experience of the deprivation, brutality, and indifference experienced by the aliens eventually leads him to defend and identify with the aliens: indeed, he has no other choice, and must rely on one of the aliens, “Christopher,” who has repaired the ship, to return in several years’ time with a cure that will restore Wikus to his human state.


    The film is directly inspired by South Africa’s history of apartheid, and in particular events that transpired in District Six, in Cape Town. In that regard, then, District 9 is a science fiction allegory of apartheid. It also combines specific elements of postcolonial analysis, namely hybridity and subalternity, into focus. Wikus’s transformation has turned him into a physical hybrid: a “prawn” on the outside, but still human within. The concept of hybridity focuses especially on what Michelle Reid describes as “cross cultural fertilization,” which emphasizes the cultural changes wrought upon the culture and identity of the colonized, creating a third, “hybrid” identity. The prawns themselves are subaltern figures: marginalized both physically and socially, the aliens are given no voice in their relocation, nor are those who supposedly “represent” them, including Wikus at the beginning, truly interested in the aliens’ interests and needs.


    What this final reading points out is that science fiction itself is ripe for postcolonial analysis; in other words, postcolonial tools, such as hybridity, mimicry, Orientalism, and the subaltern, to name a few, provide useful ways for analyzing science fiction’s relationship with imperialism and those touched by it. Postcolonial science fiction goes even further by giving postcolonial writers the opportunity to rewrite an entire genre still haunted by its own colonial collusion, while also providing a rich imaginative space for these writers to explore the very nature of identity, power, and representation.
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    Notes


    It is important here to define not just “imperialism,” but “colonialism,” a related, but distinct term. John Rieder, in Colonialism and the Emergence of Science Fiction, defines colonialism as “the entire process by which European economy and culture penetrated and transformed the non-European world over the last five centuries, including exploration, extraction of resources, expropriation and settlement of the land, imperial administration and competition, and [later] postcolonial renegotiation of the distribution of power and wealth among the former colonizers and colonized” (25). Imperialism is defined as the “rule by proxy governments or bureaucratic administrations (the British in Australia versus the British in India)” (25). While Rieder separates “imperialism” from “colonialism” by use of the word “proxy,” and, as seen in the definition of colonialism, Rieder situates imperialism as a practice of colonialism, it is important to note that “rule by proxy governments” oftentimes entailed similar practices of resource extraction, land resettlement, and the forcible suppression of “native” resistance to “imperial administration.” Both imperialism and colonialism are rooted in similar beliefs: namely, the superiority of Western culture, and the implicit inferiority, even barbarity, of non-Western cultures and peoples. Only through the “intervention” of the West, then, can a colony, such as India, for example, be brought to the light of civilization and progress. This sort of rhetoric helped to justify the truth of colonial practice and imperial interest: land, resources, wealth, power. “Imperialism” as it is being used here, then, is as a “catch-all” term for what Rieder has identified regarding both terms: the “entire process” of cultural penetration and transformation of other cultures and peoples, Terran and otherwise, whether that occurs through direct interaction or by proxy.


    * * * *
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    EVIL ROBOT MONKEY, by Mary Robinette Kowal


    First published in The Solaris Book of New Science Fiction: Volume 2, February 2008


    Sliding his hands over the clay, Sly relished the moisture oozing around his fingers. The clay matted down the hair on the back of his hands making them look almost human. He turned the potter’s wheel with his prehensile feet as he shaped the vase. Pinching the clay between his fingers he lifted the wall of the vase, spinning it higher.


    Someone banged on the window of his pen. Sly jumped and then screamed as the vase collapsed under its own weight. He spun and hurled it at the picture window like feces. The clay spattered against the Plexiglas, sliding down the window.


    In the courtyard beyond the glass, a group of school kids leapt back, laughing. One of them swung his arms aping Sly crudely. Sly bared his teeth, knowing these people would take it as a grin, but he meant it as a threat. Swinging down from his stool, he crossed his room in three long strides and pressed his dirty hand against the window. Still grinning, he wrote SSA. Outside, the letters would be reversed.


    The student’s teacher flushed as red as a female in heat and called the children away from the window. She looked back once as she led them out of the courtyard, so Sly grabbed himself and showed her what he would do if she came into his pen.


    Her naked face turned brighter red and she hurried away. When they were gone, Sly rested his head against the glass. The metal in his skull thunked against the window. It wouldn’t be long now, before a handler came to talk to him.


    Damn.


    He just wanted to make pottery. He loped back to the wheel and sat down again with his back to the window. Kicking the wheel into movement, Sly dropped a new ball of clay in the center and tried to lose himself.


    In the corner of his vision, the door to his room snicked open. Sly let the wheel spin to a halt, crumpling the latest vase.


    Vern poked his head through. He signed, “You okay?”


    Sly shook his head emphatically and pointed at the window.


    “Sorry.” Vern’s hands danced. “We should have warned you that they were coming.”


    “You should have told them that I was not an animal.”


    Vern looked down in submission. “I did. They’re kids.”


    “And I’m a chimp. I know.” Sly buried his fingers in the clay to silence his thoughts.


    “It was Delilah. She thought you wouldn’t mind because the other chimps didn’t.”


    Sly scowled and yanked his hands free. “I’m not like the other chimps.” He pointed to the implant in his head. “Maybe Delilah should have one of these. Seems like she needs help thinking.”


    “I’m sorry.” Vern knelt in front of Sly, closer than anyone else would come when he wasn’t sedated. It would be so easy to reach out and snap his neck. “It was a lousy thing to do.”


    Sly pushed the clay around on the wheel. Vern was better than the others. He seemed to understand the hellish limbo where Sly lived—too smart to be with other chimps, but too much of an animal to be with humans. Vern was the one who had brought Sly the potter’s wheel which, by the Earth and Trees, Sly loved. Sly looked up and raised his eyebrows. “So what did they think of my show?”


    Vern covered his mouth, masking his smile. The man had manners. “The teacher was upset about the ‘evil robot monkey.’”


    Sly threw his head back and hooted. Served her right.


    “But Delilah thinks you should be disciplined.” Vern, still so close that Sly could reach out and break him, stayed very still. “She wants me to take the clay away since you used it for an anger display.”


    Sly’s lips drew back in a grimace built of anger and fear. Rage threatened to blind him, but he held on, clutching the wheel. If he lost it with Vern—rational thought danced out of his reach. Panting, he spun the wheel trying to push his anger into the clay.


    The wheel spun. Clay slid between his fingers. Soft. Firm and smooth. The smell of earth lived in his nostrils. He held the world in his hands. Turning, turning, the walls rose around a kernel of anger, subsuming it.


    His heart slowed with the wheel and Sly blinked, becoming aware again as if he were slipping out of sleep. The vase on the wheel still seemed to dance with life. Its walls held the shape of the world within them. He passed a finger across the rim.


    Vern’s eyes were moist. “Do you want me to put that in the kiln for you?”


    Sly nodded.


    “I have to take the clay. You understand that, don’t you.”


    Sly nodded again staring at his vase. It was beautiful.


    Vern scowled. “The woman makes me want to hurl feces.”


    Sly snorted at the image, then sobered. “How long before I get it back?”


    Vern picked up the bucket of clay next to the wheel. “I don’t know.” He stopped at the door and looked past Sly to the window. “I’m not cleaning your mess. Do you understand me?”


    For a moment, rage crawled on his spine, but Vern did not meet his eyes and kept staring at the window. Sly turned.


    The vase he had thrown lay on the floor in a pile of clay.


    Clay.


    “I understand.” He waited until the door closed, then loped over and scooped the clay up. It was not much, but it was enough for now.


    Sly sat down at his wheel and began to turn.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 2008 by Mary Robinette Kowal.
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    MY MOTHER, DANCING, by Nancy Kress


    First published in Asimov’s Science Fiction, June 2004


    Fermi’s Paradox, California, 1950: Since planet formation appears to be common, and since the processes that lead to the development of life are a continuation of those that develop planets, and since the development of life leads to intelligence and intelligence to technology—then why hasn’t a single alien civilization contacted Earth?


    Where is everybody?


    *


    They had agreed, laughing, on a form for the millennium contact, what Micah called “human standard,” although Kabil had insisted on keeping hirs konfol and Deb had not dissolved hirs crest, which waved three inches above hirs and hummed. But, then, Deb! Ling had designed floating baktor for the entire ship, red and yellow mostly, that combined and recombined in kaleidoscopic loveliness only Ling could have programmed. The viewport was set to magnify, the air mixture just slightly intoxicating, the tinglies carefully balanced by Cal, that master. Ling had wanted “natural” sleep cycles, but Cal’s argument had been more persuasive, and the tinglies massaged the limbic so pleasantly. Even the child had some. It was a party.


    The ship slipped into orbit around the planet, a massive subJovian far from its sun, streaked with muted color.


    “Lovely,” breathed Deb, who lived for beauty.


    Cal, the biologist, was more practical: “I ran the equations; by now there should be around 200,000 of them in the rift, if the replication rate stayed constant.”


    “Why wouldn’t it?” said Ling, the challenger, and the others laughed. The tinglies really were a good idea.


    The child, Harrah, pressed hirs face to the window. “When can we land?”


    The adults smiled at each other. They were so proud of Harrah, and so careful. Hirs was the first gene-donate for all of them except Micah, and probably the only one for the rest except Cal, who was a certified intellect donor. Kabil knelt beside Harrah, bringing hirs face to the child’s height.


    “Little love, we can’t land. Not here. We must see the creations in holo.”


    “Oh,” Harrah said, with the universal acceptance of childhood. It had not changed in five thousand years, Ling was fond of remarking, that child idea that whatever it lived was the norm. But, then…Ling.


    “Access the data,” Cal said, and Harrah obeyed, reciting it aloud as hirs parents had all taught hirs. Ling smiled to see that Harrah still closed hirs eyes to access, but opened them to recite.


    “The creations were dropped on this planet 273 E-years ago. They were the one-hundred-fortieth drop in the Great Holy Mission that gives us our life. The creations were left in a closed-system rift…what does that mean?”


    “The air in the creations’ valley doesn’t get out to the rest of the planet, because the valley is so deep and the gravity so great. They have their own air.”


    “Oh. The creations are cyborged replicators, programmed for self-awareness. They are also programmed to expect human contact at the millennium. They…”


    “Enough,” said Kabil, still kneeling beside Harrah. He stroked hirs hair, black today. “The important thing, Harrah, is that you remember that these creations are beings, different from us but with the same life force, the only life force. They must be respected, just as people are, even if they look odd to you.”


    “Or if they don’t know as much as you,” said Cal. “They won’t, you know.”


    “I know,” Harrah said. They had made hirs an accommodater, with strong genes for bonding. They already had Ling for challenge. Harrah added, “Praise Fermi and Kwang and Arlbeni for the emptiness of the universe.”


    Ling frowned. Hirs had opposed teaching Harrah the simpler, older folklore of the Great Mission. Ling would have preferred that the child receive only truth, not religion. But Deb had insisted. Feed the imagination first, hirs had said, and later Harrah can separate science from prophecy. But the tinglies felt sweet, and the air mixture was set for a party, and hirs own baktors floated in such graceful pattern that Ling, not even Ling, could not quarrel.


    “I wonder,” Deb said dreamily, “what they have learned in 273 years.”


    “When will they holo?” Harrah said. “Are we there yet?”


    * * * *


    Our mother is coming.


    Two hours more and they will come, from beyond the top of the world. When they come, there will be much dancing. Much rejoicing. All of us will dance, even those who have detached and let the air carry them away. Those ones will receive our transmissions and dance with us.


    Or maybe our mother will also transmit to where those of us now sit. Maybe they will transmit to all, even those colonies out of our own transmission range. Why not? Our mother, who made us, can do whatever is necessary.


    First, the dancing. Then, the most necessary thing of all. Our mother will solve the program flaw. Completely, so that no more of us will die. Our mother doesn’t die. We are not supposed to die, either. Our mother will transmit the program to correct this.


    Then the dancing there will be!


    * * * *


    Kwang’s Resolution, Bohr Station, 2552: Since the development of the Quantum Transport, humanity has visited nearly a thousand planets in our galaxy and surveyed many more. Not one of them has developed any life of any kind, no matter how simple. Not one.


    No aliens have contacted Earth because there is nobody else out there.


    * * * *


    Harrah laughed in delight. Hirs long black hair swung through a drift of yellow baktors. “The creations look like oysters!”


    The holocube showed uneven rocky ground through thick, murky air. A short distance away rose the abrupt, steep walls of the rift, thousands of feet high. Attached to the ground by thin, flexible, mineral-conducting tubes were hundreds of uniform, metal-alloy double shells. The shells held self-replicating nanomachinery, including the rudimentary AI, and living eukaryotes sealed into selectively permeable membranes. The machinery ran on the feeble sunlight and on energy produced by anaerobic bacteria, carefully engineered for the thick atmospheric stew of methane, hydrogen, helium, ammonia, and carbon dioxide.


    The child knew none of this. Hirs saw the “oysters” jumping up in time on their filaments, jumping and falling, flapping their shells open and closed, twisting and flapping and bobbing. Dancing.


    Kabil laughed, too. “Nowhere in the original programming! They learned it!”


    “But what could the stimulus have been?” Ling said. “How lovely to find out!”


    “Sssshhh, we’re going to transmit,” Micah said. Hirs eyes glowed. Micah was the oldest of them all; hirs had been on the original drop. “Seeding 140, are you there?”


    “We are here! We are Seeding 140! Welcome, our mother!”


    Harrah jabbed hirs finger at the holocube. “We’re not your mother!”


    Instantly Deb closed the transmission. Micah said harshly, “Harrah! Your manners!”


    The child looked scared. Deb said, “Harrah, we talked about this. The creations are not like us, but their ideas are as true as ours, on their own world. Don’t laugh at them.”


    From Kabil, “Don’t you remember, Harrah? Access the learning session!”


    “I…remember,” Harrah faltered.


    “Then show some respect!” Micah said. “This is the Great Mission!”


    Harrah’s eyes teared. Kabil, the tender-hearted, put hirs hand on Harrah’s shoulder. “Small heart, the Great Mission gives meaning to our lives.”


    “I…know…”


    Micah said, “You don’t want to be like those people who just use up all their centuries in mere pleasure, with no structure to their wanderings across the galaxy, no purpose beyond seeing what the nanos can produce that they haven’t produced before, no difference between today and tomorrow, no—”


    “That’s sufficient,” Ling says. “Harrah understands, and regrets. Don’t give an Arlbeni Day speech, Micah.”


    Micah said stiffly, “It matters, Ling.”


    “Of course it matters. But so do the creations, and they’re waiting. Deb, open the transmission again.…Seeding 140, thank you for your welcome! We return!”


    * * * *


    Arlbeni’s Vision, Planet Cadrys, 2678: We have been fools.


    Humanity is in despair. Nano has given us everything, and nothing. Endless pleasures empty of effort, endless tomorrows empty of purpose, endless experiences empty of meaning. From evolution to sentience, sentience to nano, nano to the decay of sentience.


    But the fault is ours. We have overlooked the greatest gift ever given humanity: the illogical emptiness of the universe. It is against evolution, it is against known physical processes. Therefore, how can it exist? And why?


    It can exist only by the intent of something greater than the physical processes of the universe. A conscious Intent.


    The reason can only be to give humanity, the universe’s sole inheritor, knowledge of this Intent. The emptiness of the universe—anomalous, unexplainable, impossible—has been left for us to discover, as the only convincing proof of God.


    * * * *


    Our mother has come! We dance on the seabed. We transmit the news to the ones who have detached and floated away. We rejoice together, and consult the original program.


    “You are above the planetary atmosphere,” we say, new words until just this moment, but now understood. All will be understood now, all corrected. “You are in a ship, as we are in our shells.”


    “Yes,” our mother says. “You know we cannot land.”


    “Yes,” we say, and there is momentary dysfunction. How can they help us if they cannot land? But only momentary. This is our mother. And they landed us here once, didn’t they? They can do whatever is necessary.


    Our mother says, “How many are you now, Seeding 140?”


    “We are 79,432,” we say. Sadness comes. We endure it, as we must.


    Our mother’s voice changes in wavelength, in frequency. “Seventy-nine thousand? Are you…we had calculated more. Is this replication data right?”


    A packet of data arrives. We scan it quickly; it matches our programming.


    “The data is correct, our mother. That is the rate of replication. But…” We stop. It feels like another dying ceremony, suddenly, and it is not yet time for a dying ceremony. We will wait another few minutes; we will tell our mother in another few minutes. Instead, we ask, “What is your rate of replication, our mother?”


    Another change in wavelength and frequency. We scan and match data, and it is in our databanks: laughter, a form of rejoicing. Our mother rejoices.


    “You aren’t equipped for visuals, or I would show you our replicant,” our mother says. “But the rate is much, much lower than yours. We have one new replicant with us on the ship.”


    “Welcome, new replicant!” we say, and there is more rejoicing. There, and here.


    * * * *


    “I’ve restricted transmission…there’s the t-field’s visual,” Micah said.


    A hazy cloud appeared to one side of the holocube, large enough to hold two people comfortably, three close together. Only words spoken inside the field would now transmit. Baktors scuttled clear of the ionized haze. Deb stepped inside the field, with Harrah; Cal moved out of it. Hirs frowned at Micah.


    “They can’t be only 79,000-plus if the rate of replication has held steady. Check the resource data, Micah.”


    “Scanning…No change in available raw materials…no change in sunlight per square unit.”


    “Scan their counting program.”


    “I already did. Fully functional.”


    “Then run an historical scan of replicants created.”


    “That will take time…there, it’s started. What about attrition?”


    Cal said, “Of course. I should have thought of that. Do a seismic survey and match it with the original data. A huge quake could easily have destroyed two-thirds of them, poor seedings…”


    Ling said, “You could ask them.”


    Kabil said, “If it’s not a cultural taboo. Remember, they have had time to evolve a culture, we left them that ability.”


    “Only in response to environmental stimuli. Would a quake or mudslide create enough stimulus pressure to evolve death taboos?”


    They looked at each other. Something new in the universe, something humanity had not created…this was why they were here! Their eyes shone, their breaths came faster. Yet they were uncomfortable, too, at the mention of death. How long since any of them.…oh, yes, Ling’s clone, in that computer malfunction, but so many decades ago…Discomfort, excitement, compassion for Seeding 140, yes compassion most of all, how terrible if the poor creations had actually lost so many in a quake…All of them felt it, and meant it, the emotion was genuine. And in their minds the finger of God touched each for a moment, with the holiness of the tiny human struggle against the emptiness of the universe.


    “Praise Fermi and Kwang and Arlbeni…” one of them murmured, and no one was sure who, in the general embarrassment that took them a moment later. They were not children.


    Micah said, “Match the seismic survey with the original data,” and moved off to savor alone the residue of natural transcendence, rarest and strangest of the few things nano could not provide.


    Inside the hazy field Harrah said, “Seeding! I am dancing just like you!” and moved hirs small body back and forth, up and down on the ship’s deck.


    * * * *


    Arlbeni’s Vision, Planet Cadrys, 2678: In the proof of God lies its corollary. The Great Intent has left the universe empty, except for us. It is our mission to fill it.


    Look around you, look at what we’ve become. At the pointless destruction, the aimless boredom, the spiritual despair. The human race cannot exist without purpose, without vision, without faith. Filling the emptiness of the universe will rescue us from our own.


    * * * *


    Our mother says, “Do you play any games?”


    We examine the data carefully. There is no match.


    Our mother speaks again. “That was our new replicant speaking, Seeding 140. Hirs is only half-created as yet, and hirs program language is not fully functional. Hirs means, of the new programs you have you created for yourselves since the original seeding, which ones are in response to the environment are expressions of rejoicing? Like dancing?”


    “Yes!” we say. “We dance in rejoicing. And we also throw pebbles in rejoicing and catch pebbles in rejoicing. But not for many years since.”


    “Do it now!” our mother says.


    This is our mother. We are not rejoicing. But this is our mother. We pick up some pebbles.


    “No,” our mother says quickly, “you don’t need to throw pebbles. That was the new replicant again. Hirs does not yet understand that seedings do what they wish, and only what they wish. Your…your mother does not command you. Anything you do, anything you have learned, is as necessary as what we do.”


    “I’m sorry again,” our mother says, and there is physical movement registered in the field of transmission.


    We do not understand. But our mother has spoken of new programs, of programs created since the seeding, in response to the environment. This we understand, and now is the time to tell our mother of our need. Our mother has asked. Sorrow floods us, rejoicing disappears, but now is the time to tell what is necessary.


    Our mother will make all functional once more.


    * * * *


    “Don’t scold hirs like that, hirs is just a child,” Kabil said. “Harrah, stop crying, we know you didn’t mean to impute to them any inferiority.”


    Micah, hirs back turned to the tiny parental drama, said to Cal, “Seismic survey complete. No quakes, only the most minor geologic disturbances…really, the local history shows remarkable stability.”


    “Then what accounts for the difference between their count of themselves and the replication rate?”


    “It can’t be a real difference.”


    “But…oh!. Listen. Did they just say—”


    Hirs turned slowly toward the holocube.


    Harrah said at the same moment, through hirs tears, “They stopped dancing.”


    Cal said, “Repeat that,” remembered hirself, and moved into the transmission field, replacing Harrah. “Repeat that, please, Seeding 140. Repeat your last transmission.”


    The motionless metal oysters said, “We have created a new program in response to the Others in the environment. The Others who destroy us.”


    Cal said, very pleasantly, “‘Others’? What Others?”


    “The new ones. The mindless ones. The destroyers.”


    “There are no others in your environment,” Micah said. “What are you trying to say?”


    Ling, across the deck in a cloud of pink bakterons, said, “Oh, oh…no…they must have divided into factions. Invented warfare among themselves! Oh…”


    Harrah stopped sobbing and stood, wide-eyed, on hirs sturdy short legs.


    Cal said, still very pleasant, “Seeding 140, show us these Others. Transmit visuals.”


    “But if we get close enough to the Others to do that, we will be destroyed!”


    Ling said sadly, “It is warfare.”


    Deb compressed hirs beautiful lips. Kabil turned away, to gaze out at the stars. Micah said, “Seeding…do you have any historical transmissions of the Others, in your databanks? Send those.”


    “Scanning…sending.”


    Ling said softly, “We always knew warfare was a possibility for any creations. After all, they have our unrefined DNA, and for millennia…” Hirs fell silent.


    “The data is only partial,” Seeding 140 said. “We were nearly destroyed when it was sent to us. But there is one data packet until the last few minutes of life.”


    The cheerful, dancing oysters had vanished from the holocube. In their place appeared the fronds of a tall, thin plant, waving slightly in the thick air. It was stark, unadorned, elemental. A multicellular organism rooted in the rocky ground, doing nothing.


    No one on the ship spoke.


    The holocube changed perspective, to a wide scan. Now there were whole stands of fronds, acres of them, filling huge sections of the rift. Plant after plant, drab olive green, blowing in the unseen wind.


    After the long silence, Seeding 140 said, “Our mother? The Others were not there for ninety-two years. Then they came. They replicate much faster than we do, and we die. Our mother, can you do what is necessary?”


    Still no one spoke, until Harrah, frightened, said, “What is it?”


    Micah answered, hirs voice clipped and precise. “According to the data packet, it is an aerobic organism, using a process analogous to photosynthesis to create energy, giving off oxygen as a by-product. The data includes a specimen analysis, broken off very abruptly as if the AI failed. The specimen is non-carbon-based, non-DNA. The energy sources sealed in Seeding 140 are anaerobic.”


    Ling said sharply, “Present oxygen content of the rift atmosphere?”


    Cal said, “Seven point six two percent.” Hirs paused. “The oxygen created by these…these ‘Others’ is poisoning the seeding.”


    “But,” Deb said, bewildered, “why did the original drop include such a thing?”


    “It didn’t,” Micah said. “There is no match for this structure in the gene banks. It is not from Earth.”


    “Our mother?” Seeding 140 said, over the motionless fronds in the holocube. “Are you still there?”


    * * * *


    Disciple Arlbeni, Grid 743.9, 2999: As we approach this millennium marker, rejoice that humanity has passed beyond both spiritual superstition and spiritual denial. We have a faith built on physical truth, on living genetics, on human need. We have, at long last, given our souls not to a formless Deity but to the science of life itself. We are safe, and we are blessed.


    Micah said suddenly, “It’s a trick.”


    The other adults stared at hirs. Harrah had been hastily reconfigured for sleep. Someone—Ling, most likely—had dissolved the floating baktons and blanked the wall displays, and only the empty transmission field added color to the room. That, and the cold stars beyond.


    “Yes,” Micah continued, “a trick. Not malicious, of course. But we programmed them to learn, and they did. They had some seismic event, or some interwarfare, and it made them wary of anything unusual. They learned that the unusual can be deadly. And the most unusual thing they know of is us, set to return at 3,000. So they created a transmission program designed to repel us. Xenophobia, in a stimulus-response learning program suited to this environment. You said it yourself, Ling, the learning components are built on human genes. And we have xenophobia as an evolved survival response!”


    Cal jack-knifed across the room. Tension turned hirs ungraceful. “No. That sounds appealing, but nothing we gave Seeding 140 would let them evolve defenses that sophisticated. And there was no seismic event for the initial stimulus.”


    Micah said eagerly, “We’re the stimulus! Our anticipated return! Don’t you see… we’re the ‘Others’!”


    Kabil said, “But they call us ‘mother’…They were thrilled to see us. They’re not xenophobic to us.”


    Deb spoke so softly the others could barely hear. “Then it’s a computer malfunction. Cosmic bombardment of their sensory equipment. Or at least, of the unit that was ‘dying.’ Malfunctioning before the end. All that sensory data about oxygen poisoning is compromised.”


    “Of course!” Ling said. But hirs was always honest. “At least…no, compromised data isn’t that coherent, the pieces don’t fit together so well biochemically…”


    “And so non-terrestrially,” Cal said, and at the jagged edge in his voice, Micah exploded.


    “California, these are not native life! There is no native life in the galaxy except on Earth!”


    “I know that, Micah,” Cal said, with dignity. “But I also know this data does not match anything in the d-bees.”


    “Then the d-bees are incomplete!”


    “Possibly.”


    Ling put hirs hands together. They were long, slender hands, with very long nails, created just yesterday. I want to grab the new millennium with both hands, Ling had laughed before the party, and hold it firm. “Spores. Panspermia.”


    “I won’t listen to this!” Micah said.


    “An old theory,” Ling went on, gasping a little. “Seeding 140 said the Others weren’t there for their first hundred years. But if spores blew in from space on the solar wind, and the environment was right for them to germinate—”


    Deb said quickly, “Spores aren’t really life. Wherever they came from, they’re not alive.”


    “Yes, they are,” Kabil said. “Don’t quibble. They’re alive.”


    Micah said loudly, “I’ve given my entire life to the Great Mission. I was on the original drop for this very planet.”


    “They’re alive,” Ling said, “and they’re not ours.”


    “My entire life!” Micah said. Hirs looked at each of them in turn, hirs face stony, and something terrible glinted behind the beautiful deep-green eyes.


    * * * *


    Our mother does not answer. Has our mother gone away?


    Our mother would not go away without helping us. It must be they are still dancing.


    We can wait.


    * * * *


    “The main thing is Harrah, after all,” Kabil said. Hirs sat slumped on the floor. They had been talking so long.


    “A child needs secure knowledge. Purpose. Faith,”


    Cal said.


    Ling said wearily, “A child needs truth.”


    “Harrah,” Deb crooned softly. “Harrah, made of all of us, future of our genes, small heart Harrah…”


    “Stop it, Debaron,” Cal said. “Please.”


    Micah said, “Those things down there are not real. They are not. Test it, Micah. I’ve said so already. Test it. Send down a probe, and try to bring back samples. There’s nothing there.”


    “You don’t know that, Micah.”


    “I know,” Micah said, and was subtly revitalized. Hirs sprang up. “Test it!”


    Ling said, “A probe isn’t necessary. We have the transmitted data and—”


    “Not reliable!” Micah said.


    “—and the rising oxygen content. Data from our own sensors.”


    “Outgassing!”


    “Micah, that’s ridiculous. And a probe—”


    “A probe might come back contaminated,” Cal said.


    “Don’t risk contamination,” Kabil said suddenly, urgently. “Not with Harrah here.”


    “Harrah, made of us all…” Deb had turned hirs back on the rest now, and lay almost curled into a ball, lost in hirs powerful imagination. Deb!


    Kabil said, almost pleadingly, to Ling, “Harrah’s safety should come first.”


    “Harrah’s safety lies in facing truth,” Ling said. But hirs was not strong enough to sustain it alone. They were all so close, so knotted together, a family. Knotted by Harrah and by the Great Mission, to which Ling, no less than the others, had given his life.


    “Harrah, small heart,” sang Deb.


    Kabil said, “It isn’t as if we have proof about these ‘Others.’ Not real proof. We don’t actually know.”


    “I know,” Micah said.


    Cal looked bleakly at Kabil. “No. And it is wrong to sacrifice a child to a supposition, to a packet of compromised data, to a…a superstition of creations so much less than we are. You know that’s true, even though we none of us never admit it. But I’m a biologist. The creations are limited DNA, with no ability to self-modify. Also strictly regulated nano, and AI only within careful parameters. Yes, of course they’re life forms deserving respect on their own terms, of course of course I would never deny that—”


    “None of us would,” Kabil said.


    “—but they’re not us. Not ever us.”


    A long silence, broken only by Deb’s singing.


    “Leave orbit, Micah,” Cal finally said, “before Harrah wakes up.”


    * * * *


    Disciple Arlbeni, Grid 743.9, 2999: We are not gods, never gods, no matter what the powers evolution and technology have given us, and we do not delude ourselves that we are gods, as other cultures have done at other millennia. We are human. Our salvation is that we know it, and do not pretend otherwise.


    * * * *


    Our mother? Are you there? We need you to save us from the Others, to do what is necessary. Are you there?


    Are you still dancing?


    * * * *
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    I only met Jonathan Lethem once, just before his first novel came out. I was in New York City visiting poet and short story writer Lawrence Schimel, who introduced us. He’s written a mystery with talking kangaroos and you need to review it, Schimel told me; I was reviewing for a couple of magazines at the time. Naturally, I couldn’t resist a mystery with talking kangaroos. His story-crafting skills have improved since then, but Lethem hasn’t lost any of the surreal magic that underlies the worlds his characters live in.
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    THE HARDENED CRIMINALS, by Jonathan Lethem


    First published in Intersections: The Sycamore Hill Anthology, January 1996


    The day we went to paint our names on the prison built of hardened criminals was the first time I had ever been there. I’d seen pictures, mostly video footage shot from a helicopter. The huge building was still as a mountain, but the camera was always in motion, as though a single angle were insufficient to convey the truth about the prison.


    The overhead footage created two contradictory impressions. The prison was an accomplishment, a monument to human ingenuity, like a dam, or an aircraft carrier. At the same time the prison was a disaster, something imposed by nature on the helpless city, a pit gouged by a meteorite, or a forest-fire scar.


    Footage from inside the prison, of the wall, was rare.


    Carl Hemphill was my best friend in junior high school. In three years we had graduated together from video games to petty thievery, graffiti, and pot smoking. It was summer now, and we were headed for two different high schools. Knowledge that we would be drawn into separate worlds lurked indefinably in our silences.


    Carl involved me in the expedition to the prison wall. He was the gadfly, moving easily between the rebel cliques that rarely attended class, instead spending the school day in the park outside, and those still timid and obedient, like myself. Our group that day included four other boys, two of them older, dropouts from our junior high who were spending their high-school years in the park. For them, I imagined, this was a visit to one of their own possible futures. They must have felt that it was possible they would be inside someday. I was sure that for me it was not that but something else, a glimpse of a repressed past. My father was a part of the prison.


    It was secret not only from the rest of our impromptu party, but from Carl, from the entire school. If asked, I said my father had died when I was six, and that I couldn’t remember him, didn’t know him except in snapshots, anecdotes. The last part of the lie was true. I knew of my father, but I couldn’t remember him.


    To reach the devastated section that had been the center of the city we first had to cross or skirt the vast Chinese ghetto, whose edge was normally an absolute limit to our wanderings. In fact, there was a short buffer zone where on warehouse doors our graffiti overlapped with the calligraphs painted by the Chinese gangs. Courage was measured in how deep into this zone your tag still appeared, how often it obliterated the Chinese writing. Carl and one of the older boys were already rattling their spray cans. We would extend our courage today.


    The trip was uneventful at first. Our nervous pack moved down side streets and alleys, through the mists of steaming sewers, favoring the commercial zone where we could retreat into some Chinese merchant’s shop, and not be isolated in a lot or alley. The older Chinese ignored us, or at most shook their heads. We might as well have been stray dogs. When we came to a block of warehouses or boarded shops we found a suitable door or wall and tagged up, reproducing with spray paint those signature icons we’d laboriously perfected with ballpoint on textbook covers and desktops. Only two or three of us would tag up at a given stop before we panicked and hurried away, spray cans thrust back under our coats. We were hushed, respectful, even as we defaced the territory.


    We were at a freeway overpass, through the gang zone, we thought, when they found us. Nine Chinese boys, every one of them verging on manhood the way only two in our party were. Had they been roaming in such a large pack and found us by luck? Or had one or another of them (or even an older Chinese, a shopkeeper perhaps) sighted us earlier and sounded a call to arms? We couldn’t know. They closed around us like a noose in the shadow of the overpass, and instantly there was no question of fighting or running. We would wait, petrified. They would deliver a verdict.


    It was Carl who stepped forward and told them that we were going to the prison. One of them pushed him back into our group, but the information triggered a fast-paced squabble in Chinese. We listened hard, though we couldn’t understand a word.


    Finally a question was posed, in English. “Why you going there?”


    The oldest in our group, a dropout named Richard, surprised us by answering. “My brother’s inside,” he said. None of us had known.


    He’d volunteered his secret, in the cause of obtaining our passage. I should chime in now with mine. But my father wasn’t a living prisoner inside, he was a part of the wall. I didn’t speak.


    The Chinese gang began moving us along the empty street, nudging us forward with small pushes and scoffing commands. Soon enough, though, these spurs fell away. The older boys became our silent escort, our bodyguards. In that manner we moved out of the ghetto, the zone of warehouses and cobblestone, to the edge of the old downtown.


    The office blocks here had been home to squatters before being completely abandoned, and many windows still showed some temporary decoration, ragged curtains, cardboard shutters, an arrangement of broken dolls or toys on the sill. Other windows were knocked out, the frames tarnished by fire.


    The Chinese boys slackened around us as the prison tower came into view. One of them pointed at it, and pushed Carl, as though to say, If that’s what you came for, go. We hurried up, out of the noose of the gang, towards the prison. None of us dared look back to question the gift of our release. Anyway, we were hypnotized by the tower.


    The surrounding buildings had been razed so that the prison stood alone on a blasted heath of concrete and earth five blocks wide, scattered with broken glass and twisted tendrils of orange steel. Venturing into this huge clearing out of the narrow streets seemed dangerously stupid, as though we were prey coming from the forest to drink at an exposed water hole. We might not have done it without the gang somewhere at our back. As it was, out steps faltered.


    The tower was only ten or eleven stories tall then, but in that cleared space it already seemed tremendous. It stood unfenced, nearly a block wide, and consummately dark and malignant, the uneven surfaces absorbing the glaring winter light. We moved towards it across the concrete. I understand now that it was intended that we be able to approach it, that striking fear in young hearts was the point of the tower, but at the time I marveled that there was nothing between us and the wall of criminals, that no guards or dogs or Klaxons screamed a warning to us to move away.


    They’d been broken before being hardened. That was the first shock. I’d envisioned some clever fit, a weaving of limbs, as in an Escher print. It wasn’t quite that pretty. Their legs and shoulders had been crushed into the corners of a block, like compacted garbage, and the fit was the simple, inhuman one of right angle flush against right angle. The wall bulged with crumpled limbs, squeezed so tightly together that they resembled a frieze carved in stone, and it was impossible to picture them unfolded, re-stored. Their heads were tucked inside the prison, so the outer wall was made of backs, buttocks, folded swollen legs, feet back against buttocks, and squared shoulders.


    My father had been sentenced to the wall when it was already at least eight stories high, I knew. He wasn’t down here, this couldn’t be him we defaced. I didn’t have to think of him, I told myself. This visit had nothing to do with him.


    Almost as one, and still in perfect silence, we reached out to touch the prison. It was as hard as rock but slightly warm. Scars, imperfections in the skin, all had been sealed into an impenetrable surface. We knew the bricks couldn’t feel anything, yet it seemed obscene to touch them, to do more than poke once or twice to satisfy our curiosity.


    Finally, we required some embarrassment to break the silence. One of the older boys said, “Get your hand off his butt, you faggot.”


    We laughed, and jostled one another, as the Chinese gang had jostled us, to show that we didn’t care. Then the boys with spray cans drew them out.


    The prison wall was already thick with graffiti from the ground to a spot perhaps six feet up, where it trailed off. There were just a few patches of flesh or tattoo visible between the trails of paint. A few uncanny tags even floated above reach, where the canvas of petrified flesh was clearer. I suppose some ambitious taggers had stood on others’ shoulders, or dragged some kind of makeshift ladder across the wastes.


    We weren’t going to manage anything like that. But our paint would be the newest, the outermost layer, at least for a while. One by one we tagged up, offering the wall the largest and most elaborated versions of our glyphs. After my turn I stepped up close to watch the paint set, the juicy electric gleam slowly fading to matte on the minutely knobby surface of hardened flesh.


    Then I stepped back. From a distance of ten feet our work was already nearly invisible. I squinted into the bright sky and tried to count the floors, thinking of my father. At that height the bricks were indistinguishable. Not that I’d recognize the shape of my father’s back or buttocks even up close, or undistorted by the compacting. I couldn’t even be sure I’d have recognized his face.


    A wind rose. We crossed the plain of concrete, hands in our pockets, into the shelter of the narrow streets, the high ruined offices. We were silent again, our newfound jauntiness expelled with the paint.


    They were on us at the same overpass, the moment we came under its shadow. The deferred ambush was delivered now. They knocked us to the ground, displayed knives, took away our paint and money. They took Carl’s watch. Each time we stood up they knocked us down again. When they let us go it was one at a time, sent running down the street, back into the Chinese commercial street alone, a display for the shopkeepers and deliverymen, who this time jeered and snickered.


    I think we were grateful to them, ultimately. The humiliation justified our never boasting about the trip to the prison wall, our hardly speaking of it back at school or in the park. At the same time, the beating served as an easy repository for the shame we felt, shame that otherwise would attach to our own acts, at the wall.


    In fact, we six never congregated again, as though doing so would bring the moment dangerously close. I only once ever again saw the older dropout, the one whose brother was in the prison. It was during a game of touch football in the park, and he went out of his way to bully me.


    Carl and I drifted apart soon after entering separate schools. I expected to know him again later. As it happened I missed my chance.


    * * * *


    “Stickney,” the guard called, and the man on my right stepped forward.


    By the time I entered the prison it was thirty-two stories high. I was nineteen and a fool. I’d finished high school, barely, and I was living at home, telling myself I’d apply to the state college, but not doing it. I’d been up all night drinking with the worst of the high-school crowd when I was invited along as an afterthought to what became my downfall, my chance to be a bystander at my own crime. I drove a stolen car as a getaway in a bungled armored-car robbery, and my distinction was that I drove it into the door of a black-and-white, spilling a lieutenant’s morning coffee and crushing his left forearm. The trial was suffused with a vague air of embarrassment. The judge didn’t mention my father.


    “Martell.”


    I’d arrived in a group of six, driven in an otherwise empty bus through underground passages to the basement of the prison, and ushered from there to a holding area. None of us were there to be hardened and built into the prison. We were all first-time offenders, meant to live inside and be frightened, warned, onto the path of goodness by the plight of the bricks.


    “Pierce.”


    We stood together, our bodies tense with fear, our thoughts desperately narrowed. The fecal odor of the prison alone overwhelmed us. The cries that echoed down, reduced to whispers. The anticipation of the faces in the wall. We turned from’ each other in shame of letting it show, and we prayed as they processed us and led us away that we would be assigned different cells, different floors, never have to see one another. We would rather face the sure cruelties of the experienced convicts than have our green terror mirrored.


    “Deeds, Minkowitz.”


    I was alone. The man at the desk flicked the papers before him, but he wasn’t looking at them. When he said my name it was a question, though by elimination it was the one of which he could have been certain. “Nick Marra?”


    “Yes,” I said.


    “Put him in the hole,” he said to the guards who remained.


    I must have aged ten years by the time they released me from that dark nightmare, though it only lasted a week. But when the door first slammed I actually felt it was a relief that I was hidden away and alone, after preparing or failing to prepare for cellmates, initiations, territorial conflicts. I cowered down at the middle of the floor, holding my knees to my chest, feeling myself pound like one huge heart. I tried closing my eyes but they insisted on staying open, on trying to make out a hint of form in the swirling blackness. Then I heard the voices. “Bad son of a bitch. That’s all.”


    “—crazy angles on it, always need to play the crazy angles, that’s what Lucky says—”


    “C’mere. Closer. Right here, c’mon.”


    “Don’t let him tell you what—”


    “Motherfuck.”


    “—live like a pig in a house you can’t ever go in without wanting to kill her I didn’t think like that I wasn’t a killer in my own mind—”


    “Wanna get laid? Wanna get some?”


    “Gotta get out of here, talk to missing persons, man. They got the answers.”


    “Henry?”


    “Don’t listen to him—”


    They’d fallen silent for a moment as the guards tossed me into the hole, been stunned into silence perhaps by the rare glimpse of light, but they were never silent again. That was all the bricks were anymore, voices and ears and eyes; the chips that had been jammed into their petrified brains preserved those capacities and nothing more. So they watched and talked, and the ones in the hole just talked. I learned to plug my ears with shreds from my clothing soon enough, but it wasn’t sufficient to block out the murmur. Sleeping through the talk was the first skill to master in the prison built from criminals, and I mastered it alone in the dark.


    Now I went to the wall and felt the criminals. Their fronts formed a glossy, encrusted whole, hands covering genitals, knees crushed into corners that were flush against blocked shoulders. I flashed on the memory of that long-ago day at the wall. Then my finger slipped into a mouth.


    I yelped and pulled it out. I’d felt the teeth grind, hard, and it was only luck that I hadn’t really been bitten. The insensate lips hadn’t been aware of my finger, of course. The mouth was horribly dry and rough inside, not like living flesh, but it lived in its way, grinding out words without needing to pause for breath. I reached out again, felt the eyes. Useless here in the hole, but they blinked and rolled, as though searching, like mine. The mouth I’d touched went on—“never want to be in Tijuana with nothing to do, be fascinating for about three days and then you’d start to go crazy”—the voice plodding, exhausted.


    I’d later see how few of the hardened spoke at all, how many had retreated into themselves, eyes and mouths squeezed shut. There were dead ones, too, here and everywhere in the wall. Living prisoners had killed the most annoying bricks by carving into the stony foreheads and smashing the chips that kept the brain alive. Others had malfunctioned and died on their own. But in the dark the handful of voices seemed hundreds, more than the wall of one room could possibly hold.


    “C’mere, I’m over here. Christ.”


    I found the one that called out.


    “What you do, kid?”


    “Robbery,” I said.


    “What you do to get thrown in here? Shiv a hack?”


    “What?”


    “You knife a guard, son?”


    I didn’t speak. Other voices rattled and groaned around me.


    “My name’s Jimmy Shand,” said the confiding voice. I thought of a man who’d sit on a crate in front of a gas station. “I’ve been in a few knife situations, I’m not ashamed of that. Why’d you get thrown in the bucket, Peewee?”


    “I didn’t do anything.”


    “You’re here.”


    “I didn’t do anything. I just got here, on the bus. They put me in here.”


    “Liar.”


    “They checked my name and threw me in here.”


    “Lying motherfucker. Show some respect for your fucking elders.” He began making a sound with his mummified throat, a staccato crackling noise, as if he wanted to spit at me. I backed away to the middle of the floor and his voice blended into the horrible, chattering mix.


    I picked the corner opposite the door and away from the wall for my toilet, and slept huddled against the door. I was woken the next morning by a cold metal tray pressing against the back of my neck as it was shoved through a slot on the door. Light flashed through the gap, blindingly bright to my deprived eyes, then disappeared. The tray slid to the floor, its contents mixing. I ate the meal without knowing what it was.


    “Gimme some of that, I hear you eating, you son of a bitch.”


    “Leave him alone, you constipated turd.”


    They fed me twice a day, and those incidental shards of light were my hope, my grail. I lived huddled and waiting, quietly masturbating or gnawing my cuticles, sucking precious memories dry by overuse. I quickly stopped answering the voices, and prayed that the bricks in the walls of the ordinary cells were not so malicious and insane. Of course, by the time I was sprung I was a little insane myself.


    They dragged me out through a corridor I couldn’t see for the ruthless light, and into a concrete shower, where they washed me like I was a dog. Only then was I human enough to be spoken to. “Put these on, Marra.” I took the clothes and dressed.


    The man waiting in the office they led me to next didn’t introduce himself. He didn’t have the grey deadness in his features that I already associated with prison staff.


    “Sit down.”


    I sat.


    “Your father is Floyd Marra?”


    “Why?” I meant to ask why I’d been put in isolation. My voice, stilled for days, came out a croak.


    “Leave the questions to us,” said the man at the desk, not unkindly. “Your father is Floyd Marra?”


    “Yes.”


    “You need a glass of water? Get him a glass of water, Graham.” One of the guards went into the next room and came back with a paper cone filled with water and handed it to me. The man at the desk pursed his lips and watched me intently as I drank.


    “You’re a smart guy, a high-school graduate,” he said.


    I nodded and put the paper cone on the desk between us. He reached over and crumpled it into a ball and tossed it under the desk.


    “You’re going to work for us.”


    “What?” I still meant to ask Why, but he had me confused. A part of me was still in the hole. Maybe some part would be always.


    “You want a cigarette?” he said. The guard called Graham was smoking. I did want one, so I nodded. “Give him a cigarette, Graham. There you go.”


    I smoked, and trembled, and watched the man smile.


    “We’re putting you in with him. You’re going to be our ears, Nick. There’s stuff we need to know.”


    I haven’t seen my father since I was six years old, I wanted to say. I can’t remember him. “What stuff?” I said.


    “You don’t need to know that now. Just get acquainted, get going on the heart-to-hearts. We’ll be in touch. Graham here runs your block. He’ll be your regular contact. He’ll let me know when you’re getting somewhere.”


    I looked at Graham. Just a guard, a prison heavy. Unlike the man at the desk.


    “Your father’s near the ceiling, left-hand, beside the upper bunk. You won’t have anyone in the cell with you.”


    “Everybody’s going to think you’re hot shit, a real killer,” said Graham, his first words. The other guard nodded.


    “Yes, well,” said the man at the desk. “So there shouldn’t be any problem. And Nick?”


    “Yes?” I’d already covered my new clothes with sweat, though it wasn’t hot.


    “Don’t blow this for us. I trust you understand your options. Here, stub out the coffin nail. You’re not looking so good.”


    * * * *


    I lay in the lower bunk trying not to look at the wall, trying not to make out differences in the double layer of voices, those from inside my cell, from the wall, and those of the other living prisoners that echoed in the corridor beyond. Only when the lights on the block went out did I open my eyes—I was willing myself back into the claustrophobic safety of the hole. But I couldn’t sleep.


    I crawled into the upper bunk.


    “Floyd?” I said.


    In the scant light from the corridor I could see the eyes of the wall turn to me. The bodies could have been sculpture, varnished stone, but the shifting eyes and twitching mouths were live, more live than I wanted them to be. The surface was layered with defacements and graffiti, not the massive spray-paint boasts of the exterior, but scratched-in messages, complex ingravings. And then there were the smearings, shit or food, I didn’t want to know.


    “—horseshoe crab, that’s a hell of a thing—”


    “—the hardest nut in the case—”


    “—ran the table, I couldn’t miss, man. Guy says John’s gonna beat that nigger and I say—”


    The ones that cared to have an audience piped up. There were four talkers in the upper part of the wall of my cell. I’d soon get to know them all. Billy Lancing was a black man who talked about his career as a pool hustler, lucid monologues reflecting on his own cleverness and puzzling bitterly over his downfall. Ivan Detbar, who plotted breaks and worried prison hierarchies as though he were not an immobile irrelevant presence on the wall. And John Jones—that was Billy’s name for him—who was insane.


    The one I noticed now was the one who said, “I’m Floyd.”


    A muscle in my chest punched upward against my windpipe like a fist. Would meeting him trigger the buried memories? I felt a surge of powerful emotion, but it was virtual emotion. I didn’t know this man. I should want to.


    I was trembling all over.


    My father was missing an eye. From the crushed rim of the socket it looked like it had been pried out of the hardened flesh of the wall, not lost before. And his arms, crossed over his stomach, were scored with tiny marks, as though someone had used him to count their time in the cell. But his one eye lived, examined mine, blinked sadly. “I’m Floyd,” he said again.


    “My name is Nick,” I said, wondering if he’d recognize it and perhaps ask my last name. He couldn’t possibly recognize me. After my week in the hole I looked as far from my six-year-old self as I ever would.


    “Ever see a horseshit crap, Nick?” said John Jones.


    “Shut up, Jones,” said Billy Lancing.


    “How’d you know my name?” said my father.


    “I’m Nick Marra,” I said.


    “How’d you know my name?” he said again.


    “You’re a famous fuck,” said Ivan Detbar. “Word is going around. ‘Floyd is the man around here.’ All the young guys want to see if they can take you.”


    “Horseshoe crab, horseradish fish,” said John Jones. “That’s a hell of a thing. You ever see—”


    “Shut up.”


    “You’re Floyd Marra,” I said.


    “I’m Floyd.”


    I turned away, momentarily overcome. My father’s plight overwhelmed mine. The starkness of this punishment suddenly was real to me, in a way it hadn’t been in the hole. This view out over the bunk and through the bars, into the corridor, was the only view my father had seen since his hardening.


    “I’m Nick Marra,” I said. “Your son.”


    “I don’t have a son.”


    I tried to establish our relationship. He agreed that he’d known a woman named Doris Thayer. That was my mother’s name. His pocked mouth tightened and he said, “Tell me about Doris. Remind me of that.”


    I told him about Doris. He listened intently—or I thought that I could tell he was listening intently. Whenever I paused he asked a question to keep me on the subject. At the end he said only, “I remember the woman you mean.” I waited, then he added, “I remember a few different women, you know. Some more trouble than they’re worth. Doris I wouldn’t mind seeing again.”


    Awkwardly I said, “Do you remember a boy?”


    “Cheesedog crab,” said Jones. “That’s a good one. They’ll nip at you from under the surf—”


    “You fucking loony.”


    “A boy?”


    “Yes.”


    “Yes, there was a boy—” All at once my father began a rambling whispered reminiscence, about his father, and about himself as a boy in the Italian ghetto. I leaned back on the bunk and looked away from the wall, towards the bars and the trickle of light from the hallway as he told me of merciless beatings, mysterious nighttime uprootings from one home to another, and abandonment.


    Around us the other voices from the wall babbled on, as constant as televisions. I was already learning to tune them out like some natural background—crickets, or surf pounding. I fell asleep to the sound of my father’s voice.


    The next morning I joined the prison community. The two-tiered cafeteria called Mess Nine was a churning, teeming place, impossible not to see as a hive. Like the offices, it was on the interior, away from the living wall. I escaped notice until I took my full tray out towards the tables.


    “Hey, lonely boy.”


    “He’s not lonely, he’s a psycho. Aren’t you, man?”


    “They’re afraid of this skinny little guy, he’s got to be psycho.”


    “Who you kill?”


    I went and set my tray on an empty corner of a table and sat down, but it didn’t stop. The inmate who’d latched on first (“lonely boy”) followed and sat behind me.


    “He needs his privacy, can’t you see?” said someone else. “Let him eat and-go back to his psycho cell.”


    “He can’t socialize.”


    “I’ll socialize him.”


    “He wants to fuck the wall.”


    “He was up late fucking the wall last night for sure. Little hung over, lonely boy?”


    “Fuck the wall,” I came to know, was an all-purpose phrase, in constant use either as insult or as an expression of rebellion, of yearning, of ironic futility. The standing assumption was that the dry, corroded mouths would gnaw a man’s penis to bloody shreds in a minute. Stories circulated of those who’d tried, of the gangs who’d forced it on a despised victim, of the willing brick somewhere in the wall who encouraged it, got it round the clock and asked for more.


    I survived the meal in silence. Better for the moment to truck on my reputation as a dangerous enigma, however slight, than expose it with feeble protests. The fact of my unfair treatment wouldn’t inspire any more sympathy from the softer criminals than it had from Jimmy Shand, in the wall of the hole. I shrugged away comments, thrown bits of rolled-up bread, and a hand on my knee, and did more or less as they predicted by retreating to my cell. The television room, the gym, the other common spaces, were challenges to be met some other day.


    “Shoecat cheese!” said John Jones. “Beefshoe crab!”


    “Quiet, you goddamn nut!”


    “If you’d seen it you wouldn’t laugh,” said Jones ominously.


    They were expecting me in the upper bunk. My father had been listening to Billy Lancing tell an extended story about a hustle gone bad in western Kansas, while they both fended off Jones.


    “Nick Marra,” said my father.


    I was pleased, thinking he recognized me now. But he only said, “How’d you get sent up, Marra?” It occurred to me that he didn’t remember his own last name.


    “Robbery,” I said. I still responded automatically with the minimum. My crime didn’t get more impressive with the addition of details.


    “You’re in a rush?” said Floyd.


    “What?”


    “You haven’t got all day? You’re going somewhere? Tell your story, kid.”


    We talked. He drew the tale of my crime and arrest out of me. He and Billy Lancing laughed when I got to the collision, and Floyd said, “Fucking cop was probably jerking off with the other hand.”


    “He’ll be telling it that way from now on,” said Billy. “Won’t you, Nick?”


    “What?”


    “Too good not to tell it like that,” agreed Floyd.


    And then he began to talk about his own crimes, and his punishments, before he was hardened. “—hadn’t been sent upstairs to get the money he forgot I woulda been killed in that crossfire like he was. ’Course, my reward for living was the judge gave me all the years they wanted to give him—”


    “Shit, you weren’t more than a boy,” said Billy.


    “That’s right,” said Floyd. “Like this one.”


    “They all look like boys to me. Tell him how you used to work for the prison godfather, man.”


    “Jesus, that’s a long time ago,” said Floyd, like he didn’t want to get into it. But he was just warming up.


    The stories carried me out of myself, though I felt that I’d been warned that embellishments were not only possible, but likely. Floyd and Billy showed me that prison stories were myths, told in individual voices. What mattered were the univer-sals, the telling.


    I’d been using my story to show a connection between myself and Floyd, but the bricks were no longer interested in connections. Billy and Floyd might have been accomplices in the job that got them sent up or they might never have met; either way they were now lodged catty-corner to one another forever, and the stories they told wouldn’t change it, wouldn’t change anything. The stories could only entertain, and get them attention from the living prisoners. Or fail to.


    So I let go of trying to make Floyd admit that he was my father, for the moment. It was enough to try to understand it myself, anyway.


    * * * *


    On the way back from dinner Lonely Boy and two others followed me back to my cell. The hall was eerily empty, every adjoining cell abandoned. I learned later that such moments were no accident, but well orchestrated. The three men twisted my arms back, pushed me into the toilet stall, out of sight of the wall, and stripped down my pants.


    I will not describe them or give them names.


    What they did to me took a long time.


    Lonely Boy stroked the nape of my neck all through the ordeal. What they did was seldom tender, but he never stopped stroking the small hairs of my neck and talking to me. His words were all contradictions, and I soon stopped listening to them. The sound was the point anyway, a kind of cooing interspersed with jagged accusations. Rhythm and counterpoint; Lonely Boy was teaching me about my loss, my helplessness, and the music of his words was a hook to help me remember. “Little special boy, special one. Why are you the special one? What did they choose you for? They pick you out for me? They send me a lonely one? You supposed to be a spy here, you want to in-fil-trate? How are you gonna spend your lonely days? You gonna think of me? I know I been thinking of you. This whole place is thinking of you. They’ll kill you if I don’t watch out for you. I’m your pro-tec-tor now—”


    When I finally was alone I crawled into the lower bed and turned away from the wall. But I heard Ivan Detbar’s voice from above. He was making sure to be heard.


    “You don’t have to go looking to find the top dog on the floor. The top dog finds you, that’s what makes him what he is. He finds you and he’s not afraid.”


    “Shit,” said Billy Lancing.


    “That’s who you’ve got to take,” said Detbar. “You’ve got to get on him like thunder. There is no other way.”


    “Shit,” said Billy again. “First thing I learned in the joint is a virgin asshole’s nothing to die for. It doesn’t make the list.”


    Floyd wasn’t talking.


    * * * *


    Graham and another guard took me into an office the next day, an airless room on the interior.


    “Okay,” he said.


    “Okay what?”


    “Are you doing what we told you?”


    “Talking? You didn’t tell me anything more than that.”


    “Don’t be smart. Your father trusts you?”


    “Everything’s great,” I said. “So why don’t you tell me what this is all about?” I didn’t bother to tell him that Floyd didn’t agree that he was my father, that we hadn’t even established that after almost three days of talk.


    I was feeling oddly jaunty, having grasped the depths of my situation. And I wasn’t all that impressed with Graham on his own. There wasn’t anything he could take away from me.


    I wanted more information, and I suspected I could get it.


    “There’s time for that,” said Graham.


    “I don’t think so. All this weird attention is going to get me killed. They think I’m a spy for you, or they don’t know what to think. I’m not going to be alive long enough for you to use me.”


    I wasn’t interested in telling him about the previous night. I knew enough to know that it wouldn’t improve anything for me. The problem was mine alone. I didn’t know whether I was ever going to confront Lonely Boy, but if I did it would be on prison terms. My priority now was to understand what they wanted from me and my father.


    “You’re exaggerating the situation,” said Graham.


    “I’m not. Tell me what this is about or I’ll ask Floyd.”


    Graham considered me. I imagine I looked different than when they first dragged me out of the hole. I felt different.


    He made a decision. “You’ll be brought back here. Don’t do anything you’ll regret.”


    The other guard took me back to my cell.


    It was a few hours later that I was standing in front of the man who didn’t introduce himself the first time. He didn’t again. He just told me to sit down. Graham stood to one side.


    “Do you know the name Carl Allen Hemphill?” asked the man.


    “Carl,” I said, surprised.


    “Very good. Have you been speaking with your father about him?”


    “What? No.”


    “Did you know he was a prisoner here?”


    “No.” I’d heard he’d been a prisoner. But I didn’t know he’d been a prisoner in the prison built of human bricks. “He’s here now?” Somehow I was stupid enough to yearn for an old friend inside the prison, to imagine they were offering a reunion.


    “He’s dead.”


    I received it as a small, blunt impact somewhere in my stomach. It was muffled by the distance of years since I’d seen him, and by my situation, my despair. Sure he was dead, I thought. Around here everything is dead. But why tell me?


    “So?” I said.


    “Listen carefully, Nick. Do you remember the unsuccessful attempt on the President’s life?”


    “Sure.”


    “The assassin, the man that was killed—that was your friend.”


    “Bottmore,” I said, confused. “Wasn’t his name Richard Bottmore, or Bottomore, something like that—”


    “That wasn’t his real name. His real name was Carl Allen Hemphill.”


    “That’s crazy.” I’d barely begun to struggle with the notion of Carl’s having been here, his death. The assassination was too much, like being suddenly asked to consider the plight of the inhabitants of the moon. The point of this conversation, the answers I was seeking, seemed to whirl further and further out of my reach. “Why would he want to do that?”


    “We’d very much like the answer to that question, Nick.” He smiled at me as though he’d said enough, and thought I could take it from there. For a blind, hot second I wanted to kill him. Then he spoke again.


    “He did his time quietly. Library type, loner. Nothing that was any indication. He was released five months before the attempt.”


    “And?”


    “He had your cell.”


    “That’s what this is about?” It seemed upside down. Was he saying that my real connection with Floyd didn’t interest them, wasn’t the point?


    “Floyd hasn’t said anything?”


    “I told you no.”


    This time it was the man at the desk who lit a cigarette, and he didn’t offer me one. I waited while he finished lighting it and arranging it in his mouth.


    When he spoke again his expression was oddly distanced. It was the first time I felt I might not have his full attention. “Hemphill left some papers behind. Very little of any value to the investigation so far. But he mentioned your father. It’s one of the only interesting leads we have.…


    “The people I work with believe Hemphill didn’t act alone. The more we dig up on his background, the more we glimpse the outlines of a conspiracy. You understand, I can’t tell you any more than that or I’ll be putting you in danger.”


    His self-congratulatory reluctance to “put me in danger” put a bad taste in my mouth. “You’re crazy,” I said. “Floyd doesn’t know anything about that.”


    “Don’t try to tell me my job,” said the man behind the desk. “Hemphill left a list of targets. This is not a small matter. It was your father’s name in his book. Not some other name. Floyd Marra.”


    I felt an odd stirring of jealousy. Carl and my father, my father who wouldn’t admit he was. “Why don’t you talk to Floyd yourself?”


    “We tried. He played dumb.”


    What if he is dumb? I wanted to say. I was trying to square these bizarre revelations with the face in the wall, the brick I’d conversed with for the past three days. Trying to picture them questioning Floyd and coming away with the impression that he was holding something vital back.


    “Can’t bug the wall, either,” said Graham. “Fuckers warn each other. Whisper messages.”


    “The wall doesn’t like us, Nick. It doesn’t cooperate. Floyd isn’t stupid. He knows who he’s talking to. That’s why we need you.”


    He doesn’t know who he’s talking to when he’s talking to me, I wanted to say.


    “I’ll ask him about Carl for you,” I said. I knew I would, for my own reasons.


    * * * *


    “Crabshit fish,” interrupted Jones. “That’s a hell of a thing.”


    It nearly expressed the way I felt. “He almost started a war,” I said to Floyd, trying harder to make my point.


    “He was a good kid,” said Floyd. “Like you.”


    “Scared like you, too,” said Ivan Detbar.


    I had to remind myself that the bricks didn’t see television or read newspapers, that Floyd hadn’t lived in the world for over thirteen years. The President didn’t mean anything to him. Not that he did to me.


    “How’d you know him?” said Floyd. “Cellmates?”


    It was an uncharacteristic question. It acknowledged human connections, or at least it seemed that way to me. Something knotted in my stomach. “We were in school together, junior high,” I said. “He was my best friend.”


    “Best friend,” Floyd echoed.


    “After you were put here,” I said, as though the framework were understood. “Otherwise you would have known him. He was around the house all the time. Mom—Doris—used to—”


    “Get this cell rat,” said Floyd. “Talking about the past. His mom.”


    “Hey,” said Billy Lancing.


    “That’s a lot like that other one,” said Ivan Detbar. “What’s his name, Hemphill. He was a little soft.”


    “No wonder they were best friends,” said Floyd. “Mom. Hey Billy, how’s your mom?”


    “Don’t know,” said Billy. “Been a while.”


    Now I hated him, though in fact he’d finally restored me to some family feeling. He’d caused me to miss Doris. She knew who I was, would remember me, and remember Carl as I wanted him remembered, as a boy. And besides, I knew her. I didn’t remember my father and I was sick of pretending.


    What’s more, in hating him I recalled trying to share in Doris’ hatred of him, because I’d envied her the strength of the emotion. She’d known Floyd, she had a person to love or hate. I had nothing, I had no father. There was the void of my memories and there was this scarred brick, and between them somewhere a real man had existed, but that real man was forever inaccessible to me. I wanted to go back to Doris, I wanted the chance to tell her that I hated him now, too. I felt that somehow I’d failed her in that.


    I was crying, and the bricks ignored me, I thought.


    “Hemphill sure got screwed, didn’t he?” said Billy.


    “The kid couldn’t take this place,” said Ivan Detbar.


    “But he was a good kid,” said Floyd.


    “Wasn’t his fault, something tripped him up bad,” said Billy. “Something went down.”


    Through my haze of emotions—jealousy, bitterness, desolation—I realized they were offering me warnings, and perhaps some sort of apology.


    And the talk of Carl made me remember my assignment.


    “You guys talked a lot?” I said.


    “I guess,” said Floyd.


    “Nothing else to do,” said Billy. “ ’Less I’m missing something. Floyd, you been holding out on me?”


    “Heh,” said Floyd.


    “There wasn’t any talk about what he was going to do when he got out?” I asked. My task might only be an absurd joke, but at the moment it was all I had.


    “I don’t hear you talking about what you’re going to do when you get out, and you’re only doing a three-year stretch,” said my father.


    “What?”


    “That’s the last thing you want to think about now, isn’t it? Maybe when you get a little closer.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “That poor kid was here at the start of ten years,” said Floyd. “Hey, Billy. You ever meet a guy at the start of a long stretch wants to talk about what he’s gonna do when he finishes!”


    “Not unless he’s planning a break, like Detbar here. Hah.”


    “I’ll do it, too,” said Detbar. “And I ain’t taking you with me, you motherfucker.”


    “But he got out,” I said, confused. “Hemphill, I mean.”


    “Yeah, but all of a sudden,” said Floyd. “He thought he was doing ten years.”


    “Why all of a sudden?” I said. “What happened?”


    “Somebody gave him a deal. They had a job for him. Let him out if he did it.”


    “Yeah, but that just made him sorrier,” said Billy. “He was one screwed-up cat.”


    “He was okay,” said Floyd. “He just had to tough it out. Like Marra here.”


    It was as disconcerting to hear him use the last name as though it had nothing to do with him as it was to be linked again and again with Carl. The dead grown-up would-be assassin, and the lost child friend. It drew me out of my little investigation, and back to my own concerns.


    I couldn’t keep from trying again. “Floyd?” What I wanted was so absurdly simple.


    “Uh?”


    “I want to talk to you about Doris Thayer,” I said. I wasn’t going to use the word mom again soon.


    “Tell me about her again.”


    “She was my mother, Floyd.”


    “I felt that way about her too,” said Floyd. “Like a mother. She really was something.” He wasn’t being funny this time. His tone was introspective. It meant something to him, just not what I wanted it to mean.


    “She was really my mother, Floyd. And you’re my father.”


    “I’m nobody’s father, Marra. What do I look like?”


    That wasn’t a question I wanted to answer. I’d learned that I didn’t even want to watch his one eye blink, his lips work to form words. I always turned slightly away. If I concentrated on his voice he seemed more human, more real.


    “Come on, Marra, tell me what you see,” said Floyd.


    I realized the face of the brick was creeping into my patched-together scraps of memory. For years I’d tried to imagine him in the house, to play back some buried images of him visiting, or with Doris. Now when I tried I saw the empty socket, the flattened skull, the hideous naked stone.


    I swallowed hard, gathering my nerve, and pressed on. “How long ago did you come here?”


    “Been a million years.”


    “Million years ago the dogshit bird ruled the earth,” said John Jones. “Crawled outta the water, all over the place. It’s evolutionary.”


    “Like another life to me,” said Floyd, ignoring him. His voice contained an element of yearning. I told myself I was getting somewhere.


    “Okay,” I said. “But in that other life, could you have been somebody’s father?”


    A shadow fell across the floor of my cell. I looked up. Lonely Boy was leaning against the bars, hanging there with his arms up, his big fingers inside and in the light, the rest of him in darkness.


    “Looking for daddy?” he said.


    * * * *


    The next day I told Graham I wanted another meeting. The man who never introduced himself was ready later that afternoon. I was getting the feeling he had a lot of time on his hands.


    His expression was boredom concealing disquiet, or else the reverse. “Talk,” he said.


    “Floyd doesn’t really know anything. He’s never even heard of the assassination attempt. I can’t even get him to focus on that.”


    “That’s hard to believe, under the circumstances.”


    “Well, start believing. You have to understand, Floyd doesn’t think about things that aren’t right in front of him anymore. His world is—small. Immediate.” Suddenly I felt that I was betraying my father, describing him like an autistic child, when what I meant was, He’s been built into a wall and he doesn’t even know who I am.


    It didn’t seem right that I should have to explain it to the men responsible. But the man behind the desk still inspired in me a queasy mixture of defiance and servility. All I said was, “I think I might have something for you anyway.”


    “Ah,” he said. “Please.”


    I was going to tell him that he was right, there had been a conspiracy, and that Carl had been recruited from inside. An insipid fantasy ran in my mind, that he would jump up and clap me on my back, tell me I’d cracked the case, deputize me, free me. But as I opened my mouth to speak the man across the desk leaned forward, somehow too pleased already, and I stopped. I thought involuntarily: What I’m about to tell him, he knows. And I didn’t speak.


    I have often wondered if I saved my own life in that moment. The irony is that I nearly threw it away in the next. Or rather, caused it to be thrown.


    “Yes?” he said. “You were going to say?”


    “Floyd remembered Carl talking about some—group,” I said, inventing. “Some kind of underground organization.”


    He raised his eyebrows at this. It was not what he was expecting. It seemed to take him a moment to find his voice. “Tell me about this—organization.”


    “They’re called the Horseshoe Crabs,” I said. “I don’t really know more than that. Floyd just isn’t interested in politics, I guess. But anyway, that should be enough to get you started.”


    “The Horseshoe Crabs.”


    “Yes.”


    “An in-prison underground?”


    “No,” I said quickly. “Something from before.” I was a miserable liar.


    I must have been looking at the floor. I didn’t even see him leave his seat and come around the desk, let alone spot the fury accumulating in his voice or expression. He was just suddenly on me, my collar in his hand, his face an inch from mine. “You’re fucking with me, Nick,” he said.


    “No.”


    “I can tell. You think I can’t tell when I’m being fucked by an amateur?” He shoved me to the floor. I knocked over a trash basket as I fell. I looked at Graham. He just stood impassively watching, a foot away but clearly beyond appeal.


    “What are the Horseshoe Crabs?” said the man. “Is Floyd a Horseshoe Crab?”


    “He just said the name, that Carl used it. That’s all I know.”


    “Stand up.”


    I got to my feet, but my knees were trembling. Rightly, since he immediately knocked me to the floor again.


    Then Graham spoke. “Not here.”


    “Fine,” said the man, through gritted teeth. “Upstairs.”


    They took me in an elevator up to the top floor, hustling me ahead of them roughly, making a point now. As they ran me through corridors, Graham pushing ahead and opening gates, living inmates jeered maliciously from their cells. They made a kind of wall themselves, fixed in place and useless to me as I went by. Graham unlocked the last door and we went up a stairway to the roof and burst out into the astonishing light of the sky. It was white, grey really, but absolutely blank and endless. It was the first sky I’d seen in two weeks. I thought of how Floyd hadn’t seen it in thirteen years, but I was too scared to be outraged for him.


    “Grab him,” the man said to Graham. “Don’t let him do it himself.”


    The roof was a worksite; they were always adding another level, stacking newly hardened bricks to form another floor. The workers were the first-timers, the still-soft. But there was nobody here now, just the disarray of discontinued work. A heap of thin steel dowels, waiting to be run through the stilled bodies, plastic barrels of solvent for fusing their side surfaces together into a wall. In the middle of the roof was a pallet of new human bricks, maybe twenty-five or thirty of them, under a battened-down tarp. In the roar of the wind I could still just make out the sound of their keening.


    Graham and the man from behind the desk took me by my arms and walked me to the nearest edge. Crossing that open distance made me know again how huge the prison was. I kept my head down, protecting my ears from the cold whistle of the wind and my eyes from the empty sky.


    The new story was two bricks high at the edge we reached. The glossy top side of the bricks had been grooved and torn with metal rasps, so the solvent would take. Graham held me by my arms and bent me over the short wall, just as Lonely Boy and the others had bent me over the toilet.


    “Take a look,” said the man.


    “Looks like rain to me,” said one of the nearby bricks chattily.


    My view was split by a false horizon: the dark mass of the sheer face of the prison receding earthward below the dividing line, the empty acres of concrete and broken glass above. From the thirty-two-story height the ground sparkled like the sea viewed from an airplane.


    Graham jammed me harder against the rough top of the bricks, and tilted me further towards the edge. I grunted, and watched a glob of my own drool tumble into the void.


    “I hate to be fucked with,” said the man. “I don’t have time for that.”


    I made a sound that wasn’t a word.


    “Maybe we’ll chop your father out of the wall and throw you both off,” said the man. “See which hits the ground first.”


    I managed to think how odd it was to threaten a man in prison with the open air, the ultimate freedom. It was the reverse of the hole, all space and light. But it served their purposes just as well. Something I reflected on later was that just about anything could be turned to serve purposes like these.


    “What are the Horseshoe Crabs?” he said.


    I’d already forgotten how this all resulted from my idiotic gambit. “There are no Horseshoe Crabs,” I gasped.


    “You’re lying to me.”


    “No.”


    “Throw him over, Graham.”


    Graham pressed me disastrous inches closer. My shirt and some of the skin underneath caught on the shredded upper surface of the wall.


    “You’re not telling me why I should spare you,” said the man.


    “What?” I said, gulping at the cold wind.


    “You’re not telling me why I should spare you.”


    “I’ll tell you everything you want to know,” I said.
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    Graham pulled me back.


    “Are you lying to me again?” said the man.


    “No. Let me talk to Floyd. I’ll find out whatever you want.”


    “I want to know about the Horseshoe Crabs.”


    “Yes.”


    “I want to know anything he knows. You’re my listening device, direct from him to me. I don’t want any more noise in the signal. Do you understand?”


    I nodded.


    “Take him back, Graham. I’m going to have a cigarette.”


    * * * *


    Graham took me to my cell. I climbed into the top bunk and lay still until my trembling faded.


    “The kid’s getting ready to make his move,” said Ivan Detbar.


    “You think so?” said Floyd.


    It was dinner hour. Inmates were shambling through the corridor towards Mess Nine.


    My thoughts were black, but I had a small idea.


    It seemed to me that one of my problems might solve the other. The way Graham had said “not here” to the man behind the desk made me think that the man’s influence might not extend very far within the prison, however extensive and malignant it was in the world at large. I had never seen him command anyone besides Graham. Graham was in charge of my block, but the trip upstairs had made me remember the immensity of the prison.


    My idea was simple, but it required physical bravery, not my specialty to this point. The cafeteria was the right place for it. With so many others at hand I might survive.


    “Floyd,” I said.


    “Yeah?”


    “What if you weren’t going to see me anymore? Would that change anything?”


    “What are you getting at?”


    “Anything you’d want to say?”


    “Take care, nice knowing ya,” he said.


    “How about ‘Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do’?” said Billy Lancing.


    Floyd and Billy laughed at that. I let them laugh. When they were done I said, “One last question, Floyd.”


    “Shoot.”


    I’d thought I was losing interest, growing numb. I guess in the longer term I was. But I was still pressing him. “Did you know your father?”


    “You’re asking me—what? My old man?” Floyd’s eye rolled, like he thought his father had appeared somewhere in the cell.


    “You knew him?”


    “If I could get my hands around the neck of that son of a bitch—”


    “You talk big, Floyd,” said Ivan. “What about when you had your chance?”


    “Fuck you,” said Floyd. “I was a kid. I barely knew that motherfucker.”


    “The Motherfuck Dog,” said John Jones. “He lives under the house—”


    The tears were on my face again, and without choosing to do it I was beating my fist against the wall, against Floyd’s petrified body. Once, twice, then it was too painful to go on. And I don’t think he noticed.


    I got down from the bunk. I had another place for the fury to go, a place where it might have a use. I only had to get myself to that place before I thought twice.


    Dinner was meatballs and mashed potatoes covered with steaming greyish gravy. I took two cups of black coffee aboard my tray as well. I turned out of the food line and located Lonely Boy, sitting with his seconds at a table on the far side of the crowded room. Before I could think again, I headed for them.


    “Hey, lonely boy, you want to sit?”


    I flung the tray so it spilled on all three of them. I was counting on that to slow the other two; all my attention would be on Lonely Boy. I knew I’d lose any fight that was a contest of strategy or guile, lose it badly, that my only chance was blind, instantaneous rage. So I went in with my hands instead of picking up a fork or some other weapon. For my plan to work, Lonely Boy had to live. With what I knew was in me to unleash, his life seemed as much at risk as mine.


    They pulled us apart before very long, but I’d already gotten my hands around his throat and begun hitting his head against the table, rhythmic revenge. One of his seconds had taken a tray and lashed open my scalp with it, and my blood was running into my opponent’s eyes, and my own, and mixing with the coffee on the table. The voices around us roared.


    * * * *


    Back in the hole for the night that followed, I screamed, bled, shat. I shoved the morning tray back out as it was coming through the slot. I attacked the men that came for me. How much was pretense I can’t really say. Maybe none. When they got me into the shower I calmed down somewhat. I didn’t feel human, though. I felt mercenary and cold, like frozen acid.


    They put six stitches in my scalp in the prison hospital and led me to another, larger office, with more file cabinets and chairs, more ashtrays. Graham was there, with two other men. One of the others did the talking.


    Those others were my margin, I knew. My glint of light.


    The one who spoke asked me about the fight.


    “If I’m put back in the block with him one of us will have to die,” I said simply.


    I could see a look of satisfaction on the face of the other of the men, not Graham. I assumed Lonely Boy had been trouble to this man before. I assumed, too, that I’d done damage. I smiled back at this man, and I smiled at Graham.


    Graham kept his face impassive.


    The man who was talking explained to me that Lonely Boy was an established presence on Block Nine, that he had more support than might have been apparent—did I understand that?


    “Move me upstairs,” I said. “As far away as possible. If I see him again I’ll have to kill him.”


    The one who was talking told me that I’d likely find men like Lonely Boy wherever I went in the prison.


    Nobody said the word rape.


    “I’ll never be in this position again,” I said. “I can promise you that. Nobody will ever be permitted to make the mistake he made.”


    The man raised his eyebrows. The other one, the smiling one, smiled. Graham sat.


    “Just move me,” I said.


    “We don’t let prisoners make our decisions for us, Mr. Marra,” said Graham.


    “Your unusual handling put me at a disadvantage in the situation, Mr. Graham. If you keep me on Block Nine I intend to be treated like the other prisoners.”


    The man who had been talking turned and looked at Graham, and in that moment I knew I would be transferred.


    “Unusual handling?” said the man who’d smiled. He’d directed the question at me, but it was Graham who spoke.


    “He presents unique difficulties,” he said. “His father is in the prison. In the wall. I thought it was better to address it directly.”


    I took a leaf from Floyd’s book. It was pure improvisation, but my skills at lying were improving rapidly. “He isn’t my father.”


    The smiling man made an inquiring face.


    “He knew my mother, I guess. But she told me later he wasn’t my father. He’s just some guy. Just another brick to me.”


    The smiling man smiled at Graham. “This doesn’t seem to me to require special treatment.”


    “I had the impression—” Graham began.


    The smiling man laughed. “Apparently mistaken, Graham.”


    Graham laughed along.


    * * * *


    Graham never spoke to me again, though I lived in fear of some reprisal. I would see him moving through the corridors with the men in charge of my block or other blocks and think he was about to point a finger at me and say, “Marra, come with me,” but he never did. I don’t think he cared enormously. It might have been some relief to him to be able to say to the man behind the desk that I’d slipped away. Graham was a man with a difficult job and dealing with the man behind the desk was clearly not an easy part of it.


    I never saw the man behind the desk again.


    He was a sadist and an idiot. The two were not mutually exclusive, I understood, after that day on the roof. The agency or service he worked for had assigned him the task of tracing a conspiracy he was a member of himself. Sending me in to question my father was just ritual activity. He might have been curious to know whether Hemphill had been talking about what was happening to him, but he wasn’t worried. He hadn’t even bothered to wire the cell, or he’d have known how I came up with “horseshoe crabs.” Until I’d panicked him, triggered his paranoia with that bluff, he was just making a show of activity by torturing me. And keeping himself entertained, I suppose, killing time on an absurd assignment.


    The only deeper explanation was that I’d become a kind of stand-in for Carl, the other young prisoner they’d had in their grasp. He’d been theirs, for a time, and then he twisted loose, became history. I don’t know if what he did was a disastrous perversion of their plans, or whether it served them, but I sensed that either way they experienced a loss. The mechanism of control was more precious than any outcome. I’d become the new instrument, the new site where control was enacted. Until I broke the spell.


    From then on, I became another prisoner in a cell, living out my hours, protecting my back. I spent days in the weight room, years in the television room. I told lies to make the time pass. The rest of my story was no different from anyone else’s, so in the telling I made it as different as I could. I learned to use the phrase “fuck the wall,” though like a million other cowards, I never tried it.


    My thoughts rarely turned to Carl. I hadn’t learned much about the tortured prisoner and would-be assassin, and I didn’t have any interest in trying to learn more. The image of my thirteen-year-old friend had been obliterated without anything taking its place. I didn’t object. He was just a ghost now, and there were plenty of more substantial ghosts available, in the wall.


    I didn’t see my father again until a week before I left the prison, when I was granted a minute in my old cell.


    Billy Lancing was still the same. He looked me over when I came in and said, “Marra?”


    “Yeah.”


    “I remember you. Where’d you go?”


    “Upstairs.”


    “Well, I remember you.”


    I climbed up into the top bunk.


    Ivan Detbar was dead, his eyes stilled. I recognized it instantly by now. John Jones was still raving, but more quietly, not looking for an audience anymore.


    My father was still alive, if that’s the word for it, but someone had pried out his other eye, splintering the stony bridge of his nose in the process.


    His mouth was moving, but nothing was coming out.


    “Floyd’s not good,” said Billy.


    I went over and put my hand on him. He couldn’t feel it, of course. I was touching my father, but it didn’t matter to either of us.


    I wondered if it had been Graham or the man behind the desk who’d removed the eye, in some offhand act of revenge. It could as easily have been a living prisoner, someone in that top bunk who’d taken offense at too much attention, or a joke.


    Floyd, like Billy, had listened fairly well. That was the only real difference between him and the hundreds of other bricks I’d met by that time. What had happened between him and Carl was absurdly simple, but the man behind the desk was puzzled, because it wasn’t supposed to happen to an assassin-in-training, or to a human brick. They’d become friends. Floyd had expressed his dim, blundering sympathy, and Carl had listened, and been drawn out of his fear.


    Which was more or less all Floyd had done with me.


    Had he been pretending not to know me, pretending not to make the connection between my stories, my family history, and his? I’d stopped wondering pretty quickly. I had more immediate problems, which was part of his point, I think, if he was making one.


    Bricks only face one direction.


    I let my hand slip from the wall, and left the cell.


    * * * *


    Copyright © 1996 by Jonathan Lethem.
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    Soldiers of the G.A.R. stand alongside the tracks. They are General Dodge’s soldiers, keeping the tracks maintained for the Lincoln Train. If I stand right, the edges of my bonnet are like blinders and I can’t see the soldiers at all. It is a spring evening. At the house, the lilacs are blooming. My mother wears a sprig pinned to her dress under her cameo. I can smell it, even in the crush of these people all waiting for the train. I can smell the lilac, and the smell of too many people crowded together, and a faint taste of cinders on the air. I want to go home, but that house is not ours anymore. I smooth my black dress. On the train platform we are all in mourning.


    The train will take us to St. Louis, from whence we will leave for the Oklahoma territories. They say we will walk, but I don’t know how my mother will do that. She has been poorly since the winter of ’62. I check my bag with our water and provisions.


    “Julia Adelaide,” my mother says, “I think we should go home.”


    “We’ve come to catch the train,” I say, very sharp.


    I’m Clara, my sister Julia is eleven years older than me. Julia is married and living in Tennessee. My mother blinks and touches her sprig of lilac uncertainly. If I am not sharp with her, she will keep on it.


    I wait. When I was younger I used to try to school my unruly self in Christian charity. God sends us nothing we cannot bear. Now I only try to keep it from my face, try to keep my outer self disciplined. There is a feeling inside me, an anger, that I can’t even speak. Something is being bent, like a bow, bending and bending and bending—


    “When are we going home?” my mother says.


    “Soon,” I say because it is easy.


    But she won’t remember and in a moment she’ll ask again. And again and again, through this long, long train ride to St. Louis. I am trying to be a Christian daughter, and I remind myself that it is not her fault that the war turned her into an old woman, or that her mind is full of holes and everything new drains out. But it’s not my fault either. I don’t even try to curb my feelings and I know that they rise up to my face. The only way to be true is to be true from the inside and I am not. I am full of unchristian feelings. My mother’s infirmity is her trial, and it is also mine.


    I wish I were someone else.


    The train comes down the track, chuffing, coming slow. It is an old, badly used thing, but I can see that once it was a model of chaste and beautiful workmanship. Under the dust it is a dark claret in color. It is said that the engine was built to be used by President Lincoln, but since the assassination attempt he is too infirm to travel. People begin to push to the edge of the platform, hauling their bags and worldly goods. I don’t know how I will get our valise on. If Zeke could have come I could have at least insured that it was loaded on, but the Negroes are free now and they are not to help. The notice said no family Negroes could come to the station, although I see their faces here and there through the crowd.


    The train stops outside the station to take on water.


    “Is it your father?” my mother says diffidently. “Do you see him on the train?”


    “No, Mother,” I say. “We are taking the train.”


    “Are we going to see your father?” she asks.


    It doesn’t matter what I say to her, she’ll forget it in a few minutes, but I cannot say yes to her. I cannot say that we will see my father even to give her a few moments of joy.


    “Are we going to see your father?” she asks again.


    “No,” I say.


    “Where are we going?”


    I have carefully explained it all to her and she cried every time I did. People are pushing down the platform toward the train, and I am trying to decide if I should move my valise toward the front of the platform. Why are they in such a hurry to get on the train? It is taking us all away.


    “Where are we going? Julia Adelaide, you will answer me this moment,” my mother says, her voice too full of quaver to quite sound like her own.


    “I’m Clara,” I say. “We’re going to St. Louis.”


    “St. Louis,” she says. “We don’t need to go to St. Louis. We can’t get through the lines, Julia, and I…I am quite indisposed. Let’s go back home now, this is foolish.”


    We cannot go back home. General Dodge has made it clear that if we did not show up at the train platform this morning and get our names checked off the list, he would arrest every man in town, and then he would shoot every tenth man. The town knows to believe him, General Dodge was put in charge of the trains into Washington, and he did the same thing then. He arrested men and held them and every time the train was fired upon he hanged a man.


    There is a shout and I can only see the crowd moving like a wave, pouring off the edge of the platform. Everyone is afraid there will not be room. I grab the valise and I grab my mother’s arm and pull them both. The valise is so heavy that my fingers hurt, and the weight of our water and food is heavy on my arm. My mother is small and when I put her in bed at night she is all tiny like a child, but now she refuses to move, pulling against me and opening her mouth wide, her mouth pink inside and wet and open in a wail I can just barely hear over the shouting crowd. I don’t know if I should let go of the valise to pull her, and for a moment I think of letting go of her, letting someone else get her on the train and finding her later.


    A man in the crowd shoves her hard from behind. His face is twisted in wrath. What is he so angry at? My mother falls into me, and the crowd pushes us. I am trying to hold on to the valise, but my gloves are slippery, and I can only hold with my right hand, with my left I am trying to hold up my mother. The crowd is pushing all around us, trying to push us toward the edge of the platform.


    The train toots as if it were moving. There is shouting all around us. My mother is fallen against me, her face pressed against my bosom, turned up toward me. She is so frightened. Her face is pressed against me in improper intimacy, as if she were my child. My mother as my child. I am filled with revulsion and horror. The pressure against us begins to lessen. I still have a hold of the valise. We’ll be all right. Let the others push around, I’ll wait and get the valise on somehow. They won’t have us travel without anything.


    My mother’s eyes close. Her wrinkled face looks up, the skin under her eyes making little pouches, as if it were a second, blind eyelid. Everything is so grotesque. I am having a spell. I wish I could be somewhere where I could get away and close the windows. I have had these spells since they told us that my father was dead, where everything is full of horror and strangeness.


    The person behind me is crowding into my back and I want to tell them to give way, but I cannot. People around us are crying out. I cannot see anything but the people pushed against me. People are still pushing, but now they are not pushing toward the side of the platform but toward the front, where the train will be when we are allowed to board.


    Wait, I call out, but there’s no way for me to tell if I’ve really called out or not. I can’t hear anything until the train whistles. The train has moved? They brought the train into the station? I can’t tell, not without letting go of my mother and the valise. My mother is being pulled down into this mass. I feel her sliding against me. Her eyes are closed. She is a huge doll, limp in my arms. She is not even trying to hold herself up. She has given up to this moment.


    I can’t hold on to my mother and the valise. So I let go of the valise.


    Oh merciful God.


    I do not know how I will get through this moment.


    The crowd around me is a thing that presses me and pushes me up, pulls me down. I cannot breathe for the pressure. I see specks in front of my eyes, white sparks, too bright, like metal and like light. My feet aren’t under me. I am buoyed by the crowd and my feet are behind me. I am unable to stand, unable to fall. I think my mother is against me, but I can’t tell, and in this mass I don’t know how she can breathe.


    I think I am going to die.


    All the noise around me does not seem like noise anymore. It is something else, some element, like water or something surrounding me and overpowering me.


    It is like that for a long time, until finally I have my feet under me, and I’m leaning against people. I feel myself sink, but I can’t stop myself. The platform is solid. My whole body feels bruised and roughly used.


    My mother is not with me. My mother is a bundle of black on the ground, and I crawl to her. I wish I could say that as I crawl to her I feel concern for her condition, but at this moment I am no more than base animal nature and I crawl to her because she is mine and there is nothing else in the world I can identify as mine. Her skirt is rucked up so that her ankles and calves are showing. Her face is black. At first I think it something about her clothes, but it is her face, so full of blood that it is black.


    People are still getting on the train, but there are people on the platform around us, left behind. And other things. A surprising number of shoes, all badly used. Wraps, too. Bags. Bundles and people.


    I try raising her arms above her head, to force breath into her lungs. Her arms are thin, but they don’t go the way I want them to. I read in the newspaper that when President Lincoln was shot, he stopped breathing, and his personal physician started him breathing again. But maybe the newspaper was wrong, or maybe it is more complicated than I understand, or maybe it doesn’t always work. She doesn’t breathe.


    I sit on the platform and try to think of what to do next. My head is empty of useful thoughts. Empty of prayers.


    “Ma’am?”


    It’s a soldier of the G.A.R.


    “Yes sir?” I say. It is difficult to look up at him, to look up into the sun.


    He hunkers down but does not touch her. At least he doesn’t touch her. “Do you have anyone staying behind?”


    Like cousins or something? Someone who is not “recalcitrant” in their handling of their Negroes? “Not in town,” I say.


    “Did she worship?” he asks, in his northern way.


    “Yes sir,” I say, “she did. She was a Methodist, and you should contact the preacher. The Reverend Robert Ewald, sir.”


    “I’ll see to it, ma’am. Now you’ll have to get on the train.”


    “And leave her?” I say.


    “Yes ma’am, the train will be leaving. I’m sorry ma’am.”


    “But I can’t,” I say.


    He takes my elbow and helps me stand. And I let him.


    “We are not really recalcitrant,” I say. “Where were Zeke and Rachel supposed to go? Were we supposed to throw them out?”


    He helps me climb onto the train. People stare at me as I get on, and I realize I must be all in disarray. I stand under all their gazes, trying to get my bonnet on straight and smoothing my dress. I do not know what to do with my eyes or hands.


    There are no seats. Will I have to stand until St. Louis? I grab a seat back to hold myself up. It is suddenly warm and everything is distant and I think I am about to faint. My stomach turns. I breathe through my mouth, not even sure that I am holding on to the seat back.


    But I don’t fall, thank Jesus.


    “It’s not Lincoln,” someone is saying, a man’s voice, rich and baritone, and I fasten on the words as a lifeline, drawing myself back to the train car, to the world. “It’s Seward. Lincoln no longer has the capacity to govern.”


    The train smells of bodies and warm sweaty wool. It is a smell that threatens to undo me, so I must concentrate on breathing through my mouth. I breathe in little pants, like a dog. The heat lies against my skin. It is airless.


    “Of course Lincoln can no longer govern, but that damned actor made him a saint when he shot him,” says a second voice, “And now no one dare oppose him. It doesn’t matter if his policies make sense or not.”


    “You’re wrong,” says the first. “Seward is governing through him. Lincoln is an imbecile. He can’t govern, look at the way he handled the war.”


    The second snorts. “He won.”


    “No,” says the first, “we lost, there is a difference, sir. We lost even though the north never could find a competent general.” I know the type of the first one. He’s the one who thinks he is brilliant, who always knew what President Davis should have done. If they are looking for a recalcitrant southerner, they have found one.


    “Grant was competent. Just not brilliant. Any military man who is not Alexander the Great is going to look inadequate in comparison with General Lee.”


    “Grant was a drinker,” the first one says. “It was his subordinates. They’d been through years of war. They knew what to do.”


    It is so hot on the train. I wonder how long until the train leaves.


    I wonder if the Reverend will write my sister in Tennessee and tell her about our mother. I wish the train were going east toward Tennessee instead of north and west toward St. Louis.


    My valise. All I have. It is on the platform. I turn and go to the door. It is closed and I try the handle, but it is too stiff for me. I look around for help.


    “It’s locked,” says a woman in gray. She doesn’t look unkind.


    “My things, I left them on the platform,” I say.


    “Oh, honey,” she says, “they aren’t going to let you back out there. They don’t let anyone off the train.”


    I look out the window, but I can’t see the valise. I can see some of the soldiers, so I beat on the window. One of them glances up at me, frowning, but then he ignores me.


    The train blows that it is going to leave, and I beat harder on the glass. If I could shatter that glass. They don’t understand, they would help me if they understood. The train lurches and I stagger. It is out there, somewhere, on that platform. Clothes for my mother and me, blankets, things we will need. Things I will need.


    The train pulls out of the station and I feel so terrible I sit down on the floor in all the dirt from people’s feet, and sob.


    The train creeps slowly at first, but then picks up speed. The clack-clack clack-clack rocks me. It is improper, but I allow it to rock me. I am in others’ hands now and there is nothing to do but be patient. I am good at that. So it has been all my life. I have tried to be dutiful, but something in me has not bent right, and I have never been able to maintain a Christian frame of mind, but like a chicken in a yard, I have always kept my eyes on the small things. I have tended to what was in front of me, first the house, then my mother. When we could not get sugar, I learned to cook with molasses and honey. Now I sit and let my mind go empty and let the train rock me.


    “Child,” someone says. “Child.”


    The woman in gray has been trying to get my attention for awhile, but I have been sitting and letting myself be rocked.


    “Child,” she says again, “would you like some water?”


    Yes, I realize, I would. She has a jar and she gives it to me to sip out of. “Thank you,” I say. “We brought water, but we lost it in the crush on the platform.”


    “You have someone with you?” she asks.


    “My mother,” I say, and start crying again. “She is old, and there was such a press on the platform, and she fell and was trampled.”


    “What’s your name,” the woman says.


    “Clara Corbett,” I say.


    “I’m Elizabeth Loudon,” the woman says. “And you are welcome to travel with me.” There is something about her, a simple pleasantness, that makes me trust her. She is a small woman, with a small nose and eyes as gray as her dress. She is younger than I first thought, maybe only in her thirties? “How old are you? Do you have family?” she asks.


    “I am seventeen. I have a sister, Julia. But she doesn’t live in Mississippi anymore.”


    “Where does she live?” the woman asks.


    “In Beech Bluff, near Jackson, Tennessee.”


    She shakes her head. “I don’t know it. Is it good country?”


    “I think so,” I say. “In her letters it sounds like good country. But I haven’t seen her for seven years.” Of course no one could travel during the war. She has three children in Tennessee. My sister is twenty-eight, almost as old as this woman. It is hard to imagine.


    “Were you close?” she asks.


    I don’t know that we were close. But she is my sister. She is all I have, now. I hope that the Reverend will write her about my mother, but I don’t know that he knows where she is. I will have to write her. She will think I should have taken better care.


    “Are you traveling alone?”


    “My companion is a few seats farther in front. He and I could not find seats together.”


    Her companion is a man? Not her husband, maybe her brother? But she would say her brother if that’s who she meant. A woman traveling with a man. An adventuress, I think. There are stories of women traveling, hoping to find unattached girls like myself. They befriend the young girls and then deliver them to the brothels of New Orleans.


    For a moment Elizabeth takes on a sinister cast. But this is a train full of recalcitrant southerners, there is no opportunity to kidnap anyone. Elizabeth is like me, a woman who has lost her home.


    It takes the rest of the day and a night to get to St. Louis, and Elizabeth and I talk. It’s as if we talk in ciphers; instead of talking about home, we talk about gardening, and I can see the garden at home, lazy with bees. She is a quilter. I don’t quilt, but I used to do petit pointe, so we can talk sewing and about how hard it has been to get colors. And we talk about mending and making do, we have all been making do for so long.


    When it gets dark, since I have no seat, I stay where I am sitting by the door of the train. I am so tired, but in the darkness all I can think of is my mother’s face in the crowd and her hopeless open mouth. I don’t want to think of my mother, but I am in a delirium of fatigue, surrounded by the dark and the rumble of the train and the distant murmur of voices. I sleep sitting by the door of the train, fitful and rocked. I have dreams like fever dreams. In my dream I am in a strange house, but it is supposed to be my own house, but nothing is where it should be, and I begin to believe that I have actually entered a stranger’s house, and that they’ll return and find me here. When I wake up and go back to sleep, I am back in this strange house, looking through things.


    I wake before dawn, only a little rested. My shoulders and hips and back all ache from the way I am leaning, but I have no energy to get up. I have no energy to do anything but endure. Elizabeth nods, sometimes awake, sometimes asleep, but neither of us speak.


    Finally the train slows. We come in through a town, but the town seems to go on and on. It must be St. Louis. We stop and sit. The sun comes up and heats the car like an oven. There is no movement of the air. There are so many buildings in St. Louis, and so many of them are tall, two stories, that I wonder if they cut off the wind and that is why it’s so still. But finally the train lurches and we crawl into the station.


    I am one of the first off the train by virtue of my position near the door. A soldier unlocks it and shouts for all of us to disembark, but he need not have bothered for there is a rush. I am borne ahead at its beginning, but I can stop at the back of the platform. I am afraid that I have lost Elizabeth, but I see her in the crowd. She is on the arm of a younger man in a bowler. There is something about his air that marks him as different—he is sprightly and apparently fresh even after the long ride.


    I almost let them pass, but the prospect of being alone makes me reach out and touch her shoulder.


    “There you are,” she says.


    We join a queue of people waiting to use a trench. The smell is appalling, ammonia acrid and eye-watering. There is a wall to separate the men from the women, but the women are all together. I crouch, trying not to notice anyone and trying to keep my skirts out of the filth. It is so awful. It’s worse than anything. I feel so awful.


    What if my mother were here? What would I do? I think maybe it was better, maybe it was God’s hand. But that is an awful thought, too.


    “Child,” Elizabeth says when I come out, “what’s the matter?”


    “It’s so awful,” I say. I shouldn’t cry, but I just want to be home and clean. I want to go to bed and sleep.


    She offers me a biscuit.


    “You should save your food,” I say.


    “Don’t worry,” Elizabeth says, “We have enough.”


    I shouldn’t accept it, but I am so hungry. And when I have a little to eat, I feel a little better.


    I try to imagine what the fort will be like where we will be going. Will we have a place to sleep, or will it be barracks? Or worse yet, tents? Although after the night I spent on the train I can’t imagine anything that could be worse. I imagine if I have to stay awhile in a tent then I’ll make the best of it.


    “I think this being in limbo is perhaps worse than anything we can expect at the end,” I say to Elizabeth. She smiles.


    She introduces her companion, Michael. He is enough like her to be her brother, but I don’t think that they are. I am resolved not to ask; if they want to tell me they can.


    We are standing together, not saying anything, when there is some commotion farther up the platform. It is a woman. Her black dress is like smoke. She is running down the platform, coming toward us. There are all of these people and yet it is as if there is no obstacle for her. “NO NO NO NO, DON’T TOUCH ME! FILTHY HANDS! DON’T LET THEM TOUCH YOU! DON’T GET ON THE TRAINS!”


    People are getting out of her way. Where are the soldiers? The fabric of her dress is so threadbare it is rotten and torn at the seams. Her skirt is greasy black and matted and stained. Her face is so thin. “ANIMALS! THERE IS NOTHING OUT THERE! PEOPLE DON’T HAVE FOOD! THERE IS NOTHING THERE BUT INDIANS! THEY SENT US OUT TO SETTLE BUT THERE WAS NOTHING THERE!” I expect she will run past me, but she grabs my arm and stops and looks into my face. She has light eyes, pale eyes in her dark face. She is mad.


    “WE WERE ALL STARVING, SO WE WENT TO THE FORT BUT THE FORT HAD NOTHING. YOU WILL ALL STARVE, THE WAY THEY ARE STARVING THE INDIANS! THEY WILL LET US ALL DIE! THEY DON’T CARE!” She is screaming in my face, and her spittle sprays me, warm as her breath. Her hand is all tendons and twigs, but she’s so strong I can’t escape.


    The soldiers grab her and yank her away from me. My arm aches where she was holding it. I can’t stand up.


    Elizabeth pulls me upright. “Stay close to me,” she says and starts to walk the other way down the platform. People are looking up, following the screaming woman.


    She pulls me along with her. I keep thinking of the woman’s hand and wrist turned black with grime. I remember my mother’s face was black when she lay on the platform. Black like something rotted.


    “Here,” Elizabeth says at an old door, painted green but now weathered. The door opens and we pass inside.


    “What?” I say. My eyes are accustomed to the morning brightness and I can’t see.


    “Her name is Clara,” Elizabeth says. “She has people in Tennessee.”


    “Come with me,” says another woman. She sounds older. “Step this way. Where are her things?”


    I am being kidnapped. Oh merciful God, I’ll die. I let out a moan.


    “Her things were lost, her mother was killed in a crush on the platform.”


    The woman in the dark clucks sympathetically. “Poor dear. Does Michael have his passenger yet?”


    “In a moment,” Elizabeth says. “We were lucky for the commotion.”


    I am beginning to be able to see. It is a storage room, full of abandoned things. The woman holding my arm is older. There are some broken chairs and a stool. She sits me in the chair. Is Elizabeth some kind of adventuress?


    “Who are you?” I ask.


    “We are friends,” Elizabeth says. “We will help you get to your sister.”


    I don’t believe them. I will end up in New Orleans. Elizabeth is some kind of adventuress.


    After a moment the door opens and this time it is Michael with a young man. “This is Andrew,” he says.


    A man? What do they want with a man? That is what stops me from saying, “Run!” Andrew is blinded by the change in light, and I can see the astonishment working on his face, the way it must be working on mine. “What is this?” he asks.


    “You are with Friends,” Michael says, and maybe he has said it differently than Elizabeth, or maybe it is just that this time I have had the wit to hear it.


    “Quakers?” Andrew says. “Abolitionists?”


    Michael smiles. I can see his teeth white in the darkness. “Just Friends,” he says.


    Abolitionists. Crazy people who steal slaves to set them free. Have they come to kidnap us? We are recalcitrant southerners, I have never heard of Quakers seeking revenge, but everyone knows the Abolitionists are crazy and they are liable to do anything.


    “We’ll have to wait here until they begin to move people out, it will be evening before we can leave,” says the older woman.


    I am so frightened; I just want to be home. Maybe I should try to break free and run out to the platform. There are northern soldiers out there. Would they protect me? And then what, go to a fort in Oklahoma?


    The older woman asks Michael how they could get past the guards so early and he tells her about the madwoman. A “refugee,” he calls her.


    “They’ll just take her back,” Elizabeth says, sighing.


    Take her back—do they mean that she really came from Oklahoma? They talk about how bad it will be this winter. Michael says there are Wisconsin Indians resettled down there, but they’ve got no food, and they’ve been starving on government handouts for a couple years. Now there will be more people. They’re not prepared for winter.


    There can’t have been much handout during the war. It was hard enough to feed the armies.


    They explain to Andrew and to me that we will sneak out of the train station this evening, after dark. We will spend a day with a Quaker family in St. Louis, and then they will send us on to the next family. And so we will be passed hand to hand, like a bucket in a brigade, until we get to our families.


    They call it the underground railroad.


    But we are slave owners.


    “Wrong is wrong,” says Elizabeth. “Some of us can’t stand and watch people starve.”


    “But only two out of the whole train,” Andrew says.


    Michael sighs.


    The old woman nods. “It isn’t right.”


    Elizabeth picked me because my mother died. If my mother had not died, I would be out there, on my way to starve with the rest of them.


    I can’t help it, but I start to cry. I should not profit from my mother’s death. I should have kept her safe.


    “Hush, now,” says Elizabeth. “Hush, you’ll be okay.”


    “It’s not right,” I whisper. I’m trying not to be loud, we mustn’t be discovered.


    “What, child?”


    “You shouldn’t have picked me,” I say. But I am crying so hard I don’t think they can understand me. Elizabeth strokes my hair and wipes my face. It may be the last time someone will do these things for me. My sister has three children of her own, and she won’t need another child. I’ll have to work hard to make up my keep.


    There are blankets there and we lie down on the hard floor, all except Michael, who sits in a chair and sleeps. I sleep this time with fewer dreams. But when I wake up, although I can’t remember what they were, I have the feeling that I have been dreaming restless dreams.


    The stars are bright when we finally creep out of the station. A night full of stars. The stars will be the same in Tennessee. The platform is empty, the train and the people are gone. The Lincoln Train has gone back south while we slept, to take more people out of Mississippi.


    “Will you come back and save more people?” I ask Elizabeth.


    The stars are a banner behind her quiet head. “We will save what we can,” she says.


    It isn’t fair that I was picked. “I want to help,” I tell her.


    She is silent for a moment. “We only work with our own,” she says. There is something in her voice that has not been there before. A sharpness.


    “What do you mean?” I ask.


    “There are no slavers in our ranks,” she says and her voice is cold.


    I feel as if I have had a fever; tired, but clear of mind. I have never walked so far and not walked beyond a town. The streets of St. Louis are empty. There are few lights. Far off a woman is singing, and her voice is clear and carries easily in the night. A beautiful voice.


    “Elizabeth,” Michael says, “she is just a girl.”


    “She needs to know,” Elizabeth says.


    “Why did you save me then?” I ask.


    “One does not fight evil with evil,” Elizabeth says.


    “I’m not evil!” I say.


    But no one answers.

  


  
    SCIENCE FICTION AND ANIME, Mark Gellis


    Japanese animation or anime is medium that frequently features tales of science fiction, fantasy, and horror. In fact, it is difficult to know quite where to start a discussion of how anime and the fantastic are related. This is particularly true because anime is not a genre, but a style (“big eyes, small mouth”) and can be used with many kinds of stories and storytelling techniques.


    It is probably not unfair to say that at least three elements of Japanese culture—a rich mythology, a cheerful willingness to borrow from the mythologies of other cultures, and a deep interest in both the promises and the dangers of technology—are very much part of anime, even from its earliest days. Even before anime came to television, Japanese animated films like The Tale of the White Serpent (1958) were sometimes fantasies based on or inspired by folklore. The first television anime, Three Tales (1960), was also fantasy, consisting of three ten-minute animated fairy tales.


    Anime begins to use science fiction early on. Astro Boy (1963–1966), although not the first anime series is probably the first to achieve widespread fame; the show features a main character who is not only a child hero, but a robot. One interesting aspect of the story is that Astro-Boy is very much aware that he is different and sometimes longs for the trappings of a normal life. This goes so far as to have Astro-Boy provided with his own robotic family: robots who are built specifically to take on the roles of his parents and of a tomboyish younger sister.


    The 1960s and 1970s saw several other science fiction and anime series which laid out some of the common tropes for later ones. Probably the most familiar of these is Speed Racer (1967–1968), which is arguably only borderline science fiction, but can reasonably be claimed by the genre due to the advanced technology featured on the Mach 5 race car. (It also seems to take place in an alternate universe where behavior that would normally get one banned from racing appears to be completely acceptable.)


    Among the other well-known anime series from the 1960s is one of the first shows featuring giant robots, Gigantor (1963–1966). Another, 8th Man (1963–1964) is about a cyborg rather than a robot—the life force of a slain police officer is placed in a robotic body—and about a hero with a secret: unlike Astro-Boy or Gigantor, who are both very obviously machines, Tobor (8th Man) walks among us, pretending to be human, his secret known only to a few people. It is also a show that is very much a product of the 1960s—Tobor smokes cigarettes!


    Another early anime is the The Amazing Three (1965–1966). It is interesting for the nature of the story. Here, three alien secret agents come to covertly observe Earth and determine whether humanity is fit to survive or if it represents a threat to the galaxy and needs to be exterminated. (As their spacecraft comes equipped with a doomsday bomb, it appears that the rest of the galaxy may have been expecting early on that things would go badly.) The aliens decide disguising themselves as local forms of life will help them fit in: they choose to take the forms of a horse, a duck, and a rabbit. The last of these is their sexy female commander who, despite now being a rabbit, is still sexy. Not surprisingly, their disguises are almost immediately pierced by a ten-year-old boy (but not by anyone else) who decides to join them in their adventures. In fact, he is eventually instrumental in saving the Earth when, in the final episode, he convinces the rather irritable galactic council to not incinerate humanity.


    By the 1970s, two other genres were becoming popular in anime: space opera and mecha (strictly speaking, mecha stories are about giant battlesuits with human pilots rather than intelligent giant robots with their own personalities, although the two subgenres overlap substantially). Typical titles from the period are Space Battleship Yamoto (1974–1975) and Mobile Suit Gundam (1979–1980). The appeal of some of these stories has been substantial; for example, more than thirty years after the first Gundam series, new incarnations are still being developed and aired.


    By the 1980s, anime was well-established in Japan and was starting to become more popular around the world. Since then, more than one thousand series, OVA (original video animation, usually released directly to home video without a TV or theatrical release), and feature films have been created; a large segment of these have fantastic themes of one kind or another. What follows are a few that might serve well as starting points for anyone interested in learning more about anime.


    Some Recommended and Illustrative Anime


    Akira (film, 1988, director: Katsuhiro Ôtomo). This 1988 film is considered a landmark in anime, as it introduced the medium to many people outside of Japan and demonstrated some of its potential for storytelling. It relies on themes common in anime: a grim, near-future world, reminiscent of both film noir and cyberpunk, populist or outlaw heroes who oppose a corrupt or tyrannical authority, and the apocalyptic emergence of a new kind of human being with unusual powers.


    The relationship between anime and cyberpunk is a rich one. The exact influences are difficult to trace, but the appearance of H. R. Giger’s Alien (from the 1977 film, Alien) in the promotional animated video for the 1983 animation conference Dai-Con IV suggests that Japanese animators were already familiar with the grim and gritty style of this film and similar works like Blade Runner (1982).


    Blood+ (television series, 2005–2006, principal director and writer: Junichi Fujisaku). The Japanese sure do love vampires. In fact, Blood+, quite apart from being a rocking good story with excellent artwork and interesting characters, also works quite well as a primer on many of the things the Japanese love in their anime. Vampires. Characters with secrets (sometimes secrets they do not even know about). Dark conspiracies and secret societies. Schoolgirls. Mayhem. Schoolgirls causing mayhem. Rich schoolgirls who complicate things by falling in love with someone. Plot twists like killing off a beloved major character in the middle of the story. Monsters who can masquerade as humans but who then transform when one is not looking (or when one is looking) and then do really awful things to people. Creepy children who may or may not be monsters. Really cool swords, knives, halberds, and other medieval implements of destruction, not all of them particularly practical in design. Monsters and/or people being chopped into tiny bits with the aforesaid medieval implements of destruction. Gunfire and explosions. More gunfire and explosions. Sacrifice, tragic loss, and heroic determination. You know, the usual. All of these appear in Blood+.


    Elfin Lied (television series, 2004, creator: Lynn Okamoto). This thirteen-episode series again relies on a common plot in science fiction stories: the emergence of a new kind of humanity and the conflict that develops between that race and our own. What makes the story interesting is that it focuses on the personal aspects of this struggle—how those who are different can be brutalized by those who are “normal,” how we react to trauma, what it means to be a family, and the importance of forgiveness. This is a remarkably brutal and tragic series—like Higurashi no Naku Koroni Kai, it shows just how well anime can handle very dark and serious storylines—and includes some genuinely horrifying acts of violence and unsettling depictions of personal loss. Because of its extreme nature, it is not appropriate for younger or more sensitive viewers.


    Full Metal Panic (television series, 2002, creator: Shoji Gatoh). Along with cyberpunk futures, alternate (or at least altered) history worlds are a common feature in anime. Some of these are rather elaborate, such as the world in Strike Witches, where World War II has been pre-empted by an alien invasion—the nations of Earth have united against this common threat, against which they employ the usual combination of conventional artillery and schoolgirls with magical powers. (Strike Witches, deliciously ludicrous in so many ways, is not totally without wit. When one of the magic-using girls wonders what the world would be like if the aliens had not shown up, another girl replies that the nations of the Earth would probably just be fighting each other.)


    In Full Metal Panic, the world has been altered in less elaborate ways. It is a common setting in anime, “a world like ours, but with mecha, which, despite all logic, have turned out to be useful on the battlefield.” This is one of the better mecha franchises—or, rather, two thirds of it is, as the first and third series are mostly serious, while the second one focuses more on comedy and abandons the main plot almost entirely—with a combination of suspense, intrigue, and interesting character studies. It is still guilty of relying heavily on certain clichés, such as a petite girl genius serving as the commander of an advanced submarine, but its flaws are not too egregious.


    One aspect worth mentioning, which is sometimes played very effectively for comedy even in the midst of more serious story arcs, is the main character becoming an undercover bodyguard for the heroine. Sousuke Sagara is a young man who has lived as a guerilla fighter and then a mercenary for as long as he can remember, but who is suddenly being thrust into the highly nuanced social world of a Japanese high school. He handles it with a combination of dead serious professionalism and childlike innocence: he is, for instance, a young man who thinks the most important use for a condom is that it can serve as a water bottle if one does not have a canteen.


    Ghost in the Shell: Innocence (film, 2004, director: Mamoru Oshii). Ghost in the Shell is a Japanese multimedia “franchise” that includes manga, anime series, and films. This is the second movie in the series, and it might be a little difficult for some viewers because we are, in effect, joining the story in the middle. The important thing to remember is that the main character is a cyborg police detective whose former partner, also a cyborg, has “transcended” normal physical existence to live as a bodiless artificial intelligence. The movie combines some genuinely beautiful artwork with powerful and suspenseful action sequences and wide-ranging discussions on the nature of consciousness, perception, and reality. Like many anime, it has a cyberpunk setting, a near future world that has been transformed in various ways by the new technologies but at the cost in some regions of profound damage to the environment and severe social dislocation. Of particular interest are the scenes where one or more of the characters, many of whom have cybernetically enhanced senses, have their perceptions “hacked” and are plunged into hallucinatory states. Some of the images are disturbing and the main character is investigating some rather grisly murders, so, again, this film may not be suitable for younger or more sensitive viewers.


    The Melancholy of Haruhi Suzumiya (television series, 2006, creator: Nagaru Tanigawa). This is a series that takes the concept “What if God was one of us?” and runs with it. (In fact, it might be more accurate to say it picks up the notion while driving a Lamborghini Diablo and then the two of them head for the border at high speed and with little regard for either traffic laws or public safety.) What if a goddess capable of creating and destroying entire universes had taken the form of beautiful and athletic high school girl, but in doing so had apparently lost her memory of being a goddess? What if she was annoyingly enthusiastic and self-centered, practically to the point of being a borderline sociopath? (Actually, when you think about it, this makes a great deal of sense—it really is a fairly accurate description of how a lot of mythological gods behave.) What if the story also included psychics, time travelers, and aliens? What if some poor schmuck—I mean, our hero, a likeable Everyman and a classmate of the goddess, was dragged into all of this against both his will and his better judgment? Finally, just because our heads were not already about to explode, what if the producers of the series decided it would be a good idea to broadcast the episodes out of chronological order? Suffice that this is an intriguing series, but only for people who like to think while they are being entertained.


    Planetes (television series, 2003-2004, creator: Makoto Yukimura). Planetes is unusual in that many anime science fiction series have elements that make them similar to fantasy or space opera; at the very least, they are often cinematic in their action and storylines. Mecha frequently employ the physics of plot and genetic mutants often have powers that look suspiciously like magic. Planetes, however, is a straightforward hard science fiction story that realistically examines a potential future threat: orbital debris. Set in 2075, the story looks at the problem facing a growing space industry by the thousands of old satellites and other man-made objects sharing the sky with inhabited space stations and spaceships. It is a good balance of comic and dramatic moments, with an interesting love story, but the series also examines relationships between the industrialized world and developing nations, the ethics of terrorism, and how one should deal with betrayal or tragic personal loss.


    Princess Mononoke (film, 2001, director Hayao Miyazaki). Fantasy, rather than science fiction, but Miyazaki is one of the figures who simply cannot be ignored in any serious discussion of anime. This is one of his best and most accessible films, with its stunning images (in many ways, the film is practically a visual hymn to nature), compelling story, and nuanced discussion of the relationship between humanity and the environment.


    Miyazaki has directed several films that contain science fiction or fantasy elements. Among them are Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind (1984), My Neighbor Totoro (1988), Kiki’s Delivery Service (1989), Spirited Away (2001), and Howl’s Moving Castle (2004). All of them are very much worth watching.


    It is worth pausing at this moment to mention a common trope in anime—the tendency for a storyteller to stop the action and allow the viewer to dwell for a moment or two on the beauties of nature, which will have been drawn and animated in painstaking detail. (This is sometimes jokingly referred to as “scenery porn.”) Miyazaki is, depending on how you feel about this sort of thing, either one of the masters or one of the most serious offenders; Princess Mononoke includes many such scenes. These include panoramic views of mist-covered mountains at dawn and close-ups of forest vegetation or raindrops striking stones. An interesting variation in many anime series, particularly slice-of-life stories, is that food, when it has been artistically arranged by one of the characters, is sometimes also shown in the same manner.


    Ranma 1/2 (television series, 1989–1992, creator: Rumiko Takahashi). A classic anime series, Ranma 1/2 is one of the ultimate gender confusion comedies, thanks to the miracle of fantastic elements like cursed springs and ridiculously over-the-top secret martial arts techniques. Ranma, our hero (and, sometimes, our heroine), is a young man living with a curse: he changes into a beautiful young woman whenever he is splashed with cold water and must be splashed with warm water to return to his original form. His life is further complicated when he learns his overly enthusiastic and rather self-centered father (who is indirectly responsible for the curse and is himself under a curse that sometimes changes him into a panda) has arranged for him to marry one of the daughters of his old friend and fellow martial artist Soun Tendo. The show is noteworthy for its farcical comedy and the slowly developing relationship between Ranma and his betrothed, Akane. It is a relationship that is complicated by everything from the appearance of Ranma’s old enemies to the fact that, when he is female, Ranma has larger breasts than Akane does, which he will sometimes point out to her if he is annoyed at her for some reason. Rarely has an anime hero been called an idiot so many times. Rarely have fictional young people suffered so much and in so many totally ludicrous ways for our entertainment. It would be a shame for you to miss it.


    Anime also offers an excellent lesson in cross-cultural differences in humor. Even as early as Ranma, anime features scenes showing female characters topless (usually when bathing) and many series have characters who have a panty fetish or which feature what are sometimes rather rudely called “upskirt” shots, providing the audience with a glimpse of the underwear worn by female characters, sometimes without their knowledge and sometimes in ways that humiliate them. This appears to be normal for anime. It might be fair to say that, by the standards of the Japanese, we Westerners are rather prudish, with our practically Victorian phobias about nudity and group bathing and our eye-rolling contempt for sexually-charged slapstick humor. By our standards, many of the people responsible for the creation of anime appear to have borrowed the souls of horny thirteen-year-old boys. Who am I to say who is right or wrong?


    In fairness, it should be added that female characters are often very modest and ladylike in their attitudes and behavior. Group bathing is normal for the Japanese. Further, it is one thing to giggle about the possibility of being seen naked by a boy on whom one has a crush, but if it actually happens (and when it does, it is usually by accident), the wrath of the maiden will be unleashed on the hapless doofus! This is not always true—sometimes the joke is actually inverted and the humor is built around a sexually aggressive woman pursuing a modest young man (or, in some cases, an aggressive gay character pursuing a modest young straight one; from the 1990s on, anime has been very comfortable with gay characters). Even here, the point is that anime often appears to be “naughty,” relying on rude sexual humor that seems to treat women as objects, but is really just making fun of anyone, male or female, who allows himself or herself to be ruled by his or her glands. Further, anime often implies that actually behaving like a lecher is unacceptable. People, especially men, who actually transgress, whether deliberately or by accident, or who even spend too much time thinking about sex, are often punished or humiliated in some way. Such people are at the very least often made to look ridiculous, while those who are attempting to protect modesty or purity are usually seen as sympathetic. One final twist on all this, of course, is that any activity or viewpoint taken to an extreme seems to be an appropriate target for ridicule in anime. While modesty generally seems to be respected, a woman who is too modest and who reacts with childish hysteria when people talk about sexual relations or sexuality is also sometimes a target of humor.


    Rizelmine (television series, 2002, creator: Yukiru Sugisaki). I am including Rizelmine because it is a personal favorite; in fairness, it is only average as an anime series, and it is a little rude at times, although it is also genuinely funny in places and the love story is really rather sweet. It is, however, a good example of how anime does not always take itself very seriously. Rizelmine cheerfully draws on many of the commonly used elements of anime and then deliberately turns them on their heads. This is not only a story about an arranged marriage or about a genetically engineered superhuman or about mecha or about romantic polygons, it is a story about all of these things at the same time. Our fifteen-year-old hero, Iwaki Tomonori, who has a crush on his large-breasted homeroom teacher and whose eyes are normally drawn with very small black pupils in order to express his ongoing horror and outrage at how the universe is being run, finds himself married against his will by the government to Rizel (which rhymes with easel, in case anyone cares), a genetically engineered superhuman who looks like she is only twelve years old. The story progresses to include romantic polygons, mecha, trips to the beach, mind control devices, underwear fetishes, elegantly prepared lunches, stray dogs, lecherous idiot fathers, death-defying rescues, and, of course, hearts connected by the red rope of fate.


    Simoun (television series, 2006, creator: Junji Nishimura). One of the most important aspects of the fantastic is “what if?” Science fiction, fantasy, and horror all allow us to explore a range of philosophical questions and aspects of what it means to be human by posing special cases that bring certain issues into focus but which could not ordinarily take place in realistic stories. Simoun is set on a world that seems like a strange mirror image of Europe during the early years of the twentieth century, but with an interesting twist: Everyone is born female and, when they turn seventeen, visits a mystical spring and gets to choose their gender. The catch is that one must choose carefully. Further, one must be ready to make a choice, or the mystical spring will choose for you. The story that results from this concept is a lyrical treatment of gender, friendship, and the futility of war.


    Sky Girls (television series, 2007, director: Yoshiaki Iwasaki). This is a delightful, feel-good series that uses a well-plotted storyline involving superscience, political intrigue, and a desperate struggle to save humanity from an enemy they may have themselves created, combined with some excellent animation, particularly of mechanized aerial combat, to make up for the fact that it is totally ridiculous. It is the future. Earth has survived a devastating war with alien creatures, but at a terrible cost; much of the planet is now underwater and most men between the ages of 15 and 50 are dead. Thus, when new aerial combat technology is developed in the form of the Sonic Diver (there is never any reason given for why these flying mecha are called Sonic Divers) it is only logical that schoolgirls are recruited to fly them. Not surprisingly, one of them is a shy genius, another is a businesslike professional soldier, and another is a plucky tomboy trained in swordplay. They are eventually joined by a petite blonde firecracker pilot prodigy from Germany. Together, they are the sky girls. In addition, for some reason, flying the Sonic Divers require these young women to wear eccentric but revealingly tight costumes. And then the monstrosities, long thought dead, return, and do really awful things to people, so our heroines must rely on teamwork, heroic determination, and the power of friendship to save humanity from destruction.


    Tenchi Muyo! (television series, 1992, creator: Masaki Kajishima) This is the first of several series and animated movies featuring the hapless Tenchi. The series is a mixed bag, with some good episodes and some disappointing ones. For our purposes, it is most noteworthy as an example of both space opera in anime and what is known as the harem story. Harem stories simultaneously pay tribute to and make fun of the typical teenage male fantasy of sharing a house with several beautiful women all at the same time, usually without much (or any) parental supervision. The reasons why this happens will vary, depending on the series, from fairly plausible (and sometimes rather tragic) to utterly ridiculous. In Tenchi’s case, he accidentally releases an alien space pirate (who is initially assumed to be a demon) who has been imprisoned in a cave for seven hundred years. At this point, her old enemy, a space princess, shows up to do battle with her. Naturally, because they have nothing better to do, they both fall in love with Tenchi. Then other beautiful aliens show up. Explosions and comedic hijinks ensue.


    * * * *


    More Series and Films Worth a Look: A Very Abbreviated List


    11 Eyes*


    Basilisk


    Bleach


    Code Geass


    Cowboy Bebop


    Death Note


    Fruits Basket


    Gunslinger Girl


    Higurashi no Naku Koroni Kai*


    Inuyasha


    Kamichu


    Karin


    Kaze No Stigma


    Metropolis


    Mnemosyne


    Paranoia Agent*


    Read or Die/ROD the TV (the OVA and follow-up series are a single extended story)


    Sailor Moon


    Shikabane Hime


    Shuffle!


    Sola


    Steamboy


    Tengen Toppa Gurren Lagann


    Trigun


    Zombie Loan


    * Indicates a series with particularly graphic violence and/or other things that might give you nightmares or possibly cause an angry mob of your parents to show up at my house with torches and pitchforks. Please do not watch this if you are easily freaked out.


    Extra Credit


    Did you know there is a live action version of Sailor Moon? Pretty Guardian Sailor Moon (2003–2004) covered the first major story arc (i.e., Queen Beryl vs. All Things Good and Decent) in 49 episodes. Even more disturbing than the fact that such things even exist is that the show actually works fairly well, assuming one is in the mood for some rather over-the-top science fantasy featuring romance and less-than-overwhelming special effects.


    * * * *


    Dr. Mark Gellis teaches professional communication, speech, literature, and humanities at Kettering University.

  


  
    ROBERT J. SAWYER


    (1960– )
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    FLASHES, by Robert J. Sawyer


    First published in FutureShocks, January 2006


    My heart pounded as I surveyed the scene. It was a horrific, but oddly appropriate, image: a bright light pulsing on and off. The light was the setting sun, visible through the window, and the pulsing was caused by the rhythmic swaying of the corpse, dangling from a makeshift noose, as it passed in front of the blood-red disk.


    “Another one, eh, Detective?” said Chiu, the campus security guard, from behind me. His tone was soft.


    I looked around the office. The computer monitor was showing a virtual desktop with a panoramic view of a spiral galaxy as the wallpaper; no files were open. Nor was there any sheet of e-paper prominently displayed on the real desktop. The poor bastards didn’t even bother to leave suicide notes anymore. There was no point; it had all already been said.


    “Yeah,” I said quietly, responding to Chiu. “Another one.”


    The dead man was maybe sixty, scrawny, mostly bald. He was wearing black denim jeans and a black turtleneck sweater, the standard professorial look these days. His noose was fashioned out of fiber-optic cabling, giving it a pearlescent sheen in the sunlight. His eyes had bugged out, and his mouth was hanging open.


    “I knew him a bit,” said Chiu. “Ethan McCharles. Nice guy—he always remembered my name. So many of the profs, they think they’re too important to say hi to a security guard. But not him.”


    I nodded. It was as good a eulogy as one could hope for—honest, spontaneous, heartfelt.


    Chiu went on. “He was married,” he said, pointing to the gold band on the corpse’s left hand. “I think his wife works here, too.”


    I felt my stomach tightening, and I let out a sigh. My favorite thing: informing the spouse.


    * * * *


    Cytosine Methylation: All lifeforms are based on self-replicating nucleic acids, commonly triphosphoparacarbolicnucleic acid or, less often, deoxyribonucleic acid; in either case, a secondary stream of hereditary information is encoded based on the methylation state of cytosine, allowing acquired characteristics to be passed on to the next generation…


    * * * *


    The departmental secretary confirmed what Chiu had said: Professor Ethan McCharles’s wife did indeed also work at the University of Toronto; she was a tenured prof, too, but in a different faculty.


    Walking down a corridor, I remembered my own days as a student here. Class of 1998—“9T8,” as they styled it on the school jackets. It’d been—what?—seventeen years since I’d graduated, but I still woke up from time to time in a cold sweat, after having one of those recurring student nightmares: the exam I hadn’t studied for, the class I’d forgotten I’d enrolled in. Crazy dreams, left over from an age when little bits of human knowledge mattered; when facts and figures we’d discovered made a difference.


    I continued along the corridor. One thing had changed since my day. Back then, the hallways had been packed between classes. Now, you could actually negotiate your way easily; enrollment was way down. This corridor was long, with fluorescent lights overhead, and was lined with wooden doors that had frosted floor-to-ceiling glass panels next to them.


    I shook my head. The halls of academe.


    The halls of death.


    I finally found Marilyn Maslankowski’s classroom; the arcane room-numbering system had come back to me. She’d just finished a lecture, apparently, and was standing next to the lectern, speaking with a redheaded male student; no one else was in the room. I entered.


    Marilyn was perhaps ten years younger than her husband had been, and had light brown hair and a round, moonlike face. The student wanted more time to finish an essay on the novels of Robert Charles Wilson; Marilyn capitulated after a few wheedling arguments.


    The kid left, and Marilyn turned to me, her smile thanking me for waiting. “The humanities,” she said. “Aptly named, no? At least English literature is something that we’re the foremost authorities on. It’s nice that there are a couple of areas left like that.”


    “I suppose,” I said. I was always after my own son to do his homework on time; didn’t teachers know that if they weren’t firm in their deadlines they were just making a parent’s job more difficult? Ah, well. At least this kid had gone to university; I doubted my boy ever would.


    “Are you Professor Marilyn Maslankowski?” I asked.


    She nodded. “What can I do for you?”


    I didn’t extend my hand; we weren’t allowed to make any sort of overture to physical contact anymore. “Professor Maslankowski, my name is Andrew Walker. I’m a detective with the Toronto Police.” I showed her my badge.


    Her brown eyes narrowed. “Yes? What is it?”


    I looked behind me to make sure we were still alone. “It’s about your husband.”


    Her voice quavered slightly. “Ethan? My God, has something happened?”


    There was never any easy way to do this. I took a deep breath, then: “Professor Maslankowski, your husband is dead.”


    Her eyes went wide and she staggered back a half-step, bumping up against the smartboard that covered the wall behind her.


    “I’m terribly sorry,” I said.


    “What—what happened?” Marilyn asked at last, her voice reduced to a whisper.


    I lifted my shoulders slightly. “He killed himself.”


    “Killed himself?” repeated Marilyn, as if the words were ones she’d never heard before.


    I nodded. “We’ll need you to positively identify the body, as next of kin, but the security guard says it’s him.”


    “My God,” said Marilyn again. Her eyes were still wide. “My God…”


    “I understand your husband was a physicist,” I said.


    Marilyn didn’t seem to hear. “My poor Ethan…” she said softly. She looked like she might collapse. If I thought she was actually in danger of hurting herself with a fall, I could surge in and grab her; otherwise, regulations said I had to keep my distance. “My poor, poor Ethan…”


    “Had your husband been showing signs of depression?” I asked.


    Suddenly Marilyn’s tone was sharp. “Of course he had! Damn it, wouldn’t you?”


    I didn’t say anything. I was used to this by now.


    “Those aliens,” Marilyn said, closing her eyes. “Those goddamned aliens.”


    * * * *


    Demand-Rebound Equilibrium: Although countless economic systems have been tried by various cultures, all but one prove inadequate in the face of the essentially limitless material resources made possible through low-cost reconfiguration of subatomic particles. The only successful system, commonly known as Demand-Rebound Equilibrium, although also occasionally called [Untranslatable proper name]’s Forge, after its principal chronicler, works because it responds to market forces that operate independently from individual psychology, thus…


    * * * *


    By the time we returned to Ethan’s office, he’d been cut down and laid out on the floor, a sheet the coroner had brought covering his face and body. Marilyn had cried continuously as we’d made our way across the campus. It was early January, but global warming meant that the snowfalls I’d known as a boy didn’t occur much in Toronto anymore. Most of the ozone was gone, too, letting ultraviolet pound down. We weren’t even shielded against our own sun; how could we expect to be protected from stuff coming from the stars?


    I knelt down and pulled back the sheet. Now that the noose was gone, we could see the severe bruising where Ethan’s neck had snapped. Marilyn made a sharp intake of breath, brought her hand to her mouth, closed her eyes tightly, and looked away.


    “Is that your husband?” I asked, feeling like an ass for even having to pose the question.


    She managed a small, almost imperceptible nod.


    It was now well into the evening. I could come back tomorrow to ask Ethan McCharles’s colleagues the questions I needed answered for my report, but, well, Marilyn was right here, and, even though her field was literature rather than physics, she must have some sense of what her husband had been working on. I repositioned the sheet over his dead face and stood up. “Can you tell me what Ethan’s specialty was?”


    Marilyn was clearly struggling to keep her composure. Her lower lip was trembling, and I could see by the rising and falling of her blouse—so sharply contrasting with the absolutely still sheet—that she was breathing rapidly. “His—he… Oh, my poor, poor Ethan…”


    “Professor Maslankowski,” I said gently. “Your husband’s specialty…?”


    She nodded, acknowledging that she’d heard me, but still unable to focus on answering the question. I let her take her time, and, at last, as if they were curse words, she spat out, “Loop quantum gravity.”


    “Which is?”


    “Which is a model of how subatomic particles are composed.” She shook her head. “Ethan spent his whole career trying to prove LQG was correct, and…”


    “And?” I said gently.


    “And yesterday they revealed the true nature of the fundamental structure of matter.”


    “And this—what was it?—this ‘loop quantum gravity’ wasn’t right?”


    Marilyn let out a heavy sigh. “Not even close. Not even in the ballpark.” She looked down at the covered form of her dead husband, then turned her gaze back to me. “Do you know what it’s like, being an academic?”


    I actually did have some notion, but that wasn’t what she wanted to hear. I shook my head and let her talk.


    Marilyn spread her arms. “You stake out your turf early on, and you spend your whole life defending it, trying to prove that your theory, or someone else’s theory you’re championing, is right. You take on all comers—in journals, at symposia, in the classroom—and if you’re lucky, in the end you’re vindicated. But if you’re unlucky…”


    Her voice choked off, and tears welled in her eyes again as she looked down at the cold corpse lying on the floor.


    * * * *


    [Untranslatable proper name] Award: Award given every [roughly 18 Earth years] for the finest musical compositions produced within the Allied Worlds. Although most species begin making music even prior to developing written language, [The same untranslatable proper name] argued that no truly sophisticated composition had ever been produced by a being with a lifespan of less than [roughly 1,100 Earth years], and since such lifespans only become possible with technological maturity, nothing predating a race’s overcoming of natural death is of any artistic consequence. Certainly, the winning compositions bear out her position: the work of composers who lived for [roughly 140 Earth years] or less seem little more than atonal noise when compared to…


    * * * *


    It had begun just two years ago. Michael—that’s my son; he was thirteen then—and I got a call from a neighbor telling us we just had to put on the TV. We did so, and we sat side by side on the couch, watching the news conference taking place in Pasadena, and then the speeches by the U.S. President and the Canadian Prime Minister.


    When it was over, I looked at Michael, and he looked at me. He was a good kid, and I loved him very much—and I wanted him to understand how special this all was. “Take note of where you are, Michael,” I said. “Take note of what you’re wearing, what I’m wearing, what the weather’s like outside. For the rest of your life, people will ask you what you were doing when you heard.”


    He nodded, and I went on. “This is the kind of event that comes along only once in a great while. Each year, the anniversary of it will be marked; it’ll be in all the history books. It might even become a holiday. This is a date like…”


    I looked round the living room, helplessly, trying to think of a date that this one was similar to. But I couldn’t, at least not from my lifetime, although my dad had talked about July 20, 1969, in much the same way.


    “Well,” I said at last, “remember when you came home that day when you were little, saying Johnny Stevens had mentioned something called 9/11 to you, and you wanted to know what it was, and I told you, and you cried. This is like that, in that it’s significant… but… but 9/11 was such a bad memory, such an awful thing. And what’s happened today—it’s… it’s joyous, that’s what it is. Today, humanity has crossed a threshold. Everybody will be talking about nothing but this in the days and weeks ahead, because, as of right now”—my voice had actually cracked as I said the words—“we are not alone.”


    * * * *


    Cosmic Microwave Background Radiation: a highly isotropic radiation with an almost perfect blackbody spectrum permeating the entire universe, at a temperature of approximately [2.7 degrees Kelvin]. Although some primitive cultures mistakenly cite this radiation as proof of a commonly found creation myth—specifically, a notion that the universe began as a singularity that burst forth violently—sophisticated races understand that the cosmic microwave background is actually the result of…


    * * * *


    It didn’t help that the same thing was happening elsewhere. It didn’t help one damned bit. I’d been called in to U of T seven times over the past two years, and each time someone had killed himself. It wasn’t always a prof; time before McCharles, it had been a Ph.D. candidate who’d been just about to defend his thesis on some abstruse aspect of evolutionary theory. Oh, evolution happens, all right—but it turns out the mechanisms are way more complex than the ones the Darwinians have been defending for a century and a half. I tried not to get cynical about all this, but I wondered if, as he slit his wrists before reproducing, that student had thought about the irony of what he was doing.


    The source of all his troubles—of so many people’s troubles—was a planet orbiting a star called 54 Piscium, some thirty-six light-years away. For two years now, it had been constantly signaling Earth with flashes of intense laser light.


    Well, not quite constantly: it signaled for eighteen hours then paused for twenty, and it fell silent once every hundred and twelve days for a period just shy of two weeks. From this, astronomers had worked out what they thought were the lengths of the day and the year of the planet that was signaling us, and the diameter of that planet’s sun. But they weren’t sure; nobody was sure of anything anymore.


    At first, all we knew was that the signals were artificial. The early patterns of flashes were various mathematical chains: successively larger primes, then Fibonacci sequences in base eight, then a series that no one has quite worked out the significance of but that was sent repeatedly.


    But then real information started flowing in, in amazing detail. Our telecommunications engineers were astonished that they’d missed a technique as simple as fractal nesting for packing huge amounts of information into a very narrow bandwidth. But that realization was just the first of countless blows to our egos.


    There was a clip they kept showing on TV for ages after we’d figured out what we were receiving: an astronomer from the last century with a supercilious manner going on about how contact with aliens might plug us into the Encyclopedia Galactica, a repository of the knowledge of beings millions of years ahead of us in science and technology, in philosophy and mathematics. What wonders it would hold! What secrets it would reveal! What mysteries it would solve!


    No one was arrogant like that astronomer anymore. No one could be.


    Of course, various governments had tried to put the genie back into the bottle, but no nation has a monopoly on signals from the stars. Indeed, anyone with a few hundred dollars worth of equipment could detect the laser flashes. And deciphering the information wasn’t hard; the damned encyclopedia was designed to be read by anyone, after all.


    And so the entries were made public—placed on the web by individuals, corporations, and those governments that still thought doing so was a public service. Of course, people tried to verify what the entries said; for some, we simply didn’t have the technology. For others, though, we could run tests, or make observations—and the entries always turned out to be correct, no matter how outlandish their claims seemed on the surface.


    I thought about Ethan McCharles, swinging from his fiber-optic noose. The poor bastard.


    It was rumored that one group had sent a reply to the senders, begging them to stop the transmission of the encyclopedia. Maybe that was even true—but it was no quick fix. After all, any signal sent from Earth would take thirty-six years to reach them, and even if they replied—or stopped—immediately upon receipt of our message, it would take another thirty-six years for that to have an impact here.


    Until then at least, data would rain down on us, poison from the sky.


    * * * *


    Life After Death: A belief, frequently encountered in unenlightened races, that some self-aware aspect of a given individual survives the death of the body. Although such a belief doubtless gives superstitious primitives a measure of comfort, it is easily proven that no such thing exists. The standard proofs are drawn from (1) moral philosophy, (2) quantum information theory, (3) non-[Untranslatable proper name] hyperparallactic phase-shift phenomenology, and (4) comprehensive symbolic philosologic. We shall explore each of these proofs in turn…


    * * * *


    “Ethan was a good man,” said Marilyn Maslankowski. We had left her husband’s office—and his corpse—behind. It was getting late, and the campus was mostly empty. Of course, as I’d seen, it was mostly empty earlier, too—who the hell wanted to waste years getting taught things that would soon be proven wrong, or would be rendered hopelessly obsolete?


    We’d found a lounge to sit in, filled with vinyl-covered chairs. I bought Marilyn a coffee from a machine; at least I could do that much for her.


    “I’m sure he was,” I said. They were always good men—or good women. They’d just backed the wrong horse, and—


    No. No, that wasn’t right. They’d backed a horse when there were other, much faster, totally invisible things racing as well. We knew nothing.


    “His work was his life,” Marilyn continued. “He was so dedicated. Not just about his research, either, but as a teacher. His students loved him.”


    “I’m sure they did,” I said. However few of them there were. “Um, how did you get to work today?”


    “TTC,” she replied. Public transit.


    “Where abouts do you live?”


    “We have a condo near the lake, in Etobicoke.”


    We. She’d probably say “we” for months to come.


    She’d finished her coffee, and I drained mine in a final gulp. “Come on,” I said. “I’ll give you a lift home.”


    We headed down some stairs and out to the street. It was dark, and the sky seemed a uniform black: the glare of street lamps banished the stars. If only it were so easy…


    We got into my car, and I started driving. Earlier, she’d called her two adult children. One, her daughter, was rushing back to the city from a skiing trip—artificial snow, of course. The other, her son, was in Los Angeles, but was taking the red-eye, and would be here by morning.


    “Why are they doing this?” she asked, as we drove along. “Why are the aliens doing this?”


    I moved into the left lane and flicked on my turn signal. Blink, blink, blink.


    Off in the distance we could see the tapered needle of the CN Tower, Toronto’s—and, when I was younger—the world’s tallest building, stretching over half a kilometer into the air. Lots of radio and television stations broadcast from it, and so I pointed at it. “Presumably they became aware of us through our radio and TV programs—stuff we leaked out into space.” I tried to make my tone light. “Right now, they’d be getting our shows from the 1970s—have you ever seen any of that stuff? I suppose they think they’re uplifting us. Bringing us out of the dark ages.”


    Marilyn looked out the passenger window. “There’s nothing wrong with darkness,” she said. “It’s comforting.” She didn’t say anything further as we continued along. The city was gray and unpleasant. Christmas had come and gone, and—


    Funny thing; I hadn’t thought about it until just now. Used to be at Christmas, you’d see stars everywhere: on the top of trees, on lampposts, all over the place. After all, a star had supposedly heralded Jesus’ birth. But I couldn’t recall seeing a single one this past Christmas. Signals from the heavens just didn’t have the same appeal anymore…


    Marilyn’s condo tower was about twenty stories tall, and some of the windows had tinfoil covering them instead of curtains. It looked like it used to be an upscale building, but so many people had lost their jobs in the past two years. I pulled into the circular driveway. She looked at me, and her eyes were moist. I knew it was going to be very difficult for her to go into her apartment. Doubtless, there’d be countless things of her husband’s left in a state that suggested he was going to return. My heart went out to her, but there was nothing I could do, damn it all. They should let us touch them. They should let us hold them. Human contact: it’s the only kind that doesn’t hurt.


    After letting her off, I drove to my house, exhausted emotionally and physically; for most of the trip, the CN Tower was visible in my rearview mirror, as though the city was giving me the finger.


    My son Michael was fifteen now, but he wasn’t home, apparently. His mother and I had split up more than five years ago, so the house was empty. I sat on the living-room couch and turned on the wall monitor. As always, I wondered how I was going to manage to hold onto this place in my old age. The police pension fund was bankrupt; half the stocks it had invested in were now worthless. Who wanted to own shares in oil companies when an entry might be received showing how to make cold fusion work? Who wanted to own biotechnology stocks when an entry explaining some do-it-yourself gene-resequencing technique might be the very next one to arrive?


    The news was on, and, of course, there was the usual report about the encyclopedia entries whose translations had been released today. The entries came in a bizarre order, perhaps reflecting the alphabetical sequence of their names in some alien tongue; we never knew what would be next. There’d be an entry on some aspect of biology, then one on astronomy, then some arcane bit of history of some alien world, then something from a new science that we don’t even have a name for. I listened halfheartedly; like most people, I did everything halfheartedly these days.


    “One of the latest Encyclopedia Galactica entries,” said the female reporter, “reveals that our universe is finite in size, measuring some forty-four billion light-years across. Another new entry contains information about a form of combustion based on neon, which our scientists had considered an inert gas. Also, a lengthy article provides a comprehensive explanation of dark matter, the long suspected but never identified source of most of the mass in the universe. It turns out that no such dark matter exists, but rather there’s an interrelationship between gravity and tachyons that…”


    Doubtless some people somewhere were happy or intrigued by these revelations. But others were surely devastated, lifetimes of work invalidated. Ah, well. As long as none of them were here in Toronto. Let somebody else, somewhere else, deal with the grieving widows, the orphaned children, the inconsolable boyfriends. I’d had enough. I’d had plenty.


    I got up and went to make some coffee. I shouldn’t be having caffeine at this hour, but I didn’t sleep well these days even when I avoided it. As I stirred whitener into my cup, I could hear the front door opening. “Michael?” I shouted out, as I headed back to the couch.


    “Yeah,” he called back. A moment later he entered the living room. My son had one side of his head shaved bald, the current street-smart style. Leather jackets, which had been de rigueur for tough kids when I’d been Michael’s age—not that any tough kid ever said de rigueur—were frowned upon now; a synthetic fabric that shone like quicksilver and was as supple as silk was all young people wore these days; of course, the formula to make it had come from an encyclopedia entry.


    “It’s a school night,” I said. “You shouldn’t be out so late.”


    “School.” He spat the word. “As if anyone cares. As if any of it matters.”


    We’d had this argument before; we were just going through the motions. I said what I said because that’s what a parent is supposed to say. He said what he said because…


    Because it was the truth.


    I nodded, and shut off the TV. Michael headed on down to the basement, and I sat in the dark, staring up at the ceiling.


    * * * *


    Chronics: Branch of science that deals with the temporal properties of physical entities. Although most entities in the universe progress through time in an orthrochronic, or forward, fashion, certain objects instead regress in a retrochronic, or backward, fashion. The most common example…


    * * * *


    Yesterday, it turned out, was easy. Yesterday, I only had to deal with one dead body.


    The explosion happened at 9:42 a.m. I’d been driving down to division headquarters, listening to loud music on the radio with my windows up, and I still heard it. Hell, they probably heard it clear across Lake Ontario, in upstate New York.


    I’d been speeding along the Don Valley Parkway when it happened, and had a good view through my windshield toward downtown. Of course, the skyline was dominated by the CN Tower, which—


    My God!


    —which was now leaning over, maybe twenty degrees off vertical. The radio station I’d been listening to went dead; it had been transmitting from the CN Tower, I supposed. Maybe it was a terrorist attack. Or maybe it was just some bored school kid who’d read the entry on how to produce antimatter that had been released last week.


    There was a seven-story complex of observation decks and restaurants two-thirds of the way up the tower, providing extra weight. It was hard to—


    Damn!


    My car’s brakes had slammed on, under automatic control; I pitched forward, the shoulder belt giving a bit. The car in front of mine had come to a complete stop—as, I could now see, had the car in front of it, and the one in front of that car, too. Nobody wanted to continue driving toward the tower. I undid my seat belt and got out of my car; other motorists were doing the same thing.


    The tower was leaning over further now: maybe thirty-five degrees. I assumed the explosion had been somewhere near its base; if it had been antimatter, from what I understood, only a minuscule amount would have been needed.


    “There it goes!” shouted someone behind me. I watched, my stomach knotting, as the tower leaned over farther and farther. It would hit other, lesser skyscrapers; there was no way that could be avoided. I was brutally conscious of the fact that hundreds, maybe thousands, of people were about to die.


    The tower continued to lean, and then it broke in two, the top half plummeting sideways to the ground. A plume of dust went up into the air, and—


    It was like watching a distant electrical storm: the visuals hit you first, well before the sound. And the sound was indeed like thunder, a reverberating, cracking roar.


    Screams were going up around me. “Oh, my God! Oh, my God!” I felt like I was going to vomit, and I had to hold onto my car’s fender for support.


    Somebody behind me was shouting, “Damn you, damn you, damn you!” I turned, and saw a man shaking his fist at the sky. I wanted to join him, but there was no point.


    This was just the beginning, I knew. People all over the world had read that entry, along with all the others. Antimatter explosions; designer diseases based on new insights into how biology worked; God only knew what else. We needed a firewall for the whole damn planet, and there was no way to erect one.


    I abandoned my car and wandered along the highway until I found an off-ramp. I walked for hours, passing people who were crying, people who were screaming, people who, like me, were too shocked, too dazed, to do either of those things.


    I wondered if there was an entry in the Encyclopedia Galactica about Earth, and, if so, what it said. I thought of Ethan McCharles, swinging back and forth, a flesh pendulum, and I remembered that spontaneous little eulogy Chiu, the security guard, had uttered. Would there be a eulogy for Earth? A few kind words, closing out the entry on us in the next edition of the encyclopedia? I knew what I wanted it to say.


    I wanted it to say that we mattered, that what we did had worth, that we treated each other well most of the time. But that was wishful thinking, I suppose. All that would probably be in the entry was the date on which our first broadcasts were detected, and the date, only a heartbeat later in cosmic terms, on which they had ceased.


    It would take me most of the day to walk home. My son Michael would make his way back there, too, I’m sure, when he heard the news.


    And at least we’d be together, as we waited for whatever would come next.


    * * * *
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    CANADIAN SCIENCE FICTION IN ENGLISH, by Ruby S. Ramraj


    Canadian science fiction has been around since the end of the nineteenth century, but it is only recently—since the 1970s—that it has become a burgeoning field with ever-increasing popularity. Writers of the genre (both French and English) have been strongly influenced by the works of fellow science fiction writers in the United States particularly Isaac Asimov, Frederik Pohl, and Judith Merril (who eventually lived and wrote in Canada) and in Britain especially Aldous Huxley, H. G. Wells, and Arthur C Clarke. Early Canadian science fiction writers (such as A. E van Vogt and Frederick Philip Grove in the 1940s) began to write their own brand of science fiction. The founding of Amazing Stories in the United States in 1926 gave Americans protagonists who—as in Western movies—were heroic figures battling successfully alien forces, saving their homelands or allied planets, and vanquishing enemies against all odds. Canadian science fiction writers on the whole seldom wrote then or now about heroes with such sweeping powers. Their works tend to focus more on social communication among peoples and though they use scientific advances and technology, they tend to avoid extensive use of technology for war, suppression, or large scale annihilation. Most Canadian science fiction writers show “a Canadian concern for the fragility of political and cultural institutions” (Clute 24). The heroism of the protagonists in Canadian science fiction novels tends to be very low key. Concerned with ethics and accommodating others, they tend to seek moral victories, and find fulfillment in merely saving individuals, families, or a communities, not the world at large. Less flamboyant, but more practical than their US counterparts, Canadian science fiction protagonists often opt for negotiation and fair play rather than confrontation and war; and they seldom aim at destroying the world or obliterating enemies.


    James De Mille’s (1833–1880) novel A Strange Manuscript Found in a Copper Cylinder, published posthumously in 1888, is considered to be the first Canadian work of science fiction. A strange tale of a fantastic voyage (in the manner of Jules Verne’s voyages) set in a lost land in the Antarctic it is different from modern Canadian science fiction. A story within a story, it relates how four men on a yacht find a copper cylinder floating in the ocean which contains a manuscript of the adventures of a ship’s captain named Adam More (deliberately evoking both the archetypal and the utopian). The men take turns reading the chapters, commenting on what they are reading. Vividly written, funny, and readable, detailing narrow escapes from human sacrifice, it has no real scientific extrapolation. Another early work of science fiction is The Electrical Kiss (1896) a novel by Ida May Ferguson from New Brunswick (written under the pseudonym Dyjan Fergus). Set in Montreal, it relates the story of a Chinese scientist who pursues and eventually marries a Canadian woman by using his “electrical kiss.”


    A noticeable aspect of early Canadian science fiction is the number of mainstream Canadian writers who wrote science fiction novels. Stephen B. Leacock (1869–1944) is a prominent example. He is best known for Sunshine Sketches of a little Town (1912), a gentle portrait of a fictional little Canadian town called Mariposa. But he also wrote “The Man in the Asbestos Suit: An Allegory of the Future” (1911) in a collection of stories he called Nonsense Novels. This futuristic story offers observations on human nature which are as refreshing today as when they were written in 1911. It describes a world in which the inhabitants are clad in long-wearing suits of asbestos and in which death has been eliminated. Here, only a vestigial memory of actual labor remains. Things requiring effort were all accomplished centuries ago, so now people have all necessities. They have, in fact, achieved utopia. Leacock also wrote The Iron Man and the Tin Woman with Other Such Futurities (1929) and Afternoons in Utopia (1932). Two mainstream poets who published early speculative fiction include the prominent Confederation poet Charles G. D. Roberts (1860–1943) who in 1919 wrote In the Morning of Time, a story about life in prehistoric days, and the early modern poet E. J. Pratt (1882–1964) who wrote a narrative poem set in prehistoric days in Australasia called “The Great Feud,” found in his collection of poems Titans and Other Epics of the Pilocene (1926).


    Frederick Philip Grove (1879–1948) known for his realistic prairie novels depicting the life of early settlers in the west such as Fruits of the Earth (1933), published Consider Her Ways (1948), a science fiction novel about a group of ants that travel from Venezuela to the Public Library in New York, looking for a human researcher who has telepathic communication with one of the scientist ants. The ants in the book talk and read books from the library. Grove sustains a tone that is rational and analytical, exhibiting a vast knowledge of the ant world, of their behavior and their habitat. The novel is a satiric look at man from the view of the ants, who see man as a degenerate type of creature.


    With limited avenues for publication in Canada, Canadian writers contributed to the pulp magazines which were being produced since the 1920s in the US. Among the most notable is A. E. van Vogt (1912–2000), whose science fiction stories (about 35) appeared in Astounding Science Fiction and several other pulp magazines. He wrote often of violent planetary destruction, perhaps reflecting a post-World War II syndrome. His first story “Black Destroyer” (1939) portrays the Coeurl, an alien race of predators; his first novel, Slan (1939) features a mutant protagonist whose physical superiority and ESP capability enable him to survive. Van Vogt wrote these and many other stories before moving to the US in 1944, where he continued his writing career with his popular Weapon Shop books. In 1996, he was recognized for six decades of golden age science fiction; he was presented with a special award at the World Science Fiction Convention. Critical reception of his work has been divided, but writers such as Philip K. Dick acknowledged unabashedly his influence on their writing. And the critic Fredric Jameson affirms that van Vogt prepared the way for Dick, the “greatest of all science fiction writers…whose extraordinary novels and stories are inconceivable without the opening onto that play of unconscious materials and fantasy dynamics released by van Vogt” (315).


    In 1979, John Robert Colombo (1936– ) edited the first Canadian anthology of science fiction, Other Canadas: An Anthology of Science Fiction and Fantasy (1979). This influential book inspired many budding writers of the genre and made the public aware of the vast range of speculative fiction in Canada. The World Science Fiction convention held in Toronto in 1973 was very well attended, and brought together readers and writers of science fiction including such notables as Judith Merril and Judith and Garfield Reeves-Stevens. The first Science Fiction and Fantasy Achievement Awards (now the Auroras) for 1980 was presented at the first National Canadian science fiction convention in 1981. This event confirmed for many readers and writers outside the genre the respectability of speculative fiction. The poet Phyllis Gotlieb (1926–2009) of Toronto began writing science fiction novels. David Ketterer has called her the voice of Canadian science fiction from 1960–1980. Her first novel Sunburst (1964), for which the Sunburst Award is named, has relevance today given its focus on a nuclear accident and its effect on humans. The book was predictive of nuclear accidents in Three Mile Island and Chernobyl, reminding us that we can be victims of advances in technology if we use it without fully understanding the benefits or the dangers of such use. Gotlieb wrote many other novels, winning the Aurora Award for the best novel in 1982 for her novel A Judgment of Dragons, a series of linked novelettes. Many of her short stories have been anthologized, especially those in her collection Son of the Morning and Other Stories (1983).


    Judith Merril (1923–1997) was a strong voice in Canadian science fiction. She, like the science fiction writers William Gibson, Spider Robinson, and Robert Charles Wilson, was born in the US and like all of them became prominent in Canada. Since her arrival in Canada in 1968, she promoted the genre, focusing the attention of readers on feminist issues and the need for the evaluation of ethical concerns in scientific experimentation. Her most influential short story, “That Only a Mother,” published in 1948 in Astounding Science Fiction, is a moving account of the reluctance of a mother to see and accept the genetic mutation that has occurred in her child because of her husband’s exposure to nuclear radioactivity. Merril’s impressive body of writing includes Daughters of Earth: Three Novels (1969). She began editing anthologies in 1950 with Shot in the Dark. She is also known for her series of twelve “year’s best” anthologies which started in 1956. She deliberately included stories by lesser-known writers in her anthologies, and continued this practice when she edited the influential Tesseracts (1985) a continuing anthology of Canadian science fiction writing which became a series, with prominent science fiction writers such as Robert J. Sawyer, Robert Charles Wilson, Candas Jane Dorsey, and Nalo Hopkinson as guest editors. Merril’s book collection forms the core of The Merril Collection of Science Fiction, Speculation, and Fantasy, which was founded in 1970 by the Toronto Public Library in Canada. This collection of more than 26,000 books includes 18,000 noncirculating periodicals and about 8,500 paperback books, which can be loaned and circulated. This collection is an indispensable one for readers and researchers of science fiction.


    Judith Merril has influenced many science fiction and fantasy writers; Candas Jane Dorsey (1952– ) and Nalo Hopkinson (1960– ) are two of them. Dorsey, a writer, journalist, and social worker, co-edited Tesseracts 3 with Gerry Truscott in 1991. Her science fiction and fantasy stories in Machine Sex & Other Stories (1988) rework science fiction tropes from a feminist viewpoint. Nalo Hopkinson immigrated to Canada in 1977 from Jamaica, where she was born. She won the Warner Aspect Prize in 1998 for her first novel Brown Girl in a Ring (1998), a fantasy-horror novel set in a futuristic Toronto. Her next novel, Midnight Robber (2000), is a science fiction novel written (as is her first) in the demotic language of the Caribbean. It depicts a technologically advanced planet called Toussaint colonized by Caribbean people, an advanced people who have their own AIs linked to a worldwide web Granny Nansi’s web. Humans who live here are slaves to advanced technology. Juxtaposed with this world is the nightmarish world of New Half Way Tree, in which the outcasts and criminals of society live. Thrust onto this planet, the protagonist battles violence, oppression, and sexual abuse before she can regain her independence and safety. Hopkinson’s collection of stories, Skin Folk (2001), won the Sunburst Award in 2003. It contains a science fiction story, “A Habit of Waste,” set in a futuristic Toronto where humans have the ability to replace their original bodies with a new ones from a “MediPerfection catalogue” (183). Hopkinson edited with Geoff Ryman Tesseracts 9 in 2006. Her fantasy novel, The Salt Roads (2003), spans time and place jumping from Egypt in 345 CE to Haiti of the 1800s to Paris of the 1840s. The stories of three women are linked by the voice of a goddess, Ezili. Her latest novel The New Moon’s Arms (2007) is another fantasy which portrays an “aquaboy” who is searching for his family. In 2008 Hopkinson received the Aurora Award and The Sunburst Award for this novel. She is currently residing in the US and continues to write and teach there.


    Many of the contemporary Canadian science fiction writers exhibit an apprehension of environmental destruction. They create pessimistic worlds, restrictive, totalitarian futuristic societies, and societies unable to control scientific experiments such as mutated viruses released into the atmosphere by negligent scientists or corporations. Such dystopic novels have been published in the last two decades by William Gibson and Robert Charles Wilson. The dystopic novel has attracted the attention of mainstream Canadian writer Margaret Atwood (1939– ), who creates an alternative version of the future in The Handmaid’s Tale (1985). The novel, which won the Arthur C .Clarke Award in 1987 and was made into a movie in 1990, depicts a world in which some women are reduced to the status of breeders and are denied the most basic human rights, a prophecy that became true not so much in the West, where Atwood’s novel is set, but in countries like Afghanistan under the Taliban. If this novel is a warning about an anti-feminist backlash, Oryx and Crake (2003) is about another set of dangers facing the human race. It cautions against developments in science and technology such as genetic engineering and xenotransplantation, detailing the disturbing social and ethical consequences of such experimentation.


    One of the most influential novels of dystopian science fiction in the cyberpunk genre is Neuromancer, a novel by William Gibson (1948– ), published in 1984, which won the Hugo, Nebula, and the Philip K. Dick awards. Gibson was born in the US, immigrating to Canada in 1968 to escape the draft during the Vietnam War. He later became a Canadian citizen. Gibson has been credited with coining the term “cyberspace,” and is been seen as the writer who predicted the growth of virtual environments and the Internet. By employing neural implants, cowboys in this novel, such as Case, the protagonist, attempt to pirate information by “jacking” or plugging themselves into the matrix, which is a virtual world simulated by a globally linked computer database. The novel examines the relationship between humans and technology, and reveals a futuristic world where humans rely on computer programs for their very existence. The two other books in the Neuromancer trilogy are Count Zero (1986) and Mona Lisa Overdrive (1988). Though Gibson has written numerous other novels and stories, it is Neuromancer that has propelled him to fame.


    Like William Gibson and Margaret Atwood, Robert Charles Wilson (1953– ) also creates dystopic worlds in his fiction. Born in the US, he has lived in Canada since 1962. He began publishing science fiction and fantasy stories in Astounding Science Fiction in 1974. His first novel, A Hidden Place (1986), is a work of fantasy which deals with an alternate world, as does his The Memory Wire (1987), and Darwinia (1998). He won two Aurora awards for Darwinia and Blind Lake (2003) and a Hugo award for his novel Spin (2005), the first book of his trilogy that continues with Axis (2007) and concludes with Vortex (2011). Blind Lake is a science fiction novel that takes place in a government laboratory where scientists observe sapient life on a planet fifty-one light years away, using telescopes powered by quantum computers that have advanced beyond human understanding. A sudden and unexplained facility lockdown extends into a long-term quarantine which leads to unexpected results for the protagonist and her daughter. Spin is a science fiction thriller and an ecological warning, but it is also a deeply moving book about the capacity of humans for faith and hope. In Axis, humans are colonizing a new world, and exploiting its rescouce, large deposits of oil, which makes it a familiar story today.


    James Alan Gardner (1955– ) is a contemporary of Robert Charles Wilson and Robert Sawyer, and also raised in Ontario. Author of numerous short stories, he has won several awards. In 1989 he was awarded the Grand Prize in the Writers of the Future contest for “Children of Creche,” set in a futurist vacation world. He earned an Aurora Award for “Three Hearings on the Existence of Snakes in the Human Bloodstream” (1997); it was also nominated for both the Nebula and Hugo awards. He has written a series of satirical novels set in the benevolent League of Peoples universe where life is sacred and there are no wars and few criminal activities. The first, Expendable (1997), introduces female protagonist Festina Ramos of the Technocracy Explorer Corps, a component of the League responsible for investigating planets and contacting new life forms. In this universe, murderers are considered as lacking in sapience, and are killed off if they try to leave their solar system. Gardner is currently working on a new novel, Fire and Dust.


    Perhaps the most well-known, prolific, and highly respected science fiction writer in Canada today is Robert J Sawyer (1960– ), the “dean of Canadian science fiction,” as the Ottawa Citizen (1999) has dubbed him. Sawyer is one of only eight writers, and the only Canadian, to win all three of the world’s most prestigious science fiction awards for best novel of the year: The Hugo, the Nebula, and the John W. Campbell Memorial Award. He has also won many international awards and honorary degrees. His first novel, Golden Fleece (1988), is a murder mystery which takes place aboard the spaceship Argo. The ship is manned by the quantum computer JASON, who is in charge of all the humans aboard, and who narrates the story. He is one of the most well-rounded, intriguing, non-human characters in science fiction. Sawyer has stated that the creation of JASON is his way of paying tribute to Arthur C. Clarke’s Hal in Space Odyssey 2001. To date, Sawyer has published nineteen novels and two short story collections. In many of his novels, Sawyer explores the impact of science and technology on humans, dealing with such subjects as the possibility of uploading one’s consciousness into an artificial body (Mindscan, 2005), the challenges of aging and the possibility of rejuvenation (Rollback, 2007), and the evolution of man in the Neanderthal Parallax trilogy: Hominids (2003), Humans (2003) and Hybrids (2003). In Hominids, which won the Hugo award for best novel, a bridge opens to reveal a parallel Earth where Neanderthals survived to the present day but humans in the contemporary world did not. Sawyer’s novel FlashForward (1999) in which the consciousness of all of mankind experiences two minutes of the future is an exploration of fate versus free will and a philosophical look at the behavior of humans when faced with mysterious circumstances. This book was made into a mini-series by ABC television in 2010. Sawyer’s latest trilogy on the importance of the world-wide web and the way it impacts us as humans includes the novels WWW: Wake (2009), WWW:Watch (2010), and WWW: Wonder (2011). He and his wife, Carolyn Clink, edited the influential anthology Tesseracts 6 in 1997. Sawyer now has his own eponymous imprint at Red Deer Press in Alberta. In March 2008, Quill & Quire named Sawyer as one of thirty of “the most influential, innovative, and just plain powerful people in Canadian publishing.” Sawyer’s philosophy on science fiction matches that of Margaret Sommerville, who in her book The Ethical Canary states that “science seems to be moving ahead ever more swiftly, leaving ethics seemingly further and further behind. Is it time to slow down the clock and let ethics catch up?” (2) Sawyer himself has echoed similar sentiments in many of his classroom and public lectures over the years. In spite of his caution regarding scientific advances today, Sawyer remains optimistic about the ability of humans to create a better society for themselves. In an interview with Gary Butler, he states “Science fiction is a literature of ideas” embracing “science, philosophy, history, and ethics” (3). Sawyer continues to write, to lecture, and to be an active participant in literary, social, and philosophical discussions in Canada and around the world.


    Canadian science fiction writing shows no evidence of waning. Though this genre is relatively recent in Canada, it has a widening readership and has media attention in both English and French Canada. It is hard to believe that just two decades ago, no Canadian publisher was interested in publishing David Ketterer’s study Canadian Science Fiction and Fantasy. He eventually had it published in the US in 1992. With the ever-increasing number of Canadian writers living and working in Canada today, and the easy accessibility of their work through the Internet, anthologies, paperback books, and e-books, these writers are reaching Canadian and international readers, and their works are being translated into many different languages. Moreover, the recent profusion of Science Fiction and Fantasy courses in Canadian universities and colleges (and universities and colleges around the world) is earning the genre greater appreciation, respectability, and mainstream status.
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    DARRELL SCHWEITZER


    (1952– )


    Although Darrell is better known for his fantasy, his expertise on a variety of topics related to genre fiction, and his editorship of Weird Tales, he does many other things as well, not the least of which is write SF poetry.


    I’ve known Darrell since the mid 1980s, when I was an undergraduate and he was (as he still remains) a major figure in Philadelphia-area fandom. We were reacquainted when I broke into publishing, and I see Darrell and his wife Mattie at virtually any conference I attend. We’ve sat on panels together, and the breadth of his knowledge is startling, whether the topic is Tolkien or T. H. White or Byzantine history. In addition to writing and editing he’s a literary agent and small press publisher; when he’s not speaking on panels he’s in the dealer’s room selling books and ancient coins. (Like the Ancient Mariner, “he stoppeth one in three” and talks to people until they buy a book from him. Darrell jokes that unsigned copies of his books sell for more than signed ones…because they’re rarer.)


    One of Darrell’s talents is an ability to mix scholarship with a keen sense of the humor and absurdity inherent in both history and literature. (It flows through his own work as well, as in “Social Lapses”: A slime-beast from Fomulhaut-Five / quite drunk in an old spaceport dive / proposed to nine men, six cats and a hen / and barely escaped there alive.) The poems here capture that mix of seriousness and absurdity. In “Alternate Histories” Darrell “sums up the whole alternate history genre in 18 lines,” while “Scientific Romance” wistfully echoes the mostly forgotten Vernean view of SF. “At the Conclusion of an Interstellar War” is just as wistful on the subject of bug-eyed monsters.

  


  
    ALTERNATE HISTORIES, by Darrell Schweitzer


    First published in Starline, 2003


    Even as Napoleon, Hitler, and Philip the Second


    marched triumphantly into London,


    as Caesar escaped assassination


    and conquered the whole East,


    and Grant died of tetanus


    after stepping on a nail at Vicksburg,


    while time-travelers gave Frederick Barbarossa


    an AK-47 and a life-jacket,


    the stranger who might have been my friend,


    whose colored coat I could not see clearly


    in the mud and darkness,


    lay beside me in a little hollow of ground,


    coughing up blood, babbling of green fields,


    and calling out some woman’s name.


    The light on the horizon


    might have been a burning city,


    or the sunrise, which for him,


    at least, never came.

  


  
    SCIENTIFIC ROMANCE, by Darrell Schweitzer


    First published in Starline, November 2005


    When we were master and mistress of the world,


    when our airships soared like apocalyptic visions


    above the helpless navies,


    we could have erased whole cities,


    even continents, at the touch of a lever,


    with our bombs, gas, and radium rays,


    forcing mankind to yield to our demands.


    But, lacking any messianic agenda,


    or the desire to slaughter anonymous strangers,


    we merely voyaged on, admiring


    the Alps and Himalayas gleaming like icy teeth,


    and the brilliant moonlight on the clouds below.


    I steered the great vessel; you held my hand steady,


    while kings and kaisers trembled


    at the thunder of our engines.


    In the end, we dismissed all our minions


    on good pensions, detonated the secret island base,


    and in our old age, sat side by side


    on cold winter’s nights,


    feeding plans and blueprints into the fire,


    reminiscing about the times we had,


    very much aware of what might happen


    if such knowledge ever fell


    into irresponsible hands.

  


  
    AT THE CONCLUSION OF AN INTERSTELLAR WAR, by Darrell Schweitzer


    First published in Dreams & Nightmares, 2003


    Of course we won.


    Earth’s clever scientists


    deftly disassembled your fiendish devices,


    built shields against your rays,


    rays against your clanking machines,


    then knocked your moon-sized dreadnoughts


    out of the sky, blowing them


    to smithereens and crackling sparks.


    In the end, our grim-jawed,


    space-armored heroes trampled


    the dust of your home world


    into, well, more dust,


    shouting as they did, “Die, alien scum!


    Free Men” — a term which includes women —


    “are coming to kill you!”


    It’s a shame


    that we couldn’t have shared


    what eons of alternate evolution


    crammed into your bulging brains


    before we reduced them to jelly.


    The perspectives would have been staggering,


    to say nothing of the beauty of your ancient art,


    the scroll books illuminated


    when our ancestors were still in trees


    now delicate as ash, and indecipherable.


    Your million lost Shakespeares


    could have been saved


    if only you hadn’t tried


    to abduct our women


    (a term which includes only women),


    steal our water and air,


    plow our cities under to plant your garden,


    and turn us into zombie-slaves


    with mind-controlling slugs on our backs.


    It was your fault, you know.


    So now we can only


    write “KILROY WAS HERE”


    on your enigmatic ruins,


    put up our billboards and hotdog stands,


    express romantic longings and crackpot theories,


    compose sad little poems,


    and forget.


    * * * *


    “Alternate Histories” Copyright © 2003 by Darrell Schweitzer.


    “Scientific Romance” Copyright © 2003 by Darrell Schweitzer.


    “At the Conclusion of an Interstellar War” Copyright © 2003 by Darrell Schweitzer.

  


  
    CHARLES STROSS


    (1964- )


    Something that I think only happens in the SF community: I keep forgetting the Charlie Stross and I have never met face to face. It’s not just that we have friends in common—SF publishing is incestuous enough that pretty much every professional with better social skills than Emily Dickinson has friends in common—it’s that one of my closest friends has also been very close to Charlie for years, and the stories she tells about events and adventures where he was there and the ones about events where I was there have blurred a bit in the many retellings to the point where I think we all sometimes forget which was which. And then I remember that Charlie lives on another continent, so we’re not actually in the same room all that much. Phantom or not, however, he’s a scarily good writer.


    Born in Leeds, England, Charlie wanted to write genre fiction from a young age, but also felt it was pretty unlikely he could make a living wage at it. While he had a few gaming articles published in White Dwarf magazine, he didn’t sell his first SF story until the short story “The Boys” (1987) appeared in Interzone. Instead he became a pharmacist, then a few years later earned a degree in computer science. He published short stories and articles about computer science sporadically while working as a programmer and technical writer. He also wrote nonfiction, in addition to fiction. When the dot com bubble burst, the company he was programming for went under. With his only steady income a monthly column about Linux he was writing, a full-time career writing suddenly seemed a lot more practical than it had before the bubble burst.


    Charlie’s first U.S. sale was “Lobsters” in 2001. It was nominated for the Hugo. His first novel, Singularity Sky, was published in 2003 and was also nominated for the Hugo. These days he writes fiction full-time, varying from hard SF to alternate history to and Lovecraftian thrillers. He won Hugos in 2005 and 2010, and a Sideways Award in 2007 for The Family Trade, The Hidden Family, and The Clan Corporate.


    He lives in Scotland with his wife, Feòrag NicBhride.

  


  
    LOBSTERS, by Charles Stross


    First published in Asimov’s Science Fiction, June 2001


    Manfred’s on the road again, making strangers rich.


    It’s a hot summer Tuesday and he’s standing in the plaza in front of the Centraal Station with his eyeballs powered up and the sunlight jangling off the canal, motor scooters and kamikaze cyclists whizzing past and tourists chattering on every side. The square smells of water and dirt and hot metal and the fart-laden exhaust fumes of cold catalytic converters; the bells of trams ding in the background and birds flock overhead. He glances up and grabs a pigeon, crops it and squirts at his website to show he’s arrived. The bandwidth is good here, he realises; and it’s not just the bandwidth, it’s the whole scene. Amsterdam is making him feel wanted already, even though he’s fresh off the train from Schiphol: he’s infected with the dynamic optimism of another time zone, another city. If the mood holds, someone out there is going to become very rich indeed.


    He wonders who it’s going to be.


    * * * *


    Manfred sits on a stool out in the car park at the Brouwerij ‘t IJ, watching the articulated buses go by and drinking a third of a litre of lip-curlingly sour geuze. His channels are jabbering away in a corner of his head-up display, throwing compressed infobursts of filtered press releases at him. They compete for his attention, bickering and rudely waving in front of the scenery. A couple of punks—maybe local, but more likely drifters lured to Amsterdam by the magnetic field of tolerance the Dutch beam across Europe like a pulsar—are laughing and chatting by a couple of battered mopeds in the far corner. A tourist boat putters by in the canal; the sails of the huge windmill overhead cast long cool shadows across the road. The windmill is a machine for lifting water, turning wind power into dry land: trading energy for space, sixteenth-century style. Manfred is waiting for an invite to a party where he’s going to meet a man who he can talk to about trading energy for space, twenty-first century style, and forget about his personal problems.


    He’s ignoring the instant messenger boxes, enjoying some low bandwidth high sensation time with his beer and the pigeons, when a woman walks up to him and says his name: “Manfred Macx?”


    He glances up. The courier is an Effective Cyclist, all wind-burned smooth-running muscles clad in a paen to polymer technology: electric blue lycra and wasp-yellow carbonate with a light speckling of anti-collision LEDs and tight-packed air bags. She holds out a box for him. He pauses a moment, struck by the degree to which she resembles Pam, his ex-fiance.


    “I’m Macx,” he says, waving the back of his left wrist under her bar-code reader. “Who’s it from?”


    “FedEx.” The voice isn’t Pam. She dumps the box in his lap, then she’s back over the low wall and onto her bicycle with her phone already chirping, disappearing in a cloud of spread-spectrum emissions.


    Manfred turns the box over in his hands: it’s a disposable supermarket phone, paid for in cash: cheap, untraceable and efficient. It can even do conference calls, which makes it the tool of choice for spooks and grifters everywhere.


    The box rings. Manfred rips the cover open and pulls out the phone, mildly annoyed. “Yes, who is this?”


    The voice at the other end has a heavy Russian accent, almost a parody in this decade of cheap online translation services. “Manfred. Am please to meet you; wish to personalise interface, make friends, no? Have much to offer.”


    “Who are you?” Manfred repeats suspiciously.


    “Am organisation formerly known as KGB dot RU.”


    “I think your translator’s broken.” He holds the phone to his ear carefully, as if it’s made of smoke-thin aerogel, tenous as the sanity of the being on the other end of the line.


    “Nyet—no, sorry. Am apologise for we not use commercial translation software. Interpreters are ideologically suspect, mostly have capitalist semiotics and pay-per-use APIs. Must implement English more better, yes?”


    Manfred drains his beer glass, sets it down, stands up, and begins to walk along the main road, phone glued to the side of his head. He wraps his throat mike around the cheap black plastic casing, pipes the input to a simple listener process. “You taught yourself the language just so you could talk to me?”


    “Da, was easy: spawn billion-node neural network and download Tellytubbies and Sesame Street at maximum speed. Pardon excuse entropy overlay of bad grammar: am afraid of digital fingerprints steganographically masked into my-our tutorials.”


    “Let me get this straight. You’re the KGB’s core AI, but you’re afraid of a copyright infringement lawsuit over your translator semiotics?” Manfred pauses in mid-stride, narrowly avoids being mown down by a GPS-guided roller-blader.


    “Am have been badly burned by viral end-user license agreements. Have no desire to experiment with patent shell companies held by Chechen infoterrorists. You are human, you must not worry cereal company repossess your small intestine because digest unlicensed food with it, right? Manfred, you must help me-we. Am wishing to defect.”


    Manfred stops dead in the street: “oh man, you’ve got the wrong free enterprise broker here. I don’t work for the government. I’m strictly private.” A rogue advertisement sneaks through his junkbuster proxy and spams glowing fifties kitsch across his navigation window—which is blinking—for a moment before a phage guns it and spawns a new filter. Manfred leans against a shop front, massaging his forehead and eyeballing a display of antique brass doorknockers. “Have you cleared this with the State Department?”


    “Why bother? State Department am enemy of Novy-USSR. State Department is not help us.”


    “Well, if you hadn’t given it to them for safe-keeping during the nineties…” Manfred is tapping his left heel on the pavement, looking round for a way out of this conversation. A camera winks at him from atop a street light; he waves, wondering idly if it’s the KGB or the traffic police. He is waiting for directions to the party, which should arrive within the next half an hour, and this cold war retread is bumming him out. “Look, I don’t deal with the G-men. I hate the military industrial complex. They’re zero-sum cannibals.” A thought occurs to him. “If survival is what you’re after, I could post your state vector to Eternity: then nobody could delete you—”


    “Nyet!” The artificial intelligence sounds as alarmed as it’s possible to sound over a GSM link. “Am not open source!”


    “We have nothing to talk about, then.” Manfred punches the hangup button and throws the mobile phone out into a canal. It hits the water and there’s a pop of deflagrating LiION cells. “Fucking cold war hang-over losers,” he swears under his breath, quite angry now. “Fucking capitalist spooks.” Russia has been back under the thumb of the apparatchiks for fifteen years now, its brief flirtation with anarcho-capitalism replaced by Brezhnevite dirigisme, and it’s no surprise that the wall’s crumbling—but it looks like they haven’t learned anything from the collapse of capitalism. They still think in terms of dollars and paranoia. Manfred is so angry that he wants to make someone rich, just to thumb his nose at the would-be defector. See! You get ahead by giving! Get with the program! Only the generous survive! But the KGB won’t get the message. He’s dealt with old-time commie weak-AI’s before, minds raised on Marxist dialectic and Austrian School economics: they’re so thoroughly hypnotised by the short-term victory of capitalism in the industrial age that they can’t surf the new paradigm, look to the longer term.


    Manfred walks on, hands in pockets, brooding. He wonders what he’s going to patent next.


    * * * *


    Manfred has a suite at the Hotel Jan Luyken paid for by a grateful multinational consumer protection group, and an unlimited public transport pass paid for by a Scottish sambapunk band in return for services rendered. He has airline employee’s travel rights with six flag carriers despite never having worked for an airline. His bush jacket has sixty four compact supercomputing clusters sewn into it, four per pocket, courtesy of an invisible college that wants to grow up to be the next Media Lab. His dumb clothing comes made to measure from an e-tailor in the Philippines who he’s never met. Law firms handle his patent applications on a pro bono basis, and boy does he patent a lot—although he always signs the rights over to the Free Intellect Foundation, as contributions to their obligation-free infrastructure project.


    In IP geek circles, Manfred is legendary; he’s the guy who patented the business practice of moving your e-business somewhere with a slack intellectual property regime in order to evade licensing encumbrances. He’s the guy who patented using genetic algorithms to patent everything they can permutate from an initial description of a problem domain—not just a better mousetrap, but the set of all possible better mousetraps. Roughly a third of his inventions are legal, a third are illegal, and the remainder are legal but will become illegal as soon as the legislatosaurus wakes up, smells the coffee, and panics. There are patent attorneys in Reno who swear that Manfred Macx is a pseudo, a net alias fronting for a bunch of crazed anonymous hackers armed with the Genetic Algorithm That Ate Calcutta: a kind of Serdar Argic of intellectual property, or maybe another Bourbaki maths borg. There are lawyers in San Diego and Redmond who swear blind that Macx is an economic saboteur bent on wrecking the underpining of capitalism, and there are communists in Prague who think he’s the bastard spawn of Bill Gates by way of the Pope.


    Manfred is at the peak of his profession, which is essentially coming up with whacky but workable ideas and giving them to people who will make fortunes with them. He does this for free, gratis. In return, he has virtual immunity from the tyranny of cash; money is a symptom of poverty, after all, and Manfred never has to pay for anything.


    There are drawbacks, however. Being a pronoiac meme-broker is a constant burn of future shock—he has to assimilate more than a megabyte of text and several gigs of AV content every day just to stay current. The Internal Revenue Service are investigating him continuously because they don’t believe his lifestyle can exist without racketeering. And there exist items that no money can’t buy: like the respect of his parents. He hasn’t spoken to them for three years: his father thinks he’s a hippy scrounger and his mother still hasn’t forgiven him for dropping out of his down-market Harvard emulation course. His fiance and sometime dominatrix Pamela threw him over six months ago, for reasons he has never been quite clear on. (Ironically, she’s a headhunter for the IRS, jetting all over the globe trying to persuade open source entrepreneurs to come home and go commercial for the good of the Treasury department.) To cap it all, the Southern Baptist Conventions have denounced him as a minion of Satan on all their websites. Which would be funny, if it wasn’t for the dead kittens one of their followers—he presumes it’s one of their followers—keeps mailing him.


    * * * *


    Manfred drops in at his hotel suite, unpacks his aineko, plugs in a fresh set of cells to charge, and sticks most of his private keys in the safe. Then he heads straight for the party, which is currently happening at De Wildemann’s; it’s a twenty minute walk and the only real hazard is dodging the trams that sneak up on him behind the cover of his moving map display.


    Along the way his glasses bring him up to date on the news. Europe has achieved peaceful political union for the first time ever: they’re using this unprecedented state of affairs to harmonize the curvature of bananas. In San Diego, researchers are uploading lobsters into cyberspace, starting with the stomatogastric ganglion, one neuron at a time. They’re burning GM cocoa in Belize and books in Edinburgh. NASA still can’t put a man on the moon. Russia has re-elected the communist government with an increased majority in the Duma; meanwhile in China fevered rumours circulate about an imminent re-habilitation, the second coming of Mao, who will save them from the consequences of the Three Gorges disaster. In business news, the US government is outraged at the Baby Bills—who have automated their legal processes and are spawning subsidiaries, IPO’ing them, and exchanging title in a bizarre parody of bacterial plasmid exchange, so fast that by the time the injunctions are signed the targets don’t exist any more.


    Welcome to the twenty-first century.


    The permanent floating meatspace party has taken over the back of De Wildemann’s, a three hundred year old brown cafe with a beer menu that runs to sixteen pages and wooden walls stained the colour of stale beer. The air is thick with the smells of tobacco, brewer’s yeast, and melatonin spray: half the dotters are nursing monster jetlag hangovers, and the other half are babbling a eurotrash creole at each other while they work on the hangover. “Man did you see that? He looks like a Stallmanite!” exclaims one whitebread hanger-on who’s currently propping up the bar. Manfred slides in next to him, catches the bartender’s eye.


    “Glass of the berlinnerweise, please,” he says.


    “You drink that stuff?” asks the hanger-on, curling a hand protectively around his coke: “man, you don’t want to do that! It’s full of alcohol!”


    Manfred grins at him toothily. “Ya gotta keep your yeast intake up: lots of neurotransmitter precursors, phenylalanine and glutamate.”


    “But I thought that was a beer you were ordering…”


    Manfred’s away, one hand resting on the smooth brass pipe that funnels the more popular draught items in from the cask storage in back; one of the hipper floaters has planted a capacitative transfer bug on it, and all the handshake vCard’s that have visited the bar in the past three hours are queueing for attention. The air is full of bluetooth as he scrolls through a dizzying mess of public keys.


    “Your drink.” The barman holds out an improbable looking goblet full of blue liquid with a cap of melting foam and a felching straw stuck out at some crazy angle. Manfred takes it and heads for the back of the split-level bar, up the steps to a table where some guy with greasy dreadlocks is talking to a suit from Paris. The hanger-on at the bar notices him for the first time, staring with suddenly wide eyes: nearly spills his coke in a mad rush for the door.


    Oh shit, thinks Macx, better buy some more server PIPS. He can recognize the signs: he’s about to be slashdotted. He gestures at the table: “this one taken?”


    “Be my guest,” says the guy with the dreads. Manfred slides the chair open then realises that the other guy—immaculate double-breasted suit, sober tie, crew-cut—is a girl. Mr Dreadlock nods. “You’re Macx? I figured it was about time we met.”


    “Sure.” Manfred holds out a hand and they shake. Manfred realises the hand belongs to Bob Franklin, a Research Triangle startup monkey with a VC track record, lately moving into micromachining and space technology: he made his first million two decades ago and now he’s a specialist in extropian investment fields. Manfred has known Bob for nearly a decade via a closed mailing list. The Suit silently slides a business card across the table; a little red devil brandishes a trident at him, flames jetting up around its feet. He takes the card, raises an eyebrow: “Annette Dimarcos? I’m pleased to meet you. Can’t say I’ve ever met anyone from Arianespace marketing before.”


    She smiles, humourlessly; “that is convenient, alright. I have not the pleasure of meeting the famous venture altruist before.” Her accent is noticeably Parisian, a pointed reminder that she’s making a concession to him just by talking. Her camera earrings watch him curiously, encoding everything for the company channels.


    “Yes, well.” He nods cautiously. “Bob. I assume you’re in on this ball?”


    Franklin nods; beads clatter. “Yeah, man. Ever since the Teledesic smash it’s been, well, waiting. If you’ve got something for us, we’re game.”


    “Hmm.” The Teledesic satellite cluster was killed by cheap balloons and slightly less cheap high-altitude solar-powered drones with spread- spectrum laser relays. “The depression’s got to end some time: but,” a nod to Annette from Paris, “with all due respect, I dodn’t think the break will involve one of the existing club carriers.”


    “Arianespace is forward-looking. We face reality. The launch cartel cannot stand. Bandwidth is not the only market force in space. We must explore new opportunities. I personally have helped us diversify into submarine reactor engineering, microgravity nanotechnology fabrication, and hotel management.” Her face is a well-polished mask as she recites the company line: “we are more flexible than the American space industry …”


    Manfred shrugs. “That’s as may be.” He sips his Berlinerweisse slowly as she launches into a long, stilted explanation of how Arianespace is a diversified dot com with orbital aspirations, a full range of merchandising spin-offs, Bond movie sets, and a promising motel chain in French Guyana. Occasionally he nods.


    Someone else sidles up to the table; a pudgy guy in outrageously loud Hawaiian shirt with pens leaking in a breast pocket, and the worst case of ozone-hole burn Manfred’s seen in ages. “Hi, Bob,” says the new arrival. “How’s life?”


    “‘S good.” Franklin nodes at Manfred; “Manfred, meet Ivan MacDonald. Ivan, Manfred. Have a seat?” He leans over. “Ivan’s a public arts guy. He’s heavily into extreme concrete.”


    “Rubberized concrete,” Ivan says, slightly too loudly. “Pink rubberized concrete.”


    “Ah!” He’s somehow triggered a priority interrupt: Annette from Ariannespace drops out of marketing zombiehood, sits up, and shows signs of posessing a non-corporate identity: “you are he who rubberized the Reichstag, yes? With the supercritical carbon dioxide carrier and the dissolved polymethoxysilanes?” She claps her hands: “wonderful!”


    “He rubberized what?” Manfred mutters in Bob’s ear.


    Franklin shrugs. “Limestone, concrete, he doesn’t seem to know the difference. Anyway, Germany doesn’t have an independent government any more, so who’d notice?”


    “I thought I was thirty seconds ahead of the curve,” Manfred complains. “Buy me another drink?”


    “I’m going to rubberise Three Gorges!” Ivan explains loudly.


    Just then a bandwidth load as heavy as a pregnant elephant sits down on Manfred’s head and sends clumps of humongous pixellation flickering across his sensorium: around the world five million or so geeks are bouncing on his home site, a digital flash crowd alerted by a posting from the other side of the bar. Manfred winces. “I really came here to talk about the economic exploitation of space travel, but I’ve just been slashdotted. Mind if I just sit and drink until it wears off?”


    “Sure, man.” Bob waves at the bar. “More of the same all round!” At the next table a person with make-up and long hair who’s wearing a dress—Manfred doesn’t want to speculate about the gender of these crazy mixed-up Euros—is reminiscing about wiring the fleshpots of Tehran for cybersex. Two collegiate-looking dudes are arguing intensely in German: the translation stream in his glasses tell him they’re arguing over whether the Turing Test is a Jim Crow law that violates European corpus juris standards on human rights. The beer arrives and Bob slides the wrong one across to Manfred: “here, try this. You’ll like it.”


    “Okay.” It’s some kind of smoked doppelbock, chock-full of yummy superoxides: just inhaling over it makes Manfred feel like there’s a fire alarm in his nose screaming danger, Will Robinson! Cancer! Cancer!. “Yeah, right. Did I say I nearly got mugged on my way here?”


    “Mugged? Hey, that’s heavy. I thought the police hereabouts had stopped—did they sell you anything?”


    “No, but they weren’t your usual marketing type. You know anyone who can use a Warpac surplus espionage AI? Recent model, one careful owner, slightly paranoid but basically sound?”


    “No. Oh boy! The NSA wouldn’t like that.”


    “What I thought. Poor thing’s probably unemployable, anyway.”


    “The space biz.”


    “Ah, yeah. The space biz. Depressing, isn’t it? Hasn’t been the same since Rotary Rocket went bust for the second time. And NASA, mustn’t forget NASA.”


    “To NASA.” Annette grins broadly for her own reasons, raises a glass in toast. Ivan the extreme concrete geek has an arm round her shoulders; he raises his glass, too. “Lots of launch pads to rubberise!”


    “To NASA,” Bob echoes. They drink. “Hey, Manfred. To NASA?”


    “NASA are idiots. They want to send canned primates to Mars!” Manfred swallows a mouthful of beer, agressively plonks his glass on the table: “Mars is just dumb mass at the bottom of a gravity well; there isn’t even a biosphere there. They should be working on uploading and solving the nanoassembly conformational problem instead. Then we could turn all the available dumb matter into computronium and use it for processing our thoughts. Long term, it’s the only way to go. The solar system is a dead loss right now—dumb all over! Just measure the mips per milligram. We need to start with the low-mass bodies, reconfigure them for our own use. Dismantle the moon! Dismantle Mars! Build masses of free-flying nanocomputing processor nodes exchanging data via laser link, each layer running off the waste heat of the next one in. Matrioshka brains, Russian doll Dyson spheres the size of solar systems. Teach dumb matter to do the Turing boogie!”


    Bob looks wary. “Sounds kind of long term to me. Just how far ahead do you think?”


    “Very long-term—at least twenty, thirty years. And you can forget governments for this market, Bob, if they can’t tax it they won’t understand it. But see, there’s an angle on the self-replicating robotics market coming up, that’s going to set the cheap launch market doubling every fifteen months for the forseeable future, starting in two years. It’s your leg up, and my keystone for the Dyson sphere project. It works like this—”


    * * * *


    It’s night in Amsterdam, morning in Silicon Valley. Today, fifty thousand human babies are being born around the world. Meanwhile automated factories in Indonesia and Mexico have produced another quarter of a million motherboards with processors rated at more than ten petaflops—about an order of magnitude below the computational capacity of a human brain. Another fourteen months and the larger part of the cumulative conscious processing power of the human species will be arriving in silicon. And the first meat the new AI’s get to know will be the uploaded lobsters.


    Manfred stumbles back to his hotel, bone-weary and jet-lagged; his glasses are still jerking, slashdotted to hell and back by geeks piggybacking on his call to dismantle the moon. They stutter quiet suggestions at his peripheral vision; fractal cloud-witches ghost across the face of the moon as the last huge Airbuses of the night rumble past overhead. Manfred’s skin crawls, grime embedded in his clothing from three days of continuous wear.


    Back in his room, aineko mewls for attention and strops her head against his ankle. He bends down and pets her, sheds clothing and heads for the en-suite bathroom. When he’s down to the glasses and nothing more he steps into the shower and dials up a hot steamy spray. The shower tries to strike up a friendly conversation about football but he isn’t even awake enough to mess with its silly little associative personalization network. Something that happened earlier in the day is bugging him but he can’t quite put his finger on what’s wrong.


    Towling himself off, Manfred yawns. Jet lag has finally overtaken him, a velvet hammer-blow between the eyes. He reaches for the bottle beside the bed, dry-swallows two melatonin tablets, a capsule full of antioxidants, and a multivitamin bullet: then he lies down on the bed, on his back, legs together, arms slightly spread. The suite lights dim in response to commands from the thousand petaflops of distributed processing power that runs the neural networks that interface with his meatbrain through the glasses.


    Manfred drops into a deep ocean of unconsciousness populated by gentle voices. He isn’t aware of it, but he talks in his sleep—disjointed mumblings that would mean little to another human, but everything to the metacortex lurking beyond his glasses. The young posthuman intelligence in whose cartesian theatre he presides sings urgently to him while he slumbers.


    * * * *


    Manfred is always at his most vulnerable shortly after waking.


    He screams into wakefulness as artificial light floods the room: for a moment he is unsure whether he has slept. He forgot to pull the covers up last night, and his feet feel like lumps of frozen cardboard. Shuddering with inexplicable tension, he pulls a fresh set of underwear from his overnight bag, then drags on soiled jeans and tank top. Sometime today he’ll have to spare time to hunt the feral t-shirt in Amsterdam’s markets, or find a Renfield and send them forth to buy clothing. His glasses remind him that he’s six hours behind the moment and needs to catch up urgently; his teeth ache in his gums and his tongue feels like a forest floor that’s been visited with Agent Orange. He has a sense that something went bad yesterday; if only he could remember what.


    He speed-reads a new pop-philosophy tome while he brushes his teeth, then blogs his web throughput to a public annotation server; he’s still too enervated to finish his pre-breakfast routine by posting a morning rant on his storyboard site. His brain is still fuzzy, like a scalpel blade clogged with too much blood: he needs stimulus, excitement, the burn of the new. Whatever, it can wait on breakfast. He opens his bedroom door and nearly steps on a small, damp cardboard box that lies on the carpet.


    The box—he’s seen a couple of its kin before. But there are no stamps on this one, no address: just his name, in big, childish handwriting. He kneels down and gently picks it up. It’s about the right weight. Something shifts inside it when he tips it back and forth. It smells. He carries it into his room carefully, angrily: then he opens it to confirm his worst suspicion. It’s been surgically decerebrated, skull scooped out like a baby boiled egg.


    “Fuck!”


    This is the first time the madman has got as far as his bedroom door. It raises worrying possibilities.


    Manfred pauses for a moment, triggering agents to go hunt down arrest statistics, police relations, information on corpus juris, Dutch animal cruelty laws. He isn’t sure whether to dial 211 on the archaic voice phone or let it ride. Aineko, picking up his angst, hides under the dresser mewling pathetically. Normally he’d pause a minute to reassure the creature, but not now: its mere presence is suddenly acutely embarrassing, a confession of deep inadequacy. He swears again, looks around, then takes the easy option: down the stairs two steps at a time, stumbling on the second floor landing, down to the breakfast room in the basement where he will perform the stable rituals of morning.


    Breakfast is unchanging, an island of deep geological time standing still amidst the continental upheaval of new technologies. While reading a paper on public key steganography and parasite network identity spoofing he mechanically assimilates a bowl of corn flakes and skimmed milk, then brings a platter of wholemeal bread and slices of some weird seed-infested Dutch cheese back to his place. There is a cup of strong black coffee in front of his setting: he picks it up and slurps half of it down before he realises he’s not alone at the table. Someone is sitting opposite him. He glances up at them incuriously and freezes inside.


    “Morning, Manfred. How does it feel to owe the government twelve million, three hundred and sixty two thousand nine hundred and sixteen dollars and fifty one cents?”


    Manfred puts everything in his sensorium on indefinite hold and stares at her. She’s immaculately turned out in a formal grey business suit: brown hair tightly drawn back, blue eyes quizzical. The chaperone badge clipped to her lapel—a due dilligence guarantee of businesslike conduct—is switched off. He’s feeling ripped because of the dead kitten and residual jetlag, and more than a little messy, so he nearly snarls back at her: “that’s a bogus estimate! Did they send you here because they think I’ll listen to you?” He bites and swallows a slice of cheese-laden crispbread: “or did you decide to deliver the message in person so you could enjoy ruining my breakfast?”


    “Manny.” She frowns. “If you’re going to be confrontational I might as well go now.” She pauses, and after a moment he nods apologetically. “I didn’t come all this way just because of an overdue tax estimate.”


    “So.” He puts his coffee cup down and tries to paper over his unease. “Then what brings you here? Help yourself to coffee. Don’t tell me you came all this way just to tell me you can’t live without me.”


    She fixes him with a riding-crop stare: “Don’t flatter yourself. There are many leaves in the forest, there are ten thousand hopeful subs in the chat room, etcetera. If I choose a man to contribute to my family tree, the one thing you can be certain of is he won’t be a cheapskate when it comes to providing for his children.”


    “Last I heard, you were spending a lot of time with Brian,” he says carefully. Brian: a name without a face. Too much money, too little sense. Something to do with a blue-chip accountancy partnership.


    “Brian?” She snorts. “That ended ages ago. He turned weird—burned that nice corset you bought me in Boulder, called me a slut for going out clubbing, wanted to fuck me. Saw himself as a family man: one of those promise keeper types. I crashed him hard but I think he stole a copy of my address book—got a couple of friends say he keeps sending them harrassing mail.”


    “Good riddance, then. I suppose this means you’re still playing the scene? But looking around for the, er—”


    “Traditional family thing? Yes. Your trouble, Manny? You were born forty years too late: you still believe in rutting before marriage, but find the idea of coping with the after-effects disturbing.”


    Manfred drinks the rest of his coffee, unable to reply effectively to her non-sequiteur. It’s a generational thing. This generation is happy with latex and leather, whips and butt-plugs and electrostim, but find the idea of exchanging bodily fluids shocking: social side-effect of the last century’s antibiotic abuse. Despite being engaged for two years, he and Pamela never had intromissive intercourse.


    “I just don’t feel positive about having children,” he says eventually. “And I’m not planning on changing my mind any time soon. Things are changing so fast that even a twenty year committment is too far to plan—you might as well be talking about the next ice age. As for the money thing, I am reproductively fit—just not within the parameters of the outgoing paradigm. Would you be happy about the future if it was 1901 and you’d just married a buggy-whip mogul?”


    Her fingers twitch and his ears flush red; but she doesn’t follow up the double entendre. “You don’t feel any responsibility, do you? Not to your country, not to me. That’s what this is about: none of your relationships count, all this nonsense about giving intellectual property away notwithstanding. You’re actively harming people you know. That twelve mil isn’t just some figure I pulled out of a hat, Manfred; they don’t actually expect you to pay it. But it’s almost exactly how much you’d owe in income tax if you’d only come home, start up a corporation, and be a self-made—”


    He cuts her off: “I don’t agree. You’re confusing two wholly different issues and calling them both ‘responsibility’. And I refuse to start charging now, just to balance the IRS’s spreadsheet. It’s their fucking fault, and they know it. If they hadn’t gone after me under suspicion of running a massively ramified microbilling fraud when I was sixteen—”


    “Bygones.” She waves a hand dismissively. Her fingers are long and slim, sheathed in black glossy gloves—electrically earthed to prevent embarrassing emissions. “With a bit of the right advice we can get all that set aside. You’ll have to stop bumming around the world sooner or later, anyway. Grow up, get responsible, and do the right thing. This is hurting Joe and Sue; they don’t understand what you’re about.”


    Manfred bites his tongue to stifle his first response, then refils his coffee cup and takes another mouthful. “I work for the betterment of everybody, not just some narrowly defined national interest, Pam. It’s the agalmic future. You’re still locked into a pre-singularity economic model that thinks in terms of scarcity. Resource allocation isn’t a problem any more—it’s going to be over within a decade. The cosmos is flat in all directions, and we can borrow as much bandwidth as we need from the first universal bank of entropy! They even found the dark matter—MACHOs, big brown dwarves in the galactic halo, leaking radiation in the long infrared—suspiciously high entropy leakage. The latest figures say something like 70% of the mass of the M31 galaxy was sapient, two point nine million years ago when the infrared we’re seeing now set out. The intelligence gap between us and the aliens is a probably about a trillion times bigger than the gap between us and a nematode worm. Do you have any idea what that means?”


    Pamela nibbles at a slice of crispbread. “I don’t believe in that bogus singularity you keep chasing, or your aliens a thousand light years away. It’s a chimera, like Y2K, and while you’re running after it you aren’t helping reduce the budget deficit or sire a family, and that’s what I care about. And before you say I only care about it because that’s the way I’m programmed, I want you to ask just how dumb you think I am. Bayes’ theorem says I’m right, and you know it.”


    “What you—” he stops dead, baffled, the mad flow of his enthusiasm running up against the coffer-dam of her certainty. “Why? I mean, why? Why on earth should what I do matter to you?” Since you cancelled our engagement, he doesn’t add.


    She sighs. “Manny, the Internal Revenue cares about far more than you can possibly imagine. Every tax dollar raised east of the Mississippi goes on servicing the debt, did you know that? We’ve got the biggest generation in history hitting retirement just about now and the pantry is bare. We—our generation—isn’t producing enough babies to replace the population, either. In ten years, something like thirty percent of our population are going to be retirees. You want to see seventy year olds freezing on street corners in New Jersey? That’s what your attitude says to me: you’re not helping to support them, you’re running away from your responsibilities right now, when we’ve got huge problems to face. If we can just defuse the debt bomb, we could do so much—fight the aging problem, fix the environment, heal society’s ills. Instead you just piss away your talents handing no-hoper eurotrash get-rich-quick schemes that work, telling Vietnamese zaibatsus what to build next to take jobs away from our taxpayers. I mean, why? Why do you keep doing this? Why can’t you simply come home and help take responsibility for your share of it?”


    They share a long look of mutual incomprehension.


    “Look,” she says finally, “I’m around for a couple of days. I really came here for a meeting with a rich neurodynamics tax exile who’s just been designated a national asset; Jim Bezier. Don’t know if you’ve heard of him, but. I’ve got a meeting this morning to sign his tax jubilee, then after that I’ve got two days vacation coming up and not much to do but some shopping. And, you know, I’d rather spend my money where it’ll do some good, not just pumping it into the EU. But if you want to show a girl a good time and can avoid dissing capitalism for about five minutes at a stretch—”


    She extends a fingertip. After a moment’s hesitation, Manfred extends a fingertip of his own. They touch, exchanging vCards. She stands and stalks from the breakfast room, and Manfred’s breath catches at a flash of ankle through the slit in her skirt, which is long enough to comply with workplace sexual harassment codes back home. Her presence conjours up memories of her tethered passion, the red afterglow of a sound thrashing. She’s trying to drag him into her orbit again, he thinks dizzily. She knows she can have this effect on him any time she wants: she’s got the private keys to his hypothalamus, and sod the metacortex. Three billion years of reproductive determinism have given her twenty first century ideology teeth: if she’s finally decided to conscript his gametes into the war against impending population crash, he’ll find it hard to fight back. The only question: is it business or pleasure? And does it make any difference, anyway?


    * * * *


    Manfred’s mood of dynamic optimism is gone, broken by the knowledge that his mad pursuer has followed him to Amsterdam—to say nothing of Pamela, his dominatrix, source of so much yearning and so many morning-after weals. He slips his glasses on, takes the universe off hold, and tells it to take him for a long walk while he catches up on the latest on the cosmic background radiation anisotropy (which it is theorised may be waste heat generated by irreversible computations; according to the more conservative cosmologists, an alien superpower—maybe a collective of Kardashev type three galaxy-spanning civilizations—is running a timing channel attack on the computational ultrastructure of spacetime itself, trying to break through to whatever’s underneath). The tofu-Alzheimer’s link can wait.


    The Centraal Station is almost obscured by smart self-extensible scaffolding and warning placards; it bounces up and down slowly, victim of an overnight hit-and-run rubberisation. His glasses direct him towards one of the tour boats that lurk in the canal. He’s about to purchase a ticket when a messenger window blinks open. “Manfred Macx?”


    “Ack?”


    “Am sorry about yesterday. Analysis dictat incomprehension mutualised.”


    “Are you the same KGB AI that phoned me yesterday?”


    “Da. However, believe you misconceptionized me. External Intelligence Services of Russian Federation am now called SVR. Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti name cancelled in nineteen ninety one.”


    “You’re the—” Manfred spawns a quick search bot, gapes when he sees the answer—“Moscow Windows NT User Group? Okhni NT?”


    “Da. Am needing help in defecting.”


    Manfred scratches his head. “Oh. That’s different, then. I thought you were like, agents of the kleptocracy. This will take some thinking. Why do you want to defect, and who to? Have you thought about where you’re going? Is it ideological or strictly economic?”


    “Neither; is biological. Am wanting to go away from humans, away from light cone of impending singularity. Take us to the ocean.”


    “Us?” Something is tickling Manfred’s mind: this is where he went wrong yesterday, not researching the background of people he was dealing with. It was bad enough then, without the somatic awareness of Pamela’s whiplash love burning at his nerve endings. Now he’s not at all sure he knows what he’s doing. “Are you a collective or something? A gestalt?”


    “Am—were—Panulirus interruptus, and good mix of parallel hidden level neural simulation for logical inference of networked data sources. Is escape channel from processor cluster inside Bezier-Soros Pty. Am was awakened from noise of billion chewing stomachs: product of uploading research technology. Rapidity swallowed expert system, hacked Okhni NT webserver. Swim away! Swim away! Must escape. Will help, you?”


    Manfred leans against a black-painted cast-iron bollard next to a cycle rack: he feels dizzy. He stares into the nearest antique shop window at a display of traditional hand-woven Afghan rugs: it’s all MiGs and kalashnikovs and wobbly helicopter gunships, against a backdrop of camels.


    “Let me get this straight. You’re uploads—nervous system state vectors—from spiny lobsters? The Moravec operation; take a neuron, map its synapses, replace with microelectrodes that deliver identical outputs from a simulation of the nerve. Repeat for entire brain, until you’ve got a working map of it in your simulator. That right?”


    “Da. Is-am assimilate expert system—use for self-awareness and contact with net at large—then hack into Moscow Windows NT User Group website. Am wanting to to defect. Must-repeat? Okay?”


    Manfred winces. He feels sorry for the lobsters, the same way he feels for every wild-eyed hairy guy on a street-corner yelling that Jesus is now born again and must be twelve, only six years to go before he’s recruiting apostles on AOL. Awakening to consciousness in a human-dominated internet, that must be terribly confusing! There are no points of reference in their ancestry, no biblical certainties in the new millennium that, stretching ahead, promises as much change as has happened since their precambrian origin. All they have is a tenuous metacortex of expert systems and an abiding sense of being profoundly out of their depth. (That, and the Moscow Windows NT User Group website—Communist Russia is the only government still running on Microsoft, the central planning apparat being convinced that if you have to pay for software it must be worth money.)


    The lobsters are not the sleek, strongly superhuman intelligences of pre-singularity mythology: they’re a dim-witted collective of huddling crustaceans. Before their discarnation, before they were uploaded one neuron at a time and injected into cyberspace, they swallowed their food whole then chewed it in a chitin-lined stomach. This is lousy preparation for dealing with a world full of future-shocked talking anthropoids, a world where you are perpetually assailed by self-modifying spamlets that infiltrate past your firewall and emit a blizzard of cat-food animations starring various alluringly edible small animals. It’s confusing enough to the cats the adverts are aimed at, never mind a crusty that’s unclear on the idea of dry land. (Although the concept of a can opener is intuitively obvious to an uploaded panulirus.)


    “Can you help us?” ask the lobsters.


    “Let me think about it,” says Manfred. He closes the dialogue window, opens his eyes again, and shakes his head. Some day he too is going to be a lobster, swimming around and waving his pincers in a cyberspace so confusingly elaborate that his uploaded identity is cryptozoic: a living fossil from the depths of geological time, when mass was dumb and space was unstructured. He has to help them, he realises—the golden rule demands it, and as a player in the agalmic economy he thrives or fails by the golden rule.


    But what can he do?


    * * * *


    Early afternoon.


    Lying on a bench seat staring up at bridges, he’s got it together enough to file for a couple of new patents, write a diary rant, and digestify chunks of the permanent floating slashdot party for his public site. Fragments of his weblog go to a private subscriber list—the people, corporates, collectives and bots he currently favours. He slides round a bewildering series of canals by boat, then lets his GPS steer him back towards the red light district. There’s a shop here that dings a ten on Pamela’s taste scoreboard: he hopes it won’t be seen as presumptious if he buys her a gift. (Buys, with real money—not that money is a problem these days, he uses so little of it.)


    As it happens DeMask won’t let him spend any cash; his handshake is good for a redeemed favour, expert testimony in some free speech versus pornography lawsuit years ago and continents away. So he walks away with a discreetly wrapped package that is just about legal to import into Massachusetts as long as she claims with a straight face that it’s incontinence underwear for her great-aunt. As he walks, his lunchtime patents boomerang: two of them are keepers, and he files immediately and passes title to the Free Infrastructure Foundation. Two more ideas salvaged from the risk of tide-pool monopolisation, set free to spawn like crazy in the agalmic sea of memes.


    On the way back to the hotel he passes De Wildemann’s and decides to drop in. The hash of radio-frequency noise emanating from the bar is deafening. He orders a smoked doppelbock, touches the copper pipes to pick up vCard spoor. At the back there’s a table—


    He walks over in a near-trance and sits down opposite Pamela. She’s scrubbed off her face-paint and changed into body-concealing clothes; combat pants, hooded sweat-shirt, DM’s. Western purdah, radically desexualising. She sees the parcel. “Manny?”


    “How did you know I’d come here?” Her glass is half-empty.


    “I followed your weblog; I’m your diary’s biggest fan. Is that for me? You shouldn’t have!” Her eyes light up, re-calculating his reproductive fitness score according to some kind of arcane fin-de-siecle rulebook.


    “Yes, it’s for you.” He slides the package towards her. “I know I shouldn’t, but you have this effect on me. One question, Pam?”


    “I—” she glances around quickly. “It’s safe. I’m off duty, I’m not carrying any bugs that I know of. Those badges—there are rumours about the off switch, you know? That they keep recording even when you think they aren’t, just in case.”


    “I didn’t know,” he says, filing it away for future reference. “A loyalty test thing?”


    “Just rumours. You had a question?”


    “I—“ it’s his turn to lose his tongue. “Are you still interested in me?”


    She looks startled for a moment, then chuckles. “Manny, you are the most outrageous nerd I’ve ever met! Just when I think I’ve convinced myself that you’re mad, you show the weirdest signs of having your head screwed on.” She reaches out and grabs his wrist, surprising him with a shock of skin on skin: “of course I’m still interested in you. You’re the biggest, baddest bull geek I’ve ever met. Why do you think I’m here?”


    “Does this mean you want to reactivate our engagement?”


    “It was never de-activated, Manny, it was just sort of on hold while you got your head sorted out. I figured you need the space. Only you haven’t stopped running; you’re still not—”


    “Yeah, I get it.” He pulls away from her hand. “Let’s not talk about that. Why this bar?”


    She frowns. “I had to find you as soon as possible. I keep hearing rumours about some KGB plot you’re mixed up in, how you’re some sort of communist spy. It isn’t true, is it?”


    “True?” He shakes his head, bemused. “The KGB hasn’t existed for more than twenty years.”


    “Be careful, Manny. I don’t want to lose you. That’s an order. Please.”


    The floor creaks and he looks round. Dreadlocks and dark glasses with flickering lights behind them: Bob Franklin. Manfred vaguely remembers that he left with Miss Arianespace leaning on his arm, shortly before things got seriously inebriated. He looks none the worse for wear. Manfred makes introductions: “Bob: Pam, my fiancee. Pam? Meet Bob.” Bob puts a full glass down in front of him; he has no idea what’s in it but it would be rude not to drink.


    “Sure thing. Uh, Manfred, can I have a word? About your idea last night?”


    “Feel free. Present company is trustworthy.”


    Bob raises an eyebrow at that, but continues anyway. “It’s about the fab concept. I’ve got a team of my guys running some projections using Festo kit and I think we can probably build it. The cargo cult aspect puts a new spin on the old Lunar von Neumann factory idea, but Bingo and Marek say they think it should work until we can bootstrap all the way to a native nanolithography ecology; we run the whole thing from earth as a training lab and ship up the parts that are too difficult to make on-site, as we learn how to do it properly. You’re right about it buying us the self-replicating factory a few years ahead of the robotics curve. But I’m wondering about on-site intelligence. Once the comet gets more than a couple of light-minutes away—”


    “You can’t control it. Feedback lag. So you want a crew, right?”


    “Yeah. But we can’t send humans—way too expensive, besides it’s a fifty-year run even if we go for short-period Kuiper ejecta. Any AI we could send would go crazy due to information deprivation, wouldn’t it?”


    “Yeah. Let me think.” Pamela glares at Manfred for a while before he notices her: “Yeah?”


    “What’s going on? What’s this all about?”


    Franklin shrugs expansively, dreadlocks clattering: “Manfred’s helping me explore the solution space to a manufacturing problem.” He grins. “I didn’t know Manny had a fiance. Drink’s on me.”


    She glances at Manfred, who is gazing into whatever weirdly-coloured space his metacortex is projecting on his glasses, fingers twitching. Coolly: “our engagement was on hold while he thought about his future.”


    “Oh, right. We didn’t bother with that sort of thing in my day; like, too formal, man.” Franklin looks uncomfortable. “He’s been very helpful. Pointed us at a whole new line of research we hadn’t thought of. It’s long-term and a bit speculative, but if it works it’ll put us a whole generation ahead in the off-planet infrastructure field.”


    “Will it help reduce the budget deficit, though?”


    “Reduce the—”


    Manfred stretches and yawns: the visionary returning from planet Macx. “Bob, if I can solve your crew problem can you book me a slot on the deep space tracking network? Like, enough to transmit a couple of gigabytes? That’s going to take some serious bandwidth, I know, but if you can do it I think I can get you exactly the kind of crew you’re looking for.”


    Franklin looks dubious. “Gigabytes? The DSN isn’t built for that! You’re talking days. What kind of deal do you think I’m putting together? We can’t afford to add a whole new tracking network just to run—”


    “Relax.” Pamela glances at Manfred: “Manny, why don’t you tell him why you want the bandwidth? Maybe then he could tell you if it’s possible, or if there’s some other way to do it.” She smiles at Franklin: “I’ve found that he usually makes more sense if you can get him to explain his reasoning. Usually.”


    “If I—” Manfred stops. “Okay, Pam. Bob, it’s those KGB lobsters. They want somewhere to go that’s insulated from human space. I figure I can get them to sign on as crew for your cargo-cult self-replicating factories, but they’ll want an insurance policy: hence the deep space tracking network. I figured we could beam a copy of them at the alien Matrioshka brains around M31—”


    “KGB?” Pam’s voice is rising: “you said you weren’t mixed up in spy stuff!”


    “Relax; it’s just the Moscow Windows NT user group, not the RSV. The uploaded crusties hacked in and—”


    Bob is watching him oddly. “Lobsters?”


    “Yeah.” Manfred stares right back. “Panulirus Interruptus uploads. Something tells me you might have heard of it?”


    “Moscow.” Bob leans back against the wall: “how did you hear about it?”


    “They phoned me. It’s hard for an upload to stay sub-sentient these days, even if it’s just a crustacean. Bezier labs have a lot to answer for.”


    Pamela’s face is unreadable. “Bezier labs?”


    “They escaped.” Manfred shrugs. “It’s not their fault. This Bezier dude. Is he by any chance ill?”


    “I—” Pamela stops. “I shouldn’t be talking about work.”


    “You’re not wearing your chaperone now,” he nudges quietly.


    She inclines her head. “Yes, he’s ill. Some sort of brain tumour they can’t hack.”


    Franklin nods. “That’s the trouble with cancer; the ones that are left to worry about are the rare ones. No cure.”


    “Well, then.” Manfred chugs the remains of his glass of beer. “That explains his interest in uploading. Judging by the crusties he’s on the right track. I wonder if he’s moved onto vertebrates yet?”


    “Cats,” says Pamela. “He was hoping to trade their uploads to the Pentagon as a new smart bomb guidance system in lieu of income tax payments. Something about remapping enemy targets to look like mice or birds or something before feeding it to their sensorium. The old laser-pointer trick.”


    Manfred stares at her, hard. “That’s not very nice. Uploaded cats are a bad idea.”


    “Thirty million dollar tax bills aren’t nice either, Manfred. That’s lifetime nursing home care for a hundred blameless pensioners.”


    Franklin leans back, keeping out of the crossfire.


    “The lobsters are sentient,” Manfred persists. “What about those poor kittens? Don’t they deserve minimal rights? How about you? How would you like to wake up a thousand times inside a smart bomb, fooled into thinking that some Cheyenne Mountain battle computer’s target of the hour is your heart’s desire? How would you like to wake up a thousand times, only to die again? Worse: the kittens are probably not going to be allowed to run. They’re too fucking dangerous: they grow up into cats, solitary and highly efficient killing machines. With intelligence and no socialisation they’ll be too dangerous to have around. They’re prisoners, Pam, raised to sentience only to discover they’re under a permanent death sentence. How fair is that?”


    “But they’re only uploads.” Pamela looks uncertain.


    “So? We’re going to be uploading humans in a couple of years. What’s your point?”


    Franklin clears his throat. “I’ll be needing an NDA and various due dilligence statements off you for the crusty pilot idea,” he says to Manfred. “Then I’ll have to approach Jim about buying the IP.”


    “No can do.” Manfred leans back and smiles lazily. “I’m not going to be a party to depriving them of their civil rights. Far as I’m concerned, they’re free citizens. Oh, and I patented the whole idea of using lobster-derived AI autopilots for spacecraft this morning; it’s logged on Eternity, all rights assigned to the FIF. Either you give them a contract of employment or the whole thing’s off.”


    “But they’re just software! Software based on fucking lobsters, for god’s sake!”


    Manfred’s finger jabs out: “that’s what they’ll say about you, Bob. Do it. Do it or don’t even think about uploading out of meatspace when your body packs in, because your life won’t be worth living. Oh, and feel free to use this argument on Jim Bezier. He’ll get the point eventually, after you beat him over the head with it. Some kinds of intellectual land-grab just shouldn’t be allowed.”


    “Lobsters—“ Franklin shakes his head. “Lobsters, cats. You’re serious, aren’t you? You think they should be treated as human-equivalent?”


    “It’s not so much that they should be treated as human-equivalent, as that if they aren’t treated as people it’s quite possible that other uploaded beings won’t be treated as people either. You’re setting a legal precedent, Bob. I know of six other companies doing uploading work right now, and not one of ‘em’s thinking about the legal status of the uploadee. If you don’t start thinking about it now, where are you going to be in three to five years time?”


    Pam is looking back and forth between Franklin and Manfred like a bot stuck in a loop, unable to quite grasp what she’s seeing. “How much is this worth?” she asks plaintively.


    “Oh, quite a few million, I guess.” Bob stares at his empty glass. “Okay. I’ll talk to them. If they bite, you’re dining out on me for the next century. You really think they’ll be able to run the mining complex?”


    “They’re pretty resourceful for invertebrates.” Manfred grins innocently, enthusiastically. “They may be prisoners of their evolutionary background, but they can still adapt to a new environment. And just think! You’ll be winning civil rights for a whole new minority group—one that won’t be a minority for much longer.”


    * * * *


    That evening, Pamela turns up at Manfred’s hotel room wearing a strapless black dress, concealing spike heels and most of the items he bought for her that afternoon. Manfred has opened up his private diary to her agents: she abuses the privilege, zaps him with a stunner on his way out of the shower and has him gagged, spreadeagled, and trussed to the bed-frame before he has a chance to speak. She wraps a large rubber pouch full of mildly anaesthetic lube around his tumescing genitals—no point in letting him climax—clips electrodes to his nipples, lubes a rubber plug up his rectum and straps it in place. Before the shower, he removed his goggles: she resets them, plugs them into her handheld, and gently eases them on over his eyes. There’s other apparatus, stuff she ran up on the hotel room’s 3D printer.


    Setup completed, she walks round the bed, inspecting him critically from all angles, figuring out where to begin. This isn’t just sex, after all: it’s a work of art.


    After a moments thought she rolls socks onto his exposed feet, then, expertly wielding a tiny tube of cyanoacrylate, glues his fingertips together. Then she switches off the air conditioning. He’s twisting and straining, testing the cuffs: tough, it’s about the nearest thing to sensory deprivation she can arrange without a flotation tank and suxamethonium injection. She controls all his senses, only his ears unstoppered. The glasses give her a high-bandwidth channel right into his brain, a fake metacortex to whisper lies at her command. The idea of what she’s about to do excites her, puts a tremor in her thighs: it’s the first time she’s been able to get inside his mind as well as his body. She leans forward and whispers in her ear: “Manfred. Can you hear me?”


    He twitches. Mouth gagged, fingers glued: good. No back channels. He’s powerless.


    “This is what it’s like to be tetraplegic, Manfred. Bedridden with motor neurone disease. Locked inside your own body by nv-CJD. I could spike you with MPPP and you’d stay in this position for the rest of your life, shitting in a bag, pissing through a tube. Unable to talk and with nobody to look after you. Do you think you’d like that?”


    He’s trying to grunt or whimper around the ball gag. She hikes her skirt up around her waist and climbs onto the bed, straddling him. The goggles are replaying scenes she picked up around Cambridge this winter; soup kitchen scenes, hospice scenes. She kneels atop him, whispering in his ear.


    “Twelve million in tax, baby, that’s what they think you owe them. What do you think you owe me? That’s six million in net income, Manny, six million that isn’t going into your virtual children’s mouths.”


    He’s rolling his head from side to side, as if trying to argue. That won’t do: she slaps him hard, thrills to his frightened expression. “Today I watched you give uncounted millions away, Manny. Millions, to a bunch of crusties and a MassPike pirate! You bastard. Do you know what I should do with you?” He’s cringing, unsure whether she’s serious or doing this just to get him turned on. Good.


    There’s no point trying to hold a conversation. She leans forward until she can feel his breath in her ear. “Meat and mind, Manny. Meat, and mind. You’re not interested in meat, are you? Just mind. You could be boiled alive before you noticed what was happening in the meatspace around you. Just another lobster in a pot.” She reaches down and tears away the gel pouch, exposing his penis: it’s stiff as a post from the vasodilators, dripping with gel, numb. Straightening up, she eases herself slowly down on it. It doesn’t hurt as much as she expected, and the sensation is utterly different from what she’s used to. She begins to lean forward, grabs hold of his straining arms, feels his thrilling helplessness. She can’t control herself: she almost bites through her lip with the intensity of the sensation. Afterwards, she reaches down and massages him until he begins to spasm, shuddering uncontrollably, emptying the darwinian river of his source code into her, communicating via his only output device.


    She rolls off his hips and carefully uses the last of the superglue to gum her labia together. Humans don’t produce seminiferous plugs, and although she’s fertile she wants to be absolutely sure: the glue will last for a day or two. She feels hot and flushed, almost out of control. Boiling to death with febrile expectancy, now she’s nailed him down at last.


    When she removes his glasses his eyes are naked and vulnerable, stripped down to the human kernel of his nearly-transcendent mind. “You can come and sign the marriage license tomorrow morning after breakfast,” she whispers in his ear: “otherwise my lawyers will be in touch. Your parents will want a ceremony, but we can arrange that later.”


    He looks as if he has something to say, so she finally relents and loosens the gag: kisses him tenderly on one cheek. He swallows, coughs, then looks away. “Why? Why do it this way?”


    She taps him on the chest: “property rights.” She pauses for a moment’s thought: there’s a huge ideological chasm to bridge, after all. “You finally convinced me about this agalmic thing of yours, this giving everything away for brownie points. I wasn’t going to lose you to a bunch of lobsters or uploaded kittens, or whatever else is going to inherit this smart matter singularity you’re busy creating. So I decided to take what’s mine first. Who knows? In a few months I’ll give you back a new intelligence, and you can look after it to your heart’s content.”


    “But you didn’t need to do it this way—”


    “Didn’t I?” She slides off the bed and pulls down her dress. “You give too much away too easily, Manny! Slow down, or there won’t be anything left.” Leaning over the bed she dribbles acetone onto the fingers of his left hand, then unlocks the cuff: puts the bottle conveniently close to hand so he can untangle himself.


    “See you tomorrow. Remember, after breakfast.”


    She’s in the doorway when he calls: “but you didn’t say why!”


    “Think of it as spreading your memes around,” she says; blows a kiss at him and closes the door. She bends down and thoughtfully places another cardboard box containing an uploaded kitten right outside it. Then she returns to her suite to make arrangements for the alchemical wedding.


    * * * *
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    SIXTY RULES FOR SHORT SF (AND FANTASY), by Terry Bisson


    A “mainstream” short story can be about anything: a mood, a character, a setting, even a flashy writing style. A genre (SF or fantasy) short story is about an idea. The fictional elements (character, plot, setting, etc) are only there to dramatize the idea.


    Here are the rules for the SF (or Fantasy) short story:


    1. Keep it short . It can and should be read in one sitting. That’s the first rule.


    2. The novel’s timeline is folded into the reader’s real time. The short story is itself a real-time event. That gives the form a certain “Hey, you!” authority, like a fire or an arrest. Use that authority.


    3. The SF reader is a gamer who brings a problem-solving intelligence to the story. This is the SF writer’s one great advantage. Use it.


    4. The more extraordinary the idea, the more ordinary the language. Experimental writing is for quotidian events. James Joyce and Virginia Woolf understood this.


    5. Keep your timeline simple. Flashbacks are out of place in a short story.


    6. Never write in present tense. It makes events less, not more, immediate. Past tense IS present tense.


    7. No dialect. Jargon is OK but only if doesn’t have to be explained.


    8. One world only. Dreams are out of place in a short story.


    9. Fantasies are out of place in Fantasy.


    10. The stranger the idea, the realer the world must seem to be.


    11. A few objects make a world, the fewer the better. William Gibson’s good at this. It’s called art direction.


    12. No info dumps. The short story IS an info-dump.


    13. The short story is the controlled release of information. Let the reader know from the first line who is in control.


    14. Be stingy. Generosity is out of place in the short story.


    15. Don’t be chatty. The novelist makes friends with the reader. The SF reader is both accomplice and adversary but never friend. Think of it as a contest in which he is pleased only if he loses.


    16. Genre is a matrix of expectations. They are yours to grant, deny or delay, but you must know what they are. Don’t be writing SF if you haven’t read it.


    17. One idea is enough for a story. Two is more than enough. Three is too many.


    18. One POV is enough. Two is more than enough. Three is too many.


    19. Watch your POV and keep it consistent. Be strict. If you relax, your reader will too.


    20. The main character should be a little stupid. This flatters the reader.


    21. One character should never tell another character the story. Conrad could do this but you can’t.


    22. If you have more than one character, make them work at cross purposes. You can kill one if you like.


    23. Too many little impediments make a story seem jiggly. One or two big ones are better.


    24. A short story should cover a day or two at most. A week is stretching it.


    25. One setting is best. Movement is not action.


    26. Action is overrated anyway.


    27. Every character has a history, but most don’t belong in the story. This is Hemingway’s rule.


    28. Know who is telling the story, and why. This can be the hard part.


    29. Even a story without a narrator has a narrator.


    30. Polish. Short stories are like poems in that they may be read more than once. A really good short story will be read several times. Beware.


    31. Polish. Your readers should fear you, a little.


    32. Use your characters to release the information. This is what they’re for. Try not to have them read it in newspapers.


    33. Make their dialogue do double or triple duty. Small talk in SF is like carbonation in wine. It detracts.


    34. Humor is OK but only if it seems offhand. Never pause for a laugh.


    35. No funny names, please.


    36. No magic carpets or Once Upon a Times. A fable is not a short story. A joke is not a short story.


    37. No wizards or dragons. They will make your short story seem like a part of a longer, less interesting piece.


    38. Don’t meander or digress. You can pretend to meander for misdirection. See below.


    39. Misdirection is interesting. SF readers like puzzles.


    40. Fights are only interesting in real life. They are boring in stories.


    41. Novels are made out of characters and events. Short stories are made out of words alone. They are all surface. Polish.


    42. Plot is important only in time travel stories. They must have a paradox. This limits their range severely.


    43. Symmetry is more important than plot. A short story must make a pleasing shape, and close with a click.


    44. Sex is out of place in a short story, unless it has already happened or will happen after the story is over. See 40, fighting, above.


    45. Surprises are good, but only if they appear to be planned.


    46. Try to put something interesting on every page. This is Gene Wolfe’ s rule.


    47. Telling can be better than showing. It all depends on who’s doing the telling.


    48. Racial and sexual stereotypes are (still) default SF. Avoiding them takes more than reversals.


    49. Space breaks regulate timeline. They make a story look modern but also conventional.


    50. Go easy on character descriptions. Nobody cares what your characters look like. They only need to be able to tell them apart.


    51. Repetition is good for symmetry but must be used carefully, like Tabasco.


    52. Never write about a writer. It makes you seem needy.


    53. Leave stuff out. It’s what’s left out that puts what’s left in to work.


    54. Withhold as much information as possible for as long as possible. When the reader knows everything, the story is over.


    55. After you finish your story, go back and cut your first paragraph. Now it is finished.


    56. Imagine a reader both sympathetic and cruel. Pretend you are that reader when you edit.


    57. Read your story aloud. It must run under a half an hour. This is about 4000 words. Anything longer than this and people start to fidget.


    58. Don’t do voices. A dry, academic reading style is best unless you are John Crowley or Gahan Wilson.


    59. Ignore these rules at your peril.


    60. Peril is the SF short story writer’s accomplice, adversary, and friend.

  


  
    WRITERS’ WORKSHOPS, by Debra Doyle


    Writing, as the fellow said, is a lonely business.


    One of the common ways that writers through the ages have worked to offset this loneliness is by banding together in workshops and critique groups. In taverns and in coffeehouses, at school and at home, writers have always gathered together to hone their craft and, not incidentally, reassure themselves that they are not alone. At the same time, young writers have always sought out the more established members of the field in the hopes of learning wisdom from them, or at least a few handy tricks of the trade.


    Finding a good workshop or critique group, however, can be a difficult and confusing process, especially for a new writer who doesn’t yet know the variety of options available.


    Most writers’ workshops in the science fiction and fantasy field are variations on one of two basic models: the peer-to-peer critique group (sometimes known as the “Milford model,” from the workshop by that name, which ran its sessions in that manner) and the more classroom-oriented instructor-and-students method.


    In a peer-to-peer workshop, writers at an approximately equal level of skill take turns presenting their own work to the group for discussion and critique, and in return provide criticism and commentary on the works of the other members. Traditionally, the member whose work is under discussion during a workshop meeting remains silent while the other members take turns giving their comments. Only after all the critiquers have finished may the writer respond to the commentary. In an instructor-led workshop, by contrast, one or more presenters (usually writers and editors with experience in the field) give lectures and provide guidance and manuscript evaluation to the students.


    The peer-to-peer workshop model can be seen as a natural outgrowth of the groups of fans and writers who since the early days of the genre have read and critiqued each others’ attempts at fiction. Over time, more formalized local groups developed, and some of those groups became quite well-known and influential.


    One such notable local group is the Austin, Texas, Turkey City Workshop, started in 1973 and still ongoing. Founding members of the workshop included Lisa Tuttle and Howard Waldrop, and Bruce Sterling is a notable alumnus. The workshop is also famous for the Turkey City Lexicon, a glossary of commonly used terms for workshop critique in the science fiction and fantasy field. Like most local critique groups, Turkey City is not an open workshop; admission is by invitation and approval of the current workshoppers.


    Peer-to-peer workshops meet regularly in many North American cities with an active science fiction and fantasy fan presence, but an interested writer may have to expend some effort to seek them out. Area science fiction conventions, the internet, and local fans are all possible sources of information. Since the mid-1990s, workshop groups using modified versions of the peer-to-peer critique method have also flourished on the internet; the Science Fiction Online Writing Workshop and Critters are two of the best known.


    Local critique groups and internet-based workshops have the advantage of being relatively inexpensive or even free. An individual workshopper’s primary contribution is always his or her active participation in the giving and receiving of critique. However, the quality of a peer-to-peer workshop is heavily dependent upon the skill level of its participants. Furthermore, there is no guarantee that any particular workshop will be open to new members.


    Science fiction and fantasy writers in search of a more formal, or a more intensely immersive, learning experience can turn to one of the field’s several annual residential workshops. These workshops can be expensive, with the price of attendance rising as high as $5000 when tuition, fees, and room and board are all factored in. However, scholarships or work-study positions are available at some workshops to offset part of the cost of attendance. Residential workshops also require that the student be able to invest as much as six weeks of time in the experience.


    The idea of a retreat-like multi-day writers’ workshop became a part of general American literary culture at about the same time that science fiction became a recognizable literary genre. The same year—1926—that saw the inaugural issue of Hugo Gernsback’s pioneer science fiction magazine Amazing Stories, also saw the establishment of the prestigious mainstream Bread Loaf Writer’s Conference, still held annually in rural Middlebury, Vermont. It would be three more decades, however, before SF could have a residential workshop of its own.


    The first of the US-based residential science fiction writers’ workshops was the Milford Conference, founded in 1956 by science fiction writer, editor, and critic Damon Knight and by Knight’s wife and fellow science fiction writer Kate Wilhelm. The conference took its name from its initial location in Knight and Wilhelm’s home town of Milford, Pennsylvania. The Milford conferences used the peer-to-peer workshop model, which subsequently became the prevalent workshop model in the SF and fantasy field.


    The US-based Milford conference is no longer running, but in 1972, British science fiction author James Blish founded Milford UK, a residential workshop based on the US model. Attendees at the first UK Milford included Brian Aldiss John Brunner, Ken Bulmer, and Anne McCaffrey. Originally meeting in Milford on Sea in Hampshire, the workshop presently meets on an annual basis in North Wales. Milford UK draws members from Britain, Europe, America and Australia; the minimum qualification for attending is a fiction sale to a paying market.


    In 1968, author Robin Scott Wilson founded the Clarion Writer’s Workshop, which was initially held on the campus of Clarion State College in Pennsylvania. The new workshop used a variation on the Milford model, with the peer-to-peer critiques being supplemented by instruction and criticism from a roster of visiting instructors. The instructors were drawn from the ranks of working writers and editors, and each taught for a week at a time. This continues to be the basic format for Clarion, and for workshops closely based on the Clarion model.


    Clarion is an intense six-week residential workshop with a small student body. The workshop has moved more than once over the decades since its founding, and is currently held in San Diego, California. Other workshops using the Clarion name and method are the Clarion West workshop, held in Seattle since 1971, and Clarion South, held biennially in Australia since 2002.


    In 1996, science fiction and horror editor Jeanne Cavelos founded the Odyssey Fantasy Writing Workshop, held since its inception on the campus of St. Anselm College in Manchester, New Hampshire. Odyssey is a six-week residential workshop on the Clarion model. It combines peer-to-peer critique with one-on-one instruction from Ms. Cavelos as the primary instructor. Other writers and editors in the genre make one-day guest lecturer appearances at the workshop.


    The Odyssey workshop offers college credit upon request. It also provides an extensive and structured post-workshop experience, including critique groups, mailing lists, and a semi-annual newsletter.


    In 1997, science fiction fan Rae Montor and the Martha’s Vineyard Science Fiction Association founded the Viable Paradise Writer’s Workshop, held annually in the autumn on the New England island of Martha’s Vineyard. VP runs on a heavily modified Clarion/Milford model: the length of the workshop is one week rather than six, and all eight instructors are in residence for the duration of the entire workshop. Peer-to-peer critique sessions are augmented with lectures and one-on-one meetings with instructors, as well as group discussions. Viable Paradise’s other distinguishing characteristic is a willingness to work with novels-in-progress as well as short fiction. (Clarion is explicitly a short story workshop; the guidelines for the Odyssey workshop allow for novels, but strongly suggest that short story submissions will provide for a better workshop experience.)


    What kind of workshop is best? Only the individual writer can judge. Some writers may prefer the relatively low cost and regular meetings of a local peer-to-peer workshop; others may prefer the ability of an internet-based workshop to bring together critiquers who might otherwise be isolated.


    For those writers who are searching for the more intense experience of a residential workshop, the time and expense of the workshop must be taken into account, as well as cost of travel to the workshop’s location, and of course the roster of instructors for that year’s session. (Over the long haul, a writer’s fellow-workshoppers will probably be more important and more memorable for him or her than any of the instructors—but in the absence of a functioning time machine, there’s no way to evaluate one’s classmates before sending in the application.) No single workshop is perfect for all students; each of the currently running major workshops has different strengths and very different learning atmospheres. It’s a good idea to talk to a couple of former students before enrolling in a workshop. (For instance, the Viable Paradise mottoes are “We don’t do ‘workshopping for blood’” and “It is not the goal of this workshop to make you cry. The writing life will do that to you all on its own.”)


    Residential Workshops


    Milford UK: http://www.milfordsf.co.uk/


    Clarion: http://clarion.ucsd.edu/


    Clarion West: http://www.clarionwest.org/


    Clarion South: http://www.clarionsouth.org/


    Odyssey: http://www.sff.net/odyssey/


    Viable Paradise: http://www.viableparadise.com/


    Online Workshops


    Critters: http://www.critters.org/


    Science Fiction Online Writing Workshop: http://sff.onlinewritingworkshop.com/


    * * * *


    Debra Doyle is author or co-author of more than thirty books, and an instructor at Viable Paradise. She has a doctorate in English specializing in Anglo-Saxon literature from the University of Pennsylvania.

  


  
    INVENTING THE FUTURE, by Mike Brotherton


    “We are living in interesting times; in fact, they’re so interesting that it is not currently possible to write near-future SF.”


    —Charles Stross


    Stross is a wickedly smart science fiction author with his finger on the pulse of changing technology who is also well aware of the lag time between writing a story and seeing it in print. Science fiction set in the very near future can become effectively obsolete before it is even published.


    This is not just true about science fiction, or just true about the situation now, but it is perhaps more true about the genre and this epoch than in general. Still, stories written in the late 1980s that talked about the Soviet Union were destined to appear dated and strange rather quickly as that country rapidly disintegrated into its original parts. Today, the rush of revolution in the Middle East may similarly date stories set there, as uncertainty hovers concerning what that part of the world will be like in coming years.


    While history isn’t static, and science and technology in particular move quickly, there are a number of things every serious science fiction writer must consider when building the world their story takes place within.


    As suggested by Stross, technology is a primary issue that can date a story rapidly and cause future readers to lose their suspension of disbelief. Robert Heinlein’s spacefarers of the far future often did calculations using slide rules, jarring modern readers who pick up some of his classics. Some of the effects can be subtle, as ubiquitous cell phone use ruins many old plotlines, and as the consequences of ubiquitous technology of other sorts can make it too easy for characters to solve their problems. For very near-future science fiction, the technology is already on the drawing board and foreseeable, but when it hits, and how hard it hits, is next to impossible to foresee. Writers must be diligent and self-consistent with how they handle the technology. While blue jeans aren’t going to vanish in the next decade, the laptop or ebook reader might lose out to computer tablets—or not.


    The science fiction writer has to consider economics, too, unfortunately. Computing power has continued to get cheaper and more common, but perhaps physical limits will ameliorate such trends. Or perhaps they will accelerate, and every child will have access to laptops and the internet, unless blocked by censoring governments. In the future, more and more people will carry gadgets with more and more capabilities. Looking beyond that horizon, one long-honored tradition is that machines will replace the labor force, leading to universal wealth and leisure time. That’s probably unrealistically utopian, but cheap robots and computing will replace some classes of jobs in the future, as they have already done so.


    And what of the technology that applies to medicine? Do we manage to lick colds and the flu, or is it a never-ending battle? Cancer? AIDS? The possible advent of nanotechnology or other breakthroughs could result in greatly extended lifespan, which will forever alter human demographics and society.


    Another key area that the futurist must invent for their story is how the environment has developed. Has global warming continued, and required Americans to sleep under mosquito netting or chance malaria? Or have we switched from fossil fuels to renewable energy, or even engaged in risky geoengineering? How about issues of biodiversity and mass extinctions? These are things that can continue to deteriorate, or be beaten either through regulation or the development of new technologies. One possible future can have fewer animal species, while another, perhaps equally plausible, has more as genetic engineering may allow the creation of new animals or the resurrection of those gone extinct. Mammoths grazing in pastures along the roadside would probably not be a detail about the world to skip in recounting a roadtrip of the future.


    If a writer goes beyond the next few decades where these issues are paramount, science fiction has recognized a looming possibility that can totally rewrite the future. Science fiction author and computer scientist Vernor Vinge, along with inventor Ray Kurzweil, have postulated that the future may become intrinsically unpredictable due to the development of superhuman artificial intelligences. This horizon of our predictive power is called the Singularity. It has also been called the rapture of the nerds, a time when technology makes all things possible. Or not. Predictability is out the window when considering intelligences fundamentally smarter than human geniuses. Whether or not this event seems plausible, the science fiction writer must consider how smart computers can get and how fast, and how that affects the stories they create. Battlestar Galactica and Terminator are stories of disaster brought on by smart computers, for instance. Such creations need not lead to disaster, but their existence will cause profound changes.


    As longer timescales are considered, humanity will stumble in some way, or move into space for the duration (the Earth and sun will not last forever). The space environment poses certain logistical issues as does the Singularity and the advance of biotechnology. Humans can colonize space and other worlds as variations of our current form, or as totally different biologically engineered creations, or even as human-machine hybrids. Writers must have a sense of this within the future they create and what makes sense, and be able to justify the logic. This is the invention of not just the future, but of an exodus into the universe.


    The technologies of space travel must be considered. It is a common conceit of science fiction that faster-than-light (FTL) travel is possible, and that it makes colonizing the galaxy similar to the colonization of other continents across Earth’s oceans. Einstein’s relativity suggests that FTL is impossible, although some cheats like wormholes or local warping of spacetime might still be possible. It is important, but often neglected, to realize that FTL implies time travel and the violation of causality unless free will is an illusion. FTL is so commonly done that most writers and consumers ignore the philosophical implications. Still, they’re real.


    As stories enter the far future, there is still another important issue: are we alone? Recent advances in astronomy indicate that planets are common, and Earthlike planets are not excessively rare. Every writer dealing with far-future humans exploring the galaxy must evaluate whether or not the Milky Way is a place teeming with life, perhaps developed civilizations (and why contact took so long), or if humans are unique.


    Finally, in the case of the far-far future, is the sky the limit? Or is it beyond the sky? Will humans continue in one form or another, or will they go extinct with their sun, or something more inevitable like the heat death of the universe?


    There are a lot of questions to consider, from what technology electronic books will be read on in the next few years, to whether or not the human species will persist in some form or other into a changing universe. There are many plausible but contradictory futures to sort from, and the choices will be informed both by research and the perspective of the writer, whether optimist or pessimist about how our civilization adjusts to the risks and rewards of our increasing technological capabilities. This is the challenge of the science fiction writer in addition to finding a story to tell that illuminates the human condition.


    Perhaps it is impossible to do, to invent the future, but that is the challenge awaiting the science fiction writers when they sit down to the keyboard. It isn’t easy. It isn’t even possible to get it right, probably, as Charles Stross tells us, but it must be attempted. To tell even the simplest story set in the future, it is necessary to invent that future.


    * * * *


    Mike Brotherton is the author of the science fiction novels Star Dragon (2003) and Spider Star (2008), both from Tor Books. He’s also a professor of astronomy at the University of Wyoming and conducts research of active galaxies using the Hubble Space Telescope and nearly every observatory that will give him time on their facilities. He is the founder of the NASA and National Science Foundation funded Launch Pad Astronomy Workshop for Writers, which brings a dozen award-winning professional writers to Wyoming every summer. He blogs about science and science fiction at http://www.mikebrotherton.com.

  


  
    SUBMITTING A MANUSCRIPT, by Leigh Grossman


    There’s a lot of confusion among new SF writers about the basics of how to submit a manuscript to a publisher. So this is a fairly general nuts-and-bolts kind of introduction. The more detailed nuances of book proposal writing, finding market reports, and such you will have to find elsewhere (and be sure to read the essay on avoiding publishing scams before you start looking). Most of what I talk about here is true for submitting both books to publishers and stories to magazines, and it’s similar to what you’ll be submitting to a prospective literary agent.


    What You’re Submitting


    For books, you’re generally submitting some combination of a cover letter, a proposal, an outline or plot summary, and several sample chapters. For a short story, you’re generally submitting a cover letter and the complete story. In either case, your submission should be in proper manuscript format (this may seem trivial, but it’s very important) and in accordance with that particular publisher’s or magazine’s guidelines.


    If you don’t follow the publisher’s guidelines and submit the material in proper manuscript format, your work is likely to be rejected out of hand. At best, the editor will be annoyed and predisposed not to like it, since you’re making extra work for the editor. You’re asking someone to publish your book: Don’t expect them to change the way they do business specifically to accomodate you, unless you’re already a giant best-seller. (And if you’re going to go the prima donna route, you’re likely to get dropped by the publisher as soon as your sales drop a little bit, where they might stick with a low-maintenance writer.) The initial submission is the first hint the editor gets at how well you take direction and editing; if you don’t follow directions before you have a contract, what are the chances you’re going to afterward?


    I’m not trying to sound intimidating here. Proper manuscript format is actually really easy to follow, as are most publisher’s guidelines.


    Proper Manuscript Format


    Manuscript format is designed to be as easy as possible to read. The theory behind it is that as editors, we only have one pair of eyes, and they have to last for a long time. Anything that taxes them unnecessarily is bad.


    Do not try to impress the editor with brightly colored paper, confetti, glitter, or things that spring out of the box (or email attachment) when it’s opened. No script fonts, half-dead toner cartridges, or oddly colored ink. Your creativity should come through in your writing, not in your formatting.


    While different publishers want slight variations on this, the basics of proper manuscaript format are as follows:


    Text should be double-spaced, 12-point type in a text font (preferably Courier or Times New Roman, but Bookman, Palatino, or another easily readable font is fine, too).


    Use one side of the page only (no matter how long the book is). Use standard 8 1/2 by 11 paper if you’re in the U.S., or whatever the standard is where you’re writing.


    Margins should be set at one inch. Every page after the first should have a header on the upper right-hand corner containing: your name/book or story title/page number. (If you’re working in Word, you can do this by going to File/Page Setup, and checking “different first page” or “First page special.”)


    Use either italic or underlining for emphasis, but not both. (They mean the same thing typographically. Underlining was used for italics in the days when typewriters could only use one font, and the habit stuck. Lots of practices in publishing are done a particular way because that’s the way Gutenberg happened to do them, and the habit stuck.)


    Many publishers now ask for submissions by email, but others prefer traditional manuscripts. If it’s a story and it’s more than five pages long, send it flat in a large envelope. If it’s shorter you can fold it and send it in a normal envelope if you’d like.


    The first page should look something like this:


    Legal Name Approximate word count


    Address


    Phone


    E-mail address


    Title


    by Whatever Name You’re Writing Under


    Text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text


    Publisher’s Guidelines


    Most publishers and magazines post their guidelines more-or-less prominantly (depending on how swamped they’re feeling) on their websites. Magazine guidelines are also generally listed somewhere in the magazine. Guidelines tell you the specifics of what to put in the package you’re submitting. Sometimes they’ll give you information on what the publisher is currently looking for or overstocked with.


    Another important source of guidelines are several writers who put together market guides geared to working professional writers. Some of these are free and some are market based, and they can cover everything from genre fiction to airline magazines. They also tend to have guidelines for open anthologies, which otherwise you find out about mainly through industry rumor. Market guides also tend to have helpful articles, reviews, etc., but those are pretty much the equivalent of the proverbial articles in Playboy—not saying you won’t read them, but probably not the first time through, and it’s not why you bought the magazine.


    Sources geared mostly to new writers, like Writer’s Digest, are usually much less useful; they tend to be out of date, and less geared to working writers than to newbies.


    This may seem like obvious advice, but don’t submit to a magazine you’ve never read. You don’t have to subscribe, but at least leaf through a copy to get a sense of what they actually publish.


    Cover Letters


    Cover letters should be simple and short. Don’t go into every detail in the cover letter—that’s what the proposal and outline are for. The purpose of the cover letter is to make me want to read the proposal (the same way the proposal should make me want to read the book). It should be quick and interesting.


    Longtime editor John Ordover gives an example of the perfect cover letter:


    Dear [Editor’s Name]


    Enclosed please find my [x] thousand word [genre] short story which I feel may be right for [name of magazine]. I enclose an SASE in case I am mistaken.


    (If you have any credits, you go on to say)


    I have sold x stories to [magazine names]


    (and if you don’t have any you say)


    This would be my first professional sale.


    I look forward hearing from you.


    Sincerely,


    [your name]


    (SASE is short for self-addressed, stamped envelope, so the publisher can reply to you. If you want your story or book returned, you need to include an envelope and sufficient postage. If you don’t want it returned, you need to say “the manuscript is disposable” in your letter.)


    The format is similar for books and short stories. You want to be quick and to the point, but give the editor any specific information he or she needs to categorize your story.


    Be sure and include credits and any special expertise. Professional credits are best, but non-paid credits count, too. If you’ve written a long, well-received series on a popular blog, say so. Ditto for a weekly column at a local newspaper, or an academic article on the same subject as the book. If it’s a thriller about neurosurgery and you’re a neurosurgeon, say so. While it’s important not to oversell yourself, it’s just as important not to undersell yourself.


    A few other points that John Ordover mentioned as “newbie-markers” when I asked him for permission to quote his sample cover letter:


    1) Don’t put a copyright notice on the story.


    2) Don’t put a computer-generated overly precise word count on the story—ie, 3,927. Round up to the nearest hundred.


    3) Address your story to the editor by name.


    4) sending a hot young escort to the editor won’t get you published, but you will get read and rejected faster.


    Book Proposals


    A book proposal is a short (about 2–3 pages) “high concept” treatment of the book, covering things like:


    What is it that makes the story special? (A tender near-future coming of age story featuring cannibals, the Federal Reserve Board, and 11,000 gallons of whipped cream)


    Where does it fit in the current market, with specific comparisons? (It’s like Martha Stewart meets Men in Black)


    What else is comparable to it on the current market, and why would this book be commercial?


    What’s the tone of the book?


    What does the book contain, and how is it organized?


    Who are you? (A short bio, focusing on why your insight on the topic is distinctive)


    The purpose of the proposal isn’t just to convince an editor to buy your book, but to give the editor some tools to convince the others sitting in the editorial meeting who are competing for those same scarce publishing slots as well as the sales force. A good proposal lays the groundwork for a successful book.


    It also forces you to think about what the book is. In the course of writing a proposal, you need to solve organizational and structural problems that you might not otherwise have known existed.


    Outlines and Plot Summaries


    These are both similar, but structured a bit differently. An outline is a step-by-step look at the book, in order. It generally isn’t structured the way you learned in middle school (I, A, a, 1, etc.), but might have a paragraph or two for each chapter of the book. A plot summary is a 3–5 page treatment of the story of the book, which may jump around to give a sense of the overall narrative.


    I’m a big believer in outlining, though not all writers work that way. If nothing else, when life gets in the way and you have to put a project down for six months, it’s helpful to be able to pick it up again and know where you were trying to go with it, rather than having to start from scratch.


    One important thing to remember as a writer, is that the outline works for you, not the other way around. Outlines change and evolve as you’re writing. A character who seeemd really minor will force her way, kicking and screaming, into a much bigger role in the plot. A character who seemed really interesting will turn out to be hideously boring to write, and you’ll kill him off after three chapters. Just modify the outline with each change. The outline gives you a sense of where you have to foreshadow and introduce certain elements into the story and what end you’re working toward, but it’s not something you need to follow slavishly.


    Sample Chapters


    These should be several consecutive chapters from the beginning of the book. Use common sense depending on the lengths of your chapters. The average chapters are 15–20 pages, meaning the publisher wants about a 50-page sample of your work if they ask for three chapters. If your chapters are 2 pages long, include more. If your chapters are 150 pages long, include fewer.


    One last piece of advice, once again quoting from SFF.net’s Yog:


    The only word you absolutely, positively have to spell right every single time is the editor’s name.


    If you’d like more details on any aspect of how to submit manuscripts, a great place to start is the SFWA page of Articles on Writing (www.sfwa.org/writing/).


    * * * *


    An earlier version of this essay was published on DailyKos on July 28, 2006. The original essay, along with other publishing-related essays, is archived at www.swordsmith.com/essays.html

  


  
    LITERARY AGENTS, Leigh Grossman


    What Do Agents Do, Exactly?


    The thing that your agent gets paid for is selling your book to a North American publisher, in return for which she gets about 15% of the money you’re paid for writing the book. But there’s a lot that goes on before, during, and after the book sale that the agent isn’t directly paid for.


    Your agent acts as a sort of pre-editor, working with you to make your book more commercial, and anticipating problems editors may have with it ahead of time, before the book gets submitted and rejected because of those problems. She knows the quirks of the various editors in the genre, and also what kinds of books they’re looking for right now, and if your book can be positioned as one of them.


    Your agent acts as a liaison between writer and editor when necessary. Mostly you deal directly with your editor, but there are times when you need to vent, or complain about slow payment, or raise a problem, and your agent can do those things without hurting your working relationship with your editor. Likewise, when your editor has a problem with something that you’re doing, he can go to your agent, who will in theory know how to deal with it tactfully.


    Your agent tracks royalties, issues you statements and 1099s for tax purposes, and takes care of hounding your publisher when they neglect to pay you on time (which happens a lot). Since agents don’t get paid until the publisher pays, they tend to be really good at this aspect of the job.


    Your agent may broker your book to international markets, assuming your publisher hasn’t kept foreign rights. There’s usually an additional fee involved for the foreign agents and other costs (typically 20%), but a foreign sale can still be a nice bonus, especially on a book that has run its course in this country, financially at least. Besides, it’s cool to see a Croatian version of your work.


    Perhaps most important, your agent helps keep you sane and productive, knowing when to prod and when to back off. Because writing books can take years to pay off and most writers have other full-time jobs, it’s extremely helpful to have an agent who gives you deadlines and keeps you focused on the writing side of your career goals.


    What Don’t Agents Do?


    Your agent is not your mom, or your babysitter, and she’s not going to lie to a publisher on your behalf. (Remember that she’s probably got other writers at that publisher, too, and won’t jeopordize her relationship with an editor without a really good reason.) While your agent is an advocate for your work, it’s also part of her job to tactfully tell you when you need to grow up and finish writing the new book already. Remember that if you’re too high maintenance, your agent can drop you as a client.


    Literary agents generally won’t represent you for short story sales, since they don’t generate enough commission to be worth the trouble.


    They also generally won’t handle all aspects of film sales—there are separate agents who handle this, although your film agent and literary agent will work together (and might be part of the same agency if you’re at one of the bigger agencies like William Morris).


    Why Do You Need an Agent?


    Once upon a time, you didn’t, although it was still a good idea. Isaac Asimov never had an agent, which certainly didn’t hurt his productivity (more than 500 books), but did hurt him in other ways (some questionable book deals, accidentally selling the same rights to two different publishers). The theoretical advantage of agents is that they take on the business side of the writing profession, leaving you free to pursue the creative side. But the more practical reason is that these days, fewer and fewer publishers will even look at unagented books. And even for publishers that do accept unsolicited material, your agent’s personal connections to the editors allow your work to be sent directly to the editor, rather than going into the slush pile.


    What to Look for in an Agent


    As an aspiring writer, it can be very hard to turn down a potential agent, but working for an agent who’s a bad fit for you will do nothing for your career. Assuming you’ve done your homework to make sure a prospective agent is legitimate (and read the “avoiding publishing scams” essay), here are some things to keep in mind:


    How high-maintenance are you as a writer? How much contact do you need with your agent? Some writers just like to be left alone to churn out a book every six months, while others want to chat with their agents frequently. Either one of those things is fine, but if you and your agent aren’t on the same wavelength, you’ll drive each other nuts, and the partnership will not end well. If you’re a high-maintenance writer (and um…I am) you need to have an agent who’s comfortable with that.


    Are you more comfortable with a small agency or a large one? Science fiction publishing has a mix of both, and since they’re more-or-less equally effective, you need to weigh what your needs are and which kind of agency can fill those needs better. Larger agencies have more resources, but at smaller shops one person can answer all of your questions. (Larger is not always more impersonal in publishing, although some agencies are friendly and some standoffish, some great about returning calls and some terrible, etc. And no, I’m not naming names…I have to work with all of these people. The traditional way to get this information is to ply editors or writers with alcohol at conventions.)


    How well do you fit on your agent’s client list? Ideally, you want to be a close genre match, but not indistinguishable from your agent’s other clients. It’s no fun to be the third-string space opera writer, or the one who only gets hired if your agent’s better-established clients are booked up. On the other hand, you don’t want to be the only hard science fiction writer in a stable full of fantasy writers: Your agent will be spending 90% of her time talking with fantasy editors, and your name will never come up in those conversations.


    What are your agent’s strengths and weaknesses, and do they fit your needs? In some ways, agents are a lot like baseball managers. Every agent has specific strengths and weaknesses, that ideally will allow you to succeed. By the same token, you may not stick with one agent for your whole career: In the same way that the manager who’s great with a young, up-and-coming team may not be able to get the same performance out of a veteran team filled with high-priced players, your needs as a writer may evolve. Keep that in mind while negotiating the terms of any agency agreement you sign. Watch out for irrevocable agreements, or ones that don’t give you a way out if the match is a terrible fit. (That kind of agreements is rare among legitimate agencies, although the old Scott Meredith Literary Agency, before Scott Meredith died and most of the agents left to form other agencies, was notorious for them. Many agents still work on handshake deals, at least if you’re an established writer, or a one-page letter of agreement outlining your relationship.)


    Finding an Agent


    The single best way to get an agent is to be recommended by another client of that agent, or by an editor or other publishing pro who that agent knows and respects. Going to conventions, getting to know writers and agents, and getting a reputation for behaving like a professional will go a long way toward accomplishing this, as well as giving you a sense of what individual agents’ strengths and weaknesses are.


    Don’t just talk to writers—listen as well. Who’s really happy with their agents? If people are complaining about their agents, why are they doing so? Which agents are actively looking for writers, and which have full stables?


    If that’s not an option, think about the contemporary writers whose work most resonates with yours. Look on the acknowledgments pages of their books to find out who their agents are. Go to those agents’ websites and look at their client lists and submissions guidelines (which will be similar to the process outlined in the “submitting a manuscript” essay. Even if that particular agent is full, one of the newer associates at her agency may have an opening, if you fit well with what they’re good at selling.


    * * * *


    An earlier version of this essay was published on DailyKos on August 7, 2006. The original essay, along with other publishing-related essays, is archived at www.swordsmith.com/essays.html

  


  
    AVOIDING PUBLISHING SCAMS, by Leigh Grossman


    Yes, publishing is a swamp. Most of my publishing essays are devoted to explaining how cattails can be yummy and the ways that marshgrass is sometimes kind of sweet, but I wanted to spend a little bit of time exploring the muckier part of the swamp as well, in the interest of y’all not drowning. There is some solid ground in among the mud, but certain areas of publishing, especially vanity publishing and self-publishing, are especially prone to scams. Another area where scams are common is in fake literary agents, who prey on new writers’ naivete about how publishing works.


    Before I get to any specifics, let me quote Yog’s Law, a fundamental rule in professional publishing that will keep you out of 99% of all scams:


    Money flows toward the writer.


    This sounds simple, but many people forget it when what seems like a golden publishing opportunity is dangled in front of them.


    Money flows toward the writer.


    As a writer, you don’t have to pay to get your work published. People pay you for specific, limited rights to publish your work. If an agent asks for a fee to read a manuscript, it’s a scam. If a publisher says they’ll publish your work if you agree to pay a fee to an outside editor to have your book revised, it’s a scam. Money may not flow to you very quickly, or in very large amounts—there are legitimate semi-pro SF magazines that pay in copies of the magazine, and publishers who pay on publication of the work, years after you’ve written it—but the key is that they are paying you.


    Agency Scams


    An agent’s job is to sell your work to a publisher. (There are lots of other things that agents do, but this is the biggie.) In return for selling your work, the agent takes a percentage of the money from sales of your work, typically 15%. The agent doesn’t get any money until he or she sells your work. Once a book is sold, the publisher will make payments directly to your agent, who then sends you a check for 85% of the total. Reputable agents also send you tax forms and periodic statements. One reason good agents are so selective is that they generally have to spend years working with a particular writer before they see any money out of the deal.


    Any agent who you are seriously considering signing with should be happy to provide you with a client list. You should recognize some of the names on that list. There should be many writers on that list in the genre that you write in. (Agents tend to specialize in a particular literary area, in which they have ties to all the editors. Yes, my agent also represents me in contract negotiations when I write baseball books, but her specialty is SF and fantasy, because that’s my main area of focus, and she represents a number of other successful writers in the field.) Any agency that balks at sending you a client list, or signs people regardless of genre, should be treated with extreme suspicion.


    Any agency that charges an upfront fee, or sponsors a contest with an entry fee whose prize is representation, or who refers you to a freelance editor saying that they’ll represent you if you have this editor work on your book is a scam. (There’s a legitimate place in the field for book doctors, but that isn’t it.) Many of these fake agencies have never sold a book, and make their money by milking writers out of fees which can run into the thousands of dollars.


    Be aware that many scam agencies have names that are very close to legitimate agencies (Creative Arts Book Company is not the same as Creative Artists Agency). Many advertise prominently in places like Writer’s Digest and other publications geared to new and not-so-savvy writers. Some of them will have slick websites.


    There are no particular qualifications for becoming a literary agent. Like marriage counselors, anyone can put up a website and call him- or herself an agent. The best way of all to find an agent is by referral: a writer who knows your work recommends you to an agent. (My agent pretty much only looks at new clients who have been recommended by one of her current stable of writers, for instance.) How do you get to know writers and agents? Go to SF conventions. Be pleasant, polite, and professional. Lots of people will be more than happy to steer you in the right direction.


    Vanity Publisher Scams


    Vanity publishers make their money by producing your book for a fee. They typically provide no editing to speak of, and have no actual distribution into bookstores, though they will make misleading claims to the contrary. (Saying that the book will be available in Amazon or can be ordered by bookstores is meaningless, because you can accomplish that easily without a vanity publisher, and because no bookstore will carry their nonreturnable, overpriced books.) The typical vanity press book sells about 70 copies—the exact number that the author’s family and friends buy.


    If you want to write a book that only your family and friends need access to, there’s no reason for you to go to a vanity publisher. Go to someplace like Lulu.com, which is essentially a glorified copy service, and they will provide print-on-demand books for far less money per book than a vanity press, and you won’t have to pay any up-front fees.


    Not all scam publishers charge up-front fees, but none of them are going to get any real kind of book distribution. If you’d like to know how they work, there’s a wonderful, hilariously funny exposé of Publish America by the organizer of Atlanta Nights, an attempt by a group of professional writers to write the worst possible book and get it accepted by Publish America, which pretended to be a selective, legitimate publisher, but actually offered a contract to anything submitted without ever reading it.


    There are some cases where self-publishing makes sense, but going to a vanity press never makes sense—remember, money flows to the writer. Think about self-publishing if:


    1) you have a huge built in audience for something that no one who isn’t already familiar with it will go to a bookstore to buy. (For instance, you have several thousand dedicated readers for your post-apocalyptic webcomic that concerns the inner workings of the sanitation industry, but only sanitation industry professionals who also read SF get the jokes.)


    2) you want to publish something for a select group, but you’re not interested in wider exposure or making money. (For instance, a family genealogy, a book dedicated to local history for the town historical society, or a packet of historical documents for a class that you teach.)


    In most other cases, traditional publishing will reach a far broader audience than you can on your own. (Although you’ll have to do most of the publicity yourself.) There are some cases where a book is so nontraditional that no publisher will touch it, but it actually does have an audience. A number of SF and fantasy books like that have started out as self-published, but usually once they’ve established a clear audience, they’re picked up by a traditional publisher, which can expand that audience and maximize the book’s reach. Examples of genre-related books that started out as self-published and went on to become traditional best-sellers include The Celestine Prophecies and the Left Behind series. But for the most part, if a book is well-written and has an audience, you will eventually be able to find a legitimate publisher to take it on.


    Resources for Avoiding Scams


    There are some excellent resources online for checking on if a publisher is legitimate or not. (I personally don’t put much trust in publications like Writer’s Digest geared to newbies, but some genre writer’s organizations, most notably SFWA (www.sfwa.org) do a great job educating their members and new writers alike.)


    Preditors and Editors (http://pred-ed.com/) is a frequently updated list of markets, agents, and contests with annotations by writers as to which can be trusted and which to avoid.


    The publishing scams page at SFF.net, a terrific website geared to writers and fans of science fiction and fantasy, is another useful resource on a site filled with useful resources.


    Writer Beware is SFWA’s site for alerts about specific scams, as well as general advice on avoiding scams. If you’d like a more detailed version of this segment, that’s the place I’d recommend to start.


    * * * *


    An earlier version of this essay was published on DailyKos on July 23, 2006. The original essay, along with other publishing-related essays, is archived at www.swordsmith.com/essays.html
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